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ABSTRACT
This thesis examines the impact of the great depression on a single working-class
community in New Zealand. At the centre of this study is the home. The thesis uses
the results of a Housing Survey conducted in 1937 and 1938 to construct a dense sense
of the standard of housing in the Dunedin suburb known as The Flat and in turn
assesses housing in relation to both family and community perspectives. The discourse
of the 'slum' forms part of the investigation. Contemporaries regarded the study area
as a slum area, yet the survey revealed that much of the housing was of a satisfactory
standard.

However, pockets of sub-standard housing revealed sections of the
community enduring disproportionate levels of poverty. Oral history defines a human
sense of the experience. Standards of sanitation and diet on The Flat are investigated in
an attempt to ascertain the extent to which the depression may have affected the health
of the community. It will be argued that the household economy reached far beyond the
scope of the breadwinner wage and that the home itself generated income. Finally,
family size and patterns of marriage form part of the quest to discover whether the
depression strengthened or undermined gender relations in the suburb, and t]Je analysis
reveals both change and continuity in this community.
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INTRODUCTION

The 'Great Depression' constitutes an important episode in New Zealand's
history. This study uses the rich sourc,es available for a single working-class
community to assess the impact of the depression in New Zealand. This is a
local study, however. It does not claim to represent the experiences of all
New Zealanders during the economic crisis of the 1930s. Rather, it examines
the impact of the depression on a particular community, in a specific
By keeping the focus
The advantages of this are many.
context.
concentrated on one geographical area we are able to master a full range of
sources, many of which are not available at the national level. In limiting
the study to one small population a dense sense of the experience of the
depression is attainable. The history of the working-class cannot be
separated from the history of its local communities. As Janet McCalman
argues 'a communal history can tease out the social intimacies that were
once the hallmark of the working class; a sh1dy that ignores the daily
connections between public and private tells only half the story.'l
An advantage to this particular work is that The Flat - the study area - is an
area which has already been well studied (a description of The Flat forms the
second part of this introduction). Erik Olssen provides a comprehensive
history of work, politics and society in Caversham up to the 1920s in his 1995
work, Building the New World, and while the geographic boundaries differ
slightly the fabric of the community is closely related.2 Olssen suggests that
similar communities existed in other parts of New Zealand, and that the
story of Caversham's skilled workers is in some respects typical.3 -The Flat
does bear some resemblance to other New Zealand communities ip. the
1930s, in particular the age and sex structure of the population are not
dissimilar to those reflected in the national statistics of the time (see figure , ·
one). The occupational structure has a higher proportion. of manual
workers than was the national norm, confirming the 'working-class' nature
of the community.

1J. McCalman, Struggletown: Portrait of an Australian Working-Class
Community , Melbourne, 1984.
2 E. Olssen, Building the New World, Auckland, 1995. See also G.N. Stedman,
' The South Dunedin Flat: a study in urbanisation, 1849 - 1965', M.A. thesis in
Geography, University of Otago, 1966.
3 0lssen, Building the New World, p.261.
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2
The research strategy employs statistical measures which have been
systematically checked and rigorously tested for accuracy and reliability.
Even with such a specific research strategy, however, the answers are not
always forthcoming, and much remains unknown about the depression
experience. What is clear, however, is that the impact of the depression was
complex and varied. While the people of The Flat could not control the
wider forces which defined the depression, they were able to control its
impact through good housing, income, and the support of kin and
community. How much control they could assert was dependent on other
factors, particularly age and sex.
The home is at the centre of this study. As a place of personal interaction
the home is intimately linked to notions of family and community.
As a
physical construct the home is pivotal in defining an individual's sense of
security and standard of living. The design of a house and the way living
spaces are used can tell us not only about the standard of comfort the
inhabitants enjoy, but also something about the social and cultural norms of
the time. The burden of high male unemployment was felt perhaps most
heavily in the home, and this study is in part an attempt to understand and
recreate the daily experiences and practicalities in these working-class lives,
which brings the home into central focus. The lived experience of family can
perhaps best be understood this way.
Women have a special relationship to the home, and as such it was my
intention initially to focus specifically upon their experiences. However, the
sources revealed that the depression had specific imperatives for men and
women, complementary and intertwined. Gendered expectations defined
their experiences of the families and individuals under investigation, so my
focus shifted to the community as a whole. While the experiences of
women are highlighted, these cannot be isolated from male experience. As a
community history, this work explores the experiences of both sexes,
revealing the similarities and differences and as such allowing us to make
inferences about the implications of gender in working-class households.
The myth of the depression in New Zealand is tightly woven into both the
written and oral history. Tony Simpson's 1974 work, The Sugarbag Years ,
uses oral history to highlight the sufferings of ordinary New Zealanders
during the Great Depression, and indicates that for the majority of New
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Zealander's, the depression was a time of extreme poverty and hardship. 4
Oral history highlights the strong sense of community fostered in these hard
times. The depression provides an opportunity to investigate the suggestion
that myth shapes what is remembered. As Rosemary Goodyear points out,
'oral history is a link to the past: but it is not the past itself talking; rather it is
the past talking through the present.'5 The notion that 'everybody helped
everybody else out' was strong in the interviews conducted for this study,
but may be a romanticised idealisation of reality. Part of the aim of this
study is to investigate the extent of poverty endured in a suburb where the
occupational and socio-economic structure indicate the depression may
have been felt quite heavily.
As Gilding points out, 'the best records provide a glimpse into the lived
experience of family, and how ordinary people constructed their lives and
responded to interventions.'6 This thesis utilises a wide variety of source
material, but takes as primary two distinct yet equally rich sources as its
main foundation. Essentially, for the local study, these are statistics and oral
history. The results of a Housing Survey, conducted nationally in 1937 and
1938, provide the bulk of statistical information about the community under
examination. The survey includes information about not only the physical
state of the houses, but also details about the inhabitants, providing broad
statistical data about subjects such as occupation, employment status, age, sex
and household composition. Of course, some level of caution must be
assumed when working with statistics. Although apparently objective and
value free, statistical data often grows out of socially constructed concepts
that are laden with cultural and political valuesJ The background to the
Housing Survey is detailed in Chapter Two, and while the information in it
cannot be considered to be completely unbiased it is certainly valuable on
account of its magnitude and attention to detail.
Individual identities and actions lend a realistic and human edge to the
statistics. Interviews from a number of people have been utilised. This
4 T.

Simpson, The Sugarbag Years, Auckland, 1974. ·
Goodyear, '"Sunshine and fresh air": An oral history of childhood and
family life in interwar New Zealand, with some comparisons to interwar
Britain', PhD thesis in History, University of Otago, Dunedin, 1998, p.24.
6M. Gilding, The Making and Breaking of the Australian Family, Sydney, 1991,
p.14.
7 N. Folbre, 'The unproductive housewife: her evolution in nineteenth
century economic thought' , Signs , 16; 3, (1991), p.463.
5 R.K.
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allowed a full oral account of the depression. My own selection of
interviewees was gathered by way of a newspaper advertisement, and
therefore biased towards those who wanted to give an account. They are a
special group, . outliving their predicted life expectancy, surviving the
depression and moving on to relative security in their old age. They are
The majority of the
literate, intelligent and interested in history.
interviewees, though still living in Dunedin, had moved away from The
Flat, suggesting some level of upward mobility, though two relatively welloff sisters interviewed were living in the same family home they grew up
in .
Oral history is fraught with inconsistencies and problems, yet its value
cannot be denied. In my own experience, for example, women often say less
than men when in the presence of men. Memory is notoriously unreliable,
and instances of husbands and wives and siblings correcting each others facts
during interview lend much credence to this. One woman I interviewed
offered the following qualification to her stories:
When you get to my age you have to remember that what you
remember is often what you've heard and not what you've actually
remembered. I mean you take it for granted it's true but you have to
differentiate between what you know from your own experience and
what you heard.s
The difficulties with oral history are many, yet used with caution interviews
provide an insightful and remarkably human side to stories told. One
shortcoming of interviews conducted in the late 1990s with people who
lived through the depression of the 1930s is their age at the time of the ,crisis,
because children were not usually well informed about the economic
circumstances of their families. However fragmentary as they may be, the
specific human examples put forth via oral history are, I believe, necessary
in interpreting and giving meaning to statistical evidence. In turn, statistical
methods can tell us which human examples are typical and which atypical.9
II

8Mrs Y.H., 26 November 1997, transcript, p.2.
Barton, 'Without welfare: family illness and death 1900-1942', Oral History
Association of Australia Journal, 12, (1990), p.128.
9 R.

The Flat: Caversham 1913, showing the upper storey of the shops facing the Main South Road, with the market
gardens; Forbury Park and St Clair beach in the distance, and in the foreground pre-1880 cottages and garden sheds of
the Rockyside sub-area.
Source: Otago Settlers Mus eum .

Illustrat!on One
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The geographical area focused on in this study, known as The Flat
comprised of South Dunedin, most of Caversham and some of the
independent borough of St Kilda, and appeared as a self-enclosed, flat,
physical space bordered by hills on two sides and the ocean to the South. An
urban industrial area, and one of the oldest in New Zealand, the fate of The
Flat was determined largely by its topography. It was well suited to heavy
industry. Framed by hills and ocean, one did not need to step far from its'
boundaries to be immersed in a rich and beautiful landscape. On the hills
above lived the elite of St Clair, who had clear views across the expansive
and heavily concentrated Flat to the harbour. The Hillside Workshops and
the large billowing chimney of the Gasworks signified the industrial nature
of the area, yet the residential density ensured a richly human community.
The main sources of employment were in the factories and workshops that
surrounded The Flat. The industrial structure was dominated by the two
largest employers, the Hillside Railway Workshops and the Gasworks,
The Hillside Workshops
which jointly employed hundreds of men.
covered ten acres in total, and its presence dominated Hillside Road as it
noisily repaired and manufactured locomotives and rolling stock.
Predominantly working-class, the people of The Flat regarded physical work
and skill highly. In the workplace, industrialisation required a sober,
punctual, honest workforce, and the people of The Flat took readily to the
colonial ideals of respectability and decency. Erik Olssen has charted the
progress of this small community, finding that its development up to 1920
was characterised by a burgeoning class consciousness, which by the 1930s
was well-entrenched and respected, mirroring the development of a new
radicalism in New Zealand.lO
Although the census stopped reporting on Caversham and South Dunedin
when they merged with Dunedin City in 1904-5, it did continue reporting on ..·
St Kilda and the Housing Survey of 1937 has provided enough -information
to provide a detailed sketch of the characteristics of both the environment
and the people themselves in 1937. Some 2794 dwellings existed in The Flat
and 10 815 men, women and children lived in them. Females outnumbered
males slightly. The age distribution of the population ranged from 0 to 93
years, with five per cent of the population below five years and 22 per cent of
the population aged 65 years or older. Mostly of English and Scottish decent,
the majority of people living on The Flat had been born there, and
lOOlssen, Building the N ew World, passim.
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approximately 18 per cent were Roman Catholic. This is a higher proportion
of Roman Catholics than national proportion - Roman Catholics made up
13 per cent of the New Zealand population in 1937. 11 The population was as
transient as some other urban indust:r;ial centres, yet by the 1920s Brooking
found that 'easily enough people stayed to build and maintain community
structures.' 12 Between 1911 and 1922 residential stability was increasing, so
that by the late 1930s some families had been in the area for up to three
generations, and three-generational families were not uncommon.
Households in The Flat were composed of various groups of people. Some
58 per cent of the households in the population comprised of nuclear
families (defined as one or two parents and their children aged up to 14
years). Extended families made up 19 per cent of the households, most of
which were nuclear families with an adult over 65 years in residence. It was
quite common, therefore, for an elderly family member to live with family,
and this is supported by the oral evidence. One woman who grew up in The
Flat recalled this as being quite normat saying 'I always associate
grandparents as living with their families. That seemed to be the more
general rule that families looked after their old people.' 13 Married couples
without children made up eleven per cent of the households, while
households with two adults made up eight per cent. These were often
elderly parent/ adult child combinations or siblings, indicating strong family
connections beyond the typical nuclear family household. Single adults
aged between 15 and 54 years made up the final eight per cent of households.
Some 278 households, nearly ten per cent, were headed by a woman
householder.
There is no evidence of any Maori inhabitants in the
population though a small immigrant population of Chinese lived in the
area.
The occupational structure of The Flat community reflected its industrial
character.14 Almost 43 per cent of the employed male population were
11New Zealand Official Year Book, 1938, p.940.
12T. Brooking T. D. Martin and David Thomson, 'Sitting out the Flat Fantastic or
how to study the core of persisters with out getting dizzy: Persistence in a
new world suburb 1902-22', Caversham Working Paper,. 1996., p.13.
13 Mrs Joyce Denton, The Caversham Project Oral History Interviews: Poverty
and Wealth, p.10.
1 4 Based on occupation of head of household, classified according to
Caversham Project occupational classifications. See E. Olssen and M. Hickey,
'Towards an Occupational Classification for Urban New Zealand 1901-1926',
Caversham Working Paper, 1996. See Appendix two.
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unskilled, with 26 per cent skilled, and seven per cent semi-skilled. This is
constitutes a large manual class by New Zealand standards: the unskilled
made up 23.85 per cent of the male urban workforce according to the 1936
Census. IS Less .than three per cent of-the population were large employers,
higher managerial, professional or semi-professional. Petty proprietors,
largely tradespeople carrying on their own businesses, were reasonably well
represented, making up 6 per cent of the workers under examination. This
information confirms the sample as a largely working-class, low income
group. Most of the heads of households were skilled or unskilled workers,
and very few were in managerial or professional occupations.
There were fewer unemployed on The Flat in 1937 than there had been in
the early 1930s, yet unemployment was still high, and varied according to
sub-area. In South Dunedin unskilled workers provided the largest pool of
labour, often working seasonally, so the impact here was significant. In St.
Kilda, Aitken suggests that two-fifths of the working male population were
hit with job loss in the 1930s.I6 On The Flat, however, the impact seems
slightly muted, skilled labourer working alongside skilled man and finding
more stable employment in some of the larger, less affected industries.
Unemployment figures for The Flat in 1937 reveal a population recovering
from the depression yet still with very high levels of unemployment and
partial employment.
By the mid-1920s The Flat was . well established as a busy and productive
community. Shops were clustered in three areas. One cluster of shops was
found between the Waterloo Hotel and Cargill Road, another on South
Road, running parallel with the main trunk line, and a third on ; King
Edward Road, which ran from King Edward Road to St Kilda beach. It is
along this stretch one could find a baker, dressmakers, two breweries,
grocers, hairdressers and other such small businesses. The stretch between
Cargill Road, David St and South Road was home to many useful
businesses, many of which had been there since the establishment of the
suburb in the 1880s. There were also a several Chinese laundries and grocers
in the area, usually family businesses located below the family apartment.
King Edward Road was the largest shopping centre~ with forty retail units
A Comparison
15M. Hickey, 'New Zealand's Changing Occupational Structure:
Using the 1901, 1926 and 1936 Censuses', Caversham Working Paper 1998-7,
p.S.
16H.J.A. Aitken, St Kilda: The First Hundred Years, Dunedin, 1975, pp.l14-115.
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and four banks, serv1cmg mostly South Dunedin families.17 Tramways
linked The Flat to central Dunedin. Three lines serviced the area, one along
Hillside Road to St Kilda, another from Hillside Road to Caversham, and a
third from Forbury Corner to St Clair.l8 The seventeen shops at the
junction of Forbury and Hillside Roads serviced those commuting between
St Clair and Caversham and South Dunedin.l9 Trams ran regularly to the
city every ten minutes, so the variety found in the central retailing hub was
easily accessible, although it seems most people did their shopping locally.
Private dwelling houses dominated The Flat. Usually made of wood (82 per
cent), these houses and cottages stood in close proximity to each other,
fostering a tight existence of kin and community networks. The industrial
nature of the suburb was inescapable for the community, with lower value
houses clustered closely around factory and retailing areas. 20 Those living
near the Hillside Workshops, for example, would have suffered the dust
and noise generated by the huge premises.
Almost everyone in The Flat had enough land to accommodate a vegetable
garden. There was usually a front room in the house, seldom used but
necessary as a demonstration of respectability and preparation for important
visitors. Many of the houses were old. In 1901 a census revealed that on The
Flat , ninety per cent of the dwellings were wooden with corrugated iron
roofs, mainly small cottages with just two rooms for living and a lean-to for
the kitchen and laundry and one-sixteenth of an acre, with an earth-closet at
the bottom of the garden.21 Thirty six years later many of these cottages
were still standing, yet often in various states of neglect.
The sense of community in The Flat was enhanced by the existence of a
number of organised groups and committees which met regularly to discuss
the welfare of the area. The area boasted five primary schools, several
friendly societies, sports and social clubs, and a number of church
The Caversham Ladies Guild, of Presbyterian origins,
organisations.
organised the collection and distribution of charity during the Depression.

17Stedman, 'The South Dunedin Flat', pp.201, 203 .
180lssen, Building the New World, p.28 .
19Stedman, 'The South Dunedin Flat', p.294.
20Stedman, 'The South Dunedin Flat', p.226.
21 W. A. V. Clarke, 'Dunedin in 1901', M.A. thesis m Geography, University of
Canterbury, 1961.

Illustratio n Three
A. MacSwain 's Confectio nary and Fruit Shop, Main South Road, Caversham , 1937.
Source: Dunedin City Council Archives.

Illustratio n Four

J. Hudson, Bootmake r. Corner Main South Road and Rutherfor d Street, Caversham , 1937
Sourc e: Dunedin City Council.A rchives.
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The Caversham Branch of the Labour Party was large and active/ and the
South Dunedin Unemployed Workers Movement are just some of the
groups active in the area in this period. Nearby in St Kilda/ a newer suburb
there was another Unemployed Association. The Women's Christian
Temperance Union also found active membership in Caversham and South
Dune din.
1

A number of social institutions flourished on The Flat. Several churches/
lodges and sports clubs operated/ and some industries in the area had made
special provisions for social activities. The Hillside Workshops opened a
social room1 dining hall and library in 19281 and attention was paid to
improving the working conditions and health of the men.2 2 The Wax
Vesta match factory also encouraged social pursuits for its workers/ who
were mostly female. One former worker recalled: 'We had a netball team ...
they put a tennis court in the back/ and we also had one of the first marching
teams in Dunedin. They also had a dining room/ a library and a lady in the
dining room to make our cups of tea.'23
There is a notable absence of certain sets of people in this work. Specifically/
immigrants/ Maori and the upper middle classes receive little mention.
Rather than an omission based on prejudice or a lack of depression related
experience/ the absence of these people is primarily related to my geographic
imperatives. While there was a small immigrant population in the area
under study/ there The Flat was home almost entirely to working-class
people of European decent; if they had Maori ancestors the available
evidence is scarce.
Ill

Assessing the impact of a particular set of economic circumstances upon a
group or sub set of society is an extremely complex task. For this reason/
rather than beginning with one particular theoretical framework/ I have
primarily looked at the question in an exploratory and thematic way. Rather
than narrative or chronological/ it evolved as a series of essays in pursuit of
a number of themes and deflects between locat national and international
where appropriate. Housing/ income/ health/ employment and family
1

22AJHR 1928, D-2, p.l6.

23Mrs Hilda Maher, The Caversham Project Oral History Interviews, Series
One, Volume 4, p.37.
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constitute the major themes of the thesis, with each theme revealing
different aspects of the depression experience on the community in focus.
In the opening chapter, the internatio11al economic origins of the depression
are touched upon only to illuminate the significance of the crisis for the
New Zealand economy, and the responses of the government to the crisis.
Unemployment and the significance of the crisis symbolically are
investigated, and we discover the complexities of dealing with female
unemployment in a society that honoured the 'breadwinner wage.' Events
on The Flat reflected the national crisis. As an industrial working-class
suburb unemployment was to reach alarming new highs, but what was
perhaps the most damaging was the loss of income suffered as employers cut
down hours in a bid to avoid laying off workers.
Chapter Two shifts the focus to the domestic environment, exploring the
interaction between the home as an ideological construct and housing as a
physical manifestation of this construct The results of a Housing Survey
conducted in 1937 are used to illuminate the reality of the housing problem,
and allow us to go some way towards reconstructing the contemporary
definition of a 'slum'. Families on The Flat are revealed to be relatively
well-housed. People living alone, the elderly and women living with-out a
male 'breadwinner' however, were not as fortunate.
Chapter Three is an exploration into the dynamics of income on The Flat,
monetary and non-monetary, and discovers the non-monetary resources
these people accessed. The importance of kin and community in 'makingdo' becomes clear, and I explore the significance of such institutions 9-s the
humble vegetable garden. I argue that survival strategies reached beyond
the realm of the breadwinner wage, suggesting that rather a different
economy operated than the one used by officials to determine .the scope of
poverty at the time. The importance of the home is paramount: ·the home
itself was a source of income.
Goodyear has argued that 'health formed a yardstick by which the state
measured the gap between reality and the ideat and formed the primary
reason for any intervention in family life. '24 Chapter four seeks to gain
some indication of the impact of the depression on the health of the
•

24R.K. Goodyear, "'Sunshine and fresh air", p.5.
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population on The Flat, first by investigating the material manifestations of
health- diet, sanitation and knowledge, and placing this within the context
of available healthcare. On The Flat, cleanliness and respectability, in
combination with good housing , e:rn,erge as efficient protectors of family
health.
Chapter Five locates itself squarely within the family home, and explores in
particular the dynamics of family formation and limitation. Set in the
context of family relationships, particularly between spouses, we seek to
discover whether gender roles were affected by economic deprivation.
Power relations in the home are investigated in this chapter, and on The
Flat the marital bond emerges as crucial in defining an individual's
adaptation to economic deprivation.
Not all who lived through the depression will agree that this was how it
was. It is important to keep in mind that the evidence and stories relate to a
particular community, carrying with that their own cultural baggage and
historically constructed relationships. It does not claim to be a definitive
study of working-class New Zealand families in the 1930s. It does, however,
employ a specific research strategy in an attempt to measure the impact of
the depression on one working-class New Zealand community, with specific
reference to the home and family. The use of such a strategy does not
guarantee that all questions will be answered, but it does allow for systematic
testing of various hypotheses in its quest for an understanding of ordinary
lives in a 1930s New Zealand community.
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Chapter One
Public Events Shaping Private Lives:
The Great Depression New Zealand, Dune din, The Flat.
State responses to economic crises have direct repercussions for individuals
and their families. The depression provides an illuminating example of
public events impacting upon private lives. The historiography of the
depression in New Zealand revolves around the public events which have
come to represent the suffering endured -work schemes, relief camps, riots.
This chapter reviews the government's responses to the economic crisis,
and reveals consistent attempts by the state to reassess and address the
problem of unemployment. An assessment of the impact of the depression
upon women workers shows that although gendered notions about work
dictated the government's response to female unemployment, women
worked largely in industries that were relatively unaffected by the crisis. For
the women who were unemployed, state and community help was framed
in terms of women's domestic place, teaching them skills that would render
them good mothers and housekeepers. On The Flat, events mirrored the
national crisis, and this chapter observes the operation of such events on a
small industrial working class community.
The Great Depression is perhaps best understood as 'the outcome of a series
of developments which gradually disrupted the existing system of
international finance and trade from 1914'. 1 Currency crises, falling prices,
increasing bankruptcy and rising unemployment culminated in the collapse
of the New York stock exchange in 1929. The impact was felt the world over,
but especially in Britain, because the fast withdrawal of U.S. dollars from
Europe sent the economy crashing. Britain was New Zealand's major
market and source of capital, sealing New Zealand's involvement in the
crisis. T.W. Brooking summed it up well:
The raising of large-scale loans on the London money market
to provide infrastructure and cheap credit made New Zealand
heavily dependent upon external sources of capital. The high
1J.

Watson, 'Crisis and Change: economic crisis and technological change
between the world wars, with specific reference to Christchurch, 1926-1936',
PhD thesis in History, University of Canterbury, 1984, p.Sl.
\
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consumption and low internal investment that followed
stimulated further overseas borrowing. The productive return
on imported capital was small and soon a significant
proportion of export earnings was allotted to servicing
international debts. When prices for primary products fell
suddenly in 1929 the many structural weaknesses within the
New Zealand economy were exposed.' 2
Although the depression is usually associated with the years between 1929
and 1937, its origins and aftermath extend far beyond these years. To most
contemporaries, unemployment was the largest and most conspicuous
indication of the crisis.
Before 1928 the New Zealand government dealt with unemployment by
controlling the flow of assisted immigration, expanding public works, and
from the 1890s operating labour bureaus. Local bodies also tried to expand
their public works. Unemployment had become an obvious problem in the
main centres of New Zealand in 1926 and pressure from the Labour Party
ensured government attention.
The Reform government terminated
assisted immigration and established a committee investigating the extent of
unemployment. The same year saw the enactment of the Local Authorities
Empowering (Relief of Unemployment) Act.
The Act concentrated
responsibility for unemployment in the hands of local authorities, which
authorised them to raise funds for relief purposes. Several local bodies
borrowed money to provide relief work for those in need, but only in small
amounts.3 In 1928 the United government came to power, thanks to
Labour's support, and oversaw the creation of more relief work by the Public
Works Department and the State Forest Service. However, relief re:rr:ained
a local responsibility, and took the form of short bursts of employment for
small numbers of unemployed. In the same year the National Industrial , ·
Conference 'crystallised the political forces for and against arbitration', as
many industries, led by the Farmers' Union, sought greater freedom in their
dealings with their employees.4 Award rates, they claimed, were at odds
with the economic climate. An investigating committee was established,
2 T.W.

Brooking, 'Economic Transformation' in G.W .. Rice (ed), · The Oxford
History of New Zealand Second Edition, Auckland, 1992, p.252.
3 R. T. Robertson, 'Government responses to unemployment in New Zealand
1929-35', New Zealand Journal of History, 16, 1, (1982). p.lO; The Dunedin City
Council borrowed £10 000 in 1928 and a further £19 000 in 1929 under the
auspices of this Act. E. Olssen, A History of Otago, Dunedin, 1984, p.l79.
4 J.E. Martin, 'The removal of compulsory arbitration and the Depression of
the 1930s', New Zealand Journal of History, 28,2, (October, 1994), p.l27.
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which comprised both worker and employer representatives and officials.
In 1929, with unemployment three times as high as it had been in 1926,
Prime Minister Joseph Ward boldly promised to rid the country of
unemployment in a matter of weeks.s In poor physical health, Ward's
pledge to solve the unemployment problem showed he had 'lost touch with
the real state of the economy he was meant to be overseeing.'6
One month after Ward's declaration, the first report of the Unemployment
Committee was released. The committee provided an analysis of the main
causes of unemployment- technological innovation (especially in farming),
the seasonal nature of some industries, the decline of the gold, kauri gum
and coal industries, improper training or incapacity to work, and the general
trade depression.7 The Committee also reported that 'the infiltration of
female labour' had been deleterious to male employment.s On the whole,
however, unemployment was recognised as mostly affecting a limited
number of industries, such as timber milling, flax, kauri gum and the
building industry. Also, Labour Department unemployment statistics were
not alarmingly large (although there was little incentive at this stage for the
unemployed to register).With these factors in mind, Robertson argued that
government policy was framed around a perception of the unemployment
problem which allowed that it was a temporary setback, that excessive relief
was a disincentive to finding permanent work, and that individuals needed
to take personal control of their financial destinies.9 With the benefit of
hindsight, it is clear the government underestimated the problem.
-

The unemployed took Ward's 1929 promise at face value and within a
month a further 10 691 men had registered their unemployment with the
Labour Department.
The Labour Party kept the pressure on the
government, reminding it of the need to take greater responsibility for the
obviously growing problem. Charitable Aid, administered· by hospital
boards, represented the only official source of welfare prior to the
Depression, but was never designed to cope with the masses of unemployed

5Based on figures in J.E. Martin, Holding the Balance: A History of New
Zealand's Department of Labour 1891-1995, Christchurqh, 1996, p.381.
6 M. Bassett, Sir Joseph Ward: A Political Biography, Auckland, 1993, p.277.
7•unemployment in New Zealand', First Section of Report of Committee
Appointed by the Government on 17 October 1928 and 26 February 1929, A J HR,
1929, H-11 B, p.8.
8AjHR, H-llB, 1929, pp.6-8.
9Robertson, 'Tyranny', pp.8-10.
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that presented themselves in the late 1920s. During the depression of 192122 demand for food from charitable aid sources had more than doubled, but
the pressure eased so that official intervention was not required.l 0 By 1930
demands for charitable aid were higher than ever before.
In part,
unemployment legislation and action was intended to relieve this pressure
from the hospital boards.
In 1930 the Unemployment Committee, in its second report, recommended
the establishment of a sustenance fund, financed by a levy on the wages of
the employed.
It also recommended the establishment of an
Unemployment Board, to co-ordinate the activities of satellite
Unemployment Committees in towns and cities. It proposed that the
primary aim of the policy was to create work, and maintained that a high
level of individual and local responsibility would remain.
The
recommendations of the Committee formed the basis of the 1930
Unemployment Act, which came into law nine months after the report was
released.
In a nutshell, the 1930 Unemployment Act 'imposed centralised control,
acknowledged a limited Government obligation, and decentralised
administration on to a host of Unemployment Committees'. 11 These
committees were supposed to liaise between local and central authority,
though in practice communication was limited.
The Act required
registration of the unemployed, and for the first time the incentive was such
that thousands of men registered almost immediately.
Numbers of
unemployed on the Labour Department's register for one week in August
1931 totalled 48 670 - 43 229 more men than for the same week in 1930.1 2
Non-wage earners, such as farmers and professional people, could take
advantage of the scheme. Employers also took advantage of the new
situation and felt able to let go of workers. The enormous - number of
unemployed took the government completely by surprise -- official
estimations had predicted around 15 000 unemployed. 13 The urgency of the
unemployment problem meant that work schemes began almost
immediately, before the proper establishment of the sustenance fund (which
lDD.J. George, 'The Depression of 1920-21 in New Zealand', M.A. thesis in
History, University of Auckland, 1969, p.187.
11 Olssen, Otago, p179.
12C.J. Graham, 'Relief Camps in the depression 1931-35', PGDip Long Essay m
History, University of Otago, Dunedin, 1976, p.63.
13AJHR, Report of Unemployment Board, H-35 , 1931, pp.3-4.
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was to have taken six months). Weekly payments totalled almost double
the income received by the fund. As a result the board was immediately
forced to reduce relief wages, exacerbating the stress on the unemployed.
The Unemployment Board, designed .to deal with seasonal and structural
unemployment, lacked the resources it needed to successfully rectify the
unemployment problem. It was insufficiently resourced from the outset.
Unemployment Board action following the 1930 Act was characterised by
changes in policy, reductions in relief wages and various unsuccessful
attempts at work creation, all constrained by attempts to balance the books.
Various work relief schemes emerged based upon the philosophy that handouts served no good purpose and work was the only honourable way to gain
income. Aid was to be kept to subsistence level, so as not to threaten the
wage structure of the country. The Board embarked upon work relief
schemes, creating new ones as the initial ones proved ineffective. The first
scheme required local authorities to organise the work and workers, and
they received a government subsidy of £2 for £1 on wages. A second scheme
was established following the exhaustion of funds set aside for the first.
Scheme Two introduced a pound for pound subsidy but was reliant upon
private enterprise to create the work. Private employers showed little
interest, and by Christmas a third scheme was necessary to cover those who
had still not been able to find relief work. The grant earmarked for Scheme
3 was small, and local authorities were unable to organise at such short
notice - so that scheme, too, proved ineffective. Scheme 4, set up early in
It too proved temporary and largely
1931, subsidised farm labour.
4
unproductive.1 Scheme 5 was the urban alternative and became the largest
scheme to be enacted. Significantly, Scheme 5 was the first scheme :of its
kind in the world. Materials, tools, supervision, transport and work were
all provided by the local authorities, while the Unemployment Board paid
the full wages of relief workers (as opposed to half or two -thirds as in
previous schemes.)IS
Scheme 5, however, became a symbol of the degradation of the work
schemes, because it reduced all men to labourer status. It became a visual
reminder of the grim economic situation facing urban dwellers. Some 2700

14 R.T. Robertson, 'Government responses to unemployment m New Zealand',
New Zealand Journal of History, 16, 1 (1982), pp.26-27.
15Ro bertson, 'Government responses'; p. 27.
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Dunedin men were employed under Scheme 5 in March 1931.16 The work
done was often superficial and fragmentary.
This was because Local
Authorities were unable to implement long-term public works initiatives
using relief workers because Unemployment Board wages were granted on a
week to week basis. In Dunedin, for example, the City Council wanted to
begin flood-control work on the Leith river, which had overflowed in 1929.
The Local Unemployment Committee and the Council were in agreement
that this was a worthwhile project, but the Board would not allow it. 17
The early record of the Unemployment Board has been heavily criticised by
historian R.T. Robertson, who has described the Board's efforts as
'piecemeal' .18 In spite of the Unemployment Board's absence of an absolute
solution to the problem of unemployment, it is worth remembering that the
Unemployment Act was one of the first of its kind in the world. The
Government's continued expectation that unemployment was a temporary
problem proved ill-founded 1 but nobody anticipated the full extent and
duration of the 'Great Depression'. Not since the Long Depression of the
1880s had unemployment reached such proportions nor continued for such
an extended period of time. In this light, Robertson's assessment of the
government's response to unemployment in the 1930s seems overly critical.
The Unemployment Board's record is one of consistent attempts to reassess
and address the unemployment problem. The Act was not designed to cope
with the enormous numbers of unemployed. One major failing of the Act,
however, was its management of female unemployment.
Women's unemployment became an unavoidable issue for Government
during the Depression. Not since the Sweating Scandal of the 1890s had
government attention to female employment been so marked. In 1930,
while New Zealand society had come to accept a degree of feminisation of
the work force 1 most paid work outside of the home was undertaken by
men. Single women were expected to work as they bridged the gap between
school and marriage/ but only in appropriate 'female' lines of work. Work
done by women outside the home was to fit their 'natural' feminine calling.
Domestic service factory work and some professional work often utilising
the perceived nurturing qualities of women, such as nursing and teaching,
1

16 K.C.

1

1

McDonald, City of Dunedin: A Century of Civic Enterprise, Dunedin,
1965, p.337.
170lssen, Otago, p.180.
1 8Robertson, 'Government responses',· p.22.
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were occupations women would generally be found in during this period.
For married women the expectation was that their work would be
undertaken in the home, raising respectable and competent citizens, and
caring for their husbands. In return, the male was expected to provide for
his wife and children, and pay was set accordingly. Male wages were based
upon the premise that men had dependents, while women were paid less
because they did not have dependents, and if working were seen to be
supplementing the family income.19
This pattern was recognised and reinforced by the state and it influenced
official responses to the employment crisis. The breadwinner model was
not, however, universally accepted. In the 1920s officials debated the
viability of using wage policy to address poverty. While a minimum
standard of living could be ascertained, defining a fair wage based on the
breadwinner ideal became complicated. While there was no questioning the
fact that men were the primary earners, the difficultly centred on the
number of dependents a man could potentially be supporting. In 1922,
Arbitration Court Judge P.V. Frazer discussed the difficulty in drafting a basic
wage policy when some men had large families and some had none at all.
This point dominated debate on wage policy into the 1920s. In 1925,
following a Royal Commission into the cost of living and the basic wage,
Judge Frazer declared that ideally, the male worker was to be regarded as a
social rather than an economic unit, and proclaimed that 'he must not, in
times of trade depression, be paid less than the wage which is regarded for
the time as being sufficient for the maintenance of himself, a wife and two
children, plus an additional payment based on his skill and certain other
factors'. 20 Frazer was aware that this assumption was problematic, giveh the
variation in family size, and the fact that employers paid their workers
according to economic, not social value. 21 In addition to this, most women
would be in paid work for some time, and some 60 per cent of men were
without dependent children at any one time.22 The Family Allowance Act
of 1926 was designed to balance out these discrepancies. Funded from
general taxation, the Family Allowance provided for larger than average
19Nolan, '"Politics swept', p.201.
2°Cited in J. Holt, Compulsory Arbitration in New Zealand: The First Forty
Years, Auckland, 1986 , pp.157-158.
21Holt, Arbitration, p.158.
22 M. N olan, '"Politics swept under a domestic carpet"? Fracturing domesticity
and the male bread-winner wage: women's economic citizenship, 1920s1940s', New Zealand Journal of History, 27,2 (October, 1993) , p.214.
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sized families, supplementing wages to ensure a minimum standard of
living.
The idea of the breadwinner wage permeated New Zealand society,
however, and through it women's domesticity was reinforced. A woman 's
place was in the home. In 1935 Truth summed up the consensus that
'Women's function is home making and motherhood. That was ordained
by Mother Nature herself, and there are none wiser than that.'23 The
ideology of the breadwinner was an important aspect of New Zealand's
gendered culture, and female employment was accordingly considered
secondary and non-essential. It is these assumptions that underlined the
government's response to female unemployment during the depression.
The 1930 Report on Unemployment declared unemployment a social
problem for all, and recommended that working women should pay up to
75 per cent of the male contribution to a proposed sustenance fund, and
should be entitled to 80 per cent of the male relief rate should they need it.
The 1930 Act ignored this recommendation. Males aged 20 years and over
had to register their unemployment and pay a levy if employed, and Maori
unemployed could opt to join the scheme voluntarily. Women also had to
pay the levy, but were not entitled to receive relief. This was an ~utrage to
many women and men, who wrote to the Minister expressing their
disapproval during the drafting of the Bill and continued to protest after the
act was passed.24
An injustice lay in the fact that despite the fact that
women were excluded from receiving the benefits of the Act, their incomes
were taxed to provide for it. The Labour Party joined the protest, declaring
its policy was to 'end the injustice compelling women and youths to pay the
unemployment levies while denying them the full benefit of the fund. '25
Forced to reconsider, the government amended the Act in 1931 so that
women did not have to pay the levy, and established a committee to
investigate female unemployment. This special committee was to make
recommendations to the Board with regard to 'the assistance of women in
any manner. '26 The Board decided that too few women were unemployed
2 3Truth,

2 January 1935 , as cited in J. Phillips, A Man 's. Country? The Image of
the Pakeha Male - A History, Auckland, 1987 , p.234.
24 See LE 111930/17 Unemployment Bill, Department of Legislature, National
Archives, Wellington for submissions protesting against the Act's exclusion
of women.
25Nolan, 'Politics swept', p.205.
26Nolan, 'Politics swept', p.203 .
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to warrant the extension of relief payments to them. 27 Adding to the
problem was the fact that official statistics on female unemployment were
almost impossible to obtain.
The National Council of Women saw the fact that many women did not
register their unemployment as a major obstacle to progress.28 Instead of
providing
reliet
the
government
established
four
Women 's
Unemployment Committees in the main centres, and provided funding
based on the rate of female unemployment in each centre. Few women
registered, so funding was limited. For example, government figures for
female unemployment declared just 478 women to be unemployed in 1934,
and 975 in 1935, inspiring the Unemployment Board to report in 1935 that
'the problem of unemployed women and girls is practically non-existent.'29
The problem of women's unemployment was quite distinct from the
problem of male employment. Industries that employed many women
tended to be those least affected by the depression, however jobs were still
scarce and the problem very real.
The Government's directive to establish four Women's Unemployment
Committees in 1931 was pre-empted in some areas through local initiative.
Dunedin is one such example. In June 1931 the Minister of Lab_o ur, S.G.
Smith, sent a telegram to the Mayor of Dunedin, Robert Black, directing that
a committee for the employment of women and girls be established. He sent
a similar message to the other main centres. The Dunedin Mayor was very
pleased to report that a committee had already been established seven weeks
prior, while the Mayoress stated it was 'a pleasure' to be working along
government lines.30 The Dunedin Women's Unemployment Committee
was made up of representatives from various women's groups around the
city, including the Society for the Protection of Women and Children, the
National Council of Women and the Dunedin Housewives' Union . In
March 1931 the committee started an unemployment register for women
and held its first meeting in June, with the mayoress present.31 The
committee believed that there was 'no need for any woman or girl who was
27N olan, 'Politics swept', p.201.

28 National Council of Women Dunedin Branch Minutes, 4 July 1934, Hocken
Library .
2 9AJHR, 1935, H35, p.22 . Nolan, '"Politics swept"' , p.205.
30Qtago Daily Times, 10 June 1931, p.8.
31D. Page, The National Council of Women: A Centennial History, Auckland,
1996, p.76.
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unemployed to live in want', and promised shelter and food in necessitous
cases.32 In exchange for small amounts of relief, women and girls could
attend training classes run by the Unemployment Committee, instructing
them mostly in domestic skills but also clerical work, knitting and craft.
Knitting class relied upon donated wool and items made were redistributed
through relief depots in Dowling and St Andrew Streets, increasing the
sense of community effort.
These training schemes and re-employment initiatives for women
reinforced the status quo, working within the boundaries set by the
conventions that defined women work as of secondary importance to
men's. When unemployment relief was established for single girls by the
women's committees, it involved a six week course of cooking and
sewing.33 Even professional and university educated women advocated
domestic expertise as a woman's primary skill in times of economic
hardship, and insisted that these skills should be learned early in life. In
their report on unemployment the Otago Federation of University Women
stated that 'The depression and its resultant unemployment has shown how
great is the necessity for a sound training in Domestic Economy, not only in
our Secondary Schools, but more so in our Primary Schools, where our girls
must learn the fundamentals of Home Science which will enable them to
pull through such a crisis as this should it ever again occur in our history.'34
The University Women saw a need for people to be educated on household
budgeting. The Woman's Weekly supported this philosophy also, and
published numerous articles during the 1930s on how to 'stretch the pound',
including recipes, handy home hints and sewing tips.
These women's groups ensured public recognition and support for their
activities by working within the boundaries of the gendered culture, yet
firmly demonstrating and demanding their needs within the home be met.
For example in Dunedin in 1932 the establishment of a Central Investigating
Committee to inspect the homes of those requesting relief infuriated the
Women's Branch of the Unemployed Worker's Movement, which deeply
resented the inspection of their levels of poverty by the committee. Further

32Qtago Daily Times, 10 June 1931, p.8.
33L. Davies, and N. Jackson, Women's Labour Force Participation in New
Zealand: the past 100 years, The Agency, Wellington, 1993, p.36.
34Survey of the Problem of Unemployment, Otago Federation of University
Women, Siedeberg File, Hocken Library, p.5.
1
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anger erupted when the Committee decided only heads of households
Some men
(usually men) could collect relief supplies from the depot.35
may have agreed, however. At a meeting of the Dunedin and Suburban
Relief Workers in 1932 a member of the Women's Branch spoke regarding
the issue of men objecting to women being served at the relief depot. The
men at the meeting passed a resolution denying the accusation, and the
issue was dropped .36 As household managers and proud home-makers,
these women demanded their rights of access to relief.
Jock Phillips has argued that there were earnest campaigns to drive women
from the work force during the 1930s.37 The paid employment of women
was widely considered acceptable only if it did not intrude upon the
employment of men. One submission in regard to the Unemployment Bill
suggested that an extra tax should be levied on women in employ ment.'3 8
The perception of high female employment amidst high male
unemployment fundamentally challenged the conventions of a society with
such clearly defined gender prescriptions.
For married women, the issue was even more complex. Macrae and Sinclair
noted the possibility that the female participation rate may hav e risen
during the depression as wives sought paid employment to supplement the
husband's income .3 9 Duncan, in her study of women in the clothing
industry in Auckland, found evidence of married women being ostracised at
work by single female workers and foremen.40 The 1931 Finance Act (No.4)
granted Local Education Boards the authority to dismiss or demote any
married women they employed as teachers, but only where this would not
cause undue hardship .41 This was at the discretion of the Boards, and the
35Qlssen, Otago , p.181.
36 Dunedin and Suburban Relief Workers Minutes, 17 March 1933 ,
Unemployed Workers Movement Papers, Alexander Turn bull Library,
Wellington.
37Phillips, A Man's Country ? , Auckland, 1987, p.227.
38T.J. Ranford to Unemployment Board, 18 August 1930, LE 111/1930/17
Unemployment Bill, National Archives, Wellington.
39 J. Macrae and K. Sinclair, 'Unemployment in New Zealand during the
depression of the late 1920s and early 1930s' , Australian Economic History
Rev iew, XV, 1, (March, 1975), p.39.
40 L. Duncan, 'A new song of the shirt? A history of women in the clothing
industry in Auckland, 1890-1939', M.A. thesis in History, University of
Auckland, Auckland, 1989.
41 J. Aitken, 'Wives and mothers first: The New Zealand Teachers' Marriage
Bar and the ideology of domesticity, 1920-1940', Women's Studies Journal, 12,1,
(Autumn, 1996). p.92
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number of married women this actually affected was not recorded (it appears
that in Canterbury at least, up to a third of all married women teachers were
displaced by the marriage bar).42 Aitken argued that the marriage bar against
married women teachers, 'although ,introduced in a time of high teacher
unemployment, was legitimised by an ideology of female domesticity and
economic dependence rather than as a general solution to the problem of
teacher unemployment.' 43 Married women were seen as unfairly occupying
breadwinner territory and singled out accordingly. Not everyone agreed
with this. The National Council of Women, for example, were largely
supportive of married women in the workplace, under certain conditions.
The National Council of Women (N.C.W.) believed married women were
quite within their rights to seek paid employment if circumstances made it
necessary. The Council agreed that 'a relief worker's pay does not ensure a
standard rate of living; therefore it is frequently necessary for a wife to work
to add to the family income.' 44 The N.C.W. believed that 'a man should not
be penalised on account of his wife's earnings when their combined income
was insufficient for a reasonable living'.45 The N.C.W. saw great injustice
in reducing a relief worker's pay on account of his wife's income. This
appears to have been because of the implications for the wife, whose role
was inflated to primary income earner as well as manager of the household.
'As his pay is reduced by the amount of his wife's earnings, he is thus
dependent on her for support.'46 According to the Census, the percentage of
married women in the paid workforce was 8.2 per cent in 1926 and 8.5 per
cent in 1936, indicating no change in married women's workforce
participation. Although there is nothing in the statistics, evidence -from the
National Council of Women and oral history suggests there were; more
married women working and seeking work during the depression.47
For some adult women the problem of unemployment was particularly
daunting. At a meeting of the unemployed in Auckland in 1937, a
42Aitken, 'Wives and mothers', p.92.
43 Aitken, 'Wives and mothers', p.88.
44 National Council of Women Dunedin Branch Minutes, 3 July 1935, Hocken
Library.
45National Council of Women Dunedin Branch Minutes, 30 May 1935, Hocken
Library.
46 National Council of Women Dunedin Branch Minutes, 3 July 1935, Hocken
Library.
47 Participation rates of married women continued to increase in the late
1930s.
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representative of the Women's Branch of the Labour Party spoke of the
plight of women who were 'too old for industry and too young for the Old
Age Pension', and suggested than an effort be made to secure sustenance
payments equal to that of a single ma:~;:t for women in this situation.48 Robin
Hyde recognised this problem in describing the 'Odd Woman Out': 'She
may be young, or growing old, but unable to qualify for the old age pension,
or perhaps she is a specialist at one job, thrown out of work during the
depression, and too old to start from scratch with the seventeen year olds.'
Typically such women found themselves performing domestic duties, a fate
Hyde wanted altered: 'All unemployed girls should not be forced into
domestic service positions. With regard to domestic service, a country with
a population of less than half a million would make itself look both
snobbish and silly by the creation of a large servant class. It is idiotic to think
that our womenfolk can live by taking in one another's washing.'49
Despite commentators such as Hyde, the political involvement of women
during the depression was characterised largelyby attempts to reinforce the
system to which they were accustomed rather than to fundamentally alter it.
Women's organisations generally presented their demands in terms of
supporting the nuclear family and the breadwinner wage, and in drawing
attention to the most pressing and essential needs within the home.
Women's relief groups demanded immediate and practical relief - -blankets,
coal, groceries, as well as marching for the work they believed their men
were entitled to. Women's demands for the relief of unemployment were
couched in terms of the rights of men as breadwinners and providers. In
order to emphasise to sufferings of women and children, pregnanf women
were known to lead the marches of the unemployed - their security was
dependent upon the security of their husbands.so
Ideals of female domesticity and the pervasiveness of the male _b readwinner
ideology compromised the effective handling of the problem -of female
unemployment by government in this period. The Unemployment Act was
fundamentally _ flawed in its oversight of the problem of female
unemployment and unfair in its expectation that women, though ineligible
48 Auckland meeting of Unemployed, 14 July 1937, L1 1/1/12 b Box 4c
Administration of Unemployment Act, Labour Department, National Archives,
Wellington.
49Working Woman, November 1936, p.6.
soH. Black, Sunshine and Shadow, Dunedin, 1947, p.174.
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for relief, would contribute to the unemployment fund.
Relief for
unemployed women took the form of training schemes which reinforced
women's domestic calling, and many women who were neither young and
single nor married, such as elderly women, widows and those with
disabilities, found themselves poverty stricken. The prevailing attitude
towards women and work was supported by both women and men, so that
while women's groups actively lobbied for greater reliet they did so on
behalf of their husbands and families rather than for themselves directly.
Single women were not greatly affected by unemployment, and the number
of married women working remained very small (around 8 per cent). Poor
statistics, however, render the reality of female unemployment a complex
issue, as the true extent of female unemployment was clouded by social
conventions about who was entitled to work. It is impossible to ascertain
how many unemployed women simply did not register. The next section
returns to the political scene of 1931, examining the record of the Coalition
government and the burgeoning discontent which led to the
unemployment riots of 1932.

n
By March 1931 registrations of unemployed exceeded any estimates
envisaged by the Unemployment Board. The pressure was such · that the
Board had to suspend the No. 5 Scheme and reassess. The Act had not been
designed to cope with the numbers of unemployed. Criteria for eligibility
were tightened. A stand-down week was imposed, requiring men to work
just three weeks out of every four. In effect this made administration more
complicated. In August the government reorganised the Board and re~uced
it size, and in September the new Coalition government was formed, with
Cordon Coates as Minister of Unemployment replacing the Minister of
Labour as the head of the Unemployment Board.
The debate over the formation of the 1931 coalition was intense as the main
players and parties quarrelled over the best solution to New Zealand's
economic problems. Forbes had grown convinced that the crisis called for a
coalition, but Coates, Reform party leader and Prime Minister between 1925
and 1928, remained unconvinced. Ward's death in 1930 increased the need
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for cooperation between the parties.5 1 So long as Labour supported United
the issue was fairly academic, although as the crisis deepened some wanted a
national coalition of all parties. As United retrenched, Labour rebelled and
ended its alliance with United.5 2 In September the United and Reform
parties joined forces, and came to power easily in the 1931 election. The
Ruthless budget-driven
Coalition faced a difficult and restless term.
decisions proved incredibly unpopular and led to major pubic unrest.53
One of the first acts of the new Coalition government was to quickly
establish an Economic Committee and a National Expenditure Adjustment
The Economic Committee (comprised of. academics as
Commission.
opposed to the businessmen running the Commission), took a long-term
approach to their task, focussing on policy as opposed to practical
The committee predicted that expenditure on
administration.
unemployment would continue to grow, as would expenditure on external
debt, and concluded that the situation would worsen in the next financial
year.54 Soon after this report came the first report of the National
Expenditure Adjustment Committee. The report demanded wholesale cuts
in expenditure aimed at restoring efficiency and eliminating waste. Armed
with the findings of the two committees, parliament passed the National
Expenditure Adjustment Act. The Act resulted in cuts to education
spending, family allowances, old age, war and widows ' pensions, as well as
reduced food in hospitals and the reuse of old bandaging. Interest on rents
and mortgages was reduced by twenty per cent, and wage cuts of ten per cent
were introduced. The legislation that followed affected all sectors of society,
leading R.M. Burdon to conclude that 'so much legislation that hurt so
many people had never before been crammed into so brief a period.'55; The
retrenchments were severe, corresponding with a budget that had shrunk by
over £8 million - a third of the normal receipts. The Coalition cabinet · ·
committed themselves to balancing the budget, regardless of public dissent.
Labour sharply criticised the move, and experienced simultaneously the
rapid expansion of its own support base. Harry Holland, the Parliamentary
Labour Party's leader, toured the country throughout 1931, and was well

51R.M. Burdon, The New Dominion: A Social and Political History of New
Zealand, 1918-39 , Wellington, 1965 , p.135.
52B. Farland, Coates' Tal e, Wellington, 1995, p.87.
53Farland, Coates, p.89. ·
54Farland, Coates, p.106.
55Burdon, New Dominion, p.145.
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supported by unions and the Alliance of Labour. Under the guidance of Jim
Roberts, members of the Alliance whose wages had been cut had been
advised to reclaim their losses by paying short rent.5 6
In March, in line with the new retrenchment policy, the gov ernment
introduced a Bill to end compulsory arbitration, sparking aggressive
opposition from the Labour Party. The arbitration system had been under
attack from the rnid-1920s, primarily from the Farmers Union, which by
1931 had convinced the Sheepowners Alliance to join them in the push for
an end to compulsory arbitration. A 'voluntary' agreement between the
Farmers' Union, the Sheepowners Union and the Shearers' Union
followed, which Martin argued was pivotal in the restructuring. of the
arbitration system.s7 The Bill to end compulsory arbitration was strongly
contested by the Labour Party. One major point of contention was the
impact the Bill would have upon working women.
The Labour Party, along with the shop assistants', hotel and restaurant and
clothing workers' unions, agitated for the exclusion of women from the Bill,
reminding policy makers that in the past employers had supported such
measures and citing women's lesser capacity to organise and weaker
position as reasons for them to remain under the court's protection.58 The
government conceded, so that women therefore remained under the
Court's protection. For men, however, compulsory arbitration was ended
under the ICA Amendment Act, passed in 1932. This meant that if
conciliation failed, awards lapsed. Without the threat of court action,
employers were able to take advantage of the weak job market and-indulge
in wholesale wage cuts, on top of those already enforced by the govern_rnent.
New awards contained reduced overtime rates, special rates and allowances,
and altered job classifications so that lower rates could be paid.59 For
women the outcome was much better thanks to Labour's intervention, and
because female workers tended to be concentrated in industries where the
depression appears to have taken least effect.

56Burdon, New Dominion, p.133.
57J. Martin, 'The removal of compulsory arbitration in the depression of the
1930s', New Zealand Journal of History, 28, 2, (October, 1974), p.132.
58Martin, 'Compulsory arbitration', p.131.
59Martin, 'Compulsory arbitration ', p-.133-34.
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The depression was not equally felt across all industries. Demand for some
products remained consistent, so that some groups of workers were not
radically affected by the declining economy. Male dominated industries
were the hardest hit - farm workers, shearers and those working in the
building and construction industry were particularly vulnerable. Between
1929 and 1932 63.5 per cent of all those working in the building and
construction industry lost their jobs, as did 40 per cent of the engineering
industry and 35 per cent of sawmilling and coach building. 60
Industries on The Flat suffered the effects of the Depression m vanous
degrees. It appears that the Hillside Workshops, one of the largest
employers of men in the area, avoided large scale laying off of their workers
during the depression. A Royal Commission was established in 1930 to
investigate 'increasing revenue and declining the expenditure of the New
Zealand railways'. The commission was set up in light of the Depression
and also out of a concern over the decline in passenger traffic because of the
rise of the private motor vehicle and buses. The commission found that
there was a surplus of workers across all railway workshops, from a
maximum of 172 to a minimum of 60 men. It reported that the men in
question were notified that their engagements would be terminated on a
specified date, but that the notice was subsequently withdrawn and the men
were retained. The committee does not explain why the men were retained.
However, the surplus was gradually reduced by 'voluntary retirements'.61
Another large employer on The . Flat, Donaghy's Industries, the rope factory,
was insulated from the Depression because of a Reserve Fund that had been
built up in case of reduced turnover and profits. This meant that no staff
were laid off, although many had their hours reduced quite severely,
working just one week in three, an effective reduction in wages of one
third.6 2
Reduced hours of work resulted in enormous losses of income during the
depression, harming a large portion of the working community in a way
Under-employment was as
that is often overlooked by historians.63
significant (if not more so) than unemployment. Availability of overtime
60Martin, 'Compulsory arbitration', p.135.
61AJHR 1930 D-4, p.28.
62 K.G. Lucas, A New Twist: A Centennial History of Donaghys Industries Ltd.,
Dunedin, 1979, pp.34, 37.
63 See M. Arnold, 'Wealth and income in New Zealand', PhD thesis in Economic
History, Victoria University of Wellington, 1985, pp.258-260.
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was reduced, and workers were forced to accept shorter hours rather than
face job loss. On The Flat in 1937, while 7.2 per cent of employable heads of
households were unemployed, some 12.5 per cent were partially
employed.64 This 'under-employment' rate is significant, with a large
number of households on irregular and unpredictable income. Short time
was a convenient way for employers to avoid having to make employees
redundant, and women workers (regardless of industry) as well as men
experienced a dramatic reduction in working hours. Real wage rates, as
measured by the wage rate index for all groups, actually increased during the
depression. This does not account for short-time, so may not be an accurate
indication of purchasing power for many workers. Also, firing policies
probably affected wage rates- the unskilled and newer workers were made
redundant first. In some sectors, however, redundancies were minimal.
The manufacturing sector did not suffer as badly as other industries, and
industries dominated by women workers were relatively unscathed by wage
cuts after the 1931 reduction.65 The general figures for the reduction in
factory employees show a decrease of 16.8 per cent; 20 per cent of male and
just 4.9 per cent of female factory workers.66 Factory employers were able to
take advantage of the cheaper female labour, possibly replacing male skilled
workers with female workers who could be paid significantly less.
In the clothing industry, a large employer of women, no further wage cuts
were experienced after 1931. Woollen mills and boot and shoe factories
were also well insulated against the depression, experiencing reductions of
less than five per cent in most cases. Women working in hotels, restaurants
and the printing industry were significantly more affected, with re-ductions
of up to 16 per cent of employees.6 7 There are three possible explan~tions
for the relative security of female employment in this period. First, as
already mentioned, female workers were an economical option for
employers, as they could be paid less. Duncan even found .evidence of
women being forced to work overtime under the threat of job loss.68
Secondly, the demand for the goods produced by female workers remained
reasonably constant. On The Flat the Wax Vesta match factory, for example,
did not experience a decline in the demand for matches, so it was able to

64DCC Housing Survey.
65Martin, 'Compulsory arbitration', p.134.
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keep employing its largely female workforce. A third explanation may be
the protection offered by the Arbitration Court - it is possible some
employers felt less able to make female employees redundant because of
their exclusion from the 1932 Act.69
Despite the continued protection of the Arbitration Court, there is evidence
of women workers being treated unfairly in the course of the depression.
One Caversham woman recalled her working days as a single woman at
Blackey's clothing manufacturers in South Dunedin. She claimed their
system was to employ women for a year only, or until such time as a pay
increase had been promised.70 This was quite common in this period, for
boys as well as girls. This woman found work as a nanny following her
dismissal from Blackey's, and soon found herself working as a domestic
servant: 'I ended up like a lot of these girls who ended up doing all the
domestic work and the cooking and the looking after of the children. '71
Significantly, the demand for domestic servants did not decline during the
depression, indicating an upper-middle class not suffering badly enough to
lay off their domestic help.
By 1932 the jobless were angry and desperate. Numbers of unemployed
continued to rise while the Government appeared to increase the levels of
suffering with further retrenchments. Opposition groups, led by the Labour
Party, latched on to the rumblings of discontent, and in January the crisis
reached its boiling point.

m
Dunedin became the site of the first unemployed riots in January 1932. The
closure of the relief depots over the Christmas and New Year had left
Dunedin relief workers short of food, and the Otago Hospital Board claimed
it could not help the unemployed (Hospital Boards in Christchurch,
Wellington and Auckland all continued to support the unemployed in this
time). The Dunedin Unemployed Workers' Movement was pivotal in
organising the unemployed at this time, and U.W.M. demonstrations
culminated in the January 1932 riot. Men and women took to the streets en
masse, smashing grocery store windows. The riots resulted in the Hospital
69H. Roth, Trade Unions in New Zealand, Wellington, 1973, p.53.
70Mrs F. H, 26 November 1997, Dunedin, transcript, p.5.
71Mrs F. H, 26 November 1997, Dunedin, transcript p.7.
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Board's immediate release of funds and the establishment of a relief depot
with donated goods in conjunction with the Central Methodist Mission (as
well as five prison sentences).72 Riots followed in the other main centres.
The Labour Party caught the tide of dissension, responding to the legislation
of 1932. Harry Holland and John A. Lee toured the country, spurring the
unemployed to action with rhetoric which 'increasingly gave violence an air
of respectability.'73 The unemployed could find support in political parties
rather than their own working organisations. Trade unions in particular
were conspicuous in their lack of action. Some tried to strike, but the fear of
job loss was a deterrent to action. A strike by Christchurch tramworkers
gained much public attention in March and violence flared once again in
Dunedin, Wellington and Auckland in April. The government responded
to the riots by postponing the next election from 1934 until 1935 and passing
the Public Safety Conservation Act.74 The Labour Party, the Alliance of
Labour and the Unemployed Workers' Movement were active in spurring
the masses to action in response to the new retrenchment policy. Trade
unions, however, had little power to react.
Trade unions were largely inactive during the Depression, in part because
membership fell or collapsed. The desperate and jobless represented a threat
to the stability and power of the Unions. Over the whole country, Trade
Union membership fell by 30.8 per cent between 1928 to 1933, over 30 000
men.75 Membership figures indicate that solidarity was more prevalent in
Numbers of union members amongst watersiders,
some industries.
seamen, coal miners and freezing workers remained the most staole of all
unions during the Depression. This was probably due to the seasonal nature
of such work, so that the workers remained union members whether
gainfully employed or not. These industries also had strong traditions of
class unionism. The record was quite different for labourers and builders.

72R.T. Robertson, 'Isolation, ideology and impotence: organisations for the
unemployed during the Great Depression 1930-35', New Zealand Journal of
Robertson
History, 13,2, (1979), p.155, McDonald, City of Dunedin, p.337.
argued that the National Unemployed Workers ' Movement met with much less
success than the Dunedin branch because of its isolating ideology, which
alienated the unemployed and precluded cooperation with other political
groups.
73Cited in Bassett, Coates, p.179.
74 E. Olssen, 'Depression and war (1931-1949)', in K. Sinclair (ed), The Oxford
Illustrated History of New Zealand, Auckland, 1990, p.215.
75Roth, Trade Unions, p.49.
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The Otago and Southland General Labourer's Union (O.S.G.L.U.) lost 79.5
per cent of its membership between 1928 and 1933, while the engineering
and building unions lost 40 per cent.7 6 As early as 1930, Jim Roberts, leader
of the Alliance of Labour, urged worh~rs to turn towards to the Labour Party
for support, arguing that for trade unions, industrial organisation had
Craft unions wanted the
become 'only of secondary importance.'77
unemployed to remain members of their specific unions, while the Alliance
of Labour urged separate organisation of the unemployed; however, it was
the Communist Party of New Zealand which established and led the
organisation of the unemployed.
While the Labour Party provided opposition to and a check on Government
policy, the Communist Party of New Zealand (C.P.N.Z.) sought to exploit the
worker unrest in terms of its own Bolshevik inspired goals. The reluctance
of many trade unions to become involved with unemployment relief made
this a particularly inviting opportunity for the C.P.N.Z. Organisation was
difficult for the Party, however, because the ideology incited suspicion from
members of the public as well as the Labour Party and most trade unionists.
It was not until 1931, when unemployment had grown to include older men
with families, that the C.P.N.Z. began to gain support from the unemployed
and establish, first in major cities then nationally, the Unemployed
Workers' Movement.78 Sales of the Communist Party newspaper, the Red
Worker (formerly the Workers' Weekly) doubled between 1933 and 1935,
placing the readership nationally at 4500.79 Although some historians have
been sceptical about the Communist Party's influence, Communist Party
activists were certainly very active and the Party was much more influential
in 1932-33 than it had been in 1928 and 1929.80 It is difficult to measure the
influence of the C.P.N.Z. during the Depression as actual membership
numbers are not necessarily representative of the party's support. However,
it is evident that the C.P.N.Z. experienced a surge of popularity in the early
1930s. In Dunedin, Local Party Committee's (fractions of the C.P.N.Z.)
existed in Caversham and Mornington, and had among their membership
76Robertson, 'Ideology', p.l50.
77Roth, Trade Unions, p.50.
78Robertson, 'Ideology', pp .50-51.
79 T.W. Maxwell, 'The New Zealand Communist Party during the Depression',
B.A. (Hons) Long Essay, History, University of Otago, Dunedin, 1985, pp.21, 27,
29, 31.
80L. Richardson argues that 'although the Communists were active among the
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Sam Ikin, the secretary of the Carpenter's Union and Ted Hunter, who went
on to become prominent in the Dunedin Unemployed Workers'
Movement. The fractions had memberships drives through large industrial
workplaces, such as the Hillside Railwp.y Workshops.Sl
One of the biggest legacies of Communist party activism during the
depression was their organisation of opposition to the relief schemes and
later, relief camps. The relief schemes left a lasting impression in the minds
of New Zealanders, who witnessed gangs of men from all walks of life
labouring around the urban centres. One woman recalled seeing a man
'pick and shovelling in a navy suit -he had worked at Engel's and it was all
From December 1931 methods of work employed were
he had'.82
primitive, so as to absorb a maximum amount of labour, at a time when
Watson argues labour saving machinery had become standard.83 Watson
described the management of the government system of relief work as
'schizophrenic', because emphasis was increasingly focussed on public
works as relief works.84 Physical fitness proved to be a problem for many
men. Relief wages were generally higher than wages received on charitable
aid, which resulted in men unfit for relief work presenting themselves as fit
for work. In doing so they were also able to avoid the interrogation and
stigma that came with receiving charitable aid, and they enjoyed more social
interaction.ss Problems mounted, and urban relief work was increasingly
recognised as somewhat ineffective and uneconomic.
Relief camps were the next unpopular solution to the problem of finding
appropriate relief work for the unemployed. Administered on a large scale
by the Public Works Department, the camp scheme was envisaged as _a way
of absorbing more unemployed men than any previous schemes.86 The
camps were, in theory, compulsory and began recruiting single men in 1932.
Some boys left home knowing their absence would make it easier for their
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parents to care for other children.87 The camps soon gained a reputation for
bad food, poor living conditions and insanitary accommodation, as well as
sub-standard equipment, such as leaky gumboots. As early as 1931 a member
of the Dunedin Housewives' Union , visited the Deep Stream camp and
reported back to the union that the conditions were 'most unsatisfactory'.88
The worst stories to emerge from the camps came from Central Otago,
where frostbite caused lost fingers and an amputated leg. Opposition to the
camp scheme mounted, and formed an important arm of public
dissatisfaction with the Coalition government. In part the problem was that
only some unskilled were sent to such conditions. Public works staff
complained to the Labour Bureau in Wellington for 'sending men who are
absolutely unfit for work.'89 The Communist Party organised a nationwide
petition and lobbied for Anti-Camp groups in most large towns.
Protests against the camps came quickly from community and unemployed
workers' groups, and accelerated as recruitment was extended to married
men. In 1933 three married men's camps were opened for Otago and
Southland at Upper Shotover, Lauder and Poolburn in February 1933, and
married men were asked to volunteer. Just 94 men volunteered. The
Government decided to enforce the compulsory clause, and married men
employed on the urban Scheme 5 were told they would be forced to go to
camp.90 In Dunedin, opposition to the camps was marked in March 1933 by
a large and vocal protest outside a St Kilda Borough Council meeting.
'Sudden and volatile anger' ensued as unemployed men from South
Dunedin protested to the council.91 Spokesperson for the unemployed, Mr
P. Triggs, from The Flat and an active member of the Labour Party,
complained that 'the Unemployment Board offered no guarantee that
average earnings of 10 shillings per day were possible', although the men
were expected to use these wages to see to the 'repair of tools, explosives
used, and the usual loss of time through wet weather and other causes.'
Triggs also spoke of the injustice in the lack of an age limit · for camp
workers, prompting the 'prospect of a man past the vigour of youth having
to endure a winter at the Shotover.' Finally, Triggs reported that 'the men
87C.J. Graham, 'Relief Camps in the depression 1931-35', PGDip Long Essay in
History, University of Otago, Dunedin, 1976, p.32.
88 Dunedin Housewives' Union Minute Book 1930-1941, 16 December 1931, p.76.
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91Robertson, 'Tyranny', p.236.
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resented being compelled to leave their wives and homes with little
prospect of being able to earn enough money to keep those homes together'.
The action taken by these men clearly showed their anger at being expected
to desert their wives and families in what were, for many, quite desperate
circumstances.
The St Kilda Borough Council's response to the protest was quite
The Mayor, J. Beattie, informed the press that 'the
sympathetic.
unemployed men in the borough had always acted in a gentlemanly
manner ', and assured the unemployed of the council's 'sympathy and
support'.92 This comment may be an indication of the uneasy relationship
that developed between local bodies and government. The Report of the
Committee on Unemployment in New Zealand had recognised this
problem as early as 1930, noting that 'there does not appear to have been any
correlation of effort between the State, local bodies and private employers'.93
A difficulty lay in local authorities fearing that increased relief efforts on
their part would indicate to government an ability to cope locally and lead to
even less government support. Robertson argues the riots of 1932 made
local authorities more determined to reduce involvement.94
The camp scheme also exacerbated tension between Hospital Boards and the
Unemployment Board. The Boards could not cope with the demand and
ceased issuing rations to employable, workless men. A compromise was
reached between the two parties - men going to camp would be medically
examined and their fitness classified, but would then become the
responsibility of either the Hospital Board or the Unemployment Board,
depending upon fitness.95 In April 1934 1343 married Dunedin : relief
workers were offered work in camps. Over 1000 presented certificates
declaring them to be medically unfit for camp work, and a further 92
presented certificates saying their wife's poor health prevented them from
leaving the family home.96
The total number of men working in relief camps was small in relation to
actual numbers of unemployed. In October 1931 .only 1020 single men were
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in these camps. The number peaked at 5565 in 1935, leading Graham to the
conclusion that the camps were 'more an emotive issue than a real one. '97
Indeed, the camps represented a symbolically explosive point of focus for the
unemployed. Removing men from their homes represented an enormous
threat to the stability of a society deeply committed to the home as a source
of security and a place where gender roles were clearly defined.
IV

The years following the riots were characterised by a burgeoning of public
discontent. Several events, as well as a shift in the composition of the
unemployed, formed the basis of what Robertson identified as a '.mental
revolt' .9 8 The movement formed the impetus for large-scale political
metamorphosis .
In October 1933 Labour leader Harry Holland died. Holland's death was a
catalyst to action for the Labour Party. Holland's own experience of poverty
was revealed by his death, with stories of his selflessness and kindness
despite personal adversity reaching the public. His death evoked an
emotional response from the public, giving the long-term unemployed and
depression-tired population opportunity for public expression of their
anguish. Holland was replaced as party leader by Michael Joseph Savage, a
man who was to become New Zealand's most popular and adored Prime
As Holland's biographer argued, 'Holland's death and the
Minister.
emotional response it evoked among the public, laid the foundations for
Savage's appea1.'99 The Labour Party went from strength to strength. John
A. Lee released Children of the Poor, an enormously successful and
controversial first novel depicting a life of poverty in New Zealand. The
success of the book, which also inspired moral outrage, was indicative of a
society acutely aware of decline, and correspondingly ready for change.
The mental revolt gathered momentum as sympathy for the poor and longterm unemployed was felt and expressed by those working in relief depots,
schools, churches, hospitals and unemployed organisations.1° 0 Anti-camp
agitation continued, and hunger marches in Northland and between the
97Graham, 'Relief camps', p.55.
98Robertson, 'Tyranny', · p.351.
99p.J. O'Farrell, Harry Holland: Militant Socialist, Canberra, 1964, p.211.
IODRobertson, 'Tyranny', p.391.
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East Coast of the North Island and Wellington ensured that unemployment
and poverty remained in the public focus. At the same time, the changing
composition of the unemployed and the rise of Douglas Social Credit fuelled
public discontent.
Olssen has argued that 'the rise of the Douglas Social Credit movement
reflected a growing conviction, particularly strong in middle class suburbs
and in dairying regions, that the depression itself was unnecessary'.10 1 This
attitude adjustment coincided with a change in the composition of the
unemployed. Unemployment had reached the cities, so that, by 1935, 60 per
cent of the unemployed were living in the main centres, compared with just
eight per cent in 1929 / 30.102 Unemployment had initially hit the unskilled
worker the hardest, a pattern long established in New Zealand's history, yet
as the depression deepened unemployment spread more widely into the
community. In 1929, 54 per cent of the registered unemployed were
unskilled, but by 1933 the impact of the crisis was increasingly experienced by
the semi-skilled, the skilled and even white collar workers, particularly
older men with families to support.l03 The age of the unemployed was also
changing. In 1929, males under 25 years old made up 22.3 per cent of all
unemployed men - by 1937 this had fallen to 5.2 per cent, and unemployed
males aged between 45 and 64 rose from 27.6 per to 47.9 per cent in the same
period.l0 4
The changing composition of the unemployed meant that by 1935 Labour
was able to extended its support beyond its original working-class base.
Labour fielded support from white collar and middle class voters, as well as
religious factions, so that many Labour supporters associated Lapour's
policies with practical Christianity.l05 Labour, under Savage's leadership,
appealed to New Zealanders' desires to create a caring and moralistic nation, . ·
a new and positive start following years of drudgery and perceived political
apathy towards the plight of disadvantaged groups, mainly the unemployed.
The mental revolt was also taking place on The Flat and in Dunedin, where
political events mirrored the national trends. The rise of Labour in local

,
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body elections highlights the shifting attitudes. In 1923 Labour held just one
seat in the local council. In May 1931, seven Labour candidates gained 23.8
per cent of the votes, but there was no increase in representation. In 1933
the party presented 12 candidates and .gained 45.6 per cent of the votes and
three seats. In May 1935 Labour's popular vote exceeded that of the opposing
Citizen's Association, gaining 47.7 per cent of the vote and the seats were
shared equally. On The Flat, Dunedin City Councillor Fred Jones, active in
the Dunedin labour movement for thirty years and Member of Parliament
for Dunedin South from 1931, experienced a surge in popularity. In the 1931
local body elections Jones received 7209 votes; in 1933 the number of votes
he received was 13750 and in 1935 Jones was highest polling candidate on
the council with 15746 votes.l06 In 1935 Dunedin welcomed a Labour mayor
(the Rev. E.T. Cox, the same elected Mayor as the 1933 election, only now
standing as a Labour candidate for the first time), and six councillors. Its first
meeting had to be transferred to the Town Hall to accommodate the
spectators,l07 Labour's rise in Dunedin was in part due to the prominent
figures representing it, and Labour's Dunedin strong hold was clear in
national as well as local politics. I os
In 1934, somewhat belatedly, the government's attitude began to change .
The 'no work no pay' policy was finally abandoned. In July 1934 a
sustenance without work benefit was made permanent, so · that by
November 1935 almost 25 per cent of unemployed men were receiving a
dole payment, as compared with just 8.6 per cent in 1934.109 Sustenance
without work was cheaper than Scheme 5 and relieved some of the pressure
on local authorities. A long-term plan to encourage employm-e nt was
instituted, where men were transferred from rationed relief to ful~-time
public works at standard rates of pay. This system was infinitely more
popular than the camp scheme.llO The change in attitude was partially due
to the economic thinking of Coates, the Minister of Finance, . and his socalled 'brain's trust', Coates' advisers, who also saw to the implementation
of the Mortgagors' and Tenants' relief act, 1933, which enabled rural and
106Dunedin City Council Departmental Reports, 1931-1936.
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urban mortgagors or tenants to apply to the courts for relie£.111 Coates and
his men also initiated a building scheme and the housing survey at this
time.
Coates' pragmatic radicalism upset many of the government's
supporters and the disaffected, clearing a path for the Labour Party victory of
1935.
Despite hostility from the press, Labour represented a new enthusiasm and
idealism. Elected in 1935, the first Labour government ushered in a new era
of welfare for New Zealanders, symbolically turning away from the darkness
of the depression and apparently moving towards prosperity and happiness
for all. In retrospect it seems that most of the country was delighted with the
change (even though only 47 per cent voted Labour in 1935). Janet Frame
remembered the words of an Uncle Scrim song which captured the
excitement:
There's a new day in view
there is gold in the blue
there is hope in the hearts of men ... 112

VI
Powerful public symbols have come to represent the New Zealand
experience of the depression. The government's initial responses to the
depression were coloured by their underestimation of unemployment and
short term approach to the problem. This led to a number of -different
solutions being trialed before the eventual realisation that work and :camp
schemes were both difficult to administer and incredibly unpopular. Female
unemployment was not regarded as important, as official statistics were low.
While it is likely there were many more women unemployed than actually
registered, many women workers were protected from redundancy by the
nature of the industries in which they worked. Gender expectations defined
responses to female unemployment, restricting training to domestic and
home based skills. On The Flat, while unemployment was high, underemployment ensured a very large proportion of the community experienced
severely reduced wages. The evolution of employment policy coincided
111 Farland, Coates, pp.ll8, 123-125.
112J. Frame, To the Is-Land, in Janet Frame: The Complete Autobiography,
London, 1990, p.82 .
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with a 'mental revolt' which was exploited by the Labour Party. The
collapse of the building industry led to a concern for housing and the family,
which became platforms for Labour's rise to glory in 1935.

41
Chapter Two
Dreams and Reality: Homes and Housing
We had a small house and it was a three roomed house. The
The house itself had two bedrooms, a
toilet was outside.
kitchen-living room in the centre if you can imagine it being
straight through. And on the side was a washhouse which I
think acted more or less as the kitchen. It had a wooden tub, an
old copper and no bathroom. The small entrance hall was, well
The
you could call it a box. And the section was small.
furnishing was very little because we had everything secondhand. '1

This chapter seeks to investigate the physical space that characterised homes
on The Flat during the depression by using the returns of the 1937 Housing
Survey. The home is worth investigating for a number of reasons. For
most New Zealanders, the family home was a symbol of security and
comfort and of the importance of family itself. Additionally, housing and
well-being were intimately linked for both family and community
perspectives. The correlation between poor housing and poor health was
strong in contemporary policy-makers' minds and was tied to broader
notions of racial fitness and citizenship. Contemporary concerns with slum
housing drew heavily upon these notions. The home was also the primary
workplace for women, and a detailed understanding of this environment
can only enhance our understanding of the daily experiences of workingclass women.
The Housing Survey allows us to construct a dense description of workingclass housing, including details regarding ownership, condition and
amenities. It also allows us to investigate the impact of home ownership on ·
the economic and psychological effects of reduced income. Patterns of home
ownership in New Zealand reveal much about the importance o(the home
as a place of well-being and security. Pearson and Thorns have investigated
the role of property and land ownership upon the formation of class
relationships in New Zealand and discovered that the New Zealand pattern
of high levels of home ownership complicated social stratification.2 The
1A description of a home typical of many on The Flat in which lived a family
of four. Interview with Mr K. H., 19 November 1997, transcript, p.12.
2 D.G. Pearson and D.C. Thorns, Eclipse of Equality: Social Stratification in New
Zealand, Sydney, 1983 , p.67.
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Housing Survey provides an opportunity to consider this pattern in a
predominantly working-class setting. What it reveals is that middle-class
ideals coloured working-class desires and indeed practice. The condition of
the house and its amenities (or lack . of) can also reveal much about the
contemporary definition of what constituted a 'slum' area.
The cultural construction of the meaning of home had vast implications for
housing policy in New Zealand prior to and during the Great Depression.
The symbolic importance of home as more than just a shelter was foremost
in policy makers minds as they sought to solve the perceived housing
problem. This, in combination with eugenic ideals, was what fuelled the
state housing schemes that emerged following the election of the first
Labour Government.
The Housing Survey Act

In 1935 J.G. Coates, the Minister of Finance for the Coalition government,
put out a pamphlet advocating a housing policy that stipulated minimum
standards of housing in regard to amenities, conveniences, sanitation,
He
construction, minimum space and maximum persons per room.
recommended that the government provide legislation for housing and
establish a housing authority.3 Coates and his 'Brains Trust', a group of
young radical and socialist economists, including W.B. Sutch, had been
discussing solutions to the problem of housing in 1933-34. In October 1935,
following Coates' initiative, the Housing Survey Act was passed. The Act
called for a national survey to be taken and completed by 1937. At the same
time a Native Housing Act empowered the Board of Native Affairs to~make
advances to Maori for the purchase, erection or repair of dwellings. 4 In
November 1935 the Labour Party came to power and under Michael Savage
'set out to create a new economic base and construct the social
superstructure necessary to eliminate poverty'.5 Labour contiimed with
Coates' plan. After some negotiation, John A. Leewas appointed Director of
Housing, and the Housing Department was established.6

3J.G. Coates, Housing in New Zealand, Wellington, 1935, pp.S-15.
Zealand Official Year Book 1938, p.786.
5 S. Mills, 'An analysis of the 1937 Housing Survey', B.A. (Hons) m History,
University of Otago, 1985, p.l3.
6Mills, 'Housing Survey', p.15 .
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The Housing Survey itself was intended to investigate the extent of the
problem of slum housing in New Zealand. Coates was careful to distinguish
between British and New Zealand versions of slum housing. In England
slums were characterise d by congested .tenements with very low standards of
space and sanitation. In New Zealand, Coates contended, homes were
generally detached and open spaces were easily reached. However, it was
clear there were areas in New Zealand where substandard dwellings did
exist.
With the magnitude of the task in mind, the responsibilit y for the survey
The government confirmed its
was transferred to local authorities .
commitmen t to the cause by establishing a housing authority to oversee the
entire project and its activities. Necessarily, each locality had to be surveyed
separately. The reason for this, as Mills has noted, was that excess
accommoda tion in one area could not be transferred to relieve deficiencies
elsewhere.? Practicalities also dictated why working-cla ss people lived in
certain areas -proximity to work, public transport and appropriate schools
were all important in defining where a family would want to live. The
government knew the implications of these factors . Coates conceded that
what was needed was a sufficient number of low rental homes of an
adequate standard to relieve the situation in the location where they were
needed.8
In line with the Housing Survey Act a Manual of Instructions for
Conducting Housing Surveys was distributed to all local authorities. This
document reiterated the purpose of the survey and outlined how tl1e survey
was to be conducted, so that the survey would be standardised throughout
the country. The Manual allowed that, in accordance with the general
purpose of the project, any areas where 'the dwellings do not fall below the
standards of overcrowdin g and fitness ... subject to the prior approval of the
Minister, be omitted from the survey.'9 Therefore only areas agreed to be
substandard had to be analysed, subject to ministerial approval.

7Mills, 'Housing Survey', p.ll.
SJ.G. Coates, Housing in New Zealand: An Outline of Policy, Wellington, 1935,
p.7.
9 Manual of Instructions for Conducting Housing Surveys, CE 18/4 Engineers
Series, DCC Archives.
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In 1937 Lee gave Dunedin authorities permiSSIOn to confine the survey to
those areas of Dunedin deemed to be least satisfactory. The whole of the old
city area, all of the Southern part of the city, a number of selected blocks and
houses in the hill suburbs and Nmth East Valley, and a large part of
Caversham made up the Dunedin survey.1° E.J. King, Chief Sanitary
Inspector for Dunedin, was appointed as Supervisor of the Housing Survey
for the Dunedin area. Some 8463 Dunedin homes were surveyed in total.
Basic to the survey was an appraisal of the general physical standard of each
dwelling. The Housing Survey Regulations defined a satisfactory standard
of physical condition. The Regulations were distributed to each of the
inspectors and outlined specifically the standards the dwellings were to be
judged against, and these were supplemented with various memos from the
Housing Department in Wellington and the Chief Sanitary Inspector in
Dunedin. Understanding the standards on which a dwelling was deemed to
be satisfactory (or not) is important if we are to gain an accurate impression
of the homes in the dwelling survey.
The 'satisfactory'
dwelling was to be free from dampness and have a drainage system
complying with the relevant by-laws and in proper working-order. The
yards and paths were to be clean, unobstructed and 'so constructed to throw
off surface water' .11 The fabric of the dwelling was to be in sound, clean and
tenantable order, condition, and repair, both externally and internally. Each
dwelling was to have a sink, bath, and water-closet 'each with a proper waste
pipe permanently installed and in good working order, or with other
How much
satisfactory provision for disposing of waste water'.1 2
individual inspectors varied in their interpretations of what was defined as
'satisfactory' is not known. The actual survey forms do indicate that some , ·
inspectors were more diligent than others. For example, some inspectors
wrote notes on the back of the survey sheets, drew maps and speCified exact
measurements of rooms. Others did not. Nevertheless, no inspector stands
out as having a higher or lower proportion of satisfactory homes in the
blocks they surveyed, as we assume that the least satisfactory blocks were

A 'satisfactory' dwelling met a number of criteria.

City of Dunedin Departmental Report 1937-38, p.65.
11 Fourth Schedule, Housing Survey Regulations, 1936, New Zealand Statutory
Regulations 1936, p.244.
12 Fourth Schedule, Housing Survey Regulations, 1936, New Zealand Statutory
Regulations , 1936, p.244.
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Illustration Five
23 Playfair Street. Inspectors classified this three bedroom cottage as unsatisfactory. It is not clear from the survey form
why. A 66 year old woman lived here in 1937.
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indeed the most run down. The standards of the individual inspectors need
therefore be acknowledged as a source of variation in the data, but probably
did not greatly affect the accuracy of the overall results.
The standards for determining satisfactory dimensions of space were very
specific. With regard to outdoor space, the standards for the housing survey
were precisely specified and in line with the relevant legislation. Yards and
paths had to amount to open space at the side or rear of the dwelling
amounting to not less than '300 superficial feet, and shall extend throughout
the entire width or the entire depth for a distance of 15 feet (for a single
storey house) from every part of the dwelling house.'l3 In comparison with
other industrial developed nations, this criterion is unique. New Zealand
policy makers were influenced by international ideas about health, and
carried these ideas to the domestic environment. New Zealand doctors,
such as Frederick Truby King, who trained in Edinburgh, brought back new
ideas about public health which they applied in New Zealand.1 4
The regulations for overcrowding, minimum accommodation and domestic
equipment were separate in the survey and special conditions applied to
Minim urn
apartment-houses, boarding-houses and lodging-houses.
accommodation standards were determined according to both the _physical
condition of the dwelling and the number of residents within it. The
number of people living in the dwelling was related to the number of
bedrooms. To meet the minimum requirements each dwelling was to have
a kitchen or other living room, a bathroom and a water-closet pan either in
the bathroom, in the lavatory or in a separate closet. The standards for
measuring overcrowding were determined in a table relating bedroom size
(in square feet) to the number of persons in the house, and a clause was
included regarding the sex and age of persons sharing rooms. A dwelling
house was be deemed to be overcrowded if 'the number of persons sleeping

13Chief Sanitary Inspector Minute Paper, Dunedin City Corporation, 30
August 1937. Dunedin City Council Archives.
14Debate about human requirements for space and . ventilation was heated in
the late nineteenth century, as doctors and scientists argued for better living
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in the house is such that any two of those persons, being persons ten years
old or more of opposite sexes and not being persons living together as
husband and wife, must sleep in the same bedroom.'15 Not without subtle
moralistic overtones, this clause was clear in its acknowledgment of the
importance of personal space for young adults. Children over one and
under ten years old were counted as 'one half of a person'.1 6 Bedrooms had
to be bigger than 45 square feet, with most of the ceiling at least eight foot
high and none of the ceiling less than five feet high and they were not to be
in any room where cooking took place. Bedrooms that did not pass the
survey requirements were not counted by inspectors, which would drive up
the ratio of persons to rooms and affect the 'overcrowding' status of the
dwelling.
Conducting the survey was a major undertaking and it took longer than
anticipated to complete. In August 1937 the Chief Sanitary Inspector detailed
the complexity of the assignment, and his tone indicated the timeconsuming nature of the task.
'The detailed requirements of the
Regulations governing the Survey demand a high standard with regard to
the fitness of buildings, minimum air space and minimum accommodation.
Considerable detailed information must be obtained in order to determine
the fitness of a building ... '17
On the whole, implementation of the survey was somewhat haphazard and
few results were published. This may reflect the fact that the Coalition
Government was defeated by Labour in the elections of 1935, following
which Labour embarked upon an ambitious scheme of housing
construction. What the surviving results allow us to do, however, is define
contemporary perceptions of sub-standard housing, and ascertain, for The
Flat in Dunedin at least, the true extent of the housing problem by 1937.

The Flat
Although the Dunedin inspectors interpreted their instructions in a variety
of ways, they filled out cards for 8 463 houses. Two forms for each dwelling
were completed, one by the inspector and one. by the householder. The
15Second Schedule, Housing Survey Regulations, 1936, Statutory Regulations
1936, p.243.
16Second Schedule, Housing Survey Regulations, 1936, Statutory Regulations
1936, p.243.
17Chief Sanitary Inspector Minute Paper, Dunedin City Corporation , 17
August 1937.
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inspectors completed information regarding the physical standards of the
house and ownership details, while the second form contained information
regarding the persons living in the dwelling, including age, sex, family
status and the occupation of the head of household (see Appendix One).
Some 2873 dwellings on The Flat were inspected. Coupled with the personal
histories volunteered by those who remember the depression years, the
housing survey statistics allow a practical and realistic insight into the living
conditions of the working-class community of South Dunedin in the 1930s.
A population of 10 815 men, women and children inhabited the 2873
dwellings inspected on The Flat in 1937 and 1938. As the Chief Sanitary
Inspector explained in a memo to the Town Clerk, 'in consideration of the
South Dunedin area being closely populated practically the whole of it has
been included in the survey. '18 A smaller section of Caversham was
surveyed. The fact that only part of Caversham was surveyed, and none of
St Kilda is significant, indicating that these areas were considered to be of an
acceptable or high standard and not requiring · of official attention. The
blocks included in the sample can be seen on the map, fig 1.
One major pitfall in the survey results was the number of records that were
incomplete. A total of 1317 records in the sample have incomplete records,
where no information was recorded in the 'Dwelling Survey' form past
Section III. Data relating to dwelling unit, except that relating to occupancy
(See Appendix one). For the most part this is information concerning the
number of rooms and the domestic and sanitary equipment. All incomplete
records were for homes the inspectors classified as 'Satisfactory'. It is .unclear
why the inspectors chose to omit this information. There is nothing about
this practice in the Manual of Instructions for Conducting Housing Surveys,
but it was obviously a system agreed upon by the local inspectors. It is likely
that given the nature and purpose of the survey, being to assess -the number
and state of dwellings which 'fall below a reasonable standard', · that the
inspectors thought it unnecessary to include the more specific details of
these satisfactory premises. A further sixty records had nothing entered
under 'condition'. These records were reclassified 'satisfactory' as they
followed the same pattern as the other incomplete ~ecords, and many had
Satisfactory handwritten at the top of the Dwelling Survey form. Despite the

18E.J. King to Town Clerks Office, 8 June 1938, DCC Minute Paper, CE 18/3 ,
Engineers Series, Dunedin City Council Archives.
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large number of the 'satisfactory' houses with incomplete records, 422
homes classified as satisfactory did have completed records. This is a large
enough sample of satisfactory homes to enable some conclusions to be
drawn about what constituted an aver.age dwelling in terms of the number
of amenities, materials of construction and the like.
Of the homes in the sample, 1767 were passed by the inspectors) 9 Some 911
homes (32 per cent) were considered to be in an unsatisfactory but repairable
state and the remaining 142 (5 per cent) were classed as being beyond repair.
Across New Zealand 225 363 dwellings were surveyed. Of these 14 per cent
were unsatisfactory and three per cent were beyond practical repair. As
shown in Figure 2.2, when compared with the national results of the survey,
The Flat fared significantly worse in terms of 'unsatisfactory' homes and
slightly worse with regard to the homes requiring demolition. The results
for central Dunedin were 24 per cent unsatisfactory and 6 per cent repair
impracticable, indicating that the slum problem was slightly worse in the
central city but that The Flat had a significantly larger number of poorly
maintained homes.

19This figure includes the aforementioned 1351 incomplete records.
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Figure 2.2

Condition of House: NZ, Dunedin, The Flat.
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Compared with the national results, the results for both Dunedin and the
Flat indicate a significantly higher proportion of unsatisfactory houses.
While 32 per cent of homes in the Flat were unsatisfactory, only 16 per cent
of the entire survey nationally were deemed so. An important factor to take
into consideration here is there was some deviance between the actual
results and the final figures that went to Wellington for national collation.
In a memo to the Town Clerk in June 1938 E.J. King stated that 'a _dwelling
may be indicated as unsatisfactory but may actually be below standard in
minor respects only. The latter are not recorded on the statement forwarded
to Wellington unless indicated in the column under general remarks.'20 In
this light the national results lose some credibility. Whether other centres
also omitted 'unsatisfactory' homes that may have only been so in minor
respects is unclear. Part of the reason for altering the results would no doubt
have been economic -the expectation was that these homes would have to
be brought up to a satisfactory standard was implicit in the origins of the
survey, and the local authorities were yet to discover whether this would be
at their expense or the home owner's.
As far as homes classified as 'repair impracticable' are concerned it is also
likely local authorities altered some of the results before final figures were
released. These homes were obviously the source of much anxiety for the
local authority. The depression for many meant a re-evaluation of priorities

20Chief Sanitary Inspector Minute Paper, Dunedin City Corporation, 17
August 1937.

50
and housing maintenance suffered as a result. The Health Act of 1920
provided the basis on which a condemnation certificate could be issued to
dwellings unfit for use or occupation, referring to structural defects,
insanitary conditions inadequate water supply or privy accommodation. In
Dunedin the local authority ordered the demolition of several dwellings in
1937 and 1938, and was forced to take the matters to court under the Health
Act following the owners' non-compliance. Court action was unsuccessful
for the local authority, with the magistrate stating that he did not feel
justified in 'making orders that would turn people out of their homes under
Because of this decision, the Dunedin City
existing conditions.'21
Corporation General Committee decided that all homes classified as beyond
practical repair in the Housing Survey were to be re-inspected. After this
was done it was reported that 'before determining upon any course of action
the Committee [would refer] the matter to the Housing Survey department,
so that any action taken will fit in with government policy'.22 There is no
further comment on the matter in the Departmental Reports for the
Dunedin City Corporation. The outbreak of war in 1939 drew national
attention away from housing and the results of the Housing Survey were
never officially presented to parliament, let alone acted upon. Despite this,
the Housing Survey was one of several national initiatives that
acknowledged and sought to address the housing problem.
I

The Housing Survey allows us to establish a dense account of the lives and
homes of the population of The Flat. Necessarily, due to the extensive
Instead,
nature of the database, not all of the data has been utilised.
information was extracted from the database according to a number of
themes and hypotheses. While using the data to determine basic statistical
information about the dwelling is usefut more meaningful results are
possible when more than one variable is explored at one time. With this in
mind, much of the following section explores the relationship between
specific variables. In particular, home ownership and general physical
condition of the dwelling have been measured extensively against other
variables, in order to identify any patterns which may have existed.

21DCC Departmental Reports, 1938-39 General Committee Proceedings, p.121.
22DCC Departmental Reports, 1938-39 General Committee Proceedings, p.122 .
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In order that the figures do not begin to cloud the significance of the results,
this section has been organised in the following manner. A brief sketch of
the household structure on The Flat begins the discussion. This is followed
by a description of the geographical, and physical layout of the houses,
investigating population density and dwelling types. Occupancy in the area
(owners versus tenants) and an investigation into the condition of owner
occupied homes when compared to rented homes follows, before sanitation
and hygiene standards are assessed. These are important because they can be
regarded as a signifier of the standard of living enjoyed by the population,
given the proximate bearing this has upon health. Water supply and the
number of amenities in the houses are measured against housing condition
Overcrowding is
and occupancy to track any possible relationships.
investigated according to persons per room and dwelling. Specific groups
within the population became apparent as the research developed.
Consequently, those areas where the worst dwellings were concentrated are
investigated to determine the extent of the slum problem. The elderly, the
unemployed and women-only households (often with children but no
obvious male adult) provide interesting case studies. Results regarding rent
and occupation allow some conclusions to be made about income, and a
synthesis of all these results allows us to build up a comprehensive account
of the living conditions of this working-class community. Where possible,
oral history is used to confirm or cast doubt upon findings.
Of all the households under investigation, 54 per cent were nuclear families,
as defined by one or more adults and one or more children. Extended
families, based on any number of children, one or more adults, and one or
more adults over 65 years of age, made up 19 per cent of the population.
Single adults aged between 15 and 54 years comprised eight per cent as did
pairs of adults. Married couples without children made up the final eleven ..·
per cent. If we add the extended families to the nuclear families it becomes
clear that the majority of households on The Flat (73 per cent) were kin
based, with a significant proportion housing elderly relatives. This pattern
may have become more common as a result of the depression, given the
marginalised position of the elderly following the budget retrenchments of
1931 which affected pensions. The cultural significance of this pattern is
notable. Families commonly cared for their elderly family members
without question, in a sense returning the care-giving received by their
adult children.
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The area surveyed was divided into 38 blocks of houses, bordered by major
streets, and surveyed clockwise. A total of 95 streets and roads were covered.
The majority (ninety two per cent) of the dwellings were private homes. Of
the remaining eight per cent, two per cent were apartment houses (all on
Catherine Street), five per cent were combined dwelling houses (usually
shops with homes on the second storey); and there were eight boarding
houses and eight lodging houses. The sample also contained 33 vacant
houses, of which five were beyond practical repair, 16 were in satisfactory
condition, and 12 were repairable but in poor condition. The vacant homes
were not concentrated in any particular block, but 42 per cent of them could
be found between Blocks 120 and 125, the area bordered by Cargill Road,
Macandrew Road, King Edward Stand Bradshaw St. One was an apartment
house beyond repair, and another vacant building was a two storeyed
'combined dwelling house' on King Edward Street in a very bad state of
repair. The presence of 28 adequate vacant houses on The Flat may indicate
that there was not in fact a housing shortage in the area, and the presence of
vacant condemned houses might be read as a positive indicator that
conditions were not so desperate as to force people into such decrepit
dwellings. There is some evidence that landlords and mortgagors reduced
rents and mortgage payments in order to retain some income from their
properties rather than banishing depression-hit tenants to the street. One
former resident recalled that:
if you couldn't keep the mortgage or interest they'd [the
mortgagors] say 'well what can you pay?' -'I can give you 7 and 6
or 5 shillings.' These people retained their houses at that time.
They [the mortgagors] didn't want them empty because if they
were empty that meant, you know, anything could happen. '2:3
Lawyers and land agents acted as landlords for many of the rented properties
in the Flat, although none owned more than five per cent -of the total
number of rented dwellings. Nand E.S. Paterson administered 32 houses in
the sample, Smith and Lousely 25, Aspinall and Sim 20, J.Reid and Co 20,
Bridgeman 26. There were at least 116 female landlords, ascertained by Mrs
or Miss specified by their names in the owner column. In most cases just
the initial was used, so there may well have been more.

2 3Interview

with Mr W. H., 19 Nove:tVber, 1997, transcript, p.3

53
The majority of the dwellings on the Flat were single storeyed, with either
two or three bedrooms. Ten percent of the sample were two storeyed,
usually combining a dwelling house and a business or shop on the ground
floor. Wood was the main construction material, with 82 per cent of the
dwellings wooden; a further 14 per cent were brick, 3 per cent were stucco.
These statistics reflect the age of most of the buildings. Most of the homes
were probably built around the turn of the century, wooden cottages and
homes built by the skilled and unskilled workers who dominated the
industrial suburbs of Caversham and South Dunedin. At over thirty years
old it is hardly surprising that many of the homes were run down and in
need of maintenance. The design of the houses and their often close
proximity to each other would also have contributed to their general
condition. They were generally built with inexpensive materials, prone to
rotting and deteriorating over time if not adequately maintained. The
smallest cottages were on just one sixteenth of an acre and had only two
rooms for living and a 'lean-to' for the kitchen and laundry. 24
The area was closely populated. In calculating the area of each block and
dividing this by the number of persons per block it was possible to gain an
accurate indication of the population density in the sample area. The results
proved that the area was indeed very densely populated, though in some
blocks markedly more so than others. Block 103, which incorporates
sections of Anderson's Bay Road, Grosvenor Street, Park Terrace, Tay and
Vernal Streets, had the highest population per square kilometre, which
worked out to 20560, which is almost three times the average density across
the blocks (the median across the blocks was 6934 persons per square
kilometre, the average was 6812). The 1936 Census provides compa_rative
data for other parts of New Zealand and clearly shows that the Flat was more
densely populated than any other city or borough in the country. The
population density figure recorded in the census for Dunedin city was 1060,
significantly lower than South Dunedin. Over the Flat, however, inspectors
classified only 15 per cent of dwellings as having insufficient open spaces
according to the regulations. This indicates that although the Flat was the
most closely populated region in the country few homes had inadequate
yard space by national standards. In short, the Housing Survey results show

24 A 'lean-to' appears as a small room attached to a house with a sloping roof,
usually at the side or rear of the building.
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that the population in question was housed primarily in single unit, single
level, wooden dwellings with small sections. This was the national norm.
The occupancy . statistics for The Flat ,reveal much about home ownership
patterns in New Zealand in this period. In spite of the largely manual
population, over half (57 per cent) of the dwellings in the survey sample
were owner occupied, and 41 per cent of the properties were renta1.25 In
neighbouring St Kilda, however, just 29 per cent of dwellings were rental.
In Dunedin, 38 per cent were rental.26 These figures indicate that compared
to other areas, The Flat had a high proportion of tenants. By European
standards, however, The Flat follows the New Zealand pattern of high
levels of home ownership, demonstrating that even in a working-class
suburb middle class ideals were aspired to, and confirming New Zealand's
complex pattern of property ownership and social stratification.27 If home
ownership is to be equated with higher incomes, then The Flat was a
comparatively low income area. Not surprisingly, therefore, the amount of
rent being paid on The Flat was less than that in St Kilda and Dunedin.
The average amount of rent paid for a satisfactory house on The Flat was
21.9 shillings. For an unsatisfactory home this total was 17.5, for a repair
impracticable the rent was 13.02 shillings.
The most rent paid for a
satisfactory home was 40 shillings. While comparable figures for rent by
condition of the house are not available for St Kilda and Dunedin, census
figures indicate that for a similar size house m St Kilda, rent would be at
least three shillings more per week.28
As might be expected, the greatest concentration of rental propertie_s was
found in the oldest and most run down sub-area, around Glasgow Street,
where 84 per cent of the homes were occupied by tenants. Most of the rental
properties were concentrated on certain streets, suggesting that -either 'spec'
builders had brought the land and developed it or that the seasonal nature
of some employment created a market for short-term rental properties.
Many were close to the gasworks, McSkimmings brickworks, and the railway
workshops, and were only about 20 minutes walk from the wharves. Of the

25Two per cent of the survey sample did not include information regarding
occupancy.
26 New Zealand Census on Dwellings and Households, 1936, p.11.
27Thorns and Pearson, Eclipse,, pp.67-68.
2 8New Zealand Census on Dwellings and Households, 1936, p.ii.
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Illustration Nine
Terraced House, Cargill Road .

Illustration Eight
29 Edwin Street, Caversham. This cottage was classified as 'repair impracticable' in 1937. It had no bath or basin, an
unsatisfactory water supply, and cost 10 shillings per week to rent. An elderly couple lived here.
Source: Dunedin City Co"uncil Archives

Illustration Eight

Illustration Nine
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all the rented homes, over half were of an 'unsatisfactory' standard,
indicating these homes were livable, yet poorly maintained.
The relationship between the physicp.l condition of the homes and the
occupancy indicates that owner occupied homes were generally better
maintained. This is not a surprising fact, as owners had a vested interest in
the quality and maintenance of their houses. This is loosely confirmed by
the fact homes classified as beyond repair were typically (70 per cent) rented.
These dwellings were obviously poorly maintained by landlords, and
correspondingly cheap to rent by the inhabitants. In a similar sense the
majority of unsatisfactory homes (60 per cent) were rental properties, poorly
maintained by their landlords.
Figure 2.3
Occupancy and Condition of Home
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It seems logical to expect to find a relationship between occupatiOJ?- and

home ownership. We could expect that large employers, those in higher
managerial roles and professionals would be more likely to own than to . '
rent, and the reverse to be true for the unskilled trades. Using the
occupational classification scale for Caversham the following graph
demonstrates this relationship for the Flat:
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Figure 2.4

Property ownership and occupational class
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As expected, those in the professional trades were markedly more likely to
own their own homes, with a downward trend in home ownership along
the classes. The unskilled provide an interesting exception to the trend,
where slightly more were owners than tenants. Daniel D. Luria found that
in America wage earners, in contrast to the middle class, wanted secure
housing in case of unemployment and often used their homes to produce
extra income by way of taking in lodgers.29 To an extent this may also be
true for New Zealand. On The Flat, of 328 households housing 'nor_: family
members' some 54, or just over 16 per cent, were households where the
main breadwinner was unskilled. More information is required to ascertain
whether these non-family residents were actually a source of income for the
household.30
The New Zealand rhetoric concerning hard work and
integrity is also likely to be related to the high percentage of home owning
manual workers. The image of the New Zealand male as hard working,
decent and not necessarily highly skilled or high achieving 'family man'
was well grounded by the 1930s.31 The idea of the settled family man was
officially supported in government rhetoric and· home was central to this
stereotype. Waiter Nash said 'I believe that no nation or race can prosper or
29D.D. Luria, 'Wealth, capital and power: the social meaning of home
ownership', Journal of Int erdisciplinary History , 7, (Autumn, 1976).
30This question is explored in detail in Chapter Three.
31J. Phillips , A Man 's Country? , pp232-233.
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progress where people lack the conditions necessary for "a home" and
"home life" in the best and fullest meaning of those words."32
Property
ownership was a symbol of pride and hard work and a measure of
respectability in society, and this appea,rs to be true across social classes.
Of the professional occupational groups, most lived in satisfactory homes,
and none lived in homes classified as beyond repair. An upward trend is
apparent as skill level decreases, with an increasing number of
unsatisfactory and repair impracticable homes. The self-employed are the
exception to the trend. This can be explained by the likelihood that the
depression would have affected small business owners and self-employed
persons greatly depending on the type of business, allowing th~m less
opportunity to maintain their homes or live in highly satisfactory homes.
Figure 2.5
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On the whole, it appears that although manual workers dominated The Flat
there was no strong relationship between occupational class and the
condition of house.
Although the number of substandard dwellings
increased as skill level decreased, occupational group nine, where the
majority of manual workers were classified, showed a greater proportion of
satisfactory and owner occupied houses, providing an exception to the trend.
In the inner city, by contrast, Mills found a clear relationship between

32As cited m J. Phillips, A Man's Country?, p.233.
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occupation and the likelihood of living in an 'unsatisfactory' house.33
From this we might conclude that the working-class, industrial nature of
The Flat had definite ramifications for the standard of living of the
population, as expectations about home ownership and decent houses were
met in spite of occupational class. Secure employment no doubt played an
important role in this. It might also be fair to consider the fact that the inner
city population in Mills' study also had a much larger immigrant
population, and it is possible their standards of housing differed according to
cultural standards.
The section on occupation for the women-only households reveals much
about the place of women in New Zealand society as keepers of the home.
Some 44 per cent of this sample named their occupation as 'domestic
duties', 'housewife', 'household duties' or similar.
To determine the
proportion of these women in paid employment as domestic servants their
responses to the 'employment status' question were analysed. This revealed
that of 122 women who considered their occupation to be domestic duties,
just two were permanently employed, three were partially employed and
three were unemployed.34 The remainder checked 'unemployed but other
livelihood'. The distinction between paid domestic service and unpaid
housework was oblique, reflecting deeply entrenched gender patterns and
expectations.
A small proportion of the women only households seem likely to have had
an adult male support figure or family member living away from the family
home. This is evident where the woman head of household entered such
occupations as 'relief worker', 'wool storeman', 'labourer' or rail employee
(5), truck driver, coal merchant, bootmaker, storeman or carpenter; jobs one
would assume were more likely to have been undertaken by men. One
woman entered her occupation as 'Married woman', a clear declaration of
her status indicating a husband was perhaps not too far away. The women
in the sample who were permanently employed were performing a range of
tasks in the workforce. Several were employed in the garment trades. A
tailoress, a dressmaker, a seamstress and a presser (traditionally a male

33Mills, 'Housing Survey', pp.70-71.
340ne respondent in the women-only sample considered herself to be a
permanently employed housewife.
Classifying her as a domestic servant
seems somewhat inappropriate and highlights one of the problems associated
with projects of this nature.
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occupation), with two tailoresses in the 'partially employed' category. Seven
of the women in permanent employment were working in shops, and four
were performing clerical tasks (2 government servants, an 'invoice typist'
and a 'typist'). Two hairdressers, a school teacher, a confectioner, a waitress,
a Plunket nurse, a 'Xmas cracker designer I dressmaker' and a factory hand
were among the permanently employed women head of households. Not
surprisingly, none of these women were in higher managerial positions or
high paid professional careers.
The results for housing condition reveal much about the impact the
depression had upon those for whom the home constituted the workplace.
For most home owners on The Flat, landlords included, housing
maintenance became a low priority during the depression years and as a
result it may be fair to conclude that the impact of the depression upon
women working in the home was to make their work more difficult as well
as to widen the gap between the dream of the comfortable family home and
their daily reality. The results on the sanitary equipment in the home can
perhaps reveal the most about the women's work in the house. For
example, extra sinks might make the task of doing laundry slightly easier
(separate sinks for washing and rinsing) and obviously a satisfactory water
supply is essential to most of the cleaning duties and impacts upon personal
hygiene for the family.
Water supply is also central to adequate sanitation. If a house was classified
'Satisfactory' it is most likely that the water supply was considered adequate.
Of the satisfactory homes where data was recorded, just 8 houses had an
unsatisfactory water supply (2 per cent). Of these 8 records, water supply was
the only indication of below standard amenities, which may explain why the
house was considered satisfactory yet the inspector thought it necessary to .-'
include further information. These houses were not concentrated in any
particular block or area.
For houses classified as unsatisfactory or beyond repair, water supply was
generally poor. Of the unsatisfactory but repairable dwellings, 66 per cent
had an inadequate water supply. Some 89 per cent of repair impracticable
dwellings had an inadequate water supply. Using the Regulations and
Instructions as a guide, an 'inadequate' water supply would have been
characterised by any or all of the following: a drainage system that did not
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comply with the local authority by-laws, waste pipes not properly installed
or in good working order, and unsatisfactory provision for waste disposal.
In total, some 732 houses in the sample had an inadequate water supply - 25
per cent of all homes in the Flat. This must have had major consequences
for the daily experiences of those living and working in these homes. Poor
drainage and waste disposal would have created a generally unsanitary
environment, probably damp and malodorous. Taps and pipes in poor
working order w ould have made housew ork more frustrating, adding to the
time it took to complete tasks. In mid 1937 the Dunedin City Council began
renewing the water mains in the older portion of the city, which may have
improved the water supply for at least some of The Flat population in the
late 1930s.35
The kitchen was for most women a central workplace as well as family
space. Almost six percent of homes classified as either unsatisfactory or
repair impracticable were with without a recognisable kitchen - 59 dwellings
on The Flat. This is a significant number and must have had serious
repercussions for the running of the household. Berry and Jackson found
examples of families in Te Aro, Wellington, operating mostly from one
room, with a gas cooker and enamel basin in one corner constituting a
makeshift kitchen.36 We can only assume that this was also the ca·s e for the
dwellings in question. A closer inspection of these households revealed that
only a very small proportion (around eight per cent) were nuclear families.
The majority were adult households of up to three, often women, as well as
several elderly households. We can conclude therefore that those -living in
houses that did not have a kitchen were rarely families, and that those cases
were exceptions.
From the results of Satisfactory houses where data was available_it is possible
For
to make some conclusions about sanitary rooms and equipment.
example, in satisfactory houses the norm was to have two washtubs (96 per
cent ), with a small percentage having just one. All but one of the
satisfactory houses with information had at least one sink. This seems to
have been adequate for family usage. One woman recalled her family home
35 Dunedin City Council Departmental Reports, 1937 - 38, p.133.
36 A.R. Berry, and M.R. Jackson, 'Survey of living conditions of unemployed
families in Wellington,' Preventive Medicine Dissertation, University of
Otago, 1936, p.l20
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as having just one sink: "We used to do our dishes on the table in an
enamel basin. On the kitchen table. Because we only had an iron sink out
in the scullery.'37
Bathrooms were not a standard fixture in homes on The Flat. The absence
of a bathroom, however, did not necessarily indicate the absence of a bath. It
was quite common for the bath to be kept outside. As one Caversham
woman recalled: 'We never had a bathroom. We had big oval iron
galvanised baths. So anyhow on a Saturday night we would heat up these
big kettles and all and we'd bring in [to the kitchen] the big galvanised bath.
And fill it up.'38 Condemned houses were the least likely to have had a
bathroom, and this relates to the age of the buildings, which were
constructed before bathrooms became permanent household fixtures. Of the
homes beyond practicable repair, 79 per cent had no bathroom, although 43
per cent did have a bath. Of the unsatisfactory but repairable homes, slightly
over half had bathrooms and slightly under half did not. Some 24 per cent
of unsatisfactory homes were without a bath. In this light, irreparable
dwellings were most likely not to have a bathroom, satisfactory homes were
most likely to have a bathroom, and unsatisfactory homes were equally
likely to have one or none.
In dwellings below 'Satisfactory' standard, whether the house was owner
occupied or rented appears to have made little difference in terms of
If you owned an
whether or not the dwelling had a bathroom.
unsatisfactory or beyond repair home in South Dunedin in 1938, you had a
46 per cent chance of having a bathroom- if you rented the odds were 43 per
cent in favour of having a bathroom. It is the age of the house which is
likely to have had the greatest bearing on whether or not the house would
have a bathroom.
All dwellings were required to have a water closet. A few houses in the
sample did not (around 20 ). It is possible that the inspectors did not always
record whether there was a water closet, taking it as given that a dwelling
Most houses in
would have one since it was a legal requirement.
Caversham and South Dunedin had flush toilets byJ930. For most it was
situated outside in a small room separate from the house.39 For the
37Mrs D.R., 2 December 1997, transcript p.20.
38Mrs D.R., 2 December 1997, transcript p.21.
39Mrs D.R., 2 December 1997, transcript p.21.
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dwellings without any water closet pan, either in the bathroom, wc room or
lavatory, there was still a method of disposing waste called the conservancy
system.
There were thirty five dwellings which were recorded to have no washtub,
basin, bath, water closet pan or sink. One might expect to be able to relate
this to poor sewerage facilities, yet there was no geographical pattern to these
dwellings.
In 1937 Dunedin's Chief Sanitary Inspector reported 13
unsewered premises in the Caversham Borough.40 Some of these may be in
The Flat sample, although this is difficult to confirm. 41 However, the
absence of such sanitary equipment from these homes indicates a very low
standard of sanitation at these dwellings, perhaps representing th~ worst
examples of housing on The Flat. Again, as with the example of dwellings
without kitchens, it was not families who were living in these houses.
Women Heads of Households

Some 282 households in the Flat had a woman as the head of household.42
This is ten per cent of the total sample, a significant proportion of dwellings
under investigation. The results for this group are useful in discovering the
reality of the standard of living for households not following the prescribed
norm and analysing the role of gender in the experience of poverty in this
working-class population.
Of the women in these households, twenty one per cent were retired. It is
quite likely that many of these women were widows, but impossible to
ascertain an exact figure. Ten women wrote 'widow' in the section for
occupation. Many of these households (twenty nine per cent) consisted of
two adult women, one of whom was often over 65 years old. Three person
households made up seventeen per cent of the sample. Twenty per cent of
the women only households were supporting at least one child. More often
than not, the woman owned the house she was heading; 66 per cent of these
households were owner occupied, with 32 per cent tenant occupied and two
per cent having no information pertaining to occupancy.
4 0Dunedin

City Council Departmental Reports 1937-38, Dunedin, 1938, p.65.
Brown, A. Coates and S. Thomlinson, 'An analysis of sanitary amenities m
relation to class in the 1937 Housing Survey in Caversham', HIST 351 Class
Essay, 1998, University of Otago.
42 These were isolated in the database by finding the dwelling records where
there was no adult male.
41 D.
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A total of 54 per cent of the dwellings in the women only sample were
considered to be of a satisfactory physical condition, while 38 per cent were
unsatisfactory and seven per cent were .beyond practicable repair. Compared
with the figures for the Flat in general these figures indicate that households
without an adult male were slightly more impoverished. However to
isolate the female tenants from the female home owners reveals even
greater impoverishmen t. Some 58 per cent of houses rented by women
were in an unsatisfactory state (the parallel result for tenants in the Flat was
48 per cent), and, more strikingly, almost 19 per cent of houses rented by
women were in a state beyond practicable repair, a proportion twice that of
the result across the entire sample, which revealed nine percent of tenants
to be in such irreparable dwellings. Only 23 per cent of dwellings rented by
women were classified as satisfactory. 4 3 These figures present a grim reality
for woman tenants in the Flat.
Figure 2.6
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The results for women who owned the houses they were occupying show
that 16 per cent were in 'repair impracticable' · homes. While it may be
convenient to attribute this to females being less likely to attempt
maintenance work around the house, this figure appears to be more related
to the fact the person was living alone than her gender, given that the
corresponding figure for men living alone is similar (at 17 per cent).
43The figure for male 'head of households' was 43 per cent satisfactory.
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A total of 115 dwellings in the Flat were inhabited by a woman living alone.
Of these women over half (63 women) were over the age of 65. This is
interesting when compared with the correspondi ng result for males living
alone. Only 54 men were found to be living alone; many men retired to
institutions if they found themselves alone in their old age in this period,
and fewer men than women survived to old age. Solo women were far less
likely than solo men to be living in a repair impracticabl e home. Men
living alone were equally likely to be in a repair impracticabl e home as a
satisfactory one, (31 per cent in each) and most likely to be living in an
unsatisfacto ry home (37 per cent). For woman alone the results were quite
different, showing that fifty per cent were living in a 'satisfactory ' home, 39
per cent in an 'unsatisfacto ry' home and 12 per cent in repair impracticabl e
homes. Of homes classified 'Repair Impracticabl e', the greatest proportion
25% were inhabited by just one person. Of this group, which consisted of 28
people, 13, almost half, were retired pensioners, six were labourers. Almost
60 per cent of persons living alone were in either unsatisfacto ry or repair
impracticabl e housing. There were just two men living alone in 'Repair
Impracticabl e' houses who were unemployed , both labourers, one aged 52
and one aged 56, both classified as single. These solo households were
spread quite randomly throughout the blocks, with the largest proportion
(14 per cent) in block 120, bordered by Cargill and Macandrew Roads and
including Reid Road, Glasgow and Fox Streets. They seem to have been
inhabited mostly by the elderly.
On average, women tenants were paying less rent than all tenants across the
Flat. The average rent paid by women-only tenants was 15.19 shillings, as
opposed to the Flat sample average of 17.15 shillings. However, given that
the modal rent for female headed households was 20 shillings, and the .
modal rent across the Flat this figure was 19 shillings, what. the average
reveals is that the range of rents being paid by women tenants was quite
different to that across the whole survey sample. The most rent being paid
by a female tenant was 27.5 shillings - for a male head of household this
figure is 40 shillings. It is difficult to state the significance of rent without
further information about the value of the houses being rented. However,
if we use the cost of rent as an indication of income and couple this with our
knowledge of the generally poor condition of (female) tenant-occu pied
houses, it is fair to assume that women alone suffered greater hardship than
women living with an adult male, be it father or husband.
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II

Can The Flat be considered a slum ,area? Obviously the Chief Sanitary
Inspector considered the housing in this area to be sub-standard, having
directed the survey there. The Housing Survey results confirm that pockets
of sub-standard housing existed on The Flat which rivalled anything to be
found in the inner city. Many of the dwellings chosen for inspection were
cottages closely packed on small sections. The oldest sub-areas were,
predictably, the worst. On several streets almost ten per cent of the houses
were condemned. In the area between Marion and David Streets and
Josephine Street, where small-scale commodity production and
manufactories stood alongside ageing cottages, sixty per cent of houses had
been built before 1885. The survey found 46 per cent of the houses in this
area to be unsatisfactory and a further four per cent beyond repair. Glasgow
Street in South Dunedin, notorious as a slum area since the 1880s, had the
highest proportion of repair impracticable houses in any street on The Flat at
22 per cent.44
The oldest areas did not necessarily contain the largest number of
condemned houses. Indeed, Braemar-Rankeilor Streets, between South
Dunedin and Kensington near the gasworks, had the highest proportion of
pre-1885 houses, but almost no 'repair impracticables'. 45 However if we add
the 'unsatisfactory' dwellings to those classified 'repair impracticable' it
becomes clear that sub-standard houses did dominate pre-1885 sub-areas.
The worst streets were dominated by rental properties, and, not surprisingly,
a high proportion of the inhabitants were unskilled - over 52 per cent :of the
Glasgow Street heads of households were unskilled. By the same token,
many of heads of households in these sub-areas were unemployed. The
worst sub-area for unemployment was east Kensington, with 10 per cent
unemployed.
Most of the unemployed were unskilled (68 · per cent)
However, while the unskilled and unemployed were over-represented in
these sub-areas, most unemployed and unskilled lived in streets with a
much higher percentage of · satisfactory houses.. Skilled and white collar
workers could also be found on the worst streets, so it would be incorrect to
conclude that these areas were dominated by low income households.
44P. Isaac and E. Olssen, 'The justification for Labour's Housing Scheme:
Discourse of the 'the slum', forthcoming.
45Stedman, 'The South Dunedin Flat', p.l48.
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The unemployed provide an interesting case study when considering the
impact of the depression upon families on The Flat. Of the unemployed, 81
owned and 72 rented their houses, ?imilar proportions to the employed
population.
Despite unemployment it seems many were able to retain their own homes,
suggesting an ability to keep up mortgage payments. A check on the
condition of their houses reveals a poorer standard of house for this subgroup however. Some 52 per cent of unemployed households lived in
unsatisfactory houses, and a further five per cent lived in repair
impracticable dwellings. A closer examination revealed the unemployed to
be generally in the older age cohorts - the average age was 49.9 years old, the
mode 62, and the median 52. This corresponds with the national figures for
1936, which revealed a greater proportion of older unemployed than in the
early years of the depression. Older workers entitled to a pension usually
described themselves as 'retired' and an analysis of their spatial distribution
confirms the fact that age, when combined with another variable (for
example a lifetime of unskilled work), increased the probability of residing
in an unsatisfactory or substandard house in a sub-standard area. No single
variable alone, however, explains the patterns the housing survey revealed.
Contemporary debate on slums often centred on over-crowding. The
density of population on The Flat was undeniable and obvious, but it was
tenements and row-houses rather than over-crowded houses that were the
problem. Inspectors classified 151 dwellings on The Flat as overcrowded
according to the regulations, or five per cent. The majority of these (?2 per
cent) had one excess person on the premises, and 21 per cent had two excess
persons. One dwelling had nine excess persons, an exceptional example.
For the most part, however, the dwellings were not . excessively
overcrowded.
Ill

Housing policy in New Zealand up to the 1930s was characterised by a desire
to eliminate slum housing. Influenced by international ideas about health
and sanitation, slum housing was considered to be both morally and
physically degenerative. Slum housing was certainly not a result of the
depression. However, it is clear from the evidence that the depression
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The significance of the home is
compounded the housing problem. 46
connected to cultutral expectations about family and respectability. The idea
of home has a special place in New Zealand social and political history. In
creating a new colony eager to avoid the evils of the old world early settlers
in New Zealanders prided themselves on the advancement of the singleunit home on its own section. Implicit in the settlement of communities
was the dedication to home ownership, a symbol of freedom and pride and
linked to the colonial ethic of hard work and decency. Family was central to
the ethos.
The social construction of the home is closely connected to expectations
about family life, protection from the outside world, and health as .well as
comfort. In Europe health crises were often symptomatic of poor living
conditions and housing standards. Substandard sanitation and inadequate
water supplies meant that the home was a place of bare existence for many
working-class families on the Continent.47 For the middle and upper
classes, however, the role of the home as a place of family, solace and ritual
was cemented in traditions of inheritance and land ownership, yet across the
classes the family home had universal appeal. This appeal has not waned
over time, as Clare Cooper-Marcus' comments demonstrate:
A home fulfils many needs: a place of self expression, a vessel of
memories, a refuge from the outside world, a cocoon where we can
feel nurtured and let down our guard. A person without a fixed
abode is viewed with suspicion in our society ... 48
Such a romantic view of the home must be qualified with the realisation
and acceptance of the fact that for many the reality of the home js far
removed from this vision. The physical condition of a home was crucial to
the quality of life of those living in it, as were the relationships formed and
In line with population growth, New Zealand needed 6000 new hOmes
annually but between 1930 and 1935 only 8643 houses were built in total.
Wage cuts, inflicted by the Finance Act of 1932, led to a rapid increase in
mortgage foreclosures, and state support in the way of housing loans
decreased from 70 per cent of all housing loans in the mid 1920s being state
assisted to just 20 per cent in 1934. The proportion of rented homes had risen
by about nine per cent by 1936. See E. Olssen, 'John A. . Lee', Political Science ,
27,1,2, (July - December, 1975), p.41. Thorns, 'Housing wealth', p.13 and J.O.C.
Phillips, A Man's Country? The Image of the Pakeha Male - A History,
Auckland, 1987, p.226.
4 7W. Rybczynski, Home: A Short History of an Idea, New York, 1986, p.24.
4 8C. Cooper Marcus, House as a Mirror of Self
Exploring the Meaning of
p.4.
1995,
California,
Home,

46
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developed between household members. The symbolic importance of the
family home was also evident in the rituals that took place there. Birthdays
and religious gatherings as well as daily mealtimes represented family time
and carried a basic message of order, GOntinuity and predicability.49 Gender
roles were clearly prescribed and played out, with women being primarily
responsible for creating and maintaining the suitable family environment.
In addition to the importance of the single unit dwelling to family came the
maxim that the suburbs were the best place to raise children. Gael Ferguson
has identified a 'New Zealand dream', one based around the vision of a
'material utopia' and brought to life in the suburban family home.so This
idea may have had different levels of significance across social classes,
indeed it is perhaps more a middle-class ideat but it was increasingly aspired
to by the working-classes. The growth of suburban housing in the 1920s saw
the beginning of the move toward more comfortable and spacious housing
for the working and middle classes. In part this was due to the spread of
ideas concerning the degrees of privacy necessary for human development,
such as separate rooms for growing boys and girls, and the rise of new
technologies and innovations. The introduction of hydro-electricity in the
1920s meant that most homes had access to light and hot water,
revolutionising domestic and personal hygiene and family life. The
bungalow developed in line with these new ideas and concepts, and became
a symbolic representation of the New Zealand dream, a suburban ideal to be
aspired to.s1 The depression of the 1930s had impacted upon standards of
living for an unprecedented proportion of New Zealanders, materially
reducing their ability to fulfil these dreams. However, the Housing Survey

Gillis, 'Making time for family: the invention of family time(s) and the
reinvention of family history' , Journal of Family History, 21,1, (January,
1996), p.ll.
50 G. Ferguson, Building the New Zealand Dream, Palmerston North, 1994, p.7.
5 1E. Rogerson has documented the rise of the Californian bungalow with a
lawn and garden by the mid-1930s. The rising cost of building the traditional
villa explains at least part of the bungalow's appeal. Ornate turned joinery, a
feature of the villa, was increasingly considered extravagant, the money for
which was redirected to sophisticated new fitments · required in the modern
house. Ceilings were lowered to save on costs, and roughcast and shingles
replaced the timber exteriors of the villa. See E. Rogerson, 'Cosy homes
multiply: Auckland's growth in the Western suburbs of the 1920s', M.A. thesis
in History, Auckland, 1976. Jock Phillips commented on the significance of
the ideal home for returned soldiers - 'men who had spent several years in
the mud and wasteland of French trenches must have found this dream
especially alluring.' J. Phillips, A Man's Country?, p.227.

4 9J.
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reveals a high proportion of houses that did comply with middle class
standards.
The 1937 Housing Survey reveals tha,t even in a perceived 'slum' area the
housing standards varied greatly. Much of what constituted housing on The
Flat was of a satisfactory standard, and while there were pockets of substandard housing and examples of slum conditions, most families at least
lived in decent houses. In short, middle class standards defined workingclass practice .. For working-class families on The Flat, high levels of home
ownership despite low incomes modified the impact of the depression, and
in general families were well-housed. The elderly and women living
without a male 'breadwinner' emerged from the survey as the most
destitute -more destitute, it seems, than the unemployed.
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Chapter Three
The Hidden Economy:
Income on The Flat
Irrespective of the economic climate, size and security of income are the main
economic concerns of families. 1 This chapter investigates income on The Flat
and shows that despite low monetary income, most households utilised an
extensive network of resources in their quest for a decent standard of living.
While the male 'breadwinner' provided the primary source of cash income, to
many households other sources of income became pivotal in surviving the
depression on The Flat. The home itself emerges as an important source of
income. Even with small sections, most families on The Flat had a vegetable
garden. Networks of kin and community, primarily fostered by women,
allowed for the distribution, barter and exchange of goods, and relief agencies
and charities provided an irregular but appreciated source of income when
Families were in the best position to utilise these networks,
needed.
particularly those who owned their homes and had vegetable gardens.
Families, therefore, enjoyed the best standard of living, despite the hardships
Other groups, particularly women
caused by reduced monetary income.
without a male support, and old men without kin, emerged as the most
destitute during the economic crisis.
Income defines the family's access to resources. In prosperous times, income in
the form of wages may well be the main economic indicator of a family's
standard of living. In economic 'down' times, however, like that of the Great
Depression, real wages become a less dominant part of the family~ income,
especially if the wages are coming from governmental relief services, which
provide only minimum subsistence living. Knowledge of rates of pay does not
necessarily tell us a lot about actual income, unless we know the hours worked
in each of a year's 52 weeks. 2 So while the most important element in family
income is usually the wage, for the purpose of this chapter the definition of
1P.Ayers, 'The hidden economy of dockland families:
Liverpool in the 1930s', m
P. Hudson and W.R. Lee (eds.), Women's Work and the Family Economy in
·
Historical Perspective, Manchester, 1990, p.272 .
2 Ayers, 'Hidden economy', p.273.
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'family income' is much wider. If we allow that family income includes all
sources of money that contributed to the household over and above the main
source and all those goods and services which became available to families in a
non-monetary way we find that family,income on The Flat was for some much
better than a glance at the main earner's wage would allow.
This chapter seeks to analyse the family income on The Flat during the
depression years by investigating the extensive oral history which has been
conducted with people from the area. The Caversham Project boasts a large
collection of transcripts of interviews with men and women who lived in
Caversham and South Dunedin on a broad range of topics, including many
which have proved useful for this study. As well as this collection; I located
and interviewed a further fifteen adults who grew up on The Flat. Oral history
projects conducted by Otago Presbyterian Support Services have also been used,
allowing for a broader cross section of people from the area, particularly those
who were adults during the depression and are no longer alive. Of course, the
individual experiences discussed by these people are just that and cannot claim
to be representative of all households and families. However the sum of their
experiences can be used to identify patterns and draw conclusions about what
may have been typical in the period. The Housing Survey contains a number
of sections related to income, and this information, when combined with the
oral history, allows for a comprehensive range of evidence about experience.
British historian P. Ayers, in her study of dockland families in Liverpool in the
It seems
1930s, identified four categories for analysing family income.
appropriate to use broadly similar categories for analysing income on The Flat.
For most families on The Flat, as in Liverpoot access to supplementary
monetary incomes was dependent on two main factors. First, the ability of the
chief wage earner to earn money from sources outside of his or her regular
employment and secondly, the availability of formal and informal paid work
for women and children in the family, which is restricted by social and cultural
factors, such as what work is deemed suitable for a married woman to
undertake. Non-monetary supplementary income made up the rest of the
family income and was a less visible form of income. This category includes
things such as vegetable gardens and kin and community networks, which the
sources reveal as playing a large and significant role in the incomes of families
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on The Flat in the 1930s. Relief and charity are another more complex source of
non-monetary income and as such provide a fifth category for income analysis.
For the purposes of this chapter income will be assessed under five ma1n
categories; men and supplementary income, married women and
supplementary income, income from children, non-monetary income and
charitable relief. 3
I

As discussed in Chapter One, the male breadwinner wage was largely accepted
as the main economic indicator for family income in the 1930s. Social
conventions supported the notion of the husband's income supporting a wife
and children, though this was not universally accepted nor based in reality.
Once married, women were to be the primary care givers and not part of the
wage-earning workforce.
In taking the male wage as the main source of family income, it is assumed that
the male wage was entirely devoted to family living. However, the destination
of the male wage is one of the difficulties to be taken into account when using it
as a criterion by which to measure family income. 4 Oral history evidence
indicates that in most cases, at least in normal times, the male wage did
become the family wage in its entirety. Most people interviewed maintained
that the man gave his wage to his wife, and she would allocate him an
allowance if that was possible. For a number of families, however, this was not
the case. One woman said that many men 'didn't always give her [the wife]
their pay packet, they'd give her what they thought she -needed for
housekeeping'. 5 This woman highlighted a darker side to the 'family wage':
'Well it depended on how much the man wanted to spend on his cigarettes and
his drink and his gambling perhaps, and some men kept back a lot more than
others, which meant the wife had to struggle on what she was-allowed to feed
the children, and some men were very selfish.'6 For some men,· their role as
provider was not to be at the expense of their pleasures. Another woman from
3Ayers,

'Hidden economy' , passim.
'Hidden Economy', p.275 .
5Mrs Joyce Denton , Caversham Project Oral History Interviews: Poverty and
Wealth, p.ll.
6Mrs Joyce Denton, p.ll.
4 Ayers,
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The Flat said she knew of 'two or three families where the husband was a
heavy drinker and gambled and didn't bring home the wages'. 7 While it is
difficult to estimate the extent of this type of behaviour, it must be
acknowledged that for a certain proportion of families, the male wage was not
in fact an accurate indicator of the family income. This issue is complex,
however, if we accept that many avenues for supplementary income may have
been formed through male social networks. Drinking and socialising in the
community could also be a way of consolidating relationships which could lead
to extra work contacts.s This type of access to supplementary income can be
extended to all men in regular paid work. Greater contact with other paid
workers could lead to access to information and the potential to 'top up' their
mcomes.
While there is no statistical evidence to suggest that many men on The Flat had
a secondary income, oral history suggests at least some men did earn money
outside of their usual workplace. One woman recalled her father's situation:
I can remember the time when my father, so as everybody could be
employed, was on four days a week but we still managed ... he used to
stretch the [rabbit] skins, we had a big cellar and they would hang up
there and when they were dried he would take them in to the skin
merchants .. and that money went towards the ammunition to shoot the
rabbits. 9
Another woman recalled her father selling vegetables at a local market. 10 Odd
jobs may well have supplemented labourers' incomes, but evidence is scarce.
There is, however, evidence of men having their relief wages suspended
because they sought supplementary income. One Dunedin man, , working
under Scheme Five, was refused relief work until such time as he removed
from his fence a small plate bearing his name and trade (in the hope of
attracting work). 11 Relief pay and rations were liable to be reduced or cut if
casual earning became regular or if wives earned over £1 per week, which may
7Mrs

Hilda Maher, Caversham Project Oral History Interviews: Poverty and
Wealth, p.9.
8Ayers, 'Hidden Economy,' p.287.
9Mrs Christina Justin, Caversham Project Oral History database, text units
398,399.
lOSee footnote 48 for full story and reference.
IIOtago Daily Times, 5 April 1933.
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have worked as a disincentive to the unemployed seeking supplementary
work. 12 Almost all interviewees remembered 'hawkers' knocking on their
doors during the depression, selling items such as soap, buttons and household
'gadgets'. There were three times as many hawkers in New Zealand in the 1936
census than there had been at the previous census. The Unemployment Board
found hawkers difficult to track.l3 While the presence of hawkers on The Flat
was noted by those who lived there, they were usually associated with an
immigrant population in the area in Dunedin known as 'the devil's half
acre'. 14
For those who may have had a supplementary income it is difficult to establish
whether or not this money went into the household purse or became part of
The Housing Survey revealed 331
the breadwinner's pocket money.
householders to be 'partially employed' in 1937, some working only 3 months
out of every year. For these men earnings were often erratic and unpredictable.
Casual labouring was the main occupation stated for those partially employed .
Although this would have been better than being unemployed, these families
would also have been forced to develop strategies for counterbalancin g
irregularity of income.

n
Although workforce opportunities for women were expanding in the period
between the two world wars, women typically left full time employment once
As one woman who grew up in South Dunedin
they were married.
remembered: 'It was considered to be negative to work after marriage. There
were very, very, very few women worked ... It was terrible to think that a man
couldn't keep his wife and she had to work.' 15 Unpaid work in the home
became the main occupation once a woman was married, but this is not to say
that women did absolutely no paid work. Married women gained monetary
12R.T. Robertson, 'The tyranny of circumstance: response to unemployment in
New Zealand 1929-1935, with particular reference to Dunedin', PhD thesis in
History, University of Otago, 1978.
13New Zealand Census, 1936, AJHR, 1935, H-35, p.2.
14Mrs G.J., Mrs M.J., Mrs C.S., Mr R.C., Mr W.H.; J.M. Tuck, 'The Devil's Half Acre:
1900-1910', B.A. (Hons) Long essay, 1983.
15Mrs K M, 18 November 1997, transcript p.5.
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mcome m a more discreet way. Some took in lodgers, room permitting, to
supplement the household purse. In 1937, 14 per cent of households on The
Flat had 'non-family members' living in them.
A breakdown of these
households by class reveals that it was middle-class nuclear households that
were more likely to take in boarders. Non-nuclear working-class families were
also likely to take in boarders, but nuclear working-class families were not.16
Working-class households may not have had the space to house a boarder,
although the statistics may be reflective of spatial standards in the community,
as families refused to over-crowd themselves, even though presumably they
had very low incomes at this time. Even old women heads of households,
among the most disadvantaged, usually only took female kin as borders. 17 It is
difficult to ascertain how many families took in relatives as borders, but it
seems to have been a likely scenario. One woman recalled "We had an
adopted grandmother ... a friend of my mother's who rented a room from us
and that sort of helped.'lS
One British study found that the difficulties of obtaining employment during
this period meant that few young couples wanting to marry were able to set up
house on their own and many, at least initially, lived with one or other sets of
parents. 19 For those hosting outsiders as lodgers, the pursuit may have been
quite profitable. It is likely, however, that family members would have paid
reduced rates and been a less lucrative source of income. Working children
usually paid board, however, a point to be explored later in this chapter.
Married women could also earn money doing things such as taking in laundry,
doing cleaning, child minding and sewing. One woman recalled that the only
work that a married woman might have done would have been 'washing for
somebody that were better off than themselves, or cleaning somebody's
16F. Speight and A. Stapleton, 'Changes in household makeup, occupation and
employment status from the 1937 Housing Survey', unpublished HIST 351 class
essay, University of Otago, 1998, pp.8-10.
17p_ Husbands found that in Freeman's Bay, the most common source of
alternative income for women living alone came from letting out rooms to
lodgers. For some women borders were the sole source of income. See P.
Husbands, 'Poverty in Freeman's Bay 1886-1913', New Zealand Journal of History,
28,1, (April, 1994) p.16. This does not seem to have been the case on The Flat.
18Mrs M.B., 27 November 1997, transcript p.ll.
19Ayers, 'Hidden Economy', p.277 .
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house'.20
Another popular form of employment for married women was
sewing.
As one woman revealed, sewing was an acceptable form of
employment for married women: 'Women didn't go out to work the same, it
just wasn't done .. but quite a lot of people I knew would take in sewing, and I
did.' 21 She also remembered people taking in ironing and knitting. The work
married women did tended to mirror the unpaid work they did as part of their
everyday housework. It is evident that married women's access to monetary
income was not only dependent on the burden of her own responsibilities and
circumstances, for example, if she was pregnant or nursing or child minding,
but also on the desire to maintain respectability. Tasks that were accepted as the
everyday skills of married women were acceptable as forms of employment for
married women.
Contrary to conventions, some married women on The Flat always worked.
The Wax Vesta Match Factory employed married women. These were usually
women married to unskilled workers who were paid inadequately to provide
for their wives and families. 22 Of course there were families where the female
was the breadwinner. The Housing Survey indicates that nearly ten percent of
families were without a live in adult male wage-earner. One interviewee was
the daughter of separated parents, and a father who refused to support his
family. The mother of this family worked two jobs. She would walk from
Helena Street in South Dunedin to Moray Place in Central Dunedin, which
took approximately an hour, and clean the public library from 7a.m. to Sa.m.
She would then work in the kitchen of the Y.W.C.A., finishing in time to be
home for her daughters after school.23
Among the most significant and valued work of married women on :The Flat
was that which they did for love. Women were household managers, and as
McCalman has noted in the Australian example, 'in the family .. it was the
competence of the mother that determined the family's fate.' 24 Maintaining

20Mrs Hilda Maher, p.9.
21Mrs Joyce Deuton, p.15.
22E. Olssen, Building the New World: work, politics . and society in Caversham
1880s - 1920s, Auckland, 1995, p.77.
23Mrs Y.H., 26 November 1997, transcript pp.6-8.
24J. McCalman, Struggletown: Public and Private Life in Richmond, 1900-1965,
Melbourne, 1991, p.194.
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the image of a 'good wife' was very important and this included being a good
financial manager as well as keeping a spotless home. Keeping a home
spotlessly clean was a symbol of efficiency and organisation as much as it was
cleanliness. Rather than an economic necessity, housework was treated as a
moral responsibility, a symbol of a woman's competence and love for her
family. 25
The role of housewife had a clear function and responsibility, one that was
complicated by onset of economic difficulties . Operating on a reduced budget
meant for many an increased workload for the housewife. Sewing clothes for
the family, increased mending, and knitting, for example, became necessary
tasks, as the cost of replacing these goods could not be met. As well as the
increased workload, it became even more important for the mother to
maintain a clean and happy home that provided a haven from the harsh
realities of the outside world. Scientific and social commentators declared it
was the competence of the mother than determined the fate of the family.
Even when the family was destitute a mother could still keep spotless what
they had. In 1934 the Worlcing Woman reported the case of a young woman
who was arrested for stealing groceries. When questioned she said she was
forced to steal to feed her husband, her child and herself. When her home was
inspected it was found to be spotlessly clean but without a scrap of food .26
Respectability was obviously of utmost importance, the home a source of pride.
One woman from The Flat remembered her mother 's obsession with perfect
cleanliness in the home:
We were poor, and I think she would have a great feeling of priae in doing
it. We had wooden floors and they were scrubbed once a week with cold
water and sand soap because the sand soap worked better with cold water ...
and also, although we didn't have much, you always starched the pillowslips
and the tablecloths and everything as you like to keep everything very, very
clean.27

25 Folbre,

N., 'The
economic thought',
26Working Woman,
27 Mrs Hilda Maher,
p.34.

unproductive housewife: her evolution in nineteenth century
Signs, 16, 3, (1991), p.467.
April 1934, p.l.
Caversham Project Oral History Interviews, series one, vol. 4,
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As managers, mothers were necessarily stringent about the use of the
household money. Care was taken in the selection of grocers and butchers, in
order to guarantee the best prices and quality. 28 One woman spoke of her
mother as being a 'very prudent shop,per. She'd send us out for meat and we
took it back home, and if it had fat on it she'd very quickly march it back and say
"I'm not paying for that" . People were very careful about their shopping.' 29
Careful management and extra income did not immunise families from
sudden misfortune, however, and crises such as the sickness of a child
requiring a doctor's visit would cause terrible stress.

m
In terms of 'making ends meet' it is notable that even quite young children
contributed to the household income. Most of the people interviewed who
grew up on The Flat had jobs as youngsters, especially young boys who could
deliver milk and newspapers. One man recalled a lack of jobs for children
during the depression: 'It was frustrating for us kids. You know, those who
couldn't get a job or could only get something to do perhaps two days a week. '30
However, poor attendance at Kensington School on The Flat was noted by
inspectors in 1932, as children took on part time jobs to contribute to the family
income.31 In many cases the children would leave school and start working at
age 13. Invariably what children earned ended up in the household purse.
Money earned was usually handed to the mother. As one woman commented;
'you gave it all to your mum in those days'. 32 The mother would then, in most
cases, return a small portion to the worker for pocket money, although in one
case the girl did not receive anything back until she had been warRing for two
years. 33 She then used her pocket money to pay off the bike she n_e eded to
travel to work. This young woman came from a family that felt the effects of
28There were no less than17 butchers and 20 grocers on The Flat. See Stone's
Directory, 1937.
29Mrs Hilda Maher, Caversham Project Oral History Interviews: Poverty
and
Wealth, p.23.
30Mr R.C., 28 November 1997, transcript p.13 .
31 0tago Education Board Inspector's Reports 1935, Kensington School, AG
294/35/226 , Hocken Library.
32Mrs Janet Nicholls,Caversha m Project Oral History Interviews , series one,
vol.
4, p.264.
33Mrs Kathleen McTigue, 18 November 1997, transcript p.8.
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the depression quite harshly, and she chose to go to work out of a desire to help
out:
We used to wear a uniform to tech, and I had black stockings and I was a bit
pigeon toed and if I ran hard nine times out of ten I'd fall and take the knee out
of my stocking and if I had to have a pair of stockings or a [... ] tram ticket [... ] I
hated having to ask because I knew they didn't have it and that was the reason I
thought "well if I had money I could help" so I started work. 34
Families with very young children had less access to supplementary income.
As Pat Ayers has noted, 'the importance of income earned by children and
young adults is closely linked to the stage in the family life cycle that a
particular family has reached'.35 Gilding found that in Australia:
Given the presence of the father, the working-class household economy
operated in a long-term cycle: most vulnerable when children were
young, increasingly viable as they generated income, and less viable as
they left home for marriage and parents' earning capacity diminished
with age. The number, sex, and age distribution of children shaped the
capacity of individual households to bear the cost of schooling and loss of
potential income.36
Having and rearing children was an expensive process and perhaps at the time
the supplementary monetary income is most needed was when it is least
accessible. As the children became increasing independent, their ability to
supplement the family income was complemented by the extra time afforded by
the mother to take on additional tasks for money. Once the children reached a
certain age it became standard to pay board to the mother, as one woman
remembered: 'everybody I knew paid board'. 37 However, while the oral history
supports the notion that the income earned by children significantly
supplemented the household income, results from the Housing Survey show
little evidence of this, if housing condition is taken to be a measure of standard
of living. A survey of families with all children under the age of ten showed
little difference in housing condition when compared with families with at
34Mrs Kathleen McTigue, 18 November 1997 , transcript p.7.
35Ayers, 'Hidden Economy ', p.284.

36M. Gilding, 'The Making and Breaking of the Australian Family', Sydney, 1991,
pp.23-24.
37 0tago Presbyterian Support Services Oral History Project, Women and Work,
OHRU/WMN/025/6.
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least one child over ten. 38 The increasing value of education may have made
some parents reluctant to send their children out to work. Also, a decline 1n
family size in the twentieth century indicates the decreasing significance of
children to the family economy.39
IV
This section investigates less-visible income, that which was likely to have
been the product of good contact, kin and community relationships and
resourcefulness. While some of this income may have been monetary, perhaps
a win on the horses or gifts of money from relatives, but most evidence of this
kind of income on The Flat was not in the form of money but rather resources
and bargains.
During the depression, as in other times of economic or social turbulence,
reciprocity, exchange, redistribution and mutual aid were integral parts of kin
Frequently families lived in the same
and community relationships.
neighbourhood or street, even in the same house as mentioned earlier. Family
contacts provided an important and unconditional source of extra income in
terms of goods and services for many families. One woman spoke of how her
uncle would mend all their shoes and relatives from nearby farms would send
bags of potatoes, which they would then share with neighbours and friends.4o
This woman's family lived on a very small section in Rankeilor Street that had
no room for a vegetable garden; Instead her family would share the vegetable
garden of an aunt and uncle who lived in Lawn St, a few streets away on The
Flat. These relatives also kept fowls and shared their eggs with their Rankeilor
Street relations. 41 Grandparents often provided support for young families in
terms of child minding. Another woman spoke of how grateful she was for her
parents support while she was raising her three children: 'When my dad
retired he used to come over on washday and he would take them away for a
were 7 64 households with all children under the age of ten and 1016
households with at least one child ten years or older. Proportions of these
families living in what the inspectors classified as 'satisfactory' , 'unsatisfactory'
or 'repair impracticable' were almost identical.
39Unfortunately the New Zealand Official Year Book ceased to report on where
children went upon leaving school from 1930; on account of the depression.
4 0Mrs D.R ., 2 December 1997, transcript p.12.
4 1Mrs D.R., 2 December 1997, transcript p.ll.
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walk, and they'd end up at my mother's in Joan St, and then after I'd got the
washing out and then I'd go along and have my lunch, and my mother would
walk them back with me. So it was quite good really.' 42 Another example of
grandparent support were grandparents living at Maheno and sending a 'Box'
to their grandchildren on their birthdays. 'It was like a kerosene case, or an
apple box, something like that, and granny used to fill it up, a couple of dozen
eggs, all rolled up in newspaper and a birthday cake, fruit cake, made, and some
bottles of jam, that she'd made .... and sometimes a bit of farm butter that she'd
made and that was absolutely wonderful. Sometimes a bit of material to make
one of us a dress and mum used to make our dresses.' 43
Supplementary family income was often not cash. Food is the most common
example of this. The food source that was the most economical and accessible
on The Flat was the humble vegetable garden. Almost all the interviewees had
vegetable gardens at their homes during the depression, and a large majority
also kept fowls. Vegetable gardens accompanied almost every house on The
Flat and were very well cultivated, usually by the male householder. The
vegetables grown would supply the household but often also other families in
the neighbourhood. Hedley found that people were generally very generous
with their vegetables, giving them away to people who did not have gardens
and exchanging vegetables with neighbours who did. 44 One woman I
interviewed believed the vegetable garden was an important factor in how
people got through the depression. 'Because when our garden was at a flush
time Mum would say "look take these two lettuces and go along to Mrs So and
so" and she might say "well look I've got spare cabbages"- you know, every one
helped every one else [... ] people really cared'. 45 Vegetables were often
exchanged in such a way, and one woman's father would sell as well as
exchange his crops. 'My father had huge vegetable garden and he used to sell
spring onions and lettuces and sweetpeas ... He used to do them up all nicely
and tie them with flax and take them to the salerooms and sell the vegies that
way and that was great because Mum could get fruit for jam and that sort of

42Mrs Janet Nicholls, p.286.
43Mrs K. M., 18 November 1997, pp.4-5.
44D. Hedley, '"We made ends meet": women's experienc:es in South Dunedin
during the thirties', PGDip in History, University of Otago, 1991. p.55.
45Mrs K.M., 18 November 1997, transcript, p.3.
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thing.' 46 This sounds like the vegetables were exchanged for goods rather than
cash, although it is not clear. The vegetable garden was undoubtedly a source of
income for the families in question, and by most accounts was the
responsibility of the male head of the household. Husbands and fathers, it
seems, performed much of their unpaid housework outside of the house,
tending to the garden and the hens and maintaining the property. Some men
also went fishing. One woman remembered her father's contribution to the
family food supply as being significant all year round, 'shooting rabbits in the
winter time and going fishing in the summer time '47 She also noted that
'there was always rabbits for the neighbours and that was our main meat.' 48 As
well as feeding his own family, this man was able to supplement others, which
is likely to have led to reciprocal generosity from those who could contribute.
Oral evidence about vegetable gardens highlights the sense of community and
shared experience that was, for many, a central part of working-class life on
The Flat during the depression. One woman recalled being very grateful as
people would give her and her husband vegetables, while another said 'there
was nothing about it, you naturally just gave things away to help each other
out. 49 Almost all those interviewed agreed that the depression necessitated and
nurtured a close form of community bonding on The Flat. There is even some
evidence of shared understanding making the class divide more marked. One
woman commented: 'there was nothing about it, you naturally just gave
things away to help each other out. I mean the working people - I don't know
what the moneyed people did - it was very different for them.' 50 Although
most of those interviewed recalled a sharing and caring community, for some
the depression was a time of isolation and strain. Not all households were able
to contribute to a neighbourhood system of barter and exchange. :Notably,
romantic memories of sharing during the depression came from those who
grew up in nuclear families households, highlighting the destitution and stress
for those who lived in other circumstances. Not having a section on which to

46Mrs K.M., 18 November 1997, transcript, p.2.
47 Mrs Christina Justin, Caversham Project Oral History database, text unit 394.
48Mrs Christina Justin, Caversham Project Oral History database, text unit 395.
49 0tago Presbyterian Support Service, Oral History Project, 'Women and Work',
OHRU/WMN/025/9, and as quoted in Hedley, "'We made ends meet"', p.55.
50 0tago Presbyterian Support Service Oral History Project, 'Women and Work',
OHRU/WMN/025/9.
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grow vegetables meant exclusion from community sharing for one household,
where a woman and her two children shared two rooms in a large boarding
house. 51 Having a house and garden, it seems, meant increased opportunity for
community interaction and support. ,
For clothing, bedding, household linen, furniture and utensils, unemployed
families were dependent upon charity or upon what they possessed before their
unemployment . 52 Women working as domestic servants sometimes received
clothing from their employers. 53 Most families went without new clothing,
surviving on hand-me-downs and clothing donated by various organisations
around the city. Even second-hand clothing was unaffordable for most
families: 'You didn't have the money to buy second hand clothing and the
clothing was cheap but you daren't go into any shops because you didn't have
the money to buy anything.'54
People became very resourceful, however, and sewing was a standard skill for
women in the home. One woman recalled resurrecting a dowdy suit for a
special occasion:
I just got what people gave me and they were too big for me and I remember
once my folks were coming from Wellington [... ] and I wanted to look nice and
my cousin had given me a blue white and black flecked little suit and it was
very faded so I hand did it and undid the whole thing and it was like brand new
on the wrong side and I did it to fit me and I sewed it all up by hand. And I
thought now if I could only get a wee blue beret with white or black in it I'd be
right. For 1 and llp I got a beret and scarf. I felt so good and it didn't look faded.
55
Sewing children's clothes and renovating old clothes was a necessary:skill and
one that saved families a lot of money . One woman recalled her mother
making all her dresses, often from material given to the family.56 The skill of
51Mrs Y.M., 26 November 1997, transcript p.7.
52A.R. Berry and M.R. Jackson, 'Survey of living conditions of unemployed
families in Wellington', Preventive Medicine Dissertation, University of Otago,
1936, p.71.
53 Mrs C.S., 21 November 1997, transcript p.5.
540tago Presbyterian Support Services Oral History Project, Women and Work,
OHRU/WMN/025 /9.
55 0tago Presbyterian Support Services Oral History Project, Women and Work,
OHRU/WMN/025 /9.
56Mrs K.M., 18 November 1997, transcript p.5.
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sewing became an economic necessity, and was something at which women
living on relief became quite proficient.
The cost of fuel for homes was signifioant during the depression. Most families
in South Dunedin used a coal range and a copper to heat the water. Coal was
not considered to be cheap and was used as sparingly as possible. Anything that
could be burnt was. This philosophy was carried late into life by one
interviewee who commented 'I still when I see a lovely bit of wood on the road
I think 'Oh I'd love that for the fire- and I haven't got a fire. But that was "in"
us- anything that we could use was good.'S7
Theft is an obvious method of obtaining goods without buying them, and
while it was criminal and dishonest, for some it was simply a matter of taking
advantage of their opportunities. Workplace access to goods meant that
employed people were often more advantaged than the unemployed. Some
workers from the Hillside Workshops were quite resourceful when it came to
coal. One woman told the story of her father and his workmates;' ... where the
engines were was just a wee way from [Anderson's Bay Rd] and they used to
throw off a few lumps of coal onto Anderson's Bay Road and they'd pick it up
on their way home'.s8 Another, perhaps more sinister example of theft for
income on The Flat was the case of a woman who had her estranged husband's
mistress' car stolen and sold by an illegal agent. This woman had three
daughters and her husband would not pay maintenance, and because he was
seen to be driving the car, which was large, American and 'flash', the woman
and her daughters were unable to get relief from the usual charities. Her
daughter told the story: 'My mother got a little weasel of a man to steal the car
and sell it on her behalf... he would have got commission which normally for
anything like that would be ten per cent I should think. When she got the
money she brought the three of us new gym frocks. We badly needed warm
clothes ... and she got blankets and things'. 59 This may well have been regarded
as justifiable entitlement by the Society for the Protection of Women and
Children who deposited the left over money in their safe.6o It is unclear
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whether the Society knew the origins of the money. As with other elements of
family income, it is difficult to measure the regularity or extent of such thefts,
but it is evident that it did go on and did contribute to the family income.
Local schools were aware of the acute needs of many South Dunedin families
and donated resources to those in need. School books were an expensive i tern
in the 1930s and some schools in South Dunedin would provide school books
for needy children. At Macandrew Road School in South Dunedin teachers
asked children if they needed school books, and would supply them if the child
One woman interviewed remembered her younger brother
requested.
requesting books at the age of five as he believed his parents could not afford
them. The boy's father was quite embarrassed and took the free books back to
Although the family was struggling financially, this father was
school. 61
employed and felt the books should go to the children of an unemployed
family.
Another form of community charity on The Flat was provided by some
businesses, who would discount and give away goods. The Hudson's factory
allowed children to visit the factory on Saturday mornings where they could
have a pillowcase filled with broken biscuit bits for tuppence. While the factory
was situated in Castle St it is quite possible that children from The Flat would
go the distance for such a treat. Wiltons, a cake shop in St Kilda, had a
reputation for generosity in South Dunedin. At the end of the day, legend has
it, you could get a whole basket of cakes for sixpence, or big blocks of cake for
minimal cost, things that people 'really wouldn't have been able to afford
otherwise'. 62 One woman remembered her father bringing cakes home once a
fortnight as a special treat, because 'on payday you could get twelve cakes for a
shilling, from the cake shop.'63 This woman's father worked for New Zealand
Rail at the Hillside Workshops. Her comment suggests that the bakery was
aware of which day was payday and possibly supplied many of the workers with
the same deal. Such community spirit was typical on The Flat.

61 Mrs K.M., 18 November 1997, transcript p.4.
62D. Hedley, "'We made ends meet": women's experiences in South Dunedin
during the 1930s', PGDip in History, University of Otago 1991, p.56.
63Mrs K.M., 18 November 1997, transcript p.4.
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Olssen found than in Caversham, 'the idea of a trade also embodied the idea of
a community of interests', that civilisation was an 'unchallengable good, for all
contributed to this great moral task.' 64 Generosity by businesses on The Flat
during the d~pression was no dmJbt grounded in this tradition. Some
companies gave away excess goods. One woman remembered her family's
Saturday morning ritual of taking a big trolley with their father to a sawmill on
Hillside Road, from where they would collect sacks of shavings which they
would use to light the copper for the week. 65 The Co-operative Milk Company,
situated in Rankeilor St, would give out free the skimmed milk that had been
separated from the cream. The milk had been processed fresh from Peninsula
farms early in the morning and people would take their billies to the entrance
gates of the factory at around Sam and have them filled for free with still-warm
milk. One woman would go there every morning and said there were usually
about a dozen other women there.66
The Unemployment Board also
distributed free milk to married men on sustenance during the winter of 1934,
following an increase in the price of milk. 67 Milk was usually delivered from
door to door in the 1930s, and would be ladled into billies situated at people's
back doors. Most groceries could be obtained in this way, except meat, which
traditionally was bought at the butchers. As the years went on however
butchers began delivering their meat, as one woman remembered; 'we went to
the butcher's. Later on the butcher used to come round with a cart.'68 This is
likely to have been an attempt on the butcher's behalf to generate more
business in a time when meat was one of the items most commonly left off the
grocery list because of the expense. One woman in South Dunedin would go
'way to King Street to a butcher there, I'd get thruppence worth of mince, but he
used to give me quite a lot.' 69 There is evidence of people building- these kinds
of alliances with various shopkeepers, creating a mutually beneficial ;situation
where the customer was guaranteed a good deal in returned for their continued
patronage.

640lssen, Building the New World, p.227.
65Mrs D.R., 2 December 1997, transcript p.6.
66Hedley, "'We made ends meet"', p.48.
67Evening Star 17 April 1934, cited in Robertson, 'Tyranny', p.399.
68Hedley, '"We made ends meet"', p.48.
69 0tago Presbyterian Support Service, Oral History Project, 'Women and Work',
OHRU/WMN/02517.
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Other stories of kin and community support emerged during the interviews
indicating random donations were sometimes made to families in need. One
woman remembered: 'My father, being a coalman, he knew ... where there were
poor families and he used to drop a bag of coal over their gate at night and he
just knew they needed it.'70 Another story is worth quoting at length as
highlights a particularly tragic case of hardship on The Flat. It concerns a
woman whose newborn child had died. He husband was unemployed and they
were unable to afford a proper burial:
We didn't have enough money for a grave so I went up, my husband
didn't want to, so I walked up to Hopes, and ... said "Well I'm in a bit of
trouble", no money for a funeral or a buriat "so if you would just please
put him somewhere in the sunshine." And he listened and he said 'well
I think I can help you ... I've got a will here and there's a clause that it has
to be left to a deserving case, a grave. There's only one lady in it and
that's in the will and he said "I think you're the deserving case." Oh I
really bucked up about that.7 1
V

Charity as a form of income is difficult to measure. While voluntary charity
organisations were no doubt greatly appreciated by the recipients of their
services, Robertson maintains their contribution was small.7 2 Churches, the
Salvation Army and soup kitchens were busiest during 1932 and 1933, but they
subsided after this time while suffering still continued for many.
One
contemporary writer noted that 'the help afforded by various voluntary
organisations, though valuable in assisting families through particularly
difficult periods, is too uncertain and irregular to be regarded as materially
affecting [the standard of living].' 73 While it is difficult to measure how charity
affected family income it must be acknowledged as having an impact, more
significantly for some than others.

70Mrs Prances Harris, Caversham Oral History database, text code 3466.
71 0tago Presbyterian Support Services Oral History Project, 'Women and Work',
OHRU/WMN/02517.
Throughout the late 1930s there were regular applications to
the Presbyterian Social Service Association, usually from parish ministers, for
relief of funeral expenses in needy cases. See S. Rae, From Relief to Social
Service: A History of the Presbyterian Social Service Association Otago, 19061981, Dunedin, 1981, p.57 .
72 R.T. Robertson, 'Tyranny', p.104.
73Berry and Jackson, 'Survey', p.67.
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While there are no surviving records for the South Dunedin Relief Committee
there is evidence they ran a very busy Relief Depot during the depression. The
committee was chaired by Councillor John Mcindow and a Mrs J. A. Black, who
'could tell some harrowing tales of distress in that thickly populated area.'74
People living on The Flat may also have travelled in to central Dunedin to
visit the relief depots there. The Mayor's Relief Committee, originally the
Citizens Unemployment Committee, was formed in 1932 and set up two very
busy depots, one in Dowling Stand the other in St Andrew Street. Mayoress
Black was integral in their establishment and also formed a ladies' guild to
make clothes for the depots. In 1931 a special body was formed to campaign for
funds. It was controlled by the Chamber of Commerce and divided the city and
suburbs under various sub-committees, creating a comprehensive canvas of all
districts. By August of 1931 committees had been established in Mornington, St
Clair, Roslyn, South Dunedin, North East Valley, Musselburgh and in the
Western Harbour district to canvas their respective areas for families willing to
donate a pound of groceries each week. These donations were collected weekly
by boy scouts and girl guides and delivered to the St Andrew St depot.7 5 One
would assume that since the items were collected from all corners of Dunedin
that they would be distributed equally widely, however it seems the needy had
to go the town depots to collect these donated goods.
Various voluntary organisations existed that could supplement a relief
worker's living. There were several soup kitchens in South Dunedin, one of
which was set up daily at the South Dunedin Town Hall. One woman
remembered the long queues outside the hall between 1931 and 1933.76 The
Salvation Army also ran a popular soup kitchen at which one of the women
interviewed had worked with her mother on a voluntary basis. In exchange for
washing the billies the Salvation Army would give the family left over soup,
which amounted to so much over a number of years that the interviewee w·as
put off vegetable soup for life - 'don't mention vegetable soup to me because I
never want to see it again.'77

74H. Black, Sunshine and Shadow, Dunedin, 1947, p.157.
75Robertson, ' Tyranny', p.l17.
76Mrs K.M., 18 November 1997, transcript p.12.
77Mrs D.R. , Dunedin, 2 December 1997, transcript p.S.
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Official church evidence indicates that many congregations were very
concerned about the effects of the depression. In the 1932 annual proceedings of
the Presbyterian Church, the Dunedin Presbyterian Public Questions committee
reported that
In a quiet and unostentatious way our Presbyterian people have been
doing their part by gifts and labours for the alleviation of distress.
Without making a denominational departure from organised
methods of relief our folk are bearing their full share in this Christlike work.7 8
South Dunedin church records indicate that while the church was concerned
about the high levels of unemployment and poverty, it was important that they
maintained their mission as Christians in their administration and distribution
of relief. The tone was somewhat impatient, and the committee went on to
state that church relief work was
.. .in the nature of "ambulance" work, absorption in which must not
lead the church to lose sight of the fact that the supreme need of the
day is for a national and personal return to God, not only in
emotional penitence, but in a deep longing to know His will for the
social order and an equally fervent desire to do it.7 9
In the same year the Dunedin Public Questions Committee reported that interchurch relief committees were 'bearing the burden of dispensing assistance to
those who are outside church connections.' 80 So while helping those outside
of the church was not something the church would ordinarily do, the
depression dictated that it was nonetheless attempted by some church related
committees.
The provision of relief for the needy during the depression was complicated by
notions of pride and respectability. Not accepting charity was a matter of pride
for many. Some people didn't like to appear desperate, even if they were. One
woman spoke of her husband refusing to accept charity so she would secretly go
about getting what they needed: 'My husband wouldn't go to the church but I
78 Proceedings
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did and we'd get a quarter bag of coal, quarter of a pound of butter, for a couple,
wee bit of rice, wee bit of sage. But I was really grateful for that.' 81 Another
woman remembered her brothers taking left over soup from the Salvation
Army soup kitchen around the neighbourhood on a trolley 'to people they
knew that didn't come and get soup'. 'Not everybody would come for it you
know, because people were very proud in those days. They didn't like a hand
out.' I queried how then the boys knew where to take the left over soup: 'Oh
you just knew the families in South Dunedin that hadn't eaten, and the officers
Churches also undertook
in the [Salvation] army would tell us.' 82
investigations to seek out those who were too proud to visit relief stations and
ensure they received aid.S3
While some were too proud to seek relief, a sub-group existed who were skilled
at extracting what they wanted and needed. One woman from The Flat
remembered her mother taking a woman who claimed to be starving into her
home for cocoa:
She was really down on things, apparently. And then all of a sudden she
looked out of the window and she said "oh my God. It's going to rain. It
won't be a decent day for the trots tomorrow." And she didn't get a
second cup of cocoa. It was a bit of a shock, I think.S 4
Relief sub-committees liaised regularly to avoid the exploitation of relief
services. The Methodist Central Mission investigated every application for
relie( and distributed weekly reports to other relief agencies so no overlapping
would occur.ss Most churches made some attempt to define which groups of
needy they would assist, but usually promised to assist any applicant if they
could. 86 Some churches were more concerned with families, and in particular
were most sympathetic to women with children. The Deaconess of St Andrews
Presbyterian worked with members of the congregation to provide relief for

81 0tago Presbyterian Support Services, Oral History Project, 'Women and Work',
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those in need, and her main concern was with women and children. In 1931
she reported that
A few men have applied for help on different occasions and received
clothing or an order for groceries, but our main work has been
among the women and children. In a few instances coal and
groceries are given regularly, the Sisterhood taking supervision in
these cases, and also giving valuable assistance with sewing etc. 87
The church collection included money that was tagged the 'Poor Fund', and this
was used by the Deaconess and her workers to provide relief. Money from the
Poor Fund was administered through the Sisterhood and went toward the
purchase of coal, groceries and material which they made into garments. The
church continued to collect clothing and household items also, and in her 1933
report the Deaconess thanked 'all those many friends who in spite of numerous
other calls on their generosity/ maintain the supply of left off clothing etc for
the Sister's Cupboard. Unless actually seen, it is hard to realise what the
cupboard means to many a hard-working, respectable woman. Very often do
they tell us "I don't know what we would have done without the things we get
here" .' 88 The Deaconess' mission was careful to ensure those who received
their help were truly in need, and supervised various relief methods. By 1935
the tone of the Deaconess's report was less sympathetic:
There are still numerous requests for groceries etc from men who say
they cannot get work, and while these requests cannot be ignored, we
feel that is perhaps the most ill spent of the money entrusted to us. 89
The Caversham Presbyterian Church records indicate they also were active in
providing relief. The Caversham Presbyterian Ladies Guild in particular was
very active between 1929 and 1932, collecting money and fundraising, and
although it is likely that some of the money went to charitable purposes it is
not clear from the accounts how much of the money collected was used for
general church costs,90

87St Andrews Presbyterian Church Dunedin Annual Report 1931, Deaconess and
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While it seems that most charitable organisations set up during the depression
favoured families, other groups in the community were not forgotten. The
Roman Catholic St Vincent de Paul Society operated independently, choosing
not to work with the inter-church committees and continuing to work with the
'poor, sick and aged' rather than depression-specific cases. 91 Mission House, an
Anglican relief centre, pledged to help 'casually employed men, waterfront and
railway workers, suburban relief workers, widows, separated and deserted
women, aged without pensions, invalids and single men not fit for camps.'92
The Presbyterian Support Services Association established the South Dunedin
Extension Committee in 1938 under the leadership of Sister Olive. Sister Olive
visited homes in the Kensington area of The Flat, (revealed in the previous
chapter to have been one of the worst sub-areas, characterised by low value,
poorly maintained houses), and reported on a hidden and destitute population.
Poverty, ill health and neglected elderly persons were found to be living in the
area. Sister Olive drew upon the Mayor's Relief Fund for assistance for these
people.93
Several options of community charity were therefore available to struggling
households and individuals, who could supplement their income with the
various goods available through various agencies. . Pride often dictated the
extent to which these charities were utilised by those in need, and it is difficult
to measure the impact the charities had in any real sense given the irregularity
of the contributions. It is most likely that some weeks the charity goods would
have made a significant difference in the standards of living of particular
families, while in other weeks the impact would have been minimal.
VI
Traditionally, economists and historians have used the wage-rates of adult men
to quantify trends in working class standards of living. 94 One of the obvious
problems with this is that it assumes that male wage is equal to family wage,
which is not always the case. None of the families interviewed depended solely
91Lavelle, 'Response', p.58.
92Lavelle, 'Response', p.63.
93 S. Rae, A History of the Presbyterian Social Service Association Otago 19061981, Dunedin, 1981, pp.56-57. Lavelle, p.66.
94Ayers, 'Hidden Economy', p.287.
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on the male wage for income during the 1930s. Money was earned by children
and wives, and much of what can be termed supplementary income took the
form of goods and services from various kin and community sources. Formal
and informal income together made, up the total living resources of these
families. As Ayers found of Liverpool families in the same era: 'The working
class family economy consisted of monetary and non-monetary, personal and
impersonal, formal and informal, legal and illegal elements.'95
It would be problematic to claim that the strategies for increasing the family

income, such as through kin and community relationships and the use of
charities, were born out of the depression. The same strategies are still in use
today in varying degrees. However what is clear from the interviews is that
during the depression supplementary income became almost as important as
the breadwinner wage and formed a major part of the way families survived
the economic crisis. As we can see from the example of The Flat in the 1930s,
real income obviously does not, and did not, constitute solely the purchasing
power of the monetary wage. The entire family contributed to household
income, and the home was a source of income in itself, providing food as well
as shelter if properly managed.

95Ayers, 'Hidden Economy', p.287.
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Chapter Four

A Healthy Community?
Health and Well-being on The Flat
The effects of material deprivation are inevitably revealed by the health of a
population. This chapter uses the available evidence to examine levels of
sanitation, diet and knowledge about preventative and practical healthcare
on The Flat. Contemporary thought assumed poverty and unemployment
would produce malnutrition, overcrowding, and an environment where
disease would spread more rapidly. The depression heightened awareness
of health problems and while the government was anxious to prove poor
heath was not a result of the economic crisis it is clear that in some local
areas poverty was indeed contributing to poor health. This chapter uses the
fragmentary evidence available to examine family health on The Flat, first
by assessing the main determinants of health in the home and then by
examining the broader indications of standards of health, including
available healthcare. Health on The Flat emerges as essentially quite good,
with some evidence, however, of acute suffering.
I

Standards of sanitation and hygiene bear greatly upon standards of living
and, in turn, the standard of health of an individual or population.
Awareness of this connection had been steadily increasing since the turn of
the century in New Zealand. The establishment of the Department of
Health in 1900 ushered in a new era of state regulation of the ~urban
environment. It was an era influenced by international ideas about the
spread and containment of disease and coincided with a sense of urgency
about resolving the perceived problem of slum housing which had emerged
in all the main centres. As explained in Chapter Two, the depression
heightened an on-going concern with housing issues. Poor sanitation had
obvious implications for health; optimal drainage, water supply and sewage
disposal had been convincingly equated with better health in major cities
around the world.
The spread of diseases such as typhoid fever and tuberculosis in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century confirmed for contemporaries the
link between defective water suppli~s, low-lying, overcrowded, unventilated
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homes and poor health.l The connection between good housing and good
health was implicit in government approaches to slum clearances early in
the twentieth century and by the 1930s ideals of cleanliness confirmed the
association. There was also a moral imperative. In 1926 two medical
students, L.M. Burnett and N.T. Mirams, wrote their thesis on slum housing
in Dunedin. They concluded that 'bad housing and overcrowding produce a
hopelessness of outlook and a general lethargy of the people, a breaking
down of the social barriers and a lowering of the standard of general physical
and moral life. '2 The aim of this section is to examine the re la tionshi p
between good housing (or otherwise) and the health of the community. The
Flat provides an example of the standard of sanitation enjoyed in a workingclass New Zealand suburb during the depression.
In terms of sanitation, the Housing Survey indicates a reasonable standard
of sanitary equipment in most homes on The Flat. The great majority of
homes had two sinks and a water closet, and an adequate system of hot
water. Improved drainage systems were pivotal in reducing the incidence of
infectious diseases in New Zealand, and it seems drainage was adequate on
the Flat.3 However, as explained in Chapter Two, twenty five per cent of
homes on the Flat had an inadequate water supply. Old pipes contributed to
an irregular and unreliable water supply for many, which in turn could lead
to lower accessibility to the means of promoting cleanliness. It is also worth
remembering that damp homes, foul odours and leaky drains were not
confined to the most run down homes, so that modern conveniences such
as sinks and water closets did not render a home exempt from health
hazards. 4
What is evident from the oral history evidence and also from the quite
impressive health statistics of the time, is that a national obsession with
cleanliness, of both the home and person, seems to have · produced a
1See

F.S. Maclean, Challenge for Health: A History of Public Health in New
Zealand, Wellington, 1964, pp.246, 248 and L. Bryder, 'If preventable, why not
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2L.M.
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PhD thesis in History, University of Canterbury, 1984, p. 296, Dunedin City
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generally healthy population. The national obsession with cleanliness has
its roots in international scientific thought. Nancy Tomes has documented
the increased awareness of domestic cleanliness that took place in America
in the late nineteenth century. Linking this awareness to concerns over
rampant infectious diseases and medical attempts at explaining the
transmission of diseases, Tomes argues that 'the late nineteenth century
American became alert to a host of new dangers lurking in the home'. 5
Increased attention to domestic hygiene reflected a more general process of
intellectual change, so that 'new information about micro organisms was
understood and acted upon in the framework of older ideas and
behaviours.'6 Social conventions on The Flat ensured that attention to
cleanliness and spotless homes was paramount.? Margaret Tennant argues
that the proliferation of advertisements for soap and other cleaning agents is
evidence of the importance of personal cleanliness to New Zealanders by the
1930s, while technological advances in terms of home appliances and
electricity also made it easier to keep homes clean and free from disease. 8
Ready access to hot water, made possible by electricity, was integral to this.
Greensmith, a student writing on hydro-electricity in the 1920s, 'predicted
electricity would have a positive benefit on the physical health of the
nation' and was particularly taken with hot water and vacuum cleaners.
Electric light would lessen cases of eyestrain, and electric heating would lead
to reduced sootfall so less cleaning and maintenance within the home. 9
New Zealand was one of the world's most electrified nations in 1928 and a
drop in the price of electricity, alongside carefully crafted advertising
campaigns, led to a boom in electricity consumption in the 1930s.lO On The
Flat, however, oral history indicates that many families did not: enjoy
electrified houses until the late 1930s, although most had gas and electric
light in at least some rooms in the house. One woman recalled having no

5Tomes, 'public health', p.510.
6N. Tomes, 'The private side of public health: sanitary science, domestic
hygiene, and the germ theory, 1870-1990', Bulletin of the History of Medicine,
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7Mrs K.M. Mrs C.S., Mrs M.J., Mrs F.H.
8Tennant. M. 'Missionaries of Health: the School Medical Service during the
inter-war period', in L. Bryder (ed) A Healthy Country: Essays on the Social
History of Medicine in New Zealand, Wellington, 1991, p.146.
9J.K. Nevill, 'The "electric servant" in rural New Zealand: a study of the
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University of Otago, 1985, pp.48-49.
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electricity in their Rankeilor Street home.ll The family shifted during the
depression to another house on The Flat, where 'we only had gas in three
rooms. The kitchen, the front room and Mum's bedroom. No light in the
scullery.'12 Most homes did not have' electrically heated hot water. Water
was heated in a 'copper' and on the coal range. One interviewee from The
Flat remembered, 'we never had any hot water (just) the copper on the side
of the range ... we used to fill it with wood.' 13 Another described this
arrangement as a 'water heating box with a wee tap on the front. '1 4 These
water heaters 'held about six gallons of water.' 15 Iron kettles were often kept
warm on the coal range. One woman recalled 'we had two big iron kettles.
A lovely great big one and a wee-er one.'16 Hot water was always on hand
in these family homes it seems, its hygienic value well recognised.
Dampness was a common problem in Dunedin homes, especially on those
areas of The Flat which were below sea level, and residents were advised by
a local newspaper to control it as much as possible. Mould and 'bacteria of
various kinds' resulted from dampness, as well as 'lowering as it does the
vitality of the people' .17 Inspectors for the Housing Survey noted that a
number of dwellings classified repair impracticable and unsatisfactory were
very damp and mouldy. Investigating housing in central Dunedin in the
1920s, G.P. Bardsley, a fifth year medical student, discovered an
'overwhelming preponderance of chronic inflammatory illness, principally
of the respiratory'.18 Bardsley attributed the high incidence of such illnesses
to the dampness of the homes, which he noted was particularly bad. The

Otago Daily Times published articles promoting light and airy d_wellings,
stating 'a house which cannot be flushed freely with pure air is an
unhealthy house', and adding that 'badly lighted rooms are gloomy and dull
and favour the production of anaemia and general ill-health. '19 Burnett
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13Mrs D. R., 2 December 1997, transcript p.19.
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and Mirams, by contrast, were surprised to find very few cases of ill health in
the slums they visited in Dunedin in the late 1920s, speculating that 'the
people in these homes are at least under a disadvantage as regards health
and that their resistance to disease must be less than is the case of people
living under ideal conditions.'20 Influenced by contemporary ideas about
health and medicine, these students were disappointed to discover that
despite poor housing conditions, the health of these people was in fact quite
good. As R.T. Hay found in his 1924 study of Dunedin slums, the occupants
were 'people of small means but they make an honest endeavour ... to make
their homes as clean, comfortable and cosy as possible and try to remedy
defect.'21
Domestic cleanliness extended, it seems, to the person. Personal hygiene
seems well attended to in most households. The majority of households
had a bath, those that did not did not house families. Oral history relating to
residents of The Flat during the depression indicates that most people
bathed at least once a week. Attitudes towards personal hygiene varied.
Bardsley was horrified to find that some slum-dwellers had bathed only
once a fortnight, remarking: 'Would we not shudder in anticipation if we
were asked to go for as long as one week without a bath?' 22 One woman's
father bathed every night, which for a poor family seemed extravagant until taking into consideration the fact that he spent his days working as a
coal merchant, very dirty and dusty work. Good personal hygiene may
reflect a series of educational campaigns which took place in the 1920s. High
levels of literacy, perhaps in combination with high levels of neighbourly
scrutiny (accentuated, no doubt, by The Flat's population density), meant
that both home and personal hygiene were important signifiers of domestic
respectability.
There were few cases of overcrowding on The Flat according to the Housing
Survey, although oral history indicates that at least some families were
living in quite cramped conditions in the early 1930s. 23 For example one
20Burnett, 'Investigation', p.l7.
21 R.T. Hay,
'Report of investigation into housing conditions', Preventive
Medicine Dissertation, University of Otago, 1924 (no page numbers).
22 G. P. Bardsely, 'An investigation into the housing conditions existing in a
Dunedin city block', Preventive Medicine Dissertation, University of Otago,
c.l926, pp.97-98.
23 Actual figures on the ·numbers of families sharing homes can not be
accurately obtained from the database as individual records do not specify the
relationship of individuals to each other in each household other than
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family of seven shared a two bedroom house. Four sisters shared one room,
while two brothers slept on stretchers on the floor of their parent's room.
However the same house had a front room which was rarely used.24
Separate bedrooms for boys and girls ,was obviously important. Having a
front room with good furniture obviously took precedence over sleeping
space and privacy. This was typical of homes on The Flat, where pride
played a large role and appearances were all-important in maintaining a
reputation of respectability and decency, in spite of financial difficulties.
II

The issue of whether or not malnutrition was evident in New Zealand in
the 1930s generated much debate. Evidence from The Flat affords an
opportunity to investigate the presence of malnutrition on a working-class
community in the depression. Official sources were anxious to prove that
New Zealand's nutrition record was actually improving during the 1930s.
S.A. Young, the Minister of Health, speaking at the opening of the new
Plunket rooms at Eltham, "combated the suggestion that malnutrition was
prevalent amongst the children in New Zealand and quoted figures
showing the decline since 1929."25 Official figures claimed the percentage of
children suffering from malnutrition had dropped from 7.06 per cent in 1929
to 5.64 per cent in 1934.26 F.M. Spencer, writing for the New Z ealand
Medical Journal in 1935, believed that cases of malnutrition 'could not be
regarded as a result of the depression and economic stress. '27 Spencer
reported a decline in the number of cases treated for malnutrition at
Wellington hospital, and argued that 'at first thought it might seem that
malnutrition would be directly dependent on, and vary inversely with, the
family's financial status. But it has been shown by numbers of workers that
this is far from being the case.'28 In Dunedin, Bardsley found in 1926 that
the inhabitants of a sample of small, ill-kept houses, the expenditure on
food greatly exceeded that spent on rent. He noted that the consumption of
meat in these households was 'something colossal', leading him to 'negate
'family' or 'non-family'. It is clear from some records, however, that some
families did 'double up '. One household, for example, contained two adults and
two children sharing one surname and two adults and three children sharing
They lived in a two bedroom, 'satisfactory' house .
another surname.
24Mrs D. R., 2 December 1997, transcript p.7.
250tago Daily Times, Monday July 8 1935, p.14.
260tago Daily Times, Monday July 8 1935, p.14.
27 F.M. Spencer, 'Malnutrition and a C3 population', New Zealand Medical
Journal, XXXXVI,191, (Feb, 1937), p.5.
28Spencer, 'Malnutrition', p.13-14.
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the view that these unhygienic and untidy conditions are the result of
poverty.'29
Bardsley reported that 'relatively lavish extravagance is
displayed to satisfy the cravings of the appetite,' while Spencer blamed the
modern grocer's shop, where the 'abundance and attractive display of
refined foods ... tends to sap the resolves of all but the strongest hearts not to
become members of the frying-pan, white-bread-and-jam brigade.'30 The

Education Gazette was pleased to report in 1935 an increase in both the
average height and weight of New Zealand children.31 The Sun took the
argument as far as to claim that 'New Zealand has suffered more from
prosperity than depression.'32
Despite the optimistic tone of official statements about malnutrition it
seems likely that in poorer communities malnutrition was at times a
problem.33 There is certainly evidence of some cases of malnutrition on
The Flat, although it is difficult to assess how common the problem was.
Hungry children were certainly noticed in schools in the area. In 1932
Caversham School reported providing soup regularly in the winter to
between 30 and 40 pupils per day.34 In 1935 the Dunedin Town Clerk
discovered that 13 of 19 Dunedin schools felt compelled to provide pupils
with food. Two schools provided hot soup or cocoa, and eleven provided 1
521 school children with half a pint of milk each at no cost to the children.35
On The Flat Forbury School was providing the greatest number of children
with milk of all the Dunedin schools surveyed, with 520 children receiving
milk each day.36 Kensington School also provided hot cocoa.37 One
29G.P Bardsley, 'An investigation into the housing conditions ex1stmg in a
Dunedin city block', Preventive Medicine Dissertation, University of Ota:go,
c.1927, p.102, p.108.
30Spencer, 'Malnutrition', p.14.
31 Education Gazette, 1 July 1935, pp.120-121 Department of Health, H1/35/99
(20671) Articles etc., National Archives, Wellington.
Averages, of course, are
notoriously misleading without a measure of distribution.
32Sun, 13 December 1930, as cited in J. Watson, 'Crisis and change: economic
crisis and technological change between the world wars, with specific
reference to Christchurch, 1926-1936', PhD thesis in History, University of
Canterbury, 1984.
33 A study of Sydenham School in Christchurch by Eleanor Baker-McClaglan
found the level of malnutrition to be around eight percent, somewhat higher
than the national average.
See Report: Sydenham School, Department of
Health, H1/35170 b.ll, Malnutrition 1933-34, National Archives, Wellington.
34 Inspectors Report, Caversham School, 1932, Otago Education Board Archives,
AG294/35/202, Hocken Library.
35Robertson, 'Tyranny', p.400.
36 Inspectors Report, Forbury School, 1935, Otago Education Board Archives,
AG294/35/226, Hoc ken Library.
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woman who worked in a Caversham school recalled a child from a family of
six fainting at school, and the consequent discovery of the lack of any food at
She believed lots of children suffered from
the family home.
malnutrition.38 One woman I interviewed from The Flat was so severely
malnourished during the depression years that the school dental nurse
refused to treat her. 'She sent a note home to tell my mother that I was to
have eggs, fish, milk, cheese, meat, all proteins. Mum sat down and cried.'39
The dental nurse, upon realising the severity of the situation, arranged for
the girl to have her midday meal each day at the Caversham Open Air
School.40 This may have been an isolated case. Open air schools were
intended for the care of children with tuberculosis and other serious
illnesses, in keeping with an international movement aimed at 'improving
children's educational environment and exposing them to sunshine and
fresh air.'41 Open air schools catered for children who, in the words of a
former student, 'were considered too frail for the hurly-bury of school'.42
Children who were identified as being malnourished or generally
unhealthy, however, were usually targeted for stays at health camps.
The depression was the catalyst to the establishment of a number of
intensive, short-term health camps for disadvantaged children. The School
Medical Service, established in 1912, was one agency which identified

37Inspectors Report, Kensington School, 1935, Otago Education Board
Inspectors reports make lit-tle or
Archives, AG294/3 5/226, Hoc ken Library.
no mention of such practices after 1937. Whether this was because the
schools no longer felt the need to supplement the children's diets is undear.
38Mrs G. , 4 December 1997, transcript pp.8,16. One Caversham woman who
worked as a teacher in Dunedin remembered cases where children came to
See Otago Presbyterian Support
school without adequate clothing or food.
Services Oral History Project, Women and Work, OHRU/022/8.
39Mrs Y. H., 26 November 1997, transcript p.16.
4 0The Sara Cohen Memorial School was established by Mark Cohen in memory
of his wife, who had been an avid campaigner for improved working
conditions for women and vice-president of the Women's Franchise League.
Cohen himself was a pioneer of the free kindergarten and free library and
City Councillor was actively involved in education, a member of the Otago
Education Board, and was also instrumental in the establishment of the free
See Th e
Dunedin's first kindergarten in 1889.
kindergarten, opening
Dictionary of New Zealand Biography Volume 3 1901-1921, Wellington, 1996,
p.llO and J. Thompson (ed), Southern People: A Dictionary of Otago Southland
Biography, Dunedin, 1998, p.98.
41 M. Tennant, Children's Health, The Nation's Wealth: A History of Children's
Health Camps, Wellington, 1994, p.27.
42Mrs Y.H., 26 November 1997, transcript p.9.
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children for health camps. 43 Mary Lambie, who was appointed Director of
Nursing in 1931, saw malnutrition as the primary reason children were sent
to the camps. 44 Children from The Flat could be sent to either the
Waikouaiti or Company Bay health camp.
Of information on the children attending the camps it was apparent that
many of the children came from poor and often overcrowded homes, and
many were underweight. B.W. Rutherford, a medical student, studied the
Waikouaiti camp in January 1937 and found cases of 'genuine hardship'
among the children attending the camps. Three children in the January
camp had fathers in tuberculosis sanitoriums, three had fathers on the
invalid pension, and three came from families on relief. The latter were
from cases of long term unemployment, where the father had been on relief
for at least three or four years.45 Visits to the homes of Dunedin children
attending the Company Bay camp found that 82 per cent had no bathroom
and a majority of fathers were on unemployment relief, sustenance or an
invalidity pension.46
Rutherford highlighted poor housing, rather than diet, as the major cause of
poor health among the children. In 1934 the Dunedin camp at Waikouaiti
was reported to be gaining excellent results under 'camp commandant' Mrs
Marshall MacDonald, with children selected by Dr Grace Stevenson.4 7
Rutherford's evidence was less encouraging. He followed up the children in
the January camp and reported 'little or no permanent benefit' from the
camp experience. 48 Rutherford, having visited the homes of these children,
43 Tennant, 'Missionaries', pp.129-130.
Those working for the School Medical
Service gained special insight into the negative social impact of the
Reports indicate that nurses often visited the homes of children
depression.
whose nutrition or cleanliness was unsatisfactory, and would report bad
housing or the presence of vermin to the local health officers. See A.R
Berry, and M.R. Jackson, 'Survey of living conditions of unemployed families
in Wellington,' Preventive Medicine Dissertation, University of Otago, 1936,
p.140, and McLaglan, Stethoscopes, pp.128-129. See also Health Department H1
35/20/8807 Hygiene 1929-39 National Archives, Wellington, for letters from
parents demanding their children not be examined - and their demands
refused.
44 M. Lambie, My Story: Memoirs of a New Zealand Nurse, Christchurch, 1956,
p.78.
45 B.W. Rutherford, 'Health Camp Waikouaiti, January 1938', Preventive
Medicine Dissertation, University of Otago, 193 8.
46Tennant, Children's Health, p.lll.
47 Education Gazette, 1 March 1934, p.34, Department of Health archives, H1
35/99 (20671) Articles etc, National Archives, Wellington.
48Rutherford, 'Health Camp', p.63.
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believed housing conditions were at the root of the problem. 'The real
problem is the home conditions. One month of ideal conditions [at camp] is
soon counteracted by seven months of poor home conditions' .49 Part of the
goal of the camps was to educate the .children about healthier living, partly
in the hope that they would take new and healthier habits back to their
homes.so Rutherford did note that the nutritional status of the children
who had been to camp did not, in most cases, improve.5 1
Malnutrition, some believed, was more closely related to ignorance about
diet than poverty.52 In the British example, Harrison argues it was
convenient for official attention to blame poor "housewifery" for
nutritional problems.53 One woman recalled a family of fifteen on The Flat
and was quite convinced they were suffering from malnutrition, but
attributed this to the mother's poor culinary skills, claiming 'the vegetables,
she would have them all in one pot and they were just overcooked and
mush and slush ... Malnutrition, they really all had that. But I mean there
The importance of good nutrition was
wasn't any reason in a way.'54
recognised by many on The Flat according to this woman, as most
housewives 'took pride in their culinary skills and feeding their families
well' .ss
Diet in the home on The Flat was influenced by the growing body of
nutritional knowledge which contributed to the elevation of the importance
of good nutrition. The New Zealand government considered cooking skills
to be an important aspect of education for women, and this was reflected in
the curriculum for schoolgirls. Home Science was compulsory for all girls

49Rutherford, 'Health Camp', pp. 56, 61.
50Tennant, 'Missionaries ', p138.
SlTennant, Children's Health, p.l13.
52 A.R. Berry and M.R. Jackson, 'Survey of living conditions of unemployed
families in Wellington', Preventive Medicine Dissertation, University of
Otago, 1936, p.128.
53 B. Harrison, 'Women and Health', in J. Purvis (ed), Women's History: Britain
1850-1945, London, 1995. , p.180. Professor E.P. Cathcart considered that poor
nutrition in poor areas was a result of 'bad housew.ives not a lack of cash ...
the problem is not nutrition but a tough psycho sociological conundrum
which no mild enactments or pronouncements from Whitehall or elsewhere
will solve - a dictator is required.' See M. Mitchell , 'The effects of
unemployment or the social condition of women and children in the 1930s',
History Workshop, 19, (Spring, 1985), p.113.
54Mrs F.H., 19 November, 1997, transcript p.19.
55Mrs F .H., 19 November 1997, transcript p.20.
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attending high school or technical school from 1917.56 The Dunedin
Housewives Union regularly discussed the virtues of a good diet. In 1936
Mrs Brooks informed the Union that 'most of the disease in our midst is
due to the wrong food.' She promoted,a balanced diet, more fruit and milk,
less white bread, and more vegetables, steamed or raw, concluding her talk
with the motto 'health is the key to life. '5 7 The hygienic improvement
brought by wrapped bread and the virtues of pasteurised milk were also
topics of conversation at the meetings of the Housewives' Union, indicating
a general concern for the quality of food available.ss
The depression increased the need for knowledge about which foods would
best keep a person healthy at least cost. Cheaper foods with numerous
nutritional benefits were the obvious preference and the status of milk
increased significantly and with medical backing. Milk was increasingly
being recognised as an essential component of the human diet by the 1930s.
In October 1928 the Mirror published an editorial on milk, calling it 'nature's
perfect food'.59 The Mirror believed the consumption of milk in New
Zealand 'could and should be doubled'.60 The Dunedin Housewives' Union
recognised this also and in 1930 recommended a Municipal Milk Supply,
which they believed would be more efficient, hygienic and possibly
cheaper.61 Dr Elizabeth Gregory addressed the Housewives Union on the
New Zealand diet in 1935 and stressed the need for more milk to be used,
especially for children.62 How much nutritional information actually
filtered through to households on The Flat is difficult to gauge. While
detailed information about what was being eaten in households on The Flat
is not available, a study undertaken in another working-class New-Zealand
suburb in 1936 allows for an impression of what may have been typicaL

56 R. Fry, Its different for Daughters:

A History of the Curriculum for Girls in
New Zealand Schools, 1900-1975, Wellington, 1985, p.Sl.
57 Dunedin Housewives Union Meeting 5 May 1936, Dunedin Housewives Union
Minute Book 1930-1941 , p.208.
58 Dunedin Housewives Union Meeting, 7 November 1933, DHU Minute Book
1930-1941, p.149.
59 The New Zealand Ladies Mirror , 7,4, (1 October, 1928}, p.8. See also Working
Woman, November 1935, p.132.
60Mirror, 7,4, (1 October, 1928), p.8.
61 Dunedin Housewives Union Minute Book 1930-1941, 21 October 1930, p.7,
Hocken Library.
62 Dunedin Housewives Union Minute Book 1930-1941, 2 July 1935, pp .195-196,
Hock en Library.
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Berry and Jackson, two fifth year medical students in 1936, jointly wrote a
preventive medicine thesis focussing on a poorer suburb of Wellington.
The two students conducted a comprehensive study of twelve Te Aro
families. The pair toured the families'. homes, interviewed family members
and had each family record all income and expenditures. As well as this, the
families were asked to keep a food diary, detailing what was eaten each day
in that household. The results of this survey provide a unique and
comprehensive insight into the type of diets low income families had. The
Flat and Te Aro were both working class, lower income areas in the 1930s.
The 1937 Housing Survey revealed that Te Aro had the greatest population
density and the highest percentage of rental dwellings in Wellington, as well
as the highest proportion of unsatisfactory houses, likening it to the worst
sub-areas of The Flat.63 It is likely that the families investigated in Te Aro
would have had much in common with the families that lived in The Flat,
particularly those in South Dunedin and Kensington, where the highest
levels of poverty were recorded. 64.
One of the first things Berry and Jackson noted about the spending habits of
the families involved in the survey was that the quality of the family diet
varied in direct proportion to the rent. For example family 'E' was paying a
high rent and getting a poor diet while family T payed less rent and enjoyed
what Berry and Jackson considered to be 'quite good food' .65 This makes
sense if we assume that most of the regular income not spent on rent and
lighting and firing is spent on food. In London in the 1930s Webster found a
similar association, noting that the development of high-rental council
housing, which often necessitated increased expenditure on travel to and
from work, also operated to restrict expenditure on food.66 . Berry and
Jackson also discovered that most families bought their food from day to
day, and that very little, if any, food was carried over from one week to the
next.67 Very little was wasted; all items were necessary and used to their
fullest potential. This pattern is emphasised in much of the oral history

63 'Housing the family' in M. McKinnon (ed), The New Zealand Historical Atlas:
Ko Papatuanuku e Takoto Nei, Wellington, 1997, plate 74.
64See Chapter Two.
65Berry and Jackson, 'Survey', p.73.
66 C. Webster, 'Healthy or hungry thirties?', History Workshop, 13 (Spring,
1982) p.l25.
67Berry and Jackson, 'Survey', p.76.
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concerning the depression in New Zealand.68 Interviewees from The Flat
also remembered being careful not to waste food, as one woman
remembered ' "leftovers" usually became soup and stale bread was soaked in
hot milk and topped with jam to become a meal'.69
Berry and Jackson found that the families' diets consisted of large amounts
of bread and butter, and those families who didn't supplement every meal
with bread and butter had much higher food expenditure. Those families
tended to eat more eggs and cereals in the place of bread.70 The students also
found a distinct lack of fruit in the diets recorded, with only one family
using fruit regularly. Most menus did, however, include several servings
per week of lettuce and cabbage- the survey was conducted in January and
February when these items were relatively inexpensive. What is likely is
that as these vegetables became more expensive, especially over the winter
months, their inclusion in the diets would have diminished. Very few of
the families interviewed by Berry and Jackson had vegetable gardens - a
distinct difference from The Flat, where a large proportion of households
did grow their own vegetables.7 1 The humble vegetable garden may have
saved many families from malnutrition. According to one interviewee,
'There were few people who didn't have a vegetable garden - you put in all
your vegetables - carrots, parsnips, potatoes ... '72
Families on relief needing food were provided with a ration card by their
respective Hospital Board. The card detailed foods with which specifically
allocated butchers and grocers could supply the families. The ration card
specified basic foods and restricted the purchase of anything viewed as
unnecessary. The object of the restrictions was to ensure that recipients
bought economically and had sufficient food for the week. Berry and
Jackson conducted a close analysis of the ration list and came to the
conclusion that the restrictions were 'unnecessarily extensive' and
prevented 'good management and intelligent buying where the women are

68 See for example, T. Simpson, The Sugarbag Years, Auckland, 1974 and E.
Ebbett, Victoria's Daughters: New Zealand Women of the Thirties, Wellington,
1981, pp.29-31.
69Mrs E.M., telephone conversation with author, 10 March 1999.
70Berry and Jackson, 'Survey', p.128.
71 See Chapter Three.
72 Mr W. H., 19 November 1997, transcript p.19.
See Chapter Three for an
extended discussion about the vegetable garden.
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capable of it' _73 Berry and Jackson also criticised the fact that the vegetable
order was part of the grocery order, requiring vegetables to be purchased
from a grocer rather than a green-grocer. The problem with this was clear 'it is well known that the vegetables stocked by a grocer are clearer and less
fresh that those stocked by a green-grocer'.7 4 No doubt the Hospital Board
was thinking of the paperwork when they decided to have all goods,
including produce, coming from grocers only. However Berry and Jackson
reasoned that if the grocery order was reduced by a few pence per head and
this money allowed as an order in a green grocer it would be an advantage. 75
There was also evidence that the grocers selected were not necessarily the
best value. An injustice lay in the fact that the better off were able to save
money by shopping at the cheaper outlets and green grocers while those on
relief were forced to buy their food from grocers who were often expensive
and unfamiliar to them. A woman from The Flat recalled her mother
having to go to a grocer 'she didn't go to. He was too dear. But she had to go
there ... He probably was a better class grocer'.7 6 The food also had to be
bought in small quantities, leading Berry and Jackson to comment that 'it is
impossible to buy food economically if it has to be bought in small quantities
at a time.77
The actual grocery list on the ration card made no allowance for fresh fruit
or eggs, and cabbage was the only green vegetable allowed. This made no
sense to Berry and Jackson, who argued 'there is no reason for the restriction
of the green vegetables to cabbage. Lettuce is often equally cheap and is a
better food because it is eaten raw. Beans, peas and tomatoes at the height of
their seasons are cheaper than carrots; and it seems a pity that the housewife
should not be able to buy them then. Apples should be included in the list
of obtainable foods.'78 It is possible that Hospital Boards assumed people
would be growing their own vegetables, and curtailed relief provisions
accordingly.
Bacon and liver were also excluded from. the ration.
Contemporary nutritional theory hailed liver as a highly nutritious food,
and Berry and Jackson reasoned that the exclusion of bacon was

73Berry and
74Berry and
75Berry and
76Mrs Y.H.,
77Berry and
78Berry and

Jackson, 'Survey',
Jackson, 'Survey',
Jackson, 'Survey',
26 November 1997,
Jackson, 'Survey,'
Jackson, 'Survey',

pp.l30-131.
p.l31.
p .l31.
transcript p.3.
p.160.
p.131.
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unreasonable - 'it is twice the price of other meat but it also has twice the
caloric value of other meat' .7 9
Berry and Jackson's detailed analysis of the diet of families on relief indicates
that these families were not in fact eating as well as contemporary
nutritionists would have recommended, or indeed as government officials
would have liked to have believed. As well as being small in quantity,
food supplied by relief agencies was basic and often low quality.so One child
of the depression recalled the poor standard of meat her family received
from the relief depots: 'I mean we used to roast it all day to get it tender
because it was terrible stuff. Terrible meat they gave you.' 81 However,
although her family was one of those particularly hard hit by the depression,
this woman believed her parents coped well. "We never went hungry or
anything and we were always kept clean. "82
Many families did make significant adjustments to the family diet on
account of the reduced household budget. For some the adjustments were
subtle. One woman from The Flat remembered visiting cousins who 'were
either allowed to have bread and jam or bread and butter. They were not
Of course, dietary restrictions may have
allowed to have both.'83
contributed to improved health for some - the absence of extravagances such
as sweets and cordials for example may have benefited at least the dental
health of some living on The Flat. For those on relief, however, if Berry and
Jackson's sample are taken to be a fair example, diets were quite severely
reduced by the depression. If not malnourished, it seems certain that many
families would have eaten less than they had been accustomed to- prior to
the depression. A Wellington woman summoned up the consensus; 'We
weren't short of food but there was no room for luxuries'.84

79Berry and Jackson, 'Survey', p.131.
80Mr R.C., 28 November 1997, transcript p. 14.
81Mrs D. R., 2 December 1997, transcript p.10.
82Mrs D. R., 2 December 1997, transcript p.4.
83Mr W. H., 19 November 1997, transcript p.17.
84 'Kate', born 1918, Wellington Branch Society for Research on Women m
New Zealand, In those days: A Study of Older Women in Wellington,
Wellington, 1982, p.81.
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Ill

Health statistics have been traditionally regarded as among the most
Reduced income could
sensitive indicators of standards o£, living.ss
reasonably be expected to result in increased mortality and morbidity, yet in
New Zealand 'the death rate, the infant mortality rate [and] the mortality
from tuberculosis, were all lower in 1932 than at any time in the history of
the Dominion'.86 In New Zealand, however, there is no evidence to suggest
such a connection can be made. A detailed analysis of mortality rates for
The Flat is beyond the scope of this thesis, although the mortality rates for
Dunedin in this period broadly reflect the national statistics.87 Nationally,
infant mortality had declined by the 1930s and was no longer a matter of
national concern, but high maternal mortality rates led to an increase in the
number of hospital births by the mid-1930s. 88 It is difficult if not impossible
to prove in the New Zealand context whether there was a relationship
between the high maternal mortality rate and the high rate of poverty.
Certainly in Britain the poor nutrition of pregnant women in the 1930s has
been connected to the high maternal mortality rate, leading J. Mitchell to
conclude that 'in the 1930s it was four times more dangerous to bear a child
than to work in a coal mine. '89 This section focuses on other indications of
health such as illness and dental health, in the wider context of accessibility
to healthcare on The Flat.90
There were four dentists on The Flat in 1937. Receiving dental treatment
was obviously problematic for the unemployed. In 1932 over 1000 people
attended the dental school in Dunedin for treatment -this number was cut
for financial reasons by almost fifty per cent by 1934.9 1 The number of
dentures given out free per month at the Dunedin Hospital outpatient clinic

85Webster, 'Healthy or hungry thirties?', p .111.
86AJHR, 1933, H-31, p.4.
87Monthly Abstract of Statistics, January 1930, January 1932, January 1934,
January 1936.
88 F.S. Maclean, Challenge for Health: A History of Public Health in New
Zealand , Wellington, 1964, pp.183, P. Mein-Smith, Maternity in Dispute: New
Zealand 1920-1939, Wellington 1986, pp.53-54.
89J. Mitchell, 'The effects of unemployment on the social condition of women
and children in the 1930s', History Workshop, 19, (Spring, 1985), p.111.
90Where evidence from The Flat was lacking, Dunedin and New Zealand
sources have been utilised.
91 J. Angus,A History of the Otago Hospital Board and its Predecessors,
Dunedin, 1984, p.206.
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was also reduced, from 90 to 15 per month in 1933.9 2 Dental health was
generally poor in New Zealand in the 1930s.93 According to W.B. Sutch,
ninety seven per cent of children in New Zealand had bad teeth prior to the
second world war.9 4 In 1937 one report estimated New Zealand had 'the
distinction of having the highest incidence of dental caries amongst the
civilised communities of the day.'95
Poor dental health was often
symptomatic of other health problems. Forbury School opened a much
needed dental clinic in 1935. Of the clinic, Forbury School's headmaster
reported: 'It has been found that the teeth of our pupils had been very badly
neglected necessitating numerous operations in each case. It will be some
time before the full benefit [of the clinic] becomes apparent but the general
health of our pupils will improve as dental defects are attended to.'96
Illness as a measure of poverty, like malnutrition, is difficult to track.
Hospital admissions declined in New Zealand during the depression, most
likely an indication of economic hardship rather than healthier times. As
the New Zealand Official Yearbook noted m 1939, 'comparative

92Angus, 'Otago Hospital Board', p.193. In 1933 the Dominion Federation of
Women's Institutes wrote to the Minister of Health urging the government to
provide dental treatment for the families of relief workers.
The issue was
also taken up by the Director-General of Health at the North Canterbury
Hospital Board, who negotiated with the Unemployment Board. The Board
replied that it was willing to 'make available to the Hospital Board dental
mechanics who are on relief - in other words they would work up their relief
at their own calling instead of on the roads .' Dominion Federation of
Women's Institutes to Minister of Health, 1933, Godfrey (Commissioner of
Unemployment) to M.H. Watt (Director-General of Health, North Canterbury
Hospital Board), 12 September 1933, H1 54/49/30 (16189), National Archives,
Wellington.
93 A drive to improve the poor standard of dental health among New Zealand
adults took force following the discovery that 58 per cent of New Zealand
soldiers recruited for World War one had rotten teeth. A number of factors
contributed to the poor standard of dental health among New Zealanders
including diet and cultural factors, as well as an ad-hoc dental establishment
which resulted in poor access to preventative dental care.
Radical measures
were necessary in order to improve dental health.
Attempts to raise dental
health standards for children resulted in the formation of the School Dental
Service in 1919 (administered by the Department of Education rather than
the Department of Health).
Progress towards improving dental health was
disrupted, however, during the 1930s, as retrenchments in government
health spending in general took place. See T.W. Brooking, A History of
Dentistry in New Zealand, Dunedin, 1980, p.118.
·
4
9 W.B . Sutch, The Quest for Security in New Zealand 1840 - 1966, Oxford
University Press, Wellington, 1966, p.161.
95Spencer, 'Malnutrition~, p.4.
960tago Education Board Inspector's Report, 1935 , Forbury School, AG
294/35/226, Hocken Library.
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impoverishment may in some instances have acted as a deterrent where
normally such persons would have entered hospitals for treatment. '97 The
total number of patients treated in New Zealand public hospitals declined
significantly between 1930 and 1932. Interestingly, this decline is due chiefly '
to a fall in figures for males .98 By 1937, however, the number of patients
exceeded that of 1929. It is possible that people delayed treatment during the
leanest years of the depression, resulting in greater need for treatment (and
possibly more intensive treatment) when times were less financially
stretched. This was noted in official recognition of the rise in numbers; the
New Zealand Official Year Book speculated: 'Lowering of fees in some cases;
slightly improved financial conditions; delay effect of depression exigencies
on health and stamina, particularly of the poorer classes, may all be
There is certainly evidence of this in the oral
contributory factors .'99
histories. One interviewee was quite certain her father died before his time
because of delayed free access to medical treatment. A railway worker, he
'suffered many years with a duodenal ulcer [and] when the free hospitals
came in my mother said 'well now you can go and have that ulcer attended
to'. After nine weeks in hospital the woman's father passed away; leaving
his daughter convinced to this day that 'if he'd have been able to have it
done earlier he would have been all right. 'lOO Another result of lowered
income was children leaving school early to care for sick parents. This was
certainly a more common occurrence during the depression, as a child's
education was sacrificed because the cost of medical treatment or round-the clock care was too great)Ol The depression is more likely to have had a
long term effect on the health of individuals, but this is difficult to track
given the interruption of the Second World War.
In terms of access to healthcare, the depression forced upon policy-makers a
reassessment of the financial responsibility of government for public health.
Until 1932 charitable aid, administered by local hospitals boa-rds, was the
major source of welfare for unemployed or sick New Zealanders. Charitable
aid generally came in the form of rent, board, clothing and maintenance
orders, heating and lighting, food and milk orders and rations. In 1932
much of the pressure of the charitable aid system was relieved by the

97 NZOYB, 1939, p.144.
98NZOYB, 1939, p.144.
99NZOYB, 1939, p.144.

100Mrs K. M., 18 November 1997, Dunedin, transcript p.l.
10 1Mrs F. H., 19 November 1997, Dunedin, transcript p.5.

112
provision of relief for the able-bodied unemployed and their families.l0 2
For poor families, a small number of options for health services were
apparent.
Patients could apply to have their hospital treatment covered by charitable
aid, although Hospital Boards were careful to ensure their resources went
only to deserving cases. One woman from The Flat recalled her mother
applying for charitable aid for an operation. Two inspectors visited the
family home to assess the validity of the request for aid. Such inspectors
were 'disliked immensely'.l03 The inspectors informed the mother she was
to sell the radio before she could receive any assistance.l0 4 The assistance
given had to be paid back in this case, at five shillings per week. l05
Charitable aid, therefore, was dependent upon the situation of the applicant,
and not all applicants were granted such relief.
In Dunedin, the outpatient department felt the burden of unemployment
severely. Traditionally a supplier of advice and treatment to the poor, the
number of patients attending the outpatient clinic swelled during the
depression. In 1926-27 some 2750 persons made 36784 visits; in 1936-37 9800
patients made 53 660 visits, and very rarely did patients pay the full amount
of their treatment costsJ06 One woman from The Flat had to have an
operation on her foot during the depression: 'My mother paid it off at a
shilling a week; she would walk to the Hospital Board once a week.' 107 The
Otago Hospital Board had a policy of not refusing treatment, which may
account for the large increase in patients in the period, as families opted for
hospital advice over an expensive visit to a general practitioner.
The Otago Hospital Board did less for the unemployed than Hospital Boards
in the other main centres, and the unemployed were aware of this. The
Board did, however, establish the provision of medical service at a city relief
depot. The Dowling Street Relief Depot was one avenue of free medical

l0 2R.T. Robertson, 'The tyranny of circumstance: response to unemployment
in New Zealand 1929-1935, with particular reference to Dunedin' , PhD thesis,
University of Otago, 1978, p.57.
l03Mrs Hilda Maher, The Caversham Project Oral History Interviews: Poverty
and Wealth, transcript p.l9.
104Mrs Hilda Maher, transcript p.19.
105Mrs Hilda Maher, transcript p.18.
106Angus, Otago Hospital Board, p.193, p.178.
107Mrs K.M., 23 April 1998, 0'060.
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advice and treatment that therefore became available to the unemployed,
and relief workers could get supplementary aid there for medical needs such
a special diets.108 The service was not able to manage the demand, however,
and the unemployed complained of the limited use of the depot. In 1935 the
Dunedin Unemployed Workers Movement appealed to the Otago Hospital
Board for increased health services for the poor and unemployed.l0 9 For
those who belonged, Friendly Societies provided a far more reliable source
of health care.
Friendly Societies were well patronised on The Flat. (See Appendix Three).
A form of mutual aid, members contributed a sum of money either weekly
or monthly, which contributed to a fund which could be drawn upon in
times of need. Friendly Societies represented a co-operative form of welfare.
The standard benefits were sick pay, medical treatment and medicines for
members and their families and funeral expenses, and, later, maternity
Caversham and South Dunedin were home to eight separate
benefits.
lodges by 1914. The occupational structure of the area was well suited to
Friendly Societies, which tended to be well supported in working class
areas.IlO Membership of lodges increased dramatically in New Zealand
between 1918 and 1930. Between 1930 and 1933 membership of friendly
societies decreased by 6.5 per cent. Lodges, like Hospital Boards, were illequipped to deal with unemployment on a large scale, but some did attempt
to provide significant relief. Manchester Unity set up a fund to pay
members suffering because of the depression.l11 Olssen claims that some
Societies 'stretched the concept of contributory to cover all who had been
members even if they could no longer contribute.'112
A study of Friendly Society membership in Caversham from 1890 to 1930
showed that most members joined at young age (between 16 and 19 years
old), pre-marriage. Those in the manual classes (unskilled, .semi-skilled,
skilled) were over-represented in memberships, probably due to their

108Angus, Otago Hospital Board, p.193 .
Established in 1911 , the National Provident
109Robertson, 'Tyranny', p.402.
Fund was another form of health insurance available .
110E. Olssen, 'Friendly Socieites in New Zealand 1840-1990' in M. van der
Linden (ed), Social Security Mutualism: The comparative history of mutual
benefit societies, Bern; 1996., p.194.
111 Olssen, Friendly Societies, p.202.
112Qlssen, 'Friendly Societies, p.203.
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increased economic vulnerability.113 However, while Friendly Societies
were well supported on The Flat the number of families who were actually
benefiting from membership is difficult to ascertain. The study also found
that although most members joined young, they allowed their memberships
to lapse relatively quickly. Interestingly, Olssen found that between 1933 and
1938 membership increased by almost 14 per cent.114 This may have been a
reflexive response of those who managed to retain employment during the
depression preparing themselves for suspected harsher times ahead.
Conversely, it could also be an indication of a section of the population who
actually benefited from the fall in prices that resulted from the depression,
freeing up some of their income for things like Friendly Society
membership.
Ill
On The Flat, informal and personal sources of support were an integral part
of surviving the depression. Tales of wise women who performed medical
tasks in the community free of charge emerged during the interviews,
suggesting that, as Pat Ayers found in Liverpoot these women were an
Ayers
important link to surviving the depression for some families.
suggests that: 'These were generally older women, who advised and
sometimes treated when people were ilt assisted at births, laid out the dead
and were available to help out at other times of crisis.' 115 Such women
could potentially save a lot of money in services. On The Flat there seem to
have been at least of few of these kinds of women. One interviewee recalled
that her grandmother had been 'considered to be quite a sort of pilfar of the
district. She acted more or less when anything happened or anything: went
wrong - "We'll get Mrs [Xlt she'll know."' Another woman, who was
brought up in College Street, told the story of her mother being called upon
by neighbours in great distress because their nurse was unable to attend a
birth. Her mother delivered the baby, whose middle name was to be the
Not long after a another
same as the helpful neighbour's surname
neighbour called upon the interviewee's mother, who again acted as an
informal midwife. 'My father said he would put a notice up on the outside

Kerr and R. Hall, 'Friendly Societies in Caversham, 1890-1930', HIST 351
class essay, University of Otago, 1997, pp.16, 18.
114Q1ssen, Friendly Societies, p.202.
115 Ayers, 'Hidden Economy' , p.286.
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of the gate.' 116

While such examples are relatively scarce, it is likely than
kin and community were an important source of information and care
during these years. Toynbee argues that the extended family played an
important role in the early twentieth , century.117 In terms of health care, a
lack of government responsibility increased the value of local knowledge
and skill. It is easy to imagine that, as Barton found in Australia, 'women
had their own remedies and treatments for boils, sore throats and other
minor illnesses ... Neighbours helped with nursing.' 11 8 Home remedies,
'old wives tales' and family traditions were the first and most accessible
form of health support for many women and their families on The Flat.
The Plunket Society provided care and advice for mothers and babies free of
charge and was a prevailing influence and authority. Plunket rooms were
opened in South Dunedin in 1912. The decision to open the South Dunedin
branch was based on the perceived need for the service in the heavily
populated area. There is no evidence to suggest the health of babies was
worse on The Flat than in other areas of Dunedin. National Plunket records
for the period in question make surprisingly little reference to the
depression, although there is evidence the Society distributed significant
amounts of food formula for babies of poorer families. In 1932 the Karitane
Products Society allocated £6000 to the Plunket Society. Of this, over half
went into the supply of Karitane products either free of charged or at
'reduced rates, in necessitous cases to babies under the supervision of the
Plunket Nurses.'119
In June of 1933 nurse Anne Pattrick of Plunket's
Central Office reported that:
It is very evident that the continued financial stress with

cons~quent

increase in the numbers of unemployed throughout the community
is responsible for bringing our Plunket Nurses into direct contact
with more cases than usual of hardship and suffering amongst the ·
Mothers. The day I visited the Grey Lynn Plunket Room twenty
four mothers with babies attended for advice for the Plunket nurses

116Mrs Jean McFarlane, Cav Series One Vol 4; p.25. ·
117C. Toynbee, Her Work and His: Family, Kin and Community in New Zealand,
1900-1930, Wellington, 1995, pp.200-204.
118 R. Barton, 'Without welfare: Family illness and death 1900-1942', Oral
History Association of Australia Journal, no.12, 1990, p.126.
119Qwyn Hoddinott (secretary of the Plunket Society) to Sir William Hunt
(Karitane Products Society), 3 March 1937, AG 7 2-300~ Secretary 1934-41,
National Archives, Wellington.
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between 1.30 and 4p.m.; of this number eighteen were wives of relief
workers.1 20
This example indicates that for strugg~ing families, Plunket became a major
source of medical advice, since it was free of charge. The cost of other health
professionals was a barrier to access for such families.
Doctors, dentists, chemists, opticians, nurses, physiotherapists and midwives
were all regulated by the government by 1938, but herbalists and even
grocers were often consulted ahead of such costly professionals. Pharmacists
gave advice and medicines for more unusual or serious illnesses. Chemists
had been providing a variety of services since the 1870s, and there were four
on The Flat in the period.l 21 Various remedies were also available from
grocers, particularly in the form of patent remedies and all-purpose cures 122
Personal contacts were often the first source of adyice, followed by local
sources (like chemists). Information about health also reached the home
through the media. Women's magazines, for those who had access to them,
were a constant source of handy hints an suggestions, and advertisers paid
special attention to emphasising the health benefits of their products. The
rise of radio was also instrumental in the spread of knowledge about health
and illness.
According to oral evidence, most households on The Flat were without a
radio until the late 1930s. For those who did have a wireless, broadcasting
on health was legal from 1932. Colin Scrimgeour, better remembered as
'Uncle Scrim' gave regular religious and political broadcasts, and included
daily three minute health talks in his programme.l23 Daytime bro~dcasts
targeted the housewife. 'Aunt Daisy' (Daisy Basam) broadcast helpful hints
to New Zealand women, and endorsed products in which she personally

°

12 Central Office Nursing Reports 1930 - 1934, Plunket Archives, AG7 3-394,
National Archives, Wellington.
121They were: R.H. Graham, H.W.R. Outram, J.W. Pearson and F.W. Wilkinson.
Stones' Trades Directory, 1937.
122 M. Belgrave, 'Medicine and the rise of the health professions in New
Zealand, 1860-1939', in Bryder (ed) A Healthy Country, pp.8-11. In the 1920s
the New Zealand Medical Journal complained that all the doctors of one
Had these close relations
provincial town had their rooms in chemist shops.
between chemists and doctors remained into the 1930s they might well have
provided a cheaper link to medical information for the discerning.
123 P. Day, The Radio Years: A History of Broadcasting in New Zealand,
Auckland, 1994,p .177
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believed. 124 By the end of the depression most families on The Flat had
invested in a radio, but prior to this its effect was limited to a more middle
class audience.
The initiatives of the first Labour Government dictated major changes for
the New Zealand health service. Prime Minister Michael Savage had a keen
personal interest in health care, perhaps an important factor in explaining
the immense popularity of the man. Savage was a generous man, and not
only with public funds. Poverty distressed him, and he was known for
giving money to men to buy food for their families. Hospital board and
Relief Committee meetings depressed him .I25 After 1935, among other
things, the Labour government showed keen interest in a programme
aimed at preventative medicine, an extension of district welfare, the
physical welfare of children and the extension of the health camp service. I26
Free hospital care took the pressure off the Charitable Aid Boards, Friendly
Societies began a slow decline, and government took a greater responsibility
than ever before for the health of the nation. William Sutch argued that the
Social Security Act of 1938 prevented gross inequities in healthcare. 12 7
Initiatives taken by the first Labour government in health care presented a
dramatic shift in welfare policy for New Zealand.
The health record for The Flat during the depression shows a population in
apparently good health, with some areas of acute suffering. For most
families good housing meant good standards of sanitation and diets
improved by fresh grown vegetables. This, combined with a high level of
public knowledge about good health, seems to have protected people from
what may have been the worst effects of the economic crisis. Access to
health care was limited by a lack of government funding, so that rather than
visiting health professionals people on The Flat utilised kin and community
first, and pharmacists were, for many, the closest link to modern medicine.
The state took a special interest in child health, with the School Medical
Service and health camps witnessing the worst effects of the depression.
Malnutrition was a real and painful result of the depression for some
localised areas, but on the whole The Flat population emerged from the
124Day, The Radio Years, pp.238-239.
125B. Gustafson, From the Cradle to the Grave,: A Biography of Michael Joseph
Savage, Auckland, 1986.
I26Lambie, 'My Story', p.91.
127 W.B. Sutch, The Quest for Security in New Zealand 1840 - 1966, Oxford
University Press, Wellington, 1966, p.298.
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depression quite healthy. However, the long term side effects of limited
access to health care and minimum standards of health remain in question.
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Chapter Five

The Family on The Flat
This chapter locates itself squarely within the family home and investigates
the impact of the depression on the formation of families and gender roles
on The Flat. Home was central to marriage, and this chapter investigates the
extent to which this expectation affected both marriage patterns and family
planning on The Flat. The home was generally perceived to be the domain
of the woman, and the increased presence of men inside this domain could
reasonably be expected to lead to some alteration of perceived gender roles.
With this in mind, the second section of this chapter explores the ways the
depression may have strengthened or undermined these roles. Where
gendered expectations could not be met, family breakdown and destitution
was often the result. 1
The social construction of the New Zealand household in the 1930s was
based largely upon gendered expectations, consistent with the colonial
tradition and European norms. On The Flat, roles for men and women as
mothers/wives, fathers/husbands were· clearly articulated and reinforced
culturally. Marriage was central to the ethos. As Elizabeth Roberts found in
Britain, 'by implication and by the way people lived, marriage was seen as a
life long working partnership', the roles within which were 'crucial for the
well-being of each other and of any children. '2 At the base of the marriage
was the family home. Economic imperatives affected access to home
ownership for couples on The Flat, and as such affected patterns of marriage
and fertility.
The connection between home and family was implicit in approaches to
marriage on The Flat. Without specific statistical data regarding marriage on
The Flat in this period, an examination of the national trends shows that
patterns of marriage and fertility were affected by the economic crisis? The
most obvious fact to emerge from an analysis of the statistics is that the
depression caused young couples to delay marriage, rather than abandon the
1

This chapter draws its conclusions from other localities and national
observations where local data was unavailable.
2
E. Roberts, A Woman's Place: An Oral History of Working Class Women, 1890 1940, Oxford, 1984 p.83.
3
A detailed analysis of marriage certificates on The Flat in this period is
beyond the scope of this study.
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idea altogether. The marriage rate declined in 1931 and 1932, dropping to
just 6.81 marriages per 1000 mean population, but soared to 9.25 per 1000
population by 1936, exceeding the 1925 rate (7.85). 4 (See Figure 5.2).
Accordingly, the age at which people .first got married rose between 1926 1936, but not dramatically. In 1930 the average age at first marriage for
women was 24.92, in 1935 it was 25.08. By 1940 the average age had dropped
to 24.85. 5 Clearly, many young New Zealanders delayed marriage until after
the economic crisis, but in most cases, if the national averages are an
indication, this may only have been a couple of years. Oral evidence from
The Flat indicates the impact may have been more severe on marriage rates
there, with marriages being postponed for up to several years. On The Flat,
the expectation of owning one's own home was central to the decision to
postpone the wedding.
Interviewees from The Flat stressed the importance of home ownership to
marriage. The convention that a man ought to have a 'nest egg' before
taking a wife was tied to wider expectations of the roles of husbands and
wives. One woman from The Flat told the tale of having to wait until her
prospective husband had saved £400 before they would get married. On a
weekly wage of just three pounds this took some years. 6 Another woman
from Caversham was engaged for six and a half years 'because of the
depression'. 7 Women were also expected to contribute materially to the
marriage, at least initially. Women usually brought a 'glory box' to a
marriage, often a collection of household items such as linen, blankets and
kitchenware. 8
It seems, however, that the while the ideal of having enough money to buy
a home prior to marriage was aspired to, it was not always achieved.
Patterns of home ownership on The Flat reveal similar proportions of

married persons in owned and rented houses, and the overwhelming
majority of young marrieds did not live in their own homes. On The Flat in
1937 almost 74 per cent of married people under the age of thirty lived in

4

New Zealand Vital Statistics, Wellington, 1946.
M.G. Vosburgh, The New Zealand Family and Social Change: A Trend
Analysis, Wellington, 1978, pp .34, 41.
6
0tago Presbyterian Support Services Oral History Project, 'Women and
Work', OHRU/WMN/048/1, 0'900.
7
Mrs Roberta Gregory, Caversham Oral History Database, text units 104-108.
8
Mrs KM, 23 April 1998.
5
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rented homes. 9 Further analysis of marriage and home ownership in
relation to class reveals this to be a reflection of the oc'cupational structure of
the community.
Evidence from the Housing Survey shows that skilled married couples were
more likely to own their own homes, while the opposite was true for the
unskilled (see Figure 5.2). This may indicate that home ownership was
indeed a higher priority for the skilled than the unskilled when considering
family formation. However, it may simply be a reflection of income and
accessibility. This is consistent with K. Duder's findings for the skilled
working class in Dunedin. In her study of the skilled working class, Duder
found that the mean age at first marriage for couples in Dunedin between
1900 and 1930 was slighter higher that the national norm. Duder suggests
this may have been related to the decrease in real wages and shortage of
housing. 10 Duder also found that many young New Zealand couples from
skilled backgrounds would not marry until they had saved enough money
to buy a house. 1 1

9

There were 179 married 'heads of households' under 30 years old; 47 of whom
owned the house they lived in .
10
The average age at first marriage for Dunedin women in this period was 26 ;
for men, 29. See K. Duder, 'Hegemony or resistance ? The women of the
skilled working class and the ideologies of domesticity and respectability',
M.A. in History, University of Otago, Dunedin, 1992, p.91.
11
Duder, 'Hegemony', p.94-96, 106-110.
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Figure 5.1

Married people and property ownership by class
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While white collar/ skilled and semi-skilled couples were more likely to
own that rent the homes they lived in the unskilled were more likely to be
renting.
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There is no evidence to indicate that the depression prevented people from
ever marrying at all on The Flat although this may have been the case for
some. Nationally/ there was no decline in the proportions eventually
marrying/ so that the depression did not leave New Zealand with an
overflow of 'bachelors and spinsterS something that was noted in Australia
in this period. Australian historian Janet McCalman found that in
Melbourne 'engagements [were] broken off/ marriages delayed/ [and] some
missed the romantic boat altogether as their youth was swallowed up ~y the
crisis 12 In her study/ Vosburgh found that although there were fewer
marriages in total during the depression/ a greater proportion of those
reaching the popular marriageable age in the depression years did
eventually marry; more than any previous birth cohort. 1 3 What this
suggests is that the depression was an acceptable reason for marrying later in
life/ and perhaps meant an increased chance of finding a mate in years that
may have been considered 'post-prime/. Delaying marriage could also be
1

1

1

1

•
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J. McCalman, Struggletown: Public and Private Life in Richmond, 1900-1965,
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1991, p.199-200 .
13
Vosburgh , p.41.
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considered a form of birth control for many young couples, where no other
effective forms of family limitation were known or acceptable. 1 4
Size and security of housing may also have affected peoples choices about
the size of their families. The cost of extra mouths to feed and house was an
important consideration as couples decided when to start their families and
whether or not to have more children. One interviewee married in 1934
recalled no social pressure to have children immediately, 'but there were
financial restraints'. 15 It would not be accurate to suggest the depression
resulted in smaller families in general - the size of the average family in
New Zealand had been declining long before the 1930s. 16
In 1880, the
average number of children per family 6.5, by 1913 it was just 3.7. By 1925,
less than 8 per cent of families had six or more children, with most families
compnsmg of two parents and '2.4' children. 17 On The Flat, the average
number of children per household was '1.98', significantly less than the
national average.
Assessing family size on The Flat according to
occupational class reveals the median across all classes as two children, yet
the largest families were amongst the unskilled, with nine children
recorded. Professional and 'white collar' families were smaller, but the
variation across classes was not large enough to prove greatly significant.
The birthrate is a more sensitive indicator of family formation, and shows
that while the depression did not visibly impact family size in New Zealand,
it did affect the total number of babies born. The total number of babies born
per 1000 population reached its lowest point in 1935, with a national
birthrate of just over 16. In 1915 the rate was closer to 28, but had been
steadily declining since. 18 By 1939 the birthrate was closer to 19. (See Figure
5.2).

14

C. Toynbee, Her Work and His: Family, Kin and Community in New Zealand
1900 - 1930, Wellington, 1995, p.26.
15
0tago Presbyterian Support Services Oral History · Project, 'Women and
Work', OHRU/WMN/040/9.
16
Vosburgh, studying birth cohorts, found that while in 1880, the average
number of children per family was 6.5, by 1913 it was just 3.7. By 1925, less
than 8 per cent of families had six or more children, with most families
comprising two parents and '2.4' children.
Vosburgh, p.65.
17
Vosburgh, p.65.
18
NZOYB, 1936, p.71.
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Figure 5.2

New Zealand Marriage and Birth Rates
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Source: N ew Zealand Vital Statistics, Wellington, 1936.
Both the marriage and birth rates dipped then recovered during the
depression. The inverse relationship of the two variables after 1939 might
more accurately be attributed to the Second World War than the depression,
although the increased birthrate may well represent a mini 'baby boom' as
those who elected not to have children due to the financial restraints of the
depression were able to go ahead with family plans.
On The Flat, oral evidence from children of the depression suggests that
some parents made the choice not to have more children, discarding earlier
hopes of larger families because of economic pressures. 19 McCalman found
that in Australia the decision to restrict family size 'was painful for many
women.' 20 While this was no doubt true for some working-class New
Zealand women, evidence is scarce here to show that married couples
elected not to have any children at all. However, one trend which emerged
in the 1930s was a longer interval between births. Birth spacing and timing
was altered, with a progressive increase in the time taken to have families. 2 1
This is consistent with Vosburgh's findings for birth cohorts in New

19

Mrs M.B., 27 November 1997, p.7, Mrs K.M., 18 November 1997 , p.13.
McCalman, Struggletown, p.204.
21
Vosburgh, p.62.
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Zealand. Vosburgh argues that couples married in the 1920s were more
likely to have been affected by the economic crisis, in terms of family size,
than those married during the 1930s: 'Because many of the women who
married earlier in the decade already had children pre-depressi on, the
fertility response of these cohorts was weighted towards forgoing later births,
while the response in cohorts of the 1930s was largely toward postponeme nt
of births until conditions improved. ' 22
This is a very interesting
observation when considering the limitations of birth control in this period,
for just like the statistics on family size and the national birth rate, it shows a
significant degree of control over fertility. What all these statistics seem to
reveal is that most New Zealanders had the ability to adjust fertility
behaviour in line with their expectations of the needs of the family .
However, evidence relating to abortion in New Zealand during the
depression indicates that fertility control was problematic for many families.
Controlling family size because of the financial burden of 'extra mouths to
feed' raises the question of fertility control on The Flat. The fear of
becoming pregnant was very real for women in this era. In the words of one
who remembered vividly: 'It was a dread. You just hoped you didn't have
any more children. ' 23
This quote suggests that no methods of fertility
control were employed in this case. This is one area where the difficulty of
finding local evidence to support national generalisatio ns arises. It is
possible that some couples agreed on a certain number of children at the
outset of their marriage and curbed their sexual practices accordingly,
although evidence for this is difficult to obtain. The personal relationship
between a husband and wife, for example, is shrouded in notions of privacy
which are difficult to break through. Children of the depression ~ were
understanda bly ignorant of their parents choices of fertility control.
Brookes has argued there were three options for avoiding pregnancy in the
1930s: abstinence, some form of contraceptio n, or abortion? 4 It is difficult to
estimate how many couples relied on abstinence as a means of limiting
family size, but it seems unlikely this would have been a reliable or realistic
option for many couples. Some couples simply stopped sleeping in the
22
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Mrs K.M., 23 April 1998.
24
Brookes, 'Housewives ' depression:
The debate over abortion and birth
control in the 1930s', New Zealand Journal of History , 15 , 2, (October, 1981)',
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same bed, or, if space permitted, they might sleep in separate rooms. 25
Coitus interruptus, the withdrawal method, is the method most likely to
have been utilised in the 1930s. As Brookes pointed out, it was free and
required little forethought. 26 It seems that coitus interruptus was the most
popular form of contraception at this time. What this method did require,
however, was co-operation and control on the part of the male. One woman
from The Flat spoke candidly about the topic: 'The men have always been
the same. They're the pursuers ... I mean if anything in my day it was the
girls that kept the men straight. They would be the ones that would say
no.' 27
An unwanted pregnancy led to desperate measures for many women.
Attempting to bring about one's own miscarriage was a popular alternative
to abortion- or perhaps precursor. Jumping off tables, running and drinking
foul concoctions were common methods of attempting to induce abortion.
Mrs K.M. was sympathetic in her analysis of this trend: 'Lots of women tried.
No money, no labour saving devices - another child was just another
headache.' 28 Oral evidence revealed there were at least two abortionists on
The Flat during the depression, both women, one on Cargill Road and one,
"a Mrs Clark" on Anderson's Bay Road. 29 Abortion became a matter of
public concern during the depression as the death rate from septic abortion
rose. Respondents from The Flat recalled abortion as being a subject that
was known about but not talked about, 'there was one abortionist in the
Octagon at one stage, in fact there were one or two in town. You heard about
them. Only time it would crop up was if one of them died and there was an
investigation. It was sort of hush-hush. '30 Another woman from The Flat
recalled the case of her father-in-law's first wife, a woman with six children,
who died of septic abortion. 'When they went into the room the blood was
dripping through the mattress onto the floor beneath, and she bled to
death ... "she had been killed by a quack doctor" is the way he put it. So I
presume she went to somebody.'31 The stress of having another mouth to
feed proved fatal for this woman. It is impossible to tell how many women
25
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from The Flat had abortions during the depression. However, it is clear that
for many New Zealand women in 1930s, abortion was their only choice
when faced with the prospect of a child they could not afford to keep. 32

n
Rosemary Goodyear has argued that in interwar New Zealand 'gender
shaped and honed family structure: determining the distribution of work,
family relationships and children's expectations' .33 Based upon firm
expectations of gender roles, the depression threatened to shake the basis of
the family unit by placing men outside of the work/household structure
which, according to J. Phillips, 'gave crucial definition to their
masculinity' .34 Unemployment and underemployment saw many men
relegated to the home for unprecedented amounts of time. Evidence from
The Flat provides an opportunity to assess how this may have affected
gender roles and family relationships, particularly those between spouses.
Inside the home, the mother was usually the primary manager of the
household, organising the children, controlling the finances and overseeing
the rituals that made up the family year, and on The Flat it seems this role
was unchallenged by the presence of an unemployed father in the home ? 5
Moral force in the home was crucial to a woman's contentment as wife, and
this was not to be threatened by the depression. It was she who controlled
the family finances and exerted the moral discipline. In the majority of
marriages in the sample, the women exerted significant moral force. In
most cases, the mother was the chief disciplinarian. As one respondent
recalled: 'You didn't speak back to your mothers in those days. You did what
you were told.' 3 6 The image of the husband as a silent partner in the process
of raising children was portrayed clearly in some of the interviews.
Comments such as 'He was a fairly quiet sort of father', 'he really didn't say
much', and 'he was a very quiet man' were typical of respondents
32
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descriptions of their fathers. 37 The ideal housewife was able to efficiently
and cleverly stretch the housekeeping money, showing exceptional
management skills as well as keeping a spotless home and raising obedient
and happy children.
There was no evidence of unemployed men
attempting to challenge this position. Women also bore the brunt of the
financial pressure in the home. One Caversham woman remembered her
father going to the odd football game, 'but he usually got growled at [by
mother] for having a beer on the way home, because money was a bit
tight.' 38 Again the mother emerges as moral guardian in this situation, but
also as chief financial adviser, unimpressed with her husband's
irresponsible spending of family money which could best be channelled
elsewhere.
Just as the depression did not threaten the woman's role as moral guardian,
it seems that unemployment did not affect the negotiation of family work
on The Flat. Housework remained a female domain. One woman recalled
that 'husbands didn't help their wives- it was demeaning.' 39 As far as men
and housework were concerned, it seems there were clear boundaries
regarding which chores a man was prepared to do. Commonly, fathers soled
shoes and did the garden, but would not attempt household chores such as
cooking and washing.
On The Flat, even in cases where women were unable to attend to the
household duties, unemployed men did not attempt to take on the
housekeeping role. Children were taken out of school to do housework
rather than leaving the tasks to a man. One woman recalled leaving school
at the age of fourteen in order to care for her sick mother and take over the
household duties. The girl's father was in fact unemployed and home most
of the time yet would not do what was considered to be 'women's work '. 4 0
Chores for children were not restricted to girls. Boys too were involved in
household cleaning. One man who grew up on The Flat recalled that his
father was on the dole and mother was ill during the depression. The boy
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was instructed to do the washing and other chores. 41 Roberts found that in
Britain, men would not attempt housework except in cases where the
mother was ill and the children too young to do such work. 4 2 Some men
may have found doing domestic duties threatening to their masculinity.
However, it is important to note that many women accepted the status quo,
and did not expect their men to perform 'women's duties'. Often women
would not appreciate a man's help, given their high standards of
cleanliness, and for some, Roberts has found that seeing men doing
domestic chores appears to have made them feel uncomfortable. 43 The
depression posed no threat to these gender roles on The Flat.
Although men were clear about not doing what was seen as 'women's
In some
work', the distinction was less affirmative when reversed.
households on The Flat, the convention that married women did not work
was challenged by the depression. One woman recalled her unemployed
father being furious at the suggestion that her mother work. It is worth
quoting the story at length because it portrays not only the insistence of the
husband that his wife did not work but also that she was the only person
suitable to care for their children:
Mum met had her old boss, and dad wasn't working, of course, and he
was trying to get work, and he was on the dole ... and he offered mum her
old job back and mum's mum was staying with us at the time, and she
said, well, she would be there to look after us if mum wanted to go to
work... Oh dad was really incensed, women didn't go out to work, he
said ... we're not having somebody else [look after the children] ... even if
it was my grandmother. .. Mum never held it against him at all, but at the
time she said they could have done with the money, 'cause things were
tough. 44
The desire to maintain normal family structures took precedence, so the
challenge to gender roles was muted. Obviously, however, this family was
not so desperate that the woman had to work. As explained in Chapter One,
some married women did work during the depression, and while this was
considered generally unacceptable, the distinction between men's and
women's work outside of the home was separate enough that married
41
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women were not likely to take jobs from married men. The maintenance of
the breadwinner ideology in the home was closely connected to ideals of
respectability and notions of what constituted a legitimate family unit. For
men, a working wife was a symbol of failure.
On the Flat, 'family and trade ... constituted metaphorical resources which
defined each other. Skilled men often joined the union and gave up playing
games such as rugby when they married; women almost always gave up
work. '4 5 The family was a productive unit. One woman whose father
worked at the Hillside Workshops remembered her parent's relationship as
based upon clear notions of reciprocity and interdepence: 'my mother was in
control of the household. It was a good relationship and dad worked
hard.' 46 She recalled her parents have 'the odd differences' but believed it
was 'quite a happy marriage.' 4 7 The relationship of employment to marital
happiness may be significant here as the man was able to fulfil his role as
provider. During the depression, job loss threatened the balance of the
marital bond. McCalman argues that in Richmond during the depression:
Men, especially those who found domestic duties threatening to
their masculinity, were socially adrift: the families suffering was
in part their fault and many saw little chance of contributing.' 48
Work was central to a man's position in the family as provider,
breadwinner, protector.
Unemployment placed such gender roles in
question, and had traumatic consequences for those affected. Ruth Park
recalled her father's immense humiliation upon discovering he was out of
work:
My father was so humiliated that when I sat with him after
school, he wouldn't look at me in the face. He blamed himself for
everything ... He had let himself and the family down and there
was no end to it. 49
Respectability had different imperatives for men and women. For men, the
right to work and earn money sufficient to keep a family was crucial to their
45
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identity. Being sent to relief camp was particularly degrading. One man
from The Flat was renowned in the community for the impact relief camp
had upon him. Forced to go to camp, one who knew him remembered:
'They got nothing if they didn't go, So they had to go. They had no
alternative. He was always a very bitter man because of that. '50 While
respondents from The Flat recalled their unemployed fathers to be frustrated
when out of work, they did not recall them to be completely devastated by
their situations. This may be a reflection of the oral history - it is unlikely
these men would have shared their struggles with their children. In fact
one woman, a mother on The Flat during the depression, recalled: 'We had
to be very careful in the depression - we were determined there would be no
rifts or upsets for the children' .51 The occupational structure of The Flat
may also explain the absence of evidence of male devastation over their
unemployment. Watson found that in Christchurch it was self-employed,
white-collar and skilled unemployment that suffered the most from their
loss of location in the workforce. 52 The unskilled, more readily adaptable to
relief work, may have suffered slightly less from the humiliation of
unemployment.
Clearly, unemployment and underemployment placed martial relations
under immense pressure for some. Going to relief camp was particularly
disturbing for the family unit. 53 One example emerged in the interviews of
a married couple who went away to relief camp: 'the husband worked and
she [his wife] just lived in the tent while he worked.' 54 Whether this was
because they were unable to maintain a home was not known. The support
role of women for their husbands in this period was implicit in the
interviews. In one case, where the husband, who had attempted to survive
the depression by starting up a furniture business, was forced to auction all
his goods and go on relief. His wife remembered 'he was very angry about
that and I sort of got the brunt of that at times, but we won't go in to that' 55
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For some men, the inability to meet up to their roles as providers proved
too much and led to family fragmentation.
One woman remembered a
particularly tragic case on The Flat where a woman fainted upon leaving
church one Sunday:
She didn't say a word. And then when she collapsed she had to
admit that all she had in the house that day was a cup of rice ...
They had seen much better days but her husband had just walked
out and left her with six children. 56
Pride had prevented this woman from seeking help sooner. Dud er found
that poverty was the greatest barrier to respectability in New Zealand
between 1900 and 1930. 57 Desertion led to desperation for women in New
Zealand during the depression. The Wellington Hospital Board reported
their own rescue of a woman and her six children from very poor
accommodation to temporary accommodation at the rear of the hospital.
The report stated that the woman had become 'generally debilitated by the
anxiety and hopelessness caused by her position.' 58 In Dunedin, the Society
for the Protection of Women and Children helped an increasing number of
deserted wives during the early years of the depression; from 19 in 1930 to 26
in 1933, returning to 18 in 1938. 59 The increase corresponds with the worst
years of the economic crisis, indicating that for at least some families, the
inability of the man to live up to his expected role as provider led to
desertion. The S.P.W.C. was active in seeking out such men, reporting in
1935 that:
Through the instrumentality of the Society, deserting husbands
are found in other towns, and maintenance can also be forwarded
through this Society to wives who may be living in other towns. 60
While wife desertion was a serious offence Joc Phillips argues that 'the
moral impulse of family life in leading men towards respectable behaviour
... remained a powerful factor. Wife desertion was regarded in such serious
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light as much for its effects upon the man as upon the deserted woman. '6 1
The role of the male in the home and the family was implicit and obligatory,
a desertion represented a failure to meet their responsibilities.
A husband who was irresponsible with money or reluctant to share his
earnings increased pressure upon the wife to combat destitution. Mary 62
had to 'scrimp and save' for the cost of staying at a maternity home. 'Forth
Street and Saint Helen's were the cheaper maternity homes, only £4/ 10 for
the whole lot.' Despite Mary's hard saving, when the time came to settle the
bill, Mary's husband had spent the money. Luckily Mary was able to borrow
the money from her brother. 63 However, Mary's baby was sick and the two
were transferred to Karitane hospital. Later, when Mary and her baby were
transferred to the public hospital, a 'whip round' cov ered the taxi fare, and
Mary was never billed for her time at Karitane. 64 Society, it seems, was
sympathetic to the plight of women like Mary.
There were mechanisms in place to protect women from husbands who
were irresponsible with the family wage. One of the Society for the
Protection of Women and Children's most significant achievements during
the depression was arranging for relief wages to go directly to the wives of
the relief workers. This occurred in cases where it was 'in the interests of
the wife and children' to do so. Relief wages could be paid to the secretary of
the Society, who would then distribute them appropriately.65 The Dunedin
Society distributed relief wages to 10 cases in 1932, 57 in 1935 and 54 in
1938. 66
The Society for the Protection of Women and Children also dealt with an
increasing number of separation applications as the depression took hold.
In 1930 the Dunedin Society processed 9 separation cases. In 1932 and 1933
there were 43 and 53 applications for separation processed respectively. By
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1938 the number had declined to just 30 cases. 6 7 The figures correspond
with the worst years of the economic crisis. Without further detail on the
cases processed it is impossible to confirm the relationship of the depression
to these cases, but it seems likely they may reflect the increased strain the
depression placed upon marriages. Separation and divorce were scandalous
and rare options to take in an unhappy marriage. Staying with an unreliable
husband, it seems, was a preferable option to separation. Mrs Y.H., the
daughter of separated parents, recalled: 'My mother always said that my aunt
had stayed with my uncle because she saw what had happened to my
mother in leaving my father '68
Mrs Y.H. experienced the most significant hardship of the oral history
evidence for The Flat. She was also the only interviewee who came from a
single-parent household. Mrs Y.H.'s father 'drank and was a womaniser'
and refused to pay maintenance to her mother. The only admission of any
kind of family violence expressed in the interviews came from this
particular case of hardship. Mrs Y.H. recalled her mother 'gave us hidings':
My mother's excuse for the way she treated us was that she had to
make sure we did as we were told whether she was there or not.
And that was why we got awful hidings. And I can't recall ever
doing anything bad at all. We were too scared to do anything
bad. 69
As we discovered in Chapter Two, the depression magnified the struggles
for women on their own. Divorce was rare on The Flat. There were just five
divorced people on The Flat according to the Housing Survey. Curiously, all
were women, and four were living in houses classified as unsatisfactory,
again highlighting the economic vulnerability of households without a
male breadwinner. Two of these women were living with families, and one
woman, aged 30, was supporting three children on her own. Widows were
financially more secure than separated, divorced or deserted wives it seems.
Mrs Y.H. spoke of a friend of her mother's who 'was a widow and therefore
much better off than mum'. 70
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Male unemployment challenged the vision of the family as close productive
unit with two parents playing out their expected gender roles on The Flat in
this period. Notions of the needs of family, such as home ownership led to
longer engagements and pushed up ,the age at which people first became
married. At the same time reduced incomes influenced decisions about the
number of children people could afford to have. Unemployment and
reduced incomes placed marriages under immense pressure and challenged
perceived and accepted gender roles; yet evidence from The Flat indicates
that although some families fractured under the strain, for most families the
depression did little to alter the expected roles of husband and wife. Where
expectations could not be met, dislocation and separation could result,
leading to destitution, particularly for women.
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CONCLUSION
This thesis examines the impact of the 1930s depression on a single working
class community and argues that the effects of depression were apparent but
not detrimental to the workings of the community. Families were protected
from acute poverty by good housing, which acted as a buffer against
destitution. While there were cases of extreme hardship they were
extraordinary, and generally confined to sections of the community already
living on the borderline.
The Housing Survey was part of a national attempt to measure the extent of
the slum problem. Contemporaries regarded The Flat, one of the most
densely populated areas in New Zealand, as a slum area. The survey
revealed that while most dwellings on The Flat were in reasonable
condition, some areas showed signs of intense poverty. These sub-areas
were characterised by inadequate sanitation, poor water supply and a lack of
amenities, revealing housing conditions that were as bad as any of the worst
slum areas in New Zealand. Further analysis of geographical location and
occupations in these sub-areas reveals it was not generally families, or even
the unemployed, who were living in the worst houses.
To an extent the occupational and social structure of The Flat defined the
levels of poverty. Home ownership operated to modify the economic and
psychological effects of the depression for many working men with families.
High levels of home ownership among· the unskilled m particular
translated to high levels of security -in spite of reduced income. Closer
examination of the houses of this working-class community revealed a high
proportion of homes that would comply with middle-class standards of
space and quality. Most working-class families on The Flat lived in decent
Notions of pride and
houses, and few homes were overcrowded.
respectability were relevant to this. Marriage and family formation were
affected by the desire to own one's own home, and linked to wider
expectations of the roles of men and women. Unemployment challenged
these gender roles, but notions of men as providers and women as homemakers prevailed.
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The evidence suggests that while the people of The Flat could not control
the wider forces that dictated the economic crisis, many did have a high
degree of control over their daily realities. Networks of kin and community
operated to supplement the household economy, and close examination of
the family income revealed that the assumption of the breadwinner wage
obscured the reality of household access to resources. Income in this
community was generated not only by male wage-earners, .but also by
women, children and supplemented from other sources. The home itself
generated much in the way of non-monetary income, and the vegetable
garden was crucial in this equation.
The health of this community also
benefited from good housing - adequate sanitation and access to hot water
combined with good diets and household management, resulted in a
generally healthy population. There was, however, some evidence of acute
suffering on The Flat.
This study has highlighted the difficulty of finding local evidence to
substantiate national generalisations. Where evidence was lacking, oral
history, for all its limitations, provided at least a sense of the local impact.
However, much remains unknown about the depression on The Flat.
Evidence dictates the extent of what can be said about a specific place in time.
This confined study has utilised a set of contemporary sources as part of a
research strategy designed to maximise the range of questions that can be
asked, and found that many questions cannot be readily answered.
Although the nature of the Housing Survey allowed a focus on The Flat,
other data, such as that on infant mortality which cannot be broken down
without an in-depth study of death certificates, was beyond the scope of this
Thesis.
Constructing the database was a time-consuming and at times frustrating
exercise. It now provides a unique source that others will be able to use and
affords an opportunity to investigate the living conditions of a workingclass New Zealand community in a more comprehensive fashion than has
been attempted before. In a sense, the database makes a contribution in
parallel to that of the thesis. My thesis attempts to use it to address some
questions, but the database will now be available for others to ask different
questions. In a project that has relied ' on a database it is worth assessing the
validity of such a method. Manipulating such a large body of data is a
challenging task, requiring the acquisition of specific skills by the historian.

~
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The depth of the database, however, presented its own limitations which
were not immediately apparent while it was being constructed. Some
questions were unable to be answered because of the organisation and
structure of the data. The way in which the information was gathered in
1937 also presented limitations; for example although information about the
inhabitants of the houses was taken, their relationship to each other was not
directly specified.
Oral history enhances and supplements interpretation of the data, yet the
limitations of this form of inquiry were also revealed by the study. Of the
twelve interviews undertaken for the specific purpose of this thesis only
one had suffered serious deprivation, and her case was extraordinary in the
community. Yet the database confirms the extent of deprivation of a person
in her situation. She was from a family where parental separation and a
refusal of the father to contribute meant that the mother had to work and
the family shared limited accommodation with no access to a garden. All
the other oral history respondents were protected from such deprivation but
referred to the sufferings of others. This raises the question of memory
being coloured by the New Zealand myth that the depression w as
devastating. Perhaps memory is more influenced by the psychological
deprivation since severe material deprivation was not evident in the
majority of my sources.
The 1937 Housing Survey was undertaken to discover the extent of the
'slum' problem in New Zealand. At the time the data was not analysed in
depth. The creation of a database has meant that in 1999 we are able to
analyse the survey and discover that for the community under
investigation, most families at least lived in decent houses. Additionally, it
seems that families on The Flat were in part protected from the worst effects
of the depression because they lived in good houses. Labour's housing
policy and focus on the family seems misplaced in light of this evidence - it
was not families who were suffering the most, but the elderly and women
who lived without the support of a male breadwinner.
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APPENDIX ONE:

The Housing Survey 1937-38

All of the Dunedin returns of the 1937 Housing Survey are kept at
Dunedin City Council Archives. Access is restricted. I entered the raw
data for The Flat into a database programme (using Microsoft Fox-Pro for
Macintosh). The database holds separate records for 2794 dwellings and 10
815 men, women and children.
Data entry is a process prone to error, due to the arduous and timeconsuming nature of the task. It is impossible to avoid data entry errors
entirely, and having excecuted double entry tests to check the accuracy of
the data I am confident the data entered is as close as humanly possible to
the actual returns. The Housing Survey database is a subset of the
Caversham Database, the main research tool supporting the Caversham
Project at the University of Otago.
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APPENDIX ONE cont inue d
The Hou sing Survey : Firs t Schedule
Completed by the householder.
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APPENDIX TWO
The Caversham Project.

The Caversham Project of the Unive!sity of Otago is a multi-disciplina ry
study designed to identify some of the central features of social structure in
urban New Zealand and permit systematic comparisons with urban social
structure in other societies.
The occupational classification scheme is as follows:
01
Larger Employers and Higher Managerial
02
Professionals
03
Semi-Profession als
04
Small Employers and Self Employed (petty proprietors)
05
Officials and Petty Executives
06
White Collar
07
Skilled
08
Semi-Skilled
09
Unskilled
10
Retired
For the purposes of this study, where class analysis was utilised the
occupational classifications were grouped as follows:
Professional 01, 02, 03.
Self-employed
04
White collar OS, 06
Skilled
07
Unskilled
08,09

APPENDIX THREE
F r iendly Society M embership, Caver sham , 1936.
Source: The Caversham Project: Caversham Database.
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APPENDIX FOUR continu ed
Oral History: Inform ation Sheet

Wom en, Fam ily and the Grea t Dep ress ion
Infor matio n Sheet
ken by
Women, Fmnily and the Great Depression is a research project being underta
in
Penelope Isaac in partial fulfilment of the requirements for a Master of Arts degree
of the
History at the University of Otago. The research involves a detailed examination
1926 and
life, at home and at work, of people who lived in Dunedin between the years

1937 .
of New
The purpos e of the thesis is to increase understanding of this important period
ideas can be
Zealand history. I hope that through careful examination of one area, general
The thesis is a
tested, to see if they really do explain developments in work and family life.
the New
part of the Cavers ham Project , which has already generated a book (Building
World by Profess or Erik Olssen)

~nd

a numbe r of articles in scholarly journals.

talking with a
As part of the research oral history interviews are being undertaken. We are
range of people , and would like you to be one of them.
wing
Those intervie wed will have the option of remaining anonymous . If, once intervie
ns , your
starts, you decide to withdraw, or preferred not to answer particular questio
had given us
wishes would be respected. Should you realise that personal information you
interviewed,
was inaccurate, you would have the right to correct it. If you do decide to be
you will receive a copy of the tape.
the
You decide the ultimate fate of the tape of your interview. If you agree, when
all the
Cavers ham Project is over, our copy of the interview will be stored, along with
terms and
others, in the Otago Early Settlers Museum. Future access to the tape, and the
consen t
conditions on which this is allowed, is your decision, and will be noted on the
form filled out before interviewing begins. While the tape is in our care, your
confidentiality will be respected.
·•.

one 479
If you are interested, or have any further questions, contact Penelope Isaac (teleph
8787, work hours).

tee of the University of Otago.
This research project has been reviewed and approved by the Ethics Commit

ORAL HISTO RY RECOR DING AGREE MENT FORM

N~

OF PROJE CT: ................ .......................................... ......... .... .

APPEN DIX FOUR
Oral History : Consen t form

FULL NAME OF
.
PERSON lliTERVIE.WED: ............ ............. .... ............ .... ..................... ............ ........ ·........ ... ..
.
DATE OF INT'ERVIEW: .............. ...................... ... ... ...... .... ............. ...... ...... ..... ... ... ........ .......
.
COMM ISSION ING ORGAN ISATIO N/PERS ON: .. .. .............................................................

.
n<rrERVffiWER: ..... ..... ............................... .. .... ..... .................... ... ........ .. .. .......... ..... .............
.
COP'YRIGHT HOLDER: ...... ... ."................ ............ ...................... ........... .. .......... .... ....... ....... ..
and
1. PLACE :MENT : I, the person interviewed, agree that the recording of my interview
.
accompanying material, prepared for archival purposes, will be held at ....................................

may be
2. ACCES S: I agree that the recordin g of my interview and accompanying material
the
by
d
approve
location
a
at
or
location
made available for research, at the above
commissioning organisation/person, spbject to any restricti ons in Section 4.

3. PUBLI CATIO N: I agree that'the recording of my interview and accompanying material,
may be quoted or shown in full or in part in published work, broadcast, or used in public
performances, subject to any restricti ons in Section 4.

4. RESTR ICTED TAPES AND ACCOJ.\filANYIN G MATER IAL:
(cross where
D
I require that there be no access to
appropriate)
D
of
tion
publica
no
I require that there be
material before the release date
nying
accompa
and
w
intervie
my
the following sections of
ion.
permiss
written
indicated withou t my prior
SIDE NU11BERS: ............ .......................... .......... .

RELEASEDATE: .......... ................. .
5. PRIVA CY ACT: I understand that this Agreement Form does not affect my rights and
responsibilities under the Privacy Act 1993.
·
6. C01\1l\ 1ENTS: ....................................................................................................................

PERSO N INTER VIEWE D: ......... ... ............................... .

Date: ......... ......................... .

IN"TER"VIEWER: ... .. ......... ...... ....................................... .

Date: .................................. .

FOR COI\1l\1ISSIONING
ORGANISATION/PERSON: .......... .... .......................... .

Date: ................. .......... .. .. .. ..

oning
This Agreeme nt Form may be amended only by the person interviewed, or by the commissi
with the
registered
be
organisat ion/perso n with the authority of the person interview ed. Any amendme nt must
commissi oning organisat ion/perso n.

NOTE:

This Agreeme nt Form is approved by the National Oral History Association of New Zealand.

