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INTRODUCTION. 

· This dissertation attempts to provide a short overview of the effect of the Great War, 

1914 - 1918, upon a small rural community in Central Otago. 

This work concentrates on the social aspects of the war's impact on the people of the 

township of Middlemarch and the outlying area, the Strath Taieri district. 

The first chapter outlines the area and its community on the eve of war, thus 

providing a basis for comparison to assess the impact of the war in the following 

chapters. Chapter Two : The Homefront, illustrates the initial response to the war, 

while the last chapter attempts to determine if anything has changed after four years 

of war. 

The third chapter, on the men who went to the war from the district, proved the most 

difficult to research. This chapter attempts to follow the exploits of the servicemen 

from Middlemarch, while also looking at the impact of their absence from the 

Middlemarch community. 

The study of men, who fought in the First World War from the district, is limited by 

the scarcity of military records. Service records were retained by defence authorities 

in order to grant war pensions and issue service medals amongst other things. 

The Ministry of Defence, however, has classified these files as personal information 

under Section 24 of the Official Infom1ation Act 1982. Thus, they are not available 

for research purposes. These files contain a great deal of useful information 

concerning New Zealand servicemen, including : their full name; date and place of 

-birth, occupation, place and date of enlistment, next of kin, employer, a physical 

description, details of overseas service, date of discharge and the date of death. 

Trying to piece together the details of all the Middlemarch servicemen, from a 

variety of sources, produced a limited result. The name on a Roll of Honour or · 

Nominal Roll was not always enough to go on and the men were not always specific 
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about their details. For example, J. Gordon could have been one of twenty J. 

Gordons who enlisted from the Otago region. Hence, the figures used in relation to 

the Middlemarch servicemen are not accurate but they are the result of an estimate 

based on the limited infom1ation available. 

'u 
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CHAPTER ONE 

MIDDLEMARCH ON THE EVE OF WAR, 1914. 

In the centre of the town, across the road from the school, stands the war 

memorial,"Erected by the residents of Strath Taieri and Deep Stream to 

perpetuate the memory of the men who left the district in the service of their 

country overseas,during the Great War. 1914-1919. 

The Strath Taieri district, situated 48 miles north-west of Dunedin encompasses 

the area east of the Rock n' Pillar range extending to the Lone Pine or One Tree Hill 

on the Taieri ridge opposite. From the Deep Stream in the south-west the district 

extends to the northern end of the plain with the Kakanui mountains acting as a 

natural boundary. The Taieri River, one of the longest rivers in New Zealand, rises. 

in the Lammermoor Range, travels north-east down the Maniototo Valley on the 

other side of the Rock and Pillar Range, rounds the northern end of the Rock and 

Pillar at Kokonga then progresses south through the Hyde Gorge until it reaches the 

Strath Taieri from where it enters the Hindon Gorge, the same route followed by the 

Central Otago railway. Emerging from this gorge the river crosses the Taieri Plain 

then winds down through coastal hills to reach the sea - a journey of 290 kilometres. 

The climate of the Strath Taieri is similar to most Central Otago districts, with 

a low rainfall, cold winters and hot summers, with the ever. present risk of drought 

years, floods and snow to low levels. Screaming nor'westers heralded by an unusual 

cloud formation known locally as the Taieri Pet are two more features of the area's 

- climate. Gales have been known to last for over a week on end, creating clouds of 

drifting dust. Early transport into the area had to contend with fierce gusts of wind 

capable of flipping covered wagons. The eastern side of the valley is dryer than the 

western side and more susceptible to drought conditions. In contrast the western side 
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is well supplied by a series of permanent strc,eams which run off the Rock and Pillar 

Range. In addition to these surf ace streams there is a considerable reservoir of water 

underground, and in most areas of the plain pumps could be driven to tap this 

underground source. The fogs which occasionally blanket the plain are another 

feature of the local climate. These fogs are often very shallow so that some parts of 

the plain with an altitude of an extra hundred feet enjoy sunshine while the rest of 

the plain remains emersed in thick fog. 1 

During the years before radio (which did not reach the district until after the 

war) and electricity ( which did not arrive in Middlemarch until the next world war 

in 1939), when motor cars were still very much a novel sight the farming district was 

serviced by a small and isolated rural community. Most of the inhabitants of the 

district worked predominantly in the fam1ing and pastoral area. Agricultural and 

pastoral development in the district was dominated by large scale cattle and sheep 

graziers for the first thirty years, gradually breaking down into closer settlement and 

dairying. From the earliest stages of settlement in the 1850s the natural pasture of 

the Strath Taieri had been divided up into a handful of large runs, including the 

Cottesbrook and Gladbrook estates, which ran either side of the Taieri river, the 

length of the entire valley. At their peak, Gladbrook accounted for the west side of 

the Taieri River from the Rock and Pillar Range almost as far as Outram ; 

Cottesbrook held the east side right down to the outskirts of Dunedin. 2 

Wool was the major commodity as carcasses were valueless with the exception 

of feeding the staff and work dogs. The 1880s brought sub-division and 

refrigeration. The 1870s had witnessed the expansion of flocks of sheep at a faster 

rate than the population. There was little money involved in the boiling down of 

carcasses for tallow and the canning of mutton for export. Both methods wasted 

much of the animal that could have been useful. At the same time it was realised 

1 H.M. Thompson, East of the Rock and Pillar (Christchurch 
: Whitcombe & Tombs Ltd., 1977), pp.4-5. 

2 Ibid. pp.125-126. 
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that due to the fall in wool prices, New Zealand could no longer rely on wool as its 

sole export commodity. Considerable interest began to be shown in the various 

methods proposed for preserving meat, especially in the possibility of freezing it. 

The first refrigerated meat cargo from New Zealand left Port Chalmers for Britain 

in 1882. By the 1890s refrigeration had opened up the British market to New 

Zealand butter and cheese. By the turn of the century, a new economic opportunity 

was opened to farmers and this combined with the closer settlement brought about 

by sub-division resulted in the growth of dairying and fat lamb farming. 3 

Following the Liberal land policy towards closer settlement, James McKerrow, 

secretary of Crown Lands, reported in May 1881, that the leases of 71 runs, 

comprising 2,681,000 acres were due. This area stretched from the Taieri River, 

twenty miles south from Dunedin, across the interior of Otago to Lake W anaka. The 

Strath Taieri lay right in the path of this line. McKerrow decided that the Strath 

Taieri country should be sub-divided into sections from 2,000 to 50,000 acres and 

selected sections should be offered on pastoral deferred payments, on immediate 

payments, and on lease. Thus settlers would have the opportunity of acquiring 

properties in the manner and of the size suitable to their circumstances and ideas. 

By August 1882, four Government surveyors had been at work sub-dividing the land, 

only some of which was to be offered for settlement. The land lying along the east 

of the Taieri River, which included Deepdell, Cottesbrook and Sutton run country, 

was offered at the Government land sale on 3 February 1883.4 

The S trath Taieri moved towards closer settlement and f ann-land settlers who 

practised mixed farming, generally a mixture of dairying and cropping. The district's 

first creamery or dairy factory began operating in November of 1896. Towards 1912 

3 H.C. Harraway 'John Roberts, Man of Business', M.A. 
Thesis, University of Otago, 1967, p.78. 

4 H.M. Thompson, p.22. 
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the area's milk supply to the creamery began to dry up as home separating became 

popular.5 

Rabbits restricted the stock carrying capacity on some properties although rabbit 

skins proved a good supplement to farm income. With the majority of the 

inhabitants of the district in some way dependent upoµ agricultural and pastoral 

pursuits for their livelihood it is not surprising to note the early formation of such 

organisations as the Farmers' Union, which came into existence early in 1902 to 

serve the needs of the local farming industry. Amongst the many stock and station 

companies represented in the district were agents from Murray,Roberts & Co., 

Stronach, Morris & Co. Ltd., and Donald Reid and Company as well as the Otago 

Farmers Co-operative Association of New Zealand Limited. These firms basically 

provided farm supplies and, as well as handling farm produce and providing finance, 

they sold land and stock on a commission basis. 6 

Unlike other areas throughout Central Otago, goldmining did not pave the way 

for settlement in the Strath Taieri. In fact goldmining played a very minor role in 

the settlement of the district. The summer of 1863-4, saw miners rush into the 

Manuherikia and Maniototo. Miners were also scattered along the Taieri River and 

discovered gold at Hyde, Macraes and Hindon.7 In a sense goldmining took place 

all around ~he Strath Taieri but very little mining activity actually took place within 

the area. Several alluvial claims were worked and continued to produce results at 

Matarae on Sutton Creek but on the whole goldmining was not an integral part of the 

pattern of land development in the Strath Taieri. 

The area I am concerned with involves a community within a valley. The 

township of Middlemarch is the focal point of community interest, forming a natural 

5 Ibid. p.138. 

6 Ibid. p. 13 6. 

7 E. Olssen, A History of Otago (Dunedin 
1984), p.64. 

John Mcindoe, 
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centre for a large out-lying district. In 1914 the area came under the jurisdiction of 

Taieri County and was in the Otago Central Electorate, represented by Robert Scott 

from Kyebum as the Member of Parliament. 

Middlemarch in 1914 was a small rural town with a population of approximately 

494, recorded by the 1911 census, set in a relatively closely settled and highly 

productive farming district in Central Otago. At least 500 people lived on farms in 

the surrounding area so that the combined population of the Strath Taieri was 

probably around 1,000. 

The combined populations of the S trath Taieri and Deep Stream Ridings totalled 

1158 persons in the 1911 census. The term "riding" is an old English term which 

originally meant the distance a rider could encompass in a day's riding and which 

was then used to describe an administrative district. According to the census, the 

Strath Taieri Riding was comprised of the following settlements : Blair Taieri, 

Cottesbrook, Middlemarch Township, Mount Ross, Ngapuna, Riverside Road, Rock 

and Pillar, Slip Hill, Springs and Others which probably referred to Pukerangi, the 

Reefs and Traquair. For the purpose of this study, part of the Deep Stream Riding 

is incorporated within the area I have defined as the Strath Taieri. This includes the 

settlements of Harewood, Clarks Junction, Deep Stream, Hindon, Lamb Hill, Lee 

Stream, Matarae, Mount Allen, Rocklands, Shannon and Sutton. The ratio of males 

to females in the district was fairly even with males constituting 55% of the 

population and women 45%. 

The Strath Taieri Agricultural and Pastoral Society and Collie Club were 

important factors in the encouragement of the production of first class stock and farm 

produce in the district. 

The first 'A and P' show was held in the sale yards on Easter Monday in 1902 and 

. became a regular fixture from then on. The first club dog trials took place on 

Gladbrook property in 1907 and also became a regular annual event. 8 

8 H.M. Thompson, pp.128-131. 
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For a small rural community Middlemarch proved itself as a bustling hive of 

cultural and social activity. By 1914 the Anglican, Catholic and Presbyterian 

churches were all well established. Reverend James Standring, the Presbyterian 

minister during the war years, had, according to the Parish history, 'the task of 

conveying sad tidings to bereaved families'. The Anglican church experienced a 

period of instability during the war years with four different clergymen in the space 

of three years from 1914 followed by four years of the parish remaining vacant with 

only occasional services given by visiting clergy from Dunedin until 1920. The 

number of Anglicans had declined considerably. 

The Catholic community at Middlemarch were serviced as an extension of the 

Palmerston parish and their priest through the war years was D. Kavanagh.9 

Education had always been an important issue in the district although the 
• I 

attendance rate did not always reflect this at harvest time or when weather conditions 

made it impossible to reach the class room. The Strath Taieri School officially 

opened in June 1880 with twenty-one pupils on the roll. In 1908 a home for 

Salvation Army girls opened adding another thirty pupils to the school roll. 10 The 

average school attendance in the Strath Taieri district for 1913 totalled one hundred 

and twenty-one. Arthur W.Tyndall, the headmaster during the war years, had the task 

of announcing the district's war casualties at school. 'Those who remember him as 

a man of rugged manner will recall how deeply moved he seemed on those sombre 

occasions' .11 

Sutton School opened in 1898 and served the southern end of the valley. The 

combined school room and teacher's residence served the forty pupils until 1914 

when a new school was built. The school buildings proved an asset to the district as 

9 Ibid. pp.144-148. 

10 Ibid. p.156. 

11 E.H. Matheson, The First Hundred Years 1880-1980 
(Dunedin: John Mcindoe Ltd., 1980), p.32. 
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a community centre, with Sunday school and Church services being held there.12 

In 1911 the sole charge school of N gapuna opened with average roll numbers ranging 

from twenty to thirty until centralisation to Middlemarch in 1935. The Barewood 

School opened in 1907 with a roll of seven. Locally it was known as "The Reefs" 

School. In 1918, the same year that her husband, A.C.Buckland, mining engineer 

and mine owner, left for war, Mrs K.B.Buckland was the sole teacher.13 

Dr.Emma Irwin took up the medical practise in Middlemarch from 1909 to 1917 

when she accepted an appointment with the Education Department as school medical 

officer. Dr.Irwin was much appreciated, especially during the war years, in her role 

as resident doctor and Medical Officer of the Strath Taieri Medical Club. 'She was 

a great comfort to bereaved families during the First World War, and never once did 

she shirk the task of breaking the news of the death of a beloved son or brother' .14 

It must have been a difficult task indeed with her own brother, Alfred, away with the 

Main Body. In August 1917 Dr.Stenhouse filled the vacancy created by Dr.Irwin's 

departure, until Dr.W.S.Roberts was appointed in June 1918.15 

Sports meetings became a regular fixture in Middlemarch after the first 

Caledonian Society's sports day was held on New Year's Day, 1889. An evening 

sports club was started in 1910. Track and Field events, along with cycling, were 

very popular amongst the competitors. The local cricket club suffered a history of 

fluctuating enthusiasm. The war years would appear to have witnessed a lapse in 

activity only to see it revived again in 1919.16 

12 H.M . Thompson, p.161. 

. 13 Ibid. p.162. 

14 Ibid. p.166. 

15 Ibid. 

16 Ibid. p.170. 
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The Strath Taieri Football Club, with dark blue as its registered colour, affiliated 

with the Maniototo sub-union when it was formed in 1911. In 1914 the local seven 

aside team had won a tournament in Ranfurly. That same year the Middlemarch 

Tennis Club was founded, although tennis had been played since 1896 on a chipped 

court laid out at the school residence. 17 

A branch of the Otago Hunt Club was formed in Middlemarch in 1913, with 

about thirty members who followed the hounds. The declaration of war in 1914 led 

to the cessation of hunting activities. A gun club for clay pigeon shooting was in 

existence for a number of years prior to the first war. The Strath Taieri Racing Club 

was formed in 1905 and a race-course was laid out on Garthmyl property, across the 

road from the sale yards. The club lapsed but was reformed in 1923 and continued 

to operate for several years. 18 

A Mutual Improvement Society, a Dramatic Society and a Public Library helped 

to cater for the cultural needs of the community. The formation of the Brass Band 

in 1905 enlivened social gatherings throughout the years. In 1906 the first Friendly 

Society was set up in the form of the Loyal Middlemarch Lodge, which was a branch 

of Manchester Unity Independent Order of Odd Fellows. Meetings were held every 

fourth Tuesday in the Agricultural Hall. In 1914 a number of Freemasons living in 

the district decided to form a Masonic Lodge at Middlemarch. The founders 

included leading men of the community such as A.McKinnon, and Rev.J.Standring, 

the Presbyterian minister. By the end of 1915 twenty-one new members had been 

enrolled.19 

J 

Being at the centre of a large out-lying rural area Middlemarch provided many 

necessary services for the community, which included lines of communication around 

17 Ibid. p.171. 

18 Ibid. p.176 

19 Ibid. p.177. 
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and beyond the district. At the railway station there was a post, telegraph, and 

money order office run by the local postmaster, H.L.Gibson. A telephone bureau, 

connecting with Dunedin, was also established at the Post Office. A telephone line 

running from Abbotsford, up the Central Otago railway to Middlemarch had been in 

operation since 1888. In 1894 a line had been installed at Gladbrook between the 

farm and station. The first private line in the district was erected in 1910 by 

Dougald Matheson between Attadale and Horn's store.20 Sutton and Ngapuna also 

had post offices, while at The Reefs the Molineaux family acted as the postal service. 

The Shannon area had received its mail via the Outram-Clarks mail services since 

1891. 

In 1914 the township of Middlemarch contained an agency of the Bank of New 

Zealand, two hotels, the Strath Taieri Hotel(proprietor,E.Ezbery), and the Railway 

Hotel(proprietor,Mrs Eliza Williams), a public hall, three stores, a bakery, a butchery, 

and a creamery. The stores were owned by Alex Hom, E.W.Messent, and Thomas 

Wise, while William Williams was the local baker and Daniel Fisher was the butcher. 

There were three dressmakers in town : Mrs Harper, Mrs Swan and Elliss Tucker. 

George McDonald was the local blacksmith, wheel-wright and handyman who could 

repair anything from binders to wristwatches. 

Martin McGrath was the blacksmith at Sutton before he joined the Expeditionary 

Force in 1917. Tfiomas McClintock was the local shoe and boot maker while Robert 

Walker had been the first saddler to establish himself in the district. John Hay was 

the carpenter and building contractor for the area. Many of these people, because of 

the services they offered, were well known figures in the community. The leadership 

of the community was basically shared amongst the 'leading men' of the district and 

their wives. These 'leading men' were generally involved in prominent forms of 

ownership or management and included the likes of Alex McKinnon, manager of 

Gladbrook, and Thomas Wise, local storekeeper. Other leading figures in the 

community included the local police constable, G. Scandrett and the Justices of the 

20 Ibid. p.83. 
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Peace John Elliot, Alex Hom, William D. Mason and William Moynihan for 

Ngapuna.21 

The first meeting of the Taieri County Council was held in the Provincial 

Council Hall in Dunedin in January 1877. John Roberts occupied a seat on the 

council, firstly as a representative of the Deep Stream Riding, which included Strath 

Taieri, and secondly as a representative of the newly formed Strath Taieri Riding in 

1893.22 

Sir John Roberts K.B.,C.M.G. arrived in New Zealand in May 1868 after 

studying wool and station management in Australia and proceeded to found the stock 

and station company, Murray, Roberts and Company. He purchased the Strath Taieri 

Run in November 1872 renaming it Gladbrook. He was a member on the Otago 

Provincial Council, the Harbour Board, the University Council, of which he was 

Vice-Chancellor of Otago University throughout the war years as well as being a 

member of the Taieri County Council and its Chairman from 1878-88. Elected 

Mayor of Dunedin in 1889, he was also President of the New Zealand and South 

Seas Exhibition from 1889-90. He belonged to the Board of Directors for many 

companies, including the Mosgiel Woollen Company; the Colonial Bank; Milburn 

Lime and Cement; the New Zealand Refrigerating Company; Trustees, Executors 

Agency ; and the Union Steamship Company. He was also appointed a member of 

the Royal Commission on Federation as well as the Royal Commission on Enemy 

Aliens in 1915. Despite his numerous business and political activities he maintained 

a keen interest in the Strath Taieri.23 His encouragement of the building of the 

Otago Central railway and his participation in the development of refrigeration 

were both factors which affected the Strath Taieri in a positive way both 

economically and socially. 

21 Stone's Otago and Southland Directory and New Zealand 
~~~~-A_n_n_u~a_l, ed. J.Stone, (Dunedin : Stone, Son and 

Company,1914) 

22 H.M. Thompson, p.138. 

23 H. C. Harraway, Appendix. 
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Without a local newspaper the district relied upon the Otago Daily Times and 

its weekly offshoot the Otago Witness for news and information. Strath Taieri 

residents were thus dependent upon the city of Dunedin for news of the outside 

world. The Witness, in particular, acknowledged the importance of the rural sector 

of Otago. The Witness compiled the news of the week from the Otago Daily Times. 

This enabled the more isolated members of the Strath Taieri community, who were 

unable to receive the paper on a daily basis, the opportunity to read the week's news. 

The Witness covered a wide range of topics from local county news and Stock and 

Station information throughout the country to the latest war news from the front and 

international cablegrams. The Witness also included specialised pages for women 

and children. Of particular interest is Dot's Little Folk page usually located near the 

end of the paper. Young people from all over New Zealand wrote in to Dot with 

information about themselves and the goings on of their communities. Dot's Little 

Folk, or D.L.F. as they called themselves, wrote in for advice, to find penpals or 

simply to recount what was happening in their lives. No letters were to contain more 

than 350 words with Dot's motto being "We write for the benefit of others, not for 

ourselves". 

Main topics of interest prior to the Great War, according to the Otago Witness, 

included tne All Black Tour of Australia, the General Election at home, Home Rule 

in Ireland and the proposal to sever the Strath Taieri from Taieri County in order to 

join the Maniototo. The Witness also reported that as recently as May there had been 

a major territorial camp held at Sutton where a tour of inspection was carried out by 

Sir Ian Hamilton. These military training camps had been a regular feature of the 

area for some years. 

The Otago Central Railway line linked the area with the rest of the Otago region 

· and provided a much more efficient service route compared to the roads of the time. 

The main highways were no.2 -Mosgiel Junction to Middlemarch which crossed the 

Lammermoor, and no.6- Kyeburn to Middlemarch. These were very difficult roads 

with steep grades and were practically impassable in the winter months, while in the 
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summer there was a lot more dust around from the mobs of sheep being driven on 

the gravel roads and from paddocks drying off after the harvest of cereal crops. A 

brief review of work carried out by the Taieri County Council on the Mosgiel-Strath 

Taieri route reveals the nature of the roading problems into the area. 

From the tum-off at the West Taieri Church the traveller climbed a steep 

bluff and down to Harveys Flat. Then came a much longer, steeper and 

tortuous climb to the_ tussock level at Traquair, across country to Clarks 

Junction and beyond to Sutton. There were two steep descents to Lee Stream 

and Deep Stream. The hill on the Clarks Junction side of the Deep Stream 

was so steep that a Model T Ford (the petrol tank was under the front seat) 

would have to reverse up the hill to ensure a gravity petrol flow to the motor 

unless the tank was nearly full before the climb. The surface was metal and 

gravel, deeply rutted and subject to heavy frosts, and blockages during snow 

stonris.24 

The opening of the creamery in 1896 reinforced the necessity for easier access 

roads from the outlaying dairy farms to the factory. Work was carried out on a road 

through the centre of the plain and creeks were bridged. The limited extent of this 

road work was witnessed by the considerable road formation still required after the 

First World War with the development of the Soldier Settlement Scheme. Even 

closer settlement meant the increased need for more extensive roading in the 

district. 25 

The railway finally reached Middlemarch in 1891 after much debate over the 

proposed route's viability. In June 1877, a report on several proposed lines of . 

rail way into Central Ota go indicated a preference for the route passing through the 

Strath Taieri. Despite a heated debate in the House of Representatives on September 

20 1877, the Strath Taieri and Clyde Railway Bill was drafted and eventually passed. 

24 E. Farrant, Century of Service. The Taieri County and it 
Council 1877-1977 (Dunedin : Crown Print, 1976), p.29. 

25 H.M. Thompson, p.138. 
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Construction began at the Wingatui end in 1878. However, work temporarily came 

to a halt with the findings of a railway commission in 1880, which argued that the 

circumstances and requirements of the colony did not warrant such a costly 

undertaking. The reasons put forward were that a very small proportion of the land 

served by the route surveyed was at all suitable for agricultural purposes, the 

population was too small, and that some thirty miles of the country bordering the line 

would remain totally unproductive. The report concluded: 

We desire to express our regret that so much money has already been spent 

between Hindon and Mosgiel, as from our examination of the line we can 

come to no other conclusion than that it would be in the best interests of the 

colony to abandon it. The entire undertaking is in our opinion, uncalled for, 

and should not have been commenced. 26 

The work on the railway continued, however, and 4 May, 1891 saw the 

Middlemarch section of the line completed and open to traffic.The railway increased 

the growth and importance of Middlemarch. The supply of material and stores to the 

Taieri Gorge· camps involved the Taieri County in considerable expenditure in 

developing and maintaining the Hindon Road access through the Outram - Strath 

Taieri Road. With the completion of the railway the standard of roading in the area 

greatly improved. Now Middlemarch became less isolated and more able to gain 

access to markets for its agricultural produce. 27 

The Strath Taieri had a strong military background. The first organised military 

activity in the district arose as a result of the South African campaign. Of the seven 

men from the district who served in the Boer War, Robert Osborne was killed in a 

train accident in South Africa and Thomas Popham died shortly after his return 

home. Another of those who served in South Africa, George Elliott, went on to 

26 Appendices to the Journal of the House of Representatives 
Report of Railway Commission, 1880, E-3. 

27 H. M. Thompson, p. 97. 
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serve in the Indian Army. On returning to New Zealand he was posted to the reserve 

and was one of the first of the local men to be called upon for service with the 

outbreak of war in 1914. The Maniototo Mounted Rifle Volunteers were established 

in April 1900, with Captain Robert Logan as First Commanding Officer, forming a 

part of the Otago Mounted Rifle Battalion. By 1901 a branch had been formed in 

the Strath Taieri district. The visit of Field-Marshal Lord Kitchener to New Zealand 

in 1910 resulted in the decision to initiate a system of compulsory military training. 

This entailed the selection of suitable camp sites. The Sutton district was chosen for 

it possessed the advantages of being relatively clear of fences and being sufficiently. 

rugged to meet the needs of a Mounted Rifle Camp.28 

Two camps ensued in 1913 - the Otago Infantry Brigade (April 7-19) and the 

Otago Mounted Rifle Brigade (April 21-May 3). B Squadron, North Otago Mounted 

Rifles, of the Fifth Regiment, travelled by train to Dunback and marched from there 

to Sutton via Macraes Flat. A (Otago Hussars) and D (Maniototo Mounted Rifles) 

Squadrons marched from Dunedin via Outram and Traquair, ~while the remainder of 

the brigade came by rail to Sutton. After a week of routine work and an inspection ·'· 

by the Hon. William Herbert Herries, Minister of Railways and M.P. for Tauranga, 

who stopped on his return from an inspection of the Central Otago railway. The 

camp concluded on May 2 , with an inspection by General Arthur Godley, who had 

been broughtout from England to take charge of the recently introduced compulsory 

military service for all males aged between fourteen and thirty, and a demonstration 

attack.29 

In April 1914 another camp took place. To lessen the transport difficulties of 

the previous year a railway siding was made alongside the camp. General Sir Ian 

Hamilton made an inspection and General Godley, who accompanied him, later 

reported that 

28 Ibid. p. 18 3. 

29 Ibid. p.184. 
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The Inspector General spent two days at the camp of the Otago distri~t 

troops at Matarae, and saw three thousand five hundred and eighty-one of all 

ranks at work.... On the second day the whole force combined in field 

operations against a skeleton enemy. 30 

On the eve of war 1914, Middlemarch was a small and active town centre for 

a large out-lying rural community. It would become even more active with the 

eruption of war. 

30 I.bid. 
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CHAPTER TWO : THE HOMEFRONT 

The declaration of war on 4 August 1914 brought a wave of patriotic fervour 

upon the district. Memories of the South African campaign and Middlemarch' s 

contribution to it came flooding back. The local Farmers Union promptly called for 

a meeting to be held in the Agricultural and Pastoral Hall. The chairman, manager 

of Gladbrook estate, A.McKinnon, drew upon the support of a large number of well

known men from the district,"representing every shade of opinion"31. The chairman 

addressed the crowd, saying that 

they had gathered to concert whatever means they 

could to assist their country. Some of their 

boys from Middlemarch were going to the front. 

He hoped they would get there, and that they 

would all come home again. 32 

Cheering greeted this announcement, followed by enthusiastic renditions of the 

National Anthem, Rule Britannia, Red,White and Blue and Soldiers of the King. 

John Roberts C.M.G., owner of the Gladbrook estate and a committee member 

of the Otago Patriotic Association, donated ten horses from Gladbrook while J.E. 

Matheson of Taieri Lake also donated a horse to the war effort. Before the 

conclusion of the evening the Patriotic Movement appointed two committees of 

which Mr and Mrs A. McKinnon acted as conveners, for the gentlemen and ladies 

respectively.33 

31 Otago Witness, 19 August 1914, p.29. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid. 
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At the next meeting of the Middlemarch branch of the Farmers' Union another 

public gathering subscribed 54 pounds 1 shilling in aid of the patriotic fund. 50 

pounds of this amount was intended as a contribution towards the equipment needed 

for the Expeditionary Force while the remaining 4 pounds 1 shilling was devoted to 

the local distress relief fund. Meanwhile local farmers responded to the call and 

donations of large quantities of forage to be used for feeding the horses at Tahuna 

camp began coming in.34 Straw was also necessary for filling the mattresses for 

the men to sleep on. 35 

The war effort became the top priority in local body affairs. In April 1914, a 

deputation approached the County Council with the intention of having the Strath 

Taieri Riding and parts of Waikouaiti and W aihemo Counties transferred to 

Maniototo County. The Taieri Council strongly opposed this move, and a 

Government Commission was set up to report on the matter. The Department of 

Internal Affairs finally advised that it was not prepared to recommend any alteration 

to the boundaries. A Taieri County Council meeting put off the decision concerning 

whether Middlemarch should remain within the Taieri county or move into the 

Maniototo's jurisdiction, due to the "present disturbed state of affairs".36 

November saw the opening of the local tennis club to a good crowd, while the 

local Oddf ellows held a euchre tournament and dance. 

The money taken was for the Distress Fund, and one 

man sang 'It's a long way to Tipperary', some of 

the men went round with a big Union Jack taking up 

34 Ibid. 

35 J.S. Elliot, 'My Military Career,1917-1919', p.4. 

36 H.M. Thompson, East of the Rock and Pillar p.138. 
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a collection, over 3 pounds being thrown in. 37 

Patriotism became evident everywhere with the war on everybody's minds especially 

amongst the children. 

We had a circus here last Saturday week, wrote CRIMSON RAMBLER from 

Sutton, It was blowing very hard that week and it blew the tent over the top 

of all the people and then there was a scatter. There were ladies screaming 

· all over the place. They must have thought the Germans were corning at 

last.38 

The war may have been foremost in people's minds but physically it remained a long 

way off. 

The New Year brought with it the realisation that the optimistic notion that the 

war would be over by Christmas was just that, optimistic. Life carried on as usual 

and in some respects the war did not act as a hinderance. MAGPIE from Sutton 

mentioned in a letter to DOT in February the school sports and a new two-roomed 

school house built during the holidays.39 

HEARTSEASE of Ngapuna wrote : 

What a shame it seems to have the D.L.F. page cut so 

short; but the war news has to have the first place. What a terrible 

occurrence is now happening at the other end of the world! Who would 

realise that a civilised nation like Germany should be so barbarous? So many 

37 Otago Witness 11 November 1914, p.71. 

38 Ibid. 9 December 1914, p. 71. 

39 Ibid. 3 February 1915, p. 75. 
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men are losing their lives over this awful war; but we can only hope and pray 

that it will soon draw to a close.40 

Even the D.L.F. page began to experience the effect of wartime efficiency. Some 

of Dot's Little Folk did not hesitate to voice their opinions of the enemy. 

LITTLE LARK(Middlemarch) wrote, "I think the Germans are dreadfully cruel"41 

while WILD VIOLET (Rockland), with an uncle away to the war, offered this 

solution to the international conflict,,"I would put a nick in the wall for the one who 

would kill the Kaiser" .42 Propaganda portrayed the Kaiser as some great monster. 

Added to this, tales of German atrocities committed in Belgium raised public 

indignation. Men and women needed to justify the horror of the war to themselves, 

and patriotic rhetoric provided the necessary justification. 

By mid-1915 major casualty lists from Gallipoli began to appear in the Witness. 

Even more wrenching than the lists of names of those wounded or killed were the 

columns of photographs staring out from the pages. The sheer numbers involved 

brought the reality of war close to home. After recounting the exciting news of a trip 

to the Moving Pictures and a Carnival, CRIMSON RAMBLER finished on a more 

sombre note : ' .. .Isn't the war awful! There are three pages of wounded and killed 

soldiers in "the Witness to-day, and one we know.Nearly all the boys that left are 

wounded and killed.I have an uncle wounded in Malta Hospital. '43 
. The community 

of Sutton totalled a little over a hundred persons when two members of their small 

community, Arthur Peat and Henry Bailey died within three days of each other after 

heavy fighting at Gallipoli in August. 

'40 Ibid. 12 May 1915, p. 7 5. 

41 Ibid. 19 May 1915, p. 75. 

42 Ibid. 

43 Ibid. 15 September 1915, p. 75. 
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The initial euphoria which greeted the outbreak of war soon began to wear off. 

Although HEARTSEASE still found some time for light hearted optimism, 'Dear 

Dot, I am busy knitting a pair of socks for the soldiers, but I think the war will be 

over before I have them finished, as I am so slow. '44 Dot's reply was not as 

optimistic about the length of the war, "I think you will have time to finish more than 

one pair of socks before the completion of the war", was her advice to 

HEARTSEASE.45 

The disillusionment brought about by the lengthy duration of the war and the 

rate of casualties filtering back home to New Zealand was only the beginning. Mid-

1915 also s·aw the arrival home of the wounded; living proof of the harsh reality of 

war. In September 1915, DOTTERELL of Middlemarch wrote, 

I have two cousins away and one is returning, suffering from nervous 

breakdown. He has been in the thickest part of the fighting in France, Egypt, 

and the Dardanelles,and has escaped without a wound. I have an uncle with 

nine nephews at the war, and one is reported missing.46 

Not as optimistic as HEARTSEASE,DOTTERELL wrote again in December in 

evident frustration,"The war is still raging and it does not seem any further ahead 

than last year".47 Gallipoli had been evacuated and the stalemate on the Western 

Front was well under way. 

Meanwhile, back on the homefront in Middlemarch a year had passed since the 

war began. The community, far from lacking in enthusiasm, threw themselves into 

organising a patriotic carnival. The description of this social event was appropriately 

recounted to D.L.F. by RED,WHITE & BLUE of Middlemarch . 

. 44 Ibid. 11 August 1915, p. 75. 

45 Ibid. 

46 Ibid. 15 September 1915, p. 75. 

47 Ibid. 29 December 1915, p. 7 5. 
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We had a very big procession which paraded through 

the streets. I went round with raffles through 

the day. I got 10s for a Union Jack cushion and about 7s for a shawl.. .. The 

Country Queen was presented with a basket of lovely flowers .... 48 

The Queen Carnivals were popular fundraising events throughout New Zealand. They 

could be considered the forerunner to Beauty contests in that individual women were 

sponsored, they represented different areas and the winner was crowned Queen. The 

major difference, however, lay in the fact that the winner was chosen as a result of 

the most funds raised ·for the war effort; more of a popularity rather than beauty 

contest . 

For many women on the homefront, relegation to the female sidelines of anxious 

waiting proved extremely frustrating. As a result the women of the district organised 

themselves into patriotic organisations . They baked, sewed and knitted furiously in 

order"tO raise funds for the war effort and 'the boys' overseas. Such efforts were 

much appreciated in the front line and provided a much needed supplement to 

standard army issue after the wear and tear of life in the trenches. 

The Belgian Relief Fund also benefitted from their patriotic activities, 'The ladies of 

the district are still busy sewing for the Belgians', reported PURITAN SOAP in 

November.49 These women organised jumble sales, bazaars, and sewing bees. A 

large consignment of articles was sent to the Mayoress of Dunedin by the local ladies 

committee.50 The Otago Witness published reports on the activities of such 

organisations in the Otago and Southland region. 

In spite of the rough and stormy weather of late there was a good attendance 

at the fortnightly meeting of the Middlemarch Patriotic and Red Cross 

48 Ibid. 25 August 1915, p.75. 

49 Ibid. 11 November 1914, p. 71. 

50 Ibid. 26 August 1914, p.28. 
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Society, and an unusually large amount of work was handed in. A busy time 

was spent in packing, and the following goods were got ready, including a 

nice number from the Girl's Anzac Sewing Class at Sutton School: 61 pairs 

socks, 28 suits pyjamas, 10 eye bandages, 18 face cloths, 9 dozen and 2 

pillow cases, 12 dozen and 5 handkerchiefs, 4 dozen and 8 dominion bags, 

36 day shirts, 36 pairs cuffs, 4 pairs bed socks. 51 

These organisations also provided a valuable social outlet for women in a small and 

sometimes isolated rural community. Children were also very much involved in local 

patriotic activities, such as collecting grass seed on roadsides, with the proceeds 

going towards the Wounded Soldiers' Fund. Patriotic social gatherings added to the 

children's excitement as the chances of receiving some extra pocket money to,spend 

on something towards the war effort increased. Knitting was another patriotic activity 

taken up by school children in the district. 

Middlemarch residents were very much politically active. John Roberts C.M.G. 

was a member of the Otago Patriotic Association as well as being a member on the 

Royal. Commission on Enemy Aliens in 1915. Then in 1917 this relatively small yet 

politically conscious community passed a resolution, which was supported by the 

Taieri County Council, to 'impress on the Imperial Government the urgent necessity 

of retaining all colonies taken from our enemies and thereby remove a common 

danger to ourselves and posterity. ' 52 It is interesting to note that the larger 

implications of war were of great concern in Middlemarch; the threat that Germany 

might re-establish itself in the Pacific or that Japan might extend its military and 

political power were cause for anxiety at a time when there seemed no end in sight 

to the war. 

51 Ibid. 14 August 1918, p.38. 

52 E. Farrant, Century of Service p.37. 
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The war years witnessed continued expansion within the farming industry. The 

subdivision of large estates had created an increased number of farm hol~ings. The 

liberal land policies, combined with the success of refrigeration, made the family 

farm viable. The commandeer system, introduced in the 1915-16 season, instituted 

guaranteed prices for the country's primary products such as butter, meat and wool. 

There was also a boom in chaff and grain sales. The Imperial Government agreed to 

purchase New Zealand's primary produce available for export and it paid the high 

prices which were current at the time. This created an unprecedented demand for 

farmers' produce. The most significant increase occurred in the wool industry. Wool 

was bought at sixteen pence per pound. In the 1916-17 season alone the Dunedin 

based company Donald Reid sold 8,668 bales of wool, two and a half times the sales 

at the turn of the century. The good stable prices for wool and meat inflated land 

and stock prices.53 

Dairy farming was another major source of income in the district during the war 

years. The competition which arose from home separation saw the local creamery 

converted into a cheese factory in 1916. 'The first payment for milk for 

cheesemaking was one and sixpence-fart_hing per pound butterfat, less three farthings 

per pound deducted for Government tax to stabilise the price of butter on the local 

market during the war' .54 While the prices for farm produce boomed during the 

war years, their stability was dependent upon the duration of the war. 

Life went on as usual in Middlemarch. The war became a part of everyday life 

and people adapted to it. Groups such as the A and P Society were in a good 

position to extend the organisational skills within its ranks to the war effort. At a 

Finance committee meeting held in November 1914, it was moved by A. McKinnon 

and seconded by W. Moynihan that the allocation of the surplus money from the 

annual concert and dance, the sum of 3-9-0, be paid into the Great Britain and 

53 J.H. Angus Donald Reid Otago Farmers Limited p.46. 

54 H. M. Thompson, p .127. 
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Ireland Relief Fund. The local Red Cross Anzac Class also benefitted from surplus 

money raised. The A and P Society allowed the various patriotic bodies use of the 

Main Hall to hold their meetings. By May 1918 , owing to the 'unforseen term of 

the war', the Finance committee conceded the need to charge the Patriotic groups 

for the light supplied in the various rooms of the Main Hall. By 1915 the A and P 

Ball committee were running the annual concert and dance in conjunction with the 

local patriotic committee. 

The 1916 A and P Show admitted all soldiers in uniform free of charge. 

Despite the cancellation of the annual ball, the Show proved to be a great success. 

DOTTERELL reported that all the hotels in Middlemarch were full over Easter in 

anticipation of Show Day on Easter Monday and that 'we had to go down to 

Dunedin to stay for a few days until the crowd was away'. 55 The Otago Witness 

issue of 3 May 1916 contained photographs of prizewinning horses at the Strath 

Taieri Show but pride of place in the illustration section was devoted to the Anzac 

day celebrations. 

The President's Address at the Annual General Meeting of the A and P Society 

in 1916 acknowledged the personal loss brought about by war and at the same time 

revealed the extent to which patriotic cant was employed within the community as 

a buttress against disillusionment with the toll exacted by modem warfare. The 

patriotic language used in this speech is as strong and unwavering as in 1914. The 

address by the 1915 President, G.M. Fisher,read : 

Before commencing the business of another year I think it only right and 

fitting to refer to the Great War now on, and in doing so it is with feelings 

of profound sorrow to know that one of our esteemed members has lost his 

son who died for his King and Country.I refer to Mr David Peat. 

55 Otago Witness 29 March 1916, p. 71. 
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Also another esteemed member Mr H. Bailey has lost a brother from the 

same cause. This brings home to us who are assembled that many present 

may have sons or relatives at the front doing what they can for the honour 

and glory of the British Empire under the flag of the greatest empire the 

world has ever known. 

I am sure you will all join with me in hoping that the war may soon 

tem1inate with a glorious victory. I wish to move and have it recorded on the 

minutes our heartfelt sympathy for the relatives of all those who mourn the 

loss of their loved ones. 

Members will please stand in silence in token thereof I will now ask you to 

join with me in one verse of the National Anthem. 56 

The strong patriotic nature of this address may also have been reinforced by the 

recent departure of the President's own son for the Western Front. The minutes from 

a General Committee meeting held on 4 November 1917 revealed the shortage of 

manpower in the district due to the war. At the meeting the secretary of the local 

Band reported that there was no possibility of raising a band that year for the annual 

A and P Show. 

The census taken in 1916 revealed that the population of the township of 

Middlemarch had decreased by 156 people since the previous census in 1911. It is 

difficult to provide accurate figures for the outlying rural area because the format of 

the census had changed concerning the definition of the Strath Taieri Riding. Some 

settlements defined within the Deep Stream Riding four years earlier were transferred 

to the Strath Taieri in the 1916 census. An approximation suggests a population 

decrease of about 180 people over the four year period. Another factor difficult to 

discern is whether this drop in the population was due to the war or a general trend 

of movement northwards. The ratio of men to women in the district had changed by 

· only 1 % with men constituting 54% and women 46% of the total population. By the 

end of 1916, 54 men had left the district to go to war. 

56 Strath Taieri Agricultural and Pastoral Society Minute 
Book, 1916. 
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In 1916 DOTTERELL wrote that news was scarce, 'the chief topics being the 

war and the weather'. Her letter reveals the value with which correspondence 

between those in the front-line and those on the homefront. 

Some time ago we sent a paper to a soldier at the front, and the soldier who 

received the paper wrote us such nice letters and this morning I went down 

for the mail and to my great surprise there was a parcel, two post cards, a 

photo and letter. In the parcel was such a lot of little pebbles from the 

Sahara Desert. He told us that they were of no value, only he thought we 

would like to see them, and you may be sure how pleased we were to get 

them. 57 

RAT-TA T's letter in July 1917 expressed the anxiety and hope which surrounded the 

long periods of silence between one letter and the next. 'My eldest brother is away 

at the front and we haven't had any word from him for about six weeks; but I 

suppose we will get a letter from him by the next mail'. 58 Letter writing was 

physically difficult under the conditions on the Western Front and no news was 

considered better than bad news. 

DOTTERELL greeted the New Year in 1917 with the hope shared by many: 

'May this ensuing year be the end of the War, and peace reign once more in the 

Empire' .59 Imperial loyalty had not diminished. Patriotic social events carried on 

into the third year of the_ war with 'Welcome Homes' organised as well as 'Send 

Offs'. IRIS of Sutton mentioned her fondness for music in a letter to Dot, and the 

fact that she played the piano 'for almost every farewell social to the soldiers' .60 

.57 Otago Witness 19 April 1916, p. 76. 

58 Ibid. 15 August 1917, p. 56. 

59 Ibid. 14 February 1917, p.39. 

60 Ibid. 22 August 1917, p .56. 
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November 1917 saw yet another send off to three soldiers who were home on 

final leave. Ironically, just as three men were leaving for the war, news arrived that 

three men from the district would not be returning. Word of the deaths of John 

Beattie, Alex Robertson and Henry Spratt had arrived along with that of Michael 

Moynihan who had been posted 'missing'. 'Several people have had bad news about 

their sons, and are kept very anxious', wrote FATHER'S PRIDE. 61 FOULATA'S 

MA TE from Sutton echoed this sentiment : 'I do not think it will be a very merry 

Christmas for many homes this year, Dot, as nearly every home has a father or son 

or some relative who has been, or is still, fighting for King and Country' .62 

The war made quite an impact on the homefront of Middlemarch and the 

surrounding district. Community involvement in the war effort was viewed as one's 

patriotic duty. Social fundraising events were very popular as they provided an 

excuse for social gatherings in a sometimes isolated community. Middlemarch 

provided an active centre for the social, cultural and political interests of the 

community before the war. It also provided a basis of stability in the face of 

threatened instability. 

61 Ibid. 21 November 1917, p.57. 

62 Ibid. 19 December 1917, p.70. 
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CHAPTER THREE : THE MEN WHO WENT A WAY TO THE WAR. 

On 16 October 1914 the Main Body of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force 

(N.Z.E.F.) sailed off to a war over ten thousand miles away.63 Eleven men from 

the Strath Taieri district were amongst the first troops who left amidst cheers from 

an admiring and supportive public. Of the'first eleven' only six would return. The 

initial desire of the first volunteers from the district to be a part of the Great 

Adventure was reflected in the enthusiastic following of the war's events by Dot's 

Little Folk. Just as the men must have been under public pressure to volunteer so 

the D.L.F. felt the need to assert their patriotism by declaring how many of their 

'loved ones' had joined up. DARKY DICK of Sutton wrote, 'Dear Dot, I have a 

brother who is going to the war with the Expeditionary Force. He is at Tahuna Park 

just now. Isn't the war dreadful ? I hope it does not last long. '64 Two other 

D.L.F. members from Sutton wrote that 'A lot of our boys have gone away from here 

to join the Expeditionary Force'.65 The majority of servicemen from the 

Middlemarch area joined the Otago regiments, the Mounted Rifles and Infantry, 

although some men who originally hailed from the district had since moved 

elsewhere and enlisted in other provincial recruiting areas. 

The national average of enlistments equalled 42% of males aged between 19 and 

45 years. Over 100,000 New Zealand servicemen served overseas during the First 

World War. Troops provided for service represented nearly 10% of the total 

63 C. Pugsley, Gallipoli, the New Zealand Story (Auckland 
Hodder & Stoughton,1984), p.61. 

64 Otago Witness 9 September 1914, p.71. 

6 5 Ibid . 1 6 Se pt ember 1 914 , p . 71. 
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population of New Zealand in 1914.66 Approximately 107 men enlisted to go to 

war from the Strath Taieri district. Servicemen from the area constituted 16.6% of 

the male population and 9.2% of the total population. About thirty men had 

volunteered for military service before conscription was introduced. 1916 was also 

the year in which the largest number of men enlisted, about 28 in total. 67 

By the end of 1915, voluntary recruitment was widely perceived as being unfair . 

Conscription was introduced through the Military Service Act passed in July 1916. 

Its immediate aim was to fill the ranks of the reinforcement drafts by establishing a 

reserve which included all men of military age. Otago, as a Provincial Recruiting 

district , had already experienced some difficulty in fulfilling its quota of men. 

Middlemarch was defined as a country district of the Dunedin Recruiting district. 

Military Service Boards were set up around the country in 1917 and conscription 

began to take effect. The Boards followed a fairly consistent pattern, each consisted 

of a magistrate as chairman, a farmer and a unionist or employer. The Government 

established the Boards in the hope that they would deal with appeals against military 

service on an individual basis and the process they were given considerable freedom 

to do so.68 

The Boards were faced with the problem of maintaining equality of sacrifice 

while they were also aware of the need to exempt some men. The five grounds for 

appeal were : ( 1) The appellant was not a member of the Reserve; (2) The appellant 

was not in the Division that had been called up; (3) Due to the appellant's occupation 

his calling up would be contrary to public interest; (4) Calling up the appellant would 

cause undue hardship to himself and others; (5) Religious objections which filled 

66 Olssen, E., 'New Zealand and the Great War', Research 
Paper, University of Otago, 1988, p.l. 

67 Nominal Rolls of the N.Z.E.F., Volumes 1-4 (Wellington 
Government Printer, 1917 - 1919). 

68 A. Duke, 'Military Service Boards in Otago', B.A.Hons. 
Working Paper, University of Otago, 1992. 
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certain criteria. Essential occupations included the mining, freezing works, farming, 

shearing, shipping, dairy and leather and boot industries.69 

One group which tended to receive little sympathy from the Boards were 

farmers. A great deal of concern was expressed over the issue of 'last man on the 

land'. Farmers eligible for military service who appealed had to prove themselves 

necessary to the continuation of the farm, that no one else capable of running the 

farm was available. Farmers had generally supported conscription as the fairest 

method of recruitment. The imposition of conscription in 1916 made little real 

difference to the direct involvement of the rural community of Middlemarch, 

although for families with a loved one overseas it might have been a comforting 

reinforcement of the notion of 'equality of sacrifice'. Farmers and farm workers 

continued to volunteer for military service throughout the war. 

Concern was also expressed over those men who had brothers on active service, 

especially where several had died. General public feeling towards 'equality of 

sacrifice' did not extend to all male members of a family being killed. Three 

families from the Strath Taieri altogether sent 12 sons to the war. The four sons of 

local run holder, A. Stewart, all survived the war. The Peat and Spratt families were 

not so fortunate. Arthur Peat was killed in action at Gallipoli. His brother John left 

for France .in September 1916, while Alex and David Peat departed for the front in 

1918. The Spratt family lost two sons within a year of each other. John Spratt was 

one of first men from the district to enlist and left with the Main Body in 1914. He 

was followed by his brothers Henry and James, who both joined the 17th 

Reinforcements and left New Zealand in September 1916. Henry was killed in 

October 1917 at Passchendaele, where the New Zealanders lost 95% of their strength. 

The last of the four brothers to reach the fighting was Thomas, who was killed in 

France a little over a year after his brother's death. News of his death did not reach 

· Middlemarch until after the armistice was announced. Although the fighting had 

ceased, the effects of the war remained far-reaching and shattering 

69 Ibid. 
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in their impact upon families like the Spratts. 

The casualty rate within the N.Z.E.F. reached 58% but only the death rate of 

Middlemarch servicemen can be accurately reported at 27 fatalities or 25 % of those 

men who fought. The N.Z.E.F. casualty rate meant that over half of the men who 

returned to New Zealand suffered from some sort of physical disability, ranging from 

a major disfigurement or loss of limbs to respiratory or skin problems caused by 

exposure to poison gas. 

Of the 107 Middlemarch servicemen, only four stated their wives as next of kin 

on their enlistment forms : Arthur Buckland, Hugh Dowie, Charles Rumble and 

Henry Tisdal!. Unless stated otherwise, the reµiaining men are assumed to have been 

single at their time of enlistment. Allan Cockerell, Dan Moriarty, August Inkster and 

George Fisher were promoted to the rank of Second-Lieutenant while Reg Bailey, 

Alex McClintock and Marty McGrath all held the rank of Sergeant. 

The majority of Middlemarch servicemen came from farming backgrounds. 23 

men cited their civilian occupation as farmers, while another 30 made up the seasonal 

labour force of the district with occupations such as shepherd, stockman, ploughman, 

rabbiter, shearer and general labourer. 2 transport workers, 4 railway workers and 

9 clerical workers were also amongst those local men to enlist. Others included 

professionals like, solicitor Alfred Irwin, and mining engineer Arthur Buckland. Men 

from the local service industry who enlisted, included : cheesemaker George 

Thomson, baker William Williams, blacksmith Marty McGrath, groom George 

Murphy, barman Victor O'Keefe, carpenter Alex Robertson, gardener Percy Walker 

and grocer Thomas Williams. The occupations of the remaining 29 men are 

unaccounted for. 

'I have a brother and five cousins at the front. They all went away with the 

Main Body ', wrote FOULA TA from Middlemarch after the landing of New 
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Zealanders at Gallipoli:7° With the Gallipoli campaign schoolboy dreams of 

adventure and glory soon disintegrated into the horrifying reality of boredom, fear 

and the constant presence of death. Disillusionment accompanied the monotonous 

struggle with the abhorrent physical conditions. The danger from gunfire was only 

one of several hazardous factors encountered. The men were continually battling 

against the heat and flies and lice, against the monotonous diet of bully beef and 

biscuits ( which men were known to break their teeth on), against dysentry , against 

the smell of latrines and the constant stench of fly-blown bodies, and against the 

futile waste of life. 71 In the end at Gallipoli there were 7 400 casualties out of 

8500 men who had fought. About twenty Middlemarch men left New Zealand in 

time to serve on Gallipoli. Four of them were killed, Reg Bailey, Arthur Peat, Victor 

O'Keefe, and George Murphy, all during the period of heavy fighting in August 

1915. 

The New Zealand survivors of Gallipoli had become cynical and critical of 

unthinking obedience, of the way in which lives were thrown away, and of the poor 

medical arrangements of the British army .72 The eight month long campaign at 

Gallipoli had seemed like a lifetime but the thirty-one month long campaign on the 

Western Front would seem like an eternity. On the Western Front war now came to 

mean stench, mud, slush, rats, and death on an enormous scale -not only dead men 

but an utterly dead landscape, a Wasteland. 

The terrain of the Central Otago countryside is known for its ruggedness. The 

Strath Taieri, with the exception of the plain,appears seemingly barren with the 

exception of schist rock formations (known as tors), and snow tussock. However, 

nothing could prepare the men from the Strath Taieri for the utter desolation created 

70 Otago Witness 23 June 1915, p.75. 

71 J. Phillips, A Man's Country? The Image of the Pakeha 
Male. A History. ( Auckland: Penguin, 1987), p.177. 

72 E. Olssen, in The People and the Land, p.325. 
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by the war that they were to encounter on the Western Front. John Elliot described 

his first experience of the front, 'At almost a definitely marked line the country 

ceased to be a country and became nothing but a jumbled ruin of broken trenches 

and shell holes, littered over with smashed barbed wire entanglements and 

wreckage ... '. 73 

During the course of the Great War 1914-1918, the men from Middlemarch 

proved themselves equal to the task ahead of them. The New Zealand Expeditionary 

Force was an army made up of civilians and although many of them had territorial 

experience very few of them were professional soldiers. Despite their amateur 

colonial status in the eyes of the British army the New Zealanders tackled the job at 

hand like true professionals. 

Awarded the Distinguished Service Order, and also Mentioned in Despatches, 

was A.R.Cockerell. Promoted to Second Lieutenant, Allan R. Cockerell was awarded 

the D.S.O. for 'conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty'. While endeavouring to 

fill a gap on his left flank during an attack, his platoon came under heavy fire from 

some pill boxes and an enemy trench. Finding himself alone, Cockerell went 

forward to a short line of trench in front of a pill box and called on the Germans to 

surrender. Almost forty filed out and made their way to the New Zealand lines. 

Cockerell then attacked the pillbox from the rear with rifle and bayonet and most of 

the garrison surrendered. Sending them on their way to the New Zealand li11es, he 

approached the second pillbox, and here was joined by Private G. Hampton, carrying 

a Lewis gun. Two officers and thirty men surrendered. So intensive had been the 

Gem1an fire on the Otago Battalion that the German troops had completely exhausted 

their ammunition. Cut off from his Company and with all his platoon casualties, he 

took command of a few men near him and held his position when the rest of the 

73 J.S. Elliot, 'My Military Career, 1917-1.919', p.222. 
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advance was held up because the wire had not been sufficiently destroyed to let the 

New Zealanders through.74 

Private Hamilton Melville, who left the district from Mt.Ross became a member 

of the famous 'Travis Gang' and was awarded both the Distinguished Conduct Medal 

and the Military Medal. Travis' 'Raiders' were a permanent patrol of six men, all 

volunteers hand-picked and trained by Dick Travis, who became famous with his 

legendary forays into no man's land (the area between the frontline trenches). The 

rapid change of personnel in this elite raiding party was determined by casualties. 

This small group of men led by Sergeant Travis carried out night patrols into No 

Man's Land in order to keep enemy positions under observation, securing prisoners 

for identification of enemy units in order to determine the enemy's strength. 

Authorities differ, but Travis' biographer, James Gasson, names the original members 

of the first patrol as consisting of Sergeants Travis and A.D. Swainson, Privates 

A.D.D. Clydesdale, R.V. Conway, H. Melville and N. Thomson.75 Corporal H.A. 

Ellis wrote in a 1919 review of patrol work that 'All these enterprises combined to 

make no man's land a part of our occupied country and ultimately we gained 

absolute supremacy there. We owned no man's land and it lost its meaning and 

terror' .76 

Private John E. James received his award for bravery on the field while under 

fire during the attack by the Third Otago Regiment on the Abraham Heights at 

Passchendale. Corporal James A. Kirkland, while serving at Armentieres in Belgium, 

was awarded the M.M. for capturing prisoners while engaged in scout and patrol 

work. George Fisher is -also mentioned in despatches in relation to service in the 

74 J. Gasson, Travis V.C. Man In No Man's Land (Wellington 
A.H. & A. w. Reed, 1966), p.88. 

75 Ibid. p. 6 4 . 

76 Ibid. p.63. 
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trenches at Armentieres. Later in the war the Otago Mounted Rifles and the Cycling 

Corps were the only New Zealand troops assisting the French in the second stages 

of the Battle of the Marne. It was during this campaign that James Kirkland gained 

his second distinction, when he was recommended for the Croix de Guerre.77 

Lance Corporal A.G.Peat, while a Lewis gunner of the Fourth Rifles, together 

with a companion, F.Prince, rendered particularly good service in the vicinity of 

Orsinval Road, by moving their gun to a flank and enfilading the enemy's advancing 

troops. ( In other words they used their own initiative and were particularly efficient 

at killing that day) The tem1s of the citation for the award of the M.M. to Corporal 

Stewart are not known; nor do we have particulars of the incidents which led to the 

mention in despatches of Second Lieutenants Inkster and Fisher.78 

The men of the N .Z.E.F. fought as civilians, who were committed to their 

democratic ways. They abandoned what they considered unnecessary, whether it was 

part of their uniform or the insignia of rank; they became averse to saluting and 'red 

tape'; and they developed their own criteria for deciding whether officers deserved 

respect by negotiating terms of authority and using their own judgment to assess 

orders. A surprising number of men, 'armed with democratic faith', kept diaries.79 

Private John S. Elliot was one such man. The journal he wrote during his 'military 

career', in the latter stages of the war, reveals a great deal about the experiences of 

a New Zealand soldier overseas. Elliot provides a delightful example of the men in 

his platoon and their attitude towards officers, who had yet to earn their respect. 

One of our platoon officers, who had earned for himself the title of 'Ned 

Kelly', on account of the light coloured riding breeches and flash top boots 

he always wore, sported a pack of beautiful appearance and rectangular 

regularity .... All officers below a Company Commander carried full equipment 

77 H.M. Thompson, p.185. 

78 Ibid. 

79 E. Olssen, 'New Zealand and the Great War', p .11. 
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and packs on a route march. This officer's pack was the envy and admiration 

of all the keen soldiers among the crowd, and the easy way he carried it and 

his upright military bearing was an example for all to behold. At one of the 

halts by the way he departed to converse with his fellow officers. Some of 

the fellows, of an inquiring or suspicious tum of mind, took advantage of his 

absence to open his pack, possibly to see how well it was made up.... They 

found its to contain - an empty box. The boys were equal to the occasion. 

The box was filled up with stones, and everything placed as it was left. At 

the last minute, as the whistle sounded for us to fall in again, 'Ned Kelly' 

returned and resumed his burden. Doubtless a feeling of surprise passed 

through his mind at the . considerable increase in weight, though he made no 

sign,· and for the rest of the march he carried a load a good deal heavier than 

the men.80 

Elliot was twenty years old when he entered camp in November 1917. He enlisted 

at Middlemarch and was passed as fit in Dunedin a few weeks later. His journey to 

Trentham military camp was his first experience of the North Island. Upon passing 

through the camp, the new draft were greeted by the camp band playing 'Pack up 

your troubles in your old kit bag', and what appeared to be half the troops of the 

place, who enquired, 'Are we downhearted?' The unanimous reply was a hearty 

'No', to which the answer was, 'Well then, you damn soon will be'. This was the 

usual procedure for welcoming in a new reinforcement. The draft from Wellington 

would come in one day, get settled and uniformed, and would be the loudest and 

most humorous in their greeting tci the draft from Otago a day later. 81 

It was in Egypt that Elliot saw his first aeroplane. Elliot took a keen interest 

. in everythi~g around him, the landscape and the people alike. Camped in the desert 

80 J.S. Elliot, pp.117-8. 

81 Ibid. p. 4 . 
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next to a draft of Australian troops, Elliot echoed the view shared by many New 

Zealanders concerning their 'cousins' across the Tasman. 

The Australians were mostly small of stature and youthful, many of them 

under twenty, a fair sample of Australia's voluntary reinforcements at this 

stage of the war. They proved on the average to be very decent fellows, 

companionable, and keen soldiers, though inclined to recklessness like many 

of their countrymen. 82 

Gallipoli had formed a bond of mutual respect between the Australian and New 

Zealand Army Corps (ANZACs), although distinctions were still maintained by 

Australians and New Zealanders alike. On 25th April 1918, Elliot noted in his diary 

that Anzac Day was observed as a holiday, and a special programme was arranged 

in its celebration, a parade and memorial service followed by a sports meeting in the 

afternoon.83 Elliot was glad to break camp and leave for England. 

Egypt proved itself to be a very unhealthy country, as far as we were 

concerned. During our short sojourn a large number of men had to be sent 

to hospital, and a few were so injured in health that they had to be sent home 

and discharged from the army .... Fortunately, we struck the place at one of 

the best seasons of the year, the early spring, but even so we found the 

climate very trying. 84 

Elliot does not refer to the nature of the illnesses which accounted for men being sent 

home, they could have been anything from enteric fever to venereal disease, which 

was prominent amongst the ranks of New Zealand soldiers. 

82 Ibid. p.49. 

83 Ibid. p. 6 0. 

84 Ibid. p. 62. 
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After two submarine attacks on their convoy, Elliot's troopship arrived safely 

in the south of France, where they travelled by train across country to the English 

Channel. There they boarded another boat and reached their final phase of military 

training atLarkhill Camp on the Salisbury plain. On the outskirts of the camp Elliot 

noted a German prisoner of war camp and recorded his impression of the enemy. 

Some of them were not bad looking fellows, though the majority were of the 

usual type, blonde, square headed, and sullen looking .... There is no doubt 

they were living the fat of the land, and some I have no doubt were receiving 

better treatment than they ever had before.85 

After being wounded in action at Bapaume, in October, Elliot's encounter with 'two 

decent Germans' altered his attitude towards the enemy somewhat. 

Some were mere boys, others were gray haired and evidently long past 

military age, numbers were spectacled, while nearly all looked half starved 

and miserable. A few were stony faced sullen looking brutes, such as I had 

supposed the typical German soldier to be, but the majority looked fairly 

human,· and appeared to be not ill pleased that they were captured, and away 

from the strain and danger of the trenches. The two Germans assisting me 

were evidently gentlemen and treated me with the utmost care and 

consideration .... 86 

Elliot, like many members of the N.Z.E.F., took advantage of any leave granted 

to him in order to sample the sights of Great Britain. Here was the opportunity to 

experience the Empire they had been taught about in the school journals and history 

books. Elliot visited a good, many of London's theatres and was impressed by the 

high class productions of grand opera, drama, musical comedy and revue as well as 

numerous music halls and cinema shows. He also visited art galleries and museums 

85 Ibid. p.84. 

86 Ibid. pp.268-9. 
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and viewed exhibitions ranging from naval photographs and Canadian war paintings 

to captured enemy aircraft. Cathedrals, castles and gardens were experienced to the 

full. The London Underground railway proved a novel experience and Elliot even 

noted the politeness of London bus conductors. Elliot seemed determined to soak up 

as much of the English and Scottish culture as he possibly could, Stonehenge and 

Madam Taussauds also featured on his list of sights seen. 

Elliot even took time out to inspect various British industries such as Redpath, 

Brown and Company's engineering works, the ironworks of David Colvin and Sons, 

Pascalls confectionary works, the printing works of the Glasgow Herald, the woollen 

industry at Lake and the meat market of London. 

I saw New Zealand lamb and mutton hanging on the stalls, and some of ti 

bore evidence of considerable deterioration, whether this was due to too long 

a period in cool store or mishandling since its arrival I could not ascertain, 

but I thought it a bad advertisement for the Dominion product to sell in its 

present state. 87 

Elliot appears to have been ahead of his time in his opinions on such matters as that 

mentioned .above. He was fascinated by the culture and scale of things in Britain, 

especially London, by the great buildings and the converging streams of traffic. 

Elliot was rather partial to wandering around the English _countryside when the 

opportunity presented itself. One Sunday afternoon Elliot set out from Sling Camp 

on one of his excursions. Elliot walked into a nearby town, with a fellow from the 

Auckland Battalion, where they hired a couple of bicycles. Going further than they 

intended, they ran into Salisbury, 17-18 miles from camp. A military policeman 

(M.P.) chased after them and arrested them for not having a pass. The fact that the 

M.P. put them into 'clink' for the night instead of letting them off with a warning, 

contributed to the ill-feeling demonstrated by regular troops towards those who threw 

87 Ibid. p. 319. 
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around their authority. Elliot's run in with military authority did not end there. Like 

many other New Zealand soldiers, Elliot experienced some difficulty in coming to 

terms with military authority and discipline on an individual level. Elliot's reaction 

to the bullying of the M.P. 'Ginger' is understandable on an individual level but the 

army had little tolerance for individuality . 

... he was a perfect specimen of the type, military policeman. In front of the 

Guardhouse he slated and bullied me in a most offensive manner for being 

late, ... I turned and walked away. By this time my spirit was so aroused 

That I could not obey his last order, which was utterly unreasonable 

considering I was so heavily cumbered. There is no doubt I was foolish, but 

I felt I could not be altogether downtrodden by the worm of a fellow. 

Despite his threats and repeated commands I continued to walk off the parade 

ground.88 

Elliot was given another seven days 'Confined to Barracks' as punishment for his 

disobedience and was careful to obtain a pass the next time he ventured out from 

camp. 

Towards the end of the war, cracks began to appear in the maintenance of 

discipline within the ranks. They had completed the 'job at hand' and the New 

Zealand troops were eager to return home. During the war they had submitted to 

army discipline but with the cessation of hostilities they began to object to the rules 

which bound them. This rebellious spirit resulted in a riot at Sling Camp in 1919. 

Elliot recorded a similar incident on board the troopship· home, where the soldiers 

clashed with certain officers over the disputed fairness of the gambling game, 'two

up'. The officers decided to put a stop to the gambling as men were losing their 

entire pay packet. The 'two-up' leaders were arrested. the men considered this an 

infringement of their liberties and voiced their objection loudly. Elliot wrote of, 

88 Ibid. p.183. 
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the peculiar psychology about crowds when they have a grievance, however 

slight or fancied it might be... Especially so is it in a crowd of soldiers, 

usually held down under an iron discipline. New Zealanders are a free and 

independent lot of fellows, resentful of formalities and any infringement of 

what they consider their rights. 89 

The returned soldiers arrived home to New Zealand to the cheering of large 

crowds and ticker tape parades. Treated as heroes, they returned home convinced of 

New Zealand's superiority as a nation. Their reputation as fighting men proved how 

successful New Zealand had been at producing a strong and vigorous race. the 

returning soldiers wanted things in New Zealand to remain the same. They wanted 

to put the horrors of the war behind them and 'get on with the job at hand'. Rather 

than openly examine the wounds of war and deal with personal grief, the returned 

soldiers were encouraged to forget the experience altogether. New Zealanders were 

war weary. they acknowledged the debt owed to these men for the sacrifices they 

had made by pouring their money into war memorials and receptions. Middlemarch 

had been planning their war memorial since 1916. 

By the end of the war it appeared that no one could claim to not knowing 

someone who had been away to the war. DOTTERELL of Middlernarch seems to 

have had an enormous number of relatives at the front : 

... I have a cousin who enlisted at the age of seventeen, passed, and has just 

turned nineteen now. He was wounded a little while ago. He has another 

brother away to the front, and one returned (an Anzac). Another brother is 

in Tirnaru, in the Post Office; but he is too young to go to the war. My only 

uncle of military age went to the front over a year ago; but he has been in the 

hospital in England all last winter with trench fever. My cousin's husband, 

89 Ibid.,vol.2, p.38. 
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who left for the front over three years ago as lieutenant, has risen to the rank 

of major and was mentioned in despatches some little while back .... 90 

MILKMAID II of Middlemarch wrote, 'Since I last wrote another brother of mine has 

left for war. I have two there now. My first brother went with the 9th 

Reinforcements. He is still going strong and has not had a scratch.' 91 

Few men came through the war unscathed, whether physically or psychologically. 

90 Otago Witness 20 March 1918, p.61. 

91 Ibid. 4 September 1918, p.56. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 1918: "THE BEGINNING OF THE END" 

For four weary years - years full of sorrow and suffering - have we met 

under war's grim shadow. Each year all have hoped that the succeeding year 

might bring peace - so that our armies might lay down their arms and return 

once more to their homes. Day after day the papers have enumerated the toll 

of brave and noble lives heroically sacrificed for our honour ... , it would seem 

that at last fate has turned the balance in our favour, and we are approaching 

what one might term "the beginning of the end". 

DOT. 92 

'Christmas was very quiet this year up this way. There were sports on New 

Years Day and a fair crowd came up by the morning train, and went back by the 

5.30 train', reported FOULATA'S MATE from Sutton.93 The Strath Taieri 

Caledonian Society's Sports Day was one of the highlights of the community's social 

calendar. The railway brought with it increased patronage and Middlemarch became 

a regular holiday destination for town dwellers. The special train from Dunedin on 

sports day brought large crowds of holiday-makers and competitors for the sports, 

including pipers and dancers. It was a common sight to see three or four hundred 

passengers alight at Middlemarch. 94 

After the harvesting season another popular event took place in the form of the 

Strath Taieri Agricultural and Pastoral Show in April. DAIRY MAID wrote of 

winning a first prize for a heifer. Photographs of the Show in the Witness on 10 

April 1918 included one of 'Mr T. Spratt with his son, who has just returned from 

92 Otago Witness 6 October 1918,p.56. 

93 Ibid. 23 January 1918, p.63. 

94 H~M. Thompson,East of the Rock and Pillar p.170. 
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the war' .95 Increasing numbers of soldiers were returning from the fighting. 

While send-offs continued well into the year, more and more receptions for returned 

soldiers took place. Hand in hand with the increasing number of returned soldiers 

were the increasing number of those killed. 

The strains of four years of war were beginning to show "We have not heard 

from my uncle at the war for quite a long time", wrote LITTLE MAID 

MARIGOLD.96 Patriotism, rather than waning, remained strong in the district. 

Patriotic send-offs continued well into the year. 'There is to be a send-off here for 

nine of our boys who are coming down on final leave. There are a number of boys 

away from Middlemarch'.97 Another patriotic concert was held on 16 May to raise 

funds and two months later the 8th Patriotic Hare Drive took place. These hare drives 

served a double purpose, as the money raised was in aid of the war effort while at 

the same time a practical and necessary eradication was being carried out. 'Rabbits 

seem to be very plentiful up here, and the rabbiters send rabbits away every day', 

wrote IRIS of Sutton.98 KING OF HEARTS, also from Sutton, wrote, 'I am 

trapping just now, and I skin my rabbits. My father and I have 900 rabbit skins' .99 

The year 1918 brought with it the threat of flood followed by drought and 

June\July saw a huge dumping of snow which isolated the community as the roads 

were temporarily blocked and telephone communication with Dunedin was 

interrupted. The situation in Ireland and the Russian Revolution were very much 

under discussioI) in the Witness. August was an important month in Middlemarch. 

A notice concerning the "subdivision of Gladbrook Estate appeared in the Witness. 

648 acres constituted seven dairy farms for discharged soldiers and applications were 

opened. 

95 Otago Witness 10 April 1918, p.34. 

96 Ibid. 8 May 1918, p.56. 

97 Ibid. 3 April 1918, p.56. 

98 Ibid. 6 March 1918, p.57. 

99 Ibid. 20 March 1918, p. 62. 
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August also witnessed a Resolution prepared by the community in connection 

with the fourth anniversary of the declaration of war with Germany. A further 

resolution was also carried to the effect that the meeting conducted in the 

Presbyterian church approved of the attitude adopted by the colonial statesmen now 

in England regarding the disposal of the former German colonies. A further meeting 

was held for the same purpose in the Agricultural Hall. During the evening the 

National Anthem and the Battle Hymn of the American Republic were sung by the 

audience. 100 The same issue of the Witness reported the death of Lieutenant Dan 

Moriarty, killed in action at Bapaume.101 'In Memoriams' were becoming a regular 

occurrence and a constant reminder of the losses created by war. 'In Memoriams' 

dedicated to Reginald Bailey and Alex Robertson were included in this issue of the 

Witness as well. In that same month news reached Middlemarch that one of 'their 

boys', Private H. Melville had been awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal. At 

the A.G.M. of the · Strath Taieri Farewell and Reception Association held in 

conjunction with a public farewell to Lance-Corporal E. Carter, the decision was 

made to defer all receptions until the close of the war, leaving the Association free 

to act when it felt it necessary. 

'All the young fellows had a football match in the af temoon, and I am sure they 

all enjoyed it. There has not been a football match here for quite a long time now, 

as most of the young fellows are going away to fight, wrote DAIRYMAID.102 

There was .an awareness within the community that the numbers of young men had 

dropped significantly with the war effort but the 'missing faces' were most noticeable 

at social functions, cricket and rugby matches simply did not occur because of the 

shortage of men. The farms, businesses and the community in general continued to 

be run by the older generation of men in the district. This was not unusual in any 

way but it detracted from the impact of the lack of younger men in the community. 

100 Ibid . 14 August 1 91 8 , p . 7 . 

101 Ibid. p.29. 

102 Ibid. p.56. 
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CAPTAIN MOSS wrote to Dot in September and reported that 'The returned 

soldiers are busy on their new farms on Gladbrook Settlement'. 103 The New -

Zealand Government regarded further land settlement as the perfect solution to the 

question of absorbing the returned soldiers into civilian life. The Discharged Soldiers 

Settlement Act was passed quickly and easily in 1915, only months after the Main 

Body of men had left New Zealand. Bill Massey, the Minister of Lands, intended 

the Settlement Act to provide for two classes of soldiers : those who returned in good 

health, and those who were partly disabled but fit enough to take up light farm work. 

It was envisaged that settlement would be on Crown land and on estates purchased 

by the Government under the Land for Settlements Act of 1908.104 Government 

opinion seemed to regard it as sufficient merely to place a man on the land in order 

to help him to make a good living. The key to success, it was claimed in The 

Soldiers' Guide, given to all soldiers when they returned to New Zealand, lay in 

energy and perseverance. To be successful at fam1ing, however, they would also 

need to be in good health and have some experience of farming. Even then, returned 

soldiers who had borrowed against inflated land values would suffer when 

commodity prices fell. 105 

Land for the Strath Taieri soldiers settlement was purchased from Messrs 

Murray, Roberts and Company at 61,519 for 5,273 acres in June, 1917. The 

Gladbrook estate was on a flat area of land and was subdivided into 44 sections with 

6 runs on Crown land. The land was classed as A grade quality and considered 

suitable for dairying and mixed farming. It was opened up for selection in August 

1918. Selection of ex-servicemen was by ballot but because of the continuation of 

the war the land was balloted twice, in 1918 and the rest in 1919. Those who were 

successful in 1918, acquired land under renewable lease. For those successful in 

103 Ibid. 11 September 1918, p.56. 

104 J.M. Powell, "Soldier Settlement in New Zealand, 1915-
1923." 

Australian Geographical Studies vol.9 (1971) : p.145. 

105 E. Olssen, in The People and the Land, p.335. 
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1919, the condition of purchase was under Special Tenure lease, which suggested that 

this second group of settlers contained a number of men with health problems as a 

result of the war. Out of 28 successful applicants in this group, 19 cited health 

problems ranging from deafness and chest trouble to a slightly stiff arm or lameness 

in wet weather. 106 

Twenty-five boys from Middlemarch have been killed, so the district has 

suffered heavily. There is to be a memorial service on Sunday, the third, for 

six boys who have lately made the supreme sacrifice. There are hardly any 

men left now, except the young boys, but I suppose it is the same everywhere 

else. The returned soldiers on the Gladbrook Settlement are all very busy 

working on their new farms. Some of them come to the factory with their 

milk, and there are some who separate also, wrote DAIRYMAID. 107 

According to the local history East of the Rock and Pillar ,about thirty returned 

soldiers were settled at Strath Taieri on holdings varying from 67 to 147 acres. 

However, a long essay by S. Ojinmah written in 1987 recorded the smallest area on 

the Gladbrook estate as being 2 acres 3 rood and 16 perches while the biggest was 

235 acres 3 rood and 4 perches.108 Like many other estates in New Zealand, 

Gladbrook had not been evenly subdivided. Some of the holdings were ridiculous~y 

small while others were quite substantial in comparison. 

The close proximity of the railway line, good access roads and a butter factory 

proved advantageous to the settlers on Gladbrook estate, especially those who had 

taken up dairying. Over half of the settlers were married and from rural areas. 

Three of the settlers were originally from the Strath Taieri area. Practically all those 

who took up land in 1918 and 1919 were experienced in some form of farming. 

106 Otago Land Board Records. 

107 Otago Witness 13 November 1918, p.57. 

108 S. Oj inmah~ 
Long Essay, 

'Land Settlement for Soldiers : 1918-1922', 
University of Otago, 1987, p.21. 
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Many of the settlers had substantial capital of their own which ranged from 700 

pounds to 60 pounds with a few farm implements and some livestock.109 Local 

residents helped the settlers out with advice and practical help as indicated by 

CAPTAIN MOSS, who continued in his agricultural reports, 'Dear Dot, I am not at 

school today, as it is snowing. About twenty teams were ploughing on Gladbrook 

this month for the soldiers. There are. a lot of wee lambs on the farm now. I was 

out rabbiting at the Dough boy Creek on Saturday, and I got ten rabbits' .110 

Many of the settlers had already experienced difficulties prior to the depression 

of 1920-23.m In an attempt to help the settlers succeed, the Government reduced 

the rents to about half the original assessment. The depression generally had a 

disastrous effect on the settlers who had not had time enough to become properly 

established and some settlers did sell up or walk off the land. In contrast, many of 

those who applied for revaluation and remission of rent were mostly those with 

substantial holdings. During the same period, three of the settlers had acquired 

freehold of their land. 112 A study of the Otago Land Board records indicated that 

those soldier settlers who stayed on the land from 1920 onwards all succeeded in 

overcoming the difficulties of the depression. 113 

There was a picnic here on Thursday in honour of "Peace". I was there, and 

enjoyed myself immensely, wrote LITTLE MAID MARIGOLD of Sutton. 114 

109 Otago Land Board Records. 

110 Otago Witness 25 September 1918, p. 63 . 

. lll Minutes, Otago Land Board. 

112 Land for Settlement Account Book. 

l13 Minutes, Otago Land Board. 

l14 Otago Witness 27 November 1918, p. 56. 
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A HEART OF GOLD wrote, 'The day Germany gave in the school children had a 

procession round the town. Some of us got kerosene tins, and we made a loud noise 

with them. We also hoisted the school flag. 115 

November ushered in peace. In the first week of November the Kaiser abdicated 

and a formal surrender by Germany appeared to be only a matter of time. Unable 

to contain their excitement, the people of Middlemarch could not wait to celebrate. 

On Friday,8 November, flags went up everywhere, bells were rung, shops closed and 

children hurried from school eager to begin the half-day holiday in honour of the 

ensuing peace. A procession through the streets was led to the Hall by the , where 

a round of speeches were followed by a thanksgiving service. That night a bonfire 

blazed on Garthmyl Hill. Dunedin City held its celebrations in response to the actual 

signing of the armistice on the following Tuesday. Middlemarch kept the momentum 

going with a repetition of the previous week's doings.· The armistice brought an end 

to the fighting but it would be some time before the end of the war reached 

Middlemarch. News of the deaths of Rifleman Thomas A.Spratt and Private 

Johnathon Keast did not reach the district until well after the armistice was declared. 

Alex Campbell, who worked for the Taieri County as a surf aceman, planted a 

single radiata pine seedling, his own memorial tribute to the peace, on what was to 

become known as Armistice or One Tree Hill. The hill is a relative of the volcano 

which created the Dunedin hills 10 to 13 million years ago. Noted for its symmetry 

the hill forms a perfect cone shape and is built of relatively soft rock, moulded by 

years of rain and wind. The Armistice tree has taken root despite the inhospitable 

nature of the rocky and windswept terrain. 

The war was finally over but peace celebrations were cut short by a different 

sort of crisis, one much closer to home. 

li5 Ibid. 11 December 1918, p.56. 
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There was a picnic held in Gladbrook paddock to celebrate peace, and a fancy 

dress ball was to be held at night, but because of the influenza it was 

postponed. The weather here the last week has been very wet. We were 

very glad when we learned peace had come, and flags were hoisted .... The 

school here is closed at present on account of the influenza. 

The influenza that is going around at present is terrible, and I think it will kill 

more people than the war- that is, if it keeps on much longer. All of us have 

escaped the influenza so far, wrote SEABREEZE of Middlemarch in 

December.116 

No other event had killed so many New Zealanders in such a short space of time. 

The Great War had claimed the lives of 16,688 New Zealand soldiers over a four 

year period but the Influenza epidemic killed nearly half that number of civilians in 

less than two months. This strain of influenza was noted for its exceptional severity, 

the sudden onset of illness and the gruesome fact that many victims' bodies turned 

black after death. It struck with especially fatal results among young adults aged 25-

45, and had a greater susceptibility of males than females. 117 BELSHAZZAR of 

Ngapuna reported to Dot that there were a few cases of influenza in Middlemarch, 

but they were not serious. 118 

Rural deaths accounted for scarcely one fifth of the total. Taieri County 

recorded 10 European deaths out of a population of 5,662 ; a death rate of 1.7 per 

1,000. By mid-December, Middlemarch had reported 60 cases of 'flu', with only one 

or two cases considered serious. The Middlemarch correspondent for the Witness 

telephoned the paper to express the anxiety felt concerning the health of a well 

known resident, Thomas Davie, Sunday school secretary and choir member, who was 

116 Ibid. 

117 G. Rice, Black November. The 1918 Influenza Epidemic in 
New Zealand (Wellington : Allen & Unwin, 1988), p.1. 

118 Otago Witness 4 December'l918, p.57. 
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one of those considered seriously ill with influenza. The next issue of the Witness 

reported the death of Thomas Thomson Davie, on 9 December, at his mother's 

residence at Middlemarch, aged 31 years. 

The Influenza epidemic proved a severe test of the town's social cohesion and 

capacity for organisation. Armistice celebrations were cancelled, schools were closed 

and church services were suspended. Dr Roberts was kept very busy, as was Police 

Sergeant McDonald, who came up from Dunedin to assist in U?,aintaining order and 

the relief effort. Patriotic societies and Red Cross groups, previously geared towards 

the war effort, immediately turned their attention to the epidemic. A local committee 

was formed and the following ladies instituted a soup kitchen and also personally 

attended to various sufferers from the 'flu': Mesdames McKinnon, Horn, W. Elliott, 

Wilson, Turnbull, J. Matheson, Thompson, J. Beattie, Mowat. Adjutants Wilson and 
l 

Whittaker from the Salvation Army also assisted, while a group of local car owners 

placed their cars and their services at the disposal of the local committee. 

By the third week of December, 1918, the Witness reported that the epidemic 

in Middlemarch had apparently run its course in the district. 'Owing to the strenuous 

efforts of many willing helpers, the ravages of the disease were quickly checked, and 

the residents can congratulate themselves on escaping so lightly' .119 Middlemarch 

residents could also attribute their 'escaping so lightly' to the use of two relatively 

modem innovations, the telephone and the motor car. Both of these enabled 

residents to react promptly to the crisis. Middlemarch, like many other rural districts, 

realised that they could no longer: rely on distant base hospitals, but needed a hospital 

of their own. Three years later, the 'Louisa Roberts' hospital at Middlemarch was 

opened by Sir John Roberts, K.C.M.G.. A tangible legacy of the 1918 'flu 

epidemic', this cottage hospital consisted of a large house with two wings, which had 

been fitted up with two maternity wards, two emergency wards, two spare rooms, am 

119 Ibid. 18 December 1918, p.21. 
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operating theatre, sterilising room, dispensary, patients' bathroom, superintendent's 

rooms, a sun porch, matron's rooms, dining room and kitchen. 120 

The people of Middlemarch and the outlying district were fortunate in that the 

influenza epidemic did not exact a greater death toll. Four years of community 

organisation aimed towards the war effort placed them in a strong position to respond 

to the crisis at home. For many people, memories of the War and the Flu would 

remain vivid but life continued to go on in much the same way as usual. This was 

aptly illustrated by CAPTAIN MOSS, who wrote to DOT again in December, 

'I have just recovered from an attack of influenza', and then continued on with his 

usual agricultural update for Dot, 'Shearing is supposed to start to-morrow, but I 

don't think it will as it has been raining ... '. 121 

120 H.M. Thompson, p.167. 

121 Otago Witness 18 December 1918, p.61. 
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CHAPTER FIVE : CONCLUSION. 

THE AFTERMATH 

The aftermath is an agricultural term, it has a precise meaning -the aftermath is 

the second crop of grass which appears after the mowing of the first. The aftermath 

of war should, correctly be another war. But the conventional aftermath is the 

struggle to set straight that which is awry : the taking of stock, the counting of the 

living and the dead, the apportioning of the blame, the extraction of penalties by the 

victors, and the writing of history. 

Little had changed to affect the structure of the Middlemarch community. 

Already a hive of activity before the war, Middlemarch and its residents simply 

adapted themselves to any inconveniences brought on by the onset of war. The war 

became a part of everyday life, patriotism for the Empire thrived in the prosperity 

brought about by good land and produce prices. 

Soldiers returned to the district eager to reach a safe haven from the mad world 

outside. Middlemarch, like most of New Zealand became steeped in conservative 

bliss, determined for life to experience little in the way of change. Returned 

servicemen were probably relieved to see that little had changed over the years, after 

their first hand experience of the horrors of war. Local resident, Jack James, claimed 

that he knew nothing had changed in Middlemarch when he returned after two years 

at the war to find the same local labourer digging the very same ditch he had been 

digging the day James· left the district to board his troopship. 

The people of Middlemarch were very much aware of the debt they owed to the 

men, who had sacrificed their lives and their democratic rights to the war effort of 

the Dominion. Conscription, introduced in 1916, was intended to achieve 'equality 

os sacrifice' to appease those with relatives at the Front, while other eligible men 

remained behind in safety. Mass conscription and 'equality of sacrifice' implied that 

risking men's lives and at the same time depriving them of their democratic rights 
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could only be justified if they were guaranteed the subsequent support of the state. 

As well as pouring money into the erection of an elaborate war memorial, a 

monument of Kokonga stone, with a Roll Of Honour inscribed in gold lettering on 

red granite, the local community offered practical assistance to the returned soldiers 

on the Gladbrook Settlement. To their credit, Middlemarch residents included the 

names of all those from the district who had se~ed, rather than restricting the 

memorial to the dead, they acknowledged their living heroes as well. 

The Gladbrook estate as a soldier settlement proved relatively successful, 

contrary to the general assumption that the land settlement scheme was a failure. 

This success lay in the fact that the settlement was accessible by road and close to 

Middlemarch. Local residents contributed to the success by sharing their knowledge 

of the area and by providing practical assistance , such as ploughing the fields and 

helping at harvest time. Nearly all of the settlers were experienced in some form of 

farming and many of them held sufficient capital with which they could supplement 

the money advanced by the Government. Rangers and supervisors paid regular visits 

to the estate unlike some of the more isolated soldier settlements in New Zealand. 

The quality of the land, the proximity of the railway line and butter factory, all 

played significant roles in the success of the local settlement. 

Statistically, the number of men from the district who were killed during the First 

World War, scarcely made an impact on the community, constituting less than 3% 

of the Total population. Another factor in the limited nature of the impact of 27 

deaths in the community was the fact that roughly the same number of returned 

servicemen had moved into the area by the end of 1918, forming the second crop of 

grass after the first had been mown down. 

The Influenza Epidemic also detracted from the impact of the war. This crisis 

. occurred much closer to home and affected more people at close range. Because the 

community were well organised concerning the war effort, they were in a strong 

position to respond to the epidemic quickly and effectively. 
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It is from the perspective of individuals and families closely touched by death, 

that the war made its greatest impact in Middlemarch. There were faces missing 

from their lives. This left a deep and lasting impression and for some it meant 

decisive and permanent change. 
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APPENDIX 

ROLL OF HONOUR : 

Allen,R.F *Harris,L.J. Morton,J. 

Andrews,A. Harris,W. *Moynihan,M.A. 

Atkinson,A. Hastie,W. *Murphy,G. 

Bailey,J. lnkster,A.E. *Niven,H.J. 

*Bailey,R.H. Irwin,E. *O'Keefe,V. 

*Beattie,J. James,J. Paterson,C.N. 

Brooks,T. *Jefferies,J. *Peat,A.C. 

Buckland,A.C. Johnson,S. Peat,A.G. 

*B umes,J .A. Jones,H.S. Peat,D.A. 

Burns,J.W. Jones,K. Peat,J.A. 

*Bumet,T.L. *Keast,J. Ped of sky ,A. 

Cameron,J. Kelly,J.J. Pedofsky ,F. 

Campbell,M. Kennedy,W. Pickard,F .J. 

Campbell,R. Kirkland,J .A. *Pottinger,J. 

Carter,E. * McClintock,A.L. Pryde,E.G. 

l Clarke,J. W. McClintock,T. Renwick,G. 

I 
Cockerell,A.R. *MacDougall,N.S. *Robertson,A. G. 

*Cockerell,J. McGrath,M. Robertson,H. 

1 Cockerill,D .B. Mclntyre,J. *Robertson,L. 
I 

Cooper,G. McKay,H.S. Rumble,C. 

Davidson,H.T. McKenzie,D.S. Rush,J. 

Davidson,W.J. McKinnon,A.D. Savigny,P. 

Dickie,J. McLaughlin,P. Scott,H.W. 

Dowie,H. McLean,A. *Scott,W. 

Elliot,J.S. McManus,J. *Scoular,A. 

Elliott,G. *McMillan,H. Shea,V. 

Fisher,C. McRae,D. *Spratt,H. 

Fisher,G.M. Matheson,A. Spratt,J.A. 

Fisher,W.J. Melville,H. Spratt,J.R. 

Fraser,T. *Moriarity,D.M. *Spratt,T.A. 

Gordon,J. Morris,J. Stewart,A.T. 

Hall,W. *Morrison, W. Stewart,C.T. 
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Stewart,D. 

*Stewart,J. 

Tennet,M. 

Thomson,G. 

Thomson,L. U. 

Tisdall,H. 

Turvey,L. 

Walker,P. 

*Williams,T.J. 

Williams, W. S. 

Wilson, N. 
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(* indicates those who died during the Great War) 
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