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The Otago Benevolent Institution: in Dunedin the symbol of loss 
of respectability and a 'pauperised' old age. 
Alexander Turnbull Library 

Chapter 2 

CHARITABLE AID - THE 
LEGISLATIVE 
FRAMEWORK 

The 1885 Hospitals and Charitable Institutions Act ,:vas a land
mark in our welfare history. It established a national system of 
hospitals and charitable relief under the jurisdiction of specialJy 
constituted local boards. These boards remained in modified form 
to the 1980s, outliving che voluntary and locally rated revenues 
which 100 years ago were the main justification for their existence. 
The Act confirmed that responsibility for the sick and the poor 
was a charge upon all parts of the country and all sections of che 
community. It may stand alongside the 1898 Old-age Pensions 
Act as New Zealand's most significant welfare legislation before 
1938. lt was an unusual example of a measure touching the utterly 
destitute, at a time when social policies were less equivocally 
ctirected at those better able to help themselves. 1 

At the same time, we must be wary when talking in terms of 
legislative 'landmarks'. Ln this case, hospitals had been established 
and charitable aid dispersed well before 1885, and thciI day-ro-d:iy 
management did not immediately change. More generally, we 
must question the effect of legislation - whether its administration 
bears out political incenrions. If the force of a statute depends 
upon the clarity of its sponsors' inrenrions, and upon the means co 
enforce those intentions, then the 1885 Act lost our on both 
counts. This was particularly the case where its details touched 
upon charitable aid. Although this side of hospital board activity 
has long since contracted, some of the issues rehearsed in 1885 
remain contentious. Still exercising policy-makers are such ques
tions as the number and size of health districts, the direction and 
extent of health and welfare funding, rhe accountability of local 
bodies and 'community' groups funded in part, at least, from 
central government revenues, and the interaction between health 
issues and other indicators of social wellbeing. 

The failure of earlier attempts to resolve the difficulties surround
ing hospitals and charitable aid made parliamentarians more than 
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usually amenable to a bill introduced by the Stout-Vogel Govern
ment in 1885. The debate whjch followed was lengthy, but 
limited in scope. Some politicians, especially the legislative coun
cillors, were concerned about 'pauperism' in New Zealand and 
had obviously read up on charitable responses in England and 
Europe, but for the most part attention focussed on issues of 
finance and administrative detail. Political power in 1885 was still 
narrowly based, and those addressing the debate did so as men 
distanced from the sick and able-bodied poor (thou&h a few, like 
Vogel, had contact with local benevolent societies).- It would be 
wrong to see these male legislators acting as a coherent elite, 
however, since most spoke with an eye to the advantages and 
disadvantages of the measure for their different localities. Taken at 
face value, the debate revealed more about town/country rivalries 
and local self-interest than about the nature and extent of desti
tution in New Zealand, or about dass tensions in the 1880s. 
Female poverty gained scarcely a mention. As a contemporary 
complained, 'the Bill provided a machinery, but was utterly 
devoid of a principle'. It was felt, he added, that pauperism had 
been given a legalised recognition, 'and that a law for the Relief of 
the Poor of the Colony had been enacted, with a rashness, a levity 
and a want of deliberation which were in high degree discreditable 
to the Government and the Legislature'.3 

If politicians seemed excessively immersed in the minutiae of 
the Bill and unable to identify principles, it was little wonder. 
They were faced with a measure of mind-boggling complexity, au 
attempt to satisfy at one and the same time the proponents of 
voluntary charity, of a poor law system, of state funding, and of 
local independence. It is worth rehearsing some of the Bill's 
complexities, for these were ultimately reflected in the daily 
administration of charitable aid in New Zealand. 

The derail of the 1885 Bill proposed twelve hospital and chari
table aid districts coterminous with existing education districts. 
The Government no longer had hopes of making borough and 
county councils responsible for hospitals and charitable aid and 
instead proposed ad hoe boards; as a result New Zealand's terri
torial local bodies did not assume a significant welfare role until 
very recent times. However, for each hospital and charitable aid 
district a board would be established, consisting of the mayors of 
boroughs, the chairmen of county councils, .and a number of 
other persons nominated by these bodies. Boards, in other words, 
would not be popularly elected on either a parliamentary or a 
ratepayer franchise. This was but one of the many points of 
conflict built into the Bill from the very start. 4 
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The boards would rake control of existing hospitals and 
charitable institutions in their districts and would ensure that they 
were provided with sufficient funds for their management. Of 
course, funding was the critical concern, and each board would 
derive its funds from four main sources: rents and profits of land 
and endowments vested in it; voluntary contributions, including 
donations and bequests; grants made by local bodies (for which 
they could strike a rate but were not compelled to do so); and 
subsidies from the Consolidated Fund. 5 All this seemed relatively 
dear, though in practice the last two sources were the most 
crucial. 

Superimposed upon this pattern of district boards with multiple 
sources of funding was a feature which would prove the system's 
least successful and most complex element. This was the provision 
for 'separate institutions'. Existing hospitals and charitable insti
tutions which did not wish to come under the control of a district 
board could petition for incorporation as separate institutions, 
provided they attached co the petition the names of noc less than 
100 persons pledged to contribute £100 to the institution in yearly 
sums of not less than Ss. The separate institutions we.re not to be 
wholly self-sufficient, however. As well as deriving their funds 
from voluntary contributions and rents and endowments of land 
they might own, they could claim additional grants from the 
district boards and subsidies from government. 

The point of the provision for separate institutions was to 
encourage voluntary welfare activity and to assure viable voluntary 
institutions of continued autonomy. It was custom-made for 
bodies such as the Otago Benevolent Institution, which would 
retajn their virtual independence while continuing to draw upon 
public funds. It had distinct parallels with the Scottish Poor Law 
of 1846, which also attempted to make provision for voluntary 
charity, and which left some discretion as to the striking of a poor 
rate. In practice, separate instinitions caused much resentment, 
failed to maintain their voluntary funding, and added enormously 
to admjnistrative complexity. 

Right from its introduction the Hospitals and Charitable Insti
tutions Bill had these contradictory elements, but two major 
changes made during its passage refined them to a nicety. The 
first involved an increase in the government subsidy on voluntary 
and local body contributions from 10 shillings in the pound ro a 
pound for pound subsidy, thereby doubling the Government's 
financial commitment. More important was an increase in the 
number of proposed boards, from twelve to twenty-eight. This 
was the result of strong parochial fedings about hospitals, in 
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particular, as each locality sought direct control over its own 
institution. It was by no means the last time that parochialism 
would prevail over efficiency in deciding the size of hospital 
districts - the debate over this is still with us. In 1885 Stout, the 
Premier, readily admitted that he saw no harm in subdividing 
districts for hospital purposes. 6 The problem was that district 
boards were intended to manage charitable aid as well as hospitals, 
and the Government thought that large districts incorporating 
both rural and urban districts were essential to a fair and effective 
administration of charitable aid. Since the poor usually gravitated 
towards urban areas, any close subdivision of districts could leave 
towns heavily committed to•supporting the poor, while relatively 
self-contained rural districts would escape lightly. 

The Government's solution was to reunite a number of districts 
soldy for the purpose of administering charitable aid. Thus, 
the North Auckland district was combined with Auckland, 
Coromandel with Thames, and Wellington with Wairarapa, for 
example. A number of districts were not united in this way, 
among them Taranaki and South Canterbury, and they retained 
the same boundaries for the administration of hospitals and chari
table aid. In effect, three types of board came into operation -
district boards with responsibility for hospitals (lt1d charitable aid, 
district boards with hospital responsibilities only, and united 
boards which managed charitable aid only. And, as noted above, 
any board might be called upon to finance separate institutions 
which functioned within its boundaries. Bewildering enough on 
paper, such arrangements were to demonstrate their full com
plexity in the first few months of the Act's operation. 

There were clearly enough anomalies and stresses in the Hospi
tals and Charitable Institutions Act co prompt a number of 
reforming bills over subsequent years. Mose of these stresses were 
.isolated during the 1 885 debate and were later accentuated by a 
lack of goodwill toward the Act from associated local bodies. The 
first and most fundamental complications arose from the town/ 
country rivalries which almost invariably accompanied politics at 
the time. Matters of dispute centred on the number and size of 
districts as rural areas continually sought separation from urban. 
The method of local rating for hospitals and charitable aid also 
became an issue, rural districts arguing for a rate based upon 
income or population rather than rateable land valuation alone. A 
second major point of tension was the funding of hospitals and 
charitable aid as voluntary contributions fel l  away and the govern
ment input rose. Here the role of separate institutions was a 
particular embarrassment since these bodies, nearly all of them 
urban-based, drew heavily, and with seeming impunity, upon 
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public funds. Third, a so-called 'settlement' clause in the Act 
enabled the boards to claim from one another the cost of relief and 
treatment given to persons from outside their district, providing 
those persons had resided in the previous district 'at least six 
months next' before receiving relief. 7 This clause aimed at lifting 
some of the financial burden of charitable aid from districts well 
endowed with institutions. It was influenced by, but more flexible 
than, the English Poor Law idea of settlement (which laid empha
sis on a settlement determined by place of birth) . Nonetheless, the 
imprecision of the New Zealand clause and the geographical 
mobility of the colonial population caused persistent and futile 
litigation between boards well into the twentieth century. 

Finally, some questioned the administrative connection between 
hospitals and charitable aid in view of diverging public attitudes 
toward them. 8 In theory, the distinction between the rwo in the 
tide of the Act was superfluous - hospitals were charitable insti
tutions in the sense that they were intended for patients unable to 
afford private medical care. In practice, hospital treatment was 
already being seen as a right, not as a last, humiliating resort. 
Where dissatisfaction was expressed over the next two decades, it 
was more usually with the charitable aid side of the Act. 

The Act's omissions as well as its complexities contributed to 
confusion. There was no formal entidement to relief, no menri0n 
of any principle on which claims might be decided. The status of 
those on charitable aid was not defined, and disenfranchisement, a 
major penalty of poor relief in England for many years, was never 
seriously considered. Nor was there a 'workhouse test', as intro
duced under the English 1 834 Poor Law Amendment Act: the 
relationship between indoor and outdoor relief remained inde
terminate. Although government contributions soon amounted co 
more than 40 per cent of the boards' funding, the powers of the 
Government's lnspeccor-General were minimal under the New 
Zealand legislation. The influence of the Act was largely negative, 
for although there were hopes of reduced expenditure, the boards 
were given no guidelines on how to achieve this goal. Within 
Parliament itself, as one member later commented, charitable aid 
remained 'something like Saran and sin: it flourished best in an 
atmosphere of vigorous cursing and denunciacion '. 9 Few were 
able to suggest a more satisfactory alternative, and many regarded 
the whole business as a hornets' nest better left unstirred. 

Nonetheless, attempts were made at reform. The intention of 
the 1886 Hospitals and Charitable Institutions Amendment Act 
was to iron out some of the anomalies which had arisen as the Act 
came into operation. The government subsidy was increased to 24 
shillings for every pound of voluntary contributjons in a vain 
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attempt to boost the flagging voluntary input co boards and 
separate institutions. The boards' guardianship of children under 
their care was clarified. They were already required to pay for the 
support of indigent children sent co a state i ndustrial school, but in 
1 886 this was made retrospective, and extended co children 
committed before 1 885. Other clauses authorised the grant of 
travelling expenses to board members in an attempt to defuse 
rural claims of unfair representation. to Country members of chari
table aid boards had long complained about the cost and difficulty 
of attending meetings held in towns, suggesting chat their dis
advantage amounted co a violation of representative principles. 

Beyond th.is, no major overhaul of the Act was achieved until 
1909. The few alterations made after 1 886 resulted from various 
M. P.s' efforts for the separation of their districts, and represented 
the working-out of local animosities. More significant (but un
successful) were government initiatives which, under both the 
Atkinson ministry of 1 887 co 1 89 1  and Seddon's Liberals, sought 
to tie charitable aid co an extensive reform of local government. 
The 1 889 Hospitals and Charitable Aid BiU was the most interest
ing of these, for it alone attempted co introduce clear principles 
into the administration of charitable relief in New Zealand. 1 1  

The 1 889 Bill aimed first at the classification of the poor into 
degrees of moral worth and, second, at the restraint of those 
whose supposed slothfulness and degeneracy made them threats to 
the community. The 'casual' poor and others needing outdoor 
relief were to be left wholly to charity or to the territorial local 
bodies, the sick cared for in hospitals, the old and infirm in 
separate homes. Idlers, drunkards, tramps, and those whose fam
ilies were likely to become a charge upon the State would be 
drafted into 'state refuges'. These would be virtual prisons,  to 
which undesirables could be committed by a magistrate on the 
complaint of a town or county clerk. Once there they would be 
compelled to work. While the most 'degenerate' would therefore 
become the sole responsibility of the State, the casual poor would 
be left co voluntary societies and unsubsidised local bodies, and 
those in hospitals and homes would receive a state subsidy on a 
daily maintenance basis. The hospital and charitable aid boards 
would be disbanded, and their place taken by existing local 
bodies, mostly borough councils, which would become the 'con
trolling councils' of a district on behalf of all the local bodies 
within it. The Wellington City Council, for example, would 
become the controUing council for an area consisting of the 
Horowhenua and Hutt counties and all the boroughs within. 
Within only four years of the 1 885 Act, a government was 
prepared co scrap the system of separate hospital and charitable aid 
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boards and revert to earlier schemes involving territorial local 
bodies. 

The Bil l  had a further significance, for it indicates that certain of 
New Zealand's policy-makers had highly coercive aims, and that 
these could surface at parliamentary level in a way which was not 
apparent in 1 885. This was a government measure, publicly 
announced by the Premier and introduced by the Colonial Sec

retary, T. W. Hislop. It bore the unmistakable stamp of that 
leading foe of paupers, the lnspecror-General of Hospitals, 
Dr Duncan MacGregor. He, in his turn, was heavily influenced 
by overseas analyses of poverty, the English social investigator 
Charles Booth having recommended labour colonies for the very 
poor in 1 887 and 1888. Newspaper reaction to the Bill suggests 
that coercive sentiments may have had even wider currency, since 
state refuges were sometimes presented as the sugar coating on an 
otherwise bitter pill. Opposition to the Bill was seldom based 
upon a defence of individual Jiberties. One conservative opponent 
attacked the principle of 'a class of state paupers chargeable on the 
consolidated fund', but his alternative was no more lenient, since 
he proposed a system close to the 1834 English Poor Law, with 
local workhouses and absolutely no outdoor relief. 12 Others were 
less wary of state activism by the late 1 880s. The provision for 
state refuges was, in the opinion of the Feilding Star, a thoroughly 
admirable one, while members of the Auckland Hospital and 
Charitable Aid Board were highly enthusiastic about the removal 
of tramps and other misfits to a state refuge, sited far away, and 
preferably in Well ington. 1 3  

At the same time, the 1 889 Bi l l  illustrates the constraints upon 
coercive action, for it failed to get even a second reading. How
ever attractive the principle of compulsion, it could not redeem 
other parts of the Bill which came into conflict with local con
cerns. Most intolerable of all was its trade-off, the removal of the 
government subsidy on outdoor relief. Since it seemed unlikely co 
lose the subsidy commitment, and stood every chance of incurring 
an additional expense in the form of state refuges, the Govern
ment abandoned the Bill. Once again, local self-interest had 
undermined any attempt at consistent policy, in this case an 
overtly oppressive one. 

In the 1 880s and 1 890s it was the charitable aid side of the 
legislation which provoked greatest debate. By 1 909, when a 
major revision of the Hospitals, and Charitable Instimrions Act 
was achieved, the focus was different. A more favourable economic 
situation, and MacGregor's death, helped to reduce the contro
versies surrounding charitable aid, but it was the growing sophis
tication of hospitals which finally prompted action; the medical 
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reference point had become the dominant one. The 1909 Hospitals 
and Charitable Institutions Act modified the existing pattern of 
administration rather than tying it to local government reform. 
Ad hoe district boards were retained, but with the important 
difference that hospitals and charitable institutions now came 
under a single authority in every part of the country. Separate 
institutions were abolished a11d provision made for ratepayer 
election of hospital and charitable aid boards. The question of 
central control was only partly resolved, and related more to the 
management of institutions and appointment of staff than to 
outdoor relie( The most important extension of central powers 
enabled the Minister of Health to withhold subsidies and to direct 
the fnspector of Hospitals to rectify shortcomings at a board's 
expense, but by 1920 this right had never been exercised. 

The bitter town/country rivalries so evident in the 1880s were 
less apparent in 1909. •� The large number of separate boards 
established by the legislation - thjrty-six in all - defused some of 
these tensions even as they contributed to adminisn:ative inef
ficiency. The abolition of separate charitable aid districts and a 
new emphasis upon the boards' duty to provide a wide range of 
medical facilities may also have undermined jealousies between 
outlying districts and urban centres. The 1909 Act had its greatest 
impact upon charitable aid in a negative sense: as indoor and 
outdoor relief became subsumed in the boards' wider medical 
responsibilities, they became the subject of less intensive scrutiny 
than in the past. As long as settlers could see some return from 
their rates in the form of medical services, they were less likely to 
gripe about expenditure on public relief. 

This development was potenriaUy very important. If the 1909 
Act had any underlying philosophy, it involved an integrated 
approach to sickness and material need. George Fowlds, the 
Minister in charge of the Bill, hoped that 'if the boards assume 
responsibility for the care of al1 the sick and needy within their 
respective districts, it is only right and proper that they should 
also have some power of control over the influences and con
ditions which arc likely to develop such sickness and indigence'. 1 5  

Having failed to make local bodies responsible for community 
welfare, the Liberals attempted in the 1909 legislation co broaden 
the role of the hospital and charitable aid boards. Boards were 
authorised to provide facilities for the material support of the 
poor, for preventive health and the treatment of disease. They 
were permitted (but not compelled) to provide a range of insti
tutions: for medical , surgical, maternity and infectious cases, for 
the aged, incurable, and destitute, for children, inebriates, and for 
women and girls in need of reformatory care. In 1910 the transfer 
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of public health responsibilities from local bodies to hospital and 
charitable aid boards became mandacory, and in the same year the 
bureaucratic distinction between preventive and curative health 
was undermined by a merger of the Departments of Health and 
Hospitals. The legislative framework implied a unitary approach 
to a broad range of social need, preventive strategies toward 
sickness and indigence, and a willingness to give physical expla
nations of poverty priority over moral judgements. This integrated 
approach to preventive as well as curative health is only now 
being reasserted. Bur in the 1 900s the hospital boards' small size, 
lack of funds (and lack of imagination) ensured that rhe initiative 
was soon lost. Charitable aid and preventive health soon took a 
back seat to the treatment of acute illness. In 1 920 rhe hospital 
boards' public health responsibilities were actually removed, ro 
become a concern of the central Department of Health and of the 
territorial local bodies. 

The tendency for charitable aid to shrink in relation ro the 
boards' medical concerns was confirmed by developments at the 
centre. The 1 920 Health Act re0rganised che central department 
into divisions. Charitable aid remained a minor concern of the 
Hospitals Division - there was no Division of Charitable Aid, as 
there would surely have been in earlier decades, when spending 
on rdief prompted greater official concern. Jn the same year 
another hospitals act altered the ride of rhe boards from 'hospital 
and charitable aid boards' co 'hospital boards'. The change of 
nomenclature showed the dimin ishing importance of charitable 
aid in relation to other forms of welfare rather than an end to 
destitution. It also signified a desire to reduce the charitable 
connotations of public medical care. 1 6  

The boards remained, as do area health boards today, with an 
authority to provide relief. Subsequent alterations to their chari
table role came not from amendment to the hospitals acts, but 
from alternative legislation which extended the Government's 
direct role in income maintenance. The 1 930 Unemployment Act 
placed unemployment rdief under a government-nominated 
board. Under the first Labour Government there was a conscious 
attempt to make income maintenance in time of need a right of 
citizenship, to remove any charitable connotations. As the 1 938 
Social Security Act came into operation, the numbers requiring 
hospital board maintenance fell even further. By the 1940s and 
1950s the hospitals' medical role was supreme, and charitable aid 
was rapidly becoming a residual curiosity from the past. 

The passing of an act is just the beginning of the welfare 
process. The legislative framework behind hospitals and charitable 
aid has been rehearsed because it shows how deficiencies in 
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legislation can casr a long shadow, producing complex adminis
trative arrangements that become more and more entrenched over 
time. The 1 885 Hospitals and Charitable Institutions Act tried ro 
accommodate government, local body, and voluntary effort; i t  
attempted to marry local responsibility with central funding and 
oversight. In the end it satisfied very few. There were problems 
enough where its provisions touched health and hospitals. On its 
charitable aid side, the side with whjch we are more immediately 
concerned, che Act provided few guidelines to implementation. It  
was not informed by any noteworthy commission or inquiry, and 
attitudes towards overseas precedents were ambiguous. Unlike 
later pensions legislation, the two main Acts of 1885 and 1 909 did 
not state who might receive assistance and did not define income 
limits or moral qualifications for relief. Nor, for that matter, did 
they formally exclude any such group as the :iblc-bodicd poor, 
but by these omissions allowed vast discretion to administrators. 
Unfortunately, the legislation endorsed several levels of adminis
tration, and these did not necessarily share rhe same policy goals. 
As a Legislative Councillor quite rightly observed of the 1 885 Bil1, 
'The whole secret of the success of charitable rel_ief does not lie in 
the machinery, but it lies in the spirit that regulates its adminis
tration'. 1 7  The same could be said of any welfare measure, but it  
was especially true of a system which had discretionary aid as its 
essence. 
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'Margaret Grnham, �gcd 76, is believed 
to have been in the colony a great many 
years, and has been a resident of 1hc 
Costley Horne si11cc it was opened, 
nearly 1c11 years. She is a Scotch 
woman, and labours under the delusion 
that she is "lost, lost. eternally  lost" - a 
victim 10 1hc very bencvolcnc teachings 
of  orthodoxy. 

A physiogno111ical study, depicting 
1hc hopelessness of morbid despair as 
opposed to the philosophy ofheahhy 
hope, eh?' 

• Alice Kay, supposed 10 be nearly, if not 
over, 100 years of age. She c:i111c 10 the 
colony in chc very early days. and met 
with the cus10111ary hardships of 
pioneering. She resided fur a 1111111bcr of 
years in the Costley Honrc, ?nd passed 
"beyond the veil" 011 the 1 4 1 h  
Dcce111hcr. 1 899. She stated with much 
pride: illlt shc had never taken a dose of 
111<:diciru: of any kind in her whole life. 
Tho111:lr �•m1cwha1 coarse and t11icouth 
exteriorly ,  she was nevertheless k111d 
and tender to a degree. ' 

Female pensioners in the Costley Home for the Aged Poor, and 
their stories as told to the New Zea/a,rd Crnp/ric, 1 7  February 1 900. 

) 

Chapter 6 

'BEGGARS OF THE 
FEMALE SEX' 

Female vulnerability to distress and destitution was apparent from 
the earliest years of l'akeha settlement, a reflection of women's 
economic dependence upon men, their responsibility for childrer,, 
and the low wages that their skills could demand. For the nine
teenth century we so often have an idealised version of the 
'pioneer woman' placed before us: sturdy, resourceful, com
petently rearing her large family, working alongside her man in 
the bush, and frequently surviving into matriarchal old age. By 
way of contrast, those on charitable aid were the casualties of a 
colonial society, women widowed and deserted, some in a chronic 
state of ill-health; women at risk of losing their children through 
sickness, or as a penalty for their own inadequacies. The extension 
of state welfare in the twentieth century did little to address the 
basic causes of female poverty, and tended tO follow nineteenth 
century definitions of 'deserving' and 'undeserving' behaviour. In  
this chapter we will examine the forces which drove women 
toward public charity, the boards' responses to their needs, and 
the contradictory attitudes aroused by female destitution. The 
charitable aid system shows that the so-called 'feminization of 
poverty' is not at all new, that female recipients of relief had 
distinctive needs arising from their reproductive and maternal 
role, a11J th:u outdoor relief, in particular, w:is a virnl resource for 
women and their dependents .  There was also some institutional 
provision made for elderly women (as we shall see in Chapter 

Eight), and for single mothers, who illustrate most forcefully the 
moral dimensions of female distress. 

Integral to the charitable aid system were assumptions about 
women's dependence upon men, and women without a male 
provider caused policy-makers great disquiet. It is significant that 
when Duncan MacGregor attempted to classify outdoor cases 
according to need, he included the category 'no male support'. I t  
i s  also significant that this citegory was rivalled only by  'sickness' 
and, at times, by 'old age' as the leading 'causes of poverty' in the 
late 1890s and early 1 900s. Unemployment and under-employment  

103 

":I 

� 
CJ) 
0 
0 
0 
(..,) ..... 
N 
(J'1 ..... 
lo 
0 
0 
(0 



Pa11pers and Providers 

were not regarded as female 'causes of poverty', for in official eyes 
women's problems reflected a male failure to provide. A first 
response to female relief claims was to seek out the appropriate 
male provider, and to corner him into maintenance. This focus on 
male irresponsibility meant that women were more likely than 
men to be elevated to the ranks of the 'deserving ', though Grace 
Neill, for one, could be vigorous in her condemnation of female 

indigents. 1 
Statistics on charitable aid rarely give a breakdown of cases by 

gender, so we are dependent upon a few remaining case lists for 
this kind of analysis. Women receiving outdoor relief from the 

Otago Benevolent Trustees in the period 1889-1909 were two or 
three times more numerous than men in most years (see Table 

2, p.88.) These figures include individuals associated with all 
cases, however. When we look only at cases which involve 

women initiating claims on behalf of themselves and their depen
dcnts, we see that these constituted 56 per cent of a l l  applications 
on the Ota go Trustees' outdoor relief list in 1895, 56 per cent in 
1900, and 50 per cent in 1905. In the Auckland area such cases 
were proportionately fewer for the corresponding years: 36 per 
cent in 1895, 42 per cent  in 1 900, and 34 per cent in 1905. 2 (The 
Auckland Hospital and Charitable Aid Board's registers are, how
ever, more problematic than the Otago ones, containing a higher 
proportion of cases where the reason for applying is unclear.) 
Other, more scattered relief lists suggest that between 50 to 60 per 
cent of cases involved women applicants without a male bread
winner, and a North Canterbury listing of 191 1 has 66 per cent of 
cases in this category. 3 

Otago case files indicate that even for those charitable aid 
applications regis'tered in the name of a male breadwinner, a good 
deal may be revealed about femaJc poverty. Take, for example, 
the case of James Millen, a twenty-year-old! New Zealand-born 
labourer, recorded in the 1909 Otago case: register as 'out of 
work'. Case notes show that it was actually his wife, Emily, who 
applied for assistance on behalf of her husband, herself, and their 
three-month-old baby. The husband" had scalded his feet two days 
previously, and the family was entirely out of food when the 
inspector called. Temporary a.id was given, and the Millens dis
appeared from the record for a time. A year Jatcr Emily Millen 
again applied for aid. Her husband had been absent for some 
months, presumably in search of work, had returned and departed 
once more, 'leaving the Wife in an interesting condition' and 
without maintenance. In the meantime, Emily's first baby had 
died, and she had moved in with her mother. Since there were no 
living children, and since Emily had the support of her mother, 

1 04 

'Beggars of tire Female Sex' 

the relieving officer recommended that she should get only a little 

aid at her 'time of need'. 4 Behind the bare description 'out of 

work' in the case register and an application in the husband's 

name was a pecul_iar ly female experience of hardship. 

Files such as this show that even where men applied for relief 

on behalf of families, it was usually their wives who fronted up to 

the charitable aid board, who laid their homes open to inspection, 

and who joined the ration queues. It was the woman who had to 

excuse the disorder in her own home, to explain her husband's 

squandering of family resources on drink, to announce apologet

ically yet another addition to her family, and to supply the 

detailed information that boards required about length of residence 

in the district, rate of wages received over previous months , 

length of time in New Zealand, religion, rent, and relatives. 

Some did this against a background of the most extreme stress 

and privation. We have already seen something of the social 

context in which outdoor relief was distributed. Otago case notes 

of the 1890s show homes entirely without furniture, only a few 

filthy mattresses and bundles of cast-off clothing as bedding. 

Children were described as naked and half-starved, lacking shoes 

and boots, and suffering from chilblains. In some instances, 

families had obtained supplies on credit, and, when this was 

withdrawn, there was l iterally no food at all in the house. Despite 

these difficulties, the Otago relieving officer was generally very 

censorious about the housekeeping abilities of his female clientcle, 

expressing surprise, on occasion, that some form of plague had 

not overtaken the household: 'Mrs Maclean says she does nothing 

but attend to the house. I cannot see in what way she does it as it 

is in a very dirty condition - ji/1/ry is not too strong a word'. 5 It 

was not unknown for relief to be tied to the wife keeping her 

house clean to the inspector's approval .  though at least one 

Dunedin woman rebelled against tliat condition. When the inspec

tor attempted to assert his prerogative, she smartly sent him 

packing, accompanied by a stream of abuse. She was mistress in 

her own home, she said, and if that gencleman came again, she 

would call the police to turn him out.6 Unfortunately, the majority 

of women on charitable aid had little choice but to submit meekly 

- or, one suspects, sullenly - to such scrutiny. Even in stable two

parent families, it was ultimately the motlier who had to deal with 

sick and hungry children when relief was decUned. 

There was a clear hierarchy among women 'without male sup

port', and this determined eligibility for both indoor and outdoor 

relief. Three groups predominated. At the bottom of the hierarchy 

were immoral women such as single mothers. Deserted wives 
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rated somewhat higher and were less l ikely to be regarded as 
authors of their own fate. The most deserving applicants of all 
were widows, both older women and those with dependent 
children . A t  the same time, widows provided the boards with 
their most costly and persistent outdoor relief cases. In 1 895, for 
example, seventy-one elderly widows and 129 widows with chi l
dren received outdoor assistance from the Otago Trustees. Of 
these, approximately one-half had been on relief for more than 
two years, some for ten or more years, and one old woman for 
twenty years. 7 The majori ty of widows on charitable aid case lists 
had ch ildren (and in some cases grandchildren) l iving with them, 
and very large families were by no means unusual. Mrs Coles of 
Waipiri, who appears on the Otago .register for 1 895, had chi ldren 
aged five, six, seven, eigh t, ten, twelve, fourteen, sixteen, seven
tee.n , and eigh teen. She had been on relief for five years, having 
been widowed with a small baby. Mrs Bourke of Cromwell was 
thirty-eight, and had children aged nine, eleven, twelve, th i rteen, 
sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, and twen ty. She had been on out
door relief since 1 885, but ten years later her older children were 
in a position to be of some assistance. 8 Neither case was excep
tional. 

In 1 885 the Rev. Dr Stuart of Dunedin, one of the llenevolent 
Trustees, grumbled that he could not imag ine why 'widows 
should be . . . as thick as blackberries, and that there should be 
such a fatality in regard to husbands in this Colony' .<J Census 
returns for the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries show that 
the number of widows in New Zealand was considerably g reater 
than the number of widowers, especially in the younger age 
groups. The greater vulnerability of men to death by accident 
or violence could result in a sudden reversal of family fortunes, 
and was critical to large famil ies l ike the Coles and the Dourkes, 
and to others in rented accommodation, with minimal savings and 
few other supports . Newspaper reports of the colonial period give 
the impression of men drown ing, chopping off limbs in the bush , 
falling off horses, and drinking themselves to death in vast num
bers. The female equivalent was probably death in ch i ldbirth, but 
men who lost their wives tended to remarry with some rapid ity, or 
to place dependent chi ldren with relatives, or in institutions. 
There were clear gender differences in the boards ' responses to 
widowhood. Widowers were not encouraged to seek assistance, 
and were regardfd with considerable suspicion when they applied. 
They were supposed to remarry (which , generally speaking, most 
did) , or to arrange suitable child care with female relatives. When 
one bereaved husband appl ied to the North Canterbury Charitable 
Aid Board claiming that he m igh t get work if his infan t child were 
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taken from h im ,  he was told ro make arr:111ge111ents with his own or 

his wife's mother. 'The mere fact of becoming a 111 i,fower docs not 

relieve him of his paternal obligarions', the 13oard's secretary wrote. Ill 

For women, the boards' response was quite different • .Except 

when they blotted their copybooks with ill-judged d isplays of 

slovenl iness, forwardness, ingratirude, or immorality, widows 

were objects of sympathy. The epitome of moral wonh was Mary 

Langdown, a forty-two-year-old widow on the books of the 

Otago Benevolent Trustees in 1 909 anti 19 10. Mrs Ansell, the 

Trustees' woman inspectar, reports : 

In company wi1h Sister Francis I visited chc people in the District 

Neighbours and Tradesmen who without exception testified to the 

honesty and integrity of Mary Langdown, we then went to her home 

and though poor it was scrup11lously clean and so were rhe children. 

There arc nine :iltoge1her 3 daughters, 6 sons. The Second Boy is on 

the •-', he deserted it :ind was punished and since chc punishment 

the 2/6 he gave his mochcr has been stopped . 

The eldest Son is married , and it takes him all his t ime to support his 

wife and two children . 
Another boy has been with his grandmother since infancy, gives her 

10/6 weekly consequently can ill afford 2/6 out of a small wage to help 

his Mother . The remaining 1hrce aged 6, 7 ,  and 8 go to school. The 

eldest daughter employed at th<.: Phoenix Discuit Factory s:iys she docs 

not get :i big wage, supports herself, and is preparing for m:irrilge 

early in the New Year. Gives her Mother 10/- weekly. Sometimes less. 

The other daughter :ige 1 4  is :i Nurscgirl earning 5/- weekly which is 

given to her mother. The youngest goes to school. 

Mary Langdown herself goes co work as often as able but suffers 

acutely with a bad leg. The Doctor has advised an operation and says 

rest is imperative, st ill she goes out almost every second llay, anti 

washes, oftcntimes with her leg propped up upon a box by the wash 

rub. Manages to Keep her bills paid and her children clean and tidy, 

clothes neatly mended etc. 
Would certainly recommend a continuance of the weekly allowance 

of 7 /6 in the above case. 1 1  

Th is case sh ows both the process of investigation (here by a 

woman inquiry officer who conscientiously checks with neigh

bours and local shopkeepers) and all the elements of 'deservedness', 

as contemporaries saw it :  an exemplary, if insufficient , level of 

family support; the widow herself defying ill-health and a doctor's 

advice co supplement her pauper dole. Above all, Mary Lang

down was honest and clean : the point is made twice in Mrs 

Ansell ' s  report. The limi ts on female employment arc shown by 

Langdown's restricted and whol Jy unsuitable form of employ

men t .  Laundry work was an unpleasant and extremely heavy 

activity, but one often taken up by poor women. Finally, the 
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report shows the complexities of the family cycle. Although the 
eldest son was beginning a new cycle of family formation and an 
older daughter was making the transition to a married sta te and 
management of her own household, younger s iblings were stiJl 
dependent upon the mother. One had been reared by a grand
mother and was assis ting in her support - a reminder that, in the 
past, by no means all children were reared in the households of 
their biological parents . 

It was cases such as this which cased the passage of the 1911 
Widows' Pensions Act. Like most measures of the kind, widows ' 
pensions were given mainly to aid fatherless child ren: inasmuch 
as they benefited women, they rewarded their con tribution as 
mothers. This uncontroversial but somewhat half-hearted measure 
initially allowed a widow with one child the sum of Ss per week, 
though even old-age pensioners, with only themselves to support, 
were receiving 1 0s per week from the State in 1 9 1 1 . 1:.i The s trong 
pro-family and pro-motherhood rhetoric of the period was not 
necessarily matched by financial input from the State. Some 
widows, especially those with large families, were actually better 
off on charitable aid, and had to be nudged into a pension 
application by the relieving officers . Jane Hobbs , a widowed 
mother of six, who received the extraordinarily large sum of 27s 

6d weekJy in rations and allowances from the North Canterbury 
Board in t 91 1, would have been less than gra teful for the 1 1  s 6d 
weekly maximum allowed her under the Widows' Pensions Act. 
More typical was Kate Eastwick, who received 1 3s worth of 
rations from the Board for herself and five children: she, too, 
would have been entitled to a weekly pension of only 1 1s 6d. IJ  

Although widows cons tituted the largest number of women seek
ing charitable aid, their ranks were almost certainly inflated by 
women who were not widows at a ll .  Single mothers sometimes 

struggled to mainta in a respectable front by claiming a ficti tious 

spouse, and deserting husbands were often as good as dead to 
their families. (The case books of the Otago Benevolent Trustees 

frequently have inverted commas around the description 'widow'. ) 
Single mothers and deserted wives had a much more ambiguous 
status than widows, and carried some degree of blame for their 
destitute condition. 

Wife desertion was closely linked with male unemployment and 
the condition of the labour ma rket. In a pioneering situation 
where unattached males could gain employment more readily 
than those with dependen ts, and where geographical mobility 
loosened social ties, there was considerable incentive for men to 
detach themselves from inconvenient unions. 14 The problem of 
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family desertion was most acute during the economic recession of 

the 1880s and early 1890s , and again from the mid 1 920s when 

deserted wives for the first time exceeded widows in charitable aid 

statistics. During the First World War it also sparked concern, as 

some enlisted _men neglected to inform the authorities that they 

were married. There were tales of men who stated that they were 

going out for the evening, but took their shaving gear with them 

and never returned. One Chris tchurch man told his wife that he 

was going to the coronation of the 191 5  carnival queen. The next 

day she read bis name on the list of men bound for Trentham 

training camp. In the end, the Army issued camp passes to wives 

wanting to search for absconding husbands. 15 

Deserted wives provoked a degree of outrage that was out of all 

proportion to their numbers. As early as 1852, Chris tchurch 

magist ra te J . E. Fitzgerald had warned deserting husbands that 

'they (had} no right to expect any assistance should be given to 

their wives during their absence, from charitable aid or any  other 

source in case they should be reduced to distress'. 16 In the 1880s 

and 1890s, when public debate was a t its most intense , the 

number of deserted wives seeking outdoor relief was probably no 

more than one-third to one-quarter the number of widows on the 

books of any one district. 17  Nonetheless, errant husbands were 

roundly condemned for chci r  rejection of stable family life, as it 

was believed that they calculatedly used the welfare apparatus to 

evade responsibility. In 1910 A. W. Hogg, M. P. for Masterton 

and a former member of the Wellington l3enevolent Trustees, 

s tated tha t if he had his way, he would send a detective to the 

remotest part of the world and would bring back such a man by 

the scruff of the neck to be tied to a triangle and flogged. 18 Such 

sentiments no doubt immensely satisfied the outraged male legi s

lators, but they did little to help the women and children con

cerned. They also did litde to illuminate the problems, economic 

and emotion:il, which undermined New Zealand families at the 

time. 
There was, in any case, a suspicion that deserted wives had 

brought their plight upon themselves. As Helen Stavely, Officer

in-Charge of the Women's Department of the Labour Depart

ment, wrote in 1899, deserted wives were 'much to be pitied'. 

l3u t, she added: 
I fear they themselves arc often to blame, . . .  by their want of know

ledge in making a comfortable home . . . .  The husbands get into the 

habit of looking for comfort outside of their own homes, and eventually 

drift away, no one knows where. 19 

In other words, inadequate wives, women who had failed in their 

domestic, servicing role, had driven their husbands away. 
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Worse still, some women were thought to have connived at 
their own desertion. In 1 890 Abraham Solomon, a prom inent 
member of rhe Orago Benevolent Trustees, identified two kinds 
of wife desertion. The fi rst occurred when a man moved away 
from his family to find work, and after some time formed new 
ties and obligat ions. The second rype of desertion stemmed from 
a mutual understanding bctwecu husbaud and wife. 20 Such col
lusion was often a direct result of charitable aid board policies. I t  
was easier for a deserted wife to obtain relief than for an un
employed man to apply successfully on behalf of his  family. 
Otago case records show that some deserted wives had contact 
with their spouses, or at least knew of their whereabouts. Letters 
were received , but seldom money, from husbands who stayed 
intermittently in rouch . Such was the case of Sarah Sullivan, aged 
thirty-five, with five children and another on the way i n  1 889. 
When in good hea l th ,  she managed to support her famj)y by 
doing embroidery for I ndian hawkers or by taking in lodgers. 
When i l l ,  she relied on outdoor relief. Her husband did little or 
nothing for her, but when contacted by the charitable aid officer 
he would occasionally contribute sums ranging from 2s 6d to 12s. 
His assistance was just enough to evade a summons under the 
Destitute Persons Act, but too l i ttle for the famil y's support. He 
made contact \Vith the family often enough to avai l  h imself of his 
wife's sexual scrvkes, and to add pregna11cy co the burdens of a 
woman who was a lready chronicJlly i l l . 2 1 

One Otago case particularly perplexed the relieving officer. l e  
shows the confused relationships which could resu l t  from desertion 
cases as women sought new providers and were abandoned yet 
again. It involved a middle-aged woman, Kate Harper, l i s ted in 
tl1c register of cases as 'deserted' .  She had one sixteen-year-old 
son, reported as 'doing nothing', another two teenage boys out 
rabbiting, and four daughters aged n ine, five, four, and four 
months. The inspector's report begins cautiously :  'So far as I can 
ascertain I bel ieve the following to be a correct statement of facts' .  
He goes on to narrate a confusing saga of marriage and remar
riage, the woman having lived with her husband and two other 
men, beari.ng children to each. Some years after migrating from 
Victoria and travelling around var-ious parts of New Zealand, 
Harper and her first husband separated. The husband continued to 
live nearby unti l at last he 'became too prominent', and each of his 
successors decamped. Kate Harper apparently went through a 
form of marriage to her third 'cohabitee' though not divorced 
from the first man. At the time of the report she was living on 
one property, her first husband having brought the adjoining 
section. Although pretending to have d i fferent establishments, 
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they were, in the inspector's words, ' practically living together', 
since the first husband had built her a new cottage near the 
boundaries of the two properties when her own house burned 
down. It seemed clear, the inspecror concluded, that the man had 
hung around his wife, allowing other men to keep her, which 
they did only as long as the true state of affairs was kept from 
them. 22 The inspector assumed Kate's collusion, but this is un
certain: the case could equally be one of a woman trying to 

establ ish new rc-lationships and having them destroyed by a pos
sessive first husband who was not prepared to support her. If so, 
the relieving officer cemented Kate's dep�ndence on him by 
withdrawing relief, concluding that she should be supported by 
her real spouse. 

Men like this who stayed casually in contact with their families 
could be more of a menace than those who vanished forever. 
Auckland case registers of the 1 890s and 1900s also contain such 
comments as 'children starving through father's indolence', or 
'father refuses to provide' . Accepting the inevitable, the Auckland 
Board sometimes despatched unwilling providers to another centre 
to look for work, providing rations for the mother and children. 23 

Cases like these show that the interpretation. of 'desertion' was a 
complex business. W omen did nor necessarily regard themselves 
as 'deserted wives', even where they had long accepted total 
responsibi l i ty for their family's support. In a society where a 
womau's status depended on her attachment to a male, an unsatis
factory and mostly absent spouse could be better than none at all .  
But  some women cercajn)y did not  want their husbands back, 
regarding desertion as the closest they would ever get to divorce. 
(One or two descriptions of missing husbands suggest that the 
w ives concerned felt well shot of their men: in 1 895, for example, 
an Auckland servant described her missing husband as '34 
Labourer - Cornish - 5 ft 9 or 1 0 - Well built man - Black hair -
beard growing all round fai r  moustache - scar on left jaw - 2 
warts on 2ml joint of right thumb. Fond of drink - low looking'. 24) 

An absent spouse at least meant a break in childbearing and one 
less mouth to feed. For some it meant an end to violence. In 
1 895/96 deserted wives seeking maintenance and orher protection 
from husbands constituted more than 60 per cent of cases brought 
before the Wel lington Magistrates' Court under the 1894 Destitute 
Persons Act. Many of rhesc were women regarded in law as 
deserted because t,hcy had been compelled to leave their husbands ' 
residences 'under reasonable apprehension of danger to their pcr
son'. 25 Women were usually expected to apply for a maintenance 
order as a condition of charitable aid, but the problem, as always, 
was one of enforcing court orders. 
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The Dunedin Trustee, Abraham Solomon, confirmed that a 
woman often said to him, 'Do not send for my husband; we 
starve in peace when he is away,  but we starve in misery when he 

is home'. 26 The cost of feckless, brutal, and drunken husbands 
returning plainly exceeded any benefit to their families. In the 
1 890s the police might charge a charitable aid board £50 to bring a 
man back from Australia, assuming his whereabouts was known. 
On hjs return he could be imprisoned for evading a maintenance 
order, in which case the family rema ined on outdoor relief. When 
released, he was unemployable. If he did not abscond immedia tely, 
he also became dependent upon relief, a burden, and all too often 
a threat to his wife and family. When charitable aid boards tried to 
reconstitute broken families by force, they found that the fiction 
of a stable family life wa.s expensive to maintain, and most aban
doned the attempt. Well into the 1920s, meetings of hospital 
boards advocated state labour camps for deserters, or imprison
ment, with the prisoners' pay being used to support their fam
ilies. 27 

At the same time, more sympathetic analyses emerged. The 
economic strains on family life were more likely to be acknow
ledged after the First World War. In 1919 the Department of 
Health poted that boards were supporting men who were actually 
in steady employment, but who had large families. 28 A member 
of the North Canterbu ry Board pointed out in discussions of a 

labour colony that most men deserted because they were out of 
work and lost heart: they simply ran away to put responsibility on 
to someone else. 29 The 1926 Family Allowances Act, min.imal and 
grudging, theoretically acknowledged that Inge family size might 
in itsel f  be a 'cause of poverty' and that the State should share 
financial responsibility for families above a certain size. It did not 

greatly help women who were already deserted or women who. 
were legally separated and whose husbands reneged on mainten
ance. It was not until 1936 that deserted wives became entitled to 
a state pension - twemy-five years after widows. Even then, 
benefits were very hard to get. The Auckland Board's Relief 
Committee complained in 1 939 that if a deserting husband's 
whereabouts was known, his wife would be refused a benefit 
regardless of the husband's willingness or ability to pay mainten
ance.30 The ambivalent status of deserted wives had carried over 
to state provision. 

Single mothers came well down the scale of those considered 
'deserving', with 'repeat offenders', as they were sometimes 
termed, at the very bottom. There are indications that the stigma 
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attached to unmarried pregnancies may even have increased over 

the late nineteenth century, as communities became more settled 

and more concerned with issues of respectability. The charitable 

aid authorities were not at all comfortable abouc helping ' fallen 

women'. As contemporaries saw it, these women's needs were of 

two kinds : first, pregnancy coupled with loss of employment and 

loss of 'character' often meant that the women were absolutely 

destitute and sometimes physically ill. But second, they were 

believed to be in need of moral reform, and many doubted that 

male-dominated chari table a.id boards with pa id officials like the 

relieving officers (also mostly male) were capable of such a 

delicate task. Rescue work among ' fallen women' was one of the 

growth areas of voluntary wel fare in New Zealand between the 

1880s and t 900s, but it was largely the domain of churchwomen, 

and one of the first prominent areas of female s .ocial work.3 1 The 

1909 Hospitals and Char itable Institutions Act later empowered 

boards to establish new reformatories for women, but none was 

keen to do it. 
Nevertheless, the charitable aid system responded to the needs 

of single mothers in a number of ways, especially during the 

period of childbi rth and the puerperium. This involved both 

indoor and outdoor relief, and eventually led the boards into the 

more general provision of maternity services. There were two 

rescue homes which, mainly through historical accident, came 

t1nder the jurisd iction of charitable aid boards in 1885. Some of 

the larger boards also provided lying-in wards in their benevolent 

institutions, and all, at some time, had a number of women 

receiving outdoor relief on account of ' iUegitimacy'. These were a 

minority. In 1 895, for example, only seven of the 386 women 

seeking outdoor rcl ief from the Otago Trustees for themselves or 

their children did so through 'illegitimacy'. while the ex-nuptial 

children of another fourteen mothers were supported by the 

Trustees. (However, there were others already on relief as widows 

and deserted wives who had further children outside wedlock.)32 

Some single women found other, more extreme, solutions to their 

predicament in concealment, abortion, or infanticide.33 Changes 

to laws on birth registration, abortion, and infant life protection in 

the 1890s and l 900s indicate public concern about these practices, 

and statistics of the period suggest that ex-nuptial infants were 

two or three times more likely to die than their legitimate counter

parts. Other women turned to prostitution to support themselves 

and their children, and studies of prostitut ion certainly confirm 

the links between female poverty and prostitution in cities such as 

Dunedin. 34 The more fortunate women were able to rely on 
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family support, with the grandmother sometimes applying for 
outdoor relief. How many ex-nuptial babies of the past grew up 
believing that their birth mothers were their sisters? 

Lying-in wards at the various benevolent insti tutions mainly 
provided for single mothers , though poor married women were 
admitted if they <:,ere in need of medical attention (in the nine
teenth century some public hospitals would not admit maternity 
cases for fear of infection). Lying-in facilities were seldom elab
orate, usually just a room away from sick inmates. Single women 
were admitted for childbirth because, l ike other residents of the 
homes, they were unable to support themselves. Like other in
mates rhcy were e�.pected to work while in the institution, and 
there a re indications that pregnancy did not a 'lways prevent ex
cessive demands. In the 1890s the A uckland llranch of the Society 
for the P rotection of Women and Children fol lowed up one case 
where a young, pregnant woman had absconded from Auckland's 
Costley Home after being forced to scrub floors while ill , and 
with badly swollen legs.35 

The numbers admitted co the benevolent institutions for chi ld
birth were not large. In the 1 890s the Otago Benevolent Insti
tution, after the Costley Home the second largest in the country, 
received only twenty to thirty women annual ly into its lying-in 
wards. It was nonetheless important in provid ing a captive clien
telc on whom aspiring midwives and medical students could ga in  
experience - poor women and 'fal len ' women no doubt provided 
more than their share of ' interesting' cases, and a successful 
caesarian section was reported at the Otago Institution as early as 
1 89 1 .  36 

In cases of unmarried pregnancy, the prime concern of chari
table aid officials was to discharge women and their babies as 
quickly as possible from the benevo lent instirution, and to see that 
the men accountable for their pl ight did not evade responsibi li ty. 
Information given by the manager of the Napier Refuge in his 
report of Mardi 1887 i llustrates that officer's concerns in two 
cases, both involving servants at Ruddock's Hotel , Clive. Tbe 
fi rst was that of Mary Truett, a nineteen-year-old servant who, 
the manager recorded, was English-born and a Protestant. Truett 
had been admitted to the Refuge on 1 1  January. The father of her 
unborn baby was a labourer named Joseph Williams. Mary 
Truet t's own parents were dead, but she had two step-parents 
living nearby with whom she had not resided for some years . It 
was recommended th a t  in  this case the step-father be asked to 
contribute towards her maintenance, and that proceedings be 
taken against Williams immediate.ly after the binh. 

1 1 4  

'LJeggars l(f Il le l " l"/11,l l t' .)C.\. 

The second maternity case then in the Refuge was Sarah Roe, 

aged eighteen , l ikewise English and a Protestant. She had been 

admitted to the ltefuge on 29 January 1 887, and was a 'second 

offender', her first child having been born at the Refuge fourteen 

months previously. The father of the first child was employed as 

an engine cleaner on the railway, and, despite a paternity order, 

had paid noth ing towards the child's maintenance . The father of 

the unborn child had smartly shipped out for Sydney, and the 

officer bad few hopes of extracting maintenance from him. He 

recommended, however, that further action be taken against the 

first man. Sarah Roe, 'the imforrunate subject of these remarks ' ,  

had lost her situation at  Mrs Ruddock's when her pregnancy was 

discovered, and had also been cast out by her father. He had, 

however, been charged with Sarah's maintenance while she was in 

the Refuge. 37 

A part from suggesting the vulnerability of servants at Mrs 

Ruddock's, these two reports show that the relieving officer's 

main concern was not the reformation, or even the future pros

pects, of the two women, and certainly not the fate of the babies 

born there. Rather, it was with questions ,of rcsponsibjljty and 

reimbursement, detailed information being given on those against 

whom proceedings could be taken. The tone of the reports is 

distinctly impersonal ; even Sarah Roe' s  'second fall' evoking 

l ittle condemnation. By way of contrast, rescue homes aimed 

most emphatically at moral reform, and at first did not provide 

maternity care. The Dunedin Female Refuge, for example, sent 

unmarrie_d women to the 13enevolent Institution to give birth, 

receiving them back shortly after. 
The Dunedin and Canterbury Female Refuges were two of the 

earliest in the country, established in 1 873 and 1864 respectively. 

Because they received government grants, both insti tutions came 

under the jurisdiction of the 1 885 Hospitals and Charitable Insti

tut ions Act and, ultimately, theic local united chari table aid boards. 

Both refuges had always been supervised by local 'ladies' com

mittees', and the two charitable aid boards concerned hastily 

confirmed these committees in their management. In 1891 the 

North Canterbury Board even put the managemcnc of its refuge 

out to tender, and accepted the bid of the St Saviour's Guild 

(formerly the Church of England Social Purity Society) . The 

Guild was said to be eminently qualified 'to bestow that attention 

to detail which the nature of such work demands, a11d which is 

hopelessly imposs ible . . .  i f  attempted by other tl1a11 a Committee 

of Ladies, actuated by the h ighest phi lanthropic motives' •38 The 

situation was one where a publ icly funded body, the United 
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Charitable Aid Board, was willing to give an assured income and 
almost total control over a woman 's institution to an independent 
association of women. It was a powerful endorsement of women's 
responsibility for rehabili ta ting delinquents of thei r  own sex, and 
a most unusual abrogation of a board's responsibility outside the 

legislative provision for 'separate institutions • .  
Although the Dunedin and Canterbury rescue homes were 

exceptional in terms of charitable aid board activity, they shed a 
certain amount of light on one aspect of women's involvement 
with welfare processes - the link between moral direction and 
material support. This was a consideration never far from the 
surface when women became dependent upon public or private 
charity, but it was most pronounced in an institut ional setting. 
.13ccause the homes were run by commi ttees of middle-class ladies, 
they replicated developments evident in other women 's homes. 
They fol\0wed a rigid regimen aimed at severing inmates from 
old associations and promoting virtuous domesticity. They 
required obedience and hard physical work from their inmates, 
often taking in laundry work on a commercial basis. They tried to 
insist on a lengthy period of residence (which was gradually 
reduced , in the case of the Canterbury Refuge, from two years to 
six months). The purpose of this was to train the in mates in some 
form of self-support, invariably domestic service, to awaken the 
women to a sense of their maternal responsibilities if they had 
recently given birth, and to remove from circulation young girls 
who had shown themselves susceptible to male enticement. (l3y 
some curious reversal of tl1inking ,  i t  was equally intended to 
protect innocent youths from contamination by 'outcast women'.) 
Like other women's homes, the Dunedin and Canterbury Refuges 
had begun with the aim of saving prostitutes, but soon found that 
prostitutes did nor particularly wane to be 'saved ', and by the end 

of the century had turned their attention to younger, more 

reformable women. l<J 
The two refuges also offer a glimpse of the 'fallen women' 

themselves, and at these women's reaction to the services offered 
them. Detailed case records from the Canterbury Refuge for the 
1 880s suggest that inmates of the institution did not accept incar
ceration meekly; that they basically used the home as and when 
they needed it, and decamped when tired of its restrictions. Before 
1891 the Can terbury Refuge was divided into two sections - Class 
A for ' first falls', and Class 13 for older, more intractable cases. 
Conditions in Class 13 frequen tly verged on the riotous, inmates 
reported as 'behaving infamously', cursing and assaulting staff, 
refusing to work, having tantrums on the back lawn, and ab
sconding. Women were admitted, often ill, homeless, or recently 
discharged fro.m prison , suffering from the d. t. 's or injuries 
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inflicted in fights with male partners or other women. They 

e¥nestly prodaimed their desire for reform, but within a month 

or less had gibbed at the restrictions on their liberty. While the 

matron's reports might grudgingly concede her charges' skills and 

usefulness, acknowledging that one was a 'splendid cook', and 

another a ' thorough good clean worker' , their restlessness, their 

lack of docility, and sometimes their alcoholism, made some 

virtually unemployable. Many 'went over the fence' and ended up 

in gaol charged with drunkenness, theft, and vagrancy. Rose 

Clark was allowed out on a brief visit to sec her son, but did not 

return for three days, 'and then tipsy & without [her] bonnet'; 

Agnes Hewitt, aged thirty-four, was found a position in service, 

but 'returned to town to live at a low oyster saloon in Gloucester 

Street ' ;  Charlotte Fisher, aged thirty-three, went to a domestic 

position procured for her with some difficulty, but was dismissed 

on the spot for taking out her employer's youngest child and 

returning drunk; Lizzie Norgatc, aged twen ty-nine, left a 2s 

donation to the Refuge on her discharge, but returned the next 

week to borrow ls 6d of it, and was said to be 'doing no good for 

herself ;  Mabel McGill, aged twenty, was removed from the 

Refuge by a constable to answer a charge of assisting at a conceal-

ment of birth. 40 

Faced with the defiant response of 'Class B' women, some of 

whom expressed their preference for gaol over the Refuge, the 

ladies' committee increasingly turned their attentions to 'Class A' 

- that is, to women having a first child outside wedlock. These 

women were younger, on rhe whole, than women in the other 

section of the Refuge, and the fact that they were pregnant or had 

small babies made them less able to rebel against the institution. A 

case book for the period 1 880-84 shows that eighty-seven women 

were received into Class A over that period. The youngest was 

sixteen, the oldest thirty, the average age twenty-one. Of fifty

two women whose occupations were noted, thirty-five were 

domestic servants. A number of che remainder were recent arrivals 

in the country, or had been living at home with their families. 41 

Although women entering such institutions were a minority 

among unwed mothers , their stories are captured in the case 

books. 13rief statements hint at a whole range of individual 

tragedies of women who voluntarily, and in some cases involun

tarily, transgressed conventional moral codes. They show that 

poverty, ill-health, emotional suffering, and humiliation were the 

prices nineteenth century women paid for illicit heterosexual 

activity. Many women had been promised marriage, but thei r  

child's father had broken the 'bargain' implicit in the relationship 

when pregnancy was discovered. Relatives were involved in a 

number of cases: the uncle of one eighteen-year-old had fathered 
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her chi ld; the brother-in-law of at least two others .  In one ins tance, 
the young woman's own father was responsible for the preg
nancy. (The baby died, and the girl was sent to a home in 
Wellington, far from the scene of the m1trage.) A t  least three 
women ware identified as victims of  rape, one having been ' forced 
by the d1i ld's father cruelly'. Some women, it was noted, had 
been seduced by employers or employers' sons, others by fellow 
servants after varying degrees of pursuit and harassment. Women 
living in hotels and boarding houses (like the two Napier women 
mentioned previously) seemed particularly at risk, though such 
women may not have had sustained ties with their families, and 
were therefore dependent upon a chari tabl.e institution when preg
nant. Typical comments were 'Got into trouble at a boarding 
house while looking for a place', 'Got into trouble while l iving as 
a housemaid at an Hotel. Has not spoken to the man since. Came 
here while in labour'; 'Deen out two years, in service all the time 
at the Clarendon Hotel . . .  Got into trouble with one of the 
boarders, a Bank Clerk ' .  (This last young woman, a twcnty-onc
ycar-old laundress, paid for her ' fa l l '  with her l ife, for she died an 
agonised death two days after deliverjng twins.) More unusual, 
but suggesting problems which could arise from a flexible attitude 
to colonial marriage, was the case of Sarah Hobbs. She was ' said 
to have been married for some years, but another wife came from 
England - Has one ch ild five years old, & expects another'. 

Although ' a ftercourse - bad' appears beside the name of some 
'Class A' cases, most returned to domestic service and made no 
further contact with the inst itution. There were some convention
ally happy endings which were recorded with acclaim, especially 
where a former inmate redeemed herself by marrying 'a respect
able man'. One conspicuous success in the eyes of the managing 
commi ttee i nvolved a twenty-year-old servant who, though 
engaged to a carpenter, had been ' led astray by Captain Howard's 
son' .  Her carpenter appeared the more steadfast in the Iong
run, for a later comment approvingly notes, ' Doing well Joined 
Salvation Army About to marry her old sweetheart the carpenter'. 

In 1 891  the St Saviour's Guj)d decided to restrict the Canter
bury Refuge to ' first fall' maternity cases only. Over the next two 
decades the institu tion's maternity functions became more 
prominent, 1he standard of midwifery more exacting. In 1 9 1 1 the 
institution came under the d irect control of the Board, and the 
ladies' committee was demoted from a management body to a 
visiting committee. In 1 9 1 8  the Hefuge was renamed the • Essex 
Maternity Home', and a section was set aside _ for the married 
women who were unable to afford private maternity care. In a 
further endorsement of the institution's medical role, an antenatal 
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clinic was established a t  the Home in 1924. From 1938 it came 
under the North Canterbury Board's Hospitals Committee, rather 
than its Benevolent Committee, which supervised charitable aid.42 

The Dunedin Female Refuge experienced a similar change of 
focus from moral reform to 1he medical management of 
maternity. I n  its case the break was a much sharper one, for the 
Dunedin Refuge was actually dosed in 1904, after criticism from 
the Labour Department for failing to comply with the 1901 
Factories Act. (Grace Neill l:iter confirmed that the Refuge had 
been 'miserably furnished and untidily kept ' , the matron's main 
object to get as much laundry work from the girls as possible. 43) 
After a certain amount of agitation by the Otago Medical School, 
whose students were desperate for the obstetrical cases required to 
complete their training, the Otago Board re-equipped and re
opened the Refuge in 1907, naming it the 'Forth Street Maternity 
Hospital ' . 44 Uy th is t ime there was already a St Helens Hospital in 
Dunedin , but it was most emphatically for the ' respectable wives 
of working men' ,  who could afford to pay fees. St Helens also 
excluded medical students on the grounds chat fee-paying patients 
shou ld  not be subject to the humiliation of their presence. Their 
fallen and destitute counterparts, the kinds of women who were 
directed to Forth Street, could not e_xpect such nice consideration. 

Institu tional provision for single mothers has been rehearsed at 
some length because it anti(ipatcd wider developments in 
maternity care, developments which couched upon the l ives of a 
majority of New Zealand women. In the 1 890s institution:11 
maternity care was associated with moral reform and with church 
activity. Four decades later it was dominated by the public hospi
tal system and focussed upon the physical health of mother and 
child. By this time most maternity homes, even St Helens, took 
in both married .md unmarried women. For the period of child
birth at least, 'patient' status began to override financial and moral 
differentials among mothers. All women, married and unmarried, 
were 'bodies' pathologically weakened by civ ilisation for the 
normal task of reproduction, and candidates for che new in ter
ventioniSC obstetrics. 45 

The position of single mothers after they gave birth was only 
sl ightly better in the 1 920s and 1930s than it had been in the 
nineteenth century. In some ways, their lot may even have 
worsened. As we shall see, the early twentieth century was 
characterised by new standards of motherhood and a focus on 
child-life. When this happened, the unmarried, and especially the 
'second fa l ls '  among them, were seen to debase the maternal ideal. 
Eugcnist philosophies were also at hand to label such women as 
oversexed, lack.ing in self-control, and possibly simple-minded. 
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The removal of the ex-nuptial child, already disadvantaged by its 
bi rth, might save it from further pol lution by the parent .  And 
who better to provide for the care of these babies than childless 
married women, whose unfulfilled state was ever more emphasised 
by the new ideologies? The pressure on unwed mothers to have 
their babies adopted appears to have increased markedly by the 
l 930s and 1 940s. 46 

All of this meant, of course, that single mothers could not be 
given financial assistance which might encourage them to keep (or 
to conceive) ex-nuptial babies. Such hclp was seen as an induce
ment to immorality, an endorsement of 'bastardy', an insult, 
even, to virtuous women who had attained the married state 
without an unwed pregnancy. When child allowances were intro
duced in 1 926, illegitimate children were excluded. Even under 
the Sociai Security Act of 1938, supposedly comprehensive, no 
specific provision was made for single mothers. They were eli
gible for the sickness benefit in the period immediately before and 
after childbirth, but only if  they had previously been in employ
ment. 47 The emergency benefit could be given fo r  res tricted 
short-term instances of need, but it was entirely discretionary and 
little publicised. lntroduccd in 1 973 , the domestic purposes benefit 
was the fi rst state assistance for which single parents were eligible 
as of right, and ever si nce it has invited considerable outrage and 
moral indignation. The term 'solo mum' might be a recent one, 
but the condition, and the attitudes i t  arouses, have a certai n  
antiquity. 

Single mothers were not the only women for whom maternity 
meant economic vulnerability and conflicting social pressures, 
though they were the individuals most  l ikely to lose their children. 
Most women on charitable aid fel t  at some time the push toward 
self-help, while facing criticism if this resulted in less than ideal 
mothering. Charitable aid officials showed considerable inconsist
ency here, monitoring their female clients' standards of house
keeping and child care, their efficiency and dedication within the 
home, but also hoping to push them out i nto the paid workforce. 

As a result, many women went to pitiful lengths to contribute 
in some small way to their own support. The problem was that 
few trades were available to them in the ni neteenth century, and, 
as the 1 890 'Sweating' Com mission demonstrated, those which 
did exist were low paid and highly competitive. The kinds of 
women who sought charitable aid tended to be unskilled and 
unable to work regular hours in paid empl oyment. Domestic 
service, for many years the largest single employer of fem.ales, 
usual ly  required employees to live in,  and was seldom a practical 
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option for women wir:h dependent children . Poor women were 
forced into intermittent work which could be undertaken in their 
own homes or their own districts, usually for a pittance, and 
inevitably without un ion protection. 411 

Sometimes, this i nvolved the sale of women's  nurturing skills 
and the privacy of their own homes. from the earliest years of 
Pakeha settlement,  women had staved off destitut ion by taking in 
orphans and other children for whom government grants were 
made. Dy the 1 890s some charitable aid authorit ies were using this 
kind of placement as a means of keeping foster parents o ff the 
weekly relief l ists. 49 Although 'pauper placements' came under 
attack for habituating chi ldren to a life on the public purse, many 
women continued to sec foster care as a means of suppkmenting 
their meagre incomes. Other women cook in  adult boarders, 
though if the Otago case files arc :my indication, boarders could 
be a distinct liabil ity, their circumstances just as straitened as those 
whose homes they shared . A male boarder also laid a female relief 
applicant open to accusa tions of im moral.icy. In some of the Otago 

cases they did lead to new attachments - and to new disappoint
ments, where relationships were followed by pregnancy and 
another desertion. 

The sale of produce was another way that housewives of the 
past supplemented their incomes, though this became less viable 
as the factory processing of foodstuffs expanded. In :iny case, it 
was seldom an option for women living in urban slums with no 
surplus food or produce. The Otago files t hrow up one example, 
from 1 890, where a seventy-one-year-old woman tried, with only 
partial success, to keep herself through the sale of eggs and milk. 
ln  winter, when her chickens stopped laying and she had to 
provide feed for her cow, she became dependent upon outdoor 
relief. In this instance neighbourhood support was also in evidence, 
for when the old widow's cow died , a subscription was raised and 
another purchased for her. 50 

Much more typic:il activit ies for women on charitable aid were 
laundry and needlework. These uti lised ski lls which all Women 
were supposed to possess and could be undcrtaken in a woman's 
own home. Evcn very elder ly  women would undertake ;11_1 activity 
like knitting to earn a l i t t le money. Grace Clark, one of two 

recipients of outdoor rclief in the Manawatu County in 1 880, was 
seventy-three. A nacivc of the Orkney I slands, she inhabited a 
s mal l  cottage on the Oraki Mission Station, and undercook fine 
knitting to suppkmcnt her income.51 In 1 889 Matilda Martin, a 
Dunedin widow with seven ch i ldren, was under pressure from the 
relieving officer co do more to help herself. Her friends proposed 
to buy her a stocking kni tting machine so that she could cam a 
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little money. 52  Unfortunately, knitting, l ike washing and needlework, was one of the activities most l ikely to be affected by expanding industrial and commercial production in the late n ineteenth century, and women working on an intermittent basis competed with those who sought more regular work. The Labour Department also noted from the lace 1 890s that Chinese laundries were eating into the trade of the very poorest class of working women. 53 (Admittedly, there was a strong clement of racial prejudice behind the cla im. The officers might just as readily have pointed to homes for unmarried mothers operating in the mafo centres, since they rook in laundry work. on a commercial basis and used a captive workforce co support their activities.) Helen Stavely, Officer-in-Charge of the Women's Branch of rhe Labour Department, claimed that she put a great dea l of time into finding casuaJ domestic work and washing and i roning for widows and women with families. Some had husbands who were ill or unemployed, and al though food was desperately needed in the homes, the women's meagre earnings usually had co go to pay che rent. Elderly women posed a particular problem. Employers preferred younger women, despite the fact that many were, in Stavely's view, 'flighty and unrel iable'. Often Stavely had no choice bur to refer cases to the Wel l ington Benevolent Trustees, though one of her coJleagucs noted that many of the older women were t1fready on charitable aid. They sought, and desperately needed, an additional incornc because their relief allowance was so small that it was scarcely sufficient to keep life in the body. 54 A few chari table aid boards also tried to facilitate women's access to paid employment, though in  an unsystematic and very ambivalent way. Some provided equipment which would enable relief applicants to undertake work in their own homes. Washjng mangles were thought a particu larly good investment if they nudged a woman toward self-support. In 191 1 the Otago Board's .Benevolent Committee made it known that it would be pleased to receive applications from the 'ladies' of Duned in  for home hdp, to be supplied by 'women' on rel ief. The previous year it had considered providing a crcche or a series of homes around the city where poor working mothers could leave their children while they earned a l ivelihood, but nothing came of the idea. 55 (One of the few such facilities in New Zealand at this time was run on a charitable basis in  Wellington by the Roman Catholic Sisters of Compassion, but cheap and adequate ch ild care was rhen, even more tban now, a rare and wondrous thing. 56) 

Poor women found i t  almost impossible to circumvent the tensions between their role as mother and homemaker and the push 
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1:, toward self-support. These tensions were compounded, if any-
t0 thing, by rising expectations of maternity in the twentieth century. 
� Australian historian J ill Matthews has shown how motherhood 
·� became a major element in the social construction of femininity 
.•. · from the 1880s. This, she argues, was a time when a woman's role 
J, as 'mother' overshadowed her earlier usefulness as wife, as sexual 
-� partner, as economic assistant and companion. Women were 

increasingly judged by rhcir success in rearing g0od citizens, in 
catering for their children's emotional as well as physical needs, in 
creating homes which were germ-free havens for their less numer
ous, but individually more demanding, offspring. 57 In New 
Zealand, poor women, least of all, were able to meet these new 
standards of motherhood, and for them the contradiction between 
social ideals and their own situation was enormous. Eugenist 
concerns meant that they were likely to be blamed for having 
children in the first place: whatever the concern about declining 
birth rates from the 1900s, the proliferation of paupers, and 
especially sickly paupers, was not to be encouraged. Once they 
had children, such women were likely to be blamed for their 
callousness and neglect of them, for failing to maintain Plunket
defined standards of care in overcrowded cottages, for their 
family's less than faithful school attendance or antisocial tend
encies. As we will sec in the next chapter, there was a growing 
range of state and voluntary agencies anxious to guide 'problem' 
families after the First World War. Always subject to censure 
from the relieving officer, poor women were obvious targets for 
the new social workers, though many remained staunchly resistant 
to interventions. 

Increasingly obvious by the 1 920s was concern about families of 
the third and even fourth generation on relief, 'intransigent' cases 
who caused social workers immense frustration. A fter the First 
World War, eugenist language of the kind which MacGregor had 
freely used in bis 1 81J0s' reports seems to have become more 
widespread throughout the char itable aid system. S()mc of the 
most ch illing evidence given to the 1924 Commit tee of Inquiry 
into Mental Defectives and Sex�1al Offenders came from indivi
duals associated with the hospital boards.· The North Canterbury 
Board had consistently shown great interest in eugenics, and Annie 
Herbert, who chaired its Social Welfare Committee, elaborated at 
length L1pon the ' mental and moral degenerates' she encountered 
during her work. She described women totally inept at keeping a 
home, children who did not know whac it was to have a bath or a 
proper meal, 'over-sexed' women who gave birth time and time 
again at the Essex home to infants supposedly as deficient as 
themselves, :mcl famil ies wh() were the despair of the school, 
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Plunket, district nurses, and all who came into contact with them. 
Other evidence given to the Committee h ighl ighted the instances 
of illegitimacy, inccsr, il l-health, and crime dea lt with by various 
social agencies, suggesting that MacGregor's 'unorganisable 
residuum' was as vigorous in the 1 920s as earl ier. 58 Signi fi cantly, 
although male 'degenerates' were idemified, rhe foc�1s was often 
on women, whose excessive fecund ity caused disgust as wel l  as 
disquiet, and whose lack of housewifel y sk ills was readily identi
fied by social wqrkers. Such women carried the burden not only 
of poverty, frequently of brutal or  broken marriages, of chronic 
ill-hea l th and overcrowded homes , but they were held col lectively 
responsible for racial decline and socia l disorder. Their experience 
was a far cry from the almos t  spiritual picture of radiant mother� 
hood and cosy fami l y  l ife constantly promulgated by women 's 
organisations an<l in  popular magazines of the time. 

The charitable aid system shows the h istorical basis of women's 
vulnerability to poverty in New Zealand, and the strong ambival
ence surrounding their contact with social welfare. In New 
Zealand,  as in  Australfa, twentieth century employment and wages 
policies gave support to the nuclear fami ly unit, reinforcing the 
idea of female dependency. Arbi tratjon Court awards, for 
example, were geared to a man, his wife, and two (sometimes three) 
ch j Jd ren. The supposition behind this was that women and chil
dren would participate indirectly i n  the benefi ts of high wages -
reasoning which assumed, no doubt optimistical ly, ma le goodwi l l  
and a willingness to share pay packets equitably.5� I t  a lso assumed 
that women and child ren hnd a male breadwinner responsible for 
their support. Women 'wi thout male support' were in a highly 
anomalous position. 

This was reflected, first, in confl icting views of women welfare 
recipients, views which permeated the chari table aid sys tem and 
carried over into state welfare services. In recession conditions 
especially, women were l ikely to be represent ed as 'brazen-faced 
begga rs of the female sex'. This was Grace Neill's phrase, and one 
which imp lied that women on rel ief wne cunning manipulators 
of public and private charity. An equal ly damning,  but rather 
different, stereotype was that of women as 'sociaJ defectives', 
witless propagators of the unfit. This, a s  we have seen, was an 
image elaborated by Duncan MacGregor in  the J 890s, bm more 
widely influential i n  the I 920s, the heyday of the euge11ics move
ment. I t  was most l ikely ro be applied to long-term recipients of 
relief and es_pecial l y  to women wi th two or more l'X-11upt ial 
children. 

1 24 

� 
•■f
!t 

'Bcg�ars 4tlic Fc111ale Sex' 

Against these negative images was a more sympathetic one of 
women as helpless victims of male callousness, irrespons ibility, 
and lust. Here, the object of blame was the feckless, supposedly 
work-shy male, who dragged his depcndents down into poverty. 
Under this scenario, moral failure was largely a male attribute. 
Although equally stereotypical, this last view proved the more 
sustainable. Relieving officers and benevolent committees found it 
hacd to classify women as totally undeserving or  to deny them 
relief, especially where children were involved. 

Nonetheless, there was a definite hierarchy among women 
without male providers, and this was a second aspect of charitable 
aid which carried over to t he state provision of welfare. It is no 
accident t hat widows with dependent ch i ldren were first regarded 
as deserving of state pensions in 19 1 1 ,  and the wives of psychiatric 
patients soon after, but t hat deserted wives had to wait until 1 936 
for a state benefit, which, even then, was d ifficult to obta in. 
Statutory provision was not made for the least 'deserving' group, 
single mothers, until 1 973, and the domestic purposes benefit 
remains one of the most controversial on rhe statute books. With 
both deserted wives and single mothers, long-standing anxieties 
and ambivalences remained: such women (and, more importantly, 
their children) should nor be al lowed to starve, bu� nor should aid 
be so generous as to e11ro11rage alternatives to the nuclear family 
unit. Assistance too read i ly given might endorse men's failure to 
provide, might encourage women to avoid dependence on men. 
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Mrs Carpenter, Matron, and children of the Waltham Orphanage, Christchurch, 1 906. 
Alexander Turnbull Library 

Chapter 7 

'GUTTER CHILDREN' 

New Zealand's most famous pauper, John A .  Lee, has written 
evocatively of childhood poverty in the 1 890s; of threadbare cast
offs and l i fe in worm-eaten hovels, of meals made from scrag ends 
of meat and stale dripping and scones, the rare and thrill ing gift of 
a ripe apple, quickly turned to tragedy when the child was 
dispossessed of it by others as hungry as himself. School years 
brought a growing awareness of difference from other children, 
constant la teness for class as the household had no clocks, and 
eventual truancy. Lee also recalled visits to the Otago relieving 
officer, a grim-faced man named Clulec who, to childish eyes, 
seemed never to smi le, the rancid third-grade butter supplied 
through the Otago .13cnevolcnt Trustees, meals of mince expanded 
by a turn of the tap and an additional pinch of s;ilt . 1 

Lee was one of a number of New Zealand children for whom 
deprivation was a fact of l ife. Chi ldren receiving charitable aid fell 
into two categories: those who obtained relief along with their 
parents or, l ike Lee, in association with a single parent, and those 
maintained apart from their families or whose parents were dead. 
It is this second group on whom the chapter will focus although, 
as Lee's own career shows, children very easily made the transition 
from one category to the other. Indigent parents might be relieved 
of one or two children so that they could more easily support 
themselves, and it was not unknown for 'unfit' parents to have 
their children forcibly taken from them. Povcrry and family 
dispersal were closely associated. 

By the time of the 1885 Hospitals and Charitable Institutions 
Act there was a lready disquiet about children's experience of 
'pauperdom'. Increasingly, the charitable aid boards' provision for 
children was challenged as inappropriate, especially once other 
organisations began to compete for a role in child welfare. This, 
more than any other area of welfare, shows the inreraction of 
charitable a id with churd1 and voluntary groups, and with agencies 
of the State. Like Lee's semi-fictionalised account, it draws us into 
the experience of one particularly helpless group among the poor 
- children who were destitute, orphaned, or abandoned in a 
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country promoted as an eminently desirable place to be born and 
raised. 

Jn practice, the fai lure of paren tal support for ch i ldren was 
apparent as early as the 1 850s, when capita tion payments we.re 
made ro individual women and to church groups for child care. 
Some of the firs t  welfare institu tions in New Zealand provided for 
orphans and des titute children: Auckland's St Mary's, run by the 
Sisters of Mercy from the early 1 850s. the Parnel l Orphau Home 
(Anglican), estab lished in I 866, and the Otago Ilenevolent Insti
tut ion, a lso opened in 1 866. 13y the end of the provincial period 
there were ten institutions i�n exis tence for orphaned, criminal, or 
neg lected chi ldren. Two of them (the industrial schools at Caver
sham and llurnham) came directly under the Justice Department, 
the rest were local or  church establ ishments. 2 

Legislative provision was a lso made rdatively early, the 1 867 
Neglected ami Criminal  Children Act al lowing for the establish
ment of industrial schools and for the removal of children from 
undesirable s i tuations . hs reference to ch i ldren found begging or 
receiving alms, frequenting public places, sleeping in the open air, 
and consorting with th ieves , prostitutes, habitual drunkards, or 
vagrants suggests a perception rl iat all was not wel l  with some 
New Zealand famil ies. 3 It certa inly shows that the 'moral delin
quents' of the 1 950s and 'street kids' of more recent times have 
their his torical :mtccedents. The Act's t iming was significant, in a 
decade marked by the social disruptiou of the gold rushes. Male 
parents, in particular, seemed to be wanting. An 1 870 pol ice 
survey of forty-eight 'street chi ldren' in Auckland (the term was 
a contemporary one) showed that roughly 75 per cent had lost 
one parent, usually the father, through death, desertion or impris
onment. Of fifty-five children supported by the Canterbu ry Pro
vincial Counci l  in foster homes or church institu tions during 
1871 ,  twenty-three had Jost their fa t her through death or desertion. 
(The mothers of ten of these children were in p rison .)  Jn deven 
cases the mother had d ied but the fothcr was sti l l  l iving, and ten of 
the ch i ldren were fu l l  orphans. One chi ld had two parents who 
were bel ieved to be al i ve, but were missing. The remaining 
parents were unable, mostly through il lness, to support their 
children. 4 

By the early twentieth century ,  mothers were more likely co 
share in the blame. In 1 9 1 5  t he Benevolent Committee of the 
Ocago Hospital and Charitable A id 13oard referred to the 'callous
ness ' of women who parted wi t h  their chi ldren : 'They have not 
the proper feelings of motl1erhood, and do not show the regard 
for their chi ldren which one would expect' a member com
plained. 5 Throughout, charitable aid authori ties fo i. lcd to a ppreciate 
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the pressure of extreme poverty on family ties, believing that their 

clientde w,111ted to abandon thei r children out of fecklessness and 

greed. On the whole, the boards removed children from chari

table aid families less as a matter of policy or ideology than 

because they saw financial savings to be made in individual cases. 

Since savings were never certain, charitable aid authorities tended 

to be less interventionist than the Education Department, for 

example. ln the 1 890s and 1 900s they were frequently criticised by 

women's groups for putting the ra tepayer interest above those of 

children who 'needed' ro be 'rescued' from unwholesome 

environments. 
In theory, the charitable aid boards were responsible for desti-

tute chi ldren on! y, those institut ional ised on account of parental 

neglect or their own criminality being a charge on the State . The 

latter came, first, under the Justice Department, and, from 1 880, 

the Education Department. The fact that there were two agencies 

responsible for children in need of care, the charitable aid boards 

(which came under the supervision of the Hospitals Department) 

and the Education Department, was laJcr to cause considerable 

confusion and debate about responsibility in individual cases. 

There was no specific ment ion of chi ldren in the 1 885 Hospita ls 

and Charitable Institutions Act, though its 1 886 amendment 

enabled charitable aiJ boards tO appoint guardians for children in  

the i r  care, and the 1 909 Act formally empowered them to establish 

separate homes for children. In practice the boards' responsibility 

for children ranged over four areas. Orphanage work was the least 

c.xtensive, for there was only one charitable aid orphanage in New 

Zealand. Some boards made al ternative provision for children in 

their benevolent institu tions, but this was an increasingly con

troversial practice. A third response involved the placement of 

ch ildren in foster care, as the charitable aid boards ran fostering 

schemes parallel to those of the Education Department. Finally, 

the boa.rds also paid for the support of children in private and state 

industrial schools. 

Onl y  one orphanage ever came under charitable aid board juris

diction . The forces which brought the Lyttclton Orphanage under 

the North Canterbury Board's management were s imilar to those 

which operated in the case of the Canterbury Female Refuge. In 

1 868 a com mittee of the Canterbury Provincial Council had 

considered how best to provide for destitute children. le decided 

to convert the old Lyttclt0n Hospital into au orphanage, and on 

1 Ju ly 1 870 the Canterbury Orphan Asylum opened. After the 

abolit ion of the provinces it came under the government

nominated and -funded Christchurch Charitable Aid Board, and 
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in 1 885 was transferred to the newly constituted Ashburton and 
North Canterbury Uni red Charitable Aid Board. 6 From this time 
1he Lyttclton Orphanage (as it was now known) followed a 
troubled course as it came under committees less attuned to 
children's welfare than to the vagaries of local body politics. The 
various inquiries and newspaper exposes which followed suggest 
that the experience of children in New Zealand institutions at the 
turn of the century was a decidedly dismal one. 

On 12 January 1886 there were seventy-one boys and thirty
two girls in the Lyttelton Orphanage. A large number were not 
ful l  orphans, but  had one and sometimes both parents alive. 7 The 
Orphanage records show that parents themselves sometimes 

appl ied to admit their children, presumably because they were too 
poor to ca re for them. For those admitted, l ife was a montonous 
round of housework, prayers , school ing, meals, and more work. 
Twice a week the routine was varied by a march , a nd the rnore 
privileged boys were involved in band practices. 8 For some, 
domest ic chores began as early as five or six in the morning. Until 
1888 the children were taught by the master and a governess at the 
Orphanage, but in the 1 890s they began to attend the nearest 
public school. Even this had its drawbacks. The children had to be 
up even earlier to attend to their duties and be ready for school on 
time. They had to rush back to the Orphanage, and return to the 
school by one o'clock in the afternoon. They had no ulsters or 
overcoats, and in wet weather were either kept from school or sat 
all day in wet clothes. 9 

For girls, in particular, schooling was a mere formality, and 
they were even more likely than the boys to be kept back from 
the classroom for domestic tasks. Domestic service was their 
inevitable destiny, as i t  was for most female children in institutions 
at the time. ln 1 890 the Board's Orphanage Committee resolved 
that Orphanage girls should be withdrawn from school at age 
thirteen, regardless of educational achievement, to be prepared for 
service at, or before, attaining the age of fourteen. 10 The oppor
tun ities for boys were slightly broader, as they were apprenticed 
to trades or went into the Navy. Often, however, boys were 
returned from apprenticeships, the reports simply noting that they 
were 'unsatisfactory'. A letter of 1909 suggests that girls placed 
out as domestic servants also became more assertive as they got 
older. The Board's secretary wrote to a woman that it was a very 
difficult matter to get girls for domestic help, especially for places 
in the country. They aU sought to live i11 or near the town, and to 
have the liberty to go out whenever they wanted in the evenings, 
he complained. 1 1  
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At various times, the 13oard's Institutions Committee decided 

to flex its muscles, seeking to curb the master's control over the 

Orphanage. The period between I 885 and 181)0, when most of the 

children were fostered out, was marked by the forced resignations 

of managers and matrons, scoff accusations against the manager, 

and frequent complaints about cruelty. In 1 886 a new master 

reported on a severe shortage of clothing, diny bedding, and only 

one comb having been provided to dress the hair of ninety-six 

children. 12 A month later a visiting workman accused him of ill

treating a l i ttle boy. He had seen a six-year-old standing naked 

outside in the hail, while another threw cold water over him. The 

little lad was screaming, black and blue with cold,  and could 

hardly stand, the workman claimed. An inquiry showed that the 

boy had soiled his clothes i11 class, and chat this was a frequent 

way of washing down such children, to d_iscourage them from 

'dirty habits'. The master denied aU accusations, but two years 

lacer was dismissed for excessive discipline, and for his inability to 

get on with staff. 13 

Such troubles were well publicised in the press, and probably 

hastened the 13oard's 1890 decision to foster out most of the 

children. Unwilling to surrender a valuable income from Orphan

age endowments, the 13oard retained a small number of inmates -

between seven and fifteen - in what was then a very old, 

incommodious buildin�. Its destruction by fire fol1rtcen years later 

came as a distinct relief to the lloard. 1 4  llut the children, and the 

all-important endowments, had only just been transferred to a 

smaller property at Waltham when the institution became the 

subject of a major scandal, culminating in a public inquiry in late 

1905. 
The whole affair was heightened by the long-standing tensions 

between women 13oard members and their more conservative 

col leagues. The Ashburton and North Canterbury Board, it will 

be remembered, was one of the first to have female appointees, 

and was also under the close scrutiny of women's organisations in 

Christchurch. In this instance the women's persistent criticisms of 

the Orphanage led to a commission of inqui ry, which confomed a 

number of shortcomings in its management. The usual insti

tutional deficiencies were apparent - dirty bedding and monot

onous food (a shortcoming allegedly aggravated by the matron 's 

consumption of al l  sorts of dainties in front of the d1ildren). A 

'deadly dull' daily routine was varied, the Commissioner said, by 

'an occasional whipping or period of silence'. The Board's sec

retary, Thomas Norris, exercised stringent economy over all 

aspects of the Orphanage management .  Regular baths for the 
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children had only just been instituted, largely at the behest of Mrs 
Ada Wells, one of the J3oard members responsible for the 
inquiry. 15 The children's bodily neglect was more readily excused 
than their spiritual shortcomings, for the most persistent charge 
involved a lack of moral teaching at the Orphanage. This was an 
almost inevi table reproach to a public institution at a time when 
churches were staking a cla·im to orphanage work. 

The whippings were obviously thought to be within bounds, 
since a charge of harsh physical punishment was not substantia ted. 
Nonetheless, crude psychological victim isat ion had obviously been 
practised, with children forbidden to talk for as long as a month, 
dressed in 'grotesque costumes' for outings, and taunted abou t 
thei r  backgrounds. The matron was so unwise as to persecute a 
number of Catholic children and, more especially, to mock their 
religious observances. This was particularly foolish at a time of 
strong sectarian feeling, which had already been a factor in the 
establishment of separate church institutions. The Commissioner 
saw the matron's long-standing unfitness as further evidence of 
the Board's culpability; 16  a majority of  the Board regarded the 
matron as a convenient scapegoat and, stubbornly rejecting any 
share of the blame, dismissed her. A new matron was appointed, 
her duties more closely defined, and the lloard defiantly invited 
the Government to take over i ts destitute chi ldren if it thought it 
could do any better. 1 7  

Otherwise, the Orphanage seems to have continued much as 
bef<>re, the new matron giving a continuity and stability which 
had previously been lack ing. It remained under the Uni ted Board 
and its successor, the North Canterbury Hospital and Charitable 
Aid Board, whose willingness to maintain the connection owed 
much to the institution 's endowments. These freed it from any 
large demand on the local rates. 13etween 191 0  and 1 9 1 5  the 
number of children in the home trebled to forty-seven, with a 
noticeable increase in those aged fifteen and over . The Orphanage 
was extended in 1914, enabling continued control over inmates 
who had gained employment in towns, 'girls especially'. 18 From 
1919 gi rls were in the majority in this age range, despite tl1e 
higher number of boys overall. National figures on charitable 
institutions show a similar pattern in the 1920s. 19 This reflects the 
closer supervision exercised over young women, in whom the 
consequences of a moral lapse were thought costly, both for 
themselves and for the State. Ideally, female inmates of orphan
ages, reformatories, and industrial schools were co be kept in a 
state of dependence for as long as possible, their release into 
domestic service or marriage simply extending their tutelage. 
More pragmatically, female inmates provided a convenient free 
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labour force in their spare time, contributing to the cost of their 
keep. The managers of such institutions had good reason to keep 
them under control for longer than for boys; charitable aid boards, 
however, were generally less w illing to support children beyond 
the age of fifteen. 

Although it turned more toward foster care, the North Canter
bury Board continued its children's home (the preferred, and 
more accurate, term in use by the l 940s) until very recent times. 
Many placements in the institution were temporary while families 
worked through some short-term disruption, or while the mother 
was in a maternity home (one interesting consequence of the 
move toward hospital bi rths between the two world wars). 20 Dut 
the other boards stayed well clear of orphanage work, having 
been warned off by the earlier troubles at Waltham and by the 
active opposition of the Health Department. 

The total number of 'orphanages' or children's homes 
increased markedly from the 1900s, but these were run by the 
churches, not the State or the charitable aid boards. 21 It is signifi
cant that religious groups moved into institutional care at the very 
time that the Education Department and most charitable aid 
boards had rejected i t  as inferior to fostering. Faced with sectarian 
rivalry and declining church attendances, the churches were 
anxious to gather up their own, and their new social service 
departments provided 1hc111 with the resources to Jo it. Basically, 
the churches felt that insti tutions provided the most certain context 
for moral :ind spiritual train ing of the young; they found it easier 
to raise money for someth ing as tangible as an institution, and 
were often left large sums of money on .:ondition that it was spent 
in exactly this way. 22 They could also afford to be more selective 
in their clientelc than the Education Department and charitable aid 
authorities, one member of the North Canterbury Board claiming 
in 1 9 1 3  that Christchurch religious organisations 'would not touch' 
illegitimate children, for example. ( By way of contrast, nearly half 
the children in the North Canterbury Board's care at this time had 
been born outside wedlock - seven of the twenty-one in the 
Orphanage, seventeen of the thirty-two boarded out and, even 
though they were outside the Board's direct control, seventy-six 
of the 131  children maintained by the Board in government and 
private industrial schools. 23 Until at least the 1950s institutional 
care of children remained the preferred approach of church groups. 
B y  the 1920s the Child Welfare 13ranch of the Education Depart
ment had a policy of fostering state wards in all but the most ex
ceptional cases. While hospit:il boards were empowered co establish 
institu tions for the ' reception or rdkf of children, these were in 
practice couvalcscellt hospitals, ch il<lrcn 's wards, and rhe like. 
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Although there was only one charitable aid orphanage, some chil
dren did receive indoor relief in the benevolent institutions. This 
procedure was not widespread., for it was apparent even in the 
l 880s that boarding out might be cheaper than institutional care, 
and there was a feel ing that children should be kept apart from the 
elderly and disabled poor. There were, however, two local auth
orities with rather more invested in the practice than the others. 
Despite the Department of Hospitals constantly impressing upon 
them the impropriety of their arrangements, the Otago Benevolent 
Trustees continued to take children into the Benevolent Institution 
until 1 893. Children provided a source of cheap and ready labour 
and, as long as-there was space in the Benevolent Institution, it was 
sometimes easier to admit children who needed temporary care 
than to seek out foster homes. The Southland Board placed indi
gent children first in its Bowmont Street Home in lnvercargill ,  and 
later into Lorne Farm, at Mabrewa. Here , the ch ildren's proximity 
to chkkens, cows, and a rural lifestyle was supposed to outweigh 
their proxi mity to the Board's elderly male inmates. lfnod1ing else, 
the rural setting made the arrangement more palatable to govern
ment departments, and enabled the Southland Board to maintain 
children at Lorne until the 1 920s. 

The experience of children in the benevolent asylums was no 
more agreeable than in orphanages and other institutions geared 
specifically to their reception . The Otago Benevolent Institution 
had take_n in cl�ild_ren since jts_ opcnin� in 1 866, and they were 
actually m a maJonty there until 1 875. 2 The Benevolent 1 rustces 
were reluctant to accept ch i ldren into the lnstitmion, fearing that 
the a vailability of places would s imply encourage parenta l 
irresponsibi lity. All the same, there were seventy-five children in 
residence in January 1 89 1 ,  some apparenrly admitted on a tempor
ary basis while their family situation became more organised, or  
while a parent served a prison term.  25 Other children were ref used 
admission if of weak intellect, or if their parents' reason for 
disposing of them seemed unduly frivolous. 26 

Throughout, adult self-in terest was wel l to the fore. Children 
were seen as economic liabilities while smalJ, but became assets to 
the family when old enough to work. This was shown in parental 
requests to substitute a small child for an older sibling in the 
Institution, and in the tendency for older, stronger children to be 
'adopted'. Common enough were requests to the Otago Trustees 
and to other charitable aid authorities for 'a good, strong girl, able 
to milk a cow', 'a child of useful years' (and the particularly 
audacious request of one Carterton fa rmer to the Wellington 
Benevolent Trustees for ten such sturdy youngsters27) .  To the 
credit of most charitable aid boards, the more blatant requests 
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were indignantly refused, but many children must have been 
.,t committed to the care of taskmasters wlro were more tactful in 

framing their request. At the same time, the boards exacted their 
fol] share of children's work while they had them in care. But 
children did not have to be orphans, or destitute, or separated 
from their parents for their labour to be an exploitable com
modity, as school medical inspectors and truancy of�cers found 
well into the twentieth century. 

The largest group of children discharged from the Otago Ben
evolent Institution in any one year was the one 'taken out by 
friends', presumably relatives and acquaintances, whose altruism 
must also be suspect. Those 'placed at service', the next largest 
category, at least received some remuneration for their services . 
As usual for children in care, domestic service loomed with a grim 
inevitability for the girls, and farm work for boys. To ensure a 
better product, the Trustees instituted a six-month ' training 
period' for all children about to be discharged. 28 (Significantly, 
one argument in favour of foster care was that children reared in 
an institution had no home training, and that when they left it 
they were unable to work or were unfit for work, unaware of the 
requirements of a normal household, and so made very bad ser
vants. 29) In the meantime, however, the older children saved the 
Benevolent Trustees some of the cost of domestic labour in the 
Institution. 

For the most part, the children's experience of indoor relief in a 
benevolent asylum differed little from that of the elderly inmates 
who were their main associates. There was virtually no attempt to 
cater for individual needs, little, it seems, in the way of play, 
variety, love, and affection. Treats such as the annual trip on the 
Union Steamship Company's steamer came their way, along with 
the well-meaning entertainments by ladies' groups and Sunday 
schools traditionally imposed upon the institutionalised of all ages, 
classes, and interests. An equally doubtful diversion was 'drill '  by 
the local fire chief. One Benevolent Trustee proudly related how 
the little boys could evacuate the building and have che hose 
trained upon the window in five minutes flat. 30 Such activities at 
least provided some form of contact with the outside world, but 
for the most part the children were isolated, since the Institution 
had its own teacher. Their most immediate contact was with old 
people increasingly marked by sickness and debility. Concerned 
outsiders feared moral, if not physical, contamination of the 
children. The solution was obvious, but the Trustees hesitated 
until they were quite certain of the financial savings involved in 
foster care. The children's interests prevailed, and in 1893 the last 
nineteen of them were satisfactorily boarded out at a weekly cost 
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of Ss 6d - 2s a head less than the amount paid to the foster parents 

of state wards. 31 The Ilcnevolcnt Trustees could congratulate 
themselves on having struck a bargain. 

The Southland Hospital and Charitable Aid Board continued co 
admit children to its benevolent institution long after this date. 
The Southland Board's Ilowmont Street Home was opened in 
lnvercargill in 1886 and, as in other centres, children crept into a 

home which was quite unsu ited to thei( needs, one whjch was 
really an old men's home. They remained in res idence, despite 
MacGregor's objections and a t least one deputation of loca l min
isters in protest to the Board. 32 There were the usua l fears of 
hardened old lags corrupting innocent youth - the more so since 
in the Ilowmont Street Home boys of under twelve shared a 

dormitory with elderly men. 
The Southland Board responded to criticism by opening a new 

institution at Lorne Farm, Makarewa. First the fit elderly then the 
ch ildren were transferred, in 1 902. The children lived in a separate 
wing from the adults, and the rural setting was thought sufficiently 
advantageous to win official approval. Reports from the Hospita l s  
Department commended the new institution, noting with ap
proval the ninety-five acre farm, dairy, and cultivations. In 1 905 
there were twenty-two old men and forty-six children in resi
dence, and a staff comprising master and matron, housemaid, 
ploughman, and sewing mistress to instruct the. girls. As wel l as 
working 011 the farm, the children attended the local school, and 
were described as bein:B hea lthy, happy, and encouraged in their 
'particular avocations ' .  

These were the reports of visitors impressed by signs of neat
ness and order. We may doubt that the institution made especially 
enlightened concessions to children's individuality: a report made 
by an Education Department official in 1908 complained of 
younger children herded together under the care of two inmates, 
:ind a 'workhouse' atmosi,herc to the place. The inspector, Miss 
H. Petrcment, confirmed tha t the children seemed well nourished 
and dad, but noted they had an 'aimless' way of wa lking and 
sitting, and that there was not a plaything in sight . 3� 

Reports such as this give on ly a gl impse of life for children at 
Lorne. A11other report, again from an Education Department 
officia l anxious to see the children removed, s uggests something of 
the ch ildren's backgrounds . In 192 1  there were thirty-one children 
at the Farm, four girls and twenty-seven boys, twelve of the tota l 
illegitimate, eight with only one parent living, and three full 
orphans. None had two parents living together, though the 
mothers of some illegitimate children had since married men other 
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than the child's father. Brief comments on the parents were 

uncomplimentary: 

Mother Amy Loft, address unknown. Her 6th illegitimate 

child . . .  Mrs Maggie Matthews Mocher, Mental Hospital. Father dead, 

Nephews of notorious McLeod . . .  Miss Florence Nixon, Invcrcargill. 

Menace to town, reputed father serving sentence now • • •  John 

Cantrell . . .  father, drunken waster but good worker. Mother obtained 

divorce.35 

Family disruption and ex-nuptial birth appear to have been the 

main forces pushing children into the Board's care. Both ,  of 

course, were associa ted with poverty, especially for mothers, and 

in three cases with psychiatric ill-health. 
In 1926, the Southland Uoard bowed to pressure and agreed to 

foster out the last seven boys in residence at Lorne. Lorne Farm 

became an infirmary for the elderly, though its internal manage

ment probably did not change greatly. In  final ly separating the 

young from its elderly inmates, the Sou thland Board became the 

las t  to abandon the nineteenth century concept of a benevolent 

asylum, catering for a range of the 'helpless poor'. The thrust of 

institutional care in the twentieth century was for ever more 

specialised institutions, differentiated by inmates' physical capacity, 

age, and gender. 

For children, however, non-institutional care was the ideal. By 

1900 the superiority of foster care was part of child welfare 

orthodoxy and, in this, as in so many aspects of child welfare, 

New Zealand was following overseas developments. Although 

introduced earlier in Britain, foster care, or 'boarding out', was 

implemented more widely and more successfully in Australia 

from the 1860s. Australia's experience showed that children from 

reformatories and industrial schools, as well as pauper children, 

could be successfully fostered. 36 After visiting Australia and 

observing the systems in place there, William Habens, New 

Zealand's Inspector-General of Schools, recommended similar 

provision here. 37 This was formal ised in the 1882 Industrial 

Schools Act and soon percolated down to the charitable aid boards 

as acceptable social policy. 
Boarding out was promoted as a distinctly advanced practice 

with all sorts of advantages for the children involved, for their 

natural parents, and for the fostering families. Habens claimed that: 

I t  is found that the homes in which [children] arc placed are improved 

in their general tone by the influence of the lady-visitors, and that 

parents who were content to let the State maintain their children in 
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schools become jealous of the influence of foster-parents, and strive to 
become worthy to claim the right to care for their own offspring. 38 

In theory, boarding out provided an opportunity to intervene in 
two sets of families, and to i mpose ideal standards of chi ld care 
and clean liness. Some Australian historians have seen the popu
larity of foster care as a means of dividin� the working class and 
undermining its d isreputable elements. 9 However, in New 
Zealand it is doubtful whether supervision of foster homes was so 
extensive as to allow for this degree of direction, at least until the 
appointment of child welfare officers in the 1 920s. The impJemen
tation of boarding out poljcies left a good deal to be desired. 

In the hands of the charitable aid boards, foster care could easily 
degenerate into a supplementary form of outdoor relief. The boards 
claimed that they were no less anxious than the Education Depart
ment to place children in a 'normal ' fam ily situation, and that they 
might as well exercise d i rect supervision as pay the Education 
Department to supervise destitute children on their behalf. But the 
practice also enabled economies to be made. It allowed famjJies on 
outdoor relief an additional weekly income, though 'pauper place
ments' were everywhere condemned. The boards also tended to 
pay less than the Education Department and so, it was claimed, 
only inferior persons were recru ited as foster parents. 40 

Duncan MacGregor and Grace Neill had no doubt that econ
omy was the boards' real reason for maintaining their own 
boarding out schemes. MacGregor strongly approved of boarding 
our, but insisted upon respectable rural foster homes and strict 
supervision. Neither was characteristic of the boards' arrange
ments. 1n his 1 892 report MacGregor supplied an extreme example 
of the kind of abuse which could occur, a case with an almost 
Dickensian ring to it: 

At Mr. Stickley's house, Mount Eden, eight children a rc boarded. 
Four of these children are paid for by their mothers and friends. 
The other four are paid for by the Auckland Charitable Aid Board. 
The surroundings and interior of this house are squalid and dirty in the 
extreme. The wife, Mrs. Stickley, tried ro excuse the confusion by 
saying that they were clearing-up and were caught at their worst; but it 
was evident that the normal condition of the place was filthy beyond 
measure. I t  was only by persisting in seeing everything for myself that 
I found my w:iy into a side room, where two girls - Mabel and Alice 
Edgecumbe, a.ged respectfully [sicj ten and seven years - slept. The bed 
occupied by these two children was unspeakably filthy. The bedding 
was very scanty, and so filthy as to be unfit for a dog-kcnnd. The 
mattresses were wet and rotting, and clearly had nor been attended to 
in any way for a very long rime . . . .  After completing my investi
gation at Mr. StickJcy's house, I resolved to see the two children, who 
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were ar school. I called our the two girls, whom I found fairly clean in 
their dress at first sight; but, on closer examination, I found them very 
insufficiently clad for this cold weather, and the boots worn by the 
older one were completely useless. The soles were entirely gone, and 
the child would have been better bare-footed. The most distressing 
thing of all, however, was to hear these children, in reply to my 
questions about their bed, say, 'We have a nice, dean, warm bed . '  
When I told them that I had just seen their bed, and  tried to find out 
why they told me what was not true, they looked at me and were 
evidently too terrified to say a word more. All I could discover was 
that sometimes they were beaten by a big boy named 'Cecil, ' with a 
stick. The girls have a fiinched look, and •are very thin. I believe they 
are not sufficiently fed. 1 

One can sympathise with Mabel and Alice Edgecumbe, torn 
between their dread of 'Cecil' with the big stick and MacGregor's 
awesome presence. Their home was certainly a far cry from the 
wholesome rural influences which were supposed to dissociate 
children from the pauper taint. But it appears that many foster 
parents, like the appropriately named Stick leys, thought i t  only 
worthwhile to take in  large numbers of children. In 1 905 a visit by 
the chairman of the Ashburton and North Canterbury Board to 
children boarded out in and around Christchurch confirmed that 
this was the case tl1cre. More serjously, he discovered that many 
foster homes were not even chosen by his Doard. Parents, many 
of them single mothers, placed their children in foster homes, 
promising ro pay maintenance. Eventually, they absconded or 
otherwise defaulted, and the person in charge of the home appealed 
to the Iloard as a more reliable paymaster. Without any intention 
on its part, the Board had become responsible for a number of 
children it could not even shift to a more suitable home without 
obtaining legal guardianship. Where children under four were 
involved, such foster homes needed to be licensed under the 1896 
Infant Life Protection Act. In the chairman's �iew, this made very 
little difference to the quality of care. Many of the 'baby farmers' 
(as he called them) took in not onJy the maximum number of 
infants permitted by their licence, but other children as well .  As a 
result of this report, the Ashburton and North Canterbury Board 
resolved to readvcrtise for private foster homes and attempt a 
more judicious selection. 42 There is no indication that major 
changes resulted - innovations in the area of child care were not to 
be the prerogative of charitable aid boards anxious to keep down 
the rates. 

I t  is d ifficult to gauge how many children were boarded out by 
charitable aid authorities, since many capitalised on the official 
endorsement of foster care, returning as 'boarded out' chi ldren 
who were acruaUy maintained in private institu tions. In some 
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instances, children mainta ined on outdoor relief wi th parents and 
relatives were also returned as 'boarded out' with their fami l ies. 43 

Despite tlfese practices, in the 1890s only the Auckland, North 
and South Canterbury Boards, and the Wellington Benevolent 
Trustees claimed to have any more than forty children boarded 
out in any one year. 44 A 1919 return suggests that only slightly 
more than one-third of all hospital and charitable aid boards had 
any children 'boarded out', and many of these were actually 
children supported in church homes. It appears, however, that by 
the First World War chari table aid boards had realised their 
limitations, were withdrawing from child care, and instead hand
ing destitute children over to the Education Department. The 
number of chi ldren maintained by the boards in state industrial 
schools almost doubled between 1908 and 1919 (see Table 6) . 

As we have seen, the charitable aid boards did not run their 
boarding-ou t  schemes because they had any strong commitment 
to child care. The 1885 Hospitals and Charitable Institutions Act 
had made them financially responsible for destitute children, even 
those under the Education Department's direct supervision, and 
the 1 886 amending Act made this responsibility retrospective. As 
long as this liability existed, there was an incentive for the boards 
to keep children under their own control, and to manage them 
more cheaply than the Education Department. 

From the boards' point of view, the real trick was to ensure that 
children were committed to industrial schools as 'neglected' rather 
than 'destitute' (an abandoned child could theoretically be both). 
In the 1890s the Canterbury Board's secretary, Thomas Norris, 
regularly attended the Christchurch Magistrates' Court to ensure 
that children were committed under those sections of the Indus
trial Schools Act which made the State liable. Nor was he beyond 
more direct intervention in his Board's interest. On at least one 
occasion he instructed Miss Frances Torlesse, an Anglican social 
worker 'Re girl --': 

It will be well to endeavour to arrange so that the girl may be left in 
the street in order that a conscable may take her to the Resident 
Magistrate to apply for a committal to Burnham [the local state 
industrial school] . . . .  She has no home: it is not shown that the father 
is 1111able to support her: & therefore the Colony as a whole may as well 
bear the cost of her maintenance in preference to the local ratepayers 
having to do so. 45 

Other boards had an arrangement with the local police to notify 
them when a ch iJd was likely to be committed as destitute, so that 
they might hastily deny liability. 
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Table 6 Children Maintained in Industrial Schools by Charitable 

Aid Authorities and Amounts Received by the Education 

Department from Boards 

Year Amount Number of children Number of children 
paid maintained by 

£ 
boards in private 
industrial schools3 

1908 8 376 542 152 

1909 8 613  596 132 

1910 9 337 1 678 98 

191 1 1 0  681 7 13  106 

1912-132 10 677 766 1 17 

1913-14 1 1  290 759 138 

1914-15 1 1  383 769 164 

1915-16 12 810  855 167 

1916-17 13  383 836 169 

1917-18 10 897 954 14 1  

1918-19 1 1  972 1009 134 

Sou�ce: AJHR, E-4, 1909-1919  

1 .  Adjus1e<I from 19 12  A11.n11al Report. 

2. l'rior 10 this. w1ount is based on the calendar year . 

3. Amount paid ,direct 10 mmagcrs: 1101 able 10 be ascertained. 

Once a child was placed in an industrial school or boarded out 

by the State, the charitable aid board supporting that child was 

likely to quibble about the cost of support and to criticise the 

Education Department's efforts on the child's behalf. The boards 

and the Department wasted large amounts of energy in such 

disputes, at a time when public opinion increasingly favoured 

total state control over destitute children. Thomas Valintine, t.hc 

Inspector-General of Hospitals, endorsed the Education Depart

ment's role in caring for destitute children; the Education Depart

ment was willing to assume total responsibility for them.�6 The 

sticking point was finance. In 1 911 the Director-General of Edu

cation, George Hogbcn, bad warned that removing the boards' 

liability would encourage them to throw an increasing burden on 

the State. He suggested that the boards might even break up 

homes in brder to place the children in state institutions, thereby 

shiftin� the burden of children's support away from the rate

payer. 7 However, by the end of the First World War it was clear 

to the Education Department that the time and effort required to 

collect paymenc from local boards was our of all proportion to the 

amount received, especially since half had already come from state 

subsidies. AJ rhough the number of dcstirnte children maintained 
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by the boards in industrial schools nearly doubled between 1 908 
and 1 9 1 9, the amount paid by the boards increased only slightly, 
and by 1 9 1 7  had actually started to dec)jnc (see Table 6) . The 1 920 
Hospitals and Charitable Institut ions Amendment Act (No .2) 
repealed the boards' financial liability for indigent children in  the 
State's care, the sole charge to be in future on the Consolidated 
Fund. 

As predicted, the first reaction of some of the larger boards was 
to turn chiJdren under their direct care into state wards. Even 
children in institutions such as Lorne Farm suddenly became 
'uncontrollable' and 'without direct means of support ' ,  though i t  
was difficult to  sec how they could be either in an  institution run 
by a charitable aid board. 48 Similarly, the Otago Hospital Board 
decided in 1 92 1  co wi thdraw all maintenance from children they 
supported in private and church orphanages, with the aim of 
forcing their commjttal through the courts and throwing liability 
onto the State. 49 After 1 920, most children requiring long-term 
care apart from their parents came under state supervision and 
support or went into church homes: the charitable aid boards 
restricted their attention to certain short-term cases of need, and to 
children receiving outdoor relief with their families. 

In itially, children were regarded as just another clement among 
the 'helpless poor'. There was a modicum of ranking among rhem, 
innocent orphans being regarded with more sentiment and sym
pathy than abandoned children or 'street urchins' with criminal 
proclivities. Provision for destitute children was hesitant, the 
authori ties ever fearful of encouraging parental i rresponsibility. 
By the 1 880s, however, there were signs of a growing emphasis 
on the value of child-life to the State, a readiness to regard even 
criminal children as reformable, and a willingness to intervene in 
the family to 'rescue' chjldren of doubtful parentage. su A whole 
raft of legislative, organisa tional ,  and institutional activity was 
directed at children from the 1 890s. The Infant Life Protection 
Acts and regulations governing the early registration of births 
affected il legitimate and unwanted children most directly, but 
these were paralleled by tighter restrictions on children's employ
ment, more stringent school attendance regulations, the raising of 
the age of consent ,  reorganisa tion in the industrial schools, and 
the establishment in l 9 1 2  of a school medical service. 51 There was 
also a growth in the number of orphanages and voluntary societies 
concerned with the physical :md social well being of children, with 
the Society for the Protection of Women and Children (founded 
1 893), the Canterbury Children's Aid Society ( 1 897), and Plunket 
( 1 907) ama>Jg the most vocal. 
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The Education Department, with its expanding range of special
ised staff, played the larger role in these developments. By 1 9 1 8  the 
Department employed juvenile probation officers, attendance 
officers, district agents under the Infants Acts, visiting nurses, and 
the personnel of the special and industrial schools branches. Many 
of these men and women had some mandate to investigate private 
homes and worked closely with schools and voluntary workers. 
From 1 925 the appointment of Child Welfare officers provided a 
core of professional social workers with a well defined career 
structure to oversee the welfare of children. Child care came to be 
seen as a specialised activity, within the family itself, where the 
mother was supposed to need training and guidance in the rearing 
of future citizens, and within those agencies which had assumed 
the role of surrogate parent. 

The hospital and d1aritable aid boards had neither this pool of 
expertise nor the will to compete in these developments, and their 
responsibility for destitute children was gradually eroded. From 
1 920 it was clear that any negotiation of responsibility for children 
would involve not the agencies of the State and the hospital 
boards, but the State and voluntary or religious groups. (The fact 
that there was such negotiation says· much for the sentimental 
appeal of child-life - at  the t ime there were few g1oups competing 
to provide for deserted wives or bedridden old men . )  The ad
vancement of state regulation and i·nspection proved overwhelming 
in the end, though the idea died hard that children's best interest 
was served by d1c personal inRuence of godly people. 

The hospital and charitable aid boards were geared co a diffuse 
and minimal response to social problems and retained their 'Poor
Law' taint well into the twentieth century. Children were too 
precious to be handicapped by an association with pauperism 
which, lnsfector-General Valintine claimed, was 'known to be 
infectious'. 2 The boards' expanding medical role made them even 
more inappropriate custodians for the young and healthy. The 
condition of the elderly could be uanslated into medical te.rms. 
So, on a more temporary basis, could that of unmarried mothers. 
The boards still concerned themselves with sick children, and 
from the 1 900s were likely to build separate children's wards in 
which to do this. llut otherwise, children's cdre and supervision 
wa·s to be the responsibility of the Education Department, whose 
special function was, in Valincine's overly optimistic words, 'the 
rearing and educating of children amidst the best environments'. 53 
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