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The nineteenth century emigration of some millions of humble villagers from the English countryside is a well-known fact of social history. The hard times which followed the close of the Napoleonic Wars, set in motion a large-scale exodus of rural labourers which was to continue throughout the century, helping to people the growing industrial cities, both at home and abroad, as well as the world's virgin lands. The mid-century decades saw the `golden age' of English agricul​ture; but the outward flow continued, for a natural increase in population was facing a declining labour market, as agriculture became increasingly mechanised. The agricultural labourers enjoyed only a limited share of the prosperity of these years, and the gap between their living standards and those of their employers markedly widened. This gave rise to a growing dis​content, which was heightened by a more widespread literacy and an increasing awareness of urban develop​ments. As a result, towards the end of the `golden age', the farm labourers began to turn to trade unionism as a means of improving their wages and working con​ditions, and raising their status. After some earlier, more limited attempts, a Warwickshire trade union movement, begun early in 1872 under the leadership of Joseph Arch, gathered such momentum that within a few months a National Agricultural Labourers' Union was formed, covering a large part of south-east England, while a number of further local unions arose, which chose not to affiliate with the National Union. This whole movement, known as the `Revolt of the Field', succeeded for a year or two in markedly improv​ing wages and conditions, but growing opposition from the farmers, culminating in a great lock-out of unionists in 1874, led the union leaders to turn their attention increasingly to emigration. Thus, rather than stemming the, rural exodus, the unions became for a time one of its major agents. In the mid 1870s the growing imports of cheap foodstuffs led to the beginning of a `great depression' in English agriculture. Under depression conditions the union movement faded away, but emigration increased greatly.

While the economic and social forces which impelled this exodus of rural labourers are fairly clear, there is much yet to be told of the circumstances of their going, and of its meaning in terms of human experience. This article examines the story of a large party of Kentish villagers who sailed by the Stad Haarlem for New Zealand early in 1879. Unlike many of their contem​poraries, in their going they were not repudiating the


rural life, but rather transferring their agricultural skills to the more promising setting of a new land. Through​out their lives the Kentish countryside would be a treasured memory, shaping their contribution to the making of rural New Zealand. The immediate circum​stances of their exodus can be traced to two develop​ments of September-October 1878: the New Zealand government's growing awareness of a labour shortage in the colony; and discussions among the farmers of Kent, leading to a widespread conflict between them and their labourers.

Through the early and mid 1870s the New Zealand government had vigorously recruited immigrants from Britain, to provide labour for an ambitious railway building programme, and for state-sponsored land settlement in the North Island bush. Recruitment had been greatly helped by the `Revolt of the Field'. The New Zealand authorities formed close links with the Kentish union created by the `Revolt' — the Kent and Sussex Labourers' Union, founded in 1872 by Alfred Simmons, a Maidstone journalist. In its first two years this union assisted the emigration of 2,200 labourers (representing, with wives and children, about 8,000 persons).(1) Many of these went tc New Zealand. In the following years the union gave less attention to emigration, and in 1877, with its labour market show​ing signs of over-supply, New Zealand placed restric​tions on assisted immigration. But the southern spring of 1878 saw a widespread demand for more labour in New Zealand and on 3 October the Minister for Immigration wrote to Sir Julius Vogel, the colony's Agent-General in London, that `the Government believe there will be employment for far more immi​grants than they have authorised you to send.'(2) As this letter made its slow way to England, rural conflict developed and deepened in Kent.

From its foundation, the Kent and Sussex Labourers' Union had faced continuous opposition from the farmers, but it had met every challenge successfully, and under Simmons's astute leadership grew yearly in membership and financial strength. In October 1878 it claimed 15,000 members,(3) and a credit balance of £11,000 had been reported to the annual meeting in March. Faced with falling prices and, in many cases, rising rent, the farmers of Kent apparently decided that the time had come, over the winter of 1878-9, to `smash' the union.(4) Taking a lesson from the failure of earlier local Farmers' Defence Associations, an endeavour was made to get united action over a large part of Kent. The die was cast at a meeting of the Fleece Farmers' Club at Canterbury on Saturday, 19 October,(5) which decided to reduce farm labourers' wages forthwith by Is. 6d. per week, with a minimum rate of 15s. per week. Forewarned, by an excellent intelligence network, that the farmers had been holding meetings in various parts to discuss wage reductions, Simmons summoned the union's leaders to Maidstone

on the same day. They decided to resist wages reduc​tions, and use emigration as a weapon to fight the farmers.

The details of this rural conflict are not our central concern, but we must briefly outline its course. The number of unionists `locked out' for refusing to accept wage reductions rose to about 900 by mid-December, and remained around this figure to the end of January. As Simmons had anticipated supporting up to 3,000 on union funds, the farmers had not been very suc​cessful in rallying their forces. Probably their failure was largely due to Simmons's skill in enlisting public opinion, against them, and in creating a fear that he might hamstring farming operations by removing much of the labour supply. Union tactics included mass indignation meetings, such as one in Canterbury on 28 October, when over 2,000 labourers packed the Theatre, while 2,000 more failed to get inside, and a march of 549 locked-out men to London, with meetings en route, culminating in a procession to a mass rally in Exeter Hall on 20 November, well supported by the city trade unions. Public sympathy was further stimu​lated when in mid-December several farmers began eviction proceedings in the Canterbury and Faversham county courts, against labourers in tied cottages. Engaging expert counsel, the union successfully played for time, the judge showing considerable sympathy for families threatened with homelessness in bitter winter weather. However, the prospect of wholesale evictions rendered it the more urgent that the union should succeed with its proposed emigration.

On 13 November Simmons told the union executive of interviews with various emigration authorities `with very successful results'.(6) Yet he could only report one firm offer — of land in Canada available for free grants, provided the emigrants' passages were paid to the colony. Although the union accepted the offer, it is not surprising that nothing was done with it. Financing largely penniless men across the Atlantic and into the farming of virgin land, would not have been an economic way of fighting the lock-out. The real need was for free passages to a colony with a demand for labour. Doubtless Simmons approached the New Zealand Agent-General — but Vogel had already filled his 1878 immigrant quota, and had not yet received the 3 October letter from Wellington.(7) He was, however, well aware of the quality of the immigrants recruited by the unions of the `Revolt'. In 1873, as New Zealand Premier and Minister for Immigration, he had initiated the colonial government's close relations with the unions. On 21 November, possibly after a further approach by Simmons, Vogel cabled Sir George Gray, the New Zealand Premier, `Kent and Sussex labourers have struck; seems splendid opportunity obtaining immigrants. Could send several hundreds by steamer, arrive February, or later by sailing vessels. Reply. Vogel.' New Zealand had had a direct cable link with


Britain since 1876, making possible rapid negotiations with London on urgent matters. On 28 November Grey cabled in reply that additional emigrants should be sent for Otago, Canterbury, Wellington and Taranaki Provinces.(8) He added, `My brother-in-law H. M. Curtis, Windmill Hill Place, Lamberhurst, Sussex, would help.'(9)

From this point events moved rapidly, as New Zealand wanted the immigrants for the harvest, and the Union was eager to have them away before evic​tions were enforced. In New Zealand the government approached the New Zealand Shipping Company for a large steamer, while in England Vogel opened negotia​tions with Simmons. On 13 December his government cabled Vogel that the shipping company would provide a steamer for 600 emigrants, sailing in January.(10) On 16 December, at another mass meet​ing of labourers in the Canterbury Theatre, Simmons announced that he had that day concluded negotiations with the New Zealand Government for free passages in January for 700 farm labourers and their families.(11) The details of the bargaining show that the union had had to forego the usual recruitment com​mission, and had also agreed to meet the expense of delivering the party to the Emigrant Depot at Plymouth.

A full-scale recruitment campaign now began. Vogel sent Christopher Holloway to Kent to work with the union.(12) Holloway had led the `Revolt' in Oxford​shire in 1872, quickly establishing himself as one of the most gifted leaders of Arch's National Agricultural Labourers' Union.(13) In 1873 he had recruited a large party of farm labourers for the New Zealand govern​ment, and accompanied them to the colony. He was given a free return passage, with a generous allowance so that he could tour New Zealand and report back to the union. On his return he joined the New Zealand Agent-General's emigration staff. On 20 December 1878 Holloway spoke at a large union meeting in Faversham, called to coincide with the eviction hear​ings there. Thereafter he addressed union branches in all parts of Kent on emigration to New Zealand. He was shortly joined by the Rev. Joseph Berry, recently arrived from New Zealand to join the emigration staff. Vogel had offered Simmons a first-class passage, to accompany the party to New Zealand, provided he obtained a reasonable number of suitable emigrants. On 28 December Simmons announced in the union paper that he was going. This doubtless stimulated recruitment. The New Zealand premier's suggestion that his brother-in-law at Lamberhurst might help, proved groundless. Grey cannot have been aware of the deep social tensions which the `Revolt' had brought to Kent and Sussex. Carter replied to Vogel's request for help, to say that he did not know of any workmen wishing to emigrate, but he wished that Simmons could be sent out `and not to return'.(14) However, when

Holloway visited Lamberhurst a few days later he received 15 applications.(15)

In the union newspaper of 4 January 1879, Simmons told his members of 8,000 Kentish people in New Zealand waiting to welcome them — this was probably a rough estimate provided by Vogel. In the next issue Simmons printed four letters recently received from earlier union emigrants to New Zealand. One, dated Wairoa, 26 May 1878, was from John Piper, formerly an active worker for the union's Perry Wood and Oversiand branches. He had emigrated with his wife and family of seven, in October 1875, after being dis​missed by his employer. At Wairoa he had an excellent position, pioneering hop culture in the district. He wrote that the hops were flourishing, and that he had recently superintended the building of a splendid oast-house costing £400. His letter gives something of the flavour of the rural tension in Kent:

Little did Mr Birch think, when he sent me one side of a 16 acre field and you the other, that old `Union Jack', as they called me, would be in New Zealand in so short a time, and be the means of starting so grand a speculation as hop growing will be here in a few years... Mr Birch told me that labourers were all too dainty to eat the odds and ends of the butcher's meat; but now I can con​gratulate myself that I can have good butcher's meat three times a week, being able to purchase beef or mutton at 4d. per pound ... I often wonder what Mr Birch thinks now of the Union, and the time when he used to say, `Your leaders will run away with all your funds.' I think. .. he was in hopes they would run away with all the funds, but he was afraid they would not.

From Wanganui, on the opposite coast of the North Island, came a letter dated 4 October 1878 from James Botten, a young farm labourer who had left Coxheath in 1874- He was contract fencing three miles from the town, earning as much in a day as he could in four days in Kent. He proudly reported owning a riding horse, and was revelling in a plentiful supply of beef and plum puddings. From Otago Samuel Robins, late of Marden, had written to his parents on 12 August 1878. He had been working for over three years on railway construc​tion, eight hours a day, for 8s., wet or dry, with rent-free accommodation, and ground to grow vegetables. He wouldn't go `home' to work for 2s. 6d. a day, but his sister Jane `wants to come home; she don't like this country'. If Jane was lonely for familiar faces, Richard and E. Savage, late of Burham, had no cause to be. Writing from Waltham, Christchurch, on 10 October 1878, they listed the names of eight other emigrants (several with wives and families) who had emigrated from Burham with them in 1874, and were now all near neighbours and friends in Christchurch.

While recruitment proceeded, a ship had been found for the party. She was the Stad Haarlam, a Dutch steamer chartered by the New Zealand Shipping Company. Vogel promptly sent his Despatching Officer to Amsterdam to inspect her. He approved her


on 8 January, and she sailed next day for London, where she went into dry dock to be fitted for the journey. She was only the second steamship to take British emigrants to New Zealand, but sailing ships would not get the party out before the end of harvest. The New Zealand government had developed strict regulations for its immigrant ships, and Board of Trade regulations had also to be met. There were problems over lighting and ventilating cargo decks which had to accommodate immigrants, and the Despatching Officer also had some difficulty in getting the owners' consent to the upper saloon being used as a hospital. Stores and medical supplies were inspected, and some rejected as not of the required standard.( 16)

Meanwhile in Kent, 29 January had been set for the party's departure for Plymouth. Applications were coming from many parts of Kent, with the largest con​tingents from areas where the lock-out had been most firmly enforced, particularly the parishes west of Canterbury, from Chilham to Faversham, and the Wealden district on the Sussex border, around Lamberhurst.(17) It was becoming apparent, though, that not enough were coming forward to fill the steamer. Simmons complained that interested parties were spreading rumours that he was having difficulty getting a party together, apparently hoping to prevent the men going at all.(18) Advised by Holloway and Simmons that the union's party would probably be only about 350, Featherston took steps to recruit `nominated' emigrants from elsewhere in England.(19) In the event the union's party numbered around 400. As the departure date approached, union branches held farewell meetings. Besides the pound each emigrant received from union funds, most were given a few extra shillings, or some useful article, provided by a collection among branch members.

About 90 of the party were single younger men, the rest married men with their wives and families. Among the single men were Richard Kennet, a 23-year-old farm labourer, farewelled by the Folkestone branch with a valuable meerschaum pipe and a small sum of money;(20) William Brice, a ploughman of 30 years, a locked-out member of Eastry branch; and from the other end of the county, Thomas Colyer, an 18-year​old farm labourer of Darenth, who, before the year was out, was to regret that his mother `could not write much' to send him home news.(21) Edward Tappenden, a 25-year-old farm labourer, was probably the man of that named summoned to the Canterbury County Court on 16 December 1878 on an eviction application by Stephen W. Marten, farmer.(22) The lock-out at Chilham provided the two young farm labourers, Bennett Smith, 20, and John Epps, 21, who appear in the 1871 Chilham census schedules, the latter as a 12-year-old rook boy.

The married men included some union veterans, who had probably decided that their prospects as marked

men in rural Kent were not good. One such was Reuben Baldwin, 42, farm labourer. In April 1873 he assisted Simmons at a meeting to found a union branch at Crouch, near Plaxtol, and was described as `a very energetic worker in and about this district'. In May 1874 the Sevenoaks branch reported that the farmers had set themselves against Baldwin, for his active part in the union, and would give him no work, telling him to apply to Mr. Simmons. Possibly Simmons was able to find him work in Maidstone, as when he joined the Stad Haarlem party with his family of six, he was a member of the Maidstone No. I branch.(23) From the Otham branch came James Pratt, a 35-year-old farm labourer, with his wife and one-year-old daughter. As branch chairman he had presided at the meeting in Otham on 2 January, addresed by Holloway and Berry, at which a good number decided to emigrate. For some years he had been a member of the union's executive committee. He was almost certainly the man from Otham described by a Daily News (24) corres​pondent who accompanied the emigrants when their train left Maidstone — `a smart, not over-sized, dapper man, who in some counties would be called a "hard-bitten chap", clad in moleskin jacket and waistcoat, and heavy rough overcoat.' The correspondent was able to get him to tell something of his life:

`I have been round the world and seen, and served my time as a short-service man. I was on her Majesty's Basilisk, under Sir William Hewitt; and fine times we had; for the harbours of Japan were not known then as they are now.' I asked him what could possess him to leave the service and take to digging in Kentish hop gardens. `Comes of getting married, sir. You see I was brought up as a hop worker before ever I went to sea, and when my time was up I went home to the old place at Otham and got married, of course did not want to go to sea then, so I went back to work.' This man, who was nursing a baby, the only child living out of six, was going to New Zealand, `Because I have seen the world, sir, and know its no use staying in Kent to work on and on till I drop into the workhouse and leave my child to live a life like mine.'

In men such as Reuben Baldwin and James Pratt the union provided valuable leaders for the developing egalitarian communities of rural New Zealand.

On Tuesday afternoon, 29 January, the emigrants arrived in Maidstone by the various trains, and delivered their baggage to the London, Chatham and Dover Railway Station; where a train of 13 carriages and two goods waggons was being prepared for the morrow's journey. They then made their way to the Assembly Rooms Skating Rink for a farewell tea meeting. The Daily News correspondent watched them assemble, and described them thus:

It seems that the same law which I have remarked in other parts of the country obtains in Kent; the best men, the best instructed, the most muscular, in every sense the most valid men, emigrate, leaving the old, decrepit, and inferior behind ... So far as I have seen, the emigrants

from Kent of tomorrow are composed of powerful men, great square-shouldered fellows, some of whom were trying their hands, or at least their feet, at skating, as if trying to be out of their troubles.. . With them rejoiced their wives and neatly-dressed children.. . There was no lack of flags in the handsome Skating Rink, especially of the tricolour — the Union Jack occurring far more rarely; and there was music enough to celebrate any march out.

The emigrants had tea at the Rink, and then their friends joined them for a farewell evening of band music and speeches. The men of the party then dis​persed to various lodgings, and the women and children bedded down at the Rink. All reassembled at the Rink for breakfast, and then marched through crowded streets to the station, carrying banners, such as `Kentish Peasants, Evicted and Destitute'. They were joined by those who had spent their last night in their old homes. The Daily News reported 50 cottages left vacant between Ashford and Faversham. Skilled hop workers in the party were taking cases of hop sets with them.

Through West Kent cheering crowds greeted the train. During the day's journey the Daily News reporter was able to study the emigrants, and learn much of their backgrounds and outlook.(26) He concluded that They wanted to `get on', these gentle civil-spoken, southern agriculturalists. There is no blatant mob-oratory ring about their modest aspiration. `We should like to see our children better off than we have been.'

Many of the men had hopes of owning land in the colony, while the single young women had heard of excellent marriage prospects there. The correspondent was told of two sisters from Otham, of whom the elder had married a Wellington businessmen, while the younger was being courted by a farmer with 6,000 acres — all within ten months of landing in New Zealand. In the Stad Haarlem party, the Sparks family illustrated both these ambitions. George Sparks, 39, was a shepherd, emigrating with his wife, and six children, including Ann, 19, and Louisa, 16. The correspondent described him as `a round ruddy man, and jovial of humour: His employer had tried to reduce his wages, saying that corn had fallen, but Sparks had refused to accept either the reduction or the explana​tion, because `he makes a profit out of cheap corn'. Sent packing by the farmer, the family found accom​modation in Whitstable, and the union supported them until they emigrated. Sparks told the reporter that his daughters' prospects in Kent were service on a meagre wage, slaving for people no better than themselves, and marriage to `some fellow no better off than their father'. New Zealand marriage registers showed Louisa Sparks marrying a settler within two years of reaching New Zealand. Her father became a landowner at Ngaere, Taranaki, a foundation shareholder of the local co​operative dairy factory, and a leader in the local Primitive Methodist Church.(27)

On reaching Plymouth, after a ten-hour journey, the party was taken to the Emigrant Depot, at the foot of the citadel, facing the Cattewater, and found a good meal awaiting them. They shared the depot that night with a party which sailed next day for South Australia. The `New Zealanders' farewelled them from the wharf with Moody and Sankey selections. Then they awaited the Stad Haarlem, delayed by outfitting difficulties. When she reached Plymouth on 5 February there was a further ten days' delay due to Board of Trade dis​approval of some of the alterations. Having learnt from past experience, the authorities confined the emigrants to the depot, where they whiled away the time with impromtu concerts; games of cards and dominoes, and a union procession round the courtyard.(28) Several families were able to congratulate themselves on escap​ing eviction from their cottages. Back at Chilham, on 11 February, the union rescued two large families that had failed to find alternative accommodation. They and their possessions were taken to the Sun Inn, Maidstone, until the union found them cottages.(29) On 14 February, the emigrants finally received the regulation medical inspection and embarked. Next morning the Stad Haarlem sailed, crowded with 696 emigrants.

The ship made a very satisfying passage of 59 days, with coaling stops at St. Vincent and the Cape. Vogel had taken care to recruit an experienced Surgeon-superintendent for the voyage. On arrival he reported that the general health of the party had been good - with only five deaths, four infants and a child of two. Several responsible immigrants held appointments on board, for which they received five pounds on landing. Thus Reuben Baldwin was assistant to the surgeon, and James Pratt and George Sparks were among those appointed constables. Simmons mailed home a diary of the voyage to the union newspaper, and later published extracts in his book Old England and New Zealand,(30) but what seemed a great adventure to him and most ofhis

 party, must be put down as a quite uneventfu. voyage. On the journey he learnt much from tht emigrants about the petty persecution of unionists in the Kentish villages. He heard of failures to pay wages to those leaving, and of the withholding of village charities, school prizes, etc., from union families. He found that hundreds of farmers had expressed fervent hopes that the ship would carry him to the bottom of the sea.(3 1) Nevertheless she arrived safely off Port Chalmers on 13 April, and being unable to enter due to a heavy .break on the bar, proceeded to make port at Lyttleton on the 14th. Here she discharged her South Island immigrants, then sailed to reach Wellington on the 18th, where the rest of the party disembarked. At both ports the Immigration Officers who inspected the ship and her passengers reported favourably, their main criticism being that the vessel was overcrowded, and had little deck room for exercise. The immigrants were described as `of a very desirable class' and were praised because all were `anxious to get into the country and find work: (32)

By the time the Stad Haarlem arrived the demand for labour had declined, particularly in Canterbury, the province which received the largest contingent. Many remained in the Christchurch depot much longer than was usual. Most of the Wellington contingent were sent to Patea, where new country was being opened up. Here they found a strong labour demand, with oppor​tunities to buy virgin land in South Taranaki over the ensuing years. Back in Kent the departure of this large party of first-class labourers took the spirit out of the lock-out. The number on the union's funds dropped to 750 by 15 February, and to 300 by 8 March. The farmers tried to recruit fresh labour outside the county, but had little success, and eventually began taking back union men at the old rates. By early April the lock-out was confined to East Sussex.(33)

Throughout the latter half of 1879 the union news​paper published a flow of letters written home by Stad
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Haarlem immigrants. Doubtless, in justifying their decision to emigrate, they played down the rougher aspects of colonial life, but they all had positive facts to report to prove that they had bettered themselves. Almost every letter told of good wages and a short working day — the general rate being eight shillings for eight hours. A plentiful supply of cheap meat was repeatedly mentioned. Sarah Tucker, farm labourer's wife, and mother of three, wrote to her parents that `for 4s. 6d. we get enough meat to last us all the week (three times a day).' George Morgan, who had left Littlebourne with his wife and three children, reported that he had a better job on the Otago railway works `than digging Mr. Collard's hop-garden'. `You would not think we were starving if you were to look in our kitchen now', he wrote on 10 August I879. `There are two or three big rabbits hanging up, besides a joint of mutton.' He had a little land for a kitchen garden, and with his wife earning extra money at nu, -,.,ng jobs, they were hoping to put aside a sovereign a week towards buying land. George Goodwin, a late member of the union's Cuxton Road branch, and his wife and two children, were, like the Morgans, living on the outskirts of Dunedin. What pleased him was that `the policemen [don't) stop you when coming into town if your pockets are a bit bulky or you have a bag on your back', and that `you may shoot plenty of rabbits here'. As one would expect, among the more informative letters were those from James Pratt, the former union executive member. His first work was on a Canterbury farm, at £80 a year, house and firing. `When they set you to work,' he reported, `they say, "Will you do this please?" Not as it used to be, "If you don't like it you can leave".' After a few weeks, however, Pratt moved north, looking for a district with better prospects, and finally settled in Hawera, near other members of the Stad Haarlem party. He found that `nearly all the people have a horse to ride to work' and that `the richest man in the place is not too. proud to speak to you.' He hoped soon to have his own house, garden,
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and horse. He described an exciting pig-hunting expedi​tion, and a Sunday outing with his wife to the bush some miles away, on borrowed horses.(34)

All the letters witness to a marked transformation of the transplanted Kentish rural labourers — brought about by improved diet and living conditions, a freer, more egalitarian social climate, and prospects of better​ing themselves by home and land ownership. Although they reached New Zealand at the beginning of a long depression, there is evidence that many of them soon became successful yeoman farmers. Meanwhile Alfred Simmons, having completed a leisurely tour through New Zealand, returned to a tumultuous welcome home at the Union's annual demonstration in Rochester on 14 July 1879,(35) and to the bitter realisation over the following years that even the most successful union could not improve the position of the Kentish agricul​tural labourer in the face of the deep depression of English farming.
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