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this practice ceased in order to protect the economic viability of properties.
Nowadays second and third sons might be assisted to buy another property, often
adjacent to the original if possible, or they may be encouraged to enter a profession.
Daughters were well educated by the standards of the day, but until the present

generation most expected to do paid work only until they marned, if at all.

Marriages usually occurred within their own class, though the choice of partners may
have been limited in the early days when sons tended to marry their cousins or the
sisters of their business and farming partners. Later generations not infrequently
married members of the ‘Southern gentry’. The Williams family are connected to
many other wealthy landowning families mentioned by Hunt: the Bidwills, Deans,
Riddifords, Robinsons, Elworthys and Aclands to name but a few. Sons who were
educated in England sometimes returned with English wives, often from the upper
middle class. It was not until the third generation that any of the family married a

Maori, and this has remained a rare occurrence.

Until the mid-twentieth century most social contact was restricted to their own class,
the wider family network and those with whom they and their parents or siblings had
been to school. Like the ‘Southern gentry’ their manners and voices were
‘cultivated’. There were tennis parties, garden parties, golf, hunts, polo, balls and
coming-out dances. In summer groups of families would gather at Williams beach
and lake enclaves for their holidays.”® From the third generation extended travel to

England was common.

Like some of the wealthy in the South Island, the Williams were moved by the
philanthropic impulse.:“’ Some put their wealth into trusts to support the Anglican
Church and private education, both for Maori and Pakeha. Others gave large sums to

build local churches, hospitals and schools.’” Some, like Samuel Williams, also

3% These enclaves included the beach settlements of Paihia in the north and Mangakuri in Hawkes Bay,
and a lakeside settlement at Rotoiti.
% McAloon, p. 156. About 14 per cent of the wealthy left charitable bequests in their wills, although
this figure increased for the very wealthy. McAloon notes that this fails to take account of charitable
iving over the course of a lifetime.
7 Mary Boyd, ‘Williams, Samuel’ in The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Vol One., 1769-1869,
edited by W. H. Oliver (Wellington, 1990) pp. 596-7. Boyd notes that Samuel during his lifetime was
a benefactor of Maori, giving for university training, salaries of Maori teachers, stipends of Maori
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made a practice of helping young men of lesser means on to farms or into their chosen

professions. These were by no means always family members.

They also attended to their civic duties. Many served years on the church vestry or in
local government, on county councils, road, harbour and catchment boards. Of Henry
Williams’s sons, Thomas was elected to the Auckland Provincial Council, John was a
member of the Auckland Provincial Council and of Parliament, while Henry served
on the Legislative Council from 1882 until 1903.*® KS Williams was a Reform Party
MP from 1920-35.* Recent generations of Williams women have served on church
committees, school boards of trustees and numerous organizations such as Red Cross,
the Plunket Society, and Girl Guides. In short, judged by the criteria of occupation,
wealth, education, refinement, social networks, civic duty and noblesse oblige, most
of the Williams family differed little from their counterparts in the South Island as
described by Eldred-Grigg.

There were, however, two respects in which they may have differed. Firstly, a
significant number of young Williams men were ordained in the Anglican Church.
Their levels of wealth could not match those of their more entrepreneurial cousins,
though often provision was made for them by the family in the form of farming
companies and assistance provided for the education of their children. These men

were often seen as the moral leaders in the family.

The second respect in which the Williams differed was in their closer, if paternalistic,
relationship with Maori. In the nineteenth century Maori society remained distinctive,
forming their own status hierarchy, but regarded by many Pakeha as constituting a
lower class.** Sinclair described Maori in the1950s as a ‘landless, rural, labour
force’.*' A number of the family in earlier generations spoke Maori fluently and some
acted as official translators. Many of the Hawkes Bay family were grouped around

Te Aute College and have been involved in its governance and support throughout.

clergy, and the support of schools and churches. He also left 50,000 pounds to continue this work in
the Henry and William Williams Memorial Trust.

38 Evans (1992), pp. 159, 179.

3 Hunt, p. 25.

“ Erik Olssen, ‘Social Class in Nineteenth Century New Zealand’ in Social class in New Zealand,
edited by David Pitt (Auckland 1977), p. 22.

! Sinclair, History (1959), p. 289.
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Several of the Williams clergy in the past were Maori Missioners. The Williams were
also unusual in that their philanthropy was often directed towards Maori. However,
they do not appear to have socialised with Maori in the same way as they did, for
instance, with their wider family, and marriage to Maori has been rare. Nevertheless,
there seem to have developed quite close relationships between certain Maori families
and the Williamses, some of which have continued over generations. This issue of the

relationship with Maori will be addressed in chapter five.

Memory biographies

The myth around which each of these three memory biographies is constructed is
based on class difference, and the rejection of class difference. Although they all
reflect a view of the Williams family as being part of the ‘gentry’ or ‘upper class’,

each demonstrates a different understanding of how this is expressed. "

Simon Williams was born in Dunedin in 1945. His father worked for Dalgety’s, a firm
with strong Williams connections, and the family moved around the country as he
sought promotion. When Simon was seven they moved to Hastings, then two years
later to Invercargill, and finally to Christchurch. Simon attended local state schools
along the way. After leaving school he completed part of a law degree before going
first into insurance and then into journalism. He worked in England in 1970 and
1978, but has been in Christchurch since returning, where he now teaches media
studies at a private school, St Andrew’s College. Since his uncle Henry Williams
died in 1996, Simon has been the ‘head of the Williams family’ in a patrilineal sense.
That the family, or at least some of it, are still conscious of this position and
responsibility, is indicated by the fact that when he was dying Henry formally passed
on to Simon ‘a big trunk of stuff” about the family and got him to sort it. Talking
about what was in the trunk Simon becomes quite animated, at least about the
family’s history prior to coming to New Zealand.*’ As the head of the family Simon

was asked to give a speech at the 1998 family reunion, although in his account he

“2 Hatch, p. 184. Hatch notes a contested social hierarchy in a South Island rural community, resting
on contested systems of meaning which include wealth, refinement and ability.

3 Simon Williams, 25 June 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 3 side A 5
93,140,147, 169.
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would cheerfully have changed places with his older female cousin.** It was at this
reunion that Simon caused quite a stir by wearing a kilt. Simon’s narrative is ironic in
tone. He is concerned with wealth and notions of style and position in society.

Having the ‘right’ kind of car, going to the ‘right’ school, and knowing the ‘right’
people are things both to aspire to and to denigrate.

Eric Williams was born in 1924 at Pukehou, and raised at ‘Te Aute’. He and his
brother and sisters were educated by governesses, and when he was 10 he was sent to
board at Hereworth Prep School. He then attended Wanganui Collegiate, and left
school in 1942 to go into the air force during the war. After the war he decided to go
farming, and spent some time at Cirencester Agricultural College in England. As the
eldest son he was expected to take over ‘Te Aute’ but was not keen to do this, and
after his marriage the couple moved to the Waikato. Here he worked on his father-
in-law’s farm and eventually bought his own property at Te Miro near Cambridge.
Eric was a founding member of the Coopworth Breeders Association, and developed
a strong interest in tree growing. Now in retirement at Pirongia he is partner in a
business harvesting exotic woods. Eric’s concemns arise out of what he sees as the
elite, patrimonial system existing in the ‘“Te Aute’ of his childhood; the hierarchy of
landowner and farm worker, ‘squire’ and ‘tenant’; the concentration on proper ways
to behave; of having to live up to family expectations of the eldest son, especially the

expectation of taking over the family farm.

Maryrose Wilson was born in 1926 in Timaru, and raised in Karori, Wellington. Her
father, Harold Miller, was librarian at Victoria University, and apparently because of
his marriage to a Williams, developed a special interest in the early missionaries and
in Maori—Pakeha relations. He wrote several books on these subjects. Maryrose was
educated at Samuel Marsden School and then at Canterbury University where she did
fine arts.* Here she acted under the direction of Ngaio Marsh and toyed with the idea
of becoming an actor. But in 1952 she married Godfrey Wilson who was ordained
shortly after their marriage, and eventually became a bishop. They lived in
Wellington, Napier and Auckland. Maryrose was also very active in the church in

spiritual guidance, counselling, marriage guidance and social work. Maryrose sees

* Simon Williams, 3A 4.7.
“ Samuel Marsden School is a private boarding and day school for girls, run by the Anglican Church.
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herself as one of the ‘haveé’, but feels more at home with the ‘have nots’. She

positions herself at the interface between these two.

All three appear to reject the status of the Williams family in their narratives. But it is
interesting to note the tone of deep irony which pervades much of the first two
narratives. It is as though the narrating self is deriding or mocking the narrated self,
and both, particularly Simon, are ambivalent about their rejection of class values.

This is not so for Maryrose whose passion for the work she does leaves no room for
irony. However, in both her narrative and in Eric’s, the Williams family relationship
with Maori and its links with the Church play a part. They both see Maori as part of
the ‘lower class’, ‘bottom of the heap’, but at the same time understand themselves as
having a special concern with Maor arising out of their family history. In both
narratives also there is an underlying consciousness of the contradiction in a

missionary family having achieved the status and wealth that the Williams family did.

Simon Williams

I interviewed Simon at his home, a simple but elegant Georgian style ‘cottage’ in one
of Christchurch’s best suburbs. His narrative was detailed, sometimes theatrical, and
often ironic. There are two interwoven themes. The first is one of class, and the
meaning of class signifiers, the importance of wealth and status and the nuances of
refinement. In Simon’s narrative, society is based on a class model, and he and his
family are constantly trying to fit into the upper echelons of this society, but are
handicapped by insufficient wealth. He oscillates between valuing and rejecting these
class values, satirizing his family’s values, often by affecting a genteel accent, and yet
seeking to emulate them. His narrative is peppered with the symbols of status, smart
cars, big houses, private schools, the best suburbs, the right friends. The second
theme is the desire to be different, which conflicts with his fear of looking a fool. As
a child he refuses to go to playcentre because he doesn’t know anyone, he will not
learn to ski in case he is no good at it, and he doesn’t have the courage to wear the kilt
he so desperately wanted to wear.*® At the same time he says he never played rugby

simply because he was ‘perverse’, and he began to wear a kilt when he thought to

% Simon Williams, 1A 5.6, 1B 9.5, 28.3.
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himself: ‘Bugger it, I'm sick of having to do what other people expect me to do.”*’ In
Simon’s narrative cars in particular are the symbol of status, and the kilt is the symbol

of his rebellion and individualism.

Beginning his narrative with the story of his parents’ marriage, he launches straight
into the issue of class as exemplified by them.

And my mother who was brought up in Wellington society with lots of money —
had been going out with a Wellington pharmaceutical — the heir to a
pharmaceutical fortune, | suppose would be a grand way of putting it — anyway
rich guy who owned a La Gonda, which as a car enthusiast appeals to me. She
— that relationship ceased and then she met my father ... and some time after
that they decided to get married .... | always have to say | could never quite
fathom why my mother and my father got married. | mean they were two very
different types of people. He was from a family that was traditional. Well, the
Williams family has a kind of feeling about it; and she was from a much
brasher family. Her father was a businessperson, and they’d made money
quickly and he’d given her a trip to Australia for her 21st in 1938. She went on
the Awatea and had a lovely time and did some modelling, some photographic
modelling. And he had had a much more - low-key upbringing | suppose you
could say. He’d been to Waihi and Christ’s College. And it always intrigued
me that they got married. But anyway they did.*

This tug of war between different values and styles, being ‘flashy’ or having

“position’, is one that plays itself out in the rest of Simon’s narrative.*’

His early life was spent in Dunedin at MacAndrew Bay, and Simon’s father worked in
a stock and station agency. His Williams grandparents lived in the suburb of
Highgate, where his grandfather, Eamnest, had a medical practice. Simon reflects:

My mother ... probably had expectations of Dad, who never made any money.
You see she had a wealthy childhood .... There’d been lots of money, and
Dad'’s family had money too, but — well no, they didn’t actually have money but
they had - position - is that what you’d call it? — nice house, huge house, but |
don'’t think they sort of threw money about. Mum says that Earnest didn’t have

*7 Simon Williams, 1B 6.5, 2B 34.5.

8 Simon Williams, 1A 0.3.

 ‘Being flashy’ and ‘having position’ may be likened to Hatch’s categories of wealth and refinement.
Hatch, pp. 153-6, 185.
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any money but who knows. He put four children through private schools out
of Dunedin so must have been some money coming in from somewhere. And
they’d all been to preparatory schools as well, so there was a long period of
kids being in private schools. Anyhow when we lived at MacAndrew Bay my
father was a clerk - wonderfully degrading title — clerk. |1 don’t know whether
people use it now. ‘He’s a clerk’. It doesn’t sound very good, does it.*
Nevertheless Simon enjoyed going to Dalgety’s and looking at all the ‘farm stuff” in

the wool store and the grain store.

Another place he liked to go was his grandparents’ house, which was large and ‘had
places you could disappear for hours”.”" He describes the house in detail. It was built
in 1909, designed by Hooper, a disciple of Lutyens, in the Arts and Crafts style. He
recalls the white panelling, the dark wooden floor, the Persian rugs, some of the
furniture, the things in the nursery, ‘beautiful stuff, all English of course’.”? The third
place he liked to go was the family beach cottage at Doctors Point, Waitati. ‘[I]t was
all very cosy ... all the doctors sort of lived together, went out to the cottage together,
went to school together, you know. And very cosy it seemed.””® These are all images
of ‘position’, of a place in society that was well thought of, solid and secure, not

flashy or based on recent wealth.

Much of Simon’s narrative is devoted to cars, an obsession which he says began
almost as soon as he could talk. He remembers that at that time his own father had a
1936 Morris Eight, because ‘he could never afford anything decent’, but

His father had had sort of Singers and Vauxhalls and kind of ordinary English
cars. My mother’s father had had Buicks and Willies Knights and Overlands
and cars of that sort — | think it went Overiand, Willies Knight and Buick which
is going up in status.®

Likewise at MacAndrew Bay he can recall the cars of the different residents. He also
recalls who was rich and lived in the ‘big flash house’, and the Whites who were

called the Off-Whites because they were poor and wore ‘dirty gym shoes to school’

3% Simon Williams 1A 5.6.
*! Simon Williams, 1A 11.0.
52 Simon Williams, 1A 12.4.
53 Simon Williams, 1A 20.8.
3% Simon Williams, 1A 9.8.
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and “grey jerseys with holes in’.”> He may speak of this with irony, but Simon is alive
to every nuance of class and wealth and style and position. His apparent awareness of
these matters as a child suggests that they were not infrequently discussed in the

home.

Life in MacAndrew Bay was destined to come to an end because Simon’s father was
anxious to send his son to Christ’s College, and that meant he had to get a promotion
to Christchurch.”® But first he was sent by Dalgety’s to Hastings, where for two years
they were living among the Williams family. Simon recalls that they often visited
relatives in Gisborne or Te Aute, and while he enjoyed picnics and eeling and other
activities on their farms, he always remarks upon their cars, their houses and their
furniture. Frequent ports of call were his aunt near Waipawa who had a dishmaster
and a fridge with two doors, and some farming friends who had a Mark 7 Jaguar and
two bulldozers.”” Simon notes that although his family still owned a Morris Eight, his
father now had an office car also, a 1953 Consul.”® He remembers going to Woodford
House to pick up his cousin for an exeat day:

We were in the Consul, in front of us was a Land Rover, behind us was a
Jaguar, and there were other cars of similar ilk ... Jaguars and Armstrong-
Sidleys and cars of that sort, and Chevrolets, Studebakers and Dodges and

things were all terribly much the farmers’ thing, and we felt OK in the Consul -
I think.*

The importance of this occasion is of course that it was not merely a parade of cars,
but a parade of Hawkes Bay society at the region’s most exclusive private girls’
school, an opportunity to be seen in the right place with the right people. It was not a

moment to squander by arriving in a Morris Eight.

The narrative continues with his father’s ‘elaborate plan’ to send Simon to the most
exclusive private boys’ school in New Zealand. Unfortunately this plan was not

going well. Dalgety’s decided to move him to Invercargill rather than Christchurch,

%5 Simon Williams, 1A 24.6

%6 Hatch, p. 154. Going to the most prestigious private boarding school was less important in the
1980s, but still important in the 1950s when Simon Williams was growing up. Dominy, p. 42, also
found that social networks of this class were reinforced by attendance at private boarding schools
*” Simon Williams, 1B 0.8, 1A 42.5

%% Simon Williams, 1A 33.6

* Simon Williams, 1B 0.1
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and there the family remained for seven years.** His father could not afford to send
him to Christ’s as a boarder, even when he passed the entrance exam.

| went up and sat the Christ’s College entrance exam ... in March 58. Went up
with Guy Schofield and John French who were going to Christ’'s College as
well, and they both did. And we took the Schofield’s Rover, as we were taking
Guy up. They said, ‘Why don’t you take the Rover?’ So we did. It was a white
Rover 75 and John French vomited on the floor | remember, which Dad was
very worried about because it was Mr Schofield’s car. However | don’t
suppose it was the end of the world. But anyway we went up and sat the exam
in Dunedin and we all passed, but they went and | didn’t. And neither the
Schofields or the Frenches had had a tradition of Christ’s College and our
family did. And it was 320 pounds a year to go there, and that was a third of
my father’s salary.

So that was the importance of going - it was family tradition was it?

Well | think Dad wanted a sense of achievement. He believed it was the thing,
and you know, not to do it was a failure. | think he always felt a failure after
that. | don’t think he ever felt he’d achieved, and | went to Southland Boys
High. Of course it didn’t matter to me because I didn’t know anything about
Christ’s College anyway.®'

The Rover was an English car, quite expensive and considered to be very smart.

Denied his rightful place at Christ’s College, there is a sense of justice, or pay back,

for Simon in the idea of vomit on the floor of this status symbol.

Simon says he hated intermediate and secondary school. He recalls a bullying
headmaster and the system of caning with revulsion. But he enjoyed living in
Invercargill. He speaks of going to the movies on Saturday with his friends, of biking
out to Oreti Beach, of family picnics there in the long summer evenings, and biking to
soccer with a cigarette in his mouth and his hands on his head.®* These are times in
Simon’s memory when he revels in his growing independence, but there was one area
where he continued to feel restricted, namely his dress. He would buy luminous socks
and ‘this weeks flavour in jeans’, but what he really wanted was to wear a kilt.

I don’t really know why except that | ... liked clothes, and of course as a boy in
the 50s - .

¢ Simon Williams, 1B 8.8.
¢! Simon Williams, 1B 36.9.
62 Simon Williams, 1B 22.0, 23.5, 249, 255, 27.5.
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You weren't meant to do that?

No. It was grey, grey, grey and grey, and boring like clothes are now for
boys.®

He thinks he got the idea from a ‘stunning’ character in an English comic magazine
that he used to read, who had wild adventures in the Scottish Highlands and wore a
big white shirt and a kilt. It was not until ten years ago that he says he eventually

wore a kilt.

Finally in 1962 Simon’s father resigned from Dalgety’s, and took a job in
Christchurch. In the social milieu that his parents regarded as their own, and which
they had been seeking for him much of his life, Simon says he found himself

overwhelmed. He recalls some of those social contacts and his first years in
Christchurch:
1 went to Christchurch Boys High for a year, because Father and Mother
thought that if | went to Christ’s College for a year it might be too much of a
shock to the system. So why don’t | go to Boys High. Nick [Simon’s younger
brother] went to Christ’s College. Father had finally managed to do something
right as far as he was concerned.
What overwhelmed me most was all the private school crowd. Have you ever
lived in Christchurch?
No, no | haven't
There are about eight private schools that people in the Merivale/Fendalton
type areas send their kids to. And they’re very, very sought after and very —
you know, you have to do it. And all round Fendalton were these confident —
you know the average New Zealander seemed to me to be a bit diffident, but
these - I'd lived with people who were quite normal... all these girls who used
to go to Rangiruru with loud voices, full of brash confidence .... They used to
pile into Mum and Dad'’s car and zap round the town - it was all quite different.
Normal being diffident?
Well, yes, normal being just ordinary New Zealanders, and what | had believed
was normal. Suddenly | came up here and all ... these people who had these
flash voices and lots of cars and money and confidence, everywhere. It's
exactly the same today - it hasn’t changed a scrap. And ... | was overwhelmed
by these people - couldn’t cope with it at all. | was so shy, you know, and

63 Simon Williams, 1B 28.3
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people would come to my parents place and they’d say [using genteel or
refined accent] ‘Oh yes, and what house are you in?’, meaning what house at
College - College [genteel accent stressed] - ‘What house at College are you
in? What house are you in?’ And I'd say [using diffident tone] ‘Well, |- | go to
Boys High’. [returns to genteel accent] ‘Oh really, Boys High! Well | believe
it’s quite a good school.” You know this sort of patronising bullshit. And it’s
exactly the same now, it's no different. And you know, if you wanted - if
you’ve made a few bob in the world you’ve got to show everyone by sending
your kid to a private school, where, of course, they’re going to get better
educated, which probably isn’t true. Now of course, | find myself working at
one

| was just wondering about this!
And it’s fine, it's great, wonderful, | enjoy it. But that first ... trying to handle
these incredible people who were so confident, who knew everybody and who
knew - oh - you know -

I mean I'd had a bit of that when | was a kid because ... my Aunt Barbara and
my Uncle George - Dad’s sister Barbara - lived in Timaru, a wonderful big
house out in the country at Salisbury. And whenever we used to travel
between Christchurch and Invercargill .... it was always a port of call. And of
course their kids went to Craighead so ... occasionally | did brush shoulders
with people. 1did go to a couple of Craighead balls which were pretty terrifying
for a kid from Invercargill. The farming crowd from South Canterbury are
pretty — .
A bit formidable?

Yeah. And the Craighead ball, they're all big brash sort of laughy, laughy
people who drove around in Dad’s big car. ‘And what sort of car do you
drive?’ - ‘Well — Morris Eight?’ — | mean shit. ... | had this elaborate plan of
what car we really owned, and I'd sort of avoid it if we could. My parents and |
knew some quite rich people .... One of my mother’s school friends was a
woman called Lesley MacGregor who lived up on a huge station called Mt
Linton, and Dad knew the Pinkneys up ... by Lumsden there. What do you call
it? Oh God, it doesn’t really matter. Something like Gleneary, yeah Gleneary.
And we knew some other people called Ritchie ... who had a big farm up there
and had coalmines ... There was money oozing out of these people like
nothing on earth.

We went up to the Macgregor’s ... for dinner one Sunday and fortunately my
father had got an office car to use and it was ... a yellow Holden, which was
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quite cool. It was OK. We got up to the Macgregor’s and found the Ritchies
were there and they had a Buick, and the MacGregors had a Rolls Royce - and
a butler - and ankle deep white carpet. And Virginia Macgregor [affecting
refined New Zealand English] was absolutely thuper — just been to England - to
Europe to finishing school. That was a bit amazing - ‘Geeze — funushing
school, eh — increduble’ [affecting a supposedly lower class accent] - you
know [laughs] - ‘What do you do there?’ sort of stuff.*

The tone of this narrative is one of irony. Simon is deeply uncomfortable with his
inability to live up to family expectations and standards, and chooses to mock them
instead. One of his strategies here is to use exaggerated upper and lower class

accents. 65

It is not until he reaches the point in his narrative where he has found work which he
enjoys, that this tone disappears. Speaking of his 20 years in television news he says:
Loved it, got good at it. | was good at it. | was good at it almost from the start,
had good attitude and good approach to it and got the stories, good people
skills, good personal skills, all those things that help. And | worked hard. | got
lots of stories that were my stories.®*

Simon appears to have found his niche at last, and his narrative reflects this in his
enthusiasm and confidence. Even negative assessments of his own performance or
the system are no longer satirized and mocked:

I was good at being an authority figure in terms of deciding what we did in the
news and who was going to do what and motivating and exciting people to
work hard - cause you had to. | was good at that and still am. But what |
wasn’t good at was being a political animal, because | had people above me
who | had to work to, and they were political animals and | wasn’t. And | didn’t
like it much. | wasn’t very good at doing that, trying to judge what | was
supposed to be, how | was supposed to be reacting to them. | didn’t have a
political agenda. |just wanted to get the stories done. And | worked hard.®’

¢ Simon Williams, 2A 3.6, 6.9, 8.7, 10.0. Hatch, p. 155, notes that the top stratum of rural society was
‘marked by a relatively exclusive social life ... not restricted to local families, for elites from nearby
districts were included as well.” In this excerpt Simon Williams and his family are socialising in areas
well away from Invercargill.

% Belich Paradise Reforged, p. 133, notes the use of ‘a “refined” New Zealand English’ by the
remnants of the gentry, the tendency to speak ‘ “with plums in their mouths” ’.

¢ Simon Williams, 2A 21.8.

%7 Simon Williams, 2B 0.1.
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Recognising his ability to do this work well, Simon is more at ease speaking about

this %

Nevertheless Simon’s concern with class and style remains a part of his narrative. He
and his wife decided to return to England in 1978 since New Zealand seemed
‘primitive and crude’, but this decision was to have long-lasting ramifications, both
financially and in terms of Simon’s confidence.®* The move didn’t work out and they
were home again in four months, but they had spent all their money and house prices
were rising steeply. Simon recalls this time:

We had two mortgages and it was a bit crippling. And of course we were just
about to approach the time, the great Muldoon years, when - the great | say in
inverted commas - when interest rates started to go through the roof, and after
a while we got up to 21 per cent interest. | mean that was insanity. It was
disgusting, it was obscene, it was revolting. And of course over 50 per cent of
my salary was going in mortgages and we were financially crippled. And we
regretted - | regretted - bitterly — the fact that we hadn’t .... all the way through
we had never quite made the right decisions, financially. You know people
said when we first got married, buy a house, save up, then go overseas. Now
buying a house in 1969 would have been a really good idea, because by the
time we came back to New Zealand after the first trip — well the house my
brother-in-law and sister-in-law had bought in Gisborne, they bought for $9000
and sold for $23000 in 1974. Now we missed out on that, because we were
buying at the 23 level .... So we were running to catch up for a very long time.
And all the way through that era we never caught up, couldn’t spend the
money on the house ... [W]e saw all our friends moving from their first house
to a much bigger house. We were in Christchurch in the Fendalton/Merivale
area where there were a lot of people who we knew who had made a lot of
money or who had somehow done the financial thing correctly, and we were
marking time. And my confidence fell apart— and really - it was bad.”

%8 Hatch, pp.84, 109, 120-4. Ability is one of the contested systems of meaning on which social
hierarchy rests.

¢ This attitude that England was somehow better than New Zealand echoes his remarks about the
furnishings in his grandparents Dunedin home where everything was ‘English of course’. Simon
Williams 1A 12.4.

7°Simon Williams, 2B 3.7.
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The blow to Simon’s confidence saw the return of the class/status bogey. In 1986 he
took a redundancy package and tried to start a business which didn’t work. I was
never a businessman — won’t be — never, never,” he declares.”' However in 1995 he
finally took a teaching job at St Andrew’s College, which he enjoys. They have since
bought an elegant cottage in Merivale. Just the day before the interview he had run a
very successful live-to-air teaching programme at the school, and was still exhilarated
by its success. He talked of all sorts of plans for the future working with young
people in TV, concluding: ‘I think my working life’s only just begun to be honest —
I’m 52 — 1 just think it’s just taking off. All the rest’s sort of been a rehearsal’.’

For the last ten years Simon has taken to wearing a kilt. By way of explanation for
this he tells this story:

There was a guy at this opening yesterday. He is on the rich list in
Christchurch. He is a very wealthy man. He owns eight companies, and he
arrived at the opening — all the people are dressed up in their best bib and
tucker, as my grandmother would say — and he comes in worn out rubber
jandals, shorts and a shirt open to his waist - an old tartan shirt. And he said,
‘Oh 1 didn’t know this was going to be a posh function. I'd thought I'd just
come in from my work.’ And | said, ‘But Dennis you did know it was a posh
function. You’re just like me, you like to be different don’t you.’ He said,
‘Yeah, | suppose so.” Now everybody knows he was at the opening yesterday
because there he was. They said he would turn up in his shorts and jandals -
and he did, just as | turn up in my kilt, and they know exactly who | [am]. When
| went up to the family reunion, nobody will forget the person in the kilt. The
rest of them all looked the same - | wouldn’t know them from Adam - they all
look the same. And | have always wanted to look a bit different, even when |
was a kid.”®

Perhaps when you have achieved or made it in society, and feel more secure, you can

afford to thumb your nose at certain social conventions.

! Simon Williams, 2B 6.1.
72 Simon Williams, 2B 26.0.
™ Simon Williams, 2B 34.5.
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Simon’s admiration for such disregard links back to the family also. Speaking
towards the end of the interview he remarks admiringly on Henry and Marianne’s
decision to come to New Zealand in 1823:

I mean those people could have stayed in England and had a really good life. |
suspect they could have made quite a lot of money. They were in the right
social set. Their parents had been Lord Mayor and you know, sheriff and all
that sort of stuff. They were right in there, and they chose to say, ‘Right, bye!’
Gone! Amazing! Incredible!™

In Simon’s view his ancestors also thumbed their noses at social convention and

expectation in coming to New Zealand.

Eric Williams

Eric is ambivalent about his Williams origins. He is proud of their missionary history,
but uncertain about the story of the family land holding at Te Aute. His narrative is
one of moving away from what he sees as a sheltered, elite upbringing and making his
own way in the world, largely independent of his family, picking and choosing from
family values. He may eschew wealth and refinement, but values of hard work and

ability remain important to Eric, as do those of caring for others less fortunate.”

Eric’s narrative begins with his childhood memories of ‘Te Aute’, tinged with
cynicism towards the class system of which his family was part:

Earliest memories were probably about the 1930, maybe a little before the 30s,
of a very sheltered life, where we lived in a house near my grandparents at Te
Aute. My father was managing the property which was at that time called Te
Aute Station. It was the relics of Samuel Williams’s properties, which were
adjunct to, or the support for Te Aute College, the Maori college. We had a
pretty cosy life really with a gardener, and a maid or cook — she did everything
that my mother didn’t do. And the house had been added on to, to supply
extra rooms. One had been added on to a verandah, another had been added
on to a dining room, which provided the bedrooms for the children, and then
there was one corner of the house where the maid lived. She was full-time,

7 Simon Williams, 3A 9.3.

" Hatch p. 165. Hatch links the contemporary importance of the criterion of farming ability in
determining status directly to the emergence of the one-table pattern of eating arrangement, since ‘the
one-table theory of hierarchy dignifies work in a way that the two-table theory did not.’
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live-in and would get - I'm not sure how much time off — probably half a day a
week or maybe one day every fortnight — something like that - for a peanuts
wage.”

Comments like the one here on the pay and conditions of the maid are a feature of
Eric’s narrative, and reflect his discomfort with the differences he perceives between

his own family and those who worked for them.

His early memories continue with recollections of visiting his grandparents, and of the
governesses. Of this period of his life he recalls:

We hardly were allowed to play with most of the people in the village, the
Pukehou village. But ... my grandmother’s chauffeur and sometime gardener
was a Captain Kitt who had a cottage down on the road which would have been
about 70 odd - 80 metres away, in front of the road, whereas the big house
would have been well up - elevated and looked out over part of the farm ... And
Harry Kitt was the son ... who | used to do a lot of things with. | remember
going one day with Harry, we went on an expedition with a little bit of lunch
and a billy, and up behind the College there was a stream which ran into a dam
which supplied a lot of water for the College, and for the farm troughs, and we
had an extremely happy day catching freshwater crayfish in the stream,
crayfish and eels, but we made a meal of the freshwater crayfish. And we used
to go bike rides, Harry and I. In fact we went into Hastings one day and back
which was 18 or 20 miles.”

Houses here are a metaphor for class. The big house where Eric and his parents lived
was ‘well up’, the gardener’s house was ‘down on the road’. Eric is identifying
himself as something of an outlaw, enjoying the freedom of having adventures with
the servants’ children. This is a subversive narrative in which he describes the binary
nature of the set-up at ‘“Te Aute’, and then places himself on the ‘wrong’ side, not the
boss’s son but the workers’ mate. He constantly transgresses the hegemonic model.
Another ‘great pal’ was Cousin Brian Williams, who he remembers as great fun and
an enormous man who took an interest in Eric’s stamp collecting. Brian is also seen

as an outlaw. Eric recalls: ‘I realised afterwards [he] had been almost cast out of the

7S Eric Williams, 2 June 2000, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A 0.4.
7 Eric Williams, 1A 4.0.
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family I think because his first child was illegitimate. Terrible thing in those days,

really terrible.””®

His memories of school are not happy ones, seeing himself even here as being
different from the others, who he imagines went to public primary schools before
going to this private preparatory school.

After the governess stage, when my eldest sister Patricia had gone to
Woodford House - this is more of the sort of secluded upbringing — | went to
Hereworth. | suppose | was 10 or 11, something like that. [it was a] private
school, and felt a considerable misfit. | just didn’t know how the world lived,
and it took me a long while to realise how the world lived. | feel, looking back,
that | did miss out on a lot of things by being so secluded, so many things that
other kids took for granted and knew about, and | didn’t have a clue and they
used to make considerable fun of me, because | didn’t know. They’d lived a
rougher life, they’d probably been to public primary schools, some of them .... |
did reasonably well at school, nevertheless, sportswise, and became a prefect
.... Oh the first year or two | hated it. And just why | had, some sort of
psychosomatic problems | don’t know, but | remember | used to have sores
behind my ears, skin eruptions, and they called me Disease. Everybody had to
have a nickname - mine was Disease, because | had this .... | got on very well
with two or three guys, but | still felt a little bit at a loss with most of them, little
bit apprehensive, and privately | just didn’t feel | belonged. | still felt that to
some extent when | got to Wanganui Collegiate, though I did reasonably well.”
It is common for Eric to see himself as different from others, but he plays two roles.
Sometimes he is the victim as we can see here, and uses phrases like ‘I felt a little bit
out of place there’ or ‘I was being over powercd’.80 But as he gets more mature his
difference is seen as making him an agent for change: ‘I decided I wanted to improve
the productivity of the sheep’, or ‘I was questioning things’, or ‘I kicked against it

pretty hard’.*!

Eric knew that he was expected to follow in his father’s footsteps on the farm, but war

intervened and when he left school he was called up and joined the airforce. His

"8 Eric Williams, 1A 5.0.

" Eric Williams, 1A 6.7.

% Eric Williams, 1A 28.1, 2A 30.6.

8 Eric Williams, 1A 39.6, 2A 31.9, 39.9.
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memories of this period have little to do with the war itself. He enjoyed the freedom
of the airforce, where he could be someone outside the role assigned him in normal
life. He remembers stealing cabbages in Canada, something he would never have
done at home, and above all he remembers his instructor ‘who was a god to any of us
training pilots, was Cliff Haig who’d been a butcher in Taradale’.®* For Eric the

conditions of war transcended class boundaries imposed by family and school.

When the war was over Eric opted to go farming. He worked at ‘Te Aute’ for a year
or two, after which his father wanted him to go to Oxford or Cambndge, following
the tradition of earlier generations of the family. Eric resisted this, finally consenting
to go to Cirencester Agricultural College. However, finding it not relevant to New
Zealand conditions, he left after only two terms.® While in England he was married
to Heather Scott whose family came from the Waikato. They had met while Eric was
at ‘Te Aute’, and he remembers being impressed because ‘she was certainly not
swayed by the glamour of the Williams — the so-called glamour of the Williams

family.”® She too, helps free him from the clutches of his family.

When they returned to New Zealand, Eric decided not to take over ‘Te Aute’ as was
expected of the eldest son. However, he makes little mention at this stage of his
narrative of what must have been quite a momentous decision. He went to work
instead for his father-in-law, and describes the conditions, which were different from
those he had been accustomed to at ‘Te Aute’:

[The house] wouldn’t have been classed as much more than shearer’s
accommodation today. And we had a room in that house, and that was where
our first child was born and .... | felt a little bit out of place there. It was the
type of farming that | had not experienced before in that it was basic, very
basic — no tractors or machinery, draught horses, sledges for transport .... All
the work had been done with horses, pack horses, draught horses — and |
helped with that, so it was a new experience to me. And spreading fertiliser

with a sack strung around your neck more or less and tossing the fertiliser out
by hand.®®

82 Eric Williams, 1A 14.4.
 Eric Williams, 1A 25.3.
¥ Eric Williams, 2A 24.0.
¥ Eric Williams, 1A 29.3.
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Having been to the war, Eric qualified to apply for a farm by government ballot but
was unsuccessful, and finally in 1951, he bought an undeveloped farm at Te Miro
near Cambridge. With the generous loans made to returned servicemen, and financial
help from his father which he admits to reluctantly, he did quite well. He became
very involved in the breeding of Coopworth sheep, and also in growing commercial
woodlots.*® In the 1980s he tried to sell out to his son and retire, but with the
adjustments under the Labour Government, his son was obliged to sell his share. Eric
carried on until 1999, harvesting his pines, putting the bush areas into reserve and
leasing out his grazing.*’ Not long before the interview Eric had finally sold up and

moved to Pirongia, from where he and a friend now run a log harvesting business.

Having completed his story of shaking off the constraints of his family in a more or
less chronological fashion, Eric now returns in his narrative to memories of ‘Te Aute’,
which gently satirize the family. He tells several stories, some of which are clearly
passed down within the family, which poke fun at his relatives; of great Aunt Lydia
listening to the gossip on the party telephone line; of Samuel’s parsimony and the
expectation that whenever the children earned money they were to put it in the
‘Mission box’; of the tyranny of Uncle Allen towards his workers.*® However, he
speaks of his father with respect, recalling his determination to do as much as he
could on the farm for the war effort, and his decision to assist a couple of German

Jewish refugees despite incurring the disapproval of some in the community.89

Despite this personal respect, Eric sees his father as part of a class system with which
he himself appears uncomfortable. Eric most enjoyed helping the blacksmith and

going out with the head shepherd.”® In the following extracts Eric moves back and

% Eric Williams, 1A 39.6, 1B 0.5, 2.6. Hatch, pp. 165-6. Hatch notes that after World War II there
was egalitarianism in interpersonal relationships due to full employment and the refusal to accept
demeaning conditions, but that a hierarchy still existed in the community, based on ownership of land
and on ability. Pp. 108-9, Hatch points out that there is also a Protestant ascetic element in the New
Zealand farmer ethos, similar to the ideology of the worker in early capitalism, which emphasised skill
and proficiency at work. The farmer is less interested in accumulating land than in acquiring a
reputation for hard work, good judgment and excellent management abilities.

%7 Eric Williams, 1B 0.5.

* Eric Williams, 1B 14.5, 15.7, 17.5.

% Eric Williams, 1B 23.6, 25.9.

* Eric Williams, 1B 19.6.



168

forth between nostalgia for and resistance to the tradition evoked by the patrimonial
images he describes:
[My father] was, | suppose you’d say, the squire of the Pukehou village at that
time, because he was the principal landowner and employer around there. On
the farm there were three cottages, over by the railway line, main trunk railway
line through the farm. And there was a Maori couple in one cottage, who — he
worked on the farm ....

What was his name?
Martin Winterburn. There was an Irish couple who we used to visit, because
they were tenants. They paid rent and we used to visit them every now and
then. They were also very near to the slaughter house where we killed cattle
and sheep — we used to kill about two mutton a week for use around the whole
area ... and | remember going when we visited this Irish couple we were
‘dearie’ and we were intrigued by their accent and so on, but now looking back
| feel rather sorry for them too — the sort of conditions, though | suppose as far
as they were concerned they were living in clover compared to what they’d left
behind in Ireland .... But | didn’t think so, no. But I mean Martin worked on the
farm and he and | used to do quite a lot together, we worked a lot together like
in the harvesting, growing crops and everything else, we worked side by side
.... Martin was there for most of his life, and moved up on to the main road into
one of the cottages there. We used to have a doctor there, we had a minister
there in the village — doctor — Doctor Jarvis .... Arthur was the local vicar,
Arthur Williams. He was just across the gully from my father’s house. There
was a gully there and we had a track through it and we used to go and visit
them. They had a tennis court — quite a nice place — we used to have the odd
party — afternoon tea parties and things there. And across the road from them
which was just on the Hastings side of the big house were three or four houses
for people who worked on the station — ploughman — | don’t know what they all
did, but they all worked there on the farm. Gradually as conditions changed
and the wealthy people were not so wealthy and wages increased and equality
grew, so that they were no longer sort of tenants all the time, they were able to
own their own properties - their own houses.’’

In this picture of the big house set aside from the workers’ houses, important people
and less important people, Eric’s sympathies clearly lie with the latter. He is pleased

that conditions have changed.

°! Eric Williams, 1B 28.1.
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As Eric reflects on Martin Winterburn and the position of Maori in general around Te
Aute at that time, he says:

I didn’t appreciate the difficulties with Maoris. | think my father was — probably
- a sort of a benefactor - looked on them as people who, although they were
respected to some extent they were still — a little bit different. A bit of the
apartheid system still going in those days and the Maoris who had been
deprived of their land were then — they had to work on the land for the Pakeha
who’d taken over. There was a lot of skulduggery went on in those very early
days prior to my time, as far as land acquisition was concerned .... The way the
Maoris were alienated from their land .... Everywhere in New Zealand but also
around Te Aute too — around, should | say, Hawkes Bay, not Te Aute so much
but the land for ‘Te Aute’ station was gifted or loaned or leased or whatever by
the local Maori. But by various means a tremendous number of Maori were
deprived of their land. | don’t think so much by my immediate family there.
They did respect them, but they accepted the — lower status of the Maori. | felt
that anyway.”

Although Eric is quick to exempt his own family from the ‘skulduggery’ of early land
dealings, he feels himself forced to admit that the loss for Maori was a gain for the
Williamses, and that even they had, at best, a patronising attitude towards Maori.”?
He likes to think that his own attitude is more accepting, more ‘egalitarian’, eating
with the ‘labourers’ and playing cards with Kopai at the station cookhouse:

Then there was a cookhouse just near the college ... which was used as a- a
place where the labourers, so to speak, on the farm - ploughmen and fencers
and so on, would live. And there was a cook who would cook for all of them,
and they’d come into a great big room with long tables and they’d all sit down
to their tucker. And I remember going there. There was a Maori, Kopai, | can’t
remember his surname, but | used to go there and have meals with them every
now and then. | don’t think my parents minded. And we used to play cards. |
accepted them I think possibly more so than a lot of people round there, as

°2 Eric Williams, 1B 33.9.

% Frances Porter, ‘Williams, William Leonard’ in DNZB Vol I, pp. 580-2. An example of the earlier
generations of Williamses’ attitude to Maoris is found in the view of Bishop Leonard Williams who
believed Maori had to be removed from their village environment where ‘their own careless ways’
would interrupt their training as clergy. They needed to learn new habits ‘to raise themselves a little in
the social scale’.
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equals, and | felt sorry for them — | thought they had been given a bad trot. I'm
perhaps more of an egalitarian than a lot of people.*

Hatch draws attention to the ‘one-table’ and ‘two-table’ patterns of eating
arrangements, which respectively expressed egalitarian values or social distance
between workers and landowners.”> Eric has chosen to flout the two-table pattern

which pertained in his home.

My next question to Eric draws the contrast between the arrangements of the village
and station, and the lives of the children in the big house, and Eric responds with a
story that underlines this view:

So there was a huge set up, and you guys are up there with your governess?

Yep, yep, didn’t go to the local school. And I told my father on one occasion
that that was one of the regrets | had, and he wrote me a letter saying that, he
acknowledged my feelings but he and my mother felt that it wasn’t a good idea
for us to be associating with the children at the local school. After all one of
the girls had been pushed into a drain by one of the boys on the way coming
back from school and he didn’t quite know what had gone on but he couldn’t
take the risk of us being subjected to that sort of treatment. So it was very
sheltered and | grew up not knowing much about the facts of life.*®

There is an ‘upper class’ formality suggested here in the writing of a letter to address
Eric’s complaints. Eric’s tone is one of irony as he continues to talk about the
ostracism of those who offended the family’s moral values and about whom it would
be said, ‘We don’t talk about it, dear.” He concludes: ‘Thank God morals and ideas

have changed a lot since those days. 97

In all of this the question of class is complicated by the family relationship with

Maori. Maor cannot be simply regarded as having the same class status as the Irish
ploughman or the Scottish shepherd at ‘Te Aute’. There is something special about
their position since they were once masters here where now Eric’s father is the local

‘squire’. There seems to be an unspoken but deep unease about the results of the

** Eric Williams, 1B 35.7.

% Hatch, pp. 140-58. In one-table families the workers ate at the same table as the owner, thus ritually
de-empbhasising the distance between landholders and workers, and carrying a message of
egalitarianism and work as ennobling. The two-table families, in which workers ate apart and thus
were distanced from land owners, emphasised refinement.

*°Eric Williams, 1B 37.4.

°7 Eric Williams, 1B 37.4.
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family’s missionary endeavour, who is the benefactor and who the beneficiary. As
was said of the missionary families in Hawaii, they came ‘to do good’, and their
children “did well’.*®

Family expectations have also weighed heavily on Eric. This was not limited to
patrilineal succession.

You spoke near the beginning about your father having to follow in his father's
footsteps on the farm, and the way you said it, | wondered if it actually meant that you
felt a wee bit the same way, and you talked about coming back and making a choice
between medicine and farming?

In my time, and especially after the war when everything was stirred up, there
was the opportunity to go out on a different channel if | wanted to ... but there
was an expectation, a fairly strong expectation by my parents, particularly my
mother | think, that | would go the farming way .... Because | was the oldest
son in the family, and the eldest grandchild of my grandparents there was this
expectation of — that would sort of carry on the family tradition. | mean it
would have been great if | had become a missionary or something, or had gone
into the church perhaps, but -

Was that an expectation too?

No, no | don’t think so. But | remember being a little bit annoyed with my
mother on occasions. We had lots of church, sort of twice a Sunday, and
church schools, chapel, and, you know, be confirmed and get into the choir
and be a server and all this sort of stuff. And | did some of it - a bit reluctantly.
1 didn’t mind being in the choir because | quite like singing. But at home going
to the local Pukehou church - ‘Eric, surely you’ll come to church today?’ - this
is on a Sunday morning - ‘Oh no, | want to play tennis, or | want to do
something else.’ ‘But dear, if you come, the others will come.’” And there was
this subtle pressure on me all the time to do the right thing, and I kicked
against it pretty hard sometimes.”

He felt that social expectations, ideas of duty and of appropriate behaviour came both
from his parents and from within the school. Eric admires those who are brave

enough to rebel against them.

%8 Patricia Grimshaw, Paths of Duty: American Missionary Wives in Nineteenth-Century Hawaii
(Honolulu, 1989), p. 195.
% Eric Williams, 2A 31.9.
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At Te Aute the church and religion underscored class difference in Eric’s memory.
The following excerpt begins with quite an emotional outburst:

The sort of thing that | used to jib at, and this goes way back — we went to
Sunday school from home at Pukehou, and it wasn't long before | was
questioning things, like ...‘All things bright and beautiful’— ‘The rich man in
his castle, the poor man at his gate, God made them high and lowly, and
ordered their estate’. And I thought, ‘Crap!’ (I didn’t say crap in those days.)
But you lived in that situation almost.

1 did - and I couldn’t see the reasoning or the sense in it. And then some of the
prayers ... in the prayer book, which indicated that anybody who was a not a
Christian, and probably an Anglican or Presbyterian at that, was a heretic. And
I couldn’t go along with that. So I’'m almost — agnostic.

Was it difficult having a father who was a lay preacher?

No, not really because - as far as the church was concerned in Pukehou,
where | would listen to his lay preaching on occasions, | was surrounded by
people who felt that it was a very good thing that somebody was a lay
preacher. | was surrounded by relatives - it was the local relatives who I've
talked to you about. They were the ones who were in the church. — and the
farming people who hung on to the — those who were employed there. They
would come along. We would sit in the front pews, they would sit in the back
pews.

What about at home — was there grace and - ?

Oh Lord yes, heavens yes, grace before every meal. But that was in the days
when things were a little more elegant and if you had servants — but those were
in the days that you probably knew also, where you dished up the vegetables
into vegetable dishes, and the meat onto a meat dish and you had special
carving things with the carving knife sitting on some sort of a contraption, and
the fork on the other side, and Father would carve meat at the main table and
then pass the plate down to the other end where Mother would put the
vegetables on. And the butter would be rolled into butter pats, and put on a
special little plate and a butter knife which you took the butter pat off and put it
on your plate and ‘Don’t take two dear — that’s rude and greedy.’

| take it you've moved away from all this as well Enc?

Yes you’ll have noticed the butter plate that | brought out for you [indicating
the supermarket packet]. | kicked against all those things, and I still do. But|
mean we still eat with soup spoons because my wife says that’s right. I'm
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quite happy to eat with an ordinary dessert spoon. And we have steak knives
to eat steak with although if the steak is properly cooked you can cut it with a
fork, as the Americans do. So I'm a bit of a rebel.'”

This part of the interview was recorded after lunch, during which Eric had pointedly
placed the supermarket packet of butter on the table and told me there would be no
butter knife. In his narrative, social, moral and religious values, from the trivial to the
deeply significant, all trip over one another for space. Eric is equally gleeful that his
Bible-believing mother was so upset by the ‘Geering business’ in the 1960s, and
delights to think how she would react today with all the questions raised by the Dead

Sea Scrolls.'"!

Butter knives notwithstanding, in the end Eric’s greatest act of rebellion was to turn
his back on ‘Te Aute’. When his brother-in-law, Jim Maclean, proved happy to
manage the farm, Eric took his opportunity to leave. His explanation of why he did
this gives some idea of the power that Eric felt the family had on his thinking,

Yeah, well | wanted to get away from them. | was being overpowered by all the
ancestor stuff, and feeling that if | stayed there | was going to be immersed,
flooded by the clan. Like | wouldn’t be independent. | would have to - | would
be sort of beholden in many ways - like being in a society, a secret society or

something. And not being able to branch out and do things that | felt | would
like to do, being more adventurous.'?

He sees himself as having been a progressive farmer as a result of having broken
away, although in reality his own family had been quite progressive farmers also. 103
He denies having any regrets that the Williams family have now all but lost their land
holding at Te Aute. ‘I feel that land — you’re a caretaker rather than an owner,” he

104

explains. = When Eric is speaking about his life since leaving ‘Te Aute’ the ironic

tone disappears from his narrative.

One of the things Eric believes in that he is happy to attribute to his ancestors is a

sense of fair play. He does not like to see the wealthy ‘trying to grind the workers

1% Eric Williams, 2A 39.4, 42.1, 43.0.

1T Eric Williams, 2A 45.2, 2B 0.1. In 1967 when Lloyd Geering, Principal of Knox Theological
College, Dunedin, questioned the Resurrection he was charged by more fundamentalist Presbyterians
with doctrinal error. The charge was unsuccessful, but the trial caused a great deal of public interest.
12 Eric Williams, 2A 30.6.

' Eric Williams, 2A 36.0.

1% Eric Williams, 2B 17.0.
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down’, and is angry that the National Government of the 1990s cut taxes for the rich
rather than the poor. Today as an employer with a good income he likes to think he
has ‘share[d] some of that with [his] employees’, and admires business people like
Dick Hubbard, although he recognises the dangers of paternalism in this. It is ‘that
feeling of trying to help other people who are being wronged, or who I feel are being

wronged ... I would like to see a fair pop given to everybody,” he says.'"

Eric sees himself as having made his own way in life and pursued his own interests,
unencumbered by family expectations and the class attitudes, from using butter knives
to sexual mores, that went with the family. He sees himself as egalitarian, a champion
of the downtrodden, particularly Maori, and this is an attitude which he attributes to
his missionary inheritance. There is a tension between these two positions, his pride

in his ancestors and his escape from them.

Maryrose Wilson

In Maryrose’s story there is a polarity between meeting the expectations of the family
and of the hierarchical church, and being ‘true to herself’; of being one of the ‘haves’
and identifying with the ‘have-nots’. The wife of a bishop, she uses swear words
liberally, talks of going to the pub with the Manukau Maori women, says she prefers
to mix with gays, addicts, the poor and ‘secret ciggie’-smoking Maori, than with
bishops’ wives and the ‘churchy’ members of the Williams family. Maryrose is
accustomed to telling her spiritual autobiography. In fact she had it written down and

referred to it quite often near the beginning of her narrative.

She begins by saying, ‘Well my name is Maryrose. My mother says it means bitter-
sweet,” suggesting a rather ambivalent relationship with her mother. 1% Her first
memory is of her parents leaving her in care when she was five or six, while they
went overseas for a year, although she says this was not as traumatic for her as for her
younger sister. 107 Subsequently Maryrose introduces other stories which indicate a

feeling of rejection, of being ‘discounted’ by her parents and never meeting their

105 Eric Williams, 2A 7.7.

1% Maryrose Wilson, 22 October 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1
side A 0.3.
197 Maryrose Wilson, 1A 1.0.



175

required standards.'® Her mother tells her that although she had won a scholarship
none of the applicants had come up to the expected standard; her mother thinks
Maryrose has poor taste in clothing; she feels she has to prove to her parents that she
1s serious about Girl Guides; she feels her parents took little interest in her acting
while at secondary school.’” She talks of constantly trying to please, to achieve and

to be accepted.

Also near the beginning of her narrative are two seminal stories, which she uses in her
spiritual autobiography. The first is used by Maryrose to show her first awareness of
unconditional love:

I was about eight and | think I'd been caught cheating or pinching money or
doing something that wasn’t acceptable, and | can remember the dreadful
feeling of isolation, of being sent to Coventry by everybody. | just have a
vision of them all standing in a circle and nobody wanted to have anything to
do with me. And then a young girl disengaged herself from the others and
came and put her arms round me, and she said - she was one of the kids that
none of the rest of us had much time for, from the orphanage up the road — she
said, ‘| don’t care whether you did it or not,’ she said, ‘] still like you.” And -
you know isn’t it silly the things that one remembers — and | think acceptance
of people whoever they are and whatever they've done is a very strong part of
me now. And maybe it owes a lot to that young girl that — who ministered to
me a long time ago."”

The second is used by her to show her growing awareness of everyone’s humanity
including her own. It relates to her time at secondary school:

One of the important things to me at school was Shakespeare, and acting. And
I can remember - | can remember being Richard the Third. | really loved
acting. And | can remember this bit that comes in Richard the Third. | think it
all makes a picture in the end. He said, ‘Cover your heads and mock not flesh
and blood with solemn reverence. Throw away respect, tradition, form and
ceremonious duty, for you are but mistook me all this while. I live with bread
like you, feel want, taste grief, need friends.” And somehow I think that’s really
part of me - that | think probably the best part of me is my humanity. | mean |

1% Maryrose Wilson, 1A 9.2.
19 Maryrose Wilson, 1A 4.3, 5.9, 9.2.
19 Maryrose Wilson, 1A 3.2.
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may be a counsellor but I've known — you know, when we’re cut we bleed, just
like everybody else — you know, that we’re human. Don’t put us on a
pedestal.’"’

The first of these stories is used to say ‘don’t cast me out’, the second to say ‘don’t

put me on a pedestal’. Both are pleas for acceptance.

In Maryrose’s memory Canterbury University was a ‘golden time’ of freedom and
self-discovery. But offered a chance to study at the Old Vic, she chose instead to

finish her degree and marry Godfrey Wilson who was going into the Anglican

ministry. She says ‘I’d always had a romantic idea of being married to a priest.”'*

Godfrey went to train in England, and it was while living here that the incongruities of
class, wealth and influence came sharply into focus for Maryrose.

[A]nd finally he got a job as a parish assistant to the rector of Bury. The rector
of Bury was a man who’d been trained - he’d been trained for ministry by a
chap who trained English gentlemen for holy orders. And he came from a very
well-known family ... somewhere down south. The first question he asked
Godfrey was what was his private income. And you know Godfrey’s
transparent — | can just imagine his face dropping, you know, because he
hadn’t got a private income. One of the curates had come from Eton | think,
yeah. Anyhow when we first arrived at the Rectory it was a huge place, half
Georgian and half Victorian, and the church warden said, ‘I've arranged for
your confinement lass.’ And | thought, ‘Shit!’ | wouldn’t have said shit in
those days. Anyway we couldn’t find anywhere to live so they let us have their
caravan, huge, huge garden and the snow was this high and | would sit
shivering where there was a chip heater in the thing. And Godfrey had to bury
the Elsan, dig down deep to bury the contents of the Elsan each week. They
lived in this huge rectory, which was their castle. Eventually they let us come
in and we had a kitchen and a room in the Victorian part, and Godfrey had to
stoke the boiler, which was lagged when it went through our compartment ...
so we didn’t get any heat. And the rector would come down to our
compartment saying, ‘Godfrey, Godfrey!’ and | would hide in the cupboard...
But it was interesting because we knew we weren’t going to be there forever.”

"' Maryrose Wilson, 1A 6.9.
12 Maryrose Wilson, 1A 17.3.
' Maryrose Wilson, 1A 17.3.
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Eventually they returned to New Zealand and Godfrey was sent to St Peter’s Church,
Willis St, Wellington. With some outside financial help her three daughters were sent
to Marsden School where she pictures them as being somewhat on the outside
socially, and says:

by the time they got to the sixth form they wanted a bit more. They all went to
Wellington High or Hutt Valley High to finish off.

Too restrictive?

Yes, socially — because the parish we were in you see had all sorts of people.
You might smell somebody — smell methylated spirits ... coming from behind
you and you’d look round and think, ‘Do they clean the pews with methylated
spirits?’ And then old Jack would say, ‘Hullo, Mrs Wilson,’ and breathe it all
out on you.... We had 16 great years there really.”

Maryrose portrays herself, through her family, at an interface between the images of

the private school and the down-and-out of the central city parish.

While they were there Maryrose became involved in marriage guidance and
counselling, and also served on the board of the women students hostel. Of this board
she recalls:

I was so disgusted with the way they treated the staff. The warden would come
and sit outside when they had a staff [board] meeting, and they’d get her in to
give report and then send her away .... And then they asked me to be the
chairperson, so | wrote them a letter and said | would only do it under these
circumstances - that she had a full place on the board and so on."”’

Here she is again at an interface, using her power and position to protect those whom

she sees as the underdog.

Just as she felt she was getting on top of her job in guidance and counselling, Godfrey
was moved to the Diocese of Waiapu, which took in the East Coast and Bay of Plenty.
He had to travel around to different marae in the diocese, and Maryrose decided to
travel with him. She remembers it as a time of ‘reclaiming my relationship with
Maori’, and then back tracks in her narrative to explain what she means by this:

Oh, | had had while the girls were at school - I'm sorry to go back — but the
principal had said, ‘Maryrose, we’ve got a Maori coming on the staff, and the

14 Maryrose Wilson, 1A 20.8.
1s Maryrose Wilson, 1A 22 4.
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board are anxious about this. Will you be - will you look — will you be kind to
her,’ or something. This was Keri Kaa — | don’t know whether you know her -
but anyway she turned up on Monday and used to stay with us till Friday,
without being asked or anything, you know. And she took a fondness to
Marianne [Maryrose’s daughter] who’s as white as the driven snow, and they’d
come back on the bus with this white little kid asleep her arms, and Keri said
the people on the bus looked very oddly at her. But she took Marianne back to
... Tikitiki for the first holidays. Keri said, ‘We spoke Maori all the time, except
to say, “Come here you little Pakeha!” ’ And then we all went up there and
stayed a month with them in Tikitiki, and you know this was a different culture.
I didn’t know, | thought you know, ‘What do we do? And how do we behave?’
And that’s been — that’s been a very strong part of our future ministry. | now
work with more Maori - in my agency there are more Maori people ... than
Pakeha.”®

There is a good deal of family myth buried in this excerpt. Maryrose does not explain
why she was asked to care for Keri Kaa, whether simply because she was a
clergyman’s wife, or because of the Williams family’s historical connection with
Maori in general and the Kaa family in particular. Her question of whether I knew
Keri Kaa suggested to me at the time that somehow I too, as a member of the family,
would recognise this connection. The apparent strength of the relationship between
Keri and the little Marianne, named after the wife of Henry Williams, is another
aspect of this story which is redolent with historical significance for the family. Thus
when Maryrose speaks of reclaiming her relationship with Maori it seems to me that
she intends to convey not only this recent relationship, but also the long standing one

of the family.

In her narrative she then moves on to tell how Godfrey became regional bishop for
Auckland, and they moved once more. She recalls:

He travelled all over the diocese and | remember going and standing beside
my... great grandparents grave. And | felt 'd come home. This is at Pakaraka,
Marianne and Henry. And - oh, another thing that had happened was at
Waiapu when we were had first gone there. The first time I'd gone to the
cathedral | knew none of these Europeans - intimately — and then | saw these
Maoris standing behind a pillar having a secret ciggie, so | went and joined

"¢ Maryrose Wilson, 1A 31 .4.
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them, and then they gathered me up and took me with their children and their
mokopuna and so on, and sat at the front, and | looked round and saw all these
Pakehas in the back and thought, ‘God, I’'m lucky.’ You know, they were
standing sort of apart at the back — you know | felt— surrounded with love and
- it was great.""”

These two events, the visit to the graveside and the moment in the cathedral, are
actually reversed in time, their narrative connection here thus suggesting a strong
sense of the family history in her feeling of empathy with Maori. Just as Henry and
Marianne were supposed to have been loved by Maori, so is Maryrose. In both these
last two excerpts with their images of difference and standing apart, Maryrose places
herself again among those seen as outsiders, those who need help in the city and the
private school system, those who hide behind pillars to have a smoke. In both cases

she is accepted and taken into their midst

Sometime after they arrived in Auckland Maryrose recalls:

Godfrey had to give the certificates out at Manukau Tech, and some women
came up to me afterwards and said, ‘| hear you’re going to be looked over by
the Red Cross Family Support on Tuesday.’ | was looking for Marriage
Guidance tutors really, | think, at the time. Any way they said, ‘Will you come
to the pub with us.” And so | said - | went to Godfrey and said ‘These women
have asked me to go to the pub with them.’ He said ‘Well, you’ll have to find
your own way home.” Anyhow, | went to this meeting. I'd been doing a bit of
research for them because they were doing a bit of - it was the early days
when you had to be more accountable to government money — I'd been
interviewing some of the people they worked with. And | went to this meeting,
a third Maori, and third Pacific Islanders, and a third Pakeha. And after about
five minutes this huge Maori woman said ‘You’ll do.’ | said ‘I beg your
pardon?’ She said ‘You’ll do.’ | said ‘But you don’t know me at all!’ ‘Oh’, she
says, ‘| know what I’'m doing.’ And then the Director of Social Welfare came in
and said ‘These women seem to have taken a shine on you. Will you come to a
selection next week,’ or something .... So that was a new era. | worked for
about nine years with them, looking at families at the bottom of the heap. And
by the time I'd finished, all our referrals were self-referrals. And they were not
people like me. They were people, my caseworkers were people who’d had

n Maryrose Wilson, 1A 36.2.
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come out of that. They were warm people and had — grown a lot themselves
and they would go in with their pots and pans and help these people learn new
skills, ask them what skills they wanted to have and help them budgeting. It
was great and it was a terrific learning experience having to supervise these
three different cultures. And the blessing was - I’'ve never done it with Pacific
Islanders before so | knew nothing, so | watched them for the first year to see
how they went with their job. Iif I'd known more I might have made more of a
hash of it — if I'd tried to impose Pakeha things on them. So that’s that.""®

Here again Maryrose appears accepted by people who are not like herself. She goes
to the pub with them, she pictures herself working with them as equals, she learns

from them.

Maryrose is passionate about the work she does, and gets ‘boiling mad’ about social
injustice.'"’

I spend about 40 per cent of my time doing sexual abuse counselling, which is
terrible - terrible. And I’'m so anqgry with the government, I’'m so angry at what
they expect these people to live on. | had one woman last week who's been
raped three times and she - | said ‘How are you managing to live?’ And she
said ‘l get a sickness benefit.” And | said ‘Now tell me what that amounts to.’
And she said ‘$150 a week.” She said ‘| spend $120 to give to my sister and |
have $30.’ That makes me so angry [in a whisper]. The way they talk about
these people, because they can’t — how can you survive on that? I've so many

of those sort of people.’”

Gradually Maryrose’s narrative turns back to family, her own children, and the wider
family where again she feels like an outsider. She is a member of the Henry and
William Williams Memorial Trust but confesses however, that she is embarrassed by
the often-ingratiating behaviour of the trust members towards Maori and their
‘sentimental view of Maori people’.'*' Maryrose is adamant that when the Trust
gives them money, Maori should be held accountable for what they spend it on, while
others hold the view that it is given as a gift for which no accountability is required.

While she sees the Te Aute members of the family as being too idealistic, she feels

18 Maryrose Wilson, 1A 37.4.
' Maryrose Wilson, 1B 10.0.
'2% Maryrose Wilson, 1A 42.1.
'2! Maryrose Wilson, 1B 15.4.
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many other members of the family are too ‘well-heeled’.'* Of the 1998 reunion she

says, ‘I don’t know many of those relations quite frankly. I’m a bit of an outsider I
thln.k 5123

Nevertheless she knows the Williams family history well, thanks largely to her father.
Speaking of her father she recalls this about him:

He came from a poor family in Masterton. His father was a railway worker, and
an alcoholic. And he went to university, and he did very well at school. And ...
he met my mother — they were having a conversation in the gym, she was
talking about her family — Williams family — and he said what rogues and
villains they were, and - it was a big thing for him to court my mother — .

With that belief?

Oh yes, but he changed very quickly. | think he changed quickly. But coming
from a poorer, rougher environment ... he found it hard. They had a hard -
they didn’t have an easy relationship.

Because of the different backgrounds?

Yes, yes. And he tells the story which | presume — he left this story for us in a
paper bag. He never spoke to me, he spoke to the children about it.... And he
said ‘One day my father came — he’d been drinking and he came up — he had a
gin bottle in one hand and a cut throat razor in the other, and he said, “Are you
ashamed of me?” ’ - to my father. And my father said ‘God help me, | told a lie.
I said no.’ | mean how could he say anything else. But— and so he took over
my mother’s family. You know, | mean he got deeply immersed in it, wrote
about it, wrote articles and — he was a scholar really, you know.'*
At the beginning of her narrative she had told me that though he didn’t ‘come from
the whakapapa of [her] mother,... he adopted it all’, and he used to read her stories of
Henry and Marianne from Peacemaker of the Tribes by Phyllis Garlick.'” She later

recalls her main impressions of this: ‘[M]y father told me these stories about the

Maoris and about Four-Eyes and you know how he — how he used to stop wars, you

know and get in between them, and that’s what grabbed my attention.’ 126

122 Maryrose Wilson, 1B 28.3.

'3 Maryrose Wilson, 1B 22.6.

124 Maryrose Wilson, 1B 44.1.

125 Maryrose Wilson, 1A 8.1.

126 Maryrose Wilson, 2A 0.1. ‘Four-Eyes’ is the English version of the nickname, ‘Karuwha’, given to
Henry Williams by Maori on account of the very strong glasses he always wore.
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However these days it is Marianne Williams who is her heroine. Although Godfrey
had made a wall display of old family photos, in Maryrose’s study there is a special
photo of her great grandmother. Early in the narrative she spoke of some of the
factors that have influenced her beliefs about the family. She remembered that
downstairs in the playroom when she was a child:

[T]here were exercise books that Marianne had written poems in because she
knew she was going to the other end of the earth. They were poems by Keats
and Shelley and Byron, and at the back was a recipe for piles. You geta
chamber pot, you fill it with brown paper, you set fire to it and siton it. |
always tell that story to my Maori friends — love those sort of stories. That
sums her up for me. She’s one of my heroines.'”’

What Maryrose seems to enjoy about this is the juxtaposition of the esoteric/ aesthetic
with the earthy. Towards the end of her narrative she says again:

You see | love Marianne and | love the way she came out in this convict ship,
you see, and he [Henry] was upstairs being sick and she went down and
ministered to the women, convict women. And you know she’s — I’'m not an
evangelical, but | - there’s an evangelical side to me I think, you know, that |

can latch into their spreading the Gospel. It’s just that | wouldn’t spread the
Gospel like that.'”®

In the church, Maryrose says, she feels ‘happiest of all’ and ‘terribly comfortable’
with the drunkards, the gays, and those for whom life is a struggle, adding:

You know I can be who | am. | find all this dressing up — | know when | went to
the cathedral once, the bishops’ wives all went and sat in the front you see,
front row, and | always sat at the back, and the verger came down said | had to
go and sit at the front, and | said ‘I don’t. | can stay here.” And he said ‘Well
you shouldn’t have married a bishop.’ | said ‘I didn’t marry a bishop.’ But you
know it’s all - and it's swung back to that now - it's very hierarchical.’”

Speaking of her faith and her work she has this to say:

So | just have to rely on what | believe the Spirit - if | can keep in touch with the
Spirit I'll be OK.

And you don't look to the Church for that necessarily?

2" Maryrose Wilson, 1A 9.2.
128 Maryrose Wilson, 2A 5.6.
129 Maryrose Wilson, 2A 30.3.
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I don’t look to the institution. | mean, my quarrel with the institution is that |
think the church should be a sign of something different than the status quo,
and too often it’s just like the status quo .... So | identify more with the people
at the bottom of the heap I think, really. So that's what casts me — | mean so
many of the Williamses look well shod."™®

In the final sentence of this excerpt she appears to be about to say that she is cast out

from the family or at least cast in a different mould from the ‘well shod’ Williamses.

In these three memory biographies the main theme is resistance to class expectations.
While Simon Williams appears obsessed with detailed signifiers of the wealth and
position which he both scorns and desires, Eric Williams and Maryrose Wilson seek
to resist their upper class origins in their lives and narratives, both linking this in part

to questions of race.

The Oral Testimony

Many others in the cohort also have narratives which bring out aspects of social
status. Historically class distinction in New Zealand has been based on birth, wealth,
education and the possession of large inherited landholdings. These are the focus of
the Williams narratives of class. Although few give genealogies in as much detail as
Tom Williams did, many explain various family marriage relationships and how these
fit with other families of the landed gentry, the ‘bloodlines’ as one put it. Memories
of large homes and servants are also common, whether of their own childhood homes
or of their grandparent’s homes. Education is crucially important in narratives of
class. Stories of governesses are not unusual, stories of private schooling abound, and
the male tradition of tertiary education in England is still in evidence in the cohort.
Inheritance of land is also assumed, and was dealt with in the previous chapter.

Along with this went the expectation that members of the family would shoulder their
responsibilities with regard to local politics and business. Manners and moral values,
social networks and marriage links with other families are referred to in ways that

make it clear that the Williams regard themselves as part of an upper class milieu.

130 Maryrose Wilson, 2A 21.8.
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Indeed much of the reference to class in these testimonies is not specific to the
Williams, but typical of the class of which they are a part. They are, however, not
altogether comfortable with this position, possibly because it conflicts with the
pervasive egalitarian myth, and also with the Dissenting values of earlier generations.
This unease can be detected in the ironic tone of much of this testimony. The

following sections discuss the main aspects of narratives of class.

‘Bloodlines’

The Williams family acknowledge their English forbears as being probably upper
middle class. Henry’s wife, Marianne Coldham, is often said to be the most upper
class of the ancestors, her father first Sheriff and then Mayor of Nottingham. Several
of the family also mentioned the recently-discovered family connection to Lady
Godiva through the Coldham ancestors, but if this is raised at all it is usually in ways
that suggest it is only of passing interest.'*! Perhaps only for the Wairarapa Williams,
with whom the name Coldham is still strongly associated, does it have any resonance

at all. 132

It is not to England however, that the Williams look for their present social position.
The importance of birth, wealth, and the possession of large inherited land holdings in
determining social position, necessarily involves marriage and reproduction, and as
we have seen in the previous chapter this is clearly reflected in Tom Williams’
narrative of ownership and subdivision of land."*®> Thus of importance in these
narratives, are connections to other land-owning families in different parts of the

country, and stories of making the right marriage.

Virginia Robinson tells the story of her engagement in 1949 to Hugh Robinson, only

two weeks after meeting him at a garden party at ‘Oakbourne’, home of her distant

! The connection to Lady Godiva was made known at the 1998 reunion by a member of the family
doing genealogical research in England. Most of the family appear to have little interest in tracing their
Williams family connections in England back more than a generation, namely to the parents of Henry
and William Williams. See Evans (1998), p. 6.

12 Alastair Deans, 19 August 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 2side B
13.1; Joan Dillon, 18 August 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A
0.2, Tape 2 side A 12.7. Both told me with some pride of this connection.

133 Tom Williams, 15 March, 2000, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A
1.3-9.6.
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cousins, the Cannings. Her family had never heard of Hugh before, but her brother’s
wife looked up a scrapbook which she kept of society occasions, and pronounced him
an ‘OK chap because he was at somebody’s wedding or something else.” She laughs
at this, saying ‘Oh, may deah!” with an exaggerated upper class accent.'** The family
may poke fun at class pretension in this way, but they often do so from the safety of
their own position within the system, and perhaps too, in the assumption that their

interviewer is also ‘one of them’.

Nicola Grimmond describes how the system worked when she claims, laughingly, to
be related to all the ‘land bloodlines’ in New Zealand.

| should say that our blood lines are practically all the bloodlines in New
Zealand because — my Gamma - the land bloodlines if you know what | mean —
my grandmother, Judith Empson’s mother was Emily Acland, whose mother
was one of Bishop Harper’'s daughters. So on one side we have the Empsons,
the Harpers and the Aclands - that ties in with the Tripps. And then my mother
was the Elworthys which are also another Canterbury sort of farming family so
that was that side, and then my father’s side of course was the Williamses, and
the various other Williams lines that sort of came down. So there’d been a
pattern in the family of a Hawkes Bay boy marrying a Canterbury girl or a
Canterbury boy marrying - this is on the Elworthy side — marrying a Hawkes
Bay girl, and this goes through several generations you know. And so the - it
was the way these young guys went off and did their farming training in
another part of the country and so consequently — and just school and social
sort side of it — so anyway. And school was important ... the males in my
family all went to Wanganui and — and of course my grandfather married the

headmaster’s daughter, you see [laughs]."**

While it is easy to laugh at the system of gentry connections from within, as Virginia
Robinson and Nicola Grimmond do, a number of those interviewed were aware that
unsuitable marriage connections in past generations had separated their family from
the main stream Williamses, sometimes leaving a legacy of bitterness. For instance,

although Bev Armistead has now re-established her connection with the Wairarapa

13 Virginia Robinson, 10 November 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, Univeristy of Waikato, Tape 1
side A 10.7.

133 Nicola Grimmond, 17 August, 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1
side A 32.0.
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branch of the Williams family, she still regards them as upper class and ‘snooty-
nosed’. Although not certain, she believes the break with the family goes back two
generations, constructing the following story. When her grandfather, Wyvern
Williams, died young, his widow remarried to a dentist in Hastings whom the
Williamses regarded as ‘not good enough’. The family appointed KS Williams from
the East Coast to be the guardian of Bev’s mother, who was also called Wyvern.
Although Wyvern held KS in high regard she ‘had no time for any of the other
Williamses’, and when she married William Bunny she refused to have the Wairarapa
Williams family at her wedding because she felt they had ‘turned against’ her mother,
and ‘got all snooty-nosed’. ‘You know the upper echelon and the sort of middle class

sort of thing,” Bev explains. 136

Throughout most of Douglas Davies’s interview he attributes his lack of contact with
the Williams family to living in the South Island."*” However in the final minutes of
the interview he tells me with some emotion that this was really because his father
was ‘treated adversely’ by the family who believed he had married beneath him, a
view which Douglas believes may have some truth to it."*® Rob Reed tells a similar
story. He can make no claim to geographic isolation from the family, having grown
up just north of Gisborne and gone to Wanganui Collegiate with numerous cousins.
Nevertheless he claims to have had little contact with them in his early life, and
appears to have an uneasy relationship with those he does know. Laughing in an
embarrassed way he tells me that although his grandmother was a ‘very proper lady’,

his grandfather was Cockney, thus accounting for the lack of family contact. 139

Peter Sykes too is in no doubt about the class nature of the Williams family, and the
importance of making the right marriage. Although his mother was a Williams from
Te Aute she married someone in the Wairarapa from ‘different stock’:

And so we grew up surrounded by the Williams landowners .... living on what
used to be Williams’s farm .... [I]t was sort of the landed gentry versus us

13 Bev Armistead, 9 August 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A
1.0,21.7.

37 Douglas Davies, 8 October 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 2 side
B9.7.

1 Douglas Davies, 3B 34.4.

139 Rob Reed, 11 November 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 2 side A
19.5.
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(laughs), the tenant farmers almost. Because | mean they were — ‘Te Parae’
and ‘Brancepath’ ... people like Alister Williams at ‘Te Parae’, they were the
feudal lords who would chair committee meetings and run the fund-raising
committee, much like the old English sort of local parochial committee. And
so we would go and visit them on almost state visits.

.... the Williamses had numbers of Governor Generals amongst their —
including the current Governor General is an in-law. And it's that sort of
[laughs] - gentry level which I’'ve never really aspired to, because the Sykes
family came up as sort of English rural farmers who settled in the Wairarapa
and ended up with a ... soldier settlement block ... [S]o | was brought up into
that setting, knowing that these Williams and Beethams were relatives but ...
they were not personal friends. | can still go out there and they will still
recognise the relationship but it’s — they don’t know anything about me .... |
come from different stock [laughs].’*

Peter’s laughter suggests a slight degree of discomfort with these upper class
connections. Peter prefers to see the family as forming two strands, the gentrified

farming strand (or what he terms the ‘pastoral’ strand) and the missionary strand. He

stakes a claim within the latter, and chooses to largely ignore the former.

As we have seen the rejection of class attitudes features in narratives as part of their
rebellion against the family and its expectations of them. This is part of Sarah
Williams’s narrative. She has discovered that her Granny Williams was ‘born out of
wedlock’ and not from the ‘top drawer’. This explains for Sarah the story she has
heard about a family feud:

| know that my Granny - that she was — people were not good about her, and |
also know that ... my Great Uncle Guy and my grandfather did not speak to one
another .... For something like 30 years they didn’t speak to one another, and
then apparently organised by the wives — you know the traditional number -
my Great Uncle Guy and his wife came to afternoon tea at ‘Landsdowne’ and
among other things there were bananas which must have been — oh glamorous
in those days — and my grandfather ... who was the older of the two — [was]
said to have said to my Great Uncle Guy ‘Won’t you have a banana, Guy?’ and
Great Uncle Guy said ‘No.’ They were then deemed to have spoken.

140 peter Sykes, 11 February 2000, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A
03,109
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.... But also when my gréndfather met her — or rather she met him — was at the
Masterton Club, which of course was the men’s club, and she ran the bar in the
dining room or something like that. Can you imagine! And there was my
grandfather you know, laid-back, good-looking, getting on, you see, and | think
she just laid her eyes on him and thought ‘Ah — you know - great!” And good
for her .... | see that as an absolute splendid - you know exact opposite to
where men on the make marry up — | mean why not? .... | admire this stuff!'*'
Although her grandmother’s dubious origins may have upset the family and
Wairarapa society in general, Sarah, who aspires to the egalitarian ideal, is delighted

with the discovery. Her grandmother is someone she greatly admires.

Sarah also points to an aspect of class in New Zealand on which the Williams
narratives are otherwise silent, perhaps because they represent the hegemony, namely
that Anglicanism is a class qualification, necessary but not sufficient.'*> For Sarah,
raised as a Roman Catholic, religion as class comes doubly disguised. In New
Zealand, she explains, there are Anglo-Catholics and Irish Catholics. Sarah is the
former. In her narrative the Anglo-Catholics have well-known names such as
Vavasour, Bunny and Johnston, the Irish Catholics none worth mentioning. 143 part of
Sarah’s own rebellion against the class attitudes of her family, is to marry an Irish
Catholic."** Like marriage to those of lower social status, marriage to Maori has also

been problematic in the Williams family. This will be dealt with in chapter five.

The material evidence of wealth and status
Although cars are such an important marker of social status in Simon’s narrative, he is
exceptional in this. In the Williams narratives homes are usually the most significant

material indicator of wealth and position.

1! Sarah Williams,24 February 2000, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, tape 2 side
A01,22

12 This is more pronounced in Canterbury and in the North Island, which is the main base for the
Williamses, than in the southern parts of the South Island where many of the Scottish settlers came.

'3 Sarah Williams, 1B 26.0, 2A 2.2, 4.1, 2B 17.2. According to Sarah ‘the Bunny’s were originally de
Bounet and they were Norman’ . Sarah says her great grandfather Riddiford, ‘on the way up’,
proposed to the eldest daughter of the Superintendent of Wellington Province, Henry Bunny, but she
refused him because he was an Anglican and she a Catholic. The next daughter however accepted his
offer.

' Sarah Williams, 2B 17.2.
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John Russell now lives in the large and generously proportioned home at ‘Tuna nui’
which his grandmother had had built in 1912. He is very proud of it, and of an
apparent family tradition of building large homes:

Lady Russell, my grandmother, Gertrude Williams — was the sister of HB
Williams from Gisborne, and AB Williams from north of Gisborne, ‘Puketiti’,
and the whole three of them all built big houses, because they came from
‘Frimley’ which was a big house. | remember ‘Frimley’. And | tell people | think
that AB Williams and HB Williams and old Gertie had a competition to see who
could build the biggest house, and | reckon old Gertie won [laughs]. She had
flair — she had flair when it came to building things and setting things up. She
set out this whole garden and my missus said the proportions and the
drainage and the thought and everything has all been done really, really well —
with a good eye.'*

Note that John first gives his grandmother her proper title in this excerpt, appropriate
to the nature of the house and emphasising the gentry connection. He then reverts to
the use of terms like ‘old Gertie’ and ‘my missus’, thus positioning himself with a

foot in both camps — familiar with the gentry and a man of the people.

Despite the size of the Williams homes not all comments about them are
complimentary, especially the early homes. Elisbeth Ludbrook continually referred in
somewhat scathing tones to ‘Williams houses’, until I asked her to tell me what she
meant by this term. She explained that in reality they were far from grand:
[A]ll the downstairs was where the parents lived or the adults lived .... But
upstairs was like dormitories, so they would have - in ‘Pouerua’ there’s a big
long one room that was the boys’ dormitory, and there’s a big long one room
that was the girls’ dormitory. How else could they do it? It was very practical.
Yes, with 13 children!
Yes, very practical. There was a lot of people living in one house back then.
So downstairs would be the bathroom and the toilet and the parents’ bedroom
and the nursery and the office and the boot room. ‘Pouerua’ had a boot room
as big as our bathroom with shelves all the way round it — a real throw back to
when the Williamses had it — and it still had the old boots in it."*

14> John Russell, 9 June 2000, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1side A 24.7.
146 Elisabeth Ludbrook, 8 November, 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape
3 side B 21.7.
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Jean Maclean explains that Samuel Williams, who built several of the houses at Te
Aute’, was frugal and ‘no good at architecture’. She describes the house she grew up
in as having a ‘billiard room’ upstairs in which large numbers of people would stay
‘marae-style’, often families in desperate need of a holiday."*’ This “billiard room’
sounds like the boys' and girls' dormitories at ‘Pouerua’ mentioned by Elisabeth
Ludbrook. Houses built later at Te Aute were supposedly better designed. Hugh
McBain tells the story of when Samuel asked his daughter, Lucy Warren, and her
husband to move up from Wellington and help him at Te Aute. He offered to build
her a new house. Hugh tells the family story:

Lucy said, ‘I'm not having a house’, she said to her father - this is as the story
goes - she said to her father ‘I’'m not having a house like the other Williams
houses that they reckoned they could design themselves and knew how to do
everything including the plumbing and all the rest of it.” She said ‘If we’re
coming up you know - | want a proper house.’ .... The other Williamses always
say that this is the one that was properly built, that a lot of the others were - a
bit ham [laughs] ... [but] you’ve only got to look at the fireplace. It always
amuses us. They didn’t sort of worry about getting things level too much
(laughs).'®

Elisabeth’s appeal to practicality and Jean’s to frugality, reflect not only the nature of
the houses, but their own view of the essential nature of the family as one which was
neither pretentious nor snobbish. Hugh’s story on the other hand reflects the changing

expectations and fortunes of succeeding generations

Narrators often use descriptions of homes as metaphors for the social arrangements
they remember with approval or disapproval, giving them a moral value. We have
seen how in Virginia Williams’s narrative the house at ‘Atua’ is a metaphor for the
solid and secure social milieu of her childhood, which told her where she stood ‘in the
scheme of things’, but also for the sexist attitudes that prevailed at the time, including

inheritance practices that favoured sons. 19 1t is interesting to compare different

147 Jean Maclean, 8 June 2000, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 2 side B
425.

'*¥ Hugh McBain, 12 June 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1side B
12.9.

' Virginia Williams, 11 August 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1
side A 5.4, (see also chapter two). Michele D. Dominy, Calling the Station Home: Place and Identity
in New Zealand's High Country (Lanham, Maryland, 2001), pp. 105-34, Chapter Four, ‘Family, Farm
and Property Transfer’, provides a discussion on the issues surrounding inheritance for sons and
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accounts of ‘“Te Aute’. They reflect changing times and different narrative purposes.
Eric Williams’s description is a metaphor for his view of a class system which caused
him much disquiet. His memories mainly date to the 1930s. He speaks of his father
as the ‘squire of the Pukehou village’, the main landowner and employer. The family
lived in a big house on a hill above the road. Nearby lived the vicar, also a Williams,
whom they would visit for tea parties and tennis. On the other side of the road and at
a lower elevation were the workers’ rented cottages, which were close to the railway
line and the station slaughterhouse.® Hugh McBain’s narrative gives a rather
different picture of Te Aute and serves a different purpose.’”’ Born and raised in
England, Hugh has heard many nostalgic stories about the place from his mother.
Instead of a metaphor for class, he sees TeAute as a community, a large family
enclave, all with their various roles, supporting one another, safe and secure. Only the
houses belonging to family members are mentioned, places with names and
descriptors like ‘old family home’, or ‘old rambling house’. Although the gardener’s
house appears in his account it is now occupied by one of the family. The workers
themselves do not appear. Hugh’s account spans several generations, and not all the
people he mentions lived at Te Aute simultaneously. Thus it is also an account of
family continuity, and part of the tradition of the Williamses that he has received from

his mother.

In these narratives having English goods and chattels in the house also seems to have
been a sign of class. Both Simon and his cousin, Judith Myers, recall the big home of
their Williams grandparents in High St, Dunedin. Like Simon, Judith mainly recalls
that everything in it was ‘English’ at a time when this was supposed to be a guarantee
of quality.'* Sarah Williams tells of the Christmas parties at ‘Longwood’ to which
the people from the farm cottages and all the household staff came, parties organised
by her grandparents with great attention to detail. After Father Christmas had arrived
and distributed presents, she says:

We would have a really wondrous tea party. We would have English crackers.
My Granny must have imported them herself, and | remember them — you could

daughters of South Island High country families. This reflects many of the attitudes and values found in
the Williams family.

"% Eric Williams, 1B 28.1.

"*! Hugh McBain, 1B 5.0, see Chapter Two.

'*2 Judith Myers, 14 March 2000, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A
18.0; Simon Williams, 1A 12 4.
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either have a kind of turquoise blue ones with silver glitter ... and cornflowers
twined around, or you could have ones that were pink with gold glitter on them
and a rose wound around them. And those were so pretty, so beautiful - |
really sometimes didn’t want to pull them.'>

The English crackers seem to put the hallmark of quality on these affairs.

Servants
With large homes, servants were part of the lives and narratives of many of the
family. For some servants were just accepted as a fact of life. Joan Dillon growing
up at ‘Te Parae’ recalls that as children she and her sisters:

were taken for outings by our dear old retainer called Marg. We used to go
out in the gig ... for picnics and drives and | think she used to drive round till
we found the roadman who she eventually married [laughs] .... She used to do

the washing and ironing, and — well she was a housemaid really | suppose
you’d call her. She was there for years.'™

Kirsty Burbury grew up on a remote family farm, ‘Ruangarehu’, 20 miles inland from
Tokomaru Bay and three hours drive from Gisborne. Kirsty appears to suggest that
servants were necessary because there was no electricity until 1964. She speaks of
them in a matter-of-fact way in the narrative, making no apologies for the use of the
diminutive surname:

The first person | remember was a cook, an old Scottish lady called Mrs
Nelson. We called her Nelsie, and she was there for a number of years. But
Mum always had somebody to help with the children, nursemaids of some sort

. and Mrs Nelson did the cooking. And then after she left Mum did the
cooking from then on, but we’d have a governess by then who sort of helped -
you know, would make our beds and help with the usual chores and bits and
pieces.’”

The somewhat patronising references to servants in these two examples contrast with
the uncomfortable memories of people like Eric Williams, whose narratives become

awkward as they try to excuse, joke or protest about their servants. Jane Tylee was

'** Sarah Williams, 1A 8.5.

'** Joan Dillon, 1A 4.9.

133 Kirsty Burbury, 8 June 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 2 side A
25.6.
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raised at ‘Rouncil’ near Hastings. When her grandparents had lived there they had
had servants, but she is most emphatic that her own parents never did."*® Elisabeth
Ludbrook recalls that because of the size of their families all the Ludbrooks had
Maori maids, and the houses all had maids’ rooms. She protests, ‘[T]he maid was one
of the family. I mean we loved our maids. They were always one of the family.”"*’
When Virginia Robinson was a young child at ‘Sherwood’, she lived with the
governess in the nursery where she had all her meals except Sunday lunch. The
family also had a cook and housemaid, often Maori, and a cowman-gardener. She
jokingly says ‘We had various — slaves I call them, but I don’t really mean that — but
you know there were servants about.”’*® Although Elisabeth and Virginia sound
matter-of-fact about the presence of servants, neither is quite comfortable with the

fact. Elisabeth’s twice times protest, and Virginia’s joke betray their unease.

Sarah Williams’ grandparents had what she calls the “New Zealand version’ of ‘the
small feudal set-up’.'> Servants represented orderliness; the gravel paths were raked
every Wednesday morning, and the lawns mowed every Saturday.'® She also recalls

visiting the servants and the way in which she was supposed to behave towards them:
Of course we went to the cottages, we went to the cottages quite a lot. When
we were very small we went to — my Granny had a chauffeur and then his wife
helped in the house — we went to Mrs Sealy’s and she had a doll’s tea set
which we were allowed to play with. That was great. We used to go to one of
the gardener’s houses, and the only thing — | remember everybody was so
welcoming - it was all just part and parcel of — of our world, but the only thing |
remember is that | couldn’t stand the condensed milk and vinegar dressing
that — and the cut up beetroot and stuff — that was a class thing really. | just
couldn’t stand it and | was always nervous that | would have to eat it because
that would be very impolite not to eat what we were offered - at the gardener’s
house, | remember that."®’

However beneath this order Sarah recognises another reality, a tension that was

occasionally revealed when for instance, as a child she greeted the chauffeur with

15 Jane Tylee, 7 June 2000, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A 35.6.
17 Elisabeth Ludbrook, 3B 21.7.

158 Virginia Robinson, 2B 9.9.

1% Sarah Williams, 1A 6.7.

160 Sarah Williams, 1A 5.9.

1! Sarah Williams, 1A 6.7.
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‘Good morning, Pitts’, and he replied ‘Good morning, Williams’; or when her sister
and the cowman-gardener’s son pretended to be pigs, rolling naked in the mud of the
pigsty, and she recalls that the boy’s parents ‘felt terrorised — they felt so guilty and so
ashamed and so afraid, that Jock took ... Ian home, put him into a cold bath and then
[gave] him a beating with the strap.’ 12 This seems to have so shocked them all that
she does not even recall her sister’s punishment. Examining the anatomy of the
servants’ relationships with the master’s grandchildren in this way, enables Sarah to
distance herself from it. She stresses that in her own life she believes in trying to live

by the egalitarian myth, “to be classless’.'®’

Schooling

Private schools provided the cement of the class system. For the Williams family
private schooling was the norm, as is evident from Simon Williams’s narrative in
which his father’s failure to send his oldest son to Christ’s College plays such a
prominent part. Also governesses for younger children were common. It is usually
intimated that the isolation of farms demanded these arrangements, and probably in
some cases this was true. However it also seems that even when alternatives were
available, they were often deemed not desirable. Eric Williams was one of the few
who spoke openly and critically about his parents’ preference for an education
separate from local children.'® Terence Williams’s sister, Juliet, was present during
his interview and explained how the two families of cousins from ‘Sherwood’ and
‘Coventry’ would ride to each other’s place for schooling with a governess, passing
the local school which their parents felt was ‘too small’ to give them a proper
education. It is clear however that size was not the only, or even the main disqualifier
for the local school, but they are reluctant to talk of the class and race aspects that also
pertained.'® Judith Myers spent thirteen years at Craighead in Timaru. She too says
the local country school was ‘very small’, so their father drove them to school in town
each moming. As a result she says she did not mix with the local children, and most

of her friends outside school were daughters of her mother’s friends from her own

162 Sarah Williams, 1A 14.7.

'®> Sarah Williams, 2B 13.6.

'* Eric Williams, 1B 37.4.

165 Terence Williams, 29 October 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1
side A 23.1.
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private school days. ‘They"re all Canterbury people,” she explains, meaning by this
the gentry of Canterbury. 166

These testimonies point to the formation of social networks of gentry which are not
restricted to the local community, as both Hatch and Dominy have indicated.'®” Allen
Williams went from Napier to Huntley and Hereworth prep schools and then to
Christ’s College in 1929. While he felt he lost touch with local people, he made other
connections, both with other ‘firms’ like the Acton-Adams from Canterbury and with
his wider family. He told me: ‘The Williamses all went to Christ’s College ....the
place was lousy with them. 1 was Williams IV.”'®® These schools were important in
establishing and reinforcing connections within and between families of this class,
and thus maintaining a wide network of the genteel, while also confirming the view
held by the family of belonging to a wider class network. Jane Tylee expresses some
regret that her grandchildren will not be going to private schools and so will ‘miss out

on those special friendships’.'®®

Some of the younger members of the family whom I interviewed had in fact been to
state schools for at least a few years, until going on to private prep schools and
secondary schools. However one or two said they were aware of class attitudes
within these schools. Bill (W.R.S.) Williams’s father had grown up on a family
station on the East Coast, but after the war he bought a few hundred acres at Takapau
in southern Hawkes Bay. Bill and his two sisters attended the local Takapau primary
school in the 1950s. Bill tells the following story about his sisters’ experience at the
Takapau school:

I wasn'’t really conscious of this [class difference] until | got a bit older, but |
remember we had a shepherd who my father sacked... and this was taken out

on my sisters at the Takapau school.... Remember those terrible school buses,
and as they got off, the kids used to sing ‘God save our gracious queen’. And |

1% Judith Myers, 1A 25.9.

' Hatch, p. 175; Dominy, pp. 42-4, 264-5.

'8 Allen Williams, 12 November 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1
side A 2.8, 15.5.

1% Jane Tylee, 1B 10.1.



196

remember Anna and Louise were shattered. It was one of the worst
experiences of their lives.'”

Bill talks of Takapau in class terms, speaking of peasant farms, artisans, the working
class and the lower middle class. Living in Auckland now he says he is pleased to

have escaped this environment.

Boarding school was believed by some to have encouraged independence. Some
enjoyed school but many did not. One or two stories told off the record were heart
breaking. Eric and his younger brother, Bill (W.A.), are among those who survived
rather than enjoyed their school years. There were nine Williamses at Hereworth
when Bill was there.!”! He says it was a ‘brutal experience’ because “to be successful
... you had to be tough, whatever tough was’."’”> Amongst other things they were
expected to engage in fights and enjoy compulsory boxing. Jane Tylee regrets
sending her 10-year-old to Hereworth. She says: ‘He doesn’t talk about it much, but
they sort of squashed all the life out of him, I felt. He used to come home and some

days he’d hardly speak.”'”?

Girls did not always fare much better. Because of their isolation, Joan Dillon says,
her daughters were sent to Selwyn House in Christchurch when the youngest was six.
The child ran away but she eventually ‘settled down’. Joan says, ‘We felt very cruel.
Six was far too young to send her away’.'” Likewise when Kirsty Burbury was about
14 she was ‘put on a railcar’ in Gisborne and sent to Woodford House. It was a
traumatic experience to suddenly find herself among 180 girls after years of
correspondence school. ‘I had three years at Woodford and because I was terribly shy
and very inhibited at that time I just buried myself in work .... It wasn’t easy, wasn’t

easy.”\”®

As a member of the Federation of University Women and with their records in mind,

Beatrice Haslett’s narrative was focused strongly on education and her struggle to

170 Bill (W.R.S.) Williams, 9 October 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape
1 side A 31.2.

I Bill (W.A.) Williams, 2 November 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape
1 side A 9.4.

' Bill (W.A.) Williams, 1A 8.0.

' Jane Tylee, 2A 0.9.

¢ Joan Dillon, 1A 31.1.

'3 Kirsty Burbury, 1A 8.1.
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reach an acceptable standard for entry to university, despite her family’s fondness for
private schooling. She has little time for this system, which she viewed as very poor

educationally and socially. Here she speaks of earlier generations, her father and his
brothers:

They didn’t go to the local school so don’t ask me who taught them unless
Aunt Eadie, the maiden sister taught them, and then when the poor little things
were eight they went to Huntley in Marton. And they went by — it’s quite a saga
- they went by boat from Opua to Auckland , and then they had to go across to
Onehunga and get another coastal boat to New Plymouth or Wanganui - I'm
not sure which — Wanganui | suppose. Then the train to Marton — and that was
before the main trunk line went in .... They all went to Huntley when they were
eight and then to Wanganui, and at one stage Grandpa had five sons at
Wanganui - so they weren’t lonely | suppose for brothers, but they really were
never at home again you know. There wouldn’t have been exeats or - | think
Canon Arthur Williams was in Wanganui and he was very good to them. And
obviously there were lots of cousins there but - | think my father was a fairly
lonely little boy. You know, he always looks rather pathetic in the photos.'”

She regards her own education under this system as a disaster. With their cousins she
and her sisters had a governess who used the PNEU (Parents National Education
Union) correspondence work:

This came from England because we were too near the local school to get
correspondence school, and we were far too refined to go to the local school.
You see the Ludbrooks never had — Dad’s family, and so this carried on. And
we would love to have gone to the local school.'”

Beatrice was sent to Auckland Diocesan School when she was nine, but during the
war she was able to go to the local Ohaeawai school. Her parents then sent her to
secondary school at St Mary’s in Stratford, which she compares to Dickens’ Dothebys
Hall. After much protest she was eventually allowed to go to Whangarei Girls High
School where she was very happy and successful.'’® She then went on to study Home

Science at Otago University.

176 Beatrice Haslett, 6 August 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A
18.0.

""" Beatrice Haslett, 1A 40.6.

178 Beatrice Haslett, 1B 0.1-4.2.
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Later in her interview she appears to contradict these views on the disadvantages of
private schools. In spite of her own battles Beatrice says of her own and her sisters’
children, who went to private schools in Auckland:

The children have got a big bond, because they all went to school together. |
think that’s one of the things about private schools that was a bonus. | don’t
know how good the education was or anything but you know it is a big family
thing. They’re all at school together - it’s a big bond for the boys and girls ....
Still if I go out to Kings — | know the last time | was out there doing flowers for a
wedding I looked out at the dads ... watching the first fifteen playing and |
knew most of them — yes - they’re a big country connection still."”

These connections also served her well at Otago University. She recalls:

[W]e had a marvellous time . We had all these boy cousins at Selwyn ... that
was one thing about our family, you know - it was a family environment. |
think there were - | think when John Ludbrook was at Wanganui there were 11
second cousins. You know it is a ... big network, an extended family.... and of
course John had been at Wanganui and so he knew all the Wanganui boys and
half of them we seemed to be related to .... In hindsight we probably had a
dream run.'®

These links in schools and universities not only extended and reinforced family
relationships, but as they drew in one another’s friends the circle reached out to
encompass other families as well. Thus the network of the gentry was established and
cemented in for each generation as they passed through Wanganui and Christ’s,
Woodford House and Nga Tawa, and various other private schools, and also to some
extent at university. For some even this was not sufficient. In order to help overcome
the social disadvantage of being Roman Catholic, Sarah Williams and her sisters were

sent to England to attend a well-established Anglo-Catholic school, ‘something that
nobody could cavil at’.'"®' While there they also developed connections with suitable

Anglo-Catholic English families.'®

Quite a number of the Williams family also enjoyed a tertiary education, a tradition
that goes back to William Williams who studied at Oxford from 1824. The family

continued to send young men to Oxford or Cambridge, usually with the intention of

17 Beatrice Haslett, 2A 36.4.
'8 Beatrice Haslett, 1B 14.6.
'8! Sarah Williams, 2A 8.6.
'82 Sarah Williams, 3A 20.9.
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training for the church. '8 The tradition continued until fairly recently to include one
of the cohort, Canon Martin Warren, a great grandson of Samuel Williams. However,
Martin declared himself to have been extremely reluctant, but his father’s view
prevailed:

[My father] went to Oxford and then he went on to theological college at
Oxford. That was his vision of a good education — and he was keen that |
should - you know my parents ... wanted me to have an English education. |
wasn’t at all keen on going. | remember aged 18 being in tears not wanting — |
wanted to get ordained but | didn’t want to go to university in England. Why
not, if | was going to be working in New Zealand, why not train with people I'd
be working with? But no, better education in England - so | had to go'®.

Not all English tertiary education was channelled by the Williamses into the church.
A number studied medicine including Alfred’s son, Ulric, also funded by Samuel
Williams.'® Some of the sons of JN Williams and of TC Williams were sent to
Oxford or Cambridge and returned to farm, a practice that was not unusual among the
landed gentry of New Zealand for several generations.'®® References in the oral
testimony to these educational experiences emphasize cricket, rugby and rowing
rather than academic achievement.'®” In more recent generations some were also sent
to reputable English educational institutions other than Oxford or Cambridge. Allen
Williams says he was bored with the career chosen for him in his father’s firm,
Williams and Kettle, and fascinated by aeroplanes. His father finally offered to send

him to the College of Aeronautical Engineering in London in the 1930s. 188

Gradually, however, the family has turned to New Zealand universities for education.
In the 1890s Ernest Williams was the first of many of the family to graduate in

medicine from the University of Otago.’®® The interviews revealed several who had

183 William Williams’s son, William Leonard went to Oxford in 1847, his grandson, Herbert to
Cambridge in 1884, and his great grandson, Nigel to Cambridge in 1925. Samuel Williams paid for
two impecunious nephews, Alfred and Arthur to go to Cambridge and then for Alfred’s sons, Wilfrid
and Keith. All these and others were subsequently ordained. See Woods, Samuel Williams, pp. 213-4.
'8 Martin Warren, 20 August 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A
13.4

185 Woods, Samuel Williams, p. 214.

'8 Eldred-Grigg, pp. 158-9. Eldred-Grigg estimates one in twelve sons of the ‘Southern gentry’ were
attending Oxbridge universities in 1891.

**7 Tom Williams, 2A 1.3; HB Williams, 1A 5.2; Martin Warren, 1A 14.5.

"% Allen Williams, 1A 8.5.

18 Evans, (1998) p. 80.
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trained in agriculture at Massey and Lincoln Colleges, and others who have done arts,

law, social sciences and science at various other New Zealand universities.

Changing practices in education after leaving school are graphically reflected in Tom
Williams’s description of the course chosen for him by his father, who had himself
gone to Cambridge in the 1920s before returning to ‘Te Parae’. Leaving school in the
early 1960s Tom was first sent to work in an abattoir, before working on a number of
South Island farms. His training was completed with an overseas trip with a cousin
before taking up duties at ‘Te Parae’ himself. Tom believes his father thought that
after boarding school this practical training would help him ‘figure out what the real
world was about’, but he himself regrets his lack of higher education and of
appreciation of art and literature. 1% These changing educational practices suggest that

the focus of education is less on refinement and more on occupational training.

The family myth of women’s education

There is a belief among some members of the family that the Williamses have always
encouraged education for women. This is based on the work of Henry and William
Williams’s widowed mother who established a school for girls in Southwell at which
William’s wife, Jane, also taught for a time, and on the foundation of Hukarere Maori
Girls School in Napier, where the unmarried daughters of William Williams taught.
While it is true that most of the women interviewed had had four years of secondary
education and many had had some form of tertiary education, in only four testimonies
was this myth explicitly referred to. Hugh McBain makes reference to it in
connection with both the Southwell school and Hukarere, while Jean Maclean views
her time on the Board of Governors of Woodford House as true to this tradition.'*'
The daughters of Canon Nigel Williams, Sheila and Priscilla, grew up with the
assumption that they would get a university education, which they saw as unusual for
their class and time. Both completed a Master of Arts degree, Sheila becoming a
librarian and Priscilla entering the Department of Foreign Affairs. Sheila recalls that

while Nga Tawa ‘expected [girls] to achieve academically’ they were not expected to

190 Tom Williams, 1A 18.1, 2A 26.9.
! Hugh McBain, 1B 39.6, 42.7, 2A 0.1; Jean Maclean, 3A 23.3.
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go on to tertiary education or plan for a lifetime career. Rather, you ‘did something
useful until you met the man of your dreams.”'*?

We were not given particular encouragement at school ... we couldn’t sit
bursary scholarships from school because there wasn’t the level of tuition
available. And there was an expectation for giris of that class that you then
went back home after school, and you did one of the sort of things that giris
did you know that might — you know maybe physical education, or home
science — or teaching of course was an obvious profession and nursing - but
this was sort of fill-in for a few years until you married suitably and then you, of
course, stopped working and then looked after your husband. So that
university was not really seen for a particular thing for girls to do at that time,
even as late as this which would have been late 1950s. However there was an

assumption, fortunately, in my family that we would go to university.'”

Although there were several well-educated women among the rest of the cohort, none
referred explicitly to this family myth. Nicola Grimmond studied zoology at Otago
and became a lecturer, but attributes this to the encouragement of her schoolteachers
and to her grandmother, who was the daughter of a Wanganui Collegiate
headmaster.'™ Terence Williams’s sister, Juliet, completed a medical degree in 1945,
funded by foregoing her share in the farm.'*®> Virginia Williams trained as a vet, but
was annoyed with her father who always refused her offers of help in favour of a

‘real’ (male) vet.'”® All of these women have had long careers in their fields.

Of course the idea of education for women did not necessarily extend to careers for
women. All the women interviewed had four years of secondary education, more
than was usual for women before the 1960s. But the idea of doing ‘something useful’
until you married was certainly more prevalent than the idea of embarking on a
career. They themselves often attribute this to their class. For instance, Kirsty
Burbury says: ‘In those days [1945] girls like me were expected to have a year at

home - that was the accepted practice, and so home I went, but I did several subjects

12 Sheila Williams, 25 June 1998, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 2 side A
4.2, 8.5, Priscilla Williams, 11 November 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato,
Tape 1 side A 18.9.
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" Nicola Grimmond, 1A 4.7, 13.0, 18.4, 25.3.
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by correspondence just to keep me occupied I suppose. Idid English, art and
embroidery.”'”” Then after some months caring for the children of various distant
relatives, she was asked to become the embroidery tutor for the Correspondence
School. At 21 she trained as a Karitane nurse and got married as soon as she

completed the course.

Joan Dillon recalls that when she left school at 18 in about 1931 she ‘just enjoyed
herself’, stayed with friends, travelled with her mother to golf championships, went to
hunt balls, travelled to England with her mother and remained for two years staying
with family and friends, and learning to ski. ‘It was just a life with no object really,’
she says.'”® Getting married and living on a Marlborough farm was more interesting
to Joan: ‘There was more object to my life then. I had a family and — during the war I
classed all the wool ... on the three properties. That was interesting. I used to do the

lambing. 1 had my own dog and ... became very good at lambing.”'”’

Some, particularly after the war, did a BA, or trained in Physiotherapy, Home Science
or nursing, all of which were regarded as suitable for women. In the 1960s Sarah
Williams did a BA, then worked as a postie as a form of class protest, before taking a
series of what she called ‘polite jobs’.** Megan Payton wanted to do a Diploma in
Physical Education at Otago, but her father thought it unsuitable for a girl and allowed
her to do Home Science instead. She says she still regrets this.**! Others had good
intentions which were disrupted by the priority of marriage. Jean Maclean, leaving
school during the war, spent one year at university and one year training as a nurse,
but she married before she completed the course.””? Jane Tylee recalls that she was
‘quite ambitious’ but then confesses:

Well actually a few months after | left school Mum thought | should meet a few
boys and so we organised a tennis party and Michael came to that. And a year

later we were engaged, before I'd ever got to university. So — then | got
married.

197 Kirsty Burbury, 1A 9.9.
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You had intended to go to university had you?
Yes, yes.
To do?
Oh BA - that’s what everybody did.**
Like the men, women portray themselves as being constrained by the expectations of
family and class, as to suitable courses and jobs and also in the priority given to

marriage.

Some, however, after enjoying the social round for a time, were fortunate to find
really interesting occupations. Wendy Falloon, leaving school in the mid 1950s,
reports with enthusiasm:

Had a wonderful time being sort of launched into — God knows - | suppose
they called it ‘Society’. My difficulty was that | really wanted to go and do
architecture or home science or go to Dunedin, and my mother wanted me to
be — my father thought | should be at home for a year to help my mother - well
there were only three of us at home, there wasn’t a great deal to do .... | mean
the social round - | look back into diaries and really we had parties — Hawkes
Bay was very bright and gay then. | mean my parents took me to lots of things.
There seemed to be weddings galore and | mean 5-600 at weddings, huge
weddings. But there were coming-out dances and ... there were a sort of
proper round that you did .... | was riding too, | was hunting .... | loved it and |
had boyfriends, and you had a lot of friends ....[w]e had tennis parties, and had
sock hops afterwards - roll the carpet back or whatever, you know. There was
huge fun - and we did trips up to the gannets. | suppose | was quite good at
organising things, so we seemed to always do things in groups, never in pairs
usually, always with groups of friends. And we played tennis quite well and
went to Masterton to tennis tournaments - socially - and Gisborne. It was
good fun.**

However, after a few months she decided to get a job because she thought she ‘should
contribute’. She went fruit picking and was very excited about her first pay packet.
But after a while she was looking for ‘something else’, went to night school to learn

typing and short hand, and got a job in a Napier law firm.> The following year in

2% Jane Tylee, 1B 17.0.

% Wendy Falloon, 20 March 2000, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A
24 4.
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the late 1950s she went to Wellington to work for the New Zealand Wool Board ‘and
never looked back’.2% These phrases, she ‘should contribute’, she was looking for
‘something else’, and she ‘never looked back’, suggest that she had experienced a
degree of dissatisfaction despite her enthusiasm for social life. She recalls how her
attitude to a career had changed over these years, and how her interest in her work
conflicted with accepted priorities for other women in her class:

I remember these great friends saying ‘Oh, now Wendy dear, you must come to
my cocktail party,’ [affecting a refined voice] because there were a lot of naval
ships coming in ... Marg Turnbull, this great friend of — mother of my best
friend - said ‘You can’t - Wendy dear, you can’t work. I’'m having a cocktail
party,’ [laughs] — when the reality of life was - | decided if you have a job that’s
really quite important.®’

It seems clear listening to these narratives that most of these women saw themselves
as conforming to the social expectations for girls of their class, expectations which
their schools also subscribed to and encouraged. On the whole most now view these
few years between school and marriage with mild regret for lost opportunities, or feel
the need to apologise, to excuse themselves or laugh at themselves. Although they all
had good secondary schooling there is no sense in these testimonies, with the
exception of the three mentioned, that being a Williams enhanced their educational

opportunities beyond others of their class.

Williams ‘gentlemen’ and ‘noblesse oblige’

The testimony suggests that in previous generations some of the Williams men led
quite leisurely lives with their inherited land and business obligations. Many also did
their civic duty, which was regarded as part of their family and class tradition. It also

gave them opportunities to wield considerable power and influence.

Jane Tylee’s father seems to have inherited wealth through his grandfather, JN
Williams. Living at ‘Rouncil’, near Hastings, he had 18 acres which he used to keep

tidy to occupy himself, and he helped around the house, for instance bottling the

206 Wendy Falloon, 1A 33.9
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beetroot which he grew. He did ‘good works’, kept an eye on his investments and
once started a cider factory which failed.*”® She says:

He never actually had a job, which never worried me, but my brothers — | don’t
think they’ve still really managed to sort of rationalise this, or accept this — that
their father had no proper job.

So what did he do?

He did a Iot of — he had a farm in Gisborne which he bought his sisters out
from that .... Dad never actively farmed, but he used to go up there and help
when it was needed. He used to do a lot of good works ... a lot of charities,
things for charity — Church, he was very involved with the Church. .... He
actually had a year at theological college in England .... But he must have
decided it wasn’t for him. But he was always very involved at St Luke’s in
Havelock and did a lot of work in the grounds. He was Vicar's Warden at one
stage. He worked a lot - did a lot of work for the children’s home, Hawkes Bay
Children’s Home - and - yes a lot of - | can’t remember other things he was

involved with.?*

From the Wairarapa, Joan Dillon recalls that her father, Guy Williams, had a manager
on ‘Te Parae’ and would spend most of his time in the workshop. ‘He was a very
good Mr Fixit,” she recalls and he made outrigger canoes for her and her sisters to
paddle on the lake he had made at “Te Parae’.?'® Guy’s older brother, Hugh, inherited
‘Kumu Kumu’, part of the original ‘Te Parae’, and had a number of businesses.”'' He
is remembered by his granddaughter, Sarah Williams, for his Edwardian country
gentleman’s dress. She recalls him here, giving evidence as she does so that this is
part of the family tradition regarding class:

He was enormously laid back, my grandfather. He was the eldest of 12 of a
stunningly successful father, and he, according to family, spent most of his life
inventing burglar traps. He didn’t actively farm, but he created if you like,

‘Landsdowne’ which was like a tiny version of a home farm with a few acres
and with lovely orchard and a few sheep, and — and so forth.*"*

% Jane Tylee, 1A 19.0, 24.0.
2 Jane Tylee, 1A 19.0.

219 joan Dillon, 1A 4.9.

21! Evans (1998), p.251.

212 Sarah Williams, 1B 1.9.



206

It 1s difficult to know how much these memories reflect the reality of these men’s
lives, and how much they are coloured by the fact that subsequent generations may
have had less leisurely lives, as is suggested by Jane Tylee’s comments regarding her
brothers. It is difficult for grandchildren to assess the reality of these situations since
their memories are of elderly grandparents in their retirement years. It seems,
nevertheless, that present generations believe that earlier generations of the Williams
led more gentlemanly lives, and that their own lives more nearly match the egalitarian

myth.

One reason that earlier generations have appeared to lead lives of gentlemanly leisure
may be attributed to their involvement as company directors, thus perhaps being more
occupied in boardrooms than in cattle yards and shearing sheds. As well as buying
land, many of the family had business interests, often for the purpose of encouraging
the further development of farming. For instance, HB Williams’s father and
grandfather were very active in this way, helping to start freezing works and stock and
station agents. As we have seen there is a strong sense of family duty to carry on this

work 2"

Not only did they inherit business obligations, but also a sense of civic duty. Joan
Dillon recalls that one of her family gave the land for the Masterton golf course.”"*
Elisabeth Ludbrook remembers her grandfather as a ‘real builder’: ‘[H]e built the
dairy factory in Ohaeawai, and he gave the land for the Post Office and the postal
house and the church and the school and the football grounds — and the RSA were all
land he gave. So he was very — he was just one of those people.’215 Just as HB
Williams stepped into his father’s shoes in business, we have seen how Tom Williams
has done the same working on local councils and on farm producer boards.?'® At this
stage of his life he says he also now has ‘the time to reflect on the family, on those
values, on the historical significance and the contribution that the family has made to
this nation’.2'” Asked to identify what he means by the values of the Williams family

Tom says:

213 For instance HB Williams, 1B 2.8.
214 Joan Dillon, 1B 12.8.

213 Elisabeth Ludbrook, 3B 7.2.

216 Tom Williams, 1B 2.5, 3.5, 4.2.
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The fact of the matter is that the family have made a very significant
contribution to New Zealand and continue to do so .... There are dozens ... like
me who'’ve had the opportunity, very fortunately to be in the position to
become involved in public service .... So that the values that have given us
those opportunities are still the values that | think are pretty important and the
ones that I’'m sure the younger generation look up to and aspire to .... | mean |
guarantee that my kids know pretty much about their family, where they come
from and the reasons why they are who they are, and | think those are values
that we need to continue to instil in — or give the opportunity for the next
generations of the family to aspire to.*"®

Tom does not want to talk about the privileges and duties of the upper or gentry class
as such, but knowing ‘about [your] family, where [you] come from and the reasons
why [you] are who [you] are’, is the basis for his sense of civic duty, the same set of

values and beliefs he hopes to pass on to his children.

Allen (Craig) Williams comments on the extent of his father’s involvement in
business and local politics with a mixture of admiration and mild derision:

Father was ... in everything. He was in the Richardson Shipping Company —
started that and ran all the little ships up and down the coast. He was deep in
the AMP society, he was deep in the — ‘We’ve got to do something with all
these sheep. We’ve got to start a freezing works.’ .... He was a rowing man,
because he used to go out to Clyde and row on the river there and | think he
was probably chairman of the rowing club. They’d push him up because he’d
give them money.

Local council?

Yes, Napier — he was mayor of Napier for one or two terms. He played his part
in all those things. Well I've tried to do my bit. I've been in the Aeronautical
Society and the Aeronautical Trust and these sort of things. You do get a little
bit of time to put a little bit back.?"’

Despite Allen Williams’s eagerness to escape expectations of him with regard to the
family business, Williams and Kettle, he still retains in some measure his father’s

sense of civic duty, the need to ‘put a little bit back’.

218 Tom Williams, 3A 11.9.
219 Allen Williams, 3A 14.3. .
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The position of the Williamses in business and in civic service also gave them
considerable influence and power, although they do not often allude to this in
narrative. HB Williams provides one of the few exceptions to this when, in response
to my direct question, he tells the story of how his father prevented the Labour
Government from taking ‘Turihaua’ for soldier settlement. He describes how his
father used the threat to destroy ‘the biggest Angus stud herd in New Zealand’, and
the fact that he had donated a Spitfire to the war effort, as bargaining chips to ensure

the retention of his land.?*°

Power could be exercised in all sorts of subtle and not so subtle ways. Anecdotes
about some among the earlier generations using threatening and bullying behaviour is
found in oral testimony. There are anecdotes about the treatment of some farm
workers at ‘Te Aute’ by Allen (Marsh) Williams.”?' Tom Williams tells about his
great grandfather, TC, involved in physical fights and using firearms to get things
done his way.222 Such stories are told with a tone of amused embarrassment, and their
purpose partly seems to be to suggest that such behaviour is a thing of the past.
However, in more subtle ways, Tom’s own involvement in the Game Industry Board
and the Thoroughbred Breeding Council cannot help but give him influence in these

industries of which his own operation is part.

Although it is mainly the men who have held public positions and are referred to in
this context, the values seem also to have been passed on to daughters. Kirsty
Burbury admired her father because he was so ‘ public-spirited’. He was the oldest
son of the family and had taken over the family farm. She says he held a respected
position in the community as part of the family, and served on 17 different
organizations. As children, she says, they ‘admired and respected him and were
proud of what he did and the respect with which he was obviously held in the
district’.*** Looking back on her own life, she talks about some of the organizations
she has been involved with. They include the Community Arts Council, Chamber
Music New Zealand, the New Zealand Embroiderers Guild and St Luke’s Church,

220 4B Williams, 1A 12.7.
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Havelock North, where she is a chalice bearer and a reader.”>* She reflects with
satisfaction how much she, too, had been able to do. Wendy Falloon recalls her child-
rearing years:

[T]hat's when | began to feel | was a spoke in a wheel and never stopped
spinning .... | wonder when | look back at some of the photos, and think ‘How
did I survive?’ [laughs]. And as a subsequent result of that | started a nanny
agency ... thinking how to help people, I think — yes — it’s sort of a — | think it'’s
something that’s ... a Williams thing, helping other people, helping through the
Church or helping through - the organizations that you’re involved in, in a
community.**

Nicola Grimmond also attributes to her Williams heritage the social conscience which

motivated her work for student services at the University of Otago.**®

Social life

Oral testimony suggests that social life for the Williams has often revolved around
family in past generations. For instance, Patricia Finlayson, one of the Ludbrook
family who grew up in the north remembers a warm, close-knit family. She says ‘All
my life I suppose my relations seem to have been my friends — my close friends have
always been related.”””’ The strength of family social life has been an important
factor in the way family myth is developed and passed down, as the wider family
gathers to talk, tell stories, and particularly to emphasise class values. Allen Williams
lived on the Napier hill and remembers the formality of visiting elderly family
members. Bishop Herbert Williams lived nearby and he says ‘If you got an invitation
to go and see them, you just got cleaned up and your hair brushed and, as I say,
polished your shoes again.”*?® He would also go to afternoon tea with the old aunts
who lived next door and always had nice cakes and nice china:

I mean an invitation to go to afternoon tea came in the form of a letter — oh
yes!.... Mother would say. ‘We have an invitation to take tea next door today.’ |

224 Kirsty Burbury, 1A 30.0-47.0.
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don'’t think they mailed them, | think they came through the fence somehow.
Or maybe they rang Mother up and said ‘You’d better come and get the note.”*?

In England where Hugh McBain grew up, isolated from New Zealand but with many
family visitors, his mother told him glowing stories about the family social life at Te
Aute in the 1920s, so that he was eager to experience it for himself:

And ‘Atua’ - Mum always talked about all the ‘Atua’ lot would come down, you
know - for the weekend, and they’d play tennis and there’d be dancing in here
and they’d have a return match up there. Up there they had two tennis courts
and [laughs] - and this was the life.**°

Tennis parties are mentioned in many narratives as an important form of family

entertainment. >’

Anne Seymour remembers the tennis parties around Te Aute in the
1950s.”** There were courts at most of the Ludbrook homes in the north and the
family seems to have circulated around for tennis parties. In the Wairarapa, Joan
Dillon remembers that all the Beetham cousins from ‘Brancepath’ would come to the

‘Te Parae’ tennis parties, although the farm workers were never invited.”’

Remembering the tennis parties and dances for the extended family in the Wairarapa
in the 1950s, Sarah Williams recalls the extent of this family network:

And | had Williams rellies and Riddiford rellies and some double cousins and
so on, and that sort of goes back to a thing that when my parents were married
- you know said the whole of the Wairarapa was related — and there was that
wonderful sense, and we got to know our generation of cousins very well.**
Not all have such a positive view. The somewhat overwhelming nature of the
Williams network is revealed in what appears to be a well-told story about a party at
‘Drumpeel’, Te Aute, the home of Gordon and Judith Williams.

[T]he story was told of somebody who came who hadn’t been in the family
before, and she met this one and that one and they were all Williamses
[laughs]. And then she met cousin Judith, and she was introduced to her as
Judith Gordon. And this woman said, ‘Thank God, I've met somebody who’s
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not a Williams’, because she was identified as being Judith Gordon, that
family.**
This story was told to me as part of a reflection on family members who had felt the

need to escape.

Holidays were a time when the extended family congregated at their beach enclaves,
some at Paihia, others at Mangakuri on the coast of Hawkes Bay, and later some of
the East Coast Williams built cottages at Rotoiti. Although many of the Ludbrook
family had moved to the East Coast they kept up frequent correspondence, according
to Beatrice Haslett, and also saw one another during holidays at Paihia.

Uncle Percy Williams lived at - had retired to Paihia and the KS Williams had a
house there, which they used to come up to each year, and the Oswald
Williams — both from Ruatoria .... they had a house at Paihia too. And Eila
Reid, she was a TC Williams - she lived just a couple of houses along the road
from Grandpa. There weren’t very many people who lived at Paihia in those
days, because | don’t know if you’re aware that the Church owned all the land
and it couldn’t be built on until | think the 1920s or 30s, so that’s why there was
- it wasn’t what you knew it was who you knew obviously, if you were allowed
to build a house. Granny and Grandpa always had a holiday house at Paihia.”*®
Anne Seymour recalls the family beach at Mangakuri where ‘the days were glorious
and endless’:

[The family] had their sections. The Warrens had a section, and the ‘Atua’
Williamses ... [and] Athol’s family had a section, yeah, and then the big one,
and the big one was Mangakuri - was Uncle Sam and Aunt Joyce — that was
their sort of cottage ... where we stayed.”’

As well as this a sort of ‘tent city’ would arise. The children would all play cops and

robbers while young men went fishing.

Of course social life did not revolve only around the extended Williams family, but
also included other members of the same class. For instance, those who lived in the
South Island could not often get to the family beaches for holidays, so Simon

Williams’s grandparents in Dunedin bought a cottage north of the city at Waitati.

2 Jean Maclean, 3B 37.7.
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My grandfather and a number of the other doctors had purchased a property in
1917, which they’d called Doctor’s Point for fairly obvious reasons, and it was
... a stunning beach area. It’s still owned by all the doctors, still owned by the
same people. .... So it was all very cosy .... All the doctors sort of lived
together, went out to the cottage together, went to school together — you know
- and very cosy it seemed.”*®

Although Simon clearly enjoyed these holidays he uses it as yet another example of

the ‘cosy’ class system that bedevilled his life.

For younger members of the family private school connections also formed the basis
of social life during the holidays. Nicola Grimmond recalls the parties and especially

the dances that were organised by groups of parents in the school holidays:

It was more based on schools and if you went to a private boarding school or
to Nelson College or Wellington College or — you know one of the sort of more
status state secondary schools you got invitations to these parties, and these
dances would be — you’d get scads of invitations. | did as | got older. From
about the age of twelve on there would be about three or four a holiday and
sometimes so many you just had to select and they would be in Napier,
Hastings, Waipukurau, Palmerston North, Masterton, you know, Wellington
....They were invitation dances and you all got dressed up in you know, long
dresses, and the boys wore suits, and there was a programme and .... These
were sort of decorated programmes on the walls, you know, and you look to
see - and they were all very much particular dances like the maxina and the
valetta and you know the excuse me dance .... | quite enjoyed them ....
Because we tended to go with groups - you didn’t go with a partner, you went
with all the local cousins you know — half a dozen of us would get into a car
and off we’d go.?®

Davis Canning too reflects on these dances, which often had dinner parties
beforehand: ‘I supposed when you think about it you mixed with your own crowd —
the people you went to school with, people you knew.’**" As Simon makes clear, not

all who went to these dances enjoyed them. Simon attended some of the Craighead

2% Simon Williams, 1A 20.8. Later Nicola Grimmond lived in Dunedin, and also bought a beach
cottage north of the city because it reminded her of Mangakuri in her childhood. She had wanted to do
the interview for this project at the cottage, thinking it would be a suitable place for a family history.
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balls but found them ‘pretty terrifying’, attended as they were by the ‘farming crowd
from South Canterbury’ who he saw as brash and rich.*' Bill (W.R.S.) Williams
remembers these dances as ‘awful’, but his parents expected him to go, and to fit into

the ‘male macho pattern’ **

On leaving school the social round continued with greater intensity, as we have seen
from the narrative of Wendy Falloon who went to coming-out dances, weddings,
balls, and hunts and tennis parties. Coming-out dances were often organised by
groups of parents, but Sarah Williams had her own coming-out at ‘Longwood’, an
affair complete with individual programmes.**> Davis Canning went to work on the
Tatham’s farm in the Wairarapa. He remembers that Mrs Tatham made sure they
went to the social events ‘on the Wellington circuit’. Davis met lots of his relations
there: Williamses, Riddifords and Bartons. But if anyone ‘disgraced themselves’ they
were ‘blacklisted’. Asked what this meant he said that if you failed to reply to an
invitation, or got drunk you would not be invited to anything for about three

244

months.” Thus graces and manners were gradually instilled into the rising

generations, as they prepared to meet their future marriage partners.

Narrative debates on the meaning of class and the gradations of refinement

The memory biographies of Eric and Simon Williams showed them working through
some of the questions of class in their narratives, Eric concerned with equality, and
Simon with refinement and status. Eric’s younger brother, Bill (W.A.) Williams, also
does this in connections with his experience in the Korean War. He recalls his arrival
in the army, comparing it with his first year at boarding school:

This sergeant greeted me when | arrived at the battery and slung my kit bag
over his shoulder and said, ‘I'll show you where we’re living. I'll take you to
our dugout,’ and looked after me in a tremendously caring way — and it was not
the sort of experience I'd had going to a boarding school where you were —
nothing in your first year, and you had a locker at the bottom of the day room
and you fagged for the prefects and you were dirt. | was really treated decently

! Simon Williams, 2A 8.7.
22 Bill (W.R.S.) Williams, 1A 42.0.
243 Sarah Williams, 2B 15.0.
** Davis Canning, 2B 34.2.



214

.... And he said ‘This is where we - this is the command post’, and introduced
me to all the people in there and — the command post officer just greeted me
like anybody else and then Harry, his name was, said - just about evening meal
time - said ‘We’ll go up and have a beer at the canteen’. He was a bloke who
had got married after World War |, couldn’t settile down, ran out on his wife
and kids, and | discovered later he was an inveterate boozer .... He was a
boozer and a womanizer .... [a]Jnd a bloke who swore like a trooper, and yet in
any sort of situation he was really caring and decent, and this was a
tremendous conflict for me — in what I’'d grown up with and the values I'd been
- had been programmed into me, to find that here was a guy who lived by
standards that my family wouldn’t have anything to do with, and yet — he was a
really good guy.**

Later Bill came up before the War Officers Selection Board, and recalls the special
treatment accorded him on account of his family connection:

Being Williams | was last in the queue and | never knew to this day whether
Brigadier Park who was interviewing us was getting thoroughly tired of the
whole show and wanted to get finished or not, but - | arrived into his office and
stood to attention and threw him a salute and he said ‘Sit down! Sit down!’ He
said ‘Williams,’ he said, ‘where do you come from?’ And | said ‘From Te Aute,
sir.” And he said ‘Do you know Miss Lydia Williams?’ And | said ‘Yes. She
used to be my aunt.” And he said ‘Good, good. All right, all right. That's all,
that’s all.” And | thought, you know, to pass a WOSB on the strength of being a
relation of Lydia Williams was a bit incongruous [laughs].***

In both anecdotes Bill is questioning the class values of his family, and comparing
them unfavourably with what he sees as more egalitarian values, basic kindness and

consideration for others and promotion based on merit.

Within the class system of which the Williams were part, there were also gradations
of refinement that are referred to either explicitly or implicitly in some of these
narratives. As we have seen Simon Williams was well aware of these as he felt they
were exemplified by his own parents; the ‘position’ of the more traditional Williams,

sohd and understated, compared with the ‘chintzy’ wealth and brashness of his

293 Bill (W.A.) Williams, 1A 22.8.
24 Bill (W.A.) Williams, 1A 26.5.
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mother’s family.247 Simon’s own house, a Georgian ‘cottage’ in one of the best

suburbs of Christchurch, reflects the tastes of his Williams grandparents.

Nicola Grimmond speaks of her own marriage in similar terms. She married a man
from Auckland whose family, although wealthy, had a different ethos from the one
she had grown up with.

The whole sort of Hawkes Bay farming syndrome which was something that he
- | suppose felt inadequate about, but | don’t know why. There was absolutely
no reason for it, but it was interesting things that came out later — years later ...
He’d grown up in Auckland but he’d had a sort of King’s School, King’s
College education. His father and his mother’s family had owned racehorses
and they were a sort of racehorse family, which of course my father’s a bit
disparaging about too. Anyway so there was a sort of social separation.**

For Rachel Miller, who gained entry to the Chelsea Art School through some arty old
Etonians and later travelled in Europe, class was about art and sophistication. She is
dismissive of the earthy Williams and their farming connections. Rachel recalls some
Williams relatives she met while living in London:

Now do you know anything about Sam and Lisa? Now they were interesting.
The family didn’t approve of Sam really because - he went to England and
studied art at the Royal College of Art and that's where he met his wife. They
were arty .... They were in Karori at one time and they had a house designed by
Plishko who was an interesting architect at the time, and then they lent their
house to Colin McCahon .... And [their daughters] at that stage were at Karori
school and their big ambition was to marry a Hawkes Bay farmer, they thought
that would be great. But when they were in London they sent the girls off to a
French lycee, where they learnt Russian as a second language, and the whole
competitive thing of a French education really did things for these girls. You
know, they really blossomed. And the oldest one got a scholarship to
Cambridge, the other one went to university in the south of England

somewhere.?*®

*7 Simon Williams, 1A 38.5, 5.6.

% Nicola Grimmond, 2A 1.0.

2% Rachel Miller, 21 October 1999, interviewed by Jane Moodie, University of Waikato, Tape 1 side A
36.3.
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Bill (W.R.S.) Williams too, grapples with class issues. Although he appears to
espouse an egalitarian ideal, speaking with approval of his father’s abhorrence of
snobbery and ‘thinking you’re better than other people’, he also speaks derogatively
of Takapau, where he grew up, in terms of peasant farms, working class and lower
middle class. Living in Auckland, Bill finds society in Hawkes Bay where he grew
up ‘socially claustrophobic’.ﬁ’O Nevertheless he discusses at length the gradations of
refinement, based, like Simon, on the differences between his grandparent families,
the Rollestons and the Williamses. He says the Rollestons were socially confident and
‘aware of who they were’. Bill finds them intimidating.25 ' He says: ‘[The Williamses
were] more down to earth than the Rollestons — just a bit less socially confident, so
it’s interesting ... we have these classes in New Zealand and they’re all like each
other but they’re not — there are these subtle differences that certainly I picked up.’**
When I ask him to elaborate on this he says that the Williamses, being ‘people of the
land’, even the very wealthy ones, have a certain ‘bearing about them’ which is
different from that of the Rollestons. Perhaps, he says, it is to do with being South
Islanders and North Islanders, something he has sensed at Christ’s College. He also
thinks there is a difference between the Williamses and the ‘Hawkes Bay set’:

I get back to this arrogance. You couldn’t ever say that the Williamses, for all
their faults, none of them are arrogant, you know. Whereas some of these
other people — I'm unwilling to name names — are. People | was at Hereworth
with and people who went on to Collegiate — | can think of a number of families
and there are people who | wouldn’t want even to particularly associate with.
So maybe we Williamses considered ourselves a little bit apart— I’'m not sure.
And | know there were some of these people who | know my parents didn’t
particularly like. You know, the hard drinking and possibly a bit of wife
swapping — my parents were just a bit sort of removed from that, and | guess
we picked that up.**®

His family used to visit his great aunt, Nancy Rolleston, the daughter of Sydney
Johnston, who lived in her grand family home, ‘Orua Wharo’, near Takapau. He

recalls her as a person with ‘genuine class’:

20 Bill (W.R.S.) Williams, 1B 3.0, 1.7.
21 Bill (W.R.S.) Williams, 1B 3.0.
2 Bjll (W.R.S.) Williams, 1B 9.5.
%3 Bill (W.R.S.) Williams, 1B 9.5.



217

She was a remarkable person. | think of all the relatives, all the people I've ever
known in New Zealand, she had genuine class. And it’s said - there’s a story —
1 don’t know if it’s true, that she used to have water bowls at the table for you
to sort of wash your fingers if you’d been eating the grapes or the cheese or
whatever. | think she had some guests who ... thought they were meant to be
drunk, so they drank them and she followed suit - she drank it too. That was
the sort of person she was, didn’t bat an eyelid.*>

He later compares this with the ‘snobbery’ of one of his Rolleston aunts:

[She] lived in London and then Brazil and would visit New Zealand
occasionally. She made it clear that we were — she didn’t call us colonials,
they didn’t use that term then, but we were pretty crass and uneducated and
uncivilized. And that really used to annoy my father particularly, because
there’s nothing he hates more than that sort of snobbery, and thinking that
you’re better than other people. | think it was her first visit she came out and
they were talking about — cognac came up and Aunt Margie said ‘ | suppose
you call it cog-nack.” My father’s told us a number of times ... [that she lived in
London because] she was married to Jasper Herrick before the war, and then
she went and had an affair with the local chairman of the National Party, and so
she was thrown out of house and home ... So she was sort of rejected if you
like ... although interestingly enough the people who took her in - literally,
because she was taken to the Tavistock Hotel in Waipuk and left there with her
bags ... when it all broke up. But my Grandmother [Williams] and Aunt Jane
took her in and they befriended her [because the families had known one
another for a long time].>*

Not only does Bill’s family resent the condescension towards ‘crass colonials’,
especially from one who grew up in New Zealand herself, but finds her behaviour
disgraceful and her ingratitude unacceptable. In short she is in no position to feel
herself superior. Bill ends up not denying class but trying to define what he means by
‘genuine class’. It is not arrogance, nor pretension, and appears to have a strong

moral element.

Sarah Williams too, is well aware of the part class attitudes have played in her life,

and of all the subtle gradations of social position dictated not only by birth but by

24 Bill (W.R.S.) Williams, 1A 35.2.
25 Bill (W.R.S.) Williams, 1B 3.0.
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religious affiliation, education, occupation, links to England. To be aware of such
matters is not necessarily to be comfortable with them. In some parts of her narrative
Sarah does seem to simply enjoy the privileges and advantages that being upper class
has brought her — an idyllic childhood, servants, wonderful gardens to play in and
fairytale Christmases.”>® But she is aware of the price — the hidden resentment of

servants, the different standards and so on.”’

In other parts of her narrative she
portrays herself actively resisting the constraints of class, becoming a postie, marrying
an Irish Catholic, trying to speak like an ordinary New Zealander. Often she satirizes
her family’s class prejudices and assumptions, imitating voices and expressing
attitudes with humour. She speaks of having to learn to curtsey when they went to
parties at Government House, or when important visitors came to ‘Longwood’:

[W]e used to practice curtseying, and drawing the foot you know. You put the
pointed foot out and drew it round in a half circle and came right round behind
it and so on. So | could give you an effortless curtsey any time ... and that was
a most important part of our manners was the ability to curtsey and to shake
hands at the same time actually as curtseying - that’s what we did for the
Dowager Queen of Thailand.**

Like Simon and Bill, Sarah is aware of differences between her mother’s family and
her father’s. On Christmas Day they would have two family dinners, the first with the
Williams grandparents at ‘Landsdowne’. This family showed a ‘welcoming solidity’,
typified by the ‘great solid mahogany table’ at which they had Christmas midday
dinner. Then they returned to ‘Longwood’ for the Riddiford family dinner, which
was a black tie and evening dress affair. Afterwards she says they would play
charades in the drawing room where Grandmother Riddiford would be the judge.”’
Sarah recalls: ‘She would sit in splendour. We had a wonderful drawing room which
had basically Adam fireplaces and an Adam ceiling and it was in that lovely light
turquoise with white moulding.”**® The sophistication of ‘Longwood’ thus contrasts
with the solidity of ‘Landsdowne’ in Sarah’s memory, houses registering degrees of

refinement.

% Sarah Williams, 1A1.7, 5.9,8.5,11.7, 19.9.
7 Sarah Williams, 1A 5.9, 14.7, 19.9.

%% Sarah Williams, 1B 20.0.

2% Sarah Williams, 1A 11.7, 1B 22.5.

260 Sarah Williams, 1B 22.5.
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As we have seen, Sarah’s Catholic family helped to maintain their social standing
among the Anglican landed gentry by sending their daughters to an elite Catholic
school in England.”®' However going to school in England was something of a shock
to Sarah and her sisters. She says they had no ‘mana’ except for the tins of honey
their mother sent them, until these were forbidden by the nuns.”*® While there, their
guardian was Githa Fergusson, one of the daughters of TC Williams who married an
admiral in the Royal Navy, Rt. Hon. Sir James Fergusson.*> Known as Great Old
Aunt Githa or the GOAG they found her ‘quite scary’. However Sarah recalls the one
time she came to visit her at school as a very satisfying occasion:

[T]he nun who ran the school, who should have been a far better snob than she
was, got into a fearful flutter because she was called Lady Fergusson. Dear
God! This nun had dukes and duchesses and viscounts and God knows who -
and the grandchildren of the heads of South American countries of the most
dubious - you know [laughs] - dubious government coming to school, whose
parents would fly them home for the weekend and that sort of thing even then.
And Aunt Githa — | mean Aunt Githa was a Fergusson — | mean she’d married
into the Fergusson family, the GOAG - but | mean it was simply a knighthood.
But anyway this sent, rather satisfyingly sent this nun into an absolute spin.
And | was actually in a cricket match, but | had to be taken from the cricket
match because GOAG had arrived .... The school was in the country and it had
grass terraces up the back and we went up to the top terrace and Aunt Githa

... kicked off her shoes ... and we sort of semi lay down on the grass, and you
know chewed a piece of grass.*

Sarah enjoys the way the tables are turned upon the nun. She who had destroyed
Sarah’s ‘mana’, was now herself discomforted by the arrival of a mere knight’s lady.
There was even more gratification for Sarah to go and lie down and ‘chew a piece of
grass’ with her aunt, as though her rank was of no account at all. Sarah, who now
tries to live the egalitarian life, still finds satisfaction in the story of how she turned

her aunt’s status to such good account.

2! Sarah Williams, 2A 8.6.
262 Sarah Williams, 1B 33.5.
3 Evans (1998) p.271.

264 Sarah Williams, 1B 36.5.
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Conclusions

Narratives structured around myths of class are common among the Williamses, to
some extent overlapping those of land. Like narratives based on myths of land, they
often lack a sense of composure. Class in New Zealand is a shifting social hierarchy
resting on contested systems of meaning based on wealth, refinement and ability.>*’
Many of the Williams narratives display considerable class anxiety as they wrestle
with these different systems of meaning, and with the national myth of the egalitarian
society. This was revealed in a number of ways: in the tone of irony that was often
employed when speaking of class concerns, as the narrating self becomes divorced
from the narrated self; in the exaggeratedly refined accents often adopted when
speaking of class values with which they were uncomfortable; in narrative debates on
the meaning of class, refinement and position; and in critical assessments about the

values underlying certain practices; and sometimes in silences.

As with land, genealogy is important. Various marriage connections to others in the
same class were sometimes detailed specifically, at other times apparent simply by
mention throughout the narrative of names that were assumed to be known to the
interviewer. One woman listed, in a tone of mild irony, all the ‘land bloodlines’ of
New Zealand to which she belonged, explaining that it was not through the Williams
family alone that she must take account of land and class in her narrative. Irony was
also apparent when marriage was used as an expression of rebellion against class
strictures, or when narrators spoke of the immediate enquiries that would be made if
young people became engaged to another outside the gentrified social circle. Several
interviewees who felt their immediate family had been snubbed by the Williamses
attributed this to a parent or grandparent having ‘married beneath them’, while being
adopted seems to have presented an almost insurmountable obstacle to acceptance by
the wider family. Such instances not only underline the importance of suitable
connections in this family, but they also show how vital the family is in

communicating the messages of social acceptance.

Being Anglican, at least nominally so, was taken for granted in most of these

narratives. When they spoke of ‘the Church’ it was to indicate Anglicanism. A

%55 Hatch, p. 184.
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number who adhered to other faiths would justify their change of allegiance, and often
announce their love of the old hymns of the Anglican Church as though indicating
their origins. That it was also a class qualification was made clear by one brought up
as a Roman Catholic, a social disadvantage which had to be overcome by a superior

English education.

A proper education was also seen as an important part of the Williams tradition.
Govemesses and preparatory schools were prominent in memories of primary
education, although some younger members of the cohort were comfortable with
having attended the local primary school for a time at least. Private schooling
however was regarded by most as having been de rigueur at secondary level, and
particular schools such as Christ’s College appear in the testimony as family enclaves
which have seen generations of Williamses pass through their precincts. While some
appear to have revelled in the experience of private boarding schools, many others
found it a miserable experience, often claiming to have felt like ‘misfits’. The value
of such an education is seen, even by some with unhappy memories, to lie in its
academic quality, its ability to foster independence, and to cement the young into the
social network of the ‘gentry’, establishing life-long connections with other ‘firms’.
Not all the cohort attended such schools, but most who did not justify the omission
either by claiming it as an act of rebellion on their part, or by blaming it on force of

circumstance.

While some narrators clearly enjoyed and approved their schooling, others were
ambivalent about the process and its values. Some might regret the effects of the
system on themselves or their own children, but they could also be uncertain about the
negative consequences for grandchildren who are attending state schools and fear that
they will miss out on ‘those special friends’ and a degree of refinement. It was clear
that in many cases nearby local primary schools were by-passed by parents who
regarded them as not good enough either academically or socially. Some were cntical
of their parents’ decisions in this regard, others seemed to tacitly condone them, being
reluctant to admit even to the existence of such schools. Such caution seems to be a
way of avoiding overt expression of ‘snobbish’ attitudes which may be unacceptable.

These conflicts and ambivalences reflect the process of taking into account individual
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experience, perceptions of changing educational practice, dominant egalitarian beliefs

and the family traditions of a private education.

Tertiary education was also valued, but more important for boys than for girls. Three
older male interviewees had attended English tertiary institutions, seeing this as a
continuation of family tradition. One was proud of this, but the others criticised it as
elitist and inappropriate for work in a New Zealand setting. Indeed, New Zealand
universities appeared to be perfectly acceptable, a number of men and women having
attended. While some women regarded this as part of their particular family tradition
of education for women, others felt that they had had to battle a more general class

prejudice against such education.

Not all received a tertiary education by any means. Some young men undertook a
variety of quite mundane jobs, but these were seen as part of their training to take
over the family farm or business. Women were often expected to return home after
leaving school, and described their lives as a round of social engagements such as
coming-out balls and tennis parties, and ‘doing something useful’ until they got
married. In hindsight they are ambivalent about these expectations, enjoying the
social life but sometimes scornful of the constraints that were placed upon them, or
regretful at lost opportunities. However some tell of overcoming these limitations to
find rewarding occupations, and one of taking on work that she felt represented a

direct challenge to the class pretensions of her family.

Although wealth per se is not discussed, the symbols of wealth and status are. Chief
among these is the family homestead, often adorned with English chattels and
surrounded by large gardens with tennis courts. Narrators were usually proud of
them, had happy memories of them and were anxious to maintain them in the family.
For many they are symbols of status and security, of family unity, continuity and
position. At the same time some seemed uncomfortable with them. They felt the
need to justify the size of the homestead, or to emphasize solidity and practicality
rather than ostentation. One or two, while enjoying the benefit of earlier generations’
ambitions, mocked the design inadequacies of supposedly grand homes, or laughed at

foolish sibling rivalries which drove them to such pretensions. One saw it as the
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symbol of a patriarchal system he considered himself well rid of, the large homestead

on the hill looking down on a cluster of small, farm workers cottages below.

With large homesteads came servants, a presence which is problematic in most
narratives. Most who grew up with servants experienced the ‘two-table’ relationship,
but perhaps in response to a more egalitarnian age they are designated as ‘helpers’,
‘part of the family’, or jokingly as ‘slaves’. While one or two speak fondly though
patronizingly of a ‘dear old retainer’, most narrators sooner or later comment on
aspects of what they now see as an awkward master-servant relationship, in anecdotes
of the over-bearing boss, the insolent servant, or the underpaid and overworked maid.
These comments may concern the forms of address, the conditions of work, different
living conditions, and different moral values. Playing with the servants’ children or
eating with the farm workers was seen as a protest against class difference in two or

three narratives.

Men’s narratives of class also focused on an aggregate of notions concerning civic
duty, philanthropy and business, often following in their father’s footsteps. Some
appeared to enjoy these involvements, others clearly did not, but all spoke of
responding to a call of duty related to class, using phrases such as ‘making a
contribution’ to society, or ‘putting a little bit back’. Power was also a part of this
aggregate but the influence that went with being chairman of the County Council or a
director of a freezing works was often unspoken. In the same way those involved in
family philanthropic trusts shied away from talk about money, shifting attention to

those who give their time, or to the beneficiaries of their giving.

Three or four of the cohort have narratives that are innocent of the myths of class and
the conflicts that surround them. In general they treat as the norm what others will try
to justify and excuse, for instance going to a state secondary school or belonging to a
denomination other than Anglican. Conversely, they treat as exceptional what others
take for granted, such as tertiary education. The private school network, gracious
family homes, servants and so on are not part of their experience, and therefore are

absent categories in their narratives, as are explorations of the meaning of refinement.
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For the rest however myths of class tend to produce narratives of unease. The
Williams view of their family as part of the gentrified class comes into conflict with
both the public myth of New Zealand’s egalitarian society and, for some, the myth of
a family which adopts a lifestyle of (refined) simplicity and philanthropy, rather than
ostentatious and vulgar displays of wealth. Usually subscribing in some measure to
all three sets of conflicting beliefs, many speak of the manners, moral values and
social expectations with which they were raised in an ironic tone, debating the
meaning of ‘true class’ and questions of refinement and position, as they tried to

locate themselves and the family at the right point on a continuum.
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