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During the early 1900s, the Blackball community spirit triggered the formation of the 
trade union movement in New Zealand.  Blackball is also recognized throughout New 
Zealand as the birthplace of the Labour Party.  
In 2008 that spirit is still alive. 
Trade unions have a special role to play in the balancing act between employers and 
their workforce.  Over the last century, especially in the coal industry, that relationship 
can only be described as turbulent. 
The Blackball Workingmen's Club, Residents' Association and Community Centre have 
joined with the unions of the West Coast to highlight and celebrate the events of the 
last 100 years. 
Let's celebrate Blackball's contribution to the working class history of New Zealand.  
There are great stories to be told. 
 
Tony Kokshoorn 
Mayor – Grey District  

 
 

 
  
 
The New Zealand Council of Trade Unions is pleased to support this important 
commemoration.  The programme not only acknowledges the solidarity and  
commitment of workers in unions in the past but looks to the role of unions  
in the future.  Congratulations to the organising committee for again reminding  
New Zealand working people that rights at work were hard won in this country,  
not gifted - an important message in an election year.   
 
Helen Kelly 
President 
New Zealand Council of Trade Unions 



 

 

 
 

The Strike of 1908 
 

 
Single Men’s Huts in Blackball, 1908 

 
The industrial scene:  Industrial legislation brought in by the Liberal Government, 
was in many ways progressive for the period. It gave legal status to unions and 
recognized the necessary bargaining between employer and employee. But unions were 
site specific, with a separate union for every worksite. Any issues were brought before 
the Arbitration Court, and by the early years of the 20th century there was growing 
dissatisfaction with the decisions being handed down, which were seen as favouring 
the employer. 
 
The IWW or Wobblies: This branch of socialism, which originated in the more 
extreme climate of the US, preached the necessity of unions joining into one big union, 
nationally, then internationally, in order to defeat capitalism. It was a syndicalist 
ideology grown large.  
 
The Blackball Strike: Pat Hickey, who had been in the US, was an IWW advocate, as 
were Bob Semple and Paddy Webb, all activists drawn to the West Coast. When 
Hickey moved to Blackball, the events of the strike unfolded. The 15 minute crib time, 
while agreed to by the Blackball Miners Union, had become a festering sore for the 
rank and file. Hickey persuaded the men to ignore the edict and to take half an hour. 
The manager, Edward Leitch, decided to deal with the matter by using the Mines 
Safety Act, which required men to obey a lawful order from management. Hickey was 
therefore brought before the court, fined, and went to jail for refusing to pay; but a 
sympathizer paid his fine and he was released.  

But these events had created an activist energy, helped by a visit from Semple. 
Leitch meanwhile, saw an economic opportunity in a national shortfall of coal supply, 
and decided to expand production by the mine working overtime. In return he was 
willing to give way on the crib time issue. This was seen by the men as putting the cart 
before the horse. Once a half hour crib time was granted the expansion issue would be 
negotiated.  Leitch,  who  obviously had a  short  fuse,  then decided to  cut  back 
production, and fired the troublemakers. Hickey was the first to be dismissed, but this 



 

 

in turn negated the union’s right to determine who would be laid off when the 
workforce was cut back.  

The strike began. Hickey and other leaders went fund raising and the strike 
became national news – the Arbitration Act having made strikes illegal. The Company 
took the union to court and the court found against the union, imposing a seventy five 
pound fine – not a small sum. During the court case, the famous incident occurred of 
the judge breaking for an hour and a half for lunch. 

The fine remaining unpaid, the Court impounded various household goods of 
the officials of the union and tried to auction them off in Blackball. The union put 
forward an official bidder who bought back the items for a paltry sum. 

The strike dragged on, with some of the men leaving town and others going 
gold panning to supplement the strike pay. But the Government found the situation 
embarrassing politically and put pressure on the parties to negotiate.  

A stroke of good fortune for the union occurred when the Tyneside Mine, from 
which the Company was continuing production, flooded, and became unusable. The 
Blackball Mine therefore became indispensable and the Company agreed to the union’s 
demands.  
 
The Red Feds: The men of Blackball had won an important industrial victory, and this 
gave the energy to the formation of national unions, and then the first Trade Union 
Federation (the Red Feds). As the movement gathered steam, it was the period in NZ 
when militant socialism flexed its muscles. But the employers were keen to smash this 
emanation. The Waihi Strike proved a brutal encounter and then the Waterfront Strike, 
when farmers rode the wharves batoning workers, put paid to the syndicalist hopes. 
Finally, the war generated sufficient nationalist fervour to bring this period of union 
activism to an end. 
 

 
West Coast Socialists 

 
The Parliamentary Movement: From the end of the war onwards, the militant 
movement split into two factions: the communist, and the parliamentary activists of the 
Labour Party, with the latter having by far the greatest number of adherents. 

In 1935,  the first  Labour Government was elected and put  in place the 
infrastructure of a social democracy.  Paddy Webb and Bob Semple became cabinet 
ministers. 



 

 

 

Names of Strikers-1908 
 
Algie C. jun. 
Algie Colin C, sen. 
Allen James 
Anderson Alb. 
Anderson Albert 
Anderson James 
Anderson W. 
Auld Thomas 
Barnhill A. 
Barrow Joe 
Bowers James 
Bradden E. 
Brady James 
Brady P. 
Brady William 
Brearton Edward 
Broady Patrick 
Bromilow William 
Brown T. 
Buchanan Henry 
Cairner Thomas 
Cairns T. 
Carson James 
Chilvers Thomas 
Coadwell John 
"Coadwell John, jun." 
Colquhoun R. 
Cornish John 
Critchley Herbert 
Cruickshank Alexander 
Dawson Peter 
Dempsey William 
Duggan J. 
Duggan John J. 
Earp James 
Finch Harry 
Fitzeven E. 
Fleming A. 
Fleming Robert 
Fletcher A. 
Fox H. 
Fox Henry John 
Glasson Ralph 
Goldsmith J. 
Green F. 
Grigg J. 
Grindle Albert 
Grindle George 
Grindle Henry 
Guthberlet W. 
Hall Mathew 
Harris Joseph 
Harris Robert 
Harvey J. 
Hay James 
Hickey P.H. 
Higgs William 
Hilton Thomas 
Hopkins James 
Hunter George 
Jackson John 
Jamieson A. 
Jamieson Henry 
Jones J.W. 
Jones John 
Keil William 
Kells William 
Kerins Thomas 
Kernick Henry 
Kerr George 
Kerr James 
Kerr T. jun. 



 

 

Kerr T. sen. 
Kerr Thomas 
Kerr W. 
Kerr Walter 
Le Huray William J. 
Leitch Alexander, jun. 
Leitch Andrew 
Leitch Jacko 
Leitch James 
Leitch John 
"Leitch John, jun." 
"Leitch John, sen." 
Leitch Robert 
Leitch Taff 
Leitch Thomas. Sen. 
Leitch William 
Lingren Olaf 
Lloyd John 
Long Brinsley 
Long Clifton 
Martin Joseph 
McAuley Hugh 
McDonald Alexander 
McIntosh C. 
McIntrye Frederick 
McIntyre Samuel 
Mckenzie G. 
McKinnon Donald 
Meadowcroft Herbert 
Meadowcroft Walter 
Meecham John 
Milligan Thomas 
Moore T. 
Mori S. 
Murnan William 
Murphy Horace 
Neilson Charles 
Neilson Henry 
Neilson William 
Nuttal Andrew 
Nuttal James 
Outram Frank 
Outram James 
Phipps E. 
Phipps J. 
Pritchard David K. 
Pryde Hector 
Reid James 
Rhodes B. jun. 
Rhodes Israel 
Rhodes W. 
Richards Joseph 
Rodgers W. 
Rogers Richard 
Rugg Andrew 
Rundle J. 
Ryan George 
Ryan Thomas 
Scoble John 
Scoble William 
Smith Robert 
Smith William 
Snedden J. 
Snedden James 
Snedden Thomas 
Sommerville W. 
Stackzner Henry 
Steele H. 
Steele R. 
Stenhouse John 
Stephens J. 
Stephens Richard 
Stephens Thomas 
Stewart J. 
Svenson A. 
Taylor D. 



 

 

Taylor Sydney 
Thomas C. 
Thorpe William 
Walker George 
Walker S. 
Walker William 
Wallace W. 
Webb Patrick 
West George 
Whick Richard 
White James. Jun. 
White R. 
Williams John 
Williamson Peter W. 
Wilson James 
Wilson R. 
Wootten Albert 
Wootten Charles 

  
 

 
Blackball Miners Union banner 

 

 
Programme 

 
Friday 21st 

(re-union time) 
 

4.00pm onwards: Registrations at Blackball Working Men’s Club. 
7.00pm: Dinner at the Blackball Working Men’s Club with poems from Jeffrey Paparoa 

Holman, toasts, songs from Choir, Choir, Pants on Fire, and launching of The Great 
’08 by Brian Wood. 

 
Saturday 22nd 

(a celebration of working class culture) 
 

9.30am Registrations continue at Blackball Working Men’s Club. 
10.00am: Market at Community Centre. 
12 noon: Parade through Blackball with floats from unions, schools and community 

groups, followed by a ceremony at mine entrance and a family afternoon: tug o’  wars 
culminating in Roa versus Spring Creek, plus games for the children at McEwen Park. 

6.00pm. Regent Theatre, Mackay Street, Greymouth. Crib time Cuisine (byo), followed by 
a Concert of union songs featuring The West Coast Wobblies, Spanner in the Works 
and Choir, Choir, Pants on Fire. 

8.00pm. Regent Theatre, Greymouth. A community theatre production, Rain, Love and 
Coalsmoke, with local and national cast. Three snapshots of Blackball history woven 
into a dramatic tapestry: On yer Bike (the story of the 1908 strike); Toil and Trouble 



 

 

(situated during the 1931 strike); Changing of the Guard (1964- the mine has closed 
and the hippies move in). 

 
Sunday 23rd  

(celebrating working class history) 
 

10.00am-4.00pm: Blackball Working Men’s Club- a seminar on the strike, with the broad 
theme of Labourism then and Labourism now. Speakers include Eric Beardsley, Peter 
Clayworth, Mark Derby, Andrew Little, Melanie Nolan, Neville Bennett, Graham 
Coghlan, Peter Franks and Len Richardson. (A history tour of Blackball will also be 
available.)  

10.30am: history walk. Assemble Community House. 
12.30pm: Lunch available at the Hilton. 
7.00pm: Communal BBQ  plus dance at the Blackball Community Hall with Big Wheelie 

and the Hub Caps. 
 

 
Children home from school- Blackball c. 1923 

 
 

A Brief History of the Blackball Mine  
 

The early history is a convoluted story of capital formation. 
The Black Ball Creek Coal Company established a mine in 1885.  The mine 

was initially financed by a consortium of local businessmen, but in 1886 the New 
Zealand Midland Railway Company acquired the lease of the mine and the land where 
the township was built. 

In 1892 the Black Ball Coal Mining Company of New Zealand Ltd was 
registered, and ownership of the mine and the town effectively transferred to the UK. 
The capitalists involved were also prominent in the New Zealand Shipping Company. 
Blackball coal was excellent coal for powering the steam engine and was used to 
supply the ships taking frozen lamb to the UK market. 

 



 

 

 
The ropeway which took coal to Ngahere. 

 
In 1897 the Black Ball Shipping Company was established as a subsidiary, 

taking the coal from Greymouth to the major ports of New Zealand to supply the 
overseas ships. In the same year the NZ Shipping Company established shareholder 
control of the Black Ball Coal Mining Company. Sir Edwin Sandy Dawes was a 
principal shareholder, and when he died, his son, William Sandy Dawes, acquired 
prominence. Inevitably Black Ball became Blackball and houses at that time would 
have been built on leasehold land, with occupants paying rent to William. 

This was the ownership situation at the time of the 1908 strike. It would have 
provided fertile ground for ‘Wobblie’  (IWW) propaganda: New Zealand workers 
against UK capitalists. 

After the strike, the ownership/worker situation remained the same. However, 
as ships began to change to diesel in the 1920s, demand for coal slowly diminished.  As 
the depression began to bite, the 1931 strike created huge bitterness in the town, when 
the Secretary of the local branch of the Communist Party, and the Secretary of the 
Union, Bill Balderstone, suddenly set up a co-operative and began working a ‘ tribute 
mine’ . This concept was well-established in Runanga. A group of men  would establish 
a co-operative, lease a mine area from the Company, work the area, and sell the coal to 
the Company. It was a form of contracting out. But in the midst of a strike, as the co-
operative would be supplying the Company with coal, it was considered scabbing. 
Thirty police had to be brought into town to protect Balderstone, his workers and their 
families. The strike ended in defeat, and Balderstone’s mine continued to work until 
1957.  

In 1937, the old mine closed and a new mine opened on the other side of Ford 
Creek. Along with other coal mines, this was purchased by the Labour Government 
during its second term of office, and the State mine period, which was a time of 
stability (except toward the end), continued, until the mine was closed in 1964. The 
reasons given for the closure vary: The mine was uneconomic? After the Wellington 
Waterside Lockout in 1951, when the miners struck in support of the wharfies, the 
Government was determined not to be dependent on coal?  

By 1964, the number of men working the mine had already fallen off, and with 
the mine closing,  the town should have died, with many leaving to seek work 
elsewhere. But some families stayed, houses were bought for holiday homes, and a 
generation of young people seeking an alternative lifestyle, arrived. 

The mine entrance was bricked up, but the township survived. Today, despite a 



 

 

diminished  population,  Blackball  retains a  vibrant  small business sector,  and a 
considerable community infrastructure. Through its annual Mayday Celebration, it 
remains a center for the celebration of union activism. 

 
 

 
The early mine 

 



 

 

Sponsors 
 

The Organisers gratefully acknowledge the following financial assistance: 
 

New Zealand Council of Trade Unions  
 

Solid Energy  
 

Community Learning Aotearoa New Zealand  
 

Grey District Council  
 

Engineering Printers and Manufacturing Union  
 

Creative Communities  
 
and the assistance of:             

Paparoa Range School 
Greymouth High School 
Timberlands West Coast 

Fulton Hogan, T, Croft, Monteiths 
and the people of Blackball 

 
Organising Committee:  
 
Brian Murphy, Les Neilson, Pat Bowkett (Blackball Working Men’s Club);  
Pam Murphy(Blackball District Community Centre);  
Matt Winter (EPMU), Zoe Winter (PSA), John Kennedy (ASTE) - Unions West Coast;  
Pat Kennedy, Paul Maunder, Caroline Selwood, Jane Wells, Brian Wood (Blackball Museum of 
Working Class History Trust). 
    

 
 
 

“Drops of water turn the mill, singly none…” 
                                       

                                           Union song 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Mayday in Blackball- 2001 

 


