
CHAPTER TEN

The Struggle for Status

Rangiora didn't fit very happily into the road board system of rural admin-
istration between 1864 and 1878 and the Mandeville and Rangiora Board
had many a brush with the townspeople. Even while one of its leading
settlers, Henry Blackett, was chairman there was little confidence in the
Board and during those fifteen pre-borough years several attempts were
made to wrest the town from its jurisdiction. There were two main reasons
why Rangiora displayed its anti-road board temperament from time to
time. One was its desire to emulate Kaiapoi which, from the very beginning,
had been granted administrative independence, the second, the belief that
the township's roads were not getting the attention they should and that
local rates were being dissipated in endless miles of roads and drains in
the countryside round about. The adoption of a ward system helped to
counteract this last attitude to a certain extent but the town was always
conscious of its status in relation to Kaiapoi and it was hurt by the Provin-
cial Government's rejection of its several pleas for recognition and self-
government.

Whereas Kaiapoi had been deliberately sited on church endowment land
released for township purposes and surveyed and laid out by the Govern-
ment surveyors Cass, Davie and Boys, Rangiora had been allowed to take
its own private, speculative course. Then, in 1857, Kaiapoi was favoured
with its own township ordinance, a small privilege allowed by the Cattle
Trespass Ordinance and which officially protected its gardens and fields
and fences from the ravages of wandering sheep and cattle. As small-
holders quickened their purchase of subdivisions at Rangiora the settlers
there came to expect the same consideration. Furthermore, as fences went
up and tracks were cut off there was a demand for a proper roading plan
and some new roads.

The status of the young settlement was first debated as early as 1861,
at a public meeting in the Freemason's Hall. Those present decided to
petition the Superintendent to proclaim a township and country district
at Rangiora, to give them both representation on the Provincial Council
and to carry out additional road formation and improvements there.1 But
the Provincial Government saw the place differently. Rangiora, it con-
sidered, was a concentration of private speculations and the people there

1 Lyttelton Times 2, 12 Oct 1861.

153



were occupying rural land at township values. Because no township had
been contemplated in that locality it was therefore under no obligation
to provide roads or any other services within the town. However, it could
not ignore the thousand or more people who were living there and so
a police station was built in 1861, and a public pound in 1862 - but there
were no road improvements.

Kaiapoi, in the eighteen-sixties, probably had a bigger population than
Rangiora and was certainly more important to the economy of Canterbury.
The river had become a valuable link between the farms and sheep stations
of North Canterbury and Lyttelton. In the absence of a railway a fleet
of small cutters, schooners and paddle steamers loaded wool and grain
at the Kaiapoi wharves and shuttled it across the bay to Lyttelton where
larger ships were waiting to carry it overseas. A regular shipping trade
was also developing between Kaiapoi and Westland and North Island
ports. Clinging quite possessively to the river Kaiapoi was also more com-
pact while Rangiora was strung out between the Cam Flourmill and the
Feraside Road and between the Southbrook Stream and the Ashley. While
the town centre at the junction of the Woodend and Drain Roads was
quite clearly defined it would have been difficult to determine yet just
where the outer town boundaries should be drawn.

This, then, was roughly the position when the road boards came into
existence in 1864. Kaiapoi was given it own board while Rangiora was
included in the Mandeville and Rangiora District. After nine months as
a road district Kaiapoi graduated to a municipality under the Municipal
Corporations Ordinance, 1860, and was thereafter administered by a mu-
nicipal council. Seven miles to the north there was talk of tearing the Rangi-
ora area away from the Mandeville District and forming two road districts.
The idea was for the two boards to hold meetings at the same place, con-
secutively, and to work the two districts with the one staff but instead
the Board settled for a ward system.

The Mandeville and Rangiora Road Board moved its headquarters from
Woodend to the main road through Rangiora in February 1865 but in
October of that year a public meeting was held in the Oddfellows Hall
to protest against the Board's rate levies and the poor return the town's
ratepayers were getting for their money. There was strong talk of withhold-
ing rates and a day or two later when rate commissioners arrived at the
Road Board's office to hear rate appeals they found fifty to sixty hostile
residents gathered on the roadway outside, some of them intoxicated, and
three pages of Rangiora names torn from the rate book.2 The rate book
was made up again and Marmaduke Dixon, the Board's chairman, put
the consequences of a rate boycott quite bluntly to the town — no rates,
no government grant, no roads, no improvements.

2Lyttelton Times 18 Oct 1865.
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Representations were again made to the Provincial Government for some
kind of official township status, this time by W. B. Pauli, the Kaiapoi Resi-
dent Magistrate who farmed at Rangiora, and G. Leslie Lee. The Provincial
Secretary replied to them in a letter dated 8 January 1866, as follows:3

Gentlemen, I have the honour to acknowledge the receipt of your
letter of the 28 th ultimo requesting that Rangiora may be proclaimed
a township under the "Canterbury Police Ordinance 1858" and in reply
I am directed by His Honour the Superintendent to inform you that
the Government have taken your application into consideration and have
decided that Rangiora not being a town it can not be proclaimed a
township under the "Canterbury Police Ordinance 1858". I have the
honour to be . . . etc.
After allowing the Road Board a further year's grace another public

meeting was called on 12 November 1866 in Baugh's Assembly Room to
again consider courses which might be taken to have Rangiora officially
recognised as a township. J. Evans Brown was in the chair, boundaries
were decided and a committee was set up, but the Provincial Government
again proved unresponsive.

Another Municipal Corporations Act became operative in 1867 and in
June the following year Kaiapoi became a borough. Six months later
Rangiora tried to follow when a public meeting convened by Westby Perci-
val, on 23 January 1869, supported a motion by Percival that, 'the centre
of Rangiora be proclaimed a Borough.' A committee composed of Percival,
Blackett, Ivory, Hepworth, Dudding, Pearce, Merton and Howard was
elected to carry out the wishes of the meeting and to petition the Governor.
They also visited the Superintendent.4 The feeling of the meeting had been
unanimous and the prospects promising while the committee had the sup-
port of the Christchurch newspapers which had been reporting Rangiora's
frustrations over the years with some sympathy. This attempt, nevertheless,
also failed.

The factors which appeared to deny Rangiora's case were quite reason-
able. The population was still too scattered and lacked concentration on
small subdivisions. Later in 1869 the Mandeville and Rangiora Road Dis-
trict was cut in two so that the southern sector between the main drain
and the Waimakariri became the territory of the new Eyre Road Board.
Now that the Mandeville and Rangiora District was more narrowly con-
fined between Flaxton and the Ashley the town was seen to be its natural
commercial and administrative centre and it was felt that the Board would
be handicapped in its work if the town separated.

Nor was there any guarantee that Rangiora would survive the construc-
tion of the northern railway in its present form for, in 1869, the line, as
it was planned, would by-pass it completely. There were other towns north
Provincial Secretary's Letter Book 1866-7, Canterbury Museum.
4Press 28 Jan 1869.
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of the Waimakariri which could develop and thrive should the railway
pass through them, townships which were already subdivided and support-
ing hotels, blacksmiths, stores and a small residential population. Stimu-
lated by the railway some of these towns might grow at Rangiora's expense.
Not only was borough status not a viable proposition in 1869 — it was
also possible that it might never be so.

THE NORTHERN TOWNSHIPS

In being able to trace its origin back to private enterprise Rangiora was
far from unique for the townships which grew up north of the Waimakariri
between 1860 and 1880 evolved much less from official planning than from
chance and speculation. In its original plans for the agricultural settlement
of North Canterbury the Canterbury Association provided two town sites,
Mandeville, on Kaiapoi Island, and Oxford, at Harewood Forest. Both
towns appeared on the Association's early maps but neither of them were
surveyed. The riverbank at Baxter's ferry was a far more logical place
than Mandeville as the Church Property Trustees confirmed when they
reserved part of it for an endowment. After the Reverend John Raven
and Captain Francis Fuller had abandoned the same locality as the site
for their Gladstone settlement, the Provincial Government had laid part
of it out in streets and allotments and had established an office there.

The only other site officially reserved for a township in the near north
was Sefton, a large block of badly-selected flat land on Saltwater Creek
above the main North Road crossing and which failed the hopes of the
Provincial Government because of its defencelessness against the Ashley
which frequently flooded this small plain to a considerable depth.

Kaiapoi's position at the head of the navigation of the North Branch
of the Waimakariri and on a main river crossing guaranteed it a long
life but Rangiora's situation beside a small forest, on clear-water streams
at a junction, now, of three major roads, was just as sound. Had it not
been for the shrewdness of the first land purchasers, or had it been left
to Henry Sewell, then Rangiora Bush might well have passed into the
hands of the Church Property Trustees who may then have released it
as town land. Had this happened then the status of the township, and
the Provincial Government's attitude towards it, may have been different
and its development during its first twenty years might well have taken
another course. As it was, Rangiora was left to private enterprise and
always had to endure government suspicion that whatever it did there was
helping to line the pockets of a few enterprising individuals.

And yet the Provincial Government took no further part in developing
township sites after the Kaiapoi survey and the Sefton reservation, allowing
a number of townships to spring up just like Rangiora. Canterbury was,
after all, a virgin field and the immigrants of the late eighteen-fifties had
hardly turned their first furrows before advertisements began to appear
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in the newspapers offering allotments for sale in a number of new market
towns, choicely-situated freehold sections which some enterprising owners
had subdivided into residential lots with reserves for a market square,
churches, schools and streets.

Among the first township speculations were those of the two Gladstone
setlers, Francis Fuller and Dryden Sneyd. Sneyd's subdivision in the Peraki
Street area of Kaiapoi was named Keel, later Sneyd'stown, and became
part of Kaiapoi. A better prospect was the second Gladstone, Fuller's town-
ship on the east side of the North Road at Woodend and which was put
up for sale in 1859-60. This place was already a likely township site with
its adjacent forest, streams and road junction and would have grown in
spite of the new town plan. As it was, tradesmen and shopkeepers spread
out along the main road regardless of the Gladstone land and Woodend
began to flourish in the eighteen-sixties when it had three hotels, two mills
and a number of shops and other businesses.

In the early eighteen-sixties the number of townships began to multiply
especially between the Ashley and the Kowai. The Sefton township reserve
was probably intended to be the main market town for the whole of the
South Kowai area but by 1866 no fewer than six other township sites were
being offered for sale there by enterprising landowners. The first was
Northport, on the north bank of Saltwater Creek, which was promoted
by C. E. Dampier and which was first mentioned in newspaper reports
late in 1859. The creek was navigable to small vessels but Dampier also
hoped that it would become the market centre for that part of Canterbury
north of the Ashley. It had two wharves, two hotels, two stores and a
handful of tradesmen during its brief career as a coastal port.

In 1862 sections in the township of Leithfield were advertised. This new
town was promoted by John Leith who planned it round his accommo-
dation house on the Kowai with streets and a terrace overlooking the rather
dreary shingle bed of that usually dry stream. Leithfield became a stage
for the Hurunui and Waiau coaches and had a post office, two hotels,
a wind-driven flourmill, two flaxmills and a number of business premises.

The investigation by the Railway and Bridge Commission into a route
for the railway north of Christchurch in 1864 gave rise to another four
township speculations in the same area - Brackenbridge, Balcairn, Amber-
ley and Amesbury. Amberley was subdivided by Mrs Carter of Seadown
who put it on the market in October 1864, a month after the Commission
issued its report, but apart from a handful of residents, a blacksmith, a
wheelwright and a carpenter, the site lay dormant until the arrival of the
railway line nine years later. The same fate awaited Balcairn which was
subdivided by John Leith and which came on the market in January 1865
advertised as The Depot of the North'. Another township site named
Amesbury appeared in 1866 when James Coutts Crawford, a Wellington
gentleman of many parts, cut up land above Northport into small-holdings.
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Brackenbridge, near Brackenfield, was subdivided by Frederick Weld.
Another speculation was having some success on the north bank of the

Ashley opposite Rangiora where a fan-like pattern of streets, a river-side
terrace and residential sections had been laid out as the township of Ashley.
John Macfarlane probably had the biggest interest in Ashley and, standing
as it did on the north bank of the Rangiora ford, was going well by 1870
having a hotel and a few tradesmen's shops and stores.

Away to the west of Rangiora a small settlement first known as
Middleton-on-the-Cust, but more popularly as Cust, was rising on the ter-
race near Messent's hotel. About five hundred people now populated the
valley of the Cust and the downs so that the township, with its church
and school, hotel, flourmill and flaxmill, and the usual representation of
trades and stores, was evolving into a small farming centre. It was the
only township along the twenty miles between Rangiora and Oxford, where
the timber industry was still far from reaching its full potential and where
freehold farming was also progressing only slowly. The one sawmill had
had little effect on Harewood Forest so that during the eighteen-sixties
the place was still unspoiled.

By the late eighteen-sixties, therefore, when the Provincial Government
resumed its interest in the northern railway there were eleven new town-
ships in a five-mile wide strip between the Waimakariri and the Waipara
each one with a stake in the route the railway might take while Cust and
Oxford were also interested in the direction of a possible branch line.
Whether the Government built a coastal line or took it inland just a few
miles was critical for them all. Rangiora had the most to lose if a coastal
route was preferred and so when the challenge came the townspeople
fought each Government decision as if their lives depended on it.

THE RAILWAY CONTROVERSIES

The Canterbury Railway and Bridge Commission began its investigation
into a route for the northern railway in 1864 knowing that the project
would be a provincial main line and that it would touch three points, the
safest and most practical crossing of the Waimakariri, the narrowing of
the Ashley at Waikuku and the Weka Pass. It was to be a direct line
not a local service; this would be provided by horse-drawn tramways or
light branch railways. The expectations were that the route to be taken
would follow the coast and in order to exert an early influence on the
Commission's deliberations a public meeting was held in the Masonic Hall
in April 1864 to discuss the possible deviation of the line so that it would
include Rangiora. A petition was to be sent to the Superintendent and
a large committee of town and country settlers was formed to keep an
eye on the situation.5

iLyttelton Times 14 Apr 1864.
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When the Commission made its report public in September, however,
it was seen that its members were divided over two possible routes, a coastal
one passing through Kaiapoi, Woodend, Northport and Leithfield, the
other leaving Kaiapoi and swinging round the western boundary of the
Native Reserve to Waikuku. In spite of the western route's greater length
and the more expensive bridging, flood protection works and causeway
construction that would be required, the Provincial Government favoured
it and the General Assembly passed the Great Northern Railway Act 1864
to permit work to begin.

Rangiora found little comfort in the decisions of 1864. The abandoned
coastal route would have by-passed the town four miles to the east but
the authorised route still missed it by two. The nearest main-line station
would be at the five crossroads corner of the native reserve and from there
a horse-drawn tramway or a light railway would pass through the town
to Oxford.

But as economic conditions deteriorated the prospect of an early con-
struction of the line began to recede. The Provincial Government decided
that it would spend what money it could raise for railways on a line south
to the Rakaia and so the northern line was shelved in 1865 and not taken
up again until 1870. During this time the Rangiora watching committee
kept to its brief and joined in the general outpouring of protest and agi-
tation from country districts throughout the north.

The Provincial Government resumed its preparations for the construction
of a northern line with another survey by W. B. Bray in March 1870 and
the route again became a live issue. Bray's line, which became known as
the Parliamentary line, was approved by the Government and while it
lay a little further west of the earlier, western route, following the Kaiapoi
Direct Road in fact, it still swept away round the native reserve before
reaching Rangiora. When this route was debated by the Provincial Council
J. Evans Brown tried to have it diverted through the town but his amend-
ment was heavily defeated.

Brown in fact started the great railway controversy rolling again during
a political address to his Rangiora constituents in the Anglican schoolroom
on 5 May 1870 when he advocated a station in the heart of the town.
After Brown had finished Westby Percival rose to his feet and made a
long speech suggesting that a deputation go to William Rolleston and find
out just where the nearest station was to be put and that should it be
more than a mile from Johnston's corner then the Superintendent should
be told of the serious consequences this would have for the town. A good
proportion of the meeting, however, was prepared to believe that the route
was fixed, the decisions taken now final and the prospect hopeless.6

The following day the Provincial Government advertised its intention

bPress 7 May 1870.
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to pass a bill authorising the construction of a line to R.S.1028 at the
northwest corner of the native reserve and the deputation obtained an
appointment to see Rolleston on the seventeenth. It was told that the station
would be on Judge Gresson's section (R.S.930) at Southbrook but that
if Rangiora persisted with it objections then the line might be delayed
for years.7

The implications of this ominous news were both startling and depress-
ing. The Gresson site was on the Direct Road a mile south of the Masonic
Hotel and was in an area of reclaimed swamp which was still subject to
flooding. If a station was built there then Rangiora could be served by
two stations each quite distant from the town centre. But there was also
the danger that the Oxford branch line might leave Southbrook rather
than the Woodend Road station and curve away round the southern
outskirts of the town without touching it. Rangiora might not even have
a station on the branch line. Furthermore, if this did happen, then the
whole town might slowly gravitate south and develop around the road
junction near the Masonic Hotel.

Westby Percival, Henry Blackett and Hugh Boyd led the attack on this
new plan but they were soon under attack themselves. The growing volume
of statements, letters to the newspapers and public meetings publicising
Rangiora's case in 1870 only stimulated a reaction by sections of the farm-
ing community who objected to the diversion of a main trunk line into
every second hamlet just to satisfy local self-interest. There was plenty
of grain still in the stack in the winter of 1870 and it would rot there,
they claimed, if the railway did not come. Rolleston's warning that Rangi-
ora was only delaying the inevitable now echoed around the northern farm-
ing districts and there was plenty of the kind of criticism that appeared
in the Weekly Press on 4 June 1870 — 'Our Rangiora senators, ex-senators
and merchant princes seem very desirous of pushing their own interest
under the guise of public benefactors'.

The large landowners and runholders beyond the Kowai could call on
bigger names and reputations than Rangiora and their forces began to
gather in October 1870 when a large and influential deputation stormed
down from the north to press upon Rolleston the seriousness of the delay
and to petition the Provincial Government to get the line started from
Kaiapoi. The idea of a Kaiapoi terminus for the northern line so that
wool and grain could be handled by the shipping that used the Waimakariri
had been previously voiced by the Kaiapoi merchants but it was never
seriously entertained.8

As agitation persisted the engineers responsible for planning the line
added more points to the case for excluding Rangiora. A line through

'Weeky Press 27 May 1870.
"Ibid 7 Oct 1870.
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Proposed Northern Railway Routes and Township Speculations 1864-75. The map illustrates
Rangiora's position during the railway controversy and the private township subdivisions
which appeared across the Mandeville and Kowai districts during this period. Routes after
W. A. Pierre.
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Rangiora, they estimated, would cost fifteen thousand pounds more and
would require an extra three thousand feet of bridging. The extra fifty
feet in the height of the town would use additional motive power each
journey equal to that needed to pull a train two and a half miles over
level ground. Furthermore, the downland beyond Rangiora posed costly
engineering problems.9

With the opposition and the odds mounting against them the Rangiora
spokesmen changed their tack a little. As Percival put it, the town was,
after all, a centre of population and an important market place and was
entitled to a service yet he and his colleagues were not pressing for a station
right in the main street. They were protesting against the unsuitable and
mindless siting of the two outer stations and would settle for one a mile
from the town — the Cam flourmill corner, for instance, was a far more
convenient place. But at the end of 1870 the position remained unchanged
except that in November the Provincial Government resolved that a further
line of tramway or railway should be constructed to Oxford. About this
time and at the Ashley Road Board's request, the Superintendent ordered
a survey of the Ashley River at Rangiora for the Ashley settlers were now
taking a closer interest in the controversy.

On 29 April 1871 one hundred and fifty Ashley district settlers met in
the Ashley school to support a Rangiora station on the line. One speaker
described the Rangiora township as the Ashley district's 'last great fight',
for the settlement of the Ashley-Loburn-Okuku areas had not been easy.
Many settlers had abandoned their freeholds and left and there were many
vacant farms. The Ashley fords were inconvenient and sometimes danger-
ous and there had been loss of life there. It often took two days to get
half a dray-load to Kaiapoi while all crops had to be harvested, bagged
and sold before the autumn freshes came down the river. These points
were made in a petition to the Government.1

Two weeks after the Ashley meeting another, in Rangiora, was given
a mixture of good and bad news. It was learned that Gresson's land at
Southbrook had already been bought for a station and yards but it also
became known that the central Government's Chief Engineer, John
Blackett, had made an independent survey of a route through the town
without finding much difficulty in it. J. E. Brown also announced that
the Colonial Secretary had telegraphed him that very day to say that the
Government was prepared to spend a few thousand pounds more rather
than construct a line through an unproductive area. Encouraged by this
news the meeting decided to prepare a case to place before cabinet and,
if the Provincial Government continued with its stand, to take the matter
to the Bar of the House of Representatives.2

9W. A. Pierre 'Canterbury Provincial Railways' pp.55-6.
1 Weekly Press 6 May 1871.
2ibid 13 May 1871.
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It was just at this moment that the Provincial Government received a
petition signed by one hundred and sixty landowners and occupiers oppos-
ing any change in the route. It originated in Woodend and claimed that
the two stations were quite central and that if they were inconvenienced
by a shift to the west then the Woodend settlers would patronise Kaiapoi's
market, shops and societies rather than those of Rangiora. The petition
was discredited by the discovery of spurious signatures.

By July 1871 the Provincial Government still believed that the Parlia-
mentary route of 1870 was fair to everyone from Woodend to Rangiora
and across the swamp to the Ohoka, but on 21 July J. E. Brown tabled
another petition on behalf of Rangiora. Pressure was also brought to bear
from Wellington and the council began a debate on Rangiora's case for
an Ashley Township line of the 26th. The next day the Provincial Council,
sitting in committee, passed an amended resolution which stated that John
Blackett's Ashley Township Line was calculated to serve the best interests
of the Province.3 On 13 September 1871 a special act was passed authoris-
ing the construction of a broad guage line to Rangiora.

How had the battle been won? How had the town carried off this victory
opposed by farm, run, and the Provincial Council's members and salaried
experts? There was Blackett's indefatigable public spiritedness and organis-
ation and Percival's penchant for a good fight, his letter writing and his
strong oratory. The town drew up its lines behind them. Rickman for
instance, offered to give seven acres of land in a strip which would take
the line from a Southbrook station near the Masonic Hotel into the town.
The merit of Rangiora's case was that moving the line further west brought
it closer to producing farmland whereas the coastal route was flanked on
one side by sand, swamp and sea. The route round the native reserve
satisfied nobody, passing as it did through sparsely-peopled bog from
Kaiapoi to Waikuku where the favoured Ashley crossing was actually a
flood-prone narrow where the existing cart bridge had been battered and
cut off regularly since the day it was built. On both sides of the river
the line would need expensive causeways and flood protection so that by
the middle of 1871 there was a growing belief that it should be put on
higher ground and sent safely along the edge of the downs to the Waipara.

While the Provincial Government had stubbornly maintained its original
stance these facts had filtered through to Wellington. The link between
the town and the Colonial Government was William Reeves who had
settled there in 1857, partnered Hamilton Ward, farmed briefly on his own
account and managed Fernside for six months. Reeves had been watching
the progress of Rangiora from a loftier place — as Resident Minister for
the Middle Island (South Island) and at the opening of the line he made
no secret of the fact that he had used his office as a Cabinet Minister

Proceedings of the Canterbury Provincial Council 21-27 Jul 1872.
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to help his old friends by expounding their cause to his colleagues. Rangi-
ora had had a good case but it was Reeves who had pulled the strings.

The main line deviation through Rangiora set a precedent. Among the
first to make new demands on the Government were the two Eyre road
boards which wanted a branch line into the Eyre country. There had been
proposals to build a horse-drawn tramway from Kaiapoi to Oxford in the
'sixties but when the idea was again revived in 1871 it was seen as a threat
to the proposed Rangiora-Oxford line. Marmaduke Dixon led the Eyre
settlers in their battle for accommodation and Rangiora was once again
involved in a railway controversy. Percival, now in ill-health, Blackett and
Boyd, invariably turned up at a number of public meetings in the Eyre
district, at Cust and at Oxford, and with their numerous supporters made
things very difficult for the Eyre farmers who hoped that a railway would
break down their isolation, cut costs and open up the lighter southerly
plains to land purchasers.

The issue was really whether a line would do this and pay its way or
would better serve the more densely farmed area between Rangiora and
Oxford. Public opinion from Oxford seaward favoured the second course
but the Government bowed to pressure and again agreed to build both
lines but terminating the Eyre line at West Eyreton.

The horse-drawn tramway was never anything more than a preliminary
survey based on a plan popular in the mid-'sixties and which looked more
impracticable as the years passed. It was supported by some local farmers
because they thought it would be cheaper and could be built sooner. It
even had an advocate in A. H. Cunningham who led a supporting faction
in the town who feared that a railway running along the Oxford Road
would be a danger to cart traffic just as the new road steamer was proving
to be. The tramway was still being debated in Rangiora in July 1872 but
it was now considered to be uneconomic and slow, requiring as it did differ-
ent rolling stock, horse teams and feed and stabling stages along the line.

While the tramway was being disposed of the businessmen of Rangiora
learned that the Oxford line was to be laid down the middle of the main
street. One of the reasons why the route through Cust was never discarded
for the Eyre line was the availability of free land for the track was to
run along one side of the Oxford Road except for a short stretch to avoid
the steep pitch on to the terrace at Cust. The line was to stay with the
road right through Rangiora. A protest was sent off to the Resident Minis-
ter but this time Reeves was unable to help. Another deviation would cost
an extra two thousand pounds" but Reeves suggested that the train be
hauled along the main street by horse and then coupled to an engine at
the far end.

Another public meeting assembled on 29 June 1872 to consider Reeve's
disappointing reply and it saw Percival, apparently quite ill and on his
feet for the last time, making an emotional but telling attack on the main
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street line. All his street frontage was leased to business tenants. The rail-
way, he maintained, would not only be a menace to horsemen and cart
traffic but would interfere with business, depreciate his property and de-
prive him of his income from rents and leases. Blackett too would be among
the losers and so a deputation of seventeen businessmen went to Christ-
church armed with offers of back land for sale. Again they were successful.
In August Blackett received an official telegram which informed the town
that the railway would be taken along the backs of the houses and shops
provided that the required land was made available at twenty pounds an
acre. It was the price a number of landowners had agreed to some weeks
before.4

Not everybody got their own way. The Mandeville and Rangiora Road
Board wanted the station to be situated on, or very close to, the main
street but land was taken out of Fitzgerald's section, then being farmed
by his son-in-law, Patrick Ponsonby, and the station and yards were placed
in the north-eastern quarter of the town.

The Christchurch-Kaiapoi service began on 29 April 1872 but the con-
struction of the next section was delayed by the late arrival of the ship
carrying material for the last two miles between Southbrook and Rangiora.
To please Rangiora the Provincial Government decided to open the line
without formality as soon as it reached Southbrook. The first train made
the journey to Southbrook on 3 September but when it arrived it disgorged
on to the platform a cargo of notable people — the Deputy Superintendent,
R. J. S. Harman, the Provincial Auditor, J. Ollivier, and provincial poli-
ticians, leading citizens, contractors and engineers. Furthermore, such a
crowd was waiting to welcome the train that the occasion spontaneously
flowered into an unofficial opening ceremony.

After the carriages were filled with excited children and sent steaming
off to Kaiapoi the visitors walked up the line a short distance to inspect
the end of the works and then, dressed in their best wear, they set off
in the warm sunshine of an early spring day along the cleared strip still
awaiting ballast, the whole two miles to Rangiora. Some stopped at the
Jennings home to see the trout pond but when they had all arrived at
the Junction Hotel so many crowded into the dining room that a number
had to be turned away. The dinner soon erupted with unrehearsed speeches
and toasts and these, and the growing jollity, were only ended by an im-
patient coachman who had been hired to take them back to Southbrook.
But the coach, like the dining room, could not cope so some of the party
tramped off quite merrily to make their way back on foot. For the amuse-
ment of those who arrived early by coach, and the waiting crowd, John
Ollivier organised footraces and steeplechases over post and rail fences
and a water-jump in the field below the Southbrook platform. The special
4Lyttelton Times 1, 17, 18, 19 Jul 1972. Another plan had this line swinging round the north
side of the town.
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race for mayors and other distinguished visitors was won by the Mayor
of Kaiapoi, Edward Kerr, in a canter.

The official opening of the last section of the line to Rangiora took
place two months later, on 5 November 1872, after a last minute rush
to have the goods shed, waiting rooms and platform finished before Christ-
church show day and race week. A special train, its engine wreathed in
flowers, made the first journey carrying the Superintendent, the Hon. E.
Richardson, Minister of Public Works, the Parliamentarians W. Reeves,
J. Studholme and J. E. Brown, the Captain and officers of 'H.M.S.S. Dido'
and a number of provincial dignitaries and it was wildly greeted by a
dense and happy, cheering crowd. So enthusiastic was the welcome that
the visitors alighted only with great difficulty, Rolleston visibly flinching
from the handshakes and long-winded speehes which promised to engulf
him at his carriage door. But Henry Blackett strode through the crowd
and saved the day, welcoming His Honour heartily yet briefly, and after
one of the d'Auvergne boys had presented him with a bouquet of flowers,
and Rolleston's short formal reply, the whole throng was formed up into
a procession and marched off into the main street.

A large marquee had been erected on empty land (on the west corner
of Good Street) and while the remainder of the crowd milled about outside
the tent or went on to the bazaar at the courthouse the official party sat
down to a champagne luncheon. Herr Bunz's band played selections and
a number of couples danced on the grassy roadside but a sports meeting
was abandoned out of respect for Westby Percival, who had died as the
special train was coming up the line from Southbrook. Flags were at half-
mast and the festivities somewhat dampened.

Inside the marquee Henry Blackett, flanked by Rolleston and Richard-
son, presided in his capacity as chairman of the Road Board and John
Lilly and William Buss filled the vice-chairs. There were twelve toasts and
twice that number of replies and other speeches and the whole scene
brimmed over with self-congratulation, compliments and good humour.
The street outside resounded to cheer after cheer as the main heroes of
the railway battle spoke, or were mentioned, and received the praise con-
sidered due to them — particularly John Evans Brown who had kept Rangi-
ora's cause so adroitly in the political arena in spite of the opinions of
others of his constituents; and William Reeves who proudly claimed that
had it not been for him they would not have been dining there that day.5

5 A poignant moment this — Reeves standing expansively before the diners reminiscing about
his early days at the bush, recognising old friends and admitting to his considerable influence
in the resolving of the dispute. The cheers and applause must surely have drifted through
the rooms of the cottage across the road where Percival had been only an hour or two
dead. One wonders how well they had known each other. PercivaFs son Sir Westby Brook
Perceval K.C.M.G. was New Zealand's Agent General (High Commissioner) in London from
1891 to 1896. Reeves's son William Pember Reeves succeeded him (1896-1908) in that same
office.
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These among the many were cheered the loudest and longest. Even Captain
Chapman of the 'Dido' got his share when he made it known that he
thought Rangiora was a pretty little village and reminded him strongly
of England. It was the kind of arrant flattery everybody wanted to hear.

At the conclusion of the luncheon a number of guests, some quite tipsy,
and the ever-popular William Moorhouse, J. E. Brown and T. W. Maude
among them, climbed out on to the balcony of the wooden Junction Hotel
and delivered impromptu political speeches to the crowd below. The train,
which had been giving the ladies and children rides to Kaiapoi delivered
them all back to Christchurch about six.

The railway not only confirmed Rangiora's status as the chief market
town of the Waimakariri-Waipara region. To the ordinary person who had
to make a journey mto Christchurch in those times it was a real boon
for the main North Road was in a disgraceful state as a traveller
complained in a letter to a newspaper early in 1873.6

From a wayside inn at seven-mile peg the road gets from bad to worse
as I went north. Before getting to the first long bridge the sand is allowed
to mix with the metal when it could easily be prevented, and part of
the road is so situated near to a river that there is not the shadow of
a fence to prevent a benighted traveller finding his way over a precipitous
bank and meeting with his death by drowning. Across the bridge the
road is beset with accident traps — seven or eight treacherous culverts,
half the width of the road, made of rotten timber, and placed at every
angle. Beyond Kaiapoi — the shipping port — and near a Maori pa,
the road is full of ruts, the sand is allowed to drift across it so that
any horse could hardly draw the trap through. Leaving Woodend for
the Ashley there are some suspicious culverts again, and bits of bad
road. One part is narrowed to half its width by a luxuriant gorse plan-
tation - a cover for game I presume. There is no means of crossing
the Ashley when there is a flood. There is a bridge, but, sir, you would
not consider it very useful when instead of leading you over the river
it leads you into the middle of it. It would be easy to put a decent
bridge over a little river like this. You may have heard that there have
been several fatal accidents here, and I may inform you that there is
every likelihood of there being more. For a mile and a half beyond,
the road is pretty fair, and there is a decent timber bridge over the
next brook or river, but further on for five miles the track is execrable
- a disgrace to the province and civilisation. I met a coach coming over
it. Its motion resembled a ship at sea. I pitied the passengers. This was
a week ago - in summer time. I tried to imagine what it must be like
to be there in winter. Half a mile over this country gives me a back-ache,

6 Weekly Press 22 Mar 1873. This description is of the road between the Belfast Hotel and
Leithfield.
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filled eyes, ears, and mouth with fine dust, into which the wheels sank
six inches. . . . I am informed it has been in the same state for some
years.
The road between Rangiora and Oxford was in a similar condition for

although three road boards kept the shingle up to it, it was always cut
up. John Seaton, who drove the Rangiora-Oxford coach, retired in March
1875 and at a special function held at Oxford to mark the end of his
service he remarked that he had often experienced great difficulty getting
his coach through in earlier days.

Work on the Oxford line had begun before the section from Southbrook
was finished and in February 1873 a start was made on a bridge over
the Ashley. Both works were held up by a shortage of materials so that
the bridging was not completed until April 1875 and the line to West Ox-
ford the following June. The Ashley railway bridge was a wooden truss
bridge 3,055 feet long, in fifty spans, and cost 21,000 pounds. The Oxford
line was a three foot six inch narrow guage track twenty-two miles long
and had six passenger stops. The main line was broad gauge (five foot
three inches) which required all goods coming down from Oxford to be
re-loaded at Rangiora.

This costly inconvenience ended in December 1877 when the main line
was reduced to the narrow gauge. The operation was accomplished with
extraordinary efficiency. Five hundred men and the necessary materials
were distributed along the line by the afternoon and evening before the
exercise and then, between four in the morning and four in the afternoon
on 28 December, the entire thirty-four miles of the Christchurch-Amberley
line was changed over with but a little delay at the Amberley end and
one man injured when he fell from the Ashley bridge.

The passenger and goods service between Christchurch and Oxford
passed through Rangiora only from 21 July 1875 to 31 January 1878. The
Eyre line which was completed to West Eyreton from Kaiapoi in December
1875 quite fulfilled predictions and failed to pay. It was therefore extended
to Bennett's, enabling it to tap the Oxford traffic and so cover expenses.
After this some passenger trains went only as far as Bennett's Junction
where everybody changed to the Eyre train for Oxford.

The train services on the main line after 1878 included two passengers
each way, two mixed passenger and goods, two goods and a mid-day ex-
press service to and from Christchurch. The Oxford-Bennett's passenger
was scheduled to arrive about eight-thirty, in time to link with the morning
trains to and from Christchurch. The Oxford train left Rangiora at a
quarter to nine and returned about ten to six in order to meet the two
evening trains on the main line. After this it left for Bennett's again to
connect with the evening Kaiapoi-Oxford passenger.

The Rangiora-Oxford service wasn't as speedy as many had hoped it
would be. It took at least an hour and forty minutes to cover the up-hill
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haul to Oxford, fifteen minutes less on the return. The regulation speed
was fifteen miles an hour but twelve was considered a good average. It
took three hours, according to the 1878 timetable, to make the journey
from Christchurch to Oxford but in fact trains seldom ran on time. Part
of the trouble were the long hours and duties imposed on the crew, the
guard, particularly, having to act as shunter, stationmaster and ticket-seller
at all un-manned stops. Drivers were always considerate towards horsemen.
They took care not to frighten horses on the Oxford Road or teams working
in the fields, blowing a warning hoot a long way off and shutting off steam.
This contributed to the delays.

The old Rangiora station was a junction station. It was built across the
angle formed by the two converging tracks and had a platform at each
end. The yards were at first strewn with heavy boulders giving wagons
and drays collecting or delivering goods a rough passage. The sidings were
laid out with the lightest rails in the whole provincial railway system, thirty
pounds per yard, which prohibited their use by main line engines. Rakes
of trucks had to be assembled manually. Between 1872 and 1881 stock
was loaded over the passenger platforms, a practice to which the town
strongly objected. Cattle pens were built in 1881 only after many years
of public complaint. A large crane capable of lifting ten tons was erected
in the yards in 1874 and the immigration barracks were built there that
same year. The barracks were converted into a station master's residence
in 1881. A passenger stop — a platform and small shelter - was built
on the Oxford line at the West Belt in 1887, and named Bell's, at the
request of the Borough Council.

The two level crossings at High Street and Ashley Street were soon the
scene of accidents, particularly Ashley Street where the gates into the rail-
way yards were originally situated. Incoming trains moving slowly down
Blackett Street would emerge from behind the grain store on the corner,
hooting on to the crossing and scattering horses and carts back down the
road. Sometimes a crossing keeper would walk out from the station or
a man from the livery stables or the Club Hotel would keep a watch.
The High Street crossing was always a hazard, particularly at the setting
of the summer sun. Engine whistles and steam sent many a horse bolting
back through the main shopping area. The road narrowed at this point
and a gate was ultimately placed there. At first it was closed and re-opened
by any resident or pedestrian who happened to be on hand but a crossing
keeper's cottage was built on the north side about 1882. The ganger who
lived in the house minded the crossing at night, his wife during the day,
but the removal of the gate led to the first and worst of a number of
tragedies which were to occur there.

It was on Anniversary Day 1884 and the Presbyterian Church choir had
arranged a picnic outing to Waikuku Beach. One of the covered vans hired
to carry the party was delayed and after stopping at McKay's, the tinsmith,
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to make a pick-up, it proceeded on towards the crossing where the road
was being widened. Puzzled by the appearance of a young girl, the keeper's
daughter, in the middle of the crossing, the driver saw the approaching
train too late to get his horses across. The engine hit the van killing two
and injuring ten of the choristers. High Street closed for the funerals and
the coroner ordered that in future the crossing keeper must use a flag
during the day and a lamp at night.7

The Rangiora station was also a refreshment stop which was one reason
why the up and down trains passed at Southbrook. The refreshment room,
opened in 1883, was a small wooden shed with a platform counter on
the south side of the station and was closed in the nineteen-thirties. The
arrival of trains almost together in the morning also provided good business
for the paper boy who could board the Oxford train as it came slowly
down Blackett Street, transfer to the Christchurch train in the station and
take it to Southbrook where he would cross over to the waiting Amberley
train for the return to Rangiora. He was thus able to sell his papers on
three passenger trains in about thirty minutes before going to school.

The original facilities were improved in 1902 and the station was re-built
along the north line in 1909 but it now seldom sees the crowds which
gathered on its platform in years past. The waiting early morning workers'
trains sending up their long columns of black smoke and by which many
people set their clocks before the advent of radio; the Friday night shop-
per's train from Christchurch; the Saturday mid-day carrying sports teams
to and from Kaiapoi and Christchurch and the Saturday mid-night — these
were all familiar friends and ultimately followed the refreshment room,
the crossing keeper and the Oxford line into history.

1Lyttelton Times 18 Dec 1884. Those who died were David Keir (21) and Margaret Morrall
(14). A future mayor, C. I. Jennings, survived.
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