
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Schools
Until the late eighteen-fifties it was impossible for the children of the
Rangiora Bush settlement to be given any education other than at the
kitchen table. Parents taught their children to read or write as best they
could but there were one or two who were more capable and more con-
cerned and who invited children to join their kitchen classes. These tiny
cottage schools also brought in a slender but welcome additional income.
An example of this was Mrs Edward Good, only recently arrived, who
advertised in the Lyttelton Times on 7 January 1857 that she was willing
to take in two pupils as boarders to educate with her own children. She
charged thirty guineas a year for children over ten and twenty-five guineas
for those below that age and she was willing to take in half-boarders. Mrs
Doggett was another who ran cottage classes, the fees helping her along
after the death of her husband.

As more settlers arrived in 1857 some thought was given to the possibility
of erecting a school similar to the chapel which had been opened in June
1856. and Charles Torlesse actually drew up plans and took ground mea-
surements for such a building. His sister Priscilla, who had arrived from
England, gathered some children around her and started holding classes
in the chapel towards the end of 1857. Priscilla Torlesse had had some
teaching experience at Colchester and at a meeting of Anglicans in the
chapel on 26 December 1857, attended by Bishop Harper, she was
appointed schoolmistress. The children were all invited to take part in
games and tea at the Torlesse home on the Northbrook Stream on New
Year's Day 1858.1

The planned school was not built. The chapel was used instead, and
it soon became known as the schoolroom. After the arrival of the Roehamp-
ton passengers in March 1858 and the little surge in population which
followed, Miss Sarah Gulliver joined Miss Torlesse at the school but then,
later that year, she returned to England and Sarah Gulliver carried on
assisted, it is believed, by a Miss Webley. Towards the end of 1859 the
committee which had been formed to raise money to build the church
of St John Baptist also decided that the school should be established on
a more permanent footing and so they began to look for a schoolmaster
who would run it under church control. Miss Gulliver thereupon took up
a position as governess to the Chapman family at Springbank.

'Torlesse Journal 14 Sept, 26 Dec 1857.
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THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND BOYS AND GIRLS SCHOOLS

The Rangiora Church of England School was officially opened on New
Year's Day 1860, the whole settlement gathering for sports, a procession,
a dinner and a concert, to celebrate the occasion. The master appointed
to take charge, Charles Merton, had migrated from Stoke-by-Nayland with
his family and parents in 1856 and had since been working in Christchurch
and taking a leading part in the musical activities of that settlement.

Merton, it is believed, was born at Haughley, Suffolk, but moved when
quite young to Stoke-by-Nayland where he became friendly with the
Torlesse family and sang in the Reverend C. M. Torlesse's church choir.
The Reverend Torlesse found him to be an intelligent and talented young
man, saw to his education and took a patron's interest in his career. Merton
married Charlotte Street, the Torlesse family nurse, and when the local
squire, Sir Joshua Rowley, provided rooms for parish boys and girls schools
about 1847 he and his wife became the master and the mistress. The Mer-
tons were on the Egmont in 1856 with Charles Torlesse's sister, Priscilla,
and they were all sheltered and assisted on their arrival by those at Rangi-
ora.

During the first year of the Anglican school Merton personally paid
for the building of a larger room on to the original schoolroom and a
master's house as well so that the Bishop of Christchurch was in debt to
him for about 280 pounds. The school was administered by a school com-
mittee under the chairmanship of the Reverend B. W. Dudley which paid
Merton twenty-two pounds on top of the school fees each quarter. From
this sum he had to provide all fuel and running expenses. The school was
probably mixed and in January 1862 it had seventy-four pupils of all ages
which Merton taught without assistance.2

After the school had settled down the school committee divided the es-
tablishment into boys and girls schools. This happened about the end of
1862 and a Mrs Foster, possibly the wife of the proprietor of the Lion
Hotel, recently deceased, was appointed mistress. Mrs Foster taught the
girls until the end of 1863 when she was replaced by a Miss Hicks who
had recently arrived from England and from this moment the education
of the girls was plagued with problems which took about fifteen years
to resolve. Because Miss Hicks had nowhere to live she was given the
girls' schoolroom as a living apartment and in this, the smaller of the two
rooms, she slept, cooked and taught the girls.

Merton was one of the best of the early Canterbury schoolmasters as
James Restell, the provincial school inspector, regularly reported and
Rangiora was fortunate to have him. But primitive conditions at the two
schools left much room for improvement and in his 1865 report Restell
2Rangiora Church of England School Committee minute book 12 Sept. 1861, Vestry St John
Baptist.
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was particularly critical of the cramped domestic arrangements in the girls
room. Furthermore, the drainage around the buildings was bad and was
aggravated by the livestock which shared the school grounds with the
pupils. The outdoor 'offices' were unsuitable and needed screening and
a small yard was required for the girls although there was no objection
to a mixed playground. Then there was the matter of the original debt
to Merton which was apparently being paid off with the regular govern-
ment grants to the Bishop.

Forced to make improvements the church's school committee built separ-
ate boys and girls outside 'offices' (holding a tea meeting to defray the
expenses) ordered Merton to discontinue keeping his pigs on the school
property, organised a bazaar to help pay off the debt to the master and
gave some thought to the building of a girls school.3

Shortly after the 1865 report Miss Hicks resigned and was replaced by
a Mrs H. Smith from Christchurch. Mrs Smith moved into a cottage only
recently finished by Frederick Lilly nearly opposite the church of St John
Baptist and the committee agreed to transfer the girls to the front room
of this cottage until a separate girls school was provided. But this move
caused controversy. The committee refused to incur any expenses, the
Board of Education wouldn't approve the move and stopped the mistress's
salary grant, attendance dropped and there was a possibility that other
denominations might start up their own schools. The girls school continued
in this over-crowded, unsatisfactory, cottage parlour, harrassed by the auth-
orities and supported by tea meetings, fees and charity, until the end of
the September quarter of 1868, when, there being no sign yet of the prom-
ised schoolroom and her income failing, she claimed, to adequately meet
her expenses, Mrs Smith resigned and left the town.4

Forced at last to provide proper accommodation the church school com-
mittee swiftly arranged the building of a new combined schoolroom and
parish hall on the eastern corner of Church Street north, almost opposite
St John's.5 The new school was built by Joseph Wood of Christchurch and
was opened on 12 October 1868 with a Miss Culliford in charge. The build-
ing had a massive chimney which cracked and had to be dismantled and
the girls had sixteen desks among them and several pews too high for
the younger pupils. But the standards established there by the new mistress

3Ibid 16 Mar 1865: Board of Education Annual Report 1865, Canterbury Provincial Govern-
ment papers.

Correspondence, Canterbury Education Commission Minutes 1863-71. Canterbury Museum
Library. Church of England School Committee minute book, 28 Sep 1865; 20 Jan, 5 Jul,
5 Nov 1866; 10 Feb, 20 Jul, 10 Aug, 24 Aug 1868.

sThe unsatisfactory state of girls education in Rangiora in the mid-sixties led to the opening
of another private school in the Free Methodist church by J. W. Heath. It operated for
a year or two without government assistance. Heath, an ex-army man, and well-educated,
was also the town pound-keeper.
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(who soon married and became Mrs Barford) were much improved and
the girls school at last settled down to make better progress in clean and
pleasant working conditions.

Merton in the meantime had been conducting the boys school with con-
siderable success, if a little short of facilities. His son Alfred and T. S.
Foster, later a principal of Christchurch Teachers College, both won schol-
arships from it and its curriculum was strongly religious. History, geography
and literature were based on the bible and there was plenty of hymn singing
and preparation for the coming Sunday services. But the school also had
a drum and fife band and Merton tried to pass on his fine musical talents
to his pupils. This was in great contrast to the girls school where the Provin-
cial Inspector had previously found the pupils backward in reading, their
copy-books discreditable and supervision quite insufficient.

In the later eighteen-sixties Merton found it difficult to carry on in the
face of the many changes which were taking place around him. Not only
were times hard but new government-assisted schools had been set up at
Ashley, Leithfield, Saltwater Creek and Fernside and more were planned.
To cope with this hardship and the growing competition the school commit-
tee reduced the fees at the boys school and Merton, having already lost
the infant boys to the girls school, resigned at Christmas 1870. He had
bought land on the Fernside Road and he opened a private boarding and
day school at his large house there naming it Melford after Long Melford
in Suffolk where he had once spent his holidays with the Torlesses.

Merton's successor at the Church of England boys school was Charles
George Chapman another talented man — teacher, architect and surveyor,
who had been teaching with his wife at Little Akaloa. When Chapman
took it over the school comprised the master's residence, a schoolroom,
a dining room and a dormitory but when he had been at his post barely
a year the first moves were made to bring education in Rangiora under
the Education Ordinance of 1871. Chapman was a worthy successor to
the first master and one of the last official reports on the boys school,
in November 1872, said, 'organisation and discipline superior'. Nevertheless
the schools were in difficulty. The parish was having to raise more money
to keep them going and proposals to form education districts at Southbrook
and Rangiora finally placed them in jeopardy. The inevitable public debate
on whether to preserve the old style of education or to embrace the new
took place in March 1873 and it revealed the community to be deeply
divided over the issue.6

The problem was explored one evening in the Northbrook schoolroom
with the Reverend B. W. Dudley defending the standards and record of
his schools with feeling and vehemence and condemning the irreligiousness
of the state system and the tyranny that forced the town to accept a secular

6 Weekly Press 15 Mar 1873.
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school for its young people without any guarantee that the substitute was
better than the one they had. He also objected, as he put it, to the children
of decent people mixing with those of parents of ill-repute and godless
character. But other speakers, notably Hugh Boyd, pointed out that the
Anglican schools were dependent on charity to a 'painful extent' and that
teachers sometimes had to wait for their salaries. While everybody in the
town appreciated the value of the old school it had become obvious that
the forming of an education district at Southbrook would destroy its vi-
ability even though it could continue as a private school if the Church
so wished. A move to have the meeting agree to the formation of a Rangi-
ora Education District was defeated by seventy-one votes to twenty-five
and the matter was left to a later poll.

THE RANGIORA BOROUGH SCHOOL

The first Rangiora District School Committee was elected on 7th August
1873 after another public meeting in the Road Board office the week before
and with caricatures of several of the candidates being displayed in front
of the Junction Hotel. The Reverend Dudley, unable to defeat the forces
ranged against him, joined them and topped the poll while H. Blackett,
R. Anderson, J. Johnston, Captain d'Auvergne, S. Stephens, J. Luxton,
T. Keir and A. H. Cunningham, made up the remainder of the committee.
Henry Blackett was elected chairman but relinquished the post after a year
or so in favour of A. H. Cunningham, a former teacher from Ayreshire
who was the guiding force behind the school during its first and most
difficult decade. The committee's first task was to take over the church
boys and girls schools and to plan the construction of a district primary
school. C. G. Chapman, the master of the Anglican boys school, accepted
the position of master and the boys school buildings were rented until
the district school was built.

The Anglican school committee, however, decided that the parish girls
school in High Street should remain open and the District School was
forced to hire the United Free Methodist schoolroom and chapel in Victoria
Street for their girls classroom. Their temporary teacher was a Mrs Reeves,
formerly Miss Hicks, who now resided at Tuahiwi where her husband was
master at the native school. The Rangiora district boys and girls schools
opened in these unsatisfactory quarters on 13 October 1&73 and remained
there until 13 August 1874 when, after a troublesome year, the new schools
were opened in King Street south.

The two schools were constructed by Boyd and Keir on a four acre block
which was bought from William Sansom for three hundred pounds. They
consisted of two, long, high wooden buildings connected by ante-rooms
one to house the boys, the other, the girls. A paling fence bisected the
playground and there was a girls' gate on Church Street beside the mis-
tress's house and a boys' gate on King Street (which became South Street)
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beside the master's house. C. G. Chapman the master, designed the build-
ings. A Miss Louisa Kiddell was appointed mistress and the town now
had two single sex schools physically segregated on the one property. The
combined attendance was about two hundred and Chapman was assisted
by Alfred Merton, and Miss Kiddell by two pupil teachers, Edward Jen-
nings and Lucy Bartrum.7

During the early years of the Rangiora district schools many of the
townspeople were reluctant to accept them and relics of the old system
continued to compete. The Church of England girls school, supported by
fund-raising and church grants, carried on until December 1874 when the
mistress, Mrs Barford, declared her unwillingness to continue any longer.8

This same month Chapman surprisingly resigned the mastership of the
district school, leased the Reverend Dudley's home, Earnley, Dudley
having recently moved into a new vicarage, and, using the vacated girls
school as a classroom, he opened a new boys day and boarding school
which he called the Earnley Academy. The strength of this school was
its academic curriculum, Chapman offering higher mathematics and
foreign languages with accounting and surveying, so that it probably
catered for older boys. There is a record of a game of cricket between
the Earnley Academy (37 runs) and the Christs College second eleven (56
runs) played in December 1877.

Some distance up the road to Feraside Merton also ran Melford for
older boys. The school had a choir which performed at religious functions
in the town occasionally and on break-up day an annual cricket match
was played on the Melford cricket ground between the boys and the trades-
men of Rangiora while the lady visitors played croquet. The Earnley Acad-
emy closed in 1878 when Chapman's wife could no longer manage the
big house and the schoolboy boarders and Chapman went into business
with his cousin C. J. Chapman as commission agents, architects and sur-
veyors. He was appointed to manage the translation of the town into a
borough and he moved into a house named Hapimana at the south end
of King Street. Melford continued until about 1880-1 after which Merton
sold up to go farming at Swannanoa.9

Chapman's resignation so soon after the opening of the district school
was a blow to the school committee but he was replaced by Edwin Watkins,

'This history of the Rangiora District and Borough School has been compiled from school
committee letter books, minute books, newspaper reports and reminiscences. See also Rangi-
ora Borough School 1873-1973 by D. N. Hawkins, Wilson Bros, Rangiora 1973.

"The church school buildings were used for immigrant accommodation and then, with the
land, were leased to a man named McCormack. The church school committee held its last
meeting on 30 May 1877.

9The Fernside homestead was also used as a private school during the eighteen-seventies,
first by Mrs T. S. Mannering and then by C. L. Wiggins. A Mrs Muter, formerly governess
to Dr Moore's family, also conducted a school for young ladies in Rangiora.
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an able man who later became principal of Christchurch Teachers College.
But when Miss Kiddell resigned in 1876 the problems which had so affected
the girls school in the past returned. The policy of running two separate
schools in the one building complex was not proving a success for while
the boys were in the charge of a competent master the mistress had to
teach up to one hundred and thirty girls with three young pupil teachers
in their mid-teens and whom she also had to train. Restell, the provincial
inspector, discovered that only nineteen per cent of the girls were passing
on through the standards as a result of the annual examinations compared
with sixty-four per cent of the boys so that the average age of the girls
in the various standards was becoming steadily older than that of the boys.
Really competent mistresses were rare and Restell believed that the edu-
cation of the girls was being retarded and sacrificed to uphold the principle
of segregation. He proposed that the girls and boys be mixed in the classes
so that the girls could benefit from the strong competent instruction and
discipline of the master.

The position was aggravated by the building of an infant school and
its opening early in 1878 but without, as yet, an infant mistress. The inten-
tion was that this should be a third independent school or department
under the administration of the school committee but in the meantime
it became a further burden on the ladies of the girls school who were
made temporarily responsible for it. Restell was determined that the three
Rangiora schools should be melded into one.

When news of the integration plan leaked out seventy parents petitioned
the school committee demanding a public debate on — 'so momentous
a question as that of having a mixed school in Rangiora'. The debate took
place on 18 February 1878 in the Institute Hall, the segregationists led
by Reverend Dudley and Henry Blackett attacking A. H. Cunningham
and his co-education supporters in a highly-charged atmosphere. Many
wild statements and accusations were thrown about the hall and it was
soon apparent that a powerful group of older settlers did not want their
daughters educated with the children of those immigrants who had been
arriving throughout the eighteen-seventies and who, they believed, were
the scrapings of England's industrial slums. A poll of householders present
rejected a consolidated school by fifty-four votes to thirty-one and Cun-
ningham's committee relunctantly accepted the result. '

But the girls school was soon in even greater trouble. The mistress, a
Mrs Colclough, fell ill and work almost came to a standstill. Many parents
threatened to withdraw their daughters if something was not done. Further-
more, the infant school was filling up with infants and was still without
a permanent teacher. The school committee, faced with the total disinte-
gration of the girls school, acted under instructions from the Canterbury
Board of Education, defied the February poll and integrated the three
schools under one headmaster, John Scott, Watkins's successor. Miss Agnes
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Robinson, the daughter of J. J. Robinson the builder and a young teacher
who had answered a plea for help, was appointed assistant mistress and
a Miss Sarah Kitchingham was appointed infant mistress. The Rangiora
District School opened in its re-organised form in July 1878 with a good
attendance and the sexes mixed throughout the classes without any fuss
or confusion. By noon on the first day the novelty had quite worn off
and from that moment the school's troubles fell away. The following year
the headmaster and the mistress married.

All this furore had taken place while the borough was being formed
and in time the school settled down and became known as the Borough
School. By 1882 the Earnley Academy and Melford had shut down and
two schools for young ladies' run by Mrs Muter and a Miss Sheath (in
Ashley Street) also closed, Miss Sheath's in the mid-'eighties. These private
schools were probably not affected by the Borough School so much as
by the High School for which plans were being drawn up and which opened
in February 1884. The Borough School did however lose numbers to St
Joseph's Catholic School which opened in 1887.

St Joseph's was the last task in Rangiora of the Reverend Father Binsfeld.
It opened in the original church on the corner of George and Victoria
Streets on 14 February 1887 with forty pupils under the tutelage of four
nuns of the order of St Joseph. His work completed, Binsfeld left the follow-
ing month for Germany.

A new phase in the history of the Borough School began in the years
1885-6. In the former year A. H. Cunningham leader of the school commit-
tee during that early, difficult period, stepped down and was succeeded
by Hugh Boyd, another who devoted many years of his life, about forty,
to voluntary education administration in Rangiora. In 1886 F. J. Cumber-
worth was appointed headmaster. Cumberworth, a stern but popular disci-
plinarian and a fine singer, stayed until 1897 gathering around him an
experienced staff and giving the school stability. By this time the belts
of trees which had been planted around the perimeter o the grounds in
the years 1873-5 were well advanced and it was during his headmastership.
that the two jubilee Wellingtonias were planted in 1887 and money raised
for the asphalt tennis courts, the first asphalt courts in North Canterbury.
The roll grew steadily, at this time, towards the four hundred mark.

Cumberworth was succeeded by Thomas Ambrose whose twenty-four
years as headmaster (1898-1921) were filled with educational changes and
dispute. Ambrose was a controversial figure whose disciplinary methods
caused much debate but he kept his school up to good provincial standards
and he adapted it to the evolutionary course that education was taking
after the turn of the century.

The Ambrose period saw a broadening of the school curriculum, parent
pressure being successfully applied to the Rangiora High School Board
of Governors in 1903-4 to accept all those primary pupils who wished
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to attend secondary school; a growing interest in post-school vocational
and hobby classes and technical education which led to the opening of
the Manual Training Centre on the school grounds in 1910. The school
also supported a cadet unit. Throughout the period, however, there was
a steady decline in the roll, the major factors, migration to the North Island
and controversy, combining to reduce it from 407 in 1900 to 260 in 1914.

After Ambrose's retirement in 1921, and with the school approaching
its fiftieth anniversary, attention was focussed on the now unsound, dirty
and primitive condition of the original buildings. Negotiations were begun
for a new school but it was not until 1928, when, influenced by the Open
Air School League, the committee obtained six open-air bungalows and
began to re-design the school around them.

The new classrooms were spaced along the south and east fence-lines
and were opened on 30 June 1928. Between 1928 and 1932 the appearance
of the school was fundamentally changed. The new rooms were connected
by paths and the centre of the grounds was extensively sown down in
lawns. A new headmaster's office and a dental clinic were built along the
west fence and all the paths were sealed. Much of this work was done
by voluntary and unemployed labour. Of the original buildings, the girls
school, the infant room and the caretaker's house were demolished but
the boys schoolroom and the 1882 addition were repaired and modified
as open-air classrooms and remained in use for another forty years. When
the Diamond Jubilee of the school was held in October 1933 the school
had been transformed from a cramped cluster of old high-roofed rooms
into a fresh and spacious grouping of attractive bunaglow classrooms.

The post-war years saw the Borough School expand in the number of
its pupils, its buildings and facilities. A large Canterbury classroom block
was added in 1947 and a parent-teacher association, formed in 1957, began
work to assist the committee in its provision of improvements and new
equipment. By this time the roll had risen to over six hundred and planning
was being directed towards the provision of a new school. This school,
the Ashgrove School opened in the northwest quarter of the borough in
February 1967.

THE RANGIORA HIGH SCHOOL

In his speech at the official opening the The Rangiora District Primary
School C. C. Bowen had mentioned the value of a school of higher learning
to Rangiora but it wasn't until 1879 that the District School committee
began to explore the matter more purposefully. In March 1880 the commit-
tee and a number of residents presented a petition to the Board of Edu-
cation asking for the establishment of 'a School of Secondary Education'
in Rangiora but the Board could only offer higher education in conjunction
with the existing school. This would mean turning the primary school into
a district high school but the committee was experiencing a number of
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problems and so was unwilling to assume this extra responsibility. This
did not prevent members of the committee acting individually and a num-
ber of people joined with the chairman, A. H. Cunningham, to promote
an independent high school in the town.

The promoters circulated a petition but there was some hesitancy and
some opposition from people who thought that a high school was an ex-
pensive luxury which would draw few pupils. It was also argued that if
the school was to serve all North Canterbury and not just Rangiora then
it should be situated at Amberley. But the promoters won through. The
petition attracted one hundred and seventy-two signatures and the support
of the Rangiora Borough Council and in 1881, after some political spade-
work by C. C. Bowen, the Member of Parliament for Kaiapoi, a Rangiora
High School Act received the assent of the House of Representatives.

The Act provided for the setting up of an independent Board of Gover-
nors and the promoters promptly nominated A. H. Cunningham and Henry
Blackett as their representatives on it. These were joined by G. J. Leech,
C. E. Tribe and J. L. Wilson of Kaiapoi who, with Cunningham, appear
to have attended the first meeting of the board on the afternoon of Wednes-
day 28 December 1881 and which was adjourned until 11 January 1882,
after they had declared their number to be a quorum and had elected
Cunningham chairman. The Mayor, J. Johnston, and J. Fulton later com-
pleted the membership. For the time being, and throughout 1882 and 1883,
the board was helpless for without funds it was unable to plan or build.
It was, however, granted an endowment of two hundred and thirty three
acres on Cattleyards Road, Waimate (Pt. R.S. 1127) which was leased to
the Studholmes of Te Waimate and which would guarantee an income
of two hundred and thirty-three pounds a year.1

In February 1883 the board reviewed its position and concluded that
without some additional source of finance it would be unable to open a
school for some years. It decided, therefore, to call on those who had signed
the memorial in 1881 for a subscription and if this failed it would hire
buildings in the town to house its classes. The appeal met with some success,
about forty-five people giving sums of up to ten pounds each, and by
the end of 1883 the board was able to buy land, let tenders for a schoolroom
and advertise for a master.2

The school site was a four and a half acre block on the East Belt contain-
ing grazing, a small orchard and a two-storey house occupied by William
Farquharson. The land had belonged to Peter McGrath, the railway con-
tractor, and was bought from the Colonial Bank for six hundred pounds,
of which the board paid four hundred down and the remainder after one
year at seven per cent.3 The schoolroom was built by the Gulliver brothers
xLyttelton Times 19 Oct, 30 Dec 1881; 25 Feb 1882. Weekly Press 21 Jan, 4 Mar 1882.
2Lyttehon Times 27 Feb, 25 Apr, 20 Nov 1883. . •><..••..
3 Board of Governors memorandum dated 6 Nov 1883.
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for one hundred and sixty pounds to a design by J. J. Robinson who also
supervised the construction gratuitously. Farquharson's house became the
master's residence. The first Master was the Reverend H. E. Tuckey, a
classics scholar, who had taken his bachelor degree at St John's College
Cambridge and who had been headmaster of the Featherston school.

The Rangiora High School commenced on Monday 28 January 1884
with fifteen boys and four girls enrolled and a further four boys enrolling
on the Tuesday. The official opening took place on the afternoon of the
Wednesday, 30 January, before a gathering of about sixty people. Cunning-
ham and Bowen shared the main applause for their part on its founding,
there were speeches by Bowen, W. Montgomery, T. W. Maude and Cun-
ningham and Tuckey outlined his policies for the school. He aimed, he
said, to ground his pupils well in English and then concentrate on Latin.
He was personally fond of Greek but realised that there would be little
call for it at Rangiora. Mathematics would be advanced to University En-
trance standard but French would be taken only as far as the parents
wished. This was, in effect, the school's basic curriculum to which Tuckey
would have added bible studies had a sensitive board not forbidden him
to take such a course unless he did it after school finished at four and
with volunteers only.4

During the second term the roll increased to thirty-two. A local chemist,
George Shorland, was acting as a registrar receiving fees and paying ac-
counts and Tuckey was taking in boarders to help with an acute accommo-
dation problem. A Miss Partridge was appointed to assist the Master and
at the end of the term a second wooden classroom (Room B) was added
to the original, which was known as Room A. The first year, therefore,
was a promising one and the work and aspirations of A. H. Cunningham's
promoting committee had been fully rewarded.

But there were dark days ahead. Times were bad and the school re-
opened with a roll of only fifteen for the first term of 1885. It was explained
that the harvest had been a poor one, that there had been some diptheria
about and that the pupils, whose ages had varied from ten to seventeen,
were being sent out to work after only one year's schooling. Habens, the
Inspector General, told the Board of Governors that unless it was prepared
to offer accommodation in some kind of boarding establishment its roll
would always be small, and then the board learned that because no outside
examiner could be found to conduct them there had been no school exam-
inations at the end of the year. Tuckey resigned early in 1886 in an atmos-
phere of frustration and dissatisfaction.5

ALyttellon Times 16, 29, 31 Jan 1884. Weekly Press 2 Feb 1884. Tuckey's curriculum (with
hours per week) was — Latin 5, French 3, Euclid 1̂ , Algebra 1̂ , Arithmetic 3, English Gram-
mar 3, History 2, Geography 2, Science 2, Drawing 2.

'Report by H. E. Tuckey to Board of Governors dated 14 Dec 1885
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Tuckey was succeeded by T. W. Rowe M.A.. A brilliant scholar, Rowe
was only twenty-three years of age and had only just graduated from Can-
terbury University College. His teaching experience had amounted to only
a few months pupil-teaching and three years of private coaching of second-
ary school pupils and under-graduates for all kinds of scholarships and
examinations.6 Inexperienced though he was Rowe gave the school a little
character which remained evident into recent times. By the end of his first
year he had introduced book-keeping and the roll had crept slowly back
to the thirties. In June 1887 the pupils planted the Wellingtonia to honour
Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee, 'signing an agreement to protect the
same in all time coming', and the following year the asphalt tennis court
was laid along the East Belt fence.

Rowe was known as 'the walking encyclopaedia' and he taught the upper
three forms all subjects while the mistress, Miss Partridge, then later in
turn, Miss Taylor, Mrs Rowe and Miss L. H. Williams, taught the younger
pupils. Rowe left in 1893 to become Librarian at the Wellington Public
Library.

The new master was the Reverend G. I. Sim M.A., B.D., a graduate
of Aberdeen University who had been teaching at Casterton, Victoria. Sim
was assisted by his wife and daughter and the family were commonly to
be seen driving round the town in a phaeton. A compulsive pipe-smoker
Sim unwittingly put his pipe in his vest pocket one morning before leading
the prayers. The pupils noticed with some consternation that his cardigan
was smoking and when it eventually burst into flame the praying, which
had been so fervent, ended with a quite irreligious oath. However, the
school had again come upon unhappy times. The roll dropped to eight
in 1894 and in spite of the great improvement in the economy the average
attendance was still only eleven in 1898. Sim left under a cloud, attempted
to found a private high school in Rangiora, failed, and disappeared from
view, probably back to the old country.7

N earing the turn of the century secondary education came under close
examination and its administrators were being pressed to make changes.
At Rangiora it was attracting few pupils and was still very academic and
expensive while holders of Education Board scholarships tended to take
them up at Christchurch schools. The High School was not now fulfilling
the ideals of its promoters and it badly needed radical leadership in curricu-
lum terms and a new breadth of outlook. The headmaster the Board of
Governors appointed in 1899, T. R. Cresswell M.A., was the son of a man-
ager of the Belfast freezing works and, at thirty-one years of age, was more
a man for these times. He had trained as a teacher at the Christchurch
Normal School, a rare qualification among secondary teachers, and he had
5Letter Rowe to A. H. Cunningham 30 Apr 1886. Rowe's coaching experience was probably
considerd a great asset to the school in that narrow academic age.

'Reports and letters of the Rangiora High School Board of Governors.
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taught at the West Christchurch District High School and Christchurch
Boys High School. He was also a good cricketer and rugby player.

Cresswell began in 1899 with a roll of twelve but slowly built it up
to the thirties again. Then came the introduction of the Liberal Govern-
ment's free-place system in 1902 and the Board of Governors'ready accept-
ance of it, and its willingness to overlook restrictions on entry which still
remained in order to encourage as many primary pupils to enroll as poss-
ible, had a marked effect on the school. This was the first of many inno-
vative processes which were to make the Rangiora High School a pioneer
in secondary education over the years and the board was immediately re-
warded during 1903 with a roll of seventy. Another room, Room C, was
built in that year and by 1912 the roll had grown to ninety-three with
only a few pupils now fee-paying.

The old grammar school traditions of his predecessors were abandoned
as Cresswell introduced a three course system. A general or classical course
leading to the professions was still maintained but to it he added a commer-
cial course and agricultural science, the last, including book-keeping, wood-
work and wool-classing, being made compulsory for all students in
recognition of the special role Cresswell believed his school should play
in the rural community. In 1904 a cadet corps was started and by 1908
the school had rugby, cricket and tennis teams. The school library dates
from 1909-10.

As the role grew additions to the buildings were necessary and Room
C was followed by a shed built in 1905 to house the cadet corps' equipment,
but which was also used as a gymnasium and a boys dormitory. A new
headmaster's house was built on the corner of Wales Street in 1907 and
the following year the original two-storied wooden residence on the East
Belt became the boys hostel. Two brick science rooms were built in 1909,
one of them being adapted as a kitchen for the girls who at last got a
hostel in 1917 after the board of Governors bought and converted Mrs
W. D. Johnston's house on the north corner of Wales Street. Cresswell
was a pioneer and up to the time of his resignation, later in 1917, the
school was slowly adapting to the demands of the new century.

The new headmaster was James Ernest Strachan M.A., B.Sc. a versatile
teacher, athlete and scholar from Gore High School, who was to lead the
school down a far more radical road. Inheriting a group of antiquated
and decaying wooden classrooms and meagre equipment Strachan immedi-
ately committed himself to a daring plan which, if it failed would, he
thought, do no irreparable harm. It was in essence 'to engage the school
in a continuous survey of community life in a rural setting and with the
historical background of the community in mind; to provide vocational
courses suggested by this survey, and to convert the school into a working
example of teacher and pupil as master and apprentice'.8

8Strachan reminiscing in The North Canterbury Gazette 10 Dec 1948.
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In 1918 the school was divided into five vocational courses but the segre-
gation of pupils in this manner was found to be a mistake. Consequently,
the curriculum was changed to a general core course for all with five vo-
cational options, all separate subject studies being related as far as was
possible to a central theme that expressed the significance and achieve-
ments of human life. This was the basis of Strachan's living and growing
curriculum later adopted by the New Zealand post-primary education sys-
tem and the springboard from which many schools launched their special
directional courses in the nineteen-sixties and 'seventies.9

Strachan found the school struggling, the community not much interested
in it and the facilities in very poor condition. In his first year the roll
rose over the hundred mark but then his three teaching assistants all took
up appointments elsewhere. With a new headmaster and a new curriculum
the school now required a new teaching staff and it also needed new build-
ings. The new appointees were A. J. Ferguson, G. C. Beattie and A. L.
Lockhart. Strachan introduced a technical course in 1919 and about the
same time he retained the services of George Gibbs-Jordan, Rangiora's
professional musician, who had already commenced a long association with
the choir and school singing and which was to last from 1911 to 1944.
The technical course ran into problems and it wasn't until 1923 that a
workshop was built. Pupils previously attended the manual training centre
at the Borough School.

Work began on a new classroom block in 1921 and it was opened by
the Hon. Sir C. J. Parr Minister of Education in April 1922. A long brick
bungalow of a rather uncommon type among school buildings it contained
five classrooms, an office and a library and was joined to the two brick
science rooms built in 1909. With the agriculture and typing rooms which
were added to it in 1930 this wing, with its open-sided cloister-like corridor,
functioned as the main school block around which the school has since
grown. Rooms four and five were separated by a folding partition and
it was in this enlarged room that the school asembled, held its annual
general meetings, sang and danced for the next thirty years or so. Now
no longer required Rooms A and B were demolished in 1923 while Room
C was moved towards the Wellingtonia where it stood as Room 8 beside
the workshop, a shelter shed built by the boys and the bike sheds.

The grounds were laid out in 1922 and the setting of the school for
much of the Strachan era was established. The roll had risen steeply and
pupils came by train from Amberley and Waipara, some from Kaiapoi,
and by the old Oxford coffee pot. They biked from Loburn, Waikuku
and Fernside and the horse paddock at the south end of the grounds had
up to twenty horses tethered in it on any one day. The boys hostel had

9The vocational options were general (later professional) commerce, homecraft, agriculture
and technical.
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a kitchen and dining room added to the rear and in 1920 an open-sided
dormitory, with shutters instead of windows, was built to increase accom-
modation.

The annual general meeting became a feature of the system of pupil
self-government which was introduced in 1921. It was part of Strachan's
philosophy that not only should his pupils enhance and respect the com-
munity and environment in which they lived and would work but that
they should learn to discipline themselves with a minimum of external
compulsion.1 The first school council of 1921 raised 150 pounds (spending
most of it on pupil comforts) and its introduction was accompanied by
pupil committees to consider or be responsible for sport fixtures, social
functions and grounds and there was even a judicial committee. The council
became an integral part of school life at Rangiora until the years following
Strachan's retirement and in the absence of any Education Department
money to support pilot schemes of the kind he had in mind, the council,
the Parents Association, which was formed in 1926, and C. I. Jennings,
raised much of the money needed to re-equip the school.

In this way, and beginning with the new 'organic curriculum' of 1918-9
and the new block opened in 1922, Strachan steadily strengthened the
school's programme and facilities in a pleasant park-like environment. To
help, as he put it, to produce a saner community, he offered his pupils
in 1923 a choice of activities and clubs — photography, music appreciation,
field club, drama, gardening and wireless, among others, to introduce them
to a variety of hobby interests with which they might usefully fill their
spare time.2

In 1926 fourteen acres across the East Belt was acquired under lease
and five acres of it was developed as a sports field. The sports ground
was first used on 1 April 1927 when a cricket match was played between
the boys and a team of parents. Three months later the cottage was com-
pleted. A clothing, sewing and rest room for the girls, this small bungalow
was built with money mostly raised by the school council. The next pupil-
project was the school swimming bath which was begun in 1929. In just
one month the boys excavated the dirt with spades in relays and George
Joll, the caretaker, dragged it out on to banks with a horse-drawn scoop.
The hole was slowly deepened in this way, concreted at a cost of 343 pounds
and opened on 19 December 1930. The bathing sheds were also built by
the boys.

That the Rangiora High School had been taking a very different path

'Strachan's philosophy and plans were expressed in his book The School Looks At Life, pub-
lished by the New Zealand Council for Educational Research in 1938.

2Mock' Strachan and Gerald Beattie were both amateur radio enthusiasts and operated an
early amateur wireless transmitting station OZ3AI (later ZL3AI) from a small building (later
known as The Dump) beside Room 8.
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from most other schools during the nineteen-twenties had not been lost
on the Department of Educaton. Initially the Department had been very
cool towards the experiment, even antagonistic, but a closer investigation
in 1925 and a visit from the Hon. Sir James Parr, who thereupon became
an enthusiastic supporter, brought a change in attitude. The Hon. Harry
Atmore became Minister in 1928 and when he visited the school the follow-
ing year he came to a gentleman's agreement with Strachan that he would
find the money for a new wing, a farm and a hostel if Strachan would
stay and see these projects through. Atmore was as good as his word. The
new wing which included a typing room, an agriculture room and a men's
staff room was opened in 1931 and money was made available for the
purchase of farm land.3

Practical agriculture dated back to Cresswell's time and a small half-acre
plot the Board of Governors leased in 1910. In 1917 the lease was extended
to six acres and in 1921 the Government granted 1575 pounds to buy
15.75 acres including the lease. To this was added the sports field lease.
The Government now gave 3,500 pounds and another 2,500 pounds was
donated locally and with the money the Board of Governors bought 85
acres of prime land to the east of the school. The Rangiora High School
thus became the first fully-equipped agricultural high school in New Zea-
land. Local farmers also donated stock, machinery and seed and the farm
was officially opened by the Governor General, Lord Bledisloe, on 28 Nov-
ember 1930.4

The early agriculture course could best be described as horticultural;
the pupils worked on small experimental plots. The school now had a fully
operational farm of 130 acres of the best land in the district, forty-five
acres devoted to dairying and the rest in mixed cropping and sheep. A
woolshed was built in 1936 and the boys were being rostered on to the
farm for practical training.

The hostel plan was, however, turned down by the Board of Governors
who were concerned about rising expenses in a period of deepening de-
pression. The old two-storied wooden headmaster's residence on the East
Belt was still in use as a boys hostel and serving dinners to all day pupils
who wished to order one. It was closed in 1936 and pulled down. The
girls hostel also closed but the building was again pressed into use, as
a nursery school attached to the school. This arrangement was made in
1939 by Gerald Beattie who was acting while Strachan was overseas on
a Carnegie fellowship. It was run by Mrs A. E. Golding and the girls
were given valuable training in child care there.

By the mid-'thirties the Rangiora High School experiment was entering
3North Canterbury Gazette 10 Dec 1848; The School Looks At Life; J. E. Strachan.
"Ibid pp 63-72. Bledisloe, a keen pig fancier himself, who believed in cooking turnips before
feeding them to his pigs, got into a terse argument with the new argicultural master, Douglas
Campbell, who didn't.
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a critical stage. Its many supporters, led mainly by C. I. Jennings, Oliver
Duff and William Banks, were asking whether its Principal's star had not
begun to fade, his vision dimmed. Was there to be no more experimentation
or expansion? Had the novel now become prosaically normal? The critics
of the school, on the other hand, had their knives well-honed. A number
of children used the trains to obtain technical and academic-style education
in Christchurch. Not knowing that many of the pupils of their day would
fill top positions in the universities, agricultural colleges, secondry schools
and the Education Department; would become men and women of letters,
medicine and dentistry, bishops and air-line pilots, Strachan's critics cried
that academic study was not taken seriously enough. There was a prejudice
against co-education and, it was said, the curriculum was too wide for
the teaching staff. Self-discipline was mistaken for no discipline.5

Strachan's response was a bold scheme to build a community centre
at the school. The later nineteen-thirties were seeing a revival of the arts
in Rangiora, of music and drama and of which Strachan, himself a member
of a good male voice quartet, was among the leaders. The community
centre would give them a home. It would also be Rangiora's university
and night school and offer facilities like an art gallery, lecture hall, round
table room and reference library. A committee was formed, money was
raised and in 1941 a plan of the centre was drawn up but there all hopes
ended. The plan was greeted with a sober caution born of the long de-
pression, the school was thought to be too far from the centre of the town,
the war intervened and three years after it ended Strachan retired.

While the nineteen-twenties were, perhaps, more creative the 'thirties
were probably the golden years of the Strachan experiment. A happy,
friendly, informal school in a pleasant rural setting it was staffed by a
loyal, competent and versatile band of teachers. The First Assistant from
1918 to 1930, A. J. Ferguson, looked after the gardens as the school grounds
matured. His successor, G. C. Beattie (1919-55), the sports master, took
science, mathematics and Latin and, with A. L. Lockhart, (1919-52) a hard-
hitting batsman, was responsible for the growth of rugby, cricket and other
sports between the wars. D. A. Campbell (1930-36) put the school farm
in going order for his successor, C. P. Whatman (1936-46), and J. W. Gallo-
way (1929-63), who was, until recent times, the district's finest golfer, ran
the commercial department and succeeded Beattie as First Assistant.
Among the ladies were Miss Thelma Maurais, a woman of outstanding
ideas, Miss D. R. White (1937-43), Miss E. E. Carpenter (1940-48) and
Miss P. G. M. Hollow (1923-53) Senior Mistress and a long-time supporter
of all Strachan was trying to do. Also among the pillars of those years
were George Joll, caretaker for twenty-three years, and William Banks who
was a member of the Board of Governors from 1916 to 1940.

5See North Canterbury Gazette 7, 11, 14 Feb 1936
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Strachan retired in 1948, two years after a new workshop block had
been built and just as a hostel opened across the road from the school.
These facilities would have made a big difference had they come earlier
but they were the first signs of a new era of increasing rolls with their
accompanying demands and pressures.

Strachan's successor, J. F. Moffat B.A., M.Sc, Dip.Ed. (1949-63) was
faced with a growing town and district population and a ten year building
plan was formulated to cope with it. Consequently, during his time, the
school exploded with new facilities, a science block in 1956, an assembly
hall and classroom block in 1958 and further extensions in 1961-2. T. M.
Penny B.A. succeeded Moffat in 1964 and the pressures continued as the
roll crept upward. A large new classroom block was opened in 1965 and
a gymnasium was acquired but then, in 1972, a new high school was opened
at Kaiapoi. This brought only temporary relief, however, for, in 1978, the
roll had grown to 1097. Penny retired in 1978 and his successor was C.
A. Macintosh B.A., Dip. Ed.

Both Penny and Macintosh had become principals of a large urban
school in a rural environment and in times when the community and econ-
omy were again requiring a changing curriculum. The school's response
has been inspired by its experimental past and its proven ability to adapt.
It has looked back to its traditional strengths in agriculture and civic train-
ing and has developed these while at the same time it has called upon
all the new aids, ideas and techniques that are now available to it. In
facing up to today's challenges as a flexible instrument of change the
Rangiora High School has not lost its flair as a pioneer.
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