
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Formation of the Borough

That Rangiora was not being fairly treated by the Mandeville and Rangiora
Road Board was a widely held opinion throughout the town but there
were also a number of citizens who disagreed. Henry Blackett, one of the
main street's most prominent businessmen, who had had a long association
with the board as the town's representative on it and a former chairman,
was a strong supporter of it and he believed that it had served Rangiora
well. It was all a matter of raising money from under-developed farmland
and spending it on a road and drainage system that had to be created
where none had existed before and not on the refinements of town life.
This had been evident some years before when the last attempt to establish
a borough had been made. The plan had foundered when an investigation
had revealed that the value of the town's entire property would not have
brought in more than three hundred pounds in rates and so a proposed
petition had been abandoned.

At its monthly meeting in November 1877, with the Bassingthwaite case
behind it, as it thought, but with the Ashley bridge problem, the river
protection works and the Waimakariri harbour works claiming its attention,
the Mandeville and Rangiora Road Board received a petition signed by
twenty-two ratepayers of Rangiora requesting the chairman to call a public
meeting to consider the advisability of having Rangiora created a borough
under the provisions of the Municipal Corporations Act of 1876. The board
wasted no time. A meeting was convened in a week.

THE PUBLIC DEBATE

The public debate on bringing Rangiora under the provisions of the new
Municipal Corporations Act began in the Literary Institute Hall on Wed-
nesday 14 November 1877. Captain Albert Parsons was in control of the
meeting in his capacity as chairman of the Road Board and there was
a large attendance of interested district ratepayers. Parsons explained the
reasons for the meeting and granted all ratepayers the right to vote, a
decision which did not meet with everybody's approval.

Henry Blackett took the lead and explained to the meeting how the
new 1876 Act had improved Rangiora's prospects of becoming a munici-
pality and how, from an endowment of two thousand acres, from rates,
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licences and fees and grants from the consolidated revenue, a council could
possibly raise an income of about two thousand pounds. To those who
doubted whether such an administration would work he pointed to the
Road Board as a successful example. Furthermore, a council would have
an authority to determine what should be declared a public nuisance and
to deal with it, although, he suggested, any future councillors who objected
to the saleyards should be voted out of office.

The raising of this matter so early and in such a way brought William
Buss the auctioneer and owner of the saleyards to his feet, for the saleyards
were barely two hundred yards from the main street and could very well
be bannished to the outer fringes of the town as a public nuisance. Buss
played down the position of his saleyards warning the meeting that the
liberty of the individual was more important and that he for one objected
to the restraints of by-laws and municipal restrictions. Knowing everybody
there he did not expect the first councillors to do any harm but among
those that followed there might be some who were less interested in the
welfare of the town. They would also be advised, he continued, to consider
Kaiapoi, where the people, so he had been informed, would be only too
happy to return that town to a road board. Buss claimed that Rangiora
would receive no advantage whatsoever from a change to a municipality
and sat down to some applause.

Andrew Cunningham who, like Blackett, was usually to the fore in the
promotion of any new enterprise, took the borough argument further. Cun-
ningham believed that nothing should arrest the progress of Rangiora as
the central and capital town of North Canterbury and therefore steps must
be taken to maintain its position. In his view the saleyards were unlikely
to be touched and the act was in fact the essence of freedom for each
part of it need only be accepted at the wish of the people. There were,
he said, several things that Rangiora had to watch. First, bad by-laws could
be avoided by investigating the experience of other boroughs. Second, sani-
tation in the town needed regulation and control before the health of every-
body there was endangered. Third, the endowment was very important.
Rangiora should never become a borough without it if it was offered. The
school, moreover, would be better provided for than if it were to remain
a district school, and finally, Cunningham reminded them, they could
always revert to road board control if the borough failed them.

Having put these points Cunningham then moved, - That the township
be proclaimed a borough under the Municipal Corporations Act of 1876',
to the accompaniment of cheering and Blackett seconded the motion.

Buss's reply to this, and he had some vocal support, was that the town
was well served by the Road Board, while Captain Brandon argued that
the board had just as much power to remove nuisances as a council would
have and that Rangiora had reached its place of eminence not through
its own merits but because of the railway. Benjamin Ellis, the wheelwright,
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said that he had supported the petition because he had wanted to bring
the people of the town closer together and to put an end to the backbiting
he had found since he had come to live there. Ellis also advised against
taking Kaiapoi as a parallel case because, he thought, Kaiapoi was going
back while Rangiora was a rising place. He also hoped that he would
see William Buss elected mayor. John Josling, on the other hand, urged
caution and he moved an amendment to Cunningham's motion that a
committee be formed to investigate the whole matter thoroughly and report
back to the ratepayers.

But William Buss was determined to kill the borough proposal before
it got any further and he moved another amendment that it be considered
again by another meeting to be held on that day, five years hence. Brandon
seconded this amendment but it was lost. Further progress was stalled by
a series of questions about voting rights and when Parsons had sorted
this out the anti-borough faction then attempted to extend the reporting
time of Josling's proposed committee to two years. This move also failed,
substantially. Josling's amendment was carried and fourteen men were
elected to a committee to look into the advantages, disadvantages and pro-
cedures of the proposed translation. They were ordered to report their find-
ings to a meeting which would be called in one month's time.1

During that month some of the committee interviewed members of the
Kaiapoi and Lyttelton Borough Councils. Josling, an ex-Lytteltonian, took
Robert Aherne, until recently clerk and surveyor to the Road Board, and
Blackett, to Lyttelton and the information which they brought back to
Rangiora was considered at two meetings of the committee. The committee,
with only one member dissenting, agreed to recommend that not only
should Rangiora be formed into a borough but that this step should be
taken immediately.

The second part of the debate was held as planned in the Institute Hall
on Friday 14 December 1877 with Parsons again presiding. Parsons first
called on Henry Blackett to give an account of the committee's deliber-
ations. Blackett told a large crowd of their trip to Lyttelton and how the
Mayor, H. Allwright, had told them that because Rangiora was in a much
better position with regard to population and finance than Lyttelton had
been when it became a borough then they should not hesitate to make
application or they might find themselves without an endowment. Allwright
had advised the Rangiora party that the town should establish a munici-
pality which would bring in about fifteen hundred pounds from rates, gov-
ernment subsidies and fees, to apply for an endowment of about two
thousand acres and to introduce only those by-laws which were considered
absolutely necessary. Blackett concluded by reporting the committee's de-
cision to support the borough proposal and at the same time adding his

1 Lyttelton Times, 15 Nov, 17 Dec 1877
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own belief that the borough should be a square mile in area, that it was
in Southbrook's interest that that area should be 'annexed to Rangiora',
but that the exact boundaries should be determined later when the prin-
ciple of status had been decided.

Andrew Cunningham was quickly to his feet with the motion, slightly
altered, he had put to the first meeting, — 'That the township of Rangiora
be formed into a borough, under the Municipal Corporations Act 1876'.
Without waiting for a seconder Cunningham launched into a speech,
putting up a number of new points. He began with the Act, saying that
not only would the townspeople enjoy the liberty of governing themselves
but that a municipal council was a far superior form of administration
than the board they were under at the moment. Other towns much smaller
than Rangiora were taking the initiative and if the residents waited only
a short while, with the current land boom, they might find that there would
be little, if any, good crown land left unsold to give to the borough as
an endowment. An endowment would not only bring in revenue. It would
appreciate into a valuable estate. Furthermore, he pointed out, there were
those matters arising out of the increasing compactness of the town, matters
over which the residents had no control but which they should control.
For instance, the police, he believed, had no power to prevent horsemen
from riding along the few footpaths of the town and there were some
serious sanitation problems. Then, in a final appeal to his audience, Cun-
ningham warned them that if they did not act now the whole country
would 'stand aghast' and wonder what had come over the people of Rangi-
ora, and their children would 'reproach them for their stupidity'.

But Cunningham's speech failed to stir up a seconder and apathy or
caution did seem to have taken a grip of the meeting. John Lilly asked
if the other members of the committee would state their views for, he
claimed, the meeting had heard nothing definite yet. Parsons replied that
Blackett had explained all that needed explaining and it was left to Blackett
to stand up again and second Cunningham's motion. At the same time
he assured them all that most of his property was in Rangiora and that
he would do nothing to damage its value or which was not in their interest.
Josling rose to agree with Blackett but it was obvious that there was a
lot which had yet to be clarified.

An interested spectator to the proceedings was John Boys, who, twenty-
eight years before, had camped at the bush when all about had been an
empty plain. Boys said he would support Blackett but, like many others,
he wanted to know where the boundaries were to be. If the new munici-
pality was to include Southbrook then he would be opposed to it on the
grounds that the suburbs of towns were never served with the facilities
they paid for with their rates, which were usually spent improving town
centres. Charles Merton suggested, to laughter and cheers, that the South-
brook people might be more courteously asked if they would like to be
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included, and, if they did, then the council should be elected under a ward
system. Southbrook would be one of those wards and so would have the
protection of direct representation. Blackett then promised that in a three-
ward system Southbrook, in return for a third of the voices round the
council table, would be entitled to a third of the grants to the council
and the endowment income. At this point David Graham, a Southbrook
resident, caused confusion when he suggested that until the boundaries
had been fixed many at the meeting would not know whether they were
entitled to vote. With so many holding different opinions it was becoming
evident that this second meeting might founder on the knotty question
of boundaries and voting rights.

The chairman had just brought the meeting to order again when William
Buss, who had been the dissenting committee member, rose to his feet
and, having only now arrived and having missed everything that had been
said so far, launched a scathing attack on the whole enterprise. With con-
siderable wit, and in an atmosphere of growing hilarity, Buss described
the visit to Lyttelton, how Blackett and his colleagues had been regally
entertained out of the public pocket, very hospitably indeed, by the Mayor,
as mayors ought to do, and as the Mayor of Rangiora would be expected
to do. They had been shown all over the port, up hill and then down
— they had been shown, he said, how in the old days the drainage had
simply flowed down hill to the sea but now, they had been told, engineers
could pump it all up-hill and dispose of it some other way. They had
then descended, wearily, to the wharf most edified by the Mayor's infor-
mation, and had spent the rest of their time on board the dredge where
they might be said to have not received any valuable information on mu-
nicipal matters.

Driven reluctantly to the point Buss said that he did not believe that
an endowment would bring in much more than ten per cent if, indeed,
a suitable piece of land was obtained, and, furthermore, the two towns
did not stand comparison. Lyttelton was a compact town while Rangiora
was a straggling place. He could not support the borough and he
complained that the old feeling of unanimity which had existed until about
two years before, and which had done so much for the town in the past,
had been reversed by a certain class of people who had arrived in the
town in recent times. Things were being overdone, thought Buss, as some
of the newcomers wanted to go ahead too fast and accomplish too many
things. The place would be spoiled. The meeting was again reduced to
laughter and disorder.

Parsons now returned to Cunningham's original motion to which the
mover had added a boundary definition for the south and west of the
town, — 'That the south and western boundary be Luxton's Road, Grim-
wood's Road, Horniblow's Road and thence half a mile northward'. This
had been lost sight of in the uproar of Buss's entry but now George Cone
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complained that this would make Southbrook a back slum and divide it
through the centre. Horatio Dudding, another Southbrook resident, be-
lieved that this boundary would create a restricted borough of only two
hundred and twenty-five houses, which was insufficient under the Act, and
he moved an amendment complicated with section numbers, part sections,
subdivisions, chains and angles. It was incomprehensible and was lost.

The original motion was about to be put when several members tried
to persuade the chairman to restrict the voting qualification to that of resi-
dence within the proposed borough district. It was possible that a majority
of country ratepayers might determine the boundaries or even block the
project altogether and so the principle of restriction was important. But
Parsons would not be moved. The Rangiora residents had, after all, asked
for a meeting of ratepayers to be called and they would have to abide
by its decisions. All the talk and nonsense which the meeting had generated
could have been avoided, he believed, had the promoters of the borough
simply circulated a petition as the act required.

But all the talk and nonsense was far from finished for as soon as Cun-
ningham's motion had been put — and carried, objections were again raised
as to the qualifications of some of the voters and questions were asked
as to whether the boundaries they had decided on had been those in Cun-
ningham's motion or a similar arrangement proposed earlier by the com-
mittee through Charles Merton. Another definition put by Dudding — 'that
the boundaries be half a mile north and south of the Oxford Road and
a mile east and west of the Post Office', also appears to have been carried
by a show of hands and a number of gentlemen began to dispute the
chairman's rulings. Parsons's statement that it was Merton's boundaries
which they had accepted caused considerable confusion and disorder again
prevailed with Blackett trying to push through a proposal that the meeting
approve the setting up of a committee of eligible supporters of the borough
to carry the project on to its fulfilment. In the end Blackett got his commit-
tee but not from the meeting. It was agreed that those who favoured a
municipality should meet separately and appoint their own committee.

And so the debate came to an end, noisily, and in the opinion of many
there, in a most unsatisfactory fashion. Few were absolutely certain as to
the boundary decisions which had been made and Parsons for one believed
that the whole circus had been unnecessary. For Blackett and Cunningham
it had been a hard night's work.

The proper procedure should have been for Blackett and Cunningham
to persuade a hundred householders to sign a petition which would be
sent to the Member of Parliament for Kaiapoi, the Hon. C. C. Bowen,
who would convey it to the Governor, Lord Normanby. The promoting
committee had to take into account the possibility of a counter-petition
and, in fact, a section of the community, quite dis-satisfied with the
goings-on in the Institute Hall, drew up such a petition the very next day
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and lodged it at Buss's office for signatures. The two sides were not dis-
tinctly black nor white. A lot would depend on the general acceptance
of Merton's boundaries to the south, that is, as far as one can judge —
Luxton's Road, then along Boys Road and Grimwood's Road. There were,
too, a number of influential residents like George Cone and John Johnston
who felt that the whole effort was a little premature. The reaction of the
public was also difficult to assess for the decisions made at the meetings
in the Institute Hall would carry no weight whatsoever. The petitioners
had to win the support of a hundred householders and even if they did
a second petition signed by an equal or greater number of resident house-
holders could nullify the proposal.

Over the next six months while the petitions were filling up there was
a difficult interregnum. Some township ratepayers were reluctant to pay
their dues to the Road Board which threatened them all with court action
if they didn't. The Road Board was just as reluctant to carry out improve-
ments in the town although when the Reverend Dudley offered to convey
Church Street north to the Board in April 1878 the conveyance and the
responsibility for the formation of the road was accepted. Road up-keep
stopped. The route to the railway station from the main shopping area
by way of the Ashley Road, which was heavily used and which had no
footpath, got into such a deplorable state from the autumn rain that people
had the choice of wading through the long wet grass of adjacent fields
or picking their way along the ruts churned through the mud by carts
and freight wagons if they were to catch their train. It was very difficult
getting to the main street from the station on foot after dark.

The local constabulary, stung by the accusation that nothing could be
done about horsemen and carts which used the few footpaths while the
Road Board controlled the town, pounced upon a resident and made an
example of him. The unfortunate victim was William Hills who was pros-
ecuted by Sergeant Pratt under the Public Works Act in the Rangiora
Courthouse for driving a four-horse dray loaded with bricks along a public
footpath. Hills protested that the footpath had not yet been formed. No
matter, ruled the Magistrate, Caleb Whitefoord, an offence had indeed
been committed and he warned the town that, while he was going to dismiss
the charge because he knew it had been brought as a test case, in future
the act would be upheld and penalties enforced.2

The petition succeeded and Rangiora was gazetted a borough as from
14 May 1878.

The election of the first mayor of the new borough took place at noon
on Tuesday, 18 June, 1878, at the Rangiora Court-house. Henry Blackett's
was the only nomination and C. G. Chapman, in his capacity as returning
officer, declared Blackett officially elected.3

2Canterburyt
JTimes, 2 Feb 1878. 3Lyttelton Times 19 Jun 1878
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There is no doubt but that Blackett was held in very high esteem by
most of his fellow settlers. One of the early general storekeepers he had
survived the bad times with them all and he had always displayed political
aggression, at some personal sacrifice, as a crusader for any cause which
might benefit Rangiora. There had been the long fight for the railway,
the painful translation of the primary schools from church to state control,
the setting up of the friendly societies and the Literary Institute and the
drainage of the great Mandeville and Rangiora Swamp. He had taken
a leading part in all of it and a dozen other causes besides. Only he and
John Macfarlane had supported the Ashley County when the remainder
of the council's members had scuttled it early in 1877 and now, as a long-
serving member of the Mandeville and Rangiora Road Board, he defended
that board's past administration while playing a leading part in withdraw-
ing Rangiora from its jurisdiction. In the face of widespread citicism that
the Road Board had neglected Rangiora Blackett's stand in support of
it probably prevented emotional wrangles from disturbing the translation
too much and, while there certainly was an amount of ill-feeling between
groups of town and country ratepayers, the problems that arose between
the two bodies later in 1878 were purely technical ones.

Blackett undoubtedly represented the hopes and aspirations of the estab-
lished older settlers and property owners as they faced the new migrants
of the eighteen-seventies. He stood for High Street but he did not have
the support of some of the more recent arrivals who, in 1878, were finding
employment difficult to obtain in the town and who were engrossed in
the same struggle to subsist that Blackett and his colleagues had successfully
survived. He had recently earned their wrath, in February 1878, at the
public meeting held to discuss the mixing of the sexes at the primary school,
by describing them as the sweepings of the cities of Britain and undesir-
ables. If anybody was to stand against Blackett it might have been a more
recent arrival. Perhaps they were too few in number, mostly un-propertied
yet and not securely settled.

After his election Blackett gave a little speech to the crowd gathered
within the Courthouse to witness the ceremony. He thanked everybody
for the confidence they had shown in him and he promised to do all in
his power to further the interests of the borough and its burgesses. As
for his immediate plans for the town he said that because of the uncertainty
of the financial position there would be some tight book-keeping and no
extravagance. He would have the place on a thoroughly firm footing before
he would entertain any of the projects some citizens hoped to see carried
out in the near future. A plan to divert water from High Street by means
of a brick culvert from the Plough Hotel to 'the creek' would have to
be delayed and the town would have to continue to rely on a strong clean-
filtered artesian water supply which it was fortunate in having everywhere
beneath it. Blackett would, however, protect that supply against those who
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buried their filth in their sections; he would secure an endowment as soon
as possible and a steam fire engine when this was within their means.
Finally, in a typical gesture, he appealed to his audience to vote for the
oldest of the council aspirants, those who had watched Rangiora grow from
infancy and who were more closely connected with the town than several
whose names appeared on the list.

When he had finished Blackett was given three hearty cheers, the retur-
ning officer was thanked and the new Mayor stepped outside where a
wheelbarrow, especially prepared for the occasion, was waiting to carry
him to his residence along the road. His Worship declined the honour
whereupon a newspaper reporter was siezed by his colleagues and
triumphantly borne along the footpath to Blackett's home. They all went
down to his cellar where they drank a toast, 'success to the Mayor, and
prosperity to the Borough of Rangiora'.

THE ELECTION OF THE COUNCIL

In the evening of Blackett's election to the mayoralty, 18 June 1878, a
large number of residents crowded into the Institute Hall to hear the candi-
dates for the council give their opinions on those questions which were
of current interest. Blackett was in the chair but a little unwillingly. During
his speech that afternoon he had declared himself opposed to the meeting
for he could not see how any of the candidates could propose a programme
when nobody knew what the financial situation was going to be. Blackett
wanted to speak and call the tune, not to play the inconspicuous chairman.
There were sixteen candidates nominated but only fourteen mounted the
stage, Robert Aherne and Cornelius Bourke having withdrawn at the last
moment.4

After Chapman had explained the purpose of the meeting A. H. Cun-
ningham claimed the floor announcing that because he had been in some
measure instrumental in having the borough created he had prepared a
list of questions which he would now put to the candidates and which
would enable those present to judge their relative capabilities. The candi-
dates were therefore faced with these questions: Was the formation of the
borough a right or wrong step? Was the present closet system satisfactory,
and if not how should it be corrected? How did the candidates propose
to maintain a supply of pure water? What existing nuisances needed remov-
ing? Would they remove pig-sties, stable manure or other decomposing
matter from the neighbourhood of dwellings? Was there any need to alter
the management of the auction saleyards? Were public lamps required?
What official staff" was required and at what cost? Would they advocate
a letter delivery and was a steam-powered fire engine necessary? These

"Ibid 19 Jun 1878.
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were practical, down to earth questions which reflected the simple needs
of the town in 1878. The Mayor then called upon the candidates, in alpha-
betical order, to address the meeting.

Hugh Boyd, the builder, was first and although taken by surprise he
gave a sound impression of one who would tackle the town's problems
according to their priorities and the Municipal Corporations Act, but he
did not answer the questions. William Burt, the carrier, also failed to re-
spond to the questions but promised to do his best, bowed gracefully, and
retired amid a great uproar. George Cone, the butcher, began by apologis-
ing for his inability to speak well but then went on to put his ideas on
drainage, asphalting and local industries. He had opposed the borough,
he said, but now he hoped to make the best of a bad job. Benjamin Ellis
the wheelwright attempted to answer the questions but because his own
business was in difficult straits he considered it necessary to explain that
people who failed personally often became highly successful public figures.
He offered himself, he said, through a sense of duty. Edward Good, a
young man of twenty-eight and probably the youngest of the candidates,
rose to his feet accompanied by a great uproar and laughter and promised
to be guided by wiser heads. Nevertheless, he also gave a competent ac-
count of the condition of the town, particularly drainage, lighting and
finance and he concluded by offering the electors his time and energy.
If not elected, said Good, he had plenty else to do and would not be
grieved about it.

Luke Hunnibell, the bootmaker, stated that he would be happy to give
his time and attention to borough affairs but John Johnston, the engineer,
one of those who had opposed the borough, refused to make any speech
or answer any questions, saying, curtly, that he, like Cone, would make
the best of a bad job, although he was pleased to hear that the council
would have abundant funds. By contrast John Lilly, who had been causing
a disturbance earlier in the evening, rose to say his piece obviously much
the worse for his liquor. Lilly's confused condition caused much merriment.
He pleaded that he had no eloquence but wished to assure them all that
night that he did not want to be mayor — as long as he lived he would
never be mayor. He would do his best for Rangiora and for himself —
so help his jack-rag, that was his speech. After explaining that his father
and mother had told him he was an American he resumed his seat to
gales of laughter and applause.

John Luxton, a farmer, was next on his feet offering to do his best when
Lilly tried to occupy the platform again. He was hissed down. J. J. Robin-
son, the builder, followed, remarking that Cunningham's questions should
really be dealt with by members in council and Solomon Stephens, the
proprietor of the Plough Hotel, then explained that he would not have
offered himself had he known just who was standing. He did believe, how-
ever, that all parts of the town should be equally represented on the council.
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John Wheeler, another of the town's butchers, also promised to do his
best adding that he owned sections all over the place. Frederick Thome,
the tanner and fellmonger, complained that he had been unable to gather
very much of value from the other candidates' speeches so far that evening
but he agreed with Robinson that the town's problems should be left to
the elected councillors. He understood, he said, that he had been put down
as the seventh likely candidate but he would be happy to be elected as
the ninth councillor.

The last of the aspirants to speak was William White who told the crowd
that until that moment they had been listening to gentlemen. Now they
had the working man's candidate before them. He had travelled over the
whole borough daily, he said, and knew of no one who understood the
wants of the labouring men in the muddy parts of the outskirts of the
town better than himself. He saw no need for underground drainage, gas-
works or by-laws affecting the movement of stock but the town did need
lamps, especially near the railway station. Questioned as to what he would
do about closets White advised all those who had dirty closets to clean
them.

And so the meeting ended. Cunningham's questions had drawn only
a slight response and the candidates themselves varied from the serious
and the genuinely concerned to the inebriated and the flippant. Some had
sought courage in the bottle and one had to be awakened to make his
speech, but all of them were well-known in the town. Length of residence
and known ability were considerations which would probably outweigh
their platform performances. But it had been a grand evening's entertain-
ment.

Voting for the nine seats on the council took place two days later, on
Thursday 20 June, and from an early hour in the morning the candidates
canvassed the town with carts and wagons bearing their names and policies
on placards and banners. The polling booth was open all day and of the
two hundred and fifty-five residents eligible to vote two hundred did so.

At the end of the day, C. G. Chapman, the returning officer, declared
the following result: William Alfred Burt 172; George Cone 169; John
Johnston 156; Frederick Thorne 150; John James Robinson 142; William
White 115; Hugh Boyd 109; Edward Richard Good 103; John Luxton
91; - all elected. John Lilly 77; Solomon Stephens 76; Benjamin Ellis
70; John Wheeler 46; Luke Hunnibell 37, failed to win a seat.

That evening, after the votes had been counted, Henry Blackett enter-
tained the fourteen candidates, members of the Mandeville and Rangiora
Road Board and friends to dinner. The Venerable Archdeacon Dudley
proposed the toast to the Mayor and there was toasting and speeches till
a late hour.5

5Ibid 21 Jun 1878
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THE FIRST MEETINGS OF THE BOROUGH COUNCIL

The first Rangiora Borough Council held its inaugural meeting at noon
on Monday 24 June 1878 in the offices of the Mandeville and Rangiora
Road Board, a wooden building in High Street almost opposite Main Street
(Percival Street). C. G. Chapman, now acting as the Governor's appointee-
clerk, took the official declaration of the Mayor and councillors, with the
exception of Johnston who was absent, and then slipped into his seat and
hurriedly scribbled down His Worship the Mayor's first words. These con-
cerned the appointment of a regular day for meeting and it was decided
that for the time being the council should meet every Friday evening at
six-thirty.

There were a number of matters which the Municipal Corporations Act
required the council to attend to immediately, matters which would in
fact require the attention of the members for many months to come and
so Blackett urged them to acquaint themselves with every one of the Act's
three hundred and sixty sections. With Blackett setting a business-like pace
the first council decided to arm itself with ten copies of each of those
relevant acts which concerned aspects of municipal government and began
electing small committees to go into the most urgent of the matters on
the order paper before them. The most important of these were the sharing
of the Road Board's assets, the endowment, those works within the borough
needing attention, the appointment and duties of a town clerk, the council's
own standing orders and by-laws and licences, while enquiries were to
be made about a number of minor routine matters. When the question
of a borough seal was brought up Boyd suggested that the members should
consider one which would express Rangiora's special character, for
example, 'the sun shining on the bush', for this, he believed, was what
the word Rangiora meant. William White suggested that a racehorse would
be more appropriate.

From that first meeting in June 1878 to the end of the year the Borough
Council held twenty-three special and general meetings. As the initial press-
ures eased meetings were scheduled for every second Friday and, as spring
approached, the starting time was put back to seven o'clock. The first nine
meetings were held in the Road Board's office but the board demanded
double the twenty pounds the council was willing to budget annually for
rent and so the tenth meeting was the first of a number held in the Institute
Hall. The Mechanics and Literary Institute considered selling its hall to
the borough for a council chamber and a man named Cass offered his
cottage along the road for the same purpose but it was decided that ground
should be bought as soon as possible and permanent offices constructed.

After the first meeting, therefore, the councillors were pre-occupied for
some time putting their house in order. C. G. Chapman was appointed
Borough Clerk, Surveyor, Treasurer and Inspector of Nuisances at a salary
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of one hundred and fifty pounds and the Bank of New Zealand was nomi-
nated as the official bank of the corporation. The official office of the
Town Clerk was declared to be Chapman's business premises in a dilapi-
dated wooden building nearing the end of its days on the corner of Market
and High Streets which he shared with the Colonial Bank. The town pound,
now in a state of decay, needed rebuilding but the councillors begrudged
the money needed to restore it. The Road Board wouldn't contribute a
penny so the council was forced to spend money on repairs to satisfy a
public demand for a higher standard of shelter and forage for the town's
stray animals. J. W. Heath was appointed pound-keeper.

With a little money in hand the council advertised for a suitable section
upon which it would eventually build a council chambers. This was in
August 1878 and it chose, from a number of offers, a section of the Percival
estate for one hundred and eighty pounds. The borough was given immedi-
ate possession and the purchase included a cottage which was done up
and rented to a man described as a horse-keeper. The first borough horse
had been stabled and kept by councillor Cone who, after failing to persuade
the council to pay him the expenses he had incurred on their behalf, sold
the animal to be done with it.

In its public relations the first council was trapped between the demands
of its electors for improvements to the primitive conditions that prevailed
in the town and Blackett's stern and stringent leadership. The council meet-
ing of 11 October 1878 was attended by 'three burgesses' the first to exercise
their right to attend and observe. There was a complaint by a councillor
early in 1879 about the disorderly conduct of meetings but it was an iso-
lated one and the minute books and newspaper reports indicate that dis-
order was not a feature of the councils' early days. But Blackett, like many
a politician and local body leader since his time, succumbed to the temp-
tation to criticize the press for mis-reporting him and the council's debates
and one newspaper he so accused retaliated by refusing to report borough
council meetings for almost a year.

After the first meetings and before the council came to grips with its
more important problems there were still two official functions yet to be
held. Blackett was officially sworn in by Caleb Whitefoord S.M. on Tuesday
16 July 1878 and two months later, on Tuesday 26 September 1878, a
Mayoral Ball was held in the Institute Hall.

It had been a furiously wild northwest day.6 The hall was decorated
with evergreens and flags and across the doorway was a banner proclaim-

6This northwest storm in September 1878 destroyed buildings at Oxford, blew the roof off
a carriage of a train crossing the north Kowai and caused the Waimakariri to make a new,
wider course through Stewart's Gully. The railway bridge was stranded (and had to be length-
ened by two spans) and the Kaiapoi stationmaster was suspended for providing trolleys to
take Kaiapoi-bound passengers over the flooded section after the Inspector of the Permanent
Way had closed the line at Chaneys.
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ing, 'Success to the Borough' worked in laurel leaves. The Gullivers pro-
vided the fare, Henry Blackett paid the bill and William Buss,
arch-opponent of the borough but now reconciled to events, graciously
acted as Master of Ceremonies. Schwarz's band, alas, was stranded at
Chaneys by a flooded Waimakariri cutting the railway line but Schwarz
was there playing alone and carrying the whole evening himself. About
a hundred and eighty-five people attended and dancing ended somewhere
between five and six on the Friday morning. A meeting of the council
which was to have been held that evening was abandoned for want of
a quorum.
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