
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Arts

Rangiora's musical and dramatic traditions have their origins in the little
Suffolk village of Stoke-by-Nayland. Here, in the Anglican church and
in the Reverend C. M. Torlesse's vicarage and in a village barn, were
heard the hymns, the songs and the glees, the charades and the dramatic
readings and the strains of those instruments which would one day fill
Charles Torlesse's parlour at Rangiora, the church of St John Baptist, the
Anglican schoolroom in Victoria Street and the Institute Hall. The Stoke
church had a strong choir and among its members was Charles Merton,
a promising young musician from Haughley who had been be-friended
by the Torlesse household. Merton was not only a fine singer; he also
became master of the Stoke parish school and organised village concerts.1

In 1856 Merton, his wife and his father and mother, sailed for New
Zealand on the Egmont with Priscilla Torlesse who was to join her brothers,
Charles and Henry, at Rangiora. They arrived just in time for Christmas
and among their belongings was a piano. The piano was first carted up
to Fernside and then back to Rangiora where it was installed in the Torlesse
home on the Northbrook Stream and where it accompanied many a musical
soiree. Merton stayed in Christchurch where he started the singing classes
from which the Christchurch Harmonic Society grew but he travelled up
to Rangiora now and again to help with musical entertainments which
were arranged for special occasions, such as that which took place on the
evenings of 14—15 April 1857 to celebrate the marriage of Marcia Townsend
to Hamilton Ward.2

Merton remained in Christchurch until his appointment as master of
the new Rangiora Church of England school which was opened on New
Year's Day 1860. A concert in the schoolroom brought those celebrations
to a close and four months later Merton brought a choir together to sing
at the opening of the church of St John Baptist. In this way he began
a fruitful musical association with Rangiora which was to last over twenty
years. The choir apparently came together sparodically as the Rangiora
Harmonic Society but it wasn't until the mid-eighteen-sixties and after the

•See Bygone Days by Francis H. Torlesse in which the author quotes a letter dated 4 Sept
1851 ' . . . saw the poor old barn in which Merton held his concert on Whit-Monday all
ablaze'.

2Torlesse Journal, 6, 7 Mar; 14, 15 Apr 1857
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population of the town had increased a little that musical entertainment
was really possible.

In 1865 Merton organised a concert party and began holding regular
monthly concerts in the Anglican schoolroom with a performance now and
again at Kaiapoi or in the schoolroom of a neighbouring country settle-
ment. He now had the assistance of an old musical friend from Suffolk,
Luke Hunnibell, who had arrived in 1864 and he was always able to call
on a number of regular performers to fill his programme, some from
Kaiapoi and Woodend. Among them was James Horniblow, the wheel-
wright, who was frequently heard playing his home-made dulcimer and
who was a favourite with the children. The dulcimer was a shallow, strung,
triangular box, the strings being struck with small hammers and Horniblow
usually announced his item with: 'Ladies and gentlemen, with auricular
demonstration, I will now endeavour to set you all alive'. Merton, with
his fine bass voice and competency on the cello was able, if necessary,
to fill a good part of the programme himself.

Those early concerts always began correctly with an overture from an
orchestra made up of any instruments that could be assembled — some
brass, the odd string, a flute perhaps, fifes, a concertina, the inevitable
dulcimer, drums and a harmonium. Merton's choir sang part songs and
madrigals and there were solos, recitations and dramatic readings from
the classics. At first the Kaiapoi Volunteer Band joined in but after 1866
Rangiora had bands of its own to take the stage.3

The first Rangiora Brass Band made its appearance in 1866 about the
time the Rangiora volunteer rifle company was formed. Charles Merton
got the players together and was the bandmaster. At the same time he
began training a drum and fife band to which the volunteers could march
but this band seems to have been formed mainly of boys from his school
while the brass band became attached to the volunteer militia. The brass
band played at the first Northern Agricultural and Pastoral Association
show in Buss's paddock on the Woodend Road on 28 December 1866,
performing for the crowd from a large wool wagon stripped of its canvas
canopy. It played occasionally at the schoolroom concerts and when the
Governor, Sir George Bowen, visited Rangiora in 1869 the band, mounted
on a wagon, led His Excellency and one hundred horsemen in procession
from the Cam Mill corner into the town.4

But in 1870 the bands, the choir and the concert party went into tempor-
ary recess. Merton resigned from the Anglican school in that year and
set up a private school on property he owned near Fernside. This took
up much of his time and, besides, times were hard and many societies
and activities were failing for want of support. In the meantime Merton

3 For examples of his programme see Lyttelton Times 9 Oct, 1865; 8 Feb, 1866.
«Press 15 Jan, 1869.
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had been one of a group of men who had been struggling to found another
type of cultural society in the town.

THE MECHANICS AND LITERARY INSTITUTE

In 1867 an attempt was made to found an organisation called a Mechanics
and Literary Institute. Known, commonly, as the Literary Institute this
society appeared in a number of small Canterbury towns in the eighteen-
sixties and was a brave attempt to keep the arts alive and to provide the
rural settlements of those days with a library, some social relaxation and
entertainment, and a hall for clubs, concerts and public meetings. W. B.
Pauli and the Reverend Dudley were to the fore of it but although a sum
of money was raised the Provincial Government wouldn't contribute
towards any development within the town and its members grew dispiri-
ted.5

The matter was revived in 1871 by Charles Merton, A. H. Cunningham,
Hugh Boyd and Henry Blackett and an Institute was formed in May of
that year. The Mandeville and Rangiora Road Board allowed its offices
to be used as a temporary library and reading room and forty pounds
was sent to the Pure Literature Society in England for the purchase of
books. A building fund was opened immediately and with several money-
raising ventures — a dinner, an auction sale by William Buss, a big bazaar,
a final concert in the Anglican schoolroom, and a Provincial Government
grant, enough money was raised to allow planning to begin. Surprised by
their success the members turned down a Percival section on the Drain
Road near the saleyards for a more expensive one with a cottage on it
on the main street. The section was bought from Thomas Jones for forty-
four pounds, the cottage was removed to the rear and Boyd and Keir built
a hall on it of Oxford timber in just six weeks.

The Institute Hall was opened on New Year's Day 1873 with a dinner
and a public concert. A. H. Cunningham, the president of the Institute
explained in his opening speech that among the objects of the new society
was the reading of moral, religious and scientific literature and the im-
provement of its members by lectures, readings and musical entertainment.
The building contained a main hall (50 feet by 30 feet) with a stage, a
reading room and a library. It cost a little over four hundred and fifty
pounds of which a hundred pounds still had to be raised. At the time
of the opening the Institute had one hundred and ten members and the
library contained five hundred and six books accumulated from gifts by
Charles d'Auvergne and others and from purchases.6

The town now had a public hall and it was soon being used for concerts,
lectures, and public meetings. There were to be evenings of 'mirth, music

sLyttelton Times 23 Sept; 21 Oct 1867. Press 6 Feb 1869.
6 Weekly Press, 13 May, 15 Jul 1871; 6 Apr, 4 May, 15 Jun 1872; 4 Jan 1873.
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and magic' and 'phrenological and mesmeric seances'. The chess club met
there and a Mutual Improvement Society held readings, recitations and
discussions and listened to visiting speakers tell of their experiences and
give instruction. Politicians were obliged to speak there and the aggrieved,
the protestors, the promotors and the defenders of local politics attracted
crowded meetings of the public. The institute Hall was also Rangiora's
ballroom until the Drill Hall was completed in 1890 and it continued to
serve as a town hall until 1925.

After he resigned as master of the Church of England school in 1870,
Charles Merton opened a private school at his home, Melford, on the road
to Fernside. He was president of the Institute in 1874 and his music society
continued to perform. He trained a choir of Melford schoolboys and still
organised concerts occasionally to help causes which were close to him.
His first series in 1873-4 were in aid of a piano for the Institute and another
raised funds for the equipping of the cricket club, which was his second
great interest after music. A number of Easter music festivals and concerts
in the later 'seventies contributed much of the money required to buy the
organ of St John Baptist. At one such festival in 1875 Merton conducted
some of the members of the Rangiora and Christchurch Musical Societies
in Haydn's 'Creation' which, with the 'Messiah', which he conducted on
another occasion, was the most ambitious work performed in the town
in those early days.

One might wonder about the nature of those early concerts and what
it was that the audience went along to hear. Take, then, the concert which
Merton put together on New Year's Night 1874, in aid of the Institute's
piano fund.7 The hall was crowded, the concert party was about thirty
strong, and the evening opened with an overture, 'La Gazza Landra' played
by an instrumental group — Merton on his cello, Bunz, a violinist,
Oppenheim, cornet, and with a man named King accompanying them on
the piano. The company then sang 'When the Last of the Day is O'er'
and were followed by a solo 'Madelaine', sung by E. Price. The instrumen-
tal group then played selections from 'Lucia de Lammermoor', Merton
sang 'The Old Temeraire' and then Bunz and King played a duet from
'Maritana'. The Institute's singing class obliged next with a part-song 'We
are Beggars Struck with Blindness' after which Price returned to sing 'The
Miller's Daughter'. Merton's instrumental group had prepared yet another
selection, from 'Guy Mannering', and this was followed by an 'amateur
gentleman' who 'carried the house' with 'The Limerick Races'. The concert
concluded with a glee, 'Awake Aeolian Lyre', sung by the whole company,
after which the seats were placed back against the walls to make room
for dancing which continued on into the early hours of the morning.

The Institute sponsored singing lessons and music throughout the

'Ibid 10 Jan 1874.
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eighteen-seventies and in winter there was a debate every second Friday.
On the Fridays between, members recited or read selections of their choice
to an audience which was encouraged to offer criticism. The reading room
was stocked with periodicals and English newspapers from which people
gleaned their news of affairs at home. The library's stock of books was
slowly increased and its early librarians gave their services voluntarily —
first William Johnston and Captain Wycherlie and then the long-serving
Benjamin Ellis, whose wheelwrights' shop stood next door, and George
Buckham the postmaster. The hall itself was soon found to be too small
and about 1878 it was lengthened by eighteen feet. This addition included
another room at the back and a gallery and the hall now extended to
the public footpath.8

Merton left the district in 1881, farewelled by his old friends with a
public entertainment. They sang glees, choruses and selections from his
repertoir of the past, the brass band gave some items and Luke Hannibell
played for the dancing afterwards. It was Merton's last concert.9

With Merton gone music, which had been so dependent on his personal
enthusiasm and leadership, now had to be organised in some other way
if it was to continue to flourish. In May 1882 some of his group met in
the Borough Council Chambers and formed the Rangiora Harmonic
Society.1 John Johnston was elected president and Benjamin Ellis vice-
president and the committee was composed of L. Hunnibell, R. Ball, E.
Hammond, H. Gulliver and C. I. Jennings. Hammond, the bandmaster
of the brass band and a talented musician who sang, played the cornet
brilliantly and composed, was appointed musical director. The Society held
its first concert in August 1882 offering a programme of sacred songs, an-
thems, glees and solos. Hammond stepped down after a year or two but
the choir continued under T. G. Smith, the Ashley schoolteacher and organ-
ist and choirmaster at the Wesleyan Church.

By 1884 the Harmonic Society was in difficulty, losing Smith and its
accompanist, but then there appeared a Rangiora Choral Society which
gave its first performance under Smith's baton in May 1885.2 One can
only speculate on the connection between the two choirs; perhaps they
were one and the same. Whatever happened the programme for the Choral
Society's first concert consisted of a cantata, Roots's currently popular work
'The Haymakers'. The choir was accompanied by Miss Eleanor Smith on
the piano, Thomas Withers on the organ and R. Woods, a violinist, but
the audience was not very large. On the same night it was advertised that
the Hunnibells, W. Rowse and Miss Kitchingham, a mistress at the
Borough School were rehearsing another cantata, 'The Building of the Ship'

^Canterbury Times 15 Jun 1878.
9Ibid, 4 Jun 1881.
'Lyttelton Times 24 Feb 1882.
2Ibid 12 Sep 1885.
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which would be performed later. In 1888 the Harmonic Society was re-
formed again but by 1890 it had gone out of existence and its place was
being taken by a male glee club which was rehearsing under a man named
Wells.

Dramatic entertainment had begun with parlour charades and dramatic
readings had sometimes featured in the programmes of the Literary Insti-
tute. But the Institute Hall was unsuitable for the staging of plays and
so fully-performed works were only rarely seen before 1880. A Rangiora
Dramatic Society was formed about that year and at the same time the
members of the Institute decided to provide better stage accommodation.
The stage was thereupon remodelled and fitted with a proscenium, wings
and moveable scenery and the hall was re-opened with a performance
by the Oxford Dramatic Society on 22 February 1881.3

The Rangiora Dramatic Society was in rehersal, however, and it is on
record that it gave two plays in the Sefton Town Hall in 1882. The plays
were named 'Done on Both Sides' and 'Whitebait at Greenwich' and they
were repeated in the Institute Hall with items from the Brass Band.
C. E. Tribe, the manager of the Union Bank, was a leading figure in the
society and in 1884 the Rangiora players performed two plays, one com-
pletely written by him and the other a story which he dramatised. But
like the Harmonic Society the dramatic arts also fell victim to the difficult
'eighties and the company wound up its affairs in 1887, inexplicably only
a month or two after it had successfully presented two plays on the evening
of the celebrations to mark Queen Victoria's Golden Jubilee.

Time has shown that as one branch of the arts has begun to fade another
has gained in popularity, and so as music and drama went into eclipse
their place was taken by the Rangiora Literary and Debating Society which
was very active in the later eighteen-eighties. This society was founded
in January 1884 and its members had to be members of the Literary Insti-
tute. C. E. Tribe was its first president and it began to meet weekly for
discussions. A new factor in the town was the Rangiora High School which
opened in 1884 and whose first headmasters, the Reverend H. E. Tuckey
and T. W. Rowe, joined Tribe, Dr Gordon, the Reverend James McKellar
and the Reverend Father Hurley in the van of this intellectual revival.4

The programme for 1887 was organised by Rowe, who was secretary,
and is an example of the society's proceedings. Over the winter and spring
of that year its members attended twenty-five meetings at which there were
six debates, six essays read, four play-readings, four ordinary readings from
literature and two business meetings as well as the president's inaugural
address and reading. There were always musical items as well. Similar
programmes were held by the Mutual Improvement Society of the Wes-
leyan Church and the Social Insitute of the United Free Methodists so
3Canterbury Times 5 Mar 1881; 2 Sept 1882.
ALyttelton Times 11 Jan 1884.
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that intellectual exercises of this nature were apparently one of the main
forms of entertainment in the town about 1890. The Rangiora Literary
and Debating Society was still in existence in 1919 when Thomas Ambrose,
headmaster of the Borough School, was its president but it had undergone
several revivals.

The Literary Institute had provided the patronage and a platform for
all these activities but the hall itself was falling into disrepair. It had been
slightly damaged by fire in 1883 and Government support had ceased.
More books were needed for the library and the facilities were becoming
dated. Nor had the slump in the arts escaped the notice of its members.
In 1893 a committee of the Institute led by Edward Good organised a
big art, science, industry and curio exhibition to raise money for the hall
and to boost the town's flagging cultural societies. Only one other had
ever been held before, an industrial exhibition in 1880 which had exposed
a paucity of locals skills and craft in that its meagre displays were composed
of a pair of silver salvers, some leatherwork and a birdcage.

In June 1893 an exhibition of home-industry products, curios and art
work was mounted in the Drill Hall.5 There were also home-built models
and the Borough School pupils showed off their map-work, drawings and
paintings. A Moderate of Bennetts exhibited a model horizontal steam-
engine which he had made from bits and pieces of farm gear but the
main attractions were the working displays of electrical apparatus organised
by C. I. Jennings. There were electrical motors, vapour lights and cooking
stoves and an electric arc lamp of seven hundred candlepower. The dy-
namos were turned by George Luxton's steam traction-engine which was
parked just outside the door. The exhibition went on for two weeks with
a new entertainment every night — dramatic presentations, Christy Min-
strels, the Brass Band and choral and orchestral concerts.

The 1893 exhibition was a bright and refreshing experience but whether
it inspired any renaissance of the arts is difficult to judge. The day was
not too distant when the Institute itself was to succumb to the changing
customs of a new century. While the women of the town got their first
vote in 1893 they still could not join the Insitute in 1907. The time was
approaching, too, when a steam traction engine would be parked regularly
beside the hall to drive the electrical plant for the kinematograph shows
which were being held there with increasing frequency after 1897.
Phonograph concerts were another novelty and sport was being taken up
by more and more young people. In the decade after 1900 there was a
growing enthusiasm for adult night classes in technical, agricultural and
domestic subjects and in art and craft skills. A small group led by the
Reverend Peters advocated the building, in Rangiora, of a polytechnic
Institute like one in Bradford, Yorkshire, an ambitious fancy with only

Mbid 17 Jun; 1, 3, Jul 1893.
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one predictable result, the little two-roomed brick manual training centre
in the Borough School grounds which was opened on 3 March 1910.

By the turn of the century the Mechanics and Literary Institute was
failing to provide for the leisure hours of the townspeople. It belonged
to the nineteenth century, not the twentieth, and its committee had become
responsible for the upkeep of the hall and the only library in town, which
was closed to all but its own members. Unable to generate the finance
to keep it self-supporting the Institute's committee appealed to the Borough
Council for assistance and in return was forced to open the library and
reading room to the public. By 1899 its library was known as the Public
Library. The Borough Council finally took over the hall and library in
1921 and was soon planning their replacement with a new town hall. This
building was actually under construction when the Institute Hall was de-
stroyed by an early morning fire in August 1925.

MUSIC AND DRAMA AFTER THE INSTITUTE

The failure of the Literary Institute's cultural activities in the eighteen-
nineties was offset by the formation of choirs, orchestras and drama groups
outside its immediate sphere of influence and by the church choirs, particu-
larly the John Knox choir, which was giving occasional performances with
a small orchestra in the Drill Hall about the turn of the century. But then,
in 1906, there came to the town a musician with the enthusiasm of another
Merton but with comparatively different talents. This was George Gibbs-
Jordan, a Gloucester man who had been living in Toorak, Melbourne.
Gibbs-Jordan became the organist and choirmaster at St John Baptist and
he set himself up as a teacher of voice and pianoforte and in a music
shop on High Street. A professional musician he rescusitated the Harmonic
Society in 1907 and also formed an orchestra and, to add to this resurgence
of the arts, another dramatic society was formed in 1910. But it was all
short-lived for by the outbreak of war in 1914 each group had gone into

recess.
Before the war Gibbs-Jordan began a long stint as part-time music mas-

ter at the Rangiora High School and the school choir's performances be-
came a feature of the annual break-up ceremony in the Institute Hall.
About 1920 or 1921 he founded the Male Voice Choir which was composed
of local businessmen and flourished into the nineteen-thirties, holding con-
certs in the town and also in the country. On one occasion the choir travel-
led to a performance at, Amberley in H.. M. Hawkins's battery-driven
electric delivery van but the batteries went flat on the return journey be-
tween Sefton and Ashley. It was dark and raining hard and the choristers
had to push the van up each rise in the road and coast down the other
side to get home. Gibbs-Jordan's residence in Victoria Street became known
as the Rangiora School of Music for he, his wife and his daughters,
Winifred and Madeline, and an Oxford pupil, Miss Elizabeth Youngman,
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all taught piano, organ, singing and music theory there. Later he shifted
to a new house in High Street opposite John Knox and beside the gate
fixed a brass plate: 'G. Gibbs-Jordan Professor of Music'.

Apart from the regular male voice concerts the nineteen-twenties saw
two festivals of quality. The first was a week-long series of recitals organised
by Gibbs-Jordan to celebrate the opening of John Knox in 1922 and the
second marked the opening of the Town Hall on 27 May 1926. The High
School choir sang at the opening of the Town Hall in the afternoon while
for the evening concert Gibbs-Jordon assembled a choir of a hundred
voices and an orchestra of twenty. J. C. Hancox, the borough and county
electrical engineer and a fine violinist, led the orchestra and the accompan-
ist was Mrs C. E. Bell who accompanied the Male Voice Choir and most
of the musical groups and concerts in the town into the early nineteen-
forties. The orchestra had been formed by Gibbs-Jordon after the war and
it too performed irregularly when called upon.6

A month after the opening concert the Christchurch Amateur Operatic
Society gave a performance of 'Florodora' to a capacity house and the
Town Hall now gave a welcome boost to the town's cultural societies. The
Male Voice Choir agreed to merge with others into a municipal choir and
the Borough Council gave the venture its blessing. But the idea of a
borough choir sponsored by a benevolent council came to naught and the
men sang on alone into the nineteen-thirties.7 The church choirs now began
to hold their own combined annual choral festivals and the Brass Band
played in the hall now and again on Sunday evenings.

Most of Rangiora's outstanding musicians of this period were also church
organists. Gibbs-Jordon was organist at St John's from 1906 to 1921 when
he became organist and choirmaster at John Knox but in 1930 he returned
to Merton's organ at St John Baptist and played there until his retirement
in 1943. Two of his organ pupils, Steven Smith and Frank King, followed
him. L. P. Devlin had the Catholic Church choir for many years. Miss
Mabel Breach became organist of the Baptist Church at the age of fourteen
and played there for about sixty years. Miss Breach also taught music
and as a competent artist taught art part-time at the High School. The
Methodists likewise were faithfully served first by J. T. Withers who began
on the old United Free Methodist harmonium then played for Trinity
Church and, finally, John Knox. For the greater part of its life, from 1921
to 1978, the Trinity Church organ was played by Alec Lane, a jeweller
and son of a former Mayor and another outstanding pianist and accompan-
ist.

Among the organists at John Knox was Miss Gladys Rogers who, like
Miss Breach and Gibbs-Jordon, made music her living. More than anybody

'Ibid 28 May 1926.
7Ibid 26 Jun 1926.
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else, though, Gladys Rogers taught the arts of music, elocution, drama
and dancing to the children of the town, beginning about the end of the
First World War and continuing through to the nineteen-fifties. Her
break-up concerts in the Oddfellows Hall and the Town Hall allowed the
young to show their talents and many of them graduated from there to
the Christchurch competitions. Mrs A. E. Golding taught dancing for many
years while the sisters at the Catholic convent always had a music teacher
among their number to teach the young the violin and piano. Any boys
who learned a brass instrument between the wars may have been taught
by Heber Oates, a returned soldier who had had experience in army bands
overseas. Oates became bandmaster, conducted an orchestra and was choir-
master at the Methodist Church.

During the depression group performances of music and drama fell away
but a revival took place in 1937. An organisation called the Association
for Country Education sponsored a festival of country drama societies in
Rangiora in July of that year and in November the newly-formed Rangiora
Dramatic Society played to a full-house in the Town Hall. By 1939 the
Dramatic Society was putting on several plays a year but the war inter-
vened. Its work was maintained after 1945 by a keen band of enthusiasts
among them Betty Hughes, H. Hibbert, George and Mrs Mehrtens, Kelvin
Taylor, Noel Bell and Miss B. Ansford.

Music was also revitalised in July 1937. In that month a public meeting
held to discuss the forming of a choir and an orchestra and to plan perform-
ances brought into existence the Rangiora Musical Society. J. E. Strachan
was president and the committee was L. P. Devlin, E. D. R. Smith,
J. O. Webber, H. L. Spark and Miss Rose Horrell. Spark, a Northbrook
Road farmer and a fine bass, was the Society's first conductor and, with
Miss Horrell, was a frequent soloist with the choir of about sixty-five mem-
bers. With the assistance of Christchurch soloists and a small orchestra
which played selections the Musical Society gave its first major perform-
ance, of Haydn's 'Creation', in December 1937.

The Rangiora Musical Society survived the Second World War, returning
to the Town Hall with 'Merrie England' on 18 July 1945, and continuing
the choral tradition until musical stage shows became popular. As the war
receded other branches of the arts, never strong, grew in popularity, some
stimulated by adult education classes. An Arts group kept the public in
touch with local painting and sketching. In recent times pottery has ad-
vanced strongly while craftsmen in leather and wood have been among
a number to have produced work in different mediums.

THE RANGIORA BRASS BAND

The brass band and the drum and fife band trained by Charles Merton
in the late eighteen-sixties fell through after the schoolmaster left the
Anglican school and went to live at Melford. This did not leave Rangiora
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entirely without a band, however, for small groups of assorted instrumen-
talists always seemed to be on hand for a special occasion. Two bands
were reported to have played at the Northern Agricultural and Pastoral
Association's annual show in 1875 and in 1876 a drum and fife band and
a quadrille band were formed by a man named Sides. A string band played
at the 1876 show as did a band brought up from Christchurch by Herr
Bunz. Bunz was a prominent Christchurch musician and conductor whose
band was frequently heard in Rangiora.8

Towards the end of 1878 and only a few months after the founding
of the borough, Charles Jennings senior and George Cone canvassed the
members of the old band for their support for a Rangiora Brass Band
and it was Cone who convened a meeting of those interested in the Junction
Hotel on 22 November.9

Henry Blackett, the new mayor, took the chair and as there seemed
to be a number of youthful players about the town and a willingness by
some of the old band to join it was decided to elect a committee and
call for subscriptions for the purchase of instruments. The management
committee elected was H. Blackett, G. Cone, W. A. Burt, C. Merton, F.
Thome, W. White and E. Hammond, while C. I. Jennings became secretary.
It was decided that instruments should be purchased and that they should
belong to the committee and Hammond, a proficient player himself, offered
to teach new members for the first year free of charge. Twelve members
were enrolled immediately and eleven pounds was subscribed towards the
cost of instruments.

The instrument fund paid out sixty-two pounds nine shillings for ten
new instruments which were presented to the band on 28 January 1879
and the bandsmen began regular practises under Hammond every Tuesday
and Friday evening in the fire brigade shed behind the Road Board office.
Their first performance came along rather soon, on 6 March 1879, at the
Autumn flower show and in the winter of that year, by which time the
band had grown in number, it played at several concerts in the Institute
Hall to raise further funds.1

It played at the annual show in 1880 but the following year it was re-
ported to be in a shakey condition. Fund-raising continued throughout
1882 to buy uniforms which, it was hoped, would be worn for the 1882
show. The uniforms were made of Kaiapoi serge by W. Binsden, a local
tailor, and cost fifty-five pounds. They were first worn at the North Canter-
bury race-meeting in October 1882.2

Like other societies in the town the band had to cope with the hard
times of the late 'eighties but it stayed afloat and about 1890 was officially
8Herr Bunz, in fact, married Charles Merton's daughter Emmeline
"^Canterbury Times, 16 Nov, 30 Nov, 1878
•Ibid 25 Jan, 15 Feb, 7 Jun 1879
2Ibid 2 Sept, 21 Oct 1882
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enrolled as the band of the Rangiora volunteer rifle company. As a conse-
quence it was smartened up considerably, put into new uniforms and given
a new lease of life. It often played as the Rangiora Rifle Company Band,
as it did at the New Year's Day sports in 1893. Hammond died in 1891
after conducting the band from the very beginning and he was succeeded
by another original bandsman, Charles A. Tyler, who had deputised for
Hammond on many occasions.

The band discontinued its association with the volunteers but the build-
ing of the band rotunda in Victoria Park in 1907 gave it a fillip and its
regular open-air concerts there became very popular. The 1914-18 war,
however, brought a reduction in the band's concert performances and an
increase in its patriotic work but it kept going even with twenty-five of
its members on active service. During the war its conductor was J. Noble,
the Drum Major Deidrich Mehrtens and the Bandmaster W. Harman. At
the end of the war the conductor was G. Humphries who had been in
the band for forty years.

In the early nineteen-twenties the band went through a small crisis. By
1924 it had become known as the Rangiora Silver Band but there were
none of the original uniforms left and the bandsmen were now not entitled
to wear the old volunteer band uniforms, if indeed, they still had them.
Furthermore, there was still a debt to be paid off on the band's property
in Blackett Street. The new conductor R. G. Simpson threatened to refuse
all engagements while the bandsmen were without uniforms and so a fund-
raising programme was started to put matters right.3 By the end of the
'twenties the band was in good heart again and preparing to enter its first
contest.

This first brass band contest organised by the Canterbury Provincial
Bands Association was held at the Metropolitan Trotting Club's grounds
at Addington on 25 October 1930 and it was for B and C Grade bands.
In a surprise result the Rangiora Silver Band won both the hymn test
and the quick-step and so carried off the major honours. Its conductor
was H. T. Oates and the Drum Major W. Smith and by 1935 Rangiora
had become a B Grade band.

Like the Fire Brigade the Brass Band has always gathered round it a
nucleus of loyal members who have served it for a great part of their
lives. Humphreys, Harman and C. A. Tyler were three of these and in
more recent times Frederick Smith led a similar group of long servers with
over sixty years behind him. In a century Rangiora has never been without
its bandsmen and as a C Grade band they have given some meritorious
performances at brass band competitions. They were carolling round the
streets at Christmas in the mid-eighteen-eighties and since that time they
have led many a procession along High Street, in victory, in sadness and
in celebration.
3Lyttelton Times 24 Mar 1924

419


