HorowhenuaJs

DISTRICT COUNCIL

Reference Number: 2022/903

7 November 2022

email: I

Dear I

Response - Official Information Request

| refer to your request for information received on 19 October 2022. Your request has been considered under the
Local Government Official Information and Meetings Act 1987 (LGOIMA) and | provide the following information.

Information Council holds on Miranui Flaxmill Remains
Please find attached information regarding the Miranui Flaxmill remains. This represents all the information held on
file. The site was protected as a heritage site in the 1999 Horowhenua District Plan (being the Council’s first

operative District Plan).

| have also been advised that the Miranui Flaxmill remains have since been destroyed, potentially by adverse
weather, although this is unconfirmed.

You are entitled to seek an investigation and review by the Office of the Ombudsman. Information about how to
make a complaint is available at www.ombudsman.parliament.nz or free phone 0800 802 602.

Horowhenua District Council publishes responses to Local Government Official Information and Meetings Act 1987
(LGOIMA) requests that we consider to be of wider public interest, or which relate to a subject that has been widely
requested. To protect your privacy, we will not generally publish personal information about you, or information
that identifies you. We will publish the LGOIMA response along with a summary of the request on our website.
Requests and responses may be paraphrased.

If you have any queries regarding this information, please contact the LGOIMA Officer on 063660999 or email
LGOIMAOfficer@horowhenua.govt.nz

Yours sincerely

Steve McTaylor-Biggs
Executive Sponsor

Q06 366 0999 @ 06 366 0983 ) Private Bag 4002, Levin 5540 () 126 Oxford St, Levin 5510
www.horowhenua.govt.nz @enquiries@horowhenua.govt.nz
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corcctructian buarlt by the Wellington—Manawatu Fai1lway Company. The station
was  cloased 1 1380, hawever, daily commuter traine «t11] stop there when
reguired. A full conservation  plan has bheen done o Bhae buillding for MY
Fail Heritage Trust.

7o 9 alr 404873500018 b} Farmer BANE OF NEW ZEALAND
) 76 Flimmer Tece, Shannon dy 14330/42000
l}H.(o‘ 2) Pt Sec 194 DP 368
3 EX a)

h) A BNZ was opened in Shannon in 18393-3, reopening as an agency i.
1912 with full branch services beginnimg 1n 1913. This site was purchased
early in 1914. The two-storied brick building was planned tao have a
frontage of  stucca ar white stone, the former eventuating, and while the
around floor was  to be devoted to the banking business, the upper floor
was to be used as offices for the Tenuilkanui and Whitanui Flaxmilling
Companies and also to provide accommodatiocn for bank afficials. By June
1314 the foundatione had been laid. By late October, when it was almost
complete, the "Evening Standard’ of 28/10/1914 remarked that "it will be
many yeare before the remainder of Shannon comes up to the high standard

=et by the directors of the Bank, but still it is a start." The bantk
closed as @ bramch o 1S/11/1977, and operated as a receiving agency of
the lLevin branch until 2E/5/1988. It was purchased by Shamnon Buildings
s a commuriity group who hoped to retain banking facilities in  the

towr, and on 27/10/1932, a few days after the Fost Office closed, the old
BRY7 opened as  anm ANZ-Fostbank. This bank closed 16/&/1335. The upstaire
flat 1s wused as rental accommodation. This accommodation was never
intended for the bank manager as in early 1914 s house was built for the
manager in Grey St. This burnt down on 14/1/132€ and then S€ Stout St.
CHFT No.o 40618 was purchased.

To10 Al ... /500010 b)» MIRANUI FLAXMILL REMAINS

b) State Highway 57, Shannon dY fwes helow!

HzF? gﬁ tsee belowld
[ ’ e Q¥ e ¥ AR %

h) Miranuir Flaxmill wase New Zealand’s largest flawmill, tbeing 4
zeven-cstripper mill at its peak) and effectively vran between 1307 and
13936, Construction beganm  in January 13907, and it officially opened on
1671121907, Mirvranui, known as "the big mill", was operated as A. % L.

Seifert’s Flawmilling o, Ltd. between 1307 and 1327, the property being
subdivided between 1327 and 1929. Miranui Ltd. operated between 1327 and
1931 when it went into liguidation., The Gibbons family then operated it
between 1931 and 1936, with only ocne o«r two strippers coperating with a
aovernment subsidy between 1935 and 1936. The brick fence at the entrance
tc the former mill site bears the name '"MIRANUI?, Femnants of the mill
are spread now over several properties. These dincludes

(1) Located on being
Lot 1 DF 13248 EBlk XII Mt Robinsaon  SDJ. - Fart of the faormer scutching
shed, built 1907, being a large red CORRIGATED IRON SHED. Now used as a




-f.j’3'> The majority of remains,

N Torme Ld

—
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farm impliment shed, this building has recently bhad a new roof. Concrete
foundations for another large shed are behind this one. Septic tanks fraom
the workers'! accommodation also remain undevground on this praperty.

2) Located on I, -
I o't o the old
(two—-stripper) Weka Mill, which was also owned by the company, which ran
hetween 1311 and 1921, being & large white CORRIGATED IRON SHED behind the
yellow sharemilker’s house. Now used as a hayshed. Concrete foundations
for another shed are behind this ane.
however , are located on the property of

Subj to
include:

(3.1) The former WATER RESERVOIER, a miniature lake now used as a
swimming pool. The water, which can be released, is held in place by a dam
and the State Hwy 57 end. The reserviir has an upper and lower end

separated by a detericrating weir. The upper en il Now overgrown with
swamp growth. This reservoir is directly behind [VYNZ
14760/37601, Lot 1 DF 40776 Blk XII Mt FRobinson SDIJ.

(3.112 SUBWAY [Culvert No. 21/73.93]1 under State Highway S7 and the Main
Trurnk Railway, now used as a farm stock track but formerly used by the
flaxmills to get their tramline under the above road/raillway and into the
Makerua flax swampse beyond. The EAILWAY SUBWAY 1s ariginal but the road
zubway was altered in the 1340s. The present stock track will almaost
certainly be following the ald tram bed acroass the paddocks on either
side. Other former tramway beds are evident all arcund the property by the
pooy grass qrowing ability of the scil there.

(3.11ii>» The former MIEANUI MANAGER'S HOUSE, now the sharemilker’s

Tram Line and Vegetation Drain Easement

! Nuse, which dates at least ta 1306-7, but may have already been on the

&

property when purchased for the mill. Later it was the WEKA MANAGER'S
HOUSE.

(3.1v) FOTASH INCINEEATOR which 1is a sgquare concrete 'building’, ocpen
on one side, and with & brick chimney above. Overagrown by a tree in a
paddoctk about half way between the two main  driveways. This was built
©1313 at the suggesticon of Frof. Easterfield, sclentist at Victoria
University, to experiment with producing patash from dead leaves eto.

(Z.v) STRIFFING SHED REMAINS - Assorted concrete foundations from this
large shed (close to the reservair) including the engine bed which has a
graove for the fly-—-wheel.

(3.vi) A small RBRRICKE BUILDING with dJdirt floor, between the former

stripping shed and the scutching shed, which may have been the
blacksmith’'s shaop Cile. blackemith = enqgineer, not farrierl. Appears to
have had a chimr 2y at one end, €ince bricked up rvroughly. A corrigated i1van

shed with floor attached.

ES, vilil D Tiny WOODEN SHED with door but e windows, betwser brick
Building and former stripping shed.

{3.vii1) CONCRETE WATERFALL - A weilr in a creel at the back o f the
RFraoperty causing a ten foot water fall.
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4.0 MAKERUA AREA i e

4.1 &) ..../500010 b) MIRANUI FLAXMILL REMAINS -
: b) State Highway 57, 8hannon d? (see below) -

e) (see below)’ B ' : .

f) teanannss g) E R EE RN ' {

h) Miranui Flaxmill was New Zealand’s largest ' flaxmill, <(being a
seven—stripper mill at its peak): and.effectively ran between 1907 and
1936. Construction began in January 1907, and it officially opened on
16/11/71907. Miranui, known as -"the big mill", was operated as A. & L.
Beifert’'s Flaxmilling Co. Ltd. between 1907 and 1927, the property being
subdivided between 1927 and 1929. Miranui Ltd. operated  between 1927 and
1931 when it went inte liquidation. The Gibbens family then operated it
between 1931 | and ‘1936, * ‘with only one or tvwo strippers operating-with a
government subsidy between 1935. and 1936. The brick fence at the entrahce
to the foraner mill site bears the name "MIRANUI’. Remnants of the-mill
are spread now over several properties. These include: i :

i (A) The maJoriti of remainsl howeverl are located on the iiiieiti'oi

BubJ to Tram .Line and Vegetation Drain Easement on _ ‘These
include:: Ry : s - S 4 g o
(A. 1) The former WATER :RESERVOIR, .a miniature lake now used as a
swimming pool.-The water, which can be released, is held in place by a dam
and the 8tate Hwy 57 end. The reservoir has an upper and lower end

separated by a deteriorating weir. The upper end is J - with
swami irowth. Tiis riseivoii ii iiiiciii iiiﬁd tie_ M-

(AR.11) BUBWAY [Culvert No. '21/3.99] under State Highway 57 and the Main
Trunk Railway, now used as a farm stock track but formerly used by the
flaxmills to get "their tramline. under the above road/railway and into the
Makerua flax swamps beyond.-The RAILWAY SUBWAY is original but the rcad
subway was altered in the 1940s. The present stock - track will almost
certainly be following the old tram bed across the paddacks on either
side. Other former tramway beds are evident all around the property by the
poor grass growing ability of the soil there.

(R.iii) The former MIRANUI MANAGER'S HOUSE, now the sharemilker's
house, which dates at least to 1906-7, but may have already been an the
property when purchased faor the mill. Later it was the WEKA MANAGER'S
HOUSE. The house is a box villa with a hipped roof and a straight verandah
which is partly enclosed and which is not original. Other madernisaticon
has alsc been done, including aluminium windows.

(A.iv) POTASH INCINERATOR which is a square concrete ’'building’, open
on one side, and with a brick chimney above. Overgrown by a tree in a
paddock about hal f way between the twa main driveways. This was built
c1919 at the suggestion of Prof. Easterfield, scientist at Victoria
University, to experiment with producing potash from dead leaves etc.

(A.v) STRIPPING SHED REMAINS - Assorted concrete foundations from this
large shed (close tc the reserveoir) including the engine bed which has a
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groove for the fly-wheel. In summer the dry grass on the track which went
behind this building gives further evidence of its location.

(A.vi)."A small BRICK BUILDING with one wall in corrugated iron and a
dirt floor, between the former stripping shed and..the scutching shed,
which may have been the blacksmith’s shop {(ie. blacksmith =-engineer, not
farrier). Appears to have had a chimney at one end, - since bricked up
roughly. A. corrugated -iron shed with & wooden floor and double doors is
attached. The ‘pair have a sloping ’'lean-to’ type roof.

(A.vii) Tiny WOODEN SHED .(’whare') with' door . but neo windows, between
brick building and former stripping shed. . : . : :

3.1 -CAsviid) CONCRETE WATERFALL - A weir in.a creek at the back! of the
- property cauuing a ten foot water fall. [T BT e o

" (B) Located onj
- a =) e -tormer
scutching shed, being._a large red CORRUGATED IRON SHED. Now used as a
farm impliment shed, this building has .recently had a.new roof. This is
definitely not the original 1907 scutching shed as has been though. That
building was still. extant. in 1917, while this-one seems:: to . have. been
.present since at least the 1930s. As it has similar skylights to the 1907
building and both were made : from corrugated iron [verticle on the 1907
building and ‘horizontal. on this onel, it i€ speculated that the .1907
building blew down or was partially burnt down. Possibly the nearby Spall
woolshed, also red corrugated. iron, shareg a“similar origin.-’
. .Concrete foundations for -another.large : shed aré . behifd this one and no
.doubt are also.remnants of the much ‘:longe?¢ 1907 building. Septic tanks
from the workers' accommodation alsoc remain underground on this property.

¢ Located on [

(two-stripper) Weka Mill, which was alsc owned by the:.company, which ran
between 1911 and 1921, being a large white CORRUGATED 'IRON SHED behind the
yellow sharemilker!s house. The single ‘gable ':'shed has a vent protruding
from the roof and is now used as &' hayshed. Concrete . foundations for
another shed are behind this one.. '

LB
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4.0 MAKERUA AREA . s TS : ‘. Co .
B TR | : ‘. _ et 3 B

4.1 MIRANUI FLAXMILL REMAINS [Now spread...over three . propertiesl] State

Highway (57, -Makerwua. v b ST FREE : :

BIBLIQGRAPHY ..o : T . s e i Lt
+ Ayson, - Bob,’ B e ¢ (L ofrNew Zealand's By ey ‘lax
(wellington,11977). . - NTETRTS ogerd L
NZ ".Historic | Places \Irust Mannwatu Regionar Committae, Local" Hiatory
Tour:, The Manawatu Flax !Industryy: pamphlet,.. 23/11/19745 Incl. 'A Brief
History of Manawatu Flax. Industry’, by IamMatheson. ra.
ML_MLMBA_EM&.L;» photo album dated 1917 -and . ownéd by
rian'Hetheson, P.N, City Archivisety Palmerston North.:: o G '
. Alsc photos from Ian Matheson's collection =.in Vol. 3 of his ;ﬁanawatu
*Flaxmilling’ collection. . =~ g Ty leg
NEWSPAPERS: 8N =. BHANNON NENS; ES = EVENING STANDARD; TD = THEzDDMINION
The 'Shannon News', first published  mid—=1921: [1921-1930 held -.at the
'Chronitle’ office,! Levin,  contains ' many ‘references to . the Miranui
Flaxmill and:its workers. These includer .. ! I c s
. BN 117171824 3(3¥: A visit to Miranui Mill described.ln. ; e b
w-‘ES 1/9/1377: Photo!‘and introduction to Ayson?s book. CalEoeE e G
g TD i22/10/1968: A <clipping described by John :McNeile, Mt. Maunganui.
€vidently the first day of 1 publication: iof. the'Dominion in 18907 coincided
with the official opending ovainanuitFlaxmill..Afbhotographuhdd-been.taken
of the Dominion’s. delivery w~van - -at » the gate to the flaxmill tand this was
reproduced - -din. thelpnper. Ihe milli.was describ-d 1 as the largeut‘ever built
tn N.Z. t ' l\ by 1y PSS T 1. . Cokehat PRI R ’ A "
ES 8/10/1979: Latter to Editor from Jim Hargreaves, P.N., describes
flaxmilling, Seifert’s mill and Sambur.' deer atxOpiki rhthér“than Miranui
Mill. o Mo
INTERVIEW WITH F.M. 'BILL?’ GIBBONS,  PALM. :NTH, (17/2/1996)| Hlu.famxly
formerly owned the flaxmill! and ‘later’ _farmed the property.iHis b¥other,
Buster ‘Gibbons,” and sister,” Beth McNeile, :r and *families, “ibullt ' the two
houses on the WINENENENGEGGER- | vewvay. He' ‘cdn lonly remember i‘the'  present
building as the scutching shed from a period covering 50-60! years. He
saide that there was a 'hackling shed’, which combed  ‘cut the ' fibre,
situated between the stripping  shed '.and the scutching shed. This shed
per formed ithe second 'of three phases in ' the .. production . of the fibre. He
does not recall the brick shed but we wondered if this was 'the. hackling
shed, or even possiblaay St S -
INTERVIEW
(17/2/19962 ¢! ‘
to WWII and recalls the: terr

: ' Y
t of horsefeed and hay the caompany
Quiilied to‘the flaxmill. The went farming in 1943 after Mr

alme! « prior

.y

left the Army. formerly Gibbonsy was. a member: of the

ons -family which had owned the flaxmill., At first they lived in the
-former offices .of ' the .company,.whiuh had been converted to 'a 'house.
Var ious company records and photographs were still in the office when they
moved in and most were saved. These .were eventually passed 'on  to the
Palmerston ‘North Public . Library, although they have a few . photos left.
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They had preserved a range of photos which were moat indicative of what
the land had looked like. A big shed nearby was turned into a carshed.
i Later «the McNeiles built the house now . cdcupitled lby.the Yules on the
site of the old Miranui offices. Later, by which time~ tivey had . five
children, they put in the tennis court in front of the house bn-land Wwhich
had then been damp ground with rushes. The McNeiles also put ‘ih the brick
"Mivanui’ entrance-way to the property ~jand::-at one time hadian automatic
gate there as well which became annoying so was eventually - disposed of.
At the time the McNeiles- arrived, the propertly wae like  a ! junk heap.
Thn cookhouse and -various staff accommodation erid eﬂtertdtnmentvfacilleias
wvere gone. The accommodation had. been! oppositéithe office/house. -
vii iMrwcMcNelle  had no recollection of any story:relating to the. dqmise of
the original 1907 scutching:shed.. He thought the brick shed may havn been
a storage shed for bales .of fibre.s )’ BTN TR e L R A i
Buster Gibbons had lived at Opiki for a while after uoming4back friom
the wa¥ 1 hisllhousé being about 100" yards - towa¥lds ' Shannon from the: Gpiki
garage.'Thch he ‘built’ the '‘houseé which ds now owned by the' Donatds.

ND IAN MATHESON,; PALM.! NTH., mostly Jany 1996. Ian
’ : istorian’ and - :P.N. ;7:£LCity Archivist, . advises
(18/712/71995) that since: he. provided Boh:iAyson with #fhe! information that
Miranui closed down:finally in 1933,. he has'. discovered: that:' 1 or 2
:str ippers were re-opened- during .193%~8 with! a Govt. /subsidy. “Thus the mill
dn' factd cloBed:- din 4836, - The 'mmillithus operabed cas R & L. Selifert's
Flaxdressing ' Co. . Ltd.'t 1907-1927 dithe property being .subdivided 1927-91%
Miranui: Ltd.. 1927-1931. (theh « went = int'e diquidationd; :.Gibboéns family
1931-1936 [(ie. Hope Gibbon: and sons and daughtersl. ©on

EEETS LS B

- ' v 0N N

1

(A)

& 8UBJ TO TRAMLINE -&
U v - S EETLETI |

VEGETAT ION .DRAIN: EASEMENT ON _ Gy e

CURRENT CTS {2 f vy N . 28
o0 PREVIOUS CSTI N Vi 3y "i?v‘ [P KTRS AT A N I Chats, i Ay
b HPT=WGN/ZHPT-MANAWATU: "o L. . /500010A: L1 raf 30 i1 -

PHOTOSy: f7/27w?/29.ntak¢n ‘8/1/1996,1 ‘40/43, 10v/15, 10/18 10/24utaken

10/1/1 urr: oo (o PR S TRV B S ! i
The ~which': tho family bought  1inti1969, has. most of the
wemnants. of ithe aXmill. Theseé inglude:™T & .9 RN TR

(A—id' The former.water reservoiﬁyr-a ~manr-made mfniatureilaku which ‘is
now- used. as a swimming pool. This . is directlyii behind - the: property
m4 The water is held in by 'a damiat the i State . Hwy 57

.a vyear. ‘or two ago indiorder to clean 'it cut. A

wooden structure .like a small ' jetty at the water’'s. edge ' (alongside
_driveway), appears like the rone i-shown in photos taken when the
as operating. Iron pipesiprotruderin the .corner. nearest the old
stripping shed . site. Originally this resérvoir was:divided irnto two parte
by a weir ibut . this has now deteriorated. and the upper end (the scutching

coveslb s ' NI
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appeare in an early photo with two cart wheels leaning ‘agrinst: it =
CA-vilYy A tiny, wvooden,rectangular budlding; which-:ihase a'!fdesr but na
windows and which [ ferred to.as - a whare, ig - betugen thé abave
brick building and the stripping shed site. Ite origimal use:is .urkhown.
o (A=viii) A -concrete wair:is at. the back -af the property: and  was
associated with. 'thE< mills; Thig.. now faorms':an appros.“ tOlfodehﬁgh
waterfall. .., .. - T (il Sl RTINS N
¢ CA=LxD Although the bu11din . has . goney remnants .of ‘the allid stables
which stood where the _gowshed ‘now..i%, reguliarly ‘make appearances.
The large stable,.which .appaarg in early .phatos, was for . the - flaxmillts
c70 draught horses. ' .These had proved more practical ‘inuthe swdmp: lands
than the locomotive which had .bean. used fon the;ftrst fouw yaarnsw- :

(B} " OWNERY R, D, .4.4,
"PALMERSTON A P . rummere— s SRR

: 1 XENL i I8 dnoanele et T, n by ot . i o Lol _—
PREQIOUS CT1 . ll‘.,'d " P aEsi I I CLA RN ST T A T
HPET-WGAN/HPT-MANAWATU: ... ./SO0010B ‘L2 of 230 - dot it AR
PHAGTOS: 7/30 taken 9/1/1996, 10/10-—10/12 10/14 taken 9/1/199& by‘Val

Burr Gls " o, s L Bl Jooa s
‘ Th;s prnpertyw named RM:ranuiP uses: the former “matm flaxmill drivuway
which now. has . .a brigk: -entrance—uay with . Mirarmui’! printed on ity The
brick~woark wag done by Mr and. Mrs John McNeiley: Mrs McNelle beinh a:m&Ember
,of the Gibbons family who co=-owned the flaxmill'. The McNeiles used to live
' driveway,swhich 18 now obned by

R B R T PSS :

The I poroperty includes the: othar house. :-on that druveway and
formerly belonged to It iR thought
Jhis house. was buillt: An' 2 early ut I :could find ' notRing about it
on ,the Horow gtrict Council Permit Flles  -under its two most recant
DP numbere.,: w;thlnks an earliaer housé on the property was &a little
further back as there are fruilt btrees and some garden:'plants: seillﬂthEre.
Avenues of mature trees. wind around. the property.' G understands
that this was a very large house..;lts fate has not been researched, )
The large red <sorrugated: iron impliment . shed .om this - prcﬁperty ik
REFINITELY NOT, the Miranui.Scutching shed :which was built in 1907 as it
has been thought. : A: photo.cfithe 1907.. ecutching .. shed, taken'!during
construction with its roof still partly complete} appeared.dn the Auckland
Weekly News K of 10/104/1907 (page . 2}, and _ that same )building appears in
later photos of . the mill. The original bulilding was. possibly on the same
foundations, .[certainly the . main part : faced .in the samewdtrection,'buy
appears much - longerl The long bullding comprised . two. ! lengthwise
*sawtooths’, with the engine room [which vaguely resembled the): present
buildingl protruding -at. .rightangles from the State Hwy 57 éidei’ The
corrugated 1rom . on.. the..shed was verticle and & :photo.¢f ' the :inner
framework I have seen shows dwangs. The present shed has ‘the éorrupated

W IR HYSYELD g mens (P8
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iron running horizontally, while the wooden framework has ho dwahgs.

There is very good reason to helieve that the present shed was recycled
outiof -the 1907 .shed, and! built'i:on the same site/foundations.: Certainly
the skyl 1mﬁent building looks similar' to the one in the 1907
building. whose family ' owned: the flaxmill and later :farmkd
the land, says that the present building has been on the property as long
as he remembers —cat-least. 50-60 years - — - and - ‘was : unaware of a previous
‘huilding.. .Ian . Matheson’s Miranui sduvenir phato ‘aibum, prepared in 1917,
indicatew that the original building was -8till there at that time [copies
attachedl. The fate of the original shed therefore' is unknown, butla fire
or partial fire, cannot be discounted, and Ian Matheson has a feeling that
the scutching shed may have caught fire at one stage. B R o

The shed appears in sound condition and:has recenﬁly been reroofeH It
is now used as afarm - impliment shed. :» [ oia X

A large concrete shed foundation is immediately behind thxs shed and Il

thought that the :building which ''stood there blew down in a storm,

perhaps the 'Wahine’ storm. He alsc had a - feeling® m woolshed
which is cloke.by, was'also vrecycled ouﬁ of an ald sh : ite. -
- 14 Thie propevrty included.:the site of the workerst*: accommodation and the
Mndenqround septic: tanks fromnthese are'stxll there.
CorTe i by W REL SEEATL K B AT ETES T el Vi
(C) DwNERl
PALMERSTON L i il R

. Lo v )
Pl Lo A

VBV ot wm N oelate 0vh

PREVIDUS CT' sin‘d dn w biu-w &l i (P 3 H -~ v ‘
HPT+WEN/HPT-MANAWATW: ..../5000100 €3 Of 3] C ' : ;“J'”f

- PHO /16-10/17 taken 10/1/1996 By Val Burr ' = tomy
The védpertyshas at large.- WhHitdl) corrugated ' iron 'shed, 1&8cdtEd
Yy

behind . - ‘yellbw sharemilker?’s’house, whichrwag originally part of the
2-stripper. Weka Mill, and a .part rnof - the Miranui complex. It ran between
1911 &nd  1921.. It is now used a8 a . hayshed.!The concrete foundations' for
another. large.shed are;,behind this one. The shed ‘i& clearly visibleifrom
the road., It.-seems. highly lxkely that this is the! most origxnal Miranui
shed left. , St

DN , ! : I TR U :]
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V428

V428

| |

Valuation Reference ; | Computer Codes Dole of Revision Date form printed
14760 37801 T | exns change indic. 1209793 18705794
2 Special Values Nature of Improvements Occupier (within the meaning of the Rating Act)
Vi
v
Ccv e -
Address of Property/Situction Nome of District

The sequence of data here is;: Owner (if other than Occupier), Special Rating Area information (if any). Descrintion of Property.

REASONeeceewnNOotice of change of address

Computer Codes Date of Revision Date form printed

T - e 121000 ivsi%s 1470575
p es Nature of Improvements Occupier (within the meaning of the Rating Act)

200000 2 DWGS 083 0I FG

665000; RATEABLE %
" 865000

& TREES = 1800
HECTARES B Name of District 4?2
98.3971 / HOROWHENUA DISTRICT

The sequence of data here s,

t). Special Rating Area information (if any), Description of Property.
REGION: 08 MANAWATU-WANGA! dARD: 01 Kere Kere
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[East A GUIDED TOUR OF THE FCRMER FLAXMILLING DISTRICTS OF
n) OPIKI, SHANNON AND FQXTN
.
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foolpack
1 P GUIDES: Mr H,A, SEIFERT - general manager of "Mirsnui " mill, 1926,
luction President of N,Z, Flaxmillers Association, 1526-28,
by Mr W.E, HALE -~ general menager of N,Z, Woolpack & Textiles

s to Limited, 1951=-1972,
Mr I.R., MATHESON = Chairman of Manawetu Reglonal Committee

of Historic Places Trust. Cwrently compiling a history of
the Manawatu flax industry,



ews - ITPINERARY . o

1,00 pm-=DEPART PALMERSTQON NORTH. AND. PROCEED VIA -LONGBURN
I TO. OPIKI, = -~ T : =

1,20 pm - 1,50 pm OPIKI

Visit Akers' suspension bridge and site of
flaxmills., (See photograph No., 2)

1.50 pm DEPART OPIKI AND PROCEED ACROSS OPIKI PLATINS
VIA MAKERUA-RANGITANE ROAD,

This road runs through the centre of the former
Makerua Swamp, once the largest commercial flax-
growing area in New Zealand. (See photograph 1)

2.1 m - 2 m MAKERUA,

Visit site of "Miranui" mill, the largest
flaxmill ever erected in New Zealand,
(See photographs 3 and l)

i} T P
2,145 p DEPART "MIRANUI" AND PROCEED VIA SHANNCON
TO PAXTN,

Visit flax plantations at Moutoa Estate, the last
commercial flax-growing area in New Zealand,

3,39 pm - 4,30 pm FOXTON,

Enjoy afternoon tea, kindly provided by Foxton

Historical Soclety,
View photographs of flaxmilling industry.

L[..__30 pm - 5,00 pm FOQXTQON,
Visit last flaxmill in Manawatu and New Zealand,
Visit site of former mills on riverbank,
-‘Visit slite of former wharf and railway yards,
(8ee photograph 7) _

.00 pm DEPART FOXTON AND PROCEED VIA HIMATANGI
TO PAIMERSTON NCORTH.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE MANAWATU FLAX INDUSTRY by I.R, Matheson

The New Zealand flax plant, known {0 scientlsts as phormium tenax,
contains in its long sword-like leaves a strong fibre, suitable for the
menufacture of cordage and coarse textiles, In pre-European times the
Maori people made extensive use of this fibre,. extracting it from the
leaf with a mussel shell and preparing it for use by a slow end™ -
laborious process of pounding, scraping and washing,

European settlers were quick to appreciate the potentiel of
phormium fibre, but commercial development was hampered for many years
by the lack of a quick and econamic method of mechanical preparation,

.In 1867, however, an juckland enginesr invented a machine whigh extracted

the fibre by means of percussion, the flax leaves being fed between a
revolving metal drum and a fixed metal bar, Metal projections on the
surface of the drum struck the leaf at great speed and so stripped away
the non-fibrous tissue from the strands of fibre. This machine (which
became known as a "stripper ") revolutionised flaxdressing and led to
the establishment of an extensive export trade,

on the international market, however, phormium had to compets
against several high-quality fibres, the most important of which were
manila (from the philippine Islands) and sisal (from Central Amerioa
and East Africa), Unfortunately, phormium was never able to equal the
importance of these rival fibres and market prices for the New zealand
product were subject to great fluctuations according to the availability
of manila end sisal,

The first Manawatu flaxmills were established in 1869~70, when
there was a shortage of manile on the world market, This produced a
"boam " in the phormium industry and six flaxmills were soon at work
in the Foxton district, Two were powered by steam engine, two by
water wheels and two by horses walking round and round in a circle,
All these mills closed down when market prices slumped in 1873,

- The market remained depressed until 1888, when a sudden demand for
binder-twine in the y,S.A, produced a second "boom " in the phormium
industry., Flaxmills sprang up like mushrooms and by December 1889 there
were over 50 mills at work within a 10 mile radius of Foxton. However,
an increased supply of manila soon depressed the market once again and
by 1895 only 6 mills were still at work.

A third "boem " began in 1898, when the Spanish-imerican war in
the philippines resulted in a severe shortage of manila, but this time
there was no sudden slump in the market end prices remained high for

20 years, P



) - puring -this time phormium fibre established a good reputation
‘on-overseas-markets, largely due to. an improvement_in the.quality of
the fibre, This improvement resulted from the introductlon of -
compulsory grading before export and the adoption of--a scientific
~approach to the.industry. Important developments were-made in-swamp
management, mill design and mechanical efficiency, end amall one-
stripper mills were gradually replaced-by-larger-structures, containing NEW 7
several strippers under ane roof. The first of these new mills was
the seven-stripper "Miranui " ("the big mill "), established near
Shannon in 1907. This mill was the largest ever erected in New Zealand,

By the time of World war One, the industry was centred on the huge
Makerua Swamp, which lay on the east bank of the Manawatu River and
extended from ILinton in the north to Shannon in the south, This swamp
contained about 14,000 acres of flax and during the peak of its
production (1916-17) was supplying green leaf to 43 strippers situated
in 18 mills, Most of these mills owned large blocks of the swamp,

The second largest swamp in the district was the Moutoa Swamp,
situated on the north bank of the Manawatu River between the Shannaon
Bridge and Foxton. It contained about 4000 acres of flax and was the
chief source of supply for the mills of poxton, From 1903 until 1940
thi swemp was owned by the fimm of Stevens, Easton and Austin, who
sold flax on a royalty basis to the Foxton millers, prior to the
introduction of motor lorries in the 1920s, a fleet of steam launches
and punts transported the flax from the swamp to the mills, six of
which were situated on the riverbank within the Borough of Foxton,

At the conclusion of Wworld war One there was a severe slump in
the export market and during the 1520s the flaxmilling industry
declined in importance, This was partly due to the widespread damage
caused by "yellow leaf " (a virus disease in the flax), but was also
the result of increasing competition from the sisel industry of Rast
Africa, The great depression of the early 1930s brought an end to A GUIDED
the export of phormium fibre and by 1940 only one mill (in Foxton)
was atill in operation, 4

This mill continued to operate until August 1974, supplying fibre SATUR
for the manufacture of woolpacks, floorcoverings and underfelts,
These products were manufactured in the Foxton factory of N,Z, Woolpack

& Textilea Limited, a company in which the N,Z, Government has a GUIDES: Mr }
cor. olling interest, However, the high costs of phormium production T Ppre:
have resulted in the fibre being phased out of use and replasced by Mr ¥
aynthetic fibres and wool. The flax industry of Manawatu appears to Lim:
have ended forever, ur 3
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Foreword

The days have long gone since the sounds of
flaxstripping machines filled the air, and gangs of
men wielding razor sharp hooks cut flax in the
Manawatu swamps, and wagon loads of flax fibre
trundled towards the waiting railway wagons at
Foxton and Shannon.

Today, it is hard to realise that a major industry
once existed in the Manawatu which employed
hundreds of workers in flaxmills scattered throughout
the flaxbearing swamps. Occasionally one comes
across the remnants of an old mill or even the mention
of a name helps to revive the memories of the handful
of old *flaxies’ still living in the area.

Such a name is Miranui, once the largest and most
well equipped of all the flaxmills ever built for the
production of New Zealand flax. To say that you
worked at Miranui — or the big mill as the ‘““flaxies”

called it — was to be envied by all other flax workers.
It was the ultimate in flaxmill design, and as such,
bore its name proudly for nearly 30 years.

Apart from outlining the long neglected history of
the mill, this booklet also provides, through the many
photographs included, a rare opportunity to study the
flaxmilling process step by step.

It is not the intention of this booklet to provide a
detailed account of the mill, and I am aware that some
details which perhaps should have been included,
have been omitted. However, I feel it is a true account
of the mill and I hope it will convey a nostalgic
impression of the mill’s era. I am indebted to all those
who supplied photographs and gave information about
Miranui and se made this booklet possible,

B. Ayson
Shannon 1977

Sketch map showing places mentioned in the Introduction
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Introduction

Once a familiar landmark in the Manawatu district,
the Miranui flaxmill was regarded as the largest ever
built for the production of fibre from New Zealand flax
(phormium tenax). Miranui (Maori for ‘‘the big mill”
and known as such by the ‘“flaxies’) operated from
1907 to 1933 and was the first mill in New Zealand
designed specifically for large scale flax fibre
production.

Owned and operated by the A and L Seifert
Flaxdressing Company, the mill was designed to
produce 2500 tons of quality fibre from 22,000 tons of
flax leaf annually. During the mill’'s years of
production more than one million pound’s worth of
fibre was produced for world-wide marketing under
the “Nui’’ brand.

The mill was built on a 300 acre site two and a half
miles north of Shannon on the Shannon-Tokomaru
main road (now Highway 57), at Makerua. The
buildings were situated on terrace land on the eastern
side of the road overlooking the Makerua Swamp (now
the Opiki Plains). In those days the Makerua Swamp
which covered 22,000 acres was known as the ‘‘great
swamp’’ and was recognised for its high flax yield.
During the height of the flax indusiry in 1916-17 there
were 19 mills in the swamp, operating 42 flax-stripping
machines and employing more than 700 workers. The
mills dressed about 8500 tons of fibre, providing about
250,000 pound’s worth of exports each year for many
years.

“Flaxies’’ of many nationalities were drawn to
Miranui by the prospects of good working conditions
and steady employment, and numbers inereased from
150 employed at the start of production to more than
300 during the mid-1920s. The “flaxies’’ enjoyed
excellent facilities at the mill including
accommodation in comfortable bunkhouses for 15s 6d
a week plus meals. There was a dining room which
could seat 130 people, a reading room and a billiards
room with two tables. A store provided the workers
with a wide range of goods.

Miranui operated seven stripping machines in the
main building and two in a smaller building called the
Weka mill. These machines removed the outer tissue
of the flax leaf exposing the strong coarse fibre which
was used for making ropes and cordage. The stripping
shed was 205 ft long and 74 ft wide and was the largest
building on the site.

In the centre of the shed was the power house
containing two huge Tangye stuction gas engines made
in Birmingham, England, the larger of which
developed 120hp and the smaller 115hp.

In front of the stripping shed were the yards where
400 tons of flax could be stored after being transported
from the swamp. The yards were floored with wooden
planks secured to concrete pillars to raise the flax
above the ground level to protect it against flood
waters. The scutching shed stood on a hill behind the
stripping shed, and was surrounded by fields where
the fibre was taken to dry and bleach in the sun. The
building had 8000 sq ft of floor space and contained the
scutching machines and the presses for baling the

fibre. The scutching machines flailed the stripped
fibre with beaters to remove any outer tissue still
remaining, and the power to drive these machines was
supplied by two gas engines each of which developed
90 horse power.

The mill obtained its water supply mainly from two
large artificial reservoirs, the larger holding 750,000
gallons, and there was also a plentiful supply of
artesian water.

A unique feature of the mill was the 3ft gauge
tramway which ran from the mill three and a half
miles into the swamp. A small five ton steam
locomotive was bought from Bagnall and Co of
England in 1907 to haul the specially built flax
wagons. Unfortunately even this tiny machine proved
too heavy for the tracks across the swamps and it was
sold to work later on bush tramways on the Waitakere
coast near Auckland and near Raetihi in the central
North Island. Teams of horses therefore took over on
the flax tramway from 1910.

History of the Mill

The history of Miranui is linked with the history of
the New Zealand flax trade and the influence this
industry had on the prosperity and development of the
Manawatu district.

In pre-European times the Maori made
considerable use of flax, using the undressed leaves to
make baskets, mats, fishing neis and many other
items of everyday use. They obtained the fibre by
scraping the leaf with the sharp edge of a mussel shell
called the kuku. The operation of scraping is called
“haro’” and the fibre is ‘‘muka.”” The Maori
recognised about 60 varieties of flax, and the general
name for it was ‘‘harekeke’ or ‘‘korari.”

Captain Cook was greatly impressed with the
Maori’s use of the plant and on his return to England
introduced it to Europe. The early flax traders arrived
and employed Maori tribes lo strip the flax in
exchange for guns, blankets and trinkets, the price of
a musket being a ton of dressed flax — still more flax
was required to obtain lhe powder and ammunition.

A regular export trade to Australia and England
began about 1830, and with the invention of a
mechanical stripper to dress the flax, small cone-
stripper mills were erected throughout the country.
In 1831 the price of flax on the English markel was
from 18 pound to 25 pound a ton, and in one year alone
1062 tons were exported.

The flax industry faced stiff competition from other
fibres such as jute and manilla, and the availability of
these fibres greatly influenced the price of the New
Zealand product. The first big boom the New Zealand
industry enjoyed was in 1869-70 when fibre felched
prices of up to 40 pounds a ton, but a drop to 20 pounds
atonin 1873 put many flaxmiliers out of business.

The boom which preceded the building of Miranui
began in 1898, was caused by the shortage of manilla
from the Philippine Islands and lasted for ten years.
During this period there were vast improvements
made in the design of mill buildings and machinery. A
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compulsory grading system was introduced to ensure
that the finest quality of fibre was maintained and
associations were formed to look after the interests of
mill owners and the flaxworkers. In 1906 there were
240 flaxmills in New Zealand with more than 4000
workers producing about 557,000 pounds’ worth of
exports.

The first Manawatu flaxmills were built during the
first flax boom and by 1889 there were 50 mills in the
district, most of them in the Foxton area. Low prices
forced most of these mills to close and by 1895 there
were only six left. In later years the Manawatu
district produced nearly 80 per cent of the country’s
exported fibre.

When the second boom arrived in 1898, the Makerua
swamp regarded up to this time as worthless, came
under the scrutiny of speculative landbuyers. The
swamp was covered with small flax plants growing
about 30 inches high, a veritable carpet of potential
wealth.

The flax growing area extended from about two
miles north of Shannon on the western side of the
North Island Main Trunk line west to the Manawatu
~ rer. The boundary of the flax swamp followed the
...er as far north as Linton some 12 miles from
Shannon and to a point several miles from Foxton. In
all, the flax covered an area of some 14,500 acres out of
the 22,000 acre swamp. The swamp itself was part of
the 215,000 acres of land granted by the New Zealand
Government to the Wellington and Manawatu
Railway Company on completion of their railway line
from Wellington to Longburn in 1886.

By 1902 10,000 acres of the swampland around
Linton and Tokomaru in the north and along the
Manawatu river had been sold. The remaining 12,000
acres near Shannon was regarded as worthless and
unsuitable for further development as it was
considered too low for natural drainage to be effective
while pumping would have been uneconomic.

In 1902 Dr W. A. Chapple, a medical practitioner of
Wellington, paid 1000 pounds to the company for an
option over the last unsold block of the swamp. He
formed the Makerua Estate Company with Messrs
John Plimmer and Sydney Kirkaldie, also of
Wellington, and Alfred Seifert, a young flaxmiller of

‘aka on the Manawatu River between Foxton and
ouannon, The company bought 12,343 acres of
potentially flaxbearing land at two pounds 10s an acre,
a total cost of 30,857 pounds 10s. The company
courageously set about draining the land in spite of
opinions of the exports who said it could not be done,
and after thousands of pounds had been spent their
efforts were rewarded.

The draining had a beneficial effect on the spindly
flax plants and soon acres of flax growing eight feet
high and over covered the ‘‘worthless’’ land. The land
was divided into blocks and sold to flaxmillers at a
handsome profit.

In 1906 Alfred Seifert, who had observed the
operations of large textile mills overseas, conceived
the idea of building a flaxmill on a larger scale than
had ever been attempted before. His brother Louis,
also a Manawatu flaxmiller, was also interested in the
project and together they formed the A. and L. Seifert
Flaxdressing Co. This company bought the last big

flax block in the Makerua swamp from the Makerua
Estate Co, the Miranui block of 4200 acres, for 13
pounds 10s an acre, a total price of 56,700 pounds.

Alfred was only 29 years of age when he became the
managing director of the company. The other
directors were Messrs Louis Seifert, Hope Gibbons
(chairman of directors), Maurice Cohen, H. F.
Gibbons, J. P. Innes and C. J. Monro. Alfred was
assisted with the plans of the mill by the consulting
engineer Mr J. A. Merrett, and the company’s
architect was Mr L. G. West.

In January 1907 newspaper reports stated that the
construction of the largest flaxmill in the colony would
begin at Makerua. Eleven months later on Saturday
November 16, 1907, more than 150 people gathered at
the mill to witness the official opening ceremony
performed by the Hon R. McNab, Minister of Lands
and Agriculture.

At a luncheon held in the spacious dining room, Mr
Hope Gibbons presided over the speeches given by a
number of the visitors. He also read a telegram from
the Premier Sir Joseph Ward who expressed his
regret at being unable to attend, but who wished the
company every success in its enterprise. Later in the
day the visitors and press members were given a
conducted tour of the mill and the flax fields.

Soon after beginning operations the company was
faced with a fall in the price of flax fibre, and higher
running costs. But gradually the price improved and
production was increased from under 1000 tons of fibre
produced in the first years to over 2000 tons by 1911. In
1908 a mortgage of 45,000 pounds was raised from the
AMP Society, being the amount owed to the Makerua
Estate Co for the purchase of the Miranui land. This
debt was paid by 1919.

Frequent battles were waged against floodwaters
which spilled from the Manawatu River into the
swamp and over the years systematic draining of the
land continued, coupled with flood control work. A fire
in 1912 caused 350 pounds’ worth of damage to the
scutching shed and another in January 1914 destroyed
a bunkhouse.

The outbreak of war in 1914 caused a major
disruption to the mill. The stripping machines were
shut down for three months after war was declared
and the wages and salaries of mill workers were
reduced as the price of fibre dropped to only 18 pounds
a ton. However the low price was only short-lived and
the following year the price rose to 28 pounds a ton and
the year after that the company’s annual report noted
that the quantity of fibre milled was a record since the
company started.

The summer of 1917 was the driest experienced for
many years and the company lost twenty-two and a
half acres of flax in a fire which swept tk:rough parts of
the swamp. Neighbouring mills also lost heavily and it
was estimated that some 500 acres of flax were burned
that summer.

A critical period began in 1918 when a mysterious
disease appeared, which started to attack and kill the
flax. The disease first was noted in the north-west of
the flax area on the Tane mill land sited near the
present Opiki hall.

Almost immediately 200 acres of Miranui flax was
similarly stricken, the cause being a virus, which

became known as the yellow leaf disease. The virus
damaged the roots and the crown of the plant, cutting
off the supply of nutrient to the leaves causing them to
turn yellow and become shorter and narrower.
Adjacent mills were also affected with some of the
smaller ones being forced to close due to the shortage
of healthy leaf.

The worried mill owners engaged a government
scientist Dr L. Cockayne, to investigate the disease in
an effort to stop it spreading any further. But no cure
was found, although various views were expressed
regarding its cause. The most widely held opinion was
that the gradual draining of the swamp had
precipitated it. Meanwhile the yellow leaf disease
continued unchecked and half the flaxcrop in the
swamp was either destroyed or damaged.

By 1921 Miranui has lost 35 per cent of it flax and in
December of that year the two-stripper Weka mill,
also owned by the company, was closed down due to
the shortage of leaf. A cut in wages was made the
following year, as although the quality of fibre
produced at Miranui remained high, production
continued to fall.

With the closure of the Weka mill the seven
strippers at Miranui continued in operation until 1922
when these were reduced to four, then to two in 1923,
when only 1000 tons of fibre, less than half the normal
production, was achieved. Grave fears were
expressed that even these might have to stop
production and the future looked black for the
company.

“Our only hope is an abnormally high price for
fibre’ stated a dismal annual report to the directors.
The yellow leaf disease had preved so disastrous that
the leaf dropped from an average yield of 30 tons an
acre for three to four year old crops to seven or eight
tons an acre for crops five or six years old.

The company even postponed a decision to install
electric power at the mill, due to the cost of
conversion, even though it would result in a 13s a ton
saving in production. The power was supplied by the
new hydro-electric dam at Mangahao a few miles to
the south, and was available from September 1924.
The company finally made the change to electricity in
1926.

In 1919 experiments had been carried out at the mill
by a chemist Professor Easterfield, on the prospects
of manufacturing industrial alcohol by fermenting the
juices of the flax leaf. Although the project never went
beyond the experimental stages, tests indicated that
198.4 gallons of 95 per cent alcohol were daily flowing
down the Miranui drains — equal to an annual rate of
50,000 gallons. It was reasoned that if the company
could obtain 1s 6d a gallon for the liquid it could be
worth 3750 pounds a year. Alfred Seifert went to the
United States of America to purchase the necessary
equipment but instead ordered a methylated spirit
plant which was installed and operating in the mill by
1920. A small amount of paper was also manufactured
from the flax waste.

In a desperate effort to save the foundering industry
a new method of cutting flax was tried. This was the
sideleafing method, by which only the mature leaves
of the flaxplant were cut, leaving the centre ‘‘sucker’
leaf and the two supporting leaves on each side to

grow again. This resulted in an increase of 8s 6d a ton
more in production costs, but it also gave a 90 per cent
greater yield as each plant could be cut yearly instead
of every four or five years by the "*hook’’ method. The
cutting was carried out with a sharp knile and
required more men than the old method.

Much to the telief of all cancerned the sideleafing
method was held to be a success and heralded
Miranui's most productive period. In the initial stages
the overall production rate remained low, only 1511
tons being produced compared with the annual total of
2400 tons before the war. This reflected the decline in
productién rate throughout the country, which had
fallen to 12,000 tons in 1924 compared to 24,000 tons
during the boom years. But by 1925 the Miranui
strippers were operating day and night and with the
introduction of electric power the company reached
its record output in 1926 of 25344 tons of leaf milled,
which yielded 3118 tons of fibre.

To cope with the increased production an extra 100
men were employed, bringing the total number of
workers to over 300. A camp called Central Camp was
built in the swamp with a dining room to seat 50 and
with sleeping quarters for 28. During this period
money and men flowed freely through the district.
Gambling was rife and the local hotels were always
well patronised by the flaxies. The more energetic
formed sports teams and the Miranui rugby team won
a number of trophies in local competitions. The two-up
school held at the mill every fortnight on pay day
enjoyed a notorious popularity and gamblers came
from miles around to try their luck.

There are still those in the district who remember
the convoys of 50 or more workers riding their
bicycles every morning from Shannon out to the mill.
The festive occasion of the year was the Miranui Ball,
which was held in the Druids Hall at Shannon. The hall
was decorated with streamers of flax fibre, and with
flax leaf and flax bales, and no doubt a merry time
was had by all.

But unfortunately the sideleafing success was short-
lived as it was found that the continuous cutting was
adversely affecting the flax by making the leaves
grow smaller. Reluctantly the method was stopped
and production immediately plummeted to below 2000
tons. In 1923 when the yellow-leaf disease was at its
height and fears for the mill's future were being
expressed, the company grew oats, turnips and
potatoes to see if the land was suitable for such crops.
Estimates were also made as to the benefits of
converting the land to dairying and raising cattle in
the event of a total flax failure. Therefore with the
final blow of the sideleafing failure the company
reluctantly decided that flaxmilling was no longer
profitable and their only alternative was to sell the
mill and to farm the land.

In 1927, the mill, its equipment and 3105 acres of
flaxland was sold for 46 pounds an acre to a new
company, Miranui Ltd. The old company retained 1286
acres, consisting of 258 acres of highland and 1028
acres of swamp, only 242 acres of which were
flaxbearing. Miranui Ltd continued flaxdressing on a
reduced scale until the diminishing flax and the
economic depression finally forced the company to
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