Article in “Waiwhare Wire” December 1987

| was born at Waikonini in 1914 but my father was drowned when | was two and we moved to Havelock
North where | started my schooling.

In 1922 my Mother remarried and we returned to Waikonini. My brother and sister, Peter and Gwen
Sheild, with Dick and Pat Ensor and | were taught by Miss Blake in a classroom off the verandah of the
Waiwhare cookhouse which was in the exact spot where David Ward’s house now stands. There was no
garden, just bare paddock. Miss Blake had spectacles and wore her hair in a bun. She was very strict but
a good teacher. She had been a governess devoting her life to several South Island country families and
she had already taught the two Ensor children who were at boarding school.

There was no school bus and anyway there were no other young children in the -district which then
comprised five large stations: Glenross, Mangawhare, Waiwhenua, Waikonini and Waiwhare plus the
Konini Farm. These stations were all cut up into smaller blocks after the Second World War.

We rode to school, wet or fine or blowing a gale. Never were we taken to school and in the winter it was
very miserable with the rain running off our oilskin hats, down our oilskin coats into our gumboots. The
chilblains on my feet used to itch as they warmed up in the school room which was heated by a very old-
fashioned kerosene heater designed like a big lamp on legs with a handle on top. There was no electricity
in the district until 1952.

The gales were a nightmare as our ponies were often with the station horses and. they would gallop up
and down the paddock when we tried to catch them and then they would stand snorting until they took off
again. It was easier to catch them at school because they were keen to go home and they would gallop
flat out all the way.

Barney was my Shetland pony and he had lots of tricks such as rubbing my leg along the barbed wire
fence or squashing me against the gate post or sweeping me off under the branch of a tree. He could
also open some gates which made me most unpopular when stock got mixed up.

Although we did not have many playmates, Waiwhare was an exciting place to go to school. At morning
break or lunch time there was always something happening. There were about fifteen single men on the
station and they slept in a long whare where Fred and Lorna now live, just bedrooms opening onto a long
verandah.

They all rode horses as there were no farm bikes or jeeps. The old stable, which is still standing, housed
the great teams of draught horses and the Ensor’s hacks. It was spotlessly clean but it had a nice horsey
smell as the horses stood contentedly eating their chaff or being groomed.

Horses were of prime importance as they were used for ploughing, pulling drays, wagons and sledges
with fencing materials, firewood etc. So horses were bred on the station and. the most exciting lunchtimes
for us were when the young ones were being broken in. We would watch while we ate our dried-up
sandwiches of jam or mutton which had been sitting in our saddle bags since early morning.

As there were so many horses there was a permanent blacksmith who was either making shoes or
shoeing horses or repairing farm tools or machinery. The blacksmith shop is still there standing not far
from the woolshed.

In the Autumn the oats were cut and the old chaff-cutter chugged away filling up bags of chaff for all those
horses. A lot of field mice lived in the oats and we caught them. | even took one home in my saddle bag
but it did not last long when it met my cat, poor thing.

The cook was a very important man because it was his job to feed the fifteen men and keep them happy.
Most of them went to town only once a month for a weekend and some only three or four times a year. A



hawker with a horse-drawn wagon kept them supplied with working clothes, needles and cotton, soap,
tooth paste and razor blades etc.

The food supplies came in bulk and lasted several months. The currants and. sultanas were in great, tin-
lined wooden boxes and the cook would put them in the sun on the verandah to kill the weevils which had
multiplied with time. Somehow we forgot all about that when the cook offered us a hot currant bun which
was delicious.

He also baked bread in a real baker’s oven which was in the shearers’ whare. First he made a fire in the
oven and when he decided that it was hot enough he scraped out the embers and filled up the oven with
the loaves he had been kneading and letting rise until that moment. He gave us pieces of hot bread when
it was baked and. | guess his other meals were just as good judging by the wonderful cooking smells that
wafted into the schoolroom.

At shearing time the shepherds were kept busy bringing in enormous mobs of sheep to the huge
Waiwhare shed. The Maori shearers brought all their families and stayed sometimes for weeks if it rained.
It had a holiday atmosphere and the mothers and children all seemed happy.

In the twenties, one of the stock and station firms sent out calendars with a photo of the Waiwhare wool
clip on four or five lorries on the Taihape Road not far from Sherenden.

When there was nothing else to do we went bird nesting or catching rats with a fox terrier down at the
killing shed. In the very hot weather, Mrs Ensor would take us down to Willowford in her car with a canvas
hood. It was a great picnic spot and we all learned to swim and dive there. There was an easy path down
to the pool which is now overgrown. The boys undressed behind the old water wheel which was the only
remains of the boarding house which was built on the flat near the road where the coaches changed
horses.

When | see the beautiful Waiwhare School of today | wonder how many of the present children would like
to go back to those days?

Helen Arthur



