RECOLLECTIONS OF THE HASTINGS GASWORKS

by Keith Garratt

In 1942, my father James (Jim) Garratt became Manager of the Hastings gasworks, which was
situated on the site in South Karamu Road now largely occupied by Kennards Self Storage. From
then until I left home in 1963, I lived with him and my mother in the manager’s house on the
gasworks property. The house was in Karamu Road opposite the site now occupied by Akina
School, and the site is now occupied by natural gas pipework.

The gasworks was my father’s life until he retired in the late 1970s, and I spent a lot of time with
him at the works, particularly as a child in the 1940s and early 1950s, when it was producing gas
from coal. I suspect that there are now few people who have firsthand knowledge of the gasworks
during that period. The following are my recollections.

I do not know exactly when the Hastings gasworks came into existence. Te Ara states that coal gas
“was provided by local authorities and private companies from the 1860s on. By 1916 there were
gasworks in 56 cities and towns.” It is safe to assume that the Hastings gasworks dated from that
period. It certainly gave every impression of being a product of Victorian times. It was originally a
branch of the Napier Gas Company, but in 1954 the Hastings Gas Company was formed and took
over the gasworks. I believe that this was in response to a move by the Napier company to close the
Hastings operation.

The most obvious feature of the gasworks was the huge gasholder (often wrongly called a
gasometer). It was around 20 metres high when full, and maybe 30 metres in diameter. Gasholders
were very simple in principle. The bottom section was a huge tank filled with water. The top
sections were upturned steel tanks that essentially floated in the water. They rose and fell
depending on the amount of gas they contained. The gas was piped in from below. The upper
sections had guides to keep them stable. Their weight provided the pressure to reticulate the gas
flow to the town through pipes, although the pressure was sometimes boosted by a steam-powered
turbine in peak hours. The height that the gasholder rose was a direct indication of the amount of
stored gas, and I can clearly remember my father looking out a side window first thing every
morning to check how production had been overnight. He took his responsibility to keep the town
supplied with gas very seriously.

A second gasholder was built some years after we arrived. This was crafted in the UK and was
assembled and welded by specialists who came from there. Also, the original gasholder was
deteriorating. A specialist team from the UK welded a whole new skin on it. Interestingly, this was
done while it was in use, full of highly inflammable gas.

The heart of the gasworks in Hastings was the retort house, where the gas was produced. This was
a large shed with two levels. On the upper level were banks of retorts, which were large D-shaped
horizontal ovens perhaps 3 metres deep, like gigantic pizza ovens. They had heavy cast iron doors.
These retorts were permanently heated to red heat by coke-fired furnaces on the lower level. In
effect, the coal was cooked to drive off the gas, which was drawn off through large vertical pipes.
Stokers worked in 8 hour shifts to keep the process going 2 hours a day. Their job was to shovel
coal into the retorts, then rake it out into barrows some hours later when the coal had given up its
gas. They would douse the hot coal with buckets of water, creating huge clouds of steam. The coal
was left as coke, some of which fuelled the furnaces below. The whole scene was like something
from the industrial revolution. With the coal dust and extreme heat, working conditions for the
stokers were awful, and would certainly not be permissible now.



The coal arrived by train, and the gasworks had its own railway siding. The coal would be
laboriously shovelled into wheelbarrows, then wheeled into a store space on one side of the retort
house.

From the retort house, the gas passed through large condensers and purifiers before being piped to
the gasholders and then reticulated throughout the town. I remember the purifiers as being large
horizontal vessels several metres square, with heavy iron or steel lids that were removed by a chain
hoist on an overhead gantry. I believe that their purpose was to remove sulphur from the gas. They
were filled with sawdust impregnated with some substance, which I think was iron oxide. The
sawdust had to be replaced periodically. Iimagine that the contaminated sawdust was
environmentally dangerous, but I do not recall where it was taken. The whole gasworks site was
black with coal dust, and I suspect that the soil would have been highly contaminated.

There was a maintenance shed and small office building on the site near Southampton Street, and an
office and retail space in King Street. In addition to the stokers, there were maintenance staff who
had the task of keeping the gasworks and the town reticulation system in order. There were also
meter readers.

In the town, the gas was used for domestic cooking and heating and in some industries. I recall that
the largest customer was the Watties factory, which used the gas for cooking and I think for
soldering cans. I can vaguely remember visiting the factory as a child with my father and seeing
huge vats with boiling cooking oil. We had gas lighting in the house until the early 1950s. I suspect
that we were one of the last houses in the country to be lit with gas.

The coal gas era in Hastings came to an end in the late 1950s, when the company purchased a
British plant that produced gas from oil. It arrived in parts, and the supplier sent out a young
engineer to supervise its assembly. I can date this exactly, as I worked on it for few weeks after
leaving Hastings Boys High School at the end of 1956 and prior to commencing my first job in
mid-January 1957.

In the 1960s, that oil gas plant was replaced by a more efficient version, which operated until it was
in turn superseded by the arrival of natural gas, I think in the late 1970s. After dedicating some 35
years of his life to ensuring the gas supply to Hastings, my father retired and he and my mother
moved to a flat in Willowpark Road.
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