
 

  Coach House 
  Chronicle 
    in association with   

 

Feilding & Districts Community Archive 
A collection of interesting items for friends and supporters of  ‘The Coach House’ 

 

Volume 8 
Issue 20 

Sept 
2020 

Saddlers 
 
Both blacksmiths and saddlers held an 
important place in the community during 
the days of horse-drawn vehicles. But 
saddlery includes far more than making 
saddles, horse collars and harness, for 
all leather goods other than footwear 
came within the saddler’s job, and leath-
er was used for a wide variety of purpos-
es. 

The traveler’s trunks, bags and hat box-
es, rider’s leggings, which were very nec-

essary in scrub country; the surveyor’s 
instrument cases; the doctor’s medicine 
bag, bellows for the blacksmith and for 
the home fireside, belts and straps of all 
kinds; dog collars, leather bottles, gloves 
and tradesmen’s aprons are only a se-
lection of the range of articles the saddler 
could be called upon to make or repair. 

When making saddles and horse collars, 
a good fit was essential. The final shape 
of a horse collar was determined by the 
wale, a leather tube, about two inches in 
diameter, which was soaked in water and 

to be taken to ensure that water did not soak into the finished walls, but a wide roof 
overhang and several coatings of lime wash would give sufficient protection from the 
rain. To prevent dampness seeping into the walls from the ground, they were usually 
built on stone foundations. After drying, the walls would be trimmed and the next lay-
er built, with lintels for later openings such as doors and windows. The windows 
were deep-set. The thick walls provided excellent mass which was easy to keep 
warm in the winter and cool in the summer. The free-form walls were trimmed with a 
hay knife and finished with a clay plaster. 

The walls were capped with a pole frame, usually of beech, then the roof was 
thatched with tussock. Later the tussock may have been replaced with shingles or 
corrugated iron. The ground floor was of rammed earth, and if there was an upper 
floor it was made of pit sawn, adze-dressed wood. The cob cottages were fireproof 
and resistant to earthquakes, and although they used low-cost materials, they were 
very labour intensive to build. Some cottages later served as farm cottages, shear-
er’s quarters, a school, storerooms, and hay sheds. 

Examples of restored cob cottages can still be seen in many places in New Zealand. 

Excerpts from: ‘The Pioneer Craftsman of New Zealand’. by G L Pearce, 1982 
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William Jackson  Saddler, among some of his craft, 1920s. 

Cobb Cottage at Mahana, Nelson region 



 

while still damp was stuffed firmly with 
straw. When it was packed evenly and 
tightly it was curved to the desired 
shape by beating it with a mallet on a 
shaping block, then left to dry out. The 
body of the collar was made of strong 
cloth, filled with straw, and sewn to the 
barge, a flap of leather left projecting 
when the wale was stitched together. 
Finally, the collar facing was cut out of 
leather and was soaked, then stretched 
over the body of the collar and sewn to 
the wale. Once it was dried the outer 
surface of the collar was perfectly 
smooth. 

Many types of collar were made; light-
weight close-fitting ones for hilly work; 
heavier collars for heavy horses that 
were used for ploughing; light collars for 
horses pulling light carts. 

Sewing the leather together was hard 
work and the saddler used a stout 
curved needle. Leather thong was used 
for sewing and as each stitch was made 
it was beaten down firmly with a light 
mallet. All the metal parts needed for a 
collar, saddle, bridle, or harness; chains, 
buckles, bits, hames, and stirrups, were 
supplied by the blacksmith. 

The tools of the saddler reflected the 
type of work he undertook. Various 
knives were used; one with a semi-
circular blade was used for cutting or 
slicing. The smoothing tool was like a 
spokeshave and to bevel an edge with-
out damaging the leather it had an up-
right guard at each end of the blade. 
Various hollow punches and a hammer 
were used to cut holes. For marking 
leather, the saddler used a crease, a 
tool with a handle that fitted into his 
palm and it had a small blunt blade. If 
the crease was heated it left a more per-
manent mark. Straps were cut to a uni-
form width with a knife set in an adjusta-
ble gauge.  

Some coaches were sturdy vehicles and 
their springs were suspended with thor-
oughbraces, broad straps, with up to 
eight thicknesses of leather. Saddlers 
made and repaired leather upholstery. 

The work of the saddler declined when 
motor vehicles and tractors were intro-
duced, but the coach and horse riding 
retained its popularity in New Zealand. 
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Excerpts from: ‘The Pioneer Craftsmen 
of New Zealand’, G L Pearce 1983 

drivers had no trouble choosing suitable 
steers for working bullocks. Most farmers 
milked only enough cows for milk and but-
ter for their families and the rest of their 
cows ran with steer calves being allowed 
to become three or four years old before 
they joined mobs of cattle destined for the 
beef market. Well known drivers would 
allow bushmen to pick suitable steers for 
their teams. 

A typical beast was one with good bone 
formation, a low set body with heavy neck 
and shoulders and four years old. Good 
horns were prized for appearance sake but 
were not essential. Most steers had not 
been handled and a good horse and two 
dogs were necessary to get the steers into 
the yards. 

An outlaw steer had to be yarded with bro-
ken bullocks to begin its training. It was 
tied by its horns and securely pulled up to 
a good, sound post, close enough to clear 
the post when he threw himself down. 
When the steer settled, his bell was stuffed 
with grass to prevent it ringing and was put 
securely around the bullock’s neck. After 
making sure no one was in the yard, the 
yard rails were opened, the driver released 
the strong rope from its post, and the steer 
plunged to freedom and escaped into the 
bush. Soon the stuffed grass fell from the 

bell, and you can imagine what happened. 
Then one day the new bell could be heard 
ringing with the other bells. The steer had 
passed the first stage of becoming a work-
ing bullock. 

When steers were yoked for the first time 
their tails were plaited together, with string 
in the plait, so they could not pull apart and 
turn the yoke over. As it was some time 
before they were able to hold weight, they 
were placed near the front of the team until 
they learned to ‘hold’. Freshly broken 
steers were better out of the team on a 
bush road as they were just a nuisance 
before they could take a heavy load. By 
putting them in the wagon team they could 
keep going and soon learned to pull. 

When unyoking, the new commers to the 
team were let go first and during the pro-
cess were held in place by the bullocks 
before and behind them. A lively pair would 
be let go simultaneously, so the yoke could 
be released from both steers at the same 
time. Lively steers were more alert, moved 
more quickly and very often made good 
leaders. 

Excerpts from: writings by Albert E Dennis, 
one of the last bullock drivers in the Rod-
ney County, NZ. 

With thanks to Peter Olsen. 

Bullock Teams 
A bullock team is just that – 
several broken in and 
trained animals, working 
together as an efficient unit. 
Each animal is yoked to its 
mate and has its special 
place for its special job. In-
telligent, obedient, and ex-
perienced animals are the 
leaders, and heavy, steady 
pullers, called polers, are 
last in line. Between the 
leaders and the polers new-
ly broken or lighter animals 
can be placed and con-
trolled. 

In the early 1900s bullock 

Building Cob Cottages 

In the middle to late 1800s, 
early settlers often had to build 
their own homes and used 
forms of construction that 
were familiar to them from 
their homeland. They often 
utilized earth, clay, straw, or 
grass, chopped tussock or 
horse manure.  They used 
these mixtures because of the 
lack of suitable, accessible 
timber. Cob was made by mix-
ing some of the ingredients 
with water to dampen it and horses were 
used to trample it together. 

They built up layers to make walls that 
were generally about 24 inches thick, and 
gradually narrowed upwards to nine inches  

in width. The construction would progress 
according to the time required for the previ-
ous walls to dry. Providing the walls were 
well consolidated by ramming, these cot-
tages were remarkably durable.  Care had 

Cob Cottage at Molesworth Station. 

A bullock team working in the mud in the bush. 


