Capturing Southland’s

rural heritage

T

wo minutes off the InvercargillRiverton highway, nestled in the
back streets of
Thornbury, is one of New
Zealand’s oldest vintage tractor
clubs, the Thornbury Vintage
Tractor & Implement Club,
also known as the Thornbury
Rural Heritage Centre.
Its ever-expanding
collection is
spread over
four buildings
with a mix of
agricultural
equipment and
household items.
This vast array of
rural heritage artefacts
brings together history, agriculture and education.
You can bet there’s a cracking good yarn behind
each piece and, with a club member always on site
to show you around, there’s no excuse not to learn
a thing or two.

A snapshot in time
The Thornbury Vintage Machinery Club was
started in the early 1950s. Local resident Jack
McKenzie was travelling to Queenstown when he
needed to take a comfort break just outside the
township of Athol.
While on the side of the road Jack discovered a
1914 Avery tractor about to be pushed into the
Mataura River to be used as flood protection. Jack
and a few of his mates brought the Avery back to
Thornbury to restore it.
It ignited the interest of the local Thornbury lads
and the Vintage Machinery Club was officially
formed in 1956. As no-one else in the region was
doing anything similar, the club was able to collect
a lot of rare machinery from the Otago/Southland
area during this time.
Over the decades what started as a humble club
has been transformed into something so much
more. Now proudly adopting the moniker Rural
Heritage Centre, it incorporates all aspects of
southern rural life and showcases life on the
land. Displays also include Captain John Howell,
the founder of Riverton and one of Southland’s
original farmers whose homestead was up the road
from the centre.

Club president Fraser Pearce (pictured above)
reckons it’s a snapshot of Thornbury “as it
once was”.
“It needs to be more than a collection of tractors,
it needs to have a purpose and that purpose is to
tell the Southland farming story,” he says.
“With that idea in mind we have tried to
develop different displays telling that story.
Being able to expand, we have then been
able to set up a building that tells a bit of
Thornbury’s history, about the horse era
and the very early veteran tractors and then
more modern.”
Now in his seventh term at the helm, Fraser
describes the centre as one of Southland’s bestkept heritage secrets.
“I’d like to make Southland aware that we’re
here and that we have this amazing collection.
We are only two minutes off the main
highway, it doesn’t take long to get here at all.”
The task of preserving and sharing the
agricultural history of Southland was what
appealed to club members.
“It is the importance of treasuring our
heritage. We are trying to preserve the history
of all aspects of agriculture. There is more to
agriculture than the machinery – it’s the lifestyle, how they used to do it
in our grandparents’ time.”
The biggest challenge the club faces is getting more people involved.
“History and heritage isn’t everyone’s cup of tea,” Fraser admits.
“It’s a terrifying thought to think about what is going to happen in the
future. If there is no-one to carry on the club, who is going to take care
of this place?”
He’d like to see the centre open more often, but it’s a classic catch-22.

The 1914 Avery tractor with Jack McKenzie, George
Paterson, Jack Anderson (left to right).
These gentlemen were the club’s foundation members
and each has a shed named after him.

“It’s difficult as you need more visitors to justify being open, and
when you are open only once or twice a week, you miss out on many
opportunities to connect with people driving by.”

Add it to your to-do list
The centre is a great place for all.
No group is too big or too small,
and no person is too young or old to
enjoy the heritage.
“We get playgroups coming in and
we let the kids climb the tractors
with supervision. They really
appreciate that and we want that
interaction,” Fraser says.
“The rest homes go through and
reminisce about the tractors they
used to own. Especially the likes of
the dementia patients – it brings a
lot of good memories back.”
The centre’s main point of
difference is the focus on showing
you around.
“It’s not like a normal museum
where you go and it’s up to you to
discover the information. Generally,
whoever is on duty will make a
point of showing you around.

“The information shared is passed down from member
to member, generation to generation.
This emphasises the Southland way,
trying to preserve past skills and memories.”
The centre is home to many rare and unique pieces
such as the original Avery and ‘The Little Giant’.
The Avery was imported in the early 20th century
to be used for a driving mill in Athol. It is a great
representation of the development from traction
engine to the tractor which revolutionised farming.
‘The Little Giant’ is thought to be one of only two
remaining in the world. Used to cart grain to the
railway, it was the fastest tractor of its time.
With 99% of the machinery in working condition,
open days are always an interesting time for the
public to come and witness some of New Zealand’s
rarest machinery in action.

A community achievement

Watch this space

Without the help and support of the
community, the centre would not be
the fantastic asset it is today.

The new ‘History of Southland Farming’ display is now under construction.

“We really appreciate
those who help to
fund us as we rely quite
heavily on them,”
Fraser says.
The funding helps
towards new buildings,
running the museum
and general costs.
Things do change
and communities
change. But places like
Thornbury keep small
communities alive,
united in a quest.

Starting off in the rustic theatre, visitors can watch a brief movie about
Southland, narrated by John Gordon whose dulcet tones also narrated
the iconic “A Dog’s Show” and some episodes of “Country Calendar”.
Stepping through the doors, visitors will be transported back to the
early 1800s as the first settlers arrived in Southland and had to figure
out how to make a living. Whether it be by ploughing, the use of
horses, farming and forestry, all aspects will feature.
In 2018, the club installed a rare 18-tonne 1910 Garrett stationary
steam engine. Originally used by Wright Stephenson to drive a seed
cleaning plant, it was on-sold to drive a sluice pump for gold mining
at Waimumu and then later moved to Progress Valley to power
Niagara’s sawmill.
Becoming obsolete after the introduction of new diesel technology
it sat idle until the 1970s, when it was rescued by steam
enthusiast Keith Simpson. Given a new lease on life by the
centre’s passionate crew, the engine is now used for education
and entertainment. It is hoped certification will be
obtained by the end of the year so it can be running
for future open days.
This time next year, the centre will mark
its 65th birthday milestone and plans are
under way to make the celebrations
something special for the public.

The Thornbury Rural
Heritage Centre is open every
Sunday and public holidays
from 1.30pm to 4.30pm.

