Sir Peter, Canterbury Farmer, Canterbury Gentleman

Tim Jenkins, Biological Husbandry Unit, Lincoln University

Elworthy was a name I had known since my childhood when Peter was President of Federated Farmers, memorably playing an instrumental part in the move away from farm subsidies. 

The amount of work that Peter did for this country is legendary.  The amount of causes and events he was involved in, simply staggering.  I think everyone who was at his wake learnt a few more things about what he had been involved in and still the list was not exhausted, there simply wasn’t time in one day.  For his services to business and conservation he had been rewarded with the highest honours in the land and a massive human tribute at his funeral.  He will be remembered by many as someone truly great. 

Although I had visited Peter and Fiona’s home at Craigmore in 1990 it was not until 2001 that I got to know them better.  Peter was my main boss as the chairperson of the Biological Husbandry Unit at Lincoln University.  Though we both kept busy schedules (his one or two notches above mine) there was still the opportunity to learn much from Peter of the way he would run a business and live a life.  He was an inspirational leader and mentor.  He was doting of my children and encouraging of everything I did.

Peter had been involved for several decades in farm related conservation.  He had helped pioneer deer farming and more recently the possum fur industry.  He had developed an interest in sustainable agriculture and when the time was right became supportive of organic agriculture.  It might be that his presence in the organic industry added extra credibility to organics but really I think he would not have got involved in the organic industry if he had not realised that there was credibility there.  He helped the organic industry develop through his involvement with the BHU, conferences and of course his own organic farm enterprises.  He was genuine and he cared.

With the public launch of the Sustainability Council, Peter faced a barrage of vilification from some in the farming community.  He had broad shoulders but it was still an ugly performance of some of the worst of human attributes.  Peter was thought to be betraying his farming peers and the progress of business.  Yet in doing this he considered he was serving the interests of New Zealand farmers and businesses alike as he had for decades.  He didn’t expect everyone to agree.  Not everyone had agreed with him at the time of the lifting of farm subsidies and he faced some battles then.  Whether GE in NZ needs to be stalled or not, it’s just a shame the opposition this time round was so ugly that it hurt Peter. 

It was always a pleasure to see his yellow tiger moth buzz over and touch down.  Although he was the hardy Canterbury farmer and successful businessman, he was also ever the gentleman.  Sir Peter of Craigmore.  He could have rested on his laurels at any time but he never did.  A few might think that he was privileged and was simply able to use this, but he was a tireless worker involved only in things that met worthy criteria.  He was wise and clued up; he discussed things widely.  Yes, he leveraged his position and contacts in a way that not many of us could – he thought that if you’re given something good you had a duty then to give back to the community.  

If people were open to his advice he possessed a talent for empowering those people to think that they could make a difference.  It was a potent effect that probably ensured that even more good was done, with some thanks to him.  It will also mean that along with the memories and inspiration, his good work will continue.

Workshops at the BHU

We have an extra special workshop and open day series in February with great lunches provided.  

Open Day: Backyard Biological Control

How to use flowers to attract beneficial insects to control garden pests.  This includes seeing the new BHU display vegetable garden.

Dates: Thursday Feb 12, Saturday Feb 14 and Sunday Feb 15.  Meet at BHU (signposted from Lincoln University Gate 2) at 11am (10am to catch the composting workshop on Thursday and Saturday).  Gold coin donation for the biological control day ($10 per family for the composting workshop) including organic lunch provided.

Latest Composting Techniques Workshop

Dates: Thursday Feb 12, Saturday Feb 14. Meet at BHU (signposted from Lincoln University Gate 2) at 10am. (Organic lunch provided for gold coin donation). Small and large scale composting including compost and clay combinations and the Japanese style bokashi fermentations.  Effective Microorganisms (EM) will be demonstrated for use in composting and fermentations. 

No booking necessary, contact jenkint2@lincoln.ac.nz or phone 3253684 to be put on the contact list for info on upcoming BHU small farm workshops relevant from the backyard to the large farm.

