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ass murder is not

your usual con-

versation at the

local cafe. It is

more the type of
topic that fills the news for §
weeks and is talked about for ™
decades. Such an instance has the
ability to leave a black mark on a
town long after the crime is com-
mitted.

Yet it appears Southland’s
biggest mass murder has simply
been forgotten.

Te Ara- the encyclopaedia of
New Zealand carries no reference
to it despite having a section on
mass murders.

The police files and property
files are long gone.

Any remaining references to
the “Invercargill Tragedy” disap-
pear after a month or so of the
murders. Like a bad dream, it is
forgotten.

*kk

With no major landmarks or
amenities, Crinan St, Invercargill,
can be easily overlooked.

What Crinan St does have, how-
ever, is a secret that shades a cor-
ner of history for the city.

But how has Invercargill’s
biggest mass murder been forgot-

ten by a nation?
20,89
James Reid Baxter is a name
virtually unknown to
Southlanders.

Before 1908 he was a wealthy
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SHARON REECE’s morbid curiosities led her to standing at the property - not necessarily
the house - where a forgotten mass murder commonly reported as “the Invercargill
Tragedy” took place in 1908 and asking: How much do you really know about

the history of your house? And more so, how much would you really want to know?

seed merchant and good friend and
neighbour to the city missionary,
Archibald McLean. Before 1908
Baxter was a prominent member
of society and a man who loved his
wife and five children.

After Wednesday, April 8, 1908,
Baxter became known as the man
who woke during the night to
butcher his entire family.

Newspapers used the poetic
licence of the times and graphic
narrative to describe the grisly
scene:

“A  GHASTLY DOMESTIC
TRAGEDY: Father and three chil-
dren dead. Mother, daughter and
baby unconscious. J Reid Baxter
attacks his sleeping family and
then blows his head off — A house
of horror,” wrote Hawke’s Bay’s
The Weekly Times.

It seemed the family had gone to
bed in the usual manner. Basil, 9,

and Roy, 4, were put into the
double bed they shared. Phyllis, 11,
shared a room with her 2 -year-old
brother Ronald. Baxter and his
wife Elizabeth had laid their new-
born, John, in his cot before going
to bed.

On Wednesday morning
McLean noticed a lack of
movement next door. He peered
through the window of the young
boys. Lying in bed, their faces
were undisturbed. It was the
pillows caked in blood and the
lifelessness of the children that
caused McLean to call police.

“I accompanied Sergeant
Mathieson into the house. We
made a hurried examination of the
two bodies in the front room and
found life extinct. In the room
behind it Roy was dead in bed and
Phyllis was on the floor alive but
unconscious. We next entered Mrs

Baxter’s bedroom. She raised her-
self and said ‘what is the matter’.
She then sank back unconscious.
The baby was also unconscious.
The door into the scullery through
which the bathroom was reached
was locked. We went outside and
looked through the bathroom win-
dow, seeing a body in the bath,”
McLean said during the coroner’s
inquest.

Baxter had wused a 30
centimetre-stove scraper to kill his
three sons and left his wife, daugh-
ter and newborn baby clinging to
life. He then half-filled his bathtub
and blew his head off with a shot-
gun, falling back into the filled
bathtub to ensure his demise.
Although the three survivors had
been expected to pull through,
each died within weeks.

Little information could be
found about Baxter prior to his

committing the crime, other than
he was a successful businessman
who had emigrated from England
to New Zealand.

Weeks before the murders he
had suffered from British cholera.
One of his employees said Baxter
had been ill for about a month and
seemed depressed.

The coroner found that Baxter
killed himself and his family while
in the grip of “impulsive insanity”.

For a few weeks after the
murders the “Invercargill
Tragedy” was mentioned in papers
throughout New Zealand and
Australia.

Once Phyllis Baxter, the last
surviving member of the family,
died on April 22 the Baxter’s lives
and deaths seemed to have been
erased from history.
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Lloyd Esler is known for many
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[nvercargill s*forgotten atrocity

things in Southland - city council-
lor, teacher, historian and the
author of books about Southland.
Esler is working on a new book
called Dead and Buried in South-
land. It is a collection of unusual
deaths, strange burials, lonely
graves and missing people. Yet he
and other local historians knew
nothing of the Baxter tragedy.
Esler could list bank robberies,
kidnappings, homicides and even
petty crimes throughout the his-

tory of Invercargill. When
questioned about Baxter he came
up empty.

The research for this story went
from Esler to one expert after
another; librarians, archivists,
museum curators and historians.
Endless hours of dredging through
online articles, books, coronial
records, property files and library
archives; speaking with anyone
willing to weigh in on the subject,
produced very little.

Many newspaper records,
police files and medical records
could not be found. It seemed as
though any information surround-
ing the topic had vanished.
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In an unmarked plot at the

Invercargill Eastern Cemetery lie
the bodies of John, Basil, Roy,
Ronald, Phyllis and Elizabeth Bax-
ter. In the same plot is the man
who raised them, cared for them
and for reasons unknown, took
their lives.

No record exists of whether
their house was demolished or still
stands, lived in by someone
unaware of the horrors it held.

In recent times Invercargill
residents have begun to embrace
the city’s history, celebrating its
heritage in all different forms. If a
city can forget one of its biggest
tragedies, what else is hidden in
the deepest corners of our
archives?

Perhaps the Weekly Times gave
the best explanation of all of Bax-
ter’s mass murder:

“Unheard, unsuspected, there
happened in a quiet Crinan Street
one of the completest and most
ghastly tragedies that have ever
occurred in New Zealand. No
motive can be reasonably
suggested, no explanation may be
justly given. Men do these things
sometimes and those who hear and
see can only shudder and wonder
and then try to forget . ..”
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elax. Enjoy the Ride.

Come instore | houseoftravel.co.nz

The Press and More FM are giving you the chance to search for
the lucky keys in the Blackwells Buried Treasure dig on Friday,
November 14 at the Canterbury A&P Show.

The Canterbury A&P Show has delighted visitors — young and old — every
year since it began in 1863. With thousands of impressive, rare and cute

animals, plenty of retail therapy, the biggest equestrian event in the South
Island and fast-paced woodchopping and shearing action throughout the
day, there’s a heady mix of things to see and do.

a Holden Trax LTZ for a year from
Blackwells at the A&P Show!

Go to www.press.co.nz/win to win a spot in the
Blackwells Buried Treasure dig and enter today’s keyword:

For more information about the show visit www.theshow.co.nz.
A family pass to the A&P Show on Friday, November 14 will be given to each person per keyword who wins the
opportunity to search for the winning keys. There is also one family pass to the A&P Show on Friday, November 14 to

be won per keyword. Visit www.press.co.nz/win for full terms and conditions.

14 doys Fully Escorted from Christchurch
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DEPARTS: 18 April 15 RETURNS: 01 May 15

INCLUDES: Return economy flights from Christchurch, 13 nights share
twin accommodation, 11 breakfasts, 7 lunches, 8 dinners, unique
culinary experiences, sightseeing, local English speaking guides.

HIGHLIGHTS: Singapore * Hanoi * Halong Bay * Hue* Hoi An -«
Ho Chi Minh « Mekong Delta

The Travel Club with Avenues and House of Travel invite
you fo join celebrity chef Jax Hamilton and Avenues
Editor Yvonne Martin on this fully escorted trip of a
lifetime o Vietnam! Over 14 days discover the diversity,
incredible cuisine, dramatic history and natural
beauty of this wonderful country with Jax and Yvonne.
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Addington 339 3440 | Barrington 331 7182 | Ferrymead 376 4022 | Hornby 344 3070 | Merivale 355 2200 | Northlands 352 4578 | Riccarton 341 3900 | Shirley 385 0710 | Upper Riccarton 343 0869 | On Victoria 365 7687 | Rangiora 313 0288

CONDITIONS: Valid for new bookings only from 08 Sep 14 until sold out for travel as specified ® Amendment, cancellation and credit card fees apply e Further terms and conditions apply. For more information see instore.



