
The Matamata Estate, 1904-1959 
LAND TRANSFERS AND SUBDIVISION IN THE 

WAIKATO 

T H E M A T A M A T A E S T A T E of 4 2 , 7 3 8 acres was the eighth, and 
largest, of the South Auckland estates, established by individual 
entrepreneurs, syndicates and land companies after the Anglo-Maori 
Wars, to be settled by small selectors under the lease-in-perpetuity 
tenure introduced by the Land Act of 1892. Its history is similar to 
other Waikato estates subdivided during the Liberal era although 
it was, from its inception, rather more prosperous than most and, 
consequently, had a lower rate of forfeitures and mortgage troubles 
than the others. Sample title examinations reveal that the rate of land 
transfer not only paralleled other Lands for Settlement estates but 
also that of hundreds of similar Waikato dairying farms. Once the 
settlers had acquired the freehold, much of Matamata's unique 
character was lost and it became yet another, albeit the wealthiest, 
segment of the South Auckland dairying region. As such, however, 
it can serve as a model for wider investigations into the rate of land 
transfer and freeholding in the province and, eventually, of rural 
mortgage indebtedness. Certainly, some definite figures emerge which 
underpin and may, perhaps, even extend recent political and 
economic studies of the Waikato dairy farming community in the 
first half of the twentieth century.1 

In 1865, after the close of the Waikato War, Josiah Clifton Firth, 
an Auckland miller and entrepreneur, commenced negotiations with 
Wiremu Tamehana for the lease of nearly 6 0 , 0 0 0 acres of the ancestral 
lands of the Ngatihaua tribe.2 These lands, lying outside the con-
fiscation line, were situated between Waharoa in the north and the 
Waikato river in the south and were bounded by the Waihou river 
in the east and the foothills of the Maungakawa range in the west. 
Firth, a Yorkshire Congregationalist, was obsessed with private 
visions of 'nation making'. His philosophy was a confused and a weird 

1 See B. D. Graham, 'The Country Party Idea in New Zealand Politics, 
1901-1935', in R. M. Chapman and K. Sinclair, eds., Studies of a Small 
Democracy. Essays in Honour of Willis Aireu, Auckland, 1963. 

2 C. W. Vennell and T. McMillan, eds., The History of the Matamata Plains, 
Putaruru, 1950, p. 54. The Lands for Settlement estate was at least 25% smaller 
than Firth's 'Matamata'. A further 7826 acres of the original estate — the 
Mangawhero block — were subdivided and leased in 1907. 
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brew of imperialism, British Israelism, Christianity, social Darwinism 
and bourgeois improvement. 

But whether his intentions were developmental, speculative or a 
combination of both, Firth, although he professed friendship with 
Tamehana and the amenable sections of the Maori people, was just 
as concerned as were his more cynical Auckland colleagues to acquire 
huge Waikato properties. His membership of the Direct Purchase 
Association of 1859 and his chicanery at the Cambridge hearings of 
the Native Land Court testify to Firth's overriding determination to 
destroy Maori land ownership and to reduce the tribes to acquiescent 
beggars on the fringes of the estate. The death of Tamehana, the 
disintegration of the pa at Peria on the western margin of the hold-
ing, and a few subsequent riots by the sullen Kingite section of the 
Ngatihaua at Waharoa marked the end of organised and meaningful 
Maori life on the Matamata plains. The destruction, by fire, of Firth's 
monument to his 'friend', Tamehana, symbolised the conclusion of a 
most unsavoury era in racial relations in the Auckland Province. 

After the lands of the demoralised and leaderless tribe had passed 
through the Native Land Court under the Native Land Act of 1865, 
Firth leased the area for £500 per year and soon afterwards began 
gradually to purchase the freehold from the 'representatives' of the 
disconsolate and fragmented Ngatihaua.3 Until the late seventies, 
however, as Firth's 1874 confrontation with Te Kooti demonstrated, 
the estate was still part of the Anglo-Saxon frontier. His fortified 
concrete tower at his Turanga-o-moana headquarters was visible 
proof of Firth's fear of Maori revanche. 

Firth, a director of several Auckland business enterprises, imme-
diately set out to convert his vast landtakings from fern and swamp 
to pasture and croplands. As the chief partner of the largest flour 
mills in Auckland, Firth visualised his property as a bonanza wheat 
farm supplying his Wharf Mills with all their requirements, supplying 
stock to the Auckland market and generating capital for further 
enterprises. He made lavish use of American threshing, harvesting 
and cultivating machinery, but his wheat crops were not a great 
success as the moist climate encouraged red-rust and the shallow 
volcanic loam was soon exhausted. Lacking superphosphate, the key 
fertiliser, the estate's soil resources were soon depleted.4 Simultane-
ously, the competition of cheap, superior Canterbury wheat, trans-
ported by rail and steamer services, made bonanza wheat farming in 
the Waikato unprofitable. In the eighties the pattern of farming at 
Matamata changed, attention being focused upon pastoralism and 
cropping for winter fodder, a combination followed by all the other 

3 ibid., pp. 54-55. Weekly News, 27 July 1867, p. 6, c . l . M. P. K. Sorrenson, 
'The Maori King Movement, 1858-1885' , in Chapman and Sinclair, pp. 38-48. 

4 H. Brett, Auckland Almanac, Auckland, 1880, pp. 52-58. Brett's descrip-
tions and statistics must be used with caution. Averages cropped and stock 
numbers are often overstated. The writer is indebted to Mr R. C. J. Stone for 
this and certain other points. 
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large Waikato estates. The Thames Valley and Rotorua Railway 
Company's line traversed by 1886 almost the entire twelve-mile 
length of the estate and opened up cheap and rapid land communi-
cation with Auckland.5 This line was too late to help Firth who was 
beset by a steadily narrowing margin between his mortgage com-
mitments and his securities, and hindered by Matamata's persistent 
unprofitability. He attempted, like the Waikato Land Association, to 
save the hull by selling the superstructure. 

Such perspicacious expedients as an attempt to establish a dairy 
factory serving a dozen small settlers on fifty-acre allotments at 
Waharoa were not sufficient to avoid complete shipwreck. The dis-
astrous depression of the eighteen-eighties forced Firth into bank-
ruptcy.6 Wheat had never been profitable, the Auckland frozen meat 
trade was in its infancy and beset by difficulties, and wool and fat-
stock prices fell to ruinous levels. In common with most of his con-
temporaries who owned large Waikato estates, Firth was forced to 
surrender his title, which he did in July 1887.7 

Matamata was taken over by the mortgagee, the New Zealand 
Loan and Mercantile Agency Company, in which Firth had been 
prominent. In turn, in order to prevent its complete collapse, the 
Loan Company transferred the estate to its financial backer, the Bank 
of New Zealand. This transaction enabled the reconstruction of the 
former company to take place but drew the severe censure of the 
Committee appointed to investigate the Bank's affairs in 1888: 

T h e connection between the bank and the N e w Zealand Loan and Mer-
cantile Agency Company, by the chief and other officials of the bank 
acting for the loan company, and being interested in the working of both, 
has not, for many reasons, been advantageous to the bank, and should 
on no account be allowed to continue, as we consider the Company has 
been unduly favoured by the bank. 8 

No less than three of the six directors of the Loan Company were 
also directors of the Bank of New Zealand and a fourth, D. L. 
Murdoch, also acted as general manager for the bank. Thomas Russell, 
of Whitaker and Russell, was both an English Director of the Loan 

5 ibid., and History of Matamata Plains, pp. 57-60. 
8 With the directors of the notorious Patetere Land Company, Firth helped 

to father the railway before it was taken over by the Government. J. C. Firth, 
Nation Making, London, 1890. 

7 Firth completed the new Eight Hours Roller Mills in Quay Street, Auck-
land, in 1887, but these soon fell into the hands of the Bank of New Zealand 
who in turn disposed of them to the Northern Roller Milling Company. N.Z. 
Herald, Exhibition Number 1898, p. 54. Others who failed at the same time 
were T. and S. Morrin whose 21 ,700 acre Lockerby Estate, acquired, like 
Matamata, under the Native Lands Act of 1865, was also transferred to the 
Bank of New Zealand. Mr. Stone has suggested that urban and mining specu-
lations, rather than the capital invested in Waikato land, brought down the 
Auckland landowners. In Firth's case the depression may have made bankruptcy 
possible but it was certainly precipitated and made inevitable by his involvement 
with Matamata. History of the Matamata Plains, p. 120. 

«AJHR, 1896, 1-6, p. 5. 
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Company and solicitor to the Bank of New Zealand.9 There is no 
doubt that this limited circle saved the Loan Company by over-
valuing estates such as Matamata, thus satisfying mortgages with 
securities that had lost most of their original value.10 Firth, himself 
a director of the Loan Company until his failure, must be accounted 
responsible for continuing to hold and negotiate with a security which 
had fallen far below the registered value of the mortgage. This fact 
was concealed from the British investors. 

Unfortunately for itself, the Bank of New Zealand continued the 
same policy of overvaluation in spite of the fact that reduced export 
prices were making Waikato land almost unsaleable. The strain on 
the bank grew and the directors foresaw collapse unless the Waikato 
securities were unloaded. In 1890 the bank created the Bank of New 
Zealand Estates Company to take over all the 'Globo assets', includ-
ing the Matamata Estate, of the bank. This separation was purely 
nominal as all the shares and debentures were held by the bank.11 

The effect of this step was to allow the payment of substantial 
dividends at a time when every year saw a further deterioration in 
the true financial position of the bank. By 1896 not only had 
£4,040,799 been lost by the Bank, but even after the formation of the 
Estates Company its properties steadily depreciated in value.12 While 
the government guaranteed the issue of £2,000,000 share capital in 
1894, thus saving the bank from complete ruin, no investigation was 
made into the overvaluation of the Waikato estates. 

The true position, however, was disclosed to the government on 
31 July 1895 when the state was again forced to take action to save 
the country from the national disaster which the collapse of the bank 
would bring.13 The assets of the Estates Company were, by the 
Bank of New Zealand and Banking Act 1895, transferred to a 
specially created Assets Realisation Board. The Board was empowered 
to issue debentures for £2,734,000, bearing 3%% interest, and any 
deficiencies when the prospectus was sold were guaranteed by the 
colony to the bank.14 In 1896 the Banking Committee finally con-
sidered the position of the bank to be sound and the properties at 
true valuations.15 Thereafter, rising prices lifted land values and the 
land could be more easily and profitably sold. 

The Matamata Estate was valued at £195,178.11.4 in 1896 (land 
£147,233, livestock and implements £38,731) and supported 35,000 
sheep, 3.500 cattle, a herd of cows and several bulls. 20,000 acres 
were in pasture and the estate was divided into sixty-five huge 

9 Brett's Auckland Almanac, Auckland, 1886, pp. iv-v. 
1 0 The Banking Committee of 1896 stated that the conduct of the directors 

and executive officers of the Bank in 1888 should have been inquired into with 
a view to criminal proceedings, AJHR, 1896, 1-6, p. xiii. 

1 1 ibid., p. liv. 
1 2 ibid., p. iv. 
1 3 ibid., p. vii. 
" AJHR, 1895, 1-6, pp. i-v. 
15 AJHR, 1896, 1-6, pp. 183-4. 
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paddocks.16 As refrigeration, fertilisers and rising prices now made 
dairy farming on small farms viable, the Assets Realisation Board 
began, in 1898, to sell sections for this purpose. However, in 1902 
the Government acquired the remaining 42,738 acres by compulsory 
purchase under the Lands for Settlement Consolidation Act, 1900. 
The total price paid for the estate was £126,745 or approximately £3 
an acre.17 

The estate was subdivided into 117 farms ranging from forty-seven 
acres to the Homestead block of 984 acres, and one small grazing 
run of 2,956 acres. A certain number of urban allotments in Waharoa 
and Matamata townships were also surveyed. While the farms were 
for disposal on lease-in-perpetuity (999 years), the small grazing run 
was for a lease for a term of twenty-one years with a right of renewal 
on revaluation for further twenty-one-year periods. It was recom-
mended that the bulk of the land should be devoted to dairy farm-
ing and the hill land for depasturing sheep and cattle. Most of the 
allotments were already grassed or in crops and access roads to all 
farms had either been completed or were under construction. Some 
of the farms had a certain amount of fencing, while there were 
several houses on the property.18 As the farms had already been 
broken in, the tenant, provided he had stock, was soon able to obtain 
a living from the land. Given continued healthy export prices for 
butter, cheese and wool, and an expanding technology, new settlers 
were in an enviable position. Cheap five per cent mortgages for 
houses and improvements could readily be obtained from the State 
Advances Office and seventy-one of the original 118 settlers took 
advantage of this 1894 legislation.19 

A creamery was already working on the estate at Waharoa and 
several sites were reserved for new skimming stations. The railway 
facilitated the movement of cream to the central stations at Ngarua-
wahia and Frankton Junction where it was made into butter. By 1925 
dairy factories had been established at Matamata, Waharoa and 
Hinuera. Macadamised roads soon replaced the railway for the 
carriage of cream and home separation closed the local creameries.20 

Under the regulations no applicant could apply for more than one 
allotment although family groups could lodge individual applications 
to ensure success at the ballot. No person holding or having an 
interest in other lands over 1,000 acres in area could apply, nor could 
any person who had property of three times the land applied for if 

16 History of the Matamata Plains, pp. 128-9. The actual value of the estate 
at this stage was probably much lower. 

" AJHR, 1905, C-5, p. 4. 
1 8 Auckland Land Board, The Matamata Settlement, Wellington, 1904. 
i n Deeds Registry Office, Auckland, Register Books for Certificates of Title 

under the Land Transfer Act, 1904-1959. The writer wishes to acknowledge the 
heln of the Registrar and his staff in providing help and access to land titles 
and mortgages. These records have since been transferred to the South Auckland 
Land District office, Hamilton. 

20 New Zealand Dairyman, XXII ( 1 9 2 1 ) , 67-69. 
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under 100 acres, or twice the value if under 500 acres, or one and a 
half times if over 500 acres. A married woman could apply for up 
to 320 acres of first-class land and 1,000 acres of second-class irres-
pective of any land that her husband held or was entitled to hold. 
Several mothers used this provision to finance new farms for their 
sons.21 

Landless applicants were to have preference over those who were 
not landless and the decision of the Land Board on this matter was 
to be final. A ballot was to be taken if there were more than two 
applicants for the same section but allotments could be arranged by 
mutual consent. In the case of the Matamata Estate, almost all of 
those approved for ballot were able to obtain suitable land, if not 
the specific sections of their choice.22 

All applicants were required to reside continuously on their land 
from the date of settlement and land could not be transferred without 
the consent of the Land Board and the Minister for Lands until after 
five years from the commencement of the lease. The lessee was 
required to ring-fence his property within two years, could not crop 
more than three times in succession from the same field and had to 
leave each paddock in permanent pasture for a minimum of three 
years. The tenant had to apply not less than 1 cwt. of bonedust and 
1 cwt. of superphosphate per acre before grassing or cropping, trees 
could not be cut without an equivalent planting, and drains and 
creeks had to be kept clear. 

Rentals at five per cent of the capital value per annum varied 
according to the improvements already existing, but the average dairy 
farm rental was assessed at 3/- per acre per annum or £37.10.0 yearly 
for 249 acres. Rents for the twelve farms intended for mixed cropping 
and dry stock, ranged from as low as 3d. per acre to l/lOM. The 
rental for the small grazing run was assessed at 3d. an acre of 
£18.9.6 every half-year.23 

Fortunately, a fairly complete record exists, in the form of a 
Parliamentary Paper, of the qualifications of each candidate for land 
on the Matamata Estate.24 On 8 and 9 June 1904 each candidate for 
land appeared before the Auckland Land Board and was put through 
a searching examination by the Commissioner regarding capital, stock 
and farming experience. Those who had limited means generally 
obtained fair treatment, but they were warned that if they proved 
unable to farm and develop the land in a satisfactory manner, then 
they would have to forfeit it to those who could. It was necessary 
to have all sections in occupation to keep down noxious weeds and 
for fencing and drainage reasons. As a large number of settlers had 
ample means, the Land Board decided that 'the admission of a few 

21 The Matamata Settlement, p. 4. 
2 2 ibid. 
2-s ibid. 
2 4 AJHR, 1904, C-4, pp. 12-20. 
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poorer men would provide labour and help the settlement'.25 The 
ballot was taken on 10 June 1904 at the Sailors' Mission Hall, Auck-
land. Almost all those desiring land at Matamata obtained it — the 
number of applications equalled the number of farms for disposal — 
while most settlers who failed in a ballot were quite willing to take 
an alternative farm for which there was no competition. Of the ninety-
two original settlers whose financial resources are known, all had 
farming experience of one kind or another. Five had worked on Assets 
Realisation Board estates, while forty others had dairying experience. 
Capital resources were distributed as follows:26 

Capital Number in Category 
£50— £100 9 

£100— £200 12 
£200— £300 14 
£300— £500 18 
£500— £750 15 
£750 —£1000 7 

+ £1000 5 

Total Known 80 

12 others had 'sufficient means' 
The average amount of capital available was about £350 although 

some selectors had only £50 and a few nearly £2,000. Most settlers 
had a few cows and horses while some who had been share-milking 
or farm-labouring owned small herds and implements. All settlers, 
then, were in a position to obtain an almost immediate return from 
their properties and while many were young single men, others had 
large families which could provide plenty of cheap labour in the 
first few years. A few could even afford to pay wages to farmhands 
right from the start.27 

All in all, the estate was settled by farmers of moderate means 
and not by struggling land-hungry rural workers as some of the 
Liberals and later admirers of the Lands for Settlement scheme sub-
sequently claimed. This is to the discredit of neither the government 
nor the farmer as the whole history of land settlement in the Auck-
land Province demonstrates that 'poor men on poor land' invariably 
failed. What this scheme did accomplish was to provide suitable 
broken-in dairy-farming allotments for the sons and successful 
employees of the rising new class of 'cow-cockies'. The sensible pre-
selection of farmers, the insertion of minimum technical and capital 
demands, demonstrated both that the lessons of the pioneering days 
of the previous century had been well-learnt and that the obligations 
to the state and controls imposed by it were now integral and accept-
able parts of the rural economy. The politics and assumptions of New 

2 5 ibid., p. 6. 
2 6 ibid. (List of applicants). 
2 7 ibid. 
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Zealand land settlement had come a long way since the days of 
Russell, Vogel and Firth. 

The Thames Valley was intensively settled by people from the 
Waikato basin and older-established dairying areas. Few settlers came 
from outside the Auckland Province, but several from Canterbury 
presaged the South Island rush to the Waikato that was to take place 
ten or fifteen years later. Taranaki dairy farmers were not yet eager 
for untried country and were accumulating capital that would be 
used for land purchases in the Waikato in the following decade. The 
following are the places of origin of the first settlers:28 

Auckland and environs (probably temporary residence) 18 
Waihi, Karangahake and Ohinemuri goldfields 9 
Mangere — Franklin 4 
Cambridge — Hautapu 26 
Hamilton — Tauwhare — Ohaupo 4 
Te Aroha — Waihou 6 
Morrinsville — Kiwitahi 3 
Opotiki 2 
Thames Valley (unspecified areas) 6 
Assets Realisation Board Estate Workers, Matamata 12 

Total Auckland Province 90 

Taihape 5 
Elsewhere in North Island 3 
Canterbury 3 
Elsewhere in South Island 1 
From abroad (South Australia 2, Austria 1) 3 

Total Outside Auckland Province 15 

GRAND TOTAL 105 

By the end of 1910, forty-four of the 118 original settlers had 
transferred their properties to newcomers.29 Considering that these 
transfers required the consent of the Minister of Lands and the Land 
Board so that speculation might, theoretically, be checked, the num-
ber of first settlers who remained was not as great as could be 
expected. It is impossible to discover the reasons for most of these 
settlers leaving but six are recorded in Land Titles as having 
defaulted with their rent or mortgage payments.30 Most of the others 
can be assumed to have left their farms because of non-compliance 
with residential and improvements conditions. At the end of 1906, 
only a bare two years since settlement on the estate commenced, 

2 8 ibid., and Certificates of Title. 
2 0 Certificates of Title. 
30 ibid. 
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fifteen selectors had gone. Not unexpectedly, farmers with small 
capital resources failed more frequently than those who had more 
means for development at their disposal. Moreover, in a settlement 
of this size, several were bound to be personal failures even if prices 
for butter and cheese were satisfactory. The slight check to the 
upward trend in farm produce prices in 1908-9 merely eliminated 
settlers whose position was basically unsound. During those years of 
slight recession nineteen farm transfers were recorded. Thereafter, 
rising prices and production virtually ended forfeiture, but a new 
development was to stimulate land transfer and speculation and 
change the original human character of the estate out of all recogni-
tion. 

Although the lease-in-perpetuity tenure without periodic re-
valuation gave the settler complete security of tenure, most settlers 
on the estate favoured the adoption of the freehold tenure at the 
original valuation. At a meeting of settlers in 1905 to consider the 
matter thirty-six voted in favour of the option and only two against.31 

It was claimed that this margin fairly represented prevailing opinion 
on the estate and it can confidently be estimated that certainly no 
more than twenty per cent of the state tenants were ardent lease-
holders. Giving evidence before the Royal Commission on Land 
Tenure and Settlement, 1905, E. H. Button, who held 181 acres of 
dairying country, put forward the traditional arguments in favour of 
the freehold. He stressed the difficulty of getting private mortgages 
for development, the impossibility of speculation by rapid subdivision 
(scientific advances and rising prices making the subdivision of the 
large units practicable), the desire to end the cropping restrictions, 
the fear of revaluation (couplied with antipathy to the rising radical-
ism of the towns, several of whose political representatives were in 
favour of such a step) and the five year delay in the consent to 
transfer. R. T. Abbot, another settler, stressed the opinion that the 
increased value of the land was 'entirely the result of the exertions 
of the settlers'32 who were entitled to capitalise on the fruits of their 
labours. All spoke of the sentimental desire of settlers 'as Britishers, 
to own their own land',33 and the intrinsic sentimental values inherent 
in the freehold. But the major factor in the demand was the desire 
to capitalise on the 'unearned increment' the community had and was 
providing, and to cash in on the speculative tendencies hidden in 
the breast of most New Zealand farmers. With rapidly rising prices, 
new techniques of grassland farming, better communications, milking 
machines, motor transport, equable climatic conditions and new 
factories, the farmers on the South Auckland Lands for Settlement 
dairy farming estates became ardent supporters of the freehold and 

3 1 AJHR, C-4A. Report of Royal Commission on Land Tenure and Settlement, 
p. 984. 

32 ibid., p. 990. 
3 3 ibid., p. 984. 
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consequently of the rising rural Reform Party of W. F. Massey. 
Economic and scientific conditions made subdivision profitable and 
practicable; the estate tenants, in spite of the 'myth of the pioneer' 
that has been built up by countless rural spokesmen, were eager to 
cash in on these conditions under the guise of reaping the rewards 
of honest toil. It may be noted that where the freehold tenure con-
ferred few immediate financial benefits (e.g., large sheep runs, small 
fruit farms, etc.) the leasehold was not abandoned. 

Years 

The inherent tendency towards land speculation was accelerated 
by the granting of the freehold in 1912 and a long period of rising 
prices. Nevertheless the tremendous impact of the Great War (1914-
18) upon prices for primary produce was entirely unforeseen. This 
led to frantic gambling in dairy farming property which was only 
ended by the collapse of 1921-2. In most cases, a lease-in-perpetuity 
tenure and a small five per cent Advances to Settlers Loan were now 
replaced by the acquisition of the freehold and a series of large 
mortgages to previous owners of the properties, banks and stock and 
station agents. 

In the case of the Matamata Estate a definite correlation between 
the acquisition of the freehold, land transfers and subdivision can be 
discovered. The following tables illustrate these trends: 



THE MATAMATA ESTATE 43 

NUMBER OF FARMS FREEHOLDED 3 4 

Cumulative 
Original farms total of farms 
including sub- Original farms freeholded by 

sequent sub- freeholded year the end of Deferred 
YEAR divisions by year following years Payment 

1913 125 2 
1914 126 13 13 + 0 3 
1915 138 8 21 + 2 — 

1916 143 15 36 + 10 — 

1917 151 16 52 + 3 5 
1918 154 15 68 + 1 19 
1919 158 10 77 + 4 1 
1920 170 6 83 + 9 — 

1921 176 8 91 + 2 4 
1922 177 1 92 + — — 

1923 179 — 92 + — — 

1924 182 2 94 + 1 — 

1925 184 2 96 + 1 2 
1926 190 2 98 + 6 — 

1927 194 3 101 + 2 1 
1928 197 2 103 + 2 1 
1929 206 3 106 + 7 — 

1930 207 — 106 + — 1 
1931 226 — 106 + 18 — 

1932 226 — 106 + 1 — 

1933 228 3 109 + 2 — 

1934 231 3 112 + 4 — 

1935 233 5 117 + 1 — 

1936 234 — 117 + 2 — 

1937 237 4 121 + 2 — 

1938 237 1 122 + 0 — 

1939 239 — 122 + 2 — 

1940 241 3 125 + 0 1 
1940-45 241 1945 248 2 1940 127 + 6 2 
1945-50 263 — 1950 127 + 11 2 
1950-55 275 3 1955 130 + 3 1 

N.B. 1. By 1955 only one farm of 635 acres remained on original 
l.i.p. tenure. 

2. Less three farms deleted in 1917, 1927, 1947 for urban 
housing. 

3. Some freehold farms subsequently divided. 
The true position is somewhat obscured by the fact that many of 

Certificates of Title. 
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the farms freeholded were subsequently subdivided and several new 
allotments sold. The next table illustrates this point: 

THE FREEHOLD LAND TRANSFERS 1 9 1 3 - 1 9 2 1 3 5 

New farms sub-
divided from Transfers 

Farms newly freeholded freeholded Total farms % holdings 
YEAR freeholded farms farms transferred transferred 

1913 — — — 18 1452% 
1914 13 — — 12 9'M% 
1915 8 1 — 3 8 17 12 
1916 15 2 — 12 13 26 18% 
1917 16 1 — 4 21 33 21%% 
1918 15 1 — 2 30 35 23% 
1919 10 3 — 7 32 35 22% 
1920 6 6 — 15 46 42 24% 
1921 8 2 — 4 24 24 13»% 
TOTALS 91 16 — 47 174 242 

FARMS SOLD WITHIN TWO YEARS OF FREEHOLDING* 
YEAR Farms sold YEAR Farms 
1914 — 1922 — 

1915 5 1923 1 
1916 11 1924 1 
1917 22 1925 1 
1918 15 1926 3 
1919 20 1927 1 
1920 16 1928 1 
1921 5 1929 5 

* Includes deferred payment transfers, subdivisions and double transfers. 

In the case of the Matamata Estate, most new settlers were able 
to carry the greatly increased mortgage debt resulting from the land 
gambling of 1915-21 and further farm subdivisions by using the new 
techniques of intensive grassland farming and through receiving 
reasonable prices after the disastrous drop in 1921-2 when prices for 
butterfat fell from 2/4d. per pound to 1/2M. Between 1916 and 1920 
the percentage of transfers to total holdings had reached the unpre-
cedented figure of nearly twenty-five per cent per year, but after the 
1921 debacle the percentage declined to 6J£ per cent for 1922 and 
remained at an average of 6/2 per cent for the next eight years. It 
is noteworthy that in 1925, a year of wavering prices, transfers de-
clined to 5?2 per cent.3 6 

During the boom years speculation was boosted by assumptions 
that dried milk and Glaxo were the dairy products of the future, and 

as ibid. 
36 ibid. 
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new factories were built to process these products. The anticipated 
high prices for these products failed to materialise after the Great 
War. 

The phenomenal rate of land transfer during 1915-21 completely 
altered the character of the settlement. Most of the remaining tenants 
of the estate were usually only too pleased to freehold and subdivide 
their properties, and then sell them in spite of the popular myth 
of the pioneer' which postulated that the settler would remain on his 
holding and pass it on intact to his descendants, who would, in turn, 
continue to reside on and farm it. Barely twenty per cent of the 
original families remained on their selections in 1921 and by 1955 
the figure was a mere eight per cent. Few farmers could ever resist 
a good offer for their land and many preferred to retire to Auckland 
or Hamilton and live on the interest from their mortgages or urban 
investments. 

Another feature was the arrival of settlers from the older-estab-
lished dairying areas of Taranaki. After about 1905 Taranaki farmers 
had begun to seek land in the Waikato, but it was not until the Great 
War and after that this migration reached the Upper Thames Valley. 
As far as can be discovered from land titles, seventeen Taranaki 
farmers took up land on the estate between 1910 and 1929, although 
this number is probably too small as the origins of all newcomers is 
not known.37 

The mania for speculation during 1915-21 was encouraged by the 
activities of land agents, and, more particularly, successful operators 
with capital extracted from the sale of the family farm, who bought 
and sold rural properties with amazing rapidity. By mortgaging one 
farm they bought another and continued the process. This gambling 
depended upon a rush of new would-be farmers to the Waikato, and 
pre-supposed continually rising prices which would enable them to 
re-mortgage and sell time after time. When the crash came as it did 
in 1921-22 these gentry suffered but slightly, and the farmer, who 
had purchased his property at the height of the boom after it had 
passed through several hands in a short space of time was the one 
who had to pay huge interest bills with dwindling butterfat returns. 

Two such speculators operated within the Matamata Estate 
between 1915 and 1935. As their activities extended over other acres 
of the Waikato, the numbers of farms which passed through their 
hands must have been considerable. J. W. Finnerty purchased, mort-
gaged and sold fourteen farms in the Matamata Estate alone between 
1915 and 1929. He would purchase a farm, obtain the freehold, and 
then sell on a double mortgage. J. C. Clothier, a Matamata land 
agent, bought six farms between 1917 and 1922 which he worked for 
a short period and then sold.38 Furthermore, city businessmen, 
lawyers and retired farmers all joined in the frantic speculation in 

37 ibid. 
3 8 ibid., and personal conversation, 8 July 1959. 
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dairy farming land, but when the crash came it was usually a mort-
gagor who had gone on the property with slender cash resources 
who carried the burden. 

To illustrate the above statements, a typical farm on the estate 
(Section 103 of 262 acres) has been chosen. The original selector, 
I. H. McNair, subdivided his farm into two units in 1914 and sold 
141 acres in October of that year. In 1920, this farm was resold to 
the speculator, Finnerty, who, in turn, sold out to a farmhand, N. 
L. Delaney. By 1925, the 141 acres were encumbered with four 
mortgages as well as two sub-mortgages. Nevertheless, the freehold 
was purchased for £740.10.0 (roughly £5 an acre) in 1926 and addi-
tional mortgages raised. Capitalising on the freehold, the owner sold 
the farm in 1929 but regained the property in July 1931 on the failure 
of the mortgagor. The farm was again sold in 1933, resold in 1934 
and passed through the Court of Review under the Mortgagors and 
Lessees Rehabilitation Act 1936. Finally, in 1959, the farm was again 
sold. The 141 acres now carried three private mortgages of an aggre-
gate £5,000 or about £30 an acre. 

The remainder of the property was further subdivided into two 
small farms in 1919 at the height of the boom. One property of sixty-
three acres was sold to a speculator in 1919, resold the same year, 
and sold on default in 1920. In 1923 the process was repeated, and 
the holding was again sold and reverted to the original owner. Sold 
in 1927 and again in 1928, the farm once more was forfeited to the 
mortgagee in 1933 during the long depression. Finally disposed of 
and freeholded in 1933, the property was too small to support such 
a tremendous load of debt in a time of uncertain prices. Between 
1919 and 1944 over nine mortgages of an average life of eight years 
were registered against the title, whose freehold value in 1904 had 
been a mere £334.10.0. 

The remaining farm of fifty-seven acres was freeholded for 
£303.10.0 in 1920 and immediately sold the following month. Four 
years later the property was again sold and resold, and in 1931 it 
changed hands again. Further transfers took place in 1937, 1952, 
1953 and 1956. Thus a farm virtually unencumbered in 1914 was 
subdivided into three portions and eventually passed through the 
hands of thirty owners within the space of forty-four years becom-
ing more laden with debt at each transaction. Only the productivity 
of the farm prevented recurrent financial collapse.39 

Disaster did, however, stalk the clovered paddocks after the Great 
War. Between 1920 and 1936 thirty farmers completely failed on the 
estate and were forced to sell up and leave their holdings. Eighteen 
failed between 1922 and 1926 as a result of falling prices and static 
interest rates, but relief legislation during the depression prevented 

3 9 ibid., and personal observation. 
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a rise in failures: between 1930 and 1933 only eight farmers failed, 
although many others were in sore financial straits. Eleven took 
advantage of the adjusting legislation of 1936, and others came to 
private arrangements to reduce interest rates and principal. No doubt 
other farmers relinquished their holdings before they lost everything 
and thus salvaged some cash from the wreck.40 

Yet most farmers on the estate were in a far better position than 
other dairy farmers in the Province during the depression of the 
thirties. In spite of the boom prices for land paid during 1915-21 
(up to £100 an acre), several advantages gave eastern Waikato 
farmers a more secure financial position than most of their com-
patriots in other parts of the Auckland Province. The Report of the 
Dairy Industry Commission of 1934 disclosed that these farms not 
only produced more butterfat per acre and per cow than any other 
area in New Zealand but carried more cows to the acre at a lower 
cost than in other parts of the country.41 Most farms were capable 
of producing the 170 lbs. of butterfat per acre necessary to pay 
interest charges. Although the farms were highly capitalised, and in 
many cases over-capitalised, the benefits from improvements, the 
application of fertiliser and good stock produced a return sufficient 
in most instances to cover the increased investment. 

P. W. Smallfield has summarised the impact of research and 
technology upon this area: 

important as were the marketing and relief measures caused by the wars 
and economic crises, it is felt that the period will be remembered in farm-
ing history essentially as one when farmers first felt confident to exploit the 
full powers of fertilizers, lime, and selected strains of grasses and clovers 
in pasture development. Those were the tools which were used with con-
fidence not only on the m o r e fertile lands but also on m u c h inferior plough-
able land in the high-rainfall areas. By, as it were, building a veneer of 
fertility on these scrub land heaths the apparent paradox was created of 
pastures growing high-class milk-producing fodder being established on 
apparently-unchanged and naturally-sterile soils . 4 2 

All this was undoubtedly true. But Matamata farmers were re-
luctant to acknowledge the sources of their wealth and to draw the 
necessary political and sociological conclusions from this technological 
explosion. 

After 1931 farm transfers fell to very low levels and remained at 
a low figure of about two and-a-half per cent until 1936 when twelve 
farms were sold. Nevertheless, transfer rates never approached those 
of the boom years, and for the following two decades remained at 

4 ° ibid. 
4 1 AJHR 1934, H-30, 'Report of the Dairy Industry Commission, p. 191. 

Between 1911 and 1952 the number of milking cows in the area increased by 
over 800 per cent. 

4 2 P. W. Smallfield, 'Intensive Grassland Farming, 1920-1945' , New Zealand 
Journal of Agriculture, LXXXVI, No. 5 (May 1953) . 
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half the average rate for 1921-31.43 Land Sales controls, imposed in 
1943, effectively prevented land speculation on the scale of 1916-19, 
and with the guaranteed price system, there was greater economic 
stability after the second World War. During the fifties, land trans-
fers per annum averaged 3U% of the total number of farms on the 
estate.44 The subdivision of existing properties has slowly taken 
place, but mainly for the purpose of effecting family transfers. The 
average size of the farms is now about 150 acres, although there 
are a few sixty-acre sections and some original holdings which have 
never been cut up and which are used mainly for dry-stock farming. 

With a long period of favourable prices between 1938 and 1957, 
the capital indebtedness has been reduced but of the 281 farms only 
forty-seven are completely free from mortgage obligations. Many of 
the mortgages, however, have been reduced to very small figures or 
are family arrangements enabling the parents to retire. Some are 
undoubtedly retained for income-tax and death duty purposes. There 
were fourteen purely family mortgages in 1959 and as these usually 
cease with the death of the elders they cannot be regarded as a 
dangerous charge on the land.45 The recent imposition of heavier 
death-duties has not yet been felt in any great measure although, 
if continued, it will have long-term effects on capitalisation and 
income. To avoid these charges, ten of the farms were, before 1959, 
converted to ownership by limited liability private companies, thus 
accelerating the alienation of farm-owner from farm and reinforcing 
the rather belated notion now accepted in the district that farming 
is first and foremost a business enterprise. 

The history of land transactions on the estate as was originally 
suggested roughly corresponds to that in other Auckland Province 
dairying areas, although the natural and technological advantages of 
this area have tended to minimise the effects of reckless speculation 
and over-capitalisation. Several conclusions can be drawn from the 
evidence. The original settlers were mostly experienced farmers with 
moderate means who had the capital, sufficient land, rising prices and 
good communications necessary for success in commercial dairy 
farming. The land was ready to produce almost immediately so that 
there was no time-lag in securing cash returns. Insufficient capital, 
a certain early ignorance of suitable fertilizers, and sheer personal 
unsuitability were usually the reasons for farm failures up to and 
including the Great War. The granting of the freehold, combined 
with an unforeseen war boom in prices for primary products, better 
communications, machinery and new techniques of grassland led to 
rapid subdivision, speculation and over-capitalisation between 1915 

4 3 Certificates of Title. 
4 4 ibid. For a description of a typical 169-acre farm on the estate in 1953, 
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and 1921. Most state tenants seized this opportunity to capitalise on 
the unearned increment. The following table, excluding family trans-
fers, demonstrates that few could ever resist a good offer, and ex-
plodes the cherished local tradition of pioneering and putting down 
roots' in the district.46 

LENGTH OF RESIDENCE ON ORIGINAL HOLDINGS 
YEARS Original Families YEARS Original Families 
1 — 2 8 8 — 10 12 
2 — 3 16 10 — 15 14 
4 — 5 16 10 — 20 4 
6 — 7 16 + 2 0 15 

+ 50 17 

This endemic land gambling led to an increase in the number of 
failures and to over-capitalisation which was reflected in the dramatic 
rise of mortgage indebtedness. Nevertheless, most farmers managed 
to survive the troubled twenties and the depression by efficient 
management and the adoption of new aids to increase production. 
After the depression the rate of subdivision was relatively slow and 
almost all farms were capable of weathering considerable economic 
storms provided that the overseas political and economic framework 
upon which the whole society of the region was founded and 
developed remained reasonably intact. Moreover, the rate of land 
transfer continued at a very low level partly because of the tremen-
dous price of land in the area and partly because of the rise of 
'gentlemen farmers' who employed sharemilkers on a fifty-fifty basis 
and had little need to dispose of their equity to obtain an adequate 
income. 

Following the mortgage adjustments of the thirties, a long period 
of rising prices stabilised the unsound position of the twenties and 
most capital improvements were made out of income without further 
recourse to borrowing. Nevertheless, most properties were still en-
cumbered. In politics, the area remained one of the most consistently 
conservative regions in the country, but in 1922 and particularly in 
1935 there was a weakening of this attitude although this movement 
never attained the dimensions of the revolt that occurred in other 
dairying areas such as the Hauraki plains and North Auckland. 

It would be unwise, however, to suggest that prices, mortgages 
and speculation were the sole concern of these 'new yeomen' of the 
Matamata Plains. The settlers remained dairy farmers and, as such, 
were creatures of routine and the seasons. After the second World 
War, however, a new pattern emerged. Most owners employed share-
milkers and confined themselves to supervision and pleasure, rather 
than drudgery. But from the first, all were rival businessmen in a 
limited market essentially concerned with running their properties 

« ibid. 
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as profitable commercial enterprises. Yet sectional and regional con-
sciousness coupled with political separateness, as B. D. Graham has 
shown, never emerged in terms of a nationally significant and identi-
fiable Country Party.47 The farmers of Matamata, together with their 
fellows around Morrinsville, Hamilton and Te Awamutu were too 
close in terms of time, distance and ideology, to their dependents 
in the country-towns and to the bourgeoisie of the Auckland suburbs 
for them to be truly unique: they were part of the same New Zealand 
drive for economic security. The Model T and the telephone, electri-
city and motion pictures precluded any development of regional or 
sectional consciousness. But in this area, economic and political 
effects resulting from, to use Simkin's phrase, 'the instability of a 
dependent economy', were always of paramount concern to a rural 
society psychologically based on Calvinist work-morality and obsessed 
with the two gods of respectability and rugby. 

Most afforded lip-service to such comfortable and justifying 
agrarian tenets as the doctrine of hard work and material rewards 
and the notion that residence on the land automatically conferred 
exclusive virtues deserving of special consideration. Many of these, 
however, were shibboleths that were privately recognised as such 
and, as the evidence discloses, were usually discarded at moments 
of crisis. In any case, the New Zealand community as a whole 
usually, in Professor Parker's phrase, tended to 'support the backbone 
[or perhaps the udder] rather than concern itself with the brain'. 

Although the family farms were always regarded as mobile invest-
ments, the newcomers still subscribed to these rural virtues remaining 
sublimely unaware of any paradoxical inconsistency between behavi-
our and faith. Their lack of emotional attachment to both soil and 
region was, as the preceding analysis derived from legal transactions, 
demonstrable. Their loyalties came from a particular colonial develop-
mental tradition and British nineteenth century urban lower middle-
class values. In this context, Matamata to many of them was usually 
no more than a place of work and profit. It is significant that Firth, 
the only authentic folk-hero of the region, neither lived at Matamata 
nor succeeded in realising his big-man's dream. The myth of the 
founding father perhaps compensated for brittle attachments and the 
dichotomy between speculation and soil. 

Above all, the whole region, and, it has been argued, a substantial 
part of New Zealand, shared the same basic creed. The area was 
an economic frontier of London, one of the large 'Dairy Farms of 
the Empire' relying on cheap capital, advanced agricultural tech-
nology, skilled management and labour, and a European value-
system. The whole raison rfêtre of the district rested on the assump-
tion that the British urban market would require ever-increasing 
quantities of marginal foodstuffs produced from cow's milk. This 
tremendous act of faith was originated by Anglo-Saxon colonists 

4 7 Graham, pp. 175-98. 
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holding a series of socio-political beliefs in the family farm as the 
key unit of both production and society. 

Until recently, the wits and work of men and, more particularly, 
the exertions of technologists, disguised the very real danger to the 
bourgeois yeoman and his world. Indeed, while some historians have 
claimed that a New Zealand national consciousness first emerged 
during the depression of the thirties, it seems likely that so far as 
the substantial rural/country-town sector of the population was con-
cerned such a maturation, while perhaps latent in the young, was 
patently unacceptable until after the traumatic psychological and 
economic reassessments indued by Great Britain's decision, in August 
1961, to seek full membership of the European Economic Com-
munity.48 

The playground of the gentleman-farmer and his comfortable 
materialistic world were, for the first time since yeoman settlement, 
invaded by a disturbing feeling that a re-evaluation, which was likely 
to question the whole basis of this sixty-year old society, might 
eventuate. After 1961 things could never be the same, even although 
many farmers wished they could and most acted as indeed they 
were. The New Worlds of Asia and America, however, had begun 
to pose questions of economic change, political response and social 
adjustment. Ultimately, through their likely effect on the family farm, 
itself both a product of and an escape from the industrial revolution, 
the philosophical and economic basis of life on the Matamata plains 
might, for the first time since the nineties, be radically reassessed. 

D. B. WATEBSON 
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