
William Soltau Davidson: 

A PIONEER OF NEW ZEALAND ESTATE 
MANAGEMENT 

BY THE END of the 1860s, British investors had recognized that New 
Zealand deserved their attention. In letters and reports written home 
nothing made more attractive reading than the information about the 
pastoral and agricultural land so plentifully available, particularly in 
the South Island. The point that attracted the potential investor was 
that the New Zealand pastures compared favourably with the known 
pastureland of Victoria and New South Wales.1 

Numerous investors with moderate to sizable amounts of capital 
became involved in runs which they sometimes held as absentees, 
depending on the services of agents in the colony. More often, several 
men held tracts of considerable acreage and formed an association 
usually unincorporated and dependent upon the efforts of mercantile 
and estate agents for the provision of necessary services. Management 
efficiency varied enormously. Many investors were content to meet 
the minimum qualifications required to hold a depasturing licence. 
Some wanted to own the freeholds of their selections and attempted 
to become farmers at a distance with results that left something to be 
desired both for the investor and for early New Zealand farming. 

Between 1859 and 1877, the landed interests of seventeen indi-
viduals, associations and companies all based in Scotland were by a 
number of stages brought together to form the New Zealand and 
Australian Land Company Ltd. The magnitude of the amalgamated 
company was such that it demanded the services of a man who under-
stood agricultural and pastoral methods in the colonies and who, at 
the same time, was familiar with business circles in Glasgow and 
Edinburgh. Such a man was William Soltau Davidson. 

For more than fifty years, Davidson served the New Zealand and 
Australian Land Company Ltd and one of its parent concerns. His 
contributions both to the Company and to the advancement of primary 
production in New Zealand are easy to recite. To the business his-

1 For example, Frederick Weld, Hints to Intending Sheep Farmers, London, 
1851, 1853 and 1860; C. Hursthouse, New Zealand the 'Britain of the South', 
London, 1861. 
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torian, his attraction lies not only in what he did but in how he did 
it. 

Davidson was born on 15 June 1846 in Montreal, the son of David 
Davidson who belonged to a prominent Scottish banking family and 
who became the Edinburgh manager of the Bank of Scotland. William 
Davidson received his sturdy mid-nineteenth-century education at the 
Edinburgh Academy and, like so many in his generation, he moved 
from the gloomy schoolroom to the even gloomier offices of a mer-
cantile firm to be groomed for a commercial career.2 Unlike most of 
his kind, however, he looked over the top of his desk and saw wider 
horizons in commerce than ledgers, quills and bottles of ready-pre-
pared ink. The vigour that characterized the man through his entire 
life could not be worked out on the top of a tall stool and Davidson 
urged his father to turn him loose. 

Family talk was centred on Argentina which was widely acknow-
ledged to be a land of commercial promise provided it could sort out 
its politics. In the 1860s, there was some hope of greater stability 
under President Bartolome Mitre (1860-1868), who laid the founda-
tions for opening up the whole of the Republic to sound economic 
expansion on principles well enough understood in the highly Euro-
peanized city of Buenos Aires.3 In 1865, a relative of the Davidsons 
who possessed an estancia in the province of Buenos Aires, was visit-
ing Scotland. It seemed certain that William Soltau Davidson would 
go back to Argentina with him.4 Fortunately for Davidson, a chance 
meeting in a Glasgow-to-Edinburgh train brought New Zealand to 
the notice of his father and the Argentine plan was dropped. Later 
in 1865, the Republic was plunged into the war brought on by the 
power-drunk Paraguayan dictator, Francisco Lopez, and the Argentine 
visitor to Scotland returned not only to a new outburst of disorder 
but also to personal economic misfortune. 

The chance meeting was between David Davidson and the Glasgow 
financier, James Morton, who was one of the fastest and most con-
vincing talkers in the world of Scottish business.5 

David Davidson, like all Scottish bankers in 1865, knew Morton, 
and he thought that with his widespread connections in the Americas 
he would probably provide his son with useful introductions to people 
in Argentina. During the brief train journey between Glasgow and 
Edinburgh Morton must have employed every minute effectively. He 
pointed out that he was at the centre of a large pastoral organization 
in New Zealand called the Canterbury and Otago Association Ltd. 
He praised the young colony and made much of the merits of remain-

2 David Murray, William S. Davidson: An Appreciation, Glasgow, 1924, p. 1. 
3 J . E. Fagg, Latin America: A General History, New York, 1963, pp. 596-8. 
4 W. S. Davidson, William Soltau Davidson, 1846-1924: A Sketch of his Life 

Covering a Period of Fifty-two years in the Employment of the New Zealand 
and Australian Land Company Ltd, Edinburgh, 1930, p. 6. 

5 The Scotsman (Edinburgh), 19 July 1879. Leading Article. 
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ing under the British flag, as against going to a place like Argentina.6 

In short, he sold to David Davidson the idea that William ought to 
go to New Zealand. Further, he offered the younger Davidson a 
cadetship in the Association and, for good measure, paved the way 
for David and his brother, Henry Davidson, to become shareholders 
in the venture to the extent of £10,000.7 

William Soltau Davidson had been wholeheartedly engaged in 
learning Spanish. He dropped this project willingly enough and 
turned his attention to finding out all that he could about what he 
described as the little-known colony of New Zealand.8 In September 
1865, while he was still nineteen years old, he set out from Gravesend 
aboard the sailing ship Coeleno. From his own account, he entered 
into the life of a sailor by vigorously pursuing self-appointed duties 
for the 101 days of the voyage. Two days before the end of the 
year, he reached Port Chalmers. Following a brief visit to friends 
south of Dunedin, he went to Timaru to join James Hassall, who 
managed the enormous Levels Estate for the Canterbury and Otago 
Association. This estate covered well over 150,000 acres and stretched 
from the perimeter of Timaru inland through Pleasant Point, Albury 
and Cave. It was one of three properties the Association took over 
after its incorporation early in 1865, the others being Acton on the 
banks of the Rakaia River, and Pareora between the Otaio and Pareora 
Rivers. All the land had been carefully selected and the leases and 
freeholds acquired by Mathew Holmes, a prominent Otago merchant 
and runholder acting as purchasing agent for the Association.9 

For two years, Davidson was employed as a shepherd. The Levels 
flock at the time consisted of about 85,000 merinos that fed off the 
native pastures. At first the Association undertook no cultivation, but 
sections of the estate were annually burnt off to let the new growth 
come through. Under the eye of Hassall, Davidson learnt all the 
working routine of a great sheep run and, in addition, he took every 
opportunity to pick up information about such matters as administra-
tion, building construction and accounting, which was stored up in 
his mind to be used when he rose to a position of importance. From 
these earliest years, he developed the habit of examining the prac-
tices of the company he worked for critically; and he possessed a 
reliably retentive memory. After two years, he was sent to the Cave 
Out-station, about fifteen miles from The Levels Homestead, where 
he was made overseer in charge of the work of a number of experi-
enced Highland shepherds on 60,000 acres of the higher parts of the 
run. Davidson had a great regard for the abilities of the shepherds, 
but evidently he did not approve of extra demands they put to him 

6 Davidson, p. 6. 
7 The Canterbury and Otago Association Ltd, Minutes of the Meeting of 

Directors dated 19 May 1865, Edinburgh. 
8 Davidson, p. 9. 
» Otago Daily Times, 28 September 1901. 
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over the matter of breakfast. The shepherds, assuming they could 
easily win their way with the youthful overseer, were insistent. 
Davidson did not yield and dismissed the shepherds.10 Although 
nobody was prepared to back down it appears they parted company 
expressing mutual respect and, since there were no repercussions 
from the Homestead, we may assume Davidson's stern attempts to 
keep within the budget were approved. The issue was minor but it 
illustrates Davidson's approach to all that he was later to undertake. 
He weighed his evidence carefully and made his decisions firmly. 

Gradually, towards the end of the 1860s, the way of life on The 
Levels began to change. The directors of the Canterbury and Otago 
Association initiated a plan for cultivation which was intended to 
bring areas of their properties into permanent pastures sown in Eng-
lish grasses. Particularly at The Levels, the quality of the cultivated 
land attracted the attention of other would-be farmers, and the land 
legislation of the time made encroachments by small freeholders 
possible, at least in theory.11 Although the Association at first re-
sented the inroads of its leases by freeholders, these did not take 
place on any great scale and indeed the board of directors came to 
appreciate that the small freeholdings dotted about the huge estate 
were an advantage rather than an obstruction.12 For one thing, the 
small landowners became very outspoken about the need for increased 
provincial expenditure on improved roading, and after 1876 they 
continued their demands for improvements on the doorsteps of the 
county offices. Another advantage was that the smallholders offered 
a ready source of seasonal labour for the Association in its cultivation 
programmes for pasture improvement. 

While still a minor employee, Davidson appreciated that the small 
farmer and the Association had something to offer each other. He 
also recognized that in time it was inevitable that more people should 
farm the first-class land, for however powerful a company might be, 
it could not lay out sufficient financial resources to farm the best 
country on a scale adequate to gain the maximum agricultural re-
turn. Davidson believed that it was in the interests of the share-
holders for the Association to play an active part in improving its 
estates on a scale that would yield a moderate return. By pursuing 
that policy, he considered the Association's real gain would be 
achieved when it sold improved subdivisions to men with adequate 
resources to carry the development to a further stage. Like the 

1 0 Davidson, pp. 14-15. 
1 1 W. R. Jourdain, Land Legislation and Settlement in New Zealand, Welling-

ton, 1925, pp. 85-86. Also Statutes of New Zealand, 32 & 33 Vict., 13, 1869. 
1 2 At a board meeting on 19 October 1866, the directors resolved to pursue a 

policy 'of active resistance to all encroachments by capitalists or small settlers'. 
When one of the directors visited New Zealand in 1870, however, he reported 
that he considered a measure of closer settlement within the boundaries of The 
Levels was in the interest of the Association. Canterbury and Otago Association 
Ltd, John Hunter, 'Report to the Directors of the Canterbury and Otago Asso-
ciation Ltd.', 21 September 1871. 
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Scottish directors, he miscalculated the number of men in New Zea-
land who possessed the considerable capital needed to buy them-
selves into land worked by the Association at the prices it asked. 
While he saw little threat in the aspirations of the small farmer, 
Davidson quickly sized up the danger presented by the speculator 
who had no other concern except that of buying land and sitting on 
it until the values appreciated sufficiently to yield a substantial capital 
gain. It was not the so-called 'cockatoos', but the capitalist specula-
tors, who threatened to upset the Association's policy, particularly 
on The Levels and even more on the enormous leaseholds of the 
Hakataramea property which came into its possession in 1868. 

In 1869, after the Canterbury and Otago Association had absorbed 
another pastoral company with the impressive title of the New Zea-
land and Otago Agricultural and Land Investment Association Ltd, 
a number of changes were made in the management of the estates. 
The New Zealand and Otago Association had held the leases of two 
properties, Hakataramea in South Canterbury and Deep Dell in East 
Central Otago. This Association was not flourishing. The directors 
and shareholders were all absentees and had very little idea about 
how to carry on a pastoral business in New Zealand.13 The contribu-
tion of its holdings to the Canterbury and Otago Association's assets 
brought the latter's acreage up to 499,508.14 

The Association moved its ablest manager, Donald M'Lean, from 
Acton to The Levels, and made him inspector of all the properties 
while Davidson was appointed sub-inspector. This change in admin-
istration forced Davidson to undertake work which made it essential 
for him to master surveying and without question earned him the 
notice and respect of the Board of Directors in Glasgow. 

The Public Works policy which Julius Vogel initiated in 1870 
hardly measured up to Vogel's hopes. What it did was to start a land 
boom alienating much Crown land, some of which fell into the hands 
of speculators. In order to protect their programme of land develop-
ment, particularly threatened by renewed speculative interest in The 
Levels and Hakataramea, the directors of the Canterbury and Otago 
Association were pressed to find enough money to convert to freehold 
as much land as was necessary to preserve the big estates for a few 
more years in a properly workable state. Davidson was given the 
task of selecting the land which had to be purchased from that which 
the Company could risk leaving unconverted. To make the most of 
the limited money the Association could afford to spend, he had to 
undertake the surveys himself and by 1877 he had increased the 
freehold acreage held by the Association from its 1866 figure of 

1 3 Some records of this Company are held in the Public Record Office, London, 
under BT/31/2620. In 1967 the present writer consulted the Minutes of the 
Board, then in the hands of Maclay, Murray and Spens, Solicitors, Glasgow. 

1 4 Canterbury and Otago Association Ltd, Valuations as at 31 March 1870. 
Copy in the writer's possession. 
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28,683 to 105,349 for an expenditure of about £150,000.15 His success 
secured more land than was actually bought, for skilful surveying 
isolated areas of poorer grazing country among the better blocks of 
freehold. Such small blocks were useless to the speculator without 
the better land. It could be laid at Davidson's door that his practices 
largely blocked the would-be small farmer. In fact, he was hardly a 
competitor at Hakataramea at the time. The distance of the land 
from the coast, transport difficulties, severe winters and water supply 
problems were among the formidable obstacles that blocked the way 
of the small farmer's success. The chief competitors with the Asso-
ciation were speculators who appeared to have substantial capital 
backing, although Davidson showed that not all of them were as 
well supported as they seemed to be. Had the Canterbury and Otago 
Association stood off from what Davidson described as a purchasing 
spree, there is little doubt that most of the land would have been 
tied up in the hands of people who depended for their profit on 
doing the minimum in development and seeking the maximum price 
for resale in subdivisions. 

On the whole the Canterbury and Otago Association profited from 
having selected its lands with care, from having pursued a policy of 
improvement conscientiously, and from having the services of able 
men to conduct the actual farming practices in the Colony in prefer-
ence to depending on the intermediary services of colonial agents. 
Such agents were employed by the Association more for the purpose 
of attending to the accounting and mercantile side of its business. 
Despite the challenge in land tenure that it had to face as a result 
of the land boom, the Canterbury and Otago Association in 1876 was 
a big business, and very successful. Donald M'Lean had resigned his 
position as inspector of estates in 1875 and Davidson took his place, 
the logical choice as inspector on account of his firmness, his level-
headedness, his experience and his youthful vigour.16 

Another large pastoral concern was the New Zealand and Austra-
lian Land Company Ltd, which was incorporated in Scotland in 1866 
and, like the Canterbury and Otago Association and also the New 
Zealand and Otago Association, was the brain-child of the Glasgow 
financier, James Morton. Looking to the interests of fifteen land-
owners or groups of land-owners in Victoria, New South Wales, 
Queensland, Otago and Southland, but looking most of all to his own 
interests, Morton brought about the pooling of an extraordinary 
assortment of land amounting to 186,000 acres of freehold, mainly in 
New Zealand, and 1,200,000 acres of leasehold, mainly in Australia.17 

1 5 Davidson, pp. 19-20 (substantiated by an Abstract of 1877 showing the free-
hold acreages of both the Canterbury and Otago Association Ltd and the New 
Zealand and Australian Land Company Ltd (1866) for the years 1873-6, together 
with comparative profits). 

1 6 Canterbury and Otago Association Ltd, Board Minutes, 28 September 1875. 
1 7 ' T h e New Zealand and Australian Land Company (Ltd.) Report by James 

Melvin Esq., Bonnington, Ratho upon the Properties of the Company in New 
Zealand and Australia', 1867. NMA Co Ltd Papers, Hocken Library, Dunedin. 
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Morton set about developing and improving the scattered and ill-
assorted properties of the New Zealand and Australian Land Com-
pany Ltd with a lavish expenditure of the shareholders' money and 
with an inadequate experience of the problems to be faced in suc-
cessfully pursuing agriculture and pastoralism in Australasia. It is 
remarkable that the first company of the name succeeded as well as 
it did, though a curious system of dividend payments partly con-
cealed the fact that its affairs were run less satisfactorily than those 
of the Canterbury and Otago Association. By this system, three 
Glasgow mercantile and shipping firms which had held land in New 
Zealand that was taken over by the New Zealand and Australian 
Land Company Ltd of 1866, guaranteed to the shareholders in the 
Company a minimum dividend of five per cent per annum for a 
period of five years. The firms were Potter, Wilson and Company, 
James Morton and Company and Buchanan, Wilson and Company. 
When the system of guaranteed dividends ceased in 1872, the true 
position of the New Zealand and Australian Land Company Ltd of 
1866 became clearer. The New Zealand properties, mostly freehold, 
absorbed great sums of money laid out on cultivation and yielded 
returns in no way commensurate with outlay. The Board believed 
that it might solve some of the financial problems by disposing of 
the less desirable freeholds, but by the middle of the 'seventies, this 
was easier said than done. The book losses on lands that were sold 
revealed that the properties had been greatly over-valued at the time 
of the Company's incorporation.18 

James Morton was the general manager of both the New Zealand 
and Australian Land Company Ltd and the Canterbury and Otago 
Association and, late in 1875, he hit upon the idea of strengthening 
the weaker company by amalgamating it with the stronger. Davidson 
was not impressed by the idea of the amalgamation: the good invest-
ments of the Association would be burdened by the connection with 
the less satisfactory estates of the Land Company. Nevertheless the 
wishes of Morton, and of certain associates who were members of 
the boards of both companies, prevailed. A joint committee was 
nominated from both companies to discuss the amalgamation and 
proposed to proceed by way of a merger of the existing concerns. The 
committee found it desirable to recommend a major reorganization of 
the capital to allow for two classes of preference shares as well as 
ordinary shares. The shareholders accepted legal advice that this 
could best be done by forming a completely new company, the prin-
cipal object of which would be to take over the interests of the two 
older companies. Such a procedure required an Act of Parliament 
which received the royal assent in 1877.19 

1 8 Melvin's Report of 1867: the appended land valuations. 
1 9 The New Zealand and Australian Land Company Ltd Act, 1877, 40 and 41 

Victoria, Statutes of Great Britain. 
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The new company was called the New Zealand and Australian 
Land Company Ltd and it had a capital of £2,500,000. Widespread 
satisfaction was expressed with the amalgamation and among those 
who were delighted by the arrangement was John Macfarlane Ritchie 
who had come from Glasgow to Dunedin to build up an agency 
business with George Gray Russell. The young firm, out of which 
the NMA Company Ltd grew, had, from time to time been consider-
ably troubled in its financial dealings with James Morton and his 
companies, and Ritchie rejoiced that the amalgamation would relieve 
Morton of financial embarrassment.20 

At the time of the amalgamation, William Soltau Davidson was 
thirty-one. He had been in New Zealand for nearly twelve years apart 
from a period of home leave taken in 1872. Morton regarded David-
son as his protege and, in his way, appreciated his services to the 
Association. Davidson had probably learnt much from Morton — in 
a negative sense — through studying the many weaknesses in Morton's 
management. But he had gained practical knowledge from sound 
instructors and, with good reason, he commanded the respect of the 
more stable members of the new board. Apart from the achievements 
already considered, Davidson had devoted much time and care from 
1874 onwards to the inception at The Levels of the Association's 
flock of Corriedale sheep. Occasionally, he has been credited quite 
erroneously with having founded the breed. That honour must remain 
with James Little and his pioneering work on the Corriedale Estate 
of Dr Webster in North Otago, and on his own property in North 
Canterbury. With the financial resources of the Canterbury and Otago 
Association behind him, however, Davidson was able to initiate 
breeding experiments on a large scale that led to the ultimate pro-
duction of an animal as suited to the demands of the frozen meat 
trade as it was to wool production.21 His work was ably carried on 
at The Levels by C. N. Orbell, the manager who succeeded him. 

When the amalgamated company came into existence in 1877, 
James Morton consented to remain general manager but requested 
that a replacement should be found as soon as possible. At that time 
Davidson's name was already being considered, and within a year, 
his appointment as general manager was confirmed. 

It would be hard to imagine two men more sharply contrasted 
than Morton and Davidson but they had in common an unlimited 
amount of self-confidence and apparently an inexhaustible energy. 
Morton had believed in controlling the affairs of the separate com-
panies from his Glasgow office. The idea of going to the other side 
of the world to see the properties the companies had invested in 

2° Ritchie to Russell, 12 September 1876, J . M. Ritchie, Private Letters to G. 
G. Russell, June 1875-November 1877, Hocken Library. 

2 1 P. D. Hewland, 'Davidson and Brydone: Founders of the New Zealand Meat 
Export Industry', Proceedings of the Eighteenth Annual Conference of the Neu> 
Zealand Society of Animal Production, XVIII (1958) , 61-76. 
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probably never crossed his mind. It was a mind that seethed with 
ideas, many of which he was incapable of recognising as impractical. 
From his early years in the Association, Davidson was well aware 
of the more unrealistic enthusiasms of Morton, yet he appreciated 
that Morton was a force to be reckoned with, capable of becoming 
a bully when persuasiveness failed. Much can be written to darken 
the character of this wily individual but in his favour it must be 
said that the interests of the Australian and New Zealand companies 
took top place on his list. The giant amalgamated company needed 
the firm hand of an experienced manager who had risen from the 
ranks and who knew the challenges to be faced and how to deal with 
them. 

William Soltau Davidson has so far remained something of an 
enigma outside the records we have of him in business papers. Hew-
land commented upon the New Zealand legend surrounding Thomas 
Brydone and pointed out that there was no similar legend for David-
son.22 The numerous long-hand reports he wrote to the board reflect 
his diligence and express his opinions about business without reser-
vation. The chairman of directors of the Land Company bestowed 
on him, late in life, unreserved praise that was no doubt sincerely 
felt. That particular chairman, Dr David Murray, had a very long 
association with Morton's companies and with the succeeding New 
Zealand and Australian Land Company. Murray could hardly have 
failed to appreciate that Davidson's realistic appraisal and re-appraisal 
of Company policy largely saved the concern from the excesses of 
Morton's enthusiasm.23 An early Dunedin man, who has left records 
of his opinion of many people, was slower to warm to Davidson. In 
an absorbing collection of letters, John M. Ritchie occasionally com-
mented on him. Private letters written to his partner George Gray 
Russell during 1874 suggest that Ritchie could not make up his mind. 
At one moment, Davidson was competent but conceited, while at the 
next he was one who 'will not bring us any good'.24 Russell and 
Ritchie acted as agents in Dunedin for the Canterbury and Otago 
Association, and early in 1875 Ritchie was annoyed by some uncom-
plimentary remarks Davidson made about Russell, Ritchie and Com-
pany's services. At the time, Donald M'Lean's resignation was in the 
air and Ritchie wrote of Davidson as the possible successor: 'I could 
work quite well with Davidson under control though he's far too 
conceited and self-opinionated. I fear he would kick over the traces 
and I am sure he has not the judgement to manage such a large 
concern.'25 By 1877, Ritchie's opinion was changing as Davidson's 
position changed. He thought 'Davidson was improving much. I like 

-'2 ibid. 
23 See Murray, An Appreciation, op. cit. Also David Murray, The New Zealand 

and Australian Land Company Limited: Its History and Its General Manager, 
reprinted from the Company's Annual Report, Edinburgh. 1915. 

2 4 Ritchie to Russell, 24 November 1874, Private Letters to G. G. Russell. 
25 Ritchie to Russell, 19 January 1875, loc. cit. 
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his way of going about things and the thorough knowledge he has 
of everything that is going on. He is hard-working and careful to a 
degree and is losing almost all his old positiveness and conceit. I see 
a great difference in him every year.'26 Ritchie was of a somewhat 
nervous disposition and Davidson's habit of bounding into the Dun-
edin office in a flurry of energetic activity was apparently something 
to which Ritchie adjusted only slowly. 

When Davidson found that he was to become general manager of 
an enormous business concern straddling the globe, he quickly 
showed that he intended to have the different ideas that distinguished 
him from his predecessor put into operation. Before he left New 
Zealand to live in Scotland, he carefully went over the eighteen 
estates (fifteen of them in New Zealand) brought together by the 
amalgamation. He assessed the properties not on their book value 
per acre but upon the merit of each as a workable proposition within 
the framework of a big, dominantly pastoral company. He believed 
that the new concern was heavily over-burdened with bad and also 
exceptionally good agricultural freeholds and recommended the dis-
posal of certain properties as soon as this could be managed. He was 
unhappy with the addition of 25 per cent to the total estimated value 
of the lands claimed by the valuers at the amalgamation. This repre-
sented the expected increment from gradual sales of selected proper-
ties following subdivision into farms. In fact, some land was sold 
before he went back to Scotland, though at prices which generally 
did not match the book valuations. 

It had been necessary for the new company to retain the assessors' 
estimated increase in the value of the estates, amounting to £860,913, 
otherwise the value of the assets in the books would not have equalled 
the sum fixed as the capital. Davidson attacked the inflated values 
from another angle and criticized the excessive figures placed upon 
the livestock particularly when Queensland properties that were ex-
pected to be sold in 1877 remained in the Company's hands. Davidson 
considered that the fault in overvaluing the livestock lay in not allow-
ing for the enormous gamble posed by the regular threat of drought 
in Australia. At last, he managed to negotiate a reorganization of the 
capital and a reduction of its total by £250,000, and he believed he 
could rest easier.27 

Meanwhile, late in 1878, the City of Glasgow Bank failed. When 
the causes of the collapse were revealed, the financial world, shocked 
to the roots, watched the bank's directors (including two who were 
also directors of the New Zealand and Australian Land Company) 
brought up for trial on charges of falsifying the balance sheets, or of 

2 6 Ritchie to Russell, 3 March 1877, loc. cit. 
2 7 The reduction of capital was effected by a petition granted by the Lords 

of Council and Session, 19 March 1881. 
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uttering them knowing them to be false.28 One of these men, Lewis 
Potter, was from the first connected with Morton's companies and 
with the bank. His own firm, Potter Wilson and Company, had been 
one of the principal shipping and mercantile businesses connected 
with New Zealand and his vessels brought many immigrants to New 
Zealand from Scotland. Within the walls of the bank, Potter was 
probably the principal author of its downfall. Outside the walls, the 
man widely considered to have played a major part in misusing the 
bank's capital was the late general manager of the New Zealand and 
Australian Land Company Ltd, James Morton. Morton went bankrupt 
at the time of the financial crisis in 1878, and he owed the City of 
Glasgow Bank more than £2,500,000. A full and comprehensive ac-
count of Morton's financial affairs and especially of his involvement 
in the bank's business has yet to be written. 

Immediately following the crisis of October 1878, the rumour was 
spread that the New Zealand and Australian Land Company Ltd was 
in large part responsible for the crash. This was quite untrue: the 
bank was in fact indebted to the Company. Understandably however, 
Davidson and the Company's directors had to weather the storm of 
public outrage that blew up as the rumour spread both in Scotland 
and New Zealand. A more serious difficulty, handled by Davidson 
with remarkable skill and tact, was that of working in a co-operative 
manner with the liquidators appointed to wind up the affairs of the 
bank. Through several channels, the liquidators came into possession 
of Land Company stock amounting to almost half the total combined 
ordinary and preference shares.29 Davidson was able to persuade the 
liquidators that their interest in the Company was the most substan-
tial asset the bank possessed and they recognized that nothing would 
be gained for the unfortunate shareholders by an over-hasty approach 
to land sales in New Zealand. Before the crisis of 1878, Davidson had 
prepared a report for his directors which advocated the sale of lands 
unsuitable for pastoral farming by a large company owing to their 
isolated locality, restriction of acreage, or high suitability for conver-
sion to intensive farming. For example, he considered the 14,000 acres 
of Totara near Oamaru altogether too good for permanent pasture 
and too costly for the Company to farm more intensively. Apart from 
nominating whole estates for sale, he further stated that the Company 
should take steps to encourage closer settlement on lands where the 
intention was to retain a certain acreage.30 Such sales as were made 
were not to jeopardise the economic working of a Company property. 

2 8 The most reliable contemporary published material on the trial is a three-
volume collection of the printed Precognitions, Evidence, Publications and Letters 
under the title, Report of the City of Glasgow Bank Trial. A copy in the Mitchell 
Library, Glasgow, carries the valuable pencilled marginalia of the Lord Advocate. 

2 9 Report of the liquidators at a general meeting of the shareholders of the 
City of Glasgow Bank, December 1879. 

3 0 W. S. Davidson, 'Private Report to the Directors of the New Zealand and 
Australian Land Company'. Manuscript now in the possession of Dalgety Ltd. 
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By 1881, he was strongly in favour of encouraging settlement in 
smaller allotments, and his private report of 1882 was modified and 
printed with the idea of spurring on intending farmers who had the 
requisite capital to purchase freeholds belonging to the Company.31 

He was aware that such a policy would in part counter the rising 
general objection within the colony to the land monopolists. The more 
important reason for his land disposal policy was that even before 
the advent of the frozen meat trade, he believed that the life of the 
large pastoral concern on good New Zealand soil was bound to be 
limited. Taking the long view, he wanted to release capital from the 
freeholds that had been the heritage of the first New Zealand and 
Australian Land Company to the amalgamated Company, in order 
to re-invest in Australian leaseholds where he thought there was 
greater scope for large-scale pastoralism. 

Davidson was not prepared to let the directors rest on the laurels 
they had earned in improving the Company's freeholds. By 1880, 
buyers with ready money were not plentiful. That was a matter which 
could be partly overcome. The Company instituted its own schemes 
of leases with purchasing rights and outright sales on systems of 
deferred payment. However, Davidson was more concerned to pro-
mote outlets for farm produce in order to give much needed incen-
tives to intending farmers. 

William Soltau Davidson and Thomas Brydone, who had become 
superintendent of all the Company's New Zealand estates, made their 
greatest contribution to the promotion of primary production for 
export in this country in two areas of development. The first was 
the initiation and consolidation of the frozen meat trade and, along 
with it, the encouragement of an expanded use of refrigeration in 
the long-distance carriage of foodstuffs. This promotion was almost 
wholly the work of Davidson, though Brydone's part at the New 
Zealand end of activities should not be undervalued. The other area 
of development was the advancement of the dairy industry at the 
suggestion of Thomas Brydone. 

As far back as the time of Davidson's visit to Britain in 1872, 
James Morton had been trying to establish ways of shipping mutton 
on the hoof from New Zealand. His experiments were in most respects 
unrealistic and Davidson seems to have been successful in stopping 
the wildest of the schemes. Morton switched his interest to invest-
ment in the meat-preserving industry. Both Morton and Davidson 
recognized the basic problem facing the New Zealand and Australian 
sheep farmers. The saleable product of the animal was wool, prices 
for which were subject to changes in the wool-buyers' demands from 
time to time. The carcase was a waste product except to the extent 
that it could be disposed of in local meat markets. Davidson became 

31 Information Regarding the Freehold Lands in New Zealand offered for Sale 
by the New Zealand and Australian Land Company Ltd, Edinburgh, 1882. 
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interested in the South American successes in shipping chilled and 
refrigerated meat to Europe in the middle 1870s. Then, in 1880, the 
triumphant voyage from Australia of the Strathleven and the Protos, 
carrying frozen mutton, fired him to take speedy action in the interests 
of the New Zealand and Australian Land Company Ltd. Early in 
1881, the New Zealand Refrigerating Company Ltd had already been 
incorporated, but by that time Davidson had carefully thought 
through the steps of setting up an experiment in carrying frozen meat 
from New Zealand. With the approval of the Land Company's board, 
he opened negotiations with the Albion Line for the provision of 
suitable shipping.32 He actively shared the job of determining the 
best refrigerating machinery for use on the long voyage by sailing 
ship from New Zealand. He sent detailed instructions to New Zea-
land for Thomas Brydone to follow in order to have everything ready 
there for the handling of the experimental cargo when the ship 
Dunedin arrived at Port Chalmers.33 As soon as he could, Davidson 
set out for New Zealand, travelling by way of Canada to examine 
the cheese-making industry in Ontario with an eye to following up 
Brydone's proposal for developing the dairy industry in Southland. 
He also visited the Australian estates to launch a timely reorganiza-
tion of the defective management there, for, as early as 1882, he 
thought the Australian properties would come to be very much more 
significant in the complete pattern of the Company's business.34 

The exciting story of the first shipment of frozen meat from New 
Zealand has been told many times. In this study, the point of greatest 
significance is that Davidson fully understood that the success of the 
Dunedin's shipment in selling on the British market did not auto-
matically establish the frozen meat trade. The New Zealand Refrige-
rating Company sent the Mataura close behind the Dunedin with a 
shipment of many items in addition to mutton.35 This voyage was a 
great success but the marketing results were not. 

The hardest fight for the refrigeration trade lay ahead and it was 
in this fight that Davidson played a part which benefited the bank 
balances of the Land Company's shareholders rather less than it 
benefited the New Zealand primary producers as a whole. His 
thorough knowledge of colonial farming problems was widely ack-
nowledged by 1883. Combined with this, he possessed the connec-
tions which could be used to influence the meat marketers in Britain 
and to a more limited extent in Europe. In British farm import 
circles, the New Zealand and Australian Land Company was too 
great an organization to be ignored and Davidson fully comprehended 

3 2 Murray, An Appreciation, pp. 4-5. 
3 3 ibid., p. 5. 
3 4 W. S. Davidson, 'Private Report to the Directors of the New Zealand and 

Australian Land Company Ltd', ms., 1882, Dalgety Ltd. 
3 5 The Mataura's voyage is fully discussed by Cyril Loach in A History of the 

New Zealand Refrigerating Company, Christchurch, 1969. 
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the power his position in the Company conferred upon him. To make 
himself as effective as possible, he participated actively on the boards 
of several large businesses connected in varying capacities with the 
handling of colonial produce. As a director of the powerful firm of 
Nelson Brothers Ltd, he persuaded the Board to expand rapidly from 
the conservative view of meat marketing and to develop large re-
frigerated storage facilities to deal with the periodic surpluses of 
frozen meat that accumulated in Britain in the early years of the 
trade and caused drastic price fluctuations. Davidson became an active 
director in the Colonial Consignment and Distributing Company, set 
up to serve both consignees of colonial produce and their shippers, 
operating totally outside all speculative purchases of frozen meat. In 
1885 Davidson joined the board of the National Mortgage and Agency 
Company of New Zealand Ltd and he was elected to the boards of 
the Scottish Union and National Insurance Company and to the 
National Bank of Scotland.3® 

He actively criticized the port handling facilities of refrigerated 
cargoes at the British end, fighting for provisions that would eliminate 
the need for refrigerated goods to be exposed to dangerous periods 
of contamination. Frozen meat was not his only concern: he watched 
the promotion of dairy products, grain, fruits and, of course, wool, 
all of which made it essential in his view to keep up to date person-
ally with progress in the colonies. 

Under Brydone's capable management, a model dairy factory was 
established at Edendale with no reasonable expense spared. Initially, 
the factory produced cheese for export but Davidson pursued lines 
of inquiry in Denmark that led to the employment of an expert Danish 
butter-maker at Edendale and to the expansion of the factory into 
the business of butter-making.37 The factory was not profitable for 
the Company (taking the figures from 1883 to the end of the century 
as a whole), but profit was not the main purpose for having set the 
business in motion. Davidson and Brydone believed that the only 
hope of disposing of the difficult country on the Edendale Estate lay 
in encouraging a local outlet for dairy farmers. Their success in the 
Company's interest was limited and Edendale continued to be a 
drain on resources until early in the twentieth century. 

Davidson visited Australia and New Zealand in 1885 and again in 
1888 when he persuaded the chairman of the board, Robert Stewart, 
to travel with him. He made one more visit before the end of the 
nineteenth century, namely in 1895, by which time the whole direction 
of the Company's policy was turning away from New Zealand 
towards Australia. 

3« Otago Daily Times, Obituary, W. S. Davidson, 21 July 1924. 
3 7 The history of the Edendale Dairy Factory is recorded by Patricia I. Wilson 

in Fresh Plains of Edendale, Balclutha, 1961. 
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After each visit to Australasia, Davidson wrote full private reports 
to his directors and these reflect much of the vitality of the general 
manager as he probed into every aspect of estate activities with the 
sharp eye of cumulative experience.38 Consistently, he stressed the 
importance of reducing the freehold acres in New Zealand, preferably 
by outright sale. He knew the time was fast coming when the markets 
for the country's produce at the other side of the world would become 
more reliable and he hoped that this would encourage land sales. 
During the 1880s, the acreage held in New Zealand went down but 
scarcely at a rate fully satisfactory to the Company. The directors 
could be criticized for still clinging to the false hopes raised and 
persistently maintained by James Morton, that sooner or later the 
estates would be sold at profits that justified the optimistic valuations 
of earlier years. Instead, Davidson had to work for a further reduction 
of capital for the Company, which was finally effected in 1888.39 

This permitted a measure of reconciliation between the over-high 
book values and the lower overall prices received per acre from actual 
sales. 

In the early 1890s the government at last took positive steps to 
bring pressure upon the great estates first by way of graduated land 
taxes and secondly by way of legislation that enabled land to be 
taken compulsorily for closer settlement if the owners were not willing 
to sell.40 The effect upon the New Zealand and Australian Land 
Company was to hasten the process of land disposal, and by 1910 it 
had voluntarily sold or had been forced to sell all but two estates 
in the South Island.41 

Davidson would never have accepted that the champions of the 
small farmers actually forced the Company out of its possessions. By 
the time Sir John McKenzie's most effective legislation to regain con-
trol of the land was operating, the Company was ready to depart. 
Shareholders might complain, as a few did, about the prices received, 
particularly in the case of the compulsory purchase by the govern-
ment of the Ardgowan Estate.42 Davidson argued that the poor price 
in the hand had to be weighed against the continuing and increasing 
burden of land tax, higher cultivation costs especially as total acre-
ages decreased, and the folly of keeping capital tied up in New 

3 8 Davidson's manuscript reports for 1879, 1881-2, 1886, 1890 and 1896 were 
consulted by the present writer in Edinburgh in 1968. All the reports are among 
the records of Dalgety Ltd. 

3 0 Petition to the Lords of Council and Session granted 1 December 1888. 
to Statutes of New Zealand, 54 & 55 Vict., 18; 56 Vict., 31; 56 Vict., 37; 

58 Vict., 37. 
4 1 Only two properties belonging to the Land Company were taken under the 

compulsory clause of the 1894 Land for Settlements Act. They were Ardgowan 
on the outskirts of Oamaru in 1896 and part of The Levels in 1903. 

4 2 The Land Company was paid £ 3 4 , 6 0 0 for 4,241 acres on Ardgowan. The 
price received was £ 1 7 , 3 0 2 below the value of the land as recorded in the 
Company's books. 
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Zealand when it was badly needed for investment in Australia. If 
the more conservative shareholders in the New Zealand and Austra-
lian Land Company had won the day and held out for the greatest 
profit from the resale of land, the Company would have profited less 
and would have earned the reputation it does not deserve, of having 
obstructed closer settlement. Davidson always resisted the idea that 
any man at all should get his chance on the land. He thought a 
would-be farmer needed to be properly equipped and able to stand 
financially on his own feet. The Liberal-Labour legislation of the 
nineties made the case of the small man stronger than it had been 
because the government was at last prepared to take steps to help. 
Recognizing the turn of events, Davidson acknowledged that the 
Company's usefulness in New Zealand was coming to an end. 

William Soltau Davidson remained in the office of the general 
manager of the New Zealand and Australian Land Company until 
shortly before his death in 1924. He pioneered the Company's expan-
sion into Western Australia after 1910, though his enthusiasm for 
that enterprise was not great. Recognizing the gamble of pastoralism 
on the continent, he would have preferred to see the Company con-
centrate its attention on a string of stations in the eastern states which 
might be worked at least partly in association with one another. His 
doubts about the pastoral potential in the west were largely proven 
by the less than satisfactory record of the Company there. 

In all, Davidson served the New Zealand and Australian Land 
Company for more than fifty years. He might be described as the 
product of an on-the-job education; his great contribution to his own 
company and to the principles of pastoral management as a whole 
was that he proved that real experience was essential, as well as a 
full understanding of the problems involved in a business that had 
its offices and shareholders on one side of the globe and its assets 
on the other. 

Always Davidson believed in seeing for himself. He was able to 
delegate responsibility but he kept the reins of general policy firmly 
in his own hands. His writing reveals his sharp intolerance of ineffici-
ency and of incompetence and he expected much from his sub-
ordinates because he was prepared to give all of himself in the service 
of his Company. He could make serious errors of judgement. For 
example, he condemned the Southland properties of the Company 
and totally misjudged the potential of that land. He criticized Eden-
dale land, however, in terms of agricultural knowledge of the late 
nineteenth century. He acknowledged Brydone's claim that the sour 
land could be immensely improved by liming but he was hard-headed 
enough to recognize that such improvement over the entire acreage 
was beyond the scope of the Company to undertake.43 

4 3 W. S. Davidson, 'Private Report to the Directors of the New Zealand and 
Australian Land Company', ms., 1896. 
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His lively interest in cultivation methods, stock-breeding, the re-
frigeration trade, the dairy industry, in large-scale warfare against 
the scourge of the rabbit, and in many other aspects of the work of a 
big agricultural and pastoral company has been fully acknowledged 
within the New Zealand and Australian Land Company to which he 
gave a lifetime of service. New Zealand owes him a greater debt for 
services indirectly rendered to the promotion of its primary produc-
tion than has yet been generally appreciated. 
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