
Whatever Happened to the Gentry? 

THE LARGE LANDOWNERS OF ASHBURTON 
COUNTY, 1890-1896* 

T H R O U G H O U T the colonial period the large landowners of the south played 
a heavily disproportionate role in the social, political and economic life 
of New Zealand and especially of course in that of the southern provinces. 
Historians have been preoccupied traditionally with the founding years 
of Canterbury pastoralism and the early political influence of Canterbury 
runholders. Beginning with Lady Barker and Samuel Butler, there have 
been numerous collections of chronicles, anecdotes and family histories 
concerning the 1850s and 1860s,1 and general historians have dealt with 
early pastoralism at some length. But there is an historiographical hiatus 
following the provincial period. Reeves argued that large landowners, 
were in economic doldrums in the 1880s and the early 1890s,2 and subse-
quent historians have tended to accept the assertion.3 It is only recently 
that a debate has begun to open on the subject, and Gould's work on the 
'twilight of the estates' is the first substantial analysis of the large land-
owners of the period 1874 to 1911.4 One of the questions which must 
now be considered is: what happened to the landed gentry in the con-
tinuing depression of the 1890s?5 This article will seek to answer the 
question in one area of Canterbury, an area of plains runs which had 
been freeholded into estates and farms, where the break-up of estates 
might have been expected both because of private demand and because 
of owners' over-commitment. 

Ashburton was in many respects a 'typical' southern county in the 
1890s, with the matured economic and social pattern common throughout 
the lowlands areas of the South Island. Roughly forty miles square, its 
lowlands area was made up of flat plains rising to the foothills of the 
Southern Alps. This was a small sub-region inhabited by some 13,000 
people. It had been transformed since the 1850s from open tussock grass-
lands into fenced paddocks with a horizon of 'cont inuous forest'.6 Almost 
two-thirds of a million acres were cultivated, six hundred thousand watered 
by a thousand miles of artificial water races, and hundreds of miles of 

"This article is based on an MA thesis submitted to the University of Canterbury, 
1974. 

3 



4 STEVEN E L D R E D - G R I G G 

plantations provided 'grateful shade for man and beast'.7 The landscape 
was compared with that of southern England, with its farms and estates, 
its dusty white roads, and its gorse hedges.8 Every few miles there were 
townships — small clusters of whitewashed and thatched cob cottages 
and wooden buildings, sheltered by trees. The centre of the county was 
Ashburton borough, with four thousand people and a 'hub ' of warehouses, 
railway yards, banks, shops, blacksmiths and hotels grouped in the midst 
of wooden 'villas' ranked along a gridiron street pattern, and closed off 
by parks, avenues and a domain. 

An 1882 survey of New Zealand freehold revealed that the land of this 
county was subdivided into 1550 rural properties of over one acre.'1 

Almost half of these were less than twenty acres in size. At the other 
extreme, forty-two properties were over 2500 acres in extent, and from 
the very small to the very large properties the other holdings rose in a 
pyramid structure (see figure 1). Sheep returns confirmed this impression 
of an economic pyramid, with a small upper group holding very large 
flocks, increasing numbers holding smaller flocks, and the largest single 
group holding flocks of fewer than five hundred sheep.10 Of all the sheep 
in the county, two-thirds were owned by about fifty large proprietors. 
The other 1500 farmers in the county owned between them the remaining 
one-third of the sheep. Some individual farmers owned none at all. In 
other words, from an economic point of view, Ashburton county farming 
may be represented as a steep and high pyramid. The social profile 
corresponded closely to its economic organization, and in order to put 
the gentry who will form the subject of this study into their social context, 
it seems essential to dwell briefly on the distribution of the other wealth. 

It was divided between a large number of levels of Ashburton rural 
society. Below the gentry were the farmers. Some of these farmers lived in 
two-storeyed houses, farmed intensively, bought machinery, kept servants 

FIGURE 1. Showing holdings of freehold land in lowlands Ashburton county, 1882. 
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and gigs, served on road boards and school committees, and educated their 
sons and daughters at high schools and at Canterbury College. Many 
more inhabited small cob cottages, used their work drays to travel in to 
Ashburton on market days, and had to work hard to keep out of the 
bankruptcy court, or to avoid foreclosure by the local landowner or a 
Christchurch finance company. At the very bottom of the pyramid was a 
large group of families struggling to subsist on meagre farmlets often 
held at back-breaking rents and unable to support stock at all. It was 
often necessary that the sons of the family or the farmer himself should 
work on the local estate for much of the year as 'mere serfs for the large 
proprietors' ." 

The farmers perhaps possessed on an average up to one hundred acres, 
and a minority of them ran sheep. There is evidence that despite economic 
depression slow upward social mobility was occurring. It is true that 
many farmers were ruined, but many more went on from year to year, 
buying a new paddock from time to time, intensifying their farming and 
adding rooms to houses.1J Often heavily indebted, frequently staunch 
Dissenters,1' they were called 'a hardworking thrifty class';14 they farmed 
for long hours under the Canterbury sun. reared numerous offspring, 
and poached, hunted and drank for pleasure. 

Beneath them again was the largest single group in the rural community 
— the landless poor. Perhaps half the population of the county possessed 
no land in the early 1890s.15 These were the people who were employed 
as shepherds, farm labourers and domestics on the estates and larger 
farms. They included the seasonal workers who only found employment 
for brief seasons during harvest or shearing. Such men could earn perhaps 
£25 to £50 a year, usually with the estate providing accommodation (of 
variable quality) and food (which was abundant but usually dull and 
unbalanced). 

In 1882 there were forty-three privately owned freehold estates in 
Ashburton county larger than 2500 acres in area or over £15,000 in 
value. Their average area was 6600 acres, and their average value £33,000. 
The largest estates were up to 18,000 acres and £180.000 in value. By 
1895, acreages and values remained about the same, though the number 
of properties in the hands of finance companies had increased marginally 
from two to seven."1 For the most part the great estates of the county 
were in private hands. The size and organization of these properties were 
in marked contrast to the small farms clustered around them. Many 
landowners regarded their estates as rural 'manufactories' , and organized 
them accordingly. The largest estates employed hundreds of permanent 
and casual workers, and in addition leased large areas under freehand 
contracts to small farmers.17 Some of the estates still included large areas 
of open, little-improved grassland, but most had been ploughed and 
sown in English grasses, or were cultivated. The least developed estates 
were on light ground, or were owned by families with wide and over-
extended landholding commitments elsewhere.1" 
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The average estate employed about twenty men full-time, and took in 
large gangs of seasonal labour. There would be stabling for twenty to 
fifty horses on a typical property, with up to five hundred horses on Long-
beach. These large horse populations were maintained for draught (there 
were often twenty or thirty reapers and binders operating in a single 
paddock on the largest estates during harvest), for use as station hacks, 
as carriage horses, or blood horses for sale on the Indian market. Almost 
every estate cropped at least a few hundred acres, and Longbeach, Lagmhor 
and Springfield often each cultivated acreages of five thousand in wheat 
alone. Near the homestead of each property could be found an extensive 
plant of stables, smithies, men's quarters, woolsheds, machines, farm 
waggons and drays, and water tanks. These were often called 'village' or 
' township' in local parlance, and their dust, noise, and activity were 
screened from the windows of the 'big house' by thick plantations and 
grounds. Many of the larger estates possessed several establishments of 
plant, called outstations, to save travelling time for the workers. 

There was a well-established hierarchy of employees on each estate. 
At the top came the landowner, his lady, and his family. Directly beneath 
them was a manager with a salary of £150 to £300 a year. Some of the 
smaller estates dispensed with a manager, the landowner or a son super-
vising the 'operat ion of the estate personally, but this was not usual. 
Beneath the manager was a chain of lessening responsibilities. Overseers 
and foremen specialized in particular operations (there was often a 
division of labour between agricultural and pastoral work), and below 
them were ploughmen, shepherds, stockkeepers, hutkeepers, station 
labourers, cooks, and odd-jobmen. Tradesmen such as carpenters and 
blacksmiths occupied an important place in the hierarchy of estates 
shown in figure 2. In addition, sons of 'gentlemen' often paid money to 
occupy the role of cadet on estates, where they were supposed to be 
under tutelage in station management, but were frequently to be found 
lounging in homestead drawing rooms. 

From the early 1880s something in the nature of an agrarian revolution 
had begun to change the face of eastern South Island farming. Single or 
dual staple dominance had become increasingly unprofitable, and by the 
beginning of the decade the gentry were taking considerable initiative in 
intensifying and diversifying production on their estates.1'' Draining, 
irrigation, tree-planting, fencing and sowing had been occurring on an 
enormous scale on a few great estates like Longbeach, and in a lesser and 
variable degree on almost all the other gentry properties in the county, 
and these activities were now stepped up.J" More significant than these 
common improvements were new ventures into mechanization and the 
very rapid development of raising sheep for mutton. The southern land-
owners took the initiative in the promotion of the freezing industry, and 
the consequent changes in sheep breeding and feed cropping. In every 
advance of the new mixed farming it was the gentry who showed the way.JI 

They were enabled to do so by their capital advantages over the rest of 
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F I G U R E 2 . Showing the hierarchy of employees and employers on lowlands estates. 
Definite «ages quoted are those given as averages for 1X92. Statistics of New 
Zealand, Wellington 1892 , pp. 2 3 1 - 2 . 

D O M E S T I C S T A F F 

1 
G O V E R N E S S 

I 
G A R D E N E R 
£52-£78 

G R O O M 
£ 5 2 - £ 6 5 

I 
HOUSE C O O K 

£31-£78 
I 

L A U N D R E S S 
£ 2 9 - £ 4 4 

M A R R I l D 
C O U P ] I 
£ 6 0 - £ 7 5 

MEN S 
C O O K 

up to £78 

S T A T I O N O W N E R 

I 
S T A T I O N L A D Y 

I 
F A R M SI AFF 

I 

OVERSr . l K 

CADI-: I 
(not a paid 
employee) 

F O R E M A N O F 
F I E L D G A N G S 

I 
P L O U G H M A N 

£ 5 2 £ 6 5 

I 
S I A I ION L A B O U R E R 

£ 5 2 £ 6 5 

111 A D S i l l I ' l l ! R D I RAD1 SMI N 

SHI P i l l R D 
£ 5 0 £ 6 0 

H U 1 K I I PI R 
£ 4 0 

G E N E R A L HOUSE 
S E R V A N I 
£26-£3I 

F A R M L A B O U R I R 
£41-£52 

H O U S E M A I D 
£21-£27 

N U R S E M A I D 
£ 13—£22 

All above wages include board. 

Seasonal Labour R E A P E R 35/- to 40/- per week 
M O W E R 35 - to 40/- per week 
T H R E S H E R 10 - to 20/- per 100 bushels 
S H F F P W A S H E R 6 - per day 
S H E A R E R 15/- to 18/- per 100 sheep 

Without board. 

the rural community. There is perhaps some validity in the notion of the 
large estates of the south as an 'export enclave' in the largely subsistence 
rural economy.2J The gentry were, generally speaking, capitalists as well 
as farmers, and the incentive to maintain profits by re-investing in the 
source of them was responsible for the 'agrarian revolution' beginning on 
their estates. The analysis of individual station accounts, together with 
general calculations based upon production, prices, and overheads, 
produces some indications of estate incomes in Ashburton in the period. 
Throughout the early 1890s, in spite of low prices, the gentry estates 
seem to have produced fairly steady returns of from 5% to 12% a year 
on their capital value.23 This meant that the landowners were probably 
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averaging incomes of £1,000 or £3,000 a year, with the largest of them, 
such as the Griggs. Studholmes, and Murray-Aynsleys, earning con-
siderably more.24 

Other sources of income cannot be quantified, but most landowners had 
wide business investments. Many of them were large-scale mortgagees, 
earning 6 % or 8 % a year on moneys advanced to local small farmers.25 

Many too were rentiers with incomes from Christchurch or British invest-
ments, and there was a large group of Ashburton gentry who were active 
entrepreneurs in various branches of New Zealand's developing economy, 
including shipowning, banking, mining, and processing.-0 Some land-
owners developed small local industries on their estates — brickmaking 
works, quarries, and flax mills.27 There was certainly a large cross-
fertilization of rural and urban wealth in Canterbury, and increasing 
numbers of Ashburton landowners were investing in the opening up of 
the ' frontiers ' in Southland, Westland, and the North Island.-'8 

Few of the landed gentry were merely large farmers. Many had originally 
built up their estates by drawing on family capital or business wealth, and 
both sources continued to be important.2 '1 A large number of the gentry 
were mortgaged to friends or family, or to business houses in which they 
not uncommonly had interests. But, al though there were one or two 
complete failures amongst their ranks, and although in the period finance 
companies reduced some landowners to mere managers of estates formerly 
their own, most of the gentry seem to have manipulated mortgage finance 
in the same way as they wheeled and dealed in other financial affairs." ' 
Mortgaging of estates was perhaps more often an index of success and 
business vigour than the reverse, and it was a means of preserving capital 
liquidity, and the rapid turnover of mortgages on some estates indicates 
this use of land as the basis of credit. Although information is incomplete, 
it appears that the landed gentry of the county were earning large incomes 
f rom their various interests, and were continuing on the whole to flourish 
and expand throughout the depression. 

It is possible to classify the social and national origins of fifty-one men 
who owned large estates in Ashburton county in the 1890s. Some 57% 
came from upper class backgrounds, which for the purposes of this study 
are defined as British noble and landed gentry families, the upper clergy, 
large merchants with country seats, and the upper military ranks. The 
second largest group, 39% of the total, was of middle-class origins; it 
included engineers, junior clergy and military, drapers, and farmers. Only 
two men, or 4 % of the total, were classed as of lower class origin. One 
was a blacksmith, the other a Scottish crofter. Not one of the landed 
gentry of Ashburton had ever been a labourer, and even the two called 
' lower' were members of the lower middle-class rather than the working 
class.31 

In nationality, some 65% of the gentry were Englishborn. Another 22% 
were Scottish. 6 % Irish (although significantly none was Irish-Catholic), 
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another 6 % born in New Zealand, and one man born in France. This 
meant that the core of the gentry group was both English and upper- or 
upper middle-class. Scotsmen, and the middle-classes, were prominent 
minorities, but formed the secondary group in the gentry, the group 
that emulated the majority and adopted its conventions. A few families 
were noble in origins, including the Murray-Aynsleys, Alingtons, and 
Stracheys. More typical were families such as the Moorhouses, 
Cunninghame-Grahams, de Cartaret Malets, Walkers and Somervilles, 
all of whom stemmed from the British landed gentry. Twelve of the 
families of the county were included by Burke in the Peerage and Gentry.*2 

Other Ashburton landowners came f rom wealthy British families whose 
capital and status were derived only indirectly from land. The Peache 
family of Mount Somers was founded by the son of a rich English squire-
parson. 

Less typical were families like the Lyttletons of Rokeby, from a naval 
family and cadets of the noble house; the Todhunters of Westerfield, 
sons of a large indigo merchant ; and W. S. Peter of Anama whose father 
was a Dundee industrialist who acquired a coat of arms and married a 
Burke's Gentry lady. A small but important group of Ashburton land-
owners were the sons of British yeomen farmers: John Grigg of Long-
beach was the eldest son and heir of Bodbrane Manor , a large Cornish 
farm. The Morrows of Montal to and Elmslies of Cardendale had similar 
origins. But the bulk of the Ashburton gentry were 'gentlemen' when they 
arrived in New Zealand, and when the county 's magnates came from 
outside this core group they usually strove to acquire the trappings of 
social superiority, beginning with the education of their sons. The fathers 
had themselves been a well-educated group, most having been taught by 
tutors at an elementary level and then at one of the great public schools. 
A substantial number had proceeded to Oxford, Cambridge, or Edinburgh 
to complete degrees. Some, like A. E. Peache, had been sent to Cirencester 
as a preparation for country life. Peache had been educated first at a 
private preparatory school and at Haileybury. He left Haileybury and 
joined his family in Switzerland where he took half-hearted lessons in 
French. German and mathematics, after which it was decided to send 
him to Cirencester, where he 'had a lot of fun ' , but was ' rather lazy'.-" 

This system of education, typical of the founding generation of Ash-
burton landowners, was universal amongst their sons. Education served 
as a vital means of fusing a slightly disparate collection of families into a 
cohesive group which also intermarried. There were a large number of 
private preparatory schools in Canterbury in the 1890s,34 and the sons of 
the gentry were sent to them. The Todhunter boys went to Wicken's 
boarding school in Sumner in preparation for Christ 's College, and later 
Aldenham in England. Those who did not go to a 'prep ' school stayed at 
home on the family estate and were educated by tutors, like the Morrow 
boys at Montalto. 'Prep' school or tutors was followed by public school. 
Most went to Christ 's College," and a number were sent 'Home ' . The 
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three Alington boys were educated at Uppingham, and Joseph Studholme 
at Rugby. The schools did important work in forging the landowning 
group into an homogeneous gentry, and in one generation turned parvenus 
like the Ballantynes and Stewards into 'old families' of the county. What 
was asked of the schools was that they should help to create English 
gentlemen to inhabit the station homesteads of Ashbur ton. 

The finishing touches were sometimes provided by a university educa-
tion. Some of the younger sons were sent to gain professional qualifications. 
Others made the journey simply for prestige and finish. Sons of the dc 
Cartaret Malets and Studholmes were sent to Oxford for a few years, 
while the Griggs. Coxes and Todhunters developed the habit of sending 
sons to Cambridge. It is significant that only one landowner's son, Aubrey 
Cox, was educated at Canterbury College, and he went on to Cambridge 
afterwards. The local university did not possess sufficient status in the 
eyes of the Ashburton gentry. 

Marriage was another means of reinforcing prestige. The few dozen 
gentry families of the county quickly became intensively intermarried, 
and by the 1890s were almost an endogamous class. There was a very 
limited circle of eligibility, sons of gentry marrying daughters of gentry, 
and mesalliance was a social crime which led to censure and ostracism. 
If the local choice was too limited spouses were found from among other 
Canterbury or South Island landowning families, met at house parties or 
during the social seasons in Christchurch and Dunedin. Marriage was also 
frequent with families regarded as socially compatible such as the upper 
clergy, a few Christchurch 'plutocratic ' families like the Andersons, Steads 
and Wynn-Williamses, or (more doubtfully) wealthy professional families. 
A significant number of members of Ashburton gentry married members 
of the British landed gentry, in marriages described by the social columns 
of the Christchurch newspapers and the Times, and occasionally there 
was a marriage with an Australian heiress: the Coster brothers of Somerton 
both married Misses Henty, daughters of a leading Victorian pastoralist. 

The marriage game was taken very seriously by women and men, it 
being not only a means of confirming status, but also of extending connec-
tions and 'interest ' . It was usual for daughters to be presented at a 'coming 
out ' ball and until each daughter was married, her sisters were often kept 
at home with a governess. Christchurch was the stage for most of this 
competitive matchmaking, but it also took place in the country home-
steads. One station lady wrote to another of a third's recent coup in the 
marriage stakes: 

the marriage of her girls will greatly strengthen their influence . . . the Barker 
clique are charmed with the connection, and no wonder, for [her mansion] 
combines just now everything that can make a house attractive — sport of 
various kinds, tennis, a splendid table and pretty girls . . . no wonder they are 
run after and they are. And I do not think it wise to have an open rupture with 
them, they would just make people believe what they chose about us.36 
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By the 1890s this pattern of education and 'good ' marriage had been 
thoroughly established, and already sons of the first generation were 
beginning to inherit their fathers ' estates. The Whites of Langley, Holmeses 
of Holmeslee. and other families were already into their second generation 
of ownership, and some like the Lyttletons of Rokeby were into their 
third. New county families had grown up on the plains of Ashburton, 
and they had been reinforced by education, marriage and mores, with all 
the appearance of permanence. Landowners had an 'almost chivalric 
attachment . . . like aristocracy'17 to their group, and when a radical like 
W. P. Reeves suggested land reform to some Ashburton gentry, 'they 
rolled in their chairs, and chuckled, and laughed, and made allusions 
about Tiberius Gracchus. ' i x 

The most common type of gentry house originated in the proport ions 
of regency England, with rectangular shapes, hipped roofs, and classically-
derived cornices, columns and mouldings. The typical house was two or 
two-and-a-half storeyed, 'with large lofty rooms well lit by double-hung 
windows', '" french doors opening on to verandahs, and balconies. The 
usual plan for these houses included an airy front wing housing the family 
and providing large rooms for entertainments, and one or two smaller 
wings to the rear and side, with lower ceilings, small cramped rooms, 
narrow staircases, and an absence of architectural decorations: these were 
devoted to the servants and 'offices'.These simple white houses, 'solid yet ' 
graceful',4" housed many of the gentry families of the county. Windermere, 
E. G. Wright's twenty-six roomed house with its italianate facade, half-
tower, verandahs on three sides, and rear courtyard half enclosed by two 
back wings, was typical. 

Other houses inherited the 'villa' and collage ornee predilections of 
wealthy nineteenth-century Englishmen. These houses were usually ' U ' 
shaped and enclosed a flagged or paved courtyard, flanked by shading 
verandahs. These villa houses were generally one-storeyed with dormered 
attics or projecting two-storeyed wings creating a low broken-up profile. 
Rambling and spacious, they were decked out with verandahs, gables, 
turrets, heavily fretted bargeboards and bay and bow windows. New 
rooms or wings were usually added every decade. The 'picturesque' look 
of all county homesteads was completed by ivy, vines, stained-glass 
windows, and wisteria. An example of the villa type of house was the 
Studholmes' Coldstream which, successively added to, came to consist of 
four wings containing thirty-two rooms, including a hall and chapel almost 
fifty feet long. 

Most homesteads were built of wood, by contrast with those in South 
Canterbury, which were usually in dressed stone. But the development of 
the Queen Anne vogue in architecture in the late 1880s began to spawn 
some 'manor houses' built in red brick and roofed with slates or Marseilles 
tiles. Examples of this were the Grigg family's rebuilt Longbeach, with 
about forty rooms and a baronial parte cochere, and the Mcllrai ths ' 
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Auchenflower, which was influenced by the architecture of Junker country 
houses seen by J. Mcllraith on a tour of Prussia. 

The number of rooms in the houses ranged from twelve to forty, with 
most containing about twenty. One or two families, like Morrows of 
Montalto, only built what they regarded as 'shooting boxes' on their 
estates and preferred to live in Christchurch town houses. Furnishings 
were heavy and sumptuous, with a profusion of intricately carved dark 
woods, rich tapestries, heavy ornate carpets, misty romantic paintings, 
and Chippendale furniture, as at Springfield. Some families varied styles 
between their various houses: the Deanses furnished Waimarama, a 
shooting box, very simply; Homebush they filled with Louis Quatorze 
and Sheraton, shipped in at great expense; Riccarton was unrestrained 
baronial, complete with antlered hall. Even the smaller country houses 
displayed the same love of costly finish. Montalto's rooms were plastered 
with moulded friezes, cornices and plasters, or panelled and lined with 
textiles such as velvet, chintz or damask, or with block-printed wallpapers 
in alto relievo. The doorknobs were all of cut crystal and gold, and there 
were damask bell-pulls in every room. 

Having built their country residences, and furnished them appropriately, 
Ashburton landowners had then proceeded to mould their surroundings 
to approximate more closely to the English estates they were modelled 
upon. Artificial lakes were dug, willows planted, wild fowl and statuary 
liberated, and garden walks, rustic bridges, pavilions and greenhouses 
established. 'Prospects' were important, and most houses were sited on a 
hillock or rise. Contemporary accounts described them in such terms as 
these: 'Holmeslee House is situated on a natural eminence in the midst 
of the plain, and commands a fine view of the surrounding countryside.'41 

The usual layout of grounds centred upon a parterre or formal garden. 
This was elevated if possible, and consisted of lawns, intricate flower 
beds, ornamental stonework, flights of steps, and urns. Bordered either 
by a slope or the sweep of a gravel carriage drive, the parterre would 
open into a 'wilderness' garden of woods and shrubberies, with walks 
laid out through them, and perhaps an avenue or two affording vistas. 
Beyond this again was the 'park' , consisting of the home paddocks — 
usually better planted than the rest of the estate and provided with stiles 
for strollers. Formal gateways and often a lodge guarded carriage-drives 
from the road. Boats were often kept on lakes, and at Clarewell, a yacht. 
Montalto's formal grounds covered forty-five acres, Longbeach's were 
thirty-five acres in extent, and Springfield was sited in fifty acres of garden. 
Smaller estates often made do with five or ten acres, but all went to great 
pains to create a sheltered zone of 'noble' trees, wide lawns, and shady 
walks around the big house. 

A vigorous social life focused on these homesteads. Within the small 
circle of gentry, 'open house' was the prevailing rule, and assiduous 
'calling' took place between the estates. Most gentry families kept two 
or three carriages in the country, usually including a phaeton or gig for 
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rapid trips, and a large landau for state occasions. Ballantyne of Thirlstane 
always insisted that his carriages be driven at twelve miles an hour, and 
afternoon calls involving a thirty mile drive were not uncommon. By 
this means intimate contact was kept up, the gentry constantly meeting, 
talking, walking, playing, eating and drinking with one another . The 
degree of group homogeneity was strong. Station diaries at Westerfield, 
Mount Somers and Coldstream constantly repeated the few dozen gentry 
surnames. Large house parties gathered for days or weeks on end, and 
Mrs J. Studholme wrote on one occasion: 'We have scarcely been without 
visitors for many weeks, and shall not be alone for some time to come; 
it all helps to make the place very cheerful and bright and now I have 
such nice servants.'42 

But this casualness, and the notion of the large landowners as a form 
of extended family, were complicated by formal etiquette in matters of 
dress and ritual. Both sexes were often very fastidious in such matters, 
the landowners supervising estate operations in suits ordered f rom 
London, and the women devoting much of their time to considerations 
of dress. One of the latter rhapsodised about her 'dainty green muslin 
which I am going to wear at a party at Longbeach on Wednesday. I have 
trimmed a becoming green straw hat with some of the cream lace . . . 
and black ostrich plumes.'43 Even when they were dining alone at home, 
most families insisted upon dinner dress, with the men in black suits and 
the women in decollete gowns.44 In-laws were spoken of by title rather 
than personal name, and there were many more punctilious customs 
maintaining group cohesion. 

Weddings and funerals were other occasions of gentry solidarity, as 
well as being indicators of the landowners ' popularity with the local 
population, which often turned out in large numbers on such occasions. 
When Mrs W. S. Peter of Anama died in 1895, a special train brought 
mourners to her funeral in the country, and in addition to all the county 
gentry 'almost every resident of Alford Forest and neighbourhood, where 
Mrs Peter was much beloved and respected', followed the cortege which 
left Anama homestead in mid-afternoon and travelled through the au tumn 
countryside to Mount Somers village, where Mrs Peter was buried.45 

Sport acted as another important means of social inclusion and exclu-
sion. Hunts took place regularly, hosted at Longbeach, Lagmhor, Winch-
more, Acton and other estates. Fields of fifty or a hundred would ride to 
hounds, while carriage-loads of ladies would follow, and join the hunters 
in large luncheons and teas provided by the host family on their lawns.46 

Ashburton supported a hunt club, as well as three horse-racing clubs, all 
dominated by gentry patrons. Also popular were 'what aristocratic Ash-
burton calls the " P o w l o w " sports'47 which, like other equestrian sports, 
drew their leadership f rom the gentry. Harriers met at Hackthorne at the 
invitation of the Harpers, and coursing grew up in the 1890s under the 
patronage of the Murray-Aynsleys, Camerons and other families. 

These entertainments were made possible by the deployment of large 
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domestic staffs. The wealthiest landowners, such as the Camerons and 
Griggs, employed staffs numbering up to two figures in and around the 
homestead, while smaller estates had more modest establishments. At 
Clarewell the de Cartaret Malets employed eight domestics, and the 
Peaches maintained the bare minimum for respectability at Mount 
Somers — a cook-maid, nurse, governess, gardener, and boy. Master-
servant relations varied as much as one would expect, but in general 
domestics were ill-housed, frequently in small attics. But there were often 
'old retainers' associated with families, both on the estates and in the 
homesteads, who stayed for a lifetime with the gentry family and identified 
their fortunes with it.48 

The day-to-day rhythm of life of the landowners was writing, reading, 
seeing to accounts and correspondence, following up their business 
interests by mail, giving orders to overseers, and often making a daily or 
weekly tour of inspection of the estate. On smaller properties, once sons 
had returned from college, they often worked in the paddocks with the 
workers, or else were sent as cadets to neighbours' estates. Women super-
vised servants, sat on verandahs or in drawing-rooms, and wrote letters. 
Both sexes were inveterate correspondents, and a perpetual barrage of 
letters and intimate billets hurried across the county and province; 
embossed with coats of arms, and filled with exchanges of compliments, 
discussions of servants, illness, weather, travel and parties. The gentry 
was a highly literate group, and in addition to letters and diaries some 
turned their hands to verse. Sir William Steward of Barford even had three 
volumes of his poetry published4'1 — all in a romantic, derivative style — 
and T. H. Potts was an enthusiastic amateur botanist, who published 
several books and helped lay the foundation for New Zealand botany.50 

Daughters rose at six in the morning for hours of piano practice, and in 
afternoons were supervised at their drawing and geography by governesses. 
One Ashburton landowner's daughter, Edith Lyttleton of Rokeby, 
furtively wrote novels under the pseydonym of G. B. Lancaster and had 
them published in Australia.51 Conventional sons played billiards and 
visited their equally conventional peers. 

Gentry families were constantly on the move. Unlike the other groups 
in the country, they were only partially resident there. They had the 
advantages of leisure, money (or at least credit) and connections, and often 
spent only a few months each year in the country. Short holidays to seaside 
resorts like Sumner, Moeraki and Caroline Bay were frequent. The Deans 
family travelled every year in the grand manner from their main house at 
Homebush to their lodge on Waimarama estate by private railway car, 
with railway trucks conveying the luggage, horses and carriage. Others 
travelled to Mount Cook, Queenstown, or to the Northern hot springs. 
Shipping lines advertized Fiordland cruises for tired pastoralists. Most 
significant was the trip 'Home' , the 'forever English' feeling of the gentry 
making it necessary to maintain close links with the metropolitan society. 
George Hart of Winchmore lauded 'the magnificent floating hotels of the 
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New Zealand Shipping Company',5 2 from which Ashburton families 
scrambled to be presented at court, roamed the British countryside sketch-
pad in hand, stayed at relations' country houses, and made sallies to 'the 
Continent'. Some, like the Todhunters, Studholmes, and de Cartaret 
Malets were as often resident in Europe as in New Zealand. This meant 
that personal and family ties with metropolitan society were maintained. 
Retinues of servants often accompanied them, and in Britain even parvenus 
like Mrs D. Cameron, with her seven servants, were accorded a status 
given to West Indian planters and Indian nabobs in earlier generations.53 

Until 1896 almost all of Ashburton's parliamentary representatives were 
large landowners. Of eleven MHRs, only two were not from the group.54 

This meant that in the 1890s ten of the gentry had served either in Parlia-
ment or in provincial councils, and several in both. Three of the local 
gentry furthermore were appointed to the Legislative Council.55 This high 
incidence of participation indicates the importance for the gentry groups 
of involvement in politics, and behind the men who stood for seats there 
were committees of local gentry backing the candidature. 'Friends' 
pulling together to promote the approved candidate controlled most of 
the county's political organization until the 1890s. Before then there had 
been occasional faction-fighting within the landed interest, but in the 
1890s the gentry families almost all united behind a single member of 
their own group. When Sir John Hall stood for an electorate which in-' 
eluded part of the county in 1890, letters of support from most of the 
local gentry poured in, promising the votes of their workers and of the 
small farmers around them.51' 

The gentry politicians regarded such support from their 'friends' as 
crucial,57 and once elected were prepared to grant rewarding favours to 
their allies. They would be besieged by requests from their neighbours 
for personal advantages such as land titles or knighthoods.58 The gentry 
also used their influence to press the interests of their local community: 
rent relief for local village tenants on state settlements, assistance to 
neighbouring small farmers, improved local water supplies, and so on.5" 
When this machinery operated successfully, gentry politicians served the 
dual purposes of reinforcing the influence of their own group and at the 
same time fulfilling the need for a respected and expert local advocate 
in Wellington. 

Local government was dominated by a similar system. From 1876 to 
1908 all but one of Ashburton county council chairmen were large land-
owners. In the same period fourteen of twenty-four council members were 
gentry, the rest being merchants, auctioneers, and small farmers. As the 
years went by gentry dominance of this body tended to diminish, but by 
virtue of their experience and the tradition of popular leadership they 
had built up in the local community, they continued to dominate the 
chairmanship.'1" The lesser organs of local government were often ignored 
by the gentry. Most served at least one term on a road board or school 
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committee, but while the offices of such institutions were generally filled 
by large landowners, farmers and even labourers predominated in the 
ranks. 

Their role in organized religion was similarly differentiated. Of forty-five 
landowners, 80% were Anglican, and of the remainder 18% Presbyterian 
and 2% Roman Catholic. This underlines, with its total absence of non-
conformity, the 'establishment' nature of the gentry. Most landowners 
actively patronized their church and often contributed very large sums of 
money. There was a general preference for endowing churches in Christ-
church rather than in the county, and while some of Ashburton's gentry 
served on the Christchurch diocesan synod and many more were vestry-
men or elders of city churches, few became involved in their local parish 
life. In spite of a distaste for local church affairs, most of Ashburton 
county's churches were nevertheless built by the gentry. At the gate of 
his Windermere estate, for example, E. G. Wright built a wooden 'colonial 
gothic' church and provided a parsonage and glebe. The Rhodes and 
Wilson families surpassed these local benefactions by building the 200-foot 
spire and an entrance porch for the Christchurch cathedral, and giving it 
a peal of bells. On a more private scale, station ladies organized local 
Sunday schools for children of the workers on their estates and of local 
farmers. Gentry families often provided annual picnics and fetes for church 
groups in the homestead grounds. 

The large landowners provided much of the money and many of the 
officers for local military units. In the Anglo-Boer War there was a spate of 
donations and festivities organized by the gentry to subsidize New Zea-
land's belligerence,1,1 and G. A. McLean Buckley raised, mounted and 
armed a complete cavalry troop from Lagmhor. He and J. Studholme II 
pursued part-time military careers, and each gained the rank of colonel. 
Steward of Barford was a major and helped raise several volunteer units. 
Others of the gentry were captains and lieutenants in the local toy soldiery, 
and women like Mrs P. Cunningham made frequent donations to the 
militia.62 

Thirteen members of the gentry were justices of the peace in the 1890s 
and they, together with Ashburton merchant notables, presided over the 
summary justice of the county.05 In this pre-welfare state, landowners 
were also important in the system of patronage. Big gentry names headed 
the lists of most local charities, education boards, and so forth. Seven 
Ashburton landowners were Fellows of Christ's College, two were members 
of the board of governors of Canterbury College, and one sat on the 
Lincoln College board.64 The Elmslies of Cardendale founded a wing of 
Knox College, Dunedin, and others built or furnished hospital wards or 
endowed institutions, and were patrons of the plethora of local clubs, 
boards, societies and associations. They gave prizes, rooms and money. 
A few specialist institutions like the agricultural and pastoral associations 
were fields of active as well as nominal leadership. 

Most Ashburton landowners believed in the Tory concept of noblesse 
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oblige in the local community. One of them wrote: '1 do not think that a 
rich man should look upon giving to charity as a duty, as I think it should 
be one of the greatest pleasures of a wealthy man. '6 5 The prevalent notion 
was that poverty was an unavoidable and necessary part of the human 
condition, but that it was the duty of the few to alleviate some of its 
harshness with judicious charity. This was manifested at two levels. On 
their own estates the landowners ' concept of social duty was conveniently 
linked with the desire for maximum efficiency, which meant that most of 
the gentry actively tried to promote an esprit de corps amongst their 
workers. They organized station sports, teams, bands and orchestras; 
they provided occasional holidays, and often paid fo r feasts, drink and 
entertainments. On Longbeach alone there were four annual balls for the 
staff, and when a son and heir was born to the Studholmes of Coldstream, 
Mrs J. Studholme complacently wrote that ' the people . . . take such an 
interest and pride in the child'.66 On smaller estates, where no manager 
interposed between master and men, a personal bond could be formed to 
identify the interests of family and workers. 

In the local community at large there was also a good deal of private 
philanthropy. The most significant manifestation of this was charity to 
swaggers (many estates provided free quarters and food for hundreds of 
swaggers a year)67 and the provision of large-scale public fetes. Every 
summer dozens of gentry families would throw open their grounds to 
entertain the poorer people of the district. Hundreds of people would be 
carted in the landowners ' great work drays and estate waggons to eat. 
play and walk in the formal parterres and woods of Springfield, Acton, 
Windermere, and most of the other e s t a t e s . T h e gentry also provided 
local sports days, arranged by committees of large landowners, paid for by 
them and run on their paddocks.6" Sometimes the landed families would 
attend these festivities in person and the ladies, graciously condescending, 
would present prizes.70 

This paternalistic picture of rural philanthropy, with its workers ' balls, 
visiting of cottages, care of widow tenants, and rural fêtes was not, of 
course, the whole. It was what the landowners chose to see. But the town 
of Ashburton was one of the centres of agitation over the 'land question' , 
and there were many flaws in the portrait of gentry munificence and service. 
Poaching on estates appears to have been on the increase in the 1890s,71 

and sheep stealing became so prevalent that the gentry and large farmers 
eventually formed the Ashburton Sheep Farmers ' Mutual Protection 
Society.7- Another social crime, and one which created an hysterical 
response amongst the gentry, was incendiarism. A bad spate of fire-raising 
in 1892 and early 1893, when fields, stacks of wheat and farm buildings 
on estates were destroyed, was attributed to sinister and revolutionary 
incendiarists.73 Fire-raising occurred all through the period, with another 
severe bout beginning in 1896 with a large fire on Coldstream.7 4 Relations 
between the 'monopolistic ' gentry and the landless were often scarred by 
self-interest and antagonism. 
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One of the main features distinguishing the gentry f rom the groups 
below it in the rural community was its links with the local metropolis. 
Christchurch, the 'Mayfair of the South' , provided as attractive a centre 
as New Zealand had at the time. To the landowners its wealth, mansions, 
theatres, colleges, clubs, avenues, racecourses and drawing-rooms seemed 
the nearest thing in the colony to the variety and richness of 'Old World ' 
society. The Ashburton gentry were not only country landowners; they 
were also citizens of Christchurch, and for them ' town' was the city, and 
'down to town' almost as much their home as 'up country ' . The links 
were dual : business and pleasure. Most landowners had urban commercial 
interests, and even those who did not, went 'down to town' at regular 
intervals to contact their agents and lawyers, attend sales, and supervise 
shipments of wool bales or wheat. Many Ashburton landowners occupied 
positions on boards and other bodies in the city, and a few represented 
urban electorates. All needed or found the excuse to commute regularly 
between town and country. This made it convenient for a large number of 
Ashburton gentry to join the city clubs. They made up substantial propor-
tions of the membership lists of the Canterbury Club, the Christchurch 
Club, and the Federal Club. Even more convenient were town houses. 
By the 1890s it was common for a member of the Ashbur ton gentry to 
own a mansion near the city. Several families came to prefer town life, 
and became virtual absentee runholders.7 5 The town houses of Christ-
church were dotted around the city in a wide belt of lanes, fields, suburban 
villages, and model estates, and were in fact designed to look like country 
houses, being surrounded with acres of grounds, including the usual 
lawns, trees, statuary and ponds, and approached by avenues and gravel 
sweeps.76 They were often the centre of small 'model ' farms, with dairy, 
coach house, stabling and so on arranged as though on a rural property. 
They were situated f rom one to ten miles out f rom the city, and like the 
country houses were mostly two- and three-storeyed wooden or brick 
buildings containing twenty or more rooms. 

Here, in drawing rooms overlooking smooth lawns, you take a cup of after-
noon tea; the surroundings are so homelike that it takes no imagination to 
fancy yourself within fifty miles of London. The Graphic and the latest magazines 
strew the tables; there are Japanese fans and blue China on the walls, the ladies 
are dressed as only English ladies can dress; the men come in from cricket in 
their flannels; or from Christchurch in their town clothes . . . . On Sundays the 
whole family attends the village church . . . ,77 

The society of the provincial gentry gave Christchurch an elite possibly 
lacking in the northern cities, and of an af ternoon 'English-built carriages, 
well-horsed and well-appointed, drive in from a circle of ten miles and 
beyond'7 8 to bring the gentry in from their suburban mansions for a busy 
life of concerts, luncheons, matinees musicales, drawing-room afternoons, 
race meets, bordellos and croquet parties. Comings and goings amongst 
'high society' were diligently reported in social columns in all the news-
papers, and the weekly magazine Society contained interesting upper-
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class gossip. Frequent professional theatre was provided by touring 
foreign companies, and opera was staged at the Theatre Royal and at the 
Opera House, which seated three thousand spectators. The highlight of the 
year in Christchurch was Carnival Week, which began the social season. 
Carnival Week drew into the city not only almost all the landed gentry, 
but also thousands of humbler country people, for at least a week of 
indulgence in metropolitan pleasures. The country exodus brought to 
the city for Carnival Week droves of landed gentry in 'showy four-in-
hand[s], with company of friends on the box and swell groom in attend-
ance' bowling 'gracefully through the crowded thoroughfares to "put up" 
at the club or some suburban villa'. Carnival Week, with its show, racing, 
assembly balls, banquets, and extravagant private society, was 'a week's 
dissipation for the rich; a lively outing for the commonalty'.7 '1 It was also 
an unequalled marriage market for the newly 'come out ' daughters of 
landowners, and on Cup and Derby Days the 'world of fashion'80 crowded 
colourful stands and open carriages at Riccarton. 

Canterbury 'high society' of the time was probably responsible for the 
most conspicuous consumption of the materials of high living in New 
Zealand history. At the beginning of the 1890 season, for example, the 
Peter Cunninghams gave a ball for which a large ballroom was built and 
afterwards dismantled. Highlanders in national costume ushered two 
hundred guests into six reception rooms, and pipers skirled alongside the 
carriage-drive. After a musical entertainment to open the ball, 'little boys-
prettily dressed went among the guests with silver salvers full of pro-
grammes'.81 Society matrons vied with one another in the splendour of 
their entertainments. Passing fashions included masquerade and seven-
teenth-century balls, where guests appeared in periwigs and hoops with 
patches on their faces.82 In addition to private society there were public 
banquets, mock naval battles at the Lyttelton Regatta, military reviews, 
operas, and the Heathcote Regatta. And the interminable series of garden 
parties, afternoon dances and other festivals when hundreds of the 
province's wealthy, always with a large detachment of Ashburton gentry, 
gathered together in houses and grounds to eat strawberries, talk sheep, 
and make music. 

The period of this study ends with the election of the third Liberal 
government in 1896, and the beginning of state subdivision of estates in 
Ashburton county. In that year, the 10,000 acre Highbank estate of the 
Ingle Browne family was purchased from them for £60,000 and cut up 
into seventy-five farms. By 1914, there had been six such government 
subdivisions in the county,83 and they had been paralleled by large-scale 
'voluntary' sales of estates, so that by 1906 only seven of the forty-five 
large estates ol 1890 remained,84 and by 1914 there were only two over 
2,500 acres.85 This was a radical adjustment of the county's economic 
structure, a revolution in landholding that occurred in years of rising 
prices, political stability, and without much direct government pressure. 
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To a certain extent, the Ashburton gentry had abetted the rise of the 
Liberal government. Although most were deeply conservative men, their 
politicians claimed to be 'fully alive to the interest of the working class 
in New Zealand'.8 '1 And with every successful re-election of a Liberal 
government they were prepared, in their fight for political credibility, to 
adopt more and more of the catchphrases of their opponents.87 To this 
negative extent they were not rank conservatives, and in addition there 
was a nucleus of Liberal politicians born 'in the lap of luxury, brought up 
in exclusive social circles, educated to regard themselves as superior 
beings'88 who possessed paternalistic ideals of social reform, and who were 
large landowners. Among Ashburton's gentry, Sir William Steward and 
W. C. Walker were both active in the Liberal party, were prepared to 
applaud or assist its reforms and made fairly distinguished careers in its 
ranks. While some Ashburton landowners believed that Liberal policies 
would mean 'not only the bursting up of large estates but the bursting up 
of civilised society',8" and while others tried to form a united rural political 
party."" most became aware that they were fighting a losing battle. In 
1893 a small farmer was elected to the Ashburton seat, on a distinctly 
hostile, even aggressive platform: 'if you want a man to represent you 
send a man of your own class'."1 

As prices for staples, and hence for land, began to rise at the end of 
the 1890s. the gentry began selling off their estates. The land tax, though 
graduated, was not penal, and was not a critical factor in station accounts. 
Nor was there much other direct government intervention. Economic 
influences, taken alone, might have favoured the preservation of large 
estates as much as they tended to increase the viability of small farms. 
Most of Ashburton's large landowners were shrewd businessmen, and 
throughout the depression their estates had not been a burden to them, 
but on the contrary were producing large profits. It seems unlikely that at 
the beginning of a curve of upward growth men long accustomed to 
making profits in the depression would abandon their investments simply 
because the price they could get for their land was increasing. 

Social pressures expressed in aggressive political slogans were perhaps 
a more critical element making landowners more pessimistic about the 
prospects of extensive landholding. Hindsight possibly under-estimates 
the intense and widespread nature of the belief in New Zealand as a 
'social laboratory' in the 1890s. The more radical among Liberal politicians 
constantly spoke in dramatic and rhetorical terms of New Zealand 
blazing the trail 'in the upheaval taking place among the different nations'."J 

Far more radical proposals of expropriation, supertax, and labour 
legislation were spoken of than were ever enacted. It is possible that the 
mistaken anticipation of a 'revolution' induced some landowners to believe 
they should cut their losses before all chance to do so was taken forcibly 
from them. In this light their reaction to better economic conditions 
becomes easier to understand. They were faced by a prospect of battling 
on with their large estates, sneered at by hostile newspapers, regarded as 



W H A T E V E R H A P P E N E D TO THE G E N T R Y ? 21 

'social pests', threatened by a government party with an apparent monopoly 
of power and struggling with increasingly intractable work forces. In these 
circumstances the alternative of retirement to some Merevale mansion 
and a life of whisky and whist, with money from the sale of an estate 
safely in consols, was perhaps relatively attractive.'" Retirement of the 
family head accounted for a number of sales, as did the death of several 
more. As Gould noted,"4 a deceased estate in the 1890s tended to be sub-
divided to provide cash legacies for daughters and smaller properties for 
sons. Whether this would have occurred so generally in an earlier period 
is arguable. Whatever the exact causes, the large landowners certainly did 
sell, and over a very short period. Some families, including the Wasons 
and Maclean Buckleys, sold out and left New Zealand altogether. Two 
of the Helmore sons took up estancias in 'the Platte country'. Other 
families farmed themselves out into the professions. A minority remained 
in the county, selling off most of their land, but holding on to home-
steads and preserving something of what their fathers had built up. Of 
forty-seven families possessing estates in the 1890s, twelve remained in 
the county in 1952."5 None would have qualified any longer under the 
criteria of this study as 'gentry', and in fact they were economically little 
distinguishable from the hundreds of other landholders in the county. 
The steep and high economic pyramid of 1885 had been replaced by a 
broad flat one. 
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land which, in spite of E. M. Goodwin's attempts at improvement, in 1896 only sup-
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ported 4,000 sheep. A family with over-extended commitments was the Studholme 
family, whose Coldstream property was only beginning to be intensively exploited in 
the 1890s because of the family's expensive involvement in North Island land specula-
tions. 

1 y Soil fertility had been depleted by single-cropping, and this together with poor 
wheat prices and declining returns for wool, meant an end of the 'bonanza' period. 
There was no spectacular decline in wheat acreages (the total for 1890 being 62,000 acres 
and 1896 71.000 acres), but supplementary crops were now being planted — oats, 
barley, root crops and the new leaf crops like rape and kale largely in response to the 
new fattening industry which demanded feed storage and the ability to support large 
numbers of fat stock for relatively short periods every year. This indirectly assisted 
productivity by stimulating crop rotation. Sheep numbers rose rapidly from 626,000 
in 1878 to 882.000 by 1896. 

20 Large scale draining, for example, only occurred on Longbeach from the mid-
1880s onwards. Earlier, only LowclifFe and Wakanui had been drained in their entirety. 
In the 1890s estates like Rivcrsdale, Westertield, Anama and Glenara were cutting ditches 
and converting large areas of up to 5,000 acres of swamp into dry pastures. Irrigation 
only began in the county in the 1890s, at the instigation of F.. F. Wright, C. J. Harper, 
and W. L. Allan. 

21 As they had always done in the county. It had been a handful of large landowners 
who had established the first water races in the county. The Canterbury Frozen Meat 
Company had been founded as a result of the efforts of J. Grigg, and other Ashburton 
gentry prominent in the new meat freezing industry were J. Studholme, H. P. Murray-
Aynsley, and D. Morrow. In the 1894 season, Longbeach bought 80,000 sheep and 
lambs for fattening and shipment to London and its lead was followed by many other 
landowners throughout the county. Large landowners were responsible throughout 
Canterbury for similar innovations. See for example Scotter's Canterbury, Vol. Ill, for 
water races, pp. 153-7, and sheep breeding, pp. 99-101. 

22 This conventional view is summarized by R. C. J. Stone in a booklet for schools: 
'small farmers made up the bulk of the farming population. Life for them was a great 
struggle for existence on semi-subsistence farms. . . .' R. C. J. Stone, Economic Develop-
ment 1870-1890, Auckland, 1967, p. 20. An uncertain (but undoubtedly large) proportion 
of the farmers in the Ashburton county were existing at a subsistence level, and lacked 
the ability to produce a surplus for export. Whether the 'export enclave' comprised 
the 45 largest proprietors or included large numbers of smaller landowners remains 
to be decided. 

21 Examples of this range of profitability are: A. E. Peache, 13"„ return on capital 
value of Mount Somers in 1891; C. F. Todhunter, 10",, return on capital value of 
Westerfield in 1892; J. Studholme II, 7"„ return on capital value of Coldstream in 1888; 
J. Grigg, 5"„ on return on capital value of Longbeach from wheat sales alone in 1893. 
These calculations are based on station records. 

24 Some examples of incomes (after deduction of expenses) from Ashburton estates 
are: Longbeach, wheat income 1893, £7,500; Kilmar, wheat profit (estimated) 1894, 
£2,200; The Terraces, fat sheep profit 1892, £925; Mount Somers, wool profit 1891 
£2,050; Waimarama, wool profit 1888, £1,400; Longbeach, fat swine profit c. 1890. 
£5,500; Coldstream, total profit 1888, £4,480. 

25 Substantial mortgagees included F. de Cartaret Malet, D. Morrow, C. J. Harper, 
J. C. N. Grigg, J. C. Helmore, J. Holmes, G. A. Maclean Buckley and W. Strange. 

2" An example of these entrepreneur landowners was J. Studholme I of Coldstream. 
In addition to owning Coldstream and many other landed estates, he was a director of 
the New Zealand Shipping Company and an exporter of rubber from his Fijian planta-
tion. owned a boiling-down works at Kaiapoi, was a director of the Canterbury Frozen 
Meat Company, a substantial owner of shares in West Coast and Australian mines, 
and mortgagee of an Irish estate. 

27 A. E. Peache developed lime kilns, tramways, a coal pit and quarried on Mount 
Somers. The Friedlanders and the Griggs erected brick works on their estates, as did 
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J. Deans, who also owned a coal mine on his property at Homebush. Flax mills were 
operated on Lagmhor, Longbeach and Anama. 

2S Major investors in Hawke's Bay land included J. Studholme I, W. White of Longley, 
W. S. Peter of Anama, A. F. Somerville of The Terraces, and R. H. Rhodes of Low-
cliffe. Peter also invested in Southland stations, as did J. and A. D. Mcllraith of Auchen-
flower, and B. M. Moorhouse of Shepherds Bush. Investors in mining and other extrac-
tive industries on the West Coast involved H. P. Murray-Aynsley, who was chairman 
of directors of the Grey River Coal Company, and others, notably E. G. Wright of 
Windermere and J. Studholme I. 

29 Men who had drawn upon family capital were generally those who had originated 
from the British gentry, examples being J. Cathcart Wason, the Studholmes, the 
Murray-Aynsleys, A. E. Peache, and the Stracheys. Noiiveau.x riches included successful 
South Island owners of retail chains in drapery and ironmongery (J. Ballantyne, W. 
Strange, and D. Morrow), three owners of legal firms (II. H. Loughnan, F. de Cartaret 
Malet, and J. C. Helmore), engineering families (the Holmeses, the Wrights, and the 
Whites), a brewer (H. W. Packer), and a rich grain merchant (P. Cunningham). 

Of all mortgage transactions recorded in the Nominal Index of the Lands and Deeds 
Registry. Christchurch, the incidence of Ashburton landowners as mortgagee is 5.5 to I 
as mortgagor. Rapid turnover of mortgages on gentry estates is exemplified by Cold-
stream. which from 1888 to 1893 was subject of seven mortgage transactions; of these, 
three were discharges of mortgages and four were acquisitions of mortgages one 
being within the family. 

The classification is my own. There is considerable room for doubt in such group-
ings, and some individuals proved difficult to place. The Coster brothers, for example, 
although classified by me as 'middle', could possibly be called "upper'. Their grand-
father was only a provincial doctor, but their father had given up his medical practice 
early in life, had bought a Devonshire estate and had married a daughter of a great 
county family. The Coster brothers were brought up in gentry modes, and both married 
women registered in Burke's Gentry. In their life style and accepted position in Devon-
shire society they were perhaps 'upper class'. 

B. Burke, Dictionary of the Peerage and Baronetage, London. 1885. and A History 
of the Landed Gentry of Great Britain and Ireland, London, 1895. 

C. Gray, Quiet with the Hills, Christchurch, 1970. p. 26. An edited collection of 
the papers of A. E. Peache. Cirencester was one of the first British agricultural colleges. 

•'4 In 1890 there were sixty-seven private schools in Canterbury. Statistics of the 
Colony of New Zealand 1X90, Wellington, 1891. p. 34.3. 

From 1890 to 1896 there were twenty sons of Ashburton landowners at Christ's 
College. The School List of Christ's College Grammar School, Fourth Edition, Christ-
church. 1921. 

Mrs B. M. Moorhouse I of Shepherds Bush to Mrs .1, Studholme I of Coldstream. 
22 November 1888; letters, journals and other papers held by J. J. A. Studholme, 
Coldstream, Ashburton. 

17 Canterbury Times, 17 November 1877. referring to J. Studholme I. 
•<» NZPD, LXX1X (1893), 530. 
•'"J. A. Hendry, 'Architecture in Canterbury', in A History of Canterbury, Christ-

church. 1971, 11, 488. 
•"> ibid., 482. 
•n Cyclopedia of New Zealand, Christchurch, 1903, IV, 789. 
42 Mrs J. Studholme II at Coldstream to Mrs J. Studholme I at Merevale, near 

Christchurch, 14 February 1898, Studholme papers. 
41 ibid., 4 February (no year given). 
44 The social columns of the Christchurch Press, Lyttelton Times, Weekly Press, 

Canterbury Times, and Society all provided regular columns of description of the dress 
and doings of 'high society' men and women. 

45 Ashburton Guardian, 9 February 1895. 
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4<l The hunts were described in the local newspapers. Typical was one of the annual 
Longbeach hunts, where a field of 120 were 'cordially entertained by Mr and Mrs 
J. C. N. Grigg'. Grigg led the hunt and was 'splendidly mounted'. 'Mr W. Chisnall's 
four-in-hand, two carriages and pairs, and dozens of other vehicles lined the road, 
and among the spectators were Mrs J. C. N. Grigg, and Mrs Chisnall with large parties, 
Mrs Buckley . . . and many others." Ashburton Guardian, 25 June 1892. 

47 ibid., 8 April 1895. 
4fi The Whites of Langley received long service from their men. 'Old Line', the head 

gardener, spent a lifetime with the family. W. Street was overseer and manager of 
Langley for almost half a century, and J. Scott was head of fencing gangs and roust-
abouts for thirty-six years. W. White, 'Records of an Old Pioneer', typescript in the 
Canterbury Museum Library. 

4" These were Cannina Varia (1867), Rhyme of the Mapourika (1903), and Vision of 
Aorangi (1906). 

511 His publications included Out in the Open, Bleeding Habits of New Zealand Birds, 
and Recent Changes in the Fauna of New Zealand. 

M Her novel Promenade describes life in Ashburton county. 
Ci. R. Hart, Stray Leaves from the Early History of Canterbury, Christchurch. 

1887, p. 7. 
51 When Elizabeth, daughter of D. Morrow of Montalto, travelled in Britain she 

v\as embarrassed by the family's humble relations in Northern Ireland, but in England 
and Scotland was given a wide entree. In Edinburgh, for example, she drank tea with 
the Marchioness of Aberdeen beneath "very fine' chandeliers at the Presbyterian 
Moderator of Scotland's house, and attended Lord Kinnair's garden party held to 
celebrate his inauguration as Lord High Commissioner. Diary of Elizabeth M. Davison, 
included among the collection of Morrow family diaries, letters and other papers 
held by Mrs J. V. M. Jacobson, Christchurch. 

54 These two were J. Ives, an Ashburton newspaper editor, and J. McLachlan, the 
bete noire of the gentry, who won the Ashburton electorate on the votes of small farmers 
and farm labourers in 1893. 

W. S. Peter of Anama, W. C. Walker of Valetta, and Sir William Steward of 
Barford. 

5,1 This was the northern corner of the county, and Hall's correspondents included 
J. A. Mcllraith 6 August 1890, D. Cameron 18 November 1890, Athole Murray-
Aynslcy 23 November 1890. W. L. Allan 29 November 1890, and T. E. Upton 9 
December 1890. Hall Papers, General Assembly Library, Wellington. 

In 1893, E. G. Wright regarded 'the apathy of over-confident friends' as the 
principal cause of his failure to hold the Ashburton electorate against J. McLachlan. 
E. Ci. Wright to W. Rolleston, 2 December 1893. Rolleston Papers, General Assembly 
Library, Wellington. 

In 1893, ,1. Studholme wrote to 'My dear Rolleston' asking him to help Studholme's 
attempts to have his titles to native land in the North Island validated. Rolleston 
Papers, 2 April 1893. W. J. Steward asked Ballance for a knighthood in 1891. Letter 
b25:ll) (undated) Ballance Papers, Alexander Turnbull Library. Wellington. 

In the Rakaia district in 1891, for example, a group of large landowners endorsed 
a petition from the local village settlers to Sir John Hall 'as Hon gentilman' asking for 
a reduction in rents. Hall Papers, 14 July 1891. Earlier in the same year, E. G. Wright 
and E. S. Coster pressed Hall to provide a water supply for the village settlers at South 
Rakaia (Hall Papers, 12 February 1S91), and W. L. Allan of Acton later asked Hall to 
find a place in the public service for the son of a local small farmer (Hall Papers, 
27 July 1891). 

<•" From 1876 to 1908 the Ashburton County Council was chaired only by gentry 
(namely W. C. Walker, E. Ci. Wright, and C. J. Harper), with the exception of the two-
year term of an Ashburton merchant, Hugo Friedlander brother of one of the county's 
large landowners. 
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61 Mrs J. Studholme I held a garden party in order to raise funds for the war, and 
the 'Two thousand Fashionable People' she invited were sneered at by the Gisborne 
Telegraph, 27 January 1900 (clipping in Studholme papers). 

"2 'This lady's generosity' to the Scottish Rifles was applauded by the Weekly Press, 
17 October 1890. 

63 An example of their activities: 'At the Police Court yesterday — before Messrs 
T. E. Upton and A. E. Peache, J.P.s — William Burns was sent to gaol for seven days 
for drunkenness, one month for resisting Constable Jackson, and one month for 
destroying the constable's watch.' Ashburton Guardian, 20 December 1894. 

64 Fellows of Christ's College included J. C. N. Grigg, J. Grigg, J. Studholme I, 
W. C. Walker, E. Dobson, Archdeacon J. Wilson and G. H. N. Helmore. W. C. Walker 
and F. de Cartaret Malet were governors of Canterbury College, and the latter was 
chairman of the board from 1885 to 1895. De Cartaret Malet was also a member of 
the Lincoln Board. 

65 Gray, p. 171. The writer was A. E. Peache of Mount Somers. 
bt> Mrs J. Studholme II at Coldstream to Mrs J. Studholme 1 at Merevale, dated only 

'Coldstream Thursday night'. Studholme papers. 
07 Thirty landowners in the Wairarapa claimed to have given 78 dinners, 227 teas, 

218 breakfasts, and sleeping accommodation to 226 swaggers in one week of 1889. 
This was in answer to a questionnaire, and was probably typical of all pastoral districts 
although no similar study was done in Ashburton. 'The Poor Law in New Zealand', in 
The Monthly Review, Wellington, March 1889, p. 129. 

1,8 The D. Camerons entertained three hundred local 'people' at a 'Gala Day' in 1890. 
There was a band, a lunch in 'a shady part of the grounds", sports and games including 
cricket. Aunt Sally, and a race to catch a pig, won by a young Methvenite. A 'sumptuous' 
tea at 5.00 was followed by 'Father Christmas' giving 'a levee in a shady nook of the 
woods', and dancing on the lawn until dusk. Ashburton Guardian, 31 December 1890. 

w D. G. Holmes, for example, provided a paddock and sponsored the Methven 
New Year Sports held annually on his Mount Harding estate, and was also president 
of the committee of gentry which ran the Rakaia Boxing Day sports. 

7(1 Mrs Holmes, 'the wife of our respected president Mr D. G. Holmes of Holmeslee", 
customarily presented the trophies at the Rakaia sports. Ashburton Guardian, 9 January 
1891. It was more usual for prizes, decorations, food and so on to be provided from a 
distance, as one year at the Mount Somers annual sports when 'plenty of fruit was 
kindly supplied by Mesdames Peache and Peter", but no members of these families 
attended the sports, ibid., 23 March 1892. 

71 The local newspaper usually had notices warning against poaching, as on one day 
when Lagmhor was offering £20 reward 'In consequence of the amount of Poaching 
going on in the creeks of the Lagmhor Estate", and W. Strange threatened to prosecute 
anyone found on Riversdale 'in pursuit of game or otherwise", ibid., 25 June 1891. 

72 ibid., 9 March 1894. 
71 The first incident occurred when 'some dastardly individual' fired stacks on W. M. 

Lyttleton's Rokeby estate (Ashburton Guardian 19 April 1892), and ended after un-
successful attempts to find scapegoats in the destruction of a thatched building on 
Highbank. ibid., 8 April 1893. 

74 This fire destroyed a substantial building containing two bedrooms, a storeroom, 
a wine cellar including 'a choice selection' of" J. Studholme's wines and 'a cask of 
superior whisky", ibid., 21 July 1896. 

75 T. H. Potts was an absentee par excellence; he left the supervision of his Ashburton 
properties to his son, and lived permanently in Ohinetahi, a three-storeyed stone house 
on a 600 acre model farm in Governor's Bay. The diary of E. R. Chudleigh contains 
numerous mentions of visits to Ohinetahi, where everyone 'boated, rode and danced. 
Easter Monday we danced from 8 till 6 in the morning'. E. C. Richards, ed.. The Diary 
of E. R. Chudleigh, Christchurch, 1950, p. 245. 

7<> Examples were P. Cunningham's twenty-one roomed town house in fifteen acres 
of garden, bought in 1878 for £7,500, the Murray-Aynsley's new three-storeyed brick 
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mansion being built on their farm on the Heathcote river, and the Studholmes' gabled 
wooden house called Merevale and surrounded by thirty acres of grounds. 

77 E. H. d'Avigdor, Antipodean Notes, London, 1888, pp. 60-61. 
7(1 L. J. Kennaway, Crusts — A Settlers Fare Due South, London, 1874, p. 225. 
79 G. Chamier, A South Sea Siren, Auckland, 1971 (first published 1895), p. 197. 
80 A. Garran, ed.. The Picturesque Atlas of Australasia, n.d.. III. p. 628. 
»1 Weekly Press, 10 October 1890. 
82 One masquerade ball was given by a leading hostess in 1890; quadrilles were 

performed by dancers in seventeenth-century dress, and among the guests were J. 
Studholme I in 'very handsome court dress", Mrs Studholme 'as a fisher boy', J. C". 
Ilelmore in "artillery uniform', and one of the Murray-Aynsley girls as 'night, or star-
light". Weekly Press, 1 August 1890. 

83 These were Highbank (1896). Hekeao (1898), Ruapuna (1910), Valverde (1912), 
Avenel (1912) and Strathmore (1913). 

84 Namely Springfield, Longbeach, Holmeslee, Viewmount, Lagmhor, Valetta, and 
Windermere. They comprised 83,015 acres, and were worth £665,000. Appendices to 
the Journals of the House of Representatives, 1906, H30B. 

85 Longbeach, the property of J. C. N. Grigg, and E. G. Wright's Windermere-
Surrey Hills estate. 

8,1 Ashburton Guardian, 6 December 1890. The speaker was E. G. Wright of Winder-
mere. 

87 J. C. Wason, while still referring to the Liberal government as 'an obnoxious 
mushroom on a manure heap' (in a speech to local electors, Ashburton Guardian, II 
October 189.3) in the second election of the 1890s, was producing a mishmash of con-
servative and liberal ideas in 1896, along with strong elements of rural populism. In 
the latter year he was prepared to 'accept' subdivision of estates, but was opposed to 
systems of leasehold, and wanted the large properties to be cut up into freehold farms, 
which he thought 'more in accord with our ideas of freedom and freemen". Ashburton 
Guardian. 2 November 1896. 

88 Tenutka Leader, 8 November 1890. 
89 Ashburton Guardian, 5 July 1892. The writer was J. A. Holmes of Viewmount. 

Notably E. G. Wright. J. C. Wason and J. A. Holmes. 
Ql Ashburton Guardian, 11 October 1893. The speaker was J. McLachlan, MHR for 

Ashburton, 1893-96. 
Q2W. Montgomery to Ballancc, I July 1891. Ballance Papers, Alexander Turnbull 

Library, Wellington. 
« Gould, 'Twilight', p. 25. 
Q4 The phenomenon of large estates 'monopolized' by a handful of families apparently 

ready to unload them in the event of better prices occurred elsewhere in the late nine-
teenth century. The Duke of Marlborough wrote to the Times, 3 October 1885: 'were 
there any effective demand for the purchase of land, half the land of England be in 
the market tomorrow'. There are many similarities between the position of the English 
and New Zealand landowning classes at the end of the century. Both represented an 
interest which had 'lost its pre-eminence, and now land was losing many of its attrac-
tions' (F. M. L. Thompson, English Landed Society in the Nineteenth Century, London, 
1963, p. 325). Each was dismayed by the return of strong Liberal governments, feared 
discrimination against landowners, and responded, as in Britain in 1910, by 'a flood of 
land sales' (Thompson, p. 322). Thompson concludes that the motives causing the rapid 
sale and fragmentation of large estates in England were a combination of panic, social 
pressure, and loss of the prestige and influence of landowning. 

"5 Return of Sheepowners, 1952, Wellington, 1953. 


