
The Coastal Trade of New Zealand 
Prior to World War One 

' . . . in a new country such as New Zealand, as yet deficient in 
roads, but having an extensive seaboard and a number of good 
harbours, the coastal trade must be relatively very large'.1 

THE COASTING TRADE played an important role in the economic development 
of New Zealand in the nineteenth century. An internal terrain of mountainous 
regions and dense bush meant that the development of an effective system of 
inland transport would be a costly and time-consuming process. While New 
Zealand possesses many rivers, few have been navigable over any great distance 
by cargo-carrying vessels. The largest river on the North Island is the Waikato 
which has a shifting bar and for vessels as small as 30 tons it has only been 
navigable for 60 or 70 miles. The Clutha is the largest river on the South Island 
but its entrance has been described as shallow and dangerous.-Like the Waikato 
it has only handled larger vessels on its lower reaches. 'The high cost of building 
a road and rail system had to be spread over a small and relatively low-income 
population.4 By the later decades of the century, the railway had begun to 
penetrate the major trade flow nodes but the highly dispersed nature of the New 
Zealand population meant that many settlements remained unconnected to the 
system.5 The coastal trade offered an alternative form of domestic communica-
tions. The long coastline of New Zealand relative to its total area meant that many 
settlements grew up close to the sea. In addition, the level of fixed capital 
investment required to develop the coastal trade was much lower than that 
required for a rail system: the main investment was in the vessels themselves. 

1 New Zealand Official Yearbook. 18%. p. 131. I would like to acknowledge the helpful 
comments of Dr Ken Jackson (University of Auckland) and an anonymous referee for this article. 

2 ibid.. 1893, p.328. 
3 Commercial services ceased on the Clutha in 1939 with the laying up of the 172-ton steamer, 

Clutha. 
4 New Zealand's population (Pakeha and Maori) remained under 700,000 by the 1890s although 

the rate of growth was rapid. J. Graham, 'Settler society' in W.H. Oliver and B.R. Williams (eds). 
The Oxford History of New Zealand, Wellington. 1981, p. 116. On incomes, unfavourable compari-
sons may be drawn with the U.K.: C.H. Feinstein, National Incomes, Expenditure and Output of the 
United Kingdom. 1K55-I965, Cambridge, 1972; K. Rankin, 'Gross National Product estimates for 
New Zealand, 1859-1939', Review of Income & Wealth, forthcoming. 

5 Even the main Auckland to Wellington link was not completed until 1908. See R.S. Fletcher, 
Single Track: the Construction of the North Island Main Trunk Railway. Auckland, 1978. 
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which were specifically designed for operating in shallow water and some, such 
as scows, could be run on to beaches. Such capital savings were of great 
significance for a country embarking upon a process of economic moderniza-
tion. Coasting also provided a much more flexible transport system able to 
connect with the many small, scattered settlements. On the negative side, it 
should be noted, dangerous harbour bars limited the value of many west coast 
ports on both islands. 

In spite of its apparent importance to New Zealand's economic development, 
historians have devoted very little attention to the coastal trade, the main work 
being on several large coastal companies." In fact we know little or nothing of the 
small-scale operators of just one or two vessels who predominated nor has the 
scale and direction of the trade been investigated. The present paper attempts to 
address some of these questions by looking at the growth and spatial distribution 
of New Zealand coasting in the nineteenth century, together with its ownership 
structure and the type of vessels it employed. It is hoped both to throw some light 
on the basic features of coasting and to give a more precise idea of its contribution 
to the country 's economic development before World War One. 

The coastal trade, in most countries, is notorious for the inadequacy of its 
historical statistics. This derives primarily from the informal nature of the trade 
and the fact that no customs records were necessary. The experience of New 
Zealand is no exception: while we have figures for shipping and cargoes in the 
overseas trades from the beginning of the Crown Colony period in 1840, no 
comprehensive returns of coastal shipping were kept until the 1870s. From the 
sporadic evidence which survives prior to the 1870s, it seems that the coastal 
trade was already extensive by the early years of colonization. Between April 
1848 and the following January 32 coasters visited Dunedin. The next ten to 15 
years saw the emergence of a local network of trade, which included coal from 
Shag Point, grain from Kakanui and Allday Bay, building stone from Oamaru, 
Kakanui and Moeraki, timber from Riverton and Waikawa and potatoes from 
Port Molyneux and Moeraki.7 At Lyttelton one-third of the shipping arrivals in 
1853 were coasters which included the importation of beer and flour from 
Wellington." 

By the time of comprehensive returns in the early 1870s there was in excess 
of a million tons of shipping entering and clearing New Zealand ports in the 
coastal trade. As Graph I shows, in the four decades to 1914 this figure grew 
rapidly to over 12 million tons, a more than ten-fold growth. The picture was one 
of virtually continuous sustained expansion of coasting. Any interruption to this 
trend was brief and due to a once-only incident — the 1913 seamen's strike 

6 G. McLean. The Southern Octopus. The Rise of a Shipping Empire, Wellington, 1990; A. A. 
Kirk. Anchor Ships and Anchor Men. The History of the Anchor Shipping and Foundry Company 
Limited. Wellington. 1967; S.D. Waters, Richardsons of Napier. A Century of Coastal Shipping. 
1X59-1959. Napier, 1959; C. Furniss, Servants of the North. Wellington, 1977; G. McLean, 
Canterbury Coasters. Wellington, 1987; G. McLean. Richardsons of Napier. Wellington. 1989. 

7 G. McLean, Otago Harbour. Currents of Controversy, Dunedin. 1985, pp.33.55. There is also 
evidence of significant Maori ownership of coasting vessels, which points to thriving activity prior 
to 1840. 

8 W.H. Scotter, A History of Port Lyttelton, Christchurch, 1968, p.28. 
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G R A P H I 
Coastal and Foreign Trade Entrances. 1873-1914 (quinquennial averages) 
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which caused many coasters to be laid up for several weeks.9 This high rate of 
growth surpassed that of the overseas trade where the tonnage of shipping 
increased five-fold over the same period. This may come as something of a 
surprise since it was during this period that there was a rapid growth in exports 
as a result of the development of refrigeration. 

An alternative method of measuring the development of the coastal trade is 
through figures for cargo tonnage. It is most likely that this would indicate a 
different growth rate from shipping figures as a result of fluctuations in the 
utilization of shipping capacity and changes in the relationship between shipping 
and cargo tonnages contingent upon alterations in vessel design. Unfortunately, 
there is very little useful information on the volume, value or composition of 
cargoes carried. In the absence of customs returns for domestic trade, we know 
little of the value of coastal cargoes: likewise for volumes where we have only 
intermittent information for a few ports.10 Calculations of cargo tonnage must be 
treated with healthy scepticism. Some cargoes were measured by volume 
(timber), some by weight (flour) and others by units (passengers) with no 
apparent conversion factor by which to calculate a 'cargo tonnage'. Interprovincial 
returns for the volume and value of cargoes in the early 1870s provide us with 
cross-sectional data from which to illustrate the direction of trade flows. 
Unfortunately, there is insufficient longitudinal data on cargo tonnage from 
which to construct a meaningful measure of the growth of coastal trade. 

The boom in refrigerated exports is one of the reasons for the rapid growth of 
coasting in the four decades to World War One. Since many rural settlements 
remained unconnected to road and rail services, livestock and dairy products 
were often conveyed by coasters to the exporting ports. The expansion of trans-
Tasman services, which frequently began or ended by visiting several New 
Zealand ports, thereby increased coastal movements. For example, the Union 

9 New Zealand Official Yearbook. 1915, p.471. 
10 For example. Port Lyttelton from the 1880s and Dunedin, 1906-14. 
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Steam Ship Company ' s vessel Rotorua sailed from Port Chalmers to Sydney 
calling at the major New Zealand east coast ports before sailing west around 
North Cape. In each year in the decade to 1914, between one-third and one-half 
of tonnage employed in New Zealand's trades spent spells in both foreign-going 
and coasting services." 

The coming of steam provided a further reason for the expansion of coastal 
services. Steam provided for better and safer navigation of coastal waters with 
more effective control of vessels in limited areas and no risk of getting caught 
on a lee shore. Steamers first operated on the New Zealand coast in the 1850s12 

and by the 1860s a range of inter-provincial mail services were in existence 
provided by the Inter-Colonial Royal Mail, McMeekan & Blackwood and the 
New Zealand Steam Navigation Company ." However, it was in the 1870s that 
steamers came to predominate: by the end of the decade they were responsible 
for more than half of coasting vessels and as much as 80% of tonnage.'4 The 
speed and regularity of steam encouraged the development of timetabled 
passenger and freight services between many domestic ports by the 1870s 
including an Auckland to Dunedin passenger service.15 The steamship, together 
with the coming of the railway, encouraged the expansion of the coastal coal 
trade from Westport and Greymouth, particularly from the 1880s. 

In the subsequent period to 1914 the speed and regularity of passenger 
services around the coast of New Zealand proceeded apace. The government 's 
concern for fast and efficient services was reflected in the establishment of a 
committee to look at the Wellington to Lyttelton run in 1898. In spite of the 
scepticism of James Mills, managing director of the Union Company, whose 
vessel Rotomahana was losing £500 per month on this route, the committee 
recommended 'a faster and more punctual steam service' using the latest 
technology twin screw steamers and requiring much greater horsepower."' 

The improvements in port organization and facilities in the last two or three 
decades of the nineteenth century had a positive effect on the coastal trade. While 
there remained a large number of small sailing vessels in the coastal trade which 
could frequently be anchored in a bay or even run on a beach, the emerging 
dominance of larger steam ships required improved port facilities particularly in 
terms of water depth at the wharf and loading gear. Extensive dredging together 
with improved wharfage facilities were among the policies pursued by the 
harbour boards established at many New Zealand ports in the 1870s and 1880s. 

1 I Appendix to the Journals of the House of Representatives (AJHR). 1906-15. H-15. 
12 A.G. Shave. 'New Zealand 's coastal trade", unpublished MSc thesis. University of New 

Zealand. 1959. p.2 believes steamers were first used in coasting f rom 1859. J. Barr, The Ports of 
Auckland. Auckland, 1926, p. 112. argues that the earliest steam services were in 1854 connecting 
Onehunga with Dunedin via New Plymouth, Nelson, Wellington and Lyttelton. The iron screw 
steamer. Nelson, which was delivered from her British builders in 1854 is said to have been the first 
steamer built for the interprovincial trade. 

13 AJHR, 1863. F - l . 
14 Annual Statistics of New Zealand. 
15 Shave, p.2. The Union Company was known to be operating a service between the two ports 

in 1875. 
16 AJHR. 1898, 1-6. Wellington to Lyttelton Steam Service Committee, pp. 19-22. 
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The number of lighthouses was also growing steadily: by 1892 there were 26, 
which caused the official yearbook to note that 'the coasts of New Zealand are, 
considering their extent, fairly well lighted'.17 

The spatial distribution of coasting presents a much more dissipated pattern 
than for the overseas trade. This is very much what we would expect given 
coasting's role in bringing many small scattered settlements into some form of 
domestic transport network. Nonetheless, the figures suggest that, throughout 
the last three decades of the nineteenth century, approximately half of tonnage 
entrances and clearances in coasting were based upon the four major ports of 
Auckland, Wellington, Lyttelton and Dunedin. This compares with a greater and 
increasing level of concentration in the foreign trade for the same four ports of 
73% in the early 1870s rising to nearly 90% before 1914. 

TABLE 1 
Share of Shipping Movements Held by the Four Leading Ports (%) 

1871-5 1881-5 1891-5 1901-5 
Entrances 
Foreign 73 80 85 89 
Coasting 46 51 52 53 

Clearances 
Foreign 73 75 85 87 
Coasting 49 52 53 54 

Graph II indicates that among the four leading coastal ports, Wellington 
emerges as dominant, followed by Lyttelton, both ports handling in excess of two 
million tons of coastal entrances by 1914. Auckland, in spite of its leading 
position in overseas trade, ranks a poor third, with one million tons, slightly 
above Dunedin's 900,000. Wellington's leadership can be explained by its 
central position within a New Zealand economy which continued to be predomi-
nantly based upon an ocean transport system. Its central position connected the 
transport networks of the two islands and enabled it to replace Dunedin as the 
main distribution centre. This is reflected in the large number of firms which 
switched their headquarters from Dunedin during this time. More specifically, 
the relative decline of the extractive industries of north Auckland, particularly 
timber and gum, can be contrasted with the rapid growth of the dairying industry 
of the southern part of the north island, particularly in the Wairarapa and 
Manawatu. Small ports in the south-west of the North Island such as Foxton, 
Patea and Waitara, serving coastal farming communities, conducted a regular 
trade with Wellington since surrounding dense bush made inland transport very 

17 New Zealand Official Yearbook. 1892, p.247. Port improvements were also important for the 
expansion of foreign trade and shipping and are discussed in more detail in S. Ville, 'The growth of 
foreign trade and shipping at New Zealand 's major seaports during the nineteenth century ' . 
Australian Economic History Review, forthcoming, 1992. 
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Coastal Entrances at New Zealand's Major Ports, 1873-1914 
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slow and expensive.18 The nature of the trade of these ports can clearly be 
indicated by the following information regarding their facilities in the 1890s. 
Waitara Harbour was said to possess two cattle wharves for small coasters 
drawing nine feet or less of water. Patea also possessed two cargo berths for 
coasting vessels of ten to 12 feet or a burthen of 70 to 100 tons.19 

Beyond the major centres, a series of secondary ports conducted a thriving 
coastal trade before 1914. Gisborne, Napier and Westport all handled in excess 
of half a million tons of coastal entrances by 1914. Picton, Nelson, Greymouth, 
Timaru and Bluff each received more than 250,000 while Onehunga, Thames, 
Whangarei, New Plymouth, Wanganui and Oamaru took more than 100,000.-° 
Even these figures conceal to some degree the geographically diverse nature of 
coasting. Defining a port, for the purposes of coasting at least, was extremely 
difficult particularly in light of the fact that there were no customs dues and that 
some coasters could pull up on a beach or drop anchor in a bay and unload with 
the help of lighters. Shave estimates that there were 59 'well established' ports 
by 1868 but also gives the example of one company using 75 different 'coastal 
landings' between the Bay of Plenty and Wellington alone in the late nineteenth 
century.21 Rimmer, on the other hand, calculates that there were 112 ports in 1867 
of which 26 were overseas ports of entry.22 

Unfortunately, we know much less about the direction and composition of 
cargoes carried than we do about the relative importance of individual ports in 
the coastal trade. However, a parliamentary return for 1871/2 details the 
interprovincial coastwise shipment of flour, wheat, oats, oatmeal, sawn timber, 
posts, rails, shingles, bacon, hams, pork, beef, mutton, butter, cheese and 
potatoes.21 Not surprisingly, the largest movements were to and from the four 
major ports. In terms of value, Auckland was the largest recipient of imports at 
£170,000.24 With its local timber industry, Auckland's interprovincial imports 
were almost entirely agricultural produce from Lyttelton and, to a lesser degree, 
Oamaru and Dunedin. Wellington's imports also consisted primarily of oats, 
wheat and flour from Lyttelton, Oamaru and Nelson. In the South Island main 
centres foodstuffs were abundant but construction materials were in short 
supply. Lyttelton's imports predominantly comprised of sawn timber from 
Havelock and Picton while Dunedin also drew heavily upon Havelock timber 
together with grain from Timaru. Lyttelton was by far the largest coastwise 
exporter at £237,000 of which two-thirds went to Auckland and the remainder 
to a range of ports throughout the two islands. Dunedin and Wellington exported 

18 P.R. Miles. 'A geographical appraisal of the development of the port of Well ington ' , 
unpublished MA thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1966, pp.41-2. 

19 New Zealand Official Yearbook. 1892. pp.233-4. 
20 All of these figures have been taken from the Annual Statistics. 
21 Shave, pp.2-3. 
22 P. Rimmer, 'New Zealand seaports ' , unpublished PhD thesis. University of Canterbury. 1964. 

p.9. 
23 AJHR. 1872, A-48. Return relating to Interprovincial Trade and Shipping. 
24 Volume is a more accurate measure of the demand for shipping than value but the range of 

different types of quantity measurement between goods makes this an unsuitable expression of trade 
Hows. 
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smaller amounts of produce to various ports while Auckland sent timber to just 
a few centres. 

Further comparisons between the trade structure of the major ports can be 
derived from the fact that Auckland's imports came from just five ports and 
Lyttelton's eight compared with 13 for Dunedin while Wellington, at the centre 
of the country 's seaborne transport system, drew upon the exports of as many as 
18 ports. Auckland 's exports were likewise concentrated upon fewer ports. 
Moreover, Auckland (95%) and Wellington (59%) were much more reliant upon 
imports from the other major ports than were Lyttelton (7%) and Dunedin (18%). 
Clearly, this distinction results from the reliance of the two northern ports upon 
the produce of the Canterbury Plains, shipped through Lyttelton, while the 
southern settlements drew upon a wider geographical area for their timber and 
other requirements. For the same reason, therefore, Lyttelton's (76%) exports 
were more heavily concentrated upon the other three major ports than were those 
of Auckland (44%), Dunedin (31%) and Wellington (7%). 

The vessel type in use in New Zealand coasting in the nineteenth century were 
diverse. In the earlier part of the century Maori and early European settlers had 
relied predominantly upon canoes and small sailing vessels. The early Dunedin 
coastal trade was dominated by schooners andcutters. The shallow draught scow 
was particularly popular for entering tidal bays and river ports. They were 
extensively employed in shipping kauri logs from remote timber mills north of 
Auckland. Scows had the added advantage that they could be hauled up on 
beaches for loading and unloading and so were appropriate for many small 
coastal farming settlements. This remained a valuable feature of the scow long 
after the growth of steam in coasting and they continued to be widely used for 
heavy bulk cargoes such as coal, sand, shingle and cement. By the 1870s, Scotter 
notes, there was still a range of smaller coasters trading out of Lyttelton, mostly 
on the shorter hauls to the bays of the Banks Peninsula and other Canterbury ports 
carrying timber and other building materials during the boom of that decade.25 

It is important to note the heavy reliance of New Zealand coasting upon 
British-built vessels. In 1869 more than half the number of coastal vessels (271 
of 478) and volume of tonnage (15,773 of 26,570) was British built. With only 
34 steamers built in New Zealand before this date, reliance upon Britain was 
particularly marked for mechanical propulsion. The large steamship companies, 
such as Union and Huddart Parker, were almost wholly reliant upon shipbuilders 
from the north of England and Scotland such as Dennys and Swan & Hunter.2'1 

In looking more closely at the coastal trade of the four leading ports one can 
discern important differences between Auckland and the other three in terms of 
the size and technology of vessels employed. In Auckland the average size of 
vessel entering the port grew from 66 tons in 1881 to 148 tons by 1914. By 
contrast vessels at the other ports were much larger by the 1880s and their 
average size expanded more rapidly in the subsequent period to 1914: the 
increase at Wellington was from 186 to 827, at Lyttelton from 158 to 1,043 and 
at Dunedin from 224 to 1,549. At the same time the transition to steam occurred 

25 Scotter. p.54. 
26 AJHR, 1871. G-32; AJHR. 1898.1-6. Wellington to Lyttelton Steam Service Committee, p.36. 
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earlier at Wellington, Lyttelton and Dunedin than at Auckland. At Auckland the 
proportion of tonnage entering the port which was steam-powered rose from 66 
to 93%, 1881-1914. This compares with a rise from 94 to 99.9% in Wellington, 
77 to 99.6% in Lyttelton and 85 to 99.9% in Dunedin. The positive correlation 
between rate of growth of ship size and proportion of local fleet which was steam 
powered suggests the survival of many more small sailing vessels at Auckland 
than at the other major ports. These differences are most clearly indicated in the 
following table. 

TABLE 2 
Number of Sailing Vessels at New Zealand's Principal Ports in 1914* 

Auckland Wellington Lyttelton Dunedin 
2226(30 ) 19(1) 7 1 ( 4 ) 9 ( 2 ) 

* Percentage of local fleet in parenthesis 

The local island trade and the many small settlements in the 'roadless' region 
north of Auckland ensured that there remained a high demand for small volume 
cargoes on widely diverse routes. For settlements on the islands of the Hauraki 
Gulf, the Coromandel Peninsula and the north-east coast, Auckland served as a 
market for local produce and as an urban source of a wide range of daily living 
requirements. 

There are some, perhaps, more suitable comparisons between the structure of 
coastal shipping at Auckland and some of the smaller ports. In 1914 the 
proportion of coastal tonnage which was steam powered averaged 98% outside 
the main four ports. This was still more than for Auckland (93%) and the average 
vessel size of 404 tons was more than twice the Auckland figure. Of a total of 34 
coastal ports in 1914 only eight had a lower concentration of steamshipping than 
Auckland and all but one of these were small centres handling less than 100,000 
tons of shipping entrances. A similar relationship can be identified in terms of 
vessel size: a dozen ports handled vessels with a smaller average size than 
Auckland and ten of these were small ports below 100,000 tons. These points are 
substantiated in the following grouped frequency distribution: 

TABLE 3 
Concentration of Steam Shipping and Average Vessel Size 

Steam (%) 

Ports 74-89 90-4 95-8 99-100 

Big 4' 
501 + 
251-500 
101-250 
1-100 4 4 

3 
3 
4 
4 
7 
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Average Size (tons) 

Ports 1-100 101-250 251-500 501 + 

'Big 4" 
501 + 
251-500 
101-250 
1-100 

2 
6 

3 
3 
3 
2 

5 4 

Source: Annual Statistics 
Note: On the vertical axis, the 'Big 4' are Auckland, Wellington, Lyttelton and 
Dunedin. The remaining ports are grouped according to 000 tons of entrances. 

By looking at the fleets of several firms one can see quite clearly some of the 
distinctions between Auckland and the other major ports. The Northern Steam-
ship Company ran a series of steam services out of Auckland to surrounding 
settlements and islands. By 1901, as the largest operator out of Auckland, it had 
a fleet of 28 vessels with an aggregate tonnage of 5000.27 This average of less than 
180 tons per vessel contrasts with some of the much larger specialist steamers. 
The Maori, of 3399 tons (built 1907). and the Waliine, of 4436 tons (built 1913), 
were purpose-built passenger steamers trading trans-Tasman, but also running 
on the Lyttelton to Wellington ferry service.28Their Melbourne owners, Huddart 
Parker, also operated Westralia (2884 tons) and Elingamite (2585 tons) on the 
New Zealand coast.29 Regular visits by such large vessels would soon push up 
the total volume and average vessel size at these ports. In fact, at Lyttelton in 
January 1894 five Union vessels entered port for every other coaster."1 In 
between these two categories were a range of medium-sized cargo steamers of 
around 350 to 500 tons. Dutch or British designed, economical and with 
substantial carrying capacity, vessels such as George Niccol 's Squall (369 tons, 
built 1904) were capable of offering effective competition for the large Union 
vessels on some coastal routes.11 

We know little of the ownership structure in the coastal trade in the first half 
of the nineteenth century. In contrast to British domination of the long haul trade 
between the two countries, the local coastal trade was mainly in New Zealand 
hands. This remained the case throughout our period.12In 1869 of 478 vessels of 
26,569 tons deployed in New Zealand coasting only 11 vessels of 4003 tons 

27 M.O. Nicholas, 'The significance of coastal shipping in the economic development of northern 
New Zealand', unpublished MA thesis. University of New Zealand, 1953, pp. 12-13. 
28 McLean, Southern Octopus, p. 144. 
29 AJHR, 1898. 1-6. Wellington-Lyttelton Steam Service Committee, p.36. 
30 Scotter, p. 115. 
31 ibid. p. 162. As a result, many such vessels were snapped up by the Union Company and run 

by associate companies. 
32 J. B. Condliffe, T h e external trade of New Zealand', New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1915, 

pp.921-2. 
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(15%) were British registered. There were also two American mail steamers, 
Nevada and Nebraska, operating under the terms of their contracts.3 ' Before the 
emergence of coastal steamer companies in the 1860s and 1870s the structure 
was almost entirely fragmented into owners of just one or several vessels. 
Included in this group were a large number of Maori owners at Auckland. 
Although very little evidence survives regarding Maori enterprise in coastal 
shipping or in other areas of the economy, there is a revealing footnote in the 
shipowning returns for 1867. It attempts to explain why, in the face of a strong 
secular rise in ship ownership at Auckland in the 1860s, there should be only 
9000 tons on the register in 1867 compared with 13.000 the previous year. The 
return notes that the 1867 decrease was due to I I I vessels (out of 308 in the 
previous year) being written off the books by the registry authorities: 'they had 
been retained incorrectly long after they should have been omitted, because the 
owners, mostly aboriginal natives, had not understood the necessity of deliver-
ing up the Certificates of Registry in order that the registry might be closed'.34 

More surprisingly, Maori coasters were also found in the trade of the South 
Island including the carr iage of pastoral f re ight between Timaru and 
Christchurch.35 

While Shave is probably correct to observe that as late as the 1960s coasting 
featured a large number of small enterprises, almost a century earlier several 
larger companies had begun to appear. This was primarily the consequence of the 
coming of steam and the introduction of limited liability under the 1860 
Companies Act. Many of these enterprises were established to run regular 
services over a particular route but overestimation of the potential traffic and the 
inefficiency of early steamships led to a high rate of company failure. Typical of 
this experience was the Auckland Steam Packet Company formed in 1871 which 
survived only six years. The Auckland Steamship Company took over operation 
of its vessels before it, in turn, folded a few years later.36 

By the 1880s there were more permanence and stability, combined with 
growth, among the larger shipping companies. In 1881 the Northern Steamship 
Company was formed at Auckland and took over the vessels and routes of a 
number of ailing local firms. However, it too, struggled at first, making a large 
loss in 1885. The heavy capital investment required in steam ships was still a 
burden given the fluctuating level and dispersed nature of the coastal trade at 
Auckland. Charles Ranson, an accountant, took control in 1887 and rapidly 
turned around the fortunes of the company. By 1890 it was operating a profit and 
on the eve of World War One was at the height of its power with a fleet of more 
than 30 steamers.37 

33 AJHR. 1871. G-32: 1878, J-1. 
34 Annual Statistics of New Zealand, 1867. 
35 S. S. Crawford, Sheep and Sheepmen of Canterbury, 1850-1914, Christchurch, 1949,p. 133. 

Oil Maori ownership also see M. N. Watt. Index to the New Zealand Section of the Register of all 
British Ships, Wellington. 1961. 

36 C.B. Frankham. 'The founding years. The financial history of the Northern Steamship 
Company Limited to 1890'. unpublished MComm. thesis. University of Auckland, 1977, pp. 19-20. 

37 Anon, 'History of the Northern Steamship Company", n.d., p. 1. appendix, mss in the 
possession of the author. 
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Union Steam Ship was the largest coastal f irm of the late nineteenth century 
and indeed became one of the largest New Zealand corporations before 1900. 
The company was established in 1875 out of an earlier enterprise, the Harbour 
Steam Company, which operated between Port Chalmers and Dunedin. One of 
the key movers was James Mills, an employee in a previous harbour company, 
who realized that the potential for growth in coasting was much greater than for 
the harbour trade. In the last two decades of the nineteenth century the Union 
Company expanded both its domestic and overseas deployment rapidly. It 
bought out or competed with many small coastal enterprises helped by the 
strength of its management under Mills and its solid financial structure. In 1880 
Union became one of the first New Zealand companies to be quoted on the 
London stock exchange and, significantly, the British share of its capital rose to 
87%.38 

At the turn of the twentieth century the continued expansion of dairying, 
together with the introduction of small efficient steamers, posed a further threat 
to the Union 's dominance. The Canterbury Steam Shipping Company, for 
example, was established in 1904 and began a service between Dunedin, Timaru, 
Lyttelton and Wanganui. Two years later Union bought a half share in the 
company with the intention of reducing competition by ensuring the two 
operators charged the same freight rate out of particular ports. In the subsequent 
decade Union took influential holdings in at least five other companies with the 
same aim of minimizing competition. McLean, the historian of Union, believes 
that by 1917, among shipowning companies, only Northern Steamship retained 
a degree of independence from the tentacles of the 'Southern Octopus' and it too 
was tied into various agreements on pooling and freight rates.'9 

The diversity of coastal shipowning was reflected in both the scale and the 
structure of enterprise. While the Union and Northern operated as firms special-
izing in shipowning, a number of other companies integrated their shipping with 
other activities.4" Anchor is an example of a vertically-integrated firm. Estab-
lished in 1862 at Nelson, it deployed vessels in the cargo and passenger trades 
of Wellington, Nelson and the west coast but also included mercantile, agency 
and foundry operations. Shipping was seen as an adjunct to the mercantile part 
of the business which meant that the growth of its shipping was 'limited by the 
self-imposed boundaries of the f i rm's trading operations'.41 This can be con-
trasted with the rapid shipping expansion achieved by the specialists, Union. In 
1880 Anchor was divided up after the deaths of the original partners but the 
shipping and foundry aspects were kept together by a new partnership. Vertical 

38 McLean. Southern Octopus . p.47. 
39 ibid., pp. 162-7; Scotter. p. 120. 
40 Although Union had benefited from investments in the company over a long period of time by 

Scottish shipbuilders Dennys who provided important technical information and a supply of quality 
vessels on good terms. See P.L. Robertson. 'Shipping and shipbuilding: the case of William Denny 
and Brothers ' , Business History, 16, 1974, pp.37-40. Union also took an interest in several west coast 
coal companies in the 1880s to ensure continuity of supply for their steamers. However, neither 
institutional link, with coal or shipbuilding, detracted from the fact that Union were shipowning 
specialists. 

41 Kirk. p.60. 
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integration with the foundry enabled the partners to maintain an older fleet of 
vessels in good working condition. 

While Anchor 's vertical integration of a foundry and a shipping fleet may 
have yielded transaction cost savings in ship repair and maintenance, more 
common was the combination of merchanting or manufacturing with shipping. 
Forward vertical integration into shipping by producers and their agents was 
mostly designed to overcome problems in the flow of production and distribution 
and to achieve more rapid throughput.42 A number of timber companies in the 
Auckland province built up their own fleets as the best way of ensuring regular 
shipment from outlying mills to Auckland. Firms like the Auckland Timber 
Company and the New Zealand Timber Company owned several small vessels 
of less than 100 tons suited to penetrating the shallow inlets north of Auckland 
where many of the mills were sited.41 The persistence of these small vessels as 
late as the 1880s offers further explanation of the low average vessel size at 
Auckland. 

In spite of the rapid growth of coastal services in the late nineteenth century, 
many shippers still found that there was no suitable route for their needs and that 
the only option was an indirect and irregular service. At the end of World War 
One, a group of leading Dunedin industrialists, including Richard Hudson 
(confectionery), Charles Speight (brewing) and John Shacklock (kitchen appli-
ances), failed to convince Union to run some new routes, especially a regular 
direct service between Dunedin and Wanganui. Therefore, they formed the 
Dunedin-Wanganui Shipping Company to run the service themselves. The 
company owned just one vessel whose operations were handled by a firm of ship 
managers. Holm and Company.44 In 1912 a group of South Taranaki dairy 
companies formed the South Taranaki Shipping Company Limited to operate a 
refrigerated service from Patea to Wellington for trans-shipment on to foreign-
going vessels.45 The building materials firm, Winstone's , similarly found exist-
ing coastal services unsuited to their specific needs. In the 1890s they chartered 
a series of vessels but in the decade to 1914, presumably aware of potential 
transaction cost economies, began to build up their own coastal fleet. Their fleet 
of scows could run up on beaches at high tide and load sand and shingle.46 

42 See M. Casson, 'The role of vertical integration in the shipping industry' , Journal of Transport 
& Economics, 20.1986. A.D. Chandler and H. Daems ( 'Administrative coordination, allocation and 
monitoring: concepts and comparisons ' in N. Horn and J. Kocka (eds). Law and the Formation of 
Big Enterprises in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries, Gottingen, 1979) see improved co-
ordination and more rapid throughput as important explanations for vertical integration during this 
period. 
43 Brett\v Almanac, Auckland. 1885. pp. 147-5 I. 
44 A. A. Kirk. Fair Winds and Rough Seas. The Story of the Holm Shipping Company, Wellington, 

1975, pp.40-1: J. H. Angus, The Ironmasters. The First One Hundred Years of H. E. Shacklock Ltd, 
Dunedin. 1973. p.58. The company held its first meeting in 1921 .Within 12 months it had signed a 
trade regulatory agreement with Canterbury Steam in which Union held a secret 50% share. 
45 H.G. Philpott, 4 History of the New Zealand Dairy Industry, 1840-1935, Wellington. 1937. 

pp. 138-9. 
46 F. Simpson. The First Century. A Centenary Review of Winstone Limited, Auckland. 1965. 

p.28. 
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The existence of these vertically integrated enterprises owes much to the 
inability of Union Steam Ship to eliminate this type of competition. Freight wars 
were unlikely given that such enterprises carried their own cargoes on account. 
Even if Union were to offer rates lower than the f i rm's own costs the latter were 
likely to resist, aware of the risk of opportunistic recontracting by Union on 
specific trade routes. Probably equally important, however, was the fact that 
Union may not have regarded them as competitors at all since they were 
operating in trades which Union had chosen to avoid. On the other hand, the 
decision by a producer to run his own direct service rather than rely on an indirect 
Union route still meant a loss of earnings for the latter. 

Vertical integration forwards into shipping was most common amongst stock 
and station agents. The Napier coasting firm, Richardson and Company, was 
founded in 1875. In 1883, when one of the original two partners died, two stock 
and station agencies, Williams & Kettle and Murray Roberts & Company, each 
bought a third share in the firm. Frank Williams served as the f i rm's chairman 
for 40 years. This association provided guaranteed shipping space for the 
farming clients of the two agencies.47 From Richardsons' point of view, it gave 
the company a guaranteed amount of freight thus putting it in a stronger 
competitive position against the Union Company. Indeed, several agreements 
over routes were struck between the two shipping lines. Levins also bought 
shares in shipping lines, such as the Wanganui Steam Ship Company, which 
guaranteed preferential bookings for the cargoes of their clients. At the same 
time, Levins owned directly a total of eight vessels from time to time. One of their 
more interesting investments was a half share in the steamer, William Harvey, 
with a quarter share in the hands of the Union and an eighth each for the master 
and engineer. A typical voyage by Levins' steamers was to carry flax and wool 
f rom Foxton to Wellington and return with general cargoes for the local farming 
communities.41* In the case of the National Mortgage Agency there is some 
evidence of the f i rm's coming to contractual agreements with individual coastal 
owners. For example, the firm contracted with a Captain Lang who ran a scow 
between Dunedin and Kaipara. For some years until the termination of the 
agreement in 1907, he carried coal ranges, chaff, small seeds and miscellaneous 
merchandise north in the scow returning south with timber.4" 

Analyzing some of the main features of New Zealand coasting before 1914 
clarifies its significance for the country 's economic development over this 
period. The tenfold growth in coastal shipping movements in the four decades 
to World War One outpaced the expansion of foreign trade or gross national 
product and bears witness to the sector's dynamic role in the economy. Not only 
was growth more rapid than in the overseas trades but it was more dissipated in 
character with around 50% of shipping movements concentrated upon the four 
main ports compared with 70 to 90% in the foreign trades. This reflected the fact 

47 Waters, Richardsons, p. 16; L. Anderson. Throughout the East Coast. The Story of Williams 
& Kettle Ltd, Hastings, 1974. pp.38-9. 
48 R. Gore, Levins, 1841-1941, Wellington, 1956, pp. 108-10. 126. 
49 G. Parry. N. M. A. The Story of the First Hundred Years, Dunedin, 1964, p. 52. 
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that the coastal trade connected up with many remote coastal settlements isolated 
by bush or mountain from other regions and not supporting a large enough 
population to justify the substantial social overhead capital involved in road or 
rail construction. Unfortunately, much less is known about the composition and 
direction of trade although some evidence from the early 1870s confirms the fact 
that Wellington, because of its central position, traded with a wide number of 
ports, as did Lyttelton as the service port for the Canterbury Plains. By contrast, 
Auckland traded with far fewer ports, importing agricultural produce from 
Lyttelton and exporting timber to several North Island ports. 

Auckland also differed from the other main ports by nature of its coastal fleet 
which retained many small sailing vessels at a time when the other three were 
turning more rapidly to larger steamers. This was a reflection of the many small 
islands and inlets of the 'roadless north' which traded with Auckland. Indeed, the 
character of shipping at Auckland more closely resembled that of some of the 
country's smaller ports. 

The structure of ownership in the industry was almost as diverse as the range 
of vessels employed, varying from a predominance of small outfits based on just 
one or two vessels in the mid-nineteenth century to the emergence of some much 
larger enterprises in the last quarter of the century, most particularly the Union 
Steam Ship Company. While Union has been criticized for attempting to 
exercise a strong degree of monopoly power in coasting with the threat of 
restricted services and higher freight rates, this rarely eventuated. Short, local 
routes could be served at least as efficiently by smaller firms while vertically 
integrated enterprises, frequently linked to stock and station agents, entered 
coasting when Union's services were inadequate to their needs or those of their 
clients. The result was that the volume and range of coastal services continued 
to grow rapidly up to World War One providing an effective, cheap and flexible 
transport network to serve the expanding New Zealand economy. 
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