The Colonial Wealthy in Canterbury and
Otago: No Idle Rich1
'a life which is not a life of labour is not worth
living and is a wasted existence' 2

IN 1977, Steven (as he then was) Eldred-Grigg first posed the question:
'Whatever happened to the gentry?' That sober and well-argued article has been
largely overshadowed by his later work, A Southern Gentry.3 The book, with its
focus on a highly visible and self-defined elite, is frequently cited as an
authoritative discussion of the wealthy in colonial New Zealand. Other works,
like Russell Stone's illuminating books on the highly visible and interlocking
commercial network of nineteenth-century Auckland, also deal with the prominent and easily-identifiable. 4 There are, of course, numerous company histories,
often commissioned to mark a centennial, and of varying scholarly use. 5 One
important exception to this concentration on the highly visible is Margaret Gait's
doctoral thesis on wealth and income from the 1870s to the 1930s.6 This work,
however, is so purely statistical that, while giving important evidence of broad
trends, it is almost completely devoid of a sense of social context.
By its focus on a single institution, or on prominent or easily identified
individuals, the existing work has risked omitting the obscure and the selfeffacing. Studies of single individuals, companies, or a prominent and highly
visible group reveal little about the propertied as a class. We do not know if the
1 The thesis on which this article is based benefited greatly f r o m extensive c o m m e n t s by Professor
Erik Olssen. and Drs T o m Brooking. Terry Hearn, and Len Richardson. I am also much indebted to
two anonymous readers for their searching comments on earlier drafts of this article.
2 John Hall, quoted Press, 9 March 1894, p.3.
3 Stevan Eldred-Grigg, A Southern Gentry, Wellington, 1980; 'Whatever Happened T o the
Gentry? The Large Landowners of Ashburton County 1890-1896', New Zealand Journal of History
(NZJH) 11, 1 (1977).
4 R.C.J. Stone. Makers of Fortune, Auckland, 1973, Young Logan Campbell andThe Father and
His Gift, Auckland, 1982 and 1987. On the southern North Island, Brad Patterson has work in
progress on the development of pastoralism in those districts; see Brad Patterson. 'Laagers in the
Wilderness: The Origins of Pastoralism in the Southern North Island Districts, 1840-55', Stout
Centre Review, 1, 3 (1991). On Otago, Fergus Sinclair is preparing a P h D thesis on the commercial
elite of Dunedin f r o m 1860 to the mid 1890s.
5 The best of the company histories (and not commissioned for a centennial) is Gavin M c L e a n ' s
study of the Union Steamship Company, The Southern Octopus: the Rise of a Shipping
Empire,
Wellington, 1990. There are two good banking histories: Keith Sinclair and W.F. Mandle, Open
Account: A Histoiy of the Bank of New South Wales in New Zealand, 1861-1961, Wellington, 1961,
and N.M. Chappie, New Zealand Banker's Hundred: A History of the Bank of New Zealand,
18611961, Wellington, 1961.
6 Margaret Gait, 'Wealth and Income in N e w Zealand C.1870-C.1939', P h D thesis, Victoria
University of Wellington, 1985.
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firms or people discussed are representative of wealth, or even what proportion
of riches they represented. A systematic approach to the study of wealth in New
Zealand, accounting for the modest as well as the flamboyant, the self-effacing
as well as the self-promoting, is overdue.
The first essential is to identify the rich, and the most useful method is by
means of probate records. These records, little used in New Zealand, have been
the basis of .some major studies of wealth in Britain and Australia, most notably
by W.D. Rubinstein, whose work has provoked much comment and debate. 7
Whateverthe shortcomings of probates as a source in the social history of wealth,
'the compelling reason for their use is that there is nothing else. Taxation records
do not exist for such lengthy periods [and, in New Zealand, are by law
unavailable] . . . .; other types of evidence about the very rich or wealth
distribution throughout society, such as bank records or family accounts, tell us
about selected individuals or groups whose typicality or randomness is unknown.' 8
Probate records contain, at a minimum, a will and a valuation, and often a
complete and detailed inventory of assets and debts, as well as the will of the
individual concerned and correspondence relating to the administration of the
estate. The will itself often has other valuable information about family relationships and the beliefs or values of the testator. 9
Certainly there are problems with the use of probate records. The most
significant drawback is that they state wealth at death, and are therefore biased
towards the elderly. They may be less than clear on the process by which wealth
was. obtained, although this deficiency can be overcome by other biographical
sources. Perhaps more importantly, selection of the wealthy by net worth at death
omits those who may have been wealthy during their lifetimes but were unlucky
or incompetent enough to lose their fortunes, or those who passed their fortunes
on before death. The handing-over of property before death is difficult to trace,
and the possibility must simply be accepted. The evidence contained in the wills
themselves, however, suggests that it was done infrequently.
Selection by wealth at death incorporates another measure of achievement: not
only the accumulation of wealth, but the keeping of it. The nature of this
achievement is emphasized by a study of one Canadian city in the nineteenth
century, where there was a very considerable frequency of mobility both up and
down the social scale, to the extent that bankruptcy among the entrepreneurial
class was as common as enduring wealth. 10
7 See, particularly, W.D. Rubinstein, "The Top Wealth-holders of New South Wales, 1817-1939',
Australian Economic History Review, 20,2(1980); 'The Distribution of Personal Wealth in Victoria
1860-1974', ibid., 19. 1 (1979); Men of Property, London, 1980.
8 Rubinstein,'New South Wales', p.137.
9 It must be stressed that New Zealand probate valuations include all forms of property. That is,
'real' property, or land and buildings, are included as well as 'personal' property, such as shares,
livestock, and mortgages. This is a very important point, since English probate valuations did not
include real property until 1898. In the case of absentee owners of land, copies of their wills were
filed in the registry district where they owned land.
10 Michael B. Katz, 'The Entrepreneurial Class in a Canadian City: the Mid Nineteenth Century',
in J.M. Bumsted, ed.. Interpreting Canada's Past, vol I: Before Confederation, Toronto, 1986, esp.
pp.329, 330.

THE COLONIAL WEALTHY

45

The core sources for this study are the wills of all Canterbury and Otago
testators (from 1890 until 1918) leaving £10,000 or more. From 1918 to 1925 the
figure was £15,000 and from 1925, £20,000. The higher thresholds after 1918
reflect the significant inflation during and after World War One, but have been
chosen more for simplicity than out of any other consideration. This apparently
low threshold, however, accounts for the top 5% or thereabouts of deceased
estates. The £10,000 threshold, between 1890 and 1914 for instance represents
in Otago only 72 wills, 2.5% of the total, and in Canterbury 188 wills, 6.3% of
the total. Across all the rich estates studied here, 43.6% of those in Otago and
48.1% of those in Canterbury were between £10,000 and £20,000; only 21% in
Canterbury and 27% in Otago were over £40,000." Even the probates granted
as late as 1930 relate almost entirely to first-generation settlers, almost all of
whom arrived in New Zealand before 1870.
A total of 760 estates falls within these thresholds. Biographical details have
been ascertained for over half of those people, using, in general, the Cyclopedia
of New Zealand and newspaper obituaries. A fairly detailed anatomy of wealth
can thus be ascertained.
The occupational picture is shown in Table 1.
Table 1: Numbers of Wealthy by Occupation
Canterbury
%
No.
Farming
Mercantile
Manufacturing
Professions
Services
Transport
Construction
News/Publishing
Clergy
Gentlemen etc.
Women (not otherwise described)

314
71
34
39
16
2
7
2
3
18
53

Total

559

56.2
12.7
6.1
6.9
2.8
0.4
1.2
0.4
0.5
3.2
9.5

Otago
No.
%
79
42
22
21
7
3
1
4
2
8
12

39.3
20.8
10.9
10.4
3.3
1.5
0.5
1.9
0.9
3.9
5.9

201

11 The Christchurch and Timaru wills are in the Christchurch office of National Archives, and
are available via a computer index. The local branch of the New Zealand Society of Genealogists has
compiled a list of all estate valuations up to 1914. Thereafter, probate registers are available. Thus
it is easy to be reasonably sure that all relevant estates have been included, and how many wills in
total were filed during those years. This is not the case in Dunedin, where the wills until recently were
still in the High Court strongroom. Most of the Dunedin Register Books after 1907 give valuations;
thus the wills filed between 1908 and 1914 can be counted and the number of estates over £10,000
counted as a proportion. For the years up to 1908 in Dunedin, a number of methods were used to find
the relevant estates. Landholding in the 1882 Return of Freeholders provided the most important
source of likely candidates; the Mercantile Gazette published estate valuations which furnished a
backup. I am reasonably confident that most relevant estates have been listed, although a few people
whom one should expect to see listed as rich have been excluded because no valuation was available.
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Landed wealth dominated in numerical terms, accounting for 52% of all estates.
In Canterbury, farmers were an absolute majority of the 559 rich; there were 314
agricultural and pastoral wealth-holders, or 56.2% of all Canterbury's wealthy.
Otago was a little different, with 79 agricultural and pastoral wealth holders, or
39.3% of all wealthy. Almost all the rest were merchants, manufacturers (here
defined to include those engaged in primary processing such as sawmilling, grain
milling, and food processing such as cordial making and brewing, as well as
traditional manufacturing activities such as ironfounding), or professionals like
lawyers and salaried managers.
In practice, merchants, manufacturers, and
professionals overlapped so much that they will generally be discussed together.
Some of those counted in the professional and managerial sector, like John
Macfarlane Ritchie, General Manager of the National Mortgage and Agency
Company, were employed in the merchant world and exercised much independent discretion. Similarly, many of the twelve lawyers and perhaps the four
accountants in the professional world had a significant role as financiers, either
as agents for investors, or as lenders of money themselves. William Downie
Stewart Sr of Dunedin (d. 1898) left £45,101, of which £30,000 was lent out in
66 mortgages. A.E.G. Rhodes of Christchurch (d. 1922), heir, like his siblings
and cousins, to a large landed estate, practised law and left £216,096, of which
£ 131,203 was in 120 mortgages.
There were some differences between the provinces, as Table 2 indicates.
Table 2: Average Rural and Urban Fortunes

Canterbury
Otago

Combined merchant, manufacturing,
and professional

Agricultural
and pastoral

£39,128
£60,086

£44,521
£34,723

These provincial differences are emphasized when the figures are broken
down by levels of wealth, whereby holders of estates valued over £40,000 are
described as 'very rich'. Otago merchants were almost more likely to be in this
very rich group than not; 45.2% of them (19 out of 42) left more than £40,000.
In Canterbury only 30.9% of the merchants (22 of 70) were very rich. In Otago
the wealthiest farming estates were seventh, tenth, and fourteenth in value, and
the top six estates were left by merchants, manufacturers, and professionals.
Twelve of the 15 wealthiest Canterbury estates were left by farmers, and the 15
top estates were all in excess of £200,000, while the 15 wealthiest Otago estates
exceeded only £115,000. Averages, however, can conceal as much as they
reveal: the average Otago merchant's fortune was much larger than that of the
average Canterbury farmer, but there were many more of the latter. While
provincial differences should not be exaggerated in importance, they can be
summarized by observing that the way to make money in Canterbury was by
farming, and in Otago, by providing goods and services.
What of the wealthy as individuals and as a class? How did they accumulate,
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and keep, a fortune? Some biographical information has been found for a
majority of all the deceased who left more than £20,000, as well as a large
minority of those who left between £10,000 and £20,000. 12
Eldred-Grigg maintains that 'the typical South Island landowner . . . was an
upper-middle class Englishman', 13 thus implying that the Southern gentry as a
whole did not experience great social mobility. They were, as he has said, rich
when they arrived. Eldred-Grigg asserts that 60% of the gentry, whom he defines
as holders of estates larger than 5000 acres in a sample year, 1866, were uppermiddle class, and this is on the face of it true. 14 He does not, however, explain
what magic there is in the figure of 5000 acres; a counting based on pounds rather
than acreage is likely to be much more illuminating.
Eldred-Grigg's definitions of the various classes are idiosyncratic, to say the
least. The upper class is, for him, anyone listed in Burke's Peerage or Burke's
Landed Gentry, this includes all the titled and all those entitled to a coat of arms.
This definition is relatively uncontroversial; a more recent historian of the
British aristocracy, David Cannadine, has noted that 'almost anybody who was
anybody in the British Isles before the 1880s was to be found in one or other of
Burke's. . . . guides'. 15
In expanding on that definition, however, Eldred-Grigg gets into trouble. He
describes upper-middle class Englishmen as 'squires, rich businessmen with
country seats, army officers below the rank of general, naval officers below the
rank of admiral, clergy below the rank of bishop, London stockbrokers, judges,
colonial landowners with English country seats and wealthy Scots lairds'. 16 This
seems almost arbitrary, especially when compared to the description of the lower
middle class. These were sons of 'large farmers, engineers, surgeons, schoolmasters, dyers, millowners [and presumably other manufacturers], surveyors
and poor Scots lairds'. 17 Squires, it has been suggested, were divided from the
aristocracy by status, but for all that, 'a gentleman basically needed unearned
income sufficient to have the leisure to be a gentleman'. 18
The difference between unearned income and income actively striven for is
echoed by Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, who have suggested that
'perhaps the single greatest distinction between the aristocracy and the middle
class was the imperative for members of the latter to actively seek an income

12 The major source of this information is Cyclopedia Company, The Cyclopedia of New
Zealand: vol.3 (Canterbury) and vol 4 (Otago and Southland), Wellington, 1903-1905. It has been
supplemented by the works of Acland and Pinney. and by newspaper obituaries. L.G.D. Acland, The
Early Canterbury Runs, Christchurch, 3rd edn, 1975; Robert Pinney, Early South Canterbury Runs.
Wellington, 1971, and Early Northern Otago Runs, Auckland, 1981.
13 A Southern Gentry, p.76.
14 ibid., pp.75-79.
15 David Cannadine, The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy, London, 1992. p. 13.
16 A Southern Gentry, p.76.
17 ibid. The reaction of some Scots lairds to being described as Englishmen, whether upper or
lower middle class, can perhaps be better imagined than described.
18 J.H. Porter, 'The Development of Rural Society' in G.E. Mingay, ed., The Agrarian History
of England and Wales, volume VI: 1750-1850, Cambridge, 1989, p. 836.

48

JIM McALOON

rather than expect to live from rents and the emoluments of office while spending
their time in honour-enhancing activities such as politics, hunting, or social
appearances. The liquid form of middle-class property which had to be manipulated to ensure its survival, much less growth, encouraged a different ethos,
emphasizing pride in business prowess.' 19 If the difference between the aristocracy and the middle class is relatively easy to establish, divisions within the
middle class are a very different matter. Few would now disagree that there was
an upper and a lower stratum within the middle class. As Davidoff and Hall note,
with some understatement, 'the breaks are not always easy to establish empirically' .20 Complexity and diversity must be taken as given when considering the
middle class, especially the lower middle class. A workable and succinct
definition has been given by Geoffrey Crossick, including shopkeepers, small
businessmen, managers, less well-off professionals, such as clergy and solicitors: 'a small propertied group whose income and wealth derived from the
mixing of both its capital and its labour, a group embedded in small-scale capital,
local economic ties, and small employment of labour'. Crossick is careful to note
that the term lower middle class does not necessarily imply precariousness. 21
In the rural context, clearly, working farmers were middle class, although
much depended upon the value of the family assets. To an even greater extent,
perhaps, than in the towns, there was a 'wide range of farming operations and
incomes' and 'a lack of a clear demarcation'. 22 It has been noted that 'customarily a distinction has been made between the freeholder and the tenant farmers
with the notion that the freeholder was the higher in social status because of the
independence conveyed by the freehold'. 23 In the end, whether a particular
farmer should be placed in the lower middle class or higher up the scale depends
on the value of assets and, usually, whether or not the farm was freehold.
Following recent work on the British middle classes, therefore, we can
establish some rough divisions between the upper middle and lower middle
class. The greatest division was in the value of assets, but another important
difference was between those who employed a workforce and those who relied
mainly on family labour or their own. 24 Many of Eldred-Grigg's lower middle
class would thus be counted as part of the upper middle class.
The boundary between the lower middle class and the 'lower class' is likewise
a little imprecise. It is often not clear whether an artisan is an independent small
master or a journeyman. 25 Certainly master artisans are not to be counted in the
'lower class' as Eldred-Grigg maintains; as the independent owners of some
productive property, these belong in the lower middle class by any reasonable
19 Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and women of the English
Middle Class 1780-1850, London, 1987, p.20.
20 ibid., p.24.
21 Geoffrey Crossick. 'Urban Society and the Petty Bourgeoisie in Nineteenth Century Britain'
in D. Fraser and A. Sutcliffe, eds. The Pursuit of Urban History, London, 1983, pp.307, 316.
22 Davidoff and Hall, p.258.
23 J.H. Porter, 'The Development of Rural Society', p.848.
24 Davidoff and Hall, p.24.
25 This point is made by E.J. Hobsbawm in 'Artisan or Labour Aristocrat?' Economic History
Review, second series, 37, 2 (1984).
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26

reckoning. If we assume that all those described as artisans in Britain were
small masters, we shall not be exaggerating the degrees of social mobility which
they or their sons experienced in New Zealand. This leaves the question of the
lower class, which are described as those who were obviously manual wageearners.
Thus, the following typology of class origins will be adopted, defined by a
father's occupation where it is known. The gentry includes all substantial landed
families, including the titled. The upper middle class is larger working farmers,
manufacturers, merchants, and established professionals; the lower middle class
includes self-employed artisans, smaller farmers, traders, farm managers, other
professionals, and salaried clerical workers. The lower class are manual wageearners. For about a quarter of rich farmers, where the father's occupation is not
known, the first occupation followed in the colonies is taken.
The findings for those of the rich for whom we have any biographical
information are contrary to Eldred-Grigg's assertions. In particular, most of
those who died rich were not rich when they came to the colony.
Table 3: Origins and Wealth: Farmers
Number
Gentry
Upper middle class
Lower middle class
Wage-earner

7
40
110
37

%
3.6
20.6
56.7
18.8
(N= 194)

Nearly two thirds of those counted as lower middle class — 63 of 110 — were
offspring of small farmers in Britain. Of the others counted as lower middle class,
where the first recorded colonial occupation is used, there were 12 farm
managers, seven merchants or storekeepers, four blacksmiths, three sea captains,
three butchers, three carters, two carpenters, and 11 other trades.
Of those counted as wage-earners, only seven can be identified as having been
such in Britain, and in no case can their father's occupation be identified.
Ascribing the status of wage-earner to the other 30 is on the basis of their first
occupation in the colony. Since most small farmers' sons also began as wageworkers in the colonies, it may be that many of those counted as wage-earners
were from lower middle-class backgrounds. The possibility must be accepted,
but it does not upset the essential arguments of this essay. Very few of the very
richest farmers came from the upper class in Britain. Of all wealthy farmers for
whom biographical material has been found, 77% were of lower middle-class
or labouring origins.
It may be argued that these figures include many who were not vastly wealthy.
26 See. for instance, Geoffrey Crossick 'The Petite Bourgeoisie in Nineteenth-Century Britain',
in Pat Thane and Anthony Sutcliffe, eds, Essays in Social History Volume 2, Oxford, 1986.
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Let us therefore first consider only the very richest, that is, farmers who left more
than £ 100,000. Their origins were as follows.
Table 4: Origins of the richest farmers (£100,000+)
Gentry
Upper Middle Class
Lower Middle Class
Wage-earner

2
3
18
1

Total

24

8.3
12.5
75.0
4.2

The very richest farmers were largely lower middle class in origin. Fewer
than a quarter were from the upper middle class or gentry. Examination of
biographical examples will amplify these points.
One man who left a more valuable net estate than many of the wool kings,
William Boag Sr (d. 1904, £110,299), described himself simply as a farmer.
Boag had been born into a Perthshire farming family in 1828, and arrived in New
Zealand in 1851, apparently 'not burdened with much money' ,27 He progressed
from farm worker to farm manager, buying stock for himself as he went. Boag
rented his first hundred acres from John Deans in 1853; fifty years later his
principal holding consisted of 1700 acres of drained swampland at Burnside.
Proximity to Christchurch was a major element in the value of this land. 28
William Boag's progress implies that there was a certain advantage to early
arrival in the colony. The career of the Rhodes family supports this view. Sons
of a prosperous Yorkshire tenant farmer, the Rhodes brothers (George, William,
Robert, and Joseph) came to New Zealand as whalers and traders. They settled
in Wellington, Banks Peninsula, and South Canterbury in the 1840s and early
1850s, taking up large areas of land on a mixture of tenures. The estates left by
these brothers during the 1870s and 1880s were among the largest in the colony:
Robert Heaton Rhodes the elder, for instance, left £572,849 in 1884.29 Five of the
offspring of these four Yorkshiremen also left six-figure fortunes. The Rhodes
family may have taken on the trappings of the English gentry, but their origins
were firmly in the northern English middle class. 30
There was more to the accumulation of great wealth than early arrival,
however. Strategically placed partnerships often featured. G.H. Moore (d. 1905,
£253,000) was the son of a Manx landowner. His wealth derived not only from

27 Cyclopedia, Canterbury, p.356.
28 For Boag's details see his will. National Archives, Christchurch. and Cyclopedia, Canterbury,
p.356.
29 Biographies of George and William Rhodes in The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography,
volume 1: 1769-1869, pp.360-2 (hereafter DNZB).
30 Despite the family's prosperity in Yorkshire, Porter's comment, quoted above, that freeholders
and tenants were to be distinguished in status terms should be noted. The brothers' mother, Theodosia
Heaton, was the daughter of a barrister; A.E. Woodhouse, George Rhodes of the Levels and his
Brothers, Auckland, 1937. pp. 1-7.
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early arrival (1853) and family background, but also and more importantly from
much wealthier Tasmanian partners. Moore was effectively their manager until
the 1870s.11 Moore's daughter and sole heir, Annie Townend, left the largest
fortune in the study, being worth three quarters of a million pounds when she died
in 1914.32
Duncan Cameron of Springfield, near Methven (d. 1908, £209,658) had a
similarly lucrative partnership. On arrival in New Zealand in 1864, Cameron,
with 'limited funds', 33 was obliged to take work as a station manager at
Winchmore. His involvement with Springfield commenced in 1869 when
George Gould, a leading Christchurch merchant, bought the estate as a speculation and hired Cameron as manager. Cameron persuaded Gould to take him on
as a partner instead of an employee, and sank his savings of £1700 into the
property. In 1889 he paid Gould's executors £65,000 for sole title, borrowing
most of this from the Australasian Mutual Provident Society. 34 Cameron was
able through a strategic partnership, and a willing mortgagee, to turn a modest
initial capital into a very substantial fortune.
The goldrushes on both sides of the Tasman during the 1850s and 1860s
provided the initial capital for a significant number of fortunes. Rich farmers
who had spent time on the goldfields tended to have done so as merchants or
carters; servicing the requirements of miners in this way was a far more certain
proposition than mining itself. The McLean family provides an example. This
family straddled Canterbury and Otago: John, who died in 1902 (£213,000),
lived at Redcastle in North Otago, and Allan (d. 1907, £596,904) was across the
Waitaki River at Waikakahi. Their nephew, St John McLean Buckley, John's
heir at Redcastle, left £ 166,884 in 1915. The brothers migrated to Victoria from
the Isle of Coll in 1840, following crop failure and the death of the father, who
was a small farmer and fisherman. In Victoria the brothers worked as shepherds
for several years before taking up runs; during the goldrushes they were carriers,
merchants, and goldbuyers. They came to New Zealand in 1852.35
One of the few very rich farmers whose family did have established wealth was
John Hall (d. 1907, £216,271), described by a biographer as 'the leading
"conservative" politician in nineteenth century New Zealand'. 36 Hall's origins,
however, were not in the English landed gentry but were thoroughly bourgeois.
His father was a sea-captain and shipowner, the family had been merchants since
the seventeenth century. The young John was educated privately and he
appeared destined for commercial and official life, working variously in a

31 DNZB, I. p.296.
32 Moore and Townend engaged in a massive circumvention of death duties during the 1890s,
whereby he sold off large parts of the Glenmark estate and placed the proceeds in her bank account.
In ajudgment bizarre even by his own standards, Chief Justice Stout, erstwhile land radical, held that
such a proceeding was entirely legal. Gazette Law Reports, 10 (1908), pp.258-96.
33 Cyclopedia, Canterbury, p.802.
34 ibid., and Acland, pp. 122-5. For the mortgage, see Discharged Mortgage 1890/26987,
National Archives, Christchurch.
35 Acland, p.204; Pinney, North Otago, pp.141-3; DNZB, I, p.254.
36 DNZB, I, p. 172.

52

JIM McALOON

merchant's office and in the Post Office. Hall arrived in New Zealand in 1852
and with his brothers had soon taken up land. Over time they bought small,
strategically located parcels of freehold which gave effective control of much
larger areas of pastoral lease, and allowed gradual freeholding at the minimum
price. 37 While Hall soon adopted all the appurtenances of the gentry, his family
origins had more in common with the Calvinist burghers of Amsterdam than the
great English landowners.
Other very rich farmers, those leaving estates between £40,000 and £ 100,000,
were hardly more likely to have origins in the gentry or the upper middle class.
Two thirds of these, where origins can be determined, came from wage-earning
or lower middle-class backgrounds. This range of wealth, interestingly enough,
includes not only prosperous ordinary farmers, but also such quintessential
members of Eldred-Grigg's 'gentry' as J. B. A. Acland.
However, few of these enjoyed the advantages of wealth and position before
emigrating. Acland (d. 1904, £44,519) did, and was unusual. He was the younger
son of a baronet, was educated at Harrow and Oxford, and trained in law. He
came to New Zealand in 1854 with the intention of sheepfarming, and was one
of the few members of a wealthy English gentry family who settled in New
Zealand. 38 James Guild (d. 1914, £90,000) was far more representative. He was
born in Perthshire and, in the imprecise wording of the Cyclopedia, 'brought up
to farming'. Guild arrived in New Zealand in 1859 and for eleven years managed
the Kaituna and Ahuriri stations on Banks Peninsula for the Rhodes brothers. He
then farmed in a number of places, improving his farm and selling to advantage
each time. 39 Peter Doig (d. 1912, £53,200) was initially employed on the Deans'
Homebush estate but bought his own land in the mid 1860s. William Gerard (d.
1898, £60,000), son of a small farmer, was William ('Ready Money') Robinson's
manager at Cheviot Hills before taking up Snowdon, above the Rakaia Gorge,
in 1866. Gerard's daughter Blanche Murray-Aynsley left a very substantial
fortune of £86,743 in 1927.40
These examples all indicate the importance of personal connections with
sources of finance. This point is also made by the case of John Grigg (d. 1901,
£90,000). On the death of his father, a Cornwall yeoman, Grigg sold the farm and
emigrated, buying land near Auckland in the later 1850s, from which he supplied
potatoes and hay to the Government during the New Zealand wars. In 1863 he
bought his first sections at Longbeach. The draining and extension of this
property were only possible with the support of the Auckland financier Thomas
Russell, who was Grigg's brother-in-law and, until 1882, partner.41
Personal connections to a prominent and wealthy farmer were clearly of some

37 These practices, known as spotting and gridironing, are illustrated in a map of John Hall's
station. The Terraces, in W.J. Gardner, ed., A History of Canterbury, vol 2, Christchurch, 1971,
Appendix III. See also Pinney, South Canterbury, p.99.
38 Cyclopedia, Canterbury, p.87; Acland, p. 156.
39 Cyclopedia, Canterbury, p.908; Acland, p.332.
40 Acland, p.2I3.
41 Acland, pp.134-6; Cyclopedia, Canterbury, p.855.
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importance in accumulating wealth. The progression from wage or salaried
employment to farming wealth is obvious in cases such as these. It is difficult to
know whether the patrons financed their former employees into land ownership,
but this was certainly the practice among some rich farmers at the end of the
nineteenth century. 42 It seems safe to assume that financial or other patronage
was a factor for some rich farmers who had begun by working for other wellknown and wealthy men.
The goldrushes in Victoria, Otago, and Westland also provided a number of
this group with initial capital. Hugh Cassidy (d. 1922, £56,000), who farmed at
Springfield, stipulated in his will that he was to be buried in Hokitika next to his
first wife, with a high monument 'inscribed to the effect that I arrived in Hokitika
in December 1864 and [which] is to have a facsimile of a man on a saddle horse
driving not less than three pack horses along the beach'. 43 Of similarly lower
middle class origin, John Reid (d. 1912, £98,000) was born in Scotland and
'entered commercial life in Glasgow'. 44 He was in Australia from 1853 until
1863, and then in some sort of business in Dunedin. In 1865 he began to acquire
sheepfarming property. 4 '
As with the very wealthiest, early arrival seems to have been a most significant
factor for these farmers. A few from a labouring background were able,
apparently without initially lucrative employment or connections to sources of
capital, to make substantial farming fortunes. For these people the key seems
simply to have been working hard, saving, and starting with a small area of land.
George Nichol (d. 1927, £80,000) began work in New Zealand as a shepherd. 46
Archibald Earshman (d. 1926, £42,470) came to New Zealand in 1863, and
worked on St Leonards station until 1877 when he took up a lease of 4000 acres
of educational endowment at Hurunui; in 1891 he began to buy land on deferred
payment. 47
In farming there was considerable scope for getting 'undeveloped' land
relatively cheaply and investing years of labour in its transformation. In the
commercial, manufacturing, and professional areas, immediate access to capital
was much more important, as table 5 shows. Those from well-off families
feature far more prominently here than in farming. The point is reinforced by the
richest urban wealthy. Of those who left more than £40,000,19 (50%) were from
lower middle class backgrounds, while 18 (47.4%) were from upper middle class
backgrounds. If there was a transplanted upper middle class with aristocratic
pretensions, it was not a rural one as Eldred-Grigg maintains, but an urban
mercantile elite. Even so, half of these largest urban fortunes were made by lower
middle-class immigrants possessing more energy and ambition than capital.

42 This was indicated by the evidence in the Agricultural and Pastoral Labourers dispute in 190708, typescripts of which are held in the Canterbury Museum.
43 Hugh Cassidy's will is in National Archives, Christchurch.
44 Cyclopedia, Otago, p. 481.
45 ibid.
46 M.S. Shaw and E.D. Farrant, The Taieri Plain, Dunedin. 1947, p.42.
47 Cyclopedia, Canterbuiy, p.583.
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Table 5: Origins of Urban Wealthy
Number

%

Group 1: Upper Middle Class
Established wealth
Professional
Total

33
15
48

41.1%

Group 2: Lower Middle Class
Small Farm
Artisan
Office
Total

4
32
26
62

54.5%

Group 3:
Labourer
Total

5
5

4.4%

Some of the richest merchants built their personal fortunes as agents of family
businesses. These men, such as P.C. Neill (d. 1936, £ 176,000), and John Roberts
(d. 1934, £435,000), who left the richest estate in Otago, came from families
which had extensive pastoral and mercantile interests in Britain, Australia, and
New Zealand. 48 For these merchant princes, the colonies offered scope for the
enlargement of already considerable family fortunes. Others, like E.C.J. Stevens
(d. 1915, £290,000), were by birth and education part of the upper middle class
and were well placed to amass fortunes in the colonies. Stevens, who was the son
of a rector and received a public school education at Marlborough, made a
fortune in Canterbury as a land agent. 49 Henry Le Cren (d. 1895, £120,000) was
born to a merchant family of Huguenot extraction, and trained in a merchant
bank. In 1850 the New Zealand Company engaged him as an agent for the
Canterbury settlement, and he opened a store in Lyttelton as soon as he arrived.
In 1857 he set up a store on the site of Timaru at the request of the elder Robert
Heaton Rhodes; by 1864 the firm of H.J. Le Cren and Co. was a wool shipping
and agency business. 50
Lower middle-class individuals, with more talent than means, had usually
started in an English or Scottish mercantile office, and emigrated in their
twenties, often under engagement to a bank, merchant firm, or partnership of
investors. These connections often provided access to capital. John Macfarlane
Ritchie (d. 1912, £ 115,000) is a case in point. When his father, a Free Church of
Scotland minister, died, the sixteen-year-old Ritchie entered a Glasgow merchant firm, and had within five years been headhunted by George Gray Russell
(d. 1919, £100,000). Ritchie was offered a position in Russell's new firm in

48 Cyclopedia, Otago, p.349
49 DNZB, I, pp.407-8.
50 DNZB, I, pp. 238-9.
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Dunedin, leading to partnership, and by 1877, when the newly-formed National
Mortgage and Agency Company bought out Russell and Ritchie, Ritchie was
already a wealthy man.51
Similarly, Joseph Palmer was born in Britain in obscure circumstances, and
emigrated to Australia in 1851 as a clerk in the Union Bank of Australia. In 1855
he married Emily Fisher, whose father was mayor of Adelaide and president of
the South Australia Legislative Council. This 'marriage into one of the established families brought colonial respectability and membership of the Anglican
church', 52 not to mention opportunity for advancement. In 1856 the Palmers
moved to Lyttelton, where the bank had appointed Joseph manager. Thenceforth
he had considerable opportunity to invest in mortgages and in sheepfarming
property. 51
Some merchants did not even have fortunate marriages but built up their
connections overtime. Donald ReidSr(d. 1919, £170,000) arrived in Otago in
1848, aged 15, and spent three years as a hired labourer. His first property was
a modest twenty acres at Caversham, but by the end of the 1850s he had bought
a much larger farm on the Taieri. Then the Otago goldrushes began; in 1861 Reid
and his farm workers took up a very successful gold claim, after which Reid
began operations as a carrier to the goldfields. Since the initial rates were £ 100
per ton for one trip a week, carrying was even more profitable than mining, and
had the advantage of being a more secure proposition. Reid was continuously
involved in provincial and colonial politics until 1878, when he retired from all
public office and established his stock and station business. The connections and
contacts which he developed over twenty-five years of political life must have
contributed significantly to the success of Donald Reid and Co. 54
Few of the very rich were engaged in manufacturing. Pre-eminent in Dunedin
were partners John Ross (d. 1927, £280,000) and Robert Glendining (d. 1917,
£360,000). John Ross's father was an evicted Caithness crofter who became a
tenant-miller. The young Ross was apprenticed to the drapery trade, and after
working in Britain for some years invested his savings and credit in coming to
Otago in 1861 with a drapery stock worth several thousand pounds. He had a
stroke of luck in finding that the London branch of the Bank of New South Wales
was officered by men from his own county in Scotland. In Dunedin, Ross
became a partner in a retail drapery firm, and after a year bought his partners
out.55 Robert Glendining, whose origins are a little more obscure, but who had
also been apprenticed as a draper, joined Ross in partnership in Dunedin. That
business was sold in 1866, and Ross and Glendining reconstituted their partnership, operating only as importing and wholesale drapers until 1879, when they
established the manufacturing side of the business at Roslyn Mill. They also

51 Cyclopedia, Otago, p.350. and Gordon Parry. N.M A . The Story of the First Hundred Years:
The National Mortgage and Agency Company of New Zealand Ltd, 1864-1964, Dunedin. 1964.
52 DNZB, I, p.326
53 DNZB, 1, pp.326-7
54 A.H. McLintock, The History of Otago, Dunedin, 1949, p.489; Cyclopedia, Otago, pp.86,275.
55 Biographical notes in Ross and Glendining Papers, Series 15, Hocken Library.
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acquired large pastoral leaseholds in Central Otago. The connections between
the two men were further cemented by their marriage to the sisters Mary and
Margaret Cassells, of Melbourne. 56
In clothing manufacture, Christchurch had no large fortunes to match Ross and
Glendining in Dunedin. But apart from the latter, who were considerable
importers and sheepfarmers as well as manufacturers, manufacturing activity
provided few very large fortunes in either province. Those manufacturers who
left very large fortunes tended to be the only ones in their area who did. Thus
William Dawson (d. 1923, £250,000), a Dunedin brewer, is the only brewer
among the rich.57 Nor were the metal trades productive of large fortunes.
Alexander Burt (d. 1920, £80,000), an ironfounder, profited like Ross and
Glendining from the demand resulting from the goldrushes. Burt was apprenticed as a plumber in Glasgow, migrated to Melbourne in 1859, and two years
later crossed to Gabriel's Gully. He moved to Dunedin in 1862 and the same year
with his brother Thomas set up a small plumbing and gasfitting business. The
goldrushes led to a massive increase in population and therefore in the growth
of building trades. 58
In both town and country, those leaving less than £40,000 also tended to be of
lower middle-class origins, and had amassed their initial capital in a variety of
occupations. The lower levels of mercantile wealth were full of prosperous
country storekeepers, who often played a leading role in their villages. James
Arkle (d. 1921, £ 15,000) was born in Larnarkshire, educated at the parish school,
and apprenticed to the drapery trade. He came to Otago in 1862, worked for two
years in Dunedin and then went to Palmerston and established himself as a
general merchant, commission agent and importer. He was also a Freemason, an
Oddfellow, borough councillor and Mayor, and a Liberal party committeeman. 5 "
Similarly, John Sims (d. 1919, £30,000), an iron-moulder by trade, devoted
much energy to the advancement of Kaiapoi, particularly its dubious river port.
Sims came to New Zealand in 1856, settled in Kaiapoi in 1857, and went timber
carting from the 'Maori Bush' at Tuahiwi. He was then a carting contractor and
horse dealer before beginning as a flax dresser in 1868. He later went back to
carting and river shipping, combining it with chaffcutting and grain milling. His
range of activities was so diverse that it is difficult to classify him occupationally.60
Lesser wealthy farmers likewise engaged in a wide variety of occupations
before taking up land. Henry Piper (d. 1904, £37,973) was a farm worker and pitsawyer on Banks Peninsula during the 1850s; he also ran a ferry service and
worked in a store. From the late 1850s until 1880, he owned his own sawmill in

56 Cyclopedia, Otago, pp.123,434; see also biographical notes in Ross and Glendining Papers.
Series 15.
57 Cyclopedia, Otago, pp.89, 104, 112, 120.
58 Cyclopedia, Otago, pp.321-2.
59 Cyclopedia, Otago, pp.441 and 445; Dr T.W.H. Brooking, personal communication.
60 D.N. Hawkins, Beyond the Waimakariri, Christchurch. 1957, pp.218-22. Sims' will is in
National Archives, Christchurch; see also Press, 22 Oct 1919.
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conjunction with a farm. ' William Reed (d. 1914, £23,000) began as a wheelwright and blacksmith at Saltwater Creek, while owning land at Oxford. 62 Many
of these farmers had begun in the colony as shepherds and farm managers. Robert
Forrester (d. 1909, £38,827), who began as a shepherd in the North Canterbury
high country, was typical. He later took up 800 acres in the area, which he
increased, having also bred sheep from the time of his arrival in the colony. 63
Some farmers in this bracket of wealth took up runs early in the settlement of
the provinces, having enough money to do so but for various reasons not leaving
larger fortunes. C.G. Tripp (d. 1897) was sworn at only £ 14,000, despite coming
from a wealthy gentry family which owned Irish estates worth that much
annually, as well as 'a good part of Liverpool'. 64 Tripp, caught by the fall in land
and produce values in the 1880s, had borrowed heavily on his property, but also
paid dearly for his high sense of family obligation. He had guaranteed the debt
of the legal practice of his brother-in- law, Leonard Harper; in 1893 Harper was
found to have misappropriated clients' funds to the extent of some £250,000, and
left the country with bankruptcy proceedings in train. 65
Edward Menlove (d. 1903, £11,990) was more the author of his own misfortune. Menlove had spent ten years in Victoria before coming to New Zealand in
1863 and buying the Windsor Park run in North Otago. Like Tripp, Menlove was
heavily mortgaged; his real estate was valued at £19,513 but had a mortgage of
£ 12,750. The conspicuous grandeur of his homestead, cited by Eldred-Grigg as
evidence of Menlove's riding out the depression, was exactly the reverse and no
proof against the demands of the mortgagee. 66
Authentic and penurious gentry like Tripp — straight out of the Reeves/
Eldred-Grigg paradigm — were a distinct minority. And those who engaged in
conspicuous consumption, like Menlove, served more as a morality play than a
role model. The cautious and the canny — like J. M. Ritchie, who observed 'I try
as far as possible to buy things that are not booming. When they boom I let others
have them ' — were far more representative of the colonial wealthy. 67 For the
major motive in accumulating wealth was not individual aggrandizement, but
the advancement of the family. Time and again the letters and wills of the rich
reveal a paramount concern with the family fortune.
In 1906 the London office of Ross and Glendining, the hugely rich Dunedin
drapers, was delegated to John Sutherland Ross, a son of one of the principals.
To his father, Ross junior complained that he deserved still greater advancement.
The patriarch responded tersely: 'Position. You need not say any more about this.
61 Cyclopedia, Canterbury, p.634.
62 Cyclopedia, Canterbury, p.742.
63 Cyclopedia, Canterbury, p.582.
64 Tripp to Sir Alexander Hood, 23 June 1889, Tripp letterbook 17, Canterbury Museum.
65 For example, A.E. Peaehe to Corrie Peache. 27 April 1893, Peache letterbook no 4, Canterbury
Museum. The guarantee is mentioned in Tripp's will, Christchurch 464 (1897).
66 Cyclopedia, Otago, p.553; Edward Menlove offered 5900 acres at Windsor Park for sale in
1903; his probate record suggests he had the bank on his back. Probate file. High Court, Dunedin.
file 4373 (1903). The homestead is referred to in A Southern Gentry, p.l 13.
67 Ritchie to Brodie, 2 Jan 1905; Ritchie to Davidson, 5 Feb 1906; Pvt Outwards no. 11, NMA
Papers, Hocken Library.
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You can surely have patience and wait. You will get your proper place all right
when I am gone and nobody can keep you out of it. I have done all I can for you
in the meantime, and I have no doubt you will be able to hold your own when the
time comes.' 68
Inheritance practices support the view that the creation of a family fortune was
a principal motivation for the accumulation of wealth. Many wealthy farmers
made sure their sons were settled on properties and transferred these properties
by will. Partible division, that is to say, the roughly equal treatment of all heirs,
was the norm. Forty-five percent of all wealthy estates under £40,000 were
divided equally, and most of the rest in ways which showed no particular pattern
such as favouring sons over daughters. Two thirds of the very richest estates were
likewise dealt with. In a majority of all the wealthy estates analysed here,
daughters inherited their shares absolutely, rather than being given only lifetime
interests. Even among the very richest testators, who were less likely to observe
these bourgeois norms of property division, 49.6% dealt with their daughters in
this manner.
Widows, however, were much less likely than daughters to be trusted with an
inheritance. Only 16% of all widows enjoyed sole discretion as trustees of their
husband's estate; 51.6% shared the responsibility with sons and another 26.5%
with male associates of the testator — usually accountants, lawyers, or neighbours. Of all widows, very nearly 59% received as their principal inheritance an
income for life or as long as they remained widows. While generalizations are
to some extent complicated by the high number of cases where no pattern can be
established, it seems that daughters were much more likely than widows to
inherit equally and absolutely. That this was so suggests that the exclusion of
widows was due less to simple sexism than to a deliberate policy of passing the
family wealth into the next generation.
The inheritance practices of the colonial wealthy, therefore, conform to those
of the British middle classes, not the aristocracy or gentry. The latter class, with
a view of land not as a commodity but as the basis of dynastic power, favoured
primogeniture, whereby the oldest male heir inherited the bulk of the estate. This
was reinforced by entail, which limited the right of an heir to sell the estate.69
This systematic study of the wealthy of Canterbury and Otago suggests that
Eldred-Grigg has greatly over-estimated the 'aristocratic tradition' that he
maintains the South Island pastoralists created. 70 In essence, the rich were largely

68 John Ross to John S. Ross, 24 Apr 1906, in Ross and Glendining Ltd series 4: John Ross,
letterbook 1902-1907, Hocken Library. Unfortunately for the aspirations of the son, John Ross lived
for another twenty years, dying in 1927 aged 93.
69 Davidoff and Hall. Family Fortunes, pp.205-6. The middle-class nature of partible division
is stressed in a number of works. See. particularly, ibid, pp.205-7; and pp.275-6 for the position of
widows. The point is also made with reference to the United States by, among others, Toby L. Ditz,
Property and Kinship: Inheritance in early Connecticut, 1750-1820, Princeton. 1986, and David E.
Narrett, Inheritance and Family Life in Colonial New York City, Ithaca, 1992: and for Chile, by Marti
Lamar. '"Choosing" Partible Inheritance: Chilean Merchant Families, 1795-1825'. Journal of
Social History, 28, 1 (1994).
70 Eldred-Grigg, A Southern Gentry, 'Prologue'.
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people who had done very much better for themselves in the colony than they
could ever have done at home. Typically lower middle class and wage-earning
in origin, almost all the rich for whom we have biographical information had
prospered exceedingly by emigrating. Although there is some evidence from
other settler societies71 that downward mobility was as common as upward, the
majority of those who made the ultimate achievement of dying with a fortune as
well as living with one had started with little of their own. This pattern was rather
more pronounced among farmers than the urban wealthy, although a considerable number of non-farming wealthy had also risen in the world.
The crucial element in this upward mobility — amounting almost to an iron
law — was early arrival. To be the first to take up a given landholding was to have
an enormous advantage. Also important was access to capital. This was achieved
either through patronage, through family networks, through one's own work, or
luck. Under the latter heading the mid-century goldrushes in Victoria, Otago, and
Westland were the most significant. For city-dwellers, connections and family
capital were as important as talent, but in the country towns wealth could be
achieved by early arrival and promotion of the town's interests along with one's
own.
The South Island rich had not, of course, done it all on their own. The colonial
state, by its dispossession of Ngai Tahu, had in effect handed their opportunities
to these people on a plate.72 The location of New Zealand in the world-system of
the British Empire both created possibilities and set limits. Wealth was to be
amassed in pastoral farming, in the financing of that farming and in the shipping
of its produce, and in importing consumer goods. Smaller fortunes were to behad
in agricultural farming, in some forms of manufacturing (generally the less
capital-intensive areas), and in servicing occupations in towns and cities. The
lesser rich, about 75% of those included here, were very largely what we might
call petty-bourgeois or owner-operator wealth. That is, they were largely
storekeepers, pubkeepers, smaller manufacturers, and family farmers who had
done exceedingly well.
Wealth was explicitly accumulated not for the individual but for the family, in
order to hand on a comfortable living to the next generation. The principle of
establishing the next generation applied across all levels of wealth discussed
here, from small farmers like Burton Shipley (£12,693) to the clothing magnate
John Ross (£260,000). Even those who might have been expected to approximate the landed aristocracy of Britain most closely did not do so with respect to
property.
There should not be anything very surprising in this. Studies of other settler
societies have found much the same thing. Paul de Serville, in his delightfully
archaic study, regretted finding the same high degree of social mobility among
the upper bourgeoisie of Victoria; he referred to one such individual as 'a classic
colonist, a man of simple origins (his father was a shoemaker), who adopted all
71 See note 9 above.
72 Harry C. Evison, Te Wai Pounamu/The Greenstone Island: A History of the Southern
During the European Colonisation of New Zealand, Wellington. 1993.
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the outward marks of a landed gentleman. He craved a knighthood . . . for all his
vulgarity . . . a man of shrewdness and business talent.' 73
Given that this study is concerned with something like the top 5% of those
leaving wills (and therefore less than 5% of those dying), the very rich, EldredGrigg's 'southern gentry', were a tiny fraction of the population who not only did
not exercise over-reaching control of the social and economic life of the colony,
but almost certainly could not have done so. Even from the inauguration of the
1852 Constitution, the property franchise was relatively widely spread, and this
in itself would counter the emergence of an El Salvadorean Fourteen Families
type of landowning junta.
In terms of values and mores, too, the colonial rich were effectively a British
bourgeoisie. Almost none of them could be called idle rich. Some of the very
richest were the most fanatical observers of the work-ethic. As the epigraph to
this essay indicates, John Hall, nearly a quarter-millionaire, regarded work as the
primary purpose of human existence. The rich justified their wealth by their role
in promoting and leading the economic development of the colony. 74 The whole
purpose of colonization had been to civilize the wilderness and make it economically productive, to bring these South Pacific islands into the orbit of British
commerce and society. With their high degree of visibility and leadership in that
process, the rich needed little else to justify themselves. Emulation of the British
landed gentry extended no further than inessentials, and Eldred-Grigg's concentration on those inessentials severely distorted his conclusions. In words which
could summarize the rebuttal of the Eldred-Grigg view of the nineteenth-century
'southern gentry', Karl Marx referred, in 1852, to 'the two interests of the
bourgeoisie, because big landed property in fact has been completely
bourgeoisified by the development of modern society, despite its feudal coquetry
and racial pride'. 75
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73 Paul de Serville, Pounds and Pedigrees: The Upper Class in Victoria 1850-1880, Melbourne,
1991. pp.209-10.
74 This point was often made in political controversy during the early 1890s. for example see
Press, 6 July 1891, p 6; 22 June 1891. p 4.
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