
This Southern Land: Little Galway on the Southland Plains 
 
I come here today as a Scully, to a place I have never been before but to 
which I am tied by the blood in my veins and the bones of my ancestors 
buried not far from here.  My great great grandparents came to this place like 
so many of your ancestors from Co Galway in Ireland.  They left an area that 
was economically deprived and where their prospects, chiefly the prospect 
of marrying and owning land of their own, were bleak indeed.  They brought 
little with them, not wealth, nor education, but what they did bring was 
important – their faith and their family ties.  In Southland they found 
opportunity, opportunity to make their way, get some land and develop their 
farms and families.  It was not easy, leaving the sustaining world of 
generation upon generation tied to an ancient land and culture, nor was the 
country laid out in lush green fields waiting for them, but there was a chance 
here to make something from the sweat of their brows and they seized it 
with both hands. 
 
They were a distinctive group those Galway pioneers of Southland but their 
presence and achievement has been little noted in the history of this country 
or even this area.  Why is that?  I would venture to say that much of it has to 
do with their own attitude to themselves.  They were humble people, with no 
sense of being worthy of notice, they left no chronicles of their times  and 
made no claims for themselves.  Equally it has to do with their place in this 
society.  They had come here unbidden, and in truth they were not very 
welcome.  The whole idea of emigration to New Zealand for many of their 
fellow colonists was to get away from the poor Paddies who were then 
invading England and Scotland from the Emerald Isle.  The Otago 
settlement scheme was promoted as a Presbyterian colony where doughty 
Scots farmers and artisans would create a new and purified version of 
Scotland on the far side of the world.  There was no place in this scheme for 
poor Irish Catholics, Papists and Fenians, ignorant, superstitious, rebellious.  
So how did they come to be here and how did they manage to transplant 
such a fragment of rural Galway onto these southern plains? 
 
The answer really is that they managed to sneak in through the back door 
and once in they held the door open for their families and friends.  The back 
door in this case was Australia.  Immigration to Otago was tightly controlled 
in the early years of the settlement under the watchful control of Captain 
William Cargill who fought hard to maintain the Scottish character of the 
settlement.  The problem was that not enough Scots were prepared to 
emigrate to Otago and the settlement struggled for a lack of the labourers 
needed to fell the trees, clear the bush, drain the swamps, fence the land, 
build the roads.  Right from the outset this had meant that English settlers 
formed a large part of the quota of immigrants.  Cargill preferred a small and 
select flow of immigrants but the demand for labour was such that an Otago 
representative was finally sent to Melbourne in 1855 to bring over as many 



men as he could recruit. 
 
In 1857 the third batch of Melbourne recruited immigrants to reach Otago 
included a small number of Irishmen, the most significant of whom was 
William Cavanagh.  Cavanagh was from Galway and once established in 
Otago he set in train an immigration chain, which was ultimately responsible 
for our gathering tonight.  The weakness of Otago's (and later Southland's) 
immigration policy was the nomination system, whereby anyone in the 
colony was assumed to be a decent sort whose family and friends at Home 
would be equally suitable as colonists.  While this initially suited Captain 
Cargill and the Scottish exclusivists it was an achilles heel in the system 
once the first Irish sneaked in through the back door in Melbourne.  The 
Irish were famous not to say notorious in the nineteenth century for their 
skill in exploiting such immigration schemes to get cheap subsidised or even 
free passages for their kith and kin to join them in the colonies. 
 
This is what happened then in the late 1850s and early 1860s.  Not just with 
Galway immigrants - there was a similar chain of immigration set up by folk 
from the Cork-Waterford border - but overwhelmingly by Galway people.  
You must remember that the only way that this was possible at that time was 
through the personal connection.  There was no direct recruitment for New 
Zealand immigration in the south of Ireland until 1873.  For word of the 
existence of these colonies to get to rural Galway and not only that but for 
the detail of how to apply for passage, where to go, what to take, how it 
could all work out - it is quite staggering to think about how it was all 
managed.  Most of these Galway people were Gaelic speaking, English was 
their second language, few of them could read or write and then only barely.  
Their strength was in their kinship communities.  Information was pooled 
and a vibrant system of communication was established.  
 
The  New Zealand bound migrants were making  a very deliberate choice - 
bear in mind that there were other colonies calling for their labour.  Canada, 
the United States, Australia, South Africa, even South America.  Young 
Irishmen and women were pouring out of the country to all of these places in 
this period.  They made their choice of destination on both practical and 
sentimental grounds.  Practical in their assessment of what it would cost to 
get there, what things cost when you got there, was there work, how well did 
it pay, could you buy land.  Sentimental in the likelihood that you would 
follow friends and family who had gone before.  Perhaps not just 
sentimental - such forerunners provided a welcoming committee, kept up a 
flow of information on prices, conditions and opportunities and in many 
cases could underwrite the costs of the passage, even if as a loan to be 
repaid. 
 
The decision made, how did these illiterate peasants make their way from 
Drumgriffin, or Clear or Annaghdown to Glasgow, Greenock and London to 



connect with New Zealand-bound ships?  It is important to remember that 
emigration was a major feature of Irish life in this period.  Its mechanics 
were no mystery to young people even in the remotest districts of the west.  
Moreover the journey to England and Scotland was very familiar to the tens 
of thousands from Irish counties who travelled annually to work the harvests 
or the hosts of Irish labourers who spent time navvying for the great 
construction projects going on across Britain in the mid-nineteenth century.  
Think of young Southlanders heading for Perth or Sydney or Melbourne.  
Psychologically the distance was not much greater.  They travelled light and 
invariably in groups, almost always young and mostly single.   
 
And so to sea.  The voyage took three months on average and saw the little 
sailing ships take a great sweeping route through the storms of the Bay of 
Biscay, along the steamy coast of Africa and around the Horn, then far far 
south into the freezing cold of the southern ocean, up past the Snares and 
Stewart Island to Port Chalmers or later on the Bluff.  Today we would look 
askance at the little boats and wonder at the courage and fortitude of our 
forbears crammed below decks with eighteen inches by six feet to call their 
own for 90 days or more.  We might even think of the phrase "coffin ships" 
but this would be out of place.  The coffin ships were the rotting hulks that 
plied the Atlantic betwen Ireland and America in the Famine years.  That 
voyage was short, weeks not months, and accordingly seen as less of a 
challenge.  The long voyage to the south was the furthest destination 
possible and its organisation therefore required a great deal of care.  
Government regulations, inspired by the coffin ships, were tight and 
regulated every feature of the  ship and its provisioning in the interest of the 
passengers.  For steerage passengers it was still pretty basic stuff but for the 
poor it might actually be an improvement on what they were used to.  And 
an adventure.  Once the sea sickness was passed and the sea legs established 
many immigrants found the voyage an exciting experience. 
 
First of course they had to get on to the ships.  For those who needed to get 
an assisted passage this was problematic.  The Irish were not wanted in 
Otago or later on in Southland and the provincial agents who selected the 
ship's complements only took Irish passengers when they were desperate and 
had to fill the ships to meet deadlines.  Whenever they were thus forced to 
include significant numbers of Irish they usually felt the need to explain this 
apologetically to the colonial authorities.  In the case of the ship "Edward 
Thornhill”, which brought 84 immigrants to Bluff in 1864, over a third of 
the passengers were Irish.  James Morrison, the provincial agent in Britain 
excused this with the comment  
 

I would however remark that all of them are nominated emigrants, no 
applications having been granted to any from that district excepting James 
Murphy who is husband of Bridget Caulfield on the nominated list. 
 



The nominations proved an embarrassing problem in this regard.  In 1868 
when the last Southland Provincial government immigrants arrived on the 
"Chile" all of its passengers were nominated for passages by contacts 
already in Southland.  The applications had been flooded by the Irish who 
made up 60% of the passengers, overwhelmingly from Galway and the same 
few parishes which had produced the original 'foot in the door' migrants to 
Otago in the late 1850s.  Not surprisingly given this "poor quality" result the 
Provincial government didn't bother to repeat the exercise. 
 
What sort of a reception did the immigrants get once they made it to Otago 
or Southland?  Well whatever else could be said about them, the Irish 
capacity for hard work was a welcome feature as the southern settlements 
established themselves.  The prejudices of the Protestant majority was like 
most such prejudices directed at theoretical Irish or at their church.  Indeed 
many of the settlers pitied the Irish for the ignorance and superstition they 
equated with Catholicism.  As neighbours and workers they got along pretty 
well, keeping their differences in faith and politics to themselves for the 
most part. 
 
Finally I must ask the question, how did they fare those early Irish pioneers 
of the south?  Many of you have prime farming land to go home to, which 
provides some sort of answer.  Many of them seem to have done pretty well.  
The early arrivals were here at the right time to get good land as it became 
available for settlement.  A goodly number had early success on the 
goldfields and invested the profits in land, much of it in Southland to which 
there was a steady move south in the 1860s.  My own ancestor William 
Scully, the man who gave Bishop Moran the land for the church here, was 
among the first miners at Gabriels Gully along with his mate Thomas 
Kilkelly.  Another Galway ancestor Patrick Ford made Gabriel Read's long 
tom for him.  Both of them became prosperous southern farmers and their 
descendants are still here today.   
 
There are many other things I would like to talk about but there is not time.  
I hope that I have given you some insight into the Irish settlement process in 
Southland.  I would like to end this talk by paying a tribute to my ancestors.  
I admire them for their courage, tenacity and hard work.  I feel proud to be 
descended from such humble and worthy people.  I wish I knew more about 
them, what they thought and felt.  I wish I had even a smattering of my 
ancestral language.  My life and theirs seem worlds apart.  What I do share 
with them still is the faith to which they clung so stubbornly in the face of 
prejudice.  It has been a deeply moving experience to come to this place and 
see my ancestors' old house and to pray for them in the church they helped 
build up.  I would like to finish therefore with a prayer of blessing for all of 
the Irish settlers and their children whose heirs we are.  
 
 


