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Rakauhauka:	Little	Galway	on	the	Southland	Plains	
	

(St	Patrick’s	Church	125th	anniversary,	23	November	2019)	
	

Twenty-five	years	ago	I	came	to	Southland	to	speak	at	the	Rakauhauka	
church	centennial.		I	was	accompanied	then	by	my	mother,	a	proud	Scully	
descendant,	also	my	father,	and	my	three	small	children.		Here	we	are	
again,	a	quarter	of	a	century	on,	celebrating	the	church’s	125th	birthday	and	
I	am	delighted	to	have	been	asked	back.		Sadly	my	mother	has	passed	on	
and	my	children	have	grown	and	flown,	but	my	Dad	is	with	me	again	and	
it’s	great	to	see	Denise	Beerkmans	here	too,	still	organising	events.		Even	
better,	the	church	remains	the	base	for	an	active	worshipping	community	
when	so	many	other	old	churches	in	the	region	have	been	
decommissioned.		Long	may	it	continue.	
	
Back	in	1994,	I	had	recently	completed	some	research	work	on	Galway	
immigrants	to	Otago	and	Southland	in	the	pioneer	era	and	that	is	why	I	was	
invited	to	speak	at	the	centennial.		In	preparing	for	this	event	I	went	back	
and	had	a	look	at	that	work	again	and	was	pleased	to	see	that	it	still	held	up	
pretty	well.		In	fact	I	thought	I	could	just	about	take	my	talk	from	1994	and	
simply	repeat	it	tonight	–	who	was	going	to	notice?		I’m	pleased	I	haven’t	
taken	that	option	though	as	it	happens	since	a	number	of	people	have	
quoted	that	talk	back	at	me	since	I	arrived	here	today.		So	maybe	they	
would	have	noticed.		But	for	anyone	who	is	interested	in	seeing	the	text	of	
my	1994	talk,	I	have	posted	it	on	my	website	The	Brosnan,	from	where	you	
can	download	it.	
	
In	the	intervening	years,	a	lot	of	other	Southland	people	with	Galway	
ancestry	have	written	up	their	family	stories	and	some	of	them	have	shared	
that	work	with	me.		I	would	refer	for	instance	to	David	Cavanagh,	who	lives	
in	South	Australia	but	whose	forbear	William	Cavanagh	was	the	very	first	
Galway	immigrant	to	come	to	Otago	and	who	started	the	whole	chain	of	
causation	which	has	seen	all	of	us	–	or	all	of	those	here	who	have	Galway	
ancestry	–	end	up	here	tonight.		William	Cavanagh	came	from	the	townland	
of	Coteenty	in	Annaghdown	parish	and	David	has	extensively	researched	
that	family	and	shared	his	work	very	generously	with	me.			
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Peter	Lenihan	likewise,	now	deceased	I	believe,	likewise	researched	his	
ancestor	Malachi	Lenihan	and	shared	his	work	-	there	may	be	other	
descendants	of	the	Lenihans	here	tonight	as	well.		So	it’s	been	very	useful	
to	connect	up	with	other	researchers	of	Galway	forbears	so	that	out	
historical	work	isn’t	just	a	narrowly	cast	effort	on	single	families	but	allows	
us	to	link	up	the	complexity	of	all	those	connections,	both	in	Ireland	and	
here,	that	are	the	hallmark	of	this	Galway	group	of	people	whose	legacy	we	
are	celebrating	today.						
	
Since	1994	I’ve	also	had	the	opportunity	on	two	occasions	to	go	to	Ireland	
and	on	one	of	those	I	was	able	to	get	to	Annaghdown.		It	is	very	special,	and	
I	know	a	lot	of	you	will	have	had	the	same	sense,	of	a	pilgrimage,	when	we	
go	back	to	the	home	place.		I	actually	thought	at	the	time	that	I	had	tracked	
down	the	very	farm	that	my	great-great-grandfather	Patrick	Ford	had	left	
from.		Two	of	my	children	were	with	me	on	that	trip	and	for	the	
photograph	of	them	that	I	supplied	to	Denise	for	the	historical	display,	I	
told	her	very	proudly	that	this	was	indeed	our	Fords’	ancestral	home.		That	
is	what	I	thought.		But	then	a	couple	of	weeks	ago,	a	woman	from	
Invercargill,	Trish	Ward,	who	also	descends	from	Annaghdown	Fords,	got	in	
touch	to	tell	me	that	actually	she	recognised	it	as	her	great-great-
grandfather’s	farm.			
	
He	too	was	called	Patrick	Ford.		His	parents	were	Michael	and	Maria	Ford,	
just	as	my	forbear’s	parents	were	Michael	and	Maria	Ford	–	same	names,	
different	people.		It	turned	out	that	Trish	had	the	right	of	it	–	I	had	the	
wrong	Patrick	Ford,	his	mother	having	a	different	maiden	name	to	the	
Maria	Ford	I	had	found.		The	complexity	of	all	these	repeating	family	names	
makes	for	a	nightmare	to	try	and	untangle	the	strands	of	identity.		The	
secret	to	it	really	is	having	inside	information.		We	often	have	it	here,	on	
this	side	of	the	water,	so	that	we	can	untangle	who	everybody	was	from	
the	point	that	they	arrived	in	New	Zealand,	but	on	the	other	side,	it’s	truly	a	
foreign	land	to	us.		We	can’t	work	out	which	of	the	many	Patrick	Fords	or	
William	Scullys	or	William	Cavanaghs,	or	whatever	the	name	is,	might	be	
‘ours’;	they	are	repeated	again	and	again	across	the	neighbouring	
townlands.		
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One	of	the	greatest	developments	of	recent	years	therefore	has	been	the	
emergence	in	Ireland	of	what	is	called	‘reverse	genealogy’.		This	is	where		
people	in	the	home	places		are	reaching	out	to	us,	the	diasporic	families	of	
Ireland	who	have	gone	all	around	the	world.		They	are	inviting	us	to	
connect	back.		You	can	do	that	via	a	website	they	have	established	called	
Ireland	Reaching	Out.		I	would	warmly	recommend	this	to	anyone	who	
wants	to	do	some	research	on	their	Irish	forbears	because	through	that	
website,	you	can	register	your	interest	and	details	with	the	original	parish	
that	your	forbears	come	from	and	through	that	connect	up	with	
genealogists	who	live	there	and	who	can	help	you	unravel	the	detail	of	the	
Irish	side	of	the	story	and	literally	guide	your	steps.			
	
This	has	been	a	tremendous	advance	from	my	point	of	view.		In	recent	
weeks,	for	example,	I	have	been	in	touch	with	people	from	the	
Annaghdown	link	on	the	website	because	next	year	I	am	going	back	there	
again.		This	time	I	am	making	a	documentary	for	museum	purposes.		Its	
main	focus	will	be	the	pioneer	Scots	who	founded	Otago	and	its	title	will	be	
Journey	to	New	Edinburgh.		However,	I	wasn’t	going	to	make	a	
documentary	about	the	founding	of	this	place	without	including	my	Galway	
ancestors.		So	for	the	film	trip	we	are	going	to	add	a	little	tangent	off	the	
main	Scottish	storyline	and	go	to	Annaghdown	to	trace	out	that	story.			
	
Originally	I	had	thought	to	explore	the	story	of	Patrick	Ford	since	–	as	I	
thought	–	I	knew	exactly	where	he	came	from.		Having	now	discovered	that	
I	don’t	know	exactly	where	he	came	from,	I’ve	switched	tack.		Now	our	
script	will	focus	on	William	Scully	instead,	another	of	my	ancestors	who	
hails	from	Annaghdown	in	Galway.		I	have	been	in	touch	with	people	in	
Annaghdown	about	him	and	I	will	talk	a	little	more	about	that	below.		I	
would	recommend,	however,	that	anyone	who	wants	to	track	their	
forbears	back	to	Galway,	or	whichever	Irish	county	they	come	from,	should	
use	that	website,	to	use	that	network.		It’s	a	very	powerful	way	to	link	the	
complexity	of	both	sides	of	the	migration	story.		In	our	case,	Annaghdown	
also	has	an	excellent	Historical	Society	and	their	website	has	links	to	superb	
digital	resources.	
	
That	is	the	second	big	advance	in	genealogical	research	on	an	international	
scale;	the	rise	of	digitised	historical	sources.		When	I	was	first	doing	this	
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research	work	back	in	the	1980s,	you	had	to	physically	go	to	the	libraries,	
you	had	to	get	out	the	musty	old	books	and	look	up	the	details	there	in	
person.		Today,	I	can	do	the	same	thing	from	my	office	at	home	and	it	is	
absolutely	marvelous	to	be	able	to	flip	through	old	maps	and	other	original	
sources.		It’s	really	quite	magical.		Last	week	for	instance	a	delightful	lady	
from	Annaghdown	sent	me	a	map	from	1812	which	shows	the	whole	of	the	
parish	as	it	was	then,	the	boglands	that	surrounded	it,	and	where	all	the	
houses	were.		Maybe	you	don’t	get	excited	about	old	maps	like	that	but	I	
certainly	do	and	they’re	really	hard	to	find.		Looking	at	that	map	and	
knowing	that	this	is	where	my	ancestor	lived,	I	could	engage	with	the	
physical	context	in	which	he	grew	up.		That’s	pretty	special.	
	
Now	to	recap	why	I	was	invited	to	speak	tonight.		St	Patrick’s	church	in	
Rakauhauka	stands	on	land	given	to	the	Bishop	of	Dunedin	by	my	great	
great	grandfather	William	Scully	in	1894.		His	farm	was	just	across	the	road.	
Originally	though,	he	was	from	Galway,	from	Annaghdown,	and	from	a	
small	townland	called	Clonboo.		Clonboo	was	a	boggy	piece	of	farmland,	
just	over	400	acres,	and	farmed	communally	by	some	26	different	tenants	
in	the	1850s	when	he	lived	there,	representing	many	separate	families.		
They	were	Scullys,	Finnertys,	Kavanaghs,	Leonards,	Collins,	Burkes,	Moylans	
among	others	–	names	that	will	seem	very	familiar	in	these	parts.			
	
They	farmed	it	according	to	the	ancient	rundale	system,	a	communal	
method	of	intensive	farming.		It	was	tillage	agriculture,	with	small	grazing	
herds	on	summer	rough	high	ground,	and	lazy	beds	for	the	potato	crop.		
The	people	grew	crops	to	sell	to	market	to	pay	their	rent	and	lived	off	the	
potatoes.		They	lived	in	small	thatched	cottages,	adjacent	to	one	another	in	
clachans	or	small	villages.	No-one	had	secure	title	to	their	land,	and	until	
the	1850s	new	generations	got	onto	the	land	by	subdividing	the	tenancies,	
making	the	people’s	hold	on	the	land	ever	more	marginal.		This	led	to	
gradual	impoverishment	and	increasing	dependence	on	the	potato	crop,	
which	alone	could	sustain	the	numbers	that	were	crowded	onto	the	limited	
acreages.			
	
By	1841	Ireland’s	population	had	grown	to	8.5	million	and	the	burden	that	
rested	on	that	narrow	base	of	potato	cultivation	was	immense.		But	that	
whole	way	of	life	all	came	to	a	screaming	halt	just	before	our	ancestors	
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emigrated,	a	consequence	of	the	Great	Famine	1845-50,	the	single	greatest	
calamity	in	modern	Irish	history.		If	you	want	to	know	why	so	many	Galway	
people	ended	up	here	on	the	Southland	plains,	why	they	crossed	the	world	
to	take	a	chance	on	an	unknown	land,	the	answer	has	to	go	back	to	this	
watershed	event.		The	horror	of	it	is	hard	to	comprehend	but	it	is	the	great	
shadow	that	lies	across	our	ancestral	story.		It	involved	the	starvation	unto	
death	of	thousands,	and	miserable	deaths	from	typhus	and	other	diseases	
for	many	more.			
	
In	Clonboo,	William	Scully	was	a	teenager	when	the	Famine	struck,	his	
future	wife	Annie	Finnerty	was	a	girl	of	seven.		It	was	exactly	the	same	for	
all	the	other	Southland	pioneers	from	Galway;	they	were	children	or	
adolescents	when	this	horror	descended	on	their	ancestral	land.		They	were	
lucky	in	Clonboo	in	one	respect;	their	families’	landlord	was	one	of	the	
good	ones.		Francis	Blake	was	his	name,	from	an	old	Galway	Catholic	gentry	
family,	who	had	somehow	managed	to	hang	on	to	their	land	through	the	
penal	laws	and	still	lived	in	a	Big	House	down	the	road.		He	led	the	local	
efforts	in	Annaghdown	to	mitigate	the	Famine	effects	with	soup	kitchens	
and	the	like.	Our	ancestors	were	lucky	to	have	that	sort	of	benevolence	in	
their	favour.		Many	other	landlords	–	often	absentees	in	England	–	
abandoned	their	tenants	to	their	fate	or,	even	worse,	evicted	them	onto	
the	roads	to	die	when	they	couldn’t	pay	the	rent.			
	
Annaghdown	parish’s	population	declined	by	43%	during	the	Famine	
decade	and	old	people	later	recalled	that	so	many	had	died,	and	the	
survivors	were	so	weakened,	they	could	not	take	the	bodies	to	graveyards	
for	burial	so	that	there	was	no	field	in	Annaghdown	that	did	not	have	the	
corpses	of	Famine	victims	buried	in	them.		Overall,	the	Annaghdown,	
Claregalway,	Oranmore	parish	areas	from	which	lots	of	the	Southland	
emigrants	were	to	come,	lost	over	40%	of	their	population	in	the	decade	
from	1841-1851.	Every	one	of	the	adult	Irish	migrants	who	arrived	in	New	
Zealand	in	the	1850s,	60s	and	early	70s	had	lived	through	the	Famine.		For	
the	Southland	pioneers	of	Rakauhauka,	like	my	great-great-grandparents,	
they	had	either	been	children	or	adolescents	and	it	must	have	scarred	them	
deeply.	
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In	the	aftermath	of	the	Famine,	an	emigration	exodus	of	the	survivors	
began	across	the	west	of	Ireland	–	as	elsewhere	–	that	saw	millions	leave	
for	places	overseas.		The	old	rundale	system	of	agriculture	was	destroyed,	
the	poorest	section	of	the	population	went	into	rapid	decline,	houses	and	
villages	were	deserted	because	of	death	or	emigration	and	all	through	the	
western	areas	of	Galway,	as	county	historian	Paedar	O’Dowd	wrote	“a	
terrible	silence	descended	on	the	countryside”.		Those	that	came	to	Otago,	
and	then	Southland,	did	so	because	one	stray	Annaghdown	emigrant	who	
had	made	it	to	Australia,	William	Cavanagh	from	Coteenty,	was	recruited	in	
1856	to	come	over	to	Otago.		He	effectively	scoped	the	place	out,	found	
how	he	could	get	assisted	passages	for	his	friends	and	relations	and	sent	
word	home	to	them.	
	
Up	to	that	point	the	Otago	authorities,	trying	to	establish	an	exclusively	
Scottish	and	Presbyterian	settlement,	had	very	effectively	excluded	Irish	
Catholics	from	securing	such	assisted	passages	to	Dunedin.		But	Cavanagh	
circumvented	their	selection	process	in	Scotland	and	opened	the	way	for	a	
steady	stream	of	Galway	people	to	come	to	Otago	over	the	next	few	years.		
My	ancestor	William	Scully	was	one	of	them,	even	though	his	name	
appears	on	no	passenger	list.		We	know	he	was	here,	however,	because	his	
name	does	appear	on	a	list	of	the	first	gold	miners	at	Gabriels	Gully	in	1861.		
And	alongside	him	was	his	mate	Thomas	Kilkelly,	also	from	Annaghdown.		
So	too	was	my	other	ancestor	Patrick	Ford.	
	
These	men	were	there	at	the	beginning	of	Otago’s	gold	rushes	and	they	did	
well	enough	to	be	able	to	invest	subsequently	in	some	land	of	their	own.		
When	new	Southland	areas	were	opened	up	for	development	in	the	1860s,	
they	came	on	down	and	were	in	at	the	outset	–	a	crucial	advantage	for	
immigrants.		There’s	only	going	to	be	a	certain	amount	of	land	and	only	a	
certain	number	of	people	will	get	it	when	it’s	going	cheap.		Part	of	that	
cheapness	was	the	requirement	to	take	native	bush	and	swamp	and	turn	it	
into	farmland	through	hard	physical	labour.		For	the	young	Irish	men	and	
women,	that	was	one	thing	they	were	good	at.		They	didn’t	have	education	
–	many	were	illiterate	-	but	they	were	tough,	hard	people	who	knew	how	to	
work.	
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They	got	down	here	and	they	drained	the	swamps,	they	cut	down	the	trees	
and	they	turned	that	virgin	Southland	soil	into	good	productive	farms.		
Many	of	you	are	still	owners	of	those	farms.		Now	remember	that	all	those	
families	back	in	Clonboo	had	to	parcel	out	400	or	so	acres	between	them	
and	eke	out	a	subsistence	living	from	it.		Well,	at	Rakauhauka,	William	
Scully	was	able	to	secure	270	acres	all	to	himself	within	20	years	of	arrival,	
and	in	the	1870s	that	was	a	decent	farm.		Moreover	he	owned	it	freehold	-	
no-one	owned	land	like	that	in	Clonboo	while	he	lived	there;	they	were	all	
tenants	at	will,	liable	to	be	evicted	at	any	time	if	they	couldn’t	pay	the	rent.		
But	he	owned	his	land.		William	Scully	and	Annie	Finnerty	(Feenaughty),	
who	came	from	the	same	place	–	she	was	literally	the	girl	next	door	-	were	
married	in	Invercargill	in	1864.			
	
Back	in	Clonboo,	marriage	was	controlled	by	the	community	through	
matchmakers	and	was	about	access	to	land	rather	than	any	romantic	ideas	
of	love.		That	social	control	of	both	marriage	and	access	to	land	tightened	
up	considerably	in	the	wake	of	the	Famine.		No	longer	could	every	child	
expect	to	marry	and	get	some	land.		Just	one	son	would	now	inherit	the	
tenancy,	just	one	daughter	would	be	given	a	dowry	to	marry	the	
neighbour’s	son.	For	everyone	else	in	the	family,	you	were	on	your	own.		It	
was	that	constriction	of	opportunity	at	home	that	prompted	the	mass	
outflow	of	the	young.		They	had	to	look	for	opportunities	elsewhere,	and	
that	might	take	them	anywhere	–	to	America,	to	Australia,	to	New	Zealand.		
It	was	the	news	coming	back	from	people	like	William	Cavanagh	that	
determined	where	you	might	go.			
	
This	is	why	we	find	these	Irish	emigrant	clusters	abroad.		The	young	people	
had	to	support	each	other,	tip	those	at	home	off	as	to	where	land	was	
available,	what	the	assisted	passage	arrangements	were.	It	was	a	tight	
mesh	of	mutual	interest	and	advice.		So	here	in	Southland	we	find	a	“little	
Galway”,	transplanted	from	Anngahdown	and	the	parishes	around	it,	and	
able	to	achieve	here	what	they	could	not	have	achieved	at	home;	getting	
married,	getting	land	of	their	own.		William	and	Annie	Scully	had	both	goals	
sorted	out	by	the	mid-1860s.	They	were	well	set	to	bring	up	their	family	
and	also	be	able	to	set	up	each	one	of	their	sons	with	a	farm	of	his	own	in	
due	course.		This	was	great	success,	in	their	own	terms,	and	a	story	which	
I’m	sure	is	repeated	for	family	after	family	represented	here	tonight.			
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It	is	a	story	that	also	links	to	our	celebration	of	St	Patrick’s	church	125th	
jubilee	because	that	building	was	the	natural	focal	point	for	the	pioneer	
Irish	group’s	communal	life.		We’ve	heard	today	about	the	enduring	
tradition	of	worshippers	at	St	Patrick’s	lingering	outside	church	after	Mass	
to	talk.		For	the	pioneer	generation	there	was	an	additional	aspect	to	that	
gathering.		Annaghdown,	and	Galway	generally,	was	one	of	the	areas	with	
the	highest	ratios	of	Gaelic	speakers	in	this	period.		For	most	of	your	
forbears,	that	would	have	been	their	first	language.		Coming	out	here,	they	
were	working	bilingually,	adapting	to	an	English-speaking	world.		Irish	was	
their	natural	tongue	and	we	know	that	after	Mass	in	the	early	years,	the	old	
people	took	particular	joy	in	speaking	to	each	other	in	their	own	language.	
	
Their	children	and	grandchildren	didn’t	carry	the	language	on	because	it	
was	from	the	old	country.		And	the	pioneers	themselves	didn’t	carry	on	a	
lot	of	other	things	from	the	old	country	either,	perhaps	because	of	the	
trauma	that	that	must	have	represented	for	them.		What	they	had	left	
behind	was	soured	by	the	horrible	years	of	the	Famine.		I	expect	that	your	
family	stories,	like	mine,	will	be	great	about	where	we	come	from	but	the	
detail	is	lacking.		The	songs,	the	dancing	–	there	was	a	bit	of	that	here	
originally	–	but	it	didn’t	really	endure.		We	have	evolved	as	a	descendant	
group	from	a	mere	stump	of	our	ancestral	culture.		Principally	we	don’t	
have	the	language,	and	when	you	lose	the	language,	you	lose	so	much	
more	with	it.		
	
I	have	dwelt	at	length	tonight	on	the	story	of	my	great-great-grandfather	
because	the	church	to	me	also	represents	a	supreme	symbol	of	his	
achievement	in	coming	to	New	Zealand.		It	is	summed	up	for	me	by	the	fact	
that	in	1894	he	felt	so	secure	as	to	give	away	some	land.		To	the	Bishop.		
Now	it	might	not	have	been	much,	just	two	roods	worth	according	to	the	
documents	–	enough	space	for	a	church.		But	how	must	that	have	felt	for	a	
poor	boy	from	the	bogs	of	Clonboo	who	had	watched	his	community	
eviscerated	by	famine	and	disease,	watched	his	peers	head	away	overseas	
in	droves	and	then	followed	them	himself?		He	came	here	seeking	a	
fortune,	a	fortune	that	was	well	summed	up	for	him	by	270	acres	of	good	
Southland	land,	by	a	wife,	and	by	children	who	would	prosper	with	land	of	
their	own.		So	as	we	look	back,	let’s	rejoice	in	125	years	of	worship	at	St	
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Patrick’s	Rakauhauka.		And	also	let’s	rejoice	for	the	earthly	prosperity	
achieved	by	our	migrant	forbears	here.		They	thanked	God	for	it,	and	so	
should	we.			
	
	
 


