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As far from Galway as you can go: Irish pioneers in southern New Zealand 

A version of my presentation to the Annaghdown Heritage Society via Zoom on 3 

December 2021. Available on Youtube at https://youtu.be/1-Hjhm3qOD0 

This talk will focus on the migration chains established between Annaghdown 

and the Scottish settlement in Otago, New Zealand in the 1850s. Over time this 

saw a steady flow of young men and women from Annaghdown and surrounding 

parishes migrate to create a network of Galway families in the southern-most 

part of New Zealand. This is actually as far as it was possible to go in the world 

in the 19th century, requiring an epic 19,000 km ocean voyage with little hope or 

expectation of ever returning to Ireland. As strangers in a strange land, the 

bonds of home were vital to sustaining these Irish-speaking, frequently illiterate, 

peasants as they made their way in the colony. 

The first thing to say perhaps is that New Zealand is not particularly important 

to Ireland as an emigrant destination historically. Only a tiny part of the huge 

migrant outflow of the 19th and 20th centuries headed our way. But conversely, 

Ireland is pretty important to New Zealand because a very significant portion of 

our pioneer immigrants did come from Ireland. Not as many as came from 

England and Scotland but a large proportion nonetheless, especially in the 1870s 

when they constituted up to a quarter of all immigrants. 

Breaking that down, the same thing could be said about Galway. Otago and 

Southland are not particularly important as emigrant destinations from 

Annaghdown compared to all the other places to which people from the parish 

emigrated. But Annaghdown and the neighbouring parishes are really significant 

to Otago and even more to Southland because of how many families whose 

forbears began their New Zealand story in those places trace their ancestral 

roots to East Galway. 

I suppose there is another factor to consider: this is the farthest destination of 

the Galway diaspora, so that might give it a little more historical significance. It 

also nicely sets up the historical challenge involved in understanding why so 

many Galway people ended up in Otago and Southland in the 1850s and 60s and 

how exactly they got there. We are going to look at that in some detail tonight. 

https://youtu.be/1-Hjhm3qOD0
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It is always tricky to grasp the context at both ends of a migration trail because 

it involves mastering the history of two widely diverse places. This is why the 

development of the Ireland Reaching Out network and the Annaghdown 

Heritage Society participation in that is so welcome and offers such rich 

possibilities for the pooling of knowledge, and perhaps why this talk might have 

some value tonight.1 

But to set things up, I first need to explain how I came to investigate these 

matters in the first place. And it’s all about whakapapa, or lines of descent. I 

come from a family that is strongly rooted in two places, South Canterbury and 

Otago/Southland. For our Irish friends, that means the southern half of the 

South Island of New Zealand. Both of my parents came from families with 

historic roots in both places, going right back to the pioneering days in the mid-

19th century. And all the lines of descent (bar one skinny little English line) were 

Irish. My mother’s people were split exactly half-in-half between Kerry and 

Galway, my father’s between Kerry, Tyrone and Cavan. 

There was a strong sense of those connections on both sides too. We had 

celebrated family reunions and I grew up very aware of the networks extending 

out into our Catholic community, especially of those who shared Kerry and 

Galway roots. So I was a bit surprised, and disappointed, when I got to university 

in the late 1980s – the first generation of my family to get a tertiary education – 

and began to study history, to find some glaring absences in the historical 

record. Our stories – my Irish Catholic ancestors’ origin stories - just weren’t 

there in any of the histories written about colonial New Zealand in general or 

about South Canterbury and Otago and Southland in particular.  

But we were here. Our forbears had been part of the foundation period in both 

regions to make that so, so why were they so strikingly missing from the 

histories? Jumping ahead a bit, post-university I headed overseas, made a flying 

visit to Ireland, and when I came back to New Zealand and experienced six 

months of unemployment, I researched and wrote a book about the Kerry 

connections in South Canterbury, The Kerrytown Brosnahans.2 Then I got my 

first proper job at the Otago Early Settlers Museum (now Toitū) as an archivist. 

 
1 https://irelandxo.com and https://annaghdownheritage.ie 
2 Available for digital download on my The Brosnan website. 

https://irelandxo.com/
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This remarkable institution, the oldest history museum in New Zealand, was the 

perfect place to follow up on the Otago side of my quest and I duly began to 

investigate the Galway people in the southern province’s early years. 

The Otago Settlement Scheme 

What I quickly worked out was that the presence of Galway Catholics in 1850s 

Otago was even more extraordinary than I had originally thought. By all rights, 

they should never have been there. 

You see, Otago was a planned settlement, what is known as a ‘Wakefield class 

settlement’ after the English migration theorist Edward Gibbon Wakefield, who 

came up with the notion of British colonies that would take the very best part of 

English society and build new and better Britains in the Antipodes. In Otago’s 

case the theory was modified to be based on the best part of Scottish society 

and the new colony here was conceived as being a South Seas paradise for 

Scottish Presbyterians.  

Sadly for the Scots, they couldn’t rally enough of the ‘right sort’ of folk prepared 

to chance their futures on a desolate shoreline at the bottom of the world to fill 

the immigrant ships, and from the outset, their planned settlement at Dunedin 

included a large minority of English people who were Anglicans or Methodists. 

It was that national/religious divide that wracked the early Otago settlement 

with considerable sectarian division rather than the traditional Protestant-

Catholic one. 

But there was one thing that the English and the Scots could heartily agree on: 

there was no place for Irish Catholics in their midst. Indeed, many Otago 

pioneers had crossed the oceans precisely to get away from the hordes of Irish 

then flooding into the large cities of both England and Scotland. And because of 

the huge distance, and significant cost involved, it was pretty easy to control 

who got to come to Otago. So no Irish Catholics made it as officially approved 

settlers from the beginning of the Otago scheme in 1848 through to the mid-
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1850s. And in fact, only a tiny number of Scottish or English Catholics made it 

here either.3  

The control mechanism was pretty simple: tight selection of all those who 

applied for passage on the very small number of sailing ships that were 

organised to go from English and Scottish ports to Otago. Anyone applying, for 

example, had to provide references from an employer and their minister. So 

even if a cheeky Irishman decided to fake his name etc., he would struggle to 

get a reference from a Presbyterian minister, while a Catholic priest’s name as a 

referee would immediately ‘out’ the prospective immigrant as a papist.  

There was thus a tight Presbyterian cordon around pioneer Otago, managed 

from Edinburgh and London. It was forced to accept English prospects when 

there weren’t enough Scots to fill their immigrant ships, but never desperate 

enough to open the door to Irish Catholic peasants. 

As I came to understand that context, I became fascinated with how exactly our 

forbears managed to pierce that veil. And I began to hunt for evidence of who 

might have been the first to do so. I was very fortunate that right from the start 

of my working at the museum, I had fulsome support for my historical research 

from my then-boss, long since deceased. She was happy for me to travel to 

Wellington, for example, and spend time at the National Archives there, which 

then held all the provincial government records for Otago and Southland (since 

returned to Dunedin). I spent several days there in the 1990s, working 

methodically through the records that survived to try and find the rupture point: 

the moment when an Irish Catholic from Galway first made it into Otago.  

Now if you want to read the conference paper that resulted and was 

subsequently published, you can find a copy on my website. I called it The 

Greening of Otago and it ended up being quite an influential piece of work, one 

way or another.4 But just to cut to the chase tonight, the turning point turned 

out to be a mission from Otago to recruit additional labour for the settlement 

 
3 See Seán Brosnahan “Scottish Catholics in an Irish Catholic Church in a Scottish Presbyterian Settlement: 

Otago’s Scottish Catholics 1848-1895,” in Immigrants and Minorities, Volume 30, Issue 1, March 2012. 
Available for digital download on my The Brosnan website. 

4 Seán Brosnahan “The Greening of Otago: Irish (Catholic) Immigration to Otago and Southland 1840-1888,” 

in Work ‘n’ Pastimes: 150 Years of Pain and Pleasure, Work and Leisure. Proceedings of the 1998 
Conference of the New Zealand Society of Genealogists, Dunedin, 1998. Available for digital download 
on The Brosnan website. 

https://ceannfine.files.wordpress.com/2014/01/scotscat-edited-for-publication.pdf
https://ceannfine.files.wordpress.com/2014/01/scotscat-edited-for-publication.pdf
https://ceannfine.files.wordpress.com/2013/12/nzhaconf.pdf
https://ceannfine.files.wordpress.com/2013/12/nzhaconf.pdf
https://ceannfine.files.wordpress.com/2013/12/nzhaconf.pdf
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from Victoria in Australia in 1855. Hitherto the emigrant selectors in Britain had 

been strictly accountable to the leader of the Otago settlers, Captain William 

Cargill, who was determinedly set on preserving a Scottish and Presbyterian 

identity for new migrants. The man sent over to Melbourne, however, was 

William Hunter Reynolds.5 His mission was to open up a second flow of labouring 

men to remedy a desperate shortage of workers in Otago and it seems that he 

was not at all fussed about his recruits’ national or religious origin.  

And so it was that in February 1856, on the third shipload of Victorian-recruited 

labourers sent to Otago, one William Cavanagh of Conteenty townland, 

Annaghdown, secured passage and duly arrived in Scottish Presbyterian Otago 

(also aboard were John Kelly and Patrick Flynn who were also likely Irish).6 

And that really was it, as far as excluding Irish Catholics went. Because there was 

an Achilles heel in Otago’s immigration support scheme which now provided 

Cavanagh and those who followed him with a neat way to bypass the tight 

selection process in Edinburgh. This allowed for people already in Otago, and 

hence undoubtedly of the ‘right stamp’, to nominate their friends and relations 

at ‘home’ to receive subsidised passages on Otago-bound ships.  

They also had to commit to supporting them on arrival and making down 

payments on their fares, but this nomination system opened up a back-door 

route into Otago and Cavanagh was quick to seize upon it. And thus began a 

trickle of Galway migrants on ships that followed in the late 1850s, and a 

broadening flow into the early 1860s as the new arrivals likewise nominated 

their friends and relations for similar assistance. The Annaghdown-Otago 

migration chain was firmly established in these years, and its anchor was William 

Cavanagh.  

We can see evidence of the migration chain developing in the unfortunately 

meagre surviving records of migration to Otago in this period. In 1857, for 

example, there was a significant upsurge in Otago’s immigrant recruiting in 

 
5 William Hunter Reynolds had actually spent much of his childhood and youth in Catholic Portugal where his 

family was involved in the cork trade.  
6 A passenger list (without Christian names) appears in Otago Witness, 1 March 1856, p. 3. John Kelly’s name 

appears in full on the Gil Blas account published in List of Immigrants, Debtors to the Provincial 
Government of Otago for Passenger Moneys. Corrected from Treasury Books, 4th August., 1869 
inclusive. Copy at Toitū Otago Settlers Museum, Dunedin. Patrick Flynn(e) and William Cavanagh details 
from other biographical sources.  
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Scotland and England, with a special agent, James Adam, sent back to Britain to 

find suitable candidates.7 The first ship to carry the new recruits out was the 

George Canning. Its passengers would have included “nominated passengers”, 

including William Cavanagh’s brother John.  

The only surviving official record of this voyage, however, is a partial record 

printed in 1869 that lists the names of assisted passengers who still owed money 

to the Provincial Government for their fares at that date.8 It itemises the debtors 

in sequence according to their bill number and ship, including the amount 

owing, date of last payment, and anyone who was associated with the passage 

as a guarantor. This is useful information but it is not the same as the full records 

that would have been provided by the original passenger lists that it references. 

They are lost. Anyone who had by that point discharged their debt by repaying 

their passage money – including both William and John Cavanagh - do not 

feature in the lists. 

We can see John Cavanagh’s name, however, in a newspaper account of the 

ship’s arrival in Otago that includes a list of the passengers.9 It is simply a bare 

list of names but it is better than nothing. It also lists John with a sister, Anna, 

who we know from family information did not in fact take up her passage on this 

ship, though she did come to Otago later.10 There was also a “William Ford” and 

a “Thomas Cahill”, likely Galway names as well.  

There were more Irish assisted immigrants on the Sevilla in December 1859 who 

are likely to have been from Galway (George Woods, his wife and their seven 

children, Thomas Walshe with his wife, son and daughter, and Martin Collins 

and his wife).11 Then came the Gala in 1860, with John Cunningham nominated 

by John Cahill as well as “Pat Forde” and “Honnour Forde”, the latter two with 

 
7 James Adam’s mission was highly successful and saw thousands of English and Scottish immigrants recruited 

and despatched to Otago over a two-year period in 1857-58. 
8 List of Immigrants, Debtors to the Provincial Government of Otago for Passenger Moneys. Corrected from 

Treasury Books, 4th August., 1869 inclusive. Copy at Toitū Otago Settlers Museum, Dunedin. Henceforth 
referenced as Debtors’ List, 1869. 

9 Otago Witness, 5 December 1857, p. 4. 
10 Personal communication from David Cavanagh. 
11 George Barry Woods was a Protestant from Annaghdown, married to Honoria Delaney. He was nominated by 

his brother, John Woods, who had arrived in Otago on the Three Bells in 1858. John Woods nominated 
both the George Woods family and a Thomas Walshe family for their passage on the Sevilla. See 
Debtors’ List, 1869 and Otago Witness 10 December 1859, p. 4. 
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William Cavanagh specifically identified as their nominator.12 Next on the Lady 

Egidia in January were Helen and Marion Dillon, nominated by John Dillon, 

“Bigget” (Bridget?) Ford nominated by John Ford, and Thomas Kilkelly 

nominated by John Cahill. Detailed records of these migrations are lacking, no 

records of departure being kept in Ireland or Britain, and no official passenger 

lists of arrival surviving in Otago. The fact that some of those doing the 

nominating do not have recorded arrivals in Otago either (though clearly they 

had somehow made it to Otago by ship) suggests just how fragmentary the 

surviving documentary records are. There are just the Debtors’ List entries for 

the passage money owing and – sometimes – passenger lists in the newspaper.  

As noted, the newspaper lists are usually bare lists of names or family groups, 

sometimes with tabulations of occupations. Fortuitously, however, there is a 

rare newspaper passenger list with more detail for the next batch of Galway 

arrivals in Otago on the Melbourne in March 1861. This list adds a place of origin 

behind each name. So we learn that “George Brown, wife and daughter” were 

from Drumgriffin.13 So too were Daniel Caulfield and Mary Collins, Pat Crowe 

and his wife, Patrick Savelle (Lavelle?), and Thomas Tahy (Fahy) and his wife. 

Listed as from Annaghdown were John Ford, Patrick Ford, Patrick and Honor 

Ford, Thomas Kilkelly, and James and Mary Leven. “B Jennings, 2 sons, 2 

daughters” were from Ballinasloe and Peter Dooley was from “Galway”. There 

are also Irish passengers listed from locations in Cork and Waterford relating to 

another migration chain to Otago that was developing at the same time.  

When we compare this newspaper list for the Melbourne to its entry on the 

Debtors’ List, we see that William Cavanagh was the nominator for Daniel 

Caulfield, John Forde, Patrick Forde, and Patrick ‘Savella’ (Lavelle?). Annie Ford 

nominated George Brown’s family group, Mary Collins, Thomas Fahy, Patrick 

and Honor Forde, and Thomas Kilkelly. Pat Crowe nominated Pat and Helen 

Crowe, and John Dillon. Margaret Jennings nominated “Bridget, Helen and 

Michael Jennings” and Patrick Ford nominated “James Leaven”. This is 

remarkable evidence of a communal effort to bring friends and families across 

the huge distance from Galway to Otago while making the most of Otago 

 
12 Debtors’ List, 1869.  
13 A participant in the Zoom call suggested that Drumgriffin was the location of the post office to which migrant 

correspondence would have been directed in Annaghdown at that time.  
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government subsidies to counter the powerful attraction of the shorter journey 

to the United States and other destinations against which this furthest southern 

colony had to compete for immigrants.  

That competition could be further complicated by bad news from the South 

Pacific, which might put off more ‘desirable’ immigrants from Scotland and 

England and open the way for the less welcome Catholic Irish. Sometimes this 

was because of things like reports of shipwrecks or accounts of fighting with 

Maori in the North Island. Correspondence between the Otago provincial 

authorities and their agents in Scotland, which does survive, charts a close 

correlation between the selection of Galway immigrants for the ships referred 

to above and difficulties experienced by the agents in Britain in finding enough 

recruits prepared to go to Otago on account of such reports. It was also 

becoming increasingly difficult for them to adequately check out applicants, 

especially those from outside Scotland, as growing numbers of immigrants were 

required in Otago.  

Irish migrants were clearly taking advantage of the new opportunities opened 

by early arrivals like William Cavanagh and those who followed him. That in itself 

is a remarkable achievement, given that there was absolutely no publicity or 

promotion of Otago in the south and west of Ireland at this time. All these 

Galway immigrants therefore had to be drawn there by informal dissemination 

of detailed information from those who had gone before. Bearing in mind that 

these were almost certainly people who had Irish as their first language and who 

had little or no literacy skills, that really is very impressive.14 

This slowly building flow of immigrants from Ireland was perfectly poised to take 

advantage of the discovery of gold in inland Otago in 1861 and the dramatic 

expansion of the gold discoveries over the succeeding two years. Galway men 

were in at the beginning of Otago’s gold rush and profited from that early 

presence to build up their capital reserves.15 Galway women were on hand to fill 

 
14 In the Irish Census of 1851, 77% of the population of Annaghdown parish could not read or write. Likewise 

the county of Galway had the highest proportion of Irish speakers of any county in Ireland; 24% could 
speak Irish only, and 46% both Irish and English. The Galway immigrants who would come to Otago a 
decade or so later were adolescents or young adults at that time. Census of Ireland, 1851. 

15 Numerous individual biographies attest to this gold rush connection, including my two great great 
grandfathers Patrick Ford and William Scully who appear on a list of the first 6,000 miners to take out 
prospecting licences at the Tuapeka gold field in 1861. The gold they won was likely the basis for 
subsequent land purchases in Southland.  
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the surging demand for domestic servants in colonial households. Marriages and 

acquisition of land followed as a result, often within the Galway network, and 

that founding group were off to a flying start to make good in their colonial 

careers.  

In the 1870s there was an even bigger flow of Irish migrants, brought out with 

heavily subsidised or even free passages as so-called ‘Vogel immigrants’. Irish 

immigration to New Zealand peaked in this period, making up over a quarter of 

the total number of assisted immigrants. Through both the gold rush and Vogel 

era of assisted immigration, the Galway migrant stream continued, though now 

it was overtaken by arrivals from other parts of Ireland and thereby was no 

longer so important in the bigger picture of Irish settlement in the south. 

Unfortunately, the lack of proper records means that we cannot say at present 

how many people came from Galway in this foundational era. It is also difficult 

to sort out who was who among the immigrants. Irish naming patterns in use at 

that time meant a plethora of men and women had identical names within 

extended family and parish groups. I experienced the challenges this poses first-

hand with one of my great great grandfathers, Patrick Ford, who was the first of 

my family to arrive in Otago. He came on the Melbourne in 1861 but even on 

that vessel, as noted above, he was not the only ‘Patrick Ford’ from 

Annaghdown.16 There seems to have been at least three ‘Patrick Fords’ from 

Annaghdown among the early southern settlers.  

This tripped me up when I came to Annaghdown thinking I had identified his 

ancestral home from the Griffith Valuation lists, and took my children there on 

that basis in 2012. The Annaghdown baptismal records show Patrick’s baptism, 

born to Michael Ford and Maria Boyle in January 1837. I made the assumption 

that this was the Michael Ford who appears subsequently in Griffith's Valuation 

as a tenant in the townland of Annagh West and duly made our pilgrimage there. 

I published an account of my pilgrimage which included a photograph of me 

standing by the farm gates at this property. Sometime later, a descendant of 

Michael (Pat) Ford and Maria Burke informed me that the gates were those of 

 
16 Nicknames were useful to distinguish the men. My forbear was known as ‘The Gaffer’, while the Patrick Ford 

who was his fellow passenger on the Melbourne, and likewise from Annaghdown, was known as 
‘Slaney’. He settled at Oamaru and was a stonemason. See Kevin Ford, A Ford Family History: 1860-
1920, 2000. Copy at Toitū Otago Settlers Museum. 



10 
 

their ancestral home ‘Parkhouse’ and one of the other Otago ‘Patrick Fords’. In 

other words, I had identified the wrong Michael and Maria Ford as my forbears’ 

parents. 

This showcases a couple of valuable lessons. Firstly, the need to triangulate 

details on Irish immigrants with common names from as many sources as 

possible to be confident about identifications. Then, the value of co-operative 

efforts in genealogical research, sharing details between the families whose 

forbears’ lives became so enmeshed in both Ireland and New Zealand. 

Publishing family histories is one way of doing that. Combined biographical 

accounts such as in Denise Beerkens centennial history of the Rakauhauka 

church (a focal point for the Galway pioneers on the Southland plains) are 

another.17  

For a snapshot of the pattern of chain migration, as well as the enduring efforts 

of the very first Galway men and women in Otago to sustain the flow of people 

from Annaghdown and its neighbouring parishes, there are serendipitously 

more robust documentary records in the archives of the Southland province. 

This southern area of the original Otago province broke away in 1862, its settlers 

disgruntled at a perceived lack of concern for their welfare from faraway 

Dunedin. The new province, with its headquarters in Invercargill, was an attempt 

to foster more sustained development in the southern-most part of the South 

Island. Part of this included an independent immigration programme, with 

Southland appointing its own agent for recruiting and organising migrant 

voyages in Britain. 

This was not a particularly successful effort, generating just 18 shiploads of 

assisted immigrants to Bluff between 1862 and 1864 when the programme was 

suspended. However, a substantial body of Southland immigration records 

survives, more comprehensively for the larger and longer immigration 

programme of its larger neighbour Otago. The correspondence this engendered 

is referred to in greater detail in The Greening of Otago. For present purposes, 

we shall concentrate on the details of the Southland programme’s final migrant 

ship, the Chile, despatched from Gravesend for Bluff in late 1868 in a one-off 

 
17 Denise Beerkens, St Patrick's Church, Rakauhauka, Southland: centennial 1894-1994: a history of St Patrick's 

Church and the families who built it (Invercargill, 1994). 
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resuscitation of the migration scheme. It foundered largely because so many 

Irish immigrants were recruited, a result that greatly disappointed the Southland 

authorities who had suspended the programme in 1864 for much the same 

reason.  

What is unique about this shipment though is that a substantial record survives 

of the nomination process through which so many of the Chile assisted 

immigrants had been selected. This identifies both the immigrant(s) and the 

person in Southland who had nominated them for their offer of an assisted 

passage and the nature of the relationship between them. From this we discover 

that Galway people in Southland formed the dominant group of nominators, 

banding together in several cases to sponsor “friends” but more often 

“relatives” from home. Of 44 nomination applications filed, 20 were for 

nominees in Galway and 16 of these offers of passage were subsequently 

accepted. By contrast, only five of the 13 passage offers sent to nominees in 

Scotland were accepted.  

Among those listed as nominators we again find William Cavanagh, that original 

link in the migration chain, now sending home for Thomas and Catherine Collins 

(members of his wife’s family). Other Galway pioneers who had been similarly 

active in supporting earlier applications through both the Otago and Southland 

assistance schemes also reappear here. Most strikingly, in 1868, Patrick Ford (or 

perhaps it was more than one of the Patrick Fords) was responsible for six 

separate nominations, mostly in partnership with other settlers. They were 

generally for “relatives” though along with his brother Michael he also 

sponsored a “friend” in 18-year-old Mary Collins. The various strands of identity 

represented here are difficult to untangle, but what this documentation 

emphatically demonstrates is an ongoing commitment by those already here to 

assisting fellow young people at home (all the nominees are aged between 16 

and 30 except for the 40-year-old widow Bridget Murphy) to come to southern 

New Zealand.  

That ‘capture’ by Irish settlers was likely the kiss of death for Southland’s 

assistance scheme. There were no more ships sent to Bluff under the auspices 

of the Southland Provincial Government, which within a couple of years had 

folded back into the Otago Province from which it had separated at the 

beginning of the decade. All of the provincial administrations around New 
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Zealand subsequently lost direct control of the immigration process when its 

organisation was taken over by the central government in Wellington in 1871. 

Irish settlers all over the country, nonetheless, proved equally adept at 

exploiting the opportunities by further assistance schemes in the 1870s when 

the numbers from Ireland swelled to about a quarter of all assisted immigrants, 

the historic peak of Irish migration to New Zealand.  

With so many Irish arrivals in this later period, coming from every county and 

province, the chain migrations of the earlier years had a lingering effect but no 

longer proved so numerically significant amidst the broader influx. In Southland, 

there were ongoing reinforcements arriving from Galway to bolster the numbers 

from Annaghdown, while at the same time the pioneers were now settling down 

to a mature phase, marrying, developing farms, and having children. The 

number of intermarriages between the Galway families made for a tight net of 

interrelationships, spread across the southern plains. What were these people 

like, and how did they negotiate life in the new land? 

The glimpses we find amidst scanty historical records suggest that many of them 

were Irish-speaking, often illiterate and culturally Gaelic peasants. Therefore, it 

is all the more impressive how they negotiated the challenge of operating in an 

English-speaking environment, dominated by Scottish Presbyterians, in which 

they were such a distinct (and not necessarily very welcome) ethnic and religious 

minority. They worked out the opportunities available to them under the 

evolving land regulations, seizing the chance to earn their way to land ownership 

via success on the goldfields, domestic service and agricultural labouring and 

contracting. 

Obituaries and occasional references in local histories testify to a substantial rise 

to prosperity for many, vindication for their decision to chance all on migration 

to such a distant destination. More subtle indications of their cultural life can be 

found in a couple of unpublished accounts. The first is a memoir by the son of 

the pioneer Scottish Catholic Donald Poppelwell, whose homestead near Milton 

had proven such a haven for many of the early Annaghdown immigrants.18 They 

found a welcome at ‘Sunwick’, as well as work and support for their religious 

life, with Catholic activity in Otago in the early years of the 1850s very much 

 
18 See The Greening of Otago for more detail. 
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centred on the Poppelwell’s home. A younger child of that family, Dugald 

Poppelwell, went on to become a lawyer and a leading citizen of Gore, the 

Southland province’s second largest centre, of which he became Mayor in 1895.  

Poppelwell’s memoir includes some notes on his experience growing up in 

Tokomairiro (Milton) amidst a Catholic minority community dominated 

numerically by the Galway immigrants. Of his schoolmates there he wrote: 

Most of the boys who attended the school were of Irish parentage, chiefly 

from the west of Ireland. Several of the children had imbibed all sorts of 

Irish folk lore tales about banshees, sheogues, fairies and the good people 

generally …19  

He also remembered as an instance of the transfer of Irish customs the funeral 

of a woman who had been a maid at Sunwick, and describes the practice of 

keening for the dead that was followed:  

We were rather surprised to see the mother-in-law of the dead woman, 

who was over 90 years of age and was so mysterious and so wrinkled as 

to be popularly accounted a witch, walk a short distance in front of the 

pallbearers chanting wild songs in Irish. That is how they seemed to us at 

the time but I have no doubt they were simply old hymns or prayers.20  

Poppelwell also remembered the mutual support offered by the Irish pioneers 

for each other in his youth: 

If any person was left destitute, steps would be taken to obtain some 

object as the subject of a raffle. Sometimes a horse, sometimes a cow, a 

piece of furniture or jewellery such as a watch would be given for disposal 

by lot. Invitations would be sent out to attend a ‘raffle’ at a house named. 

A dance would be arranged and substantial supper provided with such 

eatables and drinkables as might be considered necessary. Tickets would 

be sold which entitled the holders to a chance for the prize. The evening 

would be spent in dancing chiefly Irish jigs and reels with occasionally 

other step dances. All joined merrily in the fun. At a suitable interval dice 

 
19 Unpublished Poppelwell memoir, “Leaves from a lifetime in New Zealand”, Hocken Collections MS-0977, p. 

12. 
20 Ibid., p84-85. 
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would be thrown for the prize, usually three dice being used and the best 

aggregate of three throws would be the winner. The result of these raffles 

would usually be a very substantial sum for the object of the charity.21 

A generation later, a clever scion of one of the Southland Galway tribe (with 

Annaghdown connections) emerged as a leading New Zealand writer, albeit one 

who would end up spending most of his life in England. While holding a post 

with the Oxford University Press at Oxford, Dan Davin wrote a series of novels 

that drew on his experience growing up in Invercargill in the interwar period. 

Some were clearly based on Irish people he had known and the sub-culture that 

had developed around Invercargill in which the Galway families played such a 

key part. This did not particularly endear Davin to those who recognised who 

was being fictionalised in his work, quite often unsympathetically. Nonetheless, 

Davin’s fiction has great historical value in its accurate depiction of this group 

since, as Donald Akenson has written,  

[Davin’s] great value as an historian of the Irish Catholics is in the ‘soft’ 

history that he provides. Some of the most important things about human 

life – what people are afraid of, how they deal with fear of death, with the 

need for love, what their unspoken prejudices are, and a hundred similar 

things – are those that leave the shallowest imprint upon historical 

sources, and that is why Davin is so important.22 

As well as these novels, however, Davin also wrote an unpublished historical 

account, “The Irish in New Zealand”, a copy of which is in his papers in the 

Alexander Turnbull Library in Wellington. It includes some insightful 

recollections of the Irish Southland he knew so well, and especially the Galway 

networks there: 

And here and there, they settled in sufficient numbers to make a minor 

Irish pale. At first the Irish character of such groups was very marked. 

There was a time, a generation ago, when a man could go to any one of a 

dozen farms round Southland and find Gaelic spoken or understood. The 

storyteller, Larry Hynes, went on his bike from one farm to another. He 

 
21 Ibid, p 87. 
22 Donald Harman Akenson, Half the World from Home: Perspectives on the Irish in New Zealand, 1860-1950 

(Victoria University Press, Wellington, 1990), p. 99. 
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was a familiar sight, with his hand clenched firmly on a spade he had no 

intention of using, or holding a bagging needle which stitched the potato 

sack only when emphasis was called for, or sitting in front of a roaring fire 

of Totara logs. He would tell his stories and pass on the news he had 

collected, give a tune on his Jews-harp, and when his stock of stories and 

news was done and his tunes had all been given, he would move on, last 

descendant of the bard.23 

Irish news was more valued in Southland by the pioneer generation than New 

Zealand doings in those days, according to Davin, and so many of their lifeways 

still unmistakably reflected their Connaught origins: “The way a stack was 

thatched, a rope of hay twisted, or potatoes pitted, these were Irish ways and, 

even in English the voices that spoke were Irish and the songs they sang.”24 

Yet he concluded that this transferred culture was never going to endure:  

The little Ireland of the South, however, was doomed to assimilation. My 

father could stand on the steps of the Invercargill Basilica after Mass, 

once, and count on finding new men from Galway. He could bring them 

home to the Sunday joint, pass a long afternoon talking, in the old tongue, 

of Tonygurrane and Castle Craven. But even then his children were 

impatient of old stories and a language they could not understand. The 

education these Irishmen of the first generation fought to give their 

children cut them off … That gray squirrel, the English language, drove out 

the red.25 

Undoubtedly, Davin is correct to link the loss of cultural artefacts with the loss 

of Gaeilge among the descendant generations in Southland: Ní tir gan teanga 

(there is no nation without a language). But I think there is more to it than that. 

It is important to remember that the generation that came to Otago and 

Southland in the 1850s and 1860s were survivors of An Gorta Mór (The Great 

Famine). As children or adolescents they had lived through some bitter years of 

death, starvation and mass emigration; traumatic experiences that would have 

been seared into their collective memories. Galway suffered devastating levels 

 
23 Dan Davin, “The Irish in New Zealand”, unpublished manuscript (1957), Davin Papers, MS-Group-0319, 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 



16 
 

of mortality in the famine years, notably in the Annaghdown area where there 

was an overall decrease in population between 1841 and 1851 of 43%. Old 

people there remembered of that time that there was not a field in the parish 

in which people were not buried.26 

The social changes that followed from the Famine disaster were also principally 

responsible for the Otago-bound Galwegians coming so far and in such numbers 

to seek their fortunes. The shadow of the Famine surely loomed over their 

subsequent endeavours and led to what I perceive to be a ‘great forgetting’ that 

is evident among their descendants. So few stories of ‘home’, so little effort to 

pass on the language, or the customs that it supported. Others may have a 

different experience, but in my various lines of descent from Annaghdown the 

amnesia is almost total. Ireland did not represent something to remember for 

the generation who had fled its shores so much as something to forget. And in 

building a new life in the southern region of New Zealand, they had gone as far 

from Galway as it was possible to go.  

 

 

 
26 An Gorta Mór: Famine Times in Annaghdown, Annaghdown Heritage Society (Annaghdown, 1997), p. 6.  


