The first British arrivals, 1769-1839

Context:
The British peopling of New Zealand began as a consequence of the agricultural and
industrial revolutions in Britain during the century after 1750. This brought about a rapid
expansion of foreign trade and the need to import food and industrial raw materials.
Through trade, economic growth in the ‘metropolitan centre’ drew in the so-called
‘regions of recent settlement’ in the western and southern hemispheres, including the rediscovered islands of New Zealand. Most of the initial activity came from across the
Tasman. New Zealand became an important part of Australia’s Pacific frontier, with
Sydney as its centre. 1 The sealing, whaling industries, timber and flax trades which
brought people to New Zealand were all dominated by Sydney and (a little later) Hobart
merchants. Sydney was the base from which the missionaries sought to bring their
message to the indigenous peoples of the Pacific.
The first group to settle were sealers, some of whom set up camp in Dusky Sound in
1792. Few appear to have remained in New Zealand. Practically the sole settlement they
established, about 1825, was on Codfish Island, off the northern coast of Stewart Island,
although within a few years most had moved on to Stewart Island itself or to mainland
Southland. 2 Seekers after flax or timber for naval spars, and whalers also appeared in the
1790s. Those involved in the timber trade were more permanent residents. By 1816
cargoes of sawn timber prepared in New Zealand by permanent settlements of sawyers
were being exported to Sydney, 3 and Busby’s census of 1836 indicated that almost a third
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of the European adult males were involved in the timber trade. 4 The whalers were at first
usually short-term visitors who hunted in New Zealand waters and then set sail again
across the Pacific. Their visits did serve to encourage some traders to remain ashore to
service their needs, but numbers were small. However from the late 1820s when shorebased whaling began, the effect of whaling was more pronounced. Shore-based whaling
stations were established along the coasts from Foveaux Strait to East Cape, 15 Sydney
firms at one stage in the 1830s operating some 22 shore stations. 5 Some of these stations
acquired substantial populations of between 40 and 80 men, 6 although most seem to have
had about 20. 7 The number of men employed in whaling establishments in New Munster
(but also including the Bay of Plenty) still numbered 768 in 1843. 8 Similarly, some of the
specialised trading stations acquired substantial European populations, 56 being located
on Gilbert Mair’s Te Wahapu in 1840. 9 These early sealers, traders and whalers included
a rich assortment of men (they were very largely male) who had deserted or been
discharged from trading or whaling ships, and also convicts (including those who had
secured their tickets-of-leave) seeking a refuge from the penal settlements of eastern
Australia, although it should be noted that some were deliberately put ashore. 10 The first
of these men arrived in the Bay of Islands during the first decade of the nineteenth
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century. 11 Both Kendall and Nicholas recorded the presence in 1815 of runaway convicts
at Kororareka, 12 as did Augustus Earle, who visited Kororareka in 1827, Charles Darwin
who arrived in the Bay of Islands in 1835, and John Dunmore Lang who was in New
Zealand in 1839. Lang added another two groups, namely, ‘fraudulent debtors who have
escaped from their creditors in Sydney or Hobart Town, and needy adventurers from the
two colonies, almost unequally unprincipled,’ observations which confirmed the
predominantly Australian source of New Zealand’s early European community. 13 New
Zealand was certainly one of the destinations for escaped convicts, but not surprisingly
estimates of their numbers in pre-annexation New Zealand vary considerably. 14 Lavaud,
commander of the French naval corvette L’Aube which arrived in New Zealand waters in
1840, claimed that they were to be found ‘everywhere in New Zealand.’ 15 Others
suggested that in the mid 1830s ‘runways,’ that is, deserting sailors and convicts,
numbered about 150 to 200, or about ten per cent of the estimated European population, 16
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while in 1837 the Sydney Herald asserted that there were 200 to 300 convicts in New
Zealand. 17
The sealing gangs appear to have been largely composed of ex-convicts,18 while those
who chose or were compelled to live among Maori – the pakeha Maori whose numbers
Thomson estimated at 50 in 1830 and 150 in 1840 19 – were drawn largely from the
convict settlement of Sydney and from whalers whose crews often included convict
seamen. Most were British subjects, most were English or Irish, and from about 1840
most re-joined pakeha society. 20 Among the whalers, James Hay identified two classes,
the first comprising ‘the whalers per se, hardy, brave, and resourceful; men to be
depended upon, and inhabitants of all parts of Europe, America, and Australia. The
second-class comprised convicts, who as ticket-of-leave men, were brought over from
Hobart, whither they were not permitted to return.’ 21 Given that most of Australia’s
transportees were drawn from England and Ireland, with just small numbers having been
convicted in Wales and Scotland,22 it might be expected that the English and Irish would
17
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feature prominently amongst this particular group of arrivals, but few details of the
escaped convicts who remained in New Zealand have survived.

People of a very different stripe were the missionary communities, who first arrived on
Samuel Marsden’s initiative in the Bay of Islands in 1814. Some of the mission stations
acquired substantial European populations: by February 1815, for example, that of
Rangihoua numbered 21, by 1819 it had reached 45, and by 1830 over 60. 23 On the eve
of annexation, the Church Missionary and Wesleyan Missionary Society missionaries and
their families numbered 206. 24

A further group of pre-annexation arrivals from the Australian Colonies were the free
settlers whose numbers swelled towards the end of the 1830s, partly in the expectation of
annexation and the establishment of a new capital, and partly in response to a number of
difficulties in New South Wales, including drought, falling wool prices, and an increase
in the minimum price of Crown lands. 25 Among them were 15 sawyers, carpenters, and a
schoolmaster recruited in Sydney in 1838 by former missionary William White for his
Hokianga timber enterprise, described by Gittos as ‘the William White settlement
scheme.’ 26 Polack noted the arrival of ‘unsatisfied settlers of Western Australia (Swan
River and King George’s Sound), many of whom have quitted that arid and draughty
coast’ for New Zealand, while others were arriving from South Australia. 27 Some came
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to purchase and develop land 28 , some to engage in trade 29 , while others arrived to work
for the new government or for the businesses established in the new capital of Auckland,
or to take up opportunities in the new colonies being established at Wellington and
Nelson. 30 On a second visit to New Zealand, in March 1840, Jameson noted that also on
the Delhi from Adelaide were about 70 cabin and steerage passengers, ‘including several
very respectable families, a fair proportion of mechanics and labourers, and several
young men proceeding to the new colony with indefinite views, such as the hope of
obtaining situations as clerks or governments employees …’ 31

Finally, there were several attempts made to initiate migration and settlement directly
from the United Kingdom. Although they ended in failure, they did bring a number of
new settlers to the country. The most notable was the first New Zealand Company,
formed in London in 1825 to establish ‘agricultural and commercial’ settlements at
Hokianga and the Thames. The company’s ship Rosanna, which left Leith with some 60
artisans and tradesmen, arrived in New Zealand waters early in 1826, but in the face of
both Maori and missionary opposition, the project was abandoned. 32 The Rosanna
arrived in Sydney in February 1827 with, according to Shrimpton and Mulgan, only 25
colonists on board, of whom at least four returned to settle at Hokianga, while McLintock
recorded that only ‘a few of the bolder spirits returned to Hokianga…’ 33
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Numbers
Data, reliable or otherwise, relating to the size and timing of the British immigrant inflow
into pre-annexation New Zealand are few. One source which offers some insights into the
inflow into Auckland Province is the Roll of early settlers and descendants in the
Auckland Province prior to the end of 1852. 34 Although it is claimed that exhaustive
efforts were made to ensure that the Roll was both accurate and complete, the data set out
in Graph 1 should be regarded as a reasonable indication of trends rather than of absolute
numbers.
Arrivals into Auckland 1805-39
120

100

People

80

60

Number

40

20

1839

1838

1837

1836

1835

1834

1833

1832

1831

1830

1829

1828

1827

1826

1825

1824

1823

1822

1821

1820

1819

1818

1817

1816

1815

1814

1813

1812

1811

1810

1809

1808

1807

1806

1805

0

Year

Thus the graph indicates that arrivals were few in number and sporadic until about 1830,
and that they began to increase sharply from 1833, trends not inconsistent with those
indicated, in Graph 2, for Australasia as a whole. 35
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Contemporary estimates of the number of Europeans in New Zealand, not surprisingly,
vary widely. 36 The only ‘censuses’ were those carried out by James Busby, and the first
of his estimates, of the European population at 1 February 1836, is presented in Table 1.
In his second estimate, for June-August 1836, Busby tabulated the names of male
household heads, their occupations, the composition of their households, and their
locations. Busby’s figures suggest a population of 722 in February 1836, and while the
overseas,’ Scottish geographical magazine 1964, pp.164-176; M. Flinn, Scottish population history from
the seventeenth century to the 1930s. Cambridge, 1977, p.452; and Michael Brander, The emigrant Scots.
London, 1982. Prior to 1815 Scotland’s emigrants were drawn primarily from the Highlands and Islands,
but from about 1815 onwards, emigration from the Lowlands, and especially its urban centres, accelerated.
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data for June-August 1836 are incomplete, they suggest that numbers were increasing
rapidly. Busby’s third estimate, prepared in 1839, appears to suggest a total European
population of 1 100, although that may relate to those living ‘north of Thames.’ 37 Most of
the males were employed as whalers, traders, missionaries, sawyers, carpenters, grogsellers, and settlers. Those married included, in particular, the missionaries and traders,
while the sawyers and whalers included many single, or at least unaccompanied, men. In
1844 the Colonial Land and Emigration Commissioners, on the basis of despatches from
the colony’s governor, gave New Zealand’s (European) population as 2 050 in 1840. 38
Thomson also gave a figure of 2 050 in 1840, although he appears to omitted the clusters
of whalers and others around the coasts. 39 As noted above, evidence of those who visited
the southern shore whaling stations suggested that the numbers of Europeans involved
were substantial. Nevertheless, the estimates of about 1 000 by 1839 and 2 050 by 1840
have persisted, 40 although both McLintock and Adams suggested that the number had
reached some 2 000 by 1839. 41

Table 1: Busby’s estimates of the European population of
New Zealand , February 1836
District
North Cape to Whangaroa
Whangaroa
Bay of Islands
Hokianga
‘All places south of Bay of Islands and
Hokianga’
37

Males Females Children
7
4
3
15
2
5
102
40
61
84
16
73
73
11
16
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Total North Island
Total South Island1
Chatham and Stewart Islands

Totals

281
180
30
491

73

158

Source: Busby census, J.Busby, Despatches of the British Resident in New
Zealand 1833-1840. 1 The South Island total included 30 at Queen Charlotte
Sound and Cloudy Bay, and 150 at Codfish Island, Preservation Inlet and
Port Cooper and who were ‘supposed to be without exception convicts.’
Not included are 29 ‘sailors’ on New Zealand owned vessels.

A profile of the pre-annexation arrivals
Sources:
The following analysis is based on information gleaned from the death certificates of
178 persons who arrived in New Zealand up to the end of 1839, and who died from 1876
onwards. 42 Several points should be borne in mind. First, the sample population is made
up of those who remained in New Zealand, although there is no evidence to suggest that
those born in one of the countries which made up the United Kingdom were more likely
to remain than those born in any other. Second, the sample was drawn from the registers
of deaths which only from 1876 offer sufficient information on which to base an analysis.
Despite a search of the registers of deaths from 1876 to 1939, only a small number of
arrivals was identified, so that the generalisations and conclusions drawn should be
regarded as tentative. As a result, the sample is likely to be biased towards those who
arrived towards the end of the 1830s. 43 For that reason, too, the sample may also include
a slight bias towards females.

Country of Origin
Table 2 gives the country of origin of the sample as compared with the United Kingdom
census of 1841. The English were slightly over-represented; the Scots strongly so; while
the Irish and Welsh were under-represented. In terms of timing those born in England
were the earliest arrivals, most of the Scots- and Irish-born arriving in 1839.
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Table 2: National Origins of New Zealand’s immigrants pre-1840
(percentages)
Country of birth
England
Wales
Scotland
Ireland
Isles in British seas
n=

Pre-1840
62.1
1.6
20.4
15.6
0.3
100.0
314

Share of UK
total, 1841
55.4
3.9
9.8
30.4
0.5
100.0

Source: Death registers, and Census of England and Wales, 1841.

Regional Origins
With respect to regional and county origins, the English-born immigrants display a quite
distinctive pattern (Table 3). Just over 72 per cent had been born in three regions, namely,
London-Middlesex, followed by the South-west, and the South-east. Especially
prominent among the counties of the South-west were Cornwall (5.9 per cent), Devon
(7.9 per cent), and Somerset (9.9 per cent). Kent (7.9 per cent) and Hampshire (4.0 per
cent) in the South-east were also major contributors. The only other significant sources
were Essex (4.0 per cent) in the East, and Yorkshire (5.0 per cent). This pattern is
consistent with the 1831 census for England and Wales which reported that local
decreases of population through emigration had occurred in many districts in the south of
England, from Cornwall and Wiltshire in the south-west, to Kent in the south-east, to
Lincoln and Suffolk in the east, to the East and North Ridings of Yorkshire. By 1841, it
was clear that most of southern and eastern England had lost population through
emigration. The pattern also closely matches that suggested for the free English
immigrants who arrived in both Australia and the United States of America over much
the same period. But whereas a significant proportion of Australia’s transportees was
drawn from Lancashire and the counties of the Midlands, the former contributed just 2.0
per cent and the latter 8.2 per cent of New Zealand’s pre-1840 English immigrants.

Table 3: Regions of birth of New Zealand’s
English immigrants to 1839
Born in
London-Middlesex
South-east
East
South-west
Midlands
East
Central
West
South
Yorkshire
Lancashire-Cheshire
North-east
North-west
Off-shore islands
North Wales
South Wales
Not stated
n=

Per cent
28.6
18.4
6.1
25.5
3.1
2.0
1.0
2.0
6.1
2.0
3.1
0
0
1.0
1.0
100.0
28
126

Source: Death registers

The number of immigrants from Scotland was small, making generalisations about
regional origins even more tentative than in the case of English-born. The available data
suggest that most of the pre-1840 Scots-born arrivals came from the Eastern Lowlands
(notably Edinburgh), followed by the Western Lowlands (both Lanarkshire and
Renfrewshire), and the Highlands (notably Ross-shire) and the Far North (notably
Caithness). This ‘pattern’ of Scots immigrant birthplaces contrasts with that for Australia,
the latter drawing most of its free Scots immigrants from the Eastern Lowlands, the
North-east, and the Borders, although over the period 1837-1842 Australia also drew in a
significant number of Highlanders.

The number of Irish-born arrivals was even smaller, but they were drawn largely from
Munster (notably Cork) and Leinster (notably Dublin). It is worthwhile noting that a high
proportion of Australia’s Irish transportees was drawn from Dublin and Counties

Tipperary, Limerick, and Cork in Munster. The religious affiliations of the Irish-born
suggest that pre-1840 New Zealand drew upon the ‘Anglo-Irish’ 44 (as reflected in those
who gave their affiliation as the Church of Ireland), and the Celtic Irish (as reflected in
those who gave their affiliation as the Roman Catholic Church), rather than upon those of
Scots-Irish descent. It appears that the substantial post-1815 outflow of the Scots-Irish
from Ireland remained fully focussed on North America.

Age and Gender
While the young appeared to dominate the migrant inflow, it is likely that the distribution
of ages reflects the limitations of the sample as outlined above. Overall, 74.0 per cent
were aged from 15 to 39 years when they arrived in New Zealand, while a higher
proportion of males than females fell into that age range. Males predominated, forming
64.0 per cent of the total. The imbalance was most marked amongst those in the age
range 15 to 44 years. A considerably higher proportion of the females than the males
arrived during the last five years of the period, suggesting that the character of the inflow
changed in anticipation of annexation. On the other hand, there were some females
among the arrivals of the 1820s, almost certainly the members of missionary families.
The pre-1840 inflow was dominated not only by males, but also by single males.
Whereas just 23.4 per cent of all males were married, the corresponding proportion for
females was 47.6. From 1836 onwards, the proportions of both married men and women
showed a modest increase, again indicating a change in the character of the inflow
immediately prior to annexation. The importance of Australia as the proximate source of
pre-1840 New Zealand’s British-born immigrants is apparent in the fact that of those who
had married prior to arrival in New Zealand, a quarter had done so in Australia, notably
in Sydney. Most were recently married, and had only just begun to establish their
families.
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The term ‘Anglo-Irish’ needs to be used with care. Those to whom the term is taken to refer were ‘really
an ethnic hodge-podge … among the most hybrid of all the hybrids who came to Ireland after the Goidelic
settlement.’ See L.P.Curtis, jnr. ‘The Anglo-Irish predicament,’ Twentieth century studies 1, 1970, 37-63.
Reference on p.40.

Occupational Background
Table 4 sets out the details of the occupations of the fathers of New Zealand’s pre–1840
English/Welsh and total arrivals from the United Kingdom. Most of the immigrant body
as a whole was drawn from agricultural, pre-industrial craft, and white collar
backgrounds. Table 4 suggests that the English/Welsh-born were drawn from a wider
range of backgrounds, and, in turn, that considerably higher proportions of the small
number of the Scots and the Irish were drawn from agricultural backgrounds.

Table 4: Occupations of fathers of pre-1840 immigrants aged 20 and over from the
United Kingdom
Occupations
Agriculture
Farmers
Agricultural labourers
Total agriculture
Labourers (N.O.S.)
Servants
Occupations with relatively little technical change
Building
Mining
Other pre-industrial skills
Total pre-industrial
Occupations with relatively great technical change
Total industrial
White collar
Other occupations
Soldiers
Seamen
Others
Not stated (number)
n=

English/
Welsh

All
immigrants

11.1
1.9
13.0
7.4
0.0

21.1
2.6
23.7
6.6
0.0

5.6
0.0
27.8
33.3

6.6
0.0
23.7
30.3

16.7
20.4

11.8
19.7

0.0
9.3
0.0
100.0
31
85

0.0
7.9
0.0
100.0
44
120

Source: Death registers. For details of the classification of occupations, see Appendix 1.

Conclusions
Although the statistical evidence is fragmentary and the sample population small, some
tentative conclusions can be drawn. The inflow of arrivals from the United Kingdom

clearly remained at low levels until the early 1830s and quickened with development of
trading posts and shore whaling stations, and, at the end of the decade, with the prospect
of annexation. As that inflow quickened, it began to draw increasingly on those born in
Scotland and Ireland in place of an earlier reliance on those born in England. Thus, while
those of English/Welsh birth dominated the inflow and indeed appear to have been overrepresented when compared with their share of the United Kingdom’s total population in
1841, it was the Scots who were markedly over-represented. The Irish were markedly
under-represented in the pre-annexation inflow. The available data also suggest that those
born in three regions of England - London-Middlesex, the South-west, and the South-east
– were over-represented in this early English flow to New Zealand. Finally, the evidence
also suggests that both the ethnic and regional mix of New Zealand’s early immigrants
from the United Kingdom were influenced but not entirely fashioned by the earlier
inflows into the Australian colonies.

