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Figure 1: Aerial photograph of Kelso, with magnified insert of the town, 12th February 1974 (Sourced from 

http://retrolens.nz (Accessed: 30th January 2022)) 
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Figure 2: Photograph of Kelso township from ~1960s. Annotations added by researcher (Duff personal collection)  

Tw
ee

d
St

–
M

ai
n

st
re

et
of

K
el

so
.H

al
l,

po
st

of
fic

e,
K

el
so

St
or

e,
W

rig
ht

so
ns

N
M

A
,

re
si

de
nt

ia
lh

om
es

an
d

ga
ra

ge

K
el

so
 S

ch
oo

l

Th
e

Te
rr

ac
e

–
Sl

ig
ht

ly
el

ev
at

ed
ab

ov
e

th
e

re
st

of
th

e
to

w
n

R
es

id
en

tia
l h

om
es

 
on

 th
e 

lo
w

 ly
in

g 
fla

t

R
oa

d 
to

 H
er

io
t

R
oa

d 
to

 T
ap

an
ui



 6 

“The saddest thing that I feel was the loss of Kelso, but it was the best thing that 
happened… I lost something when Kelso closed. I don't know what it was but I lost it.”  

– David  
 
Introduction 
Driving down Wooded Hill Road in West Otago, formerly Tweed Street, it’s hard to imagine 
that the township of Kelso once stood there. Now only paddocks, an old railway shed and a 
memorial on the side of the road remain (see cover image). An eerie feeling lingers. Originally 
intended to be the main settlement of West Otago, Kelso was established next to the Pomahaka 
River in 1878. By the 1970s Kelso was a tight-knit community, with a store, hall, school, post-
office, garage and a Wrightsons NMA. In 1978 there were around twelve families living in 
Kelso, with around five more living on an area known as the Terrace (Brownlie, 1992). The 
Terrace was slightly elevated from the main part of town, and was also home to the school 
grounds (see Figures 1 and 2). Disaster struck in October 1978, with a ‘100-year flood’ 
throughout Otago and Southland. Kelso was badly hit. At its peak there was 2.5 metres of water 
gushing through the town (NIWA, 2018b). In January 1980, just 15 months later, flooding 
returned. Except this time, it was much worse, with the water at least one metre higher than in 
October 1978. These disasters ultimately led to the relocation of the town’s citizens and the 
demolition or relocation of most of its buildings. By 1982 the town effectively no longer 
existed. 
 
This report has been produced to better understand the experiences of those who lived through 
the major flooding events of 1978 and 1980 and the subsequent relocation of the township’s 
community members. The purpose of the inquiry is to inform our understanding of the impacts 
and implications of planning for and managing the retreat of communities from hazardous 
locations. Many other communities around Aotearoa may face the possibility of relocation or 
managed retreat in the future as they adapt to natural hazards and climate change related 
impacts. To date, relocations have been rare in New Zealand history and this project offers a 
unique insight into the voices and memories of an affected community. Insights from this 
research may help guide local authorities in their work with communities who face potential 
relocation.  
 
Data collection involved semi-structured interviews with past residents as well as members of 
the local farming community, and an archival analysis of secondary materials. Seven semi-
structured interviews were undertaken with 12 past Kelso community members. Of those, three 
interviews were with couples, three were with individuals and one was with a family. To ensure 
the anonymity of participants, they are referred to by pseudonyms (see Table 1). Participants 
of five of the interviews have allowed their audio recordings to be donated to the Hocken 
Collections, University of Otago as oral histories for archival purposes. In addition to 
interviews, an archival analysis of 136 newspaper articles from 1978-1995, photographs, 
correspondence from the general store, and minutes from a Ratepayers and Residents 
Association meeting was undertaken.  
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Table 1: List of interview participants and their classifications 
Pseudonym/Identifier    Classification  
Susan      Farmer 
Deborah     Farmer 
David        Farmer 
Charles      Farmer 
Thomas     Farmer 
Steven      Farmer 
Helen      Resident  
Bruce      Resident 
Anne      Resident 
Wendy      Resident 
Lisa      Resident 
Robert      Resident 
 
This report will firstly delve into what Kelso was like as a community, beginning with the 
town’s centenary in August 1978. The following sections will reflect on the emotional and 
financial stories of past residents and farmers during the flood events of 1978 and 1980 and the 
process of relocating a community. 
 
 
What makes a community? 
In August of 1978, the township of Kelso was in high spirits celebrating their centenary (see 
Figure 3). A weekend full of festivities was planned. The Kelso Hall held an antique display, 
there was a procession down the main street, a church service on Sunday and a ball on the 
Friday night (Brownlie, 1992).  
 
Research participants recalled that in the 1970s, Kelso was a tight-knit and lively community 
with something always going on. Kelso Hall was a central hub of activity, with rifle shooting 
on a Monday night, bowls on Tuesday, table-tennis on Wednesday and Federated Farmers on 
Thursday. The hall saw many dances, parties, concerts, flower shows, antique shows, wedding 
banquets, bowling tournaments, Plunket clinics and various club meetings. Brownlie (1992) 
writes of the hall, “no pen could accurately describe all the festivities which had been crammed 
into the forty-six years during which it was the centre of Kelso’s social life”. Down the main 
street, there was the post-office, garage, hall, the Kelso Store and Wrightsons NMA (see 
Figures 1 and 2). David recalled how it was hard not to meet someone you knew from Kelso 
or surrounding townships, such as Glenkenich, if you popped down to the shops or Wrightsons.  
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Figure 3: Selection of photographs from the Kelso Centenary weekend (Duff personal collection) 

In addition to the hustle and bustle of daily life on the main street, side streets housed the still-
operating railway station, Kelso School (which was up the hill slightly past the Terrace), and 
the showgrounds for the West Otago A&P Show (see Figure 4). The West Otago A&P Show 
was a standout annual event, and an important part of the small rural community, with Susan 
fondly remembering she “had always gone to those shows with [her] parents and [her] 
friends”. 
 
Some families had lived in the area for generations, with Charles’ family still farming the land 
that their ancestors, five generations ago, first settled on. Others came later to the town but 
were embraced by friendly neighbours. Kelso boasted a small but friendly local community 
where, as Anne said, “everyone banded together”. More than that, people were proud to be 
from Kelso. David recalled from his school days: 

It was all important to me, Kelso school. I went to Kelso School with our group of 
friends, and in those days you didn't shift all that much. We didn't have much to do with 
Heriot, we had less to do with Tapanui because they were big bullies [laughs]. I've 
found out since they are quite nice people. But no Kelso... every little town I suppose 
got the same thing, but I really felt Kelso had a... We talked about a Kelso manner, “He 
was a good Kelso boy”. 
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Figure 4: Cover of New Zealand Journal of Agriculture October 1953 showing a reproduction of a photograph of the 1952 

West Otago A&P Show, Kelso (Source: West Otago Vintage Museum) 

Interview participants spoke fondly of their lives in Kelso, mentioning places where people 
gathered such as the hall, the school or the A&P show. They also spoke affectionately of the 
friends they had and the people who made Kelso the community it was. There was always 
something going on in Kelso, and people were proud to call the town home.  
 
 
The once in a lifetime flood 
Kelso had a history of flooding over its one hundred years. The main part of town was on the 
low-lying flat which was susceptible to flooding from the Pomahaka River, Crookston Burn 
and by flow from the Heriot Burn (Skinner, 1991). Brownlie (1992) estimates at least 300 
floods affected the town between 1881 and 1980. Flooding was a part of living in Kelso. The 
‘Big Flood’ of 1917 was the worst flood Kelso had seen since it was settled in the 1870s. It 
inundated the town resulting in evacuations. Although Kelso was far more populated in 1917, 
the flood waters were not as high as the unprecedented volume seen in 1978.  
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Based on these experiences, many long-time Kelso residents didn’t think the flooding of 
October 1978 was going to be as bad as it was, catching many people unaware. It rained 
persistently across the Otago-Southland region all day on Friday 13th October 1978. The first 
warning of the flood came to the residents of Kelso at around 9pm on Friday night. By around 
10am on Saturday 14th October Civil Defence decided to evacuate the whole town. At the 
flood’s peak, there was a height of 2.5m of water down the main street, with Wrightsons NMA 
store being flooded over 1.75m deep as seen in Figure 5 (Skinner, 1991). About 38 people from 
Kelso were evacuated to the Heriot Fire Brigade Station. Robert recalls his rescue, “we got 
taken out by jet boat in 1978… And how in the hell they done it has got me beat to be honest, 
you know without hitting fence posts and stuff like that.” 
 

 
Figure 5:  Photograph of Wrightsons NMA, Kelso Store, a residential home, the Hall and Post Office during the October 

1978 flood (Brownlie, 1992, p. 302) 

Residents were all evacuated safely and billeted out in Heriot homes for the Saturday night. 
Just as fast as the water came up, it receded and residents were able to return to the town and 
their homes on Sunday. But it was not an easy reunion for the residents, as Kelso was a mess 
(see Figure 6). Residents found their homes and businesses in disarray, with silt up to the 
windowsills, possessions ruined and stock losses on farms (see Figure 7). Boxes 1 and 2, 
provide a small insight into the distress and grief that people faced during the flood.  
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Figure 6: Image of the inside of the Kelso Store Ltd, part of original caption reads, “1.5 metres of water inside the shop 
must have swirled stock round like a giant egg beater. This scene was pictured on Sunday morning. SIM Photography” 

(Lind, 1978, p. 41) 

 
Box 1: Returning to Home 

 
 
 
Box 2: Stock Losses 

 
 

We had rescued everything we could in the garage and my father in-law’s sheep and done 
all the things that you do, and to no avail. But the devastation when you come back is 
unbelievable. And yet a day after the rain stopped, the water went down… Even my daffodils 
that had been buried in mud stood up again. Then the community comes and takes over 
because you, honestly, you can’t even think. You look at your home, ours was like eleven 
years old at the time, and this is horrible but the contents of your septic tank, we had under-
floor diesel central heating, all of that was in the house. So, the house is just disgusting and 
smells. And people came with gumboots on and clean cardboard boxes and emptied our 
cupboards and took away the linen and the dishes and had a go at rescuing everything they 
could. We had to smash the furniture to get our clothes out because it had all swollen in the 
rain. It was terrible. – Wendy 

Stock losses probably hurt us more than anything. It was pitiful. Arms full of lambs and 
water ripping through your paddock. And lambs are getting swept away and they're calling 
out and the ewes would think it’s their lamb then they jump into the water after them and 
you couldn't do anything because arms full of lambs. – Bruce 
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Figure 7: Photograph of drowned sheep. Part of original caption reads “these sheep were drowned on the trailer until when 

it had to be abandoned after it became stuck during a rescue operation. SIM Photography” (Lind, 1978, p. 41) 

Despite the distressing sight of Kelso, the community rallied together. Sunday brought a 
massive clean-up effort by the Heriot Volunteer Fire Brigade, assisted by the Tapanui 
Volunteer Fire Brigade and Forest Service. Participants emphasised the kindness of the wider 
community in those early days of devastation, with Wendy noting: 

I was more impressed with what the community did for us more than anything. And I’m 
talking about the Tapanui community, they arrived and took over. Because you can’t 
think, you absolutely are befuddled about the whole process. 

 
Everyone in Kelso has their own personal experience of the flood, whether they had just moved 
into their new house days before, whether were on holiday and had to come back early to their 
home destroyed, whether they stubbornly thought the water levels would not reach their house 
and waited until the last possible moment to evacuate, or whether they were helping others 
only to realise that their own stock or property was in danger. Amongst the struggles there were 
also light-hearted, funny stories such as pigs, thought missing, but found perched in trees when 
the water receded (Brownlie, 1992). Despite the losses that families faced in October, the 
general feeling of the community was to rebuild Kelso. There was no time to be depressed, 
there was a job to be done. It was a ‘100-year flood’ after all, and flooding was part and parcel 
of living in Kelso. No one imagined it would flood that high again in their lifetimes, let alone 
15 months later. So onwards Kelso went.  
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Clean up and get back to normality 
Kelso was not the only town hit by severe flooding from the heavy rains in October, with large 
parts of Southland and Otago affected (NIWA, 2018b). As the weeks went by after water 
receded, it became clear how much this flood would cost across the region, with a preliminary 
estimate to be around $10 million (Lind, 1978). The bridge between Kelso and Waikaka which 
had been swept away was estimated to cost $250,000 in repairs. Regional stock losses were 
reported as “heading toward 30,000 sheep, a similar number of lambs, 6,000 ewes and hogget, 
400 dairy cattle, 400 beef cattle and 900 beehives. The total cost could reach $800,000. Fence 
losses alone were about $2 million” (Lind, 1978, p. 5).  
 
The devastation of the flooding gained national attention, due in part to the extensive and 
dramatic radio, news and television coverage. A nationwide response of clothing, bedding and 
food donations, meant that Civil Defence organisers had to ask people to stop donating goods 
as they were so overwhelmed. The Lions set up a flood relief appeal for victims of the flood 
which became the Otago-Southland Flood Relief Fund. The Government made donations tax 
deductible and offered a dollar-for-dollar subsidy on money raised (Lind, 1978). A committee 
was formed to manage the fund and the Federated Farmers set up a separate fund to help 
farmers with the losses they faced (Evening Star, 1978). These two groups worked together to 
make sure the funds were equitably distributed to those affected in the region. All victims who 
had flooding through their homes received an immediate payment of $250 and the remaining 
funding, around $1 million, was prioritised to first support those with uninsurable losses, 
followed by under-insured loss, losses not insured and then farmers as reported in the Evening 
Star (1978).   It is not clear across any of the data whether any support was given to businesses, 
it is suggested in Figure 8 that funds from the Otago Southland Flood Relief Fund were 
primarily directed toward households.  
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Figure 8: Evening Star article from 25th October 1978, annotation added by researcher 

1979 was a year of rebuilding and repair. With money from the Otago Southland Flood Relief 
Fund and settlements from insurance claims, people slowly got back on their feet. Figure 9 
indicates how high the flood levels were, giving an idea of how extensive the damage was for 
businesses and homes in Kelso. Having been flooded badly several times before, Anne’s family 
decided to leave Kelso. It took them two years to find a new home because of the housing 
shortages in the nearest settlements of Heriot and Tapanui. On her decision to leave Kelso, 
Anne said “I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to leave no. I was a mess actually. I ended up having 
a nervous breakdown... I don’t think people knew how they were going to manage.” But other 
residents were determined to stay in Kelso, eager to get back to a normal life. Susan recalls, 
“It was very much you know let’s clean up and get back to normality as much as we could. And 
so that pretty much, on the whole, that is what happened, people tried to get back to normality”.  
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Figure 9: Photos taken of the garage (top) and Kelso store (bottom) with annotations indicating the flood level of the 1978 

flood (Otago Regional Council, available at: https://orc.daminion.net/?query=5000,kelso%201978) 

 
Responses by local government in 1979 
While residents’ plans for the immediate future steered toward rebuilding back their homes 
and businesses, the Tuapeka County Council considered what to do about the long-term future 
of the flood-prone town. Following the October 1978 flood, a Health and Building Inspector 
recommended that the council change the zoning of the township to Rural A. This would 
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effectively place a ban on all future residential or commercial building in the area, but not 
prevent existing uses. The council, supported by the Otago Catchment Board, wanted to 
confine future building to the Terrace, which was not as badly affected by the October flooding. 
Although knowing that restraints or restrictions would be unpopular with the residents, the 
Tuapeka County Council were concerned that if they approved new building permits they 
might be liable for future damages in a flood under current legislation (Otago Daily Times, 
1979b).The threat of a building ban was particularly worrisome for a couple living in their 
caravan after the October flood destroyed their home. This couple applied for a building permit 
to rebuild their home, they were initially denied, but later permitted after legal opinion found 
that “it is not the function of town and country planning to close up settled areas” (Otago Daily 
Times, 1979b). The Otago Daily Times (1979b) also notes that the Council was recommended, 
in “the interest of public relations”, to issue warning notices with future building permits so 
applicants were aware of the known flood levels in the area. 
 
In response to the flood the Residents and Ratepayers Association was established as a way for 
community members to fight to protect Kelso. With a flood protection scheme first on the 
agenda, public meetings were held discussing what measures could be taken to protect Kelso 
from a flood event in the future. Bold ideas such as straightening the river and clearing willows 
from river banks were discussed. The willow clearing scheme seemed most popular with the 
association. Any proposal for a subsidised flood protection project needed to be approved by 
the Otago Catchment Board, and ratepayers would have to fund part of the project. The 
association were publicly frustrated with the Otago Catchment Board, reporting to the Otago 
Daily Times that the Catchment Board were not co-operating with their scheme. In response, 
the Tuapeka County Council claimed that a willow clearing scheme had never been submitted 
to the Catchment Board (Otago Daily Times, 1979a). News reports from the time show that 
communications between the Tuapeka County Council, Otago Catchment Board and 
community members were fraught at times. Interestingly, in the 1960s Kelso residents had 
petitioned the Catchment Board to provide some protection or relief from the flooding. A 
proposal for flood banking was prepared, only to be turned down by ratepayers as it was too 
costly (Skinner, 1991).  
 
Although most residents were optimistic about the future of Kelso, the Tuapeka County 
Council and the Otago Catchment Board were cautious about how long things would last, and 
nervous about their liability or responsibility if something happened to the town. While 
conversations about flood protection measures dominated 1979, it would not be long before 
the people fighting to save the town would resolve to leave. 
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The second “100-year flood”  
The 1980 flood changed everything in Kelso. No one expected another flood event as bad as 
1978 for many, many years to come, let alone a more devastating one within 15 months (see 
Figure 10). With some families only able to move back into their homes late in 1979, it felt 
like Kelso had just rebounded from the October 1978 flood.   
 

 
Figure 10: Cartoon depicting people drying out their possessions after a flood, caption ironically states “Looking on the 

bright side – one like this only happens every 100 years!” (West Otago Vintage Museum) 

On January 16th 1980 a weather bomb developed to the east of Otago, which resulted in 
persistent moderate to heavy rain for a period of around 20 hours in the Catlin Ranges and the 
Pomahaka, Waikaka and Waikaia catchments (NIWA, 2018a). This rainfall was very different 
from the rainfall of 1978 which was associated with a stationary front. A significant amount of 
the flood water came from smaller catchments north and east of Kelso, such as the Blue 
Mountain and Dunrobin catchments (Skinner, 1991; Brownlie, 1992). By evening on January 
16th it was becoming clear to Kelso residents that the rain was not going to give up.  
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Figure 11: Kelso 17th January 1980, 1.30pm (Otago Regional Council, available at: 
https://orc.daminion.net/?query=5000,kelso&open=6312 ) 
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About 30 residents, with the memory of 1978 close in their minds, evacuated before nightfall 
with Civil Defence ordering everyone to leave. Wendy recalled a dance going on at the hall the 
night of the flood:  

We went in and told them to go and the waters were rising. And they wouldn’t go! They 
thought they’d be fine in the hall so they’d stay there and keep drinking and dancing 
and we couldn’t get rid of them it was terrible [laughs]. They did go in the end, but that 
was the community we had, we were always doing something.  

 
Some thought they could live out the storm from their homes and ended up being rescued by 
helicopter from their rooftops or having ordeals such as Wendy (see Box 4). Sometime that 
night the area lost electricity and telephone lines went down. A state of emergency was declared 
on January 17th, not to be lifted until 2.55pm on January 21st (NIWA, 2018a). Water rose to the 
eaves of buildings including the post-office, store, hall, Wrightsons and the garage, once again 
causing mass destruction and loss to the people and businesses of Kelso (see Figure 11).  
 
The situation was far worse than in 1978. Early assessments put the water level at least a metre 
higher than in October 1978 (Otago Daily Times, 1980j). The water height was recorded on 
the wall of the garage as seen in Figure 12. Susan recalled the power of the river during the 
flooding (see Box 3). Many stacked their furniture and most valuable possessions, such as 
photographs, as high as possible, but in the end it made no difference. Stock losses were again 
high, especially as the flood struck in the middle of shearing season so many sheep were freshly 
shorn. In addition to stock, Bruce expressed how looking back the one thing that he still thinks 
about was the loss of his dog. He stated “I lost my best friend in that flooding, my dog. Had 
him from a wee pup.” Losses were felt widely across the community, be it family possessions, 
pets, stock or furniture. Remembering back to the flood, Lisa stated “you wouldn't have 
believed it got so high. So, what we thought we'd salvage, we salvaged nothing. That was the 
final crunch. You don’t go back for more after that.” 
 
 
Box 3: Force of the Pomahaka River 

 
 
 
  

I think it was in the second flood, that I was absolutely amazed by the height of the waves 
coming down in the middle of the river. There was a small diesel tanker that they used to 
tow behind the forestry trucks, and it was just sort of bobbing along the top of the wave like 
quite an insignificant sort of trailer, but it would have actually been quite significant. And 
livestock just been (sic) carried down the river, just the force of the water and the noise, the 
roar, of the water. Yeah, it was quite frightening. – Susan  
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Box 4: Night of January 16th 1980 

 
 
 
After being evacuated, Kelso residents were scattered in temporary accommodation across 
West Otago. Shearing contractor Helen described how their family and their staff temporarily 
moved into the football pavilion (see Box 5). Some residents stayed with friends, others moved 
into caravans or temporary housing. Again, local farmers and volunteers from Tapanui and 
Heriot rallied around to clean people’s homes and possessions but for many the damage was 
too great. After the first flood, Lisa’s household had replaced all their furniture only to have it 
destroyed again in January 1980:  

We got all this multi lock furniture, it was all the in thing. It was all made from 
chipboard and course the second flood came through and everything just swelled up. 
There was nothing salvageable. We thought we had the best furniture in town, but it 
was the worst.” 

 

We put our furniture on the billiard table on cake tins above that previous flood level. We 
did everything we could to save everything. And once again, it was bigger and worse. And 
the community again came and cleaned us out and people took us in. We had a horrifying 
time getting out of the house. It was midnight, and the police ordered us out where we could 
have stayed upstairs, we thought. But they weren't allowing that, and in hindsight, very 
sensibly so. But therein a huge problem started because a guy came with a truck to take us 
out. And it turned out that he was drunk. And he bought the truck stuck in the water table, 
tipped over sideways. So, my son and my husband and I got out and [my husband] said “I'll 
go and get a tractor and pull him out”. And it's midnight and its dark and there's water 
everywhere. And he said you go up to the railway line, walk along the railway line and go 
up to what they called the Terrace, which is where the school was. But when our son who 
was you know, only nine, got to the corner, the police were on another area and they said 
come this way and shone spotlights. But I was in water up to, you know, my chest and I 
couldn't get our son through. So, I have this guy came over and put him on his shoulders. I 
was trying to get to my in-laws’ house, actually, but it was deeper going down before you 
could go up. Anyway, long story short, we got taken by the police to [a home] up the road 
towards Heriot. But contrary to what I asked, they didn't let my husband know or didn't ring 
the houses on the Terrace and say, tell [my husband], you know where his wife and child 
are. So, for a long time, after he got the truck out, he was running up and down the railway 
line with some other people looking for us, because he thought we had drowned. And we 
didn't see him till the next day. And it was pretty horrendous. Those emotional things never 
leave you. – Wendy  
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Figure 12: Photograph of a man standing beside the flood levels recorded on the wall of the garage (Duff personal 

collection) 

Box 5: Shearers at the Football Pavilion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We were shearing contractors and our very busy time is in January and February. We had 
staff from all around the world we had it was probably about 50 of the staff and we had to 
accommodate them. So anyway, we had bought the house right next to the shop in Kelso. 
So, we had another house directly across the road from our house… we had two in Heriot 
but the second flood, we lost our house and three of their accommodations. So, we had all 
the staff nowhere to keep them and oh we were sort of lost… So, we moved into the football 
pavilion, and we managed to get enough mattresses, and everybody slept in one big room, 
and I had a kitchen, so I was able to cook there. We had a clothesline hung from the 
goalposts and everyone's washing was hung out… My mother who would have been in her 
70s at the time, she come (sic) out and lived in our flooded house and cleaned and cleaned. 
She was there for days and days. And I couldn't help her because I was cooking for 40 odd 
people and you know I felt guilty about that. Then we shifted the house and there was no 
need for to have done that because a lot of it had to be replaced anyway. – Helen 
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The only thing that seemed certain after the second flood, was that Kelso was to be changed 
forever, but no one knew what that might look like.  
 
 
Leaving Kelso 
The risk and hazard of flooding was not new for Kelso residents, and was something people 
generally tolerated until the major flooding events of 1978 and 1980. However, the level of 
flood damage from these flood events was more extreme than previous flooding. An article in 
the Tapanui Courier in early 1979 details when each building in the town was built, the height 
of its foundations, and its history of flooding, including the most recent 1978 flood (Tapanui 
Courier, 1979). Generally, most buildings had faced little or no flood damage until the 1978 
flood. For instance the Kelso store and the garage, which were both built in the early 1950s 
and had an 18 inch foundation, suffered some regular flooding but no structural damage 
(Tapanui Courier, 1979). In contrast, Anne’s home was prone to flooding prior to 1978 and 
during the October 1978 flood had 6 feet of water running through. Anne recalled that there 
was no real question of her family staying in Kelso, despite the rest of the community’s desire 
to stay and rebuild the town, stating “we decided 6ft was enough. And we’d had the other two 
floods where no one else’s house had been flooded.” The October 1978 flood acted as a tipping 
point for Anne’s family to leave Kelso. Generally speaking, the rest of the Kelso community 
tolerated the effects of the 1978 flood as the risk or perceived risk of a flood event like that 
happening again appeared relatively low, at least until the events of January 1980 after which 
the rest of the community faced a similar tipping point.  
 
Following the gallant efforts in the previous flood and in immediate disaster response to the 
1980 flood, any fighting spirit to rebuild Kelso quickly waned as residents became unsure of 
what the future would hold for the community. Days after the flooding event, several residents 
knocked on the doors of Kelso households to gauge what the general feeling was with respect 
to the future of the township (Brownlie, 1992). Some had already made up their minds to leave 
Kelso, some needed more time to think, and others were doubtful that leaving would even be 
possible. Deborah recalled that “lots of people, they didn't come back too, because there was 
nothing to come back to. It had all been damaged”. The township was effectively deserted, 
with only one or two families living there during 1980 and several more travelling to the town 
each day to check on stock (Brownlie, 1992). Brownlie (1992, p.311) stated that “the heart had 
gone from everything. No-one felt confident and as it was to eventuate, they had good reason 
to fear”. 
 
Speaking to the Otago Daily Times a week after the flood, Mr Mitchell, councillor and former 
chairman of the Tuapeka County Council, was adamant the building ban in Kelso should be 
enforced (Otago Daily Times, 1980f). His main concern was around the dangers of rescue 
efforts in future floods if people decided to stay, and he hoped that residents would leave the 
township voluntarily (Otago Daily Times, 1980f). Public meetings, chaired by the then Vicar 
of Tapanui, Reverend Philip Charles, were held with residents, the Tuapeka County Council 
and Hon. Warren Cooper (MP for Otago and Minister of Regional Development) to discuss 
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possible ways forward (Brownlie, 1992). The Tapanui Courier (1980) reported that no matter 
what the outcome, the community was unified and were resolved to support the decisions made 
by individual housholds. Three different submissions were made by Rev. P. Charles, a 
representative for the Terrace, and a representative for Kelso town, to a meeting held on 29th 
January between Hon. Cooper, the Tuapeka County Council and residents. The representative 
for Kelso town stressed the financial uncertainty that households were facing. Further stating 
that only two households could afford to accept the government valuation for their homes 
without “destroying themselves financially”, and one of those households would still suffer 
considerable loss (Tapanui Courier, 1980). Protection measures were likely to be extremely 
expensive if not impossible for the Otago Catchment Board to fund. Considering that protection 
may not be an option, residents had many questions around adequate compensation and re-
settlement, particularly with the housing shortage in Heriot and Tapanui (Tapanui Courier, 
1980). Taking an interest in the matter, Hon. Cooper promised to advocate for special 
assistance for Kelso residents in government and Cabinet. Lisa remembers how trying those 
early weeks were after the flood, stating “We were all cramped in this caravan and we were 
stressed trying I suppose with everything and [the local doctor] put [our new-born] back into 
hospital because to give us a break.”  
 
To further complicate matters, by the end of January two insurance companies, not publicly 
named, announced that they would not insure Kelso residents for future flood events (Otago 
Daily Times, 1980e). The area officer of the Insurance Council of New Zealand, H. J. Little, 
stated to the Otago Daily Times (1980e) that this decision was at the discretion of individual 
insurance companies, although as far as he was aware there were no other instances across the 
country where insurance was refused. The idea that Kelso had become uninsurable due to flood 
risk added further uncertainty to the town’s future.  
 
Residents were in a tough position, weighing up a variety of factors for staying or leaving 
Kelso. There were many compounding drivers for families to leave, such as the devaluation of 
their property, rumours of businesses leaving, insurance pay outs, the question of future 
insurance, the Tuapeka County Council’s position on enforcing a building ban, perceptions of 
risk, and their own emotional, social, livelihood and personal considerations. Under the burden 
of these factors, residents were forced to make decisions about their future despite their 
emotionally overburdened and stressed state. In Box 6, Wendy touches on the nature of the 
challenging and uncertain time for her family, despite the community support and efforts to 
make the best of it. 
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Box 6: The first few months of 1980 

 
 
Ex-residents reported that they felt they had no choice but to leave Kelso as all these 
compounded factors made it seem impossible to stay. Bruce comments “We were told to get 
out… If we carried on living there, we weren’t going to get insurance from the company to 
cover for future flooding… That’s why we had to move really”. Similarly, Wendy describes 
that feeling of being forced to leave Kelso:  

I hated it. I absolutely hated it. It took me a long time to accept that I had to go. Because 
I think when your choices are actually forced upon you, not the choice that you really 
wanted to make. Even running around trying to find a piece of land to put our house on 
because it was a big house was difficult. But after we established our place in Tapanui, 
we were very happy. 

 
A month after the flood the store had closed for good but the hall and school continued on, and 
the garage cleaned up and tried to get back to business (Brownlie, 1992). Despite Wrightsons 
NMA returning to a partial service, there were rumours that they were going to re-establish 
their branch in Tapanui (Ensign, 1980). Kelso was a very different township than it was in 
1979. The sentiment of the community had shifted considerably and quickly too. Within 
months any thoughts of collectively rallying to protect and rebuild the town had fallen like a 
house of cards. While those living on the Terrace (about five families), which was not as badly 
hit by the flood, were determined to stay, the other ten families in the township decided to leave 
Kelso for good (Otago Daily Times, 1980e). With the end of Kelso seeming imminent, there 
were still many questions unanswered about how insurance companies would react, what 
compensation would be available, whether Kelso would have access to any special government 
assistance and what resettlement might look like. Residents from the township had made the 
commitment to leave, but needed help getting out of Kelso and back on their feet. 
 
Earthquake and War Damage Commission 
Alongside insurance claims, many residents were expecting help from the Earthquake and War 
Damage Commission. Some families reported to the Otago Daily Times that after the 1978 
flood they were advised by their insurance agents to only insure for fire damage, not to insure 
against flooding, as the Earthquake and War Damage Commission would cover flood damage 
(Otago Daily Times, 1980h). For many with older homes or other buildings it was significantly 
cheaper to only insure against fire. However, the commission turned down about eight claims 
from individuals and organisations for flood damage from the 1980 flood, stating that the 
flooding event was not “abnormal and unforeseen” (Otago Daily Times, 1980h). This refusal 

Yeah, it was hard. But we had some wonderful times as well, when we got back into the 
house, albeit that it was totally destroyed once again, living upstairs… And look, we had 
some laughs. What else can you do? We honestly laughed our way through about the first 
three months. And then I had a stroke. In my 30s. Yeah. Well, we'd lost everything. We had 
no income, no nothing. Because we were the only ones that owned our business, you know, 
including the building and everything. And we had to walk away. Because insurances don't 
pay you to relocate. And so yeah… we didn't have a future that I could see at the time. 
Anyway, that's all behind us. Life’s good. – Wendy  
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of financial assistance came as a shock to many Kelso residents, with some seeking legal aid. 
One family took the Earthquake and War Damage Commission to court, arguing that although 
flooding was not ‘abnormal or unforeseen’ for Kelso, a flooding event of this severity was. In 
the end, the judge ruled that the Commission would have to pay the damage claims. Wendy 
commented on the experience: 

You cannot discriminate in a flood. The water comes up, you'd swear we put a plug in 
the river somewhere and it was our fault… And then they said, “Well, you should have 
insured for flood after the last one”. Yeah, we should have insured after every flood 
that went into [our business]. But usually, we didn't claim anything… But back then 
that's the way it worked. You left natural disasters to the Earthquake and War Damage 
Commission. 

 
The promise of government support 
Hon. Warren Cooper described the Kelso situation as unprecedented, stating that the 
government would offer some level of compensation and help resettle residents (Otago Daily 
Times, 1980i). A month on from the flood and a telegraph to PM Muldoon later, and residents 
still had not received any news from the government about assistance. By late March it was 
reported in the Otago Daily Times that money from the Otago-Southland Flood Relief Fund, 
initially established to financially support flood victims after the 1978 flood, would be made 
available for Kelso residents (Otago Daily Times, 1980b). By March 1980 there was around 
$250,000 remaining in the fund, which comprised both government money and funds from 
other organisations and individuals. While the government was not anticipating any problems 
releasing the funds, the administrators of the fund were concerned about the legality of 
diverting funds that were originally donated by non-government contributors, such as Lions, 
Federated Farmers and individual donations, for region-wide relief for the 1978 flood. Mr R. 
G. Winwood, secretary for the Otago-Southland Flood Relief Fund, also suggested that these 
funds may need to be used for long-term commitments from the 1978 flood events. 
 
On May 26th 1980, the government decided that their contribution to the Otago-Southland 
Flood Relief Fund, which was approximately 45% of total funds, could be used by Kelso 
residents (Otago Daily Times, 1980c). This money, which came to around $170,000, was to 
help with the relocation of families and homes from Kelso. However, this process was taking 
months, and Kelso people were still waiting for the money to be released. Mr Winwood stated 
in the ODT, “there are still families in Kelso living in fear of another flood. These people have 
had to pack their belongings four times since January. They are living from day to day, almost 
in terror” (Otago Daily Times, 1980g). In addition there was some disagreement about who 
would administer the fund as the Tuapeka County Council did not want to take responsibility 
and wanted the Otago Southland Flood Relief Committee, led by Mr Winwood, to continue 
administering the fund as they had previous experience from 1978. During this time Mr 
Winwood was the town clerk for Gore. While Mr Winwood administered the fund for the 
release of funds for Kelso residents his wages were paid by the Tuapeka County Council (Otago 
Daily Times, 1980a). In November 1980, Hon. Cooper introduced a private member’s Bill to 
Parliament to speed up the process of diverting money from the Relief Fund. This Bill would 
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allow for the release of government contributions to the Otago Southland Flood Relief Fund 
from 1978 to Kelso victims. The Otago Southland Flood Relief Committee Empowering Bill 
1980 was pushed through all stages in Parliament on November 13th, with no objections (Otago 
Daily Times, 1980k). 
 
About $50,000 was initially shared around to those who had to leave Kelso after the flood 
because their homes were uninhabitable. Around $100,000 was used to fund the transport and 
relocation of houses still in Kelso (as seen in Figure 13 and 14) and to raise the floor level of 
homes at the Terrace. About 3-4 families moved with their homes, although details were not 
clear on how many houses (without families) were transported away from the township. The 
remaining funds were distributed amongst those who relocated with their houses and those who 
were forced to leave Kelso. Hoping these funds would help them get back on their feet, Mr 
Winwood acknowledged the financial strain felt by residents, stating: 

You have to remember these people are victims of two major floods. After the 1978 one 
they used their savings because their insurance weren't sufficient. They had serious 
problems even before the 1980 flood, but when that came, they were devastated. Their 
insurances were increased, but they expected help from the Earthquake and War 
Damage Commission, but this help was not available, and of course they had no savings 
to fall back on. (Otago Daily Times, 1981) 

 
In addition, individuals in power assisted families in trying to ease the process. Hon. Warren 
Cooper was recognised for his efforts helping individuals get special bank loans approved to 
help facilitate relocation. Robert recalled how Hon. Cooper “pulled his weight” to get them a 
second Housing Corporation loan in order to buy another house outside of Kelso. Robert 
indicated that getting a second loan was unprecedented as under normal circumstances they 
were only allowed one loan, and that getting that loan was paramount in getting his family back 
on their feet. Wendy also noted that the Vicar of Tapanui offered her family a suspensary loan 
to buy a business in Tapanui given they had lost their business in Kelso. However, due to the 
fact that they did not understand what a suspensory loan was, and it was not explained to them 
at the time, they turned it down not wanting to exacerbate their financial stress. Years later 
Wendy’s family discovered that this loan could have eased the financial burden of the 
relocation process significantly, stating: 

It turns out that if you’re still in the business five years later it’s written off by the 
government. So we basically could have relocated, maybe for nothing. All we said was, 
we're in enough trouble now. We can't afford another loan. And left it at that. 

 
Relocation process 
Some residents, like Robert and Lisa were able to sell up their assets and move from Kelso. 
While they wanted to stay in West Otago because of the friends and community they built in 
Kelso, they left the region because of a family commitment. Lisa describes how hard leaving 
Kelso was “We made our mind up. It was sad I remember leaving Kelso and Heriot we were 
in tears. I can still remember that journey away. It was just because it had so much history”. 
Several residents moved to Dunedin, but many stayed in the Tapanui or Heriot area.  
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Only three or four families shifted with their homes from Kelso to properties in Tapanui and 
Heriot. Despite not wanting to administer the fund, the Tuapeka County Council did help to 
facilitate the move for residents in several ways. One initiative was auctioning a section in the 
Glenkenich area to Kelso flood victims so they could relocate themselves there (Otago Daily 
Times, 1980l). In addition, as a “gesture of goodwill” the council waived building permit fees 
for houses shifted by December (Otago Daily Times, 1980d). This was a means for the council 
to clear Kelso quickly. The council also approached residents to buy their land in Kelso, so that 
the council could sell sections in a bigger block to attract more buyers (Otago Daily Times, 
1980d).  
 
Although families had made their decisions to leave Kelso relatively shortly after the flood, it 
took months of stress, uncertainty and fighting for compensation for many to be able to make 
the move. The actual transportation of homes did not begin to take place until January 1981, a 
year after the flood. It was quite exciting for those involved, as Wendy detailed “the process 
of shifting some of it's quite exciting seeing your house on a truck being hauled over a hill. It's 
all something you would never expect to happen. But it's all in a way it's quite an episode in 
your life”. Figure 13 shows a house that had to chopped in half and transported in two pieces. 
Another family refused to cut their two story house as there were no walls that lined up (see 
Figure 14). For Helen and Bruce, it finally meant they could get back on their feet. Reflecting 
on the relocation process, Helen stated:  

We were just thankful for whoever was responsible for shifting the houses because we 
couldn't have done it ourselves. You know, there's a lot of money involved in that and 
we just couldn't have done it. [The house] would have still been sitting there, wouldn't 
it, just rotting away I think. 
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Figure 13: Photograph of a house being lifted onto a transporter to leave Kelso for good (Smith personal collection) 

 
Figure 14: Home leaving Kelso over Wooded Hill (Duff personal collection) 
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The local farming families noticed a big reduction in community activities after the second 
flooding event. With the loss of the community hall, show grounds and  later in December 
1980 the school, Thomas noted that “there was no meeting place” for anyone anymore. 
Additionally Thomas found that “places like [the garage] probably were missed for local 
farmers, the garage you know – something broke you shoot down in to Kelso”. While these 
social and livelihood changes were felt by local farmers there was also something about 
watching the township slowly disappear until the town physically ceased to exist. Steven noted 
that the biggest shift he noticed after the flooding “was just seeing the town deserted really. 
The shop all boarded up and quite rough for a long time. Things slowly disappearing, get 
knocked down. Bit sad but yeah”. In Box 7, Susan discusses how the relocation of the Kelso 
community had social ramifications across all generations. Relocated Kelso residents largely 
became blended into existing communities, such as Tapanui or Heriot.  
 
Box 7: Splitting of the Kelso community 

 
 
Despite the noticeable signs of the Kelso community splitting, research participants still spoke 
of the strong sense of community between former Kelso residents and local farmers that 
remains. Former residents who are still living in the area still get together on occasion, 
sometimes for a ‘Kelso refugees dinner’ and they share a bond and an experience not many 
could imagine. The strength of community shone through in 1982 when the Kelso and 
Glenkenich schools held their centenary reunion (see Figure 15). It was estimated that 500 
people attended the reunion weekend (Otago Daily Times, 1982). This speaks to the 
importance of Kelso as a place and a community. 
 

 
Figure 15: Photograph from the Kelso and Glenkenich School Reunion 1982 (Duff personal collection) 

So, after the flood, some people orientated to Heriot. And some people, it sort of split 
the community because people, some people went to Heriot, some people went to 
Tapanui, some people went to Gore for their, you know, for their social events. So, it 
definitely split the community, the school did carry on, until after the second flood, 
and then the school closed down. I think it closed down sort of later, maybe in 1980. 
And again, that split the community because that was when some people then opted 
to send the children to boarding schools, some children went to Tapanui and some 
children actually went into Gore. So it definitely split up the community. Yeah, there 
wasn't that same community spirit again at all. – Susan  
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Lessons to be learned from Kelso 
What came through clearly from the voices of research participants and media reporting at the 
time was the strong sense of community in Kelso. After the 1978 flood, it became apparent 
from the beginning of the clean-up efforts that there was a strong sense of community resilience 
and self-reliance. Residents banded together to rebuild the town and attempted to take serious 
flood protection measures. After the second flood, residents once again came together to clean 
up. Public meetings were held to determine the possible future of the township and while the 
decision to stay or leave Kelso was made at a household level, the community agreed to support 
each other no matter what. This sense of unity and connection was evident throughout the 
relocation process. Wendy noted how after the second flood the support she needed most came 
from her fellow community members: 

I think the support comes from your peers doing the same thing. We compared notes, 
we had some fun. We drank a bit of wine as well I may add. We were like a house of 
cards standing up together and leaning on one another. 
 

While some people relocated in the vicinity of Kelso, others moved further away, such as to 
Dunedin or North Otago. Those living in West Otago largely merged into existing 
communities, although efforts have been made to maintain a sense of community and 
connection decades after the flooding events. 
 
Kelso offers a unique opportunity to try to understand what a managed retreat process could 
look like for a future community. The situation at Kelso in 1980 could be better framed as an 
unplanned and largely ad hoc relocation forced by a combination of factors, as opposed to a 
planned retreat. In the context of the time, it is hard to say whether a single body, such the 
Tuapeka County Council, taking charge and making a formal decision to move the entirety of 
the township would have been better or worse. Some residents were devastated after the 1980 
flood and it took some a long time to accept they had to leave Kelso, whereas others seemed 
more ‘emotionally-ready’ to leave Kelso after they had taken stock of the second flood event, 
and it was clear that Kelso was not a viable place for them to live any more. Residents suggested 
that after the flood most of the support came from their peers and the community around them 
going through the same changes. When asked, research participants largely believed that there 
was not much that could have made the relocation process any easier or better.  
 
From the researchers’ perspective with a current-day lens, however, there are many aspects of 
the flood events themselves and the relocation process which had serious consequences and in 
some instances inequitable outcomes. Key points drawn from the evidence from the research 
and the discussion outlined above are as follows: 
 
The flooding events themselves: 

• While no one lost their lives, they easily could have.   
• All suffered financial loss, loss of valued possessions and many also suffered stress and 

emotional and physical harm. 
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The  relocation process: 
• There was no single body taking responsibility for the future of Kelso, and there were 

tensions between key organisations such as the Tuapeka County Council, Otago-
Southland Flood Relief Fund, the Otago Catchment Board and central government. 

• The lack of willingness for agencies to take the lead in resolving the problem led to 
antagonism in the press, disagreements and a lot of time wasted, while residents were 
left in the dark about their futures. 

• The local authorities were reluctant to implement what they deemed to be publicly 
unpalatable planning interventions, or to intervene in private property rights. 

• There was a lack of clarity around the need for flood insurance vis-à-vis the role of the 
Earthquake and War Damages Commission. 

• Insurance retreat seemed to take everyone by surprise. 
• Sources of funding for relocation were unclear and uncertain, and took over a year to 

resolve in some instances (including a court case), while families were left in limbo. 
• While Hon. Cooper (MP for Otago and Minister of Regional Development) promised 

that the national government would financially support residents in their relocation, the 
fortuitous availability of funds remaining from the Otago Southland Flood Relief Fund 
made this relatively easier for the government to support Kelso residents; if that had 
not been available it is possible the process would have dragged on longer.  

• The decisions to relocate and the process of relocation were largely individualised 
rather than collectively decided and implemented. 

• Residents were left to secure access to new sections to relocate their dwelling to, which 
was shaped by external factors like the current housing market and availability of land.  

• Because of the individualised and ad hoc nature of relocation, there was no possibility 
of relocating ‘the town’ (school, shops and dwellings) to enable the community to 
remain geographically proximate should they have chosen to. 

• Residents spent the majority of 1980 uncertain about their futures – how they were 
going to be able to move, how to get back on their feet after serious financial loss and 
where to go. There were many unanswered questions about whether compensation for 
losses and the transportation of houses would be made available. 

• Families had to make their own decisions about their future in a short period of time, 
living in temporary accommodation, with no health and wellbeing support available. 

• There was undoubtably a major effect on people’s health and wellbeing and their 
livelihoods. Uncertainty of financial support was a particular stress on peoples after the 
flooding event. 

• Variations in funding, access to insurance and support (i.e. special bank loans) meant 
that some families had better financial support and outcomes than others, demonstrating 
potential for inequities, or existing inequities to be exacerbated. 

• The term “100-year flood” used to describe the October 1978 flood, miscommunicated 
the level of future flood risk in Kelso. The general community did not anticipate a flood 
of that magnitude within such a short space of time and as a result the January 1980 
flood caught many residents by surprise.  
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• There were different responses/tolerances to risk and risk perceptions across the 
community. In this case, these connected to differing impacts in relation to the local 
physical geography. However, it also speaks to the likelihood of different levels of 
resilience or capacity to respond within communities affected by similar flood impacts. 
These inequities may have consequences for decision-makers in determining tipping 
points for communities facing potential relocation. 

 
 
Matters which eased the process included: 

• The strength of community relationships that had developed over time and meant that 
people gave practical and emotional support to one another.  The importance of these 
relationships is shown in how they have been maintained over time and are still strong 
40 years after Kelso’s abandonment. 

• The actions of the Tuapeka County Council to help facilitate the relocation of residents 
and homes, such as making land available for relocation, waiving building permit fees, 
buying land from residents in Kelso. 

• The commitment of individuals in power to try to assist the community (e.g., Hon. 
Warren Cooper and Mr Winwood, secretary of the Otago-Southland Flood Relief 
Fund). While it is not ideal that solutions come about because of individuals, in this 
case it was important because there was no apparent lead agency working with the 
community. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
Learnings for future potential relocations include: 
 

• The importance of anticipating and communicating risk to community wellbeing well 
ahead of a hazard event, rather than acting after events have shown that the status quo 
is no longer tenable. 

• The importance of a cohesive community for both immediate response to an 
emergency, and for ongoing support of each other after the event. 

• The need for a lead agency (with responsibility for coordinating other agencies) rather 
than various agencies with mixed responsibilities, no clear leadership, and unhelpful 
spats in the media. 

• Clarity around different agencies roles and responsibilities, especially where roles 
interact (e.g. EQC and insurance companies, central and local government, district and 
regional councils etc). 

• Involving the community in discussions about risks and the potential need for relocation 
well ahead of hazard events, and including them in developing plans for the way 
forward. 
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• The value of maintaining as far as possible the sense of community after relocation, by 
(for example) offering options to relocate to the same area and including businesses, 
institutions such as the school, and social amenities.  

• Recognising the severe emotional turmoil that can be associated with relocation and 
having support services in place. 

• Anticipating how quickly insurance retreat can occur, leaving households financially 
vulnerable. 

• Forty years after the Kelso relocation, there is still considerable uncertainty around the 
ability of local authorities to completely extinguish existing use rights in situations of 
increasing natural hazards.  

• The critical importance of targeted funds to assist owners who are facing unanticipated 
costs of relocation, rather than relying on ad-hoc, uncertain and hard-fought funding 
which exacerbates the stresses of relocation and heightens the risk of inequities 
occurring or being perpetuated.  
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