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uif Swift's idea can be realised about the causing of 
two blades of grass to grow where one grew before,by 
the cutting up of large estates and planting on the 
smaller holdings sturdy yeomen who will carve out 
homes for themselves and families, and by their 
industry add to the productiveness of the soil;. then 
a great good will have been accomplished, the more 
especially if by the aid lent by Government to do 
this, the State is no loser." 

Editorial on the Highbank Settlement Scheme, Ashburton Mail, 
April 30, 1898, page 2. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Nineteenth century agriculture in New Zealand was 

characterised by the rapidity with which large areas of 

land surfaces were subjected to extensive and permanent 

change. Since settlement by the European often occurred 

on an uninhabited or at most sparsely occupied landscape, 

the changes introduced in the subsequent exploitation by 

its occupiers were revolutionary in their effect, and 

because of the comparatively advanced level of technology 

of the time, rapid in their achievement. This study 

examines some of the changes which occurred in the period 

1880-1930, particularly the subdivision of large estates 

and the creation of farm settlements by successive Govern-

ments. 

Early settlers had recognised the potential the Canter

bury Plain(l) held as a favourable area for extensive Crown 

Lease settlement, and by the early 1860s the whole of the 

Ashburton Plains had been occupied, generally in holdings of 

20,000 acres or more. But by 1880 a marked change had 

occurred in this pattern of occupance, as a result of a 

steady stream of freeholdings during the 1860s and 1870s, 

and a land purchase boom in 1877-1878. A second major 

change occurred when the onset of a world-wide economic 

depression, <2 > which lasted almost to the turn of the twent

ieth century, turned the attention of pastoralists and small

holders to new methods of resource use, and provoked new 

attitudes to resource conservation. 
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As the farmers of the plains sought to come to terms 

with their environment, and to establish what was at best 

an uneasy truce with it, they wrought a major transformation 

of the economy and landscape. A region whose worth had 

derived largely from the production of two staples, wheat 

and wool, underwent far-reaching changes as changing farm 

management techniques and new economic incentives paved the 

way for the transition from the large estates of the 1860s 

and 1870s to the small, compact, one-family farm units of 

1930. Until the early 1890s, those who had large holdings, 

power, or money, monopolised land dealing and the local 

economy; but gradually the small-holders, aided by new 

political attitudes after 1891, (3 ) began to dominate, and 

a new agricultural order emerged. 

The opinion is generally held that land and tax 

legislation first enacted in New Zealand in 1891-1892 had 

a significant, though generally unmeasurable, effect on 

the subdivision of large freehold estates in the ensuing 

two decades. {4 ) There is some recognition also that the 

large freehold estates reached their maximum aggregate area 

in the 1890s, before this area declined sharply as legisla

tion and increasing prosperity made it possible for the 

state tenant or small capitalist to lease or purchase a 

farm. What has not been measured is the effect a-~variety 

of factors had on the course of land settlement and subdivis

ion at regional and sub-regional levels, or the particular 

reasons why individual estates were broken up. This study 

analyses farm size changes between 1880 and 1930 on the 

plains of the Ashburton Country (Figure 1) and considers the 
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effect of legislation and other factors on land subdivision 

in the area in that period. 

Two hypotheses were formulated and tested as part of 

the explanation of changes due to subdivision of land. These 

were, first, that following the implementation of land legis

lation after 1891 the role of Government in land subdivision 

and redistribution had a major effect on the pattern of 

settlement which evolved between then and 1930; and second, 

that the purposeful and rational ordering of the redistri

bution of land resulted in a general distribution in which 

unit size in acres varied inversely with soil fertility and 

other physical factors, or was closely related to economic 

factors, particularly sheep flock size. 

The analytical methods used in the study involve the 

handling of data relating to 23 arbitrarily defined statist

ical divisio"ns, each comprising all or part of one of the 

Runs (Figure 2) described by Acland. (S) Where possible 

regression analysis was used to analyse changes which occurred, 

or relationships which were thought to have been established, 

and much of the discussion in the following chapters has 

been founded on the results obtained from the application 

of that technique. There is, of course, a need to recognise 

that all too often the margins of quantifiable phenomena lie 

beyond the area of even superficially 11 hard 11 data. There-

fore, wherever possible, analyses have been confined to 

sample or officially collected data, both published and 

unpublished, and the use of estimated data restricted to 

secondary or minor aspects of the .study. Smith( 6 ) has 

cornrnented that 
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the analysis and mapping of such quantitative 
data as is available for the early periods seems to 
be one of the fields in which there are considerable 
possibilities for judicious use of elementary 
statistical techniques to compare distributions at 
successive periods, to help in throwing light on the 
factors involved in particular distributions, and 
perhaps occasionally to help in checking the validity 
of samples. 11 

Similarly, Clark,(?) in formulating a relationship between 

Historical Geography and Economic History, considered there 

was a need for incorporating into historical description 

rates of change of phenomena and their distribution both 

individually and collectively, and the multiple functions 

and important interactive processes of phenomena. A note 

of caution is however sounded by Pope(S) who thought it 

possible that what is most countable is least important, 

and the use of statistics whould not mean, therefore, that 

an attempt had been made to produce a conclusive answer. 

Nevertheless, the use of quantitative analysis is a valuable 

means whereby an historian may directly control some aspects 

of his study, though methods such as these have of course 

to survive, among other things, the judgment of the utility 

of research as it contributes to an understanding of 

historical change. 

Throughout the text the use of the words .11Run 11 and 

11 Estate 11 have been restricted to their definitions as 

given by the original surveys of the Canterbury Plain, and 

by Acland. Run therefore refers to the blocks of land, or 

aggregations of these, originally taken up under pastoral 

lease conditions in the 1850s and 1860s and in consequence 
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did not vary in size throughout the 50 years of the study. 

The term Estate, on the other hand, refers to the area of 

the holding actually retained in conjunction with the home

stead, and which therefore varied in size over time. 

Original spellings of names have been retained where 

possible, and in this respect, Shepherd's Bush refers to 

the original Run, whi1e Shepherds Bush is the title given 

to the district near the homestead of the former estate. 

NOTES AND REFERENCES 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Following the terminology established by Gage, Plain 
refers to the whole area d~signated "Canterbury Plain". 

·and Plains or plains to local segments of that whole. 
See Gage, M.: 'Rocks and Landscape', in G.A. Knox 
(Ed.) The Natural History of Canterbury, Wellington, 
1969. 

Generally referred to as the Long Depression. 

A Liberal-Labour Government was elected in 1890 with 
a policy of land reform. 

See, for example, Gould, J.D.: 'The Twilight of the 
Estates, 1891 to 1910', in Australian Economic History 
Review, 1970 pages 1-26; Condliffe, J.B.: New 
Zealand in the Making, London, 1963; Oliver, W.H.: 
The Story of New Zealand, London, 1960; Duncan, J.S.: 
The Land for the People: Land Settlement and Rural 
Population Movements, 1886-1896', in M. Mccaskill 
(Ed.) Land and Livelihood, Christchurch, 1962, pages 
170-190. . 

5. Acland, L.G.D.: The Early Canterbury Runs, Christ
church, 1951. 

6. 

7. 

Smith, C.T.: 'Historical Geography: Current Trends 
and Prospects 1

, in R.J. Chorley and P. Haggett (Eds.) 
Frontiers in Geographical Teaching, London, 1965, 
page 135. 

Clark, A.H.: 'Geographic Change: A Theme for Economic 
History', in Journal of Economic History, Vol. 20, 
1960, pages 611-612. 

8. Pope, D.: 'Economic Hisotry and Scientific Inference', 
in Australian Economic History Review, Vol. 23, 1973, 
pages 1-15. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE PHYSICAL ENVIROMENT AND ITS EFFECT 

ON FARMING IN THE STUDY AREA 

In spite of the experience and expertise derived from 

120 years of settlement, and natural and management factors 

contriving to maintain relatively high soil fertility and 

efficient use of crops and pasture, farmers find that drought 

limits growth and the optimum use of light and termperature 

over most of the Canterbury Plain as effectively today as it 

did in the first few years of European settlement. The 

awareness is as great in the 1970s as it was in 1850, of the 

vital importance of natural resources to a community almost 

wholly dependent on the exploitation of climate and soils 

for its economic survival. 

To the Canterbury pioneer, one of the most obvious 

characteristics of his enviroment must have been the great 

contrasts in relief between the mountainous sub-region of 

the west, and the relatively uniform plain down-sloping to 

the east coast. The ease with which this area could be 

exploited led to its settlement in large surveyed blocks or 

Runs {or aggregations of these) and to the development of a 

pastoral economy based initially on extensive sheepfarrning 

for wool. At first, the extensive nature of his activities 

meant for the pastoralist that the most important factors 

affecting production were climate and vegetation; as 

intensification of farming occurred and greater demands were 

made on the occupier to diversify into other export staples, 

soil fertility and landscape patterns became equally important 
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in determining the productivity of the land. 

SOILS 

The abrupt change between the uplands and mountain 

soils of the west, and the generally more productive soils 

of the plains, generally marked also the break between 

continuous agriculture and extensive pastoralism. For this 

reason, the Study Area's:· western limits became those of the 

Runs of the plains, either where the boundaries of the 

latter coincided with the easternmost extent of the mountain 

soils, or where the freehold tenure gave way to leasehold 

occupance. 

The Canterbury Plain has been described as a complex 

landform comprised of a piedmont gravel apron for the 

greater part composed of glacial outwash gravels, the sur

face varying in age from place to place. (l) A succession 

of glacial advances in the highlands to the west of the 

Plain yielded abundant rock debris, burying. interglacial 

river trenches and overwhelming the uneroded parts of former 

plains surfaces, and producing gravels which today have 

great depth toward the coast. <2 > The width of the Plain 

varies considerably from north to south, but in the Study 

Area is about 35 miles, with a general rise from east to 

west of about 35 to 40 feet per mile, by which the Plain 

reaches heights of over 1,000 feet above mean sea level at 

its western margins. 

Two factors of considerable importance to agriculture 

in the Study Area have resulted from the deposition of these 

gravels. First, they are for the greater part very free 
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draining and therefore often subject to drought conditions 

in periods of low rainfall and drying winds. With the 

exception of one or two small streams recently formed in 

the heavier or former swamp soils on the coastal areas, the 

natural drainage pattern is restricted to the Rakaia, 

Ashburton, Hinds and Rangitata Rivers, all having their 

origins in the uplands of the west. Before the advent of 

the water race systems in the 1880s, therefore, the only 

sources of stock water (apart from a few wells sunk to tap 

artesian reserves) were these rivers and their tributaries. 

The result of this was the practice initially of taking up 

Runs back-to-back between the Rakaia and Ashburton Rivers, 

and bank-to-bank between the Ashburton and Hinds, and Hinds 

and Rangitata Rivers. 

Second, the hard, coarse glacial outwash gravels which 

form the Plain are almost wholly greywacke in origin; 

although a thin loess veneer has been deposited on these 

gravels, the majority of the soils formed retain little 

water and_ contain parent materials which are slow to weather 

and release elements required for plant growth. ( 3 ) A conse

quence of this is that under conditions of continuous cropping 

the nutrient status of most of the soils is quickly lowered, 

and careful and patient management is needed to restore them 

to their former levels of fertility. 

Five categories of soils have been defined for this 

study, on the basis of the potential each soil type has for 

agricultural production. These are shown in Figure 3; the 

data from which the classification was derived are detailed 

in Appendix II. In Chapter V the classification is used to 
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test the assumption that if farm income is one of the major 

forces defining the size of agricultural holdings, it may 

be expected that land subdivision will result ultimately in 

a settlement pattern in which farm size is the inverse of 

productivity potential. Figure 3 indicates that overall 

only a small proportion of the Study Area is endowed with 

soils of relatively high potential. The large areas of 

low and medium quality soils suggest that without the emer

gence of refined grassland management techniques and of 

technological, social and political factors encouraging the 

intensification of land use, farm production over a high 

proportion of the Study Area could not reasonably have been 

expected to increase to the extent that it did after the 

early 1880s. These same fac.tors must therefore be invest-

igated for their relevance to an explanation of the pattern 

of land subdivision which emerged in the period 1880-1930. 

CLIMATE 

In the absence of cultural climatic modifications such 

as irrigation, agricultural productivity on the plains is 

closely related to seasonal climatic factors, particularly 

the distribution of rainfall. From a practical standpoint, 

one of the most important aspects of the relationship 

between climate and agricultural production is the duration 

of the periods when soil moisture is below wilting point or 

above field capacity, and the time of the year when these 

c6nditions occur. The quality of pasture herbage, the 

rapidity with which pastures deteriorate and the frequency 

of their renewal as a result of often prolonged summer 

drought periods, the successful harvesting of grain crops, 
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and the intensity of farming resulting from the aggregation 

of all farm production operations, have been those aspects 

of agriculture most vulnerable to wide seasonal climatic 

fluctuations. 

The climate of Canterbury derives in large part from 

a succession of eastward-moving anticyclones and frontal 

systems which cause the plains. to be swept by winds from a 

predominantly westerly quarter. At Ashburton, for example, 

nearly 50 percent of all mean annual wind frequencies are 

westerly in origin. (4 ) The Southern Alps to the west of 

the plains act as a barrier to and mod~fy this flow, causing 

many of the distinctive qualities of Canterbury's climate. 

Easterly-moving airstreams which are not diverted round the 

Alps are forced to rise, frequently producing heavy rainfall 

over the western regions of the South Island, but generally 

bringing only lighter and less frequent rains to the east. 

(Figure 4). 

Recent observations at four climate stations in the 

Study Area are summarised in Figure 5 and Table I, and though 

the data from which they have been compiled do not relate 

directly to.the period 1880-1930, it seems reasonable to 

accept them as indicators of certain average climatic 

characteristics for that time. Only a small seasonal distri-

bution of rainfall occurs on the average, highest in December 

and lowest in March and July. In the period 1880-1930 there 

were some wide variations from this average pattern, and 

where these were important, are noted in the text covering 

a description of the relationship between economic and social 

factors and land subdivision. The experience then, as of 
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TABLE I 

Mean Number of Days With Rain 

OBSERVATION 
STATION* JAN. FEB. MAR. APR. MAR. JUNE JULY AUG. SEP. OCT. NOV. DEC. TOTAL 

I-' 
N 

Rudstone N o d a t a 

Winchmore 10 8 10 9 11 9 9 9 7 11 11 11 115 

Ashburton 10 9 10 10 11 11 11 10 9 10 11 11 123 

Rakaia 10 8 9 9 9 10 10 9 9 .9 9 10 111 

* For location of stations, refer to Figure 4. 

Source: New Zealand Meteorological Service: Summaries of.Climatological Observations 
at New Zealand Stations to 1960, Wellington, l966, pp. 41-42, 46. · 
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more ~ecent years, was that a mode of farming adjusted at 

best to the expected annual average distribution of rainfall 

often suffered heavy, perhaps irreparable, losses in produc

tion and income. 

The period in which farmers on the plains experience 

the greatest demand for moisture for pasture growth (Septem

ber to April) is one in which moderate-to-high temperatures 

and drying winds normally act to reduce the effectiveness 

of rainfall. Rickard(S) has shown that at Ashburton, in 44 

seasons between 1913 and 1956, an agricultural drought, 

defined as the situation in which soil moisture available to 

the plant root system became equal to that identified as the 

wilting percentage for pasture plants, occurred in each 

season. The duration of droughts ranged from 6 to 107 days 

(mean, 59 days) with those of 10 or more days occurring on 

nearly 60 percent of occasions. Where a drought of 59 days 

occurred, herbage production from non-irrigated pasture 

would be about 50 percent of that in a season with no agri

cultural drought; in a drought of 10 days, seasonal produc

tion would be lowered by about 10 percent, and by 85 percent 

in a 100-day drought. 

There is, of course, a compensating factor arising 

from such a regular occurrence of dry periods, for though. 

they provide conditions which generally prevent the summer 

growth of lush, highly nutritious pastures characteristic 

of some farming districts in New Zealand, they tend to 

favour the product~on of cereals. Between 1870 and the 

turn of the century, wheat assumed the position of a major 

export staple in Canterbury, both as a production factor in 
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_its own right and as a by-product of a technological revolu-

tion in farming. Without the obvious advantages for the 

ripening and harvesting of grain crops offered by a climate 

with a mid- to late-summer dry period, the financial returns 

from farming during that time would have been much lower 

than they were. 

A second important modification of the easterly-moving 

airstreams by the Southern Alps must also be described. 

This is the Canterbury Nor'Wester, a typical fohn wind which 

in summer often has the characteristics of high temperatures 

(sometimes over 90 degrees F) and low relative humidity (30 

percent or less) when it descends to the Plain. One of the 

most graphic and picturesque descriptions of this wind is 

given by Samuel Butler who wrote in 1861: 

"The nor'westers are a very remarkable feature in 
the climate of this settlement. They are excess
ively violent, sometimes shaking the very house; 
hot, dry, from having already poured out their 
moisture.... They blow from two or three hours 
to as many days, and if they last any length of 
time, are generally succeeded by a s_udden change 
to sou'west."(6} 

Under the influence of this wind, pastures could shrivel to 

unpalatable stubble in a day or two, grain crops could be 

shaken, and acres of fallowed lands could be stripped of 

their valuable and often all too scarce surface soils. 

Where a farmer depended upon grain or small seed crops, a 

heavy or prolonged Nor'Wester could spell financial dis

aster. 

The annual occurrence of winter dormancy in pastures 

was a more predictable problem, but until the growing use 
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of supplementary crops was one which limited the stock carry-

ing capacity of all runs or farms. In a year when the 

climate corresponded closely to the average, particularly in 

rainfall, farmers had few problems, for autumn-conserved 

growth was usually sufficient to carry stock over the winter. 

A prolonged summer drought or dry autumn could, however, 

accentuate winter feed problems - a situation which exists 

even today. A further critical problem could arise if a 

hard winter was followed by a dry spring, for early pasture 

growth was an important factor in wool and meat production. 

Under conditions of extensive sheep farming, such as 

those existing in the hey-days of the large estates, broad 

year-to-year variations in climate caused few economic 

problems, for intensification of land use was not a factor 

given wide consideration. As small-farming spread, however, 

problems of pasture and stock management were often.com

pounded by adverse seasons, and the solving of these 

challenges in the course of the evolution of a new type of 

farming was to remain a recurrent challenge in a new type 

· of farming was to remain a recurrent challenge in agricul

ture in the Study Area after 1880. 

VEGETATION 

In the early days of settlement, a grassland cover of 

predominantly silver tussock (Poa caespitosa) and hard 

tussock (Festuca novae-zelandiae) was the outstanding vegeta-

tion feature of the Canterbury Plain. These two major 

plant species formed an indigenous low-tussock community 

including a broad range of herbs and lower growing grasses 
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(for the most part Poa and Chionocloa spp.) interspersed 

with patches of speargrass (Aciphylla spp.) ferns (Pteridium 

esculentum in particular) matagouri (Discaria toumatou) New 

Zealand broom (Carmichaelia spp.) and occasional cabbage 

trees (Cordyline australis). A broad range of local 

variants of this association existed, from a vegetation 

cover consisting essentially of hard tussock and matagouri 

on the dry alluvial fans to that of one containing mostly 

Carex, Juncus, and Scirpus spp. which dominated the swamps 

of some coastal margins. But generally the porosity of the 

soils of the Plain and the high evapo-transpiration rates 

induced by drying winds caused the tussocks. to dominate, 

since they were able to tolerate these conditions more 

readily than most trees. 

Three great changes were to transform the grassland 

cover of the Study Area. Over most of the landscape the 

intensification of agriculture led at first to a transition 

stage giving mixed communities of indigenous and exotic 

pasture species, followed by a final stage characterised by 

an almost wholly exotic plant community. A second, and 

perhaps more interesting feature was the successful draining ... ·· 

of the swamplands along the coast south of the Ashburton 

River, and their subsequent utilization for high-producing 

mixed-farming lands. The third major change arose from the 

scarcity of native forest in Canterbury, and the exposure 

of the Plain to the effects of strong winds; in an attempt 

to ameliorate this problem, windbreaks and plantations of 

exotic trees, particularly Pinus radiata, were established, 

and becoming a regular feature of the landscape by the 1880s. 
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Under extensive pastoral farming, the study area 

environment produced few problems, for the limitations 

imposed by climate and a large proportion of the soils of 

the plains were not of great consequence where considerable 

areas of grasslands and river frontage were available for 

utilization. The small farmer, however, was often to find 

the same environment hostile to his interests and it was the 

way in which he adjusted to a style of farming and size of. 

holding which in most seasons could survive the vagaries of 

drought and wind, that forms a major part of this study. 
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CHAPTER III 

LANDUSE AND ECONOMY BEFORE 1880 

The early course of the rural economy of Canterbury 

was almost w~olly one of occupation of large holdings by 

pastoralists who became experienced in sheep raising on an 

extensive scale, and who had little interest in intensive 

agriculture as a mode of farming. The introduction into 

New Zealand of the Merino breed of sheep gave particular 

impetus to this type of occupance, for it was an animal well 

suited to the exploitation of the natural vegetation of the 

plains. Its popularity was as much a result of the high 

prices received fo~ its wool as of an appreciation of its 

physical and grazing characteristics._ Small, light, finely 

boned, and well adapted to the type of pasturage offered by 

tussock grassland, it thrived in an environment devoid of 

small paddocks or constant interference by man. Undisturbed, 

the merino could exist for considerable periods without a 

need for stock-water resources, and this alone was an 

excellent recommendation for its use on the plains. 

In extensive sheep farming, the estate was generally 

subdivided into two or three large paddocks only, cultivation 

for crops was kept to a minimum, and the labour input main-

tained at the lowest possible level. A simple economy of 

scale existed in which production costs were reduced to an 

almost unvarying basis, and profit margins were largely 

controlled by export prices. 

The productivity of the tussock grasslands in their 

natural state varied considerably from one part of the plains 
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to another. Apart from the drained swamplands near the 

coast, the better soils tended to lie adjacent river banks, 

and it was in these localities that the greatest potential 

existed for intensification of farming. In contrast, the 

much greater areas of lower-fertility soils could generally 

only offer grazing for a few flocks watered from wells 

operated by windmills or hand pumps, or as in later years, 

extensive cultivation for grain-growing. 

Where stock-water was available, the introduction of 

sheep breeds more suited to intensive farming was possible, 

but posed problems of fat-stock raising and disposal. 

While these breeds were characterised by heavier (though often 

inferior quality) fleeces, they also produced heavier, fatter 

carcases demanding relatively high quality pastures for their 

growth. To offset the possible lowering of income from 

sales of stronger or coarser wools, profits would have to be· 

raised by sales of meat, but fat-stock markets in The Colony 

were limited to small local markets, for suitable and reliable 

methods of transporting large quantities of fresh meat to 

export markets had not at that stage been introduced into New 

Zealand. 

The estates were considered by one writer to have been 

fully stocked with sheep by 1870, (l) but the beginning of the 

decline of the merino probably occurred before that date. 

Small numbers of English breeds had been imported into Canter

bury in the 1850s and 1860s, and limited cross-breeding was 

reported to have taken place at an early date. Burdon states 

that long before the days of freezing the merino had been 

crossed with longwool breeds to provide meat for local markets, 
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and as early as 1874 a Christchurch stock agent's 
report announced that 'so extensively had crossbreed
ing been carried out in the last two years that at our 
saleyards they [the crossbred.§] now outnumber the 
merino ' . 11 

( 2) 

Cross-breeding also occurred as a consequence of the 

sowing of English grasses, and the new farm management tech

niques which became associated with this practice, since the 

merino did not respond well to either closer stocking of 

land or high production pastures. The process was consoli-

dated by the fact that the need to permanently fence land 

to control the larger and stronger breeds also directed that 

those same areas continue to be devoted to agriculture, 

particularly for pasture renewal. 

The Annual Sheep Returns for May 31, 1880} 3>recorded 

386,000 sheep in 130 flocks in the Study Area. Of these, 

163,000 (42 percent) were in seven flocks each of more than 

20,000 sheep, 96,000 (25 percent) were in 13 flocks between 

5,000 and 10,000 in size, and 47,000 (12 percent) were in 

four flocks ranging from 10,000 to 15,000 in size. The 

remaining 106 flocks (81 percent of the total) contained only 

21 percent of the sheep, with 77 of these tlocks (59 percent 

of the total) being less than 1,000 in size. Assuming an 

average yield of eight pounds of wool from each sheep, at 

average prices for 1880 of about ten pence a pound for 

greasy wool, (4 ) this represents a wool income of less than 

[135,000 from the sheep returned. 

Since wool was the major source of flock income, it is 

probable that the total amount ,available to f~rmers from 

their flocks was not much in excess of £200,000, or about 10/-
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a sheep, in that year. For the large flock owners, all of 

whom had become established when land was low-priced or 

largely acquired from the Crown at the upset price of ,[2 an 

acre, such a situation was not really critical; but for the 

smaller farmer, on less than 500 acres of land, other avenues 

of farm income were necessary. 

Until the mid-1870s, wheat was a comparatively unimport

and crop in the Ashburton County (see Table II) .CS) The 

few acres sown in Canterbury were mainly concentrated near 

larger settlements and export facilities, and production was 

mostly for consumption in these settlements or in mining ahd 

prospecting camps, though there were occasional exports of 

surplus grains to Australia or England. The reasons for 

this lack of interest in wheatgrowing in the first 20 years 

of settlement in Canterbury were related to both economy and 

technology: there were no efficient means by which the 

extensive areas of grassland suitable for agriculture could 

be cultivated, farm and seasonal labour was in short supply 

and very costly, and sheepfarming offered a more attractive 

use of capital. Similarly, economic and technological 

reasons lay behind the increase in wheatgrowing over the 

next decade: 

1. There was the declining profitability of sheepfarming 

in the late 1860s, when large capital gains could no 

longer be made from the sale of sheep to stock estates 

and smaller holdings, and wool prices had begun to 

fall. 

2. Many miners, with the gold rushes over, turned to work 



Year 

1870 

1875 

1880 

Sources: 

TABLE II 

Growth of Agriculture in the Ashburton County, 1870-1880. 

Number Acres of Land Cropped for Area Cut for Turnips of Grain Green feed Hay 
Holdings Wheat Oats Oats Barley or (Acres) Rape 

117 221 1,158 292 338 no data 444 

250 13,575 6,912 1,436 1,053 no data 410 

565 62,848 28,571 no data .10,827 .43,540 1,051 

Canterbury Pvovincial Gazette, 1870, page 43; 1875, page 152; 

Statistics of the Crown Colony of New Zealand, 1880. ·· 

Area Sown in 
English N 

N 

Grasses 
(Acres) 

10,484 

30,783 

.132,339 
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on the land, either as contractors or labourers for 

pastoralists and farmers, or as occupiers of land by 

freehold or leasehold. 

3. By the early 1870s the double-furrow plough, reapers, 

portable steam engines for threshing mills, wire 

binders, broadcast sowers and Cambridge rollers had 

made their appearance in New Zealand, thus lightening 

the dependence of the wheat farmer on more labour for 

increased crop acreage. 

4. Wheat possessed three valuable advantages: it could 

be grown by an inexperienced agriculturist, it could 

be stored, and its compactness meant relatively low 

transport costs. 

Diversification and intensification of farming therefore 

became desirable. Three major alternatives were open to the 

sheepmen: first, to improve pastures and increase carrying 

capacity, with a continued dependence on wool, and with cropp

ing for wheat providing an economic method of breaking land 

from tussock to English grasses. A second alternative was to 

extend farming activities to include large-scale grain growing, 

especially wheat, with grazing and cropping both important to 

the run economy. Finally, they could sell or lease parts of 

their freehold to settlers who wished to farm these intensively 

with the expectation of good returns offsetting initially large 

capital outlays. Such a course as the last not only provided 

an incentive for the run-holders to freehold the more desirable 

portions of their runs, but contributed significantly to the 

increase in the number of holdings shown in Table II. 
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Between 1870 and 1875 the recorded acreage in wheat 

rose from about 200 to over 13,000, a 60-fold increase, but 

still a relatively small area. Large-scale cropping was 

not to develop until after 1875, because of a variety of 

reasons, the more important of which are again not difficult 

to find. Wool prices showed a general decline from 1876 

onwards, the completion of the Lyttelton to Timaru rail link 

in 1876 made possible more efficient transportation of grain, 

the high plant-nutrient status of many of the plains soils 

after centuries of tussock grass cover gave high yields in 

the first few years of cropping, and an undersupplied English 

grain market paid excellent prices for wheat, which in a 

good year could lead to handsome profits after the deduction 

of operational and transportation charges, and which in due 

course caused the domestic grain market to maintain prices 

at a level relative to export opportunities. Finally, as 

can be seen in Table II, there was a steady increase between 

1870 and 1880 in the number of farm holdings, on the smaller 

of which Heller states(G) it was necessary to grow wheat if 

an economic unit was to be maintained. 

The growth of agriculture in the Ashburton County 

followed a natural course of events: as intensification of 

landuse became necessary, the problem of catering for sheep 

that were surplus to winter carrying capacity led to the 

increasing use of fodder crops such as turnips or rape, man

golds, and greenfeed oats, the last two not being important 

in 1880. However, as Table II indicates turnips or rape 

were important in 1880, and it is unfortunate for purposes 

of comparison that these crops were not recorded in the 
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returns for 1870 and 1875. 

TABLE III 

Agricultural Returns by Road Board Districts, 

1879, (7 ) Ashburton County 

Acreage in 
Number Sown 

of Oats Oats Grasses 
Hold- Wheat After 
ings (Grain) {Greenf.)Pl h oug -

ing 

Mt. Hutt 37 8 ,-69 3 749 2,450 30,547 

Upper 99 10,453 1,887 3,034 11,505 Ashburton 

Mt. Somers 58 2,237 706 1,661 7,875 

South 83 16,498 377 4,140 21,432 Rakaia 

Ashburton 227 26,999 1,081 12,185 24,810 

Totals 504 64,880 4,800 23,470 96,169 

Other 
Crops 

6,611 

5,455 

3,445 

22,648 

3,676 

40,835 

Table III gives an indication of the location of the 

major agricultural areas in the Ashburton County in 1879, and 

in a fairly general way supports the description of agricul-

ture so far given. The Ashburton District contained land to 

the east of the present Main Trunk railway line from about 

the Acton boundary south, while the Upper Ashburton District 

took in land in the Springfield, Winchmore, Ashburton (west 

of the line) Lagmhor, Westerfield, Valetta, Maronan and 

Cracroft runs. All land to the north of these two districts, 

in the Acton, Rokeby and Lavington runs, and a small part of 

the Corwar and Highbank run areas, was in the South Rakaia 

District. The Ashburton District, on the whole better 



" '.> 

'.) 

J 

26 

endowed with higher fertility soils, returned the greatest 

wheat acreage, but had a smaller dependence on supplementary 

crops than the South Rakaia District. The table indicates 

in a general way that the main belt of cropping was along 

the coastal area, and probably also on the better soils along 

the south bank of the Rakaia River. Moreover, a concentra-

tion of holdings in the Ashburton District coincided with 

this cropping belt. In the Mt. Hutt District, where a 

railway line had not then been built, or where only a few 

smaller holdings had been established, there was little 

dependence on cropping, but sown grass acreage after plough

ing was highest, despite the small number of holdings indicat

ing a greater dependence on intensification of sheepfarming. 

The Mt. Somers District, also containing a small number of 

holdings and lacking in a branch railway line, had compara

tively little agriculture within its boundaries. 

Observers of agriculture were quick to note the effect 

of continuous cropping on soil structure and fertility, and 

by 1880 were able to see the need for some form of farming 

practice, generally termed "high farmingtl, which would allow 

the maximisation of both produqtion and conservation. 

"In New Zealand the plan prevails of growing wheat so 
long as the land will stand it, and when nature 
rebels to sow grass seed, in the vain hope of renew
ing the soil in this way, the result, as may too 
frequently be witnessed, being a broad sheet of acrid 
sorrel."{8) 

The same journal had noted in the two previous years 

that there was a growing recognition of alternative four-

year rotations, based on grain and fodder crops, followed by 

two years of pasture; that turnips were grown widely on farms 
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where grain crops were intended to follow, and on large free

holds prior to sowing down to grass without a grain crop; 

and that most of the sheep brought forward to the saleyards 

to September, 1877, had been turnip fed, a branch of farming 

which was now universal in Canterbury, and which was tending 

to equalise the value for mutton throughout the year. 

John Grigg, addressing the Ashburton Agricultural and 

Pastoral Society in 1880, stressed the need to strike out on 

a new course in farm management. Many farmers, facing 

ruination because of the drop in wool prices, were often 

cropping every acre they could lay their hand upon. (lO) He 

would appear to have overstated the attitude toward cropping, 

but a series of articles on farming in the Ashburton County 

in 1878-1879(lll indicate that on a high proportion of farms 

on the areas of better soils, about 50 to 60 percent of farm 

acreage was being sown in grain crops each year. 

This pattern was not a general one throughout the 

County, however, for the amount of cropping in the Ashburton 

Forks district was noted to be declining each year as farmers 

sowed down to English grasses, very little land on the Alford 

Estate was used for cropping, and lamest all the land between 

there and Mt. Somers was being used for grazing. (l2 ) 

The trend toward the dominance of ryegrass and clover 

in pastures began early in the 1870s, and it was noted in 1877(!3 ) 

that no other pasture combination would as quickly fatten stock. 

There was, however, a management problem associated with this 

grass, for it seeded easily, particularly in droughts, and 

therefore became unpalatable to stock and in consequence unable 
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to improve soil fertility. Cocksfoot was noted for its 

ability- to withstand drought even when grazed closely, and 

for its quick recovery and growth when spelled from use . 

Management of sheep flocks provided few problems, for 

stock health over much of the plains was aided by the lack 

of intensity of landuse, and the prevalence of dry periods 

which lowered contact with internal parasites. The main 

problem from an economic viewpoint was the multiplicity of 

wool qualities and styles which were occurring as a result 

of indiscriminate crossing and breeding of sheep. Despite 

the fact that well-bred rams wer readily procurable, farmers 

were not particular enough in selecting flock sires, and 

often gave too little consideration to adapting a particular 

breed to the character of the land they possessed. (l4) How

ever, the same critic noted that there were flocks which 

were being improved through the process of selection and 

culling, though there was still a great disparity between 

flocks even in these cases. 

THE DISTRIBUTION OF HOLDINGS IN 1880 

The location of the 23 Runs lying either wholly or 

partly in the Study Area is shown in Figure 2, while Figure 

6 represents the distribution of holdings in 1880. · The 

boundaries of the Runs differ in a few respects from those 

of Acland in his map appended to The Early Canterbury Runs. 

Though he included Run 128 in Acton in his text,(lS) it was 

not drawn in his map; reference to any early map showing 

the location of the Canterbury Runs, such as that by Browning, 

drawn in 1863(lG) can clarify the point in question. Four 
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other minor changes have also been made to Acland's map; 

the boundary of Longbeach extended south of the Hinds River 

to take in an area shown by early land transfer records to 

belong to the Run; a line drawn west of the Ringwood bound

ary has been excluded, as this appears to have been a carto

graphic error; the boundary between the Valetta and Anama 

Runs has been redefined also on the basis of land transfer 

records, and as shown in Figure 2 reconciles with Acland's 

statement(l?} that 11Shepherd's Bush, Valetta, Anama and 

Cracraft all met at a point near Mayfield"; finally, the 

western boundary of Buccleugh was adjusted slightly to 

conform to land transfer record descriptions. 

The extent to which the Runs had been wholly or partly 

broken up, and the size in 1880 of the Estates which existed, 

bore little relation to geographical factors. The major 

exceptions.were Wakanui and Ashburton, with their proximity 

to the town,and the active desire of the former owners to 

meet the rising demand for small holdings in these areas. 

Nor was it that the better soils had been taken up for small 

holdings, for in many cases theses areas had been retained by 

the Estates, particularly where they lay adjacent to rivers. 

Length of residence by the 1880 Estate owners was also con

sidered: Lavington, Highbank, Winchmore, Lagmhor, Wester

field, Cracraft and Shepherd's Bush had all been held from 

the 1850s, Mt. Hutt, Alford and Longbeach from the early 

1860s, and Acton, Springfield and Coldstream from the late 

1860s. Again, there was no apparent relationship between 

this factor and the distribution of holdings. In the case 

of Longbeach, Springfield, Coldstream, and Acton, the 
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potential of each had been clearly realised by those who had 

purchased and retained them to 1880, and there had been 

active prograrrunes of freeholding by the owners at a time 

when it had been easier to select, and perhaps gridiron the 

better areas on those Runs. 

The increase in the number of holdings in the Ashburton 

County to 1880 is shown in Table II. The freeholding of 

land by small-holders and the purchase or lease of land 

already freeholded by the Runholders began to gain momentum 

after 1872, but appears to have been a fairly steady process 

to 1877. 

rapidly. 

In that year, however, the situation was to change 

Scotter(lB) has referred to the Canterbury Province 

land boom of 1877-78 as an 11 orgy of trafficking in land values", 

resulting from a rush to secure private ownership of the land. 

A more conservative tone is struck by an Official source(l9 ) 

which gave the irrunediate causes of the demand for land as the 

fact that all the Crown lands in Canterbury were open for 

selection, the large rivers had been successfully bridged, 

and the extension of the railway system over the plains had 

brought arable land either actually or in prospect within 

easy reach of a railway station. t20) These factors, the 

same source noted, along with improvements in farm machinery, 

were converting the grasslands of the plains into "wheat 

fields for the English market". 

The same factors also operated to the advantage of land 

speculators and firms, who were able to acquire large areas 

of land ahead of market demand and therefore at values little 

( 21) · 
above the upset price of £2 an acre and then sell on 

terms to smaller holdings. Land speculation was in one 
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respect to the advantage of the small-holder, for if he 

could not find sufficient finance to freehold an economic 

holding, he could at least utilize his capital to lease, or 

make a deposit on, a block that had already been freeholded. 

Such a situation held few problems while speculators prices 

and resale values did not rise quickly and farm produce 

prices continued to gain in sympathy with the average value 

of land. Condliffe shows - that the value of land in 

Canterbury rose relatively slowly from an index of 16 in 

1872 to 58 in 1877 ,. then jumped dramatically to 128 in 1878, 

an eight-fold increase on the 1872 index, and a highpoint 

not again exceeded until 1899. <22 ) 

The sharp fall in world agricultural prices in 1878-

1879 brought the land boom to a sudden end. The area of 

unsold agricultural land in the Ashburton County valued at 

i . (23} 
· 2 an acre was given as 100, OOO acres on June 30, 1877. .. 

Incomplete reports of monthly sales< 24
> between then and 

the end of the boom in October, 1878, ·gave the area of rural 

land freeholded in the County as 140,000 acres, a proportion 

of which must therefore have been classed as pastoral, and 

there is little doubt that by the end of the land boom the 

best agricultural lands had passed from the Crown. Land· 

transfer records show that a further 60,000 acres within the 

Study Area was to be sold by the Crown after 1880, but this 

was almost all second class land. 

The end of the boom and the fall in produce prices, 

combined with a drop in Government spending, accentuated the 

onset of a depression and brought a general lack of confidence 

in the future. The large rise in land values had not been 
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accompanied by the necessary corresponding increase in farm 

incomes, and the difficulties of those who bought late must 

have been considerably increased by this situation. 

The main features of the distribution of holdings in 

1880 are shown in Figure 6, and Tables IV and V. Freehold 

estates of more than 10,000 acres in extent occurred on the 

Acton, Mt. Hutt, Springfield, Alford, Buccleugh, Longbeach, 

Lagmhor, Westerfield, Anama and Coldstream Runs, the last

mentioned also containing Lowcliff, a second estate over 

10,000 acres. Cracroft, with over 2,000 acres of freehold 

and registered leases of more than 15,000 acres has been 

included in this category, as has a fragmented holding on 

Wakanui, formed by the aggregation of a number of widespread 

units owned by a land speculator. Smaller estates of from 

5,000 to 10,000 acres existed at Corwar, Highbank, Winchmore 

and Shepherd's Bush, while four Runs {Ringwood, Ashburton, 

Wakanui and Lavington) had been entirely broken up. <25) 

Small holdings, up to 500 acres in extent, had made 

their appearance in the late 1860s, and by 1880 had assumed 

a strong position, numerically if not areally, accounting 

for almost 76 percent of all surveyed holdings at that date. 

Two Runs, Acton and Wakanui, dominated this sector of farm

ing, with a total of 213 out of 669 surveyed holdings (32 

percent) while a further 46 were located on Ashburton, 54 on 

Lagmhor, and 46 on Longbeach. Nearly 54 percent of all 

surveyed holdings under 500 acres were therefore located on 

a broad band along the coast, though as will be shown, not 

necessarily on the better soils. Elsewhere, Buccleugh (44 

holdings) and Alford (42 holdings) contained important nodes 
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TABLE IV 

Surveyed Holdings by Runs, 1880. 

Size in Acres 
- I Under 100- 500- 1,000- 5,000- Over Totals 

100 500 1,000 5,000 10,000 10,000 

Acton · 26 66 18 11 1 122 
-'- Rokeby 3 13 10 6 32 

Lavington 6 4 8 18 
Corwar 1 3 7 1 12 
Highbank 4 8 7 7 1 27 
Mt. Hutt) 8 8 6 4 1 1 >28 
Spaxton) ) 
Springfield 5 10 2 1 18 
Winchmore 8 14 5 5 1 33 
Ashburton 19 27 9 5 60 
Wakanui 46 75 7 8 l* 137 
Ringwood 17 9 1 1 28 
Alford 36 6 1 1 44 
Buccleugh 34, 10 1 2 1 48 
Longbeach· 25 21 2 ., 1 .51 ,t;. 

Lagmhor 26 28 2 2 1 59 
Westerfield 5 17 3 l 1 27 
Valetta 3 11 2 1 17 
Anama 2 1 1 1 5 
Shepherd's 

4 3 3 2 2 14 Bush 
o! Cracroft 4 15 8 10 1 38 

Maranan 6 18 8 7 39 
"' Cold stream 7 15 2 2 2 28 

J 
Totals 286 383 104 92 7 13 885 

J 
". * Fragmented holding owned by speculator. 

Source: Land transfer records, 1880. 
, ... 

;,, TABLE V 

" 
Surveiea Holdings 1880. 

'" Size Number Percent 
(acres) Sam;ele 

Under 50 155 17.5 
so- 100 131 14.8 

.,,_> 100- 200 153 17.3 
I 200- 500 230 26.0 

s/ 
500- 1,000 104 11.7 

1,000- 5,000 92 10.4 
5,000-10,000 7 0.8 
Over 10,000 13 1. 5 

Total 885 100.0 

Source: Land transfer records, 1880. 
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of small-farming, associated mainly with small units of 50 

acres or less carved out of forest and bush. 

A secondary development of some importance was the 

acquisition by a few of holdings varying between 1,500 and 

5,000 acres in size. Though totalling only 46 in 1880, 

they accounted for a considerable area of land (Table IX) 

and were to become a major factor in the later redistribu-

tion of land, either through purchase or leasing as smaller 

holdings, or through resumption by the Crown for settlement 

schemes. They were for the most part restricted to the 

Runs along the south bank of the Rakaia River (Acton, Rokeby, 

Lavington, and Corwar) Mt. Hutt-Spaxton, <26 > Winchmore and 

Wakanui, and Cracraft and Maronan. The general association 

was therefore with Runs of considerable size or those 

already broken up, and appears to be one which occurred as 

a result of the freedom with which Crown lands could be 

freeholded during the 1870s. 

The four coastal Runs, Acton {122) Wakanui {137) 

Longbeach (51) and Coldstream (28) contained over 38 percent 

of all holdings in the Study Area, the dominance of the two 

northernmost being quite evident. A secondary grouping in 

Ashburton (60) and Lagmhor (59) consolidated the coastal 

concentration, so that these two with Acton, Wakanui, and 

Longbeach contained nearly 49 percent of all holdings at 

1880. An interior grouping in Alford and Buccleugh, with 

a total of 92 holdings, and lower concentrations on Rokeby, 

Cracroft and Maranan, accounted for a further 22 percent of 

the total number of freehold units within the Study Area. 

By 1880, then, the process of intensive settlement on 
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the Ashburton plains had begun in earnest. The 1881 Census< 27 ) 

indicates that distribution of th~ population of 7,165 was 

greatest in a band along the coastline, particularly in the 

localities of Longbeach (1,394 persons) Wakanui (1,684 persons) 

and Rakaia (1,218 persons), and with smaller groupings immed

iately to the west of the Town of Ashburton, at Alford Forest, 

and at Mt. Somers. Between 1881 and 1930 this concentration 

of population and land settlement was to both intensify and 

spread as larger properties were subdivided and the number of 

holdings was doubled. 

In 1880, agriculture in the Ashburton County had 

entered a state of disequilibrium, the breakdown of the 

former system occurring as a result of changes in the course 

of prices, the need to find sources of farm income additional 

to those available from local meat markets arid wool exports, 

and the intervention of cropping into an economy formerly 

based almost solely on extensive sheepfarming. In the path 

of a land sales boom, prices for land had risen eight-fold 

on those of 1872, <23 > yet prices for produce had shown rela

tive or actual declines, particularly after 1876. <29 > 

Deans has described some of the problems facing land

holders wishing to retain their estates - that once it became 

clear that the increase in landbuying was not a passing 

phase, there was little they could do to preserve the sub

stantial and most useful part of their run, except to free

hold it as quickly as finance could be obtained, either 

through profits from farming, or by mortgage. This was to 

be the general experience of runholders from the early 1870s 

onward. ( 30 ) 
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Three major inhibiting factors emerged from this 

situation; because there was little untouched agricultural 

land on which to expand, opportunities to acquire smallhold

ings were restricted by the area of freehold held firmly by 

those interested in retaining it, either because it was 

necessary to provide income to repay loans, or could not be 

released because of mortgages to which it was attached. 

Legislation provided no way of overcoming this problem for 

the majority of elected representatives were either large 

landowners or held a viewpoint sympathetic to their interests. 

Finally, the farm economy, through low incomes, overvaluatiori~ 

and overmortgaging, had been forced into a situation of 

intensified landuse, but with diminishing returns. 

A number of developments important to the future of 

agriculture occurred during the 1870s: the rise of wheat

farming brought a source of income which was to be a major 

factor in the survival of many landholders during the period 

to 1895-96, while the growing use of crossbred sheep was lay

ing the foundation for an easy transition to a new type of 

agriculture based on the export of refrigerated products. 

The rise of agriculture had emphasised the need for conserva

tion of soil fertility through rotations in cropping, an 

important factor in the drive to reach higher production per 

acre in later years, while increasing use of mechanisation 

was making this approach to farming possible~ More import-

ant, however, were the increasing subdivisions of the large 

estates, and as subsequent chapters will show, the growth of 

public opinion which led in the 1890s to the active partici

pation of the State in the redistribution of land. 
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Problems other than the three inhibiting factors did, 

of course, emerge from the 1870s. Increasing use of mechan-

isation was placing both the large and small landowners in a 

position of decreasing dependence on farm labour. The 

Canterbury Times in 1880 stated that: 

"One of the greatest obstacles to successful farming 
in the colonies is that of efficient labour. With 
the increasing application of machinery to the culti
vation of the land, farm work is rising fast in the 
scale of skilled labour."(31) 

For those who had only agricultural labouring as their live

lihood, this situation was to heighten the desire for owner-

ship of land. This desire was made all the more a realistic 

one by the fact that the rise of wheatfarming and growth of 

agriculture, the improvement in communications, and decreas

ing dependence on labour had made the existence of the small 

holding more possible, though not necessarily an economic 

proposition. The question of farm incomes was not always 

uppermost in the minds of those who agitated for small hold-

ings. 

The conclusion which can be drawn at this stage is that 

by 1880, farming in the Study Area had reached an impasse: 

the original attempt to transplant a British system of farm

ing in Canterbury had been possible in theory but not in 

practice. It was the acquisition of large estates by 

squatters, either in or out of the Canterbury Block, which 

had first settled the Ashburton County. Subsequent free-

holding, with its concomitant of the emergence of the small

holding as an increasingly important element in farming, was 

forcing the evolution of a new type of agriculture based on 
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the one-man economic unit. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FARM SIZE CHANGES, 1880-1930. 

The period between 1880 and 1930 witnessed a major 

redistribution of land and reorganisation of holdings within 

the Study Area. This process has been widely observed and 

described 1 and it is the object of this chapter to analyse 

in particular the changes which occurred, their location, 

type, and result on holding size, and some of the factors 

which influenced the evolution of the pattern of land 

occupance in 1930. 

PROBLEMS OF STATISTICS 

Data for the transfer of land parcels are not generally 

available in New Zealand statistical sources. It was there-

fore necessary to trace through transfers of deeds and certifi

cates of title ofr land parcels in the Study Area, and to 

aggregate these into individual holdings. To.establish the 

validity of the base data derived in this way for 1880, a 

comparison was made between the number of holdings located in 

the Study Area sample at that date, and the total number of 

holdings returned for the Ashburton County in_the Census of 

18810 (l) This comparison is shown in Table VI, together 

with data from a third source 1 the Return of the Freeholders 

of New Zealand, 1882. <2
> Generally, the land transfer data 

and returns of 1882 compare reasonably well (correlation 

coefficient= 0.9715, significant at the one percent level) ( 3) 

but the remaining set, from the 1881 Census, is sufficiently 

unlike the others as to suggest that there is no accurate 

source of data on sizes and numbers of holdings around 1880. 
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TABLE VI 

A Comparison of Sources of Statistics on Farm Holdings, 1880-1882. 

Surveyed Holdings 

Under 
50 

from Land Trans-155 fer Records, 
1880. * 

Census of 1881 259 

Return of Free-
187 holders, 1882 

50-
100 

131 

71 

122 

100-
200 

153 

126. 

175 

200-
500 

230 

Size in Acres 
soo- l,000-

1,000 2,500 

104 77 

2,500-
5,000 

15 

(246) (64) 

199 175 71. 22 

* Exluded holdings below five acres in size. 

s,000-
10,000 

7 

11 

10 

Over 
10,000 

13 

13 

10 

Totals 

885 

790 

911 
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Problems arose in the compilation of data from land 

transfer records, and in the original compilation of the 

Return of Freeholders. In the case of land transfer records, 

the large volume of sales and transfer of lands after 1877 

inundated the Land and Deeds Registry to the extent that not 

until 1882-1883 was the backlog of issuing Certificates of 

Title finally overtaken. Until then, land was registered 

in the name of contemporary ownership as each certificate 

was completed, with a reference only to the original free

holder, and any intermediate ownership left unrecorded. In 

a number of cases it was impossible to satisfactorily ident-. 

ify ownership at 1880, and sections so affected were classed 

as individual holdings if they were so owned in 1882-1883. 

Also, the task of tracing the large numbers of land parcels 

of less than five acres size proved too arduous, and these 

were finally removed from the sample. 

The Return of Freeholders was compiled by interviewing 

owners and occupiers of land, and in a number of cases 

involving absentee ownership or occupiers not on hand to be 

questioned, ownership was established by referring to neigh

bouring landholders. ( 4 ) 

Throughout the remainder of this study, the analysis 

of changes in numbers and sizes of holdings has been derived 

from the sample of land parcels whose ownership or occupance 

was investigated through land transfer records. For 1880 

and 1895, no other records existed by which total holdings 

could be verified, (5 ) but by 1915 a comprehensive compilation 

of records on all properties had been undertaken by the Valua

tion Department, and it was therefore possible to use these 
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as an independent check on land transfer records. 

CHANGES IN NUMBERS OF HOLDINGS . 

Table VII shows the numbers of holdings in land trans

fer records in each category in the sample at various years, 

and the number in each category as a percentage of the total 

number for each year. Table VIII shows changes in the num-

bers of holdings in each category, while Table IX shows the 

percentage of land in the Study Area at each date, also within 

each size category. 

Several trends are indicated by these three tables: 

1. The large increase in numbers of surveyed holdings 

between 200 and 500 acres in size, from 26 percent of 

all holdings in 1880 to over 33 percent in 1930; 

2. The increase in importance of surveyed holdings 500 

3. 

to 2,500 acres in size, and their emergence as a major 

element in land occupance {Table IX); 

The continuing popularity of surveyed holdings less 

than 200 acres in size, particularly those under 50 

acres (as a useful adjunct to other employment, in 

many cases) and those between 100 and 200 acres; a 

smaller increase occurred in the numbers of those 

between 50 and 100 acres in size, since these were 

generally uneconomic as a full-time proposition and 

difficult to maintain on a part-time basis; 

4. A long-term decline in the numbers of surveyed holdings 

over 2,500 acres in size, interrupted only by some 



Under 
50 

1880 155 

1895 277 

1915 276 

1930 287 

Change, 1880 132 to 1930: 

1880 17.51 

1895 23.01 

1915 17.73 

1930 16.13 
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TABLE VII 

(a) Total Numbers of Surveyed Holdings by Categories. 

Size in Acres 
50- 100- 260- 500- 1,000- 2,500-

100 200 500 1,000 2,500 s,ooo 

131 153 230 104 77 15 

154 184 290 161 98 21 

183 220 461 245 145 21 

181 277 586 298 139 11 

50 124 356 194 62 -4 

(b} Holdings by Categories as Percentage of 
. Total Surveyed Holdings in Each Year. 

14.80 17.24 25. 9'9 11.75 8.70 1.69 

12.79 15.28 24.09 13.37 8.14 1.74 

11.75 14.13 29.61 15.73 9.31 1.35 

10.10 15.46 33.34 16.74 7.76 0.61 

5,000-
10,000 

7 

10 

6 

1 

-6 

0.79 

0.83 

0.38 

0.06 

Source: Land transfer records. 

Over Totals 
10,000 

13 885 

9 1,204 

1,557 

1,780 

-13 895 

1.47 

0.75 
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increases to 1895, 

An examination of Table VIII shows that the major 

components of change were: 

1880-1895: primarily holdings less than 50 acres in size, 

with less emphasis on those between 200 and 

1,000 acres in size; 

1895-1915: holdings between 200 and 500 acres, and 1,000 

and 2,500 acres in size, with those between 

500 and 1,000 acres less important but still 

significant in their contribution to the 

redistribution of land; 

1915-1930: again, 200- to 500-acre holdings, with changes 

of a second order in those 100 to 200, and 500 

to 1,000 acres in size. 

One of the more important aspects of the redistribution 

of land concerns the area allotted to each category of hold

ing size, and the proportion which has been made available to 

the majority of landholders at any date. Table IX sets out 

the percentage of total land in each category at the four 

dates, and may be comparted with Table VIIb to show the 

relationship between proportions of total holdings and pro

portions of total land. The distribution of land in 1880 

(Figure 6) shows quite clearly the potential which existed 

for further subdivision, and by 1930 much of this had been 

exploited, and a major redistribution of land had occurred 

(Figure 10). Similarly, large ratios of land to proportions 

of holdings by number existed in 1930 for holdings of from 

500 to 2,500 acres in size, and it was in this sector of 
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TABLE VIII 

Changes in Number of Surveyed Holdings in Each Category. 

Size in Acres 
Under so- 100- 200- 500- 1,000- 2,500- 5,000-

50 100 200 500 1,000 2,500 5,000 10,000 

1880-1895 +122 +23 +31 +60 +59 +21 +5 +3 

1895-1915 -1 +29 +36 +171 +83 +48 +l -4 
, 

1915-1930 +11 -2 +57 +125 +54 -6 -10 -5 

Total Change +132 +50 +124 +356 +196 +63 -4 -6 

TABLE IX 

Percentage of Total Land in Each Category. 

Size in Acres 
-so -Ioo -2oa -500 -l,000 -2,500 -5,000 -10,000 

1880 0.72 1. 49 3.45 10.82 10.03 15.91 7.28 7.00 

1895 1.21 1. 74 5.31 13.12 16.33 21. 49 10.12 7.86 

1915 1.08 2.11 4.77 21.56 24.40 31.09 9.64 5.32 

1930 1.13 2.09 6.08 26.77 29.72 27.70 5.72 0.77 

Over 
10,000 

-4 

-9 

-13 

10,000+ 

30.80 

20 .• 54 

Totals 

320 

355 

223 

898 

Unallotted 

12.49 

2.27 
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occupance that most potential existed for further redistri

bution of land. 

THE DECLINE OF THE ESTATES. 

Surveyed holdings over 5,000 acres in 1880 accounted 

for only a small proportion of total properties, but were 

important for the considerable area of land which they 

occupied. A mere 2.26 percent of the number of holdings 

covered nearly 38 percent of the land area, a ratio which 

provided a striking contrast with that for properties under 

500 acres in size. By 1930, however, the 20 holdings had 

declined to one, occupying less than one percent of the 

Study Area. 

An examination of land transfer records for each of 

the estates shows that the circumstances relating to subdivis

ion appeared to fall into-four main groups. Each of these 

groups, or "forces", may be considered as in part explaining 

the subdivision of large estates after 1880. 

1. Continued subdivision by the 1880 owner or his descend

ents, with other forces also at work: Anama, Longbeach, 

Laqmhor, Springfield, and Coldstream (including the Low

cliff Estate). 

The first of the four forces occurred as original or 

longstanding owners relinquished land to sons and daughters, 

when large blocks of land were subdivided for inheritance, 

part being sold to defray expenses relating to the Estate or 

to repay loans or mortgages. In nearly all cases where this 

happened, those inheriting such areas subsequently showed 
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little interest in retaining larger holdings, for with land 

prices rising after 18.95, and public opinion against them, 

there was considerable incentive to sell off smaller units. 

Anama, Longbeach and Coldstream, of the larger Estates, 

entered into this category. 

After the death of W.S. Peter in 1891, the Anama 

Estate passed into the hands of his family, and from 1896-

1897 was gradually broken into smaller holdings, though three 

of the inherited blocks were still over 2,500 acres in 1930. 

The Run had originally contained over 40,000 acres, of which 

about 30,000 acres was included in this study. A second 

large estate had been established on the Run before 1880, 

as a result of payment in land for services rendered by E.G. 

Wright to the Crown, and though parts of it had been sold 

off, and the major portion of it had subsequently changed 

hands, a block of over 5,000 acres still existed at 1930. 

A second of the major forces had also operated on the Run: 

the establishment of the Hekeao Settlement Scheme in 1898 

had broken 13 small holdings out of the homestead estate, 

while at the same time freehold sales of other small holdings 

had taken place. 

Longbeach was an unusual case within this study in 

that a considerable area of the Estate passed out of the 

hands of the Grigg-Russell partnership in 1882, when Russell 

decided to concentrate on his banking interests. At the 

sale which followed the dissolution of the partnership, Grigg 

bought back a large portion of the estate (nearly 15,000 

acres) but the.result was a marked increase in small holdings 

under 500 acres, nearly half these being between 200 and 500 
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acres. After the death of Grigg in 1901, and as a result 

of subsequent inheritance, Longbeach Estate became increas

ingly subdivided, until by 1930 only about 3,000 acres 

remained in the homestead block. Between 1895 and 1915 a 

further 42 holdings were established on the Run, nearly all 

being in the 100 to 200 and 500 to 1,000 acres categories. 

Coldstream, like Anama, contained two large estates, 

that of the homestead block of about 20,000 acres freehold 

in 1880, and the Lowcliff block of just over 10,000 acres. 

There were, therefore, two major forces at work in the 

break-up of the Run: subdivision and inheritance in the 

Coldstream Estate, and sales of land bought for speculation 

and development in the Lowcliff Estate. Between 1880 and 

1895 little change occurred on either holding, a few sales 

from Coldstream having reduced it to a little under 18,000 

acres. But between 1895 and 1915 both were broken up to 

the extent that a little over 5,000 acres of Coldstream 

remained while all but a few acres of Lowcliff had been sold. 

The result was that nearly 50 new holdings were established 

in the Run, over 80 percent being between 100 and 500 acres 

in size, and a further 10 percent being between 500 and 

1,000 acres. A further breakdown of the Coldstream Estate 

continued after 1915, with 11 new holdings resulting from 

the establishment of a Discharged Soldiers' Settlement, while 

freehold sales reduced the homestead block to a farm of less 

than 2,000 acres. 

Three other large estates are worth noting, though none 

were in any way concerned with homestead blocks, but like the 

secondary estates on Coldstream and Anama, had emerged as a 



'\., 

50 

result of major freeholding during the 1870s. On Shepherd's 

Bush, a holding of over 6,000 acres was broken up in 1896-

1897 for inheritance, but the subsequent history of these 

smaller units differed from others in that they were all 

retained within the family, at least until 1930. On the 

Rokeby and Corwar Runs, part of the sales of one land aggrega

tion contributed to the building of another; the first had 

been subdivided by 1895, but the second, along with a sub

stantial holding in the Mt. Hutt-Spaxton area, was to remain 

almost intact until after World War I, when the major part 

of the total holding became subdivided for inheritance pur

poses. 

Lagmhor differed from other large estates in that the 

area of the Estate was actually increased between 1880 and 

1895, due to the freeholding of land, and to the purchase of 

adjacent small properties. But between 1895 and 1915 the 

area of the Estate was to fall to a little over 7,000 acres 

(a quarter of that in 1895) as a result of sales of holdings 

after 1899, when the original ownership passed from McLean 

to a nephew, G.A.M. Buckley. The increase in the number 

of surveyed holdings, from 64 in 1895 to 142 in 1915, was 

almost wholly a result of this, the greatest proportion of 

the land sold being subdivided into units between 200 and 

500 acres. 

The Springfield Estate of 1880 consisted of nearly 

17,000 acres retained from the original Run of a little over 

20,000 acres, and was to remain almost intact until 1902, 

when between then and 1910 its complete subdivision took 

place. Of the 46 additional surveyed properties which 
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resulted from the sales of 1902-19.10, 24 were between 200 and 

500 acres in size, a further eight from 500 to 1,000 acres in 

size, while the remaining 14 were of 200 acres or less in 

size. 

Two smaller estates, Winchmore and Valetta, also 

belonged to this category of subdivision,the former being 

sold off mainly between 1898 and 1906, and the latter between 

1915 and 1918. Only a small number of new holdings resulted 

from the subdivision of these two properties, and their 

impact on settlement was therefore relatively slight. 

2. The subdivision of land which had been freeholded for 

speculation, or for development and subsequent resale 

in smaller holdings: Acton, Wakanui, and part of 

Shepherd's Bush and Cracraft. 

Only one major estate, Acton, is included in this 

category. Between 1864 and 1868, purchases of freehold on 

the Acton Run were made by the Canterbury and Otago Land 

Association, which in the late 1870s merged with the New 

Zealand and Australian Land Company. By 1880 over 21,000 

acres was held in the form of freehold by the Estate, of 

which over 6,000 acres were to be sold by 1895, in blocks of 

varying sizes up to 1,000 acres. Between 1895 and 1915 the 

remainder of the Estate was subdivided, but so extensive was 

aggregation of holdings on the Run that the total properties 

studied declined by nine in that time, the categories 

affected most being those up to 200 acres in area. Initially, 

the objects of the Company had included those of land settle

ment, but the final effect was one of large areas of land 
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falling into the hands of those already resident. Between 

1915 and 1930 the total number of surveyed holdings on the 

Run increased by 12, but this was as a result of Discharged 

Soldier Settlement schemes. 

Land speculation on a major scale up to 1880 was con

fined to a few localities, partic.ularly those of Wakanui and 

Acton. Only two of these were over 5,000 acres in 1880, 

that on Wakanui actually being in excess of 10,000 acres. 

By 1895 both had been subdivided, but because some of the 

holdings were over 1,500 acres in size, and others were 

subject to aggregation, the overall effect on settlement was 

quite small. 

3. Settlement by Schemes operating under the Land for 

Settlements Act, 1892. 

The Ashburton County was not as much affected by 

Government settlement policy as were other counties such as 

Geraldine, Levels, or Waimate. Only two properties over 

5,000 acres freehold in extent were purchased under the Act: 

Highbank, of more than 9,000 acres, on which 70 new holdings 

were established, and part of the Corwar Estate, where the 

Marawiti scheme occupied a little over 2,000 acres, the 

remainder of the homestead block being subdivided in the 

following four years. Settlement under the 1892 Act is dis

cussed in Ch~pter VI, which deals with schemes inaugurated 

by the Crown. 

4. Repossession or administration of Estates by Banks atid 

Stock Firms, with sales of land dictated by the market 

situation. 
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Buccleugh alone of the larger_ properties fell into this 

category. In 1880 nearly 15,000 acres of freehold was in 

the hands of the Estate, and though it was administered by a 

Firm from 1883 onward, had been reduced by less than 3,000 

acres by 1895, nearly all in the form of holdings under 500 

acres, particularly those up to 200 acres. By 1915, however, 

the homestead block had declined to less than 6,000 acres, 

--- the remainder having been sold, mostly in properties of 200 

to 700 acres in size. A further subdivision of the home-

stead block occurred after World War I, but aggregations of 

smaller holdings reduced the total number in the Run by five 

between 1915 and 1930, despite the establishment of the 

Wairere Settlement in 1919. 

The subdivisions of four large estates, Mt. Hutt, 

Alford, Westerfield and Cracraft, have not so far been 

described. None conforms closely to any of the four major 

forces, due to the fact that ownership changes soon after 

1880 or the presenc_e of large areas of Crown leasehold sub

sequently modified the processes by which subdivision 

occurred. Mt. Hutt, at the northwestern extreme of the 

Study Area, contained a considerable area of hill-country 

leasehold in association with the low downlands and plains 

areas which are the only portion of the Run included in this 

study. Between 1895 and 1900 the major portion of the free

hold passed from the Estate, the upper area being divided 

into two larger blocks, one of which was subsequently 

acquired and once more joined to the hill leasehold, thus 

reforming the Mt. Hutt Estate. The lower portion of the 
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freehold was subdivided into small farms, mostly from 200 

to 500 acres in area, the result being a doubling of settle-

ment on the Run. Before 1880 a large area of lowland free-

hold had been taken up on both Mt. Hutt and Spaxton Runs, 

in association with other areas on Rokeby and Corwar, some 

of this being subdivided between 1900 and 1905, but with the 

major portion being retained by the family of the owner. 

However, the Mt. Hutt Run lowland and plains area, because 

of poorer soils and climate limitations, was not an area of 

very close settlement. 

The Alford Estate was sold in 1883 to a Company, and 

was as a result retained in a large holding of over 12,000 

acres freehold until placed.in the hands of a syndicate for 

subdivision in 1903-1904. A block of about 3,000 acres, 

including the homestead buildings, was retained by the 

Company, and remained intact until 1930. The subdivision 

did not add a large number of holdings to the general settle

ment pattern, since most were over 500 acres in size as a 

result of the large area of poorer soils underlying the 

major portion of the Run. 

Westerfield in 1880 consisted of about 20,000 acres 

of freehold, with access to a block of 5,000 acres of Univer

sity of Canterbury leasehold. In 1881 the Estate was sold, 

the major portion being purchased by a syndicate, a few 

farms of 200 to 500 acresbeing subdivided from the remainder. 

The dissolution of the syndicate after 1885 produced a major 

subdivision of the Estate particularly in the form of larger 

medium-sized .units. Four were in the 2,500 to 5,000 acre 

category (one being the University leasehold), a further four 
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were between 1,500 and 2,500 acres in size, and six between 

500 and 1,000 acres in size. Little change occurred in the 

ownership or occupance of these until after 1915, but from 

then on active subdivision occurred in the form of smaller 

farms from 200 to 1,000 acres in size. A considerable 

portion of the Run was settled after 1880 by purchase or 

lease of Crown land, and this is discussed in a later section 

of the chapter. 

The last of the large estates, Cracroft, contained 

an area of over 17,000 acres in 1880, but only a small portion 

of this was freehold, the remainder being Crown leasehold. 

Though extensive freeholding saw the aggregation of a large 

holding on the Run, the more important aspect of settlement, 

from the viewpoint of numbers of holdings, was that of the 

disposal of Crown lands, which is discussed in Chapter VI • 

~.EDIUM-SIZED HOLDINGS, 1,000 TO 5,000 ACRES 

Surveyed holdings in these categories accounted for 

a considerable proportion of the land area at all four dates, 

from 22 percent in 1880 to over 33 percent in 1930. Two 

major trends in numerical changes occurred in that time: 

holdings between 1,000 and 1,500 acres continued to increase 

steadily, from 44 in 1880 to 103 in 1930 (on nearly 18 per

cent of the land area), while those over 1,500 acres and 

under 5,000 acres showed increases from 48 in 1880 to 77 in 

1915, and then subsequently declined to 47 again in 1930. 

{Figures 7 and 8). 

Surveyed properties between 1,000 and 1,500 acres 

showed three distinct groupings in 1880: a larger ~oncentration 
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on Acton, Lavington, Corwar and Highbank, almost entirely 

on poorer soils, and accounting for 21 of the 43 in that 

category; a smaller concentration on the Winchmore, Ashburton 

and Wakanui Runs, also on poorer soils; and a minor grouping 

on Maranan and Cracraft. Only on Corwar and Highbank were 

the majority of these holdings subsequently subdivided -

elsewhere they were generally retained throughout the period 

to 1930, and were not therefore a factor in the redistribution 

of land. 

Between 1880 and 1895 only 11 holdings were .added to 

this category, seven of these being on the Acton and Wakanui 

Runs, where the aggregations of smaller holdings and in the 

case of the latter the subdivision of speculators' holdings 

provided the bases for change. Westerfield and Maranan 

experienced only minor and re.latively unimportant increases 

also, but elsewhere there was little change. The major 

period of increase was between 1895 and 1915, {Figure 8), 

when the breakdown of the larger estates was accelerated. 

Mt. Hutt-Spaxton, Alford, Lagmhor, and Cracroft all added 

substantially to the gain of 34 in this period, while Wester

field and Wakanui increased their numbers as a result of 

aggregation. Maranan showed a slight decline as a result 

of the break-up of those added between 1880 and 1895, but 

Highbank had six subdivided, perhaps as a result of the 

influence of the newly established settlement scheme there. 

By 1930 the rate of increase in numbers of holdings 

1,000 to 1,500 acres in size had slowed down, but the total 

gain of 59 between 1880 and that date had accounted for an 

additional 10 percent of land area, a significant development 
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in the face of lowering average farm sizes and the general 

trend toward a 200 to 500 acre one-man property. The major 

portion of the increase occurred on those Runs where large 

estates subdivided extensively after the early 1890s, the 

most notable contributors being Acton, Coldstream and Wester.,.. 

field. 

The larger holdings under 5,000 acres in extent appear 

to have performed a major role in the breakdown of a number 

of the large estates, particularly where this was undertaken 

throughout companies syndicates (Westerfield, Alford, Acton) 

or where inheritance was involved (Anama). Between 1915 and 

1930 there was an active break-down of these properties on 

all Runs, but though the same number existed at 1930 as at 

1880, there had been radical changes in their location. 

(Figure 7). The Acton, Westerfield and Shepherd's Bush Runs 

had all increased their numbers of this category since 1880, 

but elsewhere there was a general decline, particularly 

where settlements for Discharged Soldiers had been established 

after 1915. 

HOLDINGS OF 500 TO 1,000 ACRES 

Surveyed holdings in this category were generally assoc

iated with areas offering poorer soils for settlement. In 

1880 they formed 11 percent of all surveyed holdings, occupy

ing 10 percent of the land area; by 1930 they had become the 

second largest group, the proportions changing to nearly 17 

percent of surveyed holdings on almost 30 percent of land 

area. They were, therefore, both in area and growth in 

numbers an important aspect of the redistribution of land. 
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Between 1880 and 1895, the break-down of larger hold

ings on Wakanui and Cracraft, and the addition of nine Crown 

lease holdings in this category on Cracraft accounted for 

the major portion of change. On all other Runs the contin

ued addition of properties of this size was evenly spread 

and in numerical terms relatively unimportant. However, 

between 1895 and 1915 Corwar, Highbank, Longbeach, Spring

field and Buccleugh contributed the major portion of the 

increase of 84 surveyed properties, as a result of Estate 

break-down, land aggregation, and the subdivision of larger 

medium-sized holdings. Over 40 percent of the increase 

between 1880 and 1930 in this category of holdings came in 

this period, a rate exceeded only by properties between 200 

and 500 acres in size. 

Despite the acquisition of a number of larger properties 

after 1915 for Crown settlement, and the continued trend 

toward smaller holdings, a further 53 properties was added, 

mainly on Rokeby, where subdivision of larger properties 

accounted for a further 12 of these. Acton, Lagmhor, Wester

field, Valetta, Cracraft, Maranan and Coldstream all added 

between six and eight holdings each to the increase, which 

was therefore almost wholly on those Runs where large areas 

of poorer quality soils existed. Other Runs recorded 

decreases in numbers, the most important being Lavington, 

Corwar, Highbank, Springfield, Ashburton, and to a lesser 

extent Longbeach. 

THE SMALL HOLDINGS, UNDER 500 ACRES IN SIZE 

In 1880 surveyed holdings up to 500 acres in size 
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.. represented over 7 5 percent by number of all surveyed hold

ings, with over 16 percent of the land in the Study Area 

apportioned among them. By 1930, in spite of the large 

increase in the number of holdings in this group, the propor

tion of total holdings had declined slightly, though the 

area involved had risen to over 36 percent. 

Between 1880 and 1895, the increase in surveyed hold

ings under 50 acres dominated the redistribution of land in 

the Study Area, though the increase in acreage involved was 

extremely small. For the most part, this change can be 

attributed to the Crown Village Settlement schemes adjacent 

to the railway at Chertsey, Rosedale and Dromore, between 

the Rakaia and Ashburton Rivers, and at Hinds, between the 

Hinds and Rangitata Rivers, and again adjacent to the rail-

way. However, a significant propertion of the increase 

(25 percent) was also associated with the continued acquisi

tion of small freehold properties at Mt. Somers and adjacent 

to those already established at Staveley, while at Longbeach 

workers continued to purchase small blocks of land from the 

Estate. A small increase in numbers took place on the out-

skirts of the town of Ashburton, and at the bush settlement 

of Alford, but elsewhere holdings of this category were not 

important. After 1895, though there was only a small over-

all increase in their numbers, local differences of a consider

able order occurred: a large increase occurred on Highbank 

as a result of the settlement scheme, with a smaller increase 

on Lagmhor, but these were offset by large decreases on Alford 

and Coldstream, and smaller decreases on Acton and Wakanui, 

due to the process of property aggregation. 
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Holdirtgs £ram 50 to 200 acres in size increased after 

1880 largely as a result of Crown Land sales or Government 

settlement schemes, and this aspect of land subdivision is 

discussed more fully in Chapter VI. Some localised 

increases, such as those near Tinwald (from the Lagmhor and 

Longbeach Runs) were important, but generally holdings of 

this size did not play an important part in the overall 

redistribution of land. 

By 1915, farm units 200 to 500 acres in size had become 

the dominant element in change in numbers of holdings. Two 

factors were mainly responsible for this: first, the Crown 

settlement schemes inaugurated under the Land for Settle

ments Act, 1892, on the Lavington, Corwar, Highbank, Anama, 

Cracraft, and Coldstream Runs, as well as a private Land 

Settlement Association scheme on Longbeach, and second, the 

break-up of the larger estates, particularly those of Mt. 

Hutt and Spaxton, Springfield, Lagrnhor, and Lowcliff, with 

sales of a lower order occurring on the Alford, Buccleugh, 

and Anama Estates. The long-term trend appears to have 

been toward the establishment of farms in this category as 

the model unit for the Study Area, as a one-family economic 

farm, and as an expression of the economic, social, and 

political forces which brought about land redistribution 

after 1880, and which are discussed in Chapter VI. 

On the whole, private subdivision and sale was more 

important than Crown settlement in reducing the size of 

estates, and increasing the number of holdings in the Study 

Area. In certain size categories, particularly 100 to 500 
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acres, Crown settlement was important, but private subdivis

ion generally covered holdings of all sizes, though with an 

emphasis on those in the 200 to 500 acres sizes, and to a 

lesser extent those under 200 acres in size. Of the four 

forces discussed, the first, continued subdivision by the 

1880 owner or his descendents, proved to be the most import

ant, and accounted for the greater part of land redistribution· 

up to about 1910-1915. 

The second force operated mainly in one locality, at 

Acton, but was relatively important because of the size of 

the Estate in 1880, and because elsewhere holdings in the 

hands of speculators were subdivided after 1880 as opportun-

ity arose or finance firms dictated. A large proportion of 

Acton was held until the better times that occurred after 

1895, but with shareholders to be answered to, the directors 

and management of the Estate could hardly be accused of with

holding land from the market to force prices up, moreso 

since it was a well-farmed Estate, and was generally as 

productive as most others on the plains. 

Repossession of properties by Banks and Stock Firms 

was locally important, as at Buccleugh, and in the case of 

smaller holdings south of the Hinds River, but in the context 

of the Study Area as a whole, was not a strong force in the 

settlement of the plains. 

Figure 10 shows the location of surveyed holdings at 

1930, and may be compared with Figure 6 to give a picture of 

the changes which occurred in the 50 years following 1880. 
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The most important change was that of the large numbers 

of holdings which were established on Longbeach, Coldstream, 

Lagmhor, Springfield, Highbank and Cracraft. Less important 

were the patterns which developed on Acton, Alford, Corwar, 

Lavington, Westerfield and Anama. The great increase in 

small holdings is shown by the density of settlement over 

much of the Study Area, though as has been mentioned, and 

will be discussed in Chapter V, this pattern was not necessar

ily related to the location of medium or high quality soils. 

NOTES AND REFERENCES 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

s. 

Census of New Zealand, 1881, Wellington, 1882, · page 287. · .. 

Return of the Freeholders of New Zealand, Wellington, 
1884, at various pages according to alphabetical order 
of occupiers. 

But a Chi-square test showed that while there was a 
trend-line relationship between the two, they were only 
weakly related when a direct comparison was made of one 
with the other. 

Described in the Introduction to the Return. 

Records relating to land ownership or occupance for 
rating purposes were collected by Roads Boards prior 
to 1900, but these were destroyed "some time ago 11 

according to a former County Engineer, Ashburton County 
Council. 
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CHAPTER V 

AN EXAMINATION OF THE EFFECTIVENESS OF 

SUBDIVISION ON THE REDISTRIBUTION OF 

LAND IN THE STUDY AREA 

The pattern of settlement in the Study Area at 1930, 

as shown by Figure 10, was the result of numerous decisions 

by persons representing individual, and public and private 

corporate interests. A discussion of the ef£ects of such 

decisions on land subdivision should assume that at no time 

could any one of these interests be considered an entrepre

neur in the sense of an "economic man", that is, possessing 

full knowledge of all alternative and of the means of 

exploiting them. But it may be expected that over time, as 

knowledge and expertise increased, a farm-size structure 

would evolve in which the size of a holding would bear a 

direct relationship to the fertility (or perhaps more 

correctly, the productivity potential) of the soils on which 

it was located. 

In an ideal situation, the size of a holding should 

represent the effects of a number of unique elements acting 

on it. That is, that given, for example, a measure of the 

quality of soils on which a holding was located, then 

economic, social and political forces would regulate its 

size in relation to the total pool of potential occupiers 

(taken to be those actually occupying land and those who 

sought the opportunity to do so) and to the total area of 

land available. A change from one time to another would 

mean that at least one of these unique elements was out of 
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balance, and that the system was in a state of disequilibrium. 

An examination of some of these elements is contained in 

Chapter VI, while in this chapter an attempt is made to assess 

the extent to which subdivision in the Study Area achieved 

an ideal state. 

No attempt was made to define productivity potential 

in complete terms; instead a generalised test was developed 

which proved adequate for the analysis of the farm-size/soil 

productivity relationship discussed in this chapter. The 

technical data from which the test was derived are listed 

in Appendixes II and III, and the results of the classifica-

tion and its application shown in Table X and Figure 11. 

In order to assess the extent to which an ideal distri

bution of holdings had been achieved, it was necessary to 

calculate the potential for settlement, expressed in both 

numbers of holdings and average holding size, that each of 

the Runs and the Study Area as a whole might contain. For 

this calculation, it was assumed that the average holding 

size for all surveyed holdings in the Study Area at 1880, 

1895, 1915, and 1930, in relation to the productivity 

potential for the whole of the Study Area, would represent 

a standard level of subdivision at each of those four date, 

and that the ideal state would be acieved when the average 

size did not change from one time to another, and complete 

correlation occurred between size of holding and productivity 

potential. 

Two further assumptions were made: that the varied 

distribution of soil types, and the capabilities of those 

soils, would influence the intensiveness of settlement, and 
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that the average size of holding in the whole of the Study 

Area would provide the standard against which the average 

size of holding within each of the Runs could be measured, 

after adjustments for local variations in productivity 

potential had been made. 

Table VII and X, and Figure 11, summarise the data for 

the application of the test. The results of the analysis 

led to the conclusion that the increase in numbers of surveyed 

holdings, from 885 in 1880, to 1,204 in 1895,1~557 in 1915, 

and 1,780 in 1930, and the correlation coefficients of: 

1880 

1895 

1915 

1930 

-0.3420 

-0.3240 

-0.3999 

-0.4826 

indicated that the system was in fact moving towards an ideal 

state, though a considerable redistribution of land would be 

necessary in the period after 1930 if it was to be achieved. 

(Figure 11) • 

The productivity potential for the Study Area and each 

of the Runs was derived by rating the soils of the plains on 

the basis of fertility, and of sheep carrying capacity, since 

the sheep was the dominant production unit in the area 

between 1880 and 1930. The sum of soil capabilities per 

acre for each Run was divided by the area in acres of the 

Run, to give an index of productivity potential expressed in 

sheep units per acre. A similar average was derived for 

the Study Area, which had as its productivity potential an 
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TABLE X 

Productivity Potential of Runs in the Study Area. 

Calculated Percentage Achievement 

Potential (a) of Potential (b) 
1880 1895 1915 1930 

Acton 2.12 117 90 64 62 
Rokeby 2.25 90 67 55 60 
Lavington. 2.13 67 49 79 87 
Corwar 1.78 50 25 98 137 
Highbank 1. 72 94 82 172 200 

Mt. Hutt) 1.98 ) 59 ) 45 57 >54 
SEaxton) ) ) ) 

Springfield 2.33 55 36 109 100 
Winchmore 1.97 132 86 82 71 
Ashburton 1.79 200 215 148 132 
Wakanui 2.03 185 152 110 113 

Ringwood 4.08 165 190 132 133 
Alford 2.00 169 160 136 124 
Buccleugh 1.10 266 320 296 248 

Longbeach 3.11 62 89 100 89 
Lagmhor 2.30 95 76 128 128 
Westerfield 1. 82 59 90 52 62 
Valetta 2.18 81 46 38 56 

Anama 1.37 19 25 68 68 
Shepherd's Bush 0.87 140 107 116 117 
Cracraft 1. 38 86 138 123 124 
Maranan 1.39 109 122 86 83 
Coldstream 1.76 49 96 120 128 

Study Area 1.93 100 100 100 100 

See Appendices II and III. (a) 

(b) Based on average size of surveyed holdings. 

Source: Land Transfer Records; 

~ew Zealand Soil Bureau,Bulletins 14 and 27~ 
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index of 1. 93. The average size of holding in the Study 

Area was calculated for each of 1880, 1895, 1915 and 1930, 

and the expected number of holdings in each Run derived from 

this, as outlined in Appendix III. The difference between 

the observed and expected numbers of holdings represented 

the degree of under- or over-settlement which existed in 

each Run at that time. This is shown in Table X as the 

percentage of potential achieved for each Run. 

In Figure 12, the data listed in Table X for 1930 are 

mapped for each of the Runs. In the context of the Study 

Area as a whole, the pattern resulting from the averaged 

data is irregular and with one exception (Springfield) lack

ing in any direct relationship with productivity potential. 

A number of different influences may be deduced from this 

pattern, and from the remainder of the data listed in Table 

X, particularly when they are related to the four fqrces 

noted in Chapter IV to be important in the break-up of the 

large estates. 

The data may be grouped into five categories, though 

more than one category may have affected individual Runs: 

1. 

2. 

Those Runs where exploitation of potential was low at 

all times: Rokeby, Mt. Hutt-Spaxton, Lavington, 

Westerfield, Valetta, Anama, and with Longbeach 

generally in this category except at 1915 when parity 

with potential was achieved. 

Those Runs where exploitation of potential shifted from 

low in 1880 to high in 1930: Corwar, Highbank, Lagmhor, 
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Coldstream, and with Springfield at high in 1915, 

but returning to parity in 1930. 

Those Runs where exploitation of potential shifted 

from high in 1880 to low in 1930: Acton, Winchmore, 

and Maranan. 

Those Runs which were high in.exploitation of potential 

at all times: Ashburton, Wakanui, Ringwood, Alford, 

Buccleugh, and Shepherd's Bush. 

One Run where exploitation of potential was low in 1880, 

and high thereafter: Cracraft. 

Category 1. contained estates in which subdivision 

generally continued throughout the period 1880-1930, but 

where the degree of break-up of the large estates at 1880 

was not important. The freeholding or leasing of Crown 

lands after 1880 were important aspects of subdivision on 

Westerfield and Valetta, but in the other Runs in the group, 

private subdivision was the dominant factor, though the 

effect of the first of the four forces noted in Chapter IV, 

that of continued subdivision of large estates by the 1880 

owner or his descendents, was not important. 

The Runs in Category 2. contain several (Corwar, High

bank, Lagmhor, Coldstream) in which subdivision by the Crown 

was important, and therefore where the third of the forces 

acting to break-up large estates was effective, Springfield 

was the exception to this, since it was subdivided for private 

sale by its 1880 _owner, and was therefore affected by· the 

first of the four forces. 
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Category 3. is the result of a variety of influences 

at work, though the common characteristic of the three Runs 

was that they always contained large holdings, and were kept 

below pot~ntial by this factor and by the declining average 

size of holdings in the Study Area as a whole. Acton exper-

ienced the second of the four forces (subdivision following 

development, according to the policy of the Company) while 

Winchmore was entirely private subdivision, and Maranan a 

combination of private and Crown subdivision. 

The fourth category is characterised by those Runs in 

which early subdivision into a large number of small holdings 

occurred, or where productivity potential was very low, and 

contemporary ideas on adequate farm size tended to keep the 

average size of holdings lower than it need have been. 

Cracraft, the only Run in the fifth category, was sub

ject to considerable activity on the part of the Crown, both 

in sales and leases of Crown land, and in the establishment 

of settlement schemes. The third of the four forces noted 

was therefore the important one. 

The methodology and results of the test are doubtless 

open to criticism, because of the basis on which the classi

fication was established, and the use of broad averages 

derived from arbitrarily defined statistical units. But the 

results listed in Table X and described above closely parallel 

the changes discussed in Chapter IV, and it would appear there

fore that the test was adequate for the level of explanation 

it was required to provide. 
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The remainder of this chapter is devoted to a general 

description of the achievement of productivity potential by 

each Run, and some of the factors which influenced the pattern 

of settlement which occurred on the plains between 1880 and 

1930. For convenience of description, and to some extent 

comparison, the Study Area was divided into six sub-regions, 

each being fairly well defined by the physical characteristics 

of the plains. 

1. The Runs on the south bank of the Rakaia River: Acton, 

Rokeby, Lavington, Corwar, Highbank . 

The greatest potential for increases in production on 

these Runs, and conversely decreases in average holding size, 

lay with the higher fertility soils adjacent the south bank 

of the river. Reference to Table X establishes a general 

rule for the Study Area that with increasing altitude on the 

plains, there was a decline in the productivity potential of 

soils. The expected pattern of settlement for 1930 would 

therefore be that undersettlement was more likely to occur 

on the western Runs, Corwar and Highbank, but in fact the 

inverse of this situation existed. Acton represented in 

its origianl state (as defined by Acland) the largest single 

holding of the 23 studied. Though there was a considerable 

redistribution of land within the area surveyed, the overall 

change in numbers was small, only nine being added to the 

1880 total, by 1930. There were considerable additions in 

numbers of holdings under 50 acres in size, due to the imple

mentation of two village settlement schemes at Rosedale and 

Chertsey, and in the numbers of holdings from 100 to 500 

acres as a result of the establishment of settlements for 
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discharged soldiers at Riverina, Acton, Ashton, Seafield and 

Bruce, but aggregations of properties generally acted to 

reduce the total number of properties by 1930i and to increase 

the average size of holding in the Run to the extent that by 

1930 only 62 percent of potential had been achieved. The 

policy of the Australian and New Zealand Land Company appeared 

to be one of subdividing out large properties for sale, and 

this also tended to raise the average size of holding on the 

Run. 

Rokeby contained the highest potential of the five Runs 

in the group, but by 1930 had achieved only a very low propor-

tion of the settlement that was possible. A comparison of 

Figure 3 with Figures 6 and 10 shows that the intensity of 

settlement bore little relation to soil fertility, a situa

tion which had not changed greatly by 1930, though the better 

soils wer in general not being fully utilized. A reason 

for part of the underutilization lay in the fact that a large 

property was held continuously within one family from 1880 

to 1930, in conjunction with several other holdings along the 

south bank of the Rakaia River. In general, the evolution 

of the 1930 pattern occurred as a result of the reorganisa

tion of land within the formerly larger units, and not from 

the aggregation of smaller units. Settlement by the Crown 

was restricted to only a small scheme at Dromore for discharged 

soldiers, and had little effect on the overall pattern of 

occupance on the Run. 

Lavington. ---- This Run and its western neighbour, Corwar, 

were the smallest of the group. Potential was fractionally 

better than for Acton, and markedly higher than for Corwar and 
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Highbank, It was, however, mech more closely settled than 

either Acton and Rokeby, having increased its utilization of 

potential from 67 percent in 1880 to 87 percent in 1930. The 

greatest redistribution of holdings occurred between 1895 and 

1915, mainly as a result of the Avenel Land for Settlements 

scheme 1912-13, which subdivided four holdings into 19, to 

account for 75 percent of the increase in holdings in that 

time. Settlement on the better soils was not intensive, and 

it was this factor which was responsible for the underutiliz

ation of the potential of the Run. 

Crown settlement on Corwar, in the form of the Marawiti 

scheme in 1897, and the Lauriston and Lyndhurst schemes after 

World War I, concentrated holdings in the smaller farm sizes, 

and produced an average size of surveyed holdings that was 

rather lower at 1930 than the potential of the Run indicated 

should have occurred. Highbank showed an even higher level 

of oversettlement, also as a result of Crown activity, in the 

form of the Highbank scheme established in 1896. The potent

ial of this Run was the lowest of the group, due primarily 

to there being only a small area of better class soils, with 

the best of these lying adjacent the river. 

The Runs on the north bank of the Ashburton River: 

Wakanui, Ashburton, Winchmore, Springfield. 

From an early date, many of the holdings on the Wakanui 

and Ashburton Runs had been small, and oversettlement in 

relation to potential was therefore a continuing situation 

after 1880. Of the four Runs, only Ashburton was below the 

Study Area average in potential, while Springfield was more 
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than 20 percent above this; Wakanui and Winchmore, on the 

other hand, were only slightly higher than the Study Area 

average. {Table X). 

Wakanui. By 1880 this Run had been broken-up, the 

last major part of the Estate being offered for sale in 1878; 

a large acreage was still in the hands of speculators in 

1880, but by 1883 this had been transferred to more permanent 

ownership. Because the Run was the second largest in the 

Study Area, its soils varied considerably, from the more 

fertile areas adjacent the Ashburton River to the large 

area of poor soils to the north and northwest. The 1880 

pattern of holdings conformed reasonably well with that 

which might have been expected: of more intensive settle

ment on the better soils, with cropping as a major source 

of income, and of more extensive holdings in the northern 

and northwestern portions of the Run. By 1930 this pattern 

had been partly transformed as a result of settlement schemes 

inaugurated by the Crown, with small holdings of about 200 

acres being established in the eastern portion of the Run, 

but in spite of this, the degree of oversettlement had 

declined quite markedly by 1930 (Table X and Figure 11). The 

main reason for this decline was an external one: the contin

uing reduction in the average size of holding over the whole 

STudy Area. 

The Ashburton Estate had also been broken-up by 1880, 

with proximity to the town and the railway line being among 

the major factors influencing the early disposal of the Run. 

'l'he settlement pattern at 1880 was close to being that which 

might have been expected to occur: small holdings on the 



l 

• 

74 

better soils, and more extensive holdings on the poorer soils 

in the northern and northwestern districts of the Run. By 

1930, the pattern had not changed very greatly, though some 

aggregation of holdings had occurred, as well as subdivision 

of a few large holdings. The overutilization of potential 

evident at 1880 had declined a little by 1930, but the main 

reason for this was the continued lowering of the average 

for the Study Area, and not a major redistribution of holdings 

in the Run. 

Figure 3 indicates that the major portion of Winchmore 

lay on a band of higher-fertility soils adjacent the river. 

Because a number of holdings on the Run were comparatively 

small, a state of oversettlement in relation to potential 

existed in 1880. By 1930 this situation had changed to one 

of oversettlement, due primarily to the decline in average 

holding size in the Study Area as a whole. In the context 

of the whole Study Area, the Run was not an important element 

in the redistribution of land between 1880 and 1930. 

Springfield. This Run was not generally well-endowed 

with good quality soils, though Cameron saw considerable 

potential ib the Estate, and by good management was able to 

exploit much of that which actually existed. The main 

feature of the Run was the continuance of the major portion 

of it in the Estate until 1902, with the result that it was 

considerably undersettled to that date. The subsequent 

break-up of the Estate was concentrated in holdings of 200 

to 500 acres in size, with holdings of 100 to 200 acres also 

of some importance. Figure 10 shows that the pattern of 

settlement achieved by 1930 was largely an undifferentiated 
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one, which is surprising when the location of the better 

soils is considered. By 1930, the average size of holding 

on the Run had reached the ideal in relation to productivity 

potential, a situation which was achieved mainly by the 

establishment of a number of very small holdings, though on 

the lower-fe~tility soils. 

3. The Runs of the North-Western area: Mt. Hutt and 

Spaxton. 

The north-western area .of the plains, and the adjacent 

low downlands, with its complex pattern of less-than-average 

to better-than-average soils, and with moderate climatic 

limiations, had a productivity potential only slightly better 

than the average for the Study Area as a whole. Crown 

settlement schemes were not undertaken on either Run between 

1880 and 1930, and the increase in numbers of holdings there

fore came· from the subdivision of larger properties. Both 

Runs were considerably undersettled in 1880, and even by 

1930 there still existed a number of large holdings (one of 

more than 4,000 acres, three others of about 3,000 acres) 

which raised the average size of holdings for the area. 

4. The forks of the Ashburton River: Ringwood, Alford, 

Buccleugh. 

The variability of soil fertility over distance and 

altitude is well illustrated by the three Runs in this group. 

Ringwood, a small Run in the narrowest portion of the inter

riverine area, had the highest potential of all Runs, while 

Buccleugh, lying mainly on the downlands fringing the foot

hills, and bisected by Bowyers Stream, had the second lowest 



-l 

;,-

! 

76 

potential in the Study Area. Alford, with a belt of better-

quality soils in its eastern area, but with lighter soils on 

the downlands, averaged a little better for potential than 

the Study Area as a whole. However, settlement on the three 

Runs was considerably higher than would have been expected 

on the basis of potential, and was due to the existence of 

large numbers of very small units, particularly on the Alford 

and Buccleugh Runs, where bush settlements had been estab

lished before 1880, in mainly 20 acre sections. Crown settle

ment schemes were not an important factor in the subdivision 

of these Runs between 1880 and 1930, being restricted to the 

establishment of Wairere (Buccleugh} in 1919. 

Ringwood. By 1880 this Run had been broken-up 

completely, and because its potential was high and had been 

exploited by several small holdings, it was intensively 

settled at that date. The condition of oversettlement which 

existed then (over 60 percent above that which could have 

been expected on the basis of potential) had declined to some 

extent by 1930, primarily as a result of the decline in 

average size of holdings for the Study Area as a whole, but 

was still over 30 percent above potential. 

Alford. Figure 6 shows an unusual pattern of settle

ment for this Run: a large proportion owned by the Estate, 

and two areas of intensive settlement by small holdings, 

particularly on the cleared forest area at the western margin 

of the plains. By 1930 the Estate had been reduced to an 

area of 3,000 acres, but the pattern of settlement over most 

of the Run was still an extensive one, due primarily to the 

existence of low fertility soils. In spite of this the Run 
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was oversettled in relation to potential, in 1930, mainly 

as a result of the continued existence of small holdings of 

50 acres or less. 

The productivity potential for Buccleugh was low, but 

because of the proliferation of small holdings around the 

western margins of the Run prior to 1880, and the subdivision 

of larger holdings to give a high proportion of 100- to 200-

acre units after 1880, a state of gross oversettlement in 

relation to potential existed throughout the 50 years to 

1930. The very high utilization of potential was also main-

tained by a factor already described: the continued lowering 

of the average holding size for the Study Area as a whole. 

5. Runs located between the Ashburton and Hinds Rivers: 

Longbeach, Lagmhor, Westerfield and Valetta. 

These four Runs constitute a group occupying in total 

a soils pattern which was much more diverse than in any 

other group in the Study Area. The drained swamplands near 

the coast, on which Longbeach was situated, were famous for 

their overall productivity, but the remainder of the area 

located between the two rivers varied from barrens to thin 

strips of fertile soils adjacent riverbanks. Potential, 

apart from that of Westerfield, was well above the Study Area 

average, yet with the exception of Lagmhor the pattern of 

settlement in 1930 represented underutilization of productiv-

tiy potential. Figure 6 is dominated by the great freehold-

ings of Longbeach, Lagmhor and Westerfield in 1880, but by 

1930, though a much more diverse pattern had occurred as a 

result of the break-up of these estates, the settlement pattern 
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did not always conform closely to soil fertility patterns. 

In spite of the area occupied by the four Runs, only three 

settlement schemes were established {two by the Crown and one 

by a private settlement association) though the disposal of 

considerable areas of Crown land by sale or lease between 

1880 and 1900 had been a feature of the break-up of the Lagmhor 

and:westerfield Runs. 

Longbeach • The pattern of settlement on this Run was 

at all times affected by the size of the Longbeach Estate, 

and by the nature of land subdivision which had occurred with 

the dissolution of the Grigg-Russell partnership in 1882. 

Before 1880, and in the period 1880-1895, a number of small 

holdings of 50 acres or less had been sold off from the 

Estate to employees, and though continued subdivision of the 

larger properties occurred to 1930, the Run was at most times 

undersettled in relation to potential. 

Lagmhor. A horse-shoe-shaped area of better soils, 

surrounding and more than compensating for a central area of 

_much lighter soils, ensured that the potential for the Run 

was higher than that for the whole Study Area. The 1880 

settlement pattern was sparse, and reflected the large area 

of Crown lease in the central area of the Run, held by Lagmhor. 

Betwen 1880 and 1895 large areas of Crown land were taken up, 

as either lease or freehold, and with the final subdivision 

of the Estate between 1895 and 1915 and further subdivision 

of small holdings round Tinwald, resulted in a major redistri

bution of land on the Run. By 1930 a condition of over

settlement in relation to potential had developed, but this 
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was primarily a result of the retention cif very small hold-

ing round Tinwald, for elsewhere on the Run the settlement 

pattern generally conformed with what would have been expected. 

Westerfield. Potential on this Run was lower than the 

Study Area average, mainly because better soils were restricted 

to narrow strips adjacent the river banks. Figure 6 shows 

that these had been largely retained by the Estate, along with 

a large area of Crown and Education leases which ~aused a 

portion of the Run to appear on the map as unsettled. Between 

1880 and 1895 the leasing of land by the Crown, as well as 

the freeholding of Crown land played a large part in the 

increase of holdings. After 1895, subdivisions of larger 

holdings generally resulted in units of 500 acres or more, 

and this, together with some aggregation of holdings to 1915, 

resulted in the emergence of a condition of marked under

settlement by 1930. 

The Valetta Run was one of the smallest in the Study 

Area, and was more limited than the other four in the group 

in that while it had full river frontage on its northern 

boundary, there w-as only partial frontage where it joined 

Anama. Large holdings dominated the Run in 1930, and sub-

division was generally slow from that time on, though by 

1930 the settlement pattern had undergone a moderate change 

due to a marked increase in numbers of holdings after 1915. 

However, potential was never_fully exploited, and the Run 

was of little importance in increasing the intensiveness of 

settlement over the Study Area. 
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The Runs between the Hinds and Rangitata Rivers: 

~oldstream, Maranan, Cracraft, Shepherd's Bush, Anama. 

Considered as a whole, this section of the Study Area 

had the lowest potential, for the reason that it was dominated 

by a large area of "barrens 11 and by low fertility soils 

adjacent to these. There was an area of better soils on 

the coastal portion of Coldstream where formerly there had 

been swamplands, and a thin strip of good quality soils along 

the south bank of the Hinds River, but the only other area 

of better soils was found in narrow strips bordering the 

banks of the two rivers. 

The major portion of Anama was held in 1880 by the 

Estate, but there were no real stock-water problems on this 

Run, and river frontages were not therefore very important, 

apart from the area of better quality soils adjacent them. 

Elsewhere in the Rangitata River area the water problem was 

significant, probably more so than on any other part of the 

plains. The 1880 map shows an unusual pattern of settle-

ment, but large areas were still held in Crown lease at that 

time, and the gen~ral condition was one of undersettlement. 

Coldstream was significant for the two large estates on it 

at 1880, a unique feature in the overall pattern of settlement. 

The area encompassing the plains and downlands areas of The 

five Runs were slower than other localities in the study 

Area in attracting intensive settlement, due primarily to 

their relative remoteness in the early years of settlement, 

and the problems of cropping on the thin dry soils. On 

these areas, Crown lease was to be an important tenure, for 
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it was a form of settlement which made possible the economic 

utilization of the large areas of thin soils • 

Coldstream: Though this was the best-endowed of the 

Runs on the banks of the Rangitata, its potential was still 

lower than the average for the Study Area. The former 

sqamplands provided some reasonably fertile soils but about 

.68 percent of the Run was in the low-medium category, which 

had the effect of loweri:ag overall potential for settlement. 

However, Coldstream was important in being the third largest 

of the Runs, and was ultimately to produce the third largest 

number of'. .holdings. In 1880, the Coldstream (nearly 20,000 

acres freehold) and Lowcliff (over 10,000 acres freehold) 

Estates dominated the settlement pattern. By 1930 a very 

different pattern had emerged, with the effect of Crown 

lease settlement in the Hinds area, and of settlements estab

lished under the Land for Settlements Act (Strathmore), the 

Discharged Soldier Settlement scheme (Coldstream, Beach and 

Isleworth) and under Private Settlement conditions {Kelman). 

Elsewhere on the Run, intensiveness of settlement was 

dictated by soil types. Overall, the process of land 

redistribution had produced a condition of marked oversettle

ment, particularly on the Discharged Soldier Settlements,and 

around the township of Hinds. 

Maranan. A high proportion of this Run was located 

on low fertility soils, and perhaps because of this, a condi

tion of oversettlement in relation to potential existed at 

1880. Figure 6 indicates that at that date the pattern of 

settlement was irregular, due to considerable areas of Crown 

land which had no recorded leases, and was assumed to be used 
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by farmers on the adjacent pro~erties. By 1930 the pattern 

had changed to one which was almost undifferentiated, the 

exception being a few small holdings which had been estab-

lished on the south bank of the Hinds River. The increase 

in holdings in the period 1880-1930 occurred largely as a 

result of the leasing or freeholding of Crown land, generally 

in units of 500 to 600 acres, though a few were nearer 1,000 

acres in size. The situation at 1930 was that the Run was 

slightly undersettled in relation to potential, but with a 

pattern of settlement which corresponded closely with soil 

fertility. 

Cracraft. Low potential characterised this and the 

two remaining Runs, Shepherd's Bush and Anama, as a result 

of the high proportion of low-fertility soils which dominated 

the upper portion of the plain. The fragmented nature of 

the Cracraft Estate at 1880 can be seen from Figure 6, as 

well as the extensive areas of unsettled land, most of which 

was in Crown lease and used by the Estate. Between 18 8 O' 

and 1895, surveyed holdings more than doubled in number, 

three-quarters of the increase resulting from Crown lease 

settlement, either in the Ruapuna Village scheme, or on 

other Crown lands in the Run, and the remainder largely from 

the break-down of the Cracraft Estate. The main result of 

the redistribution of land had been the achievement of a 

situation of oversettlement, due mainly to the emphasis 

placed on small holdings by the Crown, either in settlement 

schemes or in general leasing of land. The major impact on 

settlement was therefore that introduced by the Crown. 

Shepherd 1 s Bush. Over 90 percent of the soils in this 
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Run were of low fertility, giving it the lowest potential 

of any of the 23 Runs in the Study Area. On the whole, it 

was only lightly oversettled at 1930 (as in fact it had been 

at all times since 1880) and the pattern of settlement shown 

in Figure 10 is therefore on which conforms to a relatively 

good utilization of productivity potential. 

Anama. The portion of the Run lying within the Study 

Area was largely downlands, and therefore low in settlement 

potential. It was, however, all freeholded, and except for 

three small selectors, was in 1880 divided into two Estates. 

Part of the Run had been taken up as an estate by a selector 

as payment for services to the Crown, while the Homestead 

estate had been in the hands of one family since the 1860s, 

and was to remain so until 1920. Little change in the 

number of holdings occurred between 1880 and 1895, but the 

Hekeao Land for Settlement scheme in 1898 added 13 new units, 

and with the sales of portions of the two Estates brought a 

four-fold increase in holdings to 1915. Between 1915 and 

1930 little further change occurred, but because of the 

number of larger holdings which existed in 1930, the Run was 

undersettled in relation to potential, as it had been since 

1880. 
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CHAPTER VI 

SOME POLITICAL, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC FACTORS 

AND THEIR EFFECT ON LAND SUBDIVISION 1880-1930. 

The evolution and consolidation of the small, one

family farming unit in the Study Area in the period 1880-

1930 was based on several factors. Predictably, capital 

and. labour were the major determinants of subdivision in 

that time. Those who acquired holdings through the free-

market system characteristic of the private sector, appear 

to have done so with more attention paid to the availability 

of land, than to the physical and economic factors which 

might affect its position as a viable productive unit. 

Crown settlement schemes were locally important in redistri

buting land, but generally came too late to be a.dominant 

force in land subdivision in the Study Area. The result, 

then, was that the evolution of the one-family holding 

occurred as a consequence of a number of influences, some 

of which were interdependent, and others such as market 

control and product standardisation, a by-product of this 

evolution. Figure 13 outlines the process of land subdivis-

ion as it occurred after the establishment of the large 

estates. 

Some of the factors influencing the evolution of the 

small one-family unit were comparatively uncomplicated, and 

can be summarised in the following terms: 

1. The desire on the part of the majority for economic 

independence, and the possibility of achieving this 
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1860s 

1870s 

1880s 

1890s 

1920s 

1960s 

THE PROCESS OF SUBDIVISION IN THE STUDY AREA 

LARGE ESTATE I .... Dominantly Merino sheep farming 

I 
I I I 

Subdivision for Wheat Wheat to both large and dominant pastures 

~ I 
small units 

Fodder crops 

REFRIGERATION I ... 
Heavier breeds Further 

of sheep subdivision 

--~ ~ 
Scientific farming ** 

Increased tendency towards intensification 
of farm,ng through: . 

1 
Smaller Increased Amalgamation 
unit ~- _ outp,ut of units 

.....---~--,~ / 
AGRICULTURAL Increased dependence on pro-
ORGANISATION, duct diversification through 
MARKET CONTROL manufacturing - therefore, 
AND STANDARDISATION increased specialisation of 

output, control of overall 
output 

Enlarged holding, either corporate or 
co-operative 

** Increased dependence on scientific farming brings higher 
labour input cost - therefore, the evolution to a smaller 
economic unit is limited by the input resources of one 
man, plus mechanisation and some labour. 

Fig. ·13 
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through technology and increasing standardisation of 

farm management techniques and the processing and 

distribution of farm products. 

The continuation throughout the period to 1930 of 

positive attitudes (both social and political) towards 

the desirability of having individual farming units. 

Even the so-called "state socialism" of the period 

had as its main objective the intensification of 

settlement through the one-family holding. 

3. The legislation enacted in the period 1880-1930, with 

its emphasis on an upper limit for subdivision of 

Crown lands, and its preoccupation with a policy of 

subdivision of large holdings. 

4. The promise held in the 1880s for good returns from 

small units, through the establishment in 1881-1882 of 

the frozen meat trade, and in the Study Area,also 

through the construction of a water-race system in 

1880-1882 to provide stock-water for the otherwise 

waterless plains. 

5. A period of considerable economic prosperity 1896-

1917, in which holdings that might be uneconomic in 

poor years could survive or even prove reasonably 

profitable. 

The role of agriculture in subdivision has never been 

clearly defined, though there was a tendency for writers to 

take the view in the 1880s that it was at least largely 

contributory to this process. One writer on agriculture 
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considered that the ultimate tendency of laDd occupation in 

Canterbury would always be towards small holdings. Farming 

on a very large scale did not pay, for as soon as large land

holders were forced to start cultivating, they would be faced 

with costs of maintenance and renewal of pastures that would 

force land to be either sold or leased for cropping and sub-

sequent regrassing. (l) The assumption by the same author 

was that leasing was virtually final subdivision, since many 

of the lessees ultimately purchased the land they cultivated. 

A process then developed in which further subdivision occurred 

in the vicinity of new holdings, for the mere fact of an 

estate being cut up and settled never failed in the long run 

to increase the value of other property in the neighbourhood. <2
> 

Technology and science appear to have had similar roles 

to agriculture, in that they were clearly related to the 

improvement and intensification of farming, and were therefore 

indirectly contributory to the process of subdivision, through 

the raising of production to a level at which either additional 

farm labour had to be employed, or subdivision had to occur. 

In only one or two cases was it noted from the tracing of the 

history of some farms that inheriting descendents of a land

holder having a large property, continued to farm that hold-

ing as one unit. 

Advances in technology generally bring progressive shifts 

from manual labour to horsepower, and from horsepower to 

mechanisation and automation (though the intermediate stage 

may be excluded) thus improving the timeliness of production, 

and what an individual may achieve when undertaking various 
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tasks in farming. Scientific advances are generally 

directed towards the raising the yield per unit of production, 

with new and improved breeds of animals and plants, and a 

shift from economically less-efficient stock to more-efficient 

stock. The sum of these two factors of technology and 

science is therefore to lessen the need for an extensive 

production base (that is, land) through increasing the 

potential that base offers for production. 

The use of fodder crops, noted in Figure 13, was an 

important step in the transition from extensive to intensive 

farming in the Study Area. Initially, their main use was 

for the-wintering-over and continued fattening of animals 

for the domestic meat market. As opportunities for meat 

exporting expanded, the use of fodder crops adapted quickly 
\ 

to an extension of this initial role, at first simply 

through increased acreage, and then through the introduction 

of summer crops such as rape, for the fattening of lambs 

during the dry season. 

The adaptation of fodder crops to the demands of the 

frozen meat trade also affected the management aspect of 

farming, for as well as revolutionising the basis of stock 

handling and fattening in the Study Area, they ultimately led 

to the wider use of fertilizers for pastures, and the develop

ment of animal health control methods necessitated by close

stocking and the maximisation of productivity per acre~ 

That the increased labour costs of production engendered by 

_this development, in a country where wages are relatively 

high, has not checked the tendency towards intensive farming, 

but on the contrary has allowed a progressive increase in land 
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values is due to certain advantages in New Zealand of climate 

and virgin fertility and equally great advantages of agricul-

ture organisation. The growth in importance of product 

grading and marketing boards and the Department of Agriculture, 

as well as other research organisations generally, and the 

unwillingness of successive Governments to take a more domin

ant role in regulating the ownership and use of rural lands, 

all helped to reinforce the position of the one-family farm 

holding. 

Social and political issues were well defined in the 

1880s and early 1890s, and again at the end of the 1920s, 

and a considerable body of legislation was enacted on land 

settlement in the 50 years of the study. On the whole, 

though, the experience in the Study Area was that subdivis

ion of large holdings and the aggregation of smaller ones 

was largely controlled by the freemarket situation, even to 

the manner in which the State purchased land for the establish-

ment of its settlement. The inunigrant of the nineteenth 

century was primarily an individualist, determined on the 

self-sufficiency and independence available to the owner of 

a one-family agricultural holding. His vulnerability to 

adverse economic conditions or to the vagaries of the seasons, 

probably tended more to reinforce this independence, than to 

cause him to think in terms of the possible advantages of 

co-operative or corporate activity. 

Two major economic influences also affected the social 

and political attitudes of the landholders and the landless: 

the onset of the long depression, by then only evident in an 

increasing difficulty in disposing of produce at profitable 
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price 1 and the dismal prospect of restricted markets and 

produce prices, both in agriculture and manufacturing. The 

promise of much better times through the exploitation of 
. 

refrigeration, a large and increasing pool of urban unemployed, 

and rural and urban underemployed, were undoubtedly major 

factors in heightening the desire for land in the early 1880s. ( 3 ) 

Throughout the 1880s and 1890s, three main attitudes 

prevailed in discussions on the future of land ownership in 

New Zealand •. The first of these, summarised in a statement 

made by the proprietor of a holding of corisiderable size in 

North Canterbury, (4 ) outwardly at least held some hopes for 

those who sought to maintain the former relationships between 

land, capital, and labour: 

1. 

2. 

Farming was practically co-operation. In the. case of 

large concerns, one person lent land, another capital 

to work it, and others did the work to provide the 

produce. 

Small farming was not desirable. It would not intro-

duce the machinery, the purebred stock, the brains or 

the education necessary to carry on large farming, 

which was a science and a business that required men 

of more experience and education than a cockatoo. 

Had these points been raised by a politician or a 

large organisation representing small farmers, or by one who 

had successfully put into practice those things he preached, 

then the course of farming in New Zealand may have taken a 

new and distinctively modern turn. The increase in large 

holdings under corporate or co-operative management in New 
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Zealand in the 1960s and early 1970s could well have begun 

in the 1890s, as well as the growth of manufacturing through 

diversion of capital funds not needed for intensive mechan-

isation of small holdings. The attitudes expressed in 

Acton-Adams' statements were, of course, quite open to 

criticism. Some of the "cockatoos" were men of consider-

able experience and ability, needing only a small start to 

make their way to positions of considerable wealth and 

community influence. The assumption also that small-farm

ing was not desirable negated the value of co-operative 

effort stressed by him, since much work on any large holding 

was seasonal, and while distribution of profits on a partici

pation basis would have provided a reasonably degree of 

security, a small-holding would have catered for off-season 

times and the mental well-being of the labourers. The main 

need was to satisfactorily harness the spirit of independence 

and the "house-and-cow-and-a-feii-acres" attitude that under

lay the ambitions of many of those who sought larger, more 

economic units. Had Acton-Adams questioned the large 

amounts of land and capital held in the hands of a few, his 

view may have found favour. 

There is a possibility, too, that Acton-Adams' suggest

ions may have appeared to be merely a variation on Wakefield's 

theme, and therefore unpalatable to those who had seen plans 

for the original Canterbury Settlement fail, with the subse

quent success of a few who had forged ahead on their own 

without regard to the position of the labourer. 

A second attitude .is that provided by Reeves. {S) This 

was that the large holdings monopolised an area utterly out 
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of proportion to the size of the country, or to the cornmun-

ities in the Province. Few extensive holdings were being 

worked to anything like the best advantage; many were 

heavily mortgaged or in the grip of financiers, and were 

carried on from year to year with the least capital outlay 

and the minimum use of labour. A deadlock had emerged in 

which land prices could not rise until the estates were sub

divided up and settled, and the large landowners could not 

afford to subdivide until prices had risen. 

The attitudes propounded by Reeves assumed that the 

large holding was an anachronism; that the mechanism of 

land ownership and control was the free-market. 

market values were possible. 

But fair 

The third important attitude, and probably the one 

which sealed the issue, was that of the Crown. 

as 1883 an official report(G) had stated: 

As early 

1. Land was a fixed commodity in the country, and no one 

should get any more than a lease, so that land might 

be made available for settlement when the time for 

settlement came. 

2. The value of Crown lands as with other land kept on 

increasing. If no restrictions were placed on the 

sale of Crown lands, the most productive portions would 

be bought up by wealthy individuals and companies, for 

later disposal at greatly enhanced prices to the settler 

whose labour was to make the soil productive. 

3. The argument for the disposal of Crown lands on settle-

ment conditions rested largely on the danger that if 
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those lands were exposed for open sale, organised 

capital would push aside the individual settler, who 

would never have the chance of dealing directly with 

the Crown for an acre of land. 

4. Large estates were not necessarily an evil where the 

possessor had the capital and employed it in the 

5. 

improvement of the land. But as a rule, it would 

best promote the future settlement of the country if 

the remaining agricultural land was so disposed of as 

to ensure its occupation by a resident population 

bound to cultivate a certain proportion as one of the 

conditions of holding the land • 

The function of the Land Department was not to raise 

so much revenue, but to settle the Crown Lands in the 

manner most likely to be mutually beneficial to the 

settlers and the country, and to prevent as much as 

possible any middleman coming between the Department 

and the settler. 

The arguments raised by the Lands Department came too 

late for Canterbury. An assumption was made, too, that 

"settlement" involved the acquisition of individual economic 

units. At no time did the report suggest that a move could 

have been envisaged by the State to acquire large holdings 

with a view to their corporate working and control. There 

was, of course, no history for such a move, for the New 

Zealand heritage was essentially British, and those in New 

Zealand who were wealthy (and therefore politically dominant) 

appeared to adhere to the English idea of acquiring a great 
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estate and founding a country family. What there was, how-

ever, was a nUIPber of examples of profitable, well-run 

estates, and many examples of small, unprofitable holdings. 

What is clear from the attitudes typified by those of 

Reeves and the Crown is that prevailing sympathies were very 

strongly oriented toward the small-holder; the large hold

ing was seen as a social and economic anathema,.rather than 

for the possibilities it offered for the rational reorganis-

ation of rural land use. There were, of course, some good 

reasons for the unpopularity of the large landowners of the 

plains. The frozen meat industry very early became an 

instrument for the success of some of these. Stevens(?) 

states that in one year John Grigg, a major shareholder in 

the Canterbury Frozen Meat Company, fattened and sent off 

to the freezing works 80,000 lambs, many of which had been 

bought in as store stock. Macdonald constantly refers(S) 

to the role of other 11 big men" in the affairs of the Company, 

also, and while it can be accepted that generally they worked 

for the good of all, the prolonging of the system of killing 

and shipping on owners' accounts must on a few occasions 

have worked to the advantage of the large landowner. 

Two important elements of social and political dis

content were urban unemployment and rural underemployment. 

Scotter( 9 ) considers that until 1890 it was possible for 

those with sufficient initiative to travel to the North Island 

and find work. (lO) What probably kept many in Canterbury 

was the sight of large estates waiting to be subdivided, and 

the growing weight of public and political opinion toward the 

intensification of settlement on the plains. Though the 
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11 drift to the North" is a generally recognised factor in 

nineteenth century settlement in New Zealand, the majority 

of the people still lived in the South Island in the 1870s-

1880s. In Canterbury, most of the land held by the Crown 

was on light soils, while much of that best suited to close 

settlement was held in large estates. Many of those large 

estates were producing under potential, often because they 

were in the hands of owners who had overstrained their 

resources in acquiring the .freehold, or of mortgagees who had 

foreclosed. Not all estates were run as well as Acton, 

Springfield, or Longbeach. 

REFRIGERATION 

The problems facing the New Zealand economy at the end 

of the 1870s were largely those of a country dominated by 

exports that offered few opportunities for the expansion 

needed to support a growing population. 

stated, -

One authority has 

"It is hard to say what New Zealand would have been 
without refrigeration. The production of wool could 
not have increased as it has, no amount of legislation 
could have made small farming possible ••• "(11) 

Another commentator on agriculture in 1881 noted with inter

est the establishment of the New Zealand Refrigerating Company 

in Dunedin. Refrigeration, he thought, was of such import-

ance to the well-being of the country that information lead

ing to the successful development of an export trade based 

on refrigeration should be hailed with satisfaction. The 

prevailing disregard for a proper rotation of crops could, 

he thought, only lead to declining quantities of grain per 

\ 
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acre, but there was little inducement to farm differently, 

as grain was the only farm produce offering any prospect of 

remuneration. <12 > 

Philpott(l3J suggests that the true exploitation of 

refrigeration commenced about 1890, after which there was 

very rapid economic progress in the New Zealand economy to 

1920, based on the expansion of agricultural production. 

With the advent of refrigeration and the rapid development 

of meat and dairy products, there commenced a trend towards 

greater intensity of labour per acre, with further impetus 

to this movement being given by the intensification of 

settlement through the Liberal-Labour legislative programme 

at the turn of the century • 

nrn an economy where land was cheap, where labour 
costs were relatively high, and prices favourable, 
net returns per acre were maximised in animal 
products and in these products New Zealand has 
specialised."(14} 

The advent of refrigeration led, in fact, to the successful 

exploitation of the major advantage New Zealand has in 

primary production: a climate well suited to the growing of 

grass and root crops. In some seasons in the Study Area 

this advantage was not always evident, but on the whole there 

was a movement towards better use of the physical resources 

of the area through improved farming methods resulting in a 

wider use of crop rotations and improvement of per acre yields 

of products. 

When the frozen meat industry was first established in 

New Zealand, it was thought likely to have two main consequences 
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for agriculture. (lS) First, it would of necessity bring 

about a great change in the methods and ·nature of farming. 

Second, demand creates supply, but the markets would require 

products of a certain quality. 

The most important impact of refrigeration on farming 

was in the growth of sheep numbers, and the changes in manage

ment and agriculture that of necessity coincided with this. 

Thus acreage of improvec. grasses increased greatly, flock 

size averages declined as intensification of farming occurred 

through subdivision, and grainfarming declined to relatively 

static levels after 1899. The new technology brought other 

effects, also: an almost total dependence on the manufactur

ing sector of the economy and its non-manufacturing linkages; 

a revolution in methods of marketing, leading to the estab

lishment of produce boards (meat 1922, dairy produce 1924} 

and methods of control in grading and packaging products, as 

well as increased control over the timing of product distri-

bution. The Department of Agriculture was formed in 1894 

to promote refinements in the methods of production and 

processing of produce, while from its establishment, Lincoln 

College carried on a strong but often unrewarded campaign 

against poor management and indifference in both good and 

bad times. 

The success of the first shipment of frozen meat 

naturally raised hopes as to the success of succeeding exports. 

Theorists and practictioners were quick to note the opportun

ities such a venture promised for increased profitability in 

farming. ( 16 ) The general feeling was that as soon as the 
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industry was established properly, growers could expect a 

substantial increase in profits and the prices of sheep and 

cattle. And certainly, until 1884 prices remained at 

relatively high levels on both the export and domestic markets. 

Then, with the onset of a long-term depression in 

profits from the frozen meat trade, came apathy towards the 

industry, shown by a backwardness of sheepowners in making. 

their offers for export. (l?) But gradually, as general 

acceptance of the situation occurred, and increasing numbers 

of small-holders sought markets for their produce, sheep 

numbers increased, as did exports of frozen meat. One 

reason for this was that during the 1880s and early 1890s 

frozen meat companies had not generally established the 

practice of buying on the farm, but instead merely killed 

and shipped on owners' accounts, (lB) and the choice was 

therefore a simple one - to farm sheep for both meat and 

wool export, or wool export alone. The latter course would 

probably have required a farmer to turn to cropping as a 

major source of income, which many appeared to do, for the 

large acreage of wheat each year to 1899 could not wholly be 

attributed to the breaking-in of land for new-sown pastures. 

By the early 1890s significant changes were occurring 

in the frozen meat industry. In 1889 it was noted that the 

bulk of New Zealand lamb carcases were too small for export(l9 ) 

and that the outlet for frozen lamb was actually and proport-

ionately more restricted than for mutton. However, by 18.93 

a more optomistic note was being struck, with the general 

acceptance that fat lambs were becoming a rpofitable diversi-

fication of meat exporting. <
2o) In 1893, also, distinct 
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improvements were seen to have been recorded in the general 

quality of frozen meat exported, and the trend towards lamb 

of a specific type was becoming more marked, as the taste of 

consumers in Britain had steadily altered in favour of small, 

plump, early-matured carcases, as against the large, meaty 

carcases preferred when the frozen meat trade had begun. The 

numbers of young ewes being sent to the freezing works was 

declining, compared with the numbers in 1889, since they were 

worth more for breeding than for freezing purposes. 

The search for breeds giving ideal carcases for export 

had halted by the 1890s, when the popularity of the Southdown 

ram began to increase, as a sire for crossing with Romney or 

crossbred ewes. As well as providing the type of carcase 

wanted by the export market, the early-maturing quality of 

the lambs which resulted from this cross meant that quick 

returns could be gained, while all the risks of wintering

over were avoided. {Zl) 

With any innovation, experimental and wearing-in periods 

are necessary, and this was true of both sheepfarming and the 

meat export industry . It was inevitable, for example, that· 

until sufficient was learnt about culling and maintaining 

breeding flocks for fattening purposes, depletion of breed-

ing flocks would occur. This was particularly so in a 

situation where pasture and supplementary crops management 

was also required to undergo considerable experimentation. 

A correspondent noted in 1889( 22 ) that in the South Island it 

appeared that the permanent flock had not held its own against 

the drain for export and home consumption. The decrease in 

numbers was not serious, but was sufficient to be significant, 
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all the more so when it was realised that in that year the 

average export carcase weight was far below what it was when 

the frozen meat export trade was initiated. <23 ) However, 

with the ascendency of the true fat-lamb breeds of rams, and 

the trend towards an export market dominated by demand for 

lamb carcases, sheep management and flock-culling improved, 

and flock sheep numbers continued their long-term increase. 

THE ROLE OF THE CROWN IN SETTLEMENT 

Three separate sets of enactments provided the bases 

for the evolution of the pattern of holdings in the Ashburton 

County. The first of these, the Regulations of 1853, allowed 

an unlimited purchase of freehold land by any individual or 

group, and provided for large leasehold runs. But titles 

to early land purchases were transacted under the deeds 

system, which was cumbersome and often expensive, for titles 

had to be searched and verified in a manner that could take 

years to establish rightful ownership of a land parcel. 

11 11.ew dawn" therefore occurred for land sales and transfer 

A 

with the legalisation of the Torrens system of land registra

tion, by the Land Transfer Act of 1870, after having previously 

been incorporated in the Land Registration Act of 1860. The 

way was then cleared for the cheap and speedy transfer of 

land which occurred with "land boom" of 1877-1878, when a 

high proportion of the land not already alienated from the 

Crown passed into the hands of private purchasers, and land 

already freeholded changed hands in the "orgy of trafficking 

in land values" described by Scotter. <24 > 

The third important set of enactments occurred in the 
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Land For Settlements Act of 1892 and its subsequent amend

ments, and its later derivative, the Discharged Soldiers 

Settlement Act of 1915. In this respect, economy and 

legislation were much more closely related than for the 

18 5 3 enactment: once the "long depression" had cormnenced 

in earn~st, there arose an increasing social and political 

awareness for a more equal distribution and increased 

opportunity to earn a living. The 1880s saw legislation 

aimed in part at alleviating the problems of underemployment 

and unemployment, but until 1892 there was no real attempt 

to reconcile the dual needs of provision of sources of 

income for those genuinely in distress, and the subdivision, 

or reorganisation bf the management, of la~ger holdings to 

meet that end. In an economy heavily dominated by the 

agricultural sector, a share in land ownership provided the 

only real answer to unemployment. 

Village settlement schemes of various types were 

established by legislation between 1880 and 1892. 

11 In 1880 the ordinary village settlement was commenced ••• 
the few acres that each family held was sufficient to 
graze a cow or two, grow potatoes and garden fruits, 
and this, supplemented by the proceeds of the employ-
ment obtained in the busy seasons in the surrounding 
districts, enabled several hundred families to acquire 
comfortable homes. The system met with much success 
in Canterbury. The special-settlement system estab
lished in 1886 had even more favourable terms and 
conditions ••• partly designed to encourage the unemployed 
of the towns to migrate to the country, and married 
applicants were preferred to single."(25) 

A number of these were established in the Study Area (see 

below) but as the depression deepened and work became more 

difficult to acquire in prder to supplement lowering incomes, 
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the philosophy behind the establishment of very small hold

ings must surely have come into question. 

The institution of the small village settlement schemes 

was an attempt to overcome part of the problem of under-

employment and unemployment. But the real dependence of 

the labourer was on income from work in the surrounding 

farming district, and not on the subsistence returns avail-

able from 5- or 10-acre holdings. The only real advantage 

in a small scheme 19-y;in the fact that the Crown was at 

least an acco~.modating landlord, and accepted arrears in 

rents as a reasonable compromise for not having to provide 

relief for unemployed, and because the anticipated return 

to better economic conditions would allow debts to be 

cleared. Politically, too, there was much to be gained 

from the lessening of pressure for land, from those seeking 

small holdings. 

The Liberal-Labour Government of the 1890s, in setting 

about a policy of land resumption and subdivision of large 

estates, also hoped to absorb, both on the resulting new 

units and on the associated reading contracts, the labour 

of men for whom there was no place in urban industry. 

Generally, however, the settlement schemes came __ at·_.a time 

when a return to better economic conditions was occurring, 

and for this reason there was after 1900 probably a major 

decline in the desire of new settlers to be placed on Crown

lease holdings, with their rigid settlement conditions and 

restricted right of resale on rising land markets. <26 > Once 

it was certain that better times had come to stay, for a while 
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at least, agitation arose for the right to freehold settle-

ment properties, for the reasons just outlined. It is true 

that leaseholders could realise on the goodwill of their 

leases, but they were restrained from selling by many things 

such as occupation and improvement conditions, oversight and 

supervision by the Crown, and difficulties in the valuation 

of improvements. 

Until the passing of the 1892 Act, dumrnyism was still 

a means of acquiring an interest in cheap Crown lands. The 

1887 Land Amendment Act still allowed the absolute purchase 

of all lands open to selection, and more especially applied 

to first selectors of unsurveyed lands who had absolute 

right of purchase without competition. Attacks were made 

on this system <27> but the problem of drawing a line beb-veen 

legitimate and non-legitimate selectors was a di.fficult one 

to solve. For example, the concessions extended under the 

provisions of the Land Act to perpetual lease-holders 

tended to avoidance of the real settlement conditions; that 

is, married women could select, selectors could reside on 

land contiguous to their perpetual-lease holdings; youths 

who were lessees could reside with their parents in any part 

of the provincial district in which lay the lands they had 

selected; perpetual-lease holders were exempted from resid

ing on their holdings provided they effected double the 

required cultivation and improvements (condit~ons which could 

hardly be described as onerous if the objective of acquiring 

the land was to sell later at a profit!). 

In a ballot, the use of durrunies ensured a better"'."'"than

average opportunity of obtaining a section, and bona fide 
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individual selectcrs had even fewer chances of success when 

it is realised that their choice of properties was often 

further reduced by the cash-purchase activities of some of 

those using dummies. The New Zealand Farmer stated: 

"The recent sales of Crown land in the Ashburton 
County did not result, so far as can be ssen from 
the list of buyers, in a single additional selector 
being placed on the land. Most or all was bought 
by large landowners of the localities of the land 
sold, or for them by dummies in the shape of sisters 
or cousins or aunts."(28) 

Lennon, in his analysis of Crown land s;ales .in 1890, arrived 

· ·1 1· · <29 > d 1 d t fer records at a s1m1 ar cone usion, an an rans 

indicate several glaring examples of the use of qummies. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

The Land Act of 1892 had three main objectives: 

The prevention of further a9gregation of Crown land 

to form large estates; 

The break-up of large estates established prior to 

1892; 

The provision of aid for men of moderate means to 

acquire a homestead. 

Two forms of leasehold tenure were available: occupa

tion with right of purchase, which gave the opportunity for 

freeholding the property once certain conditions had been 

fulfilled, and lease-in-perpetuity for 999 year~, which was 

intended to provide a title equal to freehold, at a moderate 

rental. Village and special settlements were to be contin-

ued under the Act; a system of small farm assoication 

settlements, under special regulations and conditions, was 
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also provided for, where not less than 12 persons could 

select up to 11,000 acres on a lease-in-perpetuity tenure, 

with no person to hold more than 320 acres (on 500 acres in 

the case of swampland). 

Land for the various shcemes was to be provided through 

purchase of existing freehold out of loan monies. From the 

start, this limitation imposed problems on the scheme, 

since the amount of finance allocated to land purchase was 

for less than that necessary to make adequate provision for 

intending settleers, and in many cases the land purchase 

boards had to settle for the purchase of light and stoney 

soils, or land which had become exhausted from over-cropping. 

and poor management. 

The legislation of 1892 was admirable in its intention 

to spread more widely the benefits of production from land. 

But it came too late to be effective in the Study Area, and 

probably laid too much emphasis on individual ownership 

rather than participation in productivity. By the time the 

Act had begun to take effect, the return to prosperity, the 

passing-on of many of those who had accumulated or long-

owned the great estates, and the normal land market mechanism, 

had overtaken it and brought about a further reduction in 

the number of large properties. 

Between 1892 and 1915 there was little legislation of 

any significance for the Study Area. The Land Settlement 

Finance Act of 1909 enabled groups of purchasers to buy 

private freehold subdivisions, and to raise pruchase monies 

by means of loans guaranteed by Government. Any five or more 
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persons could by agreement form an incorporated land settle

ment association, and purchase in the name of that associat

ion any estate consisting of not less than 250 acres, which 

could be subdivided into allotments of not less than 25 

acres or more than 200 acres. These restrictions on size 

limited the effectiveness of the scheme, and it is not 

therefore surprising that only two settlements, Kelman and 

Eiffelton (1915), totalling 2,370 acres, were established. 

The major land legislation in the period 1915 to 1930 

concerned the settlement of soldiers returning from World 

War I. The Discharged Soldiers Settlement Act of 1915 

empowered the Government to set aside any ordinary Crown or 

settlement land for lease to soldiers, under the provisions 

of the Land Act, 1908, or the Land for Settlements Act, 1908 

(both of which in effect reiterated provisions already 

written into previous Land for Settlements legislation, and 

made minor extensions to the provisions of the earlier Acts.). 

There were subsequent amendments to the Act of 1915 to extend 

the class of those eligible to ballot, and to provide financ

ial relief, and in some cases aid, following the poor years 

of 1922-3 and later in the decade. 

THE VILLAGE SETTLEMENT SYSTEM 

Ten settlements were established between 1886 and 1900, 

under the Village Settlement and Village Homestead Special 

Settlement schemes. (Table XI and Figure 14). A total of 

91 lots was established on 3,038 acres, the smallest scheme 

being that at Winslow (10 acres) and the largest Ruapuna 

(995 acres). 
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The success of the schemes in their early years varied 

according to location. At Rakaia, the settlement was con-

sidered to be a great success, C3o) having the "advantages" 

f t · th h ·t as di'd Chertsey. (3 l) o wa er races running roug i, On 

the other hand, Dromore and Ashburton suffered from the lack 

of running water, the latter also being restricted in oppor

tunities for development :through having been located on thin, 

stony, dry soils, a complaint which was echoed at Winslow. <32 > 

The Hinds and the two Alford schemes, in contrast, suffered 

from surfeit of moisture, the first because of its location 

on swampland, and the last two because of high average 

annual rainfall and the shading effects of the bush which 

had to be cleared from the sections. 

Statistics published in 1889 and 1891 for eight of 

the settlements (see Table XI) indicate that there was a 

heavy dependence on cattle and cropping, with the exception 

of those at Alford and Hinds, probably due to grassing-down 

after tree-felling on the first two, and problems of swamp-

iness on the latter. Settlers were predictably intent on· 

extracting the maximum use of their holdings by concentrat

ing on those activities which gave both good returns and 

greatest freedom for any available labouring work in the 

surrounding districts. 

In terms of numbers of settlers established, the village 

settlement schemes can be regarded as relatively successful; 

from the point of view of land area settled, and effect on 

the local economy, they were not important in their own 

right, though they probably did at least ensure a ready supply 

of labour for surrounding districts when it was needed. 



y 

107 

TABLE XI 

Village Settlements in the Ashburton County 

Number Area Area · Cultivation (acres) 

Settlement Date of Occupied Cultivated Sheep Cattle Grain . Grass Other 
Estab.Selectors (acres} (acres) Crops 

!889 1891 !889 IB9I 1889 I891 1889 189.1 r~.89 !89.I !889 . . 1891 I'81f9 .. 1891 

Alford 1887 2 33 33 33 26 4 7 18 * 13 * 2 * 
Alford 1886 10 217 217 195 166 30 22 58 2 * 184 * 9 * Forest 
Arundel 1900 4 (329 at 1900) * * * * * * * * * * * * 

Ashburton 1886 6 120 120 98 118 3 10 58 * 32 * 8 * 
Chertsey 1886 18 269 246 227 246 8 16 172 * 34 * 21 * 

Dromore 1886 10 184 184 139 165 6 12 105 * 29 * 5 * 
Hinds 1887 20 790 740 452 510 37 47 112 * 324 * 16 * 

Rakaia 1886 8 132 134 132 134 7 13 114 * 11 * 7 * 
Ruapuna 1890 12 995 995 * * * * * * * * * * * * 
Winslow 1886 1 10 10 10 10 1 4 5 * 4 * 1 * 

* Data not available 

Source: A.J.H.R., C-1, 1891; C-5, 1889. 
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THE LAND FOR SETTLEMENTS SCHEMES 

Between 1896 'and 1913, when the first and last of 

seven schemes under the Land for Settlements Act, 1892, 

were established in the Study Area, two distinct phases of 

resumption of land occurred. (Table XII). The first of 

these, frpm 1896 to 1898, saw 96 holdings created from three, 

with the purchase of land at Highbank, Marawiti (from the 

Corwar Estate) and Hekeao (from the Anama Estate), on a 

total of 13,400 acres. The second period, from 1910 to 

1913, was more subdued, with 45 holdings being created from 

five, on 12,710 acres. 

Two distinct policies also emerged with the settlements: 

in the first phase (1896-1898) 41 holdings of 50 acres or 

less were created, as well as 13 holdings of 100 acres or 

less, compared with one of each category infue second phase. 

The policy of a readily available supply of agricultural 

labour was ignored in the later settlements, but though 

these concentrated their holdings in the categories which by 

and large provided economic holdings, it is evident that the 

Crown never intended the majority of its tenants to become 

rich men. 

The Highbank settlement was by far the largest and 

most important of the seven, providing almost 50 percent of 

the holdings on about 36 percent of the area in the schemes. 

It was also the most diverse of the settlements in size of 

holdings, and the last to concentrate on a true village 

component within a comprehensive subdivision. Most of the 

village s~ctions were 10 acres in size, and were provided as 
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TABLE XII 

Holdings Created Under the Land for Settlements Act, 1892 

Number Area 
Origin
ally 

Occupied 
(acres) 

of Size of Holdings (acres) Total 
Settlement Pieper- Under 50-100-200- 500- Hold-

ties 50 100 200 500 1,000 ings 
Resumed 

Highbank 
( 18 9 6) 

Marawiti 
(1897) 

Hekeao (1898) 

Ruapuna No.2 
(1910) 

Valverde 

Avenel 

Strathmore 

Totals 

Source: 

9,120 

2,030 

2,250 

4,400 

2,310 

3,600 

1,400 

25,110 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

8 

32 13 

5 

4 

1 

1 

42 14 

Land Transfer Records 

TABLE XIII 

7 16 

3 

2 

5 

6 

4 10 

3 

9 

6 

9 

3 

28 55. 

2 

2 

Changes in Numbers of Holdings Established 

Under the Land for Settlements Act, 1892 

Year 

Created 

1915 

1930 

Percent of all holdings 
in 1915 

Percent of all holdings 
in 1930 

Holdings Created by Size 
Categories (acres) 

Under 50- 100- 200-
50 100 200 500 

42 

30 

29 

10.9 

10.1 

14 

13 

14 

28 

24 

23 

55 

57 

57 

7.1 10.9 12.4 

7.7 8.3 9.7 

500-
1,000 

2 

2 

2 

0.8 

0.7 

Source: Land Trans~er Records 

70 

13 

13 

14 

9 

19 

3 

141 

Totals 

141 

126 

125 

8.1 

7.0 
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a means of ensuring a sure supply of labour in the locality. 

The most questionable element of the settlement was the 

provision of 13 holdings between 50 and 100 acres; these 

were truly llin-between 11 propositions, too small to be an 

economic proposition in their own right, but requiring suf

ficient attention to ensure that their occupants were not 

always able to make themselves available when the chance 

arose to supplement their incomes in the surrounding 

district. Cropping and dairying therefore became a means 

to a better income on such a holding. 

Marawiti and Hekeao repeated the style of settlement 

developed at Highbank, though without a true village compon

ent, but by 1910, when the Ruapuna Number II subdivision 

occurred, farms were in more moderately-sized categories. 

Holdings below 200 acres in size were probably barely 

economic propositions on the poor soils of the Rangitata 

district, and it would appear that the settlers already 

established on the earlier Ruapuna Village settlements would 

have been able to find little employment available for them 

on the later Crown venture. 

Table XIII summarises the history of the settlements 

after 1913. The main changes were the decline in numbers 

of very small holdings (almost wholly on Highbank) and the 

slight consolidation of holdings in the 200-to-500 acre 

category, due to amalgamations of properties. Table XIII 

also emphasises the very small role played by the Land for 

Settlements Act in promoting closer settlement in the Study 

Area, since in 1930 the holdings on the seven settlements 

accounted for only about seven percent of surveyed holdings. 
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THE DISCHARGED SOLDIER SETTLEMENTS 

Under the Discharged Soldiers Settlement Act of 1915, 

land was to be resumed by the Crown for subdivision to 

provide holdings for discharged soldiers, primarily as a 

means of settling many of those who would return to the 

farming industry for work and an opportunity to acquire 

their own holding, and as a gesture towards the role of 

those same individuals in World War I. 

Between 1917 and 1920, 99 holdings were established 

on 16 schemes, accounting for approximately 21,000 acres of 

land. {Table XIV) • The schemes were widely spread over 

the Study Area (Figure 14) and accounted for all types of 

soils. The size factor was important, therefore, in deter-

mining the viability of the individual units as having a 

chance of success. New Park, Beach, Coldstream, Isleworth, 

and Ashton were established on generally good quality soils; 

this is reflected in the fact that of the 52 holdings 

created on these five schemes, 16 were of less than 100 acres 

in size, 35 between 100 and 200 acres, and one (at Coldstream) 

over 200 acres. Even with dairying as a major activity, 

units of less than 100 acres on these soils would be at best 

marginally economic as a full-time venture. The best of 

the settlements in this group was undoubtedly Coldstream, 

where it was possible to diversify from dairying to some 

sheep and cropping. 

Three other settlements, Hawthorne, Riverina, and 

Wairere, were established on average soils, but the last

mentioned suffered from a· clirnatic limitation due to its 
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TABLE XIV 

!f_oldings in Discharged Soldier Settlements. 

Holdings Created Holdings at 1930 

Scheme Date Area (Size in acres) Totals ·(size in acre·s) Totals Es tab. (acres) Unaer so- 100- 200- SOO- Under ~o- HiO- ~00- 500-
50 100 200 500 1,000 50 · 100 200 · 500 1,000 

Acton 1919 849 3 3 3 3 
Ashton 1919 1,747 1 3 4 1 3 4 
Beach 1919 754 4 3 "'" 7 4 3 7 
Bruce 1918 1,164 1 3 4 2 2 
Buckley 1918 1,653 3 3 3 3 
Coldstream 1919 1,637 10 1. - 11 10 1 11 
Dromore 1920 834 3 3 2 2 
Grange 1920 675 3 3 3 3 
Hawthorne 1920 656 6 6 5 5 
Isleworth 1920 1,430 7 6 13 7 6 13 
Lauriston 1920 1,000 4 4 3 3 
Lyndhurst 1920 4,301 15 15 15 15 
New Park 1919 592 4 3 7 4 3 7 
Riverina 1920 869 5 5 - 4 4 
Seafield 1917 1,329 4 4 4 4 
Wairere 1919 1,487 1 2 4 7 1 2 4 7 

Totals 20,977 1 16 39 40 3 99 1 16 32 37 7 93 

Source: Land Transfer Records 
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location adjacent the Staveley and Winterslow foothills. 

For this reason it was more diverse in holding sizes than 

the other two. On the whole these settlements gave thin 

tenants holdings that could be regarded as reasonable 

economic propositions on the basis of size, though there 

were some reorganisations of holdings at Hawthorne and 

Riverina. 

The remaining eight schemes were all located on poorer 

soils, and it is clear from the sizes of holdings established 

that there was some recognition given to this limiting 

factor. In spite of this, amalgamations occurred on the 

Bruce, Dromore, and Lauriston settlements, for the purposes 

of acquiring what were in a few cases substantially larger 

holdings. 

Considered as a whole, the settlement schemes estab

lished under the 1915 Act were as important as those in the 

earlier Land for Settlements schemes, though providing fewer 

new holdings. The important difference between the two 

types of scheme lay in the sizes of holdings provided: the 

idea of the village settlement as a pool of available labour 

had gone, and there is little doubt that the prosperous years 

and the duration of World War I had brought home the realisa

tion that a one-family unit suitably mechanised needed at 

most a permanent farm hand, while contract work for harvest

ing and neighbours' help on 2. work-in-return basis was all 

that was necessary to handle seasonal work demands. 

There were several reasons why the schemes terminated 

in the Study Area. Speculation in land was raising prices 
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to an exceptional level, in fact beyond that which the Land 

Purchase Board could afford in order to acquire land on 

reasonable terms. The fall in agricultural prices (1920-

1921) brought a cessation of the scheme, which was not later 

resumed, though on small settlement, partly soldier and 

partly civilian, was established at Clunes in 1930. There 

is a probability, too, that experience showed those who had 

not acquired holdings under the scheme that they were at 

least as well off to buy on the free market, where they 

could later sell with a chance of reaping the benefit of 

even higher land prices. Finally, it was probably true 

that the total number of holdings taken up under the scheme 

was sufficient to absorb a fair proportion of those wanting 

farms. 

LEASE OF CROWN LAND 

Table XV summarises changes in tenancy for all surveyed 

holdings resulting from subdivision activity on the part of 

the Crown. While the number of surveyed holdings at 1895 

which resulted from the leasing of Crown land was relatively 

substantial (19 percent of all surveyed holdings, see Table 

XVI) many of these were contained in the village settlements 

established at that date, and Crown subdivision for leasing 

under general occupation conditions was not therefore a major 

element in land settlement. By 1895, almost all Crown land 

not sold or leased for agriculture had been disposed of, and 

the subsequent provision of new holdings under Crown lease 

was almost wholly confined to land resumed for planned settle

ments. 
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TABLE XV 

Losses of Crown Tenancy in Surveyed Holdings 1880-1930 

Size of Holdings (acres) 
Under 50- 100- 200- 500- Totals 

50 100 200 500 1,000 

Surveyed Crown Holdings 1895: Village Settlements 78 13 91 

Other 6 68 14 34 17 139 
84 81 14 34 17 230 

Add Village Settlement holdings to 1915 3 13 16 

Land for Settlement holdings to 1915 42 14 28 55 2 141 

Other holdings 1 1 3 1 6 
130 109 45 90 19 393 

Losses due to freeholding and amalgamations 1895-1915 42 69 17' 27' 8 · 163 

Surveyed Crown holdings 1915 88 40 28 63 11 230 

Add Discharged Soldier and other schemes holdings 1 16 39 40 3 99 

Other holdings 4 2 2 5 13 
93 58 69 Io3 19 342 

Losses due to freeholding and amalgamations 1915-1930 11 17 22 7 57 

Surveyed Crown holdings 1930 82 41 47 96 19 285 
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The number of Crown tenar.ts who freeholded their 

properties, or amalgamated them with others (Table XV) was 

a considerable factor in the reduction of the influence of 

the Crown on the total number of holdings at 1930, and merely 

emphasises the dominant role already noted for freehold sub

division (Table XVI). 

Year 

1895 

1915 

1930 

TABLE XVI 

Surveyed Crown Holdings as Percent of 

All Surveyed Holdings 

Size of Holdings (acres) 
Under so- 100- 200- 560-

50 100 200 500 1,000 

30.3 52.5 7.6 11. 7 10.6 

31.9 20.8 12.7 13.7 4.5 

27.2 21.5 16.2 16.4 6.4 

PRIVATE SETTLEMENT ASSOCIATIONS 

· Totals 

19.1 

14.9 

15.6 

Only two settlements were established under Private 

Association conditions, giving initially a total of 16 hold

ings (10 on Eiffelton, 6 on Kelman) all of less than 500 

acres in size. By 1930 the 10 holdings on Eiffelton had 

been reduced to six through amalgamations, reducing even 

further the effect of this type of scheme on the pattern of 

settlement in the Study Area. 

CROWN SETTLEMENT IN RETROSPECT 

A distinct change can be seen in the attitude adopted 
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by the Crown towards settlement after 1880. As attention 

became increasingly directed towards the economic potential 

of land, and its settlement as a means of redistributing 

income from agricultural production, the concern with the 

sale of Crown land as a source of revenue for development 

declined. But the change in attitude came too late to be 

effective in the Study Area, for from 1880 to 1930 the free-

hold was without doubt the most important tenure. The 

importance (or rather, relative lack of importance) of 

Crown lease in increasing the number of holdings is well 

stated by Condliffe, who contended that 

II the battle of tenures which raged so fiercely in 
New Zealand politics was waged rather over the remains 
than over the body of the land system~ The best land 
was already freehold, and there was never at any time 
the prospect of resuming any considerable portion of 
it. In essentials the system of freehold based upon 
the Torrens system of land registration was very little 
modified. It is in the land legislation, more than 
any other feature of the Liberal-Labour programme, that 
political opportunism and practical expediency are 
manifest, McKenzie had a practical problem of land
hunger to deal with. He took vigorous and, on the 
whole, effective steps towards its solution."(33) 

The Liberal-Labour land settlement programme is generally 

regarded as having accelerated intensive development. It was 

thought by Morrell and Hall, for example< 34 ) that the vigorous 

measures of closer settlement initiated by the legislation of 

the 1890s were the chief means of breaking through the 

economic deadlock created by the land monopoly which existed 

prior to 1890. But against this must be set the subdivision 

policies of the large estates of Lagmhor, Acton, Springfield, 

Westerfield, and Coldstream. There is little doubt that 

rising prices for both produce and land after 1895 created 

incentives to sell, but it is probable too that the passing 
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of the era of the great estate builders was equally as 

important. In the final analysis, therefore, in terms of 

nu.~bers of holdings and the area of land effectively settled, 

the Crown was not the most significant contributor to the 

break-up of the estates in the Study Area. 

THE ECONOMY 1880-1930 

The period under study began and ended with the deepen-

ing of major economic depressions. It began, also, with the 

after-effects of the land boom of 1877-1878, in the wake of 

favourable prices for land, a large increase in wheat acre

age, the extension of the main trunk railway lines, and 

improved shipping facilities. The first.depression was 

important in fostering social and political ideas about the 

place of the individual rural wage-earner in the pattern of 

rural settlement that was to emerge by 1930. Between the 

end of this depression and the beginning of the next were 30 

years of prosperity and the relative maturation of the rural 

economy of the Study Area. The depression of the late 

1920s and 1930s was not an important element in the factors 

which influenced rural subdivision in the period 1880-1930, 

and it has therefore been ignored in the discussion which 

follows. What may be of importance in the second depression 

was that its effect in rural Canterbury may have in part 

resulted from the nature of land subdivision which occurred 

prior to the late 1920s. 

the scope of this study. 

That topic, however, lies outside 

The progressive break-up of the estates should, in 

theory at least, have shown itself in a changing structure 
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of the economy of the Study Area, from one of extensive 

sheepfarming with its large flocks and lack of dependence 

on agriculture, to one of the mixed crop and livestock 

economy considered to be typical of the Canterbury Plain. 

A more realistic definition, at least of the rural economy 

of the Study Area, would have been that of intensive sheep

farming, with dairying in isolated localities, and with 

cropping as a subsidiary income. 

THE GROWTH OF AGRICULTURE 

Agricultural production statistics published annually 

for the Ashburton County, and summarised for some products 

in Appendix V, indicate that the changing structure of agri

culture described in Chapter III for the period prior to 1880 

continued for some time after that date. By the outbreak 

of World War I, however, the rate of growth of agriculture 

had begun to slow down quite markedly, the boom in wheatgrow

ing had been halted and cropping had declined in the acreage 

devoted to it annually, and a significant growth had occurred 

in the number of farms and the acreage sown annually in 

fodder crops. Sheep numbers rose steadily after 1880, and 

sown grasses attained a peak of 493,239 acres in 1918, having 

increased from 132,339 acres in 1880-1881. 

The main changes, from the economic point of view, were 

sheep and wheat, and these are discussed in the following 

sections of this chapter. Dairying was important locally, 

at Longbeach, Methven, Greenstreet, Staveley, and Mt. Somers, 

but never attained the status of a major farm product for the 

whole County. Numbers of milking cows rose steadily to 
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6,438 in 1911,and to 10,377 in 1922-1923, and then declined 

again to 8,773 by 1929-1930, or an average of about 4~ cows 

per holding in 1930. The utilization of excess pasture for 

hay and silage was also never very important, generally being 

less than 3,000 acres in any year, though 5,600 acres were 

cut in 1896~1897. The dependence for supplementary feed 

was instead on greenfeed oats and turnips and rape, due 

primarily to their suitability for livestock fattening, and 

the fact that greenfeed oats could be harvested for grain 

after being fed off earlier in the season. 

Grain oats were, of course, associated with working 

horses, and it is therefore not surprising that as the latter 

declined in number with the increase in use of tractors and 

lessening interest in wheat growing, the former also declined. 

The maximum acreage of grain oats was grown between 1899 and 

1902 {probably in part for supplies to the Boer War), but 

horses reached their maximum numbers about the end of World 

War I (13,023 in 1917-1918) before declining to 11,018 in 

1929-1930. 

The relationship between the increase in the number of 

holdings to 1895-1896 (after which no further numbers were 

recorded until 1916-1917) and the growth of agriculture is 

shown in the following results of regression analyses: 

Numbers of holdings on: acreage in sown grasses 

+ * 
*-* 
n.s. 

I! 

II 

II 

"fallow 
11 wheat 
11 turnips and 

rape 

numbers of sheep 

Significant at the 5 percent level 
" 

11 11 1 percent 11 

Not significant 

**+ 
r = 0.9257 

** r =-0.7184 

r = 0.0251 n.s. 

r = 0.1041 n.s. 

** r = 0.6563 
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That is, where there was an increase in the numbers of hold

ings, there was also an increase in numbers of sheep and the 

acreage in sown grasses. The inverse relationship between 

holdings and area in fallow resulted from the decline of the 

latter, probably as a result of changing ideas ·in farm manage

ment and increasing use of fodder crops. 

The increase in sheepnurnbers and acreage in sown 

grasses reflects the role of each as both aiding and respond

ing to land subdivision. 

Sheep. Statistics published annually in the Appendices, 

Journals of the House of Representatives, show that shee~ 

numbers in the County rose from 556,524 in 1880 to 1,148,534 

in 1930, an increase of 106 percent. In the same period, 

the number of sheep in the Study Area increased from 386,499 

to 982,191, an increase of 154 percent. At the same time, 

the number of flocks in the Study Area rose from 130 in 1880 

to 1,104 in 1930, an increase of about 750 percent, compared 

with the increase for the County of just under 700 percent, 

from 141 to 1,124. But between 1893, when over 900,000 

sheep were first recorded in the County, to 1930, the increase 

in sheep numbers was only 27 percent, from 901,122 to 1,148,534, 

indiciating that by the early 1890s the effects of refrigeration 

on farming were being generally felt, and that a reorganisation 

of the rural economy of the Study Area from one based on wheat, 

wool and meat, to one of meat, wool and cropping, had occurred. 

By the turn of the century wheat was beginning to decline in 

importance, and was increasingly a means of cashing in on 

stored-up fertility and the need to renew pastures because of 
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the lack of truly ~erennial grasses. 

A comparison of numbers of flocks to numbers of hold

ings in the Study Area is shown in Tables XV and XVI. A 

general relationship is apparent, that as farm holdings 

increased in number, so did flocks, and as holding sizes 

changed, so did flock sizes. 

from the tables: 

The following points emerge 

1. The early consolidation of numbers of flocks of less 

than 1,000 sheep; 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Year 

1880 

1895 

1915 

1930 

The growing importance of flocks of 1,000 to 2,500 

sheep, probably as a consequence of increasing skills 

in farm management and the application of scientific 

research to farming; 

The decline of the large flocks, following the break

up of the large estates; 

The decline in the importance of the very small flock 

after 1895, probably corresponding with declining 

wheat production and greater economic incentives for 

sheepfarming (and therefore larger flocks) and with 

some growth in dairying, probably on smaller farms. 

TABLE XV 

Increase in Numbers of Flocks and Holdings 

in the Study Area, 1880-1930 

Numbers of 
Flocks Holdings 

130 

609 

859 

1,104 

885 

1,204 

1,557 

1,780 

Percent Increase in 
Flocks Holdings 

368.5 

41.1 

28.5 

36.1 

29.3 

14.3 
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TABLE XVI 

* Comparison of Flock and Holdings Sizes 

Under 100- 200- 500- 1,000- 1,500- 2,500- 5,000- Over Totals 100 200 500 1,000 1,500 2,500 5,000 10.,00.0. 1.0 ,oo 0. 

(a) Holdings 

1883 309 175 199 115 41 30 22 10 10 911 

1895 431 184 290 161 56 42 21 10 9 1,204 

1915 459 220 461 245 89 56 21 6 1,557 

1930 468 277 586 298 103 36 11 1 1,780 I""' 
N 
w 

(b) Flocks 

1883 24 32 85 55 20 20 23 16 10 285 

1895 136 102 152 88 31 37 27 21 15 609 

1915 77 91 222 212 117 74 56 7 3 859 

1930 67 76 288 336 157 116 61 3 1,104 

* Numbers of sheep in each flock and size of holdings in acres by size categories. 
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Regressions of data were carried out to determine 

some of the factors leading to the growth in numbers of 

sheep. The data are listed in Appendices IV and v. The 

results obtained were: 

1880-1895: sheep numbers on: farms 

sown grass acreage 

wool prices 

meat prices 

wheat prices 

wheat acreage 

1896-1911: sheep numbers on: sown grasses 

wool prices 

lamb prices 

wheat prices 

** r = 0.6563 

** r = 0.8078 

* r =-0.6024 

r =-0.1580 n.s. 

** r =-0.7267 

r =-0.2668 n'"'s •. 

r = 0.4653 n.s. 
** ... 

r = 0.6301 
** r = 0.8016 

r =-0.4481 n.s •. 

and indicate that the factors most closely related with the 

growth of sheep numbers were growth in numbers of holdings 

(leading to intensification of farming), the lack of economic 

incentives in other export staples, and the declining popular-

ity of wheatgrowing. Between 1896 and 1911 prices for meat 

and wool also became strong determinants of the consolidation 

of sheepfarming, whereas in the period to 1895-1896 they had 

little influence on the increase in sheep numbers. 

The relationship between flocks and holdings was further 

tested, on the basis of ntimbers of flocks and holdings in each 

Run. The results of the regressions, 

** 1883 r = 0.8066 
** 1895 r = 0.9362 

** 1915 r = 0.8468 

** 1930 r = 0.8984 

indicate that as holdings numbers increased, flock numbers also 
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did, and in a broadly similar pattern. (1383 was chosen 

instead of 1880 as a date for comparison, as it was the first 

year after 1880 in which more than 50 percent of flocks could 

be located in Runs on the basis of farm ownership established 

from land transfer records.) Regression of the size of 

individual flocks against the size of the holding on which 

they were located, gave very poor correlation, except for 

1895, when the relationship was found to be a good one. The 

reason may have lain in the number of small holdings with 

small flocks, an_d very large holdings with very large flocks, 

rather than in any general relationship overall. on the 

whole, then, size of flock was not generally related to size 

of holding in most years, except for very large holdings. 

This factor is important in assessing the relationship 

found in Chapter V between declining size of holding and 

productivity potential based on sheep units. It would 

appear that, as noted elsewhere, average holding size tended 

to decline in the absence of a clear-cut relationship with 

farm production, though the large increase in: holdings of 

200 to 500 acres probably meant that, on the whole there was 

sufficient flexibility in production, and sufficient income 

in most seasons, to adequately support farms of that size. 

Numbers of sheep, even if accurately returned each 

year, could not give an indication of the complex nature of 

the mixed farming operation, and there were no other statistics 

giving returns of agricultural production on an individual 

holding basis from which related farming activities could be 

gauged. It can only be generally postulated, therefore, 

that there was a true inter-relation between sheep numbers 
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and holdings, that the increase in one made it more possible 

for an increase in the other to.occur, at least. to the late 

1890s, and from that date onwards the good prices ruling for 

sheep products consolidated the position of the sheep as the 

basic economic unit of farming in the Study Area. 

wneat. Appendix V shows that wheat acreage in the 

Ashburton County was maintained at relatively high levels 

to 1899 (60;000 to 90,000 acres in most years) and thereafter 

declined in importance, fluctuating around 40,000 to 50,000 

acres in most years. An initial major peak in area occurred 

in the 188201883 season, at 90,558 acres, followed by a 

series of minor troughs and peaks until acreage again rose 

steeply in 1891-1893 (96,841 and 94,299) to an area which 

was not reached again by 1930. 

A factor leading to the overall decline of wheat as 

an important crop may have been the increasing emphasis laid 

on rotational farming and the consequent decline of the 

practice of cropping a paddock two or three years in succession, 

as a result of the growth of the frozen meat trade. Heller< 35) 

thinks a realisation that rotational farming was desirable 

stemmed from declining wheat yields under continuous cropping. 

There is considerable evidence that large areas of soils of 

only marginal fertility were seriously depleted, and supported 

at best browntop, sorrel, and other low-fertility indicator 

plants. Wheat was known to have been grown on the average 

once in every four to seven years on the better soils in the 

1880s and 1890s and more often on the thinner soils where it 

had not been grown before, until a noticeable decline in 

fertility led to less frequent cropping. <36 ) 
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The relative profitability of meat and wool after 

1895-1896 was probably a contributing factor to the decline 

of wheat, and this contention is to some extent supported by 

the finding that between 1896 and 1911, wheat acreage tended 

to increase or decrease according to the price of wheat in 

** the previous year (r = 0.7783 ) compared with a less signifi-

cant correlation (r = 0.4355 n.s.) for the period 1880-1895, 

when wheat was grown generally and without any response to 

fluctuations in prices. 

Another factor in the large acreage of wheat grown in 

most years prior to 1900 ~as its use to break in tussock 

land. As the acreage of sown grasses began to stabilise, 

the usefulness of wheat for this purpose declined& By 

1924 it was noted that cereal growing was steadily losing 

its comparative importance in agriculture, mainly due to 

the profitableness of stock-raising and the high cost of 

sowing and harvesting crops. <37 ) 

PRICES FOR LAND AND MAJOR STAPLES 

Two major indices of rural land prices in Canterbury 

are available (see Appendix IV). The first of these, by 

Callaghan~allows an evaluation of an annual average.land 

price from 1880 to 1914, while the second, by Rodwell was 

recalculated from Callaghan's index to 1914, and then calcu-

lated annually to 1925. Time-series analyses were carried 

out on the two indices, to evaluate their long-term trends, 

and the results were: 

1880-1895 

1896-1914 

1915-1925 

Callaghan 

** r = -0.7506 
** r = 0.8606 

Rodwell 

r = -0.1531 n.s. 
** r = 0.8524 

r = 0.3123 n.s. 
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A clear (though small) downward trend existed to 1895-1896 

{see Figure 15), followed by upward trends to 1925, but 

with a weakening relationship between rising land values and 

time after 1915, when large flucturations in land values 

occurred with considerable speculation in land values in 

1920-1921 and 1925. 

Numbers of holdings were regressed against land values 

for the period 1880-1895, and gave a fairly clear negative 

** correlation (r =-0.7964 ) for Callaghan's index but very. 

little correlation (r = -0.2539) for that for Rodwell. 

Because of the good correlation with Callaghan's index, it 

was decided to regress numbers of holdings against some of 

the price indices calculated by Mcilraith, and the following 

results were obtained for 1880-1895: 

Number of holdings on: lamb 

mutton 

wheat 

wool 

r = -0.2679 

r = -0.2887 
** r = -0.6268 

r = -0.3152 

The coefficients indicate that land subdivision continued as 

land and export staple prices declined. This would at first 

appear to be an irrational response to the general economic 

situation, since the normal response would surely be sales 

of land in times of rising prices, for both land and export 

commodities. The extent to which land subdivision occurred, 

however, was not necessarily related to prices, but chiefly 

to the desire of many for economic independence, the need to 

obtain some form of security in property, the general lack 

of urban and rural employment, the effect of agriculture in 

breaking up large holdings, and the influence of refrigerations 
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on the aspirations of the many labourers and landless small 

capitalists. 

Between 1895 and 1916-1917, farm numbers on an annual 

basis were not available, and it was therefore not possible 

to extend the analysis of prices to at least 1914. By the 

advent of World War I, farm numbers had begun to stabilise, 

and in fact gave a very small correlation when regressed 

against land values (Rodwell's index) between 1916 and 1925. 

It could be expected that product prices also would show 

little or . .:.no explanatory relationship wit}?, farm numbers in 

the same period. 

The good, though negative, correlation between numbers 

of holdings and Callaghan's index from 1880 to 1895, prompted 

an examination of the relationship of Callaghan's index to 

some export commodity prices between 1880 and 1910. The 

commodity prices were again those calculated by Mcilraith. 

Both direct and lagged land value regressions were calculated, 

and gave the results: 

Lamb 

Mutton 

w1leat 

Wool 

1880-1895 
Land Direct Land Lagged 

-0.0383 n.s. -0.7200+ 

1896-1910 
Land Direct Land Lagged 

** 0.6881 ** 0.6881 

** 0.8493 * -0.1175 n.s. 0.3478 n.s. 0.5353 

0.5088 n.s. * 0.5230 0.1618 n.s .. 0.2820 n.s. 

** 0.1105 n.s. -0.0805 n.s. 0.8140 0.6860 ** 

+ not significant for eight sets of observations. 

Land values tended to have a low correlation with export 

commodity prices between 1880 and 1895, with the exception 

of the direct relationship with mutton, whereas after 1895 



.~ 

.j 

:, 

' 

130 

it would appear that land values in any year tended to be 

influenced by commodity prices in the previous year. The 

conclusion, then, is similar to that already reached, that 

land sales were fairly independent of economic factors to 

1895, but that so far as prices were concerned, the buoyant 

land markets which existed between 1896 and the onset of 

World War I were probably a response to the good farming 

incomes which existed in the same period. 

FAR.!.'! MANAGEMENT 

The frozen meat trade had two major effects on agri-

culture in the Study Area. First, it caused a revolution 

in sheepfarming, {3 B) with a change in emphasis on the value 

of the sheep as a produce of export staples and in the type 

of animal bred, as well as in the management of that animal 

through the use of supplementary crops, and the need to 

fatten stock off early to avoid the problems of wintering 

over on valuable forage resources. Second, through the 

increases in numbers which occurred as a result of this 

changing emphasis, it led to sheep being both a contributory 

and benefiting factor in land subdivision. 

The trend towards crossbred sheep discussed in Chapter 

III continued after 1880, but tended to change towards 

English Leicester/Merino cross ewes, which it was thought 

in 1894 accounted for about 75 percent of all crossbreds in 

mid-Canterbury, <
39 ) though the Romney cross ewe was beginning 

to emerge as an important element in fat-lamb farming. At 

the same time, the search for suitable fat-lamb sires began 

to concentrate on the Southdown breed as the best all-round 
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animal to mate with crossbred ewes, (40) for there was grow

ing acceptance of advantages of high lambing percentages 

and early maturity of lambs which resulted from its use. (4l) 

The realisation that future expansion of agriculture must 

come from increased yQelds per acre was also a factor in 

influencing its selection as the most suitable sire. <42 > 

Sheep health continued to provide problems for farmers, 

with stock diseases and mortality being attributed to the 

higher density of stock resulting from intensification of 

farming, and from adverse weather conditions. The most 

notable problems were those of lungworm, intestinal worms, 

and a dropsical disease to which hoggets fed almost exclus

ively on turnips were suceptible. The problem was thought 

in 1883 to be one of the need for superior management,< 43 ) 

but by 1894 was still important< 44 ) and in fact had not 

been solved by 1930. 

During the 1880s and 1890s the relative merits of 

sheep or wheat as the main export staples were closely 

debated, with the main argument for wheat being its useful-

ness as a cash crop during the depression years. It was 

thought, too, that farmers still dependent on the crop were 

those who could not raise sufficient capital to stock the 

land< 45 ) though by 1891 a fall in wheat prices was causing 

farmers to diversify to a more mixed economy. <46 ) From 

the early 1880s onwards, however, the question of rotations 

in farming had been increasingly publicised and debated< 47 ) 

particularly the practice of manuring with .green crops 

(through feeding off and ploughing back), while by 1895, 

the New Zealand Counby Journal was advocating that the more 
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stock a farmer kept, the more grain he could grow. 

The great limiting factor in management was climate, 

and the effects of droughts on the light and stony soils 

which dominated large areas of the plains. Adverse seasons 

and abrupt changes of weather from one week to another were 

also noted to be major problems, and throughout the long

depression reports recounting economic losses due to droughts 

or wet weather figured prominantly in most newspapers. 

Adverse seasons in 1881-1885, when constant cloud and rain 

occurred, caused heavy losses in wheat crops, as well as 

having detrimental effects on animal health< 49 ) while a 

long drought in 1885-1886 was followed by a hard winter, 

and sheep numbers suffered in consequence. The years 1891, 

1894, 1896-1898, 1906-1908 also produced bad droughts, with 

losses of crop due to both withering in the head and being 

fed off to stock, and with adverse effects on stock numbers 

and the quality of produce for export. Bad droughts 

occurred again in 1910-1912, while 1915-1918 saw three 

successive adverse seasons for grain. 

One answer to the problem of drought would undoubtedly 

have been the application of irrigation to the plains, and 

in fact two small schemes were introduced in the 1880s and 

early 1890s. The Ashburton County Council established an 

irrigation farm on light soils near Wakanui in 1887( 49 ) 

which functioned well for two years, before being wound up 

in 1889. It was thought in fact to have been undertaken 

as a means of shelving for the time being the question of 

irrigation, since an extensive scheme for a large portion 
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of the plains was thought likely to cost too much, and the 

farm actually ran at a loss, though primarily because of 

the nature of its administration and management. (SO) A 

scheme involving about 600 acres of wild-flood irrigation 

was established on Acton in 1894(Sl) which was shown to be 

highly successful, but which lapsed through problems of 

water resources and problems o.fimaintenance of races and 

channels. Throughout the period to 1930 there were con-

stant references to the question of irrigation, but with 

the exception of bad drought years, good produce prices 

after 1896 tended to persuade farmers that the investment 

required for large irrigation schemes was not really 

necessary. 

POPULATION CHANGE 

TABLE XVII 

* The Rural Population of the Study Area, 1881-1926 

Census Males Femals Total 
Population 

1881 3,940 2,425 6,365 

1896 4,228 3,045 7,273 

1911 4,552 3,201 7,753 

1926 5,660 4,569 10,229 

* Excludes main rural centres. 

Two main periods of poulation growth occurred: from 

1881 to 1896, when total numbers in the Study Area increased 

by 908, at an average annual growth rate of about one per

cent, and between 1911 and 1926, when the increase was 2,276, 

at an average annual increase of about two percent. The 

main growth therefore came after World War I, and was a result 
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of several factors: further subdivision of large holdings, 

particularly for returned soldiers, a high turnover of free

hold farms, resulting in a younger generation acquiring 

holdings, the succession of sons and daughters to properties 

farmed by fathers, and as a result of these factors, a 

greater natural increase factor. 

South of the main north road, on the Acton and W~anui 

Runs, population numbers showed a long-term decline, assoc

iated probably with outmigration of young persons and the 

fact that subdivision patterns after 1880 did not encourage 

sufficient settlement to offset losses due to movements of 

people. The districts west of Acton and Wakanui, in con~ 

trast, showda steady growth in numbers, related primarily 

to settlement schemes and the subdivision of the Springfield 

Estate. South of the Ashburton River, population changes 

varied from declines in the Longbeach and Alford Forest

Buccleugh localities, to considerable growth in the Hinds 

district and around Lowcliff, again due primarily to settle-

ment schemes. 

The effect of subdivision therefore varied, though 

where concentrations of settlement sche.mes .,occurred, popula

tion numbers increased, in contrast to districts of older-

established settlement. One notable effect of settlement, 

and in keeping with trends for rural districts in New Zealand 

as a whole, was the occurrence of a closer balance of the 

sexes, with females accounting for 44.7 percent of the popula

tion in 1926, compared with 38.1 percent in 1881. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSIONS 

The 1880s and 1890s were the truly formativ,e years of 

the modern pattern of settlement on the plains of the Ash-

burton County. In those two decades the small, one-family 

economic farm unit evolved as the modal agricultural hold-

ing in the Study Area. The distribution of holdings which 

had occurred by 1930 was to some extent dictated by the 

physical factors.of soils and climate, but in general farm 

size by location tended to be only a partial response by 

the agriculturist to his environment, and to the utilization 

of means by which he might modify it to his advantage. 

Other factors suqh as social and political attitudes, the 

economics of the frozen meat export trade, and importance 

of the freehold as the dominant tenure, were major elements 

in the process of settlement also, but on the whole, those 

who acquired holdings through the free-market system character

istic of the private sector, appear to have done so with 

more attention paid to the availability of land than to the 

physical and economic potential that land held for the pro

vision of viable productive units. 

The developroBnt of agriculture in the County stemmed 

from a change in emphasis on production from the basic compon

ents of land and sheep, rather than from intervention of 

other staples. The changing methods of management assoc-

iated with this, and the better economic conditions existing 

after the mid-1890s, consolidated the position of the small

holder, and lent justification to the policies successive 
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governments pursued for the closer settlement of the land. 

While it may be true of New Zealand as a whole that 

State intervention after 1892 had an important effect on the 

break-up of large estates, this was not so for the Study Area. 

About 80 percent of holdings which existed in 1930 had 

occurred as a result of private subdivision of land, and it 

was this factor, therefore, which was mainly responsible 

for the pattern of rural settlement which existed at that 

date. The acquisition of holdings by many individuals 

had not always been a straightforward process, however, for 

the sale of Crown land in the 1870s, culminating in the land 

boom of 1877-1878, had been a process which was not without 

discrimination, since much of the land sold had been taken 

up in large freehold estates. A situation developed, 

therefore, where the problems of the need for employment 

and economic security for many labourers or landless small

capitalists, compounded by the effects of the long depression, 

threw into sharp relief the controversial questions o~ on 

the one hand land for the people and, on the other han~ the 

"might is right" attitudes of the large landowners and agri

cultural interests who held political control until 1890. 

What was overlooked was the question of whether or not 

it was actually desirable to break up the large estates, from 

both economic and managerial points of view, since many of 

those seeking land had little if any experience of farming, 

and the working of small holdings often meant overcapitiliza

tion, and subsequent underutilization of that investment. 

Though intensification gives greatest returns to the increased 

labour input in agriculture, it may be that while a policy of 
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encouraging smaller units has much to recom.mend it from an 

egalitarian point of view, such.measures introduce a rigidity 

which prevents the development of farms having special 

economies of large-scale operation. Such a policy also 

reduces tp.e flexibility of transfer of land towards those 

farmers with unusual or above-average managerial abilities. 

The real argument of the 1880s and 1890s should 

probably have been the relevance of the large holding, with 

its flexibility and greater potential for wider uniformity 

of qualityJ~: to the reorganisation of agriculture in a new 

environment. A tradition of the smaller unit was probably 

the major factor in developing a pattern of rural occupance 

at variance with what was later to be a general long~term 

world trend in agricultural organisation. The corporate 

and co-operative investments in rural land ownership which 

have gained a small but increasing popularity in the 1960s 

and early 1970s, with their emphasis on optimisation of 

capital and labour inputs in farming on properties substant

ially larger than the small units which emerged from the 

1880s and 1890s, are a free-market response to the cost/ 

price squeeze which has faced the agriculturist since the 

late 1950s. To have achieved such a reorganisation of 

land ownership in the 1890s in the face of the social and 

political attitudes would have required active State 

participation in largescale landownership, which would in 

itself have run counter to the policies of the various 

governments since that time. Another major problem lay, 

of course 1 with urban unemployment and the lack of avenues 

for investment other than in agriculture. 
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The dominant form of land tenure in New Zealand since 

the 1870s has been the freehold, and rural land settlement 

patterns have resulted from the values which land has had. 

Conservation of public agricultural lands has always been 

considered secondary to the encouragement of closer settle

ment, and it was therefore not surprising to find that in 

the Study Area, land resumption and settlement policies 

developed by consecutive governments had only a small effect 

on land subdivision in the period after 1800. 

Where legislation may have failed also was that in t..lie 

final analysis it forced a great majority of individuals 

to acquire an interest in land through the normal land-

sales markets, in an environment of constantly rising land 

prices caused on the one hand by general optimism and wide

spread prosperity, and on the other hand by the determination 

of many to participate as,owners in that prosperity. Its 

third great failure may have been to support a penny-pinching 

scheme of land resumption for settlement in which a high 

proportion of the small holdings established were on exhausted 

or very light land. 

Two major systems of ideal land ownership exi~t: first, 

the individual owner, in an egalitarian society, occupying a 

productive area based on absolutely equitable distribution 

of the available land and sufficient for his own needs and 

those of the economy; and second 1 a landlord-tenant relation

ship between the State and the individual, where all income 

above that returned to the farmer as an equitable wage accrues 

to the advantage of all. The individual owner in an egalitar-

ian society has the incentive to reap the reward of above 
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average abilities or industry; for the tenant, the State 

can meet the fundamental human need of protection. Both 

systems have their proponentsr - and can, in theory at least, 

exist in an economy in which free choice of location is 

available • 

Neither ideal system in reality exists, simply because 

so many factors intervene. In the free-market situation, 

technology, expertise, finance, timing of purchase, __ markets, 

land availability, social and political attitudes and many 

other factors (including the "human element" of acquisitive

ness) dictate that equitable or ideal distribution of land. 

is likely to be accidental rather than deliberate. The 

exercise carried out in Chapter V was useful as a test of 

the extent to which this ideal had been achieved, but between 

1930 and the present time the changes occurring in size and 

number of holdings would appear to have achieved little by 

way of an .increase in the correlation between productivity 

potential and size of holdings. 

In the final analysis, then, it can be said that the 

close settlement of land had occurred, but while that settle

ment had aided the intensification of farming and the evolu

tion of a finely-balanced man-land relationship noted for 

highproductivity per labour unit, the rational distribution 

of resources for the benefit of the community at large 

probably did not occur. 
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APPENDIX I 

THE CHERTSEY BORE 

Shingle and boulders 

Shingle and alternate conglomer
ates 

Loose shingle 

Conglomerates 

Alternating shingle, boulders, 
boulders and clay, clay 

Alternating shingle, clay, 
shingle and clay, conglomerates, 
boulders, etc. · 

Quick sand 

Bore was 18 inches to 3~ inches in diameter • 
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APPENDIX II 

CLASSIFICATION OF SOILS IN THE STUDY .AREA 

The classification of soils in the Study Area into 

five groups according to agricultural productivity potential, 

was based on that defined by M.L. Leamy, in 'A .standardised 

Soil Rating Scheme for New Zealand Conditions', in Proceed

ings, Soil Survey Conference, Dunedin, September 23 to 27, 

1963, pages 61-72 • 

Soils were scored for nine characteristics: 

Basal form 

Surface Texture 

Moisture regime 

Slope 

Microrelief 

Erosion susceptibility 

Drainage 

Temperature regime 

Fertility • 

The average score for the nine characteristics was 

computed for each soil, and these were then graphed against 

fertility on the Y axis, and sheep-carrying capacity on the 

Z axis. The basis of scoring was the description of each 

soil contained in the Appendix to Bulletin 27, Soils of the 

?outh Island, New Zealand, and the general description of 

each soil as given in Bulletin 14, Soils of the Downs and 

Plains of Canterbury and North Otago, New Zealand, both 

published by the New Zealand Soil Bureau. 
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The classification resulted in the following groupings: 

High potential: 

High-medium potential: 

Medium potential: 

Low-medill.l~ potential: 

Low potential: 

Kaiapoi 

Waimairi 

Waimakariri 

Waterton 

Waimakariri shallow 

Highbank 

Staveley 

Temuka 

Kawai 

Lyndhurst 

Templeton 

Wakanui 

Mayfield 

Barrhill 

:Lismore 

Chertsey 

Hatfield 

Mt. Somers 

Ruapuna 

Hororata 

Oxford 

Kakahu 

Kakahu Hill 

Gorge 

Buccleugh 

Windermere 

Eyre/Paparua 
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APPENDIX III 

SAMPLE CALCULATION li'OR TABLE X 

Acton Run: 

The acreage of each soil type in the Acton Run was 

calculated, and sheep-carrying capacity assessed on the 

basis of: 

High potential 3~-4~ sheep/acre 

High-medium potential 2~-3~ II II 

Medium potential l~-2~ 11 " 

Low-medium potential ~-1~ 11 " 

Low potential ~ " II 

The acreage of each soil type was multiplied by its 

assessed sheep-carrying capacity, _and the totals of all 

products fer the Run summed and averaged to an index per 

acre. In the case of Acton, this index was 2.12 sheep 

units/acre. 

Therefore: 

Study Area potential= 1.93 sheep units/acre • 

Study Area average surveyed holding 

size in 1930 = 392 acres. 

Acton: Potential= 2.12 sheep units/acre 

Expected number of holdings, 1930 = 

Run area in acres 

392 
1.93 

X 2.12 
= 213 

Observed number of holdings, 1930 = 131. 

Achievement of potential at 1930 = 131 

213 
== 61.5 percent 
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APPENDIX IV 

EXPORT COML~ODITY AND CANTERBURY LAND SALES INDICES 

1880 
1881 
1882 
1883 
1884 
1885 
1886 
1887 
1888 
1889 
1890 
1891 
1892 
1893 
1894 
1895 
1896 
1897 
1898 
1899 
1900 
1901 
1902 
1903 
1904 
1905 
1906 
1907 
1908 
1909 
1910 
1911 
1912 
1913 
1914 

Lamb 

116 
90 

101 
104 
101 
102 
103 
101 

97 
97 
98 
97 
98 
97 

105 
107 
101 
126 
136 
119 
123 
128 
121 
121 

Mutton 

116 
122 
124 
114 
112 

96 
56 

106 
108 
107 
106 
104 
101 

94 
96 
93 
91 
94 
96 
98 

105 
113 
123 
131 
106 
121 
124 
109 
108 

Wheat 

122 
120 
126 
124 
106 

87 
110 
109 

88 
113 

92 
113 
117 

81 
73 
86 

106 
125 
124 

75 
70 
71 

103 
122 

92 
92 
94 

101 
135 
120 
107 

Wool 

107 
116 
109 
101 
103 
103 
103 
105 
105 
132 
122 
127 
100 

99 
93 
87 
89 
87 
84 

114 
103 

78 
84 

101 
112 
131 
150 
145 
127 
141 
151 

Land 
Callaghan Rodwell 

94 
129 
123 
129 
117 
123 

82 

106 
88 
76 

100 
82 
82 
76 

117 
176 

94 
194 
165 
129 
153 
170 
147 
158 
212 
200 
217 
229 
223 
212 
264 
259 
271 

87 
103 

87 
99 

107 
92 

108 
79 

103 
91 · 
89 

108 
101 

81 ,,,, 
85 
98 
87 

121 
133 
127 
212 
133 
157 
144 
159 
167 
161 
202 
176 
186 
206 
208 
202 
214 

Rodwell's recalculation then continued: 

1915 
1916 
1917 
1918 

238 
242 
246 
246 

1919 
1920 
1921 
1922 

285 
342 
306 
289 

1923 
1924 
1925 

244 
231 
302 

•. Not available 

Sources: 

Land: (a) F.R. Callaghan: The Course of Land Values in Canter
bury, Table 87A. 

(b) Rodwell's recalculations of Callaghan 1 s index is con
tained in J.B. Condliffe: New Zeala_nd in the Making 1: 

pages 297-298, and 306. 
(c) Commodity prices from ,J.W. Mcilraith: The Course of 

Prices in New Zealand, pages 51-53 .• 
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... APPENDIX V 

AGRICULTURE IN 'I'HE ASHBURTON COUNTY .. 
Sown 

~ Thresh- G . Turnips Green- Grasses •- . rain ing Oats and feed after Sheep Hold-
Wheat Rape Oats Plough- ings -· :(acres) (acres) (acres) (acres) ing . (acres) 

1880-1 62,848 28,571 43,450 132,339 620,611 565 ... 1881-2 81,500 27,666 32,434 165,349 630,716 63~ 
1882-3 90,558 38,496 38,130 192,785 729,92-0 -679 

«#, 1883-4 81,776 31,283 42,832 232,181 7 42 ,6.63 67-6 
-~ 1884-5 61,476 35,766 34,010 253,341 846,931 '>690 

1885-6 38,534 34,165 24,148 5,586 272,818 858,344 - 694 .. 1886-7 50,765 41,789 30,505 269,444 771,409 739· 
,._ 

1887-8 76,770 25,889 29,595 11,504 276,679 .756,105 828 
1888-9 81,754 36,173 32,350 7,375 270,249 721,507 908 

<t-.,._ 1889-90 76,237 41,194 36,290 13,561 285,350 701,845 1,001 .. 1890-1 70,741 30,992 40,553 16,425 305,365 696,950 956 
1891-2 96,841 30,888 37,282 13,117 318,443 827,117 ·- l, 136 
1892-3 94,299 30,311 36,361 17,267 365,893 901,122 1,193 

t, 1893-4 61,509 39,756 36,103 12,351 397,034 954,237 1,270 
..) 1894-5 37,457 38,428 37,637 16,830 424,389 882,086 1,291 

1895-6 54,646 31,488 49,095 19,544 387,022 838,620 
'~ 1896-7 61,867 36,109 46,259 21,450 459,961 832,621 ,, 1897-,8 64,425 33,628 47,385 24,443 383,880 727,469 . . 
'-" 1898-9 74,234 35,287 59,594 26,764 353,472 752,308 
... 1899-1900 51,400 38,037 61,307 20,282 389,424 738,816 .. 1900-1 38,635 49,123 60,040 20,713 382,325 881,633 

1901-2 31,309 44,276 58,386 23,386 421,488 876,274 
.,. 1902-3 39,063 56,420 54,770 21,213 396,981 888,842 . . 

1903-4 47,682 42,504 54,615 21,819 407,728 858,008 
\la--

1904-5 52,310 32,522 62,278 27,401 409,915 1,006,590 
._ 19 05,-6 38,918 39,492 66,329 25,819 425,425 994,532 ., 1906-7 40,105 42,473 71,080 26,617 428,582 890,119 

1907-8 35,309 45,872 .78,587 38,066 420,758 965,288 
-; '"" 1908-9 53,126 48,990 75,422 42,245 407,716 962,349 

... 1909-10 .. . . 938,750 
1910-11_ . . 846,126 

.. 1911* 62,153 36,511 62,970 37,442 408,830 947,624 
" 1912-13 . . . . .. 936,768 . . 

1913-14 1,036,854 
., .. 1914-15 . . 760,790 

• 1915-16 59,959 22,.561 41,369 27,918 430,952 811,157 .. 
1916-17 40,989 25,284 438,893 825,141 1,901 
1917-18 57,276 25,223 31,627 20,542 468,377 986,097 1,949 
1918-19 42,578 28,716 31,479 16,730 493,239 l, 021, 348 1,929 
1919-20 28,392 36,136 38,530 20,957 476,954 934,245 1,969 
1920-1 .. 836,661 . . 
19 21-2 68,699 24,140 32,.819 22,224 428,939 790,695 2,003 
19 22-3 53,810 25,543 36,667 27,792 467,729 842,727 1-,992 
19 23-4 38,275 10,652 34,607 36,932 453,995 890,806 2,004 
1924-5 31,439 26,728 36,745 26,841 452,059 926,623 1,997 



"\--,,,.. 

... ... 

1925-6 
1926-7 
1927-8 
1928-9 
1929-30 

* 

':('hresh-
Grain ing Oats Wheat (acres) (acres) 

33,554 14,141 
46,706 21,400 
59,383 18,348 

61,562 9,199 

Not available •. 

Census. 

156 

Turnips Green-
and feed 

Rape Oats 
(acres) (acres) 

37,110 27,481 
38,100 27,396 
43,573 23,640 

49,437 20,698 

Sown 
Grasses 
after 

Plough-
ing 

(acres) 

472,435 
464,107 
465,711 

• .. 
443,624 

Sheep 

941,896 
941,067 

1,045,811 
1,106,166 
1,148,534 

Hold
ings 

1,992 
1,,993 
1,977 

1,939 

Sources: Statistics of the Crown Colony of New Zealand, 
1880-1906; 

Statistics of the Dominion of New Zealand, 1907-
1930; 

Appendices, Journals of the House of Representatives, 
1880-1930 • 




