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Preface

This is the story of Grace Hirst, my great-great-great-grandmother, who emigrated from Yorkshire, England to New Plymouth in 1852, with her husband Thomas and five of her surviving eight children. James, the eldest son, was in Australia and largely independent by then. William, aged 15, stayed behind, as did their youngest daughter, Grace, then five years old, who they left in the care of Grace’s four unmarried sisters.

Grace wrote each month to her sisters and daughter in England giving the news of their life in New Plymouth, continuing this until her death in September 1901. In 1896, with Grace ageing, and arthritis in her hands preventing her from writing, her daughter Grace came out to New Zealand to look after her, and she took up the writing of letters to relatives in England. Grace’s sister Margaret undertook to save all these letters. Copies and some originals are now in the Alexander Turnbull Library division of the National Library in Wellington; some are from family archives. These letters form the basis for this biography of Grace. As Grace’s letters are the primary source for the biography, where quoted verbatim in the text, Grace’s writing is shown in italics, without reference or quotation marks. Some spellings in her writing have been updated to modern English to aid comprehension, except where that might change the meaning. The original punctuation and capitalisation have mostly been retained.

Numerous references and family archives have been used to confirm context and give background to Grace’s letters, which makes the biography a ‘social history’ of settlers’ lives in New Plymouth. Some of these references are noted in the text where appropriate, but all are listed in the References at the end of the book.

I am grateful to my ancestors who have accumulated and preserved these family records — my great-great-great-aunt Grace Hirst (Grace’s daughter, whom I never met), my great-great-aunty Dee (Frances Hamerton — Grace’s granddaughter), my great-aunty Gwen (Gwen Stephenson, Grace’s great-granddaughter) and particularly my mother Jo Connor (née Stephenson) who ensured these records were kept together and preserved. Thank you to them and to the many other relatives and friends who have provided assistance, and especially to Ruth Woodley, my wife, for her valuable support and advice throughout the research and writing of this story. Thank you also to Dan Myers who reviewed the first, rambling version of the biography and provided extensive helpful advice and suggestions to make it readable and ‘digestible’.

Thank you to Pat Dunmore and her staff at Heritage Press for all their help.


1.

The voyage of the Gwalior

Immediately before sailing for New Zealand, Grace and Thomas stayed in London for a few days with Thomas Brown, a generous friend who was employed with the Customs in London. They took with them five of their children: Mary, aged 21, Jane 19, Annis 14, Harriet 12, and their youngest son Thomas, aged 3. Grace’s mother had died in 1845, but her father and sisters willingly took charge of William, 15, and Grace, 5. It had been decided that William had to continue with his education, and that it would be unwise for Grace, a little girl, to face the rigours and risks of a new and unknown land and also that she should receive a good education. These children lived with Grace’s family, the Brackens, four sisters and two brothers, in Luddenden, Yorkshire.

Grace’s sisters Martha and Sarah, and Sarah’s husband William, went to London to see them off. As the departure date extended while waiting for favourable winds, the arrangements were fluid. Grace wrote to sister Margaret with requests for clothes to be sent out. Grace and Margaret had promised to write to each other monthly and Margaret wrote ‘I intend keeping a copy of the letters.’ They also visited Thomas’s brothers in Islington and the girls did some visiting in London. Grace wrote passionately to son William to be sure to love and cherish my little darling girl.

They left Gravesend in the barque Gwalior, on 15 December 1851, after a delay due to the illness of the original captain who was replaced by Captain Davidson. Here began an incredibly difficult and dangerous six-month voyage to New Zealand, which Grace recorded day by day in her journal.

Youngest son Tom, who was about to turn three, was excited but uneasy about departing and jumped from the ship at least a yard from shore, to be brought back on board by Martha. After Martha left the ship, having seen the family safely on board, Grace felt very sad at the loss of the last link with her old life, but also pleased to be under way. She busied herself unpacking in their cabin.

The family had been upgraded from intermediate accommodation to the cabin by the captain on instructions from Mr Henderson, the ship’s owner, who was friendly with Mr Brown. Mr Henderson had told Mr Brown ‘he would send his friends out as cabin passengers’. Grace commented when we get to Auckland we shall be looked upon in quite a different light and it may be an advantage to us.
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Grace & Thomas c.1850. Puke Ariki PHO2015-0238



Steerage was the cheapest accommodation on an immigrant ship. It was normally crowded, dark and damp. Limited sanitation and stormy seas often combined to make it dirty and foul smelling. Rats, insects and disease were common. ‘Intermediate’ was a significant step up but ‘cabin’ was much better again.

The captain says he is sure the people below are no society for us but we prefer our own place. The other passengers believed the Hirsts had paid for the change so there is no jealousy.

It took some time for the ship to move down the English Channel. The sea was rough, making them all seasick except Mary, who was well as long as she stayed on deck. It was a week before any of them felt better, but on Christmas Eve they were all able to go from the cabin up on deck.

They had a beautiful fine day on Christmas Day and enjoyed a good dinner and some entertainment in the evening, the Misses Hirsts being the centre of attention. However, the storms began again and after four weeks they had only reached opposite Lisbon. Because of the rough weather they were not able to open the hatches to reach their own provisions and had to make do with what was provided by the very disagreeable cook. Meals were included in the price of passage, but Grace preferred to at least supplement these with her own food.
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Margaret Bracken, Grace’s sister, c. 1850. Family/Puke Ariki
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Mary Devenish. Family
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Jane Marshall. Family
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Harriet Fookes. Family
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Tom Hirst Bracken. Family



They soon settled into a routine, including walks on deck, preparing meals, reading or writing and watching the sea. After Tom and Harriet were in bed, the others met with the rest of the passengers up in the cabin, talking with the captain, playing cards and parlour games. Grace wrote of the captain as being polite, kind and attentive, particularly to her. She considered him clever and very responsible, But, unfortunately not a decided Christian. The two mates and the doctor, Mr Mathews, she also found very agreeable. Mr Mathews was going out from a position in Bermuda to be an army surgeon in New Zealand. Most of the other passengers she considered to be pleasant, but not so two families travelling in the same cabin deck as themselves. There were three young men, two brothers and another, Mr Nichols, also travelling to New Plymouth, in the intermediate deck. The other passengers refused to take any of them to mess (take meals with them), so Grace and Thomas rather reluctantly included them in their arrangements.
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William Hirst. Family
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Annis Hamerton. Family
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Grace Hirst, daughter. Family



Conditions improved with the New Year. The weather was beautiful, warm and clear and the ship was travelling well. They had passed Madeira and Tenerife and were all very well. It was much more pleasant and all meals were provided, with wine at dinner each night. Life was quite formal, with evenings spent in dancing and games after a substantial Tea.

Mary wrote to brother William about the prospect of crossing the equator and all passengers who hadn’t crossed before being shaved. She mentioned the games they had on board with the two Mr Allans, and Mr Houltain. She also described the characteristics of other passengers, dolphins seen from the ship, and of flying fish being caught on deck by the crew. The food was quite good at that stage of the journey, though the intermediate passengers were grumbling about the food, water and accommodation. Grace was thankful for their pleasant airy cabin.

By the end of February, the weather was cooler, but the family were still enjoying life and looking forward to time ashore at the Cape of Good Hope. Grace and her daughters had made material up into clothes, knitted socks and mended everything. They read a great deal and listened to each other read aloud. No lessons were attempted as there was so much nonsense!

Meanwhile Captain Davidson and Thomas had become good friends, the captain regularly consulting him when there was trouble, which was often the case. The captain had a sad mutinous crew, but he himself would have been better as a teetotaller. Grace felt the captain seems to regret leaving his wife and children. He says a captain has no business to be married. There was no religious observance, with clean clothes being the only requirement for the Sabbath. The Hirsts missed having a minister, but Mr Mathews often joined in reading the Bible.

The two young men, the Allans, whom they had included in their meal arrangements, had become firm friends. They were rather solitary and did not mix with the other passengers. The elder brother had written a novel, Amuel, which he had sold but which needed revising. He had brought the manuscript with him to do this and enjoyed reading it to the family in the evenings. He had also painted a portrait of the sisters Mary and Jane, and was to do one of Annis and Harriet. This had provided them all with endless fun and joking.

There was great excitement on 4 March, three months out from England, when the Cape of Good Hope was sighted. The Gwalior anchored in the bay and boats were provided to take the passengers ashore after the ship’s papers had been checked. Grace noticed particularly the amount of wine consumed by all concerned during this process and lunch, before they went ashore. They were taken to the Parks Hotel, a large, handsome, well-furnished house, presided over by an impressive coloured lady, very well dressed, with a great deal of jewellery, who welcomed them and talked rapidly and at length about various matters, including politics. Grace could not understand half of what she said, but certainly understood when she was told that the lady liked her very much at her heart! It was too expensive for the family to stay at the hotel so they found comfortable lodgings nearby. One night they had been for a walk in the moonlight, which was like a fairyland according to Grace. When they returned, they found the Allans and another family, who had intended to return to the ship, waiting for them. The captain had got beastly drunk and they could not get back to the ship. They were able to stay the night on land and next morning the doctor and three officers also arrived to stay onshore.

It was at this stage that Grace decided to tell her relatives the true story of the captain. She did so reluctantly as he had always treated them so kindly, but she was so anxious about the situation that she wanted them to know how bad it was. He had on three occasions during the voyage become very drunk, once behaving so badly that there could have been a mutiny. After the last episode, he had become very depressed. He told Thomas that if the authorities at the Cape were told of what he had done, they would appoint another captain and discharge him. He was afraid the crew and passengers would inform against him. Thomas spoke very plainly to him and made him promise not to let it happen again. The captain kept his word after that as long as he was on board, but once on land he got drunk and insulted several men at the dinner table. He went back to the ship and quarrelled with some passengers, hoisted the mutiny flag and generally made a spectacle of himself. The cook had him summonsed before the magistrates for assault and no one knew what would happen next.

The ‘mutiny flag’ is likely to have been a red flag which originated during naval seamen protests and mutinies about their terrible pay and onboard conditions during the Age of Revolution in Europe in the eighteenth century.

Mr Mathews, acting as the ship’s doctor, told the Hirsts that if he could get another ship he would leave the Gwalior and pay his passage on it, but very few New Zealand-bound ships called at the Cape. He also told them that the Gwalior had been sent out in a very bad state: too much cargo, not enough water and provisions, and conditions generally in a state of confusion. The crew were a poor lot; the officers had been hired at a low rate and were inefficient. Everything had been done as cheaply as possible. The captain had had to deal with all this and had resorted to drinking to try to cope.

The ship had arrived on a Thursday and with all these difficulties their departure was delayed. Thomas went back to the ship and talked to the captain, now sober. He promised to send all the spirits ashore, except for a small quantity to be kept by a committee, but Grace doubted that his word was to be trusted. The assault case was to be heard the next Monday. Meanwhile the family enjoyed seeing the area, including vineyards, large houses and beautiful trees. On Sunday they were delighted to be able to go to a service at a large and well-attended church.

It is not clear how the rest of the stay in Cape Town went, nor how the captain’s problems were resolved, but it appears that a whole new crew were signed on, including officers. The family had gone back to the ship, which was expected to sail as soon as possible. On the second night there was a severe storm, one of the worst they had ever had. The captain and one of the mates were on shore and watched all night, expecting the ship to break her moorings and ready to take a boat out to save the passengers. Seventeen boats were sunk, but the Gwalior survived, through a merciful Providence. The passengers did not realise how bad the storm was, but Mr Harris, the new, young and inexperienced first mate, was on board on watch all night, ready to get the passengers away.

The appointment of the new first mate was more than fortunate for the Gwalior. It was through his sheer courage and good seamanship that the ship and her passengers survived the voyage. Chantrey Harris later became a well-known press man in Wellington. In an 1895 obituary to him, Thomas was quoted ‘but for the fearless energy and promptitude, and seamanship of Mr Harris, and management of the crew, he believed the vessel would never have reached New Zealand’. The storm was not the only problem. The captain again came back to the ship drunk and gave orders to set sail. The crew refused as they were short of men. He returned in two days with one man. Again, the crew refused. Mr Harris tried to persuade them, with no success. The captain came to Thomas and borrowed seven pounds, apparently for Harris to persuade the crew to sail, but they still refused. The captain, drunk again, lost his temper and abused Thomas violently, saying that if it had not been for the passengers the ship would have left long since; Mr Hirst had failed him, deceived him and not supported him in Cape Town. Grace managed to get him into her cabin to reason with him and offered to take back the seven pounds and leave the ship with her family. He calmed down and spoke more respectfully to her, but still said Mr Hirst was at fault. The real reason was that he had not been sober since the ship’s arrival.

The captain went ashore, further delaying their departure. Mr Harris and Mr Mathews did what they could to reassure the family, but they spent an unhappy night. The next day the captain and the ship’s agent, both drunk, once more tried to set sail, but the crew refused to work. This resulted in a serious fight between the captain, the agent, the two mates and the steward, resulting in an attempt by the steward to stab the captain. The uproar of screams, oaths and shouts terrified the helpless passengers as they watched the steward taken ashore in irons. The situation continued for another day and finally came to a head when one of the other passengers, Brogeruff, went ashore and returned with an order to take his family’s goods and leave the ship. The ship’s agent, Bryce, saw them returning and persuaded the captain to get under way at once, before reading the order. This he did and the ship sailed with the agent, a visitor and the small boat with them. Grace wrote that if the ship had waited for them to get their goods and leave, the police would have arrested the captain, against whom warrants had been issued, and the ship would have been further delayed.

Everyone was relieved to leave Cape Town and its disasters behind them. The agent and the visitor left in their boat, and the passengers felt that with an entirely new crew, except for the captain and Mr Mathews, the doctor, things would soon improve. However, they ran into bad weather as they left the harbour and were all seasick for two days. Then the captain was hardly to be seen and was confined to his cabin once again. They could all hear his cries and groans during the night, raving and crying out for his wife and children and begging not to be shot. He began to throw himself about, trying to dash his brains out on the walls and bed, giving himself a deep wound. Finally, Mr Harris and the doctor, who had been unable to calm him down, came to say that he had delirium tremens (symptoms of alcohol withdrawal). He had tried to stab the doctor with a bayonet, and to throttle Mr Harris. They had locked him in the cabin and put two of the crew on watch through the windows, in case he tried to throw himself overboard. This was almost too much for the beleaguered passengers.

Grace persuaded them to allow her and another woman to go in to the captain with some broth. She bathed his head and persuaded him to lie down and at last he slept for a short time. Then he asked them to leave him while he relieved himself. The minute they were outside he piled boxes against the door, drew the blind and started banging his head again. This time Mr Harris and Mr Mathews handcuffed him and tied his legs. He was drenched with sweat and trembling all over. After that, either Grace or Mrs Brogeruff were always with him, mopping his brow and trying to get him to take his medicine. Finally, he slept for two days and nights, being woken only to be fed.

Although the captain’s condition was such a concern for the passengers, the weather was a worse one. For over a week the ship battled with contrary winds and rough seas. The management of the ship was left to the young first mate, Mr Harris. He was only two days older than the Hirsts’ eldest daughter, Mary, then aged 22, but was obviously a clever and skilled sailor. He was unknown to the crew, who at first wished to put back to Cape Town, but as Harris showed he could control the captain, this helped to persuade the crew, all older than himself, to work well together. Throughout all the difficulties the intermediates — that is, the passengers below the top deck — were opposed to him, as he was so young and inexperienced. They did all they could to annoy him and make his task harder. However, by 31 March the atmosphere on board had changed. The weather was improving, the captain was recovering, and everyone felt a great deal happier.

Grace found her religious faith a great comfort through all this trouble and included in her letters frequent references to the Lord and his goodness. She spent time reading the Bible to the captain and praying with him, certain that it was only by the Lord’s mercy that they had all come through unscathed.

Mr Allan had finished a portrait of Mary Hirst, painted on a piece of mahogany about a foot square. Her mother wrote that it was a very good likeness of Mary, with her lap filled with wildflowers which she had gathered on a visit to the Cape mountains. The background showed a view of Table Mountain and to the left a pedestal with a little cupid with his bow and arrows. Grace does not mention any romantic involvement, but Mr Allan had begun to give Mary drawing lessons at which she gets on very nicely. The weather was still rough, but the family continued to find plenty to amuse themselves. Mary made puddings, pumpkin pies and Eccles cakes to vary their diet of salt meat, ship’s biscuits, and porridge. Grace was finding the voyage tedious and tiring in such a slow ship. She commented that the Stag, which they had originally hoped to sail on, would already be at New Zealand, while they expected another seven or eight weeks before they arrived.

At the end of April, provisions, even for the cabin passengers, were getting low and the water was low and bad. Grace remembered her Uncle John Appleyard’s words: ‘Whatever your captain says, you must smile’! They were true. The intermediate passengers continued to annoy the captain and the mate and abused them with swearing and bad language. The women joined in scenes and violent threats to the captain over the state of their food and water. Grace and her family were, of course, horrified. Such behaviour was not what they were used to! However, she could understand their distress. The intermediate quarters were smelly from the cargo and from the lack of ventilation because the hatches had to be kept shut during rough weather. Their bedding was often wet when the heavy seas washed over the ship, and the food supplies were low. The captain was not able to do very much about the conditions and returned their abuse and bad language with interest. Grace had hoped that his condition would improve after his recovery, but he still flew into violent fits, although I have never had an unkind word from him since we have been on board.

There was a celebration for Mary’s and Mr Harris’s birthdays, with a plumb cake and two bottles of wine from the captain. The Allans and Mr Nichols joined the party, but another disturbance spoiled the occasion. The captain had suspected that the second mate, a very pleasant and affable young man, was having an affair with the daughter of one of the intermediate passengers. During the evening the captain saw the mate, assisted by Mr Brogeruff, open a barrel filled with bottled ale and begin to take out the bottles. Mr Harris was called and they found the young man in bed with the girl with the light out. He was brought up and confined to his cabin. He was there for two days, but the next day he joined the sailors in the forecastle, laughing, smoking and joking with them. He refused to return to his cabin and there was another scene, the carpenter and his assistant dragging him back to his cabin in handcuffs. He was to be kept there until they reached Auckland, losing all his wages and his job. The Hirsts were very upset over this episode as they found the second mate very personable.

In May the weather became cold and wintry, and they experienced high winds and rough weather again. They were nearing Australia by this time and expected to go through Bass Strait in about a week and reach Auckland two weeks later. They anticipated being in Auckland for five or six weeks. Grace does not give a reason for this. They hoped to be in New Plymouth before the spring.

Grace commented here to her relatives that if they were asked, they were to recommend an emigrant ship rather than a merchant. She stated that they had no great reason to be dissatisfied, but she believed that emigrant regulations were much better and the ships were better prepared for the long voyage. She went on to state that the water was low and bad — they were allowed one cup of tea and one of coffee and no water with dinner. Sometimes they could buy a bottle of beer for one shilling. Porridge was no longer generally available for breakfast because of the lack of water, although she and little Tom could still have some. The family had bought two dozen bottles of Cape wine and had a small tin of soft biscuits which they had for supper. Ever stoic, Grace wrote that they wanted for nothing and were grateful for Heaven’s mercies.

The ship continued to make slow progress. The weather was fine but cold and the nights were long. The captain had begun to drink too much again and was bullying the crew. The Hirsts could hardly bear to sit at meals with him as his conversation was full of blasphemy and crudity. It was dreadful to have to sit and listen to this every day. One night, when drunk, he went down to the intermediate level where he spent the night drinking. This resulted in his almost complete disappearance into his cabin. Everyone suspected another bout of delirium tremens. Mr Allan spent most of his time sitting with the captain, afraid to leave him alone. The imprisoned second mate was still confined to his quarters, with the carpenter picking up some of his duties. The whole burden of responsibility landed on the first mate, Harris, and Grace was sad to find that he too had become fond of grog, despite seeing what it had done to others.
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Mary Hirst (nee Devenish) painted by Mr. Allan, a fellow passenger on the Gwalior in 1852. Puke Ariki A66.753



The aftermath of trouble at Cape Town was that there were lawsuits to be begun. Captain Davidson versus Brogeruff and vice versa; Davidson versus Frigier, the second mate; Houltain (another passenger) versus Brogeruff for defamation of character and vice versa. It was a symptom of just how unhappy conditions were. Grace believed they would all be quiet if they could get to New Zealand safe and well.

On 1 June Grace wrote Hope deferred maketh the heart sick. They were still 500 miles from Auckland. They had come round Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania), not through Bass Strait. Provisions were so low that some of the cargo had been opened for meal (grain) and salt herrings. There was no butter, eggs or milk. The coal and oil were almost exhausted, and they were using candles from the cargo or sitting in the dark. They had been warm only in bed until they came nearer New Zealand, when the weather had become milder. The captain was worse if anything, behaving like a madman, and keeping mainly to his cabin. The carpenter had been able to enforce this.

By 8 June the ship was within 100 miles of Auckland, experiencing terrible weather, which made it dangerous to enter the Hauraki Gulf. Their food was restricted to salt pork and biscuits, with one cup of coffee, one of tea and half a pint of foul water each day. Grace could not eat the biscuits which were too hard for her poor teeth. Annis asked the steward for a little flour to make something softer. She was seen by the captain, and asked what she wanted, whereupon he told the steward he would break his neck if he gave them any flour. The beer and wine supplies were done. Grace had become so weak and faint that she could scarcely get out of bed, but Thomas made her small amounts of gruel from meal begged from the steward on the sly, and this kept her going.

The captain mainly stayed in his cabin. When he did come out there was always a terrible scene. He abused Thomas, called Houltain a thief and other names, and finally struck him. He called the doctor a liar and drove everyone off the poop deck. In his cabin he raved and ranted, shouting so loudly that everything was overheard. He accused the Hirsts of having run the country and screamed that little Tom was Mary’s child. The next day he came to Grace, after not having spoken to her for a fortnight, and told her that they would be in Auckland soon and he would come and take tea with her and take them ashore in his boat.

Some of the passengers wanted the captain certified insane, but Mr Mathews refused. He was not the ship’s doctor officially and he considered that the captain knew just what he was doing. Captain Davidson had shown Thomas his charts and told him exactly where they were. The winds were not favourable and the whole situation was perilous. Mr Harris seemed to be at a loss. He was not familiar with the gulf and its islands and rocks. Thomas spent most of the night with Mr Harris trying to sort out what was best.

The following day things deteriorated still further. The captain had kept up a constant drunken uproar all night and went to bed soon after breakfast. Mr Harris went in to him. Suddenly Mr Mathews rushed out of his cabin in a state of frenzy, abusing the captain and showing every symptom of insanity. The others persuaded him to go to bed, and Grace went in to talk to him. During the voyage he had been steady and sober, attending to those who needed his help and trying to assist with the captain’s condition. However, he had become very anxious, forcing himself to be cheerful in company, and becoming more and more worn with all the stress. He had finally given way to his worries and poured out to Grace that he was a ruined man and never expected to see his sister again. The captain came out on deck and told the crew to pull the doctor out, that he was drunk and an imposter who had tried to poison him and that he would be horsewhipped as soon as he landed. Grace managed to calm Mr Mathews and reassured him that everyone would support him. He finally calmed down and slept, with three passengers keeping watch to protect him from the captain. Everything settled down and they spent the quietest night for a long time.

By the morning the doctor had recovered, and land was sighted at five o’clock. The day was clear and bright and the ship only 20 miles from land, perhaps 70 miles from Auckland. Everyone was relieved and delighted, although the crew maintained that they could have been there four days earlier if not for the captain. After the latest scene, the doctor, the mate, the carpenter and some of the passengers consulted and decided to take the ship into the gulf, contrary to the captain’s orders. He would not give them the charts, but they used Thomas’s map. When land was sighted, they went to the captain and asked him to either get up on deck or give them his charts. He refused to do either until the carpenter was asked to break down his cabin door. He came up, bullying and shouting as usual, and the ship was made ready for anchoring the next day. There was another ship in sight, and everyone hoped for a contact with it. The captain had gone back to drinking in his cabin.

In her next letter, on 15 June, Grace began with thanks to her Heavenly Father for bringing them all safely to land. The ship they had seen, the Children, a coastal sloop, hoisted a flag but the captain would not allow a reply. Fortunately, a small boat came to them with two men who came on board. The captain was furious but had to invite them into the cabin and offer them a brandy while the others were having dinner. The Gwalior had been given up for lost, as a ship which left two months later had arrived and already discharged her cargo. The men were the owner of the sloop, Mr Williams and Mr Marlow, bringing a load of cattle to Auckland from the Bay of Islands. Mr Williams was a son of the well-known missionary Archdeacon Henry Williams who had set up the mission station at the Bay of Islands and established a large family farm there. Mr Marlow was a commissariat officer who had been to the Bay of Islands to pay the troops stationed there. The doctor, still in his cabin, sent Mr Houltain to ask if they would take him on to their ship, but the captain refused to let them leave. He told Mr Williams that they had not a drop of water left, whereupon their boat was immediately sent back to the sloop for two barrels of water, some beef and potatoes, which was all they could spare. Meanwhile the captain stood outside the doctor’s cabin to prevent him leaving but soon realised he could not stop him from doing so.

The Hirsts got Mr Mathews dressed and into the small boat, looking more dead than alive. Mr Houltain went with him. Thomas had asked if they would take him and his family, but there was no room. After the doctor had left, there was another terrible row among the crew. Mr Williams and Mr Marlow were still on board and Grace begged them to take her family. They would put up with anything if he would take them. Finally, Mr Williams agreed, but the captain refused to allow them to leave. Grace again used her persuasive skills and with Mr Williams’ help the captain agreed. The small boat from the sloop could not take them all and the mate, Mr Harris, wanted to send the Gwalior’s boat. Despite the captain’s objections, this was done. It was nearly dark when the two boats reached the sloop, four miles away, with all the family.

On board the Children, they found friendly people from the Bay of Islands on their way to Auckland. Among them was Miss Clendon, daughter of a well-known magistrate. They were made very welcome and enjoyed a good meal after the weeks of short rations on the Gwalior. Thomas sat up with Mr Mathews, the doctor, to make sure that he was settled, and the rest were given beds in any space that could be found on the small ship. It took two days to reach Auckland, and they enjoyed the company and the relief from the continual worries. They had left Gravesend on 11 December and on 10 June they finally reached New Zealand.

After Dr Mathews’ superior in Auckland, Dr Thompson, and the ship’s agents had met and been briefed by him, Thomas and Mr Houltain, Dr Thompson and Mr Williams briefed Lieutenant Governor Colonel Robert Wynyard. Thomas and Houltain had to make affidavit before the governor and in another hour a man of war was sent out in search of the Gwalior with provisions and water if necessary to take command of the ship. The trials of the voyage, and the boat being leaky, badly trimmed and over-insured, lent credence to the rumour that it was never intended to reach port. (White Wings II).

Chantrey Harris’s obituary in the New Zealander newspaper from 14 February 1895 ‘testifies to the anxiety about the missing barque and it is narrated that HM Schooner Pandora had gone in search of the Gwalior but had passed her in the night, on her way to Auckland, which she reached, having had the captain seventeen days in irons [after trying to stab the doctor during a bout of delirium tremens], mentioning also that he had attempted to stab the chief mate’.

The Gwalior eventually reached port, without seeing the Pandora. Thomas went out to secure their cabin and check that their possessions were safe. They heard later that the captain had deteriorated, threatening all aboard with a carving knife. The ship had come perilously close to rocks at one stage during the night and those aboard were afraid that they would never reach port. The captain was brought ashore to a low inn where he was ill with delirium tremens. After discharging cargo in Auckland, the Gwalior proceeded to New Plymouth, finally arriving on 18 August 1852. (NZ Herald records)

Thomas went ashore in Auckland and found lodgings for the family, some way out of town but quite close to Mr Marlow, from the sloop, and to the Jacksons, Mr Mathew’s sister and her husband. Grace was pleased to find herself close to people she knew. She was fascinated to find the wooden house was carpeted and furnished like an English house except for the fireplace with no range, the wood burning on the hearth. She was amazed that cooking could be done in this way! They got used to different foods, cooking and housekeeping ways in New Zealand. As for religious privileges they are quite as numerous as at home but apparently more valued.

Grace gratefully received letters sent from England, including from son James. She wrote to the family there, We are at last safe on shore with truly thankful hearts to our Heavenly Father for his especial mercies and great deliverances. Grace was very pleased and relieved to be able to attend church services again. She felt as though they were minor celebrities, as we were literally stared out of countenance, everybody seemed to know us and there had been most exaggerated accounts of our sufferings. Grace marvelled at the kind attention and respect they received in Auckland, and the encouragement they received to settle there.

They led a very social life, rekindling acquaintances with passengers and contacts, with friends from the voyage calling to see them and introducing people from the Auckland community, many of them settlers from England. Grace was impressed with Baroness de Thierry, who asked to meet her through Mr Marlow. Baron de Thierry had apparently attempted to establish his own sovereign state in New Zealand in the years before British annexation. The baroness was a greatly respected elderly lady.

Grace described nearby land purchases and farms in which Thomas was interested. The main roads were good, but byroads generally bad. We have heard a great many strange things here about business, but as far as I can hear Thomas is likely to do well in wool. I should like Thos to keep to his own business and if we can get a little farm to occupy his spare time and have a little dairy, but we cannot conclude anything till we get there [New Plymouth].

They could travel to New Plymouth by schooner in 24 hours’ sailing from Manukau or wait about six weeks for the Gwalior with their belongings. That voyage would then take a week, with the risk of bad weather, to say nothing of the captain, if he was still with the ship. They had heard good reports about New Plymouth and were enthusiastic about getting there — nothing against it but want of a harbour. I feel anxious to get away, this public life does not suit me.

After numerous ship delays, they eventually got to New Plymouth on the cutter Éclair, which left Manukau on Saturday, 3 July 1852, with all their possessions. They were all seasick on the voyage. The Gwalior is recorded as arriving at New Plymouth on 18 August 1852 with cargo but no passengers. Grace and Thomas’s prefabricated house was part of that cargo, as were the goods they had brought to sell.

Not long after landing in Auckland, Dr Mathews was drowned when sailing over to the North Shore with four others in an open boat. Their bodies were never found. Captain Davidson continued with the Gwalior in trade with Australia and apparently threw himself overboard in a state of delirium tremens and drowned on 16 April 1853, en route from Newcastle, New South Wales to Lyttelton. (White Wings II) Grace was saddened by both deaths.


2.

Arriving in New Plymouth

When they arrived in New Plymouth on 4 July 1852, Grace and Thomas were met off the Éclair by fellow Yorkshiremen Messrs Duncan, Norris, and Lewthwaite. The children initially stayed with Mr Duncan, an old Halifax friend, while Grace and Thomas went to the Taranaki Hotel. Duncan became a trusted advisor to Thomas on how to get along in the settlement, and he and his wife became close friends of Grace and Thomas. Lodgings were hard to find but in September for two weeks they moved into six small rooms in ‘Devon Hall’, which they shared with Mrs Norris and her energetic children. It was part of a large cottage owned by the Wrights. They looked for other space, eventually renting a house owned by Mr Norris while their house was built. Frederic Norris was a lawyer in partnership with Thomas Standish, a great drunkard according to Grace (his son Arthur was later New Plymouth’s first mayor). Norris was an acquaintance from Yorkshire, and a lawyer, but there were some ethical questions over his past in Yorkshire, which came up again in later years.

Thomas set up business as a general merchant and also acted as agent for land buyers who did not wish to come to New Zealand themselves. I received commissions for land goods etc. before going out — this gave us room to hope we might succeed in our new undertaking. Thomas also sought to take up wool broking again.

They rented a room behind the auction rooms as a wholesale store in which to lay out their goods and quickly made some large sales of clothes and household goods. Grace wanted to operate as a wholesaler and most goods were sold to storekeepers. All food was expensive, about twice the price of England. Their china and glass arrived safely from England, and some preserves also arrived unspoiled. We have had very little trouble with our goods at the customs house. They let us bring them home and we were charged on the invoices. Almost everyone now brings their furniture out with them. It is found much better to do so, for furniture is very dear here and if you order anything it is such a long time before you get it. She regretted not having brought carpets to stop the draughts through gaps in floorboards.

Grace quickly began a business relationship with her sister Margaret, ordering goods through her from England for resale in New Plymouth. She gave detailed instructions for fabric, clothes, hats and baskets including how to pack them — Then will you get a box and have it lined with tin and when packed have it soldered down or we cannot depend on it coming safely. Thomas was to consign wool to his brothers in England and they were to pay Margaret for the goods. By the end of November 1852, farming sheep for wool was becoming good business and Thomas’s skills as a wool stapler (sorter) and buyer were in demand. He was being consulted on the best breeds of sheep for wool. In December 1852 Grace’s writing was a pointer to issues which continued 150 years later, Thomas has bought very little wool yet, a great deal of it is so coarse and of such a bad sort that it would be scarcely worth carriage. He encouraged farmers to breed sheep with finer wool.

Ever practical and ambitious for her family, Grace wrote to her sister Martha of a secret that she, a staunch Church of England member, was on a committee to raise funds to enlarge the Wesleyan chapel as it would be such a good opportunity of getting my daughters introduced into the best society. Mr Flight, the magistrate, and many other prominent settlers were on the committee. Grace confessed I always told you how little I expected from the place and anyone expecting much will be disappointed. I believe if Charles Hursthouse [publicist for the New Zealand Company] was to come here he would get well thrashed if he stated the truth . . . for my part I have never since we landed regretted coming.

Son Tom settled in quickly, and picked up several Māori phrases to use, including tenah qui meaning how do you do. Daughter Annis described the appearance of local Māori men and women, and the family’s daily engagement with them, in a letter to her Aunt Martha in England. The men are some of them fine looking but the elderly women mostly look horrible. Some of the young ones who are not tattooed are good looking too. Some of them dress very well, at least gaily. They generally wear print roundabouts with flouncee white shawls with bright flowers on, and wear hats or else veils, sometimes black trimmed with pink thrown over their heads. She and her siblings missed William and young Grace. Grace often wrote to her sisters about the family’s appreciation of letters: every word is devoured.

Grace wrote in November 1852 we are all very well and as happy as ever I expect to be in this world. I think we have a very fair prospect of making a comfortable living. This is not the place to get wealthy but anybody that will work may get on comfortably . . . I believe I am much altered in appearance for the better and I am sure I never felt better in my life when I look back I often wonder how I lived through the days of toil and nights of anguish of the last few years.

Grace and Thomas had brought with them the frame and timbers of their octagonal house, later known as the ‘Round House’. They leased half an acre of land on Devon Street, between Gover and Liardet Streets, for 21 years from a Mr Holt, a corn dealer in Halifax, for £6 per year, and began erecting the house there. Thomas’s efforts to erect it were inhibited by demands on his time for wool and land buying, and a shortage of available labour, but they moved into the weatherproof but unlined house in early 1853. It was very far from being finished but it is very comfortable and we have no rent to pay. They grazed a cow on two leased sections adjoining the house, and Grace quickly learnt to make cheese and butter from its milk, enough to even sell some, as it didn’t keep in the hot weather. In 1856, Mr Holt offered Grace and Thomas the land for sale. Grace was relieved. It was always a grief to me that it was built on Leasehold land.

The house became a well-known landmark in the town. The original house was called ‘Egmont House’ and was extended with lean-tos on the north and west sides. They built the ‘Square House’ on the east side in 1855, having bought it from a Mr Studdart who had brought it prefabricated from England. They used it as a warehouse. They added a second storey to it in the late 1850s. From June 1854 they leased the Round House to the Provincial Superintendent, Charles Brown.

Grace commented at Christmas 1852 this to us is a very strange Xmas it is very hot. She also commented on the busy roadstead, when weather was suitable to launch and land boats, and on the busy trade, the natives bring in large quantities of potatoes and wheat and the settlers butter, cheese, bacon etc. It is surprising to see the number of bullock carts belonging to the natives that have passed our house the last few days it is very pleasing to see their advancement in civilization. Thomas’s land agent work continued to increase. He travelled to Wellington, 11 days on horseback, to develop working relationships with several Halifax and Bradford people to further his business.

Grace’s letters home were for the whole family, but she would often enclose a ‘Private’ slip for her sisters only. She wrote to her sister Elizabeth in February 1853 with great excitement about a little secret of a Mr Leatham making an offer of marriage to eldest daughter Mary. She describes the love affair of Mr Leatham courting Mary, including visiting his potential land at Bell Block with Thomas. He sent a bible and proposal letter to Mary and described his farm income and means. In March 1853 she wrote Mary has given letters back to Leatham. I feel sure she has another chance but I do not think she is at all inclined to take it, it is no other than our little friend Devenish. He visits us very often . . . but he is neither young nor tall nor handsome, but he is steady industrious has plenty of acres,cattle, sheep and house, garden and orchard. Grace approved of Devenish, who was the brother-in-law of Mr Flight, the resident magistrate. The only objection I have heard Mary raise to him is he is a dissenter [a Protestant who dissents from the Church of England]. The Flights and Devenishs had got land beyond the Bell Block [towards Waitara] they had bought from the Government but they could not give them a proper title so after living there for several years and getting into cultivation, the natives compelled them to leave it so the Government gave them a large section of bush land and compensation.

Four Yorkshiremen, Hirst, Leatham, Duncan and Norris, were among the first to buy 50-acre sections at the Bells Block, to the east of New Plymouth, when the government purchase treaty was completed in late 1852. The initial 1400 acres was purchased by Dillon Bell in 1848 for the Government (Governor George Grey) from Te Āti Awa. This was followed by the 14,000-acre Hua block, then the 17,000-acre Waiwakaiho block in 1854.


[image: Image]

Round & Square Houses on Devon St c.1890s. Family/Puke Ariki



The land was sold by the Puketapu hapū, from a pā near the current New Plymouth airport, by chiefs Rāwiri Waiaua, Īhāia Kirikūmara and Te Teira Mānuka. The sales were strongly opposed by Te Waitere Katatore of Kaipakopako Pā, a little further inland. He erected the ‘Fitzroy’ pole on the north side of the Waiwakaiho River to mark the northern limit of European settlement. This was around 5 kilometres west of the Hirst land.

The Te Āti Awa population was small. Many had fled to the Kāpiti region after the Waikato iwi invasion of North Taranaki in the 1830s. Wiremu Kīngi and 600 people returned to North Taranaki in 1848, and from then on tensions with hapū selling land, including Te Teira, grew quickly. There was no clear tribal structure at the time, though on his return Wiremu Kīngi worked to establish his authority. Rāwiri Waiaua, his brother and three others were killed on 5 August 1854, by Katatore and his supporters, while marking out land for sale to Europeans from the disputed ‘Bell’s Block’ purchase. This was one major skirmish in an ongoing feud between land sales supporters and opposers. There were many skirmishes and several deaths over six or seven years.

There was settler concern about the potential threat. Some 250 troops were brought to New Plymouth in 1855, solely to protect settlers, not to intervene in the feud. Īhāia Kirikūmara avenged Rāwiri Waiaua’s death by the killing of Katatore in 1858, ironically when Katatore was returning from land sale discussions in New Plymouth with Mãori Land Commissioner Parris.

In June 1853 the Hirsts let two acres of their property to one of the two Mr Allans who travelled out with them on the Gwalior, who built a raupō whare on it and sold goods to Māori. Thomas by this time was working on their house on the farm, interrupted by some travel to Auckland for land agent work, and in September 1854 the family moved out to ‘Brackenhirst’ as the farm was called — a blend of Grace and Thomas’s family names. Grace called it Whare Patou in letters for a time in 1855. The Bell Block Hall later stood on the property as did several factories.

By November 1852, Grace and
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