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Emipration

In about January 14930, some ten months before his death, William McWilliam was
persuaided to sit down amd put in writing some record of his early life. The result
was a page and a half of recellections, written in pencil, still in the possession of
Lhe present writer. The Tirst paragraph starbed:-

I was born on 17th January 1844, in Ireland, 1 got a fair commercial edu
cation and being just enbering manhood and seeing a poor chance of doing
Aanylhing For my betterment T made my mind up to go te New Zealand. When
Father saw that 1 had my mind made up to go he sold the farm and the whole
Eamily migrated Lo New Aealand i 1862, T was oot Toog idle aml T was

of fered a position of Book Keeper in a fairly large business at leith-
field...

Tn endeavouring to he succinct William has leflt us asking many questions, (e
feels fairly safe in proposing that he saw only a poor chance of doing anvthing tfor
his hetterment for several reasons. He would have bitter recollections of Lhe isas=
Ltrous potabo crap failure some dorzen years before. The threat of recurrence would be
frequently in his mind and no doubt the calamity formed a frequent topic of ceonversat
ion within the family. The parts of Ireland reproduced in paintiops and photogreaphs
lopk Tush and attractive enough, hut there is a larpe percentape of the Taml which
consists of poor seil, and the Trovince of Connaught has much more than its falr share
of the latter. Ln any case it was all in the possession of the few preat landlords
Like the Earl ol Clanricarde and any Lensant ownership was only the right to tenancy,
Feat bogs and rocky outcrops may make pretty pictures and inspire moving poctry but
wealth rarely emerges from them, even for the individusl who owns them, To an ambil-
itopus young man of 18 prospects in Treland to betrer oneself were dim indeed in 18A2,
Torn by religious strifc and beset by a varicty of "troubles', not least a distant and
uncertain povermmenl. in London, the Buerald Isle held oot little promise for Lhe exer-
cise of enterpricse and the rewards of risk-raking.

The outlook in New Zealand, #1 leasl as seen [rom the perspective of central Ire-
land, was vastly different and certainly more exciting. Tor one thing gold had been
found there and a rush was in full swing. This fabulous country was a land of opport—
unity for somecne willing to woerk hard and take a chance. Land was plentiful, and the
life frec and easy, with no overpoweringly rich landlords or centuries-old customs to
sLifle ambition or choke snterprize.

tither the 18-year-old William was very persuasive or the rest of the family,and
Johe MeWilliam in parlicular, were allected by the same kind of dissatisfaction
with life in Ireland as William. It seems to us such a gigantic step in these days of
settled sccurity. The uncertainty of what layv ahead in New Zealand, as well as Lhe
lenglh of Lhe voyape out would have heen strong deterrents, That they came only
attests to the confidence the group must have had in the accuracy of the Eavourable re-
ports thev had heard, or indicates the baleful pature of conditions back in Treland.
Perhaps their coming simply demonstrates the vigour of the adventurous spirit within
them. Maybe it was a combination of all three compelling motives.

The quotalion Trom William's short memoir (1930) suggests that they all came aut
topether, or at least in the same vear. This appears unlikely. Several reasons
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can be advanced for deubting it. For one thing it scems detinivte Lhat John, the eld-
est son, stayed in Lhe inited Kingdom. Then the otficial record shows that when John,
the falher, died in 1881 he had been in Lhe Colony of New Zealand for sighlesn yedrs,
subtracting this tigure from 1881 we obtain 1863. In view of Lhe fact that fractions
of a yeor are disregarded and that it would have taken the ship about a year to reach
New Zealand [rom Britain, it is entirely possible that both John and his secoml son,
William, lelt Ireland (ic began Lheir migration) in 1862, as stated by William. The
situation is, however, dilferent with regard to Rebecca. When she died in Auguat 1W01
she had been in New Zealand for 36 years according to her Entry of Death. Thus she
would have arrived in the year 1865, a couple of years after her hushand. No doubt
all the younger children were with her. The baby, a girl, would have been no more
than five in 1865. PBut what of the two elder pirls, Mary and Emily ¥ Mary would have
been abont 23 and Lmily about seventeen, There is reason to believe Lhal Fmily vayagp
ed Lo New Zealand perhaps with her husband-to-be, James Conningham. Thereby hangs »
romantic tale which will be recounted shorily.

It secems ressonable, therefore, to amend Willlam's account and say that most of
his family emigrated to New Zealand over a period of several vears in Lhe 1860s, in
cluding certainly Willinm, his parents and his five sisters, Mary, Fui 1y, Relwees, Ly
and Magpie. Two brothers and a younger sister may well have travelled to New Zealand
with their mother. UOne can hardly imagine a five-year old girl, or even sixteen- and
lourtecn venr—old oy s, hi':‘ihg left behind on their own in Treland.

In locking for a more precise date for the arrival of the individual members of
this family group, we note first of all that, apart (rom writing that 'the whole [an—
ily migraled to New Zealand' there is no other reference by Williaw to his Mather, or
any other family member, being with him and settling in the new country. In fact
William's second sen, Heorace, in his Memoirs (G8) gives the impression that Willimam
was on hie own when he arrived. He writes:-

Apparently he (William) disembarked at Dunedin, in the south of New Yealand,
and Lhen must have travelled by cosch to Greymouth, on the wesl coast of the
aouth Island of New Zealamd. Tt seems he knew someons here {ie in Grev
mouth) for I remember his telling me that a friend of his in Grevmouth ad-
vised him to go further north Lo find employment as a clerk, as gold had
been discovered there, and a hig "rush" had sct in.

i [act Neville MeWilliam puts the smmtter clearly and succinctly in wriling o hisg
brather, Horace, on 5 February, 194B:- 'Father preceded his family to New Zealand'.

As for the eldest girl, Mary, it ¢an be stated with contidence Lhal she was in
Christchurch in 1865, for the simple reason that she was married in that city on 10
April of that year. This is in satisfying harmony with the statement on her Molher's
Death Certificate that she (her molher) had been in New Zealand for 36 years when she
died in 190l. Thirty-six years before 1901 is the year 1865.

1t is worth stressing again Lhat the information appearing on a copy of an [Entry
of Death should be regarded with some reserve. Much of the detail may be taken as
correck but it is usually obtained from the memory of a surviving relative, such as a
sun or daughter reporting & death at the Registrar's office. OQuestions are answered
without formal proof of the figures supplied, like dates of birth, apes af children of
Lhe deceased and his/her period of time in the country. The resull is that the Toport
ing relative, withoul referénces to turn to, and generally in no state of wind Lo he
precise, pives a lipure or a date in a perfunclory manner. Such data tlo, however make
usefn]l corroborative evidence und il confirmed from other sources may be accepted with
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caonl lense.

There is an interesting corroboratien of her father's occupation; the copy of
the Death Certiticate of Mary and alse that ot her tather himselt both show his ececup-
aldion to have lieen that of Contractor. Fmily's Death Certilicate, however, lists him

as a farmer.

The question remains:  did Fmily travel with her mother amd Mary and arcive in
New Zealand with them, or did she undertake the voyage on the same ship as her future
husband 7 Lt is just conceivable that she did both. More of this intviguing smlbLer
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