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A Horseman from Eire 

The story of John Callaghan (1839-1917) 

 

Murray Nacey 

 

John was born in County Limerick, Ireland in 1839. Burial records held in Hamilton, show 

him being 78 at the time of death in 1917.
1
 His father was (reportedly) William Callaghan, a 

tenant farmer in Bruff, County Limerick, Lewis, Ireland. It is important to establish the social 

and political situation in Ireland at this time. In 1530, Irish People owned one hundred per 

cent of the land in Ireland. By 1703, the Catholic people owned just over ten per cent. The 

land in the west of Ireland was controlled by ‘absentee’ landlords who leased the land to its 

former owners at exhorbitant prices. These properties were administered on behalf of the 

landlords by local land agents. Irish people were so attached to the land that they did anything 

to remain in these places of their ancestral connection.
2
   

     The Irish also had to endure the ‘Potato Famine’, which was responsible for an estimated 

one million deaths between 1845 and 1851, to contend with.
3
 The Catholic population of 

Ireland had been under British rule since the early 17
th

 century. King William put in place the 

Penal Laws for Irish Catholics c.1691 prohibiting Catholics from “holding state office, 

standing for elected office, joining the armed forces and practising law”.
4
 Their land was 

confiscated and language outlawed. In quoting Ireland in the 18
th

 Century, “The Land Act of 

1704 prohibited Catholics from buying land. They could not will their land to a single heir, 

and they could not inherit land from Protestants”. These measures meant that by 1778 only 

five per cent of the land in Ireland was owned by Catholics. Both Catholics and Dissenters 

(that is, Protestants who did not belong to the Church of Ireland) had to pay tithes to the 

Church of Ireland, this causing great resentment.
5
 The only option was for hundreds of 

thousands of sons and daughters of Eire to immigrate. They left the Emerald Isle, the home of 

their ancestors for over 6,000 years, and made for the Americas, Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand. 

     A common problem with researching the Irish of the 17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries  is the lack of 

surviving records. The original census records for 1861 and 1871 were destroyed shortly after 

http://www.irish-genealogy-toolkit.com/census-records.html
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they were collected, and for some inexplicable reason, the records for 1881 to 1891 were 

pulped, by government order, during the First World War. To complicate matters further, in 

1922, an explosion and subsequent fire at the Public Records Office in Dublin destroyed most 

of the four censuses taken from 1821 to 1851. Only a few fragments of these censuses 

survive.
6
 

 

        

Figure 1: ‘The Catholic church at Bruff, County Limerick, one of three in the parish, was built in 1828’ 

     John Callaghan arrived in Auckland, New Zealand on Friday 17 September, 1869. His 

passage from Sydney Australia, was in the company of his employers, brothers Arthur and 

Evans Gubbins. The trio sailed to Australia aboard the Somersetshire (see figure 2), from 

Plymouth, England, leaving the devastating famine in their homeland of Ireland. They later 

continued on to New Zealand aboard the steamer Auckland (see figure 3), landing on 

Thursday 9 September 1869.
7
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Figure 2: Somersetshire (ship) Built 1867, 2342 tons. 

 

Figure 3: SS Auckland, cargo ship, 1863-1871.  

      The Gubbins boys looked at the North Island to attain suitable land for a mixed stock 

farm. They had brought breeding stocks of chickens and ducks with them from the Northern 

Hemisphere. The men were openly impressed by the condition of the stock animals they saw 

on existing farms. After looking at sites in Drury, South Auckland, they attended livestock 

sales at Onehunga, where John was in awe at the size of the bullocks. The trio made the 

Junction Hotel their base in Auckland and travelled many miles over the region in search of 

https://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAUQjhw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.wrecksite.eu%2Fwreck.aspx%3F56832&ei=YSJhVK2_BKLOmQXdlIEI&psig=AFQjCNFiGgsWhaBcMtjjcIBwZfH36PMDyg&ust=1415737889696626
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suitable farm land. With much taken for the Militias, who were afforded 50 acres per man at 

the end of their service, available land was scarce. After numerous visits to the Land Registry 

Office with no luck, Arthur heard of a publican in Ohaupo who may have some land 

available. When this deal came through, they made for the Waikato and settled on 470 acres 

near Ohaupo. They purchased their first holding and named the farm Innisfallen. Innisfallen 

or Inishfallen (from Irish: Inis Faithlinn, meaning "Faithlinn's island"), is an island in Lough 

Leane; one of the three Lakes of Killarney in County Kerry, Ireland.
8
 

      They started from scratch, having to clear the land, cut and mill what timber they required 

and build accommodation. Little was written about the actual work initially faced by these 

men, but it is likely that they laboured all day and every day. They had to construct pens and 

housing for the fowl and horses, secure the perimetre of the farm and erect bridges to cross 

the many streams. On top of this there were these three men, plus any casual workers on site, 

to house and feed. 

In the 1860s and 1870s the majority of Waikato farmers raised cattle and sheep, growing root 

and grain crops for both fodder and food. In 1882, the introduction of refrigerated shipping 

allowed perishable goods, such as butter, cheese and lamb, to be sent to Britain. With the 

expanding market, would-be farmers snapped up Waikato land because it was ideal for dairy 

farming. The flat and rolling pasture with high rainfall and sunshine allowed grass to grow 

nearly all year round. Swamps were drained in the 1800s and superphosphate and lime were 

introduced, which over time slowly improved pasture. The introduction of Ayrshire, Jersey, 

Holstein and Friesian breeds lifted the quality of dairy herds.
9
  

     One of the problems faced was the lack of labour, with men drawn to the ‘easy money’ 

promised at the goldfields in the Coromandel, West coast of the South Island, and further 

afield in Victoria and even California.
10

 The colonial government, in the years 1872-1873, 

brought 2200 English immigrants here, including 1300 railwaymen, to build the railway 

network between Auckland to its southern neighbours. These ‘navvies’ worked by hand, 

“using simple tools – picks and shovels, horses and carts, and dynamite – and endured 

primitive living conditions in isolated camps”.
11

 The practice of calling for men with certain 

skills, points towards workers being imported for set Government contracts and little else. 

The individual farmers had to make do with whatever workers they could find. 

     This was a difficult land to break, it was swampy, roads were poor and unmaintained and 

a consistent workforce did not exist. Men were content working and living among their kind, 
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for example many rail camps were dominated by single ethnicities, the Irish or English. The 

freedom afforded them, with no wife and children, seemed to suit most men. They were free 

to drink, gamble, roam and move on to other work when it suited. Early rural New Zealand 

was not a suitable place for women and young families and the population did not increase at 

any great rate until the twentieth century. Many of the Militia had walked off their land as it 

was unusable and ironically some ended up draining and developing that very land for 

absentee landlords, back in Britain. The bulk of men available were itinerate labourers who 

roamed the country side looking for work, food and board. Farmers like the Gubbins and 

especially their farm hand John, picked up the slack and worked very long hours in 

uncomfortable conditions. This was lonely work for John who was away from the homestead 

for days on end. Although working alone, John fortunately had a strong faith and was able to 

accomplish any task set before him. John’s chores seemed to be that of any farm labourer, he 

was obviously fit and strong by the amount of work he did.  

                      

Figure 4: St. Finbars Catholic Church, Ohaupo, Waikato, 1876-1916 

     Gubbins does not once mention John in ill favour, so it is probable that John was a sober 

and hardworking young man. John’s frequent attendance at his Catholic Church was often 

mentioned in the journal and to their credit, the Gubbinses although practicing Protestants, 

allowed John this freedom. John worshipped at the Catholic Church of St. Finbar (see figure 

4). St. Finbars was Ohaupo’s first Catholic Church, opened 2 July 1876 with Father Golden, 

the parish priest. Father Golden named John as one of the founding members of the church.
12

 



6 
 

          

Figure 5: Innisfallen, Gubbins’ homestead, Ohaupo, Waikato c.1870s. 

     The above photograph, figure 5, is of the later Innisfallen farmhouse, built in the 1870s. 

According to a letter by Arthur’s grandson, he remembered the former farm house as a crude 

dwelling, “…bare weatherboard place of two rooms and a bit of a lean-to…”  

Arthur was more adept as a farmer and Evans took care of the house, including the cheese-

making, something he became quite well known for. They had acquired a small herd of 

milking cows and used horses for transport and breaking in the land. As John was their farm 

hand, it is conceivable that he helped the casual workers hand milk Gubbins’s cows. In 

Arthur’s diary, he referred admiringly to John’s judgement of horses, again proving he valued 

Callaghan’s opinion.  
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Figure 6: A team of four draught horses pulling a two-furrowed plough, New Zealand 1890. 

     Figure 6 shows a typical plough rig, similar to what John would have used. John learned 

how to ‘post and rail’ and showed masterful horsemanship, as he did most if not all the 

ploughing. Young Callaghan had a sweet tooth for the peaches, which he acquired from the 

local Māori. Gubbins’ trees would soon bear fruit of their own, but John refused to feed 

peaches to the pigs, he loved the fruit so much. John tried his hand at ‘eeling’ but without 

much luck and he soon realised the Māori method of netting was far more successful. Māori 

had inhabited the area for several hundred years and relationships with Pakeha were at times 

strained. After the Waikato Wars in 1863-1864, there was a semblance of peace in and 

around Ohaupo, with the predominantly German immigrant population establishing their 

farms on what was once land owned by the Waikato iwi. It would be naïve to think local 

Māori held no resentment to this fact. In the long run Māori got on well with their new 

neighbours with Māori working as labourers on several farms.  

James Cowan wrote, “from one or another of the large villages just over the border; and 

native labour was employed at times on the farms”. He also noted that Māori were far more 

numerous than Pakeha.
13

 Farm workers were available if the farmer was able to reach across 

the race barrier. Māori had established peach orchards and grew maize, tobacco, potatoes and 

grain. They had obtained seed from passing missionaries and traders well before the land 

grab of 1860 onwards began. The transfer of goods and skills along with labour and 
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technology helped all the population. They grew white potatoes from seed stock, as they grew 

quicker than the kumara that Māori had brought with them from Polynesia.
14

  

     According to the journal, John either wrote poorly or not at all, as he often dictated his 

letters home and Evans obliged him by writing them. This infers that John had family back in 

Ireland, but who, remains a mystery. It was not unusual for working-class Irish Catholic 

children to go without a formal education. John’s work included chopping and sawing both 

wood for fuel and timber for construction. Arthur admired John’s aptitude with horse and 

dray, and once when John returned with a huge load of timber, his boss was amazed at the 

size of the load, considering the state of the roads and that dray was drawn by a single mare. 

The peach trees planted in the fields that John had ploughed and prepared, soon began to bear 

fruit. John, apparently, was happiest when behind the plough and took great care and pride in 

his work. 

        

                                 Figure 7: Ohaupo Redoubt and Forest Ranger camp; prisoners in foreground. [1864]                                                                  

     The image above, figure 7, is a water colour by Von Tempsky, depicting the Ohaupo 

redoubt in 1864. The redoubt was built by the 40
th

 Militia and later used by the 2
nd

 Militia. 

The danger of attack by Te Kooti, a Māori resistance fighter opposed to the confiscation of 

Māori land, caused panic among the locals. To help with the presumed threat, the 2
nd

 Militia 

was assigned to Alexandra (Te Awamutu), while the 3rds defended Cambridge.
15

 It is unclear 

of the exact structure of the militia in Ohaupo, with several groups of men being rallied 

locally to defend their town and surrounding areas. It is important to remember that only 
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those with money could afford to own and care for a horse. The distance between towns was 

substantial, so riding was the only practical method of getting anywhere in good time. There 

were Mounted Cavalry established in Cambridge, Hamilton and Te Awamutu. These men 

were all volunteers, and after the British Government withdrew military financial support, 

there were meagre allowances paid to those who attended meetings and manned the redoubts. 

John and Evans attended the meetings of the 2
nd

 Militia and Ohaupo locals to discuss the 

matter, but both John and Evans deemed it “a fuss about nothing”. When they heard the news 

that the Militia were no longer needed and being struck off pay, all were relieved.  

 

 

Figure 8: Piako Mounted Rifles Volunteer Corp, Te Aroha, Waikato, c. 1898. 

      Figure 8 shows a typical company of Volunteer Militia, (note the facial hair on all the 

men). To give increased security and confidence to the settlers, the Defence Minister the Hon. 

D. McLean, instructed Major William Jackson to form a volunteer cavalry corps for the 

defence of the Waikato frontier, (Jackson was C.O. of No.1 Company, Forest Rangers).  

On the 9th March 1871, the residents of Te Awamutu and Kihikihi were called to a public 

meeting held at “Driller's hotel” in Te Awamutu, for the purpose of forming a volunteer corps. 

Major Jackson addressed his troops with “As soon as the men were attested and equipped 

night patrols of the corps would be detailed for duty in various outlying localities. The men, 

he continued, would receive 7s. per diem, (each day), when at drill and on duty.”
16
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The corps numbered 60 volunteers and was under Major William Jackson, who was 

unanimously elected its commandant. It was decided to locate the headquarters at Te 

Awamutu, and that the corps to be named the ‘Te Awamutu Volunteer Cavalry.
17

 

      John travelled extensively around the Waipa region with the brothers. He was a trusted 

employee and friend who managed the farm when the Gubbinses were away on business. 

They were impressed with his efforts, but John missed his friends terribly and was always 

glad to see them return home. As it was for many immigrants, the class constraints that once 

would have prohibited land owners and workers from fraternizing were less strict in New 

Zealand. The fact that some men had different political views and faiths did not seem to 

interfere with them working and living together. All three men were of responsible and 

hardworking character which was necessary if they were going to survive and even prosper in 

this new land. The knowledge and tools they brought with them from Ireland held them in 

good stead, as the climates were alike and the methods they employed in farming were not 

that dissimilar. Evans and John attended some cattle sales but John went to all the sales as he 

was deemed a good judge by both Evans and Arthur. Two things point to John being of sober 

habits. One is that Arthur mentioned coming across drunks on their travels and always took a 

dim view of their behaviour. He would not have tolerated this from his employees. Another is 

John’s piety and eagerness to attend Church when he was able. (These opinions are 

interpreted from the Gubbins’ diary and taken from the type of language used when John was 

mentioned). 

     According to Arthur, John felt sorry for the casual workers and neighbouring farmers from 

Germany and other European centres after seeing their attempts at threshing wheat, John 

deeming his method far superior. The obvious cultural differences posed few problems as the 

men learned to live side by side. Various ways of doing the same task meant men from 

Scandinavia, Europe, the Baltics and the indigenous Māori, adapted and worked together. 

What is heartening was the men’s willingness to get along and learn from each other.  

 By February 1870, the farm was nearly established, and because they still purchased red 

meat from elsewhere, their beef was obviously not ready to butcher. By Arthur’s reckoning 

they had by then, over 100 fowl and a fine house in which to keep them. They relied on their 

own chicken meat and eggs for protein. Once, while ‘burning-off’ scrub on the farm, John 

miscalculated the breeze and the fire got away on him. The blaze burned for two days, nearly 
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claiming the life of one of their German neighbours. The clearing of the land that John had 

completed made way for a “fine yard for the horses”. 

     John purchased grass seed from nearby Te Rore but through want of better machinery, the 

seeding of their land was slow. The horses were grazed in a neighbour’s paddock until the 

grass took. The homestead’s stove was up and running, well stocked with wood from John’s 

trusty axe. He had become a dab hand at baking bread under the supervision of Evans. His 

culinary expertise came in handy when Evans’ leg was badly scalded by a pot of soup that 

slipped off the oven. John was in charge of ‘rolling’ scrub with heavy logs, hard and 

dangerous work, but with block and tackle and his team of horses, John soon mastered it. He 

also rolled the soil by this method before harrowing and sowing. Arthur helped John ‘bank 

and ditch’, a cheap but effective way of fencing, to retain their horses and keep them off the 

young grass. According to Gubbins senior, the pair could fence two chains a day. Arthur 

relied more and more on John to keep the stock fed, and with the ferry being so unreliable, 

they had to find alternative sources of grain and oats. John often drove the dray to town in 

search of feed for the horses and cattle. The farm had purchased pigs, to be fattened and 

slaughtered, from a neighbour. When the animals reached the desired weight John was 

assigned the task of getting the pork home swiftly for cutting and salting. This was a 

welcome change from the usual diet of mutton and chicken. John carted straw to the farm 

across the river in loads as heavy as 12 cwt. This was back-breaking work but necessary if the 

livestock were to stay in condition. John was often soaked from working in the rain and 

crossing rivers. This had repercussions later in his life when he paid dearly for the long 

periods he was cold and wet. The roads, if they existed at all, were poorly maintained. The 

copious rainfall, which the men likened to that of their beloved Ireland, turned the tracks into 

mere bogs at times. 

      With the farm flourishing, the brothers employed hands to help with the more menial 

tasks leaving John to concentrate on his horses. He was in sole charge of the livery and stable, 

oiling and maintaining all the harness and riding gear. He was often called on for construction, 

which seemed to be another of his areas of expertise. 

 Arthur recorded that John and Arthur mended a wooden bridge when its stringers had rotted 

so badly, that they gave way under John’s weight. He added that they repaired the roads 

because a council did not exist to undertake such work. In December, John was entrusted 

with delivering and depositing a large draft credit note at Ngaruawahia. He accomplished this 
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task successfully but was happy to get home. This was the farthest he had been from home, 

unaccompanied. The crops grew quickly and John was given another task of mowing the oats 

and grass for fodder and hay. These jobs all needed horse power and it was here where John 

excelled. He continued to prepare and sow more fields in maize, rye and barley. The farm 

expanded as the swamp was drained and cleared. The alluvial top-soil made extremely fertile 

farmland where the men grew an ever expanding array of crops. 

       With the success of the farm came other changes in John’s life. Ellen Sutton arrived in 

Auckland from England aboard the Hydaspes (see figure 9), on 6 November 1874. The ship 

was held in quarantine at Motuihi Island in the Waitemata Harbour. There had been an 

outbreak of scarlet fever on board resulting in the death of twelve passengers. The ship’s 

passenger list included the 22 year old housemaid from Lancashire. Ellen had made the 

voyage from her native Liverpool either alone or with a friend.  

    

Figure 9: The Hydaspes under sail, c.1869. 

 

Premier Julius Vogel’s 1869 ‘expansion policy’, was his answer to the strain that New 

Zealand found itself under from the economic duress of years of war, low immigration, and a 

low-skilled population. His plan included large scale lending, public works initiatives and 

engaging overseas agents to employ agricultural labourers and single women. This would 
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help address the gender imbalance by importing single women for marriage, hence increasing 

the white population. Vogel saw New Zealand as a country of paupers who were lazy and 

defiant.
18

 He wanted hard working people to build what he saw was basically than a ‘little 

Britain’. Many girls were signed up from areas that were already well represented in New 

Zealand’s population and this would have reduced integration problems as the girls came 

from similar cultural backgrounds and would be working for their country-folk. Ellen, in her 

later years, is seen below in figure 10. 

 

Figure 10: Ellen Callaghan, (nee Sutton), c 1900. 

     Ellen emigrated on the ‘free passage’ offered to certain occupations in the U.K to migrate 

to the colonies. Servants and domestic staff were in short supply and many girls made the 

journey in search of better opportunities. It was hoped that the influx of womenfolk would 

help right the imbalance of gender. Many young men had migrated in search of fortune and 

adventure but there was a definite dearth of young women.  

The wages offered the domestic servants were more generous, almost double those in the UK,  

but this was off-set by the fact that a wider range of tasks were set them and costs were 

higher in New Zealand. Ellen and another maid, Irish girl Annie McGuire, took up their 

duties and residence at Innisfallen shortly after arriving in New Zealand. According to family 

members Ellen was not too taken with young Callaghan but with pressure from her 
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employers she finally accepted John’s advances and the couple were married on 20 

September 1876 at Innisfallen, The farm house had been rebuilt before the servants had 

arrived and now boasted six rooms with a kitchen and separate servant’s quarters. The men 

had two rooms and there were the usual outbuildings needed on a farm of that era. Romance 

had also blossomed for Evans Gubbins and he had married Louise Burke in Melbourne in 

April the same year. Arthur too soon wed when he travelled back to Ireland to marry 

Katherine O’Grady, whose family owned the neighbouring farm to where the Gubbinses 

grew up. Arthur purchased more land, this time at Kiwitahi, and he and his new bride settled 

there in 1878.  

      Ellen soon provided John with a daughter, Margaret (Maggie), born 7 April 1879 at 

Innisfallen. John Lawrence followed 2 September 1880 and then Michael on 23 July 1882. 

John and children are pictured below in figure 11. 

 

                 

Figure 11: John Callaghan, Margaret (Maggie), John Lawrence, and Michael c.1890. 

 

The role that religion played in the structuring and development of society and the family in 

New Zealand was vital. As with any fledgling nation, the faith and cultural beliefs and norms 

of the majority or the ruling population become law. New Zealand was no different and with 

a 42 per cent Anglican population, the belief systems and social norms of England were 
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adapted and installed. When the Government became prosperous through trade, the farmers, 

traders, absentee land owners and the Anglican Church all followed suite. This meant that the 

majority of Catholics, except for those of wealth, about 14 per cent, were left to labour. Just 

as it was in Britain, religious alliance equalled political power.
19

  

 

 

Figure 12: The Ohaupo stock pens at the sales, Waikato, c 1870-1880. 

     That year the main trunk of the railway between Hamilton and Auckland was completed. 

This meant more freight could be moved than the earlier ‘light rail’ to the Frankton junction 

had been able to cope with. There was a line between Frankton and Ohaupo from 1878 but 

this carried only stock. The wider gauge line would be able to transport passengers and much 

larger loads. There were stock sales in Ohaupo, the first was held 30 April 1870. The main 

trunk soon enabled much larger sales to be held in the region. Arthur recorded that they had 

some of the biggest sales and shows in the country during the 1880s (see figure 12).The 

cheese factory opening in nearby Te Awamutu in 1881, provided employment and giving the 

area a product they could export.   

John Callaghan worked very hard to assure his children were given the best start he could 

offer. He may have even given up living with his wife and raised the children in the country, 

while working for Arthur Gubbins in Kiwitahi. The confusion about their marital life is 

furthered by lack of evidence on their domestic situation. What can be gleaned from the diary 

is that John loved his wife and children dearly, even if at times it seems that love was not 
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returned, especially by his wife Ellen. In the1880s, the Callaghan family left the farm and 

moved to Nixon Street in Hamilton East. The exact reason for this is unclear but this does 

coincide with the sudden death of Evans Gubbins in 1886. Louise, Evans’s widow, returned 

to Australia leaving the farm to be run by a trust for years to follow. The exact movement of 

the family and their situation at any one time is not that clear. There are conflicting records of 

schooling and census which put different members of the Callaghan family in different places 

at the same time. As was normal practice in those days, John would have worked for the 

Gubbinses on their various holdings, sometimes having his children with him. They may 

have returned to their home in Hamilton on weekends. The 1880 period was difficult for all 

with the recession hitting hard. It would have been cheaper and more practical for John to 

have his children on the farm while Ellen kept the house in Hamilton, maybe even taking on 

boarders to supplement their income. Ellen inhabited the house in Nixon Street during the 

1890s, (see figure 13), but John remained on the Ohaupo electoral roll until 1887 as he was 

working for Arthur in Kiwitahi between 1898 and 1903.    

 

Figure 13: Ellen Callaghan at Nixon Street, Hamilton East, c.1890. 

 

Around the same time John Lawrence had left school and attained a steady job with New 

Zealand Railways. His younger brother Michael followed closely behind him. John Lawrence 

married Ellen Moloney on 6 April 1904. The couple presented John and Ellen snr, with their 

first grandchild, Margaret Ellen Callaghan (aka Madge) on 26 April 1905. Madge was 
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followed by Johanna Gertrude (Jose) on 5 September 1907, William John (Bill) on 8 October 

1909 and Mary Dora (Minnie) on 26 September 1911. By this time Ellen had her very own 

business, a boarding establishment called Bella Vista, situated at 2 Knox Street, Hamilton. 

Ellen and John signed the lease on Bella Vista in 1910. The twelve bedroomed guesthouse 

offered accommodation and meals. John, who by this time was 63 and suffering from 

respiratory disease, was housed away from the paying guests. According to Teresa O’Reilly, 

John lived out the rest of his days confined to a small room at the back of the boarding house.  

     The Irish flourished in Hamilton East, inhabiting whole streets in the newly formed suburb 

across the Waikato River from the main centre. The diaspora emerged early in the 1860s 

when the first Militia arrived from the British barracks in Howick and Onehunga in Auckland. 

The Waikato Times, in 2006, recalled “Fifty per cent of the advance company of the 4th 

Waikato Militia which stepped ashore the banks of the Waikato River on 24 August, 1864, 

were Irishmen.”
20

 These soldiers and their families soon erected churches of all 

denominations and set about building lives for themselves. There were Protestant and 

Catholic families living side by side, the men eking out a living however they could. Many 

were Militia and had been granted land but were unable to develop the swamp they had been 

given. Most were self-sufficient and small-hold farmers, keeping stock to feed their families 

and labouring in road works and railway building when given the chance. Many were faced 

with the work that they had done back in Ireland but they did not complain because at least 

they were free of the political and social constraints of home.  

     The Callaghans were close friends with the Roaches, another family who shared their 

Catholic beliefs. Their community evolved around the Catholic Church (St Mary’s), in Grey 

Street. The annual Bazaar and St Patrick’s Day celebrations were a sight to behold. John 

Lawrence, aka Jack, left working as a plate maker for the railways and purchased a farm at 

Kiokio. The main trunk line reached Te Awamutu via Ohaupo in 1908 so John’s decision 

looked like a good one. John snr’s faith would have held him in good stead. He was not a big 

man physically and the hours spent in the damp, cold conditions earlier in his life would have 

contributed somewhat to his contracting such a terrible illness later in his life. Obviously a 

man of few words, John showed unflinching love for his children and animals.  

We may not ever know John’s relationship with his wife, but by interpreting the events in 

their lives, it would be safe to assume things were not that loving or settled for the couple. 

The fact that Ellen was forced in to the marriage for a start and the times that they spent apart, 
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living miles away from each other at times, points at their relationship being tenuous. The 

reasons were probably not solely economic.  

      John Callaghan called it a day on 18 May 1917, finally succumbing to cardiac failure, due 

to cardiac disease and lung problems. Another clue as to how John was perceived and treated 

was that he is interred at Hamilton West Cemetery in an unmarked grave. He and Ellen 

would have been deeply saddened by the death of Michael the previous year. Michael had 

volunteered, as did many fine young New Zealand men, to go and fight for the 

Commonwealth on the fields of France. Michael was wounded in both eyes by shrapnel and 

succumbed to those wounds in Hospital in Etaples, France, on 24 September 1916.
21

 New 

Zealand sent 100,000 personnel to WWI, 18,000 were killed and another 50,000 wounded.
22

 

     Ellen kept on running Bella Vista with her daughter Maggie for a further 16 years. Ellen 

herself suffered from ill health but soldiered on as many women of her generation did. She 

finally joined John on 8 April 1933, passing away at her home and later being buried at 

Hamilton East cemetery.       

                                                    

Figure 14: John Callaghan. 1839-1917,  c.1890. 

 

John Callaghan, (figure 14), lived a very simple life, focusing on being the best employee, 

friend and worker that he could to the Gubbins. He backed this up by being a good Catholic, 
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sober and humble. He married a woman who obviously did not feel the same way about him, 

but he tried none the less to be the best husband, provider and father he could. He brought 

with him from Eire, the love of hard work and horses, family and his faith. It was men such 

as John that built this country and although he is not mentioned by many as being important 

or responsible for much, he left his own legacy in the fact that he never complained but took 

what life threw at him on the chin. 
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