Clan Matheson New Zealand

Editor’s corner

Welcome to the latest issue of our newsletter, where you’ll find a
range of articles to help you find out more about Matheson
heritage.

There’s nothing like hearing in their own words about how our
forebears lived, and in particular why and how our Matheson
ancestors left Scotland and migrated to New Zealand. You might
think recording devices became commonly used far too late to
capture those stories, but have a look at ‘Voices from the past’ on
the next page — you might be surprised.

We wrap up the story begun in the previous issue about Lake
Matheson with more about the storekeeper who is most likely to
have lent his name to this scenic gem. This article delves into
rough life on the West Coast goldfields and the story of how
business entrepreneurship put Lake Matheson on the tourist trail.

Artificial intelligence or Al is all the buzz these days, and you might
wonder what it can contribute to family history research. Quite a
lot is the answer. We start by looking at how it can help you to
decipher difficult handwriting, and in future issues we’ll look at
other ways of using Al to unlock our family stories.

Clan Matheson New Zealand has continued to be out and about at
Scottish-themed events in New Zealand, and you can read in this
issue about our presence at pipe band championships in Taranaki
and Auckland. There’s also news of a special birthday for one of
our long-time supporters.

As always, we welcome your ideas and support in helping Clan
Matheson prosper in New Zealand. Find out how to get in touch
on the last page.

Happy reading!

Andrew Matheson
Editor
news@clanmatheson.org.nz
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Voices from the past ...

Imagine being able to hear first-hand accounts of
what life was like for your ancestors in Scotland
and why they migrated to New Zealand. You can
— almost. Oral history archives can be a direct
link to important parts of your family history.

Oral history is a record of information gathered
in oral form, usually by electronic means, as a
result of a planned interview.

But there weren’t any tape recorders in the
1800s. So how does oral history help uncover
your family’s past?

The earliest large-scale oral history recordings
started in Scotland in the 1930s and collections
have a lot of material from the 1950s onwards.

In New Zealand the first national oral history
collection was begun a little later, in 1946. In both
cases many of the people interviewed were born
in the latter part of the 1800s.

In some cases these recordings captured the
generation who migrated, or just one generation
later, so they are the closest thing to direct voices
of 19th-century migration society.

Recordings from Scotland capture stories about
rural and urban life, oral traditions about emigra-
tion and accounts of depopulation in rural areas
caused by emigration. These stories are relevant
to your family story even if they are about people
who migrated to other places such as Canada or
Australia.

Recordings in New Zealand contain accounts of
migration, settlement and how Scottish traditions
were preserved in the new land.

Books and official records are very important for
learning about these things, but while they tell us
when people left and where they settled, they
rarely capture the personal experiences behind
those decisions. Oral history fills that gap by
preserving personal memories, emotions and
cultural context.

Scottish oral history collections

Tobar an Dualchais, or the Kist o’ Riches, is one of
the best starting points online as it contains more
than 30,000 recordings of Scottish stories, songs,
folklore and memories. It draws from a range of
heritage archives and covers Gaelic, Scots and
English traditions across Scotland.

This is the place to start if you want audio you can
listen to immediately, though beware that much
of the material is not in English.

Scotland’s Sounds is a directory of oral history and

other sound collections that can help you find
specialist and local sound files.

Angus MacLean recalls his great-grandfather
Hector MacLean, who lived in Tiree. After Hector
died his widow and most of the family emigrated
to Canada. John Brown recalled how crop failure
drove many people in Tiree to emigrate.



https://www.tobarandualchais.co.uk
https://scotlands-sounds.nls.uk/index.php/collections-directory/
https://www.tobarandualchais.co.uk/track/102541?l=en
https://www.tobarandualchais.co.uk/track/90224?l=en

... voices from the past

New Zealand oral history collections

The Alexander Turnbull Library, part of the
National Library of New Zealand, has an oral
history and sound collection containing more than
10,000 recordings, mostly made since the 1960s.

In 1946 the New Zealand Broadcasting Service set
up the Mobile Recording Unit, a truck equipped
with sound recorders that travelled the country
recording people’s memories, music and events.
The recordings are held by the national sound and
vision archive Nga Taonga Sound and Vision.

Inside the Mobile Recording Unit

Access to either of these collections isn’t easy.
There are often strict access restrictions. Little
material is available online. Most of the
Alexander Turnbull Library’s material is available
only at the library in Wellington, though it is
developing a virtual reading room service where
individual items can be requested for remote
access. The Mobile Recording Unit material is
held by Nga Taonga Sound and Vision in Christ-
church.

The best way to access either collection is to
contact the holder directly.

In 1948 Geordie Matheson of Palmerston in
Otago talked about the history of the area and
some early settlers, and Alexander McKenzie
Matheson described the Middlemarch area after
his arrival at Cottersbrook Station in 1875.

Susan McFarlane of Dunedin, 100 years old at the
time of this photo, was in 1948 interviewed by the
Mobile Recording Unit aged 103.

That interview is a direct account of
her migration from Scotland in the 1870s.

Oral history in your family history

Oral history helps to bridge the gap between
Scotland and New Zealand. It transforms
migration from a set of statistics into a human
story — one of hardship, resilience and continuity.

These voices offer us a deeper, more personal
understanding of our heritage and all the
experiences that shaped it.

As part of documenting and telling your family
stories you might record your family’s oral history.
This can be deeply rewarding, and a way to
involve younger people in family history.

In the next issue we’ll share some techniques and
tips to help you do this.



https://www.ngataonga.org.nz/search-use-collection/search/5401/
https://natlib.govt.nz/collections/a-z/oral-history-and-sound
https://natlib.govt.nz/collections/a-z/oral-history-and-sound
https://www.ngataonga.org.nz
https://www.ngataonga.org.nz/search-use-collection/search/5541/
https://www.ngataonga.org.nz/search-use-collection/search/5858/
https://www.ngataonga.org.nz/search-use-collection/search/5858/

How did Lake Matheson get its name?
by Andrew Matheson

In the previous newsletter we wrote about how
Lake Matheson got its name, and efforts by Clan
Matheson New Zealand in the 1980s to research
the question. The generally-held view is that the
lake is named after Murdoch Matheson, store-
keeper at nearby Gillespies Beach in the 1870s.

So what do we know of Murdoch Matheson of
Gillespies Beach? His store must have been a
prominent feature of these diggings as it was used
as a polling station for elections in late 1870 and
1873.

The following are the polling places for
the Okarito Electoral District : —
Principal polling place, Court House,
Okarito.
Polling Places: —
Mace and Canavan’s Store, Five-mile
Beach.
Matheson’s Store, Gillespie's.
Dated this 23rd day of November, 1870.
M. PRICE,
3160a Returning Officer.

West Coast Times 26 November 1870

An amusing account of an 1870 court case involv-
ing a charge of assault also references Matheson’s
store. It also describes McLellan, often portrayed
as a partner of Matheson’s in the store, as a miner
in the area.

Smith M‘Lellan, mincr, sworn—In March
last I lived on Gillespie’s beach. I know
the prisoner, and I also knew a mma named
James Wilson. T recollect a row there on
the Saturday before St Patrick’s day. I
saw the prisoner and Wilson, and a man
named Neil, in front of Matheson's store.
It was dark. 1had not seen them together
before. Wilson was calling out for mercy

Murdoch Matheson doesn’t seem to have adver-
tised his business in the newspapers so we can’t
tell whether McLellan did actually join him as a
business partner.

Murdoch Matheson doesn’t feature in the local
newspapers after the 1870s, so we can’t track
what happened to him. Gillespies Beach was on
the decline, and his business does not appear in
an 1887 survey of residences and businesses at
the beach

By Mr Reid—I remember Douglass
coming there. We were drinking and
singing all the evening.  Wilson was not
the worse of drink. T left Matheson's
between ten and eleven o'clock.  There
was drink brought to my tent afterwards.
I had a good share of it. "I'bere are holes
“etween my tent and Matheson’s store. I
am.sure that prisoner was in the store
when I went out with the others. Ile
l}!l:,;ht Pave followed us to the beach. I

His Honor in sttmming up said that the
civcumstances of the case resolved them-
selves into a narrow compass. Tt appeared
that a number of men were drinking, some
of them in Matheson’s store, and others in
M<Lellan’s tent, the two places being a few
Lmndred vards apart. with old workings

ctween. The principal witnesses, Donglass
and M*T.cllan, stated they had been drinking
and fairly admitted the misty state they
were in at the time. His Honor then

Life on the goldfields
West Coast Times 15 January 1870



https://bit.ly/4btKpCP
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/File:GBB%C2%B7Alexander%C2%B7p23.jpg

... how did Lake Matheson get its name?

A small lake becomes a tourist attraction

Searching Papers Past for references to Lake
Matheson produces no results until January 1922,
when an article about the lakes of Westland refers
to “the little known Lake Matheson” and a “very
pretty photograph” of it showing Mt Tasman and
Mt Cook along with Fox Glacier.

harnessed for power purposes. Below
the Waiho river is a group of three
small lakes—Muller, Gibbs and Gault,

and not far away is Lake Matheson,
which feeds the Clearwater, a fribu-
tary of the Cooks river. A very petty
photograph is extent of the little known
Lake Matheson, showing both Mount
Tasman and Mount Cook, with the Fox
Glacier, nestling below. Weheka Flat
on which the lake is situated is famous
for its pastoral lands and Hereford
herds, Lake Paringa is the next lake

Hokitika Guardian 20 January 1922

The lake was later popularised by photographs
taken by an enterprising photographer, Heaton
Peart of Wellington. He wrote to the Westland
Progress League proposing that he be contracted
to take scenic photos in Westland “for pictorial
publication in illustrated weeklies”. The League
resolved to authorise spending 5 pounds for a
preliminary trial, with photos to be submitted for
approval.

The following  correspomdence  was
deali with:—

1. DPeart (Wellington(  wrote (.iu
veplv) regarding Westland seenle pie
tures for pictorial publication in illus
trated wecklies.—1t was resolved Lo
anthorise an expewditure of £ by way
of preliminary  trind, subijecis  to |.1|'
submitted for approval. A mew phola
of the mountain seripe by Mr Peart
with Like Muaiheson in the foreground
awl Fox Glacier in the middle dis
tanee, was praised very l-.i;_-i-'...'_s-' by the
Chairman as one of the petures ol
outstamiing merit of the soulboern ilix
‘riet, This subjeet will be useld as 5001
we ranvenient,

Grey River Argus 22 March 1928

This was a success, not least because the publicity
generated by these “outstanding” pictures coin-
cided with national and government expenditure
to improve infrastructure for tourism. A track was
cut to the lake in 1930 and Lake Matheson be-
came a popular stop during visits to Westland’s
glacier country, as demonstrated by many refer-
ences in newspapers throughout the 1930s. The
lake was famous enough to appear on a stamp in
1946.

A mystery remains

It seems most likely that Murdoch Matheson,
active in the area in the 1870s, gave his name to
the lake. Though it was “little known” in the
1920s, an enterprising photographer and a boom
in tourism in the 1930s saw Lake Matheson firmly
on the New Zealand tourism map. But we still
know little about Murdoch Matheson, one time
storekeeper at Gillespies Beach.

Some excellent photographs of South
Westland scenery were secured on the
oceasion of a late visit of Mr H, (%
Peart, of Wellington. One outstand-
ing picture is a view taken at Weheka.
with Lake Matheson in the foreground,
FFox CGlacier in the intermediate dis-
tance and  the Southern Alps (with
Cook and Tasman prominent) in the
background. The effect of the picture
is heightoned by the perfect veflection
of the forest and menntains in the
placid waters of the lake. Tt is indeed
a unique picture and a fine advertising
medium of the special heauty of South
Westland. Mr Peart has secured sev-
eral new views of the mountains from
the seacoast at Gillespies and Cooks,

Hokitika Guardian 31 March 1928



https://canterburyphotography.blogspot.com/2009/03/heaton-c-peart-hokitika.html
https://canterburyphotography.blogspot.com/2009/03/heaton-c-peart-hokitika.html

Tartan Day

Tartan Day is a chance to celebrate Scotland
around the world and strengthen ties between
Scotland and places where Scottish people settled.
But why is it on a different day in New Zealand
from most countries?

Tartan Day was founded in Nova Scotia, Canada, in
1987 as an annual celebration of Scottish culture
and heritage. In the USA it was declared ‘Tartan
Day’ by the Senate in 1998 to celebrate the out-
standing achievements and contributions made by
Scottish Americans to the United States.

In these two countries and in most of the world
(including Scotland!), Tartan Day is celebrated on
6 April. This marks the day in 1320 when the
Declaration of Arbroath was signed. This docu-
ment was a letter sent by Scottish nobles to the
Pope asserting Scotland’s independence from
England, and is seen as an early expression of
Scottish independence and national identity and
self-determination.

But in New Zealand and Australia we do things
differently and celebrate Tartan Day on 1 July.
This is the anniversary of when a prohibition on
the wearing of tartan was lifted in 1782.

After the Jacobite risings — especially the final
rising in 1745 — the British government tried to
suppress Highland culture. As part of this, the
Dress Act of 1746 made it illegal for men and boys
in the Scottish Highlands to wear traditional High-
land dress. Flashing the tartan could result in
heavy fines or even transportation to a penal
colony. After 36 years this restriction was re-
pealed on 1 July 1782, restoring the legal right to
wear tartan.

It’s ironic that tartan became a much more
prominent symbol of Scottish identity after it was
revived in the 18th and 19th centuries following
this attempt to suppress Highland culture after the
Jacobite risings.

Of course you don’t have to wait until either 1 July
or 6 April, and can celebrate your Highland pride
at any time. You can find out on our website
where to buy the right gear.

An annual kirkin' o' the tartan service in held in
Auckland on the Sunday nearest Tartan Day, this
year on 28 June. Clan Matheson will be there; see
page 10 for details. Find out about the custom of
kirkin” o’ the tartan on our website here.

Kirkin’ o’ the tartan



https://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/clan-matheson/matheson-merchandise/
https://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/kirkin-o-the-tartan/

Deciphering old handwriting

by Andrew Matheson

Do you curse over cursive script when you’re
trying to decipher old handwriting? It’s great to
get hold of copies of historical documents relating
to your ancestors, but making sense of them can
be a challenge.

Al can help. | tested this with the will of George
Matheson of Lawrence, who will feature in a
future issue of this newsletter. His 1906 will
(available from Archives New Zealand) was
written very neatly but in a sloping cursive (joined
-up) script that requires some care in reading.

| first tested ChatGPT with a pdf file of the whole
will. There was an error uploading the file, so |
followed the prompt to upload a jpg file of one
page. The results weren’t terrible, but got off to a
bad start.

This is the last will and Testament of me

George Mathews of Laurens in the provincial District
of Ninety six in the Colony of the State aforesaid farmer I
will all this and Testament dispositions bequeaths

by me made and declare this to be my last

will and Testament. I nominate and appoint

my wife Mary Mathews and my son George Mathews
Executors and Trustee of this my Will. I give devise
leave and bequeath all my real and personal property
of what kind and nature ever including all policies

of insurance on my life upon trust to sell and in event
cannot not money and part of my said real and
personal estate as shall not consist of money and to

Apart from the obvious errors with Matheson and
Lawrence, which are easily fixed, the transcription
made some significant errors especially in the first
few lines.

ChatGPT suggested uploading an image of a close-
up section, which | did and obtained a significantly
better result.

This is the last Will and Testament of me

George Mathew of Laurens in the provincial District

of Otago in the Colony of New Zealand farmer I

revoke all Wills and Testamentary dispositions heretofore
by me made and declare this to be my last

Will and Testament I nominate and appoint

my wife Mary Mathew and my son George Mathew
Executors and Trustees of this my Will I give devise
leave and bequeath unto my Executors all my real and per-
sonal property

of what kind and nature soever including all policies

of insurance on my life upon trust to sell call in and
convert into money such part of my said real and
personal estate as shall not consist of money and to

This all took only a couple of minutes. With some
minor editing, | could soon have an accurate
transcript of the will without going cross-eyed. You
have to be careful to find any inaccuracies, but this
type of transcription can be a huge timesaver.
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Joan Harbour

Hearty congratulations to Joan Harbour (née
Matheson), who recently celebrated her 90th
birthday with family in Auckland.

Joan is very interested in her Matheson heritage
and has strongly supported Clan Matheson in
New Zealand. She served on the committee for
many years and has been actively involved in
events ever since our inaugural meeting in 1989.

You can read more about Joan and her Scottish
travels and involvement in Clan Matheson in our
December 2020 newsletter.

(Photo: Alison Marshall)

Graeme Matheson

We are sad to report the death in March 2026 of = Graeme served in the Royal New Zealand Navy
Graeme Matheson of Rangiora, at the age of 92. during the Korean War.

Graeme was very interested in his Matheson
heritage and was an author of the family history
publication Matheson of Kintyre, which has been
reviewed on our website.

Our sympathies to his children John and Fiona and
his many grandchildren, great-grandchildren and
friends.

In 1994 Graeme and his wife Maureen hosted the
then-Chief Sir Fergus Matheson and Lady Jean
Matheson at their home in Rangiora.

Sir Fergus and Lady Jean Matheson with many Mathesons at
the home of Graeme and Maureen Matheson in Rangiora



https://bit.ly/CM-December-2020
https://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/research/publications/family-stories-of-new-zealand-mathesons/

Clan Matheson

news and events

Clan Matheson New Zealand was well represent-
ed at the national pipe band championship, held
this year at Inglewood in Taranaki in March.

This is the second year in a row where Wayne
Matheson of Invercargill has organised the whole
clan avenue for the national champs.

Clans received a very warm welcome to the clan
avenue from the local Inglewood team. Clan
Matheson representatives Rodger Matheson,
Eden Matheson and Lena Orum were there to
welcome and provide on the ground support to
clans.

clan Matheson
ewZealand

Once visitors started arriving there were wonder-
ful displays of clan and Scottish material and a
welcome at every tent. Clan Matheson liaised
with Inglewood support to provide tickets, up-
dates and answer any queries. There was an air of
excitement with the championships being held
again in Taranaki after 75 years.

We had perfect summer days in the TET Stadium,
a beautiful setting with native bush behind. The
maunga Taranaki was majestic and on show each
day as we arrived in Inglewood, usually about sun-
rise.

Clan avenue for the 88th Royal New Zealand Pipe
Band Championships was a long stretch of 10
clans: Sutherland, Matheson, McKenzie, McGreg-
or, Maclachlan, Johnson, Gordon, Davidson,
Campbell and Cameron. Some clans were there
after a break, and many had been on the avenue
since the 2024 Auckland championships.

The two band competition circles with judges’
tents, delicious food vendors, Taranaki merchan-
dise vendors and a hospitality tent surrounded the
clan avenue. Visitors strolling along the avenue
were able to investigate and celebrate their own
Scottish heritage.

You can see a replay of the competitions here.

Thanks to Wayne Matheson for ongoing commu-
nication with clans since May 2025, to confirm
clans participating, their tent requirements and to
provide detailed information for clans about
setting up at the Inglewood venue. Wayne has
already been in contact with the organisers for
next year’s champs and has sent out communica-
tions calling for expressions of interest from clans.

The 2026 clan avenue had a real Scottish vibe and
a cheerful kinship among the clans. Inglewood
was a new high for the clan avenue, and we look
forward to gathering again at Tauranga on 12-13
March 2027.



https://taranakipba.co.nz/2026-nationals/

Clan Matheson news and events

Looking for other events related to
Scottish culture or tradition?

Check out the New Zealand event
listings from the Scottish Banner
magazine or Clan MacKenzie.

Auckland pipe band champs

Auckland pipe bands put on splendid performances at the
Auckland central pipe band competitions in February as they
prepared for the national pipe band championships in Taranaki, by
then only a month away. Similar competitions were being held
across the country as bands had one last chance to practise under
the eye of the judges.

There was a relaxed air at Waikaraka Park in Auckland that belied
the tension of competitors as they prepared to face the judges.
Clans Matheson, McPhee and Cameron were there to support the
bands and celebrate the competition being held in Auckland. We
had a wonderful view as the competition ring was right in front of
us.

In future the organisers of the event are hoping to have the
competition in a place more accessible to the general public.
Waikaraka Park, also the site of stock car events in Auckland, has a
wonderful ground and great parking but it is out of the way. We
may have more visitors to our tent if that happens. It’s under-
standable that the competitors are focused on their band, their
performance and their music.

A relaxing day at the Clan Matheson tent on a beautiful Auckland
day and Scottish music all around. Perfect.

— Lena Orum

Tartan Day events

Clan Matheson will be represented at two events in Auckland held
to mark Tartan Day.

e Bring the family, enjoy the music and dance, and celebrate
Scotland heritage at the Auckland Museum’s family-friendly
cultural day on Saturday 27 June from 10 am to 2 pm. Details
here.

e Kirkin’ o’ the tartan at St Andrew’s First Presbyterian Church
in Symonds Street, on Sunday 28 June at 10 am. The service
will be livestreamed on the church’s website.

You can read an article about Tartan Day on page 6 of this issue,
and one about kirkin’ o’ the tartan on our website here.



https://www.aucklandmuseum.com/visit/whats-on/art-and-culture/tartan-day-a-celebration-of-scottish-heritage
https://standrewschurch.org.nz/sunday-services
https://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/kirkin-o-the-tartan/
https://www.scottishbanner.com/calendar/category/new-zealand/
https://clan-mackenzie-nz.wildapricot.org/page-18112

How to connect with us

Clan Matheson New Zealand

We are the New Zealand branch of

the international Clan Matheson
Society. Our objectives are to:

o foster aninterestin
Matheson heritage

o forge links between people in

New Zealand with Matheson

heritage, and between them and

kinsfolk in other countries

e help people with Matheson
heritage find out more about

their family history and family

stories

Clan Matheson New Zealand

New Zealand Business Number
9429050807970

Registered charity CC60849

www.clanmatheson.org.nz

www.facebook.com/groups/
ClanMathesonNewZealand

International Clan Matheson
Society website

www.clanmatheson.org

Clan Matheson New Zealand
trust

Trustees:

Andrew Matheson, Blair Matheson,
Kirk Matheson, Lara Penman

Contact:
trust@clanmatheson.org.nz

News news@clanmatheson.org.nz
Family history web@clanmatheson.org.nz
Website web@clanmatheson.org.nz
Secretary secretary@clanmatheson.org.nz
Chair chair@clanmatheson.org.nz

Clan Matheson New Zealand committee

Lena Orum (chair and secretary) Auckland
Rodger Matheson (treasurer) Auckland
Andrew Matheson (newsletter editor, Wellington

website manager))

Wayne Matheson Invercargill

Chief’s Lieutenant for New Zealand
Andrew Matheson

Chief’s Deputy Lieutenant for New Zealand
Blair Matheson

Support our work

We welcome any support you can provide, whether a
one-off donation or a regular payment.

Make your donation to:

Clan Matheson New Zealand

03 1559 0103339 00

Clan Matheson New Zealand is a registered charity
(number CC60849), and donations of $5 or more qualify
for a tax credit of 33.33 cents in every dollar donated.
To get a receipt for tax purposes include the following
information in the fields indicated:

Particulars Your name
Code Donation
Reference Your phone number

The secretary will contact you to get an email or postal
address and send you a receipt.

For any questions contact:
secretary@clanmatheson.org.nz



https://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ClanMathesonNewZealand/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ClanMathesonNewZealand/
http://www.clanmatheson.org
http://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/about/contacts/news@clanmatheson.org.nz
http://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/about/contacts/web@clanmatheson.org.nz
http://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/about/contacts/web@clanmatheson.org.nz
http://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/wp-admin/secretary@clanmatheson.org.nz
http://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/wp-admin/chair@clanmatheson.org.nz

