
 

Koputai - First Arrival Point 
Most of the first settlers came first to Koputai - Port Chalmers1 - by ship from Scotland and England. 

Port Chalmers was then confined 
to a small hilly peninsula2 on the 
west side of Otago Harbour.  Close 
to the south-eastern shore of this 
peninsula are a pair of islands, 
which lie across the harbour 
between Port Chalmers and the 
Otago Peninsula. These two islands 
are Quarantine Island/Kamau 
Taurua and Goat Island/Rakiriri. 

The old Māori name for Port 
Chalmers was 'Potakere' or 'Pou-
takere' which may have indicated 
the hill where the tuahu, or altar, 
was sited. 'Koputai' is a later name 
and refers to an incident in which 

the tide rose and beached canoes were set adrift. When peace was made between Kati Mamoe and 
Kai Tahu (about 1780), Koputai was one of two southern terminuses of Kai Tahu territory.3 

Following the visit of the Mermaid in 1823, more regular visits of ships to Otago's coast began to occur 
Even the French came: Commander D'Urville and the Astrolabe entered Otago Harbour in 1827 and 
1840 for the purpose of taking soundings and bearings. His charting of the area "was not very 
accurate” for he saw "the entrance to Otago Harbour ... situated in the southern part of Cape 
Saunders." 

 
1 The first settlers named this area, 15 minutes from Dunedin’s centre, Koputai which means ‘full tide’ but its common name of 

Port Chalmers is in honour of religious leader Thomas Chalmers. Thomas, a 19thC Scotsman, made his name in many disciplines 
from mathematics, chemistry, evangelical teaching to preaching on behalf of the poor – who he thought only had themselves to 
blame by over-breeding – and resisting the power of the church to intervene in parish affairs. He found himself at the head of the 
Free Church of Scotland and also found himself namesake of a small far-away port town. 
2 There has since been major reclamation to provide land for the port and the container terminus. 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Port_Chalmers for this section 
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In 1842 Captain Wing anchored the Deborah 
in the bay now bearing its name. Here he was 
joined by Frederick Tuckett who had been 
walking the last miles overland. They  
selected an adjoining block of land (the 
Otago Block) as the site for the Scottish 
New Edinburgh settlement.4 He nominated 
Koputai as its deep water port, to be called 
'Port Chalmers' after the Presbyterian Free 
Church leader, Thomas Chalmers. The sale 
of the Otago Block from Māori to the 
Otago Association was concluded at Port 
Chalmers 31 July 1844.5 Already, by 9 June, 
there were two whares, Māori-style 
houses, and a pile of bricks waiting to be 
turned into Tuckett's house. Mr. and Mrs. 
Lethbridge were in residence, along with 
David Scott and several others.  

 

In December 1844, Alexander McKay and 
his wife, Janet Allan,6 having married on 9 
December 1844 in Nelson, set off aboard the Deborah for Welllington and then boarded the Sarah 
Ann for Koputai.  After a terrible voyage of three weeks, they arrived to open the first public house, 
the 'Surveyors' Arms'.  

The town was surveyed by 
Charles Kettle in 1846 and 
a town board was formed 
in that year.  

In 1847, a visitor noted that 
there was only one house 
in existence, being a wattle 
and daub structure 
occupied by Mr and Mrs 
Whyllie and Mr and Mrs 
McKay. 

 

  

 
4 Having declined the site which would become Christchurch as he felt the ground around the Avon 
was swampy. 
5 L2400 for land stretching from north of the harbor right down to the Molyneux or Clutha River. 
6 Janet was the 3rd Great Aunt of Patricia Rylance and her sisters. 

Figure 1 Port Chalmers, 1850, William Fox 

Figure 2 The Surveyors Arms, Port Chalmers renamed 
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Main Arrivals 
 

On 22   March 1848 the John Wickliffe anchored at the entrance to Harbour.  Charles Kettle, the New 
Zealand Company surveyor, and Richard Driver, the pilot, brought boats out to the John Wickliffe’s 
anchorage.7 Unfavourable winds prevented the vessel entering the harbour proper, but some of the 
passengers used this time to good effect. Henry Monson, an English Methodist colonist who would 
eventually become Dunedin’s gaoler, his second son, John, and Thomas Ferens went out in one of 
the John Wickliffe’s small boats with three Kāi Tahu men: they went ‘a-fishing Beracootas by a long 
pole with a short piece of wood and a crooked nail at the end which is attached with a string to the 
pole in the water’. This party landed three fish. Other passengers ventured out with another group of 
Kāi Tahu, headed by the great chief, Te Matenga Taiaroa. These engagements initiated a tradition of 
collaboration and reciprocity between Maori and colonists that would unfortunately not always 
endure. Ferens observed that the Kāi Tahu who welcomed the colonists were ‘very peaceful intelligent 
men’. 

On 23 March, the day the passengers finally arrived on land, Ferens began his journal with the simple 
but powerful observation: ‘A great day.’ But the landing itself was quite uncoordinated: Reverend 
Nicholson recorded: 

The landing was neither particular nor general – one boat with a party went up to Dunedin, and 
separate parties went ashore at Port Chalmers to spy the land – all seemed pleased and called it a 
goodly land – Port Chalmers and around is truly beautiful – rich in scenery – its slopes and shores are 
fertile, and wooded to the water’s edge. 

Ferens was also 
struck by the new 
environment: it 
seemed that he was 
encountering 
‘nature  

triumphant’ and the 
beauty of the 
harbour was such 
that it made ‘the 
mind to rejoice and 
adore the Divine 
Being.’ Ferens went 
ashore with a party 
of other  

Figure 3 Port Chalmers & Lower Harbour c1848 

passengers and explored the bush-clad hills. The party shared a meal of fish and kumara with two Kāi 
Tahu before ascending the hill. The party ‘rambled amongst the Supple Jacks, a description of cane, 
underwood, numerous Cabbage Trees, Ferns Trees, Shrub plants, Brambles – the pines are noble 
trees, and many others of excellent size and quality.’ Ferens was particularly struck by the 

 
7 Drawn from Alexander Ballantyne  https://blogs.otago.ac.nz/global-dunedin/2015/03/23/arrival-
the-john-wickliffe-and-23-march-1848/ 
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Birds of various species – Thrushes, Green and Gray, Robin with white breasts and brown back 
and head – Linnets, Buntings, Tui, the Mocking Bird of the Starling species – 2 white tufts 
under the bill, and grey feathers on the neck – Cannaries – Cacaus [kākā] or the large Parrots, 
Parroquete – Pigeons plentiful and numerous. 

 

 


