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KAURI GUMFIELDS 
 

HISTORY REFERENCE JOURNAL TWENTY-THREE 

 

KAURI GUM LICENCES FOR KAIPARA AND DISTRICTS 

 

YUGOSLAV/DALMATIAN AND OTHER, KAURI GUM DIGGERS  

 

THEY CAME TO SEARCH FOR GOLD. KAURI GOLD 

WITH LITTLE AS THE SHIRT ON THEIR BACK… 

 

“Nova Zelanda” They said the name over, liking the promise that it held. Father Ilya had 

even got them a piece of the kauri gum from the museum in Vienna. It looked rich and 

wonderful stuff. They all wanted to hold it, to feel its polished smoothness, to look into its 

mottled depths for a sign of the future. “A new kind of gold” Stipan’s grandfather, old Dida 

Petar, the village Stareshina (patriarch) pronounced, and Father Ilya said: “It means gold 

and that’s what you’ll never get if you stay here. I tell you young men, go. Look for a better 

life in a new country far from the troubles here.” 

And so, they came, the men of many faces… Armenians, Austrians, Hungarians, Serbians, 

Servian’s, Slavs, Croatians, Dallies, Tarara, Bosnians, Muslims, or collectively known as 

Yugoslavians. etc, etc. Some of these dreamers from far off lands would eventually settle on 

farms between the Kaipara and Hokianga harbours and make New Zealand their home.  
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FOLLOWING PHOTOS OF KAURI GOLD 

(Kauri tree resin (gum) from the bleeding Kauri trees over thousands of years) 
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THE MUSLIMS  
 

There were many who crossed the seven seas to Aotea (New Zealand) for the chance to 

harvest the fabled gold (Kauri gum) of the mighty Northland Kauri tree. Amongst those was 

a small group of men who followed the faith of Mohammed the Muslim. Particular interest 

for me is that some of these people camped and then searched for the illusive Kauri gum at 

Maropiu in the Kaihu Valley the district of my birth and teenage years. 

 I remember distinctly from my elder’s discussions while growing up that this was ‘Gum 

Country’ and that many faceless men of many cultures did come and go as the harvest of 

gum depleted, moving into other valleys for the never-ending search for the bonanza of the 

Kauri gold.  

During my youth while out hunting for pheasants with my dog in secondary scrublands I 

would quite often stumble into crater like holes that these people left behind after the 

digging of gum and were now over grown with scrub and wondered who these people were 

who lived out in this wilderness and what kind of lives did they lead.  

Recently I received an email from Abdullah Drury a student of Muslim studies at Waikato 

University after he had seen some information of these people in my journals of discovery 

for the Kaihu Valley and districts and so with his help I have decided to document these 

people and add to my webpage for those who may be interested now and in the future…  

 

From: Abdullah Drury… 

 

I saw your email online and read the Kaihu River Valley History material. I have an obscure 

Local History Query I am following up. 

 

I was perusing the (Wellington) Nat. Archives and found reference to a 1907 court case at 

the Dargaville court where two men had been requested to remove their fezzes. They had 

complained to the Austrian Consul who in turn, had written to the NZ Justice Minister who 

passed a formal memo in September that year allowing “Herzegovinians of Mohammedan 

religion be allowed to appear in Court in dress prescribed by their religion." Well, that 

caught my attention. Further investigation revealed 13 Slavic-Muslim men from 

Hercegovina - bordering Dalmatia - who had worked in Kaihu and Aratapu between 1904 

and 1909 (they subsequently left for Aus.). I contacted the Dargaville Museum and they 

confirmed some of the names on a card index of Kauri Gum Diggers licenses for that era. 

Unfortunately, I have been unable to ascertain what the 1907 court case was about, except 
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that the men were called in as witnesses and that the judge had insisted they remove their 

fezzes. 

When they entered NZ in November 1904 the ship passenger list identified them all as 

"Armenians". I am guessing, with the fez business, that they dressed vaguely "oriental".... 

did someone not notice or observe or remark at all? There cannot have been too many men 

wearing fez in Kaihu in 1900’s, let alone a group... 

From: Abdullah Drury…  
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confirmed some of the names on a card index of Kauri Gum Diggers licenses for that era. 
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GUM LICENCE REGISTERS AND OTHER RELATIVE DOCUMENTS 

HOBSON COUNTY OF KAIPARA 

 

1901-1905 
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LISTS OF KAURI GUM BUYERS AND DIGGERS LICENCES 1942 
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GUM LICENCES 1940 AND GUM-WASHING LICENCES 1952 
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SURVEY OF KAURI GUM INDUSTRY 

AND VARIOUS DOCUMENTS 

1949-1965 
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GUMFIELD NEWS  

 

HARDING’S GUM FIELD LEASE 

 

A LETTER FROM ANTONIO FALCONETTI 

 

I am Austrian and come from Istria. I was a sailor and came here because my brother 

thought I could do better than at sea. Our agreement with Mr Harding is to this effect: We 

pay him half royalty that is 5s per quarter per man instead of 10 shillings. which the gum 

diggers pay who work on any other part of the lease. In return for this concession he will 

have his swamp drained. Mr Harding does the carting at 1s 3 pence per hundredweight. We 

care free to deal with any storekeeper or butcher but as a rule we get our meat from Mr 

Harding. Under the agreement, we have the right to dig gum in this swamp for ten years. 

The swamp is divided into five sections, allowing for each section to be worked over in every 

two years thus allowing ten years overall. We are working the swamp on a co-operative 

principle.  

There are twelve married men and eight singles in our party. 

 

FROM WILLIAM FITZPATRICK 

 

DIGGERS DISHEARTENED WITH GOVERNMENT 

I am a gum digger. The digger’s desire is free trade that is to buy and sell in the best 

markets. 

Harding’s block is now exclusive to three merchants who pay a royalty to Mr Harding for the 

right to purchase gum from the diggers on his block. If you sell on this field you now have to 

deal with Messrs Brown, Campbell and Mr Marriner. I do not agree with this system.  

I think the reason why the diggers have not paid their license fees is that they are 

dissatisfied. They have no voice in local affairs and have only the vote under manhood 

suffrage.  

Gum is becoming scarcer and men are working longer hours. I know of a few men who are 

engaged hooking gum in the swamps, who are averaging 3 to 4 pounds but are 

exceptionally good men and working sixteen hours a day and these are not to be considered 

average any more than the aged and infirm, who are only getting 20 pound of gum a week, 
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I am quite positive there are now five Austrians to everyone who were in the fields in 1893, 

and the British digger has decreased proportionately. 

 

The diggers are thoroughly disheartened after waiting five or six years, finding no remedy 

whatever has been applied by the Government to do away with the substantial complaints 

constantly brought under notice. Many of our most active men in the union gave up 

agitating any further and I feel convinced if such a state of things had existed in the 

southern districts a remedy would have been devised long ago. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note:  these two blocks are separate from one another. One is leased by Harding the other 

is owned giving Messrs Brown, Campbell and Mr Marriner sole digging rights by way of a 

royalty paid to Mr Harding.  

 

 

 

ABOUT LICENSES 

 

BY HORACE HAMMOND 

 

I am Clerk and Engineer of the Hobson County Council. There is great difficulty in collecting 

license fees.  In 1894 we sold 142 licenses at 5s each. In 1895 we only sold 34, and in 1896 

we only sold 30. Total: 206 licenses in three years.   

These bear no proportion to the number working on the fields.  

We appointed a Ranger and gave him 1shilling  6 pence commission for every license sold. 

Our first Ranger was Mr J B Pullman, and then we had John Perry. There are one or two 

camps of Austrians and they declined to take out licenses and refused to give their names. 

The local policeman was away at the time and we could do nothing.  
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I do not know how many diggers there are in the district. My idea is the time has gone by to 

worry much about collecting the license fees on the gum fields. It would have been 

different ten years ago or fifteen years ago.  

The gum fields should have been put on the same footing as the gold fields.  

There are fewer diggers in the area now as the main reason is they are working at other 

industries such as timber. If the timber failed, they would have to go back to digging.  

In our district we have a number of settlers who have taken up land and if it had not been 

for the gum they could not have existed.  

Our county has always advocated the selling of the gum lands.  

 

BY JOHN PERRY 

LICENSE COLLECTOR 

 

I am a fruit grower and authorised collector of gum licenses and dog licenses in the Hobson 

County. I commenced the collection of gum licenses about two years ago. When I 

commenced to collect the licenses there was a rush to the Northern fields. I have 

experienced great difficulty in collecting the licenses and had to take promises to pay at 

some future time again and again. Some of the diggers evade paying the licenses by simply 

shifting from Crown land to private land when they see me coming along. Another way they 

have of avoiding me when working in swampy grounds, is simply to go across to the other 

side through 3 feet and 4 feet of water, so I cannot follow except by going miles around, and 

even then they would be back across again.  I think an amendment should be in the law 

whereby a store keeper should demand the production of a digger’s license before buying 

his gum. 

 

PETER LANGTON 

“BRITISH GUM DIGGERS ARE THE WORST” 

 

I am a settler and storekeeper in the Vale of Avoca and a Ranger for the Kauri Timber 

Company for one hundred miles. I have the only honest men in New Zealand are the 

foreigners, not one of whom has gone away owing me a penny. Look at my books and you 

will see that all the others have a balance on the wrong side. The British gum digger is 

always scheming how he can get the better of me. 
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GUM DIGGERS' CONFERENCE 

 

NORTHERN ADVOCATE, 19 MAY 1906, PAGE 4 
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NORTHERN ADVOCATE, 22 OCTOBER 1906 
 

 
 

EVENING POST, VOLUME XC, ISSUE 82, 5 OCTOBER 1915, PAGE 6 
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NEWS FROM PAPERS PAST…    

 

EVENING POST, VOLUME XLII, ISSUE 90, 13 OCTOBER 1891, PAGE 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NEW ZEALAND HERALD, VOLUME XXXIV, ISSUE 10592, 5 NOVEMBER 1897, PAGE 3 
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PRESS, VOLUME LV, ISSUE 10099, 27 JULY 1898, PAGE 4 
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1893 
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THE AUSTRIAN GUM DIGGER’S 

NEW ZEALAND HERALD, VOLUME XXX, ISSUE 9217, 3 JUNE 1893, PAGE 3 
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THE AUSTRIAN TROUBLE 

 

WANGANUI HERALD, VOLUME XXXIII, ISSUE 9641, 13 JANUARY 1899, PAGE 3 
 

 

 

 

 

THE AUSTRIAN INFLUX 

TARANAKI HERALD, VOLUME XLVIII, ISSUE 11423, 13 JANUARY 1899, PAGE 2 
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THE MOKOIA'S AUSTRIAN PASSENGERS 

 

EVENING POST, VOLUME LVII, ISSUE 12, 16 JANUARY 1899, PAGE 6 
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THE MOKOIA PASSENGERS: THEIR OWN ACCOUNT OF THEMSELVES 

EVENING POST, VOLUME LVII, ISSUE 11, 14 JANUARY 1899, PAGE 5 
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1908 

A WORD FOR THE AUSTRIAN 

THAMES STAR, VOLUME XLV, ISSUE 10166, 4 JANUARY 1908, PAGE 2 
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LARGE PASSENGER LIST 

 
WEST COAST TIMES, ISSUE 14383, 14 APRIL 1908, PAGE 3 
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AUCKLAND STAR, VOLUME XXXVIII, ISSUE 301, 18 DECEMBER 1907, PAGE 6 
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ALIENS IN THE NORTH 

AUCKLAND STAR, VOLUME XLVII, ISSUE 224, 19 SEPTEMBER 1916, PAGE 8 
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