History of the Manchester Block
By Dorothy Pilkington
Copied from http://baileynz.tripod.com/manchest.htm

The European settlement of Feilding and the surrounding Manchester Block was the result
of a private emigration scheme set up by a group of English upper-class businessmen and
philanthropists led by the Duke of Manchester. Calling itself the Emigrants and Colonists Aid
Corporation, this company was formed in 1869 to select a block of land in one of Britain’s
colonies and to settle there a group of people principally selected from the unemployed
agricultural labouring classes and others adversely affected by the many social changes
brought about by the industrial revolution.
Initially the Directors were all English, including among their number the Earl of Denbigh, his
brother Colonel William Henry Adelbert Feilding, Henry G Ashhurst Esq, a London merchant,
John Balfour Esq, and secretary C Stuart Bailey, a former officer in the Colonial Land and
Emigration Office in London. Later New Zealand Directors were appointed as well and a New
Zealand agent, Arthur William Follett Halcombe, who was to live on the selected block of
land and supervise and assist the emigrants as they began their new life.
Colonel Feilding was given the task of selecting suitable land for the project and initially he
began his search in Queensland, Australia. Finding little to tempt him there, either in terms
of the quality of land he saw or in assistance and support from the government of the day,
he set his sights on New Zealand.
On December 2, 1871,William Feilding arrived in Auckland. By Tuesday, December 12,
Feilding was in Wellington and by mid morning he was talking with ministers of the New
Zealand government about possible suitable blocks of land. By the end of December the
deal was done and on December 30 Feilding sailed from Auckland to report back to the
Directors on ‘The Feilding Contract’.
What Colonel Feilding had agreed to buy was an area of 106,000 acres as well as 1000 acres
which was to be kept by the government until the totara had been cleared from it. A grant
of 6,000 acres for roading and reserves was included. Ten acres of land at Terrace End,
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Palmerston North was also included, to be used for the construction of an immigration
depot. This was built on the corner of present day Ruahine and Main Streets and was
eventually used as Palmerston North’s first hospital when it was no longer needed for its
original purpose.
The agreed price for the land was 15 shillings per acre and the Corporation was required to
pay one third of this on April 1, 1877, another third in 1879 and the final instalment in 1882.
Interest on the money lent was to be at 7% up to 1877 and at 7 1/2% thereafter. The
outside boundaries of the block were to be surveyed at the cost of the Wellington Provincial
Government, the sellers of the land, but the internal surveys were to be the responsibility of
the Corporation. All but 12,000 acres of the land was covered in dense bush, the main
clearing being on the southern boundary, where the ‘on the spot’ Agent, appointed by the
Corporation, Arthur William Follett Halcombe, decided to establish the first settlement. This
new township was named Feilding.
Back in Britain, Feilding’s contract was ratified by the Emigrants and Colonists Aid
Corporation directors in March, 1872.
Then advertising and campaigning began for suitable immigrants to join the scheme. An
important condition within the agreement between the Corporation and the Provincial
Government was that at least 2,000 emigrants would be living in the block by the time the
first payment was due in April, 1877, with no fewer than 100 of these to be there before
April, 1873.
Initially the Emigrants and Colonists Aid Corporation had a big advantage. They had
extracted from the New Zealand Government an undertaking that they would provide free
passages for the immigrants along with barrack accommodation and provisions for two days
upon their arrival in Wellington.
By the time that the first emigrants were ready to leave England this advantage had
disappeared. By then the New Zealand Government had itself begun to actively seek huge
numbers of emigrants as the Vogel Scheme of the 1870s got underway. A huge loan for the
purposes of public works - roading and railways - had been raised and manpower was
desperately needed to enable these projects to be carried out.
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Nevertheless, the Emigrants and Colonists Aid Corporation was, in a way, able to piggyback
off the extra publicity that agents were generating about New Zealand as a desirable
destination.
The scheme did manage to attract sufficient numbers of prospective emigrants - many of
them agricultural labourers as originally envisaged - but an equal number from a huge
variety of other occupations, ranging from ‘letter sorter’ to ‘photographer’ to ‘railway
porter’. Many called themselves ‘sawyers’ or other occupations they knew would make
them desirable candidates for acceptance by the Corporation.
The Corporation was not able to meet its first deadline for assembling the initial group of
emigrants of April, 1873, but by September 9, 1873 31 people, comprising four family
groups, were boarding the Duke of Edinburgh at Gravesend, London, to sail to Wellington as
the first settlers destined for the Manchester Block. Another group of twelve families was to
follow on October 5 on the Salisbury, and a third group left on the Ocean Mail on November
12. Before the end of that year the Woodlark had departed from London with another
group on December 11 and the Mongol just over a week later on December 19.
From January 22, 1874, when the first small group from the Duke of Edinburgh actually
arrived on the site of Feilding until December 1879, around 1,700 men, women and children
arrived in the Manchester Block as assisted immigrants under the Emigrants and Colonists
Aid Corporation Scheme. They came as some of the passengers on 37 ships that also carried
many other government assisted emigrants who flocked to New Zealand during the 1870s.
Settlers in the first few years were based round Feilding and Makino. Later the towns of
Halcombe and Ashhurst were established and many who arrived on the ships from 1876 on
were settled in these areas. The first small group of European settlers arrived on the site of
Halcombe on April 8, 1876, while the first settlers in Ashhurst got there in August 1877.
For the directors of the Corporation the scheme proved to be a very satisfactory investment,
and, on the whole, for the immigrants, the new life in a new land worked out pretty well
too!
However, the Manchester Block settlement was not exclusively made up of 'emigrants and
colonists' who arrived under the Scheme outlined above. Many other people were involved
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in the European settlement of the area - speculators and other land investors, newly arrived
government assisted immigrants who decided that Feilding and the Manchester Block was
as good a prospect as anywhere else in New Zealand - and many people who had been in
other parts of New Zealand and Australia for some time, who just gravitated towards this
newly opened up area of Manawatu for one reason or another - people who wanted to
establish farms, people who were sawmillers, bridge builders, contractors - and professional
people such as lawyers, doctors, bank managers - and of course, inevitably there were
numerous land and commission agents, storekeepers and the like who arrived to fulfil the
needs of the new community.
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The story behind Feilding, the small
Manawatū town named after royalty
Sam Kilmister13:53, Jan 24 2018

MANAWATU DISTRICT LIBRARIES

Bailey's Sawmill, near Taonui, in 1890 was one of the district's 20 sawmills at the time.

Few know the story behind the small Manawatū town of Feilding, or that it
was named after a prestigious and royal British family.
Residents will celebrate the town's 144th birthday during settler's day on
January 20, not knowing how similar it is to the day of its inception.
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Manchester Block in 1880, the area that would become Feilding.

Colonel William Henry Feilding, born in 1836 to the seventh Earl of
Denbigh, came from a long line of British leaders dating back to 1622.
He spearheaded one of the few successful private immigration schemes in
New Zealand when in 1871 he rode through what was to
become Manchester Block - and ultimately the town of Feilding. He
purchased 43,000 hectares of land for £75,000.
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Colonel William Feilding with his wife Charlotte Leighton.

But how did the British soldier leave such a legacy?
In 1871, Colonel Feilding was tasked with leaving England to find a block of
land for the Emigrants and Colonists Aid Corporation to proceed with their
proposed emigration scheme for the labouring class.
His social standing gave him an entree to the people who mattered in
Government circles. Feilding was a soldier of the Coldstream Guards, the
oldest regiment in the British Army, where he served in the Crimean War
and Franco-Prussian War.
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The Manchester Block 50th Jubilee Parade in 1924. On January 20, the town will celebrate its
144th anniversary.

He was decorated with the Legion d'Honneur, the highest honour in
France, for saving wounded patients in a burning hospital after it was
attacked.
Feilding arrived in Wellington on December 12, 1871, where he stayed at
Government House and met with ministers about possible blocks of land
that might suit the corporation.
He was sent north where he journeyed up the coast to Foxton. He was met
by Arthur Halcombe, who escorted him to an area of inland Manawatū that
the Government had for sale.
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A bush felling camp at Manchester Block in the late 1800s.

A couple of days later he bought Manchester Block, the thin strip of real
estate running between the Rangitīkei River and the ranges, and covered
in bush.
Recruiting of emigrants from South England could now begin.
Feilding's job was complete. He left New Zealand less than two weeks after
arriving.
The first shipment of immigrants arrived on January 22, 1874, on a boat
named the Duke of Edinburgh. Within five weeks ships named Salisbury
and Ocean Mail followed.
It was in 1874 that Hector Booth took the first families of settlers by jolting
and lurching a bullock wagon through the mud between Palmerston North
and Feilding.
They were taking up land on Manchester Block.
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Settlers had to be aged 45 or less, since the task of breaking in the block
was strenuous.
The settlers paid no money, but had to provide labour. In return, each
received an acre of land. They lived in a town of tents, fending off
mosquitoes, before cottages were built.
It was not at all the picture painted for them before they left.
Five years later, the whole 43,000-hectare block was settled, and farms
established. It became one of few successful private immigration schemes
in New Zealand.
Some of the settlers were leasing land from Māori groups, but they were
mainly working-class immigrants from England looking for a better life.
By 1879 there were 1800 people.
They cleared dense bush and built roads and railways. Totara was used for
railway sleepers.
The first immigrants' barracks was built on the corner of Beattie St and
Kimbolton Rd, also where the first Presbyterian church services were held
in 1874.
The first immigrants to Manchester Block contained fewer skilled men than
anticipated, with some calling themselves a carpenter, sawyer
or blacksmith when, on arrival, they proved not to be.
Colonel Feilding returned to visit the new settlement of Feilding in 1875. He
learned life had been hard for immigrants - a wet winter meant miserable
conditions for those who had been expecting green fields and landscapes
similar to what they left behind in England.

Compiled by Dale Hartle

10

16/08/2020

Feilding spoke to a group of settlers, giving practical advice and sympathy
for those who had found the going tough.
With the extensive clearing of trees to create the town, it is perhaps no
surprise Feilding's first industry was sawmilling.
Settlers felled totara, which was used as sleepers for railway and timber for
building. The first mill was in Oroua, built in 1873, just across the
Oroua River from the Manchester Block boundary. It employed 21 men.
At its peak there where 28 sawmills operating in the district.
Soon after, the first rail link from Feilding to Bunnythorpe opened
and provided transport between sawmills.
And so the town began to grow.
Great progress had been made by the time Colonel Feilding returned for
his third and final visit in 1895. As he looked out from the second storey of
Martha Hastie's Feilding Hotel he observed a thriving settlement.
The substantial two-storey wooden building with 50 rooms still stands in
Manchester Square today.
It must have been satisfying for Feilding to see the swampy clearing he
rode though 24 years before becoming an established little town.
FEILDING FACTS:





The first European settlers at Feilding arrived in 1874.
Some Europeans were leasing land from Māori groups, but the new
settlers were mainly working-class immigrants from England looking
for a better life.
They lived in a town of tents, fending off mosquitoes, before cottages
were built.
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An initial group of about 28 settled in a swampy clearing known as
the Manchester Block and by 1879 there were 1800 people living
there.
Feilding was one of only a few successful private immigration
schemes in New Zealand.
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A significant English settlement was on the
Manchester block in the Manawatū. Its
popularity was a result of the activities of
Colonel William Feilding’s Emigrants and
Colonists’ Aid Association. About 1,000
people settled in the Halcombe district
between 1874 and 1877. A. W. F. Halcombe
wrote a book about the settlement, and his
wife Edith illustrated the title page, pictured
here, with vignettes of Feilding life. They
begin in the bottom right with the felling of
the bush, move anticlockwise to show
Figure 1 Title page: The Feilding Settlement,
Manchester Block, Manawatu. N.Z., circa
1878, by Edith Halcombe. Acquisition history
unknown. Te Papa (1992-0035-1874/1-12)

progressively larger homes, and conclude at
the top with a distant view of the successful
settlement.1

[Halcombe, Edith Stanway (Swainson)] 1844-1903 :The Feilding Settlement,
Manchester Block, Manawatu, New Zealand. By A W F Halcombe
Title page with wording as above, decorated with a tree fern and
an axe leaning against a fallen log. Around the top and left are
small vignettes, showing Distant view of Feilding, The Pines (a
two-storied house in a garden setting with flax and cabbage trees
in its garden); School House, Feilding (a single-storied building
with a gabled roof); and at the bottom, an untitled view of a
clearing in the bush, with a woodman's hut amongst tall treetrunks.

1

https://teara.govt.nz/en/artwork/1928/the-feilding-settlement
Image credit: Halcombe, Edith Stanway, 1844-1903. [Halcombe, Edith Stanway (Swainson)] 1844-1903 :The Feilding
Settlement, Manchester Block, Manawatu, New Zealand. By A W F Halcombe. Ref: A-226-014. Alexander Turnbull Library,
Wellington, New Zealand. /records/23192522
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Cyclopedia of New Zealand – Wellington Provincial District Feilding2

THE Colonial headquarters of the colonisation scheme, instituted in 1869 by
the Colonists' Land and Loan Corporation, Limited, which was formed by a
number of noblemen and other influential men, headed by His Grace the
Duke of Manchester, Feilding has prospered rapidly, and has now become
the second inland town in size and importance on the West Coast of the
North Island. The block known as the Manchester Block is situated in the
Manawatu district, and was acquired under the terms of the agreement with
the Colonial Government, generally known as the “Feilding Contract.” The
Hon. Colonel Feilding, after whom the town was named, visited the
Australasian colonies, on a commission by the Directory, to find a suitable
field for colonising operations. As a result of the Colonel's visit, negotiations
were completed for the purchase of the block of 106,000 acres, the pricebeing 15 shillings per acre for 100,000 acres, 6000 being allowed for roads
and reserves. The Corporation agreed to execute all Colonial surveys, and
undertook, under heavy penalties, to introduce 2000 immigrants into the
Colony, and to settle the same upon the land before the 1st of April, 1877.
The Colonial Government provided free passages from England for the
Corporation's immigrants, and agreed to employ 200 men on railway
formation.

2

http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/tei-Cyc01Cycl-t1-body-d4-d138-d1.html
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High Street, Feilding.

The Square, Feilding.
The Provincial Government of Wellington agreed to recommend an annual
grant up to £2000 on account of road works in Corporation boundaries. The
first ship bearing immigrants for the Feilding block was the “Duke of
Edinboro,” arriving in January, 1874, and within the first four months of
that year 458 persons were introduced by the Corporation. The Manchester
Block extends from the Rangitikei River to the Ruahine Ranges by the Gorge
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of the Manawatu River, and is twenty miles long by an average breadth of
eight miles, and, with the exception of 12,000 acres, was, at the time of
purchase, all covered with bush. The main line of railway between Wanganui
and Wallington runs through the whole length of the block. The immigrants
introduced by the Corporation were placed upon the ground without cost to
themselves, and for some time after arrival were supplied with all necessary
tools, cooking utensils, and supplies of food, which were charged at
reasonable rates against their future earnings. The men were at once
employed in road-making, bush-clearing, carpentering, brickmaking or any
other work for which they were best fitted, the earlier batches being set to
work on the site of the township erecting houses for themselves and their
families. The settlers were from time to time drafted out to the country, and
the whole of this splendid block has been sold, the greater portion of it being
now in cultivation. Feilding, which became a municipality in 1880, is situate
on the Longburn-Wanganui Railway, 100, miles north-east of Wellington
and about fifty miles from Wanganui. It is in the County of Oroua, in the
Electoral District of Rangitikei, the latitude being 40° 15” south, and the
longitude 175° 25” east. The inhabitants of the borough, 2045, appear to be
comfortably housed, at an altitude of 235 feet above sea-level, and enjoy a
mild climate with a fairly dry soil. Feilding is also advantageously situated
from a tourist's point of view, it having railways from Wellington in the
south, and Wanganui and New Plymouth in the north, running twice daily,
while capital coaching roads lead to Auckland, via Hawkes Bay, and thence
through the fairyland country of the hot springs. Surrounding on every side
stretch the most fertile of lands in the Colony, which annually yield
enormous crops of grain and produce, and support thousands of sheep. It is
the market town for the weekly sales of livestock from the runs and stations
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for many miles around. Its streets, roads, and bridges are all kept in capital
repair, and its mail and telegraph

Fergusson Street, Feilding.
services appear to give every satisfaction. The accommodation is first-class,
there being four good hotels. The local newspaper is the Feilding Star, a very
readable paper published every evening. Capital municipal chambers, where
fortnightly meetings of the Feilding Borough Council are held, were built in
1895, and attached to them are commodious public library and readingroom, where all the best literature of the day caters to the reading public.
The other public places are:—Kiwitea County Council Office, the Banks of
New Zealand and Australasia, Drill Hall, the Assembly Theatre, State school,
and Anglican, Presbyterian, Wesleyan and Primitive Methodist churches. In
the way of out-door amusement Feilding has its cricket, football, athletic,
cycling, and racing clubs.
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