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1. William Crossan

Early life

William Crossan, né Moffatt, was born in Victoria, Australia in December 1861, the 
son of William and Elizabeth Moffatt.1 Moffatt senior came from Breage, Cornwall 
in about 1854, just as mining industries there began to decline. In January 1861 
in Melbourne he married Elizabeth Deacon who was born in Roseneath, Tasmania 
where her father was a shoemaker.2 In May 1862, at age 29, Moffatt died of injuries 
after he fell down a quartz mine shaft at the mining settlement of Whroo, near 
Bendigo (formerly Sandhurst) in Victoria (Figure 2). Young William, only five months 
old, never knew his father but carried the name Moffatt.  His mother, aged 20 at the 
time of Moffatt’s death, remarried eighteen months later. Her second husband was 
Thomas Crossan, a baker at Whroo, who at the time was 25 years of age. The eldest of 
twelve children, Thomas’ parents came from Torphichen in Scotland where his father 
also had been a baker. Thomas seems to have migrated to Victoria in 1858 during the 
gold rushes and, according to the family historian, had with him his younger brother 
John and a sister called Agnes.3

Following the 1861 discovery of gold in Otago in New Zealand’s South Island, 
Dunedin and nearby settlements were booming. The three siblings arrived in 
Dunedin in 1863, opened a bakery and general store at Milton and acquired 
land. The business prospered and Thomas Crossan’s parents, John Snr and Agnes 
and the rest of his siblings migrated on the Caribou to New Zealand, joining 
their three children.4 Certainly, by 1877, William Crossan and his wife Elizabeth 
had left Milton and were in business in Berwick. Said to have produced up to 
4,000 loaves of bread a week,5 they must have done well as the local ‘draper, 
grocer, baker and every thing you can think of’ since by 1881 they also had 

1 At this time names often had variant spelling; in this case, Moffit sometimes appears.
2 Moffatt’s parents were Benjamin and Elizabeth, née Gilbert. Entry 5298, Schedule of Deaths in the District 
of Rushworth, Bendigo Museum. Most of the Moffatt families of Breage were either copper or tin miners 
(1841 Census for the Parish of Breage in Cornwall, England available at http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.
ancestry.com/~dtrounce/breagelists.html (Accessed 20 May 2009)). It is possible that an infant daughter was 
buried with Moffatt in Whroo as the gravestone mentions ‘also Elizabeth’ while it also states that stone was 
erected by ‘his wife Elizabeth’(Headstone at Whroo Cemetery, May 1987 List, Bendigo Museum).
3 Entry of marriage, No. 368, 2 Dec. 1863, St Andrews Bendigo, Bendigo Museum; G. S. Crossan, compiler, 
A Baker’s Dozen: A History of the Crossan Family and Descendants from 1792-1993 ([Dunedin, N.Z.? Privately 
printed]: G.S. Crossan, [1993]), 41; Thomas Crossan, ship White Star, Nov. 1858, Index to Unassisted Inward 
Passenger Lists for British, Foreign and New Zealand ports 1852-1923, Public Records Office Victoria. Oddly, 
only Thomas is listed as on board the White Star, with no mention of John Jnr and Agnes Jnr. 
4 Thomas and Elizabeth sold out the bakery business in Milton and bought a local hotel, the Criterion in 
about 1876. John Jnr and Agnes Jnr had moved to Roxburgh where their parents settled (Crossan, A Baker’s 
Dozen, 4, 30). The author does not mention that William was the son of William Moffat.
5 Crossan, A Baker’s Dozen, 41.
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property at Tokomairiro leased to a former employee.6 Thomas and Elizabeth 
had seven children, besides William – Jack (John Robert), Richard, Agnes, 
Elizabeth, Margaret, Mary and Isabel Jane.7 When William was about nineteen, 
presumably because of his experience in the store of his parents, he obtained a 
position with Robert Scobie in the nearby town of Clinton (Figure 3).

Figure 2. The grave of William Moffatt, father of William Crossan, in 
Whroo, Victoria, Australia. The headstone reads: ‘Erected by Elizabeth 
in memory of her beloved Husband William Moffatt, Native of Cornwall, 
England, who lost his life by falling down the shaft of the Albert Claim 
at Whroo on the 22nd May 1862 aged 29 years. A Husband kind and a 
Father dear, a faithful friend he lieth here.’ 

Source: Photograph taken by Anne Forden and Janey Jackson, February 2011.

6 William Crossan, Copy of letter to an Aunt in Victoria, 1881, in William Crossan, Misc-MS-1224, Hocken 
Library (see Appendix 1).
7 Otago Witness, 23 Oct. 1901, 43, 4 Apr. 1906, 65, 12 Jun. 1901, 43. Isabel Jane died aged 19 in October 
1901. In his letter to his aunt in Australia, William refers to his grandfather and uncles, which indicates that 
other members of his parents’ families also had migrated to the district. There were several people with the 
name of Crossan in the region at this time (see Appendix 1). 



1. William Crossan

9

Figure 3. Portrait found within the William Crossan diary-notebook, and 
presumed to depict the author. The date is unknown, but it could be 
the same photograph that Crossan mentions in the draft letter to his 
Australian aunt written in 1881 (Appendix 1), where he states ‘I got my 
Photo taken to send you over but I have left them at home’.

Crossan as Otago storeman

In about October of 1881, two months before his twentieth birthday, William 
wrote about his new job in a letter he drafted to his aunt in Australia:

I am Head Storman for Robert Scobie a large Storkeeper up here [in 
Clinton]. I thought in my mind I would take a short trip from home for a 
shortish time to see what the world is like and I am getting on fine. It is 
the first situation ever I was at in my life but I am pretty well up in the 
Storekeeping Business. I am going to make it my profession.8

8 William Crossan, in William Crossan Diary, Misc-MS-1224, Hocken Library (see Appendix 1).
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With this, Crossan began keeping a notebook cum diary and accounts book. On 
subsequent pages of his notebook he demonstrates some progress in fulfilling 
this ambition as storekeeper, but also some setbacks. His boss Robert Scobie 
was a man of some standing in the community. A member of the regional Clutha 
council and a donor of prizes at the Clinton Ploughing Match, he had been 
made a Justice of the Peace in 1879.9 A little before November 1881, Scobie had 
taken out insurance on two separate lots of oats owned by the brothers Haugh 
over which he had a lien on a debt. Mysteriously, the oats were destroyed by fire 
in two separate incidents, which occasioned a court inquiry. William Crossan 
was a major witness at the hearing as he was in the employ of Scobie. But his 
testimony in early February 1882 was somewhat equivocal and differed from an 
earlier statement he had made to police re the loss by fire of the oats. In what 
appeared an insurance scam, perhaps perpetrated with the connivance of the 
Haugh brothers and/or Scobie, the jury found the fire to be caused by person or 
persons unknown.10 Crossan had been clearly upset by the prospect of a court 
case as he rehearsed his answers to likely questions in his notebook.11

Crossan’s brief and scribbled diary entries of this period of his life begin on 
20th February 1882 and continue intermittently until 10th May of that year. 
He was still employed as Scobie’s storekeeper in Clinton, but some tensions in 
the relationship are apparent. On Friday 28th March, after packing up butter 
for Dunedin, Crossan records that he ‘helped to sort horses then went down 
the town, played a few games of billiards’, before returning to his lodgings 
‘exactly at midnight’. His employer Scobie came into his room and accused him 
of coming home late the night before (‘it was a falsehood’), and the following 
day his boss was ‘very sulky and would not speak’. Crossan confides to his 
diary on Sunday 30th April, ‘Raining incessantly all day. Will be very glad 
when this time next month turns up and then off I go no more slavery’.12 His 
first step towards achieving this aim was to move from Otago to Auckland.

Auckland and the Islands trade

William Crossan left Scobie’s employ in about May 1882. The following year he 
was in Auckland but remained in touch with his stepfather. In the notebook 
are accounts that show Thomas Crossan of Berwick loaning William £110.00 
in 1883. William repaid £40.00 by means of two cash transactions, but his 

9 Otago Witness, 13 Jan. 1877, 10, 10 Aug. 1878, 3, 14 Sep. 1878, 7, 29 Mar. 1879.
10 Otago Witness, 11 Feb. 1882, 11, Tuapeka Times, 18 Mar. 1889, 3. 
11 William Crossan, Diary, Hocken Library, Dunedin. Scobie did not lose by the fires, but in 1888 not only 
did he suffer the death of his 15-year-old son, he also became bankrupt and left the district to try his luck on 
a sheep run in the Te Anau district, which is where he died in 1900. Otago Witness, 27 July 1888, 21, 17 Aug. 
1888, 19, 26 Oct. 1899, 43; 5 Dec. 1900, 33.
12 William Crossan, Diary, Hocken Library, intermittent diary entries for Feb.-Apr. 1882.
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indebtedness to his stepfather increased in July 1883 after Thomas had sent 
him further payments in cash, by cheque, and in kind – 165 lbs butter and 
9 firkins of butter. Following these various transactions, when Crossan again 
calculated the balance (probably in 1884) the total loan stood at £111.17.0 which 
represented about nine month’s salary for a storeman. Running into debt may 
have been inevitable at this time of economic recession, but even so Crossan’s 
position must have been humiliating for someone with his strict moral code.13 
Possibly it was one reason for William Crossan’s decision to enter into the risky 
but potentially lucrative Fiji and Solomons trade.

As well as the debt that he owed to his stepfather, there may have been other 
reasons for William Crossan’s restlessness and desire to travel. Perhaps when 
he was young he felt he was a little outside the Crossan family, as he was not 
legally adopted and later registered his marriage in the name of Moffat. Yet he 
was known as Crossan, spoke respectfully of his step-father Thomas, and it seems 
that William’s descendants and probably his siblings were never aware that his 
biological father was William Moffatt.14 Moreover, when his mother Elizabeth 
died in 1923, aged 81, at her son’s hotel, William Crossan’s age was stated as 60, 
making his year of birth 1863, the same year as her marriage to Thomas. Since 
William was likely to have been on the scene and knew his own birth date to be 
December 1861, it is strange that this anomaly found its way into the record.15 
Perhaps by then he felt confident enough to represent himself as really a Crossan.

In the 1880s, however, wider forces were at work and may have given Crossan 
added impetus to seek his fortune elsewhere. By 1880, the South Island of New 
Zealand was in economic depression, with the most southerly provinces of Otago 
and Southland the worst affected. The gold was almost mined out, the Australian 
colonies were no longer paying high prices for wheat, and the banks reduced 
credit and increased interest on loans. Bankruptcies were increasing while the 
land was suffering from massive rabbit infestations and consequent loss of 
pasture on land often already over-stocked. The depression had spread to the 
North Island by 1885, just as Julius Vogel returned to the national parliament. 
One of Vogel’s enduring dreams since he was Premier in the 1870s had been to 
make New Zealand the hub of trade and commerce with the South Pacific and in 
due course to persuade Britain to make the region a British lake. In so doing, the 
defence of New Zealand from the rest of the great powers would be guaranteed. 
All this talk in the parliament and in newspapers could inspire similar visions 
for a profitable trading career for a young man in the Pacific Islands.16

13 Crossan, in William Crossan Diary, Misc-MS-1224, Hocken Library (see Appendix 2, ‘All goods at the time of arrival...’).
14 Crossan, A Baker’s Dozen.
15 Entry for Elizabeth Crossan, District of Dunedin, Registration no. 1923/9651, Register of Births, Deaths 
and Marriages, New Zealand.
16 Angus Ross, New Zealand’s Aspirations in the Pacific in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1964), 106-130, 157-172; Erik Olssen and Marcia Stenson, A Century of Change: New Zealand 1800-1900 
(Auckland: Longman Paul, 1990), 284-289.
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For New Zealand, Auckland was the centre for commercial firms with interests in 
the Pacific islands. In 1884 William Crossan was working there as a storeman for 
an import and export business, probably McArthur and Co., provisioning ships 
on the Pacific run and serving customers and merchants in Sydney, Mago Island 
in Fiji, and Apia in Samoa. The company also imported tropical products such 
as fruit, coconuts, and coral. It was thus that he learned the exchange value of 
tobacco for copra and onions for yams.17 Copra was used in making candles and 
soap, much of it being purchased by the Union Oil, Soap and Candle Company 
factory opened in 1883 at Mount Richmond, Auckland.18 By the mid-1880s a 
great deal of island copra went to Auckland with ships usually taking cargo to 
Fiji and from there or from other islands getting a backloading of copra.19 It is 
likely that at this time he met a man called Darrack who was to go with him to 
the Solomon Islands as a boatbuilder. The Darrack family were in that business 
in north Auckland.20

At this point, Crossan almost certainly worked in Samoa for McArthur and Co. 
and visited Fiji, which is perhaps where he met a man called Baker who was 
active in the Solomons trade. It was from Suva, the new capital of the British 
colony of Fiji, that Crossan, Darrack, and Baker sailed along with able seaman 
Edward (Ned) Griffiths to Solomon Islands on the labour ship Glencairn, arriving 
in Hada Bay in the Arosi language region of north west Makira, in late August 
1885. Crossan thus began his life as a copra trader. Six months later on 4th 
March 1886, with Baker and Darrack already gone, Crossan and Griffiths left on 
the Glencairn bound for Auckland.

His later life

After Crossan returned to Auckland he went on to Otago and probably worked 
as a baker in the Dunstan area.21 In 1889 he is recorded as back in his home 
at Berwick, engaged mainly in storekeeping as well as running stock, mining, 
training and breeding race horses, and carrying out earth works.22 His step-
father, Thomas died in October 1894 and William remained with his mother 
assisting in the store at Berwick.23 He and his mother, Elizabeth, are mentioned 

17 Crossan, Diary, accounting entries for August-October 1884.
18 Observer, 15 Aug. 1908, 26; Ellerslie Heritage. http://www.ellerslie.net.nz/heritage/businesses.asp 
(Accessed 29 May 2009). Much copra was similarly processed at Lever Brothers’ Balmain factory in Sydney.
19 See for example Statement of Q. M. Anderson, mate of Kate McGregor, 6 July 1885, Colonial Office 225/18 
(West Pacific 15521), The National Archives, Kew.
20 Daily Southern Cross, 30 Sep. 1875, 2.
21 New Zealand Electoral Rolls 1885/86, 1890, 1886. http://www.ancestry.com/ (Accessed 23 March 2011).
22 Tuapeka Times, 4 Jul. 1885, 3, 3 Dec. 1892, 3, 4 Dec. 1895, 6, 5 Feb. 1896, 2, 8. Feb. 1896, 4, 5 Aug. 1899, 
3, 11 Nov. 1899, 2, 31 Jan. 1900, 2, 4 Apr. 1900, 3, 2 May 1900, 3, 5 Dec. 1900, 3; Otago Witness, 10 Mar. 1892, 
27, 23 Aug. 1894, 26, 6 Oct. 1898, 28, 16 Aug. 1900, 39, 29 May 1901, 32, 30 Jul. 1902, 24.  
23 Otago Witness, 18 Oct. 1894, 27, 28 July 1898, 27. 
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in the court proceedings on at least four occasions. They appeared twice as 
creditors of local bankrupts,24 and twice because of alleged selling of ‘sly grog’ 
at the Berwick sheep dog trials and at the store respectively; however, the 
evidence against them from their loyal customers was that ‘no money passed’ 
so the charges were dismissed.25 Elizabeth was well known in the community 
not only as storekeeper but also the caterer at most social events.26 The ‘sly 
grog’ charges apparently did not harm William’s reputation among the rural 
community and the fact that his house was designated the local polling booth in 
the national election in 1890 indicates he was a trusted citizen.27 

In March 1906 the local citizens at Berwick gave William Crossan a large farewell 
and presented with ‘a well-filled purse of sovereigns’ on the ‘approach of his 
marriage.’ At age 45 he married Ellen (Nellie) Hall, 22 years of age, of Tuapeka, 
on 28th March 1906 at Outram and settled in Dunedin where he became the 
proprietor of the Waterloo Hotel, Ruskin Street in the suburb of Caversham.28 
Except for another court appearance for selling sly grog through the post in 
1915 he seems to have faded from the public record and was retired by 1925.29 
He died in September 1936, aged 74 and his wife, Ellen died in March 1948, 
aged 63.30 Two children were born of the marriage, Gladys and William.31 
Perhaps they too have left a trace of their existence in this diary-notebook. It 
contains child-like printing on odd pages including a part of a nursery rhyme. 
And on a loose scrap of paper a recipe for ‘hair restorer’ has been jotted down, 
both clues to the passing of the years in Crossan’s life. The last historical record 
that refers to William Crossan is from 1987 when his long lost diary-notebook 
was presented to the Hocken Library in Dunedin, ‘found in an old desk’ by a 
Dunedin clergyman of the Church of England, the same denomination that had 
laboured to bring Christianity to the Arosi people of Makira where Crossan had 
once been a trader.32

24 Tuapeka Times, 6 Feb. 1897, 3, Otago Witness, 9 Nov. 1904, 14.
25 Timaru Herald, 25 Jul. 1898, 3, Otago Witness, 28 July 1898, 27, 22 Sept. 1898, 20.
26 Otago Witness, 31 Jul. 1907, 73.
27 Tuapeka Times, 6 Dec. 1899, 4.
28 William signed the register as William Moffatt, so it seems unlikely Thomas Crossan ever legally adopted him 
(Entry 1906/3745 (Marriages), Register of Births, Deaths and Marriages, New Zealand; Marriage Register, Church of 
England, West Taieri, entry for 28 March 1906, Hocken Library; Entry for William Crossan, http://www.dunedin.
govt.nz/facilities/cemeteries/cemeteries_search?recordid=12504&type=Burial (Accessed 23 April 2009)).
29 Evening Post, 7 Sep. 1915, 3. They resided at 3 Sussex Street, South Dunedin. His mother Elizabeth died in 1923 
(Electoral rolls, 1911-1931  http://caversham.otago.ac.nz/electors/erid.php?erkey=15215 (Accessed 20 May 2009)).
30 Site 1455, Block 136, Plot 46, Anderson’s Bay Cemetery, Headstone Transcriptions, bound typescript, 
Vol. 4. Hocken Library.
31 Crossan, A Baker’s Dozen, 43. 
32 Hocken Library, Dunedin, New Zealand: Accession Register, note on William Crossan ms, 1987, Misc-MS-1224. 


