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Abstract
Scholars have written detailed studies of evolving European interpretations of the 
changing environment of Aotearoa New Zealand, as well as producing a sizeable 
body of work on Māori systems of thought as tangata whenua (Indigenous 
people of the land). While several studies have examined the environmental 
history of the Chinese in New Zealand, with one exception, we simply do not 
have any knowledge of the environmental views of nineteenth-century New 
Zealand’s third-largest ethnic group. This short exploratory article examines the 
plurality of environmental perspectives of the Cantonese migrants who came in 
increasing numbers to Aotearoa from the mid-1860s. It highlights the manner 
in which Cantonese deployed concepts such as fungsui/fengshui 風水 (literally, 
wind and water) to interpret Aotearoa environments as well as the importance 
of imported deities in drawing New Zealand into Chinese cosmologies. 
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Figure 1: A geomantic compass (羅盤 Lopun, Sidney Lau Cantonese Romanisation; 
luopan, Mandarin pinyin) from Central Otago.
Source: Private collection.
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Geomantic Compass 
(Luopan 羅盤): Inscription

汪新
仰安
溪休
邑

Xin’an Xiuyi
Wang Yangxi

[Made by] Wang Yangxi of 
Xiuning County, Huizhou 
Prefecture, Anhui Province
(trans. Duncan M. Campbell)

Figure 2: Translation by Duncan M. 
Campbell of the inscription on the 
geomantic compass from Central Otago.
Source: The author. 

1	  I follow the format of giving Sidney Lau transliteration of Chinese characters, followed by Mandarin pinyin. 
In the case of 風水, I use the more commonly glossed Mandarin pinyin, ‘fengshui’.
2	  On its importance in South China in particular, see Chinese Landscapes: The Village as Place, ed. Ronald G. 
Knapp (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1992).
3	  On works on settler environmental views, see Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking, eds, Environmental Histories 
of New Zealand (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2002); Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking, eds, Making a 
New Land: Environmental Histories of New Zealand (Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 2013); David Young, 
Our Islands, Ourselves: A History of Conservation in New Zealand (Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 2004); Ross 
Galbreath, ‘Displacement, Conservation and Customary Use of Native Plants and Animals in New Zealand’, New 
Zealand Journal of History 36, no. 1 (2002): 36–50; Paul Star, ‘Ecology, a Science of Nation? The Utilization of Plant 
Ecology in New Zealand, 1896–1930’, Historical Records of Australian Science 17, no. 2 (December 2006): 197–207, 
doi.org/​10.1071/HR06005; James Beattie, Empire and Environmental Anxiety, 1800–1920: Health, Science, Art and 
Conservation in South Asia and Australasia (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); James Beattie, ‘Wilderness 
Found, Lost and Restored: The Sublime and Picturesque in New Zealand, 1830s–2000s’, in The Future of Wilderness 
in Aotearoa New Zealand, ed. Richard Reeve and Mick Abbott (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2011), 91–105.

This geomantic compass, or 羅盤 
(Lopun, Cantonese romanisation; 
luopan, Mandarin pinyin),1 fits perfectly 
in the palm of my hand. Some 150–160 
years ago, most likely, it would have been 
held by a Chinese miner or rural labourer 
working in Central Otago, New Zealand. 
A device such as this one was used in 
China to help to read a landscape. More 
precisely, it helped people to interpret 
efficacious times and appropriate places 
for undertaking certain activities, such as 
the building of a house or digging of a 
grave.2 An inscription on the back of  it 
notes its maker was ‘Wang Yangxi of 
Xiuning County, Huizhou Prefecture, 
Anhui Province’. Sadly, we know nothing 
more other than that it has been safely 
kept by the same European New Zealand 
family since the owner left it with them, 
well over a century ago.

The compass from Central Otago opens 
a window into the existence of a third set 
of environmental beliefs in nineteenth-
century Aotearoa New Zealand. While 
there are studies of settler—and to a lesser 
extent Māori—environmental views, and 
their underpinning belief systems, with 
one exception, we simply do not have 
comparable studies for Chinese settlers.3 

http://doi.org/10.1071/HR06005


A window into Chinese environmental views in Aotearoa New Zealand, 1870s–1910s

81

The compass provokes more questions than it answers. What environmental beliefs 
did Cantonese migrants bring to southern New Zealand? How did fengshui principles 
function in a country thousands of miles from home? And can we know what these 
individuals made of the great colonial-era environmental changes to which they 
themselves were contributing? 

Thankfully, evidence from objects such as this compass can be set against other—
sometimes equally fragmentary—textual sources to build up a picture of both 
what Cantonese were doing, environmentally, in Aotearoa and, perhaps of greater 
fascination, how they interpreted the environment around them. Specifically, this 
article uses material culture, textual evidence and eyewitness accounts of Cantonese 
views to answer these questions. Before examining the Cantonese, we need to know 
more about from where they came and why. 

Cantonese migration
Almost all of the more than 5,000 Chinese who came to New Zealand over the 
nineteenth century originated in the Pearl River Delta region of southern China, 
Guangdong province (Figures 3 and 4).4 The origins of the migration began in 1865, 
when Chinese working on the goldfields of Victoria, Australia, received an official 
invitation from Otago authorities to come to that province.5 Authorities hoped the 
arrival of the Chinese miners would revive the flagging Otago economy, which had 

On Māori environmental views, see Hugh Kāwharu, Māori Land Tenure: Studies of a Changing Institution (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1977); Ministry of Culture and Heritage, Te Taiao: Māori and the Natural World (Auckland: David 
Bateman, 2010); Louise Furey, Māori Gardening: An Archaeological Perspective (Wellington: Science & Technical 
Publications, Department of Conservation, 2006); Pauline Harris et al., ‘A review of Māori astronomy in Aotearoa–
New Zealand,’ Journal of Astronomical History and Heritage 16, no. 3 (November/December 2013), doi.org/10.3724/
SP.J.1440-2807.2013.03.08; David Young, Wai Pasifika: Indigenous Ways in a Changing Climate (Dunedin: Otago 
University Press, 2021); Khyla J. Russell, ‘Landscape: Perceptions of Kai Tahu I Mua, Āianei, Ā Muri Ake’ (PhD diss., 
University of Otago, 2000); Michael J. Stevens, ‘Kāi Tahu me te Hopu Tītī ki Rakiura: An Exception to “Colonial 
Rule”?’, Journal of Pacific History 41, no. 3 (2006): 273–91, doi.org/10.1080/00223340600984737; Anne Salmond, 
Tears of Rangi: Experiments across Worlds (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2017); M. Parsons et al., Decolonising 
Blue Spaces in the Anthropocene (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-61071-5. The 
exception to the literature on Chinese is: James Beattie, ‘Eco-Cultural Networks in Southern China and Colonial 
New Zealand, 1860s–1910s’, in Eco-Cultural Networks and the British Empire: New Views on Environmental History, 
ed. James Beattie et al. (New York and London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 151–79.
4	  The map follows the Sidney Lau system of Cantonese Romanisation, based on that used to transcribe ‘Alexander 
Don’s “Roll” of the Chinese’ (www.otago.ac.nz/history/don/index.php), developed by Brian Moloughney, using scans 
of Don’s Roll published in James Ng, Windows on a Chinese Past, vol. 4: Don’s ‘Roll of Chinese’ (Dunedin: Otago 
Heritage Books, 1993). The use of Sidney Lau Romanisation brings some consistency to the varied naming practices 
in Aotearoa New Zealand. The name after the solidus is the commonly written nineteenth-century Romanisation of 
the name found in texts of this period, including (inconsistent as they are) the names adopted by the groups when 
they established their various associations here. The name in brackets is the current name of the area in Mandarin 
Chinese. Please note: names are in traditional characters. I would like to thank Duncan M. Campbell, Teresa Chan, 
Nigel Murphy, James Ng, Lynette Shum and Kirsten Wong, as well as members of the New Zealand Chinese 
Association, for discussions I have had with them in developing this map.
5	  Philip Ross May, ‘Gold Rushes on the Pacific Borderlands: A Comparative Survey’, in Provincial Perspectives: 
Essays in honour of W. J. Gardner, ed. Len Richardson and W. David McIntyre (Christchurch: University of Canterbury 
and Whitcoulls, 1980), 91–105.

http://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1440-2807.2013.03.08
http://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1440-2807.2013.03.08
http://doi.org/10.1080/00223340600984737
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-61071-5
http://www.otago.ac.nz/history/don/index.php
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seen an exodus of European miners from its goldfields in the year or two leading up 
to the invitation.6 In contrast to those in other settler colonies, the Otago Provincial 
Government welcomed the Chinese, guaranteeing their rights before the law, 
providing court translators and a Chinese-speaking constable.7 

Figure 3: The home counties of the Cantonese in Aotearoa New Zealand.
Source: The author.
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Figure 4: Chinese population in Aotearoa New Zealand, 1860–1936.
Source: Census and colonial statistics.

6	  James Ng, Windows on a Chinese Past, vol. 1: How the Cantonese Goldseekers and Their Heirs Settled in New 
Zealand (Dunedin: Otago Heritage Books, 1993), 123.
7	  May, ‘Gold Rushes on the Pacific Borderlands’, 91–105.
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These migrants from Canton integrated New Zealand into wider Cantonese migrant 
networks—which included transfers of people, money, goods and even organisms—
but also made use of local opportunities, from the purchase of land and the formation 
of business partnerships, in some cases, to the export of gold.8 

Migrant beliefs: Fengshui
Like the other peoples coming to Aotearoa New Zealand, Cantonese brought with 
them particular religious beliefs, techniques for utilising environments (particularly 
water resources) and broader environmental attitudes which influenced the way 
they interpreted the environments of Aotearoa. Cantonese applied the principles of 
fungsui/fengshui 風水 (literally, wind and water) to interpret Aotearoa environments, 
but also to guide their behaviour. This included influencing the selection of a 
favourable location in which to live or shaping the design of dwellings, where possible, 
through the avoidance of straight lines, which Chinese thought enabled the easy 
passage of malevolent spirits into a building. Contemporaries and later scholarship 
have recognised the centrality in South China, especially, of geomancy, an eminently 
practical geographical science, so it is important to understand more about it when 
analysing Cantonese activities in Aotearoa.9 As Ole Bruun notes, for Chinese, ‘land 
forms and bodies of water direct[ed] the flow of the universal qi, or “cosmic currents”’. 
Chinese believed that Hei/qi 气, like water, flowed ‘through everything, waxing and 
waning over time’. With ‘the advice of a specialist’, qi could be advantageously directed. 
It could enhance an individual’s ‘wealth, happiness, longevity and procreation’, while 
‘a malicious flow of qi may bring disaster’, bankruptcy, or even death.10 Qi—also 
called ‘dragon’s breath’—manifested itself through the mutually interdependent forms 
of yin (‘the bright and active male principle’) and yang (‘the dark and passive female 
principle’).11 Chinese viewed the world as ‘a giant system, unified by energy flows’, 

8	  James Beattie, ‘A Case Study of Chinese Migration and Colonial Development in the British Empire, 
1860s–1920s’, in Environment, Modernization and Development in East Asia: Perspectives from Environmental History, 
ed. Ts’ui-jung Liu and James Beattie (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 62, doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-
57231-8_3.
9	  E. N. Anderson, The Food of China (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 128; Henry Doré, Chinese 
Customs, translated by M. Kennelly (Singapore: Graham Brash, 1987) (first published 1911); Patrick H. Hase, 
Custom, Land and Livelihood in Rural South China: The Traditional Land Laws of Hong Kong’s New Territories, 1750–
1950 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2013); James L.Watson and Rubie S. Watson, Village Life in Hong 
Kong: Politics, Gender, and Ritual in the New Territories (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2004); David 
Faure, Emperor and Ancestor: State and Lineage in South China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007), and 
following sources. 
10	  Ole Bruun, ‘The Fengshui Resurgence in China: Conflicting Cosmologies Between State and Peasantry’, China 
Journal 36 (1996): 48.
11	  Jack Potter, ‘Wind, Water, Bones and Souls: The Religious World of the Cantonese Peasant’, Journal of Oriental 
Studies 8 (1970): 141. ‘The hills and ridges that provide the principal clues to where the breath may be found are called 
“dragons”’: Andrew L. March, ‘Appreciation of Chinese Geomancy’, Journal of Asian Studies 27, no. 2 (1968): 256.

http://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-57231-8_3
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-57231-8_3
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which operated from the level of an individual’s body to that of the body politic at 
large.12 This is sometimes termed resonance theory, which refers to the notion that 
ritual can help shape the destiny of one’s family and oneself.13 

In 1882, Cantonese living in Riverton/Aparima, Southland (Figure 5) explained to 
the Presbyterian missionary Alexander Don that, ‘owing to the arrangement of the 
hills and rivers about’ the town, its ‘fung-shui is good’.14 Aparima possessed each 
of the desirable fengshui landforms commonly identified by Cantonese as being of 
a favourable disposition (Figure 6). We know this because of the work of Evelyn 
Lip, one of many scholars to have examined the belief system of the home region 
of New Zealand’s nineteenth-century Cantonese migrants in the Pearl River Delta. 
Not only was Riverton enclosed by hills as well as tall and dense vegetation on three 
sides, but also its aspect opened to gently flowing water, a particular situation held 
to be especially beneficial to those who dwelled there.15 The Christian missionary to 
whom this comment was made, Don, sarcastically noted how ‘it is comforting to 
be assured that the “azure dragon” and “white tiger” dwell together harmoniously’.16 
Don’s comments are a reference to a common association made by geomancers: the 
Azure Dragon was the name given to the hill facing away from a site and on the left, 
as seen from the water, which should be higher than the White Tiger, on the right of 
a dwelling.17 Don ended by noting that ‘the material’ rather than ‘the superstitious 
part of the Chinese mind has had most to do with such a large number of Chinese 
settling in this neighbourhood’, owing to their search for gold.18 As a Christian 
missionary, Don’s interpretation spoke more to his own prejudices—and desire to 
discredit the belief system of the people he was trying to convert—than to the efficacy 
of such views among the Cantonese. Additionally, geomancy was itself an eminently 
practicable and malleable science combining the esoteric with the pragmatic.

The importance of fengshui to Chinese, contra Don, is illustrated, additionally, by 
the existence of texts on this subject matter, brought into Aotearoa New Zealand 
by the generation of Chinese who arrived at the end of the nineteenth century.19

12	  Paul Buell and Eugene N. Anderson, Arabic Medicine in China: Tradition, Innovation, and Change (Leiden: Brill, 
2021), 53, doi.org/10.1163/9789004447288.
13	  Robert P. Weller, Discovering Nature: Globalization and Environmental Culture in China and Taiwan (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 19–42, doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511805257.
14	  Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 1 July 1882, 7.
15	  Evelyn Lip, Chinese Geomancy: A Layman’s Guide to Feng Shui (Singapore: Times Books International, 1987), 
cited in Jason R. Ali and Ronald D. Hill, ‘Feng Shui and the Orientation of Traditional Villages in the New Territories, 
Hong Kong, China’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong Branch 45 (2005): 29.
16	  Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, 7.
17	  Lip, Chinese Geomancy, cited in Ali and Hill, ‘Feng Shui’, 29.
18	  Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, 7.
19	  The library of James Ng’s grandfather, who arrived in New Zealand in 1895, contains a very well thumbed-
through copy of Zhouyu Fu [Jade Carving Text], a geomantic text, as well as Jingjiao huitu dili yuanzhen Daquan 
[Original and True Complete Guide to the Principles of the Earth: Precisely edited, fully illustrated]. Dr James Ng, 
Publications, n.d. 2019/5001/132/NZCH 4/2. New Zealand Chinese Heritage Research Trust, Dunedin.

http://doi.org/10.1163/9789004447288
http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511805257
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Figure 5: Migration routes and locations of the Cantonese in Aotearoa New Zealand. 
Source: The author.

Figure 6: Bay Road, South Riverton.
Source: Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand, 1/2-096655-F, natlib.govt.nz/
records/23201342. 

http://natlib.govt.nz/records/23201342
http://natlib.govt.nz/records/23201342
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As the archaeologist Neville Ritchie notes, the ‘difficulty, in more prosaic 
archaeological terms, is to evaluate whether the varying orientation of structures 
[erected by Cantonese on the goldfields of Otago] was influenced primarily by 
feng shui considerations or other factors’.20 Textual evidence in this article points to 
geomantic considerations having influenced the arrangement of some buildings, and 
certainly their interiors (see below). There is a need, as Ritchie correctly notes, to 
factor in practical considerations—such as in the location of dwellings and a site’s 
physical constraints—in evaluating the degree to which fengshui principles were 
at play. Yet, as noted earlier, fengshui did precisely that anyway, so any attempt to 
separate practical considerations from others in fengshui is both an impossible and 
a redundant exercise. Fengshui practitioners and guides assessed a series of physical 
qualities in divining a good site. This included magnetic fields, physical structures and 
mountains, rivers and other water bodies alongside interpretations of astronomical 
movements, calendrical information, knowledge of the classics and so on.21 

In the Central Otago town of Cromwell (Figure 7), Don observed, its ‘21 dwellings 
[were] nearly all set at different angles’. ‘Long, straight lines’, he explained, ‘are 
“unlucky,” since [Chinese held] the demons can thus easily travel’. Cromwell’s 
Chinatown, Chinese believed, ‘is a lucky place, for besides crooked lanes it has a fine 
river to carry off the evil telluric [earthly] vapours’.22 Such principles applied within 
dwellings, too. In Makarewa, Southland, for example, the hut of the former Dunedin 
greengrocer, whose name only comes to us as ‘Looee’, ‘had a little hole above his 
doorway … “to let the spirits out”’.23 Likewise:

On the wall of [a] house [at Riverton] a placard pasted [up] gave a list of lucky 
hours and lucky points (compass) for the present year. I make some extracts: 
‘The god of joy is directly south; the god of wealth—directly W.; the god of 
honour—N.W.; the god of cranes (ill-luck)—directly W. Incense should be 
burnt between the hours of 11 p.m. and 1 a.m. towards the E. to meet the god 
of joy mounting his throne … To be lucky, in going out for a walk, go between 
1 and 3 a.m. (!) towards the N.E. … The hours 3 to 5 and 5 to 7 are profitless 
and ruinous.’24 

20	  Neville Ritchie, ‘Form and Adaptation: Nineteenth Century Chinese Miners’ Dwellings in Southern New 
Zealand’, in Hidden Heritage: Historical Overview of the Overseas Chinese, ed. Priscilla Wegars (Amityville: Baywood, 
1993), 363.
21	  Beattie, ‘Eco-Cultural Networks’, 151–79.
22	  Alexander Don, Twenty-First Inland Otago Tour (Dunedin: [Presbyterian Church of New Zealand], 1908), 11–12.
23	  Joan Macintosh, A Regional History of North Makarewa, Makarewa and Lorneville (Invercargill: Makarewa 
Jubilee Committee, 1979), 41.
24	  Don visited the house in late May 1884. Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 
1 August 1884, 25.
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The detailed description here of the placard pasted on the house wall reflected the 
manner in which auspicious symbols, festivals and other rituals dominated the lives 
of Cantonese in New Zealand as in China.25 This included, for example, aspects of 
fengshui, through reference to the ‘lucky points’ of the compass. Put simply, Chinese 
came to develop highly complex compasses based on the Five Elements theory, the 
numerology of the Book of Changes, the ceaseless interaction of the two complementary 
opposites, yin and yang, and many more considerations besides (Figure 1). Compass 
points were associated with certain directions, elements and times of day, as well as 
gods, the last as shown in the example above. In various combinations, these elements 
indicated auspicious and inauspicious times for activities to be undertaken.26 

More generally, the activities of Chinese in New Zealand were governed by a series 
of folk beliefs, of which geomancy was just one. Cantonese considered it bad luck, 
for example, to occupy the huts of recently deceased countrymen, as they believed 
that hungry ghosts (ghosts whose spirits had not been propitiated) would cause the 
living trouble.27 The example cited above also emphasises the importance of naming. 
In traditional China, names for all things—from people and gardens to buildings and 
landforms—required great care and careful deliberation. An appropriately chosen 
name established the correct relationships between things and people. If  correct 
naming created an orderly and properly functioning society, then incorrect naming 
invited social chaos and disorder. As a gloss on Confucius’s thinking explains (Analects, 
Book 13, Chapter 3):

When names have lost their integrity, words can no longer be trusted, and 
when words cannot be trusted, nothing can get done: government will cease 
to function, and the state will come to its demise. This is the reason why 
Confucius says that if he were put in charge of an administration, he would 
rectify names first.28 

For Chinese, then, names did not simply represent things—they had a power to 
shape everyday life. The origins of this belief lay with the beginnings of the Chinese 
writing system, which developed in the Shang Dynasty (1600–1046 BC), through 
the use of the so-called ‘oracle bones’, as a means of communicating with the spirits.29 
So, for example, as at Round Hill, Southland, a man related to Don in 1883 that:

many of the Chinese on coming out to the colonies, change their names to 
‘produce wealth,’ or, as we say, ‘for luck.’ The names of houses and claims also 
are often changed, with the same object.30

25	  Emily Martin and Arthur P. Wolf, eds, Religion and Ritual in Chinese Society (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1974).
26	  Evelyn Lip, Feng Shui: Environments of Power: A Study of Chinese Architecture (London: Academy, 1995).
27	  Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 2 June 1884, 224.
28	  Confucius, The Analects (Lunyu), trans. and introduced by Annping Chin (New York: Penguin, 2014), Book 13, 
Chapter 3, 198.
29	  Mark Edward Lewis, Writing and Authority in Early China (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999).
30	  Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 1 August 1883, 25.
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Figure 7: Chinatown, Cromwell.
Source: Otago Witness, 19 April 1908, 50.

Through their establishment in state orthodoxies and popular belief systems in 
China, naming and names in Chinese society had a far more powerful, far more 
deeply rooted cultural basis than they did, say, in European settler culture. More 
generally, Chinese naming represented another manner by which this third major 
cultural group in Aotearoa came to overlay their belief system on the landscape of 
their new home.

Transplanted religious beliefs and 
cosmological debates 
Ritual broke down the geographical distance between China and New Zealand 
through the establishment of cosmological connections between different realms. 
As in Māori and European society, belief systems had implications for both the 
interpretation and the treatment of the natural world. Most obviously, this is evidenced 
in the complex web of tikanga (convention) and practice developed by Māori as 
tangata whenua, an association founded on concepts of whakapapa (geneology), 
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connecting what settlers would have viewed as humans, the natural world, and the 
world of the divine.31 It also developed, to a different degree, through settler belief 
systems, based on Christianity.32 

Cantonese replicated the customs of the rural Canton from which they came, 
including animating the hierarchy of popular local Chinese deities to work in their 
interests in Aotearoa.33 For example, on the Round Hill diggings near Riverton on 
10 March 1883, Don recorded, ‘some crackers [were] fired & incense burnt; 2nd 
of 2nd moon—the birthday of “T’ou-tei” (土地) [—] the god of the land’.34 This 
was the ‘Earth God’ 地神 (Dei San, Sidney Lau Cantonese Romanisation; Dishen, 
pinyin Mandarin), a common deity worshipped locally in China. As Marjorie Topley 
notes, the Earth God protected ‘such places as graves, bridges, rivers and canals, but 
also … a village unit or sometimes a section of a village’.35 Clearly, many Chinese will 
have considered the deity to extend protection over them in New Zealand. Another 
popularly worshipped local god transplanted to Aotearoa was the Kitchen God (灶神 
Jo San, Sidney Lau Romanisation; Zao Shen, pinyin Mandarin). Just before Chinese 
New Year, the Kitchen God reported on the family’s conduct to the Jade Emperor, 
the ruler of heaven.36 

Not all Chinese could agree on the nature of New Zealand’s relationship to the 
supernatural realm. One unnamed Otago Cantonese man observed in 1883 ‘that 
Heaven and Earth are inseparable, without Heaven no Earth, and vice versa, so there 
must be a god or gods of the earth as well as heaven’.37 This reflected popular—and 
official—Chinese belief that gods, ghosts and ancestors intermingled in the lives of 
the living, granting good fortune to some, but causing trouble to others.38 In this 
way, this Cantonese migrant folded New Zealand’s environment into the Chinese 
cosmological realm, one in which the living and the dead, ghosts, gods and ancestors 
freely intermingled. 

31	  Parsons et al., Decolonising Blue Spaces, 81–6; Ailsa Smith, ‘Land, Sea and Sky in Taranaki Māori Songs of Lament’, 
in Beyond the Scene: Landscape and Identity in Aotearoa New Zealand, ed. Janet Stephenson, Mick Abbott and Jacinta 
Ruru (Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 2010), 25–38.
32	  James Beattie and John Stenhouse, ‘Empire, Environment and Religion: God and Nature in Nineteenth-Century 
New Zealand’, Environment and History 13, no. 4 (2007): 413–46.
33	  For a fuller consideration of these concepts in Otago, see Beattie, ‘Eco-Cultural Networks’, and in South China, 
see Watson and Watson, Village Life.
34	  Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 1 June 1883, 225.
35	  Marjorie Topley, ‘Chinese Religion and Rural Cohesion in the Nineteenth Century’, Journal of the Hong Kong 
Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 8 (1968): 17.
36	  On whose propitiation, see Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 2 June 1884, 224. 
‘Behind the fireplace at one house was posted a New Year red paper inscription, “The God of the kitchen determines 
happiness.”’
37	  Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 1 June 1883, 225.
38	  This is a vast topic. Note that I address such aspects of popular belief in New Zealand in another publication: 
Beattie, ‘Eco-Cultural Networks’.
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Others agreed. In 1883 Dr Chow explained that, having initially discounted the 
existence of ghosts in Aotearoa, he was forced to change his mind after encountering 
‘the spirit of an old friend who had died years before’.39 Plurality of religious beliefs 
was commonplace in southern China. At Round Hill, Chinese told Don: ‘Many of 
the Chinese are as much Buddhists as Taoists, and as much Confucianists as either.’40 
Chow’s experience reflected the common Buddhist belief that people possess two—
sometimes more—souls and that on dying, one soul returned to the soil and the other 
to the heavens.41 The Confucian practice of keeping ancestral tablets and following 
due ritual propitiated one of the souls of an ancestor, while the other rested in the 
ground.42 This belief is why the bones of deceased Chinese who died in New Zealand 
were disinterred for reburial in their final resting place in China. 

Chinese attributed an energy—an agency—to spirits. In 1902 the SS Ventnor sailed 
from New Zealand with the remains of 499 Chinese, intended for reburial. Tragically, 
the ship sank off the west coast of the North Island. When news reached them of the 
sinking, Chinese in New Zealand referred to the ‘former men’ as having ‘died a second 
death’. As one explained, Chinese ‘had always been taught that the spirits of the dead 
have ling (spiritual energy). How then could not 500 of them save themselves and the 
ship?’, he puzzled.43 Miners at Mareburn, Central Otago, expressed the view that the 
recently deceased spirit of ‘Intercalary-Perfection’ ‘has gone home’. As another miner 
explained, his spirit travelled home ‘quicker than the steamer—quick as thought’.44 

In Yam Wing’s hut on the Round Hill diggings, Don debated with two other 
men—T’aam of Hoi Ping village and a Mr Jang (曾)45—the nature of fengshui in 
New Zealand. The men claimed ‘that the reason … there was no fung shui in N.Z. 
was that it is 地運 [earthly fortune] while China is 天運 [heavenly fortune]’. They 
advised him to read the fourteenth-century Chinese classic, the Romance of the Three 
Kingdoms, ‘where I would learn about fung shui and other interesting matters’.46 What 
Don’s interlocutors implied here is that whereas New Zealand ‘revolves around the 

39	  A[lexander] D[on], ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 1 December 1883, 106. A voluminous 
literature exists on the supernatural in traditional China. See for example Pu Songling, Strange Tales from a Chinese 
Studio, trans. and ed. John Minford (London: Penguin, 2006). Other Cantonese believed that ghosts from China visited 
New Zealand. See Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 1 December 1883, 106. On 
Chinese popular religion, note: Stephen F. Teiser, ‘Popular Religion’, Journal of Asian Studies 54, no. 2 (1995): 378–95.
40	  Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 1 November 1882, 88.
41	  ‘After resting a while on the way, when the body was lifted several candles were lit and a bottle of brandy spilt 
to appease the wrath of the deceased’s spirit at the removal of the body.’ Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New 
Zealand Presbyterian, 1 August 1884, 24. See Doré, Chinese Customs.
42	  Watson and Watson, Village Life, 325–422.
43	  Alexander Don, Nineteenth Inland Otago Tour, 1905–1906 (Dunedin: Otago Daily Times, 1906), 9.
44	  Don, Nineteenth Inland Otago Tour, 45.
45	  Please note the character is incorrectly drawn by Don in the original.
46	  Alexander Don, Diary (1881–83), 20 May 1882. New Zealand Chinese Collection, Presbyterian Research 
Centre, Dunedin.
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Earth’ 地運, China ‘revolves around Heaven’ 天運. This may imply a sense of New 
Zealand—in the southern hemisphere—as a country below China, in the northern 
hemisphere.47 

Other insights into Cantonese views of New Zealand in relation to China come 
through descriptions of diagrams. In 1883, Don described the diagram he saw in 
a book owned by a man in Round Hill: ‘Here the inhabited earth was represented 
by the 18 provinces of China, with the sea on the east and south and barbarous 
tribes to the north and west.’48 This mode of representing China’s provinces and 
tributary systems, notes the historian Richard J. Smith, became more commonplace 
from the Sung dynasty (960–1279) onwards and by the Qing (1644–1911) was well-
established.49 What Don describes here is the Chinese geopolitical and cosmological 
sense of China as the world, as being ‘all under heaven’. It expresses the notion that as 
one moves to the peripheries, so one moves further from the centre of civilisation.50 

Chinese temples provided an important site for the continuation of religious 
traditions and rituals in southern New Zealand. There was one in Round Hill and two 
in Lawrence in Central Otago. They functioned as meeting halls, religious centres, 
hospitals and sites at which to mark celebrations, mourn the dead or undertake 
other significant rituals.51 An important aspect of Chinese popular religious beliefs 
found expression in celebrations of Chinese festivals, including Qingming (the Grave 
Sweeping Festival), the Mid-Autumn Festival, the Dragon Boat Festival and the New 
Year.52 For example, at the Chinese settlement at Round Hill, Cantonese celebrated 
the Dragon Boat Festival on the fifth day of the fifth moon of 1883. This festival 
commemorated the meritorious actions of a popular and loyal royal advisor who 
drowned himself. While festivities at Round Hill did not include dragon boat racing, 
the feast was:

observed by general knocking off work for the day, while the tables at rice-time 
carr[ied], besides roast fowl and pork, a more than ordinary amount of nameless 
(not tasteless, however) pickles and preserves. At a few houses the eatables were 
first presented to the shēn (gods), and at the same time a few crackers were 
burnt. The crackers are, it seems, burnt to frighten off the ‘devils’.53 

47	  I profoundly thank Duncan M. Campbell for providing this interpretation.
48	  Don, Diary (1881–83), 5 November 1882.
49	  Richard J. Smith, ‘Mapping China’s World: Cultural Geography in Late Imperial Times’, in Landscape, Culture 
and Power in Chinese Society, ed. Wen-hsin Yeh. China Research Monograph, 49 (Berkeley: University of California, 
Berkeley, Center for Chinese Studies, 1998), 83–92.
50	  Ibid. On the development of this Qing conceptual geography, see Stephen H. Whiteman, Where Dragon Veins 
Meet: The Kangxi Emperor and His Estate at Rehe (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2020).
51	  Ng, Windows on a Chinese Past, 1:254–5; James Ng, Windows on a Chinese Past, vol. 2: Round Hill: Alexander 
Don: Missions: Mixed Marriages: The opium evil (Dunedin: Otago Heritage Books, 1995), 82–4.
52	  Like European settlers, Chinese continued to mark major festivals, despite the reversal of seasons. On which, 
note in particular Ng, Windows on a Chinese Past, 2:38–42.
53	  Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission’, New Zealand Presbyterian, 1 August 1883, 25.
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Celebrations like these enlivened Murihiku (southern New Zealand) throughout the 
nineteenth century, and remained visible statements of Chinese culture in colonial 
Aotearoa. Evidence from Lawrence and other goldfield settlements demonstrates 
a major Chinese contribution to community events, such as New Year celebrations 
in particular.54 At an individual level, too, ritual brought Aotearoa into the realm of 
Chinese cosmology. At Butchers Gully, Central Otago, in 1910, a miner had placed 
before a ‘large shrine’, offerings of fresh flowers and wine.55 In sum, such festivals 
demonstrate that Cantonese, like Europeans and Māori, drew Aotearoa, its environs 
and productions, into religious traditions at the larger level of the community as well 
as that of the individual, through private worship. 

Interpretations of New Zealand environments
Cantonese occasionally commented on environmental changes, including their 
responses to the environment of southern New Zealand. In 1908, Don encountered 
a former Otago miner in Canton, who explained that ‘though my body is in China, 
my heart is in the Gold Hills’.56 This represents a reversal of the common desire of 
Chinese in New Zealand to be buried in their homeland. 

Other evidence of Chinese aesthetic responses to the environment of southern New 
Zealand occasionally appears in the historical record. For example, in 1908 a man 
related to Don that he preferred to have ‘the great river [Clutha/Matau] … at my 
door with high hills beyond and around’ than ‘only the backyard fence to look at’ in 
Dunedin, even though this meant giving up a wage of £30 a year.57 The implication 
here is that the man’s preference for an aesthetically pleasing view overrode any 
economic advantages city living represented. 

Some Cantonese also attributed Southland’s ‘increasing mildness’ to environmental 
changes associated with their activities—presumably, deforestation and mining.58 This 
reflected the belief—existing in both the Chinese and British empires at that time—
in the power of human action and morals to alter the climate.59 More prosaically, 

54	  See, for example, Henry Johnson, ‘Chinese, Cultural Celebration and the Monster Procession at Queen 
Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee Celebration in Greymouth, New Zealand, in 1897’, New Zealand Journal of Asian Studies 
26, no. 1 (forthcoming, 2024). Evidence of the transplantation—and one presumes adaptation—of Chinese planting 
calendars to New Zealand is more difficult to come by, though I am hopeful research will perhaps even reveal how 
these were used in the nineteenth century.
55	  Alexander Don, Inland Tours XXIII and XXIV, 1909–1911 (Dunedin: [Presbyterian Church of New Zealand], 
1911), 15–16.
56	  Alexander Don, ‘Our Chinese Mission. Annual Inland Tour, 1907–8’, Outlook, 23 May 1908, 13.
57	  Ibid.
58	  Don, Diary (1881–83), 4 July 1883.
59	  Mark Elvin, ‘Who Was Responsible for the Weather? Moral Meteorology in Late Imperial China’, Osiris 
13, no. 1 (1998): 213–37, doi.org/10.1086/649286; James Beattie, ‘Climate Change, Forest Conservation and 
Science: A Case Study of New Zealand, 1840–1920’, History of Meteorology 5 (2009): 1–18; James Beattie, ‘Science, 
Religion, and Drought: Rainmaking Experiments and Prayers in North Otago, 1889–1911’, in Climate, Science, 
and Colonization: Histories from Australia and New Zealand, ed. James Beattie et al. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014), 137–55, doi.org/10.1057/9781137333933_8.

http://doi.org/10.1086/649286
http://doi.org/10.1057/9781137333933_8
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Chinese added their own names to the accumulation of words associated with the 
rivers, settlements, hills and valleys of southern New Zealand. They transliterated 
existing names, as well as coming up with new ones. Some suggested a strong sense of 
the prosaic, as in the name for Potters—‘Tailings’—which reflected the appearance 
of the area impacted by mining (Table 1).60 

Table 1: Cantonese names in Otago.

Fraser River ‘Big Stone Ditch’

Naseby ‘Hogburn’

Potter’s ‘Tailings’

Adam’s Gully ‘Coal Gully’

Shepherd’s ‘Shaap-a-shee’

Drybread ‘Turn-po-leet’

Nevis ‘Neewut’

Cromwell ‘Khumlum-po’

Glenore: ‘Woo-lo-shoot’—woolshed

Macetown ‘Ah-lah-shup-yee mai’

Arrow ‘Twelve Mile’

Teviot ‘Tee-putt’

Source: Alexander Don, Nineteenth Inland Otago Tour, 1905–1906 (Dunedin: Otago Daily Times, 
1906), 4.

Conclusion
When we come to write Cantonese back into the environmental history of Aotearoa 
New Zealand, it is time to consider their belief systems and environmental views. 
As this short article has shown, for many of the first generations of nineteenth-century 
Chinese migrants, as for Māori—and to varying degrees the recently arrived groups 
of Europeans, through deism and natural theology—New Zealand was a numinous 
landscape, alive with gods, ghosts and ancestors, populated by the living and dead. 
For Cantonese, these beings—accompanied by ritual and the daily engagement of 
working and engaging with Aotearoa’s environment—established cosmological 
connections back to their homeland and to the supernatural realm, as well as a 
framework within which to understand the environment they were encountering in 
New Zealand. 

60	  Don, Nineteenth Inland Otago Tour, 4.
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