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By Ann Collins 

 

In his will, dated September 18, 1895, William Colenso included the 

following bequests. 

I give and bequeath to my present old servant Robert Ander-

son, if residing with me at the time of my decease, the sum of 

fifty pounds and to his son John Anderson the sum of fifty 

pounds, this latter sum to be paid to him John Anderson even 

if his father have left my service.1 

From an entry in Colensoôs journal Robert Anderson had been work-

ing for him, when 

he died, for 

around twenty 

years.2 Refer-

ences to Robert, 

his wife Mary and 

their son John are 

sprinkled through 

Colensoôs late 

journals and let-

ters ð leaving 

enough infor-

mation to develop 

an impression of 

their relationships 

with him. 

Robert Anderson, a gardener, is listed as living in Milton Street, 

Napier from the 1885/6 electoral roll. This is also Colensoôs address. 

From 1896 Mary and their son John are also listed in Milton Street. 

Women obtained the vote in 1893. Their son John was born in 1871, 

therefore eligible to vote from 1892.  

Colensoôs man was his gardener, tending the more than 30 acres 

described as Napier town lots 39 to 44 inclusive ð the magnificent 

hill property that formed Colensoôs residential estate. 

Mary Anderson was his housekeeper, occasionally called ñauld 

wifieò. Together the couple maintained Colensoôs household during 

his frequent absences. 

Robert Anderson, aged 20, married Mary Patrick, aged 22, on 18 

November 1859, in Greenock, Renfrewshire, Scotland, according to 

the forms of the Church of Scotland. He was a seaman in the mer-

chant service, son of Henry Anderson, a labourer, and Charlotte 

Clack (deceased). Mary was the daughter of John Patrick, an Irish 

stone mason and Margaret Thomson. Her parents had married in 

Ireland and migrated to Greenock around 1838, after Maryôs birth. 

On their marriage certificate Robert signed with his mark and Mary 

was literate.3 

In 1861 Mary Anderson was living, without Robert, in Buccleuch 

Street, Greenock, with a six month old boarder, and her occupation 

was recorded as ñwet nurseò. Robert was possibly at sea, and Mary 

Colensoôs man Anderson 

мΦ /ƻƭŜƴǎƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭΣ Ŝ/ƻƭŜƴǎƻΣ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ !ǇǊƛƭ нлммΦ 

нΦ [ŀǘŜ WƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ /ƻƭŜƴǎƻΣ aŀȅ мфΣ муфрΦ 

оΦ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ŎŜǊǝŬŎŀǘŜ aŀǊȅ tŀǘǊƛŎƪΣ мурфκрспκм ооΦ /ƻƭŜƴǎƻϥǎ ƭŀƴŘ ƻƴ bŀǇƛŜǊ IƛƭƭΦ Ŝ/ƻƭŜƴǎƻ Wǳƭȅ нлмм 
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had lost a child and was supplying her breast milk to another baby.4 

Robert migrated to New Zealand around 1868, perhaps leaving his 

ship to seek his fortune in the antipodes. Colenso recorded that Mary 

made her way to New Zealand independently.5 Their son John was 

born in Petane, Napier in January 1871. On Johnôs birth certificate 

his father describes himself as a settler, again signing with his mark.6 

In a letter to Balfour, Colenso mentioned that his man had lived 

several years in the Petane Valley, prior to working for him.7  

Despite their eventual tenure of close to twenty years, as early as 

1885, Colenso felt that they would leave his employment and NZ. 

I just find, that Robt. & wife are off tomorrow to Hastings 

leaving me to keep house, & go without teaðI donôt mind 

the hot dinner: from words of late (dropped) I expect they 

will leave me & N.Z. soonðfor Home; her doing, a dread-

fully discontented person.ð8 

John was around 10 years old when his parents started working for 

and living with Colenso. In the 1896 electoral roll he was working as 

an accountant. It was probable that Colenso took a great interest in 

his life and education, resulting in his strong opposition to Johnôs 

leaving New Zealand. This interest was highlighted in Colensoôs 

descriptions of the events of 1895. 

Colenso wrote to Harding that Robert Anderson had given notice 

that he was intending to return to Scotland in March 1895. Colenso 

discussed the matter with him, initially raising concerns about the 

impact on Bobôs health: 

 éshowing him the folly of such a thing ð as far as he was 

concerned, (he has fallen off of late, losing strength, laid up 

occasionally, &c.) ð and that I should oppose to my utmost 

their son going with them! (Fat in the fire, that night: Rob-

ert, however does not 

want to go, nor to 

leave me) next day I 

was asked by Robert, 

for their son John to 

come and see me: Yes: 

& we talked for an 

hour ð he, too, was 

with me, in not wishing 

to leave NZ, and to cut 

it short the ñauld 

wifieò is to go alone 

(she came out so) in 

March; and Robert  

and son, remain here: 

for a long time (2 years 

or more). Robert has 

done nearly all domes-

tic work and we shall 

toddle along together I 

dare say: this eases my 

mind considerably ð 

now, I can go bush, &c, &c.9 

/ƻƭŜƴǎƻϥǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ aƛƭǘƻƴ-ǊƻŀŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ муфр 
ό.ŀƎƴŀƭƭ ϧ tŜǘŜǊǎŜƴύ 

пΦ мусм /Ŝƴǎǳǎ aŀǊȅ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ рспκо муκуΦ 

рΦ !ǎ ƴŜŀǊ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǝƻƴ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ƭŜǧŜǊ ǘƻ IŀǊŘƛƴƎΣ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нрΣ муфрΦ 

сΦ b½ ōƛǊǘƘ ŎŜǊǝŬŎŀǘŜ WƻƘƴ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΣ мутмκмлопΦ 

тΦ !ǎ ƴŜŀǊ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǝƻƴ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ƭŜǧŜǊ ǘƻ 5 t .ŀƭŦƻǳǊΣ  aŀǊŎƘ нрΣ муунΦ 5ŀǾƛŘ 
tŀǘƻƴ .ŀƭŦƻǳǊ όмупм-муфпύ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƘŜŜǇ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ 
/ƻƭŜƴǎƻΦ 

уΦ !ǎ ƴŜŀǊ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǝƻƴ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ƭŜǧŜǊ ǘƻ IŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŘŀǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ мууп 
ŀƴŘ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ муурΦ 

фΦ !ǎ ƴŜŀǊ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǝƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ƭŜǧŜǊ ǘƻ IŀǊŘƛƴƎΣ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нрΣ муфрΦ 
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Colenso described Mary Andersonôs farewell in his journal. 

This morning at 10, my manôs wife Mary Anderson left for 

Wellington, thence by Tongariro steamer for Scotland! ð 14

-15 years residing with me, and not yet acclimatized!! (Alas, 

discontented and selfish). She leaves her husband and 

(grown-up son) with me. Only one word at parting, (little 

love!) ñI am come to say goodbyeò. Taking her hand I re-

joined , ñI heartily say good-bye, perhaps wishing you more 

and better than you can wish yourself: I have that feeling 

that we shall never meet again.ò Then, releasing her hand, 

she left. May the Lord have mercy on her ð How happy she 

might have been! How much better for all of us!!ð10 

She left from Wellington 

on March 21, 1895 for 

Monte Video, Rio de 

Janeiro and London. 

Colenso reported to Har-

ding that the ñTongariro, 

with Bobôs wife reached 

England on 6th, 4 days 

after fixed time, and Bob 

had received no notice of 

her from Rio, &c ð so 

he is getting better.ò11 

A few months after her 

arrival in Britain, Mary 

wanted to return to her husband and son. Colenso agreed to this but 

with conditions that were expressed as a written ultimatum. The 

terms were initially discussed in a long conversation with John An-

derson, resulting in a letter for him, his father regarding his mother.12 

This was followed by a long conversation with Robert and John 

about the letter, with them agreeing with him.13 

Colenso included the following in a letter to Harding: 

é.on Thursday last Anderson received a note from his wife, 

saying she was returning by Ruahine, and next day, lo! The 

Ruahine was in Hobart! And so, her son, John must rush off 

instanter, on Saturday to Wellington, (in spite of my showing 

no hurry), and, to the present, no wire from John to his fa-

ther (9:30 pm a wire to hand ð here tomorrow by express) 

ð to me ð it is all natural enough. However, her return may 

be the immediate cause of breaking up here: on no account, 

should she ever be again here, as before (i.e. during the last 

2-3 years) I would rather break-up house-keeping: and so, 

things are squally and uncomfortable-in-prospect; she may, 

however, be inclined to do duty, and if so, then all may be 

well: she knows my ultimatum and so, of course, Bob & 

Son.14 

A fortnight later in another letter to Harding: 

Robert Andersonôs wife returned hither on Thursday 2nd. 

Most unexpectedly she rushed in to see me!! I had previously 

told him ð that she was to be as a mere visitor to them (as 

far as I was concerned) until Monday evening 6th when we 

would have our talk. This accordingly took place, all pre-

sent, and as she promised to obey &c. and so things have 

gone on ð & much better than before (on a separate bit of 

paper I will give you my terms ð which her son had also 

{{ ¢ƻƴƎŀǊƛǊƻ ƻǿƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ 
{ƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅ 

млΦ[ŀǘŜ WƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ /ƻƭŜƴǎƻΣ aŀǊŎƘ мфΣ муфрΦ 

ммΦ!ǎ ƴŜŀǊ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǝƻƴ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ƭŜǧŜǊ ǘƻ IŀǊŘƛƴƎΣ aŀȅ сΣ муфрΦ 

мнΦ[ŀǘŜ WƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ /ƻƭŜƴǎƻΣ !ǳƎǳǎǘ пΣ муфрΦ 

моΦ[ŀǘŜ WƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ /ƻƭŜƴǎƻΣ !ǳƎǳǎǘ рΣ муфрΦ 

мпΦ!ǎ ƴŜŀǊ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǝƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ƭŜǧŜǊ ǘƻ IŀǊŘƛƴƎΣ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мΣ муфсΦ 
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sent to her in Scotland). ð I scarcely need to tell you ð that 

on the whole I was pleased with this.15 

Later in the same letter Colenso mentioned that he was losing teeth, 

driving him to soft foods. He would like a ñgood, king and thought-

ful housekeeperò who would make ñtapioca, rice, arrowroot and 

cornflour puddings.ò Mary Anderson made such commonly for her 

son John and Colenso had hopes that now he could receive such and 

begin to call his Napier house his home.  

On May 5, 1896 Colenso had a long and serious conversation with 

John Anderson, possibly including discussion of his motherôs behav-

iour.16 A couple of months later, in July, Colenso records that he had 

ña fracas with his old housekeeperò where she said she was ñliving 

in purgatory!!ò Colenso told her husband that she was not to come 

into the house for 3 days. After that time had elapsed ñall of us to 

consider matters.ò17 

John Anderson married Ellen OôNeill on June 23, 1897 in the Napier 

Catholic Church.18 No mention in Colensoôs journal or letters ð 

possibly because he was still recovering, in Woodville, from the 

buggy accident he suffered in April 1897. 

In a letter from Dannevirke Colenso wrote to Harding ñA wire to 

hand from my manôs son (John) his wife had a son on Monday night, 

& all well.ò19 This was Robert Patrick Anderson, born in Napier on 

April 16, 1898. He was the first of the coupleôs 3 sons and daughter 

ð the only one born before Colenso died. 

The Andersons, including John and family, continued to live in Mil-

ton-road until 1900. From a letter he wrote for Colenso, to Ethel 

Florance in January 1899, John spent time at Colensoôs bedside in 

the last month of his life.20 Mrs Anderson, Johnôs mother or wife, 

found Colenso dead in his bed on 10 February 1899.  

The Anderson family continued to live in Napier, with Robert dying 

on 14 June 1913. He was 75 years old, with carcinoma of the tongue 

and suffering from senility. He was still a gardener and had been in 

New Zealand for ñabout 45 yearsò, born in Suffolk.21 In contradic-

tion of his marriage certificate his fatherôs name was given as Thom-

as, also a gardener. There 

is no further information 

about Mary. John and his 

family lived in Havelock 

Street, with John (13 Au-

gust 1966) and Ellen (3 

September 1942) being 

buried in Taradale Ceme-

tery.22 Aged 95 at his 

death, it is likely John was 

the last to have known 

Colenso personally.
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http://colensoandtherepublicofletters.weebly.com/data.html
https://billiongraves.com/grave/Ellen-Anderson/9927144#/
https://billiongraves.com/grave/Ellen-Anderson/9927144#/
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Dangers and  

Fatigues of  

Missionary 

Travelling in 

New Zealand  
 

ðfrom the Missionary Gleaner, Vol. 9, 1849 

²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ /ƻƭŜƴǎƻ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ  
¢Ŝ wǳŀƘƛƴŜΥ /ƻƴǊŀŘ CǊƛŜōƻŜΩǎ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ  
ŦǊƻƳ !I wŜŜŘΩǎ 9ȄǇƭƻǊŜǊǎ ƻŦ b½ мфслΣ ǇмрΦ 

 

Would he have needed a machet®? They 
were following old MǕori tracks. 
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²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ /ƻƭŜƴǎƻΥ ǎŎǊŀǇŜǊ ōƻŀǊŘ ōȅ DŜƻǊƎŜ ²ƻƻŘǎΣ мфрлΦ 


