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Wetherstons’ gold
Wetherstons’ 

daffodils among 
the ruins of the 

malthouse, Black 
Horse Brewery, 

September 2019.
photo  Clare Gleeson

In 1861 gold was discovered at Gabriel’s 
Gully in Central Otago, New Zealand, and 
shortly after at nearby Wetherstons. Gold 
still shimmers at Wetherstons but it is on 
the hillside, not in the riverbeds. Every 
spring millions of daffodils naturalised from 
thousands of bulbs planted over 100 years 
ago cover the slopes.

During the gold rush Wetherstons was a bustling 
goldfields town with shops, banks, hotels, a 
school, gambling dens, billiard parlours and 
a brewery. The brewery opened in 1866 and 
was purchased by miners Ben Hart and James 
Simpson in 1884. Under their ownership the 
Black Horse became Otago’s most successful 
provincial brewery. 

The Black Horse Brewery 
daffodils
Brewery co-owner Ben Hart had been a prize-
winning horticulturalist in Tasmania before 
moving to New Zealand in 1862. In 1895 he 
began planting narcissi bulbs around his home 
and the Black Horse premises with the help of 
brewery workers. The site is ideal for daffodils; 
natural springs provide water in winter and spring, 
it has good drainage and frosts, and the north-
facing hillside provides the bulbs with a summer 
baking.

Fifty varieties of bulbs were sourced from several 
places, including the Netherlands, with prices as 
high as £100 per bulb. The daffodils, together 
with snowflakes and primroses, were planted 
mainly for naturalising. 

Clare Gleeson
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In 1911 Ben’s son Henry calculated there were 
approximately a million bulbs planted on the hills 
and in the garden he and his father had. By 1924 
it was estimated that there were over 2 million 
bulbs around the brewery. The narcissi were 
planted over three fields totalling 10 hectares, 
with different varieties in each. In the lower fields 
it is still possible to see remains of the rows they 
were planted in. The Wetherstons daffodils are 
closely related to the wild daffodils, particularly 
the trumpets and the poets, and today there are 
also a lot of wild hybrids unique to the site. 

Hybridisation 
The Hart family were narcissi devotees. Ben, his 
sons Henry and Alfred and other members of the 
family grew, hybridised and showed daffodils in 
horticultural society competitions. In 1902 when 
Peter Barr the ‘daffodil king’ travelled to New 
Zealand, he visited the site. Recognition of the 
Hart family’s contribution to the narcissi genus 
came in the RHS Daffodil Yearbook for 1914 
which contained ‘a short historical sketch of their 
connection with the daffodil cult’, a photograph 
of the daffodils growing on the hillside of the 
brewery and another of Ben, Henry and Henry’s 
daughter Zita, also a daffodil grower. The entry 
referred to Ben Hart as one of the ‘daffodil 
fathers’ of New Zealand. 

The principal hybridiser was Henry, who in 1910 
estimated he had around 2000 seedlings, the 
result of eight years’ work. Henry registered four 
varieties with the Royal Horticultural Society in 
London. These still appear on that institution’s 
international daffodil register and classified 
list: ‘Ben Hart’ and ‘Mrs B Hart’, named for 
his parents; ‘Margaret’; and ‘Lady Fenwick’ 
named after the wife of Sir George Fenwick, a 
keen narcissi grower who served as President 
of the Dunedin Horticultural Society. At the 
Society’s spring show in 1921 ‘Lady Fenwick’ 
was described in the Otago Daily Times as ‘the 
loveliest thing in the show … an immense long 
trumpet Leedsii, with a sweet apricot tinge 
well down the cup’. Keen to encourage all to 
participate in bulb growing, in 1915 Henry 
donated a Daffodil Trophy to the Dunedin 
Horticultural Society for competition for amateur 
narcissi growers. 

Visiting the daffodils
The Harts were generous with their golden crop 
and encouraged others to visit the brewery and 
see the daffodils for themselves. The first railway 

Top  Daffodil Day 
excursion flyer, 1937. 
Archives New Zealand 
DAFV 9094 D455/248/3 

Middle  Young Helpers 
League, Lawrence, 
picking daffodils to sell 
in aid of Dr Barnardo’s 
homes, ca 1917.
photographer unknown. 
Hocken Collections, Uare 
Taoka o Hākena, University 
of Otago

Bottom  ‘Seedling 
beds of daffodils in 
Mr Hart's garden 
at Wetherstones’ 
[sic], Otago Witness, 
24 October 1917, p 33. 
Guy photograph. Hocken 
Collections, Uare Taoka 
o Hākena, University of 
Otago



Australian Garden History 31 (4) April 202012

Wetherstons’ 
daffodils around 
the Hart house, 

September 2019.
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daytrip took place in 1912 when 250 people joined 
the Tuapeka Horticultural Society’s excursion 
from Dunedin to Lawrence, the closest station 
to Wetherstons. 

One can only imagine the excitement at Dunedin 
railway station on the 10th of October 1913 
when 1000 school children and 500 adults 
boarded two special trains of 13 cars each 
bound for Lawrence. On arrival they formed 
a procession, and led by the Albany Street 
School fife and drum band, marched firstly 
to the school for morning tea and then to the 
brewery at Wetherstons to see the daffodil-
covered fields. Afterwards the local horticultural 
society provided tea for the visitors before they 
boarded the trains and returned to Dunedin. 
This extraordinary excursion had been suggested 
by the president of the Dunedin Horticultural 
Society and taken up and inaugurated under the 
auspices of the Otago Education Board. It was 
named ‘Daffodil Day’ by its sponsor, Ben Hart.

Many thousands of blooms were donated by the 
Harts over a number of years to various causes. 
In 1916 the Otago Women’s Association organised 
a ‘Daffodil Day’ with daffodils from Lawrence to 
be sold in aid of the children’s fund which provided 
materials for school children to make into articles 

of comfort for the soldiers. The bulk of the flowers 
came from the hillside at Wetherstons where 
10,000 blooms were picked. The Head Masters’ 
Association arranged a procession of school children 
from the Octagon and photographs published in 
the Otago Witness show hundreds of school girls 
dressed in white and boys in dark suits marching 
past a crowd holding daffodils.

The next year Henry donated 30,000 blooms 
for display in the Early Settlers’ Hall and for 
sale to raise funds for the Barnardo Homes. The 
Otago Daily Times reported that the flowers had 
been picked ‘carefully and methodically’ by the 
Lawrence Young Helpers’ League who had been 
‘trained’ by Henry Darton, First Assistant at 
Lawrence School, a friend of Henry’s and also a 
keen horticulturalist. 

Daffodil Day became linked with the Plunket 
Society in 1921 with the announcement that 
thousands of Lawrence daffodils would be sold in 
aid of the Karitane-Harris Hospital and Plunket 
Society in Dunedin. Over 31, 000 narcissi picked 
by the Lawrence Young Helpers’ League were 
sent to Dunedin for sale the next day. The 
flowers were placed in large clothes baskets 
and then on to lorries to take them to the train 
station with the Young Helpers clambering on 
too for the fun of the ride.
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Wetherstons’ 
daffodils on the 
hillside, with flowering 
gorse, September 
2019.
photo Clare Gleeson

The fame of the daffodils grew and every spring 
organised and independent excursions brought 
hundreds to see them. A brass band frequently 
accompanied the railway excursions, entertaining 
visitors on the platform while waiting for the 
train to depart or welcoming them to Lawrence 
with jaunty airs. 

Not every day tripper was content just to admire 
the daffodils. In 1928 the Otago Daily Times 
reported that many ‘in defiance of large and 
plainly lettered notices requesting them not to 
pick the blooms, helped themselves liberally’ 
but ‘each one, on arrival at the foot of the hill, 
was quickly deprived of his or her spoils and 
courteously thanked by the owner for assisting 
him to pick them’. A similar occurrence in 1937, 
when day trippers on excursion from Dunedin 
not only picked the daffodils but rolled down 
the daffodil-covered slopes, led to Henry Hart 
deciding not to open the grounds in future, 
although he later relented and they were open 
again in 1941 when they were patrolled by 
members of the Lawrence Progress League.

Journeying to see the daffodils was popular 
until the 1950s but then fell from favour. The 
abandoned brewery descended into ruins and the 
fields became overgrown although every spring 

the daffodils could still be seen valiantly poking 
their heads through the gorse.

Wetherstons’ daffodils today
In 2008 a charitable trust was formed to preserve 
and develop the site. This initiative successfully 
reopened Wetherstons to the public for several 
years and led to the ruins of the Black Horse 
Brewery being listed as a Historic Place Category 
One with Heritage New Zealand. After the trust 
lost momentum, it was reformed in 2016 with a 
new board and support and help from the people 
of Lawrence.

Reopened in 2017, the Wetherstons daffodils are 
once again accessible for all to see. The fields are 
still in the ownership of the Hart family, who 
generously allow the public access, and volunteers 
open the fields for three days a week for six weeks 
during spring. Little evidence can be seen today of 
the settlement that was Wetherstons but the gold 
of the Wetherstons daffodils continues to shine.


