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Daniel Davy’s Gold Rush Societies and Migrant Networks in the Tasman World 
provides a fresh look at the Otago gold rushes of the 1860s. Whereas gold rushes 
are typically viewed within a national framework, Davy argues that these Aotearoa 
New Zealand gold rushes should be seen as a transnational event. Rich archival 
research supports this claim. Public sources, especially newspapers, from both sides 
of the Tasman Sea show the deep interconnection – in terms of personnel, 
knowledge, and commerce – between the Otago rushes and the Australian colony of 
Victoria (Chapter 2). An extensive review of digger correspondence reveals 
prospectors’ motivations, challenges, and connections to home (Chapter 1). They 
were not, as sometimes depicted, untethered, roaming adventurers whose kinships 
bonds were broken down by their travels. Most eventually left the colony and never 
considered themselves New Zealanders. Nevertheless, their brief presence in Otago 
shaped its development and left an indelible imprint on the natural landscape.  
 From the introduction of these overarching themes, the book examines 
diggers’ day-to-day experiences, on the goldfields themselves (Chapter 3) and 
during leisure (Chapter 4), before moving forward in time. Chapter 5 provides an 
interesting look at the Chinese gold seekers who came slightly later, in the late 
1860s. Rather than merely examining the European reaction to Chinese arrivals, 
Davy endeavours to look at the experiences and motivations of the Chinese 
themselves, though he is forced to rely heavily on a few English language sources to 
do so. Chapter 6 closes the book with a look at the Otago gold rushes in historical 
memory. Here, Davy shows how the historiographical hole he intends to fill came to 
be, how the Otago rushes came to be thought of primarily as a nation-building event 
and their transnational nature largely forgotten.  
 Davy convincingly argues his transnational point; however, the book needs to 
connect the transnational and the local into a larger statement about the nature of 
British colonialism at this time. For example, Davy demonstrates that many gold 
seekers embarked on the endeavour to provide for their families, and he briefly notes 
that some saw gold seeking as a means to land ownership (pp. 100-1). That both of 
those aims required the kind of windfall provided by literally digging chunks of wealth 
out of the ground exposes the difficulties in achieving economic stability – let alone 
upward economic mobility – in the larger British economic system and could be 
highlighted more. 

Similarly, Davy goes into great depth on the material impacts of the arrival of 
the diggers on Dunedin and the natural surrounds (creating sanitation problems, 
fundamentally altering the landscape, etc.), but he merely gestures toward the social 
impact of their arrival. He notes a few times that earlier Scottish settlers in Otago 
were none too pleased with the new arrivals. A more in-depth discussion of these 
reactions and a more explicit comparison to the experiences of and responses to the 
Chinese (whose motivations and challenges were tantalisingly similar to that of 
European gold seekers) beg to be made. This would reveal much about community 
formation in colonial settings.  

Woven together, these strands would create an image of the British Empire: 
of an economic system that drove the working-classes to the far ends of the earth 
and into the dangers of gold seeking simply to provide a secure life for their families, 
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of a social system in which those who came before resisted newcomers, and of an 
imperial construct in which expansion fed further expansion.  
 With these criticisms, I am perhaps committing the cardinal sin of focusing on 
the project I wish he had done rather than the project he did; however, I will take the 
risk, because Davy’s work raised a lot of interesting questions and I simply want to 
know more. Moreover, the answers to those questions are in his rich archival base. 
His repositioning of the Otago gold rushes as a transnational event has the potential 
to contribute much to our understanding of the development of settler colonies and 
colonisation, writ large. 
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