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Writing from New Zealand in the mid 1850s, Mary Taylor noted to her childhood friend Charlotte Bronte of her reasons for emigrating, that she “cannot and will not be a governess, a teacher, a milliner, a bonnet-maker nor housemaid”.  Instead, she became a business owner and landlord in early colonial Wellington, and returned to the United Kingdom with a comfortable retirement income.  Mary Taylor symbolises the respectable, educated, and often ambitious wealth-holders who contributed much to the economic life of cities throughout New Zealand, but who remain a little explored aspect of imperial and gendered histories at any scale because they never featured as remarkable.

The very richest and very poorest of communities are those most likely to have been studied in any great depth, and in the case of colonies generally only the former have been studied, despite the fact that they comprised only a small proportion of the wealth holding population, perhaps 5% at most.
  The middle-classes and middle wealth holders are those most often overlooked, and yet they are important.  Take, for example, the New Zealand middle wealth holders, who died with greater wealth than the minimum exemption level for duties, but less than the £10,000 figure favoured as the minimum for being “very rich”.
  Such persons comprised at least 50% of all adults who left wealth at death in the late nineteenth century, and almost 65% by the mid twentieth century.  Their share of all probated wealth left increased from 35% to 54% in the same time period.
  The remainder of wealth holders, with the exception of the approximate 5% qualifying as very rich, were below the exemption level for death duties, set at £500 until 1924 then at £1000 until 1952.

In the context of studying this middle group of wealth holders, this paper’s specific interest is in the different ways and context within which women accumulated, managed and disposed of their wealth within the New Zealand cities Wellington and Dunedin (see Figure One) in the period 1890 to 1950.

Figure One: Location of study sites, New Zealand
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Gender, wealth and imperial urban settings

Historically, women were effectively rendered invisible in the processes of production in favour of highlighting their contribution to reproduction, a position particularly favoured by ‘separate spheres’, domestic womanhood, and other theories of gender roles in the historical setting.
  Such divisions of labour emphasised social interdependencies, highlighted the social expectations of marriage, limited opportunities for women to work in the paid sector, and eventually produced a culture marginalising women’s economic opportunities in general.  The assumption of women’s economic dependence, which pervades accounts of family wealth strategies, was paralleled by the assumption that middle-class women were also socially dependent on men and a nucleated family.

Urban working-class women have been shown to work in small businesses, e.g. as shopkeepers, shop managers and petty traders, especially in retail, food and accommodation.
  The economic contribution of urban middle-class women has not been similarly documented, and the few studies that go further than the household when considering women’s economic role rarely acknowledge that the economic management of the home and family required a specific set of financial and managerial skills.
  Historical middle-class women who became individually wealthy, such as the widows and daughters of industrialists and entrepreneurs, were generally considered to be passive rather than active in wealth generation.

The social structure and range of opportunities women experienced in urban settings on the margins of empire, specifically New Zealand as the farthest British colony, were arguably more flexible than those of the metropolis.
  Jane M. Jacobs suggests that they were “places which are saturated with possibilities for the destabilisation of imperial arrangements”.
  Feminist and urban historians have in general tended to focus on the constraints faced by women in cities rather than the opportunities that arose,
 but a focus on the latter may reveal that women’s economic contributions were made more accessible by the nature of the urban setting.

If we therefore take a view that the city offers women greater economic opportunity, then urban women should also have a greater opportunity to accumulate wealth.  Since we are unable to test this during the lives of historical urban women, I therefore expect to find that urban women leave a greater amount of wealth at death than their rural counterparts, and that certain groups of urban women will experience greater opportunities for wealth accumulation than others, depending on factors such as age, marital status and location.  It is these two features in particular that have been drawn out from the research’s database of probate records and wills for this paper.

Sources

The scale of New Zealand cities and the small population size during the study period enabled collection of data that are reliably representative of the women in each city.  It is a consequence of using probate records as a source of information for wealth that the women of this study are for the most part distinguished as middle-class and elderly, but probate records remain the most trustworthy and internationally comparable source of information about wealth.  Details from all available probate records (and accompanying wills) and Letters of Administration for women were collected for the three years of 1891, 1921 and 1951 in urban Wellington and Dunedin.  The entire set of estate wealth data collected for this study comprises 1,036 women from Wellington and Dunedin, with key recorded details being city, year, marital and testacy statuses.  A second set of data, kindly lent by Margaret Galt from her 1985 research comprises 7,772 records of probated women from all locations in New Zealand
 for various years between 1888 and 1939.

This data was compared to a backdrop of probated wealth holding for New Zealand as a whole, recorded in the Official New Zealand Year Book.  Understanding the specific processes of wealth accumulation and distribution draws more deeply on women’s wills, while their participation in the economic life of the city will use future analysis of street directories detailing heads of households and occupations.

Testacy, probate and the administration of estates

In New Zealand, estates were granted probate if they had a valid will, and most testate estates were valued at more than the minimum value for death duties.  Death duties were paid on a sliding scale according to the final value, as declared by the executors to the Stamp Office and occasionally documented in an inventory or accounts.  For people who died intestate, their estates were granted Letters of Administration for the next of kin or the Public Trust to administer.  The Public Trust was a New Zealand government agency established in the nineteenth century to act as executor for New Zealanders who did not have friends or family resident in the country.  It dealt with all estates where a next of kin could not be identified or where requested by family.  Intestate estates under the minimum value for death duties did not require Letters of Administration and therefore do not often appear in public records, except where they were administered by the Public Trust.  In cases of intestacy, the Testators’ Family Maintenance Act 1900 set guidelines estate division in order that the ‘moral duty’ of the decedent towards his or her the family is fulfilled.

Probated (testate) estates as a proportion of male and female adult deaths in New Zealand as a whole increased steadily from approximately 18% to 50% during the period 1891 to 1920, then settled at between 50% and 60% between 1920 and 1950.
  The rapid increase in the early part of the study period may indicate either an increase in the rate of testacy, and/or an increase in the number of estates qualifying for probate on the basis of estate value.  Estimates from the United Kingdom show a much more conservative figure of less than one-third of estates having wills.

The years between 1891 and 1951 saw a dramatic increase in the number of estates filed for probate or Letters of Administration as a proportion of estimated adult female deaths in Wellington and Dunedin, from about 12% in the two cities in 1891 to over 60% in 1951.  Discounting intestate estates, this approximates to over half of all adult females passing away leaving testate estates granted probate, a high figure indeed.

Women in urban and rural locations

The average and median wealth recorded in female probated estates for Wellington and Dunedin compared to that for females in all of New Zealand is shown in Figure Two.  Average wealth for females in the two cities and all New Zealand locations increases steadily throughout the period 1890-1950, with Wellington and Dunedin showing a much higher average than all locations.  Median wealth remains approximately the same for all settings, until 1951 when there is a large increase in Wellington and Dunedin.  Given that it was around 1910 that the country became more urban than rural, and that there was in economic decline during the 1920s, I would expect to see a steady increase in the pattern of median probated wealth between 1931 and 1951 for large cities such as Wellington and Dunedin.

Figure Two: Average and median wealth of female estates, Wellington and Dunedin (1891, 1921, 1951), compared to all of New Zealand female estates (1888, 1916, 1939)

Source: Wyse probate data (1891, 1921, 1951), Galt probate data (1888, 1916, 1939)
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Breaking down available data for females in all New Zealand locations to major and minor urban and rural
 (as shown in Figure Three) it can be seen that major urban areas often had the greatest share of female probated wealth, but the rural setting cannot be written off as insignificant.  It was not until the 1920s that minor urban areas became more significant than rural areas in terms of wealth holding, which agrees with McAloon’s suggestion that New Zealand’s very richest (including women) from this period were predominantly found in farming, with significant property and investment in urban areas.
  It is also probable that females who made their wealth in rural enterprises may have lived in provincial towns and cities until death.

Figure Three: Share of estate wealth by females in rural, major urban and minor urban settings, selected years 1896 to 1939

Source: Galt probate data (1896, 1906, 1916, 1924, 1932, 1939)
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Figure Four: Share of estates by females in rural, major urban and minor urban settings, selected years 1896 to 1939

Source: Galt probate data (1896, 1906, 1916, 1924, 1932, 1939)
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The number of female probated estates in major urban locations was significantly higher than the number for all other locations in all years (as shown in Figure Four).  For the whole of New Zealand, in both urban and rural locations, female probated estates as a proportion of estimated adult female deaths rose from 14% in 1896 to 38% in 1939.  Since probated estates as a proportion of estimated adult female deaths in Wellington and Dunedin during this period was much higher, over 50% in 1951, this suggests that the majority of estates that were never probated or the decedents who did not leave an estate most likely did not live in major urban areas.

Women in minor urban settings had approximately the same proportional share of probated estates as they did probated wealth, while major urban settings consistently had a larger share of probated estates than might be expected from their share of wealth.  These two charts (Figures Three and Four) demonstrate that an investigation of women in major urban settings is both justified and of significant interest in terms of women’s wealth holding in New Zealand.  Not only were women in cities more likely to have an estate probated, their average probated estate was consistently of greater value than their rural counterparts.

Gender and the life course of wealth holding

Women have been generally under-represented in probate samples, because they held less wealth than men and frequently fell below the exemption limit for death taxes and therefore probate. However, women wealth holders were still able to accumulate small fortunes despite the cultural constraints limiting earning potential.  In the division of large New Zealand estates daughters and sons commonly received equal shares.  Widows regularly acted as trustees to large fortunes, not necessarily having the power to actively manage the wealth but earning a significant share of the trust’s income.

Women tended to have far less wealth than men, and in most years between 1891 and 1951 it was approximately half as much as men at all ages.  As shown in Figure Five, men’s wealth rises quickly during the working life, and then settles during retirement years from 65 years old.  The point at which men’s wealth is greater than that of the average wealth for all adults 1920-1924 is at 50 to 55 years old, and for men that survive past 85 years old average wealth is extremely high.

Figure Five: Average wealth of New Zealand males and females at death, by five-year age group, 1920-1924

Source: New Zealand Official Year Book, 1925
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A wealth life course model would expect to see the level of wealth begin to decrease from retirement age, but that is not especially clear in the New Zealand example.  An ideal theory for this research is that careful investment saw a passive income earned during retirement years, which did not require a large amount of capital to be used for living expenses.  Alternatively, perhaps the cost of living for retired people was subsidised during this period by comprehensive social welfare structures and family support.  However, a more likely explanation is that the proportion of the adult population who survived past 75 years old were the very richest of the population, whose wealth enabled them to maintain a lifestyle that afforded a longer life expectancy.  Such individuals comprised less than 1% of the living population during this period, and are limited to a handful of individuals, thus making average wealth for these ages unnaturally high.

For women, the increase in average wealth is much slower, regardless of a potential difference between working ages and retirement ages.  There is a distinct increase in wealth between the 45 to 50 and 50 to 55 age groups, possibly attributable to women inheriting wealth from deceased parents, or becoming widowed at a young age.  Either is likely, given the age group, but it is interesting that such a large proportion of women retained that wealth as their own, rather than it becoming part of joint marital wealth, and questions about what they did with that wealth during the rest of their lives is important, since it seems that average wealth continues to increase towards old age.

Female wealth is only greater than the average wealth at older than 85 years, and only greater than men’s wealth for the ages 20 to 25 and 25 to 30 years old.  In the context of women’s lives, this may represent their financial dowry, or a gift of money by parents to daughters at a young age in anticipation of marriage.  For women that remain unmarried, this is a significant financial boost early in adult life that could see them making significant financial decisions, such as buying a house or investment in stocks and bonds at a young age.

Concluding thoughts

This paper set out to discover the wealth of urban women at death as an indication of their degree of economic opportunity during life.  This was undertaken on the basis that cities are sites of opportunity and liberation for women, not just constraint, and that New Zealand cities in particular are different because of the social structure and political/legal context for wealth holding during the study period.

The data on national wealth holding and that of individual women in cities and rural locations around New Zealand justifies the interest in women who lived in major urban centres like Wellington and Dunedin for two main reasons.  Firstly major urban centres consistently had the highest female average wealth, the greatest share of female probated wealth and the greatest share of female probated estates between 1891 and 1951.  Women in rural locations and minor urban centres remained important wealth holders but they were both less common and on a far smaller scale.  Secondly, while probated and administered estates as a proportion of adult deaths and the rate of testacy were both higher in New Zealand than in the UK, in Wellington and Dunedin females appear to have had a particularly high rate of testacy compared to the rest of the country.

Age at death tells us important things about the lives of men and women.  While men’s wealth increases throughout life, especially quickly during their working age years, women’s wealth is more settled and only increases significantly at around 50 years old.  It also appears that both men and women have significant wealth holdings at death, not eroded to any great degree by supporting themselves after retirement, Women’s wealth appears to be affected most by two life-stage events – the first being the years before and around marriage, and secondly, around middle-age when she is most likely to inherit from parents or other older family members.  Having established this, it now becomes important for this research to understand the sources of wealth for women, and what they did with it when they received it, something that may be understood from careful analysis of wills and estate inventories.

In terms of implications for understanding how gender, wealth and urban settings are interconnected, this data has also raised questions about the differences in wealth and will making in major cities based on factors other than age, such as marital status, or questions about the social structure and cultural characteristics in Wellington and Dunedin in order to better understand urban women’s wealth holding.

Certainly, in order to better understand these differences within New Zealand and also test them between New Zealand and other locations, more focus is needed on whether differences in wealth holding by different groups of women can be attributed to greater opportunities, different cultural expectations, diverse legal requirements or a combination of all of these things.
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