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The story of the SS Ventnor
In April 2021 more than 150 members of the  
New Zealand Chinese Association visited the Hokianga 
region to honour their ancestors and thank local iwi for 
taking care of the bones of their tūpuna who washed 
ashore following the sinking of the SS Ventnor in 
1902. They held a dedication ceremony at the Ventnor 
Memorial alongside prominent rangatira, Government 
Ministers, officials, and community elders. 

What events led to this day? 

In 1902, the SS Ventnor sank off the Hokianga coast, 
claiming the lives of 13 people. The ship was carrying 
the remains of 499 Chinese men, most of them gold 
miners who had been part of the Otago gold rush.  
They were being returned to China for reburial in their 
home villages. 

For some time after the sinking, the carefully packaged 
kōiwi (bones) of the Chinese men washed ashore along 
the Hokianga coast. Local iwi, Te Roroa and Te Rarawa, 
cared for the kōiwi by burying them in sand dunes on 
their own ancestral burial grounds. The stories of the 
shipwreck and the Chinese kōiwi were shared from one 
Māori generation to the next. 

Over one hundred years later, some of the descendants 
of the goldminers learned what had happened and 
travelled north to thank tangata whenua for the 
manaakitanga they have shown towards their ancestors. 
The Ōpononi memorial, built in 2020, has become an 
important site for communities to pay their respects 
and symbolises the coming together of New Zealand 
Chinese communities with the iwi who are kaitiaki of the 
goldminers’ remains. 

“I remember just the manaaki; they understood what 
these bones meant and how important it was for us to be 
there. They were so loving.” Lynette Shum, an oral history 
advisor and descendant of Matthew Ching Hoi Shum

Why is this an important story to know?

The story of the SS Ventnor is part of a wider 
narrative about the settlement and experiences of 
Chinese people in Aotearoa New Zealand. Kaiako 
and ākonga can use this story as an entry point for 
learning about:

• the migration experiences of Chinese settlers 
during and beyond the gold mining era 

• relationships between Chinese New Zealanders 
and other groups, especially tangata whenua

• our collective and diverse identities as New 
Zealanders. 

S.S. Ventnor leaving Westport, New Zealand

Connecting current events to the past
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Linking to the KNOW element and showing progression

Phase of learning Years 1-3 Years 4-6 Years 7-8 Years 9-10

KNOW progress 
outcomes

By the end of year 3, 
I know:
People in our area 
have come from a 
variety of places and 
retain connections to 
those places.

By the end of year 6, I know:
The stories of groups of people from 
different periods in our history convey 
their reasons for and experiences of 
migration. These stories have shaped 
their culture and identity in Aotearoa 
New Zealand.
Governments have selectively 
supported or excluded people through 
processes associated with voting rights, 
access to education, health, and welfare 
provision, reflecting prevailing public 
attitudes of the time. Often equitable 
treatment has been sought by people, 
including Māori, Chinese, women, 
children, and disabled people.

By the end of year 8, I know:
Over time people from a wide range 
of cultures have participated in and 
contributed to Aotearoa New Zealand, 
while retaining and adapting their 
distinctive identities. The histories 
of Chinese, Indian, and other Asian 
communities, Pacific communities, 
refugee and faith-based communities, 
disability communities, and the Deaf 
community demonstrate how this has 
been experienced. Some have met 
barriers.
Advocating for the right to citizenship and 
respect for difference has contributed to 
the development of a more diverse nation.

By the end of year 10, I know:
Since the mid-nineteenth century, immigration practices and 
laws have shaped Aotearoa New Zealand’s population and 
sought to realise dominant cultural ideals and economic 
ends, including via Chinese goldminers, Indian and 
Scandinavian labourers, and Pacific workers.
Māori as tangata whenua were excluded from these 
cultural ideals, which they experienced as colonising and 
assimilating.
At different times, various groups have been marginalised 
in Aotearoa New Zealand. These groups have sought to 
remedy injustices associated with immigration policies 
and practices (e.g., through the Disability Action Group, 
the Polynesian Panthers, and petitions to governments). 
Governments have sometimes acknowledged these 
injustices (e.g., through the poll tax apology and the apology 
for the dawn raids).  

Through these learning experiences students can:

Understand
The big ideas of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories

Know
Whakapapa me te whanaungatanga Culture and identity
How the past shapes who we are today – our familial links and bonds, our networks and connections, our sense of obligation, and the stories woven into our collective and diverse identities. 

Tino rangatiratanga me te kāwanatanga Government and organisation  
The history of authority and control, and the contests over them. At the heart of these contests are the authorities guaranteed by Te Tiriti o Waitangi | The Treaty of Waitangi. 

Kōwhiringa ohaoha me te whai oranga Economic activity 
The choices people made to meet their needs and wants, how they made a living individually and collectively, and the resulting exchanges and interconnections.

Do
Think critically about the past and interpret stories about it

https://aotearoahistories.education.govt.nz/teaching-resource/connecting-current-events-past-ventnor-story
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Phase of learning Years 1-3 Years 4-6 Years 7-8 Years 9-10

Potential inquiry 
questions

Where do people in our community  
come from? 
Do they have connections to the places 
that they come from? 
How do they keep up those connections?

What are the origin and settlement stories 
of different groups of Chinese migrants? 
When did they come, who did they come 
with, and why did they come? 
How did these stories shape who they are 
now?

How have stereotypes of New Zealand 
identity impacted Chinese New 
Zealanders over time?   
How has their participation in society 
helped form Aotearoa New Zealand?
Historically, what opportunities and 
barriers have Chinese New Zealanders 
experienced when participating in or 
contributing to Aotearoa New Zealand? 
How have they advocated for their rights?

How has the Government exerted power 
through its immigration and welfare laws 
and what impact have these laws had on the 
rights, lives, and identity of Chinese people?
How have Chinese New Zealanders 
sought to remedy injustices associated with 
immigration policies and practices?
How have government and public attitudes 
to Chinese migration and Chinese 
communities changed over time?

Possible learning 
experiences

Years 1–3: Exploring the different 
migration and settlement stories of New 
Zealanders. 

Years 4–6: Learning about the different 
migration and settlement stories of 
Chinese people to New Zealand. 

Years 7–8: Focusing on different waves 
of Chinese migration to New Zealand 
and the racial discrimination that many 
Chinese New Zealanders have faced. 

Years 9–10: Exploring discriminatory 
legislation that has impacted the lives of 
Chinese people in New Zealand, and the 
poll tax apology. 

These activities 
and prompts weave 
together the three 
elements of the 
histories curriculum 
helping ākonga to -

• understand the big 
ideas of Aotearoa 
New Zealand’s 
histories

• know national, 
rohe, and local 
contexts

• think critically 
about the past and 
interpret stories 
about it. 

• 
 
 
 
 

Read Chinese New Year from the 
Instructional Series. Then: 

• Discuss the traditions that Murphy’s 
family follow as they celebrate Chinese 
New Year in New Zealand. Share your 
own experiences of family celebrations, 
including new year celebrations. How do 
these examples connect the participants 
to the places they or their ancestors are 
from?

• Locate China on a world map and 
explain that many people from China 
and other countries have made New 
Zealand their home. 

• Connect with Chinese families and 
communities in your area. Learn about 
their migration stories. When and why 
did their families move to New Zealand? 
How are the stories similar and different 
to each other? What are their strongest 
connections to China?

• Investigate your own family’s migration 
stories. When and why did your family 
move to New Zealand? Where did they 
come from? Map everyone’s migration 
journey on a world map. Discuss the 
uniqueness of everyone’s histories as 
New Zealanders. 

Read The Story of the Ventnor, Bright Fine 
Gold, and Bok Choy from The Instructional 
Series. Then:

• Discuss the reasons why Chinese men 
came to New Zealand to mine gold and 
what their intentions and experiences 
were. Recount some of the positive and 
negative stories that are shared in the 
School Journal items.  

• Explore the reasons behind the restrictive 
immigration laws that resulted in most 
gold miners leaving their families behind 
in China. Consider why the New Zealand 
Government had such harsh laws for 
Chinese migrants and not other groups 
of people. How does this context relate 
to the big ideas of colonisation and its 
consequences, and the exercise and 
effects of power?

• Discuss the actions of Northland iwi who 
cared for the bones of the Chinese gold 
miners following the sinking of the Ventnor. 
How did these actions from over 100 years 
ago lead to a special relationship between 
tangata whenua and Chinese New 
Zealanders today? How does this context 
link to the big idea of Māori history being 
the foundational and continuous history of 
Aotearoa New Zealand?

Read Chinese New Zealanders from The 
School Journal. Then: 

• Explain how anti-Chinese sentiment, 
immigration policy, and welfare 
decisions impacted the lives of Chinese 
New Zealanders over time. Link 
these discussions to the big ideas of 
colonisation and its consequences, and 
the exercise and effects of power. 

• Discuss the adaptations made by 
Chinese migrants as they adjusted to 
their new home. 

• Draw a diagram to show the push and 
pull factors that led to various waves 
of Chinese migration to New Zealand. 
Consider where the gold miners aboard 
the SS Ventnor fit into the diagram. Why 
did they come to New Zealand and why 
were their remains being shipped home 
to China? 

Watch this excerpt from Our People,  
Our Century and listen to parts 3 and 4 of 
Tales of New Zealand Chinese History to 
find out about the experiences of Chinese 
migrants. Then:

• Discuss how immigration policy and 
racial discrimination impacted the lives of 
Chinese migrants. 

• Research the different legislature 
that has excluded and discriminated 
against Chinese people from the 1880s. 
When and why did this legislation get 
introduced? 

• Investigate which other groups of New 
Zealanders have faced discrimination 
through immigration policy and legislation 
in New Zealand. Which groups have 
not faced discrimination? How do 
these stories relate to the big ideas of 
colonisation and its consequences, and 
the exercise and effects of power? 

 

Understand

Know

Do

https://aotearoahistories.education.govt.nz/teaching-resource/connecting-current-events-past-ventnor-story
https://instructionalseries.tki.org.nz/Instructional-Series/Ready-to-Read-Colour-Wheel/Chinese-New-Year
https://instructionalseries.tki.org.nz/Instructional-Series/School-Journal/School-Journal-Level-3-May-2021/The-Story-of-the-Ventnor
https://instructionalseries.tki.org.nz/Instructional-Series/School-Journal/School-Journal-Level-3-May-2015/Bright-Fine-Gold
https://instructionalseries.tki.org.nz/Instructional-Series/School-Journal/School-Journal-Level-3-May-2015/Bright-Fine-Gold
https://instructionalseries.tki.org.nz/Instructional-Series/School-Journal-Story-Library/Bok-Choy
https://instructionalseries.tki.org.nz/Instructional-Series/School-Journal/School-Journal-Level-4-November-2019/Chinese-New-Zealanders
https://www.nzonscreen.com/title/our-people-our-century-being-kiwi-2000?collection=chinese-in-nz
https://www.nzonscreen.com/title/our-people-our-century-being-kiwi-2000?collection=chinese-in-nz
https://www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/nzchinese
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Find out more about the Ventnor story

• The Story of the Ventnor (School Journal article)

• Honouring the dead: Sinking of SS Ventnor in 1902 creates unique bond between 
Chinese and Māori (news article)

• Manaakitanga and Aroha: The story of the SS Ventnor (article)

• Communities unite to remember ancestors lost at sea (article)

• The Ventnor Disaster (video) 

Find out more about Chinese New Zealand history 

• NZ On Screen’s Chinese in New Zealand Collection (film collection)

• The Chinese story on Te Ara (website) 

• A quick trip through (Chinese) New Zealand history (presentation)

• Tales of New Zealand Chinese History (Radio New Zealand podcast) 

Possible learning 
experiences

Years 1–3: Exploring 
the different 
migration and 
settlement stories of 
New Zealanders. 

Years 4–6: Learning about 
the different migration 
and settlement stories of 
Chinese people to New 
Zealand. 

Years 7–8: Focusing on different 
waves of Chinese migration 
to New Zealand and the racial 
discrimination that many Chinese 
New Zealanders have faced. 

Years 9–10: Exploring discriminatory legislation that has impacted the lives of 
Chinese people in New Zealand, and the poll tax apology. 

These activities 
and prompts weave 
together the three 
elements of the 
histories curriculum 
helping ākonga to -

• understand the big 
ideas of Aotearoa 
New Zealand’s 
histories

• know national, 
rohe, and local 
contexts

• think critically 
about the past and 
interpret stories 
about it.

 
 
 
 

Read Alvin and Me from The 
School Journal. Then:

• Compare and contrast 
the author’s school 
experiences as a Chinese 
New Zealander and Alvin’s 
experiences as a recent 
Chinese migrant. 

• Connect with Chinese New 
Zealanders in your school 
community. Find out why 
and when their families 
made Aotearoa their home. 
What are the similarities and 
differences between their 
migration and settlement 
stories?

• How do the stories that 
people remember and share 
reflect their views and what 
they feel is important?

View this 1908 cartoon. Then:

• Discuss what is going on in the 
image and how Chinese migrants 
and Pākehā New Zealanders are 
depicted. 

• Explain how the cartoon illustrates 
racist stereotyping and the anti-
Chinese sentiment of the time.

• Compare it with this earlier 
cartoon on Te Ara and discuss the 
different perspectives on Chinese 
migration shown through the 
images. What events, attitudes, 
and beliefs led to the more 
discriminatory depiction?

Watch the Ventnor Disaster video. Then:

• Discuss the manaakitanga shown by Northland iwi. Why did they care for the 
bones of the gold miners even though they did not know who they belonged to? 
Research the ways that Māori and Chinese people honour the dead and remember 
their ancestors. What are the similarities and differences between the two cultures? 

• Consider the coming together of the New Zealand Chinese community with tangata 
whenua in more recent times to remember ancestors lost at sea. How have these 
groups worked together to plan memorials and ceremonies? What values and 
cultural practices do they share? How does the story of the Ventnor link to the big 
idea of Māori history being the foundational and continuous history of Aotearoa 
New Zealand?

___________________________________________________________________
Read the Government’s apology delivered by Helen Clark in 2002 to the Chinese 
community for the discrimination suffered by those subjected to the poll tax and 
other practices. Then:

• Explore the impact of the poll tax on Chinese migrants.

• Consider how and why public attitudes to Chinese people have changed over time.

• Connect with local iwi and ask them to share their perspectives on what has 
happened. Consider how things might have been different if tangata whenua had 
been consulted on immigration policy.  

Understand

Know

Do

https://aotearoahistories.education.govt.nz/teaching-resource/connecting-current-events-past-ventnor-story
https://instructionalseries.tki.org.nz/Instructional-Series/School-Journal/School-Journal-Level-3-May-2021/The-Story-of-the-Ventnor
https://www.stuff.co.nz/pou-tiaki/124722500/honouring-the-dead-sinking-of-ss-ventnor-in-1902-creates-unique-bond-between-chinese-and-mori
https://www.stuff.co.nz/pou-tiaki/124722500/honouring-the-dead-sinking-of-ss-ventnor-in-1902-creates-unique-bond-between-chinese-and-mori
https://www.asiamediacentre.org.nz/features/manaakitanga-and-aroha-the-story-of-ss-ventnor/
https://www.asianz.org.nz/leadership/communities-unite-to-remember-ancestors-lost-at-sea/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2EXkSdIGAM&t=205s
https://www.nzonscreen.com/collection/chinese-in-nz
https://teara.govt.nz/en/chinese
https://www.sutori.com/story/a-quick-trip-through-chinese-new-zealand-history--pFaCUkiXoVkop7RtT6b2dW2k
https://www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/nzchinese
https://instructionalseries.tki.org.nz/Instructional-Series/School-Journal/School-Journal-Level-3-May-2017/Alvin-and-Me
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/NZFL19080404.2.7.1
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/NZFL19080404.2.7.1
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/NZFL19080404.2.7.1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2EXkSdIGAM&t=205s
https://www.beehive.govt.nz/speech/address-chinese-new-year-celebrations



