THE VENTNOR STORY
My great, great great grandfather, Choie Sew Hoy was always concerned for the welfare of people from the Poon Yue area. He was one of the leaders of the NZ Branch of the Cheong Shing Tong which was the welfare group which cared for the poor and elderly among them. It operated from his store in Stafford Street in Dunedin.
In 1883 Choie Sew Hoy and others in the Cheong Shing Tong Society helped organize the shipment of the bodies of 230 miners back to China for burial at ancestral sites. 

Choie Sew Hoy died in 1901. His son Kum Poy Sew Hoy then became one of the leaders of the Chong Shing Tong Society
In 1902, the Chong Shing Tong Society chartered a second boat, the 3,961 ton twin-screw steamer Ventnor, to carry 499 coffins back to China for reburial. 

· The majority were the remains of Chinese gold miners from Otago, Southland and West Coast. These were placed in varnished kauri coffins which were lead lined or zinc lined. It also included the remains of Choie Sew Hoy which was in one of two larger fine rimu coffins.
· There were also 10 coffins from Wellington.

· Nine elderly Chinese were also given free passage and acted to as coffin/body attendants.

· S.S. Ventnor also carried 5,357 tons of Westport coal destined for the British naval base in Hong Kong.  

 

On Sunday 26th October 1902, the Ventnor sailed from Wellington bound for Hong Kong.  Weather conditions were fine and the sea smooth at the time of her departure.

 

Shortly after noon on Monday, she struck a submerged rock off Cape Egmont and was holed forward.   The engines were reversed and the ship managed to get free. As there were no suitable dock facilities at Wellington, the master decided to proceed to Auckland via North Cape for repairs.   In the meantime the pumps were brought into use, but these could not cope with the water. By 9 o’clock on the Tuesday night, when the ship was about 10 miles off Omapere, Hokianga Harbour, she became unmanageable and it was apparent that she would soon founder. Although all life boats were launched, at least 13 lives were lost when the captain's boat was sucked under the ship.

When Kum Poy Sew Hoy received the sad news, he immediately engaged people to search the area. A canvas bag of bones was found washed up on Ninety Mile Beach in the Far North. This was sent to China as the only remains. The rest Ventnor's unusual cargo was not recovered.

 

A court of inquiry ruled that the Captain had been negligent and incompetent and responsible for the wreck because of his poor navigation around Cape Egmont. 
Some time later some coffins were rumored to have floated ashore and to have been buried by the local iwi.
The story of the Ventnor is one that my grandfather, Duncan Sew Hoy, has talked about many times as I was growing up. I feel privileged to be able to share with you my grandfather’s personal viewpoints on “What to do next.” 

These viewpoints have been supported by his brothers Justin and Donald and by our immediate families.

 

Salvage of the 499 coffins from the Ventnor.

       

My granddad’s dream is to be able to help these lost souls complete their journey home to China. 

He has even listed the actions required:-

 

· Research for names from records held in governmental archives

· Engage salvage operators or companies

· Purchase 499 new coffins

· Transport them back to China

· Purchase suitable land in China for their burial or

· Purchase or build a suitable building to house their ash remains if cremation is required in China

· A trust with some funding will be required in China for maintenance  

 

This is a very simplistic summary of what would be a mammoth task which will incur tens of millions of dollars and is beyond our reach at the moment. When we are able to source the required funding in the future, we could then revisit the idea of salvage to complete their journey home to China. We also understand that there would be huge problems with identifying the bones.

********************************

Meanwhile something must be done to complete the first chapter of our care of these remains:

 

Memorial 
 

We support the suggestion of building a Memorial at a permissible & suitable site to commemorate the lost souls of the Ventnor ship wreck.

    

Since the poll tax was introduced in N.Z. in 1881 increasing from 10 pounds to 100 pounds in 1896 and finally abolished in 1944, the majority of the deceased Chinese on board would have paid the poll tax. It would be reasonable that some of the Poll Tax Trust Funds could be allocated to the cost of erecting the Memorial at Hokianga to remember them.     

   

Bai Sang.

 

It would be good for the descendents of these lost souls to be able to Bai Sang at the Memorial as a gesture of respect to them as elders. This memorial should be in an accessible site so that other Chinese could also bai sang. Bai sang at the actual site would not be feasible and not easy to coordinate.

 

Actual graves

As far as the actual graves which have been looked after by the local Te Roroa iwi are concerned, we should leave them undisturbed at the present time. We do not actually know whose bones they are i.e. Chinese or the English crew. That is something that can be considered in the future if the Ventnor is salvaged.

 

Memorial(s) in China
We should explore the feasibility of putting up memorials at Poon Yue and Jung Seng counties or in Guangzhou.

This would recognize their intent to return home. It would remind the people in China of the hard earned efforts of their ancestors in NZ.

This memorial could also show a peaceful and beautiful Hokianga beach and show the people of China that they are in a beautiful place.

The funding for the memorials could also be provided by the Poll Tax Trust.

 

The rest of the descendants of Choie Sew Hoy have been made aware of progress. We are having a Sew Hoy family reunion in Queenstown at the end of September and we will be personally approaching others for further input.
Nigel Sew Hoy

