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NZ Early Telecommunications 

Electric Telegraph Christchurch 1862 

In 1862, New Zealand’s very first electric telegraph line opened, connecting the port town of 

Lyttelton to the city of Christchurch. 

Key Facts About the 1862 Line 

● Opening Date: The line officially opened on 16 June 1862. 

● The Route: It ran directly between Christchurch and the Lyttelton Electric Telegraph Office 

along the path of the Lyttelton–Christchurch railway line. 

● The Backing: The project was driven and funded by the Canterbury Provincial 

Government, largely pushed forward by local lobbying from the Lyttelton Times newspaper 

to accelerate the sharing of shipping and international news. 

● The Equipment: The infrastructure was constructed by local pioneer Edmund Green, using 

Morse code equipment that had originally been imported to the region years earlier. 

Historical Significance 

Before this line, communication over the Port Hills separating Christchurch from its port relied on 

physical travel or visual signals. The success of the 1862 link served as the blueprint for New 

Zealand's national telecommunications network. By 1865, the southern network expanded down to 

Dunedin and Invercargill, and an inter-island submarine cable across the Cook Strait connected the 

North and South Islands by 1866. 

How the telegraph expanded throughout the rest of New Zealand after 1862 

and across to Australia 

Following the success of the 1862 Lyttelton–Christchurch line, the telegraph network expanded 

aggressively across New Zealand, driven by both commerce and conflict, before finally breaking the 

country's ultimate isolation by linking to Australia. 

1. Rapid Domestic Expansion (1863–1872) 

The telegraph spread across New Zealand’s two main islands through a mix of provincial 

government projects and military initiatives: 

● The South Island (1863–1865): The South Island, experiencing an economic boom from the 

gold rush, expanded its network the fastest. By 1865, a continuous southern telegraph line 

connected Invercargill, Dunedin, and Christchurch. 

● The Military Lines of the North Island: In June 1863, British military engineers opened a 

line between Auckland and Drury. As the New Zealand Wars escalated, lines were rapidly 

pushed into the Waikato and Taranaki regions primarily for military communication and 

defense warnings against Māori forces. 

● Bridging the Cook Strait (1866): On 26 August 1866, after two failed attempts, an 

underwater telegraph cable was successfully laid across the Cook Strait from Whites Bay 
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(Marlborough) to Lyall Bay (Wellington). This unified the North and South Island 

networks, allowing direct communication from Bluff all the way up to Napier. 

● Completing the Backbone (1872): Due to active resistance from some Māori groups 

opposing colonial infrastructure on their land, completing the North Island link was heavily 

delayed. The Wellington-to-Auckland landline finally became fully operational in 1872. 

By 1872, New Zealand had over 2,000 miles of telegraph wire handling roughly 400,000 messages a 

year. 

2. The Trans-Tasman Cable to Australia (1876) 

While New Zealand was internally connected, it was still isolated from the rest of the world. News 

from Europe still took up to a month to arrive via steamship. 

That isolation was broken on 21 February 1876 when the first Trans-Tasman submarine 

telegraph cable was completed. 

Feature Details 

The Route La Perouse (Botany Bay, Sydney) to Wakapuaka (Cable Bay, Nelson). 

Nelson was chosen because South Island business traffic was still the highest in 

the country. 

The 

Infrastructure 

A 1,283 nautical mile submarine cable manufactured by the British firm 

Telcon and laid over 11 days by the cable ships Hibernia and Edinburgh. 

Funding Jointly subsidised by the New Zealand, New South Wales, and Victorian 

colonial governments. 

3. Connecting to the Global Network 

The link to Australia instantly plugged New Zealand into the global British Empire communications 

network. 

Australia had already completed its monumental Overland Telegraph Line in 1872, linking 

Adelaide to Darwin through the harsh Red Centre. From Darwin, an undersea cable traveled via Java 

and India all the way to London. 

The impact was instantaneous: the very day after the Trans-Tasman cable opened, New Zealand 

newspapers printed direct, live cable news from Great Britain for the first time in history, 

completely altering the country’s relationship with the rest of the world. 

Establishment of standard New Zealand Time 

The rapid expansion of the electric telegraph network directly caused the establishment of standard 

New Zealand Time. 

Before the telegraph network connected the country, New Zealand towns kept their own local time 

based on solar noon (when the sun was at its highest point). Because New Zealand spans roughly 12 

degrees of longitude, solar noon occurs about 50 minutes earlier in the east (Gisborne) than it does 

in the west (Invercargill). 
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While this did not matter when travel was limited to sailing ships and horses, it became an 

administrative nightmare once the telegraph allowed instantaneous communication. A telegraph 

operator in Christchurch could receive a message from Wellington before it had legally "been sent" 

according to local clocks. To operate the telegraph network and the expanding railway system safely 

and efficiently, a unified time standard was urgently required. 

The Historic 1868 Decision 

On 2 November 1868, New Zealand became the very first country in the world to officially adopt 

a uniform standard time across its entire territory. 

The project was pioneered by Dr James Hector, a prominent government scientist and director of 

the Colonial Museum. He calculated the standard based on the meridian of 172° 30′ East 

longitude—which runs roughly down the center of the South Island. 

● The Standard: This new standard was set exactly 11 hours and 30 minutes ahead of 

Greenwich Mean Time (GMT). 

● The Name: It was officially designated as New Zealand Mean Time (NZMT). 

How the Time Was Kept and Distributed 

Because atomic clocks did not exist, keeping the country perfectly synchronized relied entirely on 

the telegraph network: 

1. The Observatory: Dr Hector established the Colonial Observatory in Wellington. 

Astronomical observations of the stars were used to precisely calculate local time. 

2. The Daily Signal: Every morning at exactly 9:00 AM, the Wellington observatory would 

transmit a simultaneous telegraphic time signal across the entire national wire network. 

3. The Synchronization: Telegraph operators in every town across New Zealand would receive 

the signal and immediately adjust their local post office and station clocks, which the public 

then used to set their personal watches. 

Evolution to Modern Time 

New Zealand Mean Time remained the standard for decades until it was subtly adjusted in the 20th 

century: 

● Daylight Saving (1927): New Zealand first experimented with daylight saving time in 1927, 

spearheaded by MP Thomas Sidey. 

● The Permanent Shift (1941/1945): During the Second World War, New Zealand 

permanently advanced its clocks by 30 minutes to conserve electricity. This temporary 

wartime measure was made permanent by the Standard Time Act 1945, shifting New 

Zealand to exactly 12 hours ahead of GMT (now UTC+12), which remains the standard 

base time used today. 
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Early Telephone Exchanges 

New Zealand local telephone exchanges after 1881. Did they initially arrive 

from Western Electric like those in Australia? 

No, New Zealand’s initial local telephone exchanges in 1881 did not come from Western 

Electric. Instead, they were simple, locally constructed or British-sourced manual switchboards 

where operators physically plugged cords into sockets. 

However, your connection to Western Electric is highly accurate for the next major phase of New 

Zealand’s telecommunications history. The American company became the foundational backbone 

when New Zealand transitioned away from manual systems to fully automatic exchanges. 

1. The 1881 Manual Era (The Initial Arrival) 

Unlike Australia, where private business interests initially drove early telephone networks, the New 

Zealand Government took absolute control of telephone development from the start via the 

Electric Telegraph Amendment Act 1880. 

● The First Exchanges: When the country’s first exchange opened in Christchurch on 1 

October 1881 (followed weeks later by Auckland), the technology was incredibly primitive. 

● The Equipment: The initial hardware consisted of drop-shutter manual switchboards. 

Subscribers used a wall-mounted wooden box with a hand-cranked magneto generator to alert 

the operator. Because Western Electric had only just become the exclusive manufacturer for 

Bell in the United States in 1881, New Zealand's early government-run system heavily relied 

on British and mixed international telegraph suppliers for its initial manual gear. 

2. The Western Electric Takeover (1913–1919) 

Western Electric made its massive, defining entry into New Zealand when the country decided to 

bypass newer manual upgrades and go straight to automated dialing: 

● The 1913 Tender: In 1913, the New Zealand Post Office called for international tenders to 

completely automate the country's phone system. Western Electric won the contract. 

● The Rotary System: Western Electric supplied their famous 7A Rotary Machine Switching 

System. This equipment used electric motors to turn horizontal steel shafts to automatically 

route calls without a human operator. 

● The Legacy of the Dial: The first fully automatic Western Electric rotary exchange went live 

in Masterton in May 1919. Because Western Electric manufactured these rotary exchanges 

with a reverse-numbered dial (where 0 was at the top/front and 1 was at the end), New 

Zealand standardisation adapted to this quirk. This unique Western Electric design choice is 

the historical reason why New Zealanders dial “111” for emergency services today. 
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