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 After the gold rush:  
Kim Murtagh as her 

alter ego, Dusty.

A woman wearing a Victorian 
hoop skirt, corset, velvet 

waistcoat, feathered headpiece 
and lace necklace materialises 
like a ghost amid the ruins of 
Hart’s Black Horse Brewery in 
Weatherstons, a quiet rural valley 
near Lawrence in Central Otago. 

A shantytown for 5000 gold miners 
from July 1861, Weatherstons was 
abandoned for more promising 
goldfields barely a year later. But 
it survived as a small town until 
the 1920s and bore a brewery that 
quenched thirsts from Canterbury 
to Bluff from 1863-1923.

So who’s our time-travelling tour 
guide? “I’m Dusty, the lusty, busty 
barmaid from Weatherstons, the 
fun capital of the goldfields.” 

Kim Murtagh’s alter ego is a 
collage of three notorious dancing 
girls from the town’s heyday. 

“These ladies of the night were 
the true gold-diggers, enticing men 
away from their money,” she says. 
“I have a lot of respect for them.”

Murtagh transforms herself for 
“Dusty’s Trails” tours of the Lawrence 
area, focusing on its gold-mining 
history (www.hbhb.co.nz), and for 
special events promoting tourism 
to the region and the brewery.

Showing us around the former 
brewing plant, malt house, homestead 
and office, Dusty tells fascinating 
stories from the gold-rush era,  
makes many a quip, and bursts into 
songs like “Bright Fine Gold”.  

daughters played Narnia there.    
The property, which is overseen 

by a trust, has long been known 
for 10ha of daffodils planted in 
1895. Until the 1950s, trainloads of 
visitors from all over Otago came 
to pick the flowers each spring. 

In 2006, Murtagh revived the 
tradition with Daffodil Dayze, an 
annual affair where the fields are 
opened for picking and sales are 
given to charity. This year, it runs 
from September 1 to November 30.

In 2013, after eight years of research, 
writing and lobbying, Murtagh 
secured the property a New Zealand 
Historic Places Trust Category 1 
listing (its top status). It was a big 
win. “I love doing the research, 
marketing and tours, but now this 
place needs people with specialty 
skills like conservation, preservation 
of ruins, and getting funding.” 

Her “pipe dream” includes 
extending the track, restoring 
the homestead, and establishing 
a brewery museum.

Murtagh, who’s started charging 
for her tours, also sings at weddings, 
A&P shows, markets and race 
days, and is recording cover 
tracks for her first CD, Under the 
Covers, on sale from November. 

After buying a “money-pit” 1867 
cottage, she’s also begun home-care 
work for an elderly couple, so doesn’t 
don Victorian dress quite as often 
these days. But Dusty ain’t leaving the 
goldfields anytime soon.  SARAH LANG

YELLOW GOLD
Meet Dusty, the bawdy barmaid from a bygone era.
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A pair of sturdy Doc Marten boots 
is her only nod to the 21st century. 

Murtagh, who grew up in 
Dunedin and lived in Australia for 
17 years, returned home in 2002 
and landed a “dream storyteller’s 
job” as a Larnach Castle tour guide. 
Fascinated by William Larnach’s 
writings about Lawrence gold miners, 
she came for a nosey, fell for the 
historic town, and in 2004 moved 
there with her three daughters.

At the pub, she ran into Ben Hart, 
great-grandson of the elder Ben 
Hart, who bought the brewery in 
1884. He’d inherited the property 
and agreed to show her the ruins. 
“They’d been covered by gorse and 
blackberry for 50 years,” Murtagh 
remembers. Fascinated by its history, 
she could also see tourism potential. 

“So I got my hedge-clippers, my 
rake, and started hacking at the 
blackberry. Every little find was a 
‘wow’ moment and I quickly cleared 
large areas and made a path.” 

In 2005, an open weekend drew 500 
curious sets of eyes, and the brewery 
opened to the public the following year. 

Murtagh has volunteered there for 
10 years, devoting at least 25 hours a 
week. Though she’s done much of the 
manual labour, her friends, Hart, a 
community-employment initiative and 
the Department of Corrections have 
helped out too. Now a 3km circuit track 
leads through a rhododendron forest, 
past a waterfall and a wardrobe full of 
fur coats – installed after Murtagh’s 




