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The Otago Iron Rolling Mills were established in 1886, and soon became the only industry of 

their kind in New Zealand, after acquiring the plant of the Iron Mills at Onehunga.  Based in 

Burnside, Dunedin, the Mills became literally an industrial powerhouse in what then was a 



large industrial area.  The buildings are still on site in IRMO Street, and can be seen from the 

Southern Motorway just after the exit ramp to Green Island.  The next street is named 

Carnforth Street. 

 The Otago Mills supplied the New Zealand Government with bar iron at all the chief centres. 

The authorities were always well pleased with the iron, which stood all tests, and was far 

superior to the Home article imported into the colony. The English iron had not been through 

the number of processes required to make it fibrous, and was granular and brittle, while the 

Burnside rolled metal was exceedingly tough.  

The Mills furnaces consumed about fifty tons of Westport coal a week, and for steaming 

purposes an equal amount of lignite, mined in the district, was consumed.  

“The rolled metal is manufactured from scrap iron, not pig iron, and all around the works 

there are heaps upon heaps of the most heterogeneous collection imaginable, consisting of 

horse shoes, boiler plates, ship plates, old rails, engine scraps, and all kinds of broken 

culinary and agricultural implements, which, but for the existence of these mills, would have 

no commercial value whatever. The scraps are shipped to the mills from all parts of New 

Zealand, and even from New South Wales, Queensland, Tasmania, and New Caledonia. The 

firm cannot get sufficient old iron, and were a much larger supply available, the proprietors 

would be able to use it, and to extend their works so as to keep pace with their orders. Every 

description of square, angle, flat, rolled and standard iron is supplied to the wholesale 

merchants throughout the colony”.  

Mr. John Horne Smellie was one of the founders of the Otago Iron Rolling Mills Company, 

Limited, in conjunction with his brothers and Mr. Walter Stott. He was born in Glasgow, 

Scotland, in 1854, and with his brothers was apprenticed to the Great Central Railway 

Workshops at Manchester, England. At twenty-eight years of age he became foreman of the 

works at Warrington, and was subsequently sent to Carnforth, in the North of England, to 

erect and manage new iron workshops, where he remained for three years, before leaving for 

New Zealand in 1886. Mr. Smellie and his brothers brought out with them a complete Iron 

Works plant, which they erected at Burnside, and so gave another important industry to the 

colony.  

With his thorough knowledge of the iron industry, and his alert business methods, the Otago 

Iron Rolling Mills soon occupied a high position in the industrial life of New Zealand. Mr. 

Smellie was married, in the Manchester Cathedral, in 1875, to a daughter of Mr. A. McLean, 

of Glasgow. His wife died in February, 1903, leaving three sons and five daughters. 

Mr. William Orr Smellie was born in Glasgow, Scotland, in 1856. He was brought up and 

educated in Manchester, and subsequently served an apprenticeship in the steel department of 

the Great Central Railway. Mr. Smellie was married, in 1881, to a daughter of Mr John 

Rowbottom, of Manchester. England, and has a family of two sons and three daughters. 

Mr. Alexander Horne Smellie was born in Glasgow, Scotland, in 1859. At an early age he 

removed with his parents to Manchester, and after leaving school entered the steel making 

department of the Manchester, Sheffield, and Lincolnshire Railway Company, now the Great 

Central Railway Company, in the management of which he was eventually associated with 

his brother William. Mr. Smellie came to New Zealand in 1836, and with his father and 
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brothers helped to organise the mills, which he and his brothers now direct. He was married, 

in 1884, to a daughter of Mr. D. Bruce, of Liverpool. England, and has three sons and one 

daughter. 

Mr. Herbert Stott , General Manager of the Otago Iron Rolling Company Limited, was born 

and educated at Droylsden, near Manchester. England.  On the completion of his education 

he accepted a position as junior clerk in the service of the Manchester Corporation's Gas 

Department. After three years' service he left England for Sydney, Australia. 

When his brother, Mr. Walter Stott, who was commercial manager and partner in the Otago 

Iron Rolling Mills, Burnside, met his death by drowning, Herbert Stott then vacated his 

position in Sydney, and came to New Zealand, where he succeeded his brother in the 

commercial management of the Otago Iron Rolling Mills. On the retirement of Mr. John 

Smellie from active work in connection with the Company, Mr. Stott was appointed General 

Manager. 

Walter Stott died on 30 January 1892, his headstone recording “died whilst bathing at Taieri 

Mouth”, John Horne Smellie died on 9 March 1908, William Orr Smellie died on 1 July 

1912, Alexander Horne Smellie died on 18 August 1929.  All are buried in Dunedin’s Green 

Island Cemetery. 
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