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Abstract 
This is a study of  architectural writing in New Zealand. Its purpose is to discover interpretations 
of  architecture outside the canon of  New Zealand architectural writing that have been 
overlooked by architectural historians. From these writings, new interpretations of  architectural 
history have been made. These interpretations bring into question the canon and the historical 
narratives it has created. In particular, this study challenges the canonical narrative of  New 
Zealand architecture, a cyclical history that joins the distant past with the expected future to 
create the idea a national architecture that reflects New Zealand circumstances and character. 
This omissions and elisions of  this narrative are challenged by close reading, bibliographical 
research and literary theory.  
Each chapter of  this study is discreet. No attempt has been made to create a single narrative that 
connects the episodes described in these chapters. Such narratives can be found in the canonical 
texts, but these non-canonical writings undermine them.  
The episodes described in this study take place in the twentieth century. Their subjects are 
building types, architectural history and architectural writing. 

!  2



Acknowledgements 

I am grateful to my supervisors in the School of  Architecture and Planning, Associate Professor 
Sarah Treadwell and Dr Elizabeth Aitken Rose, for their help and encouragement. 

Writing this thesis would not have been possible without the support of  friends and colleagues: 

Tim Adams, Natalie Allen, Susanna Andrew, Peter Bland, Mark Broatch, Bernard 
Brown, Judy Cockeram, Frances Cooper, Luke O’Donnell, Lyn Dunk, Emilio Garcia, 
Stephen Hardy, Kevin Ireland, Irena Kečkeš, Paola Leardini, Manfredo Manfredini, 
David McKenzie, Patrick Mcmillan, Clive Matthew-Wilson, Esther Mecredy, Michael 
Milojevic, Graeme Lay, Geoff  Lealand, Ed Mason, Rob O’Neill, Peter Raitt, Dory 
Reeves, Mary de Ruyter, Stephen Stratford, Anabelle Utrecht, Paul Vincent. 

This thesis is dedicated to Annabelle Utrecht. 

Paul Litterick 
January 2019 

!  3



The Lost Bungalow and Other Stories 
Adventures in the edgelands of  New Zealand’s architectural culture 

It seems to me that we live in the description of  a place and not in the place itself, and in 
every vital sense we do. 

Wallace Stevens  1

Introduction 
The written history of  New Zealand’s architecture was shaped by the synoptic accounts of  
modernist architects in the mid-twentieth century. These canonical accounts reflect the purpose 
of  their authors, to promote a form of  regionalist modernism unique to New Zealand. This 
purpose of  this study is to look at the stories told in the canonical texts and to examine them in 
the light of  other stories told outside their canon. 
This is a study of  architectural history, history in the sense defined by the historian J. H. Hexter 
as, “any patterned, coherent account, intended to be true, of  any past happenings involving 
human intention or doing or suffering.”  The accounts considered in this study are of  2

architectural happenings, or events. Many of  these accounts would not meet the standards of  
evidence and documentation expected by an architectural historian, but are presented as 
architectural history by their writers, and so should be read as such. The writers mostly are not 
historians but architects. The readers are mostly neither historians nor architects, since these 
accounts have been presented in publications intended for general rather than specialist 
readership. 
The canonical form of  architectural history is not an enquiry about the past, but a lesson for the 
future. The authors presented to their readers what they identified as the essence of  New 
Zealand architecture, which could be used to create architecture unlike any other. This 
architecture, although supposedly grounded in the past, is freed from history because this past is 
mythologised to reflect the future. The canonical story of  New Zealand architecture is cyclical. 
This architecture created will reflect New Zealand’s identity, which somehow will be found in the 
process of  making its new architecture. It will also bring together Pakeha and Maori architecture 
and culture. The essence of  New Zealand and that of  its architecture will be found to be the 
same. Thus New Zealand will be liberated from its colonial past and its similarity to anywhere 
else in the world.  
This belief, founded before the middle of  the twentieth century—when New Zealand examined 
its past and pondered its future at the time of  its centennial—persists even in the twenty-first. It 
dominates the centennial volume of  the New Zealand Institute of  Architects, Exquisite, Apart; 
the title comes from Kipling’s description of  Auckland, which often has been put to use to evoke 
exceptional qualities for the country as a whole.  It most recent appearance occurred when New 3

Zealand architects were invited to present the nation’s architecture to the world: New Zealand’s 
contribution to the Fourteenth International Architecture Exhibition of  the Biennale di Venezia 
of  2014 was called Last, Loneliest, Loveliest; these words immediately precede “exquisite, apart” in 
Kipling’s poem.   4

 
This study questions the stories told by the canonical texts by looking at what they say and how 
they are told, while also looking at non-canonical texts, to see what other stories have been told. 
This study is largely concerned with architecture as it is represented outside academic and 
architectural communities, in books, magazines and newspapers available to the general public, 
and not in those publications produced for academics or architects. As such, it is a study of  what 
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might be called the vernacular architectural culture of  New Zealand, as opposed to the official 
architectural culture of  the architecture schools. These publications are the edgelands of  
architectural writing; like the edgelands of  the landscape: “Passed through, negotiated, unnamed, 
ignored, the edgelands have become the great wild places on our doorsteps, places so difficult to 
acknowledge they barely exist.”  This study explores the edgelands and uses what has been 5

found there to reconstruct older stories that question the canon. 
Theory 
The canonical interpretation of  architecture in New Zealand is a whiggish ideology, in the sense 
used by Herbert Butterfield in The Whig Interpretation of  History.  Butterfield’s book is discussed 6

by Stefan Collini in an essay  that draws out Butterfield’s argument from his text’s “rhetorical 7

indignation and studied elusiveness”, thus saving time and work for readers.  The Supplement to 8

the Oxford English Dictionary, Collini notes, defines a whig historian as one who “interprets history 
as the continuing and inevitable victory of  progress over reaction.”  Collini describes whiggish 9

history as “a certain kind of  present-minded, triumphalist or teleological narrative”, but also asks 
whether that is “an unavoidable feature of  large-scale synoptic history in general.”  Butterfield, 10

Collini argues,  “hints at the latter when he writes, ‘the whig interpretation of  history is not 11

merely the property of  whigs and it is much more subtle than mental bias; it lies in a trick of  
organisation, an unexamined habit of  mind that any historian may fall into.’” Butterfield also 
provides a solution, “detailed research or what he calls ‘technical history’ as the antidote to the 
elisions and superficialities of  narrative or synoptic history”; even so, “at the same time he 
doubts that such archivally grounded research leads to any fundamental change in the accepted 
framework.”  This present study describes the teleological narrative that dominates New 12

Zealand’s architectural thinking and uses detailed research to counter the accepted framework of  
New Zealand’s architectural history, its larger story. This is a revisionist history, which uses the 
publications of  the edgelands, the non-canonical and the obscure, to question the conclusions of  
the canonical stories. It is a technical history, in that it subjects these publications to close reading 
and, on occasions, counting.  
This study is influenced in part by the work of  Hayden White, a historian who does not have a 
theory of  history in the conventional sense. In the words of  Michael S. Roth, “he does not 
provide a way of  putting historical events together into a meaningful whole, nor does he provide 
a reasoned explanation of  why this cannot be done.” Rather, White is a theorist of  history in 
Hexter’s meaning, and his subject is how kinds of  history, “emplot past events into coherent 
stories, or meaningful narratives.”  The canonical narrative is that New Zealand architecture was 13

good in the distant past, became bad, but will be good again in the near future: Paradise lost, but 
soon to be regained. White demonstrated that “Historians did not find story types in the past; 
they formed the past into story types… he was interested in how writers created criteria for what 
would count as realistic to give their stories authority.”  Thinking about history as narrativised 14

means “we think of  it as having an intrinsic meaning and thereby an intrinsic moral and political 
sense.”   15

Roth writes of, “the kinship of  writing about history with writing in general and the possibilities 
available to this form of  expression for making particular stories out of  the past for particular 
purposes.”  The kinship of  architectural writing and writing in general is an implicit theme of  16

this study, as is the kinship between architectural writing and architecture, or rather their 
indivisibility. This study follows a view expressed by Adrian Forty in an essay about Nikolaus 
Pevsner as a writer:  

If  we take a broader historical view, contrary to the Modernist view that the art of  
architecture lay solely in buildings, architecture is not in fact only built, it is also drawn, 
spoken and written. Architecture is not a single-medium activity, consisting only of  built 
works—buildings alone do not make ‘architecture.’ It is only through being spoken, or 
written about, that buildings become truly social, for until people have exchanged their 
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thoughts about them they remain merely isolated objects. Without language, there would 
be no architecture.  17

Canonicity 
For the purposes of  this study, texts can be identified as canonical with the use of  Frank 
Kermode’s rule-of-thumb: it would be humiliating to confess one had not read them,  at least 18

for anyone who had any engagement with the subject of  those texts.  Andrew Ballantyne writes 19

of  any culture having “various shared points of  reference, which everyone involved in that 
culture is more or less expected to know…. while some of  them may be personal and 
idiosyncratic, others are known to everyone who seems to belong to that culture, and they 
therefore come to have the status of  a canon.  Ballantyne writes elsewhere of  an architecture-20

world,  a term reminiscent of  Arthur Danto’s “The Artworld”  and George Dickie’s 21 22

institutional theory of  art, in which the artworld confers the status of  art on a work.  Books on 23

New Zealand architecture have become canonical because they became shared points of  
reference that everyone in the New Zealand architecture-world is more or less expected to know. 
They also had canonical status conferred upon them by other writers within that culture. Many 
also became popular with the general reading public. Other publications have not fared so well. 
“The perpetuity of  one object often entails the oblivion of  the other”, Frank Kermode 
observed. “Opinion is the great canon-maker, and you can’t have privileged insiders without 
creating outsiders, apocrypha.  24

The canonical texts are few. Samuel Hurst Seager’s “Architectural Art in New Zealand,” was 
published in the Journal of  the Royal Institute of  British Architects in September 1900.  Paul Pascoe’s 25

Houses  and Public Buildings are volumes in Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of  a Century, 26

published in 1939 by the Centennial Branch of  the Department of  Internal Affairs.  Pascoe’s 27

volumes were the first surveys of  New Zealand architecture; they are written simply and they 
end with optimism, without any rhetorical flourish. They are also well-illustrated, from 
photographs found in archives by the author’s brother, John. Houses is the more important, since 
it introduces the story that has dominated New Zealand’s architectural culture since. Its 
argument is that New Zealand architecture was good—honest, true to its purpose and materials
—at its beginning, fell into decadence, but shows signs of  become good again in the hands of  
Pascoe’s contemporaries. Pascoe presents it as history, illustrated with examples; but in the hands 
of  his successors it became myth. This myth excludes public buildings, since their very presence 
contradicts the notion of  primitive simplicity.  They are something of  a problem for 28

architectural culture in New Zealand, and only a handful have not been disappointments for the 
architecture-world. 
Very little was published on architecture between the Second World War and the mid-Sixties. 
James Garrett’s essay, “Architecture”, was included in An Encyclopaedia of  New Zealand, published 
in 1966 by the Government Printer.  The Encyclopaedia was the first book of  its kind to be 29

published about New Zealand. Garrett makes the same argument as Pascoe, in an essay 
concerned mostly with houses, reversing the traditional European hierarchy where public, 
educational and ecclesiastic buildings are considered the more important. The Encyclopaedia 
contains further sections on those particular building types, and one on historic buildings, but 
these have not been given the attention granted to Garrett’s contribution.  Although they are 30

more accurate and more detailed (or because of  these virtues) these sections lack Garrett’s 
narrative force. Paul Pascoe wrote the “Architecture, Public Buildings” section; he ends with a 
paragraph that begins, “At the present time, therefore, there are many valid approaches to 
designs, and very many good solutions of  one problem are possible”; after mentioning problems 
of  earthquakes and finance faced by architects and engineers, he concludes, “It is to their credit 
that they have successfully surmounted these difficulties.”  In style and content, this essay is 31

what would be expected of  an encyclopaedia entry. Garrett’s story ends with, “Today, therefore, 
the architectural, unobtrusive feeling for materials and unpretentious means, which marks the 
work of  the ‘new pioneer’ architects represents a hopeful step in the development of  a truly 
New Zealand style of  domestic architecture.”  The differences are several: Pascoe brings the 32
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story to the present; Garrett looks ahead. Pascoe ends with satisfaction; Garrett ends with hope. 
Pascoe writes a history; Garrett writes a tract. 
The argument for primitivism advanced by Pascoe and Garrett reappeared in The Elegant Shed: 
New Zealand Architecture since 1945, written by David Mitchell with photographs by Gillian 
Chaplin and published in 1984 by Oxford University Press.  The book accompanied a television 33

documentary series and was the first survey specifically of  modernist architecture in New 
Zealand. Despite the title, most of  the buildings would not be described as sheds. Libby 
Farrelly’s review in New Zealand Architect, “At last—the great New Zealand hovel”, addressed the 
idiosyncrasies of  Mitchell’s argument, its elisions and omissions: 

I had thought it was going to be, at last, a definitive treatise, at last, on New Zealand’s 
architecture. But it wasn’t. Or else, on elegant sheds—for they are not really the same 
thing—but it wasn’t that either, as far as I could see... There are, as Mitchell admits in the 
introduction, “some fine buildings and some excellent architects...left out because their 
work has not fitted the story I have chosen to tell.” But nowhere does he say which 
architects nor, more importantly, what story... He has chosen not to actually say what he 
means by ‘shed,’ but leaves one to form one’s own definition... At one point it seems to 
be declaring itself  as a symbol of  all the fine pioneering values which together comprise 
the New Zealand myth, and of  the kind of  childhood we all like to think we had.  34

Myth is the nature of  The Elegant Shed. This did nothing to hold it back. Farrelly’s criticism largely 
has been ignored by the New Zealand architecture-world. Peter Wood, writing twenty years later, 
described Farrelly as “a bagful of  angry possums about the book”, in an essay in a book 
published in the formal setting of  centenary volume for the New Zealand Institute of  
Architects.  Wood held that whether Mitchell was writing fact was “entirely irrelevant” because, 35

“the Elegant Shed comprehensively gave to all New Zealanders something to grapple with about 
their built environment that was not merely a washout version of  some other peoples’ histories, 
and with that he provided a form of  cultural foundation upon which other local mythologies 
could be properly built.”  In Wood’s estimation, history is of  no consequence when the proper 36

building of  mythology is concerned.  
Mitchell’s work is a consequence of  Pascoe and Garrett; a progressive weakening of  description 
in favour of  narrative,  a transformation of  history writing into myth making. This trend 37

towards myth was countered by other books that showed a concern with history. Architecture 
1820-1970, published in 1972 was written by John Stacpoole and Peter Beaven.  It was 38

described by its publisher as the first survey of  New Zealand architecture to be separately 
published.  Stacpoole and Beaven have no truck with new pioneers, but still end on an 39

optimistic note, for architecture and society: “New Zealand’s easy climate and face-to-face 
practicality have prepared the ground for architecture to be a splendid ornament to our social 
democracy.”  This combination of  climate, character and progress is common in New Zealand 40

writing of  the twentieth century, if  a little dated by the Seventies. But Architecture 1820-1970 is 
not glib. It crams a lot of  history into a few pages, and gives credit to architects overlooked in 
Garrett’s manifesto. It divides the past into periods, which are given equal consideration, and 
thus avoids rushing towards the future. Andrew Leach has noted this book’s “structural 
insistence on letting presentation of  the work itself  convey a properly diverse sense of  New 
Zealand’s architecture, rather than placing a thesis ahead of  the examples….Its organisation into 
blocks of  time, while corresponding to common historical periodisations, keeps an ultimate 
synthesis of  the material at arm’s length.”  Missing from Stacpoole and Beaven’s account are 41

sheds and the homes of  the early settlers. One reviewer was disappointed to read “not a word 
about this agricultural country’s fine tradition of  early rural building”, and “virtually nothing of  
any rudeness or simplicity as the product of  absolute necessity.” Their idea of  architecture is of  
buildings designed by architects.  In making these choices of  time and type, Stacpoole and 42

Beaven avoid the shed mythology. 
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No other comprehensive survey was published until 1990. Looking at the Architecture of  New 
Zealand was written by Terence Hodgson.  Hodgson resists the tyranny of  the primitive by 43

including styles and periods that had been of  little interest to Pascoe in 1939 and Garrett in 
1966, let alone Stacpoole and Beaven. Hodgson is assertive in his pluralism and ends by 
demanding maturity from New Zealanders, in the form of  a receptiveness to architectural styles 
between the Colonial period and the present; he provides a list of  these styles.  Hodgson’s 44

concern is not the future but that New Zealand should grow up and get the past right. 
New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990, published in 1991 by Hodder & 
Stoughton, was written by Peter Shaw, with photographs by Robin Morrison.  Unlike the other 45

writers, who were architects or at least had attended an architecture school, Shaw came to his 
subject from journalism. The future of  New Zealand’s architecture was not his concern. He 
ended his first edition with the assertion, “This country does have an architectural history, and it 
shapes our perceptions of  what is distinctive about New Zealand.”  A second edition, titled A 46

History of  New Zealand Architecture, was published in 1997.  It ends with paragraphs about 47

preserving historic buildings; his final words are that New Zealanders need “an understanding of  
the broad outline of  architectural history and its place in this country’s search for identity.”  A 48

third edition, also titled A History of  New Zealand Architecture, was published in 2003, again with a 
new chapter and new photographs.  This time, he ends:  49

The often-asked question about what really constitutes New Zealand architecture is 
actually unanswerable. Its motivation is usually nationalistic and presupposes a finite 
answer; something antithetical to the continuously evolving nature of  any country’s built 
history. There are, of  course, distinctive characteristics that inform the buildings of  any 
particular place; however, these are only discovered gradually. This country’s post-
European built history has been too short to permit the making of  authoritative 
statements about New Zealand architecture. The record of  significant but diverse 
buildings contained within these pages reveals that there is no defining style, unique 
feature or single exemplar of  purely New Zealand architecture, however much people 
might wish there to be.   50

Shaw’s first history ends with insistence that architectural history is part of  national identity, the 
second with counsel about architecture’s place in the search for this identity, and the third with 
repudiation of  unique architectural identity.  
These books all are general surveys. Some books on specialist subjects also have claims to 
canonicity. For this study, books about houses are of  most interest. The most significant book 
on domestic architecture has been Jeremy Salmond’s Old New Zealand Houses 1800-1940, 
published in 1986.  It is a work of  thorough research, of  recording buildings and finding 51

documents, unlike any before or since. Two books published in the early nineties rely on 
Salmond’s work to some extent: Di Stewart’s The New Zealand Villa: Past and Present,  and Jeremy 52

Ashford’s The Bungalow in New Zealand.  These books consider in detail the building types the 53

canonical writers mentioned only in passing, often with disdain.  
Frank Kermode wrote, of  canonical works of  art and literature, “Permanent modernity is 
conferred on chosen works by arguments and persuasions that cannot, themselves, remain 
modern…. That the preservation and renewal of  these masters has become the duty not of  
artists and enthusiasts, carefree adherents of  opinion, but of  canon-defending, theory-laden 
professors, is a fact of  some importance.”  This is equally true of  books about architectural 54

history. Kermode also warns, “It is well, then, to remember that opinion is not always on the side 
of  virtue, that it can be a means to oblivion, as well as the main defence against it.”  55

Two kinds of  historicism 
The New Zealand architectural myth haunts its architectural history. New Zealand architecture 
was good when it was primitive, fell into decadence, but it will produce good buildings again, 
because a new generation of  architects is concerned to create a new indigenous architecture that 
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is both honest and reflective of  national identity. This attitude is an impediment to writing 
history, because it rejects the past and the particular. But, as Kermode argued, “Myth operates 
within the diagrams of  ritual, which presupposes total and adequate explanations of  things as 
they are and were; it is a sequence of  radically unchangeable gestures.” They are the “agents of  
stability”, which call for “absolute assent.”  They are also very short on information. The 56

buildings of  the past that are valued, the primitive huts of  rude forefathers, exist only in an 
idealised form, as types. Built architecture does not live up to that ideal; only imaginary 
architecture of  the future can do that. The reality of  architecture is always disappointing. The 
ideal is always distant, in the past or future: architecture yesterday, architecture tomorrow but 
never architecture today.  
In the accounts of  the modernists, the architects are already at work, producing the promised 
future, which never comes. This is no place to write architectural history, because the past is not 
real and architecture is judged by a standard of  a future. This is a kind of  historicism, a historical 
account written to justify intention. Another kind of  historicism, espoused in pragmatist 
thinking, has been described by James Conant and quoted by Ballantyne: 

Historical processes are not governed by laws. They are fundamentally contingent, 
influenced by human agency and unforeseeable chance events. Historical understanding 
is always situated and necessarily coloured by our present values and interests. Historical 
accounts are stories we tell to provide a coherent narrative about who we are and how, 
through interacting with each other and the world, we got here. Such stories are 
inherently retrospective—each community in each age will tell the story differently—and 
they are constructed. The only sense in which a historical narrative can “gets things 
right” is by telling a story which proves to be both acceptable and enabling to the 
members of  a community; and the only sense in which one such narrative can be 
“better” than another is not by offering a more faithful description of  the objective 
sequence of  events, but rather by redescribing the events in a novel and helpful way.   57

This present study follows this historicism. Its method will be to redescribe what has been 
written by the use of  other texts. These texts, being non-canonical have been hidden. Finding 
them has been a significant part of  the research for this study. The research was done not to 
answer a question but to discover what had been said about architecture in New Zealand in non-
academic writing. Subjects for writing emerged, as did the suspicion that the existing literature is 
afflicted with omissions and contradictions. A research question probably would have 
determined the result of  the enquiry before it was done.  
Method 
Anthony Grafton, recalling British academic life in the early seventies before the corporatisation 
of  the universities, wrote: “There was a Slow Food feel to British university life, based on a 
consensus that people should take the time to make an article or a book as dense and rich as it 
could be.”  This study has followed that model. The first, lengthy, task was to read what had 58

been written about architecture in New Zealand publications. As this study looks at publications 
that mostly have not been cited in academic literature, they had to be found. Two methods were 
used, one traditional and one only possible because of  modern technology: searching documents 
and searching databases. The first is little different than that used by Lindy Grant for her 
“Naming of  Parts: Describing Architecture in the High Middle Ages”: the task was finding 
architectural interest among a body of  texts that are not principally concerned with 
architecture.  Her texts were contemporary records; here the texts were books and magazines.  59

Exceptions had to be made. Magazines in what publishers call the Home and Garden category 
were excluded from the research because they are largely of  practical interest: the acquisition and 
improvement of  property, an interest which takes discussion beyond the historical and cultural 
themes sought in this study. Academic journals were not included in the survey as they are 
mainly of  interest to academics in specialist fields; they have been quoted in this study when the 
subject matter is relevant to an argument, but involvement in existing arguments has been 
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avoided as much as possible, for fear of  repetition. Professional magazines—architectural and 
design journals—were excluded also because of  specialist interests and because they are already 
familiar to architectural historians.   60

The second method, digital research, has become possible in recent years. Juan Pablo Bonta, 
writing in 1979, concluded, “Computerised techniques of  text analysis may soon enable us to 
conduct quantitative scans of  any corpora, regardless of  their size; but it is doubtful whether 
cost/benefit analysis would justify it.”  Bonta’s own work is as bound by the historical 61

circumstances of  its production as any other. He was writing a few years before the introduction 
of  the microcomputer and Internet. He would later make the kind of  study he had thought 
unjustifiable, published as American architects and texts: a computer-aided analysis of  the literature, “a 
new way of  assessing the importance of  architects, based not on individual dicta but on 
collective judgement as distilled from a large mass of  written material.”  This present study was 62

only possible because of  the availability of  such large corpora.  
Fortunately, this information is available free of  charge, so a cost/benefit analysis is not required. 
The main digital source for this study is Papers Past, the archive of  New Zealand newspapers 
compiled by the National Library.  Some use has also been made of  its Australian equivalent, 63

Trove.  The New Zealand Electronic Text Centre’s digital archive of  local publications has been 64

used,  as has the corpus of  books and periodicals assembled by the Hathi Trust from university 65

libraries in North America,  and the Internet Archive.  66 67

One aim of  this study has been to use novel approaches to the subject. The study of  non-
canonical texts is not itself  novel. Pevsner’s festschrift, Concerning Architecture, includes two essays 
that address popular publications: “English country house guides, 1740-1840”, by John Harris,  68

and “Architectural touring with the Little Guides”, by Alec Clifton-Taylor, an essay as much 
about the authors as the books.  The book’s editor, John Summerson, also wrote “Charting the 69

Victorian Building World”, for which he used a list of  tradesmen compiled by Joseph Aloysius 
Hansom for “defining the probable sales area of  an advertising medium called The Builder”, as a 
starting point “for a study of  what ‘the Victorian building world’ should mean.”   70

A self-imposed constraint was placed on this study, to avoid talking to the writers about their 
writing. Many of  them are still very much alive, but conversations about their writing might 
change this study into an oral history project, which could be useful but is another subject with 
its own method. Much of  New Zealand’s architectural culture is related by anecdote, as it would 
be anywhere else, but it is acute in this country because most architects studied at the School of  
Architecture and Planning at Auckland University (in which this present study was written), and 
because New Zealand has had few outlets for publication until recently. Much of  New Zealand’s 
architectural history appears to have been held in collective memory for many years before it 
could be published. Many examples can be found, such as Paul Pascoe’s A.R.I.B.A dissertation, 
The Study of  the Early Buildings in the Canterbury Settlement of  New Zealand Erected by Early Pilgrims, 
which records conversations with senior citizens.  Other writers, Stacpoole and Beaven 71

especially, seem to know much more than was available in print at that time.  
Chapters 
The canonical works each tell a story, one that begins in the past and ends in the present or the 
future. The story often is not good history but it is a good story. This present study resists telling 
one story. Instead, it tells several. They are largely discrete episodes, each prompted by an event
—a story told by another writer. Each of  the chapters should at least give an adherent of  the 
canonical story some pause for thought.  
Chapter One, The Carport Incident, is about straightforwardness. It is a retelling of  a story told 
by Justine Clark and Paul Walker in Looking for the Local,  which challenges the canonical story by 72

looking at a book project that was not completed, a book that might have supported the 
canonical story but might equally have undermined it, or itself  become canonical. The matter of  
straightforwardness arose when Nikolaus Pevsner visited New Zealand and his international 

!  10



modernism conflicted with the regionalism of  young New Zealand architects. This chapter 
extends that story by looking at the circumstances of  the events that created it, the telling of  the 
story by Clark and Walker. It goes on to look at the revival of  interest in the architecture of  the 
fifties that occurred in the nineties, of  which their book might be seen as a product. The chapter 
ends with the return of  the canonical story, in Venice. 
Chapter Two, Words and Buildings, follows changes in thinking about architecture through all 
the editions of  the Bateman New Zealand Encyclopedia. Its retelling and reinterpretation through 
successive editions of  the publication demonstrates changes in attitudes to architecture and its 
wider social settings. This presents a different story of  New Zealand architecture, largely 
untouched by the architectural community until an expanded edition was published that 
introduced interpretations familiar within that community but quite peculiar outside.  
Chapter Three, People Like Us, is about the gentrification of  the suburban villa’s history in the 
eighties and nineties of  the twentieth century: how a modest house type was reinvented to reflect 
middle-class values, a departure from the canonical story. The villa was not a canonical house 
type, when the canon was in the hands of  modernists, but it became canonical in the 
postmodern period. The chapter wrestles with the difficulties of  defining the type and reveals 
stories about its social setting that were not told in the new interpretation.  
Chapter Four, The Packing-case Style, is about a speech made by the Governor of  New Zealand 
in 1908 that created much argument for his comments about New Zealand houses. The 
controversy has been forgotten. Recovering the arguments from contemporary accounts creates 
an alternative to the primitive argument most often quoted from this period, that made by 
Samuel Hurt Seager for a New Zealand architecture based on the homes of  the pioneers. Its 
reconstruction from local newspaper accounts also shows that architectural culture at the 
beginning of  the twentieth century in New Zealand was more sophisticated than later accounts 
suggest.  
Chapter Five, The myth of  Los Angeles, uses newspapers and books about shipping to rewrite 
the history of  New Zealand’s best-known bungalow. Los Angeles is a house in Christchurch, 
identified as New Zealand’s first Californian bungalow by several authors. The story told by 
these authors suggests New Zealand architects were too provincial and conservative to produce 
such a building. This story was maintained despite readily available evidence that the house was 
designed by a Christchurch architect. The facts of  the house’s owner and his family, found in 
local newspapers, suggest the story is a myth. The chapter also places the idea and reality of  the 
bungalow in historical contexts that previously have been neglected. 
Chapter Six, The Lost Bungalow, reconstructs a forgotten house type, the Canadian bungalow, 
from real estate advertisements in newspapers. Unlike the other chapters, is not about 
architectural history, since the Canadian bungalow has none. The rediscovery of  this type 
questions the assumptions made by writers about the bungalow type and proposes a more 
complex interpretation than the canonical story allows. 
Chapter Seven, In Northland Again, is about a travel book, written by a novelist, Fiona Kidman. 
It shows another way of  looking at and writing about architecture. The experiences of  the writer 
introduce ways of  experiencing time that run counter to the progression insisted upon by the 
canonical story and the retrospection of  architectural history. 
In writing this study, the author aims to emulate J. H. Hexter: 

The primary meaning of  “history” for Hexter is the activity in which historians engage and 
for which they are trained. The mark of  professionalism is craftsmanship, and it as 
craftsman that the professional historian is to be distinguished from Everyman as 
historian. The craft of  history, which is, of  course, learned but not codifiable in explicit 
methodological rules, is discernible in two areas: in the use of  evidence (Hexter properly 
emphasizes the use of  evidence rather than its mere discovery) and in skill in rhetoric, that 
is, in every aspect of  historical writing.   73
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A note on illustration 
This study is not illustrated because its subject is the texts, rather than the buildings. Illustration 
would be a distraction from the texts and raise further questions about representation that are 
beyond the scope of  this study.  

!  12



. Stevens, Wallace. Letters. London: Faber, 1967, 494. Letter to Henry Church, Hartford, Conn. 4 April 1945.1

. Hexter, J. H. The History Primer. New York: Basic Books, 1971, 5. Hexter goes on to say it is unfortunate, “that we 2

often use the same word to designate ‘the human past, and ‘coherent statements about the human past.’”

. Walker, Charles, ed. Exquisite Apart: 100 Years of  Architecture in New Zealand. Auckland: Balasoglou Books, 2005.3

. Walsh, John, ed. Last, Loneliest, Loveliest: 14th International Architecture Exhibition La Biennale Di Venezia. Auckland: 4

NZIA, 2014. The title comes from Kipling’s description of  Auckland in The Song of  the Cities: “Last, loneliest, 
loveliest, exquisite, apart.” Kipling, Rudyard. “The Song of  the Cities,” in The Seven Seas. Kelly Bray: House of  
Stratus, 2001, 10.

. Farley, Paul, and Michael Symmons Roberts. Edgelands: Journeys into England’s True Wilderness. London: Jonathan 5

Cape, 2011.

. Butterfield, Herbert. The Whig Interpretation of  History. London: G. Bell and Sons, 1931.6

. Collini, Stefan. “Believing in History: Herbert Butterfield, Christian and Whig,” in Common Reading: Critics, 7

Historians, Publics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.

. Ibid., 141.8

. Ibid., 138.9

. Ibid., 141.10

. Ibid., 141.11

. Ibid., 140.12

. Roth, Michael S. The Ironist’s Cage: Memory, Trauma, and the Construction of  History. New York: Columbia University 13

Press, 1995, 137.

. Ibid., 141.14

. Ibid., 143.15

. Ibid., 140.16

. Adrian Forty, “Pevsner the writer,” in Draper, Peter, ed. Reassessing Nikolaus Pevsner. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004, 90.17

. Kermode’s example is Henry Green’s novel Party Going: “It is not yet part of  the secular canon; that is, it has not 18

been guaranteed to be of  such value that every effort of  exegesis is justified without argument, as it is in the cases 
of, say, Joyce and Faulkner. A confession that one had not read Party Going would not be humiliating (a rule-of-
thumb of  canonicity) Frank Kermode, The Genesis of  Secrecy: on the interpretation of  narrative. Cambridge, Harvard 
University Press, 1979, 5.

. In David Lodge’s novel Changing Places, members of  the English Department at Euphoric State University play a 19

game called Humiliation, in which “each person names a book which he hasn’t read but assumes the others have 
read, and scores a point for every person who has read it.” Lodge, David. Changing Places: A Tale of  Two Campuses. 
London: Secker and Warburg, 1975, 119-20.

. Andrew Ballantyne, “Introduction: Architectures in the Plural,” in Ballantyne, Andrew, ed. Architectures: Modernism 20

and After. Oxford: Blackwell, 2004, 8.

. Ballantyne, Andrew. Architecture Theory: A Reader in Philosophy and Culture. London: Continuum, 2005, 10; 21

Ballantyne, Andrew. Architecture in the Space of  Flows. Abingdon: Routledge, 2012, 8.

!  13



. Danto, Arthur. “The Artworld.” Journal of  Philosophy, Volume 61, Issue 19, October 1964, 571-584.22

. Dickie, George. Art and the Aesthetic: An Institutional Analysis, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1974, 34.23

. Kermode, Frank. Forms of  Attention. Wellek Library Lectures at the University of  California, Irvine. Chicago: 24

University of  Chicago Press, 1985, 74.

. Seager, Samuel Hurst. “Architectural Art in New Zealand.” Journal of  the Royal Institute of  British Architects 7, no. 19 25

(29 September 1900): 481-91.

. Pascoe, Paul. “Houses.” Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of  a Century, edited by E. H. McCormick. Vol. 20, 26

Wellington: Department of  Internal Affairs, Centennial Branch, 1939.

. Pascoe, Paul. “Public Buildings.” Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of  a Century, edited by E. H. McCormick. 27

Vol. 21, Wellington: Department of  Internal Affairs, Centennial Branch, 1939.

. Except for the Maori meeting house, which has its own myth, discussed in Chapter Two.28

. Garrett, James. “Architecture.” In An Encyclopaedia of  New Zealand, edited by A. H. McLintock. Wellington: 29

Government Printer, 1966, 58-70.

. The other sections are about church architecture and historic buildings, both by Cyril Knight; public buildings by 30

Paul Pascoe; school buildings by Alan Garnock-Jones.

. Pascoe, Paul. “Architecture, Public Buildings.” In An Encyclopaedia of  New Zealand, edited by A. H. McLintock. 31

Wellington: Government Printer, 1966, 76.

. Garrett, “Architecture,” 70.32

. Mitchell, David, and Gillian Chaplin. The Elegant Shed: New Zealand Architecture since 1945. Auckland: Oxford 33

University Press, 1984.

. Farrelly, Libby. “At Last— the Great New Zealand Hovel.” New Zealand Architect, no. 2 (1985): 39-40.34

. Peter Wood, “Watershed: of  buildings and stories and elegant sheds,” in Walker, Charles. Exquisite Apart: 100 35

Years of  Architecture in New Zealand. Auckland: Balasoglou Books, 2005, 75. Wood also claimed Farrelly filed her 
review as “a parting shot before embarking on an offshore career as an architectural journalist,” implying disloyalty 
to New Zealand, as much as to its myth.

. Ibid., 78.36

. Mitchell, David. “No Substitute for a Red-Blooded Idea.” Auckland Metro, September 1982, 20.37

. Stacpoole, John, and Peter Beaven. Architecture 1820-1970. Wellington: Reed, 1972.38

. Stacpoole and Beaven, Architecture, inside dust jacket.39

. Ibid., 76.40

. Leach, Andrew. “Problems in the Historiography of  New Zealand Architecture.” CNZS Bulletin of  New Zealand 41

Studies 1, no. 1 (2008): 3.

. “Churches, Mansions and Other Buildings.” Designscape, no. 47 (May 1973): Insert 2.42

. Hodgson, Terence E. R. Looking at the Architecture of  New Zealand. Wellington: Grantham House, 1990.43

!  14



. Ibid., 103. “In looking back, we should not restrict ourselves to the colonial period. We should become 44

sufficiently mature so as not to be left totally bereft of  important examples of  such styling as Art Nouveau, 
Georgian, Art Deco, Ionic, Bauhaus, Spanish Mission, Stripped Classical, Brutal, Modern International, Organic, 
Mannerist and so on.” Some of  these stylings would puzzle an architectural historian.

. Shaw, Peter, and Robin Morrison. New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990. Auckland: Hodder & 45

Stoughton, 1991.

. Ibid., 198.46

. Shaw, Peter, Robin Morrison, and Paul McCredie. A History of  New Zealand Architecture. 2nd ed. Auckland: Hodder 47

Moa Beckett, 1997; with an additional chapter to bring it to date, illustrated with additional photographs by Paul 
McCredie.

. Ibid., 220.48

. Shaw, Peter, Robin Morrison, and Paul McCredie. A History of  New Zealand Architecture. 3rd ed. Auckland: Hodder 49

Moa Beckett, 2003; again with a new chapter and new photographs.

. Ibid., 231.50

. Salmond, Jeremy. Old New Zealand Houses 1800-1940. Auckland: Reed Methuen, 1986.51

. Stewart, Di. The New Zealand Villa: Past and Present. Auckland: Viking Pacific, 1992. A revised and updated edition 52

was published ten years later: Stewart, Di. The New Zealand Villa: Past and Present. Rev. and updated ed. Auckland: 
Penguin Books, 2002.

. Ashford, Jeremy. The Bungalow in New Zealand. Auckland: Viking, 1994.53

. Kermode, Frank. Forms of  Attention. Wellek Library Lectures at the University of  California, Irvine. Chicago: 54

University of  Chicago Press, 1985, 72.

. Ibid., 74.55

. Kermode, Frank. The Sense of  an Ending; Studies in the Theory of  Fiction. Mary Flexner Lectures, 1965. New York,: 56

Oxford University Press, 1967, 39.

. Conant, James. “Freedom, Cruelty and Truth: Rorty Versus Orwell.” In Rorty and His Critics, edited by Robert B. 57

Brandon. 268-342. Oxford: Blackwell, 2000, 276; quoted in Ballantyne, Architectures, 7.

. Grafton, Anthony. “Britain: The Disgrace of  the Universities.” New York Review of  Books, 9 March 2010.58

. Lindy Grant, “Naming of  Parts: Describing Architecture in the High Middle Ages,” in Clarke, Georgia, and Paul 59

Crossley. Architecture and Language: Constructing Identity in European Architecture, C. 1000-C. 1650. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000.

. The closest this research came to a professional magazine was Designscape, published by the Design Council of  60

New Zealand to promote good design to industry and the public, for the very reason that its intended readership 
was broader than the building industries. It is also full of  interesting material that has been overlooked by historians.

. Bonta, Juan Pablo. Architecture and Its Interpretation: A Study of  Expressive Systems in Architecture. London: Lund 61

Humphries, 1979, 220.

. Bonta, Juan Pablo. American Architects and Texts: A Computer-Aided Analysis of  the Literature. Cambridge, Mass: MIT 62

Press, 1996, preface.

. Papers Past is accessed at https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers63

!  15



. Trove is accessed at http://trove.nla.gov.au/64

. New Zealand Electronic Text Centre at http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/65

. Hathi Trust is at https://www.hathitrust.org/66

. Internet Archive is at https://archive.org/details/texts67

. John Harris “English country house guides, 1740-1840.” In Summerson, John Newenham, ed. Concerning 68

Architecture: Essays on Architectural Writers and Writing Presented to Nikolaus Pevsner. London: Allen Lane, 1968, 
58-74.

. Alec Clifton-Taylor. “Architectural touring with the Little Guides,” in Summerson, John Newenham, ed. 69

Concerning Architecture: Essays on Architectural Writers and Writing Presented to Nikolaus Pevsner. London: Allen Lane, 1968, 
238-251; “Sabine Baring-Gould, the ‘squarson’ of  Lew Trenchard, Devon (‘owns 3000 acres’), was … the only one 
of  the Little Guide authors to have secured a place in the Dictionary of  National Biography;” 241.

. Summerson, John Newenham. “Charting the Victorian Building World.” In Summerson, John Newenham. The 70

Unromantic Castle and Other Essays. London: Thames and Hudson, 1990, 159. The list was published in the Precursor 
Issue, a trial issue published on 31st December 1842.

. Pascoe, Paul. “The Study of  the Early Buildings in the Canterbury Settlement of  New Zealand Erected by Early 71

Pilgrims: The Conditions under Which They Worked, Their Treatment of  New Materials and Resulting Influences.” 
Royal Institute of  British Architects, 1935. One such conversation is on page 45: “Acland records an interesting 
memory. When he ([Samuel] Butler) was first thatching the cob house, which is still standing, he put the top of  each 
bundle of  snow grass outside the bottom of  the one above, so that all the rain ran inwards; this, as George 
McMillan said, seemed ‘extraordinary for so clever a man.’”

. Clark, Justine, and Paul J. Walker. Looking for the Local: Architecture and the New Zealand Modern. Wellington: Victoria 72

University Press, 2000.

. Louis O. Mink. “The Theory of  Practice: Hexter’s Historiography.” In Bouwsma, William James, and Barbara C. 73

Malament, eds. After the Reformation: Essays in Honor of  J. H. Hexter. Philadelphia: University of  Pennsylvania 
Press, 1980, 7.

!  16



Chapter One: The Carport Incident 
The cult of  the straightforward 
This chapter traces the history of  straightforwardness, the predominant quality in canonical accounts of  New Zealand architecture. 

Introduction 
One day in 1958, beneath a carport in the Wellington suburb of  Lower Hutt, a famous 
architectural historian and a young architect discussed the merits of  a post. The architectural 
historian, Nikolaus Pevsner, found the detailing of  the post to be “crude.” The architect, William 
Toomath, defended his post as “straightforward.” He had designed the post, as well as the 
carport it supported and the house to which the carport was attached. The house was designed 
for his parents. According to one account of  this argument, it had long-term consequences both 
at home and abroad. This chapter looks at that account and those consequences. It also suggests 
another interpretation could be made, in which the importance of  this incident is balanced by 
other remarks on New Zealand architecture by Pevsner.  1

The argument for long-term consequences is made by Justine Clark and Paul Walker in Looking 
for the Local, published in 2000 and one of  the most significant and peculiar architectural books in 
New Zealand.  Looking for the Local is a curiosity of  architectural history: a book about a book, a 2

published book about another that was not completed. Its subject is an unrealised project by the 
Architectural Centre in Wellington to compile a book of  photographs of  modern buildings in 
New Zealand, a project that was current at the time of  Pevsner’s visit. Looking for the Local is also 
the closest approximation to the unpublished book, containing the photographs from which a 
selection was to have been made for the publication. The peculiarity of  this project is made clear 
by Clark and Walker in their introduction. Writing of  the collection of  photographs, the remains 
of  the project, they say: 
The book that was to result is at once overwhelmingly present and strangely absent: it cannot be 
reconstructed from all this stuff. All that is clear is that various intentions and ambitions that 
motivated it could not be resolved into a single position. The collectors could not agree what 
New Zealand architecture was or how to represent it.   3

Clark and Walker’s own book also evinces presence and absence. It was the first history of  
modern architecture published since David Mitchell and Gillian Chapman’s The Elegant Shed  of  4

1984 and the first such history to be written in an academic manner. At the same time it is not a 
history of  modern architecture in New Zealand but a history of  an episode in the representation 
of  the New Zealand modern. The book about which they write their book was never written. 
Their book is based on the records of  discussions, arguments, and divisions about the book. The 
buildings are there and they are not: the photographs used by Clark and Walker are those that 
had been intended for the Architectural Centre’s book but they are not commented upon as 
buildings. The photographs are all that remains of  the book that never was; they were collected 
for the purpose of  the book and then lost that purpose when the book was abandoned. They do 
not quite fit with the text they illustrate but for which they were not intended: they illustrate the 
wrong story. They are uncanny, not at home. They are images divorced from their subject matter 
and from the intention for which they were made. They become a parallel text.  
Clark and Walker gave the photographs a new purpose by writing a book, more than forty years 
later, about the book that never was. They also made an exhibition of  the photographs, 
presenting them to, “re-assess the built forms of  post-war New Zealand and to discuss the 
attitudes and viewpoints which have surrounded this largely overlooked period of  New 
Zealand’s architectural history.” The exhibition was shown in April and May 2000 at the Adam 
Art Gallery in Wellington.  At this point in this present account, one might be reminded of  W. J. 5

T. Mitchell’s claim, “For any particular narrative, there is no single basically basic story subsisting 
beneath it but, rather, an unlimited number of  other narratives that can be constructed in 
response to it or perceived as related to it.”  One might also be reminded that W. J. T. Mitchell 6

asked, “What do pictures want?”  Here, all they wanted was a home. 7
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The carport incident is significant for Clark and Walker’s story, but differs from it. While most of  
their story is compiled from texts and photographs, the carport incident was an event. It 
happened at a time and place. It could be re-enacted by two actors and one prop. It was not 
photographed. Architectural encounters of  this kind are rare, but they make for good stories. 
Clark and Walker begin their account in the style of  reportage, as if  the writers were there: 
“August 1958. Nikolaus Pevsner and William Toomath stand beneath a Lower Hutt carport 
discussing the post propping up one corner.”  The third participant in the incident, Lewis 8

Martin, is not mentioned, perhaps because his presence in the story would soften the tension.  9

For Clark and Walker, “this discussion and its effects present a very specific version of  the 
ongoing, more generalised encounter between local and international.”  Their concern is the 10

consequences of  the incident, “both for the representation of  New Zealand architecture to 
English-speaking audiences, and for local cultural discourse.” Their chapter is titled 
“International Exchange” and its emphasis is on the more generalised encounter. 
Other narratives can be constructed in response to the carport incident; as W. J. T. Mitchell said, 
there is no basic story beneath any narrative.  It can be perceived as a starting point for other 11

descriptions and explanations of  architectural culture in New Zealand. The most obvious is the 
local response, the trail of  reactions to the incident by its participants and by others. They cite a 
radio talk by Pevsner, broadcast in New Zealand and transcribed in the New Zealand Listener, but 
they seem unaware this was the second part of  a two-part series, the first part being transcribed 
in the previous week’s edition. They mention “Seen from a Distance”, a New Zealand Listener 
article published eighteen months after the incident, but do not discuss it a length. They do not 
mention the correspondence provoked in the New Zealand Listener. Their narrative goes 
elsewhere. But then, their subject is the book project as an attempt to create a representation of  
current modern architecture in New Zealand, with an international readership in mind. The local 
publications—Pevsner’s transcribed talks and “Seen from a Distance”, as well as the 
correspondence—are not their first concern. These texts cast Pevsner’s visit and the carport 
incident in a different light. 
Pevsner had mentioned his exchange with Toomath in the second part of  his radio series, 
published as “New Architecture and New Art” in December 1958 in the New Zealand Listener.  12

He praised the planning of  modern New Zealand houses, but found their detailing 
unsatisfactory. He then reported, “to my great interest one of  the best of  your young architects 
answered back, very politely and respectfully, but indicating that I was really concerning myself  
with irrelevancies and that perhaps a vigorous young country ought to call a spade a spade and a 
four-inch timber post a four-inch timber post.” Pevsner reflects, “Maybe he was right, maybe 
that robustness of  detail which strikes me as a little raw will one day be a valid expression of  the 
New Zealand version of  twentieth century architecture.”  At this stage, all seems to be right: a 13

difference of  opinion occurred but both sides of  the argument behaved well. 
This Clark and Walker report, but they have little to say about the next outbreak of  this 
argument in February 1960, published under the title “Seen from a Distance.” in the New Zealand 
Listener;  they say it reiterated “the argument for straightforwardness, claiming the qualities of  14

the country’s ‘thoughtful young architects’ as national traits.”  This article deserves further 15

attention, since it was the most widely distributed representation of  post-war architecture yet 
made. “Seen from a Distance” is a two-page spread, illustrated with photographs of  modern 
New Zealand buildings, published in the country’s most influential magazine. The New Zealand 
Listener had a circulation of  80, 000 in 1957, the largest in the country, and it was the only 
magazine that could claim a broad readership.  The magazine was published by the New 16

Zealand Broadcasting Service to provide radio listeners with weekly programme listings for its 
numerous radio stations. The NZBS had a monopoly of  broadcasting and the New Zealand 
Listener in turn had a monopoly on these listings. Radio listeners, regardless of  whether they were 
interested in the features, had to buy the magazine to know what was on the radio.  
The New Zealand Listener provided the same service as the BBC’s Radio Times, listing radio 
programmes, while also providing a broader cultural service similar to that of  the BBC’s other 
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journal, the Listener, after which it was named. The Listener had published transcripts of  Pevsner’s 
Reith Lectures on The Englishness of  English Art,  as well as more routine radio talks by Pevsner 17

on the BBC’s Third Programme and Home Service.  The New Zealand Listener also made feature 18

stories of  radio programmes and their presenters, as well as publishing articles on topics 
unrelated to programmes. It had become the main provider of  cultural information and opinion 
in New Zealand. Transcripts of  talks that had been broadcast in the previous week were a small 
but significant part of  the New Zealand Listener and so the three transcripts of  Pevsner’s radio 
talks published in 1958 were routine copy. 
Monte Holcroft, editor from 1949 to 1967, and thus responsible for “Seen from a Distance”, 
later explained the magazine’s place in New Zealand culture: 
Landfall was a platform for academics; one or two popular magazines, the Woman’s Weekly and 
the Weekly News, offered lighter reading and information to solid segments of  the population; 
and Truth catered for the huge majority which likes to study, with a sense of  wonder, the miseries 
of  other people, or to enjoy indignation and grievance almost as a sensual gratification. Only the 
Listener stood in the middle, trying to serve people who loved music and writing and drama, and 
a movement of  ideas.  19

Few magazines were published in New Zealand, so the Listener was in a unique position. In the 
early fifties, Holcroft had conducted a survey of  subscribers and found, “readers were divided 
into two main groups, those who bought the journal for news about programmes and the people 
in them and those who saw and liked it as a literary magazine.” To his surprise, the literary group 
was slightly the larger.  Feature articles like “Seen from a Distance”, informative and 20

controversial but unrelated to any programme, were becoming an important part of  the 
magazine. Holcroft wrote of  features, “I saw them as the justification for our existence, the jobs 
that other papers left alone, or handled superficially.”  21

The results of  Holcroft’s survey cast doubt on the notion that cultured people were an embattled 
minority in New Zealand. Most New Zealand homes were exposed to culture in the magazine, 
even if  they bought it only for the listings, and most of  the readers who answered the survey 
liked it for its literary content. The difference in reach, if  not grasp, between the New Zealand 
Listener and Landfall is considerable. Between 1947 and 1957 the number of  subscriptions to 
Landfall (which was sold only by subscription) varied between 632 and 817; it was not until 1960 
that subscriptions exceeded one thousand.  The New Zealand Listener, sold by subscription and in 22

newsagents, had a circulation of  80, 000. While Landfall was quarterly, the New Zealand Listener 
was published every week. One effect of  weekly publication was that controversial items 
remained current through readers’ published letters to the Editor, as will be seen in the case of  
“Seen from a Distance.” Whatever its failings, which will also be discussed, “Seen from a 
distance” reached a substantial proportion of  the population. Paul Pascoe and Humphrey Hall’s 
“The Modern House”, a more coherent essay published in the second issue of  Landfall and now 
recognised as one of  the canonical texts of  New Zealand modernism, reached a fraction of  that 
number.  
Holcroft’s survey also found that the “Letters” section was the most popular.  So “Seen from a 23

Distance” (the lead story for that week’s edition) and the correspondence that followed gave 
architectural topics prominence, at least for a while. As matters turned out, it was quite a long 
while. 
The works in architecture of  Hammond Hastings 
“Seen from a Distance” is reactive writing: it responds to comment about New Zealand from 
overseas. Its subtitle, “London journal looks at NZ architecture” reflects this position further, as 
do its tongue-in-cheek opening sentences:  
Ever since Tasman reported on the “land uplifted high” travellers have been publishing reports 
on New Zealand, and wherever there were New Zealanders to read, the reports have been 
received with fascination. The latest account of  our customs and habitations is in a special issue 
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of  the English monthly Architectural Review, dealing with recent developments in the 
Dominions of  the temperate zones—Canada, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand.   24

The issue under examination was the October 1958 edition of  the Architectural Review, which 
included an appraisal of  New Zealand by Pevsner. That it should be described as the “latest 
account of  our customs and habitations”, suggests from the start that the New Zealand Listener’s 
concern was as much about national identity as architecture. This introduction fails to remind the 
reader that Pevsner’s thoughts had already been aired, apparently without incident, in three 
NZBS talks, transcripts of  which had been published in the New Zealand Listener. “Functional 
Architecture”, broadcast on 17th September 1958 and published in the next issue of  the New 
Zealand Listener, made an argument for functionalism and noted the growing reaction against it in 
Europe; Pevsner commended Auckland’s Grafton Bridge as more progressive in its functional 
concrete design than any concrete bridge on the Continent or in England.  Two more talks 25

were broadcast in November as a two-part series, “Nikolaus Pevsner in New Zealand.”  The 26

transcripts were published in the New Zealand Listener as “Architecture in New Zealand.” on 12th 
December,  and the aforementioned “New Architecture and New Art” on 26 December.  27 28

These two talks share the argument made in “The Ingratiating Chaos: Nikolaus Pevsner’s 
architectural impressions of  New Zealand,” a talk broadcast on the BBC Third Programme on 
11th November, 1958, and published as a transcript in the BBC’s Listener on 20th November.  29

The two NZBS talks cover the same ground as the BBC talk, but in more detail; they are also 
addressed to his New Zealand audience.  
“Seen from a distance” relies on expert opinion to make its appraisal of  the latest account: “A 
little out of  our depth where the finer points of  architecture are concerned, we asked a 
Wellington architect, Allan Wild, for his comments on the Review’s article.”  Wild was a 30

prominent member of  the Architectural Centre and the prime mover behind the book project, 
although these important facts are not mentioned in the article.  
Wild does not spare Pevsner; nor does he spare the reader unfamiliar with modern architecture. 
His immediate response is, “One senses that the motherland is disappointed but determined not 
to disapprove... but we begin to see how far she is from comprehending the ways of  her young 
when the coming of  the modern style to these shores is described as ‘Mr Plishke’s first 
continental modern house in New Zealand... 1939,’” a reference that would baffle readers 
innocent of  the modernist houses built in New Zealand before 1939.  Ernst Plischke (who used 31

the spelling Plishke at this time) is described by Wild as a, “distinguished but virtually unique 
exponent of  the European architecture which developed directly from the aesthetic revolution 
of  cubism allied to a traditionally meticulous attention to detail and proportion.” Wild believed 
he had been given too much attention by Pevsner: “Seeing the Review’s emphasis upon their 
continental ‘modern style’ and their demand for old-world craftsmanship in builders no less than 
designers, Mr Wild was not surprised that nine of  the thirty-one photographs show work by 
Plishke and Firth.” He explains this imbalance thus: “This is a combined measure of  their 
exceptional skill, the photogenic qualities of  their buildings, the inclinations of  the editors, and 
perhaps the appetites of  the predominantly European readership.” Wild notes that Pevsner, like 
Plischke, was European.  32

Wild also claims modernist principles to be virtues of  New Zealand architects: “Mr Wild 
believes that much of  the best contemporary architecture here is moulded by an intense social 
awareness”,  and “Architects are trained to consider the living and working habits of  the people 33

for whom they design, that their buildings may reflect their way of  life and perhaps help to 
improve it.” The architects of  New Zealand design buildings that also reflect national character: 
“Their structures are self-consciously relaxed, defiantly straightforward, sincere rather than 
sophisticated, and they show a greater interest in putting things together than in polishing them
—familiar national characteristics.”  Wild continues: 34

The Review sees this but is unimpressed. They say that architects here work but don’t grow rich 
on it. “Lack of  means is often apparent in the detailing, although a certain crudity is called 
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straightforwardness and at least, by some of  the most thoughtful young architects, set up as a 
new country feature in opposition to the old-man’s fussiness at home. It sounds convincing at 
first, although California is not all that old and yet is quite capable of  taking its details seriously.” 
Oh well, back to the drawing board.   35

The author of  the article has stepped back, allowing Wild to do all the talking. He has much to 
say. After all this, Wild announces he is “getting down to detailed criticism”, which includes 
noting one comment by Pevsner—that “Maoris play no part in the designing of  buildings” —is 
belied by John Scott’s “brilliant Napier Catholic Primary School.”  He further notes that the 36

Architectural Review credits Scott “with a partner by a misreading of  his address—Haumoana, 
Hastings becomes Hammond Hastings.”  After a brief  survey of  the comments about the other 37

Dominions, the article ends, “but perhaps the Review was impressed by our earnestness: we have 
one more page of  illustrations than Australia.”   38

Whatever its merits as a review, “Seen from a Distance” is remarkable in giving such attention to 
New Zealand architecture, a subject barely mentioned in the New Zealand Listener nor in other 
magazines previously. It more remarkable still in being illustrated with photographs of  modern 
New Zealand buildings: the Government flats at Auckland (the second Greys Avenue flats by 
Gordon Wilson), Scott’s Catholic Primary School at Napier, Milford House (the Malitte house) 
by Group Architects, and the Mount Cook Hermitage by Hall and Mackenzie. All these 
photographs had been published in the Architectural Review article. The New Zealand Listener added 
a photograph of  the new Government building at Auckland (the Bledisloe building, also by 
Gordon Wilson), which had been omitted by the Architectural Review, to Wild’s displeasure. All 
this, over two pages in the magazine’s most prominent position, amounted to the largest 
representation of  modern New Zealand architecture yet made. 
Letters to the Editor 
“Seen from a Distance” did not provoke any immediate reaction, at least none printed in the 
“Letters to the Editor” section of  the New Zealand Listener. When reaction came, it was from 
Pevsner. In a letter printed in the 25th March edition, Pevsner reprimanded both Wild and the 
New Zealand Listener: 

Sir, I wish you had trusted your own reactions to the first Commonwealth issue of  the 
Architectural Review, and my comments on the new architecture of  New Zealand. For, 
having printed my broadcast talks in full, you must have sensed through what criticisms I 
made my fondness for New Zealand and the sympathy and indeed enthusiasm with 
which I am still thinking back to the weeks I spent in your country. Instead you chose to 
go to an architect whose work, for whatever reasons, is not represented in my text and 
illustrations. You may be interested in my answer to some of  his objections. 
As for having overdone the work of  Messrs Plishke and Firth, I can only say: 1. That in 
Britain it would be considered bad manners in one architect to object publicly to the 
praising of  the work of  another. 2. That, on the strength of  my knowledge of  what is 
going on in Europe, that is in Britain and on the Continent, and also in America, I find it 
the best work I have seen in New Zealand, and it was my duty to say so. 
New Zealand architects should be glad of  this form of  international recognition of  their 
country, although it is true that obscurantists in America object to Gropius, Mies van der 
Rohe and Neutra being praised, because they are not American-born.   39

This last comment is a riposte to Wild’s comment about Pevsner and Plischke being European, 
to which Pevsner would have been sensitive: his rival, John Betjeman, had nicknamed him “Herr 
Doktor Professor.”  Again, the references to modern architects seem a little above the heads of  40

the average reader. Pevsner goes on to criticise Wild’s colleagues for not providing photographs 
of  sufficient quality for the Architectural Review, adding, “in point of  fact I have since written to 
two of  the best young architects I met to tell them that I would like them to draw my attention 
to new work of  theirs as soon as good photographs exist.” He then explains that the new 
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Government building in Auckland had not been illustrated in the Architectural Review because it 
was not then ready, adding, “I hope, incidentally, that my admiration for the work done by him 
and his department was expressed sufficiently strongly.” Pevsner ends his letter, “After all New 
Zealand in our survey got 11 pages of  pictures compared with 10 for Australia, 12 for South 
Africa and 16 for Canada—not a bad record, I should think. Your correspondents, Sir, are hard 
to please.”  41

The New Zealand Listener responded to Pevsner’s comment about the choice of  Wild as critic in a 
footnote  to the letter: “we can’t see why Professor Pevsner’s fondness for New Zealand should 42

entitle him to be reviewed only by architects he has approved and praised.” This footnote caused 
further trouble and, with Pevsner’s comments about manners, set the tone for further 
correspondence. The footnote prompted a letter, published on 8th April, by Lawrence Baigent—
novelist, reviewer and teacher at Canterbury University. Baigent complained of  the “insolence” 
of  the footnote, which he thought in some way was connected with “the smug mediocrity of  the 
paper as a whole.”  On the same page was a letter from C. J. Hay, another member of  the 43

Architectural Centre, although this fact is not mentioned. Hay defended Wild, writing, “Mr Wild, 
in criticising the relative importance given by Dr Pevsner to the work of  Plishke and Firth, made 
it clear (to me at least) that he was concerned with the significance of  this work in the overall 
picture of  New Zealand’s architectural development, and not with its value as architecture in its 
own right.” Hay described this misinterpretation of  Wild by Pevsner as “pique.”  Then, in the 44

letters page of  the 29th April 1960 edition, Wild responded to Pevsner, accusing him of  
petulance. Wild claimed New Zealand architecture had, “recently developed rapidly in several 
distinct directions, with brilliant individual practitioners in various parts of  the country.” He 
continues: 

Dr Pevsner in his lightning visit was unable to see all of  this, and as he says, photographs 
were not always made available. The result was an unbalanced picture…. New Zealand 
work deserves to be illustrated and discussed. Perhaps the Listener will give a lead, if  
only persuading my colleagues to have good photographs taken.  45

The correspondence ended there, having expressed views about New Zealand, its architecture, 
etiquette among architects, the quality of  architectural photography in New Zealand and the 
quality of  the Listener. It was as much about New Zealand’s customs as its habitations, perceived 
as a squabble between old Europe and young New Zealand, with Pevsner in the role of  
European gentleman and the New Zealanders as angry young men. At least it was in part an 
argument about architecture. Among the jousting about etiquette, some mention was made of  
the quality of  New Zealand architecture and its variety. 
The “Seen from a Distance” controversy is telling in that it involves a few participants, most 
known to each other. Both Wild and Hay were active in the Architectural Centre, as were Martin 
and Toomath, who had started the argument about straightforwardness. That argument, so 
crucial to Pevsner in his talks and to Wild in his initial critique of  Pevsner, was forgotten in the 
correspondence that followed. Instead, as a rhetorical parry as much as a point about 
architecture, Wild insists Pevsner had not seen enough, that New Zealand had become a land of  
architectural variety. This remark chimes with Wild’s ambition for the book project, as Clark and 
Walker describe it, to represent the numerous forms of  modernism being practised in New 
Zealand. It suggests, despite Toomath and Wild’s previous comments, there was more to 
modernism than straightforwardness. However, the failure of  the book project meant the 
photographs published with “Seen from a Distance” were all most New Zealanders could see of  
this architectural variety.  
To the Listener’s readers, those photographs were the only guides to what these disputants were 
squabbling about. This was an argument conducted mostly in words, without little illustration of  
the most important aspect of  its subject, the appearance of  New Zealand’s modern buildings. At 
no point was the reader shown the crude or straightforward post. It is only in those few 
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photographs that any indication is given of  there being more to New Zealand modernism than 
calling a spade a spade or failures of  detailing. 
Wireless architecture 
The absence of  illustration is also found in the New Zealand Listener transcripts of  Pevsner’s 
NZBS radio broadcasts. Each is a single page of  text. The first  is illustrated with a photograph 46

of  Pevsner, the second  with a cartoon drawing by Russell Clark  in the style that Osbert 47 48

Lancaster (one of  Pevsner’s co-editors on the Architectural Review) made popular in Britain in his 
books about Britain’s and America’s architectural history,  a style Robin Boyd was to imitate in 49

The Australian Ugliness.  The drawing shows a suburb densely packed with houses and 50

crisscrossed by telephone wires. Its caption, taken from Pevsner’s text, is “your suburbs for the 
lower income classes are terrible.”  With only this as a guide, the reader might be at a loss to 51

understand much of  what Pevsner was describing.  
In the BBC’s Listener, it was usual practice to illustrate transcripts of  radio programmes that 
included visual subject matter with pictures. On some occasions the journal provided 
illustrations in advance of  the broadcast, so the radio listener could see the subjects discussed 
while listening: Pevsner’s own broadcasts on the Englishness of  English Art were illustrated in this 
way. The New Zealand Listener, at least in the fifties, did not provide this service. Without such 
illustrations, the speaker or writer was obliged to talk largely in general terms and the listener or 
reader to imagine what was being discussed. 
So, when Pevsner refers to the Art Nouveau ceiling of  Dunedin Railway station in his first talk 
“Towns and Traditions,” his audience outside Dunedin would be unable to see what he was 
discussing. Since no guides to New Zealand buildings had been published at this time, the 
listeners and viewers had no other reference material they might consult. Pevsner was an 
accomplished broadcaster, who usually avoided visual particulars in his radio talks. Still, when he 
refers to two churches in Palmerston North as being “reactionary”, most listeners and readers 
would be in the dark; they might also wonder how a church could be such a thing.  Despite this 52

limitation, the transcribed broadcasts have much to say about New Zealand’s buildings. What is 
surprising is that much of  what Pevsner said was ignored, both at the time and later. Far from 
being a curmudgeonly critic of  New Zealand, he has much good to say of  its buildings.  
As the titles suggest, Pevsner talks on two themes in each broadcast. In “Towns and Traditions”, 
he discusses the planning of  New Zealand’s towns and the quality of  their historic buildings.  53

Christchurch, Dunedin and Wellington met with his approval, for their European qualities. 
Auckland displeases him, in visual terms:  

Auckland, the fourth of  your cities and in size the first, is the Cinderella as far as the 
visual values of  its centre go. It has few, and desperate measures will be necessary to 
knock any shape into that centre. It is a grid, the scheme imposed on so many made 
towns as against grown towns and it has no river nor a square or squares to relieve it. 
Moreover the grid is imposed not on a flat site but on a site dipping down from left and 
right like a shallow trough. So the street pattern never feels harmonious with the contour 
pattern. Here there is a challenge to the town planner, whereas aesthetically speaking, the 
planner would be in a much happier position in the centres of  the other cities.  54

When he moves on to historic buildings, he is more approving, especially of  Dunedin Railway 
Station and, once more, of  Auckland’s Grafton Bridge: “one of  the most progressive and 
adventurous concrete bridges of  its time in the world.” The Victorian timber buildings of  New 
Zealand also impress him. However, he also notes that historic buildings need protection, 
especially from the Church of  England: he praises the cathedrals of  Auckland and Wellington 
but notes that the Church wished to have the latter demolished.  Pevsner’s talk ends with a 55

recommendation that the Historic Places Trust be funded to buy historic buildings to preserve 
them. 
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The second broadcast, “New Architecture and New Art”, covers much the same ground as the 
essays published overseas that Clark and Walker discuss, but less critically.  It seems Pevsner 56

tailored his response to his audience. He discusses both the art and architecture of  New Zealand:  
Your art galleries are deplorably short of  modern work. Auckland has the worst building 
and the best collection—also the liveliest collection. Here alone one feels that what 
matters most is what’s going on right now. How important such a spirit is in a country so 
far away from Europe and America need hardly be stated.  

Pevsner is quite approving of  the architecture. He finds, “one of  the most interesting facts about 
the best major modern architecture in this country is to me the amount of  it which is designed 
by the Government Architect’s Department.” He suggests the Government architect, Gordon 
Wilson, could help solve New Zealand’s artistic crisis, since he is “a very enlightened man” who 
had “helped on a good many younger architects who went through his department, worked on 
his jobs and are now in independent practices.” Pevsner then finds good words to say about 
several major buildings. Plischke and Firth’s Massey House has “very sensitive and excellently 
executed interior details”, Hall & McKenzie’s Hermitage at Mount Cook is, “number two in my 
list of  major works.” Also noted are the Government offices in Wellington and those in 
Auckland. Where Pevsner finds fault is in town planning and in the suburbs. 
Pevsner does not mention any house designs, which might have piqued Wild as a participant in 
the book project, but he is very complementary about modern New Zealand houses in general. 
He sees the influence of  California and Japan on modern houses and likes their designs: “Now 
what appears to me most praiseworthy in these new houses is the planning, ingenious ways of  
placing and surrounding the staircase, and ingenious intercommunication of  rooms on one or on 
several levels and also at least in one case an ingenious placing of  the whole house across a 
narrow section so as to get the maximum benefit out of  it.”  But he sees the devil in the details:  57

What satisfies me least is the detailing. There seems time and again not to have been 
enough money or enough skill amongst the craftsmen to finish the detailing elegantly. 
However to my great interest one of  the best of  your young architects answered back, 
very politely and respectfully, but indicating that I was really concerning myself  with 
irrelevancies and that perhaps a vigorous young country ought to call a spade a spade 
and a four-inch timber post a four-inch timber post. Maybe he was right, maybe that 
robustness of  detail which strikes me as a little raw will one day be a valid expression of  
the New Zealand version of  20th century architecture.  58

Here, Pevsner refers to the carport incident. He is more forgiving than he would be later of  the 
detailing, attributing its failings to craftsmen and to means, rather than architects. He also gives 
credit to Toomath’s position, without naming him, and allow the possibility that the young 
architect might one day be proven right. Pevsner avoids making comparisons with other 
countries here. He then completes his appraisal with optimistic closing remarks: 

People over here have asked me often, especially because I have written a book on the 
Englishness of  English art, whether I could see a New Zealandishness of  New Zealand 
art and architecture. Perhaps I can occasionally, and not only in this type of  house built 
honestly of  local materials for a client who—like all New Zealand—is neither rich nor 
poor but comfortably off; and built within that client’s money. 
So that is New Zealandish to me. New Zealandish also is of  course on the other hand 
the suburban scene of  which I disapprove so much. But New Zealandish too—and 
here’s my last point—is the fact that in this young country the commercial builder has 
widely accepted the modern style, whereas the English speculative builder has remained 
sluggish and reactionary. If  the New Zealand product is often still so gross that it is 
almost a caricature, never mind that. It is yet to me the most hopeful sign.  59

Had the New Zealand Listener sought the comments of  an architect about this talk, and had that 
architect not been Wild, then the carport incident might have faded from New Zealand’s 
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architectural memory. Architects might have felt buoyed by Pevsner’s approval for what they 
were doing. Even Wild and his colleagues at the Architectural Centre might have felt they had an 
ally. After all, they promoted planning, they shared Pevsner’s disapproval of  suburbia and they 
wanted modern houses. Instead, Wild became fixated on the small matter of  detail and the larger 
matter of  straightforwardness. 
A very different response to Pevsner from Wild’s can be found in the Journal of  the New Zealand 
Institute of  Architects, which recorded “A Discussion with Dr Nikolaus Pevsner”, on 29th July 1958 
at the Wellington District Branch of  the Institute.  The event had a “record attendance”, one 60

that included Gordon Wilson and Ernst Plischke. Pevsner told the audience that he was “an 
architectural historian who happens to be interested in history that is being made now”, spoke 
approvingly of  New Zealand: “what we would call modern architecture seems to be handled by 
some builders much more as an accepted thing than it would be in England.”  He also 61

mentioned “the generous use of  colour on the small house and in the suburb…Here you can see 
everywhere around the towns, anything from subtly worked out colour schemes to be most 
atrocious colour combinations.”  The questions asked by the audience were not about 62

straightforwardness; the audience wanted to know what Pevsner thought of  recent 
developments in European architecture, including Le Corbusier’s Ronchamp. The event ended 
with “prolonged applause.   63

It is hardly surprising that Pevsner should be dismayed by “Seen from a Distance”, given his 
approval of  New Zealand’s architecture and the response he received from its architects. 
Holcroft obviously chose to provoke controversy in responding to the Architectural Review’s 
survey. The caricature of  him made by the article—an old man of  Europe—was unfair, but has 
persisted. Straightforwardness has also made several reappearances.  
Towards a new crudity 
The long-term consequences for local cultural discourse do not make their appearance in print 
for another quarter-century. Immediate reactions to either Pevsner or to Wild’s critique are few. 
There is little evidence of  a contemporary effect on local cultural discourse, less still an effect 
specifically on architectural opinions. Clark and Walker mention “the cultural nihilism of  the 
Listener article, the elevation of  crudity into a virtue”, a phrase used in “The Wild Colonial 
Boys”, an article in the quarterly magazine Comment of  Spring 1960. They omit to mention the 
anonymous author admitted to having insufficient knowledge to comment on architecture, and 
was comparing the article with a music review in the Evening Post, in which the reviewer preferred 
the “crude vigour” of  the National Orchestra to the “polish” of  the visiting Corelli String 
Orchestra.  The phrase Clark and Walker use is very different in the context in which the author 64

writes:  
…for all I know, local talent was betrayed by its Listener defenders; I should imagine that 
the best New Zealand architects really do try to get everything in its right place. But the 
cultural nihilism of  the Listener article, the elevation of  crudity into a virtue has had a 
more recent manifestation, in another sphere, that of  music.   65

Clark and Walker reach firmer ground with a passage from a chapter by Peter Tomory in Distance 
Looks Our Way: the Effects of  Remoteness on New Zealand.  They describe Tomory as an “art critic”, 66

although his day job was Director of  the Auckland City Art Gallery. Tomory was British and had 
come to New Zealand in 1956, details not mentioned by Clark and Walker. The book was a 
transcription of  lectures, the Winter Series, given at the University of  Auckland in the second 
term of  1960, some months after the publication of  “Seen from a Distance.” Tomory’s subject is 
the Visual Arts, which he discusses broadly, slipping into matters of  architecture after airing 
views on town planning. The passage that interests Clark and Walker is:  
On the question of  detailing in building there has been criticism of  the lack of  finesse. This 
comment has come particularly from overseas critics and I think is wrong. A colonial heritage 
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begets directness, bluntness, in fact a kind of  colonial brutalism which provides a strong tonic to 
the too sugared spirit of  European sophistication.  67

This appears to be a rebuttal of  Pevsner’s criticism. In other respects, however, Tomory is 
influenced by Pevsner. He continues:  

However the detailing may be as brutal as the architect desires as long as there is a truth 
to the material and a just relationship to the general design. Unfortunately, because of  
lack of  capital the Government has to construct too many large buildings. Bureaucracy 
breeds the safe way and a capacity for contemporary conservatism. In this context it is 
agonising to see every fresh cascade of  curtain wall going up protected from the light 
and heat by venetian blinds on the inside of  the glass: another example of  the lack of  
adaptation. The best architecture in New Zealand is to be found in the private house. 
Where originally California provided suitable style, the source is now Japan, which has 
much closer correlations with this country. Thus where an architect has had a sensitive 
client an architecture has developed which springs from the ground alive and fits with an 
exciting exactitude the natural and human context of  New Zealand. Architecture unlit by 
the spirit of  regional humanism has only significance in its bulk.  68

Most of  these remarks follow those made by Pevsner in his third NZBS talk, in which he 
mentions the primacy of  the house in New Zealand and the influence on it of  California and 
Japan. Pevsner also said lack of  capital meant most large buildings were government 
commissions, a comment which Tomory makes into a non sequitur. Tomory’s views on venetian 
blinds are his own. This appears to be the only contemporary architectural response to the 
argument between Pevsner and Wild. 
The doctrine of  straightforwardness might be seen as local enthusiasm of  the Architectural 
Centre: William Toomath uttered it in defence of  his post; Allan Wild declaimed it to the readers 
of  the Listener; Hay defended Wild against Pevsner. All were active members of  the Architectural 
Centre, former members of  the Architectural Group and former students of  Vernon Brown at 
the Auckland University School of  Architecture. Readers of  “Seen from a Distance” and the 
correspondence that followed would know nothing of  Wild’s relationship with Pevsner, a 
connexion revealed only with the publication of  Pevsner’s letter more than a month later. Nor 
would they know Hay and Wild were confidants. The issue in this case is one of  insiders and 
outsiders. Members of  the architectural community of  Wellington would likely be aware of  the 
relationships; the wider New Zealand architectural community perhaps also would know of  Wild 
and the Architectural Centre; most readers of  the New Zealand Listener probably would not. 
The History of  straightforwardness 
It would be more difficult to make similar distinctions of  the issues involved: architectural 
insiders probably would know more of  the virtues of  straightforwardness than the average 
Listener reader, but the idea Toomath and Wild were promoting had been well rehearsed. It can 
be found in the Houses volume of  Making New Zealand,  in which Paul Pascoe wrote of  the 69

houses of  the early settlers:  
Whether pre-built or contrived from the materials on the spot, the first huts and houses 
had features which might well be imitated by a later generation. Plans were economical 
and straightforward. Materials were put to the best use. Construction was sound, 
mouldings were hand worked, and careful craftsmanship was much in evidence. Above 
all, the early buildings had a simplicity which is lost to much work of  later periods.   70

In Pascoe’s story, the plans were straightforward but the details were crafted. Unfortunately, this 
simplicity does not last and architecture turns to decadence: the next section of  the survey is 
titled “Prosperity lowered standards of  architecture.”  That is followed by “A haphazard mixture 71

of  styles.”  A similar story is told by Ernst Plischke, in About Houses, an edition of  the NZ 72

Services Current Affairs Bulletin, an educational periodical for the armed services, published in 1943 
by the Government Printer with the caveat, “These bulletins are not official statements. They are 
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intended to provide the starting-point for group discussions.”  These discussions would start 73

with Plischke’s story, in which the settlers “brought with them the good craftsmanship tradition 
of  those days”, enabling them to build houses that “admit light and air in a way that you rarely 
find in the houses of  later generations”, a surprisingly modern feature.  In their fabric, “cob or 74

weatherboard did their job honestly and without pretension.”  Likewise, in the design of  early 75

settler furniture, “structure is not concealed by superfluous ornament.”   76

This Arcadian period of  New Zealand design did not last: “But in the latter half  of  the 
nineteenth century the attitude of  people towards their homes was considerably changed. In 
Europe, prosperity, based on the rise of  mechanised industry, placed within the reach of  an 
urban population a cheap and easy means of  gratifying their uninformed wants.”  New Zealand 77

followed European example: “Often a house masqueraded as a miniature Gothic ‘castle’ 
complete with tower”, while “grandiose” owners created houses in the English or Italian 
Renaissance style.  The machine age brought its own horrors: streamlined furniture and houses. 78

Comparing a streamlined moderne house with a brick-and-tile, Plischke prefers the latter, 
because “an impression of  clean straightforwardness and well-ordered plan is not attained by 
applying strips of  plaster all over the house, but by careful use and selection of  material, colour 
and proportion.”  79

Pascoe and Plischke wrote a story of  architecture that was disseminated widely. Making New 
Zealand reached a far larger readership than any previous publication that discussed architecture 
in New Zealand. Six thousand copies of  the two-volume set had been sold by the end of  1940; a 
further 2,600 copies were purchased by the Ministry of  Education and sent to every school in 
the country.  Its availability in schools and libraries made it the main source for national history 80

in New Zealand until the early seventies. Plischke’s About Houses also was made available to a 
large readership: in principle, to every member of  the junior ranks of  the armed services, which 
in the middle of  the Second World War comprised much of  the young adult male population. 
Plischke’s ideas were broadcast further in 1947, when both the Army Education and Welfare 
Service and the Department of  Internal Affairs published his Design and Living.  The chapter on 81

The House in Design and Living is a reprint of  About Houses,  and makes straightforward 82

modernism an official architectural policy. 
Thus, by the time of  the carport incident, the idea of  straightforwardness as a quality of  New 
Zealand buildings had been given wide public circulation. It seems, however, that its reach 
exceeded its grasp. Wild’s comments in “Seen from a Distance” suggest it is an idea that was not 
familiar, not one that could be taken for granted. Or perhaps straightforwardness had become 
out-dated by the later fifties. It is a virtue largely unmentioned in subsequent architectural 
discourse, only reappearing more than thirty years later when the decade was assessed by art 
historians and architectural historians. Its last airing, before that hiatus, was again made by Paul 
Pascoe in a broadcast on Pioneer Homes for the NZBS in April 1960, a broadcast announced in 
the same edition of  the Listener published Allan Wild’s letter. Pascoe uses Plischke’s image of  a 
wooden castle: 

These early houses, declares Mr Pascoe, had a lasting virtue. The lack of  all resources 
made them naturally simple, free from vulgarity and ostentation. “The dishonest days 
came later, when the rich man with only wood to use tried to create a wood castle, or to 
make a false front of  large walls to add size and to hide some of  the natural roof  lines.  83

Despite the best efforts of  Toomath, Wild, Pascoe and others to present straightforwardness as 
both virtuous and indigenous, the term is scarcely heard again for the next thirty years. Not that 
it went away entirely. In 1969, the New Zealand Design Council’s magazine, Designscape, 
introduced its readers to the New Zealand Pavilion at the Expo ‘70 world’s fair held in Osaka, 
Japan: “With a limited budget and relatively small site, New Zealand’s architect Mr Newnham 
decided not to attempt to compete with the Plaza, and the other elaborate pavilions on their 
basis, but to build in a straightforward, simple manner as a direct contrast.”  But this is an 84

exception. Besides, Newnham does not suggest the simplicity and straightforwardness of  the 
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pavilion were intended to represent something of  New Zealand; rather, he made a virtue of  a 
necessity, just as his rude forefathers had done. Designscape approved: “The simple design of  the 
pavilion with its slightly oriental overtones has predictably appealed to the Japanese who have 
made up by far the larger portion of  visitors to Expo ‘70.”  But, in the Listener, the playwright 85

Bruce Mason called it “the stodgiest design at Expo.”  86

Straightforwardness, calling a spade a spade, appears again in 1971, in an unexpected place: A 
Guide to Home Decorating in New Zealand by James and Judy Siers and Vivien Shelton. This 
remarkable book develops a theory of  interior decoration for New Zealand, which includes such 
claims as “men who work all day in well-designed offices are not happy to come home to 
ugliness at night.”  Because of  their exposure to modernity, “people are beginning to realise that 87

a new way of  life needs a new style of  living, new shapes in furniture, new things to decorate 
their homes, and that the things from a bygone generation no longer fit in.” Fortunately, this 
enlightenment has been anticipated: 

There is a handful of  architects and designers trained in this country who are less 
influenced by England than their predecessors. They are trying to establish an indigenous 
New Zealand style. We are, on the whole, highly democratic, unostentatious, utility-
conscious, conventional rather than individualistic, and with a fondness for that 
particular quality that makes us call a spade a spade. All this should be reflected in our 
interiors, in a New Zealand style.  88

The New Zealand style to come will reflect the character of  New Zealanders, just as it did for 
Wild and Toomath. The authors then undermine their argument with the variety of  styles 
available. After Victorian and New Zealand Early Colonial  comes American Early Colonial, (“a 89

phenomenon which has struck the New Zealand furniture market in recent year” ) 90

Scandinavian,”  Modern Classics,  and finally Eclectic: “A crystal chandelier in a Scandinavian 91 92

style is bad taste, an abstract painting in a traditional home is not.”  All hope of  a New Zealand 93

style seems lost in the advice to fill a wall of  shelves with a display of  books and decorative 
objects, which might include: “hi-fi, ceramic animals, model ships, birdcage, carved wooden box, 
clock, doll in national costume, venetian glass, copper tray, pottery, candlestick.”   94

The rebirth of  the straightforward 
Straightforwardness returned in 1984 with the screening by Television New Zealand of  The 
Elegant Shed, a six-part television series written and presented by David Mitchell. A book was 
published to accompany the programme, written by Mitchell and with photographs by Gillian 
Chaplin.  It was the first book dedicated to modern architecture in New Zealand. 95

Architectural insiders would have noticed the reference in the title to Venturi and Scott-Brown’s 
“decorated shed”, even if  most viewers and readers were unaware of  Learning from Las Vegas. 
Mitchell’s text shows the influence of  the neo-vernacular tastes of  Venturi, Scott-Brown and 
Izenour and these he makes congruent with the virtue of  straightforwardness. In this 
introduction, he writes, “However much prestige we attach to the monuments of  our culture, 
they are rarely more beautiful than the vernacular buildings we barely think about”  and, “There 96

is scarcely a New Zealand architect who does not admire simple farm buildings, trampers’ huts 
and old-style baches.”  97

His first chapter begins with discussion of  main streets, before moving on to Barry’s Point Road 
in Auckland, “a street almost entirely regulated by the opportunities and constraints of  
commerce.”  The buildings are “unimportant, just containers set behind signs;”  Venturi et al. 98 99

are not acknowledged, but these are decorated sheds. Unlike Pascoe and Plischke, he is 
unconcerned about concealment. In his second chapter, “The Auckland Style”, Mitchell 
discusses Vernon Brown and the Group Architects, dragging them back into the public sphere 
after a quarter-century of  neglect: 

To the general public of  the 1940s, the most uncompromising modern houses looked 
like cowsheds. Ironically, to describe them so was to flatter their architects, who 
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consciously strove for that functional basis for architecture which had been taken for 
granted by generations of  farmers in building their cowshed, shearing sheds and 
haybarns.  100

In Mitchell’s retelling, the “primitive modernism” of  Pascoe’s writing (and of  Plischke’s) is 
absent. Pascoe is mentioned in the third chapter as one who had, “largely ignored any pressure 
to be regionalist and locally distinctive”,  although in the first chapter he is mentioned as one 101

of  the architects of  the forties who, like Vernon Brown, designed houses “that propose a New 
Zealand form of  modernism… a similar directness and an enthusiasm for plain timber framing 
and big areas of  glass that allowed strong links to the outdoors.”  Instead, Mitchell has it that 102

Brown “had stepped into a country in which a few artists had spent a long time searching for a 
distinctive voice that would not betray a dependence on England, but he quickly developed an 
architectural manner that was his own.” Enlightenment comes from the motherland. “Brown 
was persuasive and articulate, and through his influence as a teacher was a prime influence on the 
first post-war generation of  New Zealand Architectural students.”  Mitchell’s story makes 103

Brown and his protégés in the Group the forces of  regionalist modernism in New Zealand.  
The 1950s Show 
Straightforwardness returned again in the early nineties. It came back with the Auckland City Art 
Gallery’s 1950s Show, the largest and most popular exhibition the Gallery had yet hosted, in 
1992.  To mark the occasion, Landfall, which had thrived in the fifties, published an edition 104

devoted to the decade, although it appeared in April of  the following year. Francis Pound, one 
of  the Guest Curators of  the show, was Guest Editor of  the edition.  He saw the decade as a 105

thing of  the past:  
The art and literature of  the 1950s are today of  largely archaeological interest. They have 
become an ancient artifact, and with something of  such an artifact’s fascination, its exotic 
glamour of  otherness. Yet it is today’s very distance from that decade—its very otherness
—which makes it available to historical consciousness. We see it now as if  in Albertian 
perspective, diminished in size and detail, in inverse ratio to its distance from the 
observing eye. Its distance from today—from New Zealand art and writing’s present 
concerns—makes of  it an intelligible object of  study, with its devices and suppositions 
become visible, discernible now as pattern—a curious and archaic pattern, splendidly 
wrought.  106

Pound’s edition included essays on various aspects of  the culture of  the decade but these did not 
include architecture. This is curious, given Landfall’s previous contributions to architectural 
debate and the strength of  architectural display in the exhibition. The architect Tim Nees, 
writing in the art magazine Glory Glory, was particularly taken with the architecture: “The Group 
Architects form a strong focus, and rightly so, for they have been influential and inspirational for 
subsequent generations….The full scale reconstruction, however, of  the living room of  the 
Group Architect’s First House, complete with repainted mural, is a delight to encounter.”  107

There was none of  this in Landfall. However, Tomory’s ideas about colonial brutalism did make a 
return, in the guise of  art. Leonard Bell, writing of  “Landfall, the ‘primitive’ and the Visual 
Arts”, quoted Tomory’s phrase “colonial brutalism”, but as Clark and Walker note “any reference 
to architecture is excised.”  Bell, writing about Tomory’s lecture, cut the phrase out of  its 108

architectural setting and relocated it to an earlier part, so making it appear Tomory had used this 
phrase to describe the work of  the painter Petrus Van der Velden. Thus, colonial brutalism 
becomes a quality of  art, in the absence of  any appropriate art theory. Clark and Walker had 
observed of  Bell’s misappropriation, “a post holding up a carport has evolved into a cultural 
condition”, but it seems more to have been forced into a role for which it was never intended.   109

Some fifteen years later, and nine years after the publication of  Looking for the Local, Pound 
himself  used “colonial brutalism” thrice in The Invention of  New Zealand, his study of  New 
Zealand’s modern art. Like Bell, Pound gives the impression Tomory coined the phrase to 
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describe painting, although in his second footnote he does disclose that Tomory was referring to 
architecture.  It remains to be seen whether these are isolated incidents or whether a struggle 110

between art historians and architectural historians for colonial brutalism is playing out over 
decades. 
Despite Pound’s confidence that the fifties could be seen in Albertian perspective, Nees found 
the exhibition to be far from archaeological, and close to the taste of  his own time: 

The ‘Pacific Modern’ architects are a real discovery. Patronised by a wealthier clientele 
than the Group were able to attract, their houses exhibit a sensuous delight in materials, a 
richness of  colour, and an aesthete’s appreciation of  proportion, space and light. Their 
work, rather than that of  the Group, will be readily appropriated and updated by today’s 
fashion conscious architectural profession (the remodelling of  the ACAG coffee bar in 
fifties style is a direct application of  this.) Particularly fine are the Blumenthal, Mrkusich, 
and Greer Houses.   111

The fifties were not distant at all; they were attainable. Not only was the rigour and intense social 
awareness of  the young New Zealand architects now contrasted with the sensuous delight of  the 
Pacific Moderns, but the ways of  living enjoyed by the wealthy clients of  this circle was an 
attractive style for the nineties. The ethic of  the group loses to the aesthetic of  the Pacific 
Moderns, a movement previously and unnamed. Nees also had a different interpretation of  the 
exotic glamour of  otherness to Pound: “An empathetic interior piece would have been flooded 
with light and cooled with gentle breezes carrying the sounds of  Miles Davis, Chet Baker, Frank 
Sinatra and Sarah Vaughan, and the smell of  fresh coffee.”  The decade for Nees was charged 112

with associations, so the exhibition could be both a display of  architecture and of  lifestyle. His 
assumption that the inhabitants of  a Group house would listen to the kinds of  fifties music that 
had again become popular in the nineties, and that the people of  both had coffee in common, 
demonstrates a kind of  historicism. Like the villa people, the fifties moderns are imagined to be 
of  much the same sort as those doing the imagining. These people are imagined to have style. 
The straightforward New Zealand style had been replaced by Pacific Modern houses, jazz and 
coffee. The reality appears to have been quite different, as the memories of  Anna Hoffmann 
indicate: 

Bill Moller’s house in the bush was open home to architects, gardeners and anyone who 
could get there. It was not unusual to hear the Group Architects Bill Wilson and Bruce 
Rotherham expounding their forward-thinking ideas on the qualities and function of  
space. They regarded art, architecture and design as one concept. Sometimes Keith 
Patterson, the painter, would turn up with his guitar and play Spanish flamenco music for 
the guests. I loved the parties when Theo Schoon, who played Indonesian music on pots 
and pans, would arrive….. Apart from traditional Balinese music, Theo introduced me to 
the music of  Villa-Lobos, a living Brazilian composer, and Varese, an avant-garde 
musician who invented an entirely new concept of  organised sound on magnetic tape.  113

The moral and aesthetic seriousness of  progressive people of  the fifties was unknown to writers 
of  the nineties like Nees. In their stead, a lifestyle is constructed. This would come to be known 
throughout the Anglophone world as mid-century modern.  The curators of  the 1950s Show 114

had a serious purpose to exhibit the New Zealand culture of  the decade, but commerce and 
fashion took the opportunity make something new of  it: a marketable style, one of  many.  
Styles and stylists 
Style, in the sense defined by Vincent Scully as meaning “a body of  work exhibiting family 
resemblances”, troubled modernist architects who were attempting to escape style and create an 
essential architecture.  But, between the fifties and the exhibition that attempted to display the 115

decade, many styles had appeared, confounding the development of  a New Zealand architecture 
free from style and the progress towards New Zealand’s destiny. David Harvey argued, in 1989, 
“there has been a sea-change in cultural as well as in political-economic practices since around 
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1972…a new round of  time-space compression.”  This can be seen in Designscape. A 1971 116

review of  Siers, Siers and Shelton’s A Guide to Home Decorating in New Zealand objected to the 
exclusion of  modernism: “furniture in the same tradition, employing principles of  functionalism 
and simplicity, is being made in this country, and although it is not by any means a predominant 
style in New Zealand houses, it is gaining popularity with increasingly discerning buyers, and is 
surely worth at least a mention alongside the other distinct areas of  decorating styles”  In 1972, 117

the designer Michael Smythe asked whether the New Zealand style was a myth, and mused on 
ingenuity, isolation and ignorance.  In “We’re Terribly House and Garden”, Smythe wrote 118

about women’s magazines’ treatment of  interior design:  
Another lady lives in a neat house “decorated skilfully by her husband, a salesman with 
considerable ambition, and a flair for do-it-yourself. The kitchen was panelled in knotted 
pine almost before House and Garden told us it was in; the living room is very pop art 
with huge near-Lichtenstein posters on the walls.” She has fantasies about being a spy.   119

The restaurant chain Cobb and Co was opening “colonial-style” establishments throughout the 
country.  In “More than bad taste”, Mary Mountier gave examples of  where “ludicrousness 120

permeates kitsch”: a Spanish-style house called Paloma Blanca, with a dovecote; a wooden 
butterfly; a Maori lampshade; “over seven square feet of  colourful, powerful stallion painting.”  121

In 1978, Designscape described Guava, a hairdressing salon in Wellington’s Cuba Mall that had 
recently been known as Bananas; in its new guise, it was furnished with chromed chairs, circular 
and spherical opaque lamps, and a ceiling fan; the mirrors were of  the “stepped, Aztec temple 
shape so beloved of  the thirties”.   122

This could not go on. At the end of  the decade, plurality had become licence; correction was 
needed. In 1981, Designscape showed the same salon, named Bananas again and redesigned on 
post-industrial high-tech lines.  The correcting agent was style. Metro’s 1987 feature article, 123

“Men of  Style: trendsetters in clothes, hair and architecture”, showed partners of  the firms 
Manning Mitchell and Lane Priest among hairdressers, interior designers and fashion people.  124

Style was the opposite of  national character; it was a quality all wanted but few possessed, and 
the opposite of  being self-consciously relaxed, defiantly straightforward and sincere rather than 
sophisticated.  The new attitude can be seen in architecture in “The New Zealander at Home”, 125

a 1986 Pacific Way article which addressed the matter of  the house once again. The writer, Bevis 
England, asked:  

Is there such a thing as the New Zealand House? Architects themselves are uncertain, 
though most agree that a more confident New Zealand is looking now for a home with 
style, rather than a style of  home. 

England sought advice from the architects of  Fairhead, Sang and Carnachan, and from Bossley 
Cheshire. “The ideas are there from the magazines everybody reads; people come to the architect 
to make it look nice”, Carnachan says, continuing, “They’re very image-conscious, well-
travelled.” Ron Sang adds, “Since Labour came in, over the last two years, things have been much 
easier to get in… German taps, Italian marble… finishing and accessories are an increasingly 
important part of  the design.” Lindley Naismith points out that important items are still twice 
the cost of  the local equivalent; most of  the firm’s clients throw everything out and start from 
scratch. “They’re buying a lifestyle”, explains Carnachan. “Many buildings play with style, in 
appearance” says Pete Bossley, “but only a few HAVE style.” “Perhaps it reflects politics”, 
suggests Naismith: “Things were happening to us. Now we’re taking a stand.” The nation, 
England concludes, “is prepared to take on the landscape.”  126

In 2007, the political commentator Chris Trotter contributed to a book of  alternative history by 
imagining how Auckland might have developed, had social democracy been maintained:  

Tamaki glitters like finely wrought jewellery. The severe civic architecture of  the 
internationally acclaimed town centre, designed by Sir Ernst Plischke, shimmers in the 
summer sunlight, its bright facades of  metal and glass reflecting the lush greenery of  the 
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botanical park at its heart. A lively group of  visiting Austrian architects, and their New 
Zealand guide from the Department of  Urban Planning & Development, pause for a 
moment to take in the stark Modernist lines of  Cedric Firth’s war memorial, before 
making their way along the sunken pedestrian walkway to the sleek, streamlined contours 
of  the new railway station.  127

In Trotter’s imagined future, the knighted Plischke and Firth built the “splendid ornament to our 
social democracy”, a twist in the tale told by Wild. But Trotter is writing of  the promised future 
that never came, because the social democracy that Stacpoole and Beaven accepted as normalcy 
had disappeared. The herbivores who nurtured the social democracy and commissioned the 
houses the modernists built had gone as well,  replaced by the people who received their 128

architectural ideas from magazines, their taps from Germany and their style from hairdressers. 
Rebirth in Venice 
Straightforwardness was a millenarian idea: the good and the true had been lost to decadence but 
would, in time return. It was a force of  history, but history eventually got the better of  it. 
Architecture was no longer a matter of  national character but of  lifestyle choices. The true New 
Zealand architecture did not come in 1960. Its themes reappeared at Expo ‘70 and in A Guide to 
Home Decorating in New Zealand. It came; it went; it came back again. It returns whenever New 
Zealand architects present their work to the rest of  the world. A recent sighting was at the 2014 
Venice Architecture Biennale. In “The Pacific Gene”, a conversation, David Mitchell tells John 
Walsh: 

New Zealand architecture was very slow to move to modernism. For example, the 
neoclassical Auckland War Museum, which houses a large collection of  Maori work, 
dates from 1929, the same year as Mies van der Rohe’s Barcelona Pavilion. For much of  
last century were carrying a lot of  British Imperial baggage. We’ve slowly shucked that 
off.  129

Here again is young New Zealand held back by the motherland. It is true, as Lochhead noted, 
that Classicism was “the established mode” for museums, as it was for railway stations.  Britain 130

was no different. Andrew Higgott observed, “Only a tiny number of  buildings built in Britain 
even in the later 1930s were in any sense modernist; public buildings, banks, houses were almost 
always built in a historicist language.”  But that was equally true of  the rest of  the world. Paul 131

Cret’s Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington D.C., a masterpiece of  what came to be known 
as the Stripped Classical, was still under construction when the Auckland War Memorial Museum 
was completed.  The Smithsons’ Heroic Period of  Modern Architecture, as good a catalogue as any 132

of  early modernism,  contains no modernist museums or similar building types built before 133

1930 and only a few completed buildings of  any great size, such as the Van Nelle factory in 
Rotterdam.  It is also noticeable that a contemporary guide to modern architecture—Moderne 134

Architectuur in Noorwegen, Zweden, Finland, Denemarken, Duitschland, Tsjechoslowakije, Oostenrijk, 
Zwitserland, Frankrijk, Belgie, Engeland En Ver Staten V Amerika—contains scarcely any buildings 
that would be considered Modern today.  When Arthur Beach Ward, Jr. wrote from Paris in 135

1928 about Architecture moderne, his examples were designs by Rob Mallet-Stevens, Pierre Partout, 
Henri Sauvage and Michel Roux-Spitz and Henri Lurçat; only the last qualified as modern for the 
Smithsons.  As Lochhead comments, “the complexity of  the architectural history of  the 136

thirties has been obscured by the fact that the history of  twentieth-century architecture has been 
written almost exclusively in terms of  the triumph of  modernism.”  137

Mitchell’s main argument, the theme of  the exhibition, is a claim for Pacific regionalism, a new 
variant on an old theme, finding the virtues of  the pioneer’s house throughout the Pacific.  

The Pacific has a great architectural tradition, although hardly anyone honours it, and it 
has continued over the past century in Southeast Asia and Japan. In New Zealand, 
architects were unwittingly influenced by the Pacific tradition in the 1950s and 60s 
because we were so captivated by what the Japanese did. Now, I think we consciously 
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reference the Pacific tradition, which is essentially a post-and-beam and panel infill way 
of  building that is thoroughly non-European.... There was a good deal of  rejection of  
international modernism here in favour of  regional variants such as those of  California 
and Japan. Architects were self-consciously seeking ‘New Zealandness’ and finding it, 
ironically, in Japan and Scandinavia.   138

Mike Austin also is dismayed by the Auckland War Memorial Museum, completed in the year “in 
which Mies van der Rohe’s Barcelona Pavilion was realised, and six years after Le Corbusier’s 
Vers une architecture was published”, as if  all architecture had changed since then, except in 
New Zealand.  Austin also claims:  139

Architects in New Zealand are endlessly scouring the local environment for architectural 
sources, but always with their gaze directed over the horizon. The hope for the future is 
for the production of  an architecture resulting from the grinding together of  land and 
people in the context of  ever-present ocean. We keep searching for an Aotearoa New 
Zealand architecture, as a work in progress. As one visitor to New Zealand is reported, 
perhaps apocryphally, to have said, “It might be alright if  they ever get it finished.”   140

The visitor was quite wrong. It would be a catastrophe for the work in progress to be finished. 
The architects’ gaze must always be directed over the horizon. Kermode remarked of  the canon, 
“The mere possibility that something of  value will not fall under the rule of  time—and here we 
need not raise the question of  how that value originated, whether inherent or the creation of  
interpreters—is the real justification for our continuing the clamorous, opinionated 
conversation.”  Here the value, the canonical opinion, is New Zealand identity. To realise it in 141

architecture would make it subject to the rule of  time.  
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Chapter Two: Words and Buildings 
The Bateman New Zealand Encyclopedia 
This is an account of  the publishing history of  a popular encyclopaedia, which shows changes in attitudes to architecture. 

Introduction 
The Bateman New Zealand Encyclopedia is a book written for general readers by general writers, a 
single-volume encyclopaedia that was published in six editions between 1984  and 2005.  Each 1 2

of  these editions included a section on architecture, the subject of  this chapter. The architecture 
section was modified several times, each modification indicating new influences on its authors’ 
thinking. One might also surmise that these modifications in turn influenced opinions about 
architecture that might be held by the readers. The Encyclopedia thus indicates what might be 
known of  architecture by general writers and their readers, that is the state of  public architectural 
knowledge at the various times of  its publication. The Encyclopedia clearly was successful—no 
other comparable New Zealand publication has been published in so many editions. It can be 
found in public and university libraries. It is reasonable to assume the Encyclopedia has influenced 
opinions about architecture of  a large number of  readers. The period of  its publication history 
was one in which more was published about architecture in New Zealand than ever before, so 
one might expect to find changes in the Encyclopedia’s descriptions of  architecture, changes that 
reflect the influence of  other publications. 
The section on architecture in the Encyclopedia lends itself  to examination as an artefact of  
architectural culture in other respects. It is brief: in the first edition it is only a little over four 
hundred words. In subsequent editions, it was not rewritten but amended and augmented—so it 
retains the core text with additions that indicate new influences on the authors’ conceptions of  
New Zealand architecture. Thus development occurs incrementally—quite minor amendments 
building the text and influencing the next set of  changes. By the fifth edition the section had 
almost doubled in length. These textual developments appear to reflect the influence of  
changing attitudes in architectural discourse and to broader changes in New Zealand culture. 
The Encyclopedia had only two editors, Gordon McLauchlan for the first four editions and Lynne 
Richardson for the last two. Neither is a specialist in architecture—McLauchlan is a journalist 
who has published books on many topics, none of  them architectural; he is best known for his 
1976 book The Passionless People,  a critique of  New Zealand society that says little about the 3

country’s architecture; its tone is statements such as that about average New Zealand couples, 
who build and inhabit “a ticky-tacky on a fifth of  an acre in the latest subdivision in the farthest 
suburb of  the town.”  Richardson does not appear to have written on architectural topics. In 4

addition to an Editor, The Encyclopedia had an Editorial Board, but it did not include any 
architectural specialists. 
McLauchlan appears to be the author of  the Bateman New Zealand Encyclopedia, its encyclopaedist. 
In this respect, the Encyclopedia is unlike Making New Zealand of  1940 or the 1966 Encyclopaedia of  
New Zealand, publications in which the sections on architecture were written by architects. The 
Encyclopedia is distant from the architectural discourse of  New Zealand. That said, there was one 
occasion in the publishing history of  the Encyclopedia when the architectural world made its 
presence clearly felt. David Bateman published its Illustrated Encyclopedia of  New Zealand, initially 
as a partwork and in 1989 as a single volume.  This was an expanded version of  the Encyclopedia, 5

with more illustrations, including colour photographs, and longer subject entries. Gordon 
McLauchlan was Editor-in-Chief, helped by thirty-five Editorial Advisers. One was Russell 
Walden, who taught architecture at Victoria University of  Wellington. Walden was the author of  
a book of  essays on Le Corbusier  and another on John Scott’s Chapel of  Futuna, Voices of  6

Silence —its title taken from a book by André Malraux.  The Illustrated Encyclopedia and its 7 8

influence on subsequent editions of  the Encyclopedia will be discussed after the prior editions of  
the Encyclopedia have been examined. 
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The architecture section of  the Encyclopedia is a narrative work: it tells a story, one that begins in 
prehistory and ends at the present day. That story is modified slowly, reflecting new views of  the 
present and of  the past. It is modified as a whole and in its parts—the sub-plots that contribute 
to the whole. In effect, each change creates a new story, similar to but differing from its 
predecessor. For the purposes of  this study, the truth of  these stories is of  little concern. It is 
the fact of  it being told and the influences upon its telling that matter.  
Maori architecture 
Throughout the publication history of  the Encyclopedia, the architecture section was divided into 
“Maori Architecture” and “European Architecture.” Maori architecture has a particular place in 
the Encyclopedia, as it did in Making New Zealand and the Encyclopaedia. Unlike many other colonial 
stories about the pre-colonial past, the stories told of  Maori architecture in these books do not 
portray it as primitive but as sophisticated, crafted, unique to its makers, and the product of  
community. This history was developed through the successive editions, beginning in 1984 was a 
mere seventy-nine words: 

The Maoris found they needed warmth and protection from the wind and rain, unlike 
the tropical islands from which they had come. They developed the style of  large, 
rectangular meeting houses made from wooden planks with thatched, gabled roofs and 
doors recessed behind deep verandahs. Their living quarters or whare were built in a 
similar but smaller style and these houses reflected their communal living style. The 
functions of  cooking and food storage were kept separate from the whare.  9

The observation that the first settlers built to cope with a cold climate has a long history: it was 
first made by Captain James Cook in his journal of  1769: “The houses of  these people are better 
calculated for a cold than a hot climate.”  Cook, though, had nothing to say about Maori 10

meeting houses, probably because there were no such buildings at that time. Joseph Banks 
mentions an exceptionally large building he saw at Tolaga Bay:  

But I must not forget the ruins or rather frame of  a house (for it had never been 
finished) which I saw at Tolaga, as it was so much superior in size to any thing of  the 
kind we have met with in any other part of  the land. It was thirty feet in length, __ in 
breadth and __ high. The sides of  it were ornamented with many broad carved planks of  
a workmanship superior to any we saw upon the land; but for what purpose this was 
built or why deserted we could not find out.  11

Whatever the purpose of  this building, it was exceptional to Banks; other settlements he and 
Cook visited lacked buildings of  remarkable size. However, by the middle of  the twentieth 
century it seems to have been commonly held that a large meeting house had long been the 
central building of  a Maori settlement, that this was a building type established before European 
contact. By the time of  the publication of  the first edition of  the Encyclopedia, this belief  was not 
held by experts in the fields of  archaeology and ethnology. What is remarkable about this belief, 
at least as it is used in publications intended for the general public, is that it is seldom clearly 
stated. It is usually alluded to, as if  those who wrote of  it were aware that it was not reliable. 
That was not always so. Paul Pascoe began his essay for the “Public Buildings” section of  Making 
New Zealand by stating it plainly: 

The earliest type of  public building in New Zealand was the whare runanga or tribal 
meeting house of  the Maoris. A very simple communal society needed some sort of  
permanent expression of  its character, and the whare runanga became the object on 
which the craftsmen of  the tribe lavished their skill in carving and painting.  12

Pascoe’s text does not elaborate upon this statement, offering no examples of  pre-European 
meeting houses. No illustration of  a meeting house is provided; this opening page is faced with 
one showing C. D. Barraud’s illustration of  the “Maori Church at Otaki”, Rangiatea, an Anglican 
church.  Pascoe notes the early schools and churches of  the missionaries were primitive, 13

seemingly in contrast to the whare runanga, before discussing Victorian public buildings.  14
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In the earlier volume on houses, Pascoe wrote of  the whare whakairo, a name he uses for 
“carved houses which were occupied by men of  standing or used as guest houses.”  Later 15

authors use this term for meeting houses, which might account for some of  the confusion about 
what building types were in use before Europeans arrived. Pascoe here also noted that Maori 
“were faced with the colder climate of  Aotearoa and a range of  building materials unknown in 
their ancestral Hawaiki.”  16

Twenty-five years after Pascoe’s essays, the ethnologist Terence Barrow wrote, in the guide to Te 
Hau-ki-turanga—the meeting house built in the 1840s that had recently been installed in the 
Dominion Museum: “A fully carved meeting house of  the Te Hau-ki-turanga type was exceptional 
in pre-European times”, without giving evidence of  the exceptions.  He continues: 17

Some scholars have gone so far as to suggest that decorated houses did not exist before 
the introduction of  steel tools. This is an extremist point of  view. Clear evidence that 
carved houses existed in pre-European times is found in the journal of  Capt. James 
Cook who, in 1769, noted houses on the East Coast with frames “orimented with Carv’d 
woork.” It is obvious that Maori meeting-houses became larger towards the end of  the 
nineteenth century. The largest houses of  all have been built in the twentieth century. 
Accepting the rarity of  the whare whakairo or fully carved meeting-house in former 
times and the fact that the majority of  common folk dwelt in small huts thatched with 
rushes, we may consider just what preparations were necessary before an elaborate house 
was built.  18

While recognising that a controversy exists over whether buildings decorated with carving had 
been built before contact, Barrow does not mention any argument about the existence of  
meeting-houses. His text equates carving with meeting houses and does not mention other 
buildings that might be carved: chiefs’ houses, guest houses and storehouses. While Barrow does 
allow that the particular meeting-house he is discussing was unusual for being fully carved, he 
implies meeting houses were built before the Europeans arrived, if  that is what he means by 
“former times.”  
G. W. Phillips in Maori Life and Custom, also published in 1996, attacks the revisionist view: “Any 
assumption that the large carved house of  assembly (whare runanga) is a modern innovation is 
refuted by an early observation made on the east coast of  the North Island.” He goes on to 
quote Banks at Tolaga Bay, and then makes his conclusion: 

This seems to have been the framework for a relatively large whare runanga, the many 
carved planks at the sides doubtless being the poupou, or upright wooden slabs hollowed 
above to take the lower ends of  rafters. From this we can deduce the fact that large fully-
carved assembly houses were not unknown before the discovery of  New Zealand. They 
would be much rarer than they are today. If  Cook saw one such carved house on the east 
coast, there were doubtless others at Rotorua, in the Urewera, and at Waikato. Such a 
deserted house would almost certainly be tapu, this condition being the result of  some 
unforeseen calamity, such as an offence to the gods or even the death of  the builder.  19

The Maori Builds, a contemporary and more general study by another ethnologist, Alan Taylor, is 
more explicit. Taylor reasserts Pascoe’s claim—this time without any question of  dissent—that 
the meeting house was both an original building type and a common focus of  craftsmanship. 
Taylor further claims the meeting house was the architectural achievement of  a golden age of  
Maori development, one which shows the superiority of  Maori over other Polynesian peoples—a 
kind of  Maori exceptionalism: 

Maori culture of  the Classic Phase (AD 1350-1769) was characterised by a more 
developed tribal organisation and differed from that of  the Moahunter in several 
respects. Differences were particularly marked in wood-carving and architecture. Where 
the earlier Polynesians principally built small, undecorated dwellings, the later Maori 
people constructed a wide variety of  buildings. The most spectacular was the whare 
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whakairo, or carved meeting house. These communal meeting houses are considered the 
most elaborate of  buildings found in Pacific cultures. As the centre of  Maori social life, 
the finest craftsmanship and art of  decoration were lavished on them. 
The building of  a whare whakairo called for detailed organisation, both of  men and 
materials. The whole tribe was usually involved, under the leadership of  the chief  in 
whose name the house was being built. Those who could not work on the actual 
construction would provide building materials and food for those doing the work, which 
might take several years to complete.  20

Taylor, like Pascoe and Barrow, stresses the importance of  communality, both in tribal 
organisation and in the building of  the meeting house, a specifically male communality in the 
latter case. These ideas of  community and craft are also presented by James Garrett in the 
Encyclopaedia of  New Zealand, published in the same year: 

The whare runanga, the assembly or meeting house, always conformed to a rectangular, 
simple, thatched, gable-roofed form, with deep front verandah that provided shelter 
from the wind and rain. Facing the marae or open meeting space, this whare was the 
embodiment of  the tribal community. As in all primitive architecture, sculpture formed 
an integral part of  the building; the structural form and the decoration, applied pattern 
or carved legend, were expressed as a rhythmic, unified whole. Magnificently carved wall 
panels and tall posts supported the painted roof  structure—wall plates, continuous ridge 
beam, and bold rafters. In the main the materials available were skilfully and imaginatively 
used with great craftsmanship; the plan and structure of  the building were physically 
functional, even psychologically and spiritually functional in an intrinsically architectural 
way that our present day buildings seldom are. The whare and the pa were genuine 
cultural expressions of  the community life of  the Maori people. They had little influence 
on European immigrants, but there is now a revaluation of  the Maori heritage by 
younger present-day architects in search of  roots based on a national building tradition. 
This has aroused an awareness of  similar “tent and cave” architectural ideas.  21

The final sentence of  this passage recalls Quatremère de Quincy’s theory that the hut, tent and 
cave were “the three principal types from which all the different architectures known to us 
emanated.”  It anticipates the discussion of  Quatremère in Joseph Rykwert’s On Adam’s House in 22

Paradise.  A likely source is Sir Banister Fletcher’s A History of  Architecture on the Comparative 23

Method, for many years the standard textbook for architecture students, which begins with a 
discussion of  the origins of  architecture. Fletcher writes of  unnamed writers who “indicate three 
types of  primitive dwellings — the caves or rocks or those occupied in hunting or fishing, the 
hut for the agriculturist, and the tent for those such as shepherds leading a pastoral or nomadic 
life.”  A contemporary source is Bernard Rudofsky’s Architecture without Architects, an Introduction 24

to Nonpedigreed Architecture of  1964, in which “tent and cave” is one of  the basic categories of  
dwelling.  Since the cave is scarcely part of  the Maori dwelling tradition, the phrase might be 25

confusing to laypeople. Architectural insiders, though, might recognise its origins. In effect it is a 
shibboleth.  
Garrett also sees functionalism in this building and thus a lesson for contemporary architects. 
The description of  the meeting house in Garrett’s essay clearly influenced the author of  the 
architecture section of  the Bateman Encyclopedia, who wrote of, “rectangular meeting houses made 
from wooden planks with thatched, gabled roofs and doors recessed behind deep verandahs.” 
Garrett goes further in writing of  a revaluation of  Maori heritage by present-day architects, a 
matter not discussed in the Bateman Encyclopedia. Paul Pascoe’s essay on public buildings in the 
1966 Encyclopaedia  also provides support for the idea of  the pre-contact meeting house: 26

Before the white man came to New Zealand, there was already a form of  public 
building, that is, the tribal meeting house of  the Maori, the whare runanga. This was a 
focal point of  tribal activity and, as such was adorned by their craftsmen both by carving 
and by painting.   27
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The core ideas of  craft and communality, as well as Maori exceptionalism, are developed in the 
1971 essay on Maori architecture in New Zealand Heritage. Under the title “Whare Whakairo”, the 
unnamed author writes: 

The carved meeting house was the great achievement of  the Maori culture. It was the 
most elaborate building found in any Polynesian civilisation, and reflected the pride and 
sense of  tribal dignity of  its constructors…. A meeting house was built under the 
supervision of  a tohunga whaihanga, an expert in house building. It was tapu, and if  the 
building was entered by a slave or a woman before the tapu was lifted, then the work 
would be abandoned. Those who could not work on the building would provide building 
materials and food for the enterprise, which might take seven or eight years to 
complete.  28

The author of  this essay may well have been Taylor. Again the idea of  male communality is 
asserted—now further developed by the introduction of  tapu as a discriminating force and 
further nuanced to make construction the work of  free men, not slaves. The description is 
enhanced by the introduction of  the expert, so the work is communal but its direction is by 
someone akin to an architect. The story being developed by these successive authors is taking a 
shape quite similar to that which had been told about European architecture of  the Middle Ages
— it was the work of  free men working together under the direction of  a master builder, and 
their work expressed the spirit of  their community. 
By 1978 Barrow was less certain of  his position; in Maori Art of  New Zealand, he advises the 
reader, “Throughout the text I have regarded the terms ‘chief ’s house,’ ‘meeting house,’ 
‘communal house’ or ‘ceremonial meeting house’ as more or less synonymous.” This advice 
follows a passage that begins: “One object of  old-time survived to take a new lease of  life in the 
modern Maori community. It was the ceremonial chief ’s house (whare-whakairo).” The passage 
goes on to observe, “In a world that seemed to be collapsing, the Maori used their creative 
energies in erecting great church buildings, such as the magnificent Rangiatea Church at Otaki; 
then from the 1840s, they turned more to the making of  meeting houses decorated with 
carvings.” Once again, Barrow is far from explicit, but a possible interpretation is that the 
meeting house was modern.  29

In the 1981 Oxford History of  New Zealand, Janet M. Davidson brings archaeological evidence to 
the matter: “Although the carved meeting-house is now popularly considered the focal-point of  
any Maori settlement, there is little evidence for the pre-European existence of  the meeting-
house as it is now known.” She notes “only one exceptional house was seen in 1769-70, despite 
the number of  settlements visited”, an unfinished house at Tolaga Bay, which was only “30 feet 
in length”, “hardly sufficient for a meeting house.” She notes two other large houses, but 
concludes, “The largest houses have been interpreted as the dwellings of  chiefs and the meeting 
house proper is seen as a nineteenth-century development.”  30

Nevertheless, The Bateman Encyclopedia, published three years later, repeats the claim that the 
meeting house was a pre-contact building type, a claim never questioned and repeated in all five 
subsequent editions of  the publication. This repetition occurs despite further claims being made 
against the ancient origins story by specialists, such as the ethnologist D. R. Simmons in 1987: 

The Meeting house as we know it today is a recent development combining elements of  
the chief ’s house, temporary guest-house and church. In earlier times, the marae 
(ceremonial area) was in front of  the house of  the chief, a dwelling house which was 
slightly larger than the ordinary and often decorated with carving.  31

In his 1993 book Painted Histories: early Maori figurative painting, Roger Neich wrote an appraisal of  
the tradition: 

The nineteenth century was a period of  rapid and drastic changes in Maori culture and 
society. Changes in art and material culture were the more obvious expressions of  deeper 
changes in Maori thought and attitudes towards the natural and supernatural worlds. 
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However, until very recently, most scholarship on classic Maori culture assumed an 
unchanging, standardised, “traditional” cultural configuration that had persisted for 
hundreds of  years before European contact, only disintegrating during the nineteenth 
century under the colonial European impact. In this view, many items and cultural 
practices now recognised as originating in the nineteenth century were projected back 
into the past and employed in a spurious reconstruction of  pre-European traditional 
Maori culture. A prime example has been those accounts that accepted the fully carved 
meeting house as part of  the pre-European cultural repertoire.  32

A caption in the fourth edition of  the Encyclopedia says the “traditional meeting house reflects the 
architectural style of  the Maori whare, New Zealand’s only indigenous architectural form.”  33

Although academic opinion was against the pre-contact story, the Bateman Encyclopedia was not 
alone in holding to this opinion at such a late stage. Peter Shaw, in his New Zealand Architecture: 
From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990, maintains:  

The whare whakairo, a carved meeting-house, was a more elaborate version of  the whare 
puni, distinguished from it in terms of  function and decoration. The structure reflected 
tribal status and dignity, though early meeting-houses tended to be smaller than those 
built today. A whare whakairo was built under the supervision of  a tohunga (priest). The 
whole process was tapu and had to be abandoned if  a woman or a slave entered the 
whare before it was complete.  34

This story is repeated in the 1997 edition  and the 2003 reprinting  of  Shaw’s book, the most 35 36

popular survey of  New Zealand architecture yet published. It survived in popular architectural 
history long after it had been abandoned in academic discussion. It persisted despite being 
denied in popular books on Maori subjects written by specialists. The story seems to have had 
more force than its denial. 
Some other changes 
The text of  the Maori Architecture subsection remained unchanged through the first three 
editions of  the Encyclopedia. Then in the fourth edition of  1995, small changes were made. The 
opening sentence, “The Maoris found they needed warmth and protection from the wind and 
rain, unlike the tropical islands from which they had come”, was changed to “Maori Architecture 
grew from the necessity of  the original Polynesian immigrants for warmth and protection from 
the wind and rain in a new climate unlike the tropical islands from which they had come.” The 
change recognises that the immigrants were not yet Maori and that the plural of  the word Maori 
is identical to the singular. A new sentence was added at the end of  the subsection: “Food 
houses were built like miniature whares on the top of  poles to protect stores from the 
depredation of  the Maori rat or dog”—a useful addition that recognises a particular building 
type. 
Then in the fifth of  edition of  2000, the first under the editorship of  Lynne Richardson, the 
subsection was substantially reworked:  

Maori Architecture grew from the necessity of  the original Polynesian immigrants for 
warmth and protection from the wind and rain in a climate unlike the tropical islands 
from which they had come. They developed the style of  large, rectangular meeting 
houses (whare nui or whare whakairo) made from wooden planks with thatched, gabled 
roofs and doors recessed behind deep verandahs. Their living quarters (whare puni) were 
built in a similar but smaller style, reflecting their communal life. The functions of  
cooking and food storage were kept separate from the whare. Food houses (pataka) were 
built like miniature whares on the top of  poles to protect stores from the depredation of  
the Maori rat or dog. Today, the buildings on the marae reflect the impact that European 
building materials and methods of  construction have had upon traditional Maori 
architecture of  the last 200 years.  37
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This text remained unchanged in the sixth edition, except “rats and dogs” replaced the phrase 
“Maori rat or dog.” Over a period of  sixteen years, the Maori Architecture subsection grew from 
97 to 143 words. A third building type, the pataka, was added to the two identified in the first 
edition. Each building type is named in both English and Te Reo. The marae, as a place of  
context for these buildings, is recognised. Post-contact change is noted. All these developments 
appear to reflect and reinforce a growing understanding of  Maori in New Zealand culture. But 
the meeting house as a traditional building type remained, despite scholarship that challenged its 
authenticity. 
European architecture 
The “European Architecture” subsection of  the first edition of  the Bateman Encyclopedia 
comprised these 329 words: 

The pioneers on arrival usually lived in primitive, temporary shelters under raupo 
thatches or calico tents, and moved quickly into timber-framed weatherboard cottages, 
the timber pit-sawn, with verandahs or lean-tos for washing and changing boots and 
outer clothing. In parts of  the South Island where timber was less plentiful, the use of  
cob, rammed earth or stone was common; cob and rammed earth particularly also gave 
better insulation against the most severe South Island winters. 
Until World War Two NZ houses reflected English styles almost entirely, with the 
weatherboard and either corrugated, galvanised iron or tiled roofs. In the past thirty years 
there has been more use made of  light and space in houses, appropriate to the NZ 
climate and lifestyle. 
Earthquake risk has tended to keep timber popular for domestic dwellings. Earlier, heart 
Kauri, Matai And Totara were the preferred timbers for house construction, but since 
techniques have been developed to preserve exotic pine softwoods, almost all building 
now comes from this source. 
Commercial and public buildings have tended to be two or three storeys and made in 
either brick covered by plaster or in timber. National chains of  banks, insurance 
companies and post offices mostly used similar designs in all towns, varying only in size, 
and usually imitating the solid, squat appearance of  far larger buildings in Britain. 
Over the past twenty-five years advances in building technology have enabled architects 
to design a wide variety of  high-rise buildings even in regions such as Wellington, where 
earthquake risk is high—in fact, especially in Wellington where the earthquake risk posed 
by older buildings has seen their demolition and the virtual rebuilding of  the central city 
in the modern, square, concrete and glass idiom. The skyline in Auckland, Wellington 
and Christchurch has soared since World War Two to around forty storeys in the tallest 
buildings. There has been little inspired design, rather the same kind of  functional 
development common in small to medium-sized cities throughout the Western world.  38

This brief  and dour assessment is remarkable for not mentioning a single architect. Nor does it 
say anything about architecture as a creative practice: it is relentlessly practical. From the 
primitive temporary shelters and the verandahs for changing boots to recent advances in building 
technology, the subsection is largely concerned not with architecture but with construction. But 
then its author has nothing good to say about New Zealand’s European architecture—which in 
the past was derivative of  British models and in the present is unexceptional. 
In all respects this subsection is very different from Garrett’s essay on architecture in the 
Encyclopaedia,  in which “The primitive shelters of  the first European immigrants to New 39

Zealand express the embryonic growth of  all living things and the root of  all architecture—the 
separation of  ‘human’ from ‘natural’ environment.” While the Bateman Encyclopedia moves on 
from the temporary to the permanent in a single sentence, Garrett tarries in the early days of  
what he calls the “Pioneering Era.” His pioneers conquered Nature and made architecture: they 
“met Nature on different terms from the Maoris, for they had the power to conquer and control 
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and thereby to shape their traditional Western culture to the new environment.” Their temporary 
basic shelters evinced, “a universal stage of  architectural development.” Architecture began 
anew, with primitive shelter. Of  course, Garrett has more space to expound his views, but it is 
clear the Bateman Encyclopedia is as practical as the picture of  architecture it describes—there is no 
space for theory or for the universal in his text. 
Nevertheless, it seems the Bateman Encyclopedia relies on Garrett’s text as a source of  information 
and ideas. Garrett describes the early verandah as a, “simple, low-pitch leanto structure at the 
front, where one could wash and change boots and clothes or leave supplies under cover.” The 
encyclopaedist appears to follow Garrett, although he omits the latter function and appears to 
confuse Garrett’s use of  leanto as an adjective with the noun lean-to, the name of  a building 
element. The encyclopaedist writes “In parts of  the South Island where timber was less plentiful, 
the use of  cob, rammed earth or stone was common; cob and rammed earth particularly also 
gave better insulation against the most severe South Island winters.”  Garrett had written, “In 40

Nelson, Canterbury, and Otago, where timber was scarce, boxed cob, slab, cob and ricker, and 
rammed earth or stone were commonly used.”  41

However, when the encyclopaedist claims, “until World War Two NZ houses reflected English 
styles almost entirely, with the weatherboard and either corrugated, galvanised iron or tiled 
roof ”,  he departs from Garrett, who had argued, at length and with illustrations, that New 42

Zealand domestic architecture had been influenced by American and European modernist 
architects. Garrett had also claimed a “genuine vernacular expression of  family life” had 
developed in houses after the First World War.  The encyclopaedist goes on to say, “In the past 43

thirty years there has been more use made of  light and space in houses, appropriate to the NZ 
climate and lifestyle” Perhaps here he is influenced by the last section of  Garrett’s essay, 
“Towards an Indigenous Architecture—Space, Light, and Nature.” He is also writing almost 
twenty years after Garrett, who was looking back a further twenty years. This is the only positive 
note in the encyclopaedist’s estimation of  New Zealand European architecture. 
This text is illustrated by a single antique photograph, with the caption “traditional cob house, 
Nelson.” Two pages on, seemingly unconnected with the text is a full-page photograph with the 
caption, “The 18-storey West Plaza building seen from the 22-storey AMP building in downtown 
Auckland. These buildings have added distinctively to the skyline of  central Auckland.” This 
caption seems at variance with the text that lamented the lack of  inspired design in New Zealand 
cities. On the following page are two photographs, one above the other, with the caption: 

Two streetscapes in Auckland. Top, Renall Street in Ponsonby, is an example of  turn-of-
the-century urban, wooden architecture. The bottom, Fern Glen Road in St Helier’s, 
reflect the better use of  space in house architecture and a greater appreciation of  the 
surroundings of  the houses.  44

The caption suggests some progress, the use of  light and space mentioned in the text. It seems 
the story of  New Zealand architecture is not quite so dismal after all. But then again, by 1984 the 
modern suburban house had become unfashionable, while the houses of  Renall Street and its 
neighbours had been gentrified. Michael Fowler, in The New Zealand House, published in the 
previous year, lamented, “Hundreds of  homes in this inner city suburb have been purchased by 
the bright boys, repainted, retrofitted and resold with great profit to the young executives of  
Auckland.”  Progress had been reversed by changes of  taste and movements of  capital. 45

The third and fourth editions 
No change was made to the text of  “European Architecture” in the second edition of  1987 or 
the third of  1992. However, in the latter, the three photographs were replaced by two, showing 
“The Auckland skyline” and “The classic New Zealand ‘corner dairy,’” in quotation marks.  The 46

first is an aerial photograph that might illustrate the text’s story of  uniformity better than the 
photograph of  the West Plaza building. The second suggests the march of  progress had been 
halted, not just by gentrification but also by the rise of  Kiwiana. The publisher has chosen to 
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show an example of  what was by then identified as a New Zealand icon. It is perhaps not 
coincidental that Don Donovan’s Open 7 Days: A Celebration of  the New Zealand General Store had 
been published in 1991,  or that Lynley Dodd’s Hairy Maclary from Donaldson’s Dairy, published in 47

1983, had become New Zealand’s most popular children’s book.  48

It is only in the fourth edition of  1995 that change comes to the text of  the subsection. To the 
story of  the homes of  the settlers is added another about their character and its effects on their 
building: “The settlers, eminently practical people, built their houses to the road with standard 
villa or bungalow windows, usually ignoring the sun, prevailing winds or any site advantages.”  49

The references to villa and bungalow windows is anachronistic: these are house types of  the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and New Zealanders in those decades could hardly be 
considered settlers; but it probably also reflects the growing interest in these house types since 
the publication of  Jeremy Salmond’s Old New Zealand Houses in 1986.  The first edition of  Di 50

Stewart’s The New Zealand Villa: Past and Present  had been published in 1992 and Jeremy 51

Ashford’s The Bungalow in New Zealand  in 1994. 52

The final sentence of  the subsection also has been modified: “There has been little if  any 
inspired design and some monstrosities—rather the same kind of  functional development common 
in small to medium-sized cities throughout the Western world.”  Along with these minor 53

changes comes a new paragraph of  one sentence: “One city which has celebrated its 
architectural style and dressed it up into a tourism attraction is Napier, rebuilt after its disastrous 
1931 earthquake in the Art Deco style of  that time.”  The influence of  recent publications is 54

clear. Napier and it Art Deco style have been added to the architectural story of  New Zealand. 
The encyclopaedist also introduces a note of  cynicism with the comment about dressing up the 
style into a tourism attraction. More significant than these is a new paragraph about public 
buildings: 

The early days of  public building in NZ did produce a few remarkable monuments to 
imaginations inspired mainly by European ideas. Among them are Cyril Mountford’s 
Provincial Council Chambers built in Christchurch in 1865, and Frederick Thatcher’s 
1865 Old St Paul’s in Wellington, both in the Romantic tradition; and Francis William 
Petre’s Cathedral of  the Blessed Sacrament built at the turn of  the century, more in the 
style of  Classicism. Perhaps the most celebrated building in what is a Maori style—is the 
Chapel of  Futuna in Karori, Wellington, designed by John Scott and built at the end of  
the fifties.  55

This paragraph shows the direct—if  belated—influence of  the Illustrated Encyclopedia of  New 
Zealand, an enlarged and illustrated edition that had been published in 1989, and which will be 
discussed below. Not only are some of  the same buildings discussed, but also same mistakes are 
made: attributing Benjamin Mountfort’s Provincial Council Buildings (not Chambers) to his son, 
Cyril, and misspelling their surname.  Both sections also refer to the Gothic revival as the 56

“Romantic tradition.” These peculiarities aside, what matters about this paragraph is that it 
identifies architects in the history of  New Zealand architecture. Moreover, one of  them—John 
Scott—was only recently dead. Further, he is identified with a Maori style, thus making Maori 
architecture something of  more than historical interest. These changes give some depth to the 
Encyclopedia’s story of  New Zealand architecture: it now has characters and events; it is now more 
than a story of  anonymous actors and building materials. Depth and texture have been 
introduced, as historical detail.  
The Illustrated Encyclopedia 
The Illustrated Encyclopedia of  New Zealand is a much larger book than any edition of  the 
Encyclopedia: 1148 pages in a format of  280cm by 260cm. The architecture section is also longer
—four and a third pages with thirteen illustrations. This section almost certainly was written by 
Russell Walden. John Scott’s Chapel of  Futuna, the subject of  Walden’s monograph, is 
described  as “the one true masterpiece of  New Zealand architecture”, which suggests Walden’s 57

authorship, although Walden is later named and quoted in the text.  The most persuasive 58
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argument for Walden as author is that several passages have been taken from “Towards a New 
Zealand Identity: The Last Thirty Years”, a 1985 essay by Walden published in New Zealand 
Architect.  The declamatory statements of  the essay are modified to remove some of  their bite 59

and make them more acceptable to a general readership. The New Zealand Architect essay begins: 
In the realm of  art and architecture, the last thirty years are the more important. They 
provide the hope that one day the New Zealand architectural profession may find itself, 
and speak strongly with an authentic indigenous identity.   60

This becomes in the Illustrated Encyclopedia: 
Over the past thirty years, there has been a greater awareness of  the need for a special 
New Zealand architecture to meet our special conditions. Enough progress has been 
made to provide hope that one day the New Zealand architectural profession may find 
itself  and speak strongly with an indigenous identity.  61

The second paragraph of  the essay begins: 
In contrast, therefore, to the mindless unimaginative conformity of  the first 150 years in 
our culture, ours is a time when we can begin to see the irony of  our colonial past. Their 
values are not necessarily our values. Architects operating in this milieu faithfully 
symbolised the predicament of  their place and time.  62

For the Illustrated Encyclopedia, “mindless” and fifty years of  conformity are removed: 
In contrast, therefore, to the unimaginative conformity of  the first 100 years in our 
culture, this is a time when we can begin to see the irony of  our colonial past. Those 
values are not necessarily our values. Architects operating in this milieu faithfully 
symbolised the predicament of  their place and time. 

In the essay, Walden continues: 
Looking respectively [sic] over our colonial past, we can begin to see that the 
inspirational power of  historicism—however lofted by Romanticism and Classicism, 
whether divine or human—is today suspect and alien to our Pakeha soul and spirit. Let 
us by quite sure and frank about this fact. The Nineteenth and first half  of  the Twentieth 
Century produced NO New Zealand architecture.  63

The last sentence is an echo of  Bill Wilson’s student newspaper article, “The Small House”, in 
which he rants: “There is no architecture in New Zealand. NONE!”  In the Illustrated Encyclopedia, 64

this thought begins the section on “The Colonial Period”, although it is softened and the word 
Pakeha is removed, making it more inclusive: 

Looking back, we can begin to see that the inspirational power of  historicism—however 
lofted by Romanticism and Classicism, whether divine or human— is today suspect and 
alien to our spirit. The 19th and first half  of  the 20th Century produced no true New 
Zealand architecture.  65

Curiously, though, this essay begins with the text, barely modified, of  the First Edition of  the 
Encyclopedia.  

Architecture in New Zealand began with the arrival of  the Maoris who found they 
needed warmth and protection from the wind and rain in a climate markedly different 
from that of  the tropical islands from which they came. 
They developed the style of  large, rectangular meeting houses made from wooden planks 
with thatched, gabled roofs and doors recessed behind deep verandahs. Their 
architecture reflected their communal living style, with cooking and food storage kept 
separate from the whare, or small house, which was built on similar lines to the meeting-
house.  66
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Maori architecture is again presented as formed by climate, reflecting Banister Fletcher’s, “It has 
been truly said that protection from the inclemency of  the seasons was the mother of  
architecture.”  And again, the meeting house is presented as a pre-contact building type, despite 67

the scholarship of  archaeologists. This naïve story, one of  Maori seeking warmth and settlers 
leaving their boots on the verandah—is followed by a lengthy and florid essay that encompasses 
Romanticism, Modernism and Postmodernism.  
The striking feature of  the Illustrated Encyclopedia essay on architecture, given the usual purpose of  
an encyclopaedia, is its lack of  useful information about architecture. Most of  New Zealand’s 
architectural history is missing, since New Zealand had no architecture according to the dogma 
of  the author. The early buildings—such as the Stone Store at Kerikeri—are not mentioned. 
Also absent are the public buildings of  the nineteenth century, all except three that were included 
because they still “count” in a metaphysical sense: 

This is not to say colonialism in New Zealand did nothing for architecture. It produced at 
least three buildings which still count. From the romantic tradition came gentle Frederick 
Thatcher’s timbered Old St Paul’s, Wellington, 1866 and Cyril Mountfort’s Provincial 
Council Chambers built in masonry for the Anglican colony of  Canterbury in 1865. These 
two outstanding examples of  Romanticism—particularly their splendid Victorian interiors 
of  smug intensity—represent the Anglican tradition at work in far-flung New Zealand. 
The other building, from an altogether different but not opposite tradition of  Classicism, 
provides an unqualified example which stands by itself  in Barbadoes Street, Christchurch. 
Even Bernard Shaw in 1934 thought this cathedral a real surprise. Francis William Petre’s 
Cathedral of  the Blessed Sacrament (1899-1905) is not only his cause celebre, [sic] it is almost 
the most important classical building in New Zealand, built in response to grandeur and 
obedience. To experience this world of  Catholicism, even for the Protestant, is truly an 
inspirational flight into an ordered world.  68

The reader quickly learns this is not a good place to be. The Catholic world is “symmetrical, 
consistent and ordered”, and thus, “apart from, and foreign to, the South Pacific identity and 
individuality.”  Contemporary architecture also is divided into Classic and Romantic. “The 69

establishment (Classic) is best represented by firms of  Warren and Mahoney, Stephenson and 
Turner, and Structon Group”, firms that “tend to fit human needs to a finite intellectual system, 
cellular in character, standardized in type, politically autocratic, artistically determinists and 
aesthetically classical.” The comparison with the Catholic world is evident. The author’s 
sympathies are with the Romantic group which “less powerful in establishment terms, but 
certainly more intellectually awake—has been described by architect Miles Warren as the ‘bare 
foot and sandals brigade,’ and in an earlier generation is represented by the voices and example 
of  Bill Wilson, Vernon Brown, Dick Toy, John Scott, Peter Beaven, and, more recently, by Ivan 
Mercep, Russell Withers, Claude Megson, Roger Walker, Gordon Moller, Ian Athfield, David 
Mitchell and Gerald Melling.”  These architects, described as a “school”, envisage a “reshaping 70

of  social, aesthetic and structural forms to fit the natural behaviour, scale and fantasies of  New 
Zealanders.”  But for their vision to be realised, New Zealanders must change: 71

Architecture is a deep social and spiritual concern. When New Zealanders learn to 
understand it and participate in it as a creative adventure, an authentic indigenous 
architecture will take root and grow.  72

The section ends with, “The future of  architecture in New Zealand lies with the synthesis of  the 
personal and the post-modern, the disciplined and the fantastic, the Maori and the Pakeha, the 
land-sky-water context—and, as always, the integration of  the Classic and Romantic 
principles.”  This is a very peculiar ending for an encyclopaedia essay, even allowing for the 73

difficulty in understanding what it means. It does not conclude by with the current condition of  
architecture, as one might expect, but with what appears to be a list of  necessary conditions for 
the future to happen. If  anything, it shows the vast gulf  between what is acceptable in an 
architecture school and what is readable in an encyclopaedia. 
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Fifth Edition 
The Fifth Edition of  the Bateman Encyclopedia, published in 2000, reflects the interest in non-
canonical housing types that had grown since the publication in 1986 of  Old New Zealand Houses. 
The villa and the bungalow are recognised: 

From about 1860 until 1910, the most popular style of  mass housing was the Victorian 
villa, built to face the road, usually ignoring the sun, prevailing winds or any site 
advantages. Between the two world wars, builders constructed thousands of  bungalows 
that were inspired by more informal California housing and sited so that the family car 
could be garaged off  the road.  74

It is now the villa and the bungalow rather than the settler’s house that were built heedless of  
natural advantages. Whether or not this is true, the encyclopaedist at least has finally 
acknowledged that house types were not exclusively English in origin. The Encyclopedia here 
responds to the re-evaluation of  the villa that occurred in the eighties and nineties and most 
recently had been expressed in William Toomath’s Built in New Zealand: the houses we live in,  in 75

which a Californian origin was proposed for this house type. Jeremy Ashford likewise had 
discussed the Californian influence in The Bungalow in New Zealand.  In accordance with this 76

modified opinion, the sentence used since the first edition, “Until World War Two NZ houses 
reflected English styles almost entirely, with the weatherboard and either corrugated, galvanised 
iron or tiled roofs” is changed to “Until World War Two NZ houses reflected overseas styles, 
with weatherboard exteriors and either corrugated, galvanised iron or tiled roofs.” Garrett had 
made this point, although he had nothing to say about the villa, a word he uses only once to 
describe a house type he identifies as a degenerate form of  the bungalow, “the austerity Queen 
Anne villa.”  77

The paragraph that had been introduced in the fourth edition is included again, but with 
corrections and additions. Benjamin Mountfort is properly identified as the architect of  the 
Provincial Council Buildings (which are still called Chambers); the Romantic tradition becomes 
the Gothic Revival tradition, perhaps because of  the publication in 1999 of  Ian Lochhead’s A 
Dream of  Spires: Benjamin Mountfort and the Gothic Revival.  Petre’s cathedral is identified as in the 78

style of  Renaissance Classicism. The dates for these buildings are expanded to chart their 
building histories. Scott’s Chapel of  Futuna is given guarded acclaim: “described by some 
commentators as a NZ classic.” The paragraph on contemporary architecture is extensively 
modified: 

Architects have increasingly looked to the countries of  the Pacific Rim for inspiration 
and the search for a national style has preoccupied historians since the 1970s. Over the 
last twenty years heritage conservation efforts have made people more aware of  NZ’s 
built environment, and the completion of  Te Papa Museum of  NZ in 1998 signalled a 
new era in bicultural architectural design (see also Museum of  NZ.) 

This is the last retelling of  the story of  New Zealand architecture in the Encyclopedia—the final 
edition of  the publication in 2005 makes no further changes. The architecture section of  the 
Encyclopedia began as a modest text and, although its size doubled in the course of  sixteen years, 
it never became more than an outline. Even in its final form, it did not achieve breadth or depth. 
Nor did it find balance. While, for example, mentioning three nineteenth century architects—
Thatcher, Mountfort and Petre—it mentions only one of  its own century: John Scott. The 
current state of  architecture in 2000 is presented only with vague references to the Pacific Rim 
and to conservation; only one contemporary building is cited. But it did make sense, and told its 
readers about buildings, far more than was achieved in the much larger space allocated to 
architecture in the Illustrated Encyclopedia. If  anything, the two publications show the difference 
between the writer telling a story in a limited number of  words and the writer telling the reader 
what to think. 
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Chapter Three: People Like Us 
The writing of  the villa 
This is an account of  the gentrification of  modest houses, effected by a reinterpretation of  their history. 

Introduction 
The villa, a house type popular in New Zealand at the turn of  the century,  has been the subject 1

of  much writing since the 1980s. Although disdained by modernist writers, the villa became 
popular as a middle-class house. The name appears to have been appropriated by speculators to 
describe a type of  house that would not have had that name in the nineteenth century, a lower 
class type. In the eighties and nineties of  the twentieth century, this type of  house became 
desirable to middle-class homeowners, and a redescription of  its history came about, in which 
the values of  original villa inhabitants were assumed to be similar to those of  the current owners. 
This redescription required forgetting, both of  the actual circumstances of  those original 
inhabitants and of  the more recent inhabitants.  
Writing about villas 
The literature of  the New Zealand villa is brief. Several late nineteenth century writers used the 
word villa to indicate a house type, but it is by no means certain they mean the same house type 
as do writers since the 1970s. Although the villa flourished as a building type at the end of  the 
nineteenth century, it was scarcely documented or discussed until the third quarter of  the 
twentieth. Discussion begins in the Seventies, with the publication of  the first books on 
architectural history in New Zealand. This period is, not coincidentally, also that in which the 
villa begins to become popular with middle-class homeowners. 
A recurring theme in writing of  the period is the artful balance of  old and new. An article, which 
was probably the first to address the villa as a contemporary home, was published in the short-
lived magazine The New Zealander, under the title, “Old fashioned space... a new design for 
Living.” The article begins, “For about sixteen years, Sue and Hamish Keith’s Auckland villa has 
coped with their changing work patterns and family needs—becoming not to much a house but 
more a way of  life.”  The Keiths are presented as cultured people who had decorated their home 2

with very good art: Hamish Keith was employed by the Auckland Art Gallery, first as a Student 
Assistant, then as Assistant Keeper and, from 1965 to 1970, as Keeper of  the Gallery.  He writes 3

of  this villa in his autobiography, “I had shifted from the slums of  Newton to the more 
salubrious address of  Grand View Road, Remuera.... Villas were out of  favour then and this was 
a bay villa supreme.” The house was large and “rambled down the hill.” The back veranda had 
been enclosed.  This house coped with the Keiths and the passing of  time, according to the New 4

Zealander article. It was suited to the task, despite being old. That people should set themselves 
the challenge of  living modern lives in old houses is never questioned; it seems to be enough 
that they can do it, a demonstration of  Kiwi ingenuity. Living in old buildings, restoring them 
and adapting them to modern living became a middle-class ideal in the Eighties. The ethos of  
the villa can be seen in an article published in Pacific Way in 1992. Its title is “An Undeniable Part 
of  the New Zealand Heritage, Villas Also Provide an Insight into the Country’s Social 
Behaviour.” The difference between life in the Mediterranean villa and in the antipodean 
equivalent is marked:  

In Europe the word villa conjures up a lifestyle dream—a mansion basking in 
Mediterranean sunshine overlooking the sea; long relaxing days of  good food and fine 
wine. But in New Zealand that same word can evoke a nightmare: a run-down house in the 
central city, endless trips to buy renovating materials and long days with hammer or 
paintbrush in hand.  5

The New Zealander has to strive for the villa; it is not given but must be achieved. The buyers 
add their labour to their purchases. Owning a villa is also a rejection of  modernism and 
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collectivism, a statement of  individuality. The story’s protagonist is Di Stewart, whose book on 
the villa had been published recently. Her experience is the narrative of  the story: 

Stewart’s fascination with villas began as a child when she visited her grandparents’ villa in 
Dunedin. Compared with her family’s home in a sprawling state-housing suburb, the 
houses seemed to “big, ornate and romantic.” Stewart has since lived most of  her adult life 
in villas. She and her husband restored their first decaying villa in the early 1970s when 
everyone was doing it.  6

Her visits to her grandparents showed her a world before the state-housing suburb, a romantic 
way of  living. Stewart and her husband rejected the modern collectivised suburb to restore a 
decaying villa, as did “everyone”, by which the writer means home buyers, middle-class people. 
The people who had been living in the decaying villas are not part of  this story. Also missing are 
the economic incentive to buy and restore, and a sense of  the general change in taste that 
occurred in the Seventies. Only occasionally are these elements of  culture mentioned. A glimpse 
of  the restoration period can be found in How Old Is Our House?, published in 1979 by Otago 
Heritage Books to help the new owners of  old houses with the question of  history. The author, 
G. J. Griffiths, introduces his book with a broad statement of  the times: 

Many New Zealanders are now becoming interested in the age of  their houses. Partly 
because of  economic pressures, we are more prepared to buy older homes. Then again, 
the generation which reacted so negatively to the villas of  their parents and grandparents 
has already come and gone. The Victorian and Edwardian ages are again acceptable: even 
the period between the wars has improved in favour. In short, we are suddenly more 
conscious of  our enlarging heritage, and for some people it has already become a little 
status symbol to have the date and history of  their house at their fingertips.  7

Economics and demographics change aesthetics. In the fifties and sixties, owners could afford 
new houses in the suburbs. They embraced the new and disdained the old. In the seventies, their 
children bought old and cheap. They became more conscious of  their heritage, because they 
owned part of  it. As a result, a little knowledge of  architectural history was a social asset. A more 
conventional story is “Dwelling Places”, written by Peter Shaw with photographs by Robin 
Morrison, in the April 1991 issue of  Pacific Way.  Under the subtitle, “The New Zealand villa: a 8

style that has never lost its charm”, Shaw wrote: 
In towns and cities all over New Zealand it is still possible to see fine examples of  a style 
of  wooden housing which evolved during the 1860s and endured in popularity until about 
1910. This was the period in which the so-called villa dominated New Zealand’s 
architectural landscape. 
Intending home owners eagerly pored over builders’ catalogues illustrating fancy 
verandahs, gables, chimney pots, lead-light windows, window surrounds and supporting 
brackets. No one wanted to live in a plain house; the fashionable house was highly 
decorated. 
Gradually the notion of  the bay caught public attention and the single-bay villa became the 
country’s most desirable modestly priced house.  9

The villa and its owners are presented as people similar to the modern middle class. Shaw’s 
assumptions about the villa are shared by later writers who tackle this subject. He asserts the 
popularity of  the villa and that it was a design chosen by its owner-occupiers. These assumptions 
of  ownership, choice and fashion imply the villa was a middle-class dwelling. Further in the 
article he observes, “There are also examples of  extremely large villa-style country houses 
designed by architects who drew up specifications of  each detail themselves, rather than relying 
on the builders’ or timber catalogues;” the villa is thus related to higher-status houses.  This 10

upward identification, with the homes of  the wealthy and the work of  architects, is a consistent 
theme in writing on the villa. Also common is the presentation of  the villa as peculiar to New 
Zealand, such as in another Pacific Way article: 
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New Zealand villas have also made a unique contribution to architecture. We didn’t have 
indigenous stone, and bricks were expensive, so we used a handy resource—timber. The 
villa may be European-inspired, but the overall concept is typically New Zealand and 
should be recognised as part of  our heritage.  11

Here is an extension of  the idea of  heritage from public buildings to private houses, one 
encouraged by the Government Printer’s publications on restoration. Restoring a home is not 
merely in the owners’ interest; it is a public good. The historicist turn and the individualistic turn 
are joined. 
Pascoe and Garrett 
The historicist turn of  which the villa was a part disrupted the orderly repetition of  the standard 
modernist history of  New Zealand architecture. The linear, episodic and teleological histories of  
Paul Pascoe and James Garrett have little tolerance for the villa. Under the title “A haphazard 
mixture of  styles”, Pascoe’s disdain for the house and its times is evident: 

From the nineties to the Great War, domestic architecture entered a haphazard stage of  
evolution. As the population of  the colony expanded, the suburbs of  the town grew with 
a spreading monotony relieved only by the trees and gardens of  the more fortunate. 
Dwellings sometimes retained the good proportions of  earlier work, but more often they 
were nondescript. Intricate patterns were cut in woodwork and building became 
increasingly self-conscious. 
Of  the many types of  smaller house built in this period the ‘T’ best reflects these 
tendencies. The name was probably derived from the original plan form, though it was 
more often used to describe square or ‘L’ shaped houses. Their typical features were a 
veranda, ornamented by iron work and some coloured glazing, and a roof  gable with 
moulded woodwork which overhung a bay window. The interior had a central passage 
running the full length of  the house to give direct access to all rooms.  12

Why ‘T’ should be used to describe square or ‘L’ shaped houses is not explained, but Pascoe’s 
description of  the features shows he has in mind what later writers would call a villa. Whether 
these houses were called villas when they were being made is open to question. In the 
newspapers, 377 advertisements for “t-shaped” houses were placed between 1890 and 1914. In 
the same period, over 166, 000 advertisements used the term “villa.” In the Auckland Star, “villa” 
appears on more than 23, 000 occasions, while “t-shaped” is used on only fourteen occasions.  
James Garrett, in An Encyclopaedia of  New Zealand, is less helpful still than Pascoe. Under the 
heading of  “The Late Victorian Problem: 1890–1918” his description of  houses seems to be 
describing the villa, although clarity is lost among the quotation marks: 

Publications, such as Modern Homes of  New Zealand (1917) and Commonsense 
Homes for New Zealanders (c. 1921), suggested that the Late Victorian style had lost 
favour with the architects, if  not their clients. The former preferred “one style revival”, 
the public, the popular “Queen Anne”, which featured broken “picturesque” roofs, 
strident “Marseilles” tiles, slates, fussy terracotta ridges and finial decorations, elaborate 
false gables, with curved ribbed metal eaves, and course brackets over bulbous bay 
windows. Expressive of  the Art Nouveau was the fretted wood ornament on verandahs, 
halls, and furniture, matched by leaded casement fanlights and doors. The typical house 
had projected “feature” rooms front and side, with a narrow timber verandah between. 
With its irregular outline, aimless contrasts, incomprehensive ornament, without order, 
proportion, harmony, or unity, “Queen Anne” was perhaps the lowest standard in 
architectural style.  13

How these houses can be both Art Nouveau and “Queen Anne” is unclear, as is the nature of  
the Late Victorian Problem. But it is obvious Garrett does not like these houses. 
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Stacpoole and Beaven 
John Stacpoole and Peter Beaven’s Architecture 1820-1870 is more charitable and more helpful, 
although vernacular buildings receive little attention. Their interest is architecture by architects. 
They deal with the villa, a building type with which architects rarely were involved, in a single 
paragraph: 

The typical small house of  the 1880s and 1890s, perhaps more apparent in Auckland 
than elsewhere, grouped its high-ceiling rooms about a central corridor; but one of  the 
front rooms was pushed out under a gable—the rest of  the roof  was hipped—and a 
verandah stretched from the projecting room across the corridor entrance and the other 
front room. Sometimes the verandah was carried round the side of  the house to meet 
another projecting room. Windows were big double-hung sashes and formed bays under 
the gables. Very often the gable-end was carried out over the bay window and the 
projecting angles so formed were filled with fretwork ornament. This fretwork, in the 
form also of  friezes and brackets under the verandah, was turned out in great variety by 
the timber companies. Some of  it was genuinely elegant. It was known in England as 
“French cuts” and was a cheap copy of  cast-iron decoration, the latter rare in the 
northern parts of  New Zealand but more common in Dunedin where there was not only 
more masonry construction but also a strong Australian influence. This kind of  small 
house was illogically known by speculative builders as the “villa type” house. Its origins 
seem to have been American and it owed something, however remotely, to the 
Elizabethan fashion. But the use of  sash windows, and the odd combination of  hips and 
gables, almost completely disguised the fact. The superabundance of  fretwork ornament 
on the street front seems to have been carried to its extreme in Auckland. English-style 
houses of  the previous decades had confined their decoration mainly to gable barges and 
porch brackets. This later decoration may be traced to French colonial beginnings.  14

The term French cuts carries more than a hint of  vulgar pretension. The term also seems to be 
absent from any architectural discussion. Ruskin refers to “French cuts” in one of  his Slade 
lectures, but he means illustrations from a French book: pictures extracted from books for 
lantern slides were called cuts.  A Wellington newspaper in 1902 referred to the term’s use in 15

cricket: “The first stroke Latham made was a beautiful mid-off  drive, followed in short time by 
some huge ‘bangs’ between long-on and square leg—French cuts, as they have been facetiously 
called.”  This use suggests another, since the joke would not work without an established use of  16

the term the reader would recognise; but the term French cuts does not seem to have been used in 
print to refer to a building element, in England or elsewhere. Stacpoole and Beaven’s use 
suggests an anecdotal source, a term used but not published. Their assessment is very different 
from those of  later authors, who would construct a very different history with more to say of  
fretwork than “some of  it was genuinely elegant.”  
John Stacpoole was no better disposed towards the villa when he wrote Colonial Architecture in 
New Zealand in 1976, but at least was clear about what he meant. Again, this house type was given 
only a single paragraph: 

Ruskin would have disapproved of  our wooden houses anyway, classing them no doubt 
with what he termed “thin, tottering, foundationless shells of  splintered wood and 
imitated stone.” The bay villa, which seems to have been the offspring of  the marriage 
of  two different styles, would have tested his invective to the utmost. It took the ordinary 
hip-roofed, sash-windowed, symmetrical cottage of  the 1870s, with its veranda across the 
front, and pushed one of  the two front rooms forward under a gable. This extension of  
one room ended in a window bay, the two flanking windows set at 45 degrees to the 
centre one, so that the gable over-sailed them. The bracketing of  these gable projections 
and the decoration of  the gable barges gave opportunity for the introduction of  varieties 
of  fretwork excluded from the ordinary symmetrical veranda front. Sometimes, on a 
corner site particularly, another bay was projected from the second room back, on the 
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opposite side of  the central corridor, and the veranda was extended round the corner to 
meet it. Row upon row of  houses like these were built on Auckland subdivisions at the 
end of  the century.  17

These four historical surveys gave little for the would-be villa owner to grasp. Pascoe, Garrett 
and Stacpoole and Beaven wrote broad histories for the education of  the public. Pascoe and 
Garrett shared an architectural purpose, the promotion of  modernism. Stacpoole and Beaven are 
more sympathetic to historic architecture; their purpose is clearly stated on the dust jacket: “The 
aim of  the authors has been to lay out the pattern of  architectural design over 150 years and to 
encourage the general reader, and those newly interested in architecture, to look hard at buildings 
which have had only casual attention before.”  None of  these authors is interested in helping 18

owners learn about their houses, or those they intend to buy. Peter Sargisson wrote of  Stacpoole 
and Beaven, “The authors hold very much to a ‘high art’ view of  architecture and barely touch 
upon informal architectural expressions in the new Colony”, in a review for the literary magazine 
Islands.  Pascoe and Garrett extol the virtues of  early ordinary houses, but have little to say 19

about later ordinary houses. The kind of  history, prevalent today, which looked at houses as both 
history and property was unknown before the late Seventies. The change from disinterested 
history to what might be called history for homemakers was to change the story of  the villa. 
The individual work of  Montague Cooke 
An indication of  the need for such a book was given by the unexpected success of  The Age of  
Houses Illustrated, a guide for professional valuers written by Montague Burgoyne Cooke and 
published in 1972 by the Lincoln College Farm Management and Rural Valuation Department.  20

In the Preface to the first edition, Cooke writes of  his initial purpose and intended readership.  
The objective of  this book is to use photographs to indicate the period when a particular 
style of  house was in demand. Distinctive features and the “Era” are discussed in the 
accompanying script. The book does not attempt to include every type of  house. I have 
endeavoured to show the various styles still in use as they are important to valuers, estate 
agents, mortgagees and others interested in both the age and style of  houses.  21

His book shows photographs to help those interested professionals identify a house by its style 
and determine its era. Cooke is not concerned with locations and regional variants. Nor does he 
present a history, with an overall argument, a beginning and an end. He has no theory. He is not 
interested in identity or an architecture to come. He dispenses with the colonial period in his first 
chapter, illustrated with nine photographs of  the best-known houses. His introduction is to the 
point: 

Probably every City and Town as well as every provincial district has several very old 
houses that have been preserved by the City Fathers, the Historic Places Trust or the 
private individual as the case may be. They are too numerous to be included and do not 
fit in with the general purpose of  the book. Restoration and preservation have frequently 
been carried out at costs beyond the average house holder.  22

The remainder of  his book records examples of  houses from 1860 to 1970. His twenty-five 
chapters show 364 captioned photographs, in which houses are categorised by period, style and 
number of  storeys. His book apparently was found to be useful for readers outside its stated 
readership. An enlarged and revised edition was published in 1975, which included seven new 
chapters on houses from 1970 to 1975.  Cooke writes in the Preface to the Enlarged Edition: 23

The Age of  Houses Illustrated was designed to fill a need with which I was very familiar 
as a Lecturer in Valuation. The book has obviously found a very much wider use in the 
overall concept of  education and it is now out of  print.  24

Cooke describes the villa as a small house without ornamentation or a verandah. The type that 
later writers would call a villa, he calls a “square house” or a “centre gutter” type: 
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The Villa belongs to the 1890-1900 period and possibly some were built even after this 
time. They were square in shape with a roof  of  four equal facets meeting at a central 
point. They were relatively small, completely devoid of  brackets, ornamentation or 
verandah. Small front porches and occasionally hoods over the front windows come 
later, as did the occasional lean-to at the rear. 
The Square House was a more imposing and larger addition of  the villa. There was 
invariable a verandah, frequently bull nosed although there are numerous examples of  
both straight and downward curved roofs. The large front door, with coloured side light 
vanes, led to a central hall running the length of  the house. The brackets under the eaves 
were generally in pairs and the chimney tops were ornate. Many had quoins on the 
corners and the whole effect was of  a superior attractive house. 
The Centre Gutter type had all the ornamentation of  the square house. The wide front 
had a sloping roof  from which parallel ridges ran the length of  the house in keeping with 
the hall. These ridges lead to a gutter above the hall and right down the centre line, hence 
the name “Centre Gutter.” Most had a lean-to at the rear containing the wash house and 
storerooms. 
All three types were faithfully built and have lasted well. Remodelling and extensions 
have taken place over the years but many are untouched at least externally.  25

In his next chapter, Cooke describes the “Bay Villa or T House, a combination of  the cottage 
style and the simple villas of  the ‘90s, blended into a larger and more imposing type of  house.”  26

By observation and example, Cooke described developments in the housing type that the 
canonical stories had overlooked. 
The need for a detailed history of  domestic architecture in New Zealand clearly had arisen, one 
that could not be met by narratives of  the kind written by Pascoe and Garrett. This need would 
be met by later books, Salmond’s Old New Zealand Houses in particular. Another need also arose, 
for guidance on restoration. History and practical advice would be combined in future 
publications, often to the detriment of  history. 
Restoration fever 
Gavin Wilson, in Home Sweet Home: A New Zealand Guide to Buying and Selling a House, wrote in 
1981 of  the fashion and folly of  restoring old houses: 

In New Zealand, colonial homes exhibit the characteristics of  the earliest forms of  
construction. They are small cottages with old coal ranges and rough-sawn timber 
weather-boards, usually dating from the last century. In recent times, the demand for this 
type of  home has soared with the nostalgia boom, and many young couples purchase 
them with the intention of  faithfully restoring them. Usually these properties are in a 
poor structural condition and require substantial and expensive replacement of  rotten 
timbers before any decorative work can commence. Caution should be exercised when 
considering a home of  this vintage. Little more than the shell is retainable, and the 
rebuilding process will be both time-consuming and costly.  27

Wilson is concerned mostly with the financial value of  houses, and so his opinion probably is 
not representative.  Others were more generous: in April 1976, Designscape commented, “Doing 28

up old houses seems to have become a national pastime in recent years”, in an article about two 
restored cottages in the Wellington suburb of  Thorndon.  Auckland Metro applauded the 29

restoration of  the Eight Sisters, the houses of  Dilworth Terrace in Parnell.  Restoration of  30

private houses had become popular.  
It was not until the eighties that villa type houses were studied in detail and depth by authors. In 
1980 the New Zealand Historic Places Trust published Restoring a New Zealand House by 
Christopher Cochran.  In 1985 the Government Printer published Restoring with Style: Preserving 31

the Character of  New Zealand Houses, written by Martin Hill.  These are practical books which 32
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show examples of  nineteenth century houses and name them as villas, with no compunctions 
about the supposed illogicality of  the name but a concern with architectural propriety: for 
example, a caption in Cochran’s book says, “In restoring this bay villa one would start by 
removing the stucco room where once there was a verandah.”  Both have a semi-official status 33

conferred by their publishers. The Forward to Cochran’s book by Dr Neil Begg, Chairman of  
the Historic Places Trust, argues for the public benefits of  restoration: 

Most New Zealanders are conscious of  our country’s natural beauty but fewer are aware 
of  our architectural heritage. Yet many of  the old buildings around us, from the settler’s 
cob cottage to the governor’s mansion, have a special character and significance unique to 
New Zealand. Each one of  them is a statement of  past times and circumstances, a 
repository for memories and a reminder of  the continuity of  life through the ages. 
Until about ten years ago the usual practice was to pull down such buildings, in the name 
of  progress, and to erect instead costly and often banal replacements. Fortunately the tide 
has turned and we recognise that old buildings are not necessarily obstacles to growth and 
development. Instead, there is now a tendency to ‘recycle’ the buildings, retaining the 
graciousness of  the past and restoring a useful function for the future. A gradual renewal 
of  the old houses in a community will revitalise the district with a minimum of  expense 
and social disruption  34

Cochran’s preface emphasises uniqueness and fragility, as well as the urban benefits of  
restoration. 

The colonial architecture of  New Zealand is unique. It is also extremely fragile. We lose 
buildings daily to public works, local authority road improvement schemes and private 
redevelopment; we also lose them unnecessarily through neglect and ignorance. 
However, the last five years have seen a strong resurgence of  interest in our early houses. 
Central city areas and the early parts of  our provincial towns have become attractive places 
to live in. This book is offered in the hope that some of  our early buildings will be saved 
from neglect, and that in regenerating them for use, and that in regenerating them for use 
as modern living units their architectural qualities will be preserved and enhanced.  35

This book’s encouragement of  restoration and reuse aligned with the Historic Places Trust’s 
aims. The Trust had held a symposium, New Lives for Old Buildings, in April 1980, and published 
the papers as a very thorough book.  The symposium was reported under the title “Making 36

Time” in the Listener.  Cochran’s book is a practical guide for homeowners, not concerned with 37

history and theory but with the ways and means to restore a house.  
Restoring with Style was one of  three books on architecture published by the Government Printer 
in 1985, all of  which were reviewed under the title “Towards a New Zealand Architecture” in 
Art New Zealand.  The others were The Bach by Paul Thompson  and Historic Buildings of  38 39

Canterbury and South Canterbury: A Register of  Classified Buildings, by John Cattell for the New 
Zealand Historic Places Trust.  This uncharacteristic venture into architectural publishing by the 40

Government Printer suggests that the official architecture of  the register, the vernacular of  the 
bach and the restoration of  houses were regarded as equals; whatever the financial motive, both 
Cochran and Hill’s books represent an extension of  the restoration ethos from the public into 
the private sphere. 
Hill is more concerned with building types than Cochran. With conservation comes 
classification. Hill illustrates his book with photographs of  many houses, including those he 
names as villas. These are of  different varieties, with names that designate their types: 

Timber Villa 1858; Gable villa c1870 (1.5 storey); Twin Bay Villa 1870-1890; Verandahed 
Villa c1890; Railway Bay Villa 1890-1914 (Class A); Railway Villa 1890-1910 (Class B); 
Brick Villa with Verandah 1898; Victorian Classical Two-way Bay Villa 1900; Victorian 
Brick Villa; Brick Bay Villa c 1900-1910; Verandahed Villa (Auckland); Spindle Style Villa 
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1903; Bay Villa; Eastern Flavour Bay Villa c1908; Two-way Villa Mixture; Queen Anne 
Two-way Bay Villa; Corner Villa. 

His book serves as an identification guide as much as a restoration manual. Hill also introduces 
to architectural discourse the idea of  development of  the villa style. The villa is no longer the 
one thing described by Pascoe and Stacpoole and Beaven, or the confusion evoked by Garrett, 
but has a line of  development that begins at a particular time and in a particular place: 

Timber Villa 1858;  
68 Nairn Street, Wellington 
It is a colonial Georgian villa built mainly for very modest income earners, and has 
similarities to English country cottages with a rigid formality of  central door and 
windows on either side. It was a severe style: money for decoration was limited to the 
window facings and the front door. This example was first built as a simple box and the 
regency sweep of  the verandah was added a little later.  41

The difficulty with this description is that the house at 68 Nairn Street is known by others as a 
cottage. Designscape reported in April 1979, under the headline “Capital City Colonial Cottage”, 
that it was to be preserved as an illustration of  the pioneer spirit of  the community—the first 
museum of  its kind in the city—by the Colonial Cottage Museum Society Inc.  The Collector 42

described it as Wellington’s first cottage museum.  Don Donovan wrote of  it, “The reason why 43

68 Nairn street is so good is because it was built by a competent, pragmatic tradesman”, in his 
New Zealand House and Cottage.  44

Cottage or villa, 68 Nairn Street is a start. The Verandahed Villa (Auckland) is a development: 
“the villa was so simple and unassuming a plan that eventually verandahs and decoration were 
added to liven up its appearance and add to its importance.”  Some of  Hill’s villas come to the 45

reader with history attached: “Railway Bay Villa 1890-1914 (Class A)— Bay villas may well have 
developed from the asymmetrical T-plan Gothic villa of  the 1850s and come in a number of  
variations;”  “Spindle Style Villa 1903— A combination of  the American West Coast styles for 46

building eventually found its ‘hybrid way’ to New Zealand;”  “Victorian Classical Two-way Bay 47

Villa 1900—Architect P Fineran—The house is Victorian Colonial timber classical but with a 
sprinkling of  Gothic, Moorish and Eastlake elements.”  All this is quite overwhelming. Villas 48

are not simple but many and various. The reader must digest such descriptions as:  
The plan is that of  a two-way bay villa with return verandah, useful for prominent sites 
or corner sections. It probably began with some influences from England but was 
primarily developed in America, and two-storey plans can be seen in American pattern 
books of  the 1850s. Around the 1880s the Newsom brothers and others in San 
Francisco were publishing single-storey versions and by that time it had also been used in 
Australia and New Zealand.  49

Other villas come with suggestions such as, “Eastern Flavour Bay Villa c1908—Contrasting 
coloured elements were a feature of  the decoration in the 1900s and therefore are very 
appropriate today.”  Still others come with warnings: “Bay Villa—The value of  the picket fence 50

for maintaining character is clear. Also it should be obvious that any change to the street front 
would alter the character.”   51

Jeremy Salmond’s Old New Zealand Houses 
In 1986, Reed Methuen published Jeremy Salmond’s Old New Zealand Houses, which was to be 
one of  the most significant works of  New Zealand architectural history, providing history, 
classification and terminology for domestic house types that scarcely had been described in 
earlier literature.  Its title and intent imitate Hugh Braun’s Old English Houses, although that is not 52

acknowledged.  Braun begins his first chapter with “This is not a book about Architecture.” 53

Instead it is about “the achievements of  craftsman-builders whose trade was the making of  
homes—homes in which even today we may yet enjoy the grace and comfort their labours 
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provided.”  Salmond ends his introduction with an opinion of  the craftsman-builder hero of  54

George Eliot’s Adam Bede: “My notion is, a practical builder that’s got a bit o’ taste makes the 
best architect for common things; and I’ve ten times the pleasure i’ seeing after the work when 
I’ve made the plan myself.”  Like Braun, Salmond is firmly in favour of  the vernacular.  55

Salmond begins this introduction with the observation, “In the past ten years of  so, old houses 
in New Zealand have been celebrated as never before.” He names artists—Robin White, Peter 
Siddell, Don Binney—who made old houses their subjects and photographers, “who have 
preserved them in calendars and glossy art books”, particularly Robin Morrison.  Having 56

located the old house in modern culture, he mentions the commercial applications of  his subject: 
“Old houses have been assembled in circuses at Kelburn and Parnell, where they entertain the 
public with their fretwork, finials, and flights of  balusters; and brand new colonial villages have 
appeared in urban shopping centres to coin capital out of  this architectural nostalgia.”  57

Salmond divided his book and New Zealand’s domestic architectural history into three parts: 
“the first houses, 1800-1860;” “Victorian villas and cottages 1860-1910” and “the bungalow and 
beyond 1910-1940.” The villa and its poor relation, the cottage, are central to his study, in the 
middle of  his period and in his hierarchy of  types:  

These cottages, villas and mansions are an exact expression of  their time, and of  the lives 
that were lived in them.... The villa was the archetypal Victorian house in this country. It 
was brightly decorated and well ventilated, with big bay windows (which had to have 
curtains and blinds to cut down the daylight), and was set in generous gardens beside wide 
streets.  58

According to the biography on the dust cover,  the book was based on his Master of  59

Architecture thesis,  which was theoretically grounded in Amos Rapoport’s House, Form and 60

Culture— a book in which the author argues culture, behaviour and environment affect house 
form.  Old New Zealand Houses makes some references to these external factors, but is mostly 61

concerned with form and parts. In his introduction, Salmond promises to exploit his index of  
“ordinary old New Zealand houses”, which he had created with the intention of  building “a 
large dated sample of  old New Zealand houses, which would reveal their stylistic and formal 
development over time and in different parts of  the country.”  He provides many drawings and 62

photographs: illustrations of  building elements and gadgets: machines, tools, and household 
appliances. He gives no space to theory and little to social history. This is not a failing, but it 
created a space later filled by writers who bring their own opinions. The influence of  Salmond’s 
book and the effect of  these omissions become more apparent in a close reading of  the New 
Zealand villa: past and present by Di Stewart, a 1992 book which relies on Salmond for architectural 
history (the author acknowledges his help) and creates a narrative on the social history of  
Victorian domestic life which appears to be at variance with other historical research.  These 63

issues will be discussed below. 
The naming of  the villa 
When Stacpoole and Beaven noted, rather tartly, that the villa was named as such by speculative 
builders and that this name was illogical, they had a point. They did not provide any evidence to 
support this claim, but there is plenty to be found. It is fair to say the speculative builders not 
only misled the purchasers of  their houses but also the historians who have described them. In 
fairness to the speculative builders and the historians, the term villa is so slippery it was bound to 
happen. 
James S Ackerman began his 1990 book, The villa: form and ideology of  country houses, with a 
definition stated boldly: 

A villa is a building in the country designed for its owner’s enjoyment and relaxation. 
Though it may also be the center of  an agricultural enterprise, the pleasure factor is what 
essentially distinguishes the villa residence from the farmhouse and the villa estate from 
the farm. The farmhouse tends to be simple in structure and to conserve ancient forms 
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that do not require the intervention of  a designer. The villa is typically the product of  an 
architect’s imagination and asserts its modernity.  64

The villa is designed for relaxation, it is not a farmhouse and it is designed by an architect, 
typically. None of  these conditions apply to the typical villa in New Zealand; no do Ackerman’s 
further statements, “The basic program of  the villa has remained unchanged for more than two 
thousand years since it was first fixed by the patricians of  ancient Rome.”  Only when 65

Ackerman writes, “the villa accommodates a fantasy which is impervious to reality”, does a 
similarity with the New Zealand villa appear.   66

Ackerman’s definition is useful, so long as it is confined to ancient Rome and Renaissance 
Europe and one disregards all the houses that have been given the name villa that are quite 
unlike this model. Lord Burlington’s Chiswick House is often called a villa, although Summerson 
calls it a “model house”, possibly because it was attached by a wing to the old family house and 
was not properly an autonomous dwelling.  John Archer observes, “Burlington appears not to 67

have used the term at all when referring to Chiswick House.”  But Sir John Clerk of  Penicuik, 68

when he visited Burlington at Chiswick in 1727, wrote of  “the whole situation of  the villa.” This 
phrase Archer believes was “an ambiguous use that could refer to just the house or to the 
surrounding estate as well”, but this seems to be avoiding the problem.” The same building 
could be a house to one viewer and a villa another. Sir John returned to Mavisbank, (his house he 
called a villa) and, inspired “by admiration for Lord Burlington and Chiswick House”, according 
to Charles McKean, “set out rules for the design of  a ‘country seat’ in a poem of  that name, 
written for the edification of  his family and progeny rather than for publication.”  69

Unfortunately, as John Fleming observes, Sir John has more to say in the poem about building 
methods than villa design, although he did add a footnote to say, “The Earl of  Burlington’s seat 
at Chiswick is properly a villa and much the best in Britain.” His poem also says the villa is but “a 
part of  the garden”, and advises on fountains and ponds.   70

Archer also observes “Several nineteenth-century architects described the villa as an intermediate 
dwelling type between the mansion and the cottage, but like their eighteenth century 
counterparts they seldom discussed the architectural hierarchy in detail.”  This presents further 71

difficulties. The villa is short on theory to ground it, to mark its place. Cottages are simple, 
mansions are grand but the villa is somewhere in between. But at least it is in the middle: the villa 
is a middling dwelling. Samuel H. Brooks, in his Designs for Cottage and Villa Architecture of  1839, 
makes much of  this status: in the mind of  the Englishman, “the idea of  retirement from 
business and a country life are inseparably united; and thus par eminence, England becomes the 
country of  suburban villas.” However, “The efforts of  architects in all ages have hitherto been 
generally directed to public buildings, and to the mansions of  noblemen; and those who may be 
considered as composing the middling orders of  society have been for the most part left to 
become their own architects.” Brooks wrote his book with this state of  affairs in mind: “It is 
therefore one of  the chief  objects of  the present work to point out, by appropriate designs, how 
the residence of  the man of  wealth, and the dwellings of  a more humble grade, may, in a degree, 
be equalized as far as regards essential comfort, convenience, and beauty.”   72

Brooks makes the villa type available to those who did not have the advantages enjoyed by the 
likes of  Burlington. He also observes that the occupiers of  villas “have more cultivation and 
taste” than others, particularly cottagers. From their wealth, they “have been able to command 
the services of  all who possessed an ability to render them assistance”  While Salmond follows 73

Brooks and divides New Zealand houses into cottages, villas and mansions,  a similar notion of  74

middle class taste will appear in Di Stewart’s book. Otherwise, the villa designs illustrated by 
Brooks have little in common with the suburban villas of  New Zealand: scarcely any are less 
than forty feet wide; but they do have finials in abundance.   75

Sir John Summerson, in “The London Suburban Villa 1850-1880” describes another kind of  
villa, suburban, semi-detached and not respectable as architecture.  He begins, “Even the most 76

despised Victorian villa derives from an architectural design; while those villas which pique us by 
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their special monstrousness and (it seems to us) their unique ugliness are almost always the 
cherished work of  architects.” These were “the forgotten architects of  the century”, men who 
“cultivated their own little stylistic vanities in their own remote hinterlands”, but they were 
architects.  Summerson thought their architecture was “so complex that it is necessary to try to 77

tabulate its sources.”  Despite the villa in the London suburbs and its namesake in New Zealand 78

being very different house types, they share this stylistic complexity. Salmond’s explanation of  
how a relatively modest nineteenth century house in a suburb of  a New Zealand town came by 
the name villa follows this development: 

In England the term “villa” had been borrowed from Italian country houses along with 
the language of  classical architecture. At first “villa” referred to a country house for the 
residence of  an opulent person. By the time New Zealand was settled, however, it was 
commonly used to describe a comfortable suburban home, and it was this usage that was 
brought to New Zealand. In the 1860s land agents’ advertisements offered “villa sites” 
for sale and villas were set apart from cottages by their size and cost.   79

Salmond then makes his own definition: “Villa” is used here to refer to later Victorian homes of  
more than four or five rooms, typically built in the suburbs, and after the 1870s often elaborately 
decorated;” any simpler and smaller house of  the same period, Salmond describes as a cottage.  80

Salmond suggests a British lineage for the New Zealand villa, while his distinction between villas 
and cottages both makes both an architectural distinction and one of  class, which excludes the 
houses of  the poor and implies that houses of  more than four or five rooms are akin to larger 
houses, those of  the rich. The mansion is villa’s the rich cousin, while the cottage is the poor 
relation. John Stacpoole, three years later, described a different history in The Houses of  the 
Merchant Princes: 

In nineteenth century Auckland, villa was the favoured term for a substantial house 
standing in its own grounds. The term became debased when later applied to small 
houses on quarter acre sections—particularly the ubiquitous bay villa. It was likewise 
debased in England where semi-detached houses in innumerable suburban streets were 
dignified with the name. Only occasionally did their design reflect the Italian prototype 
of  a house on the outskirts of  a town, less than a mansion, with farm buildings nearby 
or even attached.  81

While Salmond has the name villa, before coming to New Zealand, applied to something 
desirable and English, the “comfortable suburban home”, Stacpoole mourns the debasement of  
the name both in New Zealand and in England. The buildings he goes on to describe, large 
houses designed by architects and owned by Auckland’s business elite, are clearly very different 
from the villas in Salmond’s book. Evidence in Stacpoole’s favour comes from the economic 
historian R. C. J. Stone, who wrote of  a development in 1880 where the real-estate company 
used the term “villa” to mean a house on a plot that would accommodate at least four of  
Salmond’s ubiquitous bay villas: 

The chief  real-estate company formed to sell Remuera land, the Remuera Land and 
Building Company, was aware of  the social implications of  suburban residence and the 
advantages of  guarding residential elitism. Following a well-established English practice, 
it determined to keep at least its portion of  the suburb exclusive by attaching prohibitory 
conditions of  sale to its ‘choice villa sites,’ insisting on the construction of  residences of  
a given standard on allotments of  no less than one acre.  82

It seems the term “villa” suffered a similar decline in New Zealand as it did in England, from a 
description of  a substantial house in its own grounds to that of  a modest suburban house facing 
a street along with many others of  its kind. It also seems the villa was not as distinct from the 
cottage as Salmond would have us believe. The illustrations taken from contemporary catalogues 
by Salmond do not use the word villa. Rather, these houses are described as cottages. In fact, none 
of  the books that followed Salmond contains any contemporary use of  the word villa to describe 
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the type of  house discussed in these books. However the word was still used to describe much 
larger houses.  
New lives for old words 
Stacpoole’s villas were designed by architects. Salmond’s villas are vernacular. Salmond 
acknowledges the villa was not popular with contemporary architects, but he attributes their 
attitude to British influences and so professional jealousy: 

It is clear the New Zealand villa style never appealed to architects trained in the English 
tradition. While many made use of  the mass-produced features portrayed in the 
merchants’ lavish catalogues, architects as a group resented the challenge to their position 
as arbiters of  taste in building. The new leaders of  popular housing fashion became 
those whom Clere referred to as the “enterprising carpenter-architects”, catering to the 
newly affluent second generation New Zealanders and recent immigrants, all anxious to 
show off  their prosperity.  83

Salmond’s two named sources for this attitude are the architects Samuel Hurst Seager  and 84

Frederick de Jersey Clere, the one writing in 1900, the other in 1916; both were trained in Britain 
and their essays on New Zealand architecture were published in British journals. Salmond writes 
that both had a “guarded respect” for the earliest New Zealand cottages, approval he attributes 
to the British ancestry of  the buildings and the writers. He quotes a paragraph from Clere’s essay 
that speaks of  “bay windows and other excrescences” and of  the present age where “vulgarity 
reigned supreme.” Neither Seager nor Clere use the term villa; instead they use cottage. It is only 
Salmond’s third and later source, the anonymous author of  “The Trend of  House Design”, 
published in Building Progress of  December 1938, who writes of  villas, and the word is not used in 
the passage Salmond quotes. 
One contemporary opinion about the domestic architecture of  New Zealand that has not been 
cited by architectural historians is The progress of  New Zealand in the century by Robert Francis 
Irvine and Oscar Thorwald Johan Alpers, published in Edinburgh, Philadelphia and Toronto in 
1902. Its authors were graduates of  Canterbury College. Neither was an architect. Alpers wrote 
the chapters on New Zealand culture and society, including its architecture, of  which he thought 
little: 

The architecture in New Zealand towns is of  the crudest description. There are indeed 
here and there some fine public buildings in stone—in Christchurch and Dunedin 
especially. But the builders of  business premises and private houses seem to have a single 
eye to utility and economy. More than ninety per cent of  the houses are of  wood; timber 
is cheap and earthquakes not uncommon. Only a few architects in the colony design 
wooden houses with any pretensions to artistic beauty, either because they have not the 
imagination or because there is not the demand. Wellington, the chief  town of  the 
colony, is probably, from an architectural point of  view, the ugliest in the world. Its 
square wooden houses are roofed with galvanised iron; and looked at from the terraces 
above, the town resembles nothing so much as a collection of  derelict kerosene tins.  
The average New Zealand villa or cottage is a square box, with a four to six-foot passage, 
pretentiously called a “hall”, running through it from front to back. On either side of  
this, arranged with all a Scotch gardener’s love of  symmetry, are sitting-room and dining-
room, bedrooms and kitchen. The roof  is usually of  glaring galvanised iron, left 
unpainted for cheapness’ sake, and there is no attempt at either internal or external 
decoration. If  Gothic architecture drew its first inspiration from the leafy aisles of  the 
German forest, the evolutionary starting point of  the New Zealand villa must have been 
the tin-lined packing case in which the pioneer settler imported his goods and chattels. 
But these cottages are convenient if  not beautiful; and there prevails within them a 
higher standard of  comfort than obtains in the homes of  the working or trading class in 
most other parts of  the world.  85
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Alpers could not be accused of  professional jealousy: he was training for the Bar at the time of  
writing. Nor could he be suspected of  English sensibilities: he was born in Denmark and came 
to New Zealand at the age of  eight. His invective is an expression of  an independent opinion 
about villas, and might indicate a broader disapproval of  them among the New Zealanders of  
the villa period. Alpers considers villa and cottage to be closely related, unlike Salmond. His 
description is of  the homes of  the working or trading class: lower and lower middle. Nothing of  
Alpers quite fits with Salmond’s interpretation. 
The word villa had been used in several texts prior to Alpers, but only to describe genteel houses. 
As early as January 1852, Charlotte Wynne Godley wrote of  Mrs Brittan’s house in Christchurch 
as “exactly like a small villa, just out of  London.”  These would be the wife and home of  86

William Guise Brittan, one of  the founders of  the Canterbury settlement, who had been granted 
one hundred acres at Papanui in the lottery to allocate land.  Anthony Trollope described 87

Christchurch houses in 1873, making a distinction between villas and cottages and indicating the 
villas to be substantial buildings: 

I found the allotments of  land for building purposes within a mile or two of  the town 
were worth from £50 to £150 an acre. In all these towns the great proportion of  
comfortable villa residences to poor and squalid cottages is very striking. Indeed there are 
no poor and squalid cottages. All round Christchurch there are houses which in the 
neighbourhood of  an English country town would devote an expenditure of  £500 to 
£600 a year, and which here certainly cannot be maintained at a lesser rate. 

The size of  that expenditure can been seen in Geoffrey Best’s Mid-Victorian Britain, 1851-1875 
which gives examples of  salaries.  Best notes The Taxation of  the United Kingdom,  published in 88 89

1869, in which the statistician R. D. Baxter showed that a professional man who wished to live in 
live in a house at £50 rent and keep three women servants would need an annual income of  
$500. That sum was the second highest salary paid by the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board. 
£600 was more than twice the annual salary (£265) of  the stationmaster at St Pancras station in 
the mid-seventies. A man who could afford to run one of  the villas Trollope saw would be doing 
very well, about as well as Trollope, who in 1866 was paid £700 per annum as temporary 
surveyor of  the Metropolitan District of  the General Post Office.  90

Visitors to New Zealand after Trollope also remarked on the villas. In Travel and trout in the 
Antipodes: an angler’s sketches in Tasmania and New Zealand, the Anglo-Australian journalist William 
Senior writes of  Auckland in 1880, “there is a North Shore, with its green eminences and small 
villa residences, under the domination of  Flagstaff  Hill, and on the other side there are bluffs, 
bays, slopes, and hills, with Mount Eden tall and stout above them all.”  In Dunedin he observes 91

on the hills opposite the University, where, “stone villas occupy crow’s-nests sites, and in point 
of  size and architecture there are no private residences in New Zealand more deserving the 
name of  villa.” The name villa still had status for Senior; of  these houses he concluded, “They 
are worthy of  the suburbs of  Edinburgh or Twickenham.”   92

In Brighter Britain! or, Settler and Maori in northern New Zealand, the British science fiction writer 
William Delisle Hay writes in 1882 of  Auckland: “There it lies, this Antipodean city, looking so 
white and clean and fair in the morning sunshine, stretching away to right and left, rising in 
streets and terraces from the shore, cresting the heights with steeples and villa-roofs, and filling 
up the valleys below.”  The settlement of  Onehunga is “only some half-dozen miles from the 93

outskirts of  the city, and the road to it lies between fields and meadows, bordered with 
hedgerows, by villa and cottage and homestead, quite in English rural style.”  He continues in 94

this vein: 
Beyond the railway, we look across the inland sweep of  Mechanic’s Bay to the rising 
ground on its further side, crowned by the popular and picturesque suburb of  Parnell. 
On the river side the streets descend to the shore; the houses, most of  them pretty 
wooden villas, standing each in its terraced garden grounds, embowered in rich foliage.   95
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These villas are pretty and wooden and stand in their own gardens, but their size is not indicated. 
At Mount Eden, “Among the spurs and declivities of  the mount are many villas of  the wealthier 
citizens, standing in well laid-out grounds, and making a very pleasing picture.”  One house is 96

both pleasing and puzzling: 
The house before us carries about it the same air of  comfort and ease as the garden, not 
to speak of  elegance. It is a large villa, similar to some of  the mansions one may see 
about colonial cities. Of  what style its architecture may be I cannot say. It appears to 
partake of  the character, externally, both of  a Swiss chalet and a Norwegian country 
house.  97

These various writers, all of  them British, use the word villa to identify various house types, 
clearly expecting to be understood by their readers. Trollope and Senior write of  substantial 
houses. Hay uses the word to identify both suburban houses and a building that he believes 
would be a mansion anywhere else in the world, although its hybrid style bewildered him. This 
imprecision is unsurprising. They were not architectural writers and the term villa, in British 
usage, was imprecise. Nor does the word, in the hands of  these visitors to New Zealand, appear 
to describe one particular style of  building. But whatever the word villa denoted, it was 
something attractive. The word was not used to indicate disapproval. It is hardly surprising, then, 
that the word should be applied by speculators to their speculations. 
During the twentieth century, the word villa was applied to other building types. The Villa 
Hospital system, in which psychiatric patients lived in free-standing buildings rather than on 
wards, was implemented in New Zealand asylums in the first half  of  the century.  In 1974, the 98

English author J. B. Priestley wrote of  visiting Auckland, “Jacquetta and I had been allotted one 
of  the villas, very spacious and grand, able to cope if  necessary with a fairly large family”, at the 
White Heron Hotel and Villas in Parnell.  A 1987 advertisement for the Edgewater Resort 99

Hotel in Wanaka offered twenty-six “luxurious own-your-own villas”, modern buildings.  Both 100

the hospital and hotel uses of  the word preserve the idea of  a building standing in grounds, 
although the building is no longer a private house. In one instance at least the word was still used 
for a house: In New Zealand, published in England in 1968 and written by New Zealanders—
James Wilmot Rowe and Margaret A. Rowe—the word villa appears to mean any suburban 
house: “The possession of  a suburban villa with lawns, hedges and a garden to look after, not to 
mention the fabric of  the house itself  and the ubiquitous car, is undoubtedly conducive to social 
stability if  not culture.”  Another use, seemingly Australian, defines the villa as the opposite of  101

the detached house: In Buying a Home Unit in Australia and New Zealand: Including Town Houses and 
Villa Homes, published in Australia in 1980, the author writes: 

A villa is traditionally a detached dwelling in the suburbs or country and usually is 
surrounded by spacious gardens and outdoor facilities. In the home unit context, a villa is 
a medium-density attached single-storey dwelling having little or no common facilities, 
with its own area of  open space. They usually look like a row of  single-storey cottages 
joined to one another by garages.  102

The name villa was returned to its Mediterranean origins by the marketers of  “Firth’s 
revolutionary Masonry Villa System”, promoted in a plan book published in 1992, New Zealand 
Houses for Town and Country. This system was claimed to be a combination of  “the ancient 
construction method of  plaster over blocks with the latest in modern technology.” The system 
was straightforward: “a thermally efficient, cement-based insulating render that is plastered over 
masonry blocks on the outside results in an attractive, energy-efficient, permanent low-
maintenance home that saves you money both in the building process and in the long term”, 
which “allows you the freedom to build from within these pages, a distinctive, affordable, stylish 
home that, because of  its inherent permanence, cannot help but increase in value.” To make its 
point quite clear, the advertising copy finished with, “It’s a new concept in building that draws its 
heritage from the Santa Fe adobe houses and the classic Mediterranean villa, yet it’s as modern as 
tomorrow.”  Firth’s system, which appears to not much more than cement, claims a historical 103
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value by reference to adobe houses and the Mediterranean villa, an authenticity intended to give 
assurance of  efficiency. 
The printed evidence suggests whatever appeal the word villa had during the nineteenth century, 
it had vanished by the early twentieth. It was put to use for other building types that had the 
quality of  being free-standing but, even as late as the 1970s, it was not used to describe suburban 
houses. Charles Fearnley refers only to houses in his photographic books: Vintage Wellington, The 
Graphic Recording of  Historic Buildings and Where Have All the Textures Gone?  The dwellings in 104

David McGill and Grant Tilly’s 1977 book, Cityscapes are describes as houses or cottages, not as 
villas.  Perhaps this might reflect a personal animus or a regional variation, but equally it might 105

show that the word had fallen into disuse, and that it was not until the revival of  the villa that 
dwellings were given this word again. This is hardly surprising, given that the name was being 
applied to buildings that Alpers describes “as the homes of  the working or trading class.” What 
perhaps is surprising is that later twentieth century writers should think of  the villa as a middle 
class phenomenon. 
The Servant problem 
Given the instability of  the word villa and its disuse, Salmond is at liberty to describe it again. 
His description in part makes a distinction of  size between the villa and the cottage: a villa is a 
late nineteenth century house of  four rooms or more. This distinction differs from Irvine and 
Alpers—for whom villa and cottage are synonymous—and also from Stacpoole, for whom the 
villa is no more than an ornamented cottage.  Salmond’s distinguishes the villa from its 106

vernacular ancestor and from the simple cottages of  the working class: “The cottages of  the 
working class remained small and modestly ornamented, but the affluent middle class built ever 
larger villas with façades bedecked with cast iron, fretwork and turnery, especially on the 
verandah and the bay.”  107

This distinction is developed by Di Stewart in The New Zealand Villa: Past and Present, a book that 
is as much a story about the Victorian and Edwardian middle-class of  New Zealand as it is about 
the villa. While Salmond concentrates on the architecture of  the New Zealand house, Stewart 
emphasises the social aspects, relying on Salmond for architectural information, as she 
acknowledges.   Stewart sets the tone of  her book on its first page: 108

The architecture of  the bay villa is a statement of  the strength and success of  the rising 
Victorian middle class. It is a celebration of  their materialism and good taste. Its spacious 
interiors and various decorative elements combine to declare the Victorian and 
Edwardian focus on home and family and their obsession with social status. 
The villa introduced new standards in ventilation, convenience and hygiene and was seen 
as the panacea of  the poor quality worker housing and slums that had developed in the 
heart of  New Zealand’s main Victorian cities.  109

Like Salmond, Stewart draws a contrast between the plebeian cottage and the bourgeois villa. 
The caption to an illustration of  “A simple workers’ cottage c1884” says, “Such housing, with 
little or no sanitation and crowded into urban pockets, soon degenerated into the slums that so 
offended Victorian sensibilities.”  The villa, on the other hand, represents those sensibilities: 110

The bay villa itself, its architecture, its form and decoration and its surroundings, were 
the essential expression of  this New Zealand Victorian middle class. The bay villa 
illustrates vividly the feelings of  that social group about its own confidence, prosperity 
and, perhaps surprisingly to us now, its members’ individuality.  111

That the villa for Stewart is a middle-class home is more than apparent in her discussion of  
domestic servants. She assumes villas accommodated the class of  family that would employ 
domestic staff, if  such staff  could be found. One illustration is captioned: 

A studio portrait of  a maid from the turn of  the century. Despite improved services, bay 
villas remained labour intensive and inconvenient houses to clean and manage. Constant 
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complaints about the lack of  household help filled the pages of  the popular press until 
World War I.  112

Elsewhere, Stewart allows, “although middle-class houses, including New Zealand bay villas, 
might include a room for a household servant, houses were essentially built for a nuclear family 
and did not have space to accommodate an extended family.”  There is much evidence for a 113

shortage of  domestic staff  in New Zealand. Trollope had observed, “The one great complaint 
made by the ladies who occupy these houses—the one sorrow indeed of  the matrons of  New 
Zealand—arises from the dearth of  maidservants.” He continues, “Sometimes no domestic 
servant can be had at all, for love or money, and the matron of  the house with her daughters, if  
she have any, are constrained to cook the dinner and make the beds.”  But Trollope is writing 114

of  the houses of  the matrons of  Christchurch, rather than suburban bay villas. Stewart’s 
discussion of  servants suggests the villa was more an upper middle-class house than other 
studies would allow. She was not alone:, in “Strangers at the hearth: the eclipse of  domestic 
service in NZ homes 1830s-1940s”, Charlotte Macdonald writes, “Families for whom the many 
wooden villas were being constructed in Point Chevalier, Mt Eden, Epsom, Brooklyn, Mt 
Victoria and elsewhere during the building boom of  the 1890s and early twentieth century were 
forming households having to ‘do’ without servants.”  Macdonald does not consider the 115

possibility that these villa households could not afford to employ servants. 
Stewart’s notion of  the respectable middle-class villa is also apparent in comments such as, 
“Most villas had a path along the side of  the house so that the back door could be used as a 
tradesmen’s entrance to satisfy contemporary notions of  social propriety.”  Salmond finds the 116

tradesmen’s entrance only at larger houses: 
“On a small or moderately-sized section, the front gate was carefully placed opposite the 
front door, and joined to it by a broad straight path of  sea shells or gravel, kept in place by 
stout boards or jarrah or totara set in the ground, or by glazed earthenware edging tiles…. 
For larger Victorian houses, a wide curving driveway swept through an imposing double 
gate up to the front entrance where it ended in a turning circle. When the front path 
reached the front verandah or the steps leading up to it, a detour directed tradesmen to the 
rear through a gate in a trellis fence at the side of  the house, separating the mundane 
affairs of  the household from society.  117

However, at other points in her text, Stewart suggests the villa might have been more humble. 
While Salmond says “the middle and upper-middle classes fled in their horses and traps to the 
outskirts, and new suburbs began to appear along the roads leaving town”,  Stewart 118

acknowledges the contribution that the laying of  tram lines made to the development of  the 
suburbs, while noting that villas were not necessarily houses of  substance: 

And so the bay villas spread out into the suburbs along the tram routes, each villa 
squeezed into its own section of  land. Although some were built on quarter-acre sections 
many were built on much smaller lots close to the side boundaries, the houses’ 
extremities virtually touching each other.  119

This description would fit the simple workers’ cottage illustrated earlier in the book.  Other 120

captions challenge her association of  the villa with comfortable middle-class domestic life, such 
as a “typical plan for a modest two-bedroom bay villa”, a house no larger than the worker’s 
cottage and contravening Salmond’s rule of  four or more rooms.  Another caption reveals that: 121

“In many suburbs throughout New Zealand speculative builders erected entire streets of  
houses.”  At the other end of  the social scale, a large country house is described as a bay villa, 122

calling into question both the notion of  the villa as a building type and the social homogeneity 
suggested by Stewart’s text.   123

Fall and rise 
Both Salmond and Stewart express attitudes towards the late Victorian and Edwardian periods 
that influence their attitudes to the villa. For both, villas are the expression of  their age. For 
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Salmond, it is an age of  material progress and of  material gain; for Stewart it is one of  social 
propriety. However, one fundamental difference between Salmond and Stewart can be found in 
her title: The New Zealand Villa: Past and Present. She extends her story into the present, showing 
villas as they had become, inhabited by a new middle class. One caption to a photograph says, “A 
modern decorative painting treatment has been given, including marbling for the colonnade 
pedestals and rag rolling for the skirting.  Another says: “This generous hallway in a transitional 124

villa has acquired elements of  late twentieth-century comfort like a fitted carpet and modern 
heating but it has been carefully decorated to retain its original architectural details.”  125

Both these captions come from a chapter on “The Villa Today”, the intent of  which is to 
“investigate methods and techniques for the restoration and conservation of  bay villas, and 
appropriate methods for their alteration and extension with the object that they retain their 
heritage significance for the future while at the same time performing as comfortable and 
efficient homes for the late twentieth-century family.”  The villa today evidently is a middle-126

class home, restored and adapted for homeowners, reflecting the past in its restoration and the 
present in adaptation. This chapter, the last in her book, puts those preceding it into context. It 
suggests Stewart’s story of  the Victorian and Edwardian middle class, people of  whom she 
clearly approves, is told for the benefit of  the modern middle class, the new owners of  villas, as 
well as those who aspire to own villas. It is a celebration of  their materialism and good taste. The 
ideology of  Stewart’s book becomes apparent towards the end of  her book but it is present from 
the opening paragraphs: 

Thousands of  New Zealanders live in bay villas. They fill the suburbs immediately 
adjacent to our oldest cities, surround our rural towns and are dotted throughout the 
countryside of  both islands. The strong visual impact they exert on our national 
landscape illustrates, and is representative of, the period of  immigration growth and 
expansion that occurred in New Zealand in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. 
Today they are an important part of  our heritage, representing strong themes in our 
social and architectural history and, because of  their sheer number, form a substantial 
part of  our housing stock. 
Despite this, it is only relatively recently, since the 1970s, that there has been wide 
enthusiasm to restore and adapt bay villas as family homes. For half  a century before 
then they were regarded as old-fashioned and often regarded as slums, and in this way 
neglected and abused. Much of  this maltreatment arose from the natural distaste that 
one generation seems to hold for the houses of  their parents and grandparents, and from 
that peculiarly Australasian attitude that a new family demands a new house. Yet a great 
deal of  that abuse was simply a lack of  understanding of  the bay villa itself  and the 
social attitudes of  the generation that built them.  127

Stewart’s words—neglected, abused, maltreatment, slums—are emotive. Her readers may well 
have thought that, by reading her book and so gaining an understanding of  the bay villa and the 
social attitudes of  the generation that built them, they were righting a historic wrong. Having 
gained such understanding by reading Stewart’s story of  the flourishing of  the villa and its 
middle class owners, they are then told of  its decline: 

Bay villas began to develop a bad reputation after World War I, particularly after the 
disastrous 1918 influenza epidemic that killed more people than the war itself. Bay villas 
came to be regarded as dark, dusty, badly ventilated and difficult to clean, manage and 
maintain. The densely populated bay villa suburbs were largely blamed for furthering the 
disease, in much the same way that the inner city pockets of  early cottages had been 
blamed for encouraging the spread of  bubonic plague at the turn of  the century. Just as 
the bay villa suburbs had been seen as a panacea in their time, the new suburbs of  
speculatively built Californian bungalows, spreading out on their quarter-acre sections 
beyond the old suburbs, were now promoted as the hygienic lifestyle for the 1920s.  128
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The connexion between the decline of  the villa, the rise of  the bungalow and the influenza 
epidemic seems novel. Stewart’s book contains neither references nor bibliography and so her 
sources are unknown, but the claim that the villa was blamed for the epidemic does not appear 
in other works of  architectural history. Specifically, it is not to be found in Salmond, where the 
unpopularity of  the villa after the Great War is attributed to failings of  structure and planning: 
“Its form was that of  a ‘packing case structure,’ poorly planned, with ‘the passage acting as an 
efficient funnel for the conveyance of  cold winds and clouds of  dust: providing a cold home in 
the winter and a dusty one in the summer;’”  the quotations come from “The Trend of  House 129

Design”, the 1938 article in Building Progress. Salmond’s explanation for the renewed popularity of  
the villa and its original appeal is nationalistic: 

Why is the villa in particular so endearing to a younger generation of  New Zealanders? 
The answer may be that it represents an early example of  independent thinking in this 
country—independent, that is, of  England. The New Zealand villa did not obey the 
rules of  taste dictated by English-trained architects. Instead, it followed the inclinations 
of  the “carpenter architects” who liberally re-interpreted ideas circulating around the 
colonial countries of  the Pacific Basin.... The early architects in New Zealand maligned 
the villa because it wasn’t architecture and it wasn’t English. For the colonials, these may 
have been its chief  virtues; they may not have known much about architecture, but they 
knew what they liked.  130

Stewart claims the history of  taste was against the villa: “While historians and social 
commentators seemed to have no difficulty appreciating the simple, austere and uncluttered 
architecture of  the settlers of  the 1850s and 1860s, they were vociferous at the time in their 
damnation of  the bay villa.”  To this she adds the argument that increased “public mobility” 131

during the fifties and sixties of  the twentieth century, “enabled and confirmed the New 
Zealanders’ taste for suburban living further and further away from the city centre.” 
Consequently: 

The old suburbs became largely areas of  rental accommodation with many villas being 
subdivided into flats and inappropriately altered in attempts to modernise them. Stripped 
of  ornament and with their verandahs filled in to create extra space, their original design 
and the philosophy that underpinned it became misunderstood or forgotten.  132

Absent from Stewart’s narrative and her photographs is anything of  the people who lived in 
these houses in their locust years, between the influenza epidemic of  1918 and the discovery of  
the villa by the pioneers of  the seventies. Nothing of  their lives, it seems, is worthy of  note. The 
fortunes of  the villa only began to improve later:  

In the early 1970s a new post-war generation of  young, well-educated and often well-
travelled New Zealanders began to realise the advantages that living close to the city 
offered. Although the old bay villa suburbs were running down they were well 
established and, unlike the new more distant suburbs, close to convenient shopping, 
public transport and cultural facilities like libraries and theatres. 
The houses themselves, while shabby, were comparatively cheap, with large spacious 
rooms. These were attractive to a generation largely brought up in tight bungalows or 
state houses, and who now saw a romanticism and potential in the old houses’ 
architectural form and ornamentation that had evaded their parents. Undaunted by 
peeling paint, leaky gutters and substandard kitchens and bathrooms, this generation 
began the trend of  restoring villas and ‘gentrifying’ the old inner city.  133

A parallel can be found in Character Cafes of  New Zealand, a book of  photographs by Grant 
Sheehan with text by David Burton, published in 1994. “Where once there was a pub on every 
corner in New Zealand, today there is a sign: Café Opening Soon”, Burton observes; he 
continues, “Coffee is the beer of  the 1990’s, a symbol not only of  changed tastes in what New 
Zealanders are drinking, but more importantly, the surroundings in which they choose to enjoy 
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it.” Cafés are described as “relaxed, non-threatening places”, particularly for women: “The die-
hards are left to the pubs which still remain, and women, in particular, can feel comfortable 
about going to a coffee bar by themselves, without feeling they are subject to hostile leers from 
male customers who feel they are invading their domain.”  Not only are the customers 134

different. The new generation of  café owners are of  a better class than their predecessors, and 
more truly New Zealanders: 

Perhaps the greatest appeal of  the new cafés is, quite simply, their proprietors have taste
—in music, food, coffee and art. Often from educated middle class backgrounds, they 
see their cafe as a lifestyle option, rather than as a business alternative to running a 
corner dairy or a fish and chip shop. Gone is the dominance of  immigrant groups of  
mainly rural stock, particularly Greeks and Yugoslavs, who operated our steak bars, milk 
bars and coffee houses after the war.  135

In 1987, Colin Hogg observed, “No one of  style, taste and upwardly mobile outlook opens a 
restaurant in Auckland any more….Everything is called café this or café that;” Hogg saw the 
same trend in Wellington, Dunedin and Christchurch.  The café society that was emerging 136

wanted nether the pub nor the restaurant, just as it abhorred both the inner city and the outer 
suburbs.  The middle class rejected haute cuisine and pub grub, finding its place in the middle, 137

like its homes.  
Splendours and miseries 
Despite the work of  the middle-class pioneers, or because of  it, the villa’s future is still not 
secure. Gentrification raises prices and brings new forms of  inappropriate alteration: 

This trend has continued unabated to the present day. It has, in turn, been reflected in 
greatly increased property prices for villas which have ultimately put new pressures on 
the old suburbs. Because of  high real estate prices many existing sections have been 
subdivided or crossleased, introducing what can only be called inappropriate architectural 
forms that sit uneasily beside their Victorian and Edwardian neighbours.  138

Having brought her history to the time of  its writing, Stewart offers her readers a glimpse of  the 
splendours and miseries of  restoration. The villa suburbs are imperilled not only by 
inappropriate architectural forms but also by hasty and unsympathetic alteration: 

Too many rush into ‘doing up’ a house and later regret what may have been an expensive 
mistake. A careful, patient approach, on the other hand, pays dividends, offers a long 
term solution to the restoration project that will not date and will add real estate value to 
the house.   139

Stewart goes on to alert her readers to the follies they may commit with such commands as, 
“specifically you should avoid enclosing verandahs.”  They are told also of  the dangers of  140

cladding, sandblasting, the burning of  paint and of  disjunction: 
Living in a bay villa does not, of  course, mean that its owners have to return to early 
twentieth-century living standards. At the same time, it is important to regard both the 
inside and the outside of  the house as a collective whole and to avoid an abrupt 
transition between the two. Most principal rooms and bedrooms can be restored taking 
advantage of  the original architectural details to fulfil modern living standards while at 
the same time retaining their rich architectural detail and elegant proportions.  141

Quite how the villa with the “modern decorative painting treatment” could be described as 
avoiding an abrupt transition between interior and exterior is not explained. Despite non 
sequiturs like these, Stewart’s message is clear: restoring a villa is a far greater task than mere 
repair and decoration. It is a task fraught with dangers. The task is worthwhile for the goal of  
stasis, for the home that will not date. This can only be achieved by ensuring that any change 
made to the exterior fabric of  the house is appropriate. Thus it seems contemporary owners of  
villas share a bond with their forerunners: a social code based on propriety. 
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In the final sentences of  her book, Stewart reveals that the villa owners are not merely 
undertaking this task for themselves, but for the nation: 

It is a paradox that the survival of  his important part of  our architectural history may 
well depend on how well it can be adapted to suit contemporary ideals and standards of  
living while at the same time retaining its unique integrity. Every bay villa owner has a 
role to play in conserving their piece of  New Zealand’s heritage, and ensuring that this 
special part of  our social and architectural history survives and endures for our children 
and grand-children to live in and appreciate.  142

Thus the task of  restoration and adaptation becomes a duty. The villa represented both private 
and public virtues, of  domestic life and engagement with the national culture, past and present.  
Another Story 
In Slums of  Auckland, published by the Progressive Publishing Society in 1942, W. B. Bland wrote 
of, “an official investigation into the living conditions existing in the parts of  Auckland officially 
described as ‘decadent’ and ‘near-decadent,’” conducted in 1937 by the Auckland City Council.  143

The areas surveyed amounted to, “about 1710 acres (or approximately ten per cent of  the entire 
city), including the inner portions of  Ponsonby, Parnell and Grey Lynn and the whole of  Eden 
Terrace, Arch Hill, Newton, Grafton and Freeman’s Bay.”  Of  10,698 buildings used for living 144

purposes, 3,699 (35%) were, “unsatisfactory as far as the physical fitness of  the structure was 
concerned.”  In a 1962 book, Auckland Expanding to Greatness, Fred Symes writes “Although 145

outer suburban areas will continue to be developed mainly for single family housing there are 
certain decadent inner areas, including Freemans Bay and parts of  Newton, Ponsonby and 
Parnell, where buildings which have already exceeded their true economical life and are now 
obsolete occupy potentially valuable residential land.  A caption to photographs of  timber 146

houses says, “Decadent housing such as this is a problem on the fringes of  the inner-city area. 
However, much has already been done to demolish them and as money comes available more of  
these areas are being replaced by modern high density accommodation.”  These decadent inner 147

areas were what would become the villa suburbs of  Auckland. As early as December 1982, in “St 
Mary’s Bay, Paddington-by-the-Sea”, Auckland Metro told its readers Ponsonby was no longer the 
place to be: “As the hastily-applied water-based paint speculators used to tart up Ponsonby peels 
in the summer sun; as its middle-class inhabitants realise their high school-age kids are not zoned 
for Grammar, a lot of  the gloss of  70s gentrification has gone off  Ponsonby.” The writer 
recommended readers to look to live in “Auckland’s first Sydney Style suburb”, the neighbouring 
St Mary’s Bay.  148

Jenny Carlyon and Diana Morrow’s Urban Village: The Story of  Ponsonby, Freemans Bay and St. Mary’s 
Bay, published in 2008, tells a different story. The reader learns of  the slums of  Freemans Bay 
that developed at the end of  the nineteenth century: “small, cheaply built, overcrowded houses 
on tiny sections were crammed into narrow dirt streets…. large family groups crammed into one 
or two tiny, dark, dirty, poorly ventilated rooms.” Carlyon and Morrow then turn to the 
Ponsonby and St Mary’s Bay area:  

In the early 20th century the neighbourhood was a growing, popular residential quarter of  
clean-living and decent small business-and trades people living in neat rows of  Victorian 
and Edwardian villas on small sections. Wealthier residents owned bigger houses on large 
sections along the ridges and near the sea. 
However, by 1914 despite Ponsonby’s general air of  buoyancy, areas of  overcrowding and 
poor living conditions were becoming apparent. The Depression hit the area particularly 
hard. Many people lost their jobs and couldn’t afford to pay their rents, and houses became 
derelict.   149

Unlike Stewart, who writes in generalities, Carlyon and Morrow record the memories of  those 
who endured the slums. Geoffrey Webster, who was a schoolboy in Ponsonby, recalls: 
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We lived in a tiny four-roomed cottage, with a narrow—and useless—veranda along the 
front with a side alley down which the night soil man used to come in the small hours 
twice a week. Ponsonby was full of  poor families. Unemployment was widespread, wages 
low. About sixty per cent of  boys in primary schools went unshod the year round because 
the family lacked money for stockings and footwear. Ponsonby was considered a rough 
neighbourhood. Indeed the term ‘Ponsonby toughs’ persisted for fifty years, long after it 
ceased to be relevant.  150

Webster was recalling events before the Second World War, but Ponsonby’s working class had 
later been joined by Polynesian immigrants. Then came the Bohemians: “By the late 1960s, 
young Pakeha artists, architects, writers, musicians, anarchists, students and alternative lifestylers 
were attracted to the neighbourhood by the cheap flats, cultural diversity and vitality, as well as 
the proximity to the university and city.”  Then came gentrification. Like Griffiths, Carlyon and 151

Morrow attribute change to harsh seventies reality: 
This neighbourhood culture started to change again from the mid-1970s. The oil crisis of  
the 1970s, the rising cost of  building new homes, the increasing number of  women 
entering the workforce, and smaller household sizes all meant that the Freemans Bay and 
Ponsonby neighbourhoods were an attractive proposition for young professionals who 
worked in the city. By 1974, headlines in the City News were announcing ‘Ponsonby Chic; 
The Move back to the City. In 1978 an Auckland Star article headlined ‘Trendy Invaders 
Oust “Real People”…  152

Carlyon and Morrow cite two contrasting headlines from this period: in 1974, the City News 
announced, “Ponsonby Chic; The Move back to the City.” In 1978 an Auckland Star article was 
headlined “Trendy Invaders Oust ‘Real People.’”  Written attitudes to gentrification depended 153

on where the publication stood and for whom it was publishing. The attitudes of  the established 
communities often depended on who benefitted: Carlyon and Morrow record that some 
Polynesians did well from selling their homes to the newcomers,  but others were cheated by 154

property speculators.  These stories do not appear in the villa histories. The working-class, 155

Polynesian and Bohemian neighbours of  the new villa owners are absent from Stewart’s book.  
The Listener took notice of  the decline of  traditional Ponsonby; in “Sink a Last Jug”, Steve 
Braunias visited the pub: “Once the rowdy heart of  working-class Ponsonby, the Gluepot’s vista 
bar fades quietly into oblivion.”  The last days of  working-class Ponsonby were also recorded 156

in Metro. Colin Hogg’s “Rock ‘n’ Roll Ponsonby” In September 1994 remembers the pub’s past 
as a music venue.  In Villa File, a November 1994 article,  Metro asked, “Is Ponsonby gaining 157 158

the world’s coffee beans and losing its soul? Andrew Heal wonders what we can expect from 
post-Gluepot Ponsonby.” Heal found, “Whitey—flush middle-class whitey—is moving in… 
Ponsonby’s working class, including Maori and Pacific Islanders… are moving out and 
discovering, to the south and the west, new homes.”  Heal then describes how the middle class 159

had, “deserted Ponsonby for the suburban quarter-acre paradise”, so that by the sixties 
Ponsonby was “ghettoised as a rough area, rife with gang problems and populated by university 
students lured by cheap rent.” The middle class returned in the seventies, reeling from the Oil 
Crisis and eager to renovate: 

Young families and property speculators rode a wave of  renovation in the post-oil-shock 
environment of  the 1970s. Now most Ponsonby residents are white home-owners, and 
while the Ponsonby Plan noted that the area’s cultural diversity had been under threat for 
the previous two decades, it is evident that ethnic groups are increasingly losing out 
under the pressures of  decreasing local employment and cheap rental opportunities.  160

The popularity of  the villa and all things historical exasperated at least one architect. In “The 
Tyranny of  the Victorian Villa”, a 1985 polemic for Auckland Metro, Nigel Cook wrote:  

I don’t feel strongly about old houses one way or another. The only important thing to me 
about the seven or eight I’ve lived in was their location. I want to live as close to the centre 
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of  the city as money and the kids allow and that means living in old houses. But it doesn’t 
mean I have to believe the garbage written about them. I have watched amazed as these 
ordinary old houses were turned into the glowing ideal dwelling for all of  society to aim 
for. 
Most of  the praise for the “colonial” style that has filled the media for the last twenty years 
comes, I’m afraid, from the fevered minds of  lady correspondents. The list of  advantages 
laid out for ignorant readers has been endless, and most of  it has been nonsense. They 
were bigger, stronger, built of  better materials, cheaper, better planned, had more light, 
more insulation, were the real New Zealand vernacular, were naturally elegant, etc., etc.; 
Pure bunkum. 
The intellectual support for all this was almost nil. It was nostalgia, not history; desire, not 
fact that drove the fashion. Escapism; but escapism cushioned by every mod con 
available.   161

A Listener article of  1999 gushed, “Our $4.5 Billion renovation boom is all about real kiwi 
lifestyles.”  We are a nation of  homeowners”, Don Bunting asserted in a 1994 renovation 162

guide; “We see home renovation as a valid way to improve the quality of  our lifestyle and 
increase the value of  what is usually our largest single investment. But later in his book, he 163

tempered this enthusiasm with the reality of  old houses: 
Just because it is original does not necessarily make it desirable. Most of  our houses were 
built by developer/builders from planbooks and catalogues, often with scant regard for 
local site factors. Sometimes their workmanship and materials were substandard. Some 
villas, for example, were constructed with demolition timber while bungalow builders 
were not averse to using putty or fillers to hide their bad workmanship.  164

The book of  lifestyle and forgetting 
The meaning of  Stewart’s New Zealand villa is in its subtitle, past and present. Stewart wrote the past 
and the present to be the same. The villa reflected the values of  its original owners, who turned 
out to be remarkably similar to the owners who would be reading Stewart’s book. The circularity 
of  Stewart’s history is similar to that of  Garrett’s New Pioneers. It also differs, because Stewart’s 
story would not fit with Garrett’s. He must go relentlessly forward to get back to the beginning. 
She has to go back to go forward. She also must stake her claim, to a piece of  territory, because 
the stories told by Garrett and others have no place for the villa out of  its own time. 

Somehow, we have failed to realise that much of  our architectural heritage is 
internationally unique and holds strong cultural value for us as New Zealanders. It helps 
to establish our identity in that it identifies who we are and where we come from. 
Although the Maori architecture and the houses of  the earliest pioneers have long been 
regarded as being valuable to our heritage, worthy of  conservation and of  special interest 
to our country, we have not afforded the same respect to our vernacular European 
architecture.  165

New Zealanders no longer had to wait for their architectural destiny. Identity could be found in 
the suburbs, in the past rather than the future.  

. The phrase, villa type, was used on 860 occasions in newspaper advertisements between 1910 and 1945, and “villa 1

type house” on ninety-nine occasions between 1920 and 1945. Neither appears before 1910, when the villa was 
supposedly the dominant style. The term “villa residence” is used in advertisements on more than 32, 000 occasions 
in advertisements between 1890 and 1914.
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Chapter Four: The Packing-case style 
Lord Plunket’s opinions on architecture 
This is an account of  a long-forgotten controversy 

Introduction 

Samuel Hurst Seager’s essay, “Architectural Art in New Zealand”, published in the Journal of  the 
Royal Institute of  British Architects in 1900, is recognised as a founding text in the development of  
New Zealand’s architectural culture. Lord Plunket’s address at the opening of  the first annual 
exhibition of  the Manawatu Art Society in September 1908 is now largely unknown. This might 
seem a trivial observation, since an essay by an important and talented architect published in an 
important architectural journal deserves to be more memorable than the opinions of  a colonial 
representative made at the opening of  a provincial art exhibition. But when these two opinions 
were published, their receptions were opposite: Seager’s essay attracted little attention but 
Plunket’s address was discussed widely. This chapter looks at the discussions provoked by 
Plunket’s opinions. 

Seager’s essay is held in high regard by architectural historians. Although apparently first cited in 
a work of  architectural history as late as 1971, the essay has since been noted often as a founding 
document of  New Zealand architectural culture.  Its value has been to suggest a starting point 1

for an important theme of  New Zealand modernism, in which “the desire for the local was 
intimately bound up with the commitment to being modern”, as Justine Clark and Paul Walker 
describe it in the introduction to their Looking for the Local.  This desire and commitment were 2

expressed in the forties and fifties when “the pioneer past was recuperated in the search for a 
modern New Zealand vernacular.”  Seager’s essay, “perhaps the earliest synoptic account of  3

New Zealand’s architectural history”, is cited as one of  three key articles, all published in Britain 
and written well before 1940 that “suggested an appropriate indigenous architecture would be 
based in timber forms of  earlier settler buildings.”  Clark and Walker support their argument 4

with a passage from the essay: 

The only works which are truly characteristic of  colonial life are the early wooden 
buildings put up by the first settlers. These, though not by any means beautiful, are yet 
honest expressions of  the wants of  the settlers at that time.... They are thus interesting as 
historical records, and on that account far less offensive than the nondescript class of  
works to which I have referred, erected in durable material under the title of  
‘‘Architecture.’’  5

Their interpretation of  this passage is that it, “introduced a proposition that would become a key 
part of  the view of  what New Zealand architecture had been at its best: utilitarian, simple, 
timber.”  They were not alone in attaching importance to Seager’s essay. Jeremy Salmond in Old 6

New Zealand Houses  writes of  Architectural Art in New Zealand and Frederick de Jersey Clere’s 7

Domestic Architecture in New Zealand as “the first critical descriptions of  New Zealand houses.” 
Douglas Lloyd-Jenkins made it the starting point for New Dreamland.  Robin Skinner described 8

the essay as “oft-quoted.”  It was indeed quoted in four of  the thirteen papers in the symposium 9

on New Zealand architecture from 1900 to 1917 held at the Faculty of  Architecture and Design 
of  Victoria University, an event that took its name, “We have no style”, from Seager’s essay.  Its 10

fame travelled overseas: Ian Lochhead told an audience at the University of  York  that Seager’s 11

essay was of, “seminal importance in the development of  a New Zealand architectural identity.” 
Lord Plunket’s address was mentioned once: by Ann McEwan, in passing, at the same 
conference   12
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Things were different at the time. In September 1908, Lord Plunket’s address prompted at least 
eleven responses from newspapers in more than 6,250 words of  copy. In 1900 Seager’s essay was 
mentioned by only one newspaper: The Press, the morning paper of  Seager’s own city, 
Christchurch.  Admittedly, that mention was an editorial in which the essay was discussed in five 13

hundred words, but the rest of  the Dominion remained unaware of  Mr Hurst Seager’s criticisms 
of  New Zealand architecture. This oversight occurred despite Seager’s growing celebrity: earlier 
that year, his illustrated lecture on Westminster Abbey had been well received in Auckland,  14

Wellington,  and Dunedin, where the Otago Witness reported, “He had studied and mastered his 15

subject in its many phases, and presented it to his audience in a compact, succinct, absorbingly 
interesting fashion.”  16

The Press editorial considers Seager’s arguments at some length and with some learning. It 
recognises the shortcomings he identifies, but does not believe them unique to New Zealand: 

Mr Seager begins by deploring the lack of  originality in New Zealand architecture. “We 
have, no style, no distinctive forms of  art... our cities are made up of  architectural 
quotations more or less grammatical.” And he goes on to complain that the quotations 
are usually garbled and inconsistent; that instead of  honest and simple work, colonial 
towns are full of  pretentious shams and tasteless ostentation. Such defects are not indeed 
peculiar to New Zealand. The decadence of  modern architecture is one of  the things 
that make the study of  architectural art perhaps the most melancholy of  all artistic 
studies.   17

Poetry, on the other hand, is “yet strong and vigorous.” Painting, despite “acres of  faultless but 
meritless mediocrity on the walls of  every academy” has at least enough true artists to “hand on 
the sacred torch to a happier age.” Music shows no symptom of  decay, because each generation 
“learns to love bolder and more complicated combinations of  sounds.” But architecture 
throughout the world would seem “almost to be reckoned among the dead arts, so rare is it to 
find any love, any enthusiasm, any original genius for it, in the hearts and brains of  our modern 
architects and their employers.” The problem is not New Zealand but architecture at the fin de 
siècle. The editorial then notes Seager finds “characteristic architectural features” unique to New 
Zealand only in the wooden buildings of  the early colonists. But the Christchurch of  the future 
will be a city of  brick and stone: 

It is therefore to be devoutly hoped that, in buildings, progress may be seen not only in 
material but in taste and in design. The old forms, as in music and in poetry, must no 
doubt be followed; but original genius and feeling can transform them into new life, just 
as Shakespeare could touch an ancient chronicle into “something rich and strange.” 
There is no reason why, in the gradual rebuilding of  Christchurch, such taste should not 
be shown as to make it a model of  colonial cities. We have already, as Mr Seager himself  
admits, one or two excellent examples of  architecture in our midst. If  simplicity, sincerity, 
and refinement, not pretentiousness and display, be sought by the rising generation of  
architects, the Christchurch of  1950 may be a city worthy of  the name.  18

Seager’s dissatisfaction with the state of  architecture in the Dominion was not unusual. Earlier that 
year, on 30th June, the Press had published a long editorial  on the state of  architecture in New 19

Zealand that began: 

We become so used to our civic surroundings that it seldom occurs to us to ask whether 
they are beautiful or ugly, artistically planned, or allowed to grow anyhow. We have 
referred to the subject on a previous occasion, but it seems of  sufficient importance to 
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merit further attention. They are like the clothes which we have worn for a year or so, the 
cut of  which has ceased to be a matter of  any serious concern to us. We know every 
corner, every pinnacle and tower, every gable and roof. We grow fond of  all our 
monstrosities; and the defects of  our intimate friends, as Horace says, escape our notice 
or are even objects of  affection. One has a feeling of  something like disloyalty in rudely 
intruding on this happy and easy-going indifference with any questions about the 
qualities of  the architecture in our town. One’s only apology must be that the colony is 
getting on in years, and that the time for playful, childish gambols in the matter of  
building is pretty well over. No doubt we have got beyond the stage of  shanties and lean-
tos but can anyone for a moment pretend that the great period of  the “packing-case” 
style in our domestic architecture is yet extinct? It had its model, no doubt, in the sea-
chests of  the early immigrants; but these primitive influences have served their turn, and 
may now be fairly discarded. 

This editorial then notes the planning of  Christchurch and its absence in Auckland, Wellington 
and Dunedin. It goes on to appraise the major buildings of  these cities, categorised by type: 
ecclesiastical, educational and public. Most are worthy, although scorn is poured upon the 
Auckland University buildings (“not a line suggests the faintest feeling for beauty or the faintest 
consciousness of  the high purposes which the structure was meant to serve”) and the Parliament 
Buildings in Wellington (“within there are halls, and swinging doors, and commodious spaces; 
but neither taste nor refinement”). Outside the major cities, only the Anglican Cathedral in 
Napier, “which has the conspicuous architectural merit of  being designed to resist earthquakes”, 
(the Cathedral was destroyed by the earthquake of  1931) and the Nelson Boys’ College 
(“probably the most graceful school building in this country”) are mentioned. The editorial ends: 

This is but a summary review, and necessarily incomplete. We should like to say 
something of  domestic architecture, in which some recent examples give hope of  better 
things. It would be a grand thing if  everyone who thinks of  building, whether individual 
or corporation, would realise that beauty and taste are not more expensive than ugliness. 
In fact, the real expense often lies in meretricious and inappropriate ornamentation, 
which were better away. “The ideal of  art”, said Goethe, “is simplicity and repose;” and 
this wise and pregnant utterance is as true of  architecture as of  any other art. 

The writer’s cultural background would appear to be more literary than architectural: not only is 
Goethe quoted but, in hoping for “a little of  the sweetness and light which New Zealand 
architects seem almost ashamed to be found guilty of ”, the writer evokes the title of  the first 
chapter of  Matthew Arnold’s 1869 book Culture and Anarchy.  The critique of  buildings is 20

mostly one of  appearances: the Roman Catholic Basilica in Wellington “promises to be a bold 
and well-proportioned building”, while the Knox Church and the First Church in Dunedin have 
“graceful towering spires.” But effect is also cited: the group of  educational buildings around 
Canterbury College in Christchurch “never fails to exercise a soothing influence, even on senses 
dulled by familiarity;” but the Normal School is “in keeping, though its general effect is 
depressing.” In Wellington, “the fine façade of  the Post Office, and the surmounting tower, 
strike the eye as one comes up the harbour.” Comparisons with great works of  architecture are 
not made; no architects are named, other than Phidias and Brunelleschi. This does not seem to 
be writing of  an architectural expert, but it is a vigorous work of  criticism. 

The June editorial’s closing remarks about beauty and taste, expense and the hope of  better 
things are characteristic of  newspaper commentaries of  the early twentieth century. In this 
climate, it is unsurprising the December editorial should be unmoved by Seager’s longing for an 
architecture with the virtues of  the wooden buildings of  the early colonists. While that editorial 
wished for “simplicity, sincerity, and refinement” and the June editorial hoped for “simplicity and 
repose”, neither demands a New Zealand style. Building in wood is primitive: the June editorial 
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observes with a note of  disdain that, “in Auckland the Anglican community are still satisfied 
with a wooden cathedral” while, in Wellington, “the pro-cathedral and other churches also had 
their original home in the forest.”  21

This last remark seems to be a play on the idea that the forms of  Gothic architecture were 
developed from those of  trees in the forest groves where pagans worshipped, an idea with 
sixteenth-century Italian origins,  and idea that had been expounded by Goethe, Coleridge and 22

Chateaubriand. The editorialist makes it a literal comment, on a cathedral made not of  stone but 
of  timber. Irvine and Alpers, in The Progress of  New Zealand in the Century of  1902, made another 
play on this legend: “If  Gothic architecture drew its first inspiration from the leafy aisles of  the 
German forest, the evolutionary starting point of  the New Zealand villa must have been the tin-
lined packing case in which the pioneer settler imported his goods and chattels.”  23

Describing New Zealand houses as packing cases was common at this time. Ruskin had 
suggested, in his first lecture on architecture delivered on 1st November 1853, that a house 
without a pitched roof  would look “like a large packing-case with windows in it;”  in New 24

Zealand the term “packing case style” was used to describe the wooden buildings of  the colony. 
It remained an analogy: nobody claimed these buildings to have been constructed from packing 
cases. Thus, a letter to the Editor of  the Press, published in March 1897 under the pseudonym 
“Advance”, said in part:  

We still seem to going for the Barn-Doric, Carpenters-Gothic and big packing-case styles 
of  architecture. If  we are not a wooden-headed community, we are certainly a wooden-
housed one. After more than forty years, it would not be unreasonable to forsake the 
lean-to-nothing and saltbox styles, and to give our architects—to whom Christchurch 
must be nightmare—an opportunity to build on modern lines and in more permanent 
materials. Every man his own architect, and timber and galvanised iron as materials seem 
to be the order of  the day.  25

The writer goes on to argue, in practical terms, against wooden architecture: “Frequent paintings, 
repairs and renewals, dry rot and wet rot, and the worm render wooden buildings a very poor 
investment for capital, and, commercially speaking, they are not a good line.” Their lives are 
short and they are out of  place in Christchurch, a town nearly half  a century old. The writer 
concludes, “I cannot but think that if  our architects and builders, and our brick and tile makers 
pulled together, and educated the public that the hammer and saw would give place to the trowel 
and the hod, to the benefit of  the public and to the improvement of  the town.”  26

A letter to the Editor published in the New Zealand Herald of  24th September 1901 and written 
under the pseudonym “Substantial”, says: 

Sir. As a comparatively recent arrival from the Old Country, I write to complain of  the 
very poor character of  the private houses of  Auckland and its neighbourhood. Wood 
and galvanised iron may do for the early days, but after some sixty years of  settlement it 
says very little for New Zealanders to continue the weather-boarding and canvas and 
paper order of  architecture. We have at present fine specimens of  the packing-case 
order, the barn-door, i.e. the lean-to, and other shedifices. A solid, well-built house, with 
any real architectural merits, is as rare as a dodo. In short, sir, not to mince matters, the 
homes of  the New Zealanders are poor shoddy affairs, like the precious Government 
now in office. “‘It will last my time” seems to be the idea. Look at the Admiral’s house 
now being built! Wood — nothing but wood. Are we a wooden-headed lot ourselves? 
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For goodness sake, let the architects and builders help to rouse people up to the building 
standard of  other places, and to forsake the packing case order of  architecture.  27

An opinion piece in the Evening Post of  8th July 1907, under the title “Disillusioned” and the 
byline “One-time New Chum”,  describes the experiences of  the immigrant, who endures many 28

privations and indignities, including assaults on his aesthetic sensibility: “His sense of  beauty, 
cultivated among the green fields and still waters of  the old English countryside, revolts at the 
ruined landscape, and the tawdry packing case houses.” 
The reference to a ruined landscape is more surprising than the tawdry packing case houses, 
which were a commonplace. Although the immigrant described by One-time New Chum sees 
matters differently after a while (“The work becomes easier, the skies seem brighter, the 
landscape is after all but the temporary mask of  earth, in transition from the old order to the 
new, Nature, the healer, ever repairing the ravages of  man”), this passage at least contains the 
possibility of  seeing New Zealand as other than the landscape portrayed by the boosters. The 
rhetoric of  settlement was of  improvement, nature made productive, useful and valuable. But 
here the writer suggests a counter-narrative, one that would become common in twentieth-
century New Zealand fiction. The “ruination plot”, as Alex Calder would name it, is “a story of  
hubris and comeuppance, of  ignorance leading to painful knowledge. The optimism 
characteristic of  the improvement plot becomes a tragic flaw: our blind faith in progress ends in 
environmental degradation—not paradise made, but paradise lost.”   29

As a story, the ruined landscape was not new in European culture. Before New Zealand was 
colonised, the ruined landscape story existed in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century attempts to 
explain the difference between the reality of  the Mediterranean ecology and its representations 
in classical literature or in more recent painting; it was a myth of  despoliation created to explain 
an unexpectedly harsh environment, which in fact was a natural phenomenon.  In New Zealand 30

the ruined landscape story reflected a reality of  despoliation, the readily apparent consequence 
of  development, of  progress. It could be seen, if  only the viewer was prepared to see the 
vanishing bush and its thousands of  remnant tree stumps as such, rather than as improvement or 
the transition from the old order to the new. Those tawdry houses were the homes of  the 
despoilers. They also were remnants of  the landscape, built from timbers hewn from the bush. 
Architecture is complicit in the despoliation of  nature, or at least its by-product. Perhaps likening 
houses to packing cases might helped the settler forget that they, like the wooden churches, had 
their original home in the forest.  

Others saw the landscape as naturally superior to the architecture. In 1870, the West Coast Times 
and Westland Observer reported the publication of  the latest edition of  a local serial: 

The seventh part of  the first series of  “The Sun Painters’ Portfolio and Art Journal” has 
been published, and we have received a copy. It has “photographic illustrations”, 
(excellently executed) of  “New Zealand scenery”, (magnificent, of  course,) and New 
Zealand architecture (_____________!) It is published; as usual, by John Crerar and Co., 
Westland, printed by J. P. Klein, Hokitika, and for (the benefit, let us hope, of) the 
proprietors.” So says the title-page.  31

As a response to New Zealand architecture, “_____________!” is at least succinct. The 
landscape is “magnificent, of  course”, but then the forests of  the West Coast had been far less 
despoiled than those of  the Wellington region. But here, not for the last time in New Zealand, 
architecture is compared to nature, and loses. The Manawatu Standard, in 1885, showed that it 
took the skill of  an artist to make buildings more picturesque, more in keeping with the 
landscape, at least on paper:  
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Mr Hampton delivered his eighth lecture on drawing in the vestry room of  All Saints 
yesterday evening, the attendance being quite as large as on former occasions. The 
subject of  last night’s lecture was the proportions of  villas and cottages and the lecturer 
in a very comprehensive and lucid manner described the various details of  the 
architecture met with in New Zealand scenery. The diagram illustrations were also 
interesting and assisted the listeners in forming correct ideas of  the proportions referred 
to in the lecture and how by a few simple rules an eye-sore may be converted into a 
pleasing feature of  landscape.  32

Architectural criticism was not confined to the papers, nor was it new. In Auckland in 1864, 
Charles Thatcher, the “goldfields balladeer”, had entertained an audience at the Odd Fellows 
Hall. The evening’s entertainment was brought to its close with a new song entitled “Auckland’s 
Contribution to the Otago Exhibition”, to which Thatcher “sarcastically recommended that 
models of  the Auckland Court House and Post Office should be sent as specimens of  New 
Zealand architecture.”  33

The domestic architecture of  New Zealand also compared badly to that of  Home. In January 
1898, the gossip column in the Observer recounted that Dr Newman, “the chirpy little ex-M. HR. 
for Wellington Suburbs, has been loading up the Wellington Natives’ Association with 
reminiscences of  his recent trip Home.” According to the item: 

The ex-member for the Suburbs is quite out of  conceit now with New Zealand 
architecture. ‘All the new style of  houses in England,’ he says, ‘from the 15s suburban 
villa to the mansion, are beautiful; the houses in New Zealand are as ugly as possibly can 
be. I own two so I can speak with authority.’   34

Stucco and the canons of  good taste 
A lengthy critique written “by an architect” was published in the Dominion in October 1907 under 
the title “Interesting Criticism.”  The architect argued, “The visitor to this Dominion finds much 35

to command his admiration in the realms of  Nature, but it cannot be said that our cities offer 
great attraction to the tourist or sightseer”, because the architecture “is not of  a nature to excite 
deep interest or enthusiasm.” This he found to be especially true of  Wellington. He thought it 
doubtful if  architectural art had kept pace with development in other directions:  

Many of  the best buildings of  the Dominion were erected quite a number of  years ago, for 
instance Christchurch Anglican Cathedral (still, probably, the best building we possess), 
the Canterbury College buildings, the interesting and picturesque old provincial buildings, 
the Dunedin University buildings, schools, churches, banks and insurance companies’ 
buildings. In Auckland no commercial building of  recent years has equalled the Victoria 
Arcade building, but in ecclesiastical architecture Auckland has certainly made a valuable 
acquisition recently by the erection of  St. Matthew’s Anglican Church. Wellington’s street 
architecture suffers, much on account of  the prevailing use of  stucco, which is 
substituted for the stone which the district lacks. 

Stucco is the writer’s main concern: “If  less of  that material were in evidence our buildings 
would be more interesting, because more honest….the canons of  good taste do not protest 
against the use of  stucco, but only against its misuse in the representation of  some other 
material.” He continues at some length, insisting that architecture is not akin to the work of  the 
confectioner, “who sometimes spreads a coating of  elaborated sweetness over a rough and 
unsightly substructure”, yet the production of  street building is sometimes very similar: 

In the process of  erection we see a rough brick structure raised without form and void 
practically, certainly without architectural form, and void of  any beauty whatever. The 
builder so far as construction is concerned has done his work, and with the utmost 
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coarseness apparently; the rough is built on the roof  walls, and as far as the exterior is 
concerned, the building might be ready for occupation. Now a transformation takes 
place. Up to this stage there has been no style about the building, nothing to indicate 
what its character was to be, whether classic, Gothic, Romanesque, Dutch, or Queen 
Anne the beholder has had no hint, but quite in a short time massive quoins or pseudo 
angle stones begin to appear where were none before. Key stones, or their 
representations, take form where no arched construction exists; monolithic lintels span 
in front of  rough arches, and generally the construction is falsified, all over. The building 
has put on a new and imposing garb, but it is not architecture —only the semblance of  
it. There can be no real architecture without structural integrity.  

If  that were not enough, the writer tells his readers, “stuccoed architecture of  the Palladian type 
is quite out of  court in England, and most other countries where brick is used uncovered when 
stone is not available, and there is no reason why good neat brickwork should not be more in 
evidence here.” Thus the writer’s tirade against stucco becomes a plea for brick, combined with 
ornamental terra cotta, both of  which ought to be produced in Wellington. He notes, in closing, 
the brickbuilder “is in danger of  becoming as extinct in our midst as the Moa” and has, to a large 
extent, “sunk to the position of  the rough hewer, so to speak, of  a mere ground work prepared 
for the real craftsman, the plasterer.” The writer concludes with a reference to Ruskin: “In such a 
noble art there should be no sham veneering practised; it should be of  such a character that the 
contemplation of  it may, as Ruskin, has said somewhere, contribute to our mental health, power 
and pleasure.”  36

Such was the state of  New Zealand architectural culture in 1900. The desire was not for a local 
style of  architecture; the commitment to being modern took the form of  architectural progress 
towards better buildings. Seager’s essay, suffused as it is with Arts and Crafts ideas of  
authenticity, did not reflect the mood of  his fellow colonists, but at least had the virtue of  bold 
thinking. 
The Governor 
Sir William Lee Plunket, Fifth Baron, had been appointed Governor in 1904 and apparently 
spent his first four years in office without making any newsworthy comment about architecture. 
But in 1908 he made two speeches in which he gave his opinion of  New Zealand buildings. That 
given to the Manawatu Art Society on 9th September provoked comment throughout the 
Dominion, but His Excellency’s first venture into architectural criticism, on 20th May 1908 in his 
address at the opening ceremony for the annual exhibition of  the Auckland Society of  Arts—of  
which he was patron—was reported only locally. After noting, “There were more serious things 
in life than art, but art, after religion, was the most refining and elevating influence in human 
life”, he congratulated the society on the broad views they took of  their duties but also 
suggested further work to be done: 

His Excellency, after enumerating the definite objects of  the society, said it had been his 
experience to be associated with a great many societies of  art both here and in England, 
in which painting and sculpture were considered the only subjects worthy of  being taken 
up. But by incorporating the other subjects mentioned in the programme, the Auckland 
Society of  Arts was doing a great and useful work for the people of  Auckland. If  he 
might be allowed to make a suggestion, they might go further still, apart from the fine 
work they were accomplishing. A higher taste in house architecture might be inculcated. 
The Art Society could do much in this direction. He did not know anything more 
inartistic than some of  the abominable types of  modern houses that were going up 
everywhere. He was not referring only to New Zealand, but to other portions of  the 
British Dominions and to England itself. In London there were appalling outrages on the 
picturesque in this direction. It was not pleasing to the artistic eye to see an ugly house 
painted a dirty pink, and picked out with a shade of  brown. (Laughter and applause.) In 
Auckland, with its beautiful surroundings and choice gardens, these types of  houses were 
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very noticeable. He was not saying that New Zealand architecture was to be condemned 
entirely, but in New Zealand the Society of  Arts had an excellent opportunity of  exerting 
its influence over house architecture.  37

The Governor’s remarks were reported in the Auckland newspapers (the Auckland Star’s report  38

of  the address is identical), but did not provoke any commentary; perhaps his emphasis that 
similar outrages to the picturesque were to be found throughout the Dominions and even in 
England softened any local indignation. Later that same year, in an address to another art society, 
Lord Plunket returned to the subject of  domestic architecture in New Zealand, this time with 
more vigour. The occasion was the opening of  the annual exhibition of  the Manawatu Art 
Society in Palmerston North. His address was reported first by the local daily paper under the 
headline “Vice-Regal Criticism” and the subheading “New Zealand’s Contemptible 
Architecture.” 

His Excellency the Governor frankly criticised colonial building designs at the opening 
of  the art exhibition last night. Lord Plunket first paid a graceful tribute to the evidences 
of  culture Palmerston exhibited in its orchestral and choral societies which were known 
throughout the Dominion. He mentioned the influence of  Mr M. Cohen  in this 39

connection and, continuing, said: “There is one important form of  art which the people 
in New Zealand might strive to cultivate. That is architecture. I am not referring to any 
town in particular, to Palmerston, or Auckland, or Dunedin, but to New Zealand 
generally, when I say that there is nothing more contemptible than the average house 
which is perpetrated in New Zealand. Why your houses here are just about equal to those 
erected in the more respectable portions of  the East End of  London. Even Bromley can 
beat anything you have got here. Of  course I recognise that one of  the great difficulties 
is that most of  the people haven’t had the opportunity to see and appreciate the grand 
architecture of  the Old World — of  Florence, and these other great places, and even of  
the charming little country towns in the Old Country. “Of  course”, continued his 
Excellency with a smile, “although I am an absurdly enthusiastic Irishman I must confess 
that Ireland is a sinner also in the matter of  architecture, and that many of  her modern 
houses are abominations. There ought to be some better houses here. They are all exactly 
the same — the same tin roof, painted the same red, and probably the wrong red, the 
same drab mud colour on the front, and the same horrible tin thing to hold the water in 
at the back. I can’t think that these abominations are built purely for the purpose of  
saving money. You can’t be so needy in Palmerston North. I am not trying to abuse New 
Zealand, because you all know that I have a very great regard for the country and its 
people. I am simply referring to this one point, which demands attention.” His 
Excellency referred to one or two charming houses which he had seen in the 
neighbourhood of  Palmerston, and a number in the Hawke’s Bay district, referring 
especially to “that delightful residence  owned by Mr Pharazyn at Feilding.” He 40

suggested that Palmerston might at some time have an architectural exhibition wherein 
could be exhibited designs for houses. It would be the first held in New Zealand.  41

Responses 
Reactions were many and mixed. An editorial in the Dominion was supportive, claiming the 
Governor “will find many a heart warmly responsive to his vigorous onslaught upon the 
dreadful monotony of  our ‘abominations in house architecture,’” and noting he was not the first 
“to burst forth against the deadness of  most New Zealanders to architectural beauty”, recalling, 
“Mr Frank Bullen [The British author of  The Cruise of  the “Cachalot”: Round the World After Sperm 
Whales and many other stories of  the sea] was particularly severe on the eternal stucco of  
Wellington, and other people inconveniently interested in the way in which people house 
themselves have expressed their horror at the outward appearance of  the things we live in.” The 
editorial observes, “in some countries there actually do exist bodies which can prevent the 
disfiguration of  city streets by mean examples of  architecture”, citing Germany as being “really 
awake to the value of  treating as matters of  public concern aesthetic questions that are left to the 
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‘faddists’ in Britain”, where “the liberty of  the citizen to build ugly houses and lead the 
unaesthetic life is regarded as a fundamental part of  the Constitution.” Some American cities, the 
editorial noted, “have Boards of  Art Commissioners to keep municipal buildings beautiful”, 
while the authority to “frame by-laws which prevent the erection of  such buildings as injure the 
appearance of  city streets” is granted to Communal Councils in Italy. Wellington, the Dominion 
feels bound to say, “would be a much pleasanter place if  the general demands of  art and amenity 
were adopted into the narrow set of  principles admitted by our public men”, because, “the rapid 
increase of  population, and the brisk demand for more accommodation, have left the builders 
and the people no time to care for the graces of  line or colour in house architecture.” 
Unfortunately, the writer laments, “Nothing good could come of  placing the custody of  art and 
amenity in the hands of  a local body, since its standard of  taste can only be the general standard 
of  the community….in this country that is a very low standard.” For in New Zealand, none of  
the arts, with the exception of  music, “has yet more than a few enlightened lovers.” Although 
New Zealand has had little time to spare for the “cultivation of  a mental pleasure garden”, the 
editorial concludes this will come in time and there will be “an end of  the ‘drab mud colour’ and 
‘the horrible tin thing’ as the accepted standards of  beauty in architecture.”  42

The Evening Post of  the same day sought the opinion of  an unnamed architect, who “bubbled 
over with indignation” and claimed, “If  the particular purpose of  the dwelling-places, the 
climate, and other factors are taken into consideration, it will be found that the architecture here 
is as good as it is anywhere else.” The architect also contended that many of  the structures in 
England had only the “doubtful and very uncomfortable virtue of  antiquity” to commend them. 
“Some of  them were hideous forms, which the ivy had mercifully cloaked.” But the architect 
said he would agree with Lord Plunket, were he referring to the shacks in New Zealand or the 
numerous hovels, “rattled up without an architect’s blessing and fee.” The reporter then found 
another unnamed architect who was grateful for the Governor’s comments, which might help to 
make people dissatisfied with those houses found in all the towns, “all alike, like a string of  
sausages—and not good sausages.” This architect then “traversed the pitiable attempts to make 
an indifferent house pass as a grandee—the fretwork that horribly fretted the spirit, the scrolls 
that wormed and squirmed like a wounded snake or a bad boy’s handwriting, all over the 
unfortunate house’s face, the cast-iron moulding on the verandah, the little turrets that bobbed 
up like a snuffer on a candle.” For very little more money, “houses, now a blot on the landscape, 
could have been made pleasing to the eye not by lamentable, tawdry nick-nacks, plastered and 
screwed here and there, but by good well-arranged workmanship.” A third architect remarked:  

Speculative builders run up houses and rely on a rough-and-ready ignorance of  
architecture and a knowledge of  stock pattern to see them through. They get windows 
and doors and other things, cheaply, according to stock patterns. Then a window or door 
is not arranged to suit the house, but the house is built to suit the window or door; the 
part is greater than the whole. The structure was bundled together, with green timber, 
perhaps, playing a large part in the tragedy, and then the fret-saw was given the 
impossible task of  trying to make the sorry figure pass as a gentleman. 

Despite everything said by the architects, the reporter concluded with optimism:  
Happily the fashion is setting back to simplicity, that is to beauty. One architect produced 
catalogues of  English styles for modern cottages. They were a rest for the eyes. The 
aspect was pleasing, but all the goodness came from the sound design, the devotion of  
the material to good workmanship. The features were plain, but attractive, and with a 
healthy colour they could not fail to make the dweller proud of  his abode. The architects 
here are, of  course, prepared to design similar buildings for New Zealand if  they are 
wanted.  43

An editorial in the same edition of  the paper at first appeared to take a different stance: “The 
Governor appeals for a greater devotion to art, but if  art is long the rent is longer…if  a bread-
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winner has to toil for two days to earn the rent for an eyesore, how long would he have to 
perspire for the rent of  a thing of  beauty?” But cost might not be the issue: 

Yet it should surely be possible to get something better-looking for the money invested 
in a house nowadays. Men are very much like sheep in their habit of  “follow the leader.” 
Somebody started building ugly habitations, and others imagined, apparently, that 
ugliness was the proper mode. Once a T cottage was built by somebody, and the land was 
daubed all over with wearisome Ts. Then somebody set down a rigid square, as grim in 
pose as a bulldog at bay, and the landscape became dotted with squares. In a new 
country, of  course, architecture has to be admired at a distance in the Old World for a 
while. New Zealand is but repeating the history of  other countries. There are signs that 
men are beginning to have a little time and leisure for the “cult of  the beautiful.”  44

Like the other papers, the Press made a comparison between architecture and music, although of  
a different kind, observing the saying “architecture is frozen music” can only be reconciled with 
the state of  things in New Zealand by remembering there are all sorts of  music: “If  a Gothic 
cathedral represents, say, a Wagner opera or a Beethoven symphony, the average New Zealand 
house may be indicated by a music-hall song, ground out on a gramaphone.” In a new country, 
utility must first be served and architecture is the last of  the arts to blossom. Only when “the 
pioneers have made good their footing and are beginning to regard themselves as settled down, 
that they give two thoughts to the outward appearance of  their houses and towns.” 
Unfortunately the belief  that a house is to be lived in, not looked on, persists long after all 
excuse for it has in many cases disappeared. It may be argued that artistic architecture costs more 
than most can afford but the vast difference between an ugly building and one with some beauty 
of  design is not necessarily presented by an equal difference in cost, “Yet both in private and 
public architecture in New Zealand we constantly see beauty sacrificed for the sake of  a little 
money, just as we often see dignified simplicity ruined by meretricious ornaments.” However, 
matters are improving, if  slowly: “We have left behind us the plain packing-case style of  
architecture, we are gradually escaping from the succeeding style in which the packing-case was 
aggravated by the pepperpot and monstrous oriel window that raged so furiously in Suburbia 
some years ago, and we are coming to recognise that an artistic dwelling is not a luxury only for 
the rich.” Fortunately, Christchurch has not so far to go on the path of  artistic architecture as 
some of  the other cities. Although there are signs of  improving taste in the chief  business and 
public buildings, still there is plenty of  room for reform. “We still suffer without rebuke or 
protest a horrible mixture of  styles that offends every canon of  art” and money is still wasted on 
ornamentation that outrages good taste. 

Christchurch can boast that in the Provincial Council building she set a standard in the 
early days for the rest of  New Zealand, but unfortunately it was not accepted, neither did 
she herself  live up to it. More lately there has been some renascence of  artistic design, a 
growing recognition that good taste and utility are not incompatible. And if  the 
Governor’s stinging criticism opens people’s eyes more widely to the fact that 
architecture is an art to be cultivated, it will effect the purpose that doubtless he had in 
view.  45

The Bush Advocate observed that most commentary had been in support of  the Governor‘s ideas, 
but chose to dissent: “Had Lord Plunket looked below the surface he must have recognised that 
the ruling factor in this matter is that of  the almighty dollar, and many people will be disposed to 
think that his wholesale condemnation is hardly justified by fact and is in rather questionable 
taste.” While many of  the buildings in the cities and larger country towns suffer sameness in 
appearance, this experience is not confined to New Zealand. Besides, in Canterbury, Wellington, 
Dunedin and many of  the country districts there are attractive houses. “Sameness in design is 
bound to be apparent in centres like Palmerston, on account of  its rapid growth and of  the fact 
that the place has been built up by the enterprise of  the people.” However, slums have been 
avoided and the business houses are a credit to the town. Even the tin-roofed houses of  the 
ordinary working resident “are invariably surrounded by a neat garden, and, as a rule, there is 
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plenty of  yard room for the children, and these, after all, are of  more importance than the 
absence of  these ornamentations and adornments of  which the Governor so querulously 
complains.”  46

The Evening Post published a letter to the Editor on 15th September 1908, written from 
Wellington under the pseudonym “F.R.I.B.A.”, in reference to “the startling announcement made 
by His Excellency Lord Plunket to the effect that colonial architecture is contemptible.” The 
writer admits, “The general results regarding domestic architecture are not in accord with the 
high ideals that many prominent architects have tried to achieve in the Dominion” but wishes to 
“express a few of  the reasons as to the difficulties which must be overcome in order to obtain 
better results.” These include the desirability, in view of  earthquakes, to build not only residences 
but also public buildings chiefly in wood, and the excessive costs of  land, labour and material: 
“The difficulty, therefore, lies not so much in a lack of  cultivation as in the lack of  funds.” The 
writer claims the quality of  the work done for the extra pay workmen receive under recent labour 
legislation is inferior to that of  former conditions, “because the builders realise that they are a 
strong organisation and that the Government must recognise their claims.” The limited number 
of  people in affluent circumstances account for the few fine houses His Excellency had seen. 

Printed beneath the letter are further comments, presumably by the Editor, although they 
suggest some knowledge of  the building trade: 

There can be no doubt that to a large extent jerry architecture exists throughout the 
Dominion owing to the irresponsible builder-architect speculating in jerry-built houses, in 
many cases erecting rows of  dwellings from a stock pattern for the purpose of  making 
money, and these, of  course, his Excellency would naturally stamp as being 
“contemptible” architecture. Moreover it must be recognised that many people in 
affluent circumstances are quite satisfied to live in ramshackle residences unworthy of  
the city in which they reside. It should be the desire of  all true artists, architects, and the 
public alike to strive to have homes that are beautiful and built of  durable material, and 
no doubt new enterprises are being evolved at the present time to accomplish this 
desired position. Needless to say that during the last few years rapid advances have been 
made, and that the “tin” roofs referred to are rapidly being replaced by Marseilles tiles 
and asbestic slates. The city bylaws are becoming more and more stringent, and insist 
upon structural work of  a better and more lasting character. Therefore, it is reasonable to 
suppose that in the future better results will be obtained and possibly as time proceeds 
many of  the disadvantages that have existed will disappear and beautiful homes will 
adorn the Dominion. 

The Hawera and Normanby Star was inclined to think the question of  cost has more to do with the 
case than lack of  artistic sense: “Every architect will tell you that people will have this adornment 
and that embellishment cut out of  the estimate until nothing but a ‘matchbox’ is left—merely to 
save money.” The writer continues: 

By ‘adornments’ and ‘embellishments’ we mean adaptations of  what is acknowledged to 
be the best in architecture, not those tawdry scrolls and drops and fal-de-rals which are 
permitted to disfigure so many places. The need for economy plays a very important part 
indeed in building. “The same red roof  and probably the wrong red”, that makes Lord 
Plunket’s eyes ache has been found to a very good preservative for the iron and by 
general consent it is much more artistic than no paint at all. And “the same horrible tin 
thing to hold the water in at the back” has proved itself  the most useful means available 
for conserving an indispensable supply. Admittedly it is not picturesque, but Art 
sometimes has to give way to Utility. On the whole we think that that the people of  this 
Dominion may stand unashamed despite His Excellency’s strictures.  
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Progress will continue until the time comes when future Governors will have nothing but hearty 
congratulations to offer. The Dominion is still “strenuously engaged in subduing the primitive….it 
is in no sense a reproach that its buildings cannot be compared with the architectural creations 
of  the Etruscans and the Greeks. Rome was not built in a day.”  47

The Free Lance, a weekly pictorial newspaper published in Wellington, was convinced, “we have 
practically no architecture in New Zealand, and when we speak of  residential architecture we can 
almost without reserve write it down as unpretentious and unsightly.” However, the writer was 
relieved by Lord Plunket’s assurance that he did not refer particularly to Wellington:  

Can it be that there is still another town in New Zealand where the roofs are all red, and 
that horrible tin thing is rigged up at the back to hold water? And yet— and yet, did His 
Excellency ever in his leisured moments (if  he ever has any) sit down and ponder on the 
rents that were demanded for these red-roofed, unsightly dwellings? That is the phase of  
our architecture which appeals to the rank and file in Wellington. Living in these mean 
specimens of  art is, after all, the big thing in Wellington, and the average toiler is very 
much disposed to work out the problem of  what he would have to pay for the privilege 
of  living in the triumph of  architectural art.  48

The Hawera and Normanby Star reported in 1908 the opinions of  a Timaru architect, who 
considered the Governor’s remarks fully justified: “He had travelled to a good many parts of  the 
world, and the conclusion he had come to concerning New Zealand architecture, was that it is 
Queen Anne or what is meant for Queen Anne in front, and ‘Mary Ann’ behind.” The architect 
also had words to say about Charles Le Neve Arnold’s Admiralty House: 

He considered that the Government should set an example in good architecture in public 
buildings. Admiralty House at Auckland, he considered was a frightful gimcrack looking 
structure—too great and awful to place in any category pertaining to the art of  
architecture. So long as this and some other styles continued, so long would the glorified 
dog kennel or piano case style remain paramount. With a view to raising the standard of  
architecture in the Dominion he suggested that a Chair of  Architecture should be 
established at the University.  49

The last word 
What seems to have been the last word on the subject was spoken by Percy Adolphus Vaile, an 
Aucklander living in London, where he wrote on many issues of  concern to him. In New 
Zealand he was the object of  ridicule for this. He was interviewed in 1912 by a correspondent of  
the Otautau Standard and Wallace County Chronicle, who begins his article by remarking, “It is good 
to find that at intervals during that vast and difficult operation of  removing the beams from 
poor old England’s eyes, Mr P. A. Vaile can occasionally spare time to consider the motes in the 
eyes of  other countries.” Vaile says the New Zealander lacks ideals, since “at present he has none 
in art, literature, architecture, or I regret to say it in, if  I may use the word, national pride.” The 
New Zealander is “proud of  his mutton, his butter, and his football, but he is dead to the higher 
appeal of  culture in almost any form.” When asked by the correspondent what he meant by 
ideals, Vaile recalls the Governor’s comments:  

“Well, you know that Lord Plunket told New Zealanders that they had no architecture. 
How do you encourage your architects? You give important work to outsiders, who are 
proved to be miserable plagiarists of  contemptible edifices. Is it likely that this will 
produce architecture in New Zealand?” 
“But that is only one instance”, I objected. 
“It is typical of  much that goes on in public life”, said Mr Vaile. “There is no looking 
ahead. Everything is of  the little, and temporary, and mean order.”  50

Vaile earlier had written a book on New Zealand for the “Peeps at Many Lands” series, in which 
he noted of  Auckland, “there are practically no buildings with any claim to architectural beauty, 
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and the city is now about to spend close on £90, 000 on building a Town Hall shaped like a 
distorted flat-iron and modelled on the design for Brixton municipal offices!” He went on to say: 

Lord Plunket recently said that New Zealand architecture is contemptible. I am afraid 
this will not cause him to alter his opinion. It is unfortunate that in many cases the power 
to influence the spending of  public money is in the hands of  persons without artistic 
instinct or experience. Thus, in many cases money that ought to be used to render a city 
more useful and beautiful is frequently misapplied.  51

By the time of  Vaile’s interview, Lord Plunket had already returned to Britain, his term of  office 
having ended in 1910. Although he had not spoken publicly about New Zealand architecture 
since the Manawatu Art Society speech, he had become the first Patron of  the New Zealand 
Institute of  Architects. One of  his final acts was to reassure the architects. In reply to a farewell 
address by the New Zealand Institute of  Architects, he said his criticism of  architecture in New 
Zealand some time ago did not refer to the work of  professional architects.  52

  
A view from Home 
Guy Hardy Scholefield, the future editor of  the Dictionary of  New Zealand Biography, wrote from 
London in the winter of  1909: 

Just at the time when a colonial Governor, brought up in the traditions of  Old England, 
was characterising as “contemptible” the architecture of  my native country, I was trying 
to be cheerful, in the early months of  winter, amongst the appallingly dismal frontages 
of  Bayswater. I have learned to have a great regard for the symmetrical native 
architecture of  the Maori race, a design which is steadily encroaching, with the Swiss 
chalet style, and what we know to be Elizabethan patterns, into the varied and altogether 
bright house-designing of  New Zealand. In a dozen or so styles which have been 
crowded into sixty years of  social life in New Zealand there is only one that I know of  
so wretched, so crude, so uninspiring and dreary as what I understand to be the 
Georgian architecture of  many of  the older residential quarters of  London. That is the 
little two-eyed whare that is so common a feature of  the back-blocks.  53

The little two-eyed whare or the packing-case house may have been “honest expressions of  the 
wants of  the settlers at that time” as Seager described their houses, but they were not the wants 
of  colonists of  his time. New Zealand writers on architecture did not want to look back. What 
they wanted were well-built houses, a modernity of  construction rather than form. 
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Chapter Five: The myth of  Los Angeles 
The Captain and his bungalow 
A rewriting of  a canonical story about how the bungalow came to New Zealand. 

Introduction 
The bungalow in New Zealand is represented as a migrant species, a style of  architecture that 
came to the country at the turn of  the twentieth century. Exactly when it came is a matter of  
conjecture, but uncertainty is in the nature of  bungalow studies.  The initial purpose of  this 1

chapter is to examine the history of  the house identified as the first Californian bungalow in 
New Zealand, and to question the facts as they are presented in most descriptions. The argument 
then considers whether the Californian bungalow is quite as central to New Zealand’s 
architectural history as writers have assumed, by looking at other contemporary bungalows. 
Following Anthony King, a bungalow is defined for the purposes of  this study as a dwelling 
form known by the term bungalow, and for the same reason as he gives: bungalows have been 
defined by varying criteria in the three hundred years of  their known history.   2

Los Angeles, a one-and-a-half-storey house in the Fendalton suburb of  Christchurch, is widely 
recognised as a building of  historic significance. It is known as, “the first true Californian 
bungalow in New Zealand.”  Exactly when it was completed is uncertain. The writers of  Los 3

Angeles name its date as either 1910 or 1913. In October 1910, the architect J. S. Guthrie 
reported his current work in Progress,  including a, “Large residence, Burnside, Fendalton. Messrs. 4

H. & A. Gee, contractors;” this might have been Los Angeles. But he also invited tenders for 
several projects in Fendalton between 1912 and 1913, which might have been for one house or 
several.  The date is not the only uncertainty about this building, as this chapter will show. 5

John Cattell, writing for the New Zealand Historic Places Trust, gave a straightforward 
description of  its origins: “Completed in 1913 to a design by J. S. Guthrie, this house represents 
one of  the first attempts at designing a Californian bungalow in New Zealand.”  Most of  those 6

who have written about the house, however, have preferred a more romantic explanation, that 
the plans for the house were brought back from California by the sea captain who had it built as 
his home. The two competing explanations were first presented in 1983, in Living with the Past: 
Historical Buildings of  the Waimairi District, a book written by several authors and published by 
Waimairi District Council: 

The house was built by a Captain McDonald who traded between New Zealand and Los 
Angeles early this century. There are two theories about its design origin. According to 
the present owner, Captain McDonald obtained the house plans in Los Angeles, hence 
the name, and brought them back to New Zealand. He also imported North American 
cedar and Australian jarrah for his new house. The second theory is based on a 1913 
edition of  the magazine ‘Progress’ which included Los Angeles in a page of  designs by 
Mr J. S. Guthrie, a Christchurch architect.  7

The writer had two contradictory explanations of  the design origin, an anecdote told by the 
owner and the evidence of  Guthrie’s authorship in Progress. Both are described as theories and 
given equal weight; no further comment is made. Peter Shaw in New Zealand Architecture: From 
Polynesian Beginnings to 1990, repeats and elaborates upon the importation story: 

The Californian bungalow had, ironically, made its first New Zealand appearance in 
Christchurch, a city which has traditionally been regarded as the country’s most English. 
On the corner of  Fendalton and Straven Roads, Fendalton, is Los Angeles, a house which 
in summer is almost invisible, so completely does its dark-stained weatherboard exterior 
blend with the leafy surroundings. It was built in 1910 by Captain McDonald, a trader 
between New Zealand and California, who obtained the plans in Los Angeles and 
imported North American cedar and jarrah for his house. Construction of  the house was 
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presumably supervised by Christchurch architect J. S. Guthrie, who illustrated it on a page 
of  his designs in Progress in 1913.  8

The unsubstantiated story of  the plans being brought from the city of  Los Angeles, and the 
timbers imported, might have been disproved or at least questioned by the fact of  J. S. Guthrie 
illustrating the house as one of  his designs; but Shaw combines the two origins presented by the 
previous author, presuming Guthrie supervised construction. It seems peculiar that an architect 
would include a project he supervised with those he designed in a publication exhibiting his 
work; to do so would make him open to the charge of  passing off  another’s design as his own. 
But this explanation has been accepted by later writers, including Jeremy Ashford, who gave it 
further detail: 

While there were earlier houses in New Zealand that hinted at the new American styles, 
the first clear example of  the Californian bungalow here is ‘Los Angeles,’ a 1½—
storeyed house in Fendalton which was supervised in construction by a Christchurch 
architect, J. S. Guthrie, in 1910. A photograph of  the house was published in 1913 as the 
architect’s own work but, while Guthrie did produce some fine bungalows in the 
following years, none of  his other work approaches the style of  ‘Los Angeles.’ The plans 
for ‘Los Angeles’ are believed to have been brought back from California by the owner 
of  the house, an island trader called Captain MacDonald, so it probably is indeed a true 
‘Californian bungalow’ design—of  the type appearing in early Pasadena bungalow 
planbooks. The concessions to local input are minimal, the most notable being Australian 
jarrah timber, a quality material often used by architects of  that time.  9

The difficulties in this account are several. Ashford allows that earlier houses had, “hinted at the 
new American styles”, but persists with the story of  the plans being brought from California, on 
which he hangs the claim of  it being an authentic Californian bungalow design. Ashford’s 
phrase, “early Pasadena bungalow planbooks” is puzzling, since no planbooks were published in 
Pasadena. It is true that Pasadena was where the Greene brothers first designed and built 
bungalows in a style that might have influenced the design of  Los Angeles. The city also has a 
district, now called Bungalow Heaven, which contains many bungalows.  But it was not a centre 10

of  the commercial bungalow industry, or even an outpost. It was a place to which people went 
to get away from industry. Pasadena was only twenty years old when the Greene brothers arrived 
in 1893; its population was business and professional families and it was noted for its resort 
hotels.  In fact, most California bungalow plans were made by companies outside California 11

entirely, largely in the Midwest.  Like Shaw, Ashford does not dwell on the matter of  an 12

architect pretending to have designed a house for which he was the construction supervisor. 
Ashford describes the Captain as an island trader, which gives a touch of  romance to the story. 
There were such men, who made a living taking cargo and passengers between the Pacific islands 
and the countries of  the Pacific Rim. The Australian writer Louis Becke had lived as an island 
trader in the Pacific, before writing fictional stories based on his experiences, in a period of  
twenty years ending in 1913 with his death.  Becke and other writers at the turn of  the century 13

made the island trader a familiar character in fiction. He is a European who lives outside civilised 
society and a man of  extraordinary character, good or bad. Joseph Conrad’s first and second 
novels, Almayer’s Folly  of  1895 and An Outcast of  the Islands  of  1896, both set in the Malay 14 15

Kingdoms, include the character of  Tom Lingard, “a master, a lover, a servant of  the sea”, 
famed for his “successful recklessness in several encounters with pirates.”  Alexander 16

Macdonald’s The Island Traders: a tale of  the South Seas of  1909 is a tale of  espionage and intrigue 
set in the Western Pacific on the trading steamship Mota, commanded by Captain Murchison.  17

Ashford’s description of  McDonald implies he was the sort of  man who would defy 
conventions, who would disdain the conventional houses of  Christchurch and prefer a style he 
had seen on his travels, thus bringing this new style of  architecture from California to provincial 
New Zealand.  
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Also implied by the description is the island trader returning from the sea. The retired sea 
captain is another stock character of  fiction; usually he is eccentric and usually he has a large 
house that stands apart from the provincial community to which he has retired. He is a 
respectable but peculiar outsider whose opinions, actions and his very presence make a comment 
on the landlubbers. Some examples are Captain Ned Scuttle in Dickens’ Dombey and Son, Captain 
Cat in Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood; Captain Shotover of  Heartbreak House in George 
Bernard Shaw’s play; Cappy Ricks, the narrator of  several stories by Peter B. Kyne published in 
1916; Captain Argus Gates of  Temple House in Elizabeth Barstow Stoddard’s 1868 novel of  
that name and the anonymous narrator of  Herman Melville’s 1856 story, The Piazza.  The idea 18

of  Captain McDonald, the retired island trader, fits into this model. His house was bound to be 
different, because he was a man of  his own opinions who had seen the world. This story was 
continued in Christchurch Heritage Houses of  2004, in which Vicky Heward wrote:  

Captain McDonald who was an island trader during the early part of  the 1900s 
commissioned this house, named Los Angeles. Captain McDonald obtained the plans for 
his house in California and brought them back to New Zealand. North American cedar 
and Australian jarrah were his timbers of  choice for the construction of  the bungalow, 
which was supervised by Christchurch architect J. S. Guthrie. An article in a 1913 edition 
of  the magazine Progress included Los Angeles in a page of  designs by Guthrie but, 
although he did design some fine bungalows, they were usually of  smaller size than Los 
Angeles and none were similar to that style.  19

The phrase “obtained the plans” was used by Shaw; the phrase, “although he did design some 
fine bungalows” imitates Ashford’s “while Guthrie did produce some fine bungalows.” Heward 
goes on to say, “With its low-pitched roofs and overhanging eaves, New Zealand’s first 
Californian bungalow is a very important part of  domestic architecture”,  a sentence which 20

copies in part John Cattell when he wrote, “The low pitched roof  and overhanging eaves, 
together with the attractive combination of  dark stained wood and stone, make this building a 
most important piece of  domestic architecture.”  Heward not only ignored Cattell on the 21

matter of  the architect but also says Los Angeles was the first Californian bungalow, rather than 
“one of  the first attempts.” 
In Selected architecture Christchurch: a guide, published by the College of  Fellows of  the New Zealand 
Institute of  Architects, Canterbury Region, in 2005, Gavin Willis does not mention the Captain 
but maintains the story of  the design’s importation. 

The construction of  this strikingly Californian bungalow, built in or a little before 1913, 
was supervised by J. S. Guthrie, but it is likely the client brought the design back from 
California. The dark-stained wood, stone pillar and chimney, low-pitched roof  and 
deeply overhanging eaves are not found together on other Christchurch bungalows, but 
the style, in simpler forms, became ubiquitous in the city.  22

This note, again repeating Cattell’s description but rejecting his attribution, is remarkable for 
being published under the authority of  an architectural body. It is notable for claiming Los 
Angeles had local influence. Other writers only mark the house as the first bungalow, giving it a 
place in the architectural history of  the nation but not suggesting it was imitated by local 
architects and builders. Douglas Lloyd-Jenkins in At Home: A Century of  New Zealand Design 
writes the most certain and elaborate account of  the story: 

The house was built, appropriately, for the captain of  a trader that plied the routes 
between New Zealand and San Francisco. Familiarity with the architecture of  the west 
coast of  the US encouraged him to obtain the plans and to ship back the Oregon timber 
required to build an authentic Californian home. The architect J. S. Guthrie was retained 
to supervise its construction, and in 1913 the results were proudly published in New 
Zealand Building Progress.  23
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This is the fullest telling of  the island trader story, and the most fanciful. But further on, Lloyd-
Jenkins suggests it would have paid the Captain to have been more familiar with the architecture 
at home: 

Captain McDonald, the owner of  Los Angeles, need not have gone to quite the effort he 
did to acquire the plans for his new home. Exteriors similar to that of  Los Angeles, with 
multiple gables, exaggerated pillars of  river stone, wide eaves and bay windows finished 
with shingle hoods, were already beginning to be seen in the design of  many New 
Zealand homes in 1910. American plan books full of  designs for craftsman bungalows 
were widely available, and it was not long before local builders, draughtsmen and 
developers began to produce their own plan books.  24

But in the most recent telling of  the Los Angeles story, everything changes. Ian Lochhead, in 
2014, wrote an account with surprising details, so twisting the tale. 

The client for the house, Captain James McDonald, chief  officer of  the Lyttelton-
Wellington ferry, SS Maori, reputedly sailed on traders on the New Zealand-California 
route and may have obtained designs in Los Angeles itself. Certainly the name of  the 
house suggests such an origin. It has been suggested that the cedar weatherboards were 
imported from California specifically for the house, but the river boulders of  the 
chimneys and verandah column are local, while New Zealand timbers and English 
fittings are found in the interior.  25

McDonald is not a wanderer returned from the sea but second-in-command of  a ferry. 
Lochhead treats the trader story with caution, with the words “reputedly” and “may.” Of  all the 
writers, only Lochhead seems to have gone to the trouble of  looking at the carpentry, and he 
finds the house is built largely of  local materials; the story of  the imported timbers is now a 
suggestion. The newspapers of  the period reveal further elements that undermine the island 
trader story. Lochhead does not mention jarrah, but the Captain would have had no need to 
import any, since he could have bought it from the Jarrah Timber Company on Moorhouse 
Avenue in Christchurch, which frequently announced the arrival of  new shipments.  Cedar 26

could be obtained from Southworth and Co. of  Victoria Street, which was seeking buyers for it 
and other woods  in March 1911, but seems to have gone into liquidation by July.  Both woods 27 28

were used elsewhere in Christchurch: for example, in February 1911, an “artistic bungalow” with 
jarrah flooring, “secret nailed jarrah plates”, cedar window frames and jarrah mantels was put up 
for auction.  29

Shipping news  
Lochhead does not give sources for his information, but his revelation that McDonald was chief  
officer of  the Lyttelton-Wellington ferry makes a significant change to the story, and a good 
starting-point for further investigation. The Maori was owned by the Union Steamship Company 
and the Chief  Officer, for a short time, was Mr J. E. Macdonald, who had not yet obtained his 
master’s certificate for steam ships and the right to be called Captain until later. There were many 
Macdonalds and McDonalds in the Union Company’s service; the Second Officer of  the Maori 
was also a Mr Macdonald. But Mr J. E. Macdonald was the only one with an initial J who would 
have been living in Christchurch—because the ferry sailed from Christchurch’s port, Lyttelton. 
He was Chief  Officer in September 1908, when the Maori was returned to service after a general 
overhaul.  By October 1909, he had been promoted: the Grey River Argus reported, that 30

“Captain J. E. Macdonald, late chief  officer of  the turbine steamer Maori, is standing by the 
Union Company’s training ship Dartford at Lyttelton”, because Captain Cooper of  the Dartford 
was on holiday leave.  By early November, Macdonald was Master of  the Dartford, which was to 31

sail with the first favourable wind for Newcastle, there to load coal for San Francisco. The article 
also reports of  Macdonald, “For several years he was an officer in the service of  Devitt and 
Moore, of  London, whose famous clipper ships, Macquarie and Illawarra, carrying large numbers 
of  cadets, traded regularly between London and Sydney.”   32
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The history of  the Union Company cadet scheme records that Captain Macdonald joined the 
Company in 1901, having been trained in the apprentice scheme created by Sir Thomas Brassey 
and serving ten years on clippers between Britain and Australia.  This scheme was emulated by 33

the Union Steam Ship Company on the Dartford under Macdonald’s command. This history does 
not mention Devitt and Moore but Captain A. G. Course’s history of  that company discusses the 
Brassey scheme in detail and also mentions that, in 1899, J. E. Macdonald was Chief  Officer of  
the Hesperus.  Together, the two histories show that Macdonald, far from being an island trader, 34

was a company man, who served an apprenticeship and rose to the rank of  chief  officer on the 
sailing ships owned by Devitt and Moore before transferring to the Union Steam Ship Company 
in New Zealand.  
Passages to American ports by Devitt and Moore ships seem to have been unusual. Captain 
Course mentions that the Tamar in 1898 was unable to get a homeward freight in Australia, so 
she loaded coal at Newcastle for San Francisco, then sailed round Cape Horn for home; but that 
is his only mention of  a visit to a Californian port. Such a journey would be a lengthy diversion 
for a ship returning to England eastward around the Horn, and the opposite direction for one 
returning westward around the Cape of  Good Hope. The Union Company steamers on which 
Macdonald served did not make passages to California and he did not serve any other company. 
His career with Union Steam Ship Company is recorded in the newspapers. In September 1906, 
“Mr J. E. McDonald, late second officer of  the Mararoa, has transferred to the Kamona in a 
similar capacity.”  Although McDonald had been Chief  Officer on the Hesperus, this and the 35

other vessels on which he had served were sailing ships, so he would have been unqualified to 
take an equal position when joining the Union Company, and its steam ships. He served as 
second officer, but was soon promoted. In April 1907, “Mr McDonald, chief  officer of  the 
Kamona has joined the Rotomahana as chief  officer in place of  Mr Guy, who has gone to Dunedin 
for instructions.”  In May 1907, “Mr J. E. McDonald has joined the Pateena as chief  officer while 36

the Rotomahana is laid up.”  Both the Rotomahana and the Mararoa carried passengers and mail 37

between Wellington and Lyttelton on a daily service established in 1906, relieved during busy 
periods by the Pateena. In November 1907, the Maori joined this service.  After serving as Chief  38

Officer on the Maori, taking his Master’s certificate and commanding the Dartford, a sailing ship 
used for training, Macdonald transferred to its replacement, the Steamer Aparima. However, on 
6th November 1916, the Evening Post reported: 

A gloom was cast over the local shipping world to-day when the news was received by 
cable that Captain J. E. Macdonald, of  the Union Company’s steamer Aparima, had died 
in an Eastern port. There is probably no master in the Union Company’s service, who 
was more popular with officers and men than Captain J. E. Macdonald and many a young 
officer of  the company will learn with regret of  the death of  the skipper under whom he 
“learnt the ropes” as an apprentice on the training steamer. Captain J. E. Macdonald was 
geniality personified, and his cheery, breezy nature won him innumerable friends, both 
ashore and afloat. General sympathy is felt with Mrs Macdonald, who resides at 
Dunedin, and a telegram of  condolence was sent to her by the Wellington office of  the 
Union Company this morning. As a mark of  respect to the late Captain’s memory, the 
flags on the various vessels of  the Union Company in port were flown at half-mast. It is 
understood that Captain J. E. Macdonald, who was about 45 years of  age, leaves no 
family.  39

This sad news introduces an apparent difficulty for the identification of  J. E. Macdonald as 
patron of  Los Angeles: Mrs Macdonald is reported as living in Dunedin. However, the Aparima 
sailed out of  Port Chalmers, the Union Company’s home port, so she might have moved. Or the 
report may be wrong, as is the writer’s understanding that Captain Macdonald left no family: in 
February 1918, the Press reported, “Giffard Douglas Macdonald, eldest son of  the late Captain J. 
E. Macdonald, of  the S.S. Aparima, has passed the examinations for entrance to Duntroon 
College”, the Australian Royal Military College. The report noted he received his education at 
Christ’s College, Christchurch, and that, at sixteen-and-a-half  years of  age, he was the youngest 
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boy to pass into Duntroon.  The Christ’s College School List records Gifford Macdonald (not 40

Giffard) at College between 1909 and 1917. He was first in North Town, one of  two houses 
established in 1909 for day boys,  and then a boarder in School House. The School List also 41

records Gifford’s brother, Colin, who between 1912 and 1916 was a Town Junior.  As 42

Macdonald Major and Minor were both day boys, they probably were living at Los Angeles until 
Major became a boarder. An advertisement from 1915 adds further information: “Wanted, 
Reliable General, good wages, three in family. Apply Mrs Macdonald, Los Angeles, Fendalton 
Road.”  Presumably those three were Mrs Macdonald and both sons, or Captain and Mrs 43

Macdonald with Colin. 
All this would seem to be enough to scotch the idea of  the island trader who brings plans from 
California and imports timber to build his house. The Captain was both a company man and a 
family man (Mrs Macdonald apparently sailed with him on the ferries, no doubt leaving the 
general to look after the bairns).  It is possible that, on his first voyage in command of  the 44

Dartford, he picked up some bungalow plans in San Francisco but, as Lloyd-Jenkins observes, it 
was hardly necessary. He might have seen bungalows in San Francisco and he might have seen 
the bungalows of  Bernard Maybeck in Berkeley, about seventeen kilometres away,  but it would 45

have been a long journey to see the bungalows of  the Greene brothers, which mostly are near 
Pasadena, about eight hundred kilometres to the south.  But this is supposition. The fact of  46

Guthrie’s authorship is revealed by Ian Lochhead:  
Guthrie had trained with the Christchurch architects J. C. Maddison and F. J. Barlow, and 
Los Angles must have been one of  his first independent commissions. Plans survive, 
signed by Guthrie and dated 1909, but this has not prevented doubt being cast on his 
authorship. Plan books promoting bungalow designs were in circulation at this time and 
it is likely that Guthrie was familiar with at least one such publication, although a specific 
model had never been established.  47

Signed and dated plans exist. That should be the end of  the matter. The myth can be put to rest. 
As for a specific model, it may not exist, because Los Angeles appears to have been devised from 
various plans and photographs in Henry L. Wilson’s The Bungalow Book: A Short Sketch of  the 
Evolution of  the Bungalow from its Primitive Crudeness to its Present State of  Artistic Beauty and Cozy 
Convenience, the fourth edition of  which was published in 1908 in Los Angeles.  The six-room 48

house, number 190, appears to be one source.  An undated edition of  Wilson’s book was 49

published by Dover as an unabridged republication in 1993, with the misleading title, California 
Bungalows of  the Twenties.  In this book, number 552, a six-room house almost identical to 50

number 190, has features in common with Los Angeles,  as does number 1009, a four-room 51

bungalow.  Several of  the interiors Wilson depicts might be models for the rooms of  Los 52

Angeles.   53

The island trader story is wrong but romantic. It also demeans New Zealand in its every element. 
The Californian bungalow could only come to New Zealand because an unconventional seafarer 
brought the plans with him. He had to import the timber he needed. The local architect 
employed to supervise construction was incapable of  the innovation shown in the design, but 
passed it off  as his own when it was published. In this account, New Zealand was too backward 
for the bungalow; it was the enterprise of  a worldly man that brought it here. The true story 
seems to be that Los Angeles was designed by the Christchurch architect, using designs from a 
planbook that could have been obtained by various means. The planbook probably was Wilson’s 
although his designs might have been influenced by the work of  another designer. It is possible 
that Captain McDonald had found a copy of  Wilson’s book in San Francisco and presented it to 
Guthrie, but it is not necessary. 
The American bungalow 
The Los Angeles story is further complicated by an advertisement placed in the Press for 13th 

September 1913: “To Let, Furnished, until end of  December, eight-roomed American Bungalow, 
every convenience, low rental reliable tenant. Los Angeles, corner Fendalton and Idris roads.”  54
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The Macdonalds, it seems, thought of  Los Angeles not as a Californian but as an American 
bungalow, and they thought that worth mentioning in the advertisement. It is a small point that 
would be of  little interest if  it were not for the other properties advertised as American 
bungalows. As early as January 1908, E. W. Whitehead and Son of  Auckland offered a “new and 
very attractive American bungalow residence” of  five rooms, pantry, bathroom, and scullery. 
With a fifty-foot frontage, this “picturesque home” was clearly a property of  some substance.  55

In March of  the same year, they offered a, “new American bungalow residence” of  six large 
rooms, “a charming little Property, in applepie order.”  In April 1910, Smith and Halcombe 56

advertised a “charming Little Home of  six rooms: very latest style of  American bungalow”, in 
Remuera.  Another charming American bungalow, this time in Mt Eden, was advertised in 57

May,  as was the “latest Style of  American bungalow, just built for a newly-married couple; four 58

rooms and a kitchen” in Remuera.  These American bungalows in Auckland were being built 59

around the time of  the construction of  Los Angeles. More interesting still is the house Mr W. R. 
Turner in Tauranga, completed in 1910: 

Messrs Krakosky and Appleton have just completed the erection of  a commodious 
residence for Mr W. R. Turner on his recently-acquired property of  1½ acres at the 
corner of  Selwyn and Elizabeth Streets. The building is of  the American bungalow style, 
without passages, covering a ground space of  nearly 1500 square feet, and is divided into 
six apartments. French casement doors provide entrances from Elizabeth and Selwyn 
Streets. Two casement bay windows, set off  with Muranese glass fan-lights, surmounted 
by ornamental gables of  double projection with neat barge boards face each of  the 
streets mentioned, and give the dwelling a decidedly attractive appearance. The rafters 
form a noticeable feature and project over the walls for twelve inches, the spouting being 
affixed to the ends.   60

Messrs Krakosky and Appleton were two builders from the South Island who settled in 
Tauranga.  Mr Turner’s house still stands, although considerably altered. This might be the 61

oldest extant American bungalow in New Zealand. It might also be the first design to combine 
casement windows with fanlights, New Zealand’s unique contribution to bungalow design.  62

The first Californians 
Another complication to the Los Angeles story is the appearance of  J. Albert Osborne in 
Auckland in June 1909: 

An Expert Designer and Builder of  the California Bungalow, famous the world over, is 
now located in Auckland. Anyone contemplating building will do well to investigate my 
plans. This Building is the most artistic and modern of  this day. For beauty and 
convenience it cannot be excelled. J. Albert Osborne. Temporary Address, c/o Herald 
Office.  63

Unfortunately, no examples of  Osborne’s work can be identified. Whether or not he had the 
opportunity to realise his plans in Auckland, the first advertisement for a Californian bungalow 
in New Zealand was placed in the Auckland Star on the First of  March 1911, for a property in 
Herne Bay with a deposit of  £100: 

This is really a glorious Californian Bungalow entertaining home, and we can assure you 
the architecture is not known in this country. Only few minutes from sandy beach, wharf, 
and splendid anchorage. Ideal home for aquatic inclined people. Large house, could easily 
be converted into eight rooms. Spacious dining-room, handsomely decorated. High 
panelled wainscoting; fine domed asbestos ceilings. Gas fire; built-in lounge and cosy 
corners. Wardrobes, linen press, preserve cupboards, lead lighted windows, patent w.c., 
charming freehold allotment, 60 x 160, in lawns, shrubs, fernery, rustic seat, etc. Concrete 
foundation. Above description is not overdrawn. For proof, see it. Balance £800—
Tylden and Spiers, Exchange-lane.  64
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The next advertisement for a Californian bungalow appeared on the Fourth of  July, 1911 in the 
New Zealand Herald.  Again it advertises a waterside property in Herne Bay and again it was 65

placed by Tylden and Spiers. This second advertisement is more informative: the bungalow was 
of, “seven large rooms and offices, up-to-date; dining room 20 by 15, bedroom 19 by 13, 
smoking 15 by 13, grand hall 6 by 40; French windows; large mirror wardrobes, conservatory, 
handsome plaster ceilings, porcelain bath, hot and cold water, patent w.c., three verandahs, two 
gables, two bay windows.” The plot, described as “grounds”, was 50 ft. by 140 ft. The price was 
£1175.  
The High Street bungalow 
An advertisement in The Press in 1901 advised, “Your sandwiches are correct if  you add to them 
Curry, or Mulligatawny paste at ‘The Bungalow,’ 177a High Street.”  The shop sold all things 66

Indian, as its many advertisements show: Indian chutneys, jellies, pickles;  sandalwood glove and 67

handkerchief  boxes, carved and inlaid with ivory;  Bahadur cigars, Indian gold and silk-worked 68

door hangings, mantel drapes, table centres, cosies, slippers.  It is not certain whether the shop 69

was housed in a bungalow, but the name is appropriate for an Indian emporium. The shop 
appears not to have been a success: its owners, The Anglo-Indian Importing Company, moved to 
Lichfield Street in April 1902, where it operated as a wholesaler.  70

The Bungalow was selling its Indian products a decade before the bungalow boom. It serves to 
indicate the connexion between New Zealand and India, through membership of  the Empire 
and by emigration: it seems safe to assume the customers would have included Anglo-Indians 
who had emigrated to New Zealand, of  whom there were a considerable number. This 
connexion made the New Zealand experience of  the bungalow quite different from that of  the 
United States. There, the bungalow was a new building type. In New Zealand, the bungalow was 
already present. When books of  bungalow plans arrived from the United States, they did not 
introduce a new type of  house, but provided designs for houses of  an established type. 
Some early New Zealand bungalows 
The earliest published reference to a house named The Bungalow in New Zealand appears to be 
in an advertisement placed in September 1858: “For sale, at the Bungalow, Motueka, a few milch 
cows £8 to £12 each.”  The Bungalow at Motueka was built, or at least assembled, by a retired 71

officer of  the Bengal Army. Major Charles Manners Gascoyne of  the 5th Bengal Light Cavalry, 
his wife Isabella Augusta Eliza, née Campbell, and their children came to New Zealand in 1853 
from a bungalow at Lohugat in the Himalayas  and settled at Pangatotara, near Motueka. The 72

Bungalow, according to Helena Drysdale’s history of  the family, was “no more than a wooden 
cabin”, when the Gascoynes took up residence, but it became relatively substantial, a house of  
two storeys with a “pillared veranda.” This cabin was not a primitive hut but a prefab: Drysdale 
says it was “built from a pre-fabricated kit” and notes these were, “available in England and 
Australia, and even in India, so Charles might have shipped his house with him, but it happened 
they were also manufactured in Richmond, just outside Nelson, so Charles may have bought the 
kit locally.”  Drysdale writes that Gascoyne named it The Bungalow despite these two storeys, 73

“in memory of  India.”  Thus the first house to be named a bungalow in New Zealand was one 74

that might not be recognised as such today, but was so called because of  its owner’s nostalgia. 
The name Bungalow was retained until it was destroyed by floodwaters in February 1877.  The 75

property was still known as The Bungalow Estate in 1878, when the Motueka Highway Board 
bought land from Mrs Gascoyne for a new road to run through it.   76

That Charles Manners Gascoyne was an officer in the Bengal Army, the largest of  the three 
presidency armies of  the Honourable East India Company, might be significant. Service in India 
attracted men without the means to purchase a commission in the British Army and to maintain 
the social life of  an officer. As Heathcote’s history of  the Indian Army explains, “In order to be 
a British army officer, it was essential for a man to have private means, and most either enjoyed 
an allowance from their families or were able to use inherited wealth to maintain their position in 
society.”  An officer also needed money to purchase promotions,  although that would be 77 78
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returned when the Officer sold his final commission on retirement. In the East India Company’s 
armies, commissions were awarded by recommendation rather than purchase and promotions 
were awarded by seniority.  Thus to “any young man wishing to become an officer, but lacking 79

the necessary financial endowments” serving the Company was attractive.  Gascoyne was such a 80

man: the youngest son of  a youngest son,  born on the fringes of  the aristocracy—a relative of  81

the Marquess of  Salisbury. Isabella was in a similar position, the younger daughter of  the seventh 
son of  the Fourteenth Constable of  Dunstaffnage.  In India they enjoyed a very good quality 82

of  life for twenty-six years but would have had little to live on had they returned to Britain. Why 
they chose New Zealand is uncertain: Drysdale says Charles Gascoyne decided on a life of  
farming in New Zealand after reading Charles Hursthouse’s New Zealand, or Zealandia, the Britain 
of  the South,  but this was published in 1857, four years after the Gascoynes arrived; perhaps 83

New Zealand was chosen because Isabella’s cousin, Donald McLean, had been in the colony 
since 1840 and had achieved success as an administrator: in 1853 he was appointed Chief  Land 
Purchase Commissioner.  New Zealand offered opportunities to men like Charles Gascoyne 84

and was promoted to them by the boosters of  colonisation, like Hursthouse and Sidney Smith 
who wrote: 

The land question being now settled, the turbulent natives quelled, and the territory 
surveyed and staked off  in selling lots, we cannot entertain a doubt that the first 
attention of  the settlers will now be steadily devoted to agriculture; and we feel perfectly 
assured that as no country in the world has so many natural attractions for British 
emigrants, so it is only required that subsistence should be reduced to the lowest 
practicable cost, to make New Zealand the great land of  settlement for all who desire to 
leave their native country. In time, it is also likely to be the chief  resort of  Anglo-Indians, 
the invalid station of  our Eastern and Chinese Army, and the place to which nabobs may 
retire to spend their fortune when an increase of  society, and progress in the art of  
living, shall have added to the natural advantage of  the colony, the luxuries of  Europe.   85

The Bungalow at Napier 
Many years after the Mutiny, in 1883, the Indian Daily News of  Calcutta published a letter from 
Tauranga as a, “contribution to the question so familiar to Anglo-Indians of  where to go on 
retirement”, a letter republished by the Bay of  Plenty Times that begins:  

Should you happen to know any old Indians who are leaving the glorious East, and 
whose income will not allow of  their living up to the mark in England, you may safely 
recommend them to come to this country. The climate is charming—warmer than 
Naples in winter, cool as Devonshire in summer. All English and semi-tropical fruits 
grow luxuriantly apples, pears, guavas, pomegranates. The bees gather honey all the year. 
The busy ones collect it from the clover paddocks and from the blue gum trees, and in 
quality, flavour, and colour, it is quite equal to the Narbonne. Any family with a capital of  
£2, 000, and an income of  from £200 to £300 per annum would enjoy life here. From 8 
to 10 per cent can be obtained on first-class mortgage securities. Five hundred pounds 
would buy a compact little estate of  from 20 to 30 acres within a couple of  miles from 
the town, and a property thus situated would early increase in value. A like sum would 
build an excellent 8 or 10-roomed bungalow, coach-house, stable, and outhouse.   86

One such Anglo-Indian was Major Slingsby Bell. In Debrett’s Peerage and Baronetage, his residences 
are named as “Purneah, India, and The Bungalow, Napier, New Zealand.”  According to the 87

notice of  his death published in the Taranaki Herald of  24th December 1891, Major Bell “came 
to the colony about thirty years ago, and for a long time occupied the Cape Turnagain country”, 
then moving at the height of  the land boom with his family to Napier, where he “occupied his 
leisure in financial operations.”  The Bungalow was in Thompson Road. When it was advertised 88

to let after Bell’s bankruptcy and death, it was described as containing fifteen rooms, including 
drawing and dining rooms, breakfast room, study and library, nine bedrooms, and a conservatory. 
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The land contained three acres, planted with fruit and ornamental trees, tennis lawn and 
paddock.  89

The Bungalows at Motueka and Napier were both substantial buildings, but the Gascoynes’ 
bungalow was supported by its estate while the Bells’ bungalow was supported by the Major’s 
financial operations. The Gascoynes lived in the country; the Bells lived on the edge of  town. 
The Bells bungalow was not suburban, since the suburb was built later, but it did not depend on 
the land. It is one of  the earliest bungalows of  this kind, not a precedent for the suburban 
bungalow but a precursor. Other bungalows were sources of  income. A guest house, Frank 
Scott’s Bungalow in the Waiotapu Valley near Rotorua, was accepting visitors in 1888.  Another 90

property “that pretty little place known as ‘The Bungalow’ three miles from Wakefield Station”, 
in the Nelson district, had land of  “five-and-a-half  acres under grass, planted with ornamental 
trees and shrubs;” and an “orchard of  over 100 trees apple, plum, peach, pear, apricot, and 
quince;” the house was of  five rooms, store-room, scullery, coach-house.   91

Several early urban bungalows can be found in the newspapers, such as that in Roxburgh Street, 
Wellington, owned in 1879 by an architect called Schwabe,  and the home in 1883 of  Arthur 92

and Mrs Thomson in Melville Street, Dunedin.  Of  particular interest is one in Masterton. In 93

1896, an advertisement announced, “Mrs Mander will be pleased to receive paying guests at her 
new residence, “The Bungalow” (Former Holly House), Dixon-street Masterton”, which was 
equipped with a bath and a piano.  It seems the name had such cachet by then that Mrs Mander 94

changed the name of  her house. At least thirteen houses mentioned in newspapers between 1897 
and 1900 were called The Bungalow.  95

Other houses called The Bungalow were also the centres of  farms, such as that at Ormond in 
Poverty Bay, which had been built by 1879, when its barn burnt down.  When it was put up for 96

sale in 1887, it was described as “that Valuable Well-known Property adjoining Ormond, known 
as—The Bungalow, Consisting of  152 acres or thereabouts, thoroughly improved and fenced, 
with good Dwelling, etc., thereon.”  Whether the owner, Mr Malcolm Macdonald, had Indian 97

connexions or not, this property was built at a time when a bungalow was sufficiently unusual 
that it could be named as such. 
Michael Fowler, in The New Zealand House, discusses J. G. Gordon, “who brought his house, 
prefabricated in India, to Hawkes Bay” after the Mutiny.  Fowler goes on to claim the house, 98

Clifton, was “pivotal in its effect upon many subsequent houses in New Zealand.” This is not an 
opinion shared by other writers.  
The Army bungalow 
Also missing from the bungalow story is the British Army. Regiments served in India alongside 
those of  the East India Company. They served elsewhere in the Empire, taking the bungalow 
with them. The bungalow became a part of  the official building typology of  the Corps of  Royal 
Engineers, which constructed buildings for the Army and for civil service departments 
overseas.  The East India Company’s engineers and those of  Corps of  Royal Engineers have 99

been credited with adapting the bungalow into a European house type: 
In India, the story of  designing dwellings for Europeans begins with the bungalow. This 
distinctive building form has its origin in the adaptation of  the Bengali hut by military 
engineers of  the East India Company in the eighteenth century. The salient 
characteristics of  the type were a free standing and single storey structure, on a plinth, 
fitted with a pitched, thatched roof  and a verandah. British military engineers in India 
introduced architectural ideas which transformed the native design into the more 
substantially built, flat roofed ‘classical’ bungalow used particularly to house Company 
officials and army officers in the cantonment (a settlement segregated from native 
inhabitants). By the mid-nineteenth century, this had evolved into what was widely 
known as the Public Works Department’s ‘Military Board Style’, which became a 
standard form for official government buildings.  100
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The military interest in the type inevitably led to standardisation. A visitor to India in 1864, 
reported, in the Building News, “The peculiar fashion almost universally observed in the design of  
Government buildings in India, commonly known as the ‘Military Board Style,’ or the ‘Traveller’s 
Bungalow Style,’ is perhaps the ugliest that the ingenuity of  man could conceive.” Blaming this 
state of  affairs on the delusion of  assuming and expecting engineer officers to be architects, the 
writer concluded, “When the visitor has seen one bridge and one bungalow he has seen all the 
bridges and all the bungalows, for all are designed according to one type.”  101

Thus is was that bungalows could be found in all parts of  the Empire, wherever the Army could 
be found. The wife of  Arthur Percy, Captain in Her Majesty’s Dragoons, wrote in 1873 of  their 
experiences in Ireland for London Society, an account reprinted in the Star of  Christchurch:  

We thought ourselves very fortunate in having secured a small, but extremely pretty 
cottage at an almost nominal rent, distant about a mile from the barracks. I cannot better 
describe the cottage than by telling you that it was called “The Bungalow” and, like its 
namesake, was a long one-storied building, with a verandah in front of  the principal 
windows. A small entrance hall, in which were two doors, was the first thing observed on 
entering; one led to the drawing-room, dining room, and three bedrooms, while the other 
led directly to the kitchen, servants’ rooms, and into a passage leading to the outer 
offices.  102

In New Zealand, the Government House in Wellington was described in 1865 by a visitor from 
Timaru as “a bungalow, painted pretty green and white, with flagstaff  in front and four cannons; 
but it is very small.”  Probably, there were others like it, wherever the Army went in New 103

Zealand. 
Christchurch sales 
In Christchurch, an urban bungalow was offered for sale in 1884: “newly-erected, well-built, 
plastered house, six rooms, outhouse, conservatory; good drainage; twelve minutes’ walk from 
Cathedral; land transfer; stands on ⅛ acre garden; excellent productive order; owner removing; 
cheap, to effect immediate sale.  The only other nineteenth century sale advertisement for a 104

bungalow was for “that pretty villa residence, the ‘Bungalow,’ Papanui Road; six rooms, 
bathroom, scullery and storeroom, wash-house, hot and cold water supply, in fact every modern 
convenience, conservatory, &c., also half  acre adjoining;” it was so described in an 1891 
advertisement.   105

In the 1890s three advertisements for bungalows to let in seaside communities appeared in the 
Press: in 1891 at Sumner;  in 1893 at New Brighton beach, “next to Coker’s Hotel, C. H. 106

Manning’s ‘Bungalow,’ furnished, piano, &c., nine rooms, for three weeks;”  and again at 107

Sumner in 1899: “furnished eight rooms, bathroom, for one, two, or three months; apply ‘The 
Bungalow,’ Sumner.”  These advertisements suggest a seaside bungalow culture had developed 108

in Christchurch, of  houses called bungalows by their owners and sometimes named “The 
Bungalow”, used for temporary, recreational, accommodation. This is the use to which 
bungalows were first put in England: in Anthony King’s account, in 1870 at Westgate and 
Birchington.  109

In October 1904 a chartered accountant called Modlin offered to exchange, for a few months, a 
well-furnished six-roomed bungalow on Seager’s Hill at Sumner for a house in town.  In the 110

same month, The New Zealand Farmers Co-Op Association advertised wicker furniture, “for 
the bungalow or seaside cottage, for the verandah or balcony that can be converted into a nook 
or den for summer time”, for sale at its shop in Cashel Street.  111

A bungalow culture had developed in Christchurch several years before Los Angeles was built. 
The high status of  the bungalow in Christchurch at the turn of  the twentieth century is indicated 
by invitations to tender for building work advertised by architects: J. C. Maddison at Weedons;  112

S. Hurst Seager on the Cashmere Hills,  twice;  Glanville, McLaren, and Anderson at 113 114

Fendalton;  and W. V. Wilson at Redcliffs.  Clarkson and Ballantyne invited tenders for 115 116

!  109



bungalows in Merivale  and St Albans: Mansfield Avenue for Mr F. C. Raphael,  Matson’s 117 118

Avenue  and Chapter Street.  119 120

The suburban bungalow 
In 1905, sixty-four identical advertisements  were placed to sell a single bungalow in Fendalton 121

(Bryndwr), described as “2½ Acres in garden, orchard and paddock, of  eight rooms and offices, 
stabling;” the price was £1400. In 1906, three bungalows were offered for sale: one of  seven 
rooms on 7½ acres at Riccarton, opposite Deans Bush;  one at Clifton for £500, “especially 122

built to owner’s requirements for permanent residence”, with five large rooms, verandah, interior 
in figured rimu and with a view of  the ocean;  and Professor Macmillan Brown’s bungalow in 123

the Cashmere Hills.  This last had been designed by Samuel Hurst Seager and built in 1898. It 124

is described in Jeremy Ashford’s The Bungalow in New Zealand.  125

In 1907, the suburban bungalow first appears in substantial numbers. In Fendalton, one of  six 
rooms is described as having “every detail that delights the heart of  woman; frontage to the river 
Avon, and is essentially a property for a small family.”  Another is a, “one-storey bungalow nine 126

rooms, two verandahs, two bay windows, octagon window, three casement doors, leadlights, 
dining-room 19 x 15, two open brick fireplaces, large tennis lawn, trees and shrubs, summer 
house, deep well; Wairarapa river runs across the ground; 1 rood 32 perches.”  What appears to 127

be the same property is described in another advertisement as: 
Nine rooms, drawing, dining, morning rooms all lofty and large. Casement windows 
open on to the verandah from each. The pretty Wairarapa stream with its clear sparkling 
waters flows at the back of  the property, bringing amusement to your very door. New 
electric car will bring this property within few minutes of  Centre of  City. £1300.  128

In Merivale’s Winchester Street, a modern bungalow had “six rooms and every possible 
convenience that is required to make a perfect home.” Another was “artistic, quaint and superior; 
off  Papanui road; six rooms, all modern conveniences, beautiful large dining-room, oiled New 
Zealand woods throughout.”  In St. Albans, a “New bungalow Rough Cast House” of  four 129

rooms, verandah, bathroom, four-acre.  In Riccarton, a four-roomed bungalow at £420, “the 130

bulk of  which can remain on mortgage” was advertised,  and a bungalow “in four acres, well 131

built garden, etc.”  Two bungalows in the West End were advertised: “a really charming 132

bungalow villa (new) “most substantially and faithfully built and beautifully finished in latest 
artistic style throughout”, of  nine bedrooms;  and one that was, “thoroughly up-to-date, eight 133

rooms, with pretty garden, a quarter-acre in extent, £1600.”  The West End, the area spanning 134

Cambridge Terrace and Hagley Park, is close to the centre of  Christchurch.  
An ending 
These records show the bungalow coming from the country and the coast into the town, where 
it takes on a new role. By avoiding the notion of  style and looking instead for the name, a more 
complex history develops. The bungalow story does not really have a beginning or an end, 
because so much depends on what the storyteller means by the name. Bungalow has come to 
mean the Californian type, a definition that has cast all others into oblivion. Recovering other 
types creates a different account, where the Californian was a type introduced to an already 
thriving bungalow culture. Questioning the origins of  the first Californian and the stories of  its 
making allows for a richer and more complex story to develop. Los Angeles may not be the first 
Californian and it may be not much more than an adaptation, but its story is all the more 
interesting and significant when recovered from myth and placed into history. 
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Chapter Six: The Lost Bungalow 
The Canadian style in New Zealand 
The rediscovery of  a forgotten house type 

Introduction 
The Canadian bungalow is a house type that flourished at the same time as the Californian 
bungalow but has no place in architectural history. It was rediscovered by this author during the 
research for this study. It was found in newspaper real estate advertisements and two newspaper 
articles, none of  them illustrated. Analysis of  the newspaper advertisements to shows both types 
to be rare. They both also are more expensive than most bungalows. The characteristics of  the 
Canadian bungalow will be shown by descriptions from those advertisements. An analysis of  the 
numbers and prices of  Californian and Canadian bungalows is attached as an appendix to the 
chapter. Some aspects of  Canadian life reported in the newspapers are recorded, to show that 
Canada was regarded as an attractive place to live with admirable homes. 
A bungalow in Point Chevalier 
In his 1993 autobiography, Halfway Round the Harbour, the historian Keith Sinclair, recalled his 
childhood home in the Auckland suburb of  Point Chevalier, to which his family had moved in 
1931, when he was aged eight: 

The house, I now know, was a Californian bungalow, New Zealand version, built in the 
late 1920s. Most of  Point Chevalier and neighbouring suburbs were covered with rows 
of  these houses, put up by ‘spec’ builders. Our house had a corner bow window, with a 
window seat, a small side porch and a back verandah. There was a coloured-glass window 
picturing a sailing ship—another mark of  the Californian bungalow—a feature area of  
wood shingles beneath the bow window. There were three bedrooms, one of  which had 
probably once been the living room, and a sun-porch.  1

The family home was merely a speculative builder’s bungalow, but at had an identity. It was 
Californian; it was of  a type that could be found in books. It had an architectural identity, albeit 
one Sinclair only discovered later. Sinclair’s recollection was similar those of  many New 
Zealanders.  In 1985, the architect Nigel Cook spoke for his generation: “We’d grown up in post-2

war houses, our parents in state houses and our grandparents in Californian bungalows, so we 
knew more or less by personal contact those houses that went back to World War One.”   3

Sinclair’s knowledge that this house was a Californian bungalow seems unremarkable. His 
brother, Donald, knew it as well: “The Californian bungalow in which we lived had a kitchen, 
where we had our table and chairs, and a form at the back for the three youngest boys.”  That 4

Californian bungalows could be found in Point Chevalier is confirmed by the website of  
Quotable Value, which describes the suburb’s houses as “generally large and built in either 1920s 
Californian Bungalow style or 1930s art deco style.”  Further confirmation can be found in the 5

information sheet for the Point Chevalier Walking Tour, organised for the 2013 Albert-Eden 
Bungalow Festival: 

Influenced by popular American housing trends of  the time, the typical New Zealand 
“Californian Bungalow” proliferated in Point Chevalier in the late 1920s. Key features 
include a low-slung form, asymmetrical composition, shallow pitched gable roof  with 
wide eaves, deep porches, revealed structural elements, emphasis on hand-crafted and 
rustic materials (including use of  shingles), and an informal open plan.   6

Beyond Point Chevalier is a considerable body of  writing that identifies the Californian 
bungalow as the main house type of  the interwar suburbs in New Zealand. In 1973, Auckland 
University geographers wrote, in New Zealand: Pacific land down under,  “American styles of  7

housing, with the California bungalow supreme, dominated building between the two world 
wars.” In 1984, Hamish Keith wrote, “In the 1920s the suburbs were invaded by a new style of  
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house, based on the Californian bungalow. Its spaciousness and informal layout suited the large 
suburban sections.”  Di Stewart wrote in 1992, “Just as the bay villa suburbs had been seen as a 8

panacea in their time, the new suburbs of  speculatively built Californian bungalows, spreading 
out on their quarter-acre sections beyond the old suburbs, were now promoted as the hygienic 
lifestyle for the 1920s.”  The fifth edition of  the Bateman New Zealand Encyclopedia, published in 9

2000, informed the reader, “between the two world wars, builders constructed thousands of  
bungalows that were inspired by more informal California housing and sited so that the family 
car could be garaged off  the road.”  10

This certainty that Point Chevalier was a Californian bungalow suburb, and that New Zealand 
was dominated by the Californian type, is common knowledge. But it is contradicted by the real 
estate advertisements published in the newspapers of  the time. Of  the many bungalows in Point 
Chevalier advertised for sale or let in the Auckland newspapers during the twenties and thirties, 
only one was described as Californian. A handful of  other descriptive terms were used, but most 
houses were simply called bungalows. The Californian bungalow in Point Chevalier was 
described at greater length than the brief  advertisements for ordinary bungalows, since it was 
more expensive, larger and better equipped than the sort of  house in which the Sinclairs lived. 
The advertisement appeared in 1925, as a private sale by the owner: 

£100 deposit—£1125 Point Chevalier, one minute bus and beach, absolute sacrifice—
Californian Bungalow. Heart Kauri, five rooms comprising three bedrooms, sitting room, 
kitchen, bathroom, pantry, porcelain bath and basin, hot and cold water, built-in 
wardrobes and cupboards, linen press and airing cupboard, range and fireplace (tiled): 
washhouse, h and c; section 50 x 150 ft., laid out in lawns and garden, fruit trees, etc. 
Double gate entrance with wide paths tarred and shelled. Plenty of  room for garage. 
Owner is compelled to sacrifice.  11

This house is more substantial than the Sinclair house, with its three bedrooms (one probably 
once the living room) sun-porch and verandah. This advertisement is atypical of  advertisements 
for houses in Point Chevalier, both in its descriptive detail and in the house having such details 
to be described. It is also twice the price of  a typical Point Chevalier bungalow. A typical 
advertisement would be like that placed in 1927 by “the land man”, Wm. A. Horne Ltd:  

Value! Value! Point Chevalier. Bungalow four rooms. Total price, £550. Deposit, £135. 
Ideal for a worker—Neat Little Bungalow Home, only one door from main concrete 
road and buses and proposed tram route. Handy beach. Wonderful Section.  12

Another Californian bungalow close to Point Chevalier was advertised by Neville Newcomb Ltd 
in September 1930, as a mortgagee sale to be held at a public auction. The advertisement for 
house and land reads in part:  

The Property to be sold is situated in a good location at Number 22, Cardigan Street, 
Point Chevalier, ten minutes from either the Grey Lynn or Morningside trams, and two 
minutes from Pt. Chevalier tram, and comprises a section of  land 34 ft. by 88 ft., 
together with a two-storeyed Californian Bungalow of  eight rooms, well finished 
throughout, with all conveniences, and in good repair.  13

There is no indication of  price but, with eight rooms on two storeys, the house seems to have 
been large, more than twice the size of  the Sinclair house. Given the rarity of  the name 
Californian bungalow in Point Chevalier and the size of  the one house given that name in an 
advertisement, it seems unlikely the Sinclair house would have shared it. The Sinclair house 
probably would have been called simply a bungalow, since its size was similar to the house sold 
in 1927 and to the many others advertised in Point Chevalier and identified as such. Californian 
bungalows appear to have been larger, better equipped and more expensive houses than simple 
bungalows. 
An analysis of  newspaper advertisements shows Californian bungalows were fewer in number 
and higher in price than simple bungalows. Despite the memories of  the Sinclair brothers and 
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the claim of  Cook, few people would have been raised in Californian bungalows. They were rare 
and expensive. Sometime later, most bungalows built before the Second World War came to be 
thought of  as Californian. Histories of  the bungalow would be written on this assumption. The 
distinction between the bungalow and the Californian bungalow would be forgotten. 
The Canadian bungalow 
Also forgotten was the Canadian bungalow, a type built at the same time as the Californian and 
which also was larger, better equipped and more expensive than the simple bungalow. One such 
bungalow, located somewhere close to the Point Chevalier bus service, was advertised in 1927: 

A modern Canadian bungalow of  four large rooms (20 x 18, 14 x 14, 13 x 12 and 12 x 
12) and kitchenette 11 x 7, with a 14 x 6 verandah and all modern conveniences is being 
sold at a giveaway price. We can lease this now with a purchasing clause at £1050. The 
section is 50 x 150, in a very fine position near the harbour and there is a Government 
Mortgage of  £600 on the property. It is only 2 min from the City Council Point 
Chevalier bus service and has nicely laid out grounds with a pergola over the front and 
side gates. This is an honest job and Salesmen, Ltd., 4 Swanson Street, who are the Sole 
Agents, will sell at only £900 on £150 deposit.   14

This advertisement does not say how a Canadian bungalow differs from a Californian, but then 
nor do any others. As will be shown later in this chapter, Canadian bungalows come in many 
forms, with many features, most of  which are the same as those of  Californian bungalows. That 
said, the clue to the difference might be the verandah, which, at fourteen feet by six, is large. 
Verandahs are mentioned often in advertisements for Canadian bungalows and they will be 
discussed at the end of  this chapter, since not only might they be the defining feature, but also 
they offer a link to bungalows in Canada, and thus a justification for the name. 
The bungalows of  Wanganui 
Despite the presence of  advertisements for Canadian bungalows in the advertising sections of  
the newspapers, they were overlooked by the editorial and news staff. This is unsurprising, since 
houses were not discussed in newspapers to the degree it would be after the Second World War. 
New Zealand newspapers at this time, unlike some of  those in Australia, did not have discrete 
property sections that combined advertisements with news and editorial copy. On only two 
occasions were Canadian bungalows mentioned in news stories. The first was an article 
published on 18th June 1918 in the Evening Post, which begins:  

Visitors to Wanganui, who take the pleasurable walk among the newly-built areas of  that 
progressive town, are delighted with the modern homes, the pleasing architecture, and 
restful surroundings of  these localities. “What pretty homes you have in Wanganui!” 
Such comment is general among those interested in the “home as it should be.” Designs 
in “Early English”, “American”, and “Canadian Bungalow” are everywhere in evidence in 
the new residential localities, and are alike pleasing in appearance, and in the modern 
equipment and appliances associated with same.  15

The Californian bungalow is not among the houses recognised by the writer, although 
“American” possibly is the same type. The Canadian bungalow is a type the writer identifies. 
Both the Californian and Canadian types were recognised by the architect John Mitchell, when 
he returned to Auckland in 1921 after eleven years in Britain. The Auckland Star sought his 
opinion on the shortage of  houses in New Zealand; Mitchell’s response began with some 
observations on how Auckland had developed while he was away: 

In the course of  an interview on the subject this morning, Mr. Mitchell remarked 
surprise and pleasure at the splendid evidences of  the progress that Auckland has made 
in the past eleven years. The notable improvement in the roading of  the city, the 
replacement of  old by new buildings in the main streets, and the introduction of  the 
Canadian and Californian bungalow style of  domestic architecture, were matters upon 
which he made special comment.  16
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Mitchell’s comments are interesting, because he does recognise the two types. Unfortunately, the 
journalist did not think it necessary to record the difference between them, but at least here is an 
architect who thinks them both worth comment. The Canadian bungalow is more than a real 
estate agent’s term. It is a type. 
Advertisements for the Canadian bungalow 
In the absence of  news and comment about the Canadian bungalow, or any history, the property 
advertisements give some help in determining when it came about and how many examples were 
built, as well as some indications of  what forms it took. The Canadian bungalow first appears in 
an advertisement in the Auckland Star, of  17th August 1912, placed by the Auckland real estate 
firm of  C. J. Owen. The house was in the suburb of  Mount Eden. The advertiser’s description 
gives some indication of  the interior of  the house, although it is not clear whether this kind of  
interior is particular to the Canadian bungalow type: 

Canadian bungalow residence of  six large rooms and reception hall, bathroom (porcelain 
bath, shower), large rimu doors connecting dining room and hall, prettily designed 
casement windows and lead lights; very sunny position. Section, 52 x 102. Price, £970. 
Terms. An ideal home, and strongly recommended. Not built for sale.  17

This advertisement was placed eighteen months after the first advertisement for a Californian 
bungalow in New Zealand.  The two houses have dining rooms and lead lights in common, as 18

well as similar prices: £900 for the Californian, £970 for the Canadian, at the upper end of  house 
prices. It was not built for sale; that is, it is not a speculation. It has a porcelain bath and at least 
one modern convenience: a shower. But none of  these features are unique. Nor are its casement 
windows and lead lights, elements of  other houses advertised at about the same time that are not 
described as Canadian bungalows: Tylden and Spiers advertised a “handsome residence” of  six 
rooms in Ponsonby with lead lights,  while Smith and Halcombe advertised  a “new residence” 19 20

also of  six rooms and with lead lights, in Mount Eden; Broadbent and Co. advertised a “most 
delightful home for small family” in Remuera with latticed casements.  Another early 21

advertisement, placed in June 1913 by Moore-Jones Brothers for a house near the “highest 
station between Auckland and Manukau” in Remuera, offered convenience, luxury and location, 
for £775. The phrase “already a lawn” indicates the house was new, but not a builder’s lot: 

Modern Canadian bungalow, six large rooms, all possible conveniences for comfort and 
to save labour. Tiled hearths and grates; hot and cold water; artistically finished in oiled 
rimu, with art papers to match. Perfect allotment. 66 by 144. Already a lawn. £100 cash. 
Exceptional value. Built heart kauri, with rimu finish. Noble design. Handy to tennis, 
bowling, croquet, and railway station; one minute to proposed new trams.   22

The Canadian bungalow was advertised usually as a high-status house. A 1914 advertisement  in 23

the New Zealand Herald offered a “gentleman’s residential home” on the slope of  One Tree Hill, 
in a “very choice position.” The property had “large grounds” rather than a garden; the plot was 
91 feet by 376 feet. The house had “eight very large rooms, beautifully designed, well ventilated, 
and thoroughly up to date with all modern conveniences; wide verandahs, motor garage, elevated 
position, very fine views.” The agent recommended the property “to one requiring a perfect 
home” at a price of  £1850. It was not a home for the very wealthy: the advertisement ends with 
the promise that “Exceptionally easy terms could be arranged”, so it could be bought with a 
mortgage. 
A 1921 advertisement  in the Auckland Star describes a property overlooking Cornwall Park as a 24

“magnificent gentleman’s two storey Canadian bungalow, built of  the finest of  all kinds.” As late 
as 1939, Kirklands in Wellington offered  a “gentleman’s Residence—1½ storey Canadian 25

bungalow style, eight rooms, central heating throughout, four bedrooms, living-room, 24 ft. x 18 
ft., splendid views, sheltered sunny position, garage, possession guaranteed; price £1850 in Days 
Bay.” In 1937 the Wellington firm of  Whiteacre, Dentice, and Co. promoted both a house and its 
neighbours:  
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Stylish, Sumptuously-appointed Modern Home, very select situation, surrounded by 
swagger homes, Highland Park, minute tram, pretty harbour view, beautifully sheltered 
spot. This gentleman’s unique Canadian bungalow contains six rooms, kitchenette, and 
embodies all that is dear to the heart of  the keeper of  the home, lovely bathroom, dainty 
kitchen, cabinets galore, newest mantelpieces, artistic decorations, fine Carrara ceilings. 
Great drawing-room, nice garden. Price £1850, or offer. Buy this home and enjoy true 
happiness. Inspection invited.  26

Although Canadian bungalows usually are of  five rooms or more, some were smaller. A 1924 
advertisement offered a “faithfully-built Canadian bungalow, of  four cosy rooms and kitchen.” 
This was not a gentleman’s residence but “just the home for a happy couple” and terms would 
suit the purchaser.  It was also “faithfully built”, a term that meant well-constructed.  In July 27 28

1913, C. Aickin and Son offered, for £625, a “New five roomed House, built with best seasoned 
timber throughout”, that they claimed was “faithfully built in Canadian bungalow style”, without 
describing the style.  A 1922 advertisement offered a bungalow “of  six rooms, two storey, three 29

bedrooms and bathroom, faithfully built of  heart timbers” in Hataitai.  An Auckland Star 30

advertisement in 1923 stated plainly “This property is faithfully built.”   31

Despite the claims for high quality, one advertisement  placed by Spain and Co. in 1918 for a 32

solid heart of  kauri house of  five large rooms suggests the Canadian bungalow might be 
disdained by some: “This is not a Canadian bungalow, but a faithfully built kauri house, which 
will last a lifetime.” 
The bungalows of  Raymond Sheath 
One of  the early builders of  Canadian bungalows was Raymond Sheath, who established an 
Auckland property business before the Great War and flourished throughout the bungalow 
years: Land sales were his main business. On one day  in 1912, Sheath offered, “by public 33

auction at his land salerooms, New Zealand Insurance Buildings, Queen Street…building sites in 
Epsom, Remuera, Greenlane, and Milford Beach.” But he also sold and speculated in houses. He 
was an early adopter of  the Canadian bungalow, in which he speculated, but had little interest in 
Californian bungalows.  
One speculation by Sheath indicates the status of  the Canadian bungalows he sold. In an 
advertisement  placed in the Auckland Star in December 1914, he offered, “an opportunity for 34

two Aucklanders of  having a first-class home built for them on the very small deposit of  £10.” 
He had two sections on which he would build bungalows. One was of  “44 ft. frontage, by a 
depth of  198 ft., situated in Mount Eden”, on which Sheath promised, “I will build for you a 
large five-roomed Canadian bungalow containing every modern convenience, including porcelain 
bath and basin, h. and c water service, tiled hearths and grates, plaster ceilings with dome in 
dining-room, dresser in kitchen, scullery, meat safe, bread and flour bins, leadlights, picture rails, 
etc.” Sheath added, “The papers and friezes can be chosen by yourself.” His price was £775. 
The other section had a “50 ft. frontage, by a depth of  120 ft., situated one minute from 
Morningside tram” on which Sheath promised, “I will build for you a 5-roomed bungalow, with 
porcelain bath, hot and cold water service, scullery, meat safe, washhouse, copper and tubs, tiled 
hearths and grates, picture rails and friezes.” Here, the friezes were provided but “the papers can 
be chosen by yourself.” The price was £650. Sheath assured his readers, “these homes will be 
built by a well-known builder of  repute, and first-class workmanship is assured to you.” He 
added, “You can inspect similar homes to these built by the same builder.”  
The price difference between the two bungalows—£125—was a significant amount of  money, 
the price of  a baby grand piano  or a second-hand Reo car,  and equivalent to the annual salary 35 36

of  a junior assistant mistress at a provincial high school.  In part, it can be attributed to the 37

locations and the plot sizes. But the Mount Eden house also has more features than that in 
Morningside: plaster ceilings with a dome in the dining-room and leadlights, and the buyer has a 
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choice of  friezes. The Mount Eden house also is a Canadian bungalow, while the Morningside 
house is just a bungalow. 
The Canadian bungalow was the only distinctive bungalow type Sheath advertised in 1914—
others he described simply as a bungalows or, grandly, as a gentleman’s residence. That year, 
Sheath placed four unique advertisements for Canadian bungalows in the Auckland Star. All were 
substantial: a “beautiful Canadian bungalow of  five large rooms, front and back verandahs, all 
fireplaces tiled, porcelain bath and basin scullery, pantry, linen press, cupboards, lead lights over 
all windows” at £790 in Remuera;  a “New Canadian bungalow of  six large rooms with all 38

conveniences” at $800 in Mt Eden; a “modern Canadian bungalow of  six rooms, patent drainage 
and all modern conveniences” at £775  and a, “Dainty Canadian bungalow of  five large rooms, 39

with all the very latest conveniences, Gas stove, califont, tiled hearths, scullery, pantry” at £750, 
both in Greenlane.   40

Although Sheath placed more than four thousand advertisements for land and houses in the 
Auckland Star and the New Zealand Herald between 1912 and 1944, he advertised only two 
Californian bungalows.  His interest in Canadian bungalows also seems to have waned after 41

1914: he offered to build only one more, in the following year,  after which he never advertised 42

another—his business interests moved away from developing or selling houses and towards 
selling plots of  land for others to develop.  
Elements of  style 
The Canadian bungalow is not a log cabin. There is no indication from any advertisement of  
attempts to follow the rustic style developed in Canada.  Houses of  log construction had been 43

built in New Zealand; one house near Tadmor was described in 1904 as “made of  squared logs 
on the Canadian style” by the Colonist.  But there is nothing of  that kind advertised for sale in 44

the papers: there is no imitation of  Canadian vernacular construction. Nor is the Canadian 
bungalow like a Swiss cottage or a Spanish villa. It does not imitate a vernacular building type 
and so advertise its Canadianness; if  it did, it would be easier to find.  
The Canadian bungalow was spoken of  as a style, as three advertisements make plain. In May 
1918, a “pretty Mt Eden home” of  “five commodious rooms, built Canadian bungalow style” 
was offered by Samuel Vaile.  In November 1924, an advertiser sought a house, specifying, “I 45

want a good house in Thorndon, near Terrace; will pay £2100; prefer Canadian Bungalow style, 
with sun porches.”  In July 1939, Kirkland’s in Wellington offered a, “Gentleman’s Residence, 46

1½ -storey Canadian Bungalow style, eight rooms, central heating throughout, four bedrooms, 
living room, 24 ft. x 18 ft., splendid views, sheltered sunny position, garage, possession 
guaranteed; price £1850, easy terms.”  But the distinctiveness of  this style is elusive. The 1918 47

advertisement reveal nothing unique about the style: readers were told everything was “modern 
and well finished”, the walls were hung with Art papers in “choice designs” and the interior was 
finished in oiled rimu; but these features could also be found in advertisements for Californian 
bungalows and for bungalows of  no defined style. The 1924 advertisement could be interpreted 
as saying sun porches constitute the style, but equally it might say they are additional. The 1939 
advertisement might suggest “Canadian” is the name given to a one-and-a-half  storey bungalow.  
One early advertisement describes a Canadian bungalow as “uncommonly designed”, but does 
not describe how it was so: it was “of  six rooms, built of  first-class timber and artistically 
finished off; large plaster arch to dining room, deep friezes, art mantels, lead lights, pretty gas 
fittings, heavy beam plaster ceilings”, all of  which were common.  Another says a house had 48

“no passage yet well-planned”, a characteristic that now would be expected of  bungalows in 
general, but in 1916 was still a novelty.  Another “could be made very artistic”, suggesting it was 49

not very artistic.  To confuse matters further, one bungalow was described as “part Old English 50

in design”, indicating the Canadian bungalow design, whatever it was, could be mixed with 
another.   51
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The Wellington firm of  McIntyre and Co. used the phrase, “built on the Canadian principle” in 
four advertisements over eight years: a Canadian bungalow offered for £2000 in 1918 and 
described as a “seven-roomed modern residence, best part Thorndon;”  a “charming Canadian 52

Bungalow and Sleeping Porch” of  six rooms and a tiled roof  in Kelburn in 1921 and, in the 
same edition of  the Evening Post, a seven-roomed “gentleman’s Residence, best part Thorndon”, 
at £2950 and with a sun porch;  and a “Magnificent Gentleman’s Residence, eight large rooms 53

and glorious reception hall”, at £3875, with “uncommon and quaint” decorations and of  recent 
construction.  McIntyre’s use of  the phrase to refer to bungalows is unique in the newspapers; 54

the “Canadian principle” had been used in relation to pigeon coops,  fire insurance,  land 55 56

grants to immigrants,  bus fares in British Guiana  and (most importantly to New Zealand) 57 58

cheese making,  but never to building. It suggests something like a structural method or a design 59

ethos, but appears to be no more than a real estate agent’s turn of  phrase. 
The elements of  Canadian bungalows are many and various, as they are described in the real 
estate advertisements. Unfortunately, they are mostly the same elements that characterise 
Californian bungalows. This suggests whatever is unique about the Canadian bungalow would be 
understood by contemporary readers of  the advertisements, that it did not need to be said. If  
that unique element is mentioned in an advertisement, it is lost to the modern reader, who is 
unaware of  its significance. 
Materials 
The distinctive quality of  the Canadian bungalow in New Zealand was not to be found in the 
materials used in its construction. John Mitchell in 1925 found both Canadian and Californian 
bungalows to be built of  timber, and not the best kind at that:  

Another matter that caused me surprise and disappointment on my return is the number 
of  houses erected and still being erected in wood, particularly in view of  the need for 
conserving every stick of  timber in the country for proper timber purposes. I cannot 
help asking if  the people of  New Zealand properly understand or appreciate the full 
measure of  loss and the actual calamity that they are allowing to overtake them by the 
wrongful use, the waste, and the exportation of  any kind of  timber from this, their 
country. There is an unreasoned prejudice in the minds of  some against the use of  
concrete, due partly through lack of  knowledge and partly to obstructionist ideas which 
discourage enterprise and the bringing forward of  samples of  modern aesthetic concrete 
construction.  
And then again, the timber of  the new buildings is very different from that in most of  
the older kauri built dwellings. I wonder what will be the state of  some, at any rate, of  
the modern Californian and Canadian bungalows upon which so much money has been 
lavished, in a few years’ time. They are very pretty and are calculated to satisfy a natural 
craving for the ornate, but with the use of  so much inferior timber—even pinus insignis 
has been freely substituted in framing—what will be the result, say, in twenty years’ time. 
Wooden house blocks will hardly last that time, and the main fabric of  these structures 
will give serious trouble within 25 years.  60

Pinus insignis, the Monterey Pine, is never mentioned in advertisements but, sometimes, other 
North American timbers are advertised.  In 1920 a six-roomed modern Canadian bungalow in 61

Lower Hutt, a substantial house with a verandah of  twenty feet by twelve and a hall twelve foot 
square, was “built of  best materials on concrete foundations” with “red wood shingles in 
gables.”  The description of  a bungalow in Browns Bay for sale in 1942 as “built of  cedar, five 62

rooms, three bedrooms” suggests a North American appearance.  The primary building material 63

is seldom mentioned in advertisements; since the material for most New Zealand houses is 
timber, naming it as such would be unnecessary. Often particular timbers are named, particularly 
kauri and rimu, usually as interior finishes. These are advertisements, after all, and record only the 
best features.  
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Other Canadian bungalows were built from materials without specific associations. In 1917, a 
“new, white, rough-cast” Canadian bungalow off  Mt. Eden Rd had “six good rooms” and “beam 
ceilings, circular bays, leadlights, wide entrance hall”, as well as a “very wide verandah and steps 
in concrete.”  In 1923, an advertisement in the Evening Post offered a “beautifully artistic 64

Canadian bungalow, eight rooms, built brick”, in Hataitai.  A 1928 Evening Post advertisement 65

offered a Canadian bungalow built of  concrete.  A 1935 advertisement in the Hutt News offered 66

a new Canadian bungalow, “very attractively designed inside; of  unusually pleasing plastered 
exterior; two bedrooms, sun room, large sitting room, modern kitchen with dining recess.”  A 67

1922 advertisement described a “pretty roughcast bungalow, latest Canadian design in 
Dunkerron Avenue in Remuera.  Dimock’s in Wellington offered a “Modern Concrete five-68

roomed Canadian bungalow” with steel ceilings, for £1250 in Muritai.  69

Most Canadian bungalows seem to have been supported on wooden house blocks, as were most 
bungalows. Concrete foundations were a feature of  some, such as a “splendidly-built” Canadian 
bungalow with “six large rooms, and the very latest conveniences” in Morningside.  Canadian 70

bungalows were roofed with tiles  or slates.  One in Epsom had rough cast walls and a tiled 71 72

roof.  Another was “six-roomed, brick tiled” in Otahuhu.   73 74

Storeys 

In Britain, a bungalow is a single-storey house;  a bungalow with a rooms in its roof  is called a 75

chalet bungalow.  Most Canadian bungalows seem to have been single-storey buildings, but one-76

and-a-half  storey and two-storey types were advertised. The single-storey type is represented in a 
1917 advertisement for a “gentleman’s modern, tiled roof  single-storey, Canadian 
Bungalow….five artistic rooms…. no steps; specially designed, and materials selected for 
owner”, on Mt. Eden Road.  Dunbar Sloane Ltd in 1929 offered a “bungalow (storey and half), 77

Canadian style, large sleeping or sun porch, concrete garage with pit...” in Kelburn.  Whiteacre, 78

Dentice, and Co. advertised in 1937 the “newest ultra modern 1½ Storey Canadian bungalow” 
with three bedrooms, “lovely drawing and breakfast rooms, model kitchenette, large hall, nice 
bathroom, rubber floor, electric hot water, electric range, latest Carrara ceilings” at Hataitai East. 

 The same firm advertised, under the heading “smart 1½ storey home” what they described as 79

a “gentleman’s Fine Modern two-storey Residence”, in Karori, a “practically new Canadian 
bungalow” of  “six lovely rooms” and with a brick garage.  In 1943, Ivan Daniel and Co. 80

offered  a “stylish 1½ storey modern home” in Kelburn, “only built 3 years, best heart timbers, 81

artistic Canadian bungalow.” A one-and-a-half  storey Californian bungalow in Devonport was 
advertised in the New Zealand Herald of  16th October 1939.   82

In May 1921, R. J. Entrican advertised, for £3000, a “magnificent gentleman’s two storey 
Canadian bungalow” overlooking Cornwall Park.  In 1925 Jones, McCrostie offered a two-83

storey Canadian bungalow in the Christchurch suburb of  Fendalton, with “kitchenette, sun 
porch, and large sleeping balcony, panelled sitting-room and dining-room.” These last two rooms 
could be, “thrown into one by opening the folding doors.” Upstairs was a “large bedroom, also 
sleeping balcony, facing north.” That the second story contained only one room suggests it was a 
roof  space, and so the house might more properly have been described as one-and-a-half  
storeys, following the North American convention.  In October 1929, an Auckland Star 84

advertisement offered a two storey new Canadian Bungalow, “magnificently finished” and with a 
tiled roof.  In 1942, under the heading “sweetly pretty brand-new house”, Whiteacre, Dentice, 85

and Co. offered a “typical two-storey Canadian bungalow” in Karori. It comprised three 
bedrooms, two reception rooms, kitchenette and bathroom.  In 1943, a “Choice Hutt Home” 86

was advertised in the Evening Post: a “two storey Canadian bungalow” that contained a “lounge, 
massive brick fireplace, built-in bookshelves, entrance hall, coat and telephone recess, dining-
room, study, kitchen, walk-in pantry, maid’s room, laundry, washer; upstairs: three double 
bedrooms and sunroom.” The number of  upstairs rooms suggests this was a full storey rather 
than a roof  space.   87

Exteriors 
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The entrance to a Canadian bungalow, like that of  a Californian, might be on the side of  the 
building. In January 1926, an advertisement for a “real Canadian bungalow…just completed by 
one of  Auckland’s best builders” promised “five beautiful rooms, well finished, beam ceilings,… 
large sleeping porch, side entrance” and other various conveniences.  Another had a “massive 88

pillared front.”   89

Casements and oriel windows, and sleeping or sun porches are often emphasised in 
advertisements. The features of  a Canadian bungalow of  five rooms in Kilbirnie included 
“casement windows, sun porch, brick piers.”  A Lower Hutt bungalow, “panelled in American 90

woods and coloured to match”, had one bay and one oriel window, verandahs, and a “concrete 
eleptic [sic] arch”, somewhere in or outside the building.  A six-room bungalow in the “best 91

part” of  Highland Park had “artistic oriel and casement windows”, as well as a large sleeping 
porch and a slate roof.  In Westmere, a “lovely new Canadian bungalow” of  four rooms and 92

kitchenette had one oriel window.  93

In 1918, Robert H. Wood, “the live agent”, offered a “modern Canadian bungalow”, off  
Dominion Road, with six commodious rooms, all “tastefully finished throughout with oak 
timbers” and a sleeping porch.  Another Auckland bungalow in 1920 had two porches and a 94

fernery.  A 1923 advertisement offered a “Canadian bungalow of  five rooms, kitchenette, side 95

entrance, sleeping porch, back verandah, washhouse, copper and tubs, built-in wardrobes and 
cupboards.”  In 1925, a “just completed” Herne Bay waterside bungalow had a drawing room 96

with a “circular bay” and a glassed-in sleeping porch.  Another in Takapuna had “well fireplaces, 97

leadlight windows throughout; three bedrooms, sleeping porch, large lounge, alcove off;” the 
interior features included “heavy beam ceilings, built-in leadlight bookcases”, as well as a dining-
room, French server and a well-fitted kitchen.  A bungalow in Mt Eden in 1944 had a sleeping 98

porch with two built-in bunks.   99

Interiors 
Moore Jones Brothers advertised two Canadian bungalows in the 8th September 1917 edition of  
the Auckland Star. One, in Epsom, had plaster domed ceilings, the other, in Grey Lynn, had 
beam ceilings.  A Herne Bay bungalow, “An Opportunity Not Often Open to Buy a First-class 100

House” was described as “eight rooms and kitchenette; picked heart kauri, Canadian style, 
octagon dome, leadlights”, and other features.  101

A Wellington bungalow was described as “Smartest and Quaintest 1½ storey Canadian 
bungalow, city end Karori. Delicious view harbour. Carrara ceilings and a large hall…”  Carrara 102

Ceilings were assembled from plaster components made by The Carrara Ceiling Company. In 
1905, the Company took over the patent rights and goodwill of  Messrs Schafer and Company’s 
manufacturing departments and employed an “eminent French artist” to design its ceilings.   103

Verandahs 

An advertisement in a 1919 edition of  the Poverty Bay Herald  offered a Canadian bungalow 104

with a “Very wide sleeping verandah, finished with Oregon pine, linen press, book-case, 
porcelain bath, hot and cold water, electric light, wardrobes, etc.” Also in 1919, Hodgkins, Carver 
and Co. of  Wellington advertised a six-room modern Canadian Bungalow “built of  best 
materials on concrete foundations, verandah 20 x 12, red wood shingles in gables, hall 12 x 12, 
with leadlights; living-room, 18 x 16, etc.; wardrobes, casement windows”, for £1750, in five 
acres of  grounds in the Lower Hutt vicinity.  The verandah is large, as is the hall. Helen Leach 105

has observed,  “With the widespread adoption of  the bungalow house plan in New Zealand 106

from 1920, halls and passages were already shrinking in length and complexity.” She continues  107

“Another social ritual, taking the arm of  the guest or host to go into dinner or promenade in the 
grounds, was also on the wane. The maximum comfortable thoroughfare width for two people 
walking side by side was six feet.” The verandah in the Lower Hutt bungalow would have 
provided ample promenading space. It is a substantial house, like all Canadian bungalows 
advertised before 1920 and most since.  
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Bungalow literature in New Zealand 
The history of  the bungalow in New Zealand was written after the boom was ended by the 
economic depression that began in 1929. This history’s first writers were modernist architects, 
who had little good to say about the bungalow. In the “Houses” volume of  Making New Zealand, 
Paul Pascoe writes: 

Period houses are not typical of  the ordinary dwelling in modern New Zealand. There is 
in fact an average New Zealand house to be seen everywhere in town or country. It may 
be built in brick or in timber and roofed with tiles or corrugated iron, though it is most 
frequently built in wood and iron. The gable roof  has a low pitch probably with shingles 
under the eaves. Most of  the windows in this type of  house are small casements with a 
high glass line, perhaps with crinkly glass fanlights above. Although it has evolved from 
the small pre-war house, it has been influenced by the Californian bungalow. It is well 
provided with modern utilities and labour-saving devices. It is comfortable, popular, and 
has multiplied greatly. But the fact remains that it is a wasted opportunity.  108

Pascoe lumps together the various types of  house into the average New Zealand house and gives 
them an ancestry in the small pre-war house, although he admits the influence of  the Californian 
bungalow. This allows him an unbroken progression, whereas later authors would write of  the 
Californian bungalow as having been imported, without ancestry: Jeremy Salmond identifies a 
“transitional” house, a villa with bungalow features such as exposed rafter-ends,  built before 109

builders started using imported plans and elevations of  American designs. Only the combination 
of  casement and fanlight, according to Salmond, is unique to New Zealand.  The other 110

elements Pascoe identifies can be found in advertisers’ descriptions of  Californian and Canadian 
bungalows, with exception of  the corrugated iron roof.  
James Garrett’s essay on architecture in An Encyclopaedia of  New Zealand of  1966 includes a 
section, “Characteristic House Types—Seven Basic Styles”, in which the first historical appraisal 
of  the Californian bungalow in New Zealand is made: 

The innovators in house design that now began to influence the local scene are 
American. On the west coast of  the United States the Green [sic] brothers were 
pioneering a Californian “craftsman” style which evolved out of  the traditional Spanish 
patio house (Cuthbertson House, 1897). There was an intricate vocabulary of  wood 
details—low-pitched roofs with projecting rafters at gable ends, plank ceilings with 
exposed rafters and framing, interlocking timber joints, and built-in fittings. By 1913 the 
Los Angeles Investment Co. were publishing “inexpensive” and “practical bungalow” 
booklets which made an impact in New Zealand. The result was a sharp design conflict 
between the architect-designed cottages of  the discerning client and the speculative 
builders’ low-cost bungalows, which were readily accepted by the public. In the hands of  
practical builders the bungalow lost its original strength and robustness and degenerated 
into an “austerity Queen Anne” villa.  111

Garrett uses the phrase “Californian ‘craftsman’ style” but does not mention Gustav Stickley’s 
Craftsman magazine, which was important for the development of  the Californian bungalow. 
John C. Freeman’s The forgotten rebel; Gustav Stickley and his craftsman mission furniture, the book that 
revived interest in Stickley and the Craftsman movement, had been published in the year before 
the Encyclopaedia, but Garrett’s bibliography does not include any publications about American 
architecture in general or specifically about bungalows in California.  Garrett attributes the 112

bungalow type to “the Green brothers.” He means Charles Sumner and Henry Mather Greene 
who formed the Pasadena architectural firm of  Greene and Greene. Not only does he misspell 
the brothers’ name, but there was no 1897 Cuthbertson house. The Greenes built the J. M. Smith 
house in 1897. There are two Culbertson houses, James and Cordelia, built in 1902 and 1911 
respectively; the three houses are discussed by Randell L. Makinson in his chapter on Greene and 
Greene in Esther McCoy’s Five California Architects.  Makinson describes the James Culbertson 113

house as bringing together “for the first time a number of  elements that were to become a 
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distinctive part of  their vocabulary” but does not say it was the original of  the California 
bungalow. Instead, it is the “simple redwood cottages” that the Greenes designed in Pasadena 
that “came to be known as the California Bungalow.” These were similar to the bungalows that 
had been “designed to house the English” in India.  114

Garrett’s claim that the Greenes were pioneering a Californian “craftsman” style that evolved 
from the traditional Spanish patio house appears to be a confused reading of  either McCoy’s Five 
California Architects or Images of  American Living, by Alan Gowans.  The latter is the more likely 115

source, particularly since Garrett begins his essay with theoretical points made by Gowans in his 
Architecture in Canada. In Images of  American Living, Gowans writes  of  the Greenes enjoying “a 116

period of  experimentation in various styles, culminating in the formulation of  a distinctive 
‘California bungalow’ developing logically out of  the ‘shingle style’ (e. g., James Culbertson 
house, Pasadena, 1902).” Elsewhere in his book, Gowans mentions the Spanish patio house, in 
another context.  Garrett overlooks the shingle style, the subject of  Vincent Sully’s 1955 117

study,  and in its place he puts the Spanish patio house.  Here he might have been influenced 118 119

by Schoenauer and Seeman’s Court-Garden house which proposed the Spanish-patio type of  
house as a solution to Canadian housing needs.  120

Although Garrett is scathing of  New Zealand’s bungalows, he at least gives them a pedigree, a 
line of  descent—and degeneration—from Greene and Greene, through the booklets of  the Los 
Angeles Investment Company to the practical builders of  New Zealand.  The Los Angeles 121

Investment Company had been one of  many publishers of  bungalow plans in the United States 
and claimed to be “the largest cooperative building company in the world.”  The company’s 122

plan books were available in New Zealand: both Inexpensive Bungalows and Practical Bungalows were 
advertised by booksellers—an example is a 1921 advertisement by Whitcombe and Tombs in 
Christchurch—but so were many other house plan books.  The most frequently advertised 123

bungalow books in New Zealand seem to be those of  the Radford Architectural Company of  
Chicago. The books available in New Zealand are discussed below, in the section on Bungalow 
Books. 

Garrett gives vernacular house types a generous amount of  space in his history, for all his 
disdain. John Stacpoole and Peter Beaven have a more restricted notion of  what amounts to 
architecture in their Architecture 1820-1970, which discusses in detail only buildings designed by 
architects. In passing, they refer to the Californian bungalow as “a house form originally 
developed for temporary or vacation use but found to be very suitable for permanent occupation 
in the warm climate and informal society of  California.” They continue, “The same conditions 
ensured its popularity in the northern regions of  New Zealand”, attributing a practical cause for 
the type’s popularity.  They seem to be justified here in this remark. In 1922 The New Zealand 124

Herald recorded some thoughts of  Horace Massey, then a young architect: “He has spent the last 
five months in California studying the architecture of  that State, which, in view of  the similarity 
in climate, he considers is likely to have a growing influence upon the architecture of  New 
Zealand homes.  But in the following year, R. K. Binney wrote in The Architectural Review, 125

“There is a great deal that can be taken from the American homes with their many labour-saving 
devices, sun porches, etc., which are suitable for the condition and climate of  New Zealand; but 
New Zealand being a British colony, the people should endeavour to hold on to the English 
traditions left by the pioneers and not be led away by the dazzling prettiness of  some American 
modern architectural craze.”  These remarks were reported in the Evening Post and other New 126

Zealand newspapers.  127

Referring to a design by Richard Atkinson Abbott, Stacpoole and Beaven write, “The 
overhanging, eaves, bay window, and shingled walls, which make Abbott’s additions so successful, 
were standard components of  the better kind of  Californian bungalow, a house type of  
complicated pedigree, which was generally adopted in New Zealand from about 1910.”  They 128

also write, “The Californian bungalow remained a firm favourite in the 1920s”, although in 
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another context.  Abbott is interesting for his education at the Sorbonne and for having 129

travelled in California before 1910. He returned to Auckland and the practice of  his teacher 
Charles Le Neve Arnold, whose work “showed a distinct American influence, particularly the 
‘shingle’ style, which was characterised by an extensive use of  unpainted wood-shingle covering 
for roofs and walls”, according to Jeremy Salmond in the Dictionary of  New Zealand Biography.  130

Arnold’s work has largely been ignored, perhaps because he was the architect of  Admiralty 
House in Auckland, an exercise in the Shingle style that was widely considered to be a waste of  
public money. Garrett describes Admiralty House in two words, “Balmoral Baronial”,  but also 131

includes it in his drawings of  comparative architecture, comparing it to Balmoral Castle, which 
he describes as “Heidelberg Baronial.”  Only Stacpoole and Beaven consider that Abbott may 132

have had an influence on the development of  the Californian bungalow; but they ignore Arnold.  
Montague Cooke divided the bungalow’s history into three ages: early, 1915 to 1920 and 1920 to 
1930. The early bungalows were “derived from a mixture of  the cottage style, the villa style and 
long narrow gable house on small sections.” The gable and high stud were reduced but half  
verandah was retained or replaced by a partly enclosed porch. These bungalows were referred to 
as “Colonial Style” in some localities.  The bungalows of  1915 to 1920 were more adventurous 133

in design and plan. Some had a “villa-shaped roof  with the hip roof  over a protruding front 
room;” others retained bay windows, small fan lights sometimes with decorative lead panes, 
protruding rafters, pointed barges, shingled hoods and shingles in the gables.  The bungalows 134

of  1920 to 1930 had larger porches and shorter chimneys. Towards the end of  the decade, the 
‘Snub Nose’ bungalow was prominent, bungalows were larger and greater use was made of  
brick, although the same ground plan was generally used.  Cooke does not mention the 135

Californian bungalow or the Canadian. He mentions only the Colonial and the Snub Nosed, 
names that have not endured.  
Terence Hodgson also overlooks Arnold, attributing his and Abbott’s best known work, the 
Auckland Grammar School, entirely to Abbott in Looking at the Architecture of  New Zealand.  136

Hodgson gives suburban houses of  the period no more than a glance: “The Californian bungalow 
became as dominant in this period as the bay villa had been a generation earlier, although the 
English suburban and neo-Georgian styles were also strongly represented.”   137

Peter Shaw begins his brief  survey of  the bungalow with a gardener’s cottage in Remuera, which 
Abbott was commissioned to extend in 1913, noting, “He provided the new structure with a low 
roof  with exposed rafter tails and overhanging eaves, as well as a bay window and verandah with 
shingled skirts.” He goes on to say, “familiarity with the Californian bungalow style had increased 
from 1910 onwards, when a column in Progress (‘from Our Californian Correspondent’) 
illustrated large numbers of  plans and elevations of  bungalows, to the chagrin of  most of  the 
country’s English-trained architects.” This last clause echoes Salmond’s comment about the 
reaction of  British-trained architects to the coming of  the villa. Despite the architects, the 
bungalow prospered: “Builders all over New Zealand took to them with such enthusiasm that 
excellent examples of  the style can be found in most towns.” Shaw mentions one town, 
Wanganui, as the base of  Bassett & Co., producers of  Kosy Konka Homes. He continues, 
“Many architects realised that the bungalow was becoming increasingly popular with clients glad 
to be liberated from the omnipresent villa, and incorporated its features into their repertoire of  
style;” Shaw then names some provincial architects who were influenced by the bungalow.  138

Shaw does not concern himself  with the work of  the builders and the general popularity of  the 
bungalows, other than to say, “Streets in Auckland and Wellington were filled with dull 
bungalows against which, in terms of  quality, the early examples built in Wanganui stand out.  139

Of  these authors, only Stacpoole and Beaven indicate the development of  the bungalow in 
California was anything other than straightforward and only Hodgson notes other types. The 
Canadian bungalow is not one of  them. Neil Harrap’s Buying & Restoring a House of  1981 is not a 
history but a guide. A note of  dissent from acceptable opinion is sounded in its “House type 
identification guide”, which includes “Bungalow 1920-1930” and “California bungalow, 
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casement windows, 1920-1940”;  this division of  types is not shared by other publications but 140

has some justification: there are many ordinary bungalows in New Zealand. 
Jeremy Ashford’s The Bungalow in New Zealand 
Jeremy Ashford’s The Bungalow in New Zealand, published in 1994, was the first book dedicated to 
this house type.  Having the advantages of  the single subject and more space and the previous 141

writers, he takes a long view, one that appears to follow Anthony King’s The Bungalow. Like King, 
Ashford says the first bungalows in England were those at Westgate and Birchington.  Ashford 142

also uses some illustrations that can be found in King’s book.  After establishing the origins of  143

the bungalow in England, Ashford briefly discusses the Arts and Crafts movement, which allows 
him a connexion between England and New Zealand:  

The first New Zealand bungalows, designed by architects George Selwyn Goldsboro’ and 
Samuel Hurst Seager, were built in the final years of  the nineteenth century, almost 
simultaneously in Auckland and Christchurch. Both men had worked overseas and received 
their training from English architects. They work was well ahead of  its time for New 
Zealand but in step with (or only slightly behind) the rest of  the world. It was joined a few 
years later by the Dunedin houses of  Basil Hooper.  144

Ashford then discusses the bungalows of  Goldsboro’ (and his master, Robert McKay Fripp), 
Seager (and his pupil, Cecil Wood) and Hooper. He mentions also the England brothers and 
Charles Le Neve Arnold, as among architects who designed, “strict versions or local 
reinterpretations of  recent or current English and American styles”, and who “flirted” with the 
Shingle style.  This discussion of  what he calls “pre-Californian” bungalows  is Ashford’s 145 146

particular contribution to New Zealand bungalow history—besides his detailed discussion of  the 
elements of  the type, which has parallels to Salmond, although Ashford acknowledges Stacpoole 
above all others.  147

Unlike Garrett, Ashford acknowledges Gustav Stickley for introducing the Arts and Crafts ideal 
to America, but dismisses the Craftsman house as the origin of  the Californian bungalow. Like 
Garrett, Ashford attributes this origin to the Greene brothers: “The first houses by Greene and 
Greene to approach what would become the Californian bungalow style also appeared around 
1904…. It evolved from an ‘Americanised’ version of  the Arts and Crafts house, but the 
overriding feature of  the designs was the influence of  Japanese style and carpentry methods, a 
particular fancy of  the Greene brothers.”  Ashford takes no heed of  Robert Winter’s advice 148

that the brothers were, “contrary to popular impression….only slightly involved in the 
paternity.”  Ashford moves on to the photographs published in Progress in 1910 and to the 149

building of  Los Angeles in Christchurch.  After a digression to garden cities, he records the 150

work of  New Zealand planbook publishers: G. W. Phillips, James Christie (who “had many 
talents but designing houses was not one of  them”), Harry Ratcliffe and Richard Kibblewhite.  151

These men had been discussed by Salmond.  Like his predecessors, Ashford makes no mention 152

of  the Canadian bungalow. 
Bungalow books 
The obvious source for the Canadian bungalow would be a planbook published in Canada, but 
no such book appears to have been sold in New Zealand. Besides, the early twentieth century 
bungalow in Canada is the California bungalow with a basement for the furnace. Robert Winter 
in The California Bungalow observed, “There are acres of  them in every North American city and 
village that had an economic boom in the early twentieth century…. Vancouver has perhaps the 
largest collection of  bungalows outside of  Los Angeles.”   153

The obvious source for the Canadian bungalow would be a planbook published in Canada, but 
no such book appears to have been sold in New Zealand. Besides, the early twentieth century 
bungalow in Canada is the California bungalow with a basement for the furnace.  154

In many New Zealand towns were booksellers and stationers who sold planbooks for bungalows 
imported from the United States, and advertised their lists in the newspapers. In November 
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1919, C. W. Muir of  Gisborne listed, in the Poverty Bay Herald, “books on American bungalow 
homes”, declaring, “We have just landed a Fine Selection of  the Latest Editions.” These 
included: Craftsman Bungalows; Broadmoor Bungalow Book; Homes Built in and Near Oakland, California; 
Inexpensive Bungalows; Los Angeles Bungalows; Typical Californian Bungalows; Representative Californian 
Homes; Dainty Houses of  Moderate Cost; Kozy Homes; Home Kraft Homes; The Draughtsman Bungalows; 
and Plan Kraft.  155

Champtaloup and Edmiston, booksellers and stationers of  Queen Street, Auckland, advertised 
books about bungalows from October 1912 in the New Zealand Herald, possibly the first to do 
so.  In 1915, an advertisement for their “latest list of  bungalow books” appeared in nineteen 156

editions from 20th April  to 12th June:   157 158

Typical California Bungalows, Inexpensive Bungalows, Modern Homes of  California, 
Practical Bungalows, Bungalow Craft, Radford’s American Homes (100 plans), Radford’s 
Modern Homes (200 plans), California Bungalows, Craftsman Bungalows, West Coast 
Bungalows, Representative California Homes, Draughtsman Bungalows, Radford’s 
Bungalows, Radford’s Artistic Homes, The Wilson Bungalows, Bungalows by Henry H. 
Saylor, Little bungalows, Plan-Kraft, Radford’s Ideal Homes, Radford’s Cement Houses, 
Western Home Builder, More Craftsman Homes, Modern American Homes, Radford’s 
Garages and How to Build Them.  

Although all these titles are American, many are not Californian. Henry H. Saylor’s Bungalows: 
their design, construction and furnishing, with suggestions also for camps, summer homes and cottages of  similar 
character was published in Philadelphia.  The various Radford titles were published by the 159

Radford Architectural Company of  Chicago and New York, of  which the best known was 
Radford’s Artistic Bungalows.  H. V. Von Holst’s Modern American Homes was published in Chicago 160

in 1913; most of  the houses it illustrates were built in Illinois or New England, although it does 
include some bungalows in California.  The Western Home Builder was published by a Seattle 161

architect, Victor Voorhees.  Other books on the list were Californian. Henry L. Wilson’s The 162

Bungalow Book: A Short Sketch of  the Evolution of  the Bungalow from its Primitive Crudeness to its Present 
State of  Artistic Beauty and Cozy Convenience was published in Los Angeles.  Representative California 163

homes: a book of  two-story and one-story homes of  moderate cost, suitable for reproductions under nearly all 
climatic conditions was published in Los Angeles by E. W. Stillwell & Co.  Bungalowcraft by Henry 164

Menken of  the Bungalowcraft Company was published in Los Angeles in 1908.  Plan-kraft was 165

published by the De Luxe Building Company of  Los Angeles with the subtitle, “More homes by 
the De Luxe building company for progressive people who wish to build homes that are 
different.” The book introduced the company’s “latest and newest modified Swiss chalet and 
Japanesque architecture, together with a newer creation of  the bungalow.” Two-storey homes 
were also included.  Thus a buyer could find a great deal more than the Californian bungalow. 166

Swiss chalets and cottages were built in New Zealand, such as one at Hataitai, a Swiss Cottage 
design with a tiled roof  and feather edged weatherboarding.  A newspaper article said the 167

home of  Mr James Hugh in Palmerston North was built “in the style of  a Swiss chalet.”  168

In The Colonist, Jackson and Co. of  Nelson advertised “Books on Artistic Homes” between 27th 
August  and 10th November 1915: “Common Sense Homes, Australian Bungalows and 169

Cottages, Radford’s ideal Homes, Craftsman Bungalows, Inexpensive Bungalows, Craftsman 
Homes.”  This selection is notable for not being limited to American publications. Common 170

Sense Homes: A Practical Book for Everybody upon the Essential Equipment and Treatment of  the Home had 
been published in London in 1912.  Australian Bungalow and Cottage Home Designs had been 171

published in Sydney in 1912,  with a revised edition in 1914.   172 173

In the Dominion of  14th June 1919, C. A. Innes, bookseller and stationer of  Willis Street, 
Wellington, offered, to “builders of  artistic homes”, a “charming selection of  bungalow books…
Modern Homes, Typical California Bungalows, Little Bungalows, Representative California 
Homes, Home Kraft Homes, Plan Kraft (two-story houses), Craftsman Bungalows, Inexpensive 
Bungalows, Practical Bungalows.” These, Innes promised, “are designed to present to those 
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interested in home building the very highest types of  bungalows adapted to the climate of  New 
Zealand.”  C. A. Innes also advertised in the Evening Post with copy suggesting good reasons to 174

buy these books and a target readership: 
Why pay rent? Cease existing. Begin to live. Provide a home for your family not merely 
an abode. What you pay in rent would soon buy it. I have just landed a very fine range of  
Bungalow Books, crammed full of  hints for builders…. Returned soldiers build a dug-
out of  your own. Your Government will grant the money, and I can supply the designs. 
Call and inspect my range of  Bungalow Books containing modern ideas of  the cosiest 
little homes imaginable. Spring to it, Diggers, and get in early.   175

One book sold by C. A. Innes and other booksellers was The Craftsman Bungalow Book. Despite its 
title, it has no connexion with Gustav Stickley’s company, The Craftsman. Its publisher was Jud 
Yoho, who established The Craftsman Bungalow Company in Seattle, with the stated intention 
of  designing bungalows adapted to cooler climates than that of  California, with provision for 
“basements, heating plants, and other necessary utilities without which a Northern home is a 
failure.”  At first glance, this book of  plans would appear to offer an alternative to the 176

Californian design; although basements with heating plants were uncommon and largely 
unnecessary in New Zealand, but the other utilities (whatever they were) might offer a more 
suitable design. Unfortunately for any buyer of  his book hoping for the fulfilment of  the 
promise made by C. A. Innes, to provide “the very highest types of  bungalows adapted to the 
climate of  New Zealand”, Jud Yoho’s designs were not original but taken from Californian 
publications. In her essay on Yoho, Janet Ore directed the reader to the photographs of  the 
bungalows in his book, houses supposedly located in Seattle and elsewhere in Washington. “The 
backgrounds in these photographs were suspiciously blanked out”, she noticed, while, 
“numerous photographs included bungalows with palm trees, a plant suited to California but not 
Washington.”  Yoho’s bungalows were the designs of  others, with a space for a bungalow 177

added. Still, had such bungalows been built in New Zealand, their distinctive basements surely 
would have been mentioned in real estate advertisements. 
Canadian progress 

The Canadian bungalow might not have based on a Canadian design, but it name might have 
been useful for real estate companies to suggest a high standard of  living. Canada was often 
depicted as advanced in its domestic arrangements and a good place to live, despite the climate 
In “Impressions of  Canada”, a travel article from 1909 that seems to have been written on 
behalf  of  the Canadian Pacific Railway, the Auckland Star’s Special Correspondent visited 
Victoria, British Columbia. 

The pleasing feature of  the newer houses, which are a happy blending of  the chalet and 
bungalow styles of  architecture, is that the gardens and lawns are conspicuous by the 
absence of  fences, which extends to the public parks and reserves. Yet the pride of  the 
British Columbian in his beauty spots and the right of  private ownership is so rigorously 
respected that one did not hear of  a single complaint of  damage being done to the show 
parts of  the park or of  private gardens being despoiled of  their choice flowers.   178

In this suburban arcadia, a place without fences or theft, civic pride and respect for property 
regulate society. The blending of  chalet and bungalow indicates these were one-and-a-half  storey 
bungalows. 
Denis Crane of  the London Evening Standard wrote about Regina, Saskatchewan in 1911; his 
article was reprinted in the North Otago Times. Crane begins, “Alight from your train at Regina, on 
the Canadian Pacific Railway, disentangle yourself  from the station environs, and proceed a few 
hundred yards along one of  the main streets, and if  an exclamation of  wonder and delight does 
not escape you, you are an unimpressionable and abnormally reticent man.” After quoting some 
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statistics of  the city’s growth, Crane finds tangible evidence in the suburbs: “Mark, for example, 
how foresight and order have supervised the planning of  the streets. Avenue after avenue, broad 
and beautiful, already thickly lined with residences, but prepared for hundreds more, thread the 
city from east to west, from north to south.” Like the Auckland Star’s correspondent in British 
Columbia, Crane in Saskatchewan was impressed by the absence of  fences, but also by the 
houses: 

No fence or other protection, in the majority of  cases, separate the gardens from the 
sidewalk, and the turf, green and well-kept, surrounds the houses on every side. And the 
houses! True, they are principally of  timber, with brick and stone foundations; but they 
are built to endure… They are of  chalet or bungalow type, with wide verandahs. What 
the houses lose in substantiality by their timber structure they gain in colour and beauty, 
Every shade of  green and red and grey and brown, relieved with dazzling white, flashes 
in the radiant sunlight from roof  and wall, from window shutter and verandah screen. 
For airiness! For brilliance of  tone, for sense of  security, for spaciousness—every house 
is detached and self-contained—these pleasant thoroughfares leave the English garden 
city far behind.   179

The title, “Impressions of  Canada”, was used again in 1920 by the Auckland Star. The 
correspondent found Ontario to have a “pleasant summer aspect” and “a country not unlike 
New Zealand.” Not only that, but “the cottages are mostly weatherboard structures of  a familiar 
New Zealand type, which suggests this form of  architecture originated in America and was 
reproduced in the southern colonies, just as the Californian bungalow is now marking an 
advance in keeping with the increased wealth of  our communities.  180

An article from the Sydney Daily Telegraph reprinted in the Press began, “after eighteen months’ 
study of  Canadian home life, I have decided that the people of  Canada are the greatest home 
labour-savers in the world.” The writer describes basements, bedrooms without fireplaces 
(because centrally heated), laundry chutes, and a bathroom between the sleeping-rooms and not 
in the kitchen (which is a compact room but with a large range). In “distinct and convenient 
corners” are electrical appliances: a toaster, percolator and egg boiler. Pressing a small button 
“reveals an ironing board, with electric iron and fittings. Another button causes a breakfast table 
to become available. The kitchen is equipped with sink, draining board, plenty of  hot and cold 
water, and an ice-chest. The electric vacuum cleaner and electric washing machine are found in 
most homes. Many houses have polished floors. Long corridors and front doorsteps are rare: “A 
visitor to Canada will never see the housewife cleaning the steps while talking to the milkman.” 
Above all, these devices “are not only found in the homes of  the wealthy; they are found in the 
homes of  the average working-man.”  181

The Oamaru mail printed a “most interesting letter”, received by a local girl from her Canadian 
cousin, a letter that “throws a strong light on conditions of  life in the great dominion, which 
evidently contrasts much with our own.” The cousin’s house was “built bungalow style, but has 
room upstairs for some good bedrooms.” The cousin describes his basement, “concrete walled, 
nine inch thick, and has a concrete floor, forming a big room about seven feet high.” The 
basement contains “his workshop, a cold storage pantry, coal-bin, and a place for storing 
vegetables for winter, as well as the hot-air furnace, pipes from which convey the warmed air 
into every room above.”  182

The Canadian picturesque 
Descriptions of  Canada also included depictions of  an older way of  living, and old-fashioned 
values. In 1902 the New Zealand Tablet, the Roman Catholic newspaper, published “The 
Storyteller: a Canadian tale”, one that includes a sentimental description of  a French Canadian 
cottage: “See you yonder on the slope of  the hill, that pretty cottage so neat and white, with its 
little thatched barn, so clearly defined against the caressing foliage of  that beautiful copse of  
maples.” The description is as much about the character of  the cottagers as the architecture: “On 
entering the tambour, or passageway, two pails of  fresh water, standing on a wooden bench, and 
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a tin cup hanging against the wall, hospitably invite you to quench your thirst.” The writer tells 
of  the “air of  thrift and comfort about the house” and the children whose “appearance of  
health and happiness written on their faces tell of  the peace and serenity of  their lives.” The 
reader is advised to seek this hospitality in need: “If  ever, in travelling through this country, you 
are overtaken by a snowstorm or severe cold, go and knock without fear at the door of  the 
Canadian cottager, and you will be received with that warmth and cordiality which their 
ancestors have transmitted to them as a souvenir and a relic of  the old country, for this antique 
French hospitality, which can scarcely be found now in certain parts of  France, seems to have 
taken refuge under the roof  of  the Canadian habitant.” French Canada retains old French 
virtues forgotten in France.  183

Anne of  Green Gables 
Lucy Maud Montgomery’s Anne of  Green Gables, first published in 1908, was published in the 
following year by J. Braithwaite in Dunedin. The reviewer in the Otago Daily Times  wrote, “The 184

scene is laid on a peninsula on the Canadian side of  the Gulf  of  St. Lawrence and felicitously 
describes a district little known to most people, which Miss Montgomery has the art of  making 
very real and attractive to her readers.” In the following year, the reviewer wrote  of  185

Montgomery’s next novel in the series, Anne of  Avonlea, situated on Prince Edward Island in the 
Gulf  of  St Lawrence, “where the reader is introduced to a little-known neighbourhood full of  
natural beauty and charm.” Later that year, both the Otago Daily Times  and the Press  186 187

published favourable reviews of  Montgomery’s ‘‘Kilmeny of  the Orchard”, also set in a village 
on Prince Edward Island. In the year following that, the Feilding Star reviewed Montgomery’s The 
Story Girl.  188

In her essay on the nationalism of  Anne of  Green Gables, Cecily Devereux notes  that J. D. 189

Logan and Donald French, in their 1924 work Highways of  Canadian Literature, suggested Anne of  
Green Gables should be categorised as a “Community Novel or type of  story”, a putative category 
of  fiction that emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when Canadians 
began to realise that life around them was interesting. Devereux also argues that Anne’s 
“Canadianness” was “fundamental to the heroine’s function as a sign of  nation and the novel’s 
function as a site of  identity formation.”  For New Zealand readers, Anne’s Canadianness and 190

her community clearly had great attraction. Not only were Montgomery’s books available in 
bookshops and libraries throughout the country, but also her place names were used for various 
purposes. In July 1914, when their daughter was born, William Gray Young, architect, and his 
wife were living at Green Gables, Karori.  Jean, beloved daughter of  Daniel and Robina 191

Stewart died on 2nd February 1916, at her parents’ residence, Green Gables, Balclutha.  Mr. 192

John Gilchrist, the Official Labour Candidate for the Chalmers Electorate of  Otago, lived at 
Green Gables, Inverallan, West Harbour.  Green Gables also was the name of  a horse accepted 193

for the Linwood Handicap (£300; seven furlongs) in the Canterbury Jockey Club’s Metropolitan 
Meeting at Riccarton in November 1941.  Avonlea was the name of  a horse engaged for the 194

Debutante Two-Year-Old Stakes (175 Sovereigns; five furlongs) at the Wanganui Jockey Club’s 
1922 Spring Meeting.  It was also given to a private school in Christchurch,  kennels in 195 196

Warkworth  and a maternity hospital in Taumarunui.  Avonlea was also the name of  the 197 198

homes of  Mr and Mrs Smith in Herne Bay,  Mr and Mrs Castle of  Otahuhu  and Mrs 199 200

George Paton in Pukekura.  Montgomery’s novels exported or created an idea of  Canadianness 201

in other parts of  the Empire and the wider Anglophone world. New Zealand seems to have 
been receptive. This is not to claim Lucy Maud Montgomery was responsible for the Canadian 
bungalow, but its ideal of  Canadian life was at least attractive to those who read the books and 
especially those named their houses after them. 
Bungalow culture 
The good reasons for calling a bungalow Canadian do not explain what a Canadian bungalow 
was like. Discovering the appearance or form of  the type was not an aim of  this chapter but it 
would have been satisfied curiosity and provide a good ending. What the chapter does show is 
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that doing architectural history without the benefit of  buildings or photographs is very difficult. 
Many descriptions of  the Canadian bungalow are available, but their purpose was to sell houses, 
not to describe architecture. They name features but do not describe a whole. A common feature 
could not be found. The greatest difficulty is the absence of  images. Although they can be 
misleading, drawings and photographs guide architectural history, and are indivisible from it, as 
James Ackerman showed in his “On the Origins of  Architectural Photography”: 

The modern history of  architecture had its origins in Western Europe at about the time 
when photographs of  buildings became available to scholars. Photographs did not create 
the discipline, but without them opportunities for the development of  sophisticated 
research methods would not have been available to scholars who previously had had 
access only to drawings and traditional prints. A method grounded on systems of  
classification could not be developed without the capacity to make comparisons between 
buildings and groups of  buildings. Photographs are fundamental to the practice of  
historical research and interpretation because they give the scholar an almost infinitely 
expandable collection of  visual records of  buildings and details of  buildings in his or her 
area of  research.   202

Without photographs that show how a building type was depicted in the past, the present-day 
scholar is at a loss to know what to look for. This chapter also shows how a building type can 
disappear if  it is not recorded by writers. None of  the canonical texts mentioned the Canadian 
bungalow, because the idea of  the Californian type predominated, despite most bungalows being 
neither Californian nor Canadian. The single type suited the linear narratives these texts told, in 
which there were big houses and small houses, but only one type of  average house at any one 
time. A plurality of  houses, and the complexity that causes, would not suit this kind of  writing. 
Fortunately, for those interested in what the Canadian bungalow might have been, this story has 
a deus ex machina: Canadian bungalows were built in Australia, and some were illustrated. The 
available photographs support the suggestion in the New Zealand advertisements that the type 
was characterised by a return verandah at the front of  the house, or a chalet-style arrangement 
of  rooms in the roof; or both. Since this is a study of  New Zealand architecture, the story of  the 
Canadian bungalow in Australia (which seems unknown to Australian architectural historians) is 
told in the annex that follows this chapter. 
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Chapter Seven: In Northland Again 
A writer and architecture 
A study of  a book that is not about architecture 

Introduction 
This chapter is about a book published in 1984 about the Northland region of  New Zealand. It 
is a book about travel, not architecture; but there lies its interest, because architecture inevitably 
makes appearances. The writer visits buildings, stays in hotels, goes to town. Her reactions to 
buildings are not of  a kind that would be written as architectural history. A close reading of  the 
book shows how this kind of  writing can represent architecture in ways beyond those of  
architectural history. This book reveals a non-canonical but valid interpretation of  architecture, 
as place and memory. 
Gone North records journeys made by Fiona Kidman, its author, and Jane Ussher, its 
photographer, in Northland—the region of  New Zealand north of  Auckland.  It is not about 1

architecture and it gives little sustained attention to buildings. This book does not tell 
architectural stories but does tell stories in which architecture plays a part. They do not appear as 
examples of  architectural history: this book has nothing to say about the buildings as types or as 
examples of  architectural development. Buildings appear as the settings for Kidman’s stories, the 
cause of  stories or the places where stories end. They also appear in Ussher’s images, sometimes 
as illustrations to stories, sometimes as suggestions of  them. 
This absence of  architectural history in Gone North might seem surprising to architectural 
historians especially. Northland, the area of  New Zealand north of  Auckland, contains much 
historic architecture, including the first European buildings in New Zealand and some significant 
Maori churches. Many of  these buildings are canonical, appearing in the historical surveys of  
New Zealand architecture and histories of  architecture. These significant buildings are largely 
ignored by Kidman and Ussher. Instead, their attention, for the most part, is given to ruins. 
It may seem perverse to consider at length, in a study of  architectural culture, a book that 
ignores the architecture of  the region with which it is concerned, architecture that is important 
to architectural historians. But Gone North is a significant book that merits attention. It is a literate 
book: by the time of  its publication, Kidman had built a reputation as a novelist and a poet. It is 
also informed: she was raised in Northland and knows the buildings she does not discuss. Ussher 
at the time of  publication was the “major contributing photographer” to the New Zealand 
Listener. Heinemann was established as one of  New Zealand’s leading publishing houses. The 
book is a high-quality publication. One ought to expect good reasons for its indifference to 
historic architecture. Besides, the absence of  architecture in Gone North might throw some light 
on questions of  what is architecture. It might also suggest some other notions of  architecture 
beyond those of  architectural history or theory. 
As Kidman explains in her introduction,  the book was suggested to her by her editor at 2

Heinemann Publishers, as an “assignment to rediscover the Northland I had known when I was 
young, the place where I had been brought up, and in a rash and public moment described as my 
place to stand.” Kidman’s story is of  several journeys made over a period of  six months, 
although her narrative compiles these into what could be a single journey, one that goes north 
from Auckland on the east coast and returns south on the west coast. On one of  these journeys 
she travelled with her friend Elizabeth Smither, who contributed a poem to the book, and on 
occasions she is with Ussher, but otherwise she was alone. Unlike most books of  this kind—
where the photographer accompanies the writer or follows her path to record the places she 
discusses in the text—Jane Ussher makes her own journey and makes her own story of  it. Thus 
Gone North tells two stories—Kidman’s in words and Ussher’s in images. These stories meet in 
parts of  the text, where Ussher photographs a place or person discussed by Kidman. Elsewhere 
the two stories are separate, when Kidman discusses places that are not illustrated by Ussher or 
when Ussher makes photographs that are not related directly to Kidman’s text. Gone North is 
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both literary and pictorial. The writer and the photographer are jointly credited with the work. 
Ussher’s photographs occupy less of  the book’s space than Kidman’s text but they are not 
subordinate to that text—not only are they clearly Ussher’s own work but they are also given 
their own spaces, printed on single pages. Nor is the text merely illustrating the photographs, as 
often happens in pictorial travel books or books made by photographers.  
The events, both temporal and architectural, described in Gone North occur in a region that is 
charged with historic, literary and architectural meaning. In the Official Volume of  Proceedings of  
the New Zealand Town-planning Conference, held in 1919, Mrs Irwin, of  the Civic League in 
Auckland, is recorded as saying: 

They claimed that Auckland was the cradle of  New Zealand, and if  they went still a little 
farther north to Russell they found its birthplace. True, they had no history in New 
Zealand, but it was constantly writing itself  and making its milestones.  3

For later commentators, Northland, not Auckland, was the cradle. John Castle began his book on 
the region with “Northland…Someone called it ‘the cradle of  New Zealand history’—and so it 
is.”  Neva Clarke McKenna in Discover Northland, writes, “justifiably Northland is known as the 4

cradle of  New Zealand’s history.”  This truism is often repeated, but this chapter will show 5

Northland can also be seen as a grave. As Mrs Irwin said, this is a region constantly writing itself, 
or being written about. The Shell Guide to New Zealand, written by a novelist, Maurice Shadbolt, 
sees Northland in literary terms: 

Northland is more than just a region of  New Zealand; it is also a region of  the mind and 
heart. It is the part of  the country an expatriate may find himself  remembering most 
vividly during long years of  exile. It is also a part of  New Zealand which has attracted far 
more than its fair share of  writers and artists—not always as residents, but as people 
whose work has been pervaded by the haunting and sometimes haunted atmosphere of  
this long, untidily shaped peninsula. The reasons are many: climate, history, race, landscape 
and paucity of  population all have something to do with it. Here, more than anywhere else 
in a largely Europeanised country, there is a sense of  the land being part of  the great 
Polynesian triangle; everywhere vivid reminders of  the old Polynesia may be found. And 
remnant, too, of  pioneer New Zealand.   6

Eric Lee-Johnson moved from Auckland, where he was an advertising account executive, to 
Northland, where he was an artist. He stayed for over thirty years, and wrote an autobiography.  7

One of  the earliest New Zealand painters to reject European models in favour of  a native 
imagery”, wrote Shadbolt in the Dictionary of  New Zealand Biography, “he won a cryptic 
poetry from lonely landscapes, humble dwellings, ravaged hills and slain forest.”  Five of  Lee-8

Johnson’s photographs of  houses and agricultural buildings owned by Maori in the Hokianga 
and Whangape districts, and his comments on them, were published in Landfall,  as were 9

photographs of  Maori graves at Omanaia, Te Ahuahu, Rangiahua and Waimate North.  Lee-10

Johnson and Shadbolt created a landscape, an idea of  Northland as haunted. Kidman and 
Ussher would later travel through this landscape, and make their own. 
Genre 
Gone North is of  a kind of  book that has troubled literary critics. Paul Fussell, in his book on 
British literary traveling between the wars, addresses the problem with the observation, 
“Criticism has never quite known what to call books like these.” David Lodge called them travel 
logs, E. M. Forster called them travelogues in 1941 and travel books in 1949.  Fussell prefers the 11

latter term, and suggests a definition: 
Let’s call them travel books and distinguish them initially from guide books, which are not 
autobiographical and are not sustained by a narrative exploiting the devices of  fiction. A 
guide book is addressed to those who plan to follow the traveller, doing what he has done, 
but more selectively. A travel book, at its purest, is addressed to those who do not plan to 
follow the traveller at all, but who require the exotic or comic anomalies, wonders, and 

!  144



scandals of  the literary form which their own place or time cannot entirely supply. Travel 
books are a sub-species of  memoir in which the autobiographical narrative arises from the 
speaker’s encounter with distant or unfamiliar data, and in which the narrative—unlike that 
in a novel or a romance—claims literal validity by constant reference to actuality.  12

Several guide books to Northland have been published, as have many ephemeral publications—
leaflets, websites—that serve to give advice to the visitor. Gone North, unlike them, is 
autobiographical: its text records Kidman’s experiences and observations.  Whether this is 13

sustained by a narrative exploiting the devices of  fiction is another matter. It is a continuous 
narrative but it is mostly uneventful: not much happens to Kidman. For the most part, she 
records what she sees and her thoughts about those observations. She tells also the stories of  
others: the inhabitants of  Northland, past and present. Fussell likens the modern travel book to 
a romance, where the traveller “leaves the familiar and predictable to wander, episodically, into 
the unfamiliar or unknown, encountering strange adventures, and finally, after travail and ordeals, 
returns safely.”  Travel books have a direction, unlike other forms of  travel literature: 14

Like no other kinds of  writing, travel books exercise and exploit the fundamental 
intellectual and emotional figure of  thought, by which the past is conceived as back and 
the future as forward. They manipulate the whole alliance between temporal and spatial 
that we use to orient ourselves in time by invoking the dimension of  space.   15

The home tour 
A sub-genre of  the travel book is the home tour, where the writer journeys in her own country. 
A home tour of  Britain is described by Celia Fiennes at the turn of  the eighteenth century as 
useful and profitable for the traveller. Both men and women would benefit from journeying their 
‘native land,’ she claims; “it would add much to its glory and esteem in our minds and cure the 
evil itch of  over-valuing foreign parts”  David Hey’s biography of  Celia Fiennes in The Oxford 16

Dictionary of  National Biography, notes that she urged others to “spend some of  their tyme in 
Journeys to visit their native Land, and be curious to inform themselves and make observations 
of  the pleasant prospects, good buildings, different produces and manufactures of  each place.” 
Fiennes did not embrace “the current enthusiasm for antiquarianism” and she was not 
“particularly interested in the natural world, except where, for example in mining districts, natural 
resources promised a commercial return.”  This is a different kind of  travel to the picturesque 17

tour and a different set of  values to the picturesque tourist, who searches for aesthetic 
experience on its route dictated by the travels of  predecessors. Fiennes does not write like 
Arthur Young at 1770 at Rievaulx Abbey in 1770: “You look down through a waving break in 
the shrubby wood, which grows upon the edge of  a precipice, down immediately upon a large 
ruined abbey, in the midst, to appearance of  a small but beautiful valley; scattered trees appearing 
among the ruins in a stile too picturesque to admit description.”  Nor does Kidman. Her 18

sensibility is much like that of  Fiennes: she wants to know about a place and experience it, rather 
than seeking rapture.  
The home tour does not entail familiarity. It is not a cure for nostalgia. Kinsley writes, “As the 
popularity of  the idealizing aesthetics of  picturesque travel in the late decades of  the eighteenth 
century demonstrates, intimacy was not always the characteristic feature of  narratives of  travel in 
Britain, in fact it was detachment that was often key… British travellers often declared the 
absence of  the familiar as they traversed boundaries such as that between the Lowlands and the 
Highlands of  Scotland, and what they encountered instead was very often interpreted as 
foreignness.  19

The New Zealand home tour 
Gone North could also be read as part of  a tradition of  New Zealand home tours, books in which 
the author discovers his own country. Robin Winks, an American who visited New Zealand as a 
Fulbright Scholar in the fifties and wrote of  his experiences, observed, “The New Zealander is 
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not untraveled, but he is often untraveled in his own country.”  New Zealand home tour books 20

compensated for this deficiency, telling their readers of  other parts of  the country.  
Alfred Hamish Reed wrote eleven books between 1946 and 1965, in which he recalls his walks 
through New Zealand: Farthest East; Farthest North; Farthest West: Afoot and Afloat; Farthest South; 
From North Cape to Bluff: On Foot at Eighty-Five; From East Cape to Cape Egmont: On Foot at Eighty-
Six; The Friendly Road: On Foot through Otago, Canterbury, Westland, and the Haast; Coromandel Holiday; 
Marlborough Journey; Nelson Pilgrimage.  All these titles were published by the company he founded 21

and managed, A. H. and A. W. Reed. Apart from three books about a holiday, journey and a 
pilgrimage, Reed’s books are called Farthest and a cardinal point, from a place to another, and On 
Foot. It is the journey that is important to Reed. He goes from one extreme to another. The 
books are accounts of  what Reed saw, as well as modest demonstrations of  his stamina (and, by 
implication, his temperance) and records of  the generosity of  those who helped him, giving him 
lifts or hospitality; Reed strives to record every name.  
A. H. and A. W. Reed also published home journey books by other writers. In High Country 
Journey  of  1952 Peter Newton describes how he rode the length of  the Canterbury back 22

country, from Glen Lyon Station in the south west of  the province to Molesworth in the north 
east, a journey of  five weeks. A second edition was published in 1980.  Temple Sutherland’s The 23

Silver Fern: A Journey in Search of  New Zealand was published in 1959.  Like A. H. Reed’s own 24

books, these are stories of  journeys, quests even. The recounted journey had a purpose, even if  
that were only to make the journey. They are stories of  endurance, in which the author keeps 
going, overcoming. 
By contrast, Lawrence Constable’s Home Territory was subtitled “Looking round New Zealand”, 
indicating a more modest intention.  Rather than the heroic journey, Constable takes trains and 25

planes, visiting often remote places, apparently for no reason other than to visit and to write. His 
Northland chapter, a story of  a trip rather than a journey, begins in flight: 

One tends to think of  the Northland as a peninsula above the Waitemata, a struggle 
without size that ends in Cape Maria van Diemen. One does not need to be blind to the 
beauties of  the Waitemata to refute this. Northland is big, bigger than Taranaki, never 
bigger when you are flying over it. One minute we could see a shimmering mirage of  
water on the runway; the next, people like confetti at the Kumeu Show. Ninety minutes 
to the north lay Kaitaia, two hundred miles of  insignificant peninsula between, and the 
sea no more than a retreating glimmer on either horizon… Airminded people, 
Northlanders, the pilot told me; there are few empty seats on the daily plane to Kaitaia. 
And what was I doing up top, he enquired. I told him; exploring the winterless north. 
Winterless, he scoffed, blind to his own winterless tan, this year it had been summerless 
too. I asked, could he suggest any places worth seeing? He was afraid not. It was one 
thing flying over this country, up and back in the day I should understand, and another 
thing walking across it. On his own two feet in the Northland he was as good as lost.  26

The story is bathetic from its start. The plane takes off; the author sees an agricultural show and 
miles of  insignificant peninsula. The pilot can fly to his destination and back in a day, but would 
be lost on foot. And when the author reaches his destination, nobody there can understand why 
he came: 

What to do in Kaitaia on a Sunday. I made some enquiries of  the management. They 
were shocked. A week-end in Kaitaia for pleasure? What wrongheadedness. I had been 
misdirected surely? I had overshot the tourist territory: had I not noticed the Bay of  
Islands on my right coming up? When I had convinced them that Kaitaia was what I had 
come to see, they failed to agree what were its attractions.  27

He finds St Saviour’s church, at least: 
I admired the solid good taste of  the little church, signed the visitor’s book, and stood 
chatting at the door. The vicar’s wife described it all with evident pride: the significance 
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of  the young oaks in the grounds, planted to mark occasions, the sites of  the two 
previous churches, the old graves.  28

John Castle’s Northland is one of  a series of  books by the author, published between 1969 and 
1971 by Reed.  The others are city studies, Wellington,  Auckland,  and Christchurch.  Northland 29 30 31 32

was the only one of  the series to concern a region rather than a city. Its Foreword, written by A. 
H. Reed, is bucolic: “Northland’s countless perennial streams, its rivers and waterfalls, its curative 
springs and kauri forests, its fruitful and extensive valleys, its sea breezes and sunshine, proclaim 
it a good land, a Land of  Promise.”  33

Castle is more restrained and more concerned with contrasts between the past and the present: 
“At the heart of  it is Whangarei, a thriving city, and here again is a contrast; the modern bustling 
city, socially bright and industrially prosperous, is dominated by Parahaki, a hill on which one of  
the largest Maori pas in the country once flourished.”  Writing of  Maori, Castle observes “One 34

is conscious, all the time, of  their history, myth and legend—but particularly so when visiting an 
old pa site, or a former battlefield, or even when out fishing.”   35

Contrasts. The housewife strings the family washing along a wire stretched between two 
trees, just as her grandmother did: but the laundering was done in a fully automatic 
machine with benefit of  the latest detergents. Tumbledown stiles and letterboxes, moss-
covered stone walls and lichen-encrusted telephone wires in keeping with an old house; 
yet a TV aerial perks up from the rusting roof  and alongside may be several cars—one in 
working order, the others retired from the road and serving now as humble fowlhouses. 
There’ll be a horse browsing around—for emergency use, and a house-cow or two. 
Not all Northerners’ homes are like this! You find any number of  smart little modern 
homesteads in the remotest places; but it is these old ones that catch and hold the 
painter’s eye.  36

Castle’s eye guides him: he is both author and illustrator of  the book, and the text was written to 
support his paintings. He is acutely conscious of  visual metaphors, such as “A lone mercury-
vapour lamp hangs outside the local pub as a pledge and token of  modernity.”  The contrast 37

between old and new continues to the end: “Waitangi: And here Northland yet again affords a 
startling contrast: the visitor contemplates these historic places with due reverence—then crosses 
to an ultra-modern tourist hotel, to play a round of  golf  or to rejoin his motor-yacht.”   38

Going north 
Fussell observes, “we feel a travel book isn’t wholly satisfying unless the traveller returns to his 
starting point: the action, as in a quest romance, must be completed”, and we are gratified and 
comforted by the sense of  an ending, the completion of  the circuit.  Kidman differs from this 39

structure by scarcely mentioning either the beginning or the end of  her journey.  
J. B. Priestley’s English Journey, a classic of  the travel book genre, has an archaic subtitle—Being a 
rambling but truthful account of  what one man saw and heard and felt and thought during a journey through 
England during the autumn of  the year 1933—to tell the reader exactly what to expect: a personal 
account of  a journey through a particular country at a particular time.  He begins by taking a 40

motor coach to Southampton, because it is the seaport on the south coast where many visitors 
arrive in England. This journey serves, as a preamble, in which he sets the scene by a 
conversation with a fellow traveller, who talks about the hard times England is suffering in the 
depression. Thence his journey proper begins, travelling northwards through England. Kidman 
has no proper starting point, because her region has no proper beginning, or at least no 
satisfactory border. Although she begins with precise measurements and terms that should tell 
her where to begin,  she remains unsure of  her starting point: 41

It is difficult to decide where Northland really begins. There are a variety of  theories and 
the further north you go the further up the map creep those theories. In reality it should 
be considered to begin directly across the Harbour Bridge for then, surely you are north of  
Auckland and it is from North Auckland—once the official title of  the region—that the 

!  147



name Northland is derived. 
But nobody I know really believes this and nor do I. Auckland’s North Shore consists of  a 
vast area of  New Zealand’s good addresses; here are the new rich, with their jogging and 
their barbecues at the weekend, their caravans and their boats, their baches at the seaside. 
A lot of  them are nice people. Having acquired their wealth they are learning to settle 
down and live with it gracefully. Others are trendy, brittle and hedonistic.  42

For Kidman and those she knows, the North Shore is not acceptable as Northland. For Auckland 
Metro, the North Shore was terra incognita, another country that had grown on the other side of  
the harbour, and of  questionable merit. It was described as “Almost Paradise;”  another article 43

marvelled, “Now there’s a new northerly flow that doesn’t stop at the harbour bridge, a shift of  
people and of  power to a middle-class paradise unlike anywhere else in New Zealand.”  The 44

relentless growth of  the North Shore suburbs affects their northern neighbours; in “The 
Californication of  Whangaparaoa”, Richard Gordon reported, “As the East Coast Bays spread 
north, the Whangaparaoa Peninsula is undergoing huge changes; not everyone is happy.”  45

Richard Gordon later reported, in “Danger on the Shore”, the North Shore’s own perils: 
planning, development and traffic.   46

The usual theme of  a Metro article about North Shore architecture was that any worthwhile 
building existed on sufferance, threatened by the vulgar rich. A house on Castor Bay was 
featured because it was about to be demolished.  A house nestled under trees in Campbells Bay 47

was “yet to be replaced by yet another Shore cedar-and-tile number;  a house on Takapuna 48

beach was told by the writer, “But beware, little house. The dimmed-glass granite monsters are 
approaching.”  One of  the few positive articles, David Mitchell’s “Worth Crossing the Bridge 49

For” describes Barry’s Point Road—a street of  car dealers and panelbeaters, rather than a 
suburban idyll.  Graeme Lay’s “Vignette: Sunday Morning at Barry’s Point Park” at least showed 50

the inhabitants of  the North Shore to be human.  Metro also said, “Devonport is like no other 51

Auckland suburb; a place where time seems to stand still; but a place too that may represent the 
future.”  But these are all coastal suburbs. Metro writers seldom penetrated the interior. 52

None of  this movement—social as well as geographic— makes the North Shore a satisfactory 
beginning for Northland, and thus a beginning for Kidman’s record of  her journey. Instead she 
chooses an indeterminate start: 

Within close range of  the Bridge there are four or five small towns to which Aucklanders 
can day trip without effort. It is somewhere amongst those towns that I believe the North 
begins. There are signs telling you that you are at the ‘Gateway to the North’ and that you 
are coming up to the ‘Hibiscus Coast’ but these should largely be ignored. You really have 
to make up your own mind.  53

Even when you have made up your mind, Northland is not firm ground; it is unsettled, because 
of  its settlers, the people of  the North Shore: 

What is important about them is that though they are not Northlanders, by an accident of  
geographical convenience they are the region’s nearest neighbours and its most frequent 
visitors. In a sense they are part of  the moving population of  the North—the people who 
set off  in their thousands over the summer months in their caravans, transients setting up 
vast replicas of  their own neighbourhoods in the open air. Others have a more lasting 
effect on the North—they own either holiday homes which are handy enough for regular 
weekends away, or retirement homes which mean that ultimately they will become 
permanent residents. If  there is a contemporary settler in Northland it is the North Shore-
ite. As new colonists they are a recognisable breed.  54

The North Shore is unsettled in itself  and unsettling for Northland. But Northland also has 
another transient population, who are not strange or threatening, who travel in, not on, 
Northland: “Jane particularly identified with the Hokianga and the area around Opononi and 
Omapere and was surprised more than once to run into old friends whom she had not seen for a 
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long time, on the roadside with their caravans, friends who had ‘Gone North’ for good.”  Later 55

writers recognised a peculiar aspect of  New Zealand culture in the eighties, a flight from 
suburban life. Lloyd-Jones wrote “The View from the Road” for the Listener in 1988: “Oh for the 
carefree life of  the open road, away from mortgages, lawnmowers and nine-to-five jobs… quite a 
few Kiwis have fixed up their own travelling homes and opted for the gypsy life.”  This way of  56

life was also the subject of  Home Free: Housetrucking in New Zealand by Fiona Cunningham and 
Chris Hoult,  a book that shows the aesthetic of  the housetruck as that of  the weatherboard 57

house, a quirky adaptation of  real buildings, rather than that of  the caravan or recreational 
vehicle. 
It is not only people who move in Northland, as Kidman relates the story of  the Mission House 
at Mangungu:  

At any rate, as the timber trade collapse in that area in early 1855, the Mission House was 
abandoned. It then began a walkabout, or sailaround if  you prefer, down to Onehunga, 
where it served as a Methodist parsonage until 1921. The Hokianga Historical Society 
rescued it in 1972 and brought it back to Mangungu. It is a handsome enough building on 
a promontory with splendid views of  the harbour, though in its restored condition it has a 
rather clinical splendour, possibly because there has not been time for trees and gardens to 
become properly re-established around it. Its major historical significance is that it was the 
site of  the second signing of  the Treaty of  Waitangi, six days after the first signing.  58

Northland is also unsettling for Kidman and her colleagues. One passage reminds the reader 
Gone North is a women’s story and the place of  women in Northland is perilous.  

The pubs overflow, gangs prowl the outskirts of  the town, a solemn undertone pervades 
the Dargaville evening. Elizabeth, Jane and I all at different times found ourselves forced 
to seek refuge in hotels and were still afraid when we were inside them. Nothing was more 
certain that even now there is a shortage of  women in Dargaville, and the stranger in town 
is fair game.  59

Celia Fiennes had only one brush with danger, an encounter with highwaymen. But she travelled 
with servants, while the women who made Gone North were alone. Despite her experiences, 
Kidman was enchanted by Dargaville. 

An odd thing about Dargaville is that although it is exceptionally beautiful few people 
seem aware that this is so. Discovering its beauty is like coming across some subterranean 
stratum of  knowledge which no-one has been prepared to reveal to you.  60

No-one seemed prepared to reveal much about Dargaville. Dargaville, 100 Years, was published by 
the Northern Advocate in 1972;  in Historic Place Names of  New Zealand, L. S. Rickard recorded 61

that “James McMullen Dargaville had one of  those convenient names that needed no adding to 
before they could serve as place names;” but otherwise, the town wrote its own history.  62

Between 1978 and 1984, three Dargaville institutions published books: Dargaville Interlude by the 
Dargaville Primary School Committee;  Dargaville Reflections by the Dargaville Borough 63

Council;  St. Andrews Presbyterian Church, Dargaville: Jubilee 1904-1984, by the church.  Later, the 64 65

Dargaville Primary School Reunion Committee published Dargaville Primary School, 1877-2002, 
125 Year Reunion.  Amelia Batistich’s A Better Life: The Diary of  Ivana Ivanovich, Dargaville, 1924-25, 66

a novel published in 2003 and based on the author’s experience, tells the story of  eleven-year-old 
Ivana Ivanovich and the Dalmatian community.  67

Architectural history 
Gone North is not an architectural book. It is not about buildings in the sense of  giving sustained 
attention to their designs and histories. It does not pair images of  buildings with descriptions to 
provide knowledge. It does not list buildings; nor does it classify them. What it does is tell stories 
in which buildings play a part, or stories told by buildings. 
Gone North is unlike the New Zealand Historic Places Trust’s Historic Buildings of  New Zealand; North 
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Island, of  1979, an “illustrated account of  New Zealand’s historic buildings”, written in the form 
of  essays.  Here the most significant buildings are discussed in essays devoted to particular 68

places and written by individual authors; it has five chapters on particular historic settlements in 
Northland and a sixth on the Maori Church in the region. Photographs illustrate the text, which 
describes the histories of  the buildings, how they came to be. As the editor, Frances Porter, says 
in her introduction “Scarcely any of  the nineteenth century European buildings of  the North 
Island remain as originally built; they have been added to, pulled about, occasionally shifted 
about. Some which have fallen into disuse or disrepair or both have been restored and preserved 
during this century. In this work of  restoration and preservation, the New Zealand Historic 
Places Trust has played a notable part.” So the book is both an account of  the buildings and a 
record of  the Trust’s work. 
Kidman is not insensitive to architecture. She notes that, “Because of  the great width of  the 
[Kauri] boards, Northland architecture has a distinctive flavour of  its own and houses such as 
the Clendon House at Rawene are notable for the width of  the planks with which they have 
been built”, and asks “Why cut timber into tidy weatherboards when you have great planks 
sufficient to build half  a wall?”  She also compares two towns for their attitudes towards 69

historic buildings: 
Silverdale to the south is more conscious of  its past than Orewa and has an innovative 
programme not only of  preserving its old buildings, but putting them back to use. A 
school built in 1878 is the playcentre building. A church built in 1859 is now a meeting hall 
and the parsonage which was erected in 1887 serves as the club rooms for art, craft and 
herb groups, while the schoolhouse which dates back to 1907 is used as an exhibition 
gallery. But this enterprising recycling programme is treated with a modesty that 
approaches embarrassment.  70

Her writing is very different from an architectural register, such as the New Zealand Historic Places 
Trust’s Historic buildings of  Northland and Auckland: a register of  classified buildings, published five years 
later.  This book lists each building on the Trust’s register of  classified buildings in Auckland 71

and in Northland, organised into their classifications: A, B, C and D. Each building in the first 
two classifications  is described by a paragraph of  writing and illustrated with a photograph. 72

While this book is intended to be a complete record, Gone North reflects its authors’ preferences, 
and probably those of  its editor and publisher. 
How unlike Gone North is from these books can been seen in its account of  Kerikeri, one of  
New Zealand’s first European settlements and the site of  New Zealand’s oldest extant building, 
the Kemp House, and it oldest stone building—the Stone Store. These are the subjects of  a 
chapter in Porter’s book. Neither building is illustrated by Ussher in Gone North. Kidman 
mentions both, but her account would disappoint an architectural historian: 

If  notable firsts are to be further observed, then Kerikeri is probably a good place to 
proceed. It was there that Marsden established the first permanent mission station; in 
May 1820, the first plough turned New Zealand soil at Kerikeri; the first grass was sown 
there in 1821; the first European church was built in 1823; and the first European 
dwelling which is still standing—the famous Kemp House—and its equally famous 
neighbour, the first stone building—known throughout the land as the Stone Store—are 
both at Kerikeri. Why do I pay scant attention to them? After all, I had the honour of  
being the ‘mail girl’ who picked up the school mail at eleven o’clock every morning at the 
Stone Store in my standard six year; it’s true that I obtained my certificate for the half-
mile by swimming eleven times backwards and forwards across the water outside Kemp 
House (though I never did find out whether that was an accurate distance measure); and 
I did worship as a child at St James Church which stands on the hill above Kemp House 
and the Stone Store. So clearly these places are important to me; yet still they are not the 
essence of  Kerikeri as I understand it…. Records of  all the features I have listed are 
chronicled elsewhere; less widely understood is the horticultural importance of  this 
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township, how it began as a fruit growing centre and the kind of  people who came to 
settle Kerikeri in the late 1920s and the early 1930s and the profound influence that they 
were to have.  73

The essence of  Kerikeri is not architectural but horticultural. The historic buildings are places of  
memory for her but no more than that. “This is the real Kerikeri; this is the one I know”, she 
writes after describing the horticultural history of  Kerikeri: “It is one that is much more apparent 
than the history of  the missionaries suggests, even though that is what pulls the tourists in. 
Kerikeri now represents an enormous commercial venture.”  This history is more apparent, one 74

that continues to grow every season, has more substance and essence for Kidman than the 
history of  wood, stone and missionaries. Productive activity has more significance than 
architectural history. The spirit of  Celia Fiennes rides on. 
The Stone Store and the Kemp House appear in every historical survey of  New Zealand 
architecture. In the Shell Guide to New Zealand, Maurice Shadbolt gives a description of  Kerikeri 
illustrated with a photograph of  the Stone Store and mentions both buildings, along with some 
history, some horticulture and some handcrafts: 

Main centre of  Northland’s fruit-growing, Kerikeri’s orchards are of  importance to New 
Zealand as a whole. Also a leafy retreat for the eccentric, artistic, and the retired. 
Particularly interesting historic items include the country’s oldest house, Kemp homestead 
at top of  the estuary (where Kerikeri’s and New Zealand’s first orange tree was planted), 
built from pit-sawn timber in 1821. Adjoining it is the ‘Old Stone Store,’ built as a mission 
store in 1833, and now a general grocery. From his pa near Kerikeri, Ngapuhi chief  Hongi 
Hika set off  to visit the King of  England, and returned with enough muskets to devastate 
southern tribes. Museums of  increasing interest, also model pre-European Maori village, 
unique in New Zealand. Here and elsewhere in the Bay of  Islands (becoming a modest 
Cornwall) good pottery and other handcrafts are popular purchases by visitors.  75

Kerikeri’s history was told later by the local historian Nancy Pickmere in Kerikeri: Heritage of  
Dreams.  Published in 1994 by the Northland Historical Publications Society, Pickmere’s story is 76

divided into two parts: “Sea Road to Kerikeri” and “New Kerikeri.”  The first part tells of  77

Maori and settlers, and of  the historic buildings. This is the history that interests those outside 
Kerikeri, and of  which episodes are recorded in the architectural history books. But the second 
part records how Kerikeri was developed for growing fruit in the thirties. Pickmere records how 
Kerikeri was settled by Europeans who had lived in China: 

The men had all held administrative positions in the East, where it was considered 
demeaning for Europeans to do manual work. They soon found they had to don 
gumboots and flex their muscles in a more strenuous lifestyle than they had 
contemplated. Richard Brenner, arriving from China at the age of  twelve, summed it up, 
“Hey, Dad, look at the white coolies!” Some of  the new settlers referred to themselves as 
‘the China Mugs.’  78

The architectural effect of  these newcomers on Kerikeri was marked. They built large 
bungalows  and helped turn a crossroad into a township. Some of  their bungalows retained 79

memories of  China. That of  Mr and Mrs L. A. L. Moore was called Tzechulin,  while Daniel 80

Ferguson, a former engineer on a Chinese railway, built The Pagoda House in a Chinese style.  81

Pickmere concludes with an appreciation of  the state of  Kerikeri at the time of  her writing: 
The district’s economy rests on a tripod of  support. One prop is horticulture, still 
seeking diversification, expansion and new markets. The second leg comes from the 
choice of  Kerikeri as an attractive place in which to retire. An increasing number of  
older people are realising its advantage: the good climate, the slower pace of  life and the 
recreational activities like golf, swimming, fishing, yachting, and gardening in an attractive 
environment. These people are bringing custom and economic stability to the area. 
The third support is tourism. In the virtually unspoiled area at the Kerikeri Basin, there 
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stands the visual evidence of  the period of  early contact between Maori and European. 
With the terraced Kororipo Pa, of  great mana to the Maori people and the site of  Maori 
involvement in those historic years, plus the three old pioneer European buildings, 
Kerikeri is the surviving and impeccable stage-set for what was the curtain-raiser to New 
Zealand’s nationhood.  82

Visitors to Kerikeri 
When A. H. Reed reaches Kerikeri, as he records his journey in From North Cape to Bluff: On Foot 
at Eighty-Five,  he has little time for architecture: “The day’s journey ended at the old Kemp 83

home, oldest in New Zealand, a two-storey house of  stout kauri, built in 1819 for the pioneer 
missionary James Kemp, now occupied by his great-grandson and still in an excellent state of  
repair.”  Number of  storeys, primary material, date of  construction; Reed gives enough for the 84

reader to form a visual impression, but no more. When he visits the church, he is distracted 
before he can make a description: 

I had been invited to stay at the home of  Mr and Mrs Northey Saunders—Selwyn’s old 
vicarage. I was about to pass through the memorial lychgate into the old churchyard 
adjacent to the vicarage, when I was hailed from the veranda, where Mr and Mrs 
Saunders beckoned me to join them at afternoon tea.  85

John Castle discovers another contrast between ancient and modern: 
It was in the Kerikeri Basin that the Rev. Samuel Marsden established his second mission 
in 1819, and the original house, the oldest wooden building in New Zealand, is still there 
today and still occupied by the descendants of  the original missionary, William Kemp. 
Close by stands the Stone Store, strongly built so that the mission could withstand a 
siege; it is regrettable, I feel, that its exterior is disfigured by a wishing-well, petrol pumps 
and advertisements. Again, a typically Northland contrast of  new and old: but, this time, 
not a happy one.  86

The wishing-well, petrol pumps and advertisements—not mentioned by Kidman but additions 
to the Stone Store that would have been present when she was a girl—were removed when the 
building ceased to be the local shop and became heritage. By the time John King visited, the 
Store had changed function, as had the town. His travel book On the Road: A Journey Down State 
Highway 1, published in 1995, includes a brief  description of  Kerikeri: 

Kerikeri is famous for its links with earliest European settlement, and the mission house, 
known as Kemp House, was built in 1822 and the neighbouring Stone Store started 10 
years later. It’s also known for its citrus and other orchards, if  not for places to eat 
despite its tourist attractions, but today it attracts a cosmopolitan community, strong in 
the arts and crafts, as well as the better-off  type of  retired people who build sumptuous 
homes.   87

Joe Bennett, an Englishman who had lived in New Zealand for fifteen years when he wrote A 
Land of  Two Halves  for a British readership, was more impressed by the fruit than the 88

architecture: 
Roadside stalls offer avocados, tangelos, persimmons, oranges, lemons, all plump as 
pregnancies and fresh from the tree. The gardens are dense with fat-leaved sub-tropical 
rubber-plant-like things that if  you sit awhile you can actually see growing. Even the 
meanest bungalow has a dozen bushes out the front that are studded with mandarins like 
Christmas baubles. Neglected grapefruit swell, turn brown, fall and burst to a slush…
Kerikeri boasts the oldest stone building in New Zealand. For once the verb ‘boasts’ is 
accurate. The Stone Store erected by the Church Missionary Society in 1832 [sic] appears 
in every brochure in the town. It’s square and it’s made of  stone, and it’s respectably 
proportioned and frankly, well anyway, it’s shut.  89
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In these accounts, the description of  architecture is constrained by the attention of  the visitor, 
which might be distracted by fruit or thwarted by opening hours. The personal account is always 
affected by time. 
Impersonal accounts 
The impersonal account attempts to transcend time. It records not what the writer remembers, 
but what the writer wants the reader to remember. Gone North differs, as a personal account, 
from the pictorial book that shows a region through photographs, with an accompanying and 
subordinate text, a book such as Discover Northland, published in 1993.  Here, the photographs 90

are by Warren Jacobs, who also was the publisher, and the text by Neva Clarke McKenna. The 
book is organised in double-page spreads, each showing one place by several photographs and a 
paragraph of  description, the kind of  book sold to tourists as a souvenir, a reminder of  the 
places they have visited. The Kemp House and the Stone Store are shown in a single photograph 
covering a double-page spread.  While this amount of  pictorial space might suggest the 91

buildings are considered of  great importance by the publisher, they are only part of  a 
composition, features of  a landscape, as the accompanying text confirms: 

Kerikeri Basin is an oasis where many locals and interesting visitors anchor their craft. 
The historic Kemp House and Stone Store look down on the scene which is always 
placid, with the softness of  surrounding trees and their reflections adding to what is 
already beautiful.  92

The scene is always placid, unaffected by time. Architecture—the buildings as historic artefacts
—again is subordinate to its setting. While Kidman has the two buildings as places of  memory, 
for McKenna they are elements of  a place. Kidman identifies the historical significance of  the 
buildings but dismisses it as inessential. McKenna simply denotes the buildings as historic, before 
describing the beauty of  their surroundings; they are of  pictorial interest. Possibly, the makers of  
both books thought the Kemp House and the Stone Store were so well known that an image or 
a recollection was enough—the buildings were embodied in collective memory; no more needed 
to be said. Possibly that is true—these are canonical buildings and the fate of  such is to pass 
from substance into image, to be known to many as a picture and to a few as a place. Jacobs and 
McKenna need only present the buildings, as an image. Kidman and Ussher dispense with the 
image, trusting it to be in the reader’s minds. Gone North is a book about Northland without an 
image of  the Stone Store, an absence that seems like insolence in the face of  heritage. 
On the other hand, Kidman’s recollection of  the buildings perhaps returns to them some of  the 
substance lost in canonicity and the making of  images. They are no longer simply images but 
part of  a writer’s experience, part of  a story. This is an important difference between the two 
accounts, one of  time and movement. McKenna’s description and Jacobs’s photograph are static: 
the buildings look down upon a forever-placid scene. Kidman, though, has a relationship of  time 
and space with the two buildings: as the mail girl she went to and from the Stone Store; as the 
contender for the half-mile certificate, she swam back and forth across the water in front of  
Kemp House. For Kidman, the Kerikeri basin was not a scene but a place. It has dimensions, 
including time. She was part of  that place. She has returned to this place and recalls these events; 
she will move on. Kidman finds stasis in the town, her only memory that of  the last time she 
was there: 

Another part of  me looks around with wonder as on the last time I walked the streets in 
the quiet dark. I pass Merriethought Motel and Wendywood Lane, a supermarket, a used 
car lot, glossy malls full of  shops with cheeky names like the Daisy Chain; but the street at 
night remains as empty as the proverbial one-horse town. A mini screeches past without 
lights. Nothing else moves. It is like a town that might have grown up if  only someone had 
told it what to do next when it thought it had arrived. In the night there is only the heavy 
scent of  flowers and that is all.  93

Kidman’s writing is dynamic. It moves, as she does. It occurs in time and space, although time 
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and space are empty. McKenna’s writing is static: 
Kerikeri: The shopping section is small but tasteful, with a character all its own. Because 
residents cherish trees, there is a special softness even close to the shopping centre which 
never stops bustling.  94

Travel guides 
The travel book’s opposite is the travel guide, which tells the reader not what the writer has seen 
but what the reader should see. The third edition of  New Zealand: A Travel Survival Kit, published 
in Australia by Lonely Planet in 1982, gives practical advice:  

Kerikeri, on the north end of  the bay, has an arts centre and a lot of  handicraft activity. 
You can also see Kemp House, built in 1822 it’s the oldest building in New Zealand and 
is open from 10.30 am to 12.30 am and 1.30 to 4.30 pm, admission is 50c. The 1833 
Stone Store and Museum is the oldest stone building in New Zealand and still operates 
as a general store selling refreshments and souvenirs, with a museum upstairs open from 
9 am to 4.30pm for 20c. Rewa’s Maori Village, an authentic reproduction of  a pre-
European Maori village is worth seeing.  95

Later travel guides give more space to Kerikeri and say more about its non-architectural 
attractions. The fourth edition of  The Rough Guide to New Zealand, published in London in 2004, 
notes that, “After years in the culinary wilderness, Kerikeri has an enviable selection of  good 
restaurants and cafes.”  The fifteenth edition of  Lonely Planet’s New Zealand, published in 2010, 96

observes, “Everyone in Kerikeri seems to be involved in some cottage industry or other, as the 
bombardment of  craft shops on the way into town attests.”  Kerikeri does not feature in the 97

Lonely Planet travel guide, Discover New Zealand.  Sins of  omission are more difficult to discuss 98

than those of  commission, but it might be assumed that this book was produced for a readership 
not interested in history.   99

Hotels 
Northland is a place of  tourism: setting out on her journey, Kidman notes, “Few places can 
boast so many Devonshire teas per kilometre than the North.  It is also a place of  restoration, 100

preservation and reuse: “There has been a careful programme of  preservation of  old buildings 
in Russell, and new ones that are built are carefully designed to blend with the old, being neither 
ostentatiously ‘new’ looking—at least not in the waterfront area, although further back there are 
some million dollar jobs built by retired magnates of  New Zealand industry and which the eye 
can hardly miss—nor slavishly imitative of  ‘ye old worldliness.’”  History has an active role in 101

the region. Old architecture is put to new uses; new architecture is designed to be in keeping 
with historic buildings. “Perhaps Russell’s charm is that while you know you are being put on the 
inevitable tourist bandwagon, the place beguiles you into forgetting that it is so”, Kidman 
ruminates; but tourism means other tourists: 

We stayed at the Duke of  Marlborough Hotel, hard against the water too; to use a 
fashionable phrase, it has a distinctly Somerset Maugham air. I suspect this is real rather 
than cultivated. It is a delightful place, but a bus tour full of  permed and irritable ladies 
overflowing into the bar for ‘happy hour’ sent us looking for a meal elsewhere.  102

Gone North is told in time and space, unlike the tourist guide. Elsewhere, Kidman learns of  “a 
proposed Club Med type of  development” at Tokerau Beach on the Karikari Peninsula.  She 103

also visits a motel: 
Puketona also offers what must be one of  the most extraordinary motel complexes in 
the country. The Talk O’ the North looks like a grim grey castle hunched in the middle 
of  the fields. Inside are a number of  suites, each decorated in styles such as the ‘Las 
Vegas Room,’ the ‘Arabian Nights,’ the ‘Roman Holiday,’ the ‘Barn.’ They add up to quite 
a bizarre collection of  kitsch intimidating in its awfulness.  104

Tourism distorts time across Northland, preserving old buildings from ruin and keeping new 
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buildings in line, creating happy hours in old places and kitsch in new places. Kidman describes 
an ironic architecture of  buildings that have been made or remade, that lack the sort of  meaning 
that buildings are supposed to embody. Nelson Goodman begins his “How Buildings Mean” 
with the claim, “With some interesting exceptions, architectural works do not denote— that is, 
do not describe, recount, depict or portray.”  James Fergusson, in his Historical Inquiry, wrote, 105

“Architecture can repeat no narrative, illustrate no book— it imitates nothing, illustrates nothing: 
it tells no tale.”  Neither had visited the Talk O’ the North. 106

Ruins 
Most of  the buildings Kidman visits are not official sites, buildings of  historic interest. Kidman’s 
interest is ruins, most of  them ironic: “Kohukohu was once the major commercial centre of  the 
Hokianga, a fact that is difficult to comprehend as you emerge from the mangrove swamps that 
flank the road into the township and come across a huddle of  desolate and deserted 
buildings.”  While having little to say about the Stone Store, Kidman tells of  her search for the 107

home of  the man who did not build it: 
There are even some reminders of  the missionaries that have been lost to the general 
view. When the Stone Store was to be built, the Missionary Society in England 
despatched a stonemason called John Edmonds to do the job. Unfortunately they forgot 
to let anyone in New Zealand know that he was coming and the local missionaries sent 
for a stonemason from Sydney. By the time Edmonds arrived, the work was done. Not 
surprisingly he refused to leave and the missionaries were obliged to find work for him at 
considerable expense to themselves. Eventually he moved to some land near the Kerikeri 
Inlet and built himself  a stone house. All but the stone parts have been destroyed by fire, 
but these remain as sturdy as when he built them some 140 years ago. The Historic 
Places Trust professes an interest in the Edmonds Ruins, as they are now known, but the 
interest is not apparent. Few contemporary residents know where the ruins are, but if  
anyone is interested enough to take the Kerikeri Inlet road and turn off  at Edmonds 
Road, one of  the locals (they live in large houses with names like Rock Bottom and signs 
warning trespassers off  at every turn) will probably direct them down an overgrown 
track to where the ruins, encrusted with wild flowers, stand amongst giant fig, lemon and 
loquat trees.  108

Kidman inverts the order of  things, the order codified by the Historic Places Trust. The quality 
of  its interest in the Edmonds Ruins can be measured by the C Classification; the Ruins are 
among those buildings that “merit preservation;” the Stone Store, on the other hand, has an A 
classification—its “permanent preservation is regarded as essential.” The Stone Store is 
discussed at length and shown as photographs in Porter’s book, but neither Edmonds nor his 
Ruins are mentioned. For Kidman, the Ruins are of  more interest than the Store. They are the 
physical remnant of  an ironic story, a testament to the skills of  the stonemason made redundant 
by a clerical error. 
Ruins are prominent in Kidman’s description of  Northland, and in Ussher’s. On one of  the 
occasions when their interests meet, Kidman describes the ruins of  the Wilson Portland Cement 
Works, “the strangest and most fascinating aspect of  Warkworth”, of  which Ussher provides a 
photograph.  In these buildings, Kidman apprehends the gothic, in both its architectural and 109

literary senses: 
Now, like the ruins of  a cathedral, the works lie in the fields beside the river, their 
abandoned turrets rearing against the Northland sky. They are unsafe to enter and there 
is an eerie quality about them; a friend tells of  attending an architects’ conference once 
and camping alongside them. It is easy to understand why they were chosen as a venue; 
they are a reminder that while nothing manmade endures, some ruins cast longer 
shadows than others.  110

Kidman’s attention, throughout the book, is given to these longer shadows, to “strange and 
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fascinating places” that prompt emotions and tell stories. While officially historic buildings such 
as those at Kerikeri, do not affect her, she says of  the Cement Works, “if  ever a site warranted 
the protection of  The Historic Places Trust, this surely must be it.”  As matters turned out the 111

Trust did register the buildings, in June 1983, about the same time Kidman was researching the 
book. The Trust granted these buildings a B classification, meriting permanent protection 
because of  their “very great historical significance or architectural quality.” The Register provides 
a photograph and a description, both of  which are more informative but also more prosaic than 
those of  Kidman and Ussher: 
The ruins of  the cement works and the associated quarry, now flooded and forming a lake, were 
the first Portland cement works in the Southern Hemisphere. Nathaniel Wilson constructed a 
number of  kilns and conducted experiments before he was successful in the technique of  
cement manufacture. The largest building on the site was constructed in 1903, the year John 
Wilson and Company became a public company. The Warkworth works were closed in 1928 but 
Wilson’s Portland cement is still being made at Portland.  112

In the official record, the importance of  the ruins comes from their original purpose and its 
novelty, for what they once were. For Kidman, it is their present day appearance and its 
evocation of  buildings of  European architectural and literary tradition that merits their 
preservation. McKenna’s description is brief: When the company moved elsewhere, its buildings 
here were abandoned, the remains adding a special character to the town.   113

According to Andreas Schönle, “A site of  authenticity that stands in contrast to the factitious 
contraptions of  modernity, the ruin also becomes an inescapable commonplace, a graphic and 
necessary rebuttal to the modernist aspirations of  the city.  Schönle was writing about the ruins 114

of  post-war Leningrad, in which the poet Joseph Brodsky grew up. Schönle argues, “Most 
enduringly, Brodsky’s precocious sensitivity to ruins predetermined his life-long infatuation with 
the elegy, the literary genre best equipped to give voice to the feelings of  loss and to enable an 
intimate, if  vicarious dialogue with the past.” Growing up among ruins—although not those of  a 
recently besieged city, but of  a settler population—appears to have given Kidman a sensitivity 
towards their elegiac quality. This sensitivity is particularly acute at the home of  Kitty Slick, one 
of  the Nova Scotian community, descendants of  Scottish Calvinists who had settled in Nova 
Scotia before being driven out by famine and migrating to New Zealand, establishing a 
settlement at Waipu in 1853. Kidman, who lived there in the fifties, recalls: 

One of  the significant events while I lived there was the death of  Kitty Slick who lived in 
an isolated farmhouse near the turnoff  to North River, the long river valley up which I 
lived. Kitty Slick was a very old woman and it was said that she had not communicated 
with the community (or it with her) for fifty years. Supposedly she had betrayed its moral 
edicts. I do not know how true that is but the legend has endured; passed if  you like, into 
local mythology. Her body was discovered weeks after her death. Kitty Slick’s house, 
which I had first entered for a dare when I was fifteen, has retained its fascination for 
me. She stands for the history of  moral agony and indecision of  that place.  115

While the Edmonds Ruins—the abandoned cement works that looks like a cathedral—are ironic, 
the abandoned house of  Kitty Slack is tragic. While its occupant stands for “the history of  moral 
agony and indecision of  that place”, the house stands for her story. Not only is it testament to 
her story but also its container. It is also a part of  Kidman’s own story.  The ruins of  another 116

tragedy she finds at Okiato: 
Here at Okiato Point is the house that Alexander Sinclair built out of  the proceeds of  his 
drug syndicate. It is a house that he never finished, the house that he never lived in. A 
broken sign at the gate says ‘Beware of  Dogs, Keep Out, Trespassers Prosecuted.’ There 
is a Russell phone number to ring if  you want to get in touch with somebody about 
entering the property (or is it a real estate agent?). But there were no dogs and the gates 
hung open. Sinclair’s dark and brooding palace with its Malaysian-styled roof  and wide 
verandahs was a picture of  desolation. The inside is said to be full of  Italian marble 
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staircases and other splendid features. One thing seems certain and that is that it was 
designed as a fortress. A battered old car stood just out of  sight of  the driveway. As I 
approached the house a face appeared at a window and withdrew. So did I. It is hard to 
say who had the last laugh. For while the ghosts of  the profiteers in the grog shops and 
the brothels on old Okiato Point might have put up a cheer for Sinclair when he began 
his mansion, just as they didn’t last the course, neither did he. Sinclair died in prison on 
the Isle of  Wight, in August 1983.  117

Kidman’s account would be familiar to readers of  horror stories: finding the abandoned house, 
ignoring the sign that says, “keep out”, and discovering the house to be occupied by someone. 
However, unlike the houses of  Edmonds and Slick, the Sinclair house is not a ruin. Other than 
the broken sign at the gate, there is no suggestion in Kidman’s telling that the house is in decay. 
It is, though, a “picture of  desolation.” Perhaps Kidman means that the desolation is given to the 
house by Sinclair’s story, of  a criminal who built himself  a palace with his ill-gotten gains but 
who died in a gaol cell on the other side of  the world. The house stands testament to his hubris. 
These stories Kidman tells, of  ruined and abandoned buildings are of  exteriors. The buildings 
she visits either cannot be entered or there is nothing to enter: their interiors have become 
exterior with ruination. The official historic buildings, on the other hand, are buildings she has 
no wish to enter, or to describe. Towards the end of  her story she writes: 
To the south towards Te Kopuru there are many deserted houses, intriguing and often beautiful 
examples of  Victorian architecture. Again, nobody interferes as you rattle windowpanes and peer 
through stained glass, touching the crumbling fretwork as you stretch for a better view of  the 
interiors of  the forgotten dwellings.  118

But still, her interests are in buildings that have not been classified, conserved or restored, that 
are empty because their owners have gone. Martin Edmond has recalled boyhood experiences, as 
a contribution to a book on Gothic New Zealand: in his story, “The Abandoned House as a Refuge 
for the Imagination”, some of  the owners are still present, clinging on as their houses become 
ruins. Other houses are empty, and leave only traces of  their occupation.  In The Settler’s Plot: 119

How Stories Take Place in New Zealand, Alex Calder writes: 
Narratives of  improvement in our historical and political discourse are legion, but we will 
find remarkably few literary examples outside the boosterism of  Bracken’s poetry. It is 
not that we lack family sagas or historical romances—genres that ought to be especially 
hospitable to the patterning of  events—but those we still read and remember refuse this 
storyline. By and large, it takes a distinct drop in literary value, to the level of  the ‘Mills 
and Boon’ sheep station romance, say, before one comes across numerous episodes of  
the handsome young farmer musing positively about changes wrought and benefits to 
come. Cultural value is overwhelmingly associated with an alternative patterning of  
events. The ruination plot, as I shall call it, follows the downward path typical of  tragedy. 
It is a story of  hubris and comeuppance, of  ignorance leading to painful knowledge. The 
optimism characteristic of  the improvement plot becomes a tragic flaw: our blind faith in 
progress ends in environmental degradation—not paradise made, but paradise lost.  120

Andrew Ballantyne, in “Architecture as evidence”, writes: 
Architecture is gesture— gesture made with buildings. In order to understand any 
gesture we need to see it in its cultural context, and once we have contextualized it then it 
can be highly expressive and accurate; but without context the meaning is adrift and not 
to be relied upon. We can measure and describe the form of  a ruined building, but 
without a culture to locate it in it remains meaningless. If  we cannot find the evidence to 
reconstruct the outline of  a culture then we are highly inclined to imagine one and to 
project our own experience and intuitions on to the remains that we see.  121

And so we should. Ruins are with us because others came before us. The ruins are what the 
others left. They are testament to success (the Portland cement people went on to better things, 
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leaving their cathedral behind) but more often to failure, because many human endeavours fail, 
especially in a settler society. We are aware of  our own frailty and our finality. Ballantyne’s idea of  
a gesture demands a single meaning for a work of  architecture, that of  its maker. But ruins have 
their own meanings: “Et in arcadia ego”, is one; “Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair” is 
another. The lack of  context and of  a gesture is why ruins are so attractive. Christopher 
Woodward, a ruins specialist, has written, “Each spectator is forced to supply the missing pieces 
from his or her own imagination and a ruin therefore appears differently to everyone.”  Ruins 122

are architecture freed from gesture and context by decay and destruction. They are buildings that 
have become the opposite of  architecture. As Gio Ponti wrote: 

Order means architecture, a composing order. Architecture is an attempt to combat 
history, which is the history of  disorders. When history triumphs architecture crumbles. 
Its ruins are the victory of  history.  123

New Zealanders find peculiar pleasures in ruins, in decay. The relentless march of  progress 
towards prosperity, social democracy and an indigenous architecture provoked and nurtured its 
resistance, in the form of  relishing irony. An example is M. K. Joseph’s "Auckland: Ruins and 
Follies”, published in 1962 in Comment:  

Nearly forty years ago, there was a gap in the east side of  Queen Street and a notice 
advertising for builder’s labourers. Now the gap is back again and the ambitious Kerridge 
skyscraper which was to fill it has been indefinitely postponed.  124

Everything that can be built can be demolished. Every ambition can be thwarted. A later 
example, from 1988, is a letter to Metro by Peter Brent: 

The clamour today for the preservation of  "fine old Victorian architecture" is ridiculous. 
Only six decades ago we were talking of  the "supreme ugliness" of  our Victorian 
buildings. Eventually they will fall down anyway. Moreover, each successive civilisation 
builds on the ruins of  the previous one, thus providing work for archaeologists. Every 
architectural style accurately reflects the society that built it. The flat, tasteless and 
unimaginative buildings we are erecting today are perfectly in keeping with the times. 
Besides, if  we do not put them up, conservationists of  the future will have no "fine old 
examples of  late 20th century architecture" to try to preserve.   125

Change and decay are inevitable. The buildings will fall down eventually. Les Cleveland, a 
political scientist, once remarked, “Crisis, anxiety, insecurity and fear of  depression and 
unemployment have always been the normal preoccupation of  New Zealand politics.”  He is 126

better known for his photographs of  derelict buildings, many of  which were taken in the 
modern and progressive fifties, when New Zealand was modern; the photographs seem to 
illustrate his thesis. A literary anthology edited by Elizabeth Smither and David Hill, The Seventies 
Connection, is illustrated with photographs of  ruined houses, for no apparent reason.  127

Abandonment is not only a European practice, a settler’s trait. G. W. Phillips wrote of  the 
deserted house that Cook and Banks saw at Tolaga Bay, “Such a deserted house would almost 
certainly be tapu, this condition being the result of  some unforeseen calamity, such as an offence 
to the gods or even the death of  the builder.”  128

Ben Copedo’s The Empty Concrete House on the Scenic Drive is the history of  a house, built between 
1912 and 1918, and its owners. The Scenic Drive is a road at the very south of  the north, semi-
rural but part of  Auckland. The house had been empty since about 1930 (when its new owners, a 
company called Panorama Heights, gutted it) but in 1981 still stood at a distance from the Scenic 
Drive. Copedo, an amateur historian, writes, “Standing as it does, windowless and doorless, 
looking neglected and alone with the bush-clad hills as a backdrop, it has been in the past an 
object of  comment and speculation and no doubt will continue to be so as long as it is there to 
be seen, and probably long after, so long as there are photographs and memories to excite 
interest.”  Copedo also thinks about history: 129

For any given instance there is as many different eye-witness accounts as there are eye-
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witnesses. Each person witnessing a series of  events or taking part in them sees every step, 
hears every word, from a slightly different point and accordingly any account they give of  
the proceedings at some later date will show this variance, slight though it may be…
History, like beauty, is in the eye of  the beholder.  130

This is an ironic view of  history, one that does not subscribe to a single account. It is appropriate 
to the irony of  an abandoned building. But Jacky Bowring has argued that the emotion 
dominating the New Zealand is melancholy. While England’s melancholy was romantic, “In New 
Zealand, the melancholy has tended toward a gothic, brooding quality, where the pioneering 
spirit encountered the genius loci, the spirit of  the place.”  She writes of  a, “vocabulary of  131

melancholy elements to be found in landscapes…. a dilapidated shop, a derelict barn, a chimney 
as an isolated sentinel;” She continues: 

They all signal the mark of  time’s passage yet the endurance of  the trace of  things, in the 
rubble. Freud determined that melancholy differs from mourning in that it keeps the 
wound open. While a mourner, a griever, comes to a sense of  closure and moves on, the 
melancholic embraces the condition of  lingering. Ruins epitomise this conclusion, a 
prolonged and eternal ending.  132

Buildings and time 
In “Figures, Doors and Passages”, Robin Evans tries to make sense of  a curious absence in both 
the Autobiography of  Benvenuto Cellini and Baldassare Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano: neither writer 
ever described a place: “In The Courtier a few hyperbolic sentences suffice to eulogise the Urbino 
Palace, one of  the great works of  Italian Renaissance architecture, and not one word is said from 
beginning to end, either directly or indirectly, about the appearance, contents, form or 
arrangements of  the apartments which serve as the setting.”  For Evans this absence an 133

unexpected difficulty: “it is not easy to explain how, when the Italians were so wrapped up in 
human affairs, they developed a refined, elaborate architecture which they hardly had time to 
notice and which seemed to lie outside the orbit of  social life.”  But explain it he must and his 134

solution is novel:  
However, it could be that the incidental and accessory nature of  architecture was 
precisely what led it to become so visually rich. Of  all the senses, sight is the most 
appropriate for things at the boundary of  experience, and that is exactly what a room, 
particularly a large room, provides: an edge to perception. In the immediate precincts of  
the body, the other senses prevail.   135

Gone North suggests another explanation. Writers, like Kidman, who are not involved with 
architecture in any professional capacity do not see buildings or their interiors in the same way. 
Architectural interest prompts and demands a particular form of  attention. The architectural 
writer is engaged with buildings as static objects. A writer like Evans will look into and around an 
architectural space. Evans can distance himself  from a building, even when inside it. This is the 
skill of  architectural writing, one that has developed with the genre. Writers like Cellini and 
Castiglione lived before this genre, this form of  attention, existed. A writer like Kidman moves 
through it, because the building is part of  experience. For an architectural writer, experience is 
translated into description; for a literary writer, experience is translated into a story. Even since 
the development of  architectural writing, novelists have struggled with architectural description, 
not simply because they lack the vocabulary, but because such description is antithetical to 
writing a story. It does not move forward, through its subject but around it. 
A form of  architectural writing, informal but descriptive and rhetorical, is shown in Denys 
Trussell’s “Landscape, Civilization and New Zealanders”, an editorial for Art New Zealand 
published in 1977: 

Stand on the farmed contours of  the coastal hill country just south of  Northland’s 
Waipoua Forest and let your eye take in the rhythm of  the slopes and the breaking seas 
to the west. Then look to the structure of  the nearest modern farmhouse. You will have 
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seen the strange contrast of  civilization and landscape that is an everyday fact of  our 
lives in this country. 
The farmhouse sits four-square on its site, a verandah-less profile emphasising the lack 
of  continuity between the domestic life within and the elemental life outside. The 
shallow gable in no way points to the depth of  the sky, in no way equals the still powerful 
outline of  the hills. Nor does the compound of  the farmyard have any feature 
connecting it with the dark crest of  kauri forest lying on the plateau to the immediate 
north.  136

Kidman writes on the contrast between buildings and landscape, in a different way: 
Within less than two hours it is possible to move from the wilds of  the Hokianga, from 
the oddly-shaped houses in alternative communities, through stands of  superb native kauri 
and into rolling farmlands where each small township stands squarely on the land. The 
respectable and sold square white houses demand attention; they represent a kind of  
declaration by their inhabitants that this land is theirs.  137

Trussell writes an essay and makes an argument. Kidman writes an observation, an extended 
period of  time contracted into two sentences. These forms of  writing address the same subject
—the house in the landscape—but they do so in different ways. The buildings are little different 
but each writer sees them within a particular kind of  writing. Trussell invites the reader to 
imagine the building to make his point. Kidman writes of  her experience, her movement 
through the landscape and her response. A third writer, Robin Morrison, makes a similar point, 
using the rhetorical device of  making the subject the collective responsibility of  the writer, the 
reader and every other Pakeha New Zealander: 

There is little tradition in our white culture of  blending the architecture from ‘home’ 
with the landscape of  the new culture, and the resulting warts express a great deal of  our 
feelings towards the land. We have imposed upon it, and the more definite we make our 
architectural statement, whether through colour or oddness, the more comfortable we 
seem to be. We are not going to let this country dictate to us how we should build. And 
if  architecture is the mother of  art, then the New Zealand landscape is our gallery.  138

In Swann’s Way, Proust’s Marcel thinks of  the church at Combray as “something entirely different 
from the rest of  the town; a building which occupied, so to speak, four dimensions of  space—
the name of  the fourth being Time.”  Nicola Camerlenghi, in “The Longue Durée and the Life 139

of  Buildings”, identifies difficulties with architectural writing: “Whether one studies buildings to 
draw observations about styles, architects, patrons, or broader cultural questions, there is often a 
glaring gap between the object of  attention (a building) and the target of  one’s observations 
(frequently something other than a building).  A solution is offered, embracing the fourth 140

dimension: 
When discussing a building, a four-dimensionalist would argue that, at various points in 
time (one might think of  these as slices of  a worm-like version of  a building stretched 
across time, or as stages of  that building’s diachronic existence), a building exists as a 
partial display of  its enduring self. None of  these slices or stages is identical to the 
building itself; rather, the building must be understood as the aggregate of  all its 
temporal parts. As a result, at a given moment in time, a building may display qualities 
that correspond with its enduring identity, but these qualities are not necessarily 
expressed throughout its life.  141

Gone North resists writing architectural history, preferring geography and story. But it doing so, 
Kidman writes in the fourth dimension, as non-architectural writers do as a matter of  course. 
This is not a rejection of  architectural history, but another way of  describing buildings. In doing 
so, Kidman demonstrates historical piety, a secular virtue described by Roth: 

Piety is the turning of  oneself  so as to be in relation to the past, to experience oneself  as 
coming after (perhaps emerging out of  or against) the past. This is the attempt at fidelity 
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to (not correspondence with) the past. We do not encounter the past only in order to 
understand it correctly (although this may be important), nor only to extract lessons from 
it (although this too is often critical). When the dimension of  piety is powerful in our 
historical work, we encounter the past by acknowledging its absence, its having been. 
Living with this absence but not overcoming it is an expression of  our piety in relation to 
the past.  142
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Conclusion 
Our past is brief, organized by our desire for satisfaction, and simply related to our 
future.  1

Frank Kermode 
Making of  New Zealand is a large book of  photographs and text published in 1989; Annette Seear, 
Lynne Alexander, and Andris Apse.  A section on architecture combined most of  the themes of  2

New Zealand’s architectural writing onto a single page: 
The ‘ingratiating chaos’ is how the architectural historian Nikolaus Pevsner titled an 
article on his view of  New Zealand architecture. Certainly few visitors come here as they 
go to Europe, to be thrilled by the architecture. But equally, most visitors leave with a 
strong impression of  our buildings, even if  only of  the apparently temporary and 
arbitrary nature of  the weatherboard houses that sprinkle the landscape…. The timber 
framed and weatherboard house, whether standing alone in a desolate landscape of  
burnt stumps in the 1870s, or in a neatly mown section in the 1980s, has been part of  
our culture since Europeans first settled in New Zealand.  3

Another page includes the modern movement in the shape of  Plischke’s Massey House, the 
corrugated iron bach (“the modern equivalent of  the pioneering shelter”), and the question of  
tradition: “If  there is a tradition in New Zealand’s architecture, it must centre around the 
pioneering spirit of  shelter in a spectacular landscape, of  independence in remote back country, 
of  do-it-yourself  enterprise in towns, at the beach or in the bush.”  Auckland’s bay villas and 4

bungalows are described as “one of  the great collective treasures of  New Zealand architecture.”  5

Much has been omitted, particularly Maori architecture, but the writer has created a plausible 
narrative in few words. The distance from burnt stumps to neatly mown sections is short.  
These themes come readily to hand for many architectural writers in New Zealand, and the 
stories they encapsulate are repeated with little modification, because they were introduced by 
Pascoe, Garrett and other architectural writers. The writers of  the Making of  New Zealand text is 
perhaps better informed than most, but the story the text tells fits into a pattern established 
before the Second World War.  
It is notable that the architecture that did enthuse Pevsner, such as Dunedin Railway Station and 
Grafton Bridge, and ordinary modern houses of  the fifties, is largely ignored. The opinions of  
one of  the most eminent European architectural historians are overlooked, probably because the 
buildings he admired do not fit with the story New Zealanders have been telling themselves, or 
have been told by their architectural superiors. New Zealand could not have good architecture, 
because that is yet to come; it will come when New Zealanders have grown or matured to where 
they can accept their uniqueness. If  it were to be found already, in the Rosenfeld suburbs,  then 6

there would be no need for progress, no end to strive towards a future. And to have an end 
requires a beginning, especially because the end will be so much like the beginning, and a path 
between them. This creates a kind of  history that Hannah Arendt discerned, and Frank 
Kermode interpreted:  

“The thread of  historical continuity”, as Hannah Arendt notices, “was the first substitute 
for tradition; by means of  it the overwhelming mass of  the most divergent values, the 
most contradictory thoughts and conflicting authorities… we reduced to a unilinear 
dialectically consistent development.” History, so considered, is a fictive substitute for 
authority and tradition, a maker of  concords between past, present and future, a provider 
of  significance to mere chronicity. Everything is relevant if  its relevance can be invented, 
even the scattered informations of  the morning newspaper.  7

New Zealand’s canonical architectural history clung to the thread of  continuity. In doing so, it 
ignores much of  what G. M. Young said history is about: “History is not what happened, but 
what people felt about it when it was happening; in Philip Sidney’s phrase, ‘the affects, the 
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whisperings, the motions of  the people; in Maitland’s, ‘men’s common thought of  common 
things;’ in mine, ‘the conversation of  the people who counted.’  Michael S. Roth has written, “By 8

concentrating on the ways the past was imagined, historians distance themselves from simple 
empiricism without disconnecting themselves entirely from the effort to remember. The past 
becomes something that other people longed for, fought over, strove to make vivid.”  9

Other stories could be told and sometimes were: Geoffrey G. Thornton’s Cast in Concrete: Concrete 
Construction in New Zealand 1850-1939 is one book that follows a different path, in concentrating 
on material rather than style.  Margaret Alington’s Frederick Thatcher and St. Paul’s: An Ecclesiological 10

Study, is unusual for being a study of  a single building and looking at the design in the light of  
the doctrines of  the Ecclesiological Society, of  which Thatcher was a member.  Stories that take 11

a novel but academically justifiable approach broaden understanding, and cast some light on 
both the canon and the myths. 
Andrew Leach’s essay, “Problems in the Historiography of New Zealand Architecture”, is helpful.  Leach 12

observes, “The history of  architecture has to one extent or another been embedded in the 
architect’s curriculum throughout the history of  professional architectural education wherever it 
has been manifest, in New Zealand or elsewhere.”  In New Zealand, history of architecture has been 13

taught almost exclusively in the schools of architecture, for the purpose of educating architecture students, 
and not in the humanities as part of a broader study of culture. As Leach describes teaching in the 
architecture schools, “architectural history provides models, motivations or rationales for 
architectural practice; its authority positions buildings relative to a canon and to historical 
trajectories.” For decades, architectural history has been taught to architecture students by 
academic staff  who received similar instruction, often at the same institution, so the likelihood 
of  myths being passed on from master to student is strong. This kind of teaching, didactic rather than 
critical, is liable to inculcate what Kermode describes as the “powerful notion, perhaps one could even 
call it a myth, that somehow everything hangs together and that one can at least begin to show 
how.”   14

The confinement of  architectural history to architectural schools has created broader problems. 
As Douglas-Jenkins has noted, “New Zealand history has been written without reference to 
architecture… but the inverse is equally true: the history of  New Zealand architecture has been 
written without reference to the wider culture of  New Zealand."  Lloyd-Jenkins is one of the few 15

outsiders, those who were not trained at architectural schools, to have made a substantial contribution to 
architectural discourse, particularly with At Home, the book from which the above statement was taken, and 
New Dreamland, his anthology of architectural writing.  Architectural knowledge has also been increased by 16

the works of architectural historians, especially Ian Lochhead at the University of Canterbury and the late 
Jonathan Mane-Wheoki.  Outside the architecture schools there is little tertiary education or 17

scholarship in architectural history. In New Zealand as elsewhere, architectural history’s status in 
art history departments has been precarious in recent decades.  Art historians can also make 18

useful contributions to architectural history, even when they are not writing about architecture. 
Hamish Keith, for example, has written of  how, before the Second World War, the English 
expatriate artist Christopher Perkins developed, “an almost missionary zeal, to create what he 
described as a ‘new vision... [and] turn the stark facts of  life in this country, such as the tin dairy 
shed, into a unit of  living design.’” This observation indicates that the shed ideology was not 
exclusively the property of  architects.  19

Nor is the writing of  architectural myth confined to New Zealand. Andrew Ballantyne has 
written about Sigfried Giedion’s Space, Time and Architecture: “As an account of  nineteenth-century 
architecture, it is extraordinary because it involves ignoring almost all nineteenth-century 
architecture, acknowledging only the very few buildings that helped him to make his points, 
while neglecting to draw attention to the fact that they were exceptional rather than typical, and 
would not have been accepted as belonging in the architecture-world of  the nineteenth 
century.”  The influence of  Giedion’s work on architects has been described by Vincent Scully: 20
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Giedion’s view of  nineteenth- and twentieth-century architectural development has been 
especially influential among architects, who— through an iconoclasm they have imbibed 
from some of  their pedagogical masters— have otherwise tended to be suspicious of  
historical investigation in any form. Their approval of  Space, Time, and Architecture would 
seem to have arisen from the fact that it gave them what they wanted: a strong 
technological determinism, a sense of  their lonely, rational heroism in the face of  an 
unintegrated world. But it gave them more: myths and martyrs, and a new past all their 
own. It presented them with an historical mirror, so adjusted as to reflect only their own 
images in its glass. What they did not want was to be told they were working in a style. 
That is, they wished to be recognized but not identified, and for this there were many 
reasons, some superficial and some profound. Space, Time, and Architecture brilliantly 
avoided the difficulty of  identification by producing instead a formula, that is, “Space-
Time.” This cabalistic conjunction (or collision) had both the qualities necessary for an 
acceptable architectural slog; at once a spurious relation to science and a certain 
incomprehensibility except in terms of  faith. Like all the best slogans it could mean 
anything because, even as one shouted it, one might entertain the comfortable suspicion 
that it need not, in fact, mean anything at all.   21

Manfredo Tafuri argued that the historians of  modernism shared “the coincidence, in their 
theorizing, of  what is and what should be, of  historical survey and projection of  values into the 
future, of  judgment of  value and analysis of  the phenomena.” He continues, “Their criticism is 
operative in so far as the system of  choices made by them does not present itself  as a well 
founded cognitive process, but rather as a suggested value, or, better, as an a priori discriminant 
between values and non-values.”  22

Foxes and hedgehogs 
Differences between architects and architectural historians in approaches to architectural history 
has been discussed outside New Zealand. Joan Kerr’s 1984 essay, “Why architects should not 
write architectural history”, written about the condition of  architectural history in Australia, 
might also be applied to New Zealand:  

Most architectural writing of  any sort has, of  course, been written by people who are, or 
have been, practising architects. Some have already realised that the two are incompatible. 
The rest, I believe, should not attempt to write history, despite Humphrey McQueen’s 
urgings to the contrary: that they ought to be encouraged since it keeps them from 
designing buildings.  23

Kerr summarises her argument against the architects as points:  
1. Architects put creativity before context. 
2. They borrow theoretical models from overseas because they do not realise that Australia 
is not the same. 
3. They believe that what you see is all there is. 
4. They think facts are better than theory. 
5. They add up parts and think they have a whole. 
6. They think it is worthwhile and possible to recreate originals untouched by time. 
7. They prefer to isolate a moment rather than understand a process. 
8. They think that good and bad should not be interchangeable but eternally valid.  24

These points are contestable; the fourth has been overtaken by events, since theory is now at 
least equal to facts in architecture schools, being taught alongside architectural history. But Kerr 
does describe differences of  mind. Such differences are reasonable, given that architectural 
students are mostly taught to design, while architectural history students are mostly taught to 
understand. Architectural history is a small part of  the architectural student’s curriculum, taught 
to enhance design skills and to place them in a historical context. It need not be taught with 
much reference to wider culture.  
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Dora Wiebenson, an architectural historian, described architectural historians as “people who 
require a distinct orientation and specific knowledge of  where they are located…. they interact 
with their environment.” Architects are people who “assume that they determine and dominate 
their environment, that they can control it and shape it to their will.” The architectural historian 
will “invent methods by which he will relate to many different environments, while the architect 
will adopt a single system by which he can require these environments to relate to him.”   25

Wiebenson’s description suggests the architectural historian is a fox, while the architect is a 
hedgehog.  Isaiah Berlin’s distinction of  two kinds of  thinker is useful here. In The Hedgehog and 26

the Fox, Berlin used a fragment written by Archilochus, “A fox knows many things, but a 
hedgehog one important thing”, to argue, “There exists a great chasm between those, on one 
side, who relate everything to a single central vision, one system, less or more coherent or 
articulate, in terms of  which they understand, think and feel—a single, universal, organising 
principle in terms of  which alone all that they are and say has significance—and, on the other 
side, those who pursue many ends, often unrelated and even contradictory, connected, if  at all, 
only in some de facto way, for some psychological or physiological cause, related to no moral or 
aesthetic principle.”  
An example of  a vulpine architectural historian might be Lindy Grant, whose “Naming of  
Parts” has been a model for this present study. Grant ends her essay with a confession: “I have 
skimmed across the surface of  a huge and complex subject—the description of  buildings and 
their decoration in the High Middle Ages; am horribly aware that I have done little more than 
light here and there on texts or genres of  text that have caught my interest;” she seems to have 
done much more.  In this present study, interest has determined most of  what has been sought, 27

found and discussed. Patterns emerged. This study was not guided by a moral or aesthetic 
principle, still less a research question. A danger in such research was identified by Nietzsche 
(one of  Berlin’s hedgehogs) in his Untimely Meditations: the scholar “often sinks so low that in the 
end he is content to gobble down any food whatever, even the dust of  bibliographical 
minutiae.”  But still, small stories can often make big changes.  28

Joan Didion wrote, “We tell ourselves stories in order to live.”  Writing stories is a necessary 29

part of  writing history, but good stories do not necessarily produce good history. “We interpret 
what we see, select the most workable of  the multiple choices”, Didion wrote in the same 
passage, the introduction to a book written at the end of  the era about which she wrote.  The 30

choices selected in the canonical stories have been the most workable for creating an idea of  an 
architecture for the New Zealand to come. The stories selected in this present study have been 
those that were most workable for the purposes of  questioning that idea of  architecture. Others 
have been omitted, because they did not fit with that purpose. Stories based on interest might be 
biased, but as Reyner Banham has written, “Such bias is essential—an unbiased historian is a 
pointless historian—because history is an essentially critical activity, a constant rescrutiny and 
rearrangement of  the folk memory of  the profession.”  This study has attempted to submit 31

New Zealand’s architectural folk memory to such critical activity, to rearrange the stories, to 
redescribe them and create new stories and new endings. 

We cannot, of  course, be denied an end; it is one of  the great charms of  books that they 
have to end. But unless we are extremely naive, as some apocalyptic sects still are, we do 
not ask that they progress towards that end precisely as we have been given to believe.  32
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Appendix: the Canadian bungalow 
Introduction 
This appendix to Chapter Six has two parts. The first is an analysis of  the numbers and prices of  
Canadian bungalows sold in newspapers, with particular attention given to the Auckland 
morning newspaper, the New Zealand Herald. The second is a brief  note on the Canadian 
bungalow in Australian newspapers. 
Numbers 
Between 1st January 1912 and 31st December 1945 the phrase Canadian bungalow was used in 417 
columns of  advertising in New Zealand newspapers, while Californian bungalow was used in 419 
columns. In most instances, a column contains only one or sometimes two advertisements for 
these kinds of  bungalows.  
These number of  advertisements does not correspond exactly to the number of  bungalows of  
these kinds built. Usually, the same advertisement would be placed several times over a period of  
a week or two: most advertisements were repeated about four or five times. An agent possibly 
might also alter the text of  an advertisement if  a property had not sold, giving the impression 
that a property new to the market was being offered. Thus, examination of  one year’s advertising 
showed the sixty-three advertisements placed in the New Zealand Herald during 1913 appear to 
represent only eleven properties.  
On the other hand, the same advertising text might have been used for more than one property. 
An advertisement placed by an agent or a speculative builder that describes one house might in 
truth represent several properties. In many Auckland streets, similar bungalows can be found 
side-by-side, indicating that they were built at the same time by the same builder. Builders might 
also have built bungalows of  the same design on several sites in different streets of  a suburb, 
promoting them with one advertisement. An advertisement might openly offer more than one 
property. In March 1921, Henry Clayton & Co. offered “two modern Canadian bungalows, all 
nicely finished in oiled rimu, leadlights, casement windows….” They were situated on the slopes 
of  One-Tree Hill and offered at prices of  £1,300 and £1,500.   1

Some advertisements are vague: in October 1927, George Cross, “owner and builder”, offered 
“real Canadian bungalows” in Mt Albert, but did not specify how many he had built and owned.  2

Another, anonymous, advertiser offered, “Bargains—New Canadian Bungalows, near school and 
trams, up-to-date; terms, deal direct Builder” in four consecutive editions of  the Auckland Star in 
November 1927. The locations of  these bungalows were not revealed.  3

The number of  advertisements for Canadian and Californian bungalows is a very small 
proportion of  the total number of  bungalows advertised. The word bungalow, used alone or with 
a qualifier, is found in 84,903 columns of  advertising, often several times. 
To take three, randomly selected, columns of  the “Houses and Land for Sale” section of  the 
New Zealand Herald, from the twenties: a column of  15th November 1921 includes nine 
bungalows, (variously described as “modern”, “splendid”, “artistic” and “nice”) one Canadian 
bungalow and one Californian.  A column of  29th February 1924 advertises six bungalows, one 4

Canadian bungalow and one Californian.  A column of  1st February 1927 has ten bungalows, 5

two Canadian bungalows and one Californian bungalow.   6

The advertisements for both Canadian and Californian bungalows, like those of  all houses, 
declined rapidly during the depression that began in 1929. The Houses and Land for Sale section 
of  the New Zealand Herald of  4th August 1936 includes advertisements for thirty-five dwellings. 
Of  these, twenty-five are bungalows, one is a bach and the remainder are identified as houses or 
homes. Three of  the bungalows are Tudor, a type peculiar to Auckland, sold as new between 
November 1929  and June 1943.  One is Canadian.  Most are just bungalows, with no qualifier. 7 8 9

There were no Californian bungalows for sale on that day.  
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In the first half  of  the next decade, the word bungalow was used in 10,171 columns of  
advertising. Only ten unique advertisements for Canadian bungalows, and one duplicate, were 
published in the New Zealand Herald between 1940 and 1945. One Californian bungalow was 
advertised.  10

The last of  the line might be the “brand new Canadian bungalow” in St Albans West, of  four 
large rooms, kitchenette and sunroom, offered for sale by J. Berry and Co. of  Christchurch in 
December 1941. This would appear to be part of  a speculative development, since it was 
advertised as “the very last bungalow for sale at the old price” of  £1,185.”   11

The table below shows the numbers of  advertisement columns in the New Zealand Herald that 
included the word bungalow, sorted by year and description. The four descriptions are Bungalow—
all columns that include the word; new—columns that included the phrase new bungalow; Canadian
—columns that included the phrase Canadian bungalow; and Californian—columns that included 
the phrase Californian bungalow. 

A small number of  these advertisements do not relate directly to property. Ten advertisements 
for bungalow aprons were found between 1923 and 1929. A bungalow piano was advertised for 
sale in 1924.  The bungalow piano was a type designed to be portable. A Strohmenger model, 12

advertised by Harrods in 1929 as “manufactured with special construction for the Tropics and 
ship use”, had a folding keyboard and a compass of  six octaves, as against the seven-and-a-third 
of  a full-size piano.  The bungalow piano is a reminder of  the colonial origins of  the bungalow. 13

Prices 
A simple price comparison indicates that both Canadian and Californian bungalows were priced 
higher than other bungalows. Taking the year 1925 for a sample, since it is in the middle of  the 
boom decade for bungalows, average prices can be obtained.  
Thirteen unique advertisements for Canadian bungalows were published in the New Zealand 
Herald during that year, at offer prices between £950 and £2,300.  Most were offered at prices 14

between £1,000 and £2,000. The median price was £1,425 and the mean was £1,377. As only 
three properties were offered at less than £1000 and only one above £2,000, a more useful 
average might be found by omitting these outliers. In this case, the median price was £1,414 and 
the mean was £1,450. 
Eighteen unique advertisements for Californian bungalows were published in the New Zealand 
Herald in 1925.  While a Canadian bungalow could not be had for less than £950, the lowest 15

offer price for a Californian was £825. At the other end of  the price scale, one Californian was 
offered at £2,500. The median price of  all eighteen was £1,300 and the mean £1519. Again, 
most were offered between £1,000 and £2,000; omitting those above and below this range gives 
a median price of  £1,325 and a mean of  £1,439. 

New Zealand Herald bungalows

Decade Bungalow New Canadian Californian

1900-1909 630 40 0 0

1910-1919 19791 3838 159 167

1920-1929 35029 8754 231 251

1930-1939 20845 3418 16 23

1940-1945 10171 1830 11 1

Totals 86466 17880 417 442
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The median offer price of  a Canadian bungalow within the £1000 to £2,000 range was £89 
more than a Californian, and the mean £11 more. More Californian than Canadian bungalows 
could be found for less than £1000 and at lower prices. 
Both types, though, were notably more expensive than houses advertised simply as a bungalow. 
Taking twenty-one advertisements at random, these houses fall in a range of  £800 to £1,600. 
The median price was £1,075 and the mean price was £1,116. 
The 1926 New Zealand Official Yearbook records the average price for a house in New Zealand as 
£847 in 1924-25.  The New Zealand Official Yearbook for 1925 states  the average male income in 16 17

1922-23 to be £208.13, while the average female income was £93.28.  
The Canadian bungalow in Australia 
The Canadian bungalow can also be found in Australian newspapers of  the bungalow years. The 
type has been forgotten in Australia as it is in New Zealand.  
The earliest mention of  Canadian bungalows in an Australian newspaper was published in 
Adelaide’s Daily Herald of  29th November 1913, in an article about the newly built Tom Price 
Memorial Oval in the Adelaide suburb of  Hawthorn.  The houses facing the Oval were 18

recommended: “Some of  the latest erections on Price crescent—built Canadian bungalow style
—are fit for anyone’s home.” The first advertisement for a Canadian bungalow in an Australian 
newspaper seems to be that which appeared in the Adelaide’s Advertiser of  2nd March 1914, in a 
display advertisement of  houses offered by Parsons and Wilcox: “The true Canadian Bungalow, 
roomy and comfortable, well built and well finished.” The house had five rooms and a “spacious 
eight-foot return verandah.” The price was £675; the location is not mentioned.  This 19

bungalow is “true”, despite the apparent absence of  any ersatz Canadian bungalows with which 
to compare it. In Adelaide, as in Auckland, the Canadian bungalow appears without explanation. 
In November 1915, the Viceroy announced his intention of  spending December and January at 
Victor Harbour: “Sir Henry Galway has taken Mr. W. Henderson’s commodious Canadian 
bungalow, just below Mount Breckan.”  This must have been a house of  some size and 20

distinction. 
The Canadian bungalow in Australia seems to have been an Adelaide innovation that spread to 
the rest of  Australia. From 1914 to 1916, Canadian bungalows were advertised only in Adelaide 
papers—the Advertiser, the Register and the Mail; in these papers, 253 advertisements were placed 
between 2nd March 1914 and 29th February 1916. On 15th March 1916, the first advertisement 
appears in a Sydney newspaper for a Canadian bungalow, one of  eight large rooms.  On 1st 21

April 1916, the first Melbourne advertisement appears, for a bungalow in St Kilda with “six 
dandy rooms, beautiful portico, double doors, oak-panelled hall and ceilings, cathedral leadlights, 
exquisitely finished white cedar.”  Eventually, Canadian bungalows were advertised throughout 22

Australia: 2,424 advertisements had been published by 1954. The distinctive feature would seem 
to be the verandah, although many are also one-and-a-half  storey designs. A typical 
advertisement was published in Perth late in the bungalow boom: 

New brick houses Canadian semi-bungalow design, tiled roof. Five large rooms, square 
entrance hall, two extra rooms could be enclosed on portion of  back verandah; very nice 
bathroom; linen press; pantry…extra large front verandah; large block of  land; motor 
drive from front; 3min. to tram and King’s Park; exceptional value. £1,185. Terms 
arranged.   23

Two photographs of  Canadian bungalows were published in the real estate section of  the 
Adelaide Saturday paper, the Mail. The bungalow at Azalea Street, Prospect, shown on 24th July 
1915, is described as a “pretty home;” the house still stands at the time of  writing.  The other 24

was shown on 3rd February 1917 and described: 
The above is a modern Canadian bungalow of  a very attractive type. One of  the main 
features is a large piazza covered by the main roof, but open at the front and sides—a 
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most desirable and useful by the main roof, but open at the front and side— a most 
desirable and useful apartment either for entertaining guests or as or a bright workroom 
for the ladies—of  the house during the daytime and for sleeping-out quarters at night. 
There are in addition drawing-room, dining-room, three bedrooms, kitchen bathroom, 
electric light, back verandah, &c. The property is situated at Seventh Avenue, East 
Adelaide, and the price (£800) is extremely low.  25

Again the verandah (here called a piazza, as it is in the West Indies) appears to be the 
distinguishing feature. 

. “Properties for sale.” Auckland Star, 19 March 1921, 4.1
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