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Fig 1. Rangitoto Island
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“Peretū, otherwise known as Rangitoto, and Te Motutapu a Taikehu 
are both ancestral islands of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki. Both island names 
originate from Ngāi Tai ancestors discovering and then occupying 
the islands.

Peretū and Taikehu continue their ancient discoveries that live on 
today through their descendants, Ngāi Tai.

Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki supported the architectural presence and 
objectives of Natasha Tulp from The University of Auckland. 
Natasha’s architectural thesis has stimulated genuine interest and 
future investment to construct parts of her work produced on the 
islands.”

Foreword
James Brown, Chairman of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki
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Fig 2, 3 & 4. Waharoa o Peretū Details
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New Zealand is known for its strong nature conservation ethic, and this 
is evident in the desire to both protect and restore nature. New Zealand’s 
scenery and native wildlife are admired not only nationally but also around 
the world. Yet despite New Zealand’s prominent natural heritage, there 
is a prevalent attitude that because New Zealand is considered a young 
nation it does not have a significant cultural heritage. Although in recent 
decades, there has been a greater acknowledgement and engagement with 
New Zealand’s cultural history, it remains overlooked in the presence of 
ecological conservation.

The New Zealand conservation ethic is ingrained in the way we promote 
and discuss our country. However by merely prioritising the observation 
of the landscape, the more profound cultural and ecological significance 
embedded into the landscape remains unrecognised, and as a result many 
of the cultural and historical narratives can be overlooked.

The thesis research of Mōhio ki te Whenua, will explore the tension between 
ecological and cultural heritage within the conservation estate of Rangitoto 
Island. 

The thesis study aims to recognise the inherent connection that Māori have 
with the land through an architecture that celebrates Kaitiakitanga – the 
guardianship, protection, and conservation of the land. This core Māori 
value reflects a belief of the intrinsic connection shared between humanity 
and the natural world. Furthermore, the research will navigate the 
different types of heritage present on Rangitoto Island and advocate for the 
importance of sharing the intrinsic narratives embedded into the historic 
fabric of the landscape to conserve their significance for future generations. 
By exploring this cultural value, we can begin to hypothesise the coexistence 
between cultural and ecological conservation.

This thesis proposes a series of architectural designs to be constructed 
along the existing walking trails of Rangitoto Island. The architectural 
interventions will aim to incorporate Kaitiakitanga values and infuse the 
geological, ecological, and human history of the land and create spaces to 
allow local and international visitors to interact, connect and understand 
the environment in a way that acknowledges the importance of both 
ecological and cultural conservation.

Abstract
Mōhio ki te Whenua
Understanding the land

Is architecture able to facilitate the coexistence between cultural 
and ecological conservation on conservation island estates in the 
Hauraki Gulf?
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Glossary
Natural Heritage

Cultural Heritage 

Intangible Cultural 
Heritage

Ariki
 

Iwi

Kaitiakitanga

Karakia

Kōrero

Kupu 

Manaakitanga

Manuhiri

Mōhio ki te Whenua

Mokopuna

Motu 

Ngā Puna toru o Peretū

Ngā Tuaitara a Taikehu  

“Natural features, and delineated areas that constitute the 
habitat of threatened species of animals, plants, and natural 
sites of value from the point of view of science, conservation 
or natural beauty.”1

“Artifacts, monuments, buildings and sites that have a 
diversity of values including symbolic, historic, artistic, 
aesthetic, ethnological or anthropological, scientific and social 
significance.”2

“Practices, expressions, knowledge, and skills passed down 
from generation to generation.”3

Chiefly leadership
 
Extended kinship group, tribe - refers to a large group 
of people descended from a common ancestor and 
associated with a distinct territory

Guardianship, stewardship

Prayer

Discussion, narrative, to say or speak

Word or statement

The process of showing respect, generosity and care for others

Visitor, guest

Understanding the Land 

Past descendants, grandchildren

Island

The three knuckles of Peretū, Rangitoto Island (Auckland) - 
another name for Rangitoto’s peaks 
The dorsal fins of Taikehu - another name for Rangitoto’s 
peaks

1 UNESCO, Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, 1972.

2 Ibid.

3 UNESCO, Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, 2003.
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Māori village, fortified settlement

Māori ancestor of Rangitoto Island

Protecting and enhancing the environment

Self-determination

The day Tamatekapua had a bloodied nose - another name for 
Rangitoto Island

Region

People of the land 

Precious or treasured object 

Māori name given to Rotoroa Island 

The sacred Island of Taikehu, Motutapu Island 

Healer

Ancestral mountain

Place where one has rights of residence and belonging through 
kinship and whakapapa

Welcoming archway

Sacred place

Canoe, boat

Line of descent 

House, building 

Meeting house 

The land

Pā

Peretū

Rāhui

Rangatiratanga

Rangi-i-totongoia-o-
Tamatekapua

Rohe

Tangata whenua

Taonga  

Taratoroa

Te motu-tapu-a-Taikehu

Tohunga

Tūpuna maunga

Turangawaewae

Waharoa

Wāhi tapu

Waka

Whakapapa 

Whare 

Wharenui 

Whenua 
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Before my thesis research commences, I would like to introduce 
myself and share how my thesis topic arose. 

My thesis, Mōhio ki te Whenua, has changed considerably throughout 
the research process. I initially approached the thesis project 
intending to solve an ecological issue in New Zealand, however as 
research progressed, I realised this approach was naïve as I did not 
actively recognise the cultural associations to the landscape. This 
prompted a consideration of the numerous tourists visiting New 
Zealand, and how many of these tourists were genuinely taking the 
time to understand the cultural importance of the land. Hence my 
research question formed; “Can architecture facilitate the coexistence 
of cultural and ecological conservation efforts on conservation island 
estates in the Hauraki Gulf?” The architectural goal then transformed 
to design architecture that celebrated the cultural significance of the 
landscape whilst recognising the importance of ongoing ecological 
research. 

I am New Zealand European, and like many other Kiwi’s I am 
incredibly proud of New Zealand’s natural splendour and “green” 
identity. I am fortunate enough to have the opportunity to explore the 
Hauraki Gulf from the water, spending many summer days anchored 
amongst Hauraki Gulf Island’s sheltered bays. Due to my familiarity 
and time spent in the Hauraki Gulf, my research became focused on 
what more I could learn (culturally and ecologically) to understand 
the landscape with a more holistic outlook.

Preface
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I began to understand “nature” was not always as it seemed, and places 
thought to be natural often had a human history that is often shadowed 
or ignored in the face of natural conservation efforts.  I found the idea 
of an island landscape such as the Hauraki Gulf interesting and was 
intrigued by the way islandness (the characteristics of islands) could 
influence the development and public attitude concerning ecological 
and cultural conservation. I was especially drawn to Rangitoto and 
Motutapu Islands as they are popular tourist destinations (which I 
have visited many times) and the first islands to be settled by the 
Māori people in the Hauraki Gulf, yet there is little information on 
display about the cultural narrative, and visitors (such as myself) 
continue to venture to the islands to experience the incredible views 
and vast landscapes without considering the cultural past. Therefore 
my research developed to identify how architecture could be used to 
educate the public of the cultural significance of the land, whilst also 
encouraging the ongoing ecological conservation work on Motutapu 
and Rangitoto Islands.

I have taken a hands-on approach to information research through 
active involvement in volunteer programmes on Rangitoto Island 
and continual discussion with the Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki iwi. I am not of 
Māori descent, and to approach my design in a considered manner 
sensitive to the Māori culture, I sought advice and consultation with 
Mr James Brown, chairman of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki. By approaching 
James Brown, I was able to ensure the architectural design response 
accurately represented Māori cultural narrative and ancestral 
significance of Rangitoto Island.
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INTRODUCTION
Understanding the Land
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Fig 5. Gardiners Gap



9Mōhio ki te Whenua

New Zealand is renowned for its natural beauty, with diverse and 
picturesque landscapes. One of these natural gems is the Hauraki 
Gulf Islands located within the Auckland Isthmus, their natural 
beauty holding a special place in the lives and identity of the region. 
The archipelagic landscape offers unique opportunities for ecological 
conservation activity, contributing to the success of conservation 
programmes. However, despite the progress of many environmental 
conservation programmes, the cultural narratives inherent in the 
land are often overlooked. The thesis research of Mōhio ki te Whenua 
will investigate the ways in which cultural and human history can 
be recognised and understood more effectively within the landscape.

New Zealand’s international image as an untouched island 
wilderness links to our national identity.4 However, in contrast to 
natural heritage, there is an assumption that New Zealand does not 
have a significant cultural or human history. In this case, New Zealand 
is considered a young nation; hence the history of New Zealand is 
sometimes presumed to be less significant than to other nations 
with a human history dating back millions of years.5 In the case of 
New Zealand, the natural history can be traced back to millions of 
years before any cultural heritage existed, and hence explaining 
the inherent conservation and protection ethos amongst New 
Zealander’s. It is in this context that the conservation estate islands 
are managed.6 As such, architecture and infrastructure designed to 
facilitate New Zealand tourism is often unsuccessful in assisting the 
tourist’s understanding of New Zealand beyond simple observation 
of the landscape. By revealing and sharing stories of the land, and 
interconnecting both ecological beauty and cultural narrative, both 
local and international visitors will be able to experience a more 
holistic and authentic account of the landscape.

4 “Understanding New Zealand National Identity,” Te Ara Encyclopedia of New Zealand, accessed June 18, 
2019. https://teara.govt.nz/en/new-zealand-identity/page-1.

5 Ibid.

6  Bade, Managing Cultural Heritage in Natural Protected Areas: Case studies of Rangitoto and Motutapu 
islands in Auckland’s Hauraki Gulf. PhD diss., ResearchSpace@ Auckland, 2013. 10

Mōhio ki te Whenua 
Understanding the land
Is architecture able to facilitate the coexistence between 
cultural and ecological conservation on conservation 
island estates in the Hauraki Gulf?
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In Māori worldview, the natural and human worlds are understood to 
be intrinsically linked, and this interconnection between the natural 
environment and humanity is understood through whakapapa, a value 
that allows Māori people to trace their lineage back to the origins of 
the land.7 This interconnectedness is valued and managed through 
Kaitiakitanga, a word meaning the guardianship and protection of 
the land and Manaakitanga, meaning the welcoming and hospitality 
towards visitors. 

Kaitiakitanga and Manaakitanga values are explored throughout the 
thesis in the context of New Zealand tourism. In many cases, tourism 
in New Zealand has caused the landscape to be observed solely 
through an ecological lens giving little reference to cultural elements 
of the landscape, and this thesis will argue that there is a demand for 
people visiting our land to be more aware of site-specific histories 
such as Māori culture and tradition. Furthermore, this thesis project 
will strive to achieve a greater coexistence between ecological and 
cultural conservation within the landscape. 

The central focus of Mōhio ki te Whenua is Rangitoto Island, the 
youngest and largest volcanic cone in the Auckland Isthmus and a 
landscape rich with Māori cultural history.8 As such, islands and the 
concept of “islandness” is a significant theme of this thesis project. 

“Islandness” is commonly used as a way of describing the characteristics 
of islands, such as isolation, remoteness, and vulnerability.9 These 
qualities make islands physically and psychologically suitable for 
ecological programmes that aim to restore island landscapes to a 
natural or pre-human condition.10  Because of their isolated condition, 
islands are insulated from the developments on the mainland and 
therefore are more natural. Common past environmental theory states 
that the public (seen as destructive) should be removed from the 
natural landscape entirely for the success of ecological conservation.11 
However, present theory and a theory more relevant to Mōhio ki te 
Whenua is that the reintroduction of architecture, culture, and human 
activity will help engage the public and raise awareness of the inherent 
issues. The successful engagement of the public also aligns with the 
idea of actively raising awareness of current environmental problems 
such as the goal for New Zealand to be pest-free by 2050.12 

7 Roberts et al., “Kaitiakitanga: Maori perspectives on conservation,” Pacific Conservation Biology 2, no.1 
(1995): 12

8 Linnell et al., “Long-lived shield volcanism within a monogenetic basaltic field: the conundrum of Rangitoto 
volcano, New Zealand.” Bulletin 128, no. 7-8 (2016): 1160

9 Hay, “A phenomenology of islands,” Island Studies Journal 1, no. 1 (2006): 21

10 Bade, Issues and Tensions in Island Heritage Management: A Case Study of Motuihe Island, New Zealand, 
Island Studies Journal, 2010, 5 (1): 25-42

11 Park, New Zealand as ecosystems, Department of Conservation, Wellington (2000), 37,38

12 Peltzer et al., “Scale and complexity implications of making New Zealand predator-free by 2050,” Journal of 
the Royal Society of New Zealand 24, no.1 (1994): 412
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William Cronon’s theory of “The Trouble with Wilderness: Getting back 
to the Wrong Nature” aligns with the goal of active public involvement 
for environmental progress and will be used to advocate for greater 
public engagement within ecological conservation. Cronon’s theory 
states that humanity has treated the environment as an escape and 
as a separate entity, and as such humanity has distanced itself from 
responsibility for environmental decline.13 To conserve nature 
we must change the way we interact with it through architecture. 
Architecture and the natural environment are inseparable and by 
finding ways to better integrate wilderness into architectural thinking, 
environmentalism and conservation will become a common way of 
thinking. Mōhio ki te Whenua explores the importance of both cultural 
and ecological education in order to support the active involvement of 
the public in future conservation progress. Islands are often considered 
sanctuaries offering opportunities for nature to be protected and 
restored, and many of the Hauraki Gulf Islands have developed as part 
of a nationwide scheme to safeguard New Zealand’s native species.14 

Rangitoto Island is undoubtedly a complex landscape with many 
factors ingrained into its physical makeup, such as its pre-European 
cultural heritage, historic Māori pā sites, natural scenery, geography, 
military past, and European settlement. Initial research brought 
to light a surprising lack of acknowledgment of cultural heritage 
on tourist guides and maps of the island. Hence the designs that 
developed sought to educate the public of sites that held the most 
precious cultural and ecological values. Furthermore, in order to 
navigate Rangitoto’s complex landscape James Brown the chairman 
of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki was approached.  The iwi Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki is 
directly connected to Rangitoto Island and adjoining Motutapu Island.  
For the architectural designs to accurately reflect Māori culture and 
Māori cultural narrative advice was sought to locate sites of the richest 
ancestral history.

This thesis proposes a series of architectural interventions on 
Rangitoto Island. The designs are a response to the lack of cultural 
knowledge of tourists to Rangitoto Island and to compliment the 2015 
commercial activities programme put in place by Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki as 
an attempt to grow tourism on the island and to educate and facilitate 
the coexistence of knowledge of the ecological and cultural heritage of 
Motutapu and Rangitoto Island.15 The architectural interventions will 
be designed along existing guided pathways and will aim to recognise 
a new method of visitor engagement with the island landscape and 
uncover the Māori connection and human history associated with the 
land through an architecture that celebrates the importance of both 
ecological and cultural significance of the land. 

13 Cronon, “The trouble with wilderness.” Environmental history 1, no. 1 (1996): 20-25

14 Miller, Craig, and Mitchell, “Ark 2020: A conservation vision for Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands,” Journal of 
the Royal Society of New Zealand 24, no.1 (1994):  65,66

15 “About Us and Our Kaupapa,” Te Haerenga, accessed April 18, 2019, https://tehaerenga.nz/about-te-haerenga/.
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This thesis consists of two parts. Part 1: Design 
Research and Part 2: Design Response.

The opening chapter titled “Nature and Culture in the Hauraki Gulf” 
outlines a theoretical basis for this thesis, and presents the position 
of the author in regards to the ability of architecture to facilitate the 
coexistence of ecological and cultural conservation on Island estates 
in the Hauraki Gulf. The chapter describes the inherent tension that 
exists when dealing with cultural and ecological preservation on 
island estates and identifies the importance of the coexistence of 
cultural and environmental conservation in order for the public 
to gain a greater understanding of the environment. The chapter 
further outlines the importance of the land to Māori cultural 
narrative and Māori people. This section also discusses Rangitoto 
Island as the primary research focus of the thesis and argues that 
architecture has a role to play on the island and can have a positive 
effect when positioned sensitively within the cultural and historical 
narrative of the landscape. In this way, architecture can attract 
visitors and hence raise awareness and inform the public.

Chapter Two, titled “The Importance of Understanding the Land,” 
discusses methods of engaging cultural and ecological conservation 
into program frameworks. The chapter discusses the importance of 
understanding the landscape using Rotoroa Island in the Hauraki 
Gulf of New Zealand as a positive example of a transformed island 
landscape that actively involves and encourages human activity in 
the progression and development of the conservation programmes 
success. Key architectural typologies are examined within this 
chapter, such as the island as a sanctuary, the visitor’s centre, and 
the scenic lookout. These architectural themes have been explored 
and tested against theories and used for idea generation throughout 
this thesis. This chapter showcases how nature, human history, and 
architecture can merge and therefore inform architectural design 
that allows visitors to understand the rich layers of natural and 
human history within a landscape.

Chapter Three, entitled “The Motu,” discusses the islands of 
Rangitoto and Motutapu in-depth, including the natural, human, 
and cultural history of the land and the current ecological and 
cultural conservation framework. This chapter discusses a 
theoretical critique of architecture within the natural realm, with 
particular reference to the Rangitoto Bach community, which have 
historically been seen as contaminants of the otherwise natural 
landscape. Although visions of the past have seen architecture and 
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human activity as impurities within nature, this chapter will argue 
that architecture does have a vital role to play in the promotion and 
education of the landscape. 
 
Chapter four is titled “Cultural Investigation” and discusses the 
information acquired by meeting with Mr James Brown of Ngāi 
Tai ki Tāmaki. This chapter develops a methodology that provides 
a foundation for design development focused on understanding 
how people identify and connect to the land. The focus shifts from 
a theoretical critique to exploration as the research present in this 
chapter reveals the rich and complex social history and cultural 
narrative of the site. 

Chapter five, “Achieving Coexistence,” discusses the ways in which 
methods of architectural design development such as constructing 
physical models, mapping and sketching can conceptualise the 
architectural position within the landscape and devise a design 
strategy to achieve cultural and ecological coexistence. This chapter 
explores the conceptual design process and making methods of the 
author in order to reach a design solution. Chapter five leads into 
Part 2 of the thesis; design response, where the final designs are 
described.  

Part two of this thesis is a design response that denotes the 
architectural designs created as a reaction to the thesis question, 
“Is architecture able to facilitate the coexistence between cultural 
and ecological conservation on conservation island estates in the 
Hauraki Gulf?”

Chapter six sets out the ‘final’ design of the thesis and explains the 
architectural response to the culmination of design research. The 
series of architectural designs presented in this chapter showcase 
how nature, human history, and architecture are able to coexist to 
inform visitors of the rich layers inherent in the landscape. The 
designs seek to engage visitors to Rangitoto Island with the present 
ecological and cultural history, whilst educating of the natural and 
cultural past and acting as proposed infrastructure to house the 
future conservation and tourism ventures planned for the island. 
The designs are situated along existing walking trails of Rangitoto 
and are driven by the values of Kaitiakitanga. The architectural 
design and imagery intend to guide the reader through the unique 
landscape of Rangitoto and celebrate its rich cultural and natural 
history. 
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CHAPTER 01
Nature and Culture in the Hauraki Gulf
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Fig 06. Hauraki Gulf Marine Park Map
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The Hauraki Gulf Marine Park is located on the east coast of Auckland 
and Waikato regions. The marine park includes the Waitemata harbour, 
Firth of Thames and the eastern coastline of the Coromandel Peninsula. 
The Hauraki Gulf is considered a marine paradise and consists of more 
than 50 islands and covers more than 1.2 million hectares, providing 
hundreds of thousands of boaties and adventurers opportunities for 
recreational activity and an escape from the urban realm.16 Today 
many of the islands are home to successful wildlife sanctuaries that 
encourage human participation in their framework. However, a major 
ongoing constraint is the lack of a holistic or integrated plan to include 
both agencies and tangata whenua in the programme outline. Because 
of the intense focus on ecology on the island conservation estates, many 
cultural links to the land often go unnoticed.17  

The islands of New Zealand, including the Hauraki Gulf Islands, were 
amongst the last landmasses to be settled by humans, with Polynesian 
settlement from the 14th century and European settlement from the 
mid-19th century.18 Human activity has undoubtedly left a mark on the 
landscape with multiple built forms and cultural elements embedded 
into the landscape.19 These changes caused by human interaction are 
considered heritage and should be preserved for future generations. 
Internationally and in New Zealand, conservation management is split 
into two categories cultural and natural. Cultural conservation refers 
to places that display indications of past settlements, architecture, and 
cultural narrative. Natural conservation, on the other hand, includes 
flora, fauna, and geological features.20 Because of the divide between 
ecological and cultural conservation, a tension has arisen, and this 
research aims to employ architectural design as a means to achieve 
coexistence between ecological and cultural conservation for visitors to 
gain a more holistic perspective of the land.

There is a unique opportunity in the Hauraki Gulf to capitalise on the 
island typology and use island characteristics of isolation, remoteness, 
and vulnerability to enhance environmental programmes that aim 
to restore island landscapes to a natural or pre-human condition.21 
Because of their isolated condition, islands can be seen as insulated 
from the developments on the mainland and therefore more natural. 

16 “The Hauraki Gulf AUCKLAND MARINE PARK,” Gulf Eco Adventures, accessed March 11, 2019, https://www.
gulfecoadventures.co.nz/the-hauraki-gulf/.

17 Bade, Managing Cultural Heritage in Natural Protected Areas: Case studies of Rangitoto and Motutapu islands in 
Auckland’s Hauraki Gulf, PhD diss., ResearchSpace@ Auckland, 2013, 221

18 Miller et el., “Ark 2020: A conservation vision for Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands,” Journal of the Royal Society 
of New Zealand 24, no. 1 (1994): 65-90

19  Stott and Taylor, “Microbial Ecology Research in New Zealand,” New Zealand Journal of Ecology, 12,13

20 Bellingham et el., “New Zealand island restoration: seabirds, predators, and the importance of history,” New 
Zealand Journal of Ecology 34, no. 1 (2010): 115

21 Hay, “A phenomenology of islands,” Island Studies Journal 1, no. 1 (2006): 19-42

_1.0 Nature and Culture in the Hauraki Gulf
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Fig 08. Bach 78, Islington Bay Wharf

Fig 07. Fullers Activity Map
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The island landscapes of New Zealand have considerable histories 
relating to Māori and European settlement, including evidence of 
farming and recreation. These islands are also considered successful 
destinations of island sanctuaries. Some of the first wildlife 
sanctuaries in New Zealand first established on island sites in the 
1890s such as Resolution Island, in Fiordland, Kapiti Island, west of 
the lower north island, and Little Barrier Island in the Hauraki Gulf, 
in order to showcase and protect native flora and fauna.22 Since 1980 
several community trusts have established with common objectives 
to restore island landscapes in the Hauraki Gulf into areas where 
cultural and natural heritage can be experienced and appreciated. 
For example on Rangitoto and Motutapu Island, the Rangitoto Island 
Historic Conservation Trust, Motutapu Restoration Trust and Ngāi Tai 
ki Tāmaki Tribal Trust manage the separate islands in partnership 
with the Department of Conservation, with Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki 
overseeing and consulting on areas of cultural interest and ecological 
coordination. 

Although island restoration plans acknowledge aspects of cultural 
heritage, there is predominantly a strong ecological focus. The 
challenge of heritage management organisations is how to manage 
cultural and environmental landscapes in equilibrium. The separation 
of natural and cultural conservation is known as nature/ culture 
dualism, and this is prominent in heritage management across the 
globe.23  Nature/ culture dualism describes that where natural heritage 
is prominent, cultural heritage is often not adequately represented, 
and this is because, in order to promote an area of untouched nature, 
there is a belief that no human activity should be evident.24 
 
There are challenges in balancing the conservation and protection 
of cultural heritage with ecological restoration, and these challenges 
relate to many island restoration projects in the Hauraki Gulf and New 
Zealand as a whole. For example, in the case of Rangitoto and Motutapu 
Islands, the activity map clearly shows sites of native bush replanting 
and areas restored for native birdlife. However, there is little reference 
to Māori settlement or cultural connections to the land. Therefore, 
the question of how to connect the ecological and cultural landscape 
arises. Can this be achieved through an improved tourist route that aims 
to link cultural heritage with the landscape? 

22 Young, Our Islands, Our Selves: A History of Conservation in New Zealand, University of Otago Press, Dunedin, 2004.

23 Brown, Cultural landscapes and park management: a literature snapshot: A report for the cultural landscapes: 
connecting history, heritage and reserve management research project, Department of Environment and 
Climate Change NSW, Sydney.

24 Haila, “Beyond the nature-culture dualism,” Biology and philosophy 15, no. 2 (2000): 155-175

_1.1 The Tension between Nature and Culture in 
the Hauraki Gulf
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In addition to the example above is a case presented by InSitu 
Heritage Ltd concerning Moutohora/ Whale Island. Like Rangitoto 
and Motutapu, Moutohora Island has a history of Māori occupation 
spanning hundreds of years; including physical remnants of Pā sites, 
shell midden, and gardening activity, and European history from 
the mid-1800s, including whaling, mining, farming, and quarrying. 
In 1965 the island was considered a wildlife refuge and has since 
undergone significant ecological restoration. However, because 
of a lack of knowledge of protocols from visitors, Department of 
Conservation staff, and the New Zealand Government relating to 
site history, several archaeological or historic sites were disturbed.25  
As a further example, InSitu Heritage Ltd (2010) noted that items 
taken from historic sites were being used as garden ornaments at the 
accommodation hut on the island. Also in 2009 trees were planted 
without permission from the New Zealand Historic Places Trust in a 
location of several recorded archaeological sites.26 Visitors have also 
used oven stones and cobbles from historic structures located in the 
dunes at Oneroa to spell out words and to create path edges.27  

A change in attitude from the general public and organisations 
managing protected areas is necessary to achieve the coexistence 
between natural and cultural heritage. As illustrated with examples 
from the Department of Conservation (DOC) in New Zealand, 
and ecological restoration trusts on islands in the Hauraki Gulf, 
organisations overseeing protected areas can have a strong bias 
towards natural heritage conservation disadvantaging cultural 
heritage conservation.28 This bias is not necessarily generated from 
their enacting or governing legislation, but rather from the way they 
are applied. In the legislation that guides the ecological restoration 
trusts, there is equal weighting to the management of cultural 
heritage and natural heritage. For example, in New Zealand, the 
Conservation Act 1987 guides DOC in managing and advocating for 
the conservation of environmental and historic resources within the 
conservation estate of Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands.29 Whereas 
the Reserves Act 1977, directs the management and protection of 
“historical, archaeological, geological, biological, or other scientific 

25 InSitu Heritage Ltd, Kaupapa Tiaki Wahi Taonga O Moutohora, InSitu Heritage Ltd, Whakatane, 2010.

26 Ibid. 

27 Ibid.

28 Bade, Managing Cultural Heritage in Natural Protected Areas: Case studies of Rangitoto and Motutapu 
islands in Auckland’s Hauraki Gulf, 198

29 Ibid.
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features”, to the extent that it is “compatible with the principal or 
primary purpose of the reserve”.30 Therefore the legislation does 
promote coexistence of all types of heritage but rather an either/ or 
approach. 

The competing conditions of nature and culture within the landscape 
force “either/or” conservation decisions. However, this thesis will 
investigate how decisions can instead benefit both ecological and 
cultural conservation and present them as unified entities.31 By 
considering Kaitiakitanga values, in which people and the natural 
world are connected, the “either/ or” approach is not appropriate 
because Kaitiakitanga advocates for both culture and nature to 
progress together. According to Lowenthal, “every human relic is also 
a relic of nature, every aspect of nature altered by human action.”32 
This statement explains that any human-made object is also an 
object of nature; these objects are made from natural materials that 
have originated from the earth and are therefore natural.33 Active 
human participation is required for natural conservation work to 
be successful. If nature were separate from culture, this would not 
be the case, hence proving both cultural and ecological heritage is 
interlinked, and management programmes should coexist to achieve 
conservation success. 

Preserving and restoring nature has become a large part of the 
New Zealand psyche. Of 700 years of significant environmental 
change, in the last 150 years there has been a considerable loss to 
natural flora and fauna as a result of agriculture and construction.34  
Environmental loss has developed an attitude of regret concerning 
the human impact on the environment as urbanisation threatens 
to eliminate both nature and remnants of antiquity.35 This sense of 
regret has influenced conservation management in New Zealand. As 
a result, natural conservation has gained more support, and this is 
seen presently as natural heritage has a strong connection with the 
“pure” identity of New Zealand.36 The idea of restoring islands to their 
pre-human state attempts to redeem the environmental damage of 
the past. 

30 Ibid.

31 Lennon et el., Conserving the cultural values of natural areas: a discussion paper, Jane Lennon and Associates, 
Canberra.

32 Lowenthal, “Natural and Cultural Heritage.” International Journal of Heritage Studies11, no. 1 (2005): 85

33 Ibid.

34 Star, Native Forest and the Rise of Preservation in New Zealand, 285

35 Lowenthal, Natural and Cultural Heritage, 81-92

36 Ibid.
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Fig 09. Bach 55, Motukorea Channel, Rangitoto Island
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Similarly, on Rangitoto in 1937, the Nature Preservation Societies 
advocated for the removal of the bach communities that had 
established on the island in an attempt to remove everything 
‘unnatural’.37 The Governments attitude to baches had changed, 
despite the government having assisted in developing the bach 
community, the government now intended to restore Rangitoto 
Island to its “ideal” natural state as unoccupied nature.38 The 
objectors to the bach community led by Lucy Cranwell, a botanist 
who had expressed concern with the devastation of flora and fauna 
introduced by bach-holders.39 The Scenery Preservation Society 
represented a dated perception that humanity has no place in 
nature and sought to protect the natural landscape and construct 
a version of a former New Zealand, a landscape that no longer 
exists. However, current environmental thinking indicates that the 
reintroduction of architecture and culture is essential in order to 
raise awareness of inherent environmental issues.

David Lowenthal discusses the human-nature relationship as one 
of “otherness”, and as an entity separate from civilisation. As a 
result, we have distanced ourselves from the responsibility of its 
decline.40 In contrast to natural heritage, Lowenthal describes the 
relationship to cultural heritage as one of empathy because we 
identify more easily to human relics.41 In addition, William Cronon’s 
theory of “the trouble with wilderness” aligns and also states that 
because we treat the environment as separate from ourselves 
we must adapt the way we interact with nature through the built 
environment.42

37 Treadwell, Islands of Architecture in the Hauraki Gulf, Master of Architecture thesis, University of Auckland, 
2005, 55 – 65

38 Ibid.

39 Ibid, 55

40 Lowenthal, Natural and Cultural Heritage, 81-92

41 Ibid.

42 Cronon, The Trouble with Wilderness; Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature, In Uncommon Ground: 
Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, New York: W. W. Norton , 1995, 69-90
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Fig 10. Rangitoto Coastal Walking Track, Motukorea Channel, Rangitoto Island
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Cultural heritage seems to be less attractive to the public than 
natural heritage because it is not as tangible. For example, the native 
forest planting on Motutapu is an activity the public can be actively 
involved with and experience the restoration progress. Whereas 
reading an interpretation sign that describes an abandoned 
building no longer fit for purpose is not as engaging. Arguably New 
Zealand’s “recent history” circa 1800 to the present day is not as 
engaging as European history that has developed over thousands 
of years. For example, many would find a castle fortress more 
engaging than a bach or unutilized military fortification. However, 
the perception of Māori and colonial heritage is gaining traction, 
and although ecological conservation is tied to the national identity 
of New Zealand, through means of architectural design, there is an 
opportunity to heighten the appeal of cultural heritage. In order to 
bridge the gap between the “either/ or” perception of conservation, 
the architecture will be used to unite the nature/ culture divide and 
uncover a way both can exist in harmony.

Concerning Rangitoto and Motutapu, the recent appeal of Ngāi Tai 
ki Tāmaki to operate tours on the Islands could be a catalyst for 
this change. With greater involvement of Māori in making decisions 
on the islands, a more holistic indigenous understanding can be 
achieved in the heritage management scheme. With this in mind, the 
methodology of architectural design will need to address cultural 
sites mapped by Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki’s Te Haerenga walking trail and 
activate visitor interest in the rich cultural history of Motutapu and 
Rangitoto Islands. 
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The diverse natural landscapes, including native bush, rugged 
coastlines and majestic mountain ranges are among some of the natural 
scenes that encourage tourists to visit New Zealand. On average, 
3 million people visit New Zealand per year, making tourism the 
highest export industry earner in foreign exchange and contributing 
20.4% to New Zealand’s total exports of goods and services.43  The 
success of the tourism industry is reliant on the natural landscape 
as a primary export to both international and domestic markets.44 
A majority of international travellers wish to experience the unique 
natural landscapes New Zealand has to offer, and in order to promote 
New Zealand as a popular destination different versions of marketing 
material have been created to replicate the natural beauty. The tourist 
experience, therefore, is driven by the desire of the sightseer to view 
the landscapes they have recognised from marketing material.  

Central to the way the nation views the landscape is the 100% Pure 
New Zealand campaign. 100% Pure is regarded as one of the most 
successful campaigns in the global tourism industry due to the ability 
of the campaign to convey a perfect and untouched landscape.45 While 
the representation of the landscape within the tourism industry 
is critiqued in this thesis, recent versions of the campaign such as 
“100% Welcome” aim to showcase a more social and culturally 
accurate representation of New Zealand. However, the ecological 
framing of the landscape for tourism has primarily disregarded the 
Māori cultural connection to the landscape.

Natural tourism in New Zealand relates to the establishment of 
colonial power in the late 19th century, and the land selected for 
scenic preservation could be interpreted as showing “confiscatory 
power” over Māori turangawaewae.46 The land that was selected for 
scenic preservation and transformed into national parks was chosen 
merely for natural attraction and accessibility.47  There was little 
recognition of land that held historical or indigenous value. To the 
many Europeans settling in a new land, the current cultural history 
was not seen as something worth preserving.48 

43 “About the Tourism Industry,” Tourism New Zealand, accessed April 19, 2019, https://www.tourismnewzea-
land.com/about/about-the-tourism-industry/.

44 Tourism New Zealand, Pure As: Celebrating 10 years of 100% Pure New Zealand, Wellington, 2009, 10

45 Ibid, 7

46 Hill and Mckay, “Binding Significance: Reflections on the Demolition of Aniwaniwa Visitors Centre, Te 
Uruwera,” Fabrications 28, no. 2 (2018): 239

47 Ibid.

48 Gentry, History, heritage and colonialism: historical consciousness, Britishness and cultural identity in New 
Zealand, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2015. 

_1.2 A 100% New Zealand Experience
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The settlers search for identity within the ‘foreign’ landscape was 
to search for an “existing connection with ‘Home’,” and as a result 
the landscape was redefined through a European lens, introducing 
European names, traditions, and architecture” into the community.49  
The search for identity came with the desire to share the “outstanding 
scenery” discovered in the new country. The new landscape was 
displayed through art, postcards and stamps that captured the 
sublime scenery of European landscape painting. However, today 
landscape is captured through a camera lens. Similarly, architecture 
also plays a part in capturing the interest of tourism and can be used 
as an educational tool to encourage visitors to have a more holistic 
perspective of the landscape. 

The “100% Pure New Zealand” campaign we are familiar with today 
was released in 1999 and has since become bound to the national 
identity of New Zealand.50 The success of “100% Pure New Zealand” 
is in its power to create the idea of an escape from industrialised 
urban life. 

Feedback from the “100% Pure” campaign has not always been 
positive, and the validity of the “100% Pure” environment was 
questioned because there are many areas in New Zealand that are not 
‘clean’ or ‘pure’. In particular, an image of a woman drinking water 
from a stream was criticised, as a majority of New Zealand streams 
and waterways are contaminated as a result of urban, industrial 
and agricultural activity, and the water would undoubtedly require 
sterilisation before drinking.51  Despite criticism, Tourism New 
Zealand remains positive that “100% Pure” accurately reflects the 
tourist experience and states, “it is not a ‘clean, green’ campaign, but 
a campaign that delivers a 100% Pure New Zealand experience”.  52

49 Hill and Mckay, Binding Significance, 239

50 McClure, “Tourist industry – Tourism boom,” Te Ara – the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, accessed April 17, 
2019, https://teara.govt.nz/en/tourist- industry/page-6

51 Gerrard, Makatea: Reconstructing the tourist gaze in Paparoa, PhD diss, ResearchSpace@ Auckland, 2018, 
16

52 Tourism New Zealand, Pure As: Celebrating 10 years of 100% Pure New Zealand, 10
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Fig 12. 100% Pure? Landscape Collage

Fig 11. 100% Pure Advertisement
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But what defines a “100% Pure” experience of New Zealand? 

Tourism New Zealand has consistently promoted the passive 
observation of landscapes, yet Māori culture and their relationship 
with the land is mostly disregarded.53  There is no doubt that New 
Zealand’s natural environment is beautiful, but the concept of “100% 
Pure” needs to be reconsidered to acknowledge the identity and 
whakapapa of tangata whenua within the natural landscape. The 
current perception of the 100% Pure New Zealand campaign lacks 
the inclusion of education concerning cultural significance in its 
current framework. This cultural element is a significant part of New 
Zealand’s human history and identity. As Mr James Brown explains, 
“There is no such thing as Māori tourism, it is just a new word 
for manaakitanga, the mutual respect between visitor and host.” 
Manaakitanga is a fundamental value in all Māori tourism ventures 
and is included within the framework of the architectural design, to 
provide an authentic experience that recognises the unity between 
people and the land.54   

Architecture that responds to a 100% Pure New Zealand will 
reflect Manaakitanga values and recognise the importance of unity 
and respect between the people and the land. Hence successful 
architecture will not only reflect the Manaakitanga of Māori and land 
but will also connect tourists to the cultural narratives embedded 
into the natural landscape allowing a greater understanding of 
the land and a more accurate representation of a 100% pure New 
Zealand. 

53 Veracini, Negotiating a bicultural past: An historiographical revolution in 1980s Aotearoa/New Zealand. 
Treaty of Waitangi Research Unit, Stout Research Centre, Victoria University of Wellington, 2001. 1-10

54 Sole, Maori Tourism, New Zealand Geographic, November 2006
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CHAPTER 02
The Importance of Understanding the Land
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Fig 13. Rotoroa Island Northern Lookout

Fig 14. Outlook to Ladies Bay, Rotoroa Island
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The environment is an integral factor in New Zealand’s identity and 
culture, and Māori see the environment as infused with mauri/ life 
force. Kaitiakitanga is the respect and guardianship Māori have for 
the natural environment. Interest in kaitiakitanga is growing today 
and is used to apply ideas about preservation, conservation and 
the utilization of environments for present and future generations. 
Kaitiakitanga invites people to form and uphold relationships with 
the environment.

Implementing Kaitiakitanga values into an interdisciplinary 
approach to heritage management may help to overcome nature/ 
culture dualism and become a step closer to achieving coexistence 
between natural and cultural conservation. This interdisciplinary 
approach has been adopted with private trusts, Department of 
Conservation and iwi working together to achieve conservation 
goals. However, greater communication is required to achieve 
cultural conservation as there is an ecological bias. By integrating 
the realms of natural and human history, and focusing on 
collaboration and sharing knowledge between disciplines will help 
organizations to learn, acknowledge, and respect other points of 
view towards heritage.

The following case study of Rotoroa Island demonstrates a positive 
example of environmental transformation where public involvement 
has been a significant component to its success. Rotoroa Island has 
transformed without losing sight of its historical background and 
has successfully used the island typography to establish a sanctuary 
and experiment with a new method of conservation, which 
has, in many ways been successful. The case study furthermore 
demonstrates the importance of public participation and education 
as crucial ingredients to grow ecological awareness and knowledge.  

_2.0 The Importance of Understanding the Land
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Fig 15. Rotoroa Island Rehabilitation Centre

Fig 16. Weka in Ladies Bay, Rotoroa Island
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_2.1 Case Study: Rotoroa Island - An island of 
incarceration to sanctuary.

Coastal environments are often associated with restorative 
potential, but in the case of Rotoroa Island, this relationship 
has changed over time. Rotoroa Island’s history of isolation has 
progressed to establish a reserve for recreation and environmental 
restoration.55 The beauty of the small Hauraki Gulf Island is not only 
encompassed by its picturesque landscape but in its ability to accept 
public involvement as an integral element of its transformation 
into an island sanctuary. The conservation framework of Rotoroa 
Island questions the outcome of an island site repopulated with 
endangered species and embraces human activity on the grounds. 
This current framework highlights the efforts of the Rotoroa Island 
Trust as innovative and forward-thinking and allows the island to 
become a model to inform future conservation work. 

Rotoroa Island is part of a collection of 20 islands in the inner Hauraki 
Gulf. Located just east of Waiheke Island, and approximately an hour 
from Auckland by boat.56 The island has an area of approximately 83 
hectares, with a length of 2km from north to south, and 1km wide 
at the widest point.57 For almost 100 years, the island was managed 
by the Salvation Army as a drug and alcohol rehabilitation centre. 
However, today the focus has shifted from healing the person to 
healing the environment.

The first inhabitants of Rotoroa Island were the local Iwi (Ngāti Paoa 
and Ngāi Tai Ki Tāmaki), who referred to the Island as Taratoroa.58 
There is little remaining evidence of Māori settlement with the 
only remnants being two pā sites, shell middens and cooking 
stones.59 Because there is little reference to the Māori people that 
first inhabited the land, the history of the island and the island 
restoration seems to begin with European settlement with little 
acknowledgement for the native people. Acknowledging the cultural 
past is essential in order for the public to gain a more holistic 
understanding of the land.

55 Fraser et el., “Rotoroa Island: building a designed ecosystem for conservation education, training and visitor 
engagement,” International Zoo Yearbook 51, no. 1 (2017): 175-186

56 “Rotoroa Island: An Island Apart, Rotoroa Island,” Aucklandnz.com, accessed October 03, 2018. https://www. 
aucklandnz.com/visit/discover/arts-culture-heritage/museums/rotoroa-island-island-apart-rotoroa-island.

57 Ibid.

58 “Rotoroa Island: An Island Apart, Rotoroa Island.”

59 Heritage, “Shell Middens,” NSW Environment & Heritage, August 22, 2013, accessed November 03, 2018, 
https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/nswcultureheritage/ShellMiddens.htm.
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In 1826, Captain James Herd, a New Zealand Company agent, 
purchased Rotoroa Island.60 Following the purchase, the island 
changed ownership several times, until William and Charlotte Ruthe 
sold the island to the Salvation Army in 1908.61 Between the years 
of 1911 and 2005, the Salvation Army utilized the Island as New 
Zealand’s first and longest-running alcohol and drug addiction 
treatment and rehabilitation centre with more than 12,000 patients 
admitted during the facilities 100-year operation.62 

However, in the late 20th century, because of a shift in treatment 
beliefs and the advancement of the voluntary sector, there was no-
longer advocacy for the remote treatment for alcoholism, and in 
2008 Neal and Annette Plowman leased Rotoroa Island from the 
Salvation Army for a 99-year term.63  

The running of the rehabilitation facility had resulted in a loss of 
plant and animal diversity, however, in 2011 the Rotoroa Island Trust 
was established to oversee the restoration of the island into an “arts, 
heritage and conservation park”.64 As part of the island’s restorative 
work, an exhibition centre and museum were established alongside 
the restoration of heritage buildings and the conversion of several old 
staff houses into holiday accommodation. The goal of the restoration 
was to create a conservation estate and recreational park that could 
be enjoyed by everyone.65

60 Kearns et el., “A healthy island blue space: from space of detention to site of sanctuary,” Health & place 30 
(2014): 107, 108

61 Ibid.

62 “Rotoroa Island: An Island Apart, Rotoroa Island”

63 “A healthy island blue space: from space of detention to a site of sanctuary,” 107, 108

64 Fraser, Wilcken, and Buley, Rotoroa Wildlife Management and Translocation Plan 2013-2038, Auckland 
Zoo, Auckland (2013).

65 Ibid.

Fig 17. Human Participation in Wildlife Releases
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_2.2 Public Involvement for Conservation Success

In 2012, a partnership was formed between the Rotoroa Island 
Trust and the Auckland Zoo, to develop wildlife conservation and 
environmental training programmes.66 Before the conservation 
programmes commenced, pests such as rats, possums and mice were 
eradicated from the island, and new vegetation planted. After the pest 
removal the first animal inhabitants could be released, and in May 
2014 conservationists released 40 North Island tieke (saddleback), 
40 popokotea (whitehead birds), North Island brown kiwi chicks, 
Weka, 50 moko skinks, and one of the country’s most endangered 
birds, with approximately 300 remaining in the wild, the takahē.67  

Several of the native species found on Rotoroa today have used 
the Hauraki Gulf network of protected and connected habitats as 
“stepping-stones” to migrate to the island, and several have been 
translocated via programmes established in partnership with 
Auckland Zoo and the Department of Conservation.68 The desired 
outcome of these translocations is undoubtedly to establish 
new populations of native species, however, it is evident that the 
conservation-education programmes on Rotoroa Island uphold 
visitor-engagement, and release events provide opportunities for 
the public to engage in conservation-management techniques. Most 
translocations are open to the public allowing rare opportunities 
to see the wildlife, up-close, without any barrier to safeguard the 
interaction. These rare opportunities help to generate a more 
significant relationship with the natural environment and encourage 
the public to learn about the landscape and the importance of 
ecological conservation.

As conservationist and Auckland Zoo director Jonothan Wilcken 
states, the goal of the partnership between Auckland Zoo and the 
Rotoroa Island Trust is “to establish a rich diversity and abundance 
of New Zealand wildlife as part of an important model of innovative 
conservation management and environmental education.”69 A 
defining feature of the Rotoroa Island Wildlife Management and 
Translocation Plan is that it does not seek to re-create island nature 
as it existed before human settlement, but instead looks to engage 
and educate visitors on the importance of island conservation 
management. 

66 “A healthy island blue space: from space of detention to site of sanctuary,” 107, 108.

67 Ibid.

68 “Translocated Species,” Rotoroa Island, accessed November 05, 2018. https://www.rotoroa.org.nz/
conservation/translocations.

69 “Rotoroa Wildlife Management and Translocation Plan 2013-2038.”
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Fig 20. Rotoroa Island Exhibition Centre and School House

Fig 18 & 19. Wildlife and Human Coexistence 
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There is criticism that conservation estates such as Rotoroa have 
taken conservation past the point of its pre-human existence and 
hence the land is arguably ‘unnatural’ or ‘too natural’. However, as 
Wilken explains, the aim is to “help secure New Zealand’s unique 
biodiversity in a way that’s a deliberate departure from what has 
been done before.”70 Little Barrier is an example of nature taken 
passed the point of its natural origins, and wildlife is thriving, with 
400 native species residing on the island, many seldom seen on 
the mainland.71 Just because the Little Barrier Island was not that 
‘natural’ before, did not stop the transformation into a better or 
more functional ecology. 

With worrying statistics coming to light in the 2017 State of the 
Gulf Report, such as the depletion of marine life, with snapper 
populations diminished by 80% since 1945, trevally by 86%, and 
sharks by 86%.72 It is conservation programmes such as on Rotoroa 
Island that are helping islands to combat the depletion of wildlife 
and environmental conditions. If the island sanctuaries progress 
to become “too natural”, they will help to balance degradation on 
the mainland.73 Rotoroa Island allows a unique opportunity for 
both humans and animals to coexist, and because the island is 
open to the public, it can successfully generate an awareness of 
the conservation work the Trust performs. Under the direction of 
the Rotoroa Island Trust, the island has experienced a significant 
transformation. As part of this transformation, elements of the 
island’s institutional history have been maintained to conserve the 
island’s past.  

The island’s history is embraced and preserved for public interest. 
The activity map presents opportunities for leisurely activity and 
demonstrates how human activity is able to coexist with wildlife 
and environmental management. Visitors to Rotoroa Island can see 
an island in transition. Not only are there several walking tracks 
with numerous wildlife viewing platforms, but also a museum and 
exhibition centre, the island’s original jail, 1860’s schoolhouse and 
butchery, and chapel give an insight to the island’s history. The 
Rotoroa Island chapel is designated a church for all denominations 
and is a subtle reflection of the inclusivity of the island. 

70 Kearns et el., “A healthy island blue space: from space of detention to site of sanctuary,” 107, 108

71 “Native Birds Introduced to Rotoroa Island,” NZ Herald, January 22, 2018, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/
aucklander/news/article.cfm?c_id=1503378&objectid=11254155.

72 “Hauraki Gulf Marine Life Has Fallen by More than Half since 1925,” Stuff, accessed March 12, 2019, 
https://www.stuff.co.nz/environment/101850298/hauraki-gulf-marine-life-has-more-than-halved-
since-1925-report-finds.

73 Kelly et el., State of our Gulf 2017 Hauraki Gulf-Tikapa Moana/Te Moananui a Toi State of the Environment 
Report 2017, Hauraki Gulf Forum, 2017, 5-15



40

Fig 21. Rotoroa Island Exhibition Centre
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_2.3 Rotoroa Island Visitors Centre

A visitor centre usually accompanies popular tourist destinations, 
and these centres are used to showcase information about the region 
and indicate what there is to experience in an area. Rotoroa is no 
exception and has an exhibition centre designed by Pearson and 
Associates Architects, to house information about the history and 
transformation of the island into the island sanctuary it is today.

The design of the exhibition centre extends beyond the concept 
of shelter and serves as a resting point for visitors, and houses an 
exhibition of the island’s history. Initially, the exhibition centre 
and the exterior shelter were designed as two separate buildings; 
however, the notion of shelter grew to encompass both programmes 
and showcase what Pearson describes as, “doing to the land what the 
Salvation Army did to body and soul.”74 The roof is dominant, and its 
rural shed-like form immediately implies shelter and a connection to 
the New Zealand rural vernacular.

The building is simplistic and understanding of human nature. The 
covered outdoor resting area is a light space that filters light through 
small skylights like the light through the trees and onto the bleacher 
steps that provide seating during presentations. The decking, 
cladding and roof-edge screen are constructed of Totara, because 
of its natural rot-resistance, and through the use of pioneer red and 
timber construction, different areas of the museum are articulated 
using the wide vertical planks as siding, thinner vertical slats as the 
roof-edge screen, and thin decking boards.

The visitor’s centre is perceived in this thesis as a critical typology, 
which contributes tourist interaction within the New Zealand 
landscape and is a critical infrastructure to support tourism. The 
visitor centre encourages an “inside out” learning environment 
where tourists go “inside to learn about the outside”. Therefore is it 
possible to reverse this “inside-out” approach through architectural 
reinterpretation, and to encourage visitors to learn about New 
Zealand’s ecological and cultural elements by exploring the physical 
landscape? By creating a more direct physical link between cultural 
narrative and the natural environment, a more engaging, and 
informative connection to the environment will be established. 

74  Stock, “Rotoroa Island Visitor Centre.” Architecture Now, no.4 (July 2011): 51-57



42

Fig 23. Kaitiaki Chris Booth Sculpture

Fig 22. Rotoroa Lookout
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_2.4 Lookouts on Rotoroa Island

The scenic lookout is a popular typology seen in tourism 
infrastructure helping to direct tourists to observe a particular view 
and the position of which to observe the view. Lookouts are often 
simple in their construction and are often marked by a signpost 
or seating arrangement strategically positioned to capture views 
of landscapes and offer a place where visitors can observe scenic 
views, take photographs and rest. The purpose of the scenic lookout 
is interrogated in the way it facilitates the relationship between the 
visitor and landscape. This exploration intends to question how 
the scenic lookout can facilitate an understanding or education of 
a particular place or view, rather than merely contributing to the 
disconnected observation of the landscape.

The Chris Booth sculpture located at the southern tip denotes a 
lookout. The sculpture is entitled Kaitiaki/ guardian of the land, 
and although made from natural and locally sourced materials 
does not link to the history of the site. In the author’s opinion, 
the statue does not add value to the landscape or celebrate its 
surrounding coastal context, and instead, only encourages the 
simple observance of nature and not a deeper comprehension of 
the site. The statue seems to represent an artists stamp on the 
island rather than a connection to the unique island sanctuary. 
Art and architecture have the ability and responsibility to convey 
stories of the land, and through form and materiality activate the 
senses of the visitor to create greater engagement between the 
built and natural world. Also found on Rotoroa Island is a colony 
of 16 artificial gannets.75  The sculptural gannet colony successfully 
connects to a conservation goal and informs visitors viewing the 
fake birds about the programme to encourage bird migration. The 
man-made birds are installed with recordings of gannet cries and 
can be heard by boaties anchored in mens bay. The gannet colony 
acts as a sculptural form (although very literal) that connects to the 
environment and helps to aid in conservational progression. 

75 “Visiting Rotoroa Island,” Rotoroa Island, accessed October 20, 2019, https://www.rotoroa.org.nz/visit.
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Fig 25. Northern Lookout, Rotoroa Island

Fig 24. Man-man Gannet Colony
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In 1778, Thomas West published “Guide to the Lakes”, a book 
that is now considered the pioneer to the modern tourist guide. 
West’s guide marked viewpoints or “stations” of interest within 
the Lake District of Cumbria in England.76  With the guide, tourists 
are lead to each lookout and shown where to stand to observe the 
best view. Lookouts today seem to be a manifestation of West’s 
“viewing stations”, and this method of touring is still popular today. 
Dona Brown explains in her research on early scenic tourism that 
West’s Guide describes the “shepherding of the traveller through 
successive picturesque vistas.”77 Shepherding people through the 
landscape is similar to the methodology of many current guided-
tourist experiences. However, the architectural response of this 
thesis project will aim to improve West’s tourism methods and 
look to Māori pouwhenua carvings as a more local example of 
interpreting the landscape. Pouwhenua are Māori carved totems 
that demarcate territorial boundaries or places of significance 
and allowing the observer to gain a greater understanding of the 
landscape.78  Instead of ‘shepherding’ visitors, pouwhenua totems 
tell a story of the land and activate the scenery. As a result of 
storytelling through cultural art and craft, visitors are encouraged 
to learn about the landscape they are observing.

76 Whyte, “William Wordsworth’s Guide to the Lakes and the geographical tradition,” Area 32, no. 1 (2000): 
101-106

77 Bell and Lyall, The Accelerated Sublime: Landscape, Tourism and Identity, 9

78 Williams and Heritage Te Manatu Taonga, “Pouwhenua,” Te Ara Encyclopedia of New Zealand – Te Ara 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, Ministry for Culture and Heritage Te Manatu Taonga, November 16, 2012, 
accessed 19 September 2019 https://teara.govt.nz/en/photograph/387/pouwhenua.



Fig 26. Rotoroa Island Activity Map
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_2.5 An Example of Future Conservation

Although island restoration plans acknowledge aspects of New 
Zealand’s multicultural heritage, there is a strong ecological focus. 
However, the Rotoroa Island Conservation project aims to perform 
as an example of human design having a positive impact on an 
island ecosystem and encourages positive relationships between 
the community and the environment, helping to create a future 
where people value wildlife. Developments at Rotoroa Island reflect 
a shift in the social attitudes about conservation and indigenous 
biodiversity. Rotoroa has, therefore, become an integral part of a 
new idea of conservation that does not seek to return to a previous 
ecosystem, but instead openly recognizes that humanity has been 
drastically shaping nature for thousands of years and strives to 
create ecosystems for the future.79 

Rotoroa’s active conservation framework has acknowledged the 
history of the site while striving to improve future ecosystems 
and coexistence between nature and the human history of the 
island has been achieved within the conservation efforts. Wilken 
explains that the programme can “provide the community, from 
school students to island visitors, opportunities to play an active 
role in the ongoing health and management of the island.”80  
Rotoroa Island’s conservation management is an inclusive vision 
of conservation that concentrates on how people and wildlife can 
assist each other. The programme aims to foster a new generation 
of conservationists.81

79 “A healthy island blue space: from space of detention to site of sanctuary,” 107, 108

80 Ibid.

81 “Native Birds Introduced to Rotoroa Island.” NZ Herald, May 3, 2014. https://www.nzherald.co.nz/auck-
lander/news/article.cfm?c_id=1503378&objectid=11254155.
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Fig 28. Human and Wildlife are able to Coexist

Fig 27. Human Participation in Wildlife Releases
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Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands have the opportunity to engage the 
public in environmental programmes, and unlike Rotoroa there is a 
stronger Māori presence, and therefore an opportunity to connect 
to the cultural heritage of the landscape rather than a purely 
ecological focus or a focus on history post-European settlement. 
Rangitoto Island is a natural wonder, and by drawing together 
elements of the ecological and cultural landscape through means of 
design, coexistence can be achieved. As Cronon states, “wilderness 
embodies a dualistic vision in which the human is entirely outside 
the natural. If we allow ourselves to believe that nature must also 
be wild, then our very presence in nature represents its fall.” By 
integrating elements of natural and cultural conservation within a 
design framework, architecture can house both natural and cultural 
elements simultaneously and act as the vessel of information for 
visitors to understand the land holistically. 

Architecture is not apart from nature, nor should it be seen as a 
contaminant. Design and environmental thinking are essential for 
the progression of tourism architecture and public understanding 
of the histories relating to particular sites. Rangitoto, as mentioned 
in the previous chapter, has a complicated past and by using 
architecture to embrace the environmental and human history for 
a more exciting and engaging interaction with the landscape. It is 
an experience that the public will remember, and by engaging the 
community, the importance of conserving the landscape is more 
likely to be understood.
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CHAPTER 03
The Motu - Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands
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_3.1 Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands

_3.2 Human and Nature on Rangitoto Island

_3.3 Present Ecological and Cultural 
Conservation on Rangitoto Island

The Motu - Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands

Fig 29. Rangitoto from Kawakawa Bay
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Rangitoto Island is the youngest volcano in the Auckland Isthmus, 
formed approximately 600 years ago due to a volcanic eruption.82  
Today the island is a significant icon in the Auckland skyline and 
natural symbol. Rangitoto Island has become a top-rated tourist 
destination and sees over 100,000 people annually taking the trip to 
the 2311-hectare, and pest free volcanic landscape.83 Many visitors to 
the island will undertake the summit walk that takes visitors to 259m 
above sea level and provides extensive views of Auckland city and the 
greater Hauraki Gulf.84

 
Even though Rangitoto Island is a twenty-minute ferry ride from the 
Auckland Viaduct, it seems to be a world away from the metropolitan 
lifestyle. Therefore, Rangitoto Island is understood as a place of “getting 
back to nature”. This idea has governed Rangitoto’s history since 
European arrival in the early 19th century. From the city, the natural 
presence of the island conceals the rugged landscape and the human 
history of utilisation and association. As Cronon writes, “learning 
to honour the wild, learning to remember and acknowledge the 
autonomy of the other, means striving for critical self-consciousness 
in all of our actions.”85 It is evident from this statement that humanity 
has a great responsibility for the preservation of the “wild” and similar 
to Cronon’s statement, findings of this thesis suggest that architecture 
and ecology are connected. By establishing methods of integrating 
nature into design thinking, conservationism will become more 
readily practised.

There are various types of the cultural heritage present on Rangitoto 
Island, such as Māori burial caves, quarries, shipwrecks, and World 
War II structures. This chapter will explore the past human activity on 
the island and the present ecological status as an island conservation 
estate. The chapter will also critique an architectural relationship with 
the natural landscape concerning the bach communities on the island 
and propose architectures relevance in promoting ecological and 
cultural awareness. Additionally, this chapter will not only examine 
the vast differences between Rangitoto and Motutapu Island’s 
geological and ecological landscapes but also examine the similarities 
in conservation goals. 

82 GNS Science, “Auckland Volcanic Field,” Auckland Volcanic Field GNS Science, accessed April 15th, 2019, 
https://www.gns.cri.nz/Home/Learning/Science-Topics/Volcanoes/New-Zealand-Volcanoes/Auckland-Vol-
canic-Field.

83 “New Wharf Opens on Rangitoto Island,” New Zealand Government press release, August 14th, 2014, https://
www.beehive.govt.nz/release/new-wharf-opens-rangitoto-island.

84 GNS Science, “Auckland Volcanic Field.”

85 Cronon, William. The Trouble with Wilderness; Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature. In Uncommon Ground: 
Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, 69-90

_3.0 The Motu - Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands
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Fig 30. Rangitoto, Charles Heaphy (1820-1881) 
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 Rangitoto Island was mostly unoccupied by Māori due to the barren 
volcanic landscape.86 Despite the island being tapu/ sacred, the 
lava caves were used as burial sites, and the summit, as a lookout 
point.87 Many of the Auckland iwi hold spiritual, and ancestral 
links to Rangitoto Island, however, the Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki iwi have 
occupied neighbouring Motutapu Island since the 14th century, 
and Rangitoto since its eruption.88 During the Ngapui-led musket 
wars of 1820, inhabitants of Motutapu fled south to the Waikato, 
only to return in 1836 after reciprocal attacks on Ngāpuhi.89 

Rangitoto Island has been a part of many negotiations relating to the 
breach of land claims set out by the Treaty of Waitangi. One of the 
most recent claims to be settled between the iwi of Auckland and 
the Crown is the giving back of sites of cultural significance to the 
iwi of Auckland; one of these sites is the Rangitoto Island summit. 
As a result of this settlement, more participation from Auckland iwi 
is encouraged, allowing the “restoration of ancient relationships 
between people and place to build the mauri/life force of nature, 
to exercise mana whenua/ power from the land and kaitiakitanga/ 
guardianship of a place.”90 It also allows for present and future 
tourism endeavours on the motu to attract and educate visitors 
while promoting the ecological beauty of the volcanic island.

86 Jamieson, “Rangitoto.” New Zealand Geographic, accessed April 1st, 2019, https://www.nzgeo.com/
stories/rangitoto/.

87 Ibid.

88 Bade, Managing Cultural Heritage in Natural Protected Areas: Case studies of Rangitoto and Motutapu 
islands in Auckland’s Hauraki Gulf, PhD diss., ResearchSpace@ Auckland, 2013, 154-158

89 Ibid, 99

90 Ibid, 220

_3.1 Māori History on Rangitoto Island



56

Fig 31. Bach 36, Motukorea Channel, Rangitoto Island

Fig 32. Community Hall, Islington Bay, Rangitoto Island
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European settlement in Auckland increased in the mid 19th century, 
and there was resultant pressure on Māori to sell islands of the Hauraki 
Gulf for commercial enterprises such as farming.91  In the 1840s there 
were many sales of Rangitoto Island to Europeans (now void), and 
on January 17th 1854 the Auckland Provincial Government acquired 
Rangitoto from Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki for ₤15.92 

Rangitoto Island’s harsh volcanic landscape proved unsuitable for 
farming. As a result, a variety of other enterprises formed on Rangitoto 
in the late 19th century such as a salt works industry at McKenzie Bay 
in 1892, beekeeping from 1920, and the quarrying of scoria from 1898 
to 1930, with large amounts of Rangitoto scoria used for harbour 
works, railways, and drainage in Auckland.93  

During the 1920s and 1930s, Rangitoto Island became increasingly 
popular as a destination for recreation, and in 1925 the Devonport 
Ferry Company transferred passengers to and from Rangitoto for day 
excursions and overnight stays.94 Because of the increasing popularity, 
new infrastructure was constructed to service the growing number of 
tourists, such as a wharf and walking tracks. To construct the required 
infrastructure 340 labourers from Mount Eden prison were employed 
from the late 1920s to the mid-1930s. The men lived on the island at a 
camp in McKenzie Bay under the supervision of a warden.95 When the 
prisoners left the island in 1934, the entire network of coastal walks 
including the summit and southern coastal road were complete, as 
well as the tidal swimming pool, changing sheds, tennis courts, and 
pavilion at Islington Bay.96

  
Rangitoto is easily accessible from Auckland, and as a result, the island 
became a favourite spot for holiday- goers. In 1911 the Rangitoto 
Island Development Board permitted campsites to be leased for 
temporary structures for overnight stays on the island and thus 
began the Rangitoto Island bach community.97 At this time, allowing 

91 “Hauraki–Coromandel places,” Te Ara, accessed June 18th, 2019, https://teara.govt.nz/en/hauraki-coroman-
del-places/print.

92 Ell, Rangitoto, The Bush Press, Auckland, 1980.

93 Bade, Managing Cultural Heritage in Natural Protected Areas: Case studies of Rangitoto and Motutapu islands 
in Auckland’s Hauraki Gulf

94 “Historic Rangitoto,” Island Scenic Reserve, accessed March 18th, 2019, https://www.doc.govt.nz/
parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/auckland/places/rangitoto-island/historic-rangitoto/.

95 Ibid.

96 Ibid.

97 “Enjoying Blast from the Past on Rangitoto,” NZ Herald, March 24th, 2017, accessed March 18th 2019, 
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/travel/news/article.cfm?c_id=7&objectid=230034.

_3.2 European Enterprises and the Bach 
Community on Rangitoto Island



58

Fig 34. Bach 114 Interior

Fig 33. Bach 114, Islington Bay, Rangitoto
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the construction of the temporary structures seemed innocent, but 
the decision produced significant legal concerns in the next decades. 
The structures were later prohibited according to the Public Reserves 
and Domains Act 1908. However, the development and use of the 
“temporary” structures was encouraged as it created an income for 
the island that could fund recreational activity. These “temporary” 
structures began as tents but after 1918 advanced into permanent 
timber constructions, due to the tent structures incompetency in 
providing satisfactory sanitary conditions.98  

The baches are constructed at three locations on the island: Rangitoto 
Wharf, Islington Bay and Beacon End. The baches were often 
constructed in unconventional ways using driftwood and the timber 
from the shipwrecks on Boulder and Wreck Bay. The baches symbolise 
an escape from civilisation and the return to a primitive and simplistic 
way of life. Over time the bach has become an architectural symbol 
of Kiwiana and inventiveness, making use of materials available 
and conveying a do-it-yourself attitude towards construction.99 The 
Rangitoto baches are considered “artefacts of their local history,” 
and respond to the historical and social circumstances of the time. 
The bach design removes the premonition of architecture, and what 
connects the structure to nature is a design based on pragmatism, not 
aesthetics.100 
  
The appropriateness of the baches within Rangitoto Island’s natural 
environment has been a topic of debate since construction between 
1920 and 30.  Historically the baches have been seen as a contaminate 
of nature. They are described as being a “conflict of natural versus 
cultural landscape” and a “strain on the conservation of natural and 
human heritage.101 The moratorium in 1937 caught the existing 
baches in a time-warp, and after 1957 no alterations could be made 
to the remaining structures and site leases were extinguished upon 
the death of the lessee. Hence, many of the baches on Rangitoto 
Island have not changed structurally since their erection.  Today some 
baches are still owned under the original leases, some have passed on 
to the Department of Conservation.102 The lasting baches vary from 
structures of the original 1920s sheds to forms of the 1920s-30s 
bungalow.103 

98 Peart, The Story of the Hauraki Gulf: Discovery, Transformation, Restoration, Auckland, New Zealand: David 
Bateman, 2016, 166-167

99 Yoffe, Holiday Communities on Rangitoto Island, New Zealand, Auckland, N.Z.: Dept. of Anthropology, University of 
Auckland, 2000, 5

100 Tulp, Rural Space and Place in New Zealand Architecture, PhD diss., University of Auckland, 1996, 15-24

101 Treadwell, Islands of Architecture in the Hauraki Gulf, Master of Architecture thesis, University of Auckland, 
Auckland, 2005, 57

102 “Bach Owners Fight for a Piece of Rangitoto,” NZ Herald, September 18, 2017, accessed 19 September 2019, 
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=3604367.

103 Yoffe, Holiday Communities on Rangitoto Island, New Zealand, 5
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Fig 36. Bach 114 Outhouse Fig 37. Bach 78 Interior

Fig 35. Bach 78, Islington Bay, Rangitoto
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Today 33 of the original 140-bach leases of 1937 remain.104 The 
Rangitoto Island Historic Conservation Trust (RIHCT) has restored 
two of the original baches, Bach 38, located at Rangitoto Wharf, 
completed in 2005 winning an “honourable mention” at the UNESCO 
Asia-Pacific Heritage Awards for cultural heritage, and Bach 114, at 
Islington Bay, completed in 2011.105 The 2008 UNESCO award verified 
that the baches are worthy historical relics and are a testament of the 
New Zealand bach vernacular.106 
 
Although today the condition of many of the baches are in ruins, 
since establishment in 1997 the RIHCT has made an effort to restore 
the baches and make them available for public use.107 The RIHCT 
has working-bee days to help maintain and restore elements of the 
historic baches, one of which the author attended. The day was spent 
in Islington Bay measuring benchtops to be replaced in the kitchen 
of Bach 114, repairing the boat shed at Bach 78 and painting its 
exterior. Although the day enabled the author a rare opportunity to 
see the interior and photograph the bach properties, it was apparent 
that the team of five that went to aid restoration did not provide 
enough manpower to make any significant difference in a single day. 
By making the baches available to the public and implementing work 
to stay programmes, their condition and importance will be raised 
and encourage public involvement in restoration efforts.  

104 “History of Rangitoto Island Domain,” History of the Rangitoto Island Domain, accessed April 15, 2019, 
http://www.rangitoto.org/history.html.

105 Ibid.

106 UNESCO, accessed April 22nd, 2019. http://www.rangitoto.org/unesco.html.

107 Neilson, “Bid to Extend Public Access to Rangitoto Island Baches,” NZ Herald, January 16th, 2019, accessed 
April 15, 2019, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=12191186.

Fig 38. Bach 38 Restoration, Motukorea Channel, Rangitoto Island
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Despite a progressive change in attitude towards the protection of the 
baches, natural conservation projects have remained a fundamental 
part of the island’s management. The most ambitious ecological plan 
was announced in 2006 to eradicate pests on Rangitoto and Motutapu 
Island’s, and in 2011 Rangitoto and Motutapu Island’s were declared 
the largest pest-free island sanctuary in the Hauraki Gulf.108 

Rangitoto is considered a remedy to the urban development and 
deforestation of New Zealand during the twentieth century. As 
such the island has been a focal point for public concern expressed 
by scientists, academics and members of the general public over 
how development (such as the bach community) on Rangitoto was 
“spoiling”, and “contaminating” the natural island environment.109  

However, despite infrastructural concern, recreational structures such 
as toilets, tidal pool, wharves, tracks and roads were not considered 
damaging to the natural landscape but instead were seen as positive 
additions because they aided in the recreational use of the island. 
However, permanent structures such as the baches and boat sheds 
were opposed, and most of the original structures were “pulled out” like 
exotic weeds.110 During this time, many seemed to conveniently forget 
the island’s history of human occupation to reach an environmental 
ideal.

From the 20th century there has been a trajectory of change, with 
cultural heritage slowly gaining recognition among governmental 
organisations and the general public. However, earlier in the 20th 
century, New Zealand was viewed as a “young” country with a 
somewhat irrelevant history, and in the mid-1980s the Rangitoto Island 
Domain Board (RIDB) remarked that “man-made structures even if 
over a hundred years old, are often seen as an intrusion rather than 
a monument”.111 This statement controlled management of the island 
until the late 1980s, until European cultural heritage on Rangitoto such 
as shipwrecks, World War II structures, and bach holiday settlements 
were recognised as heritage worthy of preservation as they did not 
impact the natural landscape, but had instead become a “natural” 

108 Ibid.

109 Treadwell, The Rangitoto Bach Settlements and Community Hall: An Architectural and Historical Appraisal, 
Treadwell Associations, Onehunga, 1994, 5-7

110 Ibid.

111 Woolnough, Rangitoto: the Story of the Island and Its People, Auckland, N.Z, 1984. 69

_3.3 Natural Heritage Conservation on  
Rangitoto Island
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part of that landscape. In addition, Māori ancestral connections with 
Rangitoto Island have been recognised in recent Treaty settlements 
allowing Auckland iwi, specifically the Tāmaki Collective, to be actively 
involved in the future progress of the motu.112

 
Since the significance of cultural heritage on Rangitoto has become 
more prominent, there has been a significant attempt to achieve a 
balance between natural heritage and cultural heritage. The Treaty 
settlement acknowledges the Tāmaki Collective, as the Tangata 
Whenua of the island and rightfully Māori will become more actively 
involved in heritage management decisions.

As well as a rich natural and cultural heritage, Rangitoto Island also 
has a significant military history. Since Rangitoto Island is positioned 
between the two channel entries to Auckland, military planners 
considered making Rangitoto Island part of the defence strategy of 
Auckland. During WWII military installations were established to 
support Auckland Harbour defences, and house United States troops.113 
Two observation posts were built on the summit and the southern 
crater rim in 1938, and in 1940, a 12-pound battery was assembled to 
protect a proposed boom defence of the Motukorea Channel entrance, 
and finally in 1942 to 1943 a controlled mine base was developed at 
Yankee Wharf.114 Today the most popular military remains are the old 
observation post at Rangitoto’s summit and the shipwrecks that can 
be viewed at low tide from the northern shore of the island. 

The architectural design developed as a result of thesis research will 
aim to recognise the military history of the island while adapting 
the use of the site to adopt conservation practices. Therefore the 
architecture will look to transform sites of military defence to 
locations of environmental defence informing visitors of the past, and 
encouraging the acknowledgement of ecological progression. 

112 “Nga Mana Whenua o Tamaki Makaurau Redress New Zealand Society,” RNZ, accessed March 18, 2019, 
https://www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/nz-society/20140903.

113 “History of NZ Coastal Defences and Enemy Operations in NZ Waters,” National Museum of the Royal New 
Zealand Navy, 2019, accessed 22 November 2019, http://navymuseum.co.nz/history-of-nz-coastal-defenc-
es-and-enemy-operations-in-nz-waters/.

114 Ibid.

_3.4 Military History of Rangitoto Island
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Fig 39. Motutapu Island Waharoa
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Motutapu and Rangitoto are contrasting environments, and 
by crossing the causeway at Gardiners Gap, visitors will cross 
from a young island to an island millions of years old, and from 
a volcanic landscape to one of fertile pastures. As a result of 
European settlement and agricultural practices, Motutapu Island 
is now dominated by pasture grass; hence Motutapu Island is not 
considered as “pure” as Rangitoto. However today Motutapu Island 
has been ecologically restored and has achieved a pest-free status.

The Māori ancestor Taikehu, who arrived on the Tainui canoe, 
settled on Motutapu Island. Taikehu is a significant ancestor to the 
Tainui tribal confederation, particularly to Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki.115  
Before the eruption of Rangitoto Māori people occupied Motutapu, 
and when Rangitoto erupted sites of villages were covered with 
ash. However, fertile soils formed as a result of the ash showers, and 
this re-established Māori settlement on the island. Today Motutapu 
has more than 300 archaeological sites including kainga/ villages, 
pa/ fortifications, kumara storage pits and middens.116 Davidson 
writes that the “archaeological sites of Motutapu show that for at 
least 400 years after the eruption there was an abundance of food 
resources from land and sea as a result of soil fertility for gardens 
and sheltered bays for fishing”.117 The most famous archaeological 
site on Motutapu is the Sunde site, situated on the northwestern 
side of the island. The Sunde site provided the first archaeological 
evidence that people occupied Motutapu before Rangitoto’s 
eruption. In 1958 Rudy Sunde discovered the archaeological ground, 
and in 1981 Reg Nichol undertook further research discovering the 
famous footprints in the ash at the site.118 The fossilised human and 
dog footprints preserved in the layers of ash, and in 2005 the 250kg 
slab containing the famous footprints was loaned to the Auckland 
Museum. 

In the 1990s ecologists and biologists made plans for the vegetation 
of the island. However, these plans did not seem to recognise 
Motutapu’s historic landscape. These plans faced criticism from 
archaeologists and cultural heritage advocates because planting was 
to take place on one of the richest and intact Māori archaeological 

115 Brown, Interview, July 2019.

116 “The Island,” Motutapu Restoration Trust, accessed November 21, 2019, https://www.motutapu.org.nz/the-island/.

117 Davidson,  “The prehistory of Motutapu Island, New Zealand: Five centuries of Polynesian occupation in 
a changing landscape,” Journal of the Polynesian Society 87, no. 4 (1978): 327-337

118 Ibid.

_3.5 Motutapu Island
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landscapes in Auckland. Janet Davidson, a former archaeologist at 
the Auckland Museum, describes the situation as a “clash between 
revegetation and management of cultural heritage”.119   This 
thesis investigation looks to recognise the inherent conflict as an 
opportunity for architecture to create a tourist experience that 
is inclusive of natural and cultural elements of the landscape to 
establish a more holistic experience.

In 1994 the Motutapu Restoration Trust was founded, to protect 
all heritage, remove exotic pests and weeds, re-establish native 
vegetation and native birdlife, and preserve Motutapu’s extensive 
Māori archaeology, early farming buildings, and WWII structures.120

Like Rangitoto, Motutapu Island was a site of military significance 
during WWII. In 1936 construction of the Motutapu counter-
bombardment battery began and in June 1937 roads to the battery 
were completed, the observation post was finished, and a military 
camp was established at Administration Bay.121 By 1938 all guns were 
installed. New Zealand entered the war on September 3rd, 1939. 
Between 1940 and 1942 the military establishment was enlarged to 
include plotting rooms, additional structures at Administration bay, 
as well as searchlights at Billy Goat point.122 
  
After the expansion, the island occupied up to 1,000 personnel and 
became the country’s largest battery installation.123 Between 1942 
and 1943 the United States Navy intended to utilise Auckland as 
a staging point into the Pacific, and this intention influenced the 
construction of deep-water wharfing facilities and the creation of 
50 ammunition magazines.124 In 1945 the war ended, and within 5 
years the Motutapu military complex was abandoned, most of the 
buildings were disassembled, and the cannons were removed and 
melted for their metal leaving only the foundations.125 

119 Ibid.

120 “History of NZ Coastal Defences and Enemy Operations in NZ Waters.” 

121 “Nature and History of Motutapu Island,” Recreation Reserve, accessed November 21, 2019, https://www.
doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/auckland/places/motutapu-island-recreation-reserve/
historic-motutapu-island/.

122 Ibid.

123 Ibid

124 “The Island,” Motutapu Restoration Trust, accessed November 21, 2019, https://www.motutapu.org.nz/
the-island/.

125 “Nature and History of Motutapu Island.”
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The artillery barracks at Administration Bay were decommissioned 
following the war and were later repurposed as an outdoor 
education camp in 1966. Dave Veart states the military landscape 
is significant as it provides a tentative “connection to world events. 
Motutapu and the military sites on Rangitoto are all WWII, and it 
connects the island to an enormous global event.”126 

Following the cessation of military activity on Motutapu Island, 
the Public Works Department purchased the island in 1943, and 
the Land Development Department began farming on Motutapu.127  
Mr Bull was the first farm manager for the Crown and resided with 
his family in the former Reid homestead at Home Bay.128 The Reid 
Homestead was used continuously as the farm manager’s residence 
from 1943 until 1990.129  

The Land Development Department continued to farm the island 
until July 1966, when the island became a Recreation Reserve and 
part of the Hauraki Gulf Maritime Park. In the 1980s the Lands 
Survey was split with the Department of Conservation as the 
landlord, and Landcorp as the tenant.130 However, in 1992 Motutapu 
Farms Ltd took over the lease and began restorative work.131   
 
Motutapu Island restorative works provide an opportunity to 
establish commercially viable farming that can work in conjunction 
with nature conservation projects. Over time the Motutapu farm has 
become a critical element in maintaining the island’s landscape and 
restoration programmes. Pastoral farming on Motutapu aids in the 
protection of approximately 300 archaeological sites from becoming 
overgrown, and also controls weed re-infestation.132  The Motutapu 
Island farm is the only pest-free farm in the world that operates in 
conjunction with environmental restoration programmes.133

126 Dave Veart, interview by David Bade, Auckland, 2010.

127 “The Island.”

128 Ibid

129 Miller, and Mitchell, “Ark 2020: A conservation vision for Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands,” Journal of the 
Royal Society of New Zealand 24, no. 1 (1994): 65-90

130 “Nature and History of Motutapu Island.”

131 “The Island.”

132 Ibid.

133 Ibid.

_3.7 Farming on Motutapu Island
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Fig 41. Pastoral Landscape of MotutapuFig 40. Test Firing Motutapu Battery

Fig 42. Motutapu Island Volunteer Planting Programme
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In late 1991 the University of Auckland’s Centre for Conservation 
Biology devised a strategy to restore both Motutapu and Rangitoto 
Islands ecologically.134  The program aim was to include human 
activity in restoration programmes and become the largest open 
island sanctuary in New Zealand covering 3,800 hectares.135 The 
goal of the new conservation programme was to plant two-thirds 
of Motutapu in native vegetation to steadily reintroduce native 
species. By implementing this scheme, volunteer tree-planting 
missions commenced thereby increasing public awareness and 
involvement in conservation efforts. 

Since the early 1990s, a goal has established to recognise Rangitoto 
and Motutapu Islands as a cultural landscape. To work towards 
this goal, the future management of Rangitoto Island will be lead 
by a Conservation Management Plan (the Tāmaki Makaurau motu 
plan), approved by Ngā Mana Whenua o Tāmaki Makaurau and the 
Auckland Conservation Board.136  

Although Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands contrast in geological 
makeup they have the same goals for conservation to protect the 
natural, historical and cultural heritage for the nation, and preserve 
biodiversity. 

From the research of the motu, a conclusion can be drawn regarding 
the continual need to preserve cultural heritage on the islands. 
Through architectural design, infrastructure should be used to 
display information in an interactive capacity to allow greater 
engagement with New Zealand’s history and goals for the future. 
Even though New Zealand’s history is considered young, this 
history, whether cultural or natural, has brought us to the present 
day. Architecture has a responsibility in this thesis to document 
history and ensure the public are aware of the importance 
of conservation and become more actively involved in future 
conservation programmes. 

134 “Ark 2020: A conservation vision for Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands,” 65-90

135 “Historic Rangitoto.” 

136 Jones and Smith, “Treaty Settlement Legislation Before the House of Representatives in 2013,” 2013

_3.8 Motutapu Island Restoration
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CHAPTER 04
Cultural Narrative of the Land
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Fig 43. Looking Towards Motutapu from Rangitoto Summit
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Cultural Narrative of the Land

As mentioned in the previous chapter Rangitoto and Motutapu 
Islands are abundant with scenic “icons,” and have a rich and 
complex human history and cultural narrative. Rangitoto and 
Motutapu Island’s are both popular tourist attractions; however, 
apart from the popular Rangitoto Island summit hike, many of the 
other existing walking trails are under-utilised. Many of the tracks 
pass sites of historical significance, therefore presenting Rangitoto 
Island with the potential to introduce a new type of walking trail 
that will connect users to the surroundings by applying architecture 
to educate and connect visitors to the ecological, historical and 
cultural narratives of the landscape. Hence an essential part of 
this thesis research is ensuring the cultural narrative and cultural 
association to Rangitoto and Motutapu Island is communicated 
correctly and appropriately within the architectural designs. In 
order to ensure accuracy of the designs James Brown, chairman of 
Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki kindly shared stories of his ancestor’s arrival to 
Aoteroa and the Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki connection to Rangitoto and 
Motutapu Islands.  

The first meeting with Mr James Brown discussed the history and 
significance of Rangitoto and Motutapu to Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki and the 
people of Auckland. Following this meeting, the author was able to 
devise concepts for architectural designs based on the information 
given. Once site locations and concept designs were visualised the 
author sought advice to review the designs to ensure they were 
appropriate to Māori culture and were in keeping with the future 
vision for the island. Finally, on completion of the final designs, a 
site visit was arranged to evaluate the architectural designs and to 
discuss the potential of designs as part of the future framework for 
conservation on the island.  

According to James Brown, “Rangitoto is not a name given by any 
Māori to the island. Rangitoto translated means blood sky. However, 
there is no kupu/ meaning of this in Māori.”137 This chapter will 
outline the significant ancestral figures in Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki’s 
history and discuss the importance of understanding cultural 
narratives. This chapter will also acknowledge the future goals of 
Ngāi ki Tāmaki to the Motu, and present the position of architecture 
within the framework of conservation. 

137 Brown, Interview, July 2019.



Fig 44. Taikehu, Motutapu Island
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The iwi of Ngāi ki Tāmaki consists of people who have settled in 
Aotearoa over 600 years ago and the intermarriage to those who 
came from Hawaiiki during the great waka migration.138 Ancestors 
of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki welcomed the travelling waka Tainui to 
Tāmaki during its passage through the Hauraki Gulf, and some of the 
members aboard the waka remained to settle amongst the Tangata 
Whenua, including Taikehu who remained on Motutapu Island.139 To 
tangata whenua, Motutapu’s official name is Te Motu-tapu-a-Taikehu 
(the sacred island of Taikehu) after this ancestor.140 

James Brown explains, “Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki lived on Motutapu at 
the time Rangitoto erupted from the sea,” and the fossil footprints 
discovered at the “Sunde archaeological site” on Motutapu, and are 
evident of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki’s early presence on Te Motu-tapu-a-
Taikehu. The historic fossil is on display in the Auckland Museum 
for public viewing.141 The footprints give reference to ariki/ chiefly 
leadership, and mokopuna/ past descendants, and are significant 
to Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki’s history.142  The footprints discovered on 
Motutapu are of high importance to the people of Ngāi Tai ki 
Tāmaki, as tradition implies the people who left the footprints were 
descendants of Taikehu.  

According to Māori mythology on arrival to Rangitoto and Motutapu 
Islands, Tamatekapua’s (the commander of the Arawa canoe) son 
Kahumatamomoe placed two guardian lizards on the land, O-moko-
nui-o-Kahu ‘the great lizard of Kahu’ at Islington Bay/ Orawaho and 
Moko-nui-o-Hei ‘the great lizard of Hei’ at Home Bay.143 While the 
Arawa waka was anchored at Islington Bay, the Tainui waka arrived 
under the command of Hoturoa. The two chiefs began to fight due 
to Tamatekapua’s alleged indiscretions with Hoturoa’s senior wife. 
Tamatekapua lost the fight, and the volcano was made tapu to 
Tainui. Rangitoto Island then became known as “Rangi-i-totongoia-o-

138 Ibid.

139 Murdoch, He Korero Tawhito Mo Rangitoto: A Brief Outline of the Maori Historical Association with Rangi-
toto Island. Conservation Te Papa Atawhai, 1991.

140 Brown, Interview, July 2019.

141 Ibid.

142 Ngai Tai Ki Tamaki, “Tapuwae Onuku, Tapuwae Ariki,” Tapuwae Otai, Ngai Tai ki Tamaki, accessed May 
17, 2019, http://www.ngaitai-ki-tamaki.co.nz/history.html.

143 Dodd and Davidson, Motutapu Archaeological and Historic Landscapes Heritage Assessment, Auckland: 
Department of Conservation , 2008. 8,9

_4.1 Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki Cultural Narrative in 
relation to the Motu
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Fig 45. Peretū’s Rāhui Kaka
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Tamatekapua/ the day Tamatekapua had a bloody nose”.144 Although 
the Tainui waka proceeded east after the conflict, Taikehu the 
tohunga/ healer remained on Motutapu, known by his descendants 
as “Te Motu Tapu a Taikehu or the sacred island of Taikehu”. Taikehu 
climbed Rangitoto after having used karakia/ song to calm the lizards 
of Kahumatamomoe and gave Rangitotos three peaks a new name, 
“Ngā Tuaitara a Taikehu” or “the dorsal fins of Taikehu”.145 

Nevertheless, one of the earliest and most prominent cultural figures 
brought to light regarding the conversations with James Brown 
was the ancestor Peretū. The story of Peretū was unknown to the 
author prior to discussion with Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki. The story not only 
enriched the author’s cultural understanding of the land but also 
drew a connection to the importance of respecting and conserving 
the environment, as Peretū is known for establishing a rāhui kaka/ 
parrot reserve on the island.146 With Peretū’s rāhui kaka, the birdlife 
on Rangitoto Island became abundant as the kaka fed on the fruit 
of the pōhutukawa trees that flourished on the island after the first 
eruption of Rangitoto.147  Today the forest of Rangitoto is known as 
Ngā huruhuru o Peretū/ the feathers of Peretū. James Brown explains 
that Rangitoto’s summit is legally named Ngā Puna toru o Peretū, 
meaning “three knuckles of Peretū” after the revered ancestor Peretū 
who had only three fingers on one hand.148,149 The new ceremonial 
gateway created by Rubin Kirkwood, Te Waharoa Peretū, celebrates 
the ancestor Peretū and according to James Brown is a first step in 
the acknowledgement of Māori culture on Rangitoto Island.150   

This thesis will respond to the improvement of cultural 
acknowledgement through means of architectural design. The 
cultural narrative is essential in order for visitors to experience a 
holistic view of the environment. Architectural designs resultant 
from this research will reflect the narrative of Peretū as a prominent 
ancestral figure to the island and further reflect the cultural narrative, 
which is not always commonly displayed, while also celebrating the 
unique ecological landscape.

144 Ibid.

145 Murdoch, He Korero Tawhito Mo Rangitoto: A Brief Outline of the Maori Historical Association with 
Rangitoto Island, 

146 Brown, Interview, July 2019.

147 “About Rangitoto Island,” Te Haerenga, accessed May 17, 2020. https://tehaerenga.nz/about-te-haeren-
ga/about-rangitoto-island/.

148 Brown, Interview, July 2019.

149 “About Rangitoto Island.”

150 Brown, Interview, July 2019.
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Historically Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki has had a complicated history with 
relation to legal land settlements since the arrival of Europeans to 
the Motu and the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi. However, on June 
7th 2012, thirteen Auckland Tribes regained ownership of some of 
Auckland’s volcanic cones and islands. As part of the settlement, 
the volcanoes and islands were gifted back to the Crown; however 
iwi will “retain legal rights and ownership of sites of cultural 
significance”.151 Also part of the settlement was the name change to 
20 cones and islands in order to recognise the Māori names.152 The 
summit of Rangitoto was one of these significant landscapes. As part 
of the settlement the thirteen tribes, known as the Tāmaki collective 
share ownership of the summit, and Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki will oversee 
50 spots on neighbouring Motutapu Island.153  The assembly of the 
Tāmaki Collective ensures ongoing care and respect for our tūpuna 
maunga/ ancestral mountains is maintained and recognises the 
importance of the landscape to mana whenua.

Furthermore, on November 5th 2015, a final deed of settlement of 
Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki’s historical claims was signed by the Crown and 
iwi.154 The redress acknowledges Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki welcomed the 
arrival of the Crown in 1840 with intentions for a mutually beneficial 
relationship like had previously been developed with early European 
settlers. However, the Crown neglected its obligations under the 
Treaty of Waitangi when it obtained 78,000 acres of land and 
confiscated a further 51,000 acres in the Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki rohe/ 
region, leaving Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki almost entirely without land by 
1880.155 The redress includes an apology by the Crown for actions 
that instigated prejudice to  Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki and recognises 

151 “Deed of settlement initialled with Tāmaki Collective,” New Zealand Government Press Release, June 7, 
2012, https://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/PA1206/S00069/deed-of-settlement-initialled-with-tama-
ki-collective.htm.

152 “Deed of settlement initialled with Tāmaki Collective.”

153 “Nga Mana Whenua o Tamaki Makaurau Redress New Zealand Society,” RNZ, accessed September 18, 
2019. https://www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/nz-society/20140903.

154 Ibid

155 “Ngāi Tai Ki Tāmaki Claims Settlement Bill,” Scoop, 28 June 2018, accessed September 27, 2019, https://
www.scoop.co.nz/stories/PA1806/S00314/ngai-tai-ki-tamaki-claims-settlement-bill.htm.

_4.2 Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki Land Reclamations of  
the Motu
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violations to the Treaty of Waitangi. The cultural redress also 
included a historical account and the assigning of 16 sites of cultural 
significance to Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki and compensation of $50,000 for 
cultural revitalisation.156 Finally, the Deed of Settlement included 
financial and commercial reparation of $12.7 million, that included 
two commercial properties, two joint commercial properties and 
four deferred selection properties.157  

On December 14th 2018 the Supreme Court ruling in favour of Ngāi 
Tai ki Tāmaki allowed the iwi to re-register for the “exclusive rights 
to conduct commercial operations on Rangitoto and Motutapu”.158 
Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki Tribal Trust declared rangatiratanga/ self-
determination, meaning they would have exclusive rights to conduct 
commercial tours on the Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands for a 
minimum of 5 years. In the past, the iwi have lost legal challenges 
over the department of conservation issuing tourism concessions 
to Fullers and the Motutapu Island Restoration Trust. Ngāi Tai ki 
Tāmaki argued that because the iwi has mana whenua of the motu, 
they should be able to exercise manaakitanga and kaitiakitanga in its 
traditional rohe.

Arguably the Treaty principles of partnership, active protection, right 
to development, and redress meant it was “neither appropriate nor 
following tikanga for other groups to be providing guided tours on 
the motu”.159 However, although the iwi has plans for commercial, 
cultural and customary use of the motu, Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki is willing 
to work with other operators to see the best outcome for the future 
of both islands.

156 Ibid.

157 “Ngāi Tai Ki Tāmaki Deed of Settlement Summary November 7th 2015,” New Zealand Government, 
accessed July 13th, 2019. https://www.govt.nz/treaty-settlement-documents/ngai-tai-ki-tamaki/ngai-
tai-ki-tamaki-deed-of-settlement-summary-7-nov-2015/questions-and-answers/.

158 NGĀI TAI KI TĀMAKI TRIBAL TRUST v MINISTER OF CONSERVATION (2018), New Zealand Supreme 
Court NZSC 122, New Zealand, 14 December 2018., 36

159 Ibid, 27
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In 2014, in order to further educate visitors and locals about the 
ecological and cultural significance of Rangitoto and Motutapu 
Islands Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki established Te Haerenga, “a journey 
through Sacred Islands”. The program welcomes visitors from 
around the world and shares Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki’s historical and 
cultural presence while practising Manakitanga. The program 
further acts to introduce visitors to “Te Reo me ōna Tikanga Māori o 
Ngāi Tai” (the language and customs of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki).160 After 
the Supreme Court case ruling, Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki is in a position 
to look to the future with the freedom of establishing tourism 
ventures of its own, including an electric bike tour through both 
islands in partnership with Adventure Capital.161 

“The first thing to understand about Māori tourism is that there 
is no such thing as Māori tourism. To begin with as far as Māori 
are concerned, “tourism” is just a new word for an old practice; 
manaakitanga, or mutual respect between host and visitor”.162 
Manaakitanga is known to be an essential aspect of Māori tourism, 
and it is the “hospitality, kindness, support, respect and care” taken 
when hosting visitors.163 

A suggestion by Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki in 2018 that caused great debate 
was the proposal of a gondola that would run from Islington bay to 
the summit. Although just conceptualised at this stage, the proposal 
generated substantial criticism, with environmentalists arguing 
the island is no place for substantial commercial infrastructure. 
However, although initially agreeing with the disapproval of the 
gondola, discussion with James Brown revealed a new perspective 
and reasoning behind the proposal. Firstly having the gondola run 
from Islington Bay to the summit would conceal the infrastructure 
from both Auckland and Takapuna city views, so the island would 
still be seen as a natural entity. Secondly, the summit of Rangitoto 

160 “About Rangitoto Island.”

161 Brown, Interview and Excursion to Rangitoto and Motutapu, 11 November 2019.

162 Sole, Maori Tourism. New Zealand Geographic, November 2006.

163 Ibid.

_4.3 The Future for Cultural Conservation in  
New Zealand
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is sacred to the 13 tribes of the Tāmaki Collective, and the youngest 
and most elderly members are unable to complete the summit walk 
physically and are therefore unable to reach their sacred land.164  
Despite the negative feedback on various online platforms there 
was also significant positive feedback, even the Ruapehu ski field 
offered a chairlift that was no longer in use.165  

Further to the example above, the architectural designs 
developed as part of the thesis project must be inclusive of all 
demographics, to ensure everyone that visits the island can enjoy 
and experience the landscape. Furthermore, the architectural 
proposals will complement the goals of the Te Hearanga tourism 
venture by developing an architecture that displays cultural links 
to the landscape and recognises Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki’s people as 
tangata whenua in the context of tourism. The tourism industry 
needs to incorporate Māori identity and values to recognise the 
importance of the connection between Māori people and their 
relationship with the land. Like the Te Haerenga programme, 
the architectural designs will also celebrate Kaitiakitanga values 
providing an informative and interactive cultural experience while 
acknowledging the surrounding natural environment. It is vital to 
incorporate kaitiakitanga to present visitors with an opportunity to 
be educated and enriched by the natural world, and therefore feel 
more connected to the conservation work. The goal of Te Haerenga 
is to “inspire an understanding of the cultural responsibilities of 
rāhui/ protecting and enhancing the environment, the conservation 
of “wāhi tapu/ sacred places”, and provide a place to enjoy the 
native flora and fauna of the landscape.166 

164 Brown, Interview, July 2019.

165 Ibid.

166 “About Rangitoto Island.”
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Fig 46. Waharoa o Peretū
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Te Haerenga is not only about educating visitors of Māori 
conservation standards, customs and history but also provides 
an opportunity to empower Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki people through 
education, employment, and the use of the Māori language and 
customs. For Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki, education and employment are 
the keys to achieving self-determination as a people. Rangitoto 
Island and Motutapu Island are taonga to Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki and 
according to the cultural narrative of the land, have been for many 
hundreds of years. Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki are the kaitiaki/ guardian 
caretakers of Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands and strive for the 
preservation of ecology and wildlife in order to safeguard the land 
for future generations. 167 As the Te Haerenga outline exclaims, 
“Ngāi Tai history resides, in the very earth we care for”.168 

The ongoing discussions with Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki have allowed 
the author to gain a greater understanding of the Māori cultural 
associations with the land. Cultural narratives especially are under-
appreciated, and many visitors to Rangitoto Island do not know of 
the significance of the history of the land. This thesis aims to present 
significant Māori narrative, in particular the ancestor of Peretū, 
on the project site of Rangitoto Island, and through Kiatiakitanga 
values infuse both the ecological and cultural landscapes.

167 Ibid.

168 Ibid.
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CHAPTER 05
Achieving Coexistence



86

Fig 47. The Trouble with Wilderness - blurring the boundary between wilderness and the built environment
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The thesis research of Mōhio ki te Whenua acknowledges and 
respects the importance of Māori identity and argues that there is 
potential to redefine the treatment of the “preservation” of Māori 
history and narrative in architecture. The conservation of cultural 
heritage is explored by removing cultural identity from contained 
typologies such as exhibition centres to an architecture that 
celebrates place and identity and establishes a connection between 
location and narrative.

Rather than re-establishing stories that are tied to the landscape, this 
thesis proposes the sharing of cultural stories through architectural 
design within the natural environment. The exploration of an 
architectural connection to ground condition and surrounding 
natural topographies can reveal the narrative of the specific site. 
Mōhio ki te Whenua aims to create spaces and structures that 
convey site-specific narrative. Architecture is discussed within 
this thesis to be a powerful tool for educating the public of the 
prominent cultural connection to the landscape and providing 
visitors with a sense of place. Instead of preserving and confining 
Māori culture to an exhibition archetype, cultural features will be 
presented amongst the living landscape and understood in context 
of the land. By connecting place and narrative, visitors will achieve 
an enriched perception of the cultural values the landscape holds 
to tangata whenua. 

William Cronon’s theory of “the trouble with wilderness” was 
referenced throughout this thesis. The writings of Cronon were 
explored within the context of architecture and influenced 
design decisions that referenced both culture and nature. Cronon 
discusses the problem with wilderness is that humanity sees itself 
as a separate entity, and therefore inclusivity is key to Cronon’s 
theoretical writing. Cronon declares that in order to conserve and 
protect the natural world, we must feel responsible for “wilderness” 
and its decline. Hence in developing architectural designs it is 
crucial the architecture references elements of cultural significance. 
By actively referencing areas of cultural significance international 
and local visitors will develop a connection to the land and a sense 
of responsibility for its preservation.

_5.0 Achieving Coexistence Through Design
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Bridging the landscape allows the architecture to 
stitch the ground condition together. This also creates 

a sheltered conditions underneath.

Physical Connection to Environment:
Overpass/ Bridging

Physical Connection to Environment:
Hover/ Raised

Rasied architecture allows the object and ground to have a 
more delicate relationship. The raised quality also creates a 

sheltered condition underneath.

Bridging the landscape allows the architecture to 
stitch the ground condition together. This also creates 

a sheltered conditions underneath.

Physical Connection to Environment:
Overpass/ Bridging

Physical Connection to Environment:
Hover/ Raised

Rasied architecture allows the object and ground to have a 
more delicate relationship. The raised quality also creates a 

sheltered condition underneath.

Fig 50. Physical Connection to the Environment - Bridging

Fig 51. Physical Connection to the Environment - Embed

_5.1 Explorations of the Relationship between 
Architecture and the Environment

The cantilever allows the architecture to protrude from 
the ground and appear floating from the landscape.

Physical Connection to Environment:
Cantilever

Physical Connection to Environment:
Embed

Embedding allows the architecture to follow the ground 
formation, giving the illusion of an architecture that is 

directly part of the landscape.

The cantilever allows the architecture to protrude from 
the ground and appear floating from the landscape.

Physical Connection to Environment:
Cantilever

Physical Connection to Environment:
Embed

Embedding allows the architecture to follow the ground 
formation, giving the illusion of an architecture that is 

directly part of the landscape.

Fig 48. Physical Connection to the Environment - Raised

Fig 49. Physical Connection to the Environment - Cantilever
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Model explorations were undertaken as a method to conceptualise 
architectural form within the natural world and to investigate the 
different connections to the ground condition. By examining the 
ways architecture can be positioned within the landscape, methods 
of design could be devised to inform design decisions relating to 
the connection of structure to the surrounding environment. 

The raised architecture, seen in Fig 47, demonstrates a delicate 
relationship between object and ground. The raised quality also 
creates a sheltered condition underneath the built form. The 
raised structure creates an opportunity to “lookup” and open the 
architecture to its surroundings.

The model demonstrating a cantilever (Fig 48) allows the 
architecture to protrude from the ground and appear floating from 
the landscape. The form reaches out and embraces the surrounding 
environment.

The model, as seen in Fig 49, explores architecture as a bridging 
component over a landscape. Conceptualising architecture as a 
bridge allows the architecture to stitch together competing ground 
conditions, creating sheltered conditions underneath. Architecture 
as a bridge also informs a transition and connection from one 
landscape to another.

The model representative of architecture embedded into the 
landscape allows the structure to follow the ground condition 
and creates the illusion of an architecture camouflaged into the 
landscape.

The initial ideas generated from this model study about 
architecture and the environment were used as a tool to develop 
a way that architecture would be able to coexist within the natural 
environment and convey significant cultural narrative.
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Fig 52. Fullers Activity Map
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Mapping was also a critical method of conceptualising architecture 
within Rangitoto Island’s landscape. Mapping critical areas of 
cultural significance, with guidance from James Brown, allowed the 
specific sites to come to light. The maps explore the existing natural, 
cultural and human histories of Rangitoto and devise a method of 
connectivity that can be used to inform a designated architectural 
pathway.

The naivety of visitors to the island was brought to light through 
thesis research. The research revealed that visitors were unaware 
of the cultural landscape. Despite not being aware of Rangitoto 
Island’s cultural significance, the popularly used Fullers activity 
map does not refer to many sites or stories of cultural significance, 
such as the celebrated ancestor Peretū that has been discussed 
in the previous chapters. The designs resultant of the research of 
Mōhio ki te Whenua uses architecture to connect visitors with sites 
of cultural importance while still acknowledging the significant 
conservation effort on Rangitoto Island. The cultural and natural 
presences on Rangitoto Island are what have progressed the island 
to what is seen today. Both cultural and natural elements should 
be celebrated together and coexist on the island. By understanding 
these elements together within architecture, the visitor, nature, 
culture and architecture become mutually exclusive and provide 
visitors with a holistic perception of the landscape.

_5.2 Mapping Exploration of Rangitoto
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The map sketch above was detailed after an initial discussion with 
Mr James Brown of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki highlighting areas of cultural 
significance and areas that could be used to develop the future 
Māori and ecological presence on Rangitoto island. The map above 
represents the beginnings of an architectural pathway that will look 
to reference both cultural and ecological elements in coexistence 
for a more informed visitor perspective of the landscape.

Fig 53. Sketched Sites of Cultural Significance
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The map above reflects how the proposed sites of Māori cultural 
significance could integrate with the existing. The above map was 
an initial attempt to devise a cultural tourist route to immerse 
the visitor in a full cultural experience of the land. However, upon 
development it was clear to the author that elements of cultural 
history needed to be combined with the progressive ecological 
work present on the island in order for visitors to experience a full 
account of the landscape.

Fig 54. Sites of Cultural Significance
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The map above demonstrates the prominent ecological 
acknowledgement on Rangitoto Island. Although ecological 
conservation is integral to the preservation of the landscape, it 
dominates the tourism framework and visitor perception of the 
island often diverting attention to elements of human history. The 
developed route will incorporate architecture to inform visitors 
of the surrounding environment and ecological work as well as 
referencing elements of human history.

Fig 55. Sites of Ecological Significance
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The image above maps sites of existing European and military 
history. The developed architectural pathway will look to 
acknowledge Rangitoto’s Military past and transform the 
abandoned military sites and reposition them into the ecological 
framework of the island. The sites will aim to inform visitors of the 
past use of the island while immersing the public in the positive 
ecological work that is constant on Rangitoto Island.

Fig 56. Sites of European and Military History
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Additionally, hand-drawn sketches were a key making typology 
used by the author to generate architectural concepts. Sketching 
allowed the author to devise quick concepts of architectural 
formation, planning and the transformation of cultural narrative to 
architectural typology. The temporal quality of the sketches allowed 
the design to progress to an architectural solution sensitive to 
both the ecological and cultural significance of the land. Sketching 
as a method of conceptualising design was an integral part of 
establishing the foundation from which all of the architectural 
interventions of Mōhio ki te Whenua commenced.

_5.3 Sketch Exploration of Rangitoto Island
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Fig 57. Conceptual Sketches - Rangitoto Welcome Pavilion

From the initial cultural mapping exploration and discussion with 
James Brown, it was evident that the existing Welcome Pavilion 
at Rangitoto Wharf could be redesigned in order to capture the 
cultural and natural essence of the land and engage visitors with 
the landscape more effectively. Acting as the first point of arrival 
the proposed Welcome Pavilion will act to educate visitors of the 
land before they continue on their journey of the island’s unique 
landscape.
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Fig 58. Conceptual Sketches - Peretū’s Pavilion and Gardiners Gap Bridge

The sketches are an exploration of transforming Māori cultural 
narrative to architectural form. The following pavilion structure 
developed as a reaction to the Māori narrative of Peretū. The forms 
of the structure began to take shape referencing the shape of the 
flying kaka and Peretū’s three fingers. The idea of three became 
a dominant feature as well as the birdlike form. The structure 
developed to represent a bird in flight and further represent 
the journey of Peretū from Motutapu Island to his residence on 
Rangitoto.



99Mōhio ki te Whenua

Fig 59. Conceptual Sketches - Rangitoto Island Lookout

The architecture that progressed from this sketch study aimed 
to re-establish lookout infrastructure to better interact with the 
surrounding landscape. The design form began to reference the 
materiality of Rangitoto Island, reflecting the volcanic landscape 
and vast pōhutukawa forest. The form also began to reflect the 
shape of the iconic volcanic form present in Auckland’s skyline. 
Furthermore, the proposed lookout aims to have visitors experience 
and understand the landscape as well as view it. The lookout also 
highlights the unique volcanic ecology and frames a view to the 
pastoral Motutapu Island landscape.
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The final sketch study above acted to react to the military history 
of the island and incorporate elements of the present ecological 
framework and ecological conservation goals. There was an 
opportunity to establish a conservation college and nursery 
facilities on Rangitoto Island, as well as volunteer and Department 
of Conservation offices. This opportunity was uncovered when the 
author attended a volunteer day restoring the bach community on 
Rangitoto Island. It was apparent that there was no infrastructure 
to house the workers. The proposed design will also look to 
incorporate classrooms for public and school group use and also 
for iwi to host events and wildlife releases. The goal is to transform 
the site from a military defence to an environmental defence.

Fig 60. Conceptual Sketches - Rangitoto Island Conservation/ Research Centre
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Through modelling, mapping, and drawing the position of 
architecture within the natural and cultural realm has been 
established. The developed architectural designs in Part 2: Design 
Response has been envisioned to enhance the visitor experience 
to Rangitoto Island and to inform the public of the importance of 
cultural and ecological conservation work for the future progression 
of the landscape. The architecture will be designed along a 
developed pathway to encourage visitors to veer “off the beaten 
track” and explore the entirety of the landscape. The designs will 
activate the cultural landscape and encourage visitor interaction for 
a more engaging learning experience and to understand a holistic 
perception of the land.

Facilitating the Coexistence  between Ecological and 
Cultural Conservation on Rangitoto Island





MōHIO KI TE WHENUA
Part 2 - Design Response
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CHAPTER 06
Design Thinking and Response
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Fig 61. Site Map locating proposed architectural sites - Not to scale
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The following architectural proposal constructed along the existing 
walking trails of Rangitoto Island is resultant of the ideas and 
theories developed during the design research of this thesis. The 
project reconstructs and redefines the way architecture facilitates 
ecological and cultural conservation on conservation island estates 
in the Hauraki Gulf and provides manuhiri/ visitors to the land with 
an understanding of the connection between the cultural history 
of tangata whenua, ecological work and the land. By successfully 
highlighting the inherent connection between Māori culture and the 
landscape, this thesis will display narratives of the landscape and 
henceforth allow manuhiri/ visitors to experience a more holistic 
understanding of the landscape. 

Thesis research brought to light various associations to the land. What 
was particularly interesting was the fact that although Motutapu Island 
was the first settled island by Māori in the Hauraki Gulf, in the early 
1300s, there is little reference to this fact.169 The same can be found 
for Rangitoto Island, even to a greater extent. Thesis design research 
uncovered powerful cultural connections to Rangitoto Island; drawing 
from the author’s own experience, there is often little reference to any 
cultural associations with the land present on the island. The most 
significant piece of existing cultural infrastructure on Rangitoto is the 
te waharoa o Peretū/ welcoming arch at Rangitoto Wharf. To note, 
without conducting research or discussion with James Brown of Ngāi 
Tai ki Tāmaki the author and many other tourists visiting the island 
estate would be unaware of its true meaning of the Māori ancestor 
Peretū.170 The architectural propositions are an exploration of the 
ways in which architecture can facilitate the conservation of cultural 
heritage, in conjunction with ecological conservation efforts. 

The cultural narratives explored within the architectural designs 
have been carefully considered to reflect the whakapapa and history 
of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki. The architecture incorporates Kaitiakitanga 
values, infuses the geological, ecological and human history of the 
land in order to create spaces that allow local and international 
visitors to interact, connect and understand the landscape in a way 
that acknowledges the importance of both ecological and cultural 

169 “The Island,” Motutapu Restoration Trust.

170 Brown, Interview, July 2019.

Mōhio ki te Whenua
Design Response
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Fig 62. Site Map Physical Model - Showing proposed site locations
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conservation. Acknowledging the specific stories of the land will assist 
in educating visitors of Māori culture, and allow tourists to recognise 
that each iwi has its own unique narrative and relationship with the 
land.171 The project designs will also prove it is possible to achieve 
coexistence between cultural and ecological elements of a landscape, 
and both should coincide to protect the past and future of the land.

The interventions are designed to be experienced and interpreted 
individually as well as a whole in an episodic nature. As a response to 
the often naïve approach of visitors to the island, all designs are placed 
along existing tracks, and no new pathway infrastructure would 
need to be created to facilitate the new architecture. This approach 
is intentional as it allows the architecture to activate the existing 
landscape and encourage better use of the ‘less popular’ walking 
tracks. Better use of the existing walking trails will allow visitors 
to intimately connect and experience the entire island, rather than 
walking the famous Rangitoto Wharf to Rangitoto Summit return.

The first design a visitor is likely to encounter of the architectural 
series is the Rangitoto Wharf Welcome Pavilion, located just passed 
Rangitoto Wharf. The next design is Peretū’s pavilion, positioned along 
the trail to the lava caves, off the main summit return walk. Following 
is Gardiners Gap Bridge, a design that links Motutapu and Rangitoto 
Islands at Islington Bay. The fourth architectural intervention is 
Yankee Wharf lookout, located at the fork of the coastal walking trail 
and the pathway to Yankee Wharf. Finally, Yankee Wharf Conservation 
Centre located on the existing military wharf and mine testing site is 
the last design of the series. 

Conscious decisions have been made concerning the scale and 
difficulty of the existing walking trails to ensure the designed 
architectural pavilions are accessible. The architecture is designed 
in conjunction with Rangitoto Island’s existing network of pathways. 
Because many of the current walks are not too strenuous, many of the 
architectural designs can be visited in a single day trip to the island. 
However, because of Rangitoto’s volcanic landscape and mountainous 
profile, some trails are rugged, and there are moments of steep 
climbing. In response, the Welcome Pavilion and Conservation Centre 
both have disability access, and the design is inclusive of all user 
groups, including the elderly and those with disabilities that would 
otherwise restrict the undertaking of the more challenging pathways 
of Rangitoto.

171 Roberts et al., “Kaitiakitanga: Maori perspectives on conservation,” Pacific Conservation Biology 2, no.1 
(1995): 7-20
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Fig 63. Site Map Physical Model - Showing Islington Bay site locations
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Despite a vast network of day walks existing already in New Zealand, 
very few have been developed to reveal the narratives of the site from 
the perspective of Māori. The architectural interventions along this 
track are an attempt at reinterpreting the existing infrastructure of 
New Zealand’s walking tracks to facilitate the coexistence of ecological 
and cultural conservation. Achieving this coexistence involves 
transforming visitor observation of the land to an outward viewpoint 
in order to promote a more intimate understanding of the land.

Elements of the final design specifically reference the narratives of 
the site, such as the information posts, and the information panels. 
In order to maximise the effectiveness of these design features, Ngāi 
Tai ki Tāmaki would be involved in the curation of appropriate visual 
or artistic approach in telling specific stories. The author has been 
in continual contact with Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki  regarding the idea of 
exercising architecture to facilitate a greater understanding of the 
ecological and cultural landscape. The intention throughout this 
thesis project has been to collaborate with Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki  to 
ensure the architecture designs are sensitive to cultural narrative 
and ancestral past. The undertakings of successful meetings and 
communication at various stages of the design process have allowed 
the designs to develop thoughtfully in order to embody Māori 
ancestral past and Māori future use of the island. Elements such as 
the fascia of the Welcome Pavilion and the carved information posts 
allow an opportunity for Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki  artists to display their 
whakapapa proudly, and demonstrate skilful techniques of Māori arts 
and craft. Displaying Māori craft incorporates the Te Aranga Māori 
design principle ‘mahi toi’, the “application of local iwi narratives 
through art and design.”172

172 “Maori Cultural Landscape Strategy,” Te Aranga, accessed September 27, 2019, http://www.tearanga.maori.
nz/index.php?m=3.





_6.1 WELCOME PAVILION
An Informative First Point of Arrival 
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Fig 64. Welcome Pavilion Floor Plan - Not to scale
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The Rangitoto Wharf Welcome Pavilion is the first architectural 
intervention in the design series and the first point of arrival for 
visitors to Rangitoto Island. The pavilion is welcoming, interactive 
and informative. The pavilion demonstrates an open and spacious 
design and is to be utilised by both day visitors and organised 
tour groups. In order to convey the cultural links to the landscape, 
local Māori artists will adorn the pavilion fascia and the rotating 
columns in the “forest of knowledge” with carvings. The “forest of 
knowledge” creates a longitudinal pull encouraging the public to 
interact with them as they continue on their journey of Rangitoto.

The proposed Welcome Pavilion readdresses the design of the 
existing Pavilion at Rangitoto Wharf and grasps at the opportunity 
to better connect the architecture to the surrounding landscape and 
educate visitors of the land they are about to explore. The existing 
pavilion is orientated awkwardly to the entrance pathway, and 
construction materials do not connect to the surrounding volcanic 
or coastal environment. In response to the existing orientation, 
the proposed Welcome Pavilion is positioned to span the width 
of the entrance pathway encouraging visitors to interact with 
the architecture whether by walking through the open “forest 
of knowledge” or through the main pavilion. The construction 
materials of the proposed Welcome Pavilion structure have been 
carefully considered to reflect the surrounding pōhutukawa forest 
and volcanic landscape. The main pavilion structure is of timber 
construction, with columns mimicking the form of the surrounding 
forest, and gabion walls filled with locally sourced scoria to further 
express the unique ecological landscape within the architecture’s 
materiality. 
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Fig 66, 67, 68. Welcome Pavilion Information Display Systems. Display boards (left, middle), Interactive information post (right)

Fig 65. Welcome Pavilion Perspective View - Looking towards Rangitoto Wharf
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While the current pavilion does not encourage public interaction 
and only a limited amount of information is on display, the proposed 
infrastructure will include various visual and sensory displays that 
encourage interaction and learning through play. The proposed 
pavilion situates itself sensitively within its context by weaving 
through and around the trees. Transparent maps of the walking 
trails are suspended between posts, with a map of Rangitoto Island, 
information about local birdlife and the human history of the 
island included. 

The existing pavilion structure is weathered and open, and as such 
visitors do not occupy the structure for long periods. In contrast, 
the proposed Welcome Pavilion will allow ample space for visitors 
to congregate. The seated area of the proposed design is located 
opposite the tidal pools that are often utilised by the public to swim 
in summer, allowing adults to supervise children swimming close 
by. The seated area also has an outdoor BBQ space and dishwashing 
area; however, due to New Zealand’s strict biosecurity regulations, 
this area will need to be monitored to ensure all rubbish is removed 
from the area after use.
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Fig 69. Welcome Pavilion Perspective View - Looking towards Rangitoto Summmit

Fig 70. Welcome Pavilion Perspective View - Looking through “Forest of Knowledge” towards Rangitoto Summit
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Further material use and a frequent reoccurrence throughout the 
series of architectural designs is the gabion wall constructed using 
the abundant scoria found on the volcanic island. The gabion wall 
structures are used in the walls but also smaller elements such as 
seating. In this way, the structural elements are used to connect 
the architecture to the earth and the surrounding landscape. The 
column structure of the pavilion is reflective of the expansive 
pōhutukawa forest it is located amongst. This structure is relatively 
literal; however, the pavilion structure is designed to be inclusive, 
used and understood by everyone. 

Metaphorically the Welcome Pavilion is the “front door” to unlocking 
Rangitoto’s walking trails. The pavilion is designed to redefine the 
typical “visitors centre” in order to link the narrative of place with 
the physical site. Its function reflects the waharoa at the end of 
Rangitoto Wharf, drawing on the notion of an entrance passage, 
preparing visitors for their journey into the landscape ahead. 
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Fig 71. Welcome Pavilion Front Elevation
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Fig 72. Welcome Pavilion Cross Section
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_6.2 PERETŪ’S PAVILION
Acknowledging the Māori Ancestor Peretū
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Fig 73. Peretū’s Pavilion Floor Plan - Not to scale
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The second architectural structure is Peretū’s pavilion. Peretū’s 
pavilion is located on an existing walking trail just off the summit 
walkway and along the path of a past lava flow that leads to the 
Rangitoto lava caves, a popular site of tourist visitation. 

The design of Peretū’s Pavilion is representative of the late Māori 
ancestor Peretū who was banished from neighbouring Motuatpu 
Island and became the first occupant of Rangitoto Island. Peretū is 
known for establishing a rāhui kaka/ parrot reserve and hence the 
forest of Rangitoto Island is also called “ngā huruhuru o peretū” or 
“the feathers of peretū”.173,174 The story of Peretū emphasises the 
importance of recognising nature as an entity to be cherished, and 
this is displayed in the pavilion’s structure as it takes the form of 
wings of the kaka in flight. Furthermore, the purpose of the new 
pavilion design is to inform visitors of the rich Māori heritage 
present on Rangitoto Island and bind cultural narrative to the 
visitor experience. 

173 “About Rangitoto Island,” Te Haerenga, accessed May 2, 2019. http://tehaerenga.nz/about-te-haerenga/
about-rangitoto-island/.

174 Brown, Interview, July 2019
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Fig 74. Peretū’s Pavilion Perspective View - Looking from Bottom Entrance
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The scoria filled gabion walls framing the pavilion flow down the 
path of the lava flow resultant from the eruption of Rangitoto some 
600 years ago, and demonstrate a strong connection to the earth. 
The gabion walls designed to a height that allows visitors to sit and 
relax awhile upon arrival. The design of the gabion seats follows the 
fall of the topography, giving the structure a playful shape that will 
encourage children and visitors to interact with the pavilion. 

Just as the design connects with the earth, the roof similarly reaches 
out to the sky, and the wings reach out to the surrounding forest and 
birdlife. The wings also follow the topography of the site, opening 
up as the visitor walks down through the structure. The opening 
of the structure is representative of the kaka in-flight conveying 
an element of freedom and elevation within the design. The three-
winged structures of Peretū’s Pavilion represent the three peaks 
that make up Rangitoto Island’s iconic profile. These three peaks 
also relate to the Māori ancestor Peretū and his three fingers; as 
such Rangitoto is also referred to as “Ngā pona toru o Peretū” or 
“The three knuckles of Peretū”.175 Having three fingers was not 
considered to be a deformity in Māori mythology, and was instead 
thought to represent his descent from a reptile god ancestor.176 

175  “About Rangitoto Island.”

176  Ibid.
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Fig 76. Peretū’s Pavilion Exploded Structural Diagram Fig 77. Peretū’s Pavilion Sound Post

Fig 75. Peretū’s Pavilion Water Catchment Diagram

Fig 76. Peretū’s Pavilion Exploded Structural Diagram Fig 77. Peretū’s Pavilion Sound Post

Fig 75. Peretū’s Pavilion Water Catchment Diagram
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The winged structures present an opportunity for water catchment 
and can be used to collect water for visitors who have journeyed to 
the structure. In the summer months Rangitoto is hot and dry, and 
having a source of drinking water attached to the structure would 
be beneficial to those hiking up the volcanic terrain.

The information posts displayed at the structures entry and exit 
represent pouwhenua and further activate the landscape by 
personifying the kaka motif. The posts will generate the kaka’s call 
and are designed to stimulate the surrounding forest and connect 
the visitor directly to the natural environment and wildlife.

Peretū’s Pavilion is designed to inform visitors of the importance of 
both preserving Māori cultural narrative and ecological beauty of 
the landscape. By informing the public of the deeper associations of 
the land, it aims to engrain positive and proactive thinking around 
the importance of both cultural and ecological conservation. 
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Fig 78.  Peretū’s Pavilion Perspective View - Looking from Top Entrance
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Fig 79. Peretū’s Pavilion Front Elevation
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Fig 80. Peretū’s Pavilion Longitudinal Section
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_6.3 GARDINERS GAP BRIDGE
Joining Motutapu and Rangitoto Islands
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Fig 81. Gardiners Gap Bridge Floor Plan - Not to scale
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The third design in the architectural series is the re-design of the 
existing Gardiners Gap Bridge. Gardiners Gap Bridge is located 
in Islington Bay and is the physical connection point between 
Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands. The re-design of Gardiners Gap 
Bridge continues the cultural narrative of Peretū and his banishment 
from neighbouring Motutapu Island. The bridge structure and 
material colour is representative of the kaka at different stages of 
flight, conveying progression not only of Peretū’s journey but the 
progression of visitors to a different landscape. 

The three “bird-like” structures also give reference to Peretū’s 
three fingers that were considered at this time to be a sign of his 
descent from a reptile god ancestor, as mentioned previously.177   
The structures rise from the water, and each winged construction 
grows taller in the direction of Rangitoto. This growth is not the 
only representative of the flight path of the kaka, but also the 
journey of Peretū from Motutapu to Rangitoto. Furthermore, this 
progression is demonstrated in the colour and form of the wings, 
as the structure grows progressively darker and further extended 
towards Rangitoto.

177  “About Rangitoto Island,” Te Haerenga, accessed May 2, 2019. http://tehaerenga.nz/about-te-haerenga/
about-rangitoto-island/.
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Fig 83, 84, 85. Gardiners Gap Bridge Exploded Structural Diagram - Expansion of structure, like a bird in flight

Fig 82. Gardiners Gap Bridge Perspective View - Looking towards Rangitoto
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The developed bridge design also emphasises the past farming 
practices of Motutapu Island and the development of New Zealand 
in the 19th century away from forestry and whaling of the past, 
to the current climate of ecological awareness.178  The physical 
difference between Rangitoto and Motutapu Island is noticeable 
when walking from one landscape to the next, as the island’s 
although connected by a small causeway have two very different 
conditions and stories relating to the landscape. However, the 
bridge acts to connect the islands and imply the collective goal of 
both islands towards successful conservation practice. 

The bridge is constructed from scoria gabion walls and timber 
slat negatives. The bridge is representative of the contrasting 
landscapes it connects, and each bridge railing further displays this. 
The railing on the left-hand side is the negative design of the railing 
on the right, with the gabion and timber orientations reversed.

The overall form of the bridge dips and then rises to the land. This 
structural shape allows a visual connection between the bridge and 
the water below. The flooring of the bridge is made from spaced 
kwila decking with grooves up; this provides an escape for water 
and a safer grip for visitors using the infrastructure.

178 Miller et al., “Ark 2020: A conservation vision for Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands,” Journal of the Royal 
Society of New Zealand 24, no. 1 (1994): 65-90. 65-90
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Fig 86. Gardiners Gap Bridge Perspective View - Looking towards Rangitoto
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The materials used for the bridge will undoubtedly weather over 
time, hence strengthening the connection to the surrounding 
coastal environment. The bridge, as well as the other designs in 
the architectural series, will need to be maintained by workers/ 
Department of Conservation staff on the island to ensure the 
longevity of the infrastructure.

Similar to Peretū’s Pavilion, the proposed Gardiners Gap re-design 
has been carefully crafted to inform visitors of the importance of 
the underlying Māori cultural narrative and connection to the 
natural landscape. By crossing the bridge and interacting with the 
architecture, the public will gain a more informed understanding of 
Māori cultural narrative and the contrasting ecological landscapes 
they are venturing between.
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Fig 87. Gardiners Gap Bridge Perspective View - Looking towards Motutapu
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Fig 88. Gardiners Gap Bridge Front Elevation
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Fig 89. Gardiners Gap Bridge Longitudinal Section
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_6.4 YANKEE WHARF LOOKOUT
Appreciating the Natural Landscape
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Fig 90. Yankee Wharf Lookout Floor Plan - Not to scale
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Yankee Wharf Lookout is situated along the existing coastal walking 
trail approximately 20 minutes walk from Islington Bay, at a fork 
that joins the coastal walk and the Yankee Wharf trail. The lookout 
is the fourth architectural design in the series and is designed 
to coexist amongst the natural environment and highlight the 
unique ecological beauty that can be found in Rangitoto’s volcanic 
landscape. The lookout frames a view to Motutapu and emphasises 
the different geography and ecology between the joint landscapes.

The lookout acts as a shaded space for visitors to rest and relax 
along the walking trail. It also marks a path that continues to the 
proposed Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research 
Centre, the final design of the series. The design carries the same 
material philosophy as the Welcome Pavilion with the moulded 
scoria panels and columns reaching out to connect to the 
surrounding environment.
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Fig 91. Yankee Wharf Lookout Perspective View - Looking towards Motutapu

Fig 92, 93. Yankee Wharf Lookout Structural Diagrams. Tree canopy structure (left), volcanic structure right)
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Although the islands 3,800-hectare volcanic environment appears 
inhospitable for the growth of plant life, the island has more than 
200 species of native trees and flowering plants, and the largest 
pōhutakawa forest in the world.179 The columns of the lookout 
structure give reference to the Pōhutakawa forest and act to blend 
the architecture into its surrounding environment. Additionally, 
the precast concrete and scoria feature panel encases the lookout 
and acts to frame an outlook to Motutapu and highlight the unique 
volcanic landscape as a tactile element of design, providing the 
public with a direct connection to the volcanic site.  

The design of Yankee Wharf Lookout takes the unique environmental 
conditions of Rangitoto’s Island landscape and fuses them into an 
architecture that celebrates environmental unity. Furthermore, 
through the design and construction of the lookout, Rangitoto’s 
natural environment is personified, enabling visitors to understand 
and become physically immersed in the ecological landscape. The 
lookout will also include information panels to present the public 
with an opportunity to better understand the landscape. As the 
framed view looks to Motutapu Island, the information panels will 
highlight areas of Māori cultural significance on the adjacent island 
such as the carving of Taikehu and the Sundae archaeological site.

The lookout is designed for the public to gain a greater appreciation 
and understanding of the natural scenery and understand the 
importance of preserving nature for future generations.

179 Fraser et al., Biosecurity awareness of ferry passengers travelling to islands in the Hauraki Gulf, New 
Zealand, 2016, 4
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Fig 94. Yankee Wharf Lookout Perspective View - Looking towards Rangitoto
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Fig 95. Yankee Wharf Lookout Perspective View - Looking towards Motutapu
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Fig 96. Yankee Wharf Lookout Cross Section
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_6.5 YANKEE WHARF 
CONSERVATION RESEARCH 
AND EDUCATION CENTRE
Educating the Public of Important Conservation Work
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Fig 67. Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research Centre Floor Plan - Not to scale
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Yankee Wharf marks a historic mine testing base created on 
Rangitoto Island during the period of WWII.180 However, despite its 
military past, the future use of the site calls for a transformation. 
The proposed Conservation Education and Research Centre 
will transform the site from a site of military defence to a site of 
ecological defence.  

The construction of the Conservation Centre references the same 
material philosophy as the Welcome Pavilion with the gabion 
walls and columns reaching out to connect to the surrounding 
environment. The building consists of an open public classroom, a 
Department of Conservation office with an adjoining private native 
plant nursery, public gardens and gathering space.

180 Lowe et al., Rangitoto Island field trip, Auckland, 1-56
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Fig 98. Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research Centre Perspective View - Community Garden

Fig 99. Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research Centre Perspective View - Classroom
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The design of the Conservation Centre aims to encourage public 
interaction within the ecological conservation work that is 
underway on both Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands, and henceforth 
educating the public of the importance of continued environmental 
conservation.

The location of the Conservation Centre is based on discussions 
with James Brown of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki and the possible creation 
of a conservation college on Motutapu Island. However, as there 
is no Department of Conservation field office on Rangitoto Island, 
an opportunity arose to design a building on the existing Yankee 
Wharf military site. The design of the Conservation Centre will 
transform the original military site to function as a workspace for 
DOC and volunteers, as well as facilitate day visitors and organised 
presentations.  
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Fig 100. Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research Centre Perspective View - Looking towards classroom  
from entrance

Fig 101. Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research Centre Perspective View - Aviary Alternative.
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The building is easily accessible by work vehicle as there are 
existing roadways to Yankee wharf and ferry access to Islington 
Bay Wharf, approximately 20 minutes from Yankee Wharf. Yankee 
Wharf has an existing wharf that can be utilised by DOC and Ngāi 
Tai ki Tāmaki to dock smaller private boats. 

The Conservation Centre, like the Rangitoto Wharf Welcome 
Pavilion, can be utilised by all members of the public as the 
architecture provides disability access. Because many of the walking 
trails on Rangitoto are too difficult for the elderly or those with 
a disability, the Conservation Centre provides an inclusive space 
where everyone is able to be involved and learn of the Rangitoto 
Island’s unique culture and ecology.

With reference to a day-trip to Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands 
upon the completion of the designed architectural sites with James 
Brown, design functions were brought to light that could be altered 
to better suit the conservation work on the islands of Rangitoto 
and Motutapu. Because Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands were 
declared pest-free in 2011, both have become a haven for native 
birds including the saddleback, tūī, and kaka. As such, a suggested 
alteration of the Conservation Centre design was to utilise the 
space dedicated to the proposed plant as an aviary to house native 
birds in the quarantine period before they can be released onto 
Motutapu Island.181,182   

If this critique were to be explored further, the location of the 
facility would be reconsidered and re-located to a flat grass bank 
on Motutapu directly after Gardiners Gap Bridge in Islington Bay. 
The repositioning will not affect the functionality of the building as 
a Research Centre, and there will still be a vehicle and boat access. 
The only disruption to the previous scheme is that the facility will 
no longer transform a military base; the building will still, however, 
act as an environmental defence.

181 Miller et al., “Ark 2020: A conservation vision for Rangitoto and Motutapu lands,” Journal of the Royal 
Society of New Zealand 24, no. 1 (1994): 65-90.

182 James Brown, Interview and Excursion to Rangitoto and Motutapu, 11 November 2019.
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Fig 102. Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research Centre Perspective Elevation - Looking towards Rangitoto
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Fig 102. Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research Centre Perspective Elevation - Looking towards Rangitoto
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Fig 103. Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research Centre Cross Section - Looking through public garden
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Fig 104. Yankee Wharf Conservation Education and Research Centre Cross Section - Looking through DOC office and private nursery
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CONCLUSION
Architecture to Facilitate the Coexistence between 
Cultural and Ecological Conservation
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Fig 105. Project Design Overview
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The initial research of Mōhio ki te Whenua centred around concern 
for the damaging impact on New Zealand’s environment, more 
specifically the environmental decline of the Hauraki Gulf. However, 
further research uncovered the naivety of many visitors when arriving 
to a new landscape, with a majority of the public not understanding 
sites of cultural significance. The architectural brief then shifted to 
propose an architectural typology that actively included the cultural 
significance of the land in conjunction with ecological conservation 
work. The question, “Is architecture able to facilitate the coexistence 
between cultural and ecological conservation on conservation island 
estates in the Hauraki Gulf?” was devised to structure the thesis 
research and architectural response, and the architectural response of 
this thesis has shown it is possible.

Chapter one, “Nature and Culture in the Hauraki Gulf”, examined 
the inherent tension developed as a result of managing cultural 
and natural heritage on conservation island estates. This chapter 
highlighted the historical and philosophical basis of the thesis and 
examined the human perception of the site in relation to the natural 
environment. The thesis subsequently questioned the validity of the 
100% Pure New Zealand campaign and called for the development of 
tourism facilities and infrastructure to respond to both the increasing 
demand of tourism and the preservation of the natural and cultural 
environment. Thesis research determined a “pure” New Zealand 
experience should not only reflect New Zealand’s precious ecological 
landscape but also respect tangata whenua and educate visitors about 
the cultural significance of the land. Mōhio ki te Whenua proposed that 
through architectural design, the pursuit of coalescence between the 
natural and cultural significance of the land could be achieved.

The second chapter, “The Importance of Understanding the Land”, 
highlighted the benefits of including human activity in conservation 
framework and discussed Rotoroa Island as a local precedent 
demonstrating conservation success. Furthermore, Rotoroa Island 
Exhibition Centre was discussed as an architectural typology used 
to contain historical information. However, Mōhio ki te Whenua 
argued for an “inside out” approach to understanding the land in 
order to merge elements of nature, human history, and architecture. 
A disconnect between visitor and landscape was explored further in 
lookout infrastructure on the island. Although the infrastructure was 
critiqued for inadequately engaging visitors beyond the natural beauty 
of the landscape, the thesis research did not intend to eliminate the 
pleasure of viewing the natural environment but instead promoted 
the landscape as a place to learn from and care about.  

Concluding Mōhio ki te Whenua
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The following chapter “The Motu – Rangitoto and Motutapu 
Islands” discussed the islands extensive natural and human 
history and uncovered the importance of the land as a place of 
nature, but also a place of human activity. Chapter three informed 
a design methodology that focused on connecting people and the 
land by critiquing the position of architecture within the natural 
realm, with reference to the Rangitoto Bach community. Although 
architecture and human activity had been seen as impurities within 
nature, the chapter argued that architecture plays an essential role 
in the promotion and education of the landscape.

Chapter four “Cultural Investigation” demonstrated the 
importance of referencing the cultural narrative of the land. The 
chapter discusses the information acquired by meeting with Mr 
James Brown of Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki and the application of cultural 
narrative into architectural design. The chapter focused on a shift 
from a theoretical critique to exploration as the research revealed 
the rich and complex social and cultural history of the site. 

Chapter five saw the coexistence of architecture, nature and 
culture to establish a foundation for design principles. The making 
and design process of mapping, model making and hand-drawing 
dealt with the translation of stories, typically understood verbally 
or through text. By translating those narratives into forms, the 
resultant architecture progressed to connect people with the 
land. The materiality and the physical connection to the land 
became important mechanisms in narrating cultural stories. The 
conceptual thinking informed conditions in which architecture and 
nature can coexist to achieve a greater understanding of site, and 
this progressed to form the final design of Part 2: Design Response. 

Chapter six exhibited the developed architectural designs that 
reacted to the research question. Five designs were mapped along 
significant points of the Rangitoto Island walking tracks and 
informed specific history and mythology that related to a particular 
site. The design response acknowledged Rangitoto Island as a 
complex landscape and did not attempt to educate tourists about 
every aspect of Māori worldview but instead, focused on educating 
visitors about the specific connection between Māori and Rangitoto 
Island.
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Mōhio ki te Whenua has established a testing ground for a new 
approach to understanding the landscape in which both ecological 
and cultural values can coexist. Through the incorporation 
of Kaitiakitanga and Whakapapa values, new architectural 
interventions were designed along the existing Rangitoto Island 
walking tracks. The designs encouraged the understanding of the 
inherent relationship between Māori and the land. The outcome 
of the design response was a proposition that called for the 
acknowledgement of Māori cultural association with the land and 
allowed visitors to approach the landscape with a more informed 
cultural view. Through the weaving together of theoretical research, 
precedent study, and concept design making methodology, Mōhio ki 
te Whenua has revealed that architecture has the ability to change 
the way people observe and interact with the landscape. 

Throughout the research of Mōhio ki te Whenua, advice was sought 
from Ngāi Tai ki Tāmaki concerning the cultural appropriateness of 
the architectural designs to Rangitoto Island. The design response 
has been regarded as a positive addition to the island and serious 
consideration is being given to implementing the project on the 
island.

Mōhio ki te Whenua Project Reflection
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APPENDIx
Final Presentation Images and Models
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Mōhio ki te Whenua Final Presentation

Fig 106. Final Design Presentation
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Mōhio ki te Whenua Final Presentation

Fig 107, 108. Final Presentation Pin-up
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Final Presentation Layout

Fig 109. Final Presentation - Overview



189Mōhio ki te Whenua

Final Presentation Layout

Fig 110. Final Presentation - Welcome Pavilion
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Final Presentation Layout

Fig 111. Final Presentation - Peretū’s Pavilion
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Final Presentation Layout

Fig 112. Final Presentation - Gardiners Gap Bridge
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Final Presentation Board Layout

Fig 113. Final Presentation - Yankee Wharf Lookout
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Final Presentation Board Layout

Fig 114. Final Presentation - Yankee Wharf Conservation Centre
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Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands
Site Model

Fig 115. Site model birds  
eye view

Fig 116. Site model 
birds eye view 
Rangitoto Island
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Rangitoto and Motutapu Islands
Site Model

Fig 117. Site model close 
up, Rangitoto Wharf

Fig 118. Site model close 
up, Islington Bay
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Rangitoto Wharf Welcome Pavilion  
Physical Model

Fig 119. Welcome 
Pavilion
Front Elevation

Fig 120. Welcome 
Pavilion 
Entry Perspective
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Rangitoto Wharf Welcome Pavilion  
Physical Model

Fig 121. Welcome 
Pavilion
Entry Pavilion

Fig 122. Welcome 
Pavilion
Forest of Knowledge
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Peretū’s Pavilion Physical Model

Fig 123. Peretū’s 
Pavilion Entry 
Perspective View

Fig 124. Peretū’s 
Pavilion
Elevated Perspective
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Peretū’s Pavilion Physical Model

Fig 125. Peretū’s 
Pavilion
Side Perspective View

Fig 126. Peretū’s 
Pavilion
Side Perspective View
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Gardiners Gap Bridge Physical Model

Fig 127. Gardiners Gap 
Bridge Perspective View

Fig 128. Gardiners Gap 
Bridge Perspective View    
Looking Towards              
Rangitoto
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Gardiners Gap Bridge Physical Model

Fig 129. Gardiners Gap 
Bridge Perspective View    
Looking Towards           
Motutapu

Fig 130. Gardiners Gap 
Bridge Front Elevation
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Yankee Wharf Lookout Physical Model

Fig 131. Yankee Wharf 
Lookout Side  
Perspective

Fig 132. Yankee Wharf 
Lookout Side  
Perspective
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Yankee Wharf Lookout Physical Model

Fig 133. Yankee Wharf 
Lookout Elevation

Fig 134. Yankee Wharf 
Lookout Entry View
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Yankee Wharf Conservation Education  
and Research Centre Physical Model

Fig 135.  Conservation 
Centre Elevated View

Fig 136. Conservation 
Classroom
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Yankee Wharf Conservation Education  
and Research Centre Physical Model

Fig 137. Conservation 
Centre Entry 
View                  

Fig 138. Conservation 
Centre Entry Pathway
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