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Recordings rolling from 60’s Upper Hutt
Upper Hutt City Library has been recording oral histories about life in 
the area during the 1960s, to mark the 50th anniversary of cityhood. Ray 
Ahipene-Mercer (Ngãti Kahungunu) has been one of the participants - 
pictured above in the Upper Hutt College band The Crescendos c.1964. 
Five years later he was sporting long hair and flares as lead guitarist of the 
Dedikation, at the Loxene Golden Disc award (right). Other interviewees 
include businessman and city councillor Colin Gibbs, and teacher Audrey 
Harper. You can hear more from Ray on page 2, and sample interviews 
from this ongoing project at http://uhcl.recollect.co.nz/nodes/view/24810.  
Caren Wilton, Oral History Assistant, Upper Hutt City Library. 

Bathing Pavilion gets new lease of life
Petone’s Settlers Museum was built in 1940 for the centenary of the New 
Zealand Company landing at Petone beach. Its recent upgrade has  
divided the building into two main rooms, entered through a magnificent 

front entrance tower, and seen the addition of new windows 
to the sea. The western room covers the early 1800s with 
exhibits on Mana Whenua, the early chiefs and the Te Puni 
settlement, plus models of early ships of the New Zealand 
Company. The eastern room focuses on Petone as a working 
town with many new displays from Petone’s early industrial 
days following its railway development in 1870. Featured are 
Lever Bros (latterly Unilever) - makers of Sunlight soap, Rinso 
and Persil - General Motors, Gear Meat, Griffins, and Carey’s 
Drapery (left). Host Jagoda Karac’Ivanov said the museum 
is enjoying an influx of local and overseas visitors since the 
upgrade. Jen Boland will give a talk about the revamp project 
on 11 July at 7.30pm. https://petonesettlers.org.nz/.  
Phil Parnell, Chair, WRHPC.

Thanks to the many contributors to this issue, which is generously funded 
by The Lion Foundation and Members Subscriptions. We are always 
interested to hear what you have been doing. Anne Taylor, Editor.  
E: editor@wrhpc.org.nz T: 06 304 7271 M: 027 489 0704.

Today

“Once we got into long 
hair, we broke right 
out....Chiffon scarves 

....sailors’ bell bottoms from naval 
shops, that kind of stuff....”  
Ray Ahipene-Mercer, musician and 
Wellington City Councillor. 

Above: The Crescendos (from left) are 
Mike Martin, Ray Ahipene-Mercer, Wayne 
Clifford-Marsh, Graham Harvey; obscured 
at right, Graeme Collins. Read more from 
Ray on page 2.
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Funding secured for Christ Church heritage museum 
The newly established Christ Church Cottage Museum Trust recently re-
ceived seed funding of $40,000 from Hutt City Council to secure the sec-
tion adjacent to the historic Taita church. Built in 1854, the Taita church 
is the oldest church in the Wellington region and one of the oldest in its 
original condition in New Zealand. At left is an architect’s concept drawing 
of the Heritage Centre proposed for the site. For further information or 
to make donations to the Trust, contact John Daysh E: john@unicef.org.nz 
/ T: 04 815 9370 (work) / T: 04 977 2055 (home).  
www.christ-church.org.nz. 

Back to childhood at KM House & Garden 
Currently on display at the Katherine Mansfied House & Garden is Cap-
turing Katherine, an exhibition featuring childhood objects that inspired 
Katherine’s most well-known stories. You can see a ‘Little Lamp’ similar to 
the one that starred in her famous story The Doll’s House, along with music 
written by Katherine for a childhood sweetheart. The exhibition runs until 
2 October. KMH&G is also running a short story writing competition for 
Year 12 and 13 students. With “a $500 fortune” as top prize, entrants 
need to send their stories by Friday 12 August.  
www.katherinemansfield.com.
 

Second print run for 
Petone history book
The team who launched Sun, 
Sand & Sweat - Recollections of 
a seaside village is celebrating a 
second print run having sold 200 
copies at outlets throughout 
Petone on 5 August. The book 
is a compilation of oral history 
spanning the 1900s to 1950s, 
gathered from residents over 20 years by Petone Historical Society. Priced 
at $25, you can order your copy from editor Barbara Scott.  
E: petonehistories@gmail.com. See Calendar page 7.

Full house for Michael Houstoun Anzac fundraiser
Last month around 250 people attended a recital by the eminent pianist 
at Featherston’s Anzac Hall, built 100 years ago to entertain soldiers 
from the Military Training Camp. Michael delighted the crowd with his 
programme of Bach, Brahms, Poulenc and Fauré. Following the recital, 
a Devonshire cream tea was served in the adjoining Kiwi Hall. Michael 
donated his performance fee to the fundraising effort to erect a Paul 
Dibble Sculpture in the town to commemorate the Camp. “It is admirable 
that the citizens of Featherston will honour the history of the military 
camp with a major public work of art. Paul Dibble is a wonderful sculptor 
and there is a powerful spirit in many of his works.” The Featherston 
Camp Sculpture Trust has now raised almost $90,000 towards the 
sculpture. info@featherstoncampsculpture.org /  
www.featherstoncampsculpture.org. Jean McDowall, Secretary, FCMT.

“Suddenly one 
of the girls next 
door was not at 
home any more. 

And when I asked 
my mother where 

she was, my mother 
just said, ‘She’s gone away.’ And I was 
to find out, of course, that like many 
girls, ‘gone away’ was a euphemism 
for she was pregnant and she’d been 
sent somewhere to have the baby. Now 
that happened with a number of girls 
at college. They eventually came back, 
shattered. I remember quite spirited 
girls came back as if they’d had a 
lobotomy. It affected them forever.

There was a heck of a lot of young 
people thrown together. Lots of young 
families. Not a lot to do. Pictures, but 
that’s about it. But you had all this 
teenage energy.  While there was music 
already developing in cafés and things 
in Wellington, Wellington was a long 
way to come for a kid in those days. 
First of all, hardly any of our parents 
had cars. There were limited train 
services. So there was that whole deal 
about making your own fun. 

...some of the churches, to their credit, 
ran dances on a Friday night. It was a 
huge deal to go to a dance on a Friday 
night – and eventually we managed 
to get on the bill, our school band. Of 
course when we became the Dedikation 
we were headlining round New 
Zealand....Dwight’s Canvas Goods in 
Upper Hutt made us this leather stuff 
with fringes....We took them photos 
of overseas bands – ‘Can you make 
that?’ So they did.  
Ray Ahipene-Mercer.



David and Robbie of DAC Group installing a sign marking 
the camp reservoir.
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Anthony Dreaver on 
the new walkway. 

On 30 May 2016 (which Americans call Memorial Day), the 
Kapiti US Marines Trust opened the Camp Mackay Walk 
which takes in seven sites marking events of 1942–43. Kau-
matua Taku Parai and Don Te Maipi blessed the venture and 
the United States Ambassador Mark Gilbert unveiled the 
introductory panel. The land holds many stories...

Early history
Before the arrival of Pakeha, the land was a wetland forest. 
You could paddle a waka from Paekakariki to Raumati, har-
vesting eels, pigeon, kaka and other birds along the way. The 
terrace of what would become Camp Mackay boasted excel-
lent garden soil, and Ngati Toa and Te Atiawa grew bracken, 
kumara, potatoes and grain to feed local iwi.
 
In 1859 the Crown bought most of the land, right back to 
the mountains. New farmers cleared the forest and drained 
most of the wetlands for grazing. Wellington investors built a 
railway from Wellington to the Manawatu, connecting villages 
such as Paekakariki and Paraparaumu.

The U.S. connection
Then in 1942, New Zealand was under threat. Would invad-
ers land on Whareroa Beach to isolate the capital city? On 
16 June 1942, with our army far away in North Africa, men 
of the 1st Marine Division detrained at Paekakariki Railway 
Station (which today houses an interesting exhibit on the pe-
riod) and marched to Camp Mackay, which had been created 
in around six weeks by the Public Works Department and 
hundreds of contractors. Camp Paekakariki and Camp Russell 
soon followed. 

Suddenly the district was transformed. The few hundred New 
Zealand residents were outnumbered by thousands of young 
Americans. The government decreed that all the land from 
Paekakariki to Paraparaumu would be a huge training ground. 
The dunes were bulldozed into parade grounds. Water, 
power and sewerage were laid down. The government paid 
rent to the owners and promised to compensate them for 
any damage. The farmers had to shift their livestock, abandon 
several houses and make way for trucks, jeeps, tanks, guns 
and hordes of armed men who sounded like film stars. 

Peace restored
Two years later it all went quiet. Lands & Survey operated 
Camp Mackay as a public education and recreation farm park 
until 1987. In 2003, Whareroa Guardians was formed by 
locals to resist private development. Today it is managed by 
DoC, while the Guardians protect plants and birdlife.

In the footsteps of the M arines
Kapiti has a new heritage trail that retraces a dramatic 
story, writes Anthony Dreaver of the Kapiti US 
Marines Trust.  

“Suddenly the district was transformed. 
The few hundred New Zealand 
residents were outnumbered by 

thousands of young Americans.... who sounded 
like film stars.”

Camp Mackay Walk
The Camp Mackay Walk shows you how and where the 
Marines camped, where they danced with Wellington 
girls, the elaborate water and sewerage systems that 
served the camp, and how farm buildings became military 
facilities. Informational signs were devised by Anthony 
Dreaver of Kapiti US Marines Trust, and the project was 
backed by Transpower. The walk takes about an hour on 
well-formed paths. An attractive variation is to follow 
the Forest Loop through a mature stand of kohekohe. 
Direction markers show where to go. This Walk will 
delight people of all ages.

The Kapiti US Marines Trust
A new member of the Discover Kapiti Heritage group, 
the Trust was formed in 2009 by locals to preserve World 
War II US Armed Forces history from 1942-1944 in the 
Kapiti district. Our focus is Camps Russell, Mackay and 
Paekakariki history but we also have an interest in Marines 
camps in other parts of the Wellington region, and in the 
social history and friendships between Kiwis and Ameri-
cans during this brief but all-important encounter. 

Our next project is to renovate and furnish a WWII hut 
and place it on a designated area in Queen Elizabeth Park, 
with the help of Kapiti Menzshed and conservation archi-
tect Chris Cochrane. Read more at: http://marinenz.com. 

Getting there:
Leave State Highway 
1 at the brown 
sign for Queen 
Elizabeth Park 
but turn right 
under the over-
bridge to enter 
Whareroa 
Farm, known to 
the US Marines 
as ‘Camp Mac-
kay’s Crossing’.
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A morning at H utt City 
Council A rchives
Gathering official records is an ancient activity, 
dating back to the third millenium BC and clay 
tablets from Syria and Egypt. But in the 21st 
century, it’s all about digitisation and making 
materials accessible to the public. 

Jennie Henton, City Archivist opens the door to her 
workplace at Hutt City Council Archives.  
Story by Anne Taylor.

It’s the start of another busy day at the Archives just off the 
Hutt Road when I meet Jennie. A large group of staff from 

Petone Community Library is being shown around the 440 sq 
metre temperature-controlled storage space, reflecting the 
way the two organisations are working collaboratively, with 
plans to possibly share a facility in the future. 
 
Jennie is reviewing some recent work - charred official 
documents that were rescued from a fire in 1985 at the then 
Petone Borough Council. “This is a map from the late 1950s,” 
she says, showing me the damaged papers pictured above. 
“I’ve been working with a conservator 
to stabilise the paper then digitise 
it so that it can be accessible to the 
public.....This council is quite special 
because it has put resources into 
its own dedicated archive for what 
was a very early settlement in New 
Zealand’s history.”
 
Another recent job gives some idea of the hours involved 
in this area - and highlights the need for  volunteers to help 
the four permanent staff. “We worked on a 300 page minute 
book which had to be disbound and stabilised so that all the 
typed pages could be scanned one by one,” says Jennie. The 
end result, neatly bound between hard covers, looks pristine 
as it rests in its custom-made acid-free box in the storage 
area.
 
Materials at the Archives date back to the 1870s and include 
maps, plans and records of local authorities, plus a small Continued pg 5

number of community archives such as school records for 
the Hutt region. Aerial photographs of the region from the 
1930s onwards are an interesting aspect of the collection, 
and rate books can reveal a wealth of information if you have 
a key date, surname or address. If your area of interest is 
Lower Hutt, you’re in luck as these date back to the 1880s! 
 
Jennie has assisted local historians, genealogists, writers and 
filmmakers over the years, including Warwick Johnson who 
has been researching the local woollen industry and the 
history of Jackson Street. She can also advise local historical 

societies. “There is a real interest in 
this area now that so much is available 
online and people can easily access 
information from around the world,” 
she says. 
 
Jennie has recently been developing 
the online Hutt Heritage Wiki which 
will tell local stories with links to 

Council information such as archives,  cemeteries and 
heritage material. “It will enable people to access information 
on the web and in the future, will provide an online platform 
for community involvement in archive projects.”
 
Jennie is keen to make it easier for customers to access 
information held by the Hutt City Council and thereby 
benefit their communities and businesses. “And to involve 
community in archive description projects that will use their 
knowledge and so build a sense of community and pride in 
who they are.”  

“We worked on a 300 
page minute book 
which had to be 

disbound and stabilised so that all 
the typed pages could be scanned 
one by one...”



A Wellington pilgrimmage
I have always admired the lovely 
building high up above Wellington 
Harbour - St Gerard’s Monastery.  
My late father was GERARD so 

another reason why I had to visit! 
I had the chance recently with the 

Tranzit Travel Club here in Wairarapa. 

We saw the sights around Mt Victoria, 
then moved on to the iconic monastery. 
We were shown into the church and 
admired the stained glass windows. The 
building reminded me of my lovely old school Virgo Fidelis Convent School in 
Upper Norwood, near Crystal Palace in London (above). It was also a Gothic Style, 
built in 1848, and I started there as a boarder aged seven. We finished the day in 
Wellington with a visit to Parliament, so had a great day’s outing.  
Adele Pentony-Graham, Clareville Taphophile.

The Archives’ 
climate-controlled  
storage facility.
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Continued from pg 4
 
The idea came from the United States Archives, part of 
Obama’s policy of open government, and has been very 
successful. Unlike Wikipedia, the Hutt City Council will 
maintain some controls around its use, which it will be 
discussing with interested groups and individuals. 

The Hutt City Council Archives has digitised 4% of its 
archives, including photographs, property files and minute 
books which people can now access on the web using its 
iportal. The Wiki will be another valuable tool for enabling 
the general public to find material and will act as a knowledge 
base for Council staff.
 
Views from the top
Jennie discovered the rewards of historical research while 
working at Archives NZ after graduating with a diploma in 
arts and history from Victoria University. A keen climber, she 
got the idea for her own research project while on a holiday 
in Wales. 

“I met these older women who had climbed in the Himalayas 
in the early 1900s and I thought there must be women back 
in New Zealand with interesting stories to tell - I’m going 
to find out.” She gained sesquicentennial funding in 1990 
which enabled her to travel round the country conducting 
oral histories with around 20 women. She is interested in 
local politics and has enjoyed finding out about the history 
of the Hutt and enaging with the community in outreach and 
exhibitions as part of her job. 

High tech Archive 
• View Hutt Heritage Wiki Wiki at: http://huttheritage.gen.nz/index.php?title=Alexander_Cowie
• The HCC Archives’ online catalogue can be accessed via the HCC website at http://iportal.huttcity.govt.nz. 
• The Heritage Centre at Petone Community Library offers free access to databases including www.ancestry.com. 
Hutt City Council Archives, Unit 6, Birchwood Park, 487 Hutt Rd, Lower Hutt
Open Tues, Weds, Fri by appointment. T: 04 589 0460 / E: hccarchives@huttcity.govt.nz
www.huttcity.govt.nz
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F eatherston M useum

“Every day is different,” says Phil, who covers the weekend 
opening hours once a month, along with a roster of 11 other 
volunteers. “We have school groups from around the lower 
North Island, young tourists from Belgium - Featherston is 
twinned with Messines - and visitors from  Japan.” 

The themed section on Featherston’s WW2 Japanese POW 
Camp, where 48 prisoners and one guard were killed in 
an incident in 1943, is inevitably a talking point and can be 
polarising - along with the section on the WW1 Military 
Camp. “We have been accused of glorifying war but I see it 
as trying to make people remember so we don’t make the 
same mistakes again,” says Phil. 

Two kit bags stand side by side, one with the name T F 
Woodcock (who fought in WW1) and the other named for 
his son - D F Woodcock, who served in WW2 - highlighting 
the terrible cost of the conflicts. The Museum also features 
themed sections on Messines (Featherston’s twin town in 
Belgium), general history of Featherston, and a 1928 Vintage 
Model A Ford fire engine.  

The Museum is next to the town’s Library and the Fell 
Museum, and housed in the old Waiorongomai School which 
was built in 1915 and gifted by the Matthews Family in 1998. 
Its original wood gives an authentic feel to the space and the 
building was renovated in January as part of a memorandum 
of understanding with the Fell Museum.

The intention is for the two venues to work more closely 
together, and thereby obtain joint funding in the future. 
There are plans to connect the two buildings to encourage 
visitors to access both but for now, insulation and piling work 
is a priority for the Featherston Museum, says Phil.

Phil says he “grew up with history” thanks to his 
grandmother sharing stories of barn dances and local families 
such as the first European family, the Burlings, who operated 
a hotel at the foot of the hill. The area was known to Maori 
as Pae-o-tu- Mokai, but became known to Pakeha as Burlings. 
It was later renamed  Featherston by the Wellington 
Provincial Government, who objected to Burling liaising 
indepently with local Maori over the sale of land.

Featherston has always been home for Phil Dittmer, a 
volunteer at the town’s Museum for the past 10 years. 
With family roots reaching back to the 1850s, he now 
shares local stories with visitors from all over the 
world.   

Items from 
the POW 
camp include 
a ‘Christian 
altar’ made by 
prisoners from 
salvaged wood 
and reconstituted 
dry paint (left), 
and a homemade 
mahjong set 
(below). 

• Featherston Heritage Museum, corner Lyon & 
Fitzherbert Sts. Open Saturday & Sunday 11am- 2pm, 
or by arrangement. 
T: 06 308 6146 / E: heritagecomplex@vodafone.co.nz

• Fell Locomotive Museum, 27 Lyon St. Open Mon-
Fri 10am-2.30pm / Weekends & public holidays 
10am-4pm. T: 06 308 9379
W: www.wairarapaheritageattractions.org.nz.
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Photo: Phil Parnell.

If you have been enjoying Heritage Today, why not forward the email link you received to others. We welcome donations 
towards our production costs. A donation form is on our website http://www.wrhpc.org.nz/ & scroll down to the Donate 
paragraph. Membership is $30 per year, & you’ll receive Heritage Today bimonthly, details of meetings & events, & access to an 
extensive library of newsletters. Thank you. 

• Until 2 October: Capturing Katherine: An 
exhibition on KM’s childhood influences. KM House & 
Garden, 25 Tinakori Rd. www.katherinemansfield.com.

• July: Events themed on NZ’s electronic music 
history: Alexander Turnbull Gallery, National Library, 
Aitken St. More details at: https://natlib.govt.nz/events/2016/7.

• Until 31 July: ‘Featherston Camp 1916-2016’: 
Stories of NZ’s WW1 military training camp. Aratoi - 
Wairarapa Museum of Art & History, cnr. Bruce & Dixon Sts, 
Masterton. 

• Thursday 18 Aug, 12pm: ‘Wellington: from 
Conception to Capital to Empire City’: Talk by 
Gabor Toth. Todd Foundation Room, Wellington Museum. 
$15.

• Until 30 October: ‘The Art of Rangi Hetet and 
Erenora Puketapu-Hetet’: Two exceptional artists 
& pioneers of contemporary Maori art - Rangi Hetet (b. 
1937) and Erenora Puketapu-Hetet (1941–2006). Dowse Art 
Museum, Laings Rd, Lower Hutt. 

• Until 10 July: ‘Upper Hutt Heroes’: Exhibition 
on Hutt identities & history: Expressions Whirinaki 
Arts & Entertainment Centre, 836 Fergusson Drive, Upper 
Hutt. 

• Monday 11 July: Petone Settlers Museum 
upgrade: Talk by Jen Boland talk & meeting of Lower Hutt 
& Petone Historical Societies. Petone Settlers Museum, The 
Esplanade, Petone, 7:30pm. Please RSVP for event by 7 July 
E: petonehistories@gmail.com.

• Wednesday 13 July, 5.30pm: Public launch of 
Upper Hutt in the 1960s online oral history col-
lections: Also featuring a screening of a new collection of 
local home movies from that time. Food & wine. All welcome. 
Upper Hutt City Library, 844 Fergusson Drive, Upper Hutt. 

• Fri 5 August, 7.30pm: Sun, Sand & Sweat event: 
Celebrating the reprint of this local history book.  Alfred 
Memelink Artspace Gallery, The Esplanade, Petone.

• Tuesday 23 August, 5.30 pm: ‘Helen Clark 
– Secretary-General of the United Nations?’: 

Calendar Dates

Wellington researcher and political analyst Ken Ross is 
writing a book evaluating New Zealand prime ministers’ 
engagement in global diplomacy since 1945 & here focuses 
on his recent research. All Friends of the Turnbull Library 
talks are held at Tiakiwai Conference Centre. Lower Ground 
Floor of the National Library of New Zealand, Aitken Street, 
Wellington. Free though donations are welcome.  
www.turnbullfriends.org.nz.


