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Have we reached a tipping point for Wellington’s built heritage? 

 

The historic Mt Victoria townscape is integral to Wellington’s urban identity (Image: Stuff) 

 
The arrival of the coronavirus pandemic in New Zealand and resulting lockdowns was the defining 
event of last year for most of us, but we might also come to see 2020 as a tipping point in 
Wellingtonians’ perception of their built heritage. The spark was the publication of Wellington City 
Council’s Draft Spatial Plan (DSP). It proposed eliminating the pre-1930 character area protections 
in the inner suburbs to free up land for more intensive housing development. The city has an acute 
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shortage of affordable housing and the construction of modern medium and high density housing in 
the existing character areas was presented as a way to accommodate a growing population, foster 
social diversity and shape a more sustainable city.      
 
The proposal rang alarm bells for those who value these neighbourhoods for the stories they tell 
about the city’s past and the ways they contribute to its sense of place and urban identity – such as 
the irregular townscape of Mt Victoria. Critics saw this view as sentimental and promoted by Nimby 
(Not-in-my-back-yard) homeowners wanting to selfishly prevent intensification. Many in this camp 
saw old houses as a blight that needed removing; some also seeing them as painful reminders of 
colonialism. Multiple stories in the media about people in their 20s and 30s renting damp and 
unhealthy dives created the impression that the houses themselves were to blame rather than the 
slack landlords who hadn’t bothered to maintain them.   
 
For heritage advocates the venom of the attacks on the character areas was confronting. Many had 
been involved in 20th century campaigns to save built heritage from motorways and other 
developments when they had been in their 20s and 30s. These campaigns led to increased 
awareness of the value of built heritage in city life and the need to protect it for future generations. 
That the very next generation wanted so much of it gone and the inner city built anew was both a 
shock and a wake-up call.            
 
For HPW it raises the question as to how we reach out to those who see built heritage as a barrier 
to living in the city. We need to better argue the case for the retention of built heritage in ways that 
new generations can relate to and support. If we’re unable to do this we may find that the twentieth 
century wins for Wellington’s built heritage are lost in the twenty-first. 
 

 
HPW and the Draft Spatial Plan 
 
HPW was strongly involved in the DSP debate, adopting the QIMBY (Quality-in-my-back-yard) 
rather than Nimby approach. We are not opposed to some parts of the existing character areas 
being redeveloped – it’s a permitted activity now – but we want to avoid development that is 
detrimental to what’s left behind. We argued in our DSP submission that existing ‘brownfield’ sites 
should be developed first, such as Adelaide Road and Kent Terrace, and more effort has to be 
taken to ensure development is staged rather than scattergun. We also argued that maintaining old 
buildings is more sustainable than demolishing them and dumping their native timbers in landfills. 
This is a point HPW Committee member Christina Mackay explored more fully in a terrific Stuff op-
ed in December. Our chairperson, Felicity Wong, spoke strongly to our submission at DSP Council 
oral hearings in late 2020. Felicity did sterling work in fronting media on the issue and defending our 
position, copping a lot of flak from those who wrongly saw HPW as opposing intensification. She 
attended all the oral hearings and wrote a very well-received summary of the proceedings on 
Wellington Scoop. The DSP issue will come up again this year when Council considers how it will 
be incorporated into its Long Term Plan. HPW will continue to make sure the voices of heritage are 
heard.   
 
 

Karitane Maternity Hospital building gone 
 
On 30 November 2020 the former Karitane Maternity Hospital was summarily demolished. The 
building’s owner, Prime Property, said it had done so under WCC orders. The Council denied this. A 
Council spokesperson, Mike Mendonca, said the building had been red stickered and the owners 
had the option of strengthening or demolishing it. They chose the latter.     
 
Although the building was in a heritage area listed by Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga it was 
not included in WCC's heritage schedule - only Truby King's house, mausoleum and the Karitane 
products building are scheduled by the Council. This seems to have been a very unfortunate 
oversight considering the following information from the HNZPT listing of the area. 
 

The connection between the Plunket Society and Mount Melrose was solidified in 1925, when 
[Truby] King donated land to the south-east of the house, which had a tennis court on it, for a 

https://www.stuff.co.nz/life-style/homed/houses/123710883/squandering-or-treasuring-our-built-inheritance
https://www.stuff.co.nz/life-style/homed/houses/123710883/squandering-or-treasuring-our-built-inheritance
http://wellington.scoop.co.nz/?p=133326
https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7040
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Karitane Hospital, something conspicuously absent in the capital city. Subscriptions were 
raised from public donation organised by the Rotary Club, and in 1927 the new 'model' 
hospital - like the house and factory, designed by Gray Young - was opened by the Duchess 
of York. 

 

          
 
The hospital, circa 2015 (Image: Vivienne Morrell) and baby Robyn (one of our members) being held by her 
mother Dorothy outside the hospital, 1950.  

  
 

US Marines Hall: Going, but not yet gone  
 

 
 
A recent photo of the U S Marines’ Hall (Image: Felicity Wong)  

Time might be running out for Titahi Bay’s US Marines Hall. Our Chairperson, Felicity Wong, 
attended a resource consent hearing last December in Porirua to oppose its proposed demolition. 
Recent changes in Porirua’s new District Plan could weaken the protection of heritage buildings by 
introducing cost as a more relevant consideration in heritage protection decisions. While Porirua 
City did not dispute the high heritage value of the building, its CEO, Wendy Walker, argued that 
Porirua did not consider it an affordable priority to preserve it.  

The council plans to mitigate the proposed demolition by landscaping the site into a small 
commemorative park. Wellington military historian Peter Cooke gave expert evidence to the hearing 
on behalf of Historic Places Wellington. He said the building is a unique survivor of a very significant 
period in New Zealand history.  
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The building represents the “Friendly Invasion”, he said. Following the fall of Singapore in early 
1942, Britain told New Zealand it could no longer protect it. New Zealand turned to the United 
States instead and invited US troops to be stationed here. Over the remaining course of the war 
over 100,000 US service personnel spent time in New Zealand. With so many camps built 
exclusively for US forces, one would think that many vestiges remain. This is not the case. The US 
Marines Hall at Titahi Bay is the only one remaining on its original site. This makes it ‘unique and of 
very special heritage significance,’ said Peter. ‘It should be kept.’  
 
The hearing’s decision is expected in mid-February. 
 
 

Proposed additions for WCC heritage schedule    
 
In December the Wellington City Council published a list of 58 individual buildings, 10 heritage 
areas and four heritage objects that may get district plan protection following public consultation. 
Included on the list is Kelburn’s Meteorological Office, Freyberg Pool, Brooklyn’s Penthouse 
Cinema, and Hannah Playhouse on Courtenay Place. The Modernist Sutch-Smith House on 
Todman St, designed by Ernst Plischke in the 1950s, is another candidate. Also included are seven 
classic Kiwi baches between Ōwhiro Bay and Red Rocks on the South Coast. Some of the 
proposals are ‘catching up’ with Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga listings; that is, buildings 
that are already listed by HNZPT such as the Kelburn Scout Hall that we featured in our June 2020 
newsletter. At this stage, the council is consulting with the owners of the proposed buildings. The 
new list is a very welcome initiative. 
 
 

 
 
A whimsical South Coast bach that might get district plan protection (Image: Stuff)  

 

 
Home Restorers Group  
 
HPW is setting up a Home Restorers Group to support the on-going maintenance, restoration and 
regeneration of 19th and 20th century Wellington houses. The group will be of interest to home-
owners, designers and craftspeople involved in caring for old wooden houses. Activities will include 
monthly seminars, workshops or site visits and will gather useful historical, technical and design 
resources.  
 
The group is being convened by Christina Mackay, Architect, adjunct research fellow at the 
Wellington School of Architecture and HPW committee member.  

https://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/news/wellington/123585792/baches-and-a-grass-bank-among-sites-considered-for-wellington-heritage-protection
https://historicplaceswellington.files.wordpress.com/2020/06/hpw-newsletter-32-corrected-for-website.pdf
https://historicplaceswellington.files.wordpress.com/2020/06/hpw-newsletter-32-corrected-for-website.pdf
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Seminar 1: 7.30pm – 9.00pm Wednesday 17 February  
Venue: Room W301, Wellington Faculty of Architecture & Design Innovation, 139 Vivian 
Street, Wellington. (In order to gain after-hours access, please meet at the front entrance doors at 
7.30pm or text Christina.  
 
Topic - Books and web resources for New Zealand house restoration  
The aim of this seminar is to share and gather information sources. Participants are invited to bring 
along their most useful books or web-links and present them to the group. Christina Mackay will 
introduce the group to the Faculty library and its collection. Participants are invited to bring along 
current queries and questions.  
 
Should you have any queries, please contact Christina at christina.mackay@vuw.ac.nz.  

 

Past Events 
 

Saturday 28 November 2020, 2pm (a walk) – Wellington’s 1920s motor town 

Tour leader Richard Norman led about 18 
members and guests on a fascinating walk 
around Courtenay Place and Taranaki 
Street to see the reminders of the motor 
industry of the 1920s. Ford cars were 
assembled in a nine storey building built in 
1922, now a hotel, and the success of that 
enterprise funded the Hope Gibbons 
building. Nearby were display centres for 
other American and British cars. 
 
The tour ended with afternoon tea in the 
building where Ford cars were assembled 
(now Oaks Hotel, 89 Courtenay Place). 
Richard Norman has explored this hidden 
history as a result of work for a centennial 

history of the founding of Rotary in New Zealand in Wellington in 1921. Key players in the motor 
industry were also founding members of Rotary. We benefitted from having two motor industry 
historians with us. 
 
Group outside former Ford building in Ebor Street. (Image by Vivienne Morrell) 

 

Saturday 5 December 2020, 
2pm – a Mt Victoria House 
Restoration 
 
Twenty-one members were fortunate 
to visit a 1906 Mt Victoria residence 
designed by Canterbury architect 
Samuel Hurst Seager and built by 
Walter Chapman-Taylor. For many 
years this had been divided into two 
flats and in the last few years current 
owner Richard Burrell has converted 
it back into a family residence. 
 

 
 

Committee member Richard Norman introduces home owner Richard Burrell. (Image: Vivienne Morrell) 

mailto:christina.mackay@vuw.ac.nz
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Saturday 30 January 2021, 10:30am: Island Bay history walk 
 
On a fine but cold summer day, HPW committee member Vivienne Morrell led 17 people on a walk 
around some of the suburb of Island Bay (her local suburb). Island Bay was a “seaside resort” with 
a racecourse in the late 19th century. In 1900 the suburb was sparsely settled, but by 1910 had 
grown considerably, due to the extension of electric trams to the suburb in 1905. We saw some of 
the buildings from that decade, plus a few others. You can read more information and see relevant 
photos in this blog post on Vivienne’s personal website. 
 

 
 
The group by the Island Bay Band Rotunda, one of only four NZ band-rotunda WW1 war memorials (Image: 
Deb Cranko) 

 
 

Upcoming Events    
   

Saturday 6 March, 10am to c. 3pm: Ōtaki visit – Children’s Health Camp and more  
 
“Opened as New Zealand’s first permanent children’s health camp in 1932 and set among the sand 
dunes at Ōtaki Beach, Ōtaki Children’s Health Camp (Former) is a place of outstanding significance, 
featuring an integrated complex of play spaces, buildings and structures.” HNZPT Category 1 listing. 
 
 
The Friends of Ōtaki Rotunda will give us a tour of the complex starting at 10am with a cup of tea. 
The cost will be $10, which will include a year’s membership of the Friends. After the tour, the 
Friends can supply some recommendations for lunch, or if fine people might like to picnic in the 
camp grounds. (Please make your own arrangements for lunch).  
 
We will resume after lunch at 1pm at the Otaki Museum, 49 Main Street. The Otaki Museum is 
housed in the former Bank of New Zealand building, built in 1918. We will see an exhibition on the 
Otaki River. 
 
After that, we will drive along Te Rauparaha Street (with pauses) from All Saint’s and Rangiatea to 
St Mary’s Catholic Church. Local historian Anthony Dreaver will lead the afternoon part of the visit 
and we will finish the day at St Mary’s by about 3pm. “St Mary's Church, built in 1858-1859, is 

https://viviennemorrell.wordpress.com/2020/06/23/island-bay-around-1910/
https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/4098
https://www.otakirotunda.org.nz/
http://www.otakimuseum.co.nz/


 7 

considered to be New Zealand's oldest surviving Catholic Church still in use.” (From HNZPT 
Category 1 listing). We will have a talk about the church - please give a koha to the church. 

 

 
 
Interior of the Rotunda at the former Ōtaki Health Camp. (Image: Ben Schrader)   

 
TRANSPORT: we will use car-pooling (rather than a bus) for this trip. Those who can offer a ride 
and those needing a ride please meet at Wellington Railway Station, Platform 9 at 8:50am. 
(Platform 9 is on the Waterloo Quay side of the station, car access is from Waterloo Quay).  
 
Please RSVP by 26 February to Vivienne Morrell at: wgtn@historicplacesaotearoa.org.nz. Please 
indicate if you need, or can offer, a ride. Vivienne will get back to people after the RSVP date. 
 
 

Northland villas house visits (postponed from 2020) 
 
In the last newsletter we indicated a new date for these visits, but due to personal circumstances of 
one of the home owners we have had to again postpone the visits to some Northland villa houses. 
When we have a new confirmed date we will get in touch with those who registered in 2020 to see if 
they can still make it. 
 

Our website (https://historicplaceswellington.org/ ) 

 
We regularly advertise other relevant events and news on the home page of our website. You can 
also find all our previous newsletters there, as well as information on our advocacy work and links to 
useful resources. 2020 recorded the highest number of visitors to the website (2,838) since we 
started it in August 2015, perhaps due to lockdowns and people spending more time at home.  The 
vast majority of visitors are from New Zealand, with Australia usually our second highest source 
country, and most people find our website from search engines. 
 
And if you are on Facebook, please remember to follow our page. Even if you are not a Facebook 
member you can look at our page. We currently have 851 followers on Facebook. 
 
 

New book by Geoff Mew, Architects at the Apex: 
 

https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/4701
mailto:wgtn@historicplacesaotearoa.org.nz
https://historicplaceswellington.org/
https://historicplaceswellington.org/resources/newsletters/
https://historicplaceswellington.org/advocacy/
https://historicplaceswellington.org/resources/
https://www.facebook.com/historicplaceswellington
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