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1.0 Purpose  
 

The purpose of this document is to evaluate Auckland’s First State House located at 
146 Coates Avenue, Orakei against the criteria for evaluation of historic heritage in the 
Auckland Council Unitary Plan Operative in Part.   
 
The document has been prepared by Megan Walker (Historic Heritage Specialist) of 
the Heritage Unit, Auckland Council. 
 
2.0 Identification  
 

 
Site address  

146 Coates Avenue, Orakei 

 
Legal description  

LOT 498 DP 8384  
CT – 22C/957 

 
NZTM reference 

 
NZTM:- Easting: 1762255.48 / Northing: 
5919112.35;WGS84:- Longitude: 174.820164 / 
Latitude: - 36.859993 

 
Ownership J M Wong and Y Y Chou 

 
30 Glover Road  
St Heliers 
Auckland 1071 
New Zealand 

 
Additional Controls 

 
Zone :  Mixed Housing Urban 
Controls: Macroinvertebrate Community Index 
 

 
Existing scheduled 
item(s) 

None 
 

 
Heritage New 
Zealand Pouhere 
Taonga Listing 

N/A 
 

 
Pre-1900 site  
(HNZPT Act 2014 
Section 6 

 
By definition of these sections of the Act, the place is 
unlikely to be considered an archaeological site due 
to its association with human occupation after 1900. 

 
CHI reference N/A 
 
NZAA site record 
number  

N/A 

 
3.0 Constraints 
• This evaluation is based on the information available at the time of assessment.  

Due to the timeframe presented, research for the evaluation was undertaken to 
an extent that enables the site to be evaluated against the criteria, but is not 
exhaustive. 

• This evaluation does not include an assessment of archaeological values or an 
assessment of the importance of the place to mana whenua.   
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• The interior of the house has not been inspected and is not part of this 
evaluation. 

• This evaluation does not include a structural evaluation or condition report; any 
comments on the structural integrity or the condition of the house are based on 
visual inspection only.  

 
4.0 Historical summary  
 
In the late 1930s, Orakei became the first state housing development in Auckland.  Just 
over ten years earlier, in 1925, plans were produced for the Orakei Garden Suburb.  
The area, known as the Orakei Block, by this time had already experienced an 
interesting history.   
 

Figure 1: A topographical map of the Orakei Block in 1924, showing the proposed roads. (Sir 
George Grey Special Collections, Auckland Libraries, NZ Map 7013). 
 
Following the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840, local Maori hāpu, Ngāti Whātua, gave the 
new town of Auckland over 3000 acres of their land.1  By the mid 1850’s the only 
Auckland land that remained in Ngāti Whātua ownership was the Orakei Block, 
consisting of some 700 acres.2  In 1869, the Native Land Court removed the overall 

1 http://www.treaty2u.govt.nz/the-treaty-today/the-orakei-claim/ accessed 4 August 2016 
2 Ibid 
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tribal ownership and awarded the land to only 13 Ngāti Whātua members.  Although 
contested, the land remained in the ownership of the 13 members.  In 1898, the Native 
Land Court split the Orakei Block into individual lots for each of the 13 owners.3  The 
Native Land Court proceeded to purchase these lots from 1913.  The entire purchase 
was not completed until 1950 with the process being delayed by the two World Wars, 
the Depression and the resistance of the owners to sell as it became increasingly clear 
that the land was to be subdivided for European use.4  
 
However, by the mid-1920s, most of the land had been purchased and in 1925, the 
government introduced a competition to create Auckland’s first garden suburb, 
providing sea views and open green spaces for a residential development.5   
 
The concept of designing new communities in a suburban setting, known as the garden 
suburb movement, was not only due to the need for urban expansion. Early 20th 
century cities in New Zealand were characterised by relatively haphazard planning with 
ad hoc building leading to overcrowding accompanied by little to no provision for the 
disposal of sewage and the distribution of clean water.  No zoning meant that 
residential buildings were mixed in with industries and their badly manged pollution. 
Cramped conditions led to disease-ridden slums with a high mortality rate.6   
 
City Officials began to focus on ways in which planning could be used to improve the 
quality of life and minimize occurrence of infectious diseases.  Following the 1918 
influenza epidemic, with the realisation that substandard housing and poverty played a 
substantial role in the spread of illness, a Commission of Inquiry recommended 
minimum housing standards with some government control being imposed.7  In May 
1919, the first New Zealand Town Planning Conference concluded that healthy 
environments produced healthy lives.8   
 
International sociological studies undertaken in the early decades of the 20th century, 
determined that people living in the city are isolated, with little or no interaction with 
their neighbours.  This conviction led to concerns for public welfare’s mental health and 
the belief that such isolation threatened future society.  Sociologists perceived the most 
favourable model for good communities is the one that existed in villages and small 
towns where people knew each other and benefited from the culture of community 
spirit.9  Known as the garden city movement, the history of this town planning concept 
is well documented, with its roots in the earlier idea of a garden city. 
 
The garden city movement is clearly expressed by the English founder Ebenezer 
Howard’s publication Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform, published in 1898, 
and Garden Cities of Tomorrow, published in 1902.10  These publications conveyed the 
idea that human behaviour was shaped by physical environments.  Well-designed 
surroundings were believed to promote good behaviour.   The ‘nuclear family was to 
form the main social unit and local community centres to facilitate public life’.11 The 
streets were to integrate with the areas topography with low-density housing in ‘park-

3 https://forms.justice.govt.nz/search/Documents/WT/wt_DOC_68494556/ReportonOrakeiW.pdf 
accessed 4 August 2016 and Auckland Star, 11 January 1898, p5. 
4https://forms.justice.govt.nz/search/Documents/WT/wt_DOC_68494556/ReportonOrakeiW.pdf accessed 
4 August 2016. 
5 Ibid.  
6 Ben Schrader. ‘City planning’, Te Ara- the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, updated 9-Nov-12. 
URL: http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/city-planning/print 
7 Ferguson, Gael, Building the New Zealand Dream, (Palmerston North: The Dunmore Press 
Limited, 1994), p.71 
8 Ferguson 1994, p.76 
9 We Call it Home, pp167-168 
10 Ferguson 1994, p.75 
11   Ibid.  
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like surroundings’ and the use of cul-de-sacs to ‘encourage social interaction.’12  The 
theory also declared that by placing the working classes in amongst the middle 
classes, it would encourage them to adopt middle class values.13 The first garden city 
was built at Letchworth in England.  However, although it was successful in terms of 
town planning, it did not inspire town planners to develop more garden cities.14 
 
The more achievable garden suburb movement adopted the basic principles of the 
garden city, applying them to a suburban context.  Planning involved individual homes 
placed on spacious plots of land in a network of curvilinear streets following the 
topography of the area, allowing for public parks and reserves.  The garden suburb 
was to be a residential area close to the main city, but separated from it by a stretch of 
countryside to ensure the cleanliness and healthy environment of the garden suburb.  
Orakei was chosen as the perfect area to embrace the concept of the garden suburb, 
with its sea views and undulating countryside and proximity to the city for commuting 
ease.15  The 1925 competition to design the layout of 600 acres of Auckland’s first 
garden suburb attracted 42 entries.  Reginald Bedford Hammond (1894-1970) won the 
competition.  Hammond’s design featured “curvilinear roads and cul-de-sacs, 
complemented with street trees and grass verges, all designed to fit with the difficult 
terrain, with housing sections provided in various sizes. There was also a generous 
provision for civic and community amenities, part of which was a civic centre, town hall 
and associated monuments.16  The project coincided with the construction of a road 
along the waterfront to connect the city to Orakei and provide for the growth of the new 
outer lying eastern suburbs.17  
 
R B Hammond was made the first Director of Town Planning in 1926 and helped draft 
New Zealand’s first Town Planning Act, a significant development in town planning in 
New Zealand.  The Town Planning Act of 1926 required “municipalities to prepare a 
town planning scheme, where land uses were functionally zoned, preventing the 
haphazard growth of towns. A Statutory Board would administer the act and vet 
schemes”18.  

 
The construction of the roads in the new layout planned for Orakei began in October 
1926 to follow the plan designed by R B Hammond, using relief labour from the ranks 
of the unemployed.19  Five hundred sections became available as the area was 
completely subdivided with the necessary services such as sewage, drainage and 
electricity.  The first sections were to be ready for disposal towards the end of January 
1928.20 At the time, newspaper advertisements selling the sections referenced the 
creation of new city connections. 21   
 
In 1930, an article in the Auckland Star discussed the new subdivision as follows: 
 
“Two years have passed since the area was subdivided after purchase by the 
Government, and something like half of the available sections have been offered at the 
three auction sales conducted by the North Auckland Land Board.  While a number 
were purchased, many were passed in and some have since been acquired at upset 
prices. Already the new suburb is assuming a certain orderliness with well-laid out 

12 Ibid.  
13 Ibid.  
14 Ibid.  
15 Annabell, John B., ‘Planning Napier 1850-1968’ 2012, p.224 
16 Annabell 2012, p.224 
17 Auckland Star, 14 June 1927, p9.; New Zealand Herald, 3 April 1928, p12 
18 Ben Schrader. ‘City planning’, Te Ara- the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, updated 9-Nov-12. 
URL: http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/city-planning/print 
19 New Zealand Herald, 5 September 1929, p20 
20 Auckland Star, 28 December 1927, p.1 
21 New Zealand Herald, 5 September 1929, p20 
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streets, effective drainage, reticulated electric power and about a dozen new houses. 
When the problem of regular communication by means of buses is solved there is likely 
to be increased popular interest both in Orakei and in the other suburbs served by the 
new eastern roadway."”22 
 

Figure 2: The original design of the Orakei Garden Suburb completed by R B Hammond. 
(National Library of New Zealand NLNZ ALMA 9911741903502836). 
 
However, although Hammond’s design was partially implemented, with the layout of 
streets, the garden suburb was never fully completed.  The decline in popularity of the 
garden suburb concept and the onset of the depression undoubtedly contributed to 
this.  Moreover, there was by now a housing shortage, which needed addressing on an 
urgent basis. 

22 Auckland Star, 18 March 1930, p6 
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Figure 3: Aerial photograph dated 1930 of Pokanoa Point with the layout of the proposed 
development of the area.  Coates Avenue is the long road leading away from the central Fenton 
Circus.  (Sir George Grey Special Collections, Auckland Libraries, 7-A10437). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: New Zealand Herald, 5 
September 1929, p20. 
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In 1935, the Labour Party won the election.  The Labour Party advocated social 
liberalism and proceeded to close the gap of social inequality.  Under the guidance of 
the new Prime Minister, Michael Joseph Savage, the government began a process of 
radical social welfare reforms, which were to transform New Zealand into a welfare 
state.  The government aimed to provide free education, a free public hospital system, 
a basic minimum wage, full employment, a social security system and adequate 
housing.   
 
The new government promised a new state-owned housing scheme to meet the 
excessive demand for homes in New Zealand.  It would be the first in the world to 
provide state owned housing, as opposed to local government housing.  In 1935, the 
government conducted a survey Housing in New Zealand, which recognised that many 
people lived in sub- standard rental accommodation and that there was a substantial 
shortage of 20,000 houses.23  In late 1936, the Department of Housing Construction 
was established to oversee the construction of state houses. John A Lee was 
appointed as the Under Secretary of Housing.  Under the new Labour Government, 
John A Lee had not received a Ministerial role.  However, he was given this important 
portfolio, which suited his socialist ideals to provide good quality cheap rental housing 
to the disadvantaged.24   
 
Arthur Tyndall was appointed as Director of the Department of Housing Construction. 
Tyndall was exceptionally experienced in development projects and was known for 
achieving successful outcomes with a variety of projects in a timely manner.25  As 
Director of Housing Construction, Tyndall employed RB Hammond and F. Gordon 
Wilson. 
 
At the time, there was an ongoing discussion in Parliament with regard to the slum 
clearance in New Zealand cities.  The state housing scheme was seen as a means to 
house displaced people in a substantial and comfortable dwelling.  The rental of the 
new state houses was to be affordable so that all workers were able to obtain a 
home.26  In a statement made by the Right Honourable Michael Savage in 1936, he 
said:  
 
“We want to build real homes for the people….In a country like New Zealand there is 
no need for people to be herded together in tenements. There is plenty of land 
available, and the Government will build houses of which the occupants will be proud.  
We do not want houses of a jerrybuilt kind from which people can look down the street 
without opening the door.  Nor do we want standardised houses at which people can 
point and say, ‘That’s a Government house.’ There will be something distinctive about 
the houses, and there will be ample space for the children.  Above everything else, we 
want to ensure that the children are given a chance to live in decent surroundings, 
where they will be able to develop as nature meant them to.”27 
 
The proposed construction of the state-owned houses was to serve the dual purpose of 
creating substantial work at a time of high unemployment as well as providing housing 
to those less privileged.  Initially the Labour Government declared the intention of the 
housing scheme to build cottages rather than flats, providing family homes with 
gardens.  The Labour Government was keen to promote the importance of community 
and family.  The state housing suburbs, often combined with the ideals of garden city 

23 Beyond the State, New Zealand State Houses from Modest to Modern, p35 
24 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_A._Lee accessed 14 February 2017 
25 James W. Brodie. 'Tyndall, Arthur', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4t32/tyndall-arthur  accessed 14 
February 2017. 
26 Auckland Star, 8 April 1937, p19 
27 Evening Post, 23 July 1936, p10 
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planning, were perceived as a way of having both.28   The first state houses were to be 
constructed on government owned land in Miramar, the Hutt Valley and the Orakei 
Block.   
 
The Labour Government intended the state housing movement to integrate state 
homes in already affluent suburbs creating a more socially diverse neighbourhood. 
Another desire was that former city dwellers would adopt middle class values.29  One of 
the objectives of the original garden suburb was to have a mix of house types providing 
for people of all backgrounds.  The street plan for Orakei clearly displays this, with the 
larger wealthier homes around Paritai Drive and Fenton Circus, mixed in with smaller 
homes in other streets such as the lower part of Coates Avenue.  
 
In Orakei, the owners of the already established substantial houses expressed some 
concern as to how the proposed Government housing scheme would change the 
character of the suburb.30  At this stage, no information had been provided regarding 
the style of the dwellings and the residents were concerned that they may be a 
reproduction of small workers cottages, previously built by the City Council in Grey 
Lynn, rather than the more substantial homes initially conceived as appropriate for the 
garden suburb.31  This concern was clearly based on the belief of the owners of the 
existing highly-priced housing in the garden suburb, that the area would be degraded 
by a lower class of housing.  The government was quick to dispel this belief, revealing 
the designs for the houses and pointing out that the Department of Housing 
Construction was liaising with the New Zealand Institute of Architects in its preparation 
of designs, so that the houses would not detract from the already established area.32   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5: A 1930s plan of the 
Orakei subdivision with the 
blue fill displaying the area 
the government planned to 
construct the state housing.  
(Sir George Grey Special 
Collections, Auckland 
Libraries, NZ Map 1303). 

28 We Call it Home, p169 
29 Ben Schrader. ‘City planning’, Te Ara- the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, updated 9-Nov-12. URL: 
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/city-planning/print accessed 4 August 2016. 
30 New Zealand Herald, 2 October 1936, p12 
31 Ibid 
32 New Zealand Herald, 5 October 1936, p10 
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F. Gordon Wilson became the chief architect at the Department of Housing 
Construction in 1936.  Gordon Wilson and his team of architects produced a guidance 
document for the design style and layout of the new state house and how it was to 
relate to the site in terms of sunlight, privacy and views.33  By the end of 1936, plans for 
the houses were produced by a panel of architects under the guidance of this 
document along with some assistance from the New Zealand Institute of Architects.34  
The final drawings were then altered by the architectural team at the Department of 
Housing, to accommodate standardised joinery and other architectural elements. 
 
At the end of 1936, R B Hammond was appointed town planner and housing consultant 
to the Department of Housing Construction.35  It was ironic that Hammond was to work 
on the project in Orakei, the garden suburb that he had designed in 1925.  Hammond’s 
model was to be used as the model for the early state housing developments in New 
Zealand.36  
 
Tenders were sent out at the beginning of 1937.  Construction began soon after.  In 
Wellington, around 375 houses were to be built on Crown Land in Miramar and Lower 
Hutt.  The first state house completed in New Zealand was at 12 Fife Lane, Miramar.  
In Orakei, 109 tenders were received for 36 contracts.  Fletcher Construction won the 
tender for 208 of the 212 houses to be constructed in Orakei.37  The programme was to 
complete 36 houses per month.  To accomplish this it would be necessary to employ 
300 tradesmen.38 The scheme was deemed at the time, to be the largest construction 
project undertaken in Auckland.   
 
In February 1937, John A Lee, stated the following:  
 
“I venture to predict that in three months’ time Orakei will be a place of pilgrimage, 
where people will take their Sunday outings to see the Government Houses.”39 
 
His prediction turned out to be spot-on.  After the state homes were built, they became 
a popular “tourist” attraction for others and a photograph of cars lining Coates Avenue 
in the Orakei Garden Suburb and State Housing area to view the state homes.40   
 
The first group of houses were built in Coates Avenue with the work beginning in May 
1937. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: Workmen beginning construction on 
the first state house in Coates Avenue, 
Orakei.  (New Zealand Herald, 4 May 1937, 
p8). 

33 The document was called Designs for Houses: Particulars as to Accommodation, Design Construction 
and Equipment.  Beyond the State, New Zealand State Houses from modest to modern, p39. 
34 Auckland Star, 9 February 1937, p8 
35 Caroline L. Miller. 'Hammond, Reginald Bedford', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara 
- the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4h12/hammond-reginald-
bedford accessed 4 August 2016 
36 Ferguson 1994, p.79; Miller, Caroline L. ‘Hammond, Reginald Bedford’, from the Dictionary of New 
Zealand Biography. Te Ara- the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand 
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biogrpahies/4h12/hammond-reginald-bedford, accessed 18 August 2016 
37 Evening Post, 18 March 1937, p10 
38 Auckland Star, 6 April 1937, p8 
39 Auckland Star, 1 February 1937, p9 
40 Refer to Photograph on Page 12 
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In early December, the first twelve houses in Coates Avenue were completed and 
ready for tenancy.  Another sixty houses were being completed.41  There were around 
2000 applications for tenancy within Auckland.  Officers from the State Advances 
Corporation interviewed prospective tenants, and the most urgent cases were able to 
participate in a ballot determining which of them would occupy the first twelve houses.  
The rents were to vary between 26 shillings to 32 shillings per week depending on the 
size of the house.42   
 
Plans for transport to the area and establishing a local shopping centre were facilities 
that were discussed, but had not transpired at the time the construction began.  The 
houses continued to be built in the area and services slowly developed.  A bus service 
was discussed at length when the development first started.  By 1938, L J Keys Ltd 
operated a bus service between the city and Orakei, via Mission Bay.43  However, the 
licence to run the service was temporary and it took some time before a regular 
permanent bus service was established.  A site was earmarked for a shopping and 
community centre near the junction of Coates Avenue and Kepa Road.   However, it 
was some time before the centres were built.  Anglican and Roman Catholic churches 
were constructed in Orakei in the early 1940s.44  

Figure 7: Houses under construction in Coates Avenue in August 1937. It is possible that 146 
Coates Avenue is the 7th house to the right of the photograph.  (Sir George Grey Special 
Collections, Auckland Libraries, AWNS-19370825-53-1). 
 
The house at 146 Coates Avenue was to become the site of the official opening of the 
state housing scheme in Orakei on 23 December 1937.  At the opening the Prime 
Minister, Michael Savage assisted the new tenants, Mr and Mrs T E Skinner carry their 
furniture in.  The New Zealand Herald reported on the event as follows: 
 
“In his shirt-sleeves and assisted by members of Parliament in similar workmanlike 
attire, the Prime Minister, Mr Savage, assisted in carrying the furniture into one of the 
new State houses at Orakei yesterday.  It was not the first of the houses to receive a 
tenant, but the installation of one family in their home was regarded more or less as the 
official opening of the Orakei housing scheme.  The tenants who were installed 
yesterday were Mr and Mrs T E Skinner and their small boy. When the Prime Minister 
arrived, accompanied by the Mayor, Sir Ernest Davis, he was welcomed by Mr J A Lee, 
Parliamentary Under-Secretary in charge of Housing.  There was an attendance of 
about 300, including members of Parliament, officials of the Labour Party and workmen 
from the contracts which are still in progress.”45   

41 New Zealand Herald, 9 December 1937, p15 
42 Ibid 
43 New Zealand Herald, 21 January 1938, p16 
44 Auckland Star, 20 September 1941, p6 
45 New Zealand Herald, 24 December 1937, p13 
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Figure 8: The opening ceremony of Auckland’s “First State House” showing the house in its 
original form. (No job too big: a history of Fletcher Construction). 
 
Tom and Martha Skinner were a young couple with a five year old son.  The Auckland 
Star reported their interview with Mrs Skinner.  In the story, Mrs Skinner conveys how 
the family was displaced following the sale of the rental home they were living in at 
Westmere.  After looking at houses and apartments for over six months they were 
constantly denied a home, because they had a child.  The house at 146 Coates 
Avenue was the best possible outcome for the Skinners.46  It is apparent the Skinners 
did not occupy the house for long.  In 1939, a new tenant by the name of Roy Channon 
Wangford is recorded. 

Figure 9: Cars travelling along Coates Avenue, Orakei on opening day for the new estate.  
There are figures standing outside what appears to be 146 Coates Avenue. (National Library of 
New Zealand Reference- 1/4-086901-F). 
 
In 1973 the property was sold by the government into private ownership.  William and 
Bramlee Gilbertson purchased the property on 17 January 1973.  It is apparent that the 

46 Auckland Star,  24 December 1937, p18 
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Gilbertsons had been living in the house since at least 1962 when they had a sun room 
added on the north western side of the house.  When William Gilbertson died in 1987, 
his wife Bramlee remained the owner of the house until she died in 1994.  The property 
remained in the hands of the executors until 2002 when it was sold to Blue sky 
Consulting Ltd, who owned it for the following 11 years when it was sold to Jeffrey 
Wong and Yu Yun Chou in August 2013 who are the current owners.  It appears the 
property is leased as the current tenants have their company O Diabo registered at this 
address.   
 
First Occupants – Thomas and Martha Skinner (Sir Thomas Skinner 1909-1991) 
 
It is unknown how long the Skinners lived in the house, but they were divorced in the 
early 1940s prior to Thomas Skinner remarrying Mary Yardley in 1942.  It is possible 
they left the home around this time. 
 
In 1940 Thomas Skinner was elected secretary of the New Zealand Plumbers Union.  
He was also the secretary of several other unions in Auckland such as the stone 
masons, the musicians, the shipwrights and other smaller unions.  Thomas Skinner 
also became associated with the Labour Party around this time taking on the role of the 
secretary to the Auckland Labour Representation Committee.  He became the Member 
of Parliament for the Tamaki seat in 1946, but lost the position in the 1949 election.   
 
Skinner was to go on to become the president of the Auckland Trades Council in 1954 
and in 1963 he was elected President of the Federation of Labour having held the 
position of Vice President since 1959.  He was known as a conciliatory leader 
managing to negotiate better terms for the working New Zealander and held the 
position until he retired in 1979.  Thomas Skinner was knighted in 1976.  He died in 
1991.47  
 
Michael Joseph Savage (1872-1940) 
 
Born in Tatong, Victoria, Australia, Michael Savage left school at the age of 14 and 
worked in a wine and spirits shop in Benalla while attending night school.  After being 
retrenched during the Depression, in 1893, Savage sought work as an irrigation ditch 
digger in Narrandera, New South Wales.  In Narrandera, Savage joined the General 
Labourers’ Union and studied the radical political theories of Americans Henry George 
and Edward Bellamy.48   
 
After seven years Savage moved back to Victoria, near Rutherglen, and took on 
several different jobs.  He was active in the local miner’s union and the Political Labour 
Council of Victoria.  In 1907 he emigrated to New Zealand.  He found work in Auckland 
as a cellarman at the Captain Cook Brewery in Newmarket.  Savage took on the 
position as president of the Auckland Brewers’, Wine and Spirit Merchants’ and 
Aerated Water Employees Union and secretary of the Auckland Branch of the New 
Zealand Socialist Party.  In 1910 he was elected president of the Auckland Trades and 
Labour Council until 1911 when he became the Auckland branch chairman of the New 
Zealand Federation of Labour.  He soon became a member of the newly formed Social 
Democratic Party.  In 1916 he was involved in the formation of the New Zealand 
Labour Party, becoming the vice president in 1918 and then national secretary in 
1919.49  

47 Peter Franks. 'Skinner, Thomas Edward', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/5s23/skinner-thomas-edward 
(accessed 9 August 2016) 
48 Barry Gustafson. 'Savage, Michael Joseph', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4s9/savage-michael-joseph 
(accessed 16 February 2017) 
49 Ibid 
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In 1919, Savage was elected to Parliament as the Auckland West Labour MP.  He 
simultaneously served as a Labour representative for Auckland City Council from 1919 
to 1923.  In 1922, Savage became deputy leader of the Labour Party.  He became an 
advocate for free health services and increased pensions and was largely responsible 
for the 1926 Family Allowances Act.  Savage became leader of the Labour Party in 
1933 and then Prime Minister of the first Labour Government in 1935.50 
 
Savage was identified by the New Zealand public as a humanitarian in his belief in a 
better and fairer society.  Known as the architect of the welfare state, Savage worked 
tirelessly to improve the standard of living in New Zealand.  Apart from the state 
housing scheme, Savage was responsible for the reforms under the Social Security 
Act, 1938.  This Act provided a free health system, a means tested old age pension at 
the age of 60 and superannuation for all New Zealanders at the age of 65.  He died 
while still in office in March, 1940 and would be remembered long after as the Prime 
Minister for the New Zealand people. 
 
John Alfred Alexander Lee (1891-1982) 

John A Lee grew up in Dunedin.  Leaving school in 1905, at the age of 14, Lee worked 
in the boot and then printing industry.  In 1906, after being convicted of theft, he was 
sent to Burnham Industrial School, an institution for juvenile delinquents.  He eventually 
moved north and while working in the King Country in 1912, Lee was again arrested 
and sent to Mt Eden Prison for liquor smuggling and breaking and entering.  Once 
released, in 1913, he worked in Auckland and Northland before enlisting in the New 
Zealand Expeditionary Force in 1916.51   

Despite his short amount of education, it appears John A Lee had found time to learn 
to read and had devoured books on socialism.  During his time in the army he met up 
with others who shared the same socialist beliefs and became known as Bolshie Lee.  
He wrote for the Chronicles of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force, while serving 
overseas, expressing his socialist views.  He was awarded the Distinguished Conduct 
Medal for bravery in 1917.  In 1918 he lost his left arm in battle.  Following his return to 
New Zealand, he married Mollie Guy and set up a soap manufacturing business in 
Auckland.  By this time, a committed socialist, Lee joined the Labour Party and served 
as a Labour MP for Auckland East from 1922-1928 and then Grey Lynn from 1931 to 
1940.52   

Lee was perceived to be extreme leftwing by the Labour party leaders and was not 
included in the more moderate first Savage cabinet in 1935.  However as Under-
Secretary of Housing, he became responsible for the successful introduction of 
Labour’s state housing programme. There was a great deal of tension between Savage 
and Lee because of their political differences.  In 1940, Lee was expelled from the 
party following his criticism of Savage, who was terminally ill, in an article published in 
a left wing journal Tomorrow.  He formed the Democratic Labour Party but was never 
re- elected. His political career was destroyed.53  
 
Following his departure from politics, Lee turned his attention to writing. In the 1960s 
he was particularly prolific, producing a number of books. 
 

50 Ibid 
51 Erik Olssen. 'Lee, John Alfred Alexander', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4l8/lee-john-alfred-alexander  
(accessed 16 February 2017) 
52 Ibid 
53 'John A Lee', URL: https://nzhistory.govt.nz/people/john-a-lee, (Ministry for Culture and Heritage), 
updated 30-Mar-2015 (accessed 16 February 2017). 
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Arthur Tyndall (1891-1979) 

Born in Dunedin, Arthur Tyndall received a full primary and secondary education.  He 
began employment in 1909 as an engineering cadet for the Public Works Department, 
working on railways and irrigation projects.  He was appointed assistant engineer to the 
Dunedin City Council in 1914. In 1915, Tyndall returned to the Public Works 
Department, working on the construction of the Featherston Military Camp and then as 
the works engineer officer at Trentham Military Camp.54 

He became an associate member of the British Institute of Civil Engineers in 1917 and 
in 1920 he was appointed as the engineer in charge of public works in Western Samoa. 
In Samoa he was responsible for the construction of water supplies, sanitation works, 
roads, a hospital, public buildings and housing.55 

In 1923, Tyndall studied specialist engineering courses at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT), in the United States.  He returned to New Zealand in 1924 taking 
up the position as the engineer to the Main Highways Board.  In this role he was 
responsible for the first hard surfaced highway between Auckland and Wellington 
completed in 1926.  During the time he was at the Main Highways Board he also 
studied law and was admitted as a solicitor to the Supreme Court in 1929.  
Simultaneously he was also studying accounting.56  

In 1934, he became the Secretary of Mines, before the new Labour government 
appointed him the director of the newly established Department of Housing 
Construction.  Working closely with John A Lee, Tyndall involved the building trade and 
the New Zealand Institute of Architects and engaged R.B Hammond and F. Gordon 
Wilson to realise the designs for the new state housing scheme.  By the time he left the 
department, in 1940, 6,459 state houses had been built.57   

He was appointed as a judge of the Court of Arbitration, a position he held between 
1940 until his retirement in 1965.  He was highly regarded for his ‘wit, intellect and 
humanity’ that he brought to the court.  He received a knighthood in 1955.58 

Tyndall was involved in a number of other activities during his appointment to the Court 
of Arbitration, including chairing commissions of inquiry, investigating labour problems 
in Pakistan and an inquiry into trade union rights of public employees in Japan.  He 
also gave a series of lectures at universities in the United States on industrial relations 
and arbitration.59  In 1973, Tyndall was recognised for his enduring work and multiple 
capabilities by Victoria University, awarding him an honorary degree as Doctor of Laws. 
 
Francis Gordon Wilson (1900-1959) 

Born in Perth, Western Australia, Francis Gordon Wilson (known as Gordon) was the 
son of a New Zealand born architect, Francis (Frank) Wilson.  The family came to live 
in Wellington, New Zealand in 1903.  After completing his studies at Wellington 
Technical School, Wilson was apprenticed at the architectural office of William M. Page 
for three years.  In 1920 he moved to Auckland to study architecture at the Auckland 
University College while working for Hoggard, Prouse and Gummer and then the new 

54 James W. Brodie. 'Tyndall, Arthur', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4t32/tyndall-arthur (accessed 16 
February 2017) 
55 Ibid 
56 Ibid 
57 Ibid 
58 Ibid 
59 Ibid 
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partnership of Gummer and Ford in 1922.  He was taken into partnership with the firm 
in 1928.60 

During the next eight years, the projects he worked on included the Auckland Railway 
Station, the National Art Gallery, the Dominion Museum and National War Memorial 
Carillon, the Remuera Library and the Wellington Public Library (now the city gallery). 

In 1936 Wilson was appointed the architect of the Department of Housing Construction 
and was immediately put to work on the State Housing programme.  The department 
later became the Housing Division of the Ministry of Works of which he was appointed 
the chief architect in 1943.   In 1948, he became the assistant Government Architect.  
He held this position until 1952 when he was finally appointed Government Architect.61   
 
During his time working for the government he led a team that produced a number of 
cutting edge designs.  Apart from the responsibility of the state programme for 
detached family homes, his team also produced the designs for the high rise state flats 
in Wellington and Auckland, Bledisloe House, the University of Otago Dental School 
and the University of Canterbury School of Engineering Building. 

Wilson was an associate of the Royal Institute of British Architects and was actively 
involved with the NZIA and NZ Institute of Town Planning, and the National Historic 
Places Trust (now Heritage New Zealand).  
 
Reginald Bedford Hammond (1894-1970) 

Born in Te Kopuru, Northland, Hammond trained as an architect and surveyor, working 
in his father’s firm in Dargaville while studying architecture part time at the Auckland 
University College.  Travelling to London in the early 1920s, Hammond studied town 
planning at the University College, London. In 1923 he became a member of the Town 
Planning Institute, London.   

Returning to New Zealand, he worked as an architect.  However his education in 
London had introduced him to new concepts and he was now well-schooled in the 
garden city movement, incorporating the concept of good house design with good 
urban planning to create the best environment.  This education was acknowledged 
when, in 1925, Hammond won a national competition presented by the Department of 
Lands and Survey to design the Orakei Garden Suburb.  In 1926, his skills were 
utilised in drafting New Zealand’s first Town Planning Act and later that year he was 
appointed as the first Director of Town Planning. 

He returned to private practice in 1927 assisting local authorities in producing town 
plans.  In 1928 he moved to Wellington to work as both an architect and town planner.  
In 1936, the first Labour Government appointed Hammond as town planner and 
housing consultant to the Department of Housing Construction headed by Arthur 
Tyndall.  He was a key figure along with Wilson and Tyndall in implementing the 
intense state housing scheme that was about to take place throughout New Zealand.  
His model for the garden suburb of Orakei was seen to be the basis of the plan for 
state housing suburbs.  His later design for the Savage Crescent state housing 
development in Palmerston North is considered to be the most successful realised 
example of his work.62 

60 Julia Gatley. 'Wilson, Francis Gordon', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/5w36/wilson-francis-gordon 
(accessed 9 March 2017) 
61 Ibid 
62 Caroline L. Miller. 'Hammond, Reginald Bedford', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara 
- the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4h12/hammond-reginald-
bedford (accessed 9 March 2017) 
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Fletcher Construction Company Limited 
 
After arriving in Dunedin from Scotland in 1908, James Fletcher set up a partnership 
with an Englishman, Albert Morris in 1909 to construct houses.   In 1915, Fletchers 
Brothers was formed when James was joined by his brother William and later John.  In 
1916 they won the contract for the Auckland City Markets.  In 1919, as the business 
expanded the brothers formed the limited liability company, Fletcher Construction.63 
 
The company continued to thrive with major construction projects and in 1925, the 
headquarters were moved to Auckland.  During the Depression years, the company 
was responsible for the construction of a number of notable buildings. These included 
the Arts Building at Auckland University College, the Civic Theatre, the Chateau 
Tongariro and the Wellington Railway Station.   
 
In 1935, James Fletcher, with his experience in large scale developments, was asked 
to advise Michael Savage’s government on social housing policy.  Impressed by 
Fletcher’s advice, and seeing the value in the resources available, Savage wanted to 
buy Fletcher Construction as a government construction agency.  However James 
Fletcher remained independent.64  
 
The advice was followed up by Fletcher Construction taking on a large proportion of the 
contracts to build state houses in Orakei, Miramar and the Hutt Valley.  By March 1937, 
the company was operating two factories working 24 hours a day producing materials 
for the new state housing programme.65   
 
In 1940, Fletcher Construction became a public company known as Fletcher Holdings, 
with Fletcher Construction being a significant subsidiary.  By that time the company’s 
interests were extensive, including steel plants, quarries and engineering shops.  
James Fletcher retired as chairman during the war and was seconded to the position of 
Commissioner for State Construction, responsible to the Prime Minister, Peter Fraser.66 
 
5.0 Physical Description 
 
Site and Context 
 
Coates Avenue has changed dramatically since the first houses were constructed in 
1937.  Very few of the early state houses remain and of those that do, some have been 
altered beyond recognition. The majority of the early state houses have since been 
demolished and new larger two-storey houses have taken their place.  Most of the 
sections have been subdivided to fit two houses on.  The site that 146 Coates Avenue 
occupies is a rarity rather than the norm.   
 
At the Fenton Circle end of Coates Avenue are the large privately owned homes of the 
initial garden suburb development that began to take place in the late 1920s, mixed in 
with contemporary dwellings of a similar scale. 
 

63 The University of Auckland Business School,  
http://www.businesshistory.auckland.ac.nz/fletchers/company_profile.html  accessed 9 March 2017 
64 Beyond the State, New Zealand State Houses from Modest to Modern, p36 
65 The University of Auckland Business School,  
http://www.businesshistory.auckland.ac.nz/fletchers/company_profile.html accessed 9 March 2017 
66 Ibid 
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Figure 10: Aerial of the streetscape the house is situated in.  The area still has a high 
percentage of State houses and flats left over from the initial development.  However in Coates 
Avenue only a limited number of the early state houses remain.  The area has retained its 
residential character with a number of the sections now subdivided. (Auckland Council Geo 
Maps). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 11: Close up aerial showing the full 
site that has been retained for this property. 
There has always been a right of way next 
to this site and this was widened in the 
mid1990s. (Auckland Council Geo Maps). 

 
Building Description  
 
The description of the house is based upon the view taken from the public realm alone 
and very rudimentary floor plans from the Auckland Council Property File.67 
 
The house at 146 Coates Avenue is an L-shaped brick clad home with a clay tiled 
hipped roof.  A concrete foundation perimeter wall has lattice patterned vents 
circulating air beneath the house.  The chimney is still present on the north western 
side of the house and would be situated in the living room.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

67 Auckland Council Property Files 
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Figure 12: The street view of the house at 146 Coates Avenue (Auckland Council, August 
2016). 
 

A small porch where the L shape 
intersects provides the front entry 
to the house.  Terrazzo concrete 
has been used on the front porch 
floor and steps.  The original 
front door still exists and the 
board and batten lining to the 
porch walls is original.  The tiled 
roof extends over the porch and 
is supported by an end brick wall 
with an opening in the brick work.  
An arched opening to the porch 
is concealed by a corrugated 
metal awning which has been 
added later. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 13: The front porch to the 
house with the addition of an awning 
which conceals the arched entry to 
the porch.  (Auckland Council, 
August 2016). 
 

The house has retained original window joinery on all facades that are seen from the 
street.  These are timber framed three-paned casement sash windows combined with 
single top light awning openings.   
 
The back porch is situated in the northeastern corner of the house and is sheltered with 
glazed walls.  The rooms along this corner of the house would consist of the bathroom 
and separate toilet located next to the kitchen at the rear of the house, which lead to 
the laundry and back door. 
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Figure 14: The eastern side of the house that shows the back porch and the service areas of 
the house. The room nearer the front would be a bedroom. (Auckland Council, August 2016). 

Alterations 
 
The image on page 13 indicates the original form of the house and provides evidence 
that there has been very little alteration to the house.  The shutters shown on the front 
window have since been removed.  Later additions to the house include the conduit 
added on the south eastern corner housing internet cabling and the canopy over the 
front porch step.  The canopy partially conceals the bricked arched entry which is a 
significant feature of the front porch design.  Plans drawn up in 1962 to add a sunroom 
to the rear of the house indicate that rear windows were removed and sliding doors 
fitted to provide entry to the sun room.  The rear of the house could not be viewed from 
the street. However the GIS aerial indicates the change in form to the house at the 
rear.  
 
A brick garage has been added on the north western side of the house and was 
already constructed by 1940 according to the aerials of that year.   
 
Condition 
 
As an occupied dwelling and as seen from the street, the house appears to be in very 
good condition. 
 
Key features 
 
The key features include but are not necessarily limited to the following: 
 

• Original window and front door joinery 
• Original front porch terrazzo floor and steps 
• Original board and batten lining on front porch walls 
• Original hipped roof form with original tiles 
• Original roof overhang over front porch 
• Brick arch to entry porch 
• Opening to the side of the entry porch 
• Original brick cladding with concrete foundation base 
• Original brick chimney 
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• Large site size – not subdivided 
• Orientation of the house to view the street from the living area. 
• Orientation of the house for privacy and sunlight. 

 
Early State House Design 
 
The early state house designs were quite distinctive compared to the squarer and less 
decorative houses that were to come later.  
 
The construction of the first state houses built was of a high standard using local 
materials.  Houses were of timber-framed construction with concrete foundations.  
Weatherboards or bricks were the standard choice of cladding, although there was 
some experimentation with asbestos sheeting and concrete.68  Each house in the 
street was to have a different external appearance with the use of a variety of layouts 
and finishes.  In the early state houses the roofs were generally tiled with high pitched 
hipped roof forms.  Some were gabled or a combination of both roof forms.  
Standardised elements such as the window and door types were features that 
conveyed the state house style.   
 
The initial design of the state house was based on the characteristics of the English 
Garden Cottage style.  They were often characterised by such features as brick arches 
on the porches and shutters on the windows.  They were normally recessed with a 
large garden frontage creating the sense of a Garden Suburb streetscape, much like 
the setting of a country village cottage.69  The house at 146 Coates Avenue exemplifies 
the early style of state house design and setting, set back from the street with its brick 
arched entry.  
   
However, as state house construction gathered momentum, designs included Moderne 
and Spanish Mission styles with flat roofs and varying details. 
 
General planning of the early state house was connected to the site to enjoy views, 
sunlight, privacy and protection from prevailing winds.  The rooms were like modules 
fitted into a specific floor plan to achieve the most desirable outcome.  Living rooms 
were to enjoy maximum sunlight while maintaining privacy from adjoining properties 
and taking in any views that may be available.  A view of the street was also desirable.  
The kitchen was positioned to get the morning sun and the bedrooms were to get either 
the morning or the afternoon sun.   
 
The rooms were generally standard measurements and the differences lay in the 
number of bedrooms depending on who was occupying the home.  Each house 
comprised a lounge, a kitchen, one or more bedrooms, each with built in wardrobes, a 
hall, a bathroom normally with a separate toilet and a laundry.  Storage cupboards 
were also provided in the hall for coats and linen.  The largest room was the lounge, 
normally rectangular in shape, with a central fireplace.70   
 
Kitchens were designed to be practical work spaces and in later state houses were 
designed to incorporate a dining nook as well.  They included good bench space with a 
terrazzo surface and built in cupboards.  Bathrooms were small and basic with a built in 
bath and sink.  A small cupboard was provided above the sink.71   
 
 
6.0 Comparative Analysis 
68 Building the New Zealand Dream. P134 
69 Beyond the State, New Zealand State Houses, From Modest to Modern, pp 40-43 
70 State Housing in New Zealand. Pp 31-32 
71 Ibid, p32. 
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The house designated as the first state house in New Zealand is at 12 Fife Lane in 
Miramar, Wellington.  Like Auckland’s First State House at 146 Coates Avenue, the 
Miramar house is clad in brick.  However the brick is finished with a plaster render.  As 
with most of the state houses of this time, including 146 Coates Avenue, this house has 
a concrete tiled roof.  
 
The first residents moved in on 22 September 1937, with a ceremonial opening 
attended by the Prime Minister, Michael Savage, and John A Lee carrying in furniture.  
This was the first state house to be completed in New Zealand.  Tram conductor, David 
McGregor and his wife, Mary were the first state house occupants having obtained their 
residence by ballot.   In 1968, they purchased the home after 31 years in residence. 
This followed an initiative of the National Party lead government, elected in 1949.  
Promoting home ownership, the new Government wanted to offload the problem of the 
cost of maintaining state housing.   
 
In 1983 the house was repurchased by the government in recognition of its heritage 
values.  It is now listed with Heritage New Zealand and is on the Wellington District 
Council heritage list.   

Figure 15: The First State House at 12 Fife Lane Miramar (Heritage New Zealand, Rebecca 
O’Brien, 23 October 2010) 
 
In Auckland, the early state houses were in small clusters of new housing 
developments or in groups of three or four in established suburban areas.  Their 
development was in part, influenced by the concept of the garden suburb.  Given the 
outward appearance of these early state houses, and the variation, the remaining 
houses from this period could all be considered as a comparison.  They were the first 
of their kind and the unifying elements used on all homes would become the identifying 
features of the state house.  Despite the variety of external appearances the 
standardisation of elements would define their style as a housing type.   
 
Other developments were completed in various parts of Auckland in the late 1930s.  
The second largest state housing development to Orakei took place in Grey Lynn in 
1938 and was named the Casey Estate.  Still very much intact, the Casey Estate 
consisted of 127 houses bounded by Richmond Road to the south, Hukanui Crescent 
to the north, Parawai Crescent and Cox’s Creek to the west, and St Paul’s College to 
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the east.  The state house philosophy of ensuring a variety of styles was again 
observed in the construction of these homes. 
 
The State House draft report completed by Matthews & Matthews Architects Ltd 
discusses the various housing around the Auckland Isthmus in the late 1930s and early 
1940s.72  The number of estates initiated at this time is indicative of how quickly the 
state housing programme gathered momentum.  The areas mentioned included 
Greenlane, Point Chevalier, Otahuhu, Westmere, Mt Albert and Remuera.  Houses in 
these estates, particularly those built in the late 1930s are also comparable examples 
of the house at 146 Coates Avenue, Orakei. 

Figure 16: The first state house on the North Shore at 27 Niccol Avenue, Narrow Neck.  
(Auckland Council). 
 
The first state house to be built on the North Shore is located at 27 Niccol Avenue, 
Narrow Neck.  The house was officially opened by John A Lee in September 1938.73  
The first tenants were Mr B. R. S. Rutledge, a local traffic inspector and his wife.  
Unlike the first state houses in Miramar and Orakei, this house is clad in weatherboard.  
The clay tiled roof is gabled with a small hip in the front.  Apart from the standardised 
features, such as the window joinery type, the Narrow Neck house draws a parallel to 
the first state houses in Miramar and Orakei in its English Cottage style of design.  
Alterations to this house that are seen from the street are an extension on the southern 
side, along with a later front door.  The council GIS aerial indicates a small addition at 
the rear.  This house is scheduled as Category A* in the Auckland Council Unitary 
Plan. 
 
While some of the late 1930s state houses have been demolished in Auckland, as is 
indicated in Coates Avenue, there are still a good number of surviving examples.  As 
the Matthews & Matthews report indicates, state housing suburbs from that era remain 
intact in some areas.74  The house at 146 Coates Avenue, Orakei is now one of the few 
and arguably one of the most important examples of the original Coates Avenue state 
houses.  The fact that it is retained on its original section and has had little alteration is 

72 State Housing in the Auckland Region Thematic Heritage Study (draft),  pp13-15 
73 New Zealand Herald, 26 September 1938, p8 
74 State Housing in the Auckland Region Thematic Heritage Study, (draft), pp13-15 
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a rare occurrence, particularly in an area that has been intensively developed.  The 
1940s medium density housing in Kupe Street, Orakei has remained substantially 
intact and some streets have retained enclaves of state houses with the original street 
frontage and landscape features.75  However, later development, along Coates Avenue 
and other streets around Orakei, has significantly altered the first state housing suburb 
in Auckland.  
 
Alternatively Casey Estate, built in late 1937 and early 1938 in Ponsonby, has 
remained well intact.  A house at 3 Hukanui Crescent in the Casey Estate, shares a 
similar form as the house at 146 Coates Avenue.  It is more than likely the same plan 
as the house in Coates Avenue, reversed to meet the requirements of the site.  There 
are some differences in the placement of the windows, demonstrating how a similar 
form and layout can be altered with simple variations to make the house appear 
different. 

Figure 17: Looking up to the front entry of the state house at 3 Hukanui Crescent in the Casey 
Estate. (Auckland Council August 2016). 
 

7.0 Significance criteria  
 
(a) Historical 
Extent to which the place reflects important or representative aspects of national, 
regional or local history, or is associated with important events, persons or ideas, or 
early period of settlement within New Zealand, the region or locality. 
 
Auckland’s First State House at 146 Coates Avenue has national, regional and local 
historical significance as being one of the first houses built, not only in Orakei or 
Auckland, but also New Zealand, under the 1935 Labour Government state housing 
programme.  Being the ceremonial home for the opening of the Orakei estate, the first 
state housing area in Auckland, the house is especially significant earning it the 
reputation as being the first state house in Auckland. 
 
The house has national historic significance for being associated with the first Labour 
Government’s programme of not only providing quality housing at an affordable rent 
but also creating employment, addressing two critical issues that arose during the 
Depression.  Advocating social liberalism, the Labour Party began a process of radical 

75 Ibid, p44 
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social welfare reforms. Aiming to provide free education, free hospital care, full 
employment, a basic minimum wage, a social security system and adequate housing, 
the new Labour Government was paving the way for New Zealand to become a welfare 
state.  The reforms included a state-owned housing scheme, to tackle the affordable 
housing shortage. 
 
It also has an historic association with prominent figures such as the Prime Minister, 
Michael Joseph Savage and MP John A Lee, who prompted the state housing 
development and those who made it happen, including R B Hammond, F Gordon 
Wilson and Arthur Tyndall. 
 
Also historically important, is the association the house has with the development of 
what was originally designed as Auckland’s first garden suburb as laid out in R B 
Hammond’s 1925 plan.  As a reaction to the poverty and disease that existed in the 
cramped conditions of inner city housing, the garden suburb concept promoted healthy 
environments for healthy living.  This was part of a wider move in New Zealand 
recognising how town planning affects the welfare of the individual.  It coincided with 
and undoubtedly was associated with a significant advancement in town planning in 
New Zealand with the introduction of New Zealand’s first Town Planning Act in 1926. 
 
The house also has historical value for being directly related to the early development 
of Orakei and the further development of the eastern suburbs.  The land was Crown-
owned and although some sections had been sold to private ownership, the numerous 
unsold sites were perfect for the proposed development of a state housing suburb.   
 
The house is also associated with the history and development of Fletcher 
Construction who were the main contractors on the Orakei project and other state 
housing projects throughout New Zealand.  
 
There is also historic significance in the house being the home of Tom Skinner, who 
was to go on to become the President of the Federation of Labour and knighted in later 
years.  
 
The house is considered to have considerable national, regional and local 
historical significance.  
 
(b) Social 
The symbolic, spiritual, commemorative, traditional or other cultural value of, 
community association with, or esteem for, the place.  
 
State housing is part of New Zealand’s cultural heritage.  New Zealand was the first 
country in the world to provide state housing.  Although other countries supplied council 
or another form of municipal housing, no other central government had provided 
affordable housing. 
 
The state housing developments of the 1930s changed the landscape of New Zealand 
suburbs establishing whole communities in new areas as the cities expanded.  The 
concept of designing communities in a suburban setting was drawn from the belief that 
people are socially isolated in the city and a favourable model for good communities is 
the one that existed in villages and small towns.  State houses played a significant role 
in defining the identity of these new communities and represented dramatic social 
changes in New Zealand.   
 
Although the area in which the house at 146 Coates Avenue has changed somewhat, 
the house is representative of the first Auckland state housing community.  Collectively 
with other state houses scattered along Coates Avenue, Orakei, the house is symbolic 
of the original development. 
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The high standard of state housing also reflects the social changes in the culture of 
renting rather than owning a home. In the new state houses, many were coming from 
dilapidated interiors of their former rentals to completely new housing with modern 
kitchens and bathrooms. People now had the option of renting at a lower price and still 
enjoying all the modern conveniences of a new home. This reflected an important 
social change in New Zealand’s history as the Labour government addressed poverty 
and living conditions as part of major revisions in social welfare, so that all people could 
enjoy a comfortable standard of living. 
 
The house also has commemorative value as the ceremonial ‘first state house’ in 
Auckland. 
 
The house is considered to have considerable national, regional and local social 
significance. 

(c) Mana whenua  
The symbolic, spiritual, commemorative, traditional or other cultural value of, 
association with, or esteem for, the place by mana whenua. 

 
An assessment of the place’s significance to mana whenua has not been undertaken 
as part of this evaluation.  It should be noted however, that Ngati Whatua o Ōrakeī 
have strong historical connections to this area.  Their legal fight over this land led to the 
Bastion Point occupation and protests in the 1970s.  The Treaty of Waitangi land 
settlements in recent years have led to the return of a portion of the Orakei Block to 
Ngati Whatua o Ōrakeī.  
 
(d) Knowledge 
Potential to provide knowledge through scientific or scholarly study or to contribute to 
an understanding of the cultural or natural history of the region or locality.  
 
The house provides knowledge of the first state housing development in Auckland.  It 
has the potential to play an important role in educating the public on the Labour Party’s 
plans for the state housing movement and the notion of a garden suburb.  
 
Surrounding context has been altered by later development and the subdivision of the 
sites.  The street now consists of mainly two-storey houses on smaller sections. The 
house at 146 Coates Avenue remains valuable as an example of how the sites of the 
original development appeared.  
 
However, there are other early state houses and early estates throughout the Auckland 
region, which also provide knowledge of this kind.  In other areas, the estates are more 
intact and in this way are more significant.  For this reason, the house is considered to 
have moderate regional and local significance with regard to the knowledge values.  

(e) Technological   
The technical accomplishment, design or value of the place.  
 
The house displays the construction techniques specifically used in this form of 
housing design.  Standardised features such as the exterior joinery have been retained 
in this house.  Although the house is a good example of the method of construction of a 
state house, it is no more notable than other similar state houses that remain in the 
Auckland region.   
 
It is therefore, considered to have moderate regional and local technological 
significance. 
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(f) Physical attributes 
Whether the place has value as a notable or representative example of a type, design 
or style, method of construction, craftsmanship or use of materials or work of a notable 
designer, engineer or builder. 
 
As one of the first state houses built in New Zealand, the house has significant physical 
attributes.  The design of the house is from one of hundreds of plans drawn up by a 
panel of architects outsourced by the Department of Housing Construction.  F. Gordon 
Wilson was recruited specifically to advise the department on the architectural designs 
for state houses.  As chief architect F. Gordon Wilson was a key figure in the 
implementation of Labour’s scheme. Previously a partner with the eminent architectural 
firm, Gummer and Ford, Wilson was ultimately responsible for the architectural designs 
of the Department of Housing Construction. 
 
The new state house designs were intended to be individual so that each house 
appeared unique, by use of different forms, roof pitch and materials.  Standardised 
elements such as joinery and general room sizes were used to bring some 
cohesiveness to the state house design.  The houses were arranged on site to meet 
the most favourable conditions of sunlight, views, privacy and streetscape.   
 
Designed in the English Cottage style the house has an attractive front porch detail 
with an arched entry and an opening in the porch wall adding some interest to the 
entry. This is currently partially, concealed by an added awning. While the design of the 
house is not exceptional, it is a good intact example of its type, having retained most of 
its original features. Consequently as one of the earliest existing houses built as part of 
the state housing scheme, it is an excellent representative of the new building typology.   
 
In its association with F. Gordon Wilson and the Department of Housing’s new building 
typology, as well as being one of the few houses retained from the original 1937 
Coates Avenue state house development, being the first in Auckland, and as an intact 
representative of its style, the house has considerable national, regional and local 
significance with regard to physical attributes.  
 
(g) Aesthetic 
The aesthetic, visual, or landmark values of the place.  
 
The house has aesthetic value as it exemplifies the early state house aesthetic that 
was specific to those houses built in the 1930s and 1940s.   
 
The house also has notable aesthetic appeal derived from the relationship it has as an 
original state house in the garden suburb setting, that was to become one of the first 
state housing suburbs in New Zealand.  The overall design of the Orakei Garden 
Suburb represents the work of New Zealand’s first professionally trained town planner, 
R B Hammond.  The street layout has remained the same as the original laid out in the 
1920s.  As one of the remaining intact houses in the area, the house demonstrates the 
history of the area as an original state housing suburb.  However, having said this, it 
must be recognised that the original context of this street in the state housing suburb is 
no longer intact with later subdivision of existing properties providing for more intense 
development in the area.  Although there are some remaining state houses in the 
street, some of them are now privately owned and a number of the original state house 
sites have been redeveloped with new much larger housing on much smaller lots. 
 
The house is considered to have moderate local aesthetic significance. 

(h) Context 
Extent to which the place contributes to or is associated with a wider historical and 
cultural context, streetscape, townscape, landscape or setting. 
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Auckland’s First State House at 146 Coates Avenue has collective value as part of a 
group of first state houses that were built in 1937 in New Zealand.  It was actually the 
first state house in Auckland and the third state house in New Zealand, the other two 
being in Wellington.   
 
Although a number of the Coates Avenue state houses have disappeared, a cluster 
remains as reminders of the earlier context and form a recognisable group in the 
suburb of Orakei.   
 
The house also has group value as being an important component of a larger group of 
government owned houses specifically designed for the purpose of housing families at 
affordable rents, representing a new culture in housing and the philosophy of a welfare 
state.  With state owned homes still being built today this philosophy has endured the 
test of time.  This is also reflected in the architectural style of the state houses which as 
a group remained recognisable for decades.   
  
The house has considerable national, regional and local significance with regard to 
context.  
 
8.0 Statement of significance  

 
The house at 146 Coates Avenue has considerable national, regional and local 
significance for its historical, social, physical attributes and context values.  Known as 
the first state house in Auckland and one of the first in New Zealand, the house 
represents a new architectural typology introduced by the 1935 Labour Government.  
Having retained most of its exterior original features, the house is a good 
representative of its type.  It represents a sector of social welfare reform initiated by the 
first Labour Government, providing quality housing at an affordable rent.  This social 
movement was to have an enormous impact on modern society in New Zealand as it 
became known as a welfare state.   As the first state house in the first state housing 
area in Auckland, this home is symbolic of these social changes and the history of state 
housing in the greater context of New Zealand. 
 
9.0 Extent of the place for scheduling 
 
The identified extent of place for scheduling is the area that is integral to the function, 
meaning and relationships of the place.  The extent includes the entire site, as this is 
the original site and exemplifies the initial requirements of the Labour Government’s 
state house philosophy to provide land for families to grow vegetables and provide a 
playground for children.  The large site also reflects the concept of the garden suburb, 
with the house set back much like a typical cottage in a country village.  For these 
reasons, the recommended extent of place is seen as vital to the meaning and 
relationships of the place.  However, the later extension at the rear of the house should 
be considered as an exclusion as it does not contribute to the historic heritage values 
of the extent.  The garage is considered to support the values of the place as an early 
building being added within the first ten years following the construction of the house.  
 
The extent of place is indicated in the accompanying aerial. 
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Figure 18: Extent of place of 
Auckland’s First State House, with 
the exclusion of the rear extension 
Expressed in dashed lines. (Auckland 
Council Geo Maps). 
 

 
10.0 Recommendations   

 
Based on the above evaluation, Auckland’s First State House at 146 Coates Avenue, 
Orakei meets the threshold to be eligible for inclusion in the Schedule of Historic 
Heritage Places as a Category B place. 

 
11.0 Table of Historic Heritage Values  
 
Significance Criteria (A-
H) 

Value* (None, Little, 
Moderate, Considerable, 
Exceptional) 

Context (Local, Regional, 
National, International) 

A- Historical Considerable National, Regional and 
Local 

B- Social Considerable National, Regional and 
Local 

C- Mana Whenua Not assessed N/A 
D- Knowledge Moderate Regional and Local 
E- Technological  Moderate Regional and Local 
F- Physical Attributes  Considerable National, Regional and 

Local 
G- Aesthetic Moderate Local 
H- Context  Considerable National, Regional and 

Local 
 
12.0 Overall Significance 
 
The following items are proposed for inclusion in the Schedule 14.1 Schedule of 
Significant Historic Heritage Places:  
 
Place Name and/or 
Description 

Auckland’s First State House 

Address 146 Coates Avenue, Orakei 
Category B 
Primary Feature House 
Known Heritage 
Values 

A,B,F,H 
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Extent of Place Refer to planning maps 
Exclusions Interior of building(s); sunroom 
Additional Controls 
for Archaeological 
Sites or Features 

--- 

Place of Maori Interest 
or Significance 

--- 

 
13.0 Other Matters 
 
This is a good example of a place that would benefit from the provision of interpretation 
signage explaining the history of Orakei as the first state house suburb in Auckland and 
the house’s value as being Auckland’s ceremonial ‘First State House’. For the 
interpretation to be viewed by the public, it is desirable that a sign be positioned either 
near or on the front fence of the property necessitating liaison with either the property 
owner or Auckland Transport.  
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APPENDIX 1:  
Supplementary Research 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 19: New Zealand Herald, 24 January 1924 
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Figure 20: New Zealand Herald, 25 June, 
1925, p8 
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Figure 21: Auckland Star, 14 June, 1927, p9 
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Figure 22: New Zealand Herald, 3 April , 
1928 
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Figure 23: New Zealand Herald, 5 September 1929 
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Figure 24: New Zealand Herald, 26 August 1932,  

p10 
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Figure 25: Press, 23 July 1936, p12 
 
 
 

 
 
 

146 Coates Avenue, Orakei _Final 
  
 

39 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 26: Evening Post, 23 July 1936, p10 
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Figure 27: New Zealand Herald, 2 October 1936, p12 
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Figure 28: Press, 18 February 1937, p10 
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Figure 29: Evening Post, 18 
March 1937, p10 
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Figure 30: New Zealand Herald, 19 March, 1937, p10 
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Figure 31: Auckland Star, 6 April 1937, p8 
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Figure 32: Auckland Star, 7 April 1937, p8 
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Figure 33:New Zealand Herald, 7 April 1937, p13 
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Figure 34: Press, 7 April1937, p10 
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Figure 35: Alexandra Herald and Central 
Otago Gazette, 7 April 1937, p5 
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Figure 36: Auckland Star, 29 April 1937, p8 
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Figure 37: Auckland Star, 3 May 1937, p8 
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Figure 38: Auckland Star, 23 December 1937, p7 
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Figure 39: Auckland Star 24 December 1937, p18 
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Figure 40: New Zealand Herald, 24 December 1937, p13 
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Figure 41: New Zealand Herald, 21 January 1938, p16 
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APPENDIX 2:  
 
Comparative Images 
 
These images display how little the house has been altered since it was first built in 
1937. 

Figure42: The house as it stands today (Auckland Council, August 2016) 
 

Figure 43: The house on 23 December 1937 at the Opening Day Ceremony.  (Auckland Star, 
24 December 1937, p7) 
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APPENDIX 3:  
 
Historic Photographs of Orakei state housing 
 

 
Figure 44: State house at 100 Coates Avenue, Orakei in the 1940s.  This house has since been 
demolished. (Sir George Grey Special Collections, Auckland Libraries, 34-BON-8) 
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Figure 45: Preparing the grounds for gardens in the Orakei Settlement. (New Zealand Herald, 25 June 
1938, p12). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 46: State 
housing in another 
street in the Orakei 
state housing suburb in 
the 1940s 
demonstrating the 
more refined early 
state housing with 
varied roofs and forms 
and some windows 
with shutters. (Sir 
George Grey Special 
Collections, Auckland 
Libraries, 34-BON-10). 
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Figure 47: Standard window joinery for state houses made off site (Alexander Turnbull Library PAColl-
4161-01-207-10). 
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APPENDIX 4:  
 
Certificates of Title 
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APPENDIX 5: 
 
Drawing 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 48: 1962 alteration to add sun room at the rear of the house. (Auckland Council Property 
Files). 
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