
A Brave New World? 
IDEAL VERSUS REALITY IN POSTWAR NAENAE1 

N AENAE IS A SUBURB of Lower Hutt, built by the state in the mid-1940s. At the 
time of its construction it was held out by the incumbent Labour government as 
the material realization of its vision for a Brave New World, or ideal society. 
Almost every week VIPs would be driven out by government officials to view 
and comment favourably on the progress of the Naenae scheme. Many less 
prominent individuals would catch weekend trains and buses to see for them-
selves the much-talked-about housing project. Wandering around the suburb's 
curvilinear streets, the tourists would admire the fine finishing and generous 
proportions of the newly-completed houses — their freshly applied paint 
gleaming in the sunlight — or enjoy the scent from any one of the hundreds of 
flowers which bloomed along house fronts in an ever-extending community 
garden. Some would visit the site of the proposed community centre and marvel 
about the 'wonders of the modern age' or 'the fruits of progress'. The more 
adventurous might follow the numerous pathways which meandered along 
grassy reserves, and smile at the sights and sounds of happy children safely at 
play. Then, as Naenae basked in the late afternoon sun, many of these visitors 
would return to dank homes in the valleys of Wellington, and hope that their 
long-submitted application for a state house would soon receive the official 
stamp of approval from the Lambton Quay bureaucrats. Few would have 
doubted Labour's assertion that a Brave New World was coming to fruition in 
Naenae.2 

In the mid-1950s, Naenae re-entered the public gaze, this time in circum-
stances far less favourable. Reports of juvenile delinquency and promiscuity in 
the suburb (and other Hutt Valley state housing areas) turned around the 
generally positive public image of Naenae. Critics, both official and freelance, 
pointed to the 'monotonous' housing, 'endless' serpentine streets, and 'uniform' 
population as factors contributing to the nascent community's problems. The 
more vociferous ridiculed the notion of Naenae as an ideal society and charged 

1 I gratefully acknowledge the advice and comments of Malcolm McKinnon and Lis Cowey in 
preparing this article. 

2 This paragraph is partly based on testimony given to the author by several town planners 
contemporary with the Naenae scheme and the National Film Unit film "Housing in New Zealand', 
Reference Video Number 68, National Archives, Wellington. 
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Labour with creating its near antithesis, a state house ghetto.3 This was far from 
true. Nonetheless, by this time, even the most loyal of the scheme's supporters 
would have conceded that, in the decade since the project's commencement, not 
everything had proceeded according to plan. By analysing the ideology inform-
ing Naenae's plan, and exploring how the plan's implementation was received 
by local residents, this article seeks to explain why Labour's ideal for Naenae 
failed to materialize. 

Planning history is a new field of enquiry for New Zealand historians. Its rapid 
growth overseas has offered new insights into the forces which shape and change 
cities and towns. Planning history scholarship has benefited not only urban 
historiography but also the urban planning profession which, suggests geogra-
pher Gordon Cherry, has gained from 'a new historical depth and analytical 
judgement over the processes of environmental change'.4 Because the field is 
still in a state of infancy in New Zealand, the depth of knowledge concerning 
local planning history is at present rather shallow. This is particularly true in 
regard to Naenae. There has been very little written on the settlement' s formative 
years as a state suburb. Some of the existing accounts have blamed the perceived 
failure of Naenae on a lack of political will to see the scheme through to 
completion. Others have attributed it to government pressure to construct ever 
more houses at the expense of community facilities and services. According to 
this last interpretation, had such facilities and services been available when the 
residents first settled in the suburb, the social problems which later beset Naenae 
would not have occurred to the extent that they did.5 Although both accounts still 
have a degree of merit, it will be argued here that the 'failure' of Naenae was 
caused not so much by political indifference, or the late arrival of the promised 
buildings and amenities, as by the ideology that informed the planning of 
Naenae, which was based on false assumptions concerning the nature of New 
Zealand urban society. 

The main stream of thought influencing the Naenae scheme flowed through 
from the garden city movement, founded by the Englishman Ebenezer Howard 
at the turn of the twentieth century. Howard was concerned that the increasing 
centralization of Britain's population in London, and other large polluted and 
congested industrial cities, was sapping the health of the working classes and 
undermining national efficiency. As with many other reformers of his day, 

3 M.Hill, New Zealand Architecture, Wellington, 1976,p.29; 'Report of the Special Committee 
on Moral Delinquency in Children and Adolescents', (Mazengarb Report) Appendices to the 
Journals of the House of Representatives, 1954, H-47, pp.20, 33-34; A.D. Trlin. Social Welfare in 
New Zealand Society, Wellington, 1977, pp.115-25 (Trlin gives an overview of criticism directed at 
state housing). 

4 G.E. Cherry, 'Planning History: Recent Developments in Britain', Planning Perspectives, 6 
(1991), p.33. 

5 S.H. Franklin, Trade Growth and Anxiety: New Zealand Beyond the Welfare State, Wellington. 
1978, p.332; D. McGill, Lower Hutt: The First Garden City, Lower Hutt, 1991, pp. 159-64; D. P. 
Miller, Once Upon a Village: A History of Lower Hutt, Lower Hutt, 1972, pp. 163-70; W. L. 
Robertson, 'A Final Statement' (unpublished manuscript held in Alexander Turnbull Library, 
Wellington), pp. 158-60; W.D. Wilson, 'Labour's housing policy' .Here and Now, (July 1956), p.2; 
'A Policy for Building and Housing:!' , Here and Now (May 1956), pp.5-6. 
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Howard looked to the ameliorative qualities of the country to solve these city-
based problems.6 He was inspired by a wide range of sources including Robert 
Owen's communitarian experiment at New Lanark, James Silk Buckingham's 
'Victoria', an imaginary model city set in an agricultural estate, Henry George's 
writings on land reform, the model industrial towns of Port Sunlight and 
Bournville, and 'Boston 2000', Edward Bellamy's socialist city of the future. 
Howard fused many of these ideas into a plan of his own for an ideal city.7 

Howard proposed that the drift to the cities could be reversed by drawing 
people to low density 'garden cities' on the outskirts of existing metropolitan 
centres. Each city would be developed by private enterprise, but to prevent 
exploitative landlordism, the land and city infrastructure would be communally 
owned and administered by a democratically elected Board of Management. In 
a circular diagram of a model city, published in Howard's seminal work, Garden 
Cities of To-morrow (1900), Howard divided his city into one civic and six 
residential wards (figure 1). The primary social unit of the residential wards was 
the nuclear family, each living in a single-detached cottage surrounded by 
gardens and tree-lined avenues. Sited at the centre of each ward were a primary 
school and neighbourhood community centre. Industry was located at the city 
periphery and commercial and civic activities towards the centre. A public 
garden marked the city core. Encircling the whole city was a green belt, which 
restricted growth and acted as an agricultural hinterland for the city. Howard 
believed that his garden city idea would create a sense of community character-
istic of medieval village life and provide a model for a 'co-operative common-
wealth", combining the 'best of town and country' in the one settlement.8 

The first of two garden cities was constructed in Letchworth (Hertfordshire) 
in 1903. Designed by Raymond Unwin and Barry Parker, the development 
followed the natural contours of the land, a feature which reflected the garden 
city movement's commitment to organic (nature-inspired) planning. Houses 
were constructed to different designs in the rural English cottage style, and were 
sited to maximize their exposure to sun and views. Once it was completed, city 
leaders did their best to create a co-operative commonwealth and foster a sense 
of local community. However, reports noting the absence of pubs and the high 
number of 'cranks and vegetarians' damaged Letchworth's public image and the 
centre failed to prosper in the way its designers had hoped.9 More successful as 

6 G.E. Cherry, Urban Change and Planning: A History of Urban Development in Britain, Henley-
on-Thames, 1972, pp. 120-1; R. Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Century, New York, 1987, 
pp.37-38. 

7 F.H.A. Aalan, 'English Origins', in S.V. Ward, ed.. The Garden City Movement: Past, Present 
and Future, London, 1992, p.35; Stanley Buder. Visionaries and Planners: The Garden City 
Movement and the Modern Community, New York, 1990, p.70; S. Kostof, The City Shaped: Urban 
Patterns and Meanings Through History, London, 1991, pp. 52-54, 198-209. 

8 Fishman, pp.43-45; R. Freestone, Model Communities: The Garden City Movement in 
Australia. Melbourne, 1989, p. 13; E. Howard, Garden Cities of To-morrow, (2nd impression), 
London, 1944. It was originally published in 1898 under the title: To-morrow: A Peaceful Path to 
Real Reform. 

9 A. Edwards, The Design of Suburbia: A Critical Study in Environmental History, London, 1981, 
p.84; Freestone, pp.20-21; Buder, pp.90-91. 
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Figure 1 
Diagram of a model garden city ward as designed by Ebenezer HowMd,Garclen Cities 

of To-morrow, 2nd impression, London, 1944. 

a model for future urban development was Hampstead Garden Suburb in 
London. Designed by Parker and Unwin in 1908, Hampstead showed how the 
spatial aspects of the garden city planning model could be applied to suburban 
environments. Unlike Letchworth, it was a great success, and was copied by 
suburban developers (albeit not always to the same standard) throughout the 
world.10 

Garden city ideas became a widely discussed public issue in New Zealand in 
1911, when a local garden city movement was established to promote the 
construction of garden cities and lobby for the introduction of town planning 
legislation. Although the movement gained strong middle-class support through-
out the 1910s — culminating in the 1919 Town Planning Conference — 
enthusiasm for the cause waned in the early 1920s, and, following the passing of 

10 P. Hall, Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design in the 
Twentieth Century, Oxford. 1988, pp.102-3. 
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the 1926 Town Planning Act, the movement dissipated.11 The next time garden 
city ideas informed public debate was through Labour's housing policy, drawn 
up in the wake of its landslide 1935 election win. 

Labour's housing policy was a pivotal component of a Keynesian programme 
to reduce unemployment and prime the economy. Faced with a chronic urban 
housing shortage, Labour instituted a state housing construction scheme to re-
house inner city workers, create jobs, and revitalize building-based industries.12 

The first state house was officially opened in 1937.13 However, public demand 
for state house tenancies soon outgrew supply. The government responded to the 
situation by introducing rigid allocation criteria which favoured young married 
couples over other social groups.14 As far as it was concerned, the declining 
national birth rate made the (temporary) bias towards couples of child-bearing 
age necessary in order to maintain national efficiency.15 A more powerful force 
underpinning the natalist bent of the criteria was Labour's sentimental attach-
ment to the institution of the nuclear family in which the husband is the main 
breadwinner and the stay-at-home wife the primary child raiser and 'haven' 
keeper.16 Above all. Labour sought to create conditions in its state housing areas 
that supported and strengthened nuclear family life. 

The importance of the nuclear family in Labour's housing policy was rein-
forced in the design of its state houses (figure 2). As feminist historians have 
noted, the house in modern western society has been inextricably associated with 
the nuclear family, whose domestic maintenance has been seen as the proper 
responsibility of women. According to the historian, Leslie Kanes-Weisman, 
'writers and poets, women and men alike, romanticise the house filled with 
children's laughter and describe with sorrow and pity the "empty nest", which, 
like a woman's menopausal body is seen to be tragically barren'.17 Labour's 
houses reflected this notion of 'home and family'. They also clearly demarcated 

11 For further information on the New Zealand garden city movement see: B. Schrader, 'Garden 
Cities and Planning', New Zealand Historic Places Trust Magazine, 43, (19931, pp.30-33, and 
'Planning Happy Families: A History of the Naenae Idea', MA thesis, Victoria University of 
Wellington, 1993, pp.37-48. 

12 R. Oliver. 'Ideology, the Slump, and the New Zealand Labour Party: A Study on the Ideology 
of the New Zealand Labour Party in the 1930s', MA thesis, The University of Auckland, 1978, pp. 
291-8: J. A. Lee, 'Rough Notes on Housing'. (1936). Housing Department Papers (HD) 3/1/8 part 
2, National Archives (NA), Wellington, pp. 1-2, and 'Planning and Housing', Planning, II, 5 (1937), 
p.3. A rapid drop in building activity during the depression caused the housing shortage. 

13 Dominion, 18 September 1987. 
14 The nuclear family-centred criteria were spelt out by Lee and Nash in 1937 and were based 

on 1) existing security of tenure and number of dependants; 2) respectability of applicants; 3) 
applicants' ability to pay. See 'Access to State Housing' (1937), State Advances Corporation Papers 
(SAC) I 35/83, NA. 

15 Evening Post (EP). 4 July 1944; nearly 85% of state houses built under the first Labour 
government were two or three-bedroomed family dwellings, New Zealand Government, New 
Zealand Yearbook, Wellington, 1949, p.535. See also Barbara Brookes, 'Housewives' Depression: 
The Debate Over Abortion and Birth Control in the 1930s', New Zealand Journal of History (NZJH), 
XV, 2 (1981). pp. 116 and 131. 

16 Walter Nash. New Zealand: A Working Democracy, London 1943, p.211. 
17 Leslie Kanes-Weisman. Discrimination by Design: A Feminist Critique of the Man-made 

Environment, Chicago, 1992, p. 17. 
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Figure 2 
Floor plan of a typical Labour state house in the 1930s and 40s. Housing New 

Zealand, Lower Hutt. 

boundaries between public and private, male and female space. Public spaces 
included the living room, dining alcove and hall whereas the private spaces 
centred on the two or three bedrooms (one for each child) and the bathroom. The 
largest room was the living room which was sited north to catch the afternoon 
sun. The focal point of this room was the fireplace which was designed to ensure 
that a generous lounge suite could be placed around it. The living room was the 
heart of Labour's ideal home and its central purpose was 'familial relaxation'.18 

A government publicity photo of the time shows the room serving this function 
(figure 3). A blazing fire casts light across the hearth where a child sits in her 
mother 's lap seemingly lost in the story which is being read to her. In the 
foreground, a father engages in conversation with an elder child, who looks up 
to him in due admiration.19 

18 'Design Schedule for Housing' (1936), Nash Papers (Nash) 1302-0534, NA, p.3. 
19 New Zealand Government. State Housing in New Zealand, Wellington, 1947. n.p. 
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Figure 3 
Labour's ideal state house living room serving its primary purpose, familial relaxa-

tion. New Zealand Government. Slate Housing in New Zealand, Wellington, 
1947, n.p. 

In contrast, the kitchen was sited towards morning sun and streamlined to 
allow for maximum efficiency, with built-in cupboards and 'dust-free' surfaces. 
While the kitchen had been the social heart of most working-class housing since 
at least Victorian times, the removal of this function to the living room in the state 
house aimed at reinforcing the kitchen as the housewife's domain.20 Signifi-
cantly, there was no part of the house similarly prescribed for men. The only 
place the so-called head of the household could call his own was the toolshed-
cum-workshop, located behind the house and astride the militarily-ordered rows 
of carrots and cauliflowers of the ubiquitous vegetable garden. The existence of 
such a male-defined space outside the house reinforced the idea that the home 

20 'Design Schedule, p.3. The idea of gendered roles was reinforced from the 1920s by the 
domestic science movement and manufacturers of consumer appliances, which promoted house-
wives as professional 'homemakers'. For further discussion see Margaret Marsh, Suburban Lives, 
New Brunswick, 1990, pp.137-8; Adrian Forty. Objects of Desire: Design and Society 1750-1980, 
London, 1986. and. Daphne Spain. Gendered Spaces, Chapel Hill, 1992, pp. 122-5. 
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was primarily a female space, a notion which conveniently enabled men to 
remove themselves from the domestic sphere when things got 'too hot in the 
kitchen'. 

Of course, Labour had not been the first New Zealand government to promote 
the idea of the suburban house as a haven for family life. The same ideal had 
certainly influenced the Liberals' Workers' Dwelling Act of 1905 and the 
Advances to Settlers Act of the following year, both designed to help inner city 
workers and their families resettle in the suburbs.21 It had also informed the 
Reform government's 1922 State Advances Amendment Act, a measure which 
had offered workers cheap state loans to build their own homes, leading to a 
nationwide suburban housing boom.22 As with previous governments, Labour's 
housing policies sought to help city dwellers realize for themselves the familial 
suburban ideal. Unlike previous governments, Labour saw this ideal as only one 
component of its grander vision for a Brave New World. Labour also wanted 
each family to be integrated into the suburban community of which it was a part. 
Echoing the ideas of the garden city movement, it hoped to create lively 
settlements, where people interacted with one another, formed friendships and 
shared in communal activities. Naenae was to be the showcase of this endeavour. 

The planners of Naenae were inspired by two streams of garden city thought, 
one flowing from the tradition of Letchworth and Hampstead Garden Suburb and 
the other via the United States. Before examining the American stream in more 
detail, it is necessary to say something about the British scene during the interwar 
period. The perceived failure of Letchworth and the second Garden City, 
Welwyn (constructed in the early 1920s), discouraged further private investment 
in garden city ventures. This forced the garden city movement to turn to the 
public sector to advance their cause.23 Consequently, many of the low-density 
municipal housing estates built under the 1919 British Housing and Town 
Planning Act have their origins in the garden city ideal. Designed to rehouse 
workers from inner city slums, the new estates initially lacked basic services 
such as public transport and schools, leading some tenants to claim that they were 
worse than the slums left behind. Nonetheless, the estates did raise the standard 
of worker housing and were the forerunner of the state-sponsored New Towns 
programme of the late-1940s.24 

21 According to E. Olssen and A. Levesque, the Liberal Premier, Richard Seddon. wanted to 
reduce overcrowding in cities and increase employment opportunities for fathers so that 'mothers 
might stop at home and look after the children'. E. Olssen and A. Levesque, 'Towards a history of 
the European Family in New Zealand', in P. Koopman-Boyden, ed., Families ill New Zealand, 
Wellington, 1978, p.9; Barbara Fill, Seddon's State Houses: The Workers' Dwelling Act and the 
Heretaunga Settlement, Wellington, 1981, p.5. 

22 E. Rogerson, 'Cosy Homes Multiply: Auckland's Growth in the Western Suburbs', MA thesis. 
The University of Auckland, 1976. p.38. 

23 As with Letchworth, Welwyn Garden City was built in Hertfordshire where, in comparison 
with other locations outside London, land was relatively cheap. The reasons for the failure of Welwyn 
are outlined in M. Herbert, 'The British Garden City: Metamorphosis', in Ward. The Garden City 
Movement, p. 168. 

24 J. Burnett, A Social History ofHousing, London, 1986, pp.222-43: A. Ravetz, Remaking Cities, 
London, 1980. pp.29-30. 
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Somewhat surprisingly, the New Towns programme was credited by several 
architects and planners interviewed for this research as being the main inspira-
tion for the planning of Naenae. It is worthwhile correcting this misconception. 
While New Town propagandists such as F.J. Osborne may have influenced 
Naenae's planners, the fact that Naenae was largely constructed by the time the 
first New Town (Stevenage, 1947) came into existence disqualifies the New 
Towns programme as a blueprint for Naenae.25 More plausible models for the 
physical and social planning of Naenae are to be found in the garden city-inspired 
towns of Radburn and Greenbelt in the United States. 

The privately-developed town of Radburn was designed by Clarence Stein and 
Henry Wright and built on agricultural land near New York City in 1928. Stein 
and Wright significantly advanced garden city thinking by creating an environ-
ment that minimized the impact of the motor car on community life. This was 
done by way of a series of 'superblocks'. At the centre of each superblock was 
a large parkland on which the community's houses were fronted — 15% of the 
total area was devoted to reserves. Small feeder streets connected each house to 
arterial routes, which flowed around the circumference of the superblock, 
leaving the interior free of vehicular traffic. Throughout the parkland ran 
pedestrian walkways which connected each household to local services and 
amenities. As with Unwin and Parker at Letchworth, Stein and Wright believed 
their site plan would encourage that type of face-to-face contact community 
spirit reminiscent of small town life. Troubled by the declining American birth 
rate, the two designers went to great lengths to provide an environment that 
would promote nuclear family life. The physical and social organization of the 
community was centred on the primary school/community centre and the 
interior parkland was intended mainly for children, who could be conveniently 
supervised from the inward facing house. Other family-centred amenities 
included tennis courts, baseball fields, creches and supervised recreation pro-
grammes. However, Radburn's development stalled with the collapse of the 
housing market in 1929. When the Depression lifted, no sponsor, private or 
public, could be found to continue the project and the town was slowly 
surrounded by satellite settlements of New York City.26 As is apparent, Radburn's 
focus on children and nuclear family life fitted well with Labour's own natalist 
concerns, and despite its ignominious fate, the 'idea of Radburn' soon influenced 
planners around the world, including those responsible for Naenae. 

The construction of Naenae began in 1945 (figure 4). It was designed to 
accommodate 10,000 people. George Alberton (the Director of the Housing 
Division) stated that the project offered the opportunity to build 'an ideal garden 

25 Architects and planners interview, conducted between 8-20 September 1992. Tapes held by 
author; S. V. Ward. 'New Towns Outside Britain', in Ward, The Garden City Movement, p.16. 

26 D. Schaffer, Garden Cities of America: The Radburn Experience, Philadelphia, 1982, pp. 148-
85, and 'Resettling Industrial America: the Controversy over FDR's Greenbelt Program'. Urbanism 
Past and Present, VIII. 1 (1983). pp. 20-21; C. Silver, 'Neighbourhood Planning in Historical 
Perspective'. J AIP, LI, 2 (1983), pp. 165-70; C. A. Christianson, The American Garden City and New 
Towns Movement, Ann Arbor, 1986, pp. 55-68. 
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Figure 4 
Plan for Naenae (1944). The community centre was to be sited as the focal point of the 

settlement. The lightly dotted areas are the reserves. Source: Plan held by author. 

city in the Hutt Valley'.27 Naenae was never meant to be a garden city in 
Howard's sense of the term, but as with Radburn, reserves would cover at least 
15% of the total area and green corridors would be provided to ensure children 
could play and walk to school away from motorized traffic. All but pedestrian 
traffic would be directed along an extensive new curvilinear street system which, 
in acccordance with garden city practice, would follow the natural contours of 

27 Alberton to General Manager of Railways, 6 April 1944, HD 6/71 part 2, NA. 
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the site.28 And while it was acknowledged that most workers would commute 
outside of Naenae to their places of employment, land was set aside for the 
development of local industry, where factories would be set in parkland in 
'accordance with garden city principles as practised in England and America' ,29 

The chief designer of Naenae was Ernst Plischke, an Austrian emigre and 
architect of world repute.30 As with Radburn, Plischke made the community 
centre the focal point of his design. This complex combined commercial, social 
and cultural activities and was aimed at facilitating the development of a 
community spirit in the suburb. Plischke's plan was inspired by the cities of 
medieval Europe. In particular, he saw San Marco Square in Venice as having 
all the necessary attributes of a modern community centre (figure 5). Perhaps the 
highest regarded of all urban spaces in Europe, San Marco comprised two 
squares, each surrounded by public buildings. Near their intersection, an 
impressive campanile provided a visual contrast to the dominant horizontal lines 
of the buildings. As one of the few open places in Venice, San Marco had long 
been a focal point for the cultural and social life of the city, a place to encounter 
friends and parade. 

Like San Marco, Plischke's Naenae's arrangement was for pedestrians only 
(figure 6). Around the main square he placed the largest buildings: a hall, library, 
meeting rooms and various government services. The smaller square contained 
the main shopping and eating precinct, where people might meet friends, or 
simply watch the world pass by from an outside cafe table. Two cinemas were 
located at opposite sides of the square and an overbridge linked the complex to 
the railway station. Meanwhile, a water tower served the same function as the 
campanile in San Marco.31 The spatial dimension of the plan was deliberately 
urban and made no reference to the privatized suburban space which presumably 
surrounded it. Plischke challenged the predominantly individualistic and famil-
ial focus of the rest of Naenae by creating an environment designed to bring about 
face-to-face contact and chance meetings between residents. The realization of 
this vision became the goal of Naenae's social planners. 

The force behind the social planning of Naenae was another immigrant to New 
Zealand, a Canadian, William Robertson. Little of his personal circumstances 
are known, but R.S.V. Simpson, a former colleague of Robertson and Naenae 
resident, remembered him as a loner, who, while tenacious, lacked charisma.32 

In 1938 Robertson joined the staff of the New Zealand Co-operative Society in 

28 'Report of the Hutt Valley Operations', no date but probably 1944. HD 6/71 part 2. NA; EP, 
12 April 1945. 

29 R.B. Hammond, 'Some Town Planning Thoughts'. November 1945, HD 6/1 part 2. NA; 
Alberton to Lower Hutt City Engineer, 6 September 1943, HD 6/71 part 2. NA. 

30 L. Tyler, 'The Architecture of Ernst Plischke in New Zealand', MA thesis. University of 
Canterbury. 1986, p. 180. 

31 Ernst Plischke. Design and Living, Wellington, 1947. pp.61-62; Alberton to Town Clerk, 
Lower Hutt City Council, 20 June 1944, HD, 6/71 part 2, NA. 

32 Born in Canada in 1901, Robertson spent his early adulthood in the Royal Air Force, migrating 
to New Zealand in 1930. He never married and lived by himself in a flat on The Terrace, Wellington. 
R.S.V. Simpson interview. 12 March 1993, tape held by author; EP. 20 November 1950; EP, 9 
February 1991; 'Co-op Robbie: Honor and Dishonour', Here and Now, January 1951, p.24. 
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Figure 5 
San Marco Square in Venice, on which Plischke based his Naenae community centre 

design. Source: E. A. Plischke, Design and Living, Wellington, 1947. p. 61. 

Wellington as an assistant storeman. He became a zealous convert to the co-
operative cause and in 1939 read about the Radburn-inspired Greenbelt Pro-
gramme in the United States. This construction of new towns had been initiated 
under Roosevelt 's New Deal as a tool to get the unemployed back into work. The 
(three) Greenbelt towns differed from Radburn in one major respect: all were 
built and owned by the federal government. As with Radburn, the designers 
sought to create conditions in the towns which would encourage the develop-
ment of community and nuclear family life. In the first town of Greenbelt. 
Maryland, these measures included community centres, community health 
clinics, and a consumers' co-operative." Enthused by what he had read, 
Robertson decided that the development of Labour's Lower Hutt state-housing 
scheme would be an excellent opportunity to develop a Greenbelt-type project 

33 J. L Arnold, The New Deal in the Suburbs: A History of the Greenbelt Program 1935-54, Ohio, 
1971, pp. 191-209. 
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Figure 6 

Plischke's unbuilt design for Naenae's community centre. Source, ibid, p. 69. 

in New Zealand. 
After gaining the support of local residents, by way of a community poll, 

Robertson secured a meeting with Prime Minister Peter Fraser and a number of 
senior ministers, including the Hutt Valley MP, Walter Nash. Fraser expressed 
great interest in Robertson's proposals and offered him a block of shops in 
Naenae to accommodate a consumers' co-operative. Following the meeting, 
Robertson was given a position in the Internal Marking Division where he took 
on the responsibility for setting up the co-operative. Liaising with community 
groups in Naenae and the neighbouring state suburbs of Epuni and Taita, he 
persuaded them that the area's social planning should not stop at consumers' co-
operatives but include state-sponsored health clinics and community centres as 
well. To co-ordinate the programme he set up the Hutt Valley Community 
Planning Council, containing three sub-committees, a consumers' co-operative, 
a health clinic and community centres.34 

34 'How it Began'. Hutt Valley Co-operator (HVC), II. 8. (1947), pp.3-8; Robertson, pp.16, 28. 
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The Hutt Valley Consumers' Co-operative Society was formed in September 
1945 and quickly proved popular with residents. In contrast, despite overwhelm-
ing community support, the health clinic proposals were stillborn, due largely to 
the medical fraternity's unbending insistence that general practitioners should 
not become state servants.35 With this scheme stymied, Robertson and his 
supporters turned their attention to their community centre proposals. 

The first modern community centre in New Zealand had been established in 
Feilding during the 1930s and its success led to the establishment of a national 
community centre movement.36 It sprang from a middle-class concern that urban 
society lacked a pervasive community spirit — a perception partly informed by 
concurrent sociological enquiry into the dislocating forces of modern urban life. 
According to the community centre advocates, this 'spiritual vacuum' had 
caused many urbanites to feel alienated from their neighbours and local commu-
nities, a process which inevitably led to increased crime and other social 
problems.37 As was explained earlier, this critique of urban life was shared by the 
garden city movement, and accounts for its desire to recreate the (perceived) 
strong kinship and community bonds of the village in garden cities. The idea that 
community was to be found in small towns and villages was reinforced by one 
commentator, who suggested that the absence of a community spirit in urban 
centres was due to the fact that New Zealand had passed its pioneering phase 
'during which a strong sense of community was engendered through having to 
carve a home out of the bush and knowing that help would be forthcoming if 
required. But now this has gone and with it the erstwhile community spirit.'38 A 
local community centre was perceived as a way to revive this lost spirit. 

The government pledged to finance half of the community centre, but the rest 
would need to come from the local community. The Community Centre 
Committee decided that this would best be achieved by raising a community 
loan, which would be paid back by imposing a special rating on every household 
served by the centre. In order to gain the support of residents a postal ballot was 
organized for April 1948.39 Discussion on the scheme was varied and lively. One 
pro-centre article, carried in the local press, suggested how the 'average family' 
might use the facilities: 'On odd occasions we can let Mum off the chores of 
getting tea, and the whole family can dine at the centre and stroll around the 
grounds. Afterwards we may naturally drift apart for the rest of the evening, each 
to his or her own interest group — boxing for Bob, night tennis on lighted courts 

35 The medical fraternity was represented in discussions over the proposals by the local chapter 
of the British Medical Association. 'Special health Issue'. HVC, 9 March 1946; Hutt News (HN), 20 
March 1946 and 28 August 1946; Robertson, pp.41-62. 

36 J.A. Brailsford, Community Centres: A Rapid Survey and Some Suggestions, Wellington, 
1947, pp.5-7. 

37 D. Karp. G. Stone, W. Yocls, Being Urban: /\ Sociology of City Life, New York, 1991. pp.47-
75; C.S. Fischer, The Urban Experience, New York, 1976, pp. 1.07-11; I. Shirley. Planning for 
Community: The Mythology of Community Development and Planning, Palmerston North. 1979. 
p.29. 

38 M. Patience, 'The Community Centre; What Should it Be?', New Zealand Design Review, II, 
5(1950), p. 101. 

39 Robertson, pp.77-85. 
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for Nan, hobbies for young Dick, drama for Mum, indoor bowls for Dad, or 
perhaps a debate — until the time comes for a rendezvous for a light supper in 
the lounge and the introduction of new found friends.'4" Here we have a cosy 
vision of an active and sociable community, with the family at its heart. In reply, 
the correspondent, 'Value of Home Life' argued that 'instead of all these 
schemes to take people out of their homes isn't it about time that there was a 
movement to get people to spend more time in them'.4 ' These diverging 
statements highlight an inherent tension in the Hutt Valley Community Planning 
Scheme between the ideal of privatized family life and the ideal of community 
— of which more will be said later. 

On the eve of the poll, the Evening Post and Southern Cross ran editorials 
commending the community centre scheme to their readers. However, such 
endorsements failed to sway the majority of eligible voters and the poll was lost 
by 2,415 votes to 2,069 (the combined figure showing a voter turnout of only 
54%).42 Despite the negative result, the scheme's supporters remained unde-
terred. In Naenae, unlike Taita and Epuni, a slight majority of electors had voted 
for the proposal, an outcome which the Community Centre Committee success-
fully used to convince the government to hold a second ballot in Naenae. Held 
in June, this time a convincing 65% of voters gave their support to the scheme.43 

But it was not until October 1949 —jus t before the general election — that the 
government finally passed the legislation which permitted the special residential 
rating.44 One month later Labour lost office and once again the whole project was 
placed under a cloud of doubt. 

However, it was not only the community centre's future which looked 
doubtful. In July 1949 Robertson's position had come up for departmental 
review. His superiors viewed his duties as an anomaly which sat ill with the 
proper functions of the department and told him he would soon be assigned to 
other duties. Robertson refused to budge, a stand which led to his dismissal.45 

Nonetheless, he continued his involvement in Naenae, concentrating his ener-
gies on establishing a supervised community playground for both adults and 
children. As with similar programmes in Radburn and Greenbelt, activities were 
to include tennis, volleyball, quoits and croquet, all co-ordinated and supervised 
by instructors. As Robertson explained, it was to be a place where 'the whole 
family could forgather, meet their friends, and enjoy in the sunshine a cup of tea 
from a community-operated tea shop'.46 A group of instructors were trained by 
the Department of Internal Affairs and the playground was opened by Walter 
Nash on a late November Saturday. However, due to poor attendances and a lack 

40 'The Social Hub', Community News, I, 3 (1948), p.2. 
41 HN, 25 February 1948. 
42 HN, 28 April 1948; 'Report on the Community Centre Scheme', (1952), SAC 35/219 part 2, 

NA; Robertson, p.87. 
43 Hutt Valley Community Centres, 23460, Lower Hutt City Council Archives. 
44 Lower Hutt City (Community Centres) Act (1949), New Zealand Statutes, Wellington. 1950. 
45 'Minutes of Meeting of Naenae Community Centre Committee with Nash', 11 November 

1949. Nash 1535-0497, NA. 
46 Robertson, p. 126; Dominion, 21 November 1949. 
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of community support the scheme collapsed after only a few weeks, a result 
which Roberstson attributed to faulty organization on the part of the Internal 
Affairs Department.47 After this latest failure Robertson withdrew from the scene 
altogether to gather his thoughts and write a 162-page tract titled 'Final 
Statement'. It is a passionate piece of prose which explains why the Hutt Valley 
Community Planning Movement had not met his expectations. He blamed Nash 
for the project's failure, declaring that Nash deliberately sabotaged the scheme 
to satisfy a score against himself. This was untrue, but he obviously felt his 
personal sense of tragedy greatly because he committed suicide in November 
1950, by throwing himself under a speeding train near Melling. It was a sad and 
lonely end to a man who had been unable to realize his own search for 
community.48 

Up until now we have largely been concerned with the planners' conception 
of an 'ideal Naenae' in which every individual would be integrated into 
community life. However, by 1950, it was obvious to most observers that 
Labour's hope of establishing a model community in Naenae had not been 
realized. By shifting the focus from the ideal of Naenae and exploring something 
of the reality of life in the suburb during this time, several reasons can be 
proffered for the failure of the ideal. 

A portrait of Naenae's social structure during its first decade as a state suburb 
can be gleaned through official statistics. These show that 53% of the population 
was under the age of 20 and 77% were under 40, making it the youngest suburb 
in the Wellington region. Almost all residents lived in a single-unit state house. 
Each household contained an average of around two children and most adults 
were recently married couples.49 This all appears fairly close to Labour's 
suburban familial ideal, which begs the question as to why residents did not also 
embrace Labour's community ideal. 

The evidence for the existence of community in Naenae initially appears 
compelling. By 1949 many cultural and recreational clubs had become estab-
lished in the suburb, including the YMCA, Labour Party, Plunket, an art group, 
a music society and various sporting associations.5" Naturally, a central function 
of these groups was as forums for meeting like-minded people and establishing 
friendships. For example, a notice in the local paper describes a typical meeting 
of the World Affairs Group: 'Our discussion group meets each week in the 
homes of members. In a friendly atmosphere beside the fire we have now studied 
India and Pakistan, South East Asia and Indonesia. Assisted by notes supplied 
by Victoria University College, we read, discuss, and learn more about world 
affairs. The ever popular cup of tea and chat winds up a pleasant evening."'1 

47 Robertson, pp. 132-5. 
48 ibid. pp. 158-60; 'Co-op Robbie: Honour and Dishonour', Here and Now. January 1951. pp. 

23-24; EP, 20 November 1950. 
49 New Zealand Census, Population and Dwellings, Wellington, 1958. Table 10; 'Demographic 
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50 'Clubs' Naenae Community News (NCN), II, 1, (1950), p.4.; HVC, April 1946. 
51 'World Affairs Group' NCN, 1, 1, (1949), n.p. 
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From such examples, and there are many, it is easy to believe that Labour's 
community ideal was well on the way to realization in Naenae. However, other 
factors undermine this scenario and suggest that, above the level of specialized 
interest groups, the suburb was not as socially integrated as the community 
papers suggested. 

A compelling piece of evidence against the existence of community in Naenae 
was the fate of the community centre itself, which, when it was finally opened 
in 1954, was really a glorified hall that never became the centre of community 
life in the way its promoters had intended. Nor was it built as the spatial focal 
point of the suburb. This site was given over to Hillary Court, New Zealand's first 
pedestrian mall. Another force working against community was the residents 
themselves. Only a few committed people became active participants in the 
community planning scheme and these people had to contend with widespread 
community apathy. For example, a letter written in 1946 and printed in the local 
paper lamented the poor response to a community working-bee made necessary 
by the destruction, during a storm, of the temporary community hall: 'Only a 
dozen', wrote One of a Handful, 'out of hundreds' bothered to turn up and lend 
a hand in the reconstruction.52 This point, together with the collapse of Robertson's 
playground and the poor response of the community centre poll, lends support 
to a theory that a significant section of the Naenae population were not 
sufficiently interested in the community planning scheme to become actively 
involved. 

Five early women residents of Naenae agreed (during a group interview) that 
support within the suburb for the community planning ideal had been limited. 
One woman, Nell, had initially felt 'very lonely' and had been 'too scared to talk 
to neighbours' upon her arrival. Until the churches arrived, she believed there 
had been 'nothing to bring the community together'. There was a consensus 
among the group that any sense of community which did exist in the suburb was 
at the local street level. Dorothy recalled that the daily delivery of bread and fruit 
by the front gate was the way 'we got together on our street'. All women had 
joined the consumers' co-operative and agreed the community centre had been 
a good idea 'in theory'. As with the tenants in British municipal housing estates, 
the women suffered from an initial dearth of facilities and services — schools, 
public transport, shops — but none ever perceived Naenae as a ghetto, and all 
agreed that it had been a 'great place for the kids'.53 

The women's testimony supports the contention that an overarching sense of 
community did not exist in Naenae. This verdict is given further weight by the 
evidence of the before-mentioned architects and planners, all contemporary with 
the Naenae scheme. In a series of individual interviews, each acknowledged that 
the community planning ideal failed to work in Naenae. Echoing the 'received 
story' of Naenae, they blamed the failure of ideal on political pressures to 
construct houses before community facilities. Most believed that the Housing 
Division had not been up to the task. As one architect explained, the division was 

52 HVC, May 1946. 
53 Naenae women interview. 22 September 1992, tape held by author. 
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dominated by engineers who knew little about planning and 'never had any 
social understanding of what they were doing' ,54 This may or may not have been 
so. But in fairness to engineers, because of factors outside the control of the 
division, it is unlikely that architects and planners could have secured a 
significantly different result — even if they had ruled the division 'roost'. 

The first of these factors was the government's decision to give 50% of houses 
in the suburb to returned servicemen. This, argued R.S.V. Simpson, was 
detrimental to the community ideal because many servicemen were professional 
people who had no personal commitment to the suburb and left as soon as they 
could afford to relocate elsewhere. Simpson further suggested that the 'general 
lack of enthusiasm on the part of the [Naenae] people for the ideals of the 
community planning movement' was largely attributable to the fact that resi-
dents were too busy 'breeding' and raising families to become actively involved 
in community activities.55 This point brings us back to the tension between 
Labour's familial suburban ideal and its local community ideal. The prevailing 
ideology that pre-school children were best raised at home, combined with a lack 
of child care facilities, restricted most mothers' movements outside the home, 
and hence their involvement in community activities.56 Moreover, there were 
other attractions, aside from community involvement, competing for the time of 
Naenae women, not the least of which was the opportunity of part-time wage 
work in the expanding Hutt Valley industrial sector.57 Conversely, the reluctance 
of Naenae's men to involve themselves in community life can partly be attributed 
to the promotion of the familial suburb as a male retreat from the world of work. 
Having already spent his working day in a structured and often dehumanizing 
working environment the average Naenae man was disinclined to devote his 
evening to equally structured leisure activities at the local community centre. 
Home life was valued by these men because it offered them the freedom to relax, 
regain their dignity, and spend time with their families. 

These findings are similar to those of Greenbelt, where, according to historian 
Joseph Arnold, enthusiasm for the community planning ideal waned, after an 
initial spurt of community building, because 'the residents were unwilling, 
perhaps unable, to devote the time and energy necessary to establish and 
maintain the highly participatory democracy required by the political, economic, 
and social institutions'. Arnold further suggests that the movement of families 
in and out of Greenbelt weakened community structures because of the length 
of time it took to be 'assimilated into the unique and demanding community 
institutions'.58 As Simpson implied, this was a contributing factor in the demise 
of the Naenae scheme as well. 

54 Architects and planners interview. 
55 Simpson interview. 
56 Ironically, Labour's insistence that young families be given priority for state house tenancies, 

to the detriment of other groups such as the old, inhibited a traditional source of childcare which may 
have given the mothers more time to become involved in community activities. 

57 See. for example, advertisement for W.D. & H.O. Wills (NZ) Ltd, HN, 23 October 1946. 
58 Arnold, pp. 184-5. 
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From the statistical, written and oral evidence, two key elements emerge 
concerning Naenae's formative years as a state suburb. The first is that the 
familial suburban ideal was held by most of its residents, and secondly, only a 
significant minority of the same residents actively supported the community 
planning ideal. It appears that the primary reason for the failure of the last ideal 
was that people were too busy to get actively involved. When they did participate 
in community activities it was on their own terms and at a grass roots level in local 
homes and club rooms rather than in an institutionalized community centre. 
Fundamental to the failure of many garden city-inspired planning schemes of 
this era, was the planners' physical deterministic belief that community could be 
designed into a new settlement. By placing their trust in buildings and neighbour-
hood units, the planners of Naenae — and Letchworth and Greenbelt before it 
— failed to realize that (at least in European terms) a sense of local community 
owes more to the ties of kinship and friendship which, over time, link one 
individual to another than it does to the material landscape in which the 
individuals are located. Consequently, little consideration was given to the time 
it takes for these relationships to be forged. Moreover, despite attempts to 
provide a local employment source, most workers commuted to their workplaces 
outside Naenae, which made it more difficult to form local friendships. Another 
flaw was the planners' emphasis on geography to limit the boundaries of 
community. This notion denied the reality that modern communications had, by 
the time of Naenae, freed most people to seek forms of community beyond their 
places of residence.59 The final problem lay in the sheer size of the Naenae 
scheme. In a settlement of 10,000 people it is surely impossible to develop the 
type of local community which the planners had believed was characteristic of 
small town or village life. 

In sum, the planners' concept of community did not fit with the way the 
residents of Naenae wanted to live their lives. Most residents did not desire 
community-run quoits or basketball, but suburban family life, centred on the 
living room, in front of a roaring fire. When confronted with the contradictory 
impulses towards a private haven and community participation the residents of 
Naenae chose the haven. It was all they had wanted from Labour 's Brave New 
World. 
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59 This criticism can also be levelled at those critics who have focused on Naenae's physical 
environment to explain the social problems which arose in the suburb in the 1950s. In New Zealand 
terms, the standard of Naenae and the other state housing schemes of the period was very high. 
Consequently, reasons other than environmental ones need to be examined to explain Naenae's 
history of social problems. 


