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1. Introduction

Masterton District Council plan to demolish the old Masterton Town Hall, located at 64 Chapel Street, 
Masterton. The decision to demolish the building was made due to the high costs associated with strengthening 
and refurbishing the building as it received a seismic rating of approximately 15% and was subsequently closed 
in 2018. The façade of the building is listed in the Masterton District Plan as a Registered Heritage Item (MDC 
n.d.).

This report specifically addresses the archaeological impacts of the demolition of the Town Hall. The heritage 
values of the Town Hall are specifically not assessed as these are being assessed by a heritage architect 
separately.

This report does not specifically seek to locate or identify wāhi tapu or other places of cultural or spiritual 
significance to Māori or assess their significance. Such assessments may only be made by tangata whenua who 
may be approached independently of this report for advice.

1.1. Location and proposed Works

The old Town Hall (Figure 1) is located at 64 Chapel Street, being Part Section 104 TN of Masterton (Figure 2). 
The proposed works include the complete demolition of the existing building and clearing of the site down to 
subsoil, and the erection of a replacement building, likely with a similar footprint.

1.2. Limitations

No site visit was undertaken for the creation of this report, as any archaeological concerns within the footprint 
of the Town Hall will be obscured by the building, and the heritage aspects of the building itself are outside the 
scope of this report and the building itself is neither a pre-1900 structure, nor a gazetted archaeological site.

Figure 1: Photograph of the Masterton Town Hall frontage (Source: Lucian Nistor, via Google Maps).
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Figure 2: Location of Masterton Town Hall

2. Statutory Requirements

There are two main pieces of legislation in New Zealand that control work affecting archaeological sites.  These 
are the Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga Act 2014 (HNZPTA) and the Resource Management Act 1991 
(RMA).

2.1. Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga Act 2014

Heritage New Zealand administers the HNZPTA. It contains a consent (authority) process for any work affecting 
archaeological sites, where an archaeological site is defined as: 

a) Any place in New Zealand, including any building or structure (or part of a building or structure), that -

b) Was associated with human activity that occurred before 1900 or is the site of the wreck of any vessel 
where the wreck occurred before 1900; and 

c) Provides or may provide, through investigation by archaeological methods, evidence relating to the 
history of New Zealand; and

d) Includes a site for which a declaration is made under section 43(1)

Any person who intends carrying out work that may modify or destroy an archaeological site, must first obtain 
an authority from Heritage New Zealand. The process applies to sites on land of all tenure including public, 
private, and designated land.  The HNZPTA contains penalties for unauthorised site damage or destruction.

The archaeological authority process applies to all archaeological sites, regardless of whether: 

a) The site is recorded in the NZ Archaeological Association Site Recording Scheme or included in the 
Heritage New Zealand List,

b) The site only becomes known about as a result of ground disturbance, and/ or

c) The activity is permitted under a district or regional plan, or a resource or building consent has been 
granted
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Heritage New Zealand also maintains the New Zealand Heritage List/ Rarangi Korero of Historic Places, Historic 
Areas, Wāhi Tūpuna, Wāhi Tapu and Wāhi Tapu Areas. The List can include archaeological sites. Its purpose is to 
inform members of the public about such places.

2.2. Resource Management Act 1991

The Resource Management Act (RMA) requires City, District and Regional Councils to manage the use, 
development, and protection of natural and physical resources in a way that provides for the wellbeing of 
today’s communities while safeguarding the options of future generations. The protection of historic heritage 
from inappropriate subdivision, use, and development is identified as a matter of national importance (section 
6f).

Historic heritage is defined as those natural and physical resources that contribute to an understanding and 
appreciation of New Zealand’s history and cultures, derived from archaeological, architectural, cultural, historic, 
scientific, or technological qualities.

Historic heritage includes: 

a) historic sites, structures, places, and areas 

b) archaeological sites; 

c) sites of significance to Māori, including wahi tapu; 

d) surroundings associated with the natural and physical resources (RMA section 2).

These categories are not mutually exclusive, and some archaeological sites may include above ground structures 
or may also be places that are of significance to Māori.

Where resource consent is required for any activity the assessment of effects is required to address cultural and 
historic heritage matters (RMA 4th Schedule and the district plan assessment criteria).

3. Methodology

The research for this report consisted of a desktop study, which examined the following sources:

 NZAA ArchSite database.

 Modern aerial photography (c.2000 – 2017).

 Historic aerial photography back to 1950.

 Historic survey plans.

 Papers Past newspaper records

 DigitalNZ.org historic imagery.

 Proposed Wairarapa Combined District Plan.

3.1. Limitations

A walkover survey was not undertaken, as the existing Town Hall obscures any archaeological evidence that may 
be present. No other limitations were placed upon this assessment.
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4. Background

4.1. Environment and Geology

Masterton lies within the North Island Shear Belt, a tectonically active region shaped by the interaction between 
the Pacific and Australian plates. The Wairarapa Fault, a major active fault line, traverses the area and has been 
a significant source of seismic activity, including the significant 1855 Wairarapa earthquake. This tectonic activity 
shaped the landscape and led to the formation of topographic features that contributed to human settlement 
patterning in the area.

The Wairarapa region is characterized by extensive sedimentary rock formations, primarily sandstones, 
mudstones and limestones, which were deposited in ancient marine environments. The presence of the 
Ruamahanga River and its tributaries has resulted in significant alluvial deposits consisting of gravels, sands and 
silts. These fertile alluvial plains have historically been attractive for human habitation due to their suitability for 
agriculture. Although Masterton is not directly in a volcanic region, the North Island’s volcanic activity has left its 
mark through the deposition of volcanic ash and other materials. These deposits have contributed to soil 
fertility.

The geological diversity of the Masterton area provided a variety of stone resources that were utilized by Māori 
for tool-making and construction. Chert, basalt, and argillite were commonly used materials, sourced from local 
outcrops and riverbeds. 

The Masterton Town Hall is located on fertile Recent Fluvial soils, adjacent to Recent Gley and Recent Sandy 
soils (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Detail of soil classifications in the vicinity of Masterton Town Hall (Manaaki Whenua 2020).
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4.2. History of Masterton

The earliest Māori in the wider vicinity of Masterton likely settled in Palliser Bay by the late 1300s, where they 
established extensive stone lined kumara gardens. The first to settle in the Wairarapa region were Rangitāne, 
Ngāti Ira, and Ngāti Kahungunu, who migrated to the area from Heretaunga (Hastings), Tolaga Bay, and 
Tauranga respectively. The dominant iwi of Rangitāne and Ngāti Kahungunu intermarried extensively and lived 
largely in peace until in 1821 when a taua from Ngāti Whātua and Ngāti Maniapoto arrived, followed by further 
invasions of Taranaki tribes, leading to Ngāti Tama settling the western side of Lake Wairarapa. The 1830s 
conflict between Ngāti Kahungunu and Te Atiawa at Tauwharerata led to them reclaiming their land.

In 1841 the New Zealand Company sent a survey party under Robert Stokes to help establish an inland route 
from Wellington to the fertile soils of the Wairarapa. One of the first plans of the Wairarapa Valley resulting 
from this work was W. Bannister’s 1845 map which details the high quality of land in the valley (Figure 4). 
Ultimately the Government purchased large plots of land from Māori with the promise of establishing Māori 
reserves and establish schools and hospitals, and then sold the remainder of the land to settlers. 

European settlement began in the mid-19th century with the establishment of the Small Farms Association in 
1854, which aimed to provide land for small-scale farmers. Masterton was founded in 1854 by Joseph Masters 
although most settlers did not arrive until 1855. The town was named after Masters and quickly grew as more 
settlers arrived, drawn by the promise of fertile land and opportunities for farming. Timber was abundant in 
Masterton which encouraged and facilitated rapid settlement.. Masterton was laid out in a cross shape, 
bordered to the north and south by forest and to the east by the Waipoua River as detailed on the 1856 plan SO 
10551 (Figure 5). The small farms are spread out from the central township, from the main line of Queen Street 
and Opaki Road.

Wairarapa did not see any fighting during the New Zealand Wars, primarily due to the strong ties between 
Pākeha and Māori communities, although some Wairarapa Māori did assist in the Taranaki conflict and sold land 
to purchase firearms (Schrader 2007).

Rapid infrastructure development resulted in the town emerging as a central hub for the surrounding 
agricultural region, culminating with the arrival of Wellington - Wairarapa Railway in 1880.

4.3. Archaeological Context

The archaeological record of Masterton is relatively scarce (Table 1, Figure 6), dominated by early infrastructure 
and buildings related to the town. Early Māori settlement of the area is demonstrated by the presence of four 
pā, a single Māori horticulture site and single midden site. These early Māori sites are notably clustered along 
the fertile fluvial soils on the edge of water courses, which is a typical settlement pattern observed both in 
Wairarapa and generally across New Zealand.

Table 1: NZAA Site Types within 5km of project area (see Figure 6).

Site Type Number
Transport/Communication 7
Pā 4
Administrative 2
Religious 2
Commercial 1
Historic—Domestic 1
Historic - Land Parcel 1
Māori Horticulture 1
Midden/Oven 1
Military (Non-Māori) 1
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Figure 4: Detail of W. Bannister’s 1845 plan showing the Wairarapa Valley, with future location of Masterton indicated in 
red.

Figure 5: Detail of SO 10551 (1856) detailing the early landscape of Masterton.
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Figure 6: NZAA Sites in the vicinity of the project area.
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4.4. Nearby Archaeological Sites and Previous Archaeological Work

All of the recorded archaeological sites within the immediate vicinity of the Town Hall are historic sites directly 
associated with Masterton town and no Māori sites have been recorded, although this recording bias is 
probably primarily due to the development of the town obscuring any Māori settlement evidence that was once 
present.

4.4.1. T26/8 The Masterton Stockade

The Masterton Stockade (Figure 7) was established in December 1868 (completed by early 1869) at the modern 
Queen Elizabeth Park, Dixon Street, by Major Valentine Smith in response to the uprisings of Te Kooti and 
Titokowaru (Masterton District Library 2024). It was built as a large square with two rooms at diagonally 
opposite corners with double skinned walls, filled with gravel. It was surrounded by a moat (presumably just a 
ditch) 2.5m wide and deep. Unfortunately the project was beset by issues, with the moat collapsing during 
construction, and following a visit by the Acting Under-Secretary for Defence it was deemed “practically useless 
and will in a short time cease to exist except in the form of sawn and split timber” (ibid.). 

Although the stockade was handed over to the Government as complete in March 1869, it was considered “a 
laughing stock to everyone, European and natives” (ibid.) and was never actually required militarily, only ever 
being occupied by six members of the Armed Constabulary. It was used for a variety of civilian purposes until it 
was sold at auction in 1822. The location is now part of Queen Elizabeth Park on Dixon Street.

Figure 7: Sketch of the Masterton Stockade T26/8 (Wairarapa Archives: 97-193/645)

4.4.2. T26/9 Jeans-Hacker House

Located at 60 Church Street, this was the house of Emma Jeans and Elizabeth Hacker, two notable residents of 
early Masterton and whose names are lent to several streets in the town. Although an exact date has not been 
established it was likely built in the early 1860s and it is likely the earliest remaining example of its type in the 
Wairarapa. The house is listed in the HNZPT List (#2880), is well removed from the Town Hall and generally 
representative of how early Masterton would have looked.
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4.4.3. T26/10 Opera House

The Old Opera House (Figure 8), located at 27 Lincoln Road, was originally built in 1897 by the Masterton Trust 
Lands Trust as the third town hall, replacing both the original town hall that burned down in 1882 and the 
replacement town hall which also burned down. It became known as the Old Opera House and like the modern 
Town Hall building it was damaged by earthquakes in 1934 and 1942, and then later by fire in 1953. The Opera 
House is adjacent to the Town Hall property. The building was originally built as a live entertainment venue that 
operated as a fully functional theatre and later converted to a picture theatre in 1911. However the 1934 
earthquake damage meant it remained empty for some time following. After being repaired it was damaged 
again in a 1942 earthquake before being taken over by New Zealand Rail as a freight depot, when it was 
damaged by fire. Since 1998 it was  an auction market and only the façade retained heritage value, but it has 
since been demolished and replaced with a new building, either without an HNZPT Authority, or under an 
authority for which no report has yet been created.

The heritage values of the Opera House were similar to those of the Town Hall, and the two are contextually 
linked.

4.4.4. T26/16 The Vicarage (St Matthews)

This site represents the former location of the former St Matthews Vicarage building, originally built in 1876 at 
39 Church Street, but relocated under HNZPT Authority 2020/556 to its present location at 201b Kuratawhiti 
Street, Greytown, Wairarapa. Beyond the foundations and other features directly related to the Vicarage only 
artefactual remains associated with the building were encountered, with no clear evidence of any earlier Māori 
settlement encountered.
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5. Archaeological Assessment

The current Masterton Town Hall is not an archaeological site in its own right, and is the third Town Hall built in 
Masterton. It was built to replace the Opera House (T26/10) as a new Town Hall and Municipal Building, with 
the main entrance opening to Perry Street (Figure 9). The land for the Town Hall was originally owned by W. 
Baldwin Jr. (Figure 10), who along with W. Baldwin (potentially the same person) owned large sections of early 
Masterton, including that of the Jeans-Hacker House (HNZPT 1983). The nature of the early settlement of 
Masterton is depicted in 1891 by Christopher Aubrey (Figure 11) as a central township surrounded by farmland, 
with wide dirt roads.

It is clear that this area was settled extensively by Māori prior to the development of Masterton as is evidenced 
by the number of pā protecting the landscape surrounding the town but subsurface archaeological evidence of 
this Māori settlement is limited within the town extent. Jones and Wooler (2020) found evidence of hāngi at 
T25/15 while excavating under HNZPT Authority 2019/354, located 1.5km north-west so there is clear 
archaeological evidence that Māori were living in the wider area. No dating was determined for that sites 
however, as no radiocarbon dates were obtained for that excavation. To date no evidence of Māori settlement 
has been found in nearby extensive central Masterton excavations (Grouden 2022; Kelly & Mearns 2023), so it is 
possibly safe to assume the risk of Māori settlement evidence being encountered is relatively low, potentially 
due to a combination of the following factors:

• Low survivability of Māori features due to extensive later town development.

• Potential destruction of early archaeological features due to fluvial action in the immediate vicinity of 
the Waipoua River.

• Potentially low relative density of Māori settlement.

• Lack of existing archaeological investigation that could identify such features.

The land for the Town Hall was originally donated to the Borough by the Trust Lands Trust (MDC n.d.) for the 
purposes of building a two-storied building that contained both the town library and municipal offices. This 
building is shown on the 1880 plan SO 11701 (Figure 12) as “Athenaeum”, being another term for a library. This 
two story building was later moved on the site to allow for the construction of the modern Town Hall, which 
opened in 1916. It is possible that the foundations of this original library and municipal offices and associated 
detritus are still preserved beneath the modern town hall.

The façade of the 1916 town hall was damaged during the 1942 earthquake but was rebuilt in 1947 when the 
auditorium was also raised. Further extensions took place in the 1970’s. Limited seismic strengthening has 
happened over the years but has been inadequate which has led to the building being closed in 2018 due to the 
seismic rating being around 15%.

5.1. Aerial Photography

Aerial photographs of the property and surrounds are available from 1950 (Figure 13), with the highest quality 
being from 1961 (Figure 14). Unfortunately, as these all post-date the 1916 construction of the Town Hall, all 
they show is the slight change in the roof between the two dates and the removal of buildings on the eastern 
end of the property (replaced by car parks).
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Figure 9: c.1920 photograph of Town Hall frontage on Perry Street (Masterton District Library 04-48/2).

Figure 10: Detail of SO 10551 (1856) plan of Masterton (detailed inset) with Town Hall shown in red.
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Figure 11: C. Aubrey's 1891 watercolour of Masterton showing King Street, including the Methodist Church at right edge of 
picture, on Chapel St and Lincoln Rd (NatLib C-030-012).

Figure 12: Detail of SO 11701 (1880) showing the original library location (Athenaeum).
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Figure 13: 1950 aerial photograph of Masterton Town Hall.

Figure 14: 1961 aerial photograph of Masterton Town Hall.
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5.2. Results

Although the Town Hall itself is not pre-1900 and therefore is not a protected archaeological site, any remnants 
of the library and municipal building that was located at the corner of Perry and Chapel Streets may have 
survived the construction of the town hall and would be considered a protected archaeological site. The risk of 
encountering Māori settlement evidence underneath the Town Hall is low, but non-zero. The archaeological 
risks of the demolition of the Town are therefore:

A) Foundations or other evidence associated with the library and municipal offices located on the 
property prior to 1900. This may include buried artefactual evidence related to this structure. This 
presents a medium-high archaeological risk.

B) Evidence of any developments on the property undertaken by W. Baldwin Jr. prior to the land being 
gifted to the Borough. This presents a low archaeological risk.

C) Evidence of early Māori settlement of the land prior to the establishment of Masterton. 

5.2.1. Archaeological Values

HNZPT has provided guidelines setting out criteria that are specific to archaeological sites (HNZPT, 2019, pp. 9–
10). The archaeological values of sites relate mainly to their information potential, that is, the extent to which 
they can provide evidence relating to local, regional and national history through the use of archaeological 
investigation techniques, and the research questions to which the site could contribute. The surviving extent, 
complexity and condition of sites are the main factors in their ability to provide information through 
archaeological investigation.

Under current New Zealand Archaeological Association recording guidelines, a new archaeological site cannot 
be recorded from purely historical evidence – archaeological features must be evident. The pre-1900  library 
and municipal offices building can therefore not be recording prior to finding archaeological evidence of it, 
however these are assessed as an archaeological site in Table 2 as low-medium archaeological value. The site 
has not been clearly demonstrated to be physically present underneath the existing Town Hall, and may have 
been completely destroyed.

Table 2: Archaeological values assessment: pre-1900 Masterton Library and Municipal Offices building.

Value Assessment

Condition Low. Visibly destroyed (relocated elsewhere), and with the foundations covered by the existing 
Masterton Town Hall. It is unknown whether any evidence of the buildings would have survived 
the construction of the 1916 Town Hall. Surviving evidence could include foundations and late 
1800s artefactual material.

Rarity/ Uniqueness Medium. Late 1800s buildings are uncommon in Masterton, but not rare.

Contextual Value Medium. If present, the building is contextually linked to the Town Hall that replaced it both 
spatially and in function.

Information Potential Unknown. Only the foundations of the original building may be present, and these may have been 
destroyed during the construction of the Town Hall.

Amenity Value Low-Medium. Both the modern Town Hall and the late 1800s precursor are on public land, and in 
theory any evidenced uncovered would be publicly accessible, at least until destroyed and covered 
by a new town hall. In reality however, the site will likely not be accessible to public.

Cultural Associations Late 1800s settlement of Masterton.
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6. Conclusions

This report has assessed the archaeological effects of the planned demolition of the Masterton Town Hall, the 
façade of which is listed in the Masterton District Plan as a Registered Heritage Item. This report specifically 
addresses only the archaeological impacts of the demolition of the Town Hall. The heritage values of the town 
hall and its façade are specifically not assessed, as these are being assessed by a heritage architect separately.

As the Town Hall itself is not a pre-1900 archaeological site, the only identified archaeological concerns are 
beneath the existing structure. The demolition of the existing building and removal of foundations has the 
potential to impact the following potential archaeological sites:

a) Foundations or other evidence associated with the library and municipal offices located on the 
property prior to 1900. This may include buried artefactual evidence related to this structure.

b) Any developments on the property undertaken by W. Baldwin Jr. prior to the land being gifted to the 
Borough.

c) Early Māori settlement of the land prior to the establishment of Masterton. 

Of these, the foundations of the earlier library and municipal offices are by far the most likely to be 
encountered, however the chance of them having survived the construction of the Town Hall is still relatively 
low. Regardless the risk of encountering a pre-1900 archaeological site while removing the foundations of the 
Town Hall during demolition is high enough that obtaining an HNZPT General Authority to Modify of Destroy an 
Archaeological Site is prudent risk management, and an appropriate archaeological mitigation.

6.1. Recommendations

The following recommendations are made:

a) An application for an Authority to Modify or Destroy an Archaeological Site should be sought from 
HNZPT for the demolition of the Town Hall. This should cover the entire Town Hall parcel. This is due to 
the relatively low risk of encountering pre-1900 archaeological evidence beneath the foundations of 
the Town Hall and should be considered a strong recommendation, rather than a legal requirement.

b) This Archaeological Assessment of Effects report may be used in support of an HNZPT authority 
application. 

c) It is recommended that the owner of the property (Masterton District Council) be the Authority Holder.

d) The demolition of the foundations of the Town Hall should be monitored by the Section 45 
archaeologist and be guided by an Archaeological Management Plan, approved prior to works by 
HNZPT as a condition of the Authority. This should include detailed plans of all associated works 
associated with the project, including earthworks for any services or foundations required for the new 
construction.

e) A copy of this report should be provided to tangata whenua for review.
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