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n 3 February 1931, amajor earthquake
devastated Napier. Thecentral business
area was left in ruins, with considerable
loss of life. Thedisaster presented Napier with
both challenges and opportunities. Thispaper
explores three themes - rebuilding the central
business area, developing Napier's Marine Parade,
and planning and establishing anew suburb along
"garden suburb” lines.
Immediately after the earthquake, activities
focused on rescue, clearing debris, and
restoring essential services. The Napier Citizen's
Control Committee, formed the morning

after the earthquake, was for five weeks the
entity primarily responsible for rescue and
rehabilitiation. In mid-March 1931, administration
of town affairs passed to two government-
appointed commissioners, JS. Barton and LB.
Campbell, who acted in place of the Napier
Borough Council until delayed elections were
held in May 1933.

Central Business Area

The Commissionersadopted a pragmatic approach
in planning and facilitatingthe reconstructionof the
central business area. Althoughentitledto act alone,

they were assisted by the Napier Reconstruction
Committee, a voluntarygroup of citizens who
representedlocal organisations.

The Commissioners were aware that the
earthquakeprovidedan opportunity to producea
well-laidout town and to correct errors of the past.
They acknowledged, however, that this opportunity
was seriously limited by finance and time. The
earthquakehad occurredin the midst of the Great
Depression, andbusiness people wantedto get their
business premises rebuiltand operating as soon &
possible. Consequently, the town planning scheme
initiated for Napier was limited to streetwidening,



LEFT:: Pania and Marine ParadeGardens.
RIGHT:: Marine Parade Gardens and Tom Parker Fountain.
BELOW RIGHT:Masonic Hotel.

splaying of street comers, and opening several new
streets and service lanes.

The Hawke'sBay EarthquakeAct 1931and the
Town-planningAct 1926 provided the legislative
background for reconstruction.Regulationsissued
shortly after the earthquake suspendedrebuilding
inthe centralbusiness area until planning matters
were resolved. The Town-planningActrequired
every borough councilwith apopulation of 1000
or moreto prepareatown planning schemeand
submit it to the Town Planning Board for approval.
The Commissioners did notwant to preparea
comprehensive scheme covering all of Napier
Borough. Theybelieveda scheme of that scale would
take at leasttwo to three years to complete, too long
for Napier to wait beforerebuilding commenced.

What was needed was a scheme that applied
to the central business area only, and which could
be approved as quickly as possible. To facilitate
this, regulations were made that permitted a
schemeto cover part ofthe borough only and
which also abridged required periods of public
notice. The draft regulations comprised 251
clauses and presented acomprehensive code for
town planning. Thesewere reduced to 50 clauses,
covering only those matters seen as essential
for street widening and related matters such as
compensation and betterment (Barton, 1932).

Preparation of the schemeincluded negotiations
with land owners. Many were happy to forego
compensationfor land taken for street widening,
becausea widened streetwould resultin some
betterment or wasfor thegeneralgood. By
December 1931, thescheme was open for inspection
and making objections. The Town Planning Board
consideredthe objections, andgave final approval
for the schemein March1932.

A Dalily Telegrapheditorial acknowledged that
although the scheme was much less than originally
contemplated, the street widening and related
improvementswould allow rebuilding to proceed
and would be of lasting benefit to traders and
shoppers once completed (31 March 1932, p.6).

At the time the scheme was finalised, it was
announcedthat,inthe central business area,

all power and telephone lines would be placed
underground, and verandah poles would be
prohibited. Theintention was to create a shopping
areathat appearedclean and tidy. Undergrounding
of servicesbegan in October 1932. The cables were
buriedin trenches beneath footpaths that were
formed in concreteslabs, so repairscould be made
easily and withoutthe needto excavate in the
middle of streets.

Shortlyafterthe earthquake, it was suggested
that Napiershould be rebuilt in a definite style of
architecture. TheDaily Telegraph, inan editorial in

April 1931, commentedfavourably and referred

to Santa Barbara, which, after an earthquake, had
adopted a Spanish style of architecture.Not only
should Napier be a safe city, but it should also be
"onethat isin every way beautiful and should, for all
time, be regarded as one ofthe showtowns on New
Zealand." (22 April 1931, p.4).

In 1932, when many buildings were
constructed, there were numerous reports in the
Daily Telegraphhighlighting the design features of
individual buildings. Most descriptions explained
thatthe building concerned would be constructed
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to meet new building code requirements, and
many remarked that the Spanish mission style
would be followed.

Althoughmuch of the centralbusiness area
had beenrebuilt by the end of 1933, construction
proceededthroughoutthe 1930s. Important
buildingscompletedduring this periodincludedthe
Art Gallery and Museum, the Municipal Theatre, and
the iconic T&GBuilding with its dome clock, located
onthe Marine Parade. Several more extravagant
proposals never eventuated, partly because of lack
of finance.

Marine Parade

George Henry Swan, Mayor of Napierfrom 1885 to
1901, provided the inspirationfor early development
of the Marine Parade. His vision included planting
Norfolk pines along the Parade and creatingan
esplanade and other amenities. The Thirty-Thousand
Club, formed in 1913, provided furtherimpetus for
Parade development.

Afterthe earthquake, there was much discussion
about the Marine Parade and many plans were
suggested. With the raising of land by about two
metres, thebeach area wasnow wider and better
suited for development. Proposals not adopted
includedan entertainmentcentre, which would
have straddled the Parade, and adesignfor a pier,
stage and outdoor dancing area. Those involvedin
the negotiationsand debate includedthe Napier
Reconstruction Committee, the Thirty-Thousand
Club, the Commissioners, andhe Borough Council.
The Daily Telegraphalso contributedthrough
editorial comment and publishingcorrespondence
on Parade proposalsthroughoutthe 1930s.

In late 1931, work began on beautifying the
Marine Parade. Shingleon the beachfrontwas leveled
and covered with spoil froma nearby bluff that had
collapsedin the earthquake. Alarge concreted open-
air auditoriumand paths were laid, and shrubs and
trees planted. Later, the Parade was enhancedwith
the buildingof the VeronicaSun Bay, the Sound Shell,
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OPPOSITE(clockwise from top):: Marine Parade; Daily
TelegraphBuilding; and the Public Trust Building (which
survived theearthquake).

ABOVE:: Criterion Hotel.

and colonnade with commemorative arches. These
structures defined three sides of the auditorium, and
were funded by the Borough Council and Thirty-
Thousand Club.

The Sun Bay wes a flat-roofed structure and
pergola, where people could sit and watchthe
ocean, protected from the prevailingwind by glass
windows. The Sound Shellwas astage enclosedin
asemi-circulardome, intended for concertsand
other entertainment. Thebuildingof the Sound
Shellfollowedintensepublic debate, in which there
was some concernthat the building would reduce
visibility of the "sweep of the bay". Consequently,
Borough Council consent was on the basis that the
Sound Shell could be moved elsewhere if theexisting
site was found to be unsuitable. TheSound Shell



became animmediate success, and its "temporary”
locationwas soon made permanent.

Marine Parade developmentthroughoutthe
1930s was assisted with donationsfrom sources
other than the Thirty-Thousand Club. Shrubs, plants
and seedlingsdonated from other parts of New
Zealandwere used for plantingin the Marine Parade
gardens and other reserves. Aundial and colour
fountain were also donated and constructed.

Marewa

Theraising of land by two metres by the earthquake
allowed land adjoining Napier to be developed for
housing and industrial purposes. In 1933, the Napier
Harbour Board, whichowned this land, reached
agreement with the Napier Borough Council for the
lease and development of a block of 475 acres, later
to becomethe suburb of Marewa.

Detailed plans were drawn up for the block, with
the assistance of JW. Mawson, former Director of
Town Planning.[See also CarolineMiller**articleon
the life andwork of JohnMawsonin this issue] The
proposedroad layout abandoned the traditional

Developmentof Marewa proceeded steadily
during the later 1930s, augmented considerably
by the state housing programme introduced by
the Labour Government.|t was thought at the
time that Marewa could house up to 8000 people
when completed.

Significance and Conclusion
Thereconstruction and planning of Napierin the
1930s has had aprofoundimpacton the town's
heritage and subsequenthistory.

Inthe central business area, the Town-planning
Act 1926 was used to make improvementsto streets.
Other improvements, such as undergroundingof
services, were simply the result of good decisions
made by the Commisioners or Borough Council.

In time, with the increase in traffic, the streets once
again became too narrow, andin the 1990sthe main
shopping street, Emerson Street, wastransformed
into a mall. Inthe 1980s, thebuildingserected
immediately after the earthquakewererediscovered
as Art Deco, and have now become a premier
attractionfor visitors to Napier.

"The 1930s were depression yearsin New Zealand and town planning
was in its infancy. But ... Napier ... aid the foundations for further
planning and development after the Second World War."

chessboard stylein favour of angularand circular
roads. Roads were divided into three classes
accordingto use and were to be lined with trees.
Three major parks were proposed.Shops were
planned for two specified sites, but would not be
permitted outside those areas. Dwellingswould also
be regulatedto ensure ahigh standard, and there
were provisions to cover such matters as the position
of houseson sites, fencing, garagesand outbuildings.
Developmentbeganin 1935, and the areawas
promotedas amodel garden suburb at the time.
An early difficulty was that the restrictionsdesigned
to controldevelopmentcouldbe placed only on
leasehold sections. Thisdifficulty was resolvedin 1938
whenthe Town-planning Board finally approved
the Napier (Marewa) Town-planningScheme 1936,
prepared under the Town-planningAct 1926.

Planning of the Marine Parade, likethe central
business area, partly follows the "city beautiful" ethos.
There was adesire to produce atownscape that was
attractive, beautiful, clean andtidy, both to residents
andto visitors. Such descriptiveterms abound in
contemporary newspaper reports. Development
on the Marine Parade has continuedover the years
as new attractions have been added. For some
years the Parade languishedalittle, but another
redevelopmentis now underway.

Marewa was not fully developed until the 1950s,
but providedthe modelfor later suburbsin Napier
that were plannedin a similar manner, and with the
participation of the Hawke's Bay Harbour Board.
Planned developmentsof this nature and scale were
unusual in New Zealandoutsidethe main centres.
The original planningofMarewa clearlyincluded

many features of the "gardensuburb" model. More
recently, parts of Marewa have been recognised in
the Councils planning documents because of their
Art Deco or State Housing character.

In summary, the Hawke's Bay Earthquake of 1931
was followed by nine years of intensive planning,
reconstructionand developmentin Napier that was
remarkableforthe time. The 1930s were depression
yearsin New Zealand and town planning was in
itsinfancy. But considerable progress was made in
Napier duringthose years and laid the foundations
for further planning and developmentafter the
Second World War. The legacy, atthe start of the
twenty-first century, is acity that still possesses some
characteristics of the "city beautiful" and "garden city"
movements. Napier has also achievedinternational
recognition because of its Art Deco architecture.
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