Design by Choice or by Compromise

Julia Williams
199A Cockayne Road Ngaio Wellington

It’s uplifting to design with plants that you feel
passionate about but the reality is that design with
native plants, especiallv in an institutional context is
about placing plants in very unnatural settings with an
expectation that thev will perform all year round,
always and forever. Somehow the designer needs to
retain the original emotion in the face of all the
compromises that must be made.

Te Ara Whanui was the first kura kaupapa or Maori
immersion primary school to be built in the Hutt
Valley. I was exceptionally lucky that architect Fiona
Christeller involved me at the very beginning of the
site planning process.

Winter

The school had a strong vision; they wanted a green
environment, a strong indigenous identity, an educa-
tional resource and a recreational resource. The pupils
were to be organised in whanau groups and the
buildings were to be designed within that structure so
that a group of classrooms were clustered around a
central courtyard.

However the site came with problems. Originally a
swamp and only 1.4 kilometres from the Petone
foreshore it was drained recently enough to be remem-
bered by one longtime local who had to ride her horse
to school and had to navigate around the swamp.
There is a very high water table and this varies
according to the tides. The site forms a long rectangle
running east-west exposed to both the northerly and
the southerly but liable to heavy frosts in winter. ie a
great combination of salt, wind and water. It was
formerly the site of a manual training school.

I developed a set of objectives. I'll concentrate on
planting rather than discuss the hard landscape but the
overall theme was to create a landscape that enhanced
the buildings and defined the character of the school.

¢ Provide planting that enhanced the identity of
the site and school

¢ Planting to be primarily indigenous species

¢ Provide educational opportunities for students
¢ Create a low maintenance landscape

¢ Create a safe environment for students

e Create a landscape that allows good supervision of
students

¢ Create a strong focus and meeting place for school

activities

¢ Create an unique identity for each whanau court
yard. Use planting to screen, shade and soften the
environment

From this I developed a planting concept

Dominant Trees

Dominant tree species were pohutukawa, ti-kouka,
ngaio, and karaka. They were selected for their ability
to establish themselves quickly and their tolerance to
the environmental conditions of the site.

These were to be used as specimen trees in lawn areas
and as a grove along the main frontage to the school. I
wanted to exploit the strong upright form of the
cabbage tree and the pyramidal form of the karaka to
emphasize entry points, allow views through from the
street and provide shade on the lawn which would be
used as a gathering point for formal entry into the
school marae.

Theme / Identity Trees

Trees to whanau courtyards provided a strong identity
to each space. Trees included totara, titoki, kowhai and
puka.

Specimen trees

Specimen trees for education and ecology included
miro, puriri, tawa, kauri, hinau, kahikatea, totara, rata
and kamabhi.

Northern Boundary Planting

it was intended to incorporate a wide variety of
smaller-scale trees and shrubs to act as a buffer
between the school and neighbouring houses, a visual
backdrop and a teaching resource. Trees and shrubs in
this area are to include the following species; akeake,
kanuka, kohuhu, tarata, houpara, mahoe, kapuka
harakeke, wharangi, raurekau, hebe species including
koromiko, toetoe, taupata, kawakawa, ramarama,
olearia species, rangiora, as well as a range of grasses
and tussocks.

As this planting matured, it would create a range of
microclimates that sustain in turn a greater range of
plants eg. dry shade, damp shade, frost-free zones

There was also a range of small plant beds adjacent to
buildings around the central courtyard, courtesy of the
architect. Some were shaded, some were sheltered and
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