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Mt Albert Methodist Orphanage

Opening of Wesley Home 20 December 1913

On the 20th December 1913 the first Methodist 
Orphanage in New Zealand was opened in Mt Albert. The 
building had been the residence of J Phillipps and upon his 
death was purchased by A.C Caughey and his sister Mrs 
W.H.Smith (as a tribute to their mother) for the purposes 
of a Methodist home for needy children irrespective of 
creed and from the beginning it was laid down that the 
home was not to be an institution. Situated on two and 
half acres of land it was a substantial one storey house  of 
22 rooms intended to be a home for girls and boys aged 
three to ten . The name was to be the Mt Albert Children 
Home and Orphanage which was later changed to Wesley 
Home (after John Wesley the 18th century clergyman 
from whose work the Methodist Church grew.)

The Auckland Star quotes ”In this building there is ample 
accommodation for the matron and staff and thirtyfive to 
forty children and it is anticipated that in a short time it will 
be filled with bright and happy young life. The estate which 
is about five minutes walk from the Mt Albert Methodist 
Church was until recently owned by the late Mr Phillipps 
and by the following description the full significance of 
the gift is made evident. The mansion is situated on rising 
ground, commanding an extensive prospect in every 
direction, East and South lies the city, with Rangitoto 
in the background, north and west the finest view of all 
including the Waitakere ranges is obtainable from the 
front verandah. The principal approach to the house is 
by three sets of concrete steps and the building itself 
is partially enclosed by beautiful shrubbery. Particular 
attention has been paid to sanitation by the provision of 
a septic tank.  Hot and cold water have been laid on and 
efficient lighting supplied by the Auckland Gas Company. 
Separate lavatory and bathrooms for girls and boys and 
the matron and for the staff and a hospital room for cases 
of emergency form notable features of this layout. A nobly 

proportioned room used as a ballroom in the days of the 
original owner provides a girls dormitory with an open 
fireplace and room for 14 beds. The former drawing room 
has been fitted up as a boys’ dormitory. The matron’s 
sitting room and office, with bedrooms for matron and 
staff together with the kitchen scullery and storeroom 
complete the adaptions.” (1)

The house faced north towards the railway and in 1921 
the land fronting Asquith Ave was purchased, the entrance 
from there being 42 Asquith Avenue.  Wesley Avenue was 
the main entry with a sweeping drive to the big steps 
and Caughey Place now runs down what was the back 
paddock of the lawn. (2)

In early 1922 more accommodation was required. Just 
opposite the Mt Albert Methodist Church was a two 
storey wooden residence “Hilfont” the deceased estate of 
Mr James. Previously named Stoneleigh after the original 
owner Charles Burrell Stone supposedly the first white 
child born in Auckland.  This was purchased by the 
Methodist Church, named Epworth Home and offered 
accommodation for girls and young children up to the 
age of five. (3)

Epworth Home was sold in 1944 because of increased 
costs. Wesley Home was removed in 1956 and the land 
divided up into leasehold sections.

Bibliography
(1) Auckland Star, Volume XLIV, Issue 302, 19 December 
1913, Page 2
(2) Personal reminisces of B K Rowe
(3) 1913-1934 Auckland Methodist Childrens Home 
Birthday Souvenir
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Memories of Life at Wesley Home
An Interview with Reverend Doctor Keith Rowe
Keith Rowe was nine years old when he arrived at Wesley Home in August 1947 
and stayed there until it closed in October 1955 when the Wesleydale Home, Mt 
Roskill, replaced both Wesley and the twin girls’ home in Epsom. 

He remembers his first day sitting in the staff lounge with the other kids looking 
in at the new boy and the usual induction ceremonies such as kissing the cow, 
fighting a boy your own size and a dunking in the cow trough.

Each day started with being woken by the train at 6.30am (an old boy Ken Cooper 
used to toot as the train went past Wesley if he was on duty that day) then a cold 
shower summer or winter. The weekly rostered jobs came next depending on 
your age – sweeping one of the dormitories, making toast, cooking the porridge, 
washing and drying dishes, sweeping the paths. Saturday chores included doing 
their washing in the coppers.

After breakfast, with a packed lunch in hand they would be off to Gladstone School, cutting across the railway line, 
then across Guardwell Terrace and up Monaghan Avenue. Keith has fond memories of Miss Flavell one of his teachers at 
Gladstone School who kept soap and towel and a comb in her cupboard with which to groom him as he usually arrived 
late and dishevelled due to his passion for catching tadpoles in the Monaghan Ave creek.

After school before playing, there were chores to be done-cows to be milked, chooks, ducks and pigs to be fed. Sometimes 
butter was made and in season they would make hay from the front paddock on Asquith Avenue. Once a year the cows 
would be taken to Mt Albert Grammar School farm to be serviced.

They would play golf and hockey with sticks made out of privet branches and soccer was popular in all weathers.There 
was a full 22m concrete cricket pitch (eventually Caughey Place went right through the cricket pitch and over the cow 
trough!)

On Saturdays the children were able to attend the matinee at the Deluxe Movie Theatre in Mt Albert and Sundays they 
would march up to the Mt Albert Methodist Church in threes, each one with 4pence:1p for Sunday school and 3p for 
church.

Keith was a member of the Cub pack at the church until his boisterous behaviour ended in his being asked not to 
return. He carved his name on one of the pews! This is still there, confirmed by his bible class leader, our own Sir Harold 
Marshall.

The children from Wesley attended Gladstone School, then Kowhai Intermediate after which the boys went on to Mt 
Albert Grammar School. An earlier generation had attended Pasadena Intermediate and Seddon Tech in the city. 

Pt Chevalier was a popular swimming place. To get to the end of Meola Reef they would take off their outer clothes, put 
them on top of their head and swim across the gap.

Wesley Home had a good soccer team. On Saturdays they would play for MAGS in the morning, at midday for Mt Albert 
Soccer Club and late afternoon in the church tournament. Some of the boys did well in the soccer teams at MAGS.

Keith remembers going to the Meola Tip for bits to make trolleys, the best places to use them being Asquith Avenue, 
Kitenui Avenue and hair-raisingly Bond Street. Their pets were ducks and chooks and Tarzan the cat who when he died 
was buried not far from the cricket pitch in a solemn funeral ceremony.

The policemen’s annual picnic, Strawberry and Cream Day, where they were joined by the girls from the Epsom Home, 
Jack Annan teaching First Aid, the women from the church coming in to 
do sewing for them - all these added up to the children feeling it was their 
long term home rather than an orphanage.

Keith studied at Auckland University and boarded at Trinity College in 
Grafton, then taught at Wesley College before returning to Trinity to train 
as a minister at the Methodist Theological College. He rose to become 
President of the Methodist Church of New Zealand and Principal of Trinity 
College an outstanding achievement in his own right and a great credit to 
the Wesley Home.

Keith believes that his understanding of the role of the church and of a 
Christian Minister, to build community, to work for a just and tolerant 
society and to give priority to the needs of the underdog and those on the 
margin, he learnt from his years at the Wesley Home.

Reverend Dr Keith Rowe

Happy Kids at Epworth Home
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M.A.H.S Dates To Remember
24 August (Saturday) 2013 2pm Ferndale House 830 New North Road, Mt Albert. AGM of the Mt Albert 
Historical Society.
Following the annual meeting Mrs Jane Matthews will make a visual presentation on "The Bungalows of Mt Albert".
Jane Matthews is an architect with a specific interest in environmental aspects. Her talk will incorporate features 
relevant to bungalows.
 
12 October (Saturday) 2013.  Bus trip to Holy Trinity Cathedral and St Mary's Church finishing at Selwyn Library 
built in 1861. 
$15 pp. Bus leaves from outside the Senior Citizens Hall, Rocket Park, Mt Albert at 1pm.

29 November (Friday) 5pm Alberton House, 100 Mt Albert Road, Mt Albert. A Mt Albert social occasion our 
annual Christmas gathering at Alberton House. Drinks and nibbles, entertainment and carol singing. Members 
only. $10pp. 

MT ALBERT BOOMING - A BUILDING A DAY 
Lure of Pretty Gardens

Richie Afford and the Australian Silky Oak
In the MAHS November 2007 newsletter the front page photo was of 
a group of Mt Albert schoolboys planting a tree in Gribblehurst Park 
in observance of Arbor Day 1938. In that photo, on the extreme right, 
is a young MAGS schoolboy named Richie Afford. We recently took 
Richie back to photograph him with that same tree (an Australian 
Silky Oak). My, how it has grown in the ensuing seventy four years!

Last year was also the 75th anniversary of the Auckland Botanical 
Society and on the 31st of October 2012 Jim Mora of National Radio 
talked with Mike Wilcox and Richie in Gribblehurst Park. You can 
hear this interview online at the following link.

Podcast.radionz.co.nz/aft/akstory-2012031-1535-auckland-story-
for-31-october-2012-botanical-jubilee-75-048mp3     Page 2

Healthy, delightful and easily accessible Mt Albert appears 
to be making something like a record of the number of new 
buildings being erected in the borough.

Since the beginning of the year this Auckland suburb has 
received additions to its dwellings at the rate of one a day 
and there appears every likelihood of the boom continuing. 
Even the most casual observer cannot fail to note the fact 
that builders are having a good time in the district not only 
with houses but with shops. In the New North Road there 
are no fewer than six substantial brick shops in process of 
erection and Edendale Rd runs a good second for business 
premises that thoroughfare having five additions, two in 
brick, one in concrete and two in wood.

These new shops being in close proximity to the busy 
shopping centre of Kingsland part of which is within the 
borough area should prove an additional attraction to 

people to make their homes in the district which appears to 
becoming something like selfcontained.

The secret of Mt Albert’s popularity is probably to be found 
in the fact that the soil is volcanic.  As everyone knows this 
results in charming flower gardens and healthy profitable 
vegetable patches for all who expend the necessary labour 
on the ground. In the winter time particularly, volcanic 
ground can be worked to very great advantage. The people 
of Mt Albert have always taken a delight in their gardens 
with the result that the borough is a very pleasant spot. 
Whether or not the present rapid rate of development 
continues, the authorities will require to modernise the 
drainage system. 

Auckland Star 30 January 1923

News from the Past…

Richie next to the tree planted in 1938
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In Ethel Street, in front of an infill house is located an 
important place in the history of Sandringham being 
perhaps its oldest surviving residential building.

The original Section (20 acres) dates back to June 1845 
when the land was purchased under crown grant by 
Thomas Holmes and William Joseph Pettit of Sydney for 
£40. In 1851 Elihu Shaw paid £42 for allotment 153 and 
in 1855 sold just over five acres to James Gribble.

A subsequent owner was John Matthews who brought the 
land in 1860.

Because of the large increase in rates it is believed the 
current house was built between 1860 – 1868. The wooden 
building being two storeyed with attic bedrooms on the 
first floor and two brick chimneys. Verandahs occupied 
three sides 

In 1876 when the site was sold the deeds records indicate 
“along with all buildings thereon”. So the building appears 
to be at least 137 years old. Subsequent 19th Century 
owners included two butchers and Mary Ann Taylor. Mary 
and her husband continued to live in the house from 1889 
through and past the subdivision of 1911.

In 1911 Mary subdivided the 5 acre block of land to create 
what we know as Ethel Street. 

It is a pity that the 1911 subdivision and a subsequent unit 
title subdivision in 1982 robbed the site of adequate space 
around it.  It is now a small front site with suburbia around 
it.  All that remains is the house with verandahs on three 
sides. However apart from a lean to addition it appears as it 
probably looked in the late nineteenth century. 

It is an important surviving historic building being an 
important example of a 19th Century settlers house. It is 
also located in an area (Sandringham) where few if any 19th 
Century buildings survive. It is also located directly fronting 
the road which means it is easily seen by passers by.

The Society has requested 1 Ethel Street be included in the 
Unitary Plans heritage building register.  It was listed in the 
Mt Albert District Plan but not in the subsequent Isthmus 
District Plan.

Many thanks for information prepared by Lisa J. Truttman 
and Mary Inomata 

 John childs  june 2013 

1 Ethel Street Sandringham

In Praise of Trees
Recently on viewing the magnificent Casuarina in Gribblehurst 
Park which I helped plant in 1938, I was prompted to reflect 
on those others who in times past either from caprice or with 
deliberate intent planted trees many of which survive today and 
may yet do so only with precarious tenacity.  The hand of the 
developer’s relentless encroachment is at last held in check by 
society’s vigilance and we do well to be alert to the welfare of our 
arborial friends.  They stand firmly rooted to the spot defying the 
passing vicissitudes of storm and tempest, rain and drought and 
above all providing food and shelter to our feathered friends, and 
otherwise the sheer joy of their presence.

We may change abode from place to place, travel the world and 
return and our friend the tree remains steadfast to its roots and 
so deserves our respect and protection. 

If trees could talk what tales they could tell; the changing scene 
from scrubland to pasture to suburbia, from horse and cart to 
car and bus.  The trees planted today and gracing the berms of 
our roads will be the very trees that in years to come make our 
district a desirable one in which to live.

Much of our history survives only in fading photographs and 
fading memories, Partington’s Mill, the Old Stone Jug, St 
Georges Hall, but we should cherish what is left which includes 
our staunch and venerable trees for those which are planted 
today will be of historical importance tomorrow.

 Richie Afford. june 2013

1 Ethel Street, Sandringham.  Photos MAHS collection 2013
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