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EDITORIAL 
 
The content of the 2023 issue of the New Zealand Journal of Public History weaves 
between history and heritage. Like Beth Charles’s relief monoprint, ‘Sea Change’ 
(2020), featured on the cover, the issue has no focal point. Each author engages with 
specific materialisations of the past: public toilets, artificial limbs, radio broadcasts, 
photographic prints, small museums, and rare books.  
 
Three articles lie largely within the scope of museum and heritage studies. This 
interdisciplinary field overlaps with public history and has an important literature 
of its own. Research in this area is frequently applied and vocational, being less 
concerned with the core historical work of analysing and narrating change over 
time and more focused on preservation and storytelling for specific communities 
in the present and future. Alison Breese demonstrates that Dunedin has historic 
public sanitation facilities that are worthy of being preserved for the nation. 
Danielle Campbell uses the work of photographer Bobbie Barwell to highlight the 
value of museum exhibitions that focus a local lens on histories of larger 
significance. Sarah Robinson argues against the separation of collections in small 
museums according to object type by revealing how their interpretive potential can 
be unlocked when they are reconciled. 
 
In this fractious world, war continues to be an ongoing focus of historical research 
for a wide variety of scholarly and popular purposes. Family historians are 
especially active in researching and writing about the service of relatives in the 
major conflicts of the 19th and 20th centuries. Histories of wartime experience 
can be framed in many ways, especially at the intersections of public history and 
private memory. Three authors investigate themes in military history that are often 
hidden in plain sight. Leanne Croon Hickman writes about the development of an 
enduring artificial limb-making company, Zenith Artificial Appliances, now Peke 
Waihanga, formed in the aftermath of the First World War. Sarah Johnston 
explores an important Second World War broadcasting programme, With the Boys 
Overseas, from recordings held by Ngā Taonga Sound & Vision. Ian Ferguson 
listens to the lonely voices of pacifists in wartorn Taranaki in the early 1860s.  
 
Regardless of labels, history and heritage share foundations in the physical 
remnants of the past: buildings, newspapers, recordings, images, objects, books, 
and more. Sometimes there is a distance between evidence/materials in their built 
or archived state and the experience of writing about them. Yet the authors in this 
issue deftly span this gap by crafting narratives that provide readers with discrete 
points of entry into the past. 
 
Fiona McKergow and David Green 
Honorary Editors, assisted by Dan Bartlett and Anne Else 
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Themes of change and continuity play out in the history of Dunedin’s public 
conveniences (now known as public toilets).1 Hygiene and cleanliness was at the 
forefront of their design, following international trends in Western sanitation, and 
public conveniences were often seen and used as disease prevention tools.2 
Outbreaks of diseases, including pandemics much like COVID-19, led to the 
continual modification of public conveniences in New Zealand. In Dunedin, 
diseases such as the 1900 bubonic plague scare became the backdrop for the 
construction of the first underground conveniences. This article outlines how 
concerns over 20th-century sanitation, public health, technology and city planning 
influenced the design of these facilities in Dunedin, and concludes with a short 
sequence of images from the Dunedin City Council Archives.  
 
Dunedin is a microcosm of urban New Zealand’s experiences as a follower of 
international sanitation trends, for several reasons.3 The Dunedin City Council has 
a rich range of archives relating to public conveniences and sanitation since 1855, 
which I drew on extensively for my recent MA thesis on the city’s historic 
underground conveniences.4 Dunedin is distinctive as it has an original, intact early 
20th-century public convenience (a men’s urinal) that can be seen still standing on 
the corner of Manor Place and Princes Street. This structure is physical evidence 
of the type of sanitation facilities local authorities provided for their communities 
in this era. It helps tell the story of public sanitation, hygiene and urination in New 
Zealand, and exemplifies the gendered nature of these public spaces. It is 
anticipated that this historically significant site will become a focal point for the 
interpretation of this research for the public and it is currently in the process of 
being listed by Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga.  

 

PUBLIC TOILETS IN THE 21ST CENTURY  

Despite many changes in public convenience design over the 20th century, 
particularly in the 1960s, sanitation remains an issue for these facilities. Public 
toilets were deemed inadequate from a public health perspective, even before 

 
1 This article was developed from a paper presented at the New Historians’ Conference held at Te Herenga Waka 
Victoria University of Wellington on 19–20 October 2022. The use of the term ‘public toilet’ became more general in 
New Zealand in the 1960s. The report of a survey of Dunedin’s toilets recommended that the public would welcome 
this word as shorter and more acceptable than ‘public lavatories’ or any other term on signage. See ‘Public 
Conveniences Survey’, City Engineers Correspondence 1968–70, 59/5/3, Dunedin City Council (DCC) Archives. 
2 Clara Greed, ‘The Role of the Public Toilet: Pathogen Transmitter or Health Facilitator?’, Building Services Engineering 
Research and Technology, vol. 27, no. 2, 2006, p. 75.  
3 Annabel Cooper, Robin Law, Jane Malthus and Pamela Wood, ‘Rooms of Their Own: Public Toilets and Gendered 
Citizens in a New Zealand City, 1860–1940’, Gender, Place & Culture, vol. 7, no. 4, 2000, pp. 417–33. 
4 Alison Breese, ‘How Convenient Are the Conveniences: The Demise of the Underground Facilities in Dunedin 
1910–1980s’, MA thesis, University of Otago, 2020. 
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COVID-19, both in terms of the potential spread of infectious diseases and 
pandemics, and (conversely) the number of provided. Regular surveys of New 
Zealand public toilets have highlighted many of the same issues. Toilets with 
automatic sensors for doors and taps, such as the Exeloo style in the 1990s, have 
come into vogue. However, a 2013 study by public health researchers at the 
University of Otago reported on many of the same issues that had troubled local 
authorities in the past. While councils had to meet limited requirements in regards 
to cleanliness, this was not enough to ensure all facilities had adequate provision of 
soap and water.  
 

 
Frederick Street, Dunedin Exeloos, 1990s. DCC Architect Series files, DCC Archives.  
 
When the first cases of COVID-19 were identified in New Zealand in February 
2020, the country saw health measures such as isolation restrictions, lockdowns 
and detailed health messaging such as the importance of handwashing and mask 
wearing. Public facilities were closed, including all public toilets at the red alert 
setting. A study in the New Zealand Medical Journal concluded that ‘despite the 
serious threat of the COVID-19 pandemic, attempts by some local government 
agencies to increase such provisions [water and soap] need to be further 
augmented’.5 It suggested that enhanced design technology and maintenance would 
improve hygiene in public toilets, with a long-term goal of having no-touch 
amenities (such as automated door opening and locking; no-touch water and soap 
dispensing; and no-touch toilet flushing and hand-drier activation).6 Currently, the 
report noted, local government authorities largely regulated the quality of their own 

 
5 Nick Wilson and George Thomson, ‘Deficient Handwashing Amenities in Public Toilets in the Time of the COVID-
19 Pandemic: A Multi-Regional Survey’, 
https://journal.nzma.org.nz/journal-articles/deficient-handwashing-amenities-in-public-toilets-in-the-time-of-the-
covid-19-pandemic-a-multi-regional-survey-open-access, accessed 18 October 2022. 
6 Ibid. 
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toilet facilities, although the then District Health Boards could use their powers 
under the Health Act 1956 to ensure that unhealthy facilities were improved.7 
 

EARLY SANITATION AND PUBLIC CONVENIENCES 

New Zealand local authorities have been responsible for public conveniences in 
their towns and cities since the early 1860s. Maintenance and upkeep of these 
structures are a constant drain (literally and figuratively) on council resources, 
especially as they are subject to vandalism and misuse. 
 
The first public facilities were built by the Dunedin Town Board, the predecessor 
of the Dunedin City Council, in the 1860s. Under the Dunedin Improvement 
Ordinance 1862 it was lawful for the Board to make and enact rules, regulations 
and bye-laws relating to all types of sanitation, including cleansing, lighting and 
paving of streets, and to repair sewers, drains and urinals.8 Urinating in public was 
illegal and the Dunedin Town Board sought to provide public urinals for residents 
and travellers.9 Only two were built, and these were only for men.10 Dunedin was 
particularly dirty, a local newspaper reported in a dramatic tone in 1864. The article 
described what a traveller would find around the city – ‘That which we explored 
presents to the casual observer the appearance of a lane, but is in reality a canal of 
semi-liquid night-soil’.11 The author also stated: ‘The extensive middens which 
surround every flax bush on either side will afford him an interesting study if he is 
curious in vegetable and animal matter in an advanced stage of decomposition.’12  
 
In the mid-19th century public conveniences were beginning to be built in the 
world’s largest cities, such as London and Paris, ensuring that the public (meaning 
men) could privately and hygienically relieve themselves in the course of normal 
everyday travel.13 As sanitary conditions worsened in the main urban areas, the 
United Kingdom introduced drainage and sewerage reforms to facilitate disease 
control.14 Dunedin’s civic leaders also endeavoured to develop and maintain 
modern sanitation standards, as they did not want the Old World conditions they 
had left behind reappearing in the Edinburgh of the South.15 
 
Underground drainage preoccupied the City Council during the late 1860s and early 
1870s. Cholera and typhoid plagued Europe and were on the rise in Dunedin. 
Underground sewers in central Dunedin were one solution proposed, although not 
quickly enough for some of the public. ‘If this work,’ wrote a correspondent in 
1869, ‘be not attended to before the warm weather sets in, the consequences that 
must follow from any epidemic breaking out in the city, will no doubt be chargeable 

 
7 Ibid. 
8 ‘Dunedin Improvement Ordinance, 1862’, Otago Daily Times (ODT), 10 September 1862, p. 7. 
9 Clara Greed, Inclusive Urban Design: Public Toilets, Routledge, UK, 2003, p. 38. 
10 Otago Witness, 23 August 1862, p. 2.  
11 ODT, 1 September 1864, p. 4. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Andrew Israel Ross, ‘Dirty Desire: The Uses and Misuses of Public Urinals in Nineteenth-Century Paris’, Berkeley 
Journal of Sociology, vol. 53, 2009, p. 81.  
14 Greed, Inclusive Urban Design, p. 38. 
15 Pamela J. Wood, Dirt: Filth and Decay in a New World Arcadia, Auckland University Press, Auckland. 2005, p. 5. 
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to the wilful negligence of the Corporation’.16 The first sewer and culvert was built 
down Rattray Street in 1861, but it was not until 1872 that the City Surveyor, 
Samuel Heywood Mirams, planned a systematic drainage scheme with large brick 
sewers emptying into the harbour.17 In the 1870s, underground drainage became 
an election issue.18  Large brick sewers were built under the main streets of Dunedin 
from 1877 and this project was completed by 1912.19 
 

 
Sewerage pipe installation, showing a worker with one of the pumps, 1904. DCC Photograph 
Album 157, Dunedin Drainage and Sewerage Board, DCC Archives. 
 
As for public conveniences, new urinals were ordered in 1873 and installed around 
Dunedin in 1874 to replace the ‘filthy’ 1860s iron ones.20 By 1900 there were 10 
public conveniences in the city, all for men. 
 
At the turn of the century urination in the streets was still as prevalent as in the 
1860s. It was reported that ‘almost every Saturday night many of the streets in town 
were turned into a foul urinal .... It was not right that respectable, sober people 
should be submitted to such annoyance, and the police were determined to put a 
stop to it.’21 
 

 
16 ODT, 6 August 1869, p. 2. 
17 For a biography of Mirams see Helen Watson White. ‘Mirams, Samuel Haywood’, Dictionary of New Zealand 
Biography, first published in 1993. Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, 
https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/2m50/mirams-samuel-haywood, accessed 4 January 2022. 
18 ODT, 29 July 1871, p. 2. 
19 ODT, 26 January 1878, p. 1 (Supplement). 
20 ‘City Council’, Evening Star (ES), 15 October 1874, p. 2. 
21 ‘The Courts – To-day’, ES, 28 August 1899, p. 2. 




