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This rich and complex volume appropriately defies neat categorisation. Weighing
in at two and a half kilograms, it has the feel of an old-time reference book. In that
tradition, the content is solid and comprehensive. The volume reproduces eighty-
eight sheets that together make up one historic 1890s Wellington map, created by
Mr Thomas Ward. The map is used as a base, its sheets divided up into chapters
that with extensive public history research utilising a staggering range of sources
present a snapshot of turn-of-the-century Wellington.

After an 1886 Municipal Corporations Act focused on improving urban
infrastructure, including drainage and sanitation, councils were obliged to produce
two maps — one with streets and another with drains. An engineer and surveyor,
Ward approached the Wellington City Council offering to create a comprehensive
map showing all streets, sections and buildings.

To draw his map, Ward used the colonial footprint of New Zealand Company
surveyor William Mein Smith’s 1,100 town acres map, made in July 1840. Ward
also mined records held at the Lands and Deeds Registry Office. His map extended
from Thorndon in the north, through Te Aro and to Berhampore in the south.
Ward had an eye for detail, especially concerning houses, with his fieldwork
contributing details that he continued to update for a decade.

In this volume, Elizabeth Cox has realised her ambitious vision to use Ward’s
detailed, utilitarian map as ‘a touchstone for the history of Wellington’ (p. 547).
The map has captured Cox’s imagination, and drawing upon extensive written and
visual sources she has composed a narrative from it that breathtakingly
encompasses the ‘structure, culture and society of the city’ (p. 7). Newspapers,
archives, secondary sources, cartoons, house plans, photographs and details of
public and private buildings and places, institutions and organisations are all
involved. There is room for the famous and feted as well as the unknown, grand
public buildings along with slums, disease and drainage.

Skilfully, going for a ‘snapshot in time’ approach, Cox uses only images from the
1890s and 1900s. Furthermore, those images are matched up with each sheet. Maps
involve layers, and likewise, Cox captures the dynamic city, navigating its dramatic
growth between 1891 and 1901, when the population grew from approximately
31,000 to 43,000. She intersperses Ward’s amendments to the map through her
pages, noting land reclamation and adding 600 small stars to represent new electric
street lamps.

Cox’s experience and excellence as a public historian leaps out from the pages.
Credit also goes to those who have worked with her, especially the designer Jo
Bailey and the indexer, Susan Brookes. In a book about people and places the index
is necessarily extensive, and usefully, the page numbers for illustrations are in bold.



Footnotes helpfully appear on each page beside the text in Massey University’s
signature orange. This is a beautiful product, from the clever dust jacket that
reproduces a full-sized sheet of the map to the lavish double-page-spread city
vistas. Unfortunately, a magnifying glass is needed to carefully read the individually
reproduced map sheets, as they are only one-third of their original size.

The success of this sprawling, somewhat technologically retro project is that each
reader will approach it differently. Its details of pre-1900 homes make it useful for
planners, archaeologists, architects and homeowners, while it also serves as a turn-
of-the-century social history of Wellington.

One way to read this volume, as the title suggests, is to centre Thomas Ward and
his map. Here there is resonance with Simon Winchester’s work, especially The Map
That Changed the World: Willian Smith and the Birth of Modern Geology (2001), about the
first geological map of England, Wales and southern Scotland. Like Winchester,
Cox is interested in a map and its maker. As well as interspersing details of the map
through the pages, she feeds in aspects of Ward’s life; for example, sharing that he
kept a copy of the map and later went into property development and real estate.
However, in contrast to Winchester’s study, where the original map is the central
concern, the significance of Cox’s book comes from her working from Ward’s map
and combining it with rich additional material. Yet Cox and Ward are kindred
spirits, both meticulous and detail-oriented.

The “Victorian Wellington Street by Street’ subtitle misleads the reader as to how
this volume works. While it is common for public history to take a streetscape
approach, Cox’s prioritisation of the map’s eighty-eight sheets instead means
adopting an alternative and challenging block approach. Structurally, and a little
frustratingly, the map is read as a written text; the chapter order starts with the top
left map sheet and then proceeds across that row, before returning to the left of
the next row down. This favours individual blocks rather than following a collective
map-reading approach to locate and structure the volume around complete streets
and neighbourhoods. The result is that Cox is confined by Ward’s surveying
method, privileging individual sheets over the map as a whole.

Importantly, the sheet—chapter approach means that there is a constant overrun of
streets, neighbourhoods and physical features across the surveying boundaries.
People’s lives and movements, of course, transcended the linear sheets. For
example, Katherine Mansfield is introduced twice and appears in five chapters. Cox
deals incredibly well with her challenging methodology. Each chapter begins with
a summary of streets, town acres and ‘other named sites’, including name changes.
And at the end of chapters Cox squeezes in ‘Also on these sheets’ to include points
she really wants to mention. Overall, a great deal of challenging cross-referencing
could have been avoided by focusing on selected streetscapes. But like Ward, Cox
is not one to take shortcuts.

It is a lot to simultaneously read a map, text and images. The experience is not
unlike looking through a stereoscope, viewing similar yet different images together,
and coming to focus on a multi-dimensional picture. Doing so is well worth it for
the satisfying experience this volume offers — the whole is greater than the sum of
its parts. And in an age of Google Maps and ‘then and now’ photography, it is a
novel experience.



This Ockham New Zealand Book Awards winner is extraordinary public history;
mapped and writ large. Kudos to Massey University Press for supporting such
gratifying public history-making,.
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