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This was the 12th annual conference of the NZ Gardens Trust, held in Christchurch 
and Akaroa from the 14th – 17th  April, 2016. 

I am sure all my fellow delegates will agree with me that the Akaroa conference was 
a wonderful weekend together. Great gardens, great weather and great people to 
share it all with. 

First a huge vote of thanks to the organizing committee Jill and Richard Simpson, 
Bryan and Nancy Tichbourne and Jendy and Pat Brooks. 

Then an acknowledgment to all the hard work of the other garden owners who also 
prepared and opened their gardens for us to visit. 

The first evening in Christchurch was the RNZIH AGM and an interesting Banks 
Memorial Lecture titled “Cytogenetics and ornamental plant breeding: an ongoing 
partnership” by Prof Brian Murray. Brian explained how his research in genetic 
science has assisted Dr Keith Hammett’s plant breeding of sweet peas, clivia, pinks 
and dahlias. 

The next morning we were gifted a lovely floral garden ‘goodie bag’ and set out to 
visit a selection of Canterbury’s best large country gardens. The first port of call was 
David and Christine Hobbs’s Broadfield landscape garden in Selwyn Rd, Weedons. 
This design by Robert Watson controls the visitor’s experience of the garden 
carefully, giving enclosed rooms, long viewing axes and an intriguing viewing 
experience from the tussock mountain. Many of us were particularly impressed by 
the masterful ‘native border’ which utilises a wide variety of native plant  species 
and cultivars to create colour, form and texture combinations, which, once you get 
your viewing eye in, rival a traditional perennial border. 

Near Ashburton Trott’s Garden combines formal and informal elements with a 
collection of unusual and striking trees that provide structure and interest. The scale 
of this garden is impressive with three key areas of a woodland, bog garden and 
pond plus a striking formal garden and a knot garden. They display unusual 
combinations that provide all year round colour and interest. 

Then on to Taitapu to visit the historic house and grounds of Otahuna , which were 
once the home of Sir Heaton Rhodes, and now provide luxury accommodation. We 
wandered around soaking up the afternoon amongst the wide range  of  mature 
trees, grand vistas over luxurious lawns, ponds, enormous vegetable beds and 
heavily laden orchard. Some of us agreed that we will try to return in the spring to 
experience the famed million daffodil display. 



Friday morning dawned clear and cool, and we set off again, this time  through 
central Christchurch for a commentary from our coach drivers’ about the progress 
being made on the earthquake repairs and rebuilds. Then up through Cashmere and 
over the Gebbies Pass to Governor’s Bay and the jewel of Sir Miles Warren’s garden – 
Ohinetathi. Sir Miles and his 2 gardeners were generous with their time to take us 
through the skillfully designed gardens, including the new sculpture lawn and 
amphitheatre areas. They also explained the damage and impact of the earthquakes 
on the house and garden. 

From there we travelled to Annandale in Pidgeon Bay for a sumptuous lunch and 
introduction to the garden by David Hole from Bark Ltd, who manage the garden. 
Annandale is a historic coastal farm property which has been fully restored as a 
luxury lodge with 2 separate villa options on different parts of the farm. We enjoyed 
investigating the unique fernery, grapery, lush vegetable gardens, modern gym and 
pool complex (designed by Andrew Pattison), croquet lawn and woodland walks. 

Then it was on to the Akaroa township where we had a relaxed afternoon tea at the 
restful treed setting of the Potter’s Croft garden, before the finale of the day at Josie 
Martin’s ‘The Giant’s House’. This grand 1880’s establishment complete with mosaic 
grand piano and many characters wowed the crowd. One of the delegates coined the 
term ‘joyous’ to describe her experience of this highly detailed mosaic garden which 
is elegant and refined despite its variety and riot of colour and form. Plants are used 
expertly in combination with the mosaics. 

After a good sleep in our various Akaroa accommodations, we rejoined on Saturday 
morning to hear Richard Benfield from Central Connecticut State University speak 
about Garden Tourism. Richard had clearly been approached due to his research into 
garden tourism in the US. He had researched the NZ tourism scene thoroughly and 
was able to provide a valuable perspective on the NZ scene within the bigger global 
trends in tourism. His list of recommendations to the NZGT were picked up for 
discussion at the Open Forum the next day. 

Barbara Lea Taylor (87) spoke next about her life and her passion for heritage roses, 
inspiring the audience to think about the chapters of their own lives. 

Then we were introduced to Hugh Wilson, who established the Hinewai 
Reserve conservation project on the Bank’s Peninsula in 1987 on a 109ha block 
[now 1,250  ha] purchased by the Maurice White Native Forest Trust. As we 
descended to Jill and Richard Simpson’s property at Fisherman’s Bay on the 
buses, we could see the tremendous growth of the native vegetation which has 
regenerated from farmland following being fenced off from livestock. A delicious 
ploughman’s lunch awaited us, setting us up well for our garden wanderings 
down towards the glorious coastal views and varied themed garden spaces. 
Some of us could not resist a spell in the  fine metal orb before climbing back to 
the upper gardens. 



The last stop of the day was a visit to two small gardens in the heart of the Akaroa 
township. First was Edward McGuinnety and Diane Morcom’s garden and then 
Bryan and Nancy Tichborne’s new garden with a lovely informal flower garden in 
front of their historic house which they are restoring and extending. 

That evening we were treated to a feast of local entertainment and cuisine at the 
historic and recently reopened Akaroa Gaiety Hall. Suky Thompson told us tales of 
the historic beginnings of the Watkins land block from early days when the 
Oddfellows society built the hall. Much merriment and dancing followed with the 
local ‘Highly Strung’ ukulele band. 

Our final day started with an informative account of the garden history of 
Akaroa from Helen Leach, one of 3 sisters descended from the early 
Watkins settler family.Helen traced the gardening and artistic gene through the 
family tree lines. 

The Member’s Open forum was a valuable opportunity for members to express 
their appreciation of the Trust and air one or two issues. The main one was to 
ask for clarification around the garden assessment processes. Kerei did a great job 
chairing this meeting and members provided valuable feedback and suggestions 
for refining the process further. 

Our last garden visit was to Jendy and Pat Brooks garden at French Farm where 
we explored the many garden spaces and interesting planted effects such as 
the Macrocarpa House, perennial amphitheatre, orchard and various walks, 
before enjoying our last lunch together with a glass of wine kindly supplied by 
Valley Road Vineyard. 

Then it was on the buses to head back to Christchurch to head home with our 
minds brimming with all the experiences we had been so lucky to have over a 
wonderful long autumn weekend. 

Penny Cliffin 
Department of Landscape Architecture 
Unitec Institute of Technology. 
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