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Summary
Archaeological investigation of the construction materials on the path and car-
riageway was carried out under New Zealand Historic Places Trust authority 
2010/15. Th e results are summarised below.

Paths

Th e paths were between 2 and 2.4 m wide with unformed edges. It is likely the 
topsoil and grass covered the rough edges, or they may originally have been laid 
with straight edges which have eroded over time. Th ere was no raised edging to the 
paths. Th e path layout has not been changed since construction. 

Carriageway from Pah Road to the house

Investigation of the carriageway surface, and edges, revealed most of the car-
riageway is still intact under the grass surface. Th e carriageway is confi ned within 
formed shallow concrete channels 6.5 m apart. Th e surface of the carriageway 
under the grass near the gravel car park is a loose, unbound, crumbly asphalt over 
a thin scoria base. 

Carriageway adjacent to house (to north of Porte Cochere)

At the western edge of the sealed driveway, there were distinct layers of asphalt and 
the layer with brick fragments was not present. Th ere was no correlation between 
the layers near the house and porte cochere and the outer edge of the driveway, 
with the exception of the most recent asphalt surface.

It appears from an 1895 photograph there was no defi ned edge to the carriage-
way adjacent to the house. Further investigations and recording will be undertaken 
on the driveway itself when storm water upgrade is done in January 2010.

Surface Th ickness Description
Asphalt 1  10 mm Dark grey colour
(modern)
Asphalt 2 10 mm Firmly adhered to Asphalt 1
Shell 0-5 mm Whole and broken cockle shells
Asphalt 3 5 mm Th in and crumbly layer which did not incorporate gravel  
  or stones.
Red gravel 60 mm Fine and coarse scoria gravel
Subsoil 95 mm Fill layer of red and yellow mottled subsoil
Topsoil  ?original topsoil red-brown in colour

Layer Th ickness Description
Asphalt  100–200 mm
(modern) 
Sand base course 40 mm Yellow
Red scoria gravel 80 mm Occasional whole and fragmented cockle  
   shell
Grey-brown clay 
soil with brick 
fragments, mortar, 
stones and roof slate 200 mm 
Subsoil from 480mm Red-brown
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Introduction

Small scale archaeological excavations were undertaken in the grounds surround-
ing Monte Cecilia house between 14–17 August 2009. Th ese were conducted under 
New Zealand Historic Places Trust (HPT) authority 2010/15, issued under section 
18 of the Historic Places Act 1993 to investigate the paths and carriageway in the 
park. Investigations were required to provide information for the landscape plan 
being prepared as part of the restoration of the Monte Cecilia house and grounds. 

Background

Monte Cecilia is a 12.3 hectare premier park in Hillsborough, Auckland. Th e park 
is what remains of a large farm known as Pah Farm, which dates back to 1846. It 
incorporates a large residence formerly known as Th e Pah homestead, now named 
Monte Cecilia. Th is large, Italianate mansion was built by the Honourable James 
Williamson in 1879. It is on the location of an earlier Maori pa site named Whataroa, 
said to have been strongly fortifi ed and occupied by a hapu of the Wai-o-hua tribe 
(Mitchell 1964: 25). Th e Pah, or Monte Cecilia, was not the fi rst European house 
here – a smaller house, the home of William Hart, was built around 1846, when he 
purchased the land. Hart’s house was demolished by Williamson to make way for 
construction of Th e Pah.   

Aft er Williamson’s death in 1888 the property was taken over by the Bank of 
New Zealand and subdivided and leased until it was bought in 1913 by the Order 
of the Sisters of Mercy and the Roman Catholic Bishop of Auckland. In 2000 it was 
purchased by the Auckland City Council and restoration work is now underway.

Aims

In preparation for reconstruction of the house and development of the driveway, 
information was needed regarding the original surface materials, extent and edge 
treatment of the paths and carriageway. Th e course of the carriageway is expected 
to have originally run under the porte cochere, so as to allow carriages to pass 
under it, letting passengers get in and out under shelter.

Th e aim for investigating the footpaths around the grounds was to establish 
their original material. Shell could be seen through the asphalt surface where it 
was crumbling in places and it was important to establish whether or not this was 
the remains of an old shell path. Other questions were: had there been any edging 
to the paths; were the existing survey plan of the paths was reasonably accurate; 
and were there were any other paths buried under the lawns. 

A further task regarded the paths leading from the door on the northern end of 
the building. A patchwork of asphalt and concrete paths outside this door lead to 
the washing lines and connect to the paths to the east of the house. Th e aim here 
was to establish which parts of the path were original. 

1 (opposite). Plan 
of the immediate 

grounds and carriage-
way of Monte Cecilia 
with locations of test 

pits, probing and 
hurdle fence added 

(based on CSNZ Site 
Plan 6967/01/01 rev A).
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4  Monte Cecilia paths
 

Th e aim regarding the carriageway was to establish its original material, width 
and layout adjacent to the house. Th e carriageway continues to the south of the 
house and into the park. Most of its course is clear, due to the contouring between 
the trees on either side. In places, its surface can still be seen showing through the 
grass. Th ere is, however, an area at the top of the slope and outside the gravel car 
park used by school staff  where its course or preservation was uncertain. Th e aim 
therefore was to establish whether the carriageway remained below the topsoil in 
this area. 

Method and fi eld work

Test pits, probing and narrow trenches were used to investigate the paths and car-
riageway with minimal ground disturbance. Th e authority permitted investigation 
only of the paths and carriageway, and any underlying layers of Maori origin were 
not to be excavated without further permission from HPT and tangata whenua. 
Asphalt and concrete were cut with a concrete cutter and then levered and chipped 
off  by hand with a pick axe and crow bar. A 1.2 m gum spear was used to probe 
the ground to check for subsurface features. All test pits were photographed using 
a digital camera and measured and sketched or drawn directly onto a scale plan, 
and added to the survey plan (CSNZ Site Plan 6967/01/01 rev A). 

Pits and trenches were numbered sequentially as Test Pits (TP) 1–16. Th e loca-
tion of all test pits has been added to the survey plan (Figure 1). Dimensions of 
all of these are listed in Appendix 1. Samples were taken of layers of asphalt and 
gravels comprising the paths and carriageway.  

Footpaths around the house 
Trench through footpath to east of house: TP4

A concrete cutter was used to cut a 1900 x 500 mm trench through one path directly 
to the east of the house. Th is location had shell visible through the crumbling top 
layer of asphalt.  Each layer was sampled and recorded. Figure 2 shows the trench 
partially excavated to show layers of asphalt.
TP4 revealed the following layers comprising and underlying the path:
1  Asphalt 1 (current surface), 10 mm thick.
2  Asphalt 2, 10 mm thick, oft en adhered fi rmly to Asphalt 1.
3  Shell – whole and broken cockle valves. Mostly the shell was found stuck into 

the base of Asphalt 2. Only a thin, dispersed scatter of shell was found loose on 
the surface of the underlying layer, 0–5 mm thick.

4  Asphalt 3, a thin and crumbly layer. Th is was much soft er than the other layers 
and did not incorporate gravel or stones, 5 mm thick.

5  Red gravelly soil with both fi ne and coarse scoria gravel, 60 mm thick. Th is was 
found by probing elsewhere to be patchily dispersed under the topsoil beyond 
the paths. Although this scoria gravel does occur naturally in this geography it 
is possible that it had been laid here under the path as an initial path or a base 
course for the fi rst layer of asphalt. 

6  Red and yellow mottled subsoil, 95 mm thick.
7 Red-brown topsoil. 

Th e layers of asphalt were also examined in TP1, which were the same as those 
found in the trench TP4, but the shell between Asphalt 2 and Asphalt 3 was replaced 
with 10 mm of soil and fi ne gravel. 
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Other path investigations: TP1, 2, 5, 6 and 7 

Five small test pits were excavated to exam-
ine the edge of the paths and determine 
their width. Th ese showed that there was 
no particular edge treatment to the paths; 
the asphalt simply came to an end, and in 
most places it had crumbled and eroded to 
leave a broken, irregular edge. Only in TP 5 
was there a clear, straight edge that shows 
the original edge form (Figure 3). Irregular 
edges meant that the widths of the paths 
were quite variable. In TP1 and 2 the path 
width at the place of investigation was 2.4 
m, while between TP 6 and 7 it was only 
2 m. Further probing along the edges of 
paths established they were between 2 to 3 
m wide, but mostly around 2.4 m. Th e paths 
running around the north eastern edge of the lawn appear to be the most intact 
and also measured 2.4 m.

A few small artefacts were recovered in these test pits: TP2 revealed a copper 
heart shaped brooch and a small crucifi x of copper, perhaps once silver plated. A 
small square nail and what may be corroded button were found in TP6. 

Th e lawn areas between the paths around the house were probed at approxi-
mately 2 m intervals to check for any paths obscured by lawn. Th is was only done 
in the immediate house grounds, within the hurdle fence and hedges. None were 
found. 

Th e survey plan had only one edge marked on the northernmost path. Edges 
were cleared to establish that, by the base of the steps, the path narrowed to only 
1.25 m wide. 

Trench through paths at north end of house: TP 12 

Th e concrete cutter was used to cut TP 12, a 1900 x 500 
mm trench through the paths by the service door at the 
north end of the house. Th is path had clearly been added 
to, creating a patchwork of asphalt and concrete areas. Th e 
test pit showed that the asphalt path here was not the same 
as that of the footpaths around the rest of the grounds. 
Th e asphalt was thicker, of a diff erent composition and 
was a single layer laid, for the most part, directly onto the 
brown subsoil.  At the doorway, however, the asphalt over-
lay an area of brick rubble that had been partially covered 
with poured cement. Th is was initially found in the test 
trench, and an eroded patch below the door revealed more 
of this material. As far as could bee seen from the areas 
opened for investigation, the step formed a rectangle 980 
mm wide and at least 2 m long (Figure 4) and was in place 
prior to any of the concrete or asphalt areas. Th e erosion 
of the cement surface was clear, and probably the reason it 
was redone in asphalt. 

Th e brick rubble step was 230 mm deep at its north-
ern edge. Th ere was no sign of any intact brickwork, other 
than two bricks laid on their side at the eastern end of the 

2. Section of TP4, the 
trench through the 
footpath to the east of 
the house. The surface 
of Asphalt 3 is exposed 
with occasional frag-
ments of shell on its 
surface. To the right, a 
section of the under-
side of Asphalt 2 shows 
the shell adhering to its 
base.  Scale, 0.5m

3. The most intact edge 
to the paths was seen 
in TP5. Scale 0.5m, 
facing north.
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Clockwise, from top left.

4. TP12 showing the brick rubble beneath it. To the left the 
cement on top of the rubble forms a fl at surface, eroding fur-

ther from the step. Scale 0.5 m, facing west.

5. Stratigraphy of the base course and soil beneath the modern 
asphalt in TP8. The brick rubble in the surface of the grey brown 

topsoil is visible in the centre. Scale 0.5 m

6. The level of the old ground surface around the house, con-
taining brick fragments and other building rubble. Field tile 

trench also visible. Scale 0.5m

7. Previous layers of asphalt beneath that of the western edge 
of the modern driveway. Scales 0.5 m, 0.25m.
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trench. Th e bricks may have formed the border of a garden area by the house but a 
larger area would need to be investigated to provide more detail. 

Th e carriageway in front of the house: TP3, 8 and 11

Th ree 500 mm wide test pits were dug in front of the house (Figure 1). Th ese were 
selected to investigate the carriage surface near the house, in line with the western 
end of the porte cochere, and on the western side of the driveway. TP8 was the larg-
est. Most of the trench was dug to 350 mm deep, though a 400 x 500 mm test pit 
was dug  to a depth of 760 mm to record the thickness of the buried topsoil and the 
depth of the subsoil. Th ese layers are shown below in Figure 5.

Closest to the house there were a series of layers of base course material beneath 
the modern asphalt. Details are given in Appendix 1. Under these was a fl at sur-
face of soil incorporating brick rubble and waste construction material at 280 
mm depth. Th is distinctive grey-brown clayey soil had large and small chunks of 
broken brick, fragments of mortar and small pieces of roofi ng slate mixed into it. 
Th is material was pressed into the soil and formed a fl at, lightly compacted surface. 
Th e rubble was mostly within the top 50 mm of the layer but some was mixed into 
the soil to a depth of 120 mm. Th is can be seen in the section, above, and is exposed 
in the plan view of the trench (Figure 6). 

Th is is believed to be the level of the ground surface around Williamson’s house. 
Th ere was no sign of any material that may have been laid on top of it for the crea-
tion of a distinct carriageway: no fi rm gravel layer, no remains or impressions of 
paving material and no asphalt. Th e carriageway must have been at the level of this 
brick rubble surface. Th e same fl at rubble surface was found in TP11, but did not 
extend as far as TP3, on the other side of the drive, where asphalt had been laid 
directly on a yellow sandy subsoil (the latter not present in TP8 or 11). 

In both TP8 and 11 the rubble and soil surface had been dug through for the 
laying of service trenches. In TP8 this was a narrow trench for a narrow diameter 
ceramic drain. A vertical drain feature was found adjacent to this (visible at the 
bottom of Figure 5). Th is had likely once contained a pipe, which had been removed 
and the hole fi lled with gravel and rubble. In TP11 this was a wide, deep trench cre-
ated for a larger diameter glazed ceramic sewer pipe at nearly 1 m depth. 

TP3 showed that the existing driveway along the west of the house had extended 
that far for some time, since three layers of asphalt existed below the current sur-
face (details are given in Appendix 1), the earliest of which was laid directly onto 
the subsoil with no gravel or brick rubble underneath it (Figure 7). 

Th e carriageway in the park

In the park the position and contour of the carriageway is, in most places, very 
clear. Adjacent to the large Morton Bay fi gs near the higher end of this slope, the 
carriageway surface and concrete drain edging is exposed in places. Th e line of the 
carriageway is not clear at the top of the hill near the current gravel car park. 

Probing indicated that the carriageway is intact beneath the topsoil and is con-
tinuous all the way from the eastern end in the park up to the car park near the 
house. Two test pits were excavated 3 m from the car park fence (see Figure 1), 
where shallow, open concrete drains exist as edging on either side of the carriage-
way (Figure 8). Th e drains are 450 mm wide and their profi le is shown below in 
Figure 9. Th e carriageway was 6.5 m wide, measured from the outer edges of the 
concrete drains. Two wooden survey pegs now mark the extent. 

Th e surface of the carriageway was loose asphalt, easy to remove with a trowel. 
Underneath it there was mixed grade red scoria gravel sitting on the subsoil, also 
loose and easy to remove.
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Further test pits were dug along the 
length of the carriageway (Figure 1) to 
check for the continued presence of these 
concrete drains. It was found that they exist 
all the way down the carriageway and, as 
far as can be seen from the small test pits, 
are intact and in good condition. 

Th e carriageway surface is exposed 
through the grass in patches, though most 
of it is covered by 30-60 mm of topsoil. 
Beneath some of the large Morton Bay fi gs 
and near the top of the slope the carriage-
way surface is covered by up to 250 mm of 
topsoil.

Th e hurdle fence

For the most part, the position of the iron 
hurdle fence is already marked on the survey 
plan.  At one point it has been labelled as 
‘security fence’ but it is in fact the position 
of the hurdle fence, not the chain link secu-
rity fence erected for the construction site. 
Th e latter lies 2–3 metres inside the hurdle 
fence.

Th ere were however a few details of the 
hurdle fence missing from the survey plan 
– it had not been marked on the plan where 
it still exists within the hedge on the north 
side of the house. Th is is now marked on the 
plan provided in Figure 1. Th e hurdles are 

not continuous within the fence but stop and start. Th ose to the north west are 
deeply embedded in the Tecoma hedge.

Conclusion and further questions

If a defi ned carriageway surface had existed near the house prior to the asphalt 
surfaces it should have been visible within TP8, TP11 or TP3. No particularly dis-
tinctive material was found in any of these, the only layer which might have been a 
surface was that of the building rubble mixed into the ground surface. Th is would 
have had served as a practical base, as a gravel surface would but would not have 
been free draining, and inclined to be churned up by horse’s hooves and carriage 
wheels in wet weather. Also with the large chunks of brick, mortar and fragments 
of roofi ng slate, it seems an unsightly surface for the carriageway compared to the 
grandeur of the house and grounds. Nevertheless, it is possible that this was the 
carriageway. 

An 1896 photo of a hunting party standing under and around the porte cochere 
(Figure 10) shows what appears to be an earth or fi ne gravel surface. Th ere is no 
defi ned carriageway leading either through or around the carriageway. It is pos-
sible that this is how the carriageway at the main entrance to the house was until 
being asphalted in the 20th century. 

However it seems that the carriageway in the park grounds had been asphalted 
by that time as had the paths to the east of the house. Two other photos dating to 
1896 (Figures 11 and 12) show these to be asphalted. Th e asphalted carriageway in 

Concrete

Soil
Asphalt

Turf

100
mm

0

8 (top). Example of the 
concrete drain edging 
to the carriageway in 

the park. TP9, scale 
0.5m, 0.25m.

9 (bottom). Diagram 
of the profi le of the 

concrete drain edging 
the carriageway.
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the park has what appear 
to be the same concrete 
drain edges  although 
they are  labelled  as 
‘terracotta edging’ in 
the Conservation Plan 
(Matthews & Matthews 
2003: 35).  

It may be that the 
asphalting was progres-
sive and that the west 
side of the house, by 
the porte cochere and 
leading to the stables, 
was not asphalted until 
some time aft er the 1896 
photographs. 

Th e paths around the 
house and the carriage-
way on the slope appear 
to have been asphalted 
from the outset, with 
no imported materi-
als below asphalt other 
than some red scoria 
gravel. Th e shell seen 
eroding out of the foot-
paths is not the remains 
of an old shell path, but 
a thin scatter of shell 
that was laid between 
two layers of seal. Many 
of the cockle shells are 
still whole, indicat-
ing that they were not 
walked on and crushed 
as a shell path would 
be. It is possible that the 
paths and carriageway 
were fi rst created out of 
red scoria gravel, which 
was found below the 
asphalt of both, though 
this may have been laid 
only as a base course for 
the asphalting. 

It has been noted in previous reports regarding the carriageway (Bickler and 
Clough 2008: 24, Furey 2008: 16) that ceramic tile open drains lined the carriage-
way in the park.  Th is may have been based on a statement by Onehunga historian 
Edna Soar  in which she describes the drive, presumably through the park, as “a 
very grand one with a side shrubbery at each side…wide enough for two vehicles to 
pass and the gutters were open tiled” (1957, quoted in Matthews & Matthews 2003: 
30–32). No evidence of ceramic tiles edging the carriageway was found in the test 

10. Photo from around 
1896 of a meet of the 
Auckland Hounds 
hunting party in and 
around the porte 
cochere, showing no 
defi ned carriageway. 
From the O’Rorke 
Family Album, held by 
Mr J.D.H. O’Rorke of 
Cust near Christchurch.

11. 1896 view from 
the house to the east 
showing asphalted 
paths. From the 
O’Rorke Family Album, 
held by Mr J.D.H. 
O’Rorke of Cust near 
Christchurch.

12. Photo from around 
1896 of the asphalted 
carriageway with 
drain edges. From the 
O’Rorke Family Album, 
held by Mr J.D.H. 
O’Rorke of Cust near 
Christchurch.
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pits dug during this investigation, only the concrete drain edging all the way down 
the existing carriageway.1

Further investigation

Some uncertainty still remains around the material of the carriageway by the porte 
cochere. Further investigations beneath the asphalt to the west of the house would 
help establish whether the rubble surface on the old ground level was all there was 
for the carriages to drive on before asphalting. Unfortunately, logistics of more 
trenching across the driveway are diffi  cult due to traffi  c for the Monte Cecilia 
School. Excavation was not taken further out into the driveway at this time. A 
trench transecting the driveway is due to be excavated in December and January, 
during the school holidays, for the laying of storm water pipes. It is suggested that 
this matter is further investigated when this trench is opened. 
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Appendix  

Measurements and details of test pits. 

TP1 Paths. 800 x 300 mm, max. 200 mm deep. Showed same layers as described 
for the trench, TP4. Final layer of red scoria extend 250 mm beyond paths at 
this point.

TP2 Paths. 700 x 250 mm, max. 200 mm deep. Directly opposite TP1, established 
path as 2.4 m wide at this point.  

TP3  Carriageway by house. Western edge of current driveway. Section adjacent 
to driveway: 600 x 500 mm, max. 480 mm deep. Section cut through asphalt: 
630 x 500 mm, max. 180 mm deep. 

 Layers:  1 Asphalt 1, modern asphalt 100 mm thick
  2 Asphalt 2, 30 mm thick
  3 Asphalt 3, thin red layer, possibly a base layer. 5 mm thick.
  4 Asphalt 4, thin crumbly layer 30 mm thick
  5 Brown gravel base layer. 50 mm thick. Diff erent to the red scoria 

underlying the paths and carriageway in the park.
  6 Yellow mottled subsoil. 200 mm thick.
  7 Red-brown subsoil.  

TP4 Paths. 1870 x 500 mm, max.200 mm deep. Trench cut through path to east 
of house. Layers given in text.   

TP5 Paths. 800x 350 mm, max.100 mm deep. Uncovered intact diagonal edge of 
path. 

TP6 Paths. 110 x 430 mm, ca. 100 mm deep.  2 m from verandah. Artefacts: one 
small square nail/tack, tapering end, wide round head; one nail head or pos-
sibly corroded button.   

TP7 Paths. 606 x 430 mm, max.70 mm deep. Directly opposite TP6, established 
width of path as 1.6 m wide at this point.

TP8 Carriageway by house. 1630 x 500 mm, 300 mm deep. 400 x 500 test pit 
within this dug to 760 mm. 

 Layers:  1 Modern asphalt, 100-120 mm thick
  2 Modern asphalt base course, 60 mm thick
  3  Yellow sand base course, 40 mm thick
  4  Red scoria gravel with occasional whole and crushed cockle. 80 

mm thick.
  5  Grey-brown soil mixed with brick, mortar, stones and roof slate 

fragments pressed into the top (mostly in top 50 mm). Flat sur-
face. 200 mm thick.

  6  Red brown subsoil at 480 mm depth. 
 Drainage features: 1  trench and fi led tile drain. Unglazed ceramic, 120 mm 

diameter, trench 200 mm wide. Cut into layer 5. trench 
fi ll grey gravel. Parallel to building 760 mm from it. 

   2  vertical hole for drainage pie. Presumably fi eld tile. 
When removed hole fi lled with gravel and rubble fi ll. 
140 mm diameter, to depth of at least 760 mm. 

TP9 Carriageway in park. 1000 x 400 mm, max. 170 mm deep. Concrete drain, 
430 mm wide and max. 90 mm deep. 
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TP10 Carriageway in park. 600 x 400 mm, max.100 mm deep. Concrete drain 
edge. Establishes carriageway width as 6.5 m. Fine red scoria gravel extend-
ing up to 350 mm beyond concrete edge. 

TP11 Carriageway by house. 900 x 500 mm. Mostly 220 mm deep but test in drain 
trench dug to 1m to fi nd pipe depth. Th is pit was disturbed – on east side 
by wide trench for sewer pipe (glazed ceramic), and on west by storm water 
pipe. Rubble surface found to still be present in between these two, at 5.13 m 
from house.   

TP12 Paths. Outside door on northern end of house. 2000 x 500 mm max. 50 mm 
deep. Single layer of asphalt up 30 mm thick, distinct from that of other 
footpaths, laid directly on mid-brown subsoil. Part ovelies brick rubble step 
feature earlier step. Brick rubble also overlain by concrete patches at asphalt 
edges. Brick rubble to 230 mm deep. Cement poured on top created fl at sur-
face by step. Eroded.  

TP13 Paths. 500 x 300 mm, max. 50 mm deep. To expose path edge. Irregular and 
crumbled.

TP14  Carriageway in park. 400 x 300 x 120 mm. Concrete drain edging located. 
TP15  Carriageway in park. 400 x 400 x 150 mm. Concrete drain edging located.
TP16  Carriageway in park. 400 x 350 x 70 mm. Concrete drain edging located. 
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