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The historic environment – a story of change 

The Basin Reserve
When European settlers fi rst arrived in Wellington in 1840, 
the area now known as the Basin Reserve was a shallow 
lagoon, linked to the harbour by a small stream.
According to Maori oral history, a taniwha originally occupied the lagoon but left with the 

settlers’ arrival. Early plans of the city show that it was intended to turn the lagoon into a 

sheltered harbour, and build a canal between Kent and Cambridge Terraces to provide a link to 

the sea. 

An earthquake in 1855 raised the land around the Basin Reserve, and the lagoon became a 

swamp. After prisoners from nearby Mt Cook Prison drained it, the Wellington Provincial 

Council earmarked the site for a public park. The fi rst game of cricket was played there in 1868.

When the plan of Wellington was compiled in 1840, it created large ‘town acre’ sections and 

set aside areas for schools, the hospital and government facilities. By 1900 the large sections 

had been subdivided into smaller ones. 

During the 1930s Government House, Mt Victoria Tunnel, the National War Memorial and the 

Dominion Museum were built. 

Transport connections
While the Basin Reserve has always been a Wellington icon, 
traffi  c congestion in the area has been an issue for more than 
a century. 
As early as 1907 there were proposals to link the growing city by providing tunnels under the 

Basin Reserve. Wellington’s spread south and east led to ideas for fl yovers and tunnels, which 

were revisited many times during the 20th century. However, while Wellington and the area 

around the Basin Reserve have grown and changed, the only solution so far has been to widen 

existing roads. 

The current plans propose another step that recognises the complex urban environment around 

the Basin Reserve.
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