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STATEMENT OF HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE 
 
The dwelling at 39 Oxford Street, Lyttelton, is listed as a Protected building in 
Appendix IV of the Banks Peninsula District Plan’s Schedule of Protected Buildings, 
Objects and Sites. It is also registered by the New Zealand Historic Places Trust as a 
Category II historic place. 
 
Lyttelton has a strong connection to Maori (Waitaha, Ngati Mamoe and later Ngai 
Tahu), as well as European settlers. Lyttelton had previously been called Port Cooper 
and Port Victoria and was primarily used by early whalers and traders. Lyttelton was 
selected as a colony by the Anglican Canterbury Association that was chaired by Lord 
Lyttelton. 
 
The name Lyttelton was officially adopted in 1857 and the main nine streets were 
planned and drawn up in England. These early streets - including Oxford Street - were 
based upon an English grid pattern and were named after Anglican Bishoprics. 
 
The dwelling on the corner of Oxford and Winchester Streets is of social and 
historical significance as it was built to accommodate a Warder from the Lyttelton 
Gaol. The gaol, located directly opposite on Oxford Street operated between 1851 to 
1921 and was a dominant feature of Lyttelton township. Prior to this house being 
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constructed c.1875 – 1876, an 1865 plan of the gaol drawn by Gaoler, James Reston 
shows that houses along the Oxford Street frontage of the gaol site were provided for 
the gaoler and Chief Warder (New Zealand Historic Places Trust, updated 2008). The 
gaol increasingly expanded from its initial three single cell block form, and a major 
building programme that began in 1874 saw many changes occur to the gaol site. It 
was around this time that the location of the Chief Warder’s House temporarily 
shifted from the gaol site to the Oxford Street and Winchester Street corner section. 
Current research concludes “it seems most probable that this house was constructed 
once the new Chief Warder’s residence was completed on the gaol site and James 
Arnold, the Chief Warder, had vacated the small building placed on the site 
temporarily” (New Zealand Historic Places Trust, updated 2008, p.3). Therefore, 
although the Chief Warder would have eventually lived within the confines of the 
gaol site itself, the dwelling at 39 Oxford Street was built to accommodate a warder of 
some seniority from the outset. The dwelling was later recorded as the Chief Warder’s 
House from 1908 until the close of the gaol when the house was transferred to the 
responsibility of New Zealand Railways.  Since 1962 the dwelling has been a private 
domestic residence. 
 
The Warder’s House has cultural significance because of its relationship with the gaol 
site, the tenants who occupied the dwelling, and as a cultural reminder of the systems 
for maintaining Law and Order in Canterbury and the South Island.  The Warder’s 
House is now the most intact link to the importance of Lyttelton Gaol. The Warder’s 
House continues to be a landmark in the community consciousness of the present day; 
its importance was witnessed in the overwhelming opposition to a 1997 resource 
consent application which sought to significantly alter the house – the application was 
subsequently turned down.  
 
The former Warder’s House constructed c1875-1876, has architectural and aesthetic 
significance as a fine example of Rustic Gothic style architecture. Although the 
architect is unknown, the dwelling is architecturally significant in that it remains in 
near original condition.  The design and form of the dwelling is consistent with 
typical 1870s two-storeyed domestic dwellings of the period. The layout of the 
Warder’s House consists of four principal rooms on the ground floor, divided by a 
central passage and the stair case. The two rear rooms on the ground floor are situated 
under the sloping lean-to which is extended on the northern Winchester Street side. Of 
interest is the continued use of the former wash-house located across the yard from 
the rear of the house which is complete with copper and tubs, and a flushing toilet 
(New Zealand Historic Places Trust, updated 2008). Architectural features include 
decorated gables and bargeboards, the intricate timber fretwork of the veranda posts 
and rails, and the fluted chimney pots.  
 
Materials used in the construction of the Warder’s House include timber framing and 
cladding, corrugated iron roofing and a section of corrugated iron cladding along the 
southern wall of the two-storeyed section. Craftsmanship significance is evident in the 
decorative detailing of both the exterior and interior. The interior for example 
includes features such as an original timber framed fireplace, and intact details around 
the skirtings and windows. Technological significance is evident in the use of a stone-
walled basement to level the sloping site at the south-west corner of the house. Local 
volcanic stone is used for the Winchester Street boundary wall and is an iconic 
vernacular material used in Lyttelton streetscapes.  
 



 

The dwelling is of contextual significance in that it is a landmark on the corner of 
Oxford and Winchester Streets. It is associated with the Gaol site directly opposite, 
and the preserved cobblestone guttering outside the Warder’s House. The Oxford 
Street streetscape consists of a high proportion of original small timber workers’ 
cottages, volcanic stone walling and steps, and a number of open spaces which are 
uncommon in Lyttelton (New Zealand Historic Places Trust, 2009). 
 
Archaeological significance is possible on this site as pre-1900 human activity is 
known to have been present and active. Therefore the site has potential to hold 
archaeological evidence.   
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