Tawa Historical Project: How | remember Tawa now

This record is a contribution to a THS project for gathering recollections from Tawa
people.

Glad to have grown up in Tawa.

Written by Howard Tong

| grew up in Tawa in the 1950s. My parents Ernest Tong and Joyce née Anderson
originally settled in Linden in 1945, living in a new home at 34 Hinau Street. Dad worked
for atime as a “seagull” on the Wellington wharves, but in 1946 he secured a position
with the Tawa Timber Company, located in Tawa Flat on the corner of Main Road and
Tawa Street. By then, my parents had three young boys: David, aged four; Bevan, aged
two; and Selwyn, who was born that same year. | arrived two years later.

Through his work, Dad met many builders and showed a willingness to help some of
them with their bookkeeping. As his business began to grow - often requiring long hours
working at the kitchen table in Linden - he decided to move the family closer to Tawa. In
1953, we settled into a new home on Main Road, opposite the Tawa Hall which was
located on the corner of Main Road and Oxford Street. It was a notable year: Queen
Elizabeth Il was crowned, and Sir Edmund Hillary conquered Mount Everest.

#1 As the youngest, | remember Mum, more so than Dad, recounting stories of their
earlier lives. | only wish | had retained more of those memories. Uncles and Aunts would
also retell family stories, and | believed at the time that these would be committed to
paper. Sadly, only fragments were ever recorded.

That realisation spurred me to dedicate time and effort to uncovering and preserving the
history of my parents, Joyce (née Anderson) and Ernest Tong. It was an effort well worth
making.

The earliest record of the Tong family can be traced
back to the Kent countryside. In the late 18" century

Kent’s typical workers were farm labourers and
craftsmen. Weddings, baptisms, and funerals were
held in St Peter and Paul Church in Boughton Under
Blean, located between Faversham and Canterbury.
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My Great-Grandfather travelled to New Zealand in 1883 on the ‘British King’. He and his
family settled in Alton, in Taranaki. In 1903 they moved to Aokautere, near Palmerston
North.

My Grandad, Leonard, was the youngest in the family. He met my Grandmother Hilda
Bell through the Salvation Army, they married in 1917 and had five children of whom my
father, Ernest (Ern), was the eldest.

My Mum was born Joyce May Anderson. Her parents were of Scottish heritage on her
father’s side and German on her mother’s side.

Dad'’s early childhood involved moving around the country with his
Salvation Army Officer parents. In due course, in 1936, he decided
to settle in Wellington, obtaining a role at the Salvation Army
Territorial Headquarters in upper Cuba Street. Meanwhile, Mum
came to Wellington in the same year in search of work and ended

up working across the road at the People’s Palace as a maid. Ern
and Joyce met and were married in 1939.

In 1942 they trained as Salvation Army officers, the same year David, my eldest brother,
was born. They were initially stationed at Port Chalmers the following year. After a short
time at Rabbit Island, they moved to Balclutha in 1944, where Bevan was born.

It is believed due to the pressure of the role and with a young family, Dad asked for a
period of leave and returned to Wellington and a year later the family settled in Linden.

Linden and Tawa

We four boys grew up in a rapidly expanding area on the
outskirts of Wellington and watched Tawa Flat grow from a small
township into a bustling suburb.

We initially settled in Linden.

In 1953, we moved into our new
home on the Main Road of Tawa.
Now a family of four boys. #4 Dad
had a growing accountancy
business and initially worked in the
same building as the Borough

~ Council. He was
an Acting Clerk for
the Councilin
1951. This




building (115 Main Road) was just south of where the Mexted Motors garage was
located. It still stands today. On the ground floor was a GHB grocery store (operated by
Jack Stevenson) and the local barber (Barry Glen). Our new home had an office
attached which was very convenient for Dad and later it took over the garage space as
his business grew.

At first, we would travel to either by train or by car on the new motorway which opened
23 December 1950.

Dad’s first car was a Morris Major manufactured in the
early 1930s which he purchased in 1947. Mum would
take us boys on the train into Wellington for shopping. In
those days you dressed up to go shopping in the city on
Friday night when the shops closed at 9pm. | remember
the McKenzie store at the bottom of Cuba Street and
Evans’ fabric shop where | sat ‘for hours’ on a tall
bentwood chair while Mum looked at pattern books. If we went to the movies (I

remember the Plaza Theatre next to the Opera House), we would meet Mum afterwards
in the ladies’ lounge on the first floor of James Smiths. We often ate our cut lunch in
nearby Pigeon Park. We went to the Embassy to see ‘The Ten Commandments’, ‘Reach
for the Sky’ and ‘Ben Hur’ at the Cinerama theatre on Courtenay Place, which later
became the Paramount Theatre. Much later (1974) we went as a family to see ‘The
Sting’ at the Majestic Theatre in Willis Street.

We would travel to Wellington on a Sunday to the Salvation Army Citadel on Vivian
Street. This building was built in 1896 and was opened by the then Prime Minister the
Right Honourable Richard Seddon. | can still recall the smell of the gas heaters inside
the theatre - it was a lovely building.

In 1954 the Salvation Army opened the Tawa Flat Outpost. With
Dad’s involvement and many other enthusiastic friends, it was
decided to build a new hall which was opened by Commissioner
Hoggard and Tawa’s Mayor Mervyn Kemp in 1955. Prior to this the
small group of Salvationists had been meeting in the old, drafty

T

Methodist Church (1884) on the Main Road opposite the Tawa Tlmber Compa ny. We

boys were all involved at some stage in the
Army band and Dad became the bandmaster.
Howard Parkinson was the first bandmaster.

In 1956 there were 20 bandsmen who marched
proudly down the Main Road of Tawa on a
Sunday evening to hold an ‘open air’ meeting in
front of Mexted’s petrol pumps. At Christmas
™ time, local builder Cyril Scott would offer his




truck for carolling. At Christmas time we would rope bench seats onto the tray of the
truck, hold on as it came to a stop, and the band would play carols around the
community. The band also proudly joined many other Salvation Army bands that
assembled in Webb Street, marching the length of Cuba Street to the Town Hall for the
Army Congress meetings. The youth group was very active. Suppers after the Sunday
meeting in members’ homes were popular, as were regular social evenings in the Hall
playing party games. We even went on ski trips to Ruapehu and the music camps at
Akatarawa were also great fun.

Initially David and Bevan travelled from Linden to
attend the Tawa Flat Primary School. Then, in
1952, Linden Primary school opened and our
parents decided the boys would walk to that
school. Ayear later, in 1953, we moved to Tawa
Flat, so David and Bevan returned to Tawa Flat
Primary. David was nearly 12, Bevan was

approaching his ninth birthday, and Selwyn had
just turned seven. | started at Tawa Flat school in 1956. David later attended Wellington
Technical College, travelling daily into Wellington. Bevan became a foundation pupil at
Mana College when it opened in 1958. Selwyn was a foundation pupil when Tawa
College opened in 1961. |joined him in 1964.

This was the year the ‘new’ St Paul’s Cathedral opened in Wellington, and | was part of
the Tawa College group who provided musical items. Allan Mackie was the principal at
that time and Gillian Wild was our music teacher. | was offered a French Horn to play in
the college orchestra and was given some lessons by a member of the NZBC Symphony

Orchestra at Broadcasting House.

Primary School for the Tong boys was a
quick dash over the Main Road, past the
Tawa Hall and across Oxford Street — it
took less than a minute to reach the
school gate. We would often go home for
lunch. We had big classes and the school
was growing. One of my school reports
gives a clear indication of the type of boy
I was. My report from 1959 / Standard 2
stated: “Howard has progressed with
satisfactory results, but | feel they might have been better if he had taken work just a
little bit more seriously. He had to be reminded on many occasions to concentrate on
his work when his sense of fun and showmanship went too far.” Enough said!
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After school I’'d come home, and Mum would be listening to ‘The Archers’ programme on
the radio. She listened regularly to ‘Dr Paul’ and ‘Portia Faces Life’. Aunt Daisy’s
morning show was popular with Mum. We boys enjoyed ‘Life with Dexter’ and the
Sunday morning request session.

We played on three-wheeler bikes and trolleys. In my last year at College, Geoff,
Graham and | decided to have our bikes taken to Taupo and planned to ride them back
home. We rode 98 miles (nearly 160km) on the first day to Taihape — but the carrier on
one bike broke the next day so we arrived home early, courtesy of a free ride in a
Wellington-bound furniture truck.

I was keen to join a school production, having
watched my brother Selwyn in the Gilbert and
Sullivan production of ‘Ruddigore’. In 1966 |
was in the College production of the ‘Pirates
of Penzance’ and in ‘lolanthe’ the following
year. These productions were popular for
schools to perform as the copyright for
performing Gilbert and Sullivan operettas had

been lifted in 1961. In my final year I was in s . :
‘Salad Days’, a Julian Slade musical. | sanginthe madrlgal group. The College had
sport and cultural exchange trips to Spotswood College in New Plymouth and
Hillmorton College in Christchurch. A great experience being billeted.

| played hockey and was, for a time, captain of the First XI. In that year we were
Wellington Secondary School Champions. Ernie Rosenthal was our hockey coach that
year. | recall travelling to a hockey tournament in the Wairarapa and as we travelled
across the Remutakas we even struck snow. I'd never been that close to snow before. |
enjoyed athletics but never trained. | won my share of 100 and 220-yard races and
enjoyed the long jump.

| struggled academically at school as | was not taking it too seriously. That all changed
when | missed my first School Certificate exams - | learned the hard way that | needed
to put the work in to get the results. The Principal Eric Flaws wrote a reference for me at
the end of my final year in 1969, stating: “Teachers have found him to be a serious-
minded and hardworking boy, of average academic ability, pleasant, courteous and
extremely reliable in every respect ......... he will make an excellent teacher, once he has
qualified, and this school would be very pleased to have his services in that capacity.” |
did end up teaching, but at Kura Street, Titahi Bay Primary School (1975-82), Postgate

(1983-84), and then Paremata (1985-87) before moving into the IT industry.

I can remember the exact time | heard the news of some world events. |can recall
sitting in the middle of the motorway waving our flags as Queen Elizabeth drove pastin
1963. In November of the same year, when playing with my mates at the Tawa tennis
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courts, | heard that President Kennedy had been assassinated. | remember the moon
landing in July 1969 as we watched a TV broadcast at college.

Growing up in Tawa Flat in those days was
wonderful. We boys would visit local
paddocks in Redwood and pick mushrooms
or gather blackberries along Glenside Road.
Near the Bucket Tree there was a swimming
hole where we would enjoy time with our
classmates. We hiked to the top of Colonial

Knob and swam in the reservoir on the way
home. We would play with friends until it was dark and then run home. We built large
bonfires for Guy Fawkes night and would collect money as we chanted “Penny for the
guy” at the Tawa railway station. | also remember my big brother David taking us three
boys to Athletic Park on a very windy day to
§ watch the All Blacks (The fullback Don Clark
had a large ‘1’ on his rugby shirt and his boots
had square toes). We could walk across the
{ field at the end of the game and would travel by
tram back to the Wellington Railway Station
where people who were walking were moving
faster than we were in the tram. | felt that when

‘ ‘ the All Blacks were playing the country would
stop. Transistors would broadcast the match with Winston McCarthy of the New
Zealand Broadcasting Service commentating, and we would fill in the score on charts
we hung in our bedrooms. Ranfurly Shield matches were also very big events.

We would travel to Auckland either by car over the dreaded Mangawekas south of
Taihape or catch the Kiwi Express, picking up a pillow on Platform Nine. On one
occasion, when the weather was too wet for camping at the Paraparaumu AA Motor
Camp on Manly Street, we caught a flight on a Douglas DC3 from Paraparaumu Airport
to Nelson to visit Mum’s sister, Dulcie, in Richmond. School trips were special as we
travelled overnight to Christchurch on board the ‘SS
Maori’ to Lyttelton. There was also a daylight trip
from Wellington to Christchurch, leaving in the
morning and arriving late afternoon. We would stay
on the decks if we could and enjoyed a picnic. | recall
seeing our car being lifted from the quayside onto the
deck by a big crane.

I remember the shops we would visit in Tawa Flat.
The fish-and-chip shop next to the Sallies, the
Lincoln Butcher, and Hendon’s the stationery store.
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Jarden’s Hardware at the northern end of the Main Road. The dairy across from the
Sallies was where we bought ice cream for our Sunday dessert. | recall watching
‘Lassie’ on one of the first television sets - sitting on the pavement outside the
Lamphouse display window. There was no sound, but the pictures moved!! The Post
Office was where | deposited pocket money if | missed handing the envelope with my
bank book to the teacher. Dad’s PO Box was #3. These were good days.

We watched movies in the Tawa Hall in the weekend
—favourites included ‘The Lone Ranger’, and the
cartoons before half time and the main film. David
worked for Stan Patterson at the ‘Open Market’ just
prior to the building being demolished in 1963 to
make way for a new supermarket, Wardells.

We ate Weetbix for breakfast. Each box had cards featuring racing cars, famous New
Zealanders and birds of New Zealand. If you collected enough cards, you could post
them to Sanitarium and receive a complete set in one big sheet. There were even tiny
plastic bows and arrows and plastic submarines. With baking powder added, the
submarines would float, then sink, and then float again as we had a bath. And then
there were Disney comics inside the cover of packets of Choysa Tea. Mum would
collect the coupons. | would read war comics, but | cannot recall buying any. We would
listen to LPs at home on our new radiogram. One | remember was ‘The Bickersons’ with
Don Ameche and Frances Langford. Herb Alpert’s Tijuana Brass Band was popular, as
were the ‘Readers Digest’ box sets of records.

Mum had lots of preserving jars in which she bottled peaches, plums, and pears. She
made great marmalade! She also had an infrared cooker and baked superb sponges.
Occasionally she would make ‘War Cake’ which was a recipe with no eggs. Milk was
delivered to our letter box if we remembered to put the empties out with tokens the
night before. Mum would place a ‘Taylors’ sign in the window and our clothes would be
picked up and delivered back to our door dry cleaned. My household chore included
peeling the potatoes when | got home from school, dusting the varnished skirting
boards and burning the rubbish. We had four water tanks to supply our house.

I would spend hours in Dad’s office, at the typewriter, typing what was on the back of a
cards from the Weetbix box. | could then glue the card next to the description to make a
book. We saved all the stamps from Dad’s business mail and would sit at the kitchen
table soaking off the paper and placing them on the side of the hot kettle to dry. The
small round circles of paper from the hole punch were collected and used as confetti at
weddings.

We lived on the Main Road (135) which was later re-numbered to 157. We moved
across the road to live in Thurkettle’s house next to the Tawa Borough Council house at
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132. When Wardells opened in 1963, we didn’t have far to go for groceries, and it sadly
marked the end of the GHB store.

The main road of Tawa was often referred to as ‘Church Alley’. When driving north you
would pass the old Methodist Church (1884), then behind our place was the Brethren
‘Gospel Hall’, and the new brick Methodist Church (in Elena Place, opened in 1954) and
then onto the newly built Anglican Church opposite the Catholic Church (Lady Fatima)
both of which opened in 1966, on the corner of the Main Road and Lyndhurst Road
intersection. Then continuing up the ‘Alley’ you passed the Salvation Army (1956), and
farther north an old Catholic Hall (up a side road near Kirby’s Caltex petrol station)
before passing the Tawa Linden Baptist Church (1952). That’s eight churches in the
space of 500 metres.

Our final home in Tawa was at 10 St John’s Terrace in Redwood. | loved this home.
Bevan dug out the basement and built a self-contained room that became my
bedroom/study. This home was close to where my friend Geoff Graham who lived in St
Edmunds Crescent. Geoff was my best man when | married Margaret Perry in Hamilton
in1972.

At the end of 1967, Dad sold his accountancy business and Mum, Dad, Selwyn and |
moved to Khandallah. Thenin 1970 we moved into Aston Towers in Abel Smith Street,
and | commenced my university education. It was easy walking distance to Victoria
University. Dad had reapplied to work at The Salvation Army Headquarters and was
given his former rank of Captain. He became the Territorial Auditor, continued working
after his retirement in 1984 and passed away in 1986.

Another significant period
of my life, that had strong
ties to Tawa, was my
involvement in the
production of ‘Saultalk’, a ,
sweet rock musical based ( ' A 4

on the Acts of the Apostles

and Paul’s epistles in the Bible. In 1973, | was completing my teacher training and was
part time at Victoria, when | received a phone call. It was Murray Lucas asking if | was
free to come to Tawa to meet up with Alex Duncan, his dad (Bing Lucas) at Shona and
Bruce Murray’s home. | was introduced to a new musical. I’d performed on stage with
Murray in the Tawa College production of ‘Salad Days’ in 1969. We gathered around the
piano while Alex played some melodies, and | followed along with help from Shona.
They then asked if | would be interested in playing the role of Saul/Paul. Never did |
realise at the time, but this locally written stage musical would end up, from the first
production at Viard College hall, to become a national touring success. Ken Edgecome
(a teacher at Tawa College) was the producer (even though he admitted the only thing
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he’d ever produced before was a rugby team!) Many in the cast were to become lifelong
friends as we worked hard and performed around the country. There were 33
performances of ‘Saultalk’ between 1974 and 1976. Owen Jensen, the local music and
theatre critic, was in the audience opening night and wrote “Saultalk is a winner!” Tom
Bradley, formerly working for Radio Hauraki, was Luke, the narrator, and we even cut an
LP for Kiwi Records in one day in the old Broadcasting House which was located near
the corner of Bowen Street and Molesworth Street.

So where have the ‘The Tong Boys of Tawa’ ended up?

David trained as a Salvation Army Officer and after a short time shifted to Australia
where he now enjoys retirement in New South Wales. Bevan became a successful
builder and later a building inspector for the Porirua City Council before retiring in
Whitby. He passed away in 2013. Selwyn had a successful career in accounting. He
lived in Paremata, Tawa and then retired to Speldhurst in Levin, but he too, sadly passed
away in 2025. So, from a family of six only David and | can now tell our stories.

I was and will always be a Tawa boy. | have so many memories although some are now

starting to fade.

‘The TONG boys of Tawa’

That’s why ‘we’ have compiled a
family heritage book capturing the
~ ‘Tong Boys’ story’ through stories,
/ ' heritage trees, family photos, and

« with a real desire to preserve these

The TONG boys of

memories for future generations.
“Before we ‘pass on’, we must 19 ;Mm

Capturing our family heritage

Howard Tong

Captions for photos

1 | Blade-shearing at Kakaramea, near Patea (c1886.) My GG Grandfather Harry Tong
working with other early settlers in Taranaki. Harry had recently emigrated from Kent,
England in 1883 with his family on the SS British King.
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2 | My parents wedding - Ernest Tong and Joyce (nee Anderson) stepping out onto Vivien
Street, Wellington (1939)

3 | Our first home (34 Hinau Street) in Linden which is still standing

4 | Our first home in Tawa (135 Main Road) - note our 1940’s Ford ‘Mercury Eight’ in the
driveway (1954). Behind the property were steps from Elena Place to Te Reinga View
and The Drive

5 | Tawa Flay Board (1951)

Standing H.J. E.M.H. JW. Weaver AH. M.M. E.L.
Wotten Kemp Cameron Davidson Tong
Seated H.F. S.L. G. Turkington Miss J. P.J. Clark
Leadley Hawken (Chairman) Horne

6 | 115 Main Road, Tawa. The two-story concrete building (still standing) is situated next
to Mexted Motors. On the top floor was Dad’s office and was the original location of
the Tawa Flat Board offices. The ground floor was occupied by a GHB grocery store
(Jack Stevenson) and a men’s hairdresser operated by Barry Glenn.

7 | The four Tong boys pictured in their new home on the Main Road of Tawa in 1954.
Howard, Selwyn, Bevan and David.

8 | Methodist Hall (1884) was used by a small group keen to establish a Salvation Army
Corps in Tawa Flat. Memories of this hall are of the early band practices, sitting on
hay bales to practice, it was cold and drafty, and the wood burner gave up more
smoke than heat.

9 | The Tawa Flat Salvation Army Hall opened in 1955 by Commissioner Hoggard. Mayor
Mervyn Kemp spoke, stating he had been ‘born and bred’ in the Salvation Army. Built
by Cyril Scott.

10 | 1962 Rugby (Junior XV) Tawa Primary School

Mr Hugh Barry Paul Stephen Warwick Richard | ? Alec Bruce
Macdonald | Pope Ovens DeBernardo | Grant Gibson Taylor McKie Tucker
Kit Peter Howard Graeme Tony ? Peter Trevor Bob
Morgan | Bradshaw | Tong Moir Johnston Tolley Smyth Mawson
11 | Primer 3-4 (1957) Tawa Primary.

Interesting that these names are more easily recalled than those in my college
classes. Can all be identified?

Garth
Escott

Hugh
Pope

Malcolm ? ?

Rolston

Bruce
Kenerly

? Stephen
Wright?
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Denis Gregory? lan Weeds Warwick Susan ? Trevor Howard Bruce Richard
Hulston Gibson Butcher? Smyth Tong Glennie? Alliss?
? ? ? Elizabeth Margaret Janis ? Janet Janice Mary Robyn
Caradus Tuck Chamberlain Forbes Wilson Hunt Grieg
? Jackie Margaret ? Kirsty Sarah Gatti Prue Margaret Jan Joy Janet ?
Warrington Cottier Chapman Matthews Gifford Angel Angel Parker
? 2 ?

12 | My first year at Tawa College — Form 3C (1964)
Barry Johnathon | Tom Derek Norman Dale Eader Rodney lan Howie | Stephen
Ovens Moddy Bevin White Gunn McPherson Grant
David Evan Graham | Graeme Bryan Keith Warwick Michael
Harlen Codyre Brockie Robertson | Carey Holdsworth | Gibson Fabish
David Brian Donald Dennis Keith John Olsen Kelvin Warwick Gary Miss
White Kelsey Brookes | Pierce Herewini Taylor Howden Langridge | Heap
Lynee Sarah Magda Mary Hunt | Victoria Corrine Kay Fussell | Ephra Elizabeth | Robin
Harland | Gatti Walters Pearson Haig McNaught | Carridice | Greig

13 | A Salvation Army youth group, led by Captain Laurie Padman, stops for a campfire
lunch at the ‘Five Pines’.

L-R Marie Janes, Avril Parkinson(?) Howard Tong, David Chrichton, Lindsay Chrichton and Capt. Padman

14 | Springboks Athletic Park (1956). Afine, cold day with a capacity crowd to enjoy a
game of rugby. Note little advertising in those days.

15 | Main Road of Tawa (1959) looking South. The Lamphouse Store on the right and the
Salvation Army a few doors down. Note no road marking and an amazing collection of
cars

16 | Tawa Hall on the main road was originally a recreation hall at the Glenside Public
Works Camp, was moved to Tawa Flat in 1933 and demolished to make way for
Wardells Supermarket in 1963. This was an important focus food many social events
in the early days of Tawa including dances, drama, community group meetings and
eventually as a movie house and a fruit market.

17 | ‘Saultalk’ was a rock opera that was invited to cities around the country to perform
between 1974 and 1976. Many young people from Tawa Baptist and Tawa College
were involved.

18 | Selwyn, Howard and David - final editing of ‘The TONG boys of TAWA’ (2024)

19 | Cover of 'The TONG boys of Tawa' family history book (2025)
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