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Tawa Historical Project: How I remember Tawa 
now 
 
This record is a contribution to a THS project for gathering recollections from Tawa 
people. 

 

Julie Ann Smith nee Armstrong, 16 January 1941 - 

24 May 2023, first lived in Tawa 1955, 

Written by Steve Avery from sources largely from Julie, Russell and their children. 

2315 words.  17 7 26 

 

Julie was born on 16 January 1941. Her father was Eldon Armstrong then working in 

the Prime Minister's Office. Julie’s mother was Nola, nee Avery, and Julie’s siblings 

were  Robert Antony (1944), Sheryl Mary (1947 - 2016), and Ross Francis (1948).After 

Nola and Eldon married they lived in Waipapa Road, Hataitai with Eldon's parents, 

Francis John and Lillian. This was just down the Road from the Avery Four Square 

and home to Arthur and Florence and their family. Around 1947 the Armstrong family 

moved to Miramar to a house that Eldon built in Ashleigh Crescent. In 1955 on Labour 

weekend they moved to Cecil Road Tawa Flat. where her father's business, 

Armstrong Timber Company, was based. 

 

Ashleigh Crescent 1956 Robert, Ross, Julie, Sheryl 
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10 Cecil Road, perhaps mid 1960s. 

 

 
10 Cecil Road 2020s Google. 

 

Up to half the houses built in Tawa in the 1950s and 60s used timber supplied by the 

family firm. The Armstrong Timber Company was in an area to the west of the Tawa 

Railway Station in the area now called Tawa Junction.  Timber was supplied from the 

Armstrong owned in Taumarunui. The timber was mainly native, matai, totara, rimu 

and other native. There was a siding at the Tawa factory for unloading the wagons 
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that carried the timber to Tawa. The factory employed 20 to 30 men, some living in 

cottages built on the eastern side of the stream to the north of the Surrey Street bridge. 

The family business was sold to Carter Holt Harvey in 19563.  

 

 

The four Armstrong children 1962/1963 Robert, Julie, Sheryl, Ross. 
 

Julie attended St. Mary's College in the city close to Parliament and adjacent to the 

Roman Catholic Basilica in Guildford Terrace. Part of the land on which the school is 

situated was donated by Lord Petre, a director of the New Zealand Company, his 

family seat was Thorndon Hall in Essex, a centre of Roman Catholic endeavour in the 

rule of Elizabeth I. Another part of the site was given by Governor Sir Geoge Grey out 

of government funds. St Mary’s opened and was blessed by Bishop Viard, after whom 

the Porirua College is named, in 1850 and staffed by four young women. The early 

school was attended by children of all denominations. To begin with, the school was 

co-educational and had a boarding facility attached. In 1861 the first Sisters of Mercy 

came to Wellington. Travelling from Auckland, Mother Mary Bernard Dickson, S.M 

Augustine Maxwell and a postulant, Marie Deloncle, established the Wellington 

foundation and staffed the school. Some years later Sisters from Melbourne, England 

and Ireland joined the Wellington Sisters of Mercy and added to the staff. The outreach 

to the vulnerable of her society in Ireland in the 1800s was fundamental for the founder 

of the Sisters of Mercy, Catherine McAuley,  and the sisters. The school left a positive 

impact on Julie.       



 

4 

                
   St Mary’s 2026 and 1940/50s. 

 

St. Mary's College St. Mary's school Mid 1950s. In those days it was called 

“basketball”, not netball. Julie front right. 

 

Julie was a keen basketball (netball) player. The preceding photograph shows how 

constricted the players uniform was because of ties, heavy stockings and gym 

dresses.  It was a very different sport in the 1950s and 1960s. International rules were 

applied in New Zealand from 1959. There were seven players in a team, previously 

there had been nine. Basketball was a feminine sport, fitting the society which placed 

women inferior to men. It was not fair game to oppose a shot at goal or contest a 

rebound, married women were discouraged from playing the sport. Teams were often 

disqualified if they were found to have ‘post-martials’ in their ln 1970 that the sport 

became officially known as netball in New Zealand and referees became known as 

umpires. The game moved from grass to asphalt outdoor courts. It was played by 

school teams and competitive club sides, and housewives and mothers participated in 

social mid-week fixtures, bringing their children to the courts. In 1976 there were more 

than 6,000 senior teams and 2,800 primary-school teams in New Zealand. The game  

became more physical. 
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St Mary's College tennis team.        

                   

Debutante Ball? Circa 1956,                Mother and daughter, Nola and Julie,  

Julie would have been mid-teens. 

at the wedding of Joyce, Nola’s sister. 
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Majestic Cabaret? Likely a St Mary’s School ball. Probably, then in 1958 or 59. 

 

        

Julie and her tennis trophies.    Probably Our Lady of Fatima, Julie’s Church. 

mid 60’s. Could be for singles, handicap singles and doubles, circa 1960s. 

 

Julie wrote about becoming a teacher. “In 1960, aged 19, I decided to train to be a 

Primary School Teacher. So I enrolled at Wellington Teacher's College in Kelburn, for 

the two year course. As well as the basic core subjects I chose Nature Study, Art and 

Craft, Physical Education and Music. I thought it would be good to have more 

knowledge of them for teaching young children. Over the two years you got six blocks 
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of three weeks in a classroom working with the teacher and pupils. Teacher's College 

was great but I really loved being a student teacher where you had teaching 

experience with the children. The third year you were placed in a class of your own at 

a Primary School. I got my first-choice school, Tawa School, for my probation year. 

My class was 28 eight-year-old pupils in Standard Two. Tawa became the biggest 

school in Wellington, with 1000 pupils, while I taught there. After that year I received 

my Teaching Certificate. I loved teaching there with the wonderful staff in 1962 and 

1963. The original school, Tawa Flat, was established in 1855 and for many years was 

the only school in Tawa. It grew to over 1000 pupils and space was at such a premium 

that some children were taught in a marquee. One of her colleagues was Shona 

Murray, who was started in 1963.” 

 

 

Probably Tawa School 1962/63. 
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The block, built in 1941 to replace older classrooms,  still in use in 2026. 

 

Tawa School pupils and staff 1963, Julie and Shona somewhere in the crowd.  

Like many Kiwis Julie decided to do an OE (overseas experience). “In January 1964 I 

travelled to London and did relief teaching for that year when I wasn't holidaying in 

Europe or the United Kingdom. Teaching there was similar to New Zealand but it 

seemed very different that all kids were served a hot dinner. On the way home in 

Winter it was dark and when walking, there was no wind to blow your hair about!” 

 

“I returned to NZ in May 1965 and Tawa School welcomed me back to teach there 

until the end of the year. In 1966 I got a permanent position at Linden School. Linden 

School opened in 1952, the second school in Tawa, it was a big school in 1966. I was 
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appointed to a Standard Three class at the Side school, in the 1970s the Side School 

became part of Tawa College until the Intermediate was established. There were four 

teachers there. I had nine year olds and the other three teachers had Standard four 

pupils. On a Tuesday our four classes walked to the Main School for assembly. The 

staff also joined the Main School for the weekly staff meeting after school. We felt that 

we taught at a little country school down the road and we loved it. Sheryl taught at the 

Main School and she always thought that I was given a class at the side school 

because it would be too confusing to have two 'Miss Armstrong's at the same place.” 

 

Julie and Russell first met at Wellington Tennis Club, both were teachers and loved 

sport so they had a few things in common. They  were married in Tawa in 1966 on the 

20th of August. The priest asked Russell, "Do you take this woman to be your lawful 

wedded husband?" That stopped proceedings for a while until the priest regained his 

composure.  

                  
Wellington Tennis Club 1959.               Tawa Tennis Club where  

Source Alexander Turnbill.                       Julie and Russell for so long played at. 

 

Julie vividly remembered her wedding to Russell.  “When Russell and I emerged from 

the church, there were many children from my class, and their mothers, lined up to 

see us. What a lovely surprise to see their excitement. I taught there for four years. 

We have three lovely children, Gregory, Melinda, and Rebecca.  In January 1970 

Gregory was the first born and so I was home with him. My class had made me 

promise that I would take Gregory to visit them at school. They loved meeting him.” 
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Debutante or wedding dress                     Cecil Road, Tawa, late 1960’s. 

                                                                    

 

Taupo December 1971 with brother Robert and sister in law Carol or could be 

timeout from a tennis tournament in Martinborough around that time. 

 

“From 1970 to the end of 1979 I was at home looking after Gregory, Melinda and 

Rebecca. After they had all started school at St Francis Xavier School (SFX), I started 

to do some relieving teaching at their school and also Hampton Hill school where Trish 

taught. When the Principal, Ian McLaughlin, saw me at Saint Francis Xavier he would 

say, "What hat have you got on today, Julie?" He meant Parent, Teacher or School 

Council, which I was a member of.  One year for six months I taught there, sharing my 

time in three classes and taught Gregory and Melinda for part of the day. In May 1982, 

I accepted a permanent position at SFX and taught Melinda's class, Standard Four. I 

already knew all the children in that class so it was a great year. The next year, I taught 
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seven year old's in Standard One and stayed teaching six -seven year olds after that. 

I decided that I especially enjoyed teaching that age children how to read and write as 

they made such fast progress. And you could easily encourage them to do their best 

work at all times. They loved getting praise and rewarded with stamps and stickers. 

As well as classroom teaching of core subjects, there are so many opportunities for 

sport and cultural activities. For example: concerts, annual production, class and 

school masses, Book Character days to dress up, class trips to the rocky shore,  

zoo, museum, Te Papa, Somes Island, train trip to park and tram ride, trip to old car 

museum. Also, a Māori concert and hangi at school with lunch for all and a class trip 

of five days to Warea in Taranaki where the children were billeted on farms. During 

that week we all visited different types of farms. I went twice, once as a parent helper 

with Gregory's Standard Four class and as class teacher with Melinda's Standard Four 

class. A great experience for everyone. I always found teaching such a rewarding job. 

It was a chance to help and encourage each child to work hard and grow up  

confidently with knowledge, skills and a good attitude to life. My 21 years at SFX were 

a very special time. It seemed like an extension of my family life. While there I also 

taught my ten nieces, one nephew and our three children.” 

      

St. Francis Xavier where Julie taught for 21 years. 
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Green Acres School, the last of the five schools Julie taught at in Tawa 

 

“I retired from SFX at the end of 2002. I took up golf and Bridge and did some relieving 

at Greenacres School when I wasn't playing golf. Then I accepted a permanent part-

time job there for four mornings a week. I mostly worked, throughout the school, with 

individual children who needed extra help with reading and writing. A great experience 

for about 10 years. So during my teaching career I taught at five different schools in 

Tawa. I'm so pleased that I became a school teacher.”  

 

 

Brian Marie Curtain, uncle and auntie of Julie, with Nola probably in the 1980s. 
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18 Oxford Street, the house Julie and Russell lived in for over two decades. 

    

The townhouses that replaced their house in Oxford Street after Russell sold it. 

Julie had severe asthma early in her life and in subsequent years. In the 1940s and 

for decades later there was not the treatment available for that condition that is 

available today. As the years passed by when living in Oxford Street Julie and Russell 

got a lift installed so the master bedroom and other upstairs spaces could be accessed 

by Julie. For years Julie had carers who came to help her personal needs and house 

cleaning and gardening were done by paid outsiders. A benefit of Oxford Street was 

that the Tawa Medical centre was close by so Julie was to live for the rest of her life in 

their cherished house and section with its soothing garden. 
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Julie died on 24 of May 1923, Julie predeceased Russell who died 14 September 

2025. We have the memory of a loving double team recorded in their Tawa Historical 

Society stories: Gregory lives in Wellington and both Melinda and Rebecca in the state 

of Queensland, Australia. 
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Photographs from Armstrong family. 
Armstrong, Robert, Armstrong Timber Company, in Adams, Barbara, I 
Remember Tawa A Collection of Memories, 2002. 
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