
A brief history of 

Auckland’s 
urban form
April 2010 







2 History of Auckland’s Urban Form

Auckland region
Built up area 2009



3History of Auckland’s Urban Form

Introduction

T
he main feature of human settlement in the 
Auckland region has been the development 
of a substantial urban area (the largest in 
New Zealand) in which approximately 90% 

of the regional population live. This metropolitan area 
is located on and around the central isthmus and 
occupies around 10% of the regional land mass.  Home 
to over 1.4 million people, Auckland is a vibrant centre 
for trade, commerce, culture and employment. 

The shape and nature of Auckland’s urban form has 
been influenced by several dominant geographic 
factors: 

The Waitemata harbour to the east, and Manukau  
harbour to the west, are separated by a thin isthmus 
no more than one kilometre across at its narrowest 
point. During early European settlement, physical 
developments originated around the ports and jetties 
of the harbours, giving rise to a fledging transport 
network and urban form that has spread north, south 
and west with time.  

The presence of a large volcanic field scattered  
across the isthmus – the resultant cones, lakes, 
lagoons, caldera, islands and depressions have 
influenced the shape of urban development.  

The Auckland urban area is bordered by two  
mountain ranges - the Waitakere Ranges to the 
northwest and the Hunua Ranges to the south-east. 
These are both catchments that supply water to the 
region. 

These constraints have informed much of the 
development of Auckland’s urban form, as have central 
and local government polices and plans, and their 
translation by developers and consumers. 

Historically, the development of Auckland’s urban 
form has been characterised by growth in suburbs, 
sprawl and low density development, accompanied 
by a dependency on private motor vehicles to get 
around. Since the turn of the twenty first century 
however, there has been growth in the proportion of 
new housing developments that are medium density 
and apartments, particularly in the Central Business 
District, but also in fringe areas, as the urban limits are 
reached and the benefits of mixed-use and intensified 
development are realised by residents and developers. 

This report

This report outlines the 
development of Auckland’s 
urban form, from early colonial 
settlement to the modern Auckland 
metropolis. It attempts to capture 
the context and key relevant 
drivers behind the growth in 
suburbs, including infrastructure 
provision, State housing and in 
later decades, town planning. 

The analysis is chronological and 
discussion is divided into one or 
two decades at a time. 

Each section (with the exception of 
1880-1899 and 1990-1999 periods) 
includes a map that shows growth 
over time in the built-up areas, as 
well as the development of the 
rail and motorway systems. These 
maps replicate, and continue, a 
series of maps first included in a 
1967 article by G. T. Bloomfield on 
‘The Growth of Auckland 1840-
1966’.1 

The maps presented in this report 
were prepared by the Social 
and Economic Research and 
Monitoring team at the Auckland 
Regional Council, using previous 
maps and aerial photos.  

Each section also includes a 
population figure and an estimated 
figure for the built up area (in 
hectares), for a given year within 
that time period. The estimated 
built area land measurements were 
calculated by using the growth 
maps mentioned above.

Research for this analysis has 
drawn on a plethora of excellent 
local histories, and a list of 
suggested reading is included in 
the references section at the back 
of this report. 

1  Bloomfield, G.T. (1967).
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Population
2,895 people (1842) 

Built Area
33.2 hectares (1842)

Density
87 people per hectare

Summary
Auckland founded as New  
Zealand’s capital in 1840. 

Township was located  
around Commercial Bay 
and small settlement at 
Onehunga also.

Freemans Bay and  
Mechanics Bay became 
established over the next 
decade. 

By the late 1840s, road infrastructure 
had been laid over most of the isthmus, 
but elsewhere navigable waterways, 
assisted by the portages at Riverhead, 
Otahuhu and Waiuku, remained the 
most important links between Auckland 
and its outlying settlements.5

In 1841, New Zealand’s first British fort 
was established on Point Britomart, 
on land previously occupied by a 
Mäori pa (fortified place). The fort 
was established to control Auckland’s 
harbour entrance and bring order to 
the growing settlement. In the 1860s, 
during the New Zealand Wars, the 
barracks at Fort Britomart were used to 
house 10,000 troops.  Point Britomart 
was quarried in the 1870s and 1880s in 
order to produce fill for land reclamation 
around Mechanics Bay.

5  Bloomfield, G.T. (1967), page 7.

1840 – 1859: The inaugural years 

A
uckland was founded on the 
18th of September 1840 by 
the Governor of New Zealand, 
William Hobson. At that time 

it was New Zealand’s capital.2 Hobson 
chose the area and purchased 3,000 
acres (12km²) from local Mäori Tinana 
and Rewiti Tamaki, for an assortment 
of blankets, money, trousers, tobacco, 
gown pieces and hatchets.  The 
boundaries set out in the original Deed of 
Purchase (20 October 1840) included the 
coastline from Cox’s Creek (Ponsonby) 
to a point where Brighton Road (Parnell) 
meets the waterfront and inland to 
the summit of Mt Eden and back to 
Cox’s Creek.3 It included Mt. Eden 
(Mangawhau), the highest volcanic cone 
(643 feet) on the isthmus. 

Rapid progress was made within a 
few months of the legal foundation of 
the city. Felton Mathew, the Surveyor-
General, drew up a plan for the capital 
and the first land sales were held in 
April 1841, only six months after the 
first landing at Point Britomart.4 The 
final result ended up following a more 
traditional grid pattern however. 

Land sales started in 1841, and people 
began to live in and around what was 
then referred to as Commercial Bay (at 
the base of Queen Street). This area 
served as the prime source of livelihood, 
directly or indirectly, for the majority of 
dwellers. Commercial activities were 
located to the east of Queen Street 
along Shortland Crescent (now known as 
Shortland Street) to Point Britomart, the 
original shoreline of Commercial Bay.  

Over the next two decades the areas 
of Freemans Bay and Mechanics Bay 
became established. Land reclamation 
began in 1859 from Shortland Street to 
the foot of Franklin Road in Freemans 
Bay.

2  Auckland was New Zealand’s capital until 1865 
when this title was transferred to Wellington. 

3  Bush (1971), page 22.
4  Bloomfield, G.T. (1967), page 3.

Felton Mathew’s 
original plan for the 
Capital

Point Britomart prior to 
excavation


