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honest to
goodness

In this 1950s Waiheke Island bach and its
tranquil garden, grateful owners have found
the quintessential Kiwi retreat
WORDS caro l buckn ell / PHOTOGR APHS jan e ussh er

this page Visitors to Bridget

Hanley and Mike Allen’s Waiheke
bach often sleep in the studio, one
of the bach’s two outbuildings;
Bridget’s mother Wynette made
the divan cover in the 1950s; the
pouffe, ceramics and lamp are all
1950s American finds.
opposite (clockwise from top
left) Gravel paths weave through
the densely planted garden, with
the wine coloured foliage of Cercis
canadensis ‘Forest Pansy’ providing
a focal point. The studio opens
onto the garden. A clock that
reminds Bridget of a fairground
hangs in the breezeway between
the bach and the sleepout.
Bridget, Mike and Wynette stand
on a mosaic of Crown Lynn plates.
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ho m e s
this page The dining table and chairs, covered in faded cowboy fabric,
are mid-century American; Bridget is an avid collector and the shelves
in the dining area display some of her favourite pieces such as the olive
green Russel Wright coffee cups and vintage linen that includes a
“Hi Honey I’m Home” apron; the roses are from the garden.
opposite (clockwise from top left) A timber slab table that is used as
extra bench space in the kitchen is carried into the garden when required.
The main bedroom opens off the dining space. A romantic net canopy
hangs over the bed. Friends donated the age-appropriate Atlas oven with
its very own solid element that is perfect for making pikelets.

B

ridget hanley and Mike Allen had been regular
visitors to Waiheke Island, in Auckland’s Hauraki Gulf,
for years before they bought their 1950s bach 18 months
ago. “I think the bach actually found us,” says Bridget.
“We’d been interested in another little 50s bach around the
corner but that didn’t happen in the end. Then a friend saw a
sign outside our bach on the grass saying: ‘Garden and house for
sale, phone owner’. We did phone and we were lucky that the
owners felt we would look after the property for them.”
A large part of that welcome duty of care has been looking
after the bach’s garden, which had been “lovingly and sensitively
transformed” by a previous owner into a tranquil oasis of flowers
and foliage, laid out with an artist’s eye. “I have had to become
good at gardening,” says Bridget.
Nor did the bach’s diminutive size put them off. Although
it’s only 42sqm in area, it has a sleepout and a studio to
accommodate regular visits from friends and extended family.
“It’s rather good that the main house has these satellite rooms
where friends can sleep and we have the main little house to
ourselves,” says Bridget.
“To me a bach is really a caravan without wheels – a
quintessential Kiwi holiday retreat. It’s important to us to keep
that essence of things being within reach and only a step away.”
In this compact, no-nonsense kitchen you’re still in touch with a
time when conversations were struck up at the kitchen sink
while hand-washing and drying dishes, and tea towels were
flicked to encourage younger siblings to get a move on.
Mike and Bridget have been careful not to make any major
structural changes, preferring to live in the bach for a good length
of time first. “We do have some ideas for enhancing it, making it
easier to accommodate ageing guests, ourselves included. At the
moment the delightful, almost Greek Island-feel bathroom is
down under the house, reached via a covered stairway.” >
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this page Bridget and Mike relax

on the Adirondack chairs on the
circular lawn.
opposite (clockwise from top
left) The wrought iron lamp in the
sitting room came from a
Highlands tea plantation in what
was then Malaya and a midcentury painting Still Life of Fish
and Wine by William Mason is
“so Waiheke”, says Bridget. The
bathroom, which is under the
house, is accessed via a covered
stairway and has a Greek Islands
feel, says Bridget. In the garden
are many different abutilons
including this vivid red variety.
The sleepout is across the
breezeway behind the main
house, but on the same level.

They’re also taking things slowly with furniture and
decorative elements, even though, as the owner of Mid Century
Design in Auckland, Bridget has plenty of options in this area.
“The bach has an honest, almost spare, aesthetic to it, so
I have to be very careful not to over-embellish. It’s really
interesting to see what pieces of furniture have worked well;
a number of them can be easily moved around, depending on
the purpose. We love being able to use a number of things from
the Mid Century Design showroom. It’s almost as though the
pieces had been bought with the bach in mind – the lamps, the
lovely dining table and chairs – the list goes on.”
In the tradition of many much-loved New Zealand baches,
friends and family have contributed to the interior as well.
Bridget’s “gorgeous” 92-year-old mother, Wynette Hanley, who
comes to stay often, made the cover that now graces the divan
in the studio during the 1950s and her artwork is displayed on
some of the walls.
Wynette has also been a great source of knowledge during
Bridget’s rapid upskilling in the garden: “She gets a great kick
out of puddling around in the garden and giving us advice on
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what to clip and where. Without her guidance I’m sure we would
have been too timid with some plants.”
Divided into a series of rooms connected by winding paths,
the densely planted garden has an enchanting atmosphere. Each
twist in the path reveals a circular lawn, a lovely ceramic paver,
a clipped topiary or perhaps an unusual flower or shrub. Tui,
wood pigeon and other birds constantly flit through the trees
and there’s a thriving vegetable garden and mini-orchard.
“You can see why we fell in love with the place,” says Bridget.
“But some of our guests, when we’ve given them a garden tour,
gasp in amazement and exclaim, ‘All this work!’ This is usually
followed by, ‘Do you have staff?’”
“That comment usually has Mike and me falling about with
mirth, as they’re looking at the ‘staff’. Usually just him and me.
Mike’s a great hands-on person and he really gets stuck in. He
particularly enjoys keeping the plants trimmed in their various
shapes of cones, balls and clouds.”
Bridget and Mike entertain outdoors a lot, in small groups on
the deck or in larger groups on the circular lawn at the centre of
the garden – its “heart,” says Bridget. >
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left Alstroemeria flowers from the garden sit on the table on the upper
deck, which looks out to vineyards and the sea.
below (from left) Wine red foliage, such as the leaves of these cannas,
is used to create contrast throughout the garden. The sculpture was
created from shell-covered pots by artist Anne Bailey who previously
owned the bach. Clipped pittosporum provide a sculptural surround to
the flower-filled potager where Bridget and Mike grow virtually all their
own vegetables in summer.

Q& A
Br avest thing we ever did around the house: Fill
the small living space with 11 people to watch an All Blacks test
during the winter, while trying to explain the rules to a Canadian
colleague of Mike’s, who’s based in the Comoro Islands.
Best money we ever spent: The bach, of course. It gives so

many people pleasure.

flowers i couldn’t live without: If it’s something from

our Waiheke garden, it would be the freesias.

“It’s a really tranquil spot with trimmed box hedging around
the perimeter of the grass, and grey-leafed plectranthus, whiteflowering rengarenga lilies and abutilons. We love sitting on the
lower deck under the blue cedar and looking out to the vines of
The Hay Paddock vineyard, listening to the swoop of the tui
wings as they chortle to and fro. Other times we’ll eat on the top
deck, which is equally enchanting, with views either out to the
sea or through the branches of the huge feijoa.
“There is an almost spiritual sense here. Now, whether that is
Waiheke itself – because people do say that – or whether it’s the
special little house and garden we have, I’m not sure. But we
find this a superb retreat for us.” n
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Best seat in the house: The Adirondack chairs on the lawn
during a hot afternoon, with a rosé in hand.
favourite spots on waiheke: We love The Shed at Te Motu
for a bite to eat, tapas at Casita Miro, Connells Bay Sculpture
Walk, the Man O’ War Tasting Room, all the walks and the
Ringawera artisanal bakery.
we love this part of New Zealand because: Mike travels

for work constantly, so to return and relax in such a lovely part
of the world, summer or winter, is truly a treat and our weekends
seem so much longer. Perhaps it’s also the spell of being on the
water and the sense of distance that a ferry ride engenders.
Bridget Hanley
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