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Wellington-based architect John Mills 
has a colourful career designing unique 
and thoughtful buildings. He talks to 
Houses magazine about his background, 
his work and his design goals. 

Did you grow up in Wellington, John?
No, I grew up in Nelson. It was a lovely 
place to grow up. It had an influence on 
me because it’s so peaceful down there 
and everything is so quiet and gentle, I 
suppose.

I went to Nelson College; I was actually 
in the same year as Hugh Tennent – we 
went right through school together and even 
though we were friends and so forth, I didn’t 
know anything about architecture.

It wasn’t the sort of thing in those days, 
I don’t know why. I guess there weren’t the 
magazines or it wasn’t necessarily part of our 
culture then. 

So how did you come to architecture 
as a young man in Nelson where there 
probably weren’t that many architects?
In those days you were always busy doing 
things ... I was drawing all the time and 
making things. I’d make things from 
leftover bits of wood and cotton reels 
while Mum was sewing. I also made tree 
huts and guns and forts. We used to roam 
around the neighbourhood – the first 
house we had was in a newer subdivision 
where it backed onto a native reserve, so 
we used to have the run of the bush. There 
were a lot of houses under construction so 
Mum would always find me heading over 
to the building sites to see what was going 
on with the builders next door. Building 
was something I was always fascinated 
with. 

I think when I was about 12 or 13, my 
grandfather said you should look at doing 
architecture. When I found out what that 
was I guess it was what I was thinking about 
doing through school, but my Mum said I 
should be doing something practical. I didn’t 
do well in art or tech drawing. I did maths, 
physics, accountancy ... I guess in some ways 
it would have been nice to do some art work 
but I just did my own drawings and so forth. 

Then when I was 12 we got a beach house 
about half an hour away from Nelson and 
we spent as much time there as possible. It’s 
on the end of a peninsula and it was a house 
made from trees that were milled on the site 
and the concrete was made from the sand 
and the gravel was from the beach and all the 
colours fitted in with the landscape. It was a 
basic bach but it really shaped the way I saw 
being on the land – the land being part of 
where you are and how you build and all that 
sort of stuff.

Where did you go to study architecture?
Wellington. It was a new school, it sounded 
great and was close to Nelson. Auckland was 
just a long, long way away. In those days you 
had the intermediate year where you studied 
physics, and maths, geology, or whatever else 
you wanted. I managed to get in after that. 
There were only 25 people in that first year 
and we ended up graduating with about 18 
or 19. It was pretty exciting but there was a 
real lack of design rigour and having time 
also with real architects who actually build 

and they could cross that boundary between 
academia and construction. Whereas now, 
that does seem to happen a bit more. So it 
was quite a challenge. There was one guy 
in the class, Martin Hanley, who worked 
part-time with Athfield and he was a bit of a 
legend because he actually knew an architect 
and he knew what building was like and we 
used to listen to stories about what that was 
all like. 

It was a really good time but I think in 
hindsight the Auckland School, the Studio 
School, would have been much more 
creative. I have a daughter who’s doing a 
Master’s in Wellington and the contrast 
between the sophistication of the education 
and the information they can get on world 
architecture, and New Zealand architecture, 
is just a whole massive jump.

So she’s studying architecture as well?
Yes. It’s lovely having someone in the 
family who doesn’t get bored after five or 10 
minutes talking about architecture. Families 
of architects have to put up with architecture 
... architects can go on and on talking about 
architecture forever.

What year did you start at architecture 
school?
My first year at university was 1978. I did 
the three years and then I applied for a travel 
scholarship and got that to travel around 
the world. So I did that because I was pretty 
interested in architectural history. I managed 
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to visit 26 countries and I just had this trail 
of architecture buildings. Then I travelled 
around the world for a year and came back 
and finished the next two years.

Had you been overseas before?
Only once with my parents, briefly to 
Europe, the traditional sort of thing 
when you’re a teenager. Early on you hear 
about these other architects from the 
older generation; they didn’t get to travel 
and they just looked at black-and-white 
magazines of architecture from around the 
world and when they saw colour magazines 
it made a difference because they could see 
the colours. That’s another layer but when 
you’re actually in the space of the Gaudí or 
Corbusier then you understand the space, 
not just the form or the composition.

Did you get a job straight out of university?
I took a long summer; I’d just met my wife 
– so we took a long summer and travelled 
round the country. Of course, going back 
to Wellington, any jobs that were around 
had gone; so I just worked in bars and an art 
gallery and ultimately I got a job for a firm 
that was specialising in pubs. I got that when 
I was at Southern Cross which was ironic 
because I ended up doing some architecture 
work for them later on. I worked doing pubs 
and bars for a year or so and then after that 
I worked for Keith Wilson who used to be a 
partner at Athfield’s. 

We did houses, so I learnt about houses 
and that was great. At that stage we had 
our first child and decided to take a break 
and go travelling. So we drove around 
Australia for a while and went up through 
Asia and we were sitting on the beach when 
we read that the share market had crashed. 
Fortunately before we left I’d been to see 
Ath and I got a job sort of secured then – 
so by the time we came back I had a job to 
come back to, which was reassuring.     

I spent another two or three years 
at Athfield’s. It was a really interesting, 
exciting time. Lots of hard work. We were 
working on the rail ferries and the Civic 
Centre and some apartments. We were in 
a studio working hard and playing hacky 
sack at lunchtime and Friday drinks and 
having the ongoing battles with the council 
(as Ath had in those days of random visits 
from the council inspectors and so forth). 
It was really fantastic. But ultimately I 
wanted my own practice and it worked out 
that this occurred about 1990. I just ended 
up working by myself – as you do, to start 
off with. 

How did that come about? 
I got six townhouses – which was enough to 
get me going – and so I worked at home for 
a few weeks but quickly found that it didn’t 
quite work out because we had a couple 
of kids by then. I always liked the idea of 
working in the city, the city sort of being an 
influence on your work and all that – so I 
shared an office with a designer, Kim Jarrett, 
and ended up working in Vivien Street, which 
was great.

Can you remember your first house 
project after you’d done the apartments?
Yes, the house was up in Karori for a single 
woman and that was very exciting. We 
were able to go through and basically do all 
the design and detailing but we also did all 
the interior, all the internal furniture, and 
selected all the fabrics. That was what I had 
always hoped to do as an architect because 
it’s quite seamless between the landscape 
and all the finishes. That has flowed right 
through to today where we tend to do 
everything from making light shades, 
putting up the curtains, selecting all the 
colours, and the lighting. It got the best 
residential interior in the Dulux awards 
that year and I got a trip to Australia and 
prize money, so that was alright. It got 
published too, so that was reassuring, that I 
was doing something reasonably OK.

Validated enough to carry on being an 
architect ... ?
Yes. I have designed a number of houses 
since then and in Wellington there’s not 
really many easy sites and the sun’s the 
other way and so forth. Of course one of the 
interesting things is that you get to deal with 
neighbours and I’ve always quite liked that 
kind of dialogue between people who really 
resist having something new and individual 
in their street which they think is perfect as 
it is. Architecture has the need to question 
and people find questions about their own 
aesthetic or cultural or social thoughts quite 
challenging. I think that it’s really essential 
that we’re here to shake things up a little bit 
because, to me, controversy is tomorrow’s 
history or culture. If it’s not challenging now 
then it’s probably not going to be a classic or 
be respected later on.

You designed a house in Epuni Street that 
went through the Environment Court. Do 
you feel that the project overcame all its 
difficulties in the end?
I think you do want to overcome your 
difficulties but when people question 

Ground-level plan

Level-one plan

Level-two plan

Level-three plan

1 Garage
2 Bedroom
3 Courtyard
4 Bathroom
5 Art room
6 TV lounge

7 Balcony
8 Lounge
9 Wardrobe
10 Kitchen
11 Top deck
12 Sky lounge

5m0

Spread over four levels, this house is a rich 
and complex exploration into material finishes, 
open planning and a Pacific lifestyle. Located 
against a rugged cliff face beside the ocean 
shoreline, with wonderful views of Days Bay, 
the harbour to Wellington city. The design of 
the house does not aim at perfection. Ripeness, 
as in leaving the fruit on the tree until it is ready 
to eat, is explored where the working of many 
elements, materials and finishes were left until 
late in the building process. John Mills
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02 Enjoying the view from the 
floating balcony at the Mills 
house. 

03 The Mills house kitchen and 
living area. 

04 The street elevation of the 
Mills house.  

05 Game time at the Mills’ dining 
table with the views of the 
water no competition against 
a good round of Battleship.  
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your work – whoever they are – you have to 
listen to those things, and you know you 
really have to examine your rationale and 
your intention pretty well. Obviously that 
comes through what the site says to you and 
what the clients say to you. Francesca and 
Kate and I – we were a team. They wanted to 
have a house for a woman and, as a result, 
in a historic area that was going to challenge 
everything. 

If you live in a country where you can 
build what you want, you can say what you 
want, all the freedoms are there but the 
freedoms have to be exercised, otherwise 
they fade away. I invited all the neighbours 
to come and just sit round and talk. I said 
‘I’ve had your letters and I’ve heard what 
you have to say and that’s completely valid, 
but I’d like you to come to my office and let 
me explain why we’re doing this.’ I put on a 
few beers and they came along and I heard 
what they had to say and I explained what 
we were doing and the fact that it was an 
evolved house, that the materiality of it was 
really referenced from the weather-boards 
and the picket fences and all that sort of 
stuff. They were originally workers’ cottages 
up there and they were going to work, and 

still do work, in their house. They make 
soap and perfume on the lower level – so 
it had a completely legitimate rationale. 
The aesthetics of it were evolved and 
experimental and that was the difference 
they didn’t like. We agreed to disagree.

I always say to clients when it comes 
to neighbours or anything to do with 
personal issues you just say ‘I don’t 
know, talk to my architect’. I think those 
relationships between your neighbours 
and being in a community are really, 
really primary and as a professional and 
that, I think it’s your role to advocate for 
whatever lines you draw; whatever pictures 
you draw you need to be the advocate for 
that and justify everything that you’re 
doing. People agree or don’t agree but 
in that particular house I’ve had a lot of 
people come back and say ‘look I was one 
of the people who objected. Now I see it 
there and I see how it fits in, it’s taken a 
bit of time, but now I understand and I 
really like it’; so when you get a win like 
that, it’s good. Architecture is a long-term 
art, sculpture left in the rain or whatever, 
and you hang in for the long haul and 
sometimes it works out for the best.

Do you think that being a Wellington 
architect has influenced or shaped the way 
that you design houses?
If you look around the country at places like 
Wanaka and Queenstown, where there are 
fantastic views and reasonably good-sized 
budgets; in Auckland – where the weather is 
more temperate ... Wellington has got much 
more physical and environmental challenges 
and earthquakes and whatever than other 
places. I think Wellington architects do feel 
that it’s challenging because there are no 
sites left, of course, or not to speak of. So 
you’re on the back foot. 

It’s more challenging but I think 
that’s probably what makes Wellington’s 
architecture arguably the best in the country 
in the sense that there’s a high bar set 
because we say: ‘well I know it’s challenging 
and I know there isn’t a big budget, the sun 
is this way and the view is the other way 
– however, we looked at it enough and we 
figure this is the best solution for the site.’ So 
when you do get a solution that does have a 
number of really good attributes, you feel like 
you’ve done enough hard work to make it 
justified. So I think Wellington’s architecture 
does shape the way you work and if you can 

Wharangi house was built between two streams 
in an exquisite bush-clad site. An organic 
assemblage of spaces and forms, the house 
draws from the personalities of the owners 
and the memories of the previous house on 
the site and is shaped in response to strong 
connections with the environment.

Wharangi was designed to maximise the 
sun and views on the site while maintaining the 
privacy for the owners. Each material for the 
cladding was specially selected to add richness, 
individuality and longevity to the form – from 
the rough-sawn weatherboards to the copper 
wall richly studded with coloured panels.

This home emerged as an individual 
dwelling catering specifically to the desires of 
the clients and the uniqueness of the site.

The end result is a home unlike any 
other, considered and surprising, warm and 
sophisticated. It has been a labour of love 
for the owners, the architects and the cast of 
talented craftspeople and builders involved. 
John Mills
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Ground-level plan

Level-one plan

1 Entry
2 Garage
3 Guest
4 Living
5 Library
6 Lounge
7 Dining
8 Kitchen
9 Pool
10 Bedroom
11 Bathroom
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06 The pool and south 
elevation of the Wharangi 
house. 

07, 08 & 09 Colourful 
panelling sits happily 
alongside timber cladding 
and glazing in the 
Wharangi house. 
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10

find some delight and surprise in a building – 
it makes it all the more sweet when you can 
do that.

When you’re designing a house is there a 
part of the process that stands out for you 
as being most enjoyable?
I’ve had this debate with a lot of people. 
It’s all enjoyable. It’s all fantastic. There 
are so many things. For instance, someone 
actually rings you up and says ‘I’m thinking 
about doing something and I’m thinking 
about using you’; so that means you’ve done 
something worthwhile in the past and they 
come to you. Then you get a chance to talk to 
people about your passion, about architecture 
and building, and if they don’t use you for 
whatever reason, well that’s fine too – at least 
maybe you’ve helped them towards where 
they want to go. 

If you do get the job, that’s fantastic 
because then you know you’ve got this 
relationship with people and an ongoing 
one with builders later on – so that’s good. 
When we do the designs, we often do quite 

a lot of watercolours and sketches, as well as 
quite a lot of conceptual design with them. 
The intention is that concept design is really 
recognisable in the final product. We spend 
a great deal of time talking to the client and 
listening to them and working out who they 
are and what they’re after and then we come 
up with something they want. 

The two worst parts are Resource Consent 
and budget; everyone will tell you that. 
So if you can get through those two awful 
gateways then you’ve got to say ‘right, let’s 
do it’. That’s another fantastic thing – we 
are going to build something and then when 
you’re on site and you know that the house is 
going to happen. We don’t do any jobs where 
we don’t observe the job and do full service. I 
think that’s what architects should be doing 
now. We should be providing full service and 
taking full responsibility. 

I guess the one big part is when clients 
have been in there a while, be it six months 
or a year, coming to you to say ‘this is the 
best thing I’ve done; I don’t want to leave 
this house. It’s my home and this is where 

my family is and it’s really, really important 
to me’ and those sort of things are really 
why you do it. I mean you get awards, and 
publication is really great, but the houses are 
for people and that’s what keeps us going.

Do you think there are interesting things 
happening in residential architecture in 
New Zealand at the moment?
It seems to me that there are wonderful 
baches that we’ve seen which have won 
awards – absolutely wonderful baches that 
are just jewels and gorgeous – and wonderful 
houses, and a lot of them are in Auckland 
and Queenstown. They’re just bespoke and 
they’re absolutely beautiful but their purpose 
is very singular. They are for a family for a 
certain time of year with a certain income 
and they really are quite a polarised end of 
architecture. Then at the other end there’s 
going to be a need for environmentally 
driven, light, warm, spacious houses for 
families or people who don’t necessarily have 
a lot of money but want a chance to have a 
good lifestyle. The housing stock does 

This home was conceived as a 22nd-century 
workers’ cottage that grew from the garden 
overnight.

Within its colonial setting, a building which 
might have been dressed in weatherboards has 
morphed into aluminium panels, with windows  
turning up in new places. The interior plan was 
influenced by the clients’ theatre background 
and worldwide travels. The family’s desires, as 
well as work, nestle around and against the 
robust industrial structure, the caravan and the 
factory.

The living room hovers above the street 
and opens onto a roof garden. These upstairs 
bedrooms are linked by a central bathroom of 
curved walls and a rounded copper skylight.

The roof realises the dual purposes 
of health and joy, with solar panels as the 
audience for the girls’ Brazilian dance events.

While Bohemian in nature and Fauvist in 
attitude, the home is endemic and deliberate. It 
has been the subject of intense and passionate 
debate as to its eligibility to full citizenship of 
the valley. It is both a right and a journey.   
John Mills
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1 Foyer
2 Bedroom
3 Front garden
4 Garage
5 Studio
6 External courtyard
7 Living area
8 Library
9 Kitchen
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Level-two plan

Ground-level plan

Level-one plan

10 The Epuni Street house stands 
tall on the footpath edge.  

11 The staircase in the Epuni 
Street house – lost in space, 
tangentially leading up to the 
main bedrooms. 
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1 Living room
2 Kitchen
3 Deck
4 Bedroom

Level-two planGround-level plan Level-one plan

5 Lounge
6 Bathroom
7 Master bedroom
8 Ensuite

Situated impossibly close to the ocean, 
this home is a textural experience with 
internal spaces that contradict the 
simplicity of the exterior form. As you 
move up through the house, privacy 
increases with the use of translucent 
layering and discrete stair-cases. 
Arrival is celebrated by walking up 
and through a split island bench. 
This is a tactile home that is the fruit 
of a long-established client-architect 
relationship. John Mills
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John Mills Architects
21 Garrett Street
PO Box 9933
Wellington 6011
04 385 2255
www.johnmillsarchitects.co.nz

Selected awards
2012: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for the Wellington Fireplace
2011: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Hataitai house
2010: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Pukerua Bay home 
2009: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Days Bay changing shed
2008: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Kinsman home
2006: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Southern Cross bar & restaurant
2006: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Epuni Street home
2005: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Waikawa bach 
2005: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Overton home 
2005: Dulux Colour Award Best  
NZ Residential Interior for  
Wharangi home
2004: NZIA Resene Local Award for 
McCafferty home 
2004: NZIA Resene Local Award 
for Boxo
2003: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Wharangi home 
2003: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Sandwiches 
2003: NZIA Resene Local Award  
for Sydney Street apartments 
2003: NZIA Resene National  
Award for Mills home
2002: NZIA Resene Local award  
for Mills home
1998: Dulux Colour Award Best NZ 
Residential Interior for Turner home
1996: Dulux Colour Award Best NZ 
Residential Interior for Luhrs home
1995: NZIA Resene Regional Award 
for Condon apartment 

Projects
Mills house 1999 
Wharangi house 2001
Epuni Street house 2004 
Clarke house 2007 

Photography
Portrait and Clarke, Wharangi 
and Mills houses: Paul McCredie
Epuni Street house: Simon Devitt

need a real rejuvenation. So those are two 
polar opposites and I guess I’m in the middle 
doing individual houses for people who have 
often got a bit more money. I think you’ve 
got to build less and better, and something 
specific for the site and not be so fashion 
driven. You need to learn to recycle materials 
and spaces that are multi-use. There is a 
change happening at the moment and I think 
people just need to look around and see what 
they really, really want and what they really 
need – rather than what they think they need 
and what’s happening everywhere else.

My last question for you John, do you 
have a favourite New Zealand house?
I’ve thought about that and I do. There are 
so many really good ones and I’ve seen a lot 
on trips and various other things – but it’s 

really hard to say unless you’ve spent some 
time in them. A house where I have spent 
time for a couple of lovely days and stayed 
the night a few times is Gerald Parsonson’s 
house at Paraparaumu. I know it’s won 
a number of awards but I’d say it’s my 
favourite because I’ve spent some time there 
and it’s charming and it’s complex and it’s 
simple. It’s experimental, it’s playful and 
it’s not perfect – you know? It’s used and 
occupied and it’s just full of colour. Colour 
has got the ability to make space infinite; 
that’s one of the reasons I always use a lot 
of colour. The house has so many colours 
and so much texture and I think he’s really 
taken the handbrake off there and done 
something very personal. I think a personal 
house is one that speaks to me of what the 
house was used for and who uses it.  

12 One of the living spaces in 
the Clarke house. 

13 The street elevation of the 
Clarke house.
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