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Press Release - Smith Story (1931-2006)

From gorse to world attraction

Throughout its history, the Buried Village of Te Wairoa has remained in the freehold ownership of one family, now into its fifth generation.

Te Wairoa was purchased in 1931 by Rotorua residents Reginald and Violet Smith. It was during the depression years and money was tight. With their sons Dudley and Basil, the couple moved out to the village on the day of the Napier earthquake, February 3, 1931.

Immigrants from Yorkshire in 1912, Reg and Vi made their new home in the derelict and overgrown roadside tea rooms abandoned twenty years previously by the owner, Cecil Way (grandson of the Tarawera missionary Seymour Spencer).

Tea Rooms business revived

Te Wairoa valley was covered in high blackberry and gorse. The thorny frontier gradually yielded to Reginald’s scythe, providing rough pasture for two cows. When stock feed was scarce Reg would return each night from his job as an accountant in Rotorua, with a sack of cabbage leaves from the greengrocer.

There was no electricity until 1953. A wood stove was used for cooking. Kerosene lamps and candles provided lighting.

Vi Smith set up a dairy under the tank stands and the family became self sufficient in milk, butter and cheese, as well as fruit, vegetables and eggs. The surrounding bush and lakes provided wild pork, venison and trout.

For the early years bicycles were the only means of transport to town. A Chevrolet was purchased around 1936.

Cecil Way’s tea room was reopened and began attracting excursionists from the Waimangu Round Trip which passed by the front door.

Devonshire teas featuring fresh cream and home made blackberry jam became a hit and the Te Wairoa Tea Rooms became a popular stop on the sightseeing circuit. Many visitors were willing to pay to see what remained of the old settlement so the Buried Village evolved from there. 

Significant sites unearthed

During the depression Dudley and Basil found work planting pine trees at Atiamuri. Their weekends at home were spent excavating and track building with their father.

Over the years several sites were unearthed, the most significant being the Rotomahana Hotel. In 1939 the Smiths were visited by Joseph McRae, the buried hotel’s former owner, and his help resulted in the recovery of many of the valuable articles on display today.

Cecil Way, whose missionary grandfather helped establish the original Te Wairoa village, and the legendary Rotorua guide Alf Warbrick, also assisted with the digging.

From 1936 the men began building the wooden walkway beside the spectacular Te Wairoa Waterfalls. This exciting walk continues to inspire and delight visitors.

When war came

When the Second World War came both sons went overseas, Basil as a navigator with the Royal Air Force, and Dudley to the Middle East with the 21st Battalion.

Only Dudley returned, his younger brother losing his life in a bomber crash in Ceylon.

With his infantryman’s skill at digging, Dudley returned to Te Wairoa in 1944 and resumed excavations.

That same year he and his Auckland girlfriend, Nora Lanigan, were married. They had two children, Philip, the following year, and Pamela in 1953. Pam and her husband, Patrick McGrath, took over management of the Buried Village in 1994, following Dudley’s death at his home in Rotorua at the age of 79.

In the late 1950s Reg and Vi moved to Te Ngaio Road, Mount Maunganui to retire. Reg died there in 1962, followed by his wife one year later.

To preserve and enhance

The family’s vision remains focused on the preservation and enhancement of the Buried Village of Te Wairoa for the enjoyment of visitors.

They are committed to caring for this enchanting area while respecting the memory of those who lived there before the 1886 Tarawera eruption.

From its pioneering start as a small, self sufficient family farm in the Great Depression, the Buried Village has grown into one of New Zealand’s most beautiful and fascinating scenic, historic and cultural visitor attractions.

