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Island time
Patience is more than a virtue on Stewart Island, 
it’s a necessity, especially if you’re building a house
words Sam davISon / photographs aaron mclean
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this page (top row) nautical touches 
throughout Ian and Philippa Wilson’s 
Stewart Island home reflect its seaside 
location. (centre row) on Stewart Island 
furnishings were chosen, ordered and 
then waited for – a time consuming 
process. an old buoy hanging at the 
entrance to the property marks the 
couple’s accommodation business.  
a painting by Stewart Island artist margaret 
Fairhall hangs in the entranceway.  
(bottom row) The home’s many windows 
make the most of the view. Broken ceramics 
in a vase make a colourful display. 
opposite The Wilsons’ shipshape home 
looks out across Harrold Bay.
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The above exchange is recounted in The Stewart Islanders 
(Reed, 1970), written by Olga Sansom, the great-aunt of 

sixth-generation islander Ian Wilson. It’s no coincidence that 
Ian and his wife Philippa’s house in Harrold Bay, named after 
the famous captain, has a strong nautical theme. When, in the 
late 1990s, the couple decided to build at Ackers Point on a 20ha 
plot that has been in Ian’s family since the 1860s, they made 
sure it was designed to fit in with the coastal surroundings and 
the existing buildings, including a circa 1800 former boarding 
house and a historic stone cottage – once home to Captain 
Harrold himself. 

The result is a nautical wonder: exterior windows are shaped 
like portholes and the front verandah mimics the prow of a ship. 
But there’s no sign in the finished product of the patience and 
toil it takes to build in such a remote place as Stewart Island. 

Ian and Philippa met on Stewart Island and couldn’t imagine 
calling anywhere else home. “Living on the island is not for 
everyone but it is about as real as it gets,” says Philippa. 

Islanders contend with a constantly changing environment, 
from clear blue skies one day to tumultuous storms the next. 
When the weather is too rough to ferry or fly to the mainland, 

Once, long ago, some Stewart Island friends were involved in an argument. “What was the 
most wonderful thing humans ever made?” asked one. “Fire,” another said. “No, a wheel,” 

said a third. But it was old Captain Harrold who said, “No – the bow of a ship!”

they can be trapped on the island for days. Isolation is part of life 
here and it also means the cost of living is not cheap. 

Ian sits on a number of community trusts and says that, in a 
restricted population, separating business and pleasure can be a 
challenge. In the past, the community survived through 
commercial fishing but that has changed over the years to a 
tourism-based economy and many of the island’s homes are now 
owned by seasonal holidaymakers who live on the mainland. 

The Wilsons have also had to adapt and their many businesses 
on the island now include a water taxi, accommodation, guiding 
ventures and commercial paua diving. 

“The changes have brought a new set of challenges to living 
on the island – challenges that need to be managed effectively to 
keep the character of the community alive,” says Ian. 

When the couple began planning their home, most of the 
building materials they needed weren’t available in Invercargill, 
the nearest port, or even Queenstown. That meant almost 
everything non-structural, including the paint, had to be 
shipped from Christchurch and across Foveaux Strait on a 
freighter. At the Stewart Island wharf, Ian loaded it into the 
couple’s old Land Cruiser and delivered it to the site.  >
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this page (top and centre) The 
couple was lucky enough 
to secure a builder who had 
recently completed his own 
Stewart Island holiday home, so 
he was meticulous about having 
as many supplies on hand as 
possible before building started. 
(bottom row) Philippa’s eclectic 
collection of jewellery.  
Her studio was constructed 
almost exclusively from  
recycled materials.
opposite a porthole window 
in the master bedroom. The 
couple’s water taxi business 
operates from just outside their 
front door. 
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My favourite part of the house is: our 
small lounge, with the fire roaring, a glass of 
red wine for Ian and white for me. (Philippa)

at the moment I am enjoying eating: 
Southern oysters, fresh basil and salad 
herbs from my glasshouse, finished off with 
yummy baked rhubarb. (Philippa) vension 
and lamb, especially the one that has been 
consuming our garden. (Ian)

My best moments in the garden are: 
enjoying the serenity, surrounded by 
birdsong, watching the boats passing by.  
(Philippa)

a quote that I often use is: If you value it, 
take care of it. (Philippa) 

we love this part of New Zealand 
because: of its pristine natural beauty, 
slower paced lifestyle and being 
surrounded by native flora and fauna. 

Ian and Philippa Wilson

this page (top row) old spoons wait to be 
turned into something new. The table in 
the studio was once a door in the island’s 
community centre. The back room of the 
studio is crammed with Philippa’s “finds”, 
including relics that belonged to Ian’s 
family. (centre and bottom rows) Philippa 
in her workshop. Pieces Philippa has 
sourced from all over the island decorate 
her studio and home.
opposite (top) Ian and Philippa outside 
the old family home on the property; 
called Traveller’s rest, it was first built by 
Captain Harrold for his wife, a midwife on 
the island. Philippa’s studio started life as 
Ian’s grandfather’s shade house. 
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Philippa couldn’t just pop down to the local shops to make 
colour choices or pick handles for the kitchen cabinets. It was a 
long, drawn-out process. “My inspiration comes from wanting 
to use what I already have,” she says.

Instead, everything was planned for, ordered, and then 
waited for. And when things went wrong – such as the time a 
window smashed while it was being fitted – the wait would 
start all over again. 

Even the carpet posed problems. Philippa had picked out a 
beautiful contemporary sisal, only to discover that she couldn’t 
find a single contractor in Invercargill with any experience of 
laying it. But she insists the struggle didn’t worry her – it was 
worth waiting for the right things. “We just had to be patient 
and organised.”

During the year-long building process, Ian and Philippa 
rented in the township, a short drive around the peninsula 
from the building site. And once they had moved in they lived 
without a kitchen for almost 18 months, cooking on gas hobs 
and storing their groceries and utensils in banana boxes. 

With the house located so close to the sea, a lot of planning 
and a sizeable chunk of the budget went on rust-proof, 
sustainable materials. A self-confessed hoarder, Philippa says 
many of the things used in the house are cast-offs drawn from 
all over the island. “The former Stewart Island Community Hall 
provided wood for flooring and the timber used in the kitchen 
bar and fireplace mantel was sourced from the old inlet wharf.”

An old shade house and workshop near the house were 
converted into a studio for Philippa, a jewellery maker, and 
there she creates pieces that reflect her passion for recycling. 
Using the internet and relying on eagle-eyed friends, she 
sources old treasures such as decorative teaspoons to turn into 
beautiful retro rings, earrings and necklaces. 

“My inspiration comes from wanting to use what I already 
have and what already exists – the very restriction that living 
on the island brings.”

Even the studio is constructed from recycled materials. The 
wooden windows were saved from the local dump and the large 
wooden table, where the pair often host dinner parties, was 
made with more salvage from the former community hall. 

“Living on the island you have to save costs where you can,” 
says Philippa. “Ian gets horrified and doesn’t like me going to 
the recycling centre – but I always find something.”

Now the house is finished, Philippa has turned her attention 
to the mainland and her current project – renovating a recently 
purchased apartment in Queenstown. In an effort to be more 
self-sufficient, the pair have also built substantial vegetable 
beds and a sizeable greenhouse. 

“It goes with living on the island,” says Philippa. “You have 
to come up with an alternative way.”  n


