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Introduction to the Gummer and Ford Project

Gummer and Ford was an architectural firm founded in 1923 in Auckland by William Henry Gummer
(1884–1966) and Charles Reginald Ford (1880–1972).

Many of the leading lights of architectural history - Terence Hodgson, Miles Warren, Peter Shaw, John
Stacpoole - agree that the firm can be considered one of the most prominent practices in New Zealand
architectural history.

Charismatic and influential, Gummer and Ford played an essential role in the professionalisation of New
Zealand architecture, founded earthquake construction techniques, and contributed to the development
of the country’s institutionalised architectural education. They were both passionate about developing a
“type of design which seems to be expressly influenced by New Zealand conditions.”

Despite all this, the firm remains strikingly under-researched in New Zealand architectural historiography,
aside from mentions in New Zealand architectural history surveys, the only credible scholarly work has
been an exhibition of their work in 2006 at The University of Auckland's Gus Fisher Gallery, and a
Master’s Thesis by Bruce Petry published in 1992
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Gummer and Ford Project

The Gummer and Ford project is a three-year project (2021-2023), comprising
three stages:

• Investigation (2021)
• Application & Education (2022)
• Celebration & Community (2023 –the centenary of the establishment of

Gummer and Ford).

The first phase of the project – the Investigation – has been executed in 2021,
exploring design principles and method by William Gummer and business
ideas by Reginald Ford.

The main research question of the first phase was what theoretical ideas and
attitudes informed Gummer and Ford approach to architectural practice?
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CHARLES REGINALD FORD

• Born 4 February 1880. 
• He joined the Royal Navy aged 14 
• In 1901, aged 21, joined Captain Robert Scott and Ernest Shackleton on 

the Royal Navy’s Discovery Expedition to the Antarctic. 
• The voyage lasted three years (two of  those spent iced-in on the ship), 

with Ford becoming Ship’s Steward and later Captain Scott’s private 
secretary.

• At 21, one of  the youngest members on board, proved himself  invaluable 
to Captain Scott.

• On the eventual return to England there was considerable public 
enthusiasm for the expedition. This led Scott, accompanied by Ford, on a 
speaking tour of  the UK, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.

• After this he embarked on a solo tour of  Australia for the theatre and 
production company JC Williamson Ltd billed as a ‘Hero of  Polar 
Exploration’



Paintings by Ford on the voyage, auctioned at Lady, Scott & Knight. Fine Art 
& Antiques - Lot 879



CHARLES REGINALD FORD

• As Peter Wood points out, Ford was a bonafide celebrity and his decision to move to 
New Zealand was treated as national news

• Settled in Christchurch became a farmer, and later a land agent, whilst studying 
engineering and architecture

• Moved to Whanganui to practice architecture
• Went into partnership with Robert Talboys 1919.
• President of  the NZIA 1921
• Moved to Auckland 1922
• Wrote the first book about Earthquake construction in English in 1926
• Until his retirement in 1962 was seen as a paragon of  architectural establishment in 

New Zealand





Is there room for the professional practice strand in Unitec’s 
School of  Architecture to be informed by a historical viewpoint 

on professional conduct? 



Learning Outcomes for Professional Studies:
• Analyse the structure of architectural practice.
• Demonstrate the use of available management tools and processes in the control and administration

of architectural projects.
• Analyse procurement typology options; the impact on project programme and documentation

requirements.
• Discuss the New Zealand legal system and its concepts related to the practice of architecture.
• Examine the rights and obligations of parties to a contract under New Zealand contract law.

Learning Outcomes for Professional Business Management:
• Critically examine business strategies including strategic and marketing plans, business taxation

strategy, quality management strategies and Total Quality Management.
• Devise a strategic plan, with budgets, for a business opportunity.
• Devise a marketing plan for a business opportunity.
• Evaluate various management styles.
• Evaluate management and accounting systems and interpret company financial reports.
• Critically examine and debate business ethics.



Currently, the learning outcomes of  each course in the strand are developed in 
response to predetermined competencies set by the New Zealand Registered 
Architects Board (NZRAB) and the Architects Accreditation Council of  
Australia (AACA). Reviews conducted by the NZRAB and AACA Panel assess 
compliance with predetermined competencies every five years. The agreed 
competencies underpin the requirements of  the Architecture Programme’s
aims and graduate profile in order for the programme to be formally accredited 
as a school of  architecture. 



The Professional Practice strand is key for accreditation by the New Zealand
Registered Architects Board as licensed by the Architects Accreditation
Council of Australia. In essence, these learning outcomes are set and
legitimised by the accreditation process.



So where does this leave the notion of learning from historical precedent in
the professional practice strand?





ARCHITECT AND CLIENT (1921)

Ford wrote a series of  articles titled ‘Architect and Client,’ published in Progress, the leading architectural magazine 
of  the time, from July – September 1921. One-hundred years ago. He wrote the articles because he wished

“that there were some book explaining the ordinary building procedure in New 
Zealand, the relations between architect and client, to which he [the architect] might 
refer an owner about to engage in some building operation for the first time.” …

“that not only much loss of  time, but subsequent misunderstanding and annoyance 
might be avoided were such a work available for ready reference.”



To do this he first describes what an architect was, quoting the American Institute of  Architects: 

“An architect is a professional person whose occupation consists of  originating and 
supplying artistic and scientific data preliminary to and in connection with the construction 
of  buildings, their appurtenances and decorations; in supervising the operations of  
contractors therefor; and in preparing contracts between the proprietors and contractors 
thereof.”



He then goes on to explain how an architect works:

“After receiving instructions from the client, the architect’s first step is the preparation of  
preliminary drawings for the purpose of  consideration and discussion of  the project with 
the client. The preliminary drawings having been approved by the client, the architect next 
proceeds to prepare the “from working drawings,” that is, those drawings which the 
contractor makes up his tender and from which, supplemented by other detail drawings, the 
building is erected.” 

Having completed the plans and specifications, the architect still has the important work of  
supervising the erection of  the building. Ford stressed that this was primarily the 
contractor’s responsibility; however, architects ought to try and give their best to help guide 
the contractor towards success. 



The responsibility of  the client is his next topic where is implores the client to remember 
that he is entering a business relationship with the architect. This entails paying on time, being 
reasonable with demands and honest at all times. He also advises the client to seek counsel 
from the architect in relation to builder’s tenders, not simply opt for the lowest cost, and to 
respect the architectural process by “not criticising the working drawings when insufficient 
attention was paid to the preliminary studies” 



In the final instalment Ford explains the primary motivation behind architectural design, and relates this to the value of  
hiring an architect. 

He quotes Professor Lethaby from memory by defining architecture as 

“building touched by emotion… In other words, building provides for physical needs only; 
architecture, on the other hand, while providing equally well for the physical needs, satisfies 
the needs of  the spirit.”

For Ford, “the craving for beauty as a spiritual activity cannot be denied. That beauty in 
building can evoke the spiritual emotions and minister to the spiritual side of  life, many 
glorious temples and cathedrals have testified throughout the centuries. But temples and 
cathedrals no longer form the main building activities of  whole peoples. To-day schools, 
libraries, hospitals, post-offices, factories, and other utilitarian or altruistic buildings are 
taking their place in common life … All these buildings touch the common life of  people at 
every point – surely they should be made to minister to their spiritual and not alone to 
satisfy their physical needs?



“A readiness to make some sacrifice for the attainment of  beauty, too, will be an inspiration, 
for beauty is rarely cheap or easy of  attainment. A willingness to be guided by the architect 
in this, the aesthetic side of  the problem, will, as in that of  the practical, be wholly to the 
client's benefit.”
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Yes, there is room to:



1. Explicitly acknowledge the role of  the client in the architectural/construction process 

2. Explicitly promote the importance of  communication with the client “that there were 
some book explaining the ordinary building procedure in New Zealand, the relations between 
architect and client, to which he [the architect] might refer an owner about to engage in some 
building operation for the first time. That not only much loss of  time, but subsequent 
misunderstanding and annoyance might be avoided were such a work available for ready 
reference.”

3. Explicitly discuss the value of  architecture and what this is worth to the client
“A readiness to make some sacrifice for the attainment of  beauty, too, will be an inspiration, for 
beauty is rarely cheap or easy of  attainment. A willingness to be guided by the architect in this, 
the aesthetic side of  the problem, will, as in that of  the practical, be wholly to the client's 
benefit.”



Auckland Civic Square Proposal, 1924
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