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A NATIVE of She   eld, So th 
or shire, Darren nter 

grew up on the outskirts of 
the city within easy reach 
of the countryside and 
woodlands. From  nishing 
school – in which I achieved 
a high standard level in 
woodwork and art drawing – 
I got an apprenticeship as a 
woodworking machinist with 
a large joinery company. After 
three years with extensive 
college education I put myself 
through night school to learn 
CNC machining.”

Hunter spent time as a 
sho   tter and in itchen 
manufacturing, before 
emigrating to New Zealand 
in 1989. Within a year 
he had moved out of the 
manufacturing environment 
and into education – working 
for the University of Auckland’s 
School of Architecture as a 
teaching technician in the 
woodworking shop.

Coming into contact with 
students who saw no limits 
to furniture designing brought 
forth Hunter’s latent design 
talent and ideas, helping 
him to break away from his 
production environment past. 

“After six or seven years of 
teaching I needed to leave 
the institutional world. I went 
building for a short time and 
then got a sales position with 
a timber importer – making 
some great contacts back 
into the commercial  eld of 
woodworking.”

He then changed tack, 
leaving Auckland for Tairua 
on the Coromandel’s east 
coast where he set up shop 
and started creating furniture 
pieces and building kitchens. 
“After two years of beach life 
I moved back to Auckland to 
work for BBS Timbers Ltd – 
an importer of exotic timbers 
and l woods   rstl  in sales 
and then as manager of the 
Auckland branch for eight 

years. I still work 
part time for them 

in a marketing/sales 
support role and 

website design.”
Sustainable change 

of pace
Hunter and his 

partner then decided to 
move to the far north 

of New Zealand, 
just inland from 
Mangonui, looking 
for a change of 
pace and to live 
s staina l  o   

the land. “The 
far north holds 

a great spirit 
within the land 

and the beaches 
are stunning. I 

was able to set up 
shop and work till the early 

hours of the morning if I felt 
compelled to.

“I believe life is a challenge. 
We either thrive or survive 
and I choose thrive. Living 

sustainably is the natural way 
of day-to-day life – chopping 
your own wood for the winter 
months to keep the water 
hot and the  re rning  
 xing silted water i es and 
drains; and harvesting fruit 
and vegetables. These are all 
things we take for granted in 
urban living.”

Hunter handcrafts an 
eclectic range of  ne f rnit re, 
from tables and chairs to 
cabinets and boxes with all 
manner of uses. He is equally 
at home working with solid 
timber, veneer or plywood – 
and applying a variety of oiled, 
waxed or lac ered  nishes.

His connection to the 
environment is increasingly 
re  ected in his wor   nota l  
the na ticall  in  enced 
Mangonui (Big Shark), a 
walnut and maple dining table 
complete with whalebone rib 
cage undercarriage, designed 
for a client’s house that 
o erloo s Do tless a . t s 
an area rich in whaling history, 
including nearby Butler Point 
– site of a whaling museum 
that houses a comprehensive 
collection of industry artefacts.

Sophisticated design 
touches are also prominent 
in his work – among them a 
curved chest of drawers (Lady 
Madonna) that features a push-
to-open system, negating the 
need for handles which would 
detract from the elegant lines. 
And the leaf-shaped, autumn-
inspired Tree of Life table that 
incl des leaf eins  lled with 
luminescent resin.
Design dependent

Hunter doesn’t particularly 
favour any one timber: “It all 
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Elegant design from NZ’s far north
Fine furniture designer and maker Darren Hunter – whose sustainable connection 
to the environment is increasingly refl ected in his work – spoke to Michael Smith 

about thriving and not just surviving.
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Furniture designer/maker Darren Hunter pictured with his ‘Polarity 
of the Hearts’ sculpture, made of purple heart with a puriri base. 
It depicts the connection of Atlantis with Lemuria, two ancient 
civilisations on opposite sides of the world. 
Photo: ©Darren Hunter Furniture Designs
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move to the far north 
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Lingerie 
armoire 
(Lady 
Madonna): 
curved chest of 
drawers designed 
with the look of a 
woman’s dress. Made of camphor 
burl, French oak and birch 
plywood. 
Photo: ©Darren Hunter Furniture Designs
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depends on the design of a 
piece. If I had to pick, maybe 
it would be the American 
species of cherry, walnut  
or maple. 

“When I arrived in New 
Zealand I fell in love with 
heart rimu and kauri. In 
regard to texture and colour 
they hold the depth of solid 
wood furniture but are not 
a necessity in design. With 
my involvement in the exotic 
tim er eld  fa o r these 

more than local timbers.”
In the evolution of his 

approach to design, Hunter 
tal s of eing in enced  
the modernist and minimalist 
ideas of Scottish architect 
and designer Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh. He has also 
recently been inspired by 
the naturalness and organic 
expressiveness of George 
Nakashima’s timber slab 
pieces; and by Irish furniture 
designer Joseph Walsh’s 
“unique way of transforming 
tim er into free- owing 

shapes of art”.
Client contact

Hunter sees the 
commissioning of 
a singular piece 
of furniture as 
an enormously 
rewarding and 

pleasurable 
experience. “After 

initial contact I prefer 

to visit a client’s home to see 
where the piece will stand. 
I like to get a feel for the 
environment before designing 
starts and I encourage a 
client to trust my colour and 
grain choice. Each piece 
must add to an environment’s 
beauty without necessarily 
dominating.” 

e is a rm elie er in 
clients being totally involved 
throughout the process. 
“Connecting with a client 
who wishes to have their 
unique piece made by me 
is imperative. They should 
be able to touch the design 
model or the piece of selected 
wood – and thus 
emotionally 
respond to 
the grain and 
texture, giving 
them a three-
dimensional connection to the 
end result.”

How a particular piece of 
wood ages is also important 
to Hunter – and that his 
work will be around for 
other generations to enjoy. 
“I love antique furniture not 
necessarily for design reasons 
but for the stories the pieces 
hold over many generations. 
Modern, factory-made pieces 
can never have this depth  
of feel. “

Darren nter s wor  can e 
viewed at http://darrenhunter.
nz, and in the far north at the 
Old Courthouse, Mangonui, 
and the Helena Bay gallery, 
forty minutes north of 
Whangarei.
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Mangonui (Big Shark): walnut and maple dining table, designed with a 
nautical look and featuring a whalebone rib cage undercarriage.  
Photo: ©Darren Hunter Furniture Designs 

Maple and walnut cabinet, created with a floating table off the cabinet. 
Veneered doors and sides, and handles and feet made of African wenge.   
Photo: ©Darren Hunter Furniture Designs 

Eclectic range of fine furniture
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Bench seat: the 
client liked the 
industrial look of 
the purple heart 
block end with 
heavy bolts and 
the detailed, 
curved maple 
seat. 
Photo: ©Darren 
Hunter Furniture 
Designs 

Retro laurel burl 
comes in a set of 
two with French 
oak legs ebonised 
with wenge detail 
and an ebony handle.  
Photo: ©Darren Hunter Furniture Designs

Tree of Life table 
(sapele mahogany): 
inspired by autumn colours.  
Photo: ©Darren Hunter Furniture Designs

http://darrenhunter.nz

