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4.4  SWEENEY’S  and THE HARP OF ERIN HOTELS  GREYMOUTH 1866 

While John Hamilton was establishing the hotel at Cobden the two other major players in the 
Gilmer Brothers partnership, Hamilton and Sam Gilmer were establishing an early foothold in 
two hotels in the emerging town of Greymouth across the Grey River. These hotels were the 
Sweeney’s Hotel and the Harp of Erin owned by Patrick Flannery. Both of these hotels were on 
Mawhera Quay.  

In the early stages it is likely that there was a sharing the initial efforts between the partners but 
as the ventures progressed it became clear that Hamilton Gilmer was leading the efforts at 
Sweeney’s and Sam Gilmer at the Harp of Erin. It should be noted that at this time both were 
still relatively young. Hamilton was turning 28 years of age in April 1866 while Sam turned 25 in 
that year.  Both would have been assisted by their brothers Henry, John and Robert, (if they 
were all there), but we have only identified Henry working with Hamilton at Sweeney’s. 

Sweeney’s Hotel 

As shown in the advertisement below Sweeney was still at his hotel in January 1866. There are 
no newspapers for Greymouth available between January and May 1866 and by mid May there 
had been a change in the advertising for the hotel. There is a distinct style difference and the 
later issue refers to “the proprietors” inferring there was more than one. We have concluded that 
the change occurred in this period. There is also a reference to the hotel being enlarged. 

                

Grey River Argus 6 January 1866                 Grey River Argus 19 May 1866 
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On 8 January 1867 an advertisement requested a settlement of accounts. This implies that 
Gilmer Brothers were operating the hotel under a sub lease from the owner Sweeney and that 
Sweeney’s lease was coming to an end. 

    

       Grey River Argus 8 January 1867 

To support this conclusion, there was a further advertisement placed in the Grey River Argus on 
10 January by agents Maclean & Fisher, for the sale of a first class hotel on Mawhera Quay by 
private contract. The advertisement does not identify if Sweeney was the seller, but we do know 
that despite going through a business settlement process, Gilmer Brothers remained as 
operators of the hotel indicating that they had purchased the lease from Sweeney. 

There are several newspaper references to Hamilton Gilmer that indicate that he was at a hotel 
in the first half of 1867.  

         

Grey River Argus 9 March 1867    Grey River Argus 4 May 1867 

The significance of the May case is that it is the first reference to the business name of Gilmer 
Brothers. A formal entity had been established and we know from later events that it was a 
partnership between four of the Gilmer brothers (excluding Henry) and John Hamilton. (At this 
early stage it is possible that Henry was also a partner. He would have left the partnership when 
he decided to move to farm the land they held at Totara Flat.) 

 We can therefore assume that the spate of activities they were carrying out on a range of fronts 
were planned, coordinated, resourced and financed on a cooperative basis although this is not 
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to say that one did not contribute more than the other. The common ingredient was the family 
relationship. 

The location of Sweeney’s on the corner of Tainui St and Mawhera Quay, had the key 
requirement of a good location. It was on a corner, in a central position in the town and close to 
the steamer wharf where it would be able to attract commercial travelers and other visitors to 
the town. As we have seen with John Hamilton, advertising played a large part in his business 
strategy. This was also the case with the Gilmer Brother’s businesses. It was common for hotels 
to take the name of their owner almost immediately they had bought the business although in 
the case of Sweeney’s Hotel, Gilmer Brothers were very slow to relinquish the Sweeney’s name 
in favour of their own business name. This was very sensible given the goodwill that would have 
been associated with the Sweeney name and the early stage of their own development as a 
business. 

The May 1866 advertisement continued unchanged through to April 1867 when it was no longer 
published. There appears to have been a break in April and May but newspapers are not 
available for June and July. A new advertisement appeared in August 1867, highlighting  
improvements made, its central location, private apartments for families and the restaurant. 

 

             Grey River Argus 22 August 1867 

This advertisement ran until the end of March 1868 when there was a break through to the end 
of end of September 1868. On 3 October 1868 a new advertisement appeared which was 
significant for the first use of “Gilmer Bros, Proprietors” clearly indicating they were owners of 
the business. This was at least 16 months after taking over Sweeney’s but they continued to 
retain the Sweeney’s Hotel name. This was also confirmed in the Greymouth Directory of 10 
November 18681 

                                                
1
 Grey River Argus 10 November 1868 
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     Grey River Argus 3 October 1868 

It is interesting to speculate on the nature of the improvements made. Early sketches we have 
of the hotel show that it was rather small but from the advertisements we have the impression it 
had already been enlarged. 

 

     Sketch of original Gilmer Brothers Greymouth Hotel 

The October 1868 advertisement also reveals another characteristic of their business approach, 
that is, to continue to improve the quality of the establishment and its accommodation. 
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 In September 1868, 6 cases of Billiard tables were delivered from Westport2 and despite the  
advertisement referring to recent alterations, in November tenders were requested  for 
“additions and alterations to Sweeney‟s Hotel for Mr. H Gilmer.” This was signed by W. H. 
Armson, the Hokitika architect who had been used for the new hotel at Westport. Later that year 
on 28 December 1868 a new large hall was opened. The event was seen as significant and the 
newspaper carried a detailed report: 

    

          Grey River Argus 26 December 1868 

 

 

 

 

                                                
2
 Grey River Argus 17 September 1868 
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This was followed on 28 December, St John’s Day, with a Consecration ceremony by the 
Greymouth Masonic Lodge. It was reported that “Mr.Gilmer offered to build a suitable hall, 
capable of giving the required accommodation. This offer was accepted and Mr. Gilmer, in the 
most spirited manner, set to work to fulfill his promise to enable the Fraternity in Greymouth to 
celebrate the Festival of St John in becoming manner, in a noble hall.”3 

                                                
3
 Grey River Argus 1 January 1869 
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The consecration ceremony started at the previous location of the lodge, the Albion Hotel, 
where seven new members were initiated and the seventy present then marched in a 
procession to the new Lodge-room. In the evening a banquet was provided in the new hall “by 
Host Gilmer”.  

This large new hall enhanced the competitive position of hotel and enabled it to permanently 
host the Greymouth Freemasons Lodge. The Lodge was previously based at the Albion Hotel 
but „because of increasing numbers it was found to be insufficient for their requirements. 
Arrangements were then entered into with Mr. G. Gilmer, of Sweeney‟s Hotel and that 
gentleman undertook to build a large room for the use of the Lodge, and he has erected a hall 
that is perhaps the best and most suitable for the purpose for which it is intended in New 
Zealand. Certainly we have seen no Lodge-room on the Coast, so far as convenience and 
adaptability is concerned to equal it; the building itself being an ornament to Greymouth. The 
furniture and jewels of the Lodge are complete and magnificent and the general paraphernalia 
connected with the Lodge and the beautiful mottoes that decorated the walls had a very 
imposing effect.”4 

The hall commenced the holding of both public and private meetings and, for example, a 
meeting of “influential residents” was held at Gilmer‟s Hotel on 13 January 1869 regarding the 
St Patrick‟s Day races.5  The advertising for the hotel was also enhanced to reflect the new hall 
and a new ad appeared on 9 February 1869 under the heading “Excelsior” and pointing out that 
the hotel had been improved again by the addition of the new room.  

 

       Grey River Argus 9 February 1869 

Further, on 18 February there was a report of a supper and ball in Gilmer’s Hotel which proved 
to be a great success. “The large new hall is nicely adapted for such reunions and contributes 
greatly to the comfort and convenience of the guests. The tables arranged both across and the 

                                                
4
 Grey River Argus 27 May 1869 

5
 Grey River Argus 14 January 1869 
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full length of the hall, were quite filled by a gay assemblage, while the supper spread upon them 
was everything that could be desired.”6 

The room made the hotel the only place to hold public meetings, company and shareholder 
meetings and functions of status and it put the hotel in the paramount position of the hotels in 
Greymouth. 

Despite the efforts in completing the new hall, Hamilton Gilmer was clearly interested in 
ensuring he had the best facility in town and that it met all the requirements of the organizations 
that chose to meet there. So in a little over six months Gilmer Brothers were calling for tenders 
for the “making of a new floor and sundry alterations to the Masonic Hall”7 

Major change to Advertising 

On 13 May 18698 there was major change to the hotel advertising. For the first time in 
Greymouth their advertisement refers to all four of the Gilmer Brothers hotels.  The 
advertisement gave a view of the rapidly expanding scale of their hotel business and the scope 
of their operations on the West Coast covering the key towns providing access to the goldfields.  

It gave them a differentiating factor from other hotels and enabled them to offer a similar level of 
service in each place which would add comfort to many. It would have been quite intimidating to 
their competition. There were no other hotels with a similar scale of operations. 

While the advertisement was a first for Greymouth the chain style advertisement had previously 
been used at Westport and also at Charleston. We believe it was first used there on 21 
November 1868 some six or more months before Greymouth. This leads us to the view that the 
instigator may have been Sam or John Gilmer who were at Westport and Charleston at the 
time. In later years when John Gilmer returned to Greymouth he appears to have revived the 
advertising of multiple hotels in the same newspaper even though by that time the Gilmer 
Brothers partnership had long been dissolved. 

                                                
6
 Grey River Argus 18 February 1869 

7
 Grey River Argus 10 July 1869 

8
 Grey River Argus 13 May 1869 
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         Westport Times & Charleston Argus          Grey River Argus 13 May 1869 
       21 November 1868  

 
 
A further change was made to the hotel advertisement in December 1869. This brought a 
distinct degree of sophistication to their advertising by dropping the name of Sweeney’s and 
using Hamilton Gilmer’s own name for the Greymouth Hotel. This made absolute sense as by 
this time Hamilton had made great progress in building his name and reputation. He was well 
known in the business community and more generally. 
 
The other significant change was in naming the Post Office Hotel at Westport as Gilmer’s Post 
Office Hotel and a similar change at Charleston to Gilmer’s Melbourne Hotel. This provided a 
greater consistency in the usage of their brand name. The only exception was Hamilton’s Hotel 
Cobden which seems to have been clearly associated with John Hamilton. However, this was 
not always the case. 
 
 It is noted that the advertisement shown below does not mention “Gilmer Brothers” and could 
be said to have been to create the impression that the business was run by one (Hamilton 
Gilmer)  and not a partnership. 
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               Grey River Argus 9 December 1869 

 
 
 
Harp of Erin Hotel 
 
 Samuel Gilmer was on the List of Claims to Vote on the Westland Register dated 2 April 1866. 
His property qualification was “leasehold, Part Lot 2 Mawhera Quay”. This property was the 
Harp of Erin Hotel owned by Patrick Flannery and the entry indicates that Sam and he were in 
partnership. This view is supported by business directory entries, for example the 1867/68 NZ 
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Directory lists Gilmer and Flannery, Harp of Erin Hotel.9 Sam is also shown at this address on 
later Electoral Rolls. 

A couple of months later on 25 July 1866, John Hamilton was a passenger on a steamer from 
Greymouth to Westport. We speculate that this was an exploratory business trip to assess 
whether there were any opportunities there and we know that John was involved in establishing 
Hamilton’s Post Office Hotel there in 1867.  

A little later in the year, on 7 November 1866, tenders were requested for the erection of a hotel 
at the Buller, for Mr. Samuel Gilmore (sic) by W.B. Armson Architect10. Armson was a Hokitika 
architect but he also had a Greymouth Office and was later used by Hamilton Gilmer  for the 
additions and alterations at Sweeney’s Hotel. It seems fairly clear that this tender was 
specifically for the building of the Post Office Hotel at Westport the following year and also that 
Sam had carriage of the project. 

               

                     West Coast Times 7 November 1866 

On 21 August 1869, a notice appeared in the Grey River Argus, which referred to a partnership 
existing between Patrick Flannery, Henry Gilmer and Samuel Gilmer in the Post Office Hotel, 
Westport and Harp of Erin Hotel, Greymouth.  

This notice is significant in explaining Sam Gilmer’s activities with the Harp of Erin from as early 
as 1866.He had, with Gilmer Brothers, in fact been a part owner of the Harp of Erin and when 
the Post Office was established in 1867 Flannery was in partnership there. The partnership 
implies that there would have been a sharing of profits between Flannery and the Gilmer 
Brothers business for each hotel.  

Interestingly, the notice dated 4 August 1869 was signed by Hamilton Gilmer, (“per Hamilton 
Gilmer”). This indicates that the relationship was in fact a Gilmer Brothers venture rather than 
being one that only involved Sam and Henry. It also tends to indicate that at this early stage 
Henry was also a Gilmer Brothers partnership member even though he was not involved when 
that partnership dissolved in 1882.   

                                                
9
 Source John Hewstone, Nelson, New Zealand 

10
 West Coast Times 7 November 1866 
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          Grey River Argus 21 August 1869 

The remaining issue is why the partnership was dissolved and the answer seems to lie in the 
fire that burned a number of buildings along Mawhera Quay in June 1869. 

GREYMOUTH FIRE AND DESTRUCTION OF PROPERTY 1869 

On 12 June 1869 the newspaper11 reported under the headline “Fire and Great destruction of 
Property” a fire which destroyed a number of hotels, banks and other properties on Mawhera 
Quay. Fire in that period was a very real every day threat. Most buildings were made of timber 
and any heating and cooking would have been fuelled by fire. Considerable care and vigilance 
was necessary to ensure that any risks of fire were minimized. It was not unusual for hotels to 
burn down and our research has also revealed that in many places valuable historical records 
have also been destroyed by fires. This has happened at Greymouth, Westport, Nelson and 
Wellington. Once a fire had taken hold the facilities of the day were generally quite inadequate 
to cope. 

The fire started in the Melbourne Hotel of Mr. James Johnston, which was a large two storey 
building on the corner of Werita st and Mawhera Quay at 3 am. Johnston said later that when he 
left the hotel at 1am there were no lights on or signs of any fire and he did not know how it 
started. Flames were seen coming from the rear.  

The newspaper reported: 

“The alarm was given and assistance speedily rendered by the boarders and neighbours, but 
too late, for the fire appeared to have obtained a firm hold and very soon was bursting through 
the windows of the billiard room, which was recently attached to the hotel, and which fronts on 
Werita St. The members of the Volunteer Fire Brigade turned out with great promptitude on the 
ringing of the bell but before the engine reached the hotel the flames had ample mastery over 
the building and it was evident that nothing could save it A stiff gorge wind was blowing at the 

                                                
11

 Grey River Argus 12 June 1869 
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time and fanned the flame into an immense blaze which very speedily leapt over Werita St and 
seized hold of the new building of the Bank of Australasia which stood at the opposite corner. 

The engine was run on to the landing stage in the vicinity , the hose attached and work 
commenced, but immediately it was found that the suction –hose had slipped off, hving been 
badly fixed, and disappeared into the river. This was a misfortune at a time when every second 
was precious, and enough to daunt anyone. But several members of the Brigaded determined 
to recover the hose thought they should dive for it and this two of them prepared to do. ….they 
were lucky enough to fasten on with a boat hook and drag it up with great difficulty and risk. 

….Meantime the fire was assuming fearful proportions, spreading rapidly east and west bearing 
down on everything in its progress, and it seemed as if nothing could save the whole town from 
destruction…… East of Werita St nothing but hand buckets could be used to stop the flames 
and we are sorry to record that the spectators, as a rule, were very reluctant to lend a hand. 
Many men passed the spot with their hands in their pockets while women were passing the 
buckets. Next to Johnston‟s Hotel, Flannery‟s Harp Of Erin Hotel was consumed speedily, 
followed by the large free store of Hamilton and Nichol, containing goods to the value of many 
thousands of pounds, very little was saved. Next to it stood the shipping office and store of 
Messrs N Edwards & Co., containing a very large and valuable stock that was also consumed, 
very little being saved. Adjoining this the well stocked shop of Mr. Hunter, tobacconist, the front 
and side of which were torn and burned out and much of the stock destroyed. Here the fire was 
stayed on the east...... Meantime, the terrific flames were advancing before the smart gorge 
wind down Mawhera Quay and the Bank of Australasia, the shop of Mr. Badger, painter, the 
shop of Messrs Broadbent and King, watch makers and jewelers and the Union Bank were 
utterly destroyed and the flames rapidly enveloped the large and closely packed store of Mr. M 
Levy, ironmonger……It was evident that the entire block as far as Tainui St must go if a break 
could not be made in the closely built street and Captain Whall, who is also the fire inspector 
gave orders for the Bank of New South Wales …… to be pulled down. 

When it was feared that the entire block to Tainui St would go, orders were given, but not by the 
Fire Brigade, to tear down the Bank Hotel at the corner of Tainui St and Mawhera Quay, in order 
to prevent the fire from crossing the street. The work of destruction was commenced with axes 
and rope. Hundreds of men “tailed on‟ to the ropes, and by piecemeal tore out the side of the 
building, and the roof came in, but by this time it was apparent that the fire had been mastered 
and the work was given up…… On the opposite side of Tainui St the large new hall and hotel of 
Gilmer Brothers was covered with blankets and was for a time in danger, as well as the large 
store of Kennedy Brothers and much damage was done in the removal of goods and furniture 
from the various stores , hotels, and shops in the vicinity. 

It can be seen that of the two hotels on Mawhera Quay in which Gilmer Brothers had an 
interest, Flannery’s Harp of Erin Hotel was destroyed and Sweeney’s which had only just been 
remodeled and expanded had a very narrow escape. Damage for Flannery’s was put at 1000 
Pounds for the building stock and equipment. Patrick Flannery was not insured. For Sweeney’s 
and Kilgour’s Union Hotel the damage “caused in the removal of stock  was over 200 pounds.” 

Subsequently, on 15 June 1869, all of the businesses impacted by the fire placed ads thanking 
the community for their assistance. Patrick Flannery’s ad read: 

“Though the alarm was so sudden that little could be saved, P Flannery, Harp of Erin Hotel‟ 
sincerely thanks everyone who came so promptly to his assistance.” 
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For Sweeney’s Hotel the ad read: 

“SWEENEY‟S HOTEL- Gilmer Brothers most sincerely thank all who rendered such timely 
service, not only in removing his stock,  but enabling them to check the progress of the fire.”  

Aftermath of Fire -  Harp of Erin Hotel 

Following the fire on Mawhera Quay in1869 in which the Harp of Erin was destroyed, Patrick 
Flannery was accommodated at Gilmer’s Hotel in Greymouth probably because at that time 
they were still in partnership and were on good terms. Flannery’s (perhaps in consultation with 
Gilmer Brothers) initial response following the fire was to offer the leasehold of the land and the 
unfinished building on it for auction on 22 July 1869 if it were not previously sold privately.12 This 
indicated that Flannery (and/or Gilmer Brothers) wanted to be finished with the hotel rather than 
rebuild. It may have also indicated that this was what the Gilmer Brothers business wanted to 
do. The Gilmer Brothers business had been expanding their activities rapidly, and it would 
logical for them not to want to be further involved in a rebuild of Flannery’s or its ongoing 
operation. 

However, it appears that the hotel did not sell either at auction or privately in July and on 3 
August 186913 Flannery called for tenders for rebuilding of the Harp of Erin Hotel. Plans and 
specifications could be seen at Gilmer’s Hotel. It was while this activity was proceeding that on 
11 August 186914 the formal dissolution of the partnership took place and it appears that the 
Gilmers and Flannery had agreed to separate leaving Flannery to go forward with the rebuilding 
by himself. 

By 23 September 1869, the new hotel had been completed on the old site and was open for 
business. The advertisement appeared under the name Flannery’s Hotel (Old Harp of Erin).15 
However, Flannery did not remain in business very long and on 28 November 1871 announced 
that he had sold the hotel to Joseph Booth.16 

Flannery did not have a long retirement. He died “after a long and lingering illness”17 on 14 
January 1872 with the Grey River Argus18 reporting his funeral: 

“The funeral of the late Mr. Patrick Flannery took place yesterday afternoon from Booth‟s (late 
Flannery‟s ) Hotel. Over two hundred of the residents followed the remains to their last resting 
place. The procession was headed by the Town Band, playing the Dead March in Saul, the 
members of the A.O.F. (of which deceased was a member) in regalia followed the hearse, and 
the private residents on foot and horseback brought up the rear. It was one of the largest 
funerals that ever took place in Greymouth, and while it passed through the town every place of 
business was closed” 

 

 

                                                
12

 Grey River Argus 10 July1869 
13

 Grey river Argus 3 August 1869 
14

 Grey River Argus 21 August 1869 
15

 Grey River Argus 23 September 1869. 
16

 Grey River Argus 28 November 1871 
17

 Grey River Argus 15 January 1872 
18

 Grey River Argus 17 January 1872 
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Flooding of the Grey River and Greymouth 

Fire was not the only potential disaster that threatened the newly established town of 
Greymouth. Of perhaps greater significance was the threat of a flood from the Grey River. In 
1867 Greymouth was a town still in its infancy. John Hamilton and the Gilmers had been there 
since 1865 and that was the year in which a Post Office was established and the town named. 

The population increased rapidly and even in 1867 a large number of settlers would have had 
no experience with a flood of the magnitude that occurred in that year. The early settlers soon 
realized the risks and established Improvement Committees to protect the town. In July 1866 
the first improvement works were carried out to build a levy at Boundary Street. Deputations 
were also made to the Secretary of Public Works to get assistance to make further 
improvements. 

The early hotels of John Hamilton at Cobden, Sweeney’s and also the Harp of Erin at Mawhera 
Quay, Greymouth had frontages to the Grey River. They were all exposed. However, of these 
hotels the Cobden Hotel was built on relatively high ground and had a lower level of risk. 

On the other hand the exposure of Mawhera Quay was different. The location offered a 
commercial advantage, because of its proximity to the passengers arriving in Greymouth from 
the visiting steamers and ships. It also offered pleasant water views from the rooms. However, 
the hotels (and all of their neighbours along the quay) were at the front line when a flood event 
occurred. In the early years this was a fairly frequent occurrence. 

The  photograph below shows the damage that was caused on the quay which we believe was 
in 1866 as the hotel had not yet been named as Gilmer’s and it was before a balcony was put 
across the frontage to the quay. 

                 

  Mawhera Quay After a Flood  c1866 Sweeney’s Hotel later named Gilmer’s on left 
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There was a significant flood in 1867 and it took these events to spur the community and local 
government to action. The newspapers always carried significant comment such as the 
following: 

 

         

Grey River Argus 9 November 1867 
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Despite these comments actions that followed never matched the basic requirements and 
subsequent history was to record a succession of major flood events of increasing scale. While 
these were devastating for the people of the time the one feature that it has provided today’s 
researchers and historians is the series of photographs of Greymouth’s  Mawhera Quay and the 
Gilmer Hotel. It is a shame that such a small peripheral benefit came with such a high personal 
cost. 

The photograph below shows the Gilmer Hotel prior to the upgrading work carried out in 
September 1868. The photograph below has been taken from the one above and attempts to 
show a close up of the original hotel. It also highlights the damage on the quay. 

 

Mawhera Quay c1867. Gilmer Hotel three quarter way on right. 


