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SAM’S HOTEL INTERESTS at AHAURA, GREYMOUTH & NELSON 

 

From 1878, the Gilmer Brothers partnership turned their attention to Wellington and purchased 

three hotels there. These were the Empire and The Duke of Edinburgh in 1878 and the Royal 

Oak in mid 1881. The Empire was sold very quickly for a large profit but the others were 

retained. 

 

In 1882 the partnership was formally dissolved and the assets shared between the partners. 

Sam obtained the Royal Oak Hotel, the Ahaura Hotel and the Gilmer Hotel at Greymouth as 

well as the leasehold of the Masonic Hotel at Nelson. Hamilton obtained the Duke of Edinburgh 

Hotel and the Post Office Hotel at Westport. John Hamilton obtained the Cobden Hotel.  

 

Sam advertised his hotels in the Wellington newspaper for a couple of months in September 

and October 1882. 

 
   Evening Post 16 September 1882 
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Gilmer Hotel Ahaura 

While Sam obtained the Ahaura Hotel he was not to be a long term owner. With the move to 

Wellington the Gilmer Brothers partnership in 1881 advertised the sale of some of their West 

Coast assets. One of these was the large area of land on Pike’s Plains and the Ahaura Hotel 

was advertised for lease. It is clear they did not have a long term interest in the Grey Valley 

preferring to invest in Wellington where they saw their future. 

 

Grey River Argus 12 March 1881 

When Sam took over the Ahaura Hotel, the licensee of the hotel was John Overend, a long term 

employee of the Gilmer Brothers partnership and also a very good friend of Henry Gilmer who 

he had worked with in early days at John Hamilton’s Hotel, Cobden. 

John Overend renewed the license of Hamilton’s Hotel, as it was called at the Licensing 

Committee, at the June 1882 licensing committee meeting at Ahaura1 On 7 March 1883 the 

newspaperi2reported the transfer of the license from John Overend to Edward Murphy. Sam 

Gilmer had sold the hotel and closed the chapter on his close involvement in the activities of the 

Grey Valley. 

 

Gilmer Hotel Greymouth 

Sam’s half brother William moved from Wellington to Greymouth in 1882 and ran the Gilmer 

hotel there. This was not formally recognized until mid 1883. 

 

             Grey River Argus 9 June 1883 

William’s license was renewed in 1884 and 1885 but his health was a problem and he returned 

to Ireland in the latter year. This left Sam with two major hotels in different parts of the country 

                                                           
1
 Grey River Argus  7 June 1882 

2
 Grey River Argus 7 March 1883 
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posing a significant management problem. The local newspaper indicated that as a 

consequence the Greymouth Hotel was for sale. 

 

          Grey River Argus 20 May 1885 

For whatever reason the hotel was not sold and it appears Sam turned to a previous long 

serving old employee in James Cornish to manage the hotel. The license was transferred to him 

at the next annual meeting on 5 June 1886. In September 1886 Sam started a large addition to 

the Royal Oak Hotel and it appears while this was being done the family moved to Greymouth. 

No doubt Sam had concerns about Cornish and his inexperience and felt the need to be there.  

Cornish held the license for a further two years and transferred it to Richard Richardson on 2 

June 1888. Richardson was at the hotel for three years and transferred the lease to W. D. 

Rivington on 7 June 1891. It is of interest that for a short period in 1892 Cornish was declared a 

bankrupt from which he was cleared two months later. 

Rivington was at the Gilmer Hotel for five years relinquishing the license to John Gilmer at the 

June 1896 Licensing Committee Meeting. On 13 April 1896 an advertisement had appeared in 

the Grey River Argus that announced that The Gilmer Hotel is “At present in charge of Mr. John 

Gilmer late of Charleston and Westport. The editor gave enthusiastic support:  

“The Gilmer Hotel still holds a leading place amongst the houses of the colony. The Greymouth 

hotel is at present in charge of Mr. John Gilmer, well known at Charleston and Westport, and 

under his care will no doubt continue to be one of the foremost hotels on the Coast. It is a 
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certified house of the Commercial Traveller’s Association and has always been a favourite of 

tourists and others.”3 

At this time the hotel was still owned by Sam Gilmer and John’s appearance has the look of 

Sam helping him out. This is supported by the fact that the paper also had advertisements in the 

same column following the Gilmer Hotel for The Masonic at Nelson and for the Royal Oak at 

Wellington. These all appear to be one advertisement and it seems that both Sam and Robert 

were supporting John by giving the appearance of the continued existence of a Gilmer chain of 

hotels. Hamilton Gilmer had also been advertising the Empire Hotel in Wellington and this soon 

was associated with the advertisements in the same column although clearly not part of the 

same advertisement. 

 We have formed the view that in the early days it may have been John who had the original 

idea to advertise as a chain because this style of advertisement first appeared at Westport quite 

a few months prior to it being adopted in Greymouth in 1869. That it arises in Greymouth in 

1896 so many years later may not be a coincidence. 

                

Grey River Argus 13 April 1896        Grey River Argus         Grey River Argus 

(Note misspelling of Wellington)      20 June 1896            11 July 1897 
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 Grey River Argus 13 April 1896 
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In 1897 Hamilton Gilmer sold the Empire Hotel in Wellington but he continued to advertise the 

Island Bay Hotel in the Grey River Argus from 10 June 1897. 

John did not stay at the Gilmer very long. In February 1897 he advertised that he would apply to 

transfer the license to James Cornish at the March meeting of the Licensing Committee.4 The 

transfer was granted. It seems that once again Sam Gilmer had turned to Cornish as a manager 

he could trust. At this time Cornish was 70 years of age another indication that he was a “stand 

in” caused by John’s unplanned and abrupt departure. 

At the subsequent Licensing Meeting on 1 June 1898 Cornish transferred the license to Thomas 

Oxenham.  

                  

     Grey River Argus 6 May 1898   Grey River Argus 25 November 1898  

 

Thomas Oxenham advertised the hotel on an almost continuous basis in each edition of the 

newspaper as was done in earlier years by Gilmer Brothers. As well, Oxenham took a high 

profile in many community activities with membership of committees for the Jockey, Cricket and 

Athletic Clubs and as a director of the Greymouth Brewing Co. He also catered for relatively 

high profile functions at the hotel that were commented on in the press along the lines as 

occurred with Hamilton Gilmer in his early days. He also hosted other traditional meetings like 

the Hospital Committee. 

In December 1905 it was reported that the Gilmer Hotel had been sold by Sam to John 

Gieseking of the Albion Hotel:  

 

                                                           
4
 Grey River Argus 9 February 1897 
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Grey River Argus 18 December 1905 

Gieseking paid the substantial price of 3600 Pounds and the newspaper commented that he 

planned to build a new first class hotel of three stories on the site. However, Gieseking was not 

interested in keeping the hotel operational and he was only interested in purchasing the name 

and the Gilmer Hotel License.     

He had also purchased the Harbour Board land at the corner of Arney and Gresson Streets with 

the objective of building a new hotel there. In May, Thomas Oxenham gave notice of his 

application to have the license removed to the new hotel. 

        

        Grey River Argus 15 March 1907                          Grey River Argus 18 May 1906 
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Thomas Oxenham was at the hotel until it moved in June 1906 when the license was 

transferred to John Gregory Harris. The notice indicated that the hotel had 25 rooms rather than 

45 on previous transfers.  In May Oxenham bought the first class Sumner Hotel at Sumner, 

Christchurch and moved his family there and he followed. However, he was to die of heart 

failure in April 1907.  

The Police brought objections to the removal of the License and the hotel to the new site on the 

grounds that a hotel was not required there and also that the License had been abandoned 

because the old hotel had been pulled down. At the hearing the police withdrew the objections 

in view of the shortage of accommodation in Greymouth and on condition that a substantial 

hotel be built not just “a small drinking shop”. The Licensing Committee agreed to the removal of 

the License “on condition that a substantial house is built.5 

The Gilmer Hotel still exists in Greymouth today, well over hundred years later, at the same 

location offering backpacker accommodation under the name of Neptune Backpackers. 

    

  New Gilmer Hotel 1924  

Floods at Greymouth 

During Sam Gilmer’s twenty three years of ownership of the Gilmer Hotel, the town of 

Greymouth experienced three major flood events. These were all very significant for the town 

and also for the hotel in view of its prime position on Mawhera Quay opposite the wharf. This 

location was very beneficial for obtaining customers from the steamer passengers but it was 

                                                           
5
 Grey River Argus 7 June 1906 
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also very exposed to major floods. In fact all shops and hotels on Mawhera Quay could expect 

to be flooded to 2 or three feet in any of these events. Over the years these floods were to be 

one factor in the gradual deterioration of the hotel.  

                   

               Jubilee Flood                                      Record Reign Flood 

  Grey River Argus 10 July 1887                                        Grey River Argus 10 March 1897 

The newspaper named these floods for events in the life of Queen Victoria. 1887 was the 

Jubilee Year of her reign and in 1897 she established the record as the long serving British 

monarch. 

       

           Premier Flood 

         Grey River Argus 26 June 1905 
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     After the Jubilee Flood 1887
6
 

   
    1887 Flood Gilmer Hotel on Left

7
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 History House Greymouth 

7
 Turnbull Library Wellington 
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1905  Premier Flood Gilmer Hotel
8
 

 

LEASEHOLD OF THE MASONIC HOTEL NELSON 

 

 Nelson Evening Mail 22 February 1882 
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 History House Greymouth 
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The above dissolution of partnership notice was published in the Nelson newspapers until the 

end of March. Robert’s statement that he would continue at the Masonic did not mean that he 

now owned the hotel. In fact, all the indications are that Sam Gilmer continued to own the lease 

with Robert operating the hotel on Sam’s behalf. It would be of interest to know the terms of 

such an arrangement. 

In June 1886 additions were made to the hotel: 

“Extensive additions are being made to the Masonic Hotel are now near to completion. They 

consist of a billiard room, 20 ft x 26 ft, kitchen, pantry, offices on the ground floor and ten 

bedrooms and a bathroom in the upper storey. This will go far towards providing the additional 

accommodation which Mr. Gilmer so frequently finds that he requires, and will enable him now 

to provide sleeping accommodation for about forty lodgers. The late billiard room is converted 

into a dining room, for which purpose it is admirably suited. The new building which is of brick 

has been erected in a most substantial manner by Mr. Dear.”9 

 

This was followed shortly by the announcement that a billiard tournament was to take place at 

the Masonic Hotel. 

 

The question arises as to who paid for the upgrading of the hotel. It would not have been the 

building owner so it would have been either Robert or Sam Gilmer although it is more likely to 

have been Sam. 

 

Purchase and sale of the Masonic Hotel Freehold  

 

On 2 November 1900 the Colonist reported that Sam Gilmer of Wellington “has purchased the 

freehold of the Masonic Hotel of which he has been lessee for a number of years.” The 

transaction was finalized on 1 December 1900. 

Shortly after Robert renewed his license for the Masonic in June 1901, the newspaper carried a 

brief comment that “it is understood that negotiations are pending with a well known hotelkeeper 

in the Wellington district for the sale of Gilmer’s Masonic Hotel.”10This was supported by 

numerous shipping movements of “Gilmer” to and from Wellington.  

                                                           
9
 Nelson Evening Mail 15 June 1886 

10
 Nelson Evening Mail 13 July 1901 
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    Masonic Hotel 1902 

Sam sold the hotel in January 190211 to Henry Baigent and he held a mortgage over it until 14 

July 1910.12 

 

Colonist 23 January 1902 
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 Colonist 23 January 1902 
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 John Hewstone, Nelson 


