
1 
 

         Initial Upload 21 April 2013 

SAM GILMER’S  ROYAL OAK HOTEL  (Part I) 

The Royal Oak was Sam’s passion. Following the fire in June 1879 (see story Gilmer Bros 

Hotels Wellington and Nelson) the Royal Oak had been rebuilt by the owner Bill Emeny and it 

was later acquired by Gilmer Brothers in June 1881. Emeny had put the property to auction on 9 

June 1881.The advertisement mentioned that the hotel was on the corner of Cuba & Manners 

Street with a frontage of 28 feet to Cuba Street and a depth of 50 along Manners Street. The 

hotel contained 26 rooms.  

No bid was received at the auction and clearly, Gilmer Brothers negotiated privately to buy the 

hotel because the newspaper reported: 

            

Evening Post 27 June 1881 

With the dissolution of the partnership in February 1882, the Royal Oak Hotel passed to Sam. At 

the time Sam was running the Duke of Edinburgh Hotel and his half brother, William Gilmer, 

who had just come out from Ireland, was put in to run the Royal Oak for Gilmer Brothers. 

William had never previously run a hotel so we expect he was under the close supervision of 

Sam and possibly John Hamilton who in that year had also come to Wellington. 

 Now with Sam as the sole owner of the Royal Oak, William moved to the Gilmer Hotel at 

Greymouth (also now owned by Sam) and Sam moved from the Duke of Edinburgh to take over 

the running of the Royal Oak. The license was transferred to Sam on 7 March 1883. 

 

Sam Gilmer Royal Oak 1884   (W. H. Clarke Wellington) 
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Oddly, Sam applied to the Licensing Committee in June 1885 to change the name of the hotel 

to Gilmer’s Greymouth Hotel.1  It is difficult to understand why he would do this. While the 

Committee agreed to change the name, Sam later applied to change the name back to the 

Royal Oak in 18872. 

In September 1886,  Sam started the first on a number of significant improvements to the Royal 

Oak. This was an extension of 90 feet along Cuba Street to Dixon Street. The depth along 

Dixon Street was to be 87 feet and the rear was to extend across to connect with the Manners 

Street side of the existing building. 

     
              Evening Post 11 September 1886 

 

      Cuba Street Wellington c1886 Royal Oak on Left before extension to Dixon St         

                                                           
1
 Evening Post 4 June 1885 

2
 Evening Post 7 December 1887 
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W. Eades was the successful tenderer for the new building and the work was to be completed in 

five months.3  Shortly afterwards Eades became insolvent and the work was completed by J D 

Baird. Sam used William Charles Chatfield as his architect. Chatfield was born 6 February 1852 

in Greatham House, Parham Park, Sussex, England. Chatfield migrated to New Zealand 

arriving in 1867. He died in 1930 and was buried at Karori Cemetery on 30 May.  

 

Royal Oak (LHS) Showing Additions along Cuba St to Dixon St 

 

On completion of the work the Evening Post published an article (below) describing the 

additions. The number of rooms had increased from 26 to 100 and the bedrooms numbered 50. 

There were additional bars and many sitting rooms: 

                                                           
3
 Evening Post 28 September 1886 
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Description of Completed Additions   Evening Post 19 May 1887 
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 On 30 September 1889 a property adjoining the Royal Oak Hotel was offered for sale. This 

property was owned by Michael Bohan who was a coach builder who had been a Blacksmith at 

Charleston for eight years before moving to Wellington in 1873. There is every chance that Sam 

knew him from Charleston. The land had frontages of about 100 feet to both Dixon Street and 

Manners Street and had an area of 6,000 square feet. It represented an absolutely perfect 

opportunity for Sam to buy land that would give him other opportunities of expanding the hotel.  

Three years later in 1892, it was clear that Sam had bought the land and was now proposing to 

further expand the hotel with three storey wings down both Dixon and Manners Streets. 

      
  Planned Additions     Evening Post 13 June 1892 
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However, the above publicity was premature and the proposal did not proceed as described. 

Instead in 1892 Chatfield applied for and obtained a building permit to refurbish the upper floor 

and create nine bedrooms in the back part of the building on the Manners Street side4.  

 

Floor Plan provided to Wellington Council by architect WC Chatfield 

The Dixon Street (Taranaki Place) three storey extension proceeded in May 1896 using the 

builder J.H. Meyer who was later to sue Sam in the Supreme Court for 345 Pounds for non- 

payment of “extras.”5 

Later in the year in December 1896 the newspaper described the new addition in Dixon Street 

(Taranaki Place) reported that a three storey addition was planned for the Manners Street side 

of the building. However, this did not immediately proceed. 

                                                           
4
 The Hotel That Sam Built. Compiled by John Hewstone, Ian Cameron and Peter Sydor. 

5
 Evening Post 4 August 1899 
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1896 Plan for Three Storey Wing Dixon Street also showing  

    1886 Two Storey Building on Left 
6
  

      

               

  Evening Post 23 December 1896    

                                                           
6
 The House That Sam Built. Compiled by John Hewstone Ian Cameron and Peter Sydor 
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     Royal Oak Hotel Layout 1898
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The 1895 Cyclopedia of New Zealand contained an advertisement for the Royal Oak Hotel. This 

contained two references which were relevant to later events. 

The first of these was that, among other feature, the hotel had a special fowl yard “about a half 

mile from the hotel, a most comprehensive stock of poultry is kept. It is a very large yard and 

every precaution is taken to ensure the health of the birds.” 

However, the neighbours appeared to be more concerned with their health rather than the birds. 

In April 1898 twenty two of them signed petition to the Council complaining of the nuisance and 

“injury to our health” caused by the poultry and the barking of dogs kept at the yard. They also 

complained that Sam sent waste food from the hotel (no doubt to feed the birds) which brought 

rats.8 

The Council was slow to respond on the matter and it took four months for an inspector to 

respond to the Council. This advised there were about 200 fowls and several dogs but, while 

large, the yard essentially meet Council requirements. A man was living there who was 

employed cleaning it and the owner “does all in his power to avoid creating a nuisance.” 

Although there was an odour no previous complaint had been made. 

Sam was even later in responding to the Council and he was quite dismissive. He considered 

the complaint unjust and said dogs were kept to prevent the place being robbed and they only 

barked when people passing by late at night excited them. He considered that everyone, more 

or less, had rats. 

                                                           
7
 The Hotel That Sam Built Compiled by John Hewstone, Ian Cameron and Peter Sydor 

8
 The Hotel that Sam Built. Compiled by John Hewstone, Ian Cameron and Peter Sydor 
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There was no further action taken by the Council and the yard remained open. However, it was 

later closed following the next major event. 

The second feature referred to in the 1895 Cyclopedia on NZ advertisement was “the fire proof 

nature of the hotel is, of course, an attraction”. However, only about two years after the new 

Dixon Street addition was completed the Royal Oak was destroyed by fire for the second time. 

On this occasion two people died.    

The fire was first noticed a little after midnight on 10 December 1898 by a young woman 

employed at the hotel who was sleeping in a room above the kitchen in the old part of the 

building. Flames were coming from the kitchen below. She ran down the stairs to the 

Commercial Room where she found Messrs O’Regan MHR, Fenton, Russell, Woodward and 

Simpson who had stayed up late talking. They quickly moved around the hotel shouting “Fire” 

and kicking and banging on doors to wake people. 

The fire spread through the building very rapidly raging in all directions. While the Fire Brigade 

arrived quickly from the nearby Manners Street Fire Station it had too great a hold on the 

building for brigade officers to take control of it. In a little more than an hour the hotel was 

completely gutted. 

The fire had spread to the new three storey wing fronting Dixon Street where there were nine 

people staying. One of these was Sam’s daughter Edith Gilmer and she got out safely. Of the 

others, Sharpless, Faulbaum, Grear and Blandford found themselves on the third floor cut off 

from escape with flames in all directions. Sharpless knotted bedding together to make a rope 

ladder and climbed down to where the fire brigade had placed a ladder which he reached.  

Faulbaum made a very risky leap of about 25 feet to the roof of a nearby corrugated iron shed 

which he fell through but survived suffering a broken ankle.  Grear and Blandford were both 

caught by the fire and died. The Inquest found they died by suffocation from the smoke and by a 

false sense of security because they were a distance from the seat of the fire and did not move 

quickly enough to exit the hotel. 

A critical feature of the fire was the speed at which it went through. The following articles 

describe this and the losses suffered by Sam and the insurers: 
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Evening Post 10 December 1898 
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      Evening Post 10 December 1898          Evening Post 31 December 1898 

                      

             Coroner’s Recommendations 

           Evening Post 20 December 1898 

 

Throughout the Inquest there had been some criticism of the Fire Brigade for inefficiency and 

errors of judgment and the Fire Chief Captain Kemsley resigned. However, given the proximity 

of the station to the fire and an adequate water supply it is difficult to see what the Brigade could 

have done when faced with a building through which the fire burned very quickly. 

  

Sam and his family suffered heavily losing everything they had in the fire. The question is how 

would they ever recover and how would Sam respond to his dire situation? 


