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SAM GILMER’S ROYAL OAK HOTEL (Part 2) 

 Sam Gilmer and his family lost everything they had in the 1898 fire and they all would have 

been absolutely devastated. Sam and Mary as well as Edith, who had turned twenty, would 

have lost all their personal belongings, clothes, jewelry etc. There had been no time to take 

anything. Their focus was on getting out with their lives. 

It says something about Sam’s personality that he did not dwell on his or his family’s loss but 

immediately set about replacing his hotel on a much grander scale. To an extent the fire had 

done him a favour. He had a clean slate to work with and instead of having his old building, a 

mix of two and three storeys, he could now go straight to what he saw his hotel ultimately 

looking like. 

 

With the insurance settlement being reached very quickly, Sam moved immediately to rebuild 

the hotel. He employed a new architect in James O’Dea rather than W.C. Chatfield who Sam 

had used from earliest days over some twenty years. Sam must have been very disappointed 

with Chatfield and the main issues appear to be the speed with which the fire spread through 

the old building and perhaps the claims made about it being fire proof.  

 

O’Dea did not disappoint Sam. He moved with great speed to produce plans for the new hotel. 

In January he called for tenders to remove the charred and damaged wood and corrugated iron 

from the site1 and on 2 March 1899 advertised to builders to provide tenders giving them until 15 

March 1899.2 This was then extended to 20 March. Contracts for the building were let in two 

stages. The first contract was let on 24 March 1899 to James Trevor. 

 

      
    

      Evening Post 24 March 1899   Evening Post 22 September 1899 

The newspaper reported on the New Royal Oak in a rather lengthy descriptive article on 24 

January 1900: 

                                                           
1
 Evening Post 31 January 1899 

2
 Evening Post 2 March 1899 
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Evening Post  24 January 1900 (Top Portion) 
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                 Evening Post 24 January 1900 (Lower Portion) 

 

          

New Royal Oak Hotel 1901 
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Once the new Royal Oak Hotel was opened and working well, Sam was able to turn his hand to 

lesser issues with the Wellington City Council which, while they were small issues, they 

obviously bothered Sam. 

Sam had received a letter of sympathy from the Council following the 10 December 1898 fire3. 

This letter was promptly sent and was clearly well intentioned. 

To Samuel Gilmer Esq.      13 December 1898 

Dear Sir, 

I am instructed by the City Council to express their regret at the destruction of your fine hotel by 

fire on Saturday, last, and their sympathy with you in the trying circumstances of the case. I 

assure you that I heartily concur in the expression of sympathy on the part of the Council. 

Yours faithfully 

Town Clerk 

No doubt when Sam received this letter eighteen months earlier he would have been pleased to 

receive it. However, with the passage of time and with his substantial personal losses he had 

reached another view. That is, that perhaps it might be more fitting for the Council to show him a 

more tangible expression of sympathy by waiving his rent for the Council owned land on which 

the hotel was built. Sam had kept paying the Council for his lease while his hotel site was 

cleared and the hotel was rebuilt. This took a little over twelve months during which there was 

no income.  

The newspaper closely followed Council affairs and reported the progress of Sam’s request, 

perhaps because he had alerted them but then again Council meetings were open. Sam’s 

request was referred to the Council Finance Committee. 

    

Evening Post 23 March 1900 

                                                           
3
 The Hotel That Sam Built. Compiled by John Hewstone Ian Cameron and Peter Sydor 
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Evening Post 1 June 1900                               Evening Post 22 June 1900     

Sam obviously had some support within the Council but there were also those who were 

prepared to ensure he did not receive any favoured treatment.                      

 

Not long after the rent issue was resolved Sam again wrote to the Council on 25 October 1900. 

The nature of the letter was also reported in the newspaper the very next day. 

 

    Evening Post 26 October 1900  

Sam’s concerns were that the Cabs, which were drawn by horses, stood at the Cabstand for 

lengthy periods in front of the four new shops. Their presence made access by others difficult 

and it clearly affected the letting value because the horses caused a nuisance making a mess 

with an offensive odour from their droppings. 

The Council met on 1 November 1900 and two Councillors McGill and Townsend were asked to 

provide a report on the removal of the cabstand and also a similar request at the Royal Hotel.4 

They provided their report three weeks later which essentially agreed but contained other details 

on the issue: 

                                                           
4
 Evening Post 2 November 1900 
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Evening Post 23 November 1900 

At a Council meeting on 13 December 1900 the Cab Proprietor’s Union requested to “be heard” 

before the cabstand was removed and the Council agreed to do this.5 At a further meeting in 

January it was evident that there was at least one Councillor against the proposal considering it 

a mistake.6 There was no rush by the Council to decide the issue and the Cab Proprietors’ 

Union did not meet with Council until May 1901. 

  

Evening Post 17 May 1901     

The Cabstand was finally moved to a new location where it remained for a period of about 

eighty years.
7
 Sam had his way on this issue at least. 

 

It is of interest that Sam’s approach to the new Royal Oak Hotel did not make provision for 

children or families as had been the case with the improvements he made in earlier years. This 

                                                           
5
 Evening Post 14 December 1900 

6
 Evening Post 18 January 1901 

7
 The Hotel that Sam Built. Compiled by John Hewstone, Ian Cameron and Peter Sydor 
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appears to be a very conscious design decision, taking account of the fact the hotel had to be 

continually expanded to meet the continually rising demand. There were always requests for 

accommodation that had to be denied. As a clear example “over 100 applications for 

accommodation had to be refused on Thursday and Friday last.”8 The hotel continued to be 

successful and had gained an excellent reputation. However, the simple fact is that adults 

spend money in hotels but children do not. 

 As well as not providing for children Sam Gilmer was not interested in “theatricals” staying in 

his hotel. This was despite (or perhaps because of) Sam’s major interest in the Wellington 

Opera House as a director and major shareholder over a period of some twenty years. (See 

story: John Knox Hamilton Business Activities at The Move to Wellington and Nelson 1878): 

“John Knox Hamilton and Sam Gilmer were shareholders from the start of the second Opera 

House Company in 1885. They went through the difficult and most contentious period of 

building, liquidation, establishment of a further company and then fire destroying the building. 

They responded with their funds when called upon and contributed generously with their time for 

little or no reward for a lengthy period. Sam saw the good years and the new Opera House 

opening in 1914 but unfortunately John Knox was not so rewarded.”9  

 

John Knox Hamilton died on 26 October 1902, a month short of his 53rd birthday. 

 

Strangely, Sam is reputed to have rejected the great Dame Nellie Melba from entering his hotel. 

We have three newspaper articles that support this: 

     

 

 
 

     Observer 4 April 1914 

                                                           
8
 Evening Post 22 August 1904 

9
 John Knox Hamilton Business Activities 
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     NZ Truth 20 March 1915   Melba Tour of New Zealand   

            Women’s Day & Home 2 August 1954
10

 

These three articles did not date the event but they do confirm it. We have identified that 

Madam Melba, as she was then, made two tours of New Zealand the first in 1903 during which 

she gave one concert in Wellington at the Opera House. Given his role there Sam and Mary 

must have been at the concert. The second tour was in 1909 when Melba put on three concerts 

at the Town Hall which could accommodate larger crowds than the Opera House.  

 

 Melba was born in 1861 and when she visited New Zealand she was an internationally 

recognized performer. She had left Australia for Europe in 1886 and had made an international 

name for herself spending most of her time performing at Covent Garden in London and in the 

opera houses of Europe and the United States. She demanded and received fees of up to 1000 

Pounds a performance. She was a very wealthy woman but was very generous with significant 

contributions to charity. She was a “superstar” of her day and she knew it. 

 

On her first trip to Wellington, Melba stayed at the Empire Hotel11 which until 1 March 1897 had 

been owned by Hamilton Gilmer. In 1903 the Empire was owned by Joseph Mandel and he had 

rebuilt it after taking over from Hamilton. Perhaps Sam was miffed Melba had not stayed at his 

hotel? In 1909, Melba stayed at the Grand Hotel.12 It seems that if the event was in either 1903 

of 1909, Melba might have been just visiting the Royal Oak. Alternatively, after being rejected by 

Sam, she may have just gone to stay at the other hotel. 

                                                           
10

 Located in Lil Hamilton’s papers. Wife of Leo, Grandson of John Hamilton  
11

 Evening Post 23  February 1903 
12

 Evening Post 17 April 1909 
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                     Melba 1890’s      Melba 1904  

Late in 1904 tramlines were laid in both Cuba Street and Manners Street. This would have 

brought about a major disruption to business at the Royal Oak over the several months it would 

have taken to do the work. Access to the hotel would have been seriously limited with the Main 

Entrance in Cuba Street hardly accessible at all.  In addition to the disruption of access, the dirt, 

dust and noise that would have inconvenienced both hotel patrons and staff. However, once 

completed the new lines were to bring trams and make it more convenient for more people to 

reach the hotel. There is little doubt that there would be increased patronage at the hotel as a 

consequence 

   

         Laying Tramlines 1904 
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In August 1904 Sam bought a further parcel of land occupied by Messrs Luke and Sons 

Foundry on the eastern side of the hotel said to be “for a large sum.” This land ran from 

Manners Street to Dixon Street at the rear of the hotel with a 66 feet frontage to each. It was 

said his recent venture in rebuilding the hotel was so successful that he had to acquire 

additional land with the object of still further extending to meet the additional demand for 

accommodation.13  

    

          Grey River Argus 22 August 1904 

 

   Royal Oak Hotel With Trams 
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 Evening Post 22 August 1904 
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Cuba Street with Royal Oak Hotel on left 

The Royal Oak continued to attract visitors to its bars, dining rooms and lounges. The 

newspapers recorded on a daily basis the names of visitors from other parts of New Zealand 

and also from other countries around the world. It gained the reputation as the place in which to 

stay when visiting Wellington.  

The Royal Oak was also the place that local Wellington people went. Business people and 

people in government also drank in the bars and or had lunch or dinner there. There was many 

a wedding reception or other celebratory function held there. The following illustrates some of 

the visitors both from overseas and a local lunch involving the former Prime Minister Sir Joseph 

Ward. Sir Joseph used the hotel for a luncheon with important business connections. (One of 

those mentioned, Martin Kennedy, was a former Greymouth businessman well known to Sam 

and a partner of Hamilton Gilmer in Staples Brewery): 

         
 Evening Post 28 February 1905                     Evening Post 14 November 1912                    
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   However, the clientele of the Royal Oak was not always well credentialed, affluent and honest. 

As a hotelkeeper, Sam was from time to time the subject of small crimes committed by people 

staying at his hotel. One such crime was a fraudulent cheque on an Auckland bank passed to 

him in February 1914. The amount of the cheque was for 30 Pounds and when presented no 

payment was made. The police arrested the person who had a history of two previous 

convictions with the Victoria Police. He was tried, convicted and sentenced to two months 

imprisonment.14
 

Sam could have avoided issues like this by not accepting cheques drawn on “out of town” banks 

or cheques more generally. However, Sam was a hospitable person who wished to please his 

customers and took these chances. He also sought redress if he was wronged. 

On the other hand there was an event recorded which also showed Sam as being prepared to 

use different means to make money. In this case, Sam bought whisky in bulk and put it in empty 

whisky bottles no doubt to sell at higher prices than he might otherwise have obtained. 

      

           Evening Post 13 October 1917 

Sam also had an interest in a boarding house in Dixon Street opposite the Royal Oak Hotel. He 

owned the house but had it leased out.  It had nine rooms. The place was called the Mawhera 

Boarding House which is the Maori name for the Grey River at Greymouth which leads us to 

think that Sam may well have established the place. The name certainly indicates Sam’s 

continuing empathy with the West Caost. 

Sam had the unfortunate experience of having the Royal Oak destroyed by fire and also had to 

face damage to the boarding house also by fire. This fire broke out in the back portion of the 

wooden building forcing the ten occupants mostly women and children, to escape using ladders 

because the stairs could not be used. There was no loss of life.15 

                                                           
14

 Evening Post 11 March 1914 
15

 Evening Post 3 November 1915 
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       Evening Post 4 November 1915 

 

Market Reserve Land 

When Sam Gilmer took over the Royal Oak Hotel in 1881, it occupied a very small portion of the 

Wellington City Council’s Market Reserve measuring 28 by 50 feet or 1400 square feet. Sam 

progressively enlarged the hotel across the frontage Cuba Street (about 126 feet) and down 

both Dixon and Manners Streets  

This land had been held in trust by the Council for a Public Market Reserve. With the land 

leased to Sam and with building he erected on it being planned for long term occupancy of the 

site rendered him vulnerable to the possibility that he would be exposed to changed levels of 

rent and lease terms with council membership changing over time after elections. 

Newspaper reports reveal Sam’s risk but also that he had moved to protect himself and the long 

term interests of the Royal Oak Hotel.  

      

      Evening Post 14 December 1906    Evening Post 8 February 1907 

With the perpetual right of renewal Sam’s risk had been covered off.  With this in place both 

Council and the community accepted that if Wellington was to have a public market place that it 

would have to be located somewhere else and not on the original land reserved for this purpose 

now well and truly occupied by the Royal Oak Hotel which was new and of substantial form. 

There continued to be pressure on the Council to establish a public market but efforts were 

made to locate a site elsewhere. 

However, the Council continued to have an interest in the land adjoining the Royal Oak Hotel 

and with the addition of tramlines and trams there was a need to widen Manners Street. The 



14 
 

Market Reserve behind the Royal Oak Hotel was looked as potentially providing this. However 

the Council was also interested in creating open space and park behind the Royal Oak.   

     

    Evening Post 3 March 1915 

 However, the council moved very slowly, if it moved at all, and six years later nothing seemed 

to have changed. This also applied to Sam who by 1921 was in his late seventies. Newspaper 

articles through this period gave any little in information about Sam. However, the following 

article indicates that he still proposed to extend the hotel. We have not found any evidence that 

this occurred.            

   

Evening Post 10 March 1921 

In addition to the establishment of a park on the land at the rear of the Royal Oak Hotel another 

issue arose regarding use of the land. The Wellington Citizens War Memorial Committee had 

been established and in January 1923 it examined seven sites for a War Memorial to the 1700 
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Wellington men who died in the Great War. The Memorial was to cost 10,000 Pounds of which 

2300 Pounds was already available.16 

The committee made an assessment of seven sites and concluded that the Turkish Baths site in 

Manners Street at the back of the Royal Oak Hotel offered “a very satisfactory solution.” This 

conclusion brought strongly adverse comment in the newspapers despite the Wellington City 

Council donating the land to be used for the Memorial.  

Over a period of time the committee changed its view and settled on another site. This was on 

the Parliamentary grounds on the triangular piece of land on the corner of Lambton Quay and 

Molesworth St. On 17 June 1924 it was reported that the government had agreed with the 

Committee to use this as the site.17 

 

Six months later on 14 January 1925 Sam Gilmer died after some forty three years at the Royal 

Oak and fifteen years at his New Royal Oak. The hotel was to continue for a further fifty five 

years. 
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 Evening Post 6 January 1923 
17

 Evening Post 17 June 1924 


