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GILMER BROTHERS’ GREYMOUTH 1870’s 

Introduction 

The 1860’s had seen the Gilmer Brothers partnership of John Hamilton and his nephews rapidly 

develop their business based on hotels serving the gold mining communities at Greymouth, 

Cobden, Charleston and Westport. In early 1870 work had started on a hotel at the Grey Valley 

town of Ahaura. A supporting Horse Hire business based at Cobden was well established and 

had grown despite market challenges. 

While the establishment of a Mail Coach Delivery service and gold mining activities were being 

pursued the primary business focus was the Gilmer Brothers’ hotels and particularly the core 

base in the town of Greymouth .The town was the hub and the port that serviced the Grey 

Valley. It was also the centre of political and business activity as well as providing support 

services for the Valley. 

Greymouth was the town where Hamilton Gilmer continued to reside, keeping and developing 

close contacts with the political and business leaders in the town. During the first five years, 

Hamilton and Uncle John Hamilton had kept an oversight on the development of the business 

partnership. 

The net result was that by 1870 the Gilmer Brothers business was very successful and 

extensively well known throughout the West Coast. As a hotel chain it had no competitors and 

was quite unique. By developing a chain of hotels Gilmer Brothers was able to build a 

widespread reputation for good standards common across the hotels and it advertised as such. 

This story documents the activities at the Gilmer Hotel at Greymouth during the 1870’s. Its focus 

is on the details of the activities of the major players Hamilton Gilmer and to a lesser extent Sam 

Gilmer. These activities were the simple means by which the business continued to grow, 

develop and prosper. Also highlighted are particular events referred to in newspapers which 

give us an insight into how they managed and were successful. 

THE GILMER HOTEL GREYMOUTH 

By 1870 the Gilmer Hotel had been through a period of five years of continuing growth and 

development. Physically, it had grown from a small hotel with limited capacity into an imposing 

structure with ample space to accommodate the full range of functions and activities that might 

be required. It simply required a person who understood how to market it to the fullest extent to 

community it had the capacity to serve. The person who had that pre-eminent skill was Hamilton 

Gilmer. 

In terms of the structure of the hotel, by 1870 it had been almost developed to the appearance 

that it had throughout the rest of its existence through the next 30 or so years. There were two 

changes of note in the 1870’s and only one of these was of significance.  
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The first of these changes was in 1870 with the establishment of a Billiard Room: 

                     

  Grey River Argus 23 June 1870                                     Grey River Argus 2 July 1870 

This room was very large and later hotel advertisements indicated it contained three Alcock 

Billiard tables. Entry was from Tainui Street and we believe that the room took the place of the 

three shops that were included in the September 1868 major upgrade of the hotel. There had 

been difficulty in renting these shops over a period of time and it appears that the view was that 

better returns from the floor space through a large billiard room. 

The billiard room was one of the features of the Gilmer advertisements over the years that 

followed. Hamilton employed expert billiard players as markers and this provided a basis to 

stage competitions which increased patronage. 

Hamilton was serious about using the Billiard Room and even brought a test case in the 

Magistrates Court to attempt to allow opening beyond the licensed hotel hours.1 He was 

charged with allowing play until 4 am, well beyond the 12 o’clock hotel license. He was fined the 

minimum fine of 10/-. It is of interest that in April 1875 Richard Seddon in Parliament was 

proposing a Bill that allowed billiards to be played at any time so long as the table was licensed. 

The second structural change to the hotel was in 1877. Tenders were called for the erection of a 

balcony to the hotel.2  

The simple advertisement tended to understate the outcome from this work as the balcony was 

quite extensive. This could have been expected from Hamilton Gilmer because all of his 

                                                           
1
 Grey River Argus 10 July 1874 

2
 Grey River Argus 28 April 1877 
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renovations to various hotels were grand. In 1878 there was a comment on a number of building 

improvements in Greymouth in which the Gilmer Hotel balcony was mentioned: 

             

        Grey River Argus 17 October 1878 

The following photograph3 taken many years later indicates the scale of the balcony and the 

hotel. It is unusual because it shows the scale of the building facing Tainui Street. Most other 

photographs show the Mawhera Quay frontage. 

                                                            Gilmer Hotel Greymouth c1900 

 

                                                           
3
 Photograph courtesy of History House Greymouth 
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Fire Risk at Gilmers – A Narrow Escape 

Despite the major improvements in the structure of the hotel it was still a timber building and 

subject to a significant risk from fire. In 1869 there had already been a very large fire that 

destroyed a number of adjoining buildings on Mawhera Quay and the newly renovated and 

enlarged Gilmer hotel narrowly missed suffering the same fate. Later there were other events 

that could have led to complete destruction of the hotel. The first was a fire at their laundry in 

Tainui St which was quickly extinguished. 

 

          Grey River Argus 15 January 1873 

The second was more significant with a fire in one of the hotel bedrooms which was also 

extinguished. However, had it continued to burn and the fire brigade called there would have 

been no water available to extinguish a larger fire guaranteeing certain destruction of the hotel. 

           

  Grey River Argus 25 September 1875  Grey River Argus 22 February 1876 
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BUSINESS STRATEGY 

There were many hotels in Greymouth in the 1870’s and it was a highly competitive market. In 

June 1874 the population was only about 2,500 people. Despite this low population in April 1874 

the Licensing Court granted Licenses to forty hotels and at the same hearing deferred two 

applications, adjourned one and refused four. In addition there were six wholesale licenses 

granted and five other wholesale and bottle licenses granted.4 

This was a total of 58 license applications or a ratio of one license for about 43 persons. 

Assuming one third were children the ratio was closer to one license for 29 adults. This is an 

extraordinary ratio and meant that only the best hotels would survive and the very best would 

prosper. 

The basic business strategy had been to develop the hotel such it had the best facilities and 

largest rooms so that it became the venue of choice for an extensive range of community issues 

and organizations. Everybody held their meetings at Gilmer’s Hotel. We do not know the details 

of the arrangements for these but it is likely that the hotel provided its meeting facilities free of 

charge and charged only for food and drinks.  

The accommodation was spacious and well appointed and every facility was available. The 

people who met there were a who’s who of Greymouth society. 

The scope of activities of the clientele was very wide. Meetings were very often advised through 

the newspaper editorials as were the outcomes. This kept the name of the hotel continually in 

front of its readers.  

The following meetings took place at the hotel on a regular basis: 

Sporting clubs 

The initial meeting of the Greymouth Rowing Club was held at Gilmers and. Sam Gilmer was 

appointed Treasurer and by January 1875 they had bought four and two boat sheds5. An 

“entertainment” was to be held to raise money to pay the debts. The club met at Gilmers 

monthly. Hamilton Gilmer always donated generously to the club regatta funds and the hotel 

provided a good viewing area for the regatta crowds from its front balcony. 

The football club was formed at a meeting at the hotel and continued to meet there on a regular 

basis for years later. Team selections were discussed there and no doubt the hotel was a more 

than suitable venue for post match celebrations. 

The cricket club met fortnightly during the summer. However, of more importance, one of the 

sporting clubs that visited the hotel on a seasonal basis was the All England Eleven Cricket 

Team.  An All England Team visited in 1876 and a banquet was held at the Gilmer Hotel in their 

honour following which Hamilton Gilmer successfully sued the organizing committee (a couple 

of years after the event) for an amount of money that had not been paid. 

                                                           
4
 Grey River Argus 22 April 1874. 

5
 Grey River  Argus 24 November 1874 & 7 January 1875 
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The case shows the costs of the meal and also the amount of liquor consumed which was 

consumed for a relatively small number of people although the report of the banquet indicates 

that there were twelve toasts that were drunk to.6 This also demonstrates the kind of cash that 

flowed to the hotel for the many other more banquets that had been held often with substantially 

more people attending.  

 

            Grey River Argus 19 July 1879 

The Greymouth Jockey Club committee met to arrange its meetings and to organize it 

activities. Hamilton Gilmer had shown an early interest in horse racing probably with a view to 

mixing with some of his business acquaintances. He was member of the Greymouth committee 

in 1868.7 

He had no further involvement with the committee until the 1874 race meeting when he was 

again elected to the committee.8 Following this he had no further formal role on the committee. 

However, throughout the whole period James Payne was continuously the secretary of the 

Greymouth Jockey Club and he had worked at the Gilmer Hotel for a short period around 1868 

to 1870. The committee meetings were always at the Gilmer Hotel and Hamilton Gilmer would 

have had a good understanding of their activities.   

                                                           
6
 Grey River Argus 23 February 1877 

7
 Grey River Argus 17 March 1868 

8
 Grey River Argus 4 February 1875 



7 
 

There was a similar involvement with horse racing at Ahaura at the same time. John Hamilton 

had returned to Cobden and there was a desire to retain the connection between the Ahaura 

races and the Gilmer Hotel. The many committee meetings which were held at the hotel around 

the events meant that they brought a great deal of custom. 

Hamilton Gilmer was a member of the committee in 1872, 1874 as a steward and Treasurer and 

also 1875 as a steward. Also John Overend, a Gilmer employee, was a steward in 1874 and he 

was to represent the Gilmer Brothers interests in the race meeting in later years.  

                       

             Grey Valley Argus 24 February 1874         Grey River Argus 25 February 1875 

It should be noted that Warden Caleb Whitefoord was also the Judge for the 1874 race meeting. 

Whitefoord was a member of the Greymouth Licensing Committee which granted Hamilton a 

license for the Gilmer Hotel at Greymouth9  and two weeks later as Chairman of the Ahaura 

Licensing Committee granted him a license for the Gilmer Hotel at Ahaura. 

 It is clear that Whitefoord knew Hamilton Gilmer was holding licenses in two towns but he 

probably allowed this because he was known as a competent hotel keeper.   

Later licenses were issued in the name of Gilmer Brothers business name. However, by 1880 

this practice was changed with the courts insisting on an individual person who resided on the 

premises being the licensee.10 

Annual Christmas Sports 

The committee for the Annual Christmas Sports organized its events at Gilmer’s Hotel. James 

Payne who was the Secretary of the Sports Committee for more than ten years had been a 

Gilmer Hotel employee in the late 1860’s 

                                                           
9
 Grey River Argus 22 April 1874 

10
 Grey River Argus 23 June 1880 
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Hamilton Gilmer had been a member of the committee organizing the 1867 sports. He had also 

participated, winning the Putting of the Stone (4 lbs) and the 5 Pounds prize; was second in 

both Putting of the 21 lb stone and the Hop Step and Jump, each event providing him with a 1 

Pound prize.11 Later in 1874 he also competed in the Ahaura Sports although not winning on 

this occasion. He was of course seven years older. 

 

         Grey River Argus 7 January 1874 

Community Service organizations 

The Grey River Hospital Committee met fortnightly at Gilmers. This committee had among its 

members very influential Greymouth businessmen. This continued for a very long period well 

after Hamilton and Sam Gilmer had left Greymouth for Wellington. 

The Volunteer Fire Brigade, Literary Association, Horticultural Association and others also met 

there. The Greymouth Choral Union with Warden Revell as President met at Gilmer’s but 

practiced at the Court House. 

Company Director and Shareholder Meetings  

A large number of companies used the hotels facilities for Director’s and Shareholder General 

and Extraordinary meetings. These included many of the new gold mining companies from the 

1860’s and all through the 1870’s. There were other businesses involved in building 

Greymouth’s infrastructure that met there for example: Greymouth Gas Company, Greymouth 

Coal Company and the Dispatch Foundry. Once again these meetings were advertised in the 

local newspaper as being at the Gilmer Hotel and the outcomes were often reported in many 

editorials. 

Political Meetings 

The hotel provided facilities to accommodate large numbers and it was the venue of choice for 

those standing for government office to address electors whether for local, Provincial or Central 

Government. Many of these political meetings were issues based where discussions canvassed 

views and sought agreement to resolutions to be conveyed to politicians and/or governments. 

Supper/Balls 

The large dining hall at the hotel made it the superior venue for holding large banquets for 

organizations and visiting dignatories. This hall had its origins in the significant upgrade of the 

hotel as a meeting venue for the Masonic Lodge in September 1868. This had brought a very 

large amount of custom to the hotel. 

                                                           
11 Grey River Argus 28 December 1867 & 4 January 1868 
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The Masonic Lodge 

The Masonic Lodge is a very special case as it provided a large boost to the hotel in its 

formative years. However, almost five years on from the September 1868 major renovation 

there was a major change to lodge operations. There were two lodges in operation in 

Greymouth. The first was started in March 1868 established under the English Constitution the 

second was established in 1871 under the Scottish rite.12 Both lodges held their meetings at 

Gilmers but their numbers continued to increase and this led them to consider erecting a 

building over which they had sole control. 

Accordingly, a company was formed of which all the members were Masons. They secured a 

site on 27 December 1872 and a foundation stone was laid. An architect was employed who 

“designed the Hall in which the magnitude of its fine proportions and the artistic elegance of its 

architectural decorations stands an ornament to the town and an honour to the Masonic 

Society”  

A grand opening ceremony was reported on 23 May 1873. While this new hall clearly took 

business from the Gilmer Brothers business it did not have the full scope of the services 

provided by the Gilmer Hotel  and while all lodge meetings were held in the new hall many, 

suppers, banquets and balls of the Masonic Lodges were still held at Gilmers. It would also not 

have been as professionally managed and operated as the hotel. 

.Visits by the Governor 

Visiting political dignatories always stayed at the hotel and were entertained there. These 

included for example the Premier and also the Governor on more than one occasion through the 

1870’s. In both 1871 and in 1873 the Gilmer Hotel was a base for the visit of the Governor. For 

the 1871 visit, the Masonic Hall at Gilmer’s was the venue for a Ball and subsequently for a 

supper which was held downstairs in the large billiard room: 

    

    Grey River Argus 21 April 1871 

                                                           
12

 Grey River Argus 23 May 1873 
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It is of interest that after a previous visit of a Governor in 1867 the newspaper13 mentioned all of 

the people who had met with the Governor. Hamilton Gilmer was not among them. This was 

very early in his time at Greymouth but the 1871 experience indicated just how far the hotel had 

come in a relatively short period. At the time of this visit Sam was managing the hotel while 

Hamilton was in Ireland. 

During a subsequent visit by the Governor (Sir James Fergusson) in 1873 the hotel was to play 

an equally prominent role. The Governor arrived at the wharf and proceeded to Gilmer’s for 

breakfast after which he visited various places around the town before going to the Brunner 

Coal Mine where he was shown the mine by the Manager, James Dent (Henry Gilmer’s father in 

law). He returned to Gilmer’s where he was a guest at a dinner with a very large number of 

townspeople. He left at 10 pm so there was no time for a ball as there had been in 187114. 

 

Premier’s Visit 

The Premier Sir George Grey visited Greymouth and Reefton in February 1878. At Greymouth 

he and his party stayed at the Gilmer Brothers’ Hotel. However, in this instance he met with 

deputations and was entertained at a banquet in the Public Hall.15 

After leaving Greymouth the Premier was driven in the County Chairman’s buggy to Reefton 

with the rest of his party travelling in Gilmer’s coach. At Reefton they stayed at the Gilmer 

Brothers’ Hotel. The hall at the hotel was also the venue for a public meeting at which it was 

said that 1000 people attended.16 

 

SAM GILMER’S 1871 ACTIVITY 

From early February 1871 Sam Gilmer replaced Hamilton at Greymouth as he had returned to 

Ireland to marry his neighbour Elizabeth Hamilton. Sam took over the running of the hotel and 

some of Hamilton’s other roles such as the Grey River Hospital committee and the directorship 

of the Greymouth Gas Company. 

Sam had been away from Greymouth since about 1867 when he organized activities at 

Charleston and Westport. His role on the Hospital committee had him working with a dozen 

prominent businessmen but there is some evidence he needed to get closer to others. In 

particular, Sam was elected to an office at the Trinity Church in April 1871. 

                                                           
13

 Grey River Argus 29 January 1867 
14

 Grey River Argus 21 April 1873 
15

 Grey River Argus 23 February 1878 
16

 Inangahua Times 2 February 1878 
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                   Grey River Argus 14 April 1871 

Over their years at Greymouth this is the only reference to Gilmer involvement in church 

activities. We believe that this isolated event did not indicate that Sam had obtained a new 

religious zeal. Rather the more likely intention was for Sam to become better known among key 

people in Greymouth that might assist him in his role of running the Gilmer Hotel. 

 His colleagues at the church were all important people in Greymouth. The two Wardens, Revell 

and Whitefoord as well as King, Moss and Greenwood were all members of the Hospital 

Committee and the others were all very well known Greymouth businessmen. There was a large 

advantage to Sam in mixing with them. 

As mentioned earlier Sam also had the honour of hosting the Governor to the hotel in April 

1871. 

 

ACTIVITIES AWAY FROM GREYMOUTH 

The activities shown above need to be seen in the context of Hamilton Gilmer’s family life and 

also the other activities which occupied Hamilton Gilmer’s time  and which caused him to be 

away from Greymouth. In particular 1873 was a year that caused him to travel quite a lot.  

Hamilton and Elizabeth’s first child Dorothea was born in January 1873 and a further four 

children were to be born by 1880. So the high level of business activity also needed to allow him 

time to be parent. 

In April 1873 his half sister Margaret Ann died at Wellington and Hamilton travelled there to 

make all the arrangements for her burial. All the travel was by steamer and was much slower 

than travel today. We have estimated that Hamilton was away from Greymouth from 8 to 26 

April or about three weeks. 

A little later in the year there were significant issues at Westport involving the removal of the 

Post Office Hotel to Palmerston & Wakefield Streets and its re-establishment at the new 

location. There were also decisions to be made relating to the fate of the Clarendon Hotel in the 

face of the Westport floods. This hotel was dismantled rather than being lost to the rising water. 

Demolition took place on 6 June and the newspaper reported a Gilmer arrival from Westport on 

13 June 1873. 
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A  second trip to Westport would have been made for the opening of new Post Office Hotel. The 

photograph we believe is of the opening clearly shows Hamilton Gilmer was there. The 

newspaper recorded the arrival of a Gilmer and Hamilton on 8 July indicating that John Hamilton 

had gone with him. There were a further three Gilmer arrivals reported in the year and while 

they may not have all been Hamilton Gilmer he would have still had a busy year of travelling. 

The pace of activity tended to quicken rather than diminish so that towards the latter part of the 

decade hotels were acquired at Reefton, Nelson and Wellington and the Charleston hotel sold. 

These stories have been already documented. All of these transactions involved Hamilton 

Gilmer and it makes one wonder where he found the time and energy. 

 

              

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


