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Kumara is a small town about 14 miles south of Greymouth, a little less than half way to 

Hokitika. While Greymouth was closer the road from Hokitika was easier and better. In the 

1870’s there was considerable rivalry between these larger towns both with port access. Each 

sought the custom of Kumara in their towns and ports. 

Hokitika, in particular was keen to improve access to Kumara and was taking steps to actively 

achieve this. A deputation had been sent to the Provincial Government seeking the removal of 

tolls and improvement in the road. The Grey River Argus1 started to urge similar actions from 

Greymouth people especially in the removal of tolls on the punt across the Teremakau River. 

The idea of extending the existing Greymouth-Paroa Tramway to Kumara was also raised. This 

would secure trade and open up the intervening country. 

Shortly after, a further article appeared indicating that the tramway could be readily built in about 

two months over relatively level ground at a cost of about 350 Pounds a mile or a little over 

3000 Pounds for the 9 miles to be added.2 A public meeting was held a week later at which 

Joseph Kilgour, who had done some preliminary work, proposed a public company to raise 

5000 Pounds to do the work. He was strongly supported by Martin Kennedy who suggested a 

tramway could compete favourably with a road alternative. The tramway route would be shorter 

reducing the distance from Greymouth from 21 to 14 miles and there was little if any chance that 

a shorter road would be built. It was also believed that there were people who would be 

prepared to lease the line at a cost that would yield the company an attractive return.3 It was 

proposed to build the line under the Goldfields Act rather than the Tramways Act. This would 

lead to quicker approvals and avoid issues with local Road Boards which might cause delays. 

The capital of 5000 Pounds was raised in two days and the company was registered. The line 

was being surveyed and it was proposed to carry carriages over the Teremakau River on a wire 

rope which would be cheaper and safer than using a punt. A temporary tramway reserve had 

been established and the directors were appointed. These were Kennedy, Kilgour, McLean, 

Gleeson and Hamilton Gilmer.4 

At a director’s meeting, it was decided to make a call of one pound share and call tenders for 

clearing and forming the line from New River to Kumara and also for the supply of rails and 

sleepers for that part of the line.5 At a further extraordinary meeting of shareholders on 6 

December it was agreed not to proceed to lease the tramway.Progress on the tramway was 

proceeding at great speed with quick decisions and rapid responses. Then on 7 December the 

company announced all work had ceased and the men were being paid off were being paid off. 
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The newspaper responded with a tirade against Hokitika and J.A. Bonar the Provincial 

Government Superintendent who it alleged had interfered in the project: 

    

Grey River Argus 9 December 1876 
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This was a masterpiece of journalism of the day designed to whip up the local community and 

unite it in anger at the petty jealousies of Hokitika and the political means which had been used 

to stop the work on the tramway. Never mind that a decision had been made to avoid the 

processes specifically established by the government to deal with the activity being 

implemented. 

On 11 December 1876 a public meeting was held and it was agreed to send a telegram of the 

resolutions to Wellington6. The significant issue was whether the approval of local authorities 

was required before proceeding. In fact, the approval of the two local road boards, Arahura and 

Paroa, was obtained by 11 January 1877 and the Greymouth Borough Council had stipulated its 

conditions by 21 February. These conditions were very reasonable and were what one would 

expect from a local authority with most of the conditions relating to public safety and especially 

access and crossings and levels of the track.7 

Works resumed and by 23 April 1877 the upgrade to the existing portion of the line, the five mile 

section to Paroa, was completed. The rest of the line to Kumara was finished by 3 May 1877.  

          

Grey River Argus 3 May 1877    Grey River Argus 4 May 1877 

Of relevance is the following correspondence between Bonar and the government. Pay back! 

 

Grey River Argus 5 May 1877 
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Greymouth Kumara Tramway 

     (Alexander Turnbull Library Wellington) 

                     

    Grey River Argus 2 May 1877  Grey River Argus 7 July 1877 
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Not surprisingly there was pressure on the company’s funds and an Extraordinary General 

meeting was held to consider the funding position.  

 

 Grey River Argus 30 July 1877 

              

Grey River Argus 22 April 1878        Grey River Argus 4 June 1879 

Hamilton Gilmer had been elected a director on 24 November 1876. In 1877 all of the directors 

resigned and Martin Kennedy and Hamilton Gilmer were the only two of the original directors to 

be re-elected. Hamilton was also re-elected in 1880. In 1881 the company declared its first 
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dividend of seven and a half per cent and this was increased to twelve and a half per cent in 

1882 “with every probability of this being continued.”8 Hamilton Gilmer was retiring as a director 

and did not stand for re-election “because he was leaving the district.” 

The establishment of this tramway was a very successful venture reflecting the aggressive 

approach to getting things done that was a characteristic of the West Coast business people of 

Greymouth. The tramway continued to run until 1893 until increased competition from railways 

and improved roads had an impact. 

    

Otago Daily Times 25 February 1893 

The company had its last meeting on 11 January 1894 after which the assets were 

progressively sold. 

 

Grey River Argus 1 March 1894 
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The last Greymouth to Kumara Tram 1893 9 
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 Illustrated History of the West Coast  Anna Rogers. 


