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Start this tour at 1 Thames street and stroll through New Zealand’s
best preserved Victorian commercial streetscape. Discover
Ōamaru's vibrant colonial history and be immersed in Ōamaru’s
rich heritage, culture and geology.
The original buildings in the Victorian Precinct, made from locally
quarried limestone, are a testament to Ōamaru’s boom era, when
it was an important port town, sending the first grain and wool
shipments. Today, the buildings are filled with galleries, shops,
artisans, and delicious places to eat and drink.
"Nothing moves very fast in Ōamaru. Tourists saunter, locals
linger and penguins waddle. Even the town's recently resurrected
heritage modes of transport – penny farthings and steam trains –
reflect an unhurried pace. Most travellers come here for the
penguins, but hang around and you'll sense the wellspring of
eccentricity bubbling under the surface. Put simply, Ōamaru is
cool." (Lonely Planet)
Note: There are some uneven gravel paths on this tour.
This Tour is also available to freely download on the Waitaki
Whitestone Geopark App.
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1. Colonial Bank of New Zealand (Former)
2. Thames Street Bridge
3. Harbourside Railway Station
4. Meek's Grain Elevator Building (Former)
5. Connell and Clowes Store (Former)
6. Criterion Hotel
7. Harbour Board Building (Former)
8. Loan and Mercantile Company Warehouse (Former)
9. Customs House (Former)
10. The story continues today
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1. Colonial Bank of New Zealand (Former)
1 Thames Steet

Kia Ora, Welcome to Ōamaru!
Standing at 1 Thames street. Across the road, you can see the
lovely park with the limestone archway and to its right is the Waitaki
District Council building with the town's clocktower.
In 1884, the shops were bustling with Victorian-era folk. The roads
were wide and dusty to allow horses and carriages.
Thomas Forrester designed the new Colonial Bank of New Zealand
which presented ‘a very pleasing appearance’, though marred by its
‘isolated situation’ marooned on the corner between Itchen Street
and Ōamaru Creek. The 44-foot high building had a 46-foot
frontage to Thames Street and a 50-foot front to Itchen Street.
Though not elaborate, it presented a ‘solid and substantial
appearance, indicative, no doubt, of the nature of the business to
be transacted within its portals.’
The building has architectural, historical and social significance for
its role as a provincial financial institution and for its strong visual
contribution to the character of the centre of Ōamaru.
The Colonial Bank is a ‘rather plain interpretation of the palazzo
style.’ Art historian Conal McCarthy describes the building: ‘The
ground floor is rusticated, with an order of very severe, paired Doric
pilasters flanking round-headed windows, while the top floor has an
order of Ionic pilasters. The façade is capped by a plain parapet.’ A
small Doric portico emphasises the main entrance.
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2. Thames Street Bridge
From 1 Thames street, walk to the little, red postal box,
turn right at the gravel path next to the railway line and
follow the path down. Watch your step! Do not try to walk
on the rail lines!
In early 1860s, the only way to cross this creek was by two
rickety planks of wood fastened to the bank by chain and
stakes.
The Thames Street bridge in Ōamaru links the old and new
centres of this North Otago town. Tyne Street was
originally the main street and mercantile centre of Ōamaru
but with the construction of this bridge, the township
could spread out to the north and Thames Street
subsequently supplanted Tyne Street as the town's main
thoroughfare.
The stone bridge which spans the Ōamaru Creek
represents a major feat of colonial engineering and an
early use of Ōamaru stone for such a structure.
Under the bridge, you can see where the stones change
colour. The darker section is from the original bridge that
replaced the wooden planks and made it much easier to
frequent both sides of town.
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3. Harbourside Railway Station
5-15 mins

Return up the path. Turn to the left and head toward the
ocean. On your right you are passing the Harbourside
Railway Station, home of the town's steamtrain.
The Harbourside Railway Station utilices a portion of the
former New Zealand Railways Ōamaru yard.
The train travels every Sunday from Harbourside Station
to Quarry Siding located by the Ōamaru Blue Penguin
Colony, alongside Ōamaru's Victorian Harbour. It also
operates during special events such as Victorian Heritage
weekend in mid-November and at the Christmas and
New Year Holiday break.
For more information please visit
www.oamaru-steam.org.nz

Back to itinerary

4. Meek's Grain Elevator Building (Former)
1 Humber Steet

Originally a massive five storey grain store, the New Zealand
Elevator Company’s Building, designed by Ōamaru
architectural partnership Forrester and Lemon in 1883, has
historical and architectural significance. The former grain
store stands as a testament to the booming grain-based
economy that saw Ōamaru flourish in the 1870s and 1880s.
It used the latest technologies; two worm gears operated
conveyor belts carried grain to the bins seventeen metres
deep, allowing only a handful of men to run the operation.
The North Otago Times gave an in depth description of the
building and its operations. Its innovation was that instead of
storing grain in sacks, the store adopted the new American
practice of bulk storage.
In January 1920, the store was gutted by fire. The design of
the building encouraged air flow, the grain fuelled the fire,
and soon the roof fell in and the rear portion was gutted. The
top floors were removed. The building was remodelled, and
J. and T. Meek continued to use it as a grain store until the
1950s. In the 1950s, it was sold to foundry owners G. T.
Gillies Limited.
In 2015, the New Zealand Elevator Company’s Building has
been reincarnated as home to Steampunk HQ.
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5. Connell and Clowes Store (Former)
1 Tyne Street
The store was built for Ōamaru businessmen Henry Connell and Thomas
(Arthur) Clowes (d.1885). Connell and Clowes’ first store and offices were
built in 1877 at about the same time as the Criterion Hotel with the design
forming part of the Criterion’s façade, although the businesses and the
buildings were separate, as made clear by the entrance which has ‘Connell
and Clowes’ on the pediment on the first floor. Forrester and Lemon’s
elevation drawings dated October 1877 show the elaborately detailed two
storey building with a large central doorway and ornate decorative detailing
around the windows, with balustrades and a central pediment.
Connell and Clowes’ Store (Former) is a landmark building marking the
western edge of Harbour Street, the narrow thoroughfare notable for its
outstanding Victorian architecture, particularly the grain stores. Connell and
Clowes’ Store has decorative facades to both Harbour and Tyne Streets,
with the north and east façades of a utilitarian design. In style the façade
makes a visual link to the Criterion Hotel across Harbour Street, although it
is plainer in style. The facade is divided into even bays, each with paired
round-headed windows. The original drawings indicate that the pediment
had the names of Connell and Clowes in raised lettering, with their function
as grain and seed merchants also noted on the pediment. The balustrading
and pediment details have been removed from the building.
The landmark store has architectural and historic significance, recalling the
prosperity of the 1870s and early 1880s in Ōamaru which resulted in the
magnificent stone architecture associated with the Harbour/Tyne Street
area.
In 2013, the former Connell and Clowes’ Store is home to a range of retail
businesses, including a café, gift shop, automotive collection and a
weekend market.
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6. Criterion Hotel
3 Tyne Street

This building here to your right is the Criterion Hotel. It was built
for proprietor William Gillespie in 1877.
The Criterion is a very elaborate architectural composition which
Forrester and Lemon used as the pattern for all their hotels and
many other commercial buildings. A luxurious, comfortable
establishment, that was described by the North Otago Standard in
1877 as 'one of the most ornamental of the many recent additions
to our street architecture'. It is the best example of the lavish
Victorian Italianate style popular for hotels at the time, and set the
standard for later commercial architecture in the Harbour/Tyne
Street area.
The building was designed in a Victorian Italianate style and
comprised at its south end the premises of Connell and Clowes.
The first floor of the latter formed part of the hotel (bedrooms).
Entrance to the hotel is at the corner of Harbour and Tyne Streets.
The ground floor is plainer and monumental in appearance in
comparison to the richly decorated first floor with floral drop
ornaments in panelled pilasters, unusual window frames and shield
keystones.

Back to itinerary

7. Oamaru Harbour Board Building (Former)
2 Harbour Street

This building is an important link with the development of
Ōamaru Harbour over 100 years. Built two years after the
formation of the Harbour Board, it served as the Board's
headquarters right through its extensive port construction.
All the business of the Board was run from this office, the
Board room and Inspector's office being upstairs. The
building has connections with all the Board members who
were prominent in Ōamaru's history including pioneer and
merchant George Sumpter (President 1876-91), H J Miller (
the first President 1874-6), Shrimski McMaster, Meek etc.
The ornate Venetian style of the building was thought
appropriate to the Board's sense of importance and
prosperity.
A well proportioned, two-storey façade in the Venetian
Renaissance style, made up of an arcaded elevation of
round-headed windows capped by a boldly projecting
cornice. There is considerable attention to decorative detail
in the delicate brackets supporting the cornice, the usual
composite capitals, and the ground floor windows, which
have flanking colonettes and vermiculated voussoirs on the
window arches. The first floor pilasters are 'staggered'
creating an effect of depth.
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8. Loan & Mercantile Company Warehouse (Former)
14 Harbour Street

This massive and handsomely detailed grain store built in 1882 for the
country’s then largest stock and station agency, the New Zealand Loan
and Mercantile Agency Company Ltd, is a landmark building in the
Ōamaru’s Whitestone heritage precinct. Located on the corner of
Harbour and Wansbeck Streets, when it was opened it was touted as the
country’s largest grain store. Its prominent site and proportions show
the scale and wealth of the nineteenth century grain industry. This grand
building can hold 30,000 sacks of grain.
The building remained in use as a store for many years, used by the
various companies which assumed the mantle of the New Zealand Loan
and Mercantile Company. The Ōamaru Whitestone Civic Trust took over
ownership of the building in the 1980s and has leased it to various
tenants. Since 2005, it has been home to a number of businesses
including the New Zealand Malt Whisky Company, which has run a
general store, restaurant, gallery, and whisky ageing facility from the
building, and renowned Otago restaurateur Fleur Sullivan’s Loan and
Merc Restaurant.
The New Zealand Loan and Mercantile Agency Company, and this, its
grain store, have special historical significance. The Company was the
largest stock station agency in the country in the 20th century. The
massive proportions of this industrial building are symbolic of this
pre-eminence. The NZMLA’s store has outstanding architectural
significance. It is a large, imposing building with a superbly
proportioned main façade and interesting interior. This building is a
prominent feature of the Harbour/Tyne Street Historic Area which, by
virtue of its homogeneous streetscape and substantial Ōamaru Stone
commercial and industrial buildings, is unique in New Zealand.
The store remains a historic attraction in Ōamaru’s Victorian Precinct.
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9. Customs House (Former)
29 Tyne Street

This austere Custom House, opened in 1884, housed Her Majesty’s
Customs collectors who oversaw the collection of duties and taxes
for the Customs Department. The Custom House has architectural
significance as the building was designed by prominent Ōamaru
architectural partnership Forrester and Lemon; it also has historical
and townscape significance as part of Ōamaru’s Harbour/Tyne
Street Historic Area.
Customs is the oldest government department in New Zealand.
Established in 1840, its primary role was to collect revenue,
particularly taxes on alcohol, tobacco, tea, sugar and grain. The
Government appointed officials to monitor and administer customs
matters at Ports of Entry such as Ōamaru. Ōamaru was declared a
Port of Entry on 1 August 1861 and a ‘Warehousing Port’ for the
purposes of the Customs Regulation Act in 1863. In January 1862,
resident magistrate Thomas Windle Parker was appointed
Sub-collector of Customs. In 1869, a Custom House Reserve was set
aside. The Customs Department first used rooms at the Post and
Telegraph Office, located an inconvenient distance from the port.
The New Zealand Historic Places Trust bought the building
in 1981, and after restoring it, sold it to the North Otago Art Society
Incorporated. In 2015, it remains home to the art society, providing
a gallery and working space.
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10. The story continues today
As you can see Harbour Street hasn’t changed a huge
amount since the 1800’s.
After 1885, the price of both grain and wool fell as a
worldwide depression hit. Ōamaru’s growth quickly
slowed, then pretty much stopped. The frozen meat
trade was a huge success, but Ōamaru couldn’t keep
up and large ocean-going vessels soon stopped
coming, leaving these buildings largely empty.
But it was this economic downturn that actually saved
these beautiful buildings: they weren’t worth removing
or replacing, so various businesses moved in over
years stretching into decades.
In 1980 the then mayor argued for tearing down what
he called ‘rat-infested ruins’ but eventually their
historic value was recognised and the buildings were
purchased by the Whitestone Civic Trust, who restored
and now preserve them.
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What's next
Well done! You've completed the stroll through
Ōamaru's Victorian Precinct.
If you’d like to learn more about what's in the
Waitaki, including places to stay and to eat, go to
www.waitakinz.com
Otherwise, enjoy the harbour area and the
Victorian Precinct.
For camping information, check the Freedom
camping page on the Waitaki District Council's
website.

