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Seedsman and nurseryman C. E. Gibbons does not 
appear as prominently in historic records as other 
nurserymen, despite for many years owning successful 
seed businesses in Napier and Christchurch (Fig. 1A–B) 
and being the brother and business partner of another 
successful seedsman, H. C. Gibbons of Wellington.
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Fig. 1  C. E. Gibbons’ 1923–1924 (Christchurch) catalogue. A, cover. 
B, page.

Clement Edward Gibbons, born in Donington, Lincolnshire, 
England in 1855 to parents Edward and Eliza, arrived 
in New Zealand in 1882 and settled in Invercargill, with 
intentions to continue his profession in the seed industry. 
Records then suggest that from 1884 he represented 
Invercargill nurseryman Robert Cleave as a salesman in 
the Hawke’s Bay area, placing advertisements for trees 
and other plants in the local papers from his base at the 
Masonic Hotel in Napier (Fig. 2). 

Fig. 2  Daily Telegraph, Issue 4009, 28 May 1884, Page 3.

Gibbons appears to have been employed to travel 
around New Zealand collecting and dispatching orders 
for Cleave’s nurseries as one of what historian Allen Hale 
called “men of the roads”. In 1885 he married Clara Nash 
in Dunedin, but the north clearly appealed to him as by 
1886, he set up his own seed business in Hastings Street, 
Napier (Fig. 3–5), opposite Forster’s American coach 
factory.

Fig. 3  This view of Hastings St, Napier, c. 1880 gives an impression 
of what it looked like when C. E. Gibbons set up his first seed shop 
there. Collection of Hawke’s Bay Museums Trust, Ruawharo Tā-ū-
rangi, 8655.

Fig. 4  Hawke’s Bay Herald, Volume XXII, Issue 7506, 1 July 1886, 
Page 3.
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Fig. 5  Hawke’s Bay Herald, Volume XXIV, Issue 8475, 24 September 
1889, Page 1.

To convince new clients in Napier of his credentials and 
trustworthiness, one advertisement highlights his former 
professional experience over several years with “eminent 
seed houses in London, Manchester, and Dublin, and 
latterly in New Zealand” (Fig. 4). He already had a sizeable 
range of stock prepared for the start of his business, 
including vegetable and flower seeds imported from 
London and America, which was unique to Napier at the 
time.

Within months, his brother Harry Clifton Gibbons came 
on as a partner in the business, and so it rebranded to 
C. E. and H. Gibbons (Fig. 6–7). Much seed was still 
imported but seed potatoes were grown at their land at 
Greenmeadows and in other regions such as Otago. This 
partnership, however, lasted only two years, with Harry 
moving to Wellington to pursue his own seed business 
venture. In the early 1890s it seems that C. E. Gibbons 
sold his shop in Hastings to Cranby and Prebble, with 
the next few years of his business dealings unknown, but 
accounts do report that from about 1896 Clement served 
three years as the nursery manager at his brother’s 
booming business in Wellington.

Fig. 6  Hawke’s Bay Herald, Volume XXIIi, Issue 7545, 20 September 
1886, Page 3.

2     Unlike Gibbons Street in Upper Hutt, Wellington, named after his brother Harry.
3     Of course, it could be likely that it was the numbering system that changed, not that the physical shop itself moved premises, but the author is 
taking liberty to assume otherwise.

Fig. 7  Daily Telegraph, Issue 5216, 10 May 1888, Page 3.

Records confirm that Clement ended up in Christchurch 
in the year 1900. Here was the beginning of a prosperous 
and expanded nursery business for him (Fig. 8). For nearly 
the next decade he had a shop and office at 109 Colombo 
Street, then located on the corner of Lichfield Street, with 
nursery land at Huxley Street, Sydenham. Plants, bulbs, 
and seeds were now sourced more locally rather than 
entirely imported. The Huxley Street nursery site was 
previously owned by J. Stone, once a nursery foreman 
to William Wilson, who grew trees and shrubs there. The 
name of nearby Gibbon Street is entirely a coincidence 
and unrelated to the nurseryman.2

Fig. 8  Page from C. E. Gibbons’ 1907–1908 (Christchurch) 
catalogue. 

The shop then moved further along Colombo Street to 
number 647 (Fig. 1B, 9) where it stayed for a number of 
decades until it moved yet again, to number 637, another 
close by spot, around 1955.3 In 1952 the nursery also 
moved to a larger nine-acre plot at 116 Philpotts Road, 
Mairehau, at the Winters Road (now Queen Elizabeth II 
Drive) end, close to where Oderings nursery resides today 
(Fig. 10). After World War II the company limited their 
sources of imports to America, England and Japan.
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Fig. 9  Press, Volume LXVII, Issue 13991, 14 March 1911, Page 1.

Fig. 10  An aerial view of the nursery at 116 Philpotts Road taken 
from C. E. Gibbons’ 1963 Catalogue.

C. E. Gibbons died in 1931, and his son Edward Clifton 
Gibbons took over as manager. After Edward, it was 
carried on by a third generation of Gibbons’ under the 
direction of Lancelot Gibbons. The company’s name 
remained C. E. Gibbons throughout.

The Philpotts Road nursery remained in business until 
the early 1970s and during that time had evolved into 
a modern plant nursery and garden centre (Fig. 11) 
with drive-in facilities, container planting, and public 
demonstrations of plant care.

Fig. 11  Press, Volume CVIII, Issue 31716, 27 June 1968, Page 11.
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