
 

Whanganui 

Regional Museum 

– a History 

 

The Museum was founded in 1892. 

Whanganui jeweller Samuel Drew had 

established a private museum in 

Whanganui that, from 1885, was 

available for visiting. His own collection 

dated back to the early 1870s and 

provided the basis of a brand new 

museum. 

 

 

The Man who started it all 
 

Samuel Henry Drew migrated with his family 

from England to Tasmania in the early 

1850s and thence to Nelson in 1860. He 

established a jewellery and watch-making 

business in Whanganui in 1864. Drew 

married Catherine Beatson in 1872 and 

together they raised eight children. 

 

Drew had a variety of interests including 

music and sport, although his greatest 

passion was the study of natural history. He 

collected natural history specimens and 

taonga (treasures) Māori, eventually 

establishing his own museum in his home in 

1880. He also furnished specimens for 

collections throughout New Zealand, 

published several articles on natural history 

in the Transactions of the New Zealand 

Institute and was made a fellow of the 

Linnaean Society in 1897. 

 

 
 

Samuel Henry Drew, late 19
th
 century 

Photographer: unknown 

 

Drew's private collection began to crowd out 

his family home so he offered the collection 

to the growing town of Whanganui to form 

the nucleus of a public museum. The 

collection was purchased by the town in 

1892 for a nominal sum, and through 

Drew's efforts and  intense fundraising, a 

museum building was erected in Wicksteed 

Place (later Drews Avenue) to which his 

collection was transferred.  

 

Drew was appointed Honorary Curator of 

the new Wanganui Public Museum in 1892 

and continued to collect for the Museum, 

use his expertise to mount natural history 

specimens and organise displays. 

 

 

Wanganui Public Museum 

 

On 23 December 1895 the Wanganui 

Public Museum opened, free to all visitors. 

 

As Honorary Curator, Samuel Drew 

continued with his life’s passion for 

collecting. In 1899, the Museum was 

extended. Aviaries, a monkey house and 



 

even an emu pen were set up for a few 

years. 

 

Drew died from a sudden heart attack at his 

business premises on 18 December 1901 at 

the age of 57. Today the Whanganui 

Regional Museum and the old Drews 

Jewellers building in Victoria Avenue in 

Whanganui are a lasting reminder of the 

enterprise, expertise and dedication of this 

extraordinary individual, to both his 

professional and personal interests.  

Whanganui will remain indebted to this man 

for the contribution he made to recording 

and collecting the cultural and natural 

heritage of this region, as well as founding 

an institution of national and international 

renown. 

 

 

 
Interior of the Wanganui Public Museum, 1897 

Photographer: A A Willis 

 

 

Growth and Consolidation 

 

The collections continued to grow under the 

guidance of Drew’s successors and it 

became apparent that a larger, more 

secure, building was needed. In 1917 Miss 

Elizabeth Alexander bequeathed a large 

sum to the town for a library and museum.  

 
Planning for a new building began in 1926 

and in April 1928 the newly named 

Alexander Museum, the older part of the 

present building on Queens Park, designed 

by R G Talboys, was officially opened. An 

Honorary Director, J H Burnet, was 

appointed. Burnet had been a loyal and 

energetic supporter of the Museum while a 

trustee during the preceding 17 years. 

 

 
 

The Alexander Museum, newly built, in 1928 

Photographer: Tesla Studios 

 

The old Museum building in Drews Avenue 

is still a familiar Whanganui landmark, and 

is still used by the Wanganui Savage Club.  

 

The following years saw a wealth of 

Museum activity, much of the evidence of 

which remains today, including the Moa 

Collection, the great waka Te Mata o 

Hoturoa and the natural history of the 

world. 

 

 

The Whale Man 
 
George Shepherd was an extraordinary 

man who dedicated more than thirty years 

of his life to the Wanganui Museum. 

 

Shepherd worked on a farm from the age of 

12, and at 15 years old was apprenticed to 

a blacksmith. In 1893 he moved to 

Whanganui where he was employed by 

David Murray and Co, Engineers and Iron 

Founders, for 25 years. He was also 

employed by the Wanganui Harbour Board 

for 10 years. 



 

In 1899 Shepherd married Clara Ferry and 

they had one son and two daughters. 

Shepherd's formal association with the 

Museum began in 1912 when he took up 

the position of Assistant Taxidermist. This 

he held until 1917 when he was elected to 

the Board of Trustees for a three year term 

until his appointment as Honorary Curator in 

1920. In 1926 he was appointed full-time 

Curator and held this position until his death 

in 1946. 

 

He was responsible for the recovery of more 

than 4,000 moa bones from Makirikiri and 

Riverlands during the 1930s, the articulation 

of ten skeletons from these bones, and 

together with James Grant, the Honorary 

Director, classifying them. 

 

Shepherd constructed a series of displays 

for the Carnegie Museums Trust which 

toured in an exchange system with other 

New Zealand museums to promote 

education in museums and for which he 

received high praise from his peers. These 

models included traditional Māori methods 

of tree-felling, bird-snaring, rat-catching and 

eeling. He also restored many Māori 

carvings housed in the Museum including 

the maihi and tekoteko at the entrance to Te 

Ātihaunui-a-Pāpārangi. 

 

 
 

Curator George Shepherd measures the skull of 

Tasmacetus shepherdi in 1933 

Photographer: unknown 

 

It was Shepherd’s whale work, however, 

that made him famous. 

 

In November 1933 a beaked whale was 

cast up on the beach at Ohawe, near 

Hāwera. Its description as noted in the 

Hawera Star was greeted with great interest 

by George Shepherd. The whale had 

washed out to sea again, but when it was 

cast up once more a month later, Shepherd 

visited the site and discovered it was a type 

of whale he had never seen before. 

 

By this time the whale was in an advanced 

stage of decomposition but this did not 

deter Shepherd and his two assistants from 

recovering all the bones of the whale except 

one flipper, one scapula and many of the 

teeth. 

 

The bones were packed up and returned to 

Whanganui where Shepherd spread them 

on the roof of the Museum to dry. There 

they remained for two years before 

Shepherd began the task of assembling the 

skeleton. As he progressed he became 

more and more certain he had found a new 

species of whale. 

 

Dr R W B Oliver, Director of the Dominion 

Museum in Wellington, inspected the 

skeleton and confirmed Shepherd’s 

discovery, that the whale’s extra teeth and 

nine pairs of ribs distinguished it from all 

other whales. He described the new 

species, naming it Tasmacetus shepherdi 

after George Shepherd and published his 

findings in the Proceedings of the 

Zoological Society of London in 1937. 

 

 

Further New Developments 

 

The collection continued to grow and an 

extension to the building was planned. The 

1960s was a challenging decade of 

fundraising for a large extension.  



 

 

 
 

Te Ātihaunui -a-Pāpārangi, the Māori Court, 

built as part of the new Museum extension in 

1968 

Photographer: Unknown 

 
In 1948 Dr A H E Wall had bequeathed 

£10,000 as the foundation for a building 

fund. During the 1960s considerable local 

and national support, including that from the 

Percy Higgenbottom Trust, the Maori 

Purposes Trust Fund, the Wanganui City 

Council, Golden Kiwi, and the Sydney Davis 

Trust, enabled a Car Park and Museum 

Extension Project to proceed. Architects 

Wilson, Belchambers and Low were 

appointed and work commenced on 21 

March 1966.   

 

The Museum extension opened in 1968, 

adding gallery space as well as the Davis 

Lecture Theatre, a supper room, a 

classroom, an archives store and three 

layers of car parks for the Wanganui City 

Council. The focus of this extension was Te 

Ātihaunui-a-Pāpārangi, the Māori Court, 

designed as a wharepuni (meeting house), 

where visitors entered from an open marae 

space, was opened by the Minister of Maori 

Affairs, Mr Hanan, on 7 July 1968. Several 

thousand people attended the celebrations. 

 

Achievements and Celebrations 

 

Noted Whanganui historian Max Smart, a 

former farmer and World War I serviceman, 

had been Honorary Conchologist at the 

Museum since 1946. He became Curator in 

1951, the position being effectively what the 

Director’s position is today. He held this 

position for ten years, developing his 

interest in recording Māori history and 

customs in the Whanganui district. 

 

Smart was a popular lecturer, broadcaster 

and writer of newspaper articles. He 

conducted tours of historic places and was 

an enthusiast for all matters relating to the 

early history of Whanganui. These activities 

culminated in the book The Wanganui Story 

co-authored with Arthur Bates. Sadly Max 

Smart died before this book was published 

in 1972. 

 

During the 1960s and 1970s a number of 

Museum groups were established. In 

1971 an Education Officer was attached 

to the Museum by the Ministry of 

Education. Sir Charles Fleming was 

elected as the first Patron of the Museum 

in 1978. That same year, the Museum 

Archives were recognised as an official 

Crown Archives repository by the 

National Archives of New Zealand. 

 

During the 1970s, the name Wanganui 

Regional Museum was adopted. In 1992 the 

Wanganui became Whanganui, further 

reflecting the Museum’s scope as a regional 

museum, Whanganui being the Māori and 

the official regional spelling. 

 

Don Cimino was appointed Supervisor of 

the Museum in 1967. He had joined the 

Museum Friends in that year and was later 

elected to the Board of Trustees, serving 

from 1957-1962 and 1984-1986. In 1969 

he was appointed Curator and in 1973, 

Director. 

 

During his museum career Don Cimino 

was the recipient of awards from the 

National Travel Association and Newmans 

Coachlines for his contributions to the 

travel industry, and most notably, in 1981 



 

he received an MBE from Queen Elizabeth 

II for “services to the Wanganui Museum 

and the community”. 

 

Brian Henderson was appointed Director in 

1982 and brought a new professionalism to 

the Museum by appointing qualified people 

and promoting staff development and 

education. A former geography teacher, he 

was an inveterate educator, passionately 

interested in passing on the knowledge he 

acquired through his voluminous reading. 

His contributions to the Museum 

newsletters and other publications are 

good indications of this man’s scholarship. 

 

 
 

Whanganui Regional Museum just before the 

opening ceremony for its Centennial 

Exhibition, Back to Our Future, on 21 

November 1995 

Photographer: Richard Wotton 

 

 

The Museum celebrated its centennial in 

1995, ushering in a period of increased 

growth, led by newly appointed Director 

Sharon Dell. Her dynamic leadership 

accounted for many improvements and 

innovations. A Collection Redevelopment 

Project created 2000 square metres of 

new storage space. A new governance 

project, aimed at increasing community 

participation in the Museum’s governing 

body, was launched and staffing levels 

rose to accommodate increasing 

collection and project needs. 

 

 

A Change of Style 
 

On 1 July 2001 governance of the 

Museum passed from the Whanganui 

Regional Museum Society to the 

Whanganui Regional Museum Trust. 

 

The Museum’s new governance model is 

based on the principles of partnership 

and two cultures development arising 

from the Treaty of Waitangi. The 

Governance of the Museum is carried out 

by a Joint Council that operates much like 

a conventional board, except that 

decisions require the approval of two 

partners represented as Tikanga Groups 

on the Joint Council. A Civic House and a 

Tikanga Māori House represent their 

communities and operate according to 

their own tikanga (cultural protocols). 

They bring forward policy proposals or 

other matters to the Joint Council.  

Decisions are made by consensus. Joint 

Council or subcommittee decisions 

require the agreement of the majority of 

both partners. 

 

The Museum’s work today continues that 

of Drew and his successors. We live in 

another age, and bring new perspectives 

and different techniques to our Museum, 

but we still share the vision that lay at the 

foundation of the Museum over a century 

ago. 
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