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JAMES CORBETT
When  Matamata’s  sole  chemist,  Hugh 
KELSO,  died  unexpectedly  in  May  1919,  it 
was thought he would  be difficult to replace. 

According  to  Murray  Frost,  in  his  book 
“Behind the Dispensing Screen”,  on the 1

death of Hugh Kelso, Mrs Kelso appealed for 
a  locum and  it  was  James  CORBETT who 
arrived a few weeks later.

The  newspaper  containing  the  obituary  for 
Hugh  Kelso  and  report  of  his  funeral  also 
announced  James  Corbett’s  arrival  to  take 
over  the  temporary  management  of  the 
pharmacy.

He was born in 1890, in New Zealand,  the 
son of a farmer and publican. After the death 
of his father his mother continued to operate 
(with the help of some her nine children)   a 
farm of 175 acres as well as being licensee of 
the Pioneer Hotel at Hikutaia, near Paeroa.

In  1917  James  Corbett  was  called  up  for 
military service,  but the Ohinemuri  Gazette 
of 23 April 1917 reported he had been granted 
a  short  exemption  so  that  he  could  sit  his 
exams. 

It was not until February of the following year 
that  he  was  due  to  enter  training  camp, 
although no World War I  service record for 
him has been located.
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Corbett settled quickly into Matamata and, within 
three months,  purchased the pharmacy business. 
Before long he required assistance and took on an 
apprentice to train. This marked the beginning of 
a  25  year  association  with  Matamata  for  both 
James Corbett  and his  extended family.   Almost 
immediately  he  began  acquiring  property  in  the 
town, although he did not (at least in 1930) live in 
his own home. In that year he was among those 
who lost personal possessions when the Grosvenor 
(otherwise known as Black’s) boarding house was 
destroyed by fire.2

His obituary  said3

‘James Corbett had vision and 100 percent belief 
in the town and district of Matamata as a rising 
centre,  as  indicated  by  his  purchase  of  several 
town  properties  at  prices  which  were  then 
considered  almost  ridiculous,  but  which  have 
since proved cheap”

Newspaper  reports  consistently  present  Corbett 
as a popular and active member of the community.
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The first property he bought seems to have been a 
section  on what is now Broadway, now the site of 4

the  Regent  Theatre  building  .  This  was  soon 
followed by the purchase, at auction, of sections in 
Mr  Cave’s  subdivision  opposite  the  Matamata 
Show  Grounds  and  Racecourse  &  facing  the 
Rotorua Railway Line. At this sale, Mr J. Corbett 
purchased  two  sections,  each  just  over  2  roods 
(about ½  an acre, or 0.02 of a hectare)  for £160 
apiece . Another buyer, Mr S. Gunn, purchased a 5

single block of almost 9 acres, land now identified 
as  lying  between  present-day  Haig  Road  and 
Beatty Road. It is therefore likely that Corbett’s 
sections were situated on the town, or northern 
side, of Beatty Road. 

 Section 4, Block IV, Matamata Town 4
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One of James Corbett’s bottles from 
the collection of the Matamata 

Historical Society
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Later in 1920 Corbett purchased a section  nearer 6

to the current clock tower,  and in the following 
year acquired the adjacent one , on the corner of 7

now Broadway & Arawa Street Extension.   The 8

shops on the first of these were destroyed in a fire 
in  March  1923  .  Corbett  moved  promptly  to 9

rebuild, and the resulting structure - still standing 
on  Broadway  and named Corbett’s  Building  -  is 
today  (2025)  occupied  by  The  Dollar  Store.   By 
March  1924  the  building  was  complete,  and  J. 
Rivett  advertised  the  opening  of  a  “high-class  
Fruit  and  Confectionery  business’,  while  the 
Misses Cullen and Lawless opened an “Emporium 
for Children’s and Maid’s Clothes”. 

•
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