
The Victoria Coal Company constructed a short length of tramway across the rock platform and sandy shore at the boat harbour to the east of the 
proposed terminus at Cape Paterson. Tramway materials were landed at a jetty constructed from the end of the rock platform and were carried over the 
tramway to firmer ground from where bullock teams hauled the rails and fittings to the railhead. By 2005 virtually all rails had been removed, 
but in the 1950s they could be found strewn across the shoreline and rock platform as illustrated in this view. Photo: J Coughlan Collection 

Cape Coal 
by Mike McCarthy 

William Hovell's discovery of black coal near Cape 
Paterson, 7 kilometres south of Wonthaggi, in 18261 did not 
seem to excite too many people in the Colonial Government 
at the time. It was a long way from Sydney and plenty of coal 
was within much easier access to that town. However, the 
years that followed saw a series of unsuccessful ventures come 
and go, all aimed at exploiting the find. Along the way, 
Victoria's first commercial coalmine opened and then failed 
only to see, within a few years, the opening of the State Coal 
Mine at Wonthaggi in 1910. 

Hovells' discovery was near what is now known as Wreck 
Creek (formerly Coal Creek), about 1.5 kilometres west of 
Cape Paterson and near present-day Harmers Haven. At the 
time, Hovell was part of the Westernport military settlement 
at Corinella established to ward off the French. His duties 
included the conduct of a survey of the nearby coast and it 
was whilst doing this that he made his discovery. The small 
quantity that he mined and despatched to Sydney failed to 
attract any reaction at all.2 Victoria, as we know it, was then 
part of the New South Wales. With plenty of coal available at 
Newcastle there was no need to develop coalmines in such a 
far-flung corner of the Colony. 

In 1835, Samuel Anderson settled on the Bass River and, 
over the following two years, he explored the area down the 
coast past Cape Paterson. He came across the outcrops that 
Hovell had described and opened up a track to the Bass River 
to cart coal for his own use. Again, because of distance and the 
ready access to local coal, the Sydney administration ignored 
the find as well as his requests for formal approval to mine the 
mineral commercially.3 

In 1840, Superintendent La Trobe of the Port Phillip 
District visited Westernport and expressed interest in the coal. 
He sent H Cameron to investigate. Cameron returned speaking 
enthusiastically about what he had found. Subsequently, 
William Watson, an experienced miner arrived at Coal Creek 
in 1841 and, with the aid of subscribed funds, sank a shaft.4 

The venture came to a premature end, however, following 
the murder of two sealers in the vicinity in October 1841. 
They were shot by members of a group of Tasmanian aborigines 
(the group included the well known Truganinni) who subse­
quently abducted Watson's wife and daughter. There is quite 
a saga about the pursuit, capture and trial of the two assailants, 
which is not particularly relevant here, but it ended in the 
eventual execution of the guilty two. The assault on his family 
proved too much for Watson and he abandoned the claim.5 

A short time later, in December 1841, a Welsh miner, 
Richard Davis arrived in Melbourne and, hearing of the coal 
outcrops, headed south-east to the Cape where he found the 
seams originally sighted by Hovell. He sank a small shaft a little 
above the high-tide mark at what is now Harmers Haven, 
mined a small quantity and carried 25 pounds of it to 
Melbourne to show La Trobe in an effort to obtain a miner's 
lease. He was dismayed to find that La Trobe was virtually 
powerless to help. All such authority lay with the 
Government Departments in Sydney and in any case, at that 
time all rights to mine coal in the colony sat with the 
Australian Agricultural Company. La Trobe tried to help by 
offering a quarrying lease but Davis rejected this and set off 
in search of work at the Burra mines in South Australia.6 

Davis returned to what was by then the Colony of Victoria 
in 1852 where he found work on the Castlemaine gold fields. 
It was around this time that the new Government announced 
a £1000 reward for the discovery of an 'available coalfield' in 
the Colony. Matters had changed considerably since 1827 
when the Colonial Government in Sydney chose to ignore 
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