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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 coa near Cape
Paterson, 7 kilometres south of Wonthaggi, in 1826' 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, dl aimed at exploiting the find. Along the way,
Victoria's firg 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 15 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.” 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 coa 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 approva to mine the
mineral commercially.’
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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.’

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.’

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 smdl shaft a little
above the high-tide mark at what is now Harmers Haven,
mined a smal quantity and carried 25 pounds of it to
Melbourne to show LaTrobe 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 dl rights to mine coal in the colony sa 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®

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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During the short time that the Cape Paterson mine was in operation a small settlement of sorts existed close to the mine-head. There were
several huts providing accommodation as well as a boiler house and windlass, the remains of which can he seen in this photograph taken probably

in the 1920s. No trace of these structures remains today.

the Cape Paterson coal deposits. The new Colony sought to
free itself of dependence on expensive coal imported by sea
from New South Wales. After some delay, Davis approached
LaTrobe again for a mining lease that would enable him to prove
the worth of the Cape Paterson field and claim the reward.
He was (erroneously) told that 'the Newcastle Company' still
held al rights to mine coal and that this was to continue for
a further seven years but he was again offered a quarrying
lease over 700 acres near the coal outcrops and this time in
conjunction with a partner, Thomas Bury, he accepted.’

Davis sank a shaft a short distance inland from the cliff-face
west of the Cape and named the shaft ‘'The Reward'.

A good, well-timbered shaft found the upper of the two main
coa seams (named 'The Rock') 60 feet from the surface. He
had insufficient funds to sink the shaft to 'The Queen', the
second of the main seams but he felt he had done enough to
claim the reward. Unfortunately, despite his best efforts over
a number of years, Davis had great difficulty in convincing
those in authority to pay him the £1000. Selwyn, the
Government geologist, in particular, seemed to stand in
Davis' way probably because, in his view, Hovell and not
Davis originally discovered the presence of coal at Cape
Paterson.’ Davis was eventually to receive the reward, a sum
that barely met his expenses, but only after a Parliamentary
Report in 1863 recommended it.’

Davis' Reward shaft lay on the west side of Coal Creek.
Action was adso underway on the east side where, on the strength
of reports of Davis' efforts, Nathaniel Levi had established the
Victoria Coal Company in 1859.

Levi, a member of the Victorian Parliament, described himself
as an 'Auctioneer'. He had raised £20,000 from share issues
and appointed Richard Davis as the company's manager.

Davis sank three shafts under the company's name. The first
was virtually on the beach midway between present-day
Harmer's Haven and Cape Paterson; the second was at the base
of the old coastline, a short distance inland, while the third
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was at the top of the diffs overlooking the ocean. Levi's son,
Henry, took over management in 1863 and sank two further
shafts, numbers 4 and 5 between the existing Nos 1 and 3
shafts. Number 5 was quite close to the Number 4 and was
to serve as an airshaft for mining operations. A common
whim served the two shafts and, 50 feet underground, a drive
connected them. The company mined coal from a two feet
thick seam to the north and west of the shaft.” In total, close
to 3000 tons of coal was raised with 1933 tons despatched,
the bulk of it by bullock wagon to the 'Boat Harbour', as it
was then known.” This is a small cove just over a kilometre
east of the Cape, which protects it from the west but leaves it
very exposed to weather from the south and east. Here the
coal was bagged and loaded into whaleboats tied to ajetty built
from a rock platform. This was the only means by which the
coal could be transported to ships moored offshore. It cost
the company 18 shillings per ton to transport the coa from
the mine to the ships. The company intended this to be the
principal shipping place for its activities but its suitability
became questionable after the destruction of the jetty in bad
weather on several occasions.To make matters worse, moorings
provided by the government about a kilometre and a half off-
shore shifted in a storm and silted over. With insurers then
refusing to cover vessdls visiting the Cape it became clear that
the Boat Harbour was not the answer Levi and his supporters
were seeking.”

However, even if the moorings had not moved it was
unlikely that shipping of coal from here could have contin-
ued for long. In 1865, Captain A Keen commented to a
Parliamentary Enquiry;

| told Mr. Levi that, before he attempted to ship one bag of coals,
that he could not ship it. Thefirst thing is, they could never get vesselsto

go there, it is not any harbour at all, you might as well anchor off
Cape Otway, or Cape Schank. It used to be regular life-boat work
to go off there with coals, it cost them far more in bags, than the coals
would sell for in Melbourne, and the cartage.”
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The company abandoned the boat harbour as a shipping
place and tried using thejetty at Inverloch, seven kilometres to
the east. Although this represented a well-protected loading point
for whaleboats, the sandbar at the entrance to Andersons Inlet,
upon which Inverloch sat, was an unacceptable hazard. A far
more substantial solution was needed that would allow ships
to be loaded directly from ajetty. The company returned to an
earlier plan and chose the Cape itself where a rock platform
jutted into Bass Strait and provided some protection from the sess.
A jetty constructed from the shore on the east side of the rock
platform would service the ships and a tramway would link it
with the mine.

This appeared to be the only potentially viable answer
because, despite Cape Paterson being only a two-hour drive
from Melbourne today, in 1860 it was quite remote. No roads
existed to the area and the Koo-wee-rup swamp to the north
meant that any heavy loadings had to take a circuitous route to
the north-east or had to go by sea. However, such a project
was beyond the means of the Victoria Coal Company so
Nathaniel Levi petitioned the government for assistance.

The government had already rejected an initial request for
ajetty at the Cape, back in 1860"; however, with the other
options proving unsuitable, Levi persisted. In August 1862,
the government relented and agreed to aid the venture in a
more substantial way. A loan of rails and a grant of £1000 would
assg the construction of a tramway, with payment linked to the
completion of works to that value.”

Nathaniel Levi wasted no time in getting things moving. In
October 1862, tenders were called for the construction of
one mile 30 chains of tramway from the company's No 3
sheft to the shoreline a few hundred metres east of the point
of the Cape. The lifeguard shed on No 1 surf beach at Cape
Paterson marks the spot today. The successful tenderer was
John Higgins.” Henry Levy provided oversight for the company
from early 1863."

The Barlow rails at Cape Paterson werejoined by connection plates.
These were 32 inches in length and can be seen protruding from the
end of the rail in this photograph. Photo: Mike McCarthy
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During late 2004 the Barlow rails at the proposed terminus of the
Victoria Coal Company's tramway emergedfrom the dunes on the
shoreline after stormy weather. The design of the rails is clearly evident
in this photograph. The hollow centre of the rail was intended to be

bedded within gravel to maintain stability. Photo: Mike McCarthy

The rails provided were mostly Barlow rails lifted from the
Melbourne to Geelong railway and from the Geelong sidings.
In al probability, they were the original rails used on that line.
They were mostly 73 pounds per yard in weight and measured
10.5 inches across the base, 2.5 inches wide on top and stood
4.5 inches high.They came in 20 feet sections. Included with them
were 12 sats of points and crossings, dl Barlow rail, that had been
‘thrown out in the Geelong yard’, for which the Railways
Department demanded £4 per ton, and 6500 to 7000 'rivets
for use with the rail. Included were dso some'T' section rails.”

Barlow rail differed from the rail that we are so familiar with
today. It resembled an inverted 'V' but with a rounded top
and flattened bottom points. Gravel filled the hollow in the
middle of the rail. The rails were kept in gauge by iron cross
ties (4.5A inches by 2.5 inches angle iron at Cape Paterson) and
were joined by fishplates, 32 inches long, that fitted beneath
the rail at eachjoint.”

The Company received the bulk of the rails at the Geelong
jetty on 21 November 1862 with the remainder handed over
at Williamstown in June 1863.”

By early 1863, the schooner Friends had delivered al but
130 of the rails to the 'Boat Harbour'.The ship anchored off-
shore at the moorings and whaleboats were loaded for the
perilousjourney through the surf to the beach. Predictably, a
quantity of crossties was lost overboard in the process.”

The jetty formerly used for the despatch of bagged coal now
provided the means of delivery for the first 60 rails. A short
length of tramway was laid across the rock platform and
sandy beach to a break in the diffs that provided access for a
bullock team to collect the remaining rails and fittings.

It was perilous enough trying to carry away bagged coal
from this location. Conveying iron rail and fittings from ships
and then offloading them in the heavy swell that is normal

13



