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Tracks through Time field trip:
where geology meets the
history of Newcastle

On Saturday 5 November 2022, around
35 people took advantage of the perfect
weather to participate in an enjoyable
5-km walk along the Newcastle coastline.

The GSA's Hunter Valley Branch (including
the Hunter Earth Sciences Discussion Group)
organised this social, half-day field trip to
explore the geology, ecology and history of
the coast from Merewether to Glenrock
Lagoon. The trip was led by GSA member
Phil Gilmore, who is also co-author of the
Newcastle Coastal Geotrail and a geotrail
guide. Other local experts also contributed to
discussions at various sites along the route.

The field trip began south of the Newcastle
Coastal Geotrail and followed the remains of
the historic Merewether to Glenrock railway
line and the Great North Walk. It examined
geological features of the late Permian
Newcastle Coal Measures in cliff sections
and on the extensive rock platforms. These
features include numerous coal seams, fossils
from the Gondwanan forests, tuff layers,
fluvial sedimentary features, jointing and
faulting.

B

the Divisions

The Nobbys Tuff is a marker horizon that is

evident in cliff faces. It comprises chert-like
bands that were used by the Awabakal
people, who quarried the boulders found at
the foot of the cliff. They are also believed to
be the first people in Australia to have used
coal in fires for cooking and warmth.

The area is rich in historic sites, including the
remains of Australia's first road/tram tunnel
and NSW's first train tunnel. It also has
Australia’s first commissioned copper smelter,
remnants of a coastal railway and the historic
Burwood Colliery (NPWS 2010).

In 1835, Sydney doctor James Mitchell
purchased about 900 acres of coastal land
between Merewether Ridge and Glenrock
Lagoon. Naturalist Ludwig Leichhardt
visited the area in 1842 and recorded

the stratigraphy of the coastline, including
extensive coal seams, which is thought to
have caught Mitchell's attention. Soon after,
Mitchell commissioned a tram/road tunnel
through the ridge — the first of its type in
Australia.

In 1854, Mitchell established the Newcastle
Coal and Copper Company. The company
first mined the Victoria tunnel, but ground
instability led to mining being redirected

to the southern shore of Glenrock Lagoon in
1861. A coastal railway was constructed to
service the mine, with iron railways for

Field trippers visit the site of remnants of an iron railway built in the late 1850s at Burwood Beach. Image courtesy Simone Meakin

steam locomotives replacing wooden roads
for horse-drawn trams. The railway roughly
followed a pathway used by First Nations
peoples along the beach. It included two
tunnels through Merewether Headland —
the first rail tunnels in NSW (built in 1861
and 1862). Mitchell also built a copper
smelter in 1851 that processed copper ore
from SA, Goulburn and Qld using coal from
his estate. The smelter closed in 1872.

These local historical events, in particular
the construction of the tunnels, allowed
coal mining in Australia to evolve into
independent mining. This led to the Hunter
Valley becoming a coal-mining centre.

After visiting several sites along this
rewarding walk, several attendees enjoyed
a well-earned beverage at the iconic Beach
Hotel in Merewether, overlooking the
amazing coastline and contemplating

its stories.

The GSA Hunter Valley branch is planning
more field trips in 2023, and will be
consulting its members for ideas soon!
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