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Town fights to preserve a little bit of paradise

[image: image2.jpg]



Home sweet home … without even the most ordinary conveniences.
Photo: Peter Rae
Catherine Hill Bay, an old mining town with million-dollar ocean views, knows it can't stop progress, but it will definitely try, writes David Humphries.
On any good day from the headland, across a tiny shard of the world's greatest ocean, the bulk carriers queue impatiently for their cargoes of rich Hunter coal, dormant in a sea parking lot while Newcastle strains against the appetite of a global resources boom.

These days, it's as close as Catherine Hill Bay gets to its European origin. The last ship laden with its coal left the bay in 2002, when mining ceased being economic, and 129 years of nearly continuous underground extraction came to an abrupt halt.

It's as close, too, as most of the bay's 135-odd residents want to get to the hurly burly, at least while they've got their feet up, on weekend escapes from the bright lights 100 kilometres to the south, where many fattened their wallets before seizing a part of paradise.

For the past few years, old timers - at least the handful left - have shaken their heads in disbelief at the prices fetched for the humble weatherboard miners' cottages that their grandfathers, uncles and cousins paid the mining company landlord a few bob a week to call home.

Reg McDougall is one of them. At 85, he's the nearest there is to a Mr Catho, and he's not leaving, he insists, until it's time to take his place with family members up on the hill, where Catherine Hill Bay has buried its own for five generations. From his tiny veranda, where, weather permitting, he can be found most mornings studying his newspaper, he points to a cottage a few doors down the hill.

It's still a talking point for Reg, because it cost him some of his view of the beach below, where he had fished and surfed since childhood until leg ulcers kept him from the salt water.

It's still a talking point for everyone else because it cost its owner $1.6 million at auction. And that was before refurbishment and extension.

"Sydney people with lots of money who don't live here," says Reg, who bought both his houses (he was born next door, where his daughter now lives) for a total of 700 pounds. "They don't do the town much good." And then he shrugs.

Now, another wave wants to sweep in. Two developers - the miner Coal and Allied, and Bob Rose's Rosecorp, which operates from Sydney - have plans to build 900 new homes, albeit at either end of the town, some of them out of sight, and on scales much reduced from initial proposals for a total of 3000 homes.

In return, they have offered to hand over land for national park, but the townsfolk aren't having a bar of it. To them, encroachment is tantamount to destruction of Catherine Hill Bay's unique status on Australia's east coast.

Where so many settlements have surrendered to mock suburbia, Catho, for a place of such latent prosperity, has retained a quality of past so comprehensive that the unsuspecting visitor might regard it as the town time forgot. Unsurprisingly, it has been a favourite location for filmmakers.

The ubiquitous protest signs are but one measure of the fury the Planning Minister, Frank Sartor, can expect should he give the tick to the developments next month.

Brian Cogan, who arrived from Newcastle more than 20 years ago, was a driving force behind the community resistance. "I'm a pragmatist and realise the rules were stacked against us. If we get development, it will be better for us having been here. If we don't, we'll have to find something else to sustain the town."

He says Mr Sartor's view is that proponents would keep coming until protection zoning crumbled. "Our view is that might be so, but it's worth fighting to stop it," says Mr Cogan. And if it gets the go-ahead, he says, property owners along the coast will demand development rights as they see fit.

As probably the largest area of coastal bushland between the Hawkesbury and the Hunter River, the Wallarah Peninsula is a fitting site for a stoush.

Here, life wasn't always meant to be so easy, and fighting became an early way of life.

In 1875, the mining company New Wallsend complained to colonial authorities that "scarcely a day passes without some violation of the laws against person or property". An exquisitely named Constable Malarkey was dispatched to restore order.

Reg McDougall recalls Jimmy Sharman's fight tent visiting the bay. At £5 a fight, he says, "there was no shortage of takers". And when the tent fighters were absent, "we'd sneak up the pub on miners' pay day to watch a fight for nothing".

Antipathy was evident, too, in the relationship between the mine owner and miners. Sometimes, the state of company-owned housing was the cause. In 1924, a miner was sacked for removing disused old iron to roof a shack, and a strike ensued.

Unabashed in its advocacy for the miners, the Labour Daily reported: "Home sweet home in this mining centre is, in the majority of instances, a decaying, rotten-proofed, propped up, white-ant eaten hovel, according little more than protection in fine weather, and without even the most ordinary conveniences."

Repeated applications for land subdivision, so that miners could build their own houses, met with blank refusals.

After Mr McDougall returned from army service in World War II, the company changed its mind about selling its houses to the miners, and the Joint Coal Board, established by the federal and state governments, abandoned plans for a new Catherine Hill Bay township. Eventually, in 1964, tenant miners got the right to buy.

It might have stayed that way, but for the clamour of Australians for a place by the sea.

The influx of newcomers, who began arriving 25 years ago, however, respected Catho's heritage, whatever the reaction of old timers. The bay might not be so lucky second time round.

Where so many settlements have surrendered to mock suburbia, Catho, for a place of such latent prosperity, has retained a quality of past so comprehensive that the unsuspecting visitor might regard it as the town time forgot. Unsurprisingly, it has been a favourite location for filmmakers.

The ubiquitous protest signs are but one measure of the fury the Planning Minister, Frank Sartor, can expect should he give the tick to the developments next month.

Brian Cogan, who arrived from Newcastle more than 20 years ago, was a driving force behind the community resistance. "I'm a pragmatist and realise the rules were stacked against us. If we get development, it will be better for us having been here. If we don't, we'll have to find something else to sustain the town."

He says Mr Sartor's view is that proponents would keep coming until protection zoning crumbled. "Our view is that might be so, but it's worth fighting to stop it," says Mr Cogan. And if it gets the go-ahead, he says, property owners along the coast will demand development rights as they see fit.

As probably the largest area of coastal bushland between the Hawkesbury and the Hunter River, the Wallarah Peninsula is a fitting site for a stoush.

Here, life wasn't always meant to be so easy, and fighting became an early way of life.

In 1875, the mining company New Wallsend complained to colonial authorities that "scarcely a day passes without some violation of the laws against person or property". An exquisitely named Constable Malarkey was dispatched to restore order.

Reg McDougall recalls Jimmy Sharman's fight tent visiting the bay. At £5 a fight, he says, "there was no shortage of takers". And when the tent fighters were absent, "we'd sneak up the pub on miners' pay day to watch a fight for nothing".

Antipathy was evident, too, in the relationship between the mine owner and miners. Sometimes, the state of company-owned housing was the cause. In 1924, a miner was sacked for removing disused old iron to roof a shack, and a strike ensued.

Unabashed in its advocacy for the miners, the Labour Daily reported: "Home sweet home in this mining centre is, in the majority of instances, a decaying, rotten-proofed, propped up, white-ant eaten hovel, according little more than protection in fine weather, and without even the most ordinary conveniences."

Repeated applications for land subdivision, so that miners could build their own houses, met with blank refusals.

After Mr McDougall returned from army service in World War II, the company changed its mind about selling its houses to the miners, and the Joint Coal Board, established by the federal and state governments, abandoned plans for a new Catherine Hill Bay township. Eventually, in 1964, tenant miners got the right to buy.

It might have stayed that way, but for the clamour of Australians for a place by the sea.

The influx of newcomers, who began arriving 25 years ago, however, respected Catho's heritage, whatever the reaction of old timers. The bay might not be so lucky second time round.

