
AdventureBB

Top, the Banbury Arches; above, wagons on the incline with a panoramic view out to the coast.

FACT BOX
■ The Denniston Mine
Experience, tel 0800 881 880,
denniston.co.nz.
■ The Illustrated Denniston
Rose & Heart of Coal by Jenny
Pattrick is probably on your
friend’s bookshelf; certainly at
your local library.
■ Look for pamphlets: The
Denniston Rose Self-guided
Tour (forthcoming) and DOC’s
Denniston Plateau Mountain-
bike Tracks (doc.govt.nz).
■ View the historic coal wagon
video on YouTube. Search for
‘‘Denniston Incline’’.
■ Friends of the Hill, museum
open by appointment. See
denniston.org.nz.

displays, and serves as a
venue for community reunions
and school visits.

The inauguration of the
Denniston Heritage Trust,
comprised of the Friends of the
Hill, Conservation Department,
Buller District Council, Solid
Energy and Development West
Coast, followed in 2007. The
fruits of their labours officially
opened in June this year:
visitor-friendly improvements
to the historic reserve, along
with the launch of small-group
tours collectively known as The
Denniston Mine Experience.

Alongside a new car park
and picnic areas, an original
garage and workshop building
displays a series of storyboards
that set the scene.

The highest concentration of
relics is found nearby at the
‘‘brake head’’, the wagon-
mustering station at the top of
the Incline. There are
numerous curiosities here, with
more storyboards helping to
reconstruct the rusty pieces of
the puzzle.

A new lookout affords
sweeping views in almost all
directions, as well as a
stomach-lurching peer down
the Incline. It’s easy to imagine
the characters in Pattrick’s
novels arriving for the first time
as passengers in the coal
wagons. For many, their return
journey was in a coffin, the

plateau too rocky to allow a
decent burial. Out towards the
coast you can just make out
Waimangaroa cemetery
where Denniston’s dead were
buried, facing back towards the
hill.

There is much more to
explore. Walking and
mountain biking tracks that
criss-cross the plateau are free
and open to all, but to delve
deeper into Denniston you
need to enter the Banbury
Mine. The Underground Union
Experience tour starts all
aboard a narrow-gauge
electric locomotive, that

delivers us into the mine to
‘‘relive the lives’’ of the
Denniston workers.

There’s a moment of unease
as we are enveloped in
darkness, a feeling quickly
overtaken by intrigue. Any
lingering fears are allayed as
numerous safety systems are
pointed out to us as we inch
along the tunnel. The mine
complies with public building
regulations and has been
assessed by independent
mining specialists.

A little way into the mine,
we alight from the wagon and
follow our headlamp beams
through the cool, dusty
passageways. John, our tour
guide, relays ripping yarns in
between allocating hands-on
jobs such as firing the shots,
hewing the coal and clipping
the wagons. As we move
through the maze, the mine
creaks and rats squeak, and
men call out from the dark. I am
fooled more than once into
thinking they’re real rather
than recorded, although I don’t
make that mistake with the
holographic ghost of coalminer
John Lomas, who emerges to
retell his tale.

There are many sides to the
story of West Coast coalmining.
I haven’t changed my views
about its rights and wrongs, but
stepping back in time has
altered my perspective.

WIN! A LIFESTYLE RETREAT WEEKEND  
IN GOLD COAST, AUSTRALIA!


