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INTRODUCTION 

Project Background 

Bathurst Resources Ltd (including subsidiary companies, Bathurst Coal Ltd, and Buller 

Coal Ltd) and joint venture partner BT Mining Ltd (collectively referred to as Bathurst) is 

seeking authorisation through the Fast-track Approvals Act 2024 (FTAA) to progress the 

development and mining of coal resources across the wider Buller Plateaux, known as the 

Buller Plateaux Continuation Project (the Project or BPCP). The Buller Plateaux are 

located approximately 15km northeast of Westport on the West Coast of the South Island 

(Figure 1).   

The Project covers areas across both the Denniston Plateau and Stockton Plateau, 

collectively referred to as the Buller Plateaux. The Project covers five Project sub-areas: 

Stockton (including the Ngākawau Coal Handling Facility and Aerial Ropeway); Mount 

Frederick South, Escarpment Extended; the Upper Waimangaroa Haul Road and Cypress 

(Figure 2).1   

This Historical and Archaeological Background Appendix Report was commissioned by 

Bathurst and prepared as part of the required archaeological and historic heritage 

assessment of effects accompanying an application under the FTAA. It provides the 

historical background and a summary of archaeological/heritage survey and research in the 

general area of the BPCP Project on the Denniston and Stockton Plateaux and informs Parts 

1–5 of the BPCP Archaeological and Historic Heritage Assessment.  This will  ensure that 

the significance of and effects on historic heritage values are assessed against a robust 

evidence base. 

 

 

 
1 Note only continuation of the existing Cypress Mine authorised under existing consents; however Wildlife 

Act Authorities are required to be renewed, as well as variations to existing conditions to ensure integration 

with the BPCP.   
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Figure 1. The location of the Denniston Plateau, Mt Frederick and Stockton Plateau (source: Google 

Earth 2025) 
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Figure 2.  BPCP Project area and the proposed disturbance and consent areas (source: Bathurst)
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THE DENNISTON PLATEAU  

General Historical Background 

The history of European coal mining on the Denniston Plateau is extensive and has been 

outlined in detail elsewhere.2  Coal mining on the plateau began in the 1870s and has 

continued until the modern day, gradually spreading out across the plateau. Coal was 

transported across and down from the plateau via a range of different methods, including 

rope road, aerial cableway and the famous Denniston Incline. The Denniston Plateau was 

home not only to mines, but to several settlements, including Denniston, Burnett’s Face 

and Coalbrookdale. 

A summary sourced from the various reports is provided here for background and context 

to this report (see also Appendix 1 to this report: Denniston Plateau and Stockton Plateaux 

Mining Timeline). A map of the mines and the extent of underground historic workings on 

the Denniston Plateau discussed below are shown in Figure 4 and Figure 4. 

Māori settlement of Te Tai Poutini (the West Coast) dates back to the earliest Māori 

settlement of Aotearoa, with archaeological sites from this time found at several river 

mouths. Traditional history recounts that these earliest settlers were Waitaha, descendants 

of the explorer Rākaihautū, who had arrived on the waka Urao. In the late 16th/early 17th 

centuries, Ngāti Mamoe made their way south to Te Wai Pounamu (the South Island), 

integrating with Waitaha through a process of intermarriage and conflict. They were 

followed shortly thereafter by Ngāi Tahu, who used a similar process to establish mana 

whenua. Ngāti Waewae (a hapū of Ngāi Tahu) would eventually settle on and make Te Tai 

Poutini their home (Anderson 1998; Nathan 2016b; Tau and Anderson 2008; Taylor 1952: 

186). 

Māori settled throughout Te Tai Poutini, with major occupation sites often located at river 

mouths, such as the Kawatiri (Buller), Māwheranui (Grey) and Hokitika rivers, as well as 

rivers in South Westland. Pounamu (greenstone) was one of the important features of the 

area, with the main sources being in and around the Arahura and Taramakau rivers. 

Pounamu and other resources were traded with East Coast Ngāi Tahu, with the main routes 

being via Nōti Taramakau (Harpers Pass) and Tioripātea (Haast Pass), with the former 

leading to Canterbury and the latter to Central Otago. There was also an important coastal 

route, the Te Tai Poutini coastal pathway (Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu 2023a). 

In pre-European times Māori travelled along the Papahaua Range in Westland, and through 

the coal plateau, but the mineral was of little interest to them as they made no use of it.3  

European interest in Te Tai Poutini was limited at the outset of the colonial period in 

Aotearoa, no doubt due in part to the rugged terrain and dense bush cover. The first detailed 

exploration by Europeans came in 1846, when Thomas Brunner and Charles Heaphy 

explored much of the West Coast with Kehu, their Māori guide. This exploration was 

driven by a desire for more agricultural land, as was the subsequent ‘purchase’ of the West 

Coast from Ngāi Tahu (Nathan 2016a). This purchase, of nearly 7 million acres, was 

orchestrated by James Mackay and is known as the Arahura Deed. It was completed in 

1860. Under the terms of this deed, the Crown paid £300 for the land. Ngāi Tahu only 

 

 
2 Particularly HNZPT NZ Heritage List # 7049 https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7049; Wright 

2001, Watson and Wright May 2004; Petchey 2007; InSitu Jun 2010.  Also see Bibliography. 
3 https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7049. 
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agreed to the sale on the condition that they would retain ownership of the entire length of 

the Arahura River, along with other reserves, including at Māwhera (now Greymouth). 

Instead, just 2000 of the 14,000 acres of the Arahura River were set aside for Ngāi Tahu, 

along with another 4724 acres of reserve lands (Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu 2023b). 

In the end, it was not agriculture that would bring large numbers of Europeans to Te Tai 

Poutini, but gold. Gold was first discovered on the West Coast in the late 1850s, but a rush 

did not ensue until the mid-1860s (Nathan 2016a).  Heaphy and Brunner, exploring the 

West Coast in 1849, noted a coal seam in a small stream near the Nile River south of 

Westport.  Then in 1859 John Rochfort, an engineer who  was doing surveys for the Nelson 

Provincial Council in the south-western sector of its  territory, discovered coal in the Buller 

region. Rochfort found coal deposits in two places near the Waitakere River (later known 

as the Nile) and climbed a peak (now Mt Rochfort) on the Papahaua Range just north of 

the Buller River. 

The following year a German geologist, Julius Haast, was engaged by the Government to 

make a geological survey of the Buller region with the discovery of coal of prime interest.  

He found fragments of coal in the Waimangaroa  River and traced them upstream to an 8 

foot 2 inch (2.5m) thick seam of high quality bituminous coal. Haast named the locality 

Coalbrook Dale4 after a coal mining village in Shropshire, England, and a cliff above the 

seam Burnett’s Face after his assistant James Burnett. 

Two years later Burnett completed a detailed survey, estimating that there were 72 million 

tons (73,155,600 tonnes) of extractable coal in the area of Coalbrookdale alone. He also 

suggested a means of getting it down to the coastal plain from the 2000 foot (610m) altitude 

plateau – a self-acting railway system that would employ the weight of loaded trucks 

descending to haul empty trucks up again. However, nobody was willing to invest in such 

technology in what was still a wilderness at that stage. 

It took a series of gold rushes in 1866-67 to attract wide interest in the Buller district and 

its other mineral resources. In 1873 a ‘coal viewer’ named Robert Blair Denniston was 

engaged by the New Zealand Government to survey the coal resource in the upper 

Waimangaroa. He not only did that, but also instigated the formation of what eventually 

became the Westport Coal Company, based in Dunedin. By 1878 this company was 

extracting coal from the Banbury Mine and two years later began sending it down from the 

plateau via the type of incline that had been advocated by Burnett. From its foot the coal 

trucks were taken to the port of Westport on the Mt Rochfort Railway, built by the New 

Zealand Government to exploit numerous coal seams found in the Buller region northeast 

of Westport. 

In 1882 the Banbury mine was driven right through to Burnett’s Face, from where more 

developments began, including the Iron Bridge and Coalbrookdale mines. They both had 

their own endless-rope haulage systems, delivering coal to a main rope road running 

through the old Banbury workings (and later over the surface) to the brakehead at the top 

of the Denniston Incline. 

The Denniston settlement, which had begun about 1878 with a huddle of cottages on an 

escarpment between the original mine and the brakehead, rapidly spread onto the exposed 

plateau above. Another township grew during the 1880s at Burnett’s Face, handy to the 

 

 
4 The spelling of the name soon changed to a single word – Coalbrookdale. 
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new mines and rope roads, while Coalbrookdale further up the valley also had its homes 

and hotel. 

In 1885 Denniston was the largest producer of coal in New Zealand but the peak year of 

production was 1910, when the output was 348,335 tonnes. 

Coalbrookdale Mine had two sections, known as Cascade and Whareatea. By 1926 the 

Whareatea workings had progressed so far westward from the entrance that the company 

decided to put in a new entrance to give miners a shorter journey from the surface to their 

workplaces. This entrance (known as The Steps because of the 142 timber steps between 

surface and workings) was reached along a new road from Denniston aboard 50-seater 

‘char-a-bancs’ – Minerva buses known to the miners as ‘fifties’. 

In 1927 the Westport-Cascade mine started working a continuation of the Denniston seam 

from Cascade Creek, south of Coalbrookdale. Coal was delivered to the railway in the 

Buller River valley via a 7½ mile (12km) flume down Cascade Creek. Where practicable, 

coal was sluiced from the workings to the flume, minimising handling in the mine. The 

flume would remain in use for 28 years and the stated advantages of hydraulic mining 

would be confirmed in the western extremities of the Coalbrookdale workings decades 

afterward. 

The State Mines Department bought the Westport Coal Company’s assets in 1948 and set 

about upgrading the mines as well as boring for new seams. Because Iron Bridge had 

closed    in 1944 and Coalbrookdale was becoming concentrated in the Whareatea area, it 

was decided to do away with the long underground and surface haulage systems. 

A new working entrance was driven adjacent to the Whareatea Steps, conveyors and bins 

were constructed, and in 1954 a monocable aerial bucket line began delivering coal across 

the plateau to the incline. From 1953 on, what had been the Coalbrookdale mine was 

referred to  in  official reports as the Whareatea State Mine. 

A new mine, the Plateau or Sullivan, was opened 1.6km northward of Whareatea along the 

aerial system in 1953. It was the first fully mechanised mine in New Zealand, using belt 

and chain conveyors underground, rather than the old hand trucking rail system, and 

delivering it to the surface via another conveyor, similar to the system used at Whareatea. 

The aerial ran through the Sullivan bins to pick up coal. 

When the rope road closed, the settlements along its route, Coalbrookdale and Burnett’s 

Face, were abandoned. The same gradually happened to Denniston itself as improving 

transport options such as buses and private cars allowed workers to live down close to sea 

level and commute up ‘The Hill’. 

In 1963 the Escarpment mine was opened a short distance south of Whareatea. Coal was 

trucked to the Whareatea bins from where the output of both mines was sent away on the 

aerial. A few private parties (for example, the Birchall’s party) mining parts of the seam 

from the surface between the two mines added their output to the mix. 

In 1967 the incline was closed and motor lorries took coal down the Denniston road from 

the Brakehead bins. A year later the aerial was also abandoned and the lorries were loaded 

directly at the mines – from new bins in the case of the Whareatea. 

The Whareatea mine closed in 1971, and the private Birchall’s party who tried it finished 

after two years, leaving just the Escarpment and Sullivan at work. 

In 1979 the Escarpment was redeveloped as Denniston’s first State hydro mine, using 

powerful pumps instead of the natural water pressure (or blow-ups) applied at Cascade half 
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a century before and in State mines at Stockton and Millerton since the 1950s. Coal blasted 

from the seams was trucked or sluiced to a sump inside the mine, from where it was pumped 

through pipes to bins on the surface. This method extended the Escarpment’s life by three 

years. 

At the same time, preparations were also being made toward what has been referred to as 

the ‘secret’ reopening of the Whareatea as a hydro mine. When that method proved 

successful at the Escarpment, work at the Whareatea gained momentum. As a result, just 

as the Escarpment  headed for closure in 1982, mines officials in Wellington learned that 

pillars left in the Whareatea workings 11 years earlier were about to be extracted by hydro 

methods. The safety advantages that had applied at Cascade back in the 1930s made the 

reopening possible. 

The new Whareatea system employed a new 150 kW (200hp) Australian-made stainless 

steel pump capable of pumping out one tonne of coal per minute, while a 126 kW 

(170hp) New Zealand-built pump handled the silt-laden overflow. The pump room was a 

huge, hollowed-out cavern inside the mine. Coal was blasted, and then sluiced along to the 

dip or lowest point, from where it was pumped out. About 5 percent of the old mine was 

reworked, an area measuring about 800m by less than 400m. The fact that this section had 

been flood-prone in the past became an advantage, while places that had been too difficult 

and dangerous to work before, even partially collapsed areas, could be mined. Hydro 

mining also resulted in record outputs. 

Changes were also made at the Sullivan Mine. As the workings spread westward a new 

entrance was made in the valley of Rapid Creek in 1980, giving miners a shorter 

underground journey to their workplaces. Being about 60m lower than the old entrance, it 

clearly presented possibilities for hydraulic mining as well. Four years later a stone drive 

was put in a short distance downstream and by 1986 a new hydro mine, named the Sullivan 

West, was in full production. 

Near the end of 1988 the Whareatea mine closed, but no decommissioning or rehabilitation 

work was carried out. When production ceased at Sullivan West in late 1996 it was placed 

on ‘care and maintenance’. Equipment was salvaged for use at other sites and items of 

historic value were given to museums. 

Decommissioning work began at the Whareatea and Sullivan mines in July 1998, with the 

sealing of portals and demolition of unsafe structures. This work was suspended the 

following  month as remaining manpower and equipment were relocated to Stockton. 

The most recent mining operations on the Denniston Plateau took place in the Escarpment 

Mine permit area from 2014 to 2016.  The Escarpment Mine (ESC) is currently on care 

and maintenance. 

Today, only the privately owned Cascade Mine is still operating, with coal being trucked 

out via Burnett’s Face and the Denniston Road.  
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Figure 3.  Map of the mines on the Denniston Plateau5 

 

 
5 https://www.doc.govt.nz/globalassets/documents/conservation/historic/by-region/west-

coast/denniston/journey-through-denniston-part1.pdf - Map based on drawings by J. Neil  in the book 

‘Denniston Miners Union: A Centennial History’, 1984. 
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Figure 4. Denniston Plateau extent of historic underground mine workings associated with each 

mining area (source: Bathurst) 
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Historic Heritage and Archaeological Values and 
Significance 

The historic heritage and archaeological significance of the Denniston Plateau and its 

individual sites has been highlighted numerous times by a number of heritage professionals 

as a result of previous research, survey and the assessment of effects on historic values for 

modern mining applications on the plateau.  Those values are summarised here based on 

the considerable literature available (see Bibliography). 

The advent of large-scale resource use such as coal mining assisted in developing and 

sustaining the young colony of New Zealand in the late 19th century. The stories of the 

people who settled at Denniston to open the mine are the stories of early European 

immigration to New Zealand (NZHPT 2007:33). The place of Denniston in these early 

days of the development of New Zealand is well understood and it is acknowledged that 

Denniston has national historic significance (In Situ Heritage 2010:1).  

However, the history of the coal industry in New Zealand or Denniston cannot be 

understood by considering only one aspect of its development. The history of the industry 

spans the late 19th century boom years replete with expensive, yet innovative solutions to 

accessing the high grade coal of West Coast (such as the Denniston Incline), through the 

lean years of the Great Depression, and a gradual late 20th century decline of coal mining 

(see Sherwood and Philips 2009 for an outline of the national state of the industry) (Breen 

Oct 2010). 

Coal mining was a key industry in the development of New Zealand in the late 19th 

century. Denniston had a significant place in the development of the coal industry in the 

Buller region, and its success was an important catalyst for big business investment in coal 

mining in the area. Mining on the Plateau spanned from the infancy of the industry to its 

decline in the 1990s. Consequently, the history of the coal industry at Denniston is 

emblematic of the national ebb and flow of coal mining in New Zealand as a mainstay of 

the economy (Breen Oct 2010) 

Denniston is a nationally significant place, with international links to underground mining 

culture (InSitu Heritage 2010:1).  It is the premier historic coal mining site in New Zealand 

comprising numerous historic coal mining, settlement and transport sites. Its historic coal 

mining landscape spans a depth of time (all periods of mining are represented) and it is 

more complete (much remains of mine sites from all periods and some of these remains 

are rare) than any other in New Zealand.  The area has been identified as one of New 

Zealand’s most important industrial archaeological landscapes and an outstanding historic 

site (Breen Oct 2010; Wilson and Burgess 2007:7; NZHPT 1993). 

Denniston is also the oldest mining settlement on the Buller coal plateau and holds a major 

place in the history of the coal mining industry in New Zealand through the sustained 

quality and quantity of its output and the special features associated with its operation.6  

Large scale coal mining at Denniston played an important part in many aspects of the 

history of the country, such as settlement and immigration, development of the nation, the 

trade union movement, technological innovation and contribution to an important resource 

extraction industry (Breen Oct 2010; NZHPT 2007:33). 

 

 
6 https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7049.  
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The importance of the wider contextual values of Denniston Plateau has also been 

acknowledged. It is impossible to properly understand one of the mining sites on the 

plateau (and its significance) in isolation from the others.  The significance of these 

workings derives largely from the fact that they are part of the Denniston coal mining 

landscape – a nationally significant landscape.  Much physical evidence of each of these 

mines remains, and of the various transport systems that connected them. While the 

Denniston Plateau is mostly celebrated for its early history and Incline, it is one of the few 

places in New Zealand that has such a long history of coal mining and where so much 

tangible evidence of that history remains (Watson Apr 2009:23; Watson Aug 2010:21). 

One of the notable elements of significance of the archaeological sites on the Denniston 

Plateau is the excellent integrity of sites as a whole.  The relative completeness of the coal 

mining system that remains (although various components have been lost), the reasonable 

condition of the majority of the sites, the excellent internal and external context of the 

landscape, the depth of time present from inception in 1878 to closure in the 1990s in the 

wider archaeological industrial coal mining landscape and high community esteem for the 

site make it nationally important (Petchey 2007).  Elsewhere in the Buller area, the historic 

remains of large scale coal mining landscapes are being destroyed by modern mining. As 

such, there are no other historic coal mining landscapes in New Zealand that rival what still 

remains at Denniston.  The survival of the complete systems makes Denniston a highly 

significant archaeological landscape (Petchey 2007). 

The area encompassed by Denniston is extensive, covering a large area of land on the 

Denniston Plateau, the steep slopes below the Denniston township and the flat land at 

Conns Creek. The Crown is the principal land owner on the Denniston Plateau, with public 

conservation land administered by Department of Conservation (DOC) and other land 

holdings by the Ministry of Economic Development, Ministry of Education, Bathurst, Land 

Information New Zealand and Buller District Council. A number of smaller sections, 

mostly those in the original Denniston township, are owned by individuals. Current mining 

licenses are in existence over most of the Denniston plateau (InSitu Heritage 2010:1-2). 

DOC, as landowner, and the voluntary group Friends of the Hill Inc. manage, individually 

and in partnership, a museum, historic structures and walks around the key historic heritage 

sites at Denniston.  DOC recognised the importance of Denniston, being one of the 

Department’s icon heritage sites, which are places that tell the story of New Zealand’s 

distinct identity, and provide visitors with an outstanding opportunity to gain insights into 

New Zealand’s history and heritage (InSitu Heritage 2010:1).  DOC has gazetted parts of 

the plateau as a historic reserve, and highlight it as one of the most important places it looks 

after on the West Coast, by ‘actively conserving’ a number of sites for their historic values.7  

DOC has placed a number of well-illustrated interpretation panels around the area and 

plans to add more to tell the full story of Denniston’s past. Remaining roads and tracks 

contribute to the history and link the various components.8 

The Buller District Plan (BDP) (Operative Jan 2000, amended Sept 2011) (BDP) is relevant 

to the Denniston Plateau area. The Buller District Council has listed the following in the 

Schedule of Historic Buildings and Structures (Part 14.2) on the Denniston Plateau: the 

Banbury Arch (250), Stone Retaining Wall (291) and the Denniston Incline Plaque (306). 

 

 
7 https://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/west-coast/places/denniston-area/history/.  
8 https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7049.  



 

   

Mar 2026 Bathurst BPCP: Appendix – Historical and Archaeological Background 12 

The Te Tai o Poutini Plan (TTPP) is the proposed combined Buller, Grey and Westland 

District Council Plan, which will replace the current individual district plans in 2027. TTPP 

Schedule One: Historic Heritage Items and Areas and Archaeological Sites (Te Rārangi 

Tuatahi: Ngā Rawa me ngā Whenua Tuku Iho) has scheduled the Denniston Historic Area 

(HH5), for archaeological, historical, social and technological values.  The extent of the 

TTPP scheduled area reflects the NZ Heritage Listed Area – Denniston Heritage Area (see 

below). 

A number of historic coal mining sites on the Denniston Plateau are actively managed by 

DOC including the Coalbrookdale area (fan house, mine entrance and rope roads), 

Burnett’s Face, the surface rope road across the plateau, the Denniston bins, the Denniston 

Incline, the bridle track and Conns Creek.  

In terms of heritage sites, the Denniston Plateau is extremely rich, with the remains of both 

the industrial systems and communities that once existed on the Plateau. What this means 

is the Plateau can be studied in detail from an archaeological perspective and the systems 

of industrial operations or social interaction (to name two possibilities) can be examined.  

In this respect the Denniston Plateau is an ideal location, and the archaeological remains 

there are significant (Petchey 2007:81). 

The lack of other development on the Denniston Plateau due to its remote location (apart 

from ongoing mining) and the absence of the reworking of the underground mines by 

opencast mining causing large-scale land modification have allowed the retention of 

previous mine workings and the survival of good archaeological evidence.  Abandoned 

mine sites are apparent through landscape modification, surface infrastructure and other 

material present across the vast geographical area of the Denniston Plateau.  These remains 

reflect each phase of mining activity, presenting the story of coal mining from the earliest 

era in New Zealand through the 20th century expansion, innovation and eventual decline.  

The only other place comparable to the mining landscape of Denniston Plateau for scale of 

mining and a continuum of history of mining is on the Stockton Plateau.  However, the 

Stockton mining sites have been significantly affected by modern mining, with very little 

of the wider historic landscape remaining (Breen Mar 2013). 

While most archaeological sites on the Denniston Plateau relate to aspects of mining 

activity the settlement areas, and particularly the Denniston Township, have important 

archaeological values, as the living conditions here differed from others of similar date 

because of the unusual environment.9 The social history of Denniston has been well 

recorded and many places and items remain to tell its story. It was one of the most isolated 

and difficult mining towns to live in in the country. Elements of the various townships 

remain at ‘The Camp’, Denniston, Marshallvale, Burnett’s Face and Coalbrookdale. Apart 

from remains of dwellings, the sites of commercial or public buildings or recreational 

activities can be identified to gain a picture of the life settlers evolved for themselves.  

The Denniston archaeological landscape also has excellent information and amenity 

potential. The history of coal mining on the Denniston Plateau played an important part in 

many aspects of the history of the West Coast and New Zealand, including those noted 

above (settlement and immigration, developing the nation, the trade union movement, 

technological innovation and contribution to an important resource extraction industry). 

There are also associations with significant people in the West Coast and New Zealand 

 

 
9 https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7049.  
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History, starting with Sir Julius von Haast, who initially surveyed the site, John Lomas, 

who played a major role in the development of unionism, William Larnach, who was one 

of the founding shareholders and the Young Brothers, who designed the Incline. 

Denniston Listed Historic Area 

In recognition of the importance of Denniston, parts of the Plateau have been Listed under 

the HNZPTA as the Denniston Historic Area, a Category I historic place (NZ Heritage List 

No. 7049) (Figure 5).  The extent of the Listing concentrated on the mainly 19th century 

mines and mining infrastructure as the features of highest significance.  It includes the 

Denniston Incline; the brakehead; the Banbury arch, mine mouth and rail link; Burnett’s 

Face; Coalbrookdale; the rope road; the bath houses; and the settlement of Denniston; as 

well as The Camp. The historic area’s boundary runs from the base of the incline to the 

centre of activities at the brakehead and then continues along the route to major mining 

areas at Burnett’s Face and Coalbrookdale. It includes features which are representative of 

the unique history of the Denniston mining locale.10 This listing recognises the high 

historical, archaeological and technical values of the Denniston landscape and describes 

Denniston as ‘one of New Zealand’s most significant industrial sites’ (Wilson and Burgess 

2007). 

The high significance of the Listed Historic Area is due to the relative completeness of the 

coal mining system that remains (although various components have been lost), the 

reasonable condition of the majority of the sites, the excellent internal and external context 

of the landscape and the high community esteem for the site. The landscape also has 

excellent information potential and amenity potential (Petchey 2007). 

The Heritage NZ List entry states:  

‘It is considered that this place qualifies as a Category I historic place. Denniston 

is a place of outstanding heritage significance because of its history as an early 

major coal extracting industry that succeeded through use of its remarkable self-

activating, cable operated incline. The technological achievements of the men who 

began mining activities at Denniston in 1879 were remarkable. The stone features, 

the incline, and other mining and transporting techniques used at Denniston 

illustrate the outstanding technical values of the place. Its inaccessible and 

inhospitable location, which made the lives of those who lived and worked there 

miserable, has given it a special place in New Zealand history. The environment 

and working conditions encouraged the early development of unionism, an 

important feature of New Zealand’s past. It is readily accessible to visitors and 

provides exceptional opportunities for public education.’11  

 

 
10 https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7049.  
11 https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7049. 
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Figure 5. The extent of the Heritage NZ Listed (purple outline) Denniston Historic Area (NZ 

Heritage List No. 7049) (source: https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7049) 
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Previous Archaeological Work 

A great deal of research and previous archaeological survey have been carried out on the 

Denniston Plateau, which is summarised here.  This previous work is the main source of 

information on the historic heritage and archaeological sites on the Denniston Plateau and 

within the BPCP Area for this report.   

For background, the book Coaling from the Clouds (Meyer 1971) contains a very good 

account of the history and operation of the Denniston Incline and Waimangaroa branch 

railway, and a more general history is given in The Denniston Affair (Munro 1951). 

In 1983 Terry and Sonia Sumner prepared a comprehensive survey of historic coal mining 

sites on the Denniston Plateau for the Department of Lands and Survey, resulting in the 

‘Coalfields Park Report’ (Sumner and Sumner 1983).  In 1992, Ray Hooker carried out a 

survey of the Coalbrookdale area as a result of proposals to construct a walkway at 

Burnett’s Face (Hooker 1992). The survey covered the lower kilometre of the 

Coalbrookdale Valley and resulted in a number of sites being entered onto the New Zealand 

Archaeological Association (NZAA) site record file. 

The ‘Denniston Concept Plan’ (Wright 2001) is a report prepared for the Department of 

Conservation, West Coast Conservancy which contains a wealth of information about the 

physical remains on the Denniston Plateau.  

One of the more comprehensive archaeological surveys was of the 20th century mining on 

Denniston Plateau carried out by Watson and Wright (May 2004) for Solid Energy as part 

of resource consenting to rehabilitate the mines sites at Denniston.  The focus of the work 

was at the Whareatea, Sullivan and Sullivan West mines.   

In 2005 the DOC commissioned a report on the heritage appreciation and conservation of 

the Denniston Township (Green Oct 2005) and in 2007 detailed recording of coal mining 

and settlement sites in the Denniston Historic Area was undertaken for DOC (Petchey 

2007), along with an investigation of damage to the rope road and nearby archaeological 

sites (Wright and Watson 2007) and an archaeological assessment that investigated the 

impacts of a DOC proposal at Burnett’s Face and other areas of the plateau (Watson 2008).  

In 2007 the NZ Historic Places Trust prepared the Review Report for a Historic Place, 

Denniston, West Coast (Wilson and Burgess Dec 2007). 

In 2010 DOC Buller Kawatiri Area Office commissioned a conservation plan for 

Denniston (InSitu Heritage 2010) to establish a strategic and informed approach to the 

management of historic places at Denniston by enabling the conservation of heritage values 

and avoiding unwarranted and/or undesirable modification of heritage places. 

More recently, survey and assessment of the effects on historic values have been carried 

out for the modern mining applications at the Escarpment Mine (Watson Apr 2009, Jun 

2010 and Aug 2010) and for the Buller Coal Ltd haul road proposal from the Escarpment 

Mine to the Denniston Plateau (Watson May 2012; Clifford and Barr Apr 2014). 

In 2022 the authors prepared a report for Bathurst to characterise the historic heritage and 

archaeological significance of the Denniston Plateau in general, identify the known sites 

within the Buller Plateau Project area and discuss the specific historic heritage, 

archaeological values and significance (Tatton and Clough Apr 2022). 

The Koranui Incline was recorded as part of the ‘Coalfields Park Report’ written by 

Sumner and Sumner (1983) and has been entered into the NZAA site recording scheme as 

site L29/14. During the course of their survey the Sumners walked the incline (from the 

bottom up) and recorded those features found on it. This survey does not appear to have 
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been as detailed as other surveys they undertook as part of the ‘Coalfields Park Report’ and 

contains no photographs of the incline at that date, and little information about feature 

associated with the incline (Watson Dec 2009:6). 

In 2009 Katharine Watson undertook a detailed archaeological survey of the Koranui 

Incline for Solid Energy Ltd who were undertaking a drilling programme in the area 

(Watson Dec 2009).  

Recorded Archaeological Sites  

The New Zealand Archaeological Association’s (NZAA) site record database (ArchSite) 

records a number of archaeological sites on the Denniston Plateau and in the vicinity of the 

Project sub-areas (see Figure 6 and Appendix 1).  The number of recorded sites is not 

exhaustive as it essentially reflects survey coverage and current knowledge, and primarily 

relates to the HNZPTA definition of an archaeological site (provided later in this report).  

However, it should be noted that many sites on the Denniston Plateau recorded on the 

NZAA ArchSite database do not meet the HNZPTA definition of an archaeological site as 

they post-date 1900.   

It should also be noted that some recorded archaeological sites include numerous individual 

heritage places/features over large areas, such as K29/57 Denniston Township and K29/59 

Denniston aerial cableway. While not recorded as archaeological sites, it is worth noting 

that many of the underground workings also remain in situ. 

Many other historic heritage sites located on the plateau are not recorded on the ArchSite 

database because they post-date 1900 (the approach to recording post-1900 sites on 

ArchSite has been inconsistent). Figure 7 is a plan from Les Wright’s (2001) ‘Denniston 

Concept Plan’ prepared for the Department of Conservation (DOC) West Coast 

Conservancy showing other heritage features that have been identified on the Denniston 

Plateau by previous study.  The numbering of heritage features on this plan is unique to 

Wright’s report and some heritage features shown do duplicate recorded archaeological 

sites on ArchSite. 

Under the headings of each of the Project sub-areas (Escarpment Extended; the Upper 

Waimangaroa Haul Road, Mount Frederick South and Stockton), the historic background 

of the recorded archaeological and other historic features within and in close proximity to 

these areas are discussed in detail.  Both the ArchSite and Wright numbers are referenced 

where relevant.   

The NZAA site record forms have been updated and new site records created for all sites 

that are discussed in the Parts 1–5 of the BPCP Archaeological and Historic Heritage 

Assessment reports.   
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Figure 6. The location of recorded archaeological sites on the NZAA ArchSite database on the 

Denniston Plateau (2025) in relation to the ESE and UWHR (Southwestern) (source: Bathurst and 

ArchSite)  
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Figure 7. Map from DOC ‘Denniston Concept Plan’ showing the heritage features recorded on the 

Denniston Plateau (Wright 2001 for DOC West Coast Conservancy) 
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Māori Cultural Values 

This historical and archaeological background report is part of an assessment of effects on 

archaeological and historic heritage values and does not include an assessment of Māori 

cultural values.  It is noted that an assessment of Māori values should only be made by the 

tangata whenua and this has been provided by tangata whenua as a separate Cultural Impact 

Assessment (Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Waewae 2026).  Māori cultural concerns may encompass 

a wider range of values than those associated with archaeological sites.   

The historical association of the general area with the tangata whenua is evident from the 

recorded sites, traditional histories and known Māori place names.  Te Rūnanga o Ngāti 

Waewae are the Papatipu Rūnanga with manawhenua in the the Kawatiri (Buller) district 

(Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Waewae 2026:4).  As with other areas of Te Tai Poutini (the West 

Coast of the South Island), occupation came largely as a result of the presence of the valued 

pounamu, and the coastal hills and plateau areas north of the Kawatiri (Buller) River were 

part of the larger network of trails, trading routes, pa and kainga sites, mahinga kai, and 

other areas of cultural significance (Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Waewae 2026:10; Tumahai Jul 

2010:8). 

Coastal areas provided tangata whenua with shellfish, the rivers primarily provided eels, 

whitebait and fish, and the river mouths were good places for cultivations. Bird-snaring 

parties regularly travelled along the inland rivers. Hunting parties from the Nelson area 

were known to travel down the Orikaka (Mackley) River, where the honey and seeds of 

the kowhai, rata, and miro on the river’s banks attracted large numbers of kaka, tui, bellbird, 

pigeons and robins (Tumahai Jul 2010:8).  At the Whareatea River a small pa was located 

on one bank, with a guest whare on the other to accommodate travellers from other iwi (Te 

Rūnanga o Ngāti Waewae 2026:10; Mitchell 1948). 

Māori also came from Hokitika to the Orikaka River to hunt birds. These parties were 

known to secure large numbers of birds during such trips; enough for their winter supply 

(Mitchell 1948). The abundance of mahinga kai in this area is evidenced by the names of 

waterways in the vicinity of the Waimangaroa valley, including Weka Creek, Kiwi Creek, 

Keruru Stream, and Orikaka, which is likely associated with the abundance of forest birds 

along the waterway, in particular kaka (Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Waewae2026:10). Customary 

title over the area evidenced by the wahi ingoa, or place names, that mark the landscape 

(Tumahai Jul 2010:23).   

Trails linked Ngāti Waewae settlements to the social and economic life of the tribe and tied 

them into networks of trade which extended well beyond the South Island. Trails were not 

just routes across terrain; they had to follow food resources. Knowledge of the route 

included knowledge of safe routes, camping places, safe places to cross the river, and the 

locations of food and other resources (Tumahai Jul 2010:29). 

Coastal and inland trails in this area were well known to Māori and also used in later years 

by early European travellers and their Māori guides. The Kawatiri trails are also nearby, 

connected to trails that used the Māwhera (Grey), Inanagahua and Kawatiri Rivers as an 

inland route from Arahura to Nelson (Tumahai Jul 2010:23). In addition, early Europeans 

reported a Māori trail up the Orikaka and over the range to the Waimangaroa as an 

alternative to the lower Buller Gorge (Department of Conservation 1998). 

The extensive knowledge, use of and relationship of Māori to this area was evident to early 

Europeans such as Heaphy and Brunner, who were taught by tangata whenua how to live 

off what the land and sea could provide.  On his journey down the Poutini Coast trail to 
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Kawatiri River, Heaphy’s party was fed at the Ngakawau River by travellers from Arahura 

(Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Waewae 2026:10; Jolly Feb 2003:12). 

Historically many whanau of Ngāti Waewae would go on to maintain a strong presence on 

Te Tai Poutini undertaking mahinga kai, explorations with Pakeha surveyors and 

participating in the various industrial activities of pākeha settlers, including farming and 

mining. 

Ngāti Waewae were to continue their mastery of mineral knowledge by re-prospecting their 

lands and providing pākeha with information on gold and coal deposits. There are multiple 

accounts of Māori travellers delivering gold and coal samples to the colonial office in 

Nelson. As the mining activity proliferated, Tai Poutinin Māori were active participants. 

Adjacent to the Stockton plateau is the Waimangaroa catchment, bearing the placename 

Korakoranui within it. This place name was bestowed by Māori working on a mechanical 

incline to transport coal (Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Sep 2022:8-9). 

There are currently no known archaeological sites of Māori origin recorded within the 

BPCP.  The project footprint does not include any wāhi tapu sites known to Ngāti Waewae 

(Rūnanga o Ngāti Waewae 2026:25).  However, the absence of evidence is not necessarily 

evidence of absence. Particularly, as much of the historic mining evidence and disturbance 

is associated with underground mining on the Denniston Plateau. 
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ESCARPMENT EXTENDED  

Monocable Aerial Cableway (K29/59) 

Historical Background 

The Monocable Aerial Cableway was an electrically powered monocable aerial system 

designed by the British Ropeway Engineering Co. Ltd of London and built in 1950-1953 

by the Public Works Department, Westport, and the State Mines Denniston engineers to 

transport coal from the distant Whareatea and Sullivan Mines to the Denniston Brakehead 

(Figure 7 and Figure 8). It replaced the surface rope road.  The aerial ropeway was itself 

replaced by road transport in 1968. 

The cableway was 2.29 miles (3.68km) long, comprising drive and loading stations at the 

Whareatea end (Figure 9), an intermediate loading station at the Sullivan Mine bins 

(Feature 27) (Figure 10), an angle station 1.29 miles (2.07 km) from the Denniston Incline 

brakehead, a terminal tower inside the brakehead bins and 38 support towers. The towers 

ranged in height from 16 to 72 feet (5 to 22m), the majority between 26 and 56 feet (8 and 

17m). Steel buckets of 15 hundredweight (762kg) capacity spaced 182 feet (55.5m) apart 

on a rope travelling at 12 miles per hour (7.4 km/h) delivered 100 tons (101.6 tonnes) of 

coal per hour to the brakehead. The system carried coal from the Whareatea, Sullivan and 

Escarpment mines to the incline brakehead from 1954 until 1968, when it was abandoned 

and gradually scrapped. There were still 14 standing towers in 1982 (Sumner and Sumner 

1983) but most were taken down for steel to build supports for hydro pipes at the Whareatea 

(Paul Comeskey, pers. comm. in Watson and Wright May 2004:26). 

 

 

Figure 8.  At the brakehead end of the aerial, a complex system kept the cable taut. Many elements of 

the tensioner (Feature A40) remain, including the large wheel (inset lower right) visible in front of 

the tower. (Photo courtesy of Brian Kerr. In Watson and Wright May 2004:88) 
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Figure 9.  The aerial cableway drive station (Feature A1) at the Whareatea Mine (1950s) 

(https://www.doc.govt.nz/globalassets/documents/conservation/historic/by-region/west-

coast/denniston/journey-through-denniston) 

 

 

Figure 10.  The Sullivan Mine Loading Station with the aerial cableway towers in the background 

(https://www.doc.govt.nz/globalassets/documents/conservation/historic/by-region/west-

coast/denniston/journey-through-denniston) 
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Whareatea Mine (K29/72) 

Historical Background12 

(see Figure 11 - Figure 19) 

The name ‘Whareatea’ was first used for a section of the Coalbrookdale Mine. 

Coalbrookdale opened in 1889 and the Whareatea section opened in 1903 (Figure 4) 

(Watson and Wright 2004: 10, 12). The Whareatea became a mine in its own right when a 

new working entrance and associated infrastructure were established next to The Steps 

(which had previously functioned as the entrance to the Whareatea section of the 

Coalbrookdale) in 1953 (L. Wright, pers. comm. in Watson and Wright May 2004). 

Whareatea Mine was an underground mine that was operational from 1926 to 1988, 

progressing through three stages as The Steps entrance to the Whareatea section of 

Coalbrookdale (1926-1953); Bord and pillar mine (1953-1971); and a hydro mine (1982-

1988) (with water initially supplied from the historic Escarpment Mine but later from Lake 

Brazil).  It can be contended that the Whareatea Mine actually went through four stages of 

development, with an earlier one prior to The Steps being built. From 1907 the mine was 

known as the Whareatea section of the Coalbrookdale Mine (Wright 2008:41; Sumner and 

Sumner 1983:97). 

Each stage involved a different set of above-ground infrastructure. The first stage required 

the least infrastructure and at this time the area appears to have consisted of little more than 

The Steps entrance and the road to the entrance. This road was put in prior to The Steps 

being opened and was used to transport the miners to and from work. 

Following the State takeover of the Westport Coal Company there was a considerable 

amount of investment in the Whareatea, and this area became the main mine portal rather 

than just The Steps entrance (which became a fan drift rather than an entrance). To this 

end, a new entrance was driven and a coal transport system built. This consisted of a 

conveyor to carry coal from the mine to a hopper, from which a second conveyor then 

carried the coal to the bins (Figure 12 and Figure 13). From the bins, the coal was loaded 

onto the aerial cableway and carried across the plateau to the Incline brakehead. These first 

bins were also used by the Escarpment Mine from 1963 and by private parties working in 

the area. There was a change to the coal transport system in 1968, with the closure of the 

aerial cableway. At this point, new bins were built and received coal directly from the first 

conveyor (Figure 16). Coal was loaded into trucks from the new bins and carted across the 

plateau. Following closure of the mine in 1971, the original bins were demolished and the 

second bins removed (evidence of both remains). Horses were also used in the mine during 

this period. 

The re-opening of the mine in 1982 with a new technology saw a revamping of the facilities 

at the Whareatea and few of the structures associated with the 1954-1971 period remained 

in use. The same entrance continued to be used and The Steps continued to function as a 

fan drift, as well as being used for three pipes associated with the hydro system (Figure 

15). Two of these pipes were used for carrying out coal and waste material while the third 

was used for returning water to the sump. The conveyor that had been used to carry coal 

from 1954-1971 was replaced with a stone conveyor. Coal was now transported from the 

mine (via The Steps) to a boil box and then along a distributor to the dewatering pads. The 

water was flumed away from here. Once dewatered, the coal was loaded into trucks with a 

 

 
12 Primarily sourced from Watson and Wright May 2004. 
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front-end loader. Water for the hydro mining was initially brought in from the Escarpment 

and later from Brazil’s Dam (after the water supply from the Escarpment proved 

inadequate), which had been built for hydro mining at the Escarpment. Before entering the 

mine, the water passed through a fines filtration tank. There was also a fines settling pond 

during the hydro period, used for recovering fine coal. 

In 2013 Buller Coal Limited (BCL), a subsidiary of Bathurst Resources, was granted an 

access arrangement with the Minister of Conservation for opencast coal mining on the 

Denniston Plateau (Escarpment Mine) within Mineral Permit 51279.  Resource consent 

was approved for the upgrade and use of the Whareatea Road with consent conditions 

requiring the road avoid the historic features adjoining the road within the Whareatea Mine 

(Watson May 2012; Bathurst Resources Ltd Apr 2015). 

 

 

Figure 11. Whareatea miners Jack Cockfield (left) and Charlie Neighbours, who set production 

records during the hydro era (source: ‘New Zealand Coal’ Vol. 30: No. 2, Winter 1986 in Watson 

and Wright May 2004) 
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Figure 12. Whareatea c.1960 with the mine conveyor gantry running from the building at the mine 

entrance in the middle background to the left. The early underviewers’ office is to the right of the 

entrance and the early workshop is at right (Department of Conservation, Westport in Watson and 

Wright May 2004:65) 

 

Figure 13.  Southward view at Whareatea showing the conveyor gantry with the higher roof built to 

accommodate the modifications of 1968 at left and the truck loading hoppers just visible below it. 

Left of the post carrying the ‘Whareatea’ sign is a footbridge spanning the creek. The mine entrance 

building is in the right background. (Friends of the Hill in Watson and Wright May 2004:65) 
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Figure 14.  A northward view of the Whareatea fines filtration tank with flumes from the 

Escarpment (left) and Whareatea pads visible, along with hydro pipes and the pump shed at left. The 

mine offices and workshop and the storeroom on the stables’ foundation are farther back, left of 

centre beyond the hydro pipes from the mine. (Solid Energy, Westport, photo B2002 in Watson and 

Wright May 2004:71) 

 

Figure 15. Steps fanhouse during the 1980s with hydro pipes running from the fan drift. In the centre 

background are the office and workshop, with the store on the stables’ foundation beyond and the 

winch shed at right. In the foreground is the small lean-to pumphouse with a pipe from the dam out 

of picture at left. (Solid Energy, Westport, photo B2003. in Watson and Wright May 2004:62) 
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Figure 16. Loading coal from the Whareatea pads. The truck is standing on the lower part of the 

apron, from where the photo above was taken. (Solid Energy, Westport, photo B2007 in Watson and 

Wright May 2004:69)
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Figure 17.  Whareatea Mine surface layout site plan, pre-1968 (CH87/260 Archives New Zealand) 
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Figure 18.  The Whareatea Mine surface remains in October 1982 (source: NZ Aerial Mapping Ltd 

in Watson and Wright May 2004) 
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Figure 19.  The extent of the Whareatea workings when the mine closed, December 1987 (source: 

CH851/78d, Archives New Zealand) 

Sullivan Mine (K29/98) 

Historic Background13 

(see Figure 20 - Figure 22) 

The Sullivan Mine is a 20th century underground coal mine.  It was opened in 1953 

approximately 1.6km north of Whareatea Mine along the Monocable Aerial Cableway 

System, which ran through the Sullivan bins to pick up the coal (Figure 4).  It was the first 

fully mechanised mine in New Zealand, using belt and chain conveyors underground, 

rather than the old hand trucking rail system, and delivering it to the surface via another 

conveyor, similar to the system used at Whareatea.  

As the workings spread westward a new entrance was made in the valley of Rapid Creek 

in 1980, giving miners a shorter underground journey to their workplaces. Being about 

60m lower than the old entrance it clearly presented possibilities for hydraulic mining as 

well. Four years later a stone drive was put in a short distance downstream and by 1986 a 

new hydro mine, named the Sullivan West, was in full production. 

 

 
13 Sourced primarily from Watson and Wright May 2004 
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When production ceased at Sullivan West (K29/99) in late 1996 it was placed on ‘care and 

maintenance’. Equipment was salvaged for use at other sites and items of historic value 

were given to museums. Decommissioning work began at the Whareatea and Sullivan 

mines in July 1998, with the sealing of portals and demolition of unsafe structures. This 

work was suspended the following month as remaining manpower and equipment were 

relocated to Stockton. 

 

Figure 20.  Sullivan bins from the east in 1984 with conveyor gantries to the mine behind and the 

truck bin at right. To the right of a gantry support, about the centre the mine conveyor tensioner is 

visible although mostly obscured by the truck bin gantry. Aerial towers still stand on top of the bins. 

(‘New Zealand Coal’ Vol. 28: No. 1, Autumn 1984. In Watson and Wright May 2004:74) 

 

Figure 21. A view down the Sullivan Mine entrance late in the mine’s life, with the rails at centre and 

conveyor at right. Materials and equipment were stored in the large entrance shed (Solid Energy, 

Westport, photo B2020. In Watson and Wright May 2004:74) 
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Figure 22. The Sullivan Mine winch shortly before removal from its foundation (on site but not in 

situ). The winch shed has been destroyed (Watson and Wright May 2004:77) 
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UPPER WAIMANGAROA HAUL ROAD 

Iron Bridge Mine (L29/98) 

Historical Background14 

The Iron Bridge Mine is the beginning of the workings which extend to the Burning Mine, 

Kiwi Mine, over the Waimangaroa River and up the flanks of Mt Frederick (Figure 4, 

Figure 23 and Figure 24).  In 1882 the Banbury Mine was driven right through to Burnett’s 

Face from where more developments began, including the Iron Bridge and Coalbrookdale 

mines. The Iron Bridge, which was to give the mine its name, was under construction across 

Burnett’s Creek (also called the south branch of the Waimangaroa River) in 1887 (Figure 

25).   

In November 1888 the mine was being worked by 62 men in conditions of poor ventilation. 

By the following year the ventilation had been upgraded and the Iron Bridge Mine was 

providing most of the Westport Coal Company’s production. Trade picked up and in 1895 

91 men were at work in the mine.  Their production was increased in 1896 by the use of 

electrically driven pick holing machines. However, these machines were not totally 

satisfactory and in 1897 they were supplemented and eventually replaced by air-driven 

picks.  

The workings of Iron Bridge Mine substantially expanded by 1899, reaching the area at 

present showing most fire activity (Burning Mine) south of the Waimangaroa River to the 

haul road (Figure 26 and Figure 27).  A bridge spanning the Waimangaroa River to reach 

the outcrops on the opposite bank was built. The coal was lowered under the force of 

gravity to the level of the old mine and then conveyed by horse and attached to the Iron 

Bridge endless haulage rope.  At the same time the Kiwi Compressor was constructed in a 

central position to supply power to the workings. The expansion was such that extra steam 

power was added in 1901. 

The rapid expansion continued in 1902 when a Schiele fan was erected and major 

reorganisation of the haulage system began.  A ‘New Track’ (Cedar Creek Road) 

connecting Denniston to the Waimangaroa was opened and there were extensive tunnel 

and bridge works to deviate the Iron Bridge main haulage line from the mine to a central 

loading station on the Coalbrookdale main line at Burnett’s Face, where it was transferred 

to the main overland ropeway to the Denniston Brakehead. Two steel-girder bridges 

spanned the Burnett Stream – one to a new Iron Bridge Mine entrance, the second over 

Cedar Creek Road. 

The miners were working an exceptionally thick seam known as Big Pillar as well as the 

Kiwi sections at this time.  In 1904 another section – the Dundee Dip – was heading towards 

Mt William. By 1905 the bridge over the Waimangaroa River was proving inadequate to 

handle the coal available in the Deep Creek sections. It was planned to upgrade facilities, 

but this would be expensive and difficult and was not expected to be completed until June 

1907.  

In 1922 Deep Creek sections were responsible for the greater part of the mine’s output. 

Many surface jigs (a two-ended rope haulage system) were in use, during the year, one of 

 

 
14 Primarily sourced from Sumner and Sumner 1983; Wright 2001; Bruce-Smith 2022. 



 

   

Mar 2026 Bathurst BPCP: Appendix – Historical and Archaeological Background 34 

which was going towards Taipo.  In addition, three huts and a residence for the deputy 

were erected near the workings.  However, five years later the concentration of effort had 

switched back to the older workings of Kiwi, No.1 Pillar, Young’s and Kruger’s and by 

1928 premonitions of the fires that were to make working of the mine impossible occurred 

when there was a serious fire outbreak in Kruger’s. 

World War I marks virtually the end of major development of the main Iron Bridge Mine, 

Kiwi, Deep Creek and Taipo sections.  However, coal extraction from the various sections 

of the newer and older parts of the mines continued to World War II. Spontaneous 

combustion fires in the older workings, a problem since the 1920s in the Iron Bridge Mine, 

forced its closure in 1944.  The Kiwi and Young’s sections were the last areas worked.  The 

salvage of materials was completed early in 1945.  In 1952 the fires had intensified over 

the whole mine area and the Mines Department in response had trenched Ehlers and Little 

Waimangaroa Creeks and diverted them into the workings. 

 

 

Figure 23.  The location and extent of the Iron Bridge, Deep Creek, Kiwi and Taipo underground 

coal mine workings (black hatching) (source: Bruce-Smith 2022:19) 
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Figure 24.  Detail from a plan ‘Kawatiri District South East Sheet’ (n.d) showing the Iron Bridge 

Mine east of Burnett’s Face and Burnett Creek (source: Bathurst Archives) 

 

Figure 25. Entrance to the Iron Bridge Section, Denniston (Photographic Collection Ref: 1/2-190085-

G [PColl-10563-121-019) Alexander Turnbull Library) 
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Figure 26.  Looking down on Iron Bridge Mine infrastructure.  On the left is a toilet, left is the 

blacksmith’s shop and stables, an iron-roofed mine entrance in the centre and a white bathhouse in 

the right.  The bridge on the right goes to Burnett’s Face (source: Bill Andrew Collection, Friends of 

the Hill) 

 

Figure 27. Looking down on the Cedar settlement in the bow of the Burnett Stream.  Cedar Creek 

Road is on the right and Iron Bridge bath house is on the top left (source: Bill Andrew Collection, 

Friends of the Hill)  
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MOUNT FREDERICK SOUTH 

Koranui Mine (L29/14) 

Historical Background15 

The Koranui Coal Mining Company was one of a number of coal mining ventures that 

developed in the Buller region during the 1860s, 1870s and 1880s to exploit the coal 

deposits recorded by Haast and Burnett (Figure 4). The Koranui Mine and its incline were 

a short-lived affair, but its story is much more than a story of a small, failed coal mine. The 

mine, and its assets, were to become an important bargaining chip between the Union 

Steam Ship Company and the Westport Coal Company.  

Coal mining alongside the Waimangaroa River had begun by 1874, with drifts in the area 

worked by at least three parties. One of these drifts, worked by Sim and Mulholland, 

developed into the Wellington Mine, which was producing coal by 1877 (Morgan and 

Bartrum 1915: 32). This mine was located on the north bank of the river. At the same time, 

companies were beginning to attempt to mine on the Denniston Plateau, with both Cable, 

Drummond and Company and the Coalbrookdale Company taking up leases in the 1870s 

(McLean 1990: 87). 

Eventually, sufficient pressure was brought to bear on the Government and work on the Mt 

Rochfort Railway began in 1874. The section of railway from Westport to Waimangaroa 

was complete by 5 August 1876 and the line was opened as far as Ngakawau on 26 

September 1877 (Meyer 2008a: 9-12). Work began on a second, branch railway line in 

1875. This line ran from Waimangaroa up the Waimangaroa River (on the true left) to a 

point opposite the Wellington Mine. It was built by the Wellington Coal Company to 

enable them to transport their coal (and later coke) to the port. Following the completion 

of the branch in 1877, the Wellington Mine entered into an agreement with the Government 

about the operation of the line. The Government was to supply the rolling stock, motive 

power, keep the line at the correct level and work the line while the company would take 

care of the line maintenance (Meyer 2008b: 16). The Westport Colliery Company began 

work on the extension of the branch line to the bottom of their incline (the Denniston 

Incline) in 1878, the same year that work on the incline began (Meyer 2008b: 19). 

Amongst those who invested in the potential coal resources of the Waimangaroa area in 

the early to mid-1870s was a group of men who held a prospecting licence adjacent to the 

Wellington Mine. These men took up a second licence in the same area, but on the other 

side of the Wellington Mine, in 1875, giving them a total of 3,278 acres in the area. In 

September 1875 the licence-holders, who included Organ and Humphrey (no first names 

supplied), proposed allowing others to buy into the licence and then use the funds raised to 

commence prospecting in the area (GRA 29/9/1875). 

Nothing more was heard of this area until a lease was granted to the Koranui Coal Company 

(at this stage a private venture) in November 1876 (GRA 11/11/1876). By the second year 

of the lease the leaseholders were to be producing 10,000 tons of coal. The quantity of coal 

produced was then to increase by 5000 tons every year for five years (WCT 23/1/1877). 

Shortly after this a decision was made to form a public company and the prospectus 

 

 
15 Primarily sourced from Watson Dec 2009; Sumner and Sumner 1983. 
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appeared in newspapers around New Zealand in April 1877 (GRA 8/3/1877; WCT 

2/4/1877). Amongst the provisional directors listed in the prospectus were the 

aforementioned Humphrey and Organ, as well as J. Henry, a Member of the House of 

Representatives; H. Jones, manager of the Bank of New South Wales; and J. Mills, of the 

Union Steam Ship Company and one of the few non-Westport directors. The company was 

to have capital of £25,000, in 5000 shares of £5 each. The prospectus estimated that the 

lease contained 3,600,00 tons of coal, which it proposed to transport to Westport via a 

tramway, the Wellington Mine’s branch railway and the Mt Rochfort Railway. The 

prospectus also noted that the Westport harbour was of a suitable depth for large ships 

(WCT 2/4/1877). 

Selling shares in the new company proved difficult. On 1 June, the Grey River Argus 

described the company as ‘so nearly a failure that it is a doubtful point whether operations 

should be started on the small capital subscribed, or abandoned altogether’ (GRA 

1/6/1877). However, John Rochfort began the survey for the Koranui Incline in October 

(GRA 5/10/1877). The company was not floated, however, until December 1877 or early 

1878, at which time the promoters felt that there was sufficient capital to do so, although 

subsequent events would show this was not the case (GRA 14/12/1877).  After a false start 

tenders for the construction of a 200 chain (4km) formation for the incline were called 

again in April 1879 (GRA 8/4/1879). This tender was let in two contracts, one for 125 

chains (2.5km) and the other for 74 chains (1.5km), costing £1400 and £1000 respectively. 

There was an additional contract for the construction of a bridge across the Waimangaroa 

(£1050; EP 4/7/1879). A month after tenders were called for, the company placed 200 

shares on the market to pay for these works (EP 17/5/1879). 

Newspaper articles noted that a number of small-scale mines had started up in the Buller 

region in the preceding years (including the Koranui, the Albion, the West Wanganui, the 

Ngakawau and the Wellington) but that none had been particularly successful. They were 

hampered because of their small scale and the number of inexperienced, local shareholders 

who did not have sufficient expertise or funds to invest in the development of the mines 

(GRA 28/6/1879). Despite its various troubles the Koranui Coal Company was able to 

report at its annual general meeting in 1880 that 120 chains (2.4km) of the tramway had 

been completed. 

In early 1880 the adjacent Wellington Mine fell victim to the poor quality of its coal, which 

was so friable as to be useless by the time it reached its market (EP 30/3/1880; Meyer 

2008b: 16). By this time the Wellington Coal Company was managed by Captain W.R. 

Williams, who was also the owner of the Black Diamond Line, a shipping company set up 

to transport coal around New Zealand. Williams had become a director of the Koranui Coal 

Mining Company in 1879 (EP 31/5/1879, EP 29/3/1880). When the Wellington Coal 

Company went into liquidation at the end of March 1880, it was Williams who 

subsequently purchased the mine (at auction on 20 April) and its infrastructure (including 

the branch railway) for £4750 (PBH 21/4/1880). 

Coal mines in the 19th century that did not have a ready market on their doorstep were 

reliant on rail and sea transport networks to distribute their coal. Captain Williams’s 

involvement in the Wellington and Koranui mines was very likely to secure coal supplies 

for the Black Diamond Line, which initially operated solely in the coal trade but later 

expanded to carrying passengers and freight (McLean 1990: 85-95). 

The Wellington Mine’s branch railway was to prove significant in the early history of coal 

mining up the Waimangaroa, for whoever owned the line controlled access to the Mt 
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Rochfort Railway and thus to the port and markets. The owner of the line could also charge 

others – chiefly the Westport Coal Company – for the use of the line. This railway was no 

doubt the reason that Williams purchased the mine, for he does not appear to have mined 

any coal here. The Koranui Coal Mining Company was to purchase the Wellington Mine 

property from Williams later in 1880, no doubt to secure control of the branch railway and 

possibly at Williams’s urging (EP 2/8/1880). 

The year 1881 saw further development at the Koranui Mine, including the installation of 

a 40 horsepower steam engine and winding gear built by Richardson and Company, of the 

Phoenix Foundry. This engine was working by September 1881 and was fed by two 17 

foot (5.2m) long boilers (EP 5/2/1881, 24/9/1881). Happily, the company had been able to 

report striking coal in its drive in October (EP 27/10/1881).  Although 1881 saw a flurry 

of activity it was not until October 1882 that the tramway was opened.  By the end of 1882, 

133 tons of coal and 66 tons of slack had been extracted from the mine (AJHR 1883 H11: 

24). 

The Mines Inspector visited the mine in April 1883 and was moved to comment: ‘My fears 

as to the backward state of the prospecting works appear to have been too well founded’ 

(AJHR 1882 H11: 8). By this time, work was underway on the third drive, the earlier two 

having proved unsuccessful (AJHR H11: 8). By September, however, there were 40 men 

working at the mine, which had a daily output of 70 tons, and the company was building a 

boarding house on the plateau (GRA 4/9/1883). Output at the mine was to slow in the 

following months, however, as work focused on upgrading the incline (GRA 23/11/1883). 

In spite of the fact that the company was now producing coal, its financial position had not 

improved.  A further share offer was unsuccessful and in 1884 the company was wound 

up.  Work at the mine did not cease immediately as it was mid-July before tenders for the 

purchase of the mine and its infrastructure were being called. The mine was advertised as 

having a 42 year lease dated 1 January 1876 over 660 acres and adjoining leases of 800 

acres and 20 acres. Amongst the infrastructure were the incline, bridges, buildings and 

offices, engines, wire, ropes, horses and other plant, as well as the branch railway (EP 

22/7/1884). The only tender. received was from Captain Williams, who successfully 

purchased the mine for £16,500, the amount being equal to the total of the company’s 

existing debts (Star 6/8/1884). 

Williams then sold the Black Diamond Line, the Koranui Mine and the branch railway to 

the Union Steam Ship Company (USSCo) in June 1885.  For the USSCo, the purchase of 

the Black Diamond Line would remove a competitor in the coastal trade, and the purchase 

of the mine and railway would give the company a powerful negotiating position with 

regard to the Westport Coal Company, which was by now in serious financial trouble 

(McLean 1990: 88-90). 

The USSCo continued to operate the Koranui Mine and maintained high outputs (Figure 

28).   The high output of the Koranui mine meant that the USSCo required less coal from 

the Westport Coal Company – until this time the USSCo had been the Westport Coal 

Company’s largest customer. The increased output also reduced the number of railway 

wagons available to the Westport Coal Company and the amount of space on the colliers, 

most (if not all) of which now belonged to the USSCo (McLean 1990:91). 

The pressure was too much for the already struggling Westport Coal Company, and they 

entered into negotiations with the USSCo. By late August 1886 the negotiations had 

reached the point where the Westport Coal Company had agreed that the USSCo would 
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take over its colliers (of which there were three; GRA 25/8/1886). Negotiations continued, 

and in December 1886 the USSCo announced that it would cease operations at Koranui 

(Figure 29).  In February 1887 the USSCo finalised its relationship with the Westport Coal 

Company. It purchased the latter’s three colliers for £25,000 and sold the Koranui Mine 

and the railway line to the Westport Coal Company for £13,000. Hence forward, the 

Westport Coal Company would mine the coal and the USSCo would purchase much of that 

coal for its steamers and ship the remainder to market (McLean 1990:91). 

The Koranui Mine has not been worked since the end of December 1886. Instead, the mine 

was abandoned and much of its infrastructure removed, whether at the time it was 

abandoned or subsequently. But for the involvement of Captain Williams and its 

association with the Conns Creek branch railway, the story of the Koranui would no doubt 

have been little different from that of other small coal mines of the Buller region, stymied 

by transport difficulties and small-scale investment, as described in the Grey River Argus 

in 1879. 

 

 

Figure 28.  An 1885 map showing the Koranui Coal Mine, top of the Koranui Incline and the Horse 

Tramway to the mines (source: Solid Energy) 
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Figure 29.  Detail from a plan ‘Kawatiri District South East Sheet’ (n.d) showing the top of the 

Koranui Incline and tramway with associated main drive and portals (source: Bathurst Archives) 

 

Taipo Mine (Deep Creek) (L29/100) 

Historical Background16 

(see Figure 30 - Figure 34) 

Taipo is the local name of the mine workings across (north) of the Waimangaroa River on 

the flank of Mt Frederick. This mine was worked and accessed as an extension of mining 

and a rope-haulage system associated with the Deep Creek and Kiwi workings of the Iron 

Bridge Mine (Figure 23).  

The exploitation of the Deep Creek sections of the Iron Bridge Mine on the lower flank of 

Mt Frederick seems to have begun in 1899 when a wooden bridge was built across the 

Waimangaroa River from the Iron Bridge Mine. The bridge had a span of 30 foot (9.1m) 

and a gradient of 1 in 4.  

By November 1905 the haulage road had been extended to the Waimangaroa River and 

preparations for erecting a girder bridge were under way. However, a rock tunnel and a 

bridge over Deep Creek were also necessary. The work was expensive and difficult and 

not expected to be finished until June 1907.  

In 1914-1915 coal production was from areas north of the Waimangaroa River at Kiwi and 

Deep Creek. Areas of unworked coal in the direction of the old Koranui Mine at Taipo was 

being connected to the endless-rope haulage system (Figure 30).17 By 1916 a large area of 

coal awaited exploitation on the north side of the Waimangarao towards the Koranui Mine; 

the extension of the necessary haulage arrangements was practically completed, but slow 

 

 
16 Summarised from Sumner and Sumner 1983; Bruce-Smith 2022. 
17 Mines Statement by the Hon. W.D.S MacDonald, Minister of Mines, AJHR 1916 Session I, C02, p.66. 
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owing to labour being unobtainable.18 In 1921 a main heading was planned to go north-

west from the 47-acre block to Kiel’s Flat and the Kiel’s Flat section at Taipo was opened 

in 1924, with 20 colliers employed in the Deep Creek new mine sections.19  The coal from 

the Taipo Mine was lowered under the force of gravity to the level of the old mine and then 

conveyed by horse and attached to the Iron Bridge endless haulage rope. 

By 1922 most of the Iron Bridge production was coming from the Deep Creek sections. 

The haulage was complete to the top of the 2 acre block. Many surface jigs (a two-ended 

rope haulage system) were in use during the year, one of which was going towards the 74 

acre block. The section at Kiel’s Flat was opened in 1924 with 24 pairs of colliers employed 

in the Deep Creek new mine sections. 

The map notes on Figure 30 say that the jig and horse road went from the Iron Bridge main 

rope road inside the mine to the far side of Deep Creek bridge; it was designated for 

conversion to a rope road.  A new portion of road would be made from the far side of the 

Deep Creek bridge to the fault at Area B. 

In 1927, however, the older areas of the Iron Bridge Mine were producing most coal. Deep 

Creek consisted of small, isolated blocks or areas near the surface of the hill. The NZ 

Geological Survey Bulletin No .17 had noted in 1915 that:  

‘In the watershed of Deep Creek, and on the higher slopes of Mt. Frederick, the  

coal is apparently in patches, separated by areas of erosion, or in some cases by 

ground in which the coal has thinned or been replaced by shale.’ 

In Deep Creek section, a dip stone-drive was put down in 1930, a distance of four chains 

from Kiel’s Flat, to tap the bottom seam, which varied from 5 foot to 16 foot (1.5 to 4.9m) 

in thickness and which was of good quality (Figure 34). However, by 1931 the Mines 

Statement reports state that this development had been disappointing due to the appearance 

of stone bands in the coal.  However, an improvement was now indicated.  Pillar-extraction 

had been completed in the 24-acre section, and eight pairs of miners were engaged in solid 

work at the extreme end of the area in the bottom seam. 

World War I marks virtually the end of major development of the main Iron Bridge Mine, 

Kiwi, Deep Creek and Taipo sections.  However, coal extraction from the various sections 

of the newer and older parts of the mines continued until World War II. 

 

 

 
18 Mines Statement by the Hon. W.D.S. MacDonald, Minister of Mines, AJHR 1917 Session I, C-02, p.77. 
19 Mines Statement by the Hon. G.J. Anderson, Minister of Mines, AJHR, 1925 Session I, C-02, p.47. 
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Figure 30.  Buller Coalfield – Lease North of Kiwi and Deep Creek Workings showing the extent of 

coal bearing areas and proposed rope road to open up the same area.  The approximate area of the 

Taipo Mine is outlined in red (Plan drawn by L.D.M. 3.4.1916 - Archives NZ/Te Rua Mahara o te 

Kawanatanga Christchurch Regional Office CAIM, CH87, Box 6/261: R183996381) 
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Figure 31.  A group of miners at Taipo Mine. Left to right: B. Fleming, T. Roberston, R. Webster, B. 

Hannah, W. Smyth, R. Robertson, J. Hannah and H. Hughes (source: Friends of the Hill.  Courtesy 

of R. Stephens, in Bruce-Smith 2022:62) 

 

Figure 32.  Kiwi Mine jig for the rope road (source: Series PA1-o-990, #20, Alexander Turnbull 

Library, Wellington) 
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Figure 33.  Driving horses that hauled the coal bins with Earl Marr and Pat Webster at Kiwi Mine 

(source: Friends of the Hill, Denniston. Courtesy of R. Stephens, in Bruce-Smith 2022:59) 

  

Figure 34.  Detail from plan of Main Lease Iron Bridge (Jul 1945) State Coal Mines Survey Office, 

Granity, showing the Taipo Mine workings in the Deep Creek area (Bathurst Archives S00014403 / 

04-01-012) 
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THE STOCKTON PLATEAU  

General Historical Background 

The background history of coal mining on the Stockton Plateau has been thoroughly 

researched and outlined by other authors in numerous other documents in greater detail, 

but is summarised here for context (see Bibliography).20 

See above, The Denniston Plateau General Historical Background, for a general mining 

history of the Buller Region. 

The first mining in the immediate vicinity of the Stockton Plateau began in 1872, when a 

mine called the Albion was opened near Crane’s Cliff where Mine Creek joins the 

Ngakawau River in the valley below the plateau. The coal was shipped in small vessels, 

which had difficulty entering and leaving the Ngakawau River.  The Albion Company soon 

suspended operations mainly because of transport costs. 

Surveys of the Buller Coalfield by Denniston, Cox and Cooper (1873-1878) established 

the existence of thick coal seams south of Millerton and based on their surveys the Westport 

Coal Company applied for, and was granted, a coal mining lease over most of what is now 

known as the Millerton Block. 

Other mines developed in the area during the 1870s – 1880s, including on the 

Waimangaroa River (the Wellington and Koranui mines). Of note is the formation of the 

Westport Colliery Company in 1878. The first mine worked by this company was the 

Banbury Mine (known initially as the Fisher Mine) near Denniston. In September 1881 

this company morphed into the Westport Coal Company and continued to progress its 

works at Denniston, as well as purchasing the Koranui Mine in 1886 (Morgan and Bartrum 

1915: 32-33). By 1890 the Westport Coal Company had a near-monopoly on coal 

production in the Buller area (Crawshaw 1998: 1). 

It is not known when the Westport Coal Company took up its lease on the Stockton Plateau 

but the coal mining history of the Millerton-Stockton area dates from 1891, when 

construction of the Millerton Incline commenced.   

The Millerton Incline carried the coal from the company’s new mine on the plateau – 

known as the Millerton Mine – down to the bins, which would be built at what was to 

become the town of Granity. From here the coal would be railed to the port at Westport for 

shipping. It was to be five years before the first load of coal was brought down the incline. 

In the meantime, the incline itself had to be built (which proved to be more difficult than 

anticipated), as did the bins, screens and sidings at the base of the incline, a rope road to 

carry the coal from the mine mouth to the top of the incline, and various other elements of 

mining infrastructure.  

Commercial mining at Millerton began on 30 June 1896 in the Eastern or Dip section of 

the mine (now known as the Old Dip section) (Crawshaw 1998: 4, 8). At the time when 

the Millerton mine opened, most miners were living in the small coastal town of Granity, 

at the base of the incline, with 39 miners living at Millerton, near the top of the incline 

(Crawshaw 1998: 11).   

 

 
20 Primarily sourced from Sumner and Sumner 1983; Watson May 2023; Henley 2005; Crawshaw 1998. 
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In 1898, the workings in the Old Dip Section hit the Jorgensen Fault. The decision was 

made to put a steep drive through the fault to intercept the coal seam to the south of the 

fault, in what would become known as the Mine Creek area. At around this time, a pack 

track was put in that went from Millerton to the point on Mine Creek where much of the 

mine’s infrastructure was to be constructed (S. Henley, pers. comm. in Watson May 2023). 

Construction of this infrastructure began in 1899 and it was operational by 1901. Shortly 

after this, work began on a new rope road to carry the coal to the top of the incline (in order 

to replace the steep Old Dip rope road). The Mine Creek rope road was completed in 1909. 

The main drive south from Mine Creek reached Mangatini Creek in October 1906. Surface 

facilities were constructed here and mining to the south of the Mangatini Creek began two 

years later (S. Henley, pers. comm. in Watson 2007). 

It was at around this time that the first threat to the Westport Coal Company’s monopoly 

on coal mining on the Stockton Plateau occurred. The Westport-Stockton Coal Company 

was floated in 1905 and proposed mining the area to the south and east of the Westport 

Coal Company’s lease. In spite of a prospectus ‘full of extravagant claims’ that were ‘at 

best dubious and at worst plain falsifications’, the company was successfully floated 

(Crawshaw 1998:19-20) and the mine was opened on 6 October 1908 (Morgan and 

Bartrum 1915:35). 

One of the ‘novelties’ of the new company was its use of electricity, including to power a 

railway line, known locally as the Electric Loco Line. This was to carry coal from the mine 

(the Westport-Stockton mine) to the top of a self-acting incline (at ‘Swampy Flat’). From 

Swampy Flat, the coal went down the self-acting incline to the bins at Ngakawau, the 

settlement that grew at the base of the incline and the Westport-Stockton Coal Company’s 

equivalent to Granity. The original length of line was constructed in 1908 with the power 

being supplied by a powerhouse at Ngakawau (still standing). This was the first electric 

railway line in New Zealand (Churchman 1995:8). The Electric Loco Line would be used 

(almost without pause) until 1953 and the inception of the aerial ropeway (Crawshaw 

1998:19-22; Henley 2005).  

The next big year in the history of the Stockton Plateau was 1914, when World War I broke 

out and the production of coal (along with the number of men employed) reached the 

highest level in its history, 358,000 tonnes of coal and 587 men employed. Production on 

the plateau was not to reach this level again until 1989 (Henley 2005).  

As Crawshaw (1998) tells it, the story of coal mining on the plateau throughout the early 

years of the 20th century was dominated by strikes and go-slows, particularly for the 

Westport Coal Company. Nonetheless, other developments at the mine continued. In the 

1920s, the main coal producing areas were the Old Dip, Mangatini, Mangatini West and 

Mine Creek, which was the largest producer (Crawshaw 1998:47). The end of the 1920s 

was to signal the end of the ‘boom times’ for Stockton Plateau, as the Depression affected 

industries throughout New Zealand and the world and cleaner, cheaper fuels (that were less 

affected by the striking miners) were developed (Crawshaw 1998:55). 

A third company commenced mining operations on Stockton Plateau in 1925, when the 

Westport Main Coal Company opened a mine that soon became known as the Rockies 

Mine. This mine was never particularly successful and had closed by 1936 (Henley 2005). 

Alongside all this physical infrastructure were the settlements where the miners lived on 

the plateau. There were two of these, Stockton (1906) and Darlington (see Figure 36 for 

their locations). A 1919 survey plan of Stockton shows six houses at the town, along with 
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a boarding house and school (LINZ 1919). There were 60 children at this school by 1922, 

a number of whom travelled there via the loco line, which passed right next to both 

settlements (GRA 23/3/1922: 7; LINZ 1910, 1919). Miners also used the loco line to travel 

to and from work (Press 7/4/1919: 6). Darlington was established specifically for workers 

building the Electric Loco Line, beginning with 15 huts. The settlement quickly became 

known as Tin Town, as most of the huts were clad in tin (Sumner and Sumner 1983: 255).  

The Westport-Stockton Coal Company’s initial production rates were high, but fell after 

two or three years as the coal seam thinned to the east. In response to this, the company 

developed the C and D Tunnel mines, to the south of Mangatini Stream, which necessitated 

an extension to the mine’s haulage system, and a bridge for the loco line was built across 

Mangatini Stream in May 1910, known as Mumm’s Bridge.  Horses, however continued 

to be the main means of moving coal underground (AJHR 1913 C2: 88). In 1913, work 

began at New Mine, which was further to the southeast, and led to a further extension of 

the Electric Loco Line, and necessitated the construction of No. 4 Substation. 

In 1923 the company elected to replace both the Electric Loco Line and Incline with a 

flume that would carry the coal across the plateau and down to the bins (GRA 28/3/1923: 

7).  The flume was to be 6½ miles long (10.4 km), with a 10½ chain tunnel (211.2 m), and 

required a new bins site and a dam at Fly Creek (Crawshaw 1998: 49). The cost (at a total 

of more than £70,000, £60,000 more than estimated) was only one of the problems with 

the flume. After operating for just four months, the flume was abandoned and the company 

returned to using the Electric Loco Line. The Westport-Stockton Coal Company never fully 

recovered from the financial disaster of the flume, although they continued to mine on the 

plateau for some time (Crawshaw 1998: 49-50).   

The Depression hit the coal mining industry badly. By the end of the 1930s, the Westport-

Stockton Coal Company’s profits were falling (Crawshaw 1998: 72). The onset of World 

War II must have helped the flagging profits, but not sufficiently, for on 26 June 1944, 

something of a bombshell was dropped – the government had purchased the Westport-

Stockton Coal Company (Press 26/6/1944: 6). One of the changes on the plateau following 

the change of ownership was the first opencast mining, although underground mining 

continued for a time. In the early years of the State’s ownership, pillar extraction was 

carried out in Fly Creek, the Webb underground mine was reopened (at ‘D’ Hill, which 

had been mined from 1923 to 1926) and an underground mine (called McCabe’s) was 

opened in 1947. Meanwhile, opencast mining was being carried out at ‘E’ Hill (the Webb 

Mine; Henley 2005). Four years after the takeover of the Westport-Stockton Coal 

Company, the Westport Coal Company was also taken over by State Mines. 

Following the takeover of both mine leases, the State embarked on the construction of the 

aerial cableway. The cableway had been planned by the Westport-Stockton Coal Company 

but, as with so many things, the war got in the way. Following the war, State Coal elected 

to proceed with the aerial and construction commenced in 1949 and completed four years 

later.  In spite of early problems, the aerial cableway as a whole operated until 2001, when 

the section between No. 2 and No. 5 stations was closed, being replaced by trucks (Henley 

2005). The remainder of the aerial cableway has since ceased to be used, although the aerial 

towers remain in situ. 

In just over 20 years from the State takeover of the Westport Coal Company, the Millerton 

mine would be closed, having produced 10 million tonnes of coal. At the same time that 

this mine was closed, the Mt William underground mine was opened by State Coal Mines. 

This mine, which used hydro mining techniques, operated until 1980. Of the other mines 
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on the plateau, McCabe’s was closed in 1969, Fly Creek in 1970, and the New Webb 

underground mine (which had opened in 1964) closed in 1971. Following the closure of 

the Mt William mine, all the coal was produced by opencast mining. Other areas have since 

been opened up on the plateau and the total coal production from the area to January 2005 

was 38 million tons (Henley 2005). 

Previous Archaeological Work 

There has been a great deal of research and previous archaeological survey carried out on 

the Stockton Plateau, which is summarised here.  This previous work was a main source of 

information on the historic heritage and archaeological sites on the Stockton Plateau and 

within the BPCP Area for this report.   

A history of mining on the Stockton Plateau was written by Norman Crawshaw (1998) to 

celebrate one hundred years of mining on the plateau. This history, however, is best 

described as a ‘labour’ history, as it tends to focus on the history of relations between the 

miners and the mining companies.  A pamphlet produced by Solid Energy (Henley 2005) 

provides information about the development and growth of coal mining at Stockton and 

Millerton. The New Zealand Geological Survey Bulletin No. 17 provides useful 

information about the early discoveries and mining of coal around Westport (Morgan and 

Bartrum 1915).  

More detailed information on the operation of the mines is contained in the Appendix to 

the Journal of the House of Representatives.  The Bathurst Archives hold a wealth of 

information on the coal mines on the Denniston and Stockton Plateaux, including Solid 

Energy files and resources. 

A significant amount of archaeological recording has been carried out on the Stockton 

plateau, starting with the seminal work of Sonia and Terry Sumner in 1983 (Sumner and 

Sumner 1983). The Sumners surveyed the plateau as part of an archaeological survey of 

the Denniston and Stockton Plateaux, in the context of the possibility of creating a 

coalfields park. Although they did not enter this data into the NZAA site recording scheme 

(now known as ArchSite), Ray Hooker did some years later, updating some of the 

information at the same time.  

Starting in the mid-2000s, as Solid Energy began to expand their mining operations,  

further archaeological work was carried out across the plateau, including survey and 

assessment of the effects on historic values by modern mining activities and infrastructure.  

These included surveys at the Cypress Mine, where the electric tramway crossing of Fly 

Creek; Plover Stream Dam, St Pats Dam and penstocks/flumes below dam were recorded 

(Hooker 1997, 2001); the Mine Creek Settlement (Watson 2007); Mangatini Settlement 

(Watson 2007a); Stockton Township (Watson 2010b); the Stockton Plateau Hydro Project 

(Watson 2008a); the 2-5 Haul Road (Mosley 2010); Stockton Liquid Energy Development 

(Watson 2009); and St Pats (Watson 2010a). 

Other work included a draft concept plan for Millerton (Wright 2002), a summary of 

Stockton and recommendations for heritage sites (Henley 2006). 

In 2009-2010 Watson undertook a topographic survey and archaeological investigation of 

part of the Mine Creek Settlement (L28/17) under Heritage NZ Authority prior to opencast 

mining by Solid Energy due to underground fires compromising access to the settlement. 

A preliminary investigation report has been completed (Watson Mar 2010). 
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In 2023 Watson carried out an archaeological assessment of the proposed Millerton North 

Water Infrastructure Project for BT Mining Ltd (Watson May 2023 Draft).  

There has been less preservation of historic sites at Millerton-Stockton and Seddonville, 

but a 500-hectare historic and ecological reserve was established at Millerton in 2003 and 

added to in 2005 (by DOC and Solid Energy). Much of the infrastructure of the Millerton 

Mine lies within this reserve, including the portals of the Old Dip and Mine Creek mines, 

parts of the rope roads for each mine, the bathhouse and the pack-track.  

Recorded Archaeological Sites  

The New Zealand Archaeological Association’s (NZAA) site record database (ArchSite) 

records a number of archaeological sites on the Stockton Plateau and in the vicinity of the 

Stockton Project sub-area (Figure 35 and Error! Reference source not found.).  The 

number of sites is not exhaustive as it essentially reflects survey coverage and current 

knowledge, and primarily relates to the Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga Act 2014 

(HNZPTA) definition of an archaeological site (provided in Part 5 of this report).  

However, many sites recorded on ArchSite do not meet the HNZPTA definition of an 

archaeological site as they post-date 1900.   

Like the Denniston Plateau it should also be noted that some recorded archaeological sites 

include numerous individual heritage places/features over large areas. While not recorded 

as archaeological sites, it is worth noting that many of the underground workings also 

remain in situ. 

Many other historic heritage sites located on the plateau are not recorded on the ArchSite 

database because they post-date 1900 (the approach to recording post-1900 sites on 

ArchSite has not been consistent).  Figure 36 is a plan of the Stockton Coal Mining Licence 

(CML) Historical Coal Mining plan, which is the result of a contextual study of existing 

archaeological and other heritage information on the entire Stockton Plateau.21 

Under the discussion of the Stockton Project sub-area the recorded archaeological and 

other historic features in close proximity are mapped and discussed in more detail. The 

NZAA site record forms have been updated and new site records created for all sites that 

are discussed in the Parts 1–5 of the BPCP Archaeological and Historic Heritage 

Assessment reports.    

 

 

 

 

 
21 An Archaeological Mitigation Plan was part of the agreement of protocols between the New Zealand 

Historic Places Trust (now Heritage NZ) and Solid Energy concerning their dealings with each other in 

connection with the Stockton Hydro Electricity Generation Scheme, and the consent area. 
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Figure 36.  The Stockton Plateau Historic Coal Mining plan, showing the location of historic mines 

and associated infrastructure (source: Solid Energy New Zealand Ltd) 
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Table 1. Details of the archaeological sites shown on Figure 35. The short description of the physical 

remains of each site reflects the information in the site record form for the site.  Those sites that will 

be affected by the proposed Stockton Project sub-area are highlighted (source: NZAA ArchSite, 

2025) 

ArchSite 

# 

Name Description Company 

L28/6 Charming Creek 

Railway 

Early 20th century tramway in the Ngākawau 

gorge. Connected to Watson’s sawmill. Remains 

largely intact and in situ. 

 

L28/8 Millerton Incline Lower section of the Millerton incline, built 1891-

93. The formation remains, along with a tunnel and 

stone walling. 

Westport Coal 

Company 

L28/9 Old Dip Mine Coal mine portal and self-acting tramway, 

constructed c.1893-95. Ran from the Old Dip mine 

portal to the transfer station at Millerton. The 

remains also include a bins site and a pack track. 

Westport Coal 

Company 

L28/10 Mine Creek Mine Mine portal. Just south of Millerton. Opened 

c.1898-99. The archaeological remains consist of 

the portal and the tramway/upper incline. 

Westport Coal 

Company 

L28/11 Millerton 

Bathhouse 

Bathhouse building remains. Built 1920. There is a 

dam nearby. 

Westport Coal 

Company 

L28/12 
 

Stone dam, built c.1905. Just south of Millerton. 

Probably built to supply water to another dam on 

the Millerton incline. 

Westport Coal 

Company 

L28/13 Millerton Dam Dam, built c.1905-06. No information about its 

function, etc. 

 

L28/14 Rockies Mine A horse tramway, various coal mine workings 

(mostly opencast) and mining machinery. The mine 

operated 1924-34. 

Westport Main Coal 

Company 

L28/15 Rockies Incline Incline tramway (self-acting) to transport coal from 

the Rockies mine to the bins next to the railway 

line. 

Westport Main Coal 

Company 

L28/16 Jorgens drive A tramway. 
 

L28/17 Mine Creek Mining settlement. Partly excavated and part of the 

site has been flooded. Some building sites remain, 

including part of the boiler house. 

Westport Coal 

Company 

L28/18 Granity Coke 

Ovens 

Built c.1909-10. One of the original six was extant 

at the time of recording. 

Westport Coal 

Company 

L28/19 Stockton Incline Built 1906-07. There has been some disturbance, 

but it is still possible to follow most of the 

formation. 

Westport-Stockton 

Coal Company 

L28/20 Electric Loco Line Built 1906-07. Westport-Stockton 

Coal Company 

L28/32 Tintown/ 

Darlington 

Mining settlement, initially associated with the 

electric loco construction. Site largely destroyed by 

haul road construction. 

Westport-Stockton 

Coal Company 

L28/33  Millerton - Mine Creek pack track. Built in about 

1898 to provide access from Millerton to the new 

mine portal at Mine Creek. 
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ArchSite 

# 

Name Description Company 

L29/21 Mangatini Creek Mining settlement. Occupied c.1906 – c.1935. 

Remains at the time of recording consisted of a 

culvert and wing walls, as well as some chimney 

bases. 

Westport Coal 

Company 

L29/50 Fly Creek Coal mine. Worked from the 1920s until 1970, 

mostly underground, but as a hydro mine from 

1953. Bins, fluming and tramway remain, along 

with bulldozed bridge abutments, a portal, buildings 

and two dams. 

Westport-Stockton 

Coal Company, State 

Coal 

L29/82 Coal Island Underground coal mine, first worked in the 1920s. 

Closed in 1922, then worked as an opencast mine in 

1948 by State Coal. Has not been worked since. 

Some underground workings still extant at the time 

of recording. Also a dam, old road formations and 

the remains of a power/telegraph line. 

Westport-Stockton 

Coal Company, State 

Coal 

L29/83 Mt William Development of the mine began in 1969, with the 

first coal produced on 29 Aug 1969. Closed on 30 

September 1980. Numerous features remain. 

State Coal 

L29/97 Sandcap Mine Historical details are sparse, but it was being 

worked by 1919. Portals remain, along with two 

tramways, a winch foundation and seven power 

poles, along with other scattered remains. 

Westport-Stockton 

Coal Company 
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STOCKTON 

Electric Loco Line (L28/20) 

Historical Background22 

One of the features of the Westport-Stockton Coal Company was its use of electricity as 

the main source of power for the mine, including for haulage (the Electric Loco Line), the 

coal cutters and the ventilation fan in ‘B’ Tunnel, along with other machinery. The 

company was not the first mine to use electricity in New Zealand – gold mines had been 

generating and using electric power since the late 1880s, but it was less commonly used in 

coal mines, except for lighting.  

The Electric Loco Line was used to carry coal from the company’s underground workings 

to the top of a self-acting incline (at ‘Swampy Flat’; Figure 37 and Figure 38). From the 

brakehead at Swampy Flat, the coal went down the self-acting incline to the bins at 

Ngakawau. There were three sidings for the loco line here, to facilitate the transfer of tubs 

onto the incline. The incline consisted of the upper and lower inclines, with a tunnel at the 

bottom end of the lower incline. The upper incline was 40 chains (about 800m) long and 

the lower inclines was 33 chains (660m) long, while the tunnel was 28 chains (560m) long. 

From the incline, the coal was transferred via the bins to the railway line at Ngakawau. 

Construction of this railway line had begun in 1874, with the Mt Rochfort Railway, a line 

that ran from Westport to Waimangaroa. It was extended to Ngakawau in 1877 (Loader 

2009: 5). This made transporting coal from Ngakawau to Westport (and its harbour) a 

relatively straightforward matter.  

From Swampy Flat at the top of the incline the first section of the Electric Loco Line ran 

to the south end of B Tunnel (Figure 38).  Work must have started on the line late in 1906 

or early in 1907 and, by the end of 1907, 1 mile (1600m) had been constructed, with the 

eventual length of the first section being 2¼ miles (3600m; AJHR 1907 C3A: 4, 9). The 

average grade of the line was 1:21.2, and the maximum grade reached was 1:12.  

The railway formation was built to be wide enough to carry two lines (of a 3 foot (c.9.1m) 

gauge, 6 inches (c.15.2cm) less than the standard gauge in New Zealand; Sumner and 

Sumner 1983: 297), as it was hoped that the mine would eventually be producing 2000 tons 

(1814.4 tonnes) a day.  The rails were supplied by an English firm, Cammell, Laird and 

Company, and were apparently rolled to order to meet the needs of the loco line. Most of 

the sleepers were locally sawn yellow pine, with imported hardwood used for crossings, 

curves and joints.  

The locomotives on the line weighed 20 tons (c.18.1 tonnes) and had been purchased from 

the General Electric Company (Crawshaw 1998: 22; Star 6/10/1908: 1). These locos were 

capable of pulling 20 tubs, each with a capacity of 30 cwt (1524kg), and could travel at 8 

miles/hour (12.1km). The tubs were manufactured locally, at the Birchfield foundry. The 

locos had wheel brakes and Fell brakes, and a coupled Fell brake car. A Fell centre rail, 

however, was initially only installed on the steepest sections of the line, and it was soon 

found that one was required on more sections of it, forcing coal production to stop shortly 

after the mine had opened, while more centre rail was laid (Harris 2008). The overhead 

 

 
22 Sourced from Watson 2008a, 2009, 2010a and May 2023, Sumner and Sumner 1983, Harris 2008, 

Crawshaw 1998 
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trolley system of haulage was used on the line (Crawshaw 1998: 22; Star 6/10/1908: 1). 

The trolley-wire was General Electric’s grooved No. 0000 and was 7 foot 8 inches (2.34m) 

above the tramway. This was relatively low for a trolley wire but was determined by the 

clearance available underground (Harris 2008). The wire was bare above ground but 

covered inside the mine. It ran parallel to a stranded cable (AJHR 1909 C3A: 11).  

No. 1 Substation was located between Swampy Flat and the mouth of A Tunnel, No. 2 

Substation was at the mouth of the latter and No. 3 Substation was at the furthest end of B 

Tunnel (Star 6/10/1908: 1). 

The Westport-Stockton Coal Company’s initial production rates were high, but fell after 

two or three years as the coal seam thinned to the east. In response to this, the company 

developed the C and D Tunnel mines, to the south of Mangatini Stream (Figure 39). This 

work necessitated an extension to the mine’s haulage system, and a bridge for the loco line 

was built across Mangatini Stream in May 1910, known as Mumm’s Bridge. The haulage 

system in C Tunnel mine was an endless rope system, with an electric brake. The endless 

rope system was also used in the D Tunnel mine, with a hand-powered brake. These two 

systems were connected via a short incline (AJHR 1911 C3A: 9).  

In 1913, work began at New Mine, which was further to the southeast, and led to a further 

extension of the Electric Loco Line, and necessitated the construction of No. 4 Substation 

(Figure 39).  Part of this section of the loco line ran through a tunnel, named Mumm’s 

Tunnel. The final extension of the loco line came in 1923, when the Fly Creek mine opened 

(GRA 16/2/1923: 4). Most of this extension was underground, but a short section of the 

Electric Loco Line was above ground at the bins site for the Fly Creek Mine. 

In 1923 the Westport-Stockton Coal Company elected to replace both the Electric Loco 

Line and incline with a flume that would carry the coal across the plateau and down to the 

bins (GRA 28/3/1923: 7). After operating for just four months, the flume was abandoned 

and the company returned to using the Electric Loco Line.  

1929 saw the beginning of what was to be an ongoing programme of repairs, maintenance 

and upgrading on the loco line and its associated infrastructure. Matters were not helped 

by an earthquake at this time, when ‘[A] considerable amount of damage was done to the 

tunnels, loco-track, and mine generally’ (DOC Hokitika Archive: AJHR 1929). The rolling 

stock was also upgraded in 1935, when 70 new mine trucks were purchased.  

Further ‘extensive repairs and renewals’ were carried out on the Electric Loco Line in the 

1940s and 1950s when No. 4 Substation was destroyed by fire. This must have been 

particularly frustrating for the now State-owned colliery, with work on the aerial cableway 

(the new haulage system; see below) already underway. The ongoing references to the need 

for repairs to the loco line no doubt reflect the heavy wear and tear to which it was 

subjected, and must have been one of the reasons it was replaced. 

Following the takeover of both mine leases, State Coal embarked on the construction of 

the aerial cableway. This replaced the Electric Loco Line and the Stockton Incline, 

although the Millerton Incline would continue to operate until 1963, after which the coal 

from the Millerton Mine was carted by road (Sumner and Sumner 1983: 79). In spite of 

early problems, the aerial cableway as a whole operated until 2001, when the section 

between No. 2 and No. 5 Substations was closed, being replaced by trucks (Henley 2005). 
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Figure 37. The Electric Loco Line in operation (source: Harris 2008) 
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Figure 38. The original above ground section of the Electric Loco Line (in green), between the top of 

the Stockton Incline at Swampy Flat and A Tunnel. This section continued underground to the south 

end of the B Tunnel mine (source: detail from The Stockton Plateau Historic Coal Mining plan, 

showing the location of historic mines and associated infrastructure – Solid Energy New Zealand  

Ltd) 
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Figure 39.  The extensions to the Electric Loco Line (olive green), with one to C Tunnel mine (c.1910) 

and the other to New Mine (c.1913). The haulage system between C and D Tunnel mines was a short 

incline, not the Electric Loco Line (as shown here) (source: detail from The Stockton Plateau Historic 

Coal Mining plan, showing the location of historic mines and associated infrastructure –  Solid 

Energy New Zealand  Ltd) 
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Mine Creek Settlement (L28/17) 

Historical Background 23 

In 1898, the Westport Coal Company’s workings in the Old Dip Section hit the Jorgensen 

Fault. The decision was made to put a steep drive through the fault to intercept the coal 

seam to the south of the fault, in what would become known as the Mine Creek section of 

the mine. At around this time, a pack track was put in that went from Millerton to the point 

on Mine Creek where much of the mine’s infrastructure was to be constructed (S. Henley, 

pers. comm. in Watson 2007). Construction of this infrastructure began in 1899, with the 

annual report to the Mines Department for that year stating that ‘foundations are already 

cut in the solid rock formation’ (AJHR 190024 C3A:13). In the same report, the mine 

manager (Jonathon Dixon) reported that the boiler shed and air compressor house at Mine 

Creek had been built (Figure 40 and Figure 41). The boiler shed was to have three Babcock 

and Wilcox boilers (86hp each), one of which was already in position and a second was 

ready to be erected. The air compressor shed was to have six Leyner compound air 

compressors, some of which had also been installed. The mine was to be ventilated by a 

10ft Schiele exhaust fan, which would be erected close to the compressor and boiler houses. 

The water for the air compressors’ cooling chambers and the boilers was to be supplied 

from a concrete dam across Mine Creek, with a storage capacity of 500,000 gallons (AJHR 

1900 C3A:13). 

The following year’s report to the Mines Department commented that ‘developments 

towards Mine Creek are permanently and efficiently completed, with the exception of 

winning or opening out the coalfield’ (AJHR 1901 C3A:10). The report further noted that 

there were two boilers and three air compressors (which supplied the percussive pick-

machines used for mining), figures that differed from those outlined as the anticipated plant 

the previous year. The fan that had been erected was, however, the same as that described 

in 1899 (AJHR 1901 C3A:10). During the next 12 months, the brickwork for the fan was 

finished, which resulted in a significant improvement to the ventilation of the mine. 

Improvements (not described in the Mines Report) also led to ‘increased steam and 

machine power’ for the air compressors (AJHR 1902 C3A:8). Although the reports to the 

Mines Department do not mention it, Mine Creek also had a blacksmith’s shop (Hawes 

2004:129). 

Little is known of the social history of Mine Creek, although Hawes (2004:129-130) 

records some stories of the place and its people. There is less information about the tangible 

elements of Mine Creek’s social history, such as the houses, including who occupied them, 

when they were built, how the materials were bought in, who owned the buildings, etc. A 

1918 report on mining townships states that ‘The company have not put up houses to rent 

[at Mine Creek]’, but also states that houses were rented for 23 shillings a week (and it cost 

25 shillings a week to stay at the boarding house; Seager 1918: 14-15). This suggests that 

people other than the Westport Coal Company were building houses at Mine Creek and 

renting them out.  The same report noted that there were 20 people living at Mine Creek at 

that time, and that there was enough accommodation for 50 people (Seager 1918: 14). 

 

 
23 Sourced from Watson 2007 with much of the information originally from Crawshaw (1999) and Hawes 

(2004), both of which contain few references to their sources, meaning that the information could not be 

verified. 
24 In general, annual reports were published in the AJHR the year after they were written. 
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It is not clear when people began to live at Mine Creek, but it is possible that people were 

living there while the infrastructure was being built and that more came following the start 

of mining. A number of historic photographs of the settlement exist but Watson (2007) was 

not been possible to date any of these (Figure 42 - Figure 44 are three of these photographs). 

A letter from one member of the mine management (George Joachim) to another member 

of the mine management (George Fletcher) in September 1906 indicates that there was a 

boarding house at the settlement by this time, that it was privately owned, and that it was 

closed by 1906 (in Crawshaw 1998:18). 

Hawes (2004:129-130) records that groceries were brought to Mine Creek via the rope 

road, as was alcohol, which was delivered fortnightly. The absence of soil made 

establishing gardens difficult and the settlement was so rocky that holes for clothes lines 

had to be blasted with dynamite. Hawes (2004:128) also notes that there was a library at 

Mine Creek. As with the library at Mangatini (see Watson 2006) this library is likely to 

have been part of another building. 

Figures from the census (quoted in Crawshaw 1998:146) give some indication of the make-

up of the community from 1911 through to 1936. The population of the settlement reached 

its peak at 70 in 1911, including 10 females. Mine Creek’s population varied over the next 

15 years, but basically fell – there were 14 inhabitants in 1916, 27 in 1921 and 10 in 1926 

(the figures for each year include only two females). By 1936 there were no recorded 

inhabitants for Mine Creek. 

The township appears to have been abandoned in the 1930s and the powerhouse somewhat 

later (Sumner and Sumner 1983). 

Watson (2007) located a number of photographs of the Mine Creek settlement and obtained 

digital copies of these images, some of which are reproduced below in this report.  

However, she was not able to locate the original of the photos in Crawshaw (2000) as no 

references were provided in the book. Unfortunately, she was also not been possible to date 

any of these photographs, other than relative to each other. 
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Figure 40. Elevation of the air compressor sheds and basic internal layout (Archives New Zealand, 

Christchurch in Watson 2007: fig 2.) 

 

Figure 41. The air compressor and fan drive sheds on the true right of Mine Creek. The square top of 

the brick ventilation flue is visible behind the fan drive shed, which was home to the Schiele fan. 

There is a brick or concrete structure to the south of this shed. A metal pipe leading up to the flue is 

visible on the hillside. There is a rail line between the sheds and Mine Creek. A metal pipe leading up 

to the flue is visible on the hillside. There is a rail line between the sheds and Mine Creek (source: 

Coaltown Museum Ref: MN56) 
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Figure 42.  The earliest known photograph of Mine Creek, looking north over the settlement. The 

view is partially obscured by smoke from the power house boilers (foreground). The larger building 

on the flat on true left of Mine Creek is believed to be the boarding house. A pack track is visible on 

the western side of the settlement (source: Coaltown Museum Ref: MN15). 

 

Figure 43. Looking south over the settlement of Mine Creek. The power house and ventilation flue 

are in the background (right) on the true right of Mine Creek, and a pack track above, which leads 

down to a bridge over the creek. The boarding house is central with an ornate verandah surrounded 

by other sheds/huts.  There is an industrial looking corrugated iron building on the slope (right)  

(source: Crawshaw 2000:33). 
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Figure 44. View down into Mine Creek, from the west of the settlement. The boarding house is the 

main building, as well as other various sheds/huts. A tramway can be seen heading south from the 

aforementioned large building, and has coal tubs on it. The mine entrance can be seen behind this 

and there are sheds along the line (source: Granity Museum) 
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Tau, Te Maire and Anderson, A. (eds.). 2008. Ngāi Tahu: A Migration History: The Carrington Text. Bridget 

Williams Books, Wellington. 

Taylor, W.A., 1952. Lore and History of the South Island Maori. Bascands Ltd, Christchurch. 

Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu, 2023a. Kā Huru Manu: Ngāi Tahu Atlas. [online] Available at: 

<http://www.kahurumanu.co.nz/atlas> [Accessed May 2023]. 

Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu, 2023b. Te Whakataunga – Celebrating Te Kerēme – the Ngāi Tahu claim. [online] 

Available at: <https://ngaitahu.iwi.nz/ngai-tahu/te-whakataunga-celebrating-te-kereme-the-ngai-

tahu-claim/> [Accessed May 2023]. 

Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Waewae Sep 2022. Interim Assessment of Impacts on Rangatiratanga, Treaty Principles 

and Ngāti Waewae Cultural Values – Stockton Acid Mine Drainage Project.  

Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Waewae 2026. Cultural Impact Assessment: Buller Plateaux Continuation Project. Fast 

Track Approvals Application. Prepared for Bathurst Resources Ltd. 

Tumahai, F. Jul 2010. Cultural Impact Assessment of Escarpment Mine Project.  With input from the whanau 

of Te Runanga o Ngati Waewae. 

Watson, K. 2006.  Mine Creek and Mangatini Settlements, Stockton Plateau. An Archaeological Assessment. 

Unpublished draft report for Solid Energy New Zealand Ltd. 

Watson, K. 2007. Mine Creek Settlement, Stockton Plateau: An Archaeological Assessment. Unpublished 

report for Solid Energy Ltd. 

Watson, K. 2007a. Mangatini Settlement, Stockton Plateau: An Archaeological Assessment. Unpublished 

report for Solid Energy Ltd. 

Watson, K. 2008.  Department of Conservation Visitor Facilities Upgrade, Denniston: An Archaeological 

Assessment. Unpublished report for the Department of Conservation, Westland Conservancy. 

Watson, K. 2008a. Stockton Plateau Hydro Project: An Assessment of the Effects on Archaeological Values. 

Unpublished report for Hydro Developments Ltd. 

Watson, K. 2009. Stockton Liquid Energy Development: An Archaeological Assessment. Unpublished report 

for Solid Energy New Zealand Ltd. 

Watson, K. Apr 2009. Escarpment Mine Project: An Archaeological Assessment. Unpublished report for L 

& M Coal Ltd. 

Watson, K. Dec 2009. The Koranui Incline: An Archaeological Assessment. Unpublished report for Solid 

Energy. 

Watson, K., 2010a. St Pats 2: An Archaeological Assessment. Unpublished report for Solid Energy New 

Zealand Ltd. 

Watson, K. 2010b Stockton Township. [noted in Historic Surveys of the Stockton Plateau and Surrounds – 

summary] 

Watson, K. Mar 2010. Authority 2009/327: Mine Creek – Preliminary Report. Unpublished report. 

Watson, K. June 2010.  Escarpment Mine Project Archaeological Assessment Addendum. Unpublished 

report for L & M Coal Ltd. 

Watson, K. Aug 2010. Escarpment Mine Project – Historic Heritage Values Assessment: Addendum 2.  

Unpublished report for L & M Coal Ltd. 

Watson, K. Jun 2011. Statement of Evidence of Katherine Jane Watson, Escarpment Mine Project. 15 June 

2011. 

Watson, K. May 2012. Buller Coal Ltd Haul Road Proposal: An Archaeological Assessment.  Unpublished 

report for Buller Coal Ltd. 

Watson, K. May 2023. Millerton North Water Infrastructure Project: An Archaeological Assessment (Draft).  

Unpublished report for BT Mining Ltd. 



 

   

Mar 2026 Bathurst BPCP: Appendix – Historical and Archaeological Background 68 

Watson, K. and L. Wright. May 2004.  Whareatea, Sullivan and Sullivan West Mines, Denniston Coalfield.  

Archaeological Assessment for Solid Energy New Zealand Ltd. 

Watson, K. and L. Wright. 2007. Burnetts Face Site Damage Assessment.  Unpublished report for the New 

Zealand Historic Places Trust. 

Whybrew, C.M. 2011. Statement of Evidence for and on behalf of the New Zealand Historic Places Trust 

Pouhere Taonga (HNZPT). 21 June 2011. 

Wilson, P. and R. Burgess. Dec 2007.  Review Report for a Historic Place: Denniston, West Coast. New 

Zealand Historic Places Trust Pouhere Taonga. 

Wright, L. 2001.  Denniston Concept Plan.  Report prepared for the Department of Conservation, West Coast 

Conservancy, Buller Area Office. 

Wright, L. 2008.  Denniston Heritage Management Plan. Report prepared for the Denniston Heritage Trust. 

Wright. L. and K. Watson. 2007. Burnetts Face Site Damage Assessment.  Unpublished report for the New 

Zealand Historic Places Trust. 

 

Newspapers: 

Evening Post. [online] Available at: <https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/evening-post> 

Grey River Argus. [online] Available at: <https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/> [Accessed May 2023]. 

Greymouth Evening Star. [online] Available at: <https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/> [Accessed May 2023]. 

Lyttelton Times. [online] Available at: <https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/> [Accessed May 2023]. 

Poverty Bay Herald. [online] Available at: <https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/poverty-bay-

herald/> 

Press. [online] Available at: <https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/> [Accessed May 2023]. 

West Coast Times. [online] Available at: https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/west-coast-times 

 

 

 

 



 

   

Mar 2026 Bathurst BPCP: Appendix – Historical and Archaeological Background 69 

APPENDIX 1: DENNISTON AND STOCKTON PLATEAUX 

MINING TIMELINE25 

 

1860 Coal discovered by Julius von Haast and James Burnett in Coalbrookdale. 

1862 Burnett completed a detailed survey and estimate.  

1871 First survey camp on Denniston. 

1873 First load of coal brought down from Denniston to Westport by packhorse. 

1877     Wellington Coal Co. first placed coal on the market. 

1878     Westport Colliery Co. formed. 

             First mining at Fisher (later Banbury) mine and coal stockpiled in sacks at mine mouth. 

             Six coke ovens erected at Granity. 

1879     Denniston Incline surveyed and built.  

1880     Fisher Mine renamed Banbury 

             Wellington Coal Co. merged with Koranui Co. 

             First coal sent down the Denniston Incline, mid-April. 

             Construction of Koranui Incline begins. 

1881     Westport Colliery Co. reconstructed as Westport Coal Co. 

1882     Drive completed through the Banbury workings to Burnett’s Face. 

             First school opened in ‘The camp’ at Denniston. 

1883     Koranui Incline began operating. 

             Postal Services started on Denniston. 

             Horses in the Banbury replaced by endless chain. 

1884     ‘Billy Playfair’ strike at Denniston (1884-1885). 

1885     Koranui Mine was bought by Union Steamship Co. 

             Denniston bridle track completed. 

             First police station opened on Denniston. 

1886     Koranui Mine sold to Westport Coal Co. 

             Banbury Mine ceased operations. 

             Burnett's Face first recorded as a settlement. 

1887     Iron Bridge under construction (Iron Bridge Mine) 

             Endless chain replaced by endless rope (by 1887).  

Rope road from Coalbrookdale to bins via Banbury completed. 

 

 

 
25 Sumner and Sumner 1983: Appendix VI; Watson and Wright May 2004. 
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             Koranui Mine closed down  

1888     Waimangaroa Mine opened on South bank of Waimangaroa River. 

             Anglican Church built on Boswell Street, Denniston. 

1889     Coalbrookdale and Iron Bridge mines opened. 

             Roman Catholic church built at top of Church Street, Denniston. 

1890     Maritime strike. 

  W.C.C. directors announce intention to develop Granity Creek. 

  Wellington Mine reopened. 

Methodist Church built on Gilliea Street, Denniston. 

1891 Coalbrookdale first mine in N.Z. to produce 1m tons coal. 

           Seddon's Coal Mines Bill. 

           First shot fired in construction of Millerton-Granity incline. 

           New school opened on Denniston. 

1892     Burnett’s Face school opened. 

1893     Waimangaroa and Wellington Mines closed. 

             Millerton township surveyed and sites auctioned. 

             Post office opened at Millerton. 

             Masonic Lodge established at Denniston. 

             Both tunnels on Millerton Incline completed. 

1894     Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act. 

1895     Denniston largest coal production in N.Z. - 215,770 tons. 

1896     First coal produced from Millerton Mine. 

             Bins at Granity in process of erection - capacity 3,000 tins. 

             Highest census figures for Coalbrookdale. 

1897     First hotel ‘The Criterion’ opened on Millerton. 

1898     First school built at Millerton. 

1899     Granity got its present name – hitherto called Granity Creek. 

             Public Hall and Library built at Burnett’s Face. 

1900     Banbury route unsatisfactory. 

             Wooden bridge erected over the Waimangaroa River. 

             Dam built at Mine Creek. 

             Kiwi compressor built. 

1901     Lamp-station and other offices built at Mine Creek. 

1902 ‘New Track’ to Denniston opened. (Munro)  

1903     Work commenced in the Wareatea area. 

1904     Overland rope-road from Burnett’s Face to Denniston completed. 
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1905     New Brakehead bins completed at Denniston. 

             Westport-Stockton Coal Co. formed and began development work. 

1906     Volunteer Hall built on Denniston. 

             Drive at Millerton extended into Mangatini Gorge. 

1907     Wooden bridge over Waimangaroa Gorge to be replaced by girder bridge. 

1908     Westport-Stockton opened their mine. 

             First silent movie shown in Volunteer Hall at Denniston. 

             Presbyterian Church on Gillies Street, Denniston opened. 

1909     ‘The big fire’ at the Brakehead, Denniston – several properties destroyed. 

             The first fire broke out at Millerton – in the Mine Creek section of the mine. 

1910     Peak output from Denniston of 348,335 tons. 

             Denniston hospital built. 

             First horse drawn coach service started to Denniston. 

1911     Peak population of Burnett’s Face of 627. 

             First car to carry passengers between Granity and Millerton. 

             Highest census figures for Mine Creek. 

1912     Mangatini Recreation Hall opened. 

1914     Area of unworked coal at Koranui linked up with the haulage at Kiwi and Deep Creek. 

1915     First motorised transport on Denniston ‘New Track’ (road). 

             Stockton school opened. 

1918     Stockton Post Office opened. 

1920     Power house built at Marshallvale. 

1921     Millerton bath-house construction began. 

             Stockton bath-house construction began. 

             Several workmen’s cottages built at Stockton township. 

1922     Bath-houses built at Iron Bridge and Coalbrookdale near the mine mouths.  

             Mine Creek and Mangatini townships abandoned early 1920s.  

1923     Extensions to the bins at the Brakehead – several buildings demolished. 

             Cascade Mine began operating – Westport-Cascade Coal Co. 

             Fly Creek started operating. 

1924     Marshallvale settlement established. 

1925     Westport-Granity Mining syndicate began operating ‘Rockies’ mine. 

1926     ‘The Steps’ entrance to the Wareatea opened. 

             Millerton Bowling Green opened. 

             Westport-Granity Mining Syndicate became the Westportmain Coal Co. 

             A serious fire broke out in the Evans section of Millerton Mine. 
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1927     Highest census figures for Denniston and Millerton. 

 Westport‐Cascade hydro mine opened. 

1928     Denniston Bowling Green is opened. 

             Westportmain opencasting at ‘Rockies’. 

1929     Murchison earthquake – Buller mines idle for two weeks. 

             Volunteer Hall at Millerton burned down. 

1930     Secondary and Manual Training block added to school at Denniston. 

1935     Fluming replaced electric locos for a year at Stockton. 

1936     Westportmain (‘Rockies’) closed. 

             Denniston power house began supplying power to Millerton and Stockton mines. 

             Highest census figures for Cascade and Stockton. 

1939     New bath-house built at Denniston near the power house. 

1940     Burnett’s Face and Denniston schools combine 

             Denniston Power House began, generating electricity for Buller District. 

1941     Road to Cascade Mine constructed. 

1944     Westport-Stockton Coal Co. taken over by Mines Department. 

1945     Iron Bridge Mine ceased operations. 

             Mangatini Section of Millerton Mine abandoned at the end of the war. 

1946     Cascade section of Coalbrookdale Mine ceased operations. 

1948  Millerton Mine taken over by the Government Mines Department as result of 

Nationalisation of Coal Mines Act. 

             Denniston Mines taken over by Government Mines Department. 

             Community Centre established on Denniston. 

1949     New Anglican Church built on Ormiston Street. 

1950     Rope-road between Burnett’s Face and Brakehead closed. 

 Work started on mono‐cable aerial ropeway. 

1951     Electric locos at Stockton ceased operation. 

             Attempts made to stop the fires in the Iron Bridge Mine. 

    Waterfront strike – 67 days lost when miners came out in sympathy with the watersiders. 

1952     Monocable aerial ropeway started operating. 

             Plateau (later Sullivan) mine opened. 

             Burnett’s Face Post Office ceased. 

1953     First section of Bicable aerial Ropeway at Stockton came into operation. 

             Hydro mining began at Fly Creek Mine. 

             Opencast mine operating begun at Birchalls Extensions near the Wareatea Mine                       

             Cook’s lease being worked by Marshall & Co. 

1954 Aerial put into service from near Whareatea Steps entrance in January.  
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Sullivan Mine in production. 

1956     Millerton Mine started hydro mining. 

             ‘Closing down’ of Burnett’s Face. 

1960     Wellington Mine reopened .in 1960s. 

             Mine Creek section abandoned at Millerton. 

1962     Escarpment Mine officially opened. 

1963     Millerton incline ceased working. 

1967     Denniston Incline ceased working – coal trucked down from Brakehead bins. 

1968     Inangahua earthquake wrecked the top section of Denniston Incline. 

             Monocable aerial ropeway ceases operations on Denniston. 

1969     Millerton Mine closed. 

1971     Wareatea Mine closed 26 November. 

             Webb Mine closed. 

             Post Office on Denniston closed. 

1973     Private Mine at Cedar (Horseshoe Bend) closed. 

1979     Escarpment Mine became Denniston's first State Hydro mine. 

1980 New western entrance to Sullivan established at Rapid Creek. 

1982     Escarpment Mine closed. 

             Wareatea Mine reopened as a hydro mine. 

             Cascade Mine reopened as a private opencast mine. 

1986 Sullivan West hydro mine in full production; Management changed from State Coal Mines 

to Coal Corp. 

1988 Whareatea closed, 9 December.  

1995 Sullivan West closed, November. 

1998 Decommissioning work at Whareatea and Sullivan started July, suspended August. 
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APPENDIX 2: SITE RECORD FORMS 

The NZAA site record forms have been updated and new site records created for all sites 

that are discussed in the Parts 1–5 of the BPCP Archaeological and Historic Heritage 

Assessment reports.  Due to the large extent of site information updated in ArchSite and 

provided in the assessments this is not duplicated in the following copies of the site record 

forms. 

Refer to the site records attached in this appendix for newly recorded sites, updated site 

extents and previously recorded information on the sites in conjunction with discussions of 

each site in the assessment reports.   
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