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From 360-million-year-old fossils to 21st-century food and wine, the town of 
Bathurst, 200km west of Sydney, puts the wow into a weekend away.

WORDS DAVID LEVELL
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Legall Patisserie Café (56 Keppel Street, 02 6331 5800) is often 
claimed as the Central West’s only French patisserie, and it could be 
true. But there’s no doubt that Sydney needs to be alerted to the 
relative proximity of Philippe Legall’s lemon tarts, macaroons and 
freshly baked bread, now part of the region’s cultural fabric and truly 
a to-drive-for experience. 

Bathurst’s curiously named Ribbon Gang Lane references a mob 
of flamboyantly beribboned bushrangers hanged there in 1830 – for 
murder and theft, not crimes against fashion – way too early for last 
drinks at Church Bar (1 Ribbon Gang Lane, churchbar.com.au). This 
atmospheric cocktail bar and wood-fired pizzeria in an 1850s church 
school building evokes a cosy, candle-lit ambience in a cavernous 
space, with vaulted ceilings, leather lounges, fireplace and leafy 
courtyard beer garden. Gourmet pizza toppings include saltwater 
crocodile with lime and ginger marinade, and kangaroo fillet  
marinated in shiraz. Some of the liqueurs hail from Stone Pine  
(218 Gorman’s Hill Road, stonepinedistillery.com.au), Bathurst’s first 
micro-distillery, which British expatriates Bev and Ian Glen run in 
an 1840s homestead (and ex-shanty) featuring a preservative-free 
emphasis on seasonal ingredients and native botanicals.  >PH
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Machattie Park 
rotunda (left); General 
and Savings Bank 
building (far left); 
Bathurst’s bucolic 
surrounds (below)

THINK BATHURST and you’re probably thinking motor-
sport. Go on, admit it. You’re thinking Australia’s saloon 
car-racing capital, with the renowned Mount Panorama 
track hosting Peter Brock’s most celebrated feats in a 

Holden, including a record nine “Great Race” wins.
Fair enough, but think again. Think relaxed rural city racing ahead 

in other directions, winning accolades as a sophisticated food and 
wine hub. Think an abundance of colonial architecture reflecting 
the gold-rush legacy of Australia’s first inland town and now enjoy-
ing renewed appreciation and fresh purpose. Think dinosaurs… 

An easy 200km drive west from Sydney over the Blue Mountains, 
Bathurst has pole position as a short-break NSW destination, and as 
an ideal launching pad for exploring the Central West’s many food, 
wine and heritage trails.

Begin your investigations in downtown Keppel Street, the arty 
zone with galleries (Bathurst Regional Art Gallery is at 70-78),  
bookshops and cafes. Local favourite The Hub Espresso Bar & Eatery 
(52 Keppel Street, 02 6332 1565) offers a contemporary Australian 
menu (breakfast and lunch) under a cool green courtyard canopy 
of vines – or inside next to a toasty fire if the winter cold is biting. 



HERITAGE BATHURST

76 Q A N TA S  NOV EMBER 2014

However, Bathurst’s most 
extraordinary accommodation 
option would have to be Bishop’s 
Court Estate (226 Seymour Street, 
bishopscourtestate.com.au). Once 
it was the lavish Victorian-gothic 
residence (1870) of Bathurst’s first 
Anglican bishop. Now it is a 
secluded, seven-room boutique 
hotel, featuring lush gardens and 
a private chapel (now a function 
room). While gracious, the vibe is 

also so welcoming that guests often end up chatting in the kitchen 
with vivacious host Christine Le Fevre, whose culinary enthusiasm 
and expertise crown the Bishop’s Court experience.

There’s grand, then there’s stately Abercrombie House (311 Ophir 
Road, abercrombiehouse.com.au), a Downton Abbey-esque hilltop 
castle gazing upon 20 sprawling hectares just outside town. The 
52-room, 1870s Scottish baronial mansion is fortunate to have as its 
custodian Christopher Morgan, whose parents rescued the mansion 
from dereliction nearly 50 years ago. Morgan is bursting with ideas 
to guarantee its future, largely involving sharing the privately owned 
heritage jewel with the public via guided tours, high teas, car club 
rallies, a concert program and accommodation in the Stables Lodge.

Much more modest, but equally compelling, is the Chifley Home 
(10 Busby Street, chifleyhome.org.au). The train driver who became 
prime minister, Ben Chifley spent four decades in this humble five-
room semi, including his years in office (1945-49). Retro household 
fittings and personal effects preserve a vanished way of life so 
minutely you’d swear Chif has just stepped out to get the paper.  >

Bishop’s Court Estate: function 
room in the former chapel (above 
left) and verandah (above); stately 
Abercrombie House (left)

Around central Machattie Park, historic Bathurst Town Square 
precinct boasts an imposing array of grand lace-iron edifices harking 
back to halcyon days of gold and wool-driven prosperity. The former 
Webb’s Emporium (1863) houses Cobblestone Lane restaurant  
(173-179 George Street, thecobblestonelane.com), cleverly utilising 
Webb’s old horse-cart laneway to a back warehouse. The menu  
features local produce such as smoked Mandagery Creek venison, 
or try the pot-roasted capretto with walnut and raisin slaw. 

Last year, the western saloon-esque Webb & Co Bar (02 6334 2176) 
opened up more of the old emporium next door, ideal for a  
pre-Cobblestone drink or snack, with tapas-style eats and classic 
cocktails. Both wine lists play to local strengths, such as US-born 
Mark Renzaglia’s wonderfully light shiraz or Tony Hatch’s Italian 
varietals: sangiovese, dolcetto, arneis and others. 

A former Qantas pilot, Hatch developed his fascination for Italian 
wine during flight layovers in Rome. His Vale Creek Winery (438 
Cow Flat Road, valecreek.com.au), just 10 minutes’ drive from town, 
also offers accommodation in a renovated 1860s coach house. BI
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Historic Hill End time capsule 
(both images above); Australian 
Mineral and Fossil Museum, 
Bathurst (right)

The legacy of the region’s more recent digging is best absorbed 
80km north of Bathurst at Hill End. This sleepy hollow (population 
167), where kangaroos loiter along empty streets, saw NSW’s gold 
rush peak in 1872 with the 286kg Holtermann nugget, which is still 
the world’s largest-ever reef gold specimen. Hill End was bigger than 
Bathurst back then – in fact it was NSW’s biggest inland settlement 
with a population of 8000. 

Having long since downsized from mining metropolis to bucolic 
artist colony – Russell Drysdale, Donald Friend, Margaret Olley and 
John Olsen all painted here – Hill End is now an official historic site 
within a national park, a time capsule of gold-rush architecture.  
Two cottages are reserved for the Artists In Residence Program 
(supported by Bathurst Regional Art Gallery) while signs show 
exactly where major works such as Drysdale’s The Cricketers (1948) 
were created. There are plans to expand heritage accommodation, 
but currently the best bet is Hosies B&B (hillendbandb.com.au), a 
rambling two-storey store (1873) with period furniture and balcony 
views of the village green and rugged bush beyond. 

Beyond? The road from Bathurst is now sealed all the way to 
Mudgee’s wineries, where more Central West temptations await. A

Other vanished ways of life flourish at the 
Australian Fossil and Mineral Museum (224 
Howick Street, somervillecollection.com.au), 
which graces a church-like ex-schoolhouse 
(1876) with dazzling minerals and a cornucopia 
of curios from deep time, including plants and 
animals in amber, an elephant-bird egg, a 
megalodon shark tooth and sabre-tooth tiger skull. Amid several 
dinosaurs, the towering talking point is Australia’s only T.rex, a full 
cast of one of the world’s largest, most complete skeletons.  

From here, the Central West’s fossil trail points 110km west to 
Canowindra, where a fetchingly curved colonial streetscape tends 
to catch the film industry’s eye (Nicole Kidman and Hugo Weaving 
shot scenes for Strangerland in April). While flat farmlands and clear 
skies optimise hot-air ballooning – Balloon Joy Flights (canowindra-
balloons.com) will take you on a Champagne breakfast up, up and 
away – Canowindra’s headline act is an underground one.

In 1993, an astounding haul of fossilised armoured, air-breathing, 
360-million-year-old fish won the village global notice. The Age of 
Fishes Museum (ageoffishes.org.au) presents the full tale of a pre-
historic billabong preserved – and unearthed – by pure chance. Seven 
new species turned up amid 4000-plus specimens and experts say 
there are thousands more to be dug up, perhaps even the Holy Grail 
of transitional sea-to-land creatures. While we wait, award-winning 
Taste Canowindra (42 Ferguson Street; tastecanowindra.com.au) 
brings together fine-dining, a one-stop wine cellar for local wineries 
and live music from various touring jazz, roots and blues acts. M
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