
32 33

T
R
A
V
E
L

+Newcastle

 NEWCASTLE 
UNITED

Newcastle, for years Sydney’s 
unappreciated little sister, has 

had a miraculous regeneration, 
adding life and urban creativity to 

its untraditional seaside charm.

Opposite: Waves crash against Bar Beach. This page: Newcastle offers an intriguing mix of heritage architecture, great food and, of course, the beach.

N
ewcastle may be the most underrated small city in 

Australia. In the evenings, on its namesake beach, 

the sinking sun casts wedges of light between the 

low-rise apartments lining the beach and temporarily 

spotlights the surfers cresting the waves just offshore. 

Residents trickle straight off the inner-city streets, to gather on 

the concrete steps leading down to the biscuit-crumb sand. 

Beyond the surfers – and sometimes among them – 

dolphins can often be seen romping through the waves like 

over-excited dogs, racing each other and leaping into the air, to 

fall with exaggerated splashes. 

A short walk east along the promenade, bathing-capped 

swimmers ply the lanes of the art-deco Ocean Baths, which 

opened in 1922. The recently restored façade frames a huge, 

sandy-floored seawater pool that extends straight out into the 

sea, the blue of the two waters bisected neatly by the low, 

white-painted pool wall. 

Walk west along a short coastal track until it descends a 

steep staircase; at the bottom there’s another local curiosity. 

The “Bogey Hole” was chipped out of solid sandstone at the 
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“If you’re on  
the peninsula 
that holds the 
historic heart  
of the city, you’re 
surrounded 
by water on three 
sides.”

Clockwise from top left: Sprout Dining; an old building near Newcastle Beach; Newcastle’s famous tram; Newcastle Museum. Opposite: Bar Beach. 

base of the cliffs in 1820, by convicts using only manual tools, 

on the whim of a water-loving Commandant of the city. Today, 

this irregularly shaped and still well-used sea bath, over which 

waves break on the ocean side, is heritage-listed as the oldest 

surviving European construction in the city. 

The sea is omnipresent in Newcastle. If you’re on the 

peninsula that holds the historic heart of the city, you’re 

surrounded by water on three sides; almost every street of the 

leafy heritage neighbourhood, with its pretty Victorian terraces 

and cottages, ends at the ocean. 

But then again, great beaches are a dime a dozen in  

New South Wales. The city’s uniqueness lies in the fact that 

you can walk out of the surf and into its urban centre within 

minutes (or vice-versa, as nearby office workers tend to do on 

their lunch breaks). 

Newcastle’s other key point of difference is that, due to 

some interesting developments over the past five years, that 

urban centre isn’t the usual strip of banks, chain stores and 

fast-food outlets, but an eccentric mix of boutique retail, small 

galleries and independent coffee shops.

DO Shop local. Many of the products 
designed and made in Newcastle are 
sustainable, well-priced and would not be out 
of place in a hip boutique in New York or 
Tokyo. In particular, try High Tea with Mrs 
Woo (highteawithmrswoo.com.au) for beautifully 
structured soft linen clothing and curiosities 
from such far-flung destinations as Korea 
(O-Check notebooks) and Brooklyn (Shino 
ceramics). Or browse snappily designed 
metallic or neon-leather laptop cases and dog 
leads from Dubbleyou. dubbleyou.com.au 

The Olive Tree Market also showcases 
high-quality local art and design on the  
first Saturday of every month.
theolivetreemarket.com.au

An example of the city’s diverse range of 
architectural styles, the Brutalist Newcastle Art 
Gallery was Australia’s first purpose-built 
regional art gallery, and holds one of the 
country’s most significant public collections. 
nag.org.au

EAT A fish and chip shop dating back to 
1950, Scotties Fish Cafe has held on to its 
low-key, neighbourhood ethic, selling (very) 
fresh fish and chips from a hole-in-the-wall 
counter, alongside the restaurant’s a la carte 
menu and table service. With its beautiful, 
simple food and $3 oysters, you can’t go 
wrong. +61 2 4926 3780

Subo’s head chef and owner Beau Vincent is 
an alumnus of Tetsuya (Sydney) and Bistro 
Guillaume in Melbourne. With his wife and 
co-owner, Suzie, he runs the award-winning 
Subo, a minimally decorated space with 
exposed brick walls and wire animal-head 
sculptures on the wall, in Newcastle’s industrial 
east end. subo.com.au

Opened by former Silverchair bassist Chris 
Joannou in a former dry-cleaning warehouse, 
The Edwards is the place for an early morning 
coffee or late-night cocktail. In between, 
there’s food – for example, crispy rabbit with 
yoghurt, mustard and green olives.  
facebook.com/pages/The-Edwards

STAY Staying in a big chain  
hotel would be to miss the point of the city’s 
down-to-earth nature. Instead,  
stay in an authentic, self-contained terraced 
cottage or townhouse in Newcastle’s prettiest 
and most central neighbourhood. Terraces for 
Tourists is a small owner-operated business 
with a range of options available, sleeping from 
two to eight people. terracesfortourists.com.au
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Start at the beach end of Hunter Mall, the city’s main street, 

for example, and walk five minutes inland. There’s Raw Cafe to 

the left, serving everything from super-food salads to 

paleo-burgers, and on the corner of Watt Street there’s 

Sprocket, an independent, carbon-conscious coffee roaster 

and eatery, which was awarded for its minimal-intervention 

reuse of an heritage bank building in 2009. Galleries, design 

stores and vintage shops line up on the next block, including 

The Emporium, an arcade of independent boutiques in the 

ground floor of the former David Jones department store. 

All along adjacent Darby Street, which is anchored by the 

geometric, Brutalist Newcastle Art Gallery, there is a thriving 

restaurant and bar scene, with enough caffeine, cocktails and 

boutiques to keep any idle flâneur or flâneuse going for days. 

And so on.

But it wasn’t always this way for Newcastle. Like its northern 

English namesake, it was founded on coal mining. Legend has 

it that seams of coal were spotted in the headlands by the 

navy officers chasing escaped convicts in the 1790s. 

Coal fuelled its growth into a satellite settlement, and the 

convicts considered too rough for Sydney were sent to dig it 

out. Two hundred years later, it had become firmly established 

as a classic, industrial “second city”, 

160km up the Pacific Highway from 

its glamorous state sibling, best 

known for possessing the largest 

steelworks in Australia, and as the 

home of 90s alt-rockers Silverchair. 

In 1999, following years of 

gradual decline, recession and the 

1989 earthquake that killed 13 

people and caused  

AUS$4 billion of damage, 

Newcastle also became home to 

Australia’s largest industrial 

shutdown, when BHP, the owner of 

the steelworks, closed the plant, 

laying off 2000 workers. The old town centre, on its narrow 

peninsula, was completely bypassed as the out-of-town 

suburbs sprawled and big-box retailers siphoned off trade. 

But then something unexpected happened. 

In 2008, Marcus Westbury, a city son who’d moved away to 

Sydney and Melbourne to work as a broadcaster and festival 

director, started up a low-budget, not-for-profit urban renewal 

scheme. While tracts of the city were slated for redevelopment, 

the roughly 150 empty buildings clustered on Hunter Street 

and King Street alone gave the inner city an air of desolation.

However, the strange upside to the years of economic woe 

is the city’s stunning architecture, says Westbury. “Newcastle 

seemed to get hit by a catastrophe of one kind or another 

every five years, economic or physical, but what it left behind 

was a beautiful city with a lot of very old buildings. 

“Newcastle seemed 
to get hit by a 

catastrophe 
every five years, but 

what it left behind 
was a beautiful 

city with a lot of very 
old buildings.“

Clockwise from above: The Lair clothing store on Hunter Street; Scotties Fish Cafe; the Ocean Baths at Newcastle Beach; lunch at One Penny Black; The Emporium, a Renew Newcastle project. 
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“You could almost do a history of Australian architecture 

walking down the main street, from convict-era settlement, 

through the 1900s and then you hit the art-deco era, when the 

city boomed in the 1920s. Most cities in Australia have written 

over their history, but Newcastle hasn’t done that.”

Renew Newcastle, Westbury’s organisation, stepped in to 

broker deals between commercial property owners and the 

creative community. Six years on, the project is hailed 

internationally as a model of DIY urban regeneration. Artists, 

cultural projects and community groups use and maintain 

inner-city buildings until they become commercially viable (or 

are redeveloped); several have taken on full commercial leases, 

and the influx of people has generated a demand for more 

(and better) restaurants, cafes and bars. 

However, what you won’t find is chain stores. The city 

recently previewed a new urban design master plan that will 

maintain its boutique character, close a section of the railway 

that currently cuts through its centre, and introduce light rail 

instead. A new international airport is also set to open in the 

next 18 months. 

The centre has been reanimated, but it has managed to hit a 

sweet spot in the transition from sleepy small town to overt 

gentrification. In 2011, Newcastle made Lonely Planet’s list of 

top 10 global cities, the first Australian city to do so. 

Merging its petite dimensions and hometown friendliness 

with a rapid proliferation of artistic capital has given it big-city 

smarts with the usual urban obstacle course edited out. 

People are nice, and distances between good things are small. 

In addition, the city is not exactly hindered by its proximity to 

the Hunter Valley wine region. 

After walking out of the aforementioned surf and onto the 

main street, a few steps further takes you to the “black mile” of 

independent coffee roasters and cafes in Newcastle East, 

including Sprocket, One Penny Black and Glee; or new entries 

on the dining scene like The Edwards, a cafe and late-night 

restaurant in a former industrial laundry, or Subo, a lovely bistro 

with a waiting list and a single, seasonal, Asia-inflected 

five-course menu; the wagyu rump cap, marinated in soy 

sauce with eggplant puree and crispy lotus root was a 

standout the night we ate there. 

Alternatively, there’s Scotties, a neighbourhood institution a 

short half-block from Newcastle Beach and the Ocean Baths. 

The night we visited, locals were spreading out picnic blankets 

on the patch of grass bordering the rustic outdoor tables lit by 

flickering candles in jars and strings of multicoloured lights, and 

the little corner it occupies had the air of an impromptu block 

party. Throw in the $3 oysters and local wine, with the sea air 

and sand between your toes, and it’s as authentic a 

Novocastrian experience as you’ll get. 
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Above: Willows Home Traders. Below: The Edwards.

Air New Zealand offers non-
stop flights to Melbourne and 

Brisbane, from Auckland, 
Wellington and Christchurch, 
with onward connections to 

Newcastle.
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