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You can bank on it

Weekends away

After wining and dining, Greg Lenthen is all set for a night in the Bordello Room.
In the past decade and a half, the number of bank branches has almost halved while the number of automatic tellers has more than quadrupled. Not that cash Machines are a proper substitute; just try opening a B&B in an ATM. 

One old bank turned B&B is at Paterson, in the Hunter. We're in the Bordello Room. Banking. Bonking. Understandable confusion. 
The day had not started well. Drops on the windscreen in Sydney's east are heavy rain by St Ives. On the freeway, there's only the glow of brake lights in swirls of spray and our frantic wipers almost fling themselves off the windscreen. By Paterson, we've outrun the rain but the skies are moving from threatening to plainly belligerent. A shard of lightning and a violent crack of thunder startle us off the veranda into the Bordello Room. 
Parked inexplicably in the large bathroom is what looks like a trailer under a plastic cover. It proves to be a spa of a very ferocious turquoise. The list of activities prohibited while in the spa might include drinking the complimentary bottle of sparkling wine. We give ourselves the benefit of the doubt. Very champagned and slightly chlorinated - and mellow almost to melting point - we emerge from the spa and retire to the elaborate four-poster bed. And contemplate the ceiling. 
It's patterned pressed metal, so exquisitely restored and painted that the small squares of the design look like ceramic tiles, white with a terracotta motif under a lustrous glaze. That's the delight of the CBC Bed and Breakfast and Cafe - it's a stunning restoration of high-ceilinged rooms, trimmed with warm joinery of Australian cedar and American redwood, and floors of pale kauri pine. The rooms, all with good-sized bathrooms, are big, well-furnished and tasteful, apart, perhaps, from an excess of suggestive pink in the boudoir Bordello. 
The CBC Bed and Breakfast is the work of a local builder, Kevin Hawtin, and his wife, Moira. Kevin chanced on an ad offering the building in 1999. It was, by then, a home, having been deconsecrated as a bank in the '70s. The Hawtins finished restoring it last year, as far as work on an old building is ever finished. Kevin will show you about, spelling out the detail of the restoration - such as the two workmen who spent three months with steel wool and solvents reclaiming the wooden staircase from generations of stain and varnish. 
We dine that night on tender beef and lamb in a banking chamber reborn as a cafe. The piled-high plates are over-generous - you do want room for the piquant rhubarb and blackberry crumble - and the preparation tries too hard. The scotch fillet, for example seemed too complicated; the wild mushroom ragout, rosemary and garlic jus would have been enough without the fig and onion marmalade. 
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The four poster in the Bordello Room.
High and handsome ... the former bank has been beautifully restored, with the staircase and ceilings returned to their original glory.
One of us sleeps deeply (the one who drank most of the sparkling wine and almost all the shiraz). Mrs Lenthen, however, is kept awake into the early hours by a bovine insomniac mooing disconsolately in a nearby paddock. Dawn brings the twitter of birds and the "k'thump, k'thump" of another train through the centre of town. If the town had a centre. 
	Given that the area was settled in the early 1800s, Paterson has made surprisingly little of its head start. Today there are just a few gracious 19th-century buildings and a smattering of houses, framed by hills. Clearly the Commercial Banking Company of Sydney expected Paterson to make much more of itself when the bank opened its branch there in 1904. The wide expanse of terracotta tiles and red bricks wrapped in deep verandas look very optimistic. 
Maybe Paterson's stunted growth is explained by the local museum. However, it's open only on Sundays. So we look for history in the cemetery of St Paul's Anglican Church, where headstones are slowly losing their stories to weathering. But clearly etched in marble is the sad tale of William and Christina Comer, who lost no fewer than five children, all under five, between 1854 and 1870. Christina's own death in 1869 meant that at least she did not see the fifth name added to the gravestone: Alice, dead the next year at just 20 months. We imagine Christina died of grief. However, a little research on the net reveals it was diphtheria - and that Christina had six other children.

Breakfast next morning in the cafe offers a much wider range than the usual bacon and eggs, including omelettes as big as they are tasty, to set you up for a day's exploring. We head north to Dungog and discover the pretty drive through green hills west to Gresford, before looping back to Paterson and down to Sydney. 
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BOOKINGS Phone 4938 5767 or see
www.cbc-bedandbreakfastandcafe.com.au.

PRICES Rooms $120 to $165 a night.

HOW FAR IS IT About three hours’ drive from
Sydney via Maitland.

AVAILABLE NEXT WEEKEND Yes.
CHILDREN Depenﬂs on age.

SMOKING Outside only. -
WHEELCHAIR ACCESS Restaurant only.

PLUSES Superior accommodation at a keen price
provides a good base for exploring the Hunter.

MINUSES The insomniac cow.

rating 18/20

Round the Bend in the Woltombi Valley






Establishments featured in Weekends Away are visited anonymously by Herald writers, who pay their own way.
