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3.4 Early Foreshore usage 1788 to mid 1820s 
 
3.4.1 Introduction 
In the early years of British settlement, the new colony initially centred around Sydney Cove.  Its 
harbour frontage was for the most part reserved for Government use; the western side for the 
government dockyard and commissariat stores, and the eastern side was set aside for the grounds 
of Government House.  Private merchants established businesses at the mouth of the Tank Stream 
and in the remaining areas on the western side, such as Robert Campbell who leased land for his 
private wharf and warehouses.   
 
Initially there was little development along the foreshore of Darling Harbour and by 1804 there 
were just 18 houses recorded in the area.99  Though not very well documented, early activities 
around Darling Harbour included lime production, market gardening and salt panning.100  Utilising 
the shell resource to process for lime is perhaps the activity most commonly associated with Darling 
Harbour in the early years of settlement.  As Sydney’s maritime and commercial businesses 
expanded, the need for harbour access increased.  Not only was Sydney Cove’s harbour frontage 
largely reserved for government use, increased sedimentation at the mouth of the Tank Stream 
affected its viability as a port for private enterprise.  Darling Harbour, or Cockle Bay as it was known 
until 1827, was the obvious area for expansion.  In the first decades of the 19th century, merchants 
and manufacturers were leasing large waterfront allotments and developing wharf facilities along 
the eastern side of Cockle Bay. 
 
In 1810, Governor Macquarie gave orders to construct a new wharf at Cockle Bay to provide 
facilities for the unloading of produce brought in from the Hawkesbury.101  A new market was 
established up the hill, now the location of the Queen Victoria Building.  Market Street was laid out 
to connecting the wharf to the market.  Moving the markets and associated wharf to this location 
created a new focal point in the town’s development, away from Sydney Cove.  Sussex Street was 
also laid out in 1810, running parallel with Kent Street, between it and Cockle Bay, from the 
barracks to the burial ground (now Town Hall).  This extended the town grid to include the eastern 
side of Cockle Bay.  Initial development and use of Darling Harbour was confined to Millers Point, 
where John Leighton operated three windmills.102  Shipbuilding, a long standing industry associated 
with Darling Harbour, also began around this time.   
 
The southern part of the harbour was not initially attractive to early developers and manufacturers 
as essentially it was beyond the town limits and it consisted of swamp and shallow harbour waters.  
A number of creeks drained into the head of the harbour, and these sources of freshwater were 
essential for some industries.  In 1813, John Dickson arrived in the colony with goods and machinery 
to establish a steam-powered mill.  He was granted 15 acres of land at the southern end of Cockle 
Bay that included access to the freshwater creek, necessary to run the steam engine.  By 1815 the 
flour mill was in operation, making it the first use of steam power in Australia.103    
 
The Darling Quarter site is located between the southern extent of the laid-out town grid and 
Dickson’s mill.  The first detailed survey carried out by William Harper in the early 1820s depicts the 
extent of development around Cockle Bay (Figure 3.4.1).  Allotments with houses line the parallel 
streets between Cockle Bay and George Street as far south as Market Street.  Further south 
development was patchy.  The alignments of streets, such as Sussex and Druitt, are indicated on 

                                                           
99 Johnson & Parris 2008: 16. 
100 Johnson & Parris 2008: 16. 
101 Johnson & Parris 2008: 20. 
102 Johnson & Parris 2008: 16. 
103 Johnson & Parris 2008: 23. 
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plan, but are not formalised with allotments and houses at this stage.  In the immediate vicinity of 
the site there is little recorded development and it consisted of large allotments between the 
alignment of Sussex Street and the foreshore.   
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.1: Harper’s survey from 1822 showing the extent of development along Cockle Bay and in the 

immediate vicinity of the site (red circle).  The immediate surroundings are mostly undeveloped at 
this time.  SRNSW SZ435, C&L additions. 
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The archaeological evidence from the site confirms this lack of intensive use and development in 
this part of Cockle Bay during the first 30 years or so of the colony (Figure 3.4.2).  Above the high 
water mark in Area 9, a localised layer of crushed shell overlying the sandstone shore may be 
evidence for lime production.  Within the foreshore were the remains of two timber structures.  In 
Area 6, the remains of a roughly constructed small boat ramp were located within naturally 
deposited harbour sands.  To the south in Area 7, were the remains of timber fencing that appeared 
to form a western property boundary that extended into the intertidal zone to the low tide mark.  
Also recorded across the intertidal zone were deposits of harbour sands and debris that built up 
after 1788 but prior to major development of the area from the mid 1820s.  Pollen samples record 
the changes in the surrounding environment, as native plants were cleared and new plant species 
introduced.  Cereal pollen, presumably initially originating from Dickson’s mill to the south or from 
the windmills to the north, appear in large numbers in the samples.  Shell analysis also confirmed 
environmental change shortly after British settlement, as species such as the mud oyster become 
less common and rock oyster dominant.  
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.2: Graphic showing the location of the main trenches and features associated with Phase 3 Early 

Foreshore Activity 1788 to 1820s within the basement outline (purple).  The thin orange lines 
represent fencelines and boundaries in the intertidal area of Brooks’ land.  Cryerhall.   
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3.4.2 Early land grants 
Parts of three large land grants were within the site boundary (Figure 3.4.3).  To the south Captain 
Richard Brooks was granted land at Cockle Bay by Governor Macquarie in 1814.  He established a 
slaughterhouse and curing yard to provide provisions for ships, government stores and to the 
public.  Harper’s 1822 survey indicates a building, presumably the slaughterhouse, on the harbour 
edge, just outside the southeast corner of the site boundary (Figure 3.4.3).  It appears that the land 
to the north was not granted until in the 1820s.  Immediately to the north of Brooks’ land, Cooper & 
Levey had established a steam mill by 1825, though a formal land grant was not issued to Daniel 
Cooper until 1 June 1827, at about the time the property was sold to Thomas Barker, and became 
known as ‘Barker’s Mill’.  North of Cooper & Levey’s mill site was a large parcel of land that was 
initially applied for by  David Ramsay.104  The two acre plot did not appear to have been developed 
in anyway prior to its subsequent sale to Thomas Barker in 1829. 
 

 
Figure 3.4.3: Early land grants associated with the site were large parcels of land between Sussex Street and 

the foreshore; Ramsay to the north, then Cooper & Levey and in the south Richard Brooks.  South 
of the site was John Dickson’s mill.  As the background is Harper’s 1822 plan.  Cryerhall.  

                                                           
104 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 22. 
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3.4.2.1 David Ramsay’s Allotment105  
This block of land was originally applied for by David Ramsay in 1829 (Figure 3.4.4),106 but was 
referred to earlier as belonging to ‘Raine & Ramsay’, in an 1825 advertisement for the lot purchased 
by Cooper & Levey,107 in Daniel Cooper’s 1827 grant108 and on surveyor’s sketch of Thomas Barker’s 
property from 1828 (Figure 3.4.5).109  According to the 1829 surveyor’s sketch, the block was 2 
acres, 1 rood and 3 perches in area.110  Raine & Ramsay was the business partnership between 
Thomas Raine and David Ramsay, founded in 1822 and involved in a range of trading activities, 
including importing the steam engine in 1824.111  This engine probably is the same one as at the 
Darling Mills in Parramatta, set up by John Raine, Thomas’ brother.112  The partnership of Raine & 
Ramsay broke up in 1828,113 and their block of land at Cockle Bay was sold to Thomas Barker in the 
first half of 1829, through a complicated series of transactions, involving the release of the site from 
Thomas Raine to David Ramsay (1 January 1829), the lease and release of the land from Ramsay to 
JT Goodsir (4 and 5 April 1829), and the lease and release of the land from Goodsir to Thomas 
Barker (13 and 14 April 1829) as well as a mortgage of £1200 plus interest from Goodsir to 
Barker.114  There appears to be little evidence for the development of the site prior to its sale to 
Barker. 
 
In 1831, Thomas Barker received a grant which consolidated all his holdings adjoining his mill at 
Cockle Bay, namely his lease on the southwest corner of Sussex and Bathurst Streets, the grant 
containing the steam engine and mill, and the allotment originally belonging to Raine & Ramsay.  
Like Brooks’ grant of the same date (see below), this new grant was part of a scheme to regularise 
town grants, leases and permissive occupancies.115  It replaced the earlier grants and lease held by 
Thomas Barker.  The new grant gave the total area of the site as 6 acres, 1 rood and 32 perches 
(2.61 ha),116 while the combined areas of the older allotments of Raine & Ramsay, Barker and 
Cooper & Levey was 5 acres, 3 roods and 1 perch (2.33 ha).  This made the new grant 2 roods and 
31 perches, or 0.69 acres (2807.5 m2), larger than the older allotment surveys.  This discrepancy in 
area may be evidence of the early land reclamation in the late 1820s, causing the site to grow in 
area by the time of the 1831 grant.  Alternately, it may due to the original survey underestimating 
the area of the site, although the scale of the required underestimate (10.7%) is probably too large 
to be attributed to error in measurement in normal circumstances. 
  

                                                           
105 Written by Nick Pitt, Archaeologist, Casey & Lowe.  
106 SRNSW Surveyor General’s Sketch Books Vol. 1 Fol. 43, AO Reel 2778, #240. Dates on plan, ‘19th Feb

ry
 29’ and ‘25

th
 

Feb
ry’

. 
107 Sydney Gazette 28 April 1825, p 1(4). 
108 SRNSW NRS 13836; Item 7/482, Reel 2704, grant dated 1 June 1827. 
109 SRNSW NRS 13836; Item 7/482, Reel 2704; SRNSW Surveyor General’s Sketch Books Vol. 1 Fol. 27, AO Reel 2778, 
X750A. 
110 SRNSW Surveyor General’s Sketch Books Vol. 1 Fol. 43, AO Reel 2778, #240. 
111 Maude 1967; McMartin 1967; Sydney Gazette 1 April 1824, p 2(2). 
112 The Australian 28 July 1825, p 4(4); Sheehan 1967. 
113 McMartin 1967. 
114 Barker papers A 5398/3, No. 73, Schedule of deeds 14 March 1851 (Mitchell Library). 
115 Sydney Gazette 11 June 1829, p 1(1), 31 May 1831, p 1(2). 
116 Sydney Gazette 31 May 1831, p 1(2); Sydney Gazette 12 April 1832, p 2(2); Attested copy of 1831 land grant, dated 19 
October 1831, in Barker papers A 5398/3, No. 29, Abstract of title of Thomas Barker Esq to Land in Bathurst and other 
Streets Sydney (1847). (Mitchell Library); cf Register of Land Grants and Leases, SRNSW NRS 13836, Item 7-473, Reel 2700, 
which does not mention the earlier, cancelled grants. 
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Figure 3.4.4:  ‘An allotment in Bathurst Street applied for by David Ramsay’, dated 19 and 25 February 

1829, J Thompson, Assistant Surveyor, SRNSW Surveyor General’s Sketch Books Vol. 1 Fol. 27, AO 
Reel 2778, X750A, SRNSW. 

 

 
Figure 3.4.5: Sketch of Thomas Barker’s property on Sussex Street.  Surveyor Thomas Florance.  Dated 26 

August 1828.  SRNSW Surveyor General’s Sketch Books Vol. 1 Fol. 27, AO Reel 2778, X750A.  
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3.4.2.2 Cooper & Levey’s Allotment117 
The earliest reference to this allotment appears be an advertisement for sale by James Smith in 
1822: 

TO be SOLD, a most valuable PIECE of LAND, situate in Cockle Bay, near Captain Brook's 
Slaughter-house, containing about three acres, enclosed by a strong fence, and bounded on one 
side by the water. Its situation is truly valuable for maritime purposes, and commands a scope 
of water frontage, for wharf and other improvements, not to be equalled in the whole of Cockle 
Bay. There is also a constant supply of excellent fresh water. Added to these invaluable 
advantages, there is now erected a Stone Building, suitable for the residence of a family. 

Further particulars may be known by application to James Smith, Sydney.118 

 
As John Dickson’s steam engine was situated to the south of Brook’s slaughter house, this 
advertisement would appear to refer to land to the north of Brook’s property.  The allotment later 
developed by Cooper & Levey bears similarities to that described in this advertisement, including a 
supply of water (later used to supply the steam engine), and an area of 3 acres and 2 perches.119  
The stone building mentioned in the advertisement is also visible in this allotment on the block in 
Harper’s 1822 plan (Figure 3.4.6), again providing evidence that it was already being developed by 
the early 1820s.  The same building again is shown in an 1828 surveyor’s sketch, near Sussex Street, 
and is outside the study area (Figure 3.4.5).120 
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.6: Detail of Harper’s 1822 plan. Red arrow shows the location of a building, likely the stone 

building referred to in James Smith’s June 1822 advertisement.  Note, this building lies outside the 
current study area. SRNSW SZ 435.    

                                                           
117 Written by Nick Pitt, Archaeologist, Casey & Lowe. 
118 Sydney Gazette 21 June 1822, p 2(2). 
119 SRNSW NRS 13836; Item 7/482, Reel 2704. 
120 SRNSW Surveyor General’s Sketch Books Vol. 1 Fol. 27, AO Reel 2778, X750A. 
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James Smith was a builder and surveyor in Sydney and this property was possibly being sold as a 
speculative development.  He had previously advertised at least two other properties bordering 
Cockle Bay for lease or sale.121  It is not known if Smith managed to sell this allotment in 1822, but 
the block was advertised for auction again in April 1825.  At the time it was advertised as: 

THAT valuable PIECE of LAND, situate in Cockle-bay, adjoining Captain Brooks's Premises, on the 
South side ; Messrs. Raine and Ramsay's on the North; Sussex-street on the East ; and the Water 
on the West; with an unfinished Building, and sundry Building Materials there on. Conditions 

will be made known at the Time of Sale.122 

 
It is likely that around this time, the property was purchased by Daniel Cooper and Solomon Levey, 
who constructed a steam mill on the site between July and December 1825.123  Cooper & Levey, in a 
formal business partnership operated this mill until mid-1827, when they sold it to Thomas Barker.  
Cooper & Levey and their steam mill is discussed in greater detail in the next section.   
 
3.4.2.3 Richard Brooks’ Allotment124 
Richard Brooks was a sea captain who made repeated trips to New South Wales, between 1802 and 
1806, and then for trading trips in 1808, 1810 and 1811.  He arrived as a free settler with his wife 
and children in March 1814.  By that time, he had already developed business interests in the 
colony, possessing a large herd of cattle and the promise of an allotment in Sydney to replace land 
previously promised to him at Farm Cove.125  His land at Cockle Bay may have been granted to him 
in fulfilment of this promise of land.126 
 
On his land at Cockle Bay, Brooks built ‘a slaughter house and other buildings for the slaughter and 
curing of meat’127 while his main residence was situated on Pitt Street.128  In 1816, the land was 
being used at one stage to hold 100 cattle before auction, while the slaughter house had been 
constructed by 1822.129  During 1823, Brooks repeatedly advertised several properties for sale, 
including his Cockle Bay slaughter house,130 probably as a result of his move to Denham Court, near 
Liverpool.131  In 1823 this property was advertised as ’consisting of a large substantial built 
slaughter-house, with two extra rooms, and a paddock well watered’.132  Richard Brooks was  
unsuccessful in selling the property at that time, and in 1827 advertised salt beef for sale at his 
stores ’joining DICKSON’S Steam Engine, in Cockle Bay’.133  Harper’s 1822 plan shows a single 
building on Brooks’ property, along its southern boundary (Figure 3.4.3).  A sketch plan in Hallen’s 
Surveyor’s Field Book (c 1828-1830) (Figure 3.4.20) shows another three, smaller buildings on the 
allotment, as well as the building previously shown on Harper’s plan.134 

                                                           
121 Sydney Gazette 12 December 1818, p 2(2) [note James Smith was the proprietor of 68 George St at that time, see for 
example Sydney Gazette 10 January 1818, p 3(1).]; Sydney Gazette 26 August 1820, p 2(1). 
122 Sydney Gazette 28 April 1825, p 1(4). 
123 The Australian 7 July 1825, p 4(4), 29 December 1825, p 3(2); Sydney Gazette 7 July 1825, p 2(3), 19 December 1825, p 
1(4). 
124 Written by Nick Pitt, Archaeologist, Casey & Lowe. 
125 Vivienne 1966. 
126 Vivienne 1966. 
127 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 51, citing Bk 41 No. 67 (L&PI). 
128 eg Sydney Gazette 8 February 1812, p 1(3), 3 October 1812, p 1(3), 2 June 1814, p 2(3), 6 September 1817, p 2(2), 11 
January 1822, p 2(2). 
129 Sydney Gazette 27 April 1816, p 1(3), 21 June 1822, p 2(2). 
130 Sydney Gazette 16 January 1823, p 4(2), 20 November 1823, p 4(3). 
131 Vivienne 1966, Sydney Gazette 27 September 1822, p 2(2). 
132 Sydney Gazette 16 January 1823, p 4(2). 
133 Sydney Gazette 17 October 1827, p 1(4). 
134 SRNSW Surveyors’ Field Books No. 347, A Hallen, 2/5195, Reel 2628. 
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In 1831 Brooks received a formal grant of his land, which at the time was described as: 

Richard Brooks, ac. 1, 1 r. 7 p. One acre, one rood, seven perches; bounded on the east by 
Sussex- street, bearing north fifteen degrees west two hundred and seventy-three links ; on the 
north by number 2 allotment, bearing west three degrees thirty minutes south six hundred and 
seventy links; on the west by the Waters of Darling Harbour; and on the south by Liverpool 
street, bearing east one degree thirty mi- nutes north three hundred and ninety-five links ; 
being allotment number 1 of section 10.—Quit rent, £5 3s. 6d. per annum, commencing 1st 

July, 1823.135 

 
The issuing of this grant does not mean that Richard Brooks did not previously have title over the 
land, but rather it was part of a process of formalising the allocation of land, now referred to by 
section and allotment number.136 
 
In July 1833, Brooks leased this property to the architect John Verge, for £100 a year for a period of 
21 years.137  Brooks died on 16 October 1833,138 and the Cockle Bay slaughter house and land were 
left in trust for his widow,139 who died in 1835.140  The block was then further subdivided and 
developed before Richard Brook’s estate was finally put to auction in February 1855.141 
 
3.4.3 Cooper & Levey’s land – Archaeological Evidence 
To the north of Brooks’ property was a large parcel of land acquired by the firm Cooper & Levey in 
1825.  Part of this land parcel and its associated foreshore was within the basement excavation area 
– Areas 5 and 6, and part of Area 9 (Vol 4: Plans 10.2, 10.8, 10.38).  The allotment stretched from 
Sussex Street to the harbour frontage, and was abutted by an extensive intertidal sand flat.  The 
northern and southern boundaries are recorded on Harper’s 1822 survey (Figure 3.2.15, Figure 
3.4.3) but there were no buildings at this time.  The basement excavation area included the 
shoreline, and a portion of the land to the east (Area 9) and the harbour foreshore to the west and 
southwest (Areas 5, 6 and part 9).   
 
Prior to Cooper & Levey’s development of the land from 1825 there was archaeological evidence for 
activity within the lot (Figure 3.4.2).  On the landward side of the shore, evidence for some form of 
shell processing was revealed within test trenches (locations in Area 9 illustrated in Vol 4: Plan 
10.38).  Resting on a rocky intertidal platform and extending westward towards the harbour zone, 
was a timber log construction that may have functioned as an informal or temporary boat ramp (in 
Area 6 located on Plan 10.8 in Vol 4).  Surrounding this were several accumulations of sand, organic 
and woody debris, formed by natural harbour deposition processes prior to extensive landscape 
modifications in the mid to late 1820s.  Extensive areas of woody detritus overlaying the harbour 
sands in the upper reaches of the foreshore were also recorded.  Pollen samples from this area 
echo the tale of widespread environmental change during the early years of the colony.   
 
3.4.3.1 Shell Processing Evidence  
Located in several hand-excavated test trenches (TTs 70, 72, 74 and located on Plan 10.38) across 
Area 9 was a dense layer of shell-rich fill (context 9513).  It was located above natural sandy 
deposits and sandstone bedrock between RL 1.07m and 1.2m (Figure 3.4.7, Figure 3.4.8).  The 
slightly damp material was dominated by crushed shell and grit, with the occasional whole cockle 

                                                           
135 Sydney Gazette 31 May 1831, p 1(2); SRNSW NRS 13836; Item 7-473, Reel 2700, grant dated 19 October 1831. 
136 Sydney Gazette 11 June 1829, p 1(1), 31 May 1831, p 1(2). 
137 Casey & Lowe 2008: 51, citing G28 dated 5 July 1833 (L&PI). 
138 Vivienne 1966. 
139 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 51, citing Bk 41 No. 67 (L&PI). 
140 Vivienne 1966. 
141 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 51. 
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shell visible, within a light grey clay and coarse blight brown sand matrix.  Also visible were 
occasional inclusion of charcoal and a slag-like material with imbedded shell fragments.  Many of 
the shell grit fragments were burnt, though the whole or mostly whole cockle shell did not display 
evidence for burning.  The shell content gave this layer an overall whitish cream colour.  This 
context differed from the Aboriginal shell-midden material located to the northwest, as it was 
predominantly composed of finely crushed shell and grit.  Its damp qualities enabled it to almost 
form a paste when rubbed between the fingers.  Located within the immediate area was an 
extensive shell bed, and the remains of an Aboriginal sell midden.  This suggests that large 
quantities of cockle and oyster shell was available and accessible from this location.  There are 
many documentary references to shell lime production on the shores of Cockle Bay.  The crushed 
and burnt shell material has therefore been interpreted as evidence for such shell-processing and 
lime production.  
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.7: This photograph illustrates the layer of crushed shell (context 9513) at the base of TT72 being 

just above natural (blackish sand and bedrock) and sealed by sandy fill.  Scale 1m.   
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Figure 3.4.8: The crushed shell layer was exposed during machining and it was revealed to be fairly 

extensive but petered-out towards the south (photo background)  View to south.  Trowel in 
foreground for scale.  

 

 
Lime Production from Shell142 
Lime was used in the 18th and 19th centuries for a variety of purposes, including construction and 
agriculture.143  It was produced by strongly heating (to between 812°C -1100°C) limestone, marble, 
chalk, or shell, all natural forms of calcium carbonate, CaCO3, in a process generally known as 
‘burning lime’.  The lime, also referred to as quicklime,144 produced by lime-burning was 
predominantly calcium oxide, CaO, along with varying amounts of other impurities.  This lime was 
then ‘slaked’ by adding water, converting it to calcium hydroxide, Ca(OH)2, before it was used in 
lime mortar or plaster.  Slaked lime, also known as hydrated lime, then gradually reacts with carbon 
dioxide in the air to harden and form calcium carbonate.145   
 
There is no limestone available around Sydney, meaning that initially lime had to be obtained by 
burning shells.146  Both oysters and cockles are named as being burnt for lime around Sydney and 

                                                           
142 This section has been written by Nick Pitt, Casey & Lowe.   
143 Hebert 1836: 91; Ure 1847: 780. 
144 “lime, n.1, 3a”  OED Online 2011; “quicklime, n.”  OED Online 2011. 
145 Hebert 1836: 89-91; Pearson 1990: 28; Harrington 2000: 3-4. 
146 Phillip 1789 [2003]:125; Worgan 1978 [2003]: 7 (letter June 12-June 18 1788); Tench 1789 [1998]: 132; Collins 1798 
[2003]: 433, 555; Wentworth 1819 [2003]: 55-56; Nagle [c 1829]: 93-94; Mundie 1852 [2003]: 369. 
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Newcastle.147  The exact circumstances of shell collection and lime burning appear to have varied 
over the first decades of settlement.  Tench’s early account mentions female convicts gathering 
shell, while another early witness c.1788, Jacob Nagle, remembered that a lighter (or small boat) 
was used to gather shells for lime and other building material.148  Later, it seems that lime was 
burnt at Botany Bay,149 Broken Bay150 and Newcastle151 and brought to Sydney Cove by boat.  
However, there is also reasonable evidence for lime burning at Cockle Bay in the early 19th century.  
There appears to have been a privately operated lime kiln on land claimed by the Government near 
the market wharf until around 1830.152  Another lime kiln was constructed at Cockle Bay near 
Millers Point by one Arthur Martin around 1811 and operated until at least 1833.153  Outside of 
Cockle Bay, but still on Sydney Harbour, another lime kiln was depicted on Bennelong Point 
between 1822 and 1845.154  Pearson suggests that early 19th-century Sydney developed a system 
where shell was brought from around Sydney Harbour and the Parramatta River to centrally located 
kilns.155 
 
The simplest method for lime production used in colonial New South Wales was heap and pit 
burning.  This involved layering shell and fuel, such as dry wood, in either heaps or in shallow 
pits.156  This is the method described by WC Wentworth as being used at Newcastle.157  However, 
these methods did not require permanent kilns, as such.  Intermittent kilns, so called because they 
burn lime in discrete batches rather than continuous production, were the other dominant means 
of producing lime in the 19th century.158  The most common early forms were rectangular ‘D’ kilns, 
bell kilns, inverted bell kilns and cylindrical kilns.159  Intermittent kilns could be operated either as 
flare kilns, where the fuel was laid on top of the shell (or limestone), or as mixed-feed kilns, where 
the fuel was mixed with the shell (or limestone), such as by layering.  Out of these two methods, 
flare kilns potentially produced a more pure product, but required a more experienced operator, 
and appear to have been uncommon in the larger Australian context.160  The appearance of 
charcoal and slag-like material intermingled with shell in the shell-rich (context 9513) suggests that 
it may be the product of either heap burning, or burning in a mixed-feed, intermittent kiln. 
 
The end product, lime, was used in the production of mortars and plaster.  It was also used in 
agriculture, where lime was added to soil as fertiliser.  According to the 1847 edition of Ure’s 
Dictionary of Arts etc ‘the most extensive employment of quicklime is in agriculture’.161  Also it is 
clear that the lime used for agriculture in this period was considered the same as that used for 
construction.  For instance, a report of the Australian Agricultural Company, described its site at 
Port Stephens as follows, ‘in the immediate neighbourhood adjoining the shore, are beds of oyster-

                                                           
147 Worgan 1978 [2003]: 7 (letter June 12-June 18 1788); Wentworth 1819 [2003]: 56. 
148 Tench 1789 [1998]: 132; Nagle [c 1829]: 93-94. 
149 Sydney Gazette 23 October 1803, p 2(2). 
150 Sydney Gazette 25 December 1803, p 4(1); 24 June 1804, p 4(1); 25 November 1804, p 4(2); 6 April 1806, p 2(3); 2 
April 1809, p 2(3). 
151 Wentworth 1819 [2003]: 55-56; Harris 1847 [2003]: 23. 
152 The Australian, 20 January 1827, p 2(3); Sydney Monitor, 24 March 1830, p 2(3); For Cockle Bay more generally, see 
The Monitor 12 November 1827, p 7(2). 
153 Sydney Gazette, 27 March 1819, p 2(3); 25 October 1832, p 3(4); 27 October 1832, p 3(2); Sydney Herald 25 October 
1832, p 3(1); 1833-1880 map section 92. 
154 Pearson 1990: 29. 
155 Pearson 1990: 28. 
156 Pearson 1990: 28; Harrington 2000: 7-8. 
157 Wentworth 1819 [2003]: 56. 
158 Pearson 1990: 31. 
159 These are described at length by Pearson 1990. 
160 Harrington 2000: 8-9. 
161 Ure 1847: 780. 
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shells, convertible into the finest lime, both for building and agriculture’.162  Another use for lime 
was as a pesticide, being recommended against a wide variety of insects and moss.163  Other uses 
for lime (calcium oxide) in the early 19th century included soap manufacturing, tanning, glass 
manufacturing, glue making, tanning, sugar refining, and cleaning freshly plucked feathers.164  Lime 
was also occasionally used to hasten the decomposition of animal and human corpses,165 although 
public sentiment in Great Britain appears to have been against the practice, particularly among the 
‘middling and lower classes’.166 
 
3.4.3.2 Timber Boat Ramp  
Located on the western edge of the intertidal sandstone platform (context 8448) within Area 6 was 
the remains of a timber structure, most likely a boat ramp, or slipway, (context 8377) (Vol 4: Plan 
10.8).  The ramp was orientated northeast to southwest and extended from the sandstone 8.5m 
into the sand flat (Figure 3.4.9, Figure 3.4.10).  This orientation was a response to the natural 
topography of the shoreline in this location.  It displayed a gradual slope towards the harbour zone 
from RL 0.25m on the bedrock to -0.1m in the sands; meaning that at high tide the end of the ramp 
would be about 550mm (almost 2 feet) underwater.  It was constructed from roughly cut ironbark 
and blackbutt timbers laid directly onto the rock and sands with no evidence of nails or lashing.167  
The timbers were askew in places, leaving large and uneven gaps.  Several timbers had been 
displaced and were scattered over the sand flat.  Remnants of a possible consolidation fill (context 
8442) consisting of sandstone fragments, white coarse-grained sand, and some clay was found 
beneath timbers and over the harbour sands.   
 
The construction of the ramp appeared to have been undertaken in three sections; a shoreward, 
mid-section and seaward parts.  The shoreward section was characterised by split logs laid directly 
onto the sandstone, parallel to the edge of the sandstone foreshore (Figure 3.4.11).  The timbers 
were roughly triangular in cross-section and although they had been neatly sawn at each end, they 
had only been roughly split longitudinally.  Many of the timbers still exhibited the rough, splintered 
surface from this process, perhaps indicating a short usage of this structure.  Bark still adhered to 
the exterior and un-worked surface of many of the timbers.  In this section, the ramp was between 
2m and 2.5m in width, usually reflecting the lengths of individual timbers, but occasionally utilising 
timbers of different lengths to achieve it.  Individual elements averaged 150mm in thickness. 
 
The mid-section was more complex in its construction method, using split logs laid perpendicular to 
the bedrock edge as ‘sleepers’ for the overlying timbers (Figure 3.4.12).  The overlying timbers were 
shorter than those of the shoreward section, averaging 1.25m in length and were laid end-to-end 
across the sleepers to maintain the 2.5m width of the ramp.  The overlying timbers were laid in the 
same parallel fashion as those of the shoreward section.  They were cut and split in the same way, 
bearing the same characteristics.  The seaward part of the ramp was constructed with similar 
timbers of around 1.9m length.  In this section, the timbers were laid perpendicular to the 
shoreline, in the same fashion as the lower sleepers of the mid-section (Figure 3.4.13).  The timbers 

                                                           
162 Report of the Australian Agricultural Company quoted in Quarterly Review 1828: 12. 
163 Loudon 1824 lists many examples including quicklime used to control insects by dusting leaves, p 437; used against 
turnip fly (as recommended by the Sydney Gazette), p 629; used against caterpillars (by shaking the caterpillars into 
quicklime spread out on the ground or washing the bark of a tree with a mixture of quicklime and water) p 735, used to 
control ‘aphis’ as part of a mixture, p 827; for reprinted advice see Sydney Gazette, 12 March 1803, p 2(3) (against moss), 
14 October 1804, p 3(1) (against turnip fly), 25 August 1805, p 2(2) (against the wheat caterpillar), 17 March 1810, p 2(1) 
(against apple-eating insects). 
164 Hebert 1836: 91; Ure 1847: 780. 
165 Harrington 2000: 4. 
166 [House of Commons] 1842 –see especially summarised evidence in the index, pp 249-250. 
167 Identification by Dr Jugo Ilic, Vol 3, Section 8.8. 
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were two-deep and closely packed together.  The width of the ramp in this section was considerably 
narrower, at only 1.25m. 
 
The timber boat ramp appeared to be in a state of disrepair when it was covered by fills during the 
construction of the jetty in the mid 1820s (see next section).  This may have been due to a poor 
construction method or damage caused by the jetty’s construction.  The ramp was somewhat of an 
informal structure as it was constructed using roughly worked or unworked timbers that were 
clearly not securely bound or indeed fastened into the sand flat.  Among the timber used was 
blackbutt and grey ironbark.  Both these hardwood species would have been available locally, were 
relatively easy to work and suitable for use in structures such as the boat ramp. 
 
It was a small ramp and likely was used for small vessels, such as rowboats, to land and launch from 
the shore.  The ramp pre-dates the jetty, built in the mid 1820s by Cooper & Levey.  The boat ramp 
may have been constructed prior to Cooper & Levey acquiring the land, and therefore belong to a 
more informal or opportunistic use of this part of the harbour foreshore, such as for fishing or shell 
gathering for lime production.  It is also possible that the boat ramp was constructed at the 
beginning of Cooper & Levey’s occupancy and utilised during the early construction phase of the 
mill buildings and jetty.   
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.9: Detail of the timber boat ramp (also called ‘slipway’) extracted from Plan 10.8 (Vol 4).   
  



161 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Archaeological Investigation 2008-2010 

Darling Quarter, Darling Harbour 

Figure 3.4.10: Annotated plan of the north part of Area 6 showing the timber ramp (highlighted in brown) 
in context, resting on the bedrock and intertidal harbour sands.  The red arrow in the inset points 
to the location of this area within the basement.  Annotated extract from Plan 10.8 (Vol 4).   
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Figure 3.4.11: The shoreward end 
of the timber ramp.  The 
sandstone bedrock (context 8448) 
foreshore can be seen in the 
background.  View to the east. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 3.4.12: The mid-section of the timber ramp context 8377.  View to the north.  Scale 1m.  
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Figure 3.4.13: The seaward end of the timber ramp 8377.  View to the east.  Scale 1m. 

 
 

 
Figure 3.4.14: View of the timber ramp extending into the harbour zone showing the exposed bedrock that 

formed the shoreline (left foreground) and the foreshore sands (left and right midground).  View to 
southwest.  Scale 1m.    
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3.4.3.3 Harbour Deposits 
The timber ramp was constructed on both bedrock and the sandy foreshore (Figure 3.4.10).  The 
sand that formed the intertidal zone prior to the ramp’s construction was likely to have been a mix 
of pre and post-1788 depositions. These have been previously described as part of the natural 
environment in Section 3.2.5.4.  After the ramp was constructed, coarse grey sands, organic-rich 
material and woody debris accumulated around and partially sealed the structure.  Typical of the 
type of post-construction accumulation was context 8390 located on the northern side of the ramp 
(Figure 3.4.15).  This deposit was dominated by decayed timber fragments.  Very small chips and 
splinters were thoroughly mixed with pale grey, medium-grained sands with a small silt component.  
The deposit was evenly spread and elements were equally distributed throughout.  A similar wood 
splinter-rich sandy deposit (context 8483) was also located in TT30 further to the north (Figure 
3.4.16). 
 
Deposited in the same locality above 8390, was an unevenly spread mix of pale to white, fine-
grained sands containing occasional patches of darker material.  These sands (context 8389) were 
deepest at the seaward end of the ramp and very thin above the sandstone bedrock.  There were 
no inclusions and the deposit was well-sorted.  Further to the north of the timber ramp this deposit 
was represented by contexts 8482 and 8458 in TT30.  Above 8389, a second splinter-rich deposit 
(context 8384) had washed over the sands and timber ramp (Figure 3.4.17).  The deposit was grey-
black in colour, well consolidated and dominated by splinters of wood and other small timber 
fragments.  The organic component was well mixed within a fine-grained sand matrix.  This deposit 
also contained small pieces of rope, other non-diagnostic fibrous material and a small amount of 
shell fragments.  Further to the north in TT30, this deposit was represented by context 8459.  
Further west and into the harbour zone, the sand deposits post-dating the ramp were much 
‘cleaner’ and did not include such an amount of wood or other organic material.  Representative of 
this type of accumulation was context 8376 (Figure 3.4.17).  The lack of debris within this sand was 
probably due to its location further into the intertidal zone, and therefore influenced by greater 
tidal dynamics that washed away the lighter pieces of wood and other debris, rather than allowing 
it to accumulate.   
 

 
Figure 3.4.15: Section through the organic sandy deposit 8390 that abutted the timber ramp (context 8377), 

showing the paler pre-1788 natural sands 8428 beneath.  View to the south.  Scale 1m.  

8390 

8428 

8377 
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Figure 3.4.16: East-facing section of TT30 located northwest of the timber ramp shows a mix of wood 

splinters and sand (8483).  This was typical of the type early 19th-century harbour deposition. 

 

 
Figure 3.4.17: On the right the organic and woody sand deposit 8384 that was deposited after the ramp was 

constructed.  Further to the west and into the harbour zone the harbour deposits, such as 8376, 
were more sandy and contained very little organic debris.  View to west.  Scale 1m.   
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Elsewhere in Area 6, several other types of similarly phased deposits were recorded.  To the 
southeast of the timber ramp there was an extensive deposit of grey sand (context 8446) mostly 
recorded in section (Figure 3.4.18, Figure 3.4.19).  This context consisted of mottled light to mid 
grey sands with small nodules of red and yellow clays, pockets of dark, sandy silt organic-rich 
material.  While it was recorded in section, it was possible to see that this material had once formed 
a low bank within the intertidal zone just to the south of the sandstone platform (context 8448).  
The top of this bank material was around 0.5m (high tide level) and it petered out into the intertidal 
zone to the west at around 0m (mean tide level).  This bank material may have been part of a bank 
that extended further to the southeast and formed a barrier that trapped freshwater from a creek 
to create a lagoon-type feature.  This evidence for this has been discussed and presented in Section 
3.2.5.5 and Figure 3.2.51.  Bank material 8446 has been included in the interpretative illustration for 
Phase 3 activity (Figure 3.4.32, Vol 4: Plan 9.4). 
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.18: Sand deposited by water movement (context 8444) overlying the low bank of sand (context 

8446) with a clear horizon created by the harbour tidal action above.  This was later sealed by jetty 
infill in Phase  4 (post-1825).  View of Section 25 to the east with bedrock (context 8448) to north.  
Scale 1m.   

 
 

 
Figure 3.4.19: Section drawing showing the sandstone bedrock 8448 and low bank of sand 8446 with swirls 

of sands 8444 between.  West-facing section.  Extract from Plan 10.13 (Vol 4).  
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Between this low sandy bank and the bedrock, was a deposit that clearly illustrated a number of 
individual depositional events.  Context 8444 displayed a multitude of sand, silt and clay bands.  It 
consisted of coarse-grained white sands lensed with mid-to dark grey clays and silts (Figure 3.4.18, 
Figure 3.4.19).  The lensing betrayed the movement of water, with swirls of light and dark material.  
The top of both the low sand bank and the swirling sand, clay and silt bands had been flattened by 
the tidal action and presented as a clear horizon prior to the later infilling as part of the jetty 
construction.   
 
Within the higher reaches of the intertidal zone, and located around the shoreward part of the 
timber ramp and further southeast following the shoreline, were two deposits with a notably high 
organic component.  Contexts 8445 and 8449 were fairly extensive and presented as patchy 
deposits of brown to black fine-grained silt with high organic content (see location in Figure 3.4.10).  
This material was deposited during or after the lifespan of the timber boat ramp.  The organic 
content of the silty material may be the result of rubbish or other pollutants being dumped into the 
harbour during the early years of the colony.168  The material was only present in the higher 
reaches of the intertidal zone and close to the shoreline.  
 
3.4.3.4 Pollen Samples 
Two pollen samples from harbour deposits post-dating the timber ramp construction were 
analysed.  An early 1800s date for these deposits was confirmed by the high percentage of native 
plant species and low percentage of exotic species present.169  Context 8445, the patchy silt with 
apparent high organic content, included casuarina (64%), eucalypt (8%), raspwort and mangrove.  
There was also a small percentage of cereal pollen (6%) in the sample.  The presence of such a high 
percentage of casuarina relative to cereal and other weed exotics, and the presence of mangrove 
pollen, suggest that the western and/or eastern foreshore of Darling Harbour still contained areas 
of native vegetation, in particular swamp forest landscapes.  The cereal pollen may have originated 
from Dickson’s Mill located just to the south of this site from 1815.  Therefore, the suggested date 
for this deposit is the early 1800s and possibly post-1815, when Dickson’s flour mill become 
operational.  While this context appeared highly organic, the sample contained no human sewerage 
indicators.  The source of the organic material may just have been decaying plant matter.  
 
Context 8483 from TT30 north of the timber ramp also contained the same range of native species 
types, along with a slightly higher percentage of cereal pollen.  Exotic weeds, such as dandelion and 
wire-weed, were also present in the sample, indicating the spread of non-native weeds on what was 
vacant land at the time.170  Along with having a relatively high diversity of pollen types from native 
shrubs typical to rocky foreshore or creek banks, this sample also contained significant numbers of 
samphire pollen.  This may be representative of a saltmarsh environment or an introduced 
herbaceous species.  There was also a diverse range of fern spores, most typical of moist substrates 
such as damp sandstone or creek banks.171   
 
  

                                                           
168 Witnesses to the NSW Legislative Assembly inquiry into the silting of the harbour in 1866 frequently referred to the 
long-standing practices of dumping rubbish and the exiting of sewers into the harbour as a major contributing factor. 
McLoughlin 2000, 31: 2, 183-208. 
169 Macphail 2010: 21-22, Vol 3, Section 8.6. 
170 Macphail 2010: 21, Vol 3, Section 8.6. 
171 Macphail 2010, Vol 3, Section 8.6. 
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3.4.4 Brooks’ Land – Archaeological Evidence 
During this phase the foreshore associated with Brooks’ land was within Area 7.  Brooks’ land 
stretched from the western side of Sussex Street to the harbour.  The early surveys depict a building 
just outside the excavation area.  Presumably this was the slaughterhouse that Brooks established 
on his property after 1814.  Prior to reclamation in the 1840s, an extensive intertidal sand flat 
extended westward from the shore, part of which was in the excavation area (Area 7).  Harper’s 
1822 plan indicates that Brooks’ northern and southern property boundaries extended into the 
foreshore.  A sketch from Hallen’s field book 1828-1830 also records that these property 
boundaries included a portion of the intertidal area (Figure 3.4.20).  Remains of three sets of timber 
fencing dating to the early 19th century were found in Area 7 (Figure 3.4.2, Figure 3.4.21). 
 
3.4.4.1 Timber Fencing  
Trench A within Area 7, was a large open area that was excavated to the top of the intertidal sand 
flat (Figure 3.4.21, Vol 4: Plan 10.18).  Within this trench were the remains of an east-west 
orientated post-and-rail fence (context 7997) and a north-south paling fence (context 8057).  
Further to the north in Area 7, a large machine-excavated test trench (TT19) revealed two phase of 
fencing on the boundary with Area 6, the earlier of the two (context 8363) is interpreted as being 
the pre-1825 northern property boundary fence of Brooks’ land.  The locations of Trench A and 
TT19 within Area 7 are illustrated in Figure 3.4.2.   
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.20: The early survey by Harper 1822 (left) and field book sketch by Hallen 1828 (right) depict lines 

within the foreshore to the west of Brooks’ land.  These fencelines represent the extension of the 
property boundaries and a perception of ownership into the intertidal area.  Plans are orientated 
north. 
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Figure 3.4.21: Annotated plan of Trench A with the post-and-rail fence 7997 and paling fence 8057 
highlighted.  The location of the trench within the basement excavation area is indicated by the 
red arrow in the insert box.  Annotated extract from Plan 10.18 (Vol 4).  

  



170 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Archaeological Investigation 2008-2010 

Darling Quarter, Darling Harbour 

 
Figure 3.4.22: Remains of the post-and-rail fence 7997 within Trench A, Area 7.  This photo shows the grey 

harbour sands of the intertidal zone, and the extent of subsequent reclamation and land fill.  Also 
in the photo is the north-south aligned paling fence 8057.  View to west.  Scale 1m.   

 
 

 
Figure 3.4.23: Detail of the post-and-rail fence 7997.  View to southwest.  Scale 1m.  
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Figure 3.4.24: Detail of the mortise and tenon joint in fence 7997.  Scale 300mm.   

 
 
Paling Fence 8057 
Crossing the post-and-rail fence in a north-south alignment were the remains of a paling fence 
(Figure 3.4.25, Vol 4: Plans 10.18, 10.22).  The remains consisted of one collapsed post and the base 
of at least 50 fence palings driven into and/or later surrounded by harbour sands.  The fence 
remains were found at around RL -0.5m (low tide level) and survived to a height of RL -0.4m where 
they had been previously cut down, likely during the first phase of reclamation in the late 1830s 
(Figure 3.4.26).  Rock oysters were also found adhering to both the west and east sides of the 
palings (Figure 3.4.27).  In a number of the timber palings small holes had been made by marine 
borers, such as teredo worm.  The rock oyster and evidence for marine borers both indicate that 
this fence existed within the foreshore for some time while it was still influenced by tidal 
movements.   
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.25: Remains of the paling fence 8057 within the harbour sands.  View to southeast.  Scale 1m.   



172 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Archaeological Investigation 2008-2010 

Darling Quarter, Darling Harbour 

 
Figure 3.4.26: Section drawing of the western face of the paling fence remains (8057) showing several rock 

oysters adhering to the timbers within the intertidal range.  Also evident was damage to the 
timber from marine borers such as teredo worm.  Extract from Plan 10.22 (Vol 4).   

 

 

 
Figure 3.4.27: Detail of the rock oyster adhering to the western (outer) face of the timber paling (8057).  

Scale 250mm.   

 
 
Boundary Fence 8363 
To the north of Trench A a large north-south test trench (TT19) was mechanically excavated to 
establish the northern property boundary of Brooks’ land (Figure 3.4.2, Vol 4: Plans 10.19, 10.25).  
Within TT19 was evidence for two phases of boundary fence (Figure 3.4.28).  The earlier of the two 
fences, context 8363, was found at RL 0.255m (within the tidal range) and did not survive well.  The 
remains consisted of a series of fragmentary timber elements including three truncated vertical 
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timber palings with a maximum surviving height of 250mm.  The fence was in an east-west 
alignment, though slightly off to the northwest compared with a later 19th-century boundary fence.  
Boundary fence 8363 is the first phase of three phases of boundary fence identified within TT19 
(Figure 3.4.29).  The projected alignment of the fenceline is illustrated in Figure 3.4.2 by the orange 
lines.   
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.28: Detail of the west-facing section of TT19 showing the very scant remains of the early 

boundary fence 8363 and the better preserved Phase 5 boundary fence 8320 (on right).  Scale 1m. 

 
 

Figure 3.4.29: Extract from the Area 7 Phase 5 & 6 plan showing TT19 with the three phases of boundary 
fences.  The remains of the earliest, 8363, and its predicted alignment is highlighted in red.  The 
trench was around 1.5m in width and the plan is orientated north.  Extract from Plan 10.19 (Vol 4).  

8363 

8320 



174 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Archaeological Investigation 2008-2010 

Darling Quarter, Darling Harbour 

Discussion 
The scant fence remains within TT19 can clearly be interpreted as an early northern property 
boundary of Brooks’ land due to the location and more substantial remains of a further two phases 
of boundary fencing.  The early fence was probably constructed between 1814 and the mid 1820s.  
Harper’s survey in 1822 and Hallen’s field book sketch 1828-1830 both indicate that this boundary 
did indeed extend into the intertidal zone (Figure 3.4.20, Figure 3.4.30).  The location of the post-
and-rail fence does not correspond to any boundaries or fences recorded on the early surveys.  It is 
however on the same alignment of the later post-reclamation property subdivision in the 1850s.  
This fence indicates that the subdivision of Brooks’ property may have occurred prior to 
reclamation.  
 
The paling fence was in a north-south alignment, and though not in the correct east-west position it 
may correspond to a similarly aligned line depicted on Hallen’s 1828 sketch.  The surrounding sand 
that this fence was driven into was located at about RL -0.5m, the mean low tide mark.  The paling 
fence may have delineated the initial extent of Brooks’ property claim into the foreshore, at the low 
tide mark.  As it was constructed using palings, rather than a more economical post-and-rail fence, 
it may also have had a function in preventing debris and rubbish being washed into Brooks’ 
foreshore portion.   
 
Brooks’ estate was described in the Sydney Gazette as having a slaughterhouse, store, paddocks and 
facilities for curing meats.172  It is possible that timber fencing within the intertidal zone may also 
have been the result of the way Brooks managed and organised his land, creating enclosed spaces 
to corral animals waiting for slaughter.     
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.30: Detail of the locations and predicted alignments of the fencelines (red lines) in Area 7 with 

Harper’s 1822 plan also depicting property boundary fences.  Brooks’ slaughter house is the 
illustrated building on the adjacent land to the east.  The plan is orientated north.  Cryerhall.  

  

                                                           
172 Sydney Gazette 21 June 1822, p 2b, 28 January 1826 p 4c 717, October 1827, p 1d. 
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3.4.4.2 Harbour Deposits 
The top of the intertidal zone was exposed in plan within Trench A (Figure 3.4.21, Vol 4: Plan 10.18).  
It consisted of several distinct deposits of coarse grey sand, shell, patches of organic-rich silt and 
woody debris.  The sand flat within Trench A was located between 0m and -0.7m, essentially below 
the mean water mark, and at the western extent of the trench, below the mean low tide level.  The 
sand deposits were recorded in plan and within several hand-excavated test trenches (TT1 and TTs 
6 to 9).  These have been described as part of the natural environment (Section 3.2.5.4).  Test 
trenches excavated on the harbour side of the paling fence (TTs 6 and 7) revealed accumulations of 
sand and shell against the fence, demonstrating the continuing process of harbour deposition after 
it was constructed.  Dense silty deposits (contexts 7920, 8069 and 8086) continued to accumulate 
around the paling and post-and-rail fence.  Extensive deposits of this type of material were not 
encountered in the open areas of foreshore, suggesting that the material accumulated due to the 
presence of the fences.   
 
Shell samples from these sand deposits display a change in the dominant species type from the pre-
1788 natural deposits.  In the seven combined contexts described as post-1788 harbour sand 
deposits, Rock oyster comprised of almost 60 per cent of the total weight of the shell assemblage.  
As the next most common shell types, Sydney cockle and Club mud whelk comprise near 
proportionally equal components of the assemblage, followed by much smaller proportions of Mud 
oyster and Other shell types (Figure 3.4.31).  Rock oyster in the pre-1788 natural harbour deposits 
comprised of just 11.5 per cent of the total weight.  There was also notably higher weight 
percentage values for cockle (the dominant species in the pre-1788 harbour deposits), whelk, mud 
oyster and other estuarine species.  Although Sydney cockle is present in considerable quantities in 
the intertidal wash deposits, the overall trend demonstrated by the post-1788 deposits indicate a 
decline in the availability of local Sydney cockle populations.173   
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.31: Proportion of shell types (weight) in combined natural intertidal-wash deposits from Area 7.  

Carter 2010.   
  

                                                           
173 Shell information and statistics are from Carter 2010: 12-18, Vol 3, Section 8.5. 
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One sample from the post-1788 harbour deposits was submitted for pollen analysis.  Context 8053 
contained predominantly casaurina pollen (72%) followed by other natives, eucalypt, mangrove, 
broom spurge and raspwort.  Significant numbers of mangrove (Avicennia marina) pollen, an 
unidentified 'cup' micro-alga previously found in estuarine sediments on the southwest coast of 
Western Australia (Macphail 2008), foraminiferal trochospiral liners and fragments of a crustacean 
egg confirm that the sample is sediment deposited below the high water mark.174  Also within the 
sample were cereal pollens, and these are likely to have originated from Dickson’s mill to the south 
of the site, indicating a post-1815 date for the deposit.  Also identified in this sample was 
Cloacasporites sydneyensis, making this sample the earliest record for the human sewerage 
indicator.175    
 
The radiocarbon dates from shell in the three harbour deposits identified as post-1788 offered a 
wide age range.  Shell samples from harbour sands 8053 and 8078, and silty deposit 7920 produced 
a date range of between 4192 to 549 BP.  This wide age range indicates that the harbour foreshore 
environment was quite dynamic, and resulted in the sand body that formed the foreshore surface 
included a mix of ancient shell deposits and newer ones, and also native and exotic post-1788 
pollens, and the human sewerage indicator Cloacasporites sydneyensis.  The radiocarbon dating 
results of the shell samples have been discussed in more detail in Section 3.2.5.4 and in Vol 3, 
Section 8.10.   
 
 
3.4.5 Discussion of the Early Foreshore Use Evidence 
Transport, industry and trade were intrinsically linked to the waterways in the 19th century, and 
properties with potential for harbour access held high value.  Sydney’s harbours and rivers were 
vital for its early development, growth and success.  The early grant holders associated with the site 
would have recognised the potential in these properties, for their own business ventures or as real 
estate and development speculations.  Prior to the realisation of this potential, the earliest colonial 
activity on the site involved a somewhat opportunistic use of the foreshore and its resources.  The 
intertidal zone was seen as useable land, and with some of it being more formally claimed and 
enclosed with fencing, creating field divisions more reminiscent of a rural setting than that of an 
urban fringe.  As Darling Harbour’s former name, Cockle Bay, suggests, and confirmed in the 
archaeological record, there was an abundant shell resource, not only in Aboriginal shell midden 
remains but also extensive naturally formed shell beds within the foreshore.  This resource was 
exploited by the early settlers in the production of lime, a product used in construction and 
agricultural industries.  A reconstruction of the site’s original foreshore and early 19th-century 
activity is presented in Figure.  
 
Captain Richard Brooks was the first land-holder to develop a business on land associated with the 
site.  He established a slaughterhouse just to the east of the site boundary.  To the west of his 
waterfront, and within the site (Area 7), was an extensive intertidal sand flat.  Brooks identified the 
potential of this foreshore as usable land, and staked his claim to it by demarcating and enclosing 
the space with timber fences.  The northern boundary with Cooper & Levey’s land was extended 
out into the sand flat with a timber pailing fence, and presumably a similar structure delineated the 
southern boundary of his foreshore-claim from that of John Dickson’s land.  The land-claim 
extended as far west as the low tide mark, where a pailing fence was erected to further illustrate 
this natural boundary with the harbour.  This pailing fence may have also served to prevent sands, 
flotsam and detritus from the harbour being deposited, by the tides, within the enclosed land.  
Within these boundaries, a substantial east-west post-and-rail fence divided this large parcel of 
foreshore land in two.  Though it may be possible that other ‘field’ divisions also existed, it 
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appeared that Brooks’ foreshore was bisected by this fence to form two east-west orientated 
‘fields’.  These were most likely to have been used as holding areas for the livestock waiting to be 
processed at his slaughterhouse.     
 
The early use of the foreshore to the north was quite different.  The roughly built-timber boat ramp  
constructed from the smooth and flat intertidal rock platform into the harbour zone marked a safe 
entry point and provided more stable access to the water for small vessels at high tide.  Located just 
to the east above the high water mark was evidence for shell processing for lime production.  Shell 
from the harbour is known to have been burnt to produce lime in the early decades of the colony.  
The shell resource of Darling Harbour was found in the Aboriginal middens that adorned the 
shoreline and also within extensive naturally formed ancient shell beds in the intertidal sand flats 
near the head of the harbour.  The boat ramp and the remains of shell processing, while not 
conclusively linked archaeologically as contemporary, may both be evidence for the temporary or 
informal use of this land and its resources for lime production.  Shell from the shell beds may have 
been dug out at low tide and loaded on to boats that could be floated to the shore with the 
incoming and high tide.  The timber boat ramp may have been used to haul the laden vessels as 
close to the lime burning sites as possible.  It was not possible to definitively link this use of the area 
to a particular owner or occupant of the land.  What is clear from the archaeological evidence is 
that these activities pre-date Cooper & Levey’s purchase and mill complex development in 1825.  
They may be associated with the use of the land by James Smith, who appeared to advertise this 
land for sale in 1822.   
 
The analysis of the shell and pollen revealed evidence for the changes to the environment resulting 
from the drastic changes in land use after British settlement in 1788.  Land clearance, urban 
development, industry and manufacturing irrevocably altered the landscape and the harbour 
environment.  Foreshore resources exploitation, pollution and sedimentation in the harbour caused 
a change in the natural shell species range.  Shell from the Darling Quarter site confirmed that mud 
oysters died out and rock oyster became dominant, adapting to the changed environment in the 
harbour in the first few decades of the colony.  Pollen from native species were in the majority in 
the sampled harbour sand deposits.  Given the nature of the intertidal sand flat, these pollens may 
have been introduced prior to 1788 or may have been blown in from nearby areas still covered by 
native vegetation.  Pollens from exotics, or introduced species, such as weeds and cereals, that 
indicate the changing local vegetation growth pattern and the new use of the area for flour milling, 
were also found within the sampled harbour sands.   
 
There was very little evidence for harbour pollution from human waste and rubbish during this early 
phase of use.  Ceramic, glass and animal bone fragments are typical as archaeological evidence of 
refuse disposal and rubbish dumps.  Very few such artefacts were found within the foreshore 
deposits at this site.  Just one of the environmental samples taken from the intertidal sands 
contained the human sewerage indicator Cloacasporites sydneyensis.  This indicator features more 
in samples from later phases of use, reflecting an increased urban population and affect on the 
natural environment.   
 
Land clearance and development caused erosion that led to a reported increase in sedimentation 
and shoaling in the harbour.  This change in the harbour or foreshore environment was not 
obviously identifiable in the archaeological record.  The sand bank material (context 8446 in Area 6 
and 9570 and 9571 in TT60 in Area 9) identified as possibly forming a barrier that enclosed a 
freshwater lagoon-type feature could be interpreted as being the result of such changes in the 
natural harbour depositional processes.  However, the 1802 plan of Sydney records the land 
adjacent to the site as being “open forest land”.  This suggests that it was not cleared, or at least 
not fully cleared at this time, and therefore not likely to have been subject to undue or excessive 
erosion resulting in increased harbour sedimentation.  In fact, the land surrounding the site was one 
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of the last waterfront areas in the southern part of the eastern harbour shore to be occupied, and 
developed, with some reclamation and construction not beginning until the mid 1820s, and 
intensive reclamation works not until the 1830s and 1840s.  It may be the case that accelerated 
erosion and sedimentation within the foreshore and harbour was not occurring in this location, and 
at this early stage in the sites development.   
 
 

 
Figure 3.4.32: Interpretation of the early foreshore activity including Brooks’ early property and field 

boundaries, a timber boat ramp and evidence for shell lime burning in Copper & Levey’s property.  
Evidence for a low sandbank during this phase may indicate that the freshwater lagoon still existed 
by the early 1820s.  Harper’s 1822 plan has been used in the background, and this depicts the 
location of Brooks’ slaughterhouse and also illustrates that there was no recorded development on 
Cooper & Levey’s or Ramsay’s properties.  Extract from Cryerhall, Plan 9.4 (Vol 4).   

 
 
 


