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3.8 Yards and Sawmills 
 
3.8.1 Introduction 
By the end of the 1830s Thomas Barker had created extensive new land by reclaiming the foreshore 
fronting his large property holding on Darling Harbour (Figure 3.8.1).  His investment in reclamation 
was as a land speculation venture rather than creating land solely for his own use.  The 1830s was a 
time of growth in the colony in terms of economy, industry, trade and population.  Darling 
Harbour’s waterfront land was increasingly valuable as the harbour became the main hub of private 
industrial and commercial enterprise.  Also of value in the 1830s was land close to these new 
workplaces for residential development.  Land fronting Bathurst and Sussex Streets had both 
residential and commercial development value.   
 
Most of Barker’s land holding, including the large area of reclaimed land, was sold-off between the 
1830s and the 1850s.  Within the Darling Quarter site, the land eventually came to be both 
industrial and residential.  However, the industrialisation and residential development was initially 
slow.  By the time the bulk of land was offered for sale in the early 1840s economic conditions had 
changed significantly.  The sale of residential development allotments was particularly stagnated, 
and this has been discussed in the previous section (Section 3.7.2). 
 

 
Figure 3.8.1: Illustration showing land owned by Thomas Barker in the early 1830s (blue) and land he 

reclaimed between 1830s to 1840 (red).  The base plan is dated to 1833.  City of Sydney Archives, 
Cryerhall additions. 

 
The sale and use of the waterfront properties for industrial development was also affected by the 
economy.  The waterfront properties sold were initially not intensively developed as industrial sites.  
While some construction and development did take place, these properties, along with unsold 
residential subdivisions, were generally used as yard spaces or depots for storage of goods 
transported to and from the wharf, and for light industries such as sawmilling (Figure 3.8.2).  It was 
not until the later 1850s and 1860s that the properties, other than Barker’s mill, were developed for 
heavy industrial or more intensive use, for example with the establishment of PN Russell & Co. 
Engineering works in 1859 (Figure 3.8.3).  This section will outline the archaeological evidence for 
the use of Barker’s reclaimed land prior to the intensification of industrial development from the 
1860s and also the evidence for sawmilling in the 1870s.    
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Figure 3.8.2: Illustration identifying the land use and ownership of Barker’s land and reclaimed land (purple 

text) and also Brooks’ reclaimed land to the south (orange text) in 1855.  The term ‘YARD’ includes 
wharf, storage, coal, lime and timber yards, builder’s depots and other general goods 
import/export storage usage.  Most of the land in the 1850s was either residential or yards.  1855 
plan as background.  City of Sydney Archives, Cryerhall additions.  



503 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Archaeological Investigation 2008-2010 

Darling Quarter, Darling Harbour 

 
Figure 3.8.3: Illustration of the changes in land use by 1880 with more industrial premises such as foundries 

and factories than yards.  The yards are also more congested with buildings.  By this time there 
was also more density in the residential developments 1880 plan background.  City of Sydney 
Archives, Cryerhall additions.    
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3.8.2 Sales, Land-Use and Light Industry Development between the 1830s and 1870s  
Barker began selling-off land the early 1830s with the sale of two northern waterfront allotments 
for a high price of £550 each (Area 1 and Area 3), (Figure 3.8.6).1  One of the purchasers JH Grose, 
was a merchant, grazier and steamship owner and probably used the waterfront site as a depot for 
his trade and business interests (Area 1).2  In 1846 part of this property was sold to William Orr who 
established an engineering works (Area 2).  The waterfront part was developed with the 
construction of large buildings by the mid 1850s and from the 1860s was owned and used by the 
Anchor Flour Mills.  The other purchaser JE Manning, established the first steam sawmill in Sydney 
that operated on the site until its closure in the 1840s (Area 3).3  The property contained a timber 
house, brick store, and timber stable during the 1840s and in the mid 1850s was redeveloped for 
industrial use as a ‘sugar works’ (Figure 3.8.4, Figure 3.8.2).  These areas are within the Darling 
Quarter site and the land use after reclamation, except for the William Orr engineering works, 
demonstrate the general pattern of light industrial use between the 1830s and 1840s followed by 
heavy industrial development from the 1850s and 1860s.  These areas were outside the basement 
and public domain archaeological excavation areas (Figure 3.1.2).  The archaeological assessment 
undertaken in 2008 for the site concluded that Areas 1 to 3 had been considerably impacted on by a 
variety of major 20th-century services.4  
 
Brodie & Craig purchased two of Barker’s large reclaimed waterfront properties in 1840 and 1844 
(Area 4) (Figure 3.8.4).  The northern allotment, with a frontage of 152 feet (46.3m) to Barker 
Street, was sold in 1840 for £1250 and the southern allotment, with a frontage of 76 feet (23.16m) 
to Barker Street in 1844, together with allotments 9, 10 and 11 in Barker Street, for £2050.5  Brodie 
& Craig were builders and timber merchants, and largely used the property as a yard and depot.  
Following the purchase of the southern allotment, Brodie & Craig further developed the wharf in 
conjunction with Thomas Barker.  By 1845 they had also built three brick terraces fronting Barker 
Street; two of these were listed as being occupied by Hugh Brodie and Archibald Craig.6  The rest of 
the site consisted of ‘workshops &c’ (wood/shingled), a wood store, blacksmith’s shop and the 
wharf.7  Stables were also recorded in the 1848 assessment (Figure 3.8.6).8  Most of the site 
consisted of an open yard area with extensive wharf frontage on the west and south of the property 
(Figure 3.8.2, Figure 3.8.4).  In 1852 the property were advertised for auction, however it was not 
sold.9  Five years later, on the 12 August 1857 Archibald Craig died at his Barker Street residence at 
the age of 49.10  In 1859 Brodie & Craig’s property was sold to PN Russell & Co who redeveloped the 
site for their engineering works (see Section 3 for discussion on the foundry remains).11 
 
The land between the waterfront properties and Barker’s mill complex was subdivided for 
residential development and first advertised for sale in 1842 (Figure 3.8.5).  The sales were slow and 
the subdivision of the most southern block between Steam Mill Street and Thomas Street, laid-out 
in the 1840s but not constructed until the 1860s, was not successful (Area 5).  This land was 
eventually sold as one unit to JL Travers along with a small portion of land through to the 

                                                           
1 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 10. 
2 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 62. 
3 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 67. 
4 Casey & Lowe 2008b. 
5 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 37. 
6 Francis Low (compiler): The City of Sydney Directory for MDCCCXLIV-V, Sydney 1844 (Facsimile reprint by the Library of 
Australian History Series No. 10, 1978). 
7 Assessment Books Phillip Ward 1845, p 20 Nos 85-91 (City of Sydney Archives). 
8 Assessment Books Phillip Ward 1848, p 5 Nos. 465-468 (City of Sydney Archives). 
9 ‘Highly valuable waterside premises’, Sydney Morning Herald 11 May 1852, p 4. 
10 Sydney Morning Herald 13 August, p 1. 
11 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 37. 
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waterfront in 1853.12  Between 1853 and 1856 Travers constructed a wharf with a railway 
connection to the eastern side of his property (Figure 3.8.6).  Only a small number of buildings were 
constructed on the site and presumably the land was being used as a yard or depot for storing of 
goods being shipped to and from the wharf.13 The site was purchased by PN Russell & Co in the 
early 1860s who then redeveloped it as a railway carriage factory in the late 1860s (see Section 3.9 
for detailed discussion of this phase of industrialisation).14  This purchase also included four of 
Barker’s unsold residential subdivisions on the eastern side of Steam Mill Street to the north (Area 5 
Boiler House).  
 
Barker retained a block of reclaimed land to provide a large yard area and wharf access for the mill 
complex that during the 1840s expanded to include textile milling (Area 6).  This land was not 
completely reclaimed until the mid 1850s and remained undeveloped until the 1860s when several 
large buildings and a railway leading to the wharf were constructed (Figure 3.8.15).  The land was 
being leased to George Dent at the time who operated a timber yard on the site.  During the 1870s, 
Barker sold this land, including the associated wharf, to Miller & Harrison who established a sawmill 
and timber yard.  Several timber-built buildings were erected, including a long timber storage shed.  
These structures are identified on the 1880 plan and the site also included a building housing a 
steam sawmill and a boiler house (Figure 3.8.16).  Miller & Harrison remained at the site following 
the resumptions and until around 1918, when the land was vested in the Railway Commissioners.15 
 
 

 
Figure 3.8.4: Plan of the extent of Brodie & Craig’s large waterfront property (Area 4) dated to c.1850s.  The 

sugar works (Area 3) and Grose’s wharf (Area 1) are also named on the plan.  Travers and Barker 
are also named as the other landowners.  NLA Map F 721.  

                                                           
12 Bk 28 No. 191 dated 1 July 1853 (L&PI).  
13 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 44-45. 
14 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 45. 
15 Casey & Lowe 2008b: 49.   
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Figure 3.8.5: Barker’s 1842 subdivision plan.  The land was put up for auction in 1842 and again in 1847.  

There are several versions of this plan that included later annotations.  This version noted the 
block to the north of Thomas Street (laid out but not built until the 1860s) as ‘sold’ (arrow).  This 
annotation was added to the plan later, presumably when it was sold to Travers in 1853.  The 
colour coding on the other subdivisions also indicates sold land, as those that are white are still 
vacant on this plans and the 1855 plan.  NLA.   

 
3.8.3 Archaeological Evidence 
Construction and industrial development of Barker’s former land for the first 20 years or so after 
reclamation was not particularly intensive and this is reflected in the archaeological record.  A small 
part of Brodie & Craig’s yard (Area 4), Travers’ yard (Area 5) and Dent’s followed by Miller & 
Harrison’s timber yard (Area 6) were within the basement and public domain excavation areas 
(Figure 3.8.6).  Archaeological evidence for Brodie & Craig’s occupation was limited to reclamation 
and levelling fills, and the remains of a yard surface and services.  Travers’ yard was not included in 
the detailed excavation of the basement area.  Remains of his wharf were recorded during the 
public domain archaeological works and these were discussed in the reclamation section (Section 
3.6.7).   
 
Archaeological evidence for some activity was recorded within the undeveloped land to the 
northeast of Travers’ yard, prior to it becoming part of PN Russell railway carriage factory in the 
later 1860s (Area 5 Boiler House).  Structural remains and surfacing associated with Dent’s timber 
yard (Area 6) in the 1860s were recorded during the rainwater tank excavation area of the public 
domain.  Also found were more substantial remains of Miller & Harrison’s steam-powered sawmill 
and boiler house (Area 6).  Further structural remains within their timber yard were recorded as 
part of the Area 6 basement area excavation.   
 
Detailed descriptions of the archaeological remains discussed in this section can be found in the 
following subsidiary reports: 
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Brodie & Craig’s yard 1840-1850: Phase 6, Area 4, Kiosk Excavation, Public Domain Trench 

Report; Vol 2, Section 7.8. 
Vol 4: Plan 10.45. 

Travers’ yard and wharf 1850s: 
 
Incl. northeast of Travers’ yard 

Phase 6, Area 4, Balance Tanks, Public Domain Trench Report; Vol 2,  
Section 7.8.  
Phase 6, Area 5 Boiler House Trench Report; Vol 2, Section 7.1. 
Vol 4: Plans 10.2, 10.3, 10.51. 

Dent’s timber yard c.1850s/1860s: Phase 6, Area 6, Rainwater Tank Excavation, 
Public Domain Trench Report; Vol 2, Section 7.8. 
Phase 6, Area 6 Trench Report; Vol 2, Section 7.2.  
Vol 4: Plans 10.55, 10.61.  

Miller & Harrison’s timber yard 
1870s: 

Phase 7, Area 6, Rainwater Tank Excavation,  
Public Domain Trench Report; Vol 2, Section 7.8. 
Phase 7, Area 6 Trench Report; Vol 2, Section 7.2.  
Vol 4: Plans 10.52 to10.54, 10.56, 10.57, 10.7, 10.61.  

 
 

 
Figure 3.8.6: 1855 plan with the area locations (blue) and excavation areas (purple) within the Darling 

Quarter site.  The basement area is labelled.  The purple boxes labelled A, B and C are the public 
domain excavation areas: A = kiosk, B = balance tanks, C = rainwater tank.  The purple box labelled 
D is the children’s theatre development excavation area.  City of Sydney Archives, Cryerhall 
additions.    

A 

B 
C 

D 

Basement 
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3.8.4 Brodie & Craig’s Yard 1840 to 1859 
By the mid-1840s Brodie & Craig had constructed three houses fronting Barker Street, several sheds 
and other structures within the yard, mostly along the northern boundary (Area 4).  All these 
structures were outside the kiosk excavation area (purple box labelled A in Figure 3.8.6).  Some 
evidence was found within two test trenches of the first yard surface and a service pipe was 
recorded (TT1 and TT2, Vol 4: Plan 10.45).   
 
3.8.4.1 Yard Surface 
The surface (context 11138) of Brodie & Craig’s yard was informal and consisted of a compacted 
mixed levelling fill overlying the earlier reclamation fills (Figure 3.8.7).  The levelling fill that formed 
the foundation for the surface was predominantly dark grey coarse sands and pale clays.  On top of 
this fill, a thin crust of mixed material including silt, patches of iron oxide, buff-coloured shell and 
coarse sand mortar had formed.  Occasional river-rolled pebbles, slate and sandstock brick 
fragments also littered the surface.  Brick, slate and mortar fragments as accumulated surface 
material is consistent with the area’s use as a builder’s yard and it may have also been debris from 
the construction of the houses fronting Barker Street.  The surface was recorded at around RL 1.3m 
but this level appeared to be rather inconsistent in the part of the foundry yard investigated.  After 
PN Russell purchased the site in 1859, this inconsistency in the surface level was corrected with 
levelling fills (up to 250mm) prior to the construction of the various foundry buildings.    
 
 

 
Figure 3.8.7: Test trench in the kiosk excavation, public domain works, showing Brodie & Craig’s yard 

surface (red arrow).  It consisted of a crust of accumulated material on top of a mixed grey sands 
and clay levelling fill overlying reclamation fills.  Another surface was laid after PN Russell 
purchased the site (left of photo).  View to the southeast.  Scale 1m.   
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3.8.5 Northeast of Travers’ Yard 1850s 
The main part of Travers’ yard (Area 5) was not included in the detailed archaeological excavation 
as part of the research design as it was considered to offer limited archaeological potential within 
the context of the overall Darling Quarter site.  Remains of his wharf were recorded as part of the 
public domain works (Area 4 balance tanks, purple box labelled B in Figure 3.8.6) and these results 
were presented in a previous section of this report (Section 3.6.7).  Later incorporated into Area 5, 
was a small yard area to the northeast (Area 5 Boiler House).  In the 1850s this land consisted of 
four unsold and vacant house lots still owned by Barker (Figure 3.8.2).  It was sold to PN Russell & 
Co around the same time as their purchase of Travers’ yard and wharf in the early 1860s.   
 
As the house lots were vacant, the reclaimed landform displayed signs of surface erosion and 
weathering.  There was some archaeological evidence for activity prior to the PN Russell railway 
carriage factory development in the later 1860s.  The area was recorded as open space owned by 
Thomas Barker on the 1855 plan (Figure 3.8.8).  Associated with this phase were several ditches and 
some postholes (Figure 3.8.9).  These cut through the earlier reclamation and levelling fills and were 
sealed by further levelling associated with the PN Russell development in the later 1860s.  The 
postholes have not been included in this section and details can found in the Area 5 Boiler House 
Trench Report, Vol 2, Section 7.1.   
 

 
Figure 3.8.8: Location of the open space owned by Barker on the 1855 plan (green arrow) later to become 

the site of the boiler house for the PN Russell railway carriage works (Area 5 Boiler House).  City of 
Sydney Archives, C&L additions.   

 
 
3.8.5.1 Drainage Ditches, Sewerage and Shoes 

Three northeast-to-southwest aligned channels were cut into the informal surface (at roughly RL 
1.3m) created after reclamation and levelling of this area (contexts 9168, 9170, and 9172).  Later 
19th-century and modern truncations resulted in the channels surviving to between 3m and 7m in 
length.  All three were shallow cuts, though the profiles varied between vertical-edged and concave 
(Figure 3.8.10).  They ranged in depth between 70mm and 200mm and were between 330mm and 
630mm in width.  All three cuts had similar fills of dark greyish brown clayey silts with an apparent 
organic content and various inclusions such as small fragments of brick, leather, coke, clinker and 
slag nodules (contexts 9169, 9171, 9173, 9187 and 9188).  A sample (#179) from context 9173 was 
analysed and the presence of the human waste indicator Cloacasporites confirmed the 
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interpretation of these cuts as open drainage channels, likely channelling wastewater and sewerage 
from nearby Barker’s mill toward the harbour or to a connector drain leading to the harbour.16   
 

 
Figure 3.8.9: Extract from the detailed site Vol 4: Plan 10.3 showing the drainage ditches and other features 

associated with the informal use of Area 5 Boiler House prior to development in the 1860s.   

 

 
Figure 3.8.10: Section through the channel (context 9172) revealed dark grey organic-rich material (context 

9173) that contained a high level of human waste.  View to the east.  Scale 1m.   

                                                           
16 See Macphail 2010: 17, Vol 3, Section 8.6.   

Yard Surface 
RL 1.3 
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Within one of the drainage channels (context 9171) was a broken fork or knife with a tapered 
rectangular ivory handle that had probably been made in England after c.1850.17  Also within the 
drainage channels were eight off cuts and discarded worn-out fragments of child and adult leather 
footwear.  These items represent part of the discarded stock or refuse of one or more possibly local 
shoemakers.18  Several pieces can only be assigned a general date range according to technological 
attributes and to some extent by style.  The shoes and boots had either straight or crooked soles 
and were all hand-stitched.  The cotton-lined lace-up shoe or boot from one drainage ditch (context 
9173) had copper alloy eyelets patented in 1827.19  Also from this context, a left suede ankle boot 
quarter had a hot-stamped had a hot-stamped mark on the inside of the London boot and 
shoemaker: 'J DAVIES & SON/-9-/GRACECHURCH ST/LONDON' in a circular cartouche.  This London 
family business had shoe and outfitting warehouses in London from at least 1794 and a wholesale 
and retail shop at Gracechurch Street in the East End by 1823.  Davies and Son were declared 
bankrupt in 1859.  Their more high-end exported products were advertised in Sydney newspapers 
and a pair of kid shoes with the same mark belonged to a resident of Springfield Station, a property 
south of Goulburn which operated from 1828.20  The drainage channels were informal and likely 
represent an opportunistic or temporary use of the vacant land to direct stormwater and sewerage 
towards the harbour.   
 
3.8.6 George Dent’s Timber Yard 1860s 
Thomas Barker retained ownership of a block of land linking the mill complex and the wharf (Area 
6).  This land was partially reclaimed by Cooper & Levey in the late 1820s.  It appeared to remain 
rather unconsolidated until after the mid 1850s.  A number of buildings had been constructed on 
the site between the mid 1850s and mid 1860s, and were first depicted on the 1865 plan (Figure 
3.8.15).  George Dent leased the site from Barker in the 1860s.  George Dent’s coal and timber yard 
was listed in 1867 Rates Assessment Book as including a wharf, shed and offices of wood and 
shingle, and a small sawmill, and it was valued at £126.21  In Area 6 remains were found of an 
extensive yard surface associated with Dent’s occupancy.  Some structural remains associated with 
the phase were also recorded in the rainwater tank excavation area of the public domain works, 
brick footings and an associated timber floor.   
 
3.8.6.1 Yard Surface 
The yard surface, located below extensive levelling fills associated with 1870s and 1880s events, 
was formed over two different phases of reclamation (between the late 1830s and the mid 1850s) 
and had differing qualities over the large area of Dent’s yard in the 1860s (Area 6).  Mostly the 
surface was formed above reclamation and levelling undertaken by Barker in the late 1830s.  To the 
south along the boundary with Murphy’s Wharf, the surface was over reclamation dated to the 
early 1850s.  A large area was exposed in plan over the northern and eastern part of the area. This 
surface (context 8289) was located over the 1830s levelling fills at RL 1.25m and consisted of black 
sooty bitumen-type material and gravel layer over a compacted crushed yellow sandstone fill 
(Figure 3.8.11).  This surface was initially part of Barker’s yard and then Dent’s in the 1860s.  The 

                                                           
17 Dunning 2000; Moore 1995. 
18 Stocks 2013, Vol 3, Section 8.2.   
19 Stocks 2013, Vol 3, Section 8.2. 
20 Stocks 2013, Vol 3, Section 8.2; Davies, J & Son in Kents’ Original London Directory 1823 online at 
http://books.google.com.au/books?id=RTIQAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA92&lpg=PA92&dq=james+davies+%26+son+shoe+gracechu
rch+street+london&source=bl&ots=hlVcV9ACQA&sig=rXm0xwKLxC8bV3EXoRe87dW3Jzw&hl=en&sa=X&ei=VUlaUf63H8W
mkQWjkoGgAQ&sqi=2&ved=0CGMQ6AEwBw#v=onepage&q=james%20davies%20%26%20son%20shoe%20gracechurch%
20street%20london&f=false. Robbery at the store in 1837 see http://www.piggin.org/clippings.htm. Springfield station 
shoes dated 1850-1859 in the NMA collection, Canberra http://www.nma.gov.au/collections-search/display?irn=110767. 
Advertisement Sydney Morning Herald 18 September 1851, p 6. Bankruptcy Bendigo Advertiser 9 April 1859, p 2. 
21Rates Assessment Book 1867, City of Sydney Archives. 

http://books.google.com.au/books?id=RTIQAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA92&lpg=PA92&dq=james+davies+%26+son+shoe+gracechurch+street+london&source=bl&ots=hlVcV9ACQA&sig=rXm0xwKLxC8bV3EXoRe87dW3Jzw&hl=en&sa=X&ei=VUlaUf63H8WmkQWjkoGgAQ&sqi=2&ved=0CGMQ6AEwBw#v=onepage&q=james%20davies%20%26%20son%20shoe%20gracechurch%20street%20london&f=false
http://books.google.com.au/books?id=RTIQAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA92&lpg=PA92&dq=james+davies+%26+son+shoe+gracechurch+street+london&source=bl&ots=hlVcV9ACQA&sig=rXm0xwKLxC8bV3EXoRe87dW3Jzw&hl=en&sa=X&ei=VUlaUf63H8WmkQWjkoGgAQ&sqi=2&ved=0CGMQ6AEwBw#v=onepage&q=james%20davies%20%26%20son%20shoe%20gracechurch%20street%20london&f=false
http://books.google.com.au/books?id=RTIQAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA92&lpg=PA92&dq=james+davies+%26+son+shoe+gracechurch+street+london&source=bl&ots=hlVcV9ACQA&sig=rXm0xwKLxC8bV3EXoRe87dW3Jzw&hl=en&sa=X&ei=VUlaUf63H8WmkQWjkoGgAQ&sqi=2&ved=0CGMQ6AEwBw#v=onepage&q=james%20davies%20%26%20son%20shoe%20gracechurch%20street%20london&f=false
http://books.google.com.au/books?id=RTIQAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA92&lpg=PA92&dq=james+davies+%26+son+shoe+gracechurch+street+london&source=bl&ots=hlVcV9ACQA&sig=rXm0xwKLxC8bV3EXoRe87dW3Jzw&hl=en&sa=X&ei=VUlaUf63H8WmkQWjkoGgAQ&sqi=2&ved=0CGMQ6AEwBw#v=onepage&q=james%20davies%20%26%20son%20shoe%20gracechurch%20street%20london&f=false
http://www.piggin.org/clippings.htm
http://www.nma.gov.au/collections-search/display?irn=110767
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soot and blackened material accumulated prior to redevelopment by Miller & Harrison in the mid 
1870s and suggests this part of the property was part of Dent’s coal yard activity.   
 
In the northwest of Area 6 and above late 1830s reclamation and levelling fills was a small patch of 
a greyish silty clay was recorded at a similar level (RL c.1.3m).  This was context 8369 and described 
as mid to dark grey plastic silty clay.  It was fairly compact and the surface was littered with wood 
chips and other similar organic material, possibly sawdust.  This type of material was likely to have 
accumulated as a result of Dent’s use of this area as part of the timber yard.   
 
Along the southern boundary with Murphy’s Wharf (Area 7) three test trenches (TT16, TT18 and 
TT13) revealed the surface level at the same RL 1.3m (Figure 3.8.12).  The surface material also 
consisted of grey silty clay, very similar to an old imported topsoil layer, overlying the reclamation in 
this area (southern limit of Area 6) and was dated to the 1850s (see Section 3.6.9.5).  The surfacing 
layer (contexts 8244, 8278 and 8232) was described as mid grey plastic silty clay with occasional 
small angular fragments of decayed sandstone with occasional ceramic sherds.  It was between 80 
and 200mm in depth.  The several decayed timber planks on top of the surface in TT13 and TT16 
were remnants of the area’s use as a timber yard.  A very thin accumulation of silty sand was also 
noted on top of the surface layer. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.8.11: Yard surface 8289 laid above late 1830s reclamation and levelling in Area 6 with later 

blackened sooty accumulation associated with Dent’s use of this part of the property as a coal 
yard.  The postholes in this photo are from a late 1870s structure.  View to the east.  Scale 1m.   
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Figure 3.8.12: Test Trench 13 showing the grey clay yard surface (context 8232) with timber plank remains 

(red arrows) above the 1850s levelling and reclamation fills.  View to the southwest.  1m scale. 
 
 

3.8.6.2 Brick Building with Timber Floor 
Located in the western part of Dent’s yard close to the wharf were the remains of a brick and 
timber structure (Figure 3.8.13, Figure 3.8.14).  These remains were found during the excavation 
works for the public domain (rainwater tank Area 6).  The remains could be part of a structure 
recorded on the 1865 plan (Figure 3.8.15) and perhaps part of the sawmill that is recorded as being 
part Dent’s yard in the 1867 Rates Assessment Book.  The brick part of the structure (context 
numbers 11383, 11384 and 11385) was built with sandstock bricks and a hard cement-like mortar.  
The walls survived to a maximum of 10 courses and were built on a sandstone rubble foundation.  
On the eastern side the upper course was finished, suggesting this was the height of the wall (Figure 
3.8.14).  The structural remains would suggest that the building was mainly either timber or iron 
with a low non-load bearing brick wall at ground level and partially sub-surface.   
 
Within the structure were a series of timber planks aligned north-south and forming a floor or 
surface (context 11385) at a low level of RL c.0.7m.  The timbers were of varying widths averaging 
230mm and c.310mm.  As the timbers featured large iron pins or stakes it is likely that this flooring 
was also a previous wharf decking and the large pins were used to fasten them to the timber piles 
below.  The timbers were reused as a floor level for this c.1860s structure.  Though in the right 
location, it is unlikely that these timbers were once part of Barker’s original timber jetty as they are 
not on the same alignment as the jetty depicted on historic plans.  In fact, the decking may be 
related to later wharf redevelopments in the area after the 1840s.  The timbers were quite decayed 
and were surrounded by a spongy organic and waterlogged accumulation.   
 
To the east of and abutting the brick structure was a thick band (c.300mm) of dark brown silty sand 
with occasional small sandstone and sandstock brick fragments with charcoal flecks and a piece of 
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decayed timber (context 11388).  This fill was artefact-rich and included bone, shell, glass, ceramics 
and a clay pipe stem.  The artefacts were typical of those found in association with a domestic 
setting.  Artefact-rich dumps of material were not common on the site and this may indicate a 
discrete or clandestine dumping of domestic waste against the building.   
 

 
Figure 3.8.13: Extract from Vol 4: Plan 10.55 showing the remains of the c.1860s structure and timber 

flooring close to the wharf associated with Dent’s occupation of the property. 
 

 

 
Figure 3.8.14: Brick structure 11383 and timber surface 11385 (red arrow).  The eastern wall shows a 

finished upper surface (yellow arrow).  View to the south.  Scale 1m.     
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Figure 3.8.15: The brick and timber remains are likely associated with a building recorded on the 1865 plan 

(arrow).  City of Sydney Archives, C&L additions.  

 
 
3.8.7 Miller & Harrison’s Timber Yard and Sawmill 1875 to 1900 
The large block of land between Barker’s mill complex and the wharf, owned by Thomas Barker and 
leased by George Dent (Area 6) was finally sold-off in 1875 to Miller & Harrison.  Following this, the 
site was redeveloped for their timber yard and sawmilling business.  The structures associated with 
Dent’s occupancy recorded on the 1865 plan were demolished and new storage sheds, stables, 
offices and a large building to house the steam-powered sawmill and boilers were built, and 
illustrated on the 1880 plan (Figure 3.8.16).  Extensive levelling fills were used to consolidate the 
area prior to construction.  These mostly consisted of layers of industrial waste and boiler ash, but 
also mixed sands and clays with fragments of brick, stone and other materials.  This re-levelling 
raised the yard surface by 300mm and 500mm, with more consolidation required at the western 
side of the property close to the wharf frontage.  Here the remains of a new timber wharf were also 
uncovered.  The footings associated with the sawmill and other buildings, such as the stables, were 
recorded during the rainwater tank, public domain works (Figure 3.8.17, Figure 3.8.18) and the 
basement footprint excavation (Figure 3.8.39).   
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Figure 3.8.16: Area 6 on the 1865 plan (top) showing the cluster of buildings on Barker’s land, leased by 

George Dent, and the redevelopment undertaken by Miller & Harrison in the late 1870s resulting 
in several more buildings, including the steam sawmill and boiler house (depicted on the 1880 
plan, bottom).  The arrows point to the structures that were found in the archaeological record.  
City of Sydney Archives, C&L additions.   
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Figure 3.8.17: Extract from Vol 4: Plan 10.56 showing the remains of Miller & Harrison’s steam engine base 
for the sawmill and the associated wharf timbers.    



518 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Archaeological Investigation 2008-2010 

Darling Quarter, Darling Harbour 

 
Figure 3.8.18: View to the west of the rainwater tank excavation within the public domain from the new 

building during construction.  This photo shows the remains of the 1870s wharf and sawmill engine 
base constructed by Miller & Harrison in the western section of Area 6.  View to the west.   

 
 
3.8.7.1 New Timber Wharf 
The property Miller & Harrison purchased in 1875 included a wharf and land reclaimed between 
1825 and the 1850s.  In the 25 years of so prior to their purchase, it provided Barker’s mill with yard 
space and access to the harbour and was later leased to George Dent who used it to import and 
distribute coal and timber.  The archaeological evidence suggests that the western part of the 
property in particular, was not well consolidated and had not undergone the extensive relevelling 
and resurfacing following seen in other properties.  Miller & Harrison’s had the financial means to 
address this and their redevelopment of the area included making a level yard across the property 
and the construction of a new wharf frontage.   
 
Though located some distance from the waterfront (c.40m), evidence for a new timber wharf 
structure, identified on the 1880 plan, was found in the central and eastern excavation area for the 
rainwater tank in the public domain (Figure 3.8.19).  The new timber wharf was constructed in deep 
harbour water at the edge of the reclamation.  It was anchored into the reclaimed landform and 
further consolidated or supported by levelling and filling below the timber deck level (Figure 
3.8.20).   
 
The wharf timbers were collectively assigned context number 11345 (Vol 4: Plan 10.54) and the 
surface it created was located at about RL 1.5m.  The surviving elements of the wharf consisted of a 
configuration of several parallel square-cut timber beams, or headstocks, aligned north-south.  They 
were resting on similar support beams aligned east-west.   
 

Engine base 

Wharf 

Wharf 

Boiler base 
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Figure 3.8.19: Aerial view of the wharf remains at the eastern end of the trench.  The arrows point to the 
timber headstocks.  View from the east.   

 
 

 
Figure 3.8.20: Detail showing several wharf headstocks at the eastern end of the trench with compacted fill 

in between.  View to the west.  Scale 1m.    
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The average dimensions of the headstocks were 300mm x 300mm with lengths ranging from 4m to 
more than 7m.  The exterior of each was black, soft, and in various states of decay.  The north-south 
aligned beams were pinned into the east-west beams at right angles using c.20mm diameter iron 
bolts (Figure 3.8.21).  Other fastenings within the beams included iron rods c.20mm in diameter and 
up to 500mm in length (extending from the lower timbers into the upper timbers).   
 
The wharf structure was also found further to the north in the central part of the trench.  Within 
the frame created by the headstocks were the remains of the engine base (context 11351) for the 
steam sawmill (Figure 3.8.22).  The north-south oriented timbers were evident at various intervals 
around the steam engine base and were sawn or cut to accommodate the engine base (Figure 
3.8.23, Vol 4: Plan 10.58, Section #64).  The wharf timbers also appear to have acted as footings for 
the engine base and sawmill building superstructure.  Similar to the iron rods that tied the wharf 
timber elements together, rods were also found in the lowest brickwork of the engine base, 
fastening the brick engine base structure to the wharf timbers below.   
 
Evidence for a single upright wooden pile beneath the beams was revealed within a machine test 
trench.  The ghost of a vertical pile was recorded in section within MTT2 and as there was no 
indication of a cut around it, it is likely that the pile was driven into the fills and reclamation clays 
below (Figure 3.8.24).  Excavation in MTT2 revealed two levels of north-south oriented timbers.  A 
cross-beam connected the two levels. 
 
The lower (east-west) beams of the wharf structure appear to have been laid directly on top of an 
existing working surface (context 11379).  The north-south beams were laid across them and then 
planking was affixed to the upper beams.  This configuration would have created a gap between the 
wharf and the old surfaces below.  The gap was eventually filled with industrial waste and clay.  It is 
possible that the fills found below and beside the timber floor were deposited to replace the 
wooden planking or may have been deliberately laid to create a new tougher working surface 
(which may have been related to the installation of the steam mill engine base).  The adjacent 
property to the northeast PN Russell’s railway carriage factory (Area 5) had flooring made of ashes 
and coal-tar rammed into a solid hard bed.22 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.8.21: 
Detail of the 
iron pins and 
rods used to fix 
the timber 
elements.  
Scale 1m.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
22 ‘Messers PN Russell and Co.’s new railway carriage factory’, Sydney Morning Herald 2 March 1870, p 3a-f. 
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Figure 3.8.22: Timber wharf beam in the central part of the trench with the engine base built within the 

wharf.  View to the east.  Scale 1m.   

 
 

 
Figure 3.8.23: Some wharf timbers were cut through in order to construct the engine base (left wharf 

timber remains).  Scale 1m.  
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Figure 3.8.24: A wharf timber above a series of earlier working surfaces and levelling fills.  The arrow points 

to a ‘ghost’ timber pile that would have been driven through the earlier fills.  Scale 1m.   
 
 

3.8.7.2 Steam-Powered Sawmill Remains Overview 
Remains of the brick base for the steam engine that powered Miller & Harrison’s sawmill were 
located in the central part of the rainwater tank trench (Figure 3.8.25, Figure 3.8.30, Figure 3.8.37).  
The remains consisted of a substantial brick structure built into the timber wharf and levelling fills 
below.  The sub-surface housing for the fly wheel was also recorded.  Adjacent to the engine base 
on the eastern side were two boiler base structures.  Surrounding the engine and boiler bases were 
several large postholes; remains of the timber building that housed the engine, boilers and saws.  
The archaeological remains confirm that the engine used to power the sawmill was a horizontal 
engine.  The horizontal steam engine represented a significant advance in technology as it allowed 
for easier construction and required less supporting architecture. 
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Figure 3.8.25: The remains of the sawmill included the steam engine base, fly wheel housing, boiler bases 

and postholes of the building containing these structures.  View to the east.  Scale 1m.   

 
 
3.8.7.3 A Brief History of Steam Engine Technology23  
The steam engine was an integral part of the Industrial Revolution, providing a power source 
uncoupled from animate or natural energy (i.e. manual labour, wind, or water) and allowing 
increased scale of production, increased efficiency, economies of scale, and lower production 
costs.24  The two main designs for steam engines dominating the commercial scene in the 19th 
century were the ‘Beam Engine’ followed by the ‘Horizontal Steam Engine’; the principle 
components of each remaining largely the same (boiler, cylinder and piston, crankshaft), however 
their orientation differed significantly.  
 
The harnessing of steam as a means of providing power for mechanical purposes principally begins 
with ‘atmospheric’ engines developed by Thomas Newcomen in the early 1700s.25  These were 
large beam engines that made their active stroke under atmospheric pressure, instead of the 
injected pressure from steam.26  They were developed further by James Watt who used the design 
to produce what became known as the ‘Boulton and Watt Engine’ in the late 1700s, the first type of 
steam engine to make use of steam at a pressure just above atmospheric to drive the piston.27  The 
‘Boulton and Watt Engine’ offered dramatic increases in fuel and mechanical efficiency, and paved 

                                                           
23 This section has been researched and written by Beau Spry, Archaeologist, Casey & Lowe. 
24 Buchanan & Watkins 1976: 23. 
25 Rolt & Allen 1977: 160; Buchanan & Watkins 1976: 8; Hills 1989: 20. 
26 Buchanan & Watkins 1976: 8; Hills 1989: 26. 
27 Buchanan & Watkins 1976: 14; Hills 1989: 58. 
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the way for the development of the rotative engine (converting piston/connecting rod strokes, 
vertical or horizontal, to a rotating wheel motion).28  There followed numerous developments, 
including a centrifugal governor developed by James Watt, around 1789, to control the speed of 
engines.  As well as high pressure steam engines (Cornish Engines) developed by Richard Trevithick, 
c.1799, which saw a dramatic increase in power, and paved the way for ‘Horizontal Steam Engines’ 
which were widely adopted as a power source for the factory layout and were to dominate from 
the 1820s onwards.29 
 
Much of the evidence for steam engines comes from literary and archaeological remains focussed 
on the Industrial Revolution in the United Kingdom.  Here, the evidence and focus is dominated by 
textile mills and mining applications, and typically not sawmills for which evidence is scanty.  It is 
likely, however that the setup and layout of a horizontal steam engine does not differ markedly 
between a textile mill and a sawmill, the engine simply being a source or power to drive various 
disparate industry mechanisms.  
 
Beam Engines 
Principally beginning in a commercial sense with the advent of Thomas Newcomen’s ‘atmospheric’ 
engine in 1712, the beam engine consisted of a boiler connected to a vertically oriented cylinder.30  
The entire apparatus stood on one side of a vertical column atop a pivoted cross bar or beam, 
forming a ‘T’ shape, on the other side of the column was the mechanism to be driven (Figure 
3.8.26).  Steam was condensed in the cylinder below the piston with a jet of cold water, creating a 
vacuum below the piston and causing it to descend due to higher weight of atmospheric pressure 
above the piston.  This concept had been around for a considerable time, Newcomen’s innovation 
was to control this process by a cycle of trigger-mechanisms operating the various valves.31   
 
Newcomen adapted this long held but undeveloped principle to answer the burgeoning demand to 
pump water from mines.  Newcomen linked the reciprocating piston with the pumping rods in a 
mine shaft through a rocking beam supported by an upright column.  It was arranged in such a way 
that the downward stroke of the piston overcame the weight of the pumping machinery and its 
load (an active stroke).   At the end of the power stroke, the weight of the pump was sufficient to 
return the piston to its starting position at the top of the cylinder (a passive stroke), and the process 
repeated.  Steam was provided at little more than atmospheric pressure from a simple boiler which 
was really only a glorified kettle placed immediately below the cylinder.  This became the first 
commercially viable beam engine.32  Beam engines were typically slow, and economically and 
mechanically inefficient.  Even during their later stages, after a number of innovations, they still 
typically made only four or five strokes a minute.33   
 
Rotative Beam Engine  
Beam engines were large, unwieldy, and expensive to operate and required a large amount of 
formwork to support them.  As they were tall, they required a large building to accommodate them 
and the mechanism they were driving.  These mechanisms were typically pumps for mines, but 
were later adopted for mill operations.  They were also mechanically inefficient, having only one 
cycle that produced power (the active cycle) in a two cycle process.   
 

                                                           
28 Hills 1989: 60. 
29 Hills 1989: 189. 
30 Hulse 1999: 32. 
31 Buchanan & Watkins 1976: 8. 
32 Buchanan & Watkins 1976: 9. 
33 Birmingham et al 1979: 42. 
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The principles of the beam engine remained more-or-less the same throughout their lifetime, 
although nuanced improvements were continually adopted.  James Watt made notable 
improvements with the addition of the condenser which substantially increased efficiency, and 
eventually a flywheel which enabled the Beam Engines to be utilised to power the burgeoning 
textile mill industry.  In an attempt to rectify the inefficiency of the passive stroke, Watt developed 
the double acting cylinder which drove the piston both forward and back with injections of steam, 
resulting in no passive strokes and effectively doubling the mechanical efficiency (Figure 3.8.27).  It 
was the modifications to improve efficiency made by Watt that contributed to a higher uptake of 
steam engines in the English textile industry.  Both of these factors also contributed to the 
development of the horizontal steam engine.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.8.26: Newcomen engine.  Rolt 
1977. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.8.27: A rotative beam 
engine.  Buchanan 1976. 
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Horizontal Steam Engines 
The horizontal steam engine differed from the beam engine in size, orientation and efficiency.  It 
had fewer parts, with no beam or its supporting ironwork, which reduced the prices of the engines.  
All of the moving parts could be compartmentalised, added or removed as needed, which lowered 
maintenance costs, and they could be bolted together in sections aligned on a bedplate or solid 
robust slab, making the engines more rigid.  Also because it did not take up as much space, engine 
houses were smaller and more cost effective.34  This was a major advantage at the Darling Quarter 
site where Miller & Harrison had incorporated the steam engine base into the wharf structure.  This 
may not have been possible without the above advance in technology, given the nature of the 
supportive architecture required for a beam engine. 
 
The most obvious difference between beam engines and horizontal steam engines was the laying of 
the cylinder on its side (horizontal) with the piston acting in a backward-and-forward motion, 
instead of up-and-down as in the beam engine (Figure 3.8.28).  The crankshaft now connected to a 
flywheel located a short distance in front of the cylinder, rather than to an overhead cross-beam 
which powered a flywheel, as in a beam engine, which connected to the machinery of the factory.  
In this case, the saws within the sawmill.  The boiler could now be located close to the cylinder, 
typically directly behind it, with all the equipment bolted to a heavy, robust slab, as was the case at 
Miller & Harrison’s sawmill.  All of this resulted in the horizontal steam engine becoming 
comparatively compact compared to the beam engine and there was no longer any requirement for 
a multiple-storey building and substantial framework to accommodate it.   
 
The physical accoutrements of beam engines and horizontal steam engines differ markedly.  Being 
oriented vertically, the beam engine required a mostly square footprint.  The earliest engines were 
literally ‘house-built’ meaning that the main structural members were massive timbers which were 
actually part of the building, with the stresses being downward.  Even with the uptake of the 
rotative beam engine in the early 1800s, in which the stresses were reversed at each revolution, 
they still often saw the top half of the engine built into the superstructure of the mill house and 
which required substantial foundations to keep the parts in alignment; in some cases dressed ashlar 
stone up to 20 feet (6m) deep.35  With the adoption of the horizontal steam engine, the mechanical 
stresses changed from up-and-down to side-to-side, resulting in a need to change the supporting 
architecture.   
 
As horizontal steam engines were no longer needed to be incorporated into the superstructure of 
tall large buildings they were typically housed within the main structure for textile mills or in small 
‘engine rooms’ outside the main body of the mill.  The latter was particularly the case for textile 
mills after the development of belt-drives in the 1860s.36  The new more efficient horizontal steam 
engines involved less downward force from the mechanism and therefore required less substantial 
foundations than beam engines.   
 

                                                           
34 Hills 1989: 191. 
35 Buchanan & Watkins 1976: 83. 
36 Buchanan & Watkins 1976: 84. 
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Figure 3.8.28: Horizontal steam engine, section and plan view.  The cylinder was laid on its side (horizontal) 

with the piston acted in a backward-and-forward motion, instead of up-and-down as in the beam 
engine.  Buchanan 1976. 

 
 
3.8.7.4 Base for a Horizontal Steam Engine37 
The base of the horizontal steam engine consisted of a large robust rectangular brick structure 
aligned east-west and constructed within the new wharf structure, and the associated levelling fills 
and surfacing (RL c.1.5m).  On the southern side at the western end was the subsurface housing for 
the fly-wheel.  At the eastern end were two solid bases for the boilers (Section 3.8.8.5).  A plan of 
the steam engine base is presented in Figure 3.8.30 (Vol 4: Plan 10.56) and a profile of the structure 
and associated elements in Figure 3.8.37 (Vol 4: Plan 10.57). 
 
Engine Base 
The engine base (context 11351) was an elongated rectangular brick structure 7.44m long, 2.5m 
wide and 1.4m high (Figure 3.8.18, Figure 3.8.21 to Figure 3.8.23, Figure 3.8.25, Figure 3.8.29, 
Figure 3.8.30; Vol 4: Plan 10.56, 10.57).  It was stepped on all sides to a depth of ten brick courses.  

                                                           
37 This description of the steam engine base and associated remains has been adapted from the public domain trench 
report.  Vol 2, Section 7.8. 
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Each step was around 220mm wide and 70mm high.  The bricks were laid in alternating courses of 
header-to-header and stretcher-to-stretcher.  Except for a small cavity at the eastern end, the base 
was of solid brick construction.  The top of the engine base was c.300mm above the top of the fly 
wheel housing.  The bricks were generally very coarse machine-made bricks with an inverse hip frog 
(building materials sample #177).  These were used towards the base of the structure.  The bricks 
were bonded with coarse yellow sands and at times coarse cement.  The brick dimensions were 
generally 220mm x 105mm x 70mm.  The bricks were characterised by sharp arises and smooth 
sides.   
 
The engine base was bounded on all four sides by the beams of the wharf (context 11345), with the 
beams forming a framework and foundation for the base.  The longest sides of the engine base 
were framed by the lower beams of the wharf, with the upper cross-beams framing the shorter 
sides.  This may suggest that the dimensions of the engine base were dictated by the dimensions of 
the timber framework, although some modification does seem to have been undertaken.  At the 
western end of the engine base the lower brick courses were anchored with two iron rods into a 
wharf timber that had been cut for this purpose (Figure 3.8.29).  The iron rod extended from the 
timber through the solid bonded brick base to the upper surface of the structure and exited where 
the brickwork was at the same height as the centre of the fly-wheel housing.  This suggests that the 
wharf still maintained much of its structural integrity at the time that the engine base was being 
built.  In this particular case, the timber was structurally sound enough to be able to be modified to 
contribute to the stability of the brick structure. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.8.29: Stepped machine-made brick engine base with fly-wheel housing and retaining wall.  Iron 

rods were used to anchor the structure and wharf beam on the western end (beside scale). View to 
the northeast.  Scale 1m.   
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Figure 3.8.30: Detail of the engine and boiler bases, extract from Vol 4: Plan 10.56.  
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Fly-wheel Housing  
Located to the south of the engine base was a semi-circular iron structure (context 11352) fixed 
parallel with and adjacent to the engine base (Figure 3.8.29, Figure 3.8.31, Figure 3.8.37).  
Rectangular in plan and semi-circular in section, the structure acted as a housing for the fly-wheel 
where it was set into the ground.  The iron fly-wheel housing was found in situ and in an upright 
position.  It was retained by a brick wall (context 11380) to the south and an east-west wharf timber 
to the north.  The upper portion of the iron structure extended 400mm above the upper course of 
the retaining wall.  The fly-wheel housing had a maximum length of 4.5m, a width of 380mm, and a 
maximum depth of 1.42m.  The housing was constructed of three sheets of iron riveted together.  
Two flat semi-circular sheets and a curved sheet (Figure 3.8.32).  The iron sheets were c.6mm-
10mm thick and the rivets were 10mm apart, with a 25mm diameter head.  The upper lip of the 
housing was turned out and may represent the height of the associated floor level within the mill at 
RL 1.6m.  
 
 

 
Figure 3.8.31: In situ fly-wheel housing during machine excavation along the southern side.  The brick 

engine base had been removed and this photo is taken looking south.   
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Figure 3.8.32: Fly-wheel housing after its removal by machine showing its construction method.  Scale 1m.   

 
 
Retaining Wall  
A retaining wall (context 11380) for the fly-wheel housing was constructed on the southern side of 
the engine base (Figure 3.8.33, Figure 3.8.37).  It was parallel to the structure but built 800mm to 
the south.  This wall also provided a footing for the outer part of the wheel.  The wall was 
constructed with the same type of bricks as the base.  The bricks were laid in a header and stretcher 
bond with the upper finished course laid side-by-side as soldiers.  The wall was 5m in length by 
1.5m in height and a single brick wide, 250mm.  The cavity between the retaining wall and the fly-
wheel housing was filled with a blackish grey sticky silty clay that contained fragments of sandstock 
brick and ceramics (context 11366).   



532 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Archaeological Investigation 2008-2010 

Darling Quarter, Darling Harbour 

 
Figure 3.8.33: Wall (subsurface – footing) on the outer side of the engine base that acted as part of the 

foundation for the wheel and a retaining wall for the fly-wheel housing.  View to the north.  Scale 
1m.  

 
 
3.8.7.5 Boiler Bases 
At the eastern end of the engine base were two solid structures that acted as bases for the boilers 
associated with the steam engine (Figure 3.8.30).  Directly to the east was a sandstone base 
(context 11358).  This consisted of seven large sandstone blocks arranged in two courses to produce 
a platform 720mm high (Figure 3.8.34).  The flat upper surface was around 2m x 2m.  The lower 
course of four square sandstone blocks formed a square base supporting three neatly rectangular 
blocks.  The platform was stepped so that the lower course protruded on all sides (Figure 3.8.36).  
The lower course of the blocks was square with dimensions of 1.26m x 1.26m x 360mm and the 
upper course of sandstones were 1.9m x 700mm x 360mm.  The sandstone blocks were bonded 
with a pale, fine weak sandy mortar.  The blocks did not sit flush with the top of the adjacent brick 
base (see below).  The upper surface of the base was roughly faced with no obvious tool marks and 
was flat and relatively level.  The lower course of stone was found resting on mottled reclamation 
clays.  This structure may have supported an auxiliary boiler or another component, such as a 
condenser or percolator, of the steam engine.   
 
To the east of the sandstone base was a narrow brick structure (context 11359) that acted as a base 
for a boiler (Figure 3.8.35).  The brick base was built over the lower course of the adjacent 
sandstone base (Figure 3.8.36).  It consisted of two east-west aligned brick wall footings in a 
stretcher bond with a semi-circular arch of bricks and a floor surface of sandstock bricks and 
sandstone fragments within the walls.  The surviving dimensions of the structure were between 
750mm to 3.5m in length and 1.5m in width.  The external walls were 230mm in width with an 
internal distance of 930mm, which also represents the span of the arch and the width of the 
flooring.  The dimensions of the bricks were 235mm x 110mm x 70mm.  The bricks were mostly flat, 
but some had a shallow rectangular frog (140mm x 50mm).  The arch was made with two courses 
bonded with a yellow and beige mid grained sand with occasional lime flecks.   
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To the east of the arch was compact bedding of sandstone rubble and beige sand that formed a 
foundation for the brick flooring.  This material had been heat-affected and contained numerous 
cracks.  The bricks in the wall footings were laid on edge.  The brick flooring was sloping down to 
the east which may be as a result of being affected by weight from a boiler filled with water.  The 
floor was constructed using mostly complete sandstock bricks (re-used) with no formal coursing 
method evident, with some bricks laid on edge but most were laid flat.  The flooring was bonded 
with whitish sand with no visible lime or shell inclusions.  The bricks and sandstone foundation 
elements and flooring had been heat and weight-affected as the stones were cracked and the bricks 
were crumbling.  This was the result of an indirect/radiant heat from the metal boiler that was fixed 
onto this base.   
 
The arch and walls were built on a compact bedding of sandstone rubble and sand.  It is possible 
that a large hole was cut into the reclamation and was then backfilled with sand and rubble to 
create a solid base for the structure as it would have required a stable and solid foundation to take 
the weight of a boiler.   
 
 

 
Figure 3.8.34: Sandstone base showing upper course with lower course (arrowed in yellow) visible beneath 

an eastern extension of the brick engine base 11351, also shown is a north-south aligned timber of 
wharf 11345 (arrowed in red) within TT5.  View to the south.  Scale 1m.    
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Figure 3.8.35: Sandstock brick boiler 
base (context 11359) located to the 
east of the engine base. Directly 
above the structure was a bitumen 
surface (blue arrow).  View to the 
east.  Scale 1m.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.8.36: The 
sandstock brick boiler 
base was built over 
the lower course of 
the sandstone base.  
View to the north.  
Scale 500mm.  
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Figure 3.8.37: Extract from Vol 4: Plan 10.57 showing a section through the engine base and fly-wheel 

housing.  East-facing.   
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3.8.7.6 Sawmill Building 
A series of postholes were found to the north and northwest of the engine base (Figure 3.8.30, 
Figure 3.8.38).  These postholes were the remains of the sawmill building built by Miller & Harrison 
and identified on the 1880 plan as being a timber structure.  Most of the postholes contained a 
backfill material of ‘builders sand’ confirming that the superstructure was not demolished until well 
into the 20th century.  The sawmill buildings were still recorded on the 1930s Fire Underwriter’s 
Plan and was likely not demolished until the 1970s (Figure 2.46).    
 
Three postholes (contexts 11347 a to c) were aligned parallel to the north side of the engine base at 
a distance of 600mm.  They were relatively large sub-rectangular cuts that measured from 600mm x 
450-550mm and had a common depth of 220mm with a flat base.  Such postholes would have 
accommodated substantial timber posts.  Associated with the line of postholes was a machined-
finished cylindrical piece of sandstone (context 11353) with a diameter of 600mm and a height of 
400mm.  In the centre was a square-cut hole measuring 120mm.  The stone was probably from 
another structure or piece of machinery and was reused in the sawmill building. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 3.8.38: Postholes 
aligned to the north of 
engine base 11351. 
Postholes 11347 A, B & C 
and sandstone element 
11353 are arrowed in blue 
and possible fence 
postholes 11375 A & B 
arrowed in red.  View to 
the east.  Scale 1m.  
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3.8.7.7 Stables 
Several other buildings within this large complex were located to the east of the steam engine 
structure.  A stable was located on the southern boundary with Murphy’s Wharf in 1880 (Figure 
3.8.16).  Evidence of this building was recorded in Area 6 as part of the main basement excavation 
(Figure 3.8.39).  The remains consisted of sandstone footings and a roughly made stone rubble floor 
(Figure 3.8.40).  The 1880 plan recorded the stable as a timber structure, however the 
archaeological evidence would suggest a more substantial structure such as sandstone or brick.  It is 
likely that the building remains were associated with a later 19th-century rebuild of the same 
structure. 
 
The building remains consisted of sandstone footings for the east, north and south wall (context 
8205).  The western extent of the structure was not exposed as it continued beyond the western 
limit of the basement excavation.  The building was rectangular in plan and the footings were made 
from a single course of rectangular-shaped sandstone blocks that were roughly cut with some 
displaying pick or chisel marks.  The average block size was 1.45m in length by 550mm in width and 
330mm in height.  The footing was between 480mm and 550mm in width and did not appear to be 
bonded with a mortar, rather sand, stone and brick rubble packing was used to fill the space 
between blocks.   
 
In the south western corner of the structure there was evidence for the superstructure, a second 
course of sandstone (Figure 3.8.41).  There was also a course of a bricks on the interior face on the 
southern wall.  The remains of the superstructure consisted of single course of roughly cut 
rectangular-shaped sandstone blocks.  These were narrower than the footings and were on average 
1m in length by 330mm in width with a height of 320mm.  There was sand, stone and brick rubble 
packing between the stones.   
 
Within the footings were the remains of a stone surface (context 8217).  Placed on top of a pre-
construction levelling fill (context 8277) were irregular-shaped flat sandstone pieces of various 
shapes and sizes that formed a rough surface (Figure 3.8.42).  There were sandstock brick 
fragments, some with diamond frogs, throughout the surface.  The surface was not consistent 
across the interior and was not present to the west, perhaps due to modern truncation.  Located in 
the north corner was a stretch of incomplete sandstock bricks forming part of the surface (context 
8294).  These were also unevenly spaced and abutted the sandstone surface.  Some of the bricks 
also had diamond frogs.  Within the stone surfacing were pockets of a silty accumulation (context 
8276) of dark grey clay and sandy clay with a moderate amount of slag nodule inclusions.  The 
surface accumulation contained just eight artefacts and these few items do suggest deposition 
occurring sometime between the 1860s and 1900, in particular the iron nail dated between 1870 
and 1890, two marked kaolin tobacco pipes, one manufactured by Thomas Davidson, of Glasgow, 
between 1862 and 1911 (#80426), and the other identified as being in the Irish navvy/dudeen style 
and dating between 1860 and 1930 (#80427).38 
 
There was a single course of bricks on the southern wall which probably functioned as a bearer for a 
later-installed timber floor (Figure 3.8.41).  These were flat sandstock bricks, some incomplete, laid 
on their side, end-to-end and bonded with sandy loam and rubble fragment mortar.  This mortar 
was also on top of some of the bricks, suggesting the bricks were re-used from another structure.  
The bricks measured 230mm by 110mm by 75mm.  It is likely that the function of the building 
changed when the timber floor was installed, and it was no longer a stables building.  The first floor 
surface of sandstone and brick rubble was more appropriate for a stables.    

                                                           
38 Vol 5: Appendix 5.3, Table 38. 
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Figure 3.8.39: The remains of the two Miller & Harrison buildings (annotations highlighted orange) in the 
southeast of their yard, dating from the late 1870s to the mid 20th century.  Extract from Vol 4: 
Plan 10.10.  
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Figure 3.8.40: The remains of the stables included sandstone footings (context 8205) with rubble stone 

surface 8217.  View to the northeast.  Scale 1m.  
 

 
Figure 3.8.41: The southeast corner of the building with remnant sandstone superstructure.  The line of 

bricks is likely to have functioned as a bearer for a later timber floor structure.  View to the south.  
Scale 1m.  
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Figure 3.8.42: Sandstone rubble surface (context 8217) and brick section (context 8294) to the left (arrow).  

View to the east.  Scale 1m.  

 
 
3.8.7.8 Building Fronting Duncan Street 
Two phases of structural remains found within Area 6 represent the Miller & Harrison building 
fronting Duncan Street depicted on plans from 1880 (Figure 3.8.16, Figure 3.8.39).  As with the 
stables, this building was first recorded as a timber structure, and the archaeological remains 
indicate that this was then replaced, later in the century, by a more substantial structure that 
required concrete strip-footings (Figure 3.8.39, Figure 3.8.43).  The building perhaps functioned as 
an office for the sawmill and timber yard.  There were no in situ occupation deposits and no 
artefactual evidence to support the building’s use as an office rather than an industrial or even 
residential use.  The building remains consisted of concrete footings, surfaces, sandstone bases, and 
a fireplace footing.   
 
First Phase Structure – late 1870s/1880s Timber Building 
The first phase building remains consisted a fireplace footing and a slot trench created for a timber 
floor structure (Figure 3.8.43, Figure 3.8.44).  No postholes for the buildings superstructure were 
found as these were likely destroyed with the construction of the later concrete footings.  The first-
phase building was erected on a yard surface of compacted upper crust of an orange-brown fill that 
included frequent slag nodules, coke and charcoal (context 8343).  The surface was formed at RL 
1.5m, after Miller & Harrison re-levelled the site (the previous yard level, used by Barker and Dent, 
in the same location was at around RL 1.3).  There were signs of water erosion of the surface, 
suggesting some time lapse between the re-levelling and construction of the timber building.   
 
Remains of a fireplace footing consisted of a U-shaped arranged of sandstone and brick (context 
8327) (Figure 3.8.43).  The sandstone blocks were roughly square in plan with average dimensions 
of 400mm x 350mm x 250mm.  Most faces of the blocks were cut straight, but some were left with 
a rough face.  The upper faces were smooth but higher courses were probably present originally.  
The blocks were bonded by a brown sand mortar with no visible lime or shell.   
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To the north of the fireplace footing was an east-west aligned slot trench (context 8334) cut 
through the yard surface (Figure 3.8.44).  This was 100mm-150mm wide and 80mm-120mm deep.  
Along the trench were several impressions of vertical elements that had existed within the trench.  
The location of the slot trench and association with the fireplace footing would suggest that this 
was the remains of a purpose-cut trench for a timber floor bearer.  The impressions for vertical 
elements may have been formed by props below the timber floorboards or part of the joists.   
 
Connecting the fireplace footing with floor bearer trench was a 500mm length of bricks.  The bricks 
were orange clay and shale in fabric and machine-made.  They averaged 223mm x 105mm x 80mm, 
two of which had 160mm x 50mm rectangular frogs.  These bricks were also probably part of the 
floor structure and formed a pier below the floor to provide extra support.   
 
 

 
Figure 3.8.43: View north of the first phase building remains dated to the late 1870s/1880s.  In the 

foreground is the sandstone fireplace footing, the brick pier and the slot trench (unexcavated).  
These elements were constructed on the Miller & Harrison re-levelled surface of orange-brown 
material with industrial waste inclusions.  The later concrete footings are also shown.  View to the 
north.  Scale 1m.   
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Figure 3.8.44: West facing view of the slot trench for the timber floor bearer and fireplace footing on the 

left.  The photo board is resting on the brick pier for the floor structure.  View to the west.  Scale 
1m. 

 
 
This timber building was replaced and enlarged in the early to mid 20th-century by a structure 
requiring concrete footings (Figure 3.8.39, Figure 3.8.45).  By the 20th century, the ground level had 
again been raised using multiple layers of fill, mostly consisting of industrial waste material and 
boiler ash, but also demolition-type rubble.  The concrete footings (context 8204 and 8206) for the 
new structure fronting Duncan Street were constructed by pouring a concrete mix into formwork.  
The concrete mix was made with large pieces of sandstone and sandstock brick as aggregate.  Small 
sections of machine-made brick survived, indicative of the superstructure’s fabric.  The footings 
were c.400mm in width and had a depth of 300mm.  The footings appeared to form two rooms 
though they were truncated by a modern culvert and later 20th-century activity to the south (Figure 
3.8.45).  The Fire Underwriter’s plan dating between 1917 and 1939 suggests the building was 
divided into three separate spaces and extended southwards to the boundary with Murphy’s Wharf 
(Figure 2.46).  The structure was just over 3m in width and the surviving length of the eastern north-
south footing was c.15m, being truncated on the south end.   
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Figure 3.8.45: Concrete footings 8206 with earlier Phase 7 features inside the later footings.  Remains of the 

machine-made brick super-structure can be seen in the foreground.  View to the south.  Scale 1m. 

 
 
 


