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5.0 Response to Research Questions 
 
5.1 Introduction 
A set of research questions for the archaeological investigation were developed in 2008 as part of 
the Archaeological Management Strategy & Research Design for the Darling Quarter development 
project.  The research design was formulated following detailed historical research and 
archaeological potential modelling undertaken prior to excavating the site.  Results and research 
from other Casey & Lowe archaeological projects have also informed the Darling Quarter research 
design.  The research design ensured that the archaeological investigation focused on genuine 
research needs and contributes to current and relevant knowledge.   
 
Prior to the excavation, the archaeology of the Darling Quarter site was thought to have potential to 
contribute to research areas such as:  

 Residential housing and material culture in 19th century Sydney.  

 Landscape archaeology. 

 Industrial archaeology.  

 Overseas Chinese occupation. 

The research questions for the project are presented in Vol 1, Section 1 of this report and also in 
Archaeological Management Strategy & Research Design (Casey & Lowe August 2008).  The results 
of the archaeological excavation provided varying ability to address the research questions.  
Overwhelmingly the archaeological resource of the site contributed to research into residential 
housing and material culture and landscape archaeology.   
 
Due to limited impacts there was no opportunity to investigate large areas of the industrial 
complexes such as the PN Russell foundry and Barker’s mill, and therefore a separate response to 
the industrial archaeology research questions has not been provided in this section.  However, 
issues and discussions concerning industrial archaeology, the relationship between landscape, 
industrialisation and urbanisation have been included throughout the main body of this report 
(Section 3).  There was no evidence for occupation by overseas Chinese in the areas excavated.  
Therefore, the research questions relating to Chinese occupation and material culture posed prior 
to the excavation could not be pursued.   
 
As with all archaeological investigations, the research potential of the archaeology is not limited to 
the research design developed prior to the excavation, or indeed the response and discussion 
presented in this section.  The archaeological data can be re-examined and used for other research 
agendas or focuses.  This report has therefore not addressed a finite set of research questions and 
the results of the Darling Quarter archaeological investigation can be used for further research in 
the future.  This should be the case for any large scale excavation of a significant site.   
 
The research questions were used to inform the archaeological excavation methodology and guide 
the post-excavation analysis.  The results of the archaeological program in Section 3 are structured 
and written to address and include the research questions as part of the presentation and 
discussion of the data.  This separate section (Section 5) presents the research design for the 
project and provides a response to the relevant individual research questions.  Detailed discussions 
can also be found throughout Section 3.   
 
 
5.2 Residential Housing and Material Culture 
The research questions developed for investigating the archaeological remains at the former CSR 
site (1996, now Jacksons Landing, were further developed for Union & Edward Street, Pyrmont 
(2004) and 19-41 Reservoir Street, Surry Hills (2005).  These have been found to provide a solid 
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basis for exploring residential housing in a range of working-class and lower middle-class 
environments.  These questions focus on urbanisation, material culture of consumerism and gender 
identities, childhood and women’s work in the home.  These are currently important questions in 
archaeological research designs.  To assist with understanding the type of residents living in the 
area and the nature of the housing we have reviewed Sands Directories and the Council Rate 
Assessment Books (Vol 5, Appendix 5.2).  These questions are addressed in the discussion sections 
of the miscellaneous artefacts report (Vol 3, Section 8.2), the artefacts overview (Vol 1, Section 4) 
and in the Workers’ Housing section of the main report (Vol 1, Section 3.7).  The following has been 
largely taken from the Section 3.7.8 of the Workers’ Housing section of the main report. 
 
5.2.1 What evidence survives of the housing in this part of Darling Harbour? 
Preserved at the site were the footings of the houses, the layered surfaces in the yards, cesspits, 
material from the underfloor cavities of the ground floor rooms and the flagged laneways which 
bounded the block on its southern and eastern sides.  The excavated houses were some of the 
largest in the neighbourhood, and occupied elongated lots which contained stables and workshops 
in their yards.  There was considerable impact on the underfloor spaces and the footings of the 
houses from the construction of the c.1900 market building and later piles.   

 
5.2.2 What evidence is there for the standard of living enjoyed by the earliest residents?  Is 
there artefactual evidence for different standards of living between the houses occupied on the 
early industrial sites and the later workers’ housing?   
Artefacts in the underfloor deposits of the houses at Steam Mill Street suggested that the standards 
of living were remarkably similar in terms of items that are usually seen as expressions of socio-
economic status.  They also indicated that the use of space was similar across all houses, with the 
kitchen operating as a room that was re-imagined throughout the day in order to accommodate a 
variety of different activities. 
 
Ceramics representing tableware and teaware were all of a type that was easily available, 
affordable and replaceable, with no distinction between the assemblages of owner/occupiers and 
considerably poorer tenants.  The ceramic assemblage from the Moroneys’ residences at Nos. 11 
and 13 were more characteristic of what we might expect of their poorer neighbours than what 
might be expected of a family that ran a successful business and owned at least two properties.  
Similarly, where more refined tastes were detected they were not restricted to the wealthier family.  
Some sophistication in taste was found in the choices of smoking pipes and a well-made woman’s 
shoe from House 91, where a string of tenants including blacksmiths and engine drivers were 
resident. 
 
There were also more similarities than differences between the two deposits beneath the kitchens 
of House 7 and House 13.  In 1876 observers from the Sewage and Health Sub-Committee described 
these properties as the worst and best-kept in the street, respectively.2  The deposit beneath the 
kitchen of House 13 had more than three times the number of artefacts than House 7, consistent 
with what might be imagined of a wealthier household, but the percentages of items categorised by 
function remained very similar, and the spatial patterning was also wholly overlapping in character 
when considered in terms of different household activities. 
 
The household at No. 13 resists definition in traditional class terminology.  Its historical-
archaeological identity, the combined product of historical research and the archaeological record, 
occupies a transitional point between what we might consider to be working-class and middle-class 

                                                           
1 All information regarding miscellaneous identification and analysis in this synthesis has been taken from Stocks 2013 
Miscellaneous, Organics and Non-structural Metals Report Darling Quarter, Darling Harbour, Vol 3, Section 8.2.  
2 Sydney City and Suburban Sewage and Health Board, ‘Eleventh Progress Report’, LAV&P 1875-6 (5): 609. 
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stereotypes.  By combining the historical and archaeological information, a picture is built of a 
household that may have see-sawed between periods of relative wealth or poverty, or perhaps 
more interestingly, that may have embodied aspects of both at the same time.  In particular, the 
inhabitants of House 13 appear to have treated their kitchen as if their space and means were much 
more limited.  For instance a large amount of sewing was done in the kitchen, of a kind that 
suggests a degree of diversity and a range of materials that may indicate a commercial undertaking.  
There was also evidence of clerical activity, child’s play and the more obvious uses of cooking, 
preparing food and eating and drinking.  This house was large for a single family, yet there was an 
addition to the house, and that the stables contained a room that appeared to have been able to 
have been used as an office.  They also had access to the space of the yard next door.   
 
The consistent use of the very same spaces within the kitchen for a variety of activities belies an 
attitude to the room that is somewhat at odds with our knowledge of the family and is much more 
in keeping with the lifestyle of the inhabitants of House 7.  For instance, we can imagine that if the 
only working surface, in the form of a table with good light, was in the kitchen, then there are a 
variety of tasks that would necessarily have to be performed there.  These tasks frequently would 
be performed at the expense of using the space for anything else for the duration.  However, the 
Moroneys should have had ample means and an adequate amount of space to furnish the house 
with, e.g.  a desk for writing or sewing and appropriate lamps, chairs, etc. to facilitate performing 
the tasks in any location.   
 
This may have occurred for many reasons, for example in order to have a function-specific 
reception room or parlour at the front of the house at the cost of spaces that could be used by the 
family for different but more mundane tasks at the same time, or it may have been so that Mary’s 
newly-married sons and daughters could continue living in the house, occupying their own discrete 
spaces at the expense of them being used by the whole household.  The expressed desire to 
purchase a cottage piano supports the first idea, it would most certainly have been in the front 
room, and this scenario may be more in line with the expected middle-class aspirations of a family 
like the Moroneys.  However, the additional room at the back showed evidence of multiple use and 
apparent male and female spaces, sewing and smoking as well as food consumption, and supports 
the second idea.   
 
Both ideas paint an interesting picture of a household straddling the cusp of the working and middle 
classes through their use of space.  The piano in particular creates considerable juxtaposition with 
the apparent use of the kitchen.  Linda Young, in her analysis of 19th-century ‘habitus’ in Sydney, 
observes that ’pianos represented specially the genteel skill of women, evidence both of personal 
refinement and of the ability to entertain others.  Practising music was a deliriously unproductive 
means of passing time at home, displaying a lady as rich enough to afford idle time’.3  This very 
public face of Mary Moroney, whether or not the piano was purchased, the advertisement in the 
Herald served the same purpose, contrasts with the somewhat pedestrian nature of the ceramic 
assemblage and what appears to be an ultra-resourceful use of space in the kitchen. 
 
The anomaly of the Moroney’s use of space in the kitchen relative to their poorer neighbours and 
their relatively affluent position warrants further study on the underfloor deposits of middle-class 
or lower-middle class households.   
 
5.2.3 Is there evidence for cottage crafts or other unrecorded professions or works in the area? 
There was evidence of sewing being undertaken on a relatively large scale for a domestic household 
at Houses 13 and 19.  Evidence for sewing came from the underfloor accumulations beneath the 
kitchens of all houses and in the addition to the rear of House 13.  Despite the large number of 

                                                           
3 Young 2004: 124, 201-220. 
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sewing-related items at Houses 13 and 19, percentages of items classified by function or activity 
were remarkably similar across all houses, regardless of apparent wealth or poverty.  However, 
further analysis of the items indicated some small differences in the assemblages.  For instance the 
artefacts associated with sewing from the underfloor deposits of House 13 showed a level of 
versatility and range of equipment that might indicate a commercial undertaking or else a 
sophisticated expression of a lady’s leisure befitting the middle-class aspirations of someone like 
Mary Ann Moroney. 
 
The latter explanation may be a more appealing interpretation of the assemblage if we subscribe to 
the notion that there should be a distinguishing expression of status within the Moroney’s artefacts.  
Mary Ann owned the house she lived in at No. 13 and the house next door at No. 11.  Lawrence and 
Davies have observed that it was the ‘more affluent women’ of the 19th century that ‘had the 
leisure time to produce fancywork, embroidering, crocheting, and beading the cushion-covers, 
lampshades, tablecloths and antimacassars that adorned the fashionable Victorian drawing room’.4  
While we would not presume that the Moroneys had the luxury of a fashionable drawing room, it is 
certainly likely that they aspired to have one, and the expression of status through this medium 
may explain its absence in the rest of the assemblage. 
 
In order to shed further light on the nature of the sewing practices at No. 13, the Moroney’s sewing 
assemblage can be usefully compared to that of House 15 at the CSR site, where artefact analysis of 
underfloor deposits from several houses revealed the presence of a commercial sewing endeavour 
by at least one of the occupants at (CSR) House 15.5  The two assemblages (CSR House 15 and 
Steam Mill Street House 13) shared certain characteristics that their neighbours’ assemblages did 
not, such as the presence of more specialised tools, the greater variety within each artefact type 
and the sheer quantity of sewing-related and clothing-related artefacts relative to the other houses 
in the street.  However, the proportion of the corpus of artefacts represented by sewing-related 
objects was different in both cases.   
 
At the CSR site, House 15 contained a far greater proportion of sewing-related artefacts relative to 
other types than was found at the neighbouring properties, further cementing the interpretation of 
commercial sewing at the premises.6  In contrast, at Steam Mill Street, comparison of the 
underfloor deposit beneath the kitchen of No. 13 with its neighbours revealed a very similar 
proportion of sewing-related artefacts to other types.  However, while the relative amount of 
sewing activity was similar to the adjacent households, it was of a more creative nature at No. 13.  
For instance, the proportion of beads was far higher at House 13 (40.1% compared to 27.6% at 
House 19 and just 8.5% at House 7) and in number alone the beads at House 13 far outstripped 
those in neighbouring houses, 894 compared to 348 at House 19 and just 25 at House 7.  In 
addition, this comparison only refers to material from the kitchen at House 13.  When the beads 
from the addition at the back of the house are included, the numbers are even more persuasive. A 
further 138 beads representing 33.6 per cent of the total assemblage from that room. 
 
There is arguably evidence for either commercial sewing being undertaken at House 13 or possibly 
more leisurely activity depending on the view taken of the assemblage.  Interestingly, Lawrence and 
Davies argue that the proportion of bobbins to pins in an assemblage can be indicative of 
decoration versus plain sewing, noting that the ratio of bobbins to pins at the Little Lon site (1:92) 
compared to those at the Viewbank site (1:28) indicates that the women at Viewbank spent 
proportionately more time on decoration, in keeping with the leisurely standards of their class.7  If 

                                                           
4 Lawrence & Davies 2011: 315.  
5 Casey 2004. 
6 Casey 2004: 38. 
7 Lawrence & Davies 2011: 316. 
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we were to use this measure at House 13, we would surely interpret the assemblage as 
overwhelmingly representing plain sewing, with a bobbin to pin ratio of 1:314.  If we measured 
using only lacemaking bobbins it would be 1:628. 
 
House 19 also had a considerable amount of sewing-related material in its underfloor deposit, 
including some items which suggested similar activities or attitudes to those displayed at House 13.  
However, a comparison of these deposits may not be entirely appropriate.  The high number of all 
types of artefact in the underfloor deposit beneath the front room of House 19 is no doubt a 
reflection of the intensive use of that space when it was the only ground floor room in the house.   
 
Because it effectively represents 100 percent of the ground floor use for around 20 years, the 
underfloor deposit in this room is likely to skew interpretation when compared to the other houses 
in the street in terms of artefact numbers.  This is because the other houses had at least one more 
ground floor room in which similar activities could hypothetically be undertaken, despite those 
rooms not having a comparable underfloor build-up in which those activities could have been 
represented archaeologically.  It is therefore possible that some activities appear over-represented 
in the front room of House 19 when compared to a single room in a house that had at least one 
other on the ground floor. 
 
When this is considered, House 13 stands out dramatically in terms of artefact numbers and in 
particular, sewing-related material.  However, further comparable studies are needed to be able to 
more accurately interpret the assemblage at No. 13. 

 
5.2.4 The material culture associated with the 19th-century occupation of the Darling Quarter 
site has the ability to inform us about day-to-day issues associated with the lives of the residents 
of the area.  The material culture can provide information on living standards, construction of 
gender identity and the nature of childhood.   
 
Gender Identity and Childhood8 
Some of the toys found in the underfloor deposits were traditionally played with by girls but may 
also have had an underlying religious or ritual purpose.  The most interesting were two similar 
intact small glazed porcelain dolls (a Frozen Charlotte or bathing doll type) found in Houses 13 and 
19 that could be easily carried in a pocket or purse.  They depict girls wearing caps who were 
praying, one standing (Vol 3, Section 8.2, Figure 3.59) and the other kneeling (Vol 3, Section 8.2, 
Figure 3.48, Figure 4.19).  Both dolls were made in Germany from c.1860-1890.9  The bulging bellies 
on the dolls are slightly odd and suggest pregnancy.  Although these dolls may be just plumply 
rendered it is possible that they were used by their owner as fertility votives.  In general such dolls 
were part of teaching young girls about Christian (Catholic?) belief and their future dutiful role in 
society.  Other small non-praying porcelain dolls and ornamental figurines found in the houses were 
part of this behavioural training.   
 
The largest variety was found in House 19 (Vol 3, Section 8.2, Figure 3.59).  They included a ‘Punch’ 
doll from a Punch and Judy set and religious figurines of a baby (Jesus?) in a basket and Madonna.  
The latter may have been part of a Catholic nativity group placed in a small shrine.  The occurrence 
of possible religious votive dolls (see below), toy teasets and ornamental figurines in both houses 13 
and 19 indicates a particular close connection between some of the female occupants.  Although no 
Catholic medals or statues were found in House 13 there may have been a friendship between 
religious women and/or their daughters who could have played together.  More common in the 

                                                           
8 This information has been taken from Stocks, R.  2013 Miscellaneous, Organics and Non-structural Metals Report Darling 
Quarter, Darling Harbour, Vol 3, Section 8.2.  
9 Coleman & Coleman n.d.; Fawdrey & Fawdrey 1979; Goodfellow 1993; Hillier 1968; Lima 2012. 
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other houses were porcelain dolls of lesser quality, which were meant to be bathed by girls as if 
they were babies. 
 
Day-to-Day Living 
The material from the underfloor deposits of the houses on Steam Mill Street suggests that the 
inhabitants lived in intensively occupied spaces where a variety of activities would have taken place 
at different times of the day.  This was true of all of the houses in Steam Mill Street regardless of 
the perceived status of the occupants. There was no real indication of the difference in standards of 
living from the types or styles of artefacts found in the underfloor deposits, as all were relatively 
unremarkable in that they were easily available and able to be replaced cheaply. However, the 
types of artefacts and their frequency indicated something of the day-to-day life of the inhabitants.  
In particular, the underfloor deposit from House 19 suggested that the inhabitants were resourceful 
but nevertheless frustrated with their space on a day-to-day basis. 
 
The inclusion of some artefacts contained in the underfloor deposit of House 19 could not be easily 
explained through the usual causes of instant loss, an object disappears through a gap in the floor 
as soon as it is dropped and cannot be retrieved, or through actions of sweeping or cleaning.  Pins, 
marbles and possibly thimbles might most commonly belong in the first category, while fragments 
of broken smoking pipes, ceramics and glass might be considered to be in the second.  However, 
some objects did not fit convincingly into either scenario.  The underfloor deposit beneath the front 
room of House 19 contained objects such as a purse frame, a horse buckle, a belt or horse buckle, a 
whistle and chain, a fiddle pattern teaspoon and bone knife or fork handles.  All of these items were 
relatively large, remarkably intact and were of a type and size that makes instant loss or sweeping 
an unconvincing but of course not impossible cause for their deposition. 
 
Considering the intensive use of the space that would have been necessary before the construction 
of the second ground floor room in House 19, and the use of space that we have seen 
demonstrated in the other houses above, it is possible that the deposition of these items is related 
to loss during storage and movement.  These two states would have been of a frequently occurring 
and highly dynamic nature in a room that was required to be used for different purposes at 
different times of the day.  This may mean that there was no dedicated spaces for certain objects to 
remain when not in use, and that objects may have been in a state of semi-mobile storage as the 
function of the room changed throughout the day.   
 
The action of moving and storing different items during the activities of the day may cause loss 
when objects are temporarily stored inappropriately; such as on the floor under a table, next to the 
fireplace or next to furniture or even forgotten, possibly fallen behind furniture during temporary 
storage.  In this way it might be possible to suggest that there was a certain dynamism to the 
changing state of the living space in House 19 that was not always efficient or satisfactory.  It might 
serve to explain the presence of horse and belt buckles as well as cutlery and objects such as the 
purse frame in the underfloor deposits.  This way of understanding living space allows for the 
consideration of objects and spaces when they are not directly in use but are nevertheless active.  
More importantly it offers an insight into the day-to-day living conditions of working-class or lower 
middle-class families, and suggests that the living space was one that was constantly reimagined as 
it was reorganised throughout the day.  Objects of the kind described at House 19 were found in the 
underfloor deposits of all of the houses.  Rather than disorder or carelessness, it may reflect the 
perpetual cycle of transferring objects from location to location, as surfaces are needed or become 
available, and the inevitable loss or breakage that occurs because of such actions. 
 
This idea could be usefully tested by comparing these deposits to houses where semi-permanent or 
permanent storage of items is likely to have existed for objects not directly in use, and where 



741 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Archaeological Investigation 2008-2010 

Darling Quarter, Darling Harbour 

spaces are dedicated to the performance of only one or two tasks.  Such conditions are likely to 
have existed in middle class houses and certainly in upper class residences. 
 
 
5.3 Landscape Archaeology 
The exploration of how the landform of Darling Harbour was altered during the 19th and 20th 
centuries is fascinating as it testifies to the need for more land in specific locations.  It represents the 
development of urban pressures as early as the 1830s to concentrate industry with the main transport 
network, shipping, so as to aid distribution of their products and the importation of the goods they 
need.  The ability of people to be able to transform mud flats into useful land and be able to add on 
wharfage that is then far enough into the harbour to provide safe mooring for ships bringing in cargo 
and taking away produced goods.  The alteration and manipulation of the landform of Darling Harbour 
has been part of its story for the last 200 years.  The methods and means by which the landform was 
altered can tell us much about those who undertook the projects, development of Sydney as a port, 
urbanisation and industrialisation.   
 
The archaeological excavation at Darling Quarter provided an opportunity to examine the 19th-century 
waterfront, its transformation, and role in the development of Sydney as an industrialised port and 
economic growth of the colony.  Reclamation and the development of maritime infrastructure on the 
eastern foreshore of Darling Harbour began as early as 1810.  By the 1850s it was peppered with 
privately-owned wharves that serviced many industries and merchants.  A complex mix of advances in 
shipping technology, railway development, industrialisation, economic growth and changes in the 
harbour environment throughout the 19th and into the 20th century meant that Darling Harbour’s 
maritime infrastructure was almost constantly either in need of or in the process of being remodelled 
and upgraded.  In private ownership until 1900, the wharf facilities on the eastern foreshore varied in 
quality and adequacy in relation to the finances, capabilities and needs of the individual businesses that 
owned them.  Following the resumptions in 1900, the redevelopment of the Darling Harbour 
waterfront became more controlled and systematic under government management.   
 
The archaeology of foreshores such as the 19th-century Darling Harbour waterfront is multi-faceted 
and can be approached in terms of landscape, environmental and maritime archaeology, urbanisation, 
industrialisation and the archaeology of capitalism.  As such, the archaeology of the Darling Quarter site 
is worthy of further in-depth research and analysis.   
 
The following is a response to the individual research questions relating to landscape archaeology and 
the Darling Quarter site.  These research questions and other detailed discussions relating to the 
natural environment, transformation, changing use, reclamation, development of maritime 
infrastructure and early local industries, and early colonial entrenpreneurs are also presented in 
Section 3.2 – Natural Environment, Section 3.3 – Aboriginal Occupation (also Vol 3, Section 8.9), Section 
3.4 – Early Foreshore Use 1788-1820s, Section 3.5 – Barker’s Mill, Jetty and Pond 1825 to 1870s and 
Section 3.6 – Reclamation and Land Consolidation 1825 to 1870s.   
 
5.3.1 What was the nature of the original landform and what plant species were found in this 
area? 
In recreating the pre-1788 landscape, underlying geology and soils can suggest the plant 
communities and fauna that once populated Sydney Harbour.  Crucial works such as Benson & 
Howell’s Taken for Granted10 and more recently the comprehensive study of the ecology of 
Pyrmont by Broadbent11 have informed our view of Sydney’s and Darling Harbour’s natural 
landscape.  Historical records such as early accounts, paintings, etchings and surveys can also add to 

                                                           
10 Benson & Howell 1990. 
11 Broadbent 2010. 
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the description of the topography and natural environment at the advent of British settlement.  Of 
course these early sources are not always accurate, but combined with modern scientific analysis 
they can help us create a model for a broad view of Darling Harbour prior to British settlement.   
 
Archaeological evidence of the prehistoric physical landscape and topography, soils, pollens and 
organic matter, such as wood and shell, can test and further refine this model.  The Darling Quarter 
excavation uncovered the physical remains of the original eastern foreshore, including the 
sandstone shoreline and intertidal sand flat, long since buried below reclamation fills and modern 
development.  Environmental sampling allowed for analysis of the fossil pollens and soil properties.  
Samples of wood and marine shell from contexts predating the first development in the 1820s also 
provided further evidence and insight into the natural environment, of both the site and the 
broader Darling Harbour area.   
 
Combining the geological, historical and archaeological evidences, the natural foreshore of the site 
can be reconstructed.  This is key to understanding why, and how this site was initially developed to 
include a substantial jetty and mill pond servicing Barker’s flour mill in the 1820s.  The nature of the 
foreshore also facilitated successful large-scale reclamation in the 1830s and 1840s that created 
both valuable harbour-fronting sites for industry and land for housing development.   
 
Using Darling Quarter as a case study, the reconstruction of the natural environment is also useful 
in demonstrating the environmental impacts of 19th-century development and industrialisation.  
Environmental change is also considered part of the reason for the pattern of continuous 
redevelopment of the harbour waterfront, in particular the maritime infrastructure servicing the 
industries established on Darling Harbour.  Increasing levels of pollution and shoaling around the 
initial wharfage and jetties led to a decrease in water depths and suitability for shipping.  This was 
corrected by either wharf and jetty extension or periodic dredging.  Subsidence and erosion of the 
made-land led to almost continuous levelling and ground consolidation throughout the 19th 
century.   
 
The model for the natural environment of the site has been created from analysis of the geology 
and soil types, descriptions from early sources, illustrations and surveys.  The Darling Quarter site is 
located on the eastern foreshore of Darling Harbour.  The site included a bay or cove with intertidal 
sand or mudflat abutting a rocky sandstone shore.  Offshore, the harbour waters were shallow, 
recorded on an early chart as being just three or so feet at low tide.  To the south, the head of the 
harbour consisted of extensive mudflats that supported mangrove and saltmarsh plant 
communities.  Benson & Howell suggest that mudflats, and therefore mangrove, extended 
northwards past the Darling Quarter site.  To the immediate east, the site was fringed with swamp 
forest species such as Swamp Mahogany and Swamp Oak.  Further east, the Hawkesbury sandstone 
ridge supported woodland including Red Bloodwood, Scribbly Gum, Banksia and She Oak.  On early 
historic plans, a creek or watercourse, with perhaps a tributary, entered into the harbour within the 
site.  The estuarine sand or mudflat environment supported a number of shell species such as 
Sydney cockle, an abundant resource at the time of British settlement.   
 
The archaeological evidence further refined this model.  Open area excavation in Areas 6, 5 and 9 
confirmed that the rocky shoreline changed trajectory as the early surveys indicate, thereby 
creating a sheltered bay or cove to the south.  The intertidal area was mostly formed with coarse 
grey sands with very little evidence for substantial build-up of silts or other mudflat material.  Fossil 
pollens from the sand flat material and other natural deposits indicate that the immediate area was 
dominated by swamp forest species, with a minor mangrove component.  Also confirming this, the 
wood samples from the Aboriginal midden site were identified as Casuarina glauca or Swamp Oak.  
The evidence from the Darling Quarter site discounts the existence of mudflat in this location.  
Instead, extensive sand flats stretched from the shore for up to 50m at low tide.  This means that 
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mangroves and saltmarsh species of mudflat habitats in the southern part of Darling Harbour 
appear not to be dominant further north.   
 
The mouth of the predicted creek would have been located just within the site boundaries, and the 
archaeological evidence does support its existence.  Analysis of soil samples from Area 9, within the 
cove or bay area, and close to the shore where the creek is likely to have existed, confirm 
freshwater influences during the late Holocene.  In fact, this area may have once been a shallow 
freshwater lagoon, protected behind a sandbank or other such naturally formed feature.  This 
freshwater lagoon may not have been long-lasting or permanent, and it is not known with certainty 
that it existed in the natural environment in the early decades of British settlement.  The fern 
spores identified within a natural deposit in Area 9 originated from a damp habitat nearby, such as 
a creek bed.  Such evidence suggests the creek existed prior to British settlement, though none 
were recorded on early surveys.  Lending further support to the creek-fed freshwater lagoon 
interpretation, was that this area later became Barker’s mill pond, a structure intended to retain 
freshwater from channelized watercourses running towards the harbour from the northeast.     
 
Samples from an ancient shell bed below the water table contained a wide range of estuarine 
species.  Within the sample was a high proportion of Sydney cockle, common to intertidal sand flat 
habitats.  Shells from the Aboriginal midden mostly consisted of cockle.  The dominance of cockle 
shells within the natural environment certainly supports the historic accounts and gives substance 
to the name Cockle Bay.  Also identified in the ancient shell bed were mud and rock oyster, and club 
mud whelk.  Rock oysters, as the name suggests, attach to rocks in the mid to low tide range, and in 
the pre-1788 environment were attached to the rocky shore.  Mud oysters were also noted by 
Europeans in the late 18th century to be in abundance in the estuaries of Sydney Harbour.  It would 
seem from the shell samples that they were not abundant in the natural environment of the Darling 
Quarter site.  This may explain why mud oyster was not found within the Aboriginal midden 
material, rather than their absence being explained by a cultural preference for or easier harvesting 
of cockle over mud oyster in this locality.    
 
The radiocarbon age determination of cockle shell samples from the natural deposits yielded a wide 
range in age.  Shell from the ancient shell bed were several thousands of years old, and the two 
dates obtained were almost a couple of thousand of years apart.  Above the shell bed were deep 
deposits of grey sands, the surface of which contained organic detritus such as twigs and other 
plant-related litter typical of an intertidal sand flat.  Shell and pollen within these layers displayed a 
range of pre-1788 and post-1788 characteristics.  The archaeological evidence, in particular the 
environment samples, from the site illustrates the natural processes of harbour deposition in an 
intertidal sand flat environment.  Heavy organic material, such as shell, filters overtime through the 
sand and becomes trapped above the clay and sandstone floor, forming a shell bed over thousands 
of years.  During this process further sands and silts were deposited by harbour tidal movements, 
and from the rivers and creeks that flow into the harbour.  This action facilitates the movement of 
material through the sands, and also mixes the heavier content, such as the shell.   
 
Refining the model for the natural environment of the Darling Quarter site is important in 
understanding why and how this location developed in the 19th century.  The natural attributes of 
the site and its extensive intertidal sand flat both necessitated and facilitated the establishment a 
substantial jetty that included an area of reclaimed land for Barker’s mill in the 1820s.  The likely 
existence of a natural lagoon fed with freshwater from a creek became an obvious location for the 
mill pond to retain water for the mill’s steam engine.  The success of the extensive reclamation 
projects undertaken by Barker and Brooks in the 1830s and 1840s was partly due to the existence of 
these sand flats.   
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5.3.2 How has this part of Darling Harbour evolved over time? 
For many years prior to British settlement, the natural environment and food resources of eastern 
foreshore of Darling Harbour were exploited by the local Aboriginal population.  Multiple Aboriginal 
sites have been identified near the Darling Quarter site, including stone tool scatters, shell middens, 
and engravings, all within 3km of the Darling Quarter site.12  The KENS site, one kilometre to the 
north of Darling Quarter and in a similar proximity to Darling Harbour yielded close to 1000 
artefacts and dated from 2,800 BP to British arrival.13  Within the Darling Quarter site the remains 
of an Aboriginal shell midden located on a rocky outcrop above the high tide level in Area 5 
provided further archaeological evidence for Aboriginal utilisation of the food resources of Darling 
Harbour.  As suggested by its former name Cockle Bay, Sydney Cockle (Anadara trapezia) was an 
abundant species around the intertidal areas of the harbour.  The midden consisted of over 90 per 
cent adult cockle shell mixed with ash and charcoal waste from cooking fires.  It also contained 
stone artefacts that provided evidence for trade links with inland regions.  The inclusion of rounded 
pebbles, marine grit and water-worn shell within the midden material suggest that it was subject to 
erosion and re-deposition by natural tidal actions. 

 
Following British settlement, the surrounding landscape and environment changed rapidly, and 
Darling Harbour began to be used in a very different way.  Land was cleared of native trees and 
vegetation, allotments and streets were created, and buildings constructed.  Development was 
initially centred around Sydney Cove to the east, but a scattering of houses and businesses occupied 
waterfront land along the eastern foreshore of Darling Harbour by the first decade or so of the 
1800s.  The cockles that once provided food for the local Aboriginal community now became a raw 
material for the British settlers to produce lime for construction and agriculture.  Shell middens that 
had accumulated over centuries were processed and burnt to make lime.  Perhaps even the natural 
shell bed below the sands within the intertidal zone were extracted and processed.  Evidence for 
lime processing in the early decades of British settlement was found in Area 9 of the Darling 
Quarter site on land that was to become part of Barker’s mill.   

 
For those living and working on the eastern foreshore, access to the water was important as it was a 
means of transport as in the early 1800s the town’s road network was not extensive and did not 
include many connections to the harbour front.  An informal boat ramp across the intertidal sand 
flat between a rocky platform and the low tide level provided access to the harbour for small 
vessels.  The boat ramp was located in Area 6 on the shore of what was to become Cooper & 
Levey’s and later Barker’s mill, it was built prior to 1825 and with logs from locally available tree 
species.  Harbour sands containing a variety of woody detritus and other organic matter 
accumulated around and over the ramp.  Though a natural harbour process, the deposition of these 
sands perhaps could be viewed as evidence for the changing harbour environment and increased 
sedimentation due to erosion following land clearance in the surrounding areas.   
 
The analysis of the shell and pollen revealed evidence for the changes to the environment resulting 
from 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 

                                                           
12 Comber Consultants 2012, Vol 3, Section 8.9. 
13 Steele 2006. 
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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 
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.   
 
Prior to reclamation, wharf construction and development, the intertidal foreshore was desired, 
and it was claimed and utilised.  Some early grant holders of waterfront land at Sydney Cove 
fenced-off the intertidal zone at the mouth of the Tank Stream.14  Evidence for enclosing the 
intertidal sand flat was also found at the Darling Quarter site.  Captain Richard Brooks was the first 
landholder to develop a business on land associated with the site.  He established a slaughterhouse 
just to the east of the site boundary.  Brooks identified the potential of the intertidal sand flat 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 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 value of waterfront land increased as the local and colonial economy, trade and industry 
developed.  Darling Harbour’s close proximity to the town and its natural attributes led to it being 
developed to provide port facilities and land for mills, manufactories, shipyards and various 
mercantile businesses.  Maritime infrastructural development began with the construction of the 
Market Wharf at the bottom of Market Street in 1810.  The location of this wharf certainly 
influenced the future development of the waterfront and the city as Darling Harbour subsequently 

                                                           
14 Meehan’s 1807 plan; McLoughlin 2000: 187.   
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became the focus for its commercial and industrial activity.  By the 1830s there were numerous 
other wharf developments on the eastern side of the harbour supporting various commercial, 
mercantile and industrial businesses.  By the end of the 1840s, the eastern foreshore had been 
completely transformed and was almost entirely fronted by timber wharfage.  Darling Harbour had 
by this time become Sydney’s main industrial and commercial hub.  The main phase of reclamation 
and wharf construction at the Darling Quarter site was undertaken during this initial period of rapid 
development in the first half of the 19th century.   
 
5.3.3 How many times was the landform remade within the study area and were the different 
properties reclaimed at different times?  
Based on cartographic analysis, historical records and archaeological evidence the reclamation of 
the Darling Quarter site was undertaken in six phases (Figure 5.1) between 1825 and the 1870s: 

 Phase 1: 1825 to Early 1830s 

 Phase 2: 1830s to Early 1840s 

 Phase 3: 1840s 

 Phase 4: Early to Mid 1850s 

 Phase 5: Late 1850s  

 Phase 6: 1860s to Early 1870s 
 

 
Figure 5.1: There were six identifiable phases of reclamation at the Darling Quarter site between the mid 

1820s and the early 1870s.  The reclamation was undertaken by the individual property owners at 
roughly the same times.  The location of the original shoreline (black line) and the basement and 
public domain excavation areas (purple outlines).  The background plan is the 1822 survey showing 
the original shoreline.  Extract from Vol 4, Section 9, Plan 9.11, Cryerhall.    
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By the mid-1820s the site was associated with two properties: Cooper & Levey owned the largest 
allotment to the north and to the south the land was owned by Captain Richard Brooks.  Cooper & 
Levey undertook one of the earliest private reclamations on Darling Harbour by constructing a long 
jetty in c.1825 as part of their mill complex development.  Thomas Barker purchased the mill and 
lands in 1827, and through the 1830s he undertook extensive reclamation and had sold-off the 
waterfront allotments he created by the mid 1840s.  Smaller reclamation and wharf construction 
and remodelling projects were undertaken by individual waterfront land owners between the 1840s 
and the 1870s.  To the south, Brooks’ land was also reclaimed.  This was done in three phases 
between the 1830s and early 1850s.  Reclamation at different properties was undertaken during the 
same time periods.  Following reclamation of the intertidal foreshore and deeper harbour areas to 
create the main wharf front by the 1850s, the reclaimed land was continuously levelled and 
consolidated.  Following resumptions in 1900, further reclamation, levelling and wharf remodelling 
was undertaken.   
 
5.3.4 What different materials and means were used, and what was the depth of the 
reclamation at each stage?  
The materials used for reclamation varied through the various phases and between property 
owners.  Cooper & Levey appeared to use material sources from their own construction activities 
on the site.  Redeposited natural harbour sands were the dominant fill type and were likely upcast 
or spoil from excavation work associated with the mill pond construction or from localised dredging 
or landscaping of the intertidal sand flat.  Historical records or references to dredges being used in 
the 1820s have not been located during research for this excavation report.  Dredged or excavated 
silts and mud were used to reclaim at the head of the harbour in the 1830s and were recorded at 
the Paddy’s Market site.15  The first references to or illustrations of steam-powered dredges and 
dredged material being used for reclamation is in the 1840s during the construction of Semi-Circular 
Quay at Sydney Cove.16  Dredged harbour sands were more frequently deposited as reclamation 
material from the mid 19th century.  Using dredged material as reclamation fill was a much cheaper 
option than disposing of it at sea.17  Current (2013) excavations at Barangaroo Headland by Austral 
have revealed dredged harbour sand was used as reclamation fill by the shipbuilder Cuthbert.18  
Dredged harbour sands and silts were also used as part of the reclamation process from the 1850s 
at Farm Cove.19  Further research may provide supporting evidence for this apparent earlier use of a 
dredge by Cooper & Levey.  As of yet, no information regarding the use of convicts for private 
reclamation projects have been found in the historical records.20  Convicts were used in the 
government-initiated construction of Semi-Circular Quay.21 
 
Fills of sandstone rubble and coarse sand were also represented in this early phase of reclamation.  
Again, the concurrent construction of the mill complex and excavation for the mill pond may have 
been the source of fill material for the reclamation.  Otherwise, spoil from any other nearby land-
based construction or quarrying activity could have provided fills.  There was a notable absence of 
artefacts and industrial waste material in the sampled Cooper & Levey reclamation fills.  Foreshore 
reclamation works provided a convenient and accepted method of waste disposal in cities around 

                                                           
15 Godden Mackay 1993: 44. 
16 McLoughlin 2000: 187; a steam-powered bucket dredge at work in Sydney Cove is illustrated in an 1842 painting by JS 
Prout (Section 3.6, Figure 3.6.110).  
17 McLaughlin 2000: 184. 
18 Austral Archaeology undertook excavations of Cuthbert’s Shipyard in association with the Barangaroo Headland 
development in 2013.  Preliminary findings from the excavation, including Cuthbert’s mid 19th-century reclamation, were 
presented by Alan Hay and Justin McCarthy at the SHAP workshop and ASHA conference in 2013.   
19 Casey & Lowe 2013b: 29. 
20 Research on this matter was not exhaustive and further research may reveal either direct or indirect information 
regarding this matter.  
21 Ashton 2008, Clone 1961. 
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the world and therefore tend to be artefact-rich.22  However, Sydney in the 1820s was not yet a city 
with a large urban population and booming industry, and a municipal waste disposal system.  As 
such, there was not a huge amount of waste to end up as land fill along the Darling Harbour 
foreshore.  This symbiotic relationship of municipal waste disposal needs and requirement for 
reclamation became more widespread, and documented, in the latter half of the 19th century 
following the incorporation of the city.23  In fact, the backfill of Barker’s mill pond in the early 1860s 
provided the only clear archaeological evidence for the possible disposal of municipal waste as part 
of a remediation or reclamation event at the site.   
 
The main phase of reclamation at the site was undertaken during the 1830s by Thomas Barker and 
Richard Brooks’ estate.  The materials Barker used to reclaim the intertidal sand flat differed from 
those used earlier by Cooper & Levey.  Instead of redeposited harbour sands, Barker used a 
combination of dense or heavy clays and shales, with layers of crushed sandstone and rubble.  
These clays, shales and sandstone were freely available as they all formed the natural strata in the 
surrounding area.  This type of material was far more suited to reclamation fills than the 
unconsolidated and soft harbour sands mostly used by Cooper & Levey.  Consistent with the earlier 
phase of reclamation, the fills Barker used were more than likely sourced from the surrounding 
area, though in Barker’s case, not from within his own property.  Spoil and extracted material from 
nearby construction and quarrying activities were probably disposed of or reused as reclamation fill.  
Barker’s main phase of reclamation was likely to have been undertaken over a period of time in the 
1830s, though it is not known whether this was months or years.  Reclamation may have been still 
been on-going in the late 1830s when a major public engineering project was undertaken to level 
the nearby Haymarket area:  

Up to the middle of last year (1837) the ascent of Brickfield Hill was not only steep and difficult 
but actually dangerous...ultimately the government took up the matter and during the last nine 
months the ascent has been rendered completely safe and easy for all kinds of carriages...The 
inclined plane of the ascent has been considerably lengthened by cutting and paring off the high 
part of the road, and the materials from the top being conveyed to the south or lower 
extremity, have there been successfully employed for the purpose of raising that 
compartment...upwards of 1,000,000 cubic feet of rubbish changes its situation by manual 

labour a great portion of which being solid rock.24  

Though it cannot be confirmed through historical sources,25 it may be that some of the material 
excavated from the levelling of Brickfield Hill and other associated remediation of the 
Brickfield/Haymarket area ended up as reclamation fill at Barker’s property on Darling Harbour.    
 
Increased industrialisation and urbanisation of the area in the 1830s was also evident from the 
reclamation fills.  Between layers of clays, shales and crushed sandstones, were occasional deposits 
of industrial waste.  This material consisted of granules of clinker, charcoal, coke, cinder, slag 
nodules, other burnt material, stone pebbles and grit.  Such waste originates from steam-engine 
boilers, incinerators, foundries and smithies.  These sorts of activities, industries and trades were 
becoming increasingly more numerous in the area.  Industrial waste material was not an ideal 
reclamation fill as it was porous, loose and not easily consolidated.  Its appearance within Barker’s 
reclamation likely represents both the opportunistic use and disposal of this material by Barker and 
surrounding industries.   

                                                           
22 For example, several archaeological excavations of medieval and post-medieval waterfront sites in Dublin undertaken 
by the author provided archaeological evidence that household and industrial waste from the city was used to reclaim the 
foreshore, and these deposits contained numerous artefacts relating to the domestic life, trade, commercial and industrial 
activity in the city.   
23 See Section 3.5.11.3 for a discussion on municipal waste disposal practices in the 19th century.   
24 Maclehose 1839: 69-70. 
25 Historical research for this project while extensive has not been exhaustive and further research may clarify this.   
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Though some more artefacts were noted in the reclamation fills used by Barker in the 1830s there 
was still no evidence for co-ordinated domestic or trade refuse disposal as part of the reclamation 
process.  The few artefacts from Barker’s reclamation fills were consistent with domestic waste and 
also waste from timber working, perhaps from the construction of the associated timber wharf that 
formed the western edge of the reclaimed land.  These may be representative of incidental disposal 
and inclusion within the fills.  They may have been included within the fills at the source of the fill or 
at the reclamation site.   
 
To the south of Barker’s land, the reclamation of Brooks’ property was undertaken in three phases 
between the 1830s and early 1850s.  The archaeological evidence indicates that similar methods 
and materials were used to reclaim the intertidal sand flat.  Instances of artefact inclusions were 
notably increased in the second phase of reclamation associated with the construction of Flood’s 
Wharf in the 1840s.  The ceramics, glass, leather and animal bone included within the reclamation 
fills were associated with domestic, trade and industrial waste.  The increase in artefacts in the fills 
dating from the 1840s is linked with the increasing urbanisation of Sydney and the surrounding 
area.  Though there was a notable increase in the number and variety of artefacts it is not evidence 
for more organised disposal of municipal waste at the reclamation site.  The waste may have been 
dumped during the reclamation process or included at the source.  The animal bone did display 
signs of secondary deposition.   
 
At the Darling Quarter site, the western limit of reclamation was largely established by the early 
1850s.  Several small-scale wharf redevelopments were undertaken between the early 1850s and 
the 1870s by the individual businesses occupying the wharf such as the PN Russell foundry (Figure 
3.6.13; Vol 4: Plan 9.11).  The reclaimed landform underwent continuous levelling and consolidation 
from the off-set, and especially in the latter half of the 19th century.  The ground level established 
by the initial phases of reclamation and levelling by the early 1850s was on the landward side at 
around RL 1.4m to 1.5m (about 1m above high tide level).  Toward the harbour front the level 
dropped to between RL 0.9m and 1.2m (between 400mm and 700mm above high tide).  Levelling 
throughout the next 30 or so years resulted in the ground being raised by a further 500mm or so 
with a resulting ground level between RL 1.6m and 1.8m.  By the end of the century, the slope in 
the reclaimed land toward the harbour was corrected with more and deeper deposits of levelling 
fills.   
 
The method and materials used for this levelling and consolidation work were quite distinct and 
different to the bulk reclamation fills employed to raise the ground above the high tide level.  Fills 
consisting of industrial waste, mixed clays and sandstone fragments, sands and shales were 
successively deposited and spread thinly across the ground before being compacted.  This method 
is similar to road building where layers of differing sized materials are laid and compacted to form a 
surface with enough structural integrity to withstand a degree of wear-and-tear and erosion.  On 
one hand levelling was undertaken to create durable yard surfaces for the various businesses 
occupying the wharf.  It was also part of the reclamation process.  Throughout the latter half of the 
19th-century, advances in shipping and steam-powered engine technology enabled larger vessels 
with greater draughts to be built.  This resulted in the need to redevelop the wharf frontage, and 
the associated rise in ground level of the adjoining yard areas meant the land remained viable and 
useful.   
 
5.3.5 How was the new landform used?  
Reclamation was a necessary component in the construction of wharf facilities at Darling Harbour.  
The process of reclamation and the fill used allowed for the timber wharf structures to be anchored 
to the land and to provide structural stability.  Reclamation also resulted in large areas of flat land 
at the base of the steep and sloping land that leads to eastern shore of Darling Harbour.  These 
relatively large and flat properties with wharf frontage became an integral part of the port facilities 
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and as such were vital in the development of a local economy based on industry, manufacturing and 
trade in the 19th century.  The reclaimed landforms along the eastern side of Darling Harbour 
became the location for engineering works and iron foundries, flour mills, sawmills and timber 
yards, gas works, shipyards, coal yards, builder supply yards, goods depots and warehouses storing 
goods and produce imported from and awaiting export to the hinterland, colonies and 
internationally.    
 
By the end of the 1830s at the Darling Quarter site, Thomas Barker had created a large amount of 
new land by reclaiming the foreshore fronting his large property holding (Figure 5.2).  His 
investment in reclamation was as a land speculation venture rather than creating land solely for his 
own use.  Darling Harbour’s waterfront land was fast becoming the main hub of private industrial 
and commercial enterprise.  Barker also intended to create land for residential development close 
to the new work places establishing along the harbour front.  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 particularly stagnated due to the 1840s economic depression. 
 
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 5.3).  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 5.4).   
 
 

 
Figure 5.2: 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.  
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Figure 5.3: 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 dashed yellow line 
indicates the original shoreline and to the west is reclaimed land.  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.  Cryerhall. 

 

 
Figure 5.4: 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.  Cryerhall.    
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5.3.6 What was the relationship between the reclaimed land and the wharfage?   
There was limited opportunity at the Darling Quarter site to investigate the reclamation of deeper 
harbour areas or the relationship between the reclaimed landform and timber wharf fronting it.  
Archaeological investigations associated with the Barangaroo South development site, located 
toward the northern end of Darling Harbour, provided an opportunity to record how contemporary 
reclamation of deeper water was undertaken.26  As there were no intertidal sand flat or rocky areas, 
the initial reclamation fills consisted of sandstone rubble or ballast.  This material was deposited to 
create a solid and stable platform between the harbour floor and the high tide level.  For most of 
the Darling Quarter site, this stable platform was already in place in the form of the intertidal sand 
flat.  Once the reclamation had reached the high tide level, layers of crushed sandstone, sandstone 
rubble, sand, clay and industrial waste were deposited and compacted.  If placed below the tide 
level such materials would erode and the reclaimed land become highly susceptible to subsidence.   
 
Though not demonstrated archaeologically, Barker’s and Brooks’ reclamation was probably retained 
at the western edge by either a stone seawall or timber revetment.  Such structures had a dual 
function.  Firstly they formed a solid barrier between the reclaimed land and the harbour, and 
thereby prevented tidal erosion of the landform.  Secondly they acted as footings or formed part of 
the rear or land-side structure of the timber wharf frontage.  Rubble sandstone and formal seawalls 
retained the edge of the reclamation at the Barangaroo South site, and later in the 19th century, 
timber-sheet piling was also used to build the outer revetment for the reclaimed land.  Revetments 
or other retention structures can also be used within the reclaimed land area to provide protection 
from the water during the reclamation process and also strength and stability to the new land.   
 
Archaeological remains of timber ‘reclamation boxes’ dating to the 12th century have been 
recorded in Dublin.27  Examples of timber and stone revetments or bulkheads have also been 
recorded at medieval and post-medieval archaeological sites elsewhere around Europe and at 
historic sites in America.28  Two roughly built stone revetment walls within reclamation dating to 
the 1840s were recorded at the Barangaroo South archaeological site.29  However, at the Darling 
Quarter site there were no such structures within the reclamation.  In this part of the harbour, the 
natural environment, both in terms of the foreshore topography and hydrology, allowed for 
reclamation to be undertaken successfully without the use of bulkheads or other internal 
revetments.  In the early 20th-century timber revetments were constructed perpendicular to the 
shore to aid large-scale reclamation of deeper water at and near the head of the harbour (Figure 
3.6.111).   
 
 
 
 

                                                           
26 The archaeological excavation of Barangaroo South was undertaken by Casey & Lowe in 2011-2012 and the final report 
of this investigation is progress.   
27 Cryerhall 2006: 22-23. 
28 MacDonald 2011: 42-67. 
29 Casey & Lowe 2012: 26-27. 


