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3.0 Historical Background 
 

3.1 Topography and settlement 
For almost fifty years from its establishment in 1788, the form of the British settlement at Sydney 
Cove was largely determined by the topography of its harbour setting and by the exigencies of its 
role as a penal settlement.  The dominant natural features of the cove were its spring of fresh 
water and good sheltered anchorage, which had determined Governor Phillip’s choice of the 
place in preference to Botany Bay.  The command structure of the settlement was its other major 
dynamic, expressed in physical form in the separation of its civil and military officers on either 
side of the stream and in the control of access to ships, stores and the waterfront.  By December 
1792 when Governor Phillip defined the boundaries of the settlement, the semblance of a plan 
had evolved.  By 1802 it had extended and crystallised into a town plan, parts of which can still be 
recognised (Fig. 2.1).  On the east side of the Tank Stream were Government House, a row of civil 
officers’ houses to the west and three large government stores in close proximity to the 
Government Wharf.  Running between these buildings three lines of road, from the bridge up to 
Government House, from the bridge along the shore line and from the side of Government House 

to the wharf, gave it a distinctive triangular form.7 
 

Figure 3.1: Sydney in 1802, drawn by Lesueur.  The red arrow indicates the triangular space later called 
Macquarie Place.  Kelly & Crocker (1978) Sydney Takes Shape.   

                                                      
7 M. Kelly & R. Crocker: Sydney Takes Shape. A collection of contemporary maps from Foundation to Federation (1978) 
pp 8-10. 
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While control of the waterfront was an essential component of the penal function of the 
settlement, this was rapidly challenged by private enterprise and trade, early features of Sydney 
society that provided ‘the keys to economic wealth and social success’.8  From 1792 town 
allotments in Sydney were available for lease and by the early 1800s enterprising individuals were 
building substantial residences and business premises for mercantile pursuits.  In the absence of 
any prescribed town plan, even the important water frontages of Sydney Cove and the mouth of 
the Tank Stream were available and private traders were to be found interspersed between 
government buildings at the heart of the settlement.  Some leases were even granted on the east 
side of the Tank Stream in close proximity to Government House.  In 1794 Shadrach Shaw was 
granted a lease with an 80 foot frontage ‘on the south east side of Sydney Cove’, within the area 
that was later to become Macquarie Place.  During Governor King’s administration, leases on the 
water frontage on the east side of the Tank Stream, north of the bridge, were given to Simeon 
Lord, Thomas Randal, Thomas Reiby and William Chapman.9  When Lord and Reiby built 
substantial business houses on their properties, these had street frontages facing southeast 
towards Government House while at the rear, their premises backed onto the waterfront at the 
mouth of the Tank Stream. 
 
 

3.2 Guarding the Governor 
At about the same time as these wealthy private individuals were building on their allotments; 
changes were made to the arrangements for guarding the approaches to Government House.  The 
old guard house by the bridge was pulled down and a new main guard house was built further up 
the hill and opposite the Commissary’s office which was immediately to the west of Government 
House.10  Completed in 1806, the new guard house was set at the corner of the road from the 
bridge and a new line of road down to the wharf, effectively marking the boundary of the grounds 
of Government House and guarding its main entrance.11 It also marked the southeast corner of 
the triangular piece of land between the civil officers’ houses, the grounds of Government House 
and the merchants’ houses.  The guard house and the private leases are shown in Meehan’s 
survey of Sydney drawn in October 1807 (Fig. 3.2).12 
 
In July 1807 Governor Bligh reminded the public of the ‘two lines of demarcation’ that had been 
drawn by Governor Phillip on the map of Sydney in 1792 and in particular of the area of land 
around Government House.  This, Governor Bligh’s notice stated, was ‘land particularly marked 
out as making part of The Domain of the Governor’s Residence’.13  It was, in fact, the first time 
that the term ‘Domain’ had been used to describe this land and in combination with the phrase 
‘of the Governor’s Residence’, its purpose was made quite clear.  This was the estate of 
Government House whose quiet enjoyment the Governor considered to be his.  Landscaping work 
was carried out, the ditch marking Phillip’s old boundary was re-dug and the Domain began to be 
defined as the exclusive preserve of the occupant of Government House.  The new guard house 
could not however protect Governor Bligh from the four hundred-strong party that marched up 
the hill to Government House on the evening of 26 January 1808 and it was left to his successor to 
continue his work in the Domain. 

                                                      
8 G. Aplin & G. Parsons: ‘Maritime trade: shipping and the early colonial economy’ in G Aplin (ed) : A difficult infant: 
Sydney before Macquarie (1988) p 161. 
9 R.J. Ryan (ed): Land Grants 1788-1809 (1974) pp 241, 242 & 244. 
10 The location of the old guard house is identified in Thomson’s ‘A View of Sydney Cove, New South Wales’ c.1800 in T. 
McCormick (ed): First Views of Australia 1788-1825 (1987) Plates 54 & 55. 
11 Sydney Gazette 10 February 1805 p 4 a-b and 9 March 1806 p 2a. 
12 M. Kelly & R. Crocker: Sydney Takes Shape. A collection of contemporary maps from Foundation to Federation (1978) 
p 12. 
13 Sydney Gazette 26 July 1807 p 1a. 
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Figure 3.2: James Meehan’s Plan of the Town of Sydney, 1807.  Kelly & Crocker (1978) Sydney Takes 
Shape.  

 

 

3.3 ‘The Ornament and Regularity of the Town’ 
In October 1810, nine months after taking up office as Captain General and Governor-in-Chief of 
New South Wales, Governor Lachlan Macquarie issued a number of orders intended to 
‘contribute to the Ornament and Regularity of the Town of Sydney, as well as to the Convenience, 
Accommodation, and Safety of the Inhabitants thereof’.  The town was to be divided into a 
number of districts each with its own watch house, new ‘regular and permanent names’ were 
given to existing streets and a number of new streets and lanes ‘recently formed and named’ 
were also defined.14  In the process of regularising and adding to the town’s street plan, the 
Governor also provided for a number of public spaces.  The existing common was re-named Hyde 
Park and was to be for the ‘Recreation and Amusement of the Inhabitants of the Town, and as a 
Field of Exercise for the Troops’; the area near the church would be made into a handsome 
‘Charlotte Square’; and the market would be moved to a new Market Square with its own wharf.  
 
Close to the Governor’s own residence it was intended ‘to remove all those old Buildings and 
Inclosures now on that space of Ground which is bounded by the Government Domain on the 
East, by the Judge-Advocate’s, Secretary’s, Chaplain’s, and Commissary’s Houses on the South, by 
the Spring of Water and Stream on the West, and by the Houses of Mr. Lord, Mr. Thompson and 
Mr. Reiby on the North’.  This space was to become an open area, was named ‘Macquarie Place’ 
and ‘is henceforth to be so denominated’.15  The intention to create an open space that would be 

                                                      
14 Sydney Gazette 6 October 1810 pp 1-2 & 27 October 1810 p 2 
15 Sydney Gazette 6 October 1810 p 1c 
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an ornament to the town was one of many improvements that were to be made under the 
Governor’s direction over the next ten years.  In the meantime ‘Soldiers, Sailors, and Inhabitants 
of the Town’ who had formerly bathed at all hours of the day at the Government Wharf (within 
view of Government House) were ordered to stop this ‘very indecent and improper Custom’ on 
pain of incarceration.16 
 

 

3.4 Macquarie Place 
Between 1810 and 1819 substantial changes were made to the area named Macquarie Place, to 
the enclave of civil officers’ residences that lined its southern side and to the ‘Domain of the 
Governor’s Residence’ to the east.  In the process Government House became much more private 
and its surrounds much less publicly accessible than had formerly been the case.  The first move 
in this direction saw the removal of the guard house that had been built just four years previously 
at the corner of what was now Macquarie Place. Its replacement was built immediately to the 
west of Government House across what had been the road down to the wharf and effectively cut 
off any access from the back of Government House to the cove, the wharf and the stores.17  On 
the south side of Macquarie Place, set back from it at some distance, new accommodation was 
provided for the Judge-Advocate Ellis Bent (1810-1812) the Governor’s Secretary, J. T. Campbell 
(1813), the Reverend William Cowper (1815) and for Judge Barron Field (1817).  These new 
residences, two of which were built to pattern book designs probably chosen by Mrs Macquarie, 
lined the road from the bridge to Government House and formed an effective backdrop to the 
nascent Macquarie Place.18 
 
On the other side of Government House a gentleman’s estate was being perfected.  The 
boundaries of the Domain were secured with stone walls and paling fences, shrubberies, avenues 
of trees and an ornamental arcade of vines were planted and a new garden was established on 
the site of the old government farm.  In 1816 the Domain was encompassed by Mrs Macquarie’s 
Road and could be enjoyed by ‘the respectable Class of persons … for innocent Recreation during 
the Day Time’.19  
 
Two weeks after the completion of this not inconsiderable task, its work force moved on to the 
next ornamental priority, as the Governor recorded in his diary:20 
 

Monday 1 July!  
This Day Nicholas Delaney’s Gang of Labourers commenced clearing and levelling 
that Piece of Ground in the Town of Sydney, adjoining the Government Domain 
called “Macquarie Place”, preparatory to its being enclosed by a Dwarf Stone Wall 
and Paling in the form of a Triangle. 
 

 

                                                      
16 Sydney Gazette 6 October 1810 p 2b. 
17 The new guard house can be seen in a panorama by Eyre published in 1812. 
18 James Broadbent: The Australian Colonial House. Architecture and Society in New South Wales 1788-1842 (1977) pp 
31-47 & 49-56. 
19 Sydney Gazette 17 October 1812 & 6 July 1816 p 1a and ‘List of buildings and works undertaken, now in progress or 
completed in new South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land since 1 Feb. 1810’ in Bigge Appendix Vol 133 p 57216 ff, 
Bonwick Transcripts BT 12 p 338 ff (Mitchell Library). 
20 Lachlan Macquarie’s diary entry for 1 July 1816, CYA 773 p 28 (Mitchell Library). 
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3.5 The Obelisk 
With work begun on Macquarie Place, the Governor entered into a contract on 19 September 
1816 with Edward Cureton, a stonemason and government overseer, for what was to be its 
central feature: 21 

‘to erect a very handsome Stone Obelisk in the Center of Macquarie Place, as an 
Ornament to this Part of the Town, and also for the purpose of measuring the Miles 
from to [sic] all the interior parts of the Colony. – The Obelisk is to be  feet [sic] High 
from the Surface of the ground, including the Pedestal but not the foundation.  – It is 
to cost Eighty five Pounds Sterling – and to be Completed within Six months from this 
date, according to the Plan & Elevation delivered to the contractor. – L.M.’ 

The ‘plan and estimate’ for the obelisk were supplied by the Civil Architect, Francis Greenway who 
also superintended the work.22  The inspiration for such an ornament, close to the harbour, may 
have been the obelisks at Rio de Janeiro, seen by the Macquaries during their voyage to New 
South Wales.  But such embellishments were also a feature of late eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century gardens in Britain and the Orange Garden in Greenway’s native area of Bath 
could have inspired the design.23  Payments for Cureton’s work indicate that the Governor’s 
timetable was somewhat over optimistic and that the obelisk was begun in the latter part of 1817 
and completed by the end of 1818.24  The following year Macquarie Place was enclosed with a 
palisade or fence and a dwarf stone wall was built by Cureton and fellow government overseer 
Ambrose Bryan.25 
 
Several of the smaller works effected during Macquarie’s administration were contracted out to 
skilled individuals, rather than being carried out by government labour, with entries in the 
Governor’s private diary constituting the only official record, other than the contract documents 
themselves.  As a government overseer, Edward Cureton’s working days were fully occupied with 
his official duties.  Extra jobs such as this were carried out on Saturdays using the assistance of 
convict workers who were allowed out of barracks to work on their own behalf and who would be 
paid by Cureton for their work.26  Greenway’s estimate of the value of the work ‘done by 
Government & Cureton’ as £120 suggests that government labourers may also have contributed 
to the construction and erection of the obelisk, perhaps in quarrying and transporting the stone.27 
 
One other substantial and ornamental addition to the area was a large stone public fountain, built 
at the southwest corner of Macquarie Place but in the street, outside its enclosed boundary.  This 
too was built by contract by Edward Cureton but took two attempts when Mrs Macquarie 

                                                      
21 Lachlan Macquarie’s diary entry for 19 September 1816, CYA 773 p 46 (Mitchell Library). 
22 ‘Estimate of work done by contract under the superintendence and direction of F.H. Greenway, Civil Architect’, 
Appendix to the Bigge Report, Mr Greenway, Colonial Office papers, CO201/133 p 114, PRO Reel 120, CY Reel 1378 
(Mitchell Library). 
23 James Broadbent & Joy Hughes: Francis Greenway Architect (1997) pp 53-54 and M H Ellis: Francis Greenway 
(Famous Australian Lives Edition, 1978) p 49. 
24 Payments were made for the quarter ended 31 December 1817, D’Arcy Wentworth Police Reports and Accounts CY 
D1 p 172; on 20 October 1818, Lachlan Macquarie’s diary CYA 774 p 12; and a final payment ‘for completing the obelisk 
in Macquarie Place’ in the quarter ended 31 December 1818, NSW Government & General Orders 20 February 1819, A 
339 p 9, CY Reel 986 (Mitchell Library). 
25 Payments to Cureton and Bryan for the wall and Warton for the fence in 1819, D’Arcy Wentworth Police Reports and 
Accounts CY D1 pp 195, 199 & 205 (Mitchell Library). 
26 Cureton described this arrangement for work on the Macquarie Place fountain in his evidence to Commissioner 
Bigge in January 1821, Bonwick Transcripts BT 1 p 415 (Mitchell Library). 
27 ‘Estimate of work done by contract under the superintendence and direction of F.H. Greenway, Civil Architect’, 
Appendix to the Bigge Report, Mr Greenway, Colonial Office papers, CO201/133 p 114, PRO Reel 120, CY Reel 1378 
(Mitchell Library). 
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disapproved of, and stopped work on, one structure which was then completely demolished and 
replaced with another, built ‘to Mr Greenway’s plan & Direction’.28  The fountain was built and 
decorated with classicising detail similar to the obelisk.29   
 

 

3.6 Edward Cureton stone mason 
Edward Cureton was a stone mason by trade who, according to his own testimony, had ‘served 
seven years as a stone mason in Shrewsbury’ before he was sentenced to transportation for life in 
March 1801 at Suffolk Assizes, arriving in Sydney on board the Glatton in March 1803.30  In 1806 
he was employed at the battery, where Fort Phillip was under construction and in 1812 became 
an overseer of government stone masons.31  During Governor Macquarie’s administration he was 
contracted to undertake a number of special works that required a high level of skill including: 
carving inscriptions; cutting and carving milestones; the construction of the ornamental water 
reservoir and pump in Bent Street; the obelisk, dwarf stone wall and fountain in Macquarie Place; 
and the wall around the Light Horse Barracks in Macquarie Street.32  The obelisk is the only one of 
these monuments still extant.  By 1828 Cureton had been granted an Absolute Pardon.  He died at 
Sydney in December 1838 aged sixty-eight.33 
 

 

3.7 The form and setting of the obelisk 
The obelisk was constructed from individual blocks of ashlar sandstone and consisted of a 
pedestal (with base, dado and cornice) and shaft rising from a base course decorated at the 
corners with acroteria having a fan motif.  The inscription on the northwest side of the pedestal 
listed the principal roads of the period giving the distances from Sydney to the towns of Bathurst, 
Windsor, Parramatta and Liverpool, as well as to the South Head and to the north side of Botany 
Bay.  The inscription on the southeast side recorded the purpose of the monument, its date of 
construction and (inevitably) the name of the Governor, L Macquarie Esqr.  
 

 

South face 

THIS OBELISK 

WAS ERECTED IN 

MACQUARIE PLACE 

A.D. 1818. 

TO RECORD THAT ALL THE 

PUBLIC ROADS 

LEADING TO THE INTERIOR 

OF THE COLONY 

ARE MEASURED FROM IT 

L. MACQUARIE ESQr 

GOVERNOR 

North face 

PRINCIPAL ROADS. 

DISTANCE FROM SYDNEY ) 

TO BATHURST            )    137 Miles 

FROM SYDNEY TO WINDSOR    35½  Do. 

        TO PARRAMATTA   15½   “ 

        TO LIVERPOOL        20      “ 

        TO MACQUARIE TOWER) 

  AT THE SOUTH HEAD     )   7      “ 

TO THE NORTH HEAD  ) 

       OF BOTANY BAY               )  14    “ 

 

 

 

                                                      
28 James Broadbent & Joy Hughes: Francis Greenway Architect (1997) pp 62-63 and evidence of Edward Cureton to 
Commissioner Bigge, Bonwick Transcripts BT 1 p 411ff (Mitchell Library). 
29 This will be discussed further below.   
30 Evidence of Edward Cureton to Commissioner Bigge, Bonwick Transcripts BT 1 p 411 (Mitchell Library) & Colonial 
Secretary Indent of Convict Ships 1801-1804, 4/4004, COD 138 p 133 (State Records NSW). 
31 Carol J Baxter (ed): Musters of New South Wales and Norfolk Island 1805-1806 (1989) p  24. 
32 Entries for Edward Cureton in Index to Colonial Secretary’s Papers 1788-1821 (State Records NSW). 
33 M R Sainty & K A Johnson (eds): Census of New South Wales November 1828 (1980) p 112 and Mutch Index, St 
Philip’s Church, Sydney burials. 
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The lettering may, from the beginning, have been blackened, a technique commonly used on 
tombstones and monuments in the Georgian period.  The fine grained white sandstone would 
appear to have been specially chosen for the obelisk as there are no other extant structures of 
this particular stone in Sydney.  Its source is unknown.34  One of the acroteria and the cartouche 
on the southeast side of the shaft were never completed.  
 
The stone kerb and iron fence around the obelisk, shown in Joseph Fowles’ illustration in the late 
1840s, may not be original (Fig. 3.7).35  The documentary and pictorial evidence is slight, but if 
such a fence had been made contemporary with the obelisk then payments for it should have 
appeared in the Police Fund accounts.  The fact that there are no such records would tend to 
suggest that this might be a later addition.  As Macquarie Place was enclosed immediately the 
obelisk was completed, there would not have been a need to protect the base of the monument 
from stray animals and the other hazards of open public spaces. 
 
The obelisk was not aligned with the points of the compass, nor was it exactly aligned with any of 
the three roads forming the sides of Macquarie Place but seems instead to have been placed 
central to the area of Macquarie Place as a whole.  Contemporary illustrations and maps show 
paths radiating from the obelisk to the east, northwest and south sides of Macquarie Place 
connected by a path running around the circumference inside the dwarf wall enclosure (Figs 3.3, 
3.4). 
  
Macquarie Place, its fenced enclosure, paths and the obelisk can be clearly seen in Major Taylor’s 
panorama of Sydney (Fig. 3.3), published in 1823 and probably painted in 1821 and also, in less 
detail, in paintings by Lycett (1818-1819 and 1822) and by Lewin.36  
 

Figure 3.3: A detail of Taylor’s panorama c. 1821 showing Macquarie Place with the obelisk in the centre.  
McCormick (ed.) (1987) First Views of Australia 1788-1825, pl. 164. 

 

 

Harper’s survey of Sydney, begun in 1823, also shows the paths in detail and the obelisk, central 
to the whole area (Fig. 3.4).37  The Taylor panorama appears to show the obelisk at the centre of a 
cruciform arrangement of four paths, but Harper’s survey show only three.  
 

                                                      
34 Information from Mr George Proudman, master stone mason, 30 November 1994 quoted in Heritage Group State 
Projects NSW Public Works: ‘Conservation Plan The Obelisk Macquarie Place Sydney, NSW’ Report 95075, Final Draft 
January 1996 p 38. 
35 Joseph Fowles: Sydney in 1848 (Facsimile edition 1962) Plate facing p 16. 
36 T. McCormick (ed): First Views of Australia 1788-1825 (1987) Plates 162, 165 & 188. 
37 Harper’s survey of Sydney c.1823, SZ 434 (State Records NSW). 
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Whether the enclosed area was a public space when first established is not certain and the site of 
the entrance, or entrances, is unclear.  The location of Macquarie Place in front of the residences 
of the Colony’s principal civil officers and immediately outside the main entrance to Government 
House may have made it, like the Domain, a place for ‘the respectable Class of persons’ only.  The 
road on the northwest side of Macquarie Place, lined with the residences of wealthy merchants, 
was however somewhat busier.  It was this route that provided access to the walk along the east 
side of Sydney Cove and from thence, via Bennelong’s Point, into the Domain.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.4: Harper’s survey of Sydney c.1823 showing the obelisk in the centre with pathways leading to 

it. SZ 434 (State Records NSW).  

 

 

3.8 Measuring the miles 
Governor Macquarie’s stated purpose for the construction of the obelisk, other than as an 
ornament to the town, was its function as the marker from which distances from Sydney to the 
interior were measured.  Its location, in close proximity to Government House, the centre of 
administration of the Colony since 1788, was an appropriate choice.  Some of the main roads 
already had distance markers.  Edward Cureton had been paid in November 1814 for cutting fifty-
four milestones and these were obviously in place in October 1816 when heavy penalties for 
defacing or damaging them were advertised.38  As these milestones pre-dated the contract for the 
obelisk there must already have been some agreed place from which distances from Sydney were 

                                                      
38 Entries for Edward Cureton in Index to Colonial Secretary’s Papers 1788-1821 (State Records NSW). 
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measured.  Whether the vicinity of Government House for this purpose was an existing 
convention, or one of Governor Macquarie’s own choosing, is unclear.  Macquarie Place had been 
proclaimed in 1810, although work on landscaping the area did not begin for some years and so 
could have been used a general base point early in the Macquarie period, even without an 
obelisk. 
 

A milestone that used to stand at the corner of George Street and Liverpool Street, the first on the 
route out of the town, bore the inscription ‘One mile from Macquarie Place’ on one side and on 
the other ‘Parramatta XIV miles’.39  The date of this particular milestone is not known, but its 
inscriptions do show that Macquarie Place was used as a Sydney base point, although the distance 
to Parramatta (14 miles) does not tally with the distance given on the obelisk.  Cureton’s 
milestones, cut in 1814, could not have included references to Macquarie Place unless this was 
already an accepted starting point.  W.T. Pullen, writing in 1914 and who had lived in Liverpool 
Street in the late 1840s, suggested a date between 1838 and 1841 for the erection of this 
milestone.40 
 

 

3.9 A ‘little unadorned Obelisk’ 
Like many aspects of Governor Macquarie’s extensive building programme, the obelisk in 
Macquarie Place came in for some criticism from Commissioner Bigge during the course of his 
enquiry into the workings of the Colony, although only in general terms.  The saga of building and 
rebuilding the fountain in Macquarie Place, by contrast, came in for detailed scrutiny.  The 
Commissioner’s general objections were financial, the expense of unnecessary and ornamental 
structures that were unsuitable for a penal settlement.  The Governor disagreed.  The 
Commissioner might think such things not necessary, ‘but the Governor did not think them so.’  
Nor did the Governor think ‘the little unadorned Obelisk, placed as it was, as a Point from where 
distances were to be measured, and rendered at a trifling expense, somewhat ornamental to the 
Town, meriting any censure’.41  Drawings of the fountain and the obelisk were among the 
architectural plans collected by Commissioner Bigge during the course of his enquiry, but do not 
survive.42  
 

 

3.10 An evening promenade 
If the Taylor panorama of Sydney is an accurate depiction of Sydney at about the time when Sir 
Thomas Brisbane arrived to succeed Government Macquarie, then Macquarie Place was an open 
space without any plantings (Fig. 3.3).  By the later 1820s this had apparently changed and there 
was some vegetation.  In January 1828 the Sydney Gazette reported that the enclosed area in 
Macquarie Place in which the obelisk was centrally situated had been ‘lately cleared’ of ‘all 
extraneous trees and underbrush’, to be converted into an evening promenade, where one of the 
regimental bands would play for the amusement of the public.43  The venture was well patronised 
with the Governor’s wife, Mrs Darling, honouring the promenade with her presence one evening 
in February.  Like the Domain in Macquarie’s time certain standards were enforced.  Constables 
were stationed at each entrance with orders only to admit all classes of well-dressed persons.44  

                                                      
39 Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society Vol 7 (19221) pp 73-74. 
40 W.T. Pullen: ‘The Macquarie Obelisk. To the Editor of the Herald’ Sydney Morning Herald 26 December 1914 p 11. 
41 ‘Points of colonial administration to be answered by Governor Macquarie’, Bigge Appendix Vol. 142, Bonwick 
Transcripts BT 11, p 4471, CY 1522 (Mitchell Library). 
42 Appendix to the Bigge Report, Mr Greenway, List of drawings of Government Buildings at Sydney, Colonial Office 
papers, CO201/133, PRO Reel 120, CY Reel 1378 (Mitchell Library). 
43 Sydney Gazette 18 January 1828 p 2c. 
44 Sydney Gazette 3 March 1828 p 2d. 
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Some trees may have survived the clearance for the promenade, to provide welcome shade.  John 
Carmichael’s view of ‘Sydney from the Domain near Government House’ shows the civil officers’ 
residences and their gardens, adjacent to Government House looking west down Bridge Street.  In 
this view there would appear to be some tree cover in the vicinity of Macquarie Place.45  By now 
one central path crossed Macquarie Place, displaying the inscriptions on the monument to good 
advantage, with the path around the perimeter to promenade.46  This arrangement continued 
into the 1830s (Fig. 3.5).47 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.5: A detail of 
Macquarie Place from the 
earliest map of the Parish of St 
James c. 1835 (State Records 
NSW).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The initiative for opening up Macquarie Place as a public promenade could have come directly 
from the Governor, supported by the interests of his wife.  Darling took a particular interest in the 
condition of Sydney, its buildings, public health and law and order.  He ordered reports on the 
condition of its public buildings and appointed Edward Hallen as Town Surveyor, implementing 
proper building controls.  Street lighting was installed as a means of ‘checking irregularity and 
promoting good order’ and on 7 April 1826 ‘the first street lamp post that we ever had in 
Australia’ was lighted in Macquarie Place.48  Much more of the Domain was made available for 
public use than had been the case in the Macquarie period, with the differentiation of an Inner 
and Outer Domain and new paths for carriages, as well as for those on foot.49  In this context it is 

                                                      
45 John Carmichael ‘Sydney from the Domain near Government House’ in Select Views of Sydney 1829 (National Library 
of Australia). 
46 ‘Map of the Town of Sydney 1831’ reproduced in M Kelly & R Crocker: Sydney Takes Shape. A collection of 
contemporary maps from Foundation to Federation (1978) p 16 and ‘Sketch of Macquarie Place [May 1828]’, originally 
enclosed in Darling to Huskisson Despatch No. 74 dated 14 May 1828, Colonial Office papers CO201/193, Plan 57, PRO 
Reel 161 (Mitchell Library). 
47 As shown in the earliest map of the Parish of St James c.1835 (State Records NSW). 
48 Sydney Gazette 8 April 1826 p 2d. 
49 Brian Fletcher: Ralph Darling: a Governor maligned (1984) pp 175-178. 
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possible that Macquarie Place too was improved for public use on the Governor’s orders.  In 1829 
Macquarie Place was included in a list of ‘Parcels of Land in the town of Sydney, which have been 
heretofore reserved for Public Purposes’ published by the Governor ‘for general information’.50 
 

 

3.11 A changing society: the late 1820s-1830s 
While Governor Macquarie’s vision, combined with a lack of appreciation of the importance of 
financial accountability, had left the Colony well equipped with substantial building stock, the 
form of society and administration for which he had planned were soon to undergo enormous 
changes.  New South Wales remained an important convict depot throughout the 1820s and 
much of the 1830s but its population now had a substantial component of emancipists and free 
settlers.  The extension of the assignment system, the expansion of commerce, the importance of 
wool to the economy and the beginnings of representative government all meant that New South 
Wales was no longer an enclosed settlement administered by an autonomous Governor, but was 
rapidly becoming a free society. 
 
The successful establishment and growth of Sydney had a detrimental effect upon the natural 
features which had first encouraged Governor Phillip to chose Sydney Cove as the place of 
settlement.  By the 1820s the Tank Stream, the settlement's source of fresh water, had become 
an open sewer and Sydney Cove, once a fine deep water anchorage, was beginning to silt up. 
Clearance of native vegetation, cultivation, building, poor drainage and no sewerage meant that 
the Tank Stream now deposited silt, mud and filth into the mouth of the Cove, reducing the 
clearance for vessels.  Sewage could be both seen and smelt.  Allotments that had once had 
valuable water frontages at the mouth of the Tank Stream were now becoming land locked.  
 
Macquarie’s neat town, with its bucolic vision of Government House as a gentleman’s estate, now 
needed more space for commercial development and wharfage, a proper water supply, sewerage 
and drainage.  Government House, variously patched up and extended over forty years, could no 
longer be considered adequate.  Replanning Sydney became an important and immediate issue.  
Macquarie’s enclosure of the Domain excluded the Colony’s new entrepreneurs from the whole 
of the east side of Sydney Cove.  As Macquarie departed, little space remained for the expansion 
of the commercial life of the Colony.   
 

 

3.12 Planning changes: 1820s-1830s 
From the mid-1820s various plans were mooted to provide more wharfage at Sydney Cove. The 
ability to plan, or re-plan Sydney was already compromised by the number of private leases that 
had been granted in and around public institutions and government buildings. While legal title to 
these leases was yet to be properly sorted out, compensation would inevitably be payable should 
they be required for public purposes.  On this basis alone, land still in public ownership was 
always the preferred option for government works.  Another major item on the town planning 
agenda was the question of a new Government House.  As the existing house and its domain 
occupied a prime piece of waterfront, the two issues were inevitably interlinked.  
 
In May 1825 Governor Brisbane recommended the sale of the Domain land on the east side of 
Sydney Cove to finance the conversion of the Government Stables into a new residence.  His 
successor, Governor Darling, arrived with permission from the home government either to 
convert the stables or to build a new house, if the existing residence proved uninhabitable.  With 
these ideas in the air, plans for new wharfage and suggestions for the site for a new Government 
House began to appear.  Variations on this theme included the use of the whole of Bennelong’s 

                                                      
50 Sydney Gazette 11 June 1829 p 1, No 43. 
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Point for wharfage with a new Government House; a crescent shaped wharf development, 
incorporating Macquarie Place and extending round to Mrs Macquarie’s Point, retaining the 
existing residence; and the use of much of the east side of Sydney Cove for wharfage, remaking 
Macquarie Place as a formal square.51  The breakthrough came in 1836 when separate 
Committees of the Legislative Council addressed the two questions of the site for a new 
Government House and the preservation of Sydney Cove for mercantile and shipping purposes.  
 
The Committees’ recommendations formed the bases of the first major replanning scheme to be 
implemented in Sydney, affecting the heart of the early settlement, Sydney Cove and the 
Government Domain.  Largely influenced by the evidence of the newly arrived Captain George 
Barney of the Royal Engineers, it was agreed that the new wharf would be a curve, from shore to 
shore at the head of Sydney Cove, with associated infilling and reclamation work.  The new 
Government House would be built to the east of the existing residence and to the north of the 
stables, allowing the prolongation of Macquarie, Phillip and Castlereagh Streets through part of 
the Domain, which would be surrendered to the public.  These new streets would terminate at 
the quay giving access to the cove from important parts of the city.  The sale of the new town 
allotments resulting from the extension of these streets would then fund the cost of the new 
government house.  The plan would give the Governor a much needed new residence, the town 
new wharfage and the Tank Stream drain cum sewer would be buried.52  
 
Work began on the site of the new Government House in 1836 and preparations for the 
construction of the new Semicircular Quay in 1838.  Work on the quay was slow, frustrated by a 
convict work force of variable size and skills.53  There were also problems in assessing the 
compensation to be paid to those whose land, water frontages and business premises would be 
swallowed up by the new project.  By 1844 the circular wharf extended for 843 feet along the east 
side of Sydney Cove to the mouth of the Tank Stream, an area which was by now almost dry at 
low water.54  During the early 1850s work continued around the west side of Sydney Cove and 
reached the dockyard by 1854.  Progress on the new Government House was steady but slow and 
it was not until the mid-1840s that the full effect of these new works began to come to fruition. 
 

 

3.13 Macquarie Place in the 1830s and 1840s 
The Governor continued in residence in the old Government House but in the 1830s, following 
the discontinuance of the provision of residences as part of their remuneration, his principal civil 
servants moved to their own new residences and estates, some on specially provided grants, 
outside the town.55  Their former homes continued in use as government offices, usually for the 
departments they had once headed. In 1838 in anticipation of the new quay, the west end of the 
Government House guard house was demolished to provide a narrow roadway down to the 

                                                      
51 Larmer ‘Plan of the improvement of that part of Sydney towards Bennelong Point, 1829’ (State Records NSW), 
‘Colonial Architecture’ [by F.H. Greenway] in the Australian Almanac 1835, p 220 & ‘Plan of Sydney with Pyrmont, New 
South Wales’ 1836 reproduced in M. Kelly & R. Crocker: Sydney Takes Shape. A collection of contemporary maps from 
Foundation to Federation (1978) p 18 . 
52 'Report from Committee on the proposed Quay at Sydney Cove, with the Minutes of Evidence'. Votes & Proceedings 
of the Legislative Council  1836 Session, p 545ff. 
53 Evidence of Mr Robert Paton, overseer of Circular Quay works 15 June 1847 'Report from the Select Committee on 
the Circular Quay Bill with Minutes of Evidence & Appendix' NSW Legislative Council Votes & Proceedings  Session 1847 
Vol. 2. 
54 Evidence of Mortimer Lewis 27 June 1844 'Select Committee on Circular Quay' NSW Legislative Council Votes & 
Proceedings  Session 1844 Vol. 2. 
55 The discontinuance of this practice had been recommended by Darling in 1828, Despatch No. 74 dated 14 May 1828, 
Historical Records of Australia (Ser 1) Vol 14 pp 180-182. . 
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waterfront, the area that had been closed off by Governor Macquarie in 1810-1812.56  Macquarie 
Place was still intact and sported oak trees, an ornament to the place, but sometimes the subject 
of attack by grooms and jockeys riding down to Sydney Cove, an unforseen consequence perhaps 
of improved access to the waterfront.57 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.6: The 
extension of the 
streets down to the 
new Quay in the 
1840s.  Section 103 
occupies much of the 
original Macquarie 
Place.  Obelisk is 
arrowed. North is at 
the top. (Mitchell 
Library M2  
811.1722/1842?/1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In January 1845 anticipating the move to the new Government House, the plan for the 
continuation of the main streets down to the quay was advertised.  Macquarie Street, Elizabeth 
Street and Phillip Street would all be continued from Bent Street down to the Quay and Bridge 
Street would be extended eastwards from Macquarie Place up the hill to Macquarie Street.  The 
line of Phillip Street would pass ‘through the eastern end of the present Government House’.  The 
extension of Elizabeth Street would obliterate the guard house. Further to the west Pitt Street  

                                                      
56 Colonial Secretary correspondence from Colonial Architect Letter No. 38/972, 4/2391.9 (State Records NSW). 
57 The Australian 19 October 1842 p 2e. 
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and Castlereagh Street would be continued from Hunter Street to the Quay.58  The northward 
extension of Elizabeth Street was roughly along the line of the old road to the Government Wharf, 
along the east side of Macquarie Place.  The proposed continuation of Castlereagh Street was 
another matter.  This would cut straight through Macquarie Place reducing it to less than half of 
its original area, with the eastern half incorporated in a new city block, subdivided for sale to help 
to finance the new Government House.  
 

The continuation of Castlereagh Street was 
however problematic.  The old Colonial 
Secretary’s residence, used since December 1839 
by the Treasury,59 stood in the way of any 
connection between Bent Street and Bridge 
Street and the government did not guarantee that 
this would be moved in ‘under five years’, or until 
funds were provided for a new building.60  The 
extension of Castlereagh Street from Bridge 
Street down to the Quay was planned 
nevertheless and was called Castlereagh Street 
North, in anticipation of the completed street 
plan.  
 

In June 1845 Governor Gipps and his wife moved 
to the new Government House and the materials 
of the old house were removed, albeit rather 
slowly.61  New boundary walls were built around 
the remaining government offices62 and in 1847 
Bridge Street was being extended up to 
Macquarie Street.63  In the same year, the guard 
moved to a new guard house and the old one was 
dismantled and the materials sold.64  The new 
streets were marked out but were largely 
unformed.  Some of the trees from the old 
Domain were left in the line of Bridge Street, as 
were some of the oak trees in Macquarie Place.  
The obelisk, which had once marked the centre of 
Macquarie Place, was left on the eastern edge of 
the remnant open space beside the line of the 
new Castlereagh Street North.  

Figure 3.7: The obelisk as depicted by Joseph  
Fowles (Sydney in 1848, facsimile edition 1962). 

                                                      
58 New South Wales Government Gazette 7 January 1845. 
59 New South Wales Treasury, Office of Financial Management: Golden Heritage. A joint exhibition to commemorate 
the 175

th
 anniversary of the New South Wales Treasury 1824-1999 (1999) p 12. 

60 New South Wales Government Gazette 7 January 1845. 
61 Helen Proudfoot et al: Australia’s First Government House (1991) pp 131-132. 
62 NSW Blue Book for 1845 Public Works p 133. 
63 Sydney Morning Herald 16 June 1847 for discovery of tombstone in extending Bridge Street. 
64 Colonial Secretary Copies of letters to Engineering and Public Works Officers Letter Nos 47/8359 & 47/8628, 4/3887 
pp 98 & 109-110 (State Records NSW) & NSW Government Gazette 26 November 1847 fol 1293. 
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In the face of all of these changes, the future of the obelisk seemed uncertain.  Joseph Fowles 
thought that it ‘will doubtless be soon swept away by the tide of improvement, which in this as in 
every other part of the city is beginning to make great alterations.  Its very site will soon be a 
matter for conjecture’.65  The monument ‘in a small grass plot’ and surrounded by a stone kerb 
and iron railing was illustrated in his publication Sydney in 1848 (Fig. 3.7).  Not included were the 
former residences, that now served as government offices in Bridge Street or any of the 
merchants’ houses facing Macquarie Place.  The ‘principal object’ of Fowles’ work was ‘to remove 
the erroneous and discreditable notions current in England concerning this city’.66  Only Sydney’s 
best and most recent buildings were depicted.  Macquarie Place and the homes of the old 
administration were part of the past.  
 
Although the surrender of part of the Domain was intended to help pay for the new Government 
House and to provide easy access down to the Quay, it was some years before this area 
developed its full potential.  In the late 1840s and early 1850s the east end of Bridge Street was 
still more like a park than city building blocks.  The City Corporation, incorporated in July 1842, 
had insufficient revenue for the ‘formidable array of challenges’ that it faced to provide basic 
services such as roads, drains, sewers and an adequate water supply.  The Colonial government 
remained reluctant to hand over many of the powers, and sources of revenue, which would have 
facilitated the task.67  Discussions were still taking place about suitable sites for new government 
buildings and for the Exchange in the area around Semicircular Quay and Bridge Street.  The 
remnant of Macquarie Place was suggested but was spared when another site on the opposite 
side of Bridge Street was chosen.  
 
With the completion of the first part of Semicircular Quay along the east side of Sydney Cove to 
the mouth of the Tank Stream, Macquarie Place became an important thoroughfare down to the 
new waterfront and the Customs House.  In the remaining part of the park, progress took the 
form of tree felling for road widening.  The oak trees ‘one of the few ornaments to our city’ and 
‘the only redeeming exception to the charge of want of trees, or shade in this dusty windy city’ 
had been cut down, protested ‘A Colonist’ to the Sydney Morning Herald in August 1852.  
Sacrificed for one or two feet of road width, ‘this defacement of a part of the city, the most 
historical and classic within its bounds, deserves the hearty and earnest reprobation of the 
citizens.’  The dwarf wall and railing that had formerly enclosed the area and made it a safe haven 
for children to play in had also been removed.68  Conrad Martens’ 1853 sketch and watercolour of 
Louis Barber & Company’s new stores on Castlereagh Street North show the obelisk in the now 
open setting of Macquarie Place (Fig. 3.8).69  Clearance for new streets was one thing, but road 
making was another.  In 1856 ‘A Merchant’ complained to the Editor of the Sydney Morning 
Herald about the ‘disgraceful state’ in which the Commissioners had left ‘that part of the road 
leading towards Circular Quay called Macquarie-place’, a principal thoroughfare.70  Like the 
Council they had replaced, the City Commissioners came in for their own share of criticism. 
 
 

                                                      
65 Joseph Fowles: Sydney in 1848 (Facsimile edition 1962) pp 15-16 & Plate facing p 16. 
66 Joseph Fowles: Sydney in 1848 (Facsimile edition 1962) Frontispiece. 
67 Shirley Fitzgerald: Sydney 1842-1992 (1992) pp 39-46. 
68 ‘What has become of the oaks in Macquarie Place? To Editors of the Sydney Morning Herald’ Sydney Morning Herald 
21 August 1852 p 3e-f. 
69 Marten’s sketch for this watercolour is dated 4 February 1853, Z PXC 295 ‘Sketches in Australia’ f. 24 (Mitchell 
Library). The watercolour is held by the National Library of Australia. 
70 Sydney Morning Herald 4 July 1856 p 5e. 
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Figure 3.8: Looking east across Macquarie Place with Government House in the background. Conrad 
Martens ‘Louis Barber & Co.’ 1853 (National Library of Australia). 

 

 

Figure 3.9: The obelisk in 1859 looking northwest from Bridge Street across Macquarie Place. Trees are 
notably absent from the area (Edwin Dalton stereophotographs ON 235 No. 3 Mitchell Library). 
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Despite the improvements at the Quay, new building was slow in the 1850s and 1860s at the east 
end of Bridge Street which was somewhat remote from the commercial heart of the city.  Further 
down the street the new Exchange opened in 1857, with the advantage of a site close to George 
Street and the wharves at the corner of Gresham Street.  The shade of the old oak trees in 
Macquarie Place would have been a boon to those who had business there, as ‘A Colonist’ had 
pointed out when protesting against their loss.  In 1861 the surroundings of the obelisk were still 
bare, open and ‘accessible where the inscriptions may easily be read’.  
 
The purpose of the obelisk was still apparent, being stated in the inscription, but in describing the 
monument for the readers of his Stranger’s Guide to Sydney, J.W. Waugh added another piece of 
history.  The obelisk in Macquarie Place was, according to tradition, ‘the spot where Governor 
Phillip hoisted the British flag on his taking possession of the country’.71 
 

 

 

 
Figure 3.10: The obelisk as depicted 
in 1861 by J.W. Waugh in his 
Stranger’s Guide to Sydney 
(Facsimile reprint 1978) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

3.14 For ‘health and recreation’: the Macquarie Place Reserve 
Although the site of the old Government House had been given up in the 1840s, the government 
retained ownership of various buildings and allotments in and around Bridge Street.  Among these 
was what remained of Macquarie Place.  In the early 1860s it decided to transfer ownership to the 
Corporation.  The land was surveyed in 1864 and on 5 October 1866 the Macquarie Place Reserve 
was dedicated for the purposes of ‘health and recreation’.  The obelisk was just within the eastern 
edge of the reserve.72  New street kerbing was laid but plans to enclose the area with a dwarf wall 
and iron railing were deferred by the reserve’s new owners on the grounds of cost and a wooden 
paling was erected instead.73  Council’s Improvement Committee thought that the area would 
benefit from the removal of Greenway’s ‘Old Pump’, which had been converted into a urinal and 
public drinking fountain in 1862, but local residents asked that it be retained on the grounds of ‘its 
great service, as an old relic, and of its ornamental appearance’ and the Committee concurred.74  

                                                      
71 J.W. Waugh: The Stranger’s  Guide to Sydney (1861) 1978 facsimile reprint p 6 (illus) & pp 2 & 29. 
72 Crown Plan S 289.858 Surveyor J Debenham 31 October 1864 (Land & Water Conservation, Plan Room). 
73 City Council Letters Received 1866 Nos 550 & 760, CRS 26/79 & 26/80 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
74 Contract No 229 Alterations, additions and repairs to the old Building at the corner of Macquarie Place and Bridge 
Street known as the “Old Pump” dated 29 October 1862, CRS 65/295 and City Council Letters Received 1866 Nos 924 & 
927 (memorial) CRS 26/81 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
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In the meantime the reserve was planted with fig trees.75  Street sweepings were the usual 
method of building up the ground surface.76  In 1869 sufficient funds were found to provide a 
more permanent form of enclosure and the reserve was surrounded with a dwarf stone wall and 
iron palisade, with a single entrance on the Bridge Street side. John Ferguson made the stone gate 
piers and dwarf wall and the wrought iron palisade and carriage entrance gates were made by 
William Howitt.77  Mayor Walter Renny had his name inscribed on the gate piers.  The Macquarie 
Place Reserve was safely enclosed and planted.  A photograph looking north along Castlereagh 
Street North in about 1871 shows the reserve in its newly improved form.  The obelisk is visible 
above the young trees.78 
 

 
Figure 3.11: 
Castlereagh 
Street North 
looking north in 
about 1871. The 
reserve had 
been recently 
planted and 
enclosed 
(American & 
Australasian 
Photographic 
Co., PXA 933 No 
189, Mitchell 
Library). 

 

 

 

 

3.15 Changes on Bridge Street: the 1870s 
In the 1870s Bridge Street was transformed when two new large government offices were built to 
replace the old residences and other scattered accommodation that had done service for so long.  
The Colonial Secretary’s and Public Works offices at the corner of Macquarie Street and Bridge 
Street and the Lands Department opposite Macquarie Place, both largely complete by 1880, 
confirmed Bridge Street as the main locus of government administration and totally transformed 
the scale and quality of the city’s official architecture.  Out-sized only by the Garden Palace 
Exhibition building they were the most impressive new offices in the city and a significant part of 
its transformation from Georgian town to Victorian metropolis.  
 
With the Exchange, the Quay and large government departments nearby, Macquarie Place was a 
hub of activity and an important connection in the city’s transport networks.  The horse buses to 
the eastern suburbs started at Macquarie Place where there was also a licensed cab stand.  Other 
new buildings in the vicinity, still focused on mercantile interests, shipping and wool, were 

                                                      
75 Mentioned in ‘Reserve at Macquarie Place’ Sydney Morning Herald 11 June 1866 p 4e. Ferguson’s contract in 1869 
for the dwarf wall stated that the contractor was responsible for any trespass or damage to the plantation indicating 
that it was there by that date, CRS 65/579 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
76 Mentioned in ‘Reserve at Macquarie Place’ Sydney Morning Herald 11 June 1866 p 4e. 
77 Contracts CRS 65/597 & 65/579 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
78 American & Australasian Photographic Co., Cartes-de-visite, Album of photographs of Sydney and country New 
South Wales PXA 933 No 189 (Mitchell Library). 
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impressive additions to the city’s business premises and also served to mark the importance of 
the area. 
 

Figure 3.12: Photographs show cabs and buses along all three sides of the reserve with the 

trees providing some welcome shade (Mitchell Library).   

 

 
In 1882 the Illustrated Guide to Sydney described Macquarie Place and the numerous streets 
leading thereto as ‘the commercial centre of the metropolis.  Numerous free and bonded stores, 
wool sale rooms and receiving stores, custom-house agencies, and general export and import 
offices crowd the neighbourhood.’ 
 
‘From the Obelisk in a small enclosed reserve all distances in the colony are measured, the first 
mile within the city of Sydney being marked at the corner of George and Liverpool Streets, and 
the second at Newtown Road. 
 
Here is the omnibus stand for lines running to Randwick, Waverley, Bondi, Coogee, and that 
district’.79 
 

 

3.16 Mort’s statue and additions to the Reserve 
In June 1883 the statue of Thomas Sutcliffe Mort was unveiled at the corner of Macquarie Place 
and Bridge Street, where Greenway’s fountain had stood.  Facing the Exchange and in close 
proximity to Mort’s own wool stores, it paid homage to ‘a simple life spent in work which meant 
the diffusion of public benefits’.80  Having finally got rid of the ‘Old Pump’, the Council’s 

                                                      
79 Gibbs, Shallard, & Co.’s Illustrated Guide to Sydney and its suburbs, and to favourite places of resort. Revised edition 
[1882], Facsimile edition 1981, p 48. 
80 Sydney Morning Herald quoted in Alan Barnard: Visions and profits. Studies in the business career of Thomas Sutcliffe 
Mort (1961) p 1. 
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Improvement Committee sought advice from the City Surveyor about the cost of removing the 
dwarf wall and iron railings around the reserve and installing seats under the trees.  No action was 
taken to proceed with these civic improvements but the Council moved swiftly to replace the 
facilities displaced by Mort’s statue.  A new urinal was erected at the north end of reserve within 
the enclosed area, with an entrance from Loftus Street.81  In 1895 permission was given for a 
weatherboard cabman’s shelter to be placed in the reserve and this was also sited on Loftus 
Street, between the obelisk and the urinal.82 
 

 

3.17 Repairs to the obelisk and its surrounds in the late 1890s 
By the 1890s the trees that had been planted in the mid-1860s had begun to dominate the 
reserve.  The obelisk was lost from view amongst the foliage and the base of the monument 
became buried.  Between 1895 and 1901 this problem was rectified and various repairs were 
carried out to the obelisk and its surrounds (Figs 3.14, 3.15).  Writing many years later the City 
Building Surveyor described the extent of the works: 
 
‘Some few years ago renovations were undertaken by the Government, portions of the Stone 
were redressed, the lettering of the inscriptions were more deeply cut, the old railing which had 
been partially below ground was raised and a concrete flooring was placed at the foot of the 
monument and a new stone kerb laid and the old railing refixed thereon’.83  Two photographs 
taken by the Government Printing Office show this work (Figs 3.13, 3.14).84 
 
The area around the obelisk is obviously newly excavated and the depth to which the base of the 
monument had been buried can be seen identified in the colour difference visible on the 
stonework of the dwarf wall surrounding the reserve.  The new stone kerb and ‘concrete flooring’ 
around the obelisk are clearly evident.  The fig trees had also been pruned, under the direction of 
J.H. Maiden, the Director of the Botanic Garden and Domains.85  The date when this work was 
carried out has not been determined but internal evidence in these photographs (the cabman’s 
shelter and tree pruning) together with detailed surveys of the city, place it in the period 1895 to 
1901. The circular stone kerb around the obelisk (shown in Fowles’ and Waugh’s illustrations in 
1848 and 1861) was still visible when the 1865 survey was drawn but had disappeared by the 
early 1880s when the next detailed survey was made.86  Amendments to the early 1880s survey 
were made in 1888 and 1895 but these did not include the addition of the circular surround, 
suggesting that it was still buried.  When the area was resurveyed in 1901 the kerb was added to 
the detailed plans.87  The City Building Surveyor’s account indicates that the early iron railing was 
retained in the late nineteenth-century work although it is noticeable that this does not appear to 
be as splayed as the 1848 and 1861 illustrations would suggest. 
 

 

                                                      
81 City Council Letters Received 1883 No 1746, CRS 26/193 (Sydney City Council Archives) & Metropolitan Detail Survey 
Sydney Sheet H4, 1897 ZM Ser 4  811.17/1 (Mitchell Library). 
82 Council Minutes 977

th
 meeting 30 April 1895, CRS 227, 7/22 p 234 (Sydney City Council Archives). 

83 R.H. Broderick City Building Surveyor to Town Clerk 11 August 1914, Town Clerk files 3678/14 Restoration of 
monument Macquarie Place (Sydney City Council Archives). 
84 Government Printing Office 1-12582 & 1-12583 (Mitchell Library). 
85 In 1903 Maiden made reference to pruning the trees ‘a few years ago’, ‘Report of Mr J.H. Maiden, Director of 
Botanic Gardens on the City Parks. Presented to Council 11 August 1903.’ Proceedings of the Municipal Council of the 
City of Sydney during the year 1903 pp 1051-1054. 
86 Trigonometric Survey of Sydney 1865, Sheet B2 (State Records NSW) and Detailed Survey PWD Sheet 2 and Field 
Book 114, 1881-1882 (Sydney Water). 
87 Field Books 114 (1881-1882), 1370 (April 1888) and 2587 (March 1895) (Sydney Water). 
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Figure 3.13: The back of the obelisk c.1895-1901.  The area around the monument has been excavated to 
reduce ground level and the stone kerb is new (GPO 1-12583). 
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Figure 3.14: The front of the obelisk c.1895-1901 with the cabman’s shelter and urinal in the background 
(GPO 1-12582).  
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Although the obelisk had been repaired and made more open to public view, the Macquarie Place 
Reserve was still enclosed with iron railings and had only one entrance, on Bridge Street.  Here 
the cab stand in front of a partly open ‘cart entrance’ was, J.H. Maiden thought, a considerable 
deterrent to the park’s use by ‘the respectable portion of the community’.88  From the early 
twentieth century this changed and the Macquarie Place Reserve became the subject of 
successive phases of improvement and remodelling as part of that fast diminishing resource, 
Sydney’s parks. 
 

 

3.18 A New History 
Although Australian history did not become the subject of academic study until the twentieth 
century, the development and progress of the Colony of New South Wales had been actively 
chronicled since 1788.89  Many of the First Fleet journals were written with an eye to eventual 
publication, the emancipist D.D. Mann had published his commentary The Present Picture of New 
South Wales in 1811 and by the 1830s semi-official publications such as the Australian Almanack, 
directories and guides for immigrants included chronicles of the history and progress of the 
Colony.  By the later nineteenth century, with a growing consciousness that the generations who 
had direct experience of the earliest days of settlement were passing, personal reminiscences 
were actively collected as part of the historical record.  Buildings and sites too provided a tangible 
link with the past.  The obelisk and Macquarie Place, part of the legacy of the paternal Governor 
Macquarie whose belief in the future of the Colony was now fully vindicated, continued to be 
acknowledged parts of the historical landscape of the city throughout the nineteenth century.  
 
At Federation and in the full flush of Australian Imperialism, the importance of some of Sydney’s 
historic landmarks was considerably increased.  Australia was now a nation, a part of the Empire 
and an equal partner in the spread of white supremacy and domination around the globe.  The 
spot where Governor Phillip had first unfurled the British flag in 1788 was not just where New 
South Wales was founded, but was where the nation of Australia had been established as a British 
possession and part of the Empire.  This place, so tradition had it, was in or near Macquarie Place.  
 
In 1907 the tradition was confirmed in the shape of an anchor, recently recovered from the wreck 
of the Sirius off Norfolk Island on the initiative and at the expense of Sir Francis Suttor.  According 
to the New South Wales Under Secretary for Finance and Trade, historical research had ‘recently 
disclosed’ that Captain Phillip had hoisted the British flag and formally taken possession of the 
territory ‘at, or very near to, the site of the Macquarie Place Reserve’.  This then made it a most 
suitable site on which to place Sir Francis Suttor’s gift, together with a cannon also said to be from 
the Sirius.90  On 26 January 1907 the Chief Secretary unveiled the new monument and offered a 
version of history that conflated the greatness of both Governor Phillip and Governor Macquarie.  
It was not generally known, he remarked ‘that a permanent record remained of the exact spot 
where Phillip erected his flagpole on the evening of January 26, 1788.  The site was marked by the 
Obelisk on the eastern side of the enclosure, which was built by Governor Macquarie in the year 
1818, with the dual object of marking the place where Governor Phillip performed the ceremony 
of taking possession, and of forming a starting-point from which distances could be measured.  

                                                      
88 ‘Report of Mr J.H. Maiden, Director of Botanic Gardens on the City Parks. Presented to Council 11 August 1903.’ 
Proceedings of the Municipal Council of the City of Sydney during the year 1903 pp 1051-1054. 
89 Brian H. Fletcher: ‘Australia’s Oldest Historical Journal’ Journal of the Royal Australian  Historical Society Vol 80 Pts 1 
& 2, June 1994, pp 2-3. 
90 Under Secretary for Finance and Trade to Town Clerk 19 December 1906, Macquarie Place files (Sydney City Council 
Archives). 



37 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 
Casey & Lowe                                                                   Conservation Issues 

                                           The Obelisk, Macquarie Place 

Therefore it would be seen that the spot on which they now stood was historically one of the 
most interesting in the whole of Australia’.91 
 

On Empire Day the Women’s Branch of the British Empire League continued the theme and 
presented the Lord Mayor with a Union Jack and a flagstaff in the Macquarie Place Reserve, with a 
plaque identifying the place as the spot where Australia was first proclaimed a British possession.  
Like the Chief Secretary before him Sir Francis Suttor took the opportunity to suggest that 
Governor Macquarie had used the obelisk to mark the place where Governor Phillip had called his 
men together and drunk a health to the Colony on 26 January 1788.  As such it was ‘the most 
historic part of all Australia’.92  In the exuberance of Empire, Macquarie Place now had renewed 
meaning.  
 
The Empire League’s claim was somewhat overstated as it was Captain James Cook who had 
claimed possession of the whole of the eastern side of the continent on 22 August 1770 on 
Possession Island long before Governor Phillip.  The Council asked that the wording be 
corrected.93  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.15: The flagstaff in the 
Macquarie Place Reserve in 
1908 during the visit of the 
Great White Fleet.  The area 
around the obelisk is roughly 
grassed (Sydney City Council 
Archives CRS 51/221). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

                                                      
91 ‘Historical Gathering. The Sirius anchor and gun. Unveiling ceremony. Sydney Morning Herald 28 January 1907 pp 7-
8. 
92 News cutting from the Telegraph 25 May 1907, Newspaper Cuttings Vol 7 pp 118-9, Q991/N (Mitchell Library). 
93 Minutes of Parks and Recreation Committee 8 May, 16 July  & 27 August 1907, CRS 13/4 (Sydney City Council 
Archives). 
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3.19 Remodelling the Reserve 1910-1916 
Changes to the reserve followed close upon the unveiling of the Sirius anchor and cannon.  In 
1908 the Parks and Recreation Committee recommended that the railings be removed94 and a 
design competition was held to remodel the park when J.H. Maiden’s suggestions for 
improvements were deferred.95 The Council ultimately devised its own scheme, attributed by the 
Sunday Times to W G Layton, the Deputy Town Clerk, ‘an enthusiastic devotee of horticulture’ 
who had been influenced by improvement schemes in America, Great Britain and the Continent.96  
The fig trees were removed from the Bridge Street and Loftus Street frontages to make way for 
flower beds, built up level with the pavement, with rough rubble retaining walls made of old 
sandstone flagging and kerbing from the City Surveyor’s department. Plants were to be trained 
over the walls to hide the bare stonework, like similar features in Boomerang Street and Hyde 
Park.  The area under the trees on the Macquarie Place side was tar paved for seats and the 
centre grassed.  Local occupants asked for all of the old flagging to be removed and replaced by 
trees and flower beds.97  The work was largely completed by the end of 1910.98 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.16: The obelisk after the 
railings had been removed from 
around the Macquarie Place reserve 
c. 1909 (R T Baker (1909) Building 
and Ornamental Stones of New 
South Wales, 2

nd
 edition). 

 

 

 
 
 

                                                      
94 Minutes of Parks and Recreation Committee 2 January 1908, CRS 13/4 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
95 Minutes of Parks and Recreation Committee July 1908-February 1909, CRS 13/5 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
96 ‘City parks and green spots, and the man who makes them’ The Sunday Times 25 December 1910 p 13. 
97 Minutes of Parks and Recreation Committee 1 June & 13 July 1910, CRS 13/5 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
98 ‘City parks and green spots, and the man who makes them’ The Sunday Times 25 December 1910 p 13. 



39 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 
Casey & Lowe                                                                   Conservation Issues 

                                           The Obelisk, Macquarie Place 

Figure 3.17: Raised flower beds at the corner of Bridge Street and Loftus Street May 1915, GPO 1-16214 
(Mitchell Library).  

 

 

Further improvements were effected a few years later in 1914 at the instigation of Alderman 
Griffin who asked that the best means of preserving the obelisk, making it to be seen to proper 
advantage and restoring or replacing the iron hand-railings ‘now much worn and corroded’ be 
investigated.99  The City Building Surveyor recommended that the railing be painted and that the 
stonework receive two coats of preservative liquid, but the matter was left to stand over until the 
following year.100  Work then began on a new wall along Loftus Street and two flights of steps 
with ornamental balustrades flanking the obelisk, with a connecting gravel path around the stone 
kerb of the monument.101  The Town Clerk refused to sanction the extra funds needed to 
complete the work, some Councillors called it ‘another example of wholly un-necessary 
expenditure in war-time’ but the funds were eventually voted.102  Whether any work was carried 
out on the obelisk itself, as recommended by the City Building Surveyor, is not known.  
 

 

                                                      
99 Extract from Council Minutes 14 July 1914 in Town Clerk’s file 3678/14 Restoration of monument Macquarie Place 
(Sydney City Council Archives). 
100 City Building Surveyor to Town Clerk 14 February 1916, Town Clerk’s file 3678/14 Restoration of monument 
Macquarie Place (Sydney City Council Archives). 
101 City Building Surveyor to Town Clerk 11 August 1914, Town Clerk’s file 3678/14 Restoration of monument 
Macquarie Place (Sydney City Council Archives). 
102 Minutes of Parks and Recreation Committee 21 February 1916, CRS 13/8 (Sydney City Council Archives) and Sydney 
Morning Herald 25 January 1916 p 6. 
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Figure 3.18: The new 
steps, balustrades and 
wall on the Loftus 
Street side of the 
obelisk in June 1917, 
GPO 1-18512 (Mitchell 
Library).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.20 The 1920s and 1930s 
By the late1920s the tree cover in Macquarie Place was much reduced and the emphasis in the 
park was upon more ornamental plantings.  The streets around the reserve still served as cab 
stands, now for motorised transport.  The gravel path around the obelisk was fenced off from the 
rest of the park and could only be approached from the two flights of steps on the Loftus Street 
side.103 
 
As prestigious modern buildings replaced their nineteenth-century counterparts, the area around 
the Macquarie Place Reserve remained a good address into the twentieth century.  For much of 
the first half of the new century the area was still a busy mercantile and government precinct, 
where firms and departments continued the activities of their nineteenth-century predecessors.  
The Macquarie Place Reserve, ‘a little green intimate oasis’ and ‘the heart of Sydney’ was a 
microcosm of the development of the Colony.104  Its history embraced the foundation of the 
Colony; the earliest Governors and their Government House; successful emancipists such as 
Simeon Lord and Mary Reiby; the foundations of commerce at the Bank of New South Wales and 
the achievements of self-made men like Thomas Sutcliffe Mort.  Equally important, it was a place 
where the past lived in the context of the future, a civic space that espoused the values and 
virtues of the white civilisation that flourished around it.  Roderick Quinn’s poem ‘The Obelisk’ 
first published in 1925 expressed some of these feelings.105 
 

                                                      
103 Commonwealth Home 1 August 1927 p 33 photograph. 
104 Adrian Ashton: ‘The heart of Sydney Macquarie Place’ The BP Magazine  [Burns, Philp & Co Ltd] Vol VIII No. 4, 1 
September 1936 pp 44-45, 92, 95 & 97. 
105 Reproduced in B.N. Fryer: The Obelisk, Macquarie Place (1937). 
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Figure 3.19: Macquarie Place in April 1928, GPO 1-13115 (Mitchell Library).  

 

 

THE OBELISK 
 
From here the roads take measurement 
That journey north and south; 
From here o’er leagues and gleaming leagues 
The Western Road sets forth. 
 
Who stands beside this Obelisk 
And dreams a quiet while, 
Shall see them moving, marching on 
Mile after shining mile. 
 
He shall behold them scarfing heights 
And ribboning wide plains; 
Now carpeted with summer dust, 
Now wet with winter rains. 
 
And he shall see, and thrill to see, 
With mind and heart aglow, 
Long wool-teams moving down their length, 
Long grain-teams crawling slow. 
 
Dream-gazing, he may glimpse dim shapes – 
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Stern, resolute, sublime –  
The men who trode them ere they knew 
The wearing wheels of time. 
 
And moving still, he may discern, 
Unaltered by the years, 
The footprints left by them of old –  
Our deathless pioneers. 
 
Who stands beside the Obelisk 
And dreams awhile may see 
Australia radiant on the road 
Of her bright destiny. 
 
Progress was the watch word and even after the experience of the 1929 depression was the 
major theme of the celebrations that marked the 150th anniversary of the founding of the nation 
in 1938.  
 
In the 1920s and early 1930s as the Harbour Bridge and its associated rail system, the city circle, 
were under construction, a renewal in importance was envisaged for Macquarie Place, the 
‘Umbilicus Terrae Australis’ as it was called in one 1937 publication.106  The planned new railway 
station at Circular Quay would see a resurgence of activity in this part of the city.  By the 1930s 
the needs of city workers were being recognised.  While permission had frequently been given in 
the past for the use of the Macquarie Place Reserve as a venue for public meetings and for 
individual speakers, by the early 1930s the right of citizens to the ‘quiet enjoyment’ of the area 
was being recognised.107 
 
 

3.21 More repairs and improvements 1934-1935 
In 1934 another scheme of beautification was proposed for the Macquarie Place reserve, which 
had been officially proclaimed a public park in 1931.  Two more fig trees were to be removed and 
a new path laid connecting the path around the obelisk and the area by the Sirius anchor.108  The 
City Engineer reported that the base of the obelisk and mouldings of the steps showed ‘signs of 
considerable fretting’ and required weather-proofing.  The paving surrounds were also dangerous 
and needed to be raised with new concrete or crazy stone paving.  Approved for the work was 
given on 1 April 1935.109  
 
The repair of the obelisk proved controversial with complaints that the ‘antiquarian appearance 
of the monument is being seriously impaired’.  The stonework was fretted and worn but there 
were concerns that it was being cut away so drastically that the stone underneath was being left 
“as white as the day it was quarried, thus completely spoiling the colour harmony of the obelisk”.  
According to the Sydney Morning Herald’s reporter who inspected the site in June, the stone at 
the base of the obelisk was being ‘replaced where necessary by new stone of similar appearance’.  
One section with lettering showed bad fretting and, according to the City Engineer, would need to 
be replaced but this would not be done ‘unless this was unavoidable’.  The new stone would 

                                                      
106 B.N. Fryer: The Obelisk, Macquarie Place (1937). 
107 Minutes of Parks and Recreation Committee 22 October 1934, CRS 13/15 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
108 Plan in Town Clerk’s file 4919/33 Beautification of Macquarie Place Reserve (Sydney City Council Archives). 
109 Town Clerk’s file 5049/34 repairs to obelisk (Sydney City Council Archives). 
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weather to harmonise with the existing and the new stonework at the base was not visible from 
the roadway or the reserve ‘except at close range’.110 
 

Four photographs of the pedestal of the obelisk dated 28 May 1935 show some fretting around 
the base and may be of the monument before any work was undertaken.111  They have not been 
reproduced here because they would not reproduce well.  Photographs taken after the work was 
completed show a marked colour differentiation between the shaft and pedestal that was 
obviously the cause of concern. Some of the joints on the shaft show up clearly as white lines 
indicating that they had been re-pointed.  Frank Hurley’s view of Macquarie Place in the late 
1930s shows the path constructed across the park in 1935 (Fig. 3.20).  The park with its three 
monuments has shade, seating and grassed areas for the enjoyment of city workers.112 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.20: The Macquarie 
Place park and the obelisk in 
the late 1930s. On the 
skyline the AWA tower, 
completed in 1939, in under 
construction (Frank Hurley 
negative collection PIC FH/8, 
National Library of 
Australia). 

 

 

                                                      
110 ‘Historic Obelisk. Renovation by Council. Reply to complaints. Sydney Morning Herald 21 June 1935 p 11e. 
111 Macquarie Place Photographs file 57/978-57/981 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
112 Frank Hurley negative collection PIC FH/8 (National Library of Australia). 
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Figure 3.21: The obelisk 
in the late 1930s (Frank 
Hurley negative 
collection, National 
Library of Australia). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.22 The Remembrance Drive – a ‘Royal Highway’ 1954 
In the early 1950s the historical significance of Macquarie Place was once again in the news.  
Australian Imperialism had been severely shaken by the events of the First World War and the 
Empire itself had now gone, but the enthusiasm shown for the monarchy in the person of the new 
young Queen, Elizabeth II on her first visit to Australia was staggering.  As a part of their hectic 
schedule the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh were to plant two trees in Macquarie Place to 
inaugurate the Remembrance Drive between Sydney and Canberra where they would later plant 
a tree near the War Memorial.  The event prompted M H Ellis, the biographer of Governor 
Macquarie and his architect Francis Greenway to contribute an article to the Bulletin on the 
history of Macquarie Place and the significance of this royal occasion.  
 
The Remembrance Drive, suggested in 1952 by Margaret Davis, the founding president of the 
Garden Club of New South Wales was to consist of a series of informal plantations bordering the 
highway to Canberra, as a memorial to the Australians who died in World War II and in Korea.  
This ‘Royal Highway’ Ellis wrote ‘will begin at the obelisk in Macquarie-place, which is the cradle 
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of Australian history and civilisation, and end in Canberra, the capital city, the establishment of 
which in 1927 set the coping-stone on Australian nationality.’ The road would ‘symbolically lead 
from the place of the very beginnings of Australian history to the place of the achievement of its 
maturity’.  Australia and Macquarie Place were unique, ‘no other country can pin-point so clearly 
and definitely the exact piece of earth on which its civilisation secured a foothold as Australia’s 
can be pin-pointed in Macquarie-place and its environs’.113  What Ellis did not comment on was 
the original purpose of the obelisk, ‘that all the public roads leading to the interior of the Colony 
are measured from it’.  This purpose and the fortuitous preservation of Macquarie Place as a park 
made it doubly appropriate as the place from which a road of trees would stretch to the national 
capital. 
 
The three-minute ceremony took place on 5 February 1954.  The Queen and the Duke of 
Edinburgh planted two plane trees at the newly cleared southeast corner of Macquarie Place as 
some 30,000 people tried to see the event.114  Interest in the Remembrance Drive was revived in 
the ‘Australia Remembers 1945-1999’ celebrations and there are currently more than fifty 
plantations with total of 50,000 trees as a living war memorial, of which Macquarie Place was the 
first.115 
 
Popular histories such as Frank Clune’s Saga of Sydney (1961) and Isadore Brodsky’s The Streets of 
Sydney (1962) continued to tell the stories of Macquarie Place and in 1962 the park and its relics 
were among the earliest items to be officially recognised as ‘historic’ in listings compiled by the 
Cumberland County Council.116 
 
 

3.23 Special events 1960s-2000 
From the 1960s the design of Macquarie Place and the condition of the obelisk and its other 
historic relics came under review at regular intervals, on the occasion of national anniversaries 
and special events, as outdoor public celebrations became the norm.  In 1963 the obelisk was 
‘under observation’ and was steam cleaned in honour of the175th anniversary of the foundation 
of the Colony.  ‘It had been generally accepted that historic monuments and the like should not 
be derived of their appearance of age’ the Director of Parks acknowledged.117  Despite this 
observation somewhat more drastic treatment was to follow.  
 
In 1964 ‘imperfect stones’ were replaced and the relevant parts of the inscription re-incised. The 
surface was then treated with a clear silicon preparation ‘to retard future deterioration of the 
stone’.118  The replacement stones were in the form of stone indents of Wonderbyne stone.119  
These paid little attention to the original jointing nor, in the case of the inscriptions, to the exact 
form of the existing lettering.  The original lettering was much finer than its replacement, despite 

                                                      
113 M H Ellis: ‘The Cradle of Australia. Macquarie-place and A Royal Occasion’ Bulletin 20 January 1954 pp 24-25. 
114 Sydney Morning Herald 6 February 1954 p 6. Some trees had been removed at the end of November 1953, 
Macquarie Place Photographs file, Eight photographs dated 30/11/53 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
115 Richard Aitken & Michael Looker (eds): The Oxford Companion to Australian Gardens (2002) p 151. 
116 Cumberland County Council: Historic Buildings Central Area of Sydney Vol. II (1962) pp 24-25. 
117 Director of Parks to Town Clerk, Minute 20 April 1964, Town Clerk’s files 1514/64 Condition of Macquarie Place 
Park (Sydney City Council Archives). 
118 Director of Parks to Town Clerk, Minute 20 April 1964, Town Clerk’s files 1514/64 Condition of Macquarie Place 
Park (Sydney City Council Archives). 
119 Personal communication by George Proudman quoted in Heritage Group State Projects NSW Public Works: ‘Final 
Draft Conservation Plan The Obelisk Macquarie Place, Sydney, NSW’, Heritage Group Report No. HG 96/02, January 
1996, pp 31 & 46. 
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its somewhat erratic centering.120  In the new work the Esqr after the Governor’s name lost the ‘r’ 
at the end of the abbreviation.  Photographs of the work show the new blocks at the base of the 
monument.121  Some cement patching was also undertaken at this time. 
 
The work was only just completed when on 2 November 1964 a car owned and driven by Dr D 
Gibson ran across the footpath of Loftus Street, demolished part of the 1915 wall and severely 
damaged the stone balustrade of the steps on the south side of the obelisk.122  Council 
approached the Department of Public Works for advice and a plan for remodelling the area 
around the obelisk and for the park generally was prepared by the Government Architect.  In May 
1966 the work around the obelisk was approved but the remainder of the plan was deferred 
pending submission of a report to Council about a range of suggestions for the area including its 
development as out-door museum.123  The following year some changes were made.  The Hague-
Smith fountain by sculptor Gerald Lewers, which had been donated and installed in 1960 as a 
result of the work of the Sydney Fountains Committee, was relocated from the corner of Bridge 
and Loftus Streets to the southwest corner of the park.  A ‘Colonial’ air was given to the place 
when three gas lamps were donated by AGL ‘to add to the tranquility and charm of the area’.124 
 
The most substantial change eventuated from the festivities associated with the opening of the 
Sydney Opera House in 1973.  The temporary closure of the Macquarie Place roadway and its use 
as public open space, as a part of these celebrations, was such a success that it was decided to 
make this permanent.  In 1976 the street was closed to traffic, steps were built along the edge of 
the park and seats and planter boxes were placed in the former roadway.125  The additional land 
was then dedicated for public recreation as an extension of the existing park.126 
 
From the late 1970s attention again turned to the condition of the obelisk.  Work under the 
National Estate Grants Program included a restoration report by Cox, Tanner & Associates with 
specialist advice from by Dr George S. Gibbons.  Following the recommendations of these reports 
the obelisk was photographed; casts of the inscriptions and ornamental features were made from 
latex moulds; the surface grime was removed; and the concrete surround at the base of the 
obelisk was removed and replaced with sandstone blocks tightly bedded in sand to improve 
drainage.127 
 
Some years later with a view to further repair work, the firm of T.A. Taylor conducted tests for 
salts and moisture content and found a high level of chlorides in the stonework.  Their report also 
confirmed the presence of organic resins below the cornice level, possibly silicone or acrylic, the 
residue of earlier attempts to waterproof the stone.128  A more detailed report prepared by J.L. 

                                                      
120 T Spooner: ‘The Obelisk, Sydney’ photographs and drawings, University of New South Wales, School of Architecture 
and Building PX *D 49/3 (Mitchell Library). 
121 Macquarie Place Photographs file, photographs dated 1964 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
122 City Engineers photographic negatives September 1965, CRS 48/5259 & 48/5260 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
123 Town Clerk’s files 1514/64 Condition of Macquarie Place Park (Sydney City Council Archives). 
124 Secretary of AGL Co. to Director of Parks, Town Clerk’s files 1514/64 Condition of Macquarie Place Park (Sydney City 
Council Archives). 
125 Town Clerk’s file 3523/74 Streetscape improvements (Sydney City Council Archives). 
126 NSW Government Gazette 15 October 1976 fols 4474-5 & 25 November 1977. 
127 Cox, Tanner & Associates: ‘A restoration report on the Obelisk Macquarie Place, Sydney for The Council of the City 
of Sydney’, National Estate Grants Program 79/80 Project No. 17, September 1981, File L01-00025 (Sydney City Council 
Archives). 
128 T A Taylor: ‘Conservation Report ‘The Obelisk’ Macquarie Place’ 22 January 1988, File L01-00025 (Sydney City 
Council Archives). 
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Heiman of CSIRO followed in 1992 but there were no funds to carry out its recommendations.129  
In 1994 following discussions with the Department of Public Works, funding for a Conservation 
Plan, to be prepared by State Projects Heritage Group, was obtained through the department’s 
Public Buildings Stone Program.130  In the meantime urgent subsoil drainage work, recommended 
in the 1992 CSIRO report was carried out by Council’s Urban Services Division under the direction 
of its Senior Heritage Architect, Peter Romey, with assistance from State Projects.131  
 
Funding was a significant issue and in preparation for the Olympic Games in 2000 Council sought 
private and corporate sponsorship for the proposed restoration of Bridge Street, Macquarie Place 
and other historic and significant civic spaces. In April 1995 Mrs Caroline Simpson had made an 
offer of private sponsorship for the conservation of the obelisk ‘subject to her approval of the 
conservation plan’.132  Early in 1996, after reviewing a copy of the document, Mrs Simpson 
commissioned Sue Rosen to undertake historical research on the obelisk on her behalf.133  In the 
light of this research and of the evidence of substantial repairs to the obelisk throughout its 
lifetime, Mrs Simpson did not proceed with her offer of funding. 
 

 

3.24 The Conservation Plan 1996 
As part of the Conservation Plan, State Project’s Heritage Group sought the advice of a sub-
committee of members of TAGMAC, the Heritage Council’s technical advisory group on options 
for the future conservation of the obelisk.  Four options were considered by the TAGMAC group: 
 
Option 1 - Do nothing 
Option 2 - Conserve the obelisk in situ 
Option 3 - Cover the monument 
Option 4 - Relocate the monument 
 
Options 1, 3 and 4 were considered to be unacceptable in terms of current conservation 
philosophy and practice.  With Option 1 - do nothing - the cultural significance of the obelisk 
would decline as deterioration continued.  Option 3 - cover the monument - would seriously 
impair the original design intent of the monument, reduce the area of the park, limit vistas and 
would also alter the moisture content of the stone which could hasten deterioration.  Option 4 - 
relocate the monument - was unacceptable because it would destroy the reason for the obelisk 
being there, would remove a monument that had been a feature of the place for over 175 years 
and could also cause further deterioration.  Option 2, the conservation of the obelisk in situ was 
considered to be the most appropriate way of retaining the cultural significance of the 
monument.  This was incorporated as the preferred option for the conservation of the obelisk in 
the Conservation Plan,134 which was endorsed by the Heritage Council in February 1996.135 
The main recommendation of the Conservation Plan was a program of initial conservation work 
and monitoring including: 

                                                      
129 J L Heiman: ‘Conservation report on Greenway Obelisk Macquarie Place for The Council of the City of Sydney’, 
CSIRO, August 1992. 
130 D Coleman, Public Works to Assistant General Manager 3 August 1994, File L01-00025 (Sydney City Council 
Archives). 
131 Peter Romey to Lord Mayor, Memo 17 November 1994 File L01-00025 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
132 Allen Robinson Pty Ltd to Lord Mayor 20 April 1995, File L01-00025 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
133 Sue Rosen & Associates: ‘A history of the Macquarie Obelisk Macquarie Place Sydney’ Prepared for Mrs Caroline 
Simpson, April 1996. 
134 Heritage Group State Projects NSW Public Works: ‘Final Draft Conservation Plan The Obelisk Macquarie Place, 
Sydney, NSW’, Heritage Group Report No. HG 96/02, January 1996. 
135 Heritage Council to General Manager 5 February 1996. 
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- site analysis including a photographic record and annotated record drawings 
- documentation by a conservator of specific repairs required and the approach to be   
  taken 
- careful cleaning to remove mould and algae, to be undertaken by conservator 
- remedial repairs including re-pointing, re-adhering loose and exfoliating stone and  
  patching cornice, to be undertaken by conservator 
- monitoring moisture content of the stonework before, during and after works 

 
The Conservation Plan also recommended that a periodic maintenance manual should be 
prepared for the obelisk and that one officer of Council (or a consultant), with specialist 
conservation knowledge, should be responsible for the co-ordination of conservation works, the 
preparation of the maintenance manual and the supervision of periodic repairs.136  
 
The recommendations of the Conservation Plan were however very general and did not include 
any specific scope of works and specifications based upon a detailed physical analysis of the 
fabric.  When funds were made available by Council in the Sydney Open Museum 1996-1997 
budget allocation, a more detailed report was commissioned.  In September 1997 ICS completed a 
condition report with options for conservation work, together with a photogrammetric record of 
the obelisk, measured drawings and condition drawings.137  Site conditions that were contributing 
to the deterioration of the obelisk were identified as: 
 

- the proximity of trees, contributing to biological growth and drainage problems; 
- the proximity to traffic contributing to the deposition of surface pollution; 
- proximity to the sea with resulting contamination from salts; 
- the existing drainage system which was not working well enough and was contributing       
  to rising damp.138 

 
With an estimated cost of some $100,000 there were however no funds to proceed with the 
conservation works.139  The project stalled as ‘Sydney 2000’ took over. 
 

 

3.25 The Obelisk as Maker140 
An issue for the project was to determine if the obelisk is still used as the zero point for the 
measurement of roads in New South Wales.  There is information to suggest there was a change 
of measuring point in the nineteenth century from the obelisk to the GPO.141  
 
The ‘Addendum’ by B T Dowd puts together information about this change, explaining why the 
location of some of the milestones was further along the Parramatta Road than it should have 
been, if they had been measured from the obelisk. 
 

                                                      
136 Heritage Group State Projects NSW Public Works: ‘Final Draft Conservation Plan The Obelisk Macquarie Place, 
Sydney, NSW’, Heritage Group Report No. HG 96/02, January 1996. 
137 These are held in the files of the Curator of the Open Museum CRS 950 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
138 International Conservation Services for Heritage Group State Projects ‘Obelisk of distances. Investigation of 
condition and options for conservation’, September 1997. 
139 File L01-00025 (Sydney City Council Archives). 
140 Part of this section was written by Mary Casey. 
141 W.A. Macdonald ‘Old Milestones: Parramatta Road’ in Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society, Vol 26, pt 
4, 1940 and an ‘Addendum’ by B.T. Dowd , JRAHS Vol 26, pt 4, 1940  pp355-359. 
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Casey & Lowe                                                                   Conservation Issues 

                                           The Obelisk, Macquarie Place 

On 11 September 1846, the Deputy Surveyor-General S. A. Perry wrote to the Colonial Secretary 
suggesting that the milestones on the Liverpool and Parramatta Roads needed replacing because 

they were so mutilated and asked from what point the measurement should commence - from 
Macquarie Place, the Post Office or the boundary stone of the city?  The reply from the Colonial 
Secretary's office dated 23 September 1846 was that the Governor approved of the expense of 
new milestones ‘the distance being measured from the General Post Office in George Street 
which appears to His Excellency to be a central and therefore eligible point of commencement’.142  
Tenders were called for the new milestones in December 1846.  
 
Dowd also makes reference to a letter dated 11 November 1839 from the Postmaster-General 
James Raymond to the Surveyor-General suggesting that the GPO be used as commencing point 
for the measurement of the Penrith and Windsor Roads.  In December 1839 the Surveyor-General 
‘issued instructions to one of the assistant surveyors to mark out the places for the milestones, 
with the zero point at the centre of the Post Office building in George Street’.143  Dowd says that 
he has not been able to trace any record of the completion of this proposal.  He suggests that 
because it was decided in 1846 to use the GPO, the earlier scheme probably did not eventuate. 
   
Consultation with the RTA on this issue to understand current practice in relation to the obelisk 
has revealed that it is a designated survey mark and is still used as the zero point marker for major 
main roads as New South Wales including the Great Western, Princes and Pacific Highways.  
Minor roads are measured from the GPO.  This marker has been an important point for the 
measurement for roads from 1818 to 2003 after 185 years.144   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
142 Dowd 1940:36.   
143  Dowd 1940:385-389. 
144 Bill Evans, Heritage Survey Co-ordinator, Survey Services, RTA, Parramatta office and Graham Cosier, Project 
Delivery Manager, Survey Services, RTA.   


