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9.0 Phase 6 – 1913 to 1917 alteration of the grounds for the Conservatorium of 
Music 

 
9.1 Alteration of the Grounds of the Conservatorium of Music 
The extent of alterations to the landscape in 1913 for the changing of the stables into the 
Conservatorium of Music is unknown.  One of the main changes was relocating the entrance to the 
building in the western side.  There appear to have been no major changes to the southern side 
until 1917.  In 1917 the Conservatorium of Music constructed a modern road and path (#625) 
system on the southern side of the building.  During these works the ‘cistern’ was discovered and 
considerable remains of the original road system were removed (Figure 6.3).1  The trench 
excavated for the stone edging is visible to the left and also presumably the line of the agricultural 
drain (#626/627) (Photo 5.6, Plan 2).  To the right of the cistern in 1917 was a dark loose deposit 
which was probably the extant road gravel removed by these works.   
 
The extent of this stage of works on the southern side of the Conservatorium is uncertain.  A 
photograph from 1916 confirms part of the original road system was surviving in 1916 (Figure 
9.1).  On the southern side of the Conservatorium building the loose gravel surface of the road and 
the garden bed is edged by the northern dish drain with a grate at the drain junction box. The 
gravel and drain were both elements of the original Stables’ road construction.  
 
The angle of the slope visible in the 1917 photograph (Figure 6.3) is very close to the 1998 slope 
(Photo 9.1) which suggests that the construction of the latest phase of the slope dated to 1917.  
Therefore the landscape topsoil (#601) was imported onto the site in 1917. It formed the base for 
the grassed layer all across the southern slope in Areas A, B and C (Plans/Sections: 10, 13, 19).  
The artefacts from this deposit are considered not to belong to the site as they were imported with 
the soil deposit.  They in fact came from another site.  There were 238 items found in this deposit 
(Vol. 6, Appendix B: Table 601.1). 
 
 
Slope 3 
The slope, as discussed above (Chapter 8.1), was constructed from a grass deposit (#601) above a 
layer of fill (#671/646).  The different fill matrices recorded of #671 and #646 were quite 
interesting.  In Trench A/A the western section contained a thick deposit of coarse red brown sand 
(#646) which was between 360 to 400 mm thick while the eastern section contained a deposit of 
lumpy white clay and gravels #671 (Photo 9.2).  As later evidence suggests this red sand may have 
come from the removal of the early gravel metalling of the Forecourt.  Evidence from a series of 
test trenches along the northern edge of the slope made it clear that this ‘filling’ deposit, while 
related as a part of a single event, was composed of different materials which, in all likelihood, 
reflected a series of cart loads of material being redeposited, possibly from the site or elsewhere.  
 
The matrix of #671 was composed of mixed lumpy white clay and sandstone rubble while #646 
consisted of red brown sand.  As was later found the red sand material was found to be commonly 
used on the site for filling, especially in the southeastern area (Chapter 8.2).     
 
 
Rubble Sink 
The rubble sink (#665, #735, #841) buried part of the drainage system, dish drain (#871) and rock-
cut trench (#879), in the southwest corner (Section 1, Photos 6.13, 6.19).  The deposition of the 
rubble sink was presumably designed to assist the original underground stormwater drain to 
continue to operate once the main inlet was buried.  The rubble sink would act as a catchment for 
water and 

                                             
1 Heritage Group, State Projects (final draft)1997:90, Fig. 5-15. 
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Figure 9.1: The above view 
shows the road system during 
initial building works for 
Verbrugghen Hall. H. 
Whitehouse, Conservatorium of 
Music, July 1913. SRNSW 
4/7575.1   
 
 
Figure 9.2: The slope on the 
southern side is steep and has a 
few trees.  By this time slope 2 
buried the southwest corner of the 
Stables Forecourt. H. 
Whitehouse, Conservatorium of 
Music, July 1913. SRNSW 
4/7575.1.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9: Alterations 1913-1917 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
Casey & Lowe Associates                                           Conservatorium Site, 1998-2001 

274

 



Chapter 9: Alterations 1913-1917 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
Casey & Lowe Associates                                           Conservatorium Site, 1998-2001 

275

Photo 9.1: View to west showing the grassy slope. The cistern is in the footpath underneath the 
loose gravel. CP 1/0. 
 
 
 

Photo 9.2: View to southeast showing eastern section of Trench A (left). The white deposit is 
context #671 which is underneath the landscape deposit #601.  Behind this is Quarry 1. Sale 1m. 
CP 4/32. 

Cistern
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hopefully drain water from the slope which would tend to collect in this area.  In one place it was a 
large V-shaped cut back filled with rubble.  Rubble was deliberately laid in the channel of the rock 
cut trench (#879) (Plan 21).   
 
The rubble sink was cut down through Slope 2 and underneath Slope 3 and therefore the phasing of 
this deposit is difficult.  It may have been excavated into Slope 2 shortly after it was laid over the 
drainage system or it may not have been excavated and laid until 1917 when there were problems 
with the drainage.  It is at this time that the agricultural drain (#626) was laid underneath the 
footpath and it may relate to the improvement of a generally wet area.  It is also possible that the 
sink went down as a separate event independent of the two stages of slope alteration.   
 
Impact from 1917 road works 
Aside from removing most of the extant early road system these works also damaged the southern 
part of the western elliptical drain (#793).  
 
The construction of the Verbrugghen Hall within the courtyard of the Stables building resulted in 
serious impacts in this area to the Bakehouse and Stables remains.  A series of 1913 photographs 
shows how the courtyard was cut down (Figure 9.3).  These show the internal façade of the 
Stables’ southern range which was two-storeys high.  The height of the horse and cart being mostly 
within the cut emphasises how deep the cutting into the courtyard was for the construction of the 
Hall.  The section or side of the excavation seems to be formed of the same packing material 
identified as courtyard packing (#1003) during detailed archaeological investigation of the 
Verbrugghen Hall and in three of the corridors.  The courtyard surfacing extant in this photograph 
should be a bituminous material, part of which was extant a few metres to the east of where this 
photograph was taken (Vol. 4, Fabric Plan 7, Photo 20.9) and in the northwest lobby (Vol. 4, 
Fabric Plan 15, Photo 20.31).  
 
This phase of the work involved cutting down the courtyard packing to build the Hall with its 
ramped seating and stage area.  The stage area was cut down into rock and removed most of the 
Bakehouse remains in the eastern area.  In the western two thirds of the site some remains of the 
courtyard packing were found.  This confirms that while the construction of the Hall considerably 
cut down the courtyard packing it was only in the eastern area that it completely removed the 
packing and as a result removed most of the Bakehouse footings and other surviving archaeological 
deposits.   
 
 
Circular Feature – Davit Crane Hole 
In the central western part of the Hall a large near circular hole (#1013) was found which contained 
remains of a large timber post (Plan 10, Photo 9.3).  This feature was cut through the courtyard 
packing and appears to have no functional relationship with the Stables.   
 
It is thought that this hole was excavated for the placement of a Davit crane within the Stables 
courtyard for the alteration of the site to the Conservatorium of Music.  This crane is shown, in a 
number of the 1913 construction photographs, as being located near the western end of the 
courtyard.  The backfill of the crane hole (#1012) was sterile containing no artefacts other than 
sandstock bricks.   
 
Post Holes 
There are a series of post holes that belong to this phase of the work: #1030, #1039, #1041, #1043, 
#1047, and were probably associated with temporary structures, some of which may have been 
posts associated with the davit crane.  These were not recorded in detail.  
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Photo 9.3: Cut for davit crane. Note the remains of a timber post on the right.  Scale 1 m, 30 cm. 
CP79/12. 
 
 
 

Photo 9.4: Remains of brick feature on the southern side of Verbrugghen Hall which was retained 
in situ. Scale 1 m. CP 81/17. 
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Other Features 
Another possible feature belonging to this phase is a shallow brick footing (#1022) laid in a 
compact mid-brown sandy deposit (#1023) on the southern side (Plan 10, Photo 9.4).  This appears 
to be cut through courtyard packing (#1003) and therefore probably relates to Phase 6 or 7 works.   
This feature was retained in situ underneath the floor of Verbrugghen Hall.  
 
 
9.3  Summary of Events 
The main events associated with the 1917 works were:  
 

• The altering of the southern slope and the reconstruction of the southern roadway and 
footpath.   

• The construction of Verbrugghen Hall and its impacts on the Bakehouse and Stables 
remains.   

 
 

 

Figure 9.3: Behind the horses and carts is a section through the courtyard indicating how much of 
it was cut down for the construction of Verbrugghen Hall.  This is the southern range of the 
Stables. Photograph by H. Whitehouse, July 1913. SRNSW 4/7575.1.  
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10.0 Phase 7 – Later twentieth-century use of the grounds  
 
10.1 Royal Botanic Gardens Use and Maintenance of the Area 
 
Fenceline 
There are some remains that clearly exhibit the Sydney Botanic Gardens association with the 
southern side of the area.  Early photographs and plans show the southern area was fenced off from 
the Stables building once it became the Sydney Conservatorium after 1915.  The Gardens fenceline 
found during excavations was not shown on a 1914 plan the grounds (Figure 2.40).2 A photograph 
c. 1923 shows a fenceline traversing diagonally across, from the extant sandstone gateposts, the 
southern area and terminating at a large fenced area (Figure 8.2).  Remains of this fenceline (#634) 
were found immediately beneath Slope 3 (#601), the latest layer of turf across the site (Photos 
10.1, 10.2).  The fenceline was built c. 1915 and relocated sometime after 1923.   
 
The buried evidence for the fenceline consists of an extensive stretch of footing, more than 15 m in 
length, of soft, sandy cement with pebble/cobble aggregate with sandstone supports at intervals of 
approximately 2.95 m (10 feet).  There were a number of marks or impressions on the footing 
from large sandstone blocks.  This footing was stratigraphically above all deposits in this area 
except for #601.  It is most probable that the extant palisade fence between the RBG and the 
Conservatorium was the fence that was formerly situated on this footing.  The existing palisade 
fence consists of iron spikes set into a concrete base which sits below the ground.  Much of the 
fence footing was built on top of quarry fill but where it was on bedrock the footing ceased.  A 
section of cut iron fence was once keyed into the extant RBG stone gatepost which shows further 
evidence of the relocation of this earlier palisade fence.   
 
Bitumen Path/road 
Other evidence relating to the RBG use of the area was a bitumen path/road (#636) on a rubble 
stone and sand base (#693) located on a rock platform (#637).  Evidence for this path was found 
immediately inside the current Royal Botanic Gardens’ fenceline. It extended for approximately 20 
metres and was visible in trenches A, B and C in Area A (Plan 17, 18; Sections 10, 11).  The 
bitumen surface (Photo 10.3, Photo 2/33) was specifically related to the area where the rock was 
not cut away by quarrying.  The bitumen path was built with gravel laid on a compacted sandstone 
rubble base sitting on a flattened sandstone ledge.   
 
There is little stratigraphical evidence to relate the use of this pathway with other phases of the 
site’s use other than in Trench C where it was sealed underneath the railway-period backfill of clay  
and shale (#638).  Therefore it dates to the pre-railway use of the area. It may in fact be a phase 5 
path associated with the Garden Palace redesign (Figure 2.33).   
 
Plantings 
During the Conservatorium use of this area the RBG continued to maintain the grounds and planted 
a number of trees including a Canary Palm (#714) which was removed and planted in the Tarpein 
Way during early stages of the archaeological program.   

                                             
2 Gilbert 1986.  
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Photo 10.1: View to east showing the whitish-coloured footing of the earlier Royal Botanic 
Gardens fenceline running through Trench A, Area A.  The extant palisade fence is visible to the 
south (right).  The edge of trench shows context #601 underneath the grass.  The fence footing is 
sitting on rubble backfill of Quarry 1, part of which is visible to the right.  Sydney Conservatorium 
of Music. Scale 1 m. CP 2/26.   

Photo 10.2: Detail of concrete footing of Royal Botanic Gardens fenceline showing a reused 
sandstone block which acted as a base for the support of the palisade fence. Scale 30 cm. CP 3/21. 
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10.2 Twentieth-Century Railway use of the Area 
Between 1917 and into the 1930s the line for the city circle was built through the eastern area of 
the site.3  It consists of two large concrete arches above two rock-cut channels for the railway lines 
(Photo 10.4).  Little evidence from the construction period of the railway was found other than a 
few sections of bent track which was possibly used for construction purposes.4   
 
The archaeological zoning plan and the archaeological management strategy assumed the 
construction of the railway had an extensive impact on the potential for archaeological remains to 
survive in the eastern area.  The results were contrary to this expectation.  In the area between the 
two railway tunnels considerable remains were found of a rubbish dump (#850) sitting on natural 
remnant topsoil (#840).  Both were sealed beneath a layer of rubble and other railway deposits 
(Photo 8.10).   The typical railway backfill (#638) near the top of the strata was a mottled orange 
and white clay with largish slate inclusions.  This similar type of fill was found in Area A Trench 
C where it sealed a bitumen path (#636).   
 
Aside from cutting through the grounds of the Conservatorium the railway had an impact on the 
levels in the eastern area. The natural ground level between the two tunnels was approximately two 
metres below the top of the tunnel.  Therefore when the railway work was completed the tunnels 
were buried by raising the ground levels by approximately 3 metres.   
 
 
10.3 Conservatorium Impacts on the Area during the Twentieth Century 
 
10.3.1 Southern Area  
In the 1930s the earlier 1917 road was rebuilt and extended around the whole building as a loop. 
This road was built with a solid packed ballast road base (Telford) (#741), presumably for taking 
heavier trucks, under a bitumen surface (Photo 10.5).5  This work also included replacing the line 
of an early agricultural drain with straight sections of terracotta pipe (626/627).  At about the same 
time the eastern slope was altered to a form that survived into the 1990s.  The levelling in this area 
consisted of 1930s fill material (#831) and others, which had been deposited over the previous 80 
or so years (#839), but the major changes were associated with the 1930s landscaping and the 
railway fill (#638) (Photo 8.10).  
 
It was during the Conservatorium use of the site that many of the service trenches were laid 
including an electricity cable dating to 1938 (#628). 

                                             
3 Heritage Group, State Projects (final draft) 1997:71, 91. 
4 CP Archive 44/35. 
5 Heritage Group, State Projects (final draft) 1997:92. Dept. of Main Roads 1976:104. 
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Photo 10.3: Bitumen path (looking west) as it crosses through Trench B, Area A. Scale 1 m. CP 
3/5.   
 
 
 

Photo 10.4: Looking south along the line of the western railway tunnel to the east of the Stables 
building. CP 51/17.    
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Photo 10.5: Southern side of the Stables, looking northwest, with the Telford road base in section 
behind the scale and to the right under the extant bitumen surface. Scale 1m. CP 17/25. 
 
 

Photo 10.6: Western area cut through by service trenches. Scale 1 m. CP 61/30. 
 

Telford road base
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List of archaeological contexts associated with Phase 7. 
Area Section Context Phase Details 

A, B, C 10, 13, 601 20th century General unstratified - imported to site, 
B  625 20th century Rubble deposit in footpath 
B  626 20th century Agricultural drain 
B  627 20th century Cut for 626 
A  635 20th century Estate fence between Con and RBG 
A  714 20th century Cut - for palm tree 
E  749 20th century Modern 20th century services 
E  750 20th century 20th century surfaces 
B  841 20th century Fill - stacked rubble 
B  628 20th century – 1938 Electricity cable 
A  634 20th century - c1921 Gardens fence line 
A  638 20th century - c1930 Fill layer - railway backfill 
A  688 20th century – Road 1 Deposit - this was incorrectly numbered. 

 
 
10.3.2 Eastern and Northern Areas  
There was considerable building activity in the eastern and northern areas throughout the twentieth 
century which resulted in the general destruction of much of the archaeological evidence in these 
areas.  The building phases included the 1920s additions to the north and the 1960s and 1970s 
additions to the north and east.     
 
 
10.3.3 Western Area 
In the western area the eastern part was cut down into natural by the modern road which removed 
considerable evidence of the road system.  The area was also cut through by numerous service 
trenches (Photo 10.6). Further to the west a roundabout was built which resulted in considerable 
filling.  No early fabric survived in this area and what were thought to be original topsoils 
following analysis of the pollen content it was determined that they were fill.  The main fabric and 
evidence that survived in this area were drains associated with Phase 3, the redesign of this area 
with the building of the western wall as part of Phase 4, and garden beds and associated deposits 
belonging to Phase 5.  
 
 
10.4 Summary 
In summary phase 7 involved:  

• further alteration to the landscape by the construction of a modern circuit road,  
• the upgrading and maintenance by the RBG including fences and plantings.   
• major impact on northern and eastern areas from modern additions to the Conservatorium 

facilities.   
 
The works associated with phases 6 and 7 removed the focus from the southern side of the building 
to the western side and its new entrance.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


