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2.0 Historical Background9 
 

2.1 Historical Development of the Pyrmont peninsula 

 

2.1.1 Aboriginal Occupation 

The original inhabitants of Pyrmont were part of the Gurangi people, the local band being the 

Cadigal.10  In 1789 approximately 50 per cent of the Aboriginal population in and around Sydney 

Cove was killed by an epidemic, thought to be smallpox.11  This caused dislocation and eventually 

regrouping of the remnant bands of Aborigines.  The Cadigal were the inhabitants of the Pyrmont 

and Ultimo peninsula and called it Pirrama.12  They appear to have remained living on the 

peninsula into the 1830s where "Tinker's Well" provided a constant fresh water supply and food 

sources were available from the shoreline and harbour.13  It was not until Edward Macarthur began 

to subdivide and clear Pyrmont in 1836 that the Aborigines were forced further to the south into 

the area of Ultimo.14  The European utilisation of Pyrmont has resulted in the destruction of most 

of the archaeological sites associated with Aboriginal occupation.  The quarrying of rock faces, the 

burning of shell from middens for lime mortar, the clearing of the land and the levelling of ground 

for building have left little evidence of the Aboriginal occupation in either Pyrmont or Ultimo.15 

 

 

2.1.2 Early Land Grants 

The first land grants on the Pyrmont-Ultimo peninsula were made by Lieutenant Governor Major 

Francis Grose, on the 10th December 1794.  Twenty-four acres were granted to John Malone and 

eighteen acres were granted to William Mitchell (Fig. 2.1).16  These grants contained conditions 

that Mitchell and Malone were to build within five years of the grant date and improve and 

cultivate their land.  This they failed to do.  A similar conditional grant of 55 acres encompassing 

the northeastern section of the peninsula was made to Private Thomas Jones on 14 March 1795.17  

Most of the remainder of the Pyrmont-Ultimo peninsula was granted to John Harris or purchased 

by him shortly afterwards.  Harris received a series of grants, the first in December 1803 and the 

last in 1818.18   

 

The land within the study area was part of Thomas Jones’ initial grant which remained 

undeveloped well into the nineteenth century.  Jones neither resided upon nor cultivated his land 

selling it to Sergeant Obedah Ikin in 1796, reputed to have resold it to John Macarthur in 1799 for 

£10 of rum.19  Macarthur left this land to his wife Elizabeth Macarthur, and his children 

Emmeline, and Edward upon his death in 1834.   

                                              
9 Section 2 historical background is based on Casey & Lowe 2003b. 
10 Ross 1988:6, Figure 2; Turbet 1989:22.   
11 Ross 1989:49. 
12 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:14. 
13 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:23. 
14 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:24. 
15 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:24. 
16 LTO RG 1/147 (1), (2).  
17 LTO OS Bk50/261, schedule. 
18 Matthews 1982:11. 
19 Casey & Lowe 1993a:6; Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:13-14. 
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Figure 2.1: Map showing the Pyrmont Estate which incorporated Thomas Jones’ grant and later owned 

by John Macarthur.  The location of the study area is indicated by the dot. The location of the 

CSR site, Pyrmont is indicated by the hatched area.  Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:16.  
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2.1.3 Early Land Use 

Pyrmont 

The derivation of the name Pyrmont has been attributed to parallels with the spa town of Pyrmont 

in Germany although there has been some suggestion that it is similar to the Aboriginal name for 

the peninsula, Pirrama.20 

 

Following the granting of the peninsula there was limited use of the area.  The land consisted of a 

rocky sandstone ridge forming a spine along the length of the peninsula with numerous freshwater 

streams running down off the ridge.21  The Pyrmont end of the ridge branched into two separate 

headlands.  Macarthur's grant was on the eastern headland separated from Sydney by the waters of 

Cockle Bay (Fig. 2.1).   

 

Fitzgerald and Golder suggest that Macarthur's other interests, in association with politics, health 

and the slow economic development of Sydney, limited the potential growth of Pyrmont until the 

mid nineteenth century.22  While the northern part of the peninsula contained deep water 

anchorages and good supplies of sandstone for quarrying there was little economic need for these 

as similar resources existed in Millers Point which were easier to access from Sydney Cove.  It 

was not until the 1830s that wharfage facilities spread down along the eastern side of Cockle Bay, 

by then renamed Darling Harbour, due to the increased traffic from coastal and river shipping.23 

 

The only early industrial activities on Macarthur's grant were a salt-boiling works and a windmill 

for grinding grain, the latter situated on high ground between Jones and Pyrmont Bays, in an area 

bounded by the former alignments of Mill, Point and Church Streets (now cleared down to 

bedrock).24  Macarthur went into exile in 1808 for his role in the Rum Rebellion and it was eight 

years before he returned to Sydney.  The grain mill continued to operate for a short period with 

customers bringing their grain by boat across Cockle Bay, briefly drawing the headland into 

mainstream commercial activity.25  But eventually Macarthur’s mill was unable to compete with 

more efficient water and steam powered mills across the harbour such as Dickson’s and Barker’s 

steam mills.26  A watercolour dated to c.1819-1820 looks across Cockle Bay towards the mill and 

shows what appears to be a narrow cleared tract of land leading from the mill down towards 

Pyrmont Bay (Fig. 2.2).  

 

Macarthur had also planned to build a large home in Pyrmont from local stone after his return to 

Sydney and although the stone was quarried no dwelling was ever erected.27  The stone was later 

removed to Parramatta for extensions to Elizabeth Farm.  A drawing from 1832 shows the 

windmill isolated within a hilly landscape with dense vegetation and swampy sandy shorelines (Fig. 

2.3).  The eastern shore of Pyrmont, the most accessible from Sydney Cove, had still not been 

developed.  

 

                                              
20 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:14. 
21 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:12.  
22 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:15. 
23 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:15. 
24 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:15. 
25 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:15-17. 
26 Casey & Lowe 2006:5.  
27 Dyster 1989:18-19. 
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Figure 2.2: View across Cockle Bay to Pyrmont Bay and the windmill painted by James Taylor c.1819-

1820.  The cleared area to the left of the mill suggests that access was made via Pyrmont Bay. 

The study area, indicated by an arrow, is still undeveloped.  Mitchell Library, ML941.   

 

 

 

Figure 2.3: John Thompson’s View from Sydney of the haunted mill in Cockle Bay.  Fitzgerald & Golder 

1994:24.  Dixson Library, DL PXX31.   
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Ultimo 

Unlike Macarthur, Dr John Harris built his residence on his portion of the peninsula which he 

called 'Ultimo'.  Harris and his wife lived at Ultimo until they moved to their Shane's Park 

property at St Marys in 1821.  Other than using the grounds little is known of Harris' activities on 

his Ultimo Estate although he employed 24 convicts and six free servants.  After Harris left Ultimo 

it was leased to a number of occupants.28 

 

Ultimo seems to have been more extensively cleared once it was occupied by Surgeon John 

Harris.29  Some sections of the Ultimo Estate were subdivided much earlier than the rest of the 

peninsula.  That part of Ultimo Estate adjacent to Parramatta Road and Blackwattle Creek was 

developed and sold at auction by Samuel Lyons in 1823 and 1830.30  By 1837 much of the southern 

part of Ultimo had been cleared and was partially occupied.  Large areas of the peninsula between 

the study area and Ultimo remained largely undeveloped until the second half of the nineteenth 

century.31   

 

2.1.4 Subdivision and initial development of the Pyrmont Estate  

John Macarthur died in 1834 and left his estate to his wife and children.  Edward Macarthur, who 

was living in England at the time of his father’s death, purchased the Pyrmont lands from his 

mother and sister.  He quickly made plans to subdivide Pyrmont and began constructing Harris 

Street in 1836 (Fig. 2.4).32  Edward Macarthur's original design for the estate in the northeastern 

part of the peninsula was a well-to-do residential subdivision but this failed to attract interested 

purchasers who were more inclined to the eastern suburbs.  The final plans resulted in a mixture of 

industrial wharfage and low-income housing as they catered to the people interested in investing in 

Pyrmont.33  The wharfage and ship-building areas were necessary for expansion beyond Darling 

Harbour and this attracted associated workers.   

 

The layout of the 1839 subdivision divided the estate into larger and less regular blocks, following 

the shoreline from Elizabeth Bay in the north (now Johnstons Bay) around to Jones Bay and 

Pyrmont Bay in the southeast. Union Street formed the southern boundary of Macarthur’s Pyrmont 

Estate with the western boundary just beyond Harris Street formed by the extension of John Harris’ 

Ultimo estate (Fig. 2.5, 2.1). The earlier 1836 subdivision was based on a more formal grid 

subdivision with little allowance for the steep and rocky terrain of much of Pyrmont.34  The first 

portion of the Pyrmont Estate was auctioned by T. Smart in 1839.35  This area was bounded by 

Harris, John and Union Streets.  All 41 lots were sold including areas facing large tidal mudflats 

that lined Pyrmont Bay which were marketed as having the potential to be extended towards deeper 

water by consolidating with sandstone rubble from the higher blocks.36  

 

The sale of 48 lots in the northern part of the estate in 1840 was not as successful and many blocks 

remained unsold.  It appears that the land nearer to the water sold quickly and the higher rocky 

ground was less desirable.  The shipbuilding company of Chowne, Thompson & Chowne 

purchased two blocks alongside Elizabeth Bay in the northern part of the peninsula, while in the 

immediate vicinity of the study area land bought by J. W. Russell was used to set up a shipyard. 

                                              
28 Dyster 1989:28. 
29 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:20 figure, drawing by Edward Mason. 
30 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:18; Matthews 1982:13. 
31 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:39. 
32 Matthews 1982:8; Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:24-25. 
33 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:23-ff. 
34 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:25. 
35 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:26. 
36 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:26. 
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The unsold northern blocks of the estate were leased as quarries in the 1840s.37  The mixed results 

from these sales would help establish the two most important early industries in the area associated 

with shipping and quarrying.  The 1843 map of Sydney shows that already several wharves and 

slips had been constructed around Pyrmont Bay extending into deeper anchorages beyond the tidal 

zone, including several near the study area (Fig. 2.5).  

 

 

Figure 2.4: Edward Macarthur’s 1836 subdivision which did not sell and was redesigned.  The arrow 

marks the position of the study area.  Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:25.   

 

 

As a result of severe economic depression during the 1840s the development of Pyrmont, and 

Sydney, remained slow.38  Land holdings on the Pyrmont Estate were further subdivided for sale in 

1841 by one of the earlier investors, Edward Flood, targeting not the middle classes but small 

business owners and skilled tradesman to use for commercial purposes and working-class housing.  

The area continued to attract smaller businesses associated with quarrying and maritime activity.  

The mid 1840s saw the initial occupation of Darling Island, now linked to the peninsula by a rough 

stone mound, by the expanding Hunter River Steamship Company who established their 

engineering and maintenance workshops on this side of the bay.39  The nature and limited scale of 

development preserved much of the natural environment away from the northeastern part of the 

peninsula and contemporary images depict clusters of buildings hugging the shoreline around 

Pyrmont Bay and the Sydney side of the northern headland (Fig. 2.6).  

                                              
37 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:26; Ashton 1990:8; Wells Map of Sydney 1843. 
38 Casey & Lowe 2000:23-24; Table A; Linge 1979: 68; Table 3.8. 
39 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:27-29. 
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Figure2.5: Edward Macarthur’s second subdivision plan, 1839.  This plan made allowances for the 

rocky outcrops. Note that the positions of Elizabeth and Jones Bays are reversed on this plan.40  

Map of the City of Sydney by William Henry Wells, 1842.  Mitchell Library, ML 

Z811/17/1842/1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.6: Pyrmont c.1845 as viewed from Miller’s Point. Large commercial buildings follow the 

shoreline and most houses are located on the high ground in the north of the peninsula. 

Mitchell Library, ML377.  

                                              
40 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:27. 
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The exploitation of Pyrmont sandstone started slowly.  The northwestern point of Elizabeth Bay 

was known as Ballast Point, the source of much of Sydney’s ballast for ships, roads and railway 

building.41  It was not until the 1850s that large quantities of Pyrmont sandstone came to be the 

favoured building material for the construction of many public and private buildings in Sydney.  

These included the University of Sydney, the General Post Office, the Australian Museum and 

many other structures which were built over the following decades.42  Increased demand led to the 

development of multiple sandstone quarries on the peninsula and the recognition that this was the 

superior sandstone in Sydney.  Quarrying became Pyrmont’s major industry.  The suburb attracted 

increasing numbers of stone artisans and workers in related industries. 

 

 

2.1.5 A Place to Work and Live 

 

Following the establishment of numerous small and medium commercial enterprises in Pyrmont by 

the early 1840s, houses were built to accommodate the increasing numbers of workers and their 

families.  Transportation to Pyrmont by ferry or boat was an expensive option and the harsh 

economic situation provided little incentive for any major capital investment in a bridge crossing.43  

As a result the area became a residential base for much of the local workforce.  Although 

comprising only a small percentage of the total number of houses already built in the Sydney area 

by 1845 (2.76%), Pyrmont’s housing was typical of development on the urban fringes of Surry 

Hills and Darling Harbour.44  Dwellings were aimed at housing the working classes. Less than 20 

per cent of properties in the area were owner-occupied and most were typically small two or three 

bedroom cottages, often separated by open spaces.45  Houses were predominantly built of local 

stone (almost 70%), with the remaining 20 per cent constructed from either wood or brick.  Of the 

addresses specified in the Council Rate Assessment books the most densely built streets at this 

stage were Mount Street (48 houses), Harris Street (31 houses) and Union Street (31 houses). A 

further nine houses were listed simply as Pyrmont Bay and the remainder were attributed generally 

to Pyrmont.46   

 

Of the total of 31 houses built along Union Street by 1845 four were listed as owner-occupied.  

Unlike other areas of Pyrmont half of these early dwellings were built of wood, only ten were of 

stone and the remaining five were brick structures varying in size from two to eight rooms.  One of 

the larger stone properties from this period was rented by Sydney’s first town clerk, Charles 

Chambers and was close to the study area.47  The construction of adequate roads appears to have 

lagged and Union Street at this time was described as a ‘particularly steep and dangerous track’ 

with movement around the area made difficult by the terrain.48 

 

The relative isolation of the area and the difficulties in obtaining supplies from across the harbour 

meant that most residents were limited to local businesses to supply food and other essentials.49  

The increasing population of Pyrmont required the provision of other services as well.  Various 

church meeting places were established during the 1840s and a foundation stone for the Anglican 

                                              
41 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:32. 
42 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:32, 33. 
43 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:29; Irving 2006:10-17. 
44 Casey & Lowe 2000:23. 
45 Casey & Lowe 2000:23; Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:28. 
46 CSA, Rate Assessment Book, 1845 Phillip Ward.pdf, CRS 17 1845,  

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201845/ 
47 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:30; CSA, Rate Assessment Book, 1845 Phillip Ward.pdf, CRS 17 1845, p.38.  

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201845/ 
48 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:30. 
49 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:28-30. 
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Church of St. Bartholomew was laid in 1849 on the old Macarthur windmill site.50  Other 

community needs were met by a growing number of public houses.  The 1848 rate books list a 

public house on Union Street, in the immediate vicinity of the study area.51   

 

There were few changes to the development of Pyrmont and Ultimo until gold was discovered in 

1851.  The gold rush led to a booming economy.  A post office branch opened in 1853 but still 

there was no direct road link between Pyrmont and the centre of Sydney.  The area continued to 

rely on shipping and quarrying as its major industries and in the 1850s the Hunter River Steamship 

Company’s Darling Island facility was bought and expanded by the Australian Steam Navigation 

Company.  Development of the peninsula remained slow however, a factor attributed to the lack of 

a bridge connection across Darling Harbour.  A group of residents including landowners from the 

study area wrote to the government in 1856 requesting that a public wharf be built at the bottom of 

Edward Street. Their offer to help finance the initial construction stage underlines the importance 

of transportation across the harbour to the local community.52 

 

With the growing demand for Pyrmont sandstone, quarry owners were also keen to push the case 

for a bridge.53  A goods rail line was built in 1855 through Ultimo along Darling Harbour but it 

terminated some distance south of the Pyrmont Bay wharves and the eventual site of a bridge 

crossing (Fig. 2.7).  This limited rail line was never a viable option and by the 1860s was no 

longer in use.54 

 

The most suitable site for a bridge was from the end of Union Street to Market Street on the city 

side. The construction of Pyrmont Bridge commenced in 1857 by the private Pyrmont Bridge 

Company and in 1858 the suburb was finally linked to the eastern side of Darling Harbour.55  The 

provision of a bridge to Pyrmont made the peninsula a viable option for commercial and residential 

users.  On the western side of the bridge crossing Union Street was now joined with the new 

Pyrmont Bridge Road just east of Edward Street, which veered southwest towards Glebe and 

Parramatta Road, effectively linking the suburb in two directions (Fig. 2.7).  Property boundaries 

on the southern side of Union Street were no doubt altered by this major road realignment but the 

study area appears not to have been affected. Although the bridge was built with a central opening 

span its position would serve to limit the passage of large ships into the southern part of Darling 

Harbour therefore favouring the further development of wharves around Pyrmont, Jones and 

Elizabeth Bays at the expense of those in Ultimo.56   

                                              
50 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:30-31. 
51 No direct references to Union Street by name or numbers are provided in the 1848 records but the relative 

position of a listing for a public house following Kellick’s properties in the study area implies their close 

proximity. CSA, Rate Assessment Book, 1848 Phillip Ward.pdf, CRS 17 1848, p.26. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201848/1848%20PHILLIP%20WARD.pdf 
52 John Kellick the owner of the properties in the study area and a tenant from Union Street, Thomas Smith 

are listed among the 14 individuals in the letter. CSA, Letters received February-March 1856, Item 

26/21/0168.  http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/Investigator/Entity.aspx?Path=\Item\413779 
53 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:32-33. 
54 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:39-41. 
55 Wotherspoon 1983:20. 
56 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:34-35, 41. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/Investigator/Entity.aspx?Path=/Item/413779
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Figure 2.7: The Pyrmont Bridge Company’s plan for a bridge spanning Darling Harbour with road 

connecting to Glebe and Parramatta Road to the west. Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:34.   

 

 

The bridge meant that access to the suburb was now much easier.  Pyrmont sandstone could be 

readily transported into the city and was used extensively throughout the 1860s and 1870s for 

major public buildings.  Stone also continued to be used locally for housing.  The quarries were 

extended around to the western and northern reaches of the peninsula, local quarry owners grew 

wealthier and the demand for skilled and unskilled labourers increased.  The area to the north of 

Pyrmont Bridge Road and Union Street became more crowded with different types of industry and 

workers competing for much of the available space while the area to the south of the Bridge and 

Union Street remained undeveloped (Fig. 2.8).57  

 

Although road access to Pyrmont had improved the state of local roads and other services lagged 

well behind that of the city and residents of Pyrmont actively campaigned for improvements to 

roads, water and sewerage.  They argued that improvements carried out on the opposite side of the 

harbour had not been forthcoming even though they contributed equally to city taxes.58  At a public 

meeting Mr [John] Kellick the first owner of the individual lots that make up the study area 

suggested that such problems would only be resolved once the streets were properly aligned and the 

suburb was officially recognised as part of the city.  He proposed that: 

                                              
57 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:42-46. 
58 Sydney Morning Herald, 17 January 1859, p. 3. 
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...the city surveyors should...be called upon to prepare a plan of the entire locality, setting 

out the streets therein, so that they may be at once proclaimed, placed directly under 

municipal management, and open to receive all the benefits of municipal improvements.59  

 

The first street lighting was installed in the early 1860s and a twelve-inch water pipe was laid in 

Harris Street in 1861.  This was soon followed by additional water mains to other streets including 

Union, Edward and Alma Streets which are visible on the 1865 survey plan of Sydney (Fig. 2.13 

in section 2.3.1).  Before this residents had to cart their own water from natural springs on the 

headland along steep and poorly built roads.60  A letter from a local resident to City officials dated 

May 1865 indicates that a sewer had been laid down in the study area but four properties in 

Edward Street were still awaiting connection.61  Growing populations resided close to their place of 

work near the wharves and industrial areas of Pyrmont, often interspersed with smaller businesses.  

In 1861 rated properties in Union Street included four public houses and four combined shops and 

houses, while wharves and sheds were still found at the eastern end of the street.62  A similar 

pattern existed in 1871 with shops and hotels between a string of houses, including two shops at the 

corner of Union and Edwards Streets.  The properties along Edward Street were listed as private 

houses.63  

 

 

Figure 2.8: View from city across Darling Harbour c.1870.  Large open spaces with low vegetation can 

be seen south of the study area and stands of trees are visible in the background.  The study 

area is marked with an arrow.  Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:49. 

 

                                              
59 Sydney Morning Herald, 17 January 1859, p. 3. 
60 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:30. 
61 These sewer lines are not shown on the 1865 Trigonometrical Survey of Sydney.  Only the positions of 

water mains are marked.  Letter from Thomas Smith, May 1865. CSA, Letters Item 26/73/414. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/Investigator/Entity.aspx?Path=\Item\441272 
62 CSA, Assessments Books, Denison Ward 1861:25-26. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201861/1861%20DENISON%20WARD. 
63 CSA, Assessments Books, Denison Ward 1871:27-28. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201871-

1877/1871%20DENISON%20WARD.pdf 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201871-1877/1871%20DENISON%20WARD.pdf
http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201871-1877/1871%20DENISON%20WARD.pdf
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Other major industries were established soon after adding to the demand for workers.  In 1875 the 

Colonial Sugar Refinery, their operation in Chippendale no longer viable, bought up five acres of 

northern Pyrmont, mostly by purchasing a lease from William Chowne.  The extensive 

remodelling of existing wharves and the construction of a new purpose built refinery employed 

large numbers of skilled and unskilled tradesmen and created a major new industrial presence.64  

 

By 1877 the Australian Tin Smelting Company had set up operation at the end of Chowne Street on 

the western side of the CSR works.  New industrial plants were opening throughout Pyrmont which 

operated on various scales.  A smaller tin smelting business with associated wharves was set up on 

Edward Street, and on Union Street near the junction with Pyrmont Bridge Road, an iron-rolling 

mill and wharf facility was in operation.65  Pyrmont was also linked more directly to the abattoirs 

on Glebe Island via a bridge across Johnstons Bay.  Many residents of the suburb in the 1870s 

were listed in the Sands Directory as butchers by trade. Other service industries for the growing 

population had developed including numerous hotels, groceries and specialty shops which were to 

be found along Harris Street where near to John Street, and to a lesser extent at its junction with 

Union Street.66  By the 1880s the major religious denominations had a church in the area and 

several church or private schools accommodated the needs of families with children.67 

 

The 1880s witnessed the construction of 20 woolstores in Ultimo, the first being the Goldsbrough 

Mort Woolstore in 1883.68  It was soon followed by a large grain and produce store and increased 

demand for areas previously occupied by residential buildings.  These changes were responses to 

the development of nearby wharves and the extension of goods rail lines through Ultimo which 

were necessary to service the booming export primary industries of the 1870s and 1880s.69  The 

deindustrialisation of the eastern side of Darling Harbour was responsible for the establishment of 

many industries in Ultimo and Pyrmont.  Aside from the large industrial complexes the 1880s saw 

the development of smaller scale workshops and businesses which serviced the large industries, 

such as iron foundries.70  All this development moved out any remnant dairies or agricultural 

practices which were part of the early occupation of Pyrmont and Ultimo, as did the rise of 

refrigerated dairies.71   

 

As wool became more important to the colonial economy and railway transportation became the 

major means of transporting wool to the Sydney markets, the wharves along the western shore of 

Darling Harbour became more congested. Major problems were delays experienced in transporting 

goods across the bridge, ships were delayed or unable to reach the wharves south of the bridge and 

conversely the multitude of rail lines to Ultimo did not link with the wharves in Pyrmont.72  Plans 

to extend the rail lines to Darling Island and initial resumptions of land for this purpose by the 

government began early in the 1880s.  By the 1890s the rail line had been extended across Union 

Street.73  The finished line was eventually opened in 1901 and completed the transformation of the 

eastern foreshore of Pyrmont to an industrial precinct.  As with many of the other industries of this 

period rail construction and transportation became an important source of employment.   

 

                                              
64 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:48-49. 
65 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:53-54. 
66 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:54-55. 
67 Matthews 1982:35, 39, 45; Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:55-57. 
68 Ashton 1990:19; Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:62. 
69 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:62.  
70 Casey & Lowe 1993c. 
71 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:41-ff, 69.  
72 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:62-65. 
73 Roberts, A. 1978:29.  
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The extent of development and the new important role played by the peninsula in early twentieth-

century economic development was typified by the opening of Ultimo Power House in 1899 and 

later Pyrmont Power Station in 1904.74  The electricity from Ultimo Power House powered the 

trams from the nearby tram depot and the swinging span on the new Pyrmont Bridge. 

 

Aside from the expansion of industrial occupation of the peninsula many people were living in 

Pyrmont and Ultimo.  By 1901 Ultimo had 977 rated residences, the majority of which were 

valued at £39 or less per annum.75  This was a growth of 616 houses from 1877 when there were 

361 residences rated in Ultimo.  This residential development mirrored that in Pyrmont.76  In 

addition to residences, small and large scale industries, transport, power facilities and other 

infrastructure had been established on the peninsula.   

 

The development of Pyrmont was in many ways typical of early nineteenth-century industrial 

suburbs prior to the development of transport networks except they occurred in the mid to late 

nineteenth century.  Workers had to live in close proximity to their place of work because it was 

expensive to travel to work on public transport or too far to walk.  The resulting development of 

Pyrmont sees a mix of residential and industrial complexes in close proximity to each other. 

 

2.1.6 Living Conditions 

 

By the second half of the nineteenth century the living conditions of Pyrmont with its semi-skilled 

workers, wharf labourers, seamen, shopkeepers, tradesmen and families was typical of the 

inhabitants stretching around the southern foreshores of Sydney Harbour from Sydney Cove, 

Millers Point, Darling Harbour, and Ultimo to Pyrmont.77 

 

There is little doubt that living and working conditions within this central area were 

amongst the poorest and most deprived in Sydney, with overcrowding, poor or 

nonexistent sanitation, little ventilation, poor sleeping accommodation and 

contaminated water and food supplies.  The proximity of a place of residence and 

place of work might have shortened the journey to employment but it did little to 

create a pleasant living environment.  Narrow streets and lanes, many ending in cul-

de-sacs or courts, together with high residential densities, enabled the maximum 

number of workers to be housed in the minimum of space.78 

 

The housing conditions of Sydney’s working class inhabitants had come to the attention of the 

Legislative Assembly during the late 1850s and a committee was selected in September 1859 to 

inquire into the “social condition of the working classes”.  Four main avenues of inquiry were 

chosen for this investigation: to determine the level, duration and effects of unemployment among 

skilled and unskilled labourers; examine differing rates of pay between different trades for the 

previous two years; characterise the impacts of domestic accommodation on the health and morals 

of the population and assess the levels of owner-occupancy among working classes; and report on 

the extent of juvenile vagrancy in public streets.79  Overriding concerns were the state of 

                                              
74 Fitzgerald and Golder 1994:75; Anderson, 1955:20f. 
75 Ashton 1990:17 table 1. 
76 Curson & McCracken nd:75. - 
77 Curson & McCracken nd:82.  
78 Curson & McCracken nd:82. 
79 Legislative Assembly of NSW, Select Committee, ‘Condition of the Working Classes of the Metropolis’, 

Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Assembly (LA V&P) 1860:6-13. 
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dilapidation of rented housing, overcrowding, poor sanitation and provision of services all of which 

would make it extremely difficult for tenants to maintain a healthy standard of living.80  

 

One witness to the Committee was a Mr Thomas Smith, a stonemason and resident of Pyrmont for 

eight years.81  Mr Smith was questioned on the ‘social condition’ and the level of employment 

within his own trade.  Pyrmont had just experienced a period of rapid house building in the 

previous decade but at the time of the inquiry Mr Smith stated that there were high levels of 

unemployment among his fellow stonemasons which extended to the other building trades.  This 

oversupply led to competition for jobs and lower rates of pay.  When questioned about the plight of 

unskilled labourers he replied that ‘they are the worst off of all, for when they get work they 

receive very little pay for it, and it takes all they earn to keep things going regularly’.  His 

evidence also illustrates a level of community support during hard times.  Residents who could 

afford to help others did so.  He cited two instances: helping with money for the funeral of a fellow 

stonemason, or occasionally helping out families with food ‘now and then to keep them from 

starving’.  

 

When asked about the ‘older parts of the city’ he replied that although he hardly knew these areas 

there were ‘some unhealthy places about Sydney, where the poorer classes live. I am not much 

acquainted with them; but I have sometimes had to do jobs in the neighbourhood, and the smells 

have been fearful; I could scarcely work a day in them’.  

 

It would seem that Pyrmont was still considered to be a healthy place to live and although people 

often struggled to survive the suburb was yet to suffer from overcrowding and its associated 

problems.  The most negative picture of Pyrmont related to the condition of a large number of 

children who were reported to frequent the area around Market Wharf and Pyrmont Bridge 

presumably to make a living.  They were described as poorly clad, very dirty and many appeared 

to have no parents or family to care for them.82  Whether these children were locals or crossed 

from the city, the wharves were an attractive place to try to make some sort of living.   

 

This favourable environment would not last long.  The increasing competition for space from the 

mix of working-class residential housing and various industries from the 1870s meant that Pyrmont 

residents were soon exposed to a wide range of potential pollutants.  Not only were there the usual 

problems associated with nineteenth-century services and overcrowding but the expansion of 

quarrying with its associated dust, and other noxious by-products from the new sugar refinery and 

other heavy industry would eventually have a profound impact on the peninsula.83   

 

During the 1870s a board appointed by the Legislative Assembly of New South Wales started to 

investigate the living conditions of residents in the increasingly overcrowded Sydney central area 

and surrounding suburbs as part of a campaign to address the state of public health.  The Sydney 

City and Suburban Sewage and Health Board was formed in April 1875 to investigate issues 

relating to recent increases in cases of sickness and death attributed to a general lack of cleanliness 

                                              
80 Casey and Lowe 2000: 27-28. 
81 In 1848 three Pyrmont residents named Thomas Smith were listed in the Rate Assessment books. Of these 

one was a tenant of John Kellick in Union Street (CSA, Rate Assessment book, Phillip ward 1848:26); only 

two Thomas Smiths were listed as owner-occupants in Pyrmont in 1861 – one living off Edward Street and 

the other in Mount Street. Given the 1865 letter referred to in section 2.1.5 it is possible that this also is the 

Thomas Smith from Edward Street.  Smith’s evidence was given 17 February 1860.  LA V&P 1860:162-

164.  
82 LA V&P 1860:163. 
83 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:51-52. 



Historical Background 

 

31 

in the city and by pollution from open sewers and drains discharging into the harbour.84  Of major 

concern were the provision of clean water supplies, the disposal of industrial waste from abattoirs, 

the lack of any regulatory authority over the construction and management of cesspits and the 

consequent removal of sewage.85  A major contributor to water pollution at this time was overflow 

from cesspits and the waste from water closets. In 1875 of the 5400 water closets which were 

directly connected to water mains supplies, only about 700 were linked to cisterns which controlled 

water flow into the closets and prevented waste water from re-entering the mains supply.86  

 

Following their initial inquiries the Board appointed a Committee to examine ‘...the state of 

Crowded Dwellings and Areas in the City of Sydney and Suburbs, so far as it affects public 

health...’ which required representatives of the Committee to personally inspect properties in the 

areas under investigation.87  A series of house to house visits, including lodging houses were 

undertaken by various municipal officials including the City Health Officer, Dr George Dansey and 

Inspector of Nuisances, Mr Richard Seymour.88  Of particular interest to the Committee were ‘bad 

drainage, deficient ventilation, dilapidation of buildings, general uncleanliness, and any other 

physical conditions that might be supposed injurious to health’.89   

 

As part of the Committee’s investigations Pyrmont was visited over two days in February 1876 by 

Dr Dansey and the current Mayor, Mr Benjamin Palmer. The results of their findings were 

presented to the Board in August 1876.  After having inspected much of central Sydney and areas 

around Blackwattle Swamp the inspectors entered the study area by way of the bridge and Union 

Street, describing the area as ‘that large and expanding suburb, Pyrmont, which being from its 

situation, freely exposed to the sea breeze, is generally a much healthier locality than those in 

which we have hitherto visited’.90 

 

The inspectors noted the presence of several weatherboard houses on Union Street but no 

description of the brick dwellings in the study area was included. Of the weatherboard houses they 

noted that there were five on the right hand (northern) side of the road just after the bridge which 

were ‘old and badly ventilated but not otherwise noticeable’ and three houses further down the 

street that were let for 10 shillings per week were ‘very much in want of repair’.  They observed 

also that the road had been cut away presumably for the construction of the bridge with the result 

that houses at the harbour end of the street were about twelve and a half feet above the level of the 

road. They continued to the end of the street inspecting a timber yard and bone factory of which 

they ‘were glad to find that there was nothing offensive about the last mentioned establishment, 

there being no collection of bones or other material on hand likely to create a nuisance’.  

 

The inspectors then visited properties in the current study area of Edward and Alma Streets:  

The houses in the next street we went to – Edward Street – were in good repair, but the 

effluvium which rises from Darling Harbour at low tide is here very offensive. This is also 

much complained of by residents in Helena-terrace.   

 In Marian-street we found everything in clean and good condition.  

                                              
84 Henry Halloran, Colonial Secretary’s Office, 28 April 1875, Introduction The Sydney City and Suburban 

Sewage and Health Board Progress Report, Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Assembly 1875 (LA 

V&P) 1875: 333. 
85 Sydney City and Suburban Sewage and Health Board, Second Progress Report, June 1875, LA V&P 

1875:3-4 (369-372). 
86 Progress Report, LA V&P 1875:1-7, 13 (341-347, 353). 
87 Eleventh Progress Report, LA V&P 1876. 
88 Eleventh Progress Report, LA V&P 1876: 5-6; Fitzgerald 1987: 75. 
89 Eleventh Progress Report, LA V&P 1876: 6. 
90 Eleventh Progress Report, LA V&P 1876:77 for this and following descriptions.  
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The Helena terraces referred to comprise the row of brick terraces along Alma Street East in the 

northern part of the study area, identified on an 1885 subdivision plan but built sometime before 

1865 (Figs 2.13, 2.14 in following section).91   

 

Other streets and houses were not in such good condition. Stone cottages in nearby Pyrmont Street 

were found to rest just above the high water mark, while some brick and shingle two-roomed 

dwellings were below the street level so that water drained into the property rather than from it. 

These were considered to be: 

very damp and unhealthy and unfit for human habitation; the landlord we were told, will 

do nothing to improve them; a leaden pipe supplies these houses with water; the closet is 

stinking, besides being so dilapidated as to be almost tumbling down. 

On a vacant piece of ground at the rear of these premises are two wooden houses belonging 

to same owner, containing three rooms, and let at 6s. a week each. One of them contains a 

family of eight – father, mother, and six children. The floor is in such a ruinous state that 

it is not safe to walk upon it in places... This tenement is in short in a frightful state of 

dilapidation.92 

 

At low tide Pyrmont Street, and no doubt much of the immediate area, was affected by a ‘frightful 

stench’ emanating from mud and filth stirred up by timber moored at the water’s edge.  

 

There are no recorded descriptions of the interior of any of the houses in the study area during this 

inspection and it is not clear what state they were in or if they too were overcrowded.  But given 

the condition of many of the nearby properties, it is reasonable to assume that similar problems 

may have been experienced to varying degrees.  Continuing their inspection of Pyrmont the 

following day, Dansey and Palmer found the northern part of the peninsula to be in a far worse 

state than the study area.93  No other parts of Pyrmont were found to be particularly overcrowded 

or unhealthy and the area warranted no further attention.  

 

The initial occurrence of plague in Australia in January 1900 and the continued episodic outbreaks 

into the 1920s have been found to be closely associated with coastal shipping routes and the re-

distribution of goods (and accompanying rats) away from wharf areas.94  Although Pyrmont was 

not formally quarantined in 1900 residents would have been aware of the dangers they faced from 

the disease by the cleansing activities undertaken on the eastern side of the harbour.95  The exact 

mechanisms of infection were still poorly understood, but it was becoming clear that rats were 

involved in the transmission of the disease to humans.  Along with cleansing of houses, drains, 

cesspits and rubbish removal, a major part of the cleansing program was the capture and killing of 

rats.96  As the disease became more prevalent in 1900 the public became increasingly concerned 

with the threat to public health.  The Health Board was overwhelmed by people seeking inoculation 

against plague.97  

 

                                              
91 A row of six houses is marked on the 1865 plan and in 1866 William Day wrote to the municipal 

authorities requesting that kerbing on Edward Street be removed to provide road access to the Helena 

terraces.  CSA, Letters Received, Item 26/82/1011, November-December 1866. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/Investigator/Entity.aspx?Path=\Item\444012 
92 Eleventh Progress Report, LA V&P 1876:77. 
93 Eleventh Progress Report, LA V&P 1876:78. 
94 Curson & McCracken nd:6-7, 118. 
95 Curson & McCracken nd:Fig. 6.4. 
96 Curson & McCracken nd:154-160. 
97 Curson & McCracken nd:167-169. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/Investigator/Entity.aspx?Path=/Item/444012
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There was much disruption to peoples’ home and work lives even outside of the main quarantine 

zones but while many businesses suffered others were able to capitalise from the situation.  A 

survey of advertising from the period found that a variety of businesses played on the public’s fears 

to sell all manner of goods and services, a clear example of the role of advertising to drive 

consumer behaviour.  Preventative patent medications, disinfectants, flea powders and even alcohol 

were marketed as preventative agents or even as cures.98   

 

The association of Pyrmont and Ultimo with wharves involved them in an outbreak of bubonic 

plague in 1900.99  Of the 197 people who caught the plague in Sydney 66 died.  Eight residents of 

Pyrmont caught the disease and three died.  In Ultimo 14 people caught the plague and three 

died.100  Following plans by the Government to purchase areas around the harbour for improvement 

works, the arrival of bubonic plague led to the formation of the Sydney Harbour Trust (SHT) in 

1901.  This new body assumed responsibility for improving and managing operations associated 

with the port of Sydney and had the power to reclaim land where necessary for further 

infrastructure.101  As part of the initial plague response cleansing activities were undertaken by the 

SHT including the dredging of areas around Pyrmont Wharf, Darling Harbour and CSR 

wharves.102  The harbour had been used as a dumping ground for unwanted rubbish by nearby 

residents.  The current study area was included in lands acquired by the Minister for Public Works 

in 1896 as part of the planned redevelopment of Darling Harbour.  After a new subdivision the lots 

now comprising the study area, Lots 2, 5-10 were sold as surplus land in 1900 (Table 2.1).  In 

1918 all but the extant hotel was acquired by the three Gillespie brothers to erect a flour mill.  This 

mill was not demolished until after 1982. 

 

                                              
98 Curson & McCracken nd:176-181. 
99 Curson & McCracken nd:118-ff. 
100 Curson & McCracken nd:126: table 5.1. 
101 NSW State Records, State Archives, 

http://investigator.records.nsw.gov.au/Entity.aspx?Path=\Agency\517 
102 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:68, 73.  
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2.2 The Study Area: Historical Sources  

There are a number of sources that help to construct the history of the study area’s occupation and 

land-use.  These include Sands Directory, which was kept from 1858-1933, and which listed the 

names and sometimes the occupations of the principal residents; the Council rate assessment books 

from 1845 which give the names of residents, owners, and descriptions of buildings; pictorial 

material including plans of the city and of the site and photographs showing buildings on the site; 

and land title material which details the history of the subdivision and ownership of the site.  

Combined together these resources give a good overall picture of the site's development.  The main 

focus of this section is the historical properties investigated during the main excavation program.  

 

 

2.3 Historical Background of the Study Area 

The study area is located within land initially granted to Thomas Jones on 14 March 1795 and was 

described as 55 acres on the western side of Cockle Bay.  On 2 August 1796 Jones sold his grant to 

Obediah Ikin who in turn sold his property to John Macarthur on 12 September 1799.  On John 

Macarthur’s death in 1835 the land became the property of his heirs.  His son Edward eventually 

obtained full ownership of this property by obtaining releases from his mother and sister.103  The 

study area includes Lots 10 to 13 of the Macarthur Estate (Fig. 2.9).  The initial sale advertisement 

described the lots as 66 feet with frontages to Union-street, extending to Pyrmont Bay with depths 

varying from two hundred to three hundred and twenty-one feet.104  The archaeological remains 

found during the archaeological program were all contained within Lots 11 to 13 and included the 

remains of three terrace houses along Union Street (numbers 62 to 66, section 3) and cesspits of six 

houses along Edward and Alma Streets (section 4). No archaeological remains could be clearly 

identified on numbers 70 to 72 Union Street (section 3.1.2 to.3.1.3; Figure 1.4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure2.9: Early subdivision plan of land adjacent to Pyrmont Bay showing the study area outlined.  

Lots 11 to 13 were purchased by John Kellick, reputedly in 1839 but definitely by 1857.  Lot 

10 was first leased in 1839 and sold at a second round of auctions in the 1840s.  LTO Roll Plan 

138, Plan of Macarthur’s Pyrmont subdivision, DP 192550. 

 

 

2.3.1 Lots 11 to 13 of the Macarthur Estate  

The primary application for Lots 11 to 13 of the Macarthur Estate identifies John Kellick, builder, 

with ownership of the land containing the study area from 12 December 1839.105  The earliest 

conveyance of this property to Kellick dates from 21 June 1857 which suggests that there was no 

proper conveyance until 1857.  This conveyance indicated that the property, of 3 rods, 39 perches 

                                              
103 LTO OS 50/261, Schedule.  
104 Sydney Gazette, Wednesday 13 November, 1839, p.4. 
105 Primary Application 993.  
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and 24 feet, being Lots 11 to 13 of the Pyrmont Estate, was sold for £1089 and included buildings 

(Fig. 2.9).106   

Documentary sources and plans indicate that some buildings already occupied parts of the study 

area by the early 1840s (Figs 2.10, 2.11, 2.12).  Three houses belonging to Kellick were listed in 

the 1845 rate assessment books, two of which were built of brick with shingle roofs and one was of 

wood.107  No street name is given in the rates books but the 1842 plan shows houses fronting on to 

Union Street (Fig. 2.10).  At this time the two most easterly houses were described as comprising 

five rooms each with a detached kitchen, room and stable and both were valued at £40.  By 1848 

these brick houses are listed as two storey buildings of seven rooms each.  In 1855 the properties 

were valued at £175 and £160 respectively and described as two-storey dwellings with seven and 

eight rooms.  Both houses were located on Lot 11, the eastern part of John Kellick’s property and 

are identifiable as Nos 64-66 Union Street.  The remains of sandstone footings and some of the 

collapsed brick walls from these buildings were found during the excavation along with yard 

surfaces, underfloor deposits and additional rooms built onto the house (Section 3).  The land 

between these two houses and Edward Street was described as vacant in 1855 indicating that the 

wooden house had been demolished by this time. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.10: Boxed area shows Lots 13 to 11 in the western part of the study area.  There appear to be 

houses already on Union Street and a building on Edward Street.  Kellick is the name 

annotated on the plan in Lot 12.  Detail from Map of the City of Sydney, Wells 1842. Mitchell 

Library, ML Z811/17/1842/1  

                                              
106 LTO OS Bk50/folio 261; 50/262.   
107 City of Sydney Archives, Rate Assessment books, Phillip ward 1845:38. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201845/1845%20PHILLIP%20WARD.pdf 
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Figure 2.11: Francis Shield’s 1845 Map of Sydney with a similar pattern of building to Wells’ 1842 and 

1850 plans but including further development in the eastern lot. Kelly & Crocker 1977.  

 

 
Figure 2.12: The location of structures within the study area on this plan is similar to those shown on 

the 1842 and 1845 plans. There appears however to be less detail as no additional structures 

are indicated and the building on Lot 10 is different to that on the 1845 plan.  Detail from Map 

of the City of Sydney, Wells 1850.  Kelly & Crocker 1977.  
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Figure 2.13: Detail from 1865 Trigonometrical survey of Sydney showing the extent of development 

within the study area by this time.  Six houses are shown in the northern part of the study area 

along the alignment of Alma Street.  Annotations in white have been added.  CSA-HAS 

Trigonometrical Survey of Sydney, Sheets X1, X2. 

 

 

The remaining houses along Union Street (in the study area) were built by Kellick in 1859 (Fig. 

2.13).  John Kellick took out a mortgage for £3000 on 20 July 1857 with William Allison.  It is 

likely that the conveyance was properly formalised to allow Kellick to obtain a mortgage on the 

land. The timing of this mortgage, suggests that Kellick may also have wished to capitalise on the 

recently constructed bridge connecting Pyrmont to central Sydney via Union Street.  By 1861 he is 

listed in the rates book as the owner of seven adjacent properties along Union Street; six houses are 

two-storey brick dwellings and one is a public house of three storeys with 12 rooms built of stone.  

This last building was probably on the corner of Edward Street although this is not shown in the 

1865 plan.108 
 

In 1855 the rates assessment books list John Kellick as the owner of two houses along Edward 

Street.  They were two-storey wooden houses with shingled roofs, and five or four bedrooms.  

These are probably the two houses shown on Figures 2.10, 2.11 and 2.12.  This is the only listing 

in the rates for wooden houses in Edward Street.  The 1861 rate book lists only one single-storey 

wooden house owned by Kellick, with two houses of brick and stone owned by Thomas Lee and 

another house off Edward Street owned by Thomas Smith, indicated in the 1865 plan (Fig. 

                                              
108 City of Sydney Archives, Rate Assessment Book, Denison ward 1861:25. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201861/1861%20DENISON%20WARD.pdf 
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2.13).109  By the 1880s there were eight houses along Edward Street on the western boundary of the 

study area.   

 

House numbers run from north to south in Edward Street (Fig. 2.14).  The southern four terraces 

separated by a right of way from the rear of the Union Street properties are usually shown as two 

houses on plan and appear to have shared outbuildings (Fig. 2.15).  The houses appear to conform 

to earlier building practices where outbuildings were shared between several dwellings.  Only 

isolated footings of the Edward Street houses remained as this area was greatly impacted by the 20 

large silos built along Edward Street as part of the flour mill complex.  One intact double cesspit 

did survive behind Houses 38/40 Edward Street.  This sandstone structure was excavated by hand 

and contained a substantial quantity of artefacts (Section 4.1). 

Figure 2.14: This subdivision plan shows the extensive buildings within the study area by 1885. There 

were 25 separate buildings, most of which were houses except for the extant New York Family 

Hotel on the corner with Edward Street.  Detail from Percy Dove’s subdivision plan of Alison’s 

estate Pyrmont freeholds, for auction sale …Monday November 30th 1885.  ML SP 811.1739/1. 
 

                                              
109 City of Sydney Archives, Rate Assessment Book, Denison ward 1861:27. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201861/1861%20DENISON%20WARD.pdf 
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In 1862 the Sheriff transferred the ownership of John Kellick’s property to his son George Kellick.  

This followed an attempt to acquire the land by William Plomer as John Kellick had defaulted on 

loans to the value of £336 and died insolvent.  George Kellick seized the land and the Sheriff 

eventually transferred the title to him on 19 April 1860.110  William Alison acquired the land from 

John Kellick’s insolvent estate for £46 on 16 August 1862.111    

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.15: Plan showing the study area in 1888 following the construction of the hotel on the corner 

of Union and Edward Streets.  This shows the presence of a large house in Lot 10 suggested by 

the 1845 plan. Detail from 1888 Metropolitan Water Sewerage & Drainage Board plan, Section 

E3.  The street numbers are based on later Sands and rate books. ML Ser 4 811.17/11.  

 

 

By 1877 the building on the corner of Union and Edward Streets was operating as the New York 

Hotel.  It was described as built of brick and stone and had three floors and 13 rooms with a rated 

valued of £150.  A three-storey building operating variously as a public house, shop or house had 

been listed on this corner site from as early as 1861.112  This building is still extant and was not 

part of the archaeological excavation.  The four houses to the east of the hotel (Nos 52-58 Union 

St) had two floors and four rooms and were rated at £36 each.  No evidence of these houses 

remained after the flour mill was constructed in the 1920s.  Both of the next two houses along 

Union Street (Nos 60-62) had three storeys with seven rooms (Figs 3.1, 3.2, 3.3) and were rated at 

£78 each per annum.  Some archaeological evidence of the eastern half of house No. 62 did 

survive.  Finally Houses 64-66 Union Street were the most easterly houses excavated in the study 

area.  These were the earliest houses built by John Kellick and remained extant until the land was 

purchased by the Gillespie brothers for the construction of the flour mill in 1918. 

                                              
110 LTO OS Bk 67/253.   
111 LTO OS Bk 79/400.  Confusingly in the 1871 rates assessment books ownership of the properties within 

the study area is attributed to a William Day, previously listed in 1867 as a tenant of Allison’s in Union 

Street and an owner of four houses on Edward Street.  City of Sydney Archives, Rate Assessment books, 

Denison ward 1871:27-28; 1867:20-21. 
112 City of Sydney Archives, Rate Assessment books 1861, 1867, 1871. 
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Figure 2.16: The block has been subdivided into six separate allotments by 1899.  Detail from 

DP979736, LTO. 



Historical Background 

 

41 

William Alison (also Allison) continued to own this property and acquired reclaimed land to the 

north, beyond the original shoreline, in 1886.113  By 1882 the Helena Terrace along the southern 

side of Alma Street consisted of ten houses all owned by William Alison.114  Alison tried to sell the 

properties within the study area in 1885 but appears to have been unsuccessful (Fig. 2.14).  The 

1885 plan shows Alma Street is built on both sides.  In April 1886 Alison’s property was 

transferred to his children following his death.115  Francis Buckle acquired the study area properties 

from Alison’s heirs in August 1886.116  Ten years later the Minister for Public Works resumed the 

land as part of the Darling Harbour Improvements plan.117  A plan showing the study area in 1899 

indicates that these properties were not demolished by the government (Fig. 2.16).  The property 

was eventually subdivided into Lots 2, and 5 to 10 which were identified as being surplus to 

government requirements.  The study area does not appear to have been part of the quarantine and 

wharf resumption area proclaimed by the Government in 1900 as a response to the initial outbreak 

of plague.118  

 

The Minister for Public Works sold Lot 6 (Houses 64-66 Union St) to James McMahon in January 

1901.  McMahon’s heirs eventually sold this lot in 1918 to John William, George and Robert 

Winston Gillespie who established a flourmill on all lots on this block except Lot 2.119  Lot 7 

(Houses 60-62 Union St) was sold by the Minister of Public Works to William Gilliver of 

Bankstown in 1900 who sold it to George Judah Cohen in 1906, who eventually sold it to the 

Gillespie brothers in 1918.120  George Judah Cohen also purchased Lot 8 (52-58 Union St) from the 

government in November 1900 and sold it to the Gillespies in 1918.121  Lots 9 and 10 (houses along 

Alma and Edward Streets) were acquired by George Robert and James Stroud Harrison in 

September and October 1900 who also sold their land to the Gillespies in 1918.122  Lot 2 (New 

York Hotel) was acquired by Tooths & Co. in 1900.123  This was the only property within the study 

area not acquired by the Gillespie brothers who then demolished the buildings to erect their flour 

mill (Fig. 1.2).   

                                              
113 LTO CT 781/162; LTO Misc 6803.3000.  
114 CSA, Rate Assessment book, Denison ward 1882:38. 
115 LTO CT781/162, Transfer no.226, 28 April 1886.  
116 LTO CT 800/78. 
117 LTO CT 800/78, no.259887.   
118 A proclamation was issued in March 1900 detailing the main area around Darling Harbour which was to 

be quarantined as a result of the outbreak of bubonic plague.  This was followed in May 1900 by a plan of 

the wharf area to be resumed.  Curson & McCracken nd: Pl. 6.6, 6.26. 
119 LTO CT1343/132.  
120 LTO CT 1338/5; 800/78. 
121 LTO CT1336/69.  
122 LTO CT 800/78. 
123 LTO CT 800/78.   
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2.3.2 Lot 10 of the Macarthur Estate – House Nos 70 to 72 

Lot 10 of the Macarthur Pyrmont Estate was sold to Edward Flood between July 1840 and January 

1844 (Fig. 2.17).  This was one of a number of lots conveyed to Flood by public auction.  He 

purchased Lots 9, 10, 43 to 48 and 50 to 53.  Prior to the auction of Lot 10, Edward McRoberts 

had had a lease in 1839.124  In July 1874 the title to Lot 10 was transferred to George Warburton.125  

This title transferred two parts of the ownership of the lot from George Warburton the Younger 

and Sylvester Birrell Warburton into the single ownership of George Warburton.  Lot 10 consisted 

of 1 rod 26 perches.    

 

There were several mortgages over this property from June 1871 

which were discharged by 1880.  Lot 10 was resumed by the 

Minister for Public Works in 1896 as were the other sections in the 

study area.  The Minister transferred part of this property in 

October 1900 to George Robert Harrison and James Stroud 

Harrison who had also purchased Lots 9 and 10 on the corner of 

Edward Street and Alma Street East (Fig. 2.16).  The remainder of 

Lot 10 was sold to the Gillespie brothers in March 1919 and the 

northern area outside the study area was sold to the Commissioner 

of Railways in April 1934.126   

 

Test Trenches 5 and 6 were excavated in this area to look for 

remains of the Houses 70–72 Union Street (Fig. 1.4).  Apart from a 

few possible postholes there were no significant features found in 

this trench and no further excavation work was undertaken because 

of the adjacent disturbance from the mill buildings. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.17: Plan of Lot 10 of the Pyrmont Estate. LTO CT185/203 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                              
124 ML Reel CY1719, A4244-1. 
125 LTO CT185/203. 
126 LTO CT185/203. 
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# LTO Reference Date Type From To Cost Comments/Description 

 50/262 21/6/1857 Conveyance Edward Macarthur John Kellick, builder £1089 Owned by Kellick since 1839 but no proper conveyance 

till 1857. 3 rods, 39 perches + 24 feet. 

 67/253 19/4/1860  John Kellick George Kellick  Sheriff transferred ownership of John Kellick’s land to 

his son George. 

 79/400 16/8/1862 Conveyance George Kellick William Alison £46 Alison also acquired reclaimed land to the north of this 

property in 1886. LTO Misc 6803.3000 

 781/162 28/4/1886  William Alison His heirs  Transferred to his children following his death. 

 800/78 Aug 1886 

 

Conveyance William Alison’s heirs Francis Buckle   

 800/78, no. 

259887 

1896  Francis Buckle Minister for Public 

Works 

` MPW resumed the land as part of the Darling Harbour 

Improvements plan.  The property was subdivided into 

Lots 2, and 5 to 10 (Fig. 2.16). 

Lot 2 (new subdivisions of Lots 11 to 13) 

 800/78 1900 Conveyance Minister for Public 

Works 

Tooths & Co.  Only property within the study area not acquired by the 

Gillespie Bros.   

Lot 6 (Nos 64-66 Union Street) 

  Jan 1901 Conveyance Minister for Public 

Works 

James McMahon   

 1343/132 1918 Conveyance McMahon’s heirs Gillespie Bros.   

Lot 7 (Nos 60-62 Union Street) 

  1900 Conveyance Minister for Public 

Works 

William Gilliver   

 2767/914 1906 Conveyance William Gilliver George Judah Cohen   

 1338/5; 800/78 1918 Conveyance George Judah Cohen Gillespie Bros.   

Lot 8 (Nos 52-58 Union Street) 

 1336/69 1918 Conveyance George Judah Cohen Gillespie Bros.   

Lot 9 and 10 (Edward and Alma Street houses) 

 800/78 Sept 1900 Conveyance George & James 

Harrison 

Gillespie Bros.   

Table 2:1: Table summarises the land transactions associated with Lots 11 to 13 of the Macarthur Estate, which included the houses along Union, Edward and Alma 

Streets. 
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2.3.3 Gillespie Brothers’ Anchor Flour Mill 

The Gillespie brothers’ Anchor Flour Mill was situated at 52 Union Street and was commissioned 

in 1921.  The mill complex covered the whole of the study area.  In 1918 all but the extant New 

York Family Hotel was acquired by the three Gillespie brothers.  The main flour mill building was 

a four-storey solid brick structure.  The base walls were about three feet (one metre) thick and the 

adjoining wheat cleaning and flour warehouse were of similar construction.  Twenty silos were 

constructed on Edward Street and could hold 5,000 tons of wheat (Fig. 2.18).  The mill was 

demolished after 1982.127 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.18: A 1943 aerial photo of the Anchor Flour Mill, showing the extent of development on the 

site.  LPMA.  

 

 

A number of machine-made brick and concrete footings and piers were found throughout the study 

area.  These twentieth-century footings were all in trenches and cut through the fills, demolition 

debris and the nineteenth-century remains.  The silos completely removed any remains of the 

nineteenth-century houses along Edward Street and the western end of Union Street. 

 

                                              
127 Matthews 1982:61.  
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