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4.0 Archaeology and History for Edward and Alma Street Cesspits 
 

4.1 38/40 Edward Street Cesspits 

 

4.1.1 Historical Background 

The 1865 Trigonometrical survey of Sydney plan (Fig. 2.13) shows at least six and possibly eight 

houses along the Edward Street section of the study area.  Listings of house owners and occupants 

first appeared in 1861 but it was not until the 1880s that the properties were properly numbered in 

the rate assessment books. It is difficult therefore to determine the names of early occupants.  In 

1867 nine houses were listed along Edward Street with the numbering indicating that houses 

occupied both sides of the street. By 1871 it appears that these houses were part of the group 

numbered from 10 to 18 Edward Street.  Houses 10 to 16 were two-storey brick houses of five 

rooms each with a shingled roof and were rated at £30 each.  Comparison with later listings 

appears to confirm that Nos 10 and 12 from the early street lists are most likely to have been the 

two subject properties.174   

 

By the 1880s there were eight houses on Edward Street within the western part of the study area.  

These were all small two-storey brick terrace houses.  The rate assessment books in 1883 describe 

38 and 40 Edward Street as four-roomed brick houses with iron roofing.  They were owned by 

Francis Buckle and valued at £31 each.  By 1897 these two houses were recorded as having five 

rooms each.  They probably had not counted the detached kitchens at the rear of the house in the 

earlier rates (Fig. 2.15).  The residents who lived in these houses had a similar occupational profile 

to those residing elsewhere within the study area and in Pyrmont generally, except there were no 

boarding houses such as those found on Union Street.  Tables 4.1 and 4.2 summarise the names 

and owners of many of the residents of 38 and 40 Edward Street.   

 

Unfortunately the occupations of only two residents of No. 38 Edward Street were documented.  

From 1906 to 1914 all the principal occupants of No. 38 were women: Hilda Pallister (1906) was a 

grocer and Henrietta Anderson (1910-1914), the longest recorded resident, was a confectioner.  

With such occupations and a house located on the corner of two streets it seems likely that these 

women worked from this house, it was possibly a corner store (Fig. 3.1 provides an aerial view of 

these small terrace houses showing an awning over the front window and door of No. 38).  The 

majority of the occupants appear to have only been in residence for less than three years.  Between 

1861 and 1880 there were fewer houses along Edward Street with different numbering so it is not 

exactly clear who resided in these first two houses. 

 

No. 40 Edward Street showed a similar pattern of occupation to No. 38 with few long-term 

residents.  Charles Winkler resided there for four years between 1910 and 1914.  His occupation 

was not recorded (Table 4.2).  The occupations that were listed include a laundress, a boilermaker, 

a mariner and a commercial traveller. 

                                              
174 CSA, Rate Assessment book, Denison ward 1867: 21. As for the Union Street houses there is some 

disagreement between historical sources regarding ownership in 1871 (see Section 2.3.1, n.102).   
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38 Edward Street  
Year Occupant Occupation Owner 

1867 uncertain   William Allison (probably) 

1871 McLean, J  William Day? 

1877 Irving, William  Wm Allisson 

1880 Smith, David  W Allison 

1882 Smith, David  W Allison 

1883 Templeman, Thomas  Francis Buckle 

1885 Ramsay, John   

1887 Schey, Mrs. Ellen   

1890 Timms, Samuel   

1891 Caufield, P  F Buckle 

1893 Brailey, Richard   

1897 Norwood, Thonas   

1900 Anderson, Andrew   

1901 Ross, William  Francis Buckle 

1902 Anderson, Andrew  GR & JS Harrison Trustees 

1904 Thomas, Alfred   

1906 Pallister, Mrs. Hilda Grocer  

1908 Spice, Mrs. Mary   

1910 Anderson, Henrietta   

1912 Anderson, Henrietta Confectioner  

1914 Anderson, Henrietta   

1916 Morris, William C.   

1918 Morris, William C.   

1920 Darling Island Goods Station   

Table 4:1: Table summarises the names of the residents and owners of No. 38 Edward Street, taken 

from the Sands Directory and Council Rates Assessment books.  

 

40 Edward Street  
Year Occupant Occupation Owner 

1867 uncertain   William Allison (probably) 

1871 Mrs Greig  William Day? 

1877 Watson, James  Wm Allisson 

1880 Philan, Michl  W Allison 

1882 Feelan, Michael  W Allison 

1883 Quinlan, Ellen Laundress Francis Buckle 

1885 Gulliver, Alfred Boilermaker  

1887 McLelland, John Mariner  

1890 Skoiles, George Comm. Traveller  

1891 Flood, John  F Buckle 

1893 Hinds, Richard   

1897 Murphy, Thomas   

1900 Reinson, John   

1901 Not recorded  Francis Buckle 

1902 Lillis, Mrs. E.   

1904 Lillis, Mrs. E.   

1906 Smith, Mrs. Maria   

1908 Lambert, Thomas   

1910 Winkler, Charles  GR & JS Harrison Trustees (1902) 

1912 Winkler, Charles   

1914 Winkler, Charles   

1916 Scanlan, Daniel M.   

1918 Wilson, Mrs M. Soft drinks  

1920 Darling Island Goods Station   

Table 4:2: Summary of names and occupations of the residents of No. 40 Edward Street, taken from 

the Sands Directory and Council Rates. 
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4.1.2 Summary of Archaeological Findings 

Although no remains of the actual terraces were found due to impacts from the flour mill, a double 

sandstone cesspit (3401) sitting on the boundary of 38/40 Edward Street did survive.  Cesspits of 

various dimensions and construction types were used in Sydney before the introduction of sewers 

for waste removal.  The cesspit was cut into the ground, usually at the rear of a property and a 

small structure (closet) fitted with a seat was built above the pit for privacy.175  Cesspits could be 

constructed to allow liquid waste to drain away through the structure or could be fully lined 

requiring the routine removal of waste.  The 1865 Trigonometrical Survey plan (Fig. 2.13) is one 

of the earliest records showing the houses along Edward and Alma Streets.  The plan shows a 

narrow lane at the back of the Edward Street houses to provide access to the cesspits as these 

structures were emptied by hand before being connected into the main sewer line.  One of the 

cesspits is located within the laneway itself (No. 42-44) possibly to maximise the use of the yard 

space.   

 

The eastern wall of the cesspit was cut by the brick wall and cement slab associated with the 1920s 

flour mill (Plans 4.1, 4.2, Photo 4.1).  Nearly 2m of fill was removed by machine before part of 

the cesspit structure was visible.  The cesspit fill (3400) was 600mm deep and was excavated in 

spits by hand.  The first spit was 200mm deep as it contained a lot of the later material.  The lower 

spits were all 100mm deep.  This fill deposit contained substantial amounts of artefacts all the way 

through, totalling 457 (MIC) artefacts.  Most of the artefacts found within the cesspit were food 

(47.7%) and beverage (23.8%) items (App. 2, Table 25).  The artefact assemblage suggests a date 

range from at least the middle of the nineteenth century onwards.  Immediately under the fill there 

was a layer of crushed sandstone, sandstone rubble and mortar-like sand, relating to the 

construction period (3404).  This double cesspit had a natural clay base (Photo 4.2). 

 

Excavating the contents of the surviving cesspit along Edward Street has provided an insight into 

the lives of the residents of Houses 38 and 40.  Typically cesspit deposits are the result of a short-

term disposal event rather than a gradual accumulation of materials during their use either from 

accidental losses or isolated discard.  A household might throw out large amounts of rubbish for a 

number of reasons: 176  

 Residents moving from one house to another may have used the cesspit to dispose of 

unwanted goods.  

 Death of someone may lead to other members of their family discarding items which are of 

no value to them.  There was also the superstitious practice of cleansing a home following 

serious illness or death. 

 Connection of the sewer meant the cesspit void had to be backfilled.  This provided an 

opportunity to freely dispose of a collection of household rubbish either from contemporary 

use in the household (primary deposition) or from stockpiled dumps on site (secondary 

deposition).  The redeposition of rubbish from other areas of a site can lead to wide 

estimated date ranges for an assemblage and the fill event. 

 

At The Rocks, Sydney ten cesspit fills examined were made up of mixed household rubbish 

deposits.  They contained varying quantities of complete or near complete glass and ceramic 

vessels.  Conjoining pieces throughout the deposits suggested that either single or limited clearance 

events were responsible for the fills.177  At the CSR site in Pyrmont similar deposits were not 

present.  All but one of the cesspits there had been backfilled with a sterile deposit, the preferred 

practice for ‘cleansing’ cesspits before they were connected to the sewers.178  Therefore the cesspit 

                                              
175 Crook & Murray, 2004: 45. 
176 Cf. Crook & Murray, 2004: 47-48.  
177 Crook & Murray, 2004: 54. 
178 Casey 2004:33; Second Progress Report, 1875:5, evidence given by the Inspector of Sewers, Mr John 

Doherty.  
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fills from Edward and Alma Streets provide a valuable archaeological resource for comparisons 

with other inner city areas (such as The Rocks) and between the different types of household 

deposit within the present study area.  

 

4.1.3 Detailed Archaeological Recording 

After the removal of a compact layer of about 300mm of consolidated gravel a concrete slab was 

reached adjoining a 600mm wide wall made of machine-made shale bricks.  This would eventually 

form the eastern boundary of the trench.  The brick wall and the concrete slab belonged to the 

Anchor Flour Mill period.  Another 1m to 1.5m of mainly sandstone rubble fill had to be removed 

to reach the walls of the cesspit (Plans 4.1, 4.2, Photo 4.1).  The eastern wall had been removed to 

make way for the above mentioned flour mill wall.   

 

The remaining area of cesspit fill measured 2.3m by 1m (Plan 4.1).  This fill (3400) consisted of 

greyish brown clay with charcoal fragments, some sandstone rubble and coal tar fragments in the 

upper levels.  The fill was up to 600mm deep and contained substantial amounts of artefacts all the 

way through.  The artefacts from this cesspit are discussed in more detail in Section 4.1.4 and in 

the specialist reports (App. 3).  The fill was excavated in five spits, with the first spit up to 200mm 

deep and the rest a uniform 100mm.  The fill (3400) was sample sieved through 5mm and 2mm 

mesh sieves.  Flotation was carried out on one bucket of fill from each spit to look for small finds, 

particularly seeds which are frequently found in cess fill.  Samples of soil (Samples No. 4, 5) were 

also taken for pollen analysis. 

 

Immediately under the fill there was a layer of crushed sandstone, sandstone rubble and mortar-like 

sand, relating to the construction period (3404).  This double cesspit had a natural clay base (Photo 

4.2).  The walls (3401) were made of sandstone, roughly worked to achieve courses and joints and 

bonded with very sandy brown shell mortar.  Only the face side of the blocks was roughly dressed.  

The thickness of the walls was up to 400mm depending on the block size and the courses varied in 

depth.  The courses in the north wall were the most regular, ranging between 150mm and 250mm 

in height.  There were six courses remaining in the northwest corner and only two courses in the 

southeast (Photo 4.2).  Four small regularly spaced holes were located in the remaining walls, two 

in the west wall, one in the western end of the south wall and one in the western end of the north 

wall, suggesting there were eight in total.  The holes were in the bottom two courses of the walls 

and were 300mm to 350mm high and 120mm to 200mm wide.  They appear to be intentional weep 

holes similar to those found more often in masonry wall construction which would allow liquid to 

drain away from the structure (indicated by broken lines on Plan 4.2).  
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Photo 4.1: Double cesspit at rear of Houses 38/40 Edward Street with fill (3400) in situ.  This  

cesspit is located within Trench 8.  The eastern wall of the structure was truncated by the flour 

mill.  View to south.  Scale 1m.  Dig. photo 93. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo 4.2: Edward Street cesspit after removal of fill.  View to north.  Scale 1m.  Dig. photo 148. 
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Plan 4.1: Pre-excavation plan of 38/40 Edward Street cesspit, (see Photo 4.1). 
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Plan 4.2: Post-excavation plan of 38/40 Edward Street cesspit, (see Photo 4.2) 
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Figure 4.1: Matrix of archaeological contexts of three separate cesspits associated with houses along Edward and Alma Streets.  
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4.1.4 Summary of Artefacts from 38/40 Edward Street Cesspit 

A total of 457 (MIC) artefacts were recovered from this cesspit, which comprises 14.7 per cent of 

all artefacts found on site.179  The majority of artefacts were found in spits 1 and 3 (App. 2, Table 

24).  Spit 1 however was 200mm deep while all the other spits were 100mm deep.  Therefore to 

compare the quantity of artefacts in Spit 1 more directly with the other spits artefact quantities 

should be divided by two.  Therefore instead of Spit 1 having approximately 43 per cent of 

artefacts it should be read as Spit 1a and Spit 1b having approximately 21.5 per cent each, making 

Spit 3 the largest with 124 items. 

 

Artefacts recovered from 3400 included architectural/building materials (5), ceramics (197), glass 

(214), metal (9), miscellaneous (20) and organic (12) items (App. 2, Table 26).  The major 

functional categories represented are food (48.4%) and beverage (22.8%) related, and unlike the 

underfloor deposits there are fewer household (1.1%) and personal (4.6%) items (App. 2, Table 

27).  A further category that was not well represented in occupation deposits is pharmaceutical 

items, mainly glass bottles, jars or smaller objects which account for 6.1 per cent of the cesspit 

assemblage (App. 2, Table 27).  

 

Ceramics 

The cesspit fill (3400) associated with Houses 38/40 Edward Street contained a total of 197 

ceramic items (636 fragments).  This was the largest deposit of ceramics found on the site 

representing 32.4 per cent of the total ceramic assemblage (Photo 4.3; App. 3.1, Ceramics Report, 

Table 2.2).   

 

Teaware items (105) made up over half of this assemblage (53.2%) and were identified in seven 

different shapes (Photo 4.3).  These included breakfast cups (7), cups (49), saucers (42) 

milk/creamer jugs (2), mugs (2), one small plate, and two teapots (App.2, Table 27).  Cups and 

saucers were by far the two most common forms recovered from the cesspit fill, with tableware 

plates being the next most common, represented by 26 items.  It should also be noted that the two 

mugs included here within the teaware category were both children’s mugs (App. 4.1, cat. nos 

20472 and 20473); they would have been used specifically by children to drink from and are 

therefore not strictly tea-related.   

 

Items more generally associated with the consumption of food were recovered which include 

tablewares (35 items), tableware/serving items (2), teaware/tablewares (3) and serving vessels (12).  

Although plates (26) are the most common tableware items found some of the serving dishes were 

quite interesting when compared with the finds from the underfloor deposits.  These include an 

asparagus dish, two sauce tureens, two oval platters and a vegetable dish, representing a variety of 

serving vessel shapes available at the time which would have been used to augment the dining 

experience.  Examples of these types of larger or more specialised serving items were either rare 

or absent in the household underfloor deposits from the site (App. 2, Tables 18, 21; App. 4.1).  

The three egg cups catalogued as tableware items are made of bone china and have decorations not 

normally associated with tableware; they may instead have been part of a teaware breakfast set.  

Items associated with personal hygiene and health, were identified by the five poes and one 

washbasin, again larger wares which are also absent from the underfloor deposits, as well as a 

“Holloway’s Ointment” jar (Photo 4.4, App. 4.1, cat. no. 20303).  The poes may be the only 

vessels that were specifically used in this area.  It is possible that these poes may have accidentally 

fallen into the cesspit when they were being emptied, or were discarded straight into the pit if 

damaged or broken.  Artefacts associated with literacy and writing included two penny ink bottles, 

household maintenance was represented by two blacking bottles and household ornamentation by a 

bone china vase with floral decoration.  The 11 unidentified items are made up of body and base 

                                              
179 This discussion provides a summary of the results of ceramic analysis carried out by Rowan Ward (App. 

3.1).   
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fragments that were too small to identify either by shape or function but provide evidence of 

additional fabrics or decorations not found on any of the other ceramic fragments. 

 

 Ceramic Patterns 

Twenty-one identified patterns were recovered within the cesspit fill (3400) on 52 individual items 

and in a variety of decorative types including transfer print, flow ware, clobbered and white-glazed 

and moulded wares.  All patterns identified are common in assemblages dating from at least the 

mid nineteenth century onwards and have been found on many other historical excavations in 

Sydney (App. 2, Table 55).  Specific examples in the cesspit were transfer-printed patterns such as 

“Albion” (1), “Asiatic Pheasants” (4), “Chantilly” (5), “Corsina” (5), “Fibre” (3), “Gem” (4) 

“Rhine” (1), “Sydney” (2) and “Willow” (2), and the white-glazed and moulded “Athena Shape” 

(3) and “Nosegay” (1) patterns.  

 

Two of the identified patterns appear to have been used solely for teaware, these being the 

commonly found “Fibre” pattern (4) and the lesser known “Etruscan” pattern (6).  The popular 

“Fibre” pattern has been found on many other excavated Sydney sites on teaware-related items 

only.180  The “Etruscan” pattern, identified here on breakfast cups and saucers, in blue and brown 

transfer-printed examples, has been recovered on another Casey & Lowe excavation again only on 

teaware items.181  Two of the “Etruscan” pattern breakfast cups feature the remains of the 

manufacturers’ basemark which dates their use from 1873 onwards.  The cesspit fill therefore dates 

no earlier than this period.  

 

Although the deposit was excavated in 100mm and 200mm spits 36 items were recovered with 

conjoining sherds throughout the fill including vessels with sherds from Spit 1 though to Spit 5 

(App. 3.1, Table 2.3).  This suggests that the fill occurred in one depositional episode rather than 

over an extended period of time.  No conjoins with items outside the cesspit fill were noted.  In 

total there were 229 individual sherds which made 17 conjoining items and included examples of 

vessels decorated with the following patterns: “Asiatic Pheasants” (2), “Chantilly” (4), “Corsina” 

(3), “Etruscan” (2), “Fibre” (1), “Gipsy” (1), “Granville” (1), “Sharon Arch” (1), “Sydenham” 

(1), and “Verona” (1).  Twenty-one basemarked items were identified (9.4%) in the assemblage, 

16 on transfer-printed wares (App. 3.1, Table 3.13).  All of the basemarks identified in this fill are 

from manufacturers in the United Kingdom; nine come from the same Scottish company, John 

Thompson of Glasgow and date from the c.1860 to 1884. As noted above the “Etruscan” patterned 

items had basemarks which dated their earliest possible use to 1873 indicating that the fill dates 

from after this time.182  

 

 Decoration 

Twenty-eight decorative ware types were identified within this deposit; the variety is highly 

indicative of an assemblage dating from at least the mid nineteenth century onwards.  Blue transfer 

print was the most popular decorative type represented and was found on 30 items within the 

cesspit fill (15.2%).  A range of other colours was also represented in transfer prints and flow 

wares, on 70 ceramics representing 35.5 per cent of the assemblage.  These included black (9), 

blue (30), brown (9), green (3) and purple (9) transfer prints, flow wares (6) in blue, black, green 

and purple, clobbered (3), and transfer-printed and gilded (1) wares (App. 3.1, Table 3.11).  This 

indicates the wide variety of choice available at this time.  

 

The next most commonly represented decorative type was whiteware (25 items, or 12.7%) 

followed by banded ware (16 items, 8.1%).  Banded ware is mostly often found on serving, tea and 

                                              
180 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1:18.  
181 “Etruscan” pattern occurred on teaware only related items at 19-41 Reservoir Street, Surry Hills.  Ward, 

Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1: 18.   
182 For details of the basemarks refer to Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, Appendix 3.1:Table 3.13. 
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tableware items and is usually indicative of assemblages dating from c.1860 and later.  Due to its 

simple decorative style and sturdy fabric it was available at the cheaper end of the market.  Fine 

bone china vessels in this deposit were decorated in several ways, the most popular items recovered 

were 16 white-glazed and gilded (8.1%), 15 plain white-glazed (7.6%), and 14 sprigged (7.1%) 

wares (App.3.1, Table 3.11). 

 

 

Photo 4.3: Sample of ceramic artefacts from 38/40 Edward Street cesspit fill (3400).  Dig. photo 66. 

Scale 20cm 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 4.4: Detail of “Holloway’s Ointment” jar, found within cesspit fill (3400), 38/40 Edward Street.  

Gin/schnapps bottles in background provide relative scale.  Dig. photo 54. 
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 Children’s Ceramics 

Two small plates and two mugs were recovered from the cesspit fill (3400) which indicate the 

presence of children at one or both of these houses.  Five sherds from a fine earthenware small 

plate, with a rim diameter of 160mm, were recovered from the uppermost part of the cesspit fill 

(Spit 1).  The brown transfer-printed scene features a frog and mouse fighting each other with 

stems of rye field grass by the edge of a pond; the title of the pattern, “The Combatants” is 

featured below the scene (App. 4.1, cat. no. 20368).  No manufacturer’s mark was present and the 

dating of the item is conservatively placed at c.1830 onwards (Photo 4.5).  A second plate was 

found in Spit 3.  The black transfer-printed scene remaining on the base features two figures sitting 

under a tree on a riverbank, with the pattern title, “The Musicians” below the scene (cat. no. 

20478).  Again, no manufacturer’s mark was present and this plate was also conservatively dated 

from c.1830 on (Photo 4.6). 

 

Two earthenware mug sherds were also found in Spit 3.  The remains of blue transfer-printed 

script were found on the exterior body: “… (Pr)esent …” (cat. no. 20472).  The full script 

probably read along the lines of “A Present For A Good Boy” or “A Present For A Good Girl” 

(App. 3.1: 40).  Finally there was a clobbered mug which features a red hand-painted line on its 

interior rim edge with large brown transfer-printed letters “K” and “L”, with additional green hand 

painting, on its exterior body (Photo 4.3).  Two small pictorial scenes, also in brown transfer print, 

remained between the letters, with the first showing a young girl helping an old man to walk, and 

the second showing children seated around a male figure dressed in flowing robes (cat. no. 20473).  

The scenes may represent kindness (“K) and learning (“L”)183.  Other artefacts, namely toys were 

found within the cesspit (two porcelain dolls, a ball and a marble) further showing the presence of 

children at these houses. 

 

 

 

                                              
183 Similar examples of these ‘Alphabet’ mugs or plates are illustrated in Riley 1991; see Ward, Specialist 

Ceramics Report, App. 3.1: 40-41 for discussion.  
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Photo 4.5: The Combatants (Scale gradations 1cm). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Photo 4.6: The Musicians (Scale gradations 1cm). 
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Glass 

A total of 214 glass items (MIC) were recovered from the cesspit fill (3400) which represent 41 per 

cent of the glass found on site.  In addition to the object glass there were 65 window glass 

fragments representing architectural debris.  The majority of the glass items were bottles (176), 

including 68 whole bottles (Photo 4.7).  Other items identified included tableware (19), lamp parts 

(15), syringes (2) and stoppers (2).  Functional analysis classified approximately 93 per cent of the 

glass items into one of five groups: beverage (80), food (50), personal (5), pharmacy (50) and 

service-related (15) items.   

 

About 45 per cent of all bottles were identified as beverage containers.  The majority of these were 

alcohol related (96) and included beer/wine (55), gin/schnapps (22), champagne (18) and one 

whisky bottle.184  There were also four aerated water bottles and two cordial bottles in the beverage 

group.  Food related items were mainly commercial containers (27) with many of these being 

condiment bottles used for pickles/chutney (15), oil/vinegar (9) and meat sauces (1).  The meat 

sauce bottle was embossed with the “Lea & Perrin” brand and is probably the world’s best known 

brand of meat sauce.  Meat sauces were used to enhance the favour of lesser cuts of meats.  

Vinegars were used to flavour foods and as a preservative in pickles and chutneys. Vinegar also 

had a number of household uses, such as cleaning and deodorising.  The tableware items included 

tumblers (11), stemware (3), one bowl/plate and some unidentified tablewares (4). 

 

There were five personal grooming bottles recovered from the cesspit fill (3400).  Four of these 

bottles had embossed marks identifying them as perfume bottles, one with a complete mark 

showing “Rimmel Perfumer”/ “London & Paris”.  Two others had partial embossments suggesting 

they came from the same type of bottle and the remaining one had an incomplete mark “Marseille” 

suggesting it was also imported.  The majority of pharmacy-related items were bottles (86%).  

Included in this category were branded items and other traditional home remedies: “Dinneford’s 

Fluid Magnesia”, “Barry’s Tricopherous for the Skin and Hair” and two “Hora’s Castor Oil” 

bottles.  The remaining pharmacy-related items were two hypodermic syringes recovered from Spit 

4. Given that these syringes are incomplete, it could not be determined if they were partial or all-

glass syringes.  The hypodermic syringes are unusual items in a domestic context.  Due to the 

relatively new development of these medical tools during the nineteenth century, they are typically 

associated with assemblages from hospitals and would have been used more often by physicians.185  

Opiates and pain-relief treatments were the primary intravenous solutions injected during the 

nineteenth century.  Only one of the 22 gin/schnapps bottles was embossed with the Udolpho 

Wolfe brand and may have been used for its purported medicinal qualities.  Finally, glass service-

related items found were all identified as lamp parts: chimneys (10), fonts/bases (2), globes (2) and 

a lamp prism.   

                                              
184 Initially all gin/schnapps bottles were classified as pharmaceutical/medicinal related items due to their 

association with branded products advertised as having medicinal qualities, such as Wolfe’s Aromatic 

Schnapps.  The embossing on a few bottles identifies them as gin containers.  The majority of the gin type 

bottle fragments had no embossed marks.  These have since been classified as alcohol-related therefore the 

quantities in the data tables in the main report may differ from those in the Specialist Glass report, App. 3.2.  
185 Harris, Specialist Glass Report App. 3.2:22.  
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Photo 4.7: Samples of glass artefacts found within cesspit fill (3400) associated with House 38/40 

Edward Street.  The majority of the artefacts were bottles.  Dig. photo 53.  Scale 20cm. 

 

 

Miscellaneous, Metal and Organics 

Unlike underfloor deposits where small miscellaneous artefacts make up the majority of the items 

that slip through gaps in the floor boards, cesspits tend to contain much larger or complete artefacts 

which have been intentionally thrown out such as the glass and ceramic artefacts discussed above.  

The artefacts in the cesspit often represent a secondary deposition of materials associated with 

functions that were carried out elsewhere in a household.  They cannot be related to activities 

conducted in specific locations in the same way that underfloor deposits can but they do provide 

further insight into the consumption habits of the household.  

 

The miscellaneous artefacts from the cesspit fill included several organic items.  Seeds from 

nectarines (4), peach (1) and plum (1) were found in the cesspit fill.  This presence helps to 

construct a broader overview of the diet of the late nineteenth-century residents than would be 

possible from faunal material alone.  Other perishable items included part of a rubber seal used in 

plumbing and a rubber ball (Fig. 4.2).  Personal items from the cesspit also differ from those in the 

underfloor deposits.  The clothing related items are larger with the remains of five shoes, a 

gumboot and a piece of fabric.  The size and design of the shoes allowed them to be further 

identified as belonging to both adults and children, with one being for either a child or female.  

Most of the shoes were made after c.1862 as the soles were attached using hand-forged and 

machine-made nails and screws.186  The shoes date from 1862-plus.  There are none of the small 

items such as buttons, beads or fastenings that were common in the household deposits.  Other 

personal items included combs (2) for grooming and several perfume bottles included in the glass 

analysis.  A few recreational items apart from the children’s toys mentioned earlier were found, six 

kaolin tobacco pipes which provide evidence of smokers in the house.  One of the pipes was of a 

type in use from 1880 to 1930 (App. 4.3, cat. no. 50954).  Among the few metal finds was part of 

a kerosene lamp burner which dates from 1870 (App. 4.4, cat. no. 51011).  

                                              
186 R. Srocks, pers. comm. 
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Figure 4.2: Selection of grooming, clerical, recreational & plumbing items from cesspit fill of Houses 

38/40 (3400). Left-right, top row: vulcanite comb with copper alloy cover & hair comb 

fragment (#50950, 50955). Middle row: slate board fragment with ruled lines (#26006); rubber 

ball (#50957); porcelain doll leg & torso (#50953, 50952); clay smoking pipe bowl & bird-claw 

type moulded stem fragments (#50954, 50944). Bottom row: unusual large clay pipe with bone 

lining, silver cap and hinge for missing copper alloy cap (#50958). Right: rubber plumbing seal 

with scored concentric rings (#50945). 10mm scale divisions. 

 

 

Bone and Shell 

Only 58 fragments of animal bone were found within the cesspit fill 3400 representing 2.8 per cent 

of all animal bone found on site (App. 2, Table 39).  Even less bone was found in the other two 

cesspits along Alma Street but these cesspits were salvaged with only a sample of the artefacts 

collected.  As for the underfloor deposits the majority of the bones were again from sheep (39.7%) 

followed by chicken (22.4%), cattle (20.7%) and finally fish (15.5%, App. 2, Table 43).  The 

higher proportion of cattle and chicken bones found in this cesspit may suggest slightly more 

affluent residents occupied this home at one time as cattle and chicken were more expensive to 

purchase than sheep.  This may also be a result of the deposition context and differential 

preservation.  The relative lack of rodent bones (1 fragment) and the lack of any signs of gnawing 

suggest the deposit was not subject to later disturbance.  Only ten shell fragments were found 

within the cesspit, representing 2.7 per cent of all shell found on site (App. 2, Table 41).  All were 

examples of the edible Sydney cockle shell. 
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Pollen analysis 

Two samples were collected for pollen analysis from Spit 2 and Spit 4 of the cesspit fill.  Pollen 

analysis from Spit 2 (sample no. 5) showed the dominance of grass pollen types diagnostic of 

cereal species used in the manufacture of bread (App. 3.3, Palynological Report). This raises the 

possibility that the cesspit was still in use during the Anchor Flour Mill phase, however as the 

eastern side of the cesspit was damaged during the mill’s construction it is possible that 

contaminants were introduced at this stage.  Although the pollens were dominated by cereal species 

the sample contains one of the most diverse collections of microflora found in an historical 

archaeological context in Sydney.187  Along with the cereal pollens other frequently occurring 

pollens were examples of other edible plants including types of legume, currant and mint and 

native eucalypt pollens; there were also various introduced ornamental species, weed types 

associated with agriculture and native shrub species including ti-tree and wattle.  The presence of 

algae (Botryococcus) suggests slow drainage away of liquid waste and is consistent with a wet 

environment such as a cesspit.  The relatively low abundance of casuarina and eucalypt pollen 

indicated that the double cesspit was protected from regional pollen rain, probably from being 

housed within a roofed structure.  Spit 4 pollens were also dominated by cereal grasses and 

contained a mix of ornamentals and native species.  The main differences between the samples 

from Spit 2 and Spit 4 were the presence of fungal and fern spores, microfossils of pears and rare 

exotic components, i.e. mint (Mentha), rose (Rosa) and sandalwood (Santalum) in the lower spit.  

Whether these differences have social or health implications is unknown, e.g. mint, rose and 

sandalwood would have been useful in dispelling odours; the sample is equally unusual in including 

the remains of a stained piece of silk cloth (possibly a discarded handkerchief).  The Spit 4 sample 

also contained specimens of a human gut parasite (aff Ischyosporites) an indicator of human 

sewage.188  

 

 

4.1.5 Overview of the cesspit fill 

The contents of cesspit fills have been used in many ways to study the daily lives of household 

occupants with which they are associated (Crook and Murray 2004: 47).  Understanding the nature 

of a cesspit assemblage and the depositional processes which led to its formation provides valuable 

archaeological data that differs to that obtained from other household deposits.  Typically where 

Casey & Lowe have excavated well, cistern or cesspit deposits we have generally come to the 

conclusion that they were short-term events, often representing an abandonment phase of the house 

or deposition shortly prior to a cesspit being sewered or after use of a well or cistern was 

superseded by connection to reticulated water or other similar event.189  An interesting element of 

this is that while items that are available at hand are often discarded they can have a wide date 

range.  The best evidence to explore the nature of the deposition is related to the nature of the 

matrix in the spits, the presence of conjoins between the artefacts in the various spits, and other 

evidence that allows us to determine if the deposition of the cesspit artefacts were related in time. 

 

The range of dates found for the artefacts within this cesspit fill indicate that the rubbish it 

contained could have accumulated over a long period of time.  A plot of the terminus post quem 

(TPQ) or earliest possible date of use for different artefacts shows that the cesspit fill contained 

items that spanned the entire nineteenth century (Graph 4.1).  Only eight (MIC) artefacts found in 

the cesspit were manufactured after 1873, dated 1876, 1880 and 1900.  Manufactured from 1900 

but prior to 1915 were three pickles/chutney jars (one was complete), a whole glass phial, and 

three fragments of a tin can.  It is possible these c.1900 artefacts were intrusions into the cesspit in 

                                              
187 Macphail, Specialist Palynological Report, App. 3.3:6-7. 
188 Macphail & Casey 2008:App. 1.  
189 Such as the DMRA well (Casey 1999), Conservatorium of Music cistern (Casey & Lowe 2002) and 

beehive cistern at 1 Smith Street; Parramatta (Casey & Lowe 2005). 
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the 1920s when the side of the cesspit was disturbed during construction of the flour mill, but it is 

difficult to dismiss all these remains as intrusions, including the whole jar.  Different advancements 

in manufacturing technologies identified on glass items produced a wide date range for their use.  

Documented dates for patents, manufacturers and bottlers have TPQs that range from 1790–1900 

(Fig. 2.1 in Glass Report, App. 3.2).  Similarly the ceramic assemblage contains vessels with 

patterns or basemarks that have TPQs dating from 1790 through to 1873.   

 

 

 
 

Graph 4.1: This graph illustrates the ‘FROM’ or terminus post quem (date after which the artefact was 

made) dates for all of the datable artefacts found within the cesspit of House 38/40, context 

3400.  The 1900 dates stand out in Spit 1 (4 items) and Spit 3 (1 item) as anomalous and quite 

late compared with the majority of the assemblage.  It is possible these artefacts were 

introduced into the cesspit deposit during the cutting away of the eastern side of the cesspit for 

the construction of the Anchor Flour Mill in the 1920s.     

 

 

 
 
Graph 4.2: This graph illustrates the ‘TO’ date or the terminus ante quem (the date after which an 

artefact was no longer being manufactured) of all artefact types from the cesspit fill 3400.  The 

concentration of the latest dates is around the 1920s. 
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The second graph shows the terminus ante quem dates, the date after which an artefact was no 

longer being made (Graph 4.2). While these dates cannot provide a secure cut-off point for the use 

of various artefacts the clustering of dates around 1920 for artefacts from all spits suggests that the 

items in the fill would not date much beyond this point.  The lack of machine-made glass bottles in 

the cesspit fill indicates that the final phase of deposition does not extend beyond the early 

twentieth century.  Historical documentation makes it possible to further narrow this date range of 

earliest to latest use.  The houses were not built before the early 1860s and they were demolished 

by the 1920s when the flour mill was constructed.  This indicates that the assemblage from the 

cesspit can only have been deposited sometime between the 1860s and the 1920s.   

 

Graph 4.2 indicates that only eight artefacts continued to be made after the 1920s.  The date range 

when the cesspit was probably backfilled was either in the 1880s when the majority of the artefacts 

would have been purchased by people or around the turn of the century, c.1900.  This is somewhat 

later than the suspected sewerage connection dates but the later artefact dates may have related to 

the change to a sewered system following the bubonic plague in response to Council cleansing 

measures throughout the foreshore areas.  We know from the rates that there was a change in 

ownership just after 1901/1902 (Tables 2.1, 4.1, 4.2) and it could also relate to this.  The glass 

report identifies a terminus post quem (TPQs) for the glass assemblage ranging up to 1900.  This 

agrees with the dating discussed above.  It is important to note that the artefacts were purchased 

and used earlier than when they were disposed of.  As Graph 4.2 indicates many artefacts were not 

manufactured after 1870, suggesting that these items continued to be used for the subsequent 30 

years, until c.1900 if the dating of the cesspit backfill is extended.   

 

Whereas the results of the glass artefact analysis suggested that the materials in the cesspit could 

represent a gradual, long-term accumulation of direct household refuse as glass items in the lower 

spits tended to date earlier than finds from the upper spits, ceramic evidence indicates otherwise 

(App. 3.2:27).  The ceramic assemblage was found to contain 36 conjoining sherds between the 

different spits confirming that the cesspit fill (3400) represented a single depositional episode and 

was not deposited over an extended period of time (Ceramics Report, App. 3.1, Table 2.3).  The 

latest TPQ date from the ceramics is 1873 provided by the presence of “Etruscan” patterned wares 

which indicate that the fill must post-date this period.  The latest glass TPQs are 1900 but there is a 

distinct lag between this date and other TPQs suggesting that these items were introduced into the 

cesspit fill when it was damaged during construction of the flour mill.  Another group of glass 

vessels have TPQs of 1876 and 1880 which are closer in date to items found in the ceramic, metal 

and miscellaneous categories. Viewed together the date ranges suggest that the cesspit fill was 

introduced sometime soon after 1880.   

 

The nature of this cesspit fill provides evidence to show that it was the result of a single 

depositional episode.  Although each of the artefact classes analysed contains items which have 

broad date ranges for their use, the distribution of items within the fill and the presence of 

conjoining artefacts from different spits confirm this.  The mixed deposit may be the result of 

stockpiling rubbish on site before disposing of it in a cesspit but it is more likely that it represents a 

collection of household waste and general rubbish that was available at the time.  
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4.2 31/33 Alma Street Cesspits 

 

4.2.1 Historical Background 

The earliest plan of the terraces along Alma Street is the 1865 Trigonometrical survey of Sydney 

which shows six houses nearest to the Edward Street end (Figs 2.13, 3.5).  The 1867 rates 

assessment books list only these six houses owned by William Allison which together were known 

as the Helena Terrace off Edward Street.  Prior to 1883 the properties had different street numbers 

but each was listed as a two-storey brick dwelling with slate roof containing five rooms and rated at 

£30.190  There was no reference to outbuildings but this is not unusual and the 1865 survey plan 

suggests that there were no cesspits in the backyards of these houses.  By 1885 the cesspits are 

clearly identified on plan at the rear (southern end) of each lot on either side of the boundary fence 

between the houses (Fig. 2.14).  In 1871 the six properties are listed simply as ‘off Edward Street’ 

whereas rates books from 1883, 1897 and 1902 list ten houses along Alma Street.  This matches 

the plans from 1885 and 1888 shown in Figures 2.14 and 2.15.  Numbers 31 and 33 Alma Street 

were still owned by William Allison in 1883 but were listed as houses with four rooms only with 

an annual rated value of £33.  By 1897 the houses were again listed as having 5 rooms and were 

owned by Francis Buckle but their rated values had decreased: 31 Alma Street was valued at £19 

while No. 33 was valued at £21.191  By this time the slate roofs on the houses had been replaced or 

covered with iron sheeting.  No remains of the actual houses were found during the excavation but 

a double cesspit at the back of these properties survived.  The final council rates entry for these 

houses was in 1902 when they were owned by L. M. Harrison.   

 

Information from Sands was available for the period until 1918 (Tables 4.3, 4.4).  There are some 

differences in the occupants listed in Sands and in the rates books for the same year which could 

reflect changes in occupancy during that year.  Only the occupations of two residents were 

recorded in Sands.  John Holland of No. 31 was a bookmaker and Henry Lee of No. 33 was a 

plasterer.  The remaining residents’ occupation profiles would have been similar to those residing 

in Edward and Union Street.  Tables 4.3 and 4.4 list the names and recorded occupations of the 

residents from the Sands Directory and from council rates books.  Most of the occupants appear to 

have been in residence at these two houses for no longer than three years.  As the earlier street 

numbers prior to 1883 differ from those used later for Alma Street the names of occupants before 

this period have been adduced from the position of the houses relative to Edward Street.  There is a 

possibility that they may be incorrect. 

                                              
190 The six terraces were numbered 1, 3, 5, 7, 9 and 11 and appear to correspond with numbers 31 to 41 on 

the later street plans. In the 1871 assessment the numbers are shown as 1 to 6 presumably increasing from 

west to east.  CSA, Rate Assessment books, Denison ward 1867:21. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201867/1867%20DENISON%20WARD.pdf 
191 Casey & Lowe 2003b: Appendices 1, 2. 

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/assessmentbooks/CRS17%201867/1867%20DENISON%20WARD.pdf
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31 Alma Street  
Year Occupant Occupation Owner 

1867 Quilton, John  William Allison 

1871 Mrs Rudderford    

1877 Wilson  Wm Allisson 

1880 Brisbane, John  W Allison 

1882 Quinlan, Ellen--  W Allison 

1883 Holland, John Bookmaker  

1887 Buckley, James   

1890 Kennedy, David   

1891 Silver, J E   F Buckle 

1893 Gore, Mrs. Ann   

1897 Batton (Britton), Samuel  Francis Buckle 

1900 Taylor, James   

1901 Britten, Samuel  F Buckle 

1902 Ranson, John  Estate of L.M. Harrison 

1904 Ransom, John   

1906 (unrecorded)   

1908 Hill, Beatrice   

1910 Molloy, John   

1912 Malcolm, Herbert   

1914 Shearer, Colin   

1916 Spencer, Cornelius   

1918 (unrecorded)   

Table 4:3: Summary of names of the residents of No. 31 Alma Street, taken from the Sands Directory 

and rates books.  Only the occupation of one resident was recorded. 

 

 

33 Alma Street  
Year Occupant Occupation Owner 

1867 Stroud, John  William Allison 

1871 Levison, J.    

1877 McVicar, John  Wm Allisson 

1880 Stringfellow, Thos  W Allison 

1882 Dernell, Alfred  W Allison 

1883 Darnell, Alfred    

1887 Lee, Henry,  Plasterer  

1890 Hamilton, J   

1891 Hamilton, J  F Buckle 

1893 Hamilton, J   

1897 David, Thomas  Francis Buckle 

1900 Hall, John   

1901 Not recorded   F Buckle 

1902 Hall, John / Kruger, Louis  Estate of L.M. Harrison 

1904 Scott, Frank   

1906 Monroe, Thomas   

1908 Monroe, Richard   

1910 Monroe, Richard   

1912 Weston, Thomas   

1914 Weston, Thomas   

1916 (unrecorded)   

1918 White, Mrs. Maude   

Table 4:4: Summary of names of the residents of No. 33 Alma Street, taken from the Sands Directory 

and rates books. (*Spelling variations represent differences in source documents). 
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4.2.2 Summary of Archaeological Findings 

Two trenches were excavated in the area behind the Alma Street houses to investigate potential 

cesspits associated with the nineteenth-century terraces.  A small east-west oriented trench of 

approximately 4m by 4m was positioned in the rear yard of 31/33 Alma Street close to the 

boundary with 42/44 Edward Street (Fig. 1.4).  The trench was excavated by machine to a depth of 

1.5m exposing a section of brick wall from the flour mill (Photo 4.8).  The trench could not be 

extended at this stage because the surrounding site topography made work in this area dangerous.  

Following the removal of large areas of fill a new trench was positioned slightly further to the 

south (Trench 10).  A large east-west oriented area of about 16.4m by up to 4m was opened south 

of the flour mill wall to expose the cesspits sitting on the boundaries of No. 31/33 Alma Street and 

No. 35/37 Alma Street (Fig. 1.4).  The trench was bounded to the north, east and west by 

machine-made brick walls from the flour mill period and by an irregular bedrock face to the south 

(Photo 4.9).  Over 1.5m of overburden fill (3411) consisting mainly of demolition debris was 

removed from above this double cesspit structure.  The cesspit had been built close to the bedrock 

face.  South of the cesspit, along the hillside, the fill that was removed had to be benched (stepped) 

for safety reasons due to its depth (Photo 4.9).  The fill removed from along the hillside was given 

context number 3411 as it was all fill associated with the flour mill period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo 4.8: Trench 9 which was excavated behind the Alma Street terraces to test for cesspits but 

instead uncovered a large brick wall and surfaces from the flour mill.  Work in this area was 

deferred (see Trench 10) for safety reasons.  Dig. photo 99. 
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Once the later features (cement floor and plumbing for a toilet bowl, context 3407) were removed the 

sandstone walls of a rectangular cesspit (3409) were revealed (Photo 4.10).  Unlike the cesspit at 

38/40 Edward Street the upper fill (3408) of this structure contained a large amount of crushed 

sandstone and demolition debris above an artefact rich layer (3406).  Fill 3406 was 300mm deep and 

consisted of black sandy clay.  This deposit was excavated by machine due to contamination 

concerns and the artefacts then salvaged.  Hand excavation was limited to basic cleaning because of 

strong petrochemical odours associated with the cesspit fills and the fills in the surrounding areas.  

The glass and ceramic artefacts from this cesspit can be dated mostly from the middle of the 

nineteenth century through to the early twentieth century and represent a typical domestic 

environment.  A miscellaneous find, a small walking stick handle made of antler has been dated to 

c.1880 suggesting that the cesspit fill could not have been deposited until after this period (Fig. 

4.3).  This double cesspit had been plumbed into a main sewer line at some point during the houses’ 

occupation.  Many landlords took the opportunity to connect to the sewer mains and improve the 

services on their rental property even if it was simply pragmatic and not necessarily to improve the 

conditions for their tenants. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo 4.9:  Trench 10 showing the depth of fill that had to be removed before the cesspit could be 

reached.  View northwest, scale 1m.  Dig. photo 76. 
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4.2.3 Detailed Archaeological Recording 

The removal of later installations (3407) the thin cement slab and remains of the down pipes for 

toilet bowls (Plan 4.3, Photo 4.10) as well as up to two courses of a single row of sandstock brick 

walls revealed the sandstone walls (3409) of a rectangular pit (Plan 4.4).  A 1.5m long sandstone 

block 170mm wide and about 250mm high spanned the centre of the structure, providing a base for 

an above ground dividing wall.  The blocks used for the construction of the cesspit were well 

shaped, of different lengths but all had an identical rectangular profile of 250mm wide and 350mm 

height and were dark yellow in colour (Plan 4.4).  There were 4 courses in the north wall, up to 4 

courses in the east and west walls and 2 courses in the south wall, where a bedrock ledge protruded 

into the structure.  The maximum depth was 1.4m.  No mortar appeared to have been used.  There 

was a gap in the top course of the north wall, just east of the centre, which had been cut for an 

outlet pipe when plumbing for the toilets was installed.  Some sandstock brick paving (3410) could 

be observed to the south and north of the structure.  The fill consisted of two distinct layers; the 

first was about 1.1m deep and contained crushed sandstone, some demolition debris and sand with 

no artefacts (3408).  This lay over an artefact-rich layer of black sandy clay (3406), up to 300mm 

thick, which was sitting directly on the bedrock.  The internal area of the cesspit measured 2.3m 

by 1.05m.  Most of the fill was removed by machine with limited hand excavation because of the 

strong petrochemical smells from the fill and surrounding area.  The fill was then screened for 

finds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo 4.10: Shared cesspit of 31/33 Alma Street prior to excavation.  The cement floor and down pipes 

indicate that this cesspit was backfilled and plumbed in at a later stage.  View south, scale 1m.  

Dig. photo 70. 
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Plan 4.3: Pre-excavation plan of two cesspits, 31/33 and 35/37 Alma Street (see Photos 4.9, 4.10). 
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Plan 4.4: Post-excavation plan of two cesspits, 31/33 and 35/37 Alma Street. 
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4.2.4 Summary of Artefacts from 31/33 Alma Street Cesspits. 

The upper fills within the cesspit (3407, 3408) were associated with the installation of toilet 

plumbing and did not contain any artefacts.  The lower cesspit fill (3406) contained 83 items only 

dominated by food-related artefacts (46), followed by beverage (12) and personal (8) items (App. 

2, Table 25).  The most common material types recovered were ceramic (56.6%), organic (16.9%) 

and glass finds (15.7% - App. 2, Table 26).  Limited numbers of miscellaneous and metal items 

were collected and are included in the discussion only where they add chronological or other 

relevant information to the discussion (Fig. 4.3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.3: Cesspit fill of Houses 31/33 (3411 & 3406) selection of items (from 3406). Left-right, top 

row: 4-hole copper alloy trouser button ‘DOUBLE RING EDGE’ (3406/#50963); bone pessary 

ring (3406/#50962); iron wedge tool (#25904). Bottom row: iron furniture handle & plate 

(#25905); carved & polished antler walking stick handle (#50960). 10mm scale divisions. 

 

 

Ceramics 

The lower cesspit fill (3406) contained a total of 47 ceramic items (99 fragments).  Although the 

ceramics from this deposit are only representative of a salvage sample they do reflect a typically 

domestic environment with identified vessel shapes relating to the storage, preparation, serving and 

consumption of food and beverages and date from around the middle of the nineteenth century 

onwards.  Eighteen (38.2%) teaware items were identified: cups (8), saucers (8), a milk/creamer 

jug and a teapot (App. 3.1, Table 3.16).  Two fine bone china plates and an egg cup that were 

catalogued with tableware are likely to have also belonged to tea or breakfast sets.  Other less 

common vessel types serving and tablewares included several jugs (5), serving dishes (2), plates 

(2) and a jar.  

 

Evidence of children in the houses is indicated by two toy saucers (cat. no. 20533 – 20534) from a 

child’s tea set, both in plain white-glazed bone china.  Salt-glazed stoneware ginger beer bottles 

and a stout bottle provide evidence of other beverages consumed.  The stout bottle was made by H. 

Kennedy of Glasgow, Scotland and indicates that the lower cesspit fill dated from at least post-

1866.  No conjoins were identified in this deposit. 
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Decoration 

Sixteen ceramic decorative types were identified within this cesspit fill,  The variety of coloured 

transfer prints (black, blue, green and purple), various decorated forms of fine bone china (hand 

painted, sprigged, plain white glaze, and white-glazed and gilded), semi-vitreous fine earthenwares 

in plain white glaze and white-glazed and moulded designs, as well as the simply decorated sponge, 

salt-glazed and whiteware items, were all strongly indicative of an assemblage dating from the mid-

nineteenth century onwards (App 3.1, Table 3.15).  Four ceramics were recorded with the 

decoration known as banded.  This is usually indicative of deposits that date from c.1860+ and 

was available at the cheaper end of the market.  Three artefacts belonging to later toilets indicate 

an assemblage that was mixed and reflect the status of the deposit with ceramics salvaged from 

machine-excavated material. 

 

Ceramic Patterns 

Six known ceramic patterns were identified in the cesspit fill (3406): “Asiatic Pheasants” (2), 

“Gem” (1), “Mycene” (1), “Nosegay” (1), “Rhine” (1) and “Willow” (1) patterns.  All but one of 

the patterns was in transfer print.  The sole exception was the semi-vitreous fine earthenware 

white-glazed and moulded “Nosegay” pattern jug, which indicated that the fill of this cesspit 

occurred at least sometime after 1862 in keeping with the earliest possible deposition date provided 

by the stout bottle. 

 

Glass 

Thirteen separate glass items were retrieved from the sampled cesspit fill including two complete 

pharmaceutical vessels.  In addition the assemblage consisted of beverage (8) and food (3) 

containers and the remainder were unidentified items (App. 4.2).  The deposit contained similar 

vessels to those found in other cesspit and domestic contexts in the study area.  Beverages were 

represented by beer/wine bottles (4), a champagne bottle, gin/schnapps bottles (2) and an aerated 

water bottle.  Other indentified items included two condiment bottles and a tumbler.  

 

The alcohol-related bottles were typical of vessel types used in the late nineteenth century.  One 

example embossed on the base was in production from 1859 to 1928 providing a similar earliest 

possible deposition range as the ceramics.  The aerated water bottle was embossed with the name 

of a local manufacturer (Henfrey and Co., Sydney) who produced these vessels from 1856 through 

to 1916 (App. 4.2).  Neither of the two pharmaceutical bottles had any marks indicative of contents 

or manufacturer but like the rest of the glass assemblage suggest a late nineteenth to early twentieth 

century date range.  

 

Organics, Bone and Shell 

Organic artefacts accounted for 16.9 per cent of the cesspit fill and included food remains in the 

form of plum and grape seeds (8), a bottle cork (1), various shoe leathers (4) and a small dowel 

probably used in furniture (App. 4.8).  One of the shoe leathers would have been for an adult and 

is dated from 1862 onwards. Two other shoe pieces were for children of different ages.  Both can 

be dated to the period from 1829 to 1880.  The cesspit fill 3406 contained very few bone and shell 

fragments but the few artefacts retained are only a sample from this fill as the feature was part of a 

salvage excavation.  Fourteen animal bones were recorded, along with ten fragments of shell all of 

which were Sydney cockles (App. 2, Tables 39, 41).  Animal bone species represented in the 

sample are sheep (5), chicken (5), cattle (3), and unidentified fish (App. 4.6) similar to the general 

range of faunal material recovered elsewhere on site.   

 

Miscellaneous and Metal  

A small quantity of metal and miscellaneous artefacts was found in the salvaged cesspit fill. The 

few metal items included a wire drawn nail broadly dated to the period from 1890 to 1940.  

Among the miscellaneous finds were artefacts classified as household or personal representing 

clothing and health.  A walking stick handle fashioned out of antler is dated c.1880 and indicates 
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the presence of a resident who had difficulty walking, perhaps someone older or with arthritis 

(App. 4.3, cat. no. 50960).  A pessary ring similar to those found in underfloor deposits at No. 64 

and No. 66 Union Street was recovered (Fig. 4.3).  It may have been used by an older woman 

whose uterus collapsed at some point following child births.  A copper button was also found in the 

cesspit fill and is typical of post-1850 trouser buttons (Fig. 4.3).192  Assorted items of footwear 

were found, three from children’s shoes and another belonged to an adult’s shoe (App. 4.8, cat. 

nos 26046-26049).  The footwear was mostly practical.  The children’s shoes had wooden-pegged 

soles which were very common c. 1828–1880.  The better quality adult shoe was probably for a 

female and the manufacturing technique indicates a post-1862 date (cat. no. 26048).193   A small 

stopper of vulcanised rubber probably from a narrow-necked bottle was also found in the fill (App. 

4.3, cat. no. 50964).  The dates of the miscellaneous and metal items are generally slightly later 

than for the ceramic and glass items and may have been introduced into the cesspit during later 

plumbing works.  

                                              
192 R. Stocks, pers. comm. 
193 R. Stocks, pers. comm. 
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4.3 35/37 Alma Street Cesspits 

 

4.3.1 Historical Background 

According to the rate assessment books numbers 35 and 37 Alma Street had the same layout and 

rated value as Nos 31 and 33 (Figs 2.15, 3.1)..  These houses were owned by William Allison who 

originally acquired the property from George Kellick in 1862 (Table 2.1).  Allison retained 

ownership until his death in 1886 after which they were purchased by Francis Buckle.  By 1897 

these houses still had 5 rooms and were valued at £26.  The final council rates entry for these houses 

was in 1902 when they were owned by L.M. Harrison and valued at only £21 each.
194

  By this time 

the slate roofs on the houses had been replaced with or covered by iron sheeting.  No remains of the 

actual houses were found during the excavation but a double cesspit at the back of these properties 

did survive.  This cesspit had been plumbed into the main sewer line at some point during the houses’ 

occupation. 

 

The residents’ occupation profile would have been similar to those residing in Edward and Union 

Street.  Tables 4.3 and 4.4 list the names of the occupants obtained from the Sands directories and 

council rate books up until 1918.  Although most of the terraces along Alma Street were built by 

1865, (the final two eastern terraces were added later) the street numbers were not properly listed in 

Sands until 1883 so there is no real certainty of the names of the occupants before that date.  

Residential turnover was high at both houses with few occupants remaining longer than three years.  

Thomas Stanley was the longest occupant at No. 37 Alma Street.  His occupation was not recorded 

but he lived there for eight years from 1900 to 1908. 

 

 

35 Alma Street  
Year Occupant Occupation Owner 

1867 Chamberlain, Geo  William Allison 

1871 Cohen, S.    

1877 Murray  Wm Allisson 

1880 Murray, William  W Allison 

1882 Graham, Charles  William Allison 

1883 Patmore, William    

1887 Greening, George Engineer  

1890 Tieny, Thomas   

1891 Stanners, P  F Buckle 

1893 Mawsley, Ralph   

1897 Waddell, James/--- Nelson Carter Francis Buckle 

1900 Waddell, James Carter  

1901 Nelson, C  F Buckle 

1902 Barron, John / Croft, Frank  Estate of L.M. Harrison 

1904 Atwell, John   

1906 Britton, William   

1908 Britton, William   

1910 Abrahams, Olaf   

1912 Strans, Mrs. Kate   

1914 Scott, Perce   

1916 Ratcliffe, William. H   

1918 (unrecorded)   

Table 4:5: Summary of names of the residents of No. 35 Alma Street, taken from the Sands Directory 

and rates books. 

                                              
194 Casey & Lowe 2003b: Appendices 1, 2. 
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37 Alma Street 
Year Occupant Occupation Owner 

1867 Connelly, Patrick   William Allison 

1871 Henry, J.    

1877 Boete, Dente  Wm Allisson 

1880 Boeti, Denk   W Allison 

1882 Boete, Dente  William Allison 

1883 Gennon, Richard   

1887 Anderson, James   

1890 Anderson, James   

1891 Tierney, Thomas  F Buckle 

1893 (unrecorded)   

1897 Butten, Ellen  Francis Buckle 

1900 Stanley, Thomas   

1901 Britten, E   F Buckle 

1902 Stanley, Thomas  Estate of L.M. Harrison 

1904 Stanley, Thomas   

1906 Stanley, Thomas   

1908 Stanley, Thomas   

1910 Clements, Mrs Doris   

1912 Horne, Peter   

1914 Shaw, David   

1916 Mills, Mrs. Esther   

1918 Porter, Thomas   

Table 4:6: Summary of names of the residents of No. 37 Alma Street, taken from the Sands Directory 

and rates books.  None of the occupations of these residents were listed. 

 

 

4.3.2 Summary of Archaeological Findings 

The double cesspit associated with 35/37 Alma Street was also located within Test Trench 10 (Fig. 

1.4).  After the removal of all levelling fill (3411) associated with the flour mill the outline of the 

cesspit was revealed.  No evidence of the brick walls of the toilet building remained and only 

debris of a cement floor and terracotta pipes (3412) relating to the later installed plumbing was 

found.  Neatly cut sandstone blocks (3415) were used in the west wall of the cesspit and in the 

upper courses of the other three walls (Plan 4.3).  The blocks had been worked by pick and were 

well shaped.  All were rectangular but of various sizes, between 300mm and 400mm wide and up 

to 350mm high.  The rest of the masonry was made up of irregular blocks only picked on the face 

side.  The east wall was only two courses high and sat on a bedrock ledge.  The internal 

measurements were 2.4m by 1.1m (Plan 4.4) with natural bedrock as the base. 

 

As in the cesspit for 31/33 Alma Street there was a gap cut into the top course of the north wall 

just east of the centre for the installation of a sewer pipe.  The maximum depth of the cesspit was 

1.35m.  It contained three fills (Fig. 4.1).  The uppermost fill (3412) comprised the remains of the 

sewer pipes, cement fragments and fill associated with the later toilet installation (50mm – 300mm 

deep).  Below 3412 was a different fill (3413) which consisted mostly of sandstone rubble used to 

raise the interior of the cesspit to floor level for the toilet installations. This fill was between 

1000mm to 1200mm deep.  Finally the lower 200mm to 300mm was the original cess fill (3414). 

This dark grey, sandy clay deposit was rich in artefacts which reflect a typically domestic 

household environment.  The artefacts are discussed in Section 4.3.3.  As for the neighbouring 

property this cesspit had to be excavated by machine as it immediately began to fill up with oily 

water during excavation.  The lower cess fill represents a separate deposit to the upper fills and 

was searched by hand for artefacts. 
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4.3.3 Summary of Artefacts from 35/37 Alma Street Cesspits 

The two upper fills (3412, 3413) within this cesspit were associated with the later installation of 

toilet plumbing and did not contain any artefacts.  The lower cesspit fill (3414) contained 240 items 

dominated by food (128), personal (21) and beverage-related (15) artefacts (App. 2, Table 25).   

The most common materials recovered were ceramic (42.1%), organic (32.5%) and glass finds 

(17.5% - App. 2, Table 26).  Limited numbers of miscellaneous and metal items were collected 

and are included in the discussion only where they add chronological or other relevant information 

to the discussion.  

 

Ceramics 

There were 101 ceramic items (356 fragments) in the lower cesspit fill (3414).  Teaware and 

tableware items were again the most dominant category comprising 61.3 per cent of the ceramic 

assemblage (61 items).  The 32 identified teaware-related items were made up of cups (14), saucers 

(15), teapots (2), and a small mug that would have been used by a child (App. 3.1, Table 3.20).  

Most of the 26 specifically tableware-related items were made from fine earthenware and included 

bowls (2), plates (14), large plate (1) and small plates (8).  A single exception was a white-glazed 

and gilded fine bone china egg cup in a fabric not as durable for everyday use.  The most common 

decorative technique used on the earthenwares was transfer printing, including the clobbered (1) 

and purple flow (2) methods.  A sponge decorated small plate (cat. no. 20611) and a whiteware 

small plate (cat. no. 20576) were the two exceptions. 

 

There were 10 items (10%) associated with the function of serving food and beverages and 

included dishes (2), jugs (4) and platters (4).  A number of functions not related to food were also 

identified (App. 3.1, Table 3.20).  These functions reflected literacy (3 penny ink bottles), 

household maintenance (1 blacking bottle), gardening (1 plant pot), sewerage services (1 toilet 

bowl fragment), personal hygiene (5 poes or chamber pots), personal grooming (1 bears grease pot 

lid) and general containers (1 bottle and 1 jar).  Nine ceramics (9%) could not be identified, either 

by function or shape, due to the particular body and base sherds being too small to identify. 

 

Ceramic Patterns 

Thirteen identified patterns were recovered from this deposit (3414), all of which were transfer 

printed.  These patterns were found on a total of 24 items (App. 3.1, Table 3.18).  Patterns 

commonly associated with deposits dating from the mid nineteenth century onwards are well 

represented here, in the forms of “Albion” (7), “Asiatic Pheasants” (2), “Fibre” (1), “Gem” (1), 

“Rhine” (1), and “Willow” (4).  The “Antique”, “Festoon” and “Maltese” patterns are more 

generally attributable to a post-1860 time frame.  One item associated with personal grooming was 

a multi-coloured transfer-printed pattern of “Bears on Rock” on a jar lid (cat. no. 20662).  This 

particular pattern was attributed to the manufacturer T.J. & J. Mayer of Burslem, Staffordshire, 

and dated from c.1850.195  The contents of the jar were made from the fat of bears and believed to 

promote healthy hair growth.  Only five of the ceramics showed basemarks, three of which were 

first used from about 1860 onwards further supporting the date range indicated by the known 

pattern types.   

 

Decoration 

Twenty-five ceramic decorative types were identified within the cesspit fill (3414).  Transfer 

printing in a range of colours was a popular decorative form, represented within this fill by a total 

of 42 ceramics (41.6%).  The range of colours recovered included black (3), blue (23), brown (4), 

green (6), purple (5) and red (1) (App. 3.1, Table 3.19).  Although blue transfer-printed wares 

were the most dominant ceramics within the cesspit fill (22.8%) the presence of other colours and 

decorative types indicated the wide consumer choices available at the time and the range of items 

                                              
195 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1: 27-28.   
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available to cover all budget requirements.  Stoneware, coarse earthenware, fine earthenware, 

semi-vitreous fine earthenware and fine bone china all featured a range of decorative types.  The 

fine earthenware fabric had the most extensive range of decorative types represented, with 

rockingham glaze, whiteware, pearlware, handpainted whiteware, banded, clobbered, sponge, 

black flow, blue flow, purple flow, multi-coloured transfer print, black transfer print, blue transfer 

print, brown transfer print, green transfer-print and purple transfer print all in evidence.196  The 

variety of decorative types once again reflects an assemblage dating from at least the mid 

nineteenth century. 

 

Glass 

The glass assemblage from this cesspit fill contained 42 items (App. 4.2).  Functional categories 

represented were food (14), beverage (13), pharmaceutical (3), service (2) and personal (1) items.  

As for the neighbouring cesspit fill window glass was rare (2 fragments).  Alcohol-related bottles 

dominated the beverage category: champagne (6), beer/wine (5), spirits (1), gin/schnapps (1).  But 

compared with other cesspit fills there were proportionally more food related tablewares (21%) in 

this assemblage including five tumblers, two plates, one item of stemware and one unidentified 

form.  The cesspit fill contained 17 per cent of the identified glass tableware shapes on the site and 

just under 25 per cent of all of the glass tumblers recovered (App. 2, Table 1.1).  Most of the 

tablewares have press-moulded decoration and broadly date from the 1820s.  By this time forms 

previously made only in ceramics were also being manufactured in glass.197  None of the 

condiment, pharmaceutical or beverage bottles displayed known makers’ or manufacturers’ marks 

which could provide any closer dating.  Four of the champagne bottles show manufacturing 

characteristics indicative of a post-1860 date (App. 4.2).  The only complete vessels are a personal 

grooming bottle identified as a lavender water bottle and a large condiment bottle (cat. nos 17317, 

17318, App. 4.2).  

 

Miscellaneous and Metals 

Very few items were recovered making up 7.5 per cent of the artefacts from the fill (App. 2, Table 

26).  The metal objects are either architectural or household with the latest dated item a vertical 

wire hook of a type used from c.1870.  Miscellaneous items included personal objects for 

grooming (hair combs) or from clothing (buttons), recreational finds (a clay pipe stem) and a 

tableware item, a tablespoon which are all typical of a domestic household assemblage (Fig. 4.4).  

The dates provided by some objects are broad.  Two of the buttons were in use between 1850 and 

1930 and one of the hair combs dates from 1869 onwards (App. 4.3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.4: Selection of items from cesspit fill of Houses 35/37 Alma Street (3414). Left-right: porcelain 

whistle button (#50966); back of EPNS teaspoon (#50970); brass venus lamp burner (#25913). 

10mm scale divisions. 

                                              
196 Further discussion of these items can be found in the Ceramics Report, App. 3.1.  
197 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2: section 1.8.  
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Organics, Bone and Shell 

Organic artefacts accounted for 32.5 per cent of the cesspit fill the majority of which were food 

remains (App.2, Table 26).  Seeds from plum (1), peach (1), nectarine (2), grape (26), passionfruit 

(16) and watermelon (1) were recovered along with eighteen unidentified seeds and a fragment of 

coconut husk indicating a broader variety of fruit species than found in other houses from the study 

area.  Parts of three different adult’s shoes were found, pieces of various fabrics with stitching 

marks, two brush fragments and a cork.  With only a sample of the fill (3414) from this cesspit 

salvaged, the number of animal bone fragments recorded was quite low.  Thirty one fragments of 

bone were found representing only 1.2 per cent of all the bone found on site.  Sheep, cattle, 

chicken and unidentified fish bone were collected of which sheep bones were dominant (App. 4.6).  

No fragments of shell were noted.  The only organic items that can be used as dating criteria are 

the shoes which indicate a post-1862 date for the fill.   
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