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5.0 Artefact Analysis 
 

5.1 Questions for Artefact Analysis 

Research questions developed from the 1993/1995 excavation and reporting undertaken for the 

CSR Site (now Jackson’s Landing), Pyrmont form the basis for the research aims used at this site 

and several other mid nineteenth to early twentieth-century sites excavated by Casey & Lowe.  

Responses to the research questions (addressed in Section 6) rely on the results of the 

archaeological investigation and the analysis of artefacts from the site.  The most relevant questions 

for analysing the artefacts from the archaeological excavation are: 

 What type and range of artefacts were found? 

 What range of activities do the artefacts indicate were being undertaken at the site?   

 What was the nature of the goods in terms of aspects of availability of consumer goods, 

and quality and variety of consumer goods and their evidence for interaction of the site 

with the world at large? 

 How can the artefacts recovered from different contexts inform us about the lifestyles of 

the local population?  

 

 

5.2 Cataloguing of Artefacts 

All artefacts were catalogued by a specialist team within the cataloguing system developed by Dr 

Mary Casey in consultation with the various specialists.  The basis of this system has been 

published elsewhere and will not be repeated here.198  The main elements of this cataloguing system 

are the use of minimum vessel or item counts (MIC) and the attribution of functional categories to 

the artefacts during cataloguing.  This assists in understanding how the artefacts related to the daily 

lives of the people residing within the study area, those who used and disposed of them.  

Maintaining a standard approach to artefact cataloguing also allows more meaningful comparative 

analysis between other archaeological sites excavated by Casey & Lowe.  The CSR site in Pyrmont 

is particularly relevant for comparative study with this area (Fig. 2.1).   

 

 

5.3 Overview of Artefacts 

The following brief overview presents a summary of the nature of the artefacts found within the 

study area.  A total of 3106 items was recovered and catalogued as a result of the archaeological 

program at 50–72 Union Street (Table 5.1; App. 2, Table 1).199  Artefacts were recovered from 

houses on Union, Edward and Alma Streets from a total of 31 contexts (Tables 5.2, 5.3).  The 

greatest numbers of artefacts were concentrated in six contexts: four were underfloor deposits from 

Houses 64 and 66 Union Street and two were from cesspit fills associated with houses along 

Edward and Alma Streets (Table 5.3, 5.4).  Of these contexts the largest quantities of finds came 

from the underfloor deposits in rooms at the rear of each of the Union Street houses (kitchen and 

attached rooms) and from the shared cesspit at 38/40 Edward Street.  The front room of No. 66 

Union Street which was only partially excavated also contained a large number of artefacts 

compared to other areas.  Lower numbers of artefacts were found in demolition fills in house No. 

66, in other occupation deposits from house No. 64 and in the cesspit of 31/33 Alma Street (Table 

5.3, 5.4). The remaining contexts contained fewer than 50 artefacts each.   

 

Artefacts were classified according to material class: 37 per cent were miscellaneous items, with 

metal (19.8%), ceramic (19.6%) and glass (16.7%) the next largest categories (Table 5.1).  A 

small component of the artefacts collected comprised architectural and building debris (2.1%) and 

                                              
198 Casey 2004:30-33. 
199 All tables in this section can be found in Appendix 2 in addition to those from individual household 

contexts and material categories.  
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organics (4.2%).  In addition to these materials 2046 fragments of bone and 366 fragments of shell 

were collected from across the site (Tables 5.5, 5.7). 200  Faunal remains were recovered from 24 

contexts (Table 5.5).  The highest concentrations of bone were found in underfloor deposits from 

the kitchen and adjacent room of No. 64 Union Street.  Over 50 per cent of the bone (54.84%) 

belonged to sheep with only 6.94 per cent of the bone from chicken and 3.67per cent  from cattle.  

Unidentified fish species accounted for almost 20 per cent of the faunal remains (Table 5.6).  Rat 

or rodent species made up nearly 10 per cent of the total bone.  Although the houses were located 

just outside the main plague resumption areas proclaimed in 1900 it is apparent that rats were 

active in some properties.  Shells were found in 17 contexts and were dominated by rock oyster 

(44%) with other unidentified shell species making up approximately 38 per cent of the assemblage 

(Table 5.8).  By far the highest concentration of shell was recovered from the underfloor deposit of 

Room 4, the kitchen at No. 64 Union Street (Table 5.7). 
 

The results of artefact analyses (quantification, descriptions and function attributions) have been 

included in sections 3 and 4 of the report and this information will not be repeated here.  Instead 

the following section aims to discuss the evidence provided by the artefacts in relation to the 

specific research questions formulated for the site.  The functional attributes of many of the 

artefacts allow us to address specific research questions that have arisen out of the background 

historical investigation of the area and from the archaeological investigations carried out on this 

and other urban sites in Sydney.  The discussion of these assemblages in the previous section has 

shown that the artefacts recovered from the site reflect domestic household environments 

commonly associated with mid to late nineteenth-century Sydney. 

 

 

Category MIC % # Fragments  % 

Architectural/ Building Materials 66 2.1 136 2.1 

Ceramic 608 19.6 1529 24.0 

Glass 520 16.7 3483 54.6 

Metal 616 19.8 544 8.5 

Miscellaneous 1166 37.5 617 9.7 

Organic 130 4.2 74 1.2 

 3106 99.9 6383 100.1 

Table 5:1: Number and type of artefacts recovered from the whole of the site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 5:2: Artefacts associated with each house  

 

                                              
200 These artefacts are quantified separately as they were catalogued by fragment and not by minimum 

number of individuals. 

House 

MIC All 

Houses % 

 17 0.5 

31/33 83 2.5 

35/37 240 7.3 

38/40 463 14.1 

62 40 1.2 

64 1026 36.7 

66 1237 37.6 

 3106 99.9 



Artefact Analysis 

 

141 

 

Table 5:3: Artefacts recovered from each 

context (not including bone and shell) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 5:4: Number of artefacts found in 

individual contexts within houses.  Does not 

include all artefact types 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Context MIC % 

# 

Fragments % 

3202 73 2.4 144 2.3 

3203 10 0.3 10 0.2 

3204 8 0.3 10 0.2 

3205 19 0.6 28 0.4 

3206 6 0.2 17 0.3 

3207 4 0.1 3 0.0 

3208 13 0.4 26 0.4 

3209 12 0.4 44 0.7 

3210 76 2.4 175 2.7 

3211 245 7.9 699 11.0 

3212 32 1.0 143 2.2 

3214 7 0.2 24 0.4 

3215 42 1.4 79 1.2 

3216 3 0.1 15 0.2 

3217 6 0.2 8 0.1 

3218 686 22.1 671 10.5 

3219 17 0.5 32 0.5 

3221 60 1.9 60 0.9 

3223 528 17.0 855 13.4 

3226 13 0.4 54 0.8 

3229 32 1.0 58 0.9 

3230 44 1.4 62 1.0 

3231 312 10.0 717 11.2 

3232 58 1.9 218 3.4 

3236 11 0.4 43 0.7 

3237 2 0.1 0 0.0 

3239 1 0.03 4 0.1 

3400 457 14.7 1370 21.5 

3401 6 0.2 137 2.1 

3406 83 2.7 167 2.6 

3414 240 7.7 510 8.0 

 3106 99.90 6383 99.90 

House # Context MIC %  

 3219 17 0.5 

31/33 3406 83 2.7 

35/37 3414 240 7.7 

38/40 3400 457 14.7 

 3401 6 0.2 

62 3204 8 0.3 

 3212 32 1.0 

64 3203 10 0.3 

 3209 12 0.4 

 3214 7 0.2 

 3216 3 0.1 

 3217 6 0.2 

 3223 528 17.0 

 3229 32 1.0 

 3230 44 1.4 

 3231 312 10.0 

 3232 58 1.9 

 3236 11 0.4 

 3237 2 0.1 

 3239 1 0.0 

66 3202 73 2.4 

 3205 19 0.6 

 3206 6 0.2 

 3207 4 0.1 

 3208 13 0.4 

 3210 76 2.4 

 3211 245 7.9 

 3215 42 1.4 

 3218 686 22.1 

 3221 60 1.9 

 3226 13 0.4 

  3106 99.9 



Artefact Analysis 

 

142 

Context 

# Animal Bone 

Fragments  % 

3002 2 0.1 

3202 34 1.7 

3203 1 0.0 

3205 4 0.2 

3207 1 0.0 

3208 7 0.3 

3209 6 0.3 

3210 16 0.8 

3211 84 4.1 

3212 11 0.5 

3214 27 1.3 

3215 5 0.2 

3216 2 0.1 

3218 210 10.3 

3223 673 32.9 

3226 2 0.1 

3229 4 0.2 

3230 11 0.5 

3231 702 34.3 

3232 49 2.4 

3236 92 4.5 

3400 58 2.8 

3406 14 0.7 

3414 31 1.5 

 2046 99.8 

Table 5:5: Number of bone fragments by context.  

 

 

Common Name 
# Animal Bone 

Fragments % 

Cattle 75 3.67 

Chicken 142 6.94 

Dog 1 0.05 

European Rat 48 2.35 

Goose 3 0.15 

Pig 3 0.15 

Rabbit 70 3.42 

Rodent (NFI) 122 5.96 

Sheep 1122 54.84 

Sheep/Pig NFI 10 0.49 

Sheep/Pig/Cattle 24 1.17 

Turkey 1 0.05 

Unidentifiable Fish 103 5.03 

Unidentifiable Mammal 10 0.49 

Unidentified Animal 1 0.05 

Unidentifiable Reptile 2 0.10 

Unidentified Fish 269 13.15 

Unidentified Mammal 39 1.91 

Wallaby (NFI) 1 0.05 

 2046 99.6 

Table 5:6: Animal bone finds by species.  
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Context 

# Shell 

Fragments   % 

3002 1 0.3% 

3202 3 0.8% 

3205 1 0.3% 

3210 4 1.1% 

3211 10 2.7% 

3212 2 0.5% 

3215 2 0.5% 

3218 38 10.4% 

3219 1 0.3% 

3221 7 1.9% 

3223 58 15.8% 

3230 3 0.8% 

3231 203 55.5% 

3232 4 1.1% 

3236 14 3.8% 

3400 10 2.7% 

3406 5 1.4% 

 366  

Table 5:7: Number of shells recovered from the site and contexts in which they were found. 

 

 

CommonName Scientific Name # Fragments 

Sydney Cockle, Mud Ark Anadara trapezia 32 

Rock Oyster Saccostrea cucullata 161 

Mud Oyster Ostrea angasi 5 

Pipi Donax deltoides 1 

Southern Mud Whelk Velacumantus australis 8 

Top Shell (Not Further Id.) Family Trochidae 1 

Periwinkle Family Littorinidae 1 

Scallop Family Pectinidae 1 

A. constricta or concamerata A. constricta or concamerata 3 

Cowrie Cypraea caputserpentis 2 

Hard Coral (Not Further Id.)   1 

Land Snail (no further Id.)   2 

Top Shell (Not Further Id.) Family Trochidae 8 

Unidentified Shell   139 

Unidentified Bivalve   1 

  366 

Table 5:8: Range and numbers of shell species found across the site.  
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6.0 Response to Research Questions 
 

6.1 Research Questions developed for the study area 

As part of the research design for other urban sites in Pyrmont (CSR site) and the inner city Casey 

& Lowe have designed a series of research questions to address the range of evidence likely to be 

found during archaeological investigation of working-class neighbourhoods.201  A complete list of 

these questions was included in the archaeological assessment and the excavation permit application 

for the current study site and is reproduced in the research design.202  The variety of houses built 

along Union, Edward and Alma Streets is greater than that found on the CSR site, Pyrmont but the 

research issues identified for both areas are the same.  The background historical study for the 

Union Street site indicated that this area was likely to have evidence of tenanted houses which were 

occupied by residents who worked locally, either on the wharves, in shipping, stone quarrying or 

other industries that developed in this part of Sydney.  Housing was mixed and may have been 

occupied by small or large families.  Later when the Union Street houses were converted to 

boarding houses they may have been occupied by multiple residents many of whom were probably 

short-term occupants.  Although the excavation results showed that considerable identified 

archaeological potential had been impacted by the construction of the Anchor Flour Mill in the 

early twentieth century, the site retained some evidence of mixed mid to late nineteenth-century 

housing in a rapidly industrialising urban area.203   

 

Material culture associated with the nineteenth-century occupation of the CSR site, Pyrmont had 

the ability to inform us about day-to-day issues associated with the lives of the residents in a 

working-class neighbourhood of Pyrmont.  Similarly the material culture from the Union, Edward 

and Alma Street properties can provide additional information on living standards, consumer 

choices, social organisation, working life, constructions of gender identity and the nature of 

childhood.  This can be readily compared to previous investigations to help build a more 

comprehensive picture of how people lived and worked in a steadily industrialising inner city 

location.  The following research questions relevant to post-1840s housing and boarding houses 

were adapted from the earlier CSR study.  The questions have been modified where appropriate for 

the Union Street precinct to capitalise on the results from the excavation program and reorganised 

to streamline the resulting discussion:204   

 

1. What evidence survives of housing in this part of Pyrmont?   

2. What evidence is there for the standard of living enjoyed by the residents?  Does the 

artefactual evidence present a homogenous view of a working-class neighbourhood or is 

there evidence for different standards of living along the three street frontages?  

These research aims can be assessed by analysing the material evidence to determine: 

 where activities were undertaken within a house, 

 what type of activities were undertaken within a house, 

 what people chose to buy with regard to: 

- what, how and where to eat,  

- what to wear,  

- what types of recreation activities were considered suitable for adults and 

children within working-class homes? 

                                              
201 Casey & Lowe 2000. 
202 Casey & Lowe 2003b:33-34. 
203 Casey & Lowe 2003b:35. 
204 Casey & Lowe 2003a, 2003b.  
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3. Where houses were connected with the same family for extended periods are there discrete 

domestic assemblages which can be attributed to their occupation, or used to reconstruct 

the family’s interests and activities? 

4. Is there evidence for cottage crafts or other unrecorded professions or works in the area?  

5. Can the material culture provide additional information on the construction of gender 

identity and the nature of childhood activities? 

6. Is there any evidence to suggest that this part of Pyrmont was a self-contained community 

or particularly isolated? 

Therefore the material culture of the site should add to our understanding about the social and 

economic influences on the residents of Pyrmont and how these influences affected their behaviour.  

 

 

6.1.1 Other Research Questions  

Some recent work has undertaken a landscape approach to urban archaeology by exploring the 

processes involved in urbanisation.205  This sees the landscape of the urban environment as 

constraining and contested by the creators of the environment and by those who lived in the houses.  

By examining the results of the archaeological excavation in relation to the development of 

Pyrmont and growth of the city we can also ask the following questions:   

7. How do the archaeological remains from this site relate to current perspectives on Sydney’s 

urbanisation?  Do they challenge, redefine or support them? 

8. How does the nature of the urban environment – the streets and houses in which people live 

influence peoples’ lives?   

 

The research questions focus on material culture of consumerism and gender identities, childhood, 

women’s work in the home and urbanisation.  These are currently important questions feeding 

archaeological research designs in Sydney and internationally.  In some instances the nature of the 

archaeological remains has meant that certain questions could not be addressed.  In combination 

with the background historical data prepared for the study area some research questions have been 

reformulated and expanded from the research goals listed above.   

 

6.1.2 Theoretical Background 

The research questions were written within the context of recent archaeological ideas and theory 

which are particularly relevant to the study of nineteenth and early twentieth-century urban 

development.  Four main themes were explored in the research design: consumption and material 

culture; gender archaeology and feminist theory; families, marriage and childhood and urbanisation 

and the household.  The main theoretical discussion of ideas informing these research aims were 

presented in detail in the excavation permit application and are only summarised here.206  Where 

research questions have been reformulated in light of the surviving archaeology, only the most 

relevant additional information is included.  A brief overview of the nature of the archaeological 

remains and their formation processes is also provided along with some discussion of the major 

terms used in this section.  

 

 

6.1.3 Consumption and Material Culture 

The major research themes are discussed in respect of the physical archaeological remains - 

material culture - recorded at the site.  Material culture can be applied to any and all elements of 

the physical archaeology from the site and incorporates in situ structural remains and mobile 

                                              
205 Mayne & Murray 2001. 
206 Casey & Lowe 2003a, 2003b.  
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artefacts bounded by, incorporated into or found in association with these remains.  Material 

culture studies work on the premise that the material world is a physical representation of how that 

world works in respect of the social and cultural elements within it; how people interact in the 

world is embodied in the material products and practices they create.207  Artefacts become 

embedded with the meaning given to them by the cultural and social world of which they form a 

part.  As such they can carry multiple meanings from those related to the practical necessities of 

life as well as to more complex social, economic and cognitive choices made by their users.  The 

physical archaeological evidence can be interpreted from a variety of theoretical perspectives 

designed to elucidate responses which reflect these different meanings.208  In the case of historical 

archaeology certain research questions can be formulated to maximise the levels of meaning 

obtained from the archaeological record by additional reference to historical sources or analyses.   

 

Understanding the multiplicity of meanings conveyed by the material aspects of peoples’ lives is 

crucial to archaeological studies of consumption.  The nineteenth century was a period of growing 

mass production of affordable household and personal goods coupled with the increasing ability for 

different socio-economic groups to engage in their consumption.  Choices made by individuals, 

families or particular social groups about the items they purchase are not separated from society 

and culture but informed and structured by them.209  Goods and materials have a monetary value 

which controls access to them within a given market but they also take on additional values 

associated with their end use, values that reflect the various members of the community in which 

they are consumed.210  Consumption is defined simply as the process by which goods and services 

are created, bought and used.211  Other definitions of consumption have been viewed from a 

perspective which emphasises the greater social and cultural role of the end-user in this process, as 

opposed to those producing and selling goods.  Consumption in this instance is likened to 

‘objectification’ meaning that the ‘use of goods and services in which the object or activity 

becomes simultaneously a practice in the world and a form in which we construct our 

understandings of ourselves in the world’.212  The associated social and cultural meanings therefore 

have significant implications for archaeological studies.  

 

Studies of consumption are important in historical archaeology as they help to understand how the 

modern globalised world developed.  Much of the literature on historic consumption is focused on 

elite and middle-class practices and often disregards the working classes as a distinct group with 

their ‘own discourse about consumption and interaction’.213  Rising levels of income among the 

working and middle classes in the nineteenth century enabled them to emulate fashions at the 

higher end of the market particularly as factory-made goods became increasingly available.   

 

Mass production of consumer goods meant that very similar items of material culture were 

available to all sectors of society which differed only in price range and finished quality.214  

Attitudes to consumption among the working classes should not however be viewed as a less 

wealthy reflection of middle and upper-class consumer behaviours. In a study of historical 

consumption Glennie proposed that working-class groups retained a ‘culture of consumption’ 

                                              
207 Background presented in this section draws on discussion from the following sources: Mary Casey’s 

research which was included in the Permit Application, Casey and Lowe 2003a; Casey & Lowe 2000; Casey 

& Lowe 2006: 110.  See also CSR report online: http://www.caseyandlowe.com.au/reptcsr.htm 
208 Tilley 2006:7-8. 
209 McCracken 1990:xi; Miller 1995:30. 
210 Carroll 1999:133. 
211 McCracken 1990:xi. 
212 Miller 1995:30. 
213 Glennie 1995:177. 
214 Crook 2005:15.  

http://www.caseyandlowe.com.au/reptcsr.htm
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developed from within low-income backgrounds.215  As such working-class consumption 

behaviours and material relationships would be informed by previous economic conditions and 

developed differently to middle-class spending patterns.   

 

The historical background prepared for the site identified the area as a predominantly working-class 

neighbourhood which was occupied throughout the mid and later nineteenth century and into the 

early stages of the twentieth century.  Consumption patterns within a household context are not 

static however and will change over time, in step with changes in the occupants’ lives.  The 

consumption of material culture may also vary between houses, neighbourhoods and societies as 

people marry and raise families, as they age or move on and if other changes in social structure 

occur such as the introduction of lodgers or the death of household members.216  Interpretation of 

the material assemblage therefore offers an insight into the lifestyles of this social class in an 

evolving urban environment.  

 

 

6.1.4 Gender archaeology and feminist theory 

The gender archaeology approach used in the analysis of archaeological sites is informed by 

feminist theory but this is not always explicitly acknowledged.  Feminist theory applied to 

archaeology aims to critically assess the deeply embedded politics of androcentrism in models, 

representations and reconstructions of the past and allows us to begin reformulating frameworks for 

the analysis and interpretation of historical and archaeological evidence.217  Gender archaeology is 

underpinned by feminist perspectives which seek to promote less stereotypical social and cultural 

definitions of gender by eliminating ‘sexist constructions of the past that rationalise, justify and 

support the oppression of women in the present’.218  The problem with traditional archaeological 

investigation lies in the tendency to reinforce gender-based stereotypes and assign an interpretative 

hierarchy where men (and their past activities and behaviour) are viewed as the principal subjects 

associated with the archaeological record and women’s actions or choices are relegated to a 

secondary position or not critically considered.   

 

A major problem identified by exponents of feminist archaeology has been the use of interpretive 

approaches that simplistically equate gender-based research with feminist studies but continue to 

layer material culture analyses with androcentric stereotypes.  Building on the work of others 

Spencer-Wood notes that a lack of critical assessment in gender-based archaeological studies can 

inadvertently perpetuate ‘androcentric sexist stereotypes, viewpoints and frameworks’ by not 

questioning the ‘deeper structures of bias in...methodologies and epistemologies’.219  Feminist 

historical archaeology therefore aims to explicitly address these issues by reappraising women’s 

views of their world and providing ‘feminist reformulations of fundamental concepts, frameworks, 

and the structure of inquiry in the discipline’.220  

 

Over-generalisations in assigning gender roles in historical archaeology have given rise to further 

stereotypes regarding the activities of men and women based on the application of a ‘separation of 

spheres’ ideology.  This view is based on the perception that men’s activities occurred in a more 

‘public’ realm while the activities of women were seen as ‘private’ as they were generally carried 

out within the home.  The corollary to this is the relegation of the role of women and the domestic 

sphere to a position of lesser social importance when compared with the public lives of men.221  

                                              
215 Glennie 1995:176-177. 
216 LeeDecker 1994: 346. 
217 Gilchrist 1999:30. 
218 Spencer-Wood 1998:21; Spector 1998:49. 
219 Spencer-Wood 1998:23; Harding 1983; Lamphere 1987; Wylie 1991:31-32. 
220 Spencer-Wood 1998:23. 
221 Spencer-Wood 1998:23-25. 
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This viewpoint is dependent on capitalist reconstructions of the past and relates more to the 

development of an English middle class and widely held views that economic and political change 

during the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries were accompanied by major changes in domestic 

social structure.222  The subordination of women’s roles is not supported by the evidence of the 

lives of many individual women,223 nor is it borne out from historical data regarding participation 

rates of women in the Sydney workforce during the late nineteenth century.224  Such simplified 

views of the role of women and the domestic sphere are difficult to apply to many of the properties 

within the study area as their dual role as private residences and boarding houses calls for a re-

evaluation of concepts regarding the economic contributions of men and women and a blurring of 

boundaries between public and private spheres.  

 

 

6.1.5 Families: Marriage and Childhood 

Marriage 

Prior to the passing of the Marriage Act in 1834 the practice of common-law ‘marriages’ 

unsanctioned by religious or secular authorities was not uncommon for convict women.225  This 

allowed women to retain their own names, property and children and not lose their individual legal 

entity to a husband through marriage.226  Common-law wives were not however readily accepted 

into middle and upper class ranks of colonial society.  Legal marriages were encouraged by the 

Church from the 1820s onwards as a means of ‘remaking colonial society’ and with this the 

formation of stable social groups based on the concept of the family which:  

...would, in time, become a school or pattern for the cultivation of the decencies of 

domestic life, operating most favourably upon the whole mass of our present male 

Labourers, who are now so much addicted to restless unsettled vagabond habits of life.227 

 

Feminist critiques serve to highlight how the role of the family and the complexity of different 

gender relationships have been underrepresented in theorising the archaeology and history of the 

recent historical past.228  This neglect can be seen as a by-product of the gender specific separation 

of public and private spheres discussed in the previous section which views domestic ‘private’ 

spaces as less important.  With the progress of capitalism in the second half of the nineteenth 

century came the development of an educated middle class and further social differentiation of the 

urban working classes.  Women of the new middle classes adopted the behaviour and attitudes of 

elite women; marriage was seen as a necessity for women and concepts of respectability were 

further linked to economic standing.229  While it was possible for educated married women to work 

it was considered better for the family and their social status if they did not.230   

 

Such choices were not always available for women of the working classes.  Financial security and 

respectability for women depended upon their ability to marry well.  Men’s wages and conditions 

were tied to their position as the main provider for their family whereas wages for women were 

poor by comparison.231  The type of work that could be undertaken by urban working-class women 

was also regulated by their household responsibilities.  Single women had greater choice and 

mobility in the types of waged work they could accept. Women who needed to raise a family were 

                                              
222 This issue is discussed in greater detail in Casey & Lowe 2003a:3-4. 
223 Chalus 2000; Spencer-Wood 1998:24-25; Vickery 1993, 1998.  
224 Fisher 1978.  
225 Karskens 1997:30-36; Kociumbas 1997:41. 
226 Karskens 1997:81. 
227 Atkinson & Aveling 1987:100, 69, quoting Alexander Warren in 1838. 
228 Spencer-Wood 2004:235. 
229 See Casey & Lowe 2003a:6-7 for more complete discussion of this theme.  
230 Fisher 1978:96. 
231 Grimshaw et al.1994:165. 
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restricted to jobs that could be conducted within their houses, mainly taking in laundry, ironing or 

factory outwork, such as sewing or child minding.232  As they were not competing with men for 

wages women who undertook work within the home to supplement family incomes were not 

necessarily seen as a threat to male employment in the same way as women who worked for 

wages.   

 

Childhood 

The role of the family in relation to child rearing is also heavily imbued with gender constructs 

which are specific to different cultures. Children undergo a process of socialisation by which they 

learn ‘culturally specific roles, activities, and behaviour that define childhood and gender’.233  This 

is achieved through the human relationships they develop and from interactions with the natural and 

material world to which they are exposed.  The archaeology of childhood therefore requires a 

theoretical approach incorporating both natural and cultural considerations that can investigate how 

this socialising process and the transference of cultural knowledge took place.  During the initial 

stages of the colony in Australia the concept of childhood as separate to adult life was recognised 

only in elite and wealthy society.  The responsibilities that came with the care of children were also 

seen as important civilising factors.  Children from other classes contributed to family incomes by 

undertaking adult duties such as household chores or waged work.  For the most part houses in 

Sydney urban areas were small, usually ranging from two to four rooms and therefore the lives of 

adults and children, except for rich families, were not separated.  Adults and children usually ate, 

slept and washed together.  Bedrooms were usually divided into male and female.  The children of 

the well-to-do were more separated out and while the mother may have been involved with the 

children their lives were segregated from their fathers.234    

 

Although labour shortages in early Australia created a high demand for cheap labour from children 

over that of adults it would appear that in New South Wales at least by 1838 ‘very few colonial 

children were to be found working for wages’.235  This lack of engagement in waged work was 

more to do with an unwillingness to have children working outside the family for an employer 

rather than to prolong their childhood.  But as had the role of marriage and the family been thought 

to have a beneficial effect of society so too was the growing perception of the benefits of the 

disciplinary role of schooling during childhood.   

 

By the 1860s the expansion of the middle class saw a change in views on childhood along with 

domestic ideology and practice.  Children were seen as having special spiritual and physical needs 

which were to be met by the newly enhanced role of mothers as home-makers and carers.236  In 

addition to their physical workload within the household women were also responsible for the 

social education and the well-being of their children.  Evidence of these functions can be found in 

the archaeological record in the form of writing equipment, proprietary medicines or other 

containers for home remedies.  The presence of toys is also seen as an indicator of the separation 

of children from the world of adults and as with all other materials toys were laden with social 

values and gender-specific associations.237  While in many respects this all encompassing view as 

the wife and mother is still tied to the private or domestic sphere, it also elevates the importance of 

this central role within the family unit.238  

 

                                              
232 Grimshaw et al. 1994; Fisher 1978: 96-97.  
233 Baxter 2005:3 and for subsequent discussion. 
234 Atkinson & Aveling 1987:89-90. 
235 Kociumbas 1997:46. 
236 Casey & Lowe 2003a: 8-10 for full discussion. 
237 Kociumbas 1997:95-99. 
238 Kociumbas 1997:91-92. 
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Views on children’s education also changed over the course of the nineteenth century and in 

response to changes to in social and economic standing within the broader community.  During the 

early part of the nineteenth century elite families saw education as a way of turning their children 

into ladies and gentlemen equipped for polite society.  Education for poor children was more 

limited and may have involved only a few years of schooling or attendance at Sunday School only.  

The main aim was to provide skills for the workplace but in any case children ‘both rich and poor 

were prepared in childhood for adulthood in the social world of their parents’.239  

 

Information about working-class children in historical sources is limited and varies between those 

from destitute families to those whose parents were engaged in blue-collar jobs.  The working 

classes were considered more likely to have children who were mentally and physically different to 

other social groups.  Reformers of the day believed that working-class parents were unable to 

control and train their children giving rise to the growth in ‘urban waifs’ and street children.  Their 

children would look different in their dress and physical appearance, presumably had fewer 

possessions and would not have enjoyed the same diet and health as their middle-class 

counterparts.240  Data from archaeological sources provides a valuable counterpoint to historical 

sources alone.  

 

6.1.6 Urbanisation and the household241 

Urbanisation 

Our focus on urbanisation, the process by which a city develops, emphasises the interplay of the 

main strands of the urbanisation process: demography, industrialisation, spatial morphology and 

mobility.  Archaeological works on urbanisation that study nineteenth-century cities are mostly 

from the United States242 but more recently archaeological research has started to specifically 

address issues of urbanisation and the growth of cities within Australian contexts.  One publication 

devoted to studies of ‘urban landscapes’ includes chapters on urban Australia, the United Kingdom, 

Canada and South Africa in addition to the United States.243  These themes have also informed 

more recent projects and publications dedicated to the study of urban processes and urbanisation in 

Australian cities.244  Previous excavation reports by Casey & Lowe have attempted to deal with this 

issue.245  The intention to study urbanisation on archaeological sites has also been identified in the 

research designs of several urban excavations (i.e., Paddys Markets, Darling House). 

 

An approach to urbanisation is one where the city is the focus –‘city as site’.  In this conceptual 

approach the city is viewed as a single system created by the interaction of many different patterns 

of behaviour through time.246  The relevance of this case study to the wider city and to the study of 

urban process generally should not be undervalued.  The study of the industrial city has been a 

focus within other academic disciplines such as history, geography and anthropology for more than 

20 years.  The development of the suburb of Pyrmont and its changing character from a residential 

fringe to an inner city industrial and commercial centre makes it a suitable candidate for studies of 

urbanisation.  

 

 

                                              
239 Atkinson & Aveling 1987:91; Kociumbas 1997:56. 
240 Kociumbas 1997:112-113. 
241 The discussion in this section is based on previous research undertaken by Dr Mary Casey.  
242 E.g., Dickens 1982; Rothschild 1987; Upton 1992.  
243 Murray & Mayne 2001. 
244 e.g. Exploring the Archaeology of the Modern City project, Crook et al. 2005; Murray 2003.   
245 Casey & Lowe 1995, 2000b.   
246 Dickens 1982:xvi. 
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Households and houses 

In Sydney during the nineteenth century the basic unit of residential occupancy and consumption 

was the household.  The material cultural context of such research focuses on what is commonly 

termed household archaeology.247  An early study at a household scale by Wilk and Rathje 

proposed that archaeologists should move their focus from ‘hypotheses testing at the level of the 

settlement and variability between settlements … [arguing] that the time has come to move 

downwards in specificity, to the household unit.248  They suggested that the ‘household’ was 

becoming the focus of archaeological analysis.  Their definition viewed the household as composed 

of three elements listed below which are explored in the following sections in relation to Sydney’s 

urban sites:  

 

 Social - the demographic unit, the members of the group and their relationships; 

 Material - the dwelling, activity areas and possessions; and  

 Behavioural - the activities that the household performed. 

 

Social Unit 

The household in nineteenth-century Sydney generally consisted of a family unit, father, mother 

and children, but there are other well documented household groups such as boarding houses, 

extended family units and family units with servants.249  There are also other units which may be an 

alternative family unit such as two brothers sharing a house or remnants of the household such as a 

mother and children.   

 

Material Unit 

The study of the material unit includes the house and its facilities, the way the house was used by 

the occupants, and the consumer items owned and used by the occupants.  Analysis and 

interpretation of the material unit is addressed through a material cultural approach to archaeology.  

People used, and use, material culture to create meaning and order in their world.  Material culture 

studies involve an analysis of the meaning and uses of the material world.  ‘Meanings’ encompass 

symbolic, structural, ideological and cognitive interpretations while ‘uses’ include socialising, 

teaching, negotiation, and hegemonic practices.250   

 

Behavioural Unit 

An analysis of the activities performed within the household is important for gaining an 

understanding of the occupant’s socio-economic activities.  Many women undertook casual labour 

and may have performed duties other than domestic activities within the home.  The presence of 

such evidence will assist with addressing such issues as living standards and economic status within 

the household.  The artefactual evidence from different parts of a household can be used to 

construct a general picture of the range of activities undertaken within the houses and yards of the 

study area.  

 

Specific definitions of what constitutes a household are built upon the perspective or ‘cultural 

standpoint’ from which the household is viewed.251  Problems associated with defining past 

households have been further explored in recent explicit attempts to theorise studies of domestic 

space in historical archaeology noting that households can be found at many different scales, 

comprising various social groupings, architectural types and landscapes.252  A simple but inclusive 

                                              
247 Deetz 1982; Wilk & Rathje 1982; Beaudry 1984; Honerkamp 1987; Rothschild 1987; Bairstow 1990; 

Orser & Fagan 1995:111-115; LeeDecker 1994. 
248 Wilk and Rathje 1982:617.   
249 Lydon 1993, 1995. 
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252 Brandon & Barile 2004. 
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definition views the household as comprising ‘a group of individuals who share a common 

residence, and members of the household are normally bound together by kinship and economic 

ties’.253  This definition can be applied to the different types of houses in the current study area and 

the covers the different relationships of their occupants.  Historical sources show that some of the 

larger Union Street properties were run as boarding houses by the resident families whereas the 

smaller houses on Edward and Alma Streets were not listed as anything other than domestic 

residences. It is apparent that the study area contained people with both family and economic ties 

within the same household.   

 

6.2 Nature of the Archaeological Remains 

Differential preservation from later impacts across the study site has produced a varied 

archaeological record.  This makes direct intra-site comparisons challenging but the surviving 

archaeology offers useful datasets for comparing the Union, Edward and Alma Street properties 

with other urban working-class domestic areas.  In addition to the structural remains of the houses 

and yards a combination of complete and partial room underfloor deposits were excavated from the 

Union Street area.  Although limited in their coverage of individual houses they constituted 

valuable primary deposits that are used to study localised household activities and reveal the 

characters and interests of household occupants.  The lack of architectural remains from the 

Edward and Alma Street properties is balanced by the sample of household debris found within the 

cesspits.  Deposits from cesspits can contain materials from all occupants and parts of the house or 

houses which they serve and often include larger artefact types not generally found in underfloor 

occupation deposits.  Artefacts from each of these major context types can be used to reconstruct 

information about the daily lives, habits, social status and interests of their occupants.  

 

 

6.2.1 Underfloor deposits  

Underfloor deposits are a typical archaeological resource found on eighteenth and nineteenth century 

urban sites in Australia.
254

  They can be formed from a variety of processes and are common in urban 

terrace houses due to the rarity of cellars.  Generally the debris falls through gaps between butt-

boarded wooden floors with no floor coverings, through holes which form from irregularities in the 

timber boards or gaps along the edges of walls and in corners.  Butt-boarded flooring was generally 

in use before the 1870s and 1880s whereas tongue-and-groove floorboards date from the 1880s 

onwards. The close fitting nature of the later flooring method inhibits the formation of underfloor 

deposits and they are less dense after this period.  Domestic animals and pests such as rodents and 

cats can also be implicated in the formation of underfloor deposits.  In some instances larger artefacts 

are also known to have been deliberately placed under boards by residents pulling up boards.
255

   

 

In general the underfloor deposits from the current study site contained only fragmentary items; 

ceramic or glass vessels were usually incomplete with a few limited exceptions and whole items 

mainly comprised nails, tacks, pins, buttons, beads or small components of other items. The 

distribution, frequency and nature of underfloor deposits are therefore affected by the types of 

activities carried out, the position of built architectural features, the placement of furniture and the 

methods used for room and floor cleaning.  

 

 

                                              
253 LeeDecker 1994: 348. 
254 This section is summarised from a discussion of the formation and analysis of household deposits in Casey 

2004:33-35. 
255 Murray & Mayne 2001:98 refer to occurrences of this practice in The Rocks, Sydney citing Holmes, K. 
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6.2.2 Cesspit fills  

The contents of domestic cesspit fills can be used to study different aspects of the daily lives of 

household occupants with which they are associated.256  Understanding the nature of a cesspit 

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

archaeological data that differs to other household deposits.  In Sydney the historical context 

surrounding the use of cesspits has helped to create discrete artefact collections that can often be 

dated to a particular period in the life of a household.  Following an extensive inquiry from 1875 to 

1876 into the state of public health and sanitation in Sydney it was recommended that control over 

the management, construction and cleansing of cesspits be transferred to Municipal authorities.257 

 

As a result many cesspits were converted to water closets and attached to the mains sewer.  In 

1875 the Inspector of Sewers stated that prior to connection to the sewer a cesspit was usually 

“cleaned out with sand or soil”.258  Cesspits which were no longer in use were either completely 

backfilled and sealed or were partially filled to the level of the new plumbing if connected to the 

sewers.  Therefore a cesspit fill was most likely to be contemporary with the final phase of the 

intended use of the feature.  The timing of sewerage conversion works varied in different areas of 

the city and was dependent upon the state of local infrastructure and the willingness of owners to 

carry out the conversions.259  

 

Excavated cesspit fills from sites in the Sydney area have been shown to contain varying amounts 

of household rubbish, not simply the sand or soil suggested in the historical sources.260  As such 

cesspits can contain many additional types of household rubbish and debris that is not encountered 

in underfloor deposits, such as large and complete items.  Cesspit fills can be composed of primary 

or secondary waste deposits; rubbish was either deposited directly into the feature, or it may have 

accumulated elsewhere in the vicinity prior to being placed into the cesspit.  Although not always 

the case it is reasonable to assume that the fills relate directly to the household with which they are 

connected.  To attempt to link the contents of a cesspit fill to a particular residence, occupation 

phase or other event it is necessary to determine when and how a cesspit fill was formed.  This is 

done by assessing the archaeological evidence and by studying the nature of the artefacts.   

 

There is some temporal variation in the deposits found across the study site which has resulted 

from the ways in which the deposits were formed. The presence of conjoining artefacts throughout 

the cesspit deposits shows that they were filled as a single phase event probably during the latter 

stages of occupation.  As such the artefacts may correspond with a relatively short period in 

household occupation.  Conversely the slowly accumulating underfloor deposits from the Union 

Street properties appear to have built up over the duration of the houses’ use.  The artefacts 

therefore have a wider chronological spread and cannot easily be linked to particular periods of 

occupation.   

 

The analysis of artefacts and their spatial patterning in the archaeological record helps to 

understand how a household was used by its occupants and provides the base data with which the 

research questions are investigated.  The artefacts can inform us about daily life in a given area by 

reflecting consumer choices, social and economic status and they can also be used to reconstruct 

gender identities and relationships within the home.  This means that although the archaeological 

remains from across the study area may vary widely in terms of their context the choices made by 

householders and the nature of the materials recovered can be used to address issues at a site wide 
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scale.  Where only limited evidence of the household survives, such as from the cesspit fills in 

Edward and Alma Streets the information they contain can still be used to elucidate much about 

consumer choices and individual household occupants.  The nature of the surviving archaeology 

has meant that the original research questions have been reformulated to reflect the types of 

information they convey.  

 

 

6.3 Response to Research Questions 

The results of the archaeological program were adversely affected by the high impact of the 

Anchor Flour Mill buildings, particularly along the northern half of the site bordering Edward 

Street and Alma Street where no remains of the nineteenth-century houses were found.  All that 

survived in this area were three double cesspits which is quite different to the Union Street houses 

and their underfloor deposits.  Comparative analysis of houses within the study area therefore 

relies on the analysis of materials from different contexts.  The focus of much of the research 

discussion will be the excavated houses along Union Street which contained underfloor deposits.  

This is especially relevant for recognising how certain areas within the house were used and 

determining the types of activities that were carried out.  Household contexts such as these provide 

the primary evidence for exploring issues related to economic and social status, ethnicity, 

lifestyles, or family and gender relationships.  Although the poor archaeological preservation in the 

northern part of the site provides no information about the houses and how they were used, the 

cesspit assemblages can be viewed as representative of total household consumption patterns and 

provide an alternative means of exploring issues related to consumerism, diet, health, gender and 

social conditions in the nineteenth century.  Household consumption pattern studies can be 

expanded to incorporate different scales of analysis at the level of neighbourhood, suburb or city.261  

This type of archaeological investigation can be used to address research questions pertaining to the 

rise of consumerism, rapid industrialisation and changing social habits which characterised much of 

the nineteenth century.  These issues are of particular relevance in the development of Pyrmont.  

 

 

6.3.1 Housing in this part of Pyrmont 

Response to Question 1: What evidence survives of earlier housing in this part of Pyrmont? 

The earliest houses in the study area were built before the predominantly industrial and working-

class character of Pyrmont had been established.  The response to this question discusses the nature 

of the housing in the context of changing perceptions of the area over the course of the nineteenth 

century and the shift in demographic trends as the suburb grew.  Initially, Pyrmont was conceived 

as a middle-class retreat on the fringes of the city but by the second half of the nineteenth century 

the industrial character had begun to dominate and this aim was never realised.  During the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century the population became increasingly dominated by a local 

workforce and the general perception of working-class areas in close proximity to Darling Harbour 

and the wharves was one of overcrowding, poor sanitation and conditions detrimental to public 

health (Section 2.1.6).  From 1900 into the 1920s Pyrmont was also one of the areas affected by 

the successive outbreaks of bubonic plague in Sydney.  This historical background warrants 

expanding the examination of architectural evidence to include the following questions relating to 

sanitation and associated public health risks:  

Is there evidence to show whether these houses were better or worse off than other urban 

areas?  For example, what evidence do we have of sanitation procedures used in the study 

area and were they comparable with contemporary standards?  
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The architectural evidence  

The archaeological program found the structural remains of three houses along Union Street, 

numbers 62–66 Union Street.  No direct evidence of houses survived along Edward and Alma 

Streets as this area was greatly impacted by the flour mill buildings. What did survive were three 

double cesspits associated with Houses 38/40 Edward Street, 31/33 Alma Street and 35/37 Alma 

Street.  No cesspits were located on the Union Street properties.  The structural remains of the 

Union Street houses is made up of complete or partial remains of the ground floor and basement 

rooms only.  A table listing the types of features present, the extent of interior spaces that were 

exposed and any evidence for structural or decorative materials related to these features is provided 

for each household (Table 6.1).  

 

The earliest houses to be constructed within the study area were Nos 64 and 66 Union Street.  Both 

were built in the 1840s by John Kellick.  The description of Nos 64 and 66 in early rates books 

varies somewhat but in essence they refer to two-storey houses with seven and eight rooms.  The 

initial listing in rates assessments include reference to a detached kitchen, room and stable at each 

house.  Both houses appeared to be single storey from the Union Street frontage but two storeys 

were visible from the back yard (Figs 3.1, 3.2, 3.3; 6.2).  Windows are visible in the roof at the 

back of each house indicating the presence of attic rooms which were mentioned in the 1858 rates 

assessment (Fig. 6.2).  The lower floors appear to have been basement rooms with no windows 

onto Union Street.  An early twentieth-century photograph of the front of the houses shows two 

windows at street level but shade from the verandah would appear to let in little light (Fig. 3.3).  

The windows were for the most part plain but fragments of patterned window glass were recovered 

from Room 1, No. 66.  This indicates a minor alteration or maintenance was carried out to the 

front of No. 66 after 1888 when this type of glass was introduced.  Patterned glass was often used 

to control or diffuse light as well as for its decorative appeal. 262  No other patterned window glass 

was found on the site.  

 

The layout or floor plan of both houses was basically identical but the different number of rooms 

listed in rates assessments for later years suggests minor internal alterations had been carried out.  

Both houses showed some evidence of early construction techniques.  All footings were about 

450mm wide made of roughly cut sandstone blocks laid in stretcher bond with the occasional 

header and bonded with coarse light brown, sandy shell mortar.  The footings were not set into 

footing trenches but were laid on the ground.  Generally there was only one course visible but up 

to two courses could be seen in places.  Although the full dimensions of Rooms 2 and 5 of No. 66 

could not be recorded due to the impacts of the flour mill footings we can assume that the 

dimensions were similar to the corresponding rooms in No. 64 based on similarities with the 

footings that did survive.   

 

Houses Nos 64 and 66 did not share a common party wall but were separated by a narrow 

passageway which led into the backyard of No. 66 (Plan 3.2).  The walls (superstructure) of these 

houses were built of sandstock brick bonded with light brown, sandy mortar with a few shell 

fragments.  A collapsed brick wall was found within Room 1 of house No. 66 during the 

excavation.  The bricks were mostly flat or had rectangular frogs, a few had diamond frogs.  The 

sandstock bricks were made either in a metal stock or in the earlier timber stocks lined with metal.  

While frogs became more common on bricks from after 1850, including the diamond shape, the 

practice of impressing bricks is known from the 1830s and 1840s.263  Given the early 1840s 

construction date of the houses it is apparent that frogmarked bricks were already in use in the 

area.  It is likely that as John Kellick was a builder he had access to better quality materials and 

they represent an early example of well-made frogged bricks.  
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Area  Location Dimen-

sions (m) 

Extent 

(m sq) 

Construction 

Materials  

Paint/plaster 

colours 

Other 

finishes/ 

Features 

62 

Union  

Room 1 

(basement) 

3.2 x 1.0 

(partial) 

3.2 Sandstone footings 

Sandstone blocks 

Shell mortar 

Grey cement render 

White plaster  

 Room 2 

(rear 

basement) 

3.2 x 3.5 

(partial) 

11.2 Sandstone footings 

Sandstone blocks 

Shell mortar 

Grey cement render 

White plaster 

Whitewash 

Red 

Light blue 

Fireplace 

 

64 

Union  

Room 1 

(basement) 

8.0 x 1.5 

(partial) 

12 Sandstone footings 

Shell mortar 

Sandstock brick 

Cream 

Whitewash  

White plaster  

 

 Room 2 

(rear 

basement) 

8.0 x 3.5 28 Sandstone footings 

Shell mortar 

Sandstock brick 

Whitewash  

White plaster 

Coal/tar 

bitumen floor 

surface 

 

 Room 3 3.5 x 2.0 7 Sandstone footings 

Shell mortar 

Sandstock brick 

Timber floor? 

Cream 

Light salmon 

Whitewash  

White plaster 

 

 Room 4 

(kitchen) 

3.5 x 4.4 15.4 Sandstone footings 

Shell mortar 

Cement render 

Sandstock brick  

Slate 

Pale salmon 

pink  

Fireplace 

Hearthstone 

Underfloor 

drainage 

 

 Yard 4.5 x 7.0 

(partial) 

31.5 Brick paving 

Cement surface 

 

 Coal tar 

surface 

Gully trap 

Terracotta 

pipes 

66 

Union  

Room 1 

(basement) 

7.5 x 1.5 

(partial) 

11.2 Sandstone footings 

Shell mortar 

Sandstock brick 

superstructure 

Pale salmon 

undercoat/ 

light creamy-

green top coat 

Whitewash 

Patterned 

window glass 

 Room 2/3 

(rear 

basement) 

7.5 x 3.5 

(partial) 

26.2 Sandstone footings 

Shell mortar 

Grey cement render 

Sandstock brick 

Cream 

 

Linoleum 

 Room 4 2.2 x 2.1 

(partial) 

4.6 Sandstone footings 

Shell mortar 

Cement floor 

surface 

Sandstock brick 

  

 Room 5 

(kitchen) 

4.5 x 2.5 

(partial) 

11.2 Sandstone footings 

Shell mortar 

Grey cement render 

Sandstock brick 

White plaster  

 Yard 7.5 x 11.5 

max. 

(partial) 

86.2 Cement surface   

38/40 

Edward  

  2.3 x 1.0 

(partial) 

 Sandstone blocks 

Sandy brown shell 

mortar 

  

31/33 

Alma 

  2.3 x 1.05   Sandstone blocks   

35/37 

Alma 

 2.4 x 1.1  Sandstone blocks    

Table 6:1:  Main architectural features and construction materials identified at each property. 
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Kitchen 

Houses No. 64 and 66 Union Street each had a kitchen which was detached from the rear of the 

house in the backyard.  The kitchen (Room 4) of No. 64 contained a hearth stone (fireplace) while 

no remains of a fireplace survived in No. 66 (Room 5).  There was no evidence for a fireplace in 

any of the other rooms.  The kitchen footings were of similar construction to the main building, 

placed directly onto the ground rather than set into trenches.  There was no evidence of vents in 

any of the rooms of these houses as the height of the preserved walls was too low but in the kitchen 

of No. 64 two brick dish drains were located underneath the floor to allow water to drain through 

to the yard (Plan 3.2).  One branch of the drain cuts through the western footing of the kitchen.  

The eastern and western walls of this kitchen (No. 64) had an added sandstone ledge on the inside 

to support joists for a timber floor.  The southern wall had layers of plaster, slate and render 

adhering to it in that order.  The outer layer of cement render may have served as skirting.  Slate 

was often used to dry line walls to help with dampness.  The kitchen of No. 66 also had evidence 

of cement render on the inside of the south wall covered by white paint.  Traces of pale salmon 

pink paint were found over the cement render on the southern and eastern walls of No. 64.  This 

may represent an original undercoat only as many architectural fragments found in demolition fills 

had a layer of salmon/pink with a contrasting topcoat.  

 

At some point during the occupation the yard area between the main building and the back kitchen 

of each house was converted into another room.  In No. 66 this was a later addition (Room 4).  

The cement yard surface was already in place and the footings for Room 4 were laid above the 

cement surface.  The same room in No. 64 (Room 3) was quite different.  Remains of timber and a 

line of cream paint along the render suggest this room had a suspended timber floor as did the 

uneven ground surface and the accumulation of underfloor deposits.   

 

Front Rooms 

Room 2 of No. 64 and Room 2/3 of No. 66 Union Street were the large rooms at the back of the 

main street-front buildings. To the north they opened onto the back yard but these interior spaces 

extended towards the front basement room and would have had little natural light.  Some scrap 

metal and linoleum were found in the demolition fill within Room 2 of No. 66 while in No. 64 the 

whole room was covered with a layer of coal tar/bitumen.  It is not clear why this material was laid 

within the interior of the house particularly as the front room of No. 64 must have had butt-

boarded floors at some stage due to the presence of underfloor deposits.  The linoleum fragments 

suggest that the coal tar in this instance may have been used as a base surface under a separate 

floor covering.  The lack of natural light and ventilation in the basement level front rooms means 

they may have been intended as storage spaces and an advertisement from 1872 lists a cellar among 

the features of No. 66 (Fig. 6.1).  However it appears unlikely that Room 2 would have been used 

solely for storage due to its central position in the house, direct access to the yard and natural light.  

It is also likely that when these properties operated as boarding houses all rooms would have been 

actively occupied and the occupation debris may have accumulated from this later period.  It is 

apparent that the intended use of the house and the individual spaces (rooms) changed over the 

course of its occupation. 

 

Yards  

The remnant yard surfaces give some indication of the condition of the houses and the provision for 

drainage.  The latest rear yard surface of No. 66 was a well-made cement surface laid directly 

above the remnant natural surface comprised of patches of grey silty sands, gravels and bedrock.  

There was little subsoil and no topsoil in situ.  A gully trap and some terracotta pipes were found 

in the yard next to the western property boundary of House 64 (Plans 3.1, 3.2).  The gully trap 

was below the level of the cement surface.  The relative position of the drain suggests it was 

designed to feed water into the dish drains that ran under the kitchen of No. 64.  The blocks sloped 

down from south to north and runoff from the street would have been directed into the gully trap 

via the passageway between the houses.  Historic photographs also show this section of Union 



Response to Research Questions 

 

158 

Street sloping gently from east to west and surface water from No. 66 would have flowed towards 

No. 64 (Figs 3.2, 3.3).  It appears that the gully trap marks the position of an early drainage 

feature which dates from the initial construction phase of the two houses.  John Kellick was a 

builder by trade and it seems that the houses were well designed and constructed.  The position of 

the gully trap and the slope of the blocks also help to explain why a similar drain was not found in 

the kitchen of House 66.  There is evidence of three different yard surfaces (cement, brick paving 

and coal tar) in the back yard of No. 64 and additional external drainage features.  The different 

surfaces suggest that various methods were used to seal the yards which would have required 

ongoing maintenance.  The brick pavers near Rooms 3 and 4 would also have allowed access to the 

drainage channels.   

 

Other areas 

House No. 62 Union Street was built in 1859 by John Kellick probably over the site of a single-

storey eight-roomed wooden building that was listed in the 1845 rates book and demolished by 

1855.  The rates assessment described the later structure at No. 62 as a three-storey brick and stone 

house with shingled roofing and seven rooms (Figs 3.1, 3.2, 3.3).  The evidence that survived of 

this house showed several differences in construction methods to that of the two neighbouring 

houses (Nos 64 and 66).  Due to the slope of the block the foundations and preserved walls were 

c.600mm lower than No. 64.  Unlike the two rows of stone that make up the walls elsewhere in the 

house the western wall comprises a single row of sandstone footings placed directly onto bedrock.  

The bedrock all along the eastern side of this property had been partly cut to allow for the footings.  

It appears that the eastern wall of No. 62 replaced the western wall of No. 64.  This is possibly 

because the earlier wall would not have been a load bearing wall.  The surviving walls were all 

made of neatly dressed sandstone blocks bonded with shell mortar, 450mm wide.  The inside of the 

walls were lined with grey cement render.  The foundations for a ground floor fireplace in the back 

room (Room 2) of the house were also evident.  Traces of plaster and whitewash were found on the 

north wall.  One similarity between this house and No. 64 was that Room 2 also appears to have 

had a coal tar surface as a floor.  There was no evidence of suspended flooring.  This area flooded 

continuously during excavation but remains of a coal tar surface were visible in the backyard.  

There was a sharp drop (1.5m) between the yard levels of Nos 64 and 62 which suggests that the 

yard of No. 62 was probably also prone to drainage issues during the 60 or so years of its 

occupation. 

 

No evidence of the terrace houses along Edward and Alma Streets survived.  All that was 

recovered during excavation were three double cesspits.  Each of these cesspits was constructed 

differently.  The Edward Street cesspit was built of roughly-worked sandstone bonded with very 

sandy, brown shell mortar.  Only the face side of the blocks were roughly dressed.  Four out of a 

possible eight gaps in the blocks were found close to the base of this structure presumably intended 

to allow seepage from the cesspit.  The cesspit at 31/33 Alma Street was constructed of highly 

uniform well-shaped sandstone blocks of differing lengths.  No mortar appears to have been used.  

Some sandstock brick paving was observed to the south and the north of the structure along with a 

single course of brick walls from the outbuilding.  This structure was sitting directly on the 

bedrock.  Finally, the cesspit at 35/37 Alma Street was constructed from a mix of well-shaped 

sandstone blocks and irregular blocks of stone picked only on the face side.  The base of the cesspit 

was also bedrock.  Each of these structures contained debris (cement floor, pipes) relating to the 

later installation of plumbing. 

 

What were the interiors of the houses like? 

Only limited archaeological evidence remains of the interior finishes in the Union Street houses.  

The rooms with underfloor deposits attest to the presence of timber butt-boarded flooring but in 

many of the other ground floor interior spaces a more utilitarian coal tar/bitumen surface remained.  

It is not clear whether this surface would have been covered by linoleum, rugs or other materials in 

some internal areas where it was found as only limited evidence of any additional floor coverings 



Response to Research Questions 

 

159 

was found.  Whatever practical considerations warranted the use of these surfaces (whether as a 

wet room, for ease of cleaning or as a base for linoleum) it may have been a cheaper and more 

manageable option than floor boards.   

 

Traces of different coloured paints were found on building materials (render, plaster, bricks) 

recovered from demolition deposits.  In No. 66 architectural fragments with cream, salmon, light 

brown, light creamy-green and sky blue (3205, 3206, 3208, 3210, 3218) paint were found (App. 

4.5).  The overall colour scheme indicates a predominance of lighter hues.  A sample found in the 

demolition fill above Room 1 of House 66 had a pale salmon undercoat with light creamy-green top 

coat and in the room to the north traces of whitewash were preserved on the remaining render.  

Building fragments with sky blue paint were found in the back rooms of the house.  Several of the 

samples contained evidence of an undercoat, usually salmon or cream with a top coat of light blue 

or green.   

 

Surface treatments recorded at No. 64 were generally the same and included whitewash, undercoats 

and outer paint colours in cream (3209, 3223), light salmon (3214, 3223), light creamy-brown, and 

whitewash.  The remains of whitewash and white plaster were still visible on the walls of the three 

front ground floor rooms and only pink paint was found on the lower kitchen walls.  At 62 Union 

Street a darker red paint was preserved on the in situ render in Room 2 along with traces of white 

plaster and paint elsewhere in the room.  Building debris recovered from Room 2 also showed 

traces of light blue paint (3212).  The limited paint colours and lack of wallpaper or other surface 

treatments found in these houses are typical of mid nineteenth-century interior wall finishes.  Pale 

colours were probably used to maximise the amount of light within interior spaces and were often 

mixed by the occupant or painter out of available natural ingredients and pigments.  Limewash and 

distemper paints were the most frequent interior treatments used during this period and remained in 

use throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth century even as other more elaborate decorations 

became increasingly popular.264  Houses with interior walls painted in similar tinted hues rather 

than simply whitewashed were also recorded in excavations at The Rocks.265   

 

Wallpapers were more common from the 1840s but they were still an expensive option.  No 

examples of papering were found and there was no evidence of any other decorative or ornate 

interior finishes in any of the houses along Union Street.  While much of the fabric of the original 

houses was probably removed during construction of the flour mill the architectural debris that 

remained, plain painted renders and plaster fragments in a limited number of colours, suggests that 

the houses were simply decorated.  This probably reflects the status of the occupants all of whom 

were tenants and many were short-term residents.  They may have been unable to afford to follow 

fashion in household decorations and were probably unlikely to invest in features that could not be 

taken with them when they moved to a new residence.  It is uncertain how much the tenants could 

alter their physical environment without recourse to the landlord.  In such instances portable items 

such as furniture, soft furnishings and other household goods such as ceramics and glass would be 

more indicative of household incomes and tastes.  

 

Comparative analysis 

The houses in the study area exhibited greater variation in size and layout compared with the small 

two storey, three and four-roomed working-class houses from the CSR site further north in 

Pyrmont.266  The houses along Union Street were built at an earlier date and represent 

contemporary attitudes towards the suburb.  Kellick’s two earliest houses appear to have been well 

designed and well constructed taking into account the problems of topography and drainage 

inherent in these lots.  The Union Street frontage meant the houses were well situated on what 

                                              
264 Evans, Lucas & Stapleton 1985:9-10. 
265 Karskens 1999:50, citing Barnes, AR-Building Mat., p.58. 
266 Casey & Lowe 2000; Casey 2004. 
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would eventually become a major thoroughfare for road transport.  It is likely that they were 

planned just before the 1840s depression and were targeted at occupants who could afford to live in 

larger premises on the fringes of the city in what was still a more open environment.  These houses 

embody a different view of the suburb’s potential for growth which may still have been prevalent 

in the late 1850s when Kellick constructed two adjacent houses (62 and 60 Union Street) each with 

three storeys and seven rooms.  These too were much wider and contained twice as many rooms as 

the later four-roomed houses built along Alma and Edward Streets less than decade later.  As for 

the nearby CSR site houses built at roughly the same time the houses on Edward and Alma Streets 

were primarily aimed at working-class occupants and reveal the developing industrial character of 

the peninsula.  The houses are material correlates to the changing demographic makeup of the 

suburb and the increasing need for cheaper housing. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.1:  Rental notice for houses in the study area. No. 72 was later renumbered No. 66 Union 

Street and the Helena terrace property refers to one of the smaller houses in Alma Street.  

Sydney Morning Herald, 22 August 1872. 

 

This growing differentiation between the types of houses in Pyrmont is reflected in a newspaper 

advertisement for rental properties in the study area from 1872.267  The advertisement lists the 

internal features of the larger Union Street house in some detail.  The Union Street house was 

described as a cottage of eight rooms whereas the Helena terrace was listed simply as a small house 

of four rooms and kitchen.  Apart from the obvious size difference the Union Street dwelling has 

more built-in features than the terrace house, including a bathroom, and presumably would have 

suited a larger or more well-off family.  While no residential information was obtained for this 

year the closest occupant to this date was Robert Stoco, a master mariner and prior to that a 

merchant. Master mariners also occupied numbers 64 and 62 Union Street (Tables 3.1, 3.8, 3.14).  

Given that the initial layouts of Houses 64 and 66 Union Street were probably the same the 

advertisement provides further documentary evidence along with the historical photographs (Fig. 

3.1) to interpret the archaeological results with greater certainty.  The cellar presumably refers to 

Room 1 at each house as these rooms were below street level at the front of the houses (Plans 3.1, 

3.2).  The larger number of rooms and the separate listing of wet areas indicate that the Union 

Street houses contained several specific functional areas which the small terrace houses did not.  

Interestingly the rental price of the larger property is not mentioned whereas the smaller one is; 

possibly this is an omission but it may also show a reluctance to advertise the monetary differences 

between the houses whose occupants may still have had quite different social standings.   

 

Throughout Pyrmont’s development the suburb was often viewed as a healthier alternative to inner 

city areas on the opposite side of Darling Harbour.  The physical condition of housing and the 

household environment had been suggested as an active agent in determining the morals and 

productivity of its occupants.268  Government inquiries into the state of health and housing in the 

mid to late nineteenth century were as much about improving the physical living conditions of 

Sydney’s inhabitants as they were about investigating the effects of poor housing and overcrowding 

on the morals of the working classes.269  Official inspections of the Pyrmont area carried out by the 

government during the second half of the nineteenth century show that there were markedly 

different housing conditions both within the suburb and in comparison with other parts of the city 

                                              
267 Sydney Morning Herald, 22 August 1872. 
268 Casey & Lowe 2000: 218-ff.   
269 LA V&P 1860:5. 
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(refer to Section 2.1.6).  As no archaeological evidence of the Edward or Alma Street houses apart 

from their cesspits remain it is impossible to comment on those houses.  The historical evidence 

from government inspections in 1876 however noted that the houses in Edward Street were in good 

repair as presumably were those of the Helena terrace.  Only weatherboard houses in Union Street 

were noted to have been in need of substantial work and the general impression of the built 

environment in this small part of Pyrmont was favourable (Section 2.1.6).  It would appear that the 

houses built by Kellick along Union Street were still in good condition.  The growing body of 

archaeological investigation into similar neighbourhoods in Sydney, such as The Rocks, has also 

disputed such sweeping characterisations of working-class inner city suburbs.270   

 

By 1900 the study area was located on the fringes of plague resumption zones.  The archaeological 

excavation certainly showed little evidence of any major alterations to the structures or associated 

drainage.  Only minor changes in the division of space at the rear of the property and to floor and 

yard surfaces were attested in the physical remains.  The laying of coal-tar/bituminous yard 

surfaces may have been a way of helping to manage stormwater runoff in the yards and some of 

the lower rooms.  But it appears that the initial drain constructed under the kitchen of No. 64 and 

the associated gully trap in the yard of No. 66 were capable of dealing with any runoff from these 

properties.  An alternative explanation is that this material was used in response to the outbreak of 

plague either as a means of cleansing houses and yards or in place of floating floors with sub-floor 

spaces potentially harbouring rats.  As was the case in the CSR houses the use of coal tar/ bitumen 

to seal surfaces probably indicates some later water management strategies were introduced; these 

were limited to yards, possible wet rooms or other spaces that may have experienced occasional 

flooding from run-off such as Room 2 at No. 64 Union Street.  However no traces of any bitumen-

like materials were applied to the lower walls of the Union Street houses as was found at the CSR 

site suggesting that there was little potential for intermittent flooding.  It is likely the later changes 

represent an ongoing program of maintenance only and respond to the changes in occupancy once 

the premises were used as boarding houses.  The evidence suggests that the houses were well built 

and initially intended for middle-class occupants.  The structures presumably would not have 

contributed towards any of the negative sanitary and ‘moral’ conditions that affected other 

working-class areas.  

                                              
270 Karskens 1999:186, 190-ff. 
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6.3.2 Living standards, Health and Consumer Choices 

Response to Question 2: What evidence is there for the standard of living enjoyed by the 

residents?  Does the artefactual evidence assist us in the analysis of different standards of 

living along the three street frontages?  

The data from the Union Street precinct allow us to assess the living standards experienced by the 

local working-class population during the mid to late nineteenth century and into the early part of 

the twentieth century.  Spending and consumption habits can be studied to determine whether 

people exercised choices over the types of materials they used in the household, particularly the 

ceramics, glass and miscellaneous materials that were used on a regular basis.  The type, quality 

and frequency of goods used in households for a variety of activities can be used to gauge living 

standards.  Ceramics, glassware and miscellaneous household and personal items show the types of 

vessels and objects people used at mealtimes, what activities they engaged in, what they wore and 

how they embellished other aspects of daily life.  Consumer behaviour may be influenced or 

limited by social preferences, economic factors, access to markets and contemporary fashions.  The 

following questions could also be considered with regard to living standards:  

What types of consumer choices made by the local residents can be inferred from the household 

assemblages?  What factors (social, economic, market access) can be seen as influential in these 

choices which affect the overall living standards of the occupants?  

Health and diet are tied to living standards and are also regulated by consumer choices.  Both the 

architectural remains and the artefact assemblages can be used to investigate physical living 

conditions, dietary intake and determine if particular health issues were of concern to the residents.  

By looking at the different artefact assemblages, particularly bone, glass and organic finds we can 

start to build a picture of what sorts of foods featured in local diets, what steps people took to 

maintain health and how they treated sickness in the home.  Using the key artefact datasets noted 

above we can expand our analysis of living standards from those specifically outlined in the 

original research design to consider the following questions of relevance to Union, Edward and 

Alma Streets: 

What evidence do we have regarding the health, diet and nutrition of local residents and how do 

they compare with other areas of Sydney? Can the artefacts be used to show how people dealt with 

issues of health? Given the presence of plague in Sydney during the final occupation phases of 

these houses are there any indications that residents may have been concerned about this health 

risk?  

To answer these and other research questions posed during this study certain core analyses of the 

data were conducted to provide a framework for achieving the research aims.  These rely upon 

using the artefact assemblages to determine overall patterns of artefact usage in relation to the 

following questions:  

 Where were activities carried out within the house?  What types of activities are 

represented in the household assemblages?   

 In answering these questions particular attention has been paid to evidence which addresses 

the following specific questions:  

- What people ate, and how and where food was consumed within the house? 

- What they wore?  

- What was considered to be acceptable recreation for adults and children in working 

class homes?  

The analyses are made possible by the particular methodological (excavation and recording) 

approaches used during the excavation program and by classification of artefacts into material and 

functional categories.  The location of household activity areas relies on the artefacts recovered 

from occupation deposits at Nos 66 and 64 Union Street.  The types of activities these artefacts 

represent can be linked to different internal spaces at these houses only.  But the functional 
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attributes of artefacts from the Edward and Alma Street cesspit fills also represent various 

activities, preferences, and interests of the occupants of each of those households which can be 

related to their everyday lives. 

 

 

Where were activities carried out within a house? 

General distribution patterns 

As noted previously the archaeological remains from properties along the three street frontages 

were found in varying contexts which do not provide directly comparable datasets.  The spatial 

distribution of artefacts can tell us about the ways different areas of the houses were used over the 

duration of their occupation.  This discussion of household activity areas derives from the more 

extensive occupation deposits at Nos 64 and 66 Union Street and excludes other areas of the site 

which had little or no evidence of housing.  No. 62 Union Street cannot be discussed due to poor 

archaeological preservation and the absence of underfloor deposits.  Similarly the lack of household 

remains from the Edward and Alma Street properties provides no evidence about activity areas.  

Instead the artefacts from the large rubbish dumps found in the Edward and Alma Street cesspits 

are discussed in the following sections as evidence of total household consumption and related 

behaviour.  This places some limitations on the way in which households within the neighbourhood 

can be compared but has the advantage of exploring a wider range of domestic refuse from 

different contexts across the study area. 

 

The general patterns of artefact distribution indicate that the rooms towards the rear of the Union 

Street houses were the main focus of household activity.  The separate kitchen at No. 66 (Room 5, 

context 3218) contained just over half of the total artefacts recovered from the house (686 items, 

55.3% - App. 2, Table 6).  Room 1 contained only 245 items and although only partially excavated 

the extent of coverage was similar; artefacts were recovered from 29 excavated grid squares in 

Room 5 and from 30 squares in Room 1 indicating that the differences in artefact numbers is a 

significant factor for interpreting the use of household space.  The relative densities of objects 

found in these rooms shows that Room 5 contained almost three times the number of finds than 

Room 1 with an average of 23.65 items per square compared to 8.16 items per square respectively 

(Tables 3.3, 3.4).271  The artefacts found in Room 1 are also likely to contain some underfloor 

artefacts from the street level front room introduced into this space during demolition of the house 

and sealed by the remnant brick wall (Photo 3.3).  By interpreting the different artefact densities as 

patterns of discard while the objects were in use it becomes clear that the kitchen (Room 5) was a 

major focus of household activity.   

 

Underfloor deposits from No. 64 Union Street reinforce this picture of separate spaces within the 

houses.  Patterns of artefact distribution at No. 64 Union Street are similar to those from No. 66 

differing only in the use of the enclosed spaces at the rear of the house.  The underfloor deposit 

3232 from the front room (Room 1) contained few artefacts.  Five grid squares were sample sieved 

and the 58 (MIC) artefacts recovered from 3232 made up 5.7 per cent of the household 

assemblage.  The adjoining room (Room 2) was covered in a coal tar/bitumen surface laid directly 

onto bedrock and no occupation deposit was present.  In contrast Rooms 3 and 4 at the rear of the 

house both contained underfloor deposits which together comprised over 80 per cent of the total 

household finds.  Room 3 occupied a similar space to Room 4 at No. 66 Union Street but unlike 

the neighbouring house it had not been sealed by a coal tar/bitumen surface.  Occupation deposits 

from Room 3 (3223) contained approximately half of the household artefacts (51.5%) and Room 4, 

the kitchen, contained 30.4 per cent of the total household finds (3231).  From the evidence 

                                              
271 This evidence relates to partial ground floor activity only and other areas of the houses – the ground floor 

rooms at street level and rooms on the upper storeys at the front and rear of the house are not represented.  
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available this general pattern of artefact discard shows that the main focus of household activity at 

No. 64 Union Street was in these two rooms in the rear part of the building.   

 

Spatial distribution by room 

Clear but differing patterns of general artefact distribution were evident in each of the rear rooms 

of the Union Street houses (Tables 3.4, 3.9, 3.11).  Although some areas of underfloor deposit 

from the Union Street kitchens had been damaged by twentieth-century construction it was possible 

to identify spatial trends which can be used to build a composite picture of kitchen use.  The 

highest concentration of finds from Room 5 at No. 66 Union Street was located in the southwestern 

corner of the room in an area extending 1.5m into the room from the western wall and 1m into the 

room from the southern wall.  High concentrations of animal bones were also found in the same 

area and it was noted during excavation that the underfloor deposit was deepest in this part of the 

room.  This localised accumulation of the deposit may have been influenced in part by multiple 

factors including the effects of sweeping, the position of rugs or furniture, differential preservation 

of floorboards or post-depositional removal or relocation.  Extant structural remains at No. 66 

attest to the presence of a doorway in this corner but the lack of finds in squares along the edges of 

the room and the higher number of artefacts in squares C9 and B9 rather than A9 nearer to the 

doorway could be used to argue against sweeping as a major contributor to this pattern.272  Instead 

the distribution of finds may be more directly related to activity areas in the kitchen. The lack of 

structural remains for the fireplace and north wall of the room and the absence of artefacts in this 

area strongly suggest underfloor deposits in the north and northeastern corner of the room had been 

removed already making it impossible to comment on activity areas in this part of Room 5.  The 

absence of general artefacts and animal bone in squares A4-A6 and the sparse distribution of 

artefacts in the immediate area suggest a large item of furniture may have been located against the 

west wall (Tables 3.4, 3.6).  Closer analysis of the functional categories represented by the 

available artefacts and evidence for the location of windows however can clarify whether the spatial 

patterning preserved in the southern and western halves of the room is indicative of cleaning or 

other activities and allow an insight into the different ways the kitchen space was utilised.   

 

The presence of underfloor deposits in Rooms 3 and 4 at the rear of No. 64 Union Street makes 

comparison between the two houses difficult.  The area designated as Room 3 contained just over 

half of the total artefacts from this house alone (App. 2, Table 15).  This contrasts with the 

equivalent space at No. 66 Union Street (Room 4) where no underfloor deposits were recovered.  

Most artefacts in Room 3 at No. 64 were concentrated in the northwestern corner of the room with 

high to moderate numbers of finds in the first row of grid squares along the northern wall and to a 

lesser extent along the western wall (Tables 3.9, 3.10, 3.13).  Few to no artefacts were found in 

the centre and southeastern parts of the room.  Distribution patterns in Room 4, the kitchen at No. 

64 Union were considerably different.  Artefacts were found in all areas of the room with the 

exception of a 1.5m x 1.5m area in the southwestern corner where the concrete pier was located.  

There were no clear distribution trends in the remainder of the room.  Individual grid squares with 

high artefact frequencies were located towards the centre of the room but no particular area 

contained a higher density of artefacts over another.  Squares along the southern and eastern sides 

of the fireplace contained moderate quantities of general artefacts and high numbers of bone finds 

but again there were no clearly discernible patterns (Tables 3.11, 3.12).   

 

Further complicating the distribution of artefacts in the kitchen underfloor deposit was the presence 

of the drain (3237) underneath Room 4.  The drain fill (3236) was removed separately as a single 

context.  It is probable that artefacts in this fill belong to an early stage in the deposition of 

underfloor debris and relate to kitchen activity.  The artefacts from 3236 comprise only 1 per cent 

                                              
272 Previous studies have suggested that localised accumulations of artefacts near doorways can represent 

patterns of cleaning (from sweeping) as well as indicate areas where more light dependent activities were 

carried out (Casey 2004: 36; Lydon 1993: 132).  
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64 

62 

of the household assemblage.  As they were likely to have been moved by water flow while in the 

drain no internal spatial controls were employed during their excavation but they may be relevant 

to questions about the types of activity represented at House 64.  Compared with artefact 

distribution patterns from Room 5 at No. 66 it is probable that high artefact densities would have 

been present in the southwest corner of Room 4 prior to the construction of the flour mill.  This is 

supported by artefact-density patterns along the northern wall of Room 3 at No. 64 but remains 

speculative.  As for Room 3 there is insufficient evidence from the distribution of window glass in 

Room 4 to help identify the location of windows and associated activity areas but this can be 

deduced from several other sources.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.2: View southeast into the rear yards of houses No. 64 and 66 Union Street showing the 

position of a ground level window at house No. 64 and the different arrangement of rooms at 

the rear of each property.  Matthews 1982. 

 

 

The architectural remains and evidence from historic photographs show that the kitchens occupied 

the eastern portion of each lot and would have opened into the yard along the western wall (Fig. 

6.2).  The presence of a door or window along this wall cannot be directly ascertained from the 

photograph for house No. 66 but much of the exterior wall of No. 64 is visible showing a window 

and part of a doorway in the western wall of the kitchen.  The structural archaeological remains at 

No. 66 indicate there was a doorway in the southwestern corner of the kitchen and the distribution 

of window glass fragments indicate either that there was a window in the southern wall of the room 

or that the door had a glass pane (Table 3.7).  The highest quantities of window glass and general 

artefacts were recovered from the same grid square and both artefact types decrease in number 

closer to the door.  The high artefact densities and structural evidence for a window and doorway 

imply that this part of the room was used on a regular basis to take advantage of natural light from 

the afternoon sun.   

 

The lack of high concentrations of finds along the interior of the western wall and in the northern 

half of Room 5 in house No. 66 would appear to indicate this part of the kitchen was not used as 

often. Possibly there was no window here but the lack of finds could be attributed to the shallow 

nature of the deposit or have resulted from large furniture items or other floor coverings.  

Alternatively the absence of occupation deposits, artefacts and evidence of a fireplace in this area 

could also be the result of removal during construction of the flour mill.  A large brick wall from 

this phase has destroyed the northern portion of the house and yard making it impossible to 

determine how these areas were used (Photo 3.1).  The presence of artefacts in the corresponding 

area of Room 4, house No. 64 suggests that the absence of finds in the northern part of the kitchen 

has resulted from post-depositional removal. 
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Discussion and comparative analyses 

Overall artefact distribution patterns at Nos 66 and 64 Union Street indicate that household spaces 

were not only delineated by physical boundaries but also formed different social and behavioural 

areas.  This is apparent by the number and variety of artefacts found which can be linked to 

specific activity types.  Artefact distribution shows contrasting use of spaces within each house and 

to some degree between the houses.  It is not surprising that the majority of artefacts were found in 

the kitchens and rear areas of both houses as they would have been the main focus of daily 

domestic chores and other regular activities carried out by the inhabitants.  This spatial patterning 

can be interpreted as differences in activity areas relating to functional attributes and social norms 

which regulated interaction between the occupants of the house and the building.   

 

The relative lack of finds in the front rooms at each house suggests these rooms were probably 

used for different purposes.  The 1872 newspaper advertisement offering No. 66 (then No. 72) for 

rent clearly describes a number of specific functionally defined rooms still present within the 

house, a kitchen, laundry, bathroom, pantry and cellar (Fig. 6.1).  These rooms would have been 

located in the separate building at the rear of the main house and on the lower ground floor in the 

front part of each house and correspond to some of the spatial elements defined during the 

excavation program.  Room 1, No. 66 would have been the original cellar space which would 

account in part for the small quantity of artefacts and the variety of functional artefact categories 

they represent.  Glass items found in the deposit are consistent with stored goods – commercial 

food and beverage containers, including alcohol or pharmacy-related bottles with only limited 

tablewares.  The higher number of ceramic tablewares in Room 1 than in Room 5 is anomalous but 

could indicate some storage of these goods as well.  There would have been little natural light in 

the lower front rooms and the few artefacts recorded that are typical of activities requiring good 

light or which are associated with various social functions – for example writing equipment, 

children’s toys and ceramic tablewares - may have been introduced into the underfloor deposits 

from activities in the front rooms above.  The predominance of metals and miscellaneous items 

found in the Room 1 fill and the presence of window glass fragments can be interpreted as artefacts 

from the demolition phase.  These were sealed by the large section of collapsed brick wall that 

remained from the house’s demolition.   

 

House No. 64 was built to the same plan and would also have had a cellar in the lower front room.  

At this time Nos 66, 64 and 62 Union Street were listed as occupied by a merchant or master 

mariners, occupations that imply a social standing above that of the general working-classes in the 

smaller homes in Edward and Alma Streets (Tables 3.1, 3.8, 3.15).  Given the additional rooms in 

these houses it can be assumed that the families were reasonably well off; it is probable that there 

were clear divisions between formal and informal household spaces.  The lower and rear areas of 

the houses were used for utilitarian purposes while the upper rooms would have been used for 

more refined or less work-related pursuits.  By the time the three larger houses on Union Street 

were converted into boarding houses there may have been more flexible use of the interior spaces 

with less adherence to the original intended building functions.   

 

The layout of the houses would have facilitated both their initial intended social standing and their 

later dual residential and commercial use.  The original owner, John Kellick probably aspired to 

create a suitable middle-class dwelling complete with separate quarters for staff and work areas 

which did not intrude on the residential areas in the main building.  Kitchens and back rooms 

would initially have been used to house domestic staff who undertook much of the household 

chores while the main family in residence occupied the front building.  During the later phases of 

occupation as the character of the suburb changed it may have been more difficult to attract middle-

class occupants willing to pay the higher rents.  The relatively spacious layout of the houses with 

multiple rooms would have allowed the principal residents of each property to operate them as 

boarding houses.  The rear areas would remain the main focus of household activity but with a 
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reversal of the previous social order with the main household occupants probably using this area on 

a more regular basis with rooms in the main house probably used for paying guests.  

 

Similar patterns of household artefact distribution were noted for the CSR houses in Pyrmont.  The 

front rooms of the CSR houses contained far fewer artefacts than the kitchens at the rear of the 

houses.273  There were also concentrations of finds in the western portion of the kitchens adjacent 

to doorways and windows.274  The only real difference between the CSR and Union Street kitchens 

is the relative position of doorways and fireplaces which were reversed accounting for the greater 

numbers of finds towards the northwestern corner of the CSR kitchens.  The remaining overall 

artefact distribution is similar to that of Room 4, No. 64 Union Street where moderate quantities of 

artefacts were found around the fireplace and across the remainder of the room. There was also 

little size difference between the kitchens.  The mostly intact kitchen at No. 64 Union Street was 

roughly the same size as the largest of the CSR site kitchens.275    

 

As well as occupying a major functional role in each of the houses the kitchens connect directly 

with outside spaces in the house lot and to the remaining buildings at the rear of each property. The 

photograph looking into the rear of the houses (Fig. 6.2) shows that both houses had additional 

rooms behind the kitchen area and yards which extended for some distance.  The kitchen of No. 66 

appears to have been joined to another smaller room with either a verandah or windows along the 

northern edge of the room.  This part of the house was removed during construction of the flour 

mill.  The rear of No. 64 has another separate small building immediately behind the kitchen that 

may have been the laundry and there appears to be a small structure adjacent to the property 

boundary.  The large yards and associated small buildings extending from the kitchens attest to this 

area of the household fulfilling numerous functional roles with the kitchens serving as a nexus 

between indoor and outdoor activities.   

 

The general patterns of artefact distribution are not surprising given that the finds were recorded 

and analysed within a set of functionally defined architectural remains.  Variation in the 

distribution of artefacts highlights the potentially different use of spaces in the front and rear parts 

of the houses and embodies a separation of activity types that is mirrored in their physical layout.  

There is some flexibility in the ‘social’ boundaries that exist in different areas but on the whole the 

houses were divided along functional and social grounds aided by the existence of discrete 

architectural units which can be used to aid our interpretation of the dynamic nature of household 

activity.276  The Union Street houses were larger than the working-class cottages of Alma and 

Edwards Streets and the nearby CSR site and it is clear from the combination of historical sources 

and remaining archaeology that they were intended to accommodate a greater range of different 

activities and purposes based on the different social classes of the intended inhabitants.  However 

as the character of the suburb changed the use of these houses was transformed to suit the different 

socio-economic needs of the residents and eventually mirroring their working-class surroundings.   

 

                                              
273 Casey & Lowe 2000; Casey 2004: 35-36; Table 5. 
274 Casey 2004: 35; Tables 3, 4. 
275 Casey & Lowe 2000: 68; Table G. 
276 Cf. Anderson 2004:109-112. 
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What types of activities are represented in the household assemblages?   

General Patterns 

Artefact distribution patterns show that a variety of activities were carried out within the Union, 

Edward and Alma Street properties.  The underfloor deposits from Union Street indicate that much 

of the daily household activity was focused on the kitchens and rear parts of the houses.  But the 

presence of artefacts in underfloor deposits from other rooms has the potential to reveal how 

different parts of the houses were used.  Although no spatial analysis could be carried out for 

Edward and Alma Streets the cesspit fills can be interpreted as units which are representative of 

complete households.  Analyses of the artefacts were carried out by artefact specialists to fully 

explore the range of functions and types of activities represented by the material remains at the 

site.  The results of these analyses constitute a dataset of finds that can be used to compare the lives 

of residents in the smaller working-class houses along Edward and Alma Streets with residents of 

the larger Union Street dwellings.   

 

General functional categories represented by the artefacts relate to all phases of household 

occupation from construction to demolition and provide an insight into the daily lives, characters 

and interests of the residents.  Functional artefact categories identified at the household level for 

Union, Edward and Alma Streets include architecture, arms, beverage, clerical, economy, food, 

household, industrial, paint, personal, pharmaceutical, recreation, service, transport, work and 

yard each of which can be further divided into specific functions by artefact shapes and material 

type (Table 6.2).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 6:2: Functional artefact categories identified from all contexts at each of the main excavation 

areas as a percentage of total household finds excluding animal bone. The predominant 

categories from each house are listed in bold.  

 

 

Disregarding architectural remains which relate to the construction and demolition phases of the 

houses the major functional artefact categories relating to household activities identified in the 

 Percentage  of total functional categories at each house  

General 

Function 

66 Union 

% 

64 Union 

% 

62 Union 

% 

38/40 

Edward 

% 

31/33 

Alma % 

35/37 

Alma % 

architecture 16.9 18.6 27.5 2.4 1.2 2.1 

arms 1.3 0.6 - - - - 

beverage 2.1 5.4 30.0 22.8 14.5 6.3 

clerical 2.8 2.8 - 0.7 - 1.3 

economy - 0.5 - - - - 

food 6.4 15.6 20.0 48.4 55.4 65.8 

food/h’hold 1 0.6 - - - - 

food/pharm. - - - 0.4 - - 

household 23.9 14.9 5.0 1.1 2.4 2.5 

household/archit - - - - 1.2 - 

industrial - 0.3 - - - - 

paint 0.2 - - - - - 

personal 32.6 21.4 5.0 4.6 9.6 8.8 

personal/clerical - 0.1 - - - - 

personal/food - 0.2 - 0.2 - - 

pharmaceutical 0.6 0.3 - 6.1 2.4 1.3 

recreation 1.5 6.0 2.5 2.2 3.6 0.4 

service 0.8 0.5 - 3.3 4.8 1.3 

transport 0.1 0.4 - - - - 

unidentified 9.9 11.4 7.5 7.7 3.6 9.6 

work 0.2 0.2 2.5 - 1.2 0.4 

yard 0.5 0.2 - 0.2 - 0.4 

MIC total 1237 1026 40 457 83 240 
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occupation and cesspit contexts were beverage, food, personal and household.  Artefacts 

comprising these categories are discussed below along with the specific functions and activities 

they represent.  The less common functional groups are discussed together after the main 

categories.   

 

Some degree of variation in the functional categories for general artefacts was observed between 

the occupation deposits and the cesspit fills as well as between each Union Street household and 

from different areas within the houses.  By far the dominant categories at No. 66 Union Street 

were personal and household.  Food items accounted for only 6.4 per cent of the finds and almost 

10 per cent of the artefacts could not be assigned a function.  At No. 64 Union Street functions 

were more evenly spread between personal, food and household in that order and 11.4 per cent 

remained unidentified.   

 

The cesspit deposits contained much higher proportions of food and beverage items with only 

relatively small quantities of personal artefacts (App. 2, Tables 10, 16, 26).  This is not surprising 

given the higher proportion of glass and ceramics in the cesspit fills and is also a function of how 

different deposits form.  High frequencies of personal items are more likely to occur in underfloor 

deposits compared to other archaeological contexts as these items were often lost while they were 

being used to undertake specific activities or from breakages during regular use.277   

 

Closer examination of the main occupation deposits from No. 66 (3211, 3218) and No. 64 (3223, 

3231) Union Street and their general patterns of artefact distribution show that personal and 

household items were more prevalent in Room 5, No. 66 than in Room 1 (App. 2, Tables 8, 9, 

11).  Household items were completely made up of sewing artefacts (pins) and the majority of 

specific functions in the personal category were clothing (buttons, hooks, eyes) or jewellery-related 

(beads).  Although no thimbles or needles were recovered these artefacts suggest that the kitchen 

was used repeatedly for sewing.  However if the raw counts of animal bone (Tables 39, 43) are 

included in functional analysis alongside other food items it becomes apparent that artefacts 

belonging to this functional category represent a larger proportion of daily activity in the houses 

than is suggested by the general artefacts alone.  The major underfloor contexts from Rooms 5 and 

1 at No. 66 contained 294 animal bones and at No. 64 the raw count from Rooms 3 and 4 totalled 

1375 (App. 2, Table 39).  At No. 66 Union Street the combination of bone and general artefacts 

would increase the food category to account for 24 per cent of household activity.  At No. 64 the 

addition of animal bone would see the food category increase to 63 per cent, slightly higher than 

levels encountered in the cesspit fills (Table 6.2).   

 

Major functional differences are apparent between the two Union Street houses and their kitchen 

areas.  At No. 66 there is evidence to indicate that sewing was an important and regular household 

activity that was conducted mainly in the kitchen.  More limited evidence for sewing was found in 

both Rooms 3 and 4 at No. 64 but the majority of finds suggest that food preparation and 

consumption were major activities undertaken in these rooms.  Given the limited number of 

contexts containing underfloor deposits the main discussion of household functions and activity 

types for the Union Street houses will focus on the kitchen (Room 5) at house No. 66 and the 

kitchen and adjacent room (Rooms 4 and 3) at house No. 64.  The cesspit fills are the only contexts 

available for Edward and Alma Streets.  Finds from other areas are included where they contribute 

additional information about household activities or occupants.   

 

The following discussion of activities is organised into general functional categories, starting with 

the largest category (e.g. personal).  Each functional category is further broken down into sections 

related to the specific functional groups identified for the artefacts.  Where there appears to be 

                                              
277 Casey & Lowe 2000:230. 
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some overlap in the types of activities that artefacts may represent some specific functional 

categories have been combined, such as clothing and jewellery.  General functional categories are 

indicated by separate underlined headings and the specific functions within each category are 

denoted by bullet points.  

 

 

Personal 

Data showing the breakdowns of general artefacts identified in the personal category by specific 

function and shape are presented in Table 6.3 for the main household contexts.  Personal artefacts 

comprise the dominant category in the Union Street assemblages with the most common specific 

functions related to clothing, jewellery, grooming and health.  Other sub-categories identified were 

hygiene, time-keeping and religious items.  Personal items related to clothing and jewellery were 

more often found in quantity in the underfloor deposits rather than in the cesspits.  The kitchen at 

No. 66 Union Street (3218) also shows a distinctly different pattern to the neighbouring house 

which has fewer personal clothing and jewellery items.   

 

Fewer personal items were recovered from the cesspit fills accounting for less than 10 per cent of 

the assemblage in each instance (Table 6.2).  A smaller range of sub-categories is represented in 

the cesspits but personal grooming and hygiene items were more likely to be recovered from the 

cesspits suggesting that these types of items were more often deliberately discarded in this way.   

 

 
Specific 

Function 

House 66 

(3211, 

3218) 

House 64 

(3223, 

3231) 

38/40 Edward 

(3400) 

35/37 Alma 

(3414) 

31/33 Alma 

(3406) 

MIC % MIC % MIC % MIC % MIC % 

clothing 33 

159 

13.3 

23.1 

92 

45 

17.4 

14.4 

7 1.5 11 4.6 6 7.2 

jewellery 4 

140 

1.6 

20.4 

44 

14 

8.3 

4.5 

- - - - - - 

health - 

1 

- 

0.1 

1 

- 

0.2 

- 

- - - - 2 2.4 

grooming - 

3 

- 

0.4 

2 

3 

0.4 

0.6 

8 1.7 5 2.1 - - 

hygiene - 

1 

- 

0.1 

- 

- 

- 

- 

6 1.3 5 2.1 1 1.2 

time-

keeping 

- 

1 

- 

0.1 

2 

- 

0.4 

- 

- - - - - - 

religious - 

- 

- 

- 

1 

- 

0.2 

- 

- - - - - - 

Totals 342  204  21  21  9  

Table 6:3: Specific functions within the personal category by MIC and as a percentage of each main 

underfloor and cesspit context. 

 

 

 Clothing and jewellery 

The largest category of personal artefacts was associated with clothing.  Finds classified as 

jewellery also occurred in similar quantities in some contexts (Table 6.3).  Most of these artefacts 

came from the underfloor deposits at No. 66 and No. 64 Union Street.  The largest concentration 

of clothing items from a single context was found in the kitchen at No. 66 (159) along with a large 

number of jewellery-related objects (140) mostly beads (128).  A similar quantity of clothing items 

was found at No. 64 but spread between the kitchen and adjoining room along with a considerably 

smaller amount of jewellery items.  A broader range of artefact shapes used on clothing and 

footwear was identified in the household deposits compared to the cesspits and no items of 

jewellery were recovered outside of the household occupation deposits (App. 2, Tables 18, 21).  

By far the most common clothing items identified in the household occupation deposits were 
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buttons (195) compared to a total of five from the cesspits (App. 2, Tables 9, 11, 19; App. 4.3).  

Other clothing items were hooks and eyes, safety pins, studs and eyelets for shoes or clothes.  Less 

common items included buckles, tacks, corset straps and scraps of fabric (App. 4.3).    

 

The majority of buttons were Mother of Pearl (MoP) or copper alloy (aes).  Mother of Pearl 

buttons occurred in a range of diameters from 7mm-17mm with either two or four holes in hand 

and machine-drilled varieties.  These date generally from 1850 and 1875 respectively making it 

difficult to securely date their use (App. 4.3).  Different types of buttons are a useful indicator of 

specific clothing types and provide information on the age and gender of those who may have worn 

them.278  The range of button sizes and the different material types recovered from context 3218, 

the kitchen at No. 66 suggests the buttons were used on men’s, women’s and children’s clothing 

(App. 2, Tables 13, 19).  Fewer buttons were recovered from contexts 3223 and 3231 at No. 64 

but the same basic pattern was encountered: the majority of buttons were copper alloy and Mother 

of Pearl but the overall assemblage was varied and included minimal quantities of buttons which 

were fabric-covered, bone, glass, horn, porcelain and composites of copper alloy, iron or glass 

indicative of a variety of clothing items (App. 2, Table 19).279  These button materials and the 

relative proportions of types are similar to those found in working-class houses at the CSR site.280  

 

Some buttons are more typical of women’s clothing such as two-piece fabric covered buttons often 

used on jackets, the fronts of dresses or sleeves using a fabric of choice.  Dome-shaped examples 

are earlier and were generally covered in fine fabrics. Many of the examples found at Union Street 

were the cheaper flat two-piece type that became common from the 1880s.281  Among the copper 

alloy buttons were several examples of men’s trouser or suspender buttons that were identifiable by 

manufacturer’s inscriptions, often showing the place of origin: “EXCELSIOR” (Houses No. 66, 

3211, No. 64, 3223), “BEST RING EDGE” (No. 66, 3211, 3218), ”OUR OWN MAKE” (No. 

64, 3217, 3223), “V.E.ANGLES”/ “SYDNEY” (No. 66, 3218, 3221), “F. H HAGON”/ 

“SYDNEY” (No. 64, 3223), “HOWES & HOWES” (No. 64, 3223, 3231), “MARTIN”/ 

“NEWCASTLE” (No. 64, 3223), “ROSENTHALL”/ “52 OXFORD ST” (No. 64, 3231), 

“Double Ring Edge” (3406 – 31/33 Alma Street). and one example which was certainly imported 

“HAMILTON & KIMPTON”/ “THE STRAND” (No. 66, 3218).   

 

The more generic labels are diagnostic of cheaper readymade working-class dress while clothes 

bearing buttons with tailor’s names would have belonged to more expensive garments, particularly 

the imported items.282  There is little difference in the frequencies of generic and named buttons in 

the Union Street contexts and the single example from the cesspit at 31/33 Alma is of the cheaper 

kind.  Similar inscribed button varieties were found at the CSR site showing that the residents of 

both areas probably had the same access to consumer goods and made the same choices with 

respect to their clothing.283  The smaller quantities of buttons found in the Union Street houses are 

more likely to relate to clothing worn by the occupants and not items that were being sewn for 

others. Therefore perhaps they indicate some variation in socio-economic status of the individuals 

who occupied these houses.  The sample however is small and as Maynard cautioned in her study 

of dress in colonial Australia, the cultural distinctions between garment types worn by the working 

and middle classes were often blurred.284   

 

                                              
278 Casey 2004:37. 
279 See Lindbergh 1999 for discussion of button uses.  
280 Casey & Lowe 2000:Table N. 
281 Lindbergh 1999:52. 
282 Lindbergh 1999:55. 
283 Casey & Lowe 2000:75. 
284 Maynard 1994:162-163. 
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One of the more diagnostic artefact types in this category are shoes and shoe parts.  A small scrap 

of silk identified as shoe lining for a lady’s shoe was found at No. 66 (App. 4.3, cat. no.50194) 

along with several eyelets in this and the neighbouring house.  Eyelets and shoe tacks may have 

been lost as shoes were worn and their presence in underfloor deposits suggests the items were 

well-worn and were kept for as long as possible.  Larger items such as parts of the sole or heels 

were recovered from cesspit fills.  At 38/40 Edward Street the different sizes and design of the five 

shoe parts identified are indicative of adults and children, and one shoe belonged to a child or 

female.   

 

Jewellery items are dominated by beads (Fig. 3.6).  Beads from the site were almost all made of 

glass and were manufactured in several varieties and different colours (App. 2, Table 12; App. 

4.3).  The main types encountered were seed beads, small rounded mostly monochrome beads of 

between 1.5-4mm diameter and bugle beads, between 4-6mm long with cylindrical or hexagonal 

sections.  Seed and bugle beads could be used for necklaces, earrings and other inexpensive types 

of jewellery or for younger girls.285  Both types of beads could also be sewn onto general clothing, 

gloves, hats, hand bags or shoes as decoration or used on household items (lamps, cushions, jug 

covers).286  Several of the blown and moulded glass beads may have been more suitable for 

jewellery (e.g. cat. nos 50206, 50716, 50791).  Although the actual use of individual beads is not 

certain if used for either clothing or jewellery they are most often associated with women.  The 

variety of less common bead types also suggests a wide range of incidental uses for beads from 

Union Street households. 

 

A few other jewellery items were recovered from the site all of which came from underfloor 

deposits, mainly from Room 5 at No. 66 Union Street and Room 3 at No. 64.  Among these items 

were various imitation gemstones or inlays (12) for pendants or rings including paste diamonds, 

ruby, amethyst as well as other coloured-glass inlays and a small piece of coral (App. 4.3).  Most 

other jewellery-related objects (rings, chain segments, links, a glass brooch) were of inexpensive 

materials except for a single gold link – from a bracelet or necklace – found in Room 3, No. 64 

Union Street.  While not classified as jewellery a religious medal was also found in underfloor 

deposits from Room 3 (3223) at house No. 64 (Fig. 3.9).  The oval Miraculous Medal had a loop 

at one end allowing a chain or other material to be threaded through it.  Religious medals were 

common and could be given on the occasion of first communion or confirmation.  This one was 

most probably worn by a woman and indicates that a member of the household was Catholic.   

 

Most of the jewellery from the site is costume jewellery which is comparable to the jewellery items 

found at working-class houses on the CSR site.  However unlike that site the limited numbers and 

varieties of jewellery found suggest that personal adornment was less important or not as affordable 

for the occupants of the Union Street houses.  Although the quantities of personal clothing, 

jewellery and household sewing artefact counts (discussed below) from No. 66 appear high, they 

fall far short of counts of similar items from houses at the CSR site, Pyrmont where large numbers 

of personal clothing and sewing objects were interpreted as evidence of commercial sewing.287  The 

quantities recovered at No. 66 Union Street are much smaller than the CSR assemblages and most 

likely relate to sewing and repairs undertaken for different members of the household or perhaps 

later for various lodgers during the boarding house phase.   

 

                                              
285 Robyn Stocks, pers. comm. Casey & Lowe miscellaneous specialist cataloguer. 
286 Casey& Lowe 2000:77. 
287 Casey & Lowe 2000: Table L; 73-74. 
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 Grooming, Health and Hygiene288 

Forty-five items related to personal grooming, health or hygiene were recovered from the site.289 

Of these 39 were found in the underfloor deposits and cesspit fills (Table 6.3).  Only Room 1 

(3211), No. 66 of the main household deposits contained no artefacts related to any of these 

categories.  The largest sub-function represented in the assemblage is grooming.  Combs were the 

predominant artefact type (14), as well as glass perfume bottles (9), toothbrushes (3) and a ceramic 

‘bears grease’ lid.  Fine and wide-toothed combs were found in cesspit fills and from underfloor 

deposits but no further specific functions or decorative uses were noted (App. 4.3).  Seven of the 

bottles carried embossments and several were identified as imported perfume or toiletry bottles 

from Paris or London/New York.290  Two manufacturers in particular (E. Rimmel - context 3400 

and Piesse & Lubin – context 3202) were popular English perfume suppliers to Australia during the 

nineteenth century.291  One bottle was identified as containing lavender water.  Their presence 

shows that the occupants were concerned with issues of personal grooming particularly from the 

Edward Street houses where six of the perfume bottles were recovered including a handcrafted 

hexagonal perfume bottle.292  Seventeen perfume bottles were found at the CSR site and show that 

these items can be expected in working-class assemblages of the late nineteenth century.293    

 

Perfumes would have been only one way of masking the smells of everyday life.  Pollen samples 

from Spits 2 AND 4 of the cesspit at 38/40 Edward Street contained several exotic components, 

identified as mint (Mentha), rose (Rosa) and sandalwood (Santalum).294  Presumably these plants or 

extracts were used to cover unpleasant smells and may have been introduced into the cesspit 

directly.  The Spit 4 sample also contained specimens of a human gut parasite (aff Ischyosporites) 

an indicator of human sewage showing that the cesspit fill still contained remnant markers of its 

intended use.  

 

Only one of the toothbrushes came from an underfloor deposit in Room 5, No. 66 Union and none 

were found in the cesspits (cat. no. 50553, context 3218).  The example from No. 66 was made of 

bone and bears the mark of an English manufacturer.  It can only be dated broadly to the period 

from 1850-1950.  Toothbrushes were also not common finds at the CSR site where only five were 

recovered.  It was proposed there that they may not have been used in the kitchens or front 

rooms.295   But the example here shows that toothbrushes probably were used in the kitchen of No. 

66.  Also recovered from the cesspit at 35/37 Alma Street (3414) was the lid of an item associated 

with hair grooming showing the printed pattern of “Bears on Rock” (cat. no. 20662).  This type of 

product was used by men as a form of hair treatment and grooming aid.  It was an imported 

product made from the fat of bears and many animals were killed for its production.  Other uses 

for bear grease were cooking, rifle cleaning, leather/boot waterproofing when mixed with bees 

wax, and as a skin cream.296   

 

Health and hygiene-related artefacts recovered from all contexts included poes (12), pessary rings 

(3), a spectacle lens and a walking stick handle (Tables 18, 27; App. 3.1, Tables 3.16, 3.20; App. 

4.1, 4.3).  The poes were almost all recovered from the cesspit fills: five each were found at 38/40 

Edward Street and 35/37 Alma Street and one from 31/33 Alma Street.  Only one poe from context 

                                              
288 Pharmaceutical items although associated with health are discussed below separately. They are classified 

in a separate functional category and are not included with the personal artefacts.  
289 Several artefacts, e.g. ewers/jugs are classified as personal/food and are not included in this total.  
290 Harris, Specialist Glass report, App. 3.2:Table 1.7.  
291 Harris, Specialist Glass report, App. 3.2:15. 
292 Harris, Specialist Glass report, App. 3.2:26. 
293 Casey & Lowe 2000:234.  
294 Macphail, Specialist Palynological Report App. 3.3. 
295 Casey & Lowe 2000:234. 
296 See Ward, Specialist Ceramic report, App. 3.1:29 for discussion and full references.  
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3400 with the blue transfer-print pattern “Chantilly” was found to match any other household 

ceramics (a cup and four plates) which is unusual and suggests that this poe was bought as part of a 

household set (App. 3.1, Table 3.10).  The other poes all had different decoration including 

examples in two identified patterns, “Sydenham” and “Verona”, neither of which matched other 

household ceramics.  However the “Sydenham” pattern was manufactured by the same maker, 

John Thomson, Glasgow, as the “Chantilly” pattern and dates to the same period.  These two poes 

could have been bought at the same time and suggests that poes were intentionally bought with 

distinctive patterns either for different rooms or users.  The five poes from context 3414 were also 

found in four different decorative ware types (App. 3.1, Table 3.20).   

 

Pessary rings made of polished bone with diameters of 26–29mm were found in three different 

households: one was recovered from Room 3, No. 64 Union (3223), one from demolition fills in 

Room 4, No. 66 and one from the cesspit at 31/33 Alma Street (3406).  These objects were used 

by women in the treatment of uterine prolapse or as contraceptive device much the same as a 

diaphragm and would have been covered by a thin membrane of rubber or some other fine 

material.297  The finds are probably associated with an older woman who has had several children 

over the course of her adult life either as a contraceptive or to counter against the effects of 

prolapsed or other side effects of multiple births.  Similar polished bone rings have been found at 

The Rocks, Sydney and at Parramatta but with generally larger diameters of between 32-42mm.298  

Pessaries of different sizes were available and were recommended for different purposes: of three 

sizes referred to in a handbill from 1903 the medium size was considered best as preventative 

(contraceptive) measure and the larger size for prolapse.299  The actual sizes and specific function 

of the smaller devices was not stated.  

 

In her study of life in The Rocks Karskens notes that birth rates in Australia fell dramatically in the 

period from 1870 to 1920 from an average of seven children to three children per family.  This 

statistic crossed class boundaries and must have involved some form of family planning or birth 

control.300 The appearance of these devices in three separate household areas at the Union Street 

precinct suggests they were reasonably common and probably date to the post-1880s when their use 

became more widespread in Australia.  The combination of pessary ring and religious medal at 

house No. 64 may seem incongruous particularly if owned by the same woman but as Karskens 

suggests, many working-class women, possibly even Catholic women, probably chose this far safer 

and ultimately cheaper form of preventative birth control.301  

 

The remaining health-related items could have been used by a woman or a man.  A single spectacle 

lens from the kitchen at No. 66 Union Street again may belong to an adult with deteriorating 

eyesight and the walking stick from 31/33 Alma Street may have been used by someone suffering 

from arthritis or an injury.  Both show that the occupants were able to afford these simple health-

related items.  The remaining artefacts which relate to specific medicinal products and home 

remedies are discussed in the pharmaceutical category.  

 

 Time-keeping 

The remaining personal artefact sub-category is time-keeping.  The majority of artefacts in the 

assemblage with this specific function are included in the household category but a single watch 

crystal was found in the kitchen at House 66 (3218).  The slightly domed convex face had a 

diameter of 40mm and belonged to a fob watch.302  

                                              
297 Iacono 1996:81-82; Karskens 1999:174. 
298 Stocks 2006: App. 8.3.2:28. in Casey & Lowe 2006. 
299 Iacono 1996:81. 
300 Karskens 1999:173. 
301 Karskens 1999:178.   
302 Stocks, Miscellaneous catalogue, App. 4.3, cat.no.50689. 
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Household and Service 

There is great variety in the types of objects included in this general category and the objects can 

relate to activities carried out in all areas of the house.  Items associated with cooking, fittings, 

furniture, laundry, lighting, maintenance, ornamentation, security, sewing and time-keeping are 

included in the general household artefact category.  The majority of artefacts included in the 

service category also relate to lighting and are incorporated into this section.  Several items have 

dual functions, such as household/food, but these are discussed in the food category.  As no 

separate specialist report was commissioned to examine the miscellaneous and metal finds in detail 

this section will discuss only the predominant sub-functions in the household category along with 

any particular functions that indicate additional activities.   

 

 Sewing 

The largest single category of household artefacts found relates to the specific function of sewing 

and consists entirely of pins.  Most pins were recovered from underfloor contexts with only a 

single example from a cesspit fill (App. 4.3).  The pins were all tinned copper alloy (aes) examples 

and two different types were recorded.  The earliest upset-head type (EUH, App. 4.3) was used 

from 1809 onwards and a second type with spiral wound heads date from 1880 onwards.303  These 

earliest use dates are based on manufacturing innovations and neither type can be dated any more 

securely.  Together the two pin types could indicate a wide period of use and deposition.   

 

The greatest concentration of pins was found in the kitchen at No. 66 (214).  No other sewing 

implements were found in this area but the large quantity of clothing-related objects found in the 

same room (discussed in the previous section) indicates that this area was frequently used for 

sewing activities.  Only four pins were found in the front room of No. 66.  At No. 64 sewing 

objects were found in several contexts but in fewer numbers.  Pins were evenly distributed between 

Room 3 (39) and Room 4 (32) as were several tools used during sewing: part of a pair of scissors, 

a small pointed blade was found in Room 3 (App. 4.3, cat. no. 25751) and a single machine-

dimpled thimble with a base diameter of 17mm came from the drain fill (3236) in Room 4 (App. 

4.3, cat. no. 50941).  A small knitting needle fragment came out of the same fill (App. 4.3, cat. 

no. 50942).  The small size of the cutting blade suggests the scissors would have been suitable for 

cutting thread mainly and the thimble diameter would suit an adult female.   

 

 

 Time-keeping 

Both houses No. 64 and No. 66 Union Street have evidence of time-keeping.  As well as the fob 

watch from context 3218 mentioned above at No. 66 there were seven additional fragments of 

clocks found in underfloor deposits.  Five clock fragments were found in Room 3, No. 64 and two 

keys/screws for winding a clock were found in Room 1, No. 66, one of which is quite ornate and 

could be evidence of a mantel clock (Tables 4, 14).  A total of 34 objects related to time-keeping 

were recovered from the CSR houses which included artefacts from watches and clocks.304  Time-

keeping would have become important in the mid to late nineteenth century in the new 

industrialised manufacturing workforce as workers had to travel away from the home to external 

work places.  The presence of multiple time-keeping artefacts in these houses is testimony that they 

had become a basic item in the lives of Pyrmont residents, either as fob watches, personal items to 

be worn, as well as mantel-style ornamental clocks in the home.  Clocks were a response to new 

daily routines in the lives of the urbanised working and middle classes dictated by more regular 

working and commercial hours where time spent on different aspects of everyday life needed to be 

better controlled.305   

 

                                              
303 R. Stocks, pers. comm. See also Beaudry 2006:21.  
304 Casey & Lowe 2000: Tables 3,4. 
305 Shackel 1993:133. 
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 Lighting306 

Evidence for lighting was found in the kitchens of houses Nos 64 and 66, in the room off the 

kitchen at house No. 64 and in the cesspit fill from 38/40 Edward Street.  Many of the artefacts in 

this category are glass (globes, chimneys, lamp parts and shades).  Of the 25 individual glass items 

identified the largest group was glass lamp chimneys (17).  These were used from the 1820s 

onwards with kerosene lamps but the shapes and decoration found in this assemblage are diagnostic 

of later chimney styles in use from the 1850s through to the 1920s.307  These items were not simply 

utilitarian as several examples of decorative shades, lamp chimneys and glass prisms were present 

in the assemblage.  There is also limited evidence for electric lighting at No. 64 Union Street and 

at 38/40 Edward Street showing that some modernisation of services took place during the last 

phases of household occupation (App. 2, Tables 18, 25; see Section 2.1.5).  The use of artificial 

lighting would have allowed the domestic working day and recreation time to continue beyond 

daylight hours by providing more efficient light sources than firelight or candles.  This extension of 

the day would have added to the need to keep track of time by mechanical means (such as the 

clocks and watches which were used in these houses) as natural daily cycles were supplanted by a 

greater reliance on technology.   

 

 Miscellaneous  

The remaining household items from houses Nos 66 and 64 generally related to furnishings, 

household fittings, ornamentation or their specific function could not be unidentified.  A bone china 

hand-painted figurine from the kitchen at No. 64 appeared to be the only decorative item with no 

other specific function.308  It is a reminder that these functional spaces were also subject to the 

personal and aesthetic tastes of their occupants.  The few service related artefacts not related to 

lighting include objects such as a water pipe (1) and fragments of either wash basins or toilet bowls 

found in the cesspits (5).309  The remains of four different toilet bowls were found in the cesspit of 

31/33 Alma Street (3406) and suggest that several cesspits were converted to sewered toilets at the 

same time.   

 

 

Food 

Items identified under the functional category of food made up the largest proportion of the cesspit 

fills and were major components of all household assemblages with the exception of No. 66 Union 

Street (Table 6.2).  Specific functions identified in this category are condiment, container, organic, 

preparation, preserving, sauce, seed, serving, storage, tableware and teaware.  The largest range 

of specific functions for food items was found in the cesspit fill from 38/40 Edward Street (App. 2, 

Table 27).  Food artefacts include ceramic, glass, bone, shell (which are quantified separately to 

other artefact categories), organic and to a lesser extent metal and miscellaneous objects    The 

types and distribution of ceramic and glass vessels indicate how people prepared, served and ate 

their food, and whether they chose to adopt more refined and ritualised dining habits by selecting 

function-specific vessel forms or using sets of matching china.  Food preferences are revealed by 

glass food containers which show the use of different sauces, pickles, oils or other general 

commodities, from animal bone and from other organic remains such as seeds and shell.  The 

distribution of these remains from the household contexts can also tell us about where the residents 

chose to eat their meals.  The food artefacts relate to the acquisition, storage, preparation, serving 

and consumption of food.  The following section has been organised into these general sub-

headings rather than by specific functions to provide a more cohesive discussion of artefacts from 

this broad functional category.   

 

                                              
306 This section also includes any lighting items classified in the general function of service.  
307 Harris, Specialist Glass Report App. 3.2:Table 1.1; 20-21. 
308 Ward, Specialist Ceramic Report, App. 3.1:15;Table 3.9. 
309 Ward, Specialist Ceramic Report, App. 3.1:5. 
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 Food Acquisition and Storage  

Artefacts associated with food acquisition and storage were found in almost all material categories 

and include ceramic, glass, metal, miscellaneous, organic, bone and shell finds.  Specific functions 

identified in house and cesspit contexts relating to the acquisition and storage of food are 

condiment, container, preserve, sauce, seed and store (App. 2, Tables 18, 21, 25).  Perhaps the 

most direct evidence of the types of food eaten comes from the remains of animal bone and other 

organic finds.  The figures in Table 6.2 do not include evidence for animal bone and shell as these 

artefacts were classified by fragment numbers rather than by the minimum number of individual 

items represented.  Meat with bones was more likely to have been brought into the houses as 

individual cuts rather than whole animals and therefore fragment counts were the most useful way 

to quantify this artefact class.  Comparisons of bone finds between household contexts show that 

underfloor deposits at house No. 64 had vastly greater quantities of animal bone than any other 

context on site with a combined number of 1467 fragments from Room 3 (3223) and Room 4 

(3231, 3236).  In contrast the underfloor deposits from No. 66 contained 294 bone fragments 

whereas the cesspit at Nos 38/40 Edward Street had only 58 fragments (Table 5.5).   

 

- Bone and shell 

The majority of bone fragments from No. 66 were found in the kitchen (210) with a smaller 

concentration was found in Room 1 (84).  At No. 64 bones were more evenly spread between 

Room 4, the kitchen and the adjacent Room 3 with only six fragments found in front part of the 

house in Room 1 (Table 5.5).  The distribution pattern of animal bone at No. 66 indicates that food 

was consumed in the front parts of the house (assuming that the underfloor deposits from the front 

room at street level were incorporated into the basement level Room 1 finds) as well as being 

prepared and/or eaten in the kitchen.  At No. 64 food was probably prepared and eaten in the 

kitchen and the large numbers of bones in Room 3 suggest a dining area just off the kitchen.  

Although varying in location each house has some evidence of a separation of cooking and eating 

areas.  This may be evidence of different families’ eating patterns but the much larger volume of 

animal bone finds at No. 64 may be evidence of more adults in this situation perhaps indicative of a 

communal dining space used by multiple lodgers rather than represent the accumulation of food 

remains from individual family groups.   

 

Although the sample at No. 66 is considerably smaller than at No. 64 there are other discernible 

differences in the makeup of the bone assemblages.  At No. 64 Union Street there was a greater 

variety of meat types eaten but at both No. 64 and No. 66 there was a marked preference for sheep 

(App. 2, Table 43).  Similar proportions of fish bone were also found at each house.  Both were 

cheap and readily available from local sources: sheep from the abattoirs at Glebe and local butchers 

and fish from the nearby harbour.  The largest volume of shell was also found at No. 64 in Room 4 

mostly rock oyster and other edible species which could have been collected from the foreshores to 

supplement household diets (App. 4.7).  The smaller proportions of chicken and other poultry 

bones in most household contexts is not surprising as these were considered to be expensive items 

and probably not common in working-class homes.310  Fragments of eggshell were recorded from 

Rooms 3 and 4 at No. 64 showing that eggs were part of the diet also suggested by the presence of 

egg cups at the houses.  Only sheep and cattle bones showed definite signs of butchery.  Meat at 

No. 64 was either purchased as smaller cuts direct from the butcher or cut into pieces on-site 

during meal preparation.  The cheaper cuts recovered such as ribs and vertebrae were suitable for 

stews and casseroles;311 cutting the meat into smaller pieces would have made it easier to divide 

meals into regular portions.  It is probable that the high quantities of bones relate to the boarding 

house phase when the kitchen and adjacent room would have been used for meal preparation, 

consumption and cleanup.   

 

                                              
310 Torres 1997:27. 
311 Torres 1997:111-114. 
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The large number of food-related bone fragments and their irregular shapes indicate that some bone 

could have been deliberately introduced into the underfloor deposits at No. 64 as a method of 

rubbish disposal.  This practice is not unusual and has been observed in household deposits at The 

Rocks and at the CSR site in Pyrmont where large concentrations of different artefact types had 

accumulated in underfloor spaces in several households.312  This method of disposal points to large 

volumes of rubbish being generated and again may relate to the operation of the property as a 

commercial lodging house.  It may also indicate a lack of municipal garbage collection but access 

to off-site rubbish disposal would have been more readily available in Pyrmont than in other parts 

of Sydney.  Exhausted quarries were often used over extended periods as repositories for rubbish 

before being covered over and levelled.313    

 

Some of the bone could also have been carried into the underfloor spaces by rodents.  Over 8 per 

cent of the bone fragments from Rooms 3 and 4 was rodent bone of which 38 fragments were 

identified as European rat (App. 2, Table 43).  Traces of gnawing were found on sheep and cattle 

bones at both No. 64 and No. 66 Union Street which supports this theory.  While it is apparent that 

rodent activity would have been responsible for some of the deposition patterns observed in the 

animal bone (and other organic remains) it does not completely explain why there were marked 

differences in the amounts of rubbish in underfloor deposits between Nos 64 and 66 Union Street.  

High levels of organic household refuse in underfloor deposits probably indicate greater use of 

these areas for food consumption.  But they also show that some occupants had quite different 

attitudes towards rubbish disposal compared to their neighbours and to modern concepts of 

cleanliness and healthy environments and were perhaps more tolerant of unpleasant smells.314   

 

Fragments of shot and arms-related artefacts found in the underfloor deposits suggest that the 

residents may have hunted as an additional means of food procurement (App. 2, Tables 11, 18, 

21).  The highest number of these artefacts was found in the kitchen at No. 66 Union Street (12) of 

which nine items were identified as shot (App. 2, Table 11).  The presence of shot suggests that 

residents of the house were engaged in hunting or they had access to animals that had been hunted.  

Small animals such as rabbits and birds would have been available on the adjacent Ultimo Estate in 

areas used for grazing cattle well into the nineteenth century.315  No rabbit remains were found at 

No. 66 or in cesspit deposits but 56 fragments of rabbit bone were recovered in Room 3 at No. 64 

Union Street (App. 2, Table 43).  Rabbits could have been acquired from ‘rabbitohs’ who went 

from house to house, by hunting or by traps, one of which was found at the CSR site.316  

Fragments of other unidentified mammal were found in similar quantities to sheep in Room 4 at 

No. 66 Union Street which could have been from hunting (App. 2, Table 43).   

 

- Pre-prepared foods  

Many types of foods that were brought into the houses can be identified from the remains of their 

containers.  Glass bottles and jars in particular represent a wide range of commercial food 

containers which held sauces, oils and vinegars, pickles and chutneys, and other condiments that 

were used at mealtimes.  Twenty-seven per cent of the glass artefacts were classified in the food 

category including 67 bottles/jars and 17 stoppers that were used for food or condiments.317  The 

influx of pre-prepared foods that occurred in the nineteenth century is most visible in the glass 

assemblages from the cesspit fills due to the larger vessel ranges and individual fragment sizes 

recovered making the artefacts more readily identifiable.  The most common types of commercial 

food containers found were for condiments (72%) comprising pickles/chutney containers (25), 

                                              
312 Karskens 1999:84; Casey & Lowe 2000:151.  
313 Irving 2006:11, 27. 
314 Casey & Lowe 2000:241. 
315 Casey & Lowe 2000:235; Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:41. 
316 Casey & Lowe 2000:235. 
317 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App.3.2:3; Fig. 1.1; Table 1.1. 
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oil/vinegar bottles (15), sauce bottles (8) and all of the closures were identified as the type used for 

sauce bottles.318  

 

Harris notes that condiments were a common feature of the Australian diet used to flavour 

otherwise bland diets which relied heavily on meat, bread and limited vegetables.  Chutneys and 

pickles were also an alternative to fresh vegetables before refrigeration.  Vinegar was an important 

household product used to flavour and preserve foods but its uses extended beyond food 

preparation to household cleaning and disinfecting.319  There were eight identified types of 

pickles/chutney containers and one bottle carried partial embossments “YORKSH[IRE]” “...E & 

Co” identifying it as “Goodall Blackhouse’s Yorkshire Relish” which was available from 1837-

1913 (App. 4.3, cat. no. 17036).   

 

Other identifiable items were fragments of cathedral-patterned glass condiment bottles found in the 

Edward Street cesspit fill (App. 4.2, cat. nos 17094, 17101) and in underfloor deposits at house 

No. 64, Room 3 (3223, cat. no. 16718).  This bottle type was an American innovation specifically 

designed to compete with British imports in the United States market and the basic design was 

widely copied.320  The examples here represent only a very small portion of the glass finds but 

indicate the presence of non-English imported food goods or at least the adoption of similar glass 

bottle styles.  Examples of this bottle type recovered from a shipwreck context in the United States 

were used for sauces and pickles.  Harris makes the point that many of the more decorative 

oil/vinegar bottles carried ornamental designs so that they could be used straight from the dinner 

table.321   

 

Several of the meat sauce bottles found also show the extent to which imported English products 

were available.  Several bottles have brand names identifying them as English imports – “Lea & 

Perrins” bottles were found at No. 64 Union Street and at 38/40 Edward Street and “Holbrook’s” 

sauce bottles were identified at Nos 64 and 66 Union Street, the latter in demolition fills.  All 

examples found at No. 64 Union Street were from underfloor deposits that contained high 

frequencies of animal bone (3223, 3231), which together highlight differences in food consumption 

between the two houses.  The distribution of the bottles in Rooms 3 and 4 at No. 64 Union Street is 

further confirmation that meals were taken in each of these rooms.  Both sauce brands were typical 

of the English trade-marked condiments that were popular in Australia during the nineteenth-

century and into the early decades of the twentieth century.   

 

Purchasing ready-made items not only saved time on food preparation but would also have been a 

necessary part of urban life as consumers may no longer have had access to fresh food nor the 

space and expertise to process and store their own foods.  Over the course of the nineteenth 

century the market in prepared foods grew rapidly due to increased access to global markets, 

improved transportation methods, mass production and innovations in food-related technology.322  

The few organic items identified comprised mostly seeds and stones from different fruits: peach 

(10), nectarine (8), plum (5), grape (31), passionfruit (16), watermelon (1) and coconut (1) which 

indicating the presence of some fruit in the diet particularly in the summer months when they were 

available locally.  The coconut would have been imported.  The variety of summer stone fruits 

found in each of the cesspits suggests they were backfilled in summer rather than any other time of 

year as there was there was no indication of preserving jars being thrown away.  A single tin can 

lid dated to c.1900 was found in the cesspit of 38/40 Edward Street.  The lack of evidence for 

tinned foods indicates these items were not common in the study area.  

                                              
318 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2: 14, 22. 
319 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2: 13-14. 
320 Cunningham Dobson & Gerth 2009:18; Figs 44, 45.   
321 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2: 6.  
322 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2: 18.  
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At the CSR site, Pyrmont evidence of pre-prepared foods was also common.  The same types of 

condiment containers were recovered differing only in relative proportions of contents types as 

most containers were identified as oil/vinegar bottles.323  Imported brands were also present 

including items from France.  A further similarity between No. 64 Union Street and some CSR site 

houses shows up in correlations between the frequency of animal bones and condiment containers.  

As for No. 64 several houses at the CSR site with higher counts of condiment containers (House 

15, Area A and House 3, Area C) also had significantly higher quantities of animal bone than 

several other houses in the area.  

 

 Preparation, Serving and Consumption 

The majority of artefacts representative of food preparation, serving and consumption at the Union 

Street site are found in the ceramic and glass artefact assemblages.  Among the ceramics these 

functional categories account for 69.7 per cent of the total site ceramic assemblage (App. 3.1, 

Tables 2.1, 4.1, 4.3).  Ceramic vessels identified for food preparation and serving account for just 

under 7 per cent of the assemblage compared with tablewares and teawares used for food 

consumption which comprise 62.8 per cent (App. 3,1, Tables 4.1, 4.3).  Most preparation and 

serving items were found in cesspit fills due to the greater range of vessel shapes in these contexts 

(Table 6.4).  The majority of finds from underfloor deposits were tablewares and teawares.  No 

glass vessels were catalogued as serving or preparation vessels and only three miscellaneous and 

metal items were found in this category.  Larger numbers of tablewares and teawares used for the 

consumption of food were found: 424 ceramic items (App. 3.1, Tables 4.1, 4.3), 45 glass items 

and eight miscellaneous and metal finds (App. 4.3, 4.4).   

 

- Preparation and serving  

The ceramic preparation and serving vessels from the largest cesspit assemblage (3400) accounted 

for 7 per cent of the food category from the total artefact counts and only 8 per cent of the ceramic 

assemblage (Table 6.4; App. 2, Table 25; App. 3.1, Table 3.12).  Forms of ceramic serving and 

preparation items include jugs (16), dishes (5), platters (6), bowls (4), pie dishes (2), sauce tureens 

(2), an asparagus dish (1) and a vegetable dish (1) which were probably not used as frequently as 

everyday tablewares (Table 6.4).   

 

 

Specific 

function 
Shape 

House 66 

 

House 64 

 

38/40  

Edward 

31/33 

Alma 

35/37 

Alma 

3211 3218 3223 3231 3400 3406 3414 

Prepare Bowl     2 2  

Pie dish     2   

Serve Asparagus dish     1   

Dish     1 2 2 

jug  1  1 5 5 4 

Platter      2  4 

Sauce tureen      2   

Vegetable dish     1   

Total    1  1 16 9 10 

Table 6:4: Ceramic vessel shapes (MIC) for preparing or serving food found in each major household 

context. 

 

The few miscellaneous and metal items include two parts from a kettle or pot at No. 64 Union 

Street and a tablespoon from 35/37 Alma Street, probably used in food preparation or for serving.  

A cast iron door frame from a stove was found in the same deposit and was the only item identified 

as cooking-related (App. 4.4, cat. no 25909).  The presence of a stove at 35/37 Alma Street 

                                              
323 Casey & Lowe 2000:236; Table 23. 
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indicates that the residents were able to prepare food in an oven by roasting and baking as well as 

stewing or frying foods on a stove top or over a fire. The pie dish at 38/40 Edward Street is further 

evidence that stoves with ovens were in use as it is would have been used for baking.  These 

artefacts in the smaller houses suggest that similar stoves were probably used in the larger Union 

Street houses.   

 

The large number of jugs in each cesspit assemblage is also a typical artefact of houses of this 

period (Table 6.4). Jugs were the most common serving shape identified at the CSR site houses and 

attest to their frequent use to take milk, water and other liquids to the table in manageable 

quantities.324  Less frequently occurring specialised vessel shapes can provide an indication of the 

wealth of a household but also reveal the complexity of behaviour associated with dining by 

indicating how foods were served and consumed.325  Many of the other special purpose items from 

38/40 Edward Street indicate that at this household foods were not served directly from the stove 

onto plates but were transferred first into vessels with specific functions regulated by their shape, 

larger serving platters, vegetable dishes and sauce tureens.326  These can indicate a more formalised 

approach to dining behaviour and show that presentation of the food was an important element of 

mealtimes.  The lack of these items in the household deposits suggests that food was served directly 

from the stove onto dinner plates perhaps as a means of controlling portions, particularly if 

communal meals were served to residents of the boarding houses.327    

 

In larger houses with separate preparation and dining spaces, special vessel shapes would have 

served an essential utilitarian function to transport food from the kitchen to the dining area. At 

smaller houses such as 38/40 Edward Street food was probably consumed in the kitchen due to the 

lack of formal dining rooms therefore the use of these dishes can be interpreted as less utilitarian 

and more indicative of ritualised dining behaviour.  The different serving shapes also highlight 

variety in the types of foods that were eaten and the ways that different foods were cooked.  Single 

pot cooking methods that were necessary over open fires would not have required such a variety of 

serving shapes.  The relative occurrence of specialised vessel forms in smaller numbers in an urban 

archaeological context is not unexpected as similar shapes were found in working-class houses at 

the CSR site and in cesspits from The Rocks, Sydney.328   

 

- Consumption  

Teawares and tablewares form the largest category of vessels used in the consumption of food and 

account for 43.4 per cent and 19.4 per cent respectively of the total ceramic assemblage from the 

site.329  The dominant teaware shapes are cups (109) and saucers (114); other shapes include 

breakfast cups (13), plates (12), tea pots (8), milk jugs (4), mugs (3) and a sugar bowl (App. 3.1, 

Table 4.1).  The most common fabric for these vessels was bone china.  The dominant tableware 

shape was the plate (99): dinner plates (73), small plates (22), larger plates (3), possibly also used 

for serving, and a single soup plate (App. 3.1, Table 4.3).  Additional forms include egg cups (12), 

bowls (6) and a jug (1).  Cups, saucers and plates are consistently the largest individual shape 

categories in the cesspit assemblages while cups and saucers are the largest categories in underfloor 

contexts.  No. 64 Union Street also had similar quantities of plates compared with teawares in 

Room 3 (App. 2, Table 18).  Tablewares were generally made in more durable fine earthenwares, 

particularly plates which were often used up to several times per day.330   

                                              
324 Casey & Lowe 2000:237. 
325 Shackel 1993:100; see also Crook et al. 2005:144 for further discussion. 
326 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1:37. 
327 Casey & Lowe 2000:249. 
328 Casey & Lowe 2000:237; Crook et al.: 2005:Table 38. 
329 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1:34, 37. 
330 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1:37. 
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Glass tablewares are less common in archaeological assemblages; the fragile nature of the objects 

and the small fragment sizes make it difficult to determine forms and minimum vessel numbers.331  

Of the 45 glass tablewares identified approximately 80 per cent were identified as drinking vessels: 

stemware (22), tumblers (12), stemware/tumbler (2) and the remaining items were dishes (7) and 

plates (2).332  A large proportion of the tableware (69%) comprised everyday items such as dishes, 

plates, tumblers while stemware (25%) was more typically reserved for special occasions.  Harris 

notes that the panelled and press-moulded tumblers that make up this assemblage are ubiquitous in 

other nineteenth-century archaeological sites in Sydney and Parramatta whereas fine stemwares 

were more valuable and therefore considered indicative of special purpose wares.333   

 

Drinking vessels, tumblers and stemware, are often interpreted as evidence of alcohol consumption 

within the house with stemmed glasses used as wine or sherry glasses.334  The majority of glasses 

found in the cesspits at 38/40 Edward Street (11) and 35/37 Alma Street (5) were tumblers. At No. 

64 Union Street the pattern was reversed with five examples of stemware found in underfloor 

deposits from the kitchen and only one tumbler/stemware (Ap. 2, Table 18).  This is much higher 

than the other underfloor deposits where no more than two glasses were found.  It is also unusual 

compared to the majority of underfloor assemblages from the CSR site houses except for two 

houses (House 3 and 5) where there were also higher than average numbers of alcohol bottles.335  

This pattern of distribution suggests that alcohol consumption in the home was more common at 

No. 64 Union Street than any of the other houses in the study area and that more often it was 

consumed in the kitchen at No. 64.   

 

Miscellaneous and metal items classified as tea or tablewares included an enamel mug, two knives, 

a sugar spoon and two teaspoons from No, 64 Union Street, a fork from No. 66, and a tablespoon 

from 35/37 Edward Street which may have been used to either prepare or serve food (App. 4.3, 

4.4).  The distribution of finds from No. 64 Union Street again highlights the use of Rooms 3 and 

4 as places where food was regularly consumed.   

 

Identifying common patterns in household kitchen and dining wares can be interpreted as further 

evidence of whether the occupants engaged in formalised dining behaviours.  Many vessels with 

specialised functions may not have been purchased in the same quantities as the more common 

everyday tablewares and teawares used for food consumption but in some instances it is clear that 

they were bought in conjunction with dining wares to form a set of matching or near-matching 

wares.336  The unusual asparagus dish in the blue transfer-print “Corsina” pattern at 38/40 Edward 

Street is matched by four dinner plates of the same colour and a vegetable dish in a brown transfer-

printed version of this pattern (Photo 6.1 - App. 2, Table 28).337  The presence of so many items in 

a single pattern in both serving and tablewares suggests the presence of a dinner set or an attempt 

to form one.  This is not necessarily common on nineteenth-century urban sites in Sydney.338  

Another example of the presence of a dinner set were matching serving and tablewares in “Asiatic 

Pheasants” pattern, a platter, plates (2) and a small plate, presumably a bread and butter plate, also 

a blue-transfer-print (App. 3.1, Table 3.10).  The different dates attributed to each of these patterns 

means they may have been purchased separately but the dominance of blue transfer-printed patterns 

in the assemblage suggests there was a conscious effort to create the appearance of matching sets 

(App. 3.1: Tables 3.10, 3.11).  The presence also of the “Chantilly” pattern on plates, a cup and a 

                                              
331 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2:19. 
332 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2:Table 1.1.  
333 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2:19-20. 
334 Casey & Lowe 2000:238. 
335 Casey & Lowe 2000:Vol. 3, Tables 22, 23. 
336 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1:18. 
337 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1:15, Table 3.10.   
338 See Casey & Lowe 2000: 239-240; Crook et al. 2005:148; Table 39 for example.  
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poe in the same cesspit fill (3400) shows that the purchasing of household ceramic sets extended 

beyond the kitchen (App. 3.1, Table 3.10).  This is unusual as it is rare to find toiletry wares 

matching tea and tablewares.  It would appear to represent the preference of an individual in the 

household for this pattern. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo 6.1: Brown transfer-printed “Corsina” pattern from 38/40 Edward Street used on a vegetable 

dish (3400/cat. nos 20367, 20415, 20455).  

 

 

Although teawares displayed the greatest variety of patterns found within a functional category, 

particularly evident in the larger cesspit assemblages, they also showed signs that they formed part 

of household sets for food consumption. This is well illustrated by the analysis of ceramics in the 

cesspit fill from 38/40 Edward Street as cheaper and simply decorated banded and sponge wares 

were found in teawares (cups, saucers) as well as tablewares.  Often there is some variation in the 

exact detail of the patterns on these wares (number and colour of bands) but they could be easily 

matched to approximate a set of similar wares.  The presence of more distinctive patterns such as 

the white-glazed and moulded semi-vitreous fine earthenware patterns of “Athena Shape” in 

teaware alone suggests that certain teawares were bought specifically to form matching sets. 339  If 

egg cups are considered with other teawares it becomes apparent that other meals taken throughout 

the day were also attributed some degree of more formalised dining behaviour.  Matching patterns 

were found on some egg cups, cups, saucers, plates or jugs from the cesspits at 38/40 Edward and 

35/37 Alma Street including breakfast cups and saucers in the “Etruscan” pattern which show that 

matching sets were also used at breakfast (App. 3.1, Tables 3.10, 3.13, 3.20).    

 

Of the household underfloor contexts from which ceramics were examined in detail there were 

similarities in the number and variety of identified patterns: 14 patterns at No. 66 and 15 patterns 

at No. 64 Union Street (App. 3.1, Tables 3.2, 3.5).  The most common pattern types at the Union 

Street houses were various whitewares and blue transfer-printed wares. Two of the cesspits had a 

much larger range of identified pattern types but blue transfer-printed wares dominated the 

assemblages.  Twenty-eight pattern types were found at 38/40 Edward Street and 27 types at 35/37 

                                              
339 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1:37 notes that egg cups can be catalogued as either tableware 

or teaware depending on the pattern and fabric; they were often used as part of breakfast and tea sets.    
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Alma Street (App. 3.1, Tables 3.11, 3.19).  The cesspit fill at 35/37 Alma Street, also contained 

evidence for at least one tableware setting, with seven blue transfer-printed “Albion” pattern plates 

out of the total nine identified being found within this deposit (#20638-#20644).340  The 16 patterns 

identified at 31/33 Alma Street were more like that of the Union Street houses.   

 

The presence or absence of different plate sizes in households and the range of vessel shapes can be 

interpreted as another indicator of complex dining behaviour and the adoption of formal 

consumption practices at the table.  The larger range of tableware shapes at 38/40 Edward Street, 

the presence of small and large plates that could have been used at the table and the multiple items 

that were found in the same or similar patterns all indicate that some care was taken in the 

presentation and consumption of food (App. 3.1, Tables 3.10, 3.12).  Tablewares from the cesspit 

at 35/37 Alma Street displayed a broader range of function-specific shapes and signs that at least 

one tableware setting was used; seven of the nine blue transfer-printed plates were in the “Albion” 

pattern (#20638-#20644 – App. 3.1, Table 3.18).  The assemblage from 31/33 Alma on the other 

hand was more limited suggesting variation in the types of table and serving wares between the 

three smaller houses and the ways in which food was prepared and consumed (App. 3.1, Table 

3.16).  Different plate sizes were recovered from No. 66 and No. 64 Union Street but none 

occurred in the same patterns and the samples are too small for meaningful interpretation.   

 

Six ceramics included in the tableware or teaware category are evidence of children at the site.  

Four of these were found in 3400, the cesspit at 38/40 Edward Street and two from 3414, 35/37 

Alma Street.  These include two plates from 38/40 Edward Street with transfer-printed decorative 

scenes underneath which are the annotations “The Musicians” and “The Combatants” (Photo 4.5, 

4.6).341  Two earthenware mug sherds were also found with partial decoration visible. One has blue 

transfer-printed script showing “… (Pr)esent …” (cat. no. 20472) probably part of a larger 

inscription such as “Present For A Good Boy” or “Present For A Good Girl”.  Another cup has 

brown transfer-printed letters “K” and “L” and pictorial scenes with additional hand-painting (cat. 

no. 20473).  The printed cups show scenes of a young girl helping an old man to walk, and of 

children seated around a male figure dressed in flowing robes.  Taken together the scenes and 

initials are interpreted as representing kindness and learning and are examples of Alphabet ware.342   

 

The remaining two items from 35/37 Alma Street were a mug and small plate.  No complete 

decoration was visible on either but the nature of the printed decoration and the small size of each 

allowed them to be identified as children’s ceramics.343  

 

 

Beverage 

Beverage-related artefacts were a relatively small proportion of the total finds from each of the 

Union Street houses (Table 6.2).  Artefacts of this category found in the underfloor deposits 

comprised mainly fragments of glass bottles with an occasional bottle closure (App. 2, Tables 18, 

21).  Beverage items were found in the front and rear parts of the houses but at No. 66 they were 

more numerous in the front of the house (12 items) than in the kitchen (1 item) and most were 

alcohol bottles: beer/wine (3),beer/ champagne (2), spirits (1) or unspecified alcohol.  At No. 64 

no comparison can be made between the front and rear of the house but as for No. 66 few beverage 

items were found in the kitchen (4).  The majority of beverage items came from Room 3 (25) next 

to the kitchen of which 15 bottles were for beer/wine bottles.  A single cordial bottle was found in 

demolition fill (3217) in the yard at No. 64.  It appears that in both houses alcohol was not 

commonly consumed in the kitchens.  The beverage finds from the Union Street houses also exhibit 

                                              
340 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report, App. 3.1:39. 
341 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report App. 3.1:40 for interpretation of ceramics in this section. 
342 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report App. 3.1:40-41 for discussion and references. 
343 Ward, Specialist Ceramics Report App. 3.1:42-43. 
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a more limited range of types than beverage containers from the cesspits.  However compared with 

the CSR site, Pyrmont and The Rocks, Sydney the types of alcohol and other beverages 

represented and the numbers of bottles found fall within the range of beverages consumed in other 

urban working-class areas.344   

 

However the internal distribution of alcohol-related finds varies between the Union Street houses 

and houses from the CSR site, Pyrmont.  Alcohol containers were more frequently found in the 

kitchens of the CSR houses rather than in the front rooms.  An exception to this pattern was 

documented at two houses in Area C which large quantities of beer/wine bottles and fairly even 

distribution of other alcohol types in both front and rear rooms.  The only major difference was 

House 5 at CSR which also had a large quantity of champagne-type bottles in the front room.345  

This pattern is considerably different to the Union Street houses but probably relates to the 

differences in architectural layout; the front rooms at Union Street would not have been used in the 

same way as the front rooms of the CSR houses.  It would seem that the kitchens were also used 

for a greater variety of activities and were less function specific than the larger Union Street 

houses.  

 

The overall categories of artefacts found in the cesspits are generally different to those recovered in 

underfloor deposits, mainly because of the different modes of deposition (accidental compared to 

deliberate).  Ceramics and glass constitute 90 per cent of the artefacts found in the cesspit at 38/40 

Edward Street, compared with the underfloor deposits from Union Street which are dominated by 

metal and miscellaneous artefacts and the few beverage items discussed above (Tables 5, 7, 16).  

Beverage-related artefacts from context 3400 account for 22.8 per cent of the cesspit fill and show 

that there are at least twice as many beer/wine bottles compared to both champagne and gin types 

(Tables 25, 27).  The cesspit assemblages also contained a greater range of beverages than the 

houses including glass cordial bottles, ceramic salt-glazed ginger beer and stout bottles.  Smaller 

percentages of beverage artefacts were recovered from cesspits at 31/33 Alma Street (14.5%) and 

35/37 Alma Street (6.3%).  Beer/wine was the dominant type at 31/33 Alma Street but slightly 

more beer/champagne bottles (6) than beer/wine bottles (5) were recovered from 35/37 Alma 

Street.  Both of these cesspits contained one or two gin/schnapps bottles and a spirits bottle was 

found at No. 35/37.  A single stout bottle was found at 31/33 Alma Street.  Although the cesspit 

assemblages must be interpreted at a household scale rather than by internal areas it appears that 

the Edward and Alma Street occupants had similar tastes to their Union Street neighbours 

preferring beer/wine over distilled beverages.  It would seem they enjoyed a greater variety of 

beverages but the recovery of a greater variety of bottle (and beverage) types from the cesspits may 

be the result of deposition processes rather consumption habits.   

 

Harris has noted that the high relative frequency of beer/wine bottles compared with other alcohol 

containers found in the cesspits and at No. 64 Union Street is consistent with patterns of alcohol 

consumption in nineteenth-century Sydney.346  The CSR site in Pyrmont contained higher quantities 

of beer/wine type bottles compared to other alcohol and beverage containers but it also had a 

greater number of other alcohol bottles including gin and spirits bottles.  Unlike the Union Street 

site however there was a higher proportion of aerated water bottles compared to beer bottles.  At 

the CSR site there were 149 aerated water bottles, nearly half the number of beer bottles (287) 

whereas the current study site had only 15 aerated water bottles, roughly 12 per cent of the total  

beer/wine bottles (116). 347  It would seem that residents of the Union Street precinct favoured beer 

or wine over other types of beverages sold in bottles.  From the spatial analysis it seems they also 

chose to drink their beverages away from the kitchens.  Associated artefacts indicative of food 

                                              
344 Casey & Lowe 2000, Vol. 3: Tables 3, 4, 22; Crook et al. 2005:158. 
345 Casey & Lowe 2000, Vol. 3: Table 22. 
346 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2: 30.  
347 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, Appendix 3.2: 12; Casey & Lowe 2000, Vol. 3: Tables 3, 4. 
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consumption and recreational activities particularly in the front rooms of the houses suggest that 

alcohol and other beverages may have been consumed while the occupants were eating their meals 

or engaged in other recreational activity.   

 

Beverage consumption patterns identified from cesspit fills at The Rocks, Sydney generally mirror 

those found at the current site.  The same range of beverage types were recovered and of the ten 

cesspits examined higher quantities of beer/wine bottles were found in eight cesspits ranging in 

number from four to 20 bottles.348  Between one and three gin/schnapps bottles were found in each 

cesspit, spirits bottles were found in only two cesspits and the remaining beverage varieties were 

found at some but not all properties.  The types and quantities of finds resemble the cesspit fills 

from both Alma Street houses.  Compared to the Edward Street cesspit however there were marked 

differences.  The highest total number of beverage containers in The Rocks was 25 items 20 of 

which were for beer/wine.  In contrast there were 55 beer/wine bottles and 18 champagne bottles 

which could also be used for beer.   Other alcohol bottles were 22 gin/schnapps bottles but these 

can also be viewed as ‘medicinal’ in application rather than evidence for direct consumption of 

alcohol.349  There were only four aerated water bottles and two cordial bottles.   

 

The high number of alcohol-related bottles at 38/40 Edward Street indicates an extensive collection 

of these bottles was on hand prior to their disposal sometime after 1873 (Photo 4.7; Table 6.5).  

The quantity is surprising and shows that the residents were either storing them or that nearby 

residents had also disposed of their artefacts into the cesspit but this is generally contradicted by the 

presence of matching sets of ceramics discussed below.  The practice of reusing glass bottles has 

been discussed by Harris in this site’s Glass Report and has been noted at The Rocks and cautions 

against assuming a direct correlation between bottle shape and bottle contents.350  The large 

collection of alcohol bottles may have been retained on site to store other liquids but initially they 

would have been purchased with their original contents and should be interpreted as evidence of 

higher alcohol consumption at one or other of these two houses.  Regardless of any intended 

secondary use their presence can be read as representative of a preference for beer/wine (and 

beverages that came in champagne-style bottles which may also include beer) by some members of 

the residence along with a much higher level of gin/schnapps consumption than is generally seen 

elsewhere on urban sites.  The cesspit fill also contained 11 tumblers, the highest number of glass 

drinking vessels (although they are categorised with food artefacts) found in a single context on the 

site (App. 2, Table 27).  Tumblers were used on an everyday basis and are common on nineteenth-

century sites across Sydney.351 Together with the large number of bottles they can be interpreted as 

evidence of alcohol consumption rather than vessel reuse.352   

 

It is difficult to attribute the large collection of bottles to a particular resident or family due to the 

high turnover in tenancy until 1910 but clearly this cesspit is unusual compared to other cesspit fills 

from The Rocks and those of Alma Street (Tables 4.1, 4.2).  But viewed with houses from the 

CSR site in Area C which have the highest levels of alcohol consumption there is little variation.  

The number of bottles at Edward Street falls between the two CSR houses (Table 6.3).  As for the 

CSR site this indicates that the residents of either No. 38 or No. 40 Edward Street were more 

likely to consume alcoholic beverages at home than their immediate neighbours who may instead 

have walked to the corner pub to drink beer on tap or consume other beverages on the premises.   

 

                                              
348 Crook et al. 2005: Table 43. 
349 Harris, Specialist Glass report, Appendix 3.2: 17-18.  
350 Harris, Specialist Glass report, Appendix 3.2: 7; Crook et al. 2005: 158, cf. Carney 1999. 
351 Harris, Specialist Glass report, Appendix 3.2: 19. 
352 Casey & Lowe 2000, Vol. 1: 238. 
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Bottle type 38/40 Edward  

Street (MIC) 

House 3, Area 

C, CSR (MIC) 

House 5, Area 

C, CSR (MIC) 

Beer/wine 55 54 62 

Champagne 18 1 33 

Gin/schnapps 22 18 11 

Spirits 1 3 6 

stout  1 15 

Total 96 77 128 

Table 6:5: Alcohol bottles from cesspit fill 3400 compared to finds from occupation deposits at CSR 

site, Pyrmont.   

 

 

Pharmaceutical 

Pharmaceutical items make up a small proportion of the household assemblages but they provide a 

valuable insight into the health concerns of the residents and their approaches to health care (Table 

6.2).  The majority of finds in this category are glass of which bottles comprise 96 per cent of the 

finds.  Eighty-two bottles or phials of distinctive shapes and sizes were classified as pharmaceutical 

items.353  Many of these bottles (36) were generic types used by chemists or for proprietary 

medicines and remedies and probably had paper labels.  Often bottles were embossed with a 

manufacturer’s or product name allowing them to be identified as containers for proprietary or 

patent medicines – 13 examples with embossing were found in the collection which allowed them 

to be more securely identified.  Other glass items included medicine dose glasses, a stopper and 

variously shaped tubes/plungers (2).  Non-glass pharmaceutical items comprised two ceramic 

ointment jars.  The largest household assemblage of pharmaceutical artefacts (28) was found in the 

cesspit at 38/40 Edward Street representing 6.1 per cent of the total finds (Table 6.2; App. 2, 

Table 25).   

 

Patent and proprietary medicines became popular on a global scale during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries with Australians becoming the largest consumers of these products by the 

twentieth century.354  They were used in addition to more traditional home remedies for the 

treatment of various illnesses and complaints.355  Harris notes that the quality and availability of 

professional medical care in Australia was limited during this period and that many people chose to 

avoid hospitals and treat their illnesses at home.356  Professional medical care was probably also 

beyond the economic reach of many of the working classes and the ability to purchase a readymade 

product to treat complaints could have been a more affordable option.357  A more insidious reason 

for the popularity of some products was the highly addictive nature of the main ingredients 

including alcohol and opium or morphine based derivatives.358  The majority of proprietary 

medicines found on the site were American (Comstock, Barry and Green) while the traditional 

remedies were from English product manufacturers (Hora and Dinneford).359  Exceptions to this 

were two ceramic items both ointment jars imported from England (Holloway, Pure Vaseline) but 

it is apparent that these products were all imported.   

 

                                              
353 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, Appendix 3.2:2, 15. 
354 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2:16; Crook et al. 2005:164. 
355 Graham 2005:47 noted the distinction between patent and proprietary medicines: patent medicines were 

usually those for which the specific contents were registered with the relevant government authority while 

proprietary medicines relied upon copyrighting the brand name and packaging.  The terms are often used 

together as it is not always possible to distinguish between the two categories.   
356 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2:15. 
357 Crook et al. 2005:164 for further references. 
358 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2:15. 
359 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2:15. 
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Items with embossed or printed brands found on site included several products which claimed to 

cure or treat multiple ailments.  Bottles bearing the embossed label “W. H. COMSTOCK”/ 

“MORSES INDIAN”/ “ROOTPILLS”/ “DOSE 2 TO 4” were found in contexts associated with 

Nos 64 and 66 Union Street (App. 4.3, cat.nos 16310, 16855).  It was marketed as a general health 

tonic for cleansing various internal organs (Fig. 6.3).  Also claiming to have health benefits was a 

bottle embossed with the brand “BARRY'S”/ “TRICOPHEROUS”/ “FOR THE SK” found in the 

cesspit at 38/40 Edward Street (App. 4.3, cat. no. 17288).  This product was a topical ointment 

marketed mainly as a hair restorative.360 

 

A ceramic “Holloway’s Ointment” jar was found in the cesspit fill at 38/40 Edward Street (Photo 

4.4, App. 4.1, cat. no. 20303).  This product was in use generally from between 1839 to 1867 and 

the labelling suggests it offers a cure for a number of serious and not so serious ailments including 

gout, rheumatism, ulcers, sore breasts and bad legs.  It is an early example of product branding 

and is also one of the earlier datable items from this cesspit fill.  A lid from a fine earthenware jar 

with black transfer-print decoration and the words “Pure Vaseline” was the only other non-glass 

pharmaceutical item found with a specific function of medicinal/toiletry.  It was recovered from 

context 3205, demolition fill at No. 66 (cat. no. 20016) and it use is dated from 1840 onwards.   

 

The only examples of medicinal products found that are known to contain addictive substances 

(alcohol) are the branded aromatic schnapps containers.  Of the 42 gin/schnapps bottles in the site 

assemblage two were from Dutch product manufacturers Udolpho Wolfe and one was from 

Vandenbergh Co.  Examples of both types were found in the cesspit at 38/40 Edward Street and a 

single Udolpho Wolfe bottle was found in the front room at No. 66 Union Street. The popularity of 

these products was due to clever marketing practices and no doubt its alcohol content (Fig. 6.5, 

e.g.).361  A bottle embossed “L. M. GREEN”/ “WOODBURY NJ” also from the front room at 

No. 66 Union Street is a United States import and may be the only evidence of an addictive opiate-

based product (App. 4.3, cat. no. 16399).  This manufacturer produced a medicine based on 

laudanum until 1916 but without any further detail of the exact product name it is uncertain if this 

bottle contained a similar product.362  Similarly the contents and origin of a bottle from 38/40 

Edward Street marked “WILKINSON”/ “CHEMIST” cannot be determined; it may have come 

from an unknown local chemist.  

 

Among the more traditional home remedies found were several branded (proprietary items) and 

generic bottles.  The branded items included two bottles from the cesspit at 38/40 Edward Street 

marked “HORA & Co LONDON”, a supplier of castor oil (App. 4.3, cat. nos 16619, 17066).  A 

single generic castor oil bottle was found in the same context as was a bottle marked 

“DINNEFORD'S”/ “SOLUTION”/ “OF MAGNESIA”.  Both castor oil and magnesia were used 

to aid digestion and relive constipation. Castor oil had many other medicinal uses; it was taken 

internally as a worm treatment and used topically in the treatment of coughs, colds and injuries.363  

Dinneford’s Magnesia was also marketed as safe to use for women, children and infants (App. 3.2, 

Fig. 1.7).  When viewed together with the castor oil bottles, it is possible that both products can be 

interpreted as evidence of children at 38/40 Edward Street.   

 

Unusual amongst the pharmaceutical items were two plungers and one glass barrel from glass 

hypodermic syringes recovered from context 3400 at 38/40 Edward Street (App. 4.3, cat. no. 

17281).  Hypodermic syringes were introduced in 1853 but all-glass syringes were not made until 

1897.364 It was not possible to determine if these examples were of the all-glass type and as such 

                                              
360 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2:17. 
361 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2: 17-18. 
362 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2: 16-17. 
363 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2: 15. 
364 Harris, Specialist Glass Report, App. 3.2:22. 
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their period of use in the household cannot be securely dated.  Regardless such items would have 

been expensive, were most probably used by medical professionals and would not have been 

common items in a household.  The discarded items may have been used by a doctor during a 

house call suggesting that the occupants of one or other of the Edward Street residences was able to 

afford this level of health care.  A plunger from a syringe was also found at the CSR site but this 

too was an unusual find.365  The items were found in Spit 4 of the cesspit fill and are further 

evidence that the cesspits were backfilled late in the nineteenth century. 

 

Similar types of household remedies and patent medicines were found at the CSR site, Pyrmont and 

at The Rocks, Sydney.  Generic pharmaceuticals, Hora castor oil bottles and Udolpho Wolfe 

bottles were found at the CSR site.  Brand names recovered from The Rocks were similar: 

Holloway’s Ointments, Udolpho Wolfe’s schnapps as well as castor oil bottles and other unmarked 

bottles and vials.366  Quantities from cesspit fills ranged from two to 14 items showing that the 

number of finds from the Alma Street cesspits falls within the range of pharmaceutical items found 

at other urban Sydney sites but those from 38/40 Edward Street are higher than usual (App. 2, 

Table 25).   

 

 

Recreational  

Recreational items recovered from the site included artefacts associated with the specific functional 

categories of smoking, toys and gaming.  A total of 87 artefacts in these sub-categories were 

recovered from the main household contexts (Table 6.6).  The largest single category was toys with 

the predominant artefact type being marbles (49).  The second most common category was 

smoking made up entirely of pipes.  A single item classified as gaming was found at No. 66 Union 

Street. 

Table 6:6: Distribution of recreational artefacts by specific function and shape. 

 

 

 Toys  

A total of 63 toys were found at the site of which 60 were found in the main household deposits 

that are the focus of this analysis.  These account for 69 per cent of the recreational items from the 

underfloor deposits and cesspit fills (Table 6.6).  The largest single assemblage of toys was found 

in Room 3, No. 64 Union Street (34) dominated by the presence of 33 marbles.  The greatest 

                                              
365 Casey & Lowe 2000:157; App. 3, Glass catalogue. 
366 Crook et al. 2005:165-167, Fig. 62. 

Specific 

function 

Shape  House 66 House 64 38/40 

Edward 

31/33 

Alma 

35/37 

Alma 

Total 

3211 3218 3223 3231 3400 3406 3414  

games dice 1       1 

smoking pipe 4 5 2 8 6  1 26 

toys ball     1   1 

bullet    1    1 

counter    1    1 

cup    1    1 

dice   1     1 

doll     2   2 

figure  1      1 

marble 1 4 33 10 1   49 

saucer      2  2 

teapot  1      1 

Total 

MIC 

 6 11 36 21 10 2 1 87 
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variety of toys however was found in Room 4 of the same house, the kitchen including 10 marbles, 

a bullet from a cap gun, a wooden counter and a toy porcelain cup which suggests a wider range of 

games or activities were engaged in within this room (App. 4.3).  Part of a doll’s arm (cat. no. 

50687) was found in the fill above Room 4 supporting this interpretation.  Porcelain doll parts from 

a ‘pudding’ doll were found at 38/40 Edward Street (cat. nos 50951, 50952).  A single gaming 

item was found in the front room at No. 66 Union Street.  

 

The presence of toys in different contexts provides evidence that children lived at several of the 

houses and although the numbers of artefacts in the kitchens are not large they can be interpreted in 

several ways.  It appears that children played to some extent at each house but at No. 64 there may 

were probably several different children, presumably boys and girls if we assume that certain toys 

(dolls) have distinct gender associations and were used to reinforce accepted social roles and 

gender behaviour.367  The evidence from other functional categories shows that the kitchen was a 

major focus of household activity much of which was carried out by women.  As such the presence 

of toys as well can be interpreted as evidence of a mother engaged in child-minding at the same 

time as other household chores.  

 

 Smoking 

A total of 26 artefacts were found associated with smoking (Table 6.4).  All of these items were 

pipes and were recovered in similar numbers from No. 64 and No. 66 Union Street and from 38/40 

Edward Street.  The distribution of pipes at No. 66 suggests that occupants smoked in the front 

parts of the house and the kitchen whereas at No. 64 smoking was more frequent in Room 3 than 

in the kitchen (Room 4).   

 

Several of the pipe fragments found at the site carry impressed marks which provide information 

about their place of manufacture and give a general manufacture date.  Two pipes from Room 1 

(3211), No. 66 Union are impressed on either side with a rope cartouche and partial text 

identifying them as examples of “THE GLADSTONE” type (App. 4.3, cat. nos 50145, 50148).  

Similar “Gladstone” smoking pipes are known from The Rocks and date from between 1852-

1930.368  They provide little precision as a dating tool but they indicate that one of the occupants of 

No. 66 who smoked had a preference for a type of clay pipe that must have been popular and 

readily available in Sydney.   

Other impressed examples were from Room 4, No 64 Union Street: one with the impressed marks 

“McDOUGA[LL]” / “[GL]ASGOW” and another with an impressed mark in rope cartouche 

“[SA]YWELL”/ “SYDN[EY]”.  A pipe from the cesspit 3400 was impressed on one side with 

“[C]UTTY 2”. Pipes marked “BURNS CUTTY” or “[CUT]TY PIPE” were found at CSR as was 

an example of a Saywell pipe from Sydney (App. 3.7). This type was probably made in Scotland 

for the tobacconist Thomas Saywell, Sydney.369  Several pipes recorded at the CSR site were also 

impressed with “Glasgow”.  Most were from different makers but indicate that such objects were 

presumably bought or imported from the same sources and that similar goods were used at each of 

these sites.370 

 

 

Clerical  

Artefacts in this category were found in the occupation deposits at Nos 64 and 66 Union Street and 

at 38/40 Edward Street and 35/37 Alma Street where they make up only a small proportion of the 

individual artefact assemblages from each house (Table 6.2).  They include fragments of writing 

                                              
367 Baxter 2005:17-19; 31. 
368 Stocks, Miscellaneous Artefacts Catalogue, App. 4.3.  
369 Stocks, Miscellaneous Artefacts Catalogue, App. 4.3, cat. no.50884.  
370 Casey & Lowe 2000: Volume 4,App.3.7, Miscellaneous. http://www.caseyandlowe.com.au/reptcsr.htm 
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slate (6), slate pencils (33), pencils (1), pen/nib (2), slate pencil holder (5), penny ink bottles (7) 

and a copper alloy ferrule (1) probably from a paint brush (App. 2, Tables 9, 11, 18, 21, 25).371  

The highest concentrations of clerical items were found at Nos 64 and 66 Union Street each with 

2.8 per cent of the household deposit attributed to this function (Table 6.2).  Slate pencils were the 

most frequently occurring items in the underfloor deposits whereas ink bottles were the main 

artefact type in the cesspits. 

 

The majority of these items were found in the underfloor deposits at the houses: Room 1, No. 66 

Union had 12 items which accounted for 18.5 per cent of the underfloor deposit (3211) from that 

room; Room 5 (3218) also had 12 artefacts which made up only 2.2 per cent of the deposit (App. 

2, Tables 9, 11). At House 64 there were 14 items in Room 3 (3223) or 2.7 per cent of the 

assemblage from that room and in Room 4 (3231) there were 10 items or 3.1 per cent of the 

underfloor deposit (App. 2, Tables 18, 21).  The total number of artefacts per room is similar but 

proportionally Room 1, No. 66 has a greater representation than other houses due to the smaller 

number of individual artefacts found in that room.  Slate pencils and writing slate were usually 

associated with children who attend school but may have been used in the home for homework or 

games.372  They may have also been used by adults; the presence of writing equipment (slates, 

pencils, ink bottles) in these and other deposits shows that most of the houses had literate 

occupants.   

 

There appears to have been greater spatial differentiation at No. 64 Union Street in regard to where 

writing activities were carried out. The lack of slate pencils in the front rooms of the house 

provides little evidence of writing and most clerical activity took place in the kitchen and Room 3.  

At No. 66 there was little variation between the kitchen and front room of the house.  The 

quantities of clerical artefacts found at the Union Street site are much lower than those found in the 

kitchen underfloor deposits from houses at the CSR site, Pyrmont but higher than those found in 

the front rooms of those houses.373  As the Union Street houses were larger and had more rooms it 

is possible that writing activity was spread over a larger number of rooms.  But given the difficulty 

in interpreting whether artefacts from the front of the Union Street houses relate to the basement 

level room or to the ground floor room above (at street level) direct comparisons with the front 

rooms at the smaller CSR houses are not possible.  

 

Arms 

Artefacts classified in this functional category were found at No. 66 and No. 64 Union Street only.  

In each case artefacts representing guns or hunting were found: shot (10), percussion caps (6), 

bullet (1) and one cartridge (App. 2, Tables 9, 11, 18, 21).  Evidence of hunting has been 

discussed above in the category of food.  Hunting and arms-artefacts may also have been used as a 

method of controlling rats during the plague years.374  The proportion of rodent bones in Room 4, 

No. 66 Union Street is relatively high (17.6%) as was the number of arms-related objects but none 

of the bone could be identified to level of species (App. 2, Table 43).  Rats were more prevalent at 

No. 64 Union Street but there were fewer artefacts found there which related to arms.   

 

Summary 

The spatial and functional analyses of artefacts presented above provides the data used to address 

specific questions raised in the research design regarding consumer choices, concerns about health 

and diet, household demographics, evidence for economic activity and where possible issues of 

community and urbanisation (Questions 3–8).  The artefacts discussed by functional category are 

                                              
371 Stocks, Miscellaneous Artefacts Catalogue, App. 4.3.  
372 Stocks 2006:36.  
373 Casey 2004:36,Table 5.  
374 Curson & McCracken nd:162. 
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typical of items found at working-class residential sites elsewhere in the inner city and show that 

local residents had access to the same types of goods as in other areas.   

 

The most notable difference between houses No. 64 and No. 66 Union Street relates to the 

frequency and distribution of food-related, household and personal artefacts mainly within the 

kitchens.  Ceramic and glass tablewares and animal bones of edible species from house No. 64 

suggest that Rooms 3 and 4 were dominated by food preparation and consumption compared to the 

equivalent rooms at No. 66.  Also there is evidence that sewing and related activity was more 

frequently undertaken in the kitchen at No. 66 Union Street.  There were far fewer artefacts 

attesting to sewing at No. 64 Union Street.  Further household comparisons of the areas adjacent to 

the kitchens were not possible as no underfloor deposits were recovered from Room 4, No. 66 (the 

same area as Room 3 at No. 64) as this room had been covered by a cement floor.   

 

The more frequent use of the kitchens relates to the specific functional attributes built into the 

rooms and the necessity of the daily jobs that were conducted there, such as food production, to the 

members of the household.  The available natural lighting of the Union Street kitchens, particularly 

in the latter stages of the day, their direct access to the yard and the relative privacy of the kitchens 

at the rear of the houses probably made these spaces more suited to a variety of chores.  Images 

showing the interior spaces of kitchens in urban settings are not common particularly those in 

urban settings.  One example from a painting by Frederick McCubbin Kitchen at the old King 

Street Bakery dated to 1884 shows the types of objects – furnishings, kitchen equipment and 

materials attesting to the range of activities that were carried out in the kitchen (Fig. 6.3).  The 

placement of the larger items of furniture and the rug can also help to demonstrate some of the 

variables which can affect the distribution of artefacts in underfloor deposits.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.3: Frederick McCubbin, Kitchen at the old King Street Bakery (1884).  Art Gallery of South 

Australia, 924P13. 
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The window is the main light source and a table alongside this wall contains several types of 

ceramic vessels common in the Union Street household assemblages.  Items are pictured on the 

mantelpiece and the table or are hanging from the walls.  The fireplace contains a black metal stove 

above which a kettle sits on top of the open fire.  There are also signs that the occupant was 

recently engaged in sewing.  A small open bag, a pair of scissors and a reel of thread sit on the 

floor and fabric has been left on the chair.  There is also a sewing machine visible the doorway in 

the next room.  The kitchen is large and spacious with what appear to be relatively expensive items 

on display above the mantelpiece.  Taken together the elements in this scene suggest that the artist 

was depicting a middle-class household.375  Although the kitchens in the Union Street houses are 

large (at least 15m sq in the case of No. 64 Union Street)376 their continued rental status and 

eventual conversion from single family occupancy to boarding houses suggests that the later 

residents had more in common with the working classes of Pyrmont.  As different areas of the 

houses were used to accommodate lodgers activities would perhaps have become more focused in 

the kitchens much as is the case with the houses at the CSR site. 

 

Historic photographs of kitchens are less common.  Those that exist provide a record of the diverse 

range of utensils and furnishings that were used in these rooms which we can expect to find in the 

archaeological record (Fig. 6.4).  A photograph of a kitchen reproduced from an exhibition 

catalogue devoted to domestic arts and crafts of New South Wales gives a valuable insight into the 

importance of the kitchen and the multiple roles it played in the operation of the house.  Dated to 

c.1900 it shows examples of many of the objects recovered from the underfloor and cesspit 

deposits at the Union Street site. A lamp, behind the table provides light for the two young girls on 

the left who are preparing vegetables and working beside the shelves.  In front of the stove another 

girl is holding a ladle, a baking dish sits in the open oven and there is a tureen beside her. On top 

of the stove is a metal pot and kettle while on the mantel piece there are bottles and a clock.  

Various mismatched ceramic tablewares, other specialised vessel forms such as bowls and a jug are 

also visible and there are several items sitting directly on the floor.  The visible gaps between 

boards show how easily underfloor deposits would have built up over time.  

 

What makes this image especially useful is the presence of the occupants who are all engaged in 

different activities within the one room.  Along with food preparation, cooking and cleaning 

another young girl appears to be sewing.  Beside her a woman or older girl is reading with natural 

light presumably from a window out of shot.  The urban residents of Union, Edward and Alma 

Streets may have had greater access to consumer goods than the members of the household 

portrayed in this photograph but the type and distribution of artefacts in the underfloor deposits 

indicate a similarly broad range of activities.  Food would have been stored, prepared, cooked and 

probably consumed there; general household cleaning, washing, sewing and many other jobs would 

also have been carried out there.  The presence of toys and writing equipment is also evidence of 

children in the houses.  They most likely represent a mother supervising her children’s play and 

other activities as she carried out other household jobs.   

 

                                              
375 Casey & Lowe 2000:244.  
376 Several houses at the CSR site, Pyrmont are less than 10m sq. Casey & Lowe 2000:219, Table R.  
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Figure 6.4: Photograph from c.1900 showing a kitchen being used by several household members for a 

number of different jobs.  Reproduced from HHT Hearth and Home exhibition catalogue, 

1988:40.   

 

 

Response: What evidence do we have regarding the health, diet and nutrition of local 

residents and how they compare with other areas of Sydney?  

The diet of residents in the study area can be partially reconstructed from the faunal assemblages, 

organic remains and from containers used mainly for condiments.  In general the animal bones 

indicate a diet based on cheaper animal species, predominantly sheep represented by more 

affordable meat cuts such as ribs and vertebrae which were suitable for stews and casseroles (App. 

2, Table 43).  Sheep would have been readily available locally either from retail butchers or direct 

from the nearby Glebe abattoirs.  Diets were supplemented by fish, caught or purchased locally 

and to a lesser degree by chicken, rabbit, cattle and other unidentified mammal species.  The 

remains of edible shellfish were also present.  The diet of the Union Street residents was similar to 

their neighbours on the CSR site, Pyrmont and is typical of the high meat intake that Australia was 

known for in the late nineteenth century.377   

 

Putting aside the possibility that taphonomic processes may have helped to create varied underfloor 

deposits and cesspit fills there are some differences in diet that can be inferred from the faunal 

assemblages at different houses in the study area.  As noted sheep bones were the most abundant 

                                              
377 Torres 1997:27-ff. for further discussion.  
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mammal species represented in the study area but there were much higher frequencies of sheep 

bones found in the rear rooms of No. 64 Union Street compared to No. 66 and a greater proportion 

of the assemblage at No. 64 was represented by sheep (56.3%).  There was however also a range 

of different types of animals present, fish, cattle, chicken and rabbit being the main species (App. 

2, Table 43).  A wide but slightly reduced range of species was also represented at No. 66 Union 

Street.  Sheep was the dominant single species identified but unidentified fish was more important 

in the diet at No. 66.  There was also higher proportional representation of cattle and chicken in 

this household.  It is possible that meat purchases at No. 64 Union Street were more opportunistic 

depending on what was available locally, or that the assemblage represents a variety of taste 

preferences within a single household which may relate to the boarding house phase.  The cesspit 

at No. 38/40 Edward Street had fewer bones all of which comprised sheep, chicken, cattle or fish.   

 

Proportionally fish bones were common at all of the houses studied in detail and the high numbers 

of unidentified fish suggests a variety of species were available and may have been procured 

directly by the occupants.  The presence of mainly edible shell species such as rock oyster and 

Sydney cockle also suggests that the residents obtained food from marine sources (App. 2, Table 

54).  Given the historic accounts of the levels of pollution in the waters around Pyrmont Peninsula 

that developed over the course of the later nineteenth century fish and shellfish obtained may have 

been a cheap if not always attractive food source.378  Virtually all of the houses excavated at the 

CSR site, Pyrmont contained a variety of edible shellfish species in their kitchen underfloor 

deposits.379 

 

A corollary to an often bland high meat diet is the use of strongly flavoured meat sauces and 

preserved pickles or chutneys which were used to introduce flavour and variety into meals and 

were a substitute for fresh vegetables in the diet.380  The limited evidence of fresh fruits and 

vegetables relies on the preservation of seeds and results of pollen analysis.  Remains of fruit seeds 

were found in almost all houses and indicate that in summer at least the residents had access to 

many different fresh fruits.  Pollen analyses also show limited evidence of fresh vegetables, herbs 

and legumes included in the diet.381  Unlike many of the houses on small lots in the inner city the 

residents of Union Street would have had sufficient space to grow their own vegetables or raise a 

few animals.  As chickens were an expensive food item this may explain why there is some 

evidence of chickens as well as eggshells in most household deposits (App. 2, Table 43).  The lack 

of archaeological remains from the rear of these houses made it impossible to investigate whether 

any such activity was practised.   

 

The archaeological evidence suggests that the diet of residents in the study area was in keeping 

with the general economic and social status of their predominantly working-class neighbourhood: 

high meat intake based on sheep, cheaper meat cuts, sauces and condiments typical of their colonial 

heritage.  Diets were supplemented by fresh fruits, vegetables and local marine resources when 

available.  Similar dietary evidence was found at the CSR site, Pyrmont and shows that residents of 

the study area shared similar tastes.382  

 

Alcohol consumption can also be interpreted in terms of diet and general health.  Alcohol 

consumption appears to have been relatively high at 38/40 Edward Street when compared with the 

numbers of alcohol bottles found in the Alma Street cesspits and the Union Street houses.  But 

compared with sites from other areas of Pyrmont and inner city Sydney the quantity of alcohol 

related bottles and glassware found fall within the range of beverages consumed in other urban 

                                              
378 Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:52-ff; 73; Curson & McCracken nd:157. 
379 Casey & Lowe 2000:Vol. 3, Table 34. 
380 Harris, Specialist Glass Report App. 3.2:14. 
381 Macphail, Specialist Palynological Report App. 3.3:2. 
382 Casey & Lowe 2000:235. 
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working-class areas.383  The majority of bottles found were for beer or wine, similar large numbers 

of schnapps bottles were found at CSR houses and spirits bottles were not common.  Comparing 

absolute numbers of alcohol bottles between Edward Street and the CSR site there is nothing to 

suggest that alcohol intake at 38/40 Edward Street was excessively high. However the CSR bottle 

assemblages came from underfloor assemblages which presumably built up over some time.  The 

cesspit fill at 38/40 Edward Street resulted from a single depositional event.  Even if some of the 

bottles were stockpiled on site before being placed into the cesspits the number of bottles is high.  

The total is almost four times greater than any of the alcohol assemblages found in cesspits at The 

Rocks site, Sydney384 and suggests that the assemblage may in fact signal higher than usual home 

alcohol consumption.  

 

Many of the artefacts recovered provide evidence of how people dealt with issues of health.  The 

presence of various personal health items such as toothbrushes shows that some residents practiced 

preventative dental care.  The use of these items has been interpreted as evidence of several 

changes in the way people presented themselves and how they responded to modern health 

ideology.385  Actively engaging in a daily routine such as tooth brushing which required specialised 

products (toothbrushes and presumably toothpaste) is evidence for the acceptance of modern views 

of health and hygiene.  Shackel contends that dental hygiene required a degree of personal 

discipline and before toothbrushes became more standardised the practice would have required a 

personal investment as well.386  The spread of this practice into lower social and economic groups 

shows that people were more willing to take control of their own health issues in the hope of 

avoiding otherwise painful and difficult to treat dental problems later in life.  It also shows that 

messages relating to the benefits of regular dental hygiene were being widely disseminated 

throughout the community.  

 

Engaging in preventative and self-medicating health regimes can also be adduced from the presence 

of several other medications and preparations that were found on the site.  Many of the items 

identified in the glass assemblage in particular were ready-made preparations and ointments which 

often claimed to treat numerous conditions, or home remedies such as castor oil also used to treat 

multiple conditions.  There is very little evidence apart from the presence of syringes that doctors 

may have been actively sought out to treat health problems.  Instead the residents of the study site, 

like those in other parts of Sydney presumably relied upon on a selection of known-brand products 

and home remedies to treat most of their ailments at home.  Qualified doctors were in short supply 

in Australia and until the twentieth century hospitals were viewed as unhealthy places more likely 

to spread disease than cure them.387  Many people therefore felt they would be better off treating 

their illnesses in the home.  Unmarked generic pharmaceutical bottles comprised 44 per cent of the 

pharmacy-related bottles.  These were probably bought from local chemists and it is possible they 

represent the most direct form of professional health-care advice available to the residents at this 

time.   

 

The presence of plague in Sydney during the final occupation phases of these houses introduced 

another serious health risk into the everyday lives of these inner city residents.  The link between 

public health, disease and poor sanitary practices had already been accepted by government 

authorities in Sydney in the 1870s even if the actual mechanisms of disease transmission and 

contamination were not completely understood.388  Residents of the study area were on the fringes 

of the plague resumption zones in 1900 and would have been well aware of the steps taken to 

                                              
383 Casey & Lowe 2000, Vol. 3: Tables 3, 4, 22; Crook et al. 2005:158. 
384 Crook et al. 2005: Table 43. 
385 Shackel 1993:5. 
386 Shackel 1993:5-6 
387 Harris, Specialist Glass Report App.3.2:15. 
388 Third Progress Report, 22 April 1876, LA V & P 1876:9.   
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prevent the spread of this disease particularly cleansing the harbour and eradicating rats.  Vast 

efforts and resources were put into public rat eradication programs and all manner of useful and 

not so effective means of dealing with rat infestations were proposed.389  

 

The occurrence of rat/rodent bones in the household occupation deposits indicates a level of rodent 

activity that was part of urban living.  One of the more successful household rat-control methods 

was the use of traps to capture and kill the animals.  There is no direct material evidence for traps 

in the study area but rat/rodent bones from household deposits and cesspits (Nos 64 and 66 Union 

Street and 38/40 Edward Street) show signs of being cut by a cleaver or sharp instrument and 

might be indirect evidence that traps were used to control vermin.  No other species showed 

similar trauma marks. The wide distribution of rodent bones with cut marks shows that similar 

control methods were used across the site.  Dogs were also used for reducing rat populations.390  

There is limited evidence of a dog at No 66 Union Street (a single tooth) in an underfloor deposit 

where a high number of rodent bones were found.  

 

Whether or not the rat bones in the study area actually date from the time of the plague is difficult 

to ascertain.  Rat control incentives included the introduction of a capitation fee in 1900 for all rats 

presented for burning.391  This would encourage the removal of rats from properties and reduce 

their potential to be found in large numbers in the archaeological record from this period.  The 

proximity of the study area to a major furnace on Darling Island would have presented little 

problem for Pyrmont residents to claim their rat bounty.  

 

 

Response: What types of consumer choices made by the local residents can be inferred from 

the household assemblages?  What factors (social, economic, market access) can be seen as 

influential in these choices which affect the overall living standards of the occupants?  

Consumer choices and Market Access 

Artefact assemblages from the Union Street site comprise a small sample only and while it is 

difficult to identify clear trends regarding consumer behaviour there are some general observations 

that can be made.  Each house provided a sample of the types of everyday items that can be 

expected in domestic archaeological contexts and contained similar types of goods to those of their 

neighbours.  Functional interpretations of the artefacts show that people ate and drank the same 

foods, used the same types of vessels, purchased similar clothing and engaged in many of the same 

forms of recreation.  The residents appear to have had common tastes in consumer goods which 

would have been driven by economic circumstances, personal preferences and perceptions of 

appropriate goods and behaviours but also in the latter part of the nineteenth century by increasing 

mass production of goods and the development of global markets.392 

 

Comparison of ceramics for example found on other urban sites in Sydney reveals how pervasive 

certain types of everyday objects were.  Many of the decorative patterns present at the Union Street 

site were widely distributed across Sydney (App. 2, Table 56).  The residents of Union Street 

appear to have purchased many of the same ceramic patterns that were popular at other sites 

suggesting that consumers were limited by the availability of certain styles.  The degree of 

variation within the combined assemblage is however indicative of the wide variety of choice that 

was available to the consumer within the Sydney marketplace at this time.393  In the study area 

itself there was also little variation between the houses in the types of ceramic vessels that were 

                                              
389 Curson & McCracken nd:157-162. 
390 Curson & McCracken nd:162.  
391 Curson & McCracken nd:160. 
392 Discussed in Section 5.5.1. 
393 Ward, Specialist Ceramic Report App. 3.1:44. 
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used for everyday consumption – teacups, saucers, plates, jugs and eggcups.  The use of specialist 

vessels at 38/40 Edward Street for example is indicative of more complex dining behaviour in at 

least one household but it is not possible to identify similar practices from the more limited 

underfloor assemblages.  

 

Much of the material found on site was imported placing Sydney still firmly within a global market 

at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century.  Analysis of the health-related 

items in the glass assemblage shows that all of the patent medicines were American imports 

(Comstock, Barry and Green) and the traditional remedies were from English manufacturers (Hora 

and Dinneford).394  Similar purchasing patterns were observed for other products sold in glass 

containers such as meat sauces, perfumes, schnapps and other spirits.  Results of market access 

analysis by Harris suggest that the purchasing practices of the residents of the study area were 

typical of the Sydney area at large.395  Ceramics were also predominantly imported with the 

majority of basemarks indicating they were made in the United Kingdom.396  Many of these were 

of Scottish manufacture and support observations at The Rocks site that these manufacturers were 

directly targeting Australian markets.397  The presence of multiple patterns made by the same 

Scottish manufacturer, John Thomson (& Sons) of Glasgow, Scotland at 38/40 Edward Street 

indicates a similar trend at this site as does an example of Thomson’s “Sydney” pattern which 

Ward has recognised as part of this direct marketing drive, appealing to particular Australian 

associations.398  

 

Several branded items found at the Union Street site are typical of goods marketed on a global 

scale, examples of which have been found in Australian contexts outside of New South Wales and 

in the United States.  A “Holloway’s Ointment” jar for example was present in an archaeological 

assemblage from a working-class site in Port Adelaide, South Australia.399  A consignment of these 

goods was also found in cargo from the SS Republic, a ship wrecked off the east coast of the 

United States in 1865.400  “Holloway’s Ointment” jars were found amongst other patent medicines 

and several brands of alcoholic bitters.  It is worth noting that the ointment jars found in the United 

States are virtually identical to the Union Street example and advertise the same beneficial 

properties on the jar.  The only difference however is found towards the bottom of the container 

where an American supplier is listed and not the London manufacturer of the product.401  There 

were clearly different marketing strategies for the two countries.402   

 

Cathedral-patterned glass condiment bottles found in the Union Street assemblage appear to have 

been another design adaptation aimed at international markets.  This decorative bottle pattern was 

an American innovation specifically designed to compete with British imports in the US market and 

was widely copied.403  The examples at the Union Street site represent only a very small proportion 

                                              
394 Harris, Specialist Glass Report App. 3.2:18-19. 
395 Casey & Lowe 2000. 
396 Ward, Specialist Ceramic Report App. 3.1:18 citing Wilson 1999:323-324. 
397 Ward, Specialist Ceramic Report App. 3.1:18, 24, 33. 
382 Ward, Specialist Ceramic Report App. 3.1:24. 
399 Briggs 2005: Fig. 7.3. 
400 Cunningham Dobson & Gerth 2009:15-17.  
401 Cunningham Dobson & Gerth 2009:Fig.30. 
402 Another potential marketing difference between US and Australian markets may related to the use of lids.  

None of the 71 jars from the shipwreck site had lids and the excavators suggested they were sealed instead 

with a perishable material (Cunningham Dobson & Gerth 2009:16). Examples of ‘Holloway’s’ lids have been 

found in Australian contexts stating the London proprietor and their address (Briggs 2005:Fig. 7.3).  

Possibly the US jars were used without overt English branding or potentially the jars were filled by local 

importers with a domestic substitute.   
403 Cunningham Dobson & Gerth 2009:18; Figs 44, 45. 
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of the glass finds but may indicate the presence of US imported goods or the adoption of similar 

glass styles.   

 

 

The role of advertising 

The role of advertising is another crucial factor in the choices made by the consumer and the values 

they assigned to goods.  This becomes relevant in respect of patent medicines and other branded 

products and for the development of global markets.  Advertising not only signals that particular 

products or brands are available but it also carries messages, subtle or otherwise which are 

designed to attract the consumer’s attention.  The actions and choices of the consumer are not only 

affected by their own views but are influenced by external elements which attempt to appeal to 

existing social values or create new ones.  In this respect advertising helps to create meanings that 

affect consumer choices and has been described as ‘serving as a lexicon of current cultural 

meanings’.404  For the historical archaeologist advertising in print and other visual forms can 

augment interpretation of the material record and the increasing appearance of brand names reflects 

a trend for consumers to develop complex consumer relationships which embody issues of value, 

consistency and trust tied to both the ‘brand’ and the physical goods.405 

 

The period from the nineteenth to early twentieth century sees the rise of branded products, 

examples of which are found in the archaeological assemblage from Union Street and surrounds.  It 

is clear from historical studies of Sydney, particularly during the plague years, that advertising for 

many products was aimed at people’s fears regarding the immediate threat to their health, 

especially patent medicines and other proprietary products advertised as cure-alls.406  Harris’ 

analysis of branded glass containers indicates the broad range of household goods that were 

increasingly being marketed to the public.407  Most of these products were proprietary medications 

or treatments which appealed to people’s insecurities or fears particularly useful in a population 

with growing levels of literacy.   

 

Tangible examples of the link between community concerns can be seen in the material from the 

study area.  Dr Morse’s Indian Root pills were advertised in local papers as a preventative 

medicine against plague as well as being a general health tonic.  Bottles bearing this imprint were 

found in fill from Room 4, No. 64 Union Street and from demolition fill from house No. 66 (Fig. 

6.5).  The date ranges of the fills and the period of use of this product correlate with the final 

phases of occupation at these houses sometime in the early twentieth century.  This coincides with 

the period when residents of Pyrmont would have experienced episodes of bubonic plague in their 

local community.  The presence of these bottles suggests that the local populace were concerned 

enough to be proactive about issues of health.  From a modern perspective it is interesting to note 

the highly emotive language used together with pseudo-scientific and religious views in a 

newspaper advertisement to promote a rather dubious message.  Truth in advertising was clearly 

yet to emerge (Figures 6.5, 6.6).   

 

                                              
404 McCracken 1986:74-76. 
404 Crook 2005 also discusses the concepts of quality and value as determining factors in consumer choices. 
405 Harris, Specialist Glass Report App. 3.2:14-18. 
406 Curson & McCracken nd: Chapter 8. 
407 Harris, Specialist Glass Report App. 3.2:18. 
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Figure 6.5: Example of complete bottle found on site bearing the embossed logo of Dr. Morse’s Indian 

Root Pills.  The advertisement is from a local Sydney newspaper dated April 1900 showing the 

speed at which advertisers exploited their target market. Advertisement reproduced from 

Curson & McCracken nd:Pl. 8.3.  

 

 

Along with newspaper advertisements the residents of Pyrmont were also subject to advertising 

within their local neighbourhood.  Branded products, many of which were imported could be 

readily obtained in Sydney and the material record from houses in the study area reflects the 

emergence of this global consumer economy.  A store on Pyrmont Bridge Road in 1911 displays a 

large advertisement for Wolfe’s Schnapps describing it as a ‘pure spirit’. Schnapps’ bottles were 

recovered from all properties in the study area but examples with this brand were recovered from 

No. 66 Union Street and from the cesspit at 38/40 Edward Street.  As Harris noted in the glass 

analysis Udolpho Wolfe’s Aromatic Schnapps was one of the most common patent medicines found 

on archaeological sites worldwide and its popularity resulted from both clever marketing practices 

and its alcohol content.408  The Udolpho Wolfe branded bottles make up a small part of the overall 

assemblage here but their presence suggests that brand awareness and advertising were influencing 

the ‘meanings’ of consumer goods.  It also shows the extent of global markets and a continued 

reliance on European-made goods.  

 

 

                                              
408 Harris, Specialist Glass Report App. 3.2:17-18. 
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Figure 6.6:  An advertisement for Dr Morse’s pills was prominently positioned at the head of Pyrmont 

Point adjacent to the public swimming baths c. 1900.  Matthews 1982: Fig. 31.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6.7: Advertising of branded products was also found in the local area in the case of this street 

advertisement from a shop on Pyrmont Bridge Road in 1911. City of Sydney Archives Image 

Collection, NSCA CRS 51/2817, Image 003-003040  
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6.3.3 Working life and recreation 

 

Response to Question 3: Where houses are connected with the same family for extended 

periods are there discrete domestic assemblages which can be attributed to their occupation, 

or which can be used to reconstruct the family’s interests, gender relationships and childhood 

activities? 

There is no secure means of linking particular families or occupants to the artefacts.  Underfloor 

deposits from both Nos 64 and 66 Union Street were shallow and there was no internal stratigraphy 

to help date this material to particular occupancy phases.  The chronological range of all classes of 

material found in the households spans the mid to late nineteenth century and continues into the 

twentieth century.  This suggests that the deposits formed over the entire period of occupancy and 

therefore cannot be linked to any one family. 

 

Similar problems are encountered when trying to link artefacts in the cesspit fill to a particular 

occupant or family.  There is the added problem of determining which household was responsible 

for the materials as the cesspits may have been divided along household boundaries above ground 

whereas they formed a single space below ground level.  The cesspit fill (3400) should most likely 

be dated from the period after 1880 (Section 4.1.5) on the basis of latest TPQ dates for the 

artefacts.  Disregarding the later potentially intrusive material and applying a time lag period of up 

to 20 years for the use of the latest dated ceramics the cesspit fill can be dated to c.1893.409  

Supposing this dating hypothesis to be the case there is very little to be added regarding household 

occupations or other information from the lists of tenants from either 38 or 40 Edward Street which 

would assist in linking the materials to a particular family (section 4.1.1).  The same difficulties 

are apparent with the cesspit fills from the Alma Street properties.  This problem was also 

identified at The Rocks site as was the notion that cesspit fills may have been introduced by means 

other than direct household discard therefore questioning the security with which they can be 

attributed to individual households.410   

 

As noted from the distribution of artefacts, the kitchens at the rear of the Union Street houses 

appear to have been the main hub of activity with evidence of women engaged in daily household 

chores and children playing with their toys.  This pattern was also seen on the CSR Site where 

much larger quantities of toys were found but displaying the same trend.411  The kitchens (and 

associated areas such as room 3 in No. 64) were probably used for play on wet days and in the 

evenings.  With the kitchen located at the rear of the house and opening out onto the backyard, it 

was somewhere that mothers could supervise their children while continuing with their own chores.   

 

                                              
409 Refer to Crook et al. 2005:42 for discussion of dating a cesspit backfill. 
410 Crook et al. 2005:40-41; Crook & Murray 2004:47. 
411 Casey & Lowe 2000: 81.   
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Response to Question 4: Is there evidence for cottage crafts or other unrecorded professions 

or works in the area?  Do the assemblages reflect the status of the houses of places of 

business? Is there anything in the artefactual record to indicate that the Union Street houses 

were operated as boarding houses?  

Prior to the three Union Street properties being converted to boarding houses the principal 

residents whose occupations were listed in Sands were engaged in semi-professional or 

entrepreneurial occupations (Tables 3.1, 3.8, 3.15).  A study of women’s and men’s occupations of 

the late nineteenth century in Sydney shows that men of this social rank were less likely to have 

wives who engaged in outside work.412  Historical records from the latter part of the nineteenth 

century indicate that women were more likely than men to be responsible for all domestic labour 

associated with the household which would include daily running of the house, cleaning, the 

preparation of meals, sewing and the care of children.413  None of the evidence from household 

occupation deposits shows unusually high quantities of artefacts that could be associated with 

additional commercial work being undertaken in the houses.  

 

Historical records however show that some women and families within the study area were able to 

operate businesses within the homes by taking advantage of the larger capacity of the buildings.  

Houses along Union Street were run as boarding houses taking in lodgers.  It was not possible from 

the small samples of underfloor materials to identify any goods that may have been associated with 

families as opposed to their lodgers.  However the pattern of food artefacts at No. 64 Union Street 

occurring in higher frequencies than No. 66 and spread over the kitchen and adjoining room are 

indicative of more regular use of these spaces for food consumption.  It is likely that meals were 

provided for lodgers and these areas were used as communal dining areas.  Further investigation of 

other known boarding houses would be required to determine whether such patterns are likely.  

 

This was not possible for the occupants of the smaller working-class properties in Edward and 

Alma Streets but there is some evidence for types of commercial activity that could have been 

carried out on-site with several female occupants listed as a laundress, a storekeeper or 

confectioner (Tables 4.1, 4.2).  Historic sources (photographs and Sands) suggest that No. 38 

Edward Street may have operated as a shop during the later stages of its occupation (Fig. 3.1).  

There are however no clear indications of this activity in the archaeological record as the cesspits 

were probably backfilled before this time.  

 

Response to Question 5: What additional information can material culture provide on the 

construction of gender identity and the nature of childhood within the study area? 

Much of the available evidence to do with the identification of gender in the houses was discussed 

in the previous responses and relates mainly to the roles of women in the home and artefacts such 

as the pessary rings which were used specifically by women (Sections 6.3.2, 6.3.3).  This section 

focuses instead on the identification of children and attitudes towards them by investigating the 

material culture associated with children.  Artefacts were often given by adults to children and 

consequently have multiple levels of meaning.  Toys and children’s items therefore can be used to 

examine specific children’s activities, their relationships with adults, socialising behaviours and 

gender reinforcement through play.414   

 

Some evidence for children in the form of toys, pencils and slates for education, and children’s 

ceramic items were found in the various properties that make up the study area.  They show that 

children lived in the houses, played with their toys, dolls or marbles, and probably practiced 

                                              
412 Fisher 1978:98. 
413 Fisher 1978: 95-ff. 
414 Baxter 2005:3. 
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writing and other exercises within the home.  It is not possible to determine with certainty whether 

working-class attitudes towards children were different to those of other social classes based on the 

small sample of artefacts from the site and there is little data for comparisons with toys from 

underfloor deposits at the CSR site in Pyrmont.415  Either fewer children occupied these premises 

over time or unlike the smaller CSR houses children in the study area had a greater area in which 

to play and lose their toys.  But it is apparent that the period of childhood was understood as a 

separate developmental stage which recognised time for play and for education.   

 

Perhaps the most informative artefacts in the site assemblage were the two ceramic plates from 

38/40 Edward Street which were decorated with scenes from a story or other identifiable characters 

(see Section 4.1.4, Photos 4.5, 4.6).  These plates belong to a general category of vessels which 

were specifically intended for children and considered to be educational or moralising in their 

intent.416  Many of the decorative scenes had either an educational role or imparted moral values 

regarding society at large such as the “Alphabet” mugs in the same context (Photo 4.3).  The 

decorated plates however not only indicate the presence of children at one or both of the houses but 

they provide evidence of how the residents of this house viewed the notion of childhood.  The 

designs on these plates appear to be whimsical or playful in tone with themes related to animal 

stories and leisure activity (dancing).  It is likely the designs represented particular stories or 

characters that the children were familiar with and may have carried various socialising messages.  

But their general character seems to be more entertaining than educational.  These examples 

suggest that the children to whom they were given were well cared for.  The potential age of the 

plates at the time they were introduced into this deposit suggests too that they were kept for a 

considerable period, perhaps cherished by the recipients as they grew up or by another family 

member.  Interpretations remain speculative but their presence shows that children in this working-

class household were well regarded.   

 

 

6.3.4 Community and urbanisation  

 

Response to Question 6: Is there any evidence to suggest that this part of Pyrmont was a self-

contained community or particularly isolated? 

 

Urban spaces can facilitate informal contact within neighbourhoods by shared access to different 

types of areas.  Members of the community can interact in the workplace, at schools and churches 

or in local stores.  The limited historical references to the study area (Sections 2.1.5, 2.1.6) 

suggest that there was a sense of community among the residents of Pyrmont especially during the 

earlier decades of occupation due to their relative isolation from the city.  Data listing householder 

occupations also gives some insight into the existence of a local community, particularly for the 

Union Street houses.  During the early 1870s the larger houses along Union Street were each 

occupied by master mariners probably due to the larger size of the houses and proximity to the 

harbour.  It can be assumed that the occupants would have been known to each other through their 

employment with shared social and economic status as well as common interests.  Later when 

individual properties were converted to boarding houses there was a mix of commercial and 

residential uses which were again common to each of the houses.   

 

There is additional evidence from the artefact assemblages that the residents of Union, Edward and 

Alma Streets had the same access to retail markets and used similar types of consumer goods.  

Many of the ceramics purchased were of the same wares, had the same types of patterns and 

included a similar range of vessel types.  There was some degree of variation within each 

                                              
415 Casey 2004: Table 2. 
416 Ward, Ceramics Report, App. 3.1: 40-41.  
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household but the same types of food were consumed at each house evident from the glass and 

animal bones.  

 

The overall patterns of consumption found at this site were comparable to those from the more 

uniformly working-class CSR site, Pyrmont which suggests that the residents had much the same 

access to markets as their neighbours.  To determine if this evidence is representative of areas 

outside of Pyrmont would however require further comparison with houses outside of Pyrmont.  

This falls outside the scope and general constraints of this project.     

 

 

Response to Question 7: How do the archaeological remains from this site relate to current 

perspectives on Sydney’s urbanisation?  Do they challenge, redefine or support them? 

 

The nature of surviving archaeology on the site makes it difficult to address this question.  

Historical records indicate that Pyrmont was not opened up to settlement until the 1840s (Section 

2.1.4, 2.1.5).   Attempts to attract middle-class residents were never realised but early buildings 

show a mix of larger homes, industrial establishments and later working-class residences.  The 

1840s Union Street houses represent this initial settlement phase while those of Edward and Alma 

Streets represent the eventual working-class character of the suburb.  The partial remains from 

Union Street show that the houses were well designed, large and well-built which supports this 

interpretation of Pyrmont’s early development.  The lack of household remains from the adjoining 

streets makes it impossible to further assess how the urbanisation of Sydney impacted upon the 

study area.  

 

 

Response to Question 8: How does the nature of the urban environment, the streets and 

houses in which people live, influence people’s lives?  How is this part of Sydney constrained? 

How do the environmental data from pollen analysis fit it with the historical views on the site?  

 

Recent research in urban archaeology has undertaken a landscape approach to investigating the 

growth of cities.417  This approach sees the landscape of the urban environment as constraining and 

contested by the creators of the environment and by those who lived in the houses.  The pollen data 

provide an important record of the local environment which can be used to investigate urbanisation.  

This data can be used to gauge the nature and extent of urbanisation in Pyrmont by tracking the 

relative frequencies of native and introduced plant species.  Historical records indicate that much of 

the northern and western part of the Pyrmont peninsula was used for quarrying.  Small pockets of 

native vegetation would have been preserved until the more intensive exploitation of sandstone in 

the later nineteenth century and the subsequent degradation of the natural landscape.  Much of the 

land to the south of the study area was cleared for grazing but was not built upon until the latter 

half of the nineteenth century.   

 

Analysis of pollen data from different occupation phases suggest changes in the surrounding 

landscape occurred over time that parallel the delayed urban development of the peninsula.418  In 

particular the analyses showed that the number of native types of flora (trees, shrubs, herbs, 

cryptograms) were unusually high relative to other historical archaeological sites in Pyrmont while 

the dominance and variety of exotic taxa indicate the continued co-existence of vacant land and 

high density urban precincts well into the 1880s.419   

 

                                              
417 Mayne & Murray 2001. 
418 Macphail Specialist Palynological Report, App. 3.3:2. 
419 Macphail Specialist Palynological Report, App. 3.3:14. 
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