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Darling Walk Archaeological Excavation 2008/2009 – Preliminary Results 
 
 
1.0 Introduction 
Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd undertook an extensive archaeological excavation at the Lend Lease 
development site on the eastern side of Darling Harbour, Sydney.  The site is located on the 
west side of Harbour Street, between Bathurst and Liverpool Streets.  The excavation took 
place between October 2008 and April 2009, concentrating on the salvage excavation of 
archaeological remains impacted on by the basement/underground car park associated with 
the new construction. 
 
The development site was assessed as containing archaeological remains of both State and 
Local heritage significance.  The State significant sites are Barker’s Mill (Area 9), and the 
P.N. Russell foundry (Area 4). 
 

Figure 1:  The site location (boundary in red), prior to the demolition of Segaworld. 
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2.0 Brief Historical Background1 
Most of the site, located on the eastern side of Darling Harbour, formerly Cockle Bay, was at 
one time below the high water mark.  In 1815 John Dickson erected a steam engine powered 
flour mill at the head of the bay.  This was the first use of steam power in Australia.  In 1825 
the firm Cooper and Levey opened another steam-powered flour mill to the north of 
Dickson’s.  Cockle Bay formally became known as Darling Harbour in 1828.  Thomas 
Barker, a former apprentice to Dickson, bought Cooper and Levey’s mill in 1828 and by 1830 
had consolidated an area of 6 acres on Darling Harbour on the west side of Sussex Street, 
between Bathurst and Liverpool Streets.  The western limit of Barker’s land was the harbour 
shoreline, and this is located within the new development site.    
 
The waters around Darling Harbour were quite shallow, necessitating the construction of 
jetties to reach deeper water.  The inter-tidal zone and shallow waters also provided the 
potential for considerable land reclamation and subsequent development.  From the late 1820s 
to the 1850s the shoreline within Barker’s property was considerably altered by reclamation, 
and jetty and wharf construction.  The increasing population of Sydney and the colony from 
the 1830s gave rise to greater import and export trading, and an increase in commercial 
enterprise on the waterfronts.  The development of Darling Harbour increased from this time 
with Barker and other investors capitalising on the value of the waterfront properties.  Land 
reclamation provided more development area with access to deeper water for industries such 
as the flour mills, timber yards, warehouses and other manufactories.   
 
During the 1840s more land around Barker’s mill was sold.  Reclaimed land to the west and 
north was subdivided for residential development.  Builders and timber merchants Brodie and 
Craig bought two of these lots in 1840 and 1844 for their timber yards and wharf.  These lots 
were extended west into the harbour by reclamation.  The four lots that were sold extended 
well beyond the original high water mark, and historic plans depict them as regular-shaped 
city blocks, with a continuous straight line of wharves from Bathurst Street to Brodie and 
Craig’s wharf to the south (close to the line of Liverpool Street).  In 1853 Barker was granted 
legal title to four portions of reclaimed land on both sides of Barker Street, adjacent to his 
original grant.  This included some of the residential subdivision and over 2 acres of 
waterfrontage that he had sold in the 1830s and 1840s.   
 
By the 1850s the eastern shoreline of Darling Harbour was well established reclaimed land 
consisting of wharfage, industrial and residential developments.  By the end of the decade 
Pyrmont Bridge, north of the study area, was constructed connecting Market Street to the 
developing suburb of Pyrmont to the west.  In 1855 a branch of the railway was opened on the 
west side of Darling Harbour, forming the first link between the railway and shipping.  By the 
1870s the Darling Harbour goods yard was the centre of the railway freight network serving 
much of Sydney’s cargo shipping.  On the eastern side of the harbour industrial development 
continued and P.N. Russell foundry, whose work was associated with the railways, took over 
Brodie and Craig’s timber yard in 1859.  The works of the P.N. Russell foundry led to the 
further alteration of the waterfront, with more reclamation and wharfage west into the harbour 
area, land on which the new foundry was constructed.  To the south of the foundry, Barker’s 
wharf became part of the wharfage associated with the Miller and Harrison timber yards.  By 
the late 1870s the commercial premises on the west side of Barker Street formed a continuous 
line of wharfage along the edge of Barker’s original property, disconnecting it from Darling 
Harbour.   

                                                 
1 This is a summary of the historical background by Dr Rosemary Annable within the archaeological 
assessment of the Darling Walk site: Casey & Lowe 2008, Non-Indigenous Archaeological Assessment, 
Darling Walk, Darling Harbour, chapter 2.1, unpublished report prepared for Lend Lease 
Development.   
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Figure 2:  Overlay of the basement footprint (dark blue) and the Area divisions (light blue) 
with the 1865 plan. 

 
The development in the nineteenth century of Darling Harbour had been somewhat ad hoc 
and the wharves were in private ownership, and facilities varied greatly with little sanitation 
and considerable pollution.  By the 1880s the need for major re-planning became evident.  
The provision of better access to the wharves and to connect them to the railway was costly 
and required better systems of management, planning and land resumptions.  Providing the 
impetus for this was the plague that struck Sydney in 1900.  Certain wharves at Darling 
Harbour were identified as the source of the infection that had spread from Hong Kong via the 
ports on major trading routes to Australia.  The Darling Harbour Wharves Resumption Act 
gave the government ownership of the whole wharfage from Darling Harbour to Circular 
Quay with the management passing to the Sydney Harbour Trust whose task it was to 
redesign and modernise the commercial waterfront.  The resumption of properties between 
Bathurst and Liverpool Streets included all with a waterfrontage.   
 
New wharfage was built and existing wharves improved along the eastern side of Darling 
Harbour.  Russell’s wharf was a main area of concern for the state of the harbour and the 
health of its inhabitants.  The whole of the foundry site was cleared as part of the cleansing 
operations.  By 1910 the wharves at the end of Liverpool Street formed the head of the 
harbour that had once extended south to Hay Street.  In 1918 control of the lots within the 
study area passed from the Sydney Harbour Trust to the Railway Commissioners for NSW.  
In the early 1920s continued city railway constructions provided fill for more land 
reclamation around the harbour.  The Sydney Harbour Trust improvements to the wharves 
between Bathurst and Liverpool Streets were covered over and buildings demolished.  The 
Sydney Goods Yard with new wharfage was constructed in their place, and this goods rail 
yard was the biggest in Australia.  
 
The 1940s saw the decline in shipping and the gradual replacement by rail and road transport.  
Private car ownership also became a more dominant factor in city planning from the 1950s.  
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The wharves at Darling Harbour suffered during these decades of decline.  The advent of 
containerisation revolutionised the transport of goods by sea and onwards by land.  Ports 
needed to develop roll-on/roll-off wharves with large flat concrete aprons and room for large 
cranes, transport vehicles and stores.  The redevelopment of the Darling Harbour wharves was 
undertaken by the Maritime Services Board and during the 1960s work was concentrated on 
the eastern side of the harbour.  In 1974 No.5 berth was completed and at 315m in length it 
was the longest cargo shed in Australia.  Despite the investment, Darling Harbour could not 
compete with the container shipping facilities being developed at Port Botany.  Transport 
from the wharves in the city was inadequate as the streets were too narrow and busy to 
accommodate the new semi-trailers. 
 
Road building around Darling Harbour continued through the 1970s and in the 1980s the 
Western Distributor along its eastern side was completed.  The State Rail Authority was 
instructed to move out in 1982 by the government.  The Harbour was once again the subject 
of redevelopment as the State’s major contribution to the Bicentennial program.  The new 
complex included an exhibition and convention centres, park, foreshore promenade, the 
Chinese Gardens and the National Maritime Museum as well as sites for commercial 
development.  When this redevelopment was completed Barker, Thomas, Duncan and Steam 
Mill Streets had disappeared off the map and replaced by the new Harbour Street and a 
complex traffic intersection.  The current redevelopment prompted by the Sydney Harbour 
Foreshore Authority will see the construction of office and retail premises at the Darling Walk 
site.  
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3.0 Summary of Main Archaeological Findings 
The Darling Walk site was divided into 9 Areas based on historic lot boundaries, industries 
and streets.  The basement footprint of the new development impacted on 5 of these areas 
(Figs 2, 3).   
 

• Area 5 – 1870s Boiler House associated with P.N. Russell foundry 
• Area 6 – 1820s Barker’s jetty and subsequent reclamation work 
• Area 7 – 1850s reclamation, Murphy’s wharfage and cottage 
• Area 8 – 1840s reclamation and workers housing 
• Area 9 – 1820s Barker’s mill yard and mill pond, and later industrial development. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: The site (boundary in red) with the main Area divisions overlay with the 1888 plan. 

 
The above areas were subject to a six month archaeological excavation, uncovering evidence 
of the continued industrial, commercial and residential use of the area throughout the 
nineteenth century.  Some evidence of the natural landscape and Aboriginal use of the area 
was also recorded.  The archaeological remains are divided into 10 main phases: 
 

Phase 1 Natural Landscape 
Phase 2 Aboriginal Occupation 
Phase 3 1788 to 1820s Early Foreshore Activity and Property 

Boundaries 
Phase 4 1820s to late 1830s Barker’s Mill and Lands 
Phase 5 Late 1830s/Early 1840s Reclamation 
Phase 6 1840s to 1860s Residential, Industrial Development and 

Reclamation 
Phase 7 1860s to 1900 Residential and Industrial Development 
Phase 8 1900s to 1920 Resumption and Railways 
Phase 9 1920s to 1980s Railways and Commercial Development 
Phase 10 1980s Demolition and Re-Development 
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3.1 Natural landscape 
Much of the site had at one time been below the high water mark.  Overlays of historic plans 
located the original shoreline of the harbour along the eastern boundary of the basement 
footprint.  Sections of the original natural shoreline were exposed in Areas 5 and 6.  The 
shoreline consisted of yellowish sandstone bedrock gently sloping west and southwest to 
where it met the natural grey sands of the harbour inter-tidal zone (Fig. 4).  The bedrock was 
fissured and had deep hollows in places as a result of water-action.  The harbour sands 
consisted of coarse grey sand which overlay a deep layer of shell.  The shell layer sampled in 
Area 6 and 7 was up to 500mm in depth, and predominately consisted of cockle shell.  
Covering parts of the harbour sand and the bedrock above the high water mark were patches 
of organic-rich material, containing brush and scrub wood fragments, leaf litter and other 
decaying matter in a clayey silt matrix.  This material was likely the result of deposition 
within a shallow inter-tidal zone with slow moving or non-dynamic water action. 

Figure 4:  Natural bedrock in Area 6 sloping southwest to the natural shoreline and harbour.  
Scale 1m. 
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3.2 Aboriginal Occupation 
Some archaeological evidence for Aboriginal use of the foreshore area was found in Area 5 
above the high water mark.  The shallow remains of a shell midden covered an area of 
bedrock about 3m to 4m east of the high water line.  The rock shelfing contained fissures that 
were filled with grey natural sand and some roots.  Overlying this were pockets of organic-
rich blackened sand and shell.  It is likely that this was the remains of a shell midden that had 
slumped from higher ground west towards the water line (Jillian Comber, pers. comm.).  
There were also a number of possible stone artefacts associated with this deposit.  Analysis of 
the shell and stone from this deposit by Comber Consultants is on-going.   
 
 
3.3 Activity pre-dating the 1820s Barker’s Mill and Lands 
Located along a section of original shoreline in Area 6 were the remains of a wooden slipway 
(Fig. 5).  The foreshore consisted of relatively smooth sandstone, gradually sloping southwest 
towards the harbour.  The slipway consisted of three layers of timber logs, mostly unworked, 
placed in a double row 3m wide.  The slipway remains sprung from the foreshore and 
projected out into the harbour inter-tidal zone, some 8m.  Several large sandstone blocks and 
wooden cross-timbers acted as anchoring.  The wooden slipway pre-dated the jetty associated 
with Barker’s mill constructed by the mid-1820s.  However, it is uncertain whether it 
functioned separately to the jetty and mill or whether it was part of the jetty construction 
works, for example, allowing boats containing jetty construction material to launch from the 
shore. 

 
Figure 5:  Timber-built slipway from the shoreline looking southwest.  Scale 1m. 
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To the south of the wooden slipway in Area 7 there was further evidence of early foreshore 
activity.  This area was initially owned by Captain Brooks who operated a slaughter house 
with associated paddocks, stores and facilities for curing meat from the mid 1810s through the 
1820s.  These buildings were located east of the basement footprint and the development area, 
and the excavated portion of Area 7 was within the inter-tidal zone.  This zone was 
characterised by organic-rich clayey silt overlaying the grey coarse natural sands.  This 
organic-rich material was the result of deposit accumulating within a shallow inter-tidal 
environment.  Associated with this material were the remains of two fence lines.  The more 
substantial of the two was an east-west orientated timber post-and-rail fence that survived to 
the height of two rails, or about 1m (Fig. 6).  Crossing this in a north-south alignment were 
the remains of a paling fence.  These fence lines are evidence of land division and usage of 
the inter-tidal zone of the harbour.  It is not certain at this stage what phase of Brooks’ 
slaughter house activity the fences belong too, but they do date between 1810s/1820s and the 
early 1850s when the land was reclaimed.  It is most likely that they date to shortly after the 
construction of the seawall required as part of the reclamation process in the 1830s. 
 

Figure 6:  Post-and-rail fence constructed in the grey sands of the inter-tidal zone.  Scale 1m.   
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3.4 Barker’s Mill and Lands 1820s to 1840s 
Remains of Barker’s original jetty were uncovered during the excavation.  The jetty was built 
in the mid 1820s and was in operation until the late 1830s.  Depicted on several historic plans 
from the 1820s and 1830s (Fig. 7), the jetty was a substantial and long structure projecting 
west from the shore into the harbour, thus providing loading facilities to boats anchored in 
deeper water.  The remains consisted of a section of the northern wall close to the shoreline.  
This portion of wall within the excavation footprint was constructed with both dressed and 
rubble sandstone blocks within a timber post or pile formwork.  The dressed blocks were on 
the northern face of the wall, facing out into the harbour (Fig. 8).  On the southern face the 
courses of rubble blocks were corbelled providing extra structural strength for the harbour 
facing wall that was up to 10 courses deep at the western limit of excavation.  The surface of 
the jetty was laid on made ground between the northern and southern walls.  The in-fill 
consisted of large dumps of compacted sandy and stony material.  The original surface 
survived in patches throughout Area 6 and consisted of compact crushed white sandstone and 
clay.  Coarse grey sands with organic material were deposited against the wall of the jetty, 
suggestive of fairly significant sand shifts and depositions along the harbour foreshore in the 
historic period.  This process may have been influenced by the obstructions such as the jetty 
in harbour and inter-tidal zone.   
 
 

 
Figure 7: Barker’s Jetty within Area 6. 
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Figure 8:  Remains of Barker’s 1820s jetty wall, looking southwest.  Scale 1m. 

 
Contemporary with the jetty construction was the mill pond (Fig. 9).  This was located in the 
southeast of Barker’s land and just on the shoreline at the point where two creeks ran into the 
harbour.  This was an ideal location to collect fresh water for the mill’s operations.  The mill 
pond was built out into the harbour and the pond water was retained using a combination of a 
clay bank and a timber revetment up to 2m in depth.  The clay acted as an impermeable bank 
of material preventing water seepage and the timber revetment wall provided extra structural 
support to the interior of the pond.  The mill pond was mostly excavated into the natural sands 
of the harbour, and the above-ground level portion did not survive.  There was evidence of an 
attempt at preventing saline water entering the pond using a deep barrier of heavy plastic clay 
cut into the natural sand.  There was approximately 2m of clayey silt within the pond, 
accumulating between its construction in the mid-1820s and when it was backfilled in the 
later 1850s.  This brought the base of the pond almost level with the surrounding yard.  
Excavation into natural sands and silts was limited by the presence of acid sulphate soils. 
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Figure 9:  View of the timber-revetted mill pond and orange clay retaining bank in the mill 
yard.  View to the northwest. 

 
On the western side of the pond an over-flow drain or water-channel was built directing its 
water west towards the harbour (Fig. 10).  The method of construction was varied: the first 
3m or 4m was a surface dish-drain.  This turned into a wood capped stone drain still 
accessible from the surface, and further west at the limit of excavation it had become an 
arched sandstock brick drain buried nearly a metre below the ground level.  The construction 
appeared to be contemporary with the reclamation and wharfage expansion of the late 1830s 
early 1840s.  This may have functioned as a management system for flooding due to the 
increased silting of the pond.  It may also indicate a change in function for the water within 
the pond and therefore be related to improvements or change in technology within the mill, 
such as the changes that would have occurred when the mill expanded to include textiles as 
well as flour milling in the mid-1840s. 
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Figure 10:  Over-flow drain associated with the mill pond.  View to the west.  Scales 1m. 
 
 
3.5 Reclamation in the late 1830s early 1840s 
A major program of reclamation was undertaken towards the end of the 1830s to create more 
yard space for commercial activity with better access to deeper water in the harbour, and also 
to provide land for residential development.  The land to the west and northwest of Barker’s 
mill was reclaimed.  This process was facilitated by the natural topography of shallow waters 
and the existence of the jetty that had required land to be ‘reclaimed’ at its junction with the 
natural shoreline in order to provide a large yard/good storage area.  The material used to 
reclaim the land from the harbour consisted mostly of large dumps of natural materials such 
as C-Horizon clays, rubble sandstone and sandy fills (Fig. 11).  The fills for the most part 
were devoid of artefacts and were likely the result of quarrying nearby.  It is unknown if the 
quarried material was a by-product of a contemporary large-scale construction or specifically 
for reclamation at Darling Harbour, further research and analysis of the fill materials may 
provide clarity on these hypotheses.   
 
The reclamation fills were up to 1.5m in depth at the western limit of excavation (harbour-
side) and brought the land level with the 1820s jetty surface.  There was no evidence of a sea-
wall or other structure within the excavation area, though one was very likely have existed 
beyond the western limit of excavation to facilitate the reclamation process by retaining the 
harbour water.  The archaeological evidence of the reclamation process certainly re-enforces 
the idea that this was a major and expensive undertaking for the time.  During the 1830s 
Sydney did expand therefore creating an increase in the need for transport of raw and finished 
products.  This increase in demand may have provided the impetus to undertake such a large-
scale development.   
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Figure 11:  Section through the reclamation fills from the late 1830s, early 1840s showing a 
predominance of yellow crushed and rubble sandstone fills with some black organic-
rich layers.  Scales 1m. 

 
3.6 Residential Development from the 1840s  
To the northwest of Barker’s mill an area of workers housing was developed during the 1840s 
utilising some of the newly reclaimed land.  Within the basement footprint, seven houses on 
the southern side of Steam Mill Street were excavated (house nos. 7 to 19) (Fig. 12).  At the 
rear and to the east of the houses was a laneway constructed originally using rubble or rough 
sandstone, and resurfaced in the early twentieth century with blue metal chippings (Fig. 15).  
All these houses were constructed on the reclaimed land and were built by the 1850s, with the 
exception of no. 17 which was built between the late 1860s and 1880.  The house remains 
consisted of sandstone footings, fireplaces, timber flooring and underfloor deposits (Fig. 13).  
In no.7 and no. 9, a single course of sandstock brick superstructure also survived.  In rear of 
the properties were cesspits (Fig. 14), yard surfaces and other occupation-related deposits.  
The cesspit toilets were replaced in the later nineteenth century by plumbed toilets.  The new 
sewerage and stormwater system connecting all the toilets to a main line that was located 
north of the house frontages under Steam Mill Street.  The pipes were tunnelled under the 
footings of house no. 11 and no. 17.  In the later nineteenth century all the underfloor spaces 
were filled in with compacted clay and stone.  The floorboards were then re-laid over these 
fills.  This is evidence of a concerted effort to sanitise the houses, as filling in the underfloor 
would have reduced the number of rats and other pests occupying these spaces.  However, the 
houses were demolished in the early 1900s and replaced with commercial premises, 
predominately fruit sellers.  The main deposits recovered from the houses were underfloor 
deposits and some cesspit backfills, though most of the cesspits contained sterile material. 
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Figure 12: Workers’ housing in Area 8. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 13:  Houses fronting Steam Mill Street (left of picture) under excavation.  View to the 

east.  Scales 1m. 
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Figure 14:  Cesspits to the rear of house nos. 7 and 9 under excavation.  The cesspits 

constantly flooded with trapped groundwater during excavation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 15:  Sandstone-set laneway with central drain channel to the rear of the Steam Mill 

Street properties.  View to the east.  Scales 1m. 
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Figure 16:  Section showing 1850s heavy clay and shale reclamation fills overlaying the 

harbour sands in Area 7.  View to the north.  Scale 1m. 

 
 
3.7 Reclamation in the late 1840s early 1850s 
As Darling Harbour continued to develop as an industrial and commercial area during the mid 
nineteenth century, further programs of reclamation and wharf consolidation were undertaken.  
The shoreline of Area 7, to the south of Barker’s lands, was also substantially modified 
through reclamation (Fig. 16).  The reclamation fills were up to 1.2m in depth and overlay the 
harbour sands.  The fills predominantly consisted of redeposited C-Horizon clays, and clays 
mixed with shale and crushed or rubble sandstone.  As with the earlier reclamation west of 
Barker’s land, the provenance of the reclamation fills is not known, though likely the by-
product of other large construction or engineering projects nearby.   
 
 
3.8 Murphy’s Wharfage and Cottage 1850s to 1900 
By the 1850s, Area 7 (within the basement footprint) consisted of reclaimed land with 
wharfage to the west beyond the limit of excavation.  In 1855 James Murphy purchased the 
land and archaeological evidence of his occupation consisted of the remains of several 
buildings including a house, several sheds or stores and yard surfaces.  There was also 
ephemeral evidence of small-scale industrial activity dating from the 1860s.  This area was 
industrial wharfage and that was reflected in the low quantity and narrow range of artefact 
types collected from the yard, shed/store occupation layers and deposits.  The house did not 
have an underfloor deposit but there was an occupation deposit under the verandah.  This 
contained predominantly beer/wine bottles, but also some artefacts relating to children, such 
as a ceramic doll, marbles and a child’s plate.   
 
 
3.9 P.N. Russell Carriage Works Boiler House 1860s/1870s 
One of the major industries at Darling Harbour in the mid nineteenth century was the P.N. 
Russell Foundry.  This is located outside the basement footprint in the northwest part of the 
development site.  In the late 1860s the business expanded east and the P.N. Russell railway 
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carriage workshop was established in Area 5, to the south of the worker’s housing (Area 8).  
The carriage works was steam-powered and the boiler house was located on Steam Mill Street 
to the east of the housing.  The partial remains of the boiler house structure were recorded 
during the excavation (Fig. 17).  These consisted of a semi-basement building with white-
washed sandstock and machine-made brick walls bonded with a lime mortar.  The flooring 
consisted of a cement-type material with large-sized aggregate consisting mostly of sandstock 
brick fragments.  There was evidence of heavy wear in this flooring consistent with the use 
and nature of the structure.  There were no internal fittings relating to the boiler house 
operations surviving.  Located outside the structure at the southwest corner was a small crane 
or hoist base.  This consisted of a very large sandstone block measuring 2000x1000x700mm.  
On the upper face a centrally located hole contained an upright metal element (shaft).   
 
 
 

Figure 17:  Remains of the P.N. Russell carriage works boiler house looking south.  Scales 
1m. 

 
 
Concluding Remarks 
The above is a brief summary of the main findings from the excavation.  Much more detailed 
analysis and research are underway and the results will be presented in a final excavation 
report.  
 
 
 


