
55 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd                                                           Museum of Contemporary Art, Circular Quay, Sydney 

4.0 Monitoring 
 

4.1 Introduction 
Seven developments of varying scale associated with the MCA redevelopment were monitored for 
archaeological remains (Figure 4.1).  This included sub-surface impacts for permanent fixtures in the 
development (footing trenches, plumbing, and seawater exchange, grease arrestor) and impacts 
relating to temporary structures to facilitate the construction itself (gantry and crane base).  
 
The excavation for the gantry and crane base was monitored in the MCA forecourt area in August 
2010.  The former required multiple pad footings and piling and extended immediately east of the 
MCA building and south of its northern wing.  The crane base was just east of the northern wing, 
and involved the excavation of one pit. 
 
In November and December 2010, three more impacts were monitored.  These were labelled Areas 
A, B, and C (Figure 1.3).  In the north of the car park, two footing trenches were cut (Area A).  In the 
centre–southeast of the car park, a pit and trenches were cut to facilitate plumbing (Area B).  Areas 
A and B overlapped with previous archaeological testing.  East of the MCA’s northern wing, nearby 
to the crane base, a trench was extended to the east for a seawater exchange (Area C). 
 
Various works were monitored in December 2011 and January 2012.  Amongst these, excavation for 
a new forecourt area to the east of the MCA car park as well as for a new grease arrestor 
immediately east of the southern wing of the main building were the most prominent. 
 
 

4.2 Gantry 
 
4.2.1 Overview 
The construction of site facilities immediately east of the MCA building required the mechanical 
excavation for foundations.  Augur and bucket attachments to an excavator were both employed 
for this purpose.  The foundations were partly in the location of the former Commissariat building 
and potentially other remains of archaeological significance.  The initial design of the foundations 
included six rectilinear concrete pad footings (PF1-6) and six circular concrete piles (Piles 1-6) over 
an area of approximately 20m x 15m (Figure 4.2).  The archaeological monitoring of these works 
took place between 20 and 25 August 2010. 
 
4.2.2 Gantry Pad Footings 
Pad Footing 1 (PF1) and PF2 were cut through the raised platform at the entrance of the MCA 
building, which was c.500mm higher than the rest of the development area.  The MCA entrance 
platform was above a two-metre deep cavity.  At the base of the cavity, sandstone walling and 
flagging almost certainly associated with the Commissariat building was remnant in the location of 
PF1 and to the south of this (Figure 4.5).  The remains appeared to terminate within PF1, and no 
equivalent remains were identified in PF2 to the north.  This would reflect the likely extent of the 
Commissariat building in this location (Figure 4.2). 
 
An auger hole of c.500mm in diameter was bored into the fill below the cavity in the location PF2 to 
bedrock (Figure 4.3).  This was c.4m below the surface of the MCA entrance platform and c.2m 
below the cavity.  The precise depth of this excavation was unclear as a significant amount of loose 
fill was unable to be removed from the base of the hole following auguring.  The fill was a mid-
brown loose, clayey sand with moderate amounts of sandstone rubble.  Some sandstock brick was 
identified in the fill as well.  Clay content increased with depth, but other than this the fill was 
largely homogenous.  No archaeological features were identified here. 
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Figure 4.1: Plan of location of monitoring trenches.  Nick Harrop  
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Figure 4.2: Plan of the pad footings and piles in relation to the MCA (hatched) and Commissariat (broken 
line) buildings.  North to right. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4.3: Accessing PF2, looking southwards.    
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Figure 4.4: View north along the eastern side of the MCA building.  From left to right, the red arrows 
indicate the positions of PF1, PF2, Pile 1, and Pile 2. 

 

Figure 4.5: Sandstone flagging in the location of PF1 (Fig. 4.1).  Scale 30cm. 
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To the east, PF3 and PF4 were mechanically excavated (Figure 4.6).  PF3 measured 1600mm x 
1600mm and was 1100mm deep, while PF4 was 3200mm x 2500mm and was 600mm deep.  A small 
gap separated these pads in design.  Due to this, the low compaction of the soil, and the bulk nature 
of the excavation, PF4 was extended to the south so that it adjoined PF3.  The uppermost 250mm of 
both pads consisted of imported topsoil (Figure 4.7).  Below this, a sequence of modern fills was 
evident in PF3.  The table below summarises these fills (Table 4.1). 
 
 
Table 4.1: Fill sequence in the location of PF3 and PF4. 

 
 

Figure 4.6: South-facing view of PF4 (blue box) and PF3 (red box).  Scale 1m. 
  

Depth Below 
Surface (mm) 

Description 

0-250/300 Dark brown sandy loam.  Imported Topsoil 

250/300-550/600 Loose, light brown sand and sandstone rubble mix.  Fill 

550/600-650/700 Very dark brown loam.  Former Imported Topsoil 

650/700+ Loose, dark brown sand and gravel mix.  Fill 
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Figure 4.7: Fill sequence in 
the east-facing section of PF3. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Further east, PF5 and PF6 were in a similar configuration but the narrow gap between the two pits 
was not removed (Figure 4.8).  PF5 measured 1400mm x 800mm and was excavated to a depth of 
1200mm.  PF 6 was 1600mm x 1600mm and 300mm deep.  Only modern fills were encountered in 
these pads as well.  A former bitumen surface was identified but this was likely a twentieth-century 
road surface (Figure 4.9).  The fill sequence in PF5 is tabulated below (Table 4.2). 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.8: View to the north 
of PF5 (blue dashed box) and 
PF6 (red dashed box). 
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Figure 4.9: The east-facing 
section of PF5.  The red arrow 
indicates the surface and slab. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Table 4.2: Summary of fills in PF5. 

Depth Below 
Surface (mm) 

Description 

0-900 Loose, orangish brown sand mixed with large sandstone rubble. Fill 

900-1100 Bitumen surface and concrete slab.  Former Road Surface 

1100+ Loose, grey sand mixed with rubble and broken bitumen surfacing.  Fill 

 
 
4.2.3 Gantry Piling 
The piling of Piles 1 and 2 was not monitored.  To the east of these, Piles 3 and 4 were augured in 
alignment with PF3 and PF4 (Figure 4.4).  An 800mm x 800mm pit was first excavated to a depth of 
300mm in these locations.  A circular hole of c.500mm in diameter was then augured through the 
base of this pit to bedrock, which was at least 3m below the surface here (Figure 4.10, Figure 4.11).  
Due to the small area exposed via auguring and the nature of the excavation, it was difficult to 
confirm the presence or absence of archaeological remains.  However, it appeared that no remains 
were present in the upper 1600mm of the hole.  The fill below this mark was homogenous to 
bedrock.  It was seemingly industrial in nature but nothing in the fill indicated when it may have 
been deposited (Table 4.3).  
 
 
Table 4.3: Fill sequence identified in the holes augured for Piles 3 and 4. 

Depth Below 
Surface (mm) 

Description 

0-1000 Dark brown sandy loam.  Imported Topsoil 

1000-1600 Loose, mixed fills with frequent sandstone.  Fill 

1600-3m+ Black sand and charcoal mix.  Fill 

3m+ Hard sandstone. Bedrock 
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Figure 4.10: The mechanical 
auguring of Pile 4. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Figure 4.11: View of Pile 3 
after auguring. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Pile 5 was excavated using the same method as that used for Piles 3 and 4.  Various constraints such 
as services meant that this pile could only be augured to a depth of c.2m (Figure 4.12).  Similar 
constraints in the location of Pile 6 forced a re-design of the foundation to a 2m x 2m pad, 1.5m in 
depth.  
 
Pile 5 was cut through a modern paved surface, below which was c.1m of the sandstone-rich fill 
evident in PF5 and PF6 directly to the south (Figure 4.13).  Below this was a darker fill with some 
demolition rubble including modern materials.  Pile 6 was almost entirely occupied by a clean sand 
backfill associated with services (Figure 4.14).  No intact archaeological remains were present in Pile 
5 and Pile 6. 
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Pile 5 Pile 6 

Figure 4.12: (below) View west toward the MCA building with the locations of Pile 5 and Pile 6.  Scale 2m. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.13: View of Pile 5. 
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Figure 4.14: View of the re-
designed excavation of Pile 6. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

4.3 Crane Base 
 
4.3.1 Overview 
Excavation for the crane base associated with the redevelopment took place on 7 September 2010.  
The works adjacent to the northern wing of the MCA building were monitored by an archaeologist.  
No remains of archaeological significance were identified. 
 
 

Figure 4.15: View of the pit (red arrow) for the crane base facing to the northwest.  The northern wing of 
the MCA building can be seen in the background. 
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The crane base is situated immediately east of the north wing of the MCA building (Figure 4.15).  A 
3m x 3m area was excavated to natural levels to encompass all impacts associated with the base.  A 
mechanical excavator was employed for this task.  Several services were encountered, requiring the 
pit to be excavated in two stages.  The western half was first reduced to the desired level.  The 
eastern half was then reduced to a depth of c.1.4m where a substantial service was encountered. 
The area of deeper impact for piling was targeted for further excavation below this level to avoid 
the service. 
 
4.3.2 Results 
In total, the pit for the crane base was excavated to a depth of between 3.5m and 4m below the 
present surface level.  The depth of bedrock could not be established as it exceeded the reach of 
the excavator.  However, natural levels were reached without encountering features of 
archaeological interest. 

 

Figure 4.16: View of the north-facing section of the pit for the crane base after the excavation of the 
western side. 

 
 
Modern fills occupied the crane base area to a depth of c.2.2m (Figure 4.16).  Four main fills were 
identified, alternating between loose, sandstone-rich fills 500-700mm in thickness, below imported 
topsoils 200-300mm in thickness.  Modern materials and services were throughout these fills.  
Below these four fills was a c.700mm thick layer of mixed fill that contained nineteenth century 
building materials including rough cut sandstone, infrequent sandstock brick, and a concentration of 
slate.  While this fill may have been deposited as early as the nineteenth century, it was not 
associated with any structures or surfaces of archaeological interest.  This was also the case for the 
fill below, which was a blackish mix of sand and clinkers, possibly industrial by-product used to raise 
the area.  This fill was c.500mm in thickness, transitioning over a depth of 200-300mm to marine 
sands.  Water collection immediately above the level of these sands supported their interpretation 
as naturally deposited tidal sands. 
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4.4 Piling in Area A (Car Park) 
The insertion of piles into the car park area was monitored by an archaeologist (Figure 4.17, Figure 
4.18).  The inserted piles were variously 600, 750 and 1250mm diameters, depending on their 
anticipated structural load.  Although difficult to monitor in a meaningful way, the insertion of the 
piles was inspected to make sure that they were clear of the dock walls and so that any obstructions 
could be examined.  Therefore allowing the pile location could be shifted, if necessary.  This latter 
occurred when two piles intersected anchors for the 1850s seawall.   
 
4.4.1 Piles 31 and 32 
These piles intersected a hard metal bar running east-west (Figure 4.19).  This bar had a looped 
western end and was dug through the surfaces on the northern side of the southern dock (see 
description of cut 11410 in Section 3.2.1 above), i.e. it post-dated the dockyard and is interpreted as 
an anchor for the 1850s seawall. 
 

 
Figure 4.17: “Zone A – Footing Layout” showing locations of piles (circles) in relation to the docks.  The 

obstructed piles are indicated - Piles 31 and 32 (bottom, here P34 and P35) and Pile 27 (top, here 
P28), giving an indication of their location in relation to the docks. 
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4.4.2 Pile 27 
This pile hit a sea wall anchor approximately halfway along the dock, at a point about 80cm away 
from the dock wall (Figure 4.20, Figure 4.21).  The I-beam for the anchor ended less than a metre to 
the west where it was embedded in a block of concrete with basaltic stone aggregate.  The anchor 
appeared to be above the high water mark and was located within sandy fills above the dock floor, 
which was not sighted.   This feature is interpreted as an anchor for the 1850s seawall.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.18: Monitoring piling in Area A (carpark), 10/9/10. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.19: Obstruction at P31, P32 - end of sea wall anchor.  West to right.  17/9/10. 
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Figure 4.20: Obstruction at P27.  Rail (sea wall anchor) in foreground running into concrete block, middle.  

Looking west.  Scale 30cm.  21/9/10. 

 

Figure 4.21: Section of dock wall adjacent to concrete block with intact mooring hook (arrowed).  21/9/10.  
  



69 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd                                                           Museum of Contemporary Art, Circular Quay, Sydney 

Argyle Street 
wall 

Stepped 
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4.5 Argyle Street Wall (Area A) 
 
4.5.1 Overview 
A trench to accommodate a wall footing for the new prisoner entry building was excavated in the 
north of the MCA car park, along the remains of the historic Argyle Street wall (Figure 1.3).  Parts of 
the wall had been exposed during previous testing.  The footing trench was excavated immediately 
to the south of the wall. 
 
 
4.5.2 Dock 
Remains of the northwest corner of the northern dock were exposed at 1.4m below the top of the 
Argyle Street wall (Figure 4.22).  The sides of the dock were stepped (altar-coursed) using neatly cut 
sandstone blocks (Figure 4.23).  Some blocks had been removed during the historic period.  Where 
the blocks had been removed, a packing mix of sand/shell mortar and sandstone rubble was 
present. The sandstone pieces varied in size and were roughly broken.  The mortar was dark yellow 
in colour.  It consisted of medium-grained clayey sands and occasional fragments of shell.  Flecks of 
charcoal were present but rare.  The rubble and mortar packing sloped moderately from beneath 
the base of the wall, loosely echoing the gradient of the stepped dock.  The stones of the dock may 
have been removed and re-used at the time of the wall’s construction. 
 
The steps of the dock were exposed in an area of 1.4m x 1.2m.  The lowest step within the trench 
was at 1.91m below the top of the wall.  Spot testing with a crow bar suggested that the stepped 
coursing continued below the lower limit of the trench. 
 
 

Figure 4.22: View to the northwest of the excavated area.  The rubble packing and its relationship to the 
later wall can be seen clearly in this image. 
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Figure 4.23: The altar coursing 
of the northwest corner of 
the northern dock.  View to 
the south. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The stepped coursing was created with neatly-cut sandstone blocks.  The largest visible block was at 
least 600mm long, 400mm wide and 260mm high.  The smallest visible block was 400mm x 300mm 
x 250mm.  The blocks were purpose-cut.  The corner joint in the second visible course was formed 
by cutting the western stone to accommodate the northern one.  A rectangular area of 300mm x 
100mm x 260mm had been cut from the western stone.  Blocks were not of a uniform size, and the 
face that abutted the packing was often roughly cut and unfinished. 
 
 
4.5.3 Argyle Street Wall 
The Argyle Street wall was most likely constructed during the 1850s, after the docks had been filled 
in as it is built above the sides of the dock.  The wall was constructed atop the sandstone packing fill 
of the dock and further to the west it was cut into the natural sandstone bedrock of the 1788 
foreshore (Figure 4.22).  It was constructed with large and neatly-cut rectangular sandstone blocks.  
The stone had been cut in two ways - elongated (300mm x 700mm x 280mm) and wide (1100mm x 
600mm x 280mm) The elongated stones were laid in two rows header-to-header.  The wide blocks 
were laid in a single row header-to-header.  The wall was 600mm wide and 1400mm tall at its 
highest exposed point. 
 
Construction of the new footing required concrete to be poured over the exposed remains of the 
dock.  Two layers of thick plastic sheeting were laid over the remains to protect them before the 
formwork was constructed within the trench. 
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4.6 Plumbing (Area B) 
 
4.6.1 Overview 
Plumbing for the new development required sub-surface impacts in the south-eastern portion of 
the car park (Figure 1.3).  This involved the cutting of a rectangular pit and two trenches.  A 5m x 6m 
rectangular pit with three near-vertical sides and one battered face was excavated to a depth of RL 
0.4 using a 30-tonne excavator with a 1200mm batter bucket in the area east of the lift shafts.  
Excavation proceeded east from the concrete sleeve of the lift shaft where archaeological remains 
of the southern dock and footings of a c.1860s building had been uncovered at RL 1.6m-1.8m during 
the archaeological testing phase.  The excavation was benched at c.1.8m in an area of 6m x 2.2m to 
protect the archaeology exposed during the testing phase. The testing had established that a large 
cut during the modern period had removed the nineteenth-century archaeology east of this area. 
The current excavation was to be conducted within the confines of this large cut to minimise impact 
on the dock remains. 
 
Two trenches to accommodate stormwater and other pipes were excavated with a 12-tonne 
excavator and 900mm batter bucket through bulk fills to a depth of RL 2.0.  At this depth the 
southern wall of the middle dock and associated packing fills were partially exposed.  Excavation 
was halted at this depth.  After recording, the exposed parts of the stone wall were covered with 
sand and a bed of metalling before the pipes were laid.  The dock remains were not impacted upon 
during excavation or installation of the pipes. 
 
 
4.6.2 Rectangular Pit 
Piers 
Two sandstone piers associated with the footing of a c.1860s building were exposed in section at 
the edge of the benched area of the rectangular pit (Figure 4.24). The remains of the northern wall 
of the southern dock were beyond the limits of excavation to the west, and were not impacted 
upon by the current works.  These piers were previously identified in Trench 1 during the car park 
excavation phase (context 11402 - see section 2.1.2). 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.24: Western edge of 
the trench showing the 
remains of the piers in the 
east-facing section.  View to 
the west. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



72 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd                                                           Museum of Contemporary Art, Circular Quay, Sydney 

The piers were partially exposed on their eastern side, showing three courses of large, rectangular 
but roughly-cut stone to a depth of RL 0.77.  The piers had been partly damaged on their eastern 
side by the large modern cut, and were surrounded by the sandy fill associated with its backfilling. 
The only contextual information associated with the construction of the piers was at their base 
(Figure 4.25).  They had been laid on 360mm of banded fills above a dark, organic, fine-grained 
sandy deposit.  The fills are likely to have been laid down during an earlier phase, and may have 
been associated with the reclamation of land during construction of the docks.  This could not be 
determined during the scope of the current works, as the cut for the piers had been disturbed, and 
its potentially intact remains were beyond the limits of excavation. 
 
The eastern sides of two sandstone piers were exposed in the east-facing section of the trench.  The 
piers were on a north-south alignment and separated by an interval of 1.97m.  Remains of both 
piers had been exposed during the testing phase, but only the southern one had been identified as 
such because of damage to the upper course of the northern pier. 
 
The piers were constructed from roughly-cut rectangular blocks of varying size.  The largest block 
was at the base of the northern pier.  Its exposed eastern edge showed a length of 1.02m and a 
height of 0.35m.  The courses above had been partially damaged.  The blocks in the upper courses 
had heights of around 300mm and were less than 900mm long. 
 
 

Figure 4.25: The exposed remains of the northern pier showing the large block at its base.  Banded fills of 
clay and other material can be seen below the pier.  View to the west. 
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The southern pier had been cut during the installation of late nineteenth or twentieth-century 
services.  The cut was near-vertical and had removed the southern part of the pier down to its base, 
so that the original dimensions of the blocks were unknown.  Of the partial remains, the largest 
block was in the upper course and had a length of 500mm and a height of 300mm on its eastern 
edge.  Both piers contained the remains of at least three courses. 
 
Fills 
Three fills in horizontal bands were exposed beneath the northern pier.  The initial fill was of 
crushed sandstone and plastic yellow clays.  It was 190mm deep and contained small fragments of 
white sandstone of varying shape and size.  It was capped with a thin (15mm) band of black 
industrial-like waste consisting of small coke or coal fragments and soot.  The upper fill was very 
similar to the earliest fill but was dominated by yellow clays.  This fill may have been cut during the 
installation of the sandstone piers.  The original extent of the fills was not known, as the large 
modern cut had removed all but a small remnant beneath the northern pier. 
 
 

Figure 4.26: The 5m x 6m trench during excavation. The bulk fills of the large modern cut can be seen in the 
south-facing section.  The top of the northern pier is circled in red.  View to the north. 

 
 
A fine-grained sandy deposit, dark-grey to black in colour, was exposed at RL 0.4 beneath the 
modern cut at the base of the trench.  The sands were well sorted, consistent in size and texture 
and had the appearance of marine sands in an inter-tidal zone.  The dark colour came from an 
organic component that gave the sands a slightly silty consistency.  The organic component had a 
very fine particle size. It had been well integrated into the deposit and was probably a product of 
organic waste material breaking down in the waters that deposited the sands.  Early historical 
accounts of life in the colony suggest that the practice of dumping rubbish on the harbour 
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foreshores was commonplace.  The organic material may be a result of that practice.  The sandy 
deposit was exposed across most of the trench base and may have been the foreshore surface at 
the time of the dock’s construction.  The area that would have once been the dock interior (on the 
southern side of the trench) had been disturbed by the footing cut for the MCA building and 
services.  As a result of this disturbance, the archaeological remains that would have confirmed that 
this surface was prior to the dock were not present. 
 
Modern Cut 
The trench was excavated within the confines of a large cut that occurred in the mid to late 
nineteenth century, and probably before the construction of the MCA building, perhaps in the 
c.1930s (Figure 4.26).  The cut was around 5m wide (E-W), 3m deep and at least 6m long (N-S).  It 
appeared to be roughly rectangular in plan, with steep to near-vertical sides.  The cut was filled with 
a dark brown sandy clay loam that was coarse-grained and tightly compacted.  It contained 
occasional fragments of sewer pipe, broken pieces of sandstone and lumps of red-yellow plastic 
clays.  The eastern edge of the cut was exposed near the surface, revealing that it cut a deep 
(>600mm) fill of crushed red sandstone beneath twentieth-century bitumen.  In the west, it cut the 
nineteenth-century remains of the docks and sandstone piers.  Elsewhere, the edges of the cut 
were not reached by the current excavation. 
 
 
4.6.3 Trenches  
Dock Wall 
The trench that exposed sandstone blocks of the dock’s southern wall was 1.87m wide and ran 
north-south across the width of the middle dock (Figure 1.3).  The trench stepped up 600mm at the 
northern end, and the north wall of the middle dock was not exposed during excavation. 
 
The southern wall of the dock was represented by three rectangular, neatly cut sandstone blocks at 
the base of the north-south trench (Figure 4.27).  Because excavation ceased at this level, only the 
upper surface of the blocks was exposed.  The largest block measured 830mm x 790mm.  It was the 
only block that presented its full width and length within the confines of the trench.  Although the 
relationship between the larger and smaller blocks was not fully investigated, this square stone 
appeared to extend into the interior of the dock by 420mm and may have been a mooring point.  
Similar stone piers that were keyed into the wall of the middle dock were recorded during the 
testing phase.  The rectangular-cut blocks on either side were between 300mm and 400mm wide 
and showed evidence of damage during the historic period.  During the testing phase, a service 
trench was shown to cut the dock wall along its length.  This disturbance may account for the 
damage observed on the blocks and the relatively narrow width of the wall at this location. 
 
Packing Fills 
A packing fill of sandstone rubble and mortar associated with the construction of the middle dock 
was exposed in an east-west trench that ran parallel to the dock wall, at a distance of 100mm-
200mm to the south (Figure 4.28).  The excavation was designed to follow the path of an historic 
service cut to minimise impact.  The trench was 600mm wide.  It was excavated through clay and 
loam overburden with a 12-tonne excavator and 600mm toothed bucket. The packing fill was 
encountered at RL 2.3-2.4, and was largely at the margins of the trench due to impacts of the 
historic service.  Hand excavation was conducted near the interface of the overburden and the 
nineteenth-century remains to avoid any damage that the teeth of the bucket might cause. 
 
Although no direct relationship to the structure was established, this fill was interpreted as 
structural packing because of its stratigraphic location, significant mortar content and similarity to 
the packing fill used behind the altar coursing of the northern dock. 
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Figure 4.27: Remains of the 
southern wall of the middle 
dock exposed at the base of 
the trench.  Scale 1m.  View 
to the west. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Figure 4.28: An example of 
the packing fills exposed at 
the base of the east-west 
trench.  The yellow mortar 
can be seen packed around 
the sandstone rubble pieces 
in the left of the image.  The 
darker material at the right is 
the result of disturbance by 
modern services.  Scale 1m. 
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The packing fill consisted of sandstone rubble pieces of varying size.  A dark yellow, medium-grained 
sand and shell mortar filled the cavities between the stones.  Shell in the mortar was in large 
fragments and had been used sparingly.  Flecks of charcoal were also in the mix.  The mortar and 
rubble packing was tightly compacted and produced a hard surface at the base of the trench. 
 
The packing fill appeared to have been used to fill the space between the natural sandstone of the 
foreshore and the westernmost walling of the middle dock.  The natural sandstone was 
encountered at the western limit of the trench.  The packing was directly beneath an overburden of 
clay and sandy loam fill.  Excavation ceased at the surface of the packing along most of the trench.  
Some smaller pieces of sandstone rubble were carefully removed by hand in order that the trench 
would have a level base for the laying of the pipe.  This was done selectively by an archaeologist so 
that impact on the packing fill was negligible.  Sand and metalling were laid above the packing 
before the pipes were installed. 
 
 

4.7 Seawater Exchange (Area C) 
 
4.7.1 Overview 
A 1.8m wide trench was excavated to a depth of RL 1.28m on the MCA forecourt for a seawater 
exchange (Figure 1.3).  The trench was excavated with a 12-tonne excavator and a 900mm batter 
bucket.  The trench ran east-west from a point 12m west of the existing harbour frontage and 
extended towards the MCA building.  At the eastern end of the trench, the top of the 1850s sea wall 
was exposed at RL 1.28m.64  Excavation stopped at this depth and the top of the wall was recorded 
before work proceeded. 
 
 
4.7.2 Sea Wall 
The sea wall ran north-south (perpendicular to the angle of the services to be installed).  Three 
large, rectangular sandstone blocks were exposed within the 1.8m width of the trench (Figure 4.29).  
On the eastern side of the blocks was modern concrete associated with the construction of the 
existing (twentieth-century) sea wall.  In some locations the concrete had adhered to the sandstone 
blocks.  On the western side of the sea wall was a fill of crushed sandstone and sandstone rubble.  
Sealing the sea wall and the sandstone packing fill was a layer of bitumen 120mm-160mm thick 
(Figure 4.30).  Above this was machine-removed overburden, the bulk of which was a 680mm deep 
mid-brown sandy fill with some clay content.  It was fine-grained with few inclusions. 
 
Removal of a section of the 1850s sea wall was approved by SHFA in order that the pipes for the 
seawater exchange to be properly accommodated.  The section of the wall removed was 1.8m long, 
1.2m wide (the width of the wall) and 0.7m deep. This equated to two and a half blocks of the 
upper course.  Excavation proceeded on the western side of the wall to RL 0.58 in order to expose 
the blocks for recording prior to removal. 
 
The northern block was the largest.  It was 1.35m long, 1m wide and 0.61m high.  It was 
rectangular, but roughly cut with a weathered upper surface and top edge.  The western face had 
four lift holes in a roughly cruciform arrangement.  The lift holes were loosely rectangular, had 
dimensions of between 50mm and 80mm and were between 50mm and 80mm deep. The central 
block was 1.23m long, 0.4m wide and 0.7m high.  There was a single lift hole on the western face 
near the base of the stone.  It was roughly circular with a diameter of 110mm and a depth of 80mm.  
The block was slightly wedge-shaped and roughly cut.  Its widest part was at its base.  Both the 

                                                           
64 According to Annable 2009 the section of what was then known as Semi-Circular Quay was completed up to Cadman’s 
Cottage in 1859.  
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northern and central blocks were laid with their longest side perpendicular to the run of the wall.  
The southern block was only partially removed.  It was 1.12m long, at least 0.3m wide and 0.5m 
high.  There was no mortar between the blocks. 
 
 

Figure 4.29: The top course of the sea wall after packing fills were removed on the western side. View to 
the east.  Scale 1m. 

 
 
On the western side of the sea wall, bulk fills of sandstone rubble, crushed sandstone and clays 
continued to be encountered as the trench proceeded 6m west towards the MCA building.  These 
fills had been considerably disturbed by the installation of a sea wall anchor in the twentieth 
century.  At approximately 13m from the eastern end of the trench, a pothole excavation revealed 
high voltage services at RL 1.365.  For the remainder of the trench, the base was stepped up to this 
level, and only sandy levelling fills beneath concrete and bitumen and further services were 
encountered. 
 
A single timber pile on the eastern (seaward) side of the wall was uncovered after removal of some 
of the modern concrete.  The pile was of turpentine wood, cylindrical and 520mm in diameter.  The 
top of the pile was damaged (most likely during the process that saw the concrete poured).  It was 
wrapped in copper sheeting that was attached with short hand-forged round copper nails to protect 
the timber from borers and other catalysts for degradation.  The pile was sawn off at RL 0.58m to 
accommodate the pipes.  Samples of the copper sheeting, nails and timber were taken (Figure 
4.31). 
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Figure 4.30: Excavation of the trench showing concrete and bitumen in section near the base and services 
cutting the fills above. 

 
 

 
 
Figure 4.31: Copper sheeting 
from around the sea wall pile.  
Scale 100mm. 
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4.8  Forecourt Footings and Other Works 
An archaeological inspection of sub-surface excavation works in several parts the site was 
undertaken by Mike Hincks on 14 November 2011 (Figure 4.32).  The site visit also involved the 
visual inspection of a location where a 4m deep excavation has been proposed to remove an 
existing grease trap (Section 4.9). 
 
 

Figure 4.32: Plan of the proposed works showing the excavated areas (red) and the approximate location of 
the Commissariat building (blue).  North is at the top of the image. 
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A large rectangular pit had been excavated to accommodate footings for the new MCA forecourt 
immediately east of the MCA extension (in the northeast corner of the site - Figure 4.33).  The 
excavation had involved the removal of the existing garden beds and some of their associated 
retaining walls.  The proposed MCA forecourt is to cover an area of around 27m x 37m, and most of 
this area had been excavated to no greater than 1m below the level of the second tier of garden 
bed retaining walls.  Several 300mm-deep sondages (to accommodate footings of the BW2 variety) 
represented the maximum depth of the excavated area.  The lowest of these was at RL 2.26m. 
Within these sondages the same mixed sand and sandstone fill was exposed, and there appeared to 
be no danger of impact on the archaeological resource (the nearby remains of the old sea wall were 
encountered at RL 1.28m). 
 
Up to 500mm of loose, mid-brown garden soil was exposed in section.  Below the garden soils was 
the same compact sand and broken sandstone fill that had been found elsewhere on site.  This fill 
was found to be capping twentieth-century bitumen and reinforced concrete when it was 
encountered during excavations for the seawater exchange (immediately to the south of the 
current works), and is considered to be part of the same fill event.   
 
 

Figure 4.33: View to the northeast showing the partially excavated area that will accommodate the new 
MCA forecourt.  Patches of garden soil can be seen as darker areas at the base of the excavation.  
This is the maximum depth to which the area will be reduced.  The retaining walls for the garden 
beds are still in place, indicating the relative shallowness of the excavation. 

 
 
The remains of older dock structures to the west were not considered to be at risk because 
although the dock remains were encountered at RL 2.0m, excavation in that area was only taken to 
a maximum depth of RL 2.425m.  The engineer was made aware that if excavation was to continue 
any deeper then there would need to be an archaeologist present to monitor works. 
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Near the entrance to the existing MCA building, a footing trench had been excavated to c.1.2m 
below the level of the existing MCA entrance, in the area of the old lawn (Figure 4.34).  Remains of 
the commissariat building had been found at a depth of greater than 2m below the existing MCA 
entrance immediately to the north but no archaeological remains were sighted. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.34: View to the 
south/southwest showing the 
trench which has been 
excavated through the lawn 
area at the entrance to the 
MCA.  This view shows the 
relative depth of the trench to 
the MCA terrace (c.1.2m).   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

4.9 Grease Arrestor 
Archaeological testing was conducted at the front of the MCA (former MSB) building on 11 January 
2012.  The testing was to determine if proposed excavation to accommodate a grease arrestor 
would impact on subsurface remains of the Commissariat Building. 
 
The proposed location of the excavation was on the eastern side of the southern wing.  It was to be 
2.5m north of the south-eastern corner of the structure, and 1.05m from the eastern wall.  Remains 
associated with the Commissariat building were encountered and so an alternate location was 
negotiated.  The excavation was monitored by Mike Hincks (Casey & Lowe) and Monique Galloway 
(SHFA).    
 
 
4.9.1 Original Pit 
The location was a garden bed prior to the current works (Figure 4.35).  Excavation was conducted 
with an 8-tonne excavator using a 1500mm batter bucket.  Excavation was carried out by removal 
of the soil strata in shallow horizontal units. 
 
The required dimensions of the excavation were 3300mm x 1280mm x3100mm (L x W x D).  300mm 
of loosely consolidated garden soil was removed, exposing a fill of crushed sandstone and 
sandstone rubble.  This fill was cut with electrical and irrigation services.  It was 900mm-1100mm 
deep, tightly compacted and archaeologically sterile. 
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Figure 4.35: Beginning excavation in the garden bed topsoil.  View to the north.  The southern wing of the 
MCA building is at the left of the image. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.36: Fine-grained, 
homogenous sandy clay loam 
exposed beneath the crushed 
sandstone fill.  View to the 
west. 
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Beneath the crushed sandstone fill was a tightly compacted and fine-grained dark brown sandy clay 
loam (Figure 4.36).  This material was homogenous and contained no inclusions for 200-300mm 
before it became part of a more mixed deposit that included fragments of sandstone rubble.  At RL 
1.496m a 1.3m x 1.3m area of sandstone surfacing was exposed beneath the mixed fill (Figure 4.37).  
The surface may be an external surface associated with the Commissariat Building.  Unfortunately 
the exposed area was not large enough to make a more solid interpretation.  The RL of the surface 
was similar to that of the Commissariat remains that were exposed beneath the MCA gantry in 
2010. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.37: Sandstone 
flooring exposed at RL 1.496 
where excavation ceased.  
View to the west.  Scale 1m.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The surface was made up of large flat areas of sandstone that had been neatly cut and worn 
smooth.  At the same level, and continuing the surface, were patches of heavily compacted crushed 
and fragmented sandstone and fine clay particles.  These patches may represent repairs to the 
sandstone surface.  The sandstone had been cut into large slabs or blocks, but the area of 
excavation was not large enough to expose a single slab in its entirety.  At the joint of two blocks 
was a very corroded stump of iron (70mm x 70mm x 30mm).  It was not possible to determine its 
function without the benefit of a wider archaeological context.  There was also evidence of early 
concrete in the joints between the sandstone and bituminous staining and remnants of tarmac that 
had adhered to the upper surfaces.  These elements were probably associated with a resurfacing of 
the area towards the end of the life of the Commissariat Building, before it was demolished in the 
1930s. 
 
As this surface was almost certainly associated with the Commissariat, excavation ceased at this 
depth.  Negotiation with SHFA resulted in the selection of an alternate location immediately north 
of the first pit.  This location was selected because it was in close proximity to the existing grease 
arrestor and had probably already been disturbed when the first arrestor was installed. 
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4.9.2 Alternate Pit 
The second pit was excavated with the same methodology as the first (Figure 4.38).  The cut for the 
existing grease arrestor took up 650mm of the width of the trench, meaning that the area of impact 
was reduced to 850mm x 3300mm.  The fills were the same as in the trench immediately to the 
south.   
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.38: The second pit 
after excavation.  It is around 
3m deep, with the base at RL 
0.15m.  The existing grease 
arrestor can be seen at left.  
View to the north. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
At RL 1.5m part of the same early surface was encountered.  However, none of the sandstone 
flagging was present.  In the exposed area, the surface was only represented by the repair materials 
of fragmented sandstone and early concrete.  As this material was not considered to be of 
archaeological value beyond being evidence of a late nineteenth or early twentieth-century repair 
process, this material was removed and excavation continued below the depth of the archaeology 
encountered in the first pit. 
 
Beneath the concrete and fragmented sandstone was a deposit of well sorted sands in a very dark 
grey-black silty matrix (Figure 4.39).  This may represent the silty build-up that extended from the 
mouth of the tank stream into the harbour in the early historic period.  Excavation ceased at RL 
0.15m with no change in the deposit. 
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As the Commissariat Building is thought to have had a timber floor, the surface that was 
encountered during the excavation was probably exterior but nevertheless associated with the 
Commissariat Building.  As the exposed area was so small, and its exact position in relation to the 
building could not be established, and given the importance of the Commissariat remains, the 
sandstone surface was treated as archaeologically significant.  Impact on this surface was restricted 
to areas of early concrete repair or replacement and minimised by locating the pit where a 650mm-
wide and 3000m-deep cut had already impacted upon the area. 
 
 

Figure 4.39: Grey-black sands and silt encountered beneath the concrete and sandstone repair fills at 
2300mm below the surface.  View to the east. 

 
 
4.9.3 Further remains 
Other remains that probably represent a part of the sandstone foundations of the Commissariat 
Building were observed beneath the suspended floor of the MCA (Figure 4.40).  Access to the 
underfloor cavity was made possible by plumbing works in the southeast corner of the interior of 
the building.  Although this was not part of the impacted area, it gave some clues as to the depth 
and size of the footings.  As access was limited, no formal recording was made but visible remains 
were photographed and a loose but semi-articulated brick was taken as a sample. 
 
The brick was a flat sandstock made with partly mixed and crushed pink/white clays.  It contained 
frequent small to medium ironstone inclusions.  It had a manufacturing date of between 1800 and 
1850.  The mortar was a light yellow/grey sandy firm mortar with frequent small shell fragments. 
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Figure 4.40:  Sandstone remains that probably represent the footing of the Commissariat Building in the 
underfloor cavity of the MCA (southeast corner, south wing, looking west).  The brick sample came 
from the extreme left of the image.  It was partially adhered to the sandstone block with a 
sand/shell mortar. 
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5.0 Summary of Results 
 

5.1 Results 
The main archaeological features exposed in the excavation of Trenches 1, 2, and 3 (Figure 1.2) 
were the southern dock wall and the footings for the 1850s government stores buildings off Argyle 
Street.  The dock wall was in a good state of preservation, and while the footings for the stores 
were heavily truncated, most of the structures’ layout could be ascertained.  The archaeological 
features identified in each trench are summarised as follows: 

 Trench 1 - early nineteenth-century dock wall and associated surfaces. 
- post-1860s structure footings. 

 Trench 2 - early nineteenth-century dockyard features. 
- 1850s footings for government stores. 
- structural additions / alterations to these footings into the twentieth century. 

 Trench 3 - pits / postholes of uncertain date, but mostly likely to connected to machinery 
 such as cranes around the docks. 
- 1840s dockyard dividing wall. 

 
With the exception of the dock wall, all of these remains were subject to development impacts.  In 
the case of the dock wall in Trench 1, the already-disturbed remnant upper course of the wall was 
removed before a layer of geo-fabric was placed over the remains and the trench backfilled 
 
Few remains were encountered in the monitoring of works in the MCA forecourt area, the main 
finds being a section of the 1850s sea wall and flagging associated with the Commissariat building.  
Archaeological remains were exposed much more frequently during the monitoring in the car park 
area, notably sections of the middle and northern docks, and the Argyle Street retaining wall.  Much 
of this had previously been uncovered during previous archaeological testing.  The work areas 
which involved sub-surface impacts requiring monitoring were: 

 Gantry - Only the south-westernmost pad footing contained an archaeological feature.  This 
was sandstone flagging associated with the early nineteenth-century Commissariat building. 

 Crane Base - No archaeological remains were located here. 

 Footing Trenches (Area A) - Sections of the Argyle Street retaining wall and the northwest 
corner of the northern dock were exposed in these trenches. 

 Plumbing (Area B) - The southern wall and packing fills associated with the middle dock 
were identified in the trench system, while c.1860s sandstone foundations were found in 
the pit. 

 Seawater Exchange (Area C) - The eastern end of the trench cut through the upper courses 
of the 1850s sea wall. 

 New Forecourt – A large area to the east of the carpark was excavated for footings 
associated with the new forecourt.  Excavation was relatively shallow and no archaeological 
remains were found. 

 Grease Arrestor – The excavation of a pit for a new grease arrestor exposed the remains of 
resurfacing associated with the Commissariat building.  The pit was therefore relocated. 

 
A section of the 1850s sea wall was removed in the monitoring phase.  All other exposed remains 
were avoided and protected with plastic sheeting, geofabric or sand before the resumption of 
works. 
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6.0 Heritage Significance and Research Questions 
 

6.1 Heritage Significance 
The heritage significance of the site was assessed in the 2009 Archaeological Management Plan.  It 
addressed the significance criteria as set out by the NSW Heritage Branch and a Statement of 
Significance was made for the site.  Following the various archaeological excavations and 
monitoring that form the basis of this report, a revised statement of significance is produced below. 
 
6.1.1 Original Statement of Significance 

 The study area is the site of the original naval Dockyard established by Governor Hunter in 
1797.  This was the first official dockyard in Australia.  It was used for naval ship repair and 
construction.   

 The Dockyard was largely developed and given its final configuration of four docks by 1822 
under Governor Macquarie.  These docks provided maintenance to the ships that were 
essential to the running and growth of the colony at a time when water transport was the 
most efficient and widely used means of trade and supply.  

 The docks’ remains should be able to supply invaluable details on their construction and 
function, details which are not available through other sources.  These remains have the 
potential to inform us about past practices in the construction and repair of sailing ships. 

 Substantial remains of two of these early stone docks survive within the study area and are 
the oldest stone docks in Australia.  

 Also within the study area are the remains of the Commissariat Store.  This was an 
important storehouse and distribution centre of fresh food and grain for the maintenance 
of the early colony.   Buried underneath the Commissariat remains may be structures that 
were associated with the earlier use of the site.  

 The study area has strong links with the colonial past of New South Wales through the role 
the structures within the study area played in the maintenance of the early colony through 
the provision of stores and the repair and construction of ships essential to the survival of 
the colony.   

 Other sets of archaeological information will provide evidence of the original topography 
and how it was altered by British settlement.   

 The communities of Sydney and New South Wales have a strong attachment to the colonial 
history of Sydney and evidence of its maritime history.  The bicentenary of the Macquaries’ 
arrival in NSW will put a new focus on sites and buildings associated with Governor 
Macquarie’s administration. 

 The intact early docks and the remains of the Commissariat Store within the study area 
have State heritage significance due to their role in the development of the early colony, 
their early construction dates, their association with two early governors, the intactness of 
the docks and their rarity.  Other archaeological remains within the study area have a lesser 
degree of significance. 

 
 
6.1.2 Revised Discussion of Significance 
The limited nature of the archaeological program, being focused on the areas of the subsurface 
impacts rather than being a program of archaeological excavation designed around answering 
specific archaeological research questions, meant that the original statement of heritage 
significance has not been altered by the findings of the archaeological program.  The presence of 
remains of three rather than two stone docks within the area to the north of the 1950s MCA 
building should be mentioned as a definite result, as are remains of the Commissariat building on 
the east side of the MCA, although these remains were only exposed over a limited area. 
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How has the development impacted on the significance of these remains?  This is of course a great 
concern after such a redevelopment in a relatively small area where we have archaeological 
remains which were built in the ground and were therefore substantially impacted, unlike many 
other sites where often we have mere remnants of substantial structures.  The location of piles 
within the footprint of the docks has certainly had some impact on the base of the docks but this is 
presumed to be bedrock.  It is noted that multiple piles were placed within the middle dock (Figure 
4.6).  The impacts on the walls of the docks are likely to be quite minor, other than the removal of a 
few stones from the northern wall of the southern dock which is beneath the footings of the MCA 
building.   
 
As shown on Figure 1.2 the main areas of piling were subject to open area archaeological 
excavation rather than just inspection of the pier holes.  In addition testing in 2008 was undertaken 
to feed into the engineering design so that the location of piles would avoid significant areas.     
 
The construction of the MCA has had an impact on significance as archaeological remains within the 
site have been removed.  In general very few of these remains were associated with the docks 
themselves but rather the later nineteenth and twentieth-century phases of occupation.  It is also 
noted that the twentieth-century uses of the site have had some impacts on the archaeology.  So in 
general while the removal of archaeology has been unavoidable the most significant areas remain 
intact.   
 
How does the presence of archaeological piles affect the fabric of the docks?  There is some 
concern that the removal of the piles in 100 years or so is potentially likely to affect their fabric.  
Experience at the Darling Walk site in Darling Harbour, where there were two phases of piles, 
meant that substantial archaeology still survived throughout the area with intact structures 
immediately adjacent to the piles.  What is clear that any plans in the future to demolish the new 
building will need to very carefully consider how the piles would be removed without causing 
damage to the docks.   
 
It is also noted that the largest dock is outside the study area beneath Argyle Street and extending 
to the north into the park adjacent to Cadman’s Cottage (Figure 1.3).   
 
Significant deposits and artefacts  
No significant deposits of artefacts associated with the dockyard uses of the site were identified.  
Most artefacts appeared to be associated with the infilling of the docks and later nineteenth-
century uses rather than being attributed to intact dockyard deposits and work areas.  It is likely 
that some key work areas may still contain archaeological remains but these were not uncovered by 
the recent works.    
 
More recent research  
Since the original history was written for this project in 2000 new research has been undertaken 
which suggests new aspects to the significance of this site.  This relates to the early debates about 
the reasons why New South Wales was chosen for a convict settlement.  Geoffrey Blainey and later 
on Alan Frost sought to explore the role in this project of the requirement of the British government 
following the loss of the American colonies.  This caused the British to focus with more concern 
about India and trading routes to South East Asia and the Pacific.   
 
Alan Frost in his two recent books is highly persuasive in presenting the argument for the strategic 
importance of the search for new sources of naval supplies and trade.  An aspect of this is that the 
naval supplies for the British Navy were not easily available on the trip to India and the only docks in 
that region were in India.  The activities of the French and their allies the Dutch in the late 
eighteenth century were undermining the British access to trade in India and further east.  
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Therefore the decision to settle NSW to supply timber, flax and other naval items from Norfolk 
Island and New Zealand were a key concern to making the shipping of convicts such as distance 
viable.65   
 
Therefore the establishment of a dockyard by Governor Hunter, its further development by 
Governors King and Macquarie, testifies to its importance within the colony.  The naval dockyard, 
which is included within the Sydney Cove West Archaeological Precinct (Appendix 4), includes other 
elements of the naval dockyard, such as Cadman’s Cottage and the large dock beneath Argyle 
Street.  This naval dockyard was an important avenue for the fitting of mast timbers as well as the 
repair of naval colonial government ships.  These augment the evidence for the importance of this 
dockyard as part of the management of the British navy and their strategic role in the British 
Empire’s maintenance of naval control and trade in the Indian and Pacific Oceans.   
 
 
6.1.3 Amended Statement of Significance 

 The study area is the site of the original naval Dockyard established by Governor Hunter in 
1797.  This was the first official dockyard in Australia.  It was used for naval ship repair and 
construction.  Governor King was also responsible for further augmenting the dockyard’s 
infrastructure.   

 The early establishment and development of the dockyard testifies to the reliance of the 
colony on ships.  The naval dockyard and the supply of naval timber to Britain from there 
provides support to the importance of the naval supplies question as one of the reasons for 
the establishment of the colony in NSW.   

 The Dockyard was further developed and given its final configuration of four docks by 1822 
under Governor Macquarie.  These docks provided maintenance to the ships that were 
essential to the running and growth of the colony at a time when water transport was the 
most efficient and widely used means of trade and supply.  

 The docks’ remains should be able to supply invaluable details on their construction and 
function, details which are not available through other sources.  These remains have the 
potential to inform us about past practices in the construction and repair of sailing ships. 

 Substantial remains of two of these early stone docks survive within the MCA site and are 
the oldest stone docks in Australia.  

 Also within the MCA area are the remains of the Commissariat Store.  This was an 
important storehouse and distribution centre of fresh food and grain for the maintenance 
of the early colony.   Buried underneath the Commissariat remains may be structures that 
were associated with the earlier use of the site.  

 The study area has strong links with the colonial past of New South Wales through the role 
the structures within the study area played in the maintenance of the early colony through 
the provision of stores and the repair and construction of ships essential to the survival of 
the colony.   

 Other sets of archaeological information will provide evidence of the original topography 
and how it was altered by British settlement.   

 The communities of Sydney and New South Wales have a strong attachment to the colonial 
history of Sydney and evidence of its maritime history.  The bicentenary of the Macquaries’ 
arrival in NSW in 2010 has put a new focus on sites and buildings associated with Governor 
Macquarie’s administration. 

 The intact early docks and the remains of the Commissariat Store within the study area 
have State heritage significance due to their role in the development of the early colony, 
their early construction dates, their association with three early governors, their role in the 

                                                           
65 Frost, Alan 2011a, 2011b 
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supply of naval timbers to the British navy, the intactness of the docks and their rarity.  
Other archaeological remains within the study area have a lesser degree of significance. 

 
 

6.2 Research Questions 
Research questions form the basis of the approach to the investigation of the archaeological 
evidence to be recorded at a site.  Some of the following questions were set out in the 2009 
Archaeological Management Plan.  The most relevant questions are addressed below.  

Does the site: 
 (a) contribute knowledge which no other resource can? 
 (b) contribute knowledge which no other site can? 
 (c) is the knowledge relevant to general questions about human history or other  
 substantive problems relating to Australian History, or does it contribute to other  
 major research questions?66 
 
From these guidelines, specific research questions were developed for the site. 
 
 
6.2.1 Research Questions 
Research questions form the basis of the approach to the investigation of the archaeological 
evidence to be recorded at a site.  The following questions were set out in the 2009 Archaeological 
Management Plan.  They are addressed below each question based on the results of the various 
excavations described in this report.  
 

 What evidence is there for the layout and phasing of the dockyard and specifically the areas 
around the docks in the car park? 

Previous archaeological testing had identified the remains of two docks within the MCA carpark.  
The archaeological excavation in 2010 located the north wall of the southern dock, refining 
knowledge of the actual locations of the docks depicted on historical plans.  Although none of the 
docks were uncovered in their entirety, enough sections have been exposed to piece together the 
alignments of the dock walls.  This could then be compared with historical plans and used to 
calibrate them so that the positions of other structures on the same plans could be more accurately 
located.  The location of the docks was used to inform the position of structural elements 
associated with the redevelopment of the site.  Outside of the docks themselves, almost all other 
remains were interpreted as post-dockyard.   
 
The limited exposure of the areas around and between the docks meant that these important work 
areas were not examined in detail.  Evidence for layers of strata on the northern side of the 
southern dock indicates that multiple work surfaces and therefore information relating to the 
operation of this part of the dockyard remains on the site. 
 

 Does this evidence inform us and add to our knowledge of early shipbuilding, maintenance and 
repair within the early Australian maritime industry?  How did the docks operate? 

There was some knowledge of the operation of the docks from historical sources prior to the 
archaeological excavation.  Where exposed, the dock structures were consistent with the historical 
information but did not add to it beyond minor details.  The large working areas between the docks 
were only partially exposed and, particularly to the north of the southern dock, the layering of work 
surfaces suggests that information about the layout of the docks and its machinery is still to be 
exposed.  As the openings of the docks were not exposed, it is not known whether any of the docks 

                                                           
66 Bickford, A. & S. Sullivan 1984:23. 
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could be closed in order to create a “dry dock” or a wet dock which would allow for ships to be 
raised or lowered using water, depending on where work needed to be undertaken on the ship. 
 

 Is there evidence for the day-to-day activities of the convicts employed at the Dockyard and their 
general working conditions?   

Generally, outside of the dock interiors, the archaeological remains exposed were very much at the 
foundation level.  Along with later disturbances, this resulted in a lack of the types of remains that 
typically offer specific details such as day-to-day activities and of working conditions.  Examination 
of the working areas between the docks may have been contributed to this. 
 

 How did the colonial government’s dominance of this part of the Sydney Cove foreshore, 
through the Dockyard and the Commissariat, impact on the historic landscape and the 
continuous upgrading of the foreshores of Sydney Cove? 

From the earliest years of the colony the western foreshore of Sydney Cove was characterised by 
functional, government buildings.  The hospital, prison, and storehouses were all situated here and 
it was the domain of convicts and military personnel.  The Dockyard and Commissariat were a part 
of this pattern, but more than that they formed the basis for the pattern through the colony’s 
reliance on seaborne supplies from elsewhere but also its role in the supply of naval timbers. 
 
Resources such as food needed continual replenishment and maritime transport was critical to this.  
The construction of private vessels had outstripped that of government ships which were falling 
into disrepair.  The need for a formal dockyard was apparent and in 1797 the first buildings for this 
purpose was laid out.  The west side of Sydney Cove had convenient landing places for vessels and 
the stretch of shore chosen for the dockyard was suitably distant from the mud flats at the head of 
the cove.   
 
It may be that the characterisation of the western side of Sydney Cove as a government area was 
already established prior to the dockyard, and even that this partly influenced the positioning of the 
dockyard.  Nevertheless, the establishment of the dockyard played a large part in cementing the use 
of this stretch of foreshore for practical purposes for the next three decades.  The constant 
upgrades and attention paid to the dockyard by figures such as Governor Macquarie, as is evident in 
historical sources, testifies to its importance. 
 
It was appropriate then that the Commissariat building, the early colony’s main storehouse and 
regulator of supplies, was constructed adjacent to the dockyard.  It was also practically placed next 
to the Hospital Wharf.  Between the Commissariat and the dockyard, the key concerns of the supply 
of food and goods within the colony were concentrated in this location.  This further reinforced the 
conception of the area as one of practicality and for the general benefit of the colony. 
 
By the time land had been reclaimed and topography was no longer a logistical issue, the dockyard, 
and later the Commissariat, had perpetuated the definition of the western foreshore of Sydney 
Cove as a government area for long enough for it to remain as such.  Although the uses of the area 
continually changed over time, it remains a public domain.  This was in no small part due to the 
early establishment of government uses of the western foreshore, and the dockyard and 
Commissariat were integral parts of this. 
 
Archaeological Evidence 
During the operation of the dockyard, it underwent several upgrades, representing the needs of the 
colony.  Even after the dockyard fell out of use, the association of west Sydney Cove with maritime 
purposes remained.  This was represented by successive stages of reclamation and upgrades to 
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wharves and the eventual establishment of the Maritime Services Board in their new building, the 
shape of which echoed the demolished Commissariat stores building.  
 
Parts of the docks and some Commissariat flooring were uncovered during the archaeological 
excavation and monitoring of the redevelopment.  Subsequent developments such as Ordnance 
store footings and an intermediate sea wall were also found.  No other substantial or previously 
unknown dockyard features were uncovered. 
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