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1. Introduction 

The purpose of this report is to assess the cultural significance - or in terms of the 
Historic Buildings Act, the 'architectural or historical importance', 1 of specified 
buildings within the Docklands area 

The situation is that the buildings of the Docklands area as a whole have been treated in 
a detailed study by Andrew Ward and others,2 and a number of them have been 
recommended for registration under the Historic Buildings Act. The Docklands 
Authority is committed to the preservation of the distinctive character of the area, and 
individual elements of importance, but views with some alarm the wholesale listing 
proposed by Ward. · In the long term it wishes to review all of Ward's 
recommendations, but the immediate priority is to deal with buildings at the south-east 
corner of the area, which are to be the subject of hearing by the Historic Buildings 
Council. 

The task presents certain problems. There are some buildings in the area which are 
likely in their own right to meet statewide citeria. There are others which might qualify 
by reason of their integral role in the history of the area. That is, their significance 
would be parasitic upon that of the area itself. This means that a statement of 
significance is required for the area as a whole. Such a statement is advanced below, 
but it is not considered that the significance of the area is in fact such as to confer 
importance on structures which do not rate in their own right 

Ward's study is infinitely detailed, and the authors deserve every credit for the amount 
of research done within what seems to have been a risibly small budget. But it does 
does not provide statements of significance of the form required, and it omits some 
fundamental data. The present document is an attempt to correct these deficiencies. It 
attempts to fill out some of the gaps in the Ward report, and to provide a basis for the 
ongoing assessment of buildings and structures in the area. It then attempts to pinpoint 
with more precision the significance of the buildings and structures under immediate 
consideration. 

The structures originally scheduled for hearing were: 
1. North Wharf No 5 Berth. 
2. North Wharf No 6 Berth. 
3. Retaining Wall, Flinders Street. 

Historic Buildings Act 1981, §9(1). 
2 A C Ward, Peter Milner, Gary Vines & Ron Greenway, Docklands Heritage -Study 

([commissioned by the Historic Buildings Council and the Docklands Task Force] Melbourne 
1991). 
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4. Outwards Parcels Office, Spencer Street 
5. Exhibition Goods Shed. 

Of these all but No 6 Berth have been recommended in the Docklands Study for 

addition to the Historic Buildings Register. 

The Docklands Authority requested the Minister for Planning in March to instigate a 

consideration by the Historic Buildings Council of all sites within the area of interest 

of the Collins Street Extension Feasibility Study.3 Regrettably this has not 

eventuated, for the most rational approach would have been to deal simultaneously with 

everything in the area. There would be no necessity to consider the former Railways 
Administration Building in Spencer Street, nor the Seamen's Mission Building in 

Flinders Street Extension, as both are on the Historic Buildings Register, and are not 

at issue. However, other structures of possible importance should have their status 

clarified forthwith, viz: 
6 Queen's Warehouse 
7. Shed No 2 (former 'A' Shed) 
8 . Suburban platforms 11 to 14 

Of these Shed No 2 is at present on the Government Buildings Register, but is 

understood never to have been subject to an open hearing. The Authority was opposed 

its being transferred to the Historic Buildings Register without a hearing, and believed 

that this would best be conducted at the same time as the hearing of neighbouring 
buildings. Similar considerations would apply to the Queen's Warehouse and the 

platforms, both of which have been recommended in the Docklands Study for addition 

to the Historic Buildings Register. The scope of the hearing has now been extended to 

incude Shed No 2 and the platforms, but not the Queen's Warehouse. 

Though the Queen's Warehouse is now in Commonwealth Government ownership, it 

is likely to be disposed of in the immediate future, and a decision by the Historic 

Buildings Council (even if not binding on the Commonwealth) would have been highly 

desirable. It is regrettable that the Historic Buildings Council has declined to deal with 

it, more especially as substantial works (the demolition of the concrete water tower) 

have been proceeding. This demolition is most probably an appropriate course of 

action, but it is quite wrong that such work should be done in an ad hoc way on an 

important building without the benefit of a conservation analysis, and of agreed 

statements of cultural significance and conservation policy. Research on this building 

was well underway before the Council's decision on this matter was known, and the 

resultant infomation is therefore included here, both to draw attention to its importance, 

and to expedite its processing as soon as a hearing is brought on. 

3 Eric Mayer, Chairperson, Docklands Authority, to the Hon Andrew McCutcheon, Minister for 
Planning & Housing, 2 March 1992. 
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It had further been sought that all minor structures in the area which Ward has n·ot 
recommended for the Register should be reviewed by the Historic Buildings Council at 
this point to confirm their non-status. These include the Perishable Goods Shed, 
Cafeteria and Weighbridge. This review would have been desirable so that the 
Docklands Authority can proceed with its planning, without the fear that some 
individual may nominate them in the immediate future. In this instance the Historic 
Buildings Council has declined to consider the buildings, from which it is inferred that 
they will not be considered at any time in the forseeable future. 

It would have been worthwhile to establish the Historic Building's Council's views on 
these structures even though they may not qualify for the Register, for they may 

nevertheless deserve planning protection, or the Authority may for its own reasons 
wish to preserve them. Work on this present report has suggested that some sites, 

notably Batman's Hill and the Queen's Warehouse, have been undervalued in the 

Andrew Ward study, and the response of the Authority has been fully accepting of and 
responsive to these issues. The intention of the Authority is not (I am instructed) to 

demolish everything it can, but to develop a coherent plan to allow the marketing and 

development of land, while retaining and enhancing aspects of the present character. It 
seeks to do this with maximum input from the Historic Buildings Council and other 
interested parties. It has stated its 'support for continuing the maritime presence in 
Docklands and jointly working with the HBC and other interested parties to ensure that 

appropriate recognition and symbols of the area's history are integrated with any 
development. •4 

4 Mayer to McCutcheon, 2 March 1992. 
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2. The Docklands Heritage Study. 

What follows should in no way be seen as an attempt to score points off what is in 
many respects an admirable document. But it must be said, because it is unavoidable, 
that the Docklands Heritage Study leaves the reader in a state of confusion as to what 
is the real significance of the area and of the structures within it 

This is not simply a question of criticising the findings, or the extent of the 
recommendations of Ward and his colleagues. It is true that the present writer finds the 
extent of preservation recommended absurd, and quite unsubtantiated in terms of the 

significance which has been demonstrated. But it is also true that the study has failed to 

deal with critically significant aspects of some buildings and of the area as a whole -
that is, in some respects it has underestimated their cultural significance. 

The study seriously misrepresents the role of Batman's Hill as a focus of early 
settlement in Melbourne. It fails to refer to the first description of the area in August 

1836 or to the first detailed plans of the area in March 1839 . It is quite inadequate as a 

summary of early proposals for dock developments and other improvements on the 
River Yarra. It makes no mention of what was the perhaps the unique engineering 
component of the area, the Melbourne Hydraulic system headquarters at the Australian 

Wharf, which served the whole of the Central Business District for decades. 

It is true that these matters have little direct bearing upon the buildings under immediate 
consideration - but if they are to be dealt with, there is no excuse for treating them 
inadequately or inaccurately. In fact they must be dealt with if a case is to be made for 

the importance of the area as a whole, which seems to be implicit in the Docklands 

Srndy. Even more is it essential that they be dealt with if likely archaeological deposits 
are to be indicated. 

The deficiencies of the study in relation to buildings and structures are even more 

serious. The Queen's Warehouse is probably the best example in Australia of fireproof 

construction on the Traegerwellblech system, and this is totally unrecognised, and 

indeed misrepresented, by the bald statement 'Internal construction employs cast iron 

columns and oregon trusses and beams. ,5 Moreover, there is no substantial 

architectural analysis of any of the buildings in the Docklands area. 

The authors have no understanding of what is meant by a statement of cultural 

· significance within the terms of the Burra Charter, and the statements are for the most 

part lengthy and discursive, and quite inadequate as an expression of the essential 

5 Ward, Docklands Study, p 187. 
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importance or lack of importance of each structure. There is no statement of 

significance for the area as a whole such as would (a) justify and (b) guide a 

conservation planning approach to the area. 

To criticise the work of others is an invidious role, particularly when that work has 

been so extensive and detailed in the present case. But extent and detail are not the 

essence of a heritage study or of a conservation analysis. The essence is clear thinking. 

The basic requirements are lucidity, brevity, objectivity and comprehensiveness. 

Lucidity and brevity are fundamental to the very purpose of the report, which is to distil 

out of all the data and comparative analysis the essence of the place under study, so that 

it can easily be appreciated by the reader and can provide a firm and unequivocal basis 

for policy decisions. Professional objectivity is compromised not only by those who 

take up the cudgels on behalf of a client who wants to alter or demolish places of 

significance - it is equally compromised by the enthusiast who is obsessed with, and 

unable to see above the detail of his field. Comprehensiveness, finally, is not measured 

by the mass of detail accumulated, but by the scope of the subject matter considered. 
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3. Batman's Hill 

The Docklands Heritage Study states that 'Melbourne's first white settlement was in 

the vicinity of Batman's Hill near the eastern edge of the future Docklands area'.6 

One would infer from what follows, though it is not explicitly stated, that the 
eponymous John Batman, one of two protagonists of the early settlement, had built his 
house on the hill, and that settlers had in consequence grouped around its eastern fac~. 
This is far from being the case, but, surprisingly, there is no proper account in 
existence of what really happened. 

Neither Batman nor Fawkner were present at the first settlement of Melbourne. Batman 
had visited the site, but had proposed the south side of the Y arra as the place for a 
village - not on account of its superior qualities, but so that the village would not be on 
the land which he claimed for the Port Phillip Association, extending from the Y arra 
north and west, and then in an anticlockwise direction southwards around the west side 
of Port Phillip Bay. He did however indicate a strip on the north side running parallel 
with the river as far as the junction of the Maribymong as 'Extensive marsh reserved 

for a public common'7 - presumably because of its unsuitability for permanent 
occupation. Batman had returned to Tasmania leaving behind a small party under 
James Gumm - not at Melbourne, but at Indented Head near Portarlington. 

The party organised by Fawkner was under the immediate command of Captain John 
Lancey. As the place of initial settlement Lancey chose, for good topographical 

reasons, the site opposite the 'basin' or 'pool' on the Y arra, 8 the heart of which is 
now occupied by the Old Customs House. Lancey then surveyed both sides of the 
Y arra into quarter mile units to provide each of the principals with a block of land 
fronting the water.9 

What was known as Pleasant Hill, and later became Batman's Hill, was chosen by 
Lancey as the site for Fawkner's house. The Enterprise was moored, so Lancey 
reported to Fawkner, 10 

a musket shot distance from a pleasant hill where I intend to put your house. The 
garden will trend to the south by the east side of this hill, at its foot, towards the 
river, from which it can easily be watered. The west side of the hill is a beautiful 
prospect. A salt lagoon and piece of marsh will make a beautiful meadow and 
bounded on the south by the river. This hill is composed of a rich, black soil, 
thinly wooded with honeysuckle and she-oak ... 

6 Ward, Docklands Study, p 12. 
7 Batman's map, 1835. 
8 Hugh Anderson, Out of the Shallow (Melbourne 1962), p 75. 
9 JP Fawkner (ed C P Billot), Melbourne's Missing Chronicle (Melbourne 1982), p 5. 
1 o Anderson, Out of the Shadow, pp 75-6. 
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This is the first useful description of what was to become the Docklands area. 

On about 31 August 1835 Gilbert and Wise, employees in Fawkner's party, began 

clearing the paddock below Pleasant Hill.11 However, on 2 September J H Wedge, 
the surveyor for Batman's Association, walked into the camp and warned the settlers 
that they were trespassing upon the land which Batman claimed to have brought from 
the Aborigines.12 Subsequently Wedge is said to have taken possession· of Pleasant 

Hill by moving onto it the party which Batman had left at Indented Head, 13 but his 
own account gives the position of the encampment near the north-west comer of the 
later Collins and William Streets.14 

Fawkner, for his part, is·said to have rejected Lancey's choice of the north side of the 
Yarra, and to have begun building a house on the other side.15 More probably, 
however, he was motivated less by any dissatisfaction with Lancey's site than by the 
fear that he would lose his investment if Batman's claim to the north bank was 
successful. Certain it is that Batman, upon his arrival in November, was able to 

persuade the Fawknerites to move to the south bank.16 Fawkner recorded that 
Batman paid him £5 for the land which Wise and Gilbert had begun cultivating, 
consisting of five acres (2 ha) of wheat and a sown vegetable garden, on condition that 
the Port Phillip Association · allowed Fawkner town land and a section of one square 
mile near the settlement.17 George Evans recalled the amount as £2Q.18 Presumably 
the section in question was the land on the south bank, which Batman could well afford 
to spare, as he had never claimed it for the Association in the first place. 

Soon afterwards Batman began to _ put up his prefabricated house on what was 

henceforth to be Batman's Hill,19 and it was associated with fenced grounds, shown 

on early plans,20 which presumably incorporate the land already cultivated by 

11 Anderson, Out of the Shadow, p 76. 
12 Anderson, Out of the Shadow, p 76. 
13 Anderson, Out of the Shadow, p 82. 
14 ' ••• if not at the very place, not far from where St. James's Cathedral now stands'. C P Billot, 

John Batman (Melbourne 1979), p 148. 
15 Billot, John Batman, p 172. 
16 Billot, John Batman, p 174. 
17 Undated letter by J P Fawkner to Captain Charles Swanston, early 1836, held in the State 

Library of Victoria, quoted in RD Boys, First Years at Port Phillip (Melbourne 1959), p 45; 
& by Billot in Melbourne's Missing Chronicles, p 16. 

18 James Bonwick, Port Phillip Settlement (London 1883), p 310. 
19 Billot, John Batman, p 175. 
20 Babnan's grounds are marked in outline on Russell's topographical survey of 1837, reproduced 

in Ward, Docklands Heritage Study, p 11, and the eastern part appears in identical outline on 
Hoddle's map 'South Melbourne' of 23 March 1839. Although there are differences, probably 
attributable to the inaccuracy of Babnan's drawing, they appear to be essentially the same as are 
shown in much more detail in the plan in Michael Cannon (ed), Historical Records of 
Victoria, Ill (Melbourne 1984), pp 22, 23. This is probably the plan submitted by Batman on 
12 March 1839: John Batman to Colonial Secretary, 12 March 1839, ibid p 28. 



Buildings.in the Docklands 11 

Fawkner's men. The garden in front of his house did indeed 'trend to the south by the 

east side of this hill', as Lancey had put it. There was another small fenced garden and 
a large area of cultivated ground extending east across the line Spencer Street, and west 

along the Y arra Bank, seemingly to about the present position of Berth 5. 
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Plan of John Batman's land at Batman's Hill, 1839 
[note the line of Spencer Street]. 

From Port Phillip Papers, ML C171 pp 168-9, Mitchell Library, Sydney: 
reproduced in Michael Cannon (ed), Historical Records of Victo~ Ill (Melbourne 

1984), p 23. 

Batman played host to Captain Lonsdale upon his arrival in 1836 to take up the position 

of Commandant at Melbourne,21 and this may have enhanced his hopes of obtaining 

recognition for his land claim. Although Fawkner seems de facto to have recognised 

the Association's claim to have purchased a tract from the Aborigines, this was of 

course never accepted by the government, and Batman found himself in the same 

position as all the other settlers - an illegal occupant of Crown land. In March 1837 he 

applied for the twenty acres (eight hectares) occupied by his house and garden, and was 

allowed to remain in occupation pending a reply from England, but the application was 

21 'Garryowen' [Edmund Finn], The Chronicles of Early Melbboume (2 vols, Melbourne 1888), 
I, p 33. 
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Plan of John Batman's buildings at Batman's Hill, 1839. 
From Port Phillip Papers, ML C171 pp 168-9, Mitchell Library, Sydney: 

reproduced in Michael Cannon (ed), Historical Records of Victoria, Ill (Melbourne 
1984), p 22. 
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ultimately refused. He then applied to buy the land at the upset price, but this was also 

refused. He had suffered from syphilis for some time, and he died alone in his cottage 

on 5 May 1839.22 

The government consistently declined to recognise the claim of Batman and his 
successors to the site, and in 1840 resumed it with a payment of £200 for the 

improvements.23 The administrators of his will, still battling for compensation, 

22 Historical Records of Victoria, III, ppl6 ff. 
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remained in occupation until August 1841,24 after which the buildings ":ere occupied 
as offices by Superintendent La Trobe and Captain Lonsdale, pending the completion 
of a building for those purposes in William Street. In February 1842 La Trobe 
suggested that after he had moved out the buildings should be preserved as a colonial 

museum and library, but the idea was ignored by the Syney government.25 

Batman's claims had been rejected by the government and his wife had left him, before 
he died of his unpleasant disease, but his heirs still sought unsuccessfully for 

compensation. Something of this expressed in a poem of 1843:26 

MONODY ON BATMAN'S HILL 

There is a solemn music in the breeze 
So sadly sighing over Batman's Hill; 

There is a desolate language from the trees 
Upon its mount, whose plaintive murmers thrill ... 

Hush, they have ceased, but thro' the tendrils green, 
A hollow moaning voice, the sound prolongs -

'Tis Batman's spirit hovering o'er the scene, 
Weep's o'er his own and o'er his children's wrongs. 

Batman's Hill features in contemporary views of the town, but not in any detail. The 

well-known panoramic view of Melbourne from the south in 1839, by J Adamson,27 

is said to have made the hill too small,28 and a lithographic view of the hill from the 

south-east in 1844 is still so distant as to convey almost nothing.29 Liardet's 
panoramic view of Melbourne from the south in 184430 is a little better, but the hill is 
shown only at a small scale. A watercolour by Robert Russell, executed in 1884, but 
based on sketches of 1844, is more explicit However, even this conveys no really 

useful information.31 Nathaniel Whittock's panorama in about 1g5432 shows what it 

23 Michael Cannon, Old Melbourne Town (Melbourne 1991), p 83, is incorrect in stating that 
£200 was allowed by the government in 1840 for improvements, for this was a figure not 
mentionned until late 1841: Historical Records o/Victoria, m, p 35. 

24 Historical Records o/Victoria, m, pp16 ff. 
25 Michael Cannon , Old Melbourne Town (Melbourne 1991), p 83. 
26 Port Phillip Gazette, 1843, quoted in Michael Cannon, Old Melbourne Town (Melbourne 

1991), p 76. 
27 Copies in the La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria, in the Mitchell Library, State 

Library of New South Wales, and elsewhere: reproduced in Historical Records of Victoria, III, 
facing p 68. 

2 8 Garryowen, Chronicles, I, p 37. 
2 9 Garryowen, Chronicles, II, facing p 902. 
30 W FE Liardet, 'View of Melbourne, Port Phillip', 1843, engraved by J W Lowry, Rex Nan 

Kivell Collection, National Library of Australia; reproducd in Paul de Serville, Port Phillip 
Gentlemen (Melbourne 1980), between pp 72, 73. 

31 Batman's Hill by Robert Russell, 1884, La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria: 
reproduced in Michael Cannon & Ian Macfarlane (eds) Historical Records of Victoria, V 
{Melbourne 1988), facing p 172. 

3 2 N[athaniel] Whittock, 'The City of Melbourne. Australia, Drawn by ... from Official Surveys 
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calls 'Ba~on's Hill' with may be Batman's house in an unrecognisable shape, and just 
east of the crest of the hill, with a smaller structure further down the east slope; the 
powder magazine is shown much too far towards the south face. 

ffl'~.;.~t~~~~: ... · .. {~~,~~~~ 
• -"t~:~ ~~;:ir-116 . 

Detail from George Rowe, 'View of the City of Melbourne from the 
Observatory', 1858 (section 4). A view from the north, with Batman's 

Hill to the left and the gasworks to the right. 
La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria, H14131. 

The first photographic view is the one of 1855 taken by Walter Woodbury from the top 

of the gasworks chimney - that is, from the west. 33 It presen~ a bleak prospect of the 
scarred flatland between the gasworks hill, a featureless and almost deforested hill, a 
clear view of the powder magazine, and an obscure one of Batman's former house. 

George Rowe's panoramic view from Flagstaff Hill in 185834 gives an excellent 
impression of the area, though only as a background to to the buildings of the city 
proper. As the view is from the north, Batman's former house cannot be seen, but the 
form of the hill itself, the gasworks to the west, the flatlands between, and the shipping 
on the river, are all clear. There are also later illustrations of the early phases of 
settlement which are of a more or less speculative nature, such as one published in the 
Illustrated Sydney News in 1877.35 

and from Sketches taken in 1854, by G. Teale Esqr. Melbourne' (London 1855). 
33 Walter B Woodbury, photographer, panorama of Melbourne from the gasworks chimney, c 

1855. La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria, H2544. 
34 George Rowe, 'View of the City of Melbourne from the Observatory', 1858. La Trobe 

Collection, State Library of Victoria, H14131 (section 4). Also reproduced in Steven Blake, 
George Rowe, Artist and Lithographer 1796-1864 (Gloucester 1982), facing p 37. 

35 'Batman's Hill and the Township of Melbourne 1837', Illustrated Sydney News, IX, 8 (18 
January 1877), p 9. 
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John Batman's house and garden, 
watercolour by W F E Liardet, c 1875. 

Weston Bate & Susan Adams (eds), Liardet's Water-Colours of Early Melbourne 
(Melbourne 1972), p 21. 
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There are two views of Batman's house by W FE Liardet, which are evocative but 

retrospective in character. The first dates from 1863 when the hill was still standing, . 

and the second is a reworking of about 1875, and is even less to be taken as gospel.36 

'Old Government Offices from Batman's Hill' by Henry Gilbert Jones, 
1840s. The right hand building is Batman's former house, seen from 

the rear, and his outbuildings are in the foreground. 
La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria. --------

36 Weston Bate & Susan Adams (eds), Liardet's Water-Colours of Early Melbourne (Melbourne 
1972), no 3. 
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The best authentic view of Batman's house is one from the rear which has been 

identified only recently by George Tibbits, having been wrongly described in 
Historical Records of Victoria as showing the government buildings on the Market 

Reserve.37 This is a sketch by Henry Gilbert Jones, captioned 'Old Government 

Offices from Batman's Hill'. This is because it is taken from the crest of the hill 
looking downwards to the buildings on the south slope, and the use of 'Old' indicates 
that it dates from after La Trobe and Lonsdale had moved into their new offices in 

William Street. One of the last views is a photograph taken from a similar angle at the 
rear in 1863, by which time the form of the outbuildings had changed. 

G W Perry, photographer, 'River Barracks from Batman's Hill', c 
1863. Batman's former house at the right, and outbuildings in the 

foreground 
La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria, H6262. 

The Docklands Study has referred to a powder magazine as being established on the 

west side of the hill in 1840,38 which is quite incorrect, but there were other 

developments. In 1838 the government agreed to allow slaughteryards immediately to 

37 Historical Records o/Victoria, Ill, p 184. 
38 Ward, Docklands Study, p 14. 
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the west of Batman's cultivation, and Lonsdale had a yard built at government expense 

to serve as a common facility in the first instance.39 It was in use at least by 1839,40 

and by 1841 there were established slaughterhouses on the Yarra at the foot of the hill, 

and whole carcases were regularly dumped in the river.41 It was early in 1842 that 

Batman's buildings were taken over as offices42 for the Superintendent, La Trobe, 

and the Sub-Treasurer, Lonsdale,43 though during the typhoid epidemic later that year 

they were temporarily vacated an pressed into service as an auxiliary government 

hospital. 44 

In the same year Hoddle, at La Trobe's instruction, marked out fifty acres (20 ha) of 

the area for a proposed botanic garden, extending from Spencer Street westwards to the 

swamp.45 In 1843 the town council requested 'conservancy' of this area. By now 

public and official opinion had swung towards a site for a botanic garden to the south 

of the Y arra, in preference to the hill, which was increasingly surrounded by industry. 

La Trobe wrote to Sydney that Batman's Hill was an area 'totally inapplicable to the 

..... purpose',46 though Fawkner was still advocating the hill as the best site.47 In 

1845 the town council, at the instigation of Councillor J T Smith, sought the 

reservation of the hill as a place of public recreation, without success at this stage, but 

the request was successfully renewed in 1850, when the reservation was made.48 By 

now, however, any remaini.ng recreational character in the area was being rapidly 
eroded. 

The character of the surrounding area became even less salubrious when Watson and 

Wight set up the first boiling-down works below the Hill in December 1843, and JR 

Fraser followed suit in April 1844 with the first high pressure works.49 By 1845 
Watson & Wight's site was 'almost a little town' of about fifty employees and a scatter 

of buildings in which were carried out all the processes of tanning, meat and hide 

curing, oil extraction and barrel cooperage. ,50 In 1845 La Trobe came to the 

39 William Lonsdale to Colonial Secretary, 22 August 1838, and attached minutes; Colonial 
Secretary to Lonsdale, 29 September 1838; Lonsdale to Colonial Secretary, 1 December 1838, 
in Cannon, Historical Records of Victoria, m, pp 60-61. 

40 Cannon , Old Melbourne Town, p 220. 
41 Cannon, Old Melbourne Town, p 96. 
42 Susan Adams, in Bate & Adams, Liardet's Water-Colours, p 20. 
43 Garryowen, Chronicles, I, p 110. For a reference to La Trobe in this office in 1842 see ibid, p 

268, and for the Treasury see p 367. 
44 Cannon, Old Melbourne Town, p 222. 
45 Garryowen, Chronicles, I, p 424. The are.a is shown on Roddie's map 'Melbourne', M/301A, 

of c 1842 with subsequent additions: an area appears to be excised surrounding what had been 
Batman's buildings but were now government offices. However, a map by Hoddle in 1843 
contains no excision, although the location and outlinre of the buildings can bee drrn. 

46 Cannon , Old Melbourne Town, pp 122-3. 
4 7 Garryowen, Chronicles, I, p 282. 
4 8 Garryowen, Chronicles, I, p 299. 
49 Cannon, Old Melbourne Town, pp 226. 
50 Cannon, Old Melbourne Town, p 226 .. 
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conclusion that the west side of Batman's Hill, rather than the suburb of Sandridge as 

previously proposed, should be the site of a powder magazine. The brow of the hill 
would shield Melbourne from any explosion, and it would be possible to deliver 

explosives across deserted land from the Maribymong River. Gipps agreed, and sent 
down a scheme by Major Barney of the Royal Engineers, Sydney. This was modified 

by the Clerk of Works at Port Phillip, Henry Ginn, and the tender awarded to J P Main 

for £1,230, an amount later increased by additional work.51 The magazine was built 

in 1847, at a total cost of about £2,000, and opened on 22 January 1848. 52 

This seems to have marked a change to a more industrial tone in the area. In 1849 the 

Corporation sought to establish its own slaughterhouses there, and although a lease of 
twenty-one years was sought, La Trobe, who had a clearer vision, was able to confine 

it to fourteen years. Hoddle commented angrily that 'Batman's Hill is is the most 

ornamental and delightful promenade for this end of the city, and _the absurdity of 
ornamenting it by the erection of a public slaughter house is too ridiculous to say more 

on the subject.' Nonetheless a lease of ten acres ( 4 ha) was granted at one farthing per 

year, and, after this land was flooded in 1849, it was swapped for an area further up 

the hill. 53 A map of the amended area prepared for the purpose by Hoddle54 shows 

the new area of ten acres ( 4 ha) to the south and south-west of Batman's Hill, while a 

little further downstream are various buildings and enclosures marked 'slaughter 

houses', which are presumably the private establishments. A council abattoir was duly 

constructed on the site in 1850-51, standing a little north of what became the Australian 

Wharf, but it was a commercial failure and ended its days as a lumber depot 55 

The hill suffered its first major physical assault when the gas main was taken through it 

in 1855, about half by tunnelling and half by open cut.56 Meanwhile, in 1853, a 

grant of twenty hectares (50 acres) was made to the Mount Alexander & Murray Valley 

Railway Company in a large block to the north of the hill and a narrower strip 

extending southwards beside it, along Spencer Street to Flinders Street. After the 

government acquisition of the company this was to become a general railway terminus, 

and within the narrow strip the Batman's hill station was opened in 1859, while a large 

yard area was developed in the northern block.57 By 1862 the whole of the land 

south of the hill, in the triangle bounded by Siddeley Street, the Y arra and the New 

Dock, was designated as coal storage allotments. 58 

51 Cannon , Old Melbourne Town, pp 122-3. 
5 2 Garryowen, Chronicles, I, p 438. 
53 Cannon, Old Melbourne Town, p 230. 
54 Map M/28 Sydney, 'City of Melbourne, Proposed Site for Slaughter Houses', by Robert 

Hoddle, 11 September 1849. 
5 5 Garryowen, Chronicles, I, p 292. 
5 6 Australian Builder, 1 (12 September 1855), p 55. 
57 Ward, Docklands Study, pp18-19; L J Harrigan, Victorian Railways to '62 (Melbourne, no 

date (1962]), p 30. 
58 Department of Crown Lands & Survey, Map M/349, showing wharf allottnents, c 1862. 
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In 1862 the Railway Department, which already had the strip of land extending from 

the main terminal area, south along Spencer Street, at the foot of the hill, requested that 

the whole of the hill area be reserved for railway purposes. Some of it was required 

immediately for the enlargement of the station accommodation, and a further amount 

was to be reserved for future use. The Melbourne City Council resisted this as an 

attack on the parklands for which it was reponsible, but was overruled by government, 

and the land passed to the railways. 59 On 11 November 1863 the contractors Overend 

and Robb engaged to cut down the hill at a cost of £25,000, and by mid-1865 it had 

been duly levelled.60 The contract documents in 1870 for what was then called Shed 

No 1 (since demolished) show only small amounts of excavation or fill,61 indicating 

that the level created by Overend & Robb was maintained. The excavations to construct 

the Flinders Street extension will be further discussed below. 

5 9 Thomas Higinbotham, Engineer in Chief, Railway Department, memorandum to W H F 
Mitchell, Commissioner of Railways & Roads, 2 September 1862, and subsequent 
correspondence in copies now collated in a file held by Mr Malcolm Powell of the Public 
Transport Corporation. 

60 Harrigan, Victorian Railways, p 30. 
61 Victorian Railways. Batman's Hill Goods Station No 1 Shed Contract No 360, signed 7 

September 1870, drawing no 3. Public Transport Corporation Collection. 
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Plan of the intended Botanic Gardens site, Batman's Hill, by R~bert 

Roddie, 31 August 1843. 

Archives Authority of New South Wales: copy courtesy of George Tibbits. 
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4. The Flat and the Swamp. 

The 'beautiful meadow', which Lancey had described in 1835 as lying to the west of 

Batman's Hill, was at first left as something like a wilderness, and remained almost 

anonymous. However, a racecourse was established there in 1838, for62 

the grassy flat that ... stetched away into the swamp, then swarming with native_ 
wild fowl, was as if formed by nature's hand for a racecourse, unless when 
inundated by floods. Here, where the Spencer Street Railway Station now stands, 
was marked out with a few stakes, saplings, and broad palings, Melbourne's first 
racing ground. A 'Grand Stand' was formed by the lashing together of a couple 
of large bullock drays; and the jumps for the hunters were made up of a few logs 
and gum-tree branches. No · such folly was was then indulged in as training 
horses, for the animals brought to the post were the rough, hardy, hard-worked 
animals of the bush. 

The starting post was fixed close by the now North Melbourne Railway Station, 
and the run was semi-circular, sweeping round in the direction of the 
Metropolitan Gas Works, thence straight home to the north-western ascent of the 
hill, where a scanty scrap of bunting fluttered as a winning post from a pole of the 
clothes-line order. 

The course seems to be marked on only one plan, which oddly enough is the coastal 

survey of Robson's Bay carried out in 1839-43.63 By this time it is a full circle 

adjoining the river between, and south of, Batman's Hill and the swamp - that is, on 

about the site of the later gasworks. A charming watercolour done by Robert Hoddle 

in 1840 shows Batman's Hill as seen from the north, and the flat ground to its right 

upon which this first racecourse was laid out. The West Melbourne Swamp itself is 

outside the picture. 

In mid-1840 instructions were sent from Sydney for the land south-west of Batman's 

Hill to be divided into cultivation allotments, of from two to four acres [0.8 - 1.6 ha] 

each. Flinders Street was to be extended until it struck the Y arra, from which point a 

road was to run 'to the north west corner of Montgomery Street'. The location of this is 

not apparent, but the road was to run due north. The land between Spencer Street and 

the new road was to be reserved for public purposes, except that provision was to be 

made for extending Bourke and Lonsdale Streets across it. On the other side of the 

new road the lines of Bourke and Lonsdale Streets were to be taken up by roads in the 

east-west direction as far as the section line - that is, the edge of the town reserve.64 

6 2 Garryowen, Chronicles, II, p 712. 
63 HMS Beagle's survey of Hobson's Bay, Port Phillip, 1839-1843. Department of 

Conservation, Forests and Lands, Melbowne; reproduced in Michael Cannon & Ian Macfarlane 
(eds), Historical Records of Victoria, IV (Melbourne 1985), p 27. 

64 Cannon, Old Melbourne Town, p 173. 



Buildings in the Docklands 

Whether the survey was carried out is unclear, but the land was not sold. 

Watercolour by Robert Boddie, 1840. 
Batman's Hill, centre, and the first racecourse to the right. 

La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria, 
reproduced in Michael Cannon & Ian Macfarlane (eds), Historical Records of 

Victoria, V (Melbourne 1988), facing p 93. 
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This swamp, at first known as the Saltwater Lagoon, or Lake Lonsdale, spent the early 
years of settlement as a beauty spot and a hunting ground, and the rest of its life as a 

public nuisance. George McCrae remembered the swamp in lyrical terms as it was in 
1841:65 

a beautiful blue lake ... intensely blue, nearly oval, and full of the clearest 
saltwater; but this, by no means deep. Fringed gaily all round by ... 'pigsface' in 
full bloom, it seemed in the broad sunshine as though girdled about with a belt of 
magenta fire. The ground gradually sloping down towards the lake was also 
empurpled, but patchily, in the same manner, though perhaps not quite so 
brilliantly, while the whole air was heavy with the mingled odours of the golden 
Mymong flowers and purple-fringed lilies, or ratafias. I often used to visit this 
lake along with my father on his shooting expeditions in the early mornings, 
surprising the numerous wild-fowl that frequented its margin or waded about 
unconcernedly in its waters. It was there that, for the first time in my life, I saw 
snipe killed, and there that I had my first exciting chase on foot after that elusive 
and noisy bird, the spur-winged plover. Curlews, ibises, and 'blue cranes' were 
there in numbers, and alert little black-capped sandpipers sculled along the brink 
in pairs. Black swans occasionally visited it, as also flocks of wild ducks in 
passing ... this sheet of water was termed also ... 'Batman's' or the 'North 
Melbourne Swamp'. 

65 George Mccrae, 'Some Recollections of Melbourne in the 'Forties', Victorian Historical 
Magazine, II, 7 (November 1912), pp 114-136. 
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By 1848, however, a committee of the Melbourne Corporation asserted that f>6 

the large swamp on the eastern [?sic] side of the city, known as Lake Lonsdale, 
is ... admitted to be injurious to the health of the citizens, from the noxious 
vapours it emits in warm weather; and those resident in that quarter complain 
loudly of the injurious effects of the nuisance upon the health of their families. 

This was of course still the era of the miasma theory of disease, as the reference to 

'noxious vapours' indicates, but the problem was much the same from any angle. By-

1889 it was said that 'the channels which convey liquid sewage across the West 

Melbourne swamp to the river are foul beyond description.'67 

The first proposal for redeveloping the swamp was made in November 1841 by four 

leading businessmen, Frederick Manton, J A Manton, George Ward Cole and William 
Walker. They proposed to take the swamp on a 99 year lease from the government, 

drain it, develop a new suburb on plans approved by the government, and sub-lease the 

land to householders. Gipps, however, did not accept the idea,68 and instead the 

brickmaking industry began to establish itself. The first party was employed there in 

1841 by the builders Webb & Allee, and by 1843 brickmakers in the area were 

applying for permission to keep cows there. 69 

In 1860 the engineer John Millar put foward, as a part of a canal scheme which is 

discussed below, a proposal to create from the swamp a large lunette-shaped lake 

containing islands in the form of the British Isles.70 There were some slight 

difficulties in accommodating the west coast of Ireland within the surrounding sweep of 
Britannia Crescent, and the North-West Highlands of Scotland were substantially 
truncated by the proximity of the Mount Alexander & Murray Valley Railway Line. 

But he wisely proposed nothing which would be likely to offend the English 

establishment in the colony, and it could well be argued that Millar's modified 

coastlines of Ireland and Scotland were in any case an improvement upon the originals. 

Meanwhile the West Melbourne Gasworks was built in 1854-5, as has been 

documented in the Docklands Study, 11 occupying a part of the original racecourse 

site. By 1862 the area between the Hill and the Gasworks was designated for timber 

yards, but for the coal storage allotments south of Siddeley Street. 72 The abattoirs on 

66 Thomas Mccombie, History of the Colony of Victoria to 1854 (Melbourne 1858), pp 206-7. 
6 7 'Progress Report of the Royal Commission on the Sanitary Condition of Melbourne', pp viii

xv, Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1889, II. 
68 Cannon, Old Melbourne Town, pp 122, 173: Cannon must be wrong in giving the area as 

8,000 acres. 
69 Cannon, Old Melbourne Town, p 165. 
70 · Plan for a ship canal or tidal harbour, by John Millar, submitted to the Royal Commission of 

1860. Facsimile published by the Lands Department. 
71 Ward, Docklands Study, pp 227-233: for later views of the gasworks see Paynting & Grant, 

Victoria Illustrated, pp 3(,(), 362. 
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The Melbourne Gas & Coke Company's Works, 1856. 73 
Gas & Fuel Corporation; reproduced in J D Keating, The Lambent Flame 

(Melbourne 1974);p 46. 
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the Y arra bank developed into a whole series of noxious trades, which came under the 
attention of the Royal Commission on Noxious Trades in 1870-71. Most were further 
downstream than the area under present consideration, and the Health Officer, Dr 
William McCrea, who had been chairman of that commission, sought to have these 

trades removed from the Y arra Bank entirely. 74 

The swamp became if anything even worse than before - 'a nuisance, injurious to 
health, and a disgrace to the city' in the view of the Low Lands Commission in 1873. 
The commission recommended that the land be drained in accordance with a plan 

proposed by George Gordon, Chief Engineer of Water Supply,75 and it is apparently 
this which was followed. In 1879 John Woods, Commissioner of Railways, initiated 
the excavation of what was known as Woods's Dock so as to increase the supply of 
material for filling for to raise the level of the railway yards, and to provide a dock for 
the delivery of coal for railway purposes. This, as has beeen described in the 

Docklands Study, 16 was proceeded with despite the fact that it was incompatible with 

72 Department of Crown Lands & Survey, Map M/349, showing wharf allotments, c 1862. 
73 Also reproduced in Paynting & Grant, Victoria Illustrated, p 358. 
7 4 Victoria, Parliament, Low Lands Commission. Final Repon (Melbourne 1873), p 60. 
15 Low Lands Commission, p 3. 
7 6 Ward, Docklands Study, pp 30,32. 
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Coode's scheme of the same year for a larger dock complex. The work is of interest 
because it sheds some light upon the nature of excavation practices. 341,000 cubic 
yards, or 260,865 cubic metres of soil were excavated by manual labour at a cost of 3.6 
pence per cubic yard. The soil was soft alluvial earth, which did not require the use of 
a pick, and was dug with shovels only, at the rate of 32 cubic yards (24.5 m3) per man 
per day. It was thrown direct into railway trucks, and a rake of ten to fifteen trucks and 
drawn by locomotive to an area within the bounds of Spencer Street Station, where it 

was dumped.77 The dock was obliterated and the scale of the excavation was far 
exceeded when the Victoria Docks were built in the area a few years later, as has been 

described already in the Docklands Study. 78 

77 Victoria. Legislative Assembly, Batman's swamp Excavations, Return to an Order (Melbourne 
1879-80), and sectional drawing, courtesy of Mr Bob Roberts, Public Transport Corporation. 

78 Ward, Docklands Study, pp 74-85. 
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5. River improvements. 

The first wharf on the Yarra was Queen's Wharf, on the Pool, where Lancey's party 
had first camped, backing onto what became the site of the Customs House. In 1839 
Lonsdale proposed to employ convicts in forming a wharf with tree trunks on the 
opposite side of the river, but Governor Gipps had been told to send no more convicts 
to Port Phillip, and the work did not proceed. In 1840, however, La Trobe initiated 
work on a small wharf on the south bank at this point, which was completed in 

1842. 79 Henceforward development ·proceeded downstream from these points, with 
the north bank always ahead of the south. In 1841 Captain George Ward Cole applied 

to build the first private wharf on the north bank between King and Spencer Streets, 80 

and others followed. 

J I 

t - I 
·i,'\ . ;,i 

I .;· •• ~ •. _; ··•.,• 

. ;, ,\\ \ .,e, ~ '/ . 

V \ - ~ •c•••,..;.,11,.1'!1'~ .1 • •~ •r•...,r•--•,..••••• , 
. . 

. --~;;,-·;.;.··;;.;.;.;.;~;.;;;.;..;~~ 
. -~ ·-

' -,;,. ' j, 
-----:--· 1,--· 

'Little Dock' (Spencer Dock) from a postcard, 1929, immediately before 
it was filled. 

µi Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria, H9997. 

In about 1850 a small dock, later to be known as Spencer Dock, or Little Dock, was cut 

into the north bank at right angles just west of Spencer Street. 81 Thus the Docklands 

79 Boys, First Years at Pon Phillip, p 92. 
80 Boys, First Years at Pon Phillip, p 125. 
81 Map M/28 Sydney, 'City of Melbourne, Proposed Site for Slaughter Houses', by Robert 

Hoddle, 11 September 1849. For later illustrations of the Little Dock (from the Port of 
Melbourne Authority collections) see Harold Paynting & Malcolm Grant (eds), Victoria 
Illustrated 1834-1984 (Melbourne 1985), pp 188-9. 
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Study is quite erroneous in stating that the Upper Australian Wharf w~ 'the first 

downstream development of wharf age along the north bank ... from the nuclear port at 

Queen's Wharf. 82 The first part of the Upper Australian Wharf itself was completed 

in mid-1855, and it is shown in a photograph by Perry in 1856, obviously taken from 

the chimneystack of the gasworks. At this stage it has a small roofed shelter, but as yet 

no proper sheds. 
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The Upper Australian Wharf, 1856: photograph by G W Perry from the 
chimneystack of the gasworks looking south-east towards Emerald Hill. 

Royal Historical Society of Victoria: reproduced in Harold Paynting & Malcolm Grant (eds), 
Victoria Illustrated 1834-1984 (Melbourne 1985), p 179. 

The problems of negotiating the river Y arra were conspicuous from an early date, and 

in January 1843 the Town Council petitioned La Trobe to have it surveyed.83 In 1848 

a number of citizens petitioned the Legislative Council in Sydney to vote £5,000 to 

improve the free navigation of the river. This was unsuccessful, but the Town Council 

initiated its own survey, and one of the later requests to the Sydney administration, 

prior to the separation of Victoria, was for the loan of boring rods to help in the work. 

Out of this survey arose the first serious proposals for cutting a ship canal across 

country from Melbourne to the Beach [Port Melbourne]_84 These proposals were the 

8 2 Ward, Docklands Study, pp 64, 67. 
83 Benjamin Hoare, Jubilee History of the Melbourne Harbour Trust (Melbourne 1927), p 16; 

David Dunstan, Governing the Metropolis (Melbourne 1984), p 153. 
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predecessors of the Coode Canal. 

Map showing David Lennox's proposed ship canal. 
lllustrated Australian Magazine, I, 18 (December 1850). 
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All the canal schemes were directed towards the coast just west of Sandridge where the 
deep water of Robson's Bay comes closest inshore, and where Princes Pier and Station 

Pier now are. The first plan, published in 1850, was that of David Lennox, the 

designer of Princes Bridge, who would have taken a cut from about the location of the 

present Charles Grimes Bridge directly to a spot near Princes Pier, Port Melbourne. 85 

In January 1851 the Mayor, William Nicholson, called a public meeting to consider 

three possibilities (which were not mutually exclusive) - deepening the channel of the 

river, building a pier at the most convenient spot on the bay, and cutting a ship canal 

from the river to the bay. The Argus newspaper tended to favour the ship canal but for 

its excessive cost, estimated at £30,000.86 

It was presumably in response to this pressure that the government engaged two 

engineers, Garrand and J A Manton, to make a survey of the river, and referred the 

various possibilities to the Colonial Architect, Henry Ginn, for comment and costing. 

84 Hoare, Melbourne Harbour Trust, p 18. 
85 Illustrated Australian Magazine, I, 18 (December 1850). 
86 Argus, 3 January 1851, and the evidence of E G FitzGibbon in 'Report ... on Harbour 

Improvements and a River or Harbour Trust, Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1860-1, III, 5, p 
14, cited in Dunstan, Governing the Metropolis, p 153. 
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One scheme was for a railway to Sandridge, and the construction of either a pier or a 

mole. A second was for a railway to Williamstown and the construction of a wharf 

there. A third was to cut a new channel for the river from Humbug Reach (apparently 

the area immediately upstream from Fishermen's Bend). The fourth was for deepening 

the existing course of the Y arra and cutting the bar at its mouth. The fifth, which Ginn 

recommended, was for a direct channel to Robson's Bay.87 This was very similar to 

Lennox's plan, but was directed to a point slightly closer to Sandridge, possibly the 

present position of Station Pier. 
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'Plan of Canals proposed by Mr. H. Ginn & Mr. J. Blackburn from 
Melbourne to Hobson's Bay'. 

Illustrated Australian Magazine, m, 18 (December 1851). 

Ginn made his recommendation for the canal in December 1851, and it was published 

in the Illustrated Australian Magazine, together with a rather more extensive plan of 

river improvement by James Blackbum, Town Surveyor of Melbourne. Blackburn's 

canal ended at the same spot in Robson's Bay, but it ran in a straight line from Princes 

87 Garryowen, Chronicles of Early Melbourne, II, pp 514-6. 
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Bridge, ·making it about fifty per cent longer, and it seems to have been meant as a total 

diversion of the river.88 Blackburn also proposed to open out the area of the Pool into 
a large dock of trapezoidal form, with an outlet into the new canal from its south-east 
corner. When these schemes were published somebody - it is not clear who - had also 
plotted as an alternative a 'practicable cut' on a curved line which sliced off 
Fishermen's Bend and substantially shortened the course of the Y arra as it then existed. 
This is probably the Humbug Reach scheme, referred to above, and as near as may be 
to the scheme finally implemented decades later, on the recommendation of Sir John 
Coode. 

Blackburn's scheme was put before a select committee of the Legislative Council in 

1852-3,89 but for the moment nothing eventuated because, as Blackburn explained:90 

The late change in the quantity and value of labour likely to be available for public 
works [that is, due to the gold rushes], has had the effect of rendering it doubtful 
whether it is ... practicable to carry it into execution .... 

Private enterprise was not so constrained. In August 1853 La Trobe received a 
deputation enquiring about the terms upon which the goverment would allow a ship 
canal to be built privately, and were sufficiently encouraged to apply in December for a 
grant of land and a loan of £750,000. The company's engineer, F G Christy, strongly 
argued that a canal, which would shorten the route from nine or ten miles to one and a 
half (about 15 down to 2.5 km), was preferable to improving the existing course of the 

river.91 This initiative gradually lost its strength as forces mounted in favour of the 

establishment of a harbour trust, and in favour of rival schemes of improvement92 

A royal commission in 1860, which looked at the state of shipping accommodation in 
the river and the bay (infra), received the truly magnificent submission from John 

Millar, civil engineer,93 which has been mentioned above. Miller proposed that a 
'ship canal or tidal harbor' would begin with a large pool above Spencer Street, then 
run south-west parallel with the line Flinders Street in a bed more than a hundred 
metres wide, until it curved in a grand sweep south into Hobsons Bay at about the 
present location of Garden City. Opening off the river at right angles were two large 
rectangular docks in the location of Batman's Hill; further west another dock was 
created to make a junction with the old bed of the Y arra; spaced along the remainder of 
the route were three further square docks, all giving off the north side of the canal; and 

8 8 Illustrated Australian Magazine, I, 18 (December 1850). 
8 9 'Report of the Committee Considering Improvements to the Harbours of Melbourne and 

Geelong', Victorian Parliamentary Papers, 1852-3, Il, p 945, cited in Dunstan, Governing the 
Metropolis, p 154. 

90 Argus, 19 August 1852, p 4. 
91 Dunstan, Governing the Metropolis, p 154, citing especially F C Christy, Improvement of 

the Water Communication between Melbourne and Hobson's Bay (Melbourne 1879), p 4. 
92 Dunstan, Governing the Metropolis, pp 154-6. 
93 Plan for a ship canal or tidal harbour, by John Millar, submitted to the Royal Commission of 

1860. Facsimile issued by the Lands Department 
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flanking the mouth at Hobson's bay were two fully enclosed circular docks, half given 
over to radially placed berths. The full grandeur of the scheme, however, arose from 
the projected street grid, which ran parallel for a considerable distance on either side of 
the canal, and swept around in the same magnificent curve. 
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Detail of a plan for a ship canal or tidal harbour, by John Millar, 
submitted to the Royal Commission of 1860. 

Facsimile issued by the Lands Department. 

··· ······ ··· 

There had been a series of floods on the Yarra in 1837,94 1839,95 twice in 1842,96 

1844,97 184898 and 1849.99 The worst occurred in 1863,100 and, despite some 

94 Boys, First Years at Port Phillip, p 55. 
95 Charles Daley, The History of South Melbourne (Melbourne 1940), p 15. 
96 Daley, History of South Melbourne, p 15. 
97 Daley, History of South Melbourne, p 22; Port Phillip Patriot, 3 October 1844. 
98 Daley, History of South Melbourne, p 15. 
99 Argus, 12 December 1849, p 2; 28 November 1849, p 2; 29 November 1849, p 2; 1 
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effort at improving the river flow, it was followed by others in 1864, 1866,101 

1876,102 and then one in 1878 which would have been as serious as in 1863 but that 

the water did not bank up in Hobson's Bay in the same way_I03 Another flood in 1880 

was 300 mm higher even than in 1878,104 but by now there major works in hand to 

ameliorate the problem. 

One result of the great flood of 1863 was the establishment of a Flood Board, which 
recommended completely re-routing the Y arra from the level of the gasworks right 
down to a point near its mouth. Nothing was done to implement this, but the same idea 
was considered again by the Low Lands Commission of 1872-3, along with two 
others. One of these additional schemes was to widen the river from Princes Bridge to 
the Gasworks, and thence cut a channel straight across the bay west of Sandridge, 
much as in the earlier schemes of Lennox and Ginn. The other was to widen the river 
as far as Fishermen's Bend, and cut from there to a point below its junction with the 

Maribyrnong.105 The Commission recommended the creation of new docks in the land 
between Flinders Street on the north and the railway reserve and Y arra bank on the 
south, though two of its members objected on thre ground that this would prevent any 

future linkage of Spencer Street with Clarendon Street, South Melbourne.106 It is 
notable that the idea of a cut from the gasworks_ to Sandridge remnained sufficiently 

alive for the government to gazette a sixteen chain (320 m) reservation for it in 1883, 107 

though this was soon allowed to lapse. 

From the 186Os work on the wharves downstream from the Falls Bridge was more or 
less continuous, but somewat piecemeal. According to a royal commission in 1872 
wharfage and improvement works had used up more than half a million pounds with 
minimal results, in the absence of a proper coordinating authority. The Melbourne City 
Council and the Chamber of Commerce had begun agitating in 1852 for the fonnation 
of a harbour trust, and whren the goverment declined to act they had try to establish 
such a body on a private enterprise basis. In 1855 the government promised that it 
would establish a trust, but still failed to do so, and in 1857 it promised a Harbour 
Management Bill In 1858-9 a select committee of Parliament examined the possibility 
of establishing a river or harbour trust and recommended in favour. The royal 
commission which looked at the state of shipping accommodation in the river and the 
bay, between June and September 1860, came out strongly in favour of a harbour trust. 

December 1849, p 2; 3 December 1849, p 2; 11 December 1849, p 2. 
100 Daley, History of South Melbourne, pp 107-8. 
101 James H Watson, 'Personal Recollections of Melbourne in the Sixties', Victorian Historical 

Magazine, XII, 4 (June 1924), pp 205-6. 
102 Age, 18 March, 19 March & 27 March 1876. 
103 Coode, Works of Improvement, pp 5-6. 
104 Hoare, History of the Melbourne Harbour Trust, p 38. 
105 Hoare, History of the Melbourne Harbour Trust, p 22. 
106 Victoria, Parliament, Low Lands Commission, Final Report (Melbourne 1873), pp 3-6. 
107 'Plan of River Improvements', 1891. 



Buildings in the Docklands 33 

Anothe~ royal commission in 1872 looked at the best way of using the low-lying land 

to the north of the river, and it too recommended a harbour trust The political turmoil 
of the next year or two impeded any action, but in 187 5 a joint commission of the 

Chamber of Commerce and the Underwriters Association was sufficient! y persuasive 

that the Harbor Trust Act (40 Victoria No 552) passed parliament in 1876 and became 

law on 1 January 1877 _ 108 

A new phase of development began with the establishment of the Harbor Trust and the 

engagement of the English engineer Sir John Coode, to advise upon improvements to 
the port and the river. Coode recommended the cutting of the canal which now bears 
his name. This shortened the trip from Robson's Bay substantially, admitted larger 

vessels than had previously been able to negotiate Fisherman's Bend, and improved the 

flow and scour of the river. He argued for the removal of rock obstructions in the river 

from just above Princes Bridge to just below the Falls Bridge, enlarging and improving 
the waterway, and raising substantial embankments from the Botanical Gardens down 

to the sea.109 

These works were carried out substantially in accordance with his recommendations. 

The Coode Canal itself was completed in 1886.11° Coode also proposed a steam ferry 

between Spencer and Clarendon Streets, running between pontoons on either bank, 111 

and this eventuated some years later. Meanwhile the Victoria Dock (originally West 

Melbourne Dock) was constructed in 1887-1892, as has been described in the 

Docklands Study .112 

Although the government had gazetted the reservation in 1883- for a stonnwater or flood 

relief channel, W P Buckhurst- revived the old canal scheme, quoting in support 

Coode's first report, l 13 which he had wilfully or otherwise misunderstood. The 

question of a straight cut (additional to the Coode Canal and river improvements) was 

resubmitted by the Commissioners to Coode in 1885, l 14 and he reaffirmed his views: 

'I could only look upon such a project as suicidal, so far as regards the maintenance of 

a sufficient navigable depth of water bewtween Robson's Bay and Melbourne.•115 But 

108 Hoare, History of the Melbourne Harbour Trust, pp 19-24; Dunstan, Governing the 
Metropolis, pp 153-168. 

109 Coode, Works of Improvement, passim. 
11 0 For illustrations of the construction work in progress (from the Port of Melbourne Authority 

collections) see Harold Paynting & Ian Grant (eds), Victoria Illustrated 1834-1984 (Melbourne 
1985), p 184. 

111 Melbourne Harbour Trust Detail Plan 1879. 
112 Ward, Docklands Heritage Study, pp 31-4 & 74 ff. For a further early photograph of vessels 

in the dock, from the port of Melbourne Authority collections, see Paynting & Grant, Victoria 
Illustrated, p 187. 

113 Daley, History of South Melbourne, p 141. 
114 'Subjects to be submitted to Sir John Coode for his consideration and advice, ordered by the 

Commissioners 2nd September, 1885, in Victoria, Parliament, Reports by Sir John Coode, 
C.E., on Works of Improvement to the Port of Melbourne (1879 and 1886) (Melbourne 
1910), p 19. 
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'The New West Melbourne Dock. l. Old Course of the Yarra. 2. The 
new cut Coode's Channel. 3. Coal Canal to Railway at North 

Melbourne. 4. The Excavated Basin of the New Dock', 
by J Macfarlane. 

Illustrated Australian News, no 443 (1 April 1892), p 12. 

the issue did not go away, and seven years later the Y arra Floods Board recommended 
essentially the same thing, a ship canal to Port Melbourne from the swinging basin 

opposite the gasworks. The Building, Engineering and Mining Journal endorsed this 

as the best means of preventing future damage to property: 116 

This recommendation, if carried out, will have a very serious effect on the 
direction in which the commerce of the city will flow, and we believe that the 
logic of the facts will bring into discredit the wisdom of Sir John Coode's 
decision, and the conservatism of the Harbor Trust in so consistently following 
his recommendations. 

The occasion for this outburst was another great flood in 1891, but even this abated 

115 Coode to the Harbour Trust Commissioners, 31 May 1886, in Repons by Sir John Coode, p 
28. 

116 Building, Engineering and Mining Journal, 5 March 1892, p 92. 
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much more rapidly than its predecessors, as a result of the Harbor Trust's 

improvements.117 As time went on these floods became less and less severe, and the 
demand for a canal or flood channel faded away. 

Works of improvement continued, and the next great spur to action was the 
construction of the Spencer Street Bridge. In anticipation of it the Harbor Trust in 
1927-8 widened the river over a length of 1.5 kilometres from 107 to 214 metres, at a 
cost of £375,000. The bridge was to render obsolete all the wharves upstream to 
which shipping could no longer gain access, and under the Spencer Street Bridge Act 
of 1927 these were vested in the Crown. In September 1929 the Chief Engineer of the 
Public Works Department submitted a scheme for reclaiming the area. Meanwhile the 
closure of these wharves, and the filling in of Spencer Dock, initiated a further spurt of 
development downstream, and of course the same process of displacing wharfage 
downstream was to be repeated in more recent times with construction of the Charles 
Grimes Bridge. 

The Melbourne Hydraulic Power Company was formed in 1886 to supply Melbourne 
with 'motive power on the high pressure hydraulic system for the extinguishing of fires 

and other purposes'.118 In other words, this was to be high pressure hydraulic power, 
and it would help with fighting fires in high buildings beyond the reach of mains 
pressure. The Hydraulic Systems Bill was put to Parliament in 1887 and a select 
committee appointed to consider it. Whilst firefighting was a suitably worthy objective, 
there is no doubt that the main motivation was the supply of hydraulic power for lifts. 
Up to now each building, unless it relied upon the inadequate mains pressure, had its 
own engine to provide the necessary hydraulic pressure. These lifts still operated at 
low pressure, and the water was drained away and wasted - to the extent of 500 million 

gallons (2,300 Ml) a year in 1887 .119 W F Hall pointed out that all Otis passenger lifts 
for the past ten years had been hydraulic, and that on the proposed system the water 
would be recirculated rather than wasted. Only three other cities in the world, Hull, 
London and Liverpool, had a public supply of hydraulic power. 

The company was the creation of the London engineer John Coates, and his nephew 
George Swinburne, and was floated with Swinburne as manager and John Coates & 
Co as consulting engineers. It was duly authorised by Parliament, and then spent 
$85,000 on laying eleven kilometres of mains through Melbourne streets and on 

building its pumping station 120 at a location described as the comer of North Wharf 

117 Daley, History of South Melbourne, p 197. 
118 M J Taylor, 'The Rise and Fall of Marvellous Melbourne's Skyscrapers' (2 vols, BArch report, 

Melbollllle University 1972), I, p 27. 
119 Select Committee on the Hydraulic System Bill, p 14. 
120 Geoffrey Blainey, Johns and Waygood (Melbourne no date [1956]), p 23. Swinburne referred 

to the firm of J Coates & Company as consisting of Coates, C R Lee and himself: New South 
Wales, Legislative Assembly, Repon from the Select Committee on the Sydney and Suburban 
Hydraulic Power Company's Bill (Sydney 1888), p 11. 
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Road and Pigott Stree4 near the Victoria Docks.121 This appears to have been on the 
north side of North Wharf Road, adjoining the east side of Berry's Bond and Free 

Store.122 By July 1889 the company had extended a trunk main as far as Parliament 
House, and Prell's building at the corner of Collins and Queen Street had been 

connected up. By the end of the year seventy lifts were connected, of which 37 were 

made by Peter Johns (these being mainly goods lifts).123 By the middle of 1890 there 
were 250 lifts connected, and the majority were passenger lifts of the more advanced 

types like Austral Otis.124 By April 1892 there were three hundred lifts connected. 
About 70% were made by either Waygood's or Johns, and when the two amalgamated 
the Austral Otis Company fell back to a very minor position in the trade. 

'There can be no doubt,' asserted E J Rigby in 1891, 'that it was the introduction of the 
elevator, and the possibilities of revenue which it opened up that gave such a largely 
increased value at this time to main street frontages in the city and in a considerable 

measure helped to make the memorable boom.'125 Sydney's hydraulic power 
company was established in 1891, two years after Melbourne's, and from now on 

mechanical lifts were almost entirely superseded by hydraulic ones. Melbourne's 
hydraulic system appears, then, to have been the fourth in the world. Compared with 
other engineering plant in the area, like the gasworks, it was far more out of the 
ordinary. Moreover, because it started later and lasted a shorter time, it probably 
retained its original form more intact. Whilst nothing significant survives above · 
ground, the site may well repay archaeological investigation. 

121 Taylor, 'Marvellous Melbourne's Skyscrapers', I, p 35. 
122 Sands & McDougall's Melbourne, Suburban, and Country Directory for 1906 (Melbourne 

1906), p 2. Travelling westwards there were: the Metropolitan Gas Works; James Remilton; 
Tar Distillery (John Graham); William Mitchell, corporation contractore; Arthur Brown & 
Co, engineers; Metrpolitan Hydraulic Power Co; Berry's Bond & Free Stotrr. 

123 Blainey, Johns and Waygood,p 23. 
124 Taylor, p 35. 
125 E J Rigby, in the Building and Engineering Journal, 11 April 1889, quoted by James Grant & 

Geoffrey Serie (eds), The Melbourne Scene 1803 - 1957 (Melbourne), p 178. 
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6. Significance of the Docklands. 

The Docklands Herita,ge Study does not contain a statement of cultural significance for 
the whole area, nor does it suggest in any explicit way that the whole site is of heritage 
significance. Yet this would seem to be the implication of the whole approach and 

orientation of the study. Even if the the Docklands is not considered to be .of statewide 
significance, a statement of cultural significance is required as the basis for any 
conservation planning policy. If the Authority recognises and wishes to conserve any 
of the existing historic character, this should be defined in some way that will provide a. 

basis for policy decisions. 

The writer is of the opinion that in fact the area is not significant in a statewide sense. 
Significance does not inhere in a place just because it is big, and is still there. One does 

not say that the whole central business district is significant just because it is a central 

business district. If that were the case, then every central business district of every 

town would be significant, and then there would be no meaning in the word 

significance. To aspire to state or national significance the Docklands would have to 

play an exceptional role and/or be exceptionally intact. In Australia one might look to 
parts of Sydney Harbour as excepional in that they are integral to the development of 
Sydney in a way that the Docklands is not integral to the development of Melbourne, 

and in that they were the bridgehead of European settlement in Australia as a whole. 
One might look to Fremantle, on the other hand, as a dockland site of a humbler 

character, but one which is exceptionally intact 

To draw comparison at a more local level, the present writer has argued that the South 

Bank of the Y arra was of exceptional significance as the seed-bed of industry at a time 

when Victoria, under its protectionist policies, was the only-industrial colony in the 
continent Notwithstanding this erstwhile importance, however, so much has been lost 

in the South Bank that it cannot be argued to be of exceptional significance today. 

In short, no case has been made for the Docklands as a whole, and no case is advanced 
here beyond the indisputable fact that the area has certain congenial qualities and 

associations. These, it is suggested, should be taken into account so far as practicable 
in planning for the development of the area, and the statement of cultural significance 

and the statement of cultural policy that follow are intended to facilitate this. 

Statement of Cultural Significance 

The Docklands has played an organic role in the development of Melbourne and of 
Victoria, and is an area redolent of shipping, mercantile, engineering and railways 
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history. Though it has declined into something of a wasteland, it still contains 

structures which evoke those connections, and is still defined largely by its relationship 

to the Y~ the Victoria Dock and the Railways. 

Statement of conservation policy 

The Docklands should continue to be a special part of Melbourne, and not merely an 

extension of the central business district or another inner suburb. It should be so 

developed as to revivify it and improve its public accessibility, whilst retaining 
significant elements of its shipping, mercantile, engineering and railways history, 

including the Victoria Docks. Planning should recognise the major role of the railways 

in the area and should treat with care, particularly in terms of building height and scale, 
the banks of the Y arra and the Victoria Docks. 
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7. North Wharf No 5 Berth. 

The Docklands Study recommends this complex for the Historic Buildings Register 

and advances a rather extensive statement of cultural significance: 126 

No. 5 North Wharf, with its wharf crane, is important at the State .level as the 
most complete of all the traditional (non-containerized) river berths on the north 
side of the river. This is the only place within the port of Melbourne where it is 
now possible to see all the elements of a traditional berth with equipment and 
facilities which were designed for this site. The area has been a wharf since 
1855, and the berth has been associated with the Victorian and interstate general 
cargo trade at least since 1894, and was one of the principal berths for this trade 
for the period from shortly before 1929 to at least 1959. The cargo shed is 
associated with Charles Ruwolt Pty. Ltd. (Annex), one of Melbourne's leading 
steel fabricators during the inter-war period; and the crane is the product of 
Malcolm Moore Limited (Annex), Melbourne's chief mechanical handling 
manufacturer in the inter-war period and responsible for the manufacture and 
supply of much of the coal-handling equipment at the West Melbourne gas works 
and at other ports around Australia. This crane is one of only three Moore cranes 
installed within the port of Melbourne (Annex), and· it has been associated with 
this berth since its erection in August 1948. It is the second oldest extant wharf 
crane in the port of Melbourne. The roof trusses are interesting because they 
appear to have been welded as half spans and bolted together on site; indicative, 
perhaps, of the rather more rudimentary mechanical handling equipment (mobile 
cranes/transporters) of the period when they were erected. 

This classification applies to the wharf apron, together with the horizontal 
fenders, crane rail and cast iron bollards; the Malcolm Moore semi-portal crane; 
the cargo shed complete with the crane rail at the eaves-line, the double 
sliding/roller shutter doors, and the verandah over the loading bay; the bluestone 
ramp up to the wharf apron at the eastern end, and the covered loading bay at the 
rear. 

To separate out the real essence from all of this is not easy, but the nub of the matter 

appears to lie in the statement that this is the only place within the port where all the 

elements of a traditional berth may be seen. A useful technique for paring down 

overblown statements of significance is to ask of each element whether it alone would 

impart significance to the place if there were no other grounds. If this is not the case, 

then it has been thrown in to make weight, and should be discounted. This berth is 

stated to be the most complete one of the traditional type north of the river, but if the 

question is one of State significance, why should one ignore the south of the river, the 

port of Geelong, and other places? The present writer is unqualified to say that there 

are better berths in these other localities, but that seems to be the implication of the 

guarded statement made in the study. 

12 6 Ward, Docklands Study, p 65. 
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The assertion that 'the area' has been a wharf since 1855 is disingenuous, for it 

deliberately slurs over the fact that the river was widened and that the present berth is 
not even on the site of the original one. The notion that this approximate relationship to 

an earlier site confers cultural significance is at best far-fetched. The fact that this berth 
was associated with the general cargo trade from 1894 does not suggest that it is more 
significant than any other berth associated with any other trade - indeed, if anything, a 

berth of a more specialised nature might be of more technical interest, and perhaps of 
more economic importance. The significance of the connection with · Ruwolts is 
unclear: there is nothing to suggest that Ruwolts is a firm of such importance as to 
confer cultural significance upon any structure they have used or occupied. The point 
about the welding of the roof trusses is of some slight interest, but quite marginal in 
relation to the history of welded construction in Victoria, where such pioneering 

structures as the Grange Road Bridge and the Richmond Baths have not even been 

placed upon the Register. 

The status of the crane, however, is in quite a different category. There is no doubt that 
equipment of this sort can be of substantial importance, and the case is made that this is 

one of three Malcolm Moore cranes in the port, and is the second oldest crane in the 

port. The study includes an extensive chronology, in which is listed about forty major 

intallations or pieces of machinery or equipment manuactured by the company.127 
This, however, highlights the problems inherent in assessing material of this sort. Are 

all of these forty items so important that they, or the installation of which they form a 

part, should be registered? If not all, then how many, and which? How many other 
engineers and manufacturers produced items of similar status? Until engineering 
historians provide us with the intellectual apparatus for distinguishing the important 

from the less important, we are more or less blinf olded. 

It is for these reasons that we must concentrate on the remaining claim, the statement 

that this is the only place within the port where all the elements of a traditional berth 

may be seen. There is probably a good case for preserving a traditional berth in the 
area, not necessarily for reasons of ~hitectural or historic importance within the terms 

of the Historic Buildings Act, but as a question of planning amenity - because the 

ongoing development of the area may well be able to capitalise on its distinctive flavour 
and associations, of which the berthing facilities are a part. Such a berth, however, 

should be one which is still accessible to shipping. The continuation of existing or 

compatible uses is accepted as a desirable principle in conservation, even for structures 

which are being preserved principally as specimens of fine architecture. It is even more 

fundamental for industrial and transport facilities where the manner of operation is basic 
to their significance. 

In brief then, no sufficient argument has been made that there is anything distinctive or 

127 Ward, Docklands Study, pp A2-A4. 
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fundamentally important about berthing facilites, such as would warrant the registration 
of a specimen. No argument has been advanced that such a specimen, if there is to be 
one registered, must be in the subject area - as opposed to the South Bank, 
Williamstown, Geelong, W arrnambool, Echuca or elsewhere. The fact that this berth 
can no longer be reached by shipping seems not to have been considered. Moreover, if 

the Docklands Authority should decide to preserve a berth for the sorts of reasons 
discussed, this would be a major financial and planning burden. The Authority should 
perhaps be allowed to select for preservation the berth that will accord best with its 
planning objectives, rather than be pinned down to the one which is now, fortuitously, 
the most intact. 

A revised statement of cultural significance might read as follows: 

No 5 North Wharf dates from 1939 to 1942, and is the only place within the Port 
of Melbourne where a traditional non-containerised berth can be seen with all the 
equipment and facilities, including a semi-portal travelling crane manufactured by 
the local engineer Malcolm Moore Ltd. However the Charles Grimes Bridge has 
severed it from access by shipping, and it is now no more than a relic. 
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8. North Wharf No 6 Berth. 

The Docklands Study does not recommends this complex for the Historic Buildings 
Register, but rather recommends planning scheme protection for the Stothert & Pitt 

crane and for other cargo handling facilities situated on the wharf apron.128 This is 
therefore not a matter presently before the Historic Buildings Council, but the issues 
involved are real ones and are worthy of attention. There are three major problems. 
The first is that the Stothert & Pitt crane is no longer there. The second is that of 
moving cargo handling facilities which, if they are not portable, are in Burra Charter 
terms regarded as integral with the site: if they are portable, then they are not embraced 
by the Burra Charter. The third problem is rather similar: planning scheme protection 
does not apply to portable items. It can apply to items which, though in principle fixed, 
have in fact been moved - but in that case it can apply only after the move has occurred. 

The statement of cultural significance reads: 

The site is significant at the State level because it is the only one within the port of 
Melbourne which contains all the elements for demonstrating cargo handling 
facilities in a traditional (non-containerized) port facility, with both ship- and 
wharf-based cranes. The Stothert and Pitt portal crane is the oldest extant crane in 
the port of Melbourne, and the Malcolm Moore semi-portal crane at No. 5 North 
Wharf (adjoining) is the second oldest 

The classification includes the Stothert and Pitt crane and the other cargo handling 
facilities along the wharf apron. 

The Stothert & Pitt crane has been removed, as I understand it, not as part of any 
attempt to influence conservation options for the site, but simply because it was the 
p~operty of the former ten.ant, the National Waterfont Training Centre. The 'other 
cargo handling facilities' are not identified in the study, so that it is difficult to 
determine whether they are still there, and whether or not they are in principle portable. 
The site itself is identified in the key plan in the Docklands Study as one for planning 
protection, which would have the effect of preventing or discouraging the removal of 
major elements. However the recommendation is the reverse of this - it is for the 
possible removal of the elements, and for their protection rather than that of the site. 

It is not appropriate to attempt here a redraft of the statement of cultural significance, 
given that the central object has been removed, and the remaining content has not been 

identified. But the issue of collecting and preserving relevant material one site is an 
important one. The Docklands area contains the greatest extent of berthing facilities in 
Victoria and a substantial range of equipment and waterside furniture associated with 

128 Ward, Docklands Study, p 68. 
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them. To take up the point already broached in relation to Berth No 5, the writer 
asserts that the preservation of a sample berth, and the assemblage of the most signicant 
equipment on it, is a worthy objective. It is one for which the Docklands Authority 
may well be best equipped, and it is one which will help to maintain the continuity and 
identity of the area, and to enhance its variety and attractiveness to potential occupants. 
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9. The retaining wall. 

The Docklands Study recommends this wall for the Historic Buildings Register, and 

the proposed statement of cultural significance reads: 129 

This retaining wall is historically important as a part of the works associated with 
the main road to the Docks, pre-dating the opening of the Victoria Dock by 
almost two years. It confirms the existence of Batman's Hill whilst its 
architectural character enhances that of the surviving No. 3 Goods Shed, and 
would also have complemented that of old No. 1 shed (demolished) and No. 4 
(mostly demolished). 

Unintentionally, no doubt, this statement expresses clearly the lack of any case for 

registration, for it contains no element which would itself constitute an aspect of 
substantial significance. There is nothing to indicate why one main road is more 
important than another, or what the wall tells us about the road beyond its very 

existence. The idea that the wall is significant because it enhances buildings no longer 

standing is the height of absurdity. Elsewhere in this report I have tried to rework the 
statements of significance in the Docklands Study into meaningful form, but here I am 

defeated: there is nothing known of this structure that could be regarded as significant 

Of much more importance is what is behind the wall. When the excavation was made 

for the roadway its significance was recognised, and under the heading 'Removal of an 
Old Landmark', the Illustrated Australian News waxed lyrical about the associations of 

the site:130 

What was once a grassy hill, fresh and sweet, clothed in the bright verdure that 
springs from the winter rains, is now a bewildering maze of rails that stretch 
themselves out in all directions, like the multiplied tentacles of a mighty octopus. 

· Goods sheds, platforms, and huge buildings have taken the place of low scrub 
and waving trees. The air that was pure is laden with dust, coal dust, steam and 
smoke; the drowsy peace and stillness of the bush have given way to the roar of 
traffic, the whirr of machinery and the screech of locomotives; and most of all 
the river - that was good to the taste and teeming with fish, swan, duck and teal, 
and whose banks were grass-covered and fringed with trees trailing their dark 
reflections across the placid surface - how it has changed! Dark of color, thick as 
soup, foul smelling, with the drainage of a great city pouring into it day after day, 
bubbling with the evil gases that rise from its depths. · 

Batman's Hill has so completely disappeared, cut down, levelled and built on, till 
all that was left of the original is a long bank of earth about 12 feet high, 
extending in line with Flinders-street, between the wharves and the railway yard. 
Now this embankment is is to be taken away to fill up the lower portion of the 
Spencer-street station yard, and at present there is a gang if men hard at work 
with pick and shovel, and under their vigorous strokes it is fast disappearing. 
When the last of it has gone the oldest landmark in Melbourne will have gone 

129 Ward, Docklands Study, p 132. 
130 'Removal of an Old Landmark', Illustrated Australian News, no 443 (1 April 1892), p 16. 
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with it, and Batman's Hill will only be known in history. 
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'Removing the last of Batman's Hill', by J Macfarlane. 
Rlustrated Australian News, no 443 (1 April 1892), p 13. 

This, however, is not the end of the story, for Batman's Hill was not entirely 
expunged. What is supported by the retaining wall to this day is still a part of Batman's 
Hill. It is unclear to what extent the southern slope was altered when the crest of the 
hill was removed, or subsequently prior to the 1892 excavation. The ground at the top 
of the retaining wall is close to the original surface. Moreover it appears that the wall 
cuts through it close to the site of Batman's house, which was somewhere near the 
present weighbridge house. There seemed to be a real prospect that part of the house 
site might remain sufficiently intact to warrant archaeological investigation, but 
regrettably, at the the of writing, the evidence is tending the other way. 

Contemporary sources differ somewhat as to the exact location of the house, but most 
agree that the house was on somewhere within the line of what was later to become 
Flinders Street Extension. So it is shown in Russell's survey of Melbourne in 

1836,131 Hoddle's plan M/8 of 1837,132 and Kearney's map of c 1855-6.133 The best 

13 1 Reproduced in War~ Docklands Study, p 11, and many other places. 
132 Map M/8 Sydney, by Robert Hoddle, 25 March 1837. Public Records Office; reproduced in 

Historical Records of Victoria, V, p 44. 
133 Map Collection, State Library of Victoria; detail reproduced in Ward, Docklands Study, p 13. 
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map is that prepared by Hoddle in 1850 for the establishment of a slaughterhouse, 134 

and George Tibbits has on this basis deduced that the retaining wall is just north of the 
site of the house, which therefore will have been expunged entirely. Computer plotting 

I 
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Map M/28 Sydney, 'City of Melbourne, Proposed Site for Slaughter 
Houses', by Robert Boddie, 11 September 1849. 

R 

r
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of the buildings carried out for the present hearing by Godfrey & Spowers confirms 
this. However, the site of the rear outbuildings is above the wall. It would therefore 
be by no means impossible that there should be archaeological material beneath the 
paved surface to the north of the wall that may relate to Fawkner's original cultivation, 
to Batman's occupation, to Baxter's occupation, to the use of the buildings by La Trobe 

134 Map M/28 Sydney, 'City of Melbourne, Proposed Site for Slaughter Houses', by Robert 
Hoddle, 11 September 1849. Public Records Office. 
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and Lonsdale, or to later phases. 

This now depends upon the ground level. A contour map prepared in 1853 for water 
reticulation purposes, by the Sureyor-General, Clement Hogkinson, has been 

transferred to computer, but there is still some doubt about the relation of its datum to 
that of the present day. The best indications are that more than a metre has been sliced 
off the site of Batman's outbuildings, and this is seemingly confirmed by Macfarlane's 

illustration of the 1892 excavations (reproduced above) which shows a long horizontal 

top to the bank, as if the surface had already been cut down. 

This matter will be pursued until it is resolved one way or the other. In recent years an 

enormous amount of effort has been expended on the excavation of the first 
government house site in Bridge Street, Sydney. This is the first site of substantial 
European occupation in Melbourne, and potentially the nearest equivalent to the Sydney 
site. It deserves to 'be thoroughly checked out and, even if it proves barren, to be 
marked in some way in commemoration of its pivotal place in Melbourne history. 
Moreover there could hardly be a better way to draw people into the Docklands site, 

give it an identity, and establish its special relationship with the Central Activities 
District proper. 

The excavation of this site may conflfot with another conservation objective, for the 

Docklands Study135 has recommended the weighbridge house for planning protection. 
The significance of this installation is perhaps related principally to the fact that the 
mechanism was manufactured in the Victorian Railways workshops. Apart from the 
brand 'YR 20-TON 1926' cast into the ground plate, the· scale machinery in the 
weighbridge house is marked 'Vien Rlys / 1 / Makers / Works Br I 16/11/29 / 
Melbourne'. This suggests that the Bendigo Road Weighbridge referred to by Ward is 

five years earlier in date, and perhaps therefore somewhat more interesting. 

A number of other weighbridges are also to be compared with this one (which is 

Melbourne Goods No 1)_136 Those .directly comparable are: 

Bendigo 
Fitzroy Goods 

North Melbourne, Arden Street 
Others which are of the truck rather than the cart type, and/ or are by other makers, are: 

Ballarat (truck, Pooley) 

Castlemaine ( truck, Pooley) 

Corio Distillers Corporation ( truck, Pooley) 

Melbourne Yard 9 Shed (cart, Howe) 

Dynon North S.G. (cart, Avery) -------
13 5 Ward, Docklands Study, p 136. 
136 Information from Mr Alan Pobjoy, Public Transport Corporation. 
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Dynon South Yard ( cart, Fairways) 
Dynon No 1 (cart, Fairways) 
Maryborough (truck, VR) 
Maryborough (cart, Fairbanks) 
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It appears from this that there are enough surviving weighbridges to meet the 

reasonable needs of aficionados, and in any case that the cultural significance of this 

one is not in the same league as that of the potential excavation. This is not a case 

where registration under the Historic Buildings Act is at issue, but even the 

recommendation for planning scheme protection should be reviewed, as likely to 

conflict with a more pressing need for commemoration, and possibly excavation, on 

this site. 
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10. Outwards Parcels Office. 

The Docklands Study recommends the facade of this building and the bluestone 
pitched roadway for the Historic Buildings Register, and the proposed statement of 

cultural significance reads: 137 . 

The Outwards parcels office remains in use generally for its original purpose and. 
in this respect reflects a traditionally important class of railway traffic. Its 
architectural style closely recalls that of the former passenger station facade while 
its general mass and location facilitates contemporary interpretation of the site's 
development in terms of the pitched cartway approach, (which has been in this 
location since at least 1870) the former administrative buildings (pre 1890) and 
the country and suburban station entrance. 

This is another statement which more or less dissolves under closer examination. The 

fact that the building remains in its original use is by no means remarkable in a structure 
as recent as 1927, though it might well be a relevant factor in if the building were 

already regarded as significant on other grounds. It seems that parcels are 'a 

traditionally important class of railway traffic', but presumably not as important as 
goods, passengers, or perhaps other categories like mail, or grain. As the great 
majority of railway buildings are associated with one or more of these important 
categories, why is this building singled out? And if Ward does believe that the function 

of the building is important, why does he recommend the registration of the fac~de, and 
not the working part of the building? 

The architectural style - which, incidentally, is not analysed at all - is said to recall that 
of of the former station facade. Examination of the photographs below hardly 

substantiates this claim, but even if it were true - so what? The next part of this 
sentence is not even intelligible - its mass and location facilitates interpretation of the 
site's development in terms of the cartway approach &c. Why the development of this 

site is more important than any other is unclear. Why it is desirable to be able to 
interpret it visually is equally unclear. It would be possible that the location of the 

building might help in such an interpretation, but not that the mass would be critical -
one could still think about the site development with a ten storey building in this 
location. In fact, however, even the location does not help in this, because it has 
changed. The long narrow shed on the south side of the original laneway approach has 
gone, the present pitched surface extends much further south than the original, and it is 

by no means clear that any of the original pitching survives in situ. 

The statement that the pitched cartway has been in this location since 1870 is quite 

unsubstantiated and in fact is erroneous, as will be demonstrated. The evidence cited 

137 Ward, Docklands Study, p 166. 
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by Ward consists of one contract of 1870 which is clearly irrelevant, as it is not for 
pitching, but for forming and metalling roads, and for ballasting sidings. Of the later 
contracts cited the first is one of 1872 for pitching and metalling on Batman's Hill, 
which is unlikely to be relevant, as the surface in this location is not metalled, and as 
the location is unlikely to be described as Batman's Hill. The second is quite irrelevant, 
as it relates to the 'new timber station, Batman's Hill', and the bluestone is to be in four 
inch (100 mm) cubes, which is not the case here. Only the third one is feasible, being 
for the supply of 16,000 lineal feet of bluestone pitches at the Melbourne Terminus. If 

this is so the date is not 1870 but 1879. At best only a small portion of it can remain. 

11 

.Plan of the area around the Engineer-in-Chiers Office, 1889. 
Detail from Victorian Railways No 3 Goods Shed and Offices at Spencer Street 

Goods Depot. Contract No 4007, exhibited from 22 July 1889, drawing no 1. 

A plan of this area in 1889 shows a scattering of buildings around the north part of 
what became the site of the Administration Building, then a broad space running in 
from Spencer Street, which it seems Ward may have interpreted as the pitched cartway, 
and then a group of buildings including the Engineer-in-Chiefs Office. This is best 
interpreted by working backwards from the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of 
W arks survey plan of the 1890s, which shows a large rectangular fenced area to the 
north of the new Administration Building: this can be seen from photographs to be a 
garden. Then there is a long narrow building in the east-west direction, and next to it a 
long narrow space which may be a driveway, and then the office buildings. The 
garden is in the site of the broad space of the earlier plan, and there is no reason to 
believe that space to have been a pitched cartway, and certainly no possibility that it is 
the present one. 
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Plan of the area from the Administration Building northwards, 1890s. 
Detail from Melbourne & Metropolitan Board of Works, City of Melbourne Plan 

No 25 M/87(25), copyrighted 14.1.95. 
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Paved yard south of the Outwards Parcels Office: approximate present layout of the 
bluestone pitching and presumed extent of the post-1890s pavement and the pre-

1927 extension. 

Subsequent to 1895 it appears the long narrow building was demolished, and its site, 

together with the driveway along its north side, became the pitched cartway visible in 
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the post World War I photograph reproduced below. By the time that the present 
Parcels Office was built in 1927 the pitched cartway had been extended southwards 
over much of what formerly been the fenced garden. The cartway now is an apparently 
heterogenous combination of areas of squarish pitches and of narrow ones. What can 
be distinguished in this is, on the one hand, the cartway as shown in the post-World 
War I photograph, which is is paved with narrow pitches in the north-south direction, 
and, on the other hand, the extension made before 1927 to the south, as well as further 

west into the site. The earlier or narrow piched part, however, shows no sign of the 
original narrow roadway, and must be presumed to have been re-paved after the 
demolition of the long building shown in the Board of Works plan. 

There might have been a case for examining the architecture of the building in more 
detail. It was designed by James W Fawcett of the Victorian Railways, who had been 

joint architect of Flinders Street station in 1909-10. Fawcett's career is generally 
obscure, but he was exceptionally successful in competitions in his earlier years. He is 
first heard of as exhibiting designs for a country library and a villa residence at the 

Melbourne Centennial Exibition of 1888-9,138 and he was awarded a third prize for 

these.139 His address for the purposes of the Exhibition was Melboumia Terrace, 
Drummond Street, Carlton, and by the time the prize was awarded he was at 89 Rowe 
Street, North Fitzroy. In January 1889 his articles were approved for associate 

membership of the Royal Victorian Institute of Architects.140 We do not know the 

nature of his employment up to this time, but in August 1889 a competition design for 
the Lilydale Shire Hall, by Fawcett & Walker, was published in the Australasian 

Builder.141 As such a firm is not otherwise known, the Fawcett was almost certainly 
James. 

At some time in 1889 Fawcett joined the Railways Department, 142 and in that year 

won second prize in an RVIA competition for the design of a block of city 

buildings. 143 In 1891 he won the President's Prize in the RVIA competiti.on,144 

though the subject is not reported. The next success was that with Ashworth in the 

competition for Flinders Street Station in 1900. The only other notable work of his 
career was the design of 'Railway Towers' as decoration for the royal visit of 1901. He 

became Chief Architect of the Railways in 1919, retired in 1928, 145 and died in 

138 Official Record of the Centennial International Exhibition, Melbourne, 1888-1889 (Melbourne 
1890), p 596. 

139 Building, Engineering and Mining Jouma~ 2 December 1889, p 385. 
140 RVIA Minutes of Council, 1872-1890 (La Trobe Manuscripts Collection, State Library of 

Victoria), 31 January 1889. 
141 Australasian Builder and Contractor's News, 10 August 1889. 
142 Journal of the Royal Victorian Institute of Architects, November 1928, p 257. 
143 Building, Engineering and Mining Journal, 26 Julyr 1890, p 154; RVIA Minutes of Council, 

1890-1905 (La Trobe Manuscripts Collection, State Library of Victoria), p 4, 28 July 1890. 
144 RVIA Minutes of Council, 1890-1905, p 81, 20 July 1891. 
145 Journal of the Royal Victorian Institute of Architects, November 1928, p 257. 
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1934_146 Fawcett's only recorded building of note is Flinders Street Station, a 
commission that was obtained in competition, and a design of some distinction. This 
one is not: it is banal, unmodelled, and with little pretension to style other than some 
rudimentary gestures towards the Neo-Grec. 

Once again, when I try to think of any aspect of this building which I might advance as 
being of cultural significance, I am defeated. This is not merely a problem of finding 
enough significance to be worthy of consideration for the Historic Buildings Register, 
it is a question of finding any significance at all. 

146 Journal of the Royal Victorian Institute of Architects, September 1934, p 83; . see also RVIA 
Membership & Subscription File, 1932-7 (La Trobe Manuscripts Collection, State Library of 
Victoria). 
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A. The former Engineer-in-Chiers Office from the south-east, c 1920. 
B. The Outwards Parcels Office under construction, 1927. 

Public Tramport Corporation photographs. 
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11. Exhibition Goods Shed. 

The Docklands Study recommends tthis building for the Historic Buildings Register, 

and the proposed statement of cultural significance reads: 147 

The remaining 7 bays of the fonner "Exhibition goods shed" are important at the 
State level as the only surviving remnant of the Central A venue of the Melbourne 
International Exhibition of 1880-81, fonning the longest avenue and north-south 
axis of that development. It is important also as the oldest surviving goods shed 
(part) at Melbourne Goods and is comparable in age with the slightly earlier No. 
1 signal box of 1880 (q.v.) 
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Melbourne International Exhibition Building, 1879-1880, 
as designed by Reed & Barnes, prior to the decision to construct the annexes. 

Melbourne Internati.onal Exhibition, 1880-1881. Official Record (M·elbourne 1882), facing 
p xxxii. 

The first sentence of this citation raises an issue of real interest. The second does not -

there is no reason why one of the oldest buildings on this site should be of state 

significance than one of the older buildings on any other site. 

147 Ward, Docklands Study, p 142. 
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The history of the temporary exhibition annexes deserves some attention. They formed 

no part of the original design of 1879, which consisted of the present main south wing, 

and a proposed humbler (but permanent) machinery annexe to north, in an overall form 

approximating a square. As the demands for space escalated the design of the 

permanent annex was duplicated and these two structures were placed north-south 

rather than east-west, projecting out considerably towards Rathdowne Street on the 

west, and Nicholson Street on the east.148 This created a U-shaped complex with a 

court which could be filled by temporary structures. Ultimately these not only filled the 
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Melbourne International Exhibition Building, 1879-1880, 
Temporary Annexe: Central A venue. 

From the Royal Historical Society of Victoria collection, reproduced in Paynting 
& Grant, Victoria Illustrated, p 213. 

148 Victoria, Parliament. First Repon of the Proceedings of the Commissioners for the Melbourne 
International Exhibition 1880 (Melbourne 1879), p 4; Victoria, Parliament. Final Repon of 
the Proceedings of the Commissioners for the Melbourne International Exhibition, 1880, 
together with a Statement of Accounts (Melbourne 1881), p 2; Melbourne International 
Exhibition, 1880-1881. Official Record (Melbourne 1882), p xlvii. 
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court but extended the same distance again, and were augmented by some detached 
structures which extended the complex even further north, virtually to Carlton 

Street.149 At the conclusion of the exhibition the temporary annexes were entirely 
removed, which was a somewhat shortsighted action, as an even greater extent of 
annexe accommodation had to be built for the Centennial Exhibition of 1888-9. On this 
second occasion the annexe buildings were sold off to a number of separate buyers, but 

in 1881 they were sold entire to the Victorian Railways Department.150 

It is a matter of some surprise that the Docklands Study fails to comment on the form 
of truss used in this building, or on its antecedents, and contains a diagrammatic cross
section of the shed which makes no distinction between the structure as designed and 
the criss-cross braces which have been added at the time of re-erection or later. The 

original dimensions of this part of the structure were:151 

nave 

aisles 

length 
820 ft (250 m) 

820 ft (250 m) 

width 
40 ft (12.2 m) 

30 ft (9.2 m) 

height 
58 ft (17.7 m) 

32 ft (9.8 m) 

The present length is approximately 47 m or 19% of the original. The height of the 
nave has been reduced to 13.0 metres, or three quarters of the original, and the aisles to 
7.0 metres, which is less than three quarters of the original. Because the nave has 
been reduced (on these reasonably accurate figures) by about 4.7 metres and the aisles 
by 2.8, the height of the clerestory has been reduced by almost two metres. It has also 

been redesigned, and what was an area of studded walling152 has now a ladder-like 
strip of ventilating openings. 

This poses the question, if the building is culturally significant, is it significant as an 
example of a building which has been moved, been physically altered, changed in use, 
decayed and part-demolished, in which case most of these changes could be let stand? 
Or is it significant as a remnant of the 1880 Exhibition, in which case these changes 

detract from it? The first option need hardly be entertained: moved and decayed 
buildings are not unusual, particularly in ownerships such as that of the Railways, and 
no particular significance attached to its use as a grain shed and then a goods shed. 

149 For a contemporary interior photograph of the Central Avenue (from the Royal Historical 
Society of Victoria collection), see Paynting & Grant, Victoria Illustrated, p 213. 

150 Victoria, Parliament. Melbourne International Exhibition. Repon of the Trustees of, to the 
Government, and their recommendations for the future utilization of the buildings vested in the 
Trust (Melbourne 1882), p 3. 

151 . Melbourne International Exhibition, 1880-1881, Official Record (Melbourne 1882). p lxxxiii, 
152 A number of albums of photographs survive from the 1880 exhibition, essentially identical, 

but with some minor variations between one and another. Other than the one already 
reproduced by Paynting, there are three illustrations showing a substantial pan of the Main or 
Central Avenue structure: numbers 31, 36 and 46, which are of the New South Wales, Italian 
and American courts respectively. No 46 gives the best view of the clerestory. 
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More significance therefore should be attributed to its Exhibition role. Is it an important 
relic of the 1880-1 Exhibition? If one wished to commemorate the 1880-1 Exhibition, 
or to learn about it, to which physical relic would one tum? Presumably one would 
tum to the main Exhibition Building, which - unlike the Central A venue - was always 
mean to be the important part of the complex, is still on the original site, is substantially 
intact and/or restored, is still in use for compatible purposes, and has not been largely 
demolished, reduced in height, cross-braced, and allowed· to decay. The survival of a 
portion of the temporary annexe is surprising, and the structure is a curiosity, but this 
represents a very minimal level of significance. 

The bracing quite alters the appearance of the interior, and the building has been altered 
in form and been reduced in height, and is in a very dilapidated condition. These things 
do not reduce its interest, but they do suggest that its conservation would require major 
reconstruction work. The only meaningful way in which the building could be 
preserved would be to remove the building to its original site, where it would recover 
some of its original historical associations, and then to physically reconstruct it, 
presumably in the original form and proportions. There are three major difficulties in 
this. Firstly, the Exhibition Trusteees would have to adopt the idea. Secondly, the 
amount of work required might produce a simulacrum rather than an authentic 
structure. Thirdly, if the building were to be registered on the present site, then 
removal would be prohibited, or at least would require a special hearing. 

A statement of cultural significance reflecting these considerations might be as follows: 

A curious relic of the Melbourne International Exhibition of 1880-81, being a part 
and the Central Avenue of the termporary annexe, the whole of which was 
bought by the Railways at the conclusion of the exhibition. This building became 
the Exhibition Goods Shed, and apparently was truncated in height before re
erection, crudely cross-braced and at that time or later, part-demolished to leave 
only the present seven bays, and allowed to decay. 
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Top: Melbourne International Exhibition Building, 1879-1880, Central 
A venue of the temporary annexe, approximate proportioIL Bottom: 

Exhibition Goods Shed: approximate proportion. Scale 1:200. 
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12. Shed No 2 (former 'A' Shed). 

The Docklands Study recommends confirmation of the listing of Shed No 2 on the 

Government Buildings Register, and states its significance as: l53 

The former No. 3 goods shed is important at the State level as the only surviving 
intact Goods shed built prior to the 1890's Depression and recalling the Goods 
Yard's growth sustained at that time and consolidated during the first fifty years 
of this century. It dramatically demonstrates by its size and flamboyant 
architectural style the importance of the Railways to the Colony as well as past 
methods of goods handling and the nature of the work place, populated by tally 
checkers, stowers, sorters and goods forman (sic). 

This provides a generally sound basis for considering the building, but does not reflect 

the complete dichotomy between the front office block and the shed behind. The bulk 

of the building replicates in considerable detail the design of the former No 1 shed, of 

1870. The front or office section is the part that shows the flamboyance of its own 

period, nearly two decades later. 

Truss design similar to that of Goods Shed No 2. 
A Treatise on Architecture and Building Construction, volume I (Scranton, Pennsylvania, 

1899), figure 85, between pp 130,131. --------
153 Ward, Docklands Study, p 144. 
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There are points of some technical interest about this building. The roof trusses are one 
aspect in which it does not imitate the 1870 shed, for there are no vertical ties, and all 
the internal members slope in a zig-zag pattern. It is also interesting that the detailed 
design of the trusses and of some other elements was changed after the contract had 

been let, and a new set of drawings signed.154 In the revised truss design the internal 
members met the apex at a steeper angle and the ends were brought right up to meet the 
members of the top chord instead of relying upon large and cumbersome gusset plate. 
In fact the revised design is much more competent in all respects. Alan Pobjoy has 
suggested that this may be of interest in connection with the debate about academic 
versus practical 'engineers in the Railways Department. W C Kernot, later Professor 

Engineering at Melbourne University, was employed by the railways in 1872, the first 
university graduate taken on by the department The Engineer-in-Chief, Higinbotham, 
had opposed the establishment of an engineering course at Melbourne University, 
regarded graduates as a liability, and within six months had Kernot shifted back to his 

earlier employer, the Water Supply Department l55 To draw an inference from the roof 
truss designs for Shed No 2, unfortunately, we need to know which, if either version, 
was by the academic engineer, and which by the practical one. 

Another difference between this and the original No 1 Shed is in the footings. These 

were conventional in the 1870 building, but the later shed was off the solid ground of 
Batman's Hill, and required piling. In parts the walls are supported on continuous 
footings with a double row of piles below, while in others the piles are grouped in sets 
of four with arches springing betwen them to provide a continuous base for a wall. 

The use of concrete and pile foundations is discussed in more detail below, in relation 
to the Queen's Warehouse. In Shed No 2 the rainwater is carried away in the box 

beams and down to ground in the hollow cast iron columns are hollow, in a manner 
very similar to that at the contemporary Eveleigh Railway Workshops, Sydney. The 
use of cast iron .columns in this way is standard: the same thing was done in the 
columns designed by Decimus Burton for the Great Stove at Chatsworth in 1836-

40, 156 and later those used by Joseph Paxton at the Crystal Palace. 

In the office section the exterior wall are of brick cavity construction, which, although it 
was now fairly widespread elsewhere, still seems to have been fairly rare in public 

works. The exterior leaf is two bricks thick and the inner one brick. Unfortunately the 

154 Victorian Railways No 3 Goods Shed and Offices at Spencer Street Goods Depot. Contract No 
4007, drawings exhibited from 22 July 1889, contract signed 4 September 1889, revised 
drawings signed 25 September 1889. 

155 'The Late Professor W.C. Kemot, M.A.', Journal of the Institution of Engineers, Australia, 
June 1965, pp N33 ff. 

156 Burton to the Commissioners of Kew Gardens, 16 June 1845, quoted by C E Peterson, 
'Inventing the I-beam', in H W Jandl (ed), The Technology of Historic American Buildings 
(Washington 1983), p 70. 
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Roof monitor and ridge vent similar to that of Shed No 2. 
Notes on Building Construction: Part II (3rd ed, London 1887), p 391 

T~ and roof monitor similar to that of Shed No 2. 
Notes on Building Construction: Part II (3rd ed, London 1887), p 380. 
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nature of the ties is not indicated. In the upper floor there is a small amount of terra 

cotta lumber partitioning in the area of the lavatories and the tower staircase. Terra cotta 

lumber was first introduced by the International Terra Cotta Company of Chacago, 

which took out patents worldwide. The Victoria Terra Cotta Company of South 

Brunswick was the first to acquire local rights, and was established in 1887 under the 

guidance of H H Turner, an emissary from the Chicago parent.157 One of the first uses 

of the material was in 1888 in the Empire Buildings, Collins Street, designed by T J 

Crouch.158 In 1889 the material was used in the Mutual Life Association of Australia 

offices, George Street, Sydney, designed by Sulman & Power.159 Not only is No 2 

Shed a very early use of the material , but it is the oldest surviving example identified in 

Australia. 

Goods Shed No 2, undated view of the east flank. 
Public Transport Corporation photograph. -------

157 Australasian Builder and Contractor's News, 28 April 1888, p 266, quoted Alfred Barbara, 
'Terra Cotta in Sydney Architecture 1788-1914' (2 vols, BArch, University of New South 
Wales, no date (1978)], II, pp 51-2. 

158 Alexander Sutherland et al, Victoria and its Metropolis (2 vols, 1888), II, pp 583-5. 
159 Australasian Builder and Contractor's News, IO March 1888 (sic - for 1889?), p 163, quoted 

by L J Dockrill, 'Developments in Architecture in New South Wales during the Victorian 
Period' (6 vols, PhD, University of New South Wales, 1983], I, p 125. 
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The architecture of the office block is pretentious but naive, and is reminiscent of that of 
the Railway Workshops at Newport. That complex is a more remarkable expression of 
the grandeur and flamboyance of the Victorian Railways even than this building. As an 
illustration of work practices the building does not live up to the implications of Ward's 
citation. The great southern archway has been closed. The office section, formerly 
symmetrical about the date plate on the east facade, has been extended at some date after 

1911.160 The stair giving access to the tower has been closed off. The checkers' 
cabins are there, deserted and decaying, but the ensemble is not informative, and indeed 
the operations conducted in the shed are not of any particular cultural significance. The 
significance of the building as a monument to the scale and style of a major government 
railway system in the nineteenth century may be exceeded by the Newport Workshops, 
but there is a valid argument that this significance is best exemplified at a great 
metropolitan terminus site, and the revised statement of cultural significance below 
seeks to express this. 

The real monument to a railway system is the working part of the system, and 
especially the areas where engineering innovation and expertise are best displayed. In 

Victoria there is little doubt that the Mount Alexander and Murray Valley line as a 
whole, or at least the section from Melbourne to Bendigo, should be regarded as a 
major monument. It includes an important tunnel, and bridges and viaducts in both 
iron and stone, some of them amongst the noblest engineering structures in Australia. 
It is intimately linked with the economic development of the central goldfields area, 
with the political development of nineteenth century Victoria, with the Eight Hours 
Movement and with labour history generally. It is arguably of world significance. The 
writer has no wish to deny the the significance of No 2 Shed, but it does not remotely 
approach the significance of the Bendigo line, nor even that of the Newport 
Workshops. 

At this point it is necessary to give some consideration to the likely future of this 
building. In the event of it being registered it is essential that it have a citation which 
indicated as precisely as possible how much of it is really important. This is a very 
large building, of somewhat marginal significance - the amount of significance per 
square metre is very low. There will inevitably be pressure to demolish, and certainly 
pressure to alter a substantial part of it. The office block, though a crude design, is a 
landmark with a potential to contribute to the area, but the shed is a giant white 
elephant. 

In the event of the building being registered - which is not to suggest that this is 
inevitable - the best outcome from the point of view of the Docklands Authority would 

160 The original dimensions still show on an untitled drainage plan of 1911, no. 832.11, 40':1" (I: 
480). Public Transport Corporation. 
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doubtless be to specify only the office structure and a sample length of shed. This is 
contrary to Historic Buildings Council practice, and quite properly so. However, there 
needs to be some guidance on the matter, so that the Authority can make its plans, and 
so that, when the issue comes for a pennit hearing in future, it need not be debated 
from scratch. To express the situation in approximate and crude terms, the significance 
of the building would be perhaps 90% conserved in the southern half only, or 80% in 
the southern quarter. At some time in the future those percentages are going to have to 
be balanced against very significant economic considerations. It would be disastrous if 
what resulted - for lack of guidance at this point - was a Queen Victoria Hospital 
situation, where the cultural significance of the site was entirely debased, and the 
potential for development was largely stymied as well. 

An appropriate statement of cultural significance for this building is: 

The fonner No. 3 goods shed is the major relic in the central city of area of the 
great railway system operated by the Victorian government, and reflects in its 
overall size the scale of the operation, in the office portion something of the style 
and image of the enterprise, and in the shed many of the standard forms and 
details of its construction. The office block incorporates some details of technical 
interest, such as the use of terra cotta lumber partitions in the upper floor, while 
the shed shows little more than standard detailing repeated on an extensive scale. 
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Shed No 2 (former 'A' Shed), contract no 360, detail of drawing no 4 
as signed 4 September 1889. 
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Shed No 2 (former 'A' Shed), contract no 360, detail of revised 
drawing no 4 as signed 25 September 1889. 
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13. Suburban Platforms 11 to 14. 

The Docklands Study recommends Suburban Platforms 11 to 14 for inclusion on the 

Historic Buildi.ngs Register, and states the significance of the complex as:161 

Platforms 11-14 with subway are significant at the State lev~l for their 
architectural refinement and the co-ordination of elements demonstrated most 
effectively with the use of glazed ceramic wall tiles, moulded, incorporating 
signage and set in patterns~ They are of note also to the extent that they recall the 
growth in traffic brought about through electrification of the suburban network. 

This is another statement that dissolves upon analysis. The second sentence states that 

they are significant 'to the extent that ... ', which is meaningless because it does not tell 
us what the extent is. Presumably it should read : 'They are of note because they recall 
... '. But, though they may have resulted from it, they do not in any normal sense of 
the word, recall the growth in traffic. No intelligent viewer would respond to these 
structures as conveying information about the growth of traffic. That interpretation 
could only be based upon a knowledge of how many other platforms were in operation 
at the same time. 

The question of architectural refinement is the more substantial one. However, the 

principal structure and platform canopies are not discussed, and indeed the detailing of 
these is, I understand, of a perfectly standard nature. Moreover, the northern three . 
bays of each island have been rebuilt, with completely new columns and trusses, a 
matter which the study fails to mention at all. 

It appears then that the significance of this complex depends -upon the glazed tiling. It 

is indeed a good period specimen of this treatment, debased to a minor degree by some 
alterations, including the false ceiling in the subway. This does not exhibit 
'architectural refinement', for the effect is crude, particularly in the capitals of the 

subway pillars. Ideally a comparative survey of 1920s tiling would be done to place 
this specimen in a statewide context It would certainly reveal more pleasing and more 
stylistically advanced specimens, such as the former cafeteria of Coles No 12 Store, 
299-307 Bourke Street, by Harry Norris in 1929. Whether it would reveal more 
complete ones it is impossible to say. 

The subway is roofed by steel troughing, possibly of the type made by Dorman Long 

& Co, 162 which is at least very similar: that is, cast steel channels with splayed-out 

sides, which are placed alternately facing upwards and downwards, and rivetted 

161 Ward, Docklands Study, p 163. 
16 2 Extracts from a Dorman, Long & Co Limited handbook, date unknown, supplied by Mr Alan 

Pobjoy of the Public Transport Corporation. 
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together to create a continuous corrugated surface. This is very strong, and can be 
filled with concrete, or with ballast to carry railway tracks. It is an interesting material 
which is not well documented, but is common in railway work and in no way 
distinctive to this structure. 

The significance of this complex can be expressed as follows, though it seems a rather 
tenuous basis upon which to propose registration: 

An exceptionally complete but unadventurously designed specimen of glazed 
tiling dating from 1923-4, principally in cream, incorporating integral platform 
number and directional signs, and with bands of slaty blue and black strips in the 
subway. 
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14. Queen's Warehouse. 

The Queen's Warehouse is assessed in the Docklands Study as: 163 

Highly significant as the most substantial and elaborate public building in the 
Melbourne Port demonstrating the role and status of inter-colonial and 
international trade through Melbourne from the late nineteenth century onwards. 
A unique building in Victoria (and possibly elsewhere) due to it being the only 
example of a bonded warehouse separate from a customs house. 

This statement does not get us very far. It is not obvious why the most elaborate and 

substantial building in the Melbourne Port should be seen as more significant than the 
most elaborate and substantial building in any other locality, nor why an elaborate and 
substantial building is more significant than a cottage. It is not clear what it tells us 

about intercolonial and international trade, other than the fact that such trade existed, 

and it is patently absurd to claim that a bonded warehouse separate from a customs 
house is unique. 

To take the last point first: in 1837 the principal customs officer, R S Webb, had 
suggested he should be allowed to rent a building to serve as .a bond store, until such 

time as a King's warehouse could be built.164 It appears that such an establishment 

was in operation at least by February 1839,165 and this was the first separate bonded 

warehouse. When the new customs house was built a Queen's warehouse was 
accommodated within it, but at this time a public meeting was held to press for the 
recognition of Melbourne as a free warehousing port and for the establishment of 

private bond stores.166 This was successful, and in August the first private store was 

opened by Captain John Roach l67 in a cellar near Flinders Lane, 168 and another was 

opened by A Kemmis & Co in 1840.169 

By the 1870s there were at least fifteen bonded stores in the central business district, 
including Cole's; Allison & Knight's; Bell's; Cleve's; Degraves's; Grice, Sumner & 
Co's; Halfey's; Harbison's; Hicks's; McCulloch's; Twentyman's; Walker's and 

Zander's. 170 Zander's store still stands in King Street, and is on the Historic 

163 Ward, Docklands Study, p 188. 
164 R S Webb to J G N Gibbes & G Cooper, 4 July 1837, in Michael Cannon (ed), Historical 

Records of Victoria, IV (Melbourne 1985), p 89. Cannon seems to have misinterpreted this as 
a recommendation for private bond stores, ibid, p 82. 

165 RS Webb to JG N Gibbes & G Cooper, 12 February 1839 in Cannon, Historical Records of 
Victoria, IV, p102. 

166 Pon Phillip Gazette, 23 February 1839, in Cannon, Historical Records of Victoria, IV, pp 
102-3. 

167 R S Webb to JG N Gibbes & G Cooper, 8 July 1839; J G N Gibbes to R S Webb, 29 July 
1839, in Cannon, Historical Records of Victoria, IV, p 115-6. 

168 Cannon, Historical Records, IV, p 82. 
169 RS Webb to JG N Gibbes, 7 October 1840, Cannon, Historical Records, IV, p 82. 
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Buildings Register. In 1883 another Queen's Warehouse, of iron and brick, was built 

at Cole's Wharf.171 Thus there were in Melbourne a number of detached bond stores, 

both public and private, as indeed there were in other parts of the British Empire. There 

is, however, historic interest of a quite different kind attached to this building, for in it 

were printed the first Commonwealth of Australia banknotes, in 1913, and its first 

postage stamps at a similar date.172 

According to the National Trust this building was built in two stages. Tenders were 
called for the pile and concrete foundations on 18 October 1889, and the contract for 

£2,986.3.9 let to Turnbull Brothers on 6 December. Tenders were called for the 

superstructure on 25 April 1890, and the contract for £10,915.18.2 let to James H C 

Sutherland on 18 July 1890. A further contract for fencing, offices, filling &c, at 

£769.19.11 as let to R Brown on 7 August 1891.173 Drawings for the· first two 

contracts survive. 

The Docklands Study is correct in describing the Queens Warehouse as a most 

substantial building, but it is incorrect in calling it an elaborate one, unless this is meant 

in some technical sense. In architectural terms the building must be seen as important 

in the context of Public Works architecture generally, not just of the Docklands. Indeed 

it occupies an interesting place in relation to the then emerging American Romanesque 

Revival influence in Melbourne, to which it has been alleged to belong. In fact, 

however, the style of the architect, A J Macdonald, derives from a variety of sources 

from earlier European Rundbogenstil onwards, including Scottish ones, as has been 

demonstrated by Anne Neale.174 It is fair to say, however, that Macdonald's regular 

use of the term 'piazza', as noted by Lorraine Huddle,175 suggests a somewhat greater 

American content than is indicated by Neale's discussion. The Queen's Warehouse in 

particular is too simple to sustain such detailed stylistic analysis, but it is certainly one 

of the noblest functional buildings of its era. 

A J Macdonald (1864-1951) is one of the most interesting architects of the period. He 

was born in Fitzroy, but accompanied his family to Edinburgh, where he served articles 

with Charles S S Johnson before returning to Australia. From August 1888 he called 

170 Sands & McDougall's Melbourne and Suburban Directory for 1876 (Melbourne 1876), pp 
679-680. 

171 [?J A Campbell], 'The Queen's Warehouse, Blyth Street, West Melbourne' [unsigned & undated 
typescript, National Tust, Victoria, c 1985], p 1. 

172 Information from Mr Terry Sawyer of Australian Construction Services, 28 April 1992. Mr 
Sawyer has a report on the building in preparation, and he also has kindly supplied me with 
prints of the drawings referred to below. 

1 73 Campbell, 'The Queen's Warehouse', p 1. 
174 Anne Neale, 'A.J. Macdonald: Enigma and Romance in the Public Service' [paper to the 

conference of the Society of Architectural Historians Australia and New Zealand, Melbourne 
1986], pp 3-5. 

175 Lorraine Huddle, Will Your Architecture Endure 100 Years?', Architect (November-January, 
1986-7, p 18. 
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tenders for one building in association with PhilipTreeby, one in his own right, and 

three in partnership as Mason & Treeby _ 176 He was appointed as an assistant architect 

(third grade) to the eastern district of the Public Works Department on 10 August 1889, 
aged 25. His works included the tower of Flemington Post Office (1889), Flemington 
Court House (1889), extensions to Surrey Hills State School, 1889), Cheltenham Post 
Office (1890), Flemington Police Station (1890), Omeo Post Office, (1890), alterations 
to Euroa Post Office (1890), Flemington Lock Up (1891), Morwell Lock Up· (1891), 
Sorrento Police Station (1891), Momington Police Station (1891), South Yarra Post_ 
Office (1892), Omeo Court House (1892) Euroa Court House (1892) and Bairnsdale 

Court House (1892).177 The Omeo Post Office was one of the first to use red brick 

construction and large semicircular arches of a quasi-Romanesque character, and the 
Bairnsdale Court House is one of the most delightful Romantic eclectic buildings in the 

state. 

There are no identifiable designs by Macdonald during the depression years 1892 to 
1897, and in the latter year he became an examiner of patents in the office of the 

Commissioner of Patents and Trade Marks in the Victorian Law Department. He 
transferred to the Patents Office of the new Commonwealth Department of Trade & 
Customs in 1904, and continued in this field until his retirement in 1929. Meanwhile 
he was one of eight shortlisted out of the 150 entrants in the competition for the design 

of the Australian Federal Capital, and in 1913-14 worked (apparently unofficially) for 
the winner, W B Griffin. All of this, together with the attempts of Griffin to secure 
Macdonald's ongoing services - in the face of official obstruction - has been recounted 

by Anne Neale.178 An interesting detail which has not previously been noted by 

Macdonald aficionados is that he made another foray into town planning with a scheme 
for a new civic centre for Melbourne, on about the site of the present Arts Centre. This 

was published in Sulman's Town Planning in Australia in 1921.179 

The building is two storeyed and divided by two transverse walls along its length, 
creating six discrete compartments. The first floor is supported by two rows of cast 

iron columns, creating three transverse bays. These are spanned by what the National 
Trust describes as rivetted steel girders, though they ar certainly of wrought iron. 

Between the girders spans corrugated iron segmental vaulting of the distinctive deep 
profile characteristic of Traegerwellblech iron (though this has not been recognised 

prior to this present report) and on top of the iron is coke breeze concrete. On the 

drawings themselves the corrugated iron is in different parts labelled 'Lysaght's 
Galvanized Tinned Iron 20 Guage [sic]'; 'Heavy Weight ... equal to sample'; and 

176 Neale, 'AJ. Macdonald', pp 1-2. 
177 Bruce Tretbowan, 'The Public Works Department in Victoria 1851-1900' [2 vols, BArch, 

University of Melbourne 1975], II, p 108. There are also photographs of the more prominent 
works in Huddle, Will Your Architecture Endure', pp 18-19. 

178 Neale, 'AJ. Macdonald', pp 5-7. 
179 John Sulman, An Introduction to Town Planning in Australia (Sydney 1921), pp 78-80. 
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'Traegerwellblech'. It is not as yet clear whether there are different types of iron in 
different parts, but it seems more likely that Traegerwellblech iron was manufactured 
under licence by Lysaghts, whose depot was very close to the Queen's Warehouse. 
The first floor is carried over this iron and concrete vaulting on oregon joists, and the 
roof is spanned by oregon trusses, of which the bottom chords are 19 metre lengths of 
305 x 150 mm. The floors and the first floor ceiling are of kauri, and the roof was of 
slate but has been subsequently replaced with corrugated asbestos cement 

The use of invert arches and stepped-out foundations. 
Notes on Building Construction: Part II (3rd ed, London 1887), p 449. 

Three ring invert arches are used to spread the load evenly below window and door 
openings, and the base of the wall thickens out in a series of five steps - all visible 
above ground level at the west end - to distribute the load over the maximum area. 
Below this brickwork threre are strip concrete foundations supported on piles. This 
approach to the problem of poor foundations is comparable with the Fergusson & 
Mitchell building (later Robur Tea), of 1887, in Clarendon Street on the other side of 
the river, except that the latter sounds as if the piling supported a full concrete raft, 
rather than the strip footings of the Queen's Warehouse. The Fergusson & Mitchell 
Building was designed by Nahum Barnet and John Grainger, and it was said:180 

Great difficulty is generally experienced in obtaining a sure foundation in this 
soil, which for 100 ft. deep consists of mullock or river-bed deposit. In the 
present case stout ironbark piles 15 in. in diameter and 47 ft. long have been 
driven into the earth. No less than 450 piles have been used, and on the tops of 
these is built a decking of 9 in. ironbark. Over this are four layers of 12 in. 
cement concrete .... 

The footings of Goods Shed No 2 are even more comparable, however, for they also 
consist in part of concrete footings on a double row of piles, though in other parts the 
piles are in clusters of four, from which an arch springs to the next cluster. 

180 Australian Builder and Contractor's News, 3 December 1887, p 483. 
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The use of timber piles, concrete & stepped-out footings. 
Notes on Building Construction: Part II (3rd ed, London 1887), p 443 

The cultural significance of the Queen's Warehouse may be stated as follows: 

74 

One of Australia's noblest works of utilitarian architecture, built in 1889-90 to the 
design of the innovative architect A J Macdonald, and of both architectural and 
technical significance. Architecturally, though very simple, it reflects the 
Romanesque- Rundbogenstijl tendencies of the time, of which Macdonald was a 
prominent exponent. Technically it is a fine, though not exceptional, solution to 
the problem of building on poor foundations, and relies upon timber piling, 
concrete strip foundations, stepped-out brick strip footings, and 'invert arches 
beneath openings. Of more importance is the fireproof flooring system based 
upon Gennan deep corrugated Traegerwellblech iron, more intact than any other 
surviving example, with the possible exception of Storey Hall, Swanston Street. 
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The Queen's Warehouse, Blyth Street, 1892 by A J Macdonald of the 
Public Works Dapartment: part section. 

Print from fiche kindly supplied by Australian Construction Services. 

-· 

------------.------ ------, ~ , ,..,- ~ .......... 
- ... _ ------

·:;:::;..1 f;-:~'T 

-- J 
i-

i 



Buildings in the Docklands 76 

15. Fireproof Construction. 

The fireproof construction of the Queen's Warehouse falls within the mainstream of 
British vaulted fireproof construction, which had been developed over the previous 

century. That history is not well documented, but Melbourne was the industrial and 

commercial leader of the colonies, and hence saw the most advanced ~d extensive 

applications of these developments in Australia. They are of great technical interest, 
and the surviving examples present a continuum of development, and mutually 

reinforce each other's importance. 

Fireproof vaulted construction was originally devised in the cotton mills of northern 
England. William Strutt designed the Derby mill of 1792-3 specifically to be fireproof, 

and his Milford and Belper West mills followed soon afterwards. In these the shell 

was of conventional maonry, the columns were of cast iron, the beams and skew backs 

were of timber sheeted with metal for protection, and there were segmental brick vaults 

between the beams. Strutt's acquaintance, Charles Bage, designed the Benyon 

Marshall & Bage flax mill at Shrewsbury, of 1796-7, using cast iron beams for the first 
time, and essentially the same construction was used in the· more famous Salford Twist 

Mill of 1799-1801, by Boulton & Watt181 It would seem that such vaulted fireproof 

construction was also used occasionally in private houses, for S H Brooks in about 
1839 published a design for a small villa using segmental brick vaulting carried on cast 

iron girders, concealed from below by panelled plaster ceilings.182 

Generally such construction was an expensive luxury of which few owners availed 
themselves, but Dr H H Fox patented a new system of fireproof construction, and tried 

it out in about 1833 at his own house and private lunatic asylum near Bristol. Fox and 
his partner George Barrett believed that this system could be used at no increase over 
ordinary building costs. In December 1849 Fox and Barrett read a paper to the Society 

of Arts on an the method. The ceilings were flat rather than vaulted, and they had the 

advantage of not requiring tie rods to resist lateral thrust. Cast iron joists of an inverted 
T-section were used in place of the usual timber ones, and close-set strips of timber or 

other material were laid between them, resting on the flanges. Over these strips a bed 

of mortar was placed, and then a mass of concrete extending well past the upper edges 

of the hoists. Onto the concrete or wood or other floor was placed, and the underside 

of the assemblage was plastered.183 

181 A W Skempton & H R Johnson, 'The First Iron Frames', Architectural Review, CXXXI 
(March 1962), passim. 

182 S H Brooks, Designs for Cottage and Villa Architecture (London no date [c 1839]), plates LIII, 
LIV. 

183 H H Fox & George Barrett, On an Improved Method of Constructing the Floors, Ceilings and 
Roofs of Buildings (London 1850 [paper read at the Society of Arts, 19 December 1849]), 
passim. 



Buildings in the Docklands 77 

There had been little advance in the principles of vaulted construction up to 1844 when 
William Fairbairn was commissioned by Samuel Holme of Liverpool to report upon 
fireproof construction, which Holme advocated should be used for all warehouses in 
that city. The arched vaults between the beams were to be formed of brick and filled 
over with lime concrete and laid with stone flags or tiles, except where a wooden floor 
was required, for which timber sleepers were cast into the concrete. Fairbairn 
recommended the use or doors and shutters of double sheet iron plates rivetted to a 
skeleton frame, so as to enable the building, or parts of it, to be quickly sealed off 
when threatened by fire. It was not totally coincidental that these were manufactured by 
Samuel and James Holme of Liverpool, the former of whom had commissioned 
Fairbaim's report.184 

Fig. 49. 
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William Fairbairn 's fireproof flooring: section at crown of vault. 
William Fairbairn, On the Application of Cast and Wrought Iron to Building 

Purposes (London 1854), p 141. 

In the years immediately following his report for Holme, Fairbairn, like I K Brunel, 
became an advocate of wrought iron in construction. In 1854, when he published his 
On the Application of Cast and Wrought Iron to Building Purposes, Fairbairn 
reproduced his report for Holme, but also proposed a sensible scheme in which the 
columns were of cast iron, well adapted to compression, and the beams of wrought 
iron, a far better material in bending. The vault was formed of curved plate iron, rather 
than of brickwork, and again filled above with concrete. The tie rods to resist the 
spread of the arched vaults would normally be at the springing point, but Fairbairn 
located them above the crown of the vault, because he thought that they spoiled the 

184 William Fairbairn, On the Application of Cast and Wrought Iron to Building Purposes, 
(London 1854), pp 114-131. 
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appearance of the vaulted ceiling below. By doing so he fortuitously ensured that they 
were completely encased in concrete and protected from fire, for when fully exposed 
they would have been the weakest link in the system. His illustrations showed the 
system as used at John Whittaker and Brothers, Ashton-under-Line, but Fairbairn had 
built other mills on the same principle, including the famous one of Titus Salt at 
Saltaire.185 

William Fairbairn 's fireproof flooring: 
section of column and section of vault at springing 

William Fairbairn, On the Application of Cast and Wrought Iron to Building 
Purposes (London 1854), pp 142. 

In about 1855 the Messrs Dennett of Nottingham introduced the system known as the 
'Dennett arch', which was described in general and rather imprecise terms as 
follows: l86 

They execute a groin, dome, or circular ceiling of any length, width, or height, 
without tie rods or intennediate supports, at much less cost than can be done by 
any other fireproof material ..... Very few iron girders are required. For floors, 
although in an arched shape, it is in reality a beam, as a complete floor can be 
turned from wall to wall, resting on a projection of brickwork, and the material 
be left without any abutment Its durability equals stone; and its strength is equal 

185 Ibid, pp 142-6. 
186 Joseph Gwilt (ed Wyatt Papworth), An Encycloptedia of Architecture (London 1899 [1842]), p 

566. 
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to brickwork .... The material (a concrete of broken stone or brick embedded in 
gypsum calcined at a red heat) ... 

(.·_,. 
_,,,, 'L---~~-,..-__,..,,..m;c::=;::i:~~~::m:i:ir 

-- . . . .. 

Dennett's System 
Notes on Building Construction: Part 11 (3rd ed, London 1887), p 372. 

A more precise description published later in the century, states that:187 

Dennett's Fireproof Floor consists of concrete arches supported where they abut 
upon the walls by projecting courses, and at intermediate points by rolled or 
rivetted iron girders ... 

The arches should have a rise of 1 inch to every foot of ·width up to spans of 10 
or 12 feet, and are sustained by centering until they are thoroughly set 

The concrete used has sulphate of lime (gypsum) for its matrix. It has been 
proved that this substance does not lose its cohesive power even when it is raised 
to a white heat and then drenched with cold water. 

The floor above the arch may be formed by simply bringing the concrete itself to 
a smooth surf ace. Joists may be nailed to fillets laid upon the concrete ... or the 
surf ace may be_ paved ... 

The soffit of the arch may be finished at once with the setting coat of plastering; 
or, if a flat ceiling is necessary, joists must be fixed to the lower flanges of the 
girders to carry the lath and plaster. 

187 Notes on Building Construction: Part II (3rd ed. London 1887), pp 372-3. 
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William B Wilkinson's British patent no. 2293 of 1854. 
R J M Sutherland, 'Pioneer British Contributiom to Structural Iron and Concrete: 

1770-1855', in CE Peterson (ed), Building Early America 
(Radnor, Pennsylvania, 1976), p 115. 

A related system was developed in England by W B Wilkinson & Co, using broken 
coke, sand and Portland cement, which was stronger, and allowed a wider spacing of 

the joists.188 Wilkinson's system is said in a slightly later text to be 'very like Dennetts 

in form, but the arches are of concrete granite and the ceilings formed with fibrous 

plaster slabs.•189 It had been used at Edinburgh University, in several stations on the 

North-Eastern Railway, by the War Department, and in many warehouses. The 
reference is presumably to the William Wilkinson of Newcastle-on-Tyne who obtained 

188 Treasury Building History, p 34. The writer has not sighted the detailed drawings referred to in 
the specification for stage 1 of the Treasury: drawings 8 and 9 for the arcaded concrete floors 
over the first and ground floors, drawing 10 for those over the corridors. Specification of the 
Material and Works required in the erection of Public Offices, Brisbane ... (contract signatures 
27 April 1886), pp 16-17. 

189 Notes on Building Construction: Pan II (newed, London 1901), p 140. 
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a patent in 1854 for a form of fireproof concrete construction. This patent includes 
segmental concrete vaults, but they are reinforced with horizontal bars, unlike the 

vaulting at the Treasury.190 

J J Clark had used this system, or something very like it, in the Registrar General's 
office, Melbourne, of 187 4-89. There, inspection shows that the bottom flanges of the 
beams are visible, with an apparent division line along the centre, · suggesting that they 
are built-up from at least two smaller sections. Round bolt heads spaced at intervals 
support this interpretation. The surface of the segmental vault between .appears, by 
looking at points were it is penetrated by later fixtures, to be of plaster and/or concrete 
without any layer of metal. 

Clark was to use essentially the same system for the Brisbane Treasury, where the 

specification calls for191 

All coke concrete floors and ceilings to have strong framed centres, accurately 
formed on strong supports, and not struck until permitted. Where allowed, a 
portion of centering can be available for continuation of similar work. 

The arcades and all floors, tinted light blue on Ground, First, Second, and Third 
Floor Plans, also all floors of earth-closet buildings, to be formed with coke 
concrete, as follows:-

Four parts of coke broken to about one-inch cubes, two parts of clean-washed 
sand, and one part of cement, as before described. 

The concrete to be pressed firmly into the flanges of girders, chases, and in every 
part, and firmly consolidated on the centering; and centering not to be struck 
until permitted by the Colonial Architect. 

The surface to finish within 11/4 inches of the floor, formed truly to the falls 
indicated, and channels and openings left as required. 

The arched concrete to be 6 inches thick at the crown, and flat concrete 7 inches 
all through. 

The fact that the bottom flanges of the joists were exposed to fire was a weak point of 

both Dennett's and Wilkinson's systems. Dennett & Ingle, as the firm seems to have 
become, by 1901 had a 'system' of encasing both the columns and the girders in 
concrete, though the system consists of little more than just that - putting concrete 

190 R J M Sutherland, 'Pioneer British Contributions to Structural Iron and Concrete: 1770-1855', 
in C E Peterson (ed), Building Early America (Radnor, Pennsylvania, 1976), p 114, referring 
to Joyce M Brown, 'W B Wilkinson (1819-1902) and his place in the History of Reinforced 
Concrete', Transactions of the Newcomen Society, XXXIX (1967). 

191 Specification of the Material and Works required in the erection of Public Offices, Brisbane ... 
(contract signatures 27 April 1886), pp 22, 38. 



Buildings in the Docklands 82 

around them.192 The encased columns are reminiscent of those at the Treasury, though 
the girders are not. 

TRANSVERSE --------- SECTION, 

Dennett & lngles's Encased Columns and Girders 
Notes on Building Constructi.on: Part II (new ed, London 1901 [1876]), pp 152. 

Clark's method of fireproofing was if anything an old-fashioned one. The major 
fireproofing development of the _ 1880s was Traegerwellblech Iron. It was a deep 
corrugated iron designed to carry substantial loading, with the corrugations at least as 
deep as they were wide, as compared with conventional ratio of about 19 to 95 mm. It 
could be used in partitions and in roofs of 'parabolic' (probably segmental) section, and 
was especially well adapted for curving into flat arches between the girders of fireproof 

floors, as a substitute for brick or concrete arches.193 It had been introduced overseas 

in 1877,194 and was first tested in Melbourne in 1881, using arched sheets of 4, 2.5 

and 2 inch (102; 63 and 51 mm) corrugations:195 this may have been the occasion 

when it was subjected to 'severe tests' before being adopted for the ceilings of the 
Freehold Investment and Banking Company. 196 It was praised in a paper pread to the 

Royal Society of Victoria in 1883 by a local engineer, P Behrendt,197 who was in due 
course engineer for the Melbourne Storage Company building in Lonsdale Street, 
which used the material and was the first building in Australia with a complete internal 
structure of wrought iron.198 

192 Notes on Building Construction: Pan II (newed, London 1901), p 152. 
193 Charles Mayes, The Australian Builders' Price-Book (Melbourne 1886), p 16. 
194. Ibid, p xxix. 
195 Argus, 3 February 1881, p 5. 
196 Charles Mayes, The Australian Builders' Price-Book (Melbourne 1886), p 16. 
197 Argus, 11 May 1883, p 6. 
198 Australasian Builder and Contractor's News, 26November 1887. 
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The Fruit Markets (later Com Exchange), Sussex, Wharf & Day Streets, 
Sydney, by George McCrae, City Architect, 1887: view of 

Traegerwellblech comtruction. 
Emery Balint, Trevor Howells & Victoria Smyth, Warehouses & Woo/stores of 

Victorian Sydney (Melbourne 1982), p 105. 
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By 1886 Traegerwellblech had been used in at least twelve public and private 
buildings, 199 including in Melbourne the City of Melbourne Bame, the Alexandra (now 
Her Majesty's) Theatre, the Hibernian (now Storey) Hall and 'large buildings' in 

Collins Street, the Royal Opera House in Brisbane, the Bank of Australasia in 

199 Charles Mayes, The Australian Builders' Price-Book (Melbourne 1886), p 16. 
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Adelaide, and the new fruit markets in Sydney (later the Com Exchange). The agents 

for New South Wales were Trappe & Ellis of Sydney, 200 and the system was probably 
used again in John Kirkpatrick's CML Building, Pitt Street and Martin Place, in 1892: 

this is not entirely clear, as Irving's survey does not seem to show the corrugated iron 

as being any deeper than the norm.201 The method had apparently also been used by 

Richard Gailey in the Courier Mail Building in Queen Street, Brisbane, completed in 

1887. 202 Gailey was not either the inventor or the first to use it in Australia, as claimed 

by Freeland:203 he was not even the first to use it in Brisbane, for he had been 
preceded by Stombucco at the Opera House. 
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The CML Building, cnr Pitt Street & Martin Place, Sydney, by John 
Kirkpatrick, 1892: structural details surveyed by Robert Irving. 

Emery Balint, Trevor Howells & Victoria Smyth, Warehouses & Woo/stores of 
Victorian Sydney (Melbourne 1982), p 106. 

Traegerwellblech construction shared the disadvantage of the Dennett and Wilkinson 
systems, that the bottoms of the metal girders were exposed to fire. Soon the normal 

200 Ibid. p xxix. 
201 Emery Balint, Trevor Howells & Victoria Smyth, Warehouses & Woo/stores of Victorian 

Sydney (Melbourne 1982), p 106. 
202 Australasian Builder and Contractor's News. 2 July 1887. 
203 J M Freeland. Architecture in Australia (Melbourne 1968). p 168. 
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way to overcome this became to encase all the structural members in terra cotta, and this 

was done on a thoroughgoing basis for the first time in the Mutual Life Association 
building at George and Wynyard Streets Sydney, designed by John Sulman and begun 

in 1888_204 The use of Traegerwellblech iron at the Queen's Warehouse is therefore 

not particularly advanced. It had been used in Melbourne from about 1882 or 1883, 
including in some prominent buildings, and it was less sophisticated than the method 

used by Sulman in Sydney in 1888. Within a decade or so the Traegerwellblech 
system seems to have been entirely superseded. It is not mentioned .in Nangle's 

Building Practice of 1900,205 Jeffries's Building Estimator of 1907,206 Mayes's 

Price Book of 1908,207 or Haddon's Australian Architecture of 1908_208 In Britain 

a very similar system, but with added fire protection was being marketed by Potter & 

Co after the tum of the century. 209 

How many examples of comparable construction may survive it is very difficult to say. 
The Registrar-General's Office is a important example of the Wilkinson system, and 

there are still a number of vaulted flooring systems which have not been investigated. 

So far as Traegewellblech itself is concerned, it is likely that some survives in Her 
Majesty's Theatre, though this has not been reported, and the only fully authenticated 

specimen appears to be the Hibernian Hall in Swanston Street, now Storey Hall of 

RMIT. However, the balconies of the Rialto building are supported on what appears to 
be Traegerwellblech corrugated iron, though it is not named in the architect's drawing, 

carrying coke breeze concrete. Both Flinders Street Station and the Railways 
Administration building in Spencer Street have a vaulted flooring system throughout 

which is almost certainly Traegerwellblech. 210 

204 Australa.sian Builder and Contractor's News, 10 March 1888. 
205 James Nangle, Australian Building Practice. Pan I (Melbotlllle 1900). 
206 Walter Jeffries, The Australian Building Estimator (1907). 
207 CE Mayes, The Australian Builders & Contractors' Price Book (7th eel, Sydney 1908). 
208 R J Haddon, Australian Architecture (Melbotlllle 1908). 
209 Potter & Co's 'A' type floor was made with steel joists, segmental corrugated iron vaults, and 

concrete. However the lower flange of the joist was encased in sections of fireclay, and below 
it, at least in the available illustration, was a complete plaster ceiling on expanded metal 
lathing. P R Strong, 'Fire Resisting Construction' in G A T Middleton (ed), Modern 
Buildings (6 vols, London, no date [c 1905]), IV p 173. 

21 o Information from Mr Alan Pobjoy of the Public Transport Corporation, who has shown me the 
principal drawings. These clearly show a vaulted flooring system, though not necessarily a 
Traegerwellblech one. On the other hand it was regularly referred to as Traegerwellblech by Mr 
Dudley Cook, since retired. 
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16. Conclusion 

The writer has not in this report sought to indicate that individual structures should or 
should not be placed upon the Historic Buildings Register, which is the proper 
function of the Historic Buildings Council itself. Rather, an attempt has been made to 
distinguish the significance of the area as a whole, and to adduce relevant comparative 
and other data to assist in the assessment of individual structures. 

Of the buildings under consideration it is considered that the Queen's Warehouse is one 
of major significance; the No 2 Shed is also significant in some degree; and the 
Exhibition Goods Shed is of antiquarian interest, but is a distorted fragment rather than 
a meaningful building. No 5 Berth is difficult to assess because what survives is so 
banal: this not to say that there may not be a case for preserving a demonstration berth, 
but whether here or in another part of the Docklands site, or indeed elsewhere in 
Victoria, is dependent on extrinsic factors such as accessibility to shipping. Such a 
project will require negotiation and compromise if it is to be meaningful and viable, and 
I am very doubtful whether it is a matter which should be considered under the 
Historic Buildings Act at all. Suburban Platforms 11 to 14 are of only very minor 
interest. No 6 Berth, the Retaining Wall, and the Outwards Parcels Office are of no 
consequence at all. 

To dismiss certain of these structures as being of no material significance is not to say 
that their preservation should not be considered as a planning matter. The retaining 
wall, for example, is obviously a pleasant structure which adds character to the area, 
and would be better preserved than otherwise. But if its preservation ran contrary to 
some major planning objective, then it could go. 

As a general principle it is believed that the development of this area should take what 
advantage it can of those existing structures which will provide character and cultural 
identity, whether or not they are on the Historic Buildings Register. It is also believed 
that Batman's Hill, and especially the site of Batman's buildings so far as it survives, is 
an essential component of Melbourne's history. Even if no physical evidence is found, 
it should be commemorated and recognised in the future planning of the area. 
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