












ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

By the early 1900s all that remained of the road station at
Wisemans Ferry, according to Frank Walker, were 'tumbled
heaps of stone' and this more or less describes the site
today." It comprises two groups of rubble stone ruins,
some with clearly discernible shape, others either loose
arrangements offield stones or mounds of blocks which have
collapsed. Group I comprises thirteen items of cut and uncut
stone while Group 2, approximately 200 metres north,
comprises six items, the intact sections of which indicate that
the stone was set in earth mortar. The site also has one
isolated structure (Item 14), a series of steps, or footholds,
carved into a rockface (Item IS), numerous examples of
wedge pits used in quarrying operations cut in the natural
stone and an access road with rough retaining wall at the
southern end. The ruins are densely overgrown, which to
some extent protects the site from vandals but also reduces
visibility and hinders examination. A brief description of
each item is included as a basis for the discussion of the site:

Group 1 (Figs 2 & 3)
Item 1: An irregular, three-sided grouping of stones which
are either uncut or roughly squared. Two courses are still
intact on the south-west side, and three courses on the north­
west side. The remainder has collapsed and stones are
scattered about.

Item 2: A smaller three-sided structure 6.2m north-north­
west of Item 1 and on the same alignment. This has a much
more clearly defined shape. The stones are all at least roughly
squared and remain from one to four courses high with the
walls one to two courses wide. A section of wall on the north­
east side is displaced but the stones are still stacked. Flat
slabs line part of the inside of the structure.

Item 3: A very loose arrangement of both faced and uncut
stones which on the north-west and south-west sides retain
some shape, forming a right angle one course high. Other
stones have collapsed and are scattered around the item.

Item 4: A heavily overgrown mound of earth and stones
which appears to have had three sides, although only the

FIg. 8: Item 16 (Group 2) vicw of eastern corner.

south-west side and a single stone at the end of the north­
east side are visible. The south-west side appears to have
been two courses wide and is now one course high of rubble.

Item 5: A loose arrangement of mainly uncut or partly cut
stones forming an obtuse angle on the west and north sides.
The north wall is the most distinct, two courses in width
and one course high. Numerous stones have collapsed into
the centre of the structure.

Item 6: A small group of rectangular, cut stones one course
high forming a square.

Item 7: A single row of small, squared stones, 2.2m in length,
one course high, located 2m north of Item 6, running in a
north-west direction.

Item 8: A well-defined three-sided structure of roughly
dressed rectangular stones, up to four courses high with walls
two courses wide. There is some stack bonding at the base
and the walls become increasingly loose towards the top. A
tree has fallen into the centre of the structure. The south
side is the most deteriorated, with many stones dislodged.

Item 9: A four-sided structure of stone hewn to relatively
regular shapes, although irregular in sizes. Chisel marks are
visible on the stones. It is the highest surviving structure,
with up to six fairly narrow courses which are relatively
closely jointed. The structure is most intact on the south side
and most deteriorated on the north.

Item 10: The foundations of a relatively large room 3.5m X
5m of regularly cut stones up to three courses high and laid
neatly. An opening in the wall on the east side suggests a
doorway. The west wall projects approximately 60cm from
the corner with the north wall.

Item 11: A square structure infilled with earth, rubble and
vegetation, with west and north sides projecting beyond the
square, suggesting that this was part of a larger structure,
possibly linked with Item 13. It is up to three courses high
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(approximately 30cm to 1m) and like Items 9 and 10, the
stones are more neatly cut than are those of Items 1-8. The
stone has collapsed into a heap of rubble on the north side.
A large rectangular block which is chiselled flat is located
1m from the north-east corner.

Item 12: A single row of stones, one course high, 2m south
of Item ll,,2.5m in length and running in an east to west
direction.

Item 13: A heavily overgrown mound of earth and rubble
in which a few cut stones are visible forming a rough right
angle.

Item 14 (Fig. 2): This loose arrangement of stones is set apart
from the group comprising Items 1-13. It is located 50m
north ofItem 6. The uncut stones are arranged in a horseshoe
shape with a large natural boulder at the south forming a
type of foundation.

Item 15 (Fig. 2): A series of four small steps or footholds,
square in shape, cut into a section of rockface 70m east of
Item 6. They are approximately l5-20cm wide and about
10cm high. Chisel marks are visible on the vertical faces.

Group 2 (Figs 2 & 4)
Item 16 (Fig. 8): The remains of a large, long building
(approximately 15m X 5m) evidently originally of stone
bedded in mud mortar, with a fireplace at either end. An
opening 85cm wide in the north-east wall suggestsa doorway.
The southern end of the south-east wall is the most intact
section and indicates that the thickness of the walls was
Tlctu. This section is at present 1.13m high. The centre of
the structure is slightly depressed and where not covered and
filled by the large quantity of stone from the walls, has an
earthen floor. The south-east fireplace is fairly distinct,
measuring 2.8m X 2m, but the one to the north-west is only
a large mass of collapsed stone, with one corner intact. The
stones are generally fairly neatly cut, though of widely
varying dimensions.
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Fig. 9: Stone retaining wall on the descent to Wisemans Ferry.

Item 17: A three-sided structure opening towards the north­
east, built of fairly neatly cut stones with the coursing intact
on the north-west side and at the base of the south-west side.
The remainder has collapsed and the centre is partly infilled.

Item 18: A large mound of collapsed, cut stone of large
dimensions with only one discernible intact wall 1.3m long,
two to three courses high on the south side.

Items 19, 20 and 21: A series of three ruins located roughly
in a row, 5-6m apart and comprising heaps of collapsed stone
of no particular shape although with an occasional intact
section. All three are of cut stone of varying sizes.

INTERPRETAnON

A conclusive interpretation of the site is, at least at this stage,
not possible. As discussed, the early road-gang stations (from
1826-1830) such as this were as random and as
undocumented as the later stockades were regulated and
minutely recorded. Because the buildings themselves were
not intended to last more than a few years, the visible
remains are today incomplete, in a state of collapse and
obscured by vegetation (Fig. 8). However, several broad
conclusions may be drawn from this preliminary
investigation. The layout of Group 1, as shown in Figure 3,
suggests an arrangement of buildings, probably slab, with
numerous stone fireplaces and ovens around a central
structure. The lack of a fireplace in the latter building suggests
that it was a storage room for tools, supplies and rations,
and possibly a room for distributing victuals. Until 1828 the
convicts received a weekly allowance of rations and, as Bigge
reported in 1822, each cooked and consumed his own food
in the huts." After 1828 the food was distributed daily to
cooks appointed from the gangs, and, in the case of large
encampments, the meals were consumed in mess huts or



sheds.'? The large number of fireplaces in Group I could thus
be explained by the pre-1828 victualling methods, since this
station was established in 1827. Many of the items are three­
sided, with walls two courses thick, while Items 9 and II
are fully enclosed squares up to a metre in height. It is
interesting to note that, after 1832, no fireplaces are shown
for convict huts at all. From their similar alignment, some
Group I items appear to have been structurally related, such
as Items I and 2, Items II, 12 and 13, possibly with Item
9. The particularly poor quality and irregular construction
and layout of Items 3, 4 and 5 suggest a very haphazard
collection of small, rough buildings.

The items comprising Group I vary a great deal in
integrity and in the quality of both stone cutting and
coursing. Items 2, 6, 8, 9, 10 and II have distinct shapes
and show some attempt at regular dressing and coursing. The
remainder range in quality and style from very roughly cut,
matched and laid stones to loose arrangements offield stones.
The variation in quality and style indicates that some
buildings were constructed with some care while others,
perhaps of a lesser function, were put up hurriedly, with little
thought to layout and durability. This may reflect not only
the diverse function of the buildings that were added to the
stations, as discussed, but also the development of the station
over a period of five years, its use by up to 150 men at one
time (Table I) and the different approaches of the two
Assistant Surveyors, Warner and Simpson.

While Group I has only an indication of some sort of
grouping of buildings around a central structure, Group 2,
comprising only six items appears much more regular in
layout. The major item, Item 16, a stone room with two
fireplaces, was probably the most substantial structure and
was perhaps the cottage of the gang's overseers. The
remaining five items are most likely to be collapsed fireplaces
and chimneys, one at each end of Item 16, close to it but
clearly separate, and three roughly in a row approximately
10m north-east of Item 16. The stones comprising the items
in this group are, unlike those of Group I, generally of the
same standard of shaping, although not well-matched in size,
suggesting that, in this case, the structures were all built at
the same time.

The distance between the two groups (approximately
200m) indicates that the two were separate encampments,
and the contrast in regularity of plan and construction thus
suggests different building histories and possibly construction
dates. Several reasonable hypotheses are possible. As shown
in Table I, the number of gangs stationed at Wisemans Ferry
decreased in 1829 to only one, No.4 Iron Gang, whereas
up to three gangs had occupied the site during 1827 and 1828.
Possibly a smaller station, more easily surveyed and more
secure, was established for No.4 Iron Gang during Percy
Simpson's supervision. It is also possible that the Group 2
structures represent Simpson's response to Darling's 1830
instructions detailing that the layout of the station was to
be in a square with one entrance and a fire in the centre. In
this case the contrast between Group I and Group 2 becomes
still more significant, the former representing an early,
irregular, roughly built assortment of structures typical of the
beginning of the road-gang system, while the latter forms the
remains of the first attempts to regulate the accommodation
and tighten up the security of the gangs.

A great deal of information throwing light on the meaning
of the structures and their layout would no doubt be gained
by careful clearing and excavation." Yet whatever further
details such investigative work reveals must be studied in
the context discussed here. The establishment and
occupation dates, the historical data concerning stations and
road gangs and the present layout of the site indicate that
it probably represents the transitional stage of convict road­
gang accommodation from the totally random phase towards
the escalating regulation of the later years.

Unlike the Great North Road itself (Fig. 9), the convicts'
stations were never intended to endure for the benefit of
posterity. Towards the close of the construction period in

1832 the gangs were removed one by one to other roads and
the station was finally dismantled. The materials were sold
and whatever remained was left to be quickly obliterated and,
along with the undesirables who had inhabited the station,
forgotten. By a fortunate chance, however, the site has
survived and stands as a record of the hundreds of men
banished to this outpost of the colony.
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