












Figure 4. 'Fort DIll/dos from the poin/
neor POri Cockb/lr1l ... •(walercolour~
Charles flamil/Oll Smith, 1850s. by
permissioll of/he Na/iOllal Library of
Australia).

be the commissariat storehouse (Fig. 4). It is illustrated as a
large structure with a door at one end. In this depiction the
building, if it is the store, is incorrectly oriented; the store was
in fact positioned with its long axis parallel to the shoreline, as
discussed below. l The storehouse was apparently a rather
temporary structure, with Captain Bremer observing that it

would suffice until 'a more regular and Substantial one can re
built' (HRA Ill, Vul. V: 773). It was probably severe.
damaged in mid-1827 by a cyclone that swept away the pi~

and umoofed all buildings in the settlement (HRA III
Vol. V: 803). After this event the store may have beer
reconstructed. It was certainly remodelled in early 1825, wht
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Figure 5. Plan ofFon DUI/das, April/82l (by permission a/State ReCQ"~/sNSW).
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Figure 6. Store site .'i'holVing excavated areas (10 CIII contol/r~).

soldiers constructed an addition to hold the 'wet provisions'
(HRA Ill, Vel. VI: 649).

The only surviving contemporary plan of Fort Dundas is
onc compiled in April 1827 (Fig. 5). This depicts two
buildings (marked 'A') near the shoreline, overlooking King
Cove. The site is clearly identifiable today by a level terrace
Just above high water mark, 110 m north-west of the fort
(Fig, 2). Terrace dimensions (7 m by 18 m) closely match the
slore measurements given by Ennis in 1824. The possibility of
the existence of two structures on the terrace is raised by the
1821 plan. Although Crosby (1978: 10) dismissed this as
unlikely, it cannot bc altogether ruled out. We may be dealing
with a storehouse and an ancillary store, perhaps in the form
of the 1825 addition built to house the wet provisions.

Today a partially collapsed drystone retaining wall fronts
the seaward side of the terrace. This is composed of
Irregularly sized stone blocks, most of which are roughly
lhaped. Some are water rounded and probably come from the
lidal area but others are angular and were likely to have been
transported from elsewhere. Ennis (1825: 22) commented that

stone available for construction in the settlement was a 'soft
sandstone' that was said to be easily cut into blocks of any size
and which hardened after exposurc to the sun. No doubt this
was obtained from the quarry, approximately 150 m to the
south. Numerous artefacts were surface collected by Crosby
on and in the vicinity of the terrace. Many were fragments of
ceramic and glass, but in addition, a large number of pieces of
roofing slate were retrieved along the tide line in front of the
terrace and the vicinity of the nearby wharf site (Crosby
1978: 23). This may show that at some stage the original roof
thatching of the store was replaced with slate.

Convict labour constructed the commissariat storehouse,
and no doubt included individuals who possessed skills in the
carpentry and brick and stone working trades (Table 1). It was
an immensely important building as it afforded protection for
the settlement's stores which, in the face of an almost entire
absence of locally procurable foodstuffs and the long distance
to supply ports, were vital for the survival of the population.
Additionally, the store was built early in the settlement's
history, before recorded sickness, despondency and i11­
discipline had set in. For these reasons the design and
construction of the commissariat store should be a good
indicator of the expertise of the convict mechanics, as well as
a barometer of the degree of organisation and control over the
workforce by military authority. Moreover, information from
the store site stands in comparison to the visible surface
evidence of convict labour represented by the fort and the S62
building.

Excavation of the Store Site

In September 1999 a team from Norlhern Territory University
excavated a sample area of the store site. Three localities on
the terrace were selected for investigation, comprising an area
of almost 15 m2 (Fig. 6). Area A consisted of a 2 m by 3 m
square, with a 0.5 m wide test trench extending perpendicular
to the square. Areas Band C were 0.5 m wide trenches laid out
along both edges of the store terrace. Their positioning was
determined according to the terrace edges, identified by the
presence of alignmcnts of stone blocks visibly protruding
through the soil and sand deposit that covered the site.

Area A

Excavation of Area A proceeded down lo a layer of
compacted cobbling comprising angular pieces of sandstone
ranging in size from 5 cm to 15 cm (Fig. 7). This was
obviously a floor that had been deliberately laid down and
compacted to form a level surface. Between 5 cm and 10 cm
of sandy soil, representing 175 years of deposition, overlaid
the cobbled layer. A square cornerstone was identified in the

Figure 7. Area A excavation illustrating
compacted rubble layer (Photograph by C.
FrederickseII, 1999).
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south-east corner of Area A. This is probably a rear corner of
the storehouse but no evidence of a posthole or post footing
was discovered. The mClhod of supporting the storehouse was
entirely different to that employed at POl1 Essington, where
the store was constructed on high wooden piles later enclosed
in stone foundations (Alien 1969: 66). One possible
explanation for lhe absence of postholes or foundations in
Area A is that posts, rather than being dug into the ground,
were positioned on wooden plates. At least one store at
Western Port was constructed in this manner (Coutts
1983: 109). It does seem however an unlikely solution for
tropical Australia, where a combination of climate and white
ants cause rapid deterioration of most timber (although Crosby
[1978: 21] describes the preservation of ironwood logs in the
ramparts of the fort).

A channel 5-10 cm deep was identified along the southern
(upslope) edge of the terrace, immediately outside the cobble
noor layer. The channel was difficult to detect, in places
identifiable only be a discoloured band of grey sediment. The
presence of a large amount of broken bottle glass
(predominantly case gin) provided the main evidence of this
feature. This discoloured band had the highest density of glass
of anywhere in Area A. It seems likely that bottles accidentally
broken inside the storehouse were swept to the rear of the
structure, where pieces accumulated against the inside back
wall. After destruction or removal of the store in 1829 all that
remained was a glass-filled channel. which perhaps represents
a shallow bedding trench for the timber cladding of the rear
wall.

Areas Baud C

Excavation of Areas 8 and C proceeded by carefully spading
out 0.5 m wide trenches to remove sandy sediment that had
built up against the sides of the store terrace. This exposed two

Seaward ---.
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~ Quamed stone blocks

Mixed sand/pebble deposit

drystone retaining walls (Figs. 8 and 9). 0 stratigraphy was
evident, and artefacts were recovered at the level of the base
of both retaining walls. The two walls were in remarkably
good condition (no doubt due to their burial). However, some
disturbance had occurred since Crosby's survey, most notabl~

in Area C where bulldozing for an unknown purpose had
displaced some of the top course of stones. (This activity had
also moved and partially buried one ofCrosby's survey pegs.)
Owing to sloping topography the number of courses and hence
height of each wall varied. Two to three courses were present
with walls attaining a maximum height of 70 cm at the
seaward end. Unlike the house walls in the later Pon
Essington settlement (Alien 1969: 47), stone blocks were not
set into the ground but instead rested upon the natural ground
surface. Footings, which are normally wider than lh(

overlying stones, were not found. The method of construction
was similar to that employed on the walls of S62, major
differences being that stones were less unifonnly dressed aoo
mortar had not been used. Similarities in construction includ~

the use of shaped blocks, and jointing and coursing achiereJ
by adding smaller stone pieces to level and align large blocks
Generally, the blocks themselves were of a relatively standarC
size, no doubt easily formed during quarrying and splittingtb::
internally soft sandstone that characterises Melville Island
Most blocks were 30-40 cm long, 10-20 CI11 thick anC
10-20 cm deep. The maximum size was approximately 50cm
long by 20 cm thick by 20 cm deep.

The reason for construction of drystone walling on tilt
front and either side of the terrace was to retain m?oil that hM
been deposited to level out the natural slope of the terrain
this part of the settlement. Deposited spoil consisted ofbrokl:'!
sandstone basement rock rammed and intennixed with sa~

soil and sandstone fragments. No stratigraphic evidence \\iIl

found for excavation into the hillside, so the source of tl.

Figure 8. Area B (b)'slolle retaining woll exposed il/ french
section.
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Fig/lre 9. Area C dry·stone retaining lI'al/ exposed illlrench
section.
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FI'l,U11' /0. Area B sfO/le apron Note differences ill cOllsfrllctiOIl
hnique herween the apron and rhe earlier refainillg wall (Photograph
C Fredericksell. /999).

~poil used for the terrace remains a mystery. However, given
.It construction of the store and nearby fort took place

concurrently. a likely explanation is that material removed
uring excavation of the fort's defensive ditch was used to

~ ild up the terrace.

At least two phases of wall construction were revealed in
o\rea B. At some time after completion of the retaining wall an
Milion was made near the centre of the wall. This consisted

a pile of unshaped water-rolled and angular pieces of
sandstone built up to fonn an apron raised to the same level as
1Ilf fel3ining wall (Fig. 10). The apron was compacted but
mibiled no internal consistency or design. It is not the
remainS of a collapsed or demolished structure as blocks and
cobbles were of miscellaneous size and shape and apparently
"iIll<mtely placed to the height of the drystone wall. Instead

apron is likely to be a fonned elevated ramp. made to
cilitate access onto the store terrace from the direction of the
_achy pier. Bonle glass and nail fragments were retrieved
om beneath the apron, testifying to its construction after the

I lre had begun to be used.

\lany small pieces of coal were found in Area 8, including
'Ome from under the stone apron. Coal would have been used
il:la fuel in the settlement, for induslrial as well as household
purposes. and was especially important in the wet season
',\lIen 1969: 354-355), The pieces found near the base of the
dr;'~lone retaining wall may be remnants from supplies that
}?ll1ed inside the store and which were swept outside. If this
Ithecase. then the storehouse door was located on this north­
t3.\tem end of the building, facing toward the stone apron and
. ~T
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Table 2 sets Ollt the number of artefacts recovered from each
excavation area. Most were found on and immediately above
the cobbled floor of Area A and in Areas Band C at the same
level as the bottom course of stone of the retaining walls.

umerically most artefacts were from Area A, a sector of the
excavation that possessed an unusually dense concentration of
broken glass. Glass here and in Areas Band C was mainly
derived from dark-green bottles. A large percentage of this is
from case-gin bottles, of which necks and square bases were
found. Other bottle glass is amber, light green and clear. The
amber is intrusive, modem beer-bottle glass, testimony to
continued use of the locality by recreational fisheOllen. A
small proportion of glass, although unidentifiable, is from
vessels other than bonles. Some pieces may be window glass.
As described above, many glass fragments from Area A were
associated with what is likely to have been the rear wall of the
store. Much glass had been subjected to intense heat, as
evidence by panial melting and discolouration. Bush fires go
through the settlement site nearly every second year but it
remains problematic whether they could account for the
extreme molten state exhibited by glass pieces. However, this
may have occurred if for some reason an unusually high fuel
load accumulated over a number of years, leading to an
intensely hot fire in one season. Alternatively, deliberate
burning of the store upon abandonment of the settlement in
1829 may have caused this pattern, although we lack archival
evidence of destruction in this or any other manner.

Nail fragments were the second-most common find. These
constitute the predominant artefact type in Areas 8 and C.
Nails are of various foOlls. Iron ones, some of which are in a
remarkable state of preservation, are all square to rectangular
in section. Some have been pre-stamped from sheet but others
have hammering on lhe head and were probably hand made in
the settlement from imported nail rod (see Wells 1998: 82),
This was the dUly of a nail-maker, two of whom were listed
among the convict mechanics (Table I). Some fragments are
too large to be simply described as nails and should be more
properly classified as spikes. Their use would have been in
holding together large pieces of timber framing. Copper nails,
normally used in boatbuilding, were restricted to Area B.
Some are unused. They may have been lost or discarded
during construction on this sector of the storehouse.

The relatively small numbers of other artefacts include
barrel-hoop iron. clay-pipe pieces. ceramic sherds and small
metal items (of which the only diagnostic pieces are two
perforated diamond shaped pieces and a small brass barrel
with internal thread). Slate was rare in the excavated areas. If
used as a roofing material, this paucity is unusual. One
explanation is that most was removed in 1829 for use at Fort
Wellington.

Table 2. list of artefacts recovered from excavation of the
store site, 1999

Area A Area B Area C

Ferrous nail fragments 162 250 60
Copper nails 10
Ferrous misc. 16 5 12
Copper misc. 4 3
Brass misc. 1
Lead misc. 1
Glass fragments 737 45 40
Porcelain fragments 1
Stoneware fragments 1
Slate 1 3 2
Clay pipe fragments 1 1 1

TOTALS 924 318 116
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Construction of the store terrace would have involved both
skilled and unskilled convict labour: unskilled labour to lay
and compact spoil and transport stone blocks from the quany,
and skilled labour to quarry stone. Only semi-skilled labour
was used to lay the drystone retaining walls, based on
evidence of the wall construction. Similar techniques of
coursing and block preparation were applied to the store and
the 562 building. These regularities in design suggest that the
same convict worker, or workers (three 'stonemasons'
accompanied the expedition, see Table I), was involved in
constructing the terrace and S62. The stone walls of both
exhibit a knowledge of stoneworking that produced walls
similar to those described by Karskens (1986: 23) as Type 2a,
i.e. walls composed of roughly squared stones with some
attempt at coursing and jointing. Evidence from both the store
terrace and 562 reflect that some convicts transported to Fort
Dundas in 1824 and identified as stonemasons held at least a
rudimentary knowledge of this craft. Significantly, this
knowledge is not evident in the later addition of an apron or
ramp to the north-eastern side of the terrace, for which no
walling was attempted.

The architecture of the structure, or structures, built on the
terrace remains largely unknown. It was certainly wooden and
probably manufactured from local materials. The only record
of prefabricated buildings shipped to Fort Dundas is of two
houses for the officers (Ennis 1825: 13). Store construction
consequcntly would have involved the labour of convIct
sawyers, as well as carpenters. Sawn-timber production
required a great deal of effort, owing to the resiliency of the
wood of many Melville Island tree species. Those that were
used for timber scant ling included Euca/yprus, Acacia ('Teak'
and 'Blood Wood'), El/gel/ia ('Swamp Ash') and Callitris
(Blue Gum; Calley 1998: 32). Sawing timber was so arduous
that Major Campbell, in correspondence to Sydney in 1827,
suggested that any future settlers be provided with
prefabricated dwelling frames (HRA Ill, Vol. V: 779).
A!though we can make the asscssmcnt that producing timber
for the store required considerable labour, too little physical
evidence of the building itself remains to enable any measure
of the labour and design involved in construction.
Nevertheless, an absence of poslholes or foundations does
point to the adoption of some economy measures. This is
backed up by a description of the store in 1824 as a temporary
struchlre (above). On the evidence of the admittedly limited
excavation, no moves were made during the life of the
settlement to erect a robust building designed for long-term
use. An exception is the possible addition of a slate roof,
which would have been better suited to withstanding tropical
storms than the original thatch one.

This picture ofa rather impennanent storehouse may tie in
with written descriptions of the general architecture of the
settlement. Soon after assuming command on 20 September
1826, Major Campbell complained of the standard of the
officers' quarters. They were, he wrote, 'extremely small and
uncomfortable, being only temporary and hasty erections'
(HRA Ill, Vol. VI: 666). He extended his complaint to other
buildings. Dwellings and storehouses were said to have been
erected uSlllg 'unsubstantial' materials (HRA Ill,
Vol. VI: 679-680), and Campbell had many demolished or
repaired. He placed the blame for this state of affairs squarely
on the residcnt convict workforce.ln October 1826 he wrote
to Colonial Sccretary Macleay stressing the urgent need for
'good house carpenters and joiners' (HRA Ill, Vo!. VI: 666).
An implicit criticism of the capabilities of those convict
mechanics already resident in the settlement is clear in this
request. Whether the shabby, inadequate construction
observed by Campbell was the result of inept craftsmanship,
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an absence of leadership and control, a form of convict
resistance, or a combination of all three, is something that
cannot be detennined at this juncture. It is important to note
however that although these observations may possibl)
receive support from the absence of archaeological evidence
of a permanent storehouse, they are at variance with other
archaeological and physical evidence of construction carrieJ
out during the first few months of the settlement's existence.

CONCLUSION

Convict work at Fort Dundas in late 1824 was undertaken itH
well organised manner by individuals who probably had :It

least some knowledge of lheir identified trade. It can lx
characterised as of 'average' competency, if stoneworking i~

used as a measure of overall craftsmanship and if the work 01

contemporary New South Wales convict road gangs is usedai
a comparison. Importantly, early labour was carried out at For
Dundas in an atmosphere of hope. The convict labour fom
could look forward lo their tickets-of-leave and the associatt'l!
privilege this entailed of earning an income by hiring outlhe~

skills to free traders who, some anticipated, would be altractK
to Fort Dundas. The physical remains of the commissana;
store terrace and other early structures mirror the atmospherl
of this initial period: construction was labour intensive, we.
organised and planned, and although certainly not of Ilk'
highest standard, nevertheless executed with a reasonab:1
degree of proficiency.

Reading the archival evidence we are presented with.
picture of hope rapidly transforming to dcspondency, across
all sections of the settlement's society. From 1825 soci'
controls began to weaken and instances of disorder aoc
resistance rose. The extent to which declining mOrJ'

impacted upon the configuration of the society, in terms of

shifting power relations and social boundaries.
unsurprisingly not addressed in official correspondence
Archaeology can shed light on these kinds of issues, and the

two phases of stonework at the commissariat store may bcol!:
small, material example of this readjustment, represented b)
shift from ordered construction to ad hoc modificatio.
Whether this merely represents a widespread decline in wort
as written accounts indicate, or a morc fundamental change.
how the convict workers interpreted their place in the sma
and isolated society, are questions of some importanc(
Ongoing archaeological investigation at Fort Dundas
directed to addressing this and other aspects of social chan!,.
in this sample of colonial convict society transposed k

tropical Australia.
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NOTES

I. Sixty-seven names are on the list. Tt includes 17 COnl!l

who arrived aboard the Sir Phihj) DUI/das in Febru!
1825. If this number is added to the figure of 41­
convicts in the first expedition, there remain five to n



extra convicts unaccounted for. This discrepancy rernains.
10 be explained.

2. Other brief references arc made in official correspondence
to women as partners and perhaps siblings of government
personnel (HRA Ill, Vo!. VI: 709. 714).

J. An 1824 sketch, with a perspective almost identical lO the
watercolour, shows a smaller building west of the
'storehouse', correctly oriented parallel to the shore.
Although seemingly too small for the commissariat store,
it must nevertheless be another candidate for this building,
or perhaps a related SlOre. The sketch is published in
Powell (2000: plate 14).
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