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'A little world apart.. .': Domestic consumption at a Victorian fores 4 
sawmill 

PETER DAVIES 

Previous studies of forest-based sawmilling in Victoria have focused on steam technology and timber 
tramlines. The material culture and social history of mill camps, howevel; has been largely neglected. i. 

Survey and excavation conducted by the author at Hen 
the scope of forest history. Henry's Mill operated betw 
south-west Victoria. Its isolation meant that around 100 people lived permanently on site. The mill 
settlement featured huts and houses for mill workers and their families, along with a school, store andpost 
office. This paper outlines the main results offieldwork and uses material evidence to examine aspects of 
domestic consumption at the site. Reuse and recycling is identified as an important part of mill life. The i~ 
paper concludes with a discussion of the physical isolation ofHenry b Mill and the ways this was overcome 
by workers and their families. 

INTRODUCTION OTWAYS TIMBER INDUSTRY 

Timber-getting was among the earliest and most important 
extractive industries conducted in Victoria. Widely regarded as 
an inexhaustible resource, forests and woodlands were heavily 
exploited from the beginning of European settlement in the 
1830s. Huts and houses, stockyards, mining timbers, railway 
sleepers, carts, barrels and immense quantities of firewood all and strinflhark (Report 

derived from forest resources. The timber industry was domi- 'pment of the ranges be 

nated from the 1850s until the 1930s by numerous sawmills 
scattered through the bush. Often small and mobile, mills were 
comected to railheads by tramlines or bullock tracks, provid- 
ing vital employment opportunities and transport infrastructure 
in remote forest areas. Several thousand forest mills were 
established in Victoria during this period, highlighting the scale 
and significance of the industry (Brinkman & Farrell 1990: 
175-9; Evans 1993, 1997; Storey & Davies 1995). (Brinlanan & Farrell 

Although the technology of the timber industry has been 
well documented (e.g. Evans 1994; Houghton 1975, 1992; extension to Crowes by 191 1, 
McCarthy 1987, 1993), the material culture and social history tion in the 0tway.s (Figure 1). 
of small settlements which clustered around bush mills remain h m  the Ballarat area to mo 
little known. These places were home to large numbers of 1895 and 1905, en 
working men and their families, who formed small cnmmun- th, vlctori 
ties in isolated rural areas. Forest-based mills and camps were 
mostly short-term and ephemeral in nature, generating few 
written records of their operation. Physical evidence thus rep- ments. The Otways rapidly emerged as a maj 
resents a vital resource for expanding knowledge of people in for V~ctoria in tbis period, second only in impo 
a major rural industry. This paper explores the material cul- tain ash forests of the Upper Yam district. 
ture and social history of.one such place, Henry's No. 1 Mill, 
to recall a way of life now almost forgotten. 

Henry's Mill operated between 1904 and 1928 in the the bullock teams of the nineteenth century. 
Otways State Forest of south-west Victoria. Norm Hougbton the area were renowned for becoming quagnur 
has documented the operations and technology of the mill, sending freight costs soaring and seriously 
which were broadly typical of sawmills in this period 
(Houghton 1975, 1995, forthcoming). Detailed investigation 
of the site helps to reveal daily life in a remote forest settle- constructed of wooden or steel rails laid eve 
ment. A brief history of the mill and its regional context are sleepers, with trolleys drawn by horses or sm 
outlined below, followed by the major results of fieldwork 
conducted at the site by the author in 1997-98. Analysis of 
archaeological material presented here focuses on aspects of 
domestic consumption by mill workers and residents, and the 
importance of reuse and recycling in daily life. Consideration (Houghton 1988: 295). 
is also given to the ways in which people at Henry's Mill were The use of steam and animal power in 
both isolated from and integrated with broader spheres of 
social and economic activity. 
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the 1919,1926 and 1939 bushfires com- a mine', the tram tunnel was one of only three ever built in 
outputs from the region. By the Second Victoria (Colac Herald 22 July 1902). In October 1903 the 
had become outmoded, and gradually tramline was laid through the tunnel and extended along the 

age, fire and neglect. Sawmills and associ- river to the new mill site, which occupied the only wide and 
relatively level area in the valley beyond the tunnel. The mill 
lay ten kilometres south of the railhead at Forrest, and began 
operating in 1904. It rapidly developed as one of the largest in 
the Otway area, cutting up to 10 000 superfeet (23.6 cubic 
metres) of timber per day. Henry soon bought out his part- 

of several bush ners' interests, and began trading as 'Henry & Son' in 1907 
rests fBrinlunan & 1990: when his son, Ernest, joined the business (Houghton 1975: 

owever, Henry pur- 
e from the Wallaroo 
any in South Ans- 

halia. It was soon evident that the engine was underpowered 
werful locomotive 

The isolation of the mill tneant that around 100 people 
lived permanently on site. The workforce of between 50 and 
60 men included at least a dozen who brought their families to 
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'Wli Arthur' 

Figure 2. Siteplan ofHenry's No. I Mill 

CGG 5 Dec. 1917; Davies in press). 
SITE CONTEXT 

years @'CV 291474; Houghtonforthcoming: 131). 

tlement are known to 
industrial part of the 



ing to consumption patterns, domestic architecture and 
onses to the physical and social environment. Three 
e sites (Houses A, B and E) were exposed in the family 

al area, along with a small test pit in the area of the 
e men's huts (Sounding D), and an intensive surface col- 
on below the tramline embankment along the river flat 

p C). A total area of 71.5 m2 was exposed during exca- 
n, with the maximum depth of cultural deposits reachimg 
ty centimetres. Damp and acidic soil conditions meant 
organic preservation was poor. No excavation in the 
strial part of the mill was undertaken. 

CAVATION RESULTS 

a separate hearth features were revealed m House A. The E em feature consisted of a clav olatform. 30 cm h~gh and - 
m square. Charred wood on the' south and east sides sug- 

at the platform was originally framed with timber. 
this platform was built a small square brick structure, a 
course in height, measuring 80 cm by 70 cm across. 

entral part of the structure was bumt and friable, with a 
charcoal stain on several vitrified bricks. A short length 

rail lay on the western edge of the bricks. A similar 
lay several metres to the south-east, apparently 
its original position. This clay and brick feature 

milar feature was revealed immediately south of this 
tmcture. It also consisted of a clay platform, measuring 
by 1.10 m, on top of which was built a simple brick 
ment. This structure formed a U-shape, with nine 

aid flat and end to end. These bricks probably formed 
a kitchen stove, with iron oven components identi- 
surface nearby. Around the north, south and west 
oven a substantial clay, brick and stone packing 
for insulation and protection. Both hearth features 
appear to be contemporaneous. Each was built 

derlying, mixed deposit of cultural material which 
ass, ceramic and ferrous fragments. This deposit 
esulted from general domestic discard in the area 
construction of the building, or have been used as 
level an uneven surface. A 1913 halfpenny recov- 

this deposit supports the post-1913 construction of 
features. Apart from occasional wood fragments, 
o other architectural features were identified. 

ion of House B, located 70 m west of House A, 
ed a pair of hearth features, partially distorted by 

several large trees. To the north-west, a 
'wall' of mortar-bonded brick was preserved 
es in height and two courses in width. North 

s a low platform built from three to four rows of 
brick types were used in the construction of this 

and Gartcraig (Scotland) brickworks. On 
is brick construction was a packing of com- 
ich were set large stones forming a loose 

n s of several burnt floorboards were also 
nt to this structure, from one of which a small 

urn was recovered. Two pot hooks and a length 
also recovered in this area. These features 

te the remains of a substantial hearth structure, 

etres to the south-east lay a more intact hearth 
cement enclosure was backed with a 
lay and stone. Artefacts typically 
were recovered from the fill within 

ing a game counter, a tea set saucer, a 
ead and a piece of lined slate. Iron stove com- 

ponents on the surface nearby suggest that this feature served 
as the foundation for a kitchen oven. The clay and stone pack- 
ing to the rear probably formed the foundation for a chimney. 

An L-shaped alignment of stones was revealed south-west 
of these hearth features, consisting of a double row of small 
river cobbles, 3.20 m in length. The relationship of the cobbles 
to the brick and clay hearths is uncertain. They may have h c -  
tioned as a garden border behimd the house, or sewed as part of 
a rear verandah or similar shelter over an external doorway. 

A pair of hearth features also dominated the physical 
remains of House E. The northern hearth consisted of a rec- 
tangular bed of clay, 1.20 m by 1.60 m across. Burnt traces of 
a wooden frame survived on the north and east sides of the 
clay bed. The sides of the fireplace were constructed of flat 
stones and half bricks, packed with clay mortar, The southern 
hearth in House E also consisted of a squared clay platform 
framed with timber. Several metal plates remained in position 
on top of the clay. Stove components discarded nearby indi- 
cate the likely function of this feature as another oven enclo- 
sure. A layer of charcoal and three carbonised floor stumps 
appear to be the remains of a wooden floor which originally 
related to both hearth features. 

Investigation in the area of Dump C was restricted to the 
collection of surface material. This resulted in the recovery of 
84 artefacts, mostly large bottle fragments. The area was sub- 
ject to river flooding and weed infestation, and appears to have 
been used as a general discard zone for the family houses 
nearby. Sounding D, in the area of the single men's huts, 
yielded a very small amount of material. Tkis may reflect the 
limited area of excavation, or the less intensive build up of 
refuse relating to the domestic activities of unmanied workers. 

Archaeological and documentary evidence from various 
mill sites combine to provide general impressions of mill struc- 
tures. Housing at Henry's was built from unpainted timber 
freshly sawn in the mill shed. Large quantities of wire-cut nails 
recovered durinr excavation indicate the wooden construction - 
of huts 3nd hol~,r.,. Lo\\ stumps and joists suppond roughly 
cut doorbu:irdz covcred \r ith linoleum. W~nduws \\.err. snlall. ~ ~ ~ ~-~ 

either glazed or covered with a simple canvas blind. Newspa- 
per pasted over hessian cloth was nailed on the h i d e  of walls 
to keep out draughts (Evans 1994: 109). Fireplaces were also 
prominent, reinforcing the importance of warmth and light in a 
generally cold and damp environment. The position of oven 
enclosures suggests they were built as part of kitchens at the 
rear of the north-facing houses, while the general-purpose open 
freplace dominated the common living area. The separation of 
kitchen ovens from other hearth features may represent a direct 
response to the environment of the West Barwon valley. Sum- 
mer kitchens with ovens in lean-tos attached to the rear of 
houses helped to dispel excess heat. In winter, Dutch ovens, 
pot hooks and chains were used to prepare food over an inter- 
nal open fire, while the rear kitchen was used to dry off wood, 
wet clothes and boots (Davies 1999: 256). 

The form and fabric of housing at Henly's was typical of 
accommodation at mill settlements in Victoria during the later 
nineteenth and early twentieth cenhuy. Huts and houses were 
constructed quickly and cheaply to provide basic accommoda- 
tion to mill workers. The size and arrangement of mill hous- 
ing reflected a common understanding of the minimal 
requirements of a rural family in this period. Houses for mill 
families generally featured a central front door under a veran- 
dah, giving onto a main living area. Two small bedroom 
made up the rear part of the house, often with a lean-to kitchen 
at the back. Huts for unmanied workers were much smaller, 
each consisting of a single room 3 m by 4 m across 
two men billeted to each hut. The physical sep 
ily houses from the huts of single men was typical 06 
tlements in this period (Davies 2001b: -102-$3.-- 












