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Executive summary
This Conservation Management Plan (CMP) was prepared by Orwell & Peter
Phillips, heritage consultants, on behalf of Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority,
the owners of the place. This CMP partly sources information from previous
conservation plans for the site, including the original 1991 CMP prepared by the
NSW Public Works Department’s Heritage Group, and the 2004 update CMP
prepared by Graham Brooks & Associates Pty Ltd.
The former Coroner’s Court is a one-storey to four-storey face brick and
sandstone building with frontages to George Street, Circular Quay West and Bethel
Steps. It has timber doors and windows and a slate roof. The former courtroom,
arcade and witness rooms are currently (in 2009) being used for retail purposes,
while the former offices and residence at the northern end of the building are
being used as commercial offices.
A Dead House was constructed on the eastern part of the site in 1854, and
replaced by a new City Morgue in 1906. The Coroner’s Court was constructed the
following year on the western part of the site, and was built over the alignment of
the former Bethel Street which ran diagonally down to the waterfront. Both the
Morgue and the Court buildings were designed by NSW Government Architect
Walter Liberty Vernon. The Coroner’s Court ceased to be used for coronial
purposes in 1971, and became the first Rocks Visitors Centre, the public face of
the newly created Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority.
The site of the former Coroner’s Court was associated with the judicial
investigation of unexplained or sudden death from 1854 until 1971. It contains
the earliest surviving purpose-built Coroner’s Court in NSW, and possibly also the
archaeological remains of the two earliest purpose-built morgues in NSW. The
place has a unique ability to demonstrate through its external appearance and
internal layout and fabric the history of the Coroner's office and of Coronial
inquests, and has associations with some of NSW's most notorious cases of
unnatural death, including the 'Shark Arm Murder' and the Bogle-Chandler case.
The former Court was also the site of the first Visitors Centre in The Rocks, the
earliest public face of the Sydney Cover Redevelopment Authority. The building is
a good representative example of the Federation Free Style as practised by W L
Vernon during his period as NSW Government Architect, and is substantially intact
both internally and externally.
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The conservation policies of this CMP generally recommend conserving the place
in its current configuration and use, with some additional interpretation to explain
significance.
The assistance in the preparation of this report of Mr Zoran Popovic, Mr Wayne
Johnston, Ms Lucy Burke-Smith and Ms Lynda Kelly of the Sydney Harbour
Foreshore Authority is gratefully acknowledged.
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1. Introduction
1.1

Context of the report

This report is based on a brief outlined in a letter from the Sydney Harbour
Foreshore Authority (the Foreshore Authority), and as clarified in subsequent
discussions with the Foreshore Authority. The Conservation Management Plan
(CMP) for the former Coroner’s Court has been structured to fit within the
framework of The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (adopted February 2002). It
conforms to the current guidelines of the New South Wales Heritage Council and
has been prepared to a standard suitable for adoption by the Foreshore Authority.

Figure 1
Location of the former Coroner’s Court within the context of The Rocks1

Base plan from Godden Mackay Logan Pty Ltd, The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (2000), p.6.
The Rocks Heritage Management Plan, adopted February, 2002, is in three volumes, Vol. 1, Vol. 2,
Background Papers, and Vol. 3, Supporting Documentation. The Rocks Heritage Management Plan
1

(2000) may be accessed at www.shfa.nsw.gov.au
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Objectives

The main objective of this Conservation Management Plan is to provide guidelines
for the conservation, re-use, interpretation and management of the building and
site at the former Coroner’s Court to ensure that the heritage values of the place
are maintained and, where appropriate, enhanced.

1.3

Site identification

The former Coroner’s Court is located on the eastern side of George Street north,
near the corner of Hickson Road.

Figure 2
Site plan showing location of the former Coroner’s Court

Source: (base plan) Central Sydney, Pyrmont and Ultimo Map Edition 1. City of Sydney June
2001

Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Statutory listings

2010

The place is listed on the State Heritage Register as Shop and Residence (SHR No.
01541), gazetted on 10 May 2002.2 The property is also listed in the Sydney
Harbour Foreshore Authority’s S.170 Register.3

Figure 3
The former Coroner’s Court from the south-west, 2009

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips

1.4.2

Non statutory listings

The former Coroner’s Court has been classified by the National Trust of Australia
(NSW) and is listed on the Australian Heritage Database (formerly the Register of
the National Estate) as Item No. 2463, registered on 21 October 1980). It is also
within The Rocks Conservation Area listed in the Australian Heritage Database on

2

Information from State Heritage Register web site

3

Information from Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Heritage Register web site
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the same date (item No. 2255), and within The Rocks Urban Conservation Area
classified by the National Trust of Australia (NSW).

1.5

Building description

The former Coroner’s Court has two main elements: a tall single storey section to
the south containing the former court room and witness rooms, and a two storey
section to the north (with attic above) containing former offices for the coroner
and others. In both cases there is a partial basement storey along the eastern side.
External steps lead down a further storey or so to ground level on the eastern
side, with a large cooling tower enclosed in framed and sheeted walls on the
eastern forecourt. The building has face brick walls with sandstone dressings,
slate roofs with lead accessories, and timber doors and windows. The court room
and former verandah have reinforced concrete floors with timber superfloors, and
remaining floors throughout the building are timber. Walls are mostly plastered
and painted, and ceilings either pressed metal or fibrous plaster, with boarded
linings used in the court room and external areas.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority
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Figure 4
Plans and elevations of the former Coroner’s Court

Source: Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority drawing No ROX-377-AR-1000-A, dated 13
March 2004, adapted Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
(See also attachments to this CMP for a larger scale printout)
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Methodology and structure

This Conservation Management Plan has been prepared in accordance with
guidelines outlined in The Burra Charter: the Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places

of Cultural Significance, 1999, known as The Burra Charter; the Heritage Branch of
the NSW Department of Planning’s Guidelines on Conservation Management
Documents, and James Semple Kerr's The Conservation Plan (sixth edition) 2004.
This Conservation Management Plan revises and updates the original plan
prepared for the Sydney Cove Authority by the NSW Public Works Department’s
Heritage Group in 1991, and its 2004 update for the Foreshore Authority by
Graham Brooks & Associates.4

The Burra Charter proposes processes and principles for the conservation of an
item. The NSW Heritage Manual explains and promotes the standardisation of
heritage investigation, assessment and management practices in NSW. The key
methodology of both documents is to identify the nature of any heritage
significance as a basis for making decisions which will affect the future of the
place. The Conservation Plan provides guidance on substance, structure and
methodology for the writing of effective, site-specific conservation plans.
The initial sections of the CMP provide an analysis of the site and buildings, based
on documentary and physical evidence. This analysis includes a historical
summary, developing an understanding of the history of the site and place,
together with a descriptive analysis of building components and elements.
A grading of significant elements and spaces has been provided to identify their
differing levels of contribution to the significance of the former Coroner’s Court.
The following sections address various management issues, and the role and
objectives of the relevant heritage authorities. They provide the framework for the
formulation of the conservation policies and implementation guidelines.

1.7

Documentary and photographic sources

The majority of the material used in this report has been taken from the archives
of the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority. Other repositories of information
include the Mitchell Library, State Archives NSW and the City of Sydney Archives.
Recent photographs unless otherwise credited have been taken by Orwell & Peter
Phillips. Inquiries were made of Cox Richardson for any archival photographs
4

Conservation Management Plan, Former Coroner’s Court, The Rocks, prepared by Graham Brooks &

Associates Pty Ltd, June 2004.
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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dating from works to the building by Philip Cox Storey and Partners, without
success.

1.8

Terminology

The terminology used in this report, where referring to conservation processes
and practices, follows the definitions as presented in The Burra Charter. Article 1
of the Burra Charter gives the following definitions5 Place means site, area, land, landscape, building or other work, group of buildings
or other works, and may include components, contents, spaces and views.
Cultural significance means aesthetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual value
for past, present or future generations.
Cultural significance is embodied in the place itself, its fabric, setting, use,
associations, meanings, records, related places and related objects.
Places may have a range of values for different individuals or groups.
Fabric means all the physical material of the place including components, fixtures,
contents, and objects.
Conservation means all the processes of looking after a place so to retain its

cultural significance.
Maintenance means the continuous protective care of the fabric and setting of a

place, and is to be distinguished from repair. Repair involves restoration or
reconstruction.
Preservation means maintaining the fabric of a place in its existing state and
retarding deterioration.
Restoration means returning the existing fabric of a place to a known earlier state
by removing accretions or by reassembling existing components without the
introduction of new material.
Reconstruction means returning the place to a known earlier state and is
distinguished from restoration by the introduction of new material into the fabric.

5

Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter 1999, p. 2.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

9

Conservation Management Plan
Former Coroner’s Court, 102-104 George Street

2010

Adaptation means modifying a place to suit the existing use or a proposed use.
Use means the functions of a place, as well as the activities and practices that may
occur at the place.
Compatible use means a use which respects the cultural significance of a place.
Such a use involves no, or minimal, impact on cultural significance.
Setting means the area around a place, which may include the visual catchment.
Related place means a place that contributes to the cultural significance of
another place.

1.9

Authorship

This Conservation Management Plan has been prepared using a standard template
provided by the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority, which includes a history of
The Rocks area. The principal author of the plan is Peter Phillips of Orwell & Peter
Phillips, who is also responsible for the investigation of physical evidence.
Documentary research and preparation of the history of the precinct and site were
undertaken by Dr Rosemary Annable. Advice and preparation of policies on
historical archaeology have been provided by Tony Lowe of Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
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2. Documentary evidence
2.1

Thematic history

In order to better understand how the building at the former Coroner’s Court
developed, this history has been approached thematically, as such a framework
offers multiple storylines for the place to assist in understanding all of its cultural
values.

This

method

of

approach

can

provide

contextual

patterns

and

associations, especially in relation to human activities in the environment, which
would not be immediately obvious were a strictly descriptive or chronological
approach taken.
The Heritage Branch of the NSW Department of Planning has developed a thematic
framework for use in heritage assessment and management. The Thematic
Framework identifies thirty-eight principal themes.6 The organising principle for
the thematic framework is the dynamism of human activity.
The historical development of an area or item can be understood as occurring in a
thematic way. A physical illustration of this can be seen when we think about a
landscape or building or arrangement of artefacts as a series of layers, each one
representing a progressively earlier or later theme, or historical influence.
Thinking about a place in terms of themes can help us understand its
significance.7
The State historical themes of Law and Order, Birth and Death and Towns, Suburbs

and Villages are used in this history to guide research questions, interpret the
history, and structure the narrative of the development of the former Coroner’s
Court within the context of the development of The Rocks.
2.1.1

Development of The Rocks

Indigenous Sydney- The Cadigal
The Aboriginal people who lived along the coastal area of Sydney were called
(erroneously by the Europeans) the Eora, or coastal Darug. The Sydney area,
including The Rocks, Darling Harbour and Pyrmont/ Ultimo formed the territory of
a “clan” (subgroup) known as the Cadigal. Their word for The Rocks, or more
6

Both the Australian Heritage Council (National) and the NSW Heritage Office (State) have identified

themes for research relating to places of heritage significance. Refer to www.heritage.nsw.gov.au.
7

NSW Heritage Office, Heritage Information Series, Historical Research for Heritage, Baskerville,

Bruce, (2000) p. 2.
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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specifically the shore where the hospital stood on George Street between Globe
Street and Argyle Street, was “Tallawolodah”. The peninsula of land now called
Dawes Point was “Tarra”, and Sydney Cove itself was “Warrang” or “Warrane”.
Owing to the rugged outcrops of rock which later gave the “The Rocks” its name, it
is unlikely there was any “permanent” occupation of the upper ridges. Flat stones
by the water at Dawes Point were said to have been used by the Cadigal cooking
fish.

The Convict Settlement (1788-1820)
After the arrival of the Europeans in 1788 the upper ridges of The Rocks were
quickly occupied by convicts who built rough huts to live in. Along George Street
the Government built a hospital, dockyard and market place, and at the northern
end of The Rocks an observatory and, in 1791, a fort (Dawes Point Battery) were
constructed. In 1810 the streets of The Rocks were formalised and generally given
the names they bear today.
As the colony grew, the rough convict huts were replaced by modest houses, and
also a few mansions. From the archaeological excavations that have been carried
out over the past 10 years it has become evident that the lives of the convicts
were very different from what is commonly assumed. These convicts were often
tradespeople from Britain’s cities and many were political prisoners exiled after
the Irish rebellion in the 1790s. They appear to have had a far better lifestyle in
Sydney than they would have expected in Europe. They ate well off fine china and
expensive oriental porcelain, and furnished their houses with fine figurines and
exotic curios. Some made substantial fortunes from investing in ships trading with
Asia and the Pacific.
As Sydney expanded in the 1790s the initial concentration of the colony’s
occupants in The Rocks thinned out, with those remaining consolidating larger
areas around them. In 1809 the Government instituted a system of town leases,
and new arrivals to the area were forced to register the land they occupied and
pay a fee to the Colonial Secretary.

The Port Town (1800-1900)
Following the opening up of Sydney to free settlement after 1822 the government
surveyors surveyed and issued titles to the land in The Rocks and other parts of
Sydney. Long-term occupants were granted title of ownership to their land. As
Sydney underwent a population boom after the assisted immigration and then the
gold rushes between 1839 and the 1850s, many old-time occupants subdivided
their lands, either selling off portions or else retaining them as landlords.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
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From c. 1810 the waterfront was extensively developed with wharves and
warehouses, attracting merchants who built their houses, stores and shops along
George and Argyle Streets.
By the late 19th century The Rocks had become run down and overcrowded, the
dozens of pubs being seen as meeting places for criminal gangs, and the back
streets the haunts of prostitutes. In short, it was considered a typical waterfront
slum.
In 1900 an outbreak of bubonic plague in Sydney was used by the NSW
Government as an excuse to clean the area up. Of the 103 deaths attributed to the
plague, only three occurred in The Rocks. The entire area was bought up
(“resumed”) by the Government’s Sydney Harbour Trust (after 1937 the Maritime
Services Board) which then demolished hundreds of houses considered to be
uninhabitable.

Redevelopment (1900-current)
The newly formed State Government Housing Board designed and built “workers”
housing in 1911-13 in a move to keep tighter control on the area. Rows of new
terrace-style houses were occupied by waterside workers and their families.
Shops, pubs and other commercial buildings were simultaneously constructed
following the resumption. In 1913 Sydney Council opposed the construction of
“terrace” housing as being unhealthy, this being the period of suburban expansion
and the development of the “Garden Suburb” ideal. The First World War halted
much of the Government’s redevelopment plans for the area and effectively
stopped further demolition.
In the inter-war period (1918-1939) little construction occurred in The Rocks,
with the notable exceptions of a few pubs (Fortune of War & Glenmore), and some
NSW Government offices (Housing Board, Dept of Labour & Industry, State
Clothing Factory). Some private factories were also built at The Rocks in this
period (Playfair’s smallgoods, Bushell’s, Cadbury’s). All relied on locally-based
labour. One of the last buildings to be designed, and commenced, was the new
offices for the Maritime Services Board (MSB) which, interrupted by the World War
II, was not completed until 1953 and now serves as the Museum of Contemporary
Art.
The construction of the Sydney Harbour Bridge between 1923 and 1932 saw the
demolition of some 400 houses in Princes Street, Upper Fort Street and the
western side of Cumberland Street. Princes Street itself disappeared from the map.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority
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With the exception of the MSB, almost no development occurred in The Rocks in
the period from c. 1932 to 1970. Further demolition of houses for the Cahill
Expressway occurred in 1956-7, along with the removal of Little Essex Street
(Brown Bear Lane). The other significant construction at this time was the
Overseas Passenger Terminal at Circular Quay between 1959 and 1962, serving as
the post-war immigration gateway to Sydney.
In the 1960s it was planned to demolish all the buildings in The Rocks and build
high-rise. The local residents, planners, historians and sociologists, with the
support of the Builders Labourers Federation, opposed the re-development.
Between 1971 and 1973 the Government gave in to their demands and it was
decided that The Rocks would be re-developed in a means sympathetic to the
historic nature of the buildings, whilst at the same time being economically viable.
Local residents were re-housed in the area, and the former Victorian residential
terraces of George, Playfair, Gloucester and Harrington Streets were converted to
commercial uses. The area south of the Cahill Expressway, known as the
“sacrificial zone”, was redeveloped with high-rise commensurate with the rest of
the city from 1979 onwards.
2.1.2

Development of the precinct

Shaping the settlement
Port Jackson, 'the finest harbour in the world', was an unexpected bonus for the
founders of the first European settlement in Australia. Named but unexplored by
Cook's first expedition, which had sighted its entrance from some distance out to
sea, Australia's largest and most beautiful harbour was to be both the focus of the
new settlement at Sydney Cove and its lifeline to the outside world.
As soon as the new settlers landed, the civil and military authorities were
geographically divided. ‘The marines and convicts are to be encamped on the west
side, and the Governor and staff, with his guard and a small party of convicts, on
the east side of the rivulet’ reported Lieutenant King on 26 January.8

The main determinants of the form of the new settlement were
topographical. The west side of Sydney Cove was rocky and interspersed
with small sandy beaches, which provided convenient landing places. To
the west the land rose steeply to a high ridgeline and offered little in the
way of level cultivable land. At the head of the Cove the stream of fresh
water and an extensive area of tidal flats effectively cut the settlement in

8

Quoted in John Cobley : Sydney Cove in 1788 (1962) p 38
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two. On the east there appeared to be the prospect of cultivation and in the
adjacent cove the first farm was established giving the place its new name.
Between 1788 and 1792 the differentiation between the two sides of Sydney Cove,
begun on first landing, became fixed as permanent buildings were erected. On
the west side were the hospital, prison, store houses, the majority of the convict
population and the military, while on the east were the farm and the residences of
the civil officers. Each side had its own wharf: on the east the government wharf
begun in December 1789 and on the west the hospital wharf, begun in November
1790. The plan of Sydney was essentially established. The west side of Sydney
Cove was the working part of the town, associated with its maritime activities and
ordinary residents. The east side was its administrative heart and the birthplace of
its botanical and agricultural endeavours.9
There were fundamental ambiguities in the harbour setting of the new settlement.
Shipping and water transport were the Colony's only means of communication
with the rest of the world and locally and private boat building soon became a
thriving industry. On the other hand every attempt had to be made to prevent
convicts escaping from their new prison. More importantly for the administration
of the colony, the government needed to be able to maintain and repair local craft
and convict and supply ships arriving in Sydney. A dockyard was crucial for official
business.

M Kelly & R Crocker : Sydney Takes Shape : a collection of contemporary maps from foundation to
Federation(1978) ‘Sketch & description of the settlement at Port Jackson’ April 1788, Sketch of
9

Sydney Cove, Port Jackson July 1788’ & ‘A survey of the settlement in New South Wales, New Holland,
1792’
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 5
In Edward Dayes ‘A View of Sydney Cove, New South Wales’ published in 1804 but
probably based on a drawing by Thomas Watling made c.1798-1800, the Aborigines in the
foreground are seated on the rocky outcrops that formed part of the coroner’s court site
(arrowed). The small boat behind them is housed on the sandy beach close to Cadman’s
cottage.

Source: Reproduced in Max Kelly: Anchored in a Small Cove. A history and archaeology of
The Rocks, Sydney, 1997, p 20

The government dockyard and the master shipwright’s house 1790s-1809
The name ‘dockyard’ and an account of buildings constructed for that purpose
first appeared in 1797.10 The site chosen was an extensive stretch of water
frontage on the west side of Sydney Cove. A rocky foreshore interspersed with
small sandy beaches, the choice of site was probably determined by the location
of the hospital wharf which was well away from the tidal flats at the mouth of the
Tank Stream. Some town leases had already been granted on the foreshore
nearby, to the north to John Baughan (later to be Robert Campbell’s) and Captain
Waterhouse and to the south to Captain Johnston.11

10

Return of labour at Sydney, Parramatta, and Toongabbe, 1797’ Historical records of New South

Wales Vol. 3 p 336 ff
Grimes’ Plan of Sydney 1800 Historical Records of New South Wales Vol. 5 & R J Ryan (ed.): Land
Grants 1788-1809 (Published 1974, Australian Documents Library edition 1981) pp 222-224.
11
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The construction of dockyard buildings began in 1797 and 1798 including the
foundation of a house for the master-shipwright12 which was ‘lathed and
plaistered’ in 1800.13 This two storey house with mansard roof ‘and kitchen
detached’ was set high on a rocky outcrop, in its own allotment of ground, to the
north of the dockyard and was a dominant feature of the early waterfront. Its first
occupant was ‘Mr. Thomas Moore, the principal shipwright; a man of unshaken
integrity and large property’.14 By 1800 the basic facilities of the dockyard were
apparently

complete.

Further

additions,

repairs

and

improvements

were

completed by October 1807.15

Figure 6
J W Lancashire’s primitive watercolour ‘View of Sydney taken from the Rocks’ dated 1803
shows the dockyard from a high vantage point, looking east across Sydney Cove. In the
foreground, on the left, is the back of the master shipwright’s house adjacent to a rocky
inlet.

Source: Reproduced in S Evans: Historic Sydney as seen by its early artists, 1983, pl. 10

12

‘Return of labour at Sydney, Parramatta, and Toongabbe, 1797’ Historical Records of New South

Wales Vol. 3 p 337
13

‘Statement of work executed at the different Settlements during the year 1798’ & ‘Return of

Labour during 1800’ Historical Records of New South Wales Vol. 3 pp 521-522 & Vol. 4 pp 280-283
14

D D Mann: The present picture of New South Wales 1811, with n introduction by Professor Brian

Fletcher, John Ferguson, Sydney, 1979, p 58 and plate facing p 59
15

‘Statement of Govt. Buildings in New South Wales’, Enclosure No. 3 with General Letter, Bligh to

Windham, dated 31 October 1807 1800 Historical Records of Australia (Ser. 1) Vol. 6 p 144ff
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Figure 7
A ‘View of Sydney from the East Side of the Cove’ published in 1811 provides a panoramic
view of the west side of Sydney Cove in which the master shipwright’s house and its
garden can be clearly identified as well as the rocky foreshore of the dockyard. Robert
Campbell’s impressive wharf, residence and storehouses dominate the north end of the
Cove.

Source: D D Mann The present picture of New South Wales 1811, 1979 ed., opposite p 59

Although the dockyard was an important government facility, some of the
population appear to have had a laissez-faire attitude towards site security, at
least as far as the pleasures of bathing were concerned, as evidenced by Governor
Macquarie’s order in October 1810 in which he noted that:
'A very indecent and improper Custom’ had lately prevailed ‘of Soldiers, Sailors
and Inhabitants of the Town bathing themselves at all Hours of the Day at the
Government Wharf, and also in the Dock-yard…’16
The more serious issue of preventing the escape of convicts remained. In May
1808, the Harrington was seized by some forty convicts when lying at anchor off
Campbell’s wharf.17

16

Government and General Orders Sydney Gazette 6 October 1810 p 2b
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The changing waterfront: 1809-1820s
Between 1809 and 1812, two substantial government stores were added to the
waterfront immediately to the south of the dockyard. Plans for ‘an extensive range
of stone storehouses contiguous to the wharf of Sydney’ were forwarded to
London in February 180918 and, according to Lieutenant-Colonel Joseph Foveaux,
then Acting Governor, were his own work.19 The building was completed in 1812.20
The large, four-storey stone building was generally known as the Commissariat
stores.21 Its size and commanding position on the waterfront made it one of the
most impressive buildings of the early Macquarie period.
At the same time as the Commissariat stores were being completed, a large twostorey ‘Stone-Built Provision Store’ was built immediately to the west with a
frontage to George Street.

In the keystone above the main entrance were the

initials GR and above these a stone plaque with the inscription ‘Erected in the year
1812 L. Macquarie, Esq., Governor’.22 By the 1830s the George Street building was
known as the Ordnance stores.
There were also changes in the dockyard, where ‘considerable additions’ were
made in the Macquarie period including new workshops, four docks that were
carved out of the sandstone foreshore and a high stone wall separating the yard
from the street and from the Commissariat stores.

23

One further addition, a store,

was suggested in September 1822 and was probably built soon afterwards.

24

A

long, narrow building extending from the George Street frontage down to the
waterfront, this can be clearly identified in various illustrations and later
photographs.

17

J Selkirk Provis & K A Johnson: Cadman’s Cottage. The life and times of John Cadman in Colonial

Sydney – 1798-1848(1972) pp 30 & 52-53
18

Foveaux to Castlereagh 20 February 1809 Enclosure A Historical Records of New South Wales Vol.

7 pp 38-40 & SZ 760 (State records New South Wales)
19

Foveaux to Macquarie 27 February 1810 1809 Historical Records of New South Wales Vol. 7 p 297

20

‘List of buildings & works undertaken, now in progress or completed in New South Wales and Van

Diemen’s Land since 1 February 1810’. NSW Appendix to Commissioner Bigge’s Report 1822, Mr
Greenway, Public Buildings. Public Record Office, Colonial Office series CO 201/133 (PRO Reel 120)
21

‘A list and schedule of public buildings and works erected … at the expence of the Crown from

the 1st of January 1810, to the 30th of November 1821, both inclusive’ Macquarie to Bathurst 27 July
1822 Enclosure A 1809 Historical Records of Australia (Ser. 1) Vol. 10 pp 684-685
22

‘Relics of Old Sydney. Demolition begins.’ Sydney Morning Herald 6 July 1939 p 8g

23

Bigge Report, quoted in J Selkirk Provis & K A Johnson : Cadman’s Cottage. The life and times of

John Cadman in Colonial Sydney – 1798-1848 (1972) p 65
24

Noris to Nicholson 10 September 1822 & Nicholson to Colonial Secretary 11 September 1822,

Colonial Secretary’s Papers, Letters Received 4/1756 pp 147-148, Reel 6053 (State Records New
South Wales)
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A sketch of the west side of Sydney Cove from Bennelong’s Point drawn in the first
half of 1816 (Figure 8) shows the impressive scale of the new Commissariat
stores, but gives a distorted impression of the extent of the dockyard. To the
north of the dockyard the master-shipwright’s house is prominently sited
adjacent to Campbell’s wharf, house and stores.25
Despite these additions and improvements, it was nearly the end of an era for the
dockyard. In the 1820s, in the wake of the Bigge report, government expenditure
was curtailed, public works were much reduced and more convicts were assigned
to private service. In the early stages of this transition the lumber yard and
dockyard, Sydney’s main convict works depots, were retained, but from the late
1820s this changed, as assisted free migration boosted the population.
Government work could now be put out to competitive tender in a labour market
with sufficient skilled tradesmen.
From 1831 the dockyard establishment was reduced to a minimum and requests
for additional men were rejected.26 Shipbuilding and repairs were now the
province of private enterprise in Sydney. The main government work on the
harbour was that carried out by the pilots and by the Superintendent of
Government Craft, John Cadman.

The master-shipwright’s house / naval office 1810-1830s
In the process of enclosing the dockyard in 1818-1820 and building the store at
the north end in 1822-1823, the government land between the store and
Campbell’s wharf was effectively cut off from the dockyard operations. The area
included the master-shipwright’s house, built for Thomas Moore and a ‘stone
built barracks’ built in c.1815 or 1816 for the coxswain and crews of the
government boats. The cottage was eventually to be known as Cadman’s cottage
after its best-known occupant.27

Reproduced with key to buildings in J S Provis and K A Johnson: The Coxswain’s barrack known as
Cadman’s cottage (The history of Sydney’s oldest dwelling), Genealogical Publications of Australia,
25

North Sydney, 1973
26

Colonial Secretary to Master Attendant 20 July 1833, Colonial Secretary Copies of letters to Master

Attendant etc. 1832-1834, 4/3780 (State Records New South Wales)
J Selkirk Provis & K A Johnson : Cadman’s Cottage. The life and times of John Cadman in Colonial
Sydney – 1798-1848 (1972) pp 55-58
27
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Figure 8
A key to the buildings on the west side of Sydney Cove based on a sketch drawn by
Captain Wallis’ during the first half of 1816. Cadman’s cottage and the mastershipwright’s house are on either side of the beach used by the government boatmen.

Source: J S Provis & K A Johnson: The Coxswains’ barrack known as Cadman’s cottage (The
history of Sydney’s oldest dwelling), 1973

Thomas Moore resigned in 1809 and retired to his own property and the use of
the master-shipwright’s house after this date is not known. It is possible that this
continued to be the residence of Moore’s immediate successors. Within a few
years this usage changed and the house was no longer directly associated with the
work of the dockyard. By the early 1820s the building was identified as the naval
office and residence of Captain John Piper, Naval Officer and Collector of Customs.
John Piper had been appointed to the position in 1814, and acquired considerable
wealth from the commission on all customs duties, which formed payment for this
office. According to the Returns of the Colony compiled from 1822, Piper was not
provided with a house as part of his remuneration28 and he had already built his
own mansion, Henrietta Villa at Point Piper in 1816-1817. It is however possible
that he stayed at the naval office when on business in Sydney and that the
building was a combined office and residence. By July 1826 Piper was in the
process of building another substantial house for himself on the opposite side of

28

NSW Colonial Secretary Returns of the Colony 1822-1826 (Mitchell Library)
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the road from the naval office.29 However his career as Naval Officer came rapidly
to an end in April 1827 when a deficiency of £12,000 was discovered following an
inquiry into his administration and he was suspended from office.30 The premises
on George Street continued to be referred to as the naval office, or old naval
office, but it is not known whether the building was used as a residence following
Piper’s dismissal.
The earliest detailed survey of the area, Harper’s c. 1823 plan (Figure 9) identifies
the house as the Naval Office and what would appear to be another building below
the rocky shoreline, both fenced off from Cadman’s cottage next door.

31

The plan

shows the rocky foreshore comparatively close to the line of the street, as also
shown in Lancashire’s 1803 drawing.
The topography of this area was recollected in 1897 by a neighbour R H F Kemp
who, as a boy, had lived on the opposite side of the road between 1824 and 1830:

Adjoining Mr. Campbell’s was the residence of Captain Piper (superintendent of
H.M. Dockyard), a most unsightly unpainted building. The Mariner’s Church now
occupies its site. The land rose very abruptly here, but fell towards the south end,
where a road now is. At the southern extremity a rock set on its edge ran out from
20ft. to 25ft. in a north-easterly direction, the outer end being 10ft. to 12ft. high,
decreasing towards the land, where it was about 4ft. Behind or rather inside this
rock was a little cove or bay with a clean sandy beach, and here, as I understood,
the first white man jumped ashore when the fleet came round from Botany Bay.
Next came Cadman’s, the overseer, in charge of all the boats belonging to the
Government, including the Governor’s eight-oared gig, by which he frequently
travelled to Parramatta. Cadman’s extended to the Dockyard, and was enclosed
with a stone wall, and had a dwarf wall along high water mark, with a nice sandy
beach in front, upon which the boats lay when not in use. Some of the buildings,
one of which was afterwards used for a time as a water police court, are still
standing. The Sailors’ Home now occupies part of the ground. Just outside the
gate in George Street, where there is now a telegraph pole, was a very large forest
oak tree. Inquiries as to why it was left when all other trees were cleared away told
me that it was from one of the limbs of it that the first man was hanged. 32

29

Some 20-30 mechanics were reported to be working there see Sydney Gazette 5 July 1826 p 2d.

Later reports described this as ‘the intended house of the late Naval Officer’ [ie Piper], The Australian
2 October 1829 p 3a.
30

Australian Dictionary of Biography Volume 2: 1788-1850 I-Z, Melbourne University Press, 1967,

pp 334-335
31

Harper’s survey of Sydney SZ 469 (State Records NSW)

Quoted in J Selkirk Provis & K A Johnson : Cadman’s Cottage. The life and times of John Cadman in
Colonial Sydney – 1798-1848 (1972) p 58. Provis and Johnson state that R H F Kemp’s description of
32
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Figure 9
Harper’s survey of Sydney c. 1823. The naval office (formerly the master shipwright’s
house) and Cadman’s cottage are the only buildings between Robert Campbell’s property
and the dockyard.

Source: State Records NSW SZ 469
Sydney Cove was written to the Sydney Morning Herald on 6 October 1897. An extract from the
same article in the Royal Australian Historical Society collections Manuscript Red M40 gives the SMH
reference as 8 September 1897. The account has not been found in newspapers of either date, or
days close to them.
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Kemp’s account is consistent with contemporary maps and illustrations of the
land immediately associated with Moore’s house and Cadman’s cottage. Richard
Read Junior’s 1820 watercolour gives a good impression of the elevated location
of Moore’s house and the way in which the land dropped down from it to the
water.

Figure 10
A detail of ‘View of Sydney Cove from the North Shore Port Jackson N. S. Wales’ by Richard
Reid senior, 1820. On the left are the Commissariat stores and the newly built walls of the
dockyard. Robert Campbell’s establishment is on the right and immediately to the left,
perched high on the rocks is the former master shipwright’s house. Between the dockyard
wall and the house is Cadman’s cottage and the beach used by the government boatmen.

Source: Jocelyn Hackforth-Jones: The convict artists, Macmillan, Melbourne, 1977, Illus. 4

Kemp’s account also includes two elements of Sydney’s earlier history; that it was
in the cove close to Moore’s house that the first person came ashore from the
First Fleet and also that an old tree close to the Sailors’ Home was the site of the
first execution. Other old colonists also acknowledged the significance of a tree in
this area. H W H Huntington identified it as the tree where Governor Phillip hoisted
the British flag on 26 January 1788 while John Bingle believed that Governor Phillip
stood under the tree on that day and named Sydney Cove.

33

The naval office was eventually demolished in the 1830s. The materials were
advertised for sale in the Government Gazette in 1833 but were not apparently
removed immediately.

33

34

According to H W H Huntington ‘Captain Piper’s House

J Selkirk Provis & K A Johnson : Cadman’s Cottage. The life and times of John Cadman in Colonial

Sydney – 1798-1848 (1972) p 129 note 103
34

New South Wales Government Gazette 5 June 1833 p 202
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was a two storied brick or stone house and in 1834 was in a delapidated [sic]
condition with the door and windows out and the roof and floors in ruins’35 By the
mid-1830s the site was being considered as a possible location for the Customs
House.36
The naval office together with a building on the northern boundary of the site
(presumably its detached kitchen) and Cadman’s cottage are shown in a sketch
plan drawn in 1832 (Figure 11).37

Figure 11
Part of a sketch of Sydney Cove in 1832 showing Cadman’s cottage, the naval office and
another building against the boundary of Campbell’s property.

Source: Surveyor General’s Sketch Books Vol. 7 Fol. 85, Reel 2780 frame 293, State
Records NSW

Quoted in J Selkirk Provis & K A Johnson: Cadman’s Cottage. The life and times of John Cadman in
Colonial Sydney – 1798-1848 (1972) p 129 note 103.
35

36

‘Plan of the Town of Sydney’ Map 6243 (State Records NSW)

37

Copy of sketch to accompany letter to Col. Sec. No. 32/789 dated 28 December 1832, Surveyor

General’s Sketch Books Vol. 7 Fol. 85, Reel 2780 frame 293 (State Records NSW)
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New wharfage: Semi Circular Quay 1840s-1850s
From the end of the Macquarie period it had been apparent that additional public
wharfage would be needed to sustain the commercial life of the Colony. In 1836
separate Committees of the Legislative Council addressed the two questions which
were to have a significant impact on the planning of Sydney; the site for a new
Government House and the preservation of Sydney Cove for mercantile and
shipping purposes.
The Committees’ recommendations were the basis of the first major replanning
scheme to be implemented in Sydney. The preservation of a deep water frontage
at Sydney Cove would be achieved by the construction of a new 'circular' wharf,
with associated infilling and reclamation work.38
Preparation for the construction of the new Semi Circular Quay began in 1838 and
the work was completed in 1859, directed first by the Colonial Engineer and later
by the Colonial Architect. From 1838 until the end of 1846 the work was effected
by a convict labour force. On 1 August 1842 the steam dredge Hercules, with the
use of two punts and the assistance of twenty-five prisoners, began cleaning out
the front of the existing wharves beginning at the dockyard.

39

The Water Police and the new landing place 1840s
In 1846 following the retirement of John Cadman, his cottage and associated
premises were used by the Water Police as a court, constables’ accommodation
and magistrate’s offices.40 At the same time and before the new quay had been
completed a ‘Jetty between Campbell’s and Cadman’s’ had been built by 1847,
known as the New Landing Place.41 This was a public wharf, reached by a track
leading down from George Street between the rock outcrops, on the line that was
later to become Bethel Street. Meanwhile, much of the area associated with
Cadman’s cottage retained its original rocky configuration and was covered at
high tide.

38

'Report from Committee on the proposed quay at Sydney Cove, with the minutes of

evidence'. Votes & Proceedings of the Legislative Council 1836 Session
39

Colonial Engineer to Colonial Secretary 15 August 1843, Report on works etc. 31 July

1842-31 July 1843, Colonial Secretary Correspondence received from Colonial Engineer
1843, 4/2609.1 (State Records NSW)
40

Colonial Architect correspondence, Dead Houses 2/642A (State Records SNW)

41

Evidence of Robert Paten 15 June 1847 in Report from the Select Committee on the Circular Quay

Bill, with Minutes of Evidence and Appendix. Ordered to be printed 30 th September 1847 in Votes &

Proceedings of the Legislative Council 1847 Vol. 2, p 583
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Figure 12
The building line of George Street in 1849 showing the new landing place and associated
walls and rock outcrops immediately to the north of Cadman’s cottage.

Source: Plan of Lower George Street from Charlotte Place to Fort Street Shewing the
proposed Buildings & Kerb lines 1849, Crown Plan 38-907, NSW Department of Lands

As these plans show, the foreshore between Cadman’s cottage and Campbell’s
wharf was still accessible by water. A plan prepared in 1854 shows the extent of
work at that date and the configuration of the remains of the original shoreline
between the dockyard and Campbell’s premises.

42

42

Plan extension to Semicircular Quay, signed Edmund Walcott CE Jany 14th 1854. Laid before E.

Council 17th Jany 1854 No. 54/3, Plan 1282 (State Records NSW)
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Figure 13
‘Plan Extension of Semicircular Quay’ 1854 (detail) from the dockyard to Campbell’s
premises, showing Cadman’s Cottage [arrowed]

next to the Colonial Store, the

government wharf and the rock outcrops and shoreline. A dotted line marks the track that
later became Bethel Street [site of the Coroner’s Court circled].

Source: (State Records NSW Plan No. 1282)

2.2

Historic themes

The following themes have been identified as being applicable to the site and
history of the former Coroner’s Court:
NSW State theme

Australian theme

Application

Law and Order

Governing

Legal inquiries into deaths

Birth and Death

Marking the phases of life

Housing the dead and investigating
causes of death

Towns, suburbs

Building settlements,

and villages

towns and cities

Changing street patterns on the site
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2.3

Initial development of the site

2.3.1

The first morgue

The dead house 1854
With the completion of the quay another essential facility was added to the
waterfront conveniently close to the Water Police offices. This was a dead house
(or morgue) tenders for which were received in July 1854. The successful tenderer
was Thomas Coghlan who was later prosecuted by the Crown for fraudulently
claiming for excavation work that he did not actually carry out. In March 1856 the
work was being measured in relation to the case.

43

The dead house was a simple

building with stone foundations, brick walls with external stucco and a roof of
English slates.

44

These buildings were used, by the police, to house bodies that

were awaiting identification and by the coroner and his jurymen who were
required to view a body before proceeding to a coronial inquest.
The facilities at the dead house were very basic. Water was laid on after the
building was constructed with pipes to the room where the bodies were placed
and the outer yard.

45

Smells were a frequent problem although when responding

to a complaint in 1862 about ‘effluvia’ the Inspector of Police reported that the
Coroner, the Harbour Master and also the watermen who worked within a short
distance of the building did not find these offensive. A constable of the Water
Police was paid to keep the place clean.

46

In 1862 water closets and dust bins

were built nearby, one of three sets of identical buildings for this purpose along
the west side of the quay.

43
44

47

Colonial Architect correspondence, Dead Houses 2/642A (State Records SNW)
Specifications for erection of two dead houses, May 1854 in Colonial Architect correspondence,

Dead Houses 2/642A (State Records SNW)
45

Inspector of Police to Principal Under Secretary 8 January 1862, 26/54/064, Container 077739

(City of Sydney Archives)
46

Inspector of Police to Principal Under Secretary 8 January 1862, 26/54/064, Container 077739

(City of Sydney Archives)
47

Colonial Architect: Port Office & Pilot Office, 2/643B (State Records NSW). The others were ‘one at

each end of the Commissariat or Colonial stores fence’.
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Figure 14
WCs and dustbins built at various intervals along the west side of Circular Quay.

Source: Colonial Architect correspondence re: pilot office 2/643B, State Records NSW

A detailed plan of the area in the mid-late 1850s shows the dead house, as
originally built (Figure 15).48

Figure 15
The west side of Sydney Cove in the mid-late 1850s. The new Semi Circular Quay has been
completed to Campbell’s boundary.

Source: State Records NSW, Trigonometric Survey of Sydney Sheet B2/1

48

Trigonometric Survey of Sydney Sheet B2/1 (State Records NSW)
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Serving the maritime community: the Mariners’ Church and the Sailors’ Home
In the 1850s and 1860 two significant buildings were constructed between the old
dockyard and Campbell’s premises to serve the transient maritime population of
Sydney; the Mariners’ Church built in 1856-1859 and the Sailors’ Home opened in
1865. The location for both buildings was the George Street frontage on the top
of the rock outcrops between Cadman’s cottage and Campbell’s property. In the
course of these works the site once occupied by the master-shipwright’s house/
later naval office was utilised for the Mariners’ Church and a number of
outbuildings associated with Cadman’s cottage were removed to form the site for
the Sailors’ Home.

Figure 16
The site for the Sailors’ Home, based on an 1860 plan. Cadman’s cottage and the dead
house were retained when the Home was built. Parts of the shoreline that were once
covered at high water are shown and also the gap between the rock outcrops that later
became Bethel Street.

Source: Mitchell Library map M2 811.1719/1861/1
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The plan of the site for the Sailors’ Home shows the dead house, landing place
and the extent of the area still covered at high water, right up to the wall at the
north end of the Cadman’s cottage area.

49

Forming Bethel Street 1872
In 1872 Bethel Street was formed from George Street down to Circular Quay,
between the two rock outcrops and along what had obviously been the means of
access down to the water and the new landing place for some considerable time.
The specifications for forming, ballasting and blinding Bethel Street also provided
for a ‘rubble wall on stone foundations’ but the plan accompanying the
specifications does not survive. It seems likely that this was on the south side of
the roadway, as shown in later photographs. The work was undertaken by Patrick
Keating.

50

Figure 17
The west side of Sydney Cove in the mid-1860s. The Mariners’ Church has been built
(1856-1859) and also the Sailors’ Home (opened 1865). Part of the small cove by
Cadman’s cottage has not yet been filled in.

Source: State Records NSW, Trigonometric Survey of Sydney Sheet B2/1

49

Plan of proposed site for a Sailors Home Parish of St Phillip City of Sydney NSW, 1860, Crown Plan

259-858 (Lands Department) and map M2 811.1719/1862/1 (Mitchell Library)
50

Sydney City Works Contract No. 547 with specifications and tender April-May 1872, 65/883

(Sydney City Council Archives)
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Figure 18
The west side of Sydney Cove from Government House c.1870.

Source: Mitchell Library Small Picture File

A number of small additions were made to the dead house whose facilities
remained primitive. In 1864 in response to a request from Dr Bedford, an
additional room was built to provide a small office and the building was re-floored
with Caithness stone. All of the windows in the locality required shutters ‘to
prevent them from being injured’.

51

It was however ‘simply a room with a table in

it’ as the coroner noted in 1885 and with only enough space for two bodies. If
there were more than this they had to be laid on the floor where jurors had to step
over them when viewing.

52

In 1886 money for additions to the dead house at

Circular Quay were put on the estimates.

53

From 1888 the building was known as

the North Sydney morgue. The South Sydney morgue, which was built in 1881,
was near Belmore Park close to the Devonshire Street Cemetery.54

51

Dr Bedford to Attorney General June 1864 in Colonial Architect correspondence, Water Police

Office 1841-1856, 2/580 (State Records SNW)
52

Letter dated 26 September 1885, Coroner’s letter book 1875-1887, 7/1457 (State Records NSW)

53

Letter dated 28 October 1886, Coroner’s letter book 1875-1887, 7/1457 (State Records NSW)

54

References including letter dated 23 August 1883, Coroner’s letter book 1875-1887, 7/1458

(State Records NSW)
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Figure 19
The west side of Circular Quay in 1880. Bethel Street, with a retaining wall on the south
side, is clearly visible between the Mariners’ Church and the Sailors’ Home [refer detail
below].

Source: Mitchell Library reproduced in Max Kelly: Anchored in a Small Cove. A history and
archaeology of The Rocks, Sydney, 1997, p 40

Figure 20A
Detail of marked portion of Figure 19 above, showing Bethel Street.

Source: Mitchell Library reproduced in Max Kelly: Anchored in a Small Cove. A history and
archaeology of The Rocks, Sydney, 1997, p 40
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Figure 21
Bethel Street in 1884. The outline shows the boundary of the present site of the former
Coroner’s Court.

Source: Metropolitan Detail Survey, Mitchell Library

2.4

History of the occupation of the site

2.4.1

The coroner in Sydney

The office of coroner
The office of coroner is an ancient one in English law and has evolved from its
original function of safeguarding the rights of the Crown, to that of inquiring into
the cause of sudden and unexplained deaths.

55

The office was introduced into

New South Wales from the foundation of the settlement under the terms of
Governor Phillip’s second commission that authorised him to appoint coroners
and justices of the peace. In the earliest years of the Colony justices of the peace
conducted such inquiries until Governor Macquarie appointed the naturalist and
artist J W Lewin as the first ‘Coroner in the Town of Sydney, and in the County of
Cumberland’ in October 1810, an office that Lewin continued to hold until his
death in 1819.

56

By 1821 there were coroners at Liverpool, Windsor, Parramatta, Evan and Sydney
but by 1840 their number had risen to only seven despite the considerable
expansion of settlement and growth of the population.
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At this period the office
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did not require any specific qualifications and the names of the earliest office
holders suggest that these were simply respectable persons in need of
government employment.
Until late in the 19th century the public service of New South Wales was recruited
by

patronage,

or

private

recommendation.

For

the

highest

positions

recommendation in the form of patronage came from, or through, the Secretary of
State for the Colonies in London. Within the Colony, for offices such as those of
justice of the peace or coroner that the Governor could appoint on his own
authority, appointments would be made based upon personal knowledge, or the
recommendation of trusted office holders. In a pioneer, penal colony however the
supply of free persons sufficiently educated, public spirited and experienced to
man the public service rarely equalled demand, while running the convict system
efficiently required a larger bureaucracy than would have been the case in more
normal circumstances.
Other features specific to New South Wales militated against keeping efficient, free
men in government employment. Salaries were inadequate and the cost of living
high. For some offices, including that of coroner, fees considerably supplemented
the annual salary while allowances such as rations, forage, convict servants and in
some cases accommodation provided other material help. Perhaps the greatest
incentive to quit government employment was however access to land which,
combined with a little money, offered the road to wealth and so to
independence.58
For educated men who were not of independent means, or who fell on hard times,
government employment offered a secure income with emoluments and the
possibility of progression to positions of higher responsibility, remuneration and
social status.

For new arrivals, government employment provided an entry to

colonial life, financial security and a foothold in the social hierarchy.
The appointment of J W Lewin as Sydney’s first coroner was a clear case of
patronage and was intended by Governor Macquarie to provide the artist with
some income when his attempts at farming proved unsuccessful. Lewin’s talents
were highly regarded by Macquarie, who commissioned drawings from him and
Lewin’s coronial duties would not have impinged greatly on these other
activities.59
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Lewin’s successors as Sydney coroner represented various stages of the fortunes
of educated free men in the Colony. George Panton arrived in Sydney in 1818 and
held the office of coroner for only two months (September – November 1819)
before being appointed postmaster of New South Wales, a position he later
combined with that of wharfinger.

60

Edward Smith Hall, who had arrived in the

Colony in 1811 with a letter of recommendation from Robert Peel, then undersecretary at the Colonial Office, had suffered a number of disappointments in his
business life when appointed coroner by Macquarie in 1820, resigning the
following year to go to his property at Bathurst and later embarking on his
tempestuous career as editor of The Monitor.

61

George Milner Slade, a free settler

combined the office of coroner (1821-1824) with land ownership and, like his
predecessors, had no qualifications specific to the office.

62

By the mid- 1820s this had changed and the Sydney coroners had qualifications
appropriate to the role and its part in the justice system. John Mackaness, a
barrister, was appointed coroner, sheriff and Provost Marshall of New South Wales
in 1824, positions that he had gained by patronage in England.
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In 1826-1827

Governor Darling’s reforms determined the fixed establishment of the public
service and reviewed the value of the duties (and hence salaries) of all positions.
From 1828 the office of coroner gained some stability and subsequent office
holders, for example, Charles Thomas Smeathman (1828-1835) and John Ryan
Brenan, a qualified attorney appointed in 1835, who also served as a police
magistrate, held the office for many years.
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Accommodation for the coroner in the 19th century
In the earliest years of settlement and for much longer in country areas, bodies
were viewed and inquests held in the home of the deceased or in a nearby public
house, the largest commonly available building where there was sufficient room in
which to assemble the requisite jury of twelve men.
The Sydney coroner does not appear to have been provided with office
accommodation until about 1858 when rooms in the Hyde Park Barracks were
converted for use by the District Court and other legal officers. There was no
actual court room and the coroner and his jury had to use ‘a miserably small
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whose ‘unwholesome atmosphere’ and proximity to

the building’s cesspools could occasion the removal of the jury to a nearby hotel
in order to conduct an inquest.

66

In 1878 a court room was finally provided at the Hyde Park Barracks but in 1884,
after less than six years, this was taken over for use by the District Court and the
Sydney coroner, Henry Shiell moved his office to his residence in Upper Fort
Street. Three years later in October 1887 accommodation was once more provided
at the Hyde Park Barracks in what was now somewhat grandly named Chancery
Square. The available premises were more commodious than previously,
comprising a court room, offices and jury retiring room.67 It seems that the
coroner remained here until the construction of the purpose-built coroner’s court
in George Street North in 1907.
In 1861 the investigation of fires was added to the coroner’s duties and by 18861887 Henry Shiell had an annual workload of over 600 reports of deaths or fires
from the Sydney police.68 By the later 19th century handbooks and manuals for
magistrates and coroners were being produced as additional areas of investigation
and new responsibilities were added to their role.

Inquests at The Rocks
While the dead house provided a place for bodies to be kept when awaiting
identification and for viewing by the jury, the inquests on bodies held in the dead
house at Circular Quay were held in nearby hotels. Henry Shiell (city coroner from
1866) noted in 1880 that all inquests on bodies lying at the dead house at
Circular Quay had been held in the Observer Hotel for ten years free of charge,
before they moved to the Brecknock Arms Hotel. When Mrs Ross left the
Brecknock Arms in 1880, Shiell reported that the landlord of the Observer Tavern
had asked him to resume holding inquests there, which was the nearest of all the
hotels in Lower George Street and had sufficient accommodation. The usual fee of
10 shillings per inquest would be required.69 Three years later, when the room at
the Observer Hotel was frequently not available the inquests moved to the White
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Hart, later renamed the Soudan Hotel.70 The original generosity of the Observer’s
landlord may have been more than repaid by takings when inquests were held.
Jurors no doubt required considerable liquid refreshment after their duties and
public interest in the proceedings of the coroner’s court would have also
guaranteed increased patronage particularly for the more sensational cases.

The quay 1850s-1900
From the 1850s the shipment of wool was the main activity on the east and south
sides of Circular Quay. On the west side however where most of the land was
already in government or private ownership before the Semi Circular Quay was
constructed, things continued much as before with mixed general trade. The
backdrop to this activity was The Rocks and Miller’s Point where many of the men
lived who worked on the wharves and where the transitory population of ships’
crews lodged, drank and amused themselves.
By the 1860s-1870s other needs of the growing city had to be addressed,
including that of public transport and from the 1870s regular ferry services were
running from Circular Quay, which was becoming an important transport nexus as
suburban living expanded.

71

At the same time, passenger transport to more

distant destinations also came into prominence. From the later 1870s, a growing
number of shipping companies leased permanent berths at the quay to
accommodate large passenger steamers. The change began on the west side,
where the Australian Steam Navigation Company purchased Robert Campbell’s old
property in 1876, to be joined nearby by the P & O Company in 1881. The trend
continued with the addition of famous names such as Messageries Maritimes,
Norddeutscher Lloyd, Burns Philp and the White Star Line. By the 1890s the quay
was dominated by passenger vessels and mail steamers, as commercial activity
moved to Walsh Bay and Darling Harbour. Circular Quay was once more the
gateway to Sydney as it had been during the early years of settlement.
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In 1900 the long recognised need to bring Sydney Harbour under centralised
control was finally precipitated by an outbreak of plague. A plethora of privately
owned wharves, commercial premises and facilities were resumed by the
government, to be administered by the new Sydney Harbour Trust. Radical
reorganisation and rebuilding of harbour facilities in the early years of the 20th
century included the removal of cargo facilities to Walsh Bay, where new wharfage
was built and the improvement of the ferry wharves at Circular Quay.
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A new morgue and coroner’s court
By the turn of the 20th century when the government resumed The Rocks, the
facilities of the 1850s dead house were well out of date. In 1901 the South Sydney
morgue on Elizabeth Street near Belmore Park was demolished for the
construction of Central Railway, which necessitated the removal not only of the
occupants of the adjacent Devonshire Street Cemetery but also of many historic
buildings at the south end of Pitt Street.

Figure 22
The 1901 resumption plan showing the old morgue and Bethel Street. The irregular
boundary marked by the dotted line shows the original shoreline. The outline shows the
boundary of the present site of the former Coroner’s Court.

Source: Historical Atlas, City of Sydney Archives

The morgue
In November 1904 the Department of Public Works wrote to the City Council
asking for permission to close Bethel Street in connection with the erection of a
new morgue. The closure of Bethel Street would provide a roughly square site
between the Sailors’ Home and the Mariners’ Church, where the existing morgue
was already located. The street had been vested in the Sydney Harbour Trust in
June 1901 after being resumed by government in 1900 but was subsequently
revested in the Minister for Public Works for the purposes of erecting a new
morgue.
73
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Included in the plan was a proposed new building alignment for the east side of
George Street North, to the east of the existing line, with a dogleg bend to
accommodate the south-west corner of the Mariners’ Church. On the new site, as
on the old, there was a considerable difference in level between the George Street
North frontage and the quay, reflecting the original topography.

Figure 23
The proposed site for the new morgue, 1904 showing the proposed realignment of George
Street North and the elimination of Bethel Street.

Source: City of Sydney Archives 1904/1947

Plans for the new morgue were prepared in October 1905 by the Government
Architect’s office, then under the direction of W L Vernon. The architectural style
was typical of the new buildings being constructed in The Rocks at this period by
the Department of Public Works, using dark brick with sandstone trim. The new
facility was to be built on the site of the old morgue and its associated buildings
including the caretaker’s quarters. The locations of these, of the existing line of
Bethel Street and of the old WCs and urinals are shown dotted on the architectural
plans of the new building.
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Figure 24
Plans for the new morgue by the Government Architect’s Branch, 1905.

Source: MISC. 120/1, Plan Room, Department of Commerce

The facilities in the new building were still quite basic, consisting of: a receiving
room, the morgue (where bodies could be viewed from a glass partitioned
corridor), the post mortem room and a laboratory. The building was long, narrow
and single storey. On the Circular Quay side natural lighting was provided by
semi-circular windows below the eaves and on the west side (where the building
was set at the foot of a ‘precipice’) by clerestory windows. Privacy was guaranteed
by this arrangement. The section plans show the extent to which part of the site,
once the sandy foreshore of Sydney Cove, had been filled in to provide a level
surface below the precipice.
A high wall along the eastern boundary on the Circular Quay frontage, then a
public street providing vehicular access, gave the building extra protection from
the public gaze. Bethel Street was reduced to a narrow public thoroughfare for
pedestrians. On the south side of the site a new dwarf wall and fence were
constructed along the Sailors’ Home boundary. At the north-east corner, against
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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the inside of the perimeter wall, were new urinals and WCs and at the south-east
corner the caretaker’s office. As bodies could be received at any time of the day or
night, the morgue attendant was required to be on duty at all times. 75 The morgue
was completed in 1907.76

The City Coroner’s court
A year after the plans were prepared for the morgue, the Public Works Department
designed the new coroner’s court to be built on the same site, on the George
Street North frontage.77 The building was constructed on top of the ‘precipice’ that
formed the backdrop to the morgue, part of which remained exposed in the east
elevation of the new court house. Where the new building cut across the original
line of Bethel Street, a stone retaining wall was to be kept, as shown on the 1907
drainage plan.78 The construction of a retaining wall had been included in the
original specifications for forming Bethel Street in 1871-1872 and the wall can be
clearly seen in later photographs.
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Figure 25
City coroner’s court Block plan showing the position of the ‘old retaining wall’ once part of
Bethel Street.

Source: PC 155/2, Plan Room, Department of Commerce

Like all courts, the design for the new coroner’s court ensured the proper
separation of the various parties involved in the proceedings, each of whom had
separate entrances and associated facilities; the jurors, coroner and court officials
on the north side of the building and the witnesses on the south side, separated
by the central court room and its flanking corridors. As was thought proper at the
time, female and male witnesses had their own waiting rooms, with the ladies
toilet leading directly off the ladies’ waiting room. For the all male jury, toilet
facilities were provided in the basement at the north-east corner of the building.
Like other justices, the coroner had his own private facilities leading directly off
his room. The back verandah provided access via internal and external stairs to
the morgue below on the quay. Above the offices at the north end of the building
were the court caretaker’s quarters, on the first floor and in the attic.
Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

44

Conservation Management Plan
Former Coroner’s Court, 102-104 George Street

2010

Figure 26
Plans for the city coroner’s court by the Government Architect’s Branch, 1906.

Source: PC 155/4, Plan Room, Department of Commerce

The court room was of typical plan with double ceiling height windows at roof
level for additional natural light and a central lantern for ventilation. Unlike other
contemporary court rooms, more particularly those for the higher courts, the
coroner’s court had windows at ground level, protected to some extent from
outside disturbance by the arcade on the George Street North side and at the back
by a verandah.
The coroner’s court was completed in 1908 at a cost of £4235. Photographs taken
by the Government Printing Office show the building as new.
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Figure 27
The city coroner’s court on George Street North.

Source: Government Printer photographs COD 121 B No. 1923 State Records NSW

Figure 28
The coroner’s courtroom.

Source: Government Printer photographs COD 121 B No. 1924 State Records NSW
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With both a new morgue and coroner’s court, the Government Architect reported
that ‘Sydney now possesses a complete establishment with the most modern
appliances and fittings.’80

2.5

Development of building components

A minor addition was made at the rear of the coroner’s court in 1909.81 The
relevant City of Sydney correspondence file does not itemise this work but a
comparison of the original plans for the court dated October 1906 and a 1911
plan shows a small addition at the south-east corner adjacent to the external
staircase, with double doors at the basement [morgue] level and a window
above.82 It seems likely that this was to provide a garage for morgue transport.
In 1911 further changes were made to provide a washhouse for the caretaker.
This was built at the south-east corner of the building at the southern end of the
verandah. In order to access this from the existing quarters, the roof of the
verandah was converted into a flat area with a covered lobby leading to it from the
existing stairs to the attic storey. A protective railing was provided along the new
roof walkway.83
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Figure 29
Additions to the Coroner’s Court building in 1911.

Source: PC 155-1, Plan Room, Department of Commerce

The need for a modern morgue 1930-1960s
Thirty years after the morgue was built, its facilities were very outdated and by the
later 1930s the Commissioner of Police was recommending that a new morgue be
built. Overseas examples, such as the morgue in Glasgow, were cited as examples
of appropriate modern standards and facilities.

84

Nothing had been done by the

time war was declared in 1939 and the only addition to the site was an air raid
shelter with concrete roof, built on the west side of the building next to the rock
face, immediately north of the stairs leading down from the court. It was later
used as plant room and store.
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As the war drew to a close, the City Coroner brought the matter to the attention of
the Under Secretary of Justice. The morgue was unhygienic, too small, lacked any
refrigeration facilities and was ‘crude and altogether unworthy of the third largest
City in the British Empire’. When the grave diggers refused to work from 23-27
December 1944 the morgue was ‘filled to overflowing with stinking dead
bodies’.86 The Government Architect, Cobden Parkes, supported this assessment,
commenting that the ‘present building is a disgrace. The whole set up is so crude
that I cannot understand how it has continued in the present conditions for so
long’.87 A report by the Public Service Board in 1945 added further weight to the
argument for improvements.
In the immediate post-war period a lack of funds and of building materials limited
construction work, but the needs of the morgue remained pressing. Alterations
and additions, including the installation of refrigerated chambers, were finally
undertaken in 1947-1948. The builder was A R Henwood of Margaret Street in the
city and the foreman W G Marsden. Meanwhile the morgue moved to temporary
premises in the George Street North police station.

88

To provide extra space, an addition was built on the east side of the building
within the area once occupied by the yard and perimeter wall, making room for a
caretaker’s bedroom, doctor’s office and waiting room for those who had come to
identify bodies. In the process the whole of the interior plan of the morgue was
reconfigured eliminating most of the corridor along the west side and providing
much needed refrigeration cabinets for bodies. The design in contemporary style
made absolutely no concessions to the architectural style of the original
building.89 The finished product was far from ideal. While the installation of
refrigeration was certainly welcome, the accommodation had not been increased
to the extent requested. Only fifteen chambers had been installed (thirty had been
requested) and with a five-day working week the morgue could get full very
quickly.90
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Figure 30
Additions to the morgue in 1946.

Source: MISC 120/3, Plan Room, Department of Commerce

Figure 31
Ground plan of additions to the morgue in 1946.

Source: MISC. 120/2, Plan Room, Department of Commerce
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At the same time as this work was planned, there were also proposals by the
Maritime Services Board to realign Circular Quay West and it was specified that the
new work should conform to this realignment and new levels.91
In 1952 additional post mortem accommodation was provided on the west side of
the morgue (formerly the air raid shelter, then in 1946 used as a plant room and
store) for three more post-mortem tables and a relocated store. The plant
servicing the building had to be moved and was accommodated within part of the
back verandah of the court house, necessitating some changes to the windows on
the east wall of that building.92

Figure 30A
Alterations to the morgue in 1952, including relocated plant rooms. The basement space
beneath the verandah was adapted for use as a plant room, requiring some new openings
and alterations to windows.

Source: MISC. 120/6 Plan Room, Department of Commerce
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The final addition to the morgue was built in 1967 and was for the Department of
Public Health, Division of Forensic Medicine. The caretaker’s washhouse built in
1911 was converted into a glass blowing room and frozen section laboratory and
additional offices were built on top of the flat roof on the east side of the building
that had also been built part of the 1911 work. In the process two of the existing
dormer windows were removed from the eastern elevation of the court house.

93

While earlier additions to the morgue had been to provide much needed extra
space for bodies, the developing science of forensic medicine required
appropriate laboratory and staff facilities, which were completely wanting in the
existing morgue. This was however very much a temporary solution and in August
1971 the coroner’s court and morgue moved to new premises on Parramatta
Road, Glebe.

Figure 32
The final additions for the Department of Public Health, Division of Forensic Medicine,
built on top of the flat roof created in 1911 to provide access to the caretaker’s
washhouse.

Source: MISC. 120/8 Plan Room, Department of Commerce
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The coroner’s court
There are no surviving plans of any changes to the coroner’s court after 1911
other than those associated with alterations and additions to the morgue. In 1912
new legislation provided that the coroner could sit alone without a jury. This
would have rendered some of the court facilities obsolete. By 1959 the City
Coroner’s office was in the room at north-east corner of the building that had
formerly been the jury room.

94

The Quay in the 20th century
For much of the early 20th century the morgue and coroner’s court were
surrounded by activities directly associated with the maritime industry and its
workers. The clutter of 19th century wharfage had been replaced on the west side
of Circular Quay by the wharves of large international shipping companies and the
old Ordnance and Commissariat stores had been demolished to build the Maritime
Services Board building but shipping was still a dominant concern.
This association continued in the late 1950s and early 1960s when the landscape
of Circular Quay West was dramatically altered with the construction of a new and
very modern passenger terminal. Opened in January 1961 the Overseas Passenger
Terminal had a wharf apron 720 feet long and 40 feet wide for passenger liners
and operating on two storeys, the upper deck to handle passengers and the lower,
at wharf level, to handle cargo, the terminal could embark or disembark 2,000
passengers and luggage in a very short time. At a time when travel by ship was
still the norm and departing passengers were seen off by numerous friends and
relatives, holding streamers stretching from ship to shore, or met on their return
with equal celebrations, the Overseas Passenger Terminal enabled travellers to
arrive and depart in style from the very heart of the city.95

Replanning The Rocks
Four months before the Overseas Passenger Terminal opened, the New South
Wales Labor government announced its plan to redevelop The Rocks, an area ‘rich
in historical association, richer still in development potential’. The winning design,
influenced by the ‘Manhattan syndrome’ was to be high-rise, with the area to the
south of Argyle Street as an office, hotel and retail precinct. In the process of
developing their schemes, the planners concluded that ‘there are few existing
features of historical and architectural interest that warrant special efforts of
retention’. Cadman’s cottage alone warranted preservation and would be
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dismantled and rebuilt in a park at the lower end of York Street to ‘form a subtle
link with history without aggravating problems of physical planning’.96
The original redevelopment scheme did not proceed but was replaced by another,
developed by Sir John Overall, which was to be implemented by a statutory
authority. In 1970 The Rocks area became the responsibility of the Sydney Cove
Redevelopment Authority.97

The end of the morgue and a new life for the coroner’s court
In 1971 following the removal of the morgue and coroner’s court to the new
premises, the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority resolved to demolish the old
morgue for a car park site.98 The proposal was one of a number of projects
opposed by the Builders’ Labourers Federation as part of their green bans at The
Rocks but demolition was eventually allowed to proceed.99 In January 1972 a
number of women held up work by standing in front of a bulldozer working on the
site, but by then most of the morgue had been demolished.100
For the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority the vacant coroner’s court provided
an opportunity to promote itself and its work to the public and the building was
remodelled as a visitors’ centre. The work was carried out in 1972-1973 by Philip
Cox, Storey & Partners Pty Ltd. The north wing, which had originally consisted of
offices and the caretaker’s quarters, was converted into office space, including
accommodation for the Authority. In the court room all of the furniture was
removed and the space used as a visitors’ centre and exhibition gallery while the
former witnesses’ waiting rooms were converted into toilets. The court’s two
separate entrances provided in the original design to ensure the separation of the
various parties attending court, proved useful as separate entrances to the private
office space and to the public areas.
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Figure 33
The City Morgue photographed shortly before its demolition.

Source: Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Archives image No A742-114

The Rocks Visitors Centre was formally opened on 1 February 1973 by the Lord
Mayor, David Griffin and served as a showcase where the Sydney Cove
Redevelopment Authority could present facts about the redevelopment scheme
and could also promote tourism. Faced with what Owen Magee described as ‘the
Builders’ Labourers Federation onslaught and the accompanying blizzard of
misinformation’ the Visitors Centre provided room for displays, models and
drawings of sites under review and for the exhibition of archaeological artifacts
excavated on The Rocks. The accommodation was however somewhat limited and
despite ‘extensive alterations’ made in 1976 the floor space was very constricted
for display purposes.

102

The Centre later included a theatrette that featured an

audio-visual presentation of the history of The Rocks and plans for the future. By
1985 the Centre had 200,000 visitors a year.

103

Part of the north wing was used

as tea rooms during this period.
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Figure 34
Measured drawing of the former Coroner’s Court in 1972 (above) and drawing of
conversion of the former Coroner’s Court to the Rocks Visitors Centre, 1972 (below).

Source: Drawings ROX 377-AR-0001-and OD ROX 377-AR-0054-OD, Sydney Harbour
Foreshore Authority archives
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 35
The former courtroom in use as the Rocks Visitors Centre, 1970s.

Source: Image No 39036, Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority archives

Figure 36
The rear of the former Coroner’s Court, probably taken shortly after demolition of the
morgue.

Source: Image No 40278, Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority archives

In 1986 the Centre was refurbished by Concepts Plus to provide a new staff
lounge and staff toilet, an area for artefact storage and a curator’s workroom with
some additional storage on the car park level.

104

Part of the north (administrative)

wing of the building was leased by the Parks Service Division of the Department of
Environment and Conservation. The Authority itself undertook further works to
the building in 1986-87, removing the toilets from the former witness rooms and
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making an opening in the wall between them, as well as one between the former
jury room and clerk’s room. At some stage prior to this, the offices on the flat
roof added in 1946 (shown in Figure 35) must have been removed, as in 1986 a
new membrane roof was installed and the additional brickwork on the original
parapet wall was removed.

Figure 37
Upgrading of the Rocks Visitors Centre, 1986. On the eastern elevation, windows W1-1 (to
the basement lavatory, south end) and W1-2 (southern window to the basement area now
used as a lunch room), as well as W2-6, the southern-most window infill to the arcade of
the former eastern verandah, are all shown on the window schedule 105 as being
reconstructed.

Source: Drawing ROX 377-AR-0058-OD, Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority archives

The Visitors Centre remained in the former coroner’s court until 1990 when it
moved to the Sailors’ Home next door and became the Sydney Information Centre.
Following this move the former courtroom and basement were occupied by the
firm Bottom of the Harbour Antiques.
The central and southern parts of the building are currently used by the Craft
Centre and the administrative wing is leased out.
105

Drawing No ROX 377-AR-0059-OD, Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority archives.
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3. Physical evidence
The aim of this chapter is to describe the place at the former Coroner’s Court in
detail, in order to facilitate the understanding of the existing place. The place
itself is only a moderately good source of information on the number of changes
that have been carried out during its lifetime, because some physical evidence has
been lost or obscured by later work, including reconstruction. This chapter builds
on the evidence outlined in the previous section to note the physical changes that
have taken place over time in order to understand why, when and how these
alterations were made.

3.1

Street and streetscape description

The former Coroner’s Court is on a steeply sloping site between George Street and
Hickson Road. Across George Street is the Old Sydney Holiday Inn, formerly
Harringtons Buildings, at 55 George Street (completed 1925). To the north is the
former Mariners’ Church, across Bethel Steps, and to the south is the former
Sailors’ Home.

Figure 38
The former Coroner’s Court (centre) in the context of George Street, with the former
Mariners’ Church on the left and the former Sailors’ Home on the right

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Views and vistas

The principal views towards the site at street level are along George Street from
the north-west and south-west, from Mill Lane towards the east, and from
Circular Quay West towards the west, especially from the upper observation deck
of the Overseas Passenger Terminal. The principal views from the building are
from the upper office floors south-east towards Circular Quay.

Figure 39
Significant views to (yellow) and from (green) the former Coroner’s Court

Source: (base plan) Google Maps

3.2

Building description

The former Coroner’s Court has a basement that extends under the whole of the
building, although only the rooms along the eastern side are in regular use. The
building has been divided into two tenancy areas, the northern end occupying
what were formerly the Coronial and Police Offices, extending from a basement
kitchenette and lavatory to offices within the roof space, and the former
Courtroom and associated rooms, mainly at George Street level, with a lavatory
and lunchroom at basement level and external stairs leading to the open land on
the eastern side of the property. A large cooling tower and enclosure have been
erected on the northern part of this open area, and adjoining the northern wall of
the building are the Bethel Steps leading from George Street to Circular Quay
West.
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Externally, the building has face brick walls with sandstone dressings, lintels and
sills. Parts of the basement walls are rock-faced sandstone, and arched openings
are of contrasting brick. Roofs are slate with lead dressings and eaves have
exposed rafters and boarded timber linings supported on wrought iron brackets.
Original doors and windows are timber framed with painted windows and clear
finished door leaves.
Internally, most floors are timber, except for the narrow rooms along the eastern
side which have concrete floors; the former court room and eastern verandah also
have concrete floors with a timber superfloor. Walls are mostly plastered brick
except in originally open areas, such as the enclosed balcony at ground level.
Most walls have moulded timber skirtings. Ceiling materials include pressed
metal, plaster and timber boards.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 40
Current drawings of the former Coroner’s Court 2009: basement and site plan (above) and
ground floor plan (below)

Source: Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority drawing No ROX-377-AR-1000-A, dated 13
March 2004, adapted Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
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Figure 41
Current drawings of the former Coroner’s Court 2009: first floor plan (top), second floor
(attic) plan (centre) and roof plan (bottom). Source: Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

drawing No ROX-377-AR-1000-A, dated 13 March 2004, adapted Orwell & Peter Phillips
2009
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Identification of fabric development – external

The majority of the building form externally is as originally constructed, with
much of the original masonry intact. The exceptions are on the western (George
Street) side where three former windows to the courtroom have been converted to
full length glazed openings (two shopfronts and a central entrance door to the
shop), and on the eastern side where the corresponding windows have also been
converted to full-height openings, the archways to the verandah enclosed with
timber-framed windows (the southern most recently), and a frameless glass door
and highlight inserted at the top of the steps. In addition, two later small
openings in the eastern wall (refer to Figure 30A) have been bricked up. The
windows either side of these openings are of uncertain date. They have spiralbalanced modern sashes, reproducing the style of original windows elsewhere.
The northern window appears to have been sketched by hand on to earlier
drawings (Figures 25 and 28), but does not appear definitely until the 1952
drawing (Figure 30A), where both windows are shown as either new or modified.
The measured drawing in 1972 (Figure 33) seems unreliable, as although it shows
these windows it does not show the smaller openings that are indicated to be
bricked up in 1986 (Figure 36). At the southern end of Level 2, the parapet wall
has been extended in later brickwork to form one wall of a small room, accessed
across the adjoining flat roof with a temporary timber balustrade. The parapet wall
at the back of the flat roof has been overcoated in a liquid membrane. At the top
of the external stairs on the eastern side, a formerly open archway has been
glazed in. The large cooling tower and enclosure are recent additions (they do not
appear in the aerial photograph in Figure 38).

Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 42
The former Coroner’s Court viewed from the observation deck of the Overseas Passenger
Terminal. Bethel Steps are on the right. The parapet wall with grey liquid membrane is in
the centre, with the 1911 addition at roof level on the left. The skillion-roofed section
below it appears to have been part of the original building, because although not shown
on the 1906 drawings it appears as existing work on the 1911 drawing. The large cooling
tower and enclosure in the forecourt are recent additions.

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
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Figure 43
The eastern steps (left), showing the closed door to the lavatory, lighter coloured
brickwork to blocked-up openings, and cement topping to stone steps. The western porch
(right) shows the door and shopfronts created by enlarging original window openings to
the court room.

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
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Figure 44
Roof details: (left) east-facing roof, north end (note cracked slate), and (right) decorative
wrought iron brackets supporting eaves and rainwater head

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
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Figure 45
Detail of date on stone dressing (top), and the eastern flat roof looking south to the
former caretaker’s washhouse (centre) and north to the stair enclosure (bottom)

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

68

Conservation Management Plan
Former Coroner’s Court, 102-104 George Street

2010

Figure 46
Western face of main roof over court room, showing lead roofing to dormers, copper vent
and corrugated iron roof over porch. Note fallen stone pieces on head flashing to iron
roof.

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

3.4

Identification of fabric development - internal

The subfloor area reflects the steep topography of the site, with rock intruding at
the northern end, and a substantial drop in the north-east corner, where an
apparent remnant of the original retaining wall to Bethel Street is exposed. Of
note are the concrete suspended floor to the court room, a very early example of
the use of reinforced concrete, and a brick flying buttress presumably intended to
provide lateral support to a basement wall.
There are two entrances to the subfloor area; a trapdoor in the cleaners’ cupboard
in the office section of the building, and a pair of timber doors from the basement
passageway in the retail section.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 47
Subfloor area, northern end, showing (left) rock shelf and (right) remnant of stone wall.

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

Figure 48
Underside of the floor to the courtroom, a reinforced concrete slab suspended on steel
beams.

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 49
Detail of underside of concrete floor slab to courtroom (top) showing expanded steel mesh
reinforcement and sandstone aggregate. Brick flying buttress beneath the stair hall of the
office area (centre) and entrance passage to the subfloor area from the retail section
(bottom).

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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The basement rooms and passage on the eastern side have bare brick and
concrete finishes indicating that they were formerly service areas. The room at the
top of the eastern steps has been recently refurbished, while the lavatory and
kitchenette in the basement level of the office tenancy (originally for the use of the
jury) contain significantly more original fabric, including tiled walls. The remainder
of the basement, some used as storage and lunch room for the retail area above,
retains most of its original fabric, with the addition of new services and
replacement timber windows.

Figure 50
Basement area looking south, showing entrance to subfloor area (right).

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
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Figure 51
Stairs to basement: from eastern arcade (left) and to former jury lavatories (right).

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

On the ground floor the dividing wall between the two witness rooms has been
removed and a partition has been inserted in the passage outside these two
rooms, creating a storage area. The court room retains none of its original
furniture, and on both sides former windows have been removed and the
openings extended to floor level. Within the office tenancy, a modern installation
in the ground floor corridor obscures some of the original joinery and ceiling. New
openings have been created in the dividing wall between offices. Fireplaces in
these offices and in the former court room and witness rooms survive. Early
signage painted on doors

and

etched

on glass

panels provides some

interpretation of the original function and layout of the building.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

73

Conservation Management Plan
Former Coroner’s Court, 102-104 George Street

2010

Figure 52
Former eastern arcade looking south (left) and north (right).

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

Figure 53
Former court room interior looking north; compare with Figure 27

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
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Figure 54
Former court room looking south (left) and former coroner’s office (right)

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 55
Former coroner’s office looking south-east showing modern joinery concealing original
door, modern door leaf in original doorcase, and remnant tiling in former coroner’s
lavatory

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

Figure 56
Former clerk’s office looking west (left) and ground floor hallway looking east (right).

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 57
Former jury room looking north-east showing panelled enclosure to basement stair

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

Figure 58
Former clerk’s office looking west (left) and ground floor hallway looking east (right).

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 59
Former female witness room looking east showing internal doorway to original lavatory

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

On the first floor all of the fireplaces have been removed, although the chimney
breasts survive. A temporary timber balustrade has been erected across the flat
roof to the former washhouse at the southern end, the interior of which reflects
alterations in the mid-20th century. Some of the fabric to the stair enclosure
leading to the roof also appears recent. A former bathroom between two current
offices at first floor level retains its original sanitary use but has been modernised
with additional partitions.
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Figure 60
First floor landing (left) showing opening to stair to roof, and interior of former washhouse
(right)

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

Figure 61
First floor meeting room (former living room) looking south-east

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
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Figure 62
First floor office, formerly kitchen, looking north

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

Figure 63
First floor office, formerly main bedroom, looking south to balcony overlooking George
Street

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 64
First floor store (left) with archway leading to lavatory, and stair to attic (right) with ceiling
access

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009

At attic level (second floor) the two rooms appear to retain much of their original
fabric; the dormer in the smaller of the two rooms appears to be of later
construction and detail following the original. Access to roof spaces is available
from doors half-way up and at the top of the attic stairs.

Figure 65
Main attic room looking south towards stairs and stair windows

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Figure 66
Main attic room looking east towards balcony (top); second attic room looking north
(centre) and ceiling space above court room showing ventilation ducts

Source: Orwell & Peter Phillips 2009
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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3.5.1

Below ground

2010

The site was assessed in The Rocks and Millers Point Archaeological Management

Plan (Higginbotham 1991) as being ‘mostly disturbed to destroyed’. It was not
subject to archaeological investigation at the time of the conversion of the former
Coroner’s Court into the Rocks Visitors Centre in 1972. The SHR listing mentions
that ‘there is potential archaeological significance from pre-existing street
surfaces’, such as the line of Bethel Street which was formed in 1872, replacing an
earlier track or laneway. Formed between two rock outcrops, the roadbuilding
included a ‘rubble wall on stone foundations’, part of which may be present in the
northeast corner of the building’s underfloor. The creation of Bethel Street
probably removed most of the earlier evidence of land use in the area, if indeed
these activities had left substantive remains.
The level of archaeological potential is graded at low to medium and is likely to be
restricted to remains of the road and morgue building.
3.5.2

Above ground

The standing building is assessed as having no above-ground archaeological
potential.
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4. Assessment of cultural significance
4.1

Assessment of significance

4.1.1

Comparative analysis

W L Vernon designed a number of court houses throughout NSW. These include
small local courts such as those at Nowra (1897) and Moree (1903), and more
substantial buildings such as the Children’s Court (1911), all of which are brick
with sandstone dressings. Vernon also designed full stone buildings such as
Bowral (1895) and Kangaroo Valley (1904). Most of these are in the Federation
Free Style which Vernon used for a great many buildings, and which became his
most recognisable style.

Figure 67
Comparative examples of late 19th and early 20th century court houses by Vernon: Nowra
Court House (left) and Moree Court House right)

Source: Heritage Branch of the NSW Department of Planning

Many of Vernon’s other public buildings show similarities of style to the former
Coroner’s Court, including a number in The Rocks such as 182 Cumberland Street
and the Brooklyn Hotel. Other comparable examples in size, style and materials
include fire stations such as Kogarah and Darlinghurst and post offices such as
Randwick and Glen Innes.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

84

Conservation Management Plan
Former Coroner’s Court, 102-104 George Street

2010

Figure 68
Comparative examples of Vernon’s public buildings in Federation Free Style: Kogarah Fire
Station (left) and Glen Innes Post Office (right)

Source: Heritage Branch of the NSW Department of Planning web site (left) and Australian
National Archives (right)

4.1.2

Assessment criteria

The following assessment of heritage significance has been prepared utilising the
current evaluation criteria established by the New South Wales Heritage Council.

Criterion (a) – An item is important in the course, or pattern, of NSW’s cultural or
natural history (or the cultural or natural history of the local area)
The former Coroner’s Court has historical significance as the earliest purposebuilt Coroner’s Court in New South Wales (and the only pre-1970 Coroner's
Court), and has a unique ability to demonstrate through its external appearance
and internal layout and fabric the history of the Coroner's office and of Coronial
inquests, including the social status of its various users. The surviving building
provides the only remaining evidence of the site's association with early colonial
methods of dealing with the investigation of unexplained or sudden deaths, over a
continuous period from 1854 (when the Dead House was constructed) to 1971.
The former Court was also the site of the first Visitors Centre in The Rocks, the
earliest public face of the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority, and thus has an
important place in the events that led to the preservation of The Rocks.
The place meets this criterion at a State level for its contribution to the history of
the judicial investigation of deaths in NSW and of the State-significant area of The
Rocks.

Criterion (b) – An item has strong or special association with the life or works of a
person, or group of persons, of importance in NSW’s cultural or natural history (or
the cultural or natural history of the local area)
The former Coroner’s Court is associated with the public architecture of Walter
Liberty Vernon, NSW Government Architect from 1890 to 1991, and is a good
representative example of his work. The site has associations with the Colonial
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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and later Government Coroners from 1854 until 1971, and with some of NSW's
most notorious cases of unnatural death, including the 'Shark Arm Murder' and
the Bogle-Chandler case.
The building meets this criterion at a State level.

Criterion (c) – An item is important in demonstrating aesthetic characteristics
and/or a high degree of creative or technical achievement in NSW (or the local
area)
The former Coroner’s Court is a good representative example of the Federation
Free Style typical of the work of W L Vernon, in its use of an unpretentious, almost
domestic design invoking the truth-to-materials aesthetics of William Morris and
the arts and crafts movement, and using picturesque elements and a dramatic
roof line with restrained use of ornamentation.
The building meets this criterion at a local level for its aesthetic contribution to
the State-significant area of The Rocks.

Criterion (d) – An item has strong or special association with a particular
community or cultural group in NSW (or the local area) for social, cultural or
spiritual reasons
The place does not meet this criterion, as it has no particular association with an
identifiable group.

Criterion (e) – An item has potential to yield information that will contribute to an
understanding of NSW’s cultural or natural history (or the cultural or natural
history of the local area)
The remains of an early sandstone wall and rock outcrop beneath the building
have some potential to contribute to information about the early history and
character of this part of The Rocks.
The place is therefore considered to meet this criterion at a local level.

Criterion (f) – An item possesses uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of NSW’s
cultural or natural history (or the cultural or natural history of the local area)
The former Coroner’s Court meets this criterion at a State level, as the earliest
purpose-built Coroner’s Court in NSW, on a site associated with the judicial
investigation of unexplained deaths in Sydney since 1854.

Criterion (g) – An item is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics
of a class of NSW’s cultural or natural places or cultural or natural environments
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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(or a class of the local area’s cultural or natural places; or cultural or natural
environments)
The former Coroner’s Court is a good representative example of the Federation
Free Style of architecture as practised by W L Vernon during his period as
Government Architect. The former Coroner’s Court meets this criterion at a State
level.
4.1.3

Ability to Represent Historic Themes

NSW State theme

Application

Ability to demonstrate

Law and Order

Legal inquiries into

The building still contains the major

deaths

spaces associated with coronial inquests

Housing the dead and

Although the facilities for housing the

investigating causes of

dead have been demolished, some

death

archaeological evidence of them may

Birth and Death

survive. The facilities for coronial
inquests, and the associated office areas,
have been well preserved.
Towns, suburbs

Changing street

The site contains some physical remains

and villages

patterns on the site

of the former Bethel Street, which
together with similar remains on the
adjoining site can demonstrate the
former street pattern on the west side of
Sydney Cove.

4.2

Statement of significance

The site of the former Coroner’s Court was associated with the judicial
investigation of unexplained or sudden death from 1854 until 1971. It contains
the earliest surviving purpose-built Coroner’s Court in NSW, and possibly also the
archaeological remains of the two earliest purpose-built morgues in NSW. The
place has a unique ability to demonstrate (through its external appearance and
internal layout and fabric) the history of the Coroner's office and of Coronial
inquests, and has associations with some of NSW's most notorious cases of
unnatural death, including the 'Shark Arm Murder' and the Bogle-Chandler case.
The former Court was also the site of the first Visitors Centre in The Rocks, the
earliest public face of the Sydney Cover Redevelopment Authority. The building is
a good representative example of the Federation Free Style as practised by W L
Vernon during his period as NSW Government Architect, and is substantially intact
both internally and externally.
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Curtilage

The appropriate curtilage for the building is delineated by the footpath kerb to the
east, the external face of the wall of Bethel Steps to the north, the footpath kerb
to the west, and the site boundary to the south, as shown in Figure 68.

Figure 69
Recommended curtilage for the former Coroner’s Court, The Rocks

Source: (base map) Google Earth
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5. Grading of significance
Grading reflects the contribution the element makes to overall significance of the
item, and the degree to which the significance of the item would be diminished if
the component were removed or altered. The former Coroner’s Court has been
assessed to determine a relative grading of significance into five levels. This
process examines a number of factors, including:
Original design quality
Degree of intactness
Relative age and authenticity (original, replaced)
Extent of subsequent alterations
Association with important people or events
Ability to demonstrate a rare quality, craft or construction process
The standard five-grade system has been applied to assess individual contribution
of each element to the overall significance of the item. This system is a valuable
planning tool, and assists in the development of a consistent approach to the
treatment of different elements. The various grades of significance generate
different requirements for retention and conservation of individual spaces and the
various elements. The following grades of significance have been defined:
EXCEPTIONAL SIGNIFICANCE
Includes fabric that makes the greatest direct contribution to the item’s
significance. This particularly refers to rare or outstanding original fabric and
spaces of particular historic and aesthetic value, and unaltered original elements
and features.
Elements identified as being of Exceptional significance should be retained and
conserved in situ. Any work which affects the fabric or external appearance of
these

elements

should

be

confined

to

Preservation,

Restoration

and

Reconstruction as defined by The Burra Charter.
HIGH SIGNIFICANCE
Includes elements and features that make an important contribution to the
recognition of the item’s significance albeit the fabric may not be in good
condition. This may include elements that have been altered, or elements created
as part of a generally sympathetic alteration to the building. This category is likely
to include much of the extant fabric from the early phases of construction and
many reconstructed early or original elements wherever these make an important
contribution to the significance of the item.
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Elements identified as being of High significance should also generally be
retained, restored and conserved in situ subject however to other relevant factors
including technological feasibility of proposed works. Minor intervention into
fabric including Adaptation and Alteration as defined by The Burra Charter is
permissible, provided that level of significance of each element is retained, with
an aim not to remove or obscure significant fabric, giving preference to changes
which are reversible.
MODERATE SIGNIFICANCE
Includes building fabric and relationships that are supportive of the overall
significance of the item and have some heritage value, but do not make an
important or key contribution to that significance. Also includes elements and
features which were originally of higher significance, but have been compromised
by later, less significant modifications or elements that have deteriorated beyond
repair and cannot be reconstructed in a technologically feasible manner.
Where the fabric is of Moderate significance a greater level of intervention is
permissible. Adaptation and relocation to components of these elements and
spaces is acceptable provided that it protects the overall cultural significance of
the item. Such work should take place within defined work programs and should
not be the product of general maintenance or sporadic alterations.
LITTLE SIGNIFICANCE
Includes fabric which detracts from the heritage value of the item. Also includes
most of the fabric associated with unsympathetic alterations and additions made
to accommodate changing functional requirements. These are components
generally of neutral impact on the complex’s significance.
Elements assessed as being of Little significance are generally not regarded as
essential to the major aspects of significance of a building or place, often fulfilling
a functional role. Both retention and removal are acceptable options, depending
on the element. Any major interventions to the item should be confined to areas
where the fabric is of little significance.
INTRUSIVE
Includes fabric which adversely affects the significance of the complex or fabric
created without respect for the intangible values of the building. Removal of
elements of this category would directly increase the overall heritage value of the
item.
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Elements identified as Intrusive can reduce or obscure the overall significance of
the place, despite their role as illustrators of the site’s progressive development.
The preferred option is for their removal, conversion to a more compatible form,
or replacement in a way which helps to retain the overall significance of the item.
These works should be done without damage to adjacent fabric of significance.
These items need not be addressed immediately.
This grading has been established as a tool to assist in developing appropriate
conservation measures for the treatment of the former Coroner’s Court and its
elements. Good conservation practice encourages the focussing on change or
upgrading of historical buildings to those areas or components which make a
lesser contribution to significance. The areas or components that make a greater
or defining contribution to significance should generally be left intact or changed
with the greatest care and respect.
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5.1

Grading of significant elements and spaces

5.1.1

Eastern facade external elements

Original face brick and sandstone walls, lintels,
arches, string courses and dressings,
balustrades and chimneys, timber framed
windows, timber gables, posts, eaves and
balcony enclosures, slate, lead, corrugated iron

Exceptional (red)

and copper roofs, wrought iron eaves and
rainwaterhead brackets, copper rainwater heads,
gutters and downpipes, terracotta chimney pots,
remnants of sandstone rock face
Timber windows to basement lunch room and
southern toilet, brick infill to openings, bottom

High (orange)

section of steps
Timber doors to basement store, timber window
infill to southern arcade opening

Moderate (yellow)

New window to second floor washhouse, liquid
membrane coating to parapet wall, glazed doors

Little (green)

and highlight to archway
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Western facade external elements

Original face brick and sandstone walls, string
courses, arches, copings, steps and chimneys,
slate, lead, corrugated iron and copper roofs, cast
iron vents, timber windows, copper rainwater

Exceptional (red)

heads, gutters and downpipes, terracotta chimney
pots
Glazed doors and shopfronts in enlarged openings
to former court room windows
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Northern facade external elements

Original face brick and sandstone walls, lintels,
arches, balustrades and chimneys, timber framed
windows, timber posts, eaves and balcony

Exceptional (red)

enclosures, slate, lead and corrugated iron roofs,
copper rainwater heads, gutters and downpipes
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Basement level internal elements

Original brick and sandstone walls, arches, piers,
buttress, balustrades and steps, steel beams and
concrete slab floors, timber floor structures, timber
doors to subfloor and Room 1 WC, timber windows

Exceptional (red)

and stairs, ceramic wall tiles to Room 1, pressed
metal ceiling and cornice to Room 1 and WC,
remains of sandstone wall and rock shelf
Timber doors to basement store (below), timber
windows to Room 2 and Toilet

Moderate (yellow)

Concrete topping to eastern steps (not shown),new
openings in brick walls, flush timber doors and
modern services, landscaping to eastern part of

Little (green)

site
Cooling tower and enclosure
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Ground floor level internal elements

Original brick and sandstone walls, arches,
balustrades, chimneybreasts, piers and steps,
concrete floors, timber floor and ceiling structures,
floors and skirtings, panelled doors, glazed panels
and highlights, architraves, windows, stairs, panelled
walls, roof trusses and boarded ceilings, plastered
walls, fibrous plaster and timber cornices, fibrous

Exceptional (red)

plaster and ripple iron ceilings, ceramic wall tiles to
store and fireplaces, cast iron grates and vents,
marble and timber chimneypieces, stone or concrete
hearths, corrugated steel roofing, painted and etched
glass signage, original timber floors where they
survive beneath later floor finishes
Room 5 and store interiors

Moderate (yellow)

Later timber superfloors, non-original openings
added in original walls including former court room
windows, glazed doors and shopfronts in enlarged
openings to former court room windows, duct and
modern services, glazed highlight to eastern archway,

Little (green)

timber louvred doors to store, shop fitout,
plasterboard ceilings and modern services (not
shown)
Internal wall in passage, artwork/installation in Stair
4, office furniture obscuring doors (not shown)
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First floor level internal elements

Original brick and sandstone walls, arches,
balustrades, chimneybreasts, parapets, piers and
steps, concrete floors, timber floor and ceiling
structures, floors and skirtings, panelled doors,
glazed panels and highlights, architraves,
windows, stairs, panelled walls, dormers, roof
trusses and boarded ceilings, plastered walls,

Exceptional (red)

fibrous plaster, timber and pressed metal
cornices, fibrous plaster, ripple iron and pressed
metal ceilings, cast iron vents, stone or concrete
hearths, slate, lead, copper and corrugated iron
roofs, copper gutters and downpipes, terracotta
chimney pots
Former kitchen (Room 2)

High (orange)

Room 5 and store interior fitout, former
washhouse interior (Room 4) and storage
cupboard, membrane roof, reconstructed joinery

Moderate (yellow)

and boarded linings (not shown)
Timber flush doors, modern partitions in former
bathroom, blocking up to fireplaces, window and
northern wall to Room 4, modern office fitout
and services, glazing to oeuil-de-boeuf window

Little (green)

in former bathroom and liquid membrane to
parapet wall (not shown)
Temporary timber handrail
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Second floor level internal elements

Original brick and sandstone walls, and
parapets, timber floor, wall and ceiling
structures, posts, eaves, balcony enclosures,
floors and skirtings, panelled doors, glazed
panels and highlights, architraves, windows,
stairs, panelled walls, dormers and boarded

Exceptional (red)

ceilings, plastered and metal lath-and-plaster
walls, timber and pressed metal cornices, lathand-plaster and pressed metal ceilings, slate
roofs, copper gutters and downpipes
Door between former bedrooms
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Schedule of significant elements

Schedule of significant elements
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Commentary

Exceptional

These masonry elements are the most

EXTERIOR
WALLS
Face brick and sandstone
character and fabric of the

intact on the site

facades, including walls,
lintels, arches, string
courses, balustrades,
copings, steps, chimneys,
piers and dressings
Original timber windows

Exceptional

Most windows appear to be original or
early

Timber panelled and glazed

Exceptional

All these doors appear to be original.

doors and architraves,

Signage on doors is almost the only

including painted and

interpretation of the original use

etched glass signage
Cast and wrought iron

Exceptional

elements. including

These decorative elements contribute to
the high level of design detailing

brackets and vents
Timber balcony structure

Exceptional

and gable
Reconstructed doors and

High

windows
Blocked up brick openings

Reconstructed windows can generally be
identified by spiral balanced sashes

High

and reconstructed steps

These reinstate the original elements
that were altered when the morgue
expanded

Windows and doors that do

Moderate

These elements, although generally

not reconstruct original

emulating original elements elsewhere,

elements

interfere with interpretation

Enlarged openings, doors

Little

These openings contribute little to the

and glazing to former

understanding of the original courtroom

courtroom windows and

arrangement

archway
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Schedule of significant elements
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Commentary

Liquid membrane to

Little

This wall treatment is visually obtrusive

Little

These elements, although contributing

parapet wall
Windows, door and framed
wall to rooftop washhouse

to interpretation, are of significantly
lower quality in design and construction
than the remainder of the building

ROOFS
Slate, copper, lead and

Exceptional

corrugated iron roofing
Timber roof structure and

Most of the roofing appears to be
original, with evidence of some repairs

Exceptional

eaves
Dormer windows

Exceptional

These elements appear largely original

Rainwater goods

Exceptional

Many of the existing components appear
to be original, although a number have
been replaced to match

Membrane roofing

Moderate

The roofing, although recent, is
unobtrusive and emulates the original

Temporary timber

Intrusive

balustrade to flat roof
SITE
Site landscaping, east side

Little

There is no interpretation of the previous
buildings on this site

Cooling tower and

Intrusive

enclosure

The structure interferes with views to the
Coroner’s Court from the east

INTERIOR
BASEMENT
Brick and stone subfloor

Exceptional

walls, arches, buttresses
and piers
Steel beams and concrete

Exceptional

floors

The suspended reinforced concrete
floors appear to be very early examples
of their type

Timber floor structures

Exceptional
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Schedule of significant elements
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Commentary

Remnants of earlier

Exceptional

These remnants are of archaeological

sandstone wall and rock

importance

shelf
Timber panelled doors and

Exceptional

moulded architraves
Timber stairs and

Exceptional

balustrades
Stone steps

Exceptional

Timber windows

Exceptional/

There are both original and reproduced

moderate

windows

Tiling in Room 1 and WC

Exceptional

Pressed metal ceiling and

Exceptional

cornice in Room 1 and WC
Board-marked concrete

Exceptional

ceilings
Timber doors to basement

Moderate

These elements have been replaced

store
Modern openings in brick

Little

walls
Flush timber doors

Little

Flexible floor coverings

Little

Fixtures, fitout and services

Little

All these items are modern

GROUND FLOOR
Brick and stone walls,

Exceptional

arches, chimneybreasts and
piers
Stone and concrete steps

Exceptional

and porch
Timber and concrete floor

Exceptional

structures

It is understood that some original
timber floors survive beneath later
timber superfloors

Timber floors and moulded

Exceptional

skirtings
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Schedule of significant elements
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Timber panelled doors,

Exceptional

Commentary

glazed panels, highlights
and moulded architraves
Marble and timber

Exceptional

chimneypieces and stone or

The differences in material and detailing
reflect the social status of the occupants

concrete hearths
Ceramic wall tiles to

Exceptional

fireplaces and store
Cast iron grates and vents

Exceptional

Timber stairs and

Exceptional

balustrades
Timber windows and

Exceptional

moulded architraves
Timber panelled walls

Exceptional

Plastered walls

Exceptional

Painted and etched glass

Exceptional

signage
Fibrous plaster ceilings and

Exceptional

cornices
Ripple iron ceiling and

Exceptional

timber cornice
Timber roof trusses,

Exceptional

dormers, boarded ceiling
and cornice
Cast iron ceiling vents

Exceptional

Timber louvred doors to

Little

store
Modern openings in brick

Little

walls
Glazed infills and doors to

Little

former court room windows
and eastern archway
Later timber floating floors

Little

over original finishes
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Schedule of significant elements
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Plasterboard ceilings

Little

Fixtures, fitout and services

Little

Installation in hallway and

Intrusive

Commentary

All these items are modern

office furniture blocking
doorways
FIRST FLOOR
Brick and stone walls,

Exceptional

arches and chimneybreasts
Timber and concrete floor

Exceptional

structures
Timber floors and moulded

Exceptional

skirtings
Timber panelled doors,

Exceptional

glazed panels, highlights
and moulded architraves
Stone or concrete hearths

Exceptional

Plastered walls

Exceptional

Timber stairs and

Exceptional

balustrades
Timber windows and

Exceptional

moulded architraves
Timber panelled walls

Exceptional

Fibrous plaster ceilings and

Exceptional

cornices
Ripple iron ceiling and

Exceptional

timber cornice
Timber boarded ceiling and

Moderate

cornice

These elements appear to have been
replaced

Blocking up to fireplaces

Little

Modern partition walls

Little

Flush timber doors

Little

Plasterboard ceilings

Little

Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

103

Conservation Management Plan
Former Coroner’s Court, 102-104 George Street

2010

Schedule of significant elements
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Commentary

Fixtures, fitout and services

Little

All these items are modern

SECOND FLOOR
Brick walls

Exceptional

Timber floor, wall and roof

Exceptional

structures
Timber floors and moulded

Exceptional

skirtings
Timber panelled doors,

Exceptional

glazed panels, highlights
and moulded architraves
Plastered walls

Exceptional

Lath-and-plaster walls

Exceptional

Timber stairs and

Exceptional

balustrades
Timber windows and

Exceptional

moulded architraves
Lath-and-plaster ceilings

Exceptional

and cornices
Timber boarded ceiling and

Exceptional

cornice

These elements appear to have been
replaced

Ventilation ducts in roof

Exceptional

space
Other fixtures, fitout and

Little

All these items are modern

services

5.3

Archaeological significance and potential

Any archaeological remains would be able to provide information on the
development of the site and of The Rocks generally. Archaeological remains
connected to the former Dead House and City Morgue buildings on the site would
include footings, drains and possibly deeper sub-surface features such as wells
and cesspits. These remains, with their potential to elucidate the development of
The Rocks, would be of medium archaeological significance.
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6. Constraints and opportunities
This section outlines major issues for the conservation of the site. It takes into
consideration matters arising from the statement of significance and procedural
constraints imposed by cultural conservation methodology, such as that of the
Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter, and identifies all statutory and non-statutory
listings that apply for the site and describes constraints and opportunities arising
from these listings.

6.1

Issues arising from physical condition of the place

The fabric of the place is generally well maintained. Aspects of the physical
condition of the place that may give rise to concern include:
some damp-affected sections of timber eaves, notably on the western side of
the former rooftop washhouse
water damage to ceiling in washhouse, south-east corner (box gutter lining)
some cracked slates on the eastern face of the roof
stone chips on the corrugated iron roof over the western porch, indicating
some deterioration of the stonework above this level
evidence of damp penetration in the cornice of the eastern meeting room on
the first floor, especially at the north-east corner of the window bay. This may
be associated with evidence of water ponding on the surface of the balcony
above
blocked drain on first floor balcony, western (George Street) side
rot at base of doors to basement store, eastern elevation

6.2

Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

The Rocks area is managed by the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority,
constituted on 1 February 1999 under the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Act 1998.
The Rocks area is not within the jurisdiction of the Council of the City of Sydney.
The principal functions of the Foreshore Authority, stated in its Act, are to:
Protect and enhance the natural and cultural heritage of the foreshore area;
Promote, co-ordinate, manage, undertake and secure the orderly and
economic development and use of the foreshore area, including the provision
of infrastructure;
Promote, co-ordinate, organise, manage, undertake, secure, provide and
conduct cultural, educational, commercial, tourist, recreational, entertainment
and transport activities and facilities.
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In recognition of the importance of heritage conservation in the area, The Rocks
Heritage Management Plan (adopted in February 2002) has been prepared to
provide a basis for understanding and conserving the heritage value of The Rocks
and to assist in preparing individual Conservation Management Plans for heritage
buildings within The Rocks.
6.2.1

Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority’s Vision and Charter

Vision
To demonstrate vision and leadership in creating quality environments that are
enriching, diverse, accessible and sustainable by continually improving Sydney’s
significant waterfront precincts, balancing visitor, community and commercial
expectations.

Charter
The Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority’s Charter committed the Authority to:
1. Add value by redevelopment of surplus government land through a highly
skilled organisation that creates new city precincts on the harbour;
2. Capitalise on the economic and cultural worth of foreshore precincts, notably
The Rocks, Circular Quay, Darling Harbour, as core attractions for both visitors
and Sydneysiders;
3. Balance economic return, vibrancy and diversity of harbour foreshores,
including the working waterfront;
4. Deliver excellence in its role as place manager for Sydney’s premier harbour
sites;
5. As custodian, ensure preservation and interpretation of natural and cultural
heritage around the foreshores, promoting a sense of community ownership;
6. Facilitate the opening up of foreshore areas to the public, balancing protection
with active use while improving and extending waterfront public domain.
The Authority proposes to continue to lease the building for commercial uses.
6.2.2

Tenant’s requirements

It is understood that the present tenants intend to continue their current uses,
each of which has a substantial internal fitout.

6.3

Heritage management framework

It is essential that the Foreshore Authority is consulted in order to determine any
approvals that may be required for the execution of any works. Approvals for
works may be required under both the Environmental Planning and Assessment
Act and the Heritage Act. The Authority has delegation to determine development
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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applications valued under $5 million. Projects valued above $5 million are to be
determined by the minister. Applications are to be made to the Sydney Harbour
Foreshore Authority.
In some instances, for major projects applications may be required to be made to
the Department of Planning. In all cases, liaison with the Sydney Harbour
Foreshore Authority’s Planning Assessment Team should occur to ensure correct
statutory processes are followed.
6.3.1

New South Wales Heritage Act

Architectural works
The place is listed in the NSW State Heritage Register, under SHR No. 01541. This
listing recognises the site as being of State significance and provides statutory
protection under the NSW Heritage Act (1977).
Under Section 57(1) of the Heritage Act, Heritage Council approval is required for
a wide range of works to an SHR item. Unless an item constitutes a danger to its
occupants or the public, demolition of an SHR item is prohibited under the
Heritage Act. An element of an SHR item may only be demolished if it does not
contribute to the significance of the item.
To gain approval for any of the above works, an application must be made to the
Heritage Council (Section 60 application). Authority has been delegated to the
Foreshore Authority to determine Section 60 applications for minor works which
do not materially affect the significance of the item. The Foreshore Authority can
advise applicants whether applications can be assessed under delegation, or
whether they need to be approved by the Heritage Council. Section 60 application
forms are available from the Heritage Branch, or from the Foreshore Authority.

Archaeological management
Under Section 57(1) of the Heritage Act, Heritage Council approval is required to
move, damage, or destroy a relic listed in the State Heritage Register, or to
excavate or disturb land which is listed on the SHR where there is reasonable
knowledge or likelihood of relics being disturbed.
A Section 60 application is required to disturb relics on an SHR listed site. The
delegation to the Foreshore Authority to approve minor Section 60 applications
extends to archaeological works. Where approval is being sought for works that
may disturb subfloor areas, appropriate archaeological methodology to record
these remains should be identified in the S60 application.
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Standard Exemptions for works to State Heritage Register listed items
Under Section 57(2) of the Heritage Act, the Minister may make exemptions from
approval otherwise required under Section 57(1) for works to State Heritage
Register items (see above). Such exemptions are intended to streamline the
approvals process. There are two types of exemptions:
Standard exemptions: apply to all State Heritage Register items and cover
maintenance and repair and minor alterations.
Site specific exemptions: apply only to an individual State Heritage Register
item.
If proposed works are covered by a standard exemption, an Exemption
Notification Form (not a Section 60 application) must be completed, with sufficient
detail provided to determine whether the proposed works meet the standard
exemption guidelines. The Foreshore Authority has delegation from the Heritage
Council to approve standard exemption applications, and forms are available from
the Authority. Details of the standard exemptions are available from the Heritage
Branch of the NSW Department of Planning.
Applicants should confirm with the Foreshore Authority whether proposed works
fall within the Standard Exemptions, and what documentation will be required.
Site specific exemptions relate to the particular requirements of an individual
State Heritage Register item, and can only be for works which have no potential to
materially affect the significance of the item. Site specific exemptions are only
applicable if the works to which they refer are identified as exempt development
in a CMP endorsed by the Heritage Council, or in a C M Strategy endorsed under
delegation by the Executive Director of the Tenant and Asset Management
Services, Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority. CMP endorsement by the Heritage
Council is normally required only for particularly complex or exceptionally
significant sites. Currently, there are no site-specific exemptions for the place.

Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair
Section 118 of the Heritage Act provides for the regulation of minimum standards
for the maintenance and repair of State Heritage Register items. These standards
were regulated in the Heritage Amendment Regulation 1999 and apply to all State
Heritage Register items. The minimum standards cover the following areas:
Weatherproofing
Fire protection
Security
Essential maintenance
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An inspection to ensure that the item is being managed in accordance with the
minimum standards must be conducted at least once every year (or at least once
every 3 years for essential maintenance and repair standards). Details of the
minimum standards are available from the Heritage Branch of the NSW
Department of Planning.
Failure to meet the minimum standards may result in an order from the Heritage
Council to do or refrain from doing any works necessary to ensure the standards
are met. Failure to comply with an order can result in the resumption of land, a
prohibition on development, or fines and imprisonment.
6.3.2

NSW Government Total Asset Management Guidelines

The Total Asset Management (TAM) Manual prepared by the NSW Government’s
Asset Management Committee requires that: ‘Sustainable management of heritage
values should be treated by an agency as part of its core business’. Similarly, TAM
Guidelines for Government Agencies prepared by NSW Treasury require ‘planning
use of heritage assets to maximise their service delivery while protecting their
cultural values’.
While protection of built heritage in The Rocks area is part of the core business of
the Foreshore Authority, these TAM Guidelines can be interpreted to indicate that
the retention of heritage value overrides the financial feasibility of the ongoing
reuse of items. The cultural importance of The Rocks is widely recognised as
paramount, and in any eventual situation where retention of heritage significance
could collide with the financial feasibility of the project, the importance of
retention of the heritage significance shall be given a priority.

6.4

Environmental Planning Instruments (EPIs)

There are three main EPIs under the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act
1979 that are applicable to The Rocks:

A. State Environmental Planning Policy (Major Developments) 2005
Consent Authority Roles
On 1 May 2009 an amendment to the State Environmental Planning Policy (Major
Developments) 2005 was made that transferred to consent authority for certain
development on Sydney Harbour Foreshore sites from the Minister for Planning to
the City of Sydney Council.
Sydney Harbour Foreshore sites are those identified on Map 9 of Schedule 2 of the
Major Developments SEPP including:
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Circular Quay;
The Rocks;
Walsh Bay (Wharf 2/3);
Darling Harbour;
Casino (Switching Station site); and
Bank Street (including the Sydney Fish Market).
From 1 May 2009 all new DAs under Part 4 of the Act (Capital Investment under
$5 Million), within the above areas, are to be lodged with the City of Sydney
Council, except as provided for by the provisions of the amended SEPP. Within
these provisions The Minister will remain the consent authority in these areas for
development that:
requires an approval under section 57 of the Heritage Act 1977 (unless that
approval has already been obtained);
does not comply with the approved Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority
Scheme for The Rocks, which is essentially the height and building envelop
prescribed for each site (See Section 1.2C); or
has a Capital Investment Value in excess of $5 Million, which requires a Major
Project application under Part 3A of the Act.
Any DA subject to the provisions listed above is to be lodged with the Government
Land & Social Projects Branch of the NSW Department of Planning.
Any application under section 96 of the Act, for a modification to a development
consent issued by the Minister, including consents issued under delegation by the
Department or Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority, will continue to be lodged
with the Department.

Exempt Development
The amended SEPP has introduced additional Exempt Development for Circular
Quay, The Rocks and Darling Harbour. This will allow for a range of temporary
uses and other activities to be undertaken without the need to obtain
development consent.
These temporary uses and activities include:
Short term events at places such as First Fleet Park (The Rocks) and Tumbalong
Park (Darling Harbour);
Premises trading out onto the public street, for up to 6 occasions per year,
such as on Australia Day and ANZAC Day;
Fireworks and lighting displays; and
Christmas decorations
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These temporary uses and activities are subject to other limitations on hours and
duration, required approvals under the NSW Heritage Act 1977 and controls
applying to limit impacts on the environment.
The consent of the landowner must always be obtained before undertaking any
exempt development.

B. Sydney Regional Environmental Plan (Sydney Harbour Catchment) 2005
The Rocks and Darling Harbour is included in the 'Foreshores and waterways area'
defined in the Sydney Regional and Environment Plan (SREP), and as such any
development must be considered in terms of the criteria set out in clauses 21 to
27 of the SREP. The SREP does not identify any heritage items within The Rocks
and Darling Harbour, however it does identify the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the
Circular Quay ferry wharves as heritage items and any development within their
vicinity needs to be considered in terms of impacts on these items, including
views to the items. Amendment 1 to the SREP, gazetted 27 July 2007, also
identifies a ‘buffer zone’ for development in the vicinity of Sydney Opera House,
which covers a majority of The Rocks area, and any impacts on views to the Opera
House are to be taken into consideration.
The SREP also requires the consideration of the potential to impact on
archaeological or potential archaeological relics. The DCP that exists under the
SREP is also relevant to development in The Rocks and Darling Harbour. Its
primary focus is on ecological and landscape character areas, and built form
design guidelines for development very close to the water’s edge.

C. Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority (SCRA) scheme
The Rocks is covered by the SCRA scheme which has the status of an EPI under
schedule 6 of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979. The SCRA
scheme comprises a series of building site control drawings which provide for the
maximum height of buildings on any particular site, and which also specify
permissible uses for a particular site or precinct.

6.5

Non-statutory listings and community groups

6.5.1

National Trust of Australia (NSW)

The place is classified by the National Trust, and is also within the boundary of the
classified Urban Conservation Area of The Rocks.
Listing on the Register of the National Trust carries no statutory implications. The
Trust’s opinions however, are usually sought when major proposals are being
formulated in heritage precincts or in relation to heritage buildings.
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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Register of the National Estate

The place is entered individually in the Register of the National Estate (Place ID No
2463) and is also within The Rocks Conservation Area (Place ID No 2255).
Listing on the Register of the National Estate (now known as the Australian
Heritage Database) carries no statutory implications but it is indicative of the high
cultural values of the place.

6.6

Building regulations

The Building Code of Australia (BCA) is concerned with establishing uniform
building regulations across Australia. The BCA is implemented in NSW through the
Local Government Act 1993.
The main provisions of the BCA concern structural requirements, fire resistance,
access and egress (including provisions for people with disabilities), services and
equipment

and

health

and

amenity.

Generally,

minimum

performance

requirements are required to be met in building works.
An assessment of compliance of the complex with the BCA has not been carried
out for this report. It is appreciated however that any DA/CC application will need
to comply with the BCA unless granted exemption under the Act.
In general, when considering the BCA in heritage buildings, proposals must
ensure that significance fabric and spatial qualities are not compromised while full
BCA compliance is achieved and public safety is assured.

6.7

Application of The Burra Charter

The Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter 1999,106, known as The Burra Charter, is
widely accepted in Australia as the underlying methodology by which all works to
places identified as having national, state and regional significance are
undertaken.
Because the former Coroner’s Court is of demonstrated cultural significance,
procedures for managing changes and activities at the complex should be in
accordance with the recognised conservation methodology of The Burra Charter.

The Burra Charter: The Australia ICOMOS Charter for the Conservation of Places of Cultural
Significance 1999.
106
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Principles of the Burra Charter
In dealing with the built fabric, the conservation principles of The Burra Charter
should be adopted. The relevant principles are established in the Articles of The

Burra Charter as follows:
Cautious Approach (Article 3)
All conservation work should be based on a respect for the original fabric, should
involve the minimum interference to the existing fabric and should not distort the
evidence provided by the fabric.

Location (Article 9)
A building or work should remain in its historical location.

Contents (Article 10)
Contents, fixtures and objects contributing to the cultural significance of a place
should be retained at that place.

Change (Article 15)
The contribution of all periods to the place must be respected, unless what is
removed is of slight cultural significance and the fabric which is to be revealed is
of much greater cultural significance.
Removed significant fabric should be reinstated when circumstances permit.

Adaptation (Article 21)
Adaptation is acceptable where it does not substantially detract from the cultural
significance of the place and involves minimal change to significant fabric.

New Work (Article 22)
New work may be acceptable where it does not distort or obscure the significance
of a place.
New work should be readily identifiable as such on close inspection.

Use and Conserving Use (Article 7 and Article 23)
Where the use of a place is of cultural significance it should be retained and a
place should have a compatible use.
Modifying or reinstating a significant use may be appropriate and a preferred form
of conservation.
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Managing Change (Article 27)
Existing fabric, use, associations and meaning should be recorded before
disturbance occurs.

Disturbance of Fabric (Article 28)
Minimal disturbance of fabric may occur in order to provide evidence needed for
the making of decisions on the conservation of the place.

Responsibility for Decisions (Article 29)
The decision-making procedure and individuals responsible for policy decisions
should be identified.

Direction, Supervision and Implementation (Article 30)
Appropriate direction and supervision should be maintained at all stages of the
work.

Records (Article 32)
A record should be kept of new evidence and future decisions and made publicly
available.

Removed Fabric (Article 33)
Removed significant fabric should be catalogued and protected in accordance with
its cultural significance. Where possible it should be stored on site.
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7. Conservation policies
Conservation can be regarded as the management of change. It seeks to
safeguard that which is significant to an item within a process of change and
development. It is essential to establish criteria, policies and recommendations for
the conservation and on-going use of the item to ensure best practice heritage
management. Within this framework, owners and managers of the item will be
able to formulate suitable proposals, and planning authorities will be able to
assess those proposals against the site specific criteria.
The conservation policies are intended to assist in the ongoing use, maintenance
and conservation of the site. These policies are intended to manage change,
rather than prohibit it. Each policy is supported by a series of guidelines which will
ensure that future decisions are made in an informed manner, ensuring the
significance of the place.

7.1

Current and potential future use

Background
The current building was constructed as a purpose-built Coroner’s Court, with
facilities for a jury, witnesses and the Coroner and his staff, as well as a
substantial residence for a caretaker. Its use changed over the life of the building
as the function and needs of the Coroner changed, and changed further after the
building ceased to be used for coronial purposes and became the first The Rocks
Visitors Centre.

Policy 1
The former Coroner’s Court may continue to be used for commercial purposes, or
may be adapted for other uses, provided that the nature and physical
consequences of any such use are consistent with the retention and preferably
recovery of the building’s significance.
Guidelines
While the current commercial uses are not in principle inappropriate to the
building, it would be desirable for future uses to allow more of the original
internal spaces to be appreciated and the original uses interpreted.
The adaptive re-use of all building components is acceptable, with compatible
new uses selected that utilise the original character or permit a creative and
responsible re-use of the fundamental architectural, functional and spatial
characteristics as far as possible.
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The Foreshore Authority shall ensure that any new uses selected for the
existing building shall adopt the principle of "loose fit", where the new use is
adjusted as necessary to work within the available spatial and architectural
configuration.
Adaptation of a building's interior should ensure that the original fabric or
significant architectural and spatial features are retained and interpreted as far
as possible.
The detailed requirements of the new uses should not generate undue changes
to the existing significant fabric that cannot be reversed in the long term, or
which do not respect and work within the existing architectural framework.
Subdivision of internal spaces for new uses, particularly of the former court
room, and the further removal of walls between original spaces, should
generally be discouraged. The reinstatement of original subdividing walls
between rooms is desirable if this is compatible with the new uses.
External alterations or additions should be discouraged; however, if required
to meet approved interpretation, re-use or cultural tourism requirements,
these should be of a minor nature, and subservient to the primary architectural
features and composition of the existing structure.
The introduction of new services and associated fittings as part of approved
re-use programs should be carried out with the minimum of disruption to the
fabric and spaces.
Uses which require an unacceptable degree of intervention for upgrading to
ordinance compliance should be avoided.
Future uses should be compatible with the nature and significance of the
building components and should enable the building to remain a vital and
important component of The Rocks precinct.

7.2

Asset Management

7.2.1

Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority responsibilities

Background
The former Coroner’s Court, as part of The Rocks, is owned by the Crown vested
in the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority (the Foreshore Authority). The
Foreshore Authority has overall responsibility for the management of the place.
Additional responsibilities derived from the NSW TAMS Guidelines are also
recognised.

Policy 2
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority shall retain management of the former
Coroner’s Court as a single entity within the overall context of The Rocks precinct.
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Guidelines
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority should implement a management
structure that integrates development and conservation work with the overall
management of the former Coroner’s Court.
The Foreshore Authority should make this Conservation Management Plan a
publicly accessible document.
The Foreshore Authority should ensure that this document and any subsequent
recording and investigations are achieved in such a manner that provides an
accurate record of the changes to the significant fabric of the building.
The intention, aims and policies of this CMP shall be disseminated through,
and implemented by, relevant key staff of the Foreshore Authority.
The Foreshore Authority shall adequately assess the impact of proposed
modifications to significant fabric, prior to the granting of owner's consent.
All recording, when required, should be undertaken and archived in
accordance with the recording guidelines prepared by the Heritage Branch of
the NSW Department of Planning.
A program of regular monitoring should be established, covering both the
physical changes within the building and visitor experience issues, and be
incorporated, where relevant, into management decisions.
The Foreshore Authority should investigate mechanisms which give it better
control of the design, documentation and implementation of work to heritage
buildings. One option, which should be investigated, is that all such activities
be undertaken directly by the Foreshore Authority and paid for by the tenant.
7.2.2

Total Asset Management Plans and CMPs

Background
This CMP will be one of the documents used by the asset owners, managers and
tenants for management and maintenance of the former Coroner’s Court and
needs to be fully compatible with other relevant documents addressing the same
property, including any current Maintenance Plans and Total Asset Management
(TAM) Plans. All the relevant asset management documents were included in the
preparation of this CMP.

Policy 3
This Conservation Management Plan should be used to provide feedback to all
future Management Plans for the same property.
Guidelines
The Authority should include findings of this CMP into the Foreshore
Authority’s asset management systems and plans, particularly TAM Plans and
Maintenance Plans for the former Coroner’s Court.
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Adoption and Review of the CMP

Background
The Conservation Management Plan (CMP) for the former Coroner’s Court
proposes a framework for the management of heritage issues in relation to
upgrading and adaptive re-use projects and, into the long term, to ensure that the
identified significance of the place is retained and maintained.
Circumstances will change over the years as various recommendations are
implemented and new user requirements emerge. Conservation Policies need to
respond progressively to changing situations if they are to remain relevant.

Policy 4
This Conservation Management Plan should be adopted as one of the bases for
the future management of the site. Conservation Policies should be reviewed every
five to ten years.
Guidelines
Reviews of the CMP should be based on The Burra Charter and other guidelines
by the Heritage Branch of the NSW Department of Planning.
Reviews should also take into account any other relevant legislation, planning
frameworks, appropriate literature and widely recognised conservation
practices and procedures.
Reviews should be undertaken by experienced conservation practitioners in
conjunction with relevant ownership and management representatives.
Irrespective of the requirement to review the document every 5 years, the CMP
should remain as a valid basis for on-going heritage management until such
reviews are completed.
7.2.4

Approvals process and landowner’s consent

Background
To prevent gradual loss of cultural significance through gradual change, a
mechanism needs to be established for controlling any modifications by tenants
to the significant fabric.
Forms for development applications, Section 60 applications and Standard
Exemption applications are available from the Foreshore Authority.

Policy 5
Prior to the lodgement of applications and the commencement of works the
proponent should liaise with the Foreshore Authority’s heritage architect and
obtain the consent of the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority as landowner.
Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

118

Conservation Management Plan
Former Coroner’s Court, 102-104 George Street

2010

Guidelines
As the Foreshore Authority is the owner of land and buildings in The Rocks,
the consent of the Authority is required prior to lodging an application for
works. This part of the process is separate from approving the works, and the
landowner’s consent to lodge an application does not constitute actual
approval to undertake the works.
Prior to granting owner’s consent to a proposal, the Foreshore Authority
should, in its capacity as land owner and manager, be satisfied that there are
no adverse heritage impacts associated with the proposal.
A Heritage Impact Assessment and adequate documentation of the proposed
works should be prepared to assist in the assessment of owner’s consent
applications.
7.2.5

Tenancy

Background
To prevent the gradual loss of cultural significance through incremental change, a
mechanism for controlling any modifications undertaken by tenants to the
significant fabric needs to be established.

Policy 6
All tenants of the building should be made aware of the cultural significance of
the place. Tenancies should only be selected and approved by the Foreshore
Authority on the basis that the proposed or future uses are compatible with the
significance of the item and the sensitive fabric and spaces, and that the required
changes to the item can be installed and removed without impact and will not
interfere unduly with interpretation of the building.
Guidelines
Tenants must incorporate the guidelines of this CMP into their planning and
design. Full compliance with the requirements of this CMP will be required for
the Foreshore Authority’s consent to the proposed development. This includes
completion within the recommended time of the Schedules of Conservation
Works recommended in Chapter 8 - Implementing the Plan.
Tenants should be aware of Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority policies.
The impact of proposed modifications to significant fabric should be
adequately assessed, prior to applying for owner's consent.
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Background
The significance of the place derives from its external appearance, its internal
configuration, and its former use, associations and history.

Policy 7
The statement of significance should be adopted as the basis for heritage
management. All decisions should consider and seek to retain the values
identified in the Statement of Significance.
Guidelines
The significant aspects of the architectural character of the former Coroner’s
Court should be retained and conserved. This includes evidence of its external
appearance and its internal configuration. Much of the evidence of its former
use, associations and history, notably the external windows and internal fixed
furniture of the court room, has been removed and needs to be interpreted by
other means (refer to Policy 15). Conservation should be undertaken in the
context of the likely on-going use of the building for commercial purposes.
The conservation, adaptation and maintenance of the former Coroner’s Court
should be approached with the general principle of changing “as much as
necessary but as little as possible”. Since the property was taken over by the
Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority, successive reworkings of the building
(partially reversed in the 1986 works) have resulted in some gradual loss of
original fabric and character. Future works should not result in further loss of
original fabric and character, but should attempt to recover these aspects of
significance.
Structural alteration to the early building components which impact on the
integrity or significance of the former Coroner’s Court building should not
occur.
Opportunities should be explored in the future to remove or adapt elements
identified as intrusive to reduce their adverse impact on overall significance.
Internal alterations and renovations are acceptable within the context of
compatible commercial uses, but should not impact adversely on the
significance of the internal original fabric of the building, or the external
façade. Where possible within the building, the recovery of the original spatial
quality is encouraged. This applies particularly to the entrance hall to the
former offices (space G06).
At the same time, evidence of the progressive evolution of the place should be
respected, and retained where significant.
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Appropriate conservation skills and experience

Background
The Burra Charter encourages the use of skilled and appropriate professional
direction and supervision from a range of disciplines for conservation activities.
The skills and experience required and creative approaches taken in the context of
a conservation project are quite different to those applied to the design and
construction of new buildings.

Policy 8
Appropriate conservation skills and experience should be employed for
documentation and supervision within project teams to deal with any programs of
conservation and upgrading of the significant building components of the former
Coroner’s Court.
Guidelines
Appropriate professional skills and experience assembled to work on the
detailed conservation of the building could include, as appropriate, historians,
interpretation specialists, archaeologists, conservation architects, structural
engineers, building code compliance advisers, materials conservation
specialists and cost planners.
Building contractors, project managers and tradespeople who are experienced
with working on historic buildings should be selected to work on the project.
7.3.3

Conservation of significant fabric

Background
One of the key objectives of contemporary conservation practice is that as much
as possible of the significant original fabric of the building or place should be
retained and conserved in order to preserve the essential integrity of the heritage
resource for future generations. While any conservation activity will affect the
building in some way, the aim, consistent with responsible re-use or management
aims, should be to minimise the work necessary. In this way the authenticity of
the item will be retained as far as possible within a process of evolutionary
changes and good maintenance practice.
Article 3 of The Burra Charter indicates that conservation is based on a respect for
the existing fabric of a place and should therefore involve the least possible
physical intervention in order not to distort the evidence provided by the fabric.
The existing external fabric of the building is still relatively intact, although some
of the external openings (mainly former windows to the court room) have been
enlarged. The majority of the original or early floor, wall and ceiling structures and
Orwell & Peter Phillips
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surfaces remain, as does much of the original joinery and plasterwork. Exceptions
to this include the removal of all chimneypieces on the first floor and the blocking
up of fireplaces. The addition of timber chimneypieces, based on the design of the
surviving elements on the ground floor with appropriate simplifications to identify
them as new work, would contribute to the interpretation of these first floor
rooms.

Policy 9
Extant early building fabric, both internally and externally, should be retained and
conserved in accordance with the levels of significance identified in Section 5 Grading of Significance of this CMP and in accordance with particular actions
specified in Section 8.2 –Schedule of Conservation Works of this CMP.
Guidelines
External and internal fabric, which has been identified as of Exceptional or
High significance should be retained and conserved.
No conservation or maintenance work should alter or negatively impact on the
elements of the external façades or internal fabric/space that have been
identified as elements of High or Exceptional level of significance.
Aged building fabric that is unlikely to be causing on-going deterioration
should not be repaired for visual reasons if by doing so the patina of age and
the ability to successfully interpret various stages of use is degraded.
Where repairs or alterations are required, new material should closely match
original or adjacent materials. This applies especially to reconstructed
elements such as masonry walls and timber floor structure and flooring, where
repair or replacement should be based on the best available evidence of the
original elements rather than reproducing the reconstructed elements.
However, evidence of change should be identifiable on close inspection.
All structural elements should be retained as existing, with appropriate
maintenance. No structural members should be removed, other than to
reinstate significant architectural elements.
Where it is clear that original or significant fabric has been removed,
consideration should be given to reconstruction based on documentary
evidence
While the Foreshore Authority is liable for the execution of works identified in
the Section 8.2 – Schedule of Conservation Works of this CMP, the Authority
may, as part of the tenancy contracts, require tenants to execute the required
works and provide auditable evidence of the completion of required works.
Redundant but significant equipment, fittings and fixtures are to be retained
on site preferably in their existing location.
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Intervention into any building fabric should respect the integrity of the extant
material, be carefully controlled, and be limited to the extent required by the
proposed works.
The conservation of particular materials requires due consideration and the
expertise of appropriately experienced personnel. The Heritage Branch of the
NSW Department of Planning ‘Maintenance of Heritage Assets’ Series provides
general advice as to the cause, treatment and remediation of various
traditional building materials. These publications can be obtained from the
Heritage Branch of the NSW Department of Planning.
7.3.4

Conservation of significant spaces

Background
The significance of the internal spaces within the former Coroner’s Court has been
diminished by the works undertaken since the 1970s to adapt the place for
commercial purposes. These were partly reversed in the 1986 works. The main
spaces affected are the former court room, arcade and witness rooms. The
present (2009) installation in the ground floor hallway of the offices section
interferes with the original spatial quality and arrangement, and conceals some
important original fabric.

Policy 10
The surviving spatial qualities of the former Coroner’s Court contribute to its
significance and interpretation and therefore should be conserved and where
possible recovered, as part of the on-going use, on-going management and any
future development strategy.
Guidelines
If the opportunity arises at an appropriate future time, consideration should be
given to removing fitout elements that interfere with the interpretation of the
original internal spaces.
These elements include the artwork located in the entrance hall of the former
Coroner’s offices, which conceals original doors and other elements, and
interferes with the appreciation of the original space.
7.3.5

Element specific policies

Background
In addition to general policies applicable to all areas of the site, a strategic
direction for management of individual elements is considered appropriate to the
level of significance of each element and the condition of fabric. This is developed
in further detail in actions outlined in Chapter 8.
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Policy 11
Surviving original and reconstructed elements of the built fabric and other
elements shall generally be retained and conserved in accordance with the levels
of significance identified in Section 5.1 – Grading of significant elements and
spaces, and managed in accordance with this Section.
Guidelines
The following schedule contains conservation policy statements for specific
individual elements of the former Coroner’s Court. The conservation actions
should not attempt to recreate a particular situation from the history, but
acknowledge past and recent changes and modifications as evidence of
technological advancements and evolution of the use of the place.
Element Specific Conservation Policies
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Policy

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Original timber windows

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Timber panelled and glazed

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retains and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve.

High

Retain and conserve.

High

Retain and conserve

EXTERIOR
WALLS
Face brick and sandstone
character and fabric of the
facades, including walls,
lintels, arches, string
courses, balustrades,
copings, steps, chimneys,
piers and dressings

doors and architraves,
including painted and
etched glass signage
Cast and wrought iron
elements. including
brackets and vents
Timber balcony structure
and gable
Reconstructed doors and
windows
Blocked up brick openings
and reconstructed steps
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Element Specific Conservation Policies
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Policy

Windows and doors that do

Moderate

Either retain, or consider removing or

not reconstruct original

replacing with reconstructions based on

elements

documentary and physical evidence

Enlarged openings, doors

Little

May be retained or removed. Consider

and glazing to former

reconstructing one or more of the

courtroom windows and

original courtroom windows in

archway

accordance with documentary and
physical evidence

Liquid membrane to

Little

parapet wall

Either remove (if possible without
damage to the original fabric) and
conserve original masonry, or overcoat
with colour approximating that of
adjoining brickwork

Windows, door and framed

Little

wall to rooftop washhouse

May be retained or removed; if removed,
reconstruction of the original detail is
appropriate

ROOFS
Slate, copper, lead and

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Dormer windows

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Rainwater goods

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Membrane roofing

Moderate

Retain and conserve; may be replaced by

corrugated iron roofing
Timber roof structure and
eaves

appropriate modern equivalent to the
original at the end of its useful life
Temporary timber

Intrusive

balustrade to flat roof

Remove and replace with less intrusive
modern element set back from parapet,
or reconstruct original steel balustrade
on parapet

SITE
Site landscaping, east side

Little

May be retained or preferably replaced
with a scheme that interprets the former
buildings on the site and the
archaeology
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Element Specific Conservation Policies
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Policy

Cooling tower and

Intrusive

Should be removed as soon as possible

enclosure

to allow appropriate interpretation of the
site

INTERIOR
BASEMENT
Brick and stone subfloor

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Timber floor structures

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Remnants of earlier

Exceptional

Retain, conserve and interpret as part of

walls, arches, buttresses
and piers
Steel beams and concrete
floors

sandstone wall and rock

Bethel Street interpretation

shelf
Timber panelled doors and

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Stone steps

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Timber windows

Exceptional/

Retain and conserve

moulded architraves
Timber stairs and
balustrades

moderate
Tiling in Room 1 and WC

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Pressed metal ceiling and

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Moderate

May be retained or replaced with doors

cornice in Room 1 and WC
Board-marked concrete
ceilings
Timber doors to basement
store
Modern openings in brick

preferably emulating the originals
Little

May be retained or removed

Little

May be retained or removed and

walls
Flush timber doors

replaced
Flexible floor coverings

Little

May be retained or removed and
replaced
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Element Specific Conservation Policies
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Policy

Fixtures, fitout and services

Little

May be adapted or renewed provided
that impact on significant fabric is
minimised

GROUND FLOOR
Brick and stone walls,

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Cast iron grates and vents

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Timber stairs and

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Timber panelled walls

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Plastered walls

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Painted and etched glass

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

arches, chimneybreasts and
piers
Stone and concrete steps
and porch
Timber and concrete floor
structures
Timber floors and moulded
skirtings
Timber panelled doors,
glazed panels, highlights
and moulded architraves
Marble and timber
chimneypieces and stone or
concrete hearths
Ceramic wall tiles to
fireplaces and store

balustrades
Timber windows and
moulded architraves

signage
Fibrous plaster ceilings and
cornices
Ripple iron ceiling and
timber cornice
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Element Specific Conservation Policies
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Policy

Timber roof trusses,

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Cast iron ceiling vents

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Timber louvred doors to

Little

May be retained or removed

Little

May be retained or removed

Little

May be retained or removed. It would be

dormers, boarded ceiling
and cornice

store
Modern openings in brick
walls
Glazed infills and doors to
former court room windows

desirable for interpretive purposes to

and eastern archway

reconstruct some of these windows

Later timber floors over

Little

original finishes

May be retained or removed. Consider
exposing original floors where existing

Plasterboard ceilings

Little

May be retained or removed

Fixtures, fitout and services

Little

May be adapted or renewed provided
that impact on significant fabric is
minimised. Consider reinstating original
ventilation system to courtroom

Installation in hallway and

Intrusive

office furniture blocking

Preferably remove and allow original
configuration to be seen

doorways
FIRST FLOOR
Brick and stone walls,

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Stone or concrete hearths

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Plastered walls

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

arches and chimneybreasts
Timber and concrete floor
structures
Timber floors and moulded
skirtings
Timber panelled doors,
glazed panels, highlights
and moulded architraves
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Element Specific Conservation Policies
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Policy

Timber stairs and

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Timber panelled walls

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Fibrous plaster ceilings and

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Moderate

Retain and conserve

Blocking up to fireplaces

Little

May be retained or removed

Modern partition walls

Little

May be retained or removed

Flush timber doors

Little

May be retained or removed

Plasterboard ceilings

Little

May be retained or removed

Fixtures, fitout and services

Little

May be adapted or renewed provided

balustrades
Timber windows and
moulded architraves

cornices
Ripple iron ceiling and
timber cornice
Timber boarded ceiling and
cornice

that impact on significant fabric is
minimised
SECOND FLOOR
Brick walls

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Timber floor, wall and roof

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Plastered walls

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Lath-and-plaster walls

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Timber stairs and

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

structures
Timber floors and moulded
skirtings
Timber panelled doors,
glazed panels, highlights
and moulded architraves

balustrades
Timber windows and
moulded architraves
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Element Specific Conservation Policies
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Significance

Policy

Lath-and-plaster ceilings

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve

Exceptional

Retain and conserve. Consider

and cornices
Timber boarded ceiling and
cornice
Ventilation ducts in roof
space

reinstating original ventilation system

Other fixtures, fitout and

Little

services

May be adapted or renewed provided
that impact on significant fabric is
minimised

7.3.6

Archaeological monitoring

Background
There are exposed archaeology remains in the subfloor area, and there is some
potential for further archaeology remains to survive in the subfloor area. There is
also some archaeological potential in the open space on the eastern side of the
building.
The Heritage Act 1977 states that any excavation, where relics may be disturbed,
requires an excavation permit.

Policy 12
Because the archaeological potential of the site is low to medium, the potential
disturbance of archaeological remains should be carried out by a qualified
archaeologist. Appropriate permits should be sought from the NSW Heritage
Council prior to the commencement of such works. Archaeological testing of the
area should precede works wherever possible.
Guidelines
Based on the significance of the site, The Rocks and Millers Point

Archaeological Management Plan (1991), and The Rocks Archaeological Report
2000, it is the recommendation of the CMP that any proposed below ground
disturbance be preceded by a comprehensive archaeological assessment.
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On-going maintenance and repair

Background
The nature of any building is that its fabric will deteriorate owing to the effects of
age, maintenance, weather, vegetation incursion and use. To ensure the on-going
conservation of significant building fabric, a regular maintenance schedule should
be implemented, which provides for regular inspection and for remedial action to
be taken where necessary.

Policy 13
The significant fabric of the former Coroner’s Court should be maintained by the
implementation of the short, medium and long-term maintenance program
outlined in Section 8.3 – Ongoing maintenance.
As a necessary minimum, the ongoing maintenance should include works that will
ensure that each element retains its current level of significance and not allow the
loss of significance due to the deterioration of fabric.
Guidelines
The building fabric and services should be subject to continuing care and
maintenance by the Foreshore Authority and the tenant.
In addition to regular maintenance activities, prompt preventative action and
repair should be taken as necessary.
Prevention of continuing deterioration should take priority over widespread
repair or reconstruction.
Inspection and maintenance works should only be conducted by those with
professional knowledge and demonstrated experience with buildings and
materials of this nature.
No maintenance work or repairs should negatively impact on significant fabric.
While the Foreshore Authority is liable for the execution of works identified in
the Section 8.3 –Schedule of Ongoing Maintenance Works of this CMP, the
Foreshore Authority may, as part of the tenancy contracts, require tenants to
execute the required works and provide auditable trace of the completion of
required works.
New internal floor coverings are permissible provided that they do not damage
early elements of the timber floors.
7.3.8

Retention of fixtures and fittings

Background
The fittings in the former court room were removed in 1972 and recent inquiries
suggest that they may have been permanently lost. Some photographic evidence
of these items exists (Figure 27). No such evidence has been located for other
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items removed, such as the fireplaces, bathroom or kitchen fittings on the first
floor. The loss of the court room fittings reduced the ability of that room to
convey its original character and purpose.

Policy 14
Future refitting of the building should retain, celebrate and interpret all original
and early fixtures and fittings, and should through appropriate design and
construction attempt to interpret those original and early fixtures and fittings that
have been removed, notably in the former court room. Articles that could illustrate
the former uses of the building should be considered as part of an interpretive
display.
7.3.9

Interpretation

Background
Interpretation of historic places essentially reveals long-term connections and
cohesions which underpin our cultural identity. To "interpret" a historic place, in
its geographic and physical setting, is to bring its history to life to increase the
public’s understanding, and, through this extended understanding, to give them
an enhanced perception of the significance of the place.
Owing to its history, significance and setting in The Rocks area, the former
Coroner’s Court is capable of being interpreted for promotional and educational
purposes. However, there appears to be little attempt at present to interpret the
place for what it was, nor those associated with it. The only interpretive material
consists of the painted and etched glass signage on some doors on the ground
floor. Existing colour schemes, especially in the former court room, also give little
idea of its original sombre character.
Because the court room and associated spaces have been adaptively reused for
commercial purposes since the 1970s, with changes to the interior and exterior,
the physical indications in the fabric of the place’s associations with its original
purpose are no longer easy to understand. The demolition of the old City Morgue
at the rear (east) of the site has left no trace of this building, while the presence of
a temporary cooling tower actively interferes with the understanding of the site.
The presence beneath the floor of some remains associated with the former Bethel
Street is also unavailable for public view. These aspects of significance, as well as
the more recent history of the place as the first public face of the Sydney Cove
Redevelopment Authority, therefore require interpretation on site.

Policy 15
The heritage significance of the former Coroner’s Court and City Morgue should
be interpreted on site by appropriate methods.
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Guidelines
One of the primary components of the conservation management of the former
Coroner’s Court should be to make the values of its cultural significance
physically, intellectually and/or emotively accessible to the public.
The building should continue to be known in future as the Former Coroner’s
Court.
The ongoing management of the former Coroner’s Court should include the
development and implementation of an interpretation strategy, which reveals
the cultural significance of the place.
In making significance accessible, the Foreshore Authority should take into
account the policies and guidelines contained within the ICOMOS International

Cultural Tourism Charter.
Interpretation at the former Coroner’s Court and City Morgue should take into
account all periods of development and occupation in the context of the
history of The Rocks area under the management of the Foreshore Authority,
and be presented in an accurate and insightful manner.
Interpretation programs should provide equitable physical, spiritual and
intellectual access to the cultural significance of the present building.
Interpretation should take into account all the historic phases of the former
Coroner’s Court and City Morgue, including the former Dead House and Bethel
Street, and the more recent history as the first The Rocks Visitors Centre
Wherever possible within the building and on the site to the east,
interpretation should make use of and refer to the surviving internal and
external physical fabric.

7.4

New work policies

7.4.1

Integration of new work

Background
Because of the significance of the former Coroner’s Court, scope for further
development is limited. In general, no external alterations or additions should
occur to the present building, and some of the existing external alterations and
additions made since the 1970s to remove significant fabric such as the court
room windows should preferably be reversed at an appropriate future time. There
is also scope for the construction of new development on the site of the former
City Morgue which reinterprets the scale and form of that building and its
relationship to the Coroner’s Court. Within the general principles outlined in this
Conservation Management Plan, some internal alterations and additions could
occur, especially in areas that have already been altered. These should preferably
not affect surviving original fabric. New work should be carefully designed and
Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

133

Conservation Management Plan
Former Coroner’s Court, 102-104 George Street

2010

integrated with the original character of the significant components. Any new
work should also attempt to recover significance by removing or adapting
intrusive elements and where possible reconstructing original elements where
evidence for them exists.

Policy 16
The introduction of new fabric should be undertaken in such a manner that it does
not result in a lessening of the cultural significance of the place. New work should
be identifiable as such and should, wherever possible, be capable of being
removed without damage to significant fabric or spaces.
Guidelines
When a new function is being introduced, a new architectural vocabulary of
details and materials may be adopted to complement the existing architectural
character.
Period detailing should be used to reconstruct elements for which there is clear
evidence of the original detail, either remaining in the fabric or in documents.
Where there is no evidence of the original detail, it is not necessary or
appropriate to invent a period detail unless the original character of the space
is to be recreated and the new element is required to blend in.
Careful detailing will ensure minimal damage to the significant fabric and will
allow for reversibility. New work shout be fitted to old rather than the old cut
away for the new.
Where a function is being re-established, new fittings and fixtures may be
adopted to complement the existing architectural character.
Any new construction on the land to the east of the former Coroner’s Court
(the site of the former Morgue) should be designed and constructed so as to
conserve and interpret the physical remains beneath the surface and the
previous history of the site as the location of the Dead House and later the
Morgue.
7.4.2

Integration of Services

Background
Adaptations of existing fabric for practical reasons such as installation of new
services and equipment, and the need to meet fire safety and other statutory
requirements may be required in terms of securing a viable use for the building
components as a whole, and satisfying the changing needs of the general public.

Policy 17
The extension or alteration of existing services in the former Coroner’s Court is
acceptable in the context of re-use, but should not have a detrimental impact to
the significance of the building components as a whole.
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Guidelines
Any proposed upgrading of services should be carefully planned. The
preparation of schematic layouts is not sufficient: service routes must be
planned so as not to damage the significant fabric or disrupt significant
spaces. Documentation for services installation should include a requirement
for service routes to be marked prior to any works related to their installation,
and for the marked routes to be inspected and approved by the project
heritage consultant.
Any upgrading of services is subject to the proper approval process.
Existing or old service chases or conduits should be re-used in preference to
new chases. Services should be rationalised, grouped and treated to minimise
intrusion. Areas previously modified for services should be re-used, in
preference to modifying intact fabric. The surface mounting of services is
preferable to chasing services into significant fabric.
Intervention into any building fabric should respect the integrity of the extant
material, be carefully controlled, and be limited to that required by the
proposed works.
Brackets or fixings for services should not damage significant fabric.
No externally mounted air-conditioning, ventilation equipment, water heaters
or service components should be visible from the street or impact negatively
on the façade. Care should also be taken when siting equipment at roof level
to avoid impact on the appearance of the roofscape.
7.4.3

Compliance with Building Regulations

The Building Code of Australia is the operative building control in New South
Wales, referenced in State building legislation.
For building works within The Rocks, the key issues are usually compliance with
fire resistance, egress provisions, and provision of disabled access and facilities. It
is essential that the cultural values of the buildings and the overall complex are
not degraded by inappropriate responses to meeting regulatory requirements.

Policy 18
Approaches to compliance with building regulations for the conservation and
upgrading and re-use programs for the former Coroner’s Court should focus on
responding to the performance requirements of the BCA if deemed-to-satisfy
compliance would adversely affect the significance. Uses which require an
unacceptable degree of intervention for upgrading to comply with regulations
should be avoided.
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Guidelines
Conservation and on-going use programs should not place undue stress on
the building fabric in order to meet excessive requirements of compliance with
regulations.
Methods of complying with fire safety requirements which utilise fire or smoke
detection and active fire suppression are preferred to the addition of fire rated
material, which may obscure extant finishes.
Future upgrades of the building should take into consideration any newly
developed approaches for the implementation of fire safety standards that do
not harm the existing significant fabric.
When dealing with disability access issues, refer to the document “Access to
Heritage Buildings for People with Disabilities” prepared by E.J. Martin (Cox),
August 1997.
Consultation with the Heritage Branch of the NSW Department of Planning Fire
Access and Services Advisory Panel may also assist in achieving appropriate
compliance solution. For contact details refer to the Heritage Branch.
7.4.4

Relevant Foreshore Authority’s Policies

Background
All new work has to comply with relevant Foreshore Authority Planning Policies to
assure granting of consent to the proposal. These include policies relating to
Signage and External Lighting. It is recognised that commercial and retail tenancy
identification and temporary signage are an intrinsic component of the
commercial use and viability of the former Coroner’s Court. External lighting of
buildings can add to their character. Signage and external lighting, however,
should have no adverse impact on significant heritage fabric and the overall
character of the place.

Policy 19
Any proposed work to the former Coroner’s Court must fully comply with all the
relevant Foreshore Authority Policies applicable to development in The Rocks.
Policy 20
External signage and lighting should be in harmony with the overall character of
the place, and complement the historic character of the building on which it is
mounted.
Guidelines
All signage should be consistent with relevant sections of the Foreshore
Authority’s Signage Policy.
Suitably located signs that provide a legible and clear message and contribute
to the vitality of the former Coroner’s Court are encouraged.
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It would be desirable for the original Coroner’s Court signage to be reinstated
as part of the interpretation of the building. Any new signage in the location of
these former signs should be discreet and fully reversible without further
damage to original fabric.
Signs on the individual building components should be discreet and
complementary in terms of colour, material, proportion, positioning and font.
Signs should be harmoniously integrated with the architecture of the building
and should not obscure or damage the significant features or fabric.
It is not necessary to attempt to create or recreate an “historic” character in the
new signage, but modern standardised “trademark” signage is not appropriate.
Fluorescent and iridescent paints are inappropriate. Signs should preferably be
illuminated by floodlighting if lighting is required.
Any illumination of the former Coroner’s Court should highlight architectural
features rather than floodlighting whole façades. Care should be taken to
ensure that over-illumination does not occur.
All new work must also comply with the Foreshore Authority’s Policies for
Disabled Access, Telecommunications, Commercial Outdoor Seating and
Building Ventilation Installation.

7.5

Sustainability

7.5.1

Thermal Comfort in Heritage Buildings

Background
In 2009 the Authority adopted a Sustainability Policy with commitments to reduce
the carbon footprint of our precincts by 80% from a 2000 baseline, with a 20%
reduction by 2012. The policy aims to achieve climate change targets through:
reductions – increased energy efficiency and reduced energy consumption.
renewables – a portion of energy from non-fossil fuel sources.
offsets – the remainder of fossil-derived energy being sourced from green
energy tariffs and/or offset through accredited providers.
In its aim for a socially inclusive and sustainable community the Authority:
acknowledges its responsibility to protect heritage buildings and their cultural
significance on behalf of the people of NSW.
aims to provide improved tenant amenity through improved air quality,
comfort levels and natural light, in ways that support heritage considerations.
In line with this Policy the Authority has adopted a Sustainable Development Fit-

out Guide which aims to reduce the environmental impact of new construction and
building fit-outs. It has been shown that the implementation of the measures
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outlined in the Fit-out Guide reduces operational costs and improve indoor
environmental quality (IEQ) and occupant satisfaction.

Policy 21
All applications for building modifications and fit-outs are to demonstrate
measures which work toward the objectives of the Authority’s Sustainability Policy.
Guidelines
The factors contributing to potential or actual occupant discomfort should be
identified and quantified before the development of any solutions.
Building users and managers should understand the impacts that a proposed
use of the building will place on the existing thermal properties of the
building. If the proposed use will increase levels of occupant discomfort
beyond those which can be managed by passive solutions, and the required
modifications present an unacceptable level of intervention, the use may not
be supported.
Sustainable and passive solutions should be investigated and implemented to
demonstrate and measure their effectiveness, before proposals for mechanical
solutions supplementing existing passive measures are investigated.
Building services that generate unwanted heat loads (such as general and
display lighting and computers) should be replaced over time with energy
efficient systems that reduce the need for other measures to reduce thermal
discomfort.
Proposals should reflect both the sustainability and conservation objectives of
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority.
The design of mechanical ventilation systems should be developed from a clear
and informed understanding of the building’s significance.
The Policies of this Conservation Management Plan, The Rocks Heritage
Management Plan, the Authority’s Sustainability Policy and Sustainable
Development Fit-out Guide, the Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter and best
conservation practice should be key guidelines in the design and development
of mechanical ventilation systems.
7.5.2

Passive Design Solutions

Background
Historically, buildings were designed, constructed and sited to maximise the
effectiveness of passive solutions, using the seasons to provide for thermal
comfort needs. Historic buildings also often have thermal properties that need
little modification to maintain good thermal comfort levels for the majority of
operational hours.
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The former Coroner’s Court incorporated a number of passive measures for
thermal comfort. As well as the normal thermal mass of the masonry walls, the
building had arcades along the east and west facades protecting the main
courtroom windows from excess solar gain, as well as balcony roofs protecting
glazed doors at first and second floor levels. The courtroom also had a system of
ceiling vents that were ducted to roof outlets, exhausting hot air at high level and
drawing air in through the windows at low level to provide continuous natural
ventilation. Openable highlights above internal doors also facilitated the
movement of air throughout the building.

Policy 22
Full and mixed mode mechanical ventilation systems in heritage buildings will not
be considered by Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority unless it can be
demonstrated that passive solutions and the inherent properties of the building
envelope cannot provide comfortable thermal environments throughout the
majority of the seasonal calendar.
Guidelines
Studies have indicated that the implementation of passive measures can result in a
50% decrease in energy consumption within historic buildings.107 This figure is
reflective of the inherent thermal properties of many historic buildings. The
following measures should be considered in the development of building specific
design solutions, with the potential impacts to both the interpretation of the
building in the streetscape and the potential impact to the fabric of the building
evaluated.
Roof and ceiling insulation can reduce energy used in heating and cooling up
to 45%, and can often be introduced with little impact on significant fabric.
Some estimates indicate a summer heat reduction of up to 12 degrees from
the introduction of ceiling batts alone.
Bulk insulation, which is inert, can most readily be introduced into existing
ceiling cavities, although reflective and composite insulation should be
considered if associated conservation works involve the replacement of, or
extensive repairs to, roofs.
Solar heat loading can provide valuable warmth in the cooler months, but can
contribute to uncomfortable environments during summer. Although it would
be inappropriate to introduce external sun protection to east and west facing
windows of the former Coroner’s Court (northern windows are largely
protected by the adjoining building) the continued use of internal window

107

Smith, Baird M. Conserving Energy in Historic Buildings. US National Parks Service Preservation Briefs No 3,

available at http:/www.nps.gov/hps/tps/briefs/brief03.htm
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blinds to reduce solar penetration in summer is appropriate. On large areas of
non-significant modern glass on the east and west facades, the use of applied
films could be considered. Technological advancements in glass tinting have
seen the development of clear film which can keep out up to 60% of heat and
99% of ultra-violet radiation. However (as stated elsewhere) it may be more
appropriate to replace some of these areas of glass with reconstructions of
original windows which can contribute to the natural ventilation of the
building.
Air movement can play an important role in thermal comfort levels and is
proven to be more energy efficient than air conditioning within a closed
building envelope. In builodings with multiple stories or high ceilings such as
the former Coroner’s Court, advantage can be taken of existing chimney flues
to use the natural stack effect (the upward movement of a tall air mass) for air
movement. In addition, the original ventilation system to the court room
should be restored to working order, and all originally openable sashes
(including clerestory windows and highlights above doors) should be made
operational and operable by occupants. For ventilation as well as for heritage
reasons, consideration should be given to the reconstruction of one or more of
the original courtroom windows on each side.
Fans can be used when there is not sufficient air movement to maximise the
effectiveness of natural ventilation. Fans which are used to enhance summer
thermal comfort can also be used to destratify indoor air to save heating
energy in winter. In some parts of the former Coroner’s Court ceiling fans may
be appropriate where they can be installed without damage to significant fabric
and spaces. Ensure that ceiling fans do not adversely impact, visually and/or
materially, on significant fabric such as ceilings, roses and light fittings. Ensure
that the reticulation of power does not impact on significant fabric. Ensure that
floor-standing fans remain unfixed, and that power cables do not pose a trip
hazard. Floor-standing fans should be placed to achieve optimum circulation.
Seek advice to ensure that the placement of fans does not result in chaotic air
movement, low ceiling pressure zones against the ceiling and undifferentiated
air pressure in other parts of the building.
Introduced internal partitions, forming part of a tenancy fit-out, should be
designed or modified to enhance the passive thermal capacity of the building.
Ensure that partitions are low in height so as not to obstruct natural light,
views to and from the building and the transfer of natural ventilation. Ensure
that doors, windows and openable highlights are not obstructed by partitions
or other furniture such that they cannot be easily accessed and opened.
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Mechanical Solutions to supplement Passive Design

Background
In order to achieve compatible uses for historic buildings within The Rocks, some
provision of mechanical services will be necessary in certain cases. For both
conservation and sustainability reasons, the use of such services should be
minimised.

Policy 23
Mechanical solutions, following the implementation and analysis of passive
solutions, should be designed and selected in consideration of the heritage
significance of the place and the objectives of the Sustainability Policy. The design
of

mechanical

solutions

should

be

supported

by

an

options

analysis

demonstrating that the proposal presents the least impact to the significant fabric
of the place and accounts for ongoing energy consumption.

Policy 24
Mechanical solutions may not be supported if they represent an adverse impact to
the significance of the place.
Guidelines
Mechanical systems should be designed to supplement existing passive
measures. This will ensure that any necessary mechanical system are not
overloaded, operate efficiently and in turn reduce energy consumption.
Careful system selection and implementation is integral to the success of any
mechanical heating, cooling and ventilation (HVAC) system. This is even more
critical with heritage buildings, where mechanical systems are often coupled
with passive systems, and often have a significant visual and physical impact
on the building.
It should be understood that there is no “one size fits all” approach, and each
building will have different features and limitations which must be carefully
considered and catered for. It is important to look at the benefits and
drawbacks of each system and see which one is best suited to the building,
and its use.
Reference

should

be

made

to

the

Foreshore

Authority’s

Sustainable

Development Fit-out Guide and the Green Building User Guide for criteria
relating to the installation and alteration of mechanical ventilation systems.
Consider the physical and visual impact the system will have on the heritage
value of the building.
Plant areas in the basement can disrupt the sensitive microclimate and cause
further damage to the building fabric. Generally the location of heat generating
plant and equipment in basements is discouraged.
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The notching of timber floors in the reticulation of services can adversely
impact on the structural loading capacity of timber floors. Any such solutions
will require input from a Structural Engineer with demonstrated experience
with heritage buildings.

7.6

Archaeological resources

7.6.1

Prehistoric (Aboriginal) archaeological resources

Background
Sites of pre-historic archaeological potential are protected under clauses of the
NSW National Parks and Wildlife Act 1979.

Policy 21
Any potentially encountered Aboriginal archaeological resources should be
conserved in accordance with the requirements of the NSW National Parks and
Wildlife Act 1979 and their potential for interpretation considered.
Guidelines
In the event archaeological material is unexpectedly discovered during works
to this site, work shall immediately cease in the affected area and the Sydney
Harbour Foreshore Authority and the Department of Environment and Climate
Change (DECC) will be contacted for advice.
Should disturbance be required where Aboriginal archaeological material has
been identified, an application under Section 90 of the National Parks and
Wildlife Act will be required for this disturbance.
7.6.2

Historic (European and Aboriginal) archaeological resources

Background
Sites of Historic archaeological potential are protected under clauses of the NSW
Heritage Act 1977.

Policy 22
Any potential archaeological resources on the property should be conserved in
accordance with the requirements of the NSW Heritage Act 1977 and their
potential for interpretation considered.
Guidelines
If works are likely to disturb sub-surface areas, an application under Section
60 of the Heritage Act will be required prior to the works commencing.
Archaeological testing of areas of archaeological potential should precede
large-scale disturbance. Areas of large-scale disturbance should first be
subject to an Archaeological Assessment.
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Any archaeological resources must be managed in accordance with the
recommendations arising from the Archaeological Assessment and any
approval issued by the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority or the NSW
Heritage Council.
In the event that archaeological material is unexpectedly discovered during any
works to this site, work shall immediately cease in the affected area and the
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority contacted for advice.

Orwell & Peter Phillips
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority

143

Conservation Management Plan
Former Coroner’s Court, 102-104 George Street

2010

8. Implementing the plan
This Conservation Management Plan has been prepared to provide guidelines for
the conservation, re-use, interpretation and management of the former Coroner’s
Court and to ensure that the heritage value of the place is maintained and
enhanced.
This section sets out the implementation guidelines for the policies, including a
list of management issues and a list of exemptions that can be endorsed by the
Heritage Council which will not require further reference for approval.

8.1

Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair

Standards that need to be addressed to assure the compliance of the former
Coroner’s Court with their provisions are those for Inspection, Essential
Maintenance and Repair, Weather Protection, and Fire Protection and Security.
It is considered that the current arrangements fully satisfy the above Standards. In
the current situation, these are not of concern.
To assure compliance with the Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair on
the site of the former Coroner’s Court, the following works need to be
undertaken:
Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair
Former Coroner’s Court, The Rocks
Work or Activity Required for Compliance with the Standards for: INSPECTION
ALL AREAS GENERALLY

The building should be regularly inspected to check for the potential presence of
vermin. The issues expected particularly include subterranean termites.
ROOF, AWNING AND DOWNPIPES

The rainwater disposal system should be inspected regularly to ensure that all
rainwater is safely being discharged from the building and no water penetration
is occurring.
MASONRY WALLS

Face brick walls should be regularly inspected for failure of pointing that might
allow water penetration to the interior.
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Schedule of Conservation Works

Fabric condition ratings in this report use the following table:
Condition Ratings

Description

5

Building or fabric element has no defects. Condition and appearance

Excellent

are as new.
4

Good

Building or element exhibits superficial wear and tear, minor defects,
minor signs of deterioration to surface finishes, but does not require
major maintenance. No major defects exist.

3

Fair

Building or element is in average condition. Deteriorated surfaces
require attention. Services are functional but require attention.
Deferred maintenance work exists.

2

Poor

Building or element has deteriorated badly. Serious structural
problems exist. General appearance is poor with eroded protective
coatings. Elements are defective, services are frequently failing,
significant number of major defects exist.

1

Very Poor

Building or element has failed. It is not operational and is unfit for
occupancy or normal use.

These condition grades should inform future building condition reports and
maintenance schedules. For elements in Very Poor condition, reconstruction may
be the only available option. For elements assessed as being in Poor or Fair
condition, various degrees of repair or maintenance may be required, immediately
or in the short term, to prevent further deterioration and the subsequent loss of
significance. Elements in Good condition may need some maintenance but the
need for repair is not anticipated in the next two or three years, while elements in

Excellent condition are likely to need only minor maintenance in the next five to
ten years.
At this stage, most elements of the place are in fair to good condition and require
only ongoing maintenance within the next three years. However, items identified
in Section 6.1 may require more urgent inspection and repair.

8.3

Ongoing maintenance

The ongoing maintenance schedule refers to cyclical maintenance works to fabric
that should be implemented by the Foreshore Authority (or the tenant on behalf of
the Authority) as part of the process of ongoing management of the former
Coroner’s Court. Work performed, and any faults discovered or repairs made,
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should be recorded and kept separately alongside a copy of this maintenance
schedule.
Schedule of Ongoing Maintenance
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Every Year

Every 5 Years

Face brick and stone

Inspect for damp

Clean and repair

facades, including parapets

and structural

defective pointing

and chimneys

movement

and flashings, and

Every 10 Years

make safe any
loose stone
Timber doors and windows

Inspect for rot,

Repaint or refinish

leaks or damage
Timber eaves, barge

Inspect for rot or

boards, fascias and

damage

Repaint or refinish

balconies
Balcony floors

Inspect and

Repaint or refinish

ensure drains are

surfaces

clear
Rainwater goods

Inspect for

Inspect for

corrosion. Inspect

damage and

gutters for

repair

Repaint

blockages
Metal roofs and flashings

Inspect for
corrosion and
structural
damage; repair if
required.

Slate roofs

Inspect for
cracked or slipped
slates; repair if
required

Iron brackets and vents

Inspect for rust

Repaint

Timber floor, wall and

Inspect for

Refinish clear

ceiling structures, flooring,

termite damage

finishes to

ceilings and joinery

and rot

flooring

Internal wall and ceiling

Inspect for

surfaces

structural

Repaint or refinish

movement or
damp
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Schedule of Ongoing Maintenance
Former Coroner’s Court
Element

Every Year

Fixtures and services

Inspect and certify

Every 5 Years

Every 10 Years

essential services.
Inspect and clean
out drainage lines
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