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1.1 Summary Statement of Heritage Significance  
Identifying what makes a place of value to us is the key to sound conservation management. 

Once the cultural significance of a place is understood, policies can be developed to retain and reveal that 

significance in its future use and management.  

In summary, the Mining Museum is a handsome, innovative and unusual building designed by 

Government Architect, Walter Liberty Vernon, between 1902 and 1908 in the ‘Free Style’ of architecture 

fashionable at the time. It was the first major public building to be constructed in The Rocks Resumption 

area following the outbreak of Bubonic Plague in Sydney in 1900.  

The lower floors and chimney were built as an early Direct Current electrical power station; but the 

authorities decided to switch to Alternating Current AC instead of DC and the power station was never 

used. It remains, however, a very rare example of those early DC power stations.  

Vernon cleverly redesigned and adapted the building to house the State’s mining and geological museum 

and it functioned as such for the next 86 years (1909-1995).  The building also housed a chemical 

laboratory and served the mining industry by examining and identifying rock samples at no charge. The 

museum was inundated during the Great Depression with enquiries from prospectors and the public about 

gold mining. Special lessons in gold panning and sluicing were put on three times a day.  

The amount of resources that the government put into this public building shows how important mining and 

geology was held to be to the State of New South Wales in the 20th century.  

Even after the decline in metal prices in the mid-20th century the Mining Museum continued to intensify its 

activities with increasing public visitation and catering for school groups once geology had been added to 

the High School syllabus in 1962. 

Since the closure of its last incarnation as the Earth Exchange in 1995 the building has been used to 

house the offices of arts organisations. The building remains an important streetscape component at the 

end of George Street and the chimney is a landmark for miles around.  

For a comprehensive Statement of Significance and the Analysis of Significance, refer to Part 3 of the 

report.  

 

1.2 The Site, its Background and Context 
The study area consists of the property located at 36-64 George Street, The Rocks, New South Wales.  

The site contains a six storey commercial building with chimney (former museum and power station) 

known as the Mining Museum, a separate garage/workshop building and two small outbuildings.   
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Figure 1 
George Street (west) elevation of the Mining 
Museum 

 

Figure 2 
Hickson Road (east) elevation of the Mining 
Museum 

 

The real property definition of the place is Lots 1 and 2 of Deposited Plan 247644.  Located across both 

allotments, each site is distinguished by the building/s it contains.  Lot 1, known as the northern yard 

contains the garage/workshop (Outbuilding 1) and Outbuilding 2, while Lot 2 contains the Mining Museum 

building with attached fire stair structure and Outbuilding 3 (refer to Figure 5).  

The subject site is located on the eastern side of George Street at the far northern end of the street where 

the Bradfield Highway crosses over the roadway (refer to Figure 3). The place is bounded by 8 Hickson 

Road and the Metcalfe Bond Stores building to the south, the Bradfield Highway to the north, George 

Street to the west and Hickson Road to the east.  

The place is located on a site that was extensively excavated below the level of George Street in order to 

accommodate the main building (the power station initially) and as a result, the building presents as being 

four levels to the George Street elevation and six levels to the Hickson Road elevation (refer to Figures 1, 

2 and 6). Access to the site is gained via both George Street and Hickson Road.  

The identified curtilage for the site is detailed in Part 4.4 Curtilage & Setting. 

The site, its immediate surrounds and adjacent structures are owned and managed by the NSW state 

government agency, Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority (the ‘Authority’) and the building is leased by the 

NSW Ministry of the Arts. 



The Mining Museum CMP 10/05/2013      9  

 

 

 

Figure 3: Location plan for 
the subject site (circled) 
within the context of the 
Rocks precinct.  
Source: Googlemaps  < 
http://maps.google.com.au.> 
 

 

Figure 4: Site plan 
showing the 
separate allotments 
Lots 1 and 2 of DP 
247644 
Source: NSW Land 
and Property 
Information 
 

 

 

N 

http://maps.google.com.au/
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Figure 5: Site plan showing configuration of buildings at the place 
 

 

Figure 6: Northern elevation of the 
Mining Museum showing relationship 
to George Street and Hickson Road.  
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1.3 Heritage Listings 

1.3.1 Statutory Listings 

The Mining Museum is included on the NSW Heritage Register (Listing no. 01555). 

The item is also listed on the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authorities S170 Heritage and Conservation 

Register (Item no. 4500027) under the name ‘Mining Museum (former)’ and the Department of Public 

Works (NSW Ministry of the Arts) S170 Heritage Register (Item no. 3070003) under the name ‘Earth 

Exchange’. 

1.3.2 Non-statutory Listings 

The item is included on the Register of the National Trust and included in a National Trust Conservation 

Areas. It is also listed on the Register of the National Estate (Place ID. 14259), the Register of the Public 

Works Department and the Australian Institute of Architects register.  The Rocks Conservation Area is also 

listed on the Register of the National Estate (Place ID. 2255). 

 

1.4 Vision for The Mining Museum 
The Vision for the Mining Museum is captured by the Authority’s obligation under the Act to: 

‘…to protect and enhance the natural and cultural heritage of the foreshore area.’1  

The Authority would like to see the building revitalised and to make full use of its economic and cultural 

value in the future, while respecting its history and significance. 

As the current leaseholders and users of the place, Arts NSW have developed policies for each of their 

properties to guide their operation.  

Arts NSW state that their vision for the Mining Museum is to use the place as an operations hub for 

Sydney’s major festivals and key organisations. 

 

1.5 Key Findings 
The following key findings have emerged from this report: 

• The former Mining Museum has an interesting history and is a handsome piece of architecture 

and townscape, worthy of conservation.  

• Its external masonry shell and internal structure are remarkably intact and should be conserved. 

• Future uses should be carefully chosen to minimise changes to or obscuring of significant fabric. 

Use as a cultural institution with public access is preferred. 

• The George Street entrance should be reactivated and the entrance foyer restored, at least for 

access to level 4. 

                                                      
1 http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/shfaa1998411/s12.html 

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/07_subnav_04_2.cfm?itemid=5053178
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/07_subnav_04_2.cfm?itemid=4500027
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/07_subnav_04_2.cfm?itemid=3070003
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/ahdb/search.pl?mode=place_detail;search=place_name%3Dmuseum%3Bstreet_name%3Dgeorge%3Bstate%3DNSW%3Bkeyword_PD%3Don%3Bkeyword_SS%3Don%3Bkeyword_PH%3Don%3Blatitude_1dir%3DS%3Blongitude_1dir%3DE%3Blongitude_2dir%3DE%3Blatitude_2dir%3DS%3Bin_region%3Dpart;place_id=14259
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/ahdb/search.pl?mode=place_detail;search=place_name%3DRocks%3Bstate%3DNSW%3Bkeyword_PD%3Don%3Bkeyword_SS%3Don%3Bkeyword_PH%3Don%3Blatitude_1dir%3DS%3Blongitude_1dir%3DE%3Blongitude_2dir%3DE%3Blatitude_2dir%3DS%3Bin_region%3Dpart;place_id=2255
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• The large square open plan spaces on each floor supported by a grid of original steel columns 

should be kept open and unobstructed. Other spaces can be used for smaller rooms that require 

enclosure and privacy. 

• Low suspended ceilings should be removed to allow the original structure and joinery to be seen. 

• An opportunity exists to redevelop the stores and garage building to the north of the main 

building, providing the envelope and character of the new building are carefully controlled. 

• An opportunity exists to open up and use the light well around the chimney. 

• The history of the Mining Museum should be interpreted to visitors by a variety of means. Original 

features could be restored, such as the stair between George Street and Level 4 and the 

entrance lobby itself. Some key parts of the museum collection could be returned and displayed, 

such as the marble plaques removed from the entrance lobby. 

1.5.1 Further Research Required 

Although the CMP endeavoured to provide a comprehensive overview of the history of the place, 

necessarily there are some aspects that either were not able to be confirmed or remain unknown. As such, 

further research could be undertaken in the following areas: 

• Research into the steel columns and beams used to construct the initial power station building to 

establish whether the surviving structure of the power station is a rare early example of steel 

construction within NSW.  

• The location of the former contents of the Mining Museum. Initial sources to investigate include 

the Australian Museum, the NSW Department of Primary Industries and the NSW Geological 

Society. 

• Whether any equipment/machinery was installed within the power station following its initial 

construction. 

• Some areas not accessible during the inspection for this report should be made accessible and 

the results added to the document, this is particularly important around the chimney light well. 

 

1.6 Authorship & Acknowledgements 
This report has been compiled by Sean Johnson, heritage architect, Kate Denny, heritage planner and 

Alice Stapleton, assistant heritage planner of Clive Lucas Stapleton and Partners Pty Ltd.  The research 

and history portions of the report are by Mr Nicholas Jackson, historian. 

Photographs have been taken by the Authors, unless otherwise attributed. 

Thanks to the tenants of the Mining Museum, the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority and the Ministry of 

Arts. 

Thanks also go to Lucy Burke-Smith, Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority for her assistance, guidance 

throughout and careful review. 
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1.7 Terminology & Abbreviations 
This Conservation Management Plan employs the terms and definitions commonly acknowledged and 

defined by the Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter. 

Other terminology employed within this report is as follows: 

Proper Term Report Term 

Conservation Management Plan CMP 

Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority The Authority 

NSW Ministry of the Arts Arts NSW 

The subject building ‘The Arts Exchange’ The Mining Museum 

The earlier Electric Light Station The power station 

The southern allotment (Lot 2 DP247466) The Mining Museum site 

The northern allotment (Lot 1 DP 247644) The northern yard 

 

1.8 About this CMP 

1.8.1 Context of the Report 

The Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority is committed to maintaining a current CMP for all heritage assets 

within its portfolio. This project seeks to develop a CMP for this item which is listed on the Sydney Harbour 

Foreshore Authority s.170 Heritage & Conservation Register and on the NSW State Heritage Register. 

The brief for this project was to: 

Undertake research using primary and secondary sources to establish the history of the site, building, and 

its development; 

Undertake physical analysis, assessment of significance and policy development, and ; 

Present the CMP in the new draft format currently being developed by the Authority. 

This CMP is an update of the Conservation Management Plan, Former Mining Museum, 36-64 George 

Street, The Rocks, 2008 prepared by City Plan Heritage and the Conservation Assessment Report of the 

Former Mining Museum and Chemical Laboratory, 1996 prepared by Tropman and Tropman Architects for 

the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority. 

The document is intended to be read in conjunction with The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (revised 

2010).  The Rocks Heritage Management Plan 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. 

The CMP is to be implemented as a management document for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority. 

http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/0B9628D6-B745-73FA-E1F20F992872ED23.pdf
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The item and The Rocks are managed by the Authority, constituted on 1 February 1999 under the Sydney 

Harbour Foreshore Act 1998. The primary functions of the Authority, stated in its Act, are to: 

• Protect and enhance the natural and cultural heritage of the foreshore area 

• Promote, coordinate, manage, undertake and secure the orderly and economic development 

and use of the foreshore area, including the provision of infrastructure 

• Promote, coordinate, organise, manage, undertake, secure, provide and conduct cultural, 

educational, commercial, tourist, recreational, entertainment and transport activities and 

facilities 
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1.9 Methodology and Structure 
The format of this CMP has been altered slightly from a standard CMP format to increase the ease of use 

of the document.   

The table below compares the layout of this CMP with the process used to create the CMP. Previously 

CMPs have been presented in a sequence that followed the process rather than being presented for ease 

of use. 

Process for this CMP   Layout of this CMP (for ease of use) 

Section 1 Project set up and 
consultation. 

 PART 1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Includes Summary 
Statement of Significance, 
Authorship. 
Acknowledgements, 
Further Research required, 
Terms & Abbreviations 

Section 2 Documentary Evidence 

 

 PART 2 CONSERVATION 
POLICIES 

Includes Opportunities and 
Challenges & 
Recommendations 

Section 3 Physical Evidence 

 

 PART 3 HERITAGE 
SIGNIFICANCE 

Includes Curtilage Analysis; 
Comparative Analysis and 
Analysis under NSW 
Heritage Act Criteria. 

Section 4 Heritage Significance 

 

 PART 4 EVIDENCE 

Includes Analysis of 
Documentary & Physical 
Evidence. 

Section 5 Opportunities & 
Constraints 

 PART 5 ILLUSTRATED HISTORY 

Section 6 Conservation Policies and 
Implementation 

 

 PART 6 SIGNIFICANCE AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS BY 
ELEMENT 
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PART 2 
POLICIES & STRATEGIES 

•   
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2.1 Best Practice Heritage Management 
Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

Because the place is of outstanding cultural significance, procedures for managing change and activities at 

the place should be in accordance with recognised conservation methodologies such as that of Australia 

ICOMOS Burra Charter.   

Currently management protocols for the place are not as rigorous as they could be. Although owned and 

managed by the Authority, the place is under an extended lease arrangement with the NSW Ministry of 

Arts and there has been a history of ad hoc, uncoordinated changes carried out without the input of the 

Authority. These changes are having impacts on the significance of the place. 

Policies 

POLICY 1.  

The place should be treated as of exceptional cultural significance, and 

consequently activities at the place should be guided by the philosophy of the 

Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter  

POLICY 2.  

These policies should be adopted as the Conservation Management Plan for the 

place, to guide the operation of the management body. 

POLICY 3.  

The management of the place should be undertaken in coordination with the 

Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority, the owners of the place 

POLICY 4.  

The place should be managed in a way which permits the maximum number of 

these policies included in this report to be followed. 

POLICY 5.  

The building owners, the Authority, should ensure the protection of the setting of 

the place from inappropriate uses and activities. 

 

2.2 Extent of the Place/Setting/Related Places 

2.2.1 Extent of the Place 

Background, Opportunites and Challenges 

Located on two separate allotments (Lot 1 of DP 247644) contains the northern yard and Lot 2 of DP 

247644 contains the Mining Museum) that have been in place since the 1920s, as a result of the 

construction of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, the allotments are historically and physically linked.  Both of 

these allotments form the extent of the place and the present legal boundaries of the allotments should be 

retained.  
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As the place was originally located on a single allotment containing both the Mining Museum and the 

northern yard, the historic relationship between the two allotments should be retained. 

Policies 

POLICY 6.  

The extent of ‘the place’ should be defined as shown in Figure 7. 

POLICY 7.  

The historic connection between the two allotments should be retained. 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• The two allotments should be retained under a single ownership and could be amalgamated into 
a single allotment. 

 
 

 

Figure 7: Plan showing extent of the place 
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2.2.2 The Setting of the Place 

The place is located within the densely developed, historic precinct of The Rocks. Positioned at the 

northern-most end of George Street, the place is bounded by George Street to the west, Hickson Road to 

the east, commercial buildings (warehouse buildings) to the south and the Bradfield Highway and the 

southern approach to the Sydney Harbour Bridge to the north.   

Its proximity to the western harbour frontage of Circular Quay and the surrounding development of 

predominantly warehouse buildings provides the place with a distinctive early 1900s industrial waterfront 

setting. 

In this case, the setting should include the extended visual catchment of the place, as well as the George 

Street and Hickson Road streetscapes and The Rocks area generally.  In particular, given the visual 

prominence of the chimney stack and its contribution to the west Circular Quay skyline, the place has 

landmark qualities that should be recognised and conserved. 

Policies 

POLICY 8.  

The setting of place should be defined as shown in Figure 8. 

 

 

Figure 8: Plan 
showing setting 
of the place 
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2.2.3 Views 

Background, Opportunites and Challenges 

The views to and from the place and views within the place that are defined by fabric can be identified as 

contributing to the significance of the place and either be protected from change or re-established.  

In this case, the building’s contribution to the streetscape of the area is an important consideration, 

although due to the density of development immediately around the place, views from George Street and 

Hickson Road are limited. 

However, although constructed purely for functional purposes, the chimney of the Mining Museum is 

visually prominent from a number of locations throughout Circular Quay and beyond and it has become a 

visual landmark in the locality, a rare industrial feature and forms part of the Sydney skyline. 

There is also an historic visual relationship between the place and Campbell’s Stores, to the east, as they 

were once part of the same land and owned by Robert Campbell. 

Policies 

POLICY 9.  
      

   
In assessing any development within the vicinity of the site, Consent Authorities 
should evaluate any potential impacts to the views numbered 1 to 19 as shown 
in Figure 20 with the objective of conserving significant views to and from the 
Mining Museum.  

 

2.2.4 Related Places 

Background, Opportunites and Challenges 

The Mining Museum, is associated with a small group of early museum buildings that included the 

collection of mineral and geological specimens as part of their agendas.   

It is also one of a small group of early power stations (Electric Light Stations) located throughout Sydney 

and is one of only two surviving examples of DC power stations developed before the advent of the AC 

system.  

The building is one of a number of buildings constructed in the early 1900s by the Government Architects 

office throughout the Rocks Resumption Area, as part of the general upgrade of the area following the 

Bubonic Plague epidemic (see Appendix 7.3 for further details). 

Located on land previously owned and developed by Robert Campbell and his descendants, the place has 

historic connections with the Campbell’s Stores buildings: a distinguishing feature of the locality and a 

clear reminder of the history of Circular Quay West.  
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Policies 

POLICY 10. 

It should be acknowledged that the Mining Museum is one of a group of related 

places, including: 

• The Australian Museum and the Macleay Museum (early museums with 
mineral and geology specimen collections) 

• The remains of the Redfern Municipality Electric Light Station 
(constructed c1891) 

• Campbell’s Stores, 7-27 Circular Quay West, The Rocks 

• Other early 20th century buildings of note in the Rocks Resumption Area 
developed by the Government Architects office 

Strategies/Guidelines  

• These connections could be acknowledged through interpretation in the Mining Museum itself or 
on one or more of these other sites. 

 

2.3 Use 

2.3.1 Use of the Mining Museum building 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The cultural significance of a place is embodied in its continuing historical use however, in this case, the 

historic use of the place as a mining and geological museum ceased in 1995, with the closure of Earth 

Exchange.  Although the building has been in use as a commercial premise since, the tenants of the 

building since the 1990s have been cultural institutions under the management of the Ministry of Arts.  

Although not an historic use, as the existing use supports cultural institutions the continuation of this use 

therefore is seen as compatible. 

However, as the historical use of the place as a Mining Museum (1909 to 1995) is highly significant, 

opportunities should be sought to reintroduce this type of use to the site (either in part or to the whole of 

the site) to help promote its interpretation.  

If this is not possible, then another compatible public use is desirable and uses related to education, 

science, research and discovery and museum uses are preferable. 

The Burra Charter defines compatible uses as those ‘…which respects the cultural significance of a place. 

Such a use involves no impact, or minimal impact, on cultural significance.’2 

 

 

                                                      
2 The Illustrated Burra Charter, Australia ICOMOS 2004, page 34 
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Policies 

POLICY 11.  

Uses could be considered appropriate if they: 

• Allow for the retention, interpretation and appreciation of the 
evidence of former uses 

• Allow for public access to the building 

• Do not require subdivision of the internal open plan spaces 

• Will not present adverse impacts through their daily operations 

• Will not require excessive plant, equipment and service 
requirements 

POLICY 12.  

Residential, self-serviced apartments or hotel use would not be suitable due to 

the need to subdivide the internal spaces. . Such as use would also require a 

high level of service intervention which would present an unacceptable level of 

impact to the item. 

POLICY 13.  

Any uses introduced with new tenancy arrangements should be accessed 

through the existing main points of entry to the Mining Museum building (via 

George Street and via Hickson Road).  

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• The circulation pattern and uses of parts of the place and within its setting should be arranged so 
as to involve the least intervention in the fabric. 

• The use of the place and activities at the place and within its setting should be organised in a 
way that allows the conservation of the fabric in accordance with the Policy for the Treatment of 
the Fabric (Section 2.5) including considering: 

• the effect of structural loadings 

• the effect of statutory requirements 

• the effect of service installations 

• the effect of providing access for people with disabilities. 

• When organising or allowing activities within the place, components of the place and its setting, 
care needs to be taken not to obscure or confuse its significance.  

• The Foreshore Authority and the NSW Ministry of the Arts should ensure that any new tenancies 
selected for the existing building adopt the principle of "loose fit", where the new tenancy is 
adjusted as necessary to work within the available spatial and architectural configuration. 

• The detailed requirements of the new tenancies should not generate irreversible change to the 
significant fabric, or which do not respect and work within the existing architectural framework. 

• Uses which require a high degree of intervention for ordinance compliance should be avoided. 

• Future uses should be compatible with the nature and significance of the building components 
and should enable the Mining Museum to remain a vital and important component of The Rocks 
precinct. 
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• Refer to New Uses for Heritage Places by AIA and the Heritage Branch of NSW 

Generally, compatible uses that involve minimum change to the significant fabric and which respect the 

cultural significance of the place are preferable.  Possible new uses for the Mining Museum building, in 

order of preference are:  

1. Cultural institution with public access: museum, visitor centre, library 

2. Art gallery (provided lightweight screens of less than full height are used for hanging pictures this 

building does not lend itself to becoming a ‘white box’) 

3. Artists' Studios (suitable for Level 5 which was Julian Ashton School 1935-73 or the top-lit Level 

6) 

4. Shops, Department store (provided open spaces respected and shelving not overly intrusive) 

5. Offices (open plan preferred) 

6. Restaurants, Cafes and the like (probably only suitable for Levels 1 or 4 as these uses require 

visibility and direct access from the street) 

2.3.2 Use of the northern yard 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The northern yard, located on a separate allotment, is historically linked to the Mining Museum building 

and site.  Used as a store/workshop area since the establishment of the museum, although the actual past 

uses of the site are not particularly significant in and of themselves, the assocation with the Mining Musem 

and the earlier power station means that the allotment does hold some related historic significance. 

As such, uses that support the ongoing use of the Mining Museum as a cultural institution are appropriate 

for this site. 

The buildings located on the northern yard have been in place since the mid 20th century, following the 

construction of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the extensive landform works undertaken to the north of 

the place.  Of these buildings the eastern garage with external signage is the most significant. 

However, given that the buildings are of only little signficance, opportunities do exist for a range of new 

uses to be introduced to this allotment (refer also to Section 2.9 Adaptation and Alterations).  Generally, 

uses that involve minimum change to the significant fabric and respect the associations and meanings 

embodied in the place (defined in the Burra Charter as ‘compatible uses’) are preferable.   

The first preference for any new use of the northern yard should provide support to the Mining Museum. 

Policies 

POLICY 14.  

The association of the northern yard with the Mining Museum building and site 

should be retained when allocating new uses to this part of the site. 

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/publications/New_Uses_for_Heritage_Places.pdf
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POLICY 15.  

Any uses or activities introduced should not detract from the significance of the 

Mining Museum building and not impact on significant fabric of the Mining 

Museum. 

 

2.4 Internal Spaces 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

Constructed for use as a museum, the internal configuration of the Mining Museum building was designed 

to provide large open plan spaces to the display floors within a grid of free-standing steel columns.   

Smaller service spaces such as offices, lavatories and stairs were from the beginning positioned in the two 

areas to east and west of the light well around the chimney (refer to Figure 9). Early plans also indicated 

sub-division of Levels 1, 2 & 5 (see Section 7.4). 

This historic configuration of use and the resultant spatial qualities are an essential part of the building’s 

character and should be preserved as much as possible. This approach to the configuration and use of the 

interior spaces should be continued in planning any future uses.  See also Section 2.9.4 Adaptation of 

Interiors. 

As with the fabric, significant spaces should be treated in terms of their relative significance, as set out in 

Section 6. 

 

Figure 9: Typical floor plan of the Mining Museum showing existing configuration of interior spaces.  
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Policies 

POLICY 16.  

The spatial qualities of the interiors of the Mining Museum building, in particular 

the open plan form with freestanding columns of Levels 3, 4 & 5 should be a 

primary consideration in the ongoing use, management and future development 

of the building. 

POLICY 17.  

The partitioning of the open plan spaces on levels 3, 4 & 5 is to be discouraged.  

Any partitions that are introduced should be designed where possible to leave 

the steel columns freestanding and visible from all sides. 

POLICY 18.  

The smaller areas located to the east and west of the chimney light well should 

continue to be used for service areas, including internal access, offices, 

electrical services, WCs and the like. 

 

2.5 Significant Fabric  

2.5.1 Retention of Signficance 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

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 changes in use and good maintenance practice.  

However, not all of the fabric is of such significance so as to warrant conservation as defined by the Burra 

Charter. In this case new, non-reconstructed fabric introduced during and since 1995 (the date of closure 

of the Earth Exchange and the end of the use of the site for museum purposes) although significant in 

allowing the place to be used, is of little historic, social or scientific value, and could be changed or 

upgraded for any sensible reason.  

Policies 

POLICY 19.  

The existing original building fabric of the Mining Museum both internally and 

externally is of exceptional significance and should be treated with care. 
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POLICY 20.  

The most significant fabric should be retained and conserved in accordance with 

recognised conservation principles and procedures such as that included in the 

Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter. Such conservation includes maintenance, 

preservation and interpretation including restoration and reconstruction. It also 

includes adaptation which means modifying a place to suit proposed compatible 

uses. 

 

2.5.2 Changing Fabric identified to be Conserved 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

There are sometimes cases where fabric, which should otherwise be retained and conserved, will need to 

be altered or removed. . Such examples include maintenance works( e.g. some severely decayed stone 

may need to be replaced to conserve the rest of the external walling).  Nevertheless, some fabric is so 

significant that it should be changed only in exceptional circumstances. 

Policies 

POLICY 21.  

Aim to retain all fabric identified as Exceptional significance. If adaptation is 

necessary for the continued use of the place, minimise changes, removal and 

obscuring of significant fabric and give preference to changes which are 

reversible. 

POLICY 22.  

Fabric of Little/Neutral significance may be retained or removed as required 

for the future use of the place, provided that its removal would cause no damage 

to more significant fabric. 

POLICY 23.  

Intrusive fabric should be removed or altered to reduce intrusion when the 

opportunity arises, whilst minimising damage to adjacent fabric of significance. 

 

2.5.3 Nature of Fabric 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

In the physical survey for this report (Section 4.7 and Appendix 7.2) it has not been possible to determine 

the age and history of some components (signified by ‘?’ in the date column of the physical analysis). Care 

should be taken that these items are not inadvertently damaged or removed if they are significant. 
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Policies 

POLICY 24.  

Where the nature of a component of the place is uncertain, further investigation 

by documentary and physical research should be undertaken prior to carrying 

out work or removal. 

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• The nature of these subject elements should be identified early in a project. This will ensure that 
their retention and conservation, if required, is not in conflict with the design proposal and that 
they are not threatened by construction works. 

• This documentary and physical research should be undertaken by a heritage architect. 
• Repositories such as those listed in the bibliography to this report should be consulted during this 

research period.  
 

2.5.4 Maintenance of Fabric 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

Significant fabric should be maintained, which means continuous protective care.  Reconstructed fabric 

can be of interpretive value (see Policy 21).  

Policies 

POLICY 25.  

The following fabric should be maintained (have continuous protective care): 

• all significant fabric (see above identification) except that listed in 
Policy 24 

• all fabric recorded in this report as a previous reconstruction 

• all fabric reconstructed (in the future) in accordance with these 
policies. 

POLICY 26.  

The building is to be inspected on an annual basis to monitor its ongoing 

condition. The building is to be kept in accordance with the Minimum Standards 

of Maintenance and Repair. 

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• This inspection is to be undertaken by those responsible for the Asset Maintenance of the 
building. 

• This inspection is to be informed by the NSW Heritage Office Heritage Information Series 
Minimum Standards of Maintenance & Repair.  

 

  

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/Arch_Significance.pdf
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/Arch_Significance.pdf
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2.6 Contents, Fixtures & Fittings 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

Following the closure of the Mining Museum and its adaptation into the ‘Earth Exchange’ and later into 

‘The Arts Exchange’, original and early contents, fixtures and fittings were removed or altered to 

accommodate the new uses.  

Surviving fixtures and fittings include the steel columns and beams that form the internal structure of the 

building, the timber stairs floored-over on Level 4 which once provided access from the George Street 

level, the original front door leaves fixed inside the current glass doors and the one surviving marble 

plaque next to the front doors. 

Physical evidence also suggests that as the steel columns located on Levels 1 & 2 are of a different profile 

and by a different manufacturer than those above, they may be related to the power station phase of the 

building’s construction.  Further research is required to confirm this. 

In addition, should original content once held at the Mining Museum be located elsewhere, efforts should 

be made to return these items where they would enhance the building’s interpretation; including the two 

removed marble plaques once located in the front entry foyer as well as mineral specimen displays, 

display cases, signage and educational material.   

Although it appears that the power station (Electric Light Station) was never fitted out with necessary 

fixtures and fittings, should future research determine otherwise, then contents from this phase of use 

should also be conserved and returned to the building. If this is not possible, these elements should form 

part of any interpretation strategy. 

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.   

Policies 

POLICY 27.  

Should surviving contents from the Mining Museum or power station phase be 

found, aim to conserve and retain these elements on site and incorporate them 

into any future interpretation of the site. 

POLICY 28.  

Extant features and fixtures associated with the site’s historic use as a mining 

museum and power station should be retained and preserved. 

POLICY 29.  

The marble plaque located in the George Street entry foyer is to be conserved, 

fully revealed and retained on site. 
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Strategies/Guidelines 

• The original timber entry doors displayed in the George Street entry foyer are to be retained and 
if possible given a useful function at the entry. They should also be painted in their original colour 
scheme.   

• The NSW Department of Primary Industries and the Australian Museum should be consulted in 
relation to the original minerals specimen collections and the possibility of their return to the 
Mining Museum (either in whole or in part).  

• The original stairs providing access from the George Street entry foyer to Level 4 are to be 
uncovered and restored and reused. 

• All steel columns and beams are to be conserved and not covered over by internal partitioning 

 

2.7 Archaeology 

2.7.1 Indigenous Archaeology 

Background, Opportunites and Challenges 

Given the level of development that has occurred throughout The Rocks area since the arrival of the 

Europeans, evidence of use or occupancy by Cadigal in the general area around the site is highly likely to 

have been destroyed. Some deep deposits may survive and policies should be included in this plan to deal 

with the unlikely event Aboriginal archaeological resources are uncovered.  

Sites of Aboriginal archaeological potential are managed under the provisions of the NSW National Parks 

and Wildlief Act 1979 administered by the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH). 

Policies 

POLICY 30.  

Disturbance of the ground should generally be avoided, however any Aboriginal 

archaeological resources encountered on the site should be conserved in 

accordance with the requirements of the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Act 

1979 and their potential for interpretation considered. 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• In the event Aboriginal archaeological material is unexpectedly discovered, work shall 
immediately cease in the affected area and the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority and the 
NSW Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH) is to be contacted. 

• 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.  
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2.7.2 Historical Archaeology 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The site of 36-64 George Street has been occupied by Europeans since the 1790s.  However, the land 

does not appear to have had any substantial built structures on it until the construction of the existing 

building in 1903/04.  The use of this large piece of land for over one hundred years is not known other than 

for storage by the ASN Company in the last decade of the 19th century and as part of Robert Campbell’s 

extensive garden for over 60 years. 

It is reported that during the construction of the existing building, the site was heavily quarried and the 

stone used in the building of the structure, but how much quarrying was carried out is unknown.  

Therefore, there is the potential for some archaeological evidence to remain on site if the entire area was 

not quarried.  Other ares of The Rocks that were also quarried were found later to have contained remnant 

archaeological evidence and for this reason it cannot be ruled out that this site also contains some 

archaeological evidence of former land use.  

The archaeological resource, if it exists, may answer questions about the use of the land prior to the 

construction of the present building. 

Policies 

POLICY 31.  

All work involving excavation of the site should be carried out in accordance with 

an endorsed archaeological assessment prepared for the site, and relevant 

statutory requirements under the NSW Heritage Act, under archaeological 

supervision by a qualified archaeologist. 

POLICY 32.  

Additional services are to be located in existing trenches. New services are not 

to be considered without first exploring options which limit excavation, such as 

above ground reticulation. 

POLICY 33.  

Relics recovered during archaeological works on site may be required to form 

part of an interpretation installation on site, prepared in consultation with SHFA 

heritage officers. Refer to Section 2.1. 

POLICY 34.  

Any archaeological remains discovered, should be brought to the notice of the 

Heritage division of the Authority, recorded and preferably left in situ.  If it is 

necessary to remove the items, then they should be stored in a suitable 

repository such as The Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority’s Archaeology 

Store, in accordance with The Authority’s archaeological artefact collection 

procedures. 
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Strategies/Guidelines 

• Any works involving ground disturbance must be preceded by a heritage impact statement 
outlining the nature of the disturbance, assessing the impact on the archaeology, and presenting 
a methodology for dealing with the archaeology.  This document must be prepared by a suitably 
qualified archaeologist approved by SHFA or the NSW Heritage Branch.  

• Should excavation of archaeological relics be deemed necessary, application must be made 
under the Heritage Act 1979. The site is listed on the State Heritage Register and an application 
is to be made under s57(1) of the Heritage Act 1979. If it is determined that excavation will not 
adverely affect potential archaeological relics, then an application for Exemption from the s60 
process can be made under s57(3) of the Heritage Act 1979. 

• The publication Assessing Significance for Historical Archaeological Sites and ‘Relics’, Heritage 
Branch, NSW Dept of Planning, outlines the responsibilities of the proponent when dealing with 
archaeological sites.  

• Roof spaces and cavaties between ceilings and floors often contain artefacts stored there or 
deposited by animals such as rats. These can provide valuable evidence of site occupation and 
should not be removed without consultation with SHFA heritage staff.  

 

2.8 Landscaping/ Plantings 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The place itself contains no landscaping or plantings as the Mining Museum occupies the whole of the site, 

while the northern yard functions as a storage/workshop area. 

However, there are a number of street trees located along George Street North adjacent to the western 

façade of the Mining Museum.  These trees are well developed and obscure views of the building from the 

west, northwest and southwest throughout The Rocks and Dawes Point areas.  In addition, as the trees 

appear to be Chinese Hackberry trees, there is a danger of structural damage to the building resulting from 

the tree roots being so close to the building.  

Given the impact the street trees have on the significance of the place, it is recommended that the trees 

located in front of the Mining Museum building should not be replaced following their senescence.  

Policies 

POLICY 35.  

Street tree plantings should not be located along the eastern side of George 

Street North, in front of the Mining Museum building, particularly the trees which 

obscure the George Street entrance and the Mining Museum façade lettering. 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• This policy complies with the Authority’s Tree Masterplan - The Rocks and Circular Quay, 
November 2010. 

 
 
 

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/Arch_Significance.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/350E8F28-AFCF-DF46-A73718D392F70672.pdf
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2.9 Adaptation / Alterations & Additions 
Most extensive intervention at a place may occur during adaptation work to accommodate the expansion 

of existing uses or for new uses. Depending on significance, different types of alteration may be 

appropriate. 

For example, in the case of interior spaces, the following may be proposed: 

• Dividing of spaces and areas by partitions 

• Joining of spaces and areas by openings (both horizontal and vertical) 

• Covering of significant fabric 

• Minor changes to significant fabric 

• Substantial changes to significant fabric 

• Retention of only the concept/idea of the significant fabric 

• Complete removal of significant fabric 

• Installation of new elements 

• Installation of new services 

Similar types of alterations are applicable to landform and landscape, external fabric of buildings and the 

contents of a place.  

 

2.9.1 Adaptation of Landform 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The Mining Museum building occupies the whole of its allotment, while the northern yard allotment is 

relatively undeveloped.  As such, the only area of the place where the landform might be altered is the 

northern yard site.   

Major alteration of this landform has the potential to impact on the place’s architectural and potential 

archaeological significance 

Policies 

POLICY 36.  

Excavations and adjustments of the landform are appropriate only for the 

construction of buildings and other features introduced in accordance with the 

remainder of these guidelines. 

 

2.9.2 Adaptation of the Site 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

Even at places of outstanding significance there are usually areas where new developments, buildings and 

features can be placed without detracting from or reducing the significance of the place. The impact of 

such adaptations depends on their bulk, form, height, proportions, scale, materials, colours etc. 
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In this case, the place is comprised of two distinct historical uses and architectural forms: the Mining 

Museum building located on the southern allotment and the garage/store building located on the northern 

allotment.   

Certainly the Mining Museum building has been developed to its fullest potential as the building currently 

occupies the whole of the allotment.   

The northern yard allotment contains a garage/workshop building and two other outbuildings and the 

allotment is currently under-utilised.  The poor condition of the existing outbuildings and the site as a whole 

also tend to detract somewhat from the Mining Museum.  Therefore, the northern yard could be adapted 

through the construction of a new, suitably designed building, without detracting from the character of the 

place.  

Although identified as being intrusive in nature the 1960s fire stair to the northern elevation would need to 

remain operational in any site development proposal, unless alternative egress provisions were made. The 

northern yard provides direct pedestrian and vehicular access to the north side of the Mining Museum 

building from Hickson Road for deliveries, services and the like.  As such, any future adaptation of the 

northern yard needs to make allowance for shared access to both allotments for deliveries, egress and the 

like. 

Policies 

POLICY 37.  

Minor structures and planting are appropriate in the area to the north of the main 

building within the guidelines provided. 

POLICY 38.  

The existing garage/stores building could be replaced with a new discrete low 

rise (1-2 level) building on the same footprint or smaller as existing, of creative 

modern design, designed to complement the character of the place and 

preserving identified views.  

POLICY 39.  

Any new structure located within the northern yard should be no higher on the 

Hickson Road frontage than the rusticated stone base of the Mining Museum’s 

façade; and no higher on the George Street frontage than one level above the 

upper street level. Any new structure should be set back from George Street at 

least as far as the 1960s brick fire escape tower.  

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• When a new compatible use is being introduced, a new architectural vocabulary of details and 
materials may be adopted to complement the existing architectural character. Refer to 
www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/DesignInContext.pdf 

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/DesignInContext.pdf
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• The existing outbuildings located in the northern yard could be adapted or removed to allow for 
the construction of a new building 

• Any new development to be located in the northern yard is to maintain a setback from the 
northern elevation of the Mining Museum building and is to retain pedestrian access from 
Hickson Road to the northern entries of the Mining Museum building (in particular the fire stairs). 

• Any new development to be located in the northern yard is not to be visible above the ground 
level of George Street to the west of the site. 

• Changes to the building envelope may require amendment to the Sydney Cove Redevelopment 
Authority Scheme, which provides controls on permissible building envelopes. Refer to Drawings 
XXVI-A September 2007. 

• The unfinished stone archway located on the Hickson Road elevation of the Mining Museum is to 
be conserved. 

• The site has the potential to facilitate public access between George Street and Hickson Road, 

and any new development should seek to provide vertical transportation between the two, with 

further consideration for improved accessibility to the Mining Museum. 

 

2.9.3 Adaptation of the Exteriors 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The Mining Museum building including the chimney is of exceptional significance and therefore adaptation 

and change to the building should be undertaken with a clear understanding of this significance.   

Specifically, the principal facades are highly intact to their original form and substantial changes to the east 

and west elevations of the principal building are very limited. 

As the roof of the building is visible from the Bradfield Highway, Cahill Expressway and the Sydney 

Harbour Bridge and the form of the roof is original, no changes to the roof level are appropriate. 

However, as the northern elevation is less architecturally distinctive and has undergone some change 

including the addition of the fire stair building, opportunities exist for some adaptation.  However, any 

changes that are undertaken to the northern elevations should retain the overall form of the building and 

be located below the level of George Street, thereby limiting visual impacts.   

Although the fire stair is a later addition and is of no significance, it is a necessary structure for the on-

going use of the Mining Museum, providing a fire escape to the northern side of the building.  Given its 

location on the northern elevation adjacent to George Street, the firestair is highly visible and any change 

to this structure needs to consider its visibility and seek opportunities to minimise the structures impact on 

the significance of the Mining Museum.   

Given the relatively low significance of the garage/workshop building (Outbuilding 1) and Outbuildings 1 

and 2, there are no restrictions on the adaptation of the exteriors of these structures.  

Policies 

POLICY 40.  

External adaptations or additions to the east and west elevations of the Mining 

Museum building should be avoided. 
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POLICY 41.  

Very minor alterations to accommodate new uses are appropriate to the north 

elevation of the Mining Museum building and are to be in accordance with the 

following policies and as indicated in Figure 10: Northern elevation showing 

location for adaptation (shaded). Not to scale.  

POLICY 42.  

The modern windows and doors to the northern elevation of the Mining Museum 

building (as indicated in Figure 10) could be altered. 

POLICY 43.  

No externally mounted air-conditioning, ventilation equipment, water heaters or 

service components should be visible from a public place or impact negatively 

on the facades or roof-scape of the Mining Museum building. 

POLICY 44.  

The north, east and west masonry facades of the Mining Museum building 

(including the fire stair) should not be painted, for any reason. 

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• 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. 

• Where there is no evidence of the original detail, it is not necessary or appropriate to invent a 
period detail. 

• Careful detailing will ensure minimal damage to the significant fabric and will allow for 
reversibility. 

• Where a historic use is being re-established, new fittings and fixtures may be introduced in such 
a way as to not damage, obscure or detract from the significant fabric or spaces.  
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Figure 10: Northern elevation showing location for adaptation (shaded). Not to scale. 
 
 

 
Figure 11: East elevation showing location for 
adaptation (shaded). Not to scale. 
 

 
Figure 12: West elevation showing location for 
adaptation (shaded). Not to scale. 
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2.9.4 Adaptation of Interiors 

As discussed above (see Section 2.4 Internal Spaces), the spatial quality of the Mining Museum is an 

important component of its significance and should be retained.  

Specifically, the main open plan spaces on each level should be retained with exposed supporting 

columns and beams, while services, other facilities and smaller rooms should be located in the areas to 

the east and west of the chimney light well (refer to Figure 9). 

The partitioning of the open plan spaces is to be carefully managed and should only be supported for 

substantiated cases which maintain the on-going use and occupation of the building.  The original museum 

display spaces on levels 3, 4 and 5 should retain their open plan configuration, with those functions 

requiring substantial partitioning being limited to levels 1, 2 & 6. Partitioning is to be setback from the steel 

supporting columns, as currently exists on level 4 (refer to Figure 14 and Figure 15) and is not to conflict 

with the building’s exterior fenestration. 

There is an opportunity for some change to occur to the east, west and north elevations of the chimney 

light well. A number of the original openings have already been closed over and these could be reopened 

and/or converted into doorways with the addition of a bridge structure connecting the east and west sides 

of the building through the light well. The benefit of this area is that it is not visible from either George 

Street or Hickson Road and the light well provides an obvious connection with the two designated service 

areas of the building (refer to Figure 13). 

Given the relatively low significance of the fire stair building, the garage/workshop building (Outbuilding 1) 

and Outbuildings 2 and 3, there are no restrictions to the adaptation of the interiors of these structures.  

Policies 

POLICY 45.  

Adaptation should be confined, where possible, to the west and east services 

areas as indicated in Figure 13. 

POLICY 46.  

Any proposals for the subdivision and partitioning of spaces should be informed 

by the history of the buildings use and occupation. Functions requiring extensive 

full height partitions should be limited to Level 1, 2 & 6. Levels 3, 4 & 6 should 

retain their open plan nature. 

POLICY 47.  

The design and detailing of partitions should be undertaken in a manner which 

allows the significant fabric and features of the building to be read, while 

allowing a high level of transparency and reversibility.  
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POLICY 48.  

The conversion of some windows into doors for functional reasons is 

appropriate to the east, west and north elevations of the chimney light well.  

Priority should be given to those openings which have already lost their original 

joinery.  

POLICY 49.  

New connecting bridge structures that are lightweight in appearance and 

designed to complement the character of the place (as already exists on level 6) 

could be added to the east, west and north elevations of the chimney light well.  

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

The design and detailing of partitions is to respond to the following objectives: 

• reversible partitioning that does not extend to the ceiling 

• transparent materials, such as glazing is preferred 

• not to be located across windows or at right angles to window mullions 

• to be located away from the steel supporting columns and ensure all columns are visible on all 
four sides (see Figure 14 and Figure 15). 

 

 

Figure 13: Typical floor plan showing location of areas that could be adapted in order of preference. Not to 
scale.  
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Figure 14: Glazed partitioning to level 4 

 
Figure 15: Glazed partitioning to level 4 

 

2.10 Interpretation 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

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.  

Currently, the history and significance of the place is not readily apparent. 

On the broadest level, the presentation of the Mining Museum building in its original appearance, through 

the use of reconstructed fabric where necessary is a method of interpreting it to the public.  For example 

the policies elsewhere in this report to restore the main entrance and remove street trees would help to 

interpret the Mining Museum. 

Introduced interpretive material should also be used to help explain other aspects of the significance of the 

Mining Museum which are not readily expressed by the building fabric, in particular the long and significant 

history of use of the place as a mining and geological museum and the original purpose of the building as 

a power station (Electric Light Station). This could involve traditional introduced signage, a small display of 

artefacts, the inclusion of the Mining Museum in a walking tour of historic sites related to the development 

of The Rocks. The history of the site could be explained in a brochure which could be made available by 

the Authority at a tourist information kiosk and on the internet.   

Opportunities could also be sought to reinstate key items from the original minerals specimen collections 

once held at the museum.   

Policies 

POLICY 50.  

The heritage significance of the Mining Museum building and site should be 

interpreted for its long term museum use, as an intact, high quality and well-

preserved example of a public museum building dating from the early 1900s and 

for its initial purpose for construction as a power station. 
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Strategies/Guidelines 

• In making significance accessible, the Foreshore Authority should take into account the policies 
and guidelines contained within the ICOMOS International Cultural Tourism Charter. 

• Interpretation programs should provide equitable, physical and intellectual access to the cultural 
significance of the Mining Museum. 

• Attempts should be made to return some key items from the original mineral specimens 
collection to the Mining Museum as part of any interpretation plan 

• Resources and further information should be sought from the Australian Museum and the NSW 
Department of Primary Industries, particularly in relation to the interpretation of the importance of 
mining in the development of NSW and the significance of the original minerals collection once 
held at the Mining Museum. 

 

2.11 Signs & External Lighting 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The Mining Museum building has very little signage or external lighting.  The only original signs that exists 

are the copper or bronze letters spelling ‘Mining Museum’ on the upper level brickwork above the George 

Street entry.   

The garage/workshop building located in the northern yard has remnant painted signage located on its 

eastern façade above the garage door. This has been over painted a number of times based on its 

previous uses. The words ‘Forestry Commission of NSW garage’ and ‘Harbour Trust’ are faintly visible.  

Contemporary signs associated with the places’ current use as ‘The Arts Exchange’ are restricted to the 

modern glazed doors at the George Street and Hickson Road entries, which is appropriate. 

In terms of external lighting, the George Street entrance has a crude, modern spot light above the doorway 

and street lighting provides some illumination to both the east and west facades.  

Although historically, the chimney once held neon advertising signs (c1950s-1980s), these have long been 

removed and no lighting currently highlights this significant feature of the place. It is understood that the 

building formed part of The Rocks façade lighitng project c.2010 and although works were documented 

they were not executed at the time. 

As discussed above, the Mining Museum has very little interpretation and the building itself provides very 

few clues to its history of use and significance.  In addition, given the location of the building and its 

proximity to the Sydney Harbour Bridge which dominates the general view of the locality and the street 

trees along George Street that obscure direct views of the western elevation, the Mining Museum is not a 

prominent feature within the streetscape.  

As such, signage and external lighting can go some way to informing visitors to The Rocks area of the 

building’s history and highlighting its architectural qualities. 
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Policies 

POLICY 51.  
Signage proposals are to be limited to programs of replacement without the 
introduction of additional signage. 

POLICY 52.  
Lighting proposals should seek to highlight architectural features of the building, 
such as the chimney, and provide for special event lighting. 

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• New signage to the George Street façade of the Mining Museum should be restricted to the 
existing front doors  

• New signage to the Hickson Road façade of the Mining Museum should be restricted to the 
existing front doors and glazed infill of the entry way. 

• Additional signage (including interpretation signage) to the masonry walls and original windows to 
the east, west and northern elevations would not be appropriate. 

• All new signage should be consistent with the provisions and guidelines of The Rocks Signage 
Policy and The Rocks Signage Technical Manual. 

• Lighting proposal should be consistent with the design documented c.2010. Any variation should 
be consistent with The Rocks Lighting Policy.  

• As a landmark feature within the Rocks urban townscape, there are opportunities to highlight the 
chimney, either permanently through the addition of floodlighting or on occasions as part of a 
broader Sydney city cultural festival (such as Vivid, Sydney Festival, New Years’ Eve etc.). 

 

2.12 New Services 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

Installation of new services and equipment may be needed to meet fire safety and other statutory 

requirements. 

Works to the building during the 1990s as part of the change of use to ‘The Arts Exchange’ introduced 

many modern services such as the lift located on the eastern side of the building, upgraded fire stairs, new 

toilet facilities and electrical services. For the most part, services are concentrated in the southern end of 

the building within the two small areas located to the east and west of the chimney light well (see Section 

2.9.4 Adaptation of Interiors).  New services should continue to be concentrated within these areas.  An 

alternative location would be within the northern yard, which is of lower significance and less visible (see 

Section 2.9.2 Adaptation of the site). 

However, some of the existing services installed in the building dating from the 1980s onwards are 

intrusive and should be removed and/or relocated to areas of lower significance.  These features include 

the large A/C ducting located within the north-eastern corner of the building and the lowered ceilings 

throughout, installed to contain modern services.  

  

http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-Resource_centre-Policies_manuals_and_guides.htm
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-Resource_centre-Policies_manuals_and_guides.htm
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-Resource_centre-Policies_manuals_and_guides.htm
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-Resource_centre-Policies_manuals_and_guides.htm
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Policies 

POLICY 53.  
Existing intrusive services are to be relocated to areas of lower significance. 

POLICY 54.  
Replacement of existing services is appropriate, provided that work is planned 
and carried out to minimise damage to fabric identified to be conserved. 

POLICY 55.  

New services and equipment and are to be concealed within spaces of lower 
significance. Locate exterior services in inconspicuous positions and design to 
be self-effacing. 

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• Equipment is to be installed in areas and spaces of lower significance (service areas shown in 
Figure 13) 

• The installation is to be designed and constructed in a way that causes minimum damage to the 
fabric identified to be conserved and is removable without further damage to significant fabric. 

 

2.13 Sustainability 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

In 2009 the Authority adopted a Sustainability Policy with commitments to reduce the carbon footprint of its 

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 outlined in the Fit-out Guide have the potential to reduce operational 

costs and improve indoor environmental quality (IEQ) and occupant satisfaction.   

The Mining Museum was designed to be naturally ventilated via opening windows and has the potential for 
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passive heating and cooling by virtue of its massive masonry construction. When the building was 

converted to the Earth Exchange, the main entrance, lift shaft and stair were built at great public expense 

on the eastern (Hickson Road) side. Any future changes to this arrangement should take into account the 

embodied energy in this construction. 

Policies 

POLICY 56.  

Make use of the building’s existing construction to naturally ventilate and light 

the spaces; and use the potential for passive heating and cooling provided by 

the masonry walls and concrete floors.  

POLICY 57.  

All applications for building modifications and fit-outs are to demonstrate 

measures which work toward the objectives of the Authority’s Sustainability 

Policy. 

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• Sustainable and passive solutions should be investigated and implemented to measure their 
effectiveness before the need for mechanical ventilation. 

• Proposals should reflect both the sustainability and conservation objectives of Sydney Harbour 
Foreshore Authority. 

• The Policies of this Conservation Management Plan, The Rocks Heritage Management Plan, the 
Foreshore Authority Sustainability Policy, Sustainable Development Fit-out Guide, ICOMOS 
Burra Charter and best conservation practice should be key guidelines in the design and 
development of mechanical ventilation systems. 

 

2.14 Accessibility 

2.14.1 Generally 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

Opportunities should be sought to improve access for those with ‘…mobility or sensory impairments, the 

elderly, parents with small children and anyone who is temporarily disabled as a result of injury or illness.’[1] 

Policies 

POLICY 58.  

Access solutions should seek to improve accessibility to the building while 

maintaining the identified significance of the place.  

  

                                                      
[1] Improving Access to Heritage Buildings, Martin, E.J, 1999, p.1 
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POLICY 59.  

Where possible access solutions should seek to supplement existing amenity 

rather than replace existing fabric.  

POLICY 60.  

A strategy should be developed which seeks to address accessibility from a 

whole of building perspective to avoid piecemeal and incremental improvements 

(refer to Section 0 Configuration of Use: Entrances). 

POLICY 61.  

Improvements should be designed with reversibility in mind.  

 

2.14.2 Entrances 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The Mining Museum building currently has two street entries, George Street and Hickson Road.  

The George Street entrance is an important part of the building’s architectural expression and a focus of 

decoration and symbolic weight.  This entrance was impacted by the insertion of a shop in the former 

entrance lobby, removal of two of the three marble plaques to the foyer and bypassing the original short 

stair from lobby level to the main floor level (Level 4). 

The absence of a lift on the western side of the building is a drawback however, and in order to make the 

George Street entrance publically accessible, some form of accessibility should be provided for wheelchair 

users and others who find stairs difficult.  

Policies 

POLICY 62.  

When the opportunity arises reinstate the significance of the George Street 

entrance by restoring the entrance lobby and uncovering the original stair 

leading to Level 4. 

POLICY 63.  

Wheelchair access should be investigated on the George Street side of the 

building to support the original main entrance but alternative locations and types 

of access should be carefully investigated so as to minimise the impact on 

original fabric. 

Strategies/Guidelines 

Any accessibility proposals to the George Street entrance are to be informed by an options analysis that: 

• considers the opportunities and constraints of the site 
• evaluates the potential impacts of various solutions such as ramps, chair lifts and the like; 
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• investigates opportunities for access to be presented in the light well adjacent George Street; 
• references Section 2.14 Accessibility of this CMP 
• seeks to interpret the original lift accessed by the George Street entrance. 
• Improving Access to Heritage Buildings E.J Martin, Australian Council of National Trusts, 1999 

• Access for all to Heritage Places Technical Leaflet Heritage Council of Victoria 

• NSW Heritage Council Fire, Access and Services Advisory Panel (FASAP) provides advice to 
government and private bodies to achieve acceptable solutions for building compliance. The 
FASAP Resource List and further details about their services is available through the NSW 
Heritage Branch web site. 

 

2.15 Ordinance Compliance 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The National Construction Code (incorporating the Building Construction Code of Australia) is the 

legislative framework providing design and construction technical standards for structural, fire, health, 

amenity, sustainability and plumbing works. 

The legislation is performance based providing a framework of ‘…Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions, which 

cover established and acceptable practices, or flexibility to develop Alternative Solutions…’ 9 

Adaptations for practical reasons such as the following need to be addressed: 

• For structural reasons 

• For replacement of existing services 

• For installation of new services and equipment 

• To meet fire safety and other statutory requirements 

• To deal with asbestos and other hazardous materials 

• To provide access by people with disabilities 

Consultation with the NSW Heritage Office FASAP advisory panel may assist in achieving an appropriate 

compliance solution.  

Policies 

POLICY 64.  

Compliance works should seek to respond to the intent of legislation. 

‘Alternative solutions’ are preferable when full compliance with ‘deemed to 

satisfy’ solutions will adversely impact on the significance of the Mining 

Museum.  

It is particularly important when dealing with fire safety measures that alternative 

design and construction strategies be investigated to minimise impact. 

  

http://www.environment.gov.au/heritage/ahc/publications/commission/books/pubs/improving-access-heritage-buildings.pdf
http://www.heritage.vic.gov.au/admin/file/content2/c7/HVC015_Disability_Access_dc05.pdf
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/Fasap_Resources.pdf
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/13_subnav_02.htm


48 The Mining Museum CMP 10/05/2013    

 

POLICY 65.  

Uses which require an unacceptable degree of intervention resulting from 

ordinance compliance should be avoided. 

POLICY 66.  

Adaptation of fabric to prevent structural failure of existing fabric is appropriate, 

provided alteration of fabric identified to be conserved is minimised. 

POLICY 67.  

Alteration of significant fabric in order to comply with the spirit of fire safety and 

other statutory requirements is appropriate, but only after investigation of 

alternative fire safety and other alternatives in order to determine design and 

construction strategies.  

POLICY 68.  

Adaptation or removal of significant fabric shown to contain or requiring removal 

of asbestos or other hazardous materials is appropriate. Where it is exposed to 

view, fabric should be replaced to match existing appearance. 

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• NSW Heritage Council Fire, Access and Services Advisory Panel (FASAP) provides advice to 
government and private bodies to achieve acceptable solutions for building compliance. The 
FASAP Resource List http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/Fasap_Resources.pdf and 
further details about their services is available through the NSW Heritage Branch 
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/ 

• Consultants should be encouraged to consider alternatives which present less physical and 
visual impacts but achieve the performance requirements of the Code through Deemed-to-Satisfy 
Provisions or Alternative Solutions. 

• Solutions which implement fire or smoke detection and active fire suppression are preferred over 
those which respond literally to ordinance requirements. 

The installation of new services and equipment is appropriate, provided that: 

• it is necessary for the ongoing use of the building, consistent with Section 2.3 - Use 

• equipment is installed in areas and spaces of lower significance in preference to those of higher 
significance  

• services are not visually intrusive in the main open plan areas of the building 

• services do not necessitate lowered ceilings which partially obscure original windows and totally 
obscure original steel beams. 

• that the installation is designed and constructed in a way that causes minimum damage to fabric 
identified to be conserved and is removable without further damage to significant fabric 

• the work is planned and carried out with regard to the underground, inter-floor and roof space 
archaeology of the place. 

 

  

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/Fasap_Resources.pdf
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/
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2.16 Implementation of the Conservation Policies 
Because of the significance of the place it is important that any proposed changes are achieved to a high 

standard of conservation practice.  Refer also to Section 2.1 Best Practice Heritage Management.  

2.16.1 Documenting Change 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

Conservation policies should include recommendations about the adoption and review of the conservation 

policies and compliance with same. 

Policies 

POLICY 69.  

Any master development plan or management plan that may exist for the place 

should be revised to be consistent with these policies. 

POLICY 70.  

Works and activities at the place should take into account and respond to the 

policies in this CMP. 

POLICY 71.  

The Conservation Management Plan should be reviewed after major works at 

the place and otherwise on a seven year cyclic basis. 

POLICY 72.  

Copies of the Conservation Management Plan should be made publicly 

available to by both the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority and Arts NSW. 

POLICY 73.  

Records associated with the place and its conservation should be placed in a 

permanent archive and made publicly available, subject to requirements of 

security and privacy, and where it is culturally appropriate in accordance with 

Article 32 of the Burra Charter.3 

POLICY 74.  

Systematic photographic surveys of the place should be carried out before, 

during and after any works and the results catalogued and archived. 

 

 

 

                                                      
3 Article 32 – Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter  
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Strategies/Guidelines 

• Future Proposals: Proposals for the place should be assessed in the light of what is 
recommended in this report. It may be necessary to carry out further research in order to assess 
and implement the proposed work to a high standard. 

• Research can include physical intervention, for example a search for former decorative surface 
finishes. 

• Configuration Survey: Before commencement of work to a component of the place, a full 
photographic and measured survey should be carried out. Recording should: 

• identify the extent and nature of the fabric; and 

• if possible, the age of each part of the fabric. 

• This information should be reproduced in a report with a copy held at the archive for the place, as 
recommended above. Some of this work may already be included in this report. 

• Documentation of Conservation Works: Proposed work to a component should be documented 
for implementation in a way that allows the scrutiny of others before the work is executed and 
also in posterity. A statement setting out the precise aims of the work should be made. The 
documentary or physical evidence upon which restoration and reconstruction decisions are made 
for each component should be cited. A copy of the documentation, including schedules and 
plans, should be held at the archive for the place. 

• Preservation of Fabric and Patina: During documentation of proposed work to a component of 
the place, and during the work, the maximum amount of significant fabric and patina should be 
retained consistent with the preservation of the element and in relation to the relative significance 
of the element. Replacements, no matter how accurate, should be considered of far less heritage 
value than the original fabric. 

• Information Revealed during Conservation Work: New information about the materials, 
configuration, use, age, evolution, etc. of a component of the place that comes to light during the 
work should be recorded in a report, a copy of which should be held at the archive of the place. 

 

2.16.2 Approvals / Participation 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

The Mining Museum is listed on the NSW State Heritage Register and as such, it is protected through a 

legislative framework.  A summary of these listings is provided within Section 1.3. 

Under Section 57(1) of the NSW Heritage Act 1977, NSW Heritage Council approval is required to make 

changes to a State listed property or move, damage, or destroy a relic or to excavate or disturb land when 

there is reasonable knowledge or likelihood of significant relics being disturbed. The Authority has 

delegations from the NSW Heritage Council to approve applications for works which will not materially 

affect an item. 

There are various types of approval for built and archaeological works under the NSW Heritage Act 1977. 

The Heritage Office provides an overview of the applications on their web site 

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au.  

The Authority also provides an outline of various statutory approvals and requirements in The Rocks Fitout 

Guide. 

Under Section 57(2) of the Act the Minister may make exemptions for works otherwise requiring approval 

under Section 57(1). Standard exemptions cover maintenance, repair, minor alterations, temporary events 

http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/12A70AAF-01B7-843B-4277847E1A35A1D4.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/12A70AAF-01B7-843B-4277847E1A35A1D4.pdf
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and installations. Further details on standard exemptions can be found at the following link: 

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/Standard_Exemptions.pdf 

Environmental Planning & Assessment Act 1979 

The NSW Department of Planning has transferred some planning responsibilities to the City of Sydney. 

The transfer includes determinations on development with a capital investment value of under $5 million at 

Sydney Harbour foreshore sites including such development in The Rocks. The Minister for Planning will 

remain the consent authority for: major development on sites identified on the State Heritage Register 

development which breaches height limits outlined in the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority Scheme 

for The Rocks proposals deemed ‘development’ under State Environmental Planning Policy (State & 

Regional Development) 2011.  The relevant consent authority should be consulted for further details. 

Landowners Consent 

The consent of the landowner will be required prior to the lodgement of any statutory applications. It is 

important to commence discussions with the Authority and its representatives as early as possible to 

ensure the suitability of the proposal through its design development. 

The Authority’s Landowners Consent Supplementary Guide provides and outline of the approvals process. 

This document helps the applicant to identify the various consent authorities and directs them to web sites 

providing both application forms and supplementary guides which identify submission requirements 

Policies 

POLICY 75.  

No works should be undertaken without the relevant statutory approvals. 

POLICY 76.  

Prior to the granting of landowners consent the Authority should be satisfied that 

the proposal is consistent with the applicable Policies, Guides and Technical 

Manuals and will not result in an adverse impact to the significance of the place. 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• The following publications will assist in the development of proposals: 

a. The Authority’s Landowners Consent Supplementary Guide 

b. The Authority’s Fit-out Guide 

c. Application Guides of other Consent Authority’s, such as the City of Sydney. 

• Pre lodgement consultation with the Authority’s heritage team should be undertaken to ensure 
that the direction of any proposal is consistent with the conservation objectives of this CMP, The 
Rocks Heritage Management Plan, and the statutory framework controlling development. 

• Prior to the granting of Landowner’s consent the Authority should be satisfied that there are no 
adverse impacts associated with the proposal. 

• A Heritage Impact Statement and documentation sufficient to describe the proposal will be 
required to enable the Authority to adequately assess the potential impacts of the proposed 
modifications. The NSW Heritage Branch Publication Statements of Heritage Impact can 
assist in the preparation of these reports. 

http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/Standard_Exemptions.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-Resource_centre-Policies_manuals_and_guides.htm
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-Resource_centre-Policies_manuals_and_guides.htm
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/hm_statementsofhi.pdf
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2.16.3 Skills & Experience 

Background, Opportunities & Challenges 

Articles 4 & 30 of The Burra Charter encourage the use of appropriately skilled and multi-disciplinary 

teams in the ongoing management and conservation of items of heritage significance. 

Policies 

POLICY 77.  

All those advising on or implementing works on site shall be suitably qualified in 

conservation and/or adaptive re-use works of a similar nature. 

POLICY 78.  

Technical input should be sought from those who can demonstrate appropriate 

previous experience in, and knowledge of, works of that nature. 

POLICY 79.  

Any contractor or tradesperson working on site must be informed of the 

building’s significance and the care with which building fabric should be treated. 

 

Strategies/Guidelines 

• Relevant skills required for each project are to be identified early and a project team developed to 
reflect the specifics of the project. 

• Multi-disciplinary teams should be established to ensure that all areas of conservation are equally 
considered and represented. 

• An ‘induction’ should be provided by those supervising the works. 
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PART 3 
HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE 
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3.1 Method Used to Assess & Present Heritage Significance 
The following evaluation of significance is developed with reference to the NSW Heritage Branch 

publication Assessing Heritage Significance (2001).  The assessment of significance follows investigation 

forming Parts 4 and 6 of this CMP as well as the establishment of the themes associated with the Mining 

Museum. 

A summary Statement of Significance is provided within the executive Summary 1.1, and a further detailed 

statement in Section 3.9. The relative significance of individual building elements is identified within Part 7. 

3.2 Criterion (A): Historical Significance 
An item is important in the course, pattern of NSW’s or the local area’s cultural or natural history. 

The building is significant as part of the late 19th and early 20th century establishment of Sydney’s electrical 

infrastructure, being first developed as a power station (Electric Light Station) in order to supply electricity 

to government buildings throughout the city.  

The Electric Light Station, although never completed or used as such, is significant as being one of a small 

number of power stations dating from the late 19th and early 20th century surviving in Sydney. 

The building is significant for being the home of the Mining Museum for 86 years (1909-1995), one the 

three major museums with mineral collections in NSW (along with the Australian Museum founded 1827 

and the Technological, Industrial and Sanitary Museum c1880).   

It is physical evidence of the early 20th century government's concern to educate the population in geology 

and support the development of the mining industry in NSW. This in turn is evidence of the importance of 

geology and mining in the history of the development of NSW. 

Along with the majority of The Rocks, Millers Point and Darling Harbour areas, the subject site was 

resumed by the government in 1900 as a direct response to the bubonic plague outbreak of that same 

year.  The building, completed in 1909, is significant as being the first major public building in The Rocks 

Resumption area. 

The building meets this criteria at a STATE level 

The historical significance of the Mining Museum is demonstrated by: 

• The building’s primary significance as an important scientific museum is demonstrated by the 

building’s form, scale and design and features such as the Mining Museum lettering on the 

George Street façade.  

• The prominent brick chimney demonstrates government policy decisions relating to electricity 

generation for the city. 

 

3.3 Criterion (B): Associational Significance 
An item has strong or special association with the life or works of a person or group of persons, of 

importance in NSW’s or the local area’s cultural or natural history. 
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The site is historically associated with several individuals of prominence in business and commercial 

circles of 19th century Sydney, most notably Robert Campbell, the first merchant to build a private 

warehouse and wharf in Sydney, located on the western shore of Circular Quay.  The Mining Museum is 

located on land that formed part of the private walled garden of Campbell’s residence, Wharf House. 

The building is associated with a number of noted architects including Government Architect Walter Liberty 

Vernon.  Vernon designed the original power station (Electric Light Station)  in 1902/03 and the 

subsequent conversion to the Mining Museum in 1908.   

George John Oakeshott, who co-signed the architectural drawings joined Vernon’s staff in 1891 and 

became chief draftsman in 1897 and later became the first Director of the Commonwealth Department of 

Home Affairs, NSW Works Branch.  Oakeshott is best known for his post offices for both the colonial 

government and, after 1909, the Commonwealth.  

Thomas Raw (1860-1939) the electrical engineer who designed the original system for the Electric Light 

Station. His other works include the feasibility study of harnessing the waters of the Grose, Colo and 

Warragamba rivers (Grose Valley Scheme), advised Newcastle on its lighting scheme (1904) and the 

designs for the installation of electricity to government buildings such as the Mitchell Library (1911). 

The Mining Museum period also has associations with a number of curators and scientists, who worked at 

the place, although they are not particularly well known today other than perhaps within the geological and 

scientific community.  The principal curators were George William Card, Malcolm Morrison, Horace Francis 

Whitworth and D R Pinkstone.  

The place also has strong associations with the various NSW state governments (both Liberal and Labor) 

whose decisions relating to the future development of the northern end of the City of Sydney and the 

provision of electricity for the rapidly growing city determined the subsequent use of the subject building. 

The place has some association with Julian Rossi Ashton (1851-1942), his art school and students who 

attended the school between 1935 and 1973, some of whom became well known artists. 

The building meets this criteria at a STATE level 

The associational significance of the Mining Museum is demonstrated by: 

• The style and character of the building demonstrates the associations with the designers 

Vernon and Oakeshott.   

• The associations with Robert Campbell are demonstrated by the proximity of Campbell Stores 

and the Harbour. 

• The chimney demonstrates the association with Thomas Raw and his electrical system. 

 

3.4 Criterion (C): Aesthetic / Technical Significance 
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 Mining Museum is a large and impressive example of the Free Style architecture of Government 
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Architect, Walter Liberty Vernon, whose architectural style which became influential being later adopted by 

private sector architects. Aesthetic features of note include the impressive arched George Street entrance, 

the rusticated stone lower storeys, the Free Classical pediment and dentil course on the George Street 

elevation and the characteristic ‘Vernon’ finials to the Hickson Road front. 

This is demonstrated in both street facades which remain essentially intact to their initial construction date 

of 1908. 

As a substantial public building it has a prominent place in the group of Free Style buildings constructed as 

a result of the urban renewal that took place in The Rocks following the outbreak of the bubonic plague in 

1901.  

The impressive brick chimney which was part of the initial power station for the site is a rare surviving 

reminder of the early industrial character of Sydney.  It remains a notable landmark in the area and is 

visible from many vantage points around The Rocks, Circular Quay and the Sydney Harbour Bridge.  

The subject building also has streetscape significance for the aesthetic interest afforded by its George 

Street and Hickson Road facades and forms a termination to the group of large and impressive 

commercial buildings which dominate the northern end of George Street and Hickson Road.  

The building meets this criteria at a STATE level 

The aesthetic significance of the Mining Museum is demonstrated by: 

• George Street facade 

• Hickson Road façade 

• Landmark aspects of the place, in particular the chimney 

The technical significance / creative achievement of the Mining Museum is demonstrated by: 

• The surviving brick chimney, constructed for the initial power station (Electric Light Station), 

though never used. 

• The large open plan internal spaces of the Mining Museum building supported by exposed steel 

columns and beams 

 

3.5 Criterion (D): Social Significance 
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 building is socially significant for its long use as the Mining Museum. The building would be 

remembered by many people who visited the Mining Museum and the Earth Exchange, either as school 

children or adults, as well as by geologists and people involved in the NSW mining industry.   

Its social significance is indicated by its inclusion on a number of lists of building of heritage significance 

formulated by community groups such as the National Trust of Australia (NSW) and representative bodies 

such as the City of Sydney Council. As part of The Rocks area, the place is likely to be held in high esteem 
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by individuals and groups with a particular interest in Sydney’s history and heritage, in public architecture 

and late eighteenth century power stations. 

It would also have some significance for past students of the Julian Ashton School of Art which operated in 

the building for 38 years until 1973. 

The building meets this criteria at a STATE level  

 

3.6 Criterion (E): Research Significance 
An item has potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of NSW’s or the local 

area’s cultural or natural history. 

The building (albeit only the lower storeys and chimney) is significant in its ability to provide material 

evidence of the short-lived group of early DC power stations and the oldest extant power supply structures 

in Sydney.  

The early use of riveted and rolled steel structure to create a large open plan space has research potential 

for students of building structures (e.g. the difference between composite column types on Level 2). 

Given that extensive excavation was undertaken to construct the existing building and given the 

undeveloped nature of the land from the 1790s through to 1900, the site (both the building site and the 

northern yard) has very low potential for archaeological resources.  However, as the existing building has 

been in place since 1909 with no known disturbance to the lower floor, any relics found under the ground 

floor slab may be of high significance.  

As the building has undergone a number of internal alterations and refits, there is only low potential for 

archaeological resources being found within the roof space, under-floor and inter floor areas.  However, as 

the building has a history of significant public use, any relics found within the structure of the building may 

be of high significance.  

The building meets this criteria at a STATE level  

 
The research significance of the Mining Museum is demonstrated by: 

• The steel structure.   

• The unfinished stone wall on Hickson Road.  

 

3.7 Criterion (F): Rarity 
An item possesses uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of NSW’s or the local area’s cultural or natural 

history. 

The building is historically rare, in particular the chimney and the lower levels on Hickson Road are the 

only surviving elements of the original Electric Light Station (1903-04). The only other comparable example 

is the Randwick Electric Light Station. 
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The building is historically rare as being one of only three museums that collected and exhibited minerals 

in Sydney. 

The brick, octagonal chimney is also a rare element for (perhaps) never being used and for being one of 

the few industrial features remaining within the city of Sydney, demonstrating the industrial nature of the 

western side of Circular Quay.  

The building meets this criteria at a STATE level  

The rarity of the Mining Museum is demonstrated by: 

• The lower levels of the building, the brick octagonal chimney and the incomplete sandstone 

walling located to the northern end of the Hickson Road elevation.  

 

3.8 Criterion (G): Representativeness 
An item is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of NSW’s or the local area’s 

cultural or natural places, or cultural or natural environments. 

The building and its former use as the Mining Museum is representative of a Victorian approach to public 

education. 

The Mining Museum is representative of the history of the oft-changing state government policies and 

priorities in terms of infrastructure (electricity), economic development (mining and mineral resources) and 

cultural development (education and Indigenous culture) and the government’s approach to The Rocks 

area, Sydney’s oldest commercial precinct.  

It is representative of the group of government buildings erected in The Rocks following the 1901 plague 

outbreak. 

It is a noted example of the many projects carried out for the 1988 Bicentennial celebration. 

The building meets this criteria at a STATE level  

The representativeness of the Mining Museum is demonstrated by: 

• The form and design of the building demonstrates the approach to public education in the early 

1900s. 

 

3.9 Statement of Significance 
−  

The former Mining Museum is of historical and social significance because it functioned as the State’s 

mining and geological museum for 86 years (1909-1995).  It demonstrates the early 20th century State 

government's concern to educate the population in geology and support the development of the mining 

industry which was seen as important to the development of NSW. 

The chimney and the lower levels on Hickson Road are also historically and technically significant as part 

of the earliest establishment of Sydney’s electrical infrastructure, and a rare surviving example of an early 
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Electric Light Station.  

The building is a large and impressive example of the Free Style architecture of Government Architect, 

Walter Liberty Vernon, and was the first major public building in The Rocks Resumption area.  It 

contributes to the streetscapes of George Street and Hickson Road. 

The impressive brick chimney which was part of the initial power station for the site is a rare surviving 

reminder of the early industrial character of Sydney and remains a notable landmark in the area.  

The place has technical and research significance as evidence of the short-lived group of early DC power 

stations for its early use of riveted and rolled steel structure to create a large open plan space. 
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PART 4 
ANALYSIS OF EVIDENCE 
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4.1 Historical Context 
The history of the subject site and building should be read with reference to the broader contextual history 

of The Rocks precinct. An overview of the history of The Rocks can be found within The Rocks Heritage 

Management Plan and publication such as Anchored in a Small Cove – A history and archaeology of The 

Rocks, Sydney, Sydney Cove Authority, 1997. 

4.2 Outline Chronology 
Phase/Timing Historical Event 

Penal Sydney 

1788 British settle at Sydney Cove and establish a penal colony.  

1796 Site is part of the town lease of around 1¾ acres granted to Captain Henry 

Waterhouse RN by Governor Hunter. 

1798 Arrival of the merchant Robert Campbell in the colony. 

1800 Robert Campbell purchases the Waterhouse town lease. 

Commercial Sydney 

1814 Governor Macquarie issues Campbell the formal grant of the land.  The site is 

part of a walled garden associated with Campbell’s residence Wharf House. 

1846 Death of Robert Campbell.  His son John Campbell inherits Wharf House and 

continues to maintain the garden. 

1876 Campbell’s wharf, inclusive of the garden along George Street, is sold to the 

Australian Steam Navigation Company.  From this time the Campbells’ garden 

was presumably removed or abandoned and the land was left vacant for 

decades. 

1881 The entire George Street frontage of the ASN Company’s land sold to 

warehousemen John William Cliff and William Clark. 

1887 Australian Steam Navigation Company sell the wharf frontage and warehouses 

to the NSW colonial government. 

1889 Most of the George Street frontage acquired by warehouseman Robert Reid of 

Reid & Co. 

1890s A time of financial depression. 

Government Enclave 

1900 Horse Ferry Road originally formed (now Hickson Road) 

Outbreak of the bubonic plague. 

Reid & Co’s land along George Street resumed under Schedule 1 of the Darling 

Harbour Wharves Resumption Act 

1901 Sydney Harbour Trust formed 

1902 Plans prepared by the Government Architect’s Branch for an Electric Light 
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Station and Workshop (the basement of the present building) generating 110 

volts DC to supply government buildings.  This original proposal was for a six 

storey building fronting Hickson Road with a brick chimney stack on the south 

1903 Plans revised by the Government Architect’s Branch to provide for a two storey 

structure fronting Hickson Road with brick chimney stack on the south 

1904 City Council’s Pyrmont electric light station generating 230 volts AC is opened. 

Government decides to source AC electricity for its buildings  

Lower floor of the existing building and chimney completed at a cost of £7,880.  

Further work was stopped and the building was left as a roof-less shell and 

without its generating equipment.  

1908 Plans revised by the Government Architect’s Branch to convert the defunct 

Electric Light Station into a mining museum and chemical laboratory.  Upper 

levels of the building constructed for this use.  

1909 1st November.  Existing building opened as the museum of mining and 

agriculture, and with a chemical laboratory.  

The curator is George William Card. 

1910 The Agricultural Museum opens on Level 5. 

1920 General repairs and repainting internally and externally 

1928 Malcolm Morrison is appointed curator 

1930 Agricultural Museum removed from Level 5  

1935 Level 5 is leased and occupied by the Julian Ashton Art School.  

Ore treatment plant is opened in the northern yard  

1936 Horace Francis Whitworth appointed curator 

1938 Some renovation and alterations inside and out 

1946 Ore treatment plant in the northern yard is closed down. 

Development Pressures 

1960 The Metters sign at the cap of the chimney stack was installed. 

1960s Display cabinets and models installed in 1909 replaced in stages throughout the 

decade. 

1962 Introduction of geology into the High School syllabus 

1964 Introduction of weekend opening 

1965 Increased lavatory accommodation 

1967  Enclosed fire stair constructed on the north elevation.  

Dr. Pinkstone is appointed curator. 

Organisational restructure 

1968 Foyers to the exhibition floors remodelled. 
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1970 Exhibition of moon rock draws record numbers of the public to the museum. 

Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority is formed 

1971 Museum shop is opened. 

1973 Julian Ashton Art School vacates Level 5 and it becomes office space for the 

museum.  

1974 Land vested in the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority. 

1979 Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority documents and oversees the 

refurbishment of the exterior of the building.  

1982 Wran Labor government decreed that the Mining Museum would need to be 

financially self-sufficient by June 1984 or face possible closure. 

Museum shop relocated and upgraded. 

Metters sign removed and brickwork repointed. 

1983 Friends of the Geological and Mining Museum Society is formed. 

1984 Wran Labor government gives conditional agreement to continue to fund the 

Mining Museum subject to development of a ‘dynamic’ museum. 

Establishment of a board of management. 

1985 Feasibility study on a new revamped museum completed. 

Wran Labor government allocates $1.272 million towards the redevelopment. 

Desmond Freeman Associates engaged to develop an exhibition theme for the 

new-look museum. 

1986 Plans prepared by the Government Architect’s Office for the new-look museum. 

May. Development application approved for the new look museum. 

August. Museum is closed and the staff and exhibits relocated. 

1987 April.  Premier Barry Unsworth launched the refurbishment scheme as a 

Bicentennial project.  Crisis in the State’s finances delays the refurbishment. 

1989 October. New board of trustees are appointed. 

November. Leasehold of the building transferred to the Geological and Mining 

Museum Trust and the name changed from Mining Museum to The Earth 

Exchange.    

1991 March. The Earth Exchange opened.  Public entrance is now on Hickson Road. 

1993 July.  Energy Information Centre is opened. 

1995 October. The Earth Exchange closed permanently.  

Collection dispersed where warranted, otherwise it is sold.  

Carr Labor government announces the building would be used for an Aboriginal 

cultural centre for NSW.  Project becomes known as Tullagulla. 

Feasibility study undertaken by architect Col James.  
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission commit $2.2 million to the 

project. 

Lease transferred to the Ministry for the Arts (Arts NSW). 

1996 October. Most of the major installations were removed . 

Heritage conservation report commissioned by the Sydney Cove Authority. 

1998 March. Development application approved for the new cultural centre. 

Fitout is completed. 

1999 Ongoing negotiations between the Ministry for the Arts and the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Commission.  

2000 January. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission withdraws support.  

The Tullagulla project is abandoned. 

Building named the Arts Exchange. 

2001 Building reopened as the Arts Exchange and leased to cultural organizations. 

 

4.3 Relationship to Historic Themes 
The significant values of heritage item and its setting can be related to a number of key historical themes, 

as identified below. The Australian and State historical themes have been taken from Assessing Historical 

Importance: A Guide to State Heritage Register Criterion A (NSW Heritage Office 2006). 

Australian Theme NSW State Theme  Associated Elements / Issues  

Building settlements, 

towns and cities 

Land Tenure • Development of the site as part of Campbell’s 

Wharf between 1800 and 1900 

Developing local, regional 

and national economies 

Mining • Use of the building as the Mining Museum of 

New South Wales between 1909 and 1995. 

Housed mining professionals and specimen 

collections 

Building settlements, 

towns and cities 

Utilities • Design of the building in 1903 and part 

completion in 1904 for an electricity generating 

plant 

Governing Government and 

Administration 

• Building is located within The Rocks 

Resumption of 1900 and has been continuously 

owned since by the NSW state government 

Developing Australia’s 

cultural life 

Leisure • Housed a public mining museum between 

1909 and 1995 

• Housed a public agricultural museum 

between 1910 and 1930 

• Housed the Julian Ashton School of Art 

between 1935 and 1973 
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Australian Theme NSW State Theme  Associated Elements / Issues  

Developing local, regional 

and national economies 

Events • The refurbishment in 1987 for a Bicentennial 

project (which later became the Earth Exchange) 

• The demand for the museum by the public 

during the Depression associated with gold 

fossicking 

 

4.4 Curtilage & Setting 
The subject site and building are located within the historic Rocks precinct on the western side of Sydney’s 

Circular Quay.  The curtilage and setting of The Rocks precinct is detailed within The Rocks Heritage 

Management Plan Section 2.4. 

The site itself is located at the northern-most end of George Street where the Bradfield Highway crosses 

over both George Street and Hickson Road; essentially, where the Rocks precinct ends and Dawes Point 

starts. It is located within the commercial waterfront setting of George Street and Hickson Road and forms 

part of a dramatic urban setting made up of a mix of warehouses, concrete retaining walls lining Hickson 

Road and the southern approach of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. 

 

  

Figure 16 
View of the Mining Museum building as seen 
from the Sydney Harbour Bridge 

Figure 17 
View of the eastern elevation of buildings 
lining Hickson Road leading to the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge. Mining Museum is the last 
building in the row.  

 

 

In defining the curtilage for the site, although once part of a larger allotment, the current site boundaries 

have been formed over the course of its history as a result of the steady development of the Rocks 

precinct. Rather than the history of the site itself defining the boundaries, it is the surrounding buildings 

and roadways that have determined the configuration of the existing site, through gradual encroachment 

and subdivision of the earlier Campbell land grant.  

In this case, the western boundary has been in place since the 1790s, defined as it is by George Street. 

The eastern boundary has been in place since c1900 with the formation of Hickson Road (formerly Ferry 

http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-Resource_centre.htm
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-Resource_centre.htm


68 The Mining Museum CMP 10/05/2013    

 

Road), while the southern boundary was defined in 1912 with the construction of the Metcalfe Stores. 

Although a separate allotment, the site immediately to the north of the building, the northern yard, is both 

physically and historically linked to the subject site.  The current configuration of the northern yard was 

formed in the 1920s as a result of the preparation for the construction of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.   

As such, both of these allotments form the physical and legal curtilage of the place.  

 

Figure 18: Location plan of the site (circled) in the context of northern George Street and Hickson Road. 
Source: NSW Department of Lands SIX Viewer, <http:// imagery. maps. nsw.gov. au>) 
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Figure 19: Cadastral plan showing the two allotments of the Mining Museum site (outlined). The site that 
holds the principal building is shaded. The real property definition of the place is Lots 1 and 2 of Deposited 
Plan 247644. Source: NSW Department of Lands SIX Viewer, <http://imagery.maps.nsw.gov.au>) 

 

Views 

Due to the places’ location adjacent to the west waterfront of Circular Quay and the height of the chimney, 

the building is visually prominent from a number of locations throughout Circular Quay within the Rocks 

area and the broader city of Sydney.  

Views of the main body of the building itself are somewhat limited due to the density of the surrounding 

development and its proximity of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, which tends to dominate the skyline.  

Short range views of the George Street façade however are available from the north and south along 

George Street and Cumberland Street and Lower Fort Street, however due to established trees located 

along the eastern side of George Street, much of the western elevation is obscured from view from the 

south.   

Short range views of the Hickson Road façade are available from the north and south along Hickson Road 

and from the waterfront precinct to the east adjacent to Cadman’s Cottage and the Park Hyatt. 

Short range views of the northern elevation and oblique views of the western elevation are available from 

Lower Fort Street and Dawes Point (Ta-ra) Park to the north, although somewhat obscured by the pylons 

of the Sydney Harbour Bridge southern approach.  



70 The Mining Museum CMP 10/05/2013    

 

However, views of the chimney stack are obtainable from throughout Circular Quay, the northern portion of 

the city of Sydney, the Sydney Harbour Bridge and Bradfield Highway.. Long range views are also 

available from as far east as Cremorne Point and Mrs Macquarie’s Chair and as far west as Blue’s Point 

Reserve on Sydney Harbour.  The views from the west are only of the top of the chimney, and it is 

somewhat camouflaged by the other high-rise buildings of the city. 

The Mining Museum building also has views, in particular from level 6 to the east overlooking Circular 

Quay towards the Opera House and Garden Island.  

Views to and from the place are indicated below: 

View Number Description 

V1 Short range views north and south from Hickson Road 

V2 Short range views north and south from George Street 

V3 Short range views southwest from Dawes Point Reserve 

V4 Short range views east from Lower Fort Street 

V5 Short range views east from Cumberland Street 

V6 Short range views east from the Bradfield Highway 

V7 Medium range views north from Harrington Street 

V8 Medium to long range views northeast from the Bradfield Highway 

V9 Medium to long range views northwest from the Cahill Expressway 

V10 Long range views northwest from Bridge Street, Sydney 

V11 Medium range views west from the Sydney Opera House 

V12 Long range views west from Mrs Macquarie’s Chair 

V13 Medium range views south from the Sydney Harbour Bridge 

V14 Long range views south from Kirribilli and Milsons Point  

V15 Long range views southwest from Kirribilli Point  

V16 Long range views south from Lavender Bay to the top of the chimney 

V17 Long range views east from Blues Point to the top of the chimney 

V18 Short and long range views from level 6 to the east across Circular Quay 

to Garden Island 

V19 Short range views east from the subject site to Campbell’s Stores 
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Figure 20: Plan showing the range of views to and from the subject site.  
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Figure 21 
View from the east, at Mrs Macquarie’s 
Chair. The chimney can be seen in the gap 
between the Sydney Opera House and the 
Royal Botanic Gardens. 

 

Figure 22 
View from the north at Kirribilli. 
 

 
Figure 23 
View from Lavender Bay. Subject building is 
circled. 
 

 
Figure 24 
View from the north-west. The top of the 
chimney can be seen above the Cahill 
Expressway. Subject building is circled. 

 
Figure 25 
From Mrs Macquarie’s Chair to the east, the 
chimney can be seen beyond the view of 
The Sydney Opera House. 
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4.5 Townscape and Streetscape 
The building forms part of a streetscape formed in the early 1900s with the construction of the Mining 

Museum (originally the Electric Light Station) and then shortly thereafter the Metcalfe Stores (1912).  

Although the building located at 88 George Street (Bushell’s warehouse) was the first building to be 

constructed within this block, it was not until 1903 with the initial construction of the Electric Light Station 

that the streetscape began to be defined.    

The Hickson Road façade of the Mining Museum is of a similar scale and materials to the Metcalfe Stores 

but has a less utilitarian ‘warehouse’ character and higher architectural quality due to the use of a 

rusticated sandstone base, division of the façade into tall arched bays and Classical details.  

The George Street elevation is higher than adjoining buildings and this provides an effective termination to 

the streetscape on this side. This effect was accentuated in its original context with only a few much 

smaller dwellings to the north and by elements such as the corner flagpoles. Today this is somewhat 

overshadowed by the bridge approach spans and obscured by the street trees growing too close to the 

building façade. 

As all buildings located within this area have double frontages to George Street and Hickson Road, both 

the eastern and western streetscapes are very similar.  

Located as it is at the far northern end of George Street, within close proximity to the (former) commercial 

waterfront of west Circular Quay that was essentially rebuilt in the early 1900s as part of the Rocks 

Resumption Plan, the building forms part of a strong early 20th century commercial townscape consisting 

of warehousing (all now converted to other uses) and wharfage.  

Since the brick chimney stack is so much taller than the body of the building and positioned in the middle 

of the southern elevation, it seems dissociated from either street façade and, although visible at close 

quarters, it is seen better from afar or at the level of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. 

 

 

Figure 26 
View of chimney when approaching from 
south on George Street 

 

Figure 27 
View of subject site from George Street (from 
north-west) 
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Figure 28 
View of Mining Museum from Hickson Road 
facing north 

 

Figure 29 
North east view of Mining Museum from 
Hickson Road 
 

 

Figure 30 
View of Mining Museum within the Circular Quay townscape 

 

4.6 Archaeological Potential 
It is evident that there has been little subsurface disturbance of the site since the original building (Electric 

Light Station) began construction in 1903.  As the land was extensively excavated to the east, the potential 

for archaeological relics being present under the ground of the existing building is very low.  Likewise, as 

the building has undergone a number of renovations and refits, including having the roof replaced, the 

potential for archaeological relics being present within the inter-floor, under-floor and roof spaces is very 

low. 

The northern allotment appears to have undergone a number of changes, based on the physical condition 

of the site and given the extent of excavation for both the Mining Museum and the Sydney Harbour Bridge, 

the potential for archaeological relics being present under the ground of the northern yard is very low.  The 
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garage/workshop building located on the northern allotment, although constructed in the mid-20th century 

appears to have been used continuously since that time and has undergone a number of physical 

changes. There is some potential for archaeological relics remaining under the floor and within the roof 

space of this building.  

 

4.7 Physical Analysis 

4.7.1 Building Exterior 

Mining Museum 

The Mining Museum building is an early 20th century six level masonry building with masonry chimney, 

rusticated stone base, gabled parapets and corrugated steel roof with a six level masonry firestair to the 

northern elevation, constructed in the mid 20th century.  

The two street elevations of the Mining Museum have similar symmetrical treatments, although the 

Hickson Road façade presents as being five storeys (really six levels) while the George Street front has 

only three above street level. 

 

Figure 31: Diagram 
showing cross section 
of subject site. Source: 
Sydney Harbour 
Foreshore Authority 
archives 

 

Vernon handled the dramatic difference in level between the two streets by introducing deep and narrow 

light wells or ‘areas’ protected by iron railings on the George Street side to provide light and ventilation to 

windows of Levels 2 and 3. 
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Figure 32 View of George Street light wells 
looking south east  

 

Figure 33 View of George Street light wells 
 

 

The Mining Museum was designed in the eclectic late 19th century architectural style known as ‘Free 

Style’. A plain and robust building constructed of rusticated stone and liver-coloured brick with some 

roughcast render on the eastern attic storey, it includes some Classical and Queen Anne motifs. These are 

concentrated on the George Street façade, as is appropriate for the museum’s original public address. The 

original street entrance is set in a large stone arch, somewhat reminiscent of Alfred Waterhouse’s Natural 

History Museum, London, although much simplified and smaller in scale. 

The northern elevation is more architecturally restrained and has been subject to greater intervention due 

to the replacement of the loading dock doors on each level with aluminium glazing and the erection of the 

crude 1960s fire escape stair on the north western corner. 

 

Figure 34 
North elevation of subject building showing 
1960s fire stair from George Street 

 

Figure 35 
View of fire stairs from Hickson Road 
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One should not forget the ‘fifth elevation’ or roof-scape, which is highly visible from the pedestrian walkway 

of the Harbour Bridge. The saw-tooth roofs are surrounded by intersecting gabled roofs on all four sides 

and this, combined with great views of the chimney, provides interest as seen from above, although the 

effect is spoiled somewhat by the use of a reflective white coating on the corrugated roofing. 

 

Figure 36 
View of chimney and roof looking north east 

 

Figure 37 
View of roof and chimney looking south east 

 

4.7.2 Building Interior 

The Mining Museum was designed with large open floor plans in the body of the building. So the original 

functions could be accommodated without the constraint of loadbearing walls. Smaller rooms, WCs, stairs 

and the lift shaft were confined to the south-east and south-western corners of the building which wrap 

around the light well created around the brick chimney. 

According to the measured drawings prepared in 1980-81, floors on levels 3, 4 and 5 are of timber 

supported on steel beams and a grid of steel columns. The bottom floor is concrete slab on ground and the 

topmost floor is a reinforced concrete slab on a steel frame. Concrete slabs were also used in the areas 

containing staircases and WCs in the south-east and south-western corners. 

Early photographs indicate that steel beams were partially exposed and ceilings appear to have been plain 

plastered with different parts of the steelwork picked out in different colours. 

Interiors were utilitarian and fairly plain. There were no architraves; windows and doors were simply 

inserted into plain brick or stone apertures. It is not known what sort of skirting was used originally. 

The only original doors that remain are the front door leaves which are redundant and are fixed either side 

of the George Street sliding glass doors. 

Very little evidence of the Mining Museum fit-out remains. One of the three marble plaques originally 

situated in the entrance lobby survives in situ albeit partially obscured by the dropped ceiling. 
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Figure 38 
Marble Plaque 
 

 

Figure 39 
View of marble plaque located inside 
George Street entrance 

 

4.7.3 Outbuildings 

The site also contains three separate outbuildings, constructed in the mid to late 20th century. The main 

outbuilding (Outbuilding 1) is a single storey masonry garage/store building with corrugated steel skillion 

roofing, timber joinery doors and windows and a metal roller door.  The building has a late 20th century 

lightweight lean-to extension on the south side 

Outbuilding 2 is an extension to Outbuilding 1, located to the west and is also single storey masonry with 

skillion corrugated steel roof with timber doors and window.   

Outbuilding 3 (located within the mining Museum allotment) is a small, single storey masonry store with flat 

concrete roof and timber door and window. 

 

 

Figure 40: East elevation and vehicular entry to 
Outbuilding 1 

 

Figure 41: South elevation of Outbuilding 1 
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Figure 42: Roof of Outbuilding 1 as seen from 
George Street 

 

Figure 43: Outbuilding 2 located to the west 

of Outbuilding 1 

 

Figure 44: Outbuilding 3  
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4.7.4 Fabric Survey 

The place and its setting were inspected on a number of occasions in 2012 and the current configuration 

of the buildings recorded. Refer to floor plans (Figures 46 to 51 below) and the exterior and interior 

schedules (Appendix 7.1). 

The terms used to denote the periods in the survey tables and the floor plans are defined below: 

Period Definition 

Original (1903-1909) The initial construction period encompassing both the 

power station and the Mining Museum. 

Mid 20th Century Works upgrading the Mining Musuem 

Later fabric (1988 onwards) Changes following closure of the Mining Museum and the 

reuse of the building for the Earth Exchange and the Arts 

Exchange 
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Figure 45 
Level 1 diagram showing construction dates of the main components of the building 



82 The Mining Museum CMP 10/05/2013    

 

 

Figure 46 
Level 2 diagram showing construction dates of the main components of the building 
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Figure 47 
Level 3 diagram showing construction dates of the main components of the building 
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Figure 48 
Level 4 diagram showing construction dates of the main components of the building 
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Figure 49 
Level 5 diagram showing construction dates of the main components of the building 
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Figure 50 
Level 6 diagram showing construction dates of the main components of the building 
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4.8 Contents / Moveable Heritage 
The specimen collection at the former Mining Museum was without peer. It was widely acknowledged to be 

one of the finest collections of its type in the world, and included examples from virtually every mineral 

deposit in New South Wales.  The reference collections included polished sections of ores, assay cards 

documenting thousands of samples from throughout New South Wales submitted for analysis between 

1905 and 1970, and early geophysical and geological equipment.  The majority of the collection (aside 

from the Chapman Collection) is now held in the Economic Mineral Collection managed by the NSW 

Department of Primary Industries, including the prized Maitland Bar gold nugget purchased by the Mining 

Museum in 1887.   

Aside from the building itself, little evidence remains of the history of previous uses of the building.  There 

is however a single marble display panel showing types of marble found throughout NSW located within 

the entry (George Street) foyer, although is somewhat obscured by a later addition ceiling.   

 
Figure 51 
The Maitland Bar gold nugget found near 
Mudgee in 1887 and displayed at the Mining 
Museum. It is now held in the Economic 
Mineral Collection of the Department of 
Primary Industries. Source: Landlearn NSW, 
2008; Flickr < http:// www.flickr.com 
/photos/landlearnnsw> 

 

4.9 Social & Intangible Values 
Today, little indication of the buildings’ past uses survive or is acknowledged. The building does not appear 

to be included on walking tours of the historic Rocks precinct, is not featured on the Authority’s website nor 

on the Ministry of Arts website.  Known now as ‘The Arts Exchange’, the place would have meaning as a 

place of business for the various organisations that currently lease the space for office use.  

However, as the use of the place as a mining and geological museum only ceased in the mid 1990s, many 

members of the public would have memories of visiting the building either in its guise as the Mining 

Museum or the Earth Exchange, as would past curators and scientists who worked in the museums as 

well as geologists and mineralogists (both professional and amateur). 

Given that the later history of the place has been marred by a series of unsuccessful or unrealised plans 

for its future development (Earth Exchange and Tullagulla), it is possible that past state premiers and 

public servants would also have some memories relating to the loss of opportunity that the failure of the 

later schemes represent.  
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4.10 Comparative Analysis 

4.10.1 Introduction 

The comparative analysis for the Mining Museum, 36-64 George Street, The Rocks seeks to determine the 

values of the place and its elements in relation to other places that share common themes and histories.  

This analysis also assists to establish the rarity of the item.  

4.10.2 Pre 1930s Power Stations 

The electricity power stations erected between 1890 and the 1920s in the Sydney region were either 

municipal supplies, private companies supplying limited networks, or government supplies for the 

tramways and their buildings.  The origin of the Arts Exchange was as power station to generate electricity 

for government buildings.   

 

Figure 52 
The former Redfern municipal electric light 
station was erected in 1891 at the corner of 
Renwick and Turner streets.  The 
equipment, originally DC, has gone, but the 
building and the chimney base remain and 
are the oldest extant electric power supply 
structures.  
Source: Sydney from Settlement to City: an 
Engineering History of Sydney, 1989 

 

Figure 53 
The Pyrmont Power Station completed in 
1904 for Sydney Municipal Council.  All 
original equipment removed by the early 
1930s.  Stopped generating power in the 
late 1950s.  A later, 1940s, power station, 
continued in operation until the early 1980s.  
Site cleared and redeveloped for the Star 
Casino.  
Source: Sydney from Settlement to City: an 
engineering history of Sydney, 1989 

 

 

Figure 54 
The Balmain power station erected in 1909 
for the Balmain Electric Light and Power 
Supply Corporation, with a second 
generating unit erected between 1940 and 
1950.  Stopped generating power in 1976.  
Aside from a pump house and administration 
block, the site was cleared in 1998 and part 
became a public park.  
Source: Pictorial History: Balmain to Glebe, 
2009 

 

Figure 55 
The White Bay Power Station erected 
1912/1913 for the tramways but became 
associated with supplying the suburban 
railways and councils. Additional generating 
units erected in the mid 1920s and late 
1940s. Decommissioned in the early 1980s.  
Still standing.  
Source: Pictorial History: Balmain to Glebe, 
2009 
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Figure 56 
Bunnerong Power Station, erected 1929 by 
the City Council on the northern shore of 
Botany Bay with a second generating unit 
erected in the late 1940s. Original station 
closed in 1969 and demolished in 1980.  
Last production of electricity in the early 
1980s and was demolished in the stages in 
the 1980s and site cleared to make way for 
Port Botany.  
Source: The Power Stations of the Sydney 
County Council, 2004 

 

4.10.3 Chimneys 

The 62m chimney stack at the Arts Exchange is all that 

was completed for the electric light station. This type of 

brick chimney with coved cap was also erected at 

Pyrmont and Ultimo.  Only the base of the Ultimo 

stacks remain.   

While there are a number of brick chimney venting 

Sydney’s sewers (at Bellevue Hill, Marrickville), and at 

former hospitals (Lidcombe, Gladesville and 

Paddington), the only other example comparable to the 

Arts Exchange is the 46m chimney at the former 

Randwick tramway works.  This 46m high stack was 

erected in 1917, is brick, round, and with an ornate cap.  

 

Figure 57 
Chimney at the former 
Randwick tramway works. 
Source: <http: //www. 
skyscraperlife. 
com/forum.php> 

 
Figure 58 
Boiler House with 
Chimney Stack, 
Lidcombe (the former 
Newington State 
Hospital and Asylum). 
Source: uminarampart, 
2005; Flickr <http:// 
www .flickr.com>  

Figure 59 
The former Royal 
Hospital for Women at 
188 Oxford Street, 
Paddington.  The brick 
chimney was built in 
1942.  
Source: Woollahra 
Local Studies Library 
(pf004507) 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/35672655@N00/
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4.10.4 Sydney’s Museums 

The Mining Museum was one of a number of public museums that contributed to the makeup of Sydney 

over the first half of the twentieth century.  As a science museum it is comparable to the following: 

 
Figure 60 
The Technological Museum in Harris 
Street, Ultimo, which was opened in 1893 
and the neighbouring Technical College in 
Mary Ann Street which was built at the 
same time.  The architect for both 
buildings was William Kemp.  The 
museum role ended in the late 1980s with 
the completion of the Powerhouse. 
Source: Yesterday’s Tomorrow’s: the 
Powerhouse Museum and its precursors 
1880-2005, 2005 

 

Figure 61 
The Macleay Museum at the University of 
Sydney was completed in 1897 to house 
the entomological collection begun by 
Alexander Macleay.  The architect was 
George Allen Mansfield.  Still functions as 
a museum.  
Source: Mr Macleay’s Celebrated Cabinet, 
1988 

 
 

Figure 62 
The Australian Museum was founded in 
1827 as a natural history and 
anthropological museum.  Located to its 
present site on College Street in 1849, 
into a purpose built building designed by 
Colonial Architect James Barnet, the 
museum still functions today.  
Source: State Library of Victoria, 1889; 
Accession No: H89.265/45 < 
http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/miscpics/gid/slv-
pic-aab14310 > 

4.10.5 Australia’s Mining Museums and Schools 

The establishment of the mining museum of NSW was representative of a broader movement that sought 

to instruct specialists and the general public the science of geology and practicalities of mining.  This 

instruction was undertaken in government funded institutions such as universities and science museums.  

In New South Wales the former mining museum was one of a number of institutions that included either 

geological specimens as part of its collection such as the Australian Museum and the Powerhouse 

museum.  At the University of Sydney there is the School of Mines. This was completed around 1894. It 

was designed in the Government Architect’s Branch under WL Vernon and radically changed in 1920 by 

architect Leslie Wilkinson.  The science of geology in Sydney was focussed on these four institutions.  

However, institutions were opened in areas where mining was the main economic activity for a region.  An 

example is the Albert Kersten Geo Centre at Broken Hill opened in 1993.  This museum presents to 

visitors to Broken Hill the context of the geology, metallurgy, minerals and mining history of the region.  

This structure of major city institutions and minor regional centres is replicated in the other states of 
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Australia.  In each instance, the role of the museum and/or school was to promote the geology of that 

state/colony.  In most instances this was undertaken as part of the role of the state museum, however in 

the wealthy state of Victoria a Geological Museum was opened in 1909 at Treasury Place, Melbourne 

(since demolished).  The main collection is today held in the Museum of Victoria where the collection holds 

50,000 registered specimens representing 150 years of collecting.   

In Western Australia, at the University of Western Australia there is the E. De C. Clarke Geological 

Museum.  The collection here dates from 1881.   

At the important mining centre of Kalgoorlie there is the Mining Hall of Fame.   

In South Australia there is the purpose built former School of Mines and Industries dating from 1889 on 

North Terrace in Adelaide; the main collection now being held by South Australian Museum.   

In Queensland there is the Geology Museum at the University of Queensland and the Geology Section of 

the Queensland Museum.  

 

4.10.6 Bicentennial Projects 

The Earth Exchange was intended to be a special state government museum project for the Bicentenary 

celebrations in 1988.  The best known of these projects is the Powerhouse, but there was also the State 

Library addition, the Australian Museum courtyard infill in 1987, and, a little earlier in 1984, the Hyde Park 

Barracks museum.   These developments were managed by the Government Architect’s Office.  The 

Powerhouse was the only project where a new site was adopted to implement the vision of the designers. 

 

4.10.7 Select Federation and Inter-War Developments in The Rocks 

The architect of the power station and the Mining Museum was Government Architect, Walter Liberty 

Vernon. A more detailed comparative analysis of his works was undertaken by Noni Boyd in 2008 which is 

appended to this report (see Appendix 7.3). 

Aside from new public housing and licensed hotels, and buildings directly associated with shipping and 

waterside warehousing, new developments by the NSW state government undertaken in The Rocks area 

between c.1910 and c.1925 were:  
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Figure 63 
Metcalf Bond Store, 68-84 George Street 
and Hickson Road. The Metcalfe Bond 
was built in two phases, the northern 
section in 1912 and the southern section 
in 1916.  Designed by the Government 
Architect's Branch. 

 
Figure 64 
120 Gloucester Street Designed by the 
Government Architect's Branch in 1909 as 
a factory and dwelling4 and completed by 
1912. 

 
Figure 65  
Bushell’s Building, 86 George Street. 
Designed by the Government Architect’s 
Branch in 1912. 

 
Figure 66 
33 Playfair Street. Built for Dingle & Co. 
by the Housing Board as additions to the 
Argyle Bond.  The design drawings were 
prepared in the Government Architect’s 
Branch in October 1912 then under 
George McRae.5  Completed 1914. 

 
Figure 67 
George Street & Gloucester Street. 
Warehouse built by the Housing Board in 
1915 for Tylors and Sons to the design of 
WH Foggitt. 6 

 
Figure 68 
36-38 Cumberland Street Rowan’s 
Bonded and Free Stores.  Built by the 
Housing Board in 1916 to the design of 
WH Foggitt.7 Demolished. 

                                                      
4 SRNSW Plan 3126-3127 
5 State Records NSW (SRNSW) Plan 3093 
6 SRNSW Plan 3058-3061 
7 SRNSW Plan 3022-3030 
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Figure 69 
16-18 Grosvenor Street Offices built in 
1921 for the Housing Board.  .  Designed 
by the Housing Board’s architect, WH 
Foggitt, in 19208  The building 1929 was 
in government use housing the Resumed 
Properties Dept., Grain Elevator 
Construction Branch, Department of 
Agriculture, and Federal Taxation Appeal 
Board. 

 

Figure 70 
132-134 George Street. New offices for 
Department of Labour & Industry built by 
the Housing Board in 1923, with the 
design drawings prepared by WH. 
Foggitt.9  By 1929 was in government use 
housing the Government Labour 
Exchange, State Labour Exchange, 
Immigration Office, Chief Gas Examiner, 
and the Scaffolding and Lifts Branch. 

 

4.10.8 Conclusion 

The Mining Museum is a rare building in relation to its history of use. Initially constructed as an electric light 

station, what survives from this period is the only example of its kind within the city of Sydney.  This is 

clearly represented by the surviving chimney, which was never used and is the only chimney to remain 

within the city limits relating to Sydney’s industrial past.   

As a former Mining Museum, the place is representative of the history of dedicated mining museums 

throughout Australia.  First established at the turn of the last century, the museum provided a range of 

services to geologist and prospectors as well as amassing a significant collection of NSW”s minerals and 

education.  Most other states also had a museum building dedicated to minerals and geology.  However, 

over the years interest by the public has waned and the collections and associated fittings and fixtures 

have been disbursed to other scientific institutions (i.e. the Australian Museum), universities or held in 

government storage. A similar pattern can be found in Victoria, South Australia and Queensland.  

Architecturally, it is a good example of the Government Architect W L Vernon’s work, exhibiting typical 

architectural features, including the gabled parapets. 

  

                                                      
8 SRNSW Plan 3080-3084 
9 SRNSW Plan 3075 & 3076 
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PART 5 
ILLUSTRATED HISTORY 
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5.1 Introduction 
The history of the building is presented as a discursive chronology of the key events that have formed 

what we see today.  The history therefore includes chapters on the original use of the site in private 

ownership over the nineteenth century, the government designing and constructing the building as a 

mining museum after an ill-fated venture into electric power generation, the later and terminal incarnations 

of the museum as the Earth Exchange, and finally the use of the building for office administration.  The 

longest use of the building was as the Mining Museum (1909-1986) and that section of the history takes a 

thematic approach to address the multiple functions of the museum. 

 

5.2 Methodology 
The history combines developmental aspects of the site and the building with social and administrative 

histories of people and groups associated with the site. The history aims to present the site in terms of the 

broader development of The Rocks and in terms of the changing nature of government policy relating to 

development of the area. 

Further avenues of research would provide information about the location of the former museum displays 

and fittings as well as substantial scientific finds (if any) that occurred at the place.   In addition, whether 

any machinery or associated structures relating to the initial electric light station were installed in the 

building could also be established.  

The library of the former Mines Department, now the NSW Department of Primary Industries, was not 

consulted owing to its distant location from Sydney (it is in Maitland). The Economic Minerals Resource 

collection located at Londonderry and managed by the NSW Department of Primary Industries was 

contacted for clarification as to the extent of their holdings.  At the time of writing, no information has been 

forthcoming.  

 

5.3 Authorship of this Section 
The historical components of this CMP have been prepared by Nicholas Jackson, historian with additional 

analysis by Kate Denny, Clive Lucas Stapleton and Partners Pty Ltd.  

 

5.4 Historical Sources 
This history has been compiled from a range of primary and secondary records from the Department of 

Services, Technology & Administration (formerly the Public Works Department), the Land and Property 

Management Authority, Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority, Sydney City Archives, National Archives of 

Australia, State Library of New South Wales and State Records of New South Wales. Additional resources 

were obtained from historic newspaper accounts as well as a range of internet sources.  

  



The Mining Museum CMP 10/05/2013      97  

 

5.5 Early History of the Area 
The history of the subject site and building should be read with reference to the broader contextual history 

of The Rocks precinct. An overview of the history of The Rocks can be found within The Rocks Heritage 

Management Plan. 

 

5.5.1 Indigenous Sydney 

Archaeological evidence for the Indigenous People of the Sydney Region suggests they have been in the 

area for 15,000 years, however earlier evidence may have been drowned when the sea levels and the 

harbour shoreline rose to approximately its current level around 6,000 years ago.  The people of the Port 

Jackson area around where the future city of Sydney would be built were of the coastal Dharug (or Darug) 

Language and were called, erroneously by the Europeans the Eora.  The clan or subgroup who inhabited 

the southern side of the Harbour called themselves the Cadigal (or Gadigal).  The Cadigal’s name for The 

Rocks, or more specifically the western shore of Sydney Cove between Globe Street and Argyle Street 

was Tallawolodah, Sydney Cove itself was known as Warrang or Warrane and Dawes Point called Tarra.  

In May 1788 Captain Arthur Phillip wrote to the Colonial Secretary estimating that the local indigenous 

population was 1,500 people. 

Whilst the evidence may have been destroyed, it is unlikely that the Cadigal permanently occupied The 

Rocks because of the rugged nature of the rocky topography.  They did use the area extensively and flat 

stones by the shore at Dawes Point were used for cooking fish.  In the 1870s a rock engraving of a whale 

was reported, but it appears to have disappeared when the seawall was constructed around 1880.  A 

campfire dated to the late 1400s was excavated on the site of the Shangri-la Hotel in Cumberland Street in 

1989.  The campfire was made for a single meal of rock oysters, bream, schnapper and other shellfish. 

 

5.5.2 Penal Sydney 

After the arrival of the British fleet of penal ships in 1788, the Cadigal people were decimated by 

introduced diseases, the most notable event being the outbreak of smallpox in April and May of 1789 

which it is estimated killed at least half of them.  However some Cadigal survived and continued to occupy 

the area, although they appear to have disappeared by the 1860s a group continued to camp around the 

boatsheds until they were moved out to La Perouse in 188110.  Some may have stayed, integrated into 

colonial society, or moved back into the area, in later years and Aboriginal men were employed on the 

docks and wharves and other maritime occupations. 

When the British arrived in the First Fleet in 1788, the land around Sydney Cove was loosely segregated 

into different areas for the Government, Military, Administration, and the convicts’ shelter.  Government 

House was set up on what is now the corner of Bridge and Phillip Streets, where the Museum of Sydney 

now stands, the Military Barracks were approximately where Wynyard is now, Administrative necessities, 

                                                      

10 Hinkson, Melinda. Aboriginal Sydney Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 2001, pp xix 
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such as the Hospital, dockyards, marketplaces and store were built along what is now George Street on 

the shoreline of Sydney Cove.  The convicts were directed to set up their small tents ‘on the rocks’ of the 

peninsula on the western side of the Cove.  Hence the name “The Rocks” was coined and it stuck, despite 

attempts in later years to change it.  At the northern end of the peninsula, Lieutenant Dawes built a small 

observatory, and named the area Port Maskelyne after the Astronomer Royal.  The guns from the Sirius 

were set up to defend the infant colony and later a fort was constructed, Dawes Point Battery, and Dawes 

Point became the accepted name. 

The first huts constructed on The Rocks were of wattle and daub, a simple technique of digging in 

postholes and intertwining branches between them for a frame, with clay daubed over it to attempt to make 

the structure weatherproof.  These crude dwellings were soon replaced with small cottages and modest 

houses built of wood, stone and locally produced brick.  As the colony grew in size and prosperity, several 

wealthy merchants and others constructed mansions on the upper levels of The Rocks.  At first all the 

dwellings faced outwards to the harbour, displaying the reliance on the shipping that was the lifeline of the 

colony.   

Archaeological investigations carried out in The Rocks since the late 1980s have found evidence of the 

building techniques and lives of the convicts.  Although the evidence for the first wattle and daub buildings 

did not survive later development, the earliest house found in the archaeological excavations dates to 

1795.  The material culture recovered has given a greater insight into the lives of the convicts who lived in 

The Rocks and has helped to dispel the stereotype of the convict lifestyle as being desperately 

impoverished.  Many of the convicts who settled in The Rocks were trades people from British cities who 

were transported for crimes against property such as forgery and theft.  After the 1798 Rebellion in Ireland, 

numerous Irish were exiled, they considered themselves political prisoners, many settled in The Rocks.  

Regardless of why the convicts found themselves sent to Sydney, the archaeological evidence suggests 

that they led far better lifestyles here than many could have hoped for in their homelands.  Their diet was 

more varied and included more meat and varieties of fruit and vegetables than their contemporaries at 

home.  They also had the means to equip themselves with household items such as crockery, some of it 

quite fine and expensive and to decorate their homes with figurines and exotic curios.  Some made 

substantial fortunes in pursuits such as mercantile activities and shipping, opportunities that they may not 

have had in their homelands. 

Although land at Parramatta, or Rose Hill as it was initially known, had been settled soon after the arrival 

of the First Fleet, the initial concentration of the population was around The Rocks.  Free settlers began 

arriving in the Second Fleet, landing in Sydney in 1790, and land grants further west of Sydney were taken 

up by them and convicts to start farming.  The concentration of the population in The Rocks began to thin, 

and those who remained consolidated larger areas around themselves for yards and gardens on 

permissive occupancies, there were no title deeds.  When Governor Macquarie arrived in 1810, he began 

to formalize the ownership, a daunting task as land had been bought and sold, passed along in families, 

and leased out.  Permanent occupiers of land in The Rocks had to present submissions to the 

Government to prove their long term occupancy and/or the legitimacy of their claims to the land.  Town 

leases were set up and people were forced to register the land they occupied and pay a fee to the Colonial 

Secretary. 
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Governor Macquarie also formalised the town layout and named the streets.  The main road, High Street 

became George Street after the ruling Monarch, King George III.  Other streets in The Rocks lost their 

local names; Church Row, Windmill Row and were replaced with regal or vice regal titles after various 

lords and aristocrats in Britain. 

 

5.5.3 Commercial Sydney 

Although Sydney was founded as a penal colony, it soon became a bustling port town.  Robert Campbell 

led the way for free merchants, building a wharf and warehouses on West Circular Quay.  Campbell was 

fundamental in initiating the first export industries by starting the whaling and sealing fisheries.  Along with 

trade to Southeast Asia, the fisheries attracted mariners and The Rocks became the centre of the maritime 

industry.  Soon after the wool industry began to boom, increasing the amount of shipping from Sydney.  

From the early-nineteenth century the waterfront was extensively developed with wharves and 

warehouses.  Numerous men from The Rocks area were involved in the maritime industry, either directly 

employed on ships and boats or employed in jobs that supported the shipping.  Many of the Hotels 

operating through the 19th Century reflected the importance of the maritime industry, with names such as 

The Whalers Arms, Marine, and British Seaman’s Hotel.     

The arrival of Governor Macquarie saw the formalization of land ownership and the opening of areas 

beyond Sydney for free settlers and time expired convicts.  Promises of large tracts of land for well-off 

settlers encouraged immigration and assisted immigration began in the 1820s.  This caused a population 

boom and landowners in The Rocks and other parts of Sydney began to subdivide their land and build 

tenements and terraces.  The pressure for housing became greater in the 1850s when the Gold Rushes 

began.  Absentee landlords exploited this and ran up housing that was quick and cheap to build, 

unfortunately they did not always keep up the maintenance of their buildings.  By the late-nineteenth 

century the population density in The Rocks was among the highest in Australia. The area was considered 

a slum from around the mid nineteenth century, it was a typical waterfront area with its numerous pubs and 

prostitutes, the rundown housing and buildings contributed and Sydney had begun to spread into suburbs 

with freestanding homes and gardens.  This and other older working class suburbs were not considered 

healthy by the middle classes. 

 

5.5.4 Government Enclave 

When the Bubonic Plague arrived in Sydney in 1900 it was thought that the densely occupied Rocks would 

be hard hit.  Of the 103 deaths from the plague only 3 were people in The Rocks.  The plague had been 

brought to Sydney by ship and the Government was forced to clean up the waterfront because of the panic 

the disease caused.  The Rocks, along with Darling Harbour, Millers Point and other waterfront areas, was 

resumed and cleansing operations and demolitions of substandard buildings and wharf areas commenced.  

The Sydney Harbour Trust was formed to bring the waterfront up to world class standards.  Along with this 

came the responsibility to construct workers housing to ensure a local labour force that could respond to 

the irregular hours required on the wharves. 
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The newly formed State Government Housing Board designed and built “workers” housing in 1911-13.  

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 

sub-urban 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 notable exceptions of a 

few pubs, some NSW Government offices, and some private factories.  These factories and the waterfront 

employed 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 Second World War, was not 

completed until 1953; it now serves as the Museum of Contemporary Art.  

The construction of the Sydney Harbour Bridge between 1923 and 1932 saw the demolition of some four 

hundred buildings in The Rocks, including housing, shops, churches and pubs.  The western side of 

Cumberland Street, much of Lower Fort Street and all of Princes Street were completely cleared for the 

building of the Bradfield Highway. 

 

5.5.5 Development Pressures 

With the exception of the MSB, almost no development occurred in The Rocks in the period from c1932-

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 one of the post-war immigration 

gateways to Sydney.  

In the 1960s it was planned to demolish all the buildings in The Rocks and build high-rise.  The “Wallace 

Scheme” was accepted as the successful tender but the plans did not eventuate.  The building boom in the 

1960s changed the CBD with high rise construction and The Rocks, seen as the gateway to the CBD, 

became more valuable (although the building stock had been let to run down).  In 1970 the Sydney Cove 

Redevelopment Authority (SCRA) was formed with the charter to plan redevelopment: ‘in an economically 

feasible way, with a maximum financial return, at the same time taking advantage of its location, setting 

and historical links.’  

The local residents, planners, historians and sociologists, with the support of the Builders Labourers 

Federation, opposed the re-development and in 1973 a “Green Ban” was placed on any demolition in The 

Rocks, although restoration of buildings was allowed.  SCRA was forced to give in to their demands and 

local residents were re-housed in the area.  Whilst SCRA originally planned to restore historic buildings 

north of Argyle Street, the Green Ban ensured that much more of the historic built environment also 

remained.  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. 
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5.6 Development of the Site and History of Use 

5.6.1 Campell’s Enterprise at Sydney Cove 

Sited at the western side of Sydney Cove within Port Jackson, The Rocks is historically associated with the 

penal settlement established by Governor Arthur Phillip in January 1788.  The settlement initially 

comprised the 1,350 convicts, sailors and military overseers that arrived in the eleven ships of the First 

Fleet.  Sydney Cove supplanted the original destination of Botany Bay owing to its superior harbour and 

natural resources, in particular a good supply of potable water sourced from a creek that became known 

as the Tank Stream.   

The Rocks is located on the western foreshore of Sydney Cove, within which the subject building is sited.  

This area developed from the 1790s for government uses such as the dockyard (1797), the Commissariat 

Store (1809), the coxswain’s barracks (1816), the convict gaol (1797) and the convict’s hospital (opened in 

1788).  The area became the focus for activities undertaken by or dealing with convicts.  The government 

compounds were sited to either side of present day George Street, which in its earliest years was no more 

than a track that ran along the flat low-lying foreshore land sited below the rock ridge that endowed the 

locality with its name.  George Street was known initially as Sergeant Major’s Row and then High Street, 

and was the principal public right of way in the colony.   

Charles Grimes’ map of Sydney Cove of 1800 provides some indication of the uses of the subject site at 

the beginning of British settlement.  It shows it was within the town lease of around 1¾ acres granted to 

Captain Henry Waterhouse RN in November 1796 by Governor Hunter.11  Waterhouse (1770-1812) had 

arrived with the First Fleet in 1788 as a midshipman on the Sirius.  After a time in England he returned to 

the colony in 1795 at the behest of Captain John Hunter who had been appointed the new governor.  

Waterhouse was not happy in the colony and left for England in March 1800.  However, while in the colony 

in 1797 he imported the first merino sheep (though no records indicate that the subject site was used for 

this purpose).12  

James Meehan’s map of Sydney Cove of 1807 indicates that the subject site was within one of the town 

leases held by the merchant Robert Campbell.  Campbell (1769-1846) was the first merchant in Australia 

to build a private warehouse and wharf and engage in the export and import of goods.  He arrived in 

Sydney in June 1798 on The Hunter, with a consignment of merchandise to establish a local branch of his 

Calcutta based firm, Campbell, Clark and Co. This first attempt was unsuccessful and Campbell returned 

to India. His second attempt in 1800, again on The Hunter, was successful and with the Governor’s 

permission he took up residence.13  He first acquired John Baughan’s lease on Sydney Cove where a 

house and garden already stood.  John Baughan (1754?-1797), carpenter, arrived in Australia as a convict 

in the First Fleet.  Originally granted land near Parramatta in 1791 (although he never settled there), 

Baughan started a grinding mill in Sydney in 1794.  In recognition of his achievements as carpenter and 

millwright, Baughan was granted a small lease near Dawes Point and here he erected a ‘neat cottage’ and 

                                                      
11 Ryan, RJ, (ed.), Land Grants 1788-1809, Australian Documents Library, Sydney, 1974, p.223 
12 Parsons, Vivienne, 'Waterhouse, Henry (1770–1812)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian 
National University (Parsons ADB) 

13 Steven, Margaret, 'Campbell, Robert (1769–1846)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian 
National University 
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garden.   Baughan continued to construct mills and dwellings throughout Sydney and also officiated as 

foreman of carpenters in Sydney.14  

Campbell bought Baugan’s Dawes Point land and rebuilt his original cottage in 1802.  Known as Wharf 

House, it stood within the area of the present day ASN & Co. building.  Also in 1800, he purchased 

Waterhouse’s lease and began to build warehouses and wharfage.  In total around £20,000 was 

expended.  The combined leases, totalling over three acres was officially granted to Campbell in June 

1814 by Governor Macquarie.15   

Campbell’s private enterprise supplemented the role of the government in victualing convicts with food, 

clothing, tools, etc. from the Commissariat Store (a substantial three storey stone building completed in 

1812) sited further south along George Street in the area of the present day Museum of Contemporary 

Arts.  As the economy of the colony evolved from the 1810s the port area of Sydney gradually developed 

to provide purpose built berths for trading ships and stores to house their valuable cargos. Campbell’s 

substantial stone stores were erected in stages between the 1810s and 1840s.  For many years this 

western side of the Cove was the colony’s principal location for wharfs and maritime warehousing.   

The exact nature of the use of site of the subject building is revealed through the succession of maps of 

the town and pictures of the cove created over the 1820s and 1870s.  These indicate the site was part of a 

walled private garden during Robert Campbell’s lifetime, which after his death in 1846 was seemingly 

maintained as such over the following decades under the care of his eldest son, John (1802-1886), who 

came to reside in Wharf House.16 

 

 

Figure 71 
Detail of Charles Grimes’ survey of 
the leases at Sydney prepared in 
1800.  The allotments numbered 37 
are Capt. Waterhouse’s land and the 
allotment numbered 36 is John 
Baughan’s land.  All of these 
allotments were later purchased by 
Robert Campbell.  The approximate 
location of the subject site is 
indicated with a circle.   
Source: State Library of NSW 
(Digital Image a3941001) 

                                                      
14 Gray, A. J., 'Baughan, John (1754–1797)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National 
University 

15 Parsons ADB; SCRA Building Data Sheet for 66-76 George Street; ‘Robert Campbell’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28/3/1936, p.14 
16 City Council Gipps Ward Rate Valuation for 1877 entry ‘Campbell’s house and garden,’ John Campbell    
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Figure 72 
Detail from the official survey of Sydney Cove by James Meehan in October 1807 at the direction of 
Governor Bligh indicating the disposition of leases of Crown land.  The allotments numbered 1 and 2 are 
by this time are owned by Robert Campbell.  The approximate location of the subject site is indicated with 
a circle.   
Source: State Library of NSW (Digital Image a928853) 
 

 

Figure 73 
William Harper’s map of Sydney of 
around 1823 shows Campbell’s long 
shore wharfs, residence and the first 
stages of what became extensive 
warehousing.  The map shows the 
area of the subject site as 
undeveloped, but contemporary 
pictorial evidence shows it was a 
walled garden.  The approximate 
location of the subject site is 
indicated with a circle.  
Source: A tracing by the Sydney 
Cove Redevelopment Authority of 
an original survey.  

 

Wharf House 

Garden allotment 
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Figure 74 
Photographed around 1870, this is a view of Robert Campbell’s old residence (Wharf House) and yard 
with George Street in the background.  At right and in the background of the picture is part of the high 
stonewall (indicated with an arrow) that was plotted in nineteenth century surveys as continuing north 
along George Street up to the area of the subject site.  Note the whole of this area was below the level of 
George Street and there was a retaining wall.   
Source: State Library of NSW (Digital Image a089350)  
 

 
Figure 75 
Engraved by W. Preston from an original drawing by Captain Wallis, the picture shows the garden behind 
George Street attached to Campbell’s residence (indicated by red arrow).  The drawing was made from 
Dawes Battery and the engraving dates from around 1818.  Source: State Library of NSW (Digital Image 
a1272002) 

 

Wharf House 
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Figure 76 
The picture shows the garden behind George Street attached to Campbell’s residence (indicated with red 
arrow).  The drawing was made from Dawes Battery in 1842.   
Source: Mitchell Library (SPF – Sydney – Circular Quay – 1842) 
 

 
Figure 77 
View of Campbell's Wharf and Cove from the Dawes Point fortifications, a photograph attributed to the 
American & Australasian Photographic Company of the mid 1870s.  This view was approximately the 
same as that of the 1842 painting showing the subject land undeveloped and suggesting John Campbell 
retained this portion of his father’s land as a garden.   Source: State Library of NSW (Digital Image 
a089788)  

Wharf House 

Wharf House 
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Figure 78 
Campbell’s Wharf and walled garden to the north in 1858 (indicated with a red arrow).  This is the earliest 
photographic record made of the area.  The photographer was W Blackwood.   
Source: State Library of NSW (Digital Image a852004) 

 

 
Figure 79 
Attributed to Jacob Janssen, this watercolour of George Street North and Lower Fort Street of around 
1851 seems to have depicted Campbell’s wall to George Street.   
Source: State Library of NSW (Digital Image a128385) 
 

Wharf House 
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Figure 80 
Detail of Woolcott & 
Clarke’s ‘Map of the City of 
Sydney’ published in 1854.  
The approximate location 
of the subject site is 
indicated with a circle.   
Source: Sydney City 
Archives  

 

 
Figure 81 
Detail of the Trigonometrical Survey of Sydney of 1865 prepared by the City Council. The approximate 
location of the subject site is indicated with a circle.   
Source: Sydney City Archives (Sheet B2) 
 
 
 
 
 

Wharf House 

Wharf House 
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5.6.2 Cliff and Clark 

In February 1876 Campbell’s wharf was sold to the Australian Steam Navigation (ASN) Company for 

£100,000. The purchase comprised the whole of Campbell’s land along the western shore of Sydney Cove 

(by then there were over 300 yards of wharf accommodation and 22 stores) and included the subject site.  

It was, in its day, ’the most valuable wharf property in the city.’ 17  The ASN Company set about rebuilding 

the warehousing and this included demolishing Wharf House in September 1884 for its new administrative 

offices and warehouse designed by architect William Wardell.18 

The ASN Company sold the whole of the George Street frontage of Campbell’s land in May 1881 to 

warehousemen John William Cliff and William Clark for £25,000.19  The purchase comprised the old 

Campbell garden then demarcated by the old stone wall along George Street and on the east by a road 

reserve that later, under government control, became Ferry Road (now Hickson Road) and included the 

subject site.20   

The ASN Company had subdivided the land into nineteen narrow fronted allotments and Cliff and Clark 

purchased all of them.  On Lots 2 and 4, the existing building at No. 88 George Street was erected in 

1886.  The balance of the land was purchased in November 1889 by the Melbourne based warehouseman 

Robert Reid and patent agent Edward Waters.  This acquisition was made by Reid and Waters buying out 

the mortgage for £35,000 that Cliff and Clark had entered into with Thomas Walker of Concord.  Walker 

had died in 1886 and his widow and her trustees reconveyed the mortgage to Reid.21   

Robert Reid (1842-1904) was a successful Victorian merchant, and politician.  He was born in Scotland 

and came to Victoria when a young teenager.  In partnership with Edward Warne he set up as a wholesale 

drapery importer in Melbourne in 1874.  In 1887 after the retirement of Warne, the firm became Robert 

Reid & Co.  By 1890 it was one of the largest Australian importing businesses and had additional branches 

in Adelaide and Brisbane.22  In 1898 the private company became a limited company with a capital of 

£500,000 with its head office in London, and colonial branches in Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, and 

Adelaide.23 Robert Reid & Co’s premises in Sydney were in York Street (the standing King Street store 

was completed in 1907).    

The purchase occurred just prior to the financial collapse of the early 1890s, which may have accounted 

for Reid not developing the site.  Although it is likely to have been because Reid and Waters held shares in 

the Circular Quay Land Company Ltd and they acted as trustees for the company.  At the time of the 

purchase in 1889 Reid and Waters mortgaged the land to the company for £45,000.   

In the down turn of the early 1890s land investment companies were particularly affected and Reid and 

Waters were required to inject more money into the company.  In 1895 Reid and Waters took the Circular 

                                                      
17 ‘Mercantile and Money’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11/2/1876, p.9 
18 Robert Campbell’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28/3/1936, p.14 
19 Cited in Old Systems Land Deed Book 428 No. 602; ‘Property Sales’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21/5/1881, p.3; The ASN Co reofferred 
the land for sale in September 1881 for an undetermined reason  

20 Rocks Resumption Plan V    
21 Old Systems Land Deed Book, 427 No. 509 
22 Steven, Margaret, 'Reid, Robert (1842–1904)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National 
University 

23 Death of Robert Reid’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14/5/1904, p.15 
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Quay Land Company Ltd to court to recover £22,455 (presumably their half-share in the company’s 

capital) and won.24  

 

Figure 82 
Percy Dove’s ‘Plans of Sydney’ published in 1880.  The approximate location of the subject site is 
indicated with a circle.   
Source: Sydney City Archives (Sheet 38) 

 

 
1889 edition 

 
1895 edition 

Figure 83 
The trigonometrical surveys of Sydney of the 1880s and later revisions in 1890s provide a very detailed 
picture of development in the last decades of the nineteenth century leading up to the government 
resumption in 1900.  The approximate location of the subject site is indicated on each map with a circle.   
Source: State Library of NSW (Sheet Q4) 

                                                      

24 ‘New South Wales’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7/9/1895, p.478  
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5.6.3 Government Enterprise at West Circular Quay 

The Australian Steam Navigation Company wharfage was purchased by the Colonial Government in 

October 1887 for £275,000.  This purchase included the longshore wharves and the warehousing.  In the 

same year, the government also purchased the land to the north of Campbell’s grant that had been 

granted to RD Cunynghame and had been developed as a wharf.  As the areas to the south of Campbell’s 

grant (the present day MCA and park reserve) and to north (Dawes Point) were never alienated, the 

government gained ownership of the whole of the western foreshore of Sydney Cove.  Cunynghame’s 

grant was redeveloped to provide extensive mooring and repair facilities for the NSW Marine Board.   

Within the government’s land a road alignment had been dedicated prior to the 1881 ASN sale discussed 

above.  The road was later formed by the government to provide a graded and circuitous approach to 

Dawes Point.  This road is known today as Hickson’s Road but was originally named Ferry Road as it gave 

access to the horse ferry dock at the tip of Dawes Point.  The horse ferry provided passage between 

Sydney and Blue’s Point on the opposite shore.  The road was aligned to skirt the land holding fronting 

George Street (within which is the subject site).  It was constructed by the Public Works Department under 

contract over the summer of 1899/1900 and was completed in mid 1900.25  

 

5.6.4 Government resumption and advisory boards  

The bubonic plague broke out in Sydney in January 1900 to the alarm of city councillors, state 

parliamentarians, local inhabitants and the press.  The general panic of the early part of 1900 prompted 

effective and expensive responses in the form of cleansing, rat catching, enforced quarantine, and 

ultimately resumption of private property.  The initial resumption was made in May 1900 of the Darling 

Harbour wharves.  Other areas such as Millers Point east of Kent Street and west to Sydney Cove 

(including The Rocks and the subject site) were resumed in December 1900 under Schedule 1 of the 

Darling Harbour Wharves Resumption Act of 1900.  

The site of the former Mining Museum was resumed under the December 1900 gazettal along with the rest 

of Robert Reid & Co.’s land along George Street.  The government valued this land at £34,749, but Reid 

thought the value was £137,500.  Reid contested in the courts a number of other Darling Harbour 

resumptions where he had interests such as the Federal Wharfs behind Sussex Street (claimed £216,106, 

valued at £140,800).26  In the instance of the George Street property, court action was threatened, but 

seems not to have eventuated.  Reid died in 1904 and his widow and trustees settled the matter in 1906 

by accepting the government’s offer of £35,250.27 

To advise on the future of the resumed areas a number of short-lived boards were established.  The 

wharves and parts of Millers Point were under the jurisdiction of the Sydney Harbour Trust and it was 

advised by the Darling Harbour Resumption Advisory Board (effective May 1900 to June 1904);28 its 

chairman was Robert Rowan Purdon Hickson, then undersecretary for Public Works, but soon after was 

                                                      
25 ‘Improvement of Sydney, Sydney Morning Herald, 2/5/1900, p.8 
26 ‘Darling Harbour Resumptions Court’, Sydney Morning Herald 13/2/1902, p.7 
27 Old Systems Land Book 804 No. 602 
28 State Records NSW Investigator 
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appointed the president of the Sydney Harbour Trust.  

The Rocks at first came under The Rocks Resumption Board (effective March 1901 and disbanded by mid 

1903).  The Board at first was intended to be a statutory authority, but that role was absorbed by the 

Sydney Harbour Trust.29  The Rocks Resumption Board’s main work became the development of a 

scheme for the reconstruction of housing of the local inhabitants, commercial premises, and network of 

streets.  This reconstruction scheme was published in May 1902.30   

There was also the City Improvement Advisory Board, which provided planning advice for areas resumed 

under the Darling Harbour Wharves Resumption Act and not under the control at the time of the Sydney 
Harbour Trust.31  This Board was formed in April 1901 and published its scheme in March 1903.  Its 

chairman was the architect Varney Parkes, son of Premier Parkes.32  The Board’s scheme was a grand 

vision for improvements at an estimated cost of £500,000.  Implementation would have necessitated 

sweeping away the old, and this vision and its associated costs was not endorsed by the government of 

the day.  Parkes’ Board was disbanded in 1903. 33    

In 1904 a new advisory board was established that included a panel of experts consisting of Government 

Architect Walter Liberty Vernon, the president of the Sydney Harbour Trust, Robert Rowan Purdon 

Hickson, and the under-secretary for Public Works, Joseph Davis.  The revised Board submitted in late 

1904 a plan for the widening of the streets and, in the resumed area, making provision for the harbour 

bridge approach, and improving sewerage and drainage without the necessity and expense of wholesale 

reconstruction.34  Following the adoption of this report, the government divested certain resumed 

properties through sales in leasehold and freehold held in 1905 and 1910 respectively.  This was a mixed 

success and no sales in freehold were made after 1913.35   

The Rocks came under the administration of the Housing Board in 1912, which had its own architectural 

branch headed by William Henry Foggitt, and it implemented some of what had been proposed in the 

previous decade.  This included reforming what became York Street North as a potential bridge approach, 

widening the Argyle Cut, upgrading existing and providing new accommodation for workers, 36 as well as 

building a small number of offices and warehouses. 

Against this backdrop of intense thought on how to build for a better future comparatively little was actually 

achieved aside from satisfying the immediate needs of the shipping companies, providing new housing 

stock for the workers to replace what had been demolished, and building new licensed premises for the 

leisure hours of the workers.  Beyond this, the former Mining Museum, completed in 1909, represents the 

first major new government development in The Rocks resumption area.  Refer to the comparative 

assessment for further discussion. 

                                                      
29 ‘The Rocks Resumption Board ‘, Clarence and Richmond Examiner, 26/3/1901, p.4; ‘New Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald 
22/3/1901, p.4 

30 ‘Greater Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 6/5/1902, p.7; ‘Rocks Resumption’, Sydney Morning Herald 15/5/1903, p.3 
31 Public Works Department Annual Report 1902/03, p.51 
32 ‘The Rocks’, Sydney Morning Herald, 19/3/1903, p.3 
33 ‘The Rocks Fiasco’, Sydney Morning Herald, 19/3/1903 
34 ‘The Rocks Area’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/11/1904, p.14 
35 Housing Board Annual Report for the year ending 1914 
36 ‘The Rocks’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11/12/1913, p.8 
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Figure 84 
Detail of the Rocks Resumption Plan V dated January 1902.  By this date the boundary of the subject site 
would seem to have been determined.  The approximate location of the subject site is indicated with a 
circle.   
Source: Sydney City Archives  
 

 

Figure 85 
An undated (c.1900) photograph of West Circular Quay showing the former ASN & Co’s office and 
warehouse and the shipping sheds built by the government for its wharves after the 1887 purchase.  
Campbell’s old wall along George Street is depicted and also a rock cutting behind it.  Source: Collis, Ian, 
Sydney from Settlement to the Bridge: a pictorial history, New Holland Publishers, 2007  
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5.6.5 Electricity Generation 

The subject building was originally designed in the summer of 1902/1903 as the electric light station to 

generate electric power for government buildings in the city.37  Electricity generation is the process of 

generating electric energy from other forms of energy such as steam power.    

Electricity generation had emerged in the latter half of the nineteenth century and from the 1870s became 

a serious competitor to gas for lighting.  The carbon arc lamp had been invented in the 1810s and from the 

early 1880s the technologically superior incandescent electric lamp was being used in England and 

America.  Thomas Edison had invented this lamp in 1879 and he built in 1882 the first electric light stations 

in London and New York.  These Edison power stations used a steam engine to drive dynamos to 

generate a direct current (DC) supply of 110 volts, which worked well with incandescent electric lamps and 

motors then in use.  The Edison distribution system consisted of generating plants feeding heavy 

distribution conductors, with customer loads (lighting and motors) tapped off them.  This resulted in a 

voltage drop due to the high resistance of the conductors and that necessitated locating generating plants 

close to where the electricity was consumed.  Another problem in Edison’s DC system was the 

requirement for separate electrical supply lines to power appliances with different voltages. 

Power stations at this time were universally known as electric light stations after Edison’s developments.  

They generated electricity for light and other appliances such as motors.  A number of private electric light 

stations were opened in Sydney around 1900 that utilised the Edison system of DC generation.  These 

included the Oxford Electric Light Station at the corner of Riley and Norman streets, opened in 1899.38  

The Imperial Electric Light Company in Pitt Street was opened around the same time. This station installed 

a pair of steam turbine engines to drive the dynamos, the first of ‘any note in the colony’.39  This type of 

engine was intended to be installed in the George Street light station.  The Empire Electric Light Company 

in Margaret Lane was opened around 1902.40  Other private companies of this era in the city were the 

Strand Electric Light Company in Elizabeth Street and the Palace Electric Light Company.  There was also 

the municipal Redfern Electric Light Station that opened in 1891.  All of these stations were acquired later 

by the City Council, which closed them down and their local DC distribution networks were converted and 

incorporated into the AC grid. 

The electric light station that became the Mining Museum was designed by the Government Architect’s 

Branch of the Public Works Department, the Government Architect being Walter Liberty Vernon.  Work on 

the electrical system was undertaken by Thomas Raw, the electrical engineer in the Government 

Architect’s Branch.  The station was intended to be the main electrical generator for government buildings 

in the city and was to replace a system of 110 volts DC plants that had been developed from 1898.  The 

initial installation was in the Government Printing Office in Phillip Street.  In 1901 a second plant was 

installed behind present day Hyde Park Barracks (the old Registrar General’s offices) to generate 

electricity for the government buildings along Macquarie Street (see table 1).   

 

                                                      
37 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904, p.8 
38 ‘Oxford Electric Light Station’, Sydney Morning Herald, 1/3/1899, p.8 
39 ‘Imperial Electric Light Station’, Sydney Morning Herald, 24/6/1902, p.8 
40 ‘Electrical Association of New South Wales’ Sydney Morning Herald, 5/7/1902, p.10 
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A series of temporary stations was erected to power the festive lights for the inauguration of the 

Commonwealth of Australia in 1901.  This DC system of supply was overseen by Thomas Raw.41  

 

Location Name Installation 
Date 

Supplied 

Cnr. of Bent and 
Phillip Streets 
(Government 
Printing Office) 

No. 1 Plant 1898 Government Printing Office 

Government House Colonial 
Secretary’s  

Public Works Department 

Lands Department 

Treasury 

Health Department 

Behind Hyde Park 
Barracks, Macquarie 
Street 

No. 2 Plant 1901 The Mint 

Parliament House 

Supreme Court 

Patents Office 

Crown Law Office 

Registrar General’s  

Stamps Office 

Government Architect’s 
workshops 

Table 1 
Government DC Distribution Supply Networks42 

 

 
Figure 86 
Detail of the ‘Map of the City of Sydney, dated 1903.  The 1898 and 1901 government DC electric light 
stations are circled in blue line.  The proposed (and not completed) 1903 electric light station is circled in 
red line. Source: Sydney City Archives 

 

                                                      
41 ‘Electric Light Installations’, SMH 28/5/1901, p.8;  ‘Electric Lighting’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28/2/1905, p.3 
42 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904, p.8 
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In developing this system of 110 volts DC supply no external advice seems to have been sought or 

consideration given to the limitations of developing a standalone DC supply when the City Council at the 

time was intent on supplying Sydney with an alternating current supply (AC) at 230 volts.  The approach of 

the Government Architect’s Branch contrasts with that taken by the City Council, which was less 

circumspect in outlook and consistently sought the advice of overseas (English) experts.  Initially this was 

EW Lacey in 1899 and then Major Philip Cardew, Royal Engineers (ret.) in 1900, both advising on a 

generation plant intended for Kent Street North (the AGL site).43  Advice on the design of the eventual 

Pyrmont site was sought in 1902 from Major Cardew of (Sir William) Preece and Cardew,44 who were 

working at the time on a scheme for the Woking Electric Supply Co Ltd.45  The first city electrical engineer, 

TE Rooke, had been a consultant employed by Preece and Cardew. 

The City Council supply introduced alternating current at 230 volts and it became the national standard.  

AC was first developed in Europe by a number of individuals with SZ Ferranti and Nikola Tesla being the 

best known in the English speaking world.  In America the technology was taken up by George 

Westinghouse.  In the AC system electricity is generated by a power source such as a steam engine 

driving an alternator.  In the distribution system a transformer is used to increase or decrease the voltage.  

As the transformer allows power to be transmitted at higher voltage and did not have the resistance of the 

conductors, fewer, larger and more distant generating plants are needed.  

The initial set of architectural drawings documenting the construction were signed by WL Vernon on 9th 

December 1902, and a revised scheme, the one that was actually built in part, comprising the lower floor 

and chimney shaft of the existing building, was dated 2nd January 1903.  The building was constructed 

using the day labour system (as opposed to a predetermined contract sum) over 1903 at an eventual cost 

of £7,88046 when work stopped around April 1904.47  

The building was not completed and the electrical plant and ancillary items were never installed for in early 

1905 the government decided to purchase electricity from the City Council.48 The council had commenced 

electricity generation from its Pyrmont station in July 1904,49 and the terms of the commercial arrangement 

to supply the state government had been agreed to in October 1904.50   

The George Street DC power station had been initiated during John See’s Progressive Party ministry 

when Edward William O’Sullivan was secretary for public works, and curtailed in Joseph Carruthers’ 

Liberal Reform ministry.  Carruthers while in opposition had attacked O’Sullivan’s public works program for 

its huge expenditure, much of it intended to promote economic activity and provide employment.51  

The change in government policy necessitated additional expenditure to rewire the government buildings 

                                                      
43 ‘The Electric Lighting of Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 9/2/1899, p.8; ‘City Council’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3/5/1899, p.4; ‘Electric 
Lighting of Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11/4/1902, p.3 

44 Electric Lighting of Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11/4/1902, p.3  
45 Grace’s Guide to British Industrial Engineering  
46 Public Works Department Annual Report 1903/1904, Annexure H Public Buildings, expenditure to 30/6/1904, p.99 
47 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904, p8 
48 ‘Electric Lighting, Sydney Morning Herald, 28/2/1905, p.3 
49 Fetscher, Mark, The Power Stations of the Sydney County Council, privately published, 2004 
50 ‘Report of the Electric Light Committee’, Proceedings of the Municipal Council of the City of Sydney, 24/101904 
51 Mansfield, Bruce E., 'O'Sullivan, Edward William (1846–1910)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, 
Australian National University 
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to permit transmission of the AC supply delivered by the City Council.52  The extent of this rewiring was 

reported as ‘long and costly work, entailing practically new installations in the buildings themselves.  Mr 

Raw’s time has been much occupied with this matter.’53  Around 30 men worked frantically to complete the 

conversion and the cost of this rewiring was £6,503.54  The George Street electric light station was to be 

administered by the Government Architect’s Branch and it had employed electricians, engineers and 

firemen over the years for its temporary stations.  These men were dismissed on the change in 

government policy.55 

The government’s decision to stop in-house production of electricity brought to a close a short-lived and 

little known Public Works Department operation.56  Over the ensuing years the reason why the landmark 

chimney stack had been built eluded Sydneysiders, although the waste was not so easily forgotten.  By the 

1930s some thought it to have been the work of the Sydney Harbour Trust,57 while others remembered the 

electricity venture and the change in government policy.58   

5.6.6 Building the Electric Light Station 

The background to the selection of the site was not reported at the time.  However, the site seems to have 

been set aside by late 1901 from the resumption area for it was depicted in Plan V of the Rocks 

Resumption Plans dated January 1902.  The site dimensions were 150 feet by 85 feet, an area wedged 

between George Street North and Hickson Road (then Ferry Road).  This land was vacant ground.  The 

site was therefore available and was unlikely to be required by the Sydney Harbour Trust for its port 

developments.  The architectural drawings indicate the intention was to extend north towards Dawes Point 

(the key stones on the east elevation were actually built).59  The area to the south, vacant at the time, was 

possibly intended for ancillary plant.  Potential expansion to the west and east was constrained by George 

Street and Hickson Road (Ferry Road). 

The land to the east (across present day Hickson Road) had been in government ownership since the 

1880s so access to the harbour frontage was unlikely to have been a problem for the loading of coal to 

feed the steam engines and the removal of waste ash.  The coastal coal trade at the time was 

concentrated at nearby Darling Harbour so supply was not an issue.  Indeed, the City Council had 

originally wanted the AGL site in Kent Street for its proposed power station, but on resumption the 

government refused to hand it over.60  Water could be sourced from the harbour for the steam generating 

plant and cooling water.  The selection of a site with harbour frontage was representative of contemporary 

developments in London such as the Deptford Power Station, London’s first major power station (AC) 

completed in 1889, and the Greenwich Power Station of 1902-1906 (DC).61 

                                                      
52 ‘Electric Lighting’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28/2/1905, p.3 
53 ‘Report of the Government Architect ..’, Public Works Department Annual Report 1904/1905, p.12 
54 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 16/5/1905, p.3  
55 ‘Report of the Government Architect ..’, Public Works Department Annual Report 1904/1905, p.12 
56 The power station is not mentioned in Dunstan, David, ‘Electricity Supply in the Sydney Region’, in Don Fraser, Sydney from 
Settlement to City: an engineering history of Sydney, Engineers Australia Pty Ltd, 1989 

57 ‘Electricity Bill’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7/3/1935, p.10 
58 ‘Freak Chimney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 2/12/1939, p.13 
59 Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-5  
60 ‘Answers to Questions’, Sydney Morning Herald, 19/10/1900, p.3 
61 Harwood, Elain and Andrew Saint, Exploring England’s Heritage: London, HMSO, 1991 
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Another factor that may have influenced the selection of the site was an early proposal for an electrified 

city railway.  A scheme for such a railway had received preliminary planning consideration by late 1900 

which included the proposal for a terminus at a site around Argyle Street between George Street and 

Harrington Street.62  Practical details of the scheme such how and where the electricity was to be 

generated were never stated, but obviously were under consideration by the engineers of the various 

government departments.  The settling on Dawes Point as the southern end of the proposed harbour 

bridge crossing and necessary graded road approach through The Rocks in the 1909 Royal Commission 

into improving the city evidently put an end to further consideration of the 1900 electric railway scheme. 

Only three architectural drawings (the east and west elevations and chimney stack, and the floor plans of 

the second to third floors) of the set dated 1902 have survived and they show that a six storey building was 

proposed.63  The architectural drawings for the revised 1903 scheme comprise a drawing with the east 

elevation (Hickson Road) and south elevation,64 and floor plans of the lower two floors.65   

The relationship of the layout of the electric light station and the existing building is: 

FLOOR LEVEL FUNCTION 

Basement 1 Boiler and dynamo room 

Ground 2 Workshop and offices 

Preparation of the site for the construction of the building required ‘a good deal of quarrying of rock’.  The 

excavated sandstone was dressed and used to face the walls of the building.  The design of the facades in 

this manner was considered ‘plain, but of a bold character’.66  The balance of the walls was constructed in 

brick masonry.  The internal structure was entirely ‘steel’ framed.  The contractor for the manufacture and 

erection of the steelwork was RT Ball & Co., whose tender of £1,391 was accepted in May 1903.67  The 

extant fabric however indicates the steel was imported, the manufacturer being Lanarkshire Steel Co. Ltd., 

of Scotland. 

The internal plan of the building on the ground floor comprised three compartments containing the dynamo 

room (75 feet by 30 feet) on the west, boiler house (75 feet by 43 feet) on the east, and the remaining area 

to the south used for office accommodation, storage and the staff lavatories.  Access between floors was 

by a stair in the southern range of offices. 68 

                                                      
62 ‘City Railway Extension’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/11/1900, p.5 
63 Public Works Department Drawings Misc 88-1-2 & 4 
64 Public Works Department Drawing Misc 88-5  
65 Public Works Department Drawing Misc 88-3   
66 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904, p8 
67 Public tenders’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/5/1903, p.7 (noted as ironwork) 
68 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904, p8 
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By March 1904 the equipment in the ground floor had not been fitted, but was to include: 69 

 ‘two turbine engines with generators, each capable of generating 200 kilowatts’,  

‘two batteries of water tube boilers’ (generally these were supplied by Babcock and Wilcox) 

‘two rotary converters’ (in DC this converted one voltage to another and suggests two supply voltages (ie. 

for lamps and motors) were intended)  

‘storage batteries’ (provided load-levelling and backup power during interruptions of generator operation) 

‘switchboard’  

‘feed pumps, etc.’  

The cost of this plant was put at about £12,000. 70  There is no documentary evidence for the procurement 

of this equipment.  The surviving architectural drawing of the plant room depicted four boilers with room for 

an additional boiler, and three dynamos with room for up to another three units.71 

When described in March 1904 the upper floor had not been built.  This floor was designed to house a 

workshop (76 feet by 76 feet), staff lavatories, staff dining room, and the workshop foreman’s office,72 

although it was never completed. 

The architectural drawings indicate the completed section did not greatly project above the street level of 

George Street.  The elevation (west) to George Street was intended to be set back from the street with a 

light well or yard of some feet between the elevation and a retaining wall holding back the street.   

Aside from the chimney stack, by a drawing prepared in 190873 it seems only the eastern half of the 

building (boiler room) and rooms to the west and east of the chimney stack were completed.  This means 

there must have been a considerable distance between the body of the power station and the street prior 

to the new work undertaken in 1908.  Only the elevation to Hickson Road (east) had any architectural 

embellishment in the way of a rock faced sandstone finish.  The available documentary evidence indicates 

construction work stopped prior to roofing the building. 

The only completed component is the brick chimney stack with a shaft 200 feet high, and a square internal 

flue of 7 feet 6 inch throughout.  The base of the shaft is 18 feet by 18 feet and it reduces to 9 feet at the 

summit, the thickness of the wall therefore varies from 3 feet 9 inch at the base to 18 inches at the top ring.  

The lower 50 feet of the internal face of the shaft is constructed of fireproof bricks.  The chimney was 

connected to the boiler house by a large underground shaft.74  The architectural drawing shows an ornate 

iron landing at the cap of the chimney shaft, however there is no documentary evidence (historical 

photographs) that indicate this feature was built.75  The chimney stack soon became a landmark in the 

harbour,76 and it was from its summit that a well-known photographic panorama of the city was taken in 

                                                      
69 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904, p8 
70 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904, p.8 
71 Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-3 
72 Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-3 
73 Public Works Department Drawing Misc 88-6 
74 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904, p.8 
75 Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-4 
76 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10/8/1909, p.9 
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June 1904 (refer to Figures 88-91).77  The chimney stack is probably unique in that it has never been used.   

The planned output of the station was 447 kilowatts.78  In comparison with other stations then in operation, 

the maximum output of the station opened by Redfern Municipal Council in 1891 was 201 kilowatts,79 and 

the City Council’s plant at Pyrmont on opening in 1904 was 2,237 kilowatts and was soon to be increased 

to 5,400 kilowatts.80  Of the commercial electric light stations, the output of the largest, the Strand 

Company, was 850 kilowatts.81  

 
Figure 87 

 
Figure 88 

 
Figure 89 

 
Figure 90 

Figures 88-91 
Panoramic view of the city taken from the chimney stack in 1904, published in four parts.  Aside from the 
north western view (Figure 88) which would no longer be available due to the construction of the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge, all these historic views would still remain today. Source: Australian Town and Country 
Journal 29th June 1904, p.30-31 

 

The Designers 

As noted above the construction drawings were signed by Government Architect WL Vernon and counter-

signed by George Oakeshott.  In 1890 the Colonial Architect’s Office had been restructured and Walter 

Liberty Vernon was appointed head of the newly named Government Architect’s Branch.  The 

establishment of the Government Architect’s Branch coincided with the onset of a severe economic 

downturn that was followed by a prolonged drought and under these circumstances its output was 

diminished owing to reduced government spending.  However, from the mid 1890s funds once again 

became available for public works.  

Further details on the life and career of WL Vernon are included in an appendix to this report.  Vernon is 

                                                      
77 ‘Panoramic Views of Sydney’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 29/6/1904, p.30 
78 ‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904  
79 ‘Electric Power’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7/7/1903, p.8 
80 ‘Lighting of Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 6/7/1904, p.5  
81 Proceedings of the Electrical Association of New South Wales, 1903/04, p.10 
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likely to have been closely involved in this project for no other reason than he had an interest in the 

emerging technology of electricity.  This is demonstrated by his attendance at meetings of the Electrical 

Association of NSW,82 his attendance at the installation in 1902 of steam turbine engines (as at the George 

Street station) in the electric generator Imperial Electric Light Station,83 and his development of the 

scheme, with Thomas Raw, of the festive lighting installed for the inauguration of the Commonwealth of 

Australia in 1901 and the Royal Visit of that year that so dazzled Sydneysiders.84   

The building was evidently designed by George John Oakeshott, who co-signed the architectural 

drawings. Oakeshott (b1861) was one of a number of young architects Vernon brought into his office in the 

early 1890s.  Like Vernon, he had come from England, where he had studied at the Royal Academy 

School of Architecture.85 He had been appointed in June 1891 to the Government Architect’s Branch as a 

draftsman, was promoted to chief darftsman in 1897 and later became the first Director of the 

Commonwealth Department of Home Affairs, NSW Works Branch.86  Oakeshott is best known for his post 

offices for both the colonial government and, after 1909, the Commonwealth.  

Thomas Raw (1860-1939) had trained as an engineer in England before migrating to Australia around 

1881 and was employed in the Public Works Department between 1892 and 1912, being the electrical 

engineer in the Government Architect’s Branch of that Department.  It was Raw who reported in 1900 to 

the government on the feasibility of harnessing the waters of the Grose, Colo and Warragamba rivers (the 

so-called Grose Valley Scheme) to generate hydro-electricity for the metropolis.87  This was at the time the 

City Council was considering and eventually developed a more practical coal-fired generation scheme.  He 

advised the council of Newcastle on its lighting scheme in 1904.88  As the electrical engineer in the 

Government Architect’s Branch he designed the installation of electricity in government buildings such as 

the Mitchell Library in 1911.89  Raw was a casualty of the Royal Commission of 1911 on the administration 

of the Public Works Department in being suspected of having engaged in financial irregularities in the 

tendering of projects.90  In later life he was engineer to Bankstown, Hurstville and Canterbury Councils.91    

                                                      
82 ‘Electrical Association’, Sydney Morning Herald, 27/7/1903, p.5 
83 ‘Imperial Electric Light Station’, Sydney Morning Herald, 24/6/1902, p.8 
84 ‘Making the Electric Light’, SMH 3/1/1901, p.7; ‘The Royal Reception in Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/5/1901, p.8 
85 Edquist, H, Pioneers of Modernism; the arts and crafts movement in Australia, The Miegunyah Press, 2008, p.24  
86 Walter Liberty Vernon cited in Sydney Architecture http://www.sydneyarchitecture.com/ARCH/ARCH-Vernon%20.htm, accessed May 
2012 

87 ‘Lighting the Metropolis with Electricity’, Sydney Morning Herald, 9/11/1900, p.5 
88 ‘Electric Lighting of Newcastle’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/7/1904, p.8 
89 ‘Circumlocution’, Sydney Morning Herald, 31/5/1911, p.6 
90 ‘Officers Removed’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/7/1911, p.13 
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Figure 91 
Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-4 dated December 1902.  North and south 
elevations and chimney stack.   
Source: Department of Services, Technology & Administration 

 

 
Figure 92 
Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-5 dated January 1903.  North and south 
elevations, east elevation, and chimney stack.   
Source: Department of Services, Technology & Administration 
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Figure 93 
The incomplete electric light station with the landmark chimney stack, not dated, c.1905.  The building 
seems not to have a pitched roof.   
Source: Mitchell Library (SPF – Sydney – Circular Quay (Pic Acc 5183)) 

 

5.6.7 Museum 

The aborted electric light station stood vacant between 1904 and 1908 when Charles Wade’s Liberal 

government decided to complete the building to house a mining museum and chemical laboratory for the 

Mines Department and a museum and offices for the Agricultural Department.  In the intervening years 

very little development had occurred in this part of George Street North.  The vacant land between the 

dormant electric light station and the former Bushells Warehouse at No. 88 (erected in 1886) was used by 

the Public Works Department as a store area and also served as an ad hoc centre for auctioning surplus 

building materials and fittings.92  This land was developed in the early 1910s; initially (No. 86 in 1912, then 

No. 68-76 in 1913 and No. 78-84 in 1916) and The Sydney Harbour Trust remodelled Horse Ferry Road 

into Hickson Road over the 1910s.   

                                                      
92 Advertisement, Sydney Morning Herald, 12/7/1911, p.11 
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Figure 94 
Detail of a commercial map of Sydney published in 1910.  There was the Mining Museum in this part of 
George Street and little else.  Ferry Road completed in 1900 had not yet been rebuilt as Hickson Road.  
Source: Sydney City Archives   

 

 
Figure 95 
Detail of a City Council map dated 1939 showing the completed Hickson Road and Harbour Bridge.  
Source: Sydney City Archives  
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The impetus for the conversion of the building into a public museum came from the Mines Department.  It 

identified the deserted building as being suitable for its needs and those of the Department of Agriculture.93  

For some years the Department had been lobbying the government to provide new premises and some 

thought had been given by Government Architect Vernon in 1899 to putting the museum in a proposed 

new office on the site of the future Agriculture Building in Farrer Place. 94  

The completion of the building represented a milestone for the Mines Department in that it had secured a 

practically purpose designed modern museum and chemical laboratory.  The building increased in floor 

area to 7,000 square feet per floor in the new building compared to the total area of 8,000 square feet in 

the museum’s former building in the Domain.95 

The Mining Museum started in 1874 with the formation of the Mines Department under the Mining Act.  

One of the provisions of this Act was the formation of a ‘School of Mines and a Mineralogical Museum of 

Mining’.  While the school eventually opened at Sydney University in the early 1890s, the fledging 

Department immediately set about collecting specimens under the first geological surveyor, Charles Smith 

Wilkinson, and opened its first public museum in Young Street (now demolished) in March 1876.  In 1879 

the first curator, Henry Thomas Wilkinson, was appointed and the collection was relocated to the newly 

opened Garden Palace in the Domain. In that year it purchased the geological collection and library of the 

Reverend William B. Clark.  The museum and its collection of over 15,000 specimens were destroyed 

when the Palace went up in flames in September 1882.96   

The Department set about rebuilding the collection and reopened a public museum in 1886 in the 

Geological Survey Office in Macquarie Street.  The new collection was made up by the routine fieldwork of 

departmental officers, and donations by individuals, companies, and colonial and foreign governments.  

Particular ‘prize’ specimens were also purchased such as the Maitland Bar gold nugget in 1887.  

Specimens from the principal mineral districts of the state were sought such as a collection from Broken 

Hill in 1891.  From 1894 until the relocation to George Street North in 1909 the museum was housed in a 

galvanised iron shed that had been vacated recently by the Technological Museum in the Domain behind 

Sydney Hospital.  This was last remaining building connected with the Garden Palace Exhibition,97 but 

none the less an ignoble setting for such a valuable collection.  The Department’s chemical laboratory and 

assay office were located at Clyde.  From 1898 a collection of photographs of minerals and geological 

formations was also developed.   

In 1891 the Department had been restructured as the Department of Mines and Agriculture.  This 

arrangement lasted until 1907 when the two departments were once again divided.  Under the new Mining 

Act of 1906 the Mines Department’s requirement to operate a mining museum was retained.  The 

Department of Agriculture became a department in its own right under the Department of Agriculture Act of 

1907.  One of the Department of Agriculture’s four main functions was education.98 
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The establishment of a mining museum in Sydney was representative of a nineteenth century 

phenomenon.  The museums were part of a general government movement to educate and skill-up the 

populace.  The Mining Museum is representative of a science museum as opposed to a cultural institution 

such as the Art Gallery and the pictures and curios collected by the Public Library (now Mitchell).  Science 

museums reflected the interests of the Victorian intellectual world in discovery, classification, and display.  

In London a complex of science museums was developed in South Kensington; the first opened in 1859 

(South Kensington Museum and renamed Victoria and Albert in 1899 and inclusive of the Science 

Museum that became a separate entity in 1885), and the National History Museum (built between 1873 

and 1880).99  However, one of the oldest science museums in London is the Geological Museum (formerly 

Museum of Practical Geology) that was established in 1837.  

In Sydney, the Australian Museum had been founded in 1827, being in its current location from 1849.  In 

its formative years the Australian Museum pursued an eclectic agenda of collecting and exhibiting that 

included minerals.  From the Australian Museum sprang the Technological, Industrial and Sanitary 

Museum, which at first shared space with the Mining Museum in the Garden Palace between 1880 and 

1882.  This too collected minerals.  The Technological Museum relocated to the Domain in 1883 before 

the purpose built Harris Street building was completed in 1893.  Another early museum, the (Charles) 

Nicholson collection of antiquities (Museum of Antiquities) was founded in 1860 at the University of 

Sydney.  Originally located in three rooms within the eastern range of the Quadrangle, in 1909 a purpose 

built library and museum was constructed to the designs by the Government Architect’s Branch in the 

south-west corner of the Quadrangle Building, providing accommodation for the Fisher Library reading 

room (now MacLaurin Hall) on level 1, a refectory, a bookstack, and the Nicholson Museum on the ground 

floor. The Mining Museum was therefore the third oldest of its type in Sydney.  The Macleay Museum, also 

at the University of Sydney, was completed in 1887 as a natural history museum with a collection 

originating from the Alexander Macleay’s lifework. 

The museum was therefore one of three in Sydney that collected minerals. Technically, these museums 

had the following specific collection agendas (but there was overlap between them): the Mining Museum 

collected material that demonstrated the mineral wealth of the state and were available to miners seeking 

information, the Australian Museum collected minerals for scientific research, and the Technological 

Museum collected minerals that had general economic importance.100  

                                                      
99 Brandwood, G (ed), Living, Leisure and Law, Spire Books Ltd, 2010 
100 ‘Public Works Committee’, Sydney Morning Herald, 30/3/1899, p.10  
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Figure 96 
Detail of the ‘Map of the City of Sydney, dated 1903, showing the Mining Museum in the 
Domain (circled).  Source: Sydney City Archives 

 

Figure 97 
The iron clad building in the Domain that housed the Mining Museum prior to relocating to 
George Street in 1909.  Photograph is dated June 1913.   
Source: State Library NSW (Government Printing Office 1 – 31133) 
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5.6.8 Electric light station becomes a museum 

The documentation for the completion of the building as a museum was again provided by the 

Government Architect’s Branch.  The drawings were signed by Government Architect WL Vernon on 11th 

June 1908 and countersigned by assistant architect Edward L Drew.101  The set of surviving architectural 

drawings comprise a drawing of the west, east and north elevations,102 the basement, ground, first and 

second floor plans103, the third and fourth floor plans and roof plan,104 and cross sections, south elevation 

and stair detail.105  There is a later drawing, signed by Vernon on 4th May 1909, for the fitout of the fourth 

floor for the chemical laboratory.106  

Comparison between the sets of architectural drawings prepared in 1902 for the aborted electric light 

station and the 1908 set indicate that the museum’s design was very similar to what was proposed in 

1902, but not identical.  This was certainly the case with the north elevation (where both the 1902 and 

1908 elevation drawings have survived) and here the 1908 museum design was more rudimentary and 

utilitarian than the 1902 power station when the broken parapet, stone stringcourses, and window 

articulation in the original design are considered.  Also with the 1908 design the symmetry of the 1902 

elevation was broken by the insertion of the lift bay.  The 1902 design for the George Street façade is not 

known and there may have been some changes to suit the new use.  These changes were made by Drew 

(1857-1920) who had been in the Government Architect’s Branch since 1883.107  The architectural style of 

the museum building is essentially Federation Free Style. 

 
1902 North elevation 

 
1908 North elevation 

Figure 98 
Comparison of the north 
elevation as proposed in 
1902 and revised in 1908. 
Source: Department of 
Services, Technology & 
Administration. 
Source: Sydney Harbour 
Foreshore Authority Archives 

 

Whereas the electric light station was constructed under the day labour system, the completion of the 

mining museum was let out to tender in July 1908.108  Seventeen tenders were received,109 and the contract 
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was let to Charles McCarthy for £10,805 in September.110  The work was completed in August 1909.111  

Taking in the 1903 build, the total cost of the building was £18,685.  The installation of electric light was 

undertaken by a separate contract let in October 1909 (after the museum had opened) to the Electrical 

and Engineering Company for £174112 with an additional £630 expended on the electric lift service113 (The 

electrical system was completely refurbished in 1928).114 

In completing the building, the architects retained the rusticated sandstone lower section and a band of 

brickwork on the east elevation (Hickson Road) and carried up the wall in brick terminating at the fourth 

floor with a pebble-dashed finish.  The west elevation (to George Street) was completely new and 

presented a building of only three floors owing to the excavated fall of the land.  Of the north elevation the 

lower floors on the eastern half incorporated the existing brick walls of the original electric light station and 

everything else was new.  The south elevation was completely new above the lower two floors and the 

(proposed) boiler room of the  original electric light station became the basement.  Aside from rooms 

flanking the chimney stack on the ground floor, all upper floors above the basement were completely new.  

The basement incorporated the steel framing of the original electric light station, while the upper floors had 

a completely new riveted steel frame utilising steel sourced from Dorman Long.  The roof truss however 

was timber.  The exhibition floors were poorly to adequately lit by natural light, while the chemical 

laboratory on the top floor was well lit by skylights.  Access between floors was by a timber staircase at the 

south west corner and an electric lift in the same areas that serviced all floors aside from the basement.  

The lavatory blocks were located at the south-east corner.  As discussed above, the impressive 

chimneystack was completed in 1904, and it was used to vent the gases of the chemical laboratory on the 

top floor.    

The following is a good description of the building as completed: 

The building is situated on the north side of the Coroner’s Court.  It has an imposing stone and brick front 

elevation to George Street, but owing to the great difference in the levels of George Street and Ferry 

Road, the building, a six storey one, only rises three stories above George Street.  Internally there has 

been no attempt to spend money on ornamentation.  Plain brick walls and steel girders and stanchions 

with plastered ceilings, constitute the general finish in each floor.  The basement, which is on the level of 

Circular Quay, is to be utilised as a bulk store.  On the first and second floors, which are entered by means 

of a vestibule at the George Street level, will be found the mining museum, has a number of smaller side 

rooms, to be used as the curator’s offices, classrooms, and rooms for storing exhibits.  The third floor is be 

handed over as a museum for forestry and agriculture, while the top floor is to be utilised as a chemical 

and assay branch for the Mines Department .. The extent of the building may be gauged from the fact that 

each floor has a space of 7,000ft, and in the case of the museum this is all in one compartment.  The 

building throughout is being lighted with electricity, and an electric lift is being installed.115    
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The relationship between the historic floor levels and their original use/s and the current floor number is as 

follows: 

Floor  Level Original Use 

Basement 1 Bulk store (probably for receipt and storage of ore samples and the 
like submitted for testing.)  After 1965 it became an annexe of the 
Chemical Laboratory and then display preparation area.  

Ground 2 Store and workroom (probably also included storage of the economic 
minerals collection).   

First 3 The lower exhibition space of the Mining Museum.  Included a 
children’s room 

Second 4 Entry from George Street. The upper exhibition space of the Mining 
Museum inclusive of the entrance lobby and office of the curator and 
clerical assistant  

Third 5 The exhibition and store area of the Department of Agriculture 
between 1920 and 1930.  Between 1935 and 1973 the studio of the 
Julian Ashton Art School 

Fourth 6 Chemical Laboratory and offices 

 

The museum was provided with a storage yard to the north.  There is no documentary evidence for the 

configuration of this yard prior to 1927.  However, as a hoist bay is located on the north elevation it was 

evidently used for the delivery of materials.  Owing to the topography, the yard was only accessible from 

Hickson Road.  The area was used for an experimental ore processing plant in the 1930s and 1940s.116  

By 1968 the area was providing garaging space.117   
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Figure 99 
The north and east elevations of the Mining Museum in April 1925.  Work at right of picture is for the 
building of the southern approach to the Harbour Bridge.   
Source: State Records NSW (12685_a007_a00704_87250000116r) 

 

 
Figure 100 
Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-9, dated June 1908.  East, west and north elevations.  
Source: Department of Services, Technology & Administration 
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Figure 101 
Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-7, dated June 1908.  South elevation, sections and stair 
detail.  Source: Department of Services, Technology & Administration 

 
Figure 102 
Boundary and details of the north yard of the Mining Museum.  Drawing dated 1927.  Source: Sydney City 
Archives (E3-204) 
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Later Alterations 

While some redecoration had occurred in 1920 that included general repairs and repainting internally and 

externally,118 in the late 1930s the building was refurbished inside and out.  The work probably addressed 

long-standing problems in the building and was completed at this time owing to the government’s capital 

works program introduced in the mid 1930s to stimulate the economy.  The work was documented by the 

Government Architect’s Branch and completed by contractors.   

The work comprised: 

Date Works Sum Contractor 

1937 Alterations to the chemical laboratory119 £415 WJ Morrison 

Painting and repairs to roof120 £287 JH Stone 

1938 Provision of accommodation for fuel research 
microscopist121 

£110 JT Henry 

1938 Supply of coal crushing plant and pulveriser, dust 
removing equipment and electrical services122 

£466 CS MacCallum 

Renovations and repairs to curator’s and 
assistant’s rooms, entrance vestibule and lavatory 

£27 J McDonald 

Alterations to children’s room. 123 - - 

 

1960s 

The interiors were renovated in the 1960s and this included new fittings, but no major structural alterations.  

However, on the north elevation a fire stair was constructed in 1967.124  The illuminated Metters sign on the 

chimney stack was erected around 1960.125 

 

                                                      
118 ‘General Notes’, Sydney Morning Herald, 20/10/1920, p.9 
119 ‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 23/11/1937, p.6 
120 ‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7/12/1937, p.6 
121 ‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21/6/1938, p.5 
122 ‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 23/8/1938, p.9 
123 Annual Report of the Mines Department 1937/38 
124 Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-13 
125 City Council Town Clerk’s Correspondence File 4850/59  
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Figure 103 
Illuminated signage to the chimney stack, erected in the 1960s.  Photograph undated.  Source: Sydney 
Harbour Foreshore Authority Image 190634_CCM_21 
 

 
Figure 104 
The fire stair erected in 1967.  Photograph dated c.1970s.   
Source: Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Image 39961_A742-110 
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1970s 

In 1974 the land of the museum was vested in the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority in two parcels, 

Lot 1 being the museum building, and Lot 2 the yard to the north of the building.126 

Towards the end of the 1970s the statutory authority for the administration of The Rocks, the Sydney Cove 

Redevelopment Authority, became directly involved in the running of the museum by taking on the task of 

refurbishing the exterior of the building over 1978/79.127 Previously, the Public Works Department had 

responsibility for maintaining and changing the fabric of the building, and that role continued in the 1980s.  

The Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority’s work represented the first substantial refurbishment of the 

exterior of building since perhaps the 1920s.  The scope of work comprised: 

• Water proofing 

• Replacing the south catwalk at fourth floor level 

• Cleaning the sandstone 

• Repainting previously painted surfaces 

• Removal of disused vents, etc 

• Repointing stone and brickwork 

• Replacing downpipes and rainwater heads with more historically correct types 

• Restoration of timber decking to hoist doors 

In 1982 the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority attended to the conservation of the external brickwork 

of the chimney stack.  At this time the Metters sign was removed.   

 

1980s and 1990s 

The alterations in these decades considerably changed the internal planning of the building to suit the 

museum philosophy of the Earth Exchange and the office requirements of the Ministry of the Arts.  These 

changes are discussed in the sections of the report addressing that aspect of the history of the building. 
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Figure 105 
The east (Hickson Road) and north 
elevations around 1984.   
Source: Sydney Harbour Foreshore 
Authority (Image 41062) 

 
Figure 106 
The west (George Street) elevation in 1984.  
Source: Reproduced in Annual report of the 
Geological and Mining Museum Trust, 1993/94 

 

Administration 

The museum was a sub-branch of the Geological Survey Branch of the Mines Department.  The museum 

was under the control of a curator who was a professional geologist.  Between the opening of the museum 

in 1909 and its transformation in the mid 1960s into a more open institution with an emphasis on education 

there were three curators: George William Card (1893-1927), Malcolm Morrison (1928 - 1935) and Horace 

Francis Whitworth (1936  - 1966).  Each of these men served in the Mines Department for decades and at 

one time or another had all worked together.  Demonstrating a now outdated mode of career progression 

of ‘starting at the bottom and working your way to the top’, Whitworth for example had joined the museum 

in 1925 under GW Card as a field assistant and when not travelling round the state collecting samples 

assisted in classifying the museum collection, to the degree by mid 1927 he had worked through the 

‘greater portion of the rock collection’.128  While Whitworth’s speciality was petrology, by the end of his 

professional career in 1966 he had indeed collected a great deal of “corporate knowledge”.  

The curator’s main duties were attending to inquiries of the mining industry, be it the prospector or mining 

company.  This included assessing sample brought in and referring them to the chemical laboratory for 

further analysis.  The bulk of this work came from the mining sector, but also included inquiries from other 

government departments such as the Irrigation Commission, Department of Main Roads, Police, and 

Public Works Department. Attending to visiting school groups was another duty. 129 
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The number of staff supporting the curators varied, but prior to 1930 there appear to have been a 

permanent lapidarist, museum attendant, carpenter, palaeontologist and his assistant, and an assistant to 

the curator.130  During the lean depression and war years the staffing of the museum was reduced to the 

curator, and his assistant and clerk, two attendants (one per exhibition) floor and the lapidarist.  The 

lapidary room was in the basement (Level 1). A caretaker was also on site and was provided with a 

bedroom on the fourth floor (Level 6).  In addition, two men were in the northern yard working at the 

experimental treatment plant, and another thirteen professional staff were located on the fourth floor.131 

The acknowledged good work of George William Card (b1865 d1943) as curator goes back to the 1890s.  

He was at George Street in the formative decades of the 1910s and 1920s, which were arguably the 

museum’s golden years in its pre 1960s incarnation.   He had been appointed directly to the position of 

curator in 1893 and migrated from England to take up the post.132  He systematically classified the 

collection, produced the first catalogues, produced the first (and only) complete guide book in 1903, and 

instigated the photographic collection in 1898.133 

Card retired in 1927 and his replacement was Malcolm Morrison (b1872 d1952), who had joined the staff 

of the geological branch of the Department of Mines in 1887 as a general assistant for the museum.  He 

became a specialist in shale oil deposits and had completed a comprehensive survey of this resource as a 

departmental geological surveyor.134 Morrison was unfortunate in having to experience the economic crisis 

of the early 1930s and the strain on government finances.  At that time the need for a mining museum was 

questioned and an inquiry was held into the prospect of amalgamating the mineralogy collections of the 

museum and the Australian Museum.  This resulted, in 1934, in the two institutions exchanging specimens 

with the Mining Museum now concentrating on the economic and industrial aspects of geology while the 

Australian Museum pursued the science of geology.  The Mining Museum collection received the 

Australian Museum’s specimens of alluvial gold, gemstones, building stones and ornamental stones.135  

Morrison retired in 1936 and was replaced by HF Whitworth (b1902 d1976).  Whitworth was a highly 

regarded mineralogist and petrologist, and by one account a first rate teacher. Aside from his curatorial 

duties he gave evening lectures at Sydney Technical College.136 

Whitworth retired from the department in 1966 after some 40 year’s service.  He was replaced by DR 

Pinkstone.137  At the time of Pinkstone’s appointment in 1967, the organisational structure of the museum 

was changed by forming two departments: the Museum Subsection, and the Education Subsection.138  The 

restructure acknowledged the rapid changes that had occurred since 1960 with the rise in public visitation 

to the exhibition area and the demands placed on the museum by the Department of Education by the 

introduction of geology into the High School syllabus in 1962.  Resulting from the restructure the curator 

devoted more of his time to curating and less to attending to the mining fraternity.  By this time the 

                                                      
130 NSW Public Service Lists 
131 Bray, M, ‘The Museum 1942-1947’, FN Quarterly, No. 25, September 1990 
132 NSW Public Service Lists; ‘Origin of the Geological and Mining Museum’, FN Quarterly, No. 23, March 1989 
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135 ‘Museum Collections’, FOGAMM Newsletter, September 1983 
136 Bray, M, ‘The Museum 1942-1947’, FN Quarterly, No. 25, September 1990 
137 Annual Report of the Mines Department 1967 
138 Annual Report of the Mines Department 1968 



The Mining Museum CMP 10/05/2013      137  

 

appearance of the exhibition spaces had been fully modernised.  The other traditional role of the curator, 

education, was also removed from his duties with the appointment of a permanent education officer.139   

In late 1978 the Department of Mines was amalgamated with the Development Section of the Department 

of Decentralisation and Development Section to form the Department of Mineral Resources and 

Development.140  This represented the first major restructure of the department since it had been formed in 

1874.  There were a number of other changes in the administrative structure of the department over the 

1980s, culminating in the formation of the Department of Minerals and Energy in 1988. 

The 1980s was a period of change for the public service in New South Wales and most departments and 

statutory authorities experienced fundamental transformation in the way they operated.  The Mining 

Museum had experienced change in the way it operated in the 1960s with the increased emphasis on 

display, public interaction and education.  In 1982 the Wran Labor Government decreed that the Mining 

Museum would need to be financially self-sufficient by June 1984 or face possible closure.  In addressing 

this, the museum at first sought funds from revamped museum shop and formed the Friends of the 

Geological and Mining Museum Society (FOGAMM).  

The museum did not attain financial self-sufficiency by June 1984 and in the following month the Wran 

Labor Government committed itself to:141 

Supporting a ‘dynamic’ museum 

Appointing a board of trustees with ‘specific financial powers’ 

Encouraging the museum to become a ‘Bicentenary project’ 

From this came the Earth Exchange which is discussed separately.  
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Miners 

The main people who visited the museum prior to the mid 1960s were affiliated in some way with the 

mining community, be it the professional geologist, prospector, mining companies, collectors, etc.  The 

main tasks of the museum were the examination and identification of rock samples, and forwarding these 

for analysis in the chemical laboratory on Level 6.  All of this was done without charge.142 

It was estimated in 1899 that almost 90 per cent of visitors were miners,143 and that percentage does not 

seem to have changed greatly over the following decades.  The annual reports of the curators, which 

began to be published in the departmental report from 1925, tallied the number of inquiries the curator 

answered and the number of specimens brought in for advice and testing.  The stated number of inquiries 

probably provides some indication of the frequency of visitation over the years, which varied from 534 in 

1926 to 1,000 in 1949.144  The museum’s services to the mining fraternity extended to lunch-hour lectures 

on specialist subjects such as shale oil mining, the coalfields, etc.  The lectures were given by staff and 

other members of the department.145  

The nature of the inquiries varied in response to market conditions and the financial return to prospectors 

for particular minerals.  For example, in the 1950s there was interest in uranium and rutile deposits.146  The 

economic collapse of 1929 turned the attention of both prospectors and the public to gold and staff had to 

attend to a marked increased number of inquiries about gold deposits and the tried and tested methods of 

alluvial mining.  Special lessons were held to instruct the novice in gold panning and sluicing with the 

demand (up to 8,440 men in one year) being addressed by staging three demonstrations per day.147  The 

novelist Ion Idriess (1889-1979), whose epic of Central Australian gold discovery, Lasseter's Last Ride, 

had been published at this time advised the unemployed in 1931: 

 any Sydney people who are thinking of venturing gold seeking to pay a visit to the Mining Museum.  

Lessons in gold treatment are given free there, all questions are courteously answered and everything 

possible is done to help the new chum gold-seeker.148   

The people of Sydney heeded Idriess’ advice and the museum was inundated with inquiries (2,228) to the 

point where other work at the museum ‘came to a standstill’.149 

The ‘gold seeker’ on his return to Sydney turned to the assay office of the museum to await news of 

success or failure.  The average number of samples received for testing increased in this period from 

1,138 in 1928/29 to 12,752 in 1930/31.150  One wit named the place ‘the Court of Hope and Despair’151  as 

thousands of unemployed men tried their luck.   

The demands placed on the laboratory by prospectors in this period resulted in the installation in 1935 in 
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the northern yard of a treatment plant capable of handling material of one ton or more.152  It comprised a 

‘stamper battery, pulveriser, ball mills, Wilfley tables and flotation cells.’153  This work was experimental for 

the geologists had yet to work out how to economically extract the gold from such large stones.  This 

service was free to prospectors ‘without adequate means’ for ore up to one ton.154  The plant was closed 

down in 1945 owing to the death of its operator,155 and removed in 1949 owing to its dilapidated state.156  It 

was replaced by a new plant brought especially from England in the early 1950s, but owing to a decline in 

metal prices it was not put into use.157  

The attendance of miners to the museum and submission of samples varied in response to market prices 

for base metals.  In the early 1960s the number of samples being submitted for testing increased owing to 

increased exploration for coal and oil reserves.158 In 1967, at a time when the museum was addressing the 

needs of the schools and general public, the professional miner was still being offered assistance by the 

taking in and testing of specimens in the thousands.159 

After the organizational restructure of 1967, the miners’ needs was dropped from the curator’s annual 

accounts of the museum and from that time the miner turned to the newly appointed mineralogist for 

advice.160  Another restructure in 1970 resulted in the forming of the Identification and Inquiry Subsection.  

This introduced an important change in the way the museum had been managed since the 1870s for now 

mineral samples were supposed to have been no longer examined and processed by museum staff and 

but were to be sent directly to the chemical laboratory.161  However, over the following years staff reported 

they were still receiving samples, although a much reduced (around 600) number.162  By the time of the 

closure of the museum in 1986 a considerable number of inquiries were being answered and specimens 

examined, however a ‘considerable’ amount of this work involved identification of personal jewellery and 

gemstones.163 

 

Public exhibition space 

The museum opened as the Mining and Geological Museum in August 1909.  It was open to the public 

without admittance charge Monday to Friday between the hours of 9.30am and 5pm.  The public entry to 

the museum was located in George Street.  
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Figure 107 
An undated (1970s) photograph of the original George Street to the building.   
Source:  Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority (Image 189787) 

 

The public face of the Mining Museum was the two floors of exhibition space that exhibited the specimens 

and provided background information for ‘silent’ teaching.164  In addition, there were exhibits of machinery 

used in the extraction of minerals from the earth.  The principal mineral production centres of the state 

were represented, which collectively presented a diverse range of exhibits; for example from Hill End there 

was gold bearing ore,165 from Cobar there was malachite,166 etc.  The furniture and cabinets in the 

exhibition spaces and for the specimens in general came from the old building in the Domain, where they 

had been installed in 1893, and also new showcases that were supplied in 1910.167   

Given the location of the museum it is hard to imagine the number of visitors it received in its early 

decades of operation.  The former location of the museum in the Domain had been both central to the city 

and within a traditional ‘leisure’ district with its proximity to the Botanic Gardens, Art Gallery, and Public 

Library.  It was also close to the offices of the Mines Department in Phillip Street.  This contrasted to The 

Rocks which in its day was remote from the city, and although the new tram to Millers Point stopped at the 

front door it was not that readily accessible as it was in the heart of a thriving maritime district 

characterised by wharves and warehouses.  In addition, the physical character of the surrounding district 

was being transformed in the most dramatic fashion by the works of the Sydney Harbour Trust which was 

not completed until the early 1920s, when a fresh round of construction began for the harbour bridge 

inclusive of the erection of a structural pier in the northern yard of the museum. 
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Figure 108 
The beginning of the Harbour Bridge construction in the mid 1920s (photograph is dated July 1925).   
Source: State Records NSW (12685_a007_a00704_8725000116r) 

 

It does appear that the average Sydney-sider did not visit the museum, for the curator stated in the early 

1920s that the museum was being visited by a ‘surprising’ number of travellers from overseas, while 

miners continued to make ‘considerable’ use of the museum for examining their specimens, and a ‘large’ 

number of students paid regular visits.168  One such traveller wrote ‘as a visitor from Burma and a mining 

man I conceive it my plain duty to put on record the great worth of the Mining Museum.  Sydney is here 

blessed with a splendid educational display of minerals and of products derived.’169   Vice-regal visits are 

reported to have occurred in 1916170 and 1921,171 and overseas dignitaries were taken to the museum on 

their visit to Sydney to illustrate the mineral wealth of the state.172   

What visitors experienced has been recorded by photographs and also the following (much abbreviated) 

written account:  

Immediately upon entering the vestibule you are confronted by a glass case containing a remarkable piece 

of work.  This is a model of the famous metalliferous lode at Broken Hill.  Constructed to scale, this shows 

how the lode would appear if stripped of its covering of earth and suspended in mid-air…..  

In the walls of the vestibule, and of other parts of the building, are fixed panels of beautiful specimens of 

coloured marble from different parts of the State ...  

As you enter the main hall your eyes are greeted by such a sight as one might dream of after poring for 

hours over the Arabian Nights.  There are models of the most famous of Australian gold nuggets.  
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170 ‘Mining Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 8/8/1916, p.8 
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Coloured to life, though one knows it to be merely gilt, they are a feast for the eyes.  Looking at the 

biggest, that enormous nugget, the enormous “Welcome Stranger” .. 

A few paces from these glittering models, we find a large dense boulder of conglomerate ..  

(on) your left (is) a case containing “objects of historical interest” which would appeal to all, including not 

only those with no technical knowledge, but those who hardly know what the word geology means.  Let me 

give but three examples.  Under four pieces of rock is a card with this note – 

“Certain English lead mines were worked by the Romans.  These pieces of ore were knocked from the 

lode 2000 years ago.”….  

These notes, which I have quoted in full, are typical of many others explaining the collection.  In too many 

museums, the specimens are merely labelled with names which only a scientific man can understand, so 

that the casual visitor wanders about with a blank mind, overwhelmed by the variety and apparent 

purposelessness of the collection.  Here one finds many of these little sufficient to interest, exciting a 

desire to learn more.  One moves on from case to case expecting some fresh piece of interesting or 

curious information … 

Particularly pleasing are the references to places in the neighbourhood of Sydney… for instance the rock 

formation at Bondi and the pot-holes at Lane Cove …    

My next note is culled from quite another part of the museum – the lower floor (more exhibits discussed 

and cards quoted)….. 

In the children’s room are exhibits which no visitor should miss ….. 

Tourists in particular would be well advised to visit the museum if only to inspect the models of the famous 

limestone caves at Jenolan ….. 

Another model, a remarkable one, is a flat metal panel of the world, with the land surface standing up in 

relief so that the oceans form a pond a good inch deep ….when the water is turned on the action of the 

ocean currents is demonstrated. 

Verily, this is a great treasure house; as one wonders around, his wonder, interest, and enjoyment grow.  

Many of the cases, if kept in the way they are kept, would be an ornament to any drawing-room. 173 

In 1925, shortly after this account was published, the museum installed a model (11 feet by 10 feet) of the 

harbour precinct as redeveloped by the Sydney Harbour Trust.  The model was made by the Trust and no 

doubt depicted the harbour works completed over the preceding decades.174    

The exhibits described in the above account of the mid 1920s remained unchanged throughout the 1930s.  

With funds once again becoming available in the late 1930s, the newly appointed curator, HF Whitworth, 

was able to devote his attention to the displays and commenced rearranging and re-labelling of the 

exhibits.175  Unfortunately, the Second World War of 1939-1945 stopped all work.   
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Figure 109 
The upper floor exhibition 
hall (Level 4) and 
entrance foyer off George 
Street beyond.  Undated 
(c.1910).  Source: State 
Library NSW 
(Government Printing 
Office 1 – 16294)  

 

Figure 110 
Display cabinets of 
minerals in a public 
exhibition hall.  Undated 
(c.1910).  Source:  State 
Library NSW 
(Government Printing 
Office 1 – 16293)  

 

Figure 111 
The China clay section of 
the museum within a 
public exhibition hall.  
Undated (c.1910).  
Source:  State Library 
NSW (Government 
Printing Office 1 – 16292)  
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By 1950 the casual visitor found the displays of little relevance to contemporary society, being both 

antiquated in content and presentation and poorly lit.176  The curator was aware of the deficiencies in the 

exhibition halls but any attempt to reorganise the exhibits was hindered by staff shortages in the 1950s.177   

However, by 1960 both crises in staff and funding had been resolved and an advisory committee was 

established to report on the re-planning of the exhibition halls.  In the interim, a start was made on 

renovating the halls by laying linoleum and some of the showcases were replaced by new ones of a 

‘modern’ design.178  This modest work represented the first changes in the exhibition spaces since the 

building had opened in 1909.  Over 1961 improvements in the lighting of the displays were achieved by 

installing fluorescent lights and repainting the walls and ceilings.179  

These changes were implemented when The Rocks began its long and slow transformation from a place 

of residence and employment to one of tourism and leisure.  One landmark in this transformation was the 

overseas passenger terminal located near the museum at West Circular Quay (opened in 1961).  This 

immediately resulted in an increase in the number of ‘casual visitors’ to the museum and the curator felt 

the need to further improve the presentation of the exhibition space.180 The replacement of the old display 

cabinets continued over the 1960s and the new exhibits were arranged.181  It is not known if the dioramas 

or models were replaced at a similar rate, although they were removed by the late 1960s.   

 

 

Figure 112 
Representative example of the new 
type of display case introduced 
over the 1960s.  Note the high level 
of illumination.  Source: Annual 
Report of the Mines Department, 
1966 

At the end of 1964 the museum began to open on weekends.  This change was introduced to cater for 

secondary students studying geology, but it was acknowledged that there was also a broader community 

interest in mining and geology,182 although the latter seems to have come as a surprise to museum staff.  
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The number of weekend attendances over 1965 totalled 14,000.183  The weekend opening and higher 

public visitations necessitated alterations to the building.  In 1965 increased lavatory accommodation was 

provided,184 and in 1967 a new reinforced fire stair was installed on the north elevation; encased in 

unrelieved common brickwork.185   

The public entry to the museum was improved in the late 1960s by remodelling the foyers to the two 

exhibition floors.186  The exhibits were reorganised with the ground floor (Level 4) having displays on the 

mining industry and the lower floor (Level 3) displays addressing the fundamental aspects of geological 

science.187  From 1972 the museum engaged a full time preparator to organise the displays.188 

Over the 1960s and 1970s the number of people visiting the museum continued to increase.  While the 

museum only seems to have counted weekend visitors as bona fide exhibition going members of the 

public, the visitation numbers increased from 15,465 in 1967 to 21,408 in 1968.189  For six days in the 

winter of 1970 the museum exhibited moon rock brought to Earth by the astronauts aboard NASA’s Apollo 

11.  The exhibition was widely reported in the press and provided great publicity for the museum and a 

record number of visitors; 57,839 over the year, 9,500 over the six days of the moon rock exhibition with 

3,200 of that number in one day.190  This increase continued with 37,630 members of the public visiting in 

1972/1973 and 48,640 in 1973/74.191  The museum acknowledged that this increase was in part due to the 

rising popularity of The Rocks as a place to visit as a tourist attraction, which resulted in an increasing 

number of ‘off the street’.192  By the late 1970s the annual number of visitors was over 76,000.193 

Special exhibitions continued to be held over the late 1970s and early 1980s, including a major gold 

exhibition staged in 1979.194  Against a backdrop of financial uncertainty in the 1980s in the lead up to what 

became the Earth Exchange, the last major exhibition held in the museum was about the centenary of 

mining in Broken Hill in 1984.195  

Education 

Aside from the need to collect, classify and attend to questions by the miner or advanced student of 

geology, the Mining Museum had an educational role for school children.  From the very beginning it set 

out to attract teachers and pupils by providing a children’s room with a small library of books on geology 

and mineralogy, and cabinets of specimens that the pupils were encouraged to handle.  Within the main 

exhibition space there was a ‘children’s court’ where the specimens were exhibited with comprehensible 

descriptions.  Added interest was provided by a model of a gold mine, and exhibits of fish fossils.196   
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Figure 113 
The children’s court.  Undated 
(c1910).   
Source: State Library NSW 
(Government Printing Office 1 – 
16291)  

 

Prior to the 1960s the annual number of visiting school groups was low, for example 20 school groups of 

around 20 pupils each attended over 1927/1928,197 with a low of seven groups of around 18 pupils each 

over 1937/1938.198  The school groups usually visited the museum on Saturday mornings,199 and that 

practice did not change until perhaps the early 1960s; it certainly was still the practice in the mid 1940s. 200  

In addition, from around 1936 students of geology began to visit the museum in the company of their 

teachers.  These visits do not seem to have directly involved the participation of museum staff.201  

Organised pupil visitations to the museum ceased around 1940 owing to the Second World War.  After a 

public appeal by the curator that business was back to normal, pupil and student visits recommenced in 

1946.202  

The museum’s approach to student education began to change in the early 1960s following the 

introduction of geology into the High School syllabus in 1962.  This immediately impacted on the 

museum’s long standing tradition of supplying specimen mineral kits to schools.  To meet this demand 

extra museum assistants were employed over 1963 to prepare the specimen kits.  Also in that year 

modern audio visual equipment was purchased to aid instruction in the museum.203  With the introduction 

of weekend opening in late 1964, a program of weekend afternoon and holiday film screenings was 

developed as well as the mid-week screenings in the company of teachers.204  Where these films were 

screened in the beginning is not known, but a theatrette was installed at some time on the lower (Level 3) 

of the two exhibition floors.  
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Within a short time after the change in the school syllabus, the number of organised school parties 

averaged two per week whereas in earlier years the number seems to have been around two visits per 

month.205 This marked rise in the educational role of the museum resulted in an organisational restructure 

in 1967 with the formation of the Education Subsection and appointment of a permanent education 

officer.206  A second education officer was appointed in 1976,207 and by the time the museum closed in 

1986 there was staff of fifteen.   

The number of school groups and children increased over the following years and greater resources were 

provided.  Over the 1960s the children visiting the museum had been of secondary school age, but from 

the early 1970s primary school children also visited.208  The need for a dedicated school activity room for 

use in demonstrations and practical activities was met with new rooms being constructed at the then 

northeast corner of Level 3 in 1973 and neighbouring the education officer’s room.209  In 1975 the museum 

began to involve the visiting teachers in the instruction process, and also offered a ‘personalized service to 

schools.’210  

Outreach 

Periodically museum staff promoted knowledge of mining and the mineral wealth of the state by staging 

exhibitions beyond the museum.  The first was at the All Australian Trades Fair staged in 1938 as part of 

the celebrations at the Sydney Showground of 150 years of settlement.  Planning for this exhibition under 

HF Whitworth commenced in the 1936/37 financial year.  The exhibition included the museum’s models of 

mines and treatment plants, which were of greater interest to the public than the samples of minerals.211   

Over the 1930s and 1940s the general public’s knowledge of the museum and what function it served 

declined despite infrequent public protestations of its worth.212  HF Whitworth, the curator from 1936, tried 

to remedy this during the late 1940s and 1950s by carefully timed publicity.  The ‘Atomic Age’ arrived with 

the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan in August 1945.  The day after the bombing of Nagasaki 

Whitworth explained to the readers of the Sydney Morning Herald what uranium is.213  The Commonwealth 

Government in 1948 initiated an award for discovery of new uranium deposits and214 uranium was 

subsequently discovered in Broken Hill and New England in the early 1950s.  Whitworth milked the 

public’s curiosity over the following years by promoting Geiger counter tests of materials brought in by the 

public.215  As in the past, the Museum was always willing to test samples for free.216   

The museum’s off-site exhibitions recommenced around 1960.  The first instance being the loan of gold 

specimens for an exhibition staged in Kiandra to mark the centenary of gold discovery in that district.217  
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Similar displays in other regional mining districts followed.218  

Prior to the introduction of record keeping of visitors’ types in 1963, for an unknown number of years the 

hobbyist mineral collector had visited the museum, encouraged by HF Whitworth, the curator from 1936.  

The Gemmological Association was founded around the beginning of the Whitworth era219 and many of the 

hobbyists were also members of lapidary clubs and attended courses held by the Workers Education 

Association.  Their interest ‘caused an upsurge in the numbers of questions on the subject’ directed to the 

curator, so the museum began to stage special lectures for these enthusiasts in the mid 1960s. 220   

In 1968, trials commenced on a mobile training unit to bring part of the museum’s collection to regional 

centres and metropolitan high schools.221  Around the same time, the museum began to stage an exhibit at 

the bi-annual National Gem Show.222  In 1972 the museum was closely involved in the Earth Week 

promotions staging exhibits at three locations throughout the city.223  Every year, the museum contributed 

to the department’s display at the Royal Easter Show.224  

The centenary of the formation of the Mines Department was celebrated in 1974 and a number of special 

exhibitions were organised and the 25th International Geological Congress was staged in Sydney over the 

winter of 1976.225   

The museum started selling departmental reports and maps in 1963.226  This service was expanded in 

1971 by the opening of a dedicated bookshop that stocked specialist books on geology and mining,227 and 

a little later it became the outlet for the sale of the mineral specimen sets that the museum prepared.   The 

bookshop serviced the needs of the professional miner and enthusiast collector, and also the passing 

trade of visitors.  In the early 1980s the government required the museum to become financially self-

sufficient and the role of the bookshop evolved from addressing intellectual curiosity to raising cash.  The 

shop was relocated and expanded in 1982 and over the following years shop takings increased 

dramatically, mainly through selling minerals, gemstones, jewellery and souvenirs.228  

The formation of the Friends of the Geological and Mining Museum Society (FOGMM) in 1983 was another 

outcome of the early 1980s drive for financial self-sufficiency.  With FOGMM the museum sought 

donations and sponsorships, and catered for the interests of the enthusiast and volunteers began to assist 

the museum in its operations.229  Over the following years the volunteers completed a number of important 

tasks relating to sorting and labelling the specimen collection, and documenting and photographing the 

museum’s collection of historic mining equipment and the mining document collections.230  This material 

was collected by the museum from 1972 in preparation of opening an outdoor museum of mining history 
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(which never eventuated).231  Through the quarterly journal and intermittent newsletters of FOGAMM 

aspects of the history of the museum were written-up.  In most instances this was the first time the roles of 

museum had been discussed outside of the annual departmental reports. 

Specimen Collection 

The routine work of the Mining Museum was the collection, registering and classification of rock 

specimens.  From the very beginning of the museum in the 1870s this was an ongoing task undertaken by 

departmental field staff with intermittent donations and purchases.  The specimens were used in the 

reference collection installed in the public exhibition spaces (Levels 3 & 4) and also, probably, stored in the 

private lower ground floor (Level 2).  Valuable minerals were not stored at the museum.  The most notable 

example of this being the Maitland Bar gold nugget that the museum had purchased in 1887 and had been 

kept permanently in a city bank vault.232  It was first displayed in the museum in 1983,233 and later became 

a feature attraction of the Earth Exchange. 

In the organizational restructures of the late 1960s the task of collecting specimens was retained and more 

staff and resources were allocated.  A systematic card indexing of the collection had been introduced in 

the 1920s234 and continued in use over the following decades.  In 1973 the huge task of auditing the 

collection commenced by a stock take and ended in 1976 with the publication of the computer database 

generated Catalogue of Economic Minerals and Miscellaneous Specimens.  The task of reorganising and 

rehousing the collection, which was now termed ‘the economic mineral collection’ began in 1980.235  

Duplicate and poor quality minerals were used for preparing specimen sets that the department supplied to 

schools without charge since the mid 1920s.236  The museum also provided ‘individual collectors’ and the 

professional prospector with samples of minerals without charge.  

Owing to the depletion of stocks and the problems in securing new samples resulting from the closure of 

many of the smaller mines, in 1952 the museum began to charge the prospector for the samples.237  These 

sets comprised around 18 samples of important economic minerals, and 12 samples of more common 

rocks.238  However, the demand for the sets was so high and the reserves so low that by 1961 further 

restrictions on supply were introduced.239  This was evidently a pre-emptive move for in the following year 

resulting from the introduction of geology into the High School syllabus, the number of specimens supplied 

to schools increased from 500 to 2,500. Consequently, further restrictions on distribution were introduced 

in 1962.240  In 1965, in response to a request by the Department of Education, the museum began to 

supply primary schools with sample sets of minerals.  The demand placed on the museum for minerals by 

the Department of Education at this time was unprecedented in Australia.241  From the early 1970s the task 
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of putting together the school specimen sets was transferred from the museum to the department’s 

Londonderry premises.  This move freed up space in the ground floor (Level 2) and it was converted to 

much needed office and laboratory space.  

Photographic Section 

While the museum had collected photographs from the late 1890s, photography of specimens and the in-

house processing of film would seem to have started in the 1940s.  This service developed markedly in the 

1950s and also took in processing for the Soil Conservation Service.242  By the time of the closure of the 

museum in 1986, the photographic section consisted of three staff and provided photographic services for 

the whole of then Department of Mineral Resources.243 

Chemical Laboratory  

The chemical laboratory was located on the top floor (Level 6) of the building.  As the Geological Survey 

Laboratory it operated independently of the museum and quite away from the staff of the lower floors that 

were under the administration of the Geological Survey Branch.244   

The duties of the laboratory were many and varied.  Initially it was routine testing of minerals and research 

into developing and/or improving aspects of mining.245  By the mid 1960s the duties included the provision 

of laboratory services and chemical advice; assistance and control on matters relating to the administration 

of the various acts and regulations of the Mines Department; and providing the mining industry with the 

resources to evaluate, treat, discover, etc. minerals, rocks and ores.246       

In the first decades of the operation of the laboratory at George Street the chief analyst and assayer was 

Harold Pogson White (1863-1942).  He studied chemistry in German (then at the forefront of chemistry), 

and completed post graduate work at the Royal School of Mines in London.  White retired in 1928 after 

having spent over 40 years as an employee of the department;247 he had a staff of about seven. 

The new chemical laboratory was fitted out at a cost of £826 and this was inclusive of removal of the 

fittings from Clyde.248  A floor plan dated 1909 is available249 as are a number of historical photographs 

(undated but c.1910) that reveal something of the working environment of the laboratory in its first years of 

operation.  It was highly compartmentalised to provide contained spaces for the chemical laboratory, 

explosive laboratory, balance or assay room, furnace rooms, and a ‘special room’, which housed electronic 

equipment.  The exhaust of the furnaces was vented by flues to the chimney stack (the vent was removed 

and the hatch bricked up in 1982).250  The ventilation of floor was improved in 1916 by the installation of a 

mechanical extraction system with an air filtration system.251  The offices of the chief chemist and his 
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assistants were located at the south-west corner of the floor. 

Technological advances after the Second World War demanded changes in the skills of staff and more 

specialised equipment.  With the rise in interest in uranium resources in the 1950s the laboratory was fitted 

with equipment to undertake radio-metric tests.252  Spectrography was introduced in the mid 1960s,253 

among the many new tests that came available.  This equipment was located in the basement (Level 1), 

which was fitted out in 1965 to especially accommodate such highly sensitive kit.  

 

 
Figure 114 
Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-11, dated 1909 showing the layout of the top 
floor in use as a laboratory.   
Source: Department of Services, Technology & Administration 
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Figure 115 
Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-10, not dated, but possibly 1937, showing 
alterations to the laboratory.   
Source: Department of Services, Technology & Administration 

 

 

Figure 116 
The muffle furnaces in 
the laboratory.  
Photograph is not dated, 
but c.1910. Source: 
State Library NSW 
(Government Printing 
Office 1 – 16284) 
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Figure 117 
The balancing room in 
the laboratory.  
Photograph is not dated, 
but c.1910. Source: 
State Library NSW 
(Government Printing 
Office 1 – 16287) 

 

Figure 118 
The laboratory.  Note the 
reflected light off the 
skylights.  Photograph is 
not dated, but c.1910. 
Source: State Library 
NSW (Government 
Printing Office 1 – 
16289) 

 

Figure 119 
The ‘special room’ in the 
laboratory.  Photograph 
is not dated, but c.1910. 
Source: State Library 
NSW (Government 
Printing Office 1 – 
16286) 
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Figure 120 
The furnace room in the 
laboratory.  Photograph 
is not dated, but c.1910. 
Source: State Library 
NSW (Government 
Printing Office 1 – 
16285) 

 

Figure 121 
The laboratory floor in 
the late 1960s.  Source: 
Annual Report of the 
Mines Department 1963 
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5.6.9 The Third Floor 

Agricultural Museum 

The third floor (Level 5) of the building was set up as the Agricultural Museum and had been part of the 

Mining Museum since 1897.254  The range of exhibits was diverse and reflected the operations of the 

ministerial portfolio rather than strictly adhering to type.  For example, one of the earliest exhibits on Level 

5 was of indigenous fish and crustaceans, which was considered both ‘attractive and popular ….[and of] 

great use to school teachers and students.’255  This exhibit was installed in May 1910 and the official 

opening of the Agricultural Museum occurred a few months later in October.  By then the museum 

possessed an ‘interesting display of entomological subjects, and specimens of wheat, oats, barley, 

grasses’ etc.256  In addition there exhibits of ‘fibres, preserved fruits and a splendid collection of coloured 

models of over 600 varieties’, ‘a large and instructive exhibit of insect pests’, and an ‘exhibit of some 50 

species of (the) most useful insectivorous birds’.257  The produce on display encouraged vermin and by 

1917 there was an infestation of rats throughout the building.258  Rats were a recurring major problem 

throughout the building into the 1950s and possibly later.259  

Unlike the Mining Museum on the floors below, the Agricultural Museum was only open under prior 

arrangement,260 the role of the museum being one to instruct school children rather than engage with the 

general public and farmer.261  Accordingly, it was left to the Education Department to take on the task of 

arranging the visits with the Department of Agriculture providing specialist staff to assist the visiting 

teachers.262  The floor also housed the Department’s biological and entomological branches and the office 

of its works overseer.263  The staff of these branches periodically opened the floor to the general public for 

lectures. 264   

Throughout the early decades of the twentieth century, the administrative offices and the specialist 

branches of the Department of Agriculture were dispersed across the city.  This had been a cause of 

complaint from the farming community and the government resolved the issue in 1929 by constructing the 

Agriculture Building in Farrer Place (behind the Education Department building).265  An outcome of this was 

the relocation of the Department’s staff and museum from the Mining Museum.  
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Figure 122 
Public Works Department Drawing MISC 88-68, dated June 1908, showing the layout of the third floor and 
its intended use.  There is no documentary evidence that indicates the floor was also used as forestry 
museum.   
Source: Department of Services, Technology & Administration  
 

Julian Ashton School 

For a period Level 5 was left vacant in the early 1930s until the artist and art teacher Julian Ashton leased 

it in 1935.  Ashton’s art school was located in the Queen Victoria Building but was had to seek new 

premises owing to the building being remodelled.  While at the Queen Victoria Building Ashton’s art school 

was named the Sydney Art School, but he changed this to the Julian Ashton School on the move to the 

Mining Museum.  Ashton’s new school was officially opened by the Governor of NSW, Sir Philip Street, in 

February 1935.266 

Julian Rossi Ashton (1851-1942) was born and educated in England.  After a brief spell in Melbourne, in 

1883 he and his family moved to Sydney to work on the Picturesque Atlas of Australasia.  From 1886 

Ashton began to teach privately and in the mid 1890s he conducted classes at the Art Society of New 

South Wales of which he was president between 1887 and 1892.  In 1895 Ashton joined a new 

professional body, the Society of Artists.  Sacked from his teaching position, he established his own school 

in King Street, and moved it to the Queen Victoria Building in 1906.  He lectured and wrote frequently, 

especially for Art in Australia.  He was appointed C.B.E. in 1930.  Ashton’s private art school was well 

respected and over the years students such as George Lambert, Elioth Gruner, Jesse Hilder, Thea 

Proctor, Sydney Ure Smith, William Dobell, Jean Bellette, and Douglas Dundas went on to become 
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successful artists.267  With the possible exceptions of Bellette and Dundas these artists did not study at the 

George Street school.   

The Julian Ashton School moved out of the building in 1973 and the floor was remodelled to provide new, 

much needed, office accommodation for the museum.  The new offices provided the opportunity to 

reorganise the lower floors.268 

 

5.6.10 The End of the Mining Museum 

The genesis of the Earth Exchange was the Wran government’s conditional decision in 1984 to continue to 

fund the Mining Museum.  One requirement of this new funding was the commitment to provide a 

‘dynamic’ museum and also address the possibility that such a museum could play a role in the 

Bicentenary celebrations in 1988.  Premier Wran had initiated a similar overhaul of the Technological 

Museum at Ultimo in 1980 with the decision to develop the disused powerhouse and depot as the new 

home for the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences.  Stage One of the Powerhouse was opened 

subsequently in 1988. 269 

In 1984 a feasibility study was commissioned and the Public Works Department (Peter Mould, architect) 

was assigned to the task, it was completed by August 1985.   All work on the permanent exhibitions 

stopped pending the outcome of the study and the last temporary exhibitions were staged in 1985.  The 

museum director at this time was Brian Garner.270  

Another outcome of 1984 ultimatum was the establishment of a board of management.  The objectives of 

the new board were, briefly, to: 

Provide dynamic and exciting exhibitions 

Provide information and education services 

Maintain and upgrade the museum collections and make them available for study, research and 

‘promotional activities’ 

Become a focus for industry and professional association activities 

Foster the continued development of FOGAMM, and make the museum a focus for public interest and 

activity 

Establish a travelling exhibition/education programme 

Develop a range of commercial activities to maximise self-funding 

Complete Stage I of the redevelopment proposal in time for the Bicentenary 

Create a strong and widely known national centre for activities associated with mining and geology 
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Act as a catalyst, to encourage and provide support to local industry for the preparation of activities in the 

local community. 271 

The Wran Labor government allocated $1.272 million towards the redevelopment of the Mining Museum in 

late 1985.  The redevelopment was documented by the Public Works Department, and a project budget 

estimate of $1.6 million was given.  The board of management engaged Desmond Freeman Associates to 

develop an exhibition theme.  The concept Formation and Transformation was accepted and a scheme 

developed to ‘take visitors on a journey from the formation of the Earth and geological deposits to the 

transformation of the Earth’s resources into useful materials’.272  

Implementing this theme effectively required a fundamental rethinking of the planning of the museum to 

provide easy access over multiple floors.  Additional access between Level 1 and Level 6 was provided by 

a new stair sited on the eastern side of the floors, which offered views to the harbour and was near the 

new entry from Hickson Road and circulation foyers.  A new lift service was also inserted at this side of the 

building in the areas of the lavatories, and new lavatories were built adjacent the new lift service.  The 

original entry off George Street was discontinued.  The chimney shaft was left untouched.  No major 

external alterations were required aside from the roof. 

The estimated cost of implementing the development proposal escalated dramatically over the 1985/86 

financial year to $2.67 million, predominantly due to the rise in costs in the building industry.  The board of 

management sought financial assistance from the private sector and this was successful with 20 sponsors 

having signing up by 1987 and some 80% of funding target having been met. 

The statutory authority overseeing the required building approvals was the Sydney Cove Redevelopment 

Authority.  The development application for the new museum was approved in May 1986.273  In August 

1986 the museum closed and the staff were relocated.  However, the redevelopment was project was 

officially launched by Premier Unsworth sometime after in April 1987.  By that time the project cost had 

ballooned to $6.5 million.274   

5.6.11 The Earth Exchange 

Following the change in government, Premier Greiner in October 1989 established a new board of trustees 

under the provisions of the Mining (Geological and Mining Museum) Amendment Act in October 1989.  

The board comprised ten trustees, one had a museum background, two were political appointees, and 

seven came from the mining business community.  The objectives of the board of the Geological and 

Mining Museum Trust were to: 

Stimulate interest in the sciences and technologies related to the development and use of mineral and 

energy resources. 

Increase and disseminate knowledge of the importance of mining, and of mineral and energy resources, to 

the socio-economic development of Australia. 
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Promote the responsible development and use of general and energy resources. 275 

On the formation of the Board, the leasehold of the site of the museum (but not the yard to the north) was 

handed to the Geological and Mining Museum Trust in November 1989.   The northern yard was retained 

by SCRA as they considered it a prime development site.276   

The Greiner government allocated a total of $5.5 million to the project with the expectation that the balance 

of $8 million would be met by private donations and sponsorships277 and this time the new look museum 

was named the Earth Exchange.  The total cost of completing the Earth Exchange was $20 million of 

which government contributed $16.6 million.278  The consulting architects for the Earth Exchange were 

Gibbon Hamor and Associates of Sydney.   

The Earth Exchange was officially opened on 30 March 1991 by Mrs Kathryn Greiner, wife of the Premier.  

The new museum kept the same hours as the one it replaced, but charged an admission fee.  Another 

change was the storage of all material not on display away from the building at a site in Cumberland 

Street.279   

Promoted as Sydney’s newest museum, it had high expectations for it included a number of ‘spectacular’ 

exhibits and at first Sydney-siders visited it in far greater numbers than anticipated.  

Feature installations of the museum included:  

LEVEL 1 Entry from Hickson Road.  Display preparation area and workshop. 

LEVEL 2 Energy information floor (opened in July 1993). 

LEVEL 3 Formation gallery, this provided the experience of a simulated volcano 
eruption and earthquake tremor, and a variety of rocks to touch.  
Theatrette 

LEVEL 4 Transformation gallery, this provided the experience of working in a 
coal mine based on the one at Mount Isa.  This exhibit was complete 
with life-like miners’ cage that travelled through the building’s exhibition 
floors. 

LEVEL 5 Treasures gallery, this included a sample of moon rock, and the 
Maitland Bar gold nugget, this being the first time it had been displayed 
permanently in public 

LEVEL 6 Albert Chapman gallery, which had the collection of more than 800 
minerals and gemstones put together during a lifetime by Sydney 
fossicker, Albert Chapman.  It is considered one of the best of its type 
in the world. 
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The restaurant, Guthries, and shop, Opal Minded, were let as commercial ventures. 

The museum was very much a ‘hands on’ experience and children were encouraged to run around and 

make noise.  It incorporated an innovative touch-screen computer interactive program named Infomine.  

Much of these installations were overseen by curator Dr. Lindsay Sharp.  

The museum’s education program that was different to that which had operated in the Mining Museum.  

The initial proposal was to establish a teacher led program in which students explored the museum and 

learnt by using their ‘senses’.  This changed in the first year of the museum’s opening to one based on 

passive learning through notes and instruction.280 

The Earth Exchange closed permanently in October 1995 and with it Sydney had lost an institution that 

had been part of its makeup since 1876.  The reason for the closure was a decline in attendance numbers, 

the target was 300,000 per year and in the final years the visitor numbers were 120,000 in 1992/3 and 

82,000 in 1994/5, resulting in shortfalls in funding.  The final decision to close came on the Carr Labor 

government’s withdrawal of its annual contribution of $1.355 million.  Treasurer Egan stated ‘the 

Government’s assessment of the Earth Exchange is that it is poorly located, too small, too expensive, and 

too specialised, and now faces terrific competition from other museums.’281  

Some 31 full-time and 22 casual staff were made redundant and the exhibits were dispersed.  The 

Chapman Collection, which the government had purchased for $1 million ($750,000 public money and 

$250,000 private donation), was transferred to the Australian Museum.282  Some items of mining and 

historic interest also went to the Powerhouse museum.   

The remainder of the collection was retained by the NSW Department of Primary Industries - Mineral 

Resources and classified as the  Economic Minerals Collection, which contains about 24 000 specimens 

that are stored at Londonderry in western Sydney.  The Maitland Bar gold nugget initially went on loan to 

the Sydney Mint Museum, although it is now held in the Economic Minerals Collection.  The remainder 

was auctioned in December 1995.283  

5.6.12 The Arts Exchange 

At the time of the closure of the Earth Exchange in October 1995 the Carr Labor government announced 

the building would be used in future for an Aboriginal cultural centre for NSW.  This centre was intended to 

house Sydney’s major Aboriginal arts and media organizations and be the focus for public access to 

indigenous arts and culture.  The new centre was to be managed by Tullagulla, a company formed by 

Blackfella Films, Black Books, Boomalli Aboriginal Arts Co-operative, Bangarra Dance Theatre, and 

Gadigal Information Services.  The proposal included a theatrette for indigenous films and education 

programs, a public gallery space, artists’ studio, a radio station, publication outlet, and information 

centre.284  The planning for this proposal was undertaken by architect Col James who completed his 

                                                      
280 Annual Reports of the Earth Exchange 1990/91 
281 ‘Mining museum finally hits bottom..’, Sydney Morning Herald, 25/8/1995, p.3 
282 ‘Mining museum finally hits bottom..’, Sydney Morning Herald, 25/8/1995, p.3 
283 NSW Legislative Assembly, Hansard, 2 May 1996 
284 ‘Earth to ochre exchange’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10/10/1995, p.17 
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feasibility study in November 1995 and costed the work at $1.6 million.285  

The development of the Aboriginal cultural centre came under the administrative umbrella of the NSW 

Ministry for the Arts, which entered into a lease for 95 years from the Sydney Cove Redevelopment 

Authority.  The new centre was to be named Tullagulla and to be opened in mid-1997.  Commonwealth 

funding was also involved with $2.2 million being provided by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission to refurbish and fitout the new centre.286  By October 1996 the Ministry had formulated a two 

stage strategy to implement the proposal: Stage 1 being the clearing out of the remaining fittings and 

fixtures of the Earth Exchange, and Stage 2 being the fitout and alterations.287  Stage 1 was completed 

during the 1996/97 financial year at a cost of $400,000.288  

The statutory authority overseeing the required building approvals was the Sydney Cove Redevelopment 

Authority.  Their involvement in this project included commissioning a conservation management plan in 

October 1995.  The Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority was also involved in the transfer of the lease 

from the former Earth Exchange board to the Ministry.  As with the Earth Exchange, the lease was only for 

the building and exclusive of the north yard.  The Ministry declined the additional lease of the north yard in 

March 1996.289 

The development application for this work was approved by the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority in 

March 1998 on the basis it was for an Aboriginal arts and cultural centre and performance space.290  The 

project was documented by architects Woodhead International.  Over the 1997/98 financial year the 

Ministry expended $1.7 million on upgrading the services and fitments to satisfy Building Code of Australia 

standards, and also repairing the roof.   There was some dispute between the Ministry and the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Commission (the exact cause of the problem was not stated, but related to the 

leasing arrangement).291  Over the 1998/99 financial year the Ministry held discussions with the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Commission over the proposed lease. 292 

Over the last half of 1999 the Ministry continued to hold discussions with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Commission over the proposed lease.  In January 2000 the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission advised the Ministry that its financial support for the project was withdrawn in view of 

Tullagulla’s inability to secure recurrent funding for the project.  Consequently, the Tullagulla project was 

abandoned and the Ministry entered into discussions with individual indigenous arts organizations to lease 

the premises293 without success.  

In 2000 the Ministry renamed the building the Arts Exchange.  Over 2000/2001 the Ministry reopened the 

Arts Exchange and leased parts of it to the Australian Music Centre, the Sydney Opera House, and the 

organisers of the Sydney Festival.294  This use continues today. 

                                                      
285 Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority File RE043.02.01 
286 Annual Report of the Ministry for the Arts 1995/1996 
287 Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority File RE043.02.01 
288 Annual Report of the Ministry for the Arts 1996/1997 
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294 Annual Report of the Ministry for the Arts 2000/2001 
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PART 6 
SUMMARY OF ELEMENTS 
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6.1 Introduction to this Summary 
This summary provides key heritage conservation information in one easy to access format. 

 

6.2 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. 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 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: 

Grading is provided as a tool to assist in developing appropriate conservation measures.  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. 

Where items are intrusive make recommendation for why, how and when they should be removed. 

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. 

  



166 The Mining Museum CMP 10/05/2013    

 

High / Medium 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. 

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.  

Little Significance & Neutral items 

Includes elements and features which were originally of higher significance, but have been compromised 

by later, less significant modifications. 

Can include additions made to accommodate changing functional requirements where these components 

are generally of neutral impact on the complex’s significance. 

Elements assessed as being of little significance or of neutral value 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.  

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. 
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6.3 Condition Rating 
A summary of the condition is provided in a CMP to assist in making policies and strategies concerning 

ongoing conservation and sustainability.  

The following is the recommended scale for the summary condition rating. 

CONDITION RATING DESCRIPTION 

5 - Excellent Element has no defects.  Condition and appearance are as new. 

4 - Good Element exhibits superficial wear and tear, minor defects, minor signs 
of deterioration to surface finishes, but does not require major catch-
up maintenance.  No major defects exist. 

3 - Fair Element is in average condition.  Deteriorated surfaces require 
attention.  Services are functional but require attention.  Deferred 
maintenance work exists. Attention to condition is required within the 
next 5 years. 

2 - Poor Element has deteriorated badly.  Serious structural problems exist.  
General appearance is poor with eroded protective coatings.  
Elements are defective, services are frequently failing, and/or a 
significant number of major defects exist. Attention to condition is 
required within the next 2 years. 

1 – Very Poor Element has failed.  It is not operational and is unfit for occupancy or 
normal use. Urgent attention is required. 
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6.4 Diagrams of Elements & their Significance 
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Figure 123 
Level 1 significance diagram 
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Figure 124 
Level 2 significance diagram 
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Figure 125 
Level 3 significance diagram  
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Figure 126 
Level 4 significance diagram  
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Figure 127 
Level 5 significance diagram  
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Figure 128 
Level 6 significance diagram 
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Figure 129 
Northern Elevation significance diagram 
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Figure 130 
East Elevation significance diagram 
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Figure 131 
West Elevation significance diagram 
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Figure 132 
Northern Yard significance diagram 
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Summary of Elements 

Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.5 The Heritage Item Generally 

 
Figure 133  
George Street (west) elevation of Mining Museum  
 

 
Figure 134  
Hickson Road (east) elevation of Mining Museum 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The former Mining Museum, located at 36-64 George Street, was 

constructed between the years 1903 and 1909.  It is a six level 

masonry building with rusticated stone base with frontages to 

George Street and Hickson Road.  The site also contains three 

outbuildings (see Section 6.8). 

The first building constructed on the site was the Electric Light 

Station (1903-04), which was converted to the Mining Museum 

(1908-09). It is a large and impressive example of the Free Style 

architecture of Government Architect, Walter Liberty Vernon (who 

designed both the power station and the Mining Museum). The 

internal structure and exterior of the Mining Museum are remarkably 

intact.  It is considered to be significant at a State level.  

The history of uses (original power station and mining museum) are 

rare in NSW and the chimney stack is a unique structure that clearly 

demonstrates Sydney’s industrial past and forms a dramatic 

landmark within the broader townscape of the city of Sydney.  The 

building also forms one of a group of commercial and public 

buildings located throughout the Rocks area designed by the 

Government Architect’s office in the late nineteenth to early 

twentieth century. 

 

 

Exceptional 

 

Fair 

 

The item should be retained and conserved in 

accordance with the Policies of this CMP 

(Section 2) 
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.6 The Setting  

Figure 135  
Location plan for the subject site within the context of the Rocks 
precinct. Source: Googlemaps  < http://maps.google.com.au.> 

 

The item makes a significant contribution to the George Street and 

Hickson Road streetscapes within the Rocks precinct and because 

of the chimney is visually prominent and a landmark feature within 

the broader city of Sydney townscape.  

 

Exceptional 

 

Good 

 

Retain the Mining Museum as an item within 

the streetscape of the northern end of George 

Street and Hickson Road.   

Retain and conserve the Victorian –era urban 

character of the northern George Street and 

Hickson Road streetscapes. 

Retain and conserve the broader setting of the 

Mining Museum, including significant views to 

and from the place and in particular views of 

the chimney from the north, northeast, east 

and southeast. 

Seek to reinstate the currently obstructed 

views to the Mining Museum within the 

streetscape, particular views of the George 

Street façade. 

6.7 Archaeological Potential 
 

The construction of the principal building involved extensive 

excavation with further excavation and landscape works undertaken 

in the 1920s to the site directly to the north in association with the 

construction of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. As such, archaeological 

potential below the ground is very low.  

In addition, the interior spaces of the item have undergone a series 

of alterations and refits, particularly throughout the latter half of the 

20th century, including the replacement of the roof. Therefore, 

archaeological potential in the under-floor, inter-floor and roof 

spaces is low. 

Low Unknown  Disturbance of the ground should be avoided 
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.8 Outbuildings 

 
Figure 136  
Outbuilding 1- former garage/workshop building 

 
Figure 137  
Outbuilding 3 

 
Figure 138  
Outbuilding 2 located to the west of Outbuilding 1 

 

The site also contains three outbuildings constructed in the mid 20th 

century, located within the northern yard. Historically, their use has 

been attached to the Mining Museum and it is assumed that they 

are still used for storage and the like by the current leasees. 

Little Fair Can be either adapted or removed in 

accordance with the conservation policies. 

Refer to Section 2 Policies 43 and 44 
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.9 Trees 

 
Figure 139  
View of George Street (west) elevation of Mining Museum from 
Lower Fort Street to the west 

 

There is no landscaping located on the subject site. 

Street trees have been planted along both George Street and 

Hickson Road and as a result the George Street façade and the 

Hickson Road entrance are obscured due to street tree plantings 

located on Council land.  

The trees located on George Street adjacent to the Mining Museum 

are located too close to the building and are of an inappropriate type 

as they effectively screen the upper floors of the building from view. 

 

Intrusive 

 

Good 

 

Remove the tree directly in front of George 

Street entry as an intrusive element within the 

streetscape. 

Refer to Section 2.8 Policy 36 

6.10 External Lighting 

 
Figure 140  
George Street (west) entry to the Mining Museum 

 

A double spotlight is located above the George Street entry. It is a 

recent addition and is the only external lighting fixture located on the 

building. Otherwise, the place relies on the street lighting adjacent 

for night time illumination.  

 

Low 

 

Good 

 

The existing spot light does little to highlight 

the architectural qualities of the place or 

provide interpretation of the building. As such, 

it is recommended that the spotlight be 

removed and replaced in accordance with a 

lighting scheme developed for the whole of the 

site.  

Refer to Section 2.11 Policy 53 

6.11 External Signage 

 
Figure 141 
Original signage above George Street entrance.  
Source: SHFA Archives 

 

The only original signs are the bronze ‘GEOLOGICAL AND MINING 

MUSEUM’ letters located on the George Street façade. They are 

difficult to see due to the nearby tree. 

 

Exceptional 

 

Good 

 

Retain and make more visible as part of the 

interpretation of the Mining Museum’s history. 

Refer to Section 2.11 Policy 52 
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.12 Roofing  

 
Figure 142 
View of roof showing white-coated sheeting 

 
Figure 143 
Rainwater heads/downpipes 

 

The roof remains in its original configuration but the roof sheeting 

has been replaced and is coated with a white reflective paint. This is 

highly visible from the harbour bridge walkway.  

Some problems are evident with the roof drainage e.g. ferns and 

dampness at south end of George Street façade.  

Rectangular downpipes and rainwater heads are part of the original 

design. 

 

Exceptional –  

configuration 

Intrusive –  

sheeting finish 

Exceptional –  

rainwater goods 

 

Fair 

 

Replace white sheeting with more authentic 

galvanized finish when it reaches the end of its 

service life.  

Resolve roof drainage problems as a matter of 

urgency.  

Retain rainwater heads and downpipes in 

existing configuration. 

6.13 Chimney  

 
Figure 144  
View of subject building showing the chimney from the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge 
 

 

The chimney stack of the Mining Museum is a significant feature of 

the building being a surviving element from the initial electric light 

station phase (1903-04).  The chimney provides a physical reminder 

of the industrial history of the west side of Circular Quay.  

The chimney is a distinguishing feature within the streetscape and 

the Rocks precinct and forms a landmark within the broader city of 

Sydney townscape. 

At some stage, parts of the shaft of the chimney have been 

repointed and the different stages of the work is very evident as the 

fresh new mortar changes the colour of the brickwork.  

 

Exceptional 

 

Good/Fair 

 

Retain in accordance with conservation 

policies. 

The whole of the chimney should be inspected 

in terms of the condition of the mortar and 

repointing undertaken where and when 

necessary. 
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.14 Exterior Walls Generally 

 
Figure 145 
View of exterior of the east elevation 

 

 
Figure 146 
Unfinished arch to Hickson Road 
 

 

The external walling of the Mining Museum is composed of 

sandstone, brickwork and roughcast render. All walling is original 

apart from the brick fire stair added to the north-western corner. 

The sandstone base of the east elevation extends to the north 

beyond the main body of the building, forming an unfinished arch at 

the Hickson Road entry to the northern yard. This is an original 

feature of the building. 

Some of the sandstone, especially on the Hickson Road façade, is 

in poor condition. The upper surfaces are spalling and some loose 

material has been removed in recent years for safety reasons.  

The Hickson Road façade is also exhibiting structural cracking. The 

cause of this is not known but remedial work has been documented 

by the Public Works Dept and the arched windows located on level 

6 have been propped.  

 

Exceptional 

 

Overall Fair  

Poor in places 

 

Retain and conserve in accordance with the 

conservation policies. 

Remove plant growth located on the western 

elevation. 

Investigation should be undertaken by a 

structural engineer to establish the reasons for 

the structural cracking. 

Repair and maintenance works are required to 

the Hickson Road façade.  
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.15 Windows 

 
Figure 147 
Double hung windows on George Street 

 
Figure 148 
Example of casement window 

 
Figure 149 
Aluminium windows added to north elevation 

All windows are original- except for the 6 former loading dock doors 

(one on each floor) on the north elevation, which have been 

replaced with aluminium framed fixed glazed windows.  

The original windows are all timber and a mixture of casement or 

double-hung sash type.  Some windows in the light well around the 

chimney have been bricked-up. 

Exceptional 

Little- Aluminium 

windows 

 

Good Retain and conserve in accordance with the 

conservation policies. 
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.16 Ceilings 

 
Figure 150 
An example of contemporary ceilings inside the building 

All ceilings within the Mining Museum are recent addition fabric 

dating from the latter half of the 20th century. All are of plasterboard 

or proprietary suspended ceiling systems and have no significance 

in themselves. 

Many of the ceilings are suspended in order to house new services, 

however in these cases they impact on the original spatial qualities 

of the internal spaces and cover over the top portion windows and 

columns.  

Some ceilings are located above the original supporting beams and 

have little or no impact on significant fabric or original spaces.  

Intrusive/ Neutral Good Raise ceilings to their original level where 

possible to reveal the lower portion of the steel 

beams and window heads. 

6.17 Interior Masonry Walls 

 
Figure 151 
View of Hickson Road entrance showing the original masonry 
walls as well as 20th century additions. 

As the original building was constructed to have large open plan 

spaces on each level, there are very few original interior masonry 

walls.  Only those walls identified as original (see Section 4 Physical 

Analysis) are of exceptional significance. 

Other masonry walls are recent additions relating to the adaptive 

reuse of the building from the late 20th century.  These include the 

lift cavity, fire stairs and WCs.  

Exceptional 

 

 

Neutral 

Good Retain original interior masonry walls where 

possible. 

6.18 Interior Lightweight Walls 

 
Figure 152 
Example of contemporary partitioning to create interior walls 

As part of the adaptation of the building as the Arts Exchange, all 

levels have been reconfigured by lightweight walls in order to 

accommodate a range of commercial/office uses. None of these 

walls are original. Partitions are either framed and covered with 

plasterboard or glazed. Plasterboard partitions tend to be aligned 

with and partially obscuring the original columns. Glass walls tend to 

leave the original columns free-standing. 

Neutral Good Minimise the visual intrusion of partitions. The 

most recent additions use a more sympathetic 

approach as they use glass partitions spaced 

away from columns. This approach is 

recommended.  

New partitions should be consistent with the 

policies and guidelines for Configuration of 

Use: Internal Spaces (refer to Section 2 

Policies 21 and 22). 
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.19 Internal Doors 

 
Figure 153 
Example of interior door 

All internal doors are related to the adaptive reuse works for the Arts 

Exchange. 

Neutral Good Retain or replace as required. 

6.20 Floors 

 
Figure 154 
Ground floor at Hickson Road Entrance  
 

 
Figure 155 
Lightwell on Level 2  
 

The ground floors (Levels 1 & 2) are concrete slabs on ground.  

The top floor (Level 6) is a reinforced concrete slab on steel frame.  

All intermediate floors (Levels 3-5) are timber on steel framing.  

At the southern end of the building the floors either side of the light 

well around the chimney are concrete slabs and have been modified 

by late 20th century alterations. 

At the eastern end of Level 2, an original internal open lightwell has 

been infilled with glass bricks. 

Exceptional – original  

Little- alterations 

 

Good When the opportunity arises, the existence of 

surviving original or early floor finishes should 

be investigated.  

Should original floor finishes be discovered on 

site for example within in a service room or the 

like, these should be retained and recorded. 

Thick service floors should be avoided as they 

would detract from the internal spatial qualities. 
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.21 Internal Structure 

 
Figure 156 
Steel columns within subject building  

 
Figure 157 
An example of a steel column within the subject building  

 
Figure 158 
An example of a steel column within the subject building 

Steel columns and beams are composite riveted members on lower 

floors and rolled steel sections on upper floors (see detailed notes 

Section 4).  

The steel framework is an early example and could be of interest to 

students of building structures. It is mainly intact although one steel 

beam was removed when the 1980s stair was inserted on the 

eastern side of the building. 

Exceptional 

 

Good Retain in accordance with conservation 

policies.  

Further investigations could be undertaken to 

establish the original colour scheme of the 

steel structure. 

All steel columns are to remain exposed. New 

partitions are to be set back from steel 

columns. See 6.18 Interior Lightweight Walls 

above. 
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.22 New Services 

 
Figure 159 
Exposed air conditioning in north-east corner 

 
Figure 160 
An example of services concealed in suspended ceilings within 
subject building (level 6) 

 
Figure 161 
1960s fire stair addition on the north elevation 

Given the extensive work carried out in the late 20th century in 

converting the building to the Earth Exchange and then the current 

Arts Exchange, all mechanical and electrical services are expected 

to be of recent origin. Air conditioning is either concealed above 

suspended ceilings or exposed below ceilings. In both cases the 

original interior treatment is obscured. 

New electrical switch rooms have been built within southern portion 

of the building. 

In the 1960s a fire stair was added to the north-west corner of the 

building. This is unattractive and unsympathetic to the original 

architectural design. 

 

 

 

Intrusive 

 

Neutral 

 

Intrusive 

Good Treat in accordance with conservation policies, 

remove intrusive elements. 

The new electrical switch rooms could be 

retained as service rooms and new services 

should be placed in them as first preference. 

Service rooms should not to be made bigger.  

If the opportunity arises to make the services 

rooms smaller, this option should be 

supported. 

As recommended above, suspended ceilings 

should be removed where possible and 

existing services consolidated and exposed.  

Services must not be run down the steel 

columns.  

Services should be run in areas of less 

significance.  
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Element Background Significance Condition Recommendations 

6.23 Fixtures & Fittings 

 
Figure 162 
Original stair from the George Street entrance  

Almost all the fixtures and fittings from the Mining Museum have 

been removed. The original internal stair from the George Street 

entrance lobby to Level 4 survives although it has been covered by 

a false floor and painted an unsympathetic colour. 

Exceptional Fair Reveal and put into use.  

Undertake investigative paint scrapes to 

establish earlier schemes and repaint 

accordingly.  

Remove the false floor to allow reuse.  

6.24 Movable Heritage Items 

 
Figure 163 
Marble plaque   

 
Figure 164 
Letter opening on original door at George Street entrance   

Marble plaque- obscured by suspended ceiling in Level 4 George 

Street entrance. 

Original George Street entry doors are now located within the 

George Street entry lobby behind the existing glazed sliding entry 

doors.  

Exceptional 

 

Exceptional 

Poor 

 

Fair 

Reveal and conserve the marble plaque by 

removing the suspended ceiling. 

As two other marble plaques were once 

located within the entry lobby, their current 

location should be investigated and if possible 

returned and reinstated to the George Street 

entry lobby.  

The original finish to the entry doors was 

probably paint and the doors have been 

stripped.  The doors should be repainted in an 

appropriate colour scheme (based on physical 

and/or documentary evidence). 
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Harper, Katherine, 'Ashton, Julian Rossi (1851–1942)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
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Parsons, Vivienne, 'Waterhouse, Henry (1770–1812)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, 



 

 

194 The Mining Museum CMP                                     10/05/2013  
 

National Centre of Biography, Australian National University (Parsons ADB) 
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Crossing Press, 2000 

Ryan, RJ, (ed.), Land Grants 1788-1809, Australian Documents Library, Sydney, 1974, 

p.223 
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Stanbury, P and J Holland, Mr Macleay’s Celebrated Cabinet’, The Macleay Museum, 1988 
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7.1.2 Reports 

Annual Reports of the Earth Exchange (as cited in the footnotes) 

Annual Reports of the Mines Department (as cited in the footnotes) 

Annual Reports of the Ministry for the Arts (as cited in the footnotes) 

Annual Reports of the Public Works Department (as cited in the footnotes) 

Baskerville, Bruce, ‘Thematic History’, in Tropman and Tropman Architects, ‘Conservation 

Assessment Report’, April 1996  

Catalogue of economic minerals and miscellaneous specimens, June 1976, Geological 

Survey of New South Wales, 1976 

City Council Town Clerk’s Correspondence File 4850/59  

City Council Town Clerk’s Correspondence File 2777/17 

Geological and Mining Museum Annual Review, 1985/1986 

Geological Survey of NSW DIGS Record R00042581  

Geological Survey of NSW DIGS Record RE0043.02.01 

Housing Board Annual Report for the year ending 1914 

NSW Legislative Assembly, Hansard, 2 May 1996 

NSW Public Service Lists 

OHM Consultants, ‘Industrial Archaeological Survey,’ in Tropman and Tropman Architects, 

‘Conservation Assessment Report’, April 1996 

Proceedings of the Electrical Association of New South Wales, 1903/04 

Proceedings of the Municipal Council of the City of Sydney 

Public Works Department Annual Report 1902/03, p.51 
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Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority File RE0043-02.01 

Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority File RE0192.01.01 

Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority File RE0192-01-03/04 

Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority File RE0192-01-01 

Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority File RE043.02.01 
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7.1.3 Journals and Articles 

Building, Engineering & Mining journal, and the Australasian Builder & Contractors' News 

1902-1904 

FN Quarterly, Friends of the Geological & Mining Museum (as cited in the footnotes) 

FOGAMM Newsletter, Friends of the Geological and Mining Museum (as cited in the 

footnotes) 

Journal of Australasian Mining History 

Bray, M, ‘The Museum 1942-1947’, FN Quarterly, No. 25, September 1990 

‘Origin of the Geological and Mining Museum’, FN Quarterly, No. 23, March 1989 

‘Museum Collections’, FOGAMM Newsletter, September 1983 
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‘Mercantile and Money’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11/2/1876, p.9 

‘Property Sales’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21/5/1881, p.3;  

‘New South Wales’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7/9/1895, p.478  

‘Mines and Agricultural Museum, Outer Domain’, Sydney Morning Herald, 1/3/1897, p.7 

‘Public Works Committee’, Sydney Morning Herald, 23/2/1899, p.3 

‘Public Works Committee’, Sydney Morning Herald, 30/3/1899, p.10 

‘Public Works Committee’, Sydney Morning Herald, 30/3/1899, p.10  

‘Lighting the Metropolis with Electricity’, Sydney Morning Herald, 9/11/1900, p.5 
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‘Improvement of Sydney, Sydney Morning Herald, 2/5/1900, p.8 

‘Making the Electric Light’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3/1/1901, p.7;  
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‘New Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald 22/3/1901, p.4 

‘The Rocks Resumption Board ‘, Clarence and Richmond Examiner, 26/3/1901, p.4;  

‘Imperial Electric Light Station’, Sydney Morning Herald, 24/6/1902, p.8 
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‘Rocks Resumption’, Sydney Morning Herald 15/5/1903, p.3 

‘The Rocks’, Sydney Morning Herald, 19/3/1903, p.3 

‘The Rocks Fiasco’, Sydney Morning Herald, 19/3/1903 

‘Public tenders’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/5/1903, p.7 (noted as ironwork) 

‘Electric Power’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7/7/1903, p.8 

‘Electrical Association’, Sydney Morning Herald, 27/7/1903, p.5 
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‘Electric Lighting of Newcastle’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/7/1904, p.8 
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‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/3/1904  

‘Death of Robert Reid’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14/5/1904, p.15 

‘The Rocks Area’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/11/1904, p.14 

‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 16/5/1905, p.3  

‘General Notes’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7/7/1908, p.4 

‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28/7/1908, p.10 

‘General Notes’, Sydney Morning Herald, 8/9/1908, p.10 

‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10/8/1909, p.9 

‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10/8/1909, p.9 

‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10/8/1909, p.9 

‘Buildings and Works’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10/8/1909, p.9 

‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 12/10/1909, p.8 
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‘The Fisheries’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/5/1910, p.6 

‘The Mining Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 27/6/1910, p6  

‘Agricultural Products’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14/10/1911, p.7  

‘The Agricultural Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11/12/1911, p.5  

‘Agricultural Products’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14/10/1911, p.7  

‘Museum of Agricultural Products’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/12/1911, p.4 

‘The Agricultural Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11/12/1911, p.5  

‘Circumlocution’, Sydney Morning Herald, 31/5/1911, p.6 

‘Officers Removed’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/7/1911, p.13 

Advertisement, Sydney Morning Herald, 12/7/1911, p.11 

‘The Mining Industry’, Sydney Morning Herald, 2/1/1911, p.9 

‘The Rocks’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11/12/1913, p.8 

‘Mining Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 8/8/1916, p.8 

‘Notes’, Sydney Morning Herald, 13/8/1917, p.9 

‘Hill End Gold Field’, Sydney Morning Herald, 22/11/1918, p.8 

‘Obituary’, Sydney Morning Herald, 2/8/1920, p.7 

‘General Notes’, Sydney Morning Herald, 20/10/1920, p.9 

‘Mining Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 1/6/1921, p.12 

‘A Neglected Asset’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/7/1921, p.10 

‘Mining Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 1/6/1921, p.12 

‘Empire Exhibition’, Sydney Morning Herald, 26/6/1922, p.7 

‘Too far apart’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/9/1922, p.8 

‘The Mining Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 1/11/1924, p.13 

‘Mining Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 30/10/1925, p.7 

‘Oil Shale Resources’, Sydney Morning Herald, 25/3/1925, p.10 

‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 29/8/1928, p.11 

‘Agricultural Education’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3/3/1928, p.15 

‘New Buildings’, Sydney Morning Herald, 1/12/1928, p.17 

‘Search for Gold’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5/2/1931, p.4 
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‘Newnes Field’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10/2/1933, p.9 

‘Mining Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 29/3/1934, p.7 

‘Mining Museum’, Sydney Morning Herald, 29/3/1934, p.7 

‘Electricity Bill’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7/3/1935, p.10 

‘Prospectors Treatment Plant’, Sydney Morning Herald, 16/10/1935, p.15  

‘Sydney Art School’, Sydney Morning Herald, 22/2/1935, p.7 

‘Robert Campbell’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28/3/1936, p.14 

‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 23/11/1937, p.6 

‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7/12/1937, p.6 

‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21/6/1938, p.5 

‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 23/8/1938, p.9 

‘Government Contracts’, Sydney Morning Herald, 9/8/1938, p.6 

‘Freak Chimney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 2/12/1939, p.13 

‘Thomas Raw’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3/10/1939, p.10  

‘Use of Radium’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10/8/1945, p.5 

‘Forgotten Treasure House’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21/8/1946, p.21 
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7.1.5 Other Resources 

Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority, ‘Building Data Sheet CC/06,’ June 1981 

City Council Gipps Ward Rate Valuation for 1877 entry ‘Campbell’s house and garden,’ John 
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7.1.6 Maps and Plans 

Rocks Resumption Plan V    

Public Works Department Drawings  

State Records NSW (SRNSW) Plans 3022-3030, 3058-3061, 3075 & 3076, 3080-3084, 

3093, 3116-3121, 3126-3127 

Sydney City Archives (SCA) - Building Application 376/23. 

 

7.1.7 Websites 

City of Sydney Archives 

Digital newspapers archive, ‘Australian Newspapers’, 

<http://newspapers.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/home> 

NSW Heritage Branch State Heritage Inventory 

NSW Land and Property Management Authority title records 

State Records NSW Investigator 
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7.2 Fabric Survey 
 

7.2.1 Physical Analysis 

Element Description Date 

LEVEL 1 

1/01 Entrance Lobby 

Ceiling Plasterboard under landing 1980s 

Walls Sandstone external east wall Original 

Plastered masonry south wall with stone quoins Original 

Plaster & glass block north & west walls Late 20th century  

Door D1/1 Aluminium framed sliding doors and fixed lights Late 20th century  

Floor Wood block finish Late 20th century  

Concrete substrate Original 

1/02  Store? No access  

1/03 Electrical Switch Room No access  

1/04 Office  

Ceiling Plasterboard including under beams Late 20th century  

Walls Sandstone external east wall  Original 

Painted plaster west wall Original 

Plasterboard north & south walls Late 20th century  

Columns C1/1-5 

& C1/7-9 

8 no. Composite riveted steel 290 x 310mm Original 

Floor Carpet/ vinyl on concrete  Concrete original 

1/05 Store All modern 

construction as 

above 

Column 1/10 1 no. Composite riveted steel 290 x 310mm Original 

1/06  Meeting Room 

Ceiling Plasterboard including under beams Late 20th century 

Walls North & west walls plastered masonry Original 
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Element Description Date 

Walls cont. East & south walls plasterboard partitions Late 20th century  

Column 1/06 1 no. Composite riveted steel 290 x 310mm Original 

Windows W1/2 

& 1/3 

Timber framed pair of casements & fanlight 

(outward opening) 

Original 

Steel security grille externally ? 

Aluminium secondary glazing inside Late 20th century 

1/07 Store As per 1/06 

Window W1/1 Timber casement (outward opening) Original 

Steel security grille externally ? 

Aluminium secondary glazing inside Late 20th century 

1/08 Lobby 

Ceiling Plasterboard including under beams Late 20th century 

Walls North wall plastered brick, East wall sandstone 

Others plasterboard stud walls 

Original  

Late 20th century 

Door D1/2 Aluminium double door Late 20th century 

Floor  Tiled finish 

Concrete substrate 

Late 20th century 

Original 

Other Fire hydrant equipment behind metal screen Late 20th century 
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Figure 165: Mining Museum Level 1  
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Element Description Date 

LEVEL 2 

2/01   Stair lobby 

Ceiling Plasterboard  

(steel beams partly exposed) 

Late 20th century 

Original 

Walls East wall plain sandstone (sandblasted in 1980s) 

Plastered masonry south wall with stone quoins 

North & west walls glass 

Original 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Columns  

C2/2 – 5 

4 no. Composite riveted steel 290 x 310mm Original  

Windows W2/1-4 Timber frame & sill built in arched opening in 

sandstone wall. Pairs of timber casements with 

paired segmental headed fanlights. 

Original 

Floor Concrete substrate 

Glass block sunken area in gap in floor where 

original bulkhead existed. 

Original 

Late 20th century? 

Stair Steel stair Late 20th century 

2/02  Store? No access  

2/03 Electrical Switch Room No access  

2/04 Lobby 

Ceiling, walls, 

doors etc 

All plasterboard and glass Late 20th century 

Column C2/10 1 no. composite riveted steel  290 x 310mm Original 

Floor Concrete substrate Original 

2/05 Office 

Ceiling Plasterboard  

(steel beams partly exposed) 

Late 20th century 

Original 

Walls North & west walls plastered brick 

East & south walls plasterboard & glass 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Columns 

C2/6-9 

4 no. composite riveted steel  290 x 310mm Original 
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Element Description Date 

Windows W2/8: aluminium framed fixed light 

W2/9 timber framed pair of casements & fanlight 

Aluminium secondary glazing 

Late 20th century 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Floor Concrete substrate Original 

2/06 & 2/07 Offices 

Ceiling Plasterboard  

(steel beams partly exposed) 

Late 20th century 

Original 

Walls East wall sandstone Original 

Column C2/1 1 no. composite riveted steel  290 x 310mm Original 

Windows 

W2/5 & 6 

Timber frame & sill built in arched opening in 

sandstone wall. Pairs of timber casements with 

paired segmental headed fanlights. 

Original 

Window W2/7 W2/9 timber framed pair of casements & 

fanlights 

Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 

Floor Concrete substrate 

Glass block sunken area in gap in floor where 

original bulkhead existed. 

Original 

Late 20th century? 

Other Vertical air-conditioning ducts in Space 2/07 Late 20th century 

2/08 Meeting Room & 2/09 Store 

Ceiling, walls, 

doors etc 

All plasterboard and glass Late 20th century 

Floor Concrete substrate Original 

2/10 Office 

Ceiling Plasterboard  

(steel beams partly exposed) 

Late 20th century 

Original 

Walls South wall plastered brickwork 

Other plasterboard & glass partitions 

Original  

Late 20th century 
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Element Description Date 

Window 

W2/21 & W2/22 

Window sheeted over (assumed similar to 22) 

W2/9 timber framed pair of casements & 

fanlight? Painted over inside & partly obscured 

by ceiling 

Original 

Floor  Concrete substrate Original 

2/11 Store 

Ceiling Plasterboard  

(steel beams partly exposed) 

Late 20th century 

Original 

Walls North & west walls plastered brickwork 

South & east walls plasterboard stud walls 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Columns  

C2/11-13 

3 no. riveted steel composite 220 x 275mm Original 

Windows  

W2/10-12 

Timber framed with paired casements & fanlights Original 

Floor Concrete substrate Original 

2/12 W.C.s M & F 

Ceiling floor, 

walls 

As above for 2/11  

Window W2/13 Timber framed with paired casements & fanlights 

Sheeted over inside 

Original 

Late 20th century 

2/13  Plant room No access 

2/14  Fire stair 

Stair Concrete Original 

2/15  Electrical Switch room No access 

2/16  Store No access 

2/17  Fire stair 

Generally Cavity brick walls, concrete stairs, steel windows. 1967 
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Figure 166: Mining Museum Level 2 
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Element Description Date 

LEVEL 3 

3/01 Lift Lobby 

Ceiling Curved plasterboard Late 20th century 

Walls North & east walls plastered brickwork 

South & west walls  

Original 

Late 20th century 

Windows  

W3/2 & 3 

Timber double hung sash windows 

Aluminium secondary glazing 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Windows  

W3/4 & 5 

2 no. pairs of timber double hung sash windows 

separated by brick piers. 

Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams) 

- 

Original 

3/02 & 3/03  W.C.s M & F No access 

Window W3/1 Timber double hung sash window 

Surveyed from outside 

Original 

Windows  

W3/27-30 

Not accessible. Apertures still exist. Original 

3/04  Electrical Switch Rm No access 

3/05 Open plan office 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid 

Late 20th century 

Walls North 7 south walls plastered brick Original 

Columns C3/8 & 

C3/11-20 

11 no. composite steel columns 230 x 180mm 

with steel angle stiffeners riveted to web. 

Original 

Windows  

W3/12 & 13 

2 no. timber framed pairs of casement windows 

each with pair of single-paned fanlights. 

Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 

Windows 

W3/24-26 

3 no. timber framed pairs of timber casement 

windows, fanlights obscured by ceiling 

Original 
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Element Description Date 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams) 

- 

Original 

3/06  Office No access 

3/07 & 3/08 Offices 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid 

Late 20th century 

Walls Plasterboard and glass Late 20th century 

Columns C3/6, 

7,9 & 10 

4 no. composite steel columns 230 x 180mm with 

steel angle stiffeners riveted to web. 

Original 

3/09 Kitchenette 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid 

Late 20th century 

 

Walls North wall plastered brickwork 

South, east and west walls plasterboard 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Window 3/11 Aluminium fixed light Late 20th century 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams) 

- 

Original 

Fittings  Non-descript Late 20th century 

3/10 Meeting Room 

Ceiling Plasterboard 

Steel beams partially exposed 

Late 20th century 

Original 

Walls North and east walls plastered brickwork 

South and west walls plasterboard 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Column C3/1 Composite steel columns 230 x 180mm with 

steel angle stiffeners riveted to web. 

Original 

Windows  

W3/8 & 9 

2 no. pairs of timber double hung sash windows 

separated by brick piers. 

Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 
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Element Description Date 

Window W3/10 Timber framed pair of casement windows with 

pair of single-paned fanlights. 

Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams) 

- 

Original 

3/11 Stair Hall 

Ceiling Plasterboard 

Steel beams partially exposed  

NB one steel beam removed for stair. 

Late 20th century 

Original 

Walls East wall plastered brick 

North and south walls plasterboard 

West wall glass 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Windows  

W3/6 & 7 

2 no. pairs of timber double hung sash windows 

separated by brick piers. 

Aluminium secondary glazing 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Columns  

C3/2 & 3 

Composite steel columns 230 x 180mm with 

steel angle stiffeners riveted to web. 

Original 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

Stairs Steel Late 20th century 

3/12-16 Offices 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid 

Late 20th century 

Walls West wall plastered brickwork 

North, south & east walls plasterboard & glass 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Windows  

W3/16-21 

2 no. timber framed pairs of casement windows 

each with pair of single-paned fanlights. 

Partitions and ceilings obscure parts of windows. 

Original 



 

 

211 The Mining Museum CMP                              10/05/2013  

Element Description Date 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

3/17 Fire Stair 

Generally Cavity brick walls, concrete stairs, steel windows. 1967 

3/18 Store Not accessible.  

Window W3/23 Not accessible. Aperture still exists. Original 

3/19 & 20 Stair 

Stair Concrete Late-20th century 

Window W3/23 Metal louvres on outside.  

Aperture still exists. 

Mid-20th century? 

Original 
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Figure 167: Mining Museum Level 3 
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Element Description Date 

LEVEL 4 

4/1 Lift lobby 

Ceiling Curved plasterboard Late 20th century 

Walls North & east walls plastered brickwork Original 

Windows  

W4/2 & 3 

Timber double hung sash windows (4-pane 

sashes) 

Original 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

4/2-4  W.C.s Not inspected 

Window W4/1 Timber double hung sash window (4-pane 

sashes). Surveyed from outside. 

Original 

4/5  Electrical Switch Room No access 

4/6 Staircase Landing 

Ceiling Plasterboard 

Steel beams partially exposed  

Late 20th century 

Original 

Walls East & south walls plastered brickwork 

North & west glass 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Windows  

W4/4-8 

5 no. pairs of timber sash windows (4 panes per 

sash) 

Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 

Floor  Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

Stair Steel Late 20th century 

4/6a Circulation Space 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid cut away around each column 

Late 20th century 

Walls South wall plastered brickwork Original 

Windows  

W4/26-30 

5 no. timber double hung sash windows partially 

obscured by suspended ceiling 

Original 
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Element Description Date 

Window W4/21 One pair of timber double hung sash windows 

separated by brick pier 

Original 

Stair1 Timber stair and panelled balustrade down to 

George Street entrance lobby. Floor installed 

over stair 

Original  

Stair 2 Carpeted concrete stair with stainless steel 

handrail 

Late 20th century 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

 

Original 

4/7 Open plan office 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid cut away around each column 

Late 20th century 

Columns  

C4/1-20 

Rolled steel sections 230 x 180mm (Makers 

name: Dorman Long Co Middlesbrough) 

Original 

Columns 4/11 & 12 have diagonal bracing down 

to floor 

Late 20th century 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

4/8 Office 

Ceiling Plasterboard 

Steel beams partially exposed  

Late 20th century 

Original 

Walls North & east walls plastered brickwork 

South & west walls glass & plasterboard 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Windows  

W4/8 & 9 

2 no. pairs of timber sash windows (4 panes per 

sash) 

Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 

Window W4/10 Double hung timber sash window  Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 
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Element Description Date 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

4/9 Office 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid cut away around each column 

Late 20th century 

Walls  North wall plastered brickwork Original 

Window W/4/11 Aluminium fixed light Late 20th century 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

4/10-4/11 Offices 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid cut away around each column 

Late 20th century 

Walls  North wall plastered brickwork Original 

Windows 

W/4/11-13 

2 no. pairs of double hung timber sash windows 

separated by brick piers. 

Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

4/12 & 13 Offices 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid cut away around each column 

Late 20th century 

Walls West wall plastered brickwork Original 

Windows  

W4/16-20 

5 no. pairs of timber double hung sash windows 

separated by brick piers 

Original 

Floor Carpet on timber substrate (assumed timber 

boards on joists between steel beams 

Original 

4/14 George St. Entrance Lobby 

Ceiling Suspended plasterboard ceiling Late 20th century 
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Element Description Date 

Walls  Plastered brickwork to north, south & west walls Original 

Door D4/1 Arched stone aperture 

Glass sliding doors 

2 no. five-panel pine door leaves fixed each side 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Original 

MP Marble 

Plaque 

Sample board of NSW marbles (one of three 

noted on earlier plans) 

 

Original 

4/15 Stair 

Walls East, south & west walls painted brickwork Original 

Stair Concrete Late 20th century 

Windows  

W4/22-24 

Not surveyed - 

4/16 Shop 

Ceiling Underside of concrete slab Original (southern 

part replaced in 

1980s) 

Walls Painted brickwork Original 

Window W4/25 Not surveyed - 

Floor  Concrete slab Original 
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Figure 168: Mining Museum Level 4 
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Element Description Date 

LEVEL 5 

Columns  

C5/1 - 20  

Steel 206 x 150mm RSJs Dorman Long Co. Original 

5/01 Lobby 

Ceiling Plasterboard Late 20th century 

Walls North & east walls plastered brickwork 

South & west walls plasterboard 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Windows W5/2 

& 3 

Timber double hung sash windows with 

aluminium secondary glazing 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Floor - - 

5/02 – 04 W.C.s & Switch room Not surveyed 

Window W5/1 Double hung timber sash window (surveyed from 

outside) 

Original 

Windows 

W5/32&33 

Apertures only visible from light well around 

chimney  

Original 

5/05 Open plan office? 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid  

Late 20th century 

Walls South & east walls plastered brickwork 

North & west walls plasterboard partitions 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Windows  

W5/4 & 5 

2 no. pairs of timber double hung sash windows  Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 

Windows  

W5/27-31 

5 no. timber double hung sash windows, tops 

obscured by dropped ceiling 

Original 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

5/06 Office 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid  

Late 20th century 
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Element Description Date 

Walls North & west walls face brickwork with sandstone 

dado 

Original 

East & south walls plasterboard Late 20th century 

Window W5/10 Aluminium fixed light Late 20th century 

Windows 

W5/11,12, & 15-

17 

5 no. pairs of timber double hung sash windows Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing inside Late 20th century 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

5/6a Fire Stair 

Generally Cavity brick walls, concrete stairs, steel windows. 1967 

5/07 Meeting Room 

Ceiling Plasterboard also over down-stand beams Late 20th century 

Walls Plastered brickwork Original 

Windows 

W5/8&9 

2 no pairs of double hung timber sash windows  Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing inside Late 20th century 

Window W5/9a Double hung timber sash window  Original 

Window W5/9a Aluminium secondary glazing inside Late 20th century 

Floor Carpet 

on timber substrate (assumed timber boards on 

joists between steel beams 

- 

Original 

5/8 & 8a Stair 

Stair Steel folded plate  

NB one flight inaccessible, flight from L4 does 

not have landing in front of door. 

Late 20th century 

Windows  

W5/6 & 7 

2 no pairs of double hung timber sash windows 

with aluminium secondary glazing inside 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Aluminium secondary glazing inside Late 20th century 
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Element Description Date 

5/09 Store 

Generally As per space 5/06  

5/10 Store 

Ceiling Lightweight suspended ceiling on rectangular 

grid  

Late 20th century 

Walls  West wall face brickwork with sandstone dado. 

South wall plastered brickwork 

North & east walls plasterboard 

Original 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Windows W5/18-

20 

Three pairs of double hung timber sash windows 

separated by brick piers. 

Original  

Floor Carpet on timber substrate (assumed timber 

boards on joists between steel beams) 

Original 

5/11 & 12 Stair & Lobby 

Walls North & east walls plastered brickwork Original 

Window W5/25 Mostly bricked-up with vent in upper third  

Windows 

W5/26&27 

Double hung timber sash windows Original 

Stair Concrete Late 20th century 

5/13 Store ? No access 

Windows  

W5/21-23 

3 no. double hung timber sash windows 

(surveyed from outside) 

Original  
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Figure 169: Mining Museum Level 5 
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Element Description Date 

LEVEL 6 

6/01 Lift lobby 

Ceiling Plasterboard Late 20th century 

Walls East wall: plastered brickwork 

North, south east walls: plasterboard & glass 

partitions 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Window W6/1 Arched timber window with central double-hung 

sash window and fixed sidelights. | 

NB Brick arch temporarily propped externally. 

Original 

Floor  Reinforced concrete slab on steel frame. Original 

6/02 & 3 W.C.s 

All surfaces Suspended ceilings, tiled walls and floors  

Windows W6/26-

30 

Not inspected from outside due to lack of access. 

Suspected that apertures remain but windows 

are bricked up. 

 

6/04 Open plan Office  

Ceiling Plasterboard linings to steel roof trusses and 

glazed clerestory. 

Late 20th century - 

lining 

Original structure 

Walls External walls plastered brickwork 

Internal partitions plasterboard & glass 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Columns  

C6/1-16 

Steel RSJs Dorman Long Co. Original 

Windows W6/2-4 3 no. arched timber window with central double-

hung sash window and fixed sidelights. NB Brick 

arches temporarily propped externally. 

Original 

Window W6/5  Timber double hung sash window. Original 

Window W6/23-

25 

3 no. highlight windows blocked internally. No 

access available to balcony to check outside. 

Original? 

Door D6/1 Glazed metal door  Late 20th century 

Floor Reinforced concrete slab on steel frame. Original 
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Element Description Date 

6/05  Office Not inspected 

6/06  Switch room Not inspected 

6/07  Office 

Ceiling Plasterboard Late 20th century 

Walls North wall: plastered  brick Original 

Window W6/6 Aluminium fixed light 

Steel balustrade around well in floor 

 

Late 20th century 

Floor Reinforced concrete slab on steel frame. Original 

6/08 Office 

Ceiling Plasterboard Late 20th century 

Walls  North wall: plastered  brick Original 

Windows  

W6/7 & 8 

3 no. timber double hung sash windows 

Aluminium secondary glazing. 

Original  

Late 20th century 

Floor  Reinforced concrete slab on steel frame. Original 

6/09 Shower? 

Ceiling Plasterboard Late 20th century 

Walls  North wall: plastered  brick Original 

Window  

W6/8 

1 no. timber double hung sash window. Original  

Late 20th century 

Floor  Tiled concrete slab. Original substrate 

6/10 Fire Stair 

Generally Cavity brick walls, concrete stairs, steel windows. 1967 

6/11-15 Meeting room & offices 

Ceiling Plasterboard Late 20th century 

Walls North & west external walls plastered brickwork Original 

Windows  

W6/11 -16 

Six pairs (12 no.) timber double hung sash 

windows each pair separated by brick pier. 

Northern windows bricked-up for fire stair. 

Original 

Aluminium secondary glazing Late 20th century 

Floor  Reinforced concrete slab on steel frame. Original 
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Element Description Date 

6/16 Store room? 

Ceiling Plasterboard Late 20th century 

Walls South & west external walls plastered brickwork Original 

Windows  

W6/17 -19 

3 no. timber double hung sash windows  

Aluminium secondary glazing 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Floor  Reinforced concrete slab on steel frame. Original 

6/17 Fire stair lobby 

Ceiling Plasterboard  Late 20th century 

Walls East & south walls plastered brickwork Origina 

Windows  

W6/20-22 

3 no. timber double hung sash windows  

Aluminium secondary glazing 

Original 

Late 20th century 

Floor  Reinforced concrete slab on steel frame. Original 

6/18 Fire stair 

Generally Cavity brick walls, concrete stairs, steel windows. Late 20th century  
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Figure 170: Mining Museum Level 6 
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Element Description Date 

OUTBUILDINGS 

OB1 Store? Brick with concrete flat roof & timber joinery door 

and window. 

Mid-20th century 

OB2 

Garage/ Stores 

Brick with corrugated steel roof & timber joinery 

Steel framed cfc clad extension to south 

Mid-20th century 

Late 20th century 

OB3 Stores Brick with concrete flat roof Mid-20th century 

 

 

Figure 171: Northern Yard 
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7.3 Comparative Analysis: Works of Walter Liberty 
Vernon 

Walter Liberty Vernon, Noni Boyd- March 2008  

(held by Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Archives) 
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7.4 Floor Plans 

7.4.1 Held by Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Archives 
 

Drawing No. Title Date 

Folder  440-AR   

P-ROX-AR-2000-A Basefile plans and elevations - First 

preliminary issue 

26-Feb-2004 

ROX-440-AR-001-DR Sydney Cove Redevelopment 

Authority Department of Mines - New 

offices and laboratories, Mining 

Museum: First and Mezzanine Floor 

plans 

Mar-73 

ROX-440-AR-002-DR Sydney Cove Redevelopment 

Authority Department of Mines - New 

offices and laboratories, Mining 

Museum: Bench details Mezz Floor 

Mar-73 

ROX-440-AR-003-DR The Former Earth Exchange: First 

Floor demolition Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-004-DR The Former Earth Exchange: First 

Floor Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-005-DR The Former Earth Exchange: First 

Floor Reflected Ceiling Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-006-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Second 

Floor demolition Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-007-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Second 

Floor Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-008-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Second 

Floor Reflected Ceiling Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-009-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Third 

Floor demolition Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-010-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Third 

Floor Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-011-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Third 

Floor Reflected Ceiling Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-012-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Fourth 10-March-1998 
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Floor demolition Plan 

ROX-440-AR-013-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Fourth 

Floor Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-014-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Fourth 

Floor Reflected Ceiling Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-015-DR The Former Earth Exchange: Fifth 

Floor demolition Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-016-DR The Former Earth Exchange:Fifth 

Floor Plan 

10-March-1998 

ROX-440-AR-017-DR The Mining Museum: Part Basement 

Plan 

3/02/1972 

ROX-440-AR-018-DR The Mining Museum Floor 1 Nov-71 

ROX-440-AR-019-DR The Mining Museum Plan and 

Elevation 

Nov-72 

ROX-440-AR-020-DR Geological & Mining Museum: West 

Wall and Brick Repairs 

Aug-77 

ROX-440-AR-021-DR New chain wire fencing 17-March-1978 

ROX-440-AR-022-DR Mining Museum: Roof Plan 13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-023-DR Mining Museum: Second Floor Plan 13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-024-DR Mining Museum: First Floor Plan 13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-025-DR Mining Museum: Ground Floor Plan 13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-026-DR Mining Museum: Lower Ground Floor 

Plan 

13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-027-DR Mining Museum: Basement Floor 

Plan 

13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-028-DR Mining Museum: Sub Base Floor 

Plan 

13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-029-DR Mining Museum: Western elevation 13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-030-DR Mining Museum: Southern elevation 13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-031-DR Mining Museum: Eastern elevation 13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-032-DR Mining Museum: Northern elevation 13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-033-DR Mining Museum: Window detail 13-June-1978 

ROX-440-AR-034-DR Mining Museum: Hickson Road 13-June-1978 
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Gates 

ROX-440-AR-035-DR 18 Hickson Road Ambulance Station 

Feasibility 

05-February-

1981 

ROX-440-AR-036-DR Central A/C Plant Mining Museum 18-May-1973 

ROX-440-AR-037-DR Haden AGL Central A/C Plant Floor 

Plans 

May-73 

ROX-440-AR-038-DR Haden AGL Central A/C Plant 

elevation and section 

May-73 

ROX-440-AR-039-DR Haden AGL Central A/C Plant section May-73 

ROX-AR-2000-A Basefile plans and elevations - First 

preliminary issue 

26-February-

2004 

ROX-AR-2001-A Floorplans  26-February-

2004 

Folder 440-DA   

ROX-440-DA-0001-DR through to ROX-440-DA-0025-DR 

Folder 440-EE   

ROX-440-EE-0001-DR through to ROX-440-EE-0012-DR 

Folder 440-FI   

ROX-440-FI-0001-DR through to ROX-440-FI-0006-DR 

Folder 440-HP   

ROX-440-HP-0001-OD through to ROX-440-HP-0011-OD 

Folder 440-HY   

ROX-440-HY-0001-DR through to ROX-440-HY-0005-DR 

Folder 440-ME   

ROX-440-ME-0001-DR through to ROX-440-ME-0006-DR 

Folder 440-ST   

ROX-440-ST-0001-DR through to ROX-440-ST-0016-DR 
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7.4.2 Drawings held by NSW Department of Public Works Archives 

 

Drawing No. Title Date 

Misc.88_01 to 05 Electric Light Station 1903 

Misc.88_06 to 09 Mining Museum 1909 

Misc.88_10 Mining Museum Undated 

Misc.88_13 Mining Museum 1960s 

Misc.88_17 Mining Museum 1960s 

Misc.88_22 Mining Museum 1960s 

Misc.88_12 Mining Museum  1935 

Misc.88_46 to 48 Mining Museum 1980s 

Misc.88_52 to 54 Mining Museum 1980s 

Misc.88_57 Mining Museum 1980s 

Misc.88_62 Mining Museum 1980s 

Misc.88_64 to 66 Mining Museum 1980s 

Misc.88_69 to 72 Mining Museum 1980s 

Misc.88_87 Mining Museum 1980s 

Misc.88_11 1 Mining Museum 1980s 
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