




Argyle Streets (Sections 70, 74 and 75). Most properties show
minor variations from year to year which are largely in line
with the overall value fluctuations. 

Figures 12 and 13 show a more detailed picture of
fluctuating values in the 1860s, when the cesspits and water
connections are likely to have been installed. Given the
working assumption that the Carahers Lane and Cumberland
Street terraces were connected at the same time, c. 1866, we
would expect to see a similar rise in value for all these
properties by the time of the 1867 rating. Instead we see small
but significant rises in the relative value of 120, 122 and 126
Cumberland Street and a 20 per cent decline in the value of 
1 Carahers Lane, small declines for 3 and 5 Carahers Lane,
124 and 128 Cumberland Street and 97 and 101 Gloucester,
but there was a more than 75 per cent increase in the relative
value of 93 Gloucester Street, which was not connected to
sewerage until the 1890s. 

It is a surprising result that connection to sewerage was not
a central concern in the valuation of these properties. It is hard
to imagine why improvements in sanitary infrastructure would
not improve the value of a place. Perhaps the outhouses were
simply not a consideration on the assessor’s checklist—it was
the dwelling house being rated after all. Would tenants have
shared the same view? Perhaps a house on the sewer was no
different to one with a cesspit, and they were not troubled to
have it cleaned out once or twice a year. 

DISCUSSION

These and other questions about the attitudes and mindsets of
urban residents in nineteenth-century Sydney are difficult to
satisfy, and yet, they are fundamental to analysis of archaeo-
logical assemblages from this period. By comparing our data
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Fig. 12: The increase of each
property, between rates assessments
taken in the years 1863 and 1867,
relative to the average increase in
rated value for 195 houses in
Sections 70, 74 and 75. 
E.g. the rated values of 97 and 101
Gloucester Street were unchanged
from 1863 to 1867, but there was
an overall increase of 3.3% in the
value of other houses, so they are
shown here with a relative decrease
of 3.3%.

Fig. 13: The increase of each
property, between Rates
assessments taken in the years 1867
and 1871, relative to the average
increase in rated value for 195
houses in Sections 70, 74 and 75.

% change in Rating Value above or below the average
% increase in Rating Value for all Rated Properties 

in the Study Area from 1863 to 1867

% change in Rating Value above or below the average
% increase in Rating Value for all Rated Properties 

in the Study Area from 1867 to 1871



with neighbouring archaeological sites and available data
from the United States, we can begin to wonder why when
Mrs Lewis, boarding-house keeper at 111 Gloucester Street,
and US owner-occupiers had large holes to fill in their
backyards they had significant portions of unwanted dinner
and tea services to part with. In contrast, most of the residents
from the Cumberland and Gloucester Streets site had only a
few unwanted goods and made use of the pits to reduce the
size of their yard tips. 

While the questions have been sparked by archaeological
research, the answers may lie in off-hand remarks in historical
documents unrelated to the houses under study: in diaries,
letters, and newspaper articles. Certainly, there is more to
learn from government inquiries and council records, but this
is well outside the scope of our current research project.

The data presented above have been assembled for us to
study the material culture left behind by urban residents in the
Rocks, not how they felt about shovelling it into the privy
shaft. This work is in progress, and reconciling the complex
nature of their deposition with the desire to link deposits with
families is challenging. More general conclusions, however,
can be drawn from our work to date:

1. none of our study examples is unambiguously a clearance
deposit.

2. most contain a mix of primary and secondary deposition. 

3. owing to the above, in areas of high tenancy turnover,
archaeological TPQs are unlikely to be accurate enough to
tie deposits to families.

Our analysis to date has also provided direct information
about the historical processes that left us with such rich
archaeological resources, namely the large-scale efforts to
improve the urban environment. The archaeological evidence
confirms that several landlords took the first opportunity to
improve the services on their rental properties. Whether this
was simply pragmatic or a sign of genuine interest in
improving the lot of their tenants, it counterpoints the
stereotypical view of landlords as miserly and indifferent
masters.

CONCLUSION

Like so many other aspects of archaeological practice, the
analysis of assemblages recovered from nineteenth-century
cesspit backfills is a complex exercise. In this paper, we have
outlined preliminary research on the management of waste in
nineteenth-century Sydney undertaken in preparation for more
detailed analyses of ten cesspit deposits from The Rocks.
While we have not discovered datasets as clean and rigorously
comparable as we desired for this kind of neighbourhood-
scale archaeological analysis, we can offer a good and
transparent basis for discussion of these issues. As our own
research into these concerns continues, we hope that this paper
may spark interest in other, similar projects and thus broaden
the scope within which we can explore Australia’s nineteenth-
century urban landscapes.

NOTES

1 The five key questions from the Research Design were: 1)
The impact of the industrial revolution and the rise of
class; 2) What can the site tell us about women’s
occupations and lives? 3) Can the site make a contribution
to the debate on standards of living in urban areas where
working people lived? 4) Was the Rocks a separate space,
in a social/cultural sense, in the larger city? and, 5) The

rise of governance: What was the nature of the relationship
between people? (GML & Karskens 1994: 72–3, for
response, see GML 1999 vol. 1: 25–36)

2 Note that this map was a working document. While it was
‘finished’ in 1865, it was updated, corrected and annotated
until at least the 1890s (State Records Archives in Brief no.
89).

3 There was a similar response in other cities across the
globe, for example, New York (see Geismar 1993: 63).

4 Sterile deposits have been recovered from other parts of
Sydney. Mary Casey argues that later Pyrmont and
Darlington sites frequently have sterile deposits (M.
Casey, pers. com.).

5 In at least 1875 the owner formally applied to the City
Engineer to connect their property to the sewer mains
(Sewage and Health board—Minutes of Inquiry, 1875, p.
5 in V&P 1875, vol. 4, p. 345).

6 See Groover 2001 for a statistical–predictive response to
this problem on rural sites occupied by several generations
of the same family. 

7 The pit backfill (A308) was recovered in a single
stratigraphic unit (A310) which was sealed by demolition
rubble (A309), but it is not a self-contained refuse deposit.
There are 13 conjoined vessels between the cesspit fill
A310, adjacent refuse deposits (A322, A315) and yard
surfaces A316, A319 and A307. These surface deposits in
turn are linked with demolition material (A309) and a
drain in the yard of 3 Carahers Lane (B059), as well as the
rubble base for the Engineering Works (A124). Altogether,
85 fragment-sets from 9 stratigraphic units form 34
vessels. There are no conjoins between the demolition
rubble (A309) and the A310 below, but the demolition
rubble does conjoin with yard surfaces A319. It is our view
that the refuse deposits adjacent to the cesspit were the
source of disturbance or treadage in the above surface
deposits but there was no disturbance of the main part of
the fill—as evidenced by the lack of conjoins with
demolition. The refuse deposits and cesspit fill are thus
regarded as being the one fill. For details of the
distribution of conjoined vessels, see Crook, Ellmoos and
Murray (in press).

8 The artefact class ‘Building Materials’ includes bricks,
roof tiles, sewerage pipes, plaster samples and the like.
Non-structural items such as nails, door handles and
brackets appear under ‘metal’.

9 Note McCarthy and Ward (2000: 122) reported one cesspit
fill from a privy pit fill in Minneapolis for which more
than half the vessels were over 75% complete. See also the
illustrations of extensively intact assemblages in
Praetzellis & Praetzellis (eds) 2004 (especially Appendix
D) and Geismar 1993.

10 122 Cumberland Street was purchased by the Hensons in
the late 1880s. Curiously, Henson appears as the owner on
Rates Assessments in 1871, but at this stage this is
considered to be erroneous. Mary Ann Smith appears in
the next rating of 1877.  

11 The Hensons may also have been making improvements to
their other property concerns. Plans for sewerage and
drainage lines were drawn for ‘Mrs Henson’s drainage,
Steam Mill Street’ in July 1868 (SSCA 978 Drainage
plans: 249b).

12 The Sydney Corporation Act 1879, decreed that ratepayers
would be able to be vote in Council elections, and this
encouraged property owners and landlords to pay the rates
on their tenants behalf and increase their voting rights
(City of Sydney Archives, nd).
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