
History of the Parramatta  
Gas Works
In June 1871, a group of around 30 men met with Reverend  
Ralph Mansfield (Secretary of the Australian Gas Light Company  
–  AGL) to form the Parramatta Gas Company. There was a call  
for subscriptions to shares to raise capital to establish the works.  
A joint stock company was formed on 6 October 1871. 

The company used the site of Howell’s wind and water mill, 
located within modern day Queen’s Wharf Reserve (next to, what 
later became known as the ‘Gasworks’ bridge). The first partial 
lighting of gas lamps in Parramatta took place in April 1873. 

In the years following, the company endeavoured to expand 
its operations. The Gas Works was upgraded in 1878, however, 
growth was stunted due to complaints about high costs and 
poor service. 

Over the next decade, the company felt the pressure of 
competition with the increasing popularity of electricity.  
The Parramatta Gas Company was eventually sold to AGL  
in 1889, who moved the gas supply to its main works at  
Mortlake. The Retort House was dismantled around 1894  
and gas lighting was replaced with electricity in 1913.

Frog markings
Some of the bricks uncovered during the heritage salvage 
excavations of the Retort House included heart shaped 
imprints called ‘frogs’. 

Common from the 1830s, along with diamond, spade and  
club, these were popular symbols used by brick makers  
of the time. The desired imprint mark was usually hand  
carved from wood and screwed or nailed to the stockboard 
attached to a workbench, which the upper or ‘strike’ face of 
the brick was placed over. Frogmarks were used to identify 
the brick makers and facilitate the mortar binding to the 
brick. Government bricks were marked with a broad arrow 
as an identifier and to prevent their theft by convicts.

The Parramatta Gas Company was 
formed to provide gas for street 
lighting. The site of the Parramatta 
Gas Works Retort House on George 
Street was selected “after the most 
careful consideration” due to its 
proximity to Parramatta River –   
a main transportation link for coal. 
From its operation until the city’s transition to electricity, the 
Retort House contributed to the modernisation of Parramatta, 
lighting up the streets and improving the lives of its community.  

Retort House, Parramatta Gas Works (source: Parramatta Heritage Centre)

Plan of the Gas Works (source MS 489-3000, surveyed May 1891)

Left: Salvage excavation of a brick feature thought to be a ‘tar well’ used 
to capture the by-product of gas burning (source: Artefact Heritage)

Below: Chimney base from the Parramatta Gas Work Retort House, 
uncovered during archaeological investigations.

(source: Artefact Heritage)

How was gas 
used for street 
lighting? 
Gas for street lighting was made by burning 
coal, in the absence of air, within retorts. 
The gas was then ‘scrubbed’ to remove 
impurities and stored in large holding tanks. 
The coal gas was distributed to street lamps 
and buildings through an underground 
network of pipes. 

The by-products of gas-making,  
such as coal tar, ammonia and  
sulfur also had many uses.

Parramatta Gas Works
Retort House
On 30 May 1871, The Sydney Morning Herald 
cheerfully reported the introduction of gas 
lighting to Parramatta:

At last we are likely to enjoy what  
we have long sighed for — gas lighted 
streets, shops, churches and public 
buildings… now that the suburbs  
of Sydney are each getting a supply 
of gas, it is more than ever felt 
that Parramatta should offer this 
important attraction to those whom 
she yet hopes to number amongst 
her population.

Parramatta Gas Works (source: Parramatta Heritage Centre)

“

Parramatta Light Rail  
heritage works
To accommodate light rail infrastructure, the project team 
initiated a program of archaeological testing and salvage at  
the site of the former Parramatta Gas Works. A team of heritage 
specialists were engaged to carefully excavate and record the 
site’s historical features for future generations and researchers. 
Remnants of the Retort House were uncovered during this work.

A number of remnants from the factory still remain, including  
the two large gas holders, a sandstone retaining wall along the 
river’s edge, a number of wooden pier footings, service pits, as 
well as stormwater pipes running towards the river. The original 
sandstone commemorative blocks are also on public display at 
the Parramatta Heritage and Visitor Information Centre.


