
A unique reminder
At the site of the stabling and maintenance facility for  
the Parramatta Light Rail, located in Camellia, project 
historians investigated the remains of a former air raid  
shelter built in 1941 by the Australian Cream Tartar Company.

The Camellia air raid shelter was constructed of brick and 
concrete with an entrance leading underground. The shelter 
was connected to a tunnel that ran north under Grand Avenue 
into the Australian Cream Tartar Factory which included  
a citric acid plant and phosphate factory. The managers  
of the Factory recognised the risk of explosion should an air 
raid attack occur and constructed the underground concrete 
shelter to withstand heavy bombardment. 

The shelter could hold up  
to 160 people
Over the years, the Camellia air raid shelter became redundant 
and was later used for storage. Ultimately it was no longer 
used leading to a build up of hazardous chemicals and waste 
water. In 2017, the shelter was assessed as having heritage 
significance as a rare example of its kind, being the only 
known shelter made in the area for factory workers during 
WWII. Plans were made to ensure digital conservation of the 
former Camellia air raid shelter through archival recording. 
Many objects which tell the story of the wider industrial  
and everyday uses of the site were salvaged.

Stairs led down into the underground shelter (source: ERM)

Aerial map showing the location of the Camellia air raid shelter (circled in white) The Camellia air raid shelter at the surface (source: ERM)

ETA peanut butter jar. It was a common household object through 
the early to mid-20th Century. This style of jar is thought to 
have been manufactured in the 1950s

Brown glass poison bottle. During  
the 19th and early 20th Century,  
many new poisonous substances came 
onto the market to control plants and 
vermin, or for use as cleaners. Bottles  
were given distinctive patterns which  
were especially useful when searching  
for bottles by candlelight

The Camellia Air Raid Shelter

The former Camellia
air raid shelter
Australia at war 
On 3 September 1939, Prime Minister Robert 
Gordon Menzies announced that Australia was  
at war with Germany. Unlike WWI, Australians  
had to face the possibility of the enemy in their 
own neighbourhood and civilians had to prepare  
for what seemed like an inevitable invasion  
of the enemy on the homefront. 

After the bombing of Pearl Harbour 
in 1941, the Emergency Committee 
stationed in each state issued 
instructions to government, private 
employers and householders  
to start building air raid shelters. 
These shelters were designed to 
withstand bomb blasts and included 
external and internal shelters of varied 
designs. Some were above ground 
bunkers, pill boxes or bus shelter 
style. Many were built underground 
to provide shelter from air attacks. 

The Emergency Committees instigated 
other precautionary measures to guard 
communities against potential air 
attack such as installing sirens, first 
aid training and imposing blackout 
restrictions, which mandated lights  
be shut off or dimmed and windows 
and doors be covered at night.

Despite the overwhelming fear and 
anxiety for everyday life for Australians 
during WWII, the government tried 
to shed light and lift spirits, releasing 
songs like “Our Air Raid Shelter” 
recorded by Jack Davey in Sydney 
and released to national radio. 

Scan the QR code to hear  
“Our Air Raid Shelter”

There will still be Australians 
fighting on Australian soil 
until the turning point be 
reached, and we will advance 
over blackened ruins, through 
blasted and reswept cities, 
across scorched plains, until 
we drive the enemy into the sea.

Prime Minister John Curtin, 14 March 1942

“

Sunny Brook  
vanilla ice-cream tin,  
manufactured in 
Baltimore, USA.  
Possible wartime  
rations for US military  
personnel making its  
way into the Camellia  
air raid shelter

Air raid shelter in Hyde Park, Sydney in 1943 (image courtesy of the Australian War Memorial, 042825)


