
The Military District

Searching for better farmland to feed  
a starving colony, the first fleet travelled 
up river and established Parramatta as  
a new settlement in November 1788  
under Governor Arthur Phillip. Queen’s 
Wharf Reserve was the location of  
the first river wharf and early colonial 
stores, mills, and military barracks.

Queen’s Wharf Reserve
Archaeological investigations were carried out as part  
of the Parramatta Light Rail project to find out whether  
evidence of the landing place and military district survived 
today, as well as for other layers of history. Queen’s Wharf 
Reserve has had many uses over the last 200 years,  
including for an inn, hotel, cloth factory, gasworks,  
barracks and benevolent asylum. Before that, Aboriginal 
people occupied lands next to the Parramatta River  
for many thousands of years. 

An 1844 plan showing  
the Lower Military Barracks and wall  
(the former Commissariat and reserve). 

Robin Thomas Reserve
Rum Corps Barracks 
Among one of the first buildings commissioned by Governor 
Arthur Phillip in Parramatta was construction of a military  
barracks within modern-day Robin Thomas Reserve.  
The barracks became home to the New South Wales (NSW) 
Corps which, arrived as guards on the Second Fleet in  
June 1790, to serve as the garrison for Parramatta. 

The Soldiers or ‘Rum Corps’ Barracks accommodated  
up to 100 men. It consisted of three separate buildings  
arranged in a ‘U-shape’, including Stores and Guards Room 
(east), Barracks Rooms (south) and Officers’ Quarters (west).  
The barracks was used, along with Old Government House  
at the opposite end of George Street, as a reminder  
of authority to the settlers of the early township.

While the barracks was demolished in the 1810s,  
the site contains some of the earliest surviving physical  
evidence of a convict period military barracks in Australia.

A small hand-  
carved ornament  
was found buried 
within Robin Thomas 
Reserve. We think  
it could be an eel – 
what do you think?

Clay roof tile from the 1790s 
barracks with single thumb 
pressed lug (250mmx132mmx17mm)

Soldiers gun flint unearthed
in Robin Thomas Reserve

The 1804 plan of Parramatta with the soldiers’ district and 1790s military barracks at the eastern end of town indicated by the orange arrow (source: SRNSW) 

Two sandstock brick cesspits  
(or toilets) associated with the  
Rum Corps Barracks were unearthed 
during archaeological investigations. 
The cesspits had been filled  
with historic backfills containing  
thousands of artefacts associated 
with the barracks, including  
from the officer ranks. 

The artefact collection included  
late 18th to early 19th Century 
creamware and earthenware from 
Britain, Chinese porcelain, early  
Sydney made lead-glazed  
pottery, alcohol bottles, glass  
tableware, metal objects,  
animal bone, shell and buttons. 

Neale & Wilson sugar bowl
dated 1784 – 1795 was 
made in Staffordshire,
England, and likely owned 
by a high ranking officer.

A copper fixing wire has  
been used to mend a crack  
in the bowl. Superglue  
wasn’t around at the start  
of the colony!

Landing place (1788)
Evidence of the 1790s – 1820s  
military district were found as part of 
the archaeological dig. This included 
footings, historic backfills, rubbish 
pits, postholes and other features. 
The relatively intact remains of a 
timber frame house and outbuilding 
were unearthed. The house had  
‘wattle and daub’ walls with a brick 
chimney. Amazingly, the location 
of this structure correlated with 
a building on an 1804 plan and an 
1809 painting of the area. At the 
back of the building, hoe marks were 
found along with garden soils and 
several rubbish pits containing  
many artefacts from this time. 

Benevolent Asylum (1862)
In 1848, the Lower Military Barracks
was converted into an immigration
depot. In 1862, the building was
converted again to become the
George Street Benevolent Asylum
for aged and infirm men. The
building was later expanded in
the late 19th Century and finally 
demolished in the 1930s. The 
archaeological team found
evidence of several additions and 
modifications to the original military 
complex, including buildings,
drainage systems and road surfaces. 

Commissariat Store (1825)
The Commissariat Store was a four 
storey building located between 
present-day George Street and  
Noller Parade. It was converted  
to a military barracks by 1828 known 
as the ‘Lower Military Barracks’,  
and later to a benevolent asylum. 
Sandstone footings from two phases 
of gatehouse buildings and one of 
the boundary walls from the military 
phase were uncovered during  
the archaeological dig.

At Parramatta, December 1835, by Robert Russell showing 
the Military Barracks (former Commissariat Store).

The benevolent asylum phase yard, ashy fill, brick sump and brick footings. Evidence of the long timber-post building was located along George Street to the left of 
the photograph. Photograph taken looking west with a one-metre scale (source: GML) 

Evidence of a timber frame house and outbuilding (1790s–1820s). The building postholes and brick chimney footing are shown with the yellow dashed line (source: GML) 

The landing place at Parramatta, Port Jackson, c1809, by George William Evans. (Source: State Library of NSW [SLNSW], PXD 388 vol 3 no 5). Visible are the sentry and flag pole.

A selection of artefacts from a rubbish pit and garden soils:
• two hand-carved bone lids
• ceramic fragment
• button from a military uniform

View to east of the multi-phase military barracks gatehouse footings. Photograph taken looking east with a one-metre scale (source: GML) 


