
Cumberland
Precinct

The Cumberland Precinct is a place of National Significance.  
It holds significant values for its use by First Nations people and  
was Australia’s longest continuously running institutional site 
for convict women, child welfare, criminal justice and mental health. 
The Precinct has been in continuous institutional use since 1818.  
It is recognised as Australia’s first Site of Conscience, a place where 
women and children suffered cruelty and abuse over generations.  
Survivors today are committed to bringing awareness to what  
happened here and ensuring it never happens again.

The Parramatta Light Rail project provided an opportunity to carry  
out archaeological investigations through this Precinct, further  
adding to our understanding of its history and importance. The  
alignment was carefully selected to avoid key archaeological and  
heritage sites including the Parramatta Female Factory, Mrs Betts’ 
House and the Lunatic Asylum.

1790s
First contact
First contact and interactions 
between Aboriginal people 
and British colonists in  
Parramatta. Evidence of  
these early interactions  
was unearthed during  
archaeological investigations.

c1792 – 1803
First land grant
First land granted in North  
Parramatta to Charles Smith,  
a former gardener of the first 
Governor of New South Wales 
Arthur Phillip. This included part  
of the Cumberland Precinct.

1821 – 1848
Parramatta 
Female Factory
The Parramatta Female Factory
is the largest and oldest surviving 
convict women’s site in Australia. 
It was the second female factory 
in Parramatta but the first  
purpose-built factory and the  
one on which all other Australian 
Female Factories were based.

This multipurpose institution 
served the Colony of NSW as 
a refuge for women, children,
elderly and sick women;  
a marriage bureau; a place of  
assignment and moral reform;  
a penitentiary; a women’s hospital 
for the convicted as well as  
the free; and a workhouse,  
all rolled into one.

The women held here completed
various work, including wool
picking, spinning, straw plaiting,
flax spinning, housekeeping,
sewing, laundry and weaving in
the 1830s and 1840s. The third
class also broke rocks and
picked oakum.

In the early years, the women
could keep their children until
they were 3 years old or weened,
at which time they were forcibly
removed and sent to orphanages.
Many of the girls went to the
Female Orphan School (now WSU
Rydalmere campus) and the boys
to the Male Orphan School in
Liverpool (no longer extant).
Some women never saw their
children again.

1820s – 1866
Mrs Betts’ 
House
Reverend Samuel Marsden
built a house for his third
daughter Mary and her
husband John Betts, which
became known as “Mrs Betts
House”. Evidence of the house
gardens and surrounding
farmland was unearthed during
archaeological investigations.

Sandstone footings and postholes associated with an asylum building illustrated on the 1895 plan 
were uncovered by archaeological works. These were found alongside late 19th Century artefacts  
retrieved from various rubbish pits in the surrounding area

19th Century 
Sandstone footings

Agricultural 
evidence

Political cartoon of Governor Gipps dressed as a typical  
convict woman in front of Hyde Park Barracks by  
Edward Winstanley, published in Sydney in the 1840s  
(source: State Library NSW)

1847 – 1945
Lunatic Asylum
The Female Factory was closed 
and converted into a lunatic  
asylum for both men and  
women. The original building 
was modified and extended  
over the years to meet the 
needs of the new facility.

1887 – 1974 
Parramatta 
Girls Home
Occupying the former Roman 
Catholic Orphan School site,  
Parramatta Girls Home was the 
principal child welfare institution 
for girls in New South Wales.

The institution served the dual 
purpose of a Children’s Shelter  
(Remand Centre), Reformatory 
and Training School for children 
who had come to the attention  
of the child welfare authorities 
and classified as either delinquent
(dangerous) or neglected  
(perishing). This classification
was intended to separate children 
into different institutions – to  
punish and reform those charged 
with a criminal offence, and  
to protect and educate  
the vulnerable.

1900s
Terraces  
and drains
Archaeological evidence included 
plough marks associated to  
agricultural activity, the front  
verandah of a house, front yard  
deposits and rubbish dumps,  
and 19th to early 20th Century drains. 

“ The walls resonate with our memories; 
from our words carved into the stone,  
to the Female Factory’s mortar bound  
together with hair shaved from the heads 
of convict women. Ask any Parragirl why 
the concrete on the covered way shines  
so well and she will tell you it’s because  
of the skin worn from her knees as  
she scrubbed it night after night.

–  www.parragirls.org.au

1803 – 1820
Mill races
In 1803, Charles Smith sold  
the farm to Reverend Samuel 
Marsden who established  
a private mill at the junction  
of Toongabbie and Darling  
Mills Creek.

Marsden had overseen the
construction of two parallel water 
channels known as ‘mill races’ 
until 1803. These mill races
were dug by convict labour to
carry water from the Parramatta 
River to the Government Mill,  
to power the wheel to mill flour.

Extract from the 3D model of the Mill Race post-excavation. 
White dashed lines show the extents of the Mill Race. 
(Source: Guy Hazell for GML)

Part of the western mill race was 
unearthed during archaeological 
investigations. Study of the  
sediment within the mill race  
suggests that it was unlikely that 
the system was able to deliver the 
flow of water needed to maintain 
water levels in the mill’s reservoir.
It was diverted not long after  
its construction around the  
Parramatta Female Factory in  
1821 to act as a moat or ‘wet ditch’.

Brownrigg Plan of Parramatta dated 1844. The Plan shows 
the Roman Catholic Orphanage south of the Female Factory. 
(source: State Library of NSW). Mrs. Betts’ house has been  
circled in red

Photograph of the Parramatta Female Factory showing  
how it looks today

South facing section through the Mill Race with the dashed 
yellow line indicating the unlined cut through the natural  
subsoil and shales. Scale one-metre (source GML)

1804 Plan of Parramatta by GW Evans, incorrectly marked 
1813. The red circle shows the land granted to Charles Smith 
(source: State Library of NSW) 

Parramatta Female Factory, watercolour by Augustus Earle, 
c.1826

Marsden’s Mill and Cottage, 1820.  (Source: State Library  
of NSW, PXD41f1) 

Keep-sake ‘tokens’ made from pottery found in Cumberland 
Precinct, dating around 1860s – 1880s

Front verandah of a 19th Century house unearthed during 
Parramatta Light Rail archaeological investigations. 
Two rows of foundation postholes were identified

Agricultural furrows found in natural sands. Soil samples 
have been taken with the aim of determining the age of  
this agricultural activity. Scale 0.5-metres (source: GML)

Survivors of Parramatta Girls Home, Bonney Djuric (left)  
and Christina Green (right), at Parramatta Girls Home 
(source: Fairfax)

Girls working at the Parramatta Girls Home 
(source: parragirls.org)

Brick samples from the base of a sandstone drain found in 
Cumberland Precinct

Evidence of continued 
habitation of the Precinct 
by First Nations people 
was found at ‘Site AT14’ 
dating back 

Over
35,000
years.

Aboriginal tools made from colonial  
brown glass found during archaeological  
investigations of the gardens of Mrs Betts’ 
House. Use wear analysis showed that  
these were used for various activities,  
including cooking.

Selection of artefacts unearthed  
at Cumberland Precinct

Reused sandstock and dry-pressed brick surface, 
potentially forming a pathway or courtyard

19th Century 
Sandstone footings

Agricultural 
evidence

Reused sandstock and dry-pressed brick surface, potentially 
forming a pathway or courtyard


