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Commonwealth Bi-Centennial funds have been granted for the restoration of
Booral Wharf. It seems appropriate, therefore, that attention is drawn
to this outstanding but virtually forgotten structure.
The Historic Background.
By 1819 it was clear that Australia would not remain a mere penal settlement at the end of the world. That year John Thomas Bigge was sent from
London to enquire into the colony's future. Bigge saw that future in a
capitalist, pastoralist economy. The British textile industry, recovering
from the Napoleonic Wars, demanded wool and wool from a source that would
be controlled by Britain, not by the European continent. The seemingly
limitless land of New South Wales would accommodate flocks of fine-woolled
sheep which could be tended by convicts under the control of free settlers.
Thus, at a stroke, the government would be rid of the burden of housing,
clothing and feeding its convict population while the convicts would be
removed from the rum-soaked towns. All that was needed was capital to
stock the law.
The Bigge Reports were published in London in 1822 and 1823. It was in
this atmosphere that the Australian Agricultural Company was born.
Incorporated in 1824, it had a nominal capital of bl,OOO,OOO for which it
was to obtain a grant of 1,000,000 acres. The land had to be taken up
outside the already settled areas. The logical choice was north of Port
Stephens. In December, 1825, Robert Dawson, the Company's chief agent,
arrived in New South Wales with 26 men, 14 women, 40 children, 690 ewes,
30 rams, 12 head of cattle, 2 stallions and 5 mares. In February, 1826,
he established his colony at Carrington on the north shore of Port Stephens
east of the mouth of the Karuah River. Port Stephens was seen as the
harbour for shipping the Company's staple, the Karuah as the route to the
interior of the Company's land. Unfortunately, neither had been much
explored.
By 1830 it was clear that the coastal section of the grant was unsuitable
for sheep. Dawson was dismissed. Under his successor, Sir Edward Parry
the Arctic explorer, the Company's activities shifted inland. Carrington
had become peripheral. The Karuah, however, was wide and deep enough as
far as Booral to take ships of 30 tons, big enough for the Sydney run.
It was at Booral, therefore, that Parry's successor, Lieut.-Colonel Ilenry
Dumaresq, son-in-law of the former Governor, General Darling, established
the Company's new port.
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thus far the record is clear, but for a
structure which still towers above the
Karuah and which served the Company for
20 years, there is little further information. Dumaresq's reports to London,
which appear to have survived intact,

A.

A.

are brief in the extreme.

In June, 1834,

he wrote of his intention to open a road
to this point. There was no mention of
Dungog-

Clarencetown.

the wharf though it is clear that it had
been built by the end of the year. A
temporary store was erected, to be replaced by a permanent receiving store in
July, 1837, while, at about the same time,
a I-ton crane was installed, built for
the Company in Sydney.

Later references to the wharf are equally scant. The stores were damaged in
the flood of 1840. The wharf was used
for free settlers who arrived in 1850.
In December, 1854, the wharf buildings
burnt down in a bush fire. They were
replaced, but possibly with structures of
a temporary nature. Booral was limited
to ships of 30 tons. Ocean-going vessels
0'...;.50 K.
had exceeded that size. Pumpkin Point,
further downstream, was being developed
as a port capable of handling larger
ships. The wharf and store there were
completed by the end of 1856. after which
the A.A. Company ceased to operate from
Booral. The wharf remained in use. It
was leased to Stephen Dark who owned
flour mills at Clarencetown and Dungog
.md was soon to take over the mill at
Stroud. At the Annual General Meeting
in 1866 the Chairman reported that Baaral Wharf had been equipped with a new
receiving store, 'the old one being found insufficient for the requirements
of the district'. In 1867 the wharf was again leased, this time for 7 years.
The lease appears not to have been renewed. Booral Wharf seems to have closed
permanently some time in the 1870s, by which time the overland route to the
Hunter provided more direct access to the capital.
There is no pictorial record of the wharf. Mrs. J.E.Ebsworth, who lived with
her husband in Booral House until 1851 and who made charming sketches of the
countryside nearby, seems not to have ventured to the rough and tumble of the
dock. Conrad Martens, to whom we are indebted for his many drawings and
paintings, who visited the Company's estate in 1841 and again in 1851, failed,
apparently, to reach Booral. It is therefore only from the material remains
that we can obtain any concept of the wharf and its operation.
The Archaeological Record.
In 1984, a group of volunteers from the W.E.A., Newcastle, under the guida~ce of the author, hacked its way through the lantana which covered the
s1te 1n order to record its surviving features.
The wharf was built in two sections, each about 840mrn. thick at the top and
standing 5.3 metres above low water level. A flight of steps leads up from
tile water's edge on the Karuah side. The southern section borders a creek

which, though now silted, was once widened and deepened to allow ships to
berth alongside. Mid way between the two wharf walls, the remains of the
stone housing for the crane survive to a height of over 2 metres. The
housing is in the form of an inverted cone, the outer edge of which has been
broken away to remove the crane which, allegedly, was re-eretced at Pumpkin
Point. The surviving housing suggests an iron footing, also an inverted
cone, which held a vertical shaft that could pivot through 360 degrees. To
this would have been attached the horizontal arm which was the crane proper.
The crane would have been able to work ships on both sides and to swing
cargo to either side of the wharf which at this point was decked with timber,
The top of the housing is lower than the tops of the walls. This would have
permitted loading without unnecessary lift. This, together with the lack of
any evidence for a steam engine, suggests a manual crane. Indeed, many
similar cranes are still to be found on the banks of English canals.
The tops of the wharf walls form a short parapet behind which is what was
clearly the access road. The natural embankment above the roadway was
retained by flagstones which still survive on the southern tip of the
peninsula. The road swung around the peninsula, thence ran inland to the
main warehouse. Twenty metres north of the wharf, a siding was cut into the
hill slope to allow carts to turn or stand.
The main warehouse site, which lies 40 metres inland, is marked by a straight
sided, regular mound. In 1984, a few scattered bricks dating to 1834 were
located. Clearance in 1987 has revealed evidence of a brick floor. Slopmoulded bricks also survive. These probably date from the rebuilding after
the 1854 fire since slop-moulding was not popular until the 1850s.
Between the siding and the wharf is a deep, irregular ditch. Though much
eroded, this does not appear to be natural. It suggests the remains of a
cellar beneath a small warehouse or, perhaps, the wharf-keeper's'hoase such
as would have been used to store perishables or goods requiring greater
security than a warehouse would have provided.
It is known that boats were repaired at Booral Wharf. Forty metres up the
creek is what appears to have been a small dock built for this purpose.
Although by the late 1870s, Dumaresq's wharf was no longer in use, by this
time or perhaps later a lower, timber wharf was constructed just north of the
stone wharf on the Karuah side, a wharf more suitable for the small, lowlying river boats, the cream boats which also delivered supplies. Several
sections of this wharf survive, sufficient to indicate that it was of the
type standard in the Hunter region in the middle and late nineteenth century.
Timber piles driven into the river bed supported a timber face behind which
was packed earth containing horizontal tie beams which occasionally supported
surface structures. Rough stone steps ran up from this wharf, linking it to
the A.A. Company roadway.
The Cream boats' wharf was similar to many along the navigable rivers of New
South Wales. Not so that of the A.A. Company, though another, not unlike it,
may have been built at Parramatta west of Sydney. Both in shape and in the
standard of its construction, Dumaresq's wharf is a ratity. It seems fitting
that it is to be stabilised and retained as a memorial not only to the
pioneers, free and bond, who built it but also as tribute to the Australian
Agricultural Company which, still extant though operating now in Queensland
and the Northern Territory, represents the first major influx of private
capital investment into Australia.
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