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ABSTRACT:

THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF FORT DUNDAS, 1824 – 1829 

This thesis describes an historical archaeology programme designed to 

investigate and interpret apparent anomalies between the documentary 

accounts of the 1824–1829 British settlement on Melville Island and the 

information conveyed by its physical position and material construction, as 

demonstrated in the remaining ruins of the settlement. 

Information gained through a part-time project of four years of historical 

study, and three seasons of archaeological investigation of the settlement is 

compiled and presented. The archaeological work concentrated particularly 

on the stronghold, Fort Dundas, to evaluate the military component of the 

settlement.  Both archival and archaeological evidence is considered, and 

the influences of the world and regional geopolitical context bearing on the 

British venture are evaluated. 

The thesis argues that, while the documentary evidence outlining the 

planning for the Melville Island outpost speaks in great part of the 

establishment of a commercial trading port, the implementation of the project 

by the Admiralty took the form of constructing an imperialist military station.  

Examination of the ruins of Fort Dundas and consideration of its geographical 

location reveal little orientation toward commercial activity, but considerable 

preparation for defence.  

This interpretation of the Melville Island venture throws doubt on its common 

description as a ‘failed settlement of the north’. Fort Dundas may more 

accurately be seen as the instrument of a military gambit, which served its 

purpose in British imperialist strategy and was retired once its function had 

been served. 



Colin De La Rue Page iii 22/03/2007 

 CONTENTS:         Page

 Declaration      i 

 Abstract        ii 

 Contents        iii 
  
 Illustrations       vi 

 Acknowledgements   ix 

CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION         1 

 Significance         2 

 Archaeological resources         6 

 Historical resources        10 

 Project outline        15 

CHAPTER TWO - HISTORICAL BACKROUND  23 

  
 Britain in North Australia        23 

 Melville Island        24 

CHAPTER THREE - THE ENVIRONMENT        29 

Regional environment         30 
  
 British Australia        30 

 Netherlands East Indies        32 

 Maritime support        34 

 Regional trade        35 

Local environment         37 

 Melville Island        37 

 Point Barlow        40 



Fort Dundas        45 

CHAPTER FOUR - THE FORTIFICATION           49 

Fort surface survey        49 

Excavation of west curtain        54 

Excavation of south-west turret   64 

CHAPTER FIVE - THE MAGAZINE        76 

2001 season excavation        76 

2002 season excavation        93 

CHAPTER SIX  - RESEARCH OUTCOMES      121 

Regional geopolitics      121 

Local landscape      127 

Site examination      129 

West curtain excavation      132 

Turret excavation      134 

Magazine excavation      137 

APPENDIX ONE - MELVILLE ISLAND      146 

APPENDIX TWO –
PROJECT INFRASTRUCTURE            155 

Project Plan      156 
Excavation Manual      161 
Grid co-ordinate system      168 
Catalogue management      172 
Database        174 

APPENDIX THREE -
ARCHAEOLOGY OF A MILITARY AREA      187 

Colin De La Rue Page iv 26/03/2007



Colin De La Rue Page v 22/03/2007 

APPENDIX FOUR -  
DYNAMICS OF DESERTION      189 

GLOSSARY        192 

BIBLIOGRAPHY       196 



Colin De La Rue Page vi 22/03/2007 

ILLUSTRATIONS :

     
FIGURE  TITLE                     PAGE 
   
 View of Fort Dundas, 1824                       Front cover   
  
  1   Fort Dundas from south-west turret (J S Roe)                    2  

  2   Fort Dundas from across King’s Cove (J S Roe)             3 
  
  3   Chart of Port Cockburn (J S Roe) 6 

 4   Nineteenth Century British settlements in the Top End     23 

 5   Melville Island and the Arafura region                               29 

  6   Nineteenth Century Indo-Pacific trade routes                    34 

 7  Map of Apsley Strait; Bathurst and Melville Islands           38 

  8  Map of Point Barlow                          41 

  9  ‘British Settlement of Fort Dundas, 1827’                         42 
  
10  Plan of Fort Dundas, 1824                         45 

11  Fort Dundas showing research project activities               52 

12  View along inner face of west rampart                         55 

 13  Western rampart excavation area                                     57 

14  Carbonised logs stone core in rampart                         59 

15  Drawings of rampart excavation                         60 

16  Reconstruction of west curtain section                         64 

17  South-west turret before excavation                         65 

18  Plan of turret excavation                         68 

19  One metre square test pit                            69 

20  Charcoal mass in turret excavation                         70 

 21  French wine bottle prunt                         71 

22  ‘Hollow’ surface before excavation                         76 



Colin De La Rue Page vii 22/03/2007 

23  Plan of ‘Hollow’ (Magazine) excavation                           78 

24  Brickbat kerb, east side of ‘Hollow’                         79 

25  Brick surface at ~10cm depth                         81 

 26  Brick faces in excavation                         82 

27  Possible collapsed brick roof cover                         84 

 28  Section of rock cut east wall of underground chamber      86 

29  Copper nails from magazine excavation                         90 

30  Excavation plan for magazine chamber, 20/07/02              94 

31  Partial brick pattern in magazine fill                         97 

32  Upper edge of magazine north wall                         98 

33  2 x 2 metre square excavation - south face                      100 

 34  Mortice in eastern rock face                        101 

35  Orange burnt sand in magazine fill                        102 

36  Iron hinge pintle and tool point                        102 

37  Magazine excavation plan, 12/08/02                        103 

38  Musket balls in entry ramp gutter                        105 

39  Charcoal deposit with Copper nail ‘in situ’                       106 

 40  North end of magazine chamber                        108 

41  West magazine wall showing pick strokes                      109 

42  Excavating the entrance ramp                        112 

43  Damaged copper nails                        115 

 44  Musket balls ‘in situ’                          116 

45  Gun flints                          117 

46  Hoop iron                          119 

47  Iron disc                          120 



Colin De La Rue Page viii 22/03/2007 

48  British 19th  century settlements in Nth. Australia            146 

49  The Tiwi Islands                         147 

50  Pirlangimpi township and Punata (Point Barlow)             149 

51  Uprooted tree                         150 

52  Eroded and cracked building stone                        152 
  
53  Mud mortar in walls of Stone Building ruin                     153 

 54  Heat discoloured sand                        154 

All photographs and drawings are by the author unless otherwise 
acknowledged.    



Colin De La Rue Page ix 22/03/2007 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS:

The help and encouragement of many people has been essential to 
completing this research programme on Fort Dundas, Melville Island. I must 
express my deep gratitude to them all, and pray that my report is an 
adequate response to their commitment. 
  

• The Tiwi Land Council and the Community Government Council of 
Pirlangimpi, the custodians of Fort Dundas, for permitting me to 
undertake archaeological research on this very significant site. 

• My supervisors, Professor Emeritus Alan Powell and Dr. Clayton 
Fredericksen, who persevered, with true academic dedication through 
my more unruly efforts. 

• The Northern Territory History Grants scheme, administered by the 
NT Archives Service of the NT Department of Corporate and 
Information Services, which, through grants in 2003 and 2005 enabled 
me to undertake interstate travel to consult archival material. 

• The estate of Bill and Doris Ould which financed the Melville Island 
excavations in 2002 and 2003.  

• The staff of the many libraries and archive repositories consulted, 
whose professionalism greatly assisted my research: Australian War 
Memorial Library, Canberra; Battye Library, Perth; Charles Darwin 
University Library, Darwin; National Archives of Australia, Canberra 
and Darwin Offices; National Library of Australia, Canberra; Northern 
Territory Archives Service, Darwin; Northern Territory Library 
Services, Darwin; State Library of New South Wales, Sydney; State 
Library of Victoria, Melbourne; State Records of New South Wales, 
Penrith. 

• The CDU staff, students and other helpers who assisted with the work 
of excavating and recording on a hot and dusty site: Adriana Adlum, 
Clayton Fredericksen, Richard Hopkinson, Karen Martin, Anita 
Newman, Sheryl Oxford, David Steinberg, Richard Woolfe, and 
particularly Julie Mastin, who not only performed meticulous 
excavation, but also, with her partner Ron Ninnis, undertook the 
thankless task of proof reading my manuscript and sacrificed some 
days of their holiday in Europe to consult the Public Records Office in 
London for me. 

• The residents of Pirlangimpi, particularly Deacon Peter Brogan and his 
family, and Mr. Patrick Puruntatameri. They greeted our presence with 
friendship and interest, sharing information and family anecdotes of 
the British settlement. 



Colin De La Rue Page x 22/03/2007 

• The examiners who assessed the text of this thesis offering both 
correction and encouragement. 

My sincere thanks to you all. 

Colin De La Rue 



“..for the Good of His Majesty’s Service.” 

The archaeology of Fort Dundas, 1824 – 1829 

CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION





Colin De La Rue                                        Page 2 of 206                                26/03/2007 

Figure 1 
Fort Dundas from the south-west turret – J S Roe Sketchbook View from Point Barlow toward Garden 

Point

(Roe, 1824) 

Now, some one hundred and eighty years later, amongst the regrown 

monsoon forest of Point Barlow, relatively untouched and unobscured by 

later human landscape developments, lie the ruins of Fort Dundas and its 

community (Figure 2). This thesis presents an account of the planning and 

performance of an archaeological and historical research project carried out 

on the Fort Dundas stronghold over the years 2001 - 2005. It offers some 

conclusions as to the nature and function of this desperately isolated imperial 

outpost.

Significance

From the perspective of the development of British colonialism in Australia, 

the attempt to establish a settlement on Melville Island may appear 

insignificant. It was a venture that had no lasting sequel: no continuity of 

development into a modern city. It remains a brief episode, peripheral to the 
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and the tactical insights of the designers and builders in preparing to meet 

that expectation. The preferred excavation site was a section of the western 

curtain between the turrets. This face of the rampart overlooks Port Cockburn 

and thus would be almost certain to be in action in event of an attack and 

therefore likely to have been more carefully constructed.

As contemporary accounts by Bremer and Ennis indicate that the rampart 

was six or seven feet high (1.80 - 2.10 metres) - and in fact formed a parapet 

in itself - it would be necessary for a banquette one to two feet high (300 - 

600mm) to have been provided to allow the defenders to fire comfortably 

over the top in event of an attack 

Figure 12 
View along the inner face of the west rampart. Looking toward north-west turret 

Similarly, a berm, to prevent slumping of the rampart into the ditch, would be 

expected on the outer face of this type of earth and wood fortification. 

The existing ruin of the Fort rampart is a largely featureless mound of earth 

and rocks some three to three and a half metres wide rising to a maximum of 

about one metre high in relation to the interior ground level of the fort. There 

is little sign of a banquette, or fire-step, on the inner side of the rampart; only 

the few short lines of rough stone (Figure 11) indicating that this may have 

been provided, at least in some places. Similarly, there is no visible sign of a 
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Figure 13 
West rampart excavation area, looking west. 

A datum line had been surveyed more or less longitudinally through Point 

Barlow during the 2000 season as the major reference for the Fort Dundas 

Grid (Appendix Two). In 2001 Grid stations were established in the turrets, 

and they and the south-east and north-east (i.e. inland) corners of the Fort 

rampart were marked with star pickets. A local site datum line was laid out 

from station 6000 in the north-west turret and marked by star pickets along 

the Fort Dundas Grid (Appendix Two) line E184, close inside the western 

curtain wall of the Fort.  Based on this line, from the point E184, N808 a 

perpendicular was laid out to the west crossing the wall and the ditch to guide 

an excavation trench. This line, E171, N808 - E184, N808 lies along bearing 

230º, crossing the wall and ditch at a slight angle.

An interim height datum for the excavation was provided with a picket set in 

the top of the rampart mound at E178, N808 and levelled at 0.48 metres 

above the general height datum of the Fort interior surface. In order to 

preserve the integrity of the primary pickets and lines, the one metre wide 

trench was pegged and marked out between lines N806.5 and N 807.5, 

extending across the full width of the rampart. 
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Figure 14 
Carbonised logs and stone core in western rampart. (Scale 50 x 50 cm) 

These resolved into the remains of three more logs, two spaced 

approximately 200mm apart to the west of those initially located. The third 

proved to be the remains of a large log, originally some 400 - 500mm 

diameter which was buried only some 100mm inside the western face of the 

rampart mound. The bottom of this large log lay at the bottom of Spit Seven 

of the excavation, therefore it was sunk some 200 - 220mm beneath the 

height datum of the Fort interior surface.

In Spit Seven the nature of the earth matrix changed. Above this level the 

earth was brown, with numerous jagged rocks of approximately 100-250mm 

sides; beneath this level the earth was pink with small, rounded pebbles 

mostly below 50mm major dimension. This pink earth with rounded pebbles 

has been encountered elsewhere on Point Barlow and appears to be the 

undisturbed subsoil over most of the area.
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Figure 15 
Drawings of rampart excavation 
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Figure 16

Reconstruction of west curtain section 

Excavation of south-west turret 

The two turrets attached to the north-western and south-western corners of 

the rampart of the Fort were without any doubt constructed as gun positions. 
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Information gathered in archival research indicates that the guns mounted 

were the nine-pounders mentioned in Bremer’s account of the ordnance 

provided for the Fort (Bremer, 1824b). This interpretation is supported by the 

depiction of long guns in the turrets in the plan of the fort (Figure 10) and by 

the sketches of John Septimus Roe (Figures 1 & 2), also depicting long guns 

in the turrets. 

The task of excavating the south-west turret was undertaken to interpret the 

construction method used for the turret features and to search for information 

regarding the mounting and serving of the guns. This was a further 

development of the research programme examining the practicality of the 

fortifications, in conjunction with the excavation of the Fort rampart. From the 

study of the general earthwork construction style, the archaeological 

research now concentrated on examining a feature with a specialised 

defence rôle.  The excavation was not only to determine details of its 

materials and design, but also to seek information to interpret the scope and 

tactical significance of its lay-out and the activities that were conducted there. 

Figure 17 

South-west turret before excavation, looking west. (ditch in middle distance) 
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out a one metre square excavation in the corner so described. This would 

allow excavation to proceed more quickly and could be readily extended, at 

need, to examine any evidence of the construction methods found.  

At approximately 450mm. below the datum a flat mass of charcoal some 200 

x 100mm. was found. Although cracked and distorted, the lie of the grain and 

the uniform thickness suggested that this may have been a short section of 

board about 12mm (½ inch) thick. However, no nails or distinctive shaping 

beyond the uniform thickness could be found to confirm this. 

The one metre square was excavated 300 and 400mm. below the datum. 

Two more small pieces of thin, curved, light green glass and one thin, flat 

colourless piece (all less than 20mm maximum axis) were recovered, also 

one 30mm. piece of off-white stoneware with a fawn glaze, this appears to be 

very similar to nineteenth century ginger beer bottle ceramic.

Figure 19 

One metre square test pit 

With the pit excavated to 350mm. and again at 550mm. the bottom and sides 

were cleaned of the powdery, loamy soil and photographed. 
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 A further mass of charcoal, about 150 x 100mm. was also uncovered in the 

south wall of the excavation, extending from about 450 to 600mm deep. The 

pit was enlarged 0.5m south to investigate this deposit. From the grain 

structure of the charcoal deposits it appeared that the timber had lain 

horizontally, so the charcoal was unlikely to be the remains of floor stumps. 

The two charcoal deposits discovered had no obvious connection to each 

other.

The charcoal uncovered in the extension of the pit proved to be a much 

larger mass than the apparent board fragment in the pit proper. It resolved 

itself into two fully carbonised billets about 450mm. and 250mm. long by 

200mm. diameter lying side-by-side. The grain direction shows the original 

wood to have been quite accurately oriented east – west. 

Figure 20 

Charcoal mass in Turret excavation. (10 cm scale) 
The small green spot at top centre indicates location of bottle prunt 

The sand and pebbles immediately around and below this charcoal deposit 

were orange coloured from heating and some adjoining stones showed 

blackened, greasy marks, so the wood appears to have burned in situ (Figure 

20). No burned orange layer had been evident when working down from on 

top of the charcoal, so it may have only been partly buried when fired, 













“..for the Good of His Majesty’s Service.” 

The archaeology of Fort Dundas, 1824 – 1829 

CHAPTER FIVE 
THE MAGAZINE 



Colin De La Rue Page 76 of 206 16/03/2007 

THE MAGAZINE 

Magazine excavation - first season 2001 

Due to the turret excavation taking less time than was anticipated, a few days 

available at the end of the 2001 excavation season allowed a preliminary 

exploration of the hollow close under the western curtain of the Fort. This 

hollow was mentioned by Crosby (Crosby, 1978, p 11), and was noted during 

the 1999 survey of the Fort as a likely site for an expense magazine, 

according to the fortification design prevalent in the 1820’s.

Figure 22 
‘Hollow’ surface before excavation, looking south along inside of western rampart  

(Scale - 1.5m set square) 

As proposed in the Introduction, this archaeological research programme 

was devised to interpret the archaeological evidence of the military strategic 

and tactical preparedness of Fort Dundas, to ascertain the expectations and 

proficiency of the garrison in developing their base. Through this, it would 
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for an excavation covering the lowest point of the hollow and extending up its 

eastern and western slopes. 

Some 25 - 30mm below the surface above the eastern edge of the hollow, 

(square E185, N806) a north-south line of brickbats emerged forming a kerb 

arrangement with the square ends of the broken bricks facing to the east 

(Figure 24). The western side of the line was tentatively interpreted as the 

‘retained’ side of a raised garden bed or the like, while the uniform, unbroken 

ends formed the visible kerb (e.g. of a path).

Figure 24 
Brickbat Kerb, east side of Hollow feature.      

   (Im square scale) 

The ground on both sides however, was found to be composed of brown 

earth densely packed with rock and brick fragments at a similar level. Neither 

side appeared to differ significantly from the other. The line of this row of 

brickbats was followed by opening shallow excavations to the north and 

south of the initial square. The ‘kerb’ showed signs of being disrupted by tree 
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Figure 25 
Brick surface at approx. 100mm depth. 

The brick bonding was irregular, with anything from a 5mm to a 20mm gap 

and an irregular overlap. The fill in the spaces between the bricks was a soft, 

grey sandy loam,  identical to the surrounding earth and quite unlike mortar, 

raising doubts that they had ever formed any sort of upright wall. Probing at 

the foot of the brick face indicated that the bricks probably continued 

downward at a similar slope for at least some 0.4m There were however, 

numerous hard obstructions in the earth. 

The sand lifted off the brick surface, yielded, on sieving two 50mm hand-

made copper nails. As the surface was uncovered further, (squares E182, 

N804 & E182, N805) numerous loose bricks and brickbats were uncovered to 

the east of the apparently intact surface. All the bricks are hand-made and 

very soft and friable. Most show clear ‘swipe’ marks where the material has 

been pressed into an open mould. They have no frog and have been baked 

to a rose or yellow terra-cotta colour, with some brickbats showing grey, 
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unbaked cores. Five of the bricks recovered were intact, allowing their 

dimensions to be checked. Their mean size (confirmed by later checks) is 

225mm x 105mm x 65mm, with a maximum variation of +/- 5mm on the 

longest dimension. 

The area of the excavation was enlarged, as above, to cater for following the 

brick surface. The slope of the surface continued down to the east and a 

large number of scattered bricks were uncovered. Extending  the excavation 

over a greater area was undertaken in the hope that any significant order in 

the distribution of the bricks could be recognised.

Figure 26 
Opposing faces of bricks in excavation, viewed from south. 

The large numbers of bricks found and the style of their arrangement strongly 

suggested that they belonged to some structure, not merely a stack or dump. 

The discovery of numbers of copper nails (ten) and lead musket balls (three), 

apparently randomly scattered through the earth among the bricks, supported 

the belief that the area had been used as a munitions or armaments store. 

Searching for the foundation or floor of the structure became the main 
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corroded iron nails and a musket ball were made. At a depth of 94mm a 

charcoal deposit was found. Due to its relative flatness and the straight right-

angle cut of the end of the deposit, it was interpreted as the carbonised 

remains of a short board about 350mm long, 150mm wide and 12 - 15mm 

thick. The deposit had one 12mm round hole through it, appearing to be the 

result of a hole drilled through the original board. There was no sign of any 

connecting or related woodwork or fittings. 

Figure 27 
Brick configuration viewed from north.      

  ?Collapsed roof of sunken chamber? 

This pit was shortened as it descended, in order to avoid disturbing various 

concentrations of bricks that emerged to the west. Further musket balls and 

copper nails were found, and at E183.50, N807.10, D1.55, fragments of an 

oxidised circular flat iron sheet, some 200 mm in diameter were uncovered. 

At this point it was noticed that the fine, sandy soil was becoming more 

compact and a little damper than it had been above. The test pit reached the 

bedrock floor of the chamber at 1.60m below the height datum.  

Brickbats, brick debris and occasional small (< 3mm) pieces of charcoal had 

continued in the earth fill to the bottom. There was a shallow (about 50mm 
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Figure 28 
Section of rock cut east wall of underground chamber. 

Results of the Excavation: 
At the end of the 2001 season the area of the sunken chamber remained 

unknown, no clear surface indications of its size could be traced. As the 

hollow was approximately eight by three or four metres it was considered that 

the chamber could be anything up to that size, so any further exploration 

would require more time than was available that season. The dimensions of 

the chamber and the nature of any remaining contents would have to be 

determined when future excavation was possible. On the 5th September the 
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used extensively in magazine construction and fitting as a safety measure. 

Copper compounds do not give off sparks when struck by other minerals, as 

iron compounds can do.

Figure 29 
Copper nails from the magazine excavation. Two showing preserved wood lenses. 

Many of the longer copper nails showed evidence of having been clinched 

through two 25mm (one inch) pieces of wood. This could be determined, as 

copper salts from the nails had impregnated small sections of wood around 

the nail holes and thus preserved these wood lenses, although the rest of the 

wood had disappeared entirely. This may indicate also, that the wooden 

structure within the underground chamber was destroyed by rotting or the 

action of termites, as fire would have been indifferent to salt impregnation in 

these small pieces of timber and they would have been destroyed.

This is supported also by the very small quantities of charcoal found in this 

excavation. Had wood burned underground in this sandy earth there would 

tend to be clear, discrete masses of charcoal, and also distinctive bright 

orange discolouration of the sand by the heat, as found in the west curtain 

excavation. Only one charcoal deposit, accompanied by discoloured sand, 

was found and it shows no obvious relation in size or position to the timbers 
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Figure 31 
Partial brick pattern in magazine fill 

By 28 July the excavation of the two-metre square had been levelled at 700 

mm below the datum. It was now becoming clear that the northern wall and 

part of the western wall of the magazine were emerging in squares E182 

N808 and E183 N808. The two faces of the east and west walls of the 

cuttings in the bedrock were only two metres apart and sloped inward toward 

the bottom, indicating that the magazine was little more than some six feet 

wide (1.83 metres) at floor level. The walls exposed to that point showed 

distinct pick marks of their original excavation. There was no sign of any 

artificial brick or stone masonry, or any indication of footings for wooden walls 

extending the bedrock up to (or beyond) the surface, to provide a support for 

a raised magazine roof. 
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Figure 32 
Upper edge of magazine north wall 

Within the magazine chamber the fine sand and brick / brickbat fill continued. 

Musket balls and copper nails continued to be found in this matrix. Two very 

large copper nails or spikes (150mm long) were found in square E183, N808, 

but with no indication as to what they had been used for. No wood fragments 

were attached to them, and although they show some iron oxide staining 

along the shanks, no iron has been found in the matrix with them and the 

marks probably come from the iron content of the soil. 

Excavation was continued in one metre squares from E183, N805 and 

E182.50, N804 to trace the extension of the eastern wall cutting of the 

magazine. These squares had been excavated to 650mm below the datum 

but a confused picture was emerging. The earth was composed of a pink, 

fine soil with many sandstone rocks, which appeared to indicate that this 

excavation was in undisturbed sub-soil outside the magazine area. As the 

wall could be traced through most of square E183 N805, work was 

concentrated on the northern-eastern quadrant of square E182 N804 in the 

hope that the magazine’s south-east corner was located there. The earth 

continued to be pink soil with both rounded and roughly broken rocks, but no 

bricks.
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Figure 33 
2 x 2m excavation, looking south to unexcavated section. Scale 1.5m. 

 This area also produced the four gunflints recovered from the dig. As will be 

discussed later, finding gunflints in a magazine was most unexpected. These 

flints, however, were somewhat above the floor of the magazine (at 1.60 m 

below datum) which may indicate that the magazine was no longer being 

maintained for the store of munitions and the floor had begun to build up with 

sandy debris by the time the flints were dropped there. 



Colin De La Rue Page 101 of 206 16/03/2007 

Figure 34  
Mortice in eastern rock face 

By 9 August the two metre square excavation was concluded and the 

northern end of the magazine had been cleared. In the last soil deposits in 

the north-east corner of the chamber (E183.95, N808.17, D1.52) a circular 

iron disc was recovered. This was similar in size (200mm diameter) and 

gauge to the disc found in fragments during the 2001 season against the east 

wall about one metre south.

This disc may also represent the end of a canister, but it is dished evenly to 

about 15mm depth in the centre, and may possibly be a shallow bowl. Three 

musket balls were found on the floor beneath the disc. 
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Figure 35 
Orange burned sand in magazine fill.       
E182.80, N807.20, D1.50 

Other iron artifacts were found on the floor of the chamber: an iron gate hinge 

pintle was found at E182.18, N807.25, D1.37, lying in the corner between the 

floor and the west wall and a thick, short, pyramidally pointed iron spike (~18 

mm x 145 mm) was uncovered at E183.15, N808.20, D1.39.

Figure 36 
Iron hinge pintle and tool point  
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The excavation tracing the eastern wall of the magazine cutting appeared to 

reach a point where the sand and brick fill of the chamber met a loose pink 

soil and rock deposit in the south-west quadrant of square E183, N805, 

where the apparent mortice was discovered in the eastern bedrock. There 

was however, no clear rock-cut southern wall.  

Figure 37 
Magazine excavation plan, 12/08/02 
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The earth filling over the ramp was quite unlike the fill in the magazine north 

of the line of the mortice. It comprised pink soil with a great number of 

sandstone fragments. Many of the stones were quite large (250mm or more, 

major axis) and jagged, apparently excavated from the magazine or the ditch 

surrounding the Fort. Where gaps occurred in the bedrock, the surface of the 

ramp was composed of the natural pink, compacted soil containing 

sandstone pebbles. Recognition of the interface between the natural earth 

sections of the ramp surface and the pink soil fill depended on the fill being 

slightly less compacted and containing some larger, jagged-edged rocks. 

Figure 38 
Musket ball concentration in gutter 

As the floor level of the ramp at the mortice is considerably higher than the 

floor in the excavated northern half of the magazine a small excavation 500 x 

500mm was opened at E183, N805.50 to determine whether the slope of the 

ramp continued beyond the mortice, or whether the floor stepped down to a 

level comparable to the northern half of the magazine. The floor was found to 

step down vertically immediately north of the mortice channel. The inner floor 

depth is 1.60m below the height datum, and so corresponds reasonably in 

depth to the northern end of the magazine chamber. 
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This concluded the 2002 excavation of the Fort Dundas magazine. Further 

surveying and measuring was done to confirm the dimensions and 

orientation of the magazine and drawings and photographic records were 

made of the full extent of the excavation. Finally the excavation was lined 

with plastic film and re-filled in order to preserve the surfaces uncovered. 

Figure 39 
Charcoal deposit and copper nail in situ above mortice gutter 

Results of the Excavation: 
Magazine construction: The overall achievement of the season’s excavation 

at Fort Dundas was the clarification of the size and some aspects of the 

construction of the magazine. The magazine chamber was smaller than 

expected on the basis of the dimensions of the surface hollow in the earth. 

Before the earth was disturbed in this area, the hollow was noted to be some 

eight metres north to south along the inside of the western rampart and to 

extend approximately four metres east from the inside slope of the rampart.
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Figure 40 
North end of magazine showing socket high in north wall, 
pink subsoil in north-east corner, (Scale 1.5 metres) 

The curved pattern of pick strokes in the rock walls indicated that the diggers 

had worked essentially from the south. They probably began their task by 

digging the ramp down and then working along the floor when the desired 

depth was reached, back-cutting the floor to form the half-metre step up to 

the ramp. 

The work appeared to be rather roughly executed, without any great care 

being taken to achieve smoothness and accuracy. The angle between the 

floor and the eastern wall is noticeably rougher than the west; probably 

because a right-hander working from the south wielding a pick could not be 

as precise working to this side, and no trouble was taken to back-cut the 

angle.
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Figure 41 
West magazine wall showing curving pick strokes 

A major question tackled by the season’s dig was: ‘How had the magazine 

been roofed?’ The concentration of attention on the edges of the chamber 

cutting in the ground had not only been to determine the size and 

configuration of the magazine, but also to locate evidence for the type of roof 

constructed. Following the 2001 exploratory excavation it had been 

speculated that the brick and sand fill in the chamber indicated that a roof 

covered with bricks and a protective sand mound had collapsed, allowing the 

overlying material to fill the chamber. The form of this roof was not clear. A 

flat roof laid at ground level would have created a magazine only some 1.6 - 

1.7 metres high, which seems inconveniently low. A vaulted roof, which 

would have been consistent with the quantities of bricks found and some 

aspects of traditional magazine design, seemed to be ruled out because the 

bricks showed no evidence of the mortar or masonry bonding patterns that 

would be required to construct a vault.
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into the southern end of the magazine. It extended almost the full, width of 

the chamber, presumably for ease of access in the original digging. Securing 

the entrance appears to have involved a simple wooden partition set in the 

mortice cut in the bedrock at the foot of the ramp. A doorway could have 

been set in a wall at the base of the ramp, taking advantage of the pitch of 

the roof to enable a door of convenient height to be swung inward, probably 

on heavy gate hinges indicated by the hinge pintle found in the magazine 

chamber.

Figure 42 
Excavating the entrance ramp 

Magazine fill: The excavation confirmed last season’s impression of the sand 

fill in the chamber. It is a grittier sand than either the topsoil or subsoil of the 

area, and the quantity in the magazine could only have come from a quite 

extensive source. In excavating a little over half the magazine some six cubic 

metres of fill was removed. All the fine fill among the bricks was, apart from 

some colour difference adjoining charcoal deposits, the same fine, grey sand. 

This colour difference,  an orange toning, arises when the sand is heated, 

particularly by wood burning deep underground.

There appeared to be the remains of a small fire at about E182 N807 D1.50 

as mentioned above, with charcoal fragments and two pieces of a barrel 
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Figure 43 
Damaged copper nails. 

Musket balls: One hundred and thirty one lead musket balls were found 

during this excavation, together with two smaller balls, likely to be for pistols. 

The greatest quantities were located in the gutter at the foot of the magazine 

entry ramp. In the centre of the ramp a shallow square gutter, some 180mm 

across and 20mm deep, was cut through the

bottom mortice leading into the body of the magazine. This may have been a 

gutter to lead run-off water into a sump at the southern end of the magazine 

chamber. This slot, and points along  the mortice gutter held eighty-nine of 

the balls recovered, including the pistol balls, giving the impression that a 

cask or bag of balls may have broken while being carried in or out of the 

magazine. Balls then rolled to the lowest point and were overlooked or 

neglected and left behind. 

A problem arising from the distribution of the forty-four musket balls found in 

the northern end of the chamber is that only five of them were actually on the 

floor. Like the copper nails, they appeared to be randomly mixed among the 

brickbats in the sandy fill. While there has been disturbance of the earth by 
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tree roots, particularly by the uprooting of trees during cyclones, this does not 

appear to be so extensive, or to have penetrated so deeply into the soil, as to 

explain the distribution.  

Figure 44 
Musket balls in situ 

The most likely explanation must be that some balls were already in the sand 

mound before it fell into the magazine. If a number of balls had been dropped 

on a loose sand mound, it is quite likely that some would be scuffed into the 

sand and lost. When the sand later fell into the magazine chamber they 

would be distributed more or less randomly through the fill. 

Gunflints: Four gunflints were found during this excavation, all in a small 

volume at E183.60, N807.60, D1.45. All the flints are of a size suitable for 

use in the ‘Brown Bess’ musket. One appeared to be in perfect condition, 

with the others showing a greater or lesser degree of breakage or wear 

damage. All flints are the dark “Brandon” type of British flint (Kenmotsu, 

1991), worked by the double-bevelled blade technique common in Britain at 

the time.

No other firearm furnishings or accoutrements were found with the flints. 

They appear to be an assortment that could have been dropped from a 

soldier’s pouch rather than spillage of new store items. One would not expect 
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to find ‘stray’ flints in a magazine, as they would be altogether too great a risk 

as a source of sparks.

Figure 45 
Gun flints 

Iron artifacts: Contrary to expectations, several ferrous artifacts were found in 

the magazine fill. All were widely scattered and, with the exception of the 

hinge pintle mentioned above, had no obvious application in the function of 

the magazine. Any iron fittings, like the flints mentioned above, would be a 

potential danger close to stored gunpowder and it is possible that some, at 

least, were introduced after the magazine ceased to be used for munitions. 

All iron artifacts found in the magazine excavation were heavily oxidised.  

Twelve iron nails were found, all reduced to iron oxide, making identification 

and estimation of their size uncertain. All appeared to have been light gauge 

and two inches (50 mm) or less in length, which is very small for any 

architectural use. They may have been used in making a crate or similar 

small fitting, but their wide distribution made it unlikely that they had been 

shed from an intact construction.
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Figure 46 
Hoop iron 

The dished iron plate is circular, about 200mm (8”) in diameter and may, 

arguably, be a small plate or bowl, although with its fully curved base it would 

be an awkward, unstable design. The crimp around the edge does appear to 

grip jagged fragments of iron sheet, as if a cylindrical wall were cut away 

along this edge. The forming of the crimp toward the inside, rather than the 

outside of the ‘dish’ also argues against it being designed as a bowl, as such 

a crimp would be an obstruction in use. 

The most likely interpretation seems to be that this object, like the similar but 

much more corroded one found nearby last season, is the end of an iron 

canister. At present no canister of eight inch diameter likely to have been 

used in this 1820’s site has been identified. The reason for this disc being 

dished, while the other was substantially flat also remains a mystery. It would 

seem unlikely that it could be part of the furnishing of the magazine in its 

original function, because of the explosion risk. 

The excavation of the Fort Dundas magazine has provided useful information 

bearing on the nature and purpose of the fort. Discovering the magazine, 

constructed in a style and a place within the body of the fort to resist artillery 
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bombardment gives support to the hypothesis that Fort Dundas was created 

as a serious military outpost. The size of the magazine and the amount of 

effort involved in placing it underground indicates that it was a practical 

adaptation of military science, despite the problems of moisture that it must 

have encountered.

Figure 47 
Iron disc 

While no great variety of artifacts was retrieved from the magazine, the 

quantities of copper nails and the musket balls strongly support this 

interpretation of the function of the underground chamber. The absence of 

specifically domestic artifacts indicates that it did not serve any civilian 

function, such as a cellar. Further speculations about the magazine will be 

discussed in the next chapter.
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Figure 50
Modern town of Pirlangimpi, situated on the ‘Garden Point’ of the 1824 settlement. 
The headland above it is Punata / Point Barlow, over King’s Cove. The Fort Dundas ruin is among the 
trees on central Point Barlow, in line with the moored vessel at top. 

Photograph courtesy of ‘The Sunday Territorian” 

a. Melville Island is subject to occasional tropical cyclones. When these 

storms - such as Cyclone Thelma in 1998 - pass over the Point Barlow site, 

they uproot many trees. The roots of these fallen trees lift quantities of earth 

and fragmented bedrock (Figure 51) which, on weathering and the burning of 

the dead tree in the Dry Season fires, leave low mounds of earth and loose 

stone that may be readily taken to be the ruins of hearths of buildings, or 

possibly grave mounds. 

In line with an undertaking to the Tiwi Land Council, none of these mounds 

has been excavated or examined in detail. The only distinguishing feature of 

the natural mounds so far observed is that most, or all, appear to have a 

hollow in the earth beside the mound from which the mound material was 

raised by the tree roots, and there are more small pebbles among the stones 

on the mounds, than on the known hearths. 
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Figure  51      
Uprooted tree - 2000.  Scale I metre. 

b. In studying the soil profile on Point Barlow, the University was unable 

to provide or acquire Munsell charts for detailed recording. For the purposes 

of this programme the soil strata variations were considered sufficiently 

distinctive for descriptive purposes. Soil samples were gathered from 

excavation sites for any future reference.

Throughout the site the following soil strata qualities have been observed to 

be quite uniform: 

 Surface topsoil is a fine brown loam, containing a good deal of humus 

and very loose from the action of insects and plant roots. This topsoil 

varies in depth from about 100mm to 250mm

 Subsoil is pink, very compact and fine textured, containing many 

rounded sandstone pebbles and some ironstone laterite. It appears to 

have very little clay content, but forms a hard, solid mass. The subsoil 

overlies the bedrock, and has been found up to at least 1.50m deep. 
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Figure  52 
Eroded & cracked building stone. 

  This appears to have originally been a 400 x 300x 200mm. building  slab 

Despite Ennis’ optimistic statement concerning bricks and mortar (1825, p 

22), there is no suitable clay for bricks in the Point Barlow area, nor is there 

any limestone for mortar. There appear to have been limited shell mounds on 

the mangrove-fringed coasts, and there is no record or evidence on site of 

any quantities of shells being burned for lime. The binding used in the rubble 

walls of the Stone Building (Crosby 1978; S62 & Figure 53)  appears to have 

been a sandy mud, with possibly a small quantity of partly burned shell mixed 

in.
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Figure  53
 Mud mortar in walls of stone building ruin. 

c. Wood will burn underground in the soil of Point Barlow for ten days or 

more, frequently leaving the shape of the wood in the ground as a charcoal 

‘form’. This phenomenon has been observed with tree roots burning after 

clearing fires during the archaeological field seasons. On the surface, where 

oxygen is available, wood will burn away to a light ash, but when starved of 

oxygen underground the carbon of the xylem remains, retaining the shape of 

the timber. 

When the topsoil or subsoil is heated strongly, as when a tree trunk burns 

above or below ground, the sandy component of the soil changes to a bright 

orange colour. This colour is also to be observed in many of the bricks from 

the site. They are chiefly yellow, orange or rose coloured, apparently 

depending on the heat of their firing. There is some indication that this colour, 
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no doubt due to the reduction of iron compounds in the sand, will leach down 

in the earth, as the sand immediately beneath some bricks shows an orange 

tinge.

Figure 54 
Heat discoloured sand. 
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