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Figure 1.1 The Paxton Waste Water Treatment Plant study area, outlined in blue  
(base photo supplied by Sinclair Knight Merz) 

 

Paxton Wastewater Treatment Plant Cultural Heritage Assessment  2  
Navin Officer Heritage Consultants  March 2007 



  

3. STUDY METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Literature and Database Review 

A range of documentation was used in assessing archaeological and historical knowledge for the 
Paxton study area and its surrounds. This background research was used to determine if known 
Aboriginal and historical sites were located within the area under investigation, to facilitate site 
prediction on the basis of known regional and local site patterns, and to place the area within an 
archaeological and heritage management context. The review of written and documentary sources 
included heritage registers, local histories and archaeological reports. 

Aboriginal literature sources included the NSW Department of Environment and Conservation (DEC) 
Aboriginal Heritage Information Management System (AHIMS), associated files and catalogue of 
archaeological reports.  

Sources of historic information included parish maps and portion plans. 

The following heritage registers and schedules were searched: 

• The National Heritage List (Australian Heritage Council) 

• The Commonwealth Heritage List (Australian Heritage Council) 

• The Register of the National Estate (Australian Heritage Council) 

• Aboriginal Heritage Information Management System (AHIMS) (NSW Dept Environment and 
Conservation) 

• The State Heritage Register (NSW Heritage Office) 

• The State Heritage Inventory (NSW Heritage Office) 

• Heritage Schedule(s) from the Cessnock Local Environment Plan 1989 

• Section 170 Heritage and Conservation Registers compiled by the Cessnock City Council 

3.2 Fieldwork 

Field survey was undertaken over two days in March 2006 and March 2007. Field survey was 
conducted on foot and involved inspection of all areas of ground surface visibility within the study 
area.  

3.3 Project Personnel 

Field survey was organised and managed by Lyn O’Brien and Nicola Hayes, and this report was 
prepared by Lyn O’Brien and Nicola Hayes. Archaeological field assistance was provided by Tom 
Taverner. Mr Bob Smith represented the interests of the Awabakal Local Aboriginal Land Council in 
the field survey. 

3.4 Recording Parameters 

The archaeological survey aimed at identifying material evidence of Aboriginal occupation as 
revealed by surface artefacts and areas of archaeological potential unassociated with surface 
artefacts. Relevant recording types are discussed below.  
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3.4.1 Isolated finds  

An isolated find is a single stone artefact, not located within a rock shelter, and which occurs without 
any associated evidence of Aboriginal occupation within a radius of 60 metres. Isolated finds may be 
indicative of: 

• random loss or deliberate discard of a single artefact,  

• the remnant of a now dispersed and disturbed artefact scatter, 

• an otherwise obscured or sub-surface artefact scatter 

Except in the case of the latter, isolated finds are considered to be constituent components of the 
background scatter present within any particular landform. 

The distance used to define an isolated artefact varies according to the survey objectives, the 
incidence of ground surface exposure, the extent of ground surface disturbance, and estimates of 
background scatter or background discard densities. In the absence of baseline information relating 
to background scatter densities, the defining distance for an isolated find must be based on 
methodological and visibility considerations. Given the varied incidence of ground surface exposure 
and deposit disturbance within the study area, and the lack of background baseline data, the 
specification of 60 metres is considered to be an effective parameter for surface survey 
methodologies. This distance provides a balance between detecting fine scale patterns of Aboriginal 
occupation and avoiding environmental biases caused by ground disturbance or high ground surface 
exposure rates. The 60 metre parameter has provided an effective separation of low density artefact 
occurrences in similar southeast Australian topographies outside of semi-arid landscapes. 

3.4.2 Potential Archaeological Deposits 

A potential archaeological deposit, or PAD, is defined as any location where the potential for 
subsurface archaeological material is considered to be moderate or high, relative to the surrounding 
study area landscape. The potential for subsurface material to be present is assessed using criteria 
developed from the results of previous surveys and excavations relevant to the region. Where 
necessary, PADs can be given an indicative rating of their ‘archaeological potential’ based on a 
combined assessment of their potential to contain artefacts, and the potential archaeological value of 
the deposit. Table 3.1 illustrates the matrix on which this assessment is based. Locations with low 
potential for artefacts fall below the threshold of classification. In such cases the potential incidence 
of artefactual material is considered to be the same as, or close to that for background scatter. 
Where there is moderate potential for artefacts, the predicted archaeological potential parallels the 
potential significance of the deposit. For deposits with high potential for artefacts, the assessed 
archaeological potential is weighted positively. 

The boundaries of PADs are generally defined by the extent of particular micro-landforms known to 
have high correlations with archaeological material. A PAD may or may not be associated with 
surface artefacts. In the absence of artefacts, a location with potential will be recorded as a PAD. 
Where one or more surface artefacts occur on a sedimentary deposit, a PAD may also be identified 
where there is insufficient evidence to assess the nature and content of the underlying deposit. This 
situation is due mostly to poor ground surface visibility. 

Table 3.1 Matrix showing the basis for assessing the archaeological potential 
(shown in bolded black text) of a potential archaeological deposit. 

Potential to contain Aboriginal objects  

Low Moderate High 

Low --- low moderate 

Moderate --- moderate high 
Potential 
archaeological 
significance 

High --- high high 
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4. ENVIRONMENTAL CONTEXT 

4.1 Geology and Geomorphology  

The underlying geology of the study area primarily consists of Early Permian era Greta Coal 
Measures, overlain by Maitland Group sediments including shales, tuffs, sandstones, mudstones, 
conglomerates. These Permian beds are overlain by quaternary alluvium along river flats and 
Triassic sedimentation to the west. 

Due to uplifting, the Greta Coal seam rises to the surface to the north of Paxton, making it accessible 
for mining.  

The study Area is part of the Congewai Creek catchment and consists of gradual slopes from a small 
rise (hill) located in the middle of the area south down to the Congewai Creek and north over the 
study area.  Above the current creek line there is an area of alluvial terraces which merge into the 
sloping topography.   

4.2 Vegetation and Land Use Disturbance 

The study area has been extensively cleared for agriculture since European settlement. The surveyor 
Henry Dangar recorded in September 1824 swampy areas along creeks, lightly timbered alluvial flats 
along Wollombi Brook and wooded hills with box and ironbark species (Brayshaw et al 1996:6). Story 
et al (1963) reports that much of the locality would have been dominated by eucalypt savannah 
woodland prior to European settlement. Species such as grey box (Eucalyptus moluccana), forest 
red gum (E. tereticornis) and broad-leafed ironbark (E. fibrosa) and a ground cover of grasses 
including kangaroo grass (Themeda australis) would have occurred (Story et al 1963).  

Mining activities have been carried out in the area since the 1920s. These have included the 
construction of buildings, mine shafts, roads and railways.  

The Wastewater Treatment Plant was constructed on the site in 1992. This included the erection of 
buildings, the construction of entrance roads, treatment ponds with extensive piping and the 
formation of a two hectare plantation for silviculture. 
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5. ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

5.1 Tribal Boundaries and Ethno-history 

Tribal boundaries within Australia are based largely on linguistic evidence and it is probable that 
boundaries, clan estates and band ranges were fluid and varied over time. Consequently 'tribal 
boundaries' as delineated today must be regarded as approximations only, and relative to the period 
of, or immediately before, European contact. Social interaction across these language boundaries 
appears to have been a common occurrence 

Tindale (1974) places the study area within the territory of the Awabakal ‘tribe’. The Awabakal people 
occupied the territory to the east, from Maitland to the coast, and south of the Hunter River to Wyong. 
The Wonnarua people occupied a 5 200 km² territory in the upper Hunter region from just west of 
Maitland, west to the Great Divide and south to the Darkinjung territory on the divide north of 
Wollombi (Tindale 1974). North of the Hunter river as far as Forster along the coast, and inland to 
Maitland was the territory of the Worimi people. The Darkinjung people occupied lands to the south 
of Cessnock abutting the Awabakal (Tindale 1974). 

Awabakal is a Pama-Nyungan language most closely related to the Worimi language. These two 
languages together form a branch of the Pama-Nyungan family called Worimi (Ethnologue 2005). 
The closeness of these two languages is to be expected considering that the territories of the 
Awabakal and Worimi are adjacent to each other. The Awabakal language is one of the most studied 
Aboriginal languages due to the work of an early missionary Reverend Threlkeld who undertook with 
the assistance of a local Aboriginal leader “Biraban” to learn and write a series of books on the local 
language of the Awabakal (Gunson 1966a, 1966b). 

European settlement in the district resulted in the spread of diseases, the clearance of native 
vegetation for pastoral activities, the barring of aboriginal groups from traditional hunting and 
watering grounds resulting in starvation (Dunlop 1845) which led to violent encounters with settlers. 
An uprising in 1826 resulted in a petition being sent to Governor Darling requesting troops be sent to 
assist with the result that the 40th NSW Regiment was stationed in the region (Wilson-Miller 1985). 
The Reverend Threlkeld disapproved and described the violence as a ‘war’ against the natives 
(Gunson 1974). The troops acquired a reputation for brutality to the local population including reprisal 
murder and rape (Connor 2002). 

The impact of European settlement led to a breakdown in traditional life and a drift towards the 
settlement towns and the mission at Lake Macquarie run by the Reverend Threlkeld which was 
considered a model settlement. This mission was visited by overseas visitors like the United States 
Exploring Expedition and the Quakers Backhouse and Walker (Gunson 1966b).   

Part of the supposed success of the mission was the close relationship between ‘Biraban’ a local 
leader of the Awabakal and the Reverend. Together they set out to describe the local language and 
develop a grammar for translation purposes. Their work resulted in a number of texts culminating in 
the 1850 Key to the Structure of the Aboriginal Language, a most important linguistic work invaluable 
for past and current research. They also completed a translation of the Gospel of St Marks the only 
known translation into an Aboriginal Language. The mission was closed in 1840 and Threlkeld 
returned to Sydney. 

5.2 Regional Overview 

Archaeological work in the Hunter Valley region was started as early as the 1930s by Fred McCarthy 
for the Australian Museum. Prior to this time, only a few local individuals had taken an interest in the 
prehistory of the region. WH Matthews is one such example - he left accounts and drawings of some 
of the Aboriginal relics he found (Moore 1970). In the 1940s McCarthy and Davidson (McCarthy and 
Davidson 1943) began locating aboriginal sites in the terraces and slops, while having limited 
success by the main river systems. 

In 1965-67 the Australian Museum sponsored a survey that found several types of sites; painted rock 
shelters, rock engravings, axe-grinding grooves, stone tools and manufacturing sites as well as 
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