
Fortified Homesteads 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Architecture of Fear in Frontier 
South Australia and the Northern 

Territory, ca 1847-1885. 
 
 

By Nicolas K Grguric (BArch; BA, Hons) 
 
 
 

Faculty of Education, Humanities, Law and Theology 
Department of Archaeology 

 
Submitted 20th September, 2007 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Frontispiece: “Besieged By Blacks”, illustration from The Australian Sketcher, March 21, 

1874, pg. 217. 

 



 i 

CONTENTS 
 
Abstract…………………………………………………………………………………..iv
        
Declaration………………………………………………………………………………vi 
 
Acknowlegements………………………………………………………………………vii 
                  
 
CHAPTER ONE – Introduction………………………………………………………..1 
             
Definition of Terms………………………………...……………………………………..7 
A Brief Chronology of the Settlement of South Australia and the Northern 
Territory……………………………...……………………………………...…………...14 
Aims and Significance…………………………………………………………………..18 
Discussion……………………………………………………………………………….25 
 
CHAPTER TWO – Historical Archaeology and Landscapes of Fear………………26 
 
A Customised Past……………………………………………………………………….26 
An Exclusionary Past…………………………………………………………………...30 
Landscapes of Fear……………………………………………………………………...30 
Frontier-Influenced Modifications to Vernacular Architecture……………………….46 
Conclusion – The Role of Material Culture Myths…………………………………….55 
Discussion……………………………………………………………………………….71 
 
CHAPTER THREE – Methods………………………………………………………..73 
 
Introduction……………………………………………………………………………...73 
Criteria for Site identification…………………………………………………………..74 
Historical Research Methodology………..……………………………………………..80 
Aims of the Fieldwork………...…………………………………………………………84 
Expected Diagnostic Elements…..……………………………………………………...84 
Recording Methods…...…………………………………………………………………85 
Theoretical Approach to Data Interpretation………………………..…………………88 
Limitations of Data……………...………………………………………………………90 
Limitations of Research…...…………………………………………………………….92 
Experimental Archaeology: The Weapons of the Frontier…………………………….93 
Discussion……………………………………………………………………………….96 
 
 
 
 
 



 ii 

CHAPTER FOUR – The Sites…………………………………………………………97 
 
Mount Benson (South East South Australia)…………………………………………98 
The Site…………………………………………………………………………………..98 
The Myth………………………………………………………………………………...99 
Location……………………………………………………………………………….100 
The Dwelling………………………………………………………………………...…101 
Other Structures………………………………………………………………………..104 
Other Cultural Modifications of the Landscape………………………………………107 
Site History……………………………………………………………………………..109 
The Indigenous Inhabitants…………………………………………………………...119 
Results and Interpretation……………………………………………………………..132 
Evidence Supporting the Myth’s Veracity……………………………………………..136 
Evidence Opposing the Myth’s Veracity………………………………………………139 
Mount Benson – Conclusions…………………………………………………………139 
 
 
Central Outstation (Eyre Peninsula, South Australia)……………………………...142 
The Site…………………………………………………………………………………142 
The Myth……………………………………………………………………………….142 
Location………………………………………………………………………………...144 
The Men’s Hut…………………………………………………………………………146 
Other Structures………………………………………………………………………..150 
Site History……………………………………………………………………………..152 
The Indigenous Inhabitants…………………………………………………………...155 
Results and Interpretation……………………………………………………………..164 
Evidence Supporting the Myth’s Veracity……………………………………………..167 
Evidence Opposing the Myth’s Veracity………………………………………………168 
Central Outstation – Conclusions……………………………………………………..169 
 
 
Lizard Lodge (Adelaide, South Australia)…………………………………………..171 
The Site…………………………………………………………………………………171 
The Myth……………………………………………………………………………….172 
Location………………………………………………………………………………...173 
The Coach-house………………………………………………………………………176 
Other Structures………………………………………………………………………..178 
Other Cultural Modifications of the Landscape………………………………………181 
Site History……………………………………………………………………………..181 
The Indigenous Inhabitants…………………………………………………………...194 
Results and Interpretation……………………………………………………………..206 
Evidence Supporting the Myth’s Veracity……………………………………………..217 
Evidence Opposing the Myth’s Veracity………………………………………………220 
Lizard Lodge – Conclusions…………………………………………………………...223 
 
 



 iii 

Springvale (Katherine, Northern Territory)………………………………………...229 
The Site…………………………………………………………………………………229 
The Myth……………………………………………………………………………….230 
Location………………………………………………………………………………...233 
The Dwelling…………………………………………………………………………...236 
The Store……………………………………………………………………………….240 
Other Cultural Modifications of the Landscape………………………………………246 
Site History……………………………………………………………………………..247 
The Indigenous Inhabitants…………………………………………………………...253 
Results and Interpretation……………………………………………………………..261 
Evidence Supporting the Myth’s Veracity……………………………………………..263 
Evidence Opposing the Myth’s Veracity………………………………………………272 
Springvale – Conclusions……………………………………………………………...273 
 
Discussion……………………………………………………………………………...277 
 
CHAPTER FIVE - Discussion and Wider Implications……………………………279 
Rural Architecture in Colonial Australia……………………………………………..280 
Defensive Strategy and Tactics…..…………………………………………………….287 
Implications of the ‘Weapons of the Frontier’ Experiment……...…………………...291 
Changing Technology, Changing Tactics?...…………………...………………….....292 
Were Their Precautions Justified?………………………………………………….....292 
What Does This Tell Us About the Nature of Australia’s Frontier?……...……….....295 
What Does This Tell Us About the Myths Associated With These Sites?….………....299 
Implications for the Preservation of Australia’s Cultural Heritage…….…………...304 
Further Research………………………………………………………………………307 
 
 
APPENDIX 1 – Weapons of the Frontier……………………………………………310 

APPENDIX 2 – Spearings of Settlers in the Northern Territory 1879-1889………341 
 
APPENDIX 3: Reports of Aboriginal Threats to Buildings in South Australia 
Between 1842-1851, Taken from the Commissioner of Police’s Reports and Local 
Press………………………………………………………………….……………..….343 
 
REFERENCES………………………………………………………………………...348 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 iv 

Abstract 

 

This thesis is an investigation into the use of defensive architectural techniques by 

civilian settlers in frontier South Australia and the Northern Territory between 1847 and 

1885. By focussing specifically on the civilian use of defensive architecture, this study 

opens a new approach to the archaeological investigation and interpretation of Australian 

rural buildings, an approach that identifies defensive strategies as a feature of Australian 

frontier architecture. 

 

Four sites are analysed in this study area, three of which are located in South Australia 

and one in the Northern Territory. When first built, the structures investigated were not 

intended, or expected, to become what they did - their construction was simply the 

physical expression of the fear felt by some of the colonial settlers of Australia. Over 

time, however, the stories attached to these structures have come to play a significant part 

in Australia’s frontier mythology. 

 

These structures represent physical manifestations of settler fear and Aboriginal 

resistance. Essentially fortified homesteads, they comprise a body of material evidence 

previously overlooked and unacknowledged in Australian archaeology, yet they are 

highly significant in terms of what they can tell us about frontier conflict, in relation to 

the mindsets and experiences of the settlers who built them. This architecture also 

constitutes material evidence of a vanguard of Australian colonisation (or invasion) being 

carried out, not by the military or police, but by civilian settlers. 



 v 

Apart from this, these structures play a part in the popular mythology of Australia’s 

colonial past. All of these structures have a myth associated with them, describing them 

as having been built for defence against Aboriginal attack. These myths are analysed in 

terms of why they came into existence, why they have survived, and what role they play 

in the construction of Australia’s national identity. Drawn from, and substantiated 

through, the material evidence of the homesteads, these myths are one component of a 

wider body of myths which serve the ideological needs of the settler society through 

justifying its presence by portraying the settlers as victims of Aboriginal aggression. 
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