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This is the first of a planned series of papers arising from a coastal rehabilitation project conducted by Merewether Landcare (in Newcastle, Australia) from 2004 onwards.  These are “working papers” because (a) we intend them to help our physical rehabilitation work by clarifying and contextualising it, and (b) we realise that the entire national and international hands-on environmental project is a work-in-progress.  We are learning as we go, and we hope our learning will be useful to others.  As this first paper demonstrates, projects like ours have far-reaching implications.  

In writing these papers we draw on our Landcare experience, and on our professional backgrounds in town planning and adult education.

Introduction
Merewether Landcare members have been rehabilitating sand dunes along Merewether Beach in Newcastle since February 2004.  By late 2005 we had removed bitou bush and other weeds and replaced them with local native plants.  Sand dunes comprise three sections: incipient dune nearest the ocean, fore dune and hind dune (Coastal Manual 2001).  At Merewether only the incipient dune and a small section of fore dune are free of buildings.   Houses and other buildings cover the much large hind dune, stretching several blocks back from the beach.  

Doing dune rehabilitation work has made us curious about how human activity has altered the Merewether coast over the past 170 years.  This paper is an initial attempt to address this question. 

Our paper is based on one presented by Alderman Johnathon Dixon to the Newcastle and Hunter District Historical Society in 1936.  A little crosschecking suggests that the main source of Ald Dixon’s data was the Newcastle Herald and Miner’s Advocate.  

The 19th century sand drift 

According to Edgeworth David, the Hunter coast subsided in “prehistoric” times, creating estuaries that reached as far as Maitland.  The site of Newcastle City, including Shepherds Hill, was an island, separated from Merewether Bluff by a narrow sea strait.  Subsequent silting led to a slow reclamation of land around Newcastle.  Alluvial plains stretched from Merewether Beach inland to Hamilton, Broadmeadow and Waratah (Dixon 1936, 1-2).  At the time this land was settled in the 1830’s 

the hills and slopes…were thickly timbered with various kinds of gum and oak trees;…the flats were covered with dense scrub, consisting of ti-tree, geebung, and five-corner shrubs, with an undergrowth of coarse bracken,…[and] the area from the Bar Beach to the present Merewether Beach tram terminus, and for a considerable distance from the water’s edge, was a sandy desert.. (Dixon 1935, 5).  

Dixon’s “sandy desert” was probably the dune system we mentioned in our opening paragraph.  At white settlement, the dune nearest to the sea (the incipient dune and seaward section of the fore-dune) would have been covered with low-lying plants, particularly coastal spinifex (Spinifex sericeus) and coastal pigface (Carpobrotus glaucescens).  The vegetation further back on the dune and on the ridges above the alluvial plain would have been as Dixon described them.

After Europeans arrived, Dixon notes, “it was not long before the leases took toll of the trees along the coastline”, creating an opening for the sea which “poured over the denuded area thousands of tons of sand”.  This “eventually proved such a nuisance to the settlers, who had helped in their own doom, that they had to leave their holdings, as their houses were gradually smothered in the sand drift” (Dixon 1936, 2).

By 1876 the prevailing south easterly winds had blown so much sand onto the main road south of the city (now Darby Street) that it was “rendered… almost impassible” (NH 11/4/76, 2).  In 1878 (?) the Darby Street’s uneven surface caused a carter to be crushed to death when his dray capsized on him as he walked alongside it.  By the late 1870’s sand had reached as far as Parry Street and was threatening to bury homes there. In 1878 the city council employed a contractor to cart sand away and construct a containment fence along the eastern side of Darby Street.  By February 1879 this fence was “entirely covered, and the sand flowed over the street once more”.  The next month the contractor, despairing of clearing the road, asked to be released from his contract. ((Dixon 1936, 3)

By this time the council, in the face of initial resistance, had persuaded the NSW government to contribute to the cost of clearing the sand.  The government then appointed a commission of inquiry into the problem, headed by the Director of the Sydney Botanic Gardens, Charles Moore. His initial report recommended building brush fences, one on top of the other as each was buried in sand.  In September 1879 someone else suggested building a wall from Shepherd’s Hill to the southern edge of Empire Park.  The idea was that the sand would pile up against the wall and be washed out to sea by turning tides.   By the end of the year several more houses had been buried in the drift and the Newcastle Herald was predicting that in three years, Newcastle, like Babylon before it, would be buried. Land values in the affected area had fallen by a factor of ten in few years. (Ibid 3).

At this point the Council began negotiating the resumption of the source of the sand drift, parcels of land owned by the Australian Agricultural Company and EC Merewether.  These negotiations stalled, however, due to conditions demanded by the landowners and because the majority of councillors thought that the State government should pay for resuming the land.  Visiting Newcastle in 1879 to oversee the implementation of his report’s recommendations, Charles Moore found that the landowners had reneged on their promise to contribute to the cost of remediation.  Moore returned to Sydney, “leaving the sand drift and its miseries as he’d found them” (NH 23/4/79, 2).  Council sought on opinion from a barrister who advised that neither the council nor the landowner was legally liable for the costs of remediating the sand drift. (Dixon 1936, 4).

In February 1881 the newly elected Newcastle Mayor, Joseph Creer, expressed the hope that “the local bugbear, the sand drift, of which we have heard so much and discussed so long, would soon be a thing of the past” (ibid). “But still the drift kept drifting”, writes Dixon.  Two years previously the Herald had reported that “no sooner does some little progress seem to be made [in clearing the sand] than a south-easterly gale springs up, the sand is re-distributed and the whole work has to be commenced de novo” (NH 23/4/79, 2).   By 1881 sand had reached north to Laman Street and west to Union Street.  In May 1883 a Council committee recommended appointing additional labourers to clear sand from street gutters, and that a delegation lobby the State government to deal with the drift.  Dixon notes that “certain Aldermen were accused of not keeping up to the promises made to leave no stone unturned until the [problem] was remedied.  Those promises had made at election time and, of course, could not be relied upon” (Dixon 1936, 4). 

In August 1883 the Council decided it was pointless trying to deal with effects of the drift.  The NSW Lands Department then appointed an officer to suggest a way of dealing with the inundation.  The next month the NSW Premier inspected the drift, declared that it was caused by the sea, and promised to give the matter his consideration.  In November the NSW Works Department wrote to Council, citing Mr Moore’s recommendation that the land be fenced and planted with stabilising vegetation.  Mr Moore’s report also suggested that the AA Company & Merewether land be resumed at a cost of £100 an acre, four times less than the price demanded by the AA Company three years before.  A year later the Premier invited the two landholders to outline the steps they were prepared to take to rectify the sand drift, or to suggest a price for the their land.  EC Merewether replied that he and the AA Company had stated their negotiating position to Council in March 1880 but as yet had had no reply.  (Ibid 4-5)

In a further letter to Newcastle Council in November 1884 the AA Company denied responsibility for the inundation, maintaining that despite its best efforts to protect its land, trespassers had pilfered the scrub, causing the sand to be swept away.  The pilferers had been caught, but the light fines levied against them were no deterrent.  The Company was not willing to sell its land to the government, but would contribute one-third of the costs of rehabilitating the land.  The Company attached certain conditions to its offer, including government and council undertaking the rehabilitation, payment once new vegetation had stabilised the drift,  and Company exemption from municipal rates and taxes for 21 years.  The government rejected the Company’s proposals. (Ibid 4-6)

In May 1885 a Newcastle deputation extracted a promise from the NSW Premier that the government would legislate to deal with the sand problem.  A year later the local MP, James Fletcher wrote to the Newcastle Council saying that the Cabinet had asked him to prepare the necessary legislation.  Parliament passed the Newcastle Sand Drift Reclamation Act (50 Victoria No. 22) in October 1886.  The Act authorised the Secretary of Mines to resume 38 hectares of land subject to sand drift, and to sell or lease three-quarters of it, reserving the other quarter for public recreation.  (Ibid 7)

Apart from the occasional question in Council, no further official word was heard on the sand drift for more than a year.  Then, in November 1887, the Minister of Mines introduced a Bill repealing the 1886 Act and revesting the resumed land in its original owners.  Asked why government was repealing legislation it had taken 15 years to enact, the Minister said his intent was to expedite the sand drift remediation.  Newcastle Council protested vehemently against the new Bill, which was never passed.  In November and December 1887 Government Ministers, including Premier Parkes, inspected the site, “where the old, old story of the drift and its effects on property, and the finances of the Council, was gone into once more”.  One of these visitors, the Minister for Public Instruction, “contended that the whole thing could have been prevented by planting creepers on the sand”.  (Ibid 8)  

In April 1888 the Minister for Mines said that he had examined the sand drift matter closely and that it could be dealt with easily.  He contracted a Mr Czerworka to revegetate the sand drift.  The work was to take 15 months and cost £3,000.  By August 1889 the contractor had planted more than 100 species of plants and grasses on the reclamation site.  The species, some of which were new to Australia, included African grasses and box thorn, New Zealand flax, couch and buffalo grasses, bamboo, forest pines and a tamarax hedge.  The work proceeded well, despite storms several times sweeping away the new plants.  But the Minister of Mines halted the project in August 1889, saying that he was not satisfied with the way the work was being carried out and that he intended to inquire further before committing the government to further expenditure.  During the project Mr Czerwonka had complained bitterly about persistent opposition from departmental officers, whose expertise he questioned. (Ibid 8-9)

The revegetation eventually stopped the sand drift.  Surplus sand was transferred to low-lying areas, reducing the sand in the affected area to “almost ground level”.   The AA Company “spread great quantities of pit refuse” over remaining unstable areas.  Dixon comments: “We now see in this area the fine houses and flats which have been erected in the past few years, but would have been impossible if the drift had not been stopped.  It is hard to realise today that about 5 fences were perched one on top of the other along Darby Street, near Dumeresq St [now Young St], and even then, during the rainy seasons, wet sand poured over the top and ran along Darby St” (ibid 9).  

In subsequent years, EC Merewether and the AA Company continued to lobby government to repeal the 1886 Act and return the resumed and rehabilitated land.  Eventually, in 1893 an Act (56 Victoria No. 33) reverted ownership of the resumed AA land to the Company.  EC Merewether, however, never regained ownership of his parcel of land.  The reclamation work had transformed it into Empire Park, which still stands behind Bar Beach. 

Contemporary implications

The sand drift story resonates with us as Landcare volunteers working in the same area.  Sand has inundated our work site several times, burying hundreds of recently planted local native shrubs.  We, like our nineteenth century predecessors lacking definitive technical advice, have learned the hard way about dune processes.  Wind and tides bring sand onto the dune and then take it away, in a continual reshaping process.   We have learned to work with this process, relying now on the local native pigface and spinifex to stabilise the dune, and constructing shade cloth barriers to build up protective sand ridges on the seaward side of the site.

For us as Landcare volunteers, the sand drift story has another, more ironic, lesson.  It shows that exotic growths can stabilise disrupted coastal land: couch and buffalo grass, African box thorn, New Zealand flax, even Dixon’s “fine houses and flats”.   It encourages us to be less insistent about the exclusive use of native plants in coastal revegetation projects.  That said, we are grateful that we live now, when there is a national and international movement to plant local native species — which is what we are doing in our project.  The great argument for using local native species is that they in their uniqueness they are precious.  They grow nowhere else, they are our heritage, held in trust by us for future generations, and we should treasure and preserve them.

And finally to the political implications of Dixon’s tale.  The prevarications of Council and Government in the sand drift saga, which amaze and amuse us as the story unfolds —one thinks: “ How could it have happened like this?” — are in fact all too familiar.  Just think of the ten years of debate over Old Surf House, or how long it took to remove the fallen Bogey Hole rock.  Again we wonder how these things can happen, when we all agree that these problems require urgent solutions.  And we realise that such seemingly intractable problems require political rather than just technical solutions.  Involving as they do opposing interests, these matters often generate decision making paralysis and poor solutions.  As a society we do not have efficient and just ways of resolving these sort of questions.  The sand drift story illustrates that this problem has been with us for a long time.  It is time we found better ways of making decisions.
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Student activities
1. Draw the topography of Newcastle as it was in “prehistoric” times.

2. Draw the Merewether dune system as it was before white settlement.

3. Describe in your own words the impact of land clearing on the Merewether coastline in the mid-19th Century.

4. Summarise the various measures to taken to remediate the Bar Beach/Cooks Hill sand drift.  Why, do you think, did it take so long to remediate the sand drift?

5. What are some of the lessons of the sand drift story?

6. Take a walk along the coast behind Merewether Beach.  Are there indications that sand drift is still a problem? 

