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Fossils in the City
Saskia Beudel 

 Previous to the cutting of the present canal and 
the artificial raising of the level of the surrounding 
land, the area referred to … was mostly a salt 
water swamp, through which crept the sluggish 
malodorous Shea’s Creek.
 R. Etheridge, T.W.E. David and J.W. Grimshaw,  

   1896¹

 For the boundary between sea and land is the most 
fleeting and transitory feature of the earth, and the 
sea is forever repeating its encroachments upon 
the continents. It rises and falls like a great tide, 
sometimes engulfing half a continent in its flood, 
reluctant in its ebb …
 Rachel Carson, The Sea Around Us, 19612

Every city has its ghost landscapes, vestiges of the places 
the city has been before. These residues range across 
time-scales—deep past, recent past, colonial past. Some 
are wrought by human hand, others by forces of the Earth, 
water, shifting continental plates, volcanic activity, flexing 
of the Earth’s crust, the advance and retreat of glacial 
periods, changes in climate.

It was on a grey, overcast day of scudding clouds in 
October that I travelled by car from Canberra to Sydney to 
visit one such landscape, dense with accretions of different 
kinds of histories: the Alexandra Canal, where dugong 
(Dugong dugon) bones, a fossilised forest and Aboriginal 
stone axes were unearthed at various locations in 1896. 
These archaeological sites are now submerged beneath the 
canal, a notoriously polluted stretch of water in southern 
Sydney containing the stubborn legacies of waste matters 
leaked from noxious industries of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries—and leaking still.

I hoped to stand on Ricketty Street Bridge to get a 
glimpse of these sites. As Open Spatial Workshop (OSW) 
suggests across a number of its works, experimental 
interrogation of geological specimens together with the 
history of the sites where the specimens were discovered 
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can reveal a dense mesh of things, systems and narratives 
that might not ordinarily be engaged with simultaneously. 
This mesh of things might include material objects (such as 
fossils and ancient sediments), colonial histories and acts 
of dispossession—of both people and nature—that underlie 
the contemporary Australian nation, along with more recent 
land-use practices that are embedded with assumptions 
about who gets to control ‘land’ and for what purposes. 
Multi-valent stories at differing time-scales begin to flourish 
through interrogation of such things, and we catch glimpses 
of seemingly anomalous phenomena co-shaping one 
another in shifting and unexpected ways across time, space 
and materials; and also across natural and social histories. 

As with the sites OSW investigates, Alexandra 
Canal is a resonant place where the dense meshing of 
diverse phenomena across different time-scales might 
be encountered. It generates multiple kinds of stories, 
spun from this one locale. This southern Sydney site and 
another in the Melbourne suburb of Brunswick, which 
features in OSW’s work (discussed below), might, too, 
communicate across time and distance. At the canal, 
in the 1890s, labourers accidentally stumbled across 
archaeological and geological relics during excavation 
of the canal channel, a kilometres-long trench cut deep 
into estuarine sediments. These relics and their position 
in the sediment profile revealed to scientists something 
of the geological history underlying the town of Sydney 
as it expanded during the last decade of the nineteenth 
century. They revealed, too, something of the length of 
time Aboriginal people have lived in Australia. This insight 
came when the idea that Indigenous Australians might 
have inhabited the continent for tens of thousands of years 
was thought highly unlikely. The artefacts and fossils 
discovered beneath the surface of Sydney’s industrial 
district shifted this prevailing view. 

These days, this same site is as suggestive of future 
scenarios shaped by pervasive global environmental 
change as it is of a long-ago past.3 Present-day 
archaeologists have turned to the work of late-nineteenth-
century geologists and palaeontologists who documented 
and interpreted the site to gain new understandings of 
sea-level change along the Sydney coastline during the 
Holocene. They glean a picture of the sea rising and falling, 
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fluctuating throughout this epoch—that is, over the last 
10,000 to 12,000 years. Waters of the embayment we 
now know as Botany Bay may have reached the gates of 
Centennial Park around 6000 years ago; and they receded 
too. A layer of logs and stumps (including Angophora 
costata), discovered during dredging carried out for the 
construction of Sydney’s parallel airport runways, suggests 
that around 8800 years ago the sea level lay between 14.5 
and 18 metres below its current level.4

The Holocene is often portrayed as a stable 
geological epoch, notable for conditions that have been 
congenial to human endeavour. Its climate and ocean levels 
supported the invention of agriculture more than 10,000 
years ago; the development of cities, empires and urban 
systems; and trade and transport networks. Archaeological 
discoveries along the Sydney coast remind us that change 
and oscillation is embedded within even this period of 
relative stability. Waters rose and fell, temperatures shifted, 
landscapes were transformed. 

Global environmental change—including but not 
limited to climate change—caused by human activity 
raises, as these terms suggest, the spectre of imminent 
‘change’: of landscapes we know intimately and inhabit 
on a day-to-day basis transformed by forces beyond our 
control (or not). In 2003, philosopher Glenn Albrecht 
coined the term ‘solastalgia’ to encapsulate and convey 
a ‘form of psychic or existential distress caused by 
environmental change’.5 He first noticed this distress 
when studying the effects of large-scale coal-mining 
activity on communities in the Upper Hunter region of 
New South Wales. Community members contacted him, 
expressing their loss, grief, disorientation and anger at 
the ‘desolation’ of their landscapes.6 Even though they 
were still at home, the places at which they felt they most 
belonged had become profoundly altered, often beyond 
repair or recognition. ‘Where the pain of nostalgia arises 
from moving away, the pain of solastalgia arises from 
staying put. Where the pain of nostalgia can be mitigated 
by return, the pain of solastalgia tends to be irreversible’, 
writes author Robert Macfarlane in a neat encapsulation 
of Albrecht’s concept.7 Solastalgia applies not only in 
relation to coalfields but also to places transformed by 
climate change, or corporate action, land-clearing, and war 
and invasion. ‘A worldwide increase in ecosystem distress 
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syndromes’, says Albrecht, is ‘matched by a corresponding 
increase in human distress syndromes’.8

Global environmental change requires us, on the one 
hand, to countenance the kind of direct experience of the 
transfiguration of landscapes that Albrecht notes. On the 
other hand, it also necessitates a leap of the imagination 
beyond firsthand witnessing and experience. It requires 
the ability to see something from another person’s point 
of view,9 for instance, from the perspective of future 
generations, those people who will likely feel the impact 
of climate change more acutely than us, or of those most 
affected by climate change in the immediate term, such as 
Pacific Islanders, whose leaders made such strong pleas 
at the 2015 United Nations Climate Change Conference 
in Paris. And it asks of us even further steps: that we 
empathise not only with the fate of other human beings, but 
also with other species and, more broadly, all life on Earth.10

Historian Dipesh Chakrabarty argued recently that a 
vital part of this ability to see something from another’s point 
of view entails engaging with the notion of ‘deep time’—those 
great tranches of time that extend both behind and ahead of 
the present. Drawing on Bruno Latour’s The Pasteurization 
of France, Chakrabarty writes:

 The connected stories of the evolution of this planet, 
of its climate, and of life on it cannot be told from 
any anthropocentric perspective. These other 
perspectives are necessarily anchored in stories of 
deep time, and they make us aware that humans 
come very late in the history of the planet, which was 
never engaged in readying itself for our arrival. We do 
not represent any point of culmination in the story of 
the planet.11

It is time, he suggests, to tell these new kinds of stories, 
which do not discard human-centred political thought or 
action but which simultaneously challenge us to ‘receive 
intimations of the nonanthropocentric through the rustle of 
language’12 or, for that matter, through the provocations of 
visual modes and material objects. 

This imaginative engagement with deep time and 
a necessarily humbled sense of the Earth’s history, as 
inextricably bound to human endeavour yet profoundly 
disinterested in it, is precisely the kind of endeavour 
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OSW undertakes in a number of its works. OSW unearths 
specimens from museum collections and allows its 
working process to be informed and impelled by the 
specimens. Examples are a 23-million-year-old kauri log, 
a fragment of the Henbury meteorite and a 415-million-
year-old sea lily fossil (Helicocrinus plumosus), all from 
Museums Victoria collection. 

The sea lily fossil lies at the heart of FAULT 2015, 
a video installation first exhibited at RMIT’s Storey Hall 
gallery in 2015. Having discovered the fossil within the 
museum collection, OSW uses it to think through and 
uncover diverse temporalities that link together site, deep 
time and material objects, along with natural, social and 
economic histories. The video represents, they write, ‘a 
range of temporal fragments that document the movement 
of matter across various durations’.13 Rather than present 
these as a linear progression (the trajectory and logic of 
a time-line), FAULT collages ‘various video sequences 
together in random compositions … that investigate the 
multiple temporalities that matter registers through forces of 
contraction, dilation, folding, compression and erosion’ and 
also through human activity.14 These sequences combine 
and recombine, creating shifting relationships with one 
another: the brick wall of a house baking in late sunlight 
hovers next to a shoreline of what appears to be solidified 
lava; a tree in blossom; an inexplicably empty room in hazy 
light; historical images of nineteenth-century industry 
quarrying into the ground; and pervasive images of current 
extractive industries involved in wealth creation, which seem 
so characteristically Australian—diggers, trucks, excavation 
machinery constantly burrowing into the earth and carrying 
away what Russian writer Svetlana Alexievich describes, 
in reference to Russian oil and natural gas, as ‘everything 
that came to us, as they say, from God’.15 A colony of ants 
streams along narrow pathways in soil so well used that the 
minute ant feet have worn a grooved track into the ground; a 
fish lies stranded, flapping on dry land.

These randomly and slowly recombining images 
can be read in tandem with a text accompanying the video, 
which is a selective timeline—timelines have not been 
abandoned after all. It might be understood as a brief outline 
of the sea lily’s biography converging with a certain kind 
of urban history. We learn that the sea lily specimen was 
unearthed early in the twentieth century in the Melbourne 
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suburb of Brunswick, where it was uncovered in one of the 
deep clay pits that served Hoffman’s Brickworks. It was 
brought into the ambit of scientific nomenclature when 
it was examined and named by Frederick Chapman, 
a palaeontologist with the then National Museum, 
Melbourne—and the museum became its new home.

The sea lily specimen ‘expresses the formation of the 
Eastern Australian coastline, through processes of massive 
sea-floor landslides and tectonic subduction over 
millennia’.16 Crinoids (the class of small marine animals to 
which the sea lily belongs) flourished around 443–
488 million years ago and became bound up in these 
processes. They existed in ‘superabundance on the 
seafloor’ and were buried by vast amounts of sedimentary 
material deposited by the landslides at the base of 
continental slopes, ‘their remains [then] decomposing over 
millennia in what would become the clay pits of Brunswick’.17 
This conjunction is one of the key revelations of FAULT. Not 
only does the artwork remind us that humans come very 
late in the history of the planet but also that material 
evidence of the Earth’s deep history is meshed deep in our 
urban fabrics. Palaeozoic sediments form the basis of the 
bricks of which Melbourne was built during the gold rush 
years and beyond—they house us, quite literally. Natural 
and social histories are enmeshed. The yawning clay pits 
that opened across Brunswick to service the brickmaking 
industry also spawned politics: the first labour-based 
political organisation formed in 1897, the Brunswick branch 
of the United Labour Party.18 The pits became redundant 
not long after, with cavities in the urban landscape filled 
and turned into parks, rubbish tips and housing 
developments in the twentieth century. OSW’s work 
suggests, subtly and evocatively, that human lives, activities 
and socio-cultural systems are bound up, modestly if we 
only knew it, within greater forces well beyond the scale of 
human histories. As we watch FAULT’s continually shifting 
imagery, the thing we understand as ‘place’ or ‘landscape’ 
oscillates, shaped by processes of flux across temporal 
scales that are both human and non-human. Until we’re 
moved to ask: What is this ground beneath our feet? And 
what might this place become next?

 16
Open Spatial Workshop, artist 
statement, 2016.

 17
OSW, FAULT, handout at 
RMIT Gallery, Storey Hall, 
Melbourne, 2015.

 18
ibid.



31

Excavation 
The story of dugong bones, Aboriginal stone axes and 
fossilised forest discovered in southern Sydney cannot 
be disentangled from the story of the transformation and 
total reconstruction of a small waterway in whose proximity 
these relics were found.

The Alexandra Canal is contained by sloping 
embankments of hand-hewn sandstone blocks, laid by 
unemployed labourers given relief work during Australia’s 
first economic depression, at the end of the nineteenth 
century. You can still see the little chip marks made by their 
tools, pocked parallel lines across the stone coping, 
anonymous handiwork captured in rock. The canal is formed 
from lineaments of what was once a sinuous creek winding 
around six kilometres from low, sandy hills east of Redfern 
to join Cooks River at Tempe, above the river-mouth at 
Botany Bay. Two centuries ago, the creek passed through 
muddy freshwater swamps lined with rushes and casuarinas 
at its upper reaches. Its sources drained through deep 
windblown drifts of sand swept inland from the coast during 
the Quaternary period, around 1.8 million years ago, to 
become cradled in a saucer-like depression of shale and 
sandstone, called Botany Basin.19 The creek was part of a 
larger freshwater drainage system that flows through this 
basin; it crossed estuarine flats and saltwater marshes, and 
filtered through a mangrove-filled estuary where river and 
bay waters mingled. These days, the mouth of Cooks River 
is 1.25 kilometres south of its original site, having been 
relocated to make way for Sydney’s international airport.20 In 
the process, the estuary was, in the words of botanists Doug 
Benson and Jocelyn Howell, obliterated.21

The New South Wales Department of Public Works 
began dredging Sheas Creek—as it was named after 
colonisation—in 1887. In order to build the canal, the creek’s 
sinuous form needed channelling, straightening and 
complete reconstruction. Nine years later, with excavation 
of the canal bed still underway, workers unearthed dugong 
bones. They were more than one kilometre inland from 
the nearest deep water of Cooks River estuary.22 Workers 
discovered, too, a submerged fossilised forest, comprising 
‘a very large number of stumps of trees rooted in situ’, later 
identified as Eucalyptus resinifera.23 The stumps were 
buried beneath four to five metres of sediment. Nearby 
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Aboriginal stone ‘tomahawks’ were found above and below 
the dugong site.

Although constructed for commercial purposes, 
the canal attracted the interest of Sydney’s scientific 
establishment. The growing city of Sydney hoped to link the 
waters of Botany Bay with those of Sydney Harbour. In this 
imagined future—which never eventuated— barges would 
transport goods along the artificial waterway, carrying coal, 
blue metal and building materials between the industrial 
hub of Alexandria and ships waiting in the deep harbour 
waters.24 As labourers worked to make this dream manifest, 
they had exposed an impressively large tract of sedimentary 
profile: an elongated section almost a kilometre long, five 
metres deep, thirty metres wide at the bottom and sixty 
metres wide at the top.25 With the chance unveiling of 
subterranean dugong bones, ancient forest and stone axes, 
the site became, in effect, the earliest recorded excavation of 
an Aboriginal archaeological site in Sydney.26 

Economic interests had delivered a finding for 
science. This had occurred elsewhere across the country, 
too, as miners prospected for gold and established coal 
mines, pastoralists tended properties purloined from 
Aboriginal owners, and industry quarried urban landscapes 
for clay and slate to build the expanding cities of Melbourne 
and Sydney.27 These enterprises made unintended 
archaeological discoveries as they went—sea lily, kauri 
fossil, basalt tree, stone axes—and they continue to do so 
today, as foundations for commercial buildings and urban 
infrastructure are sunk deep into earth, and areas for airport 
runways are dredged.

Palaeontologist, geologist and ethnographer Robert 
Etheridge, who was director of the Australian Museum in 
Sydney at the time, and University of Sydney geology 
professor Edgeworth David examined, interpreted and 
recorded the Sheas Creek site. The archaeological 
discovery came amid a long-standing debate surrounding 
the antiquity of human occupation in Australia.28 Only six 
years earlier, in 1890, Etheridge had asked: ‘Has man a 
geological history in Australia?’ Reviewing opinions of 
various experts of the time, he summarised their collective 
conclusion as a resounding ‘No!’29 In this article, Etheridge 
re-examined the evidence on which the conclusion was 
based, reappraising stone axes and bone implements 
found at various sites in eastern Australia, oven mounds 
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common in parts of Victoria and a human molar 
discovered in Wellington Cave in New South Wales. 
Because of questions surrounding the evidence, he was 
unable to revise the dominant opinion of the time, which 
maintained that Aboriginal people had not lived in 
Australia for very long.30

As present-day archaeologist Mike Smith explains, 
scientists of Etheridge’s period were looking for an 
‘unequivocal association of stone tools with the bones of 
extinct animals, or for stone tools in deposits that could 
be dated in relation to glacial deposits or changing sea 
levels’.31 So far, that unequivocal association had not been 
forthcoming. Six years later, in 1896, Etheridge stood 
close to the banks of Sheas Creek, which had become, 
after a century of European settlement in Sydney, little 
more than an open ditch filled with effluent and waste 
materials exuding from noxious industries congregated in 
the area: wool washers, fellmongers, tanneries, abattoirs, 
boiling down establishments, saw mills using coal-burning 
steam power, soap and candle makers, smelters, bronze 
foundries, brickworks and brick factories.32 Liquid waste 
products from all these industries flowed into Sheas Creek, 
described in the 1883 Royal Commission into Noxious and 
Offensive Trades as having ‘a quantity of thick slimy matter 
… continually on the surface’.33 At Etheridge’s feet, in this 
malodorous neighbourhood, was the right conjunction of 
archaeological materials to rethink the resounding ‘No!’ he 
had attempted to interrogate earlier.

The findings in the as-yet-dry canal bed spoke of 
change. The dugong is a warm-water tropical and semi-
tropical marine mammal. It prefers open bays regularly 
flushed by tides and is not known to inhabit the ‘estuarine 
backwaters and brackish marshes’ characterising the Sheas 
Creek site.34 The dugong’s present range is hundreds of 
kilometres north of Sydney. As mentioned earlier, its 
presence so far south suggested two things: climatic change 
and sea level change. Sydney and its waters had once been 
warmer, and water levels had been far higher. Most 
importantly for Etheridge and colleagues, the dugong bones, 
particularly the ribs, were scarred with deep scratches and 
cuts. These marks, he and his co-authors wrote, ‘show 
conclusive evidence of having been hacked by human 
agency’, the cuts being exactly the kind ‘that would be made 
by the direct blows of a sharp-edged stone tomahawk’.35 

 32
Scott Cumming, ‘Chimneys 
and change: post-European 
environmental impact in Green 
Square’, in Karskens and 
Rogowsky, op. cit., pp.32–36.

 34
Haworth et al., op. cit., p.52.

 35
Etheridge et al., op. cit., pp.18 
and 22.

 33
Report of the Royal 
Commission into Noxious and 
Offensive Trades, 1883, cited in 
Cumming, ibid., p.34.

 30
ibid., pp.259–66; Howitt, 
op. cit., p.6.



34

Sealed within the estuarine silts, then, were the remains of a 
long-ago feast. If the dugong had lived in a time of higher, 
warmer seas, so too had the Aboriginal people whose 
handiwork is inscribed in bones now housed in the 
Australian Museum collection. Etheridge and his colleagues 
were able to deduce from this unequivocal association that 
‘the existence of man in eastern Australia can probably claim 
something approaching to geological antiquity’.36 Modest 
and carefully qualified as this statement sounds—now that 
we know Aboriginal people have inhabited the continent for 
at least 50,000–65,000 years37—it significantly revised 
earlier opinion that doubted Aboriginal ‘antiquity’ at all.

Nevertheless, this new understanding came during a 
period when social Darwinism held sway, with its presumed 
hierarchy of human beings and cultures. Assumptions 
about ‘the minds of savages’ and supposed ‘cultural stages’ 
were characteristic of late-nineteenth-century evolutionist 
anthropology and biology, particularly during the 1890s.38 
Social Darwinism imagined human history as a linear 
progression through a fixed sequence from savagery to 
civilisation. At the pinnacle stood European society; at 
its base lay Aboriginal society, ‘a primitive human fossil 
society slipping into extinction’.39 Geological findings 
were enmeshed in this schema. Relics of the past were 
recovered from the depths of the Earth to assemble ‘all the 
evidence of physical changes that enable us to reach back 
to the different ages of Nature’40—from an anthropological 
perspective, to confirm people’s assumed rightful place in 
the evolutionary sequence.

Recent radiocarbon dating suggests the marked 
dugong bones are around 5500 years old. The notion of 
belonging to place over deep swathes of time, disrupted by 
dispossession wrought by European settlement, and the 
ensuing sense of what we might now think of as solastalgia, 
hangs over these findings in a ghostly way. ‘Wealth creation 
for most Australians’, Jon Altman reminds us, ‘has been 
predicated on expropriation of Aboriginal lands, initially for 
agriculture and then also for mining from the nineteenth 
century.’41 And, we could add, for the building of cities.  

In the current context of global environmental 
change, writer and historian Tony Birch is not alone in 
suggesting ‘Indigenous communities hold a depth of 
knowledge of climate change and its impact on local 
ecologies of benefit to the wider community’.42 As he points 
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out, Indigenous communities are often on the frontline of 
direct experience of these impacts. Further, knowledge of 
climatic and environmental change over deep time is lodged 
in mnemonic techniques of oral traditions. For example, 
Etheridge reported on an Aboriginal man in Victoria, ‘who 
distinctly remembers his grandfather speaking of fire 
coming out of Bo’ok — a hill near the town of Mortlake in 
Western Victoria.’43 Similarly, ‘volcanic bombs’ found at the 
foot of Mount Leura were shown to a ‘Colac Aboriginal’ and 
‘he said they were like the stones which their forefathers told 
them had been thrown out of the hill by the action of fire’.44 
Such inter-generationally transmitted information speaks 
of knowledge of environmental processes in long, slow flux, 
and of adaptation to change.  

Walking
On that overcast day in October, I entered Sydney from 
Canberra via the M5, passing through the tunnel cut into 
limestone and arriving at the canal by late afternoon in a 
low, rich light. Before I left, I had imagined standing on 
Ricketty Street Bridge to gaze quietly at the submerged 
archaeological site. But the traffic was much heavier than 
expected and there was nowhere to park. Here, at its upper 
reaches, the canal is surprisingly difficult to access. It 
eludes entry. Tightly flanked businesses, warehouses, 
factories, storage spaces, transport and crash-repair 
companies, and an electricity substation all protect its 
banks, as if guarding a secret.

Five years earlier I had visited the canal closer to its 
mouth, where it joins Cooks River in Tempe and the landing 
lights of the airport runways skip across the canal. The canal 
banks were draped in great hammocks of morning glory 
vine run wild, slung between tangles of lantana, castor oil 
plants and casuarinas. Among this self-sown vegetation 
flitted wrens and other scrub birds, while, above, the fat 
bellies of air buses eased landward, wheels unfolding 
towards tarmac. 

One side of the track is flanked by a huge black 
PVC pipe balanced on concrete supports, which, I later 
discovered, has the capacity to pipe desalinated water from 
the controversial desalination plant currently standing idle in 
Kurnell, on the far side of Botany Bay, awaiting the city’s next 
water crisis. The pipe crosses beneath the bay’s seabed, 
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tunnels below the shoreline and the Kogarah golf course, 
and becomes aerial along the Alexandra Canal. Originally, 
it was intended that the pipe remain invisible beneath the 
canal bed to join Sydney Water’s main supply farther inland. 
But because the canal’s sediments are so highly polluted, 
they could not be disturbed for fear of what they would 
release into Cooks River and thence Botany Bay.

At the end of the track, two women in white coats 
were collecting water samples from a platform suspended 
above the canal. ‘No one knows exactly what’s in here’, the 
older woman said. I knew from my reading that the 
Environment Protection Authority lists some of the worst 
contaminants in the canal as chlorinated hydrocarbons, 
including notorious organochlorine pesticides such as DDT, 
dieldrin and chlordane; polychlorinated biphenyls (also 
known as PCBs); and metals.45 Other reports list soluble 
pollutants such as phosphorus, oils and grease, 
particulates and more visible ‘gross’ pollutants such as 
drink cans and bottles, paper, plastic and vegetative 
matter.46 ‘But no one knows exactly what’s in this ground’, 
the woman gestured around at a platform of earth above 
us, stacked high and deep with shipping containers, and at 
the great fingers of runway constructed into Botany Bay, at 
the head of which we stood. These swathes of ‘artificial 
ground’, tons of infill and dredged and imported soils, 
contained and exuded unknown properties that the women 
were sampling. ‘And what is in there?’ I asked. ‘We don’t 
know,’ the woman said. ‘We send the samples off but we 
don’t see the results.’

On my recent visit to Ricketty Street Bridge I drove 
around for a bit, looking for a way to reach the canal. 
I found a set of open gates where the City of Sydney has 
begun building a new waste-management plant along the 
canal bank. The street was lined with mature paperbarks, 
with bulging, pale trunks. I have seen these trees seeping 
water from their bases, through myriad layers of tissue-thin 
bark, days after rain. Koels made their distinctive looping, 
rising and falling calls, visiting Sydney during its warmer 
months from the tropics. The breeze was fresh. I walked 
down a concrete pathway next to an empty allotment filled 
with eucalypt saplings, casuarinas, shrubby wattles, young 
paperbarks, reeds, stands of long grasses, as if remnants of 
the old landscape were pushing back through. I passed a 
concrete tank, and walked along an empty roadway 
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alongside a fenced-off building site, with ‘No Unauthorised 
Access’ signs. A banner draped across a locked gate 
declared that a new works depot would soon provide waste, 
maintenance and construction services for the southern city 
area from a ‘five green-star-rated building’. Nearby, ever-
vigorous couch grass grew up through the hollow metal 
tubes used as uprights for the temporary fencing, sprouting 
from inside their tops. The canal was still out of reach.

I climbed back into the car, navigating by two maps: 
one from Google, the other from Etheridge’s article, marking 
where the dugong bones and submerged forest were 
unearthed. The street plan was uncannily similar. I followed 
the same bends in the road traced on the 1896 map and 
drew up in another cul-de-sac, passing Aquarius fish, a 
chicken-delivery company, fabric businesses, a smash- 
repair yard filled with taxis stacked one upon another, with 
crushed roofs and crumpled sides. I circled through a 
deserted carpark held beneath the gaze of CCTV cameras, 
and eventually found my way back to the bridge where I had 
first hoped to begin my walk.

A narrow foot-worn pathway led beneath the low, 
shadowy arches of the bridge, the sound of traffic thudding 
overhead. It reached the sloping sandstone embankments 
of the canal before dwindling away. I climbed along the 
bank for a while until blocked by small groves of casuarinas 
that had sprung up in cracks between sandstone blocks 
like remnants of the old waterway’s botany, a ghost-
habitat. Below, a strip of black mud was exposed above the 
waterline, embedded with various pieces of rubbish: old 
bricks, metal, plastic, broken glass, a piece of piping,  
a car tyre and one young mangrove plant. All, except for 
the mangrove, were covered in the same coating of fine, 
black sediment. As far as I could tell, this was the site 
where the dugong bones were found, with the axes farther 
upstream where the sunset was basting the long brick wall 
of a warehouse.

Etheridge, David and Grimshaw’s carefully drawn 
and richly detailed cross-sections of depositional strata 
have, in themselves, become archival deposits of a lost 
landscape. The archaeological site was opened up briefly, 
revealing the urban landscape’s deep past— an unveiling. 
The site was then flooded by the dream of an economically 
efficient canal, its waters filling the excavated trench. Now, 
the place where Aboriginal people feasted on dugong 5500 



38

years ago and trees grew metres below the current water 
level is once again shrouded. And contemporary scientists 
consult Etheridge’s cross-section drawings rather than the 
sedimentary layers themselves.

The original waterway of Sheas Creek is lost, in 
many ways, due to human intervention. But still it exerts 
its presence in the urban landscape. For instance, one of 
the reasons the canal was never completed— the dream 
of connecting Botany Bay to Sydney Harbour— was 
because of the ecological properties of the creek itself. It 
is part tidal, ebbing and flowing and flushing with the 
larger rhythms of Botany Bay, its ultimate destination. 
But with its constructed form it lost the flushing 
characteristics of the original estuary, which means that 
it continually silted, its draft too shallow for barges laden 
with goods and materials to pass. In this way, the sinuous 
little creek took revenge; also, for instance, through those 
high levels of pollution. The city would now like to 
remediate and develop this area, turn it into apartments, 
canal sidewalks and green corridors, but the stubborn 
poisons lodged in its bed, trapped because of the poor 
flushing, mean that it remains out of reach. It is too 
dangerous to disturb. It has become something of a 
no-man’s land that resists and interrupts Sydney’s 
perpetual desire for continual development.

Perhaps what can be sensed here, I thought as I 
stood beside the canal, is something known as 
shadowtime. The Bureau of Linguistical Reality defines 
‘shadowtime’ as the sense of living in two or more distinct 
time-scales simultaneously, an out-of-jointness.47 A 
number of Virginia Woolf’s characters tend to experience 
shadowtime, for example, a haunted sense of the ‘green 
steaming undergrowth of the primeval forest’ populated by 
‘the iguanodon, the mammoth, and the mastodon’ where 
London’s Piccadilly now stands, lurking almost 
simultaneously with the present-day city.48 Places such as 
the Alexandra Canal and the former clay pit in Brunswick 
remind us of the meeting of Earth’s deep time with the time 
of human history, the two converging and meshed 
together. And shadowtime can also stretch forwards. Now 
that we humans are increasingly understood to wield a 
geological force— our actions influence Earth systems not 
just at regional but also at a planetary scale— how shall we 
respond to and take responsibility for the next set of 
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changes? This will involve imagining human lives, 
activities, and social and cultural systems as bound up, 
modestly, within greater forces and systems.




