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Peter Birt and Claire Smith at Mitchell 
Flat excavations, Burra May, 2000 

 
This exhibition is an important part of the 
interpretative and educational facets of the Burra 
Community Archaeology Project. This research 
project arises from a pilot study undertaken in 
1998 by staff and students of the archaeology and 
cultural tourism units of Flinders University. It 
is based on a collaboration between Flinders 
University, the Regional Council of Goyder, the 
National Trust of South Australia Burra Burra 
Branch and the Mid North Regional 
Development Board. This research is genuinely 
collaborative in conception, planning and 
implementation, this exhibition being one of the 
outcomes suggested by our industry partners. 

 
The Burra Community Archaeology Project is 
researching the archaeological manifestations of 
multiculturalism in colonial Australia. This 
research includes consideration of the manner 
in which the multicultural facets of Burra's 
colonial history are incorporated into present 
interpretations of the past and into contemporary 
cultural tourism and educational progammes in 
the region. This research emerges from an 
innovative collaboration between archaeology, 
cultural tourism and relevant industry and 
community bodies. 
 
Expected outcomes of the overall project include 
cultural resource management strategies for 

relevant agencies; the development of integrated 
archaeological models for the region; a detailed 
analyses of relationships between different groups 
of people; and a synthesis of the colonial history 
of the region. 

 
The Burra Community Archaeology Project is 
funded by the Australian Research Council under 
its Strategic Partnerships with Industry - Research 
and   Training Scheme and by the Flinders University 
- Industry Collaborative Research Grant Scheme. 

 

Dr Claire Smith 
Project Director 
Archaeology Department 
Flinders University, SA 
email: claire.smith@flinders.edu.au 

 

Mitchell Flat archaeological excavations, Burra 15- 21 April, 2000 
 
 
 

Multicultural Burra 
Multiculturalism in contemporary Australia is 
about the acceptance of cultural diversity, fostered 
by governments and recognising the reality of our 
society. Multicultural may be too strong a term 
to describe the colonial Burra townships. 
Nevertheless, here, as in many other Australian 
settlements, people of diverse cultural backgrounds 
co-existed with minimal friction and with an 
acceptance   of   their   neighbours' differences. 

 
Most of early Burra's population could be labelled 



as 'British', but within this generic label there were 
distinctly different cultural groups. These included 
the Cornish, Welsh, English, Scottish and Irish. 
Add to this a significant German minority; Chinese, 
Chilean, at least one Swede and the Ngadjuri, the 
traditional owners, you have a mixed group of people 
similar in diversity to that which exists today. 

 
It is arguable that some of these different groups 
initially settled in culturally defined areas. This can 
be seen in the naming of the Cornish township of 
Redruth and the Welsh township of Llwchwr, now 
both part of Burra North, or in the naming of Welsh 
Creek, which is an off shoot of Burra Creek and a 
part of the dugout phenomenon. Yet, other evidence 
from the company town of Kooringa, of Hampton 
and of Creek Street indicates that if distinct areas 
were settled, they did not remain culturally 
homogeneous for long. 

 
One does not get a sense of separation when reading 
accounts of early Burra. Rather, one gets a sense of 
the different groups living and working side by side. 
This does not imply that all of the groups were 
equally accepted, for instance the traditional owners 
are nearly invisible in early records. But at least 
amongst different European groups, there was a 
basic acceptance of their cultural differences. 

 
Peter Birt 
Director of Excavations 
email: peter.birt@flinders.edu.au 

 

 
Peter inspecting a trench 

 

 
Visitors to the excavation site getting involved. May 2001 

Archaeology and the Public 
Often archaeologists and academics refer to the 
cultural heritage of Australia as 'belonging' to the 
greater public and, as such requires protection 
against exploitation and destruction. However, 
there is a perception that academic research uses 
cultural resources specifically for its own ends, 
the results of which are often intangible to the 
general public. 

 
The research currently being undertaken through 
the Burra Community Archaeology Project is 
aimed at generating benefits for the general public, 
whilst maintaining academic integrity. In order 
to achieve benefits for the public, archaeologists 
working on the project are focusing on producing 
both academic and public outcomes. The 
products created from archaeological investigation 
can be divided into three different categories: 
information, process and artefacts. 

 
The information produced from archaeology has 
a variety of different applications for the general 
public. One example is Peter Birt's 1999 thesis 
on Hampton. The information produced from his 
study has been used to produce a visitor guide for 
the site called 'A walk through Hampton' is now 
distributed with the Burra Passport key. The 
brochure is a tool that enhances the visitor 
experience of Hampton by providing more 
detailed information about each property in the 
township. 



The process of archaeological investigation can also 
benefit the public as was done  during  the  course of 
the excavations at Mitchell Flat, where  members  of 
the public were encouraged to visit  the  site  and get 
involved in the digging and sieving.  It was a great 
opportunity to educate the public about the past, about 
the dugouts  and  the  people  who  lived in them. 

 
The artefacts uncovered during excavation are also 
useful. In this exhibition, they become tools to 
help the public understand their colonial past. 

 
 
 

Paul Saeki 
Public Relations, Education & Interpretation 
email: psandcd@senet.com.au 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kaolin pipes 
 

Many Australians are interested in archaeology. In 
the past when people have asked what I studied at 
university and I replied 'archaeology' they seemed 
genuinely excited by the idea. However, their 
perception was that I have researched Egyptology or 
the Classics, and why not, for this once was the 
traditional field of study. It is also the archaeology of 
Europe or the Middle East that makes it  onto our 
televisions and bookshelves. 

 
.There are obvious explanations for this. To many 
Australians this is still seen as a 'new' country. It has 
only been publicised or accepted in recent years that 
we are in fact extremely 'old'. Indigenous Australians 
have been here for around 50,000 years. 

 

 
Sample of excavated plaster from the dugouts. 
Note the 3 visible coats of plaster 

We do have ancient archaeology here - but for 
many people this is intangible because they cannot 
see it around them. 

 
Archaeology as a discipline in itself is relatively 
young in this country. It was not until the 1960s 
and 1970s that archaeological practice seriously 
began here, and it has taken some time for our 
research to make it to newspapers and books for 
the coffee table. It will also take some time for 
our history to become accepted by all. This can 
be demonstrated by the current political 
discussions on reconciliation with Indigenous 
communities and the Stolen Generation. Only 
now are white Australians beginning to 
understand what has happened over the last 212 
years. Historical documents do not necessarily 
reveal all about the past. Neither do museum 
collections. When they do display Australian 
historical material, this is usually only in the 
smaller museums. Moreover, it is only the 
paintings from our colonial period, rather than 
the artefacts, that we see in our national 
galleries. 
Archaeologists in Australia are becoming more 
interested in researching the materials of European 
colonisation and in working within Australia. 
Historical archaeology is important, not just for 
the conservation of buildings and special things, 
but also because of the insights that only 
archaeology can provide from material evidence. 



 
 
 

This exhibition shows excavated material which 
helps provide insights into the lives of the working 
people of colonial Burra, especially the miners and 
their families who lived in dugouts along the Burra 
Creek during the 1840s and 1850s. The exhibition 
includes material from this period and up until the 
closure of the mine in 1877. 

 

Handmade jar rim excavated from the dugouts 
 

This exhibition is unusual for several reasons. Firstly, 
museum exhibitions usually only show whole 
objects, rather than the fragmented objects that 
occur in most archaeological excavations. The 
fragments contained in this exhibition derive from a 
number of sources. These include materials 
recovered during the archaeological excavation of 
the dugouts along Burra Creek. The pieces shown 
here are only the 'first fragments' and are from one 
excavation, rather than a survey of wider work as is 
usual practice. Also shown are a range of objects 
and documents that have been deposited with local 
museums. Many of these have been donated from 
family collections. While some of these objects are 
whole, some lack provenance, context and stories. 
They all represent fragments of the pas t . 

 
Secondly, the exhibition is unusual because it focuses 
on the lives of ordinary; working people. Usually; it 
is only those with wealth and status, or the literate 
that are presented in historical reconstructions of 
the past. Groups such as women, children and the 

poor are absent from many museum collections 
and general histories. Usually; the everyday items 
that were used by these people were not collected 
at the time or passed on by family members. 
Subsequently; they have not been preserved in 
museum collections. But ordinary people's things 
are valuable and are also worthy of display. 
Exhibitions such as this try to restore a balance. It 
is interesting to examine what items members of 
this community have kept. While it is the story of 
the mines and the miners that dominate local 
histories, museum collections do not have many 
'men's items'. Things like wedding dresses that 
have been curated within families are the most 
common personal items to survive in Western 
countries. 

 
Thirdly, the exhibition is unusual because it 
articulates so closely with an archaeological 
excavation. This has provided the public with an 
opportunity to see archaeologists in action and 
then to see how this material can be interpreted 
and presented to the public. One aspect of the 
exhibition, therefore, is an explanation of 
archaeological practice. This articulates with the 
Burra Community Archaeology Project's overall 
aim to make archaeology more accessible to 
ordinary people in the present. Hopefully the 
public will come away with a new appreciation for 
Australian archaeological practice and a greater 
insight into the colonial origins of our cultural 
diversity. 
Cherrie De Leiuen 
Exhibition Curator 
email: psandcd@senet.com.au 



List of Artefacts 
Black velvet mantle 
1865 
cotton, ostrich feather, silk, velvet 
84 cmx 120 cm 

Marriage certificate 
1865 
ink on paper 
18 cm x 33 cm 

Blue and white dress 
C. 1820 
cotton muslin 
143 cm x 53 cm 

Black skirt with bustle 
C. 1870 
satin and cotton 
95 cm x 35 cm 

Telegram 
1861 
ink on paper 
22 cm x 25 cm 

 
Pay cheque from Burra Copper 
Works 
1852 
ink on paper 
14 cm x 27 cm x r cm 

Sewingbox 
mid-late 19th century 
wood, shell, velvet, metal 
23 cm x 23 cm x 30 cm 

Embroidered fringe 
1850-1880 
cotton, velvet 
27 cm x 54 cm 

Kaolin pipe 
mid-late 19th century 
kaolin 
6 cm x 20 cm x 2 cm 

Kaolin pipe 
mid-late 19th century 
kaolin 
4 cm x 13 cm x 2 cm 

Dinner plate 
mid-late 19th century 
red and white willow pattern 
20 cm x 3 cm 

Dinner plate 
mid-late 19th century 
dark blue and white transfer print 
28 cmx 3.5 cm 

Inkwell 
mid-late 19th century 
hand painted creamware 
8 cm x 7.5 cm x 7.5 cm 

Pewter chalices 
C. 1840 
Pewter 
ro cm x ro cm x 20 cm 

Cross stitch sampler 
1853 
cotton 
49 cm x 55 cm 

Fashion doll with waxhead 
C. 1860 
porcelain, wax, lace, satin 
68 cm x 46 cm x 46 cm 

Photograph of Mary Anne Wilton 
late 19th century 
black and white photograph 
20 cmx 15 cm 

Teacup and saucer 
C. 1850 
ceramic 
saucer 13 cm x 12 cm x 5 cm 
cup II cm x 8 cm x 6 cm 

Iron 
mid-late 19th century 
metal 
21 cm x 19 cm x 5.5 cm 

Bible 
C. 1862 
ink on paper, leather 

 
Ceramic sherd 
MF 05102 5-19 
mid-late 19th centu ry 
transfer print creamware 
4 cm x 2.5 cm x 0-5 cm 

 
Bottle base andglass sherds 
MF 05 Tl C00l SF115/4/2000 
mid-late 19th centu ry 
olive green glass 
7.5 cm x 4 cm x r cm 

Nail 
MF 05 T2 202 c 17/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
metal 
2.5 cm x 0.5 cm 

Nails 
MF 05 T2 204 18/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
metal 
4.5 cm x 0.5 cm 
2 cm x 0.5 cm 

Ceramic sherds 
MF 05 T2 203 17/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
brown & white transfer print creamware 
various sizes 

 
Jar rim sherds 
MF 05 204 18/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
opaque green glass 
4.5 cm x 2 cm 

 
Olive green glass sherds 
surface collection 
mid-late 19th century 
various sizes 

 
Ceramic glass & bone 
MF 05 Tl 104 16/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
various sizes 

 
Bottle base & glass sherds 
MF 05 Tl 106 18/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
black glass 
base 9 cm x 8 cm 

Bottle base 
MF 05 T2 1207 20/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
opaque green glass 
6 cm x 2 cm x 0.5 cm 

Glass sherds 
MF 05 10719/04/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
clear & olive green glass 
various sizes 

 
Stoneware base 
MF 05 106 19/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
ceramic 
7cmxr.5cm 

Stoneware base 
MF 05 Tl 106 18/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
ceramic 
6.5 cm x 4.5 cm 

Glass sherds & bootle neck 
MF 05 Tl 106 18/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
olive green glass 
various sizes 

Plaster (whitewash) 
Tl 
mid-late 19th century 
plaster 
various sizes 

 
Ceramic & glass sherds 
MF 05 109 20/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
various sizes 

 
Bottle base andglass sherds 
MF 05 108 19/4/2000 
mid-late 19th century 
black glass 
base 7.5 cm x 5.5 cm 
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