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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

‘We are a vibrant city, with 
heritage in our heart’.
Maitland 2021 Community Strategic Plan

Maitland lies at the centre of the major 
growth corridor of the Hunter Valley. The 
city is sited at a junction in the rail network, 
close to several highways, 170 kilometres 
north of Sydney and 41 kilometres from 
Newcastle. 

Central Maitland comprises three major 
areas separated by low-lying land 
and linked by roads and bridges. The 
central area lies in the flood plain of the 
Hunter River and accommodates retail, 
commercial, residential, civic, educational, 
entertainment, open space and transport 
functions.1  The study area is defined by the 
Hunter River to the north, the former course 
of the river to the east where it curved 
around Horseshoe Bend, the New England 
Highway and railway line to the south and 
Ken Tubman Drive to the west.2  

Unfortunately, however, Central Maitland 
has suffered a decline in population 
in recent years.3  In 2009 the City had 
only 2,000 residents, representing a 
decline of two-thirds since 1954, resulting 
from planning and post flood policies.4  
Nevertheless, the area is again poised for 
growth, with the wider City of Maitland 
anticipated to have 90,000 residents by 
2021.

Some of the key issues affecting Central 
Maitland today are: 

• The effect of flooding in ‘sterilising’ the 
city

• The decline in competitiveness of 
commercial and retail properties

• The decay of historic fabric and  
context

• Declining population
• Declining prosperity
• Increasing dominance by car.5 

Central Maitland is now the focus of an 
intense program of urban revitalisation. 
This Interpretation Plan outlines ways to 
develop heritage interpretation within 
Central Maitland so that it contributes to 
community engagement and belonging, 
tourism and urban renewal. It focuses 
on creating a thematic and interpretive 
framework for Central Maitland that will 
revitalise the town and increase visitation 
through communicating the town’s heritage 
in exciting, dramatic and unusual ways.  
Finally, it provides recommendations 
for engaging local people actively in 
Maitland’s heritage as a way of contributing 
meaningfully to the town’s urban renewal. 
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WHAT THIS PLAN WILL ACHIEVE

The Central Maitland Interpretation Plan 
provides a framework and recommendations 
for bringing the heritage of Maitland to life 
in the contexts of tourism, heritage and 
urban renewal. It is a practical document, 
designed to link with the Central Maitland 
Structure Plan and other key policy 
documents for Central Maitland. 

The key intention of the Study is to change 
the perception of Central Maitland by the 
average visitor. The Plan positions Maitland 
at the forefront of innovative, creative and 
contemporary heritage interpretation and 
uses this interpretation as the way to build 
Maitland’s reputation as a City. The Plan 
also puts forward a series of inclusive and 
interactive ways of engaging Maitland 
residents with the City’s past. This involves 
a wide range of multisensory interpretive 
media, from permanent installations to ‘pop 
ups’, soundscapes, tactile installations and 
heritage-inspired public art. These are based 
on the standard interpretive principles of 
‘inspire’, ‘provoke’ and ‘reveal’.

The Plan:

• Conveys an understanding of the 
heritage significance of Central 
Maitland and raises awareness of its 
heritage value

• Positions Maitland City Council at the 
forefront of a creative and inspiring way 
of interpreting heritage and making 
heritage relevant to residents and 

of design concepts and templates to 
enable the city to achieve high-quality and 
consistent interpretation in a number of 
forms. 

PRECINCTS

This Interpretation Plan activates three key 
nodes with heritage interpretation, in line 
with the Central Maitland Structure Plan. 
Although each node has a unique character, 
interpretive media will be chosen based on 
the wider themes and stories for Maitland 
as well as the built and moveable cultural 
heritage within each node. This will enable 
the interpretation across Central Maitland 
to be integrated.

The nodes are:

Central High Street
This forms an elongated node that extends 
to the The Levee (formerly the Heritage 
Mall). This is the part of High Street that 
functions as Maitland’s main street.6  The 
key element for interpretation here is the 
built heritage of High Street and the area’s 
connection with the Hunter River.

Town Hall node
This part of High Street incorporates 
Cathedral Street, Victoria Street, Bent Street 
and James Street and has a civic character. 
It includes key civic and cultural institutions 

visitors
• Shows how Maitland can use heritage 

to become a more sustainable and 
desirable place to live and do business

• Demonstrates how heritage 
interpretation can be developed as an 
integral part of the management of 
Central Maitland

• Sets the direction for how heritage 
interpretation can inform urban design

• Identifies the audiences for which 
interpretation will be provided

• Demonstrates broad access to historical 
research and analysis

• Stimulates ideas and debate about 
Maitland’s history and evolution to 
contemporary times

• Provide policies, strategies and detailed 
advice for interpreting the precinct. 
Key themes, storylines and audiences 
are identified, and matched to suitable 
interpretative media and methods. 

• Provides ideas and concepts for 
interpretation that engages the 
identified audiences and provokes 
interest, leaving a strong impression as 
to the area’s significance

• Ensures equitable public accessibility 
by outlining strategies for the visually 
impaired, mobility impaired and hearing 
impaired for all areas

• Identifies and builds upon relevant 
NSW Historical Themes.

The Strategy is complemented by an 
Interpretive Style, which provides a suite 

such as the Town Hall, Art Gallery and the 
former Maitland Mercury building and has 
been the focus of public life in Maitland for 
over a century. The location of the Town 
Hall node corresponds to a point on High 
Street where the Hunter River once came 
very close to the street.7  The key elements 
for interpretation here are the link between 
the city and the Hunter River, the history 
of civic life in Maitland and the ongoing 
function of the area as the centre of artistic, 
cultural and public life.

Train Station node
Maitland Railway Station is both a major 
transport node and the southern gateway 
to the town. The area is defined by a high 
concentration of business activity and a 
network of roadways, car parks, ramps 
and concourses.8  The key elements for 
interpretation here are the history of the 
transport over time in Maitland and the 
role of the Railway Station as a location of 
arrivals, departures and transits.
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Overview
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VISION

Interpretation will help revitalise Central 
Maitland. It will evoke key themes and 
stories associated with Maitland’s heritage 
and, in doing so, provide new ways for 
residents to understand the special nature 
of their town. It will be closely integrated 
with the Central Maitland Structure Plan 
and will provide a series of designs, ideas 
and structures for urban, recreational and 
rural spaces. It will also act as a driver for 
the visitor economy that will help revitalise 
the town.
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This plan aims to use interpretation to:

Create a sense of identity and belonging
Reveal the distinctive layers of Maitland 
as a city, and a collective of communities 
with shared experiences, through public 
artworks/interpretation. Public artworks/
interpretation can have the crucial role 
of celebrating the cultural, societal and 
demographic diversity and community 
aspirations.

Encourage a diverse range and scale of 
public art installations
Include a variety of art forms, interpretation 
and urban design elements in public art/
interpretation, including digital art and 
sound installations.

Create public spaces with interesting, 
contemporary and innovative public art/
interpretation
This involves understanding the site, context 
and community and an appreciation of the 
locality and appropriate themes.

Encourage collaboration, flexibility and 
inclusiveness
Partner with philanthropic, community, 
government and commercial sectors as well 
encouraging collaboration between artists 
and interpreters.

government and commercial sectors as well 
encouraging collaboration between artists 
and interpreters.

Support the growth of creative industries 
contributing to a robust local economy
Quality public art and interpretation 
contribute to the local economy through 
cultural tourism opportunities and 
diversifying the tourism offer, as well as 
employment and training opportunities for 
regional historians, interpreters, arts and 
craftspeople.

Seek the integration of public art/
interpretation within the public domain
Make public art/interpretation integral 
to Council programs, development and 
planning.

Contribute to the overall cultural wellbeing 
and reinforce Maitland as a leading creative 
city
Adopt an holistic approach.
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POLICY AND PLANNING ALIGNMENT

Actions relevant to interpretation are 
covered in the following Maitland City 
Council plans and programs:

CENTRAL MAITLAND 
STRUCTURE PLAN 
(November 2009)

VISION 

Interpretation links with the following 
components of the vision for Central 
Maitland:

A place for a vibrant community and public 
life
Central Maitland will be an attractive 
and lively place, valued and enjoyed by 
residents, workers and visitors. Central 
Maitland will be a beacon in the wider 
region as to how the design of high quality 
public spaces and innovative architectural 
outcomes can create an interesting mix of 
heritage character and City living.9  

A place that celebrates its significant 
historic value
The strong heritage character of Central 
Maitland will be protected, reused and 
adapted to contribute to a vibrant 21st 
century history. Valuing the historical 
character of Maitland aims to create 
pathways to the community’s past, 
preserving local knowledge and embracing 

accommodation and dining options, an 
active nightlife, a contemporary art and 
cultural scene and a unique heritage 
landscape and country charm.

An arts and cultural renaissance in Maitland 
will contribute to the vibrant community 
life and the diverse economy. Affordable 
rents, reuse of existing heritage buildings 
and infill of vacant sites will accommodate 
artisan studios, galleries and workshops that 
regenerate the local economy and culture 
by embracing the unique, the creative and 
the vernacular.12 

A place that values its connection to the 
Hunter River
The creation of quality open spaces along 
the Hunter River will provide opportunities 
for passive recreation and reconnect the 
river to the advantage of residents, visitors 
and workers in Central Maitland. By better 
engaging the banks of the Hunter River, 
connections between the City and this 
impressive natural asset will be revealed and 
a unique and active space for community 
life and recreation on the riverbank will be 
created.13 

STRATEGY LINKS

Strategies to support the vision for Central 
Maitland

• Increase the diversity of activities in 

what will be the heritage of the future. The 
Indigenous history of Maitland should be 
tangible to visitors and locals of Maitland.10 

A place that is a liveable Neighbourhood
A residential led regeneration will increase 
the housing stock within Central Maitland 
with a particular focus on the adaptive reuse 
of existing buildings and infill of the many 
vacant lots in the City centre.

A place for learning and artistic expression
An arts and cultural renaissance in Maitland 
has already begun and will continue to be 
strengthened, contributing to the vibrant 
community life, a diverse local economy 
and the sustainable growth of Maitland. 
Affordable rents, reuse of existing heritage 
buildings and the infill of vacant sites can 
accommodate artist studios, galleries, 
artist run spaces and workshops helping to 
regenerate and support the local economy, 
cultural landscape and the Maitland 
identity by embracing the possibilities, the 
creative and the vernacular.11 

A place with a thriving and diverse economy
Central Maitland will reaffirm its position in 
the Lower Hunter Region by strengthening 
the existing range of living, commercial, 
cultural and entertainment choices for 
residents, workers and visitors. 

Maitland will become a ‘must-see’ for 
tourists and day trippers visiting the Hunter 
Valley region, providing a choice of quality 

Central Maitland
• Protect and promote the heritage 

character in Central Maitland
• Consolidate arts, cultural and 

educational opportunities
• Consolidate government function and 

civic identity
• Improve access, circulation and 

wayfinding
• Enhance the connection with the 

Hunter River
• Create a safe and high quality public 

realm.14 

Protecting and promoting heritage and 
character

• Raise awareness of the heritage value 
of important buildings including 
consistent signage

• Reuse currently vacant buildings
• Identify opportunities for appropriate 

interpretation and symbolic references 
to the town’s past.

RE-ENGAGEMENT WITH THE HUNTER 
RIVER 

A key recommendation of the Central 
Maitland Structure Plan is to improve the 
connection between Central Maitland 
and the Hunter River. The following 
recommendations offer scope for interpretive 
work:
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POLICY AND PLANNING ALIGNMENT

• A new town and market square facing 
the River

• Pedestrian bridges over the river to 
create a continuous recreation and 
walking circuit

• Activity nodes along the River Walk
• The regeneration of the river banks 

with ‘floodable’ landscape design to 
promote the amenity and use of the 

banks.15 

CENTRAL MAITLAND 
PUBLIC ART POLICY 
(November 2010)

Interpretation for Central Maitland has 
strong synergies with the philosophy of 
public art, as articulated in the vision for 
public art in the ‘Central Maitland Public Art 
Policy’ (2010). 

In this section we have joined 
‘interpretation’ with ‘public art’ to 
indicate that interpretation falls within 
the framework established for public art.

VISION 

Creativity
• Council desires to promote Maitland as 

a leading creative city. The city spaces 
and landscape provide a canvas for 
public art/interpretation to represent 
the attributes, aspirations, values and 

commitment of the local community, all 
of which provide ideas and inspiration 
for public art and interpretation.

Integration
• An urban landscape that is interesting 

and surprising (with) vibrant places 
(that) enhance the experiences of 
residents, workers and visitors

• The creation of contemporary public 
art/interpretation that represents the 
local identity of Maitland, create a sense 

of place and belonging and reveal the 
ideas and aspirations of the community

• A greater cultural understanding, 
community interaction and tolerance 
to strengthen the networks and 
collaboration within the community to 
facilitate a shared sense of belonging

• A new burgeoning creative and cultural 
environment which adds value to the 
local economy

• A public arts/interpretation program 
that reinforces the status of Maitland as 
a leading creative city.
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POLICY AND PLANNING ALIGNMENT

MAITLAND +10 
COMMUNITY STRATEGIC 
PLAN, March 2013

Theme What our community would like... How will we get there?

Proud place, great lifestyle Our growing community retains our 
sense of place and pride in our City 
whilst welcoming diversity and change

Our community and recreation services 
and facilities meet the needs of our 
growing and active communities
As a community, we join with each 
other and our visitors to celebrate iconic 
events and local festivals

Our planning will ensure Central Maitland and our built heritage remains integral to the distinct char-
acter of our City, even as our community expands and changes
As a community, we will identify ways to become better connected with our Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people, their history and culture

We will establish mechanisms to ensure all community members, including children and young 
people, the elderly, Aboriginal and TSI and people from non-English speaking backgrounds, feel safe, 
valued and connected within our community
Arts and cultural activities will be embraced for their role in sustaining creative and connected com-
munities
We will stage an annual program of events, festivals, sporting and cultural activities that allows our 
communities to connect and celebrate with one another
The City’s capacity for tourism is grown, founded on iconic major events and other distinct local at-
tractions.

Our places and spaces Our unique built heritage is maintained 
and enhanced, coupled with sustainable 
new developments to meet the needs of 
our growing community

We will encourage and implement progressive urban design, sensitive to environmental and heritage 
issues
Adaptive and creative uses for heritage sites and buildings across the City will be explored and pro-
moted
Our iconic Town Hall will be revitalised to maximise the potential benefits of the building to the com-
munity

Our natural environment Our local rivers and floodplains will be 
enhanced, utilised and valued

A range of potential uses for the city’s floodplains will be realised, from re-establishment to pre-Euro-
pean vegetation, agricultural production and recreation and leisure

A prosperous and vibrant city A unique sense of identity and place 
is found within our villages, suburbs, 
towns and City Centre
Maitland is seen as a desirable place to 
live, an easy place to work, a welcoming 
place to visit and a wise place to invest
Central Maitland is the vibrant heart of 
our City, engendering a strong sense of 
pride within the community

We will work in partnership to enhance and strengthen our events and tourism sector

The Hunter River will no longer be at the ‘back door’ of Central Maitland, with planning focussed on 
connecting our built and natural environment to this unique riverside setting.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

URBAN PLANNING

There is an unprecedented and unique 
opportunity to use heritage interpretation in 
urban planning at Central Maitland. Policies 
relating to the interpretation of Maitland’s 
heritage should be embedded in all formal 
policy documents such as relevant Maitland 
City Council Development Control Plans and 
Procedures.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Review current Council Policy to identify 
opportunities to embed heritage 
interpretation in all planning and 
development projects:

• Create a brief for urban planners 
regarding the use of heritage stories, 
forms and symbols in urban planning 
in Central Maitland

• Embed interpretation within all new 
and existing projects to be developed 
by Council.

• Embed interpretation in proposed built 
and landscaping works for Central 
Maitland, including: capital works, 
streetscape programs and public 
amenities, in the following forms: 
earthworks, landscaping, pavements, 
walls, banners, plaques, water features, 
signage, lighting, street furniture, 
chairs, tables, rubbish bins, bollards, 
gates, fencing, bike racks and notice 
boards

• Integrate interpretation in all 
municipal planning instruments

• Refresh interpretive signage in car 
parks

• Design interpretation so that it 
complements wayfinding signage

• Embed interpretation in new public 
buildings, extensions, upgrades or 
refurbishing of public buildings

• Create a ‘Heroes’ Wall’ in Central 
Maitland that shows the range of 
people, past and present, who have 
created the Maitland of today and 
whose fame extends beyond the town. 

2. Develop a heritage brand to integrate 
with wider Maitland brand.

3. Develop a series of templates for a 
range of uses in Central Maitland. These 
templates should be able to be used in a 
wide range of public domain spaces and 
contexts.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

products, such as apps and mobile 
websites, which are integrated with 
other tourism, retail and food and wine 
offerings

• Develop generic interpretive products 
such as signs, maps and brochures

• Develop themed heritage tours linked 
to the Maitland hospitality industry 
(based on the four proposed tours in 
this Interpretation Plan).

Food and wine tourism
• Develop heritage tours based around 

Maitland’s hospitality industry (e.g. 
beginning at the Gallery with morning 
tea, taking a themed heritage tour, 
visiting a farm in the area to sample 
produce and ending at Grossman 
House with a food and wine event)

• Link food and wine tourism to heritage 
attractions in the Central Maitland 
area.

Domestic education
Develop a series of educational products, 
such as a Kids’ Trail and Scavenger Hunt, 
about Central Maitland, for the overnight 
and day trip markets, particularly the NSW 
day trip market.

TOURISM

RECOMMENDATIONS

Develop dedicated interpretation for the 
following markets:

Visiting Friends and Relatives
• Develop low-key products and tours 

(e.g. morning tea at the Gallery, a self-
guided walking tour).

• Market Central Maitland’s heritage 
interpretation to the local community.

• Provide a vehicle for community stories 
to become part of Central Maitland’s 
interpretation. This would link to a static 
themed installation of ‘hero’ images 
and perhaps text about key Maitland 
figures, to be positioned on a vertical 
plane in the Central Maitland area. The 
static images could link to a website 
or digital/social media platforms that 
invite Maitland residents to submit their 
own ‘heroes’ to a storyboard, so that 
the concept of heroes is contemporary 
as well as retrospective.  A competition 
could also be held to choose a local 
‘hero’ to become part of the ‘Heroes 
Wall’, so that this is an evolving form of 
interpretation.

 
International visitors to the Hunter Region
• Create themed heritage food and 

wine walking tours of Central Maitland 

that include stops at restaurants, 
cafes and/or wine bars. These could 
either be along the routes of the four 
proposed themed tours or stand-alone 
tours based on a particular topic (e.g. 
‘Heroes and villains).

• Produce themed collateral for the 
hospitality industry, such as menus, 
coasters and interior fitouts themed 
around quirky aspects of Maitland’s 
past. This kind of theming has been 
successfully undertaken at a new cafe 
at Sydney airport and at Madame 
Brussels, a very popular ‘flirty wine bar’ 
in Melbourne. The theming in these 
cases is not a literal retelling of the 
history, but a playful rendition of one 
aspect of the site’s past.

Domestic visitors to the Hunter Region
Audio tours, apps, maps and themed trails

Culture and Heritage Tourism
• Link interpretation with exhibitions, 

public programs and events run by the 
Maitland Regional Art Gallery and also 
to the proposed public art installations. 

• Develop heritage tours linking 
Maitland’s key heritage sites (Maitland 
Gaol, Grossman House and the River 
walk) with the Maitland hospitality 
industry.

Mature age visitors in Australia
• Develop digital media interpretive 

INTERPRETATION

Create a series of integrated interpretive 
forms that link to policy recommendations 
and capture the heritage of the town.
Details of interpretive forms and concepts, 
are in the next section of this document.
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Interpretation: concepts
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THE VISION FOR 
CENTRAL MAITLAND

Interpretation in Central Maitland will be 
an important part of revitalising the city. It 
will be closely integrated with the Central 
Maitland Structure Plan, enlivening the 
redeveloped street with both temporary and 
permanent installations. This will support 
Council’s strategic planning, which aims to 
foster changes to the use and occupation of 
Central Maitland. It will also act as a driver 
for regional tourism that will help revitalise 
the town. It will be embraced by Maitland 
residents, who will play a key part in 
reinvigorating High Street by participating 
in artworks, installations and interactive 
heritage.

PROPOSAL

This section presents a number of options 
for using heritage interpretation to shape 
and influence the urban design of Central 
Maitland. It is intended to give a sense 
of the look and feel of the area and an 
overview of the main kinds of heritage-
informed work that would fit a range of 
locations. For this reason, the installations 
are not positioned in specific locations.

The overall rationale behind this document 
is that heritage-informed design will be 
the first step in positioning Maitland at the 
forefront of creative and contemporary 
heritage interpretation. Since innovative 
interpretation relies on active engagement 
with the past, the concept provides 
options for co-created, locally generated 
content and user interactivity as forms 
of placemaking. Interactives include 
multimedia and art; crowdsourced 
installations; sensor-triggered soundscapes 
and projections and social media.  These 
kinds of social connections with the past 
are crucial to positioning Maitland as a city 
where ‘history rocks’.

OVERVIEW

PRINCIPLES

HERITAGE-INFORMED DESIGN

In this proposal, Maitland’s history is not 
delivered in a traditional way – through 
dull and predictable ‘facts’. This heritage is 
provocative, fresh, inspiring and exciting. It 
is co-created with the people of Maitland. 
It is delivered through mixed media in 
a variety of temporary and permanent 
installations that create a non-linear 
sense of the past and fully utilise the 
dimensionality of Central Maitland by 
drawing attention to the fabric of the 
magnificent buildings. This will enable the 
area, and in particular The Levee, to fulfil 
the aim of the Central Maitland Structure 
Plan: ‘to become a leader in heritage-
context urban renewal’.

CONTEXT

Ideas for Central Maitland have been 
developed concurrently with the 
revitalisation of The Levee.  Four areas 
within Central Maitland have been selected 
for heritage walks themed around the 
following topics:

River Stories
Heroes and Villains
Poverty and Prosperity
Architecture.

For detailed information about the proposed 
walks, please refer to ‘Interpretation: 
Heritage Walks’ later in this document.
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and signs that say ‘Look Up’. Some of them 
are artworks; others are co-created. These 
installations integrate with proposed works 
for the rest of Central Maitland, such as 
telegraph poles with markers depicting 
flood heights on them and artworks on 
telegraph poles.

Suggested works:

• ‘Clock’ laneway activation.

INTEGRATION WITH THE HUNTER RIVER

The laneways between Maitland and the 
River provide venues for symbolic and literal 
integration of the River and the City.

Suggested works:

• ‘Forest immersion’ laneway 
activation.

NON-LINEAR, PERMANENT AND 
IMPERMANENT

The Levee installations are delivered 
thematically rather than chronologically. 
Each of the key historic themes is addressed 
through mixed media installations at the 
ground level of the precinct and reinforced 
by temporary artworks and installations 
within and above eye level. 

KEY UNDERSTANDINGS

A SHARED SPACE

The shared pedestrian and vehicle space 
deliberately slows all traffic and allows 
vehicular traffic, pedestrians and cyclists 
to move organically among each other 
(or share the thoroughfare and be safely 
integrated). To achieve this, the (pedestrian 
kerb/road areas) are demarcated by 
surfaces such as cobblestones (pedestrians) 
and tarmac (road). A more leisurely traffic 
flow will encourage exploration and 
discovery.

The absence of kerbs, road surfaces, traffic 
signs etc. has many precedents in Europe, 
New Zealand, the United Kingdom and 
the United States and the City of Greater 
Bendigo is an Australian example of a 
shared pedestrian and vehicular space.

HERITAGE INTERPRETATION IS DELIVERED 
STRATIGRAPHICALLY

Interpretive design will take place at three 
vertical levels, each delivering a particular 
form of interpretation:

Ground-based
This interpretation is ‘literal’ and easily 
readable, embedded in or informing 
landscaping and urban design. Formats 
include: landscaping, pavements, 

walls, banners, plaques, water features, 
wayfinding and directional signage, lighting, 
street furniture, chairs, tables, rubbish bins, 
bollards, gates, fencing, bike racks and 
notice boards. This also includes heritage-
themed sculptures, footpath installations, 
light projections and installations. While 
some key elements will be conspicuous and 
likely to become local landmarks, others will 
be less obvious and lead to experiences of 
surprise and discovery.

Suggested works:

• Bullock sculpture statue 
• Riverform public seating concept.

Mid-range
This is a mixture of literal and abstract 
interpretation. Formats include: 
soundscapes, moving images, wall-based 
sculptures and paintings, image projections 
and interactivity.

Suggested works:

• Laneway Water Projection
• Shopfront projected artwork concept.

Aerial
These are abstract installations that 
encourage people to explore the vertical 
and horizontal dimensions of High Street 
and its adjacent lanes. Formats include: 
abstract artworks suspended between walls 

For example, ‘Early High Street’, is 
represented through a bullock sculpture. 
Other forms of interpretation for this theme 
are activated QR codes, a Smartphone App/
mobile website and physical interactives, 
such as a sculpture of a handle of a whip 
attached to a building. The theme of floods 
is addressed through the Laneway Water 
Projection. There will also be opportunities 
to challenge perceptions of history and 
heritage by integrating recent and current 
events and issues into ephemeral programs.

THE LEVEE PRECINCT
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KEY THEMES

The following key themes relate to both The 
Levee precinct and Central Maitland.

Early days
High Street began as a meandering track for 
bullock teams and formed the spine of the 
early settlement. Bullock teams dominated 
the street until the Great Northern Railway 
reached Singleton in 1863. The street was 
smelly, dirty and dusty until the early 20th 
century.

Transport
Horse-drawn buses or coaches first 
appeared in the town in the 1840s. In 1848, 
twelve of these vehicles were licenced to 
operate through High Street. Each could 
carry 18 passengers. A shrill trumpet blast 
announced the arrival of one of Reeves’s 
coaches.

A colourful past
High Street was a place of both religion and 
debauchery in its early days. Maitland’s first 
inn, Molly Morgan’s Angel Inn, was licenced 
in High Street in 1827 and by 1831 Maitland 
had a public house every 100 yards. The 
burgeoning town was full of colourful 
characters and wild scenes, which inevitably 
caused problems with the Church. In 1833 
Canon CPN Wilson of the Church of England 
was reluctant to allow a reputable young 
woman to accept work in ‘so depraved a 
place as Maitland’.

Commerce
Commerce grew in the street from the 1820s 
onwards. In 1824, Newcastle merchants 
Frederick Boucher and William Powditch 
opened a store in West Maitland and also 
began a boat service linking West Maitland 
with Newcastle, carrying essentials such 
as carts and ploughs. The route ended as 
a wharf in a river channel at the eastern 
end of today’s High Street. Maitland grew 
rapidly and became prosperous, which 
resulted in the many substantial and ornate 
Victorian facades and buildings that adorn 
the street today.

One of the finest towns in New South Wales
In 1858, the local branch of the Bank of NSW 
held deposits of £96,000 - only Sydney and 
Melbourne held more. Five years later, East 
and West Maitland were second only to 
Sydney in size and importance. 

THE LEVEE PRECINCT
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‘The past is above you’ 
Open space time capsule: a co-creative/
crowdsourced installation in a laneway. 
Residents of Maitland would be invited 
to submit a physical object (within 
specific parameters) that represents their 
attachment to Maitland. They can also 
contribute a piece of writing or a voiced/
filmed narrative about their piece. These 
pieces would be hung between laneways 
and accompanied by soundscapes and 
personal narratives activated by QR codes 
and also via a Smartphone App/mobile 
website.

Ephemeral installations
These take the form of transfers, 
projections, temporary installations, ‘pop 
ups’ and light projections onto buildings 
that reinforce the main themes of 
Maitland’s history.

PROGRAMS AND 
INSTALLATIONS

A range of temporary installations are 
suggested in combination with the 
permanent installations. Some of these are 
self-contained and relate only to The Levee, 
while others relate to the broader themes 
for Central Maitland. These include:

PROGRAMS

Co-created/crowdsourced heritage/art
The Levee project is aimed at engaging 
new audiences with heritage and the arts. 
Activities will be either community events or 
public art projects broadly themed around 
telling and celebrating community stories 
from the past and the present. Participants 
will be enlisted through partnerships 
with community agencies such as TAFE, 
multicultural, justice, health and social 
services organisations. 

POD mini-museum
An annual program based around the 
historic themes outlined in this document 
in the form of a POD mini-museum 
accompanied by a website.
 
Mashups
Lane pasteup exhibitions based on mashups 
of current and past images of specific 
buildings in High Street. Current images 
can be taken as Instagrams and uploaded 

to Twitter, Foursquare and Facebook. Rich 
media content can also be used to create a 
dynamic, ever-changing landscape of place.

Shopfront activation
‘Whispers from the past’ shopfront 
installation. This comprises episodic/
impressionistic installations about the 
people and businesses of High Street, 
ranging in time from its beginnings as 
a bullock track to the current day. This 
installation includes ‘vox pops’ with 
current residents and is delivered in mixed 
media (text as graphic, pavement stencil/
transfer images, film, audio) across various 
shopfronts and in the pedestrian area. It is 
designed to complement the historically-
themed media in other shops (e.g. ‘Vacant 
shopfront projection’) and the heritage-
themed urban design installations.

‘Heroes and villains’
This involves activation of the historic fabric 
of High Street (e.g. bricks, stonemason’s 
markings, building facades) with QR codes 
and an App to illustrate two sides of 
Maitland’s past: the stories of the artisans, 
professionals, tradespeople and heroes 
who made Maitland magnificent, on the 
one hand, and of drunkenness, debauchery, 
murderers, prostitutes and thieves, on the 
other. The activation is through an angel/
devil icon but this is open to debate and 
discussion through social media, in a form 
such as ‘Cast your vote: angel or devil of 
Maitland’?

CENTRAL 
HIGH STREET 
(PART OF THE 
LEVEE WALK)

CENTRAL 
HIGH STREET 
(PART OF THE 
LEVEE WALK)

THE LEVEE PRECINCT
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THE LEVEEE PRECINCT 
ENTRY

A former bullock track, High Street was once 
the lifeblood of Maitland. This installation 
of three bullocks captures this history in a 
literal, easily readable way and is intended 
to be an iconic artwork for Central Maitland. 
The sculpture could be sourced from local 
rock, bronze or sandstone. It would also 
provide a great photo opportunity for locals 
and visitors alike.

THE LEVEE PRECINCT

Rundle Mall, AdelaideJeff Thompson, Heide Museum of Modern Art

The Bullock Run sculpture (location indicative only)
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LANEWAY ACTIVATIONS

These activations are a composite of 
locally-sourced artist’s work, hanging 
installations and soundscapes themed 
around Maitland’s history. 

The ‘Forest Immersion’ alleyway depicts 
Maitland’s now-vanished cedar forests. The 
skyline of the alleyway subtly removes the 
urban roofline from immediate attention, 
hinting at the possibility of the forest’s 
scale, and the trompe l’oeil envelops the 
visitor. An accompanying sensor-triggered 
soundscape of local birdsong and the axe 
against wood echoes the theme.

THE LEVEE PRECINCT

Locations

Example of an oil-painted technique Forest Immersion alleyway, including soundscapes

Clockwork alleyway, including soundscapes
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The mechanical history of Maitland 
encompasses a broad range of innovations 
and fascinating stories. One strong thematic 
element of Maitland’s early days is the 
once-burgeoning clockmaking industry. The 
Clockwork Alleyway captures the spirit of 
mechanical innovation present in Maitland’s 
history and, with the sound of machinery, 
ticking clocks and cuckoos, creates a playful 
soundtrack for the viewer.  

THE LEVEE PRECINCT

‘Clocks’ laneway activation, including soundscapesHigh Street Locations

‘CLOCKS’ LANEWAY ACTIVATION
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MICRO INSTALLATIONS

These installations are positioned across 
The Levee and within broader Central 
Maitland. They carry text, graphics or clues 
to another piece of interpretation and are 
laid in the pavement or applied on walls. 
They can be activated via QR codes or a 
Smartphone App and shared via Foursquare, 
Instagram, Facebook or Twitter. Content 
linked to the markers can be easily changed 
and used as the basis for games and 
Scavenger Hunts.

The forms will reflect the key themes of 
Maitland’s history. For the Mall, we have 
suggested the marker Established’ in an 
enduring material such as bronze and with 
either a contemporary font and design or 
a font that varies according to the time-
period. The term ‘established’ can open 
up a variety of historical interpretations or 
interrogations of a site; for instance: ‘What 
does it mean to be ‘established? What 
happened to this once-thriving business?’

Permanent micro-installations can be 
accompanied by temporary micro-
installations, such as transfers and 
projections.

THE LEVEE PRECINCT

Examples showing potential materiality, 
location and scale
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LANEWAY PROJECTIONS

This piece is motion-responsive and 
obliquely references the prevalence of 
water in Maitland’s history. Projected 
elements such as birds, waves and other 
shifting graphics gently and subtly immerse 
the audience in an abstract reflective 
experience of flood-prone landscape, while 
sound relayed through hidden speakers  
gently and subtly creates the sound of 
waves lapping against the shore.

THE LEVEE PRECINCT

Example of possible location

3 - Phosphorescent water and pelicans fill 
the scene

2 - Pelicans start their approach

1. Water slowly building up
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SHOPFRONT 
PROJECTIONS

Designed as a platform from which 
local contemporary content might be 
interactively exhibited, rear projected 
cameras splash Maitland’s unique history 
upon the windows of vacant shopfronts, 
giving purpose and life to empty and under-
utilised spaces.

  

Locations TBC

4 - Storyboard followed by bullocks 
moving towards camera

3 - Audio cue, eg. bullock moo-ing

1 and 2 - Person approaches shop 
and motion sensor activates

THE LEVEE PRECINCT
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GROUND SURFACES - IN-GROUND PAVER MARKERS

The in-ground paver marker is designed to 
blend in with the proposed new pavers in the 
urban landscape of Central Maitland.

Constructed from the same stone as the 
selected paver, the top surface is sandblasted 
with interpretive information. It is a subtle 
form of interpretation that is informative 
without distracting from the surrounding 
streetscape.

A stylised metal icon ‘stamp’ located on each 
interpretive paver identifies to which walk the 
information relates.

Porphyry or similar stone 

rectangle to complement 

new paver dimensions. 

Interpretive text title and 

body text to be sandblast 

etched into surface.

Stylised metal icon ‘stamp’ 

(Pictured: Architecture)

QUICK REFERENCE

Materials: Stone, Metal
Dimensions: Nominally 600mm x 300mm. Pending final 

selection of paver
Interpretation: Walk Icon ‘stamp’ and small amount of 

text, sand blasted into surface
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IN-GROUND PAVER MARKER - ALTERNATIVE LAYOUT EXAMPLES

Walk icon ‘stamp’ 
separated from title 
and body text by line. 
Sandblasted title and 
body text.

Walk icon ‘stamp’ with 
sandblasted title text and 
inset etched metal image

Walk icon ‘stamp’ with 
sandblasted title text and 
inset etched metal image 
with body text.
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SMALL VERTICAL POST MARKERS

Two sizes of post markers are proposed:

The large vertical post marker (shown later in 
this document)

The small vertical post marker is a reduced 
size post marker constructed from identical 
materials.

The posts are comprised of several 
interpretive elements such as text as 
graphic (in the form of title text or a quote 
extract), body text (where core interpretive 
information is delivered), walk icon ‘stamp’ 
and other interpretive text and images. The 
following pages show examples of how 
these may come together as well as design 
alternatives.

QUICK REFERENCE

Materials: Stone, Timber, Metal
Dimensions: 1500 (H) x 250 (L) x 250 (W)

Interpretation: Imagery & or text laser cut/etched into 
metal surface in ‘view-through’. Small inset metal plaque 
adjacent ‘view-through’ with etched text. Text as graphic, 

laser cut metal.

Timber post with inset laster 

cut lettering and walk icon 

‘stamp’

Indicative illustration of 

post height relative to adult 

viewer

Reference image

Stylised metal icon ‘stamp’ 

(Pictured: Heroes and Villains)

Laser cut text (quote) inset 

to timber post
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SMALL VERTICAL POST MARKERS - ALTERNATIVE DESIGN EXAMPLES

Options for text as graphic title text/quote 
extract designs: 

Laser cut metallic lettering, compact; Laser 
cut  black lettering, compact; Laser cut black 
lettering, standard letter spacing. All designs 
to include walk icon ‘stamp’.
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SMALL VERTICAL POST MARKERS - DESIGN DETAIL EXAMPLES

Like the large posts, each small vertical post 
marker, contains a ‘look-through’ and a small 
inset metal plaque.

The internal surfaces of the ‘look-through’ are 
clad with etched metal plates containing a 
combination of text and images. The text and 
image combinations are a creative expression 
of the interpretive content, which is detailed 
in the adjacent metal plaque.

Interpretive text title and 

body text to be etched into 

metal plaque and inset into 

timber post.

(Pictured: Ben Hall)

Interior of ‘look-through’ 

clad with etched metal 

plaques carrying 

interpretive content.
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Timber post with inset laster 

cut lettering and walk icon 

‘stamp’

Stylised metal icon ‘stamp’

Text as graphic title or 

quote. Laser cut text inset to 

timber post.

LARGE VERTICAL POST MARKERS

The large vertical post marker is constructed 
from identical materials as the small vertical 
post marker.

The posts are comprised of several 
interpretive elements such as text as 
graphic (in the form of title text or a quote 
extract), body text (where core interpretive 
information is delivered), walk icon ‘stamp’ 
and other interpretive text and images. 
The following pages show how these may 
come together as well as providing a design 
variation.

QUICK REFERENCE

Materials: Stone, Timber, Metal
Dimensions: 2000 (H) x 250 (L) x 250 (W)

Interpretation: Small inset metal plaque adjacent ‘view-
through’ with etched text. Text as graphic, laser cut metal.

Reference image
FERT

ILIT
Y
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LARGE VERTICAL POST MARKERS - DESIGN DETAIL EXAMPLE

Each large post contains a ‘look-through’ 
and an inset metal plaque.

The internal surfaces of the ‘look-through’ are 
clad with etched metal plates containing a 
combination of text and images. The text and 
image combinations are a creative expression 
of the interpretive content, which is detailed 
in the adjacent metal plaque.

Interpretive text title and 

body text to be etched into 

metal plaque and inset into 

timber post.

Interior of ‘look-through’ 

clad with etched metal 

plaques carrying 

interpretive content.
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LARGE VERTICAL POST MARKERS - DESIGN VARIATION

SOUNDSCAPE OPTION

Ambient
Soundscapes will be based in The Levee 
landscape and be triggered by visitors’ 
movements. They will feature sounds typical 
of Maitland at different stages in its history: 
the whistle of steamers, the grunting of 
men as they hauled cargo from the river, the 
sounds of water lapping.

Site-specific audio
Discrete audio will be embedded in the 
markers and relate specifically to the story 
featured at each location.

Audio embedded into the 

markers
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SMALL BENCH SEAT MARKERS

QUICK REFERENCE

Materials: Stone, Timber, Metal
Dimensions: Approx 600 (L) x 600 (W) x 500 (H)

Interpretation: Sandblasted text to sides or top face of 
stone block end. Selected text as graphic quotes in laser cut 

metal fixed to selected timber slats. Walk icon ‘stamp’.

Two styles of bench seat design are 
proposed:

The large bench seat marker (shown earlier in 
this document).

The small bench seat marker, which is a 
derivative of the large bench seat marker. 
This small marker is intentionally designed 
to be used as a seat as well as a vehicle for 
interpretation. 

Sandblasted title text/quote 

extract to top face of stone 

section of seat

Laser cut metal title text/

quote extract inset to top 

face of timber slat section 

of seat

Walk icon ‘stamp. 

(Pictured: Poverty and 

Prosperity)

Quotation reference 

sandblasted to vertical face 

(optional)
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SMALL BENCH SEAT MARKERS - ALTERNATIVE DESIGN EXAMPLE

This design alternative shows variation to the 
direction of the interpretive text on the top 
surfaces of the seat marker.



Maitland Heritage Interpretation Masterplan      35

LARGE BENCH SEAT MARKERS

QUICK REFERENCE

Materials: Stone, Timber, Metal
Dimensions: Approx 2500 (L) x 600 (W) x 500 (H)

Interpretation: Sandblasted text to sides or top face of 
stone block end. Selected text as graphic quotes in laser cut 

metal fixed to selected timber slats. Walk icon ‘stamp’.

The large bench seat marker, like the small 
bench seat marker, is intentionally designed 
to be used as a seat as well as a vehicle for 
interpretation.

Laser cut metal title text/

quote extract inset to top 

face of timber slat section 

of seat

Quotation reference 

sandblasted to vertical face 

(optional)
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TYPOGRAPHY
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WALK ICON ‘STAMPS’

The walk icon ‘stamps’ are small etched metal 
circles, containing an image designed to 
represent each of the four walks. These icons 
are incorporated into all interpretive markers 
found along the four walks.

WALK 1 - THE LEVEE WALK 2 - HEROES AND VILLAINS WALK 3 - POVERTY AND PROSPERITY WALK 4 - ARCHITECTURE

ALTERNATIVE OPTIONS WITH COLOURED ETCH:
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WALL PLAQUES - ARCHITECTURAL MARKERS

Distinct from the interpretive markers, 
the Architectural wall plaques are used to 
identify important buildings throughout 
Maitland.
 
We suggest these markers are used 
throughout Central Maitland for uniformity 
and consistency.
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Interpretation: context
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INTERPRETATION FOR CENTRAL MAITLAND

WHAT IS HERITAGE 
INTERPRETATION?

Heritage interpretation explains the 
values, meaning and significance of a site 
to a variety of audiences. The purpose of 
heritage interpretation is to convey the 
meaning and significance of a site to a 
range of selected audiences. Understanding 
the heritage of a place and what makes it 
special can help create and foster a sense 
of belonging and pride in the community. 
Heritage interpretation therefore plays 
an important role in encouraging the 
community to value and conserve a place 
and its heritage. 

There are many different ways of 
communicating the significance and 
meaning of heritage items to other people. 
These communication techniques are known 
as ‘interpretive media’ and commonly 
include:

• Signs—including information panels, 
plaques, banners, flags and customised 
signs 

• Books and pamphlets
• Heritage trails 
• Audio and video tours—including Mp3 

tours, podcasting and Smartphone 
tours and Apps

• Public programs—including walks, 
talks, face-to-face interpretation, 
demonstrations, performances, special 

GUIDELINES FOR 
INTERPRETATION

Key guidelines have been drafted to guide 
interpretive practitioners. These include 
the Heritage Council of NSW Heritage 
Interpretation Policy, the Australia ICOMOS 
(International Council of Monuments and 
Sites) Burra Charter and the Australian and 
New Zealand Environment Conservation 
Council (ANZECC) Guidelines.

events and festivals 
• Heritage-inspired landscape design
• Heritage-inspired installations
• Heritage-inspired architectural design
• Public art—including sculptures, murals, 

photography and other artworks 
• Websites and online multimedia 

applications.

Other forms of interpretive media include:

• Hands-on activities 
• Worksheets 
• Exhibitions
• Films, documentaries and television 

shows 
• Soundscapes 
• Multimedia interactives 
• Information kiosks. 

You are most likely to see interpretation 
at a museum, heritage site, national 
park, gallery, botanic gardens or zoo. 
Recently, however, other organisations, 
companies and developers have realised 
the value of interpretation and using it as 
a tool to educate, promote and engage 
visitors, stakeholders and communities. 
Interpretation is also a planning requirement 
of some government agencies.

Heritage interpretation is not about 
teaching people all of ‘the facts’. Rather, 
good heritage interpretation selectively 
communicates information and stories 
about an item or site in a way that enables 
people to engage and identify with it. This 
means that people gain an appreciation 
for a heritage item in a way that is far more 
enduring and profound than fact learning 
alone can ever produce.16  
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INTERPRETATION FOR CENTRAL MAITLAND

Heritage interpretation can refer to both the 
natural and the cultural heritage of a site. 
It includes the past and present landscape 
and environment, Indigenous history (pre- 
and post-contact), European history, social 
history and the site’s built fabric. 

Heritage interpretation can also include 
both tangible and intangible heritage. 
‘Tangible heritage’ refers to built or physical 
items such as heritage buildings and 
landscapes. The term ‘intangible heritage’ 
describes aspects of our history that have 
no physical trace in the environment, 
including cultural and social practices 

aquaria, parks and zoos in Australia. 
Over the last decade or so, in line with 
the rise of digital media and changing 
funding priorities, interpretation has been 
put to a variety of other uses, including 
a role as a driver of behaviour change 
and cultural renewal. This is because 
interpretation creates themes, stories 
and messages that connect people with 
places and communicate their significance. 
Interpretation is now moving outside its 
traditional areas of signs, exhibitions, 
themed experiences, visitor information 
centres and heritage trails to take a central 
role in urban planning initiatives that help 
residents better understand and experience 
their towns and regions. In doing so, it acts 
as a powerful driver for regional tourism, 
civic revitalisation and community health.

MODELS FOR HERITAGE 
INTERPRETATION AND 
URBAN RENEWAL

Several international studies indicate how 
heritage interpretation can play an integral 
role in Maitland City Council’s plans to 
reinvigorate the Central Maitland area. 
Work in some United States cities in the 
1970s and early 1980s and later European 
cultural cities such as Glasgow, Barcelona 
and Bilbao reinforced that culture is not 
only at the centre of urban development, 

and knowledge. The customs and skills 
of Aboriginal and migrant communities 
including language, dance and weaving are 
examples of intangible heritage.17

THE ROLE OF 
INTERPRETATION 
PLANNING

The profession of interpretation began in 
the United States Parks Agency and has 
since been closely allied with the Parks 
movement in the United States and with 
government agencies such as museums, 

but is also a commodity with market value 
that can produce marketable city spaces.18  
Studies of the success of heritage initiatives 
for urban renewal have also found that 
culture and heritage are useful for branding, 
giving emotional ‘fuel’ for successful 
destination brands and enabling the town 
to have a unified destination brand and 
sense of place.19 

To the consultant’s knowledge, no rural 
council or urban area in Australia has 
attempted an interpretation strategy such 
as Central Maitland’s, where interpretation 
informs civic revitalisation. Therefore, 
international models have been used in 
this section. Glasgow provides perhaps 
the most useful framework for using 
heritage interpretation as an agent for 
urban renewal. In attempting to renew 
the city, Glasgow’s planners focussed 
not only on branding but also on a wide 
range of elements that reflected the many 
faces of the town. These included design, 
engineering, architecture, shipbuilding, 
religion and sport. The planners included 
activities outside the city centre in order 
to reach out to and involve less privileged 
communities and merged emerging local 
artists and grassroots organisations 
with flagship national companies and 
international stars. A key point of Glasgow’s 
urban renewal was to fund both permanent 
cultural infrastructure and temporary 
activities.20 
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INTERPRETATION FOR CENTRAL MAITLAND

engage people individually or cast them in 
the roles of ‘viewer’ or ‘listener’.23  It needs 
to involve members of the community in 
forms that they understand across the city 
and its spaces, and involve imaginative and 
accessible concepts, rather than be confined 
to the interpretation of grand civic buildings 
and spaces. It must be active, engaging and 
challenging. 

If heritage interpretation in Maitland 
is to be inclusive and create a sense of 
belonging and social inclusion, then, it must 
encompass a wide range of historic themes 
and sites, and use all possible interpretive 
media, to ensure it meets the needs not 
only of educated residents and visitors 
but also the marginalised, disenfranchised 
and less skilled and educated members of 
the community.24  It must aim to involve 
members of the community actively, either 
by enabling them to interact with the town’s 
heritage through physical or digital media, 
or by becoming involved in co-creating the 
interpretation. This will contribute to a sense 
of place and belonging and reinvigorate 
Central Maitland.25

Potential forms of interpretation 
accompany this document.  

 

It is important also to note some of the 
key issues surrounding heritage and civic 
culture, particularly the way in which 
heritage is communicated. Several studies 
have shown that less well educated/
semi-skilled members of the community 
can perceive ‘Heritage’, in conventional 
forms of visits to historic houses and iconic 
heritage sites, as elitist. In 2003/4, an Open 
University/University of Manchester survey 
explored people’s cultural activities, tastes 
and preferences and relating these to their 
class positions, levels of education, ethnicity, 
gender and occupations. The survey found 
that only people with degrees participated 
in visiting stately homes/heritage sites and 
that there were strong correlations between 
the level of education and class position and 
participation in heritage-based activities. By 
contrast, less well-educated and semi-skilled 
workers participated in commercial forms of 
the cultural sector.21  

This is particularly relevant for Maitland. In 
20123, 40% of Maitland’s residents were 
in the labour force, with 47% having no 
tertiary qualifications.22 

Another key finding is that interpretation 
must be active and engaging to make 
a difference. Geoff Mulgan makes a 
compelling case that initiatives that bring 
people together and actively engage them 
in ‘doing’ art or heritage, or involve them in 
running arts or heritage organisations, do 
more for civil renewal than initiatives that 
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VISITOR ECONOMY AND AUDIENCE PROFILE

HERITAGE TOURISM - 
OVERVIEW

BACKGROUND 

Heritage tourism is based around heritage 
‘assets’ – iconic historic buildings and sites. 
It has different requirements from heritage 
interpretation aimed at strengthening and 
revitalising the community, as discussed 
above. This section of the Interpretation 
Plan examines the tourism profile for Central 
Maitland.

The market for heritage tourism experiences 
is characterised by its sophistication, 
high yield and e-readiness, comprising 
experience groups such as Family, Friends 
and Community, Outdoor Pursuits, Nature 
Lovers, Aboriginal Cultural Experiences, 
Health and Wellbeing and Natural Wonders 
(Young & Rubicam Brands Experience 
Segments). Designing high-quality visitor 
experiences for these markets is an integral 
part of creating high-quality destination 
products that in turn enable the sites 
to draw higher-yielding domestic and 
international visitors. 

HERITAGE TOURISM AND DIGITAL MEDIA 

The emergence of new media and 
increased access to information has made 
consumers more demanding when selecting 

challenge for heritage sites is to have this 
information available in appropriate forms 
for each of their key target markets. Once 
these information platforms are established 
and functioning smoothly, opportunities for 
revenue generation can be developed.

However, product development for heritage 
tourism sites lags far behind these consumer 
expectations and requirements. Australian 
heritage tourism operators and product 
developers have not responded to the 
rapid uptake of digital technology. There is 
little digital/electronic tourism material for 
heritage sites that captures the potential 
of these sites to attract and retain visitors. 
There is a significant opportunity for Central 
Maitland to take the lead in providing 
tourism experiences based around digital 
media for visitors, including an App with 
embedded links to tourism and marketing 
information, signage with QR codes that 
enable extended stories about Maitland to 
be told, Scavenger games, mobile websites 
and a community wiki. This would position 
Maitland as the first regional town in 
Australia to develop heritage tourism using 
digital media.

destinations and travel experiences. The 
Internet is the single most important 
research tool for the Experience Groups 
listed above when planning a trip, reflecting 
the general pattern of Internet uptake 
within Australia: more than 50% of 
Australians have access to the Internet and 
Australia is ranked 9th out of 69 countries 
in terms of e-readiness. The 2011 Nielson 
Online Consumer Report also showed that 
mobile Internet, for the first time, reached 
50% penetration among online Australians 
in 2010. Australians continue to increase 
their consumption of rich media content 
online with 71% accessing audio or video 
content online in 2010 and 35% doing so on 
a weekly basis. 

Fuelled by this growth and the rise of user-
generated websites and blogs, consumers 
today are able to seek advice and support 
from a huge range of sources when 
making travel decisions. They expect and 
demand appropriate visitor information at 
their fingertips, both in the planning and 
execution phases of their journeys and 
wherever and whenever they require it. 
Many consumers of cultural heritage also 
require multi-level experiences at heritage 
sites, which are not only interactive but also 
combine traditional site-based activities 
with other activities such as events, food 
and wine tourism and adventure tourism. 
Older generations too use the Internet to 
research and make purchases, including 
purchasing tickets to live performances. The 

REGIONAL TOURISM AND 
MAITLAND

OVERVIEW

The following section looks at tourism 
data for the region surrounding Maitland. 
Maitland lies within the ‘Hunter’ region 
of New South Wales, as classified by TRA 
(Tourism Research Australia), 
which borders Central Coast and Sydney 
to the South and boasts one of the highest 
(ranked 6th) expenditures of domestic day 
visitors for the year ending September 
2011.26,27 Expenditure in this year was 
estimated to be $494 million, with 5.4 
million visitors spending $92 each, in the 
lower range of the per capita expenditure 
within the top 20 regions.28  

However, the Hunter ranks number 11 in the 
top 20 regions in Australia when looking 
at domestic overnight visitor expenditure 
(including or excluding transport costs).29  
The Hunter Region received 13% of visitors 
and 9.1% of nights in regional New South 
Wales, with the average spend per person 
making the region equal 6th of the top 20 
regions.30  This represents an opportunity 
to convert these relatively high spending 
visitors, who generally are food and wine 
tourists, into visitors to Central Maitland.

The importance of regional tourism is 
illustrated by the fact that over half 
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lower yield, and higher Visiting Friends and 
Relatives (VFR) market.35 

• In the year ending September 2011, 
7.6 million domestic visitors stayed 5.7 
million nights in the Hunter region. Day 
visitors numbered 5.4 million, with an 
estimated expenditure of $507 million. 
Overnight visitors numbered 2.2 million, 
stayed 3 nights each and spent $954 
million. 

• 82% of visitors are from NSW (vs. 68% 
for regional NSW as a whole), indicating 
that this region has an above-average 
intrastate market

• 2.2 million visitors stayed 5,703 nights 
with an average stay of 3 nights (on par 
with regional NSW)

• 41% were primarily there for a holiday; 
32% for VFR

• 51% stayed at a friend’s or relative’s 
property (vs. 41% regional NSW 
average), 35% hotel / motel etc. (vs. 
36% regional NSW); 15% were in a 
caravan or camping (vs. 12% regional 
NSW). This indicates that the Hunter 
region has a greater VFR market at the 
expense of paid accommodation.

• The Hunter has a very high self-drive 
market at 82% of visitors, with most of 
the remainder travelling by air (10%)

• Experiences: 11% culture and heritage 
(vs. 13% for regional NSW), 17% 
nature-based (vs. 18%) and 72% for 
food and wine (vs. 57%)

Other regions around the Hunter (Sydney, 
Mid North Coast) also rank highly with 
regards to overnight visitor expenditure, 
which indicates that relatively higher-
yielding, intrastate overnight visitors 
comprise a significant portion of the 
Hunter’s visitor market, despite the region 
having almost double the amount of 
domestic day visitors.34  This is supported by 
TRA’s Regional Tourism Profiles referred to 
later in this section.

SUMMARY 

The Hunter lies within a region that benefits 
significantly from intrastate domestic 
tourism. The opportunities presented by 
this are to convert relatively short day trips 
into longer, overnight (higher-yielding) 
visits. The region also receives a small 
number of international visitors (2%), who 
are low in yield, so this is not a priority for 
interpretation.

RECOMMENDATION 

A general Australian history context for 
the heritage interpretation will need to be 
provided (i.e. background information in the 
form of brochures, contextual signs etc.).

DOMESTIC VISITOR PROFILE

Compared with the regional NSW average, 
the Hunter has a greater proportion of 
intrastate visitors, a bigger self-drive market, 

• 51% of visitors to the Hunter get their 
information from the Internet, 33% 
from a previous visit (vs. 25% for 
regional NSW) and 16% from friends or 
relatives (vs.21%)

• 25% are travelling alone, 24% are an 
adult couple, 25% are travelling as a 
family group and 19% are travelling 
with friends or relatives and 7% are 
travelling for business 

• Day visitors on holidays spent an 
average of $112 each and those visiting 
friends or relatives $61 

• Overnight visitors on holidays spent 
$508 each ($200 per night) and those 
visiting friends or relatives spent $255 
each ($104 per night). 

• Intrastate visitors stayed 2.4 nights and 
spent $361 each ($149 per night), whilst 
interstate visitors stayed 3.1 nights and 
spent $391 each ($126 per night)

• Average destination expenditure is 
$366 per visitor, or $122 per night for 3 
nights

• Of the visitors to the region, 22% were 
35-44 years, with 45-54 years the 
second largest age group at 17% and 
55-64 years the third largest at just 
under 17%.36 

RECOMMENDATION

The high level of self-drive tourism and 
Internet uptake means that this market 
would benefit from audio tours, brochures, 

of Australia’s domestic overnight and 
domestic day visitors’ expenditure was 
spent in regional areas of Australia. NSW 
is the state most reliant on expenditure by 
overnight visitors in regional areas, who 
account for 63% of the State’s total tourism 
expenditure.31 65% of domestic day visitor 
expenditure in NSW was also spent in 
regional areas.32

THE HUNTER’S 2009/10 VISITOR PROFILE 

Broadly, the tourism profile for the Hunter 
is that of an intrastate visitor, driving, either 
on a holiday or visiting family and friends 
(VFR):

• Domestic day visitors account for 69% 
of visitors to the Hunter Region

• 31% of the $1.625 million spent in the 
region came from domestic day visitors 
and 59% from domestic overnight 
visitors

• 71% of the 5.7 million nights spent 
in the region came from domestic 
overnight visitors and 29% from 
international visitors

• 86% of visitors are from NSW
• 84% are driving
• Almost half (47%) are staying with 

family and friends
• International visitors are typically low 

in number (2% of total) and low in yield 
(1%).33 
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maps and apps with pre- and post- visit 
downloadable content as well as site-
activated content. 

INTERNATIONAL VISITOR PROFILE FOR 
THE HUNTER REGION 

Compared with the regional state profile, 
international visitors to the Hunter were 
more likely to be on holiday (58% vs. 
45% for Regional New South Wales) and 
less likely to be VFR (23% vs. 35%). They 
were less likely to stay with their friends or 
relatives than in paid accommodation. They 
had a greater propensity to drive and were 
more likely to be repeat visitors. Although 
they accounted for just 2% of visitors to 
they region, they accounted for 10% of 
expenditure.37

130,000 international visitors stayed 
2,292,000 nights, an average stay of just 
under 18 nights each. 

• 44% are from the UK (average stay 12 
nights), 28% from the United States (19 
nights) and 28% from New Zealand (12 
nights)

• 58% are on holiday (average stay 8 
nights, 26% share of nights), 23% 
visiting friends or relatives (15 nights, 
21% share), 9% on business (5 nights, 
3% share), 6% visiting for education 
(103 nights, 32% share) and 4% for 
other reasons (86 nights, 4% share)

• 43% stay with friends or relatives (18 
nights, 31% share), 46% in a rented 
apartment (101 nights, 43% share) 
and 10% in a hotel/motel (3 nights, 6% 
share)

• 60% are driving
• Experiences: 25% culture and heritage, 

31% nature-based, 8% Indigenous 
tourism and 36% food and wine 

• 50% get their information from the 
internet, 33% from friends or relatives, 
and 17% from a previous visit

• 60% are travelling alone (81% share of 
nights), 24% are part of an adult couple 
(9% share of nights) and 6% are a 
family group (3% share of nights).

SUMMARY

This market has a relatively high interest 
in culture and heritage and three-fifths 
are driving, a so there is an opportunity 
to create dedicated self-drive heritage 
tours linked with retail, food and wine and 
accommodation for this group. This group 
would also benefit from apps and mobile 
content. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Create themed heritage food and 
wine walking tours of Central Maitland 
that include stops at restaurants, 
cafes and/or wine bars. These could 
either be along the routes of the four 

proposed themed tours or stand-alone 
tours based on a particular topic (e.g. 
‘Heroes and villains).

• Produce themed collateral for the 
hospitality industry, such as menus, 
coasters and interior fitouts themed 
around quirky aspects of Maitland’s 
past. This kind of theming has been 
successfully undertaken at a new cafe 
at Sydney airport and at Madame 
Brussels, a very popular ‘flirty wine 
bar’ in Melbourne. The theming in 
these cases is not a literal retelling of 
the history, but a playful rendition of 
one aspect of the site’s past.

• Link the rich farming and agricultural 
history of Maitland told in the themed 
walks and installations to rural 
farmland experiences, either farmstays 
or food/beverage offerings.

Right: Madame Brussels was a famous 
brothel owner in Melbourne’s notorious 
‘Little Lon’ (Little Lonsdale Street) in the 
19th century. This brochure is from the very 
successful eponymous bar in Melbourne.
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TARGET VISITOR 
MARKETS FOR CENTRAL 
MAITLAND

VISITING FRIENDS AND RELATIVES

OPPORTUNITIES 

The VFR market is the key market for 
Central Maitland and should inform all 
marketing strategies for visitors to Central 
Maitland. Key points in understanding this 
target market for the Hunter are:

• Many combine visiting friends or 
relatives with wider travel 

• Expenditure by the hosts is not 
calculated, but believed to be significant

• VFR hosts are highly influential in 
their guests’ destinations and activity 
decisions.38

PROFILE

The importance of the VFR market to the 
NSW economy is reflected in statistics 
showing that, in 2009, 7.8 million domestic 
overnight VFR visitors spent 25 million 
nights in the State. VFR travel represents 
34.6% of visitors and 32.4% of nights in 
NSW; with spend at $2.2 billion or $89 per 
person per night. 

The distinction is made between ‘visiting 
friends’ (younger, travelling alone or in 

CULTURAL AND HERITAGE TOURISM

OPPORTUNITIES 

This market sector has garnered some 
interest due to its popularity, high yield 
and steady growth. Although the sector is 
dominated by domestic tourists, over half 
of all international visitors to Australia are 
classified as cultural or heritage tourists.39 
The top two cultural and heritage activities 
for both international and domestic visitors 
were ‘visiting museums or art galleries’ 
and ‘visiting heritage buildings, sites or 
monuments’. This represents a significant 
opportunity for Central Maitland to capture 
this market through an extended range of 
heritage interpretation.

PROFILE

Internationally this industry sector spent 
$16 billion on trips to Australia in 2009 and 
domestically $9.6 billion. Average spend was 
$6,280 per trip (compared to $3,832 for other 
international tourists) or $138 per night, 
with an average stay of 45 days (compared 
with 23). In 2009, 26.5 of these nights were 
spent in NSW compared with 22.6 for 
other visitors. 44% participated in only one 
cultural or heritage activity, 27% in two and 
29% in three or more.

In 2009 domestic overnight cultural and 
heritage visitors spent an average of $188 

child-free groups, spend 25% of nights 
in paid accommodation and more on 
entertainment) and ‘visiting relatives’ 
(older, tend to be friends and family groups 
with children, spend 83% of nights in the 
home of friends or relatives, more spent on 
shopping, gifts, souvenirs and transport).

SUMMARY

This market would benefit from community-
based activities rather than high-end 
cultural tourism activities. Activities for this 
market will be similar to activities favoured 
by the Maitland community. Therefore, 
tourism expenditure for this market should 
increase community expenditure on 
heritage-related activities.
 
RECOMMENDATIONS

• Develop low-key products and tours 
(e.g. morning tea at the Gallery, a self-
guided walking tour).

• Market Central Maitland’s heritage 
interpretation to the local community.

• Provide a vehicle for community stories 
to become part of Central Maitland’s 
interpretation. This could be through 
a website that mirrors the proposed 
‘Heroes Wall’ and allows residents to 
contribute their own heroic stories. 
A competition could then be held to 
choose a local ‘hero’ to become part 
of the Heroes Wall’, so that this is an 
evolving form of interpretation.

per night and $1,030 per trip (compared 
with $159 per night and $578 per trip 
for others). Domestic day visitors in this 
category spent $1.3 billion in 2009, or $133 
per trip (compared with $100). Domestic 
day and overnight visitors overwhelmingly 
participated in only one activity type (90% 
and 80% respectively) — so when planning 
product for this sector, anticipate that it will 
be the one major activity they undertake on 
their trip.

As with other elements of the tourist 
profile for the Hunter region, domestic 
overnight cultural and heritage tourists to 
NSW travelled as an adult couple (34%), a 
family group (25%) or with friends relatives 
(23.5%). The biggest age group in NSW was 
35-44 years (21%) followed by 55-64 years 
(19%). Domestic day cultural and heritage 
visitors in Australia were most likely to be 
parents (35%), older non-working (26%) and 
aged between 45 and 64 years (38%).

The December quarter is when most cultural 
and heritage tourists visit NSW, but they 
spent more nights in the March quarter.

The Internet was the most popular 
information source for domestic and 
international tourists alike, while previous 
visits and information from friends and 
relatives were also common sources.

The Mid North Coast and South Coast were 
the most popular regional destinations 
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for domestic overnight visitors – so the 
challenge is to entice them a little further 
towards the Hunter!

SUMMARY 

This market is sophisticated and would 
benefit from ‘elite’ heritage tourism, such as 
historic house interpretation, as well as more 
general interpretation.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Link interpretation with exhibitions, 
public programs and events run by the 
Maitland Regional Art Gallery and also 
to the proposed public art installations. 

• Develop heritage tours linking 
Maitland’s key heritage sites (Maitland 
Gaol, Grossman House and the River 
walk) with the Maitland hospitality 
industry.

MATURE AGE VISITORS IN AUSTRALIA 

OPPORTUNITIES

A predominantly domestic market, this 
is a lucrative sector with one in every five 
dollars spent on domestic travel in Australia 
attributed to travellers over 55. Alongside 
Australia’s ageing population, this market 
sector is expected to grow. Domestic day 
visitors are the largest mature age market. 
Heritage interpretation traditionally appeals 

to this market.40

PROFILE

Nearly half of international mature age 
visitors travelled as part of an adult couple, 
with 41% also travelling unaccompanied. 
From a domestic perspective, almost half 
travelled as an adult couple, one quarter 
unaccompanied, and 16% with friends and 
relatives.

International mature age visitors stay 
for shorter periods than the average 
international visitor (21 nights compared 
with 36), but the domestic overnight market 
reversed this trend with visitors staying 
five nights compared with three. Domestic 
overnight mature age visitors spend 66% of 
their nights in regional Australia compared 
with 62% of younger visitors.

Almost half of both international 
and domestic mature age travellers 
travel for holiday, with VFR also a 
significant contributor. This reflects their 
accommodation preferences, with 40% of 
domestic and 59% of international mature 
travellers staying with friends or relatives, 
followed by a hotel etc., or camping or 
staying in a caravan.

Again, the Internet is the most popular 
information source for mature travellers, 
with previous visits the next most likely 

source. International mature travellers also 
used friends/relatives and travel agents to 
gather information.

SUMMARY

This market would benefit from generic 
interpretation (signs, brochures) as well 
as web-based information, apps featuring 
pre-and-post visit orientation activities and 
information and tailored heritage-based 
tours that feature Maitland’s key heritage 
attractions. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Develop digital media interpretive 
products, such as apps and mobile 
websites, which are integrated with 
other tourism, retail and food and wine 
offerings

• Develop generic interpretive products 
such as signs, maps and brochures

• Develop themed heritage tours linked 
to the Maitland hospitality industry 
(based on the four proposed tours in 
this Interpretation Plan).

FOOD AND WINE TOURISM 

OPPORTUNITIES

This is a highly lucrative market. In NSW, 
domestic visitors to wine areas comprise 
the majority of all Food and Wine Tourism 
visitors.41 The opportunity for Central 

Maitland is to capture some of these 
visitors through heritage and cultural 
activities that will extend and complement 
their food and wine experience. This is the 
model used successfully in Victoria’s wine 
regions such as Alpine Valleys, Mornington 
Peninsula, King Valley, Rutherglen and the 
Yarra Valley.

PROFILE

The Hunter Valley was by far the most 
visited wine region in NSW by domestic 
overnight wine visitors at 49% and 
received by far the most nights spent 
by domestic wine visitors in NSW (42%). 
People aged 35-44 years (21%) formed 
the biggest group of domestic overnight 
wine visitors to NSW, with 45-54 years 
and 55-64 years (19%) each the second 
biggest age groups. 

International Food and Wine visitors 
stayed for far longer periods than the 
average domestic visitor (49.4 nights vs. 
3.8 nights).

The international market is extremely 
lucrative. Wine travellers represented 
7% of visitors and 16% of nights by 
international travellers to NSW. The 
Hunter Valley was by far the most visited 
wine region in NSW (76% of visitors 
and 80% of nights). International wine 
travellers to NSW spent on average $8044 
per visitor and $163 per night. 

The biggest age group was 25-34 years 
(28%) followed by 15-24 years (19%) and 
55-64 years (16%).

SUMMARY

Heritage activities that could appeal to 
this market include themed heritage tours 
based around the Maitland hospitality 
industry.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Most of these travelled alone (54%) with 
adult couples (29%) the next largest group.  

SUMMARY

Heritage activities that could appeal to this 
market include themed heritage tours based 
around the Maitland hospitality industry.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Develop heritage tours based around 
Maitland’s hospitality industry (e.g. 
beginning at the Gallery with morning 
tea, taking a themed heritage tour, 
visiting a farm in the area to sample 
produce and ending at Grossman House 
with a food and wine event)

• Link food and wine tourism to heritage 
attractions in the Central Maitland 
area.
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THE DOMESTIC 
EDUCATION MARKET

OVERVIEW

Given the lack of published data on the 
domestic education market, Tourism 
Research Australia (through the Department 
of Trade and Investment, Regional 
Infrastructure & Services) was approached 
to see if they could provide some data 
that would validate the recommendation 
for Central Maitland to pursue this target 
market.

Annual figures were provided for the 
calendar years 1998 to 2010 inclusive, 
which included travel within Australia for 
the purpose of education, as well as travel 
within NSW for education. Raw data was 
provided for day trips as well as overnight 
travel, and included expenditure and visitor 
nights.42  Please note that in some cases the 
sample size for day trips in NSW was small. 

Educational travel represented in this 
document relates mainly to students, 
however the education sector (primary, 
secondary, tertiary) has not been identified.

OVERNIGHT TRAVEL - NSW

Domestic overnight trips within NSW for 
the purpose of education has fluctuated 
over the past 12 years, however figures 
from 2009 and 2010 indicate an increase in 
activity on all three indicators – the number 
of trips, the number of nights spent, and 
expenditure levels. 

2010 figures indicate 287,764 overnight trips 
were taken, representing over 1 million 
visitor nights (3.9 nights per trip), with total 
trip expenditure of over $103 million ($359 
per trip) for the NSW education market.

DAY TRIPS - NSW

Day trips for the purpose of education 
in NSW follow a similar pattern to the 
domestic graphs, with a market that has 
fluctuated but reflects a steady profile over 
this period. As with the domestic profile, 
NSW figures indicate a recovery over the 
last three years following a low in 2008. 

This market is of greatest relevance to 
Central Maitland, as it is the formative 
target market for the ‘Education’ product 
development recommendations. 2010 
figures show that 476,000 trips were made 
for education within NSW, and total trip 
expenditure of $21.5 million, or $45 per trip.

OPPORTUNITIES

Educational product for this market could be 
developed.

RECOMMENDATION

Develop a series of educational products, 
such as an Education Kit, tours and online 
activities, about Central Maitland and linked 
with the new Australian history curriculum. 

OPPORTUNITIES

This market is limited unless Central 
Maitland becomes part of a wider itinerary, 
such as the Maitland Gaol experience. This 
would be tailored to Years 3, 4, 5 and 6 of the 
2012 Australian History Curriculum.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Develop a series of educational products, 
such as an Education Kit, tours and online 
activities, about Central Maitland and linked 
with the new Australian history curriculum. 
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THEMES AND STORIES

This section is the foundation for the 
interpretive recommendations: for 
instance, the original quotations drawn 
from historical sources are used directly in 
text and graphic panels, signs, film work, 
installations, for multimedia content and so 
on. The four themes comprise:

• ‘The River Speaks’
• Poverty and Prosperity
• Heroes and Villains
• Architecture.

The section below outlines the history 
behind these themes.

The themes are used around Central 
Maitland, including The Levee precinct. 
However,  the Levee also makes use of some 
other themes and ideas.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

According to the Central Maitland Structure 
Plan, Maitland is a town of ‘important 
streetscape groups and whole blocks of 
harmonious built elements’. Other elements 
of cultural significance include the early 
street network throughout the city, early 
residential areas such as Horseshoe Bend, 
the 1850s railway corridor, the existing 
and earlier courses of the Hunter River and 

Coquun (Hunter Valley), with the Worimi to 
the north-eastern shores and the Awabakal 
to the south eastern shores. Today’s rich 
Aboriginal culture was shaped by these 
three tribes. They trod a path along an 
ancient trade route between Sydney and 
the Hunter Valley to exchange goods and 
perform ceremonies at various sites along 
the way.46  This route would take some years 
for Europeans to find.

We know about the Wonnarua, Worimi 
and Awabakal people partly through the 
observations of the first Europeans to arrive 
in the area. Ensign Barrallier, a member 
of Charles Grimes’s expedition in 1801, 
described how they appeared to him: 

I have seen them…quit their Kenous and 
swim, tho I was a mile distant with my 
boat and only had 2 soldiers with me. They 
navigate their Skiff along the river by a 
long pole, & make them go well against 
the Stream….Their nourishment is Fish, the 
roots of Fern and a sort of root or yam… 47

The Natives are not much more advanced 
in arts than those in Sidney (sic), unless 
it is in making Lines to fish & sacks 3 feet 
circumference & one deep netted, of a new 
species of Coregean—which they prepare 
by soaking the bark and afterwards beating 
it with a wooden mallet… 48

According to a European correspondent 

the nearby agricultural lands that provide 
Maitland with its rural character.43  The 
town has many fine buildings, including 
the Post Office (1891; 1900 addition); the 
Maitland Town Hall (188-90), the Regional 
Art Gallery (former Hunter Institute of 
Technology, opened 1910), the ANZ Bank 
(former Bank of Australasia, 1869) and 
the Maitland Courthouse (1893-95), St 
John’s Church (1944-46), the former 
Methodist Church (1858), the Repertory 
Playhouse (1850s), the Maitland Railway 
Station (mainly 1880s), Brough House and 
Grossman House (early 1870s), the Church 
of St Mary the Virgin (opened 1867) and the 
Former Synagogue (1879).44 

Indigenous history

*Please note that SHP was unable to meet 
with the Mindaribba Local Aboriginal Land 
Council at the time this report was written. 
Consultation and liaison with the MLALC will 
be an essential part of Stage 2 of this project. 

Central Maitland sits at a bend on the 
Hunter River that was once a place of rest 
and refreshment on an old meandering 
bullock track.45  The town’s identity was 
shaped by the sinuous river and forests of 
thick cedar brush that once lined its banks. 

The river’s lagoons were thick with fish, 
yams, roots of ferns, black swans and wild 
ducks, providing plentiful food for the 
Wonnarua, the first inhabitants of the 

to the Mercury in the mid-1850s, the 
Indigenous people moved camp every 
three to four days. They set up temporary 
homes – gunyahs – from where they moved 
to gather food such as possum, squirrels, 
wallaby, koalas, bandicoots, kangaroo rats, 
flying foxes and so on. The fish they caught 
and ate included bream, mullet and perch.49 

The ancient rainforest

The ground is good between the river and 
the hills but much lower than the bank in 
most places, so that the country is under 
water before the banks of the river are 
generally overflowed, and there are marks of 
the flood a considerable distance up the hills 
at the back…
Surveyor Charles Grimes, 180150 

Central Maitland’s fortunes are inseparable 
from the dramatic rises and falls of the 
Hunter River, on which the town lies. In 1827 
an early visitor to Wallis Plains, as the town 
was first known, described the area as ‘low 
flooded forest’.51  Five years later, Surveyor 
G B White stated that the northern banks of 
the Hunter River were ‘lined with a jungle or 
brush next to impenetrable’ and the south 
bank as ‘thick brush’.

The town of Maitland began in a settlement 
at Wallis Plains in 1820, hacked out of the 
‘marshy cedar brush’ by parties of convicts 
and guards, who rowed upriver to carve 
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out the forests for the new settlements.52  
Some of the first white men to see Maitland 
were in a party led by Lieutenant-Colonel 
Paterson in 1801, who named the East 
Maitland region ‘Shanks Forest Plains’:
From Shanks Forest Plains to the extent of 
our journey, the ground on both sides of the 
river is good soil, and where the banks are 
low there is abundance of useful timbers; 
indeed, the cedar, ash and box are found 
only in low situations. The flood at this part 
of the river rises from 30 to 35 feet. 53

E C Close later wrote:

…walking into it (the tree cover) is like 
walking into twilight, the trees so huge they 
meet across the river and the canopy above 
is so thick the sunlight never reaches the 
ground below.54

The presence of sharper-edged tools than 
stone axes indicated to Paterson that they 
were not the first Europeans to see this 
place. Later that year, Surveyor Charles 
Grimes, who also surveyed the first site for 
Melbourne in 1803, visited the area:

The water rises on the banks a great 
height…the country for about half a mile 
back is full of lagoons, or swamps covered 
with reeds, which are bound by moderate 
high hills. The ground is good between the 
river and the hills but much lower than the 
bank in most places, so that the country is 

under water before the banks of the river 
are generally overflowed, and there are 
marks of the flood a considerable distance 
up the hills at the back…The timber on 
the low ground is principally blue gum and 
apple-tree. Near the banks of the river 
a great quantity of large cedar, vines of 
different kinds, and plenty of curradjong…55

River stories

…the river flows with sunlight ripples over 
pebbly strands; in places it laves the feet 
of shaggy mountains, and nourishes the 
gay green trees and gorgeous flowers, 
which contrast with the sombre clothing 
of the hillside; ever and anon banks of rock 
extending from bank to bank make foamy 
cascades, which day and night sing a sweet 
entrancing lullaby.56

The river is the lifeblood of Maitland; 
a source of prosperity and great joy as 
much as of tragedy and economic ruin. Its 
story weaves through the fortunes of the 
emerging town. Today, the city turns its back 
on the river. In the words of Cynthia Hunter:

…the faces of the buildings along High 
Street turn the other way. They present 
the river aspect with many disordered 
backyards and sheds. These extend close up 
to the levee bank forming a ‘wall’ or edge to 
the town reminiscent of an untidy medieval 
settlement’. However, Hunter notes that the 

structures in this zone have great potential 
to reunite the town with the river.57 

Gigantic gum trees towered far and away 
above all others, and spread their radiating 
and mighty limbs far and wide like umbrellas 
over the green coat of lovely foliage, which 
crowned the tops of the closely wedged 
mass of their smaller brethren. And less 
lofty but still imposing and beautiful were 
the fig trees, which in many instances were 
of enormous size and covered an immense 
space. The whole of the large cedar 
trees had long disappeared but the huge 
stumps remained as evidence of their vast 
proportions, and their beauty must have 
given an additional attractiveness to the 
scene.58

So thickly did the (underwood) grow that it 
was often difficult to proceed and we were 
glad to avail ourselves of the wallaby tracks, 
which interested the brushes in various 
directions. The strongest winds failed to 
disturb the calm, which existed in them and 
there the blacks spent the cold period of 
the winter using the bark of the tea tree for 
covering their gunyahs and for reclining on, 
which being soft and warm, was admirably 
adapted for the purpose.59

In the early years, the town depended 
largely on river traffic for survival and 

the river provided a livelihood for many 
people. Early residents would have seen 
boats scurrying up and down the river, 
men fishing from its banks or on boats, 
and people hooking driftwood, goods and 
even pumpkins from its waters after great 
floods.60

The natural lay of the land was influenced 
by the Falls, a granite bar across the river 
that was often unfordable, so in mid-1832 
Alexander McDougall placed a punt on the 
river to ply between his property at Lorn and 
Port Maitland.61  But flooding that has also 
been the leitmotif of Maitland’s history.

‘What is to be done about floods in the 
Hunter?’ 
Sydney Herald, n.d.

During the time of recorded history, the 
town has seen 45 floods over 7.6 metres, 
15 floods over 9 metres and 2 floods over 
10.7 metres.62  Five floods occurred in the 
fledgling town between 1830 and 1834, 
with the 1832 flood reaching about 8.9 
metres (29 feet) high. Six or seven lives were 
lost during this inundation.63 The major 
flood of 1893 saw the citizens of West 
Maitland sitting on verandas waiting for 
boats to collect them.64 

Floods were caused not only by the siting of 
Maitland near the Hunter River, but also by 
the reshaping of the river by the European 
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settlers in the early 19th century.65  Steam 
navigation arrived in Maitland in 1831 
and the Hunter Valley Steam Navigation 
Company was formed in 1839.66  Although 
the Hunter River was wide and deep, it was 
shallower near the present site of Morpeth 
and the Falls above the site of West 
Maitland formed a barrier to all but very 
small craft. The government had designated 
the convict town of Newcastle as the 
major settlement of the region, but it was 
separated from the best farmlands of the 
interior by swamps.67  But the Hunter River 
twisted and turned between Morpeth and 
Maitland, leading one contemporary writer 
to comment that:

..the river between Green Hills (Morpeth) 
and Maitland folds about like a snake and is 
besides too much obstructed, with shallows 
for the steamer’s draught…68 

This branch of the river added another 
25 miles to river journeys.69  Despite this, 
West Maitland boomed in the three years 
between 1824 and 1827, when Wallis Creek 
was bridged, and firmly established itself as 
the main town in the region.70 

Although the Hunter broke its banks 31 
times between 1820 and 1855, the critical 
water level of 37 feet has only been reached 
in 1893, 1949 and 1955 according to local 
historian J Turner.71 In the early 1840s 
inhabitants of the lower Hunter formed 

on the low land of that estate, which was 
thickly settled by small farmers.  Many 
people had to flee to the roofs of the houses 
to escape the rapidly rising floodwaters, 
then await rescue by boat the following 
day.75 

The greatest sufferers were the ‘small 
settlers’ who had previously found this 
season the first for many years in which 
their occupation was a profitable one. They 
stood to lose not only their profits but also 
stock and property industrially accumulated 
in previous years. These people will be 
ruined for all time.76 

One of the most extensive land slips that 
has yet taken place—if we except that at 
the Horseshoe Bend during the height of 
the floods—occurred at the rear of Messrs 
Owen and Beckett’s and Hart’s premises, 
during Tuesday night…a mass of the 
bank containing some hundreds of tons 
of earth…had sunk down so as to form a 
terrace or step some 20 feet (6m) below the 
earth from which it parted, and where it 
left extending sheer above it with a smooth 
level face…77

Residents then attempted to build 
embankments to prevent further flooding, 
but many of these attempts were doomed 
to failure.78 Land slips were common. This 
description is of the third flood peak in 
1870:

a ‘Dredging Machine Committee’ and 
petitioned governor Sir George Gipps to 
allow a dredging machine to work the river’s 
shallow places to improve navigation.72  
After repeated petitions Gipps finally 
agreed to a survey. The report by White 
concluded that:

…the river could be made practical for 
vessels drawing from five to six feet of water 
is beyond doubt. At the same time I have 
to express it as my opinion that it would 
after every flood or overflowing of the river 
require a dredging machine to keep it so.73 

Dredging did take place, allowing large river 
steamers to come upriver to the town.74  

The 1851 flood was one of the most serious 
in Maitland’s history:

During Tuesday the river rose steadily, 
reaching 5.2 m above high water mark by 
evening. Many pumpkins, dug heaps, loads 
of old hay and small logs floated down the 
stream. As the rain continued, many people 
living in low-lying areas (where a 20-foot 
(6m) rise would cause them severe hardship) 
left their home in case of further rapid rises 
during the following night… 

River water flowed up Wallis Creek 
overflowing the banks near Lochend and 
flooding a number of flats. The river broke 
over the left bank above Maitland on the 
Bolwarra estate and poured in a torrent 

One of the most extensive land slips that 
has yet taken place—if we except that at 
the Horseshoe Bend during the height of 
the floods—occurred at the rear of Messrs 
Owen and Beckett’s and Hart’s premises, 
during Tuesday night…a mass of the 
bank containing some hundreds of tons 
of earth…had sunk down so as to form a 
terrace or step some 20 feet (6m) below the 
earth from which it parted, and where it 
left extending sheer above it with a smooth 
level face…79

And from 1875:

All the streets and passages leading from 
High Street to the river were so many 
avenues for the outlet of the pent-up 
waters, which flowed into the main street 
of West Maitland and took their own course 
into the lowland, at the back….all the low 
parts of the town are submerged, and many 
places standing on higher ground, are filled 
with flooded-out residents.80

During the 1870s the Municipal Council 
invested in flood boats for rescue work and 
fostered community volunteers – the Water 
Brigade – to develop their watercraft skills.81  
High Street became Maitland’s dry oasis, to 
which people were directed for flood relief, 
set up in offices and shops. One example 
during the 1893 floods was Wolfe and 
Gorrick’s grocery and drapery stores and 
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one or two others were kept open to supply 
destitute people with necessities, to be paid 
for from government flood relief aid.82  By 
1896, the floods had taken their toll on the 
appearance of the river:

The Hunter in the vicinity of the town is far 
from beautiful if it is picturesque, for one 
bank is occupied by ram-shackled buildings, 
perforated there and there by the more 
substantial rear of some store, whilst on 
the other there is a muddy looking beach of 
sand, although higher up the grass grows 
green and luxuriantly, and in this the horses 
and the Alderney cows of Mr H McDougall 
revel luxuriantly, that is until the Belmore 
Bridge is passed under, and then Lorn is left 
behind and Aberglasslyn approached and 
here more attention is given to cultivation in 
places almost to the water’s edge.83

Belmore Bridge opened in 1869, providing 
a flood-free crossing of the Hunter River 
at Maitland and replacing an earlier punt 
and ferry service that had operated at this 
point since the 1830s.84  George Vindon, 
owner of Vindon’s stores, mill, bacon and 
tobacco factories, was the first man to drive 
over the bridge before the formal opening 
ceremonies.85  A gravel bar called the Falls 
upstream from Maitland acted as a natural 
weir in the city’s early years and in 1869 
flood gates were laid in Wallis Creek but 
these were swept away only a year later. 
86  The River also provided a vital water 

supply to both Maitland and Newcastle 
from the 1890s to the 1920s via the Walka 
Waterworks.87  
Nevertheless, Maitland recovered from the 
floods and its future looked bright to one 
writer at the turn of the century:

…Maitland is destined to have a great 
future…It is only a matter of another year 
or two when the coal industry shall have 
progressed to such an extent as to add 
materially to the population and spending 
power of the community, and with the 
advance of mining, agricultural must go 
ahead and Maitland’s prosperity will be 
with them hand in hand. In keeping with the 
general prosperity existing, the appearance 
of the town has improved considerably of 
late in the matter of its buildings. Old ones 
have been renovated altered and repaired 
out of all recognition whilst new ones have 
been constructed at a rate unknown for the 
past quarter of a century.88 

Central Maitland suffered one of its most 
serious floods in 1955. Only two hectares 
of land remained free of flooding while 
other areas were flooded to a depth of 2.75 
metres (9 feet) and greater.89  Following 
these floods, major flood mitigation works 
were undertaken and the town is now 
surrounded by levees. Another major flood 
occurred in 1971, resulting in a decrease in 
population and the number of houses.90 

Despite this, the floods also contributed to 
the rich alluvial soil that characterises the 

district. In 1878, the Illustrated Sydney News 
noted that:

…The floods after all are not an unmixed 
evil; for the rich alluvial deposit they leave 
behind them fertilises the soil anew…91

The Hunter Valley Flood Mitigation Act 
of 1956 was instrumental in relieving the 
town from flooding. The Act incorporated 
using the natural flood plain of Bolwarra to 
redirect water from the flood plain at Lorn 
and Maitland and saw the construction of 
embankments and flood gates.92  

But the river has also been a source of 
great enjoyment for Maitland residents. 
Annual regattas graced the river from 1844 
onwards. 93  One writer reminisced:

Boats of all sorts and sizes from the 
waterman’s skiff to the unpretentious dingy 
were to be seen tied up along the edge of 
the water right around to the Horseshoe 
Bend…it was the aim of every young fellow 
to possess a boat…on Sundays and holidays 
the stretch of river between Maitland and 
Mount Harris (Comerford’s) would be fairly 
alive with boating parties and young fellows 
‘out for a pull’.94

Later, in 1880, a floating baths was built in 
the river and the West Maitland rowing club 
formed the following year.95,96 

Convicts and explorers

The town began as a cedar-cutters’ camp, 
manned by convicts. The trees were first 
selected by a convict overseer who:
….distributes his men to fall and prepare 
them for removal on the banks of the 
river. The logs are sent over the shallows 
and afterwards made into rafts of 100 
each of small size and about 75 if they are 
very large. Huts are made on them for the 
protection of the gangs and the provisions, 
and they are floated down by the tide.97

A raft-making place probably lay near where 
Central Maitland is today. Rafting logs from 
Central Maitland to Newcastle took place 
throughout the year, except when the river 
was flooded or the weather was very bad. 
Two boats attended each raft, which took 
about eight days to get down the river.98

In 1818 Governor Macquarie allowed some 
minor officials from the then-isolated 
convict town of Newcastle to start small 
farms along the banks of the Hunter River 
and Wallis Creek, west of the junction 
of these two creeks.99  These settlers 
included minor officials from Newcastle 
and convicts, including William O’Donnell, 
Patrick Maloney and Mary Hunt (Molly 
Morgan), who lived in either houses or 
skillions.100,101   Farm 13 was owned by Molly 
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Morgan, who may have established the 
first inn of the district on her land,102   and 
Farm 14 by William Donnall.103 These farms 
lay beside the river in the eastern section 
of the Central Maitland Riverside Precinct; 
their land was cleared and cultivated when 
the land was first measured.  The track that 
later became High Street passed through 
both these farms, with the homes of Hunt 
and Donnall along the way.104  The 11 or so 
pioneers took up about 40 acres of fertile 
land each along the river from Pitnacree to 
Horseshoe bend, running pigs and planting 
familiar English crops such as corn, peach 
orchards and vegetables. 

The builders of early Maitland were convict 
farmers, supervised by constables and 
military guards as they built cottages at 
Wallis and Patterson Plains. They were 
assisted by trades including blacksmiths, 
nailers, carpenters, brick makers, brick 
layers, sawyers, shingle splitters, shinglers, 
fencers, coopers, lime burners, stone cutters 
and masons.105

Governor Macquarie visited the area near 
Wallis Plains on 15 November 1821, which he 
described as follows:

I had a very pleasant Ride through a very 
fine rich Tract of Country to Wallis’s Plains 
and the Settlement thereon, there being 
11 separate Families now settled on their 
Lands in that District.106

early setters’ farms had flourished and, 
in 1823, Mary Hunt (also known as ‘Molly 
Morgan’) and Patrick Maloney were granted 
seven-year leases of their farms.113  

The fortunes of Mary Hunt and William 
Donnall were intertwined. In 1825, Mary 
Hunt successfully applied to the governor 
for more land for her livestock. Her farm was 
converted to a grant in 1831 and expanded 
to 159 acres, becoming the largest farm 
granted to any of the Hunter Valley 
agricultural pioneers.114 Mary Hunt sold 
five lots along the river before her death in 
1835, making her name synonymous with 
Horseshoe Bend.115,116 William Donnall (aka 
O’Donnell) was a free settler and widower 
who had served for the Army in India. At 
one stage his weatherboard and shingled 
cottage on Farm 14 was valued at £20 – 
the most valuable house in Wallis Plains.117 
Donnall achieved fame in the great flood 
of 1832, when, known as ‘the patriarch of 
Wallis Plains’, he was rescued ‘in a whale 
boat from the roof of his hut’.118  On his 
death in 1838, Donnall bequeathed half of 
his estate to Mary Hunt and her children.119

As river trade grew, these early farms were 
eagerly sought after for their river frontages 
– sowing the seeds for today’s Central 
Maitland. Merchant James Mudie wrote to 
Major Morriset on 7 October 1823 stressing 
the need for a wharf, store and house for 
public accommodation on the reserved 

In 1820, explorers from Windsor reached 
the upper Hunter, then followed the river 
downstream to Wallis Plains and the 
coast. This discovery of a land route to 
Sydney meant that Newcastle’s days as 
a penal settlement were numbered.107  
Macquarie himself explored the Green Hills 
and Wallis Plains are in 1821, staying at 
‘Lachlan Cottage’ on Wallis Creek, which he 
described as:

It is a neat rustic Building, very 
commodious, and most beautifully situated 
on the summit of a pretty Eminence, having 
a large Lagoon of Fresh Water in front, 
besides the large Creek I named Wallis’s 
Creek, and Commanding a fine view of all 
the Farms on Wallis’s Plains.108 

Surveyors and livestock both moved into the 
valley as the area opened up for settlement 
in 1822. At this time, Commissioner J T 
Bigge instigated a new land policy, which 
granted to the wealthy on the condition 
they employed one convict for every 10 
acres of land they owned.109  This policy saw 
a large number of land grants from 500 
to 600 acres made in the area.110  A new 
resident in the 1820s would have seen ‘…
several huts with thatched roofs and large 
patches of maize’ if they gazed down from 
a nearby hilltop.111 A year later, surveyor 
Henry Dangar made the first measurements 
of Maitland and the deepwater port of 
Morpeth was founded.112  By this stage, the 

land at Wallis Plains.120  He also wrote to the 
Colonial Secretary requesting a grant of 
an allotment with frontage to the river for 
a wharf and other buildings and with the 
land at the rear for cattle passing up and 
down the country.121  The previously pristine 
Hunter River now carried offal and waste 
from Cox’s slaughterhouse and from an 
adjoining soap and candle-making factory. 
122

By the 1830s, Maitland had grown from an 
agricultural community of 11 farms to a small 
town of slab huts, built on the leasehold 
farms of the convicts who first settled the 
area. In 1828 the town was still embryonic; 
one traveller described it as:

…a township which at present consists 
only of some straggling cottages, a store 
or two and several small public houses 
with a substantial inn in progress for the 
accommodation of the more respectable 
settlers.123 

They included a hut owned by Mary Hunt, 
which may also have been the first hotel in 
the district, known eponymously as ‘Molly 
Morgan’s’,124  a Commandant’s house and a 
guard house, part of a permanent military 
settlement established due to the large 
convict presence in the town. One member 
of the troops commented (in bad English!) 
that:
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…I found Maitland only a verry few 
Scattered Houses on a low flat but verry 
fertile Land on the banks of the hunter. Our 
quarters was on a Nice Green hill just blow 
Government house…we ware there verry 
Comfortoubly quartered and our troops 
had a fine gardin on the bank of Walliceses 
Creek, with all kinds of fine vegetables… 125

Convicts had been responsible for building 
a road from Newcastle to Wallis Plains in 
1824 and another road from Richmond to 
Maitland in 1829.126  During the 1820s and 
1830s major convict stockades were formed 
in both East and West Maitland; they 
remained some of the longest-serving in the 
colony of New South Wales. An iron gang 
of 40 men was stationed at Wallis Plains in 
1828 and housed in a portable stockade – a 
moveable hut on wheels. A visiting cleric, 
James Backhouse, commented in 1836 that:

We visited the Ironed Gang Stockade, which 
consisted of 4 moveable huts on wheels, 
calculated to lodge 20 men each. They are 7 
¼ feet wide 14 ft long, and rather more than 
6 ft high which allows barely 1 ½ feet space 
for each prisoner; they are necessarily very 
crowded as they can hardly avoid touching 
one another…Confinement to these places 
during the hours the prisoners are not at 
work or at meals must involve considerable 
suffering.127 

Ironically, convicts helped build Maitland 

Gaol. The stockades were broken up by 
1850, after the assignment system for 
convicts ceased.128

Other industries on the riverbank in the 
1830s included a salt store, a steam flour 
mill and a limeworks. The flour mill was 
owned by James King and symbolised the 
area’s beginnings as a grain growing area. 
129  According to the Sydney Gazette of 24 
August 1830:

The thrashing mill at Maitland is now in a 
going state, and will be in active operation 
as soon as the approaching reaping season 
commences. It was fully tried on some 
wheat belonging to T W M Winder Esq of 
WIndemere and thrashed upwards of 200 
bushels a day.130

Establishing a town

The government town of East Maitland was 
established in 1829, on the eastern side of 
Wallis Creek. Lots were one by five chains 
(one chain = 20m), with main streets 100 
feet (30m) wide and minor streets 84 feet 
(26 metres) wide. 131 Early allotments went 
up for sale in the 1830s; a time when ‘Molly 
Morgan’s’ was booming.132 East and West 
Maitland were gazetted in 1835 and,  by 
the 1840s, West Maitland was one of the 
leading towns in New South Wales.133,134  

Like all towns in early Australia, Maitland 

was perhaps too well serviced by inns. The 
town’s first inn, the Angel Inn, was licensed 
in High Street in 1827 and at least two more 
inns were opened in the following two years. 
135  By 1831 Maitland had a public house 
every 100 yards.136  Two years later Canon 
CPN Wilson of the Church of England was 
reluctant to allow a reputable young woman 
to accept work in ‘…so depraved a place 
as Maitland’.137 The town’s bad reputation 
was due to the drinking and brawling of 
teamsters, many of them ex-convicts: 

We have been told, that we should find a 
large proportion of the inhabitants of this 
place, drunken with prosperity at the time 
of our visit devotedness to the world, and 
drunkenness, was awfully prevalent’.138

In 1824, Newcastle merchants Frederick 
Boucher and William Powditch opened a 
store in West Maitland. To attract business, 
they began a boat service that linked West 
Maitland with Newcastle and carried all the 
essentials for the town, including carts and 
ploughs.139 The route ended at a wharf in a 
river channel at the eastern end of today’s 
High Street.140  When Peter Cunningham 
passed through the district in 1825-6, he 
described the store as one where ‘a good 
supply of merchandise [was] kept’.141  

The first Wallis Creek Bridge was built in 
1827 to take settlers travelling between the 
river port Morpeth and their land grants 

in the Hunter Valley.142  Land grants were 
generous, generally comprising one or 
two thousand acres with generous river 
frontages and later graced by fine buildings. 
143  

By the 1830s, William O’Donnell had 
built a brick cottage near to his wooden 
house that served as the starting-point 
for many Maitland businesses. The town 
saw an inundation of new residents, as 
convict transportation ceased and ships of 
emigrant works arrived in the valley to help 
on the large estates. By this stage, Maitland 
had a regular steamer service to Hinton and 
Sydney.144  Many of these workers found 
low-coast land at Horseshoe Bend, where 
they built cottages and huts.145 W E Riley 
described the burgeoning town as ‘…a long 
street of straggling houses, with a public 
house occurring at every 100 yards, but it 
is increasing in size daily’.146  John Dunmore 
Lang fondly called it ‘the people’s town’ 
in contrast to ‘the government town (East 
Maitland) and the ‘proprietor’s little fancy 
town’ (Morpeth).147 

High Street began as a meandering 
track across the leases held by farmers 
that spread from the Newcastle convict 
settlement. It was never straightened by 
surveyors.148 This reflected the fact that 
West Maitland was never intended to be a 
town and that the land was originally set 
out for farming.149  Nevertheless, High Street 
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was the main road to the Upper Hunter 
Valley and northern New South Wales until 
the recent bypass. Bullock teams dominated 
the street until the Great Northern Railway 
reached Singleton in 1863, making that 
town the temporary railhead.150  Many early 
accounts of High Street describe a smelly, 
dirty street where bullock teams, horses 
and cattle were ferried up and down the 
street, leaving manure and bogging in wet 
weather. It was equally bad in summer, 
when dust from the street traffic filled the 
shops in the dry. High Street remained this 
way until the early 20th century.151  

Pioneered by Henry Reeves and James 
Stilsby, horse-drawn buses or coaches 
first appeared in the town in the 1840s, 
ferrying goods and passengers between 
the towns of the Hunter region and also 
within the Maitland district. In 1848, 12 
of these vehicles, one with the capacity to 
carry eighteen passengers, were licensed 
to operate through High Street. A shrill 
trumpet blast announced the arrival of 
one of Reeves’ coaches with its beautifully 
groomed and dressed horses.152 

Poverty and prosperity

By 1843, West Maitland boasted over 
100 businesses of various kinds. The 
town had 10 hotels, 14 stores and many 
butchers, hairdressers, cabinet-makers, 
coopers, blacksmiths, tailors, shoemakers 

supply established and Horseshoe Bend 
subdivided from agricultural to residential 
land.

By 1863, when West Maitland acquired 
its first Council, Maitland housed 300 
businesses, more than half of them 
shops and stores, 20 auctioneers and 15 
professionals, including William Arnott, the 
famous biscuit maker, who emigrated from 
Scotland with his brother David–his fortunes 
in Maitland were not good, however, and 
he was technically bankrupt by 1865.157,158    
Most of these businesses were in High 

and carpenters, as well as artists and a 
professor of music.153 The town boomed in 
the 1850s. By 1858 the local branch of the 
Bank of New South Wales held deposits of 
£96,000 – only Sydney and Melbourne held 
more.154  The period before 1860 saw all the 
major churches established together with 
Maitland Hospital (1849). Church, Bulwer, 
Bourke and Catherine Streets all began 
to be settled at this time.155  The railway 
began in 1858 and the wooden bridge was 
built across Wallis Creek (1852).156 In 1861, 
Maitland’s population had reached 5,694, 
the streets had been lit by gas, a water 

Street, servicing Maitland’s two main groups 
of farmers and miners.159  West Maitland 
was by then the home of large cattle and 
horse markets and also saleyards. The towns 
of East and West Maitland were now second 
only to Sydney in size and importance and, 
in the years preceding the 1880s boom, 
showed no signs of slowing down.160 A 
travelling reporter in 1871 commented that:

High Street was ‘decidedly the street of 
Maitland, long, winding, sufficiently, but not 
over wide and boasting some really good 
stores, shops and public buildings worthy of 
note…161 

Business premises thicken to such an extent, 
that one is apt to wonder where and how 
they all find trade and living.162 

Yet this also came at a loss for the town. One 
resident commented in 1871 that:

Although West Maitland is far grander in 
appearance than it was thirty years ago, 
although its houses are more lofty and 
spacious, and its population better dressed 
and infinitely more sedate, it has lost to me 
some of the charming though ruder features 
both in its own aspect and in the manners 
of its inhabitants  which it presented in auld 
lang syne….There are no Molly Morgans 
or Joe the Marines now-a-days…nor any 
bullock-drivers of the old stamp.163 
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But the river continued to intersect with 
the town’s fortunes. Two great floods 
occurred in 1857 and in 1864 the Hunter 
River rose 26 feet, carrying away part of the 
premises of the well-known Cohen brothers 
importers and four other stores.164  Theirs 
were ‘magnificent premises’, described in 
the 1870 edition of the Town and Country 
Journal as ‘possibly the finest store in the 
colony and an ornament to the town’.165  But 
the town still appeared prosperous, with the 
visiting reporter of 1871 noting wryly:

 ‘…such numbers riding and driving about 
on sleek horses and in smart buggies, that 
he began to wonder where the poor and 
impoverished flood victims were’. 166 

Riches from the ground formed the other 
mainstay of Maitland’s economy. Coal 
mining began in the area in the 1840s, near 
both East and Maitland. In 1848, H G Wells 
described the coal as:

…of a very superior quality, and abundant 
in quantity; it is delivered at the premises of 
the consumer, in quantities, at the rate of six 
shillings per ton.167 

Coal mining continued to fuel the town’s 

prosperity for many years, with the South 
Maitland Coal Fields producing 31% of the 
northern districts’ entire output in 1907.168  
It is still a major factor in the regional 
economy today.

The area’s population swelled to 7,300 in 
1891 and the area reached population and 
development capacity by 1913.169  At this 
time, the Illustrated Sydney News stated 
that Maitland had ‘..the finest mercantile 
buildings in any country town in New South 
Wales’.170  By this stage, the Hunter region 
had earned itself the title of ‘the Garden of 
New South Wales’. A visitor to a market in 
1886 saw:

…piled drays of farmers produce – great 
green melons and bulky pumpkins stacked 
in mounds to be sold by the ton; grapes, rich, 
luscious, heavy as the clusters of Eschol; 
oranges in their golden glory; tomatoes in 
boxes; chillies and pomegranates; bundles 
of green sorghum and maize and great 
bales of fragrant lucerne hay…171 

Nevertheless, the town’s importance was 
declining as Newcastle became established 
as the main town of the district.172 

The interwar period (1914-1945) saw a 
period of slow growth for the town, with 
many shops in High Street rebuilt, verandas 
being removed from shops, a portion of the 
Hunter River diverted away from High Street 

and new playing fields formed.173  

In July 1944 the three municipalities of 
West Maitland, East Maitland and Morpeth 
and parts of the shires of Bolwarra, Kearsley 
and Tarro amalgamated to form a single 
Maitland City Council.174 
In February 1955, Maitland and the Hunter 
River district experienced its most severe 
flood in recorded history. Considered to be 
one of Australia’s worst floods, the waters 
reached 12.5m, causing catastrophic 
damage throughout the region. Much of the 
vegetable production on the river flats, such 
an integral part of Maitland’s economy, 

was ruined. The cost of damage in today’s 
currency would have been in excess of $2 
billion with seven thousand buildings and 
homes destroyed. 

This flood was one of the first natural 
disasters in Australia to be broadcast 
worldwide. A Cinesound film was written 
about the flood and shown both nationally 
and internationally. Maitland’s identity has 
been associated with serious flooding ever 
since.175  

The post-war years saw an influx of 
migrants, particularly Poles, to the region. 
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No Australian Theme NSW theme Local themes Examples relating to Maitland

1 Tracing the natural evolu-
tion of Australia

Environment - naturally 
evolved

(1) Features occurring naturally in the physical environment 
which have significance independent of human intervention

(2) Features occurring naturally in the physical environment 
which have shaped or influenced human life and cultures

River flats, wetland, plain, evidence of flooding

2 Peopling Australia Aboriginal cultures and 
interactions with other 
cultures

Activities associated with maintaining, developing, experi-
encing and remembering Aboriginal cultural identifies and 
practises, past and present; with demonstrating distinctive 
ways of life; and with interactions demonstrating race rela-
tions.

Prison, convict-built structure, convict stockade, estate 
based on convict labour

2 Peopling Australia Convict Activities relating to incarceration, transport, reform, accom-
modation and working during the convict period in NSW 
(1788-1850) relating to the imperial convict system.

Prison, convict-built structure, convict stockade, estate 
based on convict labour

3 Developing local, national 
and regional economies

Agriculture Activities relating to the cultivation and rearing of plant and 
animal species, usually for commercial purposes

Rural landscape, dairy, vineyard, fencing, orchard, market 
garden

3 Developing local, national 
and regional economies

Commerce Activities relating to buying, selling and exchanging com-
mercial goods

Bank, shop, inn, market place, coin collection, consumer 
wares, bond store, trade routes, Aboriginal trading places

3 Developing local, national 
and regional economies

Communication Activities relating to the creation and conveyance of informa-
tion

Post office, telephone exchange, printery, newspaper of-
fice, radio studio, network of telegraph poles, track

3 Developing local, national 
and regional economies

Environment - cultural 
landscape

Activities associated with the interactions between humans, 
human societies and the shaping of their physical surround-
ings

A landscape type, market garden

3 Developing local, national 
and regional economies

Events Activities and processes that mark the consequences of 
natural and cultural occurrences

Monument photographs, flood markers, memorial, camp 
site, boundary, legislation, celebration

3 Developing local, national 
and regional economies

Exploration Activities associated with making places previously unknown 
to a cultural group known to them

Explorers route, camp site, surveying, water source, Abo-
riginal trade route

3 Developing local, national 
and regional economies

Industry Activities associated with the manufacture, production and 
distribution of goods

Factory, workshop, wharf, blacksmith, tannery

LINKS WITH NSW 
HISTORIC THEMES

This Interpretation Plan links with the 
following NSW Historic themes:
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No Australian Theme NSW theme Local themes Examples relating to Maitland

3 Developing local, national 
and regional economies

Pastoralism Activities associated with the breeding, raising, processing 
and distribution of livestock for human use

Pastoral landscape

3 Developing local, national 
and regional economies

Transport Activities associated with the moving of people and goods 
from one place to another and systems for the provision of 
such movements

Railway station, highway, train, wharf, bridge, coach stop

4 Building settlements, towns 
and cities

Towns, suburbs and vil-
lages

Activities associated with creating, planning and managing 
urban functions, landscapes and lifestyles in towns, suburbs 
and villages

Town plan, streetscape, village reserve, concentrations of 
urban functions, civic centre, subdivision pattern

4 Building settlements, towns 
and cities

Land tenure Activities and processes for identifying forms of ownership 
and occupancy of land, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal

Fence, subdivision pattern

4 Building settlements, towns 
and cities

Utilities Activities associated with the provision of services, especially 
on a communal basis

County council office, bridge

4 Building settlements, towns 
and cities

Accommodation Activities associated with the provision of accommodation, 
and particular types of accommodation

Mansion, hotel

5 Working Labour Activities associated with work practises and organised and 
unionised labour

Servants’ quarters, hotel with an occupational patronage

5 Educating Education Activities associated with teaching and learning by children 
and adults, formally and informally

School, kindergarten, mechanics institute

7 Governing Government and adminis-
tration

Activities associated with the governance of local areas, 
regions, the State and the nation, and the administration of 
public programs

Municipal chamber, council offices

7 Governing Law and order Activities associated with maintaining, promoting and imple-
menting criminal and civil law and legal processes

Courthouse, police station, lock up, law chambers, gaol 
complex

8 Developing Australia’s 
cultural life

Creative endeavour Activities associated with the production and performance 
of literary, artistic, architectural and other imaginative, 
interpretive or inventive works; and/or associated with the 
production and expression of cultural phenomena; and/or 
environments that have inspired such creative activities

Exemplar of architectural style

8 Developing Australia’s 
cultural life

Leisure Activities associated with recreation and relaxation Exemplar of architectural style

8 Developing Australia’s 
cultural life

Leisure Activities associated with recreation and relaxation Walking track, fishing spot, picnic place, swimming hole

8 Developing Australia’s 
cultural life

Religion Activities associated with particular systems of faith and 
worship

Church

9 Marking the phases of life Persons Activities of, and associations with, identifiable individuals, 
families and communal groups

A family home, a place of residence, a gendered site, 
statue
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OVERVIEW

There is limited interpretation in Central 
Maitland. The following sites are under the 
control of Matland City Council. Privately-
owned sites have not been reviewed.

RIVERSIDE WALK

DESCRIPTION 

A series of signs, running from Belmore 
Bridge to the Eastern end of the High Street 
CBD.

ANALYSIS

This Walk is an excellent example of an 
innovative way to use signage, with bronze-
cast sculptural elements attached to poles 
and placed on pedestals next to large-
format landscape signs. The key themes of 
the river are told evocatively. There are three 
main issues with the interpretation:
 
• The large-format signs are beautifully 

written and designed, but provide too 
much text-based information. Text 
lengths for signage on themed trails is 
usually 200-250 words per panel, since 
most people do not read more than that 
while they are walking.

• The laminate on some signs is peeling 
off and one has been covered in graffiti.

• The bronze-cast sculptures are also 

falling into disrepair and some of the 
relief elements on the cylinders are hard 
to distinguish.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Identify more locations for signage 
along the river so that the content can 
be dispersed over a wide area. This will 
need to occur when the riverfront is 
redesigned in any case, so that the new 
signs match the look and feel of the 
redeveloped area. The content for the 
new signs can be drawn heavily from 
the existing signs and supplemented by 
research in this report.

• Introduce one large Orientation sign at 
each end of the River Walk to give an 
overview of the whole walk.

• Maintain and repair bronze-cast 
sculptures on the river frontage and 
introduce new signage, which would be 
carried through to the rest of the Levee 
Walk.

LARGE-FORMAT MAP INSTALLATION IN 
HIGH STREET MALL

DESCRIPTION

• A large-format map of Maitland, 1835, 
cast in pavement at the eastern end 
of High Street with an accompanying 
bronze plaque inset into the pavement.
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Society by arrangement and at City 
Festivals.
 
National Trust 
Grossmann House host a number of walks 
during the year in various locations across 
Central Maitland. These are precinct-based 
walks:

• High Street East
• High Street West
• Churches and Schools of Central 

Maitland
• Horseshoe Bend
• Sempill Street
• Bourke Street
• Church Street
 
Additional Research for Central Maitland 
walks

Working documentation prepared for 
Maitland City Council 2011 by the 
Maitland and District Historical Society 
and the National Trust (Grossmann House) 
including:

• Draft heritage walk notes for Central 
Maitland

• Draft heritage walks notes for Sempill 
Street

• A bronze plaque indicating that the 
pavement installation was sponsored 
by the National Australia Bank and 
provides some brief historical context.

• Attribution panels x 3. 

ANALYSIS

• The map is hard to understand and not 
well designed; much more could be 
done with the map’s graphics and layout

• The history in the bronze plaque is dull 
and the text is crowded

• The attribution panels are functional.

RECOMMENDATION

Do not replace or reinstate the map and 
bronze plaque as this installation was 
unsuccessful and would also not work in 
with the revised interpretation.

SMALL BRONZE INSTALLATIONS: (1) 
‘WOMEN PIONEERS’ (2) ‘KOORI’, (3) 
PIEMAN & (4) WOMEN

DESCRIPTION

These are small circular installations, 
each with text and a line drawing, 
commemorating different aspects of 
Maitland’s history.

ANALYSIS

These are excellent plaques, well written and 
with evocative line drawings.

RECOMMENDATION

Reinstate in riverfront area or other public 
realm space. Wall positioning in the Levee 
area would be ideal, in order for the plaques 
to be appreciated properly.

WALKS

DESCRIPTION

Maitland Heritage Walk series

Maitland Heritage Walk Series currently 
available as hard copy pamphlets (Maitland 
VIC) 
Maitland 1835 Central Precinct, 1995
Cathedral Precinct Central Maitland, 1995
Maitland Children’s Heritage Walk, 1995

Miscellaneous and special interest

Maitland Main Street Heritage Walk, hosted 
by the Twentieth Century Heritage Society 
of NSW Inc 2002
Maitland’s Spectacular Heritage City Tour, 
1998

Maitland Historical Society
Walks are hosted by the Maitland Historical 

ANALYSIS

The content for all walks is meticulously 
researched and interesting. Of the walks, 
the style of ‘Maitland’s spectacular 
Heritage City’ is the most open and 
engaging for the general public.

RECOMMENDATION

Given that Maitland is refreshing all of its 
heritage interpretation, the content for 
these walks would form the basis of the 
content for the themed heritage walks 
proposed in this document, with revisions to 
the text for consistency of style and voice. 
Graphic design would accompany these 
revisions.
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ANALYSIS

The content for all walks is meticulously 
researched and interesting. Of the walks, the 
style of ‘Maitland’s spectacular Heritage 
City’ is the most open and engaging for the 
general public.

RECOMMENDATION

Given that Maitland is refreshing all of its 
heritage interpretation, the content for 
these walks would form the basis of the 
content for the themed heritage walks 
proposed in this document, with revisions to 
the text for consistency of style and voice. 
Graphic design would accompany these 
revisions.
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Interpretation: Themes and stories
Heritage walks
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THEMES AND STORIES 
MAITLAND LEVEE THEMES, STORIES AND LOCATIONS (including Walk 1)
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MAITLAND LEVEE THEMES, STORIES AND LOCATIONS (including Walk 1)
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MAITLAND LEVEE THEMES, STORIES AND LOCATIONS (including Walk 1)
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HEROES AND VILLAINS - INCLUDING WALK 2

THEMES AND STORIES 
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HEROES AND VILLAINS - INCLUDING WALK 2
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HEROES AND VILLAINS - INCLUDING WALK 2
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HEROES AND VILLAINS - INCLUDING WALK 2



Maitland Heritage Interpretation Masterplan      79

HEROES AND VILLAINS - INCLUDING WALK 2

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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HEROES AND VILLAINS - INCLUDING WALK 2

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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HEROES AND VILLAINS - INCLUDING WALK 2
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HEROES AND VILLAINS - INCLUDING WALK 2
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HEROES AND VILLAINS - INCLUDING WALK 2

END OF TABLE - WALK 2
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HEROES AND VILLAINS WALK - Proposed sites for heritage trail

Notes:
● For information about each site, refer to the Excel Grid of Themes and Stories for this trail
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POVERTY AND PROSPERITY - INCLUDING WALK 3

THEMES AND STORIES 
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POVERTY AND PROSPERITY - INCLUDING WALK 3
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POVERTY AND PROSPERITY - INCLUDING WALK 3
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POVERTY AND PROSPERITY - INCLUDING WALK 3
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POVERTY AND PROSPERITY - INCLUDING WALK 3
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POVERTY AND PROSPERITY - INCLUDING WALK 3
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ARCHITECTURE - INCLUDING WALK 4

THEMES AND STORIES 
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ARCHITECTURE - INCLUDING WALK 4
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ARCHITECTURE - INCLUDING WALK 4
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ARCHITECTURE - INCLUDING WALK 4
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ARCHITECTURE - INCLUDING WALK 4
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ARCHITECTURE - INCLUDING WALK 4
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ARCHITECTURE - INCLUDING WALK 4
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MAITLAND ARCHITECTURE WALK - Proposed sites for heritage trail

Notes:
● For information about each site, refer to the Excel Grid of Themes and Stories for this trail
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Implementation Plan and costings
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