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Executive Summary 
This Conservation Management Strategy (CMS) for Bethel Steps, No. 100A George Street, The 
Rocks, has been prepared for Place Management NSW. 

Conservation can be regarded as the management of change.  It seeks to safeguard that which 
is important in the built environment within in process of change and development.  One of the 
functions of this document is to establish criteria, policies and recommendations for the 
conservation, interpretation, use and management of Bethel Steps and associated public 
domain areas and elements. 

Bethel Steps were constructed in c. 1907 following land resumptions in the early 1900s which 
resulted in the slight realignment of George Street North and regularisation of the two adjoining 
sites occupied by the Mariners Church at Nos. 98-100 and former Coroners Court building at 
Nos. 102-104 George Street.  A “right-of-way” that later became known as Bethel Steps was 
constructed along the northern side of the Coroners Court and Morgue buildings which were 
also constructed at this time and replaced Bethel Street. 

Bethel Street was a diagonal access that rose from the western side of Circular Quay up to 
George Street.  It began as a rudimentary path that possibly existed as early as 1788.  The 
original shoreline was rocky and interspersed with sandy beaches and rocks which were 
considered ideal for boat landings.  The base of the road is thought to be close to the place of 
the first landing of the First Fleet and continued to be used becoming part of the government 
dockyards located on the western side of Sydney Cove and later as a public wharf and part of 
mercantile and shipping activities in the area.   

Bethel Street was formalised in 1860-1870s and recalls the maritime associations and 
particularly the Bethel Union who constructed the Mariners’ Church on the northern side of the 
accessway.  It had been referred to by locals as the “go-down” and is shown on early plans.   

Its historical values are demonstrated by its association with the early 20th century development 
of The Rocks and as an early access and connection between George Street and Circular Quay 
West which also originated from what is thought to be the first landing place of Europeans in 
Sydney Cove.  The development of the street and construction of Bethel Steps represents the 
changing character of the area and shift from the convict penal colony to a busy mercantile and 
shipping port to major commercial and tourist area. 

The State significance of the Bethel Steps largely relates to its historic association and use as a 
connection between George Street and Circular Quay West.  Some changes have been 
previously undertaken to facilitate ongoing use of the passageway and neighbouring buildings.   

Bethel Steps are currently in fair to good condition. 

It is recommended that: 

▪ This CMS should be appended to the CMP of the former Coroners Court building and be 
used to guide the ongoing use, repair and management of the Bethel Steps and former 
Coroners Court building and open area between the building and Steps along Circular 
Quay West, and 

▪ Given the historic and visual connections, Bethel Steps be included in the SHR listing 
and curtilage of the neighbouring former Coroners Court building, when the CMP is next 
updated. 

▪ The fabric is significant however, some further change and upgrade and replacement of 
the existing fabric may be considered provided that the connection is maintained and 
there is no impact on the neighbouring State significant items.   
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▪ Some catch up repairs and maintenance of the brick retaining wall is required.  Some 
minor cracking is evident and the brick capping at the eastern end of the wall is missing. 

▪ In the short to medium term repair or replacement of the timber posts over the retaining 
wall along the south eastern section of the steps are required.  The base of all seven 
posts has rotted and the timber around the steel fixings need replacement.  Some minor 
resurfacing and repair of the asphalted surface is also required. 
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Context of the Report 

This Conservation Management Strategy (CMS) for Bethel Steps, The Rocks, has been 
prepared for Place Management NSW. 

The CMS has been structured to fit within the framework of The Rocks Heritage Management 
Plan (adopted February, 2010).  It conforms to the current guidelines of the New South Wales 
Heritage Council and has been prepared to a standard suitable for endorsement by the Heritage 
Council.  

1.2 Objectives 

The main objective of this CMS is to review and update the existing listing information and 
compile relevant background information and provide guidelines for the long-term conservation, 
interpretation, management and maintenance of Bethel Steps within The Rocks precinct and to 
ensure that the heritage values of the place are maintained and where appropriate, enhanced. 

This CMS aims to guide decisions that may affect the heritage value of the place.  It will form a 
basis for future planning and provide a standard against which to assess the heritage impact of 
the future the pedestrian thoroughfare, associated areas and neighbouring buildings.  It must be 
used when planning any works, both temporary and permanent, that may involve alteration to 
the steps, surrounding public domain areas and neighbouring buildings. 

1.3 Site and Ownership 

Bethel Steps are owned and managed by Place Management NSW (PMNSW). 

Bethel Steps are located between the Mariner’s Church at Nos. 98-100 and the former 
Coroner’s Court at Nos. 102-104 George Street.  The steps extend from the eastern side of 
George Street and provide a pedestrian link to a roadway known as Circular Quay West (see 
Figures 1.1 - 1.3).  Circular Quay West provides vehicular access to the neighbouring buildings 
and Overseas Passenger Terminal which is located to its east.  

The study area comprises the stair and associated sealed landings and public domain areas at 
each end and its setting which includes an open courtyard at the rear of the former Coroners 
Court at No. 102-104 George Street.   

1.4 Cadastral Identification 

The Bethel Steps are also known as No. 100A George Street, The Rocks.  The real property 
description is Lot 3 DP 8488823 (Figure 1.3).  

1.5 Description 

Bethel Steps comprise of three flights of stone steps with asphalted ramps and landings located 
between.  The steps are bounded by the stone and face brick façade of the former Coroners 
Court building which is located to the south and face brick and rendered facades of the Mariners 
Church to its north.  A face brick retaining wall with timber posts and pipe steel rail balustrade 
also bounds the south eastern section of the steps.   

The name of the steps recall an early street (Bethel Street) which partially remains buried 
beneath the Chapel addition to the Mariners Church located to the immediate north.   
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Figure 1.1 Location of the Bethel Steps in the 
context of The Rocks.1 
 

 

 

Figure 1.2 Bethel Steps are 
located on the eastern side 
of George Street and 
provide a pedestrian link 
between George Street and 
Circular Quay West.  The 
Steps are neighboured by 
the Mariners Church to the 
north and former Coroners 
Court Building to the south.  
The Overseas Passenger 
Terminal is located to its 
east. 
 

                                                
1 Godden Mackay Logan Pty Ltd, The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (2010), p.7. 
https://www.property.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/The%20Rocks%20Heritage%20Management%20Plan.pdf. 

https://www.property.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/The%20Rocks%20Heritage%20Management%20Plan.pdf
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Figure 1.3 Bethel Steps are also known as No. 100A George Street, Lot 3 DP 848823 (NSW 
Land Registry Services). 
 

 

Figure 1.4 Bethel Steps. 
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1.6 Listings 

1.6.1 Statutory Listings 

Bethel Steps have not been individually listed on the State Heritage Register, however, have 
been listed on PMNSW’s Heritage Register and Conservation (Section 170) Register as an item 
of State significance.  Bethel Steps are identified as an archaeological-terrestrial item type.2  

Bethel Steps are also located within The Rocks Conservation Area which is also listed in the 
S170 Heritage and Conservation Register.   

Bethel Steps have also been included in the State Heritage Inventory.3 

1.6.2 Non Statutory Listings 

Bethel Steps have not been recognised individually, however, are part of The Rocks 
Conservation Area on the Register of the National Estate and Australian Heritage Database.   

Bethel Steps have not been individually classified by the National Trust of Australia (NSW), 
however, are part of The Rocks Urban Conservation Area which has been classified. 

1.7 Methodology and Structure 

This Conservation Management Strategy has been prepared in accordance with guidelines 
outlined in The Burra Charter: the Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural Significance, 
1999, known as The Burra Charter; Heritage NSW’s Guidelines on Conservation Management 
Documents, and James Semple Kerr's, The Conservation Plan (sixth edition) 2004.   

The Burra Charter proposes processes and principles for the conservation of an item.  The 
NSW Heritage Manual explains and promotes the standardisation of heritage investigation, 
assessment and management practices in NSW.  The key methodology of both documents is to 
identify the nature of any heritage significance as a basis for making decisions which will affect 
the future of the place.  

The initial sections of the CMS provide an analysis of the steps and surrounds, based on 
documentary and physical evidence.  This analysis includes a historical summary, developing 
an understanding of the history of the site and place, together with a descriptive analysis of 
building components and elements.  

A grading of significant elements and spaces has been provided to identify their differing levels 
of contribution to the significance of Bethel Steps and associated elements. 

The following sections address various management issues, and the role and objectives of the 
relevant heritage authorities.  They provide the framework for the formulation of the 
conservation policies and implementation guidelines. 

1.8 Limitations 

The inspection of Bethel Steps relied on non-intrusive observation to assess its condition and 
did not involve any physical intervention or removal of fabric. 

This CMS does not address in great detail pre contact Aboriginal history, Aboriginal cultural 
associations or Aboriginal significance of the place.   

In preparation of this CMS, consultation was not undertaken with stakeholders, key knowledge 
holders, or the Local Aboriginal Land Council. 

                                                
2http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-About_us-Heritage_role-Heritage_and_Conservation_Register.htm&objectid=178   
3 https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?ID=4500473. 

http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-About_us-Heritage_role-Heritage_and_Conservation_Register.htm&objectid=178
https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?ID=4500473
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The CMS does not include a building code or formal structural analysis analysis or assessment. 

1.9 Terminology 

The terminology used in this report, where referring to conservation processes and practices, 
follows the definitions as presented in The Burra Charter. Article 1 of the Burra Charter gives 
the following definitions4 - 

Place means site, area, land, landscape, building or other work, group of buildings or other 
works, and may include components, contents, spaces and views. 

Cultural significance means aesthetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual value for past, 
present or future generations. 

Cultural significance is embodied in the place itself, its fabric, setting, use, associations, 
meanings, records, related places and related objects. 

Places may have a range of values for different individuals or groups.  

Fabric means all the physical material of the place including components, fixtures, contents, 
and objects. 

Conservation means all the processes of looking after a place so to retain its cultural 
significance.   

Maintenance means the continuous protective care of the fabric and setting of a place, and is 
to be distinguished from repair.  Repair involves restoration or reconstruction. 

Preservation means maintaining the fabric of a place in its existing state and retarding 
deterioration. 

Restoration means returning the existing fabric of a place to a known earlier state by removing 
accretions or by reassembling existing components without the introduction of new material. 

Reconstruction means returning the place to a known earlier state and is distinguished from 
restoration by the introduction of new material into the fabric.  

Adaptation means modifying a place to suit the existing use or a proposed use. 

Use means the functions of a place, as well as the activities and practices that may occur at the 
place. 

Compatible use means a use which respects the cultural significance of a place.  Such a use 
involves no, or minimal, impact on cultural significance. 

Setting means the area around a place, which may include the visual catchment. 

Related place means a place that contributes to the cultural significance of another place. 

1.10 Documentary and Photographic Sources 
The historical information in this CMS was drawn from sources provided by Place Management 
NSW including previous reports, historical maps, plan drawings and photographs.  Some 
additional primary research was undertaken using City Archives on-line databases and 
resources and NSW Land Registry Services. 
 
The reports and studies utilised or referred to during the preparation of this CMS are as 
footnoted and are contained in 9.0 Bibliography. 

                                                
4 Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter 1999, p. 2. 
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Historical photographs, unless otherwise stated, were sourced from Place Management NSW 
archives.  Contemporary photographs included in this report, unless otherwise stated, were 
taken by Luisa Alessi of Perumal Murphy Alessi, Heritage Consultants, in April and June 2019, 
specifically for the preparation of this report. 

1.11 Authorship & Copyright 

This Conservation Management Strategy has been prepared by Luisa Alessi of Perumal 
Murphy Alessi, Heritage Consultants. 

The copyright of this report is vested with Place Management NSW. 

1.12 Acknowledgements 

The author wishes to acknowledge the assistance of PMNSW Strategic Planning and Heritage 
Team including Ms Miriam Stacy, Mr Wayne Johnson, Mr Paul O’Donnell, Ms Susan Kennedy 
and Ms Natalie Gedeon. 
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2.0 Documentary evidence  

2.1 Thematic History 

In order to understand how Bethel Steps have developed, this history has been approached 
thematically, as such a framework offers multiple storylines for the place to assist in 
understanding all of its cultural values.  This method of approach can provide contextual 
patterns and associations, especially in relation to human activities in the environment, which 
would not be immediately obvious were a strictly descriptive or chronological approach taken. 

Heritage NSW, formerly the Heritage Division or NSW Heritage Office has developed a thematic 
framework for use in heritage assessment and management.  The Thematic Framework 
identifies thirty-eight principal themes.5  The organising principle for the thematic framework is 
the dynamism of human activity.  The historical development of an area or item can be 
understood as occurring in a thematic way.  A physical illustration of this can be seen when we 
think about a landscape or building or arrangement of artefacts as a series of layers, each one 
representing a progressively earlier or later theme, or historical influence.  Thinking about a 
place in terms of themes can help us understand its significance.6 

The State Historical Themes of New South Wales were used in this history to guide research 
questions, interpret the history and structure the narrative of the development of Bethel Steps 
within the context of the development of The Rocks. 

2.2 Early development of The Rocks 

2.2.1 Indigenous Sydney - The Cadigal 

The Aboriginal people who lived along the coastal area of Sydney were called (erroneously by 
the Europeans) the Eora, or coastal Darug. The Sydney area, including The Rocks, Darling 
Harbour and Pyrmont/ Ultimo formed the territory of a “clan” (subgroup) known as the Cadigal.  
Their word for The Rocks- or more specifically the shore where the hospital stood on George 
Street between Globe Street and Argyle Street was “Tallawolodah”.  The peninsula of land 
which we now call Dawes Point, was “Tarra”, and Sydney Cove itself was “Warrang” or 
“Warrane”. 

Due to the rugged outcrops of rock which later gave the “The Rocks” its name, it is unlikely 
there was any “permanent” occupation of the upper ridges.  Flat stones by the water at Dawes 
Point were said to have been used by the Cadigal cooking fish. 

From archaeological evidence, a campfire was excavated in 1989 on the site of the ANA Hotel, 
indicating that a small group of Cadigal had, some 500 years ago, stopped on the site and 
cooked a meal of rock oysters, bream, snappers and other shell fish, no doubt taking in the 
views over the harbour.  In the 1870s it was recorded that a carving of a whale could be seen 
on the rock at Dawes Point, although this appears to have been buried in c. 1880 when the 
seawall was constructed. 

2.2.2 The Convict Settlement (1788-1820) 

After the arrival of the Europeans in 1788 the upper ridges of The Rocks were quickly occupied 
by convicts who built rough huts to live in.  Along George Street the Government built a hospital, 
dockyard and market place, and at the northern end of the Rocks an observatory and in 1791, a 
fort (Dawes Point Battery) was constructed. 

                                                
5 Both the Australian Heritage Commission (national) and the NSW Heritage Office (state) have identified themes for research 
relating to places of heritage significance. www.heritage.nsw.gov.au 
6 NSW Heritage Office, Heritage Information Series, Historical Research for Heritage, Baskerville, Bruce, (2000) p. 2. 
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In 1810 the streets of The Rocks were formalised and generally given the names they bear 
today. 

As the colony grew the rough convict huts were replaced by modest houses, and also a few 
mansions. From the archaeological excavations that have been carried out over the past 10 
years it has become evident that the lives of the convicts was far different than the general view 
many people have.  These convicts were often people from Britain’s cities, not to mention large 
numbers of political prisoners exiled after the Irish rebellion in the 1790s.  They appear to have 
had a far better lifestyle in Sydney than they would have expected in Europe. They ate well off 
fine china and expensive oriental porcelain, and furnished their houses with fine figurines and 
exotic curios. Many made substantial fortunes from investing in ships trading with Asia and the 
Pacific.  

As Sydney expanded in the 1790s the initial concentration of the colony’s occupants in The 
Rocks thinned out, with those remaining consolidating larger areas around them.  In 1809 the 
Government instituted a system of town leases, and new arrivals to the area were forced to 
register the land they occupied and pay a fee to the colonial secretary.  

2.2.3 The Port Town (1800-1900) 

Following the opening up of Sydney to free settlement after 1822 the government surveyors 
surveyed and issued titles to the land in The Rocks and other parts of Sydney.  Long-term 
occupants were granted title of ownership to their land. As Sydney underwent a population 
boom after the assisted immigration and then the gold rushes between 1839 and the 1850s, 
many old-time occupants subdivided their lands, either selling off portions or else retaining them 
as landlords. 

From c. 1810 the waterfront was extensively developed with wharves and warehouses, 
attracting merchants who built their houses, stores and shops along George and Argyle Streets. 

By the late 19th century The Rocks had become run down and overcrowded, the dozens of 
pubs being seen as meeting places for criminal gangs, and the back streets the haunts of 
prostitutes. In short, it was considered a typical waterfront slum. 

In 1900 an outbreak of bubonic plague in Sydney was used by the NSW Government as an 
excuse to clean the area up. Of the 103 deaths attributed to the plague, only 3 occurred in The 
Rocks. The entire area was bought up (“Resumed”) by the Government’s Sydney Harbour Trust 
(after 1937 the Maritime Services Board) which then demolished hundreds of houses 
considered to be uninhabitable.  

2.2.4 Redevelopment (1900-current) 

The newly formed State Government Housing Board designed and built “workers” housing in 
1911-13 in a move to keep tighter control on the area. Rows of new terrace-style houses were 
occupied by waterside workers and their families. Shops, pubs and other commercial buildings 
were simultaneously constructed following the resumption.  In 1913 Sydney Council opposed 
the construction of “terrace” housing as being unhealthy; this being the period of sub-urban 
expansion and the development of the “Garden Suburb” ideal.  The First World War halted 
much of the Government’s redevelopment plans for the area and effectively stopped further 
demolition. 

In the Inter-war period (1918-1939) little construction occurred in The Rocks; with notable 
exceptions of a few pubs (Fortune of War & Glenmore), and some NSW Government offices 
(Housing Board, Dept of Labour & Industry, State Clothing Factory). Some private factories 
were also built in The Rocks at this period (Playfair’s butchers, Bushell’s, Cadbury’s).  All relied 
on locally based labour.  One of the last buildings to be designed, and commenced, was the 
new offices for the Maritime Services Board (MSB) which, interrupted by the World War II, was 
not completed until 1953 and now serves as the Museum of Contemporary Art.  
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The construction of the Sydney Harbour Bridge between 1923 and 1932 saw the demolition of 
some 400 houses in Princes Street, Upper Fort Street and the western side of Cumberland 
Street.  Princes Street itself disappeared from the map.  

With the exception of the MSB, almost no development occurred in The Rocks in the period 
from c. 1932-1970. Further demolition of houses for the Cahill Expressway occurred in 1956-7, 
along with the removal of Little Essex Street (Brown Bear Lane).  The other significant 
construction at this time was the Overseas Passenger Terminal at Circular Quay between 1959 
and 1962, serving as the post-war immigration gateway to Sydney.  

In the 1960s it was planned to demolish all the buildings in The Rocks and build high-rise. The 
local residents, planners, historians and sociologists, with the support of the Builders Labourers 
Federation, opposed the re-development.  Between 1971 and 1973 the Government gave in to 
their demands and it was decided that The Rocks would be re-developed in a means 
sympathetic to the historic nature of the buildings, whilst at the same time being economically 
viable. Local residents were re-housed in the area, and the former Victorian residential terraces 
of George, Playfair, Gloucester and Harrington Streets were converted to commercial uses.  
The area south of the Cahill Expressway, known as the “sacrificial zone” was redeveloped with 
high-rise commensurate with the rest of the city from 1979 onwards. 

2.3 Development of the precinct 

Bethel Steps are located close to the western shore of Sydney Cove and arguably close to what 
was Governor Arthur Phillip’s first landing place.  There is some debate about the exact 
location, with sources also noting the place of the first landing being at the ‘’head” of the Cove.  
However, the western side of Sydney Cove was rocky and interspersed with sandy beaches 
and rocks which would have provided convenient places to land.  Sources refer to a large rock, 
in some sources named “Reed’s Rock”, thought to have been named after a carpenter from the 
Sirius and which is depicted in a number of early illustrations including a map dated 1788 
(Figure 2.1).  The rock is noted as being located near the base of the Rawson Institute 
(Mariners Church) and foot of an early street that is now around the base of Bethel Steps.7 

At the head of the Cove was a stream of fresh water and extensive area of tidal flats and level 
areas that it was thought could be cultivated and in the adjacent area the first farm was in fact 
established giving the place its name, Farm Cove.  Whilst the location of the first landing 
remains uncertain, as soon as the new settlers landed, the civil and military authority were 
divided and the western shores were soon occupied by the marine and convicts camps whilst 
the Governor and his staff with a guard and small party of convicts set up on the eastern side of 
the “rivulet”, later known as the Tank Stream.8 

Between 1788 and 1792 a hospital, prison and store houses were established on the western 
side of the cove with the majority of the convict population and military.  The hospital wharf was 
also located on western shore by 1790 and west side became the “working” part of town whilst 
the east side remained the administrative heart and location of early agricultural endeavours.  
By 1797 a dockyard also appears to have been established on the western side of the cove.  
The construction of the buildings, including a house for the master shipwright began from this 
time.  By 1800 the basic facilities for the dockyard were complete.  The harbour setting of a new 
settlement, where water transport was the primary means of access and communication made 
the establishment of the Government dockyard crucial.  The government needed to be able to 
maintain and repair local craft as well as supply ships travelling in and out of Sydney.9 

                                                
7 Sturgess, Gary L, Where Did Phillip Land on 26 January 1788? (paper, March 2012), p. 5, Place Management NSW 
Archives, Paper on Reeds Rock (undated no page numbers) & 103 & Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP 
(2012), p. 94. 
8 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 94. 
9 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 94-95. 
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Figure 2.1 Early Map indicating 
location of Reeds Rock on the 
western side of the Sydney Cove.  
The Hospital and other early 
buildings and structures are also 
indicated. 
 
(PMNSW, Paper on Reeds Rock, 
Port Jackson Painter, “New South 
Wales, Port Jackson from the 
Entrance up to Sydney Cove”, 
Natural History Museum, Watling 
Drawing, No.LS2) 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Image dated c.1800 
indicating the rocky shoreline and 
development on the western side 
of Sydney Cove at this time.  The 
base of the Bethel Steps is near 
the rocks in the foreground. 

(PMNSW, Edward Dayes “A View 
of Sydney Cove, New South 
Wales” published in 1804 but 
probably based on a drawing by 
Thomas Watling made c. 1798-
1800.) 

 
 
The development was not restricted to the waterfront.  George Street began as a bush track that 
extended along ridge that became the main street connecting the edge of Port Jackson at 
Dawes Point, to the Brickfields, near present Haymarket.  An early map of Sydney Cove dated 
1800 (Figure 2.3)10, shows the northern section of the “track” running roughly parallel to the 
natural shoreline with early land holdings either side.  Significant portions along the shore to the 
north west of the confluence of the Tank Stream. 
 
Meehan’s map of the town of Sydney, dated 1807 (Figure 2.4),11 shows that the “track” had 
developed and had been named, “High Street”, as was customary to call a town’s principal 
street.  Part of the “track” had also been known as “Spring Row” and was occasionally referred 
to as “Sergeant Majors Row”.12  A note on the plan “Dockyards much improved” indicates that 
works were being undertaken along the shore.  In 1810 Macquarie also renamed “High Street” 
to “George Street”, in honour of the reigning monarch, King George III.  From this time 
Macquarie was also responsible for a number of civic improvements, including works to the 
dockyards on the western shores of Sydney Cove.13 

                                                
10 Mitchell Library, Charles Grimes, Grimes Plan of Sydney, 1800, Z M2 811.17/1800/1. 
11 Mitchell Library, James Meehan, Plan of the Town of Sydney, 1807, Z M2 811.17/1807/1. 
12 Fitzgerald, S., A Guide to Sydney Street Names, p. 77. 
13 Perumal Murphy Alessi, The Sailors Home (former), Nos. 106-108 George Street, The Rocks CMP (2006), p.9. 
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Figure 2.3 Grimes’ Plan of Sydney dated 
1800, showing the early landholdings about 
the “track” that became George Street. 
 
 
(Source: Mitchell Library, Z M2 
811.17/1800/1) 

 

 

Figure 2.4 Meehan’s Plan of the 
Town of Sydney, 1807 showing 
High Street and the “Dockyards 
much improved” along the water 
line. 
 
 
(Source: Mitchell Library, Z M2 
811.17/1807/1) 
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Between 1809 and 1812 two substantial government stores were constructed on the waterfront.  
Located to the south of the dockyard they comprised of an extensive range of four storey stone 
storehouses, generally known as the Commissariat Stores.  The complex designed by Lt 
Colonel William Foveaux, was one of the most impressive early Macquarie period buildings due 
to its size and commanding position on the waterfront.  It was supplemented by other stores and 
buildings including Cadman’s Cottage, which was constructed in 1815-1816 as the “Coxswains 
Barracks”.14   

The Barracks, which were possibly designed by Francis Greenway, was a two-storey sandstone 
building that replaced a group of buildings.  The Government Coxswain supervised operations 
of government boats and their crews which transported government officials around Sydney 
Harbour and the Parramatta River, moved stores to Parramatta and other outlying settlements 
and carried convicts to their work assignments.  The name of the building is derived from John 
Cadman, an early Government Coxswain, who took up residence in 1827.15   

From around this period, however, further changes were made to the area which also signalled 
the end of an era for the dockyard.  In 1820, in the wake of the Bigge report government 
expenditure was reduced.  The Government dockyard was reduced as it became apparent that 
with free migration, public wharfage would also be needed to sustain the Colony.  In 1836 the 
decision to build a new Government House and use Sydney Cove for mercantile and shipping 
purposes had a significant impact on the area and Sydney in general.  A Government 
Committee recommended that the deep-water frontage at Sydney Cove be achieved by the 
construction of a new “circular” wharf created by infilling and reclamation of the shoreline.  The 
recommendation was the basis of the first major replanning scheme implemented in Sydney 
and was commenced in 1838.16   

Circular Quay was constructed in two stages.  The first stage extended from Circular Quay East 
to the Tank Stream and involved the reclamation of ten acres (4 hectares) of tidal mud flats 
under the direction of Major George Barney.17  A large number of convicts were employed in 
cutting and carting the stone and rubble infill from Fort Denison, the Argyle Cut and the 
Tarpeian Way to form the flat apron of land around the eastern shore and Bennelong Point to 
the Tank Stream.  The work, however, was affected by the depression of the 1840s.18  It wasn’t 
until the 1850s, after Sydney had recovered from the depression and was beginning to feel the 
effects of the gold boom that “semi-circular” Quay was extended again over the Tank Stream 
around to Campbell’s Wharf, located north of the Cadman’s Cottage.  The work was completed 
in 1859.19 

At the time of its construction, Cadman’s Cottage stood two metres from the water and had a 
wharf to its north.  The wall to the east of the building that is visible today, shows the original 
waterline and extent of successive land reclamations.  Cadman’s Cottage is now the earliest 
surviving structure of the period in Sydney Cove.  It has largely survived due to its constant 
Government or institutional ownership, firstly as a barracks and residence for the superintendent 
of government craft (1826-1845).  The Water Police then took possession of the site in 1846 
and renovated the Cottage for use as a court and clearing house, with jail cells on the lower 
floor.  The site was further developed at this time with the addition of stores, walls, steps and 
jetty.  A “Dead House”, a morgue used by the police to house bodies waiting identification or 
verification by the coroner, was also constructed at the northern end of the site during this 
period in c. 1854.   

                                                
14 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 97-98 & Perumal Murphy Alessi, The Sailors’ Home 
(former), Nos. 106-108 George Street, The Rocks CMP (2006), p.10. 
15 Perumal Murphy Alessi, The Sailors’ Home (former), Nos. 106-108 George Street, The Rocks CMP (2006), p.10. 
16 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 97-99. 
17 Barney was the Colonial Engineer responsible for public works and construction of major projects such as Victoria 
Barracks, Fort Denison and the fortifications at Bradleys Head.   
18 Perumal Murphy Alessi, The Sailors’ Home (former), Nos. 106-108 George Street, The Rocks CMP (2006), p.13. 
19 Hughes Turnball, L., Sydney: A Biography of a City, (1999), p. 228 & 229. 
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When the land was reclaimed to build the western side of the Quay in 1853, the Water Police 
headquarters relocated to the James Barnett designed building on the corner of Albert and 
Philip Streets (now the Justice and Police Museum).  Cadman’s Cottage remained vacant for a 
decade until c.1865 when it came under the ownership of the Sydney Sailors’ Home Trust.20   

A Trigonometrical Survey plan assumed to date from the early 1850s (Figure 2.5) shows the 
early store buildings but also Cadman’s Cottage (former barracks) and associated buildings 
including the Dead House used by the Water Police.  The plan also indicates the extent of the 
reclamation and new shore line, some distance to the east of the earlier alignment.  A diagonal 
line is also visible and bounds what is the original site of the Mariners Church.  The street was 
later formalised and named Bethel Street. 

 

 

Figure 2.5 1850s Trig Survey 
showing the early stores, 
Cadman’s Cottage and Dead 
House.  The site of the Mariners 
Church, constructed in 1856-7 is 
vacant.  The plan also indicates 
the extent of the reclamation and 
part of the alignment of Bethel 
Street. 
 
 
(City Archives, Historical Atlas of 
Sydney, Trigonometrical Survey, 
Plan No. B2/1)   
 
 
 

 

The Mariner’s Church was constructed in 1856-57 to a design of John Bibb.21  The Church was 
constructed on land that had also been designated as Dockyard and later occupied by Thomas 
Moore who constructed a house in the northern section of the site.  The neighbouring site, to its 
north, passed to Robert Campbell, after whom the cove is now called.  On this land Campbell 
constructed his house and a substantial sandstone warehouse that dominated the western 
shores of the cove.  Moore’s house was equally prominent with distinctive mansard roof, 
however, was demolished by 1833 and replaced by a small Naval Office.22 

                                                
20 Perumal Murphy Alessi, The Sailors’ Home (former), Nos. 106-108 George Street, The Rocks CMP (2006), p.10 & Orwell & 
Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 100. 
21 Godden Mackay, Former Mariner’s Church 100 George Street, The Rocks Conservation Plan, (Sept. 1992), p. 1. 
22 Godden Mackay, Former Mariner’s Church 100 George Street, The Rocks Conservation Plan, (Sept. 1992), p. 10. 

Site of 
Mariners 
Church 
 
 
Dead 
House 
 
 
 
 
 
Cadman’s 
Cottage 
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The Church, which has since undergone some alterations and additions, was constructed by the 
Sydney Bethel Union, an inter-denominational internationally renowned philanthropic 
organisation formed in NSW in 1822 to safeguard the spiritual and physical welfare of sailors.  
The origins of the Union went back to 1779 when Methodists in London founded a Naval and 
Military Bible Society.  The Bethel Union was founded in London in 1819, by which time the blue 
“Bethel flag” bearing the word “Bethel” (God’s house) in white with a star of hope in one corner 
and dove and olive branch in the other, was flown on ships and was internationally known.23 

The early maritime activities of the area where further reinforced in 1860 when the Colonial 
Government promised the Committee of the Sailors’ Home a site at Circular Quay.  The 
Government’s decision to grant the now vacant, former Water Police site to the newly formed 
Sydney Sailors’ Home was met with approval and seemed a logical decision.  The site extended 
to the north to Bethel Street (land now occupied by the former Coroner’s Court building) and 
south of its present boundaries to the Colonial Stores buildings.  Considered large enough to 
allow for extensions when required, it also included Cadman’s Cottage and surrounds.  The 
close proximity to the Quay and the recently constructed Mariner’s Church also made it highly 
suitable for this purpose.24 

The Sydney Sailors’ Home also had its origins in a benevolent movement dedicated to the 
improvement of the condition and character of sailors, which had commenced in Britain in the 
early nineteenth century.  A number of institutions were established in quick succession in 
Britain and provided seamen and apprentices with board and accommodation at a moderate 
cost.  By the 1860s, such institutions were considered essential in any large British port, and 
also offered instruction in science and navigation without charge.25 
 
The idea for a Sailors’ Home in Sydney emerged during the 1850s, apparently following 
discussions between an old naval officer and captain.  An advertisement was subsequently 
placed in the daily papers and drew the attention of some influential gentlemen including Sir 
Charles Nicholson and Sir Daniel Cooper, prominent landowners, and others who met and 
formed a committee to collect the funds necessary to provide the Home.  The Home was to be 
based on the British model, in contrast to the public house style lodgings that had been 
available to that time.26 
 
On 23 March 1860, a notice appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald announcing that the 
government had granted the Committee a site on George Street, and that the committee was 
anxious to commence construction.  Architects, Messrs. Weaver and Kemp were appointed to 
design the building.   
 
A plan of the site for the Sailors’ Home dated 1861,27 illustrates the extent of the site and the 
land and structures inherited by the Home (Figure 2.6).  A dark line bounds the irregular shaped 
site and shows the “land to be appreciated”.  The northern site boundary runs parallel to Bethel 
Street which extends at an angle from George Street and is bounded to the north by the 
Mariner’s Church.  What appears to be a thick stone wall or fence runs along parallel to the 
western site boundary which also appears to cut through a long narrow structure, assumed to 
be stores buildings constructed during the Water Police phase, located at the south western 
section of the site.  The southern section of the site is also bounded by one of the Colonial Store 
buildings.  
 

                                                
23 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 6 & 116. 
24 Perumal Murphy Alessi, The Sailors’ Home (former), Nos. 106-108 George Street, The Rocks CMP (2006), p.11. 
25 Perumal Murphy Alessi, The Sailors’ Home (former), Nos. 106-108 George Street, The Rocks CMP (2006), p.11. 
26 Perumal Murphy Alessi, The Sailors’ Home (former), Nos. 106-108 George Street, The Rocks CMP (2006), p.11. 
27 Mitchell Library, Anon., Plan of the site for the Sailors’ Home Parish of St Phillip City of Sydney, M2 811.1719/1861/1. 
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Figure 2.6 1861 Plan of the site for the Sailors’ Home showing the original site 
boundaries granted by the Colonial Government and extent of land reclaimed to form 
the site.    (Source: Mitchell Library, M2 811.1719/1861/1) 

 

The plan clearly shows that the site of the Home comprised a series of sandstone ledges and a 
sandy beach, “covered at high water”.  A part of the original shoreline has survived on the site 
tucked between the Sailors’ Home and the Coroner’s Court building.  A sandstone ledge, now 
located near the south eastern corner of the building, represents the location of the original 
wharf that existed when Cadman’s Cottage was first erected and used as Coxswain’s barracks.  
The remains of the original wharf can be located approximately two metres below the mock 
structure.  The plan also shows Cadman’s Cottage, early store buildings and associated 
retaining walls.  A structure and annex, wall and steps occupy the site of the Home.  The “Dead 
House” is also shown with part of the newly constructed Mariners Church.  The plan also 
indicates the alignment of Bethel Street that was starting to be formalised. 

A later Trigonometrical Survey Plan dated 1865 (Figure 2.7) shows the completed Sailors 
Home and several small structures between Cadman’s Cottage and Mariners Church which is 
otherwise vacant.  Further north is Robert Campbell’s House, Wharf House.  A photograph of 
the house dated about 1870 (Figure 2.8) shows some street kerbing of the period and indicates 
what the area around the buildings may have looked like.  This building was demolished in 1882 
when the new building for the Australasian Steamship Navigation Company was constructed on 
the site (Figure 2.9). 28 The building abuts the Mariners Church.  The alignment of Bethel Street 
is also hinted on the 1865 plan and photographs.  The development of the neighbouring 
buildings directly affected the development of Bethel Street and later the Bethel Steps. 

                                                
28 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 139. 
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Figure 2.7 1865 Trigonometrical 
Survey of the area showing the 
development of the area at this 
time including Cadman’s Cottage, 
Sailors’ Home and Mariner’s 
Church.   
 
 
 
(City Archives, Historical Atlas of 
Sydney, Trigonometrical Survey, 
Map 4, Plan No. B2)   

 

 

Figure 2.8 Robert Campbell’s 
“Wharf House” that was located to 
the north of the Mariners Church 
(at left), c. 1870. 
 
 
(Phillips, p. 139, Mitchell Library 
SPF 350 (detail))  

 

 

Figure 2.9 Robert Campbell’s 
house was replaced by the ASN 
Co building (at right) which was 
constructed to the immediate 
north of the Mariners Church in 
1884. 
 
(PMNSW, The convict ship 
Success at Circular Quay West, 
1892. Mitchell Library image No 
34047- CQ23) 
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2.3 Development of Bethel Street 

The track that became Bethel Street may have already existed in a rudimentary form from as 
early as January 1788 and was used for carrying provisions from the rocky shore up to the ridge 
that later became High and then George Street.  Early paintings and drawings (Figures 2.10-
2.11) indicate a cleft in the rocks and diagonal path extending between the waters edge and 
emerging development.  29 

In early 1838 Governor Gipps was petitioned to allocate some of the funds for the construction 
of the new Wharf on the western side of the cove, to the north of the dockyard to create an 
improved landing place for passengers.  It seems that measures to do “all that was requisite” 
was merely to form a footpath up the steep bank.  Known as the “go-down” by local residents it 
remained until at least 1841 when it was reported in the Sydney Gazette and Advertiser that 
“the new government wharf” close to Cadman’s Cottage was approaching completion and that a 
large number of men were busy improving the approach and access including a site which was 
closer to Custom House and was conveniently located “within a few paces from George 
Street”.30 

The works appear to have widened the track enough for a horse and dray, but by accounts 
remained rough.  The path is clearly shown on a Crown Plan dating from the 1840s (Figure 
2.12).  A new landing place is indicated and dotted lines suggest that some rock had also been 
removed to open up the access.31   

 

 

Figure 2.10 Early painting 
showing the rocky shore and 
diagonal path. 
 
(PMNSW, John Hunter (att.), 
“View of Sydney Cove, 1793”, c. 
1795, (detail)) 
 

 

 

Figure 2.11 Early drawing also 
indicating the diagonal pathway. 
 
 
 
(PMNSW, Philip Gidley King 
(att.), “Sydney Cove”, c.1800, 
(detail)) 

 

                                                
29 PMNSW, undated paper, “The Path between the Rocks that became Bethel Street”. 
30 PMNSW, undated paper, “The Path between the Rocks that became Bethel Street”, Sydney Gazette & NSW Advertiser, 3 
April 1841, p. 2 & Graham Brooks & Associates, Coroners Court (former) CMP, (2004), p. 17. 
31 PMNSW, undated paper, “The Path between the Rocks that became Bethel Street”. 
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Figure 2.12 1849 Crown Plan 
indicating the new landing place 
and removal of some rock at the 
northern opening of the diagonal 
pathway. 
 
 
(PMNSW, Crown Plan 38-907, 
NSW Land and Property 
Information) 

 

The 1849 plan also indicates the rocky nature of the surrounding sites.  The plan (Figure 2.12) 
and 1850s Trig survey (Figure 2.4) indicate the presence of a fence or kerbing on the southern 
corner and junction with George Street but was otherwise was not formally formed.  The area 
around also appears vacant.  This changed in 1856 when the land to the north of the alignment 
was transferred to the Bethel Union.  Construction commenced in 1855 prior to the finalisation 
of the transfer.  The corner stone was laid in March 1856, however, the Mariner’s Church took 
three years to complete and the building was not officially opened until 1859.32  An early image 
of the western side of the Quay and Mariners Church dated 1858 (Figure 2.13) indicates the 
informal nature of the diagonal passageway, particularly the northern side which bounds the site 
of Church which was in the course of construction. 

The 1860s Trig survey (Figure 2.7) shows the newly completed Mariners Church, fence and 
kerb lines about the Sailor’s Home to its south, however, the street alignment is not shown.  
Kerb lines to both sides of the street had been planned in the 1860s, however, it was not until 
1872 that Bethel Street was officially formed between George Street and Circular Quay.  The 
specifications for the works provided for a “rubble wall on stone foundations”.  A photograph of 
the west side of Circular Quay dated 1880 (Figure 2.14) indicates that was on the southern side 
of the roadway.  The wall on the northern side was constructed in two stages by the Rev 
Thomas Gainford: the western end in 1871 and the retaining wall at the eastern end in 1873.  It 
appears that the street was partly paved by this time as the works uncovered an early 
headstone that had been used as paving.33 

The 1902 Resumption Plan of the area (Figure 2.15) shows the street alignment and 
surrounding buildings at this time.  The Dead House (Morgue) remains between the Sailors 
Home and Mariners Church.  A photograph of the area dated 1903 (Figure 2.16) shows the 
base of the street and existing Morgue and buildings surrounding the eastern end of Bethel 
Street.  The street appears to have provided an easy link between the landing steps on the 
Quay.  However, the resumptions appear to have brought about further changes. 

                                                
32 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 122-125. 
33 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 101-102. 
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Figure 2.13 Photograph 
showing the Mariners 
Church and Bethel Street 
alignment in 1858. 
 
 
(PMNSW, Blackwood’s 
Panorama of Sydney & 
Harbour from Government 
House’, 1858, State Library 
of NSW, PXA426.) 

 

 
 
Figure 2.14 1880 photograph showing Bethel Street extending down to the Quay and 
surrounding area.  The Sailors Home and rocky remnants of the shoreline are visible at the left 
and the Mariners Church with two distinct fence lines is the right of the street.  (Phillips, p. 103, 
Cyril Hume, “The West Side of Circular Quay”, 1880, SHFA Image No.33942-CQ9) 
 

 

Figure 2.15 1902 Resumption plan 
showing Bethel Street and early 
Morgue. 
 
 
(PMNSW, Darling Harbour Resumption 
Plan U - A18_8 - HP-166 - George 
Street - Circular Quay - Bethel Street - 
Queens Wharf - Argyle Street - June 
1902) 
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In November 1904 the Department of Public Works requested permission to close Bethel Street 
in order to construct a new Morgue.  The closure was to provide a roughly square site in the 
location of the existing Morgue.  A new right-of-way and path with steps was proposed between 
the Church property and new Morgue site.  A plan showing the proposed realignment (Figure 
2.17) indicates the existing building line along George Street and proposed realignment of 
buildings and site over Bethel Street.34   

 

 

Figure 2.16 Photograph dated 
1903 showing the base of Bethel 
Street and surrounding buildings.  
 
 
(Phillips, p. 144, Melvin Vaniman, 
photographer, reproduced from 
State Library of NSW, call no (full 
image) DL Pg 22.) 

 

 

Figure 2.17 Proposed realignment of 
George Street North and closure of 
Bethel Street.  A newly, roughly square 
site was proposed around the existing 
Morgue which would be replaced. 
 
 
(Phillips. P. 104, City of Sydney Archives 
1904/1947) 

                                                
34 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 103-104. 
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Drawings prepared by the NSW Government Architect’s Office, signed by WL Vernon and dated 
October 1905 (Figures 2.18) show the new Morgue to be partly constructed over the Bethel 
Street alignment.  The drawings also show a “right-of-way”, extending from the new George 
Street North alignment to Circular Quay.  An open passage with two sets of steps is shown 
(Figure 2.20).  A year later, the Public Works Department designed the new Coroner’s Court for 
the same site, with frontage to George Street.  The new building was to be located on top of the 
“precipice” that formed the backdrop to the Morgue (Figure 2.19).35 

 

 

Figure 2.18 1905 plan of the 
proposed new Morgue and 
neighbouring right-of-way to be 
constructed over the Bethel Street 
alignment (diagonal line) which is 
also indicated. 
 
 
(PMNSW, Drawing HP359) 

 

 

Figure 2.19 1906 plan of the 
proposed new City Coroner’s 
Court located on the George 
Street frontage, to the west of the 
Morgue.  The right-of-way to its 
north is also clear. 
 
 
(PMNSW, Drawing HP360) 

                                                
35 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 6 & 116. 



Conservation Management Strategy 
Bethel Steps, The Rocks  December 2019 

Prepared for Place Management NSW  26 

 
 
Figure 2.20 1905 detail of the right-of-way and stair.  (PMNSW HP359) 

 

The Coroners Court and Morgue were constructed in 1907 and 1908 and as a result much of 
Bethel Street was buried.  Additions to the Mariners Church in 1909 and construction of the 
Chapel in 1927 buried the remainder of Bethel Street.  During conservation works to the Church 
in 2008, approximately 15 metres of the roadway was uncovered.  This included stone kerb and 
guttering and a retaining wall that was part of the construction of the original Mariners Church.  
The remnants provide evidence of the early path and street and also as a reminder of what 
possibly was the first landing place of Europeans in Sydney Cove in 1788.36 

 

 

Figure 2.21 Part of the roadway 
and kerb uncovered as part of 
works to the basement of the 
Mariners Church in 2008. 
 
 
(PMNSW, Image 21-4-74 (32)) 

 

2.4 Development of Bethel Steps 

In 1906 the land across which Bethel Street had been formed was resumed.  The resumption 
created a more regular shaped site that would enable the construction of the Coroners Court 
and Morgue buildings.  The resumption also regularised the Bethel Union land and made space 
for later alterations and additions to the Mariners Church.  It would appear that the importance 
of the connection between this section of George Street and waterfront was recognised.  Bethel 
Street was to be replaced by a right of way later known as Bethel Steps.37   

The site of the Coroners Court building and Bethel Street were actually the sum of several 
resumptions gazetted in 1900, 1901 and 1906.  Since the early 20th century resumptions, the 
development of the right of way has been closely linked with the development and changes to 
the two neighbouring buildings, the former Coroners Court and Mariners Church. 

                                                
36 PMNSW, Interpretation Panel, Bethel Steps. 
37 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 144. 
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The site on which the original Dead House stood had been reserved for a Morgue as early as 
1863.  The early plans show the small structure close to the Circular Quay West frontage and 
setback from George Street.  The 1905 drawing of the new Morgue (Figure 2.18) indicates that 
the site had been developed.  The footprints of the old buildings proposed to be demolished are 
dotted on the building plans.  The later buildings and elements including fences and trees were 
located below the level of George and Bethel Streets (refer Figure 2.16).   

Whilst the Morgue plans were completed a year earlier, the Coroners Court building was 
completed in 1907 and Morgue followed in 1908.  The Coroners Court was designed by 
Government Architect, Walter Liberty Vernon with assistant architect AS Cook.38  The building 
was constructed on the higher, western part of the site, with frontage to George Street.  A flight 
of stairs on the eastern side of the building led to the Morgue which was located on the lower, 
eastern portion of the site.  The original plans (Figure 2.22) show the building sitting on deep 
footings and rock foundations.  An arch below the stairway connecting to the Morgue indicates 
retention of a rock faced section and cut natural stone below the building now referred to as 
Bethel Rock.   

The building elevation to the “Right-of-way” is also shown with steps and ramp extending along 
the stone base of the brick building to George Street (Figures 2.23).  The stepped section is 
located adjacent to the north eastern corner of the building from which point a simple fence on a 
low base is indicated.  This detail replicates the earlier 1905 stair detail (Figure 2.20) which 
shows two flights of stairs, one at the base and one longer set in the mid section of the right of 
way with ramps between and extending to George Street.   

 

 
 
Figure 2.22 Drawing of the Coroners Court dated 1906 showing the Elevation to the “right-of-
way” and the stone and rock base of the building.  (PMNSW HP360) 
 

                                                
38 Graham Brooks & Associates, Coroners Court (former) CMP, (2004), p. 40. 
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Figure 2.23 Detail showing the elevations to the “Right-of-way” and stone base of the building. 
(PMNSW, HP360) 

A photograph of the completed Coroners Court building (Figure 2.24) shows the brick and 
stone façades and main roof form and Federation period character of the building.  The top of 
the right-of-way is also just visible (Figure 2.25).  The Coroners Court building forms the 
southern boundary of the top of the passage.  A fence on a solid base is just visible along the 
shared boundary with the Mariners Church site.   

 

 

Figure 2.24 The Coroners Court c. 
1907. 
 
(PMNSW, GE 28 c. 1907-1 DW 
34034) 
 
 

 

 

Figure 2.25 Detail showing the top of the right-of-way. 
 
(PMNSW, GE 28 c. 1907-1 DW 34034) 
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The construction of the Mariners Church had been delayed due to the fluctuating financial 
situation of the Bethel Union.  This situation appears to have continued and declined in the 
1880s.  Some relief was afforded by a “compensation” payment from the ASN Co that allowed 
the construction of their new building hard up to the northern facade of the Church.  “Bethel 
House” a small residence that was located at the rear of the Church was also sold in 1886 in an 
an attempt to lighten the Union’s financial burden and discharge the mortgage on the site.  As 
conditions continued to decline, discussions were held from 1887 relating to the leasing of the 
Mariner’s Church to the increasingly active Church of England Missions to Seaman.39 

The work and finances improved in the early 1890s when much needed repairs and renovations 
were made to the Church.  By this time, in 1888 the basement of the building had been enlarged 
and new subfloor areas and facilities provided.  However, by the end of the decade the ever-
increasing difficulties of the Bethel Union and complementary activities of the Missions to 
Seaman were recognised and two committees agreed that a merger would be beneficial.  
Accordingly an agreement was made for the lease of the Mariners’ Church to the Missions to 
Seamen.40 

The lease was extended in 1899 and in 1904 and signalled a number of changes to the 
building.  With the urging of the Governor, Sir Harry Rawson, a former seaman, subscriptions 
were made and funds were raised such that by the end of 1909 architect Harry Kent was 
commissioned to prepare and design a substantial extension to the building.  The extensions 
enveloped the original Church.  Another storey was added and a new entrance and rooms were 
also added and extended the building out to the George Street alignment and south to the right-
of-way.  The additions were completed in 1910 and building was renamed “The Rawson 
Institute for Seamen”.41 

A photograph of the Rawson Institute dated c. 1909 (Figure 2.26) shows the imposing three 
storey façade of the building and the new northern boundary of the passage between the two 
sites created by the resumptions and realignment of George Street.   

 

 

Figure 2.26 Photograph of the Mariners 
Church on completion of the additions 
c. 1909 showing the entry to the Bethel 
Steps. 
 
 
(PMNSW, Missions to Seamen-
Mariners Church 1909) 

                                                
39 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 141. 
40 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 142. 
41 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 145. 
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It is assumed that the right-of-way passage and stairs were constructed as designed and 
illustrated on the 1905 Morgue plan.  The Morgue was setback from the alignment of the right-
of-way, however, the wall of the WCs and boundary wall along the Circular Quay frontage 
formed part of the base stair.  Five treads are indicated at the base and are also bounded by a 
single pier and fence line on the northern side (Figure 2.27).  The top of the passage was to be 
excavated and stepped footings are indicated along the length of the stair with fifteen stone 
blocks (steps) partly supported on fill shown in the mid section.   Another “tar paved” ramp 
extended to the base stair.  There are minimal annotations, however, it appears that a timber 
paling fence with posts at regular intervals on a brick base with solider course capping extended 
along both sides of the tar paved passage and steps. 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2.27 Detail showing the part plan, elevation and section of the “Right-of-way”.  (PMNSW, 
HP359) 
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In 1911, additions were proposed to the Caretaker’s Quarters quarters of the Coroners Court 
building.  These did not impact the right-of-way, however, the drawings (Figure 2.28) indicate a 
retaining wall on the shared boundary.  A Sydney Water survey plan dated 1920 (Figure 2.29) 
appears to confirm that the stairs and ramps were constructed as designed and shows the 
buildings bounding the George Street end of the right-of-way and indicates the fences and walls 
bounding the eastern section.  The word “Bethel” is also noted on the right of way possibly 
suggesting that it had become known as the Bethel Steps by this time.  

 

 

Figure 2.28 1911 elevation 
indicating the retaining wall 
and fence along the southern 
side of the right-of-way. 
 
 
(GBA, p.43, GAO Plan PC155-
1) 

 

 

Figure 2.29 Sydney Water 
plan dated 1920 showing the 
“Bethel” Steps and 
surrounding buildings. 
 
 
(GBA, p.38, Sydney Water 
Corporation, 1920, Sewer 
Detail Sheet (Blackwattle) 
3768) 

 

Meanwhile the activities of the enlarged Institute also expanded.  Annual attendances rose and 
by the 1920s the adequacy of the building was being questioned.  Some minor additions had 
been approved to the building, however, in 1927 architects Kent & Massie were appointed to 
undertake additions that would provide additional accommodation.  The existing Chapel was to 
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be converted for other uses and a new and smaller Chapel was planned to be erected in the 
open space on the Circular Quay side of the site. 42  

The 1927 drawings (Figures 2.30 & 2.31) show the proposed additions along the northern side 
of the Steps and Chapel addition.  The proposed Chapel addition would extend along the base 
steps.  These additions were completed in 1928 and were called “Dame Margaret Davidson 
Wing”.  Further alterations and addition and infill of the remaining open space on the site were 
also undertaken from 1931.43 

 

 

Figure 2.30 1927 Kent and Massie 
plan of the Chapel additions to the 
Rawson Institute which also 
indicate the form of the Bethel 
Steps. 
 
 
(Phillips, p.151 & 152, City 
Archives BA 944/27) 

 

 
 
Figure 2.31 South elevation of the Rawson Institute showing the proposed 1927 additions and 
existing walls and elements along the northern side of the Bethel Steps. (Phillips, p.151 & 152, 
City Archives BA 944/27) 

                                                
42 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 149-150. 
43 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 150-153. 
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The location of the Morgue had long been questioned and the proximity to an increasingly busy 
berth for passenger liners also presented problems.  In 1936 it was commented that passengers 
could see clearly into the post-mortem room where bodies were laid out.  It was later conceded 
that the Morgue was badly situated and in 1946 plans were prepared proposing the demolition 
of the 1907 wall and details facing the Quay and extension of the building to the boundary.   

The works commenced in June 1947.  The plan (Figure 2.32) indicates that part of the building 
was retained, with new additions extending to the eastern boundary.  A new brick wall also 
appears to have been proposed adjacent to the base of the Bethel Steps.  An open area was 
also retained with, it is assumed, the earlier retaining wall and fence.  A photograph from the 
1970s (Figures 2.33 & 2.34) shows the additions to the Federation building particularly the wall 
constructed on the Circular Quay frontage and base of the Bethel Steps.  The wall and some 
infill and alterations of the stone steps is also just visible.  The works allowed for some 
improvement, however, the inadequacies of both buildings continued to be felt and changes 
continued to be made until the 1960s when moves were made to relocate both the Morgue and 
Coroners Court functions.  The Morgue and Coroner’s Court finally vacated the buildings in 
August 1971 when they were moved to a new purpose built facility on Parramatta Road, 
Glebe.44 

 

 

Figure 2.32 1946 plan showing 
the planned additions to the 
Morgue. 
 
 
(GBA, p.45, Department of Public 
Works / GAO 2880/46) 

 

 

Figure 2.33 1970s photograph 
showing the additions to the 
Circular Quay Morgue building 
(mid shot). 
 
 
(PMNSW, 1970s Mariners 
Church -1) 

                                                
44 Graham Brooks & Associates, Coroners Court (former) CMP, (2004), p. 45-47. 
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Figure 2.34 The wall at the base 
of the stair appears to have been 
replaced, however, the timber 
fence and brick retaining wall 
behind appeared to remain.  
Some infill or changes to the 
southern end of the stone steps is 
also visible. 
 
 
(PMNSW, 1970s Mariners 
Church -1) 

2.5 Changes to Bethel Steps 

The relocation of the Morgue facilities, resumption of the buildings neighbouring the Bethel 
Steps by the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority (SCRA) and demolition of the Morgue 
building at Circular Quay signalled a number of changes to the Bethel Steps.   

The SCRA was constituted in 1970 and was commissioned to undertake preservation and 
restoration measures, to create open space and landscape and where appropriate, as its name 
suggests redevelop and improve the commercial viability of its assets.  SCRA resolved to 
demolish the Morgue in 1971 and convert that part of the site into a bus and car park.  Initially 
the Green Bans imposed by the Builders’ Labourers Federation (BLF) resisted the demolition as 
they had imposed a total ban on demolition in The Rocks, however, in January 1972 they 
decided to allow it to proceed and the Morgue building was demolished.45 

SCRA decided to convert the Coroners Court building into exhibition spaces and offices.  In 
August 1972 architects Philip Cox, Storey and Partners were instructed to install public toilets, a 
gallery, tearoom and offices in the building.  Photographs of the cleared Morgue building site 
and Steps dated the 1980s (Figures 2.35-2.36) shows that a car parking area had been formed 
at the rear of the Coroners Court building.  Part of the wall added to the Morgue in the 1940s at 
the north eastern corner of the site appears to have been retained and continued to bound the 
eastern end steps.  A timber fence on brick retaining wall/ base also appears to remain behind 
the wall.  The Steps also continued to comprise of two flights with sealed ramps located 
between and extending to George Street.   

The Mariners Church complex was also resumed by SCRA in 1971.  Negotiations had been 
made with the Bethel Union and contents of the building were relocated.    The Mariners Church 
was adapted to suit the requirements of the Craft Council of Australia, Crafts Council of NSW 
and other affiliated entities.  The first stage of works to the Mariners Church was also a series of 
demolitions and alterations which revealed some of Bibbs original work.  The Craft Centre 
occupied the building between 1981 and 1990 when “The Story of Sydney” took possession of 
the building.46  Undated images of the Mariners Church assumed to date from the 1970s 
(Figures 2.37-38) show the various additions to the Mariners Church and indicate the condition 
prior to the adaptive works.  The images also show the earlier fence along the south eastern 
section of the Bethel Steps and part of the stone steps prior to changes that were to follow.  

                                                
45 Graham Brooks & Associates, Coroners Court (former) CMP, (2004), p. 31. 
46 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 158 & 163. 
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Figure 2.35 A car parking area 
was formed on site of the 
demolished Morgue to the east of 
the former Coroners Court 
building and south of Bethel 
Steps. 
 
 
(PMNSW, SCRA 261 – Bethel 
Stairs – 1980s) 

 

 

Figure 2.36 Bethel Steps in 
c.1980.  The brick wall and corner 
of the Morgue additions appears 
to have been retained with a 
timber fence.  Two flights of steps 
with sealed sections between and 
extending to George Street are 
also evident. 
 
 
(PMNSW, GEM 100.95 – Bethel 
Steps – George Street - 1980) 
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Figure 2.37 Undated photograph 
assumed to date from the c. 
1970s showing the various 
changes to the Mariners Church.  
The timber fence along the south 
eastern section of the Bethel 
Steps is also just visible (bottom 
left). 
 
 
(PMNSW, 34226 GE55-7 Front 
and Rear Mission to Seamen) 

 

 

Figure 2.38 Undated photograph 
showing the various additions and infill 
to the southern façade of the Mariners 
Church and also shows part of the 
Bethel Steps. 
 
 
(PMNSW, GEM 100.338) 
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During the 1980s SCRA appears to have explored the redevelopment of the site of the 
demolished Morgue.  Drawings prepared by Lawrence Nield and Partners Pty Ltd,47 who 
designed the current Overseas Passenger Terminal (1985-1987)48 show options for the site and 
consideration of the redesign of part (eastern end) of the Bethel Steps.  These plans were not 
realised, however, changes were undertaken in the 1990s. 

“The Story of Sydney” was based on an idea of Miles Barne, a businessman and amateur 
historian who sought to develop museum like displays combined with cinemas, exhibition 
spaces also meeting rooms, retail and service areas.49  Drawings prepared by Conybeare 
Morrison and Partners for Barnes detail a number of changes to the Mariners Church.  The 
concept was also carried through to the adjoining bay of the ASN & Co building and also 
resulted in the alteration of the longer, western flight of steps in the mid section of the Bethel 
Steps.   

A plan dated November 1989 (Figure 2.39) details the addition of a new terrace and stair along 
the southern side of the Mariners Church building.  It would appear that some additions and infill 
added to the building visible in the undated images (Figures 2.37-2.38) were to be removed 
and a new link and exit doors (on Level 3) and stair (Stair 8) were to be created on the northern 
side of Bethel Steps.   

 

 

Figure 2.39 Plans prepared by 
Conybeare Morrison, Architects 
for “The Story of Sydney” fitout. 
 
 
(Phillips p. 166, ROX/ 371/ AR 
/003/ DR) 

 

                                                
47 PMNSW, Lawrence Nield & Partners Pty Ltd, CAP – 1-13 SCRA Plans - Development Potential – Sites B13, B14, B15 - 
The Rocks (1985). 
48 Jahn, G. Sydney Architecture (1997), p.188. 
49 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 164. 
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A new landing and steps were created to discharge onto the western end of Bethel Steps which 
had a bitumen finish which was to be retained.  This also entailed the construction of a new slab 
and modification of the existing face brick wall (Figures 2.40-2.41).  The top of the wall was to 
be squared with new brickwork to match the existing to allow the addition of the new landing/ 
terrace and steel balustrade.  An existing opening facing the Bethel Steps was to be infilled and 
a new double opening with flat arch over was detailed.  The location of the new door opening 
necessitated the removal of a number of steps (shown dotted).  New sandstone treads were to 
be provided further east.  The existing bitumen finish was to be largely maintained with some 
new infill and a level landing between the retained and new flight of steps.  A new brick wall and 
balustrade are also noted extending from the north eastern corner of the former Coroners Court 
building. 

 

 
 
Figure 2.40 1989 drawing detailing changes to the Mariners Church and Bethel Steps.  
(PMNSW Drawing ROX/ 371/ AR/ 0011/ DR) 
 

 
 
Figure 2.41 1989 drawing detailing changes to the Mariners Church and Bethel Steps.  
(PMNSW Drawing ROX/ 371/ AR/ 0011/ DR) 
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The “Story of Sydney” opened in January 1991, however, due to various circumstances it closed 
at the end of January 1992.  The building was subsequently occupied by the Billich Gallery. 50   

A photograph dated 1995 (Figure 2.42) indicates the changes to the former Mariners Church 
building and Bethel Steps were undertaken as detailed.  The new brick wall and balustrade to 
the landing and new double opening are clear with the junction between the new and old 
brickwork.   Similarly the new brick balustrade along the southern side of the Bethel Steps is 
also clear.  The brickwork matches the new brick infill along the southern façade of the former 
Mariners Church building and is in contrast to the lower section.  The junction is clear and 
indicates the fall of the original steps.   

 

 

Figure 2.42 1995 photograph 
which confirms that the changes 
were undertaken as detailed. 
 
 
(GBA, p.45, Department of Public 
Works / GAO 2880/46) 

 

Further works were undertaken to the former Mariners Church in 2007 when the Sydney 
Harbour Foreshore Authority commissioned Garner and Ross as project managers and Otto 
Cserhalmi and Partners (OCP) as architects to undertake conservation works and alterations to 
the building.51   

                                                
50 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 165-166. 
51 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 166. 
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These works included further alterations to the brick wall facing the Bethel Steps.  Air intake 
louvres were added to the top of the wall which was also modified and a new glass balustrade 
was provided in c. 2008 (Figure 2.43).52   

During the works some remains of Bethel Street, including a stone wall and kerbing, were found 
beneath the lowest floor level in the south eastern corner of the former Mariners Church.  These 
were carefully excavated and recorded and as a result a viewing window and interpretation 
panel were added to the south eastern façade of the building.  The panel and window are 
located at the eastern end of the Bethel Steps (Figures 2.44 & 2.45).  The works to the building 
also required some additional services which were located in the open area to the south of the 
Step and site of the former Morgue.  The drawing also indicates that it was proposed to core 
under the steps to provide pipework connections.  A lightweight structure, to house service 
elements is also shown.  The “Cube” and service elements remain.  The interpretive sign and 
window were added in c. 2009 and works to the building were completed in 2010.53 

 

 

Figure 2.43 Elevation showing 
further modification to the 
southern facade of the former 
Mariners Church. 
 
 
(PMNSW) 

 

 

Figure 2.44 Plan prepared by 
OCP showing the interpretation of 
Bethel Street and viewing window 
on the Bethel Steps.  The Cube 
and service connections are also 
shown. 
 
 
(PMNSW, OCP Drawing -
7055_A_11-5) 

                                                
52 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 166, PMNSW, BVS-001-D33(A) 100 George St, The 
Rocks, Bethel Steps, Terrace, Air Intake Louvre, Steel Details dated 20/10/08. 
53 Orwell & Peter Phillips, Former Mariners Church CMP (2012), p. 166-167 & Shop drawing, Three – D Projects, Bethel 
Steps Interpretation, dated 05/02/09. 
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Figure 2.45 Detail of the viewing window and panel prepared by OCP in 2007. (PMNSW, 
Drawing 07005_A77_5) 

 

A drawing also prepared by OCP architects dated 2015 (Figure 2.46) indicates some further 
changes and upgrade of the doors on the southern façade of the former Mariners Church in 
relation tenancy fitout works.  No further change appears to have been undertaken to Bethel 
Steps, however, the drawing indicates that the Cube structure was located on the site of the 
former Morgue by this time. 

Following the demolition of the Morgue, photographs indicate that the area was used as a car 
parking area and was partially sealed.  However, some landscaping elements, brick planter 
boxes and paving and street furniture and seating have been added around the space (Figure 
2.47).  Storage sheds and temporary structures including a coffee cart also hoardings and 
fences associated with recent works in the former Coroners Court currently occupy the space. 

 

 

Figure 2.46 2015 drawing 
showing the profile of the Bethel 
Steps and Cube. 
 
 
(PMNSW, OCP 9137 - S.57 & DA 
- Bar 100, Mariners Church, 98-
100 George Street, The Rocks - 
Upgrade Doors on George 
Street, end of Bethel Steps-
Approved Plan) 
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Figure 2.47 Undated photograph 
of the site of the former Morgue 
and Cube which appears to have 
been in place prior to 2015. 
 
(PMNSW) 

2.6 Ability to represent historic themes 

The following table identifies the relevant Australian and New South Wales historic themes, and 
how these themes are represented at the site. 

 

Australian 
Historic Theme 

NSW 
Historic Theme 

Representation of historic themes  
Bethel Steps 

1 Tracing the 
natural evolution 
of Australia 

Environment – 
naturally evolved 

The base of Bethel Steps is located in the vicinity of what 
is believed to be the first landing place of the First Fleet 
and Governor Arthur Phillip.  The natural rock outcrops, 
shoreline and deep water in this location were considered 
ideal for landing of ships.  A particularly large rock 
(referred to as Reeds Rock) appears in early illustrations 
and is described in early accounts and was located 
adjacent to an open area that led up to the ridge line on 
which an early track and later George Street was 
developed.  The rocky outcrop and nature of the area 
remains evident at the base of the former Coroners Court 
buiding.  Bethel Steps also indicate the rocky shore and 
fall from the ridge (George Street) to the water line.   

4 Building 
settlements, 
towns and cities 

Towns, 
suburbs and 
villages 

Bethel Steps recall an early street that was formed along a 
diagonal pathway that lead from the shore and early 
landing and wharves up to George Street.  The street was 
located at the northern end of the government dockyard.  
The Dockyard developed on the western shore of Sydney 
Cove which was from the start a working area occupied by 
the convicts and military and distinct from administrative 
and civil functions which were concentrated on the eastern 
shore and east of the fresh water rivulet at the head of the 
cove which was later known as the Tank Stream.  

As Sydney developed and as free settlers arrived the 
western shore became a hub for mercantile activities and 
shipping assisted by the reclamations and development of 
Circular Quay.  The diagonal access through the rocky 
shore was retained and improved and in the 1860s-1870s 
was formalised and became Bethel Street. 
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4 Building 
settlements, 
towns and cities 

Towns, 
suburbs and 
villages 
continued 

Bethel Street recalls the Bethel Union, who constructed 
the Mariners Church in 1855-56 on the land to the 
immediate north of the accessway.  With the Sailors’ 
Home to the south it indicates the ongoing association of 
the area with maritime functions. 

Bethel Street remained an important link between George 
Street and the wharves until the early 1900s.  Land 
resumptions in the early 1900s created a regular shaped 
site over the site of the early Dead House and later 
Morgue which were associated with the early Military 
Hospital and later Water Police who occupied Cadman’s 
Cottage.  The Coroners Court Building and new Morgue 
were constructed in 1907 and 1908 when Bethel Street 
was replaced by a “right-of-way” later known as Bethel 
Steps. 
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3.0 Physical Evidence 
The aim of this chapter is to describe Bethel Steps, No. 100A George Street, The Rocks, in 
detail in order to assist the understanding of its development.  The place itself is a good source 
of information on the number of changes that have been carried out during its lifetime.  This 
chapter builds on the evidence outlined in the previous section to note the physical changes that 
have taken place over time in order to understand why, when and how these alterations were 
made. 

3.1 The Rocks Heritage Conservation Area 

The site is located within the The Rocks Heritage Conservation Area.  The Rocks is sited on a 
rocky promontory extending into Sydney Harbour and generally bounded by Sydney Cove/ 
Circular Quay to the east and southern approach of the Sydney Harbour Bridge to the west.  It 
covers some 21 hectares in area and falls steeply to the east, in a series of sandstone 
escarpments, giving the important harbour views that enhances the area.   

The topography which gave the area its name and provided the early building materials 
influenced the street pattern which is now overlaid and traversed by steps and pedestrian 
walkways and lanes.  The conservation of The Rocks from the 1970s has reinforced these 
diverse streetscapes, laneways and pedestrian links.   

Today the built context is characterised by a mix of residential and commercial buildings ranging 
from buildings by noted architects to humble shops, cottages and terraces mostly dating from 
the 19th and 20th centuries.  The area has a strong maritime character with warehouses and 
bond stores remaining in addition to philanthropic buildings and accommodation for seamen.  
The area also retains a large amount of public open space including Dawes Point Park, with its 
early fortifications and archaeological remains, Foundation Park, West Circular Quay, First Fleet 
Park, the public domain around the Museum of Contemporary Art, Overseas Passenger 
Terminal, Campbell’s Cove, Park Hyatt and the Hickson Road Reserve.   

The area to the north of the Cahill Expressway, in which Bethel Steps are located, illustrates the 
diversity of the area with the historic buildings and elements in the vicinity of the site set against 
the late 20th century Overseas Passenger Terminal.  It is the overall character and diversity 
which contributes to the significance of the area. 

3.2 Street and Streetscape Description 

Bethel Steps are located on the eastern side of George Street in the block between Argyle 
Street/ Circular Quay West to the south and junction with Hickson Road to the north.  George 
Street remains the main street running in and north-south direction and starts to curve around 
toward the west in the vicinity of the Steps. 

The built context in this section of George Street is characterised by a mix of historic buildings 
largely dating from the 19th and early 20th centuries with some later infill development such as 
the Old Sydney Holiday Inn (No. 55 George Street) located between. 

The western side of this section of George Street retains a mix of two and three storey rendered 
and stone commercial and retail attached buildings (formerly shops with residences over) 
bookended by the Victorian period Orient Hotel (Nos. 87-89 George Street) and Federation 
period Observer Hotel (No. 69 George Street).  These buildings, despite being framed by two 
slightly larger Hotel buildings are generally smaller in scale with narrow frontages which gives a 
finer streetscape pattern that is in contrast to the buildings on the eastern side of this part of 
George Street.   
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The eastern side features a number of larger scale, three and four storey Victorian period 
buildings with wide street frontages including the former Sailors’ Home (No. 106-108 George 
Street) and ASN & Co Building. (No. 1-5 Hickson Road).  These buildings are constructed to the 
street frontage. 

Cadman’s Cottage, which remains from the Colonial period of development is also located to 
the south of the Steps on the eastern side of George Street.  The building is set down, below 
the level of George Street and setback from the George Street alignment and has a two storey 
façade facing Circular Quay West.  Circular Quay West is a restricted access, vehicular 
roadway that provides rear access to the buildings along the eastern side of this section of 
George Street and the Overseas Passenger Terminal (OPT).  The OPT is a long, multi-storey 
late 20th century concrete and steel structure which serves as backdrop to the buildings on the 
eastern side the street and is a prominent feature of the western side of Circular Quay. 

Bethel Steps is nestled between the former Mariners Church (Nos. 98-100 George Street) and 
former Coroners Court (Nos. 102-104 George Street).  The Mariners Church is a large three 
and four storey Victorian Free Classical building with rendered, face brick and stone walls, 
rendered classical details and parapeted roof.  The front façade is constructed to the George 
Street frontage and comprises three bays.  The centre bay projects slightly forward and features 
distinctive banding, mouldings and cornice topped by an upper storey and large, curved 
parapet.  The building is symmetrical about the centre bay but has a curved corner which leads 
into the Bethel Steps.  The southern facade of the building, facing the Bethel Steps indicates the 
staged development of the building.  The façade is mostly built up to the northern alignment of 
Steps.  A stair and open terrace and recessed double doorway are located mid way along the 
Steps. 

On the southern side of the Steps, the former Coroners Court building is a two and three storey 
Federation Free Style building with face brick and stone façades and details and gabled roof 
clad in slates.  The building is also constructed to the George Street frontage.  The front, 
George Street façade has an open verandah with colonnade and brick arches supported on 
heavy brick and stone piers.  Steps lead up from the street to the verandah which is bounded by 
two gabled end bays of one and two storeys.  The building sits on a rock faced and dressed 
stone base which is forms part of the south western alignment of the Bethel Steps.  The building 
also sits on a natural and cut stone base which is a visible feature of the open area to the south 
of the Steps.  An original stair on the eastern side of the building extends down to the area that 
was occupied by the Morgue (1908-1970s).  The space is currently fenced and enclosed by 
construction hoardings.  A modern structure (Cube) and a number of lightweight sheds, street 
furniture and trees currently occupy this area.  The rear of both the former Coroners Court and 
Mariners Church buildings and rear of the neighbouring former Sailors’ Home to the south and 
ASN & Co Building to the north are visually prominent elements along Circular Quay West. 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Bethel Steps is located on the 
eastern side of George Street North 
which is characterised by a mix of low 
scale buildings largely dating from the 
19th and early 20th centuries.  
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Figure 3.2 Bethel Steps extend from the 
eastern side of the street. 

 

 

Figure 3.3 The eastern side of this 
section of the street features a number of 
larger buildings including the ASN & Co 
Building (Nos. 1-5 Hickson Road) 

 

 

Figure 3.4 The former Mariners Church 
located to the immediate north of the 
Bethel Steps. 

 

 

Figure 3.5 The former Coroners Court 
building (Nos. 102-104 George Street) is 
located to the immediate south. 
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Figure 3.6 Further south is the former 
Sailors’ Home (Nos. 106-108 George 
Street).  

 

 

Figure 3.7 Cadman’s Cottage is also 
located to the south of Bethel Steps.  The 
building is setback and sited below the 
level of George Street. 

 

 

Figure 3.8 The buildings in this section 
of the street also address Circular Quay 
West.   

 

 

Figure 3.9 The landscaped area to the 
east of the former Sailors’ Home and 
Coroners Court buildings which also 
forms part of the setting of the Bethel 
Steps. 
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Figure 3.10 Circular Quay West.  The 
Overseas Passenger Terminal forms a 
modern backdrop to the buildings on 
the eastern side of this section of 
George Street. 

 

 

Figure 3.11 The rear of the former 
Mariners Church and ASN & Co. 
Circular Quay West provides vehicular 
access to the Overseas Passenger 
Terminal and Campbell’s Cove. 

3.3 Bethel Steps 

Bethel Steps is an open pedestrian thoroughfare located on the eastern side of George Street 
between the former Mariners Church at Nos. 98-100 and former Coroners Court at Nos. 102-
104 George Street.  Two steel identification plates are fixed to the southern facade of the former 
Mariners Church building at each end of the Steps. 

The south western corner of the former Mariners Church is curved and leads into the 
passageway from the George Street verge.  A cast iron pavement light with curved and square 
edge is also located in the pavement at the base of the curved corner of the building.  The 
George Street verge is relatively wide also has an asphalted finish with bluestone edging the 
base of the front facades of both the former Mariners Church and Coroners Court buildings. 

Bethel Steps comprise of three flights of stone blocks (steps) with asphalted ramps and landings 
that rise from Circular Quay West up to George Street.  The base stair comprises of 5 stone 
steps.  The mid rise comprises of 12 risers the upper set of 7.  The fall of each ramp varies.  
Level landings have been created adjacent to an egress and a separate access door on the 
southern façade of the former Mariners Church.  An interpretive panel and viewing window 
(looking into the basement of the Mariners Church and remains of Bethel Street) is also located 
on the south eastern façade of the building and eastern ramp of the Steps.  

A face brick retaining wall with bullnosed brick capping, timber posts and round pipe steel rails 
extends from the north eastern corner of the former Coroners Court building along the south 
eastern part of the stair.  The timber posts (7 in number) are located at regular intervals and 
have been inset and bolted into the brickwork.   

The retaining wall forms the northern boundary of an open area that is the site of the former 
Morgue.  Some variation is visible in the brickwork indicating the changes to the wall since its 
construction in c. 1907.  Some service elements and temporary elements have been added 
close to the base of the wall. 
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Figure 3.12 The George Street access to 
the Bethel Steps and neighbouring 
buildings. 

 

 

Figure 3.13 The south western corner of 
the Mariners Church is curved and leads 
into the Steps.  A steel identification plate 
is also fixed to the rendered southern 
façade of the building. 

 

 

Figure 3.14 The curved corner of the 
Mariners Church also has a curved and 
square pavement light with bluestone 
edging.   

 

 

Figure 3.15 The north western corner of 
the former Coroners Court building.  Note 
the bluestone edging at the base of the 
George Street façade.  
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Figure 3.16 The paved area at the 
George Street “entry”.  A sign post is 
located close to the street alignment.  
The signage does not refer to Bethel 
Steps, however, indicates access to the 
MCA, Circular Quay West and Overseas 
Passenger Terminal. 
 

 

 

Figure 3.17 View looking east along 
Bethel Steps from George Street. 
 
 

 

 

Figure 3.18 The base of the northern 
façade of the former Coroner’s Court 
building.  The eastern end (at left) has 
three low level openings. 
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Figure 3.19 The south western façade of 
façade of the Mariners Church which has 
one low level opening and steps (egress) 
added in c. 1990. 
 
 

 

 

Figure 3.20 The steps and terrace area, 
brick walls and railings on the southern 
side of the Mariners Church which were 
initially modified in c. 1990 and have 
been modified since. 
 
 

 

 

Figure 3.21 The Bethel stone Steps were 
modified to enable the addition of the 
door opening on the southern facade of 
the Mariners Church in c. 1990.   
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Figure 3.22 The asphalted finish extends 
to the base of the brick wall.  Some moss 
is evident at the base of the wall.   

 

 

Figure 3.23 The double door opening 
added in c. 1990.  The opening, threshold 
and recess have been modified since.  
The level landing appears to have been 
damaged. 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 3.24 The top of the western stair 
which are original and extend between 
the brick wall and stone base of the 
northern façade of the former Coroners 
Court. 
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Figure 3.25 The stone steps and 
associated balustrade which extends 
from the north eastern corner of the 
former Coroners Court.  The stone base 
retains two triangular shaped indents 
which it is assumed accommodated the 
timber rails of the earlier timber fence 
(refer Figures 2.36 & 2.37). 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3.26 The central flight of Steps 
which were created in c. 1990.  The brick 
retaining wall was modified and it would 
appear that the existing timber posts and 
steel pipe railing were added at this time.  
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Figure 3.27 The central stair which was 
created in c. 1990.  The drawings relating 
to “The Story of Sydney” fitout of the 
Mariners Church indicate that “new” 
stone steps were to be provided.  The 
steps extend between the rendered wall 
and stone base of the Mariners Church 
and brick retaining wall/ balustrade. 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 3.28 Typical timber balustrade 
post which are located in a recess and 
bolted into the brick retaining wall.  A 
junction in the brickwork and varying 
colour brick is just visible at the eastern 
end and appears to be part of the late 
1940s additions to the 1908 Morgue. 
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Figure 3.29 The timber posts are bolted 
to the brick retaining wall.  The base of all 
of the timber posts and timber around the 
iron bolts are failing. 
 

 

 

Figure 3.30 The asphalted ramp at the 
eastern end of the Steps and between 
the central and eastern (base) flight of 
steps.  Some moss is evident at the base 
of the Mariners Church façade (at right). 
 
An interpretive sign relating to Bethel 
Street and viewing window looking into 
the excavated basement of the Mariners 
Church are also located along the 
eastern part of the Steps. 
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Figure 3.31 The base of the Steps.  
Some soiling, damp and damage is 
evident. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 3.32 The base of the Bethel 
Steps.  It would appear that the southern 
end of the stone blocks have been cut or 
some infill or indents have been added, 
possibly when the southern wall was 
reconstructed in the late 1940s.  The infill 
is just visible in a photograph dating from 
the 1970s (Figure 2.34).  

 

 

Figure 3.33 The eastern end of the Steps 
and associated brick retaining wall and 
balustrade.  



Conservation Management Strategy 
Bethel Steps, The Rocks  December 2019 

Prepared for Place Management NSW  57 

 

 

Figure 3.34 Detail of the end post and 
brick wall which has been damaged.  A 
number of bricks are also missing. 

 

 

Figure 3.35 A pedestrian crossing is 
located on Circular Quay West adjacent 
to the base of the Steps. 
 

 

 

Figure 3.36 The base of the Steps.  
Some street furniture and open area is 
located to the south (at left). 
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Figure 3.37 The brick retaining wall.  
Some services and elements have been 
added along the base of the wall. 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3.38 Some soiling, staining, 
exfoliation and cracking also some past 
repairs are evident.  Note the bolts and 
fixings of the timber balustrade posts. 
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Figure 3.39 The brick retaining wall also 
retains evidence of the changes to stair 
and wall at the western end. 
 

 

 

Figure 3.40 The base of the eastern 
facade of the former Coroners Court 
building which remains natural and cut 
rock foundations. 

 

 

Figure 3.41 A courtyard space and site of 
the former Morgue is located to the south 
of the Steps.   
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Figure 3.42 The courtyard to the south of 
the Steps is occupied by a modern 
“Cube”, which houses service elements, 
some brick paving trees and street 
furniture.  A coffee cart has also been 
located here. 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 3.43 View of the Steps from 
Circular Quay West.  Paved parking bays 
and planted areas have also been 
provided adjacent to the area to the south 
of the Steps. 

 

 

Figure 3.44 View of the Steps from the 
outdoor dining and restaurant area at the 
rear of the former Sailors’ Home to the 
south. 
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3.4 Assessment of Archaeological Potential 

The archaeological potential of the entire area including Bethel Steps has been identified in the 
Map of Archaeological Resources in The Rocks (Appendix C of The Rocks Heritage 
Management Plan, 2010) as an area of archaeological sensitivity. 

An archaeological investigation has not been carried out on the Bethel Steps, however, two 
archaeological investigations have been carried out on the Mariners Church in 199154 which 
included some content on the area adjacent to Bethel Steps and 2008 which found part of 
Bethel Street including kerbs and a retaining wall that was located adjacent to the original 
Church structure below the later additions at the south eastern corner of the existing building. 

3.4.1 Below Ground 

The site of Bethel Steps and associated open areas were part of an early accessway through 
the rocky shoreline on the western side of Sydney Cove.  The rocks and nature of the area is 
what gave the area its name and is therefore considered to be a significant and primary 
archaeological resource. 

Bethel Street was developed from the early path and was formalised in 1860s and 1870s when 
kerbs were actually placed.  It was noted during these works that some early paving and even a 
gravestone had been used as part of early attempts to improve the access. 

Early images show retaining walls and fences along roadway.  As such possible below ground 
resources of Bethel Steps may include: 

▪ post holes; 
▪ brick or stone walls or footings; 
▪ stone paving; even 
▪ refuse dumps or early deposits used as fill or to provide a hard surface. 

These elements, however, have all been subjected to a variety of activities that have the potential to 
significantly disturb or destroy their archaeological remains.   

The 1905 plan for the new Morgue (Figure 2.18) indicates that the larger, flight of stone steps of 
Bethel Steps was located over part of the Bethel Street kerb.  These steps were modified as part of 
the c. 1990 (Story of Sydney) works to the Mariners Church.  It is not known if any remains were 
located at this time, however, the existing steps were removed and landings and ramps were also 
modified and may have disturbed or destroyed any early resources.  However, a good sample of the 
kerb and part of the roadway that provides evidence of the early roadway and early road making 
techniques and materials was located below the Mariners Church. 

An archaeological excavation on the adjacent site Mariners Church undertaken in 1991 also 
included an assessment of the area adjacent to the Bethel Steps. 

The area of the terrace and steps that now discharge onto the western end ramp of Bethel Steps 
was excavated.  It was proposed to lay sewer and other service lines in the area immediately south 
of the original Church structure.  The area was paved in c. 1981 with concrete pavers and removal 
of these revealed clean sand fill.  Excavation of this area for the new services also through this fill 
material neither discovered nor disturbed any significant features.   The report also notes that a 
section of the early wall adjacent to the steps (assumed to be the brick retaining wall) was removed 
during these works, however, no further details were noted. 55 

The area to the south of Bethel Steps was also part of Bethel Street and location of the early Dead 
House and new Morgue which was constructed on the site in 1908 and demolished in the 1970s. 

                                                
54 Godden Mackay Pty Ltd, “The Story of Sydney 100 George Street Report on Archaeological Monitoring” (January 1991). 
55 Godden Mackay Pty Ltd, “The Story of Sydney 100 George Street Report on Archaeological Monitoring” (January 1991), p. 
10 & 12. 
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As such the area to the south of Bethel Steps is considered to be of high archaeological 
potential and has the ability to retain evidence of these early structures which are significant for 
the role they played in the local and wider area.  Possible below ground resources may include 
footings and fabric associated with the early Dead House and Morgue buildings also associated 
walls and fences and potentially associated relics and fragments. 

These elements are also, however, are likely to have been disturbed.  The early structures by the 
construction of the the new Morgue and associated walls and gatehouses also the Bethel Steps 
themselves and then by the demolition of the new Morgue, clearing of the site and later addition of 
services and “Cube” added sometime between c. 2008-2015. 

3.4.2 Above Ground 

The steps, landings and associated brick retaining wall and balustrade remain as evidence of 
the early 20th century development of the area.   

Bethel Steps replaced Bethel Street and represents an early connection between the main 
street that developed along the ridge (George Street) and western side of Circular Quay.  The 
fabric also has potential to reveal some changes to the surrounding area. 

The brick retaining wall retains evidence of the changes to the two neighbouring sites.  The 
eastern end retains brickwork associated with the late 1940s additions to the new Morgue which 
was demolished in the 1970s.  The original flight of steps closer to the George Street end was 
altered and split in c. 1990 as part of the adaptive re-use works to the former Mariners Church 
building and as a result part of the brick retaining wall was also modified and a new balustrade 
was added.  The eastern end also appears to have been modified again it is assumed at this 
time.  Variations in the brickwork and junctions are visible. 

The stone steps also tell of some works.  The top set (closer to the George Street end) remain 
as original.  It is not clear if the central set re-used or recycled any of the earlier stone steps, 
however, the drawing indicate that “new stone steps” were to be provided.  The base steps also 
have been cut or have been filled at the junction with the brick wall which stands to reason, 
given the changes to the Morgue site. 

The natural and cut stone base of the former Coroners Court building which faces the open 
courtyard to the south of the Steps indicates the early nature of the area and is considered to be 
of exceptional archaeological potential and value. 

3.5 Movable heritage 
There are no moveable heritage items associated with Bethel Steps. 
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4.0 Assessment of Cultural Significance 

4.1 Assessment of Significance 

4.1.1 Comparative Analysis 

Bethel Steps were created as a “right-of-way” that appears to have recognised the long 
established and early pedestrian and later vehicular connection between this section of George 
Street and Circular Quay West.   

George Street emerged along a ridge line that extended south from Dawes Point and was 
supplemented by other main streets such as Cumberland, Harrington and Gloucester Streets 
which also ran in a north/ south direction, parallel to the main street.  The uneven sandstone 
terrain and nature of The Rocks hampered the layout of a regular grid system and resulted in 
the development of the primary street with secondary connecting streets and steps between and 
cut into the rock escarpments that make up The Rocks (refer Figure 4.1). 

Bethel Steps were constructed in c. 1907 and replaced Bethel Street which was an early cross 
street.  By this time another major cross street, Argyle Street had been formed.  It had originally 
comprised of two distinct halves that were connected by steps cut into the rock.  Gloucester 
Street originally curved and linked the two over the top of a cliff.  Part of the alignment and cliff 
remains along the Gloucester Walk.  The steps were located beside the Argyle Bond Store, 
however, by the 1850s were dilapidated and barely trafficable.  A direct connection between the 
two halves was planned for some years prior to 1843 when the cutting of the sandstone for the 
Argyle Cut was commenced.  Spoil from the construction of the cut was taken to form the semi-
circular quay and infill the swampy mouth of the Tank Stream.  Work ceased for some time 
before it was finally completed in the late 1850s.  The stair cut into the rock was removed in 
1855 and new sandstone stairs were constructed the southern end of a bridge connecting 
Cambridge Street and Argyle Street with Gloucester Street above.  These stairs were named 
after prominent local business man, Thomas Playfair (Figure 4.2). 

It was not until after the resumption of The Rocks and Millers Point in 1900 that an attempt was 
made to rationalise the uneven building alignments and the series of bridges over the Argyle 
Cut.  The early bridges over the Argyle Cut were removed and a new reinforced concrete arch 
bridge to Cumberland Street was substantially completed by June 1914.  In addition to the new 
bridge and a new set of steps, the Argyle Stairs, were constructed to link Argyle Street with 
Gloucester Street (now Gloucester Walk) and Cumberland Street.  Later, in the 1920s as part of 
the building of the Bradfield Highway the Argyle Cut was widened,56 however, the earlier 
rendered archway marking the entrance to the steps (Figures 4.4 & 4.4) remained.   

The Argyle Stair (Figure 4.4-4.7) comprises of two sets of stone and concrete steps bounded by 
rendered and natural rock face walls.  The two flights are divided by the brick paved Gloucester 
Walk.  An intermediate landing is also located in the lower flight between Argyle Street and 
Gloucester Walk.  The steps also have pipe steel handrails and a modern suspended light over 
the Gloucester Walk landing.  The lower flight has a gutter between the steps and wall where 
water seeping from the retained section of natural, “living” rock is channelled away. 

The Argyle Stairs were constructed in 1911-1912 shortly after the Bethel Steps, however, have 
been recognised as being of State significance as part of the Argyle Cut and Argyle Bridge 
structures which have been recognised for their historic and scientific cultural values.57  Some 
repairs to the steps, balustrade and walls are evident, however, the stair remains in good 
condition and is a busy and well used pedestrian thoroughfare and link. 

                                                
56 Property NSW, S170 Register, Argyle Cut & NSW Heritage Database No. 5053138. 
57 Property NSW, S170 Register, Argyle Cut & NSW Heritage Database No. 5053138. 
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Figure 4.1 1879 birds eye view which 
shows the main streets running parallel 
to George Street which extended south 
from Dawes Point and also indicates the 
remaining rocky escarpments which gave 
the area its name.  

 

 

Figure 4.2 The Argyle Cut and Playfair 
Steps c. 1901. 
 
 
(NSW Heritage Database No. 5053138) 

 

 

Figure 4.3 The Argyle Cut and Argyle 
Stair (the entrance arch is just visible at 
right) in c. 1917. 
 
 
(NSW Heritage Database No. 5053138) 
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Figure 4.4 Entrance to the Argyle Stairs 
from Argyle Street and base of the stair 
today. 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 4.5 Views of the lower flight of 
steps of the Argyle Stair. 
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Figure 4.6 The Argyle Stairs and 
Gloucester Walk. 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7 The upper flight of the Argyle 
Stair and access from Cumberland 
Street. 
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The Argyle Stair is arguably one the better known open steps in The Rocks.  Another highly 
regarded and State significant stair is the Cumberland Place and Steps (Figures 4.8-4.10) 
located adjacent to Susannah Place (Nos. 58-64 Gloucester Street).   

Cumberland Place and Steps is a public thoroughfare comprising of a series of stone and 
concrete flights of steps and landings extending between Cumberland and Harrington Streets.  
Cumberland Place is of high historical significance as one of the oldest pedestrian streets in The 
Rocks and possibly Australia that have been in continuous use since 1808.  The steps 
themselves have been repaired and extended and part has been fenced due to wear and tear, 
however, they remain and continue to provide a well frequented cross link and are also 
connected to a pedestrian walkway extending south from Argyle Street.58 

 

 

Figure 4.8 Cumberland Place from 
Harrington Street c. 1900. 
 
(NSW Heritage Database No. 5053157) 

 

 

Figure 4.9 Cumberland Place and Steps 
today. 
 
 

 

                                                
58 NSW Heritage Database No. 5053157. 
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Figure 4.10 Cumberland Place and 
Steps from Cumberland Street. 
 

 

Another stair is also located to the north of Cumberland Place and Steps and extends from the 
eastern side of Gloucester Street between Nos. 42 and 44-56 down to the pedestrian access 
which extends along the alignment of Cambridge Street.  The street also features wides steps 
and extends from the southern side of Argyle Street.  The stair comprises of three flights and 
landings and has a simple pipe steel handrail and modern lighting  

 

 

Figure 4.11 The stair linking Gloucester 
and Cambridge Street which has been 
pedestrianised. 
 
 

 

 
To the south of the Sailors Home is a stone flagged path and sandstone stair that like Bethel 
Steps provides public access and connection between George Street and Circular Quay West 
(Figures 4.12 & 4.13).  The stair also provides access to Cadman’s Cottage.  The sandstone 
ledge at the base of the stair interprets the original wharf used by the Government Coxswain 
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and Cadman’s Cottage complex.  The upper stairway, connecting to George Street, comprises 
of dressed stone blocks with wrought iron palisade balustrade and railing.  The railing is fixed to 
two sandstone piers at the top of the stair, on the George Street boundary.  The landing at the 
junction of the two parts of the stair accesses the basement of the former Sailors’ Home and 
Cadman’s Cottage.  The lower section of the stair is carved out of natural rock and possibly 
original shoreline and features a simple, modern steel pipe handrail. 

It is not clear when the steps were constructed, however, steps cut into the rocks to the north of 
Cadman’s Cottage are indicated on early plans and images.  The area was fenced during the 
1970s and 1980s, however, works including the addition of modern handrails were undertaken 
in the 1990s as part of the restaurant fitout in the former Sailors Home.59 

 

 

Figure 4.12 Stair located to the south of 
Bethel Steps and former Sailors Home.  
The stair also provides access to 
Cadman’s Cottage  
 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4.13 The lower section of the stair 
is carved out of natural rock and possibly 
indicates the original shoreline. 
 

                                                
59 Perumal Murphy Alessi Pty Ltd, Sailors Home (former) No. 106-108 George Street, The Rocks, Conservation Management 
Plan (2006). 
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Other examples dating from the 20th century in the vicinity of George Street include: 
 

▪ Steps located to the south of the MCA (Figure 4.14) 
▪ Mills Lane Steps located at the western end of Mills Lane (Figure 4.15); and  
▪ Steps at the northern end of George Street North providing connection to Cumberland 

Street (Figure 4.16).  These appear to be contemporary with the Sydney Harbour Bridge 
(1926-1932). 

Another set of steps are located to the north of the ASN & Co building (No. 1-5 Hickson Road 
(Figure 4.15) .  These steps extend down from George Street and connect to a modified, brick 
paved landing and ramp.  The stair is also now somewhat superseded and dominated by the 
recently updated Steps and tiers facing Campbell’s Cove (Figure 4.16), to the north of Bethel 
Steps. 

Another set of steps is located closer to the southern end of Harrington Street just south of the 
Cahill Expressway and also extend up to Gloucester Street (Figure 4.17).  The steps have been 
modified and upper section has been integrated with the neighbouring modern, late 20th century 
Hotel development, however, appears to retain some earlier fabric.  A similar concept has been 
incorporated between the Shangri-La Hotel development and Harts Pub (No. 10-14 Essex 
Street). 

Several flights of stairs extend along the Essex Street alignment and reiterate the the changing 
levels between the main north-south running streets and indicate the early topography of the 
area. 

 

 

Figure 4.14 Steps located to the south of 
the MCA. 
 

 

 

Figure 4.15 Mill Lane steps. 
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Figure 4.16 Ramps and stone steps to 
the north of the ASN & Co building. 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4.17 Steps at the northern end of 
George Street (below the Harbour 
Bridge). 
 
 

 

 

Figure 4.18 The recently constructed 
steps and landings at Campbell’s Cove. 
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Figure 4.19 Steps closer to the southern 
end of Harrington Street and south of the 
Cahill Expressway. 
 
 

 

 

Figure 4.20 Steps along Essex Street. 
 

 

 

Figure 4.21 Steps in Essex Street. 
 
 

 

Whilst not in The Rocks, another prominent set of stone steps is located on the eastern side of 
Circular Quay.  The Moore Steps (Figures 4.22) extend from the eastern side of Macquarie 
Street and provide a connection between the Botanic Gardens and Quay.  The stair recalls 
Charles Moore, a Mayor of Sydney in the 1860s and was opened in 1868.  Moore also played a 
part in early the works and early bridges over the Argyle Street and is commemorated on a 
plaque that remains on the walls of the Argyle Cut.   
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Moore Stairs features stone steps on a sandstone base and balustrade with bronze pipe 
handrails.  The stone stair and associated stone base and retaining walls are a feature of an 
open paved courtyard that has been formed around the stair and integrated into the modern 
development along East Circular Quay.  Modern paving extends around the base of the stair. 

 

 

Figure 4.22 Moore Stairs which are a 
feature of East Circular Quay.  Modern 
paving extends around but has been 
setback from the base of the stair. 
 
 

 

 

The Cumberland Place and Steps are the only steps or stair individually listed on the State 
Heritage Register in The Rocks (SHR 01542).  Argyle Stair is noted as being part of the Argyle 
Cut (SHR 01523) and Argyle Bridge (SHR 01522), however, has been excluded from both of 
the SHR (curtilage) plans. 

The stair and stone steps located between Cadman’s Cottage and former Sailors’ Home have 
not been individually recognised, however, the SHR listing for Cadman’s Cottage (SHR 00981) 
includes the Cottage, grounds, trees and space around the building and associated plan 
extends to the boundary of the former Sailors’ Home to its north and therefore includes the 
steps and stairs. 

Moore Steps is not listed on the SHR, however, has been listed as a heritage item (I1898) under 
Schedule 5 of the Sydney Local Environmental Plan 2012. 

 

4.1.2 Assessment Criteria 

The following assessment of heritage significance has been prepared utilising the current 
evaluation criteria established by the New South Wales Heritage Council.   



Conservation Management Strategy 
Bethel Steps, The Rocks  December 2019 

Prepared for Place Management NSW  74 

Criterion (a) – An item is important in the course, or pattern, of NSW’s cultural or natural 
history (or the cultural or natural history of the local area) 

The historical significance of Bethel Steps is demonstrated by: 

▪ the evidence of the place as part of the early 20th century development of The Rocks 
which is significant in its own right due to its association with the convict settlement of 
Australia as the earliest area of Sydney to be developed; 

▪ its association with the location of possibly what was the first landing place of Europeans 
and which interprets and continues to provide a pedestrian link between the waterfront 
and ridge on which the main street (George Street) developed; 

▪ its association with the development of Bethel Street and western side of Circular Quay.  
The Steps recall the Bethel Union one of several 19th century benevolent groups who 
were active in this area and who sought to improve the condition of mariners.  Their 
activities and development of the neighbouring Mariners Church and former Sailors’ 
Home represents the shift away from the convict settlement and development of the 
waterfront to cater for the mercantile and shipping activities of the Colony; 

▪ its continuous use from its construction in 1907 to the present.  The various changes to 
the steps represents the shift of the use and evolution of the area and particularly 
changes to the purpose built neighbouring buildings and their adaption to suit an 
increasingly commercial zone and a focus of Sydney tourism activities; 

▪ as an integral component of the former Coroners Court building and former Morgue that 
emerged from an early Dead House and Morgue that have association with the early 
Hospital and Water Police operations in the immediate and wider area. 

Bethel Steps replaced Bethel Street and is also of high historical significance due to its 
association with this early access between the Quay and George Street.  The Steps now 
significantly retain a viewing window that overlooks part of the buried street kerb that was 
revealed in the lower levels of the Mariners Church in c. 2008 and interpretive panel. 

Bethel Steps meet this criterion on a STATE level. 

Criterion (b) – An item has strong or special association with the life or works of a 
person, or group of persons, of importance in NSW’s cultural or natural history (or the 
cultural or natural history of the local area). 

The associational significance of Bethel Steps is demonstrated by: 

▪ the association with significant groups including the Government Architects Office 
Maritime Services Board, Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority and Sydney Harbour 
Foreshore Authority.  The buildings are now associated with Place Management NSW. 

The buildings meet this criterion on a LOCAL level. 

Criterion (c) – An item is important in demonstrating aesthetic characteristics and/or a 
high degree of creative or technical achievement in NSW (or the local are natural history 
(or the cultural or natural history of the local area) 

The aesthetic significance of Bethel Steps is demonstrated by: 

▪ the style, form and detail as part of the early 20th century, Federation period of 
development of the area.  The Steps were constructed as part of the former Coroners 
Court and associated Morgue (now demolished) building constructed in 1907-1908.  
Despite some modifications the Steps significantly remain as an open pedestrian “right-
of-way and a strong sense of their early form, character and details including face brick 
retaining wall, stone steps and risers and asphalted ramps. 
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▪ its townscape qualities and contribution to the Circular Quay West streetscape.  Whilst 
currently obscured by temporary fences and storage shed and services Cube, the Steps 
are a visible part of the street extending between the MCA, Overseas Passenger 
Terminal and Campbell’s Cove; and by 

▪ their contribution to an aesthetically distinctive townscape and part of a group of 
nineteenth, early and late 20th century buildings of George Street North and western side 
of the Quay. 

The buildings meet this criterion on a LOCAL level. 

Criterion (d) – An item has strong or special association with a particular community or 
cultural group in NSW (or the local area) for social, cultural or spiritual reasons. 

The social values of Bethel Steps are demonstrated by: 

▪ its association with the development of the area by the Bethel Union and other religious 
groups and organisations who were active and sought to improve social conditions in 
this locality; 

▪ its contribution as a historic feature in The Rocks which has high social value to 
residents and the wider community who campaigned against full scale redevelopment of 
the area in the 1960s and 1970s and continue to hold The Rocks in high regard for its 
historical, archaeological and architectural significance and research potential; 

▪ its contribution to the community’s sense of place as a reminder of the early “go-down” to 
the waterfront and part of a network of secondary streets, steps and walkways that 
continue to provide access between the main, primary streets and access to the 
waterfront. 

The buildings meet this criterion on a STATE and LOCAL level. 

Criterion (e) – An item has potential to yield information that will contribute to an 
understanding of NSW’s cultural or natural history (or the cultural or natural history of 
the local area) 

The research value of Bethel Steps is demonstrated by: 

▪ its potential to yield archaeological resources that pre-date the construction of the Steps 
including further evidence of Bethel Street and early development; and 

▪ as reference site with the neighbouring buildings they retain evidence and demonstrate 
the response to the stepped and rocky nature of the western shores of Sydney Cove and 
architecture of the early 20th century.  

The natural and cut rock base of the neighbouring former Coroners Court building is considered 
to be of exceptional significance.   

The fabric of the Steps represents the early 20th design philosophies and fabric and tell of some 
changes to the surrounding buildings, however, are not unique or rare.  

The buildings meet this criterion on a STATE and LOCAL level. 
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Criterion (f) – An item possesses uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of NSW’s 
cultural or natural history (or the cultural or natural history of the local area) 

The rarity of Bethel Steps is demonstrated by: 

▪ the recognition of the early access in this section of George Street.  Bethel Steps 
significantly replaced an early pathway and cross street that appears to have developed 
from an early landing place and wharf on the western shores of Sydney Cove; and 

There are a number of stairs and steps that were constructed in the early 20th century in the 
area. Some, like Bethel Steps replaced early connections, however, other examples viewed 
generally feature a classical and traditional architectural language.   

Bethel Steps have stone steps but also feature the distinctive Federation red, face brick 
retaining wall and a simpler, asphalted finish with the stone steps which are not unusual or rare, 
however, are distinct from the other stairs in the area. 

The buildings meet this criterion on a STATE and LOCAL level. 

Criterion (g) – An item is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a 
class of NSW’s cultural or natural places or cultural or natural environments (or a class 
of the local area’s cultural or natural places; or cultural or natural environments). 

Bethel Steps is a representative example of an early 20th century passage and stair that: 

▪ is one of a number of connecting steps and stairs in The Rocks; and 

▪ is one of a network of stairs and connections that were modified or developed in the 20th 
century along and in the vicinity of George Street that provide evidence of the early 
topography and character of the western shore of Circular Quay. 

The buildings meet this criterion on a LOCAL level. 

4.2 Statement of Significance 

Bethel Steps at No. 100A George Street, The Rocks, is of State heritage significance for its 
historic, aesthetic, social and scientific cultural values.   

Its historical values are demonstrated by its association with the early 20th century development 
of The Rocks which is significant in its own right as the earliest area of Sydney to be developed 
and association with the convict settlement of Australia.   

Constructed in c. 1907 Bethel Steps replaced Bethel Street an early access and connection 
between George Street and Circular Quay West which also originated from what is thought to 
be the first landing place of Europeans in Sydney Cove.  The development of the street and 
construction of Bethel Steps represents the changing character of the area and shift from the 
convict penal colony to a busy mercantile and shipping port to major commercial and tourist 
area. 

Bethel Steps is a representative example of an early 20th century period stair that is one of a 
number of steps and stairs that were constructed or developed in The Rocks during this period, 
however, is distinct for its Federation red, face brick retaining walls and continuing relationship 
with the two neighbouring buildings, the former Coroners Court (Nos. 102-104 George Street) 
and Mariners Church (Nos. 98-100 George Street).   

Despite some changes, Bethel Steps its early form, fabric and details which are not unique or 
rare in the wider context, however, retain evidence of the changes in the immediate area.  The 
Steps continue to interpret the change of levels and rocky nature of the western shores of 
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Sydney Cove and demonstrate the 20th century architectural responses and development of the 
surrounding sites.   

Bethel Steps are of some aesthetic significance for their visual contribution to Circular Quay 
West and as part of a group of nineteenth, early and late 20th century buildings of George Street 
North and western side of the Quay. 

Bethel Steps are of some social value for their long-term use as an open, public “right-of-way” 
that recall the early “go-down” to the western shores of Sydney Cove and development of 
Bethel Street. 

Bethel Steps are of high research value as part of a reference site with the neighbouring 
buildings they retain evidence and demonstrate a response to the topography of the area and 
demonstrate the development of the period from the 1840s to the early decades of the 20th 
century. 

4.3 Curtilage 

The current legal “site” of the Bethel Steps is Lot 3 DP 848823 (Figure 4.21).  The development 
of the Steps is related to the neighbouring buildings and particularly to the former Coroners 
Court which occupies Lot 1 and demolished Morgue which occupied Lot 2 of the same plan.   

Given the historic and visual connections, it is recommended that the Steps be included in the 
SHR curtilage of the neighbouring former Coroners Court building.  The extended and visual 
curtilage also incorporates the public thoroughfares and footpaths long George Street and 
Circular Quay West. 

 

 
 
Figure 4.21 The site is Lot 3 of DP 848823 which is legally and historically linked with Lots 
1 and 2 and should form part of the curtilage of the former Coroners Court and Morgue 
buildings.  (NSW Land and Property Information) 
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5.0 Grading of Significance 

5.1 Basis of assessment 

Grading reflects the contribution the element makes to overall significance of the item, and the 
degree to which the significance of the item would be diminished if the component were 
removed or altered.  The Bethel Steps have been assessed to determine a relative grading of 
significance into five levels.  This process examines a number of factors, including: 

▪ Original design quality 

▪ Degree of intactness  

▪ Relative age and authenticity (original, replaced) 

▪ Extent of subsequent alterations 

▪ Association with important people or events 

▪ Ability to demonstrate a rare quality, craft or construction process 

The standard five-grade system has been applied to assess individual contribution of each 
element to the overall significance of the item. This system is a valuable planning tool, and 
assists in the development of a consistent approach to the treatment of different elements. The 
various grades of significance generate different requirements for retention and conservation of 
individual spaces and the various elements.  The following grades of significance have been 
defined: 

Exceptional Significance 

Includes fabric that makes the greatest direct contribution to the item’s significance.  This 
particularly refers to rare or outstanding original fabric and spaces of particular historic and 
aesthetic value, and unaltered original elements and features.   

Elements identified as being of Exceptional significance should be retained and conserved in 
situ.  Any work, which affects the fabric or external appearance of these elements, should be 
confined to Preservation, Restoration and Reconstruction as defined by The Burra Charter. 

High Significance 

Includes elements and features that make an important contribution to the recognition of the 
item’s significance albeit the fabric may not be in good condition.  This may include elements 
that have been altered, or elements created as part of a generally sympathetic alteration to the 
building.  This category is likely to include much of the extant fabric from the early phases of 
construction and many reconstructed early or original elements wherever these make an 
important contribution to the significance of the item. 

Elements identified as being of High significance should also generally be retained, restored 
and conserved in situ subject however to other relevant factors including technological feasibility 
of proposed works.  Minor intervention into fabric including Adaptation and Alteration as defined 
by The Burra Charter is permissible, provided that level of significance of each element is 
retained, with an aim not to remove or obscure significant fabric, giving preference to changes 
which are reversible.  
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Moderate Significance 

Includes building fabric and relationships that are supportive of the overall significance of the 
item and have some heritage value, but do not make an important or key contribution to that 
significance.  Also includes elements and features which were originally of higher significance, 
but have been compromised by later, less significant modifications or elements that have 
deteriorated beyond repair and cannot be reconstructed in a technologically feasible manner. 

Where the fabric is of Moderate significance a greater level of intervention is permissible.  
Adaptation and relocation to components of these elements and spaces is acceptable provided 
that it protects the overall cultural significance of the item.  Such work should take place within 
defined work programs and should not be the product of general maintenance or sporadic 
alterations. 

Little Significance 

Includes fabric which detracts from the heritage value of the item.  Also includes most of the 
fabric associated with unsympathetic alterations and additions made to accommodate changing 
functional requirements.  These are components generally of neutral impact on the complex’s 
significance. 

Elements assessed as being of Little significance are generally not regarded as essential to the 
major aspects of significance of a building or place, often fulfilling a functional role.  Both 
retention and removal are acceptable options, depending on the element.  Any major 
interventions to the item should be confined to areas where the fabric is of little significance. 

Intrusive 

Includes fabric which adversely affects the significance of the complex or fabric created without 
respect for the intangible values of the building.  Removal of elements of this category would 
directly increase the overall heritage value of the item.  

Elements identified as Intrusive can reduce or obscure the overall significance of the place, 
despite their role as illustrators of the site’s progressive development.  The preferred option is 
for their removal, conversion to a more compatible form, or replacement in a way which helps to 
retain the overall significance of the item. These works should be done without damage to 
adjacent fabric of significance. These items need not be addressed immediately. 

This grading has been established as a tool to assist in developing appropriate conservation 
measures for the treatment of Bethel Steps and its elements.  Good conservation practice 
encourages the focussing on change or upgrading of historical buildings to those areas or 
components which make a lesser contribution to significance.  The areas or components that 
make a greater or defining contribution to significance should generally be left intact or changed 
with the greatest care and respect. 
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5.2 Schedule of significant elements and spaces 
 

Schedule of Significant Elements & Spaces 
Bethel Steps, No. 100A George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance Commentary 

ATTRIBUTES & ARCHITECTURAL STYLE 

Visual and physical relationship with the former 
Coroners Court, site of the demolished Morgue 
and Mariners Church 

High Remains evident. 

The spatial character of the open passage and 
steps, George Street verge (entrance and 
egress) and Circular Quay West (access and 
egress) 

High Remains evident. 

Status as a benchmark archaeological site and 
reminder of Bethel Street and connection 
between the Quay and George Street. 

High  

BETHEL STEPS 

Potential archaeological relics Exceptional  

Sandstone steps  High/ 
moderate 

Some alteration has been 
undertaken. 

Face brick retaining wall High Signs of some change evident, 
however, retains its early form and 
Federation period character. 

Indents in the stone base/ south eastern corner 
of the former Coroners Court buildings 

High Evidence of the early fence structure. 

Asphalted surface finish  Little In varying condition.  A “tar” finish 
was noted on the original drawings, 
however, the current finish has been 
altered and updated. 

Timber and steel balustrade Little In fair condition and dates from the 
late 20th century. 

Viewing window and interpretive panel High/ little The interpretation of Bethel Street is 
considered important, however, the 
existing window and panel are later 
additions. 

ASSOCIATED ELEMENTS 

Open area to the south of the stair (site of the 
demolished Morgue) 

High Interprets the early topography of the 
area.  Possibly retains subsurface 
resources. 

Pebble ground cover and brick paving, trees 
and landscape elements including fixed street 
furniture and lighting in the open area to the 
south 

Little Date from the late 20th century 
development and improvement of the 
area. 

Cube and service elements Little Added as part of the early 21st 
century development and 
improvements 

Sheds, fences, Coffee cart and other moveable 
and temporary elements 

Little/ 
intrusive 

Added as part of the early 21st 
century improvements. 
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5.3 Archaeological Significance 

Based on the assessment outlined in Section 3.5 the site and immediate surrounding area has 
high archaeological potential and may retain resources that pre-date the construction of the 
Bethel Steps.   

The fabric of the Bethel Steps also indicated the early topography of the area and provided 
evidence of changes the fabric of the steps and surrounding buildings. 

As a result, these are all considered areas of archaeological value and significance.   
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6.0 Constraints and Opportunities 
This section outlines major issues for the conservation of the site.  It takes into consideration 
matters arising from the statement of significance and procedural constraints imposed by 
cultural conservation methodology, such as that of the Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter, and 
identifies all statutory and non-statutory listings that apply for the site and describes constraints 
and opportunities arising from these listings. 

6.1 Issues Arising from the Statement of Significance 

Considering the Statement of Significance, the following issues need to be addressed in the 
conservation guidelines: 

▪ Bethel Steps have been assessed as being of State and local significance as part of the 
early 20th century development of the area associated with the development of the 
neighbouring buildings particularly the former Coroner’s Court building and site of the 
former Morgue; 

▪ the Steps recall an early access between George Street and waterfront which may have 
originated from what is thought to be the first landing place of Europeans in Sydney 
Cove; 

▪ the Steps replaced Bethel Street and were constructed in recognition of the continuing 
need of a thoroughfare mid block; 

▪ Bethel Steps interpret and highlight the change in levels and rocky nature of the western 
shores of Sydney Cove and demonstrate the early 20th architectural response to the 
original topography that gave the area its name;  

▪ Bethel Steps are of high research value as part of a reference site;  

▪ the Steps incorporate standard fabric and details which are representative of the early 
20th century/ Federation period of development but are not uncommon or rare and have 
previously undergone some change, upgrade and adaptation; 

▪ it is not necessarily the fabric of the Steps, but rather the historical associations, their 
early 20th century, Federation period character, interpretive and research values that 
should be considered and retained. 

6.2 Issues Arising from the condition of the place 

A structural assessment of the Steps has not been undertaken, however, the Steps including 
the stone treads, asphalted ramps, brick retaining wall and balustrade appear in relatively good 
and sound condition.   

Some cracking and failure of mortar joints in the brick retaining wall and unevenness in the 
asphalted surfaces were noted.  Some cracking of the brickwork appears to be partly due to the 
fixing of the timber posts of the balustrade and addition of steel bolts and brackets which have 
rusted and moved.  The brick capping at the top of the eastern end of the wall is also missing. 
Some weathering and rotting of the timber posts was noted, however, the steel pipe rails are 
firm. 

The stone treads have been recently cleaned and whilst some cracks are visible at the southern 
end of the base stair, the treads are in very good condition and appear level and sound. 

As a public pedestrian thoroughfare which continues to be well used the soundness and safety 
of the retaining wall, steps, ramps and balustrade will need continuing and cyclical monitoring 
and maintenance. 
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6.3 Place Management NSW 

Place Management NSW focused on excellence in property, infrastructure and place making.  

The Rocks area was managed by the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority which is now under 
the management of Property NSW. This rebranding is symbolic of the agency’s evolution, which 
now encompasses a wider range of functions, including place making expertise as a result of 
the consolidation of SHFA functions. 

The approach is to collaborate with stakeholders to deliver government objectives for the 
community.  They manage the State's significant property portfolio and its places, which results 
in better visitor experiences and services for the people of NSW. 

The policies developed by SHFA continue to guide the detailed management of places, and 
these need to be considered in developing conservation policies, managing risks and managing 
the place.  

The Rocks Heritage Management Plan outlines the background and overriding requirements, 
framework and vision, however, the additional policies that will need to be considered in relation 
to the Bethel Steps are:  

▪ The Rocks Signage Policy 2013; 
▪ The Rocks Wayfinding Signage Technical Manual 2013; 
▪ The Rocks Lighting Policy 2009; and 
▪ Foreshore Authority Public Art Policy 2010. 

PMNSW basically seeks to retain the “authenticity” of the item as well as the underground 
archaeological resources that makes this property special.  The preparation of this conservation 
management strategy (CMS) conservation management plans (CMP) on other buildings and 
sites are intended to guide ongoing use, care and maintenance of the item. 

The building potential for Bethel Steps is limited, however, any works to the surrounding sites 
and associated area will require the adherence to the above-mentioned documents and 
PMNSW, as land owner, consent.   As part of this process some consultation and external 
advice is expected and recommended. 

6.4 Heritage Management Framework 

The principal statutory controls against which potential impacts on the significance of Bethel 
Steps will be assessed include the following: 

▪ Environmental Planning and Assessment Act, 1979 and associated planning 
instruments, policies, plans and guidelines; 

▪ The Heritage Act 1977; and, 
▪ The policies contained in this CMS. 

Other controls, including the National Parks and Wildlife Act (NPW) Act 1979 and the NSW 
Government Total Asset Management (Tams) may also apply. 

It is essential that PMNSW are consulted in order to determine any approvals that may be 
required for the execution of any works.  Approvals for works may be required under both the 
Environmental Planning and Assessment Act (EPA) 1979 and the Heritage Act 1977.   

All statutory applications require the signature and consent of the landowner to enable 
lodgement.  Any applications should be forwarded to PMNSW for endorsement prior to 
submission for development approval. 

../../../AppData/Local/Hewlett-Packard/AppData/Local/Hewlett-Packard/HP%20TRIM/TEMP/HPTRIM.10228/The%20Rocks%20Heritage%20Management%20Plan.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/F06CB6F8-BD7C-3DB5-89D3E06C72470BEF.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/F08E5C0A-D61C-E206-4699EE7E81FEAE8A.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/0B9837B8-B9CD-A9AA-7244C7594E7C388E.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/59647E80-BA0D-5A92-D9E1A5736C8635D0.pdf
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6.4.1 Environmental Planning and Assessment Act, 197960 

In November 2008, the NSW Government announced widespread reforms to the State's 
planning portfolio effective from 1 December 2008.  As part of the reforms, all development 
applications (DAs) previously assessed by the Foreshore Authority are assessed by the Minister 
of Planning or under delegation by The City of Sydney Council (the consent authority).  The 
Minister for Planning is the consent authority for ‘deemed’ development with a capital 
investment value of more than $10 million dollars. 

Under the EP&A Act there are a number of Environmental Planning Instruments (EPIs), 
including the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority (SCRA) Scheme, as well as State and 
Regional Plans and Policies, Development Control Plans and Guidelines that require reference 
are identified and discussed further in the following sections. 
 
6.4.2 New South Wales Heritage Act, 197961 

Architectural Works 
 
Bethel Steps are not currently are listed in the NSW State Heritage Register, however, it is 
recommended that they be included under the listing for the former Coroners Court (SHR No. 
01540).  This listing recognises the site as being of State significance and provides statutory 
protection under the NSW Heritage Act (1977). 

Under Section 57(1) of the Heritage Act, Heritage Council approval is required for a wide range 
of works to a SHR item.  Unless an item constitutes a danger to its occupants or the public, 
demolition of an SHR item is prohibited under the Heritage Act.  An element of an SHR item 
may only be demolished if it does not contribute to the significance of the item. 

To gain approval for any of the above works, an application must be made to the Heritage 
Council (Section 60 application).  Authority has been delegated to PMNSW to determine 
Section 60 applications for minor works which do not materially affect the significance of the 
item.  Under delegation, PMNSW can determine Section 60 applications for minor works which 
do not materially affect the significance of the item.  PMNSW can advise applicants whether 
applications can be assessed under delegation, or whether they need to be approved by the 
Heritage Council. 

Historic (European and Aboriginal) Archaeological Management 

The Heritage Act 1977 provides statutory protection to relics, archaeological artefacts, features 
or deposits.  Sections 139 to 146 of the Act require that excavation or disturbance of land that is 
likely to contain, or is believed may contain, locally significant archaeological relics is 
undertaken in accordance with an excavation permit issued by the Heritage Council of NSW 
(Heritage Council), or in accordance with a gazetted exception under Section 139(4) of the Act. 

Part 4 of the Act refers to items and places listed on the SHR or which are the subject of an 
Interim Heritage Order (IHO). Section 60 also requires an application for an excavation permit 
for historical archaeological resources identified as having state significance issued by the 
Heritage Council, or in accordance with a gazetted Exemption under Section 57(2) of the Act. 

The Heritage Act defines an archaeological relic as being any deposit, artefact, object or 
material evidence that: 

 (a) relates to the settlement of the area that comprises New South Wales, not being 
 Aboriginal settlement, and 

 (b) is of State or local heritage significance. 

                                                
60 http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/act+203+1979+cd+0+N 
61 http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/act+136+1977+cd+0+N 

http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/act+203+1979+cd+0+N
http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/act+136+1977+cd+0+N
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An Archaeological Assessment & Research Design (AA&RD) should be prepared in accordance 
with the requirements of the Heritage Council.  The AA&RD would be a valuable resource for 
understanding and managing the archaeological resources associated with the early history of 
the site. 

Under Section 57(1) of the Heritage Act, Heritage Council approval is required to move, 
damage, or destroy a relic listed in the State Heritage Register, or to excavate or disturb land 
which is listed on the SHR and there is reasonable knowledge or likelihood of relics being 
disturbed. 

A Section 60 application is required to disturb relics on an SHR listed site.  PMNSW has 
delegation to approve minor Section 60 applications that extend to archaeological works within 
the curtilage of the item. 

Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair 

Section 118 of the Heritage Act provides for the regulation of minimum standards for the 
maintenance and repair of State Heritage Register items.  These standards were regulated in 
1999 and apply to all State Heritage Register items.  The minimum standards cover various 
areas, including for example, weatherproofing, fire protection, security and essential 
maintenance. 

An inspection to ensure that the item is being managed in accordance with the minimum 
standards must be conducted at least once every year (or at least once every 3 years for 
essential maintenance and repair standards).   

Failure to meet the minimum standards may result in an order from the Heritage Council to do 
or refrain from doing any works necessary to ensure the standards are met.  Failure to comply 
with an order can result in the resumption of land, a prohibition on development, or fines and 
imprisonment. 

Reference can be made to the NSW Department of Environment and Minimum Standards for 
Maintenance and Repair.62 

6.4.3 NP& W Act63 

Under Section 90 of the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1979, it is an offence for a person to 
destroy, deface, damage or desecrate an Aboriginal Object or Aboriginal Place without the prior 
issue of an Aboriginal Heritage Impact Permit (AHIP).  The Act requires a person to take 
reasonable precautions and due diligence to avoid impacts on Aboriginal Objects. AHIPs may 
only be obtained from the Office of Environment and Heritage. It is also an offence under 
Section 86 of the NPW Act to disturb or excavate land for the purpose of discovering an 
Aboriginal Object, or to disturb or move an Aboriginal Object on any land, without first obtaining 
a permit under Section 87 of the NPW Act. 

6.4.4. NSW Government Capital Planning Process (CPP) 

The Capital Planning Process (CPP) is a cyclical process that takes place annually alongsire 
the annual State Budget process. Capital Planning (formerly known as Total Asset 
Management) is a strategic approach to physical asset planning as required by the NSW 
Treasury.  
 
This approach involves PMNSW aligning its 10-year asset planning with its service delivery 
priorities and strategies, all in the limits of available resources and the NSW Treasury’s Asset 
Management Policy. This approach enables better planning and management of physical 
assets, and the preparation of an overall Strategic Asset Management Plan framework with 

                                                
62http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/heritagebranch/heritage/infominimumstandards.pdf 
63 http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/act+80+1974+cd+0+N 

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/heritagebranch/heritage/infominimumstandards.pdf
http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/act+80+1974+cd+0+N
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individual Asset Management Plans prepared inline with NSW Treasury Policy and Guidelines 
Paper TPP 19-07 Asset Management Policy for the NSW Public Sector and the PMNSW. 

The NSW Government’s Asset Management Committee requires that: “Sustainable 
management of heritage values should be treated by an agency as part of its core business”. 
Similarly, TAM Guidelines for Government Agencies prepared by NSW Treasury require 
“planning use of heritage assets to maximise their service delivery while protecting their cultural 
values”. 

Protection and management of built heritage and heritage and cultural collections under the 
care and management of PMNSW including The Rocks precinct, is part of the core business of 
PMNSW, the CPP can be interpreted to indicate that the retention of heritage value overrides 
the financial feasibility of the ongoing reuse of items.  The cultural importance of The Rocks is 
widely recognised as paramount, and in an event where retention of heritage significance could 
collide with the financial feasibility of the project, the importance of retention of the heritage 
significance shall be given priority. 

Refer to the NSW Treasury Capital Planning Process and Asset Management Policy.64 

6.5 Environmental Planning Instruments (EPIs) 

There are three principle EPIs under the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 that 
are applicable to The Rocks.   

6.5.1. State Environmental Planning Policy (SEPP) (State and Regional 
 Development) 201165 and Station Environmental Planning Policy (Major 
 Development) 200566 

Under the SEPPs, Bethel Steps are an environmentally sensitive area of State significance, 
being on land in The Rocks and as a place recommended to be included under the listing of the 
former Coroners Court building which has been listed on the State Heritage Register under the 
Heritage Act 1977. 

Pursuant to the EPA Act, the SEPP (Major Development) applies to capital works over $10 
million. Development under $10 million requires approval under Part 4 of the Environmental 
Planning and Assessment Act. 

The NSW Planning Minister is the consent authority for state significant development and major 
development, as described in the State Environmental Planning Policy (State and Regional 
Development) 2011 and the State Environmental Planning Policy (Major Development) 2005. 

6.5.2 Sydney Regional Environmental Plan (SREP) (Sydney Harbour 
 Catchment) 200567 

The Rocks is included in the “Foreshores and Waterways Area” defined in the SREP. 
Accordingly, any development must be considered in terms of the criteria set out in Division 2 of 
SREP.  The SREP has limited application to Bethel Steps, as The Heritage Provisions in Part 5 
of the SREP are not applicable to sites that are not listed (or part of a listing) as a heritage item.  
Particular provisions of the plan apply to the Foreshores and Waterways areas, which 
encompass the subject site.   

The SREP also requires the consideration of potential to impact on archaeological or potential 
archaeological relics.   

                                                
64 Capital Planning Process and reference policies - NSW Treasury 
65 http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/epi+511+2011+cd+0+N 
66 http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/epi+194+2005+cd+0+N 
67 http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/epi+590+2005+cd+0+N 

http://www.treasury.nsw.gov.au/tam/tam-intro
http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/epi+511+2011+cd+0+N
http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/epi+194+2005+cd+0+N
http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/maintop/view/inforce/epi+590+2005+cd+0+N
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The Rocks is also included as a “Strategic Foreshore site” on Sheet 1 of the SREP, for which a 
Master Plan (deemed DCP) is required.  However, this only applies to the City Foreshores area 
if the Minister directs, and as yet there has been no such direction.  

The NSW Planning Minister is the consent authority for the Sydney Regional Environmental 
Plan (Sydney Harbour Catchment) 2005.  The City of Sydney or the Central Sydney Planning 
Committee is the consent authority for development not covered by the Planning Minister. 

6.5.3 Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority (SCRA Scheme) 

The Rocks is covered by the SCRA Scheme which has the status of an EPI under Schedule 6 
of the EPA Act.  The SCRA Scheme comprises a series of Building Site Control Drawings which 
provide for the maximum height of buildings on any particular site, and which also specify 
permissible uses for a particular site or precinct. 

The Building Site Control Plan for the area, drawing XLVIA (Figure 6.1) dated 1999 shows the 
historic buildings along George Street and Overseas Passenger Terminal and recognises the 
vehicular and pedestrian routes including the Bethel Steps.   

The City of Sydney or the Central Sydney Planning Committee is the consent authority for 
development, unless development that has a capital investment value of more than $10 million, 
in which case The NSW Planning Minister is the consent authority. 

 

 

Figure 6.1 SCRA Building Site Control Drawing XLVIA showing Bethel Steps as a 
pedestrian way with the the neighbouring building envelopes and permitted heights.  
(Source: City of Sydney) 
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6.6 Development Control Plans and Guidelines 

6.6.1 Sydney Harbour Foreshore and Waterways Area DCP 200568 

Sydney Harbour Foreshores and Waterways Area DCP 2005 has been prepared to support the 
SREP (Sydney Harbour Catchment) 2005.  The DCP provides detailed design guidelines for the 
development criteria for natural resource protections for the area identified as Foreshores and 
Waterways area.  The DCP applies to all development proposals within the Foreshores and 
Waterways Area identified in SREP.   

The heritage provisions of the DCP are not relevant to Bethel Steps as they are not listed as a 
heritage item under the SREP 2005. 

6.6.2 The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (RHMP)69 and Heritage Policy70 

In recognition of the importance of heritage conservation in the area, The Rocks Heritage 
Management Plan (adopted in February 2002, updated 2010) has been prepared to provide a 
basis for understanding and conserving the heritage value of The Rocks and to assist in 
preparing individual CMPs for heritage items within The Rocks. 

The Rocks Heritage Policy articulates the vision for The Rocks. 

6.6.3 The City of Sydney Development Control Plan (DCP) 201271 

The City of Sydney DCP 2012 applies to all land as designated on the DCP map, which 
includes The Rocks.  Currently The Rocks is not identified as a Locality, Specific site or Specific 
area in the DCP. However, the General Provisions, including Heritage, Development Types and 
certain Schedules apply. 

6.6.4 Heritage NSW – Design in Context72 

The guideline is published by Heritage NSW and the RAIA. The guideline establishes six criteria 
for assessing new development in a heritage conservation area or adjacent to a heritage item; 
character; scale; form; siting; materials; and, detailing.  The guideline is mainly directed to 
vacant infill sites, hence its applicability to Bethel Steps is limited, as major redevelopment or 
change to the passage is not possible.  However, the criteria and guidelines are relevant to any 
works to the open area to its south (site of the demolished Morgue).  They are also relevant to 
the redevelopment of the Overseas Passenger Terminal and surrounding area, which should be 
designed to respect the significance and setting of the adjacent heritage items. 

6.6.5 NSW Heritage Council – New Uses for Heritage Places73 

The guideline is published by Heritage NSW.  It contains principles that encourage careful and 
sympathetic designs and interpretation in the adaptation of historic places and sites.  They 
identify principles that are relevant items which include the need to: understand significance; 
find a use and level of change appropriate to significance; ensure that change is reversible; 
conserve relationships between settings and views; provide for long term management and 
viability; and, reveal and interpret the place. 

                                                
68 http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/harbour/pdf/dcp.pdf 

69http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/0B9628D6-B745-73FA-
E1F20F992872ED23.pdf 
70http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/conhttp://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/0B97AE99-
BE6D-D5A2-2DB9A05719183F85.pdf 
71 http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/development/planning-controls/development-control-plans 
72 http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/heritagebranch/heritage/DesignInContext.pdf 
73http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/heritagebranch/heritage/NewUsesforHeritagePlaces
.pdf 

http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/harbour/pdf/dcp.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/0B9628D6-B745-73FA-E1F20F992872ED23.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/0B9628D6-B745-73FA-E1F20F992872ED23.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/conhttp:/www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/0B97AE99-BE6D-D5A2-2DB9A05719183F85.pdf
http://www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/conhttp:/www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/content/library/documents/0B97AE99-BE6D-D5A2-2DB9A05719183F85.pdf
http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/development/planning-controls/development-control-plans
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/heritagebranch/heritage/DesignInContext.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/heritagebranch/heritage/NewUsesforHeritagePlaces.pdf
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/heritagebranch/heritage/NewUsesforHeritagePlaces.pdf
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6.7 Non-statutory listings and Community Groups 

6.7.1 National Trust of Australia (NSW) 

The Bethel Steps have not been individually classified by the National Trust of Australia 
(NSW), however, are located within The Rocks Urban Conservation Area. 

The Rocks Urban Conservation Area encompasses the area generally bounded by Circular 
Quay to the east, all of Walsh Bay and Millers Point to Sussex Street to the north and west 
and extends to Grosvenor Street to the south. 

Listing on the Register of the National Trust carries no statutory implications.  The Trust’s 
opinions however, are usually sought when major proposals are being formulated in 
heritage precincts or in relation to heritage buildings. 

6.7.2 Register of the National Estate  

Bethel Steps are not listed in the Register of the National Estate.  However, the adjacent 
buildings, Coroners Court (former) at Nos. 102-104 George Street and the Rawson Institute 
for Seaman (former) at No. 100 George Street have been registered. 

Listing on the Register of the National Estate carries no statutory implications for items not 
in the ownership of the Commonwealth Government, however, it is indicative of the high 
cultural values of the place. 

6.8 Building Regulations 

6.8.1 National Construction Code (NCC) & Building Code of Australia (BCA) 

The Building Code of Australia (BCA) is Volumes One and Two of the National Construction 
Code (NCC).  The BCA is produced and maintained by the Australian Building Codes Board 
(ABCB) on behalf of the Australian Government and State and Territory Governments.  The 
BCA has been given the status of building regulation by all States and Territories.  

The main provisions of the BCA concern structural requirements, fire resistance, access and 
egress (including provisions for people with disabilities), services and equipment and health and 
amenities.  Generally, minimum standards are required to be reached in building works.  

An assessment of compliance of the Bethel Steps with the BCA has not been carried out for this 
report and it is recommended that such an assessment be undertaken.  Whilst it is recognised 
that full access cannot be provided, the Code makes provisions that may be “deemed” to 
comply and for alternative solutions to meet the performance requirements.  The assessment 
would be primarily in relation to safety issue and the height and form of the balustrade elements 

In general, when considering the BCA in heritage items, proposals must ensure that significant 
fabric and spatial qualities are not compromised while full BCA compliance is achieved and 
public safety is assured. 

6.8.2 The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 

The Federal Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) provides protection for everyone 
(including those with mobility or sensory impairments, the elderly, parents with small children or 
those temporarily disabled through injury or illness) in Australia against discrimination based on 
disability and supports the principle that people with a disability have the same fundamental 
rights as the rest of the community.  It encourages everyone to be involved in implementing the 
Act and to share in the overall benefits to the community and the economy that flow from 
participation by the widest range of people. 
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Building owners and managers have a responsibility under the DDA to provide equitable and 
dignified access to goods and services and to premises used by the public.  A complaint can be 
made under the DDA if appropriate or access is not provided or direct or indirect discrimination 
has occurred. 

Provisions apply to a wide range of life activities including: access to public transport; education; 
provision of goods and services; employment and access to building and premises. 

The objective of the “Premises Standards” or “Access Code” was to develop a single set of 
design and construction requirements covering access to new buildings and upgrades to 
existing buildings.  The Building Code of Australia (BCA) has been amended so it is consistent 
with the Access Code of the Premises Standards.   

The Building Code of Australia/National Construction Code, in conjunction with the DDA, applies 
to new buildings and buildings undergoing significant refurbishment or alteration.  Sections of 
the BCA require compliance with a range of access provisions.  The BCA outlines a variety of 
building classifications and the requirements for access to buildings within each classification. 

There currently is no provision for disabled and impaired persons.  The item is the Bethel 
“Steps” which should be retained.  As such it is anticipated that an alternative solution to provide 
access between George Street and Circular Quay West be implemented such as the use of the 
neighbouring buildings or via existing ramps at nearby Campbell’s Cove or from the southern 
end of Circular Quay West which connects to George Street. 
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7.0 Conservation Policies 
Conservation can be regarded as the management of change.  It seeks to safeguard that which 
is significant to an item within a process of change and development.  It is essential to establish 
criteria, policies and recommendations of the conservation, and on-going use of the item to 
ensure best practice heritage management.  Within this framework owners and managers of the 
item will be able to formulate suitable proposals, and planning authorities will be able to assess 
those proposals against the site-specific criteria. 

The conservation policies are intended to assist in the ongoing use, maintenance and 
conservation of the site. These policies are intended to manage change, rather than prohibit it. 
Each policy is supported by a series of guidelines which will ensure that future decisions are 
made in an informed manner, ensuring the significance of the place. 

7.1 Best Practice Heritage Management 

Background 

One of the principle functions of PMNSW is to protect and enhance the natural and cultural 
heritage of the area.  The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (April 2010) currently serves as the 
overall framework for understanding and managing the cultural values of The Rocks area.   

The Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter is also widely accepted guideline and standard of best 
practice in heritage conservation and is a reference standard for building owners, users and 
managers such as PMNSW. 

Bethel Steps have been identified as being of State and local significance and are worthy of 
protection in accordance with current best practice guidelines and philosophies.   

Policy 1 

The Statement of Significance should be adopted as the basis of the management of the Bethel 
Steps and must seek to retain the values identified in this CMS.   

Guidelines  

▪ When making management decisions, PMNSW should consider and seek to retain and 
where appropriate enhance the values and associations identified in the statement of 
significance. 

▪ This CMS should be incorporated into the Asset Management Plan for the place and 
surrounding buildings and areas; 

▪ This CMS should also be appended to the CMP for the former Coroners Court building 
at Nos. 102-104 George Street and used to guide the ongoing use, interpreption, 
adaptation and maintenance works to the building and open area to its east.  

Policy 2 

This CMS should be read and applied in the context of broader heritage management and asset 
management documents, including statutory requirements for asset and heritage management. 

Guidelines  

Reference should be made to the following documents: 
 

▪ The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (April 2010) produced by the SHFA; 
▪ State-Owned Heritage Management Principles guidelines produced by the NSW 

Heritage Council;  
▪ Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair guidelines also produced by the 

Heritage Council; and 
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▪ the findings of this CMS should inform asset management systems and plans, 
particularly the Asset Management Plans for the area and neighbouring buildings. 

Policy 3 

The heritage significance of Bethel Streets should be managed in accordance with nationally 
and internationally accepted principles for best conservation practice. 

Guidelines  

▪ Reference to the Burra Charter should be made as part of any works to the place. 
▪ Any works should adopt a cautious approach in accordance with the key Burra Charter 

principle of “do as much as necessary but as little as possible”; 
▪ Cyclical inspection of the Steps should be undertaken to monitor the impacts of use and 

assess maintenance requirements. 

7.2 Asset Management 

7.2.1 PMNSW management responsibilities 

Background 

Bethel Steps, as part of The Rocks, is vested with PMNSW who has the overall responsibility for 
the management of the place.   

Policy 4 

All parties responsible for the management of the Bethel Steps should have access to this CMS 
and other associated documents. 

Guidelines  

▪ A copy of this CMS should be made available to the PMNSW Property Manager for the 
former Coroners Court and Mariners Church buildings, Leasing Managers, maintenance 
staff and tenants of the Steps and neighbouring buildings. 

▪ Subject to security and privacy, this CMS should be made publically available. 

Policy 5 

PMNSW should retain management of the Bethel Steps as a single entity within the overall 
context of The Rocks.  Any development adjacent or adjoining the Bethel Steps must also 
respect the significance of the Bethel Steps. 

Guidelines  

▪ PMNSW are to implement a management structure that integrates conservation work 
with the overall management of Bethel Steps. 

▪ PMNSW are to ensure that this CMS and any subsequent recording and investigations 
are achieved in such a manner that provides an accurate record of the changes and 
works to Bethel Steps. 

▪ PMNSW are to assess the impact of any proposed works, including temporary 
installations and maintenance works prior to the completion of such work. 

▪ All recording, when required, should be undertaken and archived in accordance with the 
recording guidelines prepared by Heritage NSW. 

▪ A program of regular monitoring should be established, covering both the physical 
changes and visitor experience and be incorporated where relevant in management 
decisions. 

▪ PMNSW should provide site inductions for all who perform work at the Bethel Steps to 
explain its significance, highly significant components and identify potential heritage 
impacts. 
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Policy 6 

This CMS should also be updated to take into account changes in legislation, changes in use 
and recent works to the building, surrounding and associated area and elements including the 
Bethel Steps. 

Guidelines  

▪ This CMS is to be updated every five to ten years unless more frequent reviews are 
made necessary for proposed changes to the place.  PMNSW are to remain responsible 
for the updating of the conservation management strategy. 

▪ PMNSW should investigate the upgrading of the S170 Heritage and Conservation 
Register listing for Bethel Steps. 

▪ PMNSW should investigate the upgrading of the S170 Register and SHR listing and 
curtilage of the former Coroners Court building to include the Bethel Steps and 
associated open area between the Steps, former Coroners Court building and Circular 
Quay West. 

7.2.2 Capital Planning Process (CPP), Asset Management and CMS/CMPs 

Background 

This CMS will be one of the documents used by the asset owners, managers and tenants of the 
neighbouring buildings for management and maintenance of the Bethel Steps and need to be 
fully compatible with other relevant documents addressing the same properties, including Asset 
Management Plans prepared under the NSW Treasury Capital Planning Process (CPP).   

Policy 7 

This CMS is to be used to provide background and information to feed into and inform all future 
Management Plans for the Bethel Steps and neighbouring buildings and area. 

Guidelines  

▪ PMNSW should include the findings of this CMS into current asset management 
systems and plans, particularly the Asset Management Plan for the Bethel Steps. 

7.2.3 Adoption, Endorsement and Review of the CMS/CMPs 

Background 

This CMS for Bethel Steps proposes a framework for the management of heritage issues into 
the long term to ensure that the identified significance of the place is retained and maintained. 

Circumstances will change over the years as various recommendations are implemented and 
new requirements emerge.  Conservation Policies need to progressively respond to changing 
situations and requirements if they are to remain relevant.   

Policy 8 

This CMS should be adopted as one of the bases for the future management of the Bethel 
Steps.  Conservation Policies should be reviewed every five to ten years. 

Guidelines  

▪ Reviews of this CMS should be based on The Burra Charter and other guidelines by the 
NSW Heritage Office. 

▪ Reviews should also take into account any other relevant legislation, planning 
frameworks, appropriate literature and widely recognised conservation practices and 
procedures. 

▪ Reviews should be undertaken by experienced conservation practitioners in conjunction 
with relevant ownership and management representatives. 
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▪ Irrespective of the requirement to review the document every five to ten years, the CMS 
should remain as a valid basis for on-going heritage management until such reviews are 
completed. 

7.3 Documenting change 

Background 

Evidence of changes to the Bethel Steps to date have not been compiled and have formed part 
of the building records relating to the neighbouring buildings.  Whilst the passage and use of the 
Bethel Steps remains constant the incremental changes have resulted in a loss of information 
and dates of fabric. 

Policy 9 

Records should be kept of any changes to the fabric and elements of the Bethel Steps and all 
new evidence discovered about the place, during and after any changes should also be retained 
and compiled. 

Guidelines  

▪ The CAD files should be reviewed and updated and the policy of regular photographic 
recording, especially before, during and after any changes should occur. 

▪ Where fabric is proposed to be repaired or replaced the works should be documented 
and recorded in accordance with the standard guidelines for Archival and Photographic 
Recording. 

▪ Copies of all material should be stored in PMNSW archives. 

7.4 Appropriate Conservation Skills and Experience 

Background 

The Burra Charter encourages the use of skilled and appropriate professional direction and 
supervision from a range of disciplines for conservation activities.  The skills and experience 
required and creative approaches taken in the context of a conservation project are quite 
different to those applied to the design and construction of new buildings.  Well-intentioned but 
inappropriate works can cause irreversible damage. 

Policy 10 

Appropriate conservation skills and experience should be employed for the documentation and 
supervision of any works and programs of conservation and upgrading of the components of the 
Bethel Steps. 

Guidelines  

▪ Appropriate professional skills and experience assembled to work on the 
conservation of the Bethel Steps could include, as appropriate, researchers, 
archaeologists, conservation architects, structural engineers, building code 
compliance advisers, materials conservation specialists and cost planners. 

▪ The multi-disciplinary teams should ensure that all areas of conservation are equally 
considered and represented. 

▪ Building contractors, project managers and trades personnel who are experienced 
with working on historic buildings and fabric should be selected to work on the 
project. 
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7.5 Ownership, Participation and Approvals 

Background 

To prevent gradual loss of cultural significance through incremental change, a mechanism 
needs to be established for controlling any modifications to the significance of the place and 
fabric.  Changes to the Bethel Steps to date have been related to alterations and adaption of the 
neighbouring buildings and sites.   

Policy 11 

All works undertaken to the Bethel Steps or neighbouring buildings and open spaces must have 
the necessary statutory approvals and PMNSW prior consent as landowner. 

Guidelines  

▪ As PMNSW is the owner of land and buildings in The Rocks, the consent of PMNSW is 
required prior to lodging an application for works as required, other than maintenance 
and repair works.  This part of the process is separate from approving the works, and the 
landowners consent to lodge an application does not present the approval to actually 
undertake the works. 

▪ Prior to granting owner’s consent to a proposal, PMNSW should, in its capacity as land 
owner and manager, be satisfied that the application is consistent with the applicable 
policies, guides and technical manuals and there are no adverse heritage impacts 
associated with the proposal.   

▪ Where necessary, a Heritage Impact Assessment and adequate documentation of the 
proposed works shall be required to assist in the assessment of owner’s consent 
applications. 

▪ Assessment and adequate documentation of the proposed works should be required to 
assist in the assessment of owner’s consent applications. 

7.6 Current and Future use 

Background 

Bethel Steps have been in continuous use as a public pedestrian thoroughfare between George 
Street and western side of Circular Quay since 1907.  The Steps replaced a rudimentary track 
that developed into Bethel Street in the 1860s and 1870s.  Its use as a pedestrian thoroughfare 
is a key aspect of the significance of the place and should be retained in the future. 

Policy 12 

The use of the Bethel Steps as a public pedestrian thoroughfare connecting George Street and 
Circular Quay West should be retained and continue. 

Guidelines  

▪ Retain Bethel Steps in use as a public pedestrian connection between George Street 
and Circular Quay West. 

▪ In any future changes to the stair or neighbouring sites, ensure that the open spatial 
character of the place is retained. 

▪ If essential for public access, a limited number of details can be added but should not 
interrupt the connection between the two main streets.   

▪ Any major alterations and additions to the the remnant historic fabric are discouraged.  If 
changes are required to meet approved interpretations, re-use, cultural tourism and 
safety requirements, these should be of a minor nature and subservient to the primary 
features and composition and Federation period imagery architectural language of 
Bethel Steps. 
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▪ The introduction of new services and associated fittings as part of any approved works 
or temporary programs such as the annual Vivid event should be carried out with the 
minimum disruption to the extant fabric. 

▪ Changes which require an unacceptable degree of intervention for upgrading to 
ordinance compliance should be avoided. 

7.7 Management of Significance 

7.7.1 Conservation of significant fabric 

Background 

One of the key objectives of contemporary conservation practice is that as much of the 
significant original fabric of the place should be retained and conserved in order to preserve the 
essential integrity of the heritage resource for future generations.   

While any conservation activity will affect the building in some way, the aim, consistent with 
responsible re-use or management aims, should be to minimise the work necessary.  In this 
way the authenticity of the item will be retained as far as possible within a process of 
evolutionary changes and good maintenance practice.  

Article 3 of The Burra Charter indicates that conservation is based on a respect for the existing 
fabric of a place and should therefore involve the least possible physical intervention in order 
not to distort the evidence provided by the fabric. 

The significance of Bethel Steps is based on its historic associations and role as a pedestrian 
thoroughfare which was constructed as part of the development of the former Coroners Court 
and now demolished Morgue.  Changes to the Steps were also undertaken as part of the 
adaptation of the former Mariners Church building to its north.  The fabric largely retains the 
early 20th century Federation period character and imagery which should be preferably be 
retained, however, further change, upgrade and adaptation may be considered to ensure its 
significant use and interpretation of its historic role is maintained. 

Policy 13 

Extant fabric should be retained and conserved in accordance with the levels of significance 
identified in Section 5.0 Grading of Significance and Section 7.7.3 Element Specific Policies. 

Guidelines  

▪ All fabric and details, which has been identified as of Exceptional or High significance 
should be retained and conserved.   

▪ Conservation or maintenance work should not alter or negatively impact on the elements 
of the Bethel Steps that have been identified as elements of High or Exceptional level of 
significance. 

▪ The traditional fabric and features including stone steps, face brick retaining wall and 
upturn also timber posts and asphalted (original “tar”) finish should preferably be 
retained. 

▪ Where repairs or alterations are required, new material should closely match original or 
adjacent materials.  However, evidence of change should be identifiable on close 
inspection. 

▪ Aged fabric which is not likely to be causing on-going deterioration should not be 
repaired for visual reasons. 

▪ All structural elements, brick retaining walls, timber posts and all other significant fabric 
should be retained as existing with appropriate maintenance.  No structural members 
should be removed. 

▪ Where it is clear where fabric has been removed or is missing it is considered 
appropriate to adaptively reconstruct based on documentary evidence. 
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▪ Should the asphalted surface or stair treads require repair or replacement due to 
physical characteristics (slippery, uneven or damaged etc) replacement with modern 
materials of suitable characteristics and visual presentation may be considered. 

▪ Intervention into any building fabric should respect the integrity of the extant material and 
be limited to that required by the proposed works. 

▪ Repairs to the face brick and the timber posts along the south eastern section of the 
Steps should be carried out. 

▪ Repairs to the brickwork should match the colour, type, bond and mortar mix as much as 
possible.  New timber posts to match with the steel pipe rails are considered appropriate 
provided that they comply with safety and building code standards.  Replacement of 
rusted and faulty steel fixings is acceptable.  Existing fixing holes should be reused 
where possible. 

▪ Alteration of the balustrade can be considered for compliance and safety reasons. 
▪ Reconstruction of the high timber fence that was located over the south eastern brick 

upturn is not considered necessary, but may be considered if required to meet BCA or 
changes to the site of the former Morgue.  The existing post locations should be retained 
and used for posts.  The existing indents on the stone base of the south eastern corner 
of the former Coroners Court building indicate the location of the original timber rails and 
can be used to reconstruct any new fencing. 

▪ The conservation of particular materials requires due consideration and the expertise of 
appropriately experienced personnel. The Heritage NSW “Maintenance Series” provides 
general advice as to the cause, treatment and remediation of various traditional building 
materials.74  

▪ Temporary installations including hoardings and scaffolds should respect the fabric and 
character of the Steps and be integrated in a manner that does not cause damage and 
minimise physical and visual impacts. 

7.7.2 Conservation of significant spaces 

Background 

The significance of the Bethel Steps largely relates to its use as an open passage between the 
former Coroners Court and Mariners Church buildings and as a pedestrian link and connection 
between George Street and western side of Circular Quay.  It also recalls an open, early landing 
place, dock and street. 

Policy 14 

The open, spatial quality of the Bethel Steps contributes to its significance and interpretation 
and therefore should be conserved. 

Guidelines  

▪ The existing spatial and open character of Bethel Steps and open connection between 
George Street and Circular Quay West should be retained and remain clear.   

▪ No new roof, canopies, pergolas or elements should be added over the space or over 
the south eastern wall and balustrade. 

▪ New fencing may be considered over the south eastern brick retaining wall and upturn, 
however, should follow the alignment of the existing wall and not exceed the height of 
the remnant fixing indents in the stone base at the south eastern corner of the former 
Coroners Court building. 

▪ An open area and setback from the brick retaining wall along the south eastern section of 
the Steps should also be retained. 

▪ Temporary installations for events should also seek to retain the open character of the 
Steps and area to its immediate south. 

 
                                                
74 https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/Heritage/publications/index.htm#M-O. 

https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/Heritage/publications/index.htm#M-O
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7.7.3 Element Specific Policies 

Background 

In addition to general policies applicable to all areas of the site, a strategic direction for 
management of individual elements was considered appropriate to the level of significance of 
each element and the condition of fabric.   

Policy 15 

Surviving segments of the historic built fabric and other site elements shall generally be retained 
and conserved in accordance with the levels of significance identified in Section 5 of this CMS, 
and managed in accordance with the Schedule below and in Section 8 of this report. 

Guidelines  

The following schedule contains conservation policy statements for individual elements of the 
Bethel Steps.  The conservation actions should not attempt to recreate any particular past 
situation but acknowledge past changes as evidence of the evolution of the place and 
surrounding sites. 

 

Element Specific Conservation Policies 
Bethel Steps, No. 100A George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance Policy 

ATTRIBUTES & ARCHITECTURAL STYLE 

Visual and physical relationship with the former 
Coroners Court, site of the demolished Morgue 
and Mariners Church 

High Retain the open passage between 
the buildings and a setback from the 
southern eastern brick wall wall on 
the site of the demolished Morgue.   

The spatial character of the open passage and 
steps, George Street verge (entrance and 
egress) and Circular Quay West (access and 
egress) 

High Retain the spatial character of the 
open passage and associated 
access.  No roofing elements or 
covers or high fencing should be 
added.  Any new balustrades should 
follow the alignment of the existing 
south eastern brick wall and not 
exceed the height of the remnant 
fixing holes on the stone base of the 
former Coroners Court building. 

Status as a benchmark archaeological site and 
reminder of Bethel Street and connection 
between the Quay and George Street. 

High Any changes and repairs should be 
undertaken carefully with regard to 
the potential sub-surface fabric and 
resources. 

BETHEL STEPS 

Potential archaeological relics Exceptional Undertake any works and repairs 
with care.  Seek advice from a 
qualified archaeologist for excavation 
works on or around the Steps. 

Sandstone steps  High/ 
moderate 

Retain the existing stone blocks/ 
treads.  Clean and repair as 
required.  If worn and uneven 
considered turning the blocks over.  
Replacement with new stone to 
match is considered acceptable. 
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Element Specific Conservation Policies 
Bethel Steps, No. 100A George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance Policy 

BETHEL STEPS continued 

Face brick retaining wall High Retain existing face brick retaining 
wall and upturn. 

Retain as face brick and undertake 
any repairs to match the brick and 
mortar colour, bond and mortar mix. 

Retain the existing capping and 
repair to match as required. 

Retain the existing post cavities and 
re-use for any new balustrade or 
fence. 

Re-use existing fixing holes and 
cavities in brickwork for any new 
fixings and elements. 

Any new fixings should use mortar 
joint in preference to damaging the 
bricks. 

Indents in the stone base/ south eastern corner 
of the former Coroners Court buildings 

High Retain as evidence of the early fence 
structure.  May be re-used if a new 
fence or balustrade is required. 

Asphalted surface finish  Little A “tar” finish was noted on original 
drawings and a similar finish should 
preferably be retained. 

Repair and resurface to match as 
required.  If a new surface is 
proposed, consider cutting back and 
leaving a gap at the junction of the 
sealed surface and base of the 
northern façade of former Coroners 
Court building and particularly the 
base of the wall of the former 
Mariners Court. 

Timber and steel balustrade Little Repair timber and steel posts and 
rails to match as required.  
Adaptation and alteration of the 
configuration of the balustrade may 
be considered if required for safety 
and BCA reasons.  The brick upturn 
and post indents, however, should 
be retained and reused.  The height 
and form should also not detract 
from the early 20th century character 
of the Steps and should preferably 
allow the stair and passage to 
remain visible and recognisable as a 
public passage and thoroughfare.  

Viewing window and interpretive panel High/ little Retain, repair and maintain or 
upgrade as require with care to the 
neighbouring fabric. 
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Element Specific Conservation Policies 
Bethel Steps, No. 100A George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance Policy 

ASSOCIATED ELEMENTS 

Open area to the south of the stair (site of 
demolished Morgue) 

High For specific policies refer to the 
relevant CMS/CMP.  

However, any items or works to this 
area should be setback from the 
brick retaining wall and no 
excavation should be undertaken 
close to the base without approval 
from PMNSW.   

The brickwork should remain 
unpainted.   

No signs or posters or temporary 
elements such as lighting, hoardings 
or storage structures and elements 
should be fixed to the brickwork or 
balustrade without approval from 
PMNSW. 

Temporary and removable elements 
such as the Coffee Cart are 
considered acceptable and should 
be located so that the Steps remain 
highly visible and Steps and wall are 
able to be appreciated. 

Pebble ground cover and brick paving, trees 
and landscape elements including fixed street 
furniture and lighting in the open area to the 
south. 

Little For specific policies refer to the 
relevant CMS/CMP.  

Cube and service elements Little Retain or remove with care as 
required.  Consider using or adapting 
the existing structure for any new 
services and in particularly lighting of 
the Steps and associated areas. 

Temporary installations and events 
should also use to the Cube to 
mount lights and signs in preference 
to using the walls and balustrade of 
the Bethel Steps. 

Sheds, fences, Coffee cart and other moveable 
and temporary elements 

Little/ 
intrusive 

Retain or remove as required. 

Any such elements should be 
setback from the Steps and 
particularly the brick retaining wall 
and balustrade and should consider 
physical and visual impacts on the 
Steps and neighbouring buildings 
and elements. 
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7.8 New Work Policies 

7.8.1 Integration of New Work 

Background 

Due to the nature and significance of the Bethel Steps the scope for new development is limited.  
In general, no alterations or additions should occur, except potentially for minor updates of 
finishes or to support existing function, and these only where appropriate.  Within the general 
principles outlined in this CMS, these minor alterations could occur if new work is carefully 
designed and integrated with the original character of the significant components. 

Policy 16 

Any potential introduction of new fabric should be undertaken in such a manner that it does not 
result in a lessening of the cultural significance of the place.  New work should be identifiable as 
such and should, wherever possible, be capable of being removed without damage to significant 
fabric or archaeological material. 

Guidelines  

▪ When an update or a minor addition of fabric is required for functional or safety reasons, 
new details and materials may be adopted to complement the existing architectural 
character. 

▪ Any new works should retain the existing form and alignment of Bethel Steps.  
▪ Existing finishes, face brick, asphalt and timber elements should preferably be retained. 
▪ Any new elements should complement the traditional, existing fabric and be integrated in 

a manner that does not detract or conceal the early character and finish. 
▪ Contemporary details may be incorporated, however, evidence of the earlier details and 

finish should be retained. 
▪ Any new work should preferably be reversible and consider physical and visual impacts 

on the historic fabric. 
▪ Careful details will ensure minimal damage to the significant fabric and will allow for 

reversibility. 

7.8.2 Integration of Services 

Background 

Adaptations of existing fabric for practical reasons such as installation of new lighting and 
elements to satisfy safety and other statutory requirements may be required to secure the 
ongoing use of Bethel Steps as a whole and to satisfy the changing needs of the general public. 

The addition of services to the former Mariners Church has resulted in some change and 
impacted on the fabric of the Bethel Steps. 

Policy 17 

The extension or alteration of existing services to and around Bethel Steps is acceptable in the 
context of ongoing use, but should not have a detrimental impact to the significance of the place 
and its components as a whole. 

Guidelines  

▪ Any proposed new services should be carefully planned to avoid damage to the fabric of 
the Steps and disruption of the open passage. 

▪ Any intervention into the fabric of the Bethel Steps should respect the overall integrity of 
the extant fabric, be controlled and limited to to that required for the proposed works and 
to minimise damage and impact on the fabric. 
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▪ No service elements should be fixed to the brick retaining wall and upstand along the 
south eastern section of the Steps.   

▪ Service may be run along the edge of the walkway, but should not visually detract from 
the historic character of the place. 

▪ If additional lighting or services is require the use of the existing Cube located in the area 
to the south of Steps should be considered. 

▪ Any upgrading of services is subject to the proper approval process.  

7.9 Building Code Compliance 

Background 

The National Construction Code (NCC, incorporating the Building Code of Australia, (BCA)) has 
been adopted as the technical standard for design, construction and operation of the built 
context. 

In terms of on-going use, the key issues relating to the Bethel Steps are egress provisions, 
safety and provision of disabled access.  However, it is also essential that the cultural values of 
the place not be degraded by inappropriate responses to meeting ordinance requirements. 

The passage currently serves as a point of egress from the former Mariners Church building.  
The ongoing safety of the steps, sealed passageway and balustrade need to be considered, 
particularly as the Bethel Steps continue to be a well used and frequented walkway and 
connection.   

Policy 18 

Approaches to compliance with building ordinances for the conservation and upgrading and on-
going use of the Bethel Steps should focus on responding to the spirit and intent of the 
ordinances if strict compliance would adversely affect the significance.  Changes which require 
an unacceptable degree of intervention for ordinance compliance should be avoided. 

Guidelines  

▪ As part of any future works and upgrades and repairs to the Bethel Steps a BCA 
compliance check should be undertaken the assess the compliance and safety of 
elements such as the form and height of the balustrade; 

▪ Conservation and on-going use programs should not place undue stress on the fabric in 
order to meet excessive requirements of ordinance compliance and should use 
alternative solutions to achieve the performance requirements of the BCA if deemed-to-
satisfy provisions will have an adverse impact. 

▪ Future upgrades of the fabric should take into consideration any newly developed 
approaches for the implementation of fire safety standards that do not harm the existing 
significant fabric. 

7.10 Accessibility 

Background 

Bethel Steps by name and nature incorporate a number of steps with sealed ramps.   The 
“Steps” are of cultural significance and cannot strictly comply in terms of equitable access 
without significant intervention to the existing structure and potentially neighbouring State listed 
items.  However, alternative routes are available to the north, at Campbell’s Cove and south 
near the MCA. 

The Building Code of Australia/National Construction Code, in conjunction with the DDA, applies 
to new builds or buildings and elements undergoing significant refurbishment or alteration.  No 
significant changes are anticipated for the Bethel Steps. 
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Policy 19 

An alternative accessibility solution may apply to the Bethel Steps so that no undue damage 
and intervention is required and the identified significance of the place is retained.  

Guidelines  

▪ Should major works be proposed to the area, it is recommended that advice be sought 
from an Access consultant. 

▪ Alternative ramps and paths should be used to provide disabled and ambulant access 
between this section of George Street and Circular Quay West. 

▪ Signage indicating the presence of steps and alternative access routes should be placed 
at each end of the Bethel Steps and particularly at the George Street end where it may 
not be immediately clear that steps are located along the passageway. 

▪ The existing “Bethel Steps” sign fixed to the southern façade of the George Street end of 
the Bethel Steps should possibly be lowered. 

7.11 Setting, Views and Adjacent Sites 

Background 

Bethel Steps is located between two highly significant buildings and due to the demolition of the 
neighbouring Morgue building in the 1970s is a visible element along Circular Quay West and is 
highlighted by the now largely open area, wide street and pedestrian crossing which extend 
across Circular Quay West near the base of the Steps. 

The curved corner of the former Mariners Church building slightly opens up the George Street 
end and views to and from the passageway. 

Policy 20 

The setting and existing views to and from the Bethel Steps should where possible be retained 
and enhanced. 

Guidelines  

▪ The existing George Street pedestrian footpath and access to the Bethel Steps should 
be retained and remain open.  The placement of additional obstructions, signs and 
service elements should be avoided. 

▪ A low fence and preferably an open balustrade should be retained over the south 
eastern retaining wall of the Bethel Steps to retain the existing “presence” and visual 
relationship between the Steps, open areas to the south and along Circular Quay West. 

▪ Any development and additions to the open area to the south of the Steps (site of the 
demolished Morgue) should be setback from the brick retaining wall of the Steps and 
preferably low scale so that views, particularly when looking north along Circular Quay 
West are retained. 

▪ Temporary elements and installations should also be setback from the retaining wall of 
the Steps and not interrupt views to and from the Steps. 

7.12 Archaeological Resources 

Background 

The site has been identified as having high archaeological potential.  Some archaeological 
studies and excavations have been undertaken on the neighbouring former Mariners Church 
building and part of the Steps.  Preliminary investigations near the Steps found no resources of 
note, however, remnants of Bethel Street were found below the eastern part of the Mariners 
Church.   
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Bethel Steps were constructed as part of the development of the former Coroners Court and 
Morgue buildings.  The construction of both and subsequent demolition of the Morgue appears 
to have disturbed this site, however, some sub-surface resources may remain, particularly 
below the Bethel Steps. 

Site of historic archaeological potential are protected in clauses of the NSW Heritage Act 1977 
and that Act states that any excavation, where relics may be disturbed, requires an excavation 
permit.  Sites of pre-historic archaeological potential are protected under clauses of the NSW 
National Parks and Wildlife Act 1979. 

Policy 21 

In the event of any major works or repairs requiring any excavation on or around the Bethel 
Steps, excavation should be carried out under the supervision of a qualified and experienced 
archaeologist.  Appropriate permits should be sought prior to the commencement of works. 

Guidelines  

▪ Any ground disturbance on the property in the future should be subject to further 
archaeological assessment and monitoring. 

▪ A Section 140 Application will be required in relation to any major ground disturbance or 
major work to the ramps and steps. 

▪ In the event archaeological material is unexpectedly discovered during works to this site, 
work shall immediately cease in the affected area and PMNSW contacted for advice. 

▪ Any archaeological resources must be managed in accordance with the 
recommendations arising from an Archaeological Assessment and any approval issued 
by PMNSW, NSW Heritage Council or NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service. 

7.13 Painting and Finishes 

Background 

Regular painting of certain materials such as timber is essential for their preservation.  Painting 
can also extend the service life of material such as sheet metals.  However, materials that were 
never painted or intended for painting can be permanently ruined by painting.   

Policy 22 

Fabric such as the existing timber posts and steel pipe rails should continued to be painted in 
appropriate colours.  Other elements including the stone steps, asphalted ground finish and face 
brick retaining wall and upstand should remain unpainted. 

Guidelines  

▪ The existing timber posts and rails should be repaired, sanded back and repainted.  A 
dark, recessive colour is considered appropriate. 

▪ The steel rails should also be sanded back and treated for rust. 
▪ Other metalwork including fixings and screws may be treated and painted to match. 
▪ Painting should be undertaken on a cyclic schedule. 
▪ No anti-graffiti paint applications or clear finishes should be applied to the stone steps or 

face brick retaining wall and upstand. 
▪ The face stone and brick should be cleaned on a cyclic schedule with light water wash 

only.  No soaps or detergents should be used. 
▪ Cleaning, upgrade and repair of the asphalted surface should also be undertaken on a 

cyclic basis.  Care should be taken to the neighbouring building fabric and base of the 
walls of the two neighbouring buildings.  Staining and moss at the base of the walls 
should also be removed and junction treated. 
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7.14 Landscaping 

Background 

The setting of the Bethel Steps includes paved streets and verges and landscapes areas which 
contribute to the character of the area also but enhance the use and amenity of the place. 

Policy 23 

The landscaped setting of the Bethel Steps, streets and verges and associated paving and 
finishes also trees and planting and street furniture should be retained and maintained so that 
they can support and enhance the character, use and amenity of the place. 

Guidelines  

▪ The open landscaped area to the south of the Bethel Steps should preferably be 
retained. 

▪ The paved connecting paths and pedestrian crossing over Circular Quay West should be 
retained to enhance the use and connections to the Steps. 

▪ The street furniture, trees and plantings around the Bethel Steps should also be retained 
and maintained to enhance the use and amenity of the place. 

7.15 External Signage and Lighting 

Background 

Identification signage in the form of two simple steel signed are fixed to the southern façade of 
the former Mariners Church at each end of the Bethel Steps.   

Lighting has also been added to the northern façade of the former Coroners Court building.  A 
freestanding lamp has been added close to the brick retaining wall at the south eastern end of 
the steps, however, this appears to be to light up the south eastern façade of the Mariners 
Church.  Additional temporary lighting has also been added during events. 

As noted above, some additional directional signage may be required.  In addition in order to 
avoid inappropriate temporary lighting, improved general and way-finding lighting and signage 
may be considered. 

Policy 24 

Appropriate signage and lighting that is in harmony with the overall character of the place and 
area should be considered.  Any proposed signage and lighting should fully comply with the 
relevant policies for applicable development in The Rocks.   

Guidelines  

▪ The existing Bethel Steps signs should be retained.  Any additional way-finding or 
directional signs should possibly be integrated with the existing location and integrated in 
a manner that does not obscure or damage the fabric of the neighbouring buildings or 
details to the Bethel Steps 

▪ Any new signage should be in accordance with the The Rocks Signage Policy. 
▪ Any illumination of the Bethel Steps should highlight the walkway rather than 

floodlighting parts. 
▪ The existing Cube in the open area to the south of the Steps could be used to provide 

additional areas for signs or to suspend lighting elements. 
▪ Lighting may also be provided along the edge of the pathway and steps and base of the 

neighbouring walls to assist night time travel and direction.  Any such lighting should be 
provided at intervals, but not be flashy or over bright.  The asphalted surface could be 
cut back.  Any works should not impact on the significant stone and brick structure. 

../../../AppData/Local/Hewlett-Packard/AppData/Local/Hewlett-Packard/HP%20TRIM/TEMP/HPTRIM.10228/The%20Rocks%20Signage%20Policy%202013.pdf
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7.16 On-going Maintenance and Repair 

Background 

The fabric of the bethel Steps will deteriorate due to the effects of age, maintenance, weather, 
vegetation incursion and use.  To ensure the on-going conservation of significant building fabric, 
a regular maintenance schedule should be implemented, which provides for regular inspection 
and for remedial action to be taken where necessary. 

Policy 25 

The significant fabric of Bethel Steps should be maintained by the implementation of the short, 
medium and long-term maintenance program outlined in Section Error! Reference source not 
found. - Error! Reference source not found..  The ongoing maintenance should include works 
that will ensure that each element retains its current level of significance and not allow the loss 
of significance due to the deterioration of fabric. 

Guidelines  

▪ The fabric of Bethel Steps and associated services should be subject to continuing care 
and maintenance. 

▪ In addition to regular maintenance activities, prompt preventative action and repair 
should be taken as necessary. 

▪ Prevention of continuing deterioration should take priority over widespread repair or 
reconstruction. 

▪ Inspection and maintenance works should only be conducted by those with professional 
knowledge and demonstrated experience with buildings and materials of this nature. 

▪ No maintenance work or repairs should negatively impact on significant fabric. 

7.17 Interpretation 

Background 

Interpretation of historic places essentially reveals long-term connections and cohesions which 
underpin our cultural identity.  To "interpret" a historic place, in its geographic and physical 
setting, is to bring its history to life to increase the public’s understanding and through this 
extended understanding, to give them an enhanced perception of the significance of the place. 

An interpretive sign and viewing window relating to the early history of the area and Bethel Street 
is located along the Bethel Steps.  Due to its history, significance and setting in The Rocks area, 
Bethel Steps and its relationship to the former Coroners Court and development of the site should 
be explored further and interpreted. 

Policy 26 

The heritage significance of Bethel Steps and surrounding area should be interpreted on site by 
appropriate methods. 

Guidelines  

▪ One of the primary components of the conservation management of Bethel Steps should 
be to make the values of its cultural significance physical, intellectually and or emotively 
accessible to the public. 

▪ The ongoing management of Bethel Steps should include the development and 
implementation of an interpretation strategy, which reveals the cultural significance of 
the place. 

▪ The existing interpretive sign and viewing window should be retained and maintained. 
▪ Any additional interpretation should take into account all periods of development and 

occupation of the site of the Steps, former Coroners Court and Morgue buildings in the 
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context of the history of The Rocks and be presented in an accurate and insightful 
manner. 

▪ Interpretation should also take into account the relationship to the neighbouring former 
Sailors’ Home building and immediate context which represents the development of the 
western shores of Sydney Cove from the 1840s to the present. 

▪ No additional interpretive signage should be fixed to the neighbouring building façades 
or to the face brick retaining wall and upturn of the Bethel Steps. 

▪ Interpretation signage elements may be added to the existing modern Cube structure in 
the open area to the south of the Bethel Steps and rear of the former Coroners Court 
building.  The open courtyard space and associated modern brick paving and street 
furniture around the Cube may also be used to interpret the site, Bethel Steps and its 
associations. 
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8.0 Implementing the plan 
This Conservation Management Strategy has been prepared to provide guidelines for the 
conservation, interpretation and management of Bethel Steps and to ensure that the heritage 
value of the place is maintained. 

This section sets out the implementation guidelines for the policies, including a list of 
management issues and a list of exemptions that can be endorsed by the Heritage Council 
which will not require further reference for approval. 

8.1 Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair 

Standards that need to be addressed to assure the compliance of Bethel Steps with their 
provisions are those for Inspection, Essential Maintenance and Repair, Fire Protection and 
Security.   

The works are presented for relevant elements only.  To assure compliance with the Minimum 
Standards of Maintenance and Repair on the site the following works need to be undertaken: 

 

Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair 
Bethel Steps 

INSPECTION 

Inspect condition of all components at least once every 12 months.  Potential issues may 
include fabric deterioration, presence of waste and debris, soiling, staining and moss. 

ESSENTIAL MAINTENANCE AND REPAIR 

Inspect condition of all components and repair all elements as required at least once every 5 
years. 

8.2 Schedule of Conservation Works 

Bethel Steps are in fair to good condition. 

Some catch up repairs and maintenance of the brick retaining wall is required.  Some minor 
cracking is evident, however, the brick capping at the eastern end of the wall is missing. 

The steps and ramps appear to have been recently cleaned (since the initial site inspection), 
however, some moss and soiling is evident at the base of the southern façade of the former 
Mariners Church in the western half of the passage. 

In the short to medium term some works to the timber posts over the retaining wall along the 
south eastern section of the steps will require repair and probably replacement.  The base of 
all seven posts has rotted and the timber around the steel fixings is also failing. 

The asphalted surface near the arched doorway on the southern facade of the former Mariners 
Church is uneven and has also been damaged. 
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Schedule of Conservation Works 
Bethel Steps, No. 100A George Street, The Rocks 

Element Condition Significance Action/Treatment 

BETHEL STEPS 

Potential archaeological relics Unknown Exceptional No action required. 

Sandstone steps  Good High/ 
moderate 

No action required. 

Face brick retaining wall Fair High Brick capping at the eastern end of f 
the wall is missing and should be 
repaired to match. 

Remove redundant fixings, screws 
and elements and patch and repair 
as required. 

Additional repairs will be required 
when the timber posts are repaired 
or replaced. 

Indents in the stone base/ south 
eastern corner of the former 
Coroners Court buildings 

Good High No action required. 

Asphalted surface finish  Good Little Some minor superficial wear and 
tear and minor defects and soiling 
but does not require immediate 
action. 

Timber and steel balustrade Fair Little Repair timber and steel posts and 
rails.   

Adaptation and alteration of the 
configuration of the balustrade may 
be considered if required for safety 
and BCA reasons.  The brick upturn 
and post indents, however, should 
be retained and reused.   

Viewing window and interpretive 
panel 

Good/ Fair High/ little Investigate the possibility of 
improving the visibility of the remains 
of Bethel Street from the viewing 
window. 

8.3 On-going Maintenance and Repair 

The on-going maintenance schedule refers to cyclical maintenance works to fabric that should 
be implemented by PMNSW as part of the process of on-going management of Bethel Steps.   

Performed work and any faults discovered or repairs made, should be recorded and kept 
separately alongside a copy of this maintenance schedule.  

As well as the scheduled tasks, general housekeeping is an important part of the continuous, 
protective care undertaken as part of daily use of a place.  Such tasks include keeping surfaces 
clean, monitoring safety; and ensuring efficient removal of rubbish from the site, especially any 
materials that could create ongoing damage. 
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On-going Maintenance Schedule 

Bethel Steps, No. 100A George Street, The Rocks 

Element Every Year Every 5 years Every 10 years Every 20 years 

EXTERIOR 

 

Overall spatial 
character, steps 
and passage 

Inspect.  
Undertake 
general cleaning 
and stabilisation 
of building fabric.  
Check safety and 
stability of the 
retaining wall and 
associated 
handrail along the 
south eastern 
end. 

   

Sandstone steps Check stability 
and and any 
damage or chips 
and potential trip 
hazards. 

Clean down, patch, repair and 
stabilise as required.   

Consider turning 
stone blocks or 
replace worn or 
damaged stones. 

Face brick 
retaining wall 

Inspect, repoint 
and repair as 
required. 

Clean down, repoint, repair and 
stabilise as required.  

 

Indents in the 
stone base and 
south eastern 
corner of the 
former Coroners 
Court building 

Inspect condition.  
Remove any 
rubbish or debris. 

   

Asphalted 
surface finish 

Inspect condition 
and remove moss 
and dirt as 
required. 

Clean down, patch and repair as 
required.  

Resurface as 
required. 

Timber and steel 
balustrade 

Inspect condition.  
Patch and repair 
as required. 

Clean down, repair or replace to 
match or as directed.  Sand back and 
prepare and paint in approved 
colours. 

Replace if required. 

Viewing window 
and interpretive 
elements 

Inspect condition.  
Clean down and 
repair as 
required. 

 Update signage 
and repair 
window and 
displace as 
required. 

Remove, update and 
replace as required. 
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