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Executive Summary 
 
The Observer Hotel at 69 George Street North, The Rocks was constructed in 1908 for 
Tooth & Co and was designed by architects, Halligan & Wilton. The Observer Hotel 
was one of a number of hotels constructed in The Rocks and elsewhere in Sydney as 
part of the program of resumptions and redevelopment by the NSW Government. 
 
The building is Classified by the National Trust of Australia (NSW) and is an item on 
the State Heritage Register.  The Observer Hotel and site are of State heritage 
significance for their aesthetic, historical and scientific cultural values. The site and 
building are also of State heritage significance for their contribution to The Rocks area 
which is of State Heritage significance in its own right.  
 
The key recommendations of this CMP are: 
 
− The Observer Hotel is to remain in use as a hotel. 
− Use of the First and Second Floors as paid residential accommodation is to be 

encouraged if the required upgrade of services and fire safety does not 
detrimentally affect the remaining original fabric of the building. 

− The exterior of the building is to retain its original fabric and its historically accurate 
colour scheme. 

− The exterior of the building is not to be aesthetically damaged by the construction of 
air-conditioning ducts or the installation of air-conditioning compressors, conduits 
etc. 

− Exterior signage should be limited to that which is verifiable from the documentary 
evidence. 

− Interior signage is to be information based and not internally-illuminated advertising. 
− The Public Bar areas are to be maintained in a condition and character which 

reflects the architectural character and period of construction of the building (eg 
lighting, speakers, etc should be discreet and not detract from or damage original 
fabric). 

− No walls on the First and Second Floors are to be removed and, if residential use is 
not to be returned to these floors, the use of the rooms is to be consistent with their 
present size and finish. 

− The integrity of the main building’s stair hall connecting the Ground, First and 
Second Floors is to be maintained. 

− The archaeological interpretation rooms are not to be used for storage as the 
function of storage threatens to damage the archaeological remains. 

− Storage needs to be better handled to remove items from stairways, landing and 
rooms for public use. 

− The Courtyard to the north of the building (fronting Mill Lane) is not to be reduced in 
size or roofed over and consideration could be given to reducing the size of the 
Courtyard Room (built in 1991-1992) to recreate a larger Courtyard area. 

− The Courtyard to the south of the hotel (on the site of No. 71 George Street North) 
is not to be reduced in size or roofed over. 

 
The last major campaign of conservation work on the building and site was undertaken 
directly by the Sydney Cove Authority in 1991-1992. Since then, major alterations have 
occurred in 2000 and 2001 which were undertaken directly by the tenant.  
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There appears to be a major problem of storage within the building complex which has 
resulted in furniture and boxes being stored in stairways, landings, public rooms and in 
the archaeological display areas. 
 
There also appears to be a problem in administering the lease as evidenced by the ad 
hoc installation of air-conditioners on the Second Floor balcony and the consequent 
penetration of the front wall of the building by pipes and conduits, the installation of 
smoke and air-conditioning ducts on the roof of the rear wing, the installation of 
internally illuminated signs within the building, the proliferation of signs on the exterior 
of the building, the storage of furniture and other goods in areas set aside for the 
protection and interpretation of archaeological remains (“relics”). Correction of these 
elements and the stricter administration of the terms of the lease are of a high priority. 
 
Maintenance on the building is long-overdue as evidenced by peeling paint on 
woodwork and metalwork, the collapsing ceiling of the Second Floor balcony and water 
penetration in the south-west Second Floor Room. There are also vertical cracks in the 
front (East) wall of the building which require investigation by a qualified structural 
engineer (with heritage experience). This maintenance work is of a high priority. 
 
Repointing of the brickwork on the north and east walls of the main building was not 
carried out in the 1991-1992 conservation works. Visual inspection from the ground 
indicates that repointing of these walls should now be investigated. 
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1.0 Introduction 
1.1 Context of the Report 
This report is based on a brief outlined in a letter from the Sydney Harbour Foreshore 
Authority (the Foreshore Authority), and as clarified in subsequent discussions with the 
Foreshore Authority.  
 
The Conservation Management Plan (CMP) for the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street 
North, The Rocks, has been structured to fit within the framework of The Rocks 
Heritage Management Plan (adopted February, 2002).  The report has been prepared 
in accordance with the current guidelines of the New South Wales Heritage Council 
contained in NSW Heritage Manual and the overriding methods developed by Dr. 
James Semple Kerr in Conservation Plan: A Guide to the Preparation of Conservation 
Plans for Places of European Cultural Significance (Sixth Edition).  
 

 

Figure 1.1 

The location of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North within the context of The Rocks is 
shown with an X1 
 

                                                
1 Godden Mackay Logan Pty Ltd, The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (2000), p.6. The Rocks Heritage Management 
Plan, adopted February, 2002, is in three volumes, Vol. 1, Vol. 2, Background Papers, and Vol. 3, Supporting 
Documentation.  The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (2000) may be accessed at www.shfa.nsw.gov.au 
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1.2 Objectives 
The main objective of this Conservation Management Plan is to provide guidelines for 
the conservation, re-use, interpretation and management of the Observer Hotel, 69 
George Street North to ensure that the heritage values of the place are maintained 
and, where appropriate, enhanced.  
 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North is listed on the Register of the National 
Estate.  The listing, part of the George Street/Kendall Lane precinct, dates from 21 
March 1978.  
 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North is included as Listing Number 01565, 
Gazette No. 85 page 2865 on the NSW State Heritage Register, together with 95 other 
items in The Rocks now individually entered on The NSW State Heritage Register.   
 

1.3 Site Identification 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks, fronts George Street North 
and is located on the southern corner of Mill Lane. Its legal description is  
Lot 1, DP 790998. 
 

 

Figure 1.2 

Precinct plan showing the location of the Observer Hotel on the corner of Mill Lane. 
(Source SHFA) 
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Figure 1.2 

The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks showing the two main facades facing George 
Street North and Mill Lane 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd, January 2007) 
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1.4 Building Description 
 

 
 

Figure 1.3a: East Elevation of the Observer Hotel (fronting George Street North)   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 1991). NTS 
 

 
 

Figure 1.4b: North Elevation of the Observer Hotel (fronting Mill Lane)   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 1991). NTS 
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Figure 1.4c: West Elevation of the Observer Hotel fronting Kendall Lane and its extension into the rear 
building at No. 71 George Street North (fronting Kendall Lane). Note the ground floor elevation of the rear 
building at No. 71 was constructed slightly differently to that depicted here in that the double door was 
constructed as a single door (see following floor plans).   
(Source: Misho & Associates P/L dated 2000). NTS 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1.4d: South Elevation of the Observer Hotel.   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 1991). NTS 
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Figure 1.4e: Cellar plan of the Observer Hotel as at February 2007   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 2007). NTS 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1.4f: Ground Floor plan of the Observer Hotel as at February 2007   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 2007). NTS 
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Figure 1.4g: First Floor plan of the Observer Hotel as at February 2007   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 2007). NTS 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 

Figure 1.4h: Second Floor plan of the Observer Hotel as at February 2007   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 2007). NTS 
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1.5 Method and Structure 
This Conservation Management Plan 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; the NSW Heritage Office’s Guidelines 
on Conservation Management Documents, and James Semple Kerr's, The 
Conservation Plan (sixth edition) 2004.   
 
This document uses the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority’s June 2006 Standard 
CMP Template, as required by the Authority. 
 
This document is a substantial revision of the Conservation Study of the Observer 
Hotel, 69 George Street North, prepared by Robertson and Hindmarsh P/L in July 
1990.  This revision also incorporates the findings of the archaeological excavation of 
part of the site undertaken by Anthony Lowe of Casey & Lowe Associates in 1991 and 
takes into account the conservation and other work carried out on the building and site 
from 1990 to 2007. 
 
The Burra Charter provides definitions for terms used in heritage conservation and 
proposes conservation 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 method 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 Conservation Plan 
provides guidance on substance, structure and methodology for the writing of effective, 
site-specific conservation plans. 
 
The initial sections of the CMP provide an analysis of the site and buildings, 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 The Observer Hotel, 69 George 
Street North, The Rocks. 
 
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. 
 

1.6 Documentary and Photographic Sources 
A detailed bibliography has been included as Chapter 9 in this report.  The main 
sources of archival material are: 
 
Noel Butlin Archives of Business and Labour, ANU Canberra 
This archive was consulted during the preparation of the 1990 CMP.  Copies of the 
archival material retained by Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L have been employed during 
this revision of the 1990 CMP.   
 
The scanned images available on-line from the album of photographs of the interiors of 
Tooth’s Hotels taken during the 1930s does not (as of January 2007) include the 
Observer Hotel.  This album does however provide a good indication of the design and 
fitout of hotels in Sydney and Newcastle, including furniture, bar canopies and tiled 
bars.  
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Powerhouse Museum 
The Tooth’s Collection in the Powerhouse Museum includes equipment for beer and 
cordial making, glassware, coopers’ tools, signage &c.  None of this substantial 
collection relates to the Observer Hotel in particular, however the barrels made by the 
coopers would have been stored in the cellar.  
 
Archives of the Council of the City of Sydney (SCC Archives) 
The Sydney City Council Archives “Archives PIC” includes views of George Street 
North, including images from the Demolition Books.   
 
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority (SHFA) 
Scanned documents relating to the Observer Hotel and all the photographs taken by 
staff and former staff members of the site were supplied by SHFA. 
 
Plans of works undertaken at the site from 1990 were also supplied by SHFA. 
 
State Records (AO) 
Plans of Public Houses including plans of the Observer Hotel, NSW AO Plan 63411.  A 
coloured copy of this plan is held by SHFA and a black and white photocopy of the plan 
is part of the material retained by Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L in its archives. 
 
The annotated set of Resumption Plans previously held by SHFA is now held by SCC 
Archives. 
 
Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, Architects 
Copies of plans of the works carried out on the Observer Hotel from 1991 to 1992 
remain in the archives of Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L as do copies of all the 
photographs taken during the preparation of the 1990 CMP. 
 
Copies of all material obtained from the Noel Butlin Archive (formerly the Archives of 
Business & Labour) at ANU remain in the archives of Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 
 
McDonald McPhee P/L, Architects & Urban Planners 
Copies of some of the plans of the works carried out on the two properties adjoining the 
Observer Hotel (ie Nos 71 & 73 George Street North) in 1994 (designed and 
documented in 1992) were supplied by Mr Brian McDonald in February 2007. Other 
plans relating to the works are no longer held by Mr McDonald. 
 
Observer Hotel 
Copies of photographs, plans, schedules, specifications and details of the works 
carried out on the Observer Hotel in 2000 and 2001 by Misho & Associates P/L, 
Architects were supplied by Mr Mick Doughan (licensee and tenant of the Observer 
Hotel) in January 2007. 
 
Contemporary photographs 
All contemporary photographs were, unless noted otherwise, taken by Scott Robertson 
of Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd, Architects specifically for this report. 
 
Photograph copyright 
Photographs included in this report which have been sourced from archives other than 
Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd are included for research purposes only and are not to 
be published without copyright clearances having been obtained from the relevant 
copyright holders. 
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1.7 Terminology 
The terminology used in this report, where referring to conservation processes and 
practices, follows the definitions as presented in Article 1 of The Burra Charter.  This 
includes particularly the words place, cultural significance, fabric, and conservation, as 
defined in detail in Section 7.1, Application of The Burra Charter, of this report.  For 
terminology used in identification of historic architectural styles and building elements, 
the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority encourages the use of the terminology as 
presented in the Pictorial Guide to Identifying Australian Architecture (various editions) 
prepared by Irving, Apperly and Reynolds.   
 

1.8 Authorship 
This report has been written by: 

 Scott Robertson B.Sc (Arch) (UNSW) 

    B.Arch (Hons) (UNSW) 

    M. Built Environment (Blg Conservation) (UNSW)  

 Noni Boyd  B.Arch (Uni of Auckland) 

    M.Sc (Architectural Conservation) (Uni of Sydney) 
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2.0 Documentary Evidence 
2.1 Chronological History 
The methods developed by Dr. James Semple Kerr in his book, Conservation Plan: A 
Guide to the Preparation of Conservation Plans for Places of European Cultural 
Significance (Sixth Edition), require a detailed understanding of the place involving 
study of numerous sources of documentary evidence. In compiling the evidence into a 
form which is useful for generating an understanding of the place a concept of the 
chronological development of the place is required. Whilst thematic histories may be 
useful at a regional, state or national level to ensure that studies embrace all of the 
strands of the history of an area and identify structures which reflect that history, 
thematic histories of single buildings, and especially thematic histories of single use 
buildings such as hotels/pubs, is not useful in understanding the particular place. 
Therefore, this conservation management plan utilises  the chronological method of 
history to build an understanding of the place as it now presents itself with respect to 
the changes which have occurred on the site. 
 
The following sections of this part of the conservation management plan detail the 
chronological history. A summary chronological history compiled primarily from the files 
held in the Archives of Business and Labour at ANU is located at Appendix F.   
 

2.2 The Leases 
The Observer Hotel is built on the west side of George Street North on land which was, 
from 1788, part of the grounds of the prefabricated, temporary hospital. Below the 
hospital a dockyard was developed. George Street North owes its origins to the track 
which lead to the observatory constructed on Dawes Point also in 1788. Although the 
site of the hotel is within the area occupied by the temporary hospital complex, no 
buildings are shown on either Hunter’s initial survey or James Meehan’s 1807 survey.  
The hospital was surrounded by extensive gardens containing medicinal plants. 
 
In 1795 the land upon which the Observer Hotel was later to be constructed was 
leased to William Balmain. Balmain left the colony in 1801 but the next official lease of 
the land was not until 1810 when it was leased to William Gaudry who may have 
erected a building on the site.2   Gaudry had married the daughter of Henry Kable, a 
Sydney entrepreneur, and was part owner of the schooner Geordy with Henry Kable 
junior, as well as acting as an auctioneer and agent for his father-in-law.  Gaudry’s 
main property appears to have been near that of the Kables at Minto.  The lease of the 
land in The Rocks was transferred to John Plummer in 1820.  By 1824 Plummer was 
bankrupt and the lease was once again transferred, this time to James Johnston.   
 
In the archaeological excavation of the Observer Hotel cellar carried out in 1991 by 
Casey & Lowe no traces of aboriginal occupation were discovered.   
 
 

                                                
2  Anthony Lowe, 1993, The Observer Hotel Excavation: Volume 1: Final Report, p. 5  
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Figure 2.4 

Detail of Captain Hunter’s 1788 survey, the details as illustrated in Bradley’s Journal have been overlaid 
on a modern site plan.  The site of the Observer Hotel is shown arrowed. 
(Source: SCA HP 27 (copy included in Casey & Lowe: 1993)) 

 
The character of the line of buildings fronting George Street can be seen in John Eyre’s 
1806 view of Sydney from the West side of the Cove. 
 
John Eyre’s view of the western side of Sydney Cove shows that a series of small 
scale buildings had been erected by 1806.  His annotated sketches labelling many of 
the buildings in the views of Sydney Cove survive and are held in the NLA.  
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Figure 2.5 

View of Sydney from the West Side of the Cove by John Eyre 1806  and the annotated version 
(Source: ML DG XV1/26 and NLA pic  AN4863650) 
 

2.3 The Garling Residence 
A substantial two storey house with a verandah, stables and stores was the town 
residence of the Crown Solicitor Frederick Garlick in the 1820s (see Figure 2.5).  This 
house is one of the row of series of buildings fronting George Street North shown on 
the 1822 Plan of the Town and Suburbs of Sydney and Harper’s 1823 plan of Sydney 
(see Figure 2.3).   
 
The Garling family emigrated from London in 1815.  Frederick Garling junior, a noted 
maritime artist, painted a series of views of Sydney Harbour circa 1839, one of which 
included his family residence which had recently been sold.   
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Figure 2.6  
Extract from Harper’s 1823 survey of Sydney.  The houses fronting George Street north are highlighted in 
blue. (Source:  Extract from Harper’s survey supplied by SHFA 

 
The substantial two storey townhouse, depicted with a verandah facing south and two 
dormers overlooking the harbour, is the residence to the north of the Garling house, 
which survived until the 1880s (see Figure 2.5). The Commissariat Stores and 
Campbell’s Wharf House (both of which have been demolished) are also shown. 
Bunkers Hill, at the northern end of George Street North, contained a series of 
substantial residences of professional men.  This phase of development is now only 
evident in the documentary and archaeological records. None of the buildings survive.  
 

 

 
Figure 2.7  
Circular Quay, watercolour by Frederick Garling, circa 1839 (Source: ML V1/1839?/1) 
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In the early 1830s an attempt was made to formalise the leases as a series of section 
maps, prepared by Robert Russell, shows (see Figure 2.5).  The outline of Garlings 
House is shown, including a substantial walled garden and gates to the south of the 
house.  
  

 

 
Figure 2.8  
Extract from Robert Russell’s survey circa 1835 (Source: SHFA, survey held SCC Archives) 

 
By  1849, when a plan of Lower George Street was prepared showing proposed 
realignments, the grounds are shown subdivided (see Figure 2.6). 
 

 
Figure 2.9  
Plan of Lower George Street in 1849  (Source SHFA HP106) 
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2.4 Unwin’s Subdivision 
The grant was not formalised until October 1838, by which time the lot had been 
transferred to William Carr and George John Rodgers.  Frederick Garling senior is 
likely to have been making plans to retire; his retirement was formally approved by the 
Governor in 1839.3  In addition to his townhouse Garling had been granted 1200 acres 
by Governor Macquarie in 1819.  Carr and Rodger’s grant was then transferred to 
Frederick Wright Unwin, who was the claimant of the lot to the south. Unwin subdivided 
the property into a series of lots and circa 1845 erected the substantial sandstone 
stores that survive today.  A rear lane was created (now Kendall Lane).  Garling’s 
house is believed to have been demolished in 1844, shortly before the Waterman’s 
Arms were constructed. Part of the house was revealed during archaeological 
excavations in the early 1990s.  An overlay of the 1835 survey by Russell with the 1849 
plan of Lower George Street shows the approximate positions of the Waterman’s Arms 
and the Observer Tavern in relation to Garling’s House and Unwin’s Stores.  
 

 

Figure 2.10 

Overlay of the 1835 survey and the 1849 plan showing the relative positions of the Unwins Stores (blue), 
Garling’s demolished residence (green) and the Observer Tavern and the Waterman’s Arms (red).  
 
By 1810 there were 75 ‘licensed houses’ in NSW, a number of which were located ‘on 
the Rocks’, particularly fronting George Street North and in nearby Miller’s Point. The 
Sydney Gazette, which commenced publication in 1803, contains numerous references 
to the results of the consumption of alcohol by the residents of The Rocks.  Governor 
Macquarie soon restricted the number of licenses issued, one of which was obtained 
by Samuel Terry.  It is partly due to the commercial subdivision of the lots claimed by 
Samuel Terry and Frederick Unwin and partly due to the proximity to the port and the 
bonded customs warehouses that George Street North developed a concentration of 
small public houses.  Imported liquor was kept in the bond stores until their duty had 
been paid, the alcohol content determining the extent of the fees payable.   

                                                
3  Frederick Garling [Senior] Australian Dictionary of Biography entry 
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Samuel Terry, a successful businessman, claimed allotments in The Rocks in the early 
1830s which were finally granted in 1841.  In the 1820s he had erected a series of  
sandstone commercial buildings, some of which were operated as public houses. The 
Fortune of War Hotel built in 1839 and the Patent Slip Inn (later the Port Jackson Hotel) 
are amongst this row of buildings, both hotels have however been rebuilt.  His widow 
Rosetta continued to purchase properties in the Rocks, including the Kings Head Inn.  
This hotel has also been rebuilt, and is now the British Seamen’s Hotel, a name that 
reflects the intended clientele.  Running a hotel would appear to have been a lucrative 
business, the  Observer Tavern was built in 1848 for Robert Moore, the lessee of the 
Fortune of War Hotel from 1840-46.   
 
In the 1840s the block between Argyle Street and Mill Lane developed the character 
that it largely retains today. The building stock is predominantly Colonial Georgian 
commercial buildings.  The pattern of use also remains similar; public houses 
interspersed with shops.  It is a pattern of development that can be found in both the 
old world and the new, showing the direct transplantation of building types and 
architectural details.  Corner sites were favoured for public houses. The block still 
retains this pattern of development with the Orient Hotel on the southern corner and the 
Observer Hotel (which replaced the Waterman’s Arms and the Observer Hotel) on the 
northern corner.   

2.5 The Waterman’s Arms (1844)  

 

Figure 2.11 

View of the intersection of Mill Lane and George Street North showing the three storey, stone Waterman’s 
Arms immediately prior to demolition. The Observer Tavern is to the immediate south (left) of the 
Waterman’s Arms. (Source: SCC Demolition Books) 
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The Observer Tavern, as it was originally known, was built in 1848 for Robert White 
Moore who had purchased Lot 10 of Frederick Unwin’s subdivision the year before.4  
The adjacent Waterman’s Arms having been built in 1844.  The present Observer 
Hotel, built on a more substantial site than the original, dates from 1908-09 and 
straddles the sites of both the Waterman’s Arms and the Observer Tavern. This portion 
of land was originally part of a lease made to the assistant surgeon William Balmain in 
December 1795.  A temporary hospital, erected in 1788, had been replaced by more 
permanent facilities lining Sydney Cove. Below the hospital a dockyard developed.  
 
Unwin created a series of small lots fronting George Street North, selling the lot on the 
corner of Cornwall Lane, as the lane was then known, to William Stone in 1842. The 
three-storey sandstone Watermen’s Arms, and cellar, were built circa 1844; when rated 
in 1845 the building was described as being ‘new’.  The Stones’ main business was the 
Kings Arms in Pitt Street.   The Waterman’s Arms reflects the numerous watermen who 
operated row boats on Sydney harbour, the forerunner of the water taxi and the men 
may have gathered there waiting for a commission. It is also a common hotel name in 
England, where the occupation of waterman originated.  In Sydney, before bridges 
were constructed, the easiest way to get to Balmain and the lower North Shore was by 
rowboat and later by ferry.  The Waterman’s Arms has been demolished; Cadman’s 
Cottage, the barracks for the Government Coxswain survives.     
 
Stone died intestate in 1847. Joseph Fowles’ elevations of Pitt Street, prepared in 1848 
record Mary Stone as the proprietor of the King’s Arms and show the scale and 
character of their public house.  The Kings Arms was located on a corner, next to two 
shops. By 1855 the public house was being run by his wife Mary, who had transferred 
her business, and the hotel name from Pitt Street.  She continued to operate a public 
house in George Street North until 1859 when the property was sold to Daniel Egan.   
 
The Waterman’s Arms was constructed of sandstone and is a more substantial building 
than the brick hotel constructed adjacent to it in 1848.  Adjacent was yet another public 
house, almost identical in character to the Observer Tavern. The Moore family retained 
the ownership of the Waterman’s Arms until the 1901 resumption. 
 

2.6 The Observer Tavern (1848) 
The two-storey six roomed building constructed for Robert White Moore was built of 
brick walls with timber floors and a shingle roof.  Up until 1852 the building was rated 
as a house rather than a public house.  By 1851 a kitchen had been added to the roof, 
and the hotel is recorded as containing 8 rooms.  Like the Stones, Moore had more 
than one premises. From 1840-46 he was the publican of the nearby Fortune of War 
hotel, a hotel that retains its liquor licence today.  The origin of the name Observer 
Tavern is unknown, however the first stage of the Observatory on Observatory Hill, the 
time ball, was also built in 1848.  It is not a common name for a public house. The first 
observatory in the Australian colonies had been erected on Dawes Point by William 
Dawes in 1788. 
 
J. M. Forde records John Speerin was the publican in the 1850s, and that the hotel was 
simply ‘within a door’.5  The Observer was later operated by John Ferguson, with the 
adjacent P & O hotel [Pacific and Orient] operated by his wife Mary.  The photographs 
of the Observer Tavern in the SCC Demolition Books shows a sign reading ‘Fergusons’ 
on the parapet, and the wording “Observer Tavern’ painted on the brickwork below.  
The Fergusons continued to be the publicans until 1925. 

                                                
4  SHFA Building Data Sheets:  The Observer Hotel 
5  J. M. Forde quoted in Lowe’s Archaeological report. 
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Figure 2.12 

The Observer Tavern photographed shortly prior to demolition 
(Source:  City of Sydney Archives CRS 51, Demolition Books 1900-1949 Observer Hotel George Street North) 

 

2.7 Sydney’s First Chinatown 
The commercial buildings that lined the western side of George Street North were 
predominantly warehouses, shops and public houses that served the port. Blackwood’s 
1858 photographic panorama taken from the roof of Government House shows the 
commercial buildings lining George Street North.   The panorama also shows the 
substantial Mariner’s Church, now incorporated into the Rawson Institute (100 George 
Street) and the distinctive gables of the warehouses at Campbell’s Wharf.   
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Figure 2.10 

Part of Blackwood’s 1858 panorama of Sydney and harbour taken from Government House (Source ML PXA 426) 

 
In the 1860s The Rocks developed as Sydney’s first Chinatown, with a Chinese 
merchant, Tin Hung, occupying the former Waterman’s Arms in 1866.  Percy Dove’s 
1880 map shows Hoop Loon & Co Merchants occupying the premises.  Chinatown in 
The Rocks extended south along George Street North, with a number of Chinese 
businesses located in the Unwin’s Stores, including Tin War & Co, Nom Hing & Co, 
and Gee Ick & Co. A Chinese coin discovered during the excavations in the Observer 
Hotel may have been a good luck token.6 A range of items including glass medicine 
vials, rice bowls, plates, stoneware jars, including ginger jars and slow cooking pots 
were discovered at nearby Samson’s Cottage.7  In the last decades of the nineteenth 
century many of the Chinese business, including Gee Ick & Co moved to the area 
surrounding the municipal markets in the Haymarket.  Very little physical evidence 
survives in the built fabric of The Rocks, primarily as the businesses operated out of 
leased commercial premises.   
 

 

Figure 2.11 

Extract from the 1857 MWS&DB showing George Street North.  The Unwins Stores are highlighted in pink 
and the two hotels constructed in the 1840s, the Observer Tavern and the Waterman’s Arms, are 
highlighted in purple. 

                                                
6  Lowe, Observatory Hotel, Archaeological Report,  p. 25-26 
7  See the types illustrated in Lydon, Jane, Many Inventions, the Chinese in the Rocks 1890-1930.  
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The character of The Rocks is recorded by Joseph Conrad in his Mirror of the Sea. 
Conrad took over the command of the barque Otago as the captain had died at sea off 
Siam (Thailand), sailing from Bangkok to Sydney and Melbourne to Mauritius and 
returning to Port Adelaide.  The remnants of the iron hulled vessel, sold to a 
Tasmanian ship breaker, can be found in the Derwent River.   

These towns of the Antipodes, not so great then as they are now, took an 
interest in the shipping, the running links with "home," whose numbers 
confirmed the sense of their growing importance.  They made it part and 
parcel of their daily interests.  This was especially the case in Sydney, 
where, from the heart of the fair city, down the vista of important streets, 
could be seen the wool- clippers lying at the Circular Quay - no walled 
prison-house of a dock that, but the integral part of one of the finest, most 
beautiful, vast, and safe bays the sun ever shone upon. Now great steam-
liners lie at these berths, always reserved for the sea aristocracy - grand and 
imposing enough ships, but here to-day and gone next week; whereas the 
general cargo, emigrant, and passenger clippers of my time, rigged with 
heavy spars, and built on fine lines, used to remain for months together 
waiting for their load of wool.  Their names attained the dignity of household 
words. On Sundays and holidays the citizens trooped down, on visiting bent, 
and the lonely officer on duty solaced himself by playing the cicerone - 
especially to the citizenesses with engaging manners and a well-developed 
sense of the fun that may be got out of the inspection of a ship's cabins and 
state-rooms. The tinkle of more or less untuned cottage pianos floated out of 
open stern-ports till the gas-lamps began to twinkle in the streets, and the 
ship's night-watchman, coming sleepily on duty after his unsatisfactory day 
slumbers, hauled down the flags and fastened a lighted lantern at the break 
of the gangway. The night closed rapidly upon the silent ships with their 
crews on shore. Up a short, steep ascent by the King's Head pub, 
patronized by the cooks and stewards of the fleet, the voice of a man crying 
"Hot saveloys!" at the end of George Street, where the cheap eating-houses 
(sixpence a meal) were kept by Chinamen (Sun-kum-on's was not bad), is 
heard at regular intervals… 

…The night humours of the town descended from the street to the waterside 
in the still watches of the night: larrikins rushing down in bands to settle 
some quarrel by a stand-up fight, away from the police, in an indistinct ring 
half hidden by piles of cargo, with the sounds of blows, a groan now and 
then, the stamping of feet, and the cry of ‘Time!’ rising suddenly above the 
sinister and excited murmurs; night-prowlers, pursued or pursuing, with a 
stifled shriek followed by a profound silence, or slinking stealthily along-side 
like ghosts, and addressing me from the quay below in mysterious tones 
with incomprehensible propositions. The cabmen, too, who twice a week, on 
the night when the A.S.N. Company's passenger-boat was due to arrive, 
used to range a battalion of blazing lamps opposite the ship, were very 
amusing in their way. They got down from their perches and told each other 
impolite stories in racy language, every word of which reached me distinctly 
over the bulwarks as I sat smoking on the main-hatch. * 

The short steep street referred to is likely to have been Bethel Street. The Australasian 
Steam Navigation Company’s Headquarters would have only recently been completed 
when Conrad visited.  He may have been combining reminiscences, as by the 1880s 
the Kings Head had changed names more than once, from the Steam Packet Hotel to 
the Pacific Hotel.  
 

                                                
* Conrad, J., 1988, The Mirror of the Sea & A Personal Record, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.121 
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Figure 2.13 

Campbell’s Cove and Circular Quay in the 1870s.  (Source: ML Small Pictures File) 

2.8 Whalers, Sailors and Old Hands 
The commercial strip lining George Street was where, as Mrs Eliza Walker described in 
her reminiscences, ‘the whalers, sailors and old hands used to congregate’.  Whilst on 
shore the sailors sought out the numerous public houses, opium dens and brothels.  
The Rocks acquired a similar reputation to the East end of London.  Concerns 
regarding the unsanitary condition of the area had been raised since the 1850s, when 
Jevons undertook his social survey.  In 1867 Lower George Street was : 

 
An unsavoury part of town, abounding in bad smells, bad drainage, and 
bad language.  Here are Cheap John shops, Chinamen’s stores, 
shoemaker’s hovels,  and no end of low public-houses.  Here may 
always be seen the British tar and the foreign tar, as incontinently drunk 
as these noble mariners could desire to be… 

 
Such behaviour is typical of sailors on shore leave. The names of the public houses 
often reflected the maritime character of the area, and the parts of the globe from 
where the ‘tars’ came: the Orient Hotel survives, as does the Mercantile Rowing Club 
(now simply the Mercantile). The Steam Packet Hotel, the American Hotel, the Pacific 
Hotel, the Pacific and Orient Hotel and the Plimsoll Hotel have vanished.  The origin of 
the use of the slang term ‘jack tar’ or ‘tar’ for sailor is unknown however the use of the 
term predates the settlement of Australia.  One theory is that the term refers to the use 
of tar impregnated cloth hats (tarpaulins) worn by sailors.  Following the establishment 
of the naval base on Garden Island, Kings Cross became the main Sydney location 
where visiting sailors sought entertainment.   The hotels in the Rocks are still highly 
patronised, particularly on Australia day and New Years Eve, however the clientele is 
no longer primarily male.  
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The term Cheap John shops was also used in California.  
 

They were the cheap John clothing-stores, which catered principally to sailors 
and fleeced them unmercifully with shoddy and worthless merchandise;8  

 

 

Figure 2.14 

Detail of Plan of the City of Sydney, 1887 showing the prevalence of hotels. The Observer Hotel was to be 
built later on the site of the original Observer Tavern (clearly shown on this plan at No. 69) and part of the 
site occupied by the Waterman’s Arms (located on the site labelled No. 67). (Source: SCA HP 146) 

 
More than one commission of inquiry was held, looking at sanitary conditions, 
accommodation for sailors and the Chinese question, particularly gambling and the 
illegal importation and use of opium.  The buildings fronting George Street, particularly 
Unwin’s were ideal locations for gambling houses, as they had back entrances and 
lanes through which the patrons could disperse should the police appear. Some of the  
Chinese merchants in the block were inspected by the Royal Commission as it was 
believed the merchants were importing opium via Macao.  

                                                
8  http://www.sfgenealogy.com/sf/history/hbtbc5.htm 
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Figure 2.15 

Extract from Percy Dove’s plan showing the Observer Tavern and Chinese merchants in the former 
Waterman’s Arms (Hop Loon & Co.), and well as Tin War & Co in part of the Unwin’s Stores. 
(Source: Henry Percy Dove, A new and complete wharf, street and building plan directory of the city of Sydney 1880. NLA Map F 902) 
 
The construction of the Mariners Chapel and the Sailors Home, a hostel for sailors on 
shore leave, further contributed to the maritime character of the area and the sailors 
were also catered for in the numerous of public houses and eating houses. In the 
evidence given to the select committee in 1887-88 it was noted that there was: 
 

[q]uite a row of public houses in front of the Sailor’s Home.  In the 
neighbourhood there are stores, flour-mills, biscuit factories, the Bethel 
Church and the Sailor’s Home; but very little real population. 
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Figure 2.16 

Sailor’s Home and Bethel, a view of the Mariner’s Church and the adjacent Sailors Home taken in 1933.  
(Source SLVIC a14703) 
 
 
 
2.9 Coronial Inquests 
The Observer Tavern was for some years used as an unofficial coroner’s court, before 
the construction of the Coroner’s Court and Morgue in 1906.  The dead house was 
located on the foreshore between the Water Police Office (Cadman’s Cottage) and the 
wall delineating Campbell’s Wharf.  The Coroner requested that the dead house be 
built close to the Water Police office however Edmund Blacket, the Colonial Architect, 
proposed a site by the new landing, which was closer to Campbell’s Wharf House.  A 
site between the two proposed sites was selected and a dead house constructed in 
1854.  The interiors of the single storey brick building were limewashed and by 1856 
the glass had been replaced with obscure glass.  
 
It was common practice in NSW to hold coronial inquests in public houses, although by 
law if there was a morgue or police station within one mile, it had to be used in 
preference.  In 1856 a panel of jurors requested that the ventilation in the Circular Quay 
Dead House be improved. The use of the adjacent hotel was probably due to the 
stench of the bodies in an era when refrigerated morgues were unknown.  
 
The Observer Tavern was the site of a number of coronial inquests including that of the 
death of John Bridges, the first victim in the celebrated Parramatta River Murders.  This 
case, which was the talk of Sydney, was one of the case studies in John Fitzgerald’s 
Studies in Australian Crime published in 1924.  Two recently released prisoners from 
Darlinghurst Gaol devised a scheme to rob newly arrived settlers.  A fictitious 
advertisement seeking a bookkeeper for a pastoral station was placed in a Sydney 
newspaper.   
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From the many replies, George Robert Nichols and Alfred Lister selected an applicant 
who they believed would not be missed.  The two men rowed their victim part way up 
the Parramatta river and shot him, dumping the body in the water, weighed down by a 
stone.  The body was found floating in the water off Kissing Point,  however it wasn’t 
until a second body was found, that of William Percy Walker, that arrests were made.  
The two men had been wrong in their assessment that Walker would not be missed, 
each was arrested after having pawned or sold items bearing Walker’s initials.  Both 
men were sentenced to hang.  At the trial it emerged that a number of other recent 
arrivals had made arrangements with Nichols, in the belief that he was accompanying 
them to their new place of employment.   
 
The Dead House continued to be used until it was replaced by the morgue built below 
the new Coroners Court. The bodies held there included ‘floaters’, bloated bodies that 
had risen to the surface and people who had been murdered at sea.  The morgue, 
which was surrounded by a tar paved court, was connected to the court by an open 
flight of stairs and an arcade.  A new set of stairs were constructed between Circular 
Quay and George Street North, the construction of the court had resulted in the 
removal of Bethel Street.   
 
In 1908 J. M. Forde reported in The Truth that: 

 
The government has recently sold the Observer Tavern, with thirty feet 
frontage and very little depth, an old house, for 3,000 pounds, or one 
hundred pounds per foot.  The house has for ages been a sort of Coroner’s 
Court, where short inquests were held.  It will still be a sort of appendage to 
“coronial quests”, as the new morgue and court are opposite.  Weeping 
friends can wet eye and whistle while awaiting coronial pleasure… 

 
 The Observer Tavern and the new Coroner’s Court were both part of the extensive 
urban renewal in George Street North undertaken following the 1900 land resumptions. 
 

2.10 The Observatory Hill Resumptions 
Following the outbreak of bubonic plague in December 1900 an extensive ‘cleansing’ of 
the perceived ‘slum’ areas was undertaken and the entire area from Millers Point,  
where the outbreak occurred, as far south as Charlotte Place (Grosvenor Street) was 
resumed by the state.  The immediate waterfront and part of Millers Point was resumed 
and vested in the Sydney Harbour Trust. The remainder of the resumed lands became 
known as the Observatory Hill Resumed Lands.  An advisory board was created to 
oversee the redevelopment of the area, whose members included the NSW 
Government Architect, Walter Liberty Vernon.  Until the creation of the Housing Board 
in 1912, the buildings within the resumed areas were, including a number of the public 
houses, designed by the Government Architect’s Branch (GAB).  
 
Vernon noted that  
 

As an indirect result of the plague visitation (upon which it was necessary to 
expend large sums of money, some portions of which were dealt with by 
this branch) a large area of the older portion of Sydney has been resumed 
from private ownership and placed under two newly constituted authorities: 
the Harbour Trust and the Rocks Resumption Advisory Board.9  

 

                                                
9  PWD Annual Report 1900/01  Government Architects Report 
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A series of plans survives that records the owners of the premises resumed.  The 
former Waterman’s Arms was owned by the Union Bank of Australia, the Observer 
Tavern was the estate of Arthur Malcolm Moore.10  
 
A new section, the Resumed Properties Section, was created within the Government 
Architect’s Branch and a comprehensive survey of the building stock of the area was 
undertaken.  Photographs were commissioned and measured drawings of the building 
considered to be substandard were prepared, including the substantial sandstone 
building at No. 67 George Street.  Throughout The Rocks and Millers Point, small scale 
buildings, timber framed buildings and other buildings that were not of a suitable 
standard of construction were earmarked for demolition and plans were drawn up to re-
align the streets.  
 
Both the Government Architect, Walter Liberty Vernon, and the City Architect, Robert 
Broderick instigated the recording of buildings to be demolished.  In addition to the 
record plan prepared by the Resumed Properties Branch, the row of buildings to be 
demolished was photographed for inclusion in the City Council’s demolition books.  
This collection of photographs today forms part of the Archives of the City of Sydney.   
 

 

Figure 2.17 

Views taken during the cleansing operations, Quarantine Area, Sydney 1900 (Source: ML PXE 90) 
 
 

                                                
10  The annotated series of plans were held by SCA but have now been transferred to State 
 Records.  
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Figure 2.18 

View of the intersection of Mill Lane and George Street North taken before the demolitions. 
(Source: SCC Demolition Books) 

 
The blocks fronting George Street North at the southern end of the resumed area were 
rebuilt in their entirety, from the Johnson’s building on the corner of Grosvenor Place to 
Globe Street.  North of Globe Street many of the buildings, such as the substantial 
warehouses (Unwin’s Stores) were retained.  The majority of the public houses were 
rebuilt, including the Mercantile Hotel, the Observer Hotel and the Fortune of War.   
Realignment and regularisation of the streets occurred.  A number of the public 
houses, particularly the Mercantile, the Glenmore and the Australian, were built on 
triangular sites largely unsuitable for residential or commercial buildings. The rebuilt 
hotels within the resumed areas in The Rocks and Millers Point all retained both the 
name and the license of an earlier hotel. The design of these buildings is discussed in 
the comparative analysis.  
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Figure 2.19 

The Mercantile Rowing Club, Campbell’s Cove.  (Source ML SPF 106) 

 
 
The inclusion of a series of substantial public houses in an area intended to contain 
model workers housing, model factories and modern wharves, showed that the impact 
of the temperance movement, which sought to reduce the number of liquor outlets and 
drinking establishments, was yet to be felt.  
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Figure 2.20 

The new Mercantile Hotel in George Street North, c. 1930   
(Source ML Home & Away still 5255) 

2.11 Urban Renewal – George Street North 
Along George Street North the more substantial nineteenth century hotel buildings 
including the Orient Hotel, the A. S. N. Co. Hotel and the Port Jackson Hotel (now 
Russells) were retained. Tooth & Co. constructed a series of new premises, retaining 
both the name and license of the existing hotels including the Observer Hotel, the 
Fortune of War Hotel, the Mercantile Hotel and possibly also the New York Hotel. The 
entire streetscape of George Street North, from Little Essex Street to Charlotte Place 
(Grosvenor Street) was rebuilt to include commercial buildings, flats and hotels in 
1911-1912.  The majority of this streetscape, which was designed by the Government 
Architects’ Branch (GAB) has been demolished, with the exception of the Brooklyn 
Hotel and Johnsons Building at the southern end and the New York Hotel group to the 
north of the Cahill Expressway.  The completed streetscape improvements were 
photographed in 1914, including the blocks containing the Brooklyn and New York 
Hotels and the Mercantile Hotel.11 The current hotel on the corner of Grosvenor Street 
includes the façade of the original Brooklyn Hotel. The two hotels located on opposite 
corners of Essex Street, have been demolished:  the Newcastle Hotel and the 
Commercial Hotel.    
 
The first hotel to be constructed was the New York Hotel, built circa 1908, followed by 
the Observer in 1909, the Brooklyn, Commercial and Newcastle circa 1912, the 
Mercantile in 1914 and the Harbour View in 1922-23.  The hotels were either designed 
by the Government Architect or, as in the case of the Observer, private architects 
commissioned by the then major brewer, Tooth & Co.   

                                                
11  ML GPO 1 STILL 32233 TO 32252  Housing Board July 1914 
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Figure 2.21 

Garling’s view of the intersection of Cumberland, Gloucester, George and Lower Fort Streets.  These 
intersections were all realigned and two hotels built, the Mercantile and the Harbour View. 
(Source: ML DG V1A/34) 
 
Following the reworking of the intersection of George Street North, Gloucester Street 
and Cumberland Street the Mercantile Rowing Club Hotel and then the Harbour View 
Hotel were rebuilt on newly created corner sites.  The Mercantile Hotel was relocated 
from the eastern side of George Street to its present triangular site at the intersection of 
Gloucester Street (now Gloucester Walk).  The original Harbour View Hotel, built in 
1843, can be seen in Frederick Garling’s watercolour of the intersection of George 
Street North, Cumberland and Lower Fort Streets.  The replacement hotel, designed by 
Prevost and Waterman for Tooth & Co, dates from 1922-23.  Prevost and Waterman’s, 
later Prevost and Ancher’s, association with Tooth’s lasted through the Depression of 
the 1930s. 
 
The realignment of Gloucester and Cumberland Street at the Argyle Cut also resulted 
in the creation of two new corner sites.  A replacement Australian Hotel was built at the 
intersection of  Gloucester and Cumberland Streets south of the Argyle Cut and a 
replacement Glenmore Hotel rebuilt at the intersection of Gloucester and Cumberland 
Streets on the northern side of the Cut. Both pubs were built on the tight triangular sites 
created by the re-alignment of streets.  In contrast the Fortune of War and the 
Observer were rebuilt in approximately the same location.  
 

2.12 The New Observer Hotel 
The Sydney City Council demolition photographs show that a sandstone building on 
the corner of Mill Lane (No. 67 George Street North) was demolished before the 
Observer Tavern; and correspondence between F. Robertson and the Town Clerk 
survives from mid-1902.  A record plan was prepared in December 1901 which 
indicates that the Waterman’s Arms was one of the many substandard buildings 
identified for demolition by the Resumed Properties Branch.   
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The demolition also allowed for the straightening and widening of Mill Lane, and the 
regularisation of the block fronting George Street North. The first ‘auction sale of the 
Observatory Hill lands’ had occurred in December 1905.  Two sites on the northern 
side of Mill Lane were for sale on a 99 year lease basis.  The old and new alignments 
of the block are shown.12   
 
Plans for the new ‘Observer Tavern Hotel’ prepared by Halligan and Wilton on behalf of 
Tooth & Co were submitted to the Sydney City Council in March 1908.13  The Building 
Application plans no longer survive, however the watercoloured version of the plans 
submitted to the licensing board is amongst the hotel plans held at State Records, as 
are some of the other George Street North hotels. The demand for alcohol was such 
that temporary bars to replace the Brooklyn Hotel14  and the Observer Hotel were 
established, the latter was on the site of the recently demolished Watermen’s Arms.15  
The plans for the new hotel were approved in May 1908.  The ground floor included a 
bar, two parlours (one of which was for the residents), a dining room, pantry, kitchen, 
laundry, spirit store. WC and also a large yard and a public urinal accessible from Mill 
Lane.   The dining room was also only accessible from the private entry and there was 
originally no connection into the public bar which fronted George Street North. Upstairs 
were a series of bedrooms, a sitting room, bathroom, WC and a linen cupboard.   
 
Maurice Halligan, who designed a series of breweries and hotels for Tooth and Co. 
‘enjoyed during the past few years a monopoly of our local hotel work’.16  His work was 
promoted in the chapter on architecture in the 1907 book on the cultural and economic 
development of New South Wales, The Cyclopedia of NSW. Readers were asked ‘all 
through Australia, where are there to be found more handsome hostelries than in 
Sydney?.’  Three similar hotels, the Observer Hotel in the Rocks and two hotels in 
Cathedral Street, Woolloomooloo, designed between 1908 and 1910 are amongst the 
earliest work of the partnership of Maurice Bernard Halligan and Frederick Herbert 
Broughton Wilton.   
 
The Tooth’s Yellow Card for the Observer Hotel records that the site, allotment 3 of 
Section of the Observatory Hill lands, was acquired by Tooth & Co. in January 1909 
and they retained the premises until the land was once again resumed, this time by the 
Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority (SCRA), in December 1977.  The approval to 
build a hotel had been obtained from the Liquor Licensing Board before the land 
transfer was formalised.  The Fergusons continued to operate the public house once 
the new building had been completed. The date of re-opening of the Observer Hotel 
has not been determined, nor the builder identified. John Alexander Ferguson 
remained the publican until at least 1915, Mrs Victoria Elizabeth Ferguson taking over 
in 1923.   
 
The new hotel building may have been completed however the pavement was in such 
a bad state of repair that the local residents wrote a letter of complaint about the state 
of the pavement between Argyle Street and George Street North in 1911.17  No 

                                                
12  ML Subdivision Plans – New South Wales Plan No. 3 Observatory Hill Lands 
 4 December 1905 (now digitised)  
13   BA 89/08 approved: construction of “Observer Tavern Hotel”. Plans submitted by architects (plans 

no longer held by Sydney City Council) on behalf of Tooth & Co.  Architects: Halligan & Wilton  
14  SCC Archives: Public Works Department advises Licensing Bench has approved building of 
 Brooklyn Hotel, Observatory Area, forwards plan of temporary bar to be used during building 
 [returned]  NSCA-ITM 325994 
15  See AO Plan 6341. The Waterman’s Arms were demolished c. 1906 
16  Section on Architects, The Cyclopedia of NSW, 1907 
17   SCC Archives NSCA-ITM 326518 J A Ferguson & Associates. [Letter of complaint from residents 
  of George Street North regarding state of footpath on northern side between Argyle Street and 
  the Observer Hotel.] 26 Aug 1911 
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detailed views of the hotel and the original verandah have been located.  A distant 
view, and the architectural drawings, show that the building’s awning originally had 
posts.  In contrast, the buildings designed by the GAB further south included 
suspended awnings, examples of which survive today at the intersection with 
Grosvenor Place.  

2.13 The Temperance Movement 
 
The Temperance Movement sought to reform the habits of the working class, seeking a 
reduction in alcohol consumption by reducing the hours of operation of hotels and 
overall hotel numbers.  Many campaigners for reform were women, and the reduction 
in alcohol consumption was in a large part aimed at ensuring wages were spent on 
food, rent and other necessities for the family, rather than spent in one drinking session 
on pay day.  In England and to a certain degree in NSW wages were distributed in 
public houses, a practice which, by the mid 1890s, the PWD did not permit their 
contractors to employ.  The Quarryman’s Arms in Pyrmont and the now demolished 
Watermen’s Arms reflect the association between a trade and a public house.   
 
In The Rocks there were two ways in which a man could spend all of his wages: 
drinking or gambling. The evidence given to the Royal Commission into Chinese 
Gambling describes European men who 
 

Do not go to the races or put money on ‘totes’, but many of them have 
a perfect mania for fan-tan.18    

 
Women were not permitted in the gambling dens, but could, and did, participate by 
sending in a man to place their bets for them.19  The evidence to the commission also 
records tales of local men who gambled their entire wages, leaving no money for food, 
their wives waiting outside for them to emerge.     
 
The Sailors Home resulted from a concern for the welfare of the Sailors, many of whom 
drank or gambled away their entire wages in the various public houses and Chinese 
gambling dens in George Street.  Jane Lydon notes that ‘the rubbish of the Sailors’ 
Home, a ‘temperance’ institution, was found to contain a substantial number of alcohol 
bottles…’20   With the rebuilding of the commercial strip along George Street North a 
reduction in the number of public houses did occur, however there were still a large 
number of establishments to choose from, with a pub on almost every corner.   
 
The 1905 Liquor Act in NSW had restricted the number of liquor licences however the 
greatest impact on liquor consumption in NSW occurred in 1916, with the introduction 
of 6 pm closing.  Initially a measure introduced to create ‘a well-ordered, self-
disciplined and morally upright home front [that] was a precondition for the successful 
prosecution of the war’, early closing remained in force in NSW until February 1955.21  
Men would race to the bar after work and would attempt to consume as much beer as 
possible before the bar closed.  The ‘six o’clock swill’ became legendary in both 
Australia and New Zealand, having been introduced in South Australia (1915), NSW, 
Victoria and Tasmania (1917) and NZ (1917).   

                                                                                                                                          
 
18  Quoted in Lydon, Many Inventions p. 110 
19  See Lydon, Many Inventions, for a discussion of gambling in The Rocks 
20  Lydon, Many Inventions p. 177 
21  Robson, LL (1969). Australia & the Great War: 1914-1918. Australia: Macmillan. pages 12 and 
 63-65. 
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The first state to introduce early closing was the last to lift the restrictions. Bottle 
departments were established and breweries produced bottled beer, such as Resch’s 
Dinner Ale, intended for more leisurely consumption at home.  Public houses by 
necessity had to be near the workplace. Working men did not want to waste time 
travelling in search of a beer.  Early closing may have made it more difficult to spend 
an entire wage packet in one drinking session, however it did little to lessen domestic 
violence; ‘in Melbourne in the 1950s after the “six o’clock swill”, men would come home 
and bash their wives’.22  Descriptions, and photographs,  show the chaos that ensued 
just before closing time, with men ordering as many drinks as they could carry.  The 
restrictions were finally lifted during the 1950s, and the event was duly celebrated in 
the hotels in The Rocks. 
 

 

Figure 2.22 

Patron’s of the Northern Club Hotel in George Street North celebrating the introduction of 10 pm closing in  
February 1955. (Source:  ML Australian Photographic Agency still 43404) 
 
The hotels in The Rocks and Millers Point were ideally placed to cater to the working 
man.  Women could also drink in hotels, in the specially provided ladies parlours, 
however the campaigns by the Temperance movement meant that such women 
drinkers were considered to be immoral.  It was not until the lifting of the early closing 
rules that women began to emerge from the Ladies lounge into garden bars and finally 
into the public bar.  The division between the public bar and the lounge bar was 
reflected in the cost of the beer.  The lounge (parlor) for the residents of the Observer 
Hotel had a fireplace, the lounge off the public bar (presumably the ladies parlour) did 
not.  The public and lounge bars were delineated by signage painted on the doors, or 
etched into the glass.  The doors to the parlours and the private entrance from Playfair 
(now Mill ) Lane were, in the 1950s, both embossed and lettered. This is revealed in 
the documentary evidence relating to the repair of the damage to the hotel’s north wall 
caused by the fire in 1952 which destroyed the warehouse across Mill Lane.23 

                                                
22  http://www.abc.net.au/pm/stories/s68863.htm Greg Cavaner, NT Coroner discussing alcohol 
abuse  
23 ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6984 10/9/1952 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 2  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  35 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

 
The WC’s provided in the yard indicates that the clientele of this particular hotel was 
intended to be men, whereas the Australian Hotel constructed shortly after contained 
both male and female toilets internally.  The first recorded modifications to the hotel 
occurred in 1915, however the extent of works are not known.  

2.14 The 1920s  
In June 1920 Tooth’s architect Mr. J. G. Dalzeil prepared a report noting that the 
following works to the site and building of the Observer Hotel were required: 
 

1)  Asphalt yard 
2)  Renovate private entrance, stair hall; staircase walls, ceilings and  woodwork 
3)  Repair broken plaster on laundry walls 
4)  Repair concrete floor of laundry 
5)  Renovate bedrooms 7, 8 & 9, bath, WC, linen press, 1st Floor lobby 
6)  Renovate bedrooms 1, 3, 4 & 5 and repair plaster in Bed 2 on 2nd floor.24 

 
The hotel was described as: 
 

A three storey brick building of modern design and good appearance, containing 
on the second floor five bedrooms, and on the first floor three bedrooms, all of 
which are up to requirements, reasonably clean and sufficiently furnished.  One 
bathroom, W.C. and linen press are situated on the first floor.  The lessee might 
reasonably be requested to renovate the same. 
 
On the ground floor there is a fairly large  bar, good cellar, two parlours, private 
entrance, dining room, kitchen and laundry, whilst at the rear there is a 
storeroom, small stable, public lavatories and yard. The building is generally 
clean and in good repair inside and out. 25 

 
The location of the small stable is not known. The publican wrote to Tooth & Co. 
informing them of the results of the inspection and that the Licensing Court required a 
second bathroom and that repairs to the exterior should be undertaken. 26  A second 
bathroom (on the top floor) was not added until 1938.  The hotel was painted in 1928, 
and by 1933 ‘the whole of the exterior of the main hotel building and all of the 
outhouses require painting’.27 
 
 In 1929 the Tooth’s Architectural Office prepared plans for the removal of the original 
post supported verandah and the installation of a cantilevered awning.  A Building 
Application (BA) was made to Sydney City Council and the drawings survive noting the 
use of an SMC standard design (Sydney Municipal Council) (see Figure 2.20).28   
 

                                                
24  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 29/6/1920 
25  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 23/8/1922 
26  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 20/3/1924 
27  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6982  9/3/1933  
28  SCC Archives BA 790/29 
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Figure 2.23 

Approved drawings of the awning (Source:  SCC Archives) 
 
In 1908 the Sydney City Council began to require suspended awnings rather than post-
supported awnings. The original awning configuration of the Observer Hotel was one of 
the last post-supported verandahs to be approved.  The reason for the replacement of 
the awning is probably due to the deterioration of the posts.  In 1920 one of the posts 
needed replacement due to white ant damage.29   
 

                                                
29  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 29/6/1920 
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The suspended awning, which had a pressed metal soffit, was replaced by SCRA 
during a program of works undertaken in the mid 1980s to reconstruct the deemed 
historic character of the shopfronts and awnings along George Street North.  The 
reconstruction was based on an analysis of the sequence of historic photographs of 
George Street North.  
 

 

Figure 2.24 

View of the Observer Hotel in 1930 (Source: Noel Butlin Archives, Tooth’s Yellow Cards, Observer Hotel) 
 
A fall off in trade occurred in the late 1920s when some of the shipping lines were no 
longer permitted to berth in Circular Quay.  As noted in the Tooth & Co. archives: 
 

The trade for 1928 has been showing a slight falling-off since the beginning 
of the year.  Mr Fyfe thinks this is due to a general depression in the locality.  
He also thinks that the removal of the Commonwealth Line about six months 
ago had a bearing on his trade…Mr Fyfe said that the Matson Line was 
shifted about 3 weeks ago and this made a difference of about 30 pounds a 
week to his takings…The trade from the Matson Line was distributed 
amongst the hotels of the area ie the Observer Tavern, Mercantile, Harbour 
View and A.S.N. Co.  The wharves had been shifted to the east side of 
Circular Quay.30 

 

                                                
30  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 5/2/1929 
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Figure 2.25 

The Matson Line liner, Sonoma, berthed at East Circular Quay circa 1930 (Source: ML Home & Away Still 2966) 
 
The Australian Government sold the Commonwealth Line to White Star in 1928, which 
may account for the change in berth.  Prior to World War I the berth adjacent to the 
Sailor’s Home was used by the Nord-Deutscher Lloyd line that sailed between Bremen 
and Sydney.  The company took many years to rebuild its service after the war.   The 
Sydney Harbour Trust’s 1924 map shows that ferry berths and trading wharves (Gibbs 
Bright and Burns Philp and Co.) predominated in Circular Quay rather than liners.  In 
1926 the Matson Line extended its service beyond Hawaii to Polynesia, Australia and 
New Zealand.    
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2.15 The 1930s 
 

 

Figure 2.26 

Portrait of Andrew Banks Fyfe taken during World War I  
(Source: ML NSW Servicemen – portrait of Andrew Banks Fyfe) 
 
Tooth’s reduced Fyfe’s rent twice and their files note that as he had been there since 
1925 ‘it does not look like a case where we can charge him with incompetency’.31  By 
1930 there had been no improvement in trade, despite the hotel being ‘scrupulously 
clean’ and being run on the ‘most economical lines’.32  A handwritten note on the memo 
states ‘Fyfe is genuine and so is his wife, his letter should not be regarded as a try-
on”.33  In May 1932 Mr. Fyfe,  was ‘a nervous wreck’.34  Abdrew Banks Fyfe was issued 
with a notice to quit in February 1933.  His response was that he had 
 

Worked and given all my energy for the last 3 years and all I have got is a 
bed, 3 meals and plenty of work and worry.  This request of yours means I 
am to be turned out without a cent after all I have tried.35   

                                                
31  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 5/2/1929 
32  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 23/7/1930 
33  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 27/8/1930 
34  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 06/5/1932 
35  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 23/2/1933 
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Despite Fyfe’s request to remain Tooth’s proceeded, however the comment written on 
Fyfe’s letter reads 
 

The unfortunate part of the whole thing is that I really think Fyfe will finish 
up in the asylum.36 

 
His fate is not known.  
 
The licence was then taken over by P. E. Goskin in March 1933, then Desmond Bush 
in August 1934, Oswald Algernon Bush in December 1938 and Nelson Grindal in 1943.  
Desmond Bush was fined on more than one occasion for supplying liquor during 
‘prohibited hours’.37 
 
Lists of works required to be undertaken when the licenses were transferred are held 
on file at the Archives of Business & Labour at the Australian National University in 
Canberra.  The 1933 list shows that the room arrangement had been altered since 
1909, the spirit store had become the laundry and the laundry was now a kitchen.  The 
remainder of the rooms were the same except that the  sitting room on the first floor 
was now being used as a bedroom.  Kalsomine (distemper) was used in most rooms, 
with dado and a dado line in the kitchen, kitchen lobby, staircase and stair hall.  The 
two parlours were re-papered, as was the wall above the ‘metal dado’ in the public bar 
and the woodwork varnished. The laundry and cellar were finished with ‘limewhite’. 
 
The bedroom walls were kalsomined and there is a mention of the frieze in the largest 
of the bedrooms and wallpaper and a frieze, probably wallpaper in the private entrance.   
Limited evidence of wallpapers was found in the 1991 works, however these appear to 
date from post World War II.  The stair hall included a varnished dado.  The Tooths 
files record pressed metal ceilings in the parlour and public bar and ‘wunderlick 
sheeting’ [sic] on the wall in the public bar.  A 1961 description noted that:  
 

The public bar walls are sheeting from floor to a height of 4 ft 6” with a 12 
inch wood skirting board, Wunderlich’s metal dado with a wood capping 
piece on top.  The woodwork has been affected by white ants and in parts 
falling apart ; the metal is rusting and architraves to one of the bar doors 
should be renewed due to white ants.  It is suggested that the old material 
be removed from the bar walls and replaced with clay tiles to height of 6 ft.38  

  
A small section of pressed metal dado was discovered during the conservation works in 
1991 and replicated.  The pressed metal ceiling in the area that was formerly the public 
bar is original, the ceiling in the area that was formerly the parlour has been recreated 
using the surviving sheeting as a model (see Figure 2.24). No evidence of the pattern 
above the former parlours survived.  
 
Goskin held the licence until August 1934 and once again a list of repairs was made 
(for transfer purposes, which included kalsomining and limewhite-ing areas. There 
appears to have been problems with leaking roofs in the second floor bedrooms as well 
as in the dining room. Under the 1912 Liquor Act, a further list of repairs was issued to 
the publican Desmond B. Bush in October 1935.  Some of the problems identified the 
previous year do not appear to have been rectified as there was still a leak in the dining 
room.39   
                                                
36  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 23/2/1933 
37  ANU Noel Butlin Archives – Tooth’s Yellow Cards Observer Hotel 
38  ANU Noel Butlin Archives: 1961 Transfer Report, Observer Hotel 
39  Tooths Files: Under Liquor Act 1912, 28 October 1935 
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Figure 2.27 

Surviving evidence of the pressed metal dado discovered during the conservation works, 1991. 
(Source: SHFA 159860_5.3, nd (c.1991) 
 
Tooths attempted to counter the impact of the Depression by appealing to a wider 
clientele, and the board room at the Kent Brewery still retained some of their art work 
from the 1930s depicting elegant women in evening wear.  Similar examples of the 
advertising for Tooth’s KB Lager from the late 1930s are held in the Powerhouse 
museum, including sportswomen.  The collection also includes a series of pub art signs 
commissioned for the Ship Inn at Circular Quay.  The 1949 photograph on the Tooth’s 
yellow cards shows a sign advertising XXX Ale and a smaller sign.  The original pub 
signs did not survive in 1990. 
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The 1934 works lists contain the first reference to ladies lavatories.  In 1937 plans were 
submitted to the Sydney City Council for alterations to the ground floor layout of the 
hotel, ‘the existing Dining Room is used for after hours trade, and there is no room 
suitable for the Licensee’s family where they may spend the evening privately’.  The 
sitting room on the first floor was being used as a bedroom.  The original kitchen was 
converted into a dining room, the dining room became a sitting room, the laundry was 
converted into a kitchen and the store into a laundry.  The gas stove was relocated 
from the old kitchen to the new one and the walls were papered and the woodwork 
painted.  The copper and tubs were relocated and the walls of the new kitchen tiled to a  
height of 6 ft [1.8m].  New electric lights were installed.  
 

 

Figure 2.28 

Plan of the Observer Hotel Ground floor prepared in 1937 (Source:  SCC Archives) 
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In 1938 plans were prepared to ‘provide an extra W.C. and bathroom on the second 
floor, as requested by the police.  It is proposed to cut a new door opening in the wall of 
landing and form a new bathroom and W.C. by partitioning off portion of the Bedroom, 
as shown on plan.  The existing wood floor will be covered in lead and the walls tiled to 
a height of 6 ft and partition in the bedroom finished to match existing work.  The toilet 
and the vestibule retain their 1930s tiles, the bathroom has been upgraded.   
 

 

Figure 2.29 

Tile work to the first floor bathrooms photographed in 1991. These tiles probably dated from the 1940s or 
1950s.  (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd, Architects) 
 
In 1939 additional works were to be carried out, including the demolition of the toilet at 
the rear of the yard, part of which was accessible from the lane, and the creation of a 
‘properly ventilated and lighted gentlemen’s convenience for public bar on ground floor 
of hotel to enable supervision being exercised over such convenience from the hotel 
premises.  A separate ladies toilet was also to be created.  The arrangements of the 
gentlemen’s toilets were altered as a result of muggings in the lane.   These works 
were approved by the Sydney City Council however no plans are on file.   
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The building works were undertaken by Elvy & Co.  The publican complained that the 
builders had damaged the lino during the works.  The men’s parlour (the eastern of the 
two parlours) was converted into men’s toilets and a ‘portion of the linoleum taken up 
from the Men’s Parlour was relaid in the Ladies Parlour’.  A Ladies WC was also 
created however no plans of this layout survive although they appear to be identical to 
works carried out in the same location in 1954.  The February 1940 report notes that 
the ‘graining of woodwork in Parlour is a bad job and a very poor imitation of marble’.40  
The builders had also not managed to follow the existing colour scheme, painting the 
frieze white instead of cream.  

2.16 The 1940s 
In late November 1944 the publican Nelson Grindal was charged with the murder of a 
‘lady’ at the hotel.  From the wording on file it would appear that the woman in question 
was not his wife.  By January 1945 a new publican was in place, Mr. Alfred Aldio.  A 
rapid sequence of publicans followed: 
  24/1/1945 Alfred Aldio 
  4/2/1946 D. Foulds 
  15/4/1946 John M. Underdown 
  16/10/1946 Mrs Laurie Ethel Hawe 
  13/11/1946 Ernest Edward Tucker 
  3/2/1947 Albert E. F. Auburn 
 
Mr.  Auburn sought a number of improvements to the hotel. The files records that he 
 

  said there is no power point in the laundry, no power point in the laundry, 
no power point on the top floor and no power point in the bar.41 

 
He also sought an additional light in the stair and a ‘shelter over the kitchen and 
laundry doors’ and a garage. The 1951 report shows that a garage had been 
constructed.  
 
Very little work occurred to the hotel during the 1940s, reflecting post-war shortages of 
building materials.  Tooth’s made an ‘application for consent to carry out building 
operations’ in November 1946  to carry out external painting and repairs and internal 
renovation and repairs in line with the police notice.  The Building and Materials Control 
Branch granted permission for the works 

 
With the exception of the external painting of the premises, which work, in 
view of the prevailing shortage of essential materials and the need for 
conserving resources to ensure the most equitable distribution, must be 
deferred for the time being.42 

 
A permit for the amended works was issued in December 1946.  As a precaution 
against air raids wire netting had been fixed over the glass on the bar doors.  By 1947 
the wire had been removed however ‘the frosting and lettering on glass to bar doors 
and side-lights is badly defaced and requires refrosting and lettering’.43  The damage 
had been caused by the wire netting rubbing the glass.  The publican also sought for 
the shelves to the back of the bar to be modernised. 
 

                                                
40  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6982 6/2/1940 
41  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2031 22/4/1947 
42  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6983 25/11/1946 
43  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6983 28/7/1947 
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  This fitment, which is erected on two adjacent walls in the serving space is 
15 ft 6 inches long and comprises cupboards and ice chests up to a height 
of 3ft 6 inches.  Above these cupboards, to a height of 5 ft 4 inches is fixed 
two 6 inch wide shelves fixed on shaped wooden brackets. The back of the 
fitment above the cupboards is wood panelled and the whole is stained a 
dark colour.   
 
He [the publican] would like the distance between the shelves increased, 
the back panelled with mirrors and the whole of woodwork in connection  
with the fitment grained and varnished in order to lighten the colour.44 

 
No historic views of the interior of the bar survive however a canopy is shown on the 
original drawings. In the demolition works of 1991 no physical evidence of such a 
structure was discovered. 
 
The Observer Hotel bar is not one of the elegant bars photographed in the late 1930s 
and early 1940s by Tooth & Co in Sydney, Newcastle and the Hunter Valley. The 
publican of the Observer had probably seen the mirror backed shelves in one of the 
new hotels, such as the Hollywood Hotel in Surry Hills rebuilt in 1940. These 
photographs show that linoleum floors and linoleum topped bars, as could be found at 
the Observer, were common.  
 

 

Figure 2.30 

Typical 1930s hotel interior showing a linoleum floor.  This is the Saloon Bar of the Hollywood Hotel in 
Surrey Hills. (Source: ANU Archives, Tooth & Co.) 

                                                
44  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6983 28/7/1947 
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In 1948 renovations were required for the transfer of the licence.  The extent of works 
to the bar gives an indication of the character of the room, with its pressed metal dado 
and ceiling, papered walls, frosted and lettered doors, timber bar with a linoleum top.  
The floor, like the adjacent parlours, may also have been linoleum. 
   

Strip off the whole of the linoleum covering to the full extent of top of bar 
counter and recover same with Nairns ‘A’ grade brown linoleum.  Clean 
down back of counter and all shelving under same and paint one coat of 
flat and one coat of enamel.  Clean down and paint dado around walls of 
bar with two coats.  Strip off all wallpaper and rehang walls with wallpaper 
p.c. 8 shillings per roll.  Rub down and varnish ice chest at back of counter.  
Rub down all woodwork to counter front, all skirtings and dado rail, buff in 
two coats and maple grain and varnish same.45 
 

 

Figure 2.31 

Bar interior in Woolloomooloo photographed by Sam Hood in 1941 showing the pressed metal ceiling, 
timber bar front and flooring.  The hotel was not identified.  The public bar in the Observer is likely to have 
had a similar character.  (Source: ANU Archives, Tooth & Co.) 
 
Nairns had been making floorcloths in their Kirkaldy factory since the 1847, the 
production of linoleum having begun in 1876.  By the mid 1880s the firm was exporting 
to Australia.  In the 1920s Michael Nairn & Co. established branches in Canada and in 
1927 in Australia.  This company took over the assets of an existing company, the 
Linoleum Manufacturing Company of Australia.  In addition to manufacturing linoleum 
in Sydney the company acted as an agent for the British parent company and for 

                                                
45  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6983 18/11/1948 
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Congoleum.  The Powerhouse Museum and the Historic Houses Trust hold Nairn’s 
Australian Made Linoleum catalogue.  The company also made linoleum tiles.  One of 
the directors of the company was Ernest Wunderlich.   

2.17 The 1950s 
In late 1952 the warehouse immediately north of the Observer Hotel across the lane 
was destroyed by fire and the elevation to Playfair Lane  (Mill Lane) was damaged, 
including the windows separated from the lane by the rear yard.  The fire occurred 
before the 10th of August, which was when a report on the condition of the hotel was 
made for transfer purposes.  
 
The architect John M. Hellyer, one of the architects frequently employed by Tooth’s, 
reported on:  
 

Painted horizontal bands, mouldings and cornices, moulded panels and 
gable capping  moulds above the first floor level are scorched and blistered 
by heat and require burning off and re-painting.   
 
Private entrance door and frame is heat blistered and plate glass embossed 
and lettered door panel fire cracked; door and frame require burning off and 
repainting, graining and varnishing and embossed and lettered plate glass 
panel renewed. 
 
Parlour entrance door frame and sidelight window sash are heat blistered 
and embossed and lettered plate glass door panel fire cracked.  Door frame 
and sash require burning off and repainting, graining and varnishing and 
embossed and lettered plate glass panel renewed. 
 
Five window openings to 1st and 2nd floors facing Playfair Lane are fire 
scorched and blistered, sashes and frames require burning off and 
repainting.  Three obscure glass window panes are fire cracked and six 
clear glass windows panes are fire cracked, all require renewing.   
 
Exterior of Lounge Room window frame and sashes, store room window 
frame and sashes and kitchen window frame and sashes facing yard to 
Playfair Lane are heat blistered and require burning off and repainting.  
Three clear sheet glass windows are fire cracked and require renewing.46 
 

The estimated cost of the works was £240.  The Insurance Company paid the 
claim.  The publican believed that some of the internal rooms had been smoke 
damaged but Hellyer did not agree. The warehouse was subsequently 
demolished and a temporary BP station erected. 
 

                                                
46  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6984 11/8/1952 
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Figure 2.32 

1970 view showing the BP Petrol station erected on the site of the demolished warehouse. 
(Source: SHFA 39978_A742-101) 
 
John Hellyer prepared a specification47 for works to the hotel in October 1952 which 
indicates the finishes in the bar areas. 
 
Private Entrance Hall  Kalsomined ceiling and frieze, 

Papered walls 
Stained and varnished joinery: doors windows, 
architraves, skirtings. 

 
Stairhall Painted ceiling, walls and walls above dado – Kemtone 

[Kemtone was a ‘flat’ commercially available waterbased 
paint available from 1941 onwards.] 
Dado – enamelised paint 

 
Public Bar   Dado – enamelised paint 

Bottle cabinet – stained & replenished with shellac and 
spirit polish 

 
Cellar    Dado – black enamelised bitumastic paint 

Kalsomine 
 
Sitting Room   Ceiling and frieze – Kalsomine 

Walls were papered 
Joinery painted 

                                                
47  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6984 Specification dated October 1952 
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Passageway to   Joinery painted 
Dining Room  
 
Dining Room   Ceiling and frieze – Kalsomine 

Walls were papered 
 
Room No. 8 [Bedroom] Ceiling and frieze – Kalsomine 
 
Rooms No. 7 & 9  Ceiling and frieze and walls– Kalsomine 

Painted joinery 
 
Stairway and landing to  Kalsomine 
2nd Floor 
 
Room No 1 [Bedroom] Ceiling and frieze and walls– Kalsomine 

Varnished joinery 
 
Room No. 2 [Bedroom] Ceiling and frieze and walls– Kalsomine 

Varnished joinery 
 
Room No. 3 [Bedroom] Ceiling and frieze and walls– Kalsomine 
 
Rooms No. 4, 5 & 6   Ceiling and frieze and walls– Kalsomine 
[Bedroom]   Joinery painted 
 
In the 1950s a standard form of report was introduced which gave details of the 
exterior, advertising signs, the cellar, refrigeration, the beer plant and the beer, the 
cleaning plant, the bards, the lavatories, the roof and yard, the hot water system and 
the residential portion.  In March 1951 it was noted that all of the bedrooms were 
occupied, with 4 single rooms, 1 double, and 2 triples.  Meals were not provided.  The 
premises were ‘reasonably clean and tidy’ and ‘Mrs Pollet, late licensee of the 
Mercantile Hotel North is the Manageress’.  The report also notes that the licensee ‘has 
expressed the intention of making possible improvements’.48   
 
The following year Mr Lynch was the publican and the Lynchs remained in occupation 
until 1957.  The March 1954 report noted considerable seepage in the basement.  
There were no longer any tables set up in the Dining Room however meals were 
provided to the residents if required.  The publican was living on the premises, 
occupying 1 double and 1 twin room.  The remainder of the rooms were available to the 
public and all were occupied.   The inspector noted that the ‘hotel is particularly clean 
throughout and is well conducted. I am not greatly impressed by Mr Lynch but Mrs 
Lynch is most businesslike and neat in appearance.  Both are popular with 
customers’.49  
 
In August 1954 a DA was submitted to the Sydney City Council ‘for providing a saloon 
bar, improving public bar, erecting women’s toilet block, concrete paving yard and 
renewing cellar floor.’ The estimated cost was 8,040 pounds.50  The extensive works 
proposed by J. M. Hellyer, which included acoustic ceilings, tiled dado to the bar, tiled 
floor to the bar and external tiling below the awning did not occur.51  It was possibly at 
this time that the tiled wall dado was installed in the public bar. 
                                                
48  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2032 23/3/1951 
49  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2032 23/3/1954 
50  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2032 19/7/1955  
51  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2032 19/5/1954 drawings by J. M. Hellyer Architect  
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In September 1954 consent was given by the Sydney City Council for alterations 
however Tooth & Co.  were advised:  
 

that the site is affected by a Road Widening proposal under the City of Sydney 
Planning Scheme, which proposal forms an integral part of the road network 
for the city of Sydney, and the unrestricted development of the premises would 
be prejudicial to the implementation of such a proposal. 52 

 
The widening of George Street North did not take place, possibly due to the fact that 
the City of Sydney Planning Scheme was not finally gazetted until 1971 and was soon 
replaced by the City of Sydney Strategic Plan.  The Local Government Areas act 
(1948-1951) required that planning schemes be prepared by councils such as the 
Sydney City Council and submitted to the Minister.  A planning committee had been 
established in 1947 and the scheme was not approved by council until 1958.  
Additional changes were requested by the Minister and the debate between the 
Council and the Minister continued for over a decade.  The Sydney City Council 
wanted to retain the residential areas that surrounded the city.  An Observatory Hill 
Redevelopment Committee had been formed in 1938 and the committee made 
recommendations to the City Council about alterations to the zoning of the resumed 
area.53  By the time the planning controls were finally established the planning for The 
Rocks area had been placed under the Minister’s control, via the Sydney Cove 
Redevelopment Authority. 
 
In 1954 some small scale alterations were undertaken including the removal of the 
lavatory at the rear of the garage and a public lavatory and a ladies lavatory in the 
former parlour.  The doors to George Street North were converted into windows.   
 

 

Figure 2.33 

Plan of part of the Ground Floor of the Observer Hotel and Section by J.M. Hellyer, 1954 
(Source: ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2032) 
 

                                                
52  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6985 8/9/1954 letter from Council of the City of Sydney 
53  Plans of their proposals and the planning scheme can be found in the SCC archives 3536/54 
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The publican Mr Rees only lasted from January to May 1957, selling up ‘on account of 
ill health’.54 The April 1957 report noted that the ladies parlour contained 8 seats, the 
proposal to convert this area to a saloon bar had not proceeded.  The floor of the public 
bar was ‘malthoid covered and worn in places’.  Semastic tiles were suggested.  These 
tiles were probably imported, as they were also used in Welsh schools.  The publican’s 
family occupied three of the bedrooms, the remaining six were occupied by the public.  
Meals were not provided as there was ‘no demand’ and there were no ‘entertainment 
costs’.  The report noted that Kent XXX and Tooth’s ‘Waverley Beer’ were on tap and 
Blue Bow waters and cordials were stocked.55   Tooth’s opened their Blue Bow Aerated 
Water and Cordial Plant in Redfern in 1936 which manufactured, amongst other soft 
drinks, lemonade, lime juice and orange juice cordial.  The plant was located next door 
to Tooth’s Waverley Brewery and has been demolished, as has most of the brewery.  
Tooth’s continued to brew Resch’s Waverley Bitter Ale at the Redfern plant.  Samples 
of a number of Tooth’s bottles are held in the Powerhouse Museum.   
 

 

Figure 2.34 

The Waverley Brewery and the Blue Bow factory in East Redfern.  These sites have been redeveloped as 
apartments.  (Source: NLA PIC vn3068249) 
  
In 1958 a quote was sought for ‘forming openings from the public bar to sitting room 
and from storeroom to sitting room and converting two doors into servery doors”.  Plans 
of this work survive.  The Sydney City Council sought additional work to the kitchen 
and toilets which was estimated to cost in the order of $ 3,000 and as the original 
estimate was only 279 pounds 16 shillings the application was withdrawn. The laying of 
vinyl tiles in the bar had been completed.56 
 
 
 
 

                                                
54  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2032 23/4/1957  
55  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2032 23/4/1957 
56  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2033 7/5/1958 
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2.18 The 1960s  
The 1960 inspection noted again that the parlour seated 8 and that the drinks were at 
public bar prices.  The publicans family occupied two bedrooms and a third bedroom 
was occupied by a staff member.  Five rooms were occupied by the public, with meals 
provided on demand.57  In 1961 the pressed metal dado was largely removed and tiles 
installed in the bar to a height of 6 feet. Dampness was a problem in 1962, with water 
coming from the adjacent bathroom. By the time the 1963 inspection was undertaken 
the report form had become more detailed.  The cellar was in need of renovation, 
access was via a steep stair. The beer plant operated on a Downey System, rather 
than a mains type.  The parlour now seated 12 and the drinks were still at public bar 
prices. One bedroom was occupied by the publican and a second by a staff member.  
Six rooms were occupied by the public, with meals on demand.   
 
Mr Sharpe was still the publican when the hotel was inspected in 1966.  The beer was 
Reschs [Waverley?] and Kent XXX and was sold in 5 ounce glasses (8 cents), 7 ounce 
glasses (11 cents), 10 ounce glasses (14 cents) and Schooners (20 cents).58   In NSW 
these glass sizes were known (in order from small to large: pony, seven, middy and 
schooner.  Ponys and sevens are no longer served and ‘a usage and understanding of 
these names is now generally restricted to people born before about 1950’.59   Regional 
variations across Australia in beer glass names is disappearing and non traditional 
forms such as the pint are being employed in themed bars.  The only snacks available 
were pies.   
 
A new bottle cabinet was to be installed in May 1963, which was to be ‘one maple 
bottle cabinet approximately 6 feet long x 3 ft 4” high x 1 ft 8 inched wide…with three 
(3) side opening doors hung right hand.  The cabinet is to be polished on both ends as 
well as the front.”  It replaced an existing cabinet.  A standard specification was issued 
by Tooth & Co.  This does not survive. 

2.19 The Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority  
In 1960 the State Government invited developers to submit schemes for the 
redevelopment of the resumed area in The Rocks.  The 9 schemes that were received 
were the subject of an article in Architecture in Australia in 1963 and in 1964 a 
preferred scheme was published, by Edwards, Madigan, Torzillo and Briggs for James 
Wallace.  Two historic buildings, Cadman’s Cottage and St Patricks church, were to be 
retained.  Cadman’s was erroneously believed to be the oldest surviving building in the 
colony.   
 
All of the developers schemes were rejected by the Liberal State Government and the 
Chairman of the NCDC Sir John Overall was appointed to prepare a report and 
planning scheme.  To facilitate the proposed redevelopment the Sydney Cove 
Redevelopment Authority was established and a board created, the members of which 
included the architect Walter Bunning.  The Observer Hotel was resumed by the 
Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority in December 1970.  Tooth & Co were granted 
a weekly tenancy and compensation was to be paid.  The rental amount equalled the 
interest payable on the compensation due to Tooths.   Tooths had been aware for 
some months that the resumption was to take place and did not wish to fund publican’s 
request for the roofing of the beer garden.60 
 

                                                
57  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2033 24/3/1960 
58  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/2033 30/3/1966 
59  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australian_beer 
60  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6987 19/10/1970 
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Figure 2.35 

The original photo caption read ‘Architectural models from various firms submitted to Sydney City Council 
for redevelopment of The Rocks displayed in the AMP Building’, April 1962.  (Source: ML APA 12250)  
 
By May 1971 the head lease was ready for execution.  Tooth’s were eventually paid 
$600,000 of the $ 1.1 million they had claimed.  Their files recount that ‘we do not 
expect to get this amount’.61  SCRA files note that: 

 
In 1971 Tooth’s made it known that they were considering moving the licence 
out of The Rocks.  Faced with the possibility of owning an unlicensed hotel 
building whose highest and best use was as a pub, the Authority decided in 
1972/73 to purchase the licence for $ 75,000.  An additional $ 30,000 was 
paid to the Tooths publican for ‘goodwill’.  This investment decision was 
made because: 

 
 Advice indicated that the Licence Reduction Board would not be interested 
in creating a new licence for The Rocks, to replace that of the Observer, 
 
The Authority had always been of the opinion that The Rocks needed 
more low cost (hotel style) accommodation and the potential for an 
amplified hotel redevelopment was obvious even then.62 

 
The decision to retain the hotel building appears to have been made in 1972/73.  The 
SCRA report noted that the rooms were no longer being used as accommodation.   
 
Peter Weber notes that it was the City of Sydney Strategic Plan gazetted in August 
1971 that first planning scheme included a preservation policy to retain buildings.  The 
SCRA planning map that provides for the preservation of buildings including Cadman’s 
Cottage and the cliff faces to the Argyle Cut and Gloucester Walk predates this 
scheme.  The approach taken in the two schemes varied, the SCC scheme provided 
for the sale and transfer of floor space, the SHFA scheme identified a series of 
development sites that were to be available on a long term (99 year) lease.   

                                                
61  ANU Noel Butlin Archives N60/6987 19/5/1971 
62  SCRA Report Redevelopment/Infill Alternatives B11 F/G 
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The area was divided into 4 zones, A, B C & D, with large scale buildings permitted in 
parts of area C and area D, with lower scale development towards the bridge (area A & 
B and the George Street frontage of area C).  The schemes proposed by the 
developers were modified, with large scale development occurring to the south.  The 
approach to the bridge would remain visible from Circular Quay East and the Tarpian 
Way.   
 
The 1970 Plan of Historic, Building and Open Space parcels of land noted that the 
‘environment of the area is to be protected by controls constraining the development of 
building sites, roads and public reserves in areas of historic value.  
 

 

Figure 2.36 

Plan of Historic, Building and Open Space Parcels of Land (Source: Reproduced in The Design of Sydney) 
 
The 1970 plan showing historic, building and open space parcels of land shows that the 
Observer Hotel site was one of the parcels of land identified as being a ‘building 
parcel’. The Orient Hotel and the Unwins Stores were identified for ‘conservation or 
sympathetic redevelopment’.  North of Argyle Street it was only the colonial Georgian 
Store and town house (the Merchants House) and the adjacent terraces that were to be 
retained.  This scheme marks the start of the progression towards the retention of the 
historic buildings lining George Street North.  The sites were given numbers depending 
as to which area they were in.  The Observer Hotel became part of site B11.  By 
September 1971 a precinct study had been undertaken and a small two or three storey  
development area identified that included the two sites adjacent to the Observer Hotel.   
The main portion of the hotel was to be retained.  A beer garden was shown and a new 
entrance from Kendall Lane.  
 
In 1978 the Observer Hotel, the Kendall Lane precinct and the entire Rocks, as a 
conservation area, was listed on the Register of the National Estate.  These listings 
follow on from National Trust Listings, including The Rocks Urban Conservation Area 
listing of May 1978.  The King Street Urban Conservation Area in Newtown was listed 
at the same meeting.  The Rocks Urban Conservation Area predates the listing of 
Paddington as an Urban Conservation Area (UCA).   Glebe appears to have been the 
first UCA, the listing dates from 1974.  The Rocks UCA also included Millers Point.   
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Figure 2.37 

Precinct Plan for the Kendall Lane precinct, September 1971 (Source: SHFA)  
 
 
SCRA had been limited in the extent of redevelopment that could occur by the green 
bans imposed by the BLF in the 1970s.  The imposition of green bans lead to the 
conservation of many of the buildings within the Urban Conservation Area.  The 
residential character of the areas was not however retained.  In 1979 Ian J. Conolly 
and Mark A. Lochrin prepared a streetscape restoration study for George Street North, 
using historic photographs including Blackwood’s 1858 panorama to determine the 
nineteenth century configuration of the facades.   
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The recommendation was that the suspended awning be retained and that the bay of 
the façade that had been infilled be reopened.  During the 1980s a program of 
restoration of the street frontage to George Street North north of the Cahill expressway 
was begun.   
 
Based on the historic photographs sourced by Conolly and Lochrin, the portico to the 
Unwin’s stores was reconstructed as well as the post-supported awning to the 
Observer Hotel and the pair of shops at No 75-751/2 George Street North. These works 
were detailed in-house by SCRA. The resulting streetscape sought to return each 
facade to its original configuration, which resulted in re-instating the 1840s appearance 
of the Unwin Stores and the 1909 appearance of the Observer Hotel.  The 
reinstatement of the original configuration of the George Streets façades is typical of  
conservation approaches in the 1980s, despite the Burra Charter requiring that 
evidence of all periods be respected.  None of the awnings in the block between Argyle 
Street and Mill Lane are original.  
 

 

Figure 2.38 

George Street North circa 1980, prior to the reconstruction of the verandahs and the application of heritage 
colour schemes  (Source: SHFA) 
 
The suspended awning was deemed by SCRA to be structurally unsound and was 
demolished, despite the publican obtaining contrary engineering advice.   
 

A great deal of time and attention was focused on restoration work in George 
Street and Argyle Street.  The pleasing result created something of a tourist 
mecca for the odd millions that enjoy a sense of age and history in an 
environment.  However, while the main street took on heritage colours and 
street awnings reappeared the rest of the acreage was still posing 
development questions, the answers to which required public approval as 
well as financial return.63 

                                                
63  Kate Blackmore, A Good Idea at the Time:  The Redevelopment of the Rocks in Peter Weber,  
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The licence remained in force until 1985 and SCRA began once again to consider the 
redevelopment potential of the site, recognising that the Observer Hotel had been listed 
by the National Trust in the interim.  The adjacent garage  was seen to be  
 

both an inappropriate use and [an] entirely unaesthetic structure in an 
otherwise rich streetscape of traditional uses (with one exception).  The 
most common denominator of The Rocks streetscape is the use of the 
boundary line as the building line.  The garage “hole in the wall” stands out 
as an uncharacteristic exception to this traditional practice in The Rocks.  

 
An undated plan of the development site B11 F&G included in the redevelopment 
report also shows the surrounding pedestrian routes.  The redevelopment of this site 
did not occur.   The ‘hole in the wall’ occupied by the garage has since been infilled.  
 

 

Figure 2.39 

Plan showing pedestrian routes in the vicinity of Mill Lane (Source: SHFA)  
 
                                                                                                                                          

The Design of Sydney, Three Decades of Change in the City Centre. 
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2.20 Conservation Works since 1990 
In 1990 the Sydney Cove Authority engaged Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd, 
architects to prepare a conservation report of the Observer Hotel and then to undertake 
conservation work to the building and site.  
 
By 1990 the nature of operating a pub in The Rocks had changed. No longer were the 
hotels the exclusive watering holes of the working class residents and waterside 
workers. By day The Rocks had become a major tourist Mecca and, by night, it had 
become renowned as a major night-time area for young people.  
 

 

Figure 2.40 

Water damage to the Second floor, 1990 (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd, Architects) 
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As a result, the Observer Hotel had undergone numerous changes of an ad hoc nature 
which detracted from the appearance of the building in order to accommodate a 
different clientele. Unlike other hotels in The Rocks, the Observer Hotel had 
abandoned its upper floor accommodation. The entire first floor of the building was 
being used to store cartons of beer which was causing the floor joists to sag and the 
top floor was caged in by steel fencing to form a secure night-time sleeping area for the 
publican on duty. 
 
In addition, the function of the building was greatly compromised by the inadequate 
storage facilities. The cellar was inadequate in height and in area which necessitated 
the storage of beer cartons on the First Floor. The Second Floor also had serious water 
penetration problems through the 230mm thick brick walls and falling damp through the 
junction of the roof with the surrounding parapet walls. 
 
The 1990 report by Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd made a number of 
recommendations regarding the use of the building and the physical works required. 
Amongst the recommendations were those to re-open the First and Second Floors for 
casual residential use. Sketch plans were produced showing how use could be made 
of the adjoining vacant site (No. 71 George Street North) to increase the 
accommodation and to provide code-compliant egress and access to the upper floors. 
These recommendations were not agreed to by the Sydney Cove Authority and the 
works on the Observer Hotel had to remain within the then boundaries of the site. In 
1992 Brian McDonald of McDonald McPhee Pty Ltd, architects produced a design for a 
part retail/part residential building on the adjoining vacant site which had access from 
the site further to the south (No. 73 George Street North). Under the influence of the 
property staff of the Authority the scheme was not constructed as retail with residential 
above but retail with commercial space on the upper floors. The 1992 buildings on the 
site were separated by a courtyard. The works to the fabric of the building which were 
recommended in the 1990 report and which were agreed to by the Sydney Cove 
Authority were: 
 
1. Reinstatement of the original colour scheme (internal as well as external), 
2. Restoration of damaged extant details, 
3. Structural repairs to roof and replacement of roof sheeting and plumbing, 
4. Removal and replanning of air conditioning ducts to the ground floor bar and drinking 
areas, 
5. Removal of the 1954 toilets from the north-east corner of the Ground Floor, 
6. Redesign of the drinking areas behind the original bar room and redesign of the 
courtyard drinking area (“beer garden”), 
7. Removal of wall tiles and fake timber dado panelling from the Ground Floor areas 
and reinstatement of the pressed metal dado panels, 
8. Repair of water damage and removal of the sources of water penetration, 
9. Upgrade passive and active fire systems in the building. 
 
One important recommendation which was not adhered to was the regular professional 
maintenance of the building fabric by the building owner (not the licensee) to maintain 
accuracy of colours and finishes to maintain the water resistant integrity of the building. 
In July 1991 Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd prepared documentation for the 
conservation and upgrade works to the building and site. The works included: 

 Interior (general): 
Repainting all walls and ceilings to match original colours; 
Upgrading fire warning systems; 
Installing sympathetic emergency lighting and egress signs; 
Recarpeting floors. 
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Cellar: 

 Construction of new Cool Room and Keg Room under the south end of the Public Bar 
involving the excavation and investigation of the remains of previous buildings on the 
site; 

 Excavation of existing Cellar to obtain greater headroom; 
 New, less steep stairs from the Bar to the Cellar; 
 Exposing and interpretation of the stone steps and walls of part of the Cellar of the 

former Waterman’s Arms Hotel. 

 Ground Floor: 
 Removal of floor in south part of Public Bar to allow access for excavation of new part 

of Cellar; 
Removal of bar counter, equipment & fridges, etc; 

 Demolition of Male Toilets in north-east corner of building; 
 Installation of replica pressed metal ceiling in north part of Public Bar; 
 Installation of replica pressed metal dado panelling based on original panel discovered 

behind a fridge; 
 Installation of new doors to George Street to allow outward-opening doors; 
 Painting and graining of all exterior doors; 
 Replacement of rotten floor in former “private entrance” from Mill Lane; 
 Demolition of lean-to roof over Courtyard and construction of new, enclosed drinking 

area including an inaccessible viewing area looking down on remains of “Waterman’s 
Arms” cellar steps and walls; 

 Construction of new brick and steel palisade fence along Mill Lane; 
 Demolition of male and female toilets at west end of site and construction of new Male 

& Female toilets as well as a grease arrestor/garbage room and a protected area 
showing archaeological finds which were discovered during construction. 

 First Floor: 
Existing WC converted to Male WC; 

 Existing metal-lined Store converted to Female WC; 
 Existing Bathroom converted to unisex WC; 
 Existing Kitchen converted to Staff Change/Training Room; 
 Three rooms fronting George Street converted from Store Rooms to Private Dining 

Rooms; 
Air-conditioning plant room constructed above toilets at west end of the site. 
 

 Second Floor: 
 Licensee’s flat refurbished by removing steel mesh gate and plasterboard wall at top of 

stairs and constructing behind balustrade to reveal the entirety of the stair well. 

 Roof: 
 Roof completely re-sheeted and re-plumbed. 

 Exterior: 
 Exterior of building repainted in original colours and original painted signs retained; 

Mirrored signs painted by Bruce Coleman of Coleman Signs as a reference to the 
former painted “pub” signs which were visible in early photos of the hotel. 
 
The building was undertaken by R.E. Charles Pty Ltd and the contract was 
administered for the Sydney Cove Authority by Scott Robertson of Robertson & 
Hindmarsh Pty Ltd.  The Sydney Cove Authority superintendent was Mr David Lake. 
The refurbished hotel was re-opened at an invitation-only party held by the Sydney 
Cove Authority on 5 August 1992.  
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Figure 2.41 

View of the completed bar, 1992 (Source:  Michael Nicholson, courtesy of Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd) 
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Figure 2.42 

View of the stair hall, 1992 (Source:  Michael Nicholson, courtesy of Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd) 
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Figure 2.43 

View of the stair hall, 1992 (Source:  Michael Nicholson, courtesy of Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd) 
 
Remains of previous buildings on the site were uncovered during the conservation 
works of September 1991. Soon after excavation work commenced on site for the 
additions to the cellar, remains of the south wall of the Waterman’s Arms Hotel and the 
north wall of the Observer Tavern were uncovered. The cellars of both buildings were 
uncovered and a drain running along the north boundary of the old Waterman’s Arms 
Hotel was discovered. The archaeologist for the work was Mr Anthony Lowe of Casey 
and Lowe Associates (see Casey & Lowe, 1993).  
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Figure 2.44 

Archaeological investigations in the rear yard of the Observer hotel (Source:  SHFA 192573_50) 
 
In order to display and interpret the archaeological remains uncovered during the 
conservation works a timber and glass enclosure was constructed in the newly-
constructed Courtyard Room to allow patrons to view the sandstone steps and cellar of 
the Waterman’s Arms Hotel. This enclosure was ventilated to prevent condensation 
and the holes drilled through the timber boarding of the Garden Room are still visible in 
2007. The rotating roof vents were removed in 2000 as were the timber and glass walls 
surrounding the stairs.  
 
The drain uncovered at the rear of the site in 1991 was left exposed in its own room, 
lights and an interpretive sign were installed and a viewing window was cut into the 
Kendall Lane wall of the room to allow passers-by to view the remains. In January 2007 
this room is no longer visible through the window as timber formwork has been placed 
against the inside of the window and items owned by the tenant have been stored on 
top of the archaeological remains. 
In 1998 the Sydney Cove Authority was transformed into the Sydney Harbour 
Foreshore Authority and a new policy emerged regarding the procurement of building 
works. The previous policy of the Sydney Cove Authority was to engage and pay for 
consultants and building contractors directly, thus having direct control over the cost 
and quality of work in The Rocks. The costs were then recouped from tenants through 
the rents paid to the Authority. The new policy which emerged allowed the tenants to 
engage consultants and pay for building works directly. This had the unfortunate result 
in that the Authority no longer had direct, intimate control of the changes to the 
buildings which gave the area its character and held much of the area’s significance. 
 
In 2000, the licensee of the Observer Hotel, Mr Jim Doughan, engaged Misho & 
Associates, architects to prepare plans for the expansion of the hotel into the 
neighbouring property (No. 71 George Street North). The plans entailed the occupation 
of the small two storey building at the rear of that site which had been designed by 
Brian McDonald in 1992. 
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The 2000 scheme involved cutting access through the south wall of the Observer Hotel 
into the ground floor of the rear building on the adjoining site and utilising the ground 
floor of that building as the new Kitchen and food servery (“Bistro”). The Kitchen in the 
Observer Hotel was demolished and the space occupied by a new small bar. The 
ground floor of the Observer Hotel was now totally occupied by bars and drinking 
spaces and the only link with the former private rooms at the rear of the hotel remains 
in the different ceiling outlines. 
 
The first floor of the rear building on the adjoining site was altered to accommodate a 
Staff Shower Room, a Cool Room and a Staff Change and office area. The Courtyard 
between the two buildings at No. 71 George Street became a drinking and dining 
courtyard (“Beer Garden”) which also entailed the decking over of steps from the 
courtyard leading down to the ground floor shop in the front building at No. 71 George 
Street North. 
 
The 2000 works also involved the alteration of the Male and Female toilets at the rear 
of the hotel. The toilets had been constructed as part of the 1992 works and the 
airlocks were removed in the 2000 works and new stainless steel wash basins were 
installed. 
 
In 2001 the main bar which had been constructed in 1992 was demolished and 
replaced with a new bar with a timber “canopy” above and a tiled spillage area in front. 
The 1992 Brinton Art Nouveau-inspired carpet was replaced throughout the ground 
floor by a different patterned Brinton carpet. 
 
At some stage in the early 2000s split system air-conditioning units were installed on 
the second floor. The condensate lines from consoles in the office (located in the north-
east corner room) were drilled through the front room of the hotel and let into the 
downpipe running down the front façade. The condensate from the compressors, which 
were located on the second floor front balcony discharged directly onto the balcony 
floor. 
 

2.21 Comparative Analysis 
The Observer Hotel is one of a number of hotels in Inner Sydney rebuilt in the years 
leading up to World War I as part of substantial urban renewal or street widening 
projects.  The Sydney City Council, the Sydney Harbour Trust and the Public Works 
Department were responsible for the projects and the buildings, with the exception of 
the public houses that were designed by architects retained by the breweries.  The 
hotels built as part of urban renewal generally contained accommodation above the 
ground floor bars and were of a larger scale than public houses they replaced.   
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Figure 2.45 

Undated view of the Palisade Hotel, Miller’s Point (Source:  ML GPO 1 Still 48368) 
 
Sydney Harbour Trust  
Two new hotels were built following the construction of Hickson Road and the new 
bridges: the Palisade Hotel and the New Hunter River Hotel (20 Sussex Street).  The 
substantial sandstone Lord Nelson Hotel and the Hero of Waterloo, which can be seen 
in historic views of Millers Point, were retained.  The Hunter River Hotel was designed 
by the Sydney Harbour Trust design office.    
 
The Slip Inn replaced an earlier hotel which had been erected as the Patent Slip Inn.  
When completed in 1903 the hotel was leased to Resch’s.  The Queen Anne Revival 
style of this hotel shows it to be the first of the hotels to be rebuilt, the design employs 
an architectural style that was considered by more progressive architects to be old 
fashioned.  It was, however the style that had been used by the Sydney City Council for 
the temporary market buildings further south along Sussex Street.   The remainder of 
the hotels designed by the Sydney Harbour Trust were more progressive, employing 
the Free Style architectural vocabulary that was being employed by the Government 
Architect for the urban renewal in The Rocks and Millers Point.  
 
Sydney City Council 
Post 1905 the Sydney City Council undertook its own resumptions to allow for slum 
clearance and street widening and constructed office buildings, shops, hotels and 
workers housing. As occurred in The Rocks and Millers Point triangular corner sites 
were used for hotels, including the Burdekin Hotel in Oxford Street.  The dome that 
marked the corner was removed when the exterior of the hotel was given an Art Deco 
style appearance. This was not the only public house rebuilt after the widening of 
Oxford Street; the Crecy Hotel was located on the corner of Palmer Street. The building 
survives however it is no longer a hotel. 
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Figure 2.46 

The New Hunter River Hotel, Sussex Street circa 1947 (Source: SCC Archives SRC 12160) 

 

Figure 2.47 

The Crecy Hotel, Oxford Street at Palmer Street in August 1910 (Source: SCC Archives Demolition Books)  
 
In contrast to the pubs in The Rocks and Millers Point, many of the hotels rebuilt 
following street widenings no longer operate.  The line of public houses along The 
Broadway and the hotels on Wentworth Avenue and Elizabeth Street are the exception.  
The Lord Mayor of Sydney announced the resumption of land south of Hyde Park and 
the creation of a new avenue, Wentworth Avenue in 1910. The first hotel to be rebuilt 
was the Macquarie Hotel at 42-44 Wentworth Avenue designed by E. Lindsay 
Thompson in 1911.   
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The Newmarket Hotel, designed by Halligan and Wilton was constructed in 1913 at the 
intersection of Elizabeth Street and Wentworth Avenue, replacing an earlier hotel of the 
same name.  Two years later a hotel was constructed on the northern side of the 
intersection of Wentworth Avenue and Elizabeth Street also designed by E. Lindsay 
Thompson.  Circa 1914 Lindsay Thompson also designed the new Sweeney’s Hotel, 
which replaced an earlier hotel of the same name on the corner of Druitt and Clarence 
Street.  This hotel (236 Clarence Street) is now known as Hotel Sweeney.  
 

 

Figure 2.48 

The Newmarket Hotel on the corner of Campbell & Elizabeth Streets (Source: SCC Archives Demolition Books) 
 
Hotels were rebuilt adjacent to the city’s markets and a coffee palace erected opposite 
the new city markets, on the corner of Hay and Sussex Street, designed by the City 
Architect in 1913.  The Great Western Coffee Palace, a residential hotel that did not 
serve liquor, was a short-lived venture.  After three years the premises were licensed 
and converted into the Burlington Hotel. The building now contains offices.  The Covent 
Garden Hotel, designed in 1911 by Spain, Cosh and Minett, is located on the corner of 
Dixon Street in Chinatown.  Its name reflects the famous market in central London. 
 
Halligan & Wilton 
Maurice Bernard Halligan served his articles with Morrell and Kemp, setting up on his 
own in 1888.  His designs for hotels and breweries included the Surrey Hotel and the 
Swiss Chambers in King Street, the remodelling of Petty’s Hotel and Tooth’s Maltings 
at Mittagong and the Irvine Brewery, part of the Kent Brewery.  From photographs it 
would appear that an additional storey was added to the Surrey Hotel, formerly the 
Bijou Hotel.  The building was substantially remodelled in the late 1920s by another of 
the architectural firms frequently used by Tooths, Prevost, Synnot and Ruwald.  The 
extensive remodelling of an earlier hotel contrasts with the complete rebuilding of hotel 
premises that occurred in the resumed areas.  By 1908 Halligan was in partnership 
with Frederick Herbert Broughton Wilton. Hotels the partners designed include: 
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1908  The Kavanagh Hotel, Cathedral and Crown Streets, Sydney 
(now the East Sydney hotel) 

1908-09 The Observer Hotel, The Rocks 
1910  The Fitzroy Hotel, Dowling and Cathedral Streets, Sydney 
  These three hotels have similar detailing including joinery, vents 
  over the doors and gables. 
1911  Possibly the Hotel Sydney and Tivoli Theatre, Castlereagh Street 
1911  Bedford Hotel, Redfern 
1913 The Newmarket Hotel, Elizabeth Street 

 
Of the two hotels in East Sydney the former Kavanagh Hotel has been altered and a 
turret added that does not appear to have been part of the original scheme.  Both of 
these hotels retain the detail that is similar to that of the Observer.  By 1913 the house 
style of the firm had changed. 
 

 

Figure 2.49 

The rebuilt Newmarket Hotel, Elizabeth Street (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd, 2007)  
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Figure 2.50 

The Great Western Coffee Palace (Source:  SCC Archives Demolition Books) 
 

 

Figure 2.51 

The East Sydney Hotel (former Kavanagh Hotel) before the addition of the turret (Source: SCC Archives) 
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Figure 2.52 

Recent view of the East Sydney Hotel (former Kavanagh Hotel) (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd, 2007) 
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Figure 2.53 

Recent view of the Fitzroy Hotel, East Sydney (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd, 2007) 
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Art Nouveau 
 
Halligan and Wilton were one of the few architectural firms to adopt the Art Nouveau 
style. The English strand of the Art Nouveau style, as promoted by Liberty’s of London, 
was popular in both domestic and commercial interiors and for shop fronts both in 
Sydney and in country NSW.  Few intact examples survive.  In the years leading up to 
World War I Art Nouveau detailing was adopted by both the Government Architects 
Branch and private architectural firms and this is evident in the surviving internal fabric 
of buildings constructed during the urban renewal in The Rocks and Millers Point post 
1900.  The Observer Hotel retains evidence of the Art Nouveau style pressed metal 
dado by Wunderlich’s that was installed in the bar,   tiles were generally preferred for 
bar interiors.  The lettering to the main gable, the sinuous line work to the cartouches, 
plaster vents and dado and the watery green colour of the tiles to the fireplace are all 
characteristics of the style. Substantially intact Art Nouveau pub interiors are very rare 
in NSW.   
 

 

Figure 2.54 

Surviving Art Nouveau style lettering at the Observer Hotel (Source: SHFA 158536_KL_443 (part), nd (pre-1990)) 
 
 
 
The similarity with motifs promoted by Liberty’s of London and Art Nouveau in NSW 
was due to the close connections between Sydney based designers and Liberty’s.  
Sydney based designers were familiar with the work of their English contemporaries.  
The NSW Government Architect, Walter Liberty Vernon, was the first cousin of Arthur 
Liberty and had been using Art fabric and Art furniture in his domestic interiors since 
his arrival in Sydney in 1883.   From the mid 1880s Liberty’s had a Sydney agent.  
Wunderlich employed Samuel Rowe,  a pattern designer formerly employed by Liberty, 
and it is Rowe who is credited with introducing the Art Nouveau style motifs to the 
firm’s pressed metalwork.  The Powerhouse Museum retains examples of Rowe’s work 
in its collection.   
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Figure 2.55 

Surviving Art Nouveau style detailing at the Observer Hotel (Source: SHFA 159860_5.3 (part), nd (c. 1991)) 
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3.0 Physical Evidence 
The aim of this chapter is to describe The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The 
Rocks in detail in order to facilitate the understanding of the existing place.  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 Street and Streetscape Description 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North fronts George Street North and is located 
on the southern corner of Mill Lane.  
 

 

Figure 3.56 The Observer Hotel from the north-east 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 

 
To the south of the Observer Hotel the scale of the buildings in the street is similar to 
that of the Observer Hotel. No. 71 George Street North is a three storey building 
constructed in 1992 to the design of Brian McDonald in the architectural practice of 
McDonald McPhee Pty Ltd. Whilst both the Observer Hotel and No. 71 are three 
storeys high the storey height of No. 71 is less than the storey height of the Observer 
Hotel which means that the top of the south wall of the hotel is still visible. The top of 
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the wall retains a painted black-lettered sign “Observer Hotel” (see Figure 3.9). The 
sign is first photographed in this style in the 1960 Tooth & Co photo. The lettering style 
reflects the Art Nouveau-inspired, rendered letters on the front wall of the building, 
although with more of an influence from 1960s “flower power” than the florid lines of Art 
Nouveau. The previous painted sign on the south wall, as shown in the 1947 Tooth & 
Co photo, was a much crisper style of sans serif lettering, the style of which is similar to 
both Helvetica and Gill Sans, but is neither. 
 

 
Figure 3.57 No. 71 George Street North 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 

 
The next building to the south along George Street, at No. 73 George Street North, The 
Rocks, is the former Ambulance Station, the façade of which was constructed in 1927-
1928. It is a two storey masonry walled structure with a cellar and attached roof over a 
rear yard enclosed by sandstone boundary wall on two sides (now demolished). The 
building used to cover the entire site between George Street and Kendall Lane at the 
rear. The single pitched gable roof is of corrugated iron and is screened from George 
Street by parapets. The building was altered in conjunction with No. 71 in 1992 by 
McDonald McPhee and provides access to the commercial spaces above No. 71. 
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Figure 3.58 No. 73 George Street North 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 

 
Nos. 75-75½ George Street is a pair of late Victorian shops having ornate well scaled 
stuccoed facades with projecting cornice and parapet above. A small pediment with the 
date 1883 rises above the parapet between the two facades. Pilasters decorated with 
columns, Corinthian capitals and cornices rise to the full height of each storey of the 
façade separating them from the two adjacent buildings and dividing the two shops. 
The buildings are three storeys high. 
 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 3  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  78 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

 
Figure 3.59 No. 75 & 75½ George Street North 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 

 
Further south along George Street (at Nos. 77-85) lies the terrace of three storey 
sandstone shops known as Unwin’s Stores. These buildings were constructed between 
1843 and 1846. Completing the block south to Argyle Street is the three storey Orient 
Hotel, constructed in 1843-1844. 
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Figure 3.60 No. 75-85 George Street North (Unwin’s Stores) 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 

 

 
Figure 3.61 Orient Hotel, corner Argyle Street and George Street North 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 

 
To the north of the Observer hotel, across Mill Lane lies the 1981-84 Holiday Inn Old 
Sydney (formerly the Old Sydney Park Royal) Hotel which is a part new building/part 
adaptive re-use of older buildings on the site. The hotel, designed by Michael Dysart, 
was constructed between 1981 and 1984 in the partial ruins of the Harrington’s building 
which was significantly destroyed by fire in 1952. The building is a brick building 6 
storeys high (plus Mansard roof) and recreates the height and bulk of the previous 
warehouse on the site. 
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Figure 3.62 Holiday Inn Old Sydney from the north-east 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 

 

3.2 Views and Vistas 
Historically, views of the building were limited to what was visible from George Street 
and from the narrow lanes bounding the site on the north and west. Views of the hotel 
taken by Kerry and by Tooth & Co emphasise this limited view of the hotel and also 
explain why the building was designed to be viewed from the east and north. The north 
and east facades have been designed with bands of face brick and render, decorated 
with cartouches, dentils, etc whereas the west and south facades have been rendered 
and painted. 
 
From the south in George Street the top of the south wall of the hotel is still partially 
visible and from the north in George Street part of the north façade as well as the east 
façade are visible. 
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Figure 3.63 View from the south along George Street. The Observer Hotel is the three storey brick 
building at the right end of the row of buildings facing George Street North. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 
 

 

Figure 3.64 View from the south along George Street showing that the painted sign on the parapet of 
the south wall of the Observer Hotel is only just visible above the 1994 building at No. 71 George Street. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 
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Figure 3.65 The Observer Hotel viewed from the north-east showing the two facades visible from 
George Street. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 
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Figure 3.66 View from the north along George Street showing how the street trees block a view of the 
north-west corner of the Observer Hotel. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 

 
From the lanes (Mill Lane on the north and Kendall Lane on the west) there are limited 
oblique views of the building’s north and west facades. However, from the more 
recently constructed elevated plaza to the west of the site there is a view over the roofs 
of the rear wing of the Observer Hotel which were never meant to be seen. Likewise 
the views of the building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North which, since 2000, is 
now incorporated as part of the Observer Hotel. 
 

 
Figure 3.67 The Observer Hotel viewed from the elevated public plaza to the west. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
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Figure 3.68 The Observer Hotel viewed from the west along Mill Lane. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 
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Figure 3.69 View west along Mill Lane towards Playfair Place (the raised plaza) showing the fence 
constructed in 1991 and the growth of the Jacaranda tree in the Courtyard created in 1991. Note, the 
Jacaranda predated the creation of this smaller courtyard. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 

 
 

 
Figure 3.70 View south along Kendall Lane showing the rear of the Observer Hotel  with its viewing 
window into the archaeological remains and the steel louvred doors giving access to the air-conditioning 
plant room. Beyond the Observer Hotel is the gable roofed rear building of No. 71 George Street North 
which is now annexed to the Observer Hotel and used by the hotel. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
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Figure 3.71 View north along Kendall Lane showing the south-west corner of the rear of the rear 
building of No. 71 George Street North which is now annexed to the Observer Hotel and used by the hotel. 
Beyond this building is the Observer Hotel  with its viewing window into the archaeological remains and the 
steel louvred doors giving access to the air-conditioning plant room. Beyond the Observer Hotel is the 
seven storey Holiday Inn Old Sydney. The mural on the wall of the new annex to the hotel was painted 
during the tenancy of The Rocks Fish & Chips shop which occupied the building after its completion. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 

 
3.2.1 Building Description  
 
The Observer Hotel is a three storey brick hotel building in the Federation Free Style 
with bands of exposed red/brown face brick alternating with rendered spandrel bands 
which delineate the different floors and the parapet on the north and east facades. The 
parapet rendered band is decorated with cartouches and dentils. The west and south 
walls are rendered and painted with no exposed brick as these two facades were not 
visible from the main view points in George Street. 
 
The east façade is modulated by semi-recessed balconies on the first and second 
floors as well as the engaged pilasters running up the two ends of the face, framing the 
rainwater heads and downpipes. The east and north facades are topped with truncated 
pediments (in the Dutch manner). 
 
A single storey rendered brick rear wing originally held the service areas of the hotel 
(residential guests’ dining room, pantry, kitchen, laundry and spirit store as well as the 
public toilets for the hotel, originally accessible only directly from Mill Lane). In the 
1980s the rooms in the rear wing were combined to form a large drinking area and 
bistro and in 1992, a timber-framed Courtyard Room replaced part of the courtyard 
covered by a roof as well as reconfiguring the toilets and constructing an air-
conditioning plant room, which necessitated the raising of the rendered walls on the 
Kendall Lane boundary. At this time a new face brick and rendered brick and steel 
palisade fence was constructed along the Mill Lane boundary. 
 
The Kendal Lane rendered parapet wall contains evidence of having been topped with 
shards of broken glass. The roof of the Observer Hotel is clad in Colorbond-coated 
corrugated steel sheeting (installed in 1992) replacing the older corrugated iron roofing. 
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There is a timber-framed, post-supported awning sheltering the George Street footpath. 
The awning is a conjectural reconstruction of the original awning which was replaced 
with a suspended Wunderlich pressed metal awning in 1929. The current awning was 
constructed in 1986 by the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority. 
 
In 2000 the hotel was extended through into the rear building on the adjoining site to 
the south (No. 71 George Street North) which was a relatively new building having 
been constructed in 1992. This building is a two storey building with rendered brick 
walls and a corrugated steel gable roof. 
 

 
 

Figure 3.72 Cellar plan of the Observer Hotel as at February 2007   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 2007). NTS 

 
 

Figure 3.73 Ground Floor plan of the Observer Hotel as at February 2007   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 2007). NTS 
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Figure 3.74 First Floor plan of the Observer Hotel as at February 2007   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 2007). NTS 
                                        

 
 

Figure 3.75 Second Floor plan of the Observer Hotel as at February 2007   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 2007). NTS 
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Figure 3.76 East Elevation of the Observer Hotel (fronting George Street North) as shown on the 1991 
drawings and which has remained substantially the same as at February 2007 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 1991). NTS 

 
 

Figure 3.77 North Elevation of the Observer Hotel (fronting Mill Lane) as shown on the 1991 drawings and 
which has remained substantially the same as at February 2007 (with the exception of alterations to kitchen & 
air-conditioning ducting on top of the roof of the rear wing). 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 1991). NTS 
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Figure 3.78 West Elevation of the enlarged Observer Hotel (fronting Kendall Lane) as shown on the 2000 
drawings and which has remained substantially the same as at February 2007 (with the exception of 
alterations to kitchen ducting on top of the roof of the rear wing). Also note that the double doors from the 
building at No. 71 George Street were constructed as a single door; not a double as shown on these 
drawings. 
(Source: Misho + Associates dated 2000). NTS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3.79 South Elevation of the Observer Hotel as at February 2007 as shown on the 1991 drawings 
and which has remained substantially the same as at February 2007 (with the exception of alterations to 
kitchen ducting on top of the roof of the rear wing). 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 1991). NTS 
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Figure 3.80 South Elevation of the rear building at No. 71 George Street North housing part of the 
enlarged Observer Hotel as at February 2007. Note this 2000 drawing does not show the kitchen exhaust 
duct cowls. 
(Source: Misho + Associates dated 2000). NTS 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3.81 East Elevation of the rear building at No. 71 George Street North housing part of the enlarged 
Observer Hotel as at February 2007. 
(Source: Misho + Associates dated 2000). NTS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 3  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  92 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

 
Fabric condition assessments in this report use the following categories: 
 
Condition Ratings Description 

5 

Excellent 

Building or fabric element has no defects.  Condition and appearance 
are as new.  

4 

Good 

Building or element exhibits superficial wear and tear, minor defects, 
minor signs of deterioration to surface finishes, but does not require 
major maintenance.  No major defects exist. 

3 

Fair 

Building or element is in average condition.  Deteriorated surfaces 
require attention.  Services are functional but require attention.  
Deferred maintenance work exists. 

2 

Poor 

Building or element has deteriorated badly.  Serious structural 
problems exist.  General appearance is poor with eroded protective 
coatings.  Elements are defective, services are frequently failing, 
significant number of major defects exist.  

1 

Very Poor 

Building or element has failed.  It is not operational and is unfit for 
occupancy or normal use. 

 
These condition grades indicate the level of intervention required.  For elements in 
Very Poor condition, reconstruction may be the only available option.  For elements 
assessed as being in Poor or Fair condition, various degrees of repair or maintenance 
may be required, immediately or in the short term, to prevent further deterioration and 
the subsequent loss of significance.  Elements in Good condition may need some 
maintenance but the need for repair is not anticipated in the next two or three years, 
while elements in Excellent condition are likely to need only minor maintenance in the 
next five to ten years. 
 
Refer to Appendices B & C for the detailed condition report (contained in the Building 
Inventory Sheets which also describe the significance of building elements). 
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3.3 Comparative Identification of Fabric - External 
 

 
 

Figure 3.82 Part of George Street North photograph by Kerry & Co., c. 1915.  
The photograph clearly shows the post-supported verandah over the George Street footpath. It also shows 
that the verandah did not return along the north side of the building as indicated on the original working 
drawings. The photograph also shows the colour toning of the cement rendered bands. 
(Source: Connolly & Lochrin, George Street North: A Streetscape Restoration Study, B.Arch Thesis, University of Sydney, 1979, Illustration 
26) 
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Figure 3.83 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1930.  
This is the first photograph of the hotel in the Tooth & Co file on the hotel. It was taken the year after the 
suspended awning was constructed. The photograph confirms the colouring of the cement rendered bands 
as well as the dark downpipes and rainwater heads. Note that the lettering “Observer Hotel” on the pediment 
of the George Street façade stands out against the background colour of the cement rendered band and 
appears to have a ‘shine’ which may indicate gold or silver lettering. Note that the flagpole on top of the 
George Street pediment is not visible in this photograph but this might be due to that portion of the 
photograph being overexposed. Note the style of the light fittings fixed to the underside of the awning. Note 
that the configuration of doors and windows on the ground floor of the north façade is not visible in this 
photograph. 
(Source: Tooth & Co “Yellow Card” in the Tooth & Co Collection (deposit no. N/60), Noel Butlin Archives of Business and Labour, ANU, 
Canberra) 
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Figure 3.84 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1949.  
This photograph of the hotel shows the painted advertising sign on the south wall of the building as well as 
the crisply-lettered sign “Observer Hotel” on the parapet of the south wall. Note that the lettering “Observer 
Hotel” on the pediment of the George Street façade stands out against the background colour of the cement 
rendered band but is a dark colour compared to the light colour of the 1930 photograph. Also note that the 
fascia of the awning is painted a light colour compared to the 1930 photograph and that there are painted 
glass signs on the walls of the building below awning level. Also note that there are no doors above the cellar 
hatch. Note the dis-used light pole penetrating the awning. 
(Source: Tooth & Co “Yellow Card” in the Tooth & Co Collection (deposit no. N/60), Noel Butlin Archives of Business and Labour, ANU, 
Canberra) 
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Figure 3.85 Photo of the Observer Hotel, nd (c.1950s).  
This photograph of the hotel shows that the fascia of the awning is once again a dark colour and that the 
downpipes on the front façade and north façade are painted in bands of colour to match the colour of the wall 
material over which they pass. The configuration of doors and windows of the ground floor of the north 
facade is shown clearly. Note that the lettering “Observer Hotel” on the pediment of the George Street façade 
stands out against the background colour of the cement rendered band in a dark colour compared to the light 
colour of the 1930 photograph. Note the dis-used light pole penetrating the awning and also note the timber 
paling fence along the Mill Lane boundary. Also note that there is now a sign suspended underneath the 
awning at its north end. 
(Source: SHFA – image no.173234_BT_76) 
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Figure 3.86 Photo of the Observer Hotel, nd (c.1950s).  
This photograph of the hotel is the first showing the rear façade. Note the gouges out of the corner of the 
toilet block at the rear of the site (which still remain in 2007). Also note the sewer drainage pipes on the rear 
wall of the hotel which were replaced and rationalised by new cast iron pipes in the 1992 conservation works. 
(Source: SHFA – image no.173221_BT_74) 
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Figure 3.87 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1960.  
This photograph of the hotel shows that the painted advertising sign on the south wall of the building has 
been removed and that the sign “Observer Hotel” on the parapet of the south wall has been repainted in a 
different style to the 1949 sign. Note that the lettering “Observer Hotel” on the pediment of the George Street 
façade stands out against the background colour of the cement rendered band in  a dark colour. Also note 
that the fascia of the awning is once again a dark colour and that the downpipes on the front façade have 
been painted in banded colours to match the colour of the wall material over which they pass, giving the 
building a “barber shop pole” appearance. Note that the incandescent light on the underside of the awning 
have been replaced with fluorescent tubes. 
(Source: Tooth & Co “Yellow Card” in the Tooth & Co Collection (deposit no. N/60), Noel Butlin Archives of Business and Labour, ANU, 
Canberra) 
 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 3  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  99 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

 
 
 

Figure 3.88 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1970.  
This partial photograph of the hotel shows that the fascia of the awning is still a dark colour and that the 
downpipes on the front façade are still painted in banded colours to match the colour of the wall material over 
which they pass. The painted glass sign on the right hand end of the front façade under the awning (visible in 
the 1949 photograph) is no longer there. Note that the dis-used light pole has been removed. There is now a 
second suspended sign under the awning. The configuration of doors and windows of the ground floor of the 
north facade is shown for the first time. 
(Source: Tooth & Co “Yellow Card” in the Tooth & Co Collection (deposit no. N/60), Noel Butlin Archives of Business and Labour, ANU, 
Canberra) 
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Figure 3.89 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1970.  
This photograph of the hotel is similar to the Tooth & Co photo of the same year. It shows that the fascia of 
the awning is a dark colour and that the downpipes on the front façade and north façade are painted in bands 
of colour to match the colour of the wall material over which they pass. The configuration of doors and 
windows of the ground floor of the north facade is shown clearly. The lettering “Observer Hotel” on the 
pediment of the George Street façade stands out against the background colour of the cement rendered 
band in a dark colour compared to the light colour of the 1930 photograph. Note the timber paling fence 
along the Mill Lane boundary. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 39980_A742-125) 
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Figure 3.90 Photo of the part of the east and north walls of the Observer Hotel and of the site to the north 
across Mill Lane, 1970. This photograph of the site of the building across Playfair (now Mill) Lane shows the 
destruction caused by the fire in 1952 which had damaged the north wall of the Observer Hotel. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 39978_A742-101) 
 

 

Figure 3.91 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1973.  
This photograph of the hotel is the first colour photograph found to date. It shows that the dark colour on the 
awning was green, which was the standard colour for awnings on Tooth & Co hotels (together with gold 
lettering). It shows the vent pipe from the Gents toilet on the north façade is painted in bands of colour to 
match the colour of the wall material over which they pass. The painted render bands appear to be a 
sandstone (or light stone) colour. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 157920_KL_10) 
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Figure 3.92 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1974.  
This photograph of the hotel is the first colour photograph showing the hotel painted in its SCRA shades of 
pink. Paint scrapings on the façade in 1991/92 failed to find any physical evidence that these colours were 
based on any earlier colour scheme. Note that the awning is also painted pink. This repainting also obscured 
the “Observer Hotel” sign which was painted on the lowest render band on the Mill Lane façade (see Figure 
3.36) 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 157932_KL_17) 
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Figure 3.93 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1975.  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme. Note the location of the street sign 
for Mill Lane below the rendered dentils. Also note the lack of advertising signs fixed to the lane walls of the 
building. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 157941_KL_26) 
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Figure 3.94 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1979.  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme.  
(Source: SHFA – image no. 45334_GEM_69.1) 
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Figure 3.95 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1979.  
This photograph of the hotel shows that the fascia of the awning is a light colour (pink as evidenced by the 
SHFA photograph – Figure 3.39) but the downpipes on the front façade are repainted a dark colour for their 
entire length. The vent pipe from the Gents toilet on the north façade remains painted in bands of colour to 
match the colour of the wall material over which it passes whereas the downpipes on the east façade are 
painted the one dark colour for their full length. The configuration of doors and windows of the ground floor of 
the north facade is shown clearly. Note that work on resurfacing Mill Lane has just commenced. Also note 
that the timber paling fence on the Mill Lane boundary has been replaced with a timber “slatted” fence, which 
remained in existence until the 1992 conservation works. 
(Source: Tooth & Co “Yellow Card” in the Tooth & Co Collection (deposit no. N/60), Noel Butlin Archives of Business and Labour, ANU, 
Canberra) 
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Figure 3.96 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1980.  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme. This photograph is the first to show 
the Jacaranda tree in the beer garden fronting Mill Lane which indicates that the tree dates from the late 
1970s. Also note that the timber paling fence on the Mill Lane boundary has been replaced with a timber 
“slatted” fence, which remained in existence until the 1992 conservation works. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 40217_SCRA_107) 
 

 
 

Figure 3.97 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1981.  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme and the lack of maintenance on the 
awning. Note a pair of the doors opening onto George Street has been undercoated in a yellow  in 
preparation for refinishing. Mr David Lake from the Authority is standing on the right of the photograph. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 45335_GEM_69.2) 
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Figure 3.98 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1981.  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme. Note the doors opening onto 
George Street have been undercoated in a yellow in preparation for refinishing. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 158286_KL_308) 
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Figure 3.99 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1982.  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme. This is the first photograph in the 
SHFA archives showing the replica post-supported awning over the George Street footpath. 
 (Source: SHFA – image no. 163529_AM_9.7) 
 

 
 

Figure 3.100 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1982.  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme. Note the simplified plumbing on the 
rear wall. 
 (Source: SHFA – image no. 158459_KL_401) 
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Figure 3.101 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1984.  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme. Note the large “Tourist Information” 
sign on the south wall. Also note that the previous beer advertising sign on that wall and the “Observer Hotel” 
sign high on the parapet of that wall have been painted over. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 45338_GEM_69.4) 
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Figure 3.102 Photo of the Observer Hotel, nd (c.1984).  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme and the pale green chosen for the 
new awning and the front façade downpipes. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 158538_KL_445) 
 

 

Figure 3.103 Photo of the Observer Hotel, nd (c.1984).  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme. Note the Jacaranda tree in the beer 
garden and the timber “hit-and-miss” fence screening the beer garden. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 158535_KL_442) 
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Figure 3.104 Photo of the Observer Hotel, nd (c.1984).  
This photograph shows the continuance of the 1974 pink colour scheme. The form of this rear toilet block 
remained unchanged until the 1992 conservation works necessitated its enlargement. The gouges on the 
corner of the building, first seen in the 1950s photo – Figure 3.31, are still in existence as at February 2007. 
Note the stair tread built into the wall. This was the original entrance into the Male toilets of the hotel. Also 
note the gable of the garage facing Kendall lane at the rear of No. 71 George Street North which was 
demolished in 1994 to make way for the new building which is still on that site. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 158540_KL_447) 
 

 

Figure 3.105 Photo of the Observer Hotel, nd (c.1984).  
This photograph shows the finish on the doors opening onto George Street North as well as the gold Art 
Nouveau style lettering on the doors. Note the marble treads and risers on the steps. 
 (Source: SHFA – image no. 158575_KL_506) 
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Figure 3.106 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1991.  
View south along Kendall Lane. This photograph shows the removal of the paint of the 1974 pink colour 
scheme as well as the new brickwork to conceal the new air-conditioning plant room and the temporary 
blocking up of the new opening in the wall to provide access to the air-conditioning plant room. Note the stair 
tread built into the wall. This was the original entrance into the Male toilets of the hotel. Also note the gable of 
the garage facing Kendall lane at the rear of No. 71 George Street North which was demolished in 1994 to 
make way for the new building which is still on that site. Also note that the removal of paint is beginning to 
reveal some of the original colour scheme for the rendered walls. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 172709_BT_53) 

 

  
Figure 3.107 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1991.  
View of the south wall of the Observer Hotel showing the removal of the paint of the 1974 pink colour 
scheme prior to applying an acrylic waterproof membrane on the outside of the entire second floor. It also 
shows the roof of the garage facing Kendall Lane at the rear of No. 71 George Street North which was 
demolished in 1994 to make way for the new building which is still on that site. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 172739_BT_59) 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 3  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  113 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

 
Figure 3.108 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1991.  
View of the west wall of the Observer Hotel with the upper floors repainted. The new Courtyard Room and 
fence are also shown as is the Jacaranda tree. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 173208_BT_71) 
 

 
Figure 3.109 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1991.  
View of the new Courtyard Room and fence. Also shown is the Jacaranda tree. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 173313_BT_93) 
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Figure 3.110 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1991.  
View of the re-roofed rear wing and new Courtyard Room, together with the new air-conditioning plant room. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 173305_BT_92) 
 

 
Figure 3.111 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1992.  
View of the re-roofed rear wing and new Courtyard Room, together with the new air-conditioning plant room. 
Note the commencement of construction of the pavilion on the raised plaza to the west of the site. (Source: 
SHFA – image no. 172745_BT_62) 
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Figure 3.112 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1992.  
View of the re-roofed rear wing and new Courtyard Room, together with the new air-conditioning plant room. 
Note the ventilators which were installed to ventilate the enclosed viewing area around the steps to the 
former “Waterman’s Arms” cellar.  
(Source: SHFA – image no. 173335_BT_96) 
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Figure 3.113 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1992.  
View of the almost completed conservation works showing the repainted George Street façade. Note that the 
signwriting on the awning had not commenced. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 173403_BT_117) 
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Figure 3.114 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1992.  
View of the almost completed conservation works showing part of the repainted Mill Lane façade. Note the 
signwriting on the rendered band which replicated a sign found when the paint was stripped off. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 173237_BT_77) 
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Figure 3.115 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1992.  
View of the almost completed conservation works showing the repainted rear façade and the repainted toilet 
building at the rear of the site. The steel palisade fence was not yet complete. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 173203_BT_69) 
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Figure 3.116 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1992.  
View of the almost completed conservation works showing the repainted George Street façade. Note the new 
membrane to the floor of the second floor balcony. The new steel handrail complying with the then NSW 
building code, Ordinance 70, had not yet been installed. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 173369_BT_107) 
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Figure 3.117 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1992.  
View of the almost completed conservation works showing the painting and graining to the George Street 
ground floor doors. Note that the painting and graining shown here has since been destroyed by later 
repainting of the doors. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 173406_BT_118) 
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Figure 3.118 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1992.  
View of the completed conservation works. 
(Photographer: Michael Nicholson, courtesy Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L)  
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Figure 3.119 Photo of No. 71 George Street North, nd (c.1993).  
View of the demolition of the garage which stood at the rear of the site showing the exposed south wall of the 
Observer Hotel on the right. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 165438_29) 
 

 
Figure 3.120 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 1994.  
View of the rear wing of the hotel in the foreground with the first floor and steel roof structure of the rear 
building at No. 71 George Street North rising up behind it. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 165640_115) 
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Figure 3.121 Photo of the Observer Hotel, 2006.  
View of the second floor George Street façade. Note that the condensate pipes from the air-conditioning 
units in the room to the right of the photograph have not penetrated the wall and linked into the downpipe, 
indicating that the installation of the air-conditioning units on the second floor occurred after this 2006 
photograph and before January 2007. 
(Source: SHFA – image no. 172660_BY_42) 
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Figure 3.122 Photo of the Observer Hotel, February 2007.  
View of the second floor George Street façade showing the condensate pipes from the air-conditioning units 
in the room on the north-east corner of the second floor  penetrating the wall and entering the downpipe and 
the conduits piercing the wall at the first floor level. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, February 2007) 
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Figure 3.123 Photo of the Observer Hotel, January 2007.  
View from the north-east showing the signs fixed to the wall, the replica awning, the floodlights on the awning 
and the security camera on the awning. The green painted vent pipe on the north façade is a remnant from 
the time when there were toilets on the ground floor in the north-east corner. The vent pipe was left in-situ in 
1991/92 as an archaeological remnant. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
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Figure 3.124 Photo of the Observer Hotel, January 2007.  
View of the 1992 brick and steel fence and the 1992 Courtyard Room from the north showing the exhaust 
vents on the roof, the extended air-conditioning duct (behind the Jacaranda tree) and the 1994 building at the 
rear of No. 71 George Street North (12 Kendall Lane) which is now used as part of the hotel. 
 (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
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Figure 3.125 Photo of the Observer Hotel, January 2007.  
View from the north-west showing the original toilet block on the corner of the block with the 1992 
modification (higher wall in part, window into the archaeological remains and the door to the air-conditioning 
plant room). Beyond is the 1994 building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North (12 Kendall Lane) which 
is now used as part of the hotel. Note the security camera mounted on the corner of the building. Also note 
the small white junction box above the window. This junction box is marked “live” and is in the location where 
a light fitting was installed in 1992. 
 (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
 

 
Figure 3.126 Photo of the Observer Hotel, January 2007.  
View from the elevated plaza (“Rocks Place”) to the west  of the site showing the dominating kitchen and air-
conditioning exhausts. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
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Figure 3.127 Photo of the Observer Hotel, January 2007.  
View from the north-west showing the corner of the main building and the post-1992 sign affixed to the west 
wall. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
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Figure 3.128 Photo of the Observer Hotel, January 2007.  
View from the south-west showing the 1994 building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North  
(12 Kendall Lane) which is now used as part of the hotel. Note the artwork on the wall from The Rocks Fish & 
Chips Shop tenancy of the building. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
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Figure 3.129 Photo of the Observer Hotel, January 2007.  
View from the south-east showing the 1994 building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North (12 Kendall 
Lane) which is now used as part of the hotel. Note the proliferation and haphazard placement of signs, lights 
and lighting conduits. 
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
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Figure 3.130 Photo of the Observer Hotel, January 2007.  
View from the south showing the 1994 courtyard which now forms part of the hotel. Note the wall on the 
north side of the courtyard which is the original south wall of the Observer Hotel rear wing and is required for 
preservation in its unpainted state in order to show the outline of former buildings on the site of No. 71 
George Street North.  
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, January 2007) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 3  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  132 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

3.4 Comparative Identification of Fabric - Internal 
No photographs of the interior of the Observer Hotel prior to those taken in 1990 by 
Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd and the staff of the then Sydney Cove Authority have 
been uncovered to date. Therefore the comparative identification of the internal fabric 
of the hotel can only be illustrated with photographs from 1990 onwards. 

3.4.1 Cellar 

 

 

 
Figure 3.76 Cellar (Room B.02) in 1990 looking west showing the stairs from the Ground Floor (partially 
obscured by the cellarman). Note the low head height in the Cellar. Compare with figure 3.77. 
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.77 Cellar (Room B.02) in 2007 looking west showing the stairs from the Ground Floor (far left 
of the photo) which were installed in 1992. Note the opening into the former cellar of the Waterman’s Arms 
Hotel which was also installed in 1992 (at the rear of photo to the left of the row of beer kegs). The floor 
has been lowered by excavating and the ceiling has been sheeted with fire-grade plasterboard. Compare 
with Figure 3.76. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
 

 
Figure 3.78 Cellar (Room B.02) in 1992 looking south showing the paler stone of the excavated extra 
depth of the cellar. The paler rock is visible below the dark painted dado on the brick wall between the two 
doors. (Source: SHFA 173294_BT_87, 1992) 
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Figure 3.79 Cellar (Room B.01) in 1990 looking west showing the insulation which had been sprayed 
onto the underside of the floor structure and boards. This was removed in 1992.  
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
 

 
Figure 3.80 Cellar (Room B.01) in 2007 looking west showing the space’s conversion to a lockable 
spirit store room and with the fire-rated ceiling installed in 1992. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.81 Cellar (Room B.01) in 1990 looking east into the well under the footpath for the keg chute.  
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
 

 
Figure 3.82 Cellar (Room B.01) in 2007 looking east into the well under the footpath for the keg chute. 
The same keg slide is being used as in 1990. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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3.4.2 Ground Floor 

 

 
Figure 3.83 Ground Floor Stair Hall (Room G.01) in 1990 looking north-east to the former half-door 
servery into the rear of the Bar (Room G.01). Mr David Lake from SCA is in the photograph. (Photo: Robertson 
& Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.84 Ground Floor Stair Hall (Room G.01) in 2007 looking north with the door to the right leading 
into the Bar. Note the stored furniture in the stair hall and the chipped paint and plaster of the painted dado. 
Also note the indiscriminate placement of signs. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.85 Ground Floor Private Entry (Room G.02) in 1990 looking north showing the false timber 
panelling on the west wall and the water-damaged ceiling. Compare this view to figure 3.86.  
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.86 Ground Floor Private Entry (Room G.02) in 2007 looking north showing the 1992 pressed 
metal dado panelling and the 2001 colour scheme, carpet and stair tread nosings. Compare this view to 
figure 3.85. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.87 Ground Floor Public Bar (Room G.03) in 1990 looking east showing the original pressed 
metal ceiling and doors to George Street. Note the white wall tiles and the single level bar counter. 
Compare this view to figure 3.88. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.88 Ground Floor Public Bar (Room G.03) looking east showing the replicated pressed metal 
dado and the original doors to George Street. Note the bar and overhead storage “canopy” installed in 
2001. Compare this view to figure 3.87. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.89 Ground Floor Public Bar (Room G.03) in 1990 looking west showing the single level bar 
counter with vertical boarding and the white wall tiles on the dado. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.90 Ground Floor Public Bar (Room G.03) in 1992 looking west showing the then new single 
level bar (later demolished in 2001) and replicated pressed metal dado panelling. Note the original pressed 
metal ceiling in the first two bays and the replicated pressed metal ceiling in the third bay. Also note the 
pendant light fittings. Also note the colour scheme for the dado panelling and skirtings, etc.  
(Photo: Michael Nicholson 1992, courtesy Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L.) 
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Figure 3.91 Ground Floor Public Bar (Room G.03) in 2007 looking west showing the 2001 two level bar 
with storage canopy above. Note the large speaker enclosures and the spotlights mounted on tracks which 
replaced the 1992 lights. Note the overbearing mass of the bar and its canopy.  
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.92 Ground Floor Parlour (Room G.03) in 1990 looking west showing the blocked up timber 
fireplace surround of the former Parlour. Note the false timber boarding dado panelling.  
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.93 Ground Floor Parlour (Room G.03) in 1992 looking south-west showing the 1992 single 
level bar, colour scheme and carpet. Note the fireplace has been opened up to reveal the cast iron insert 
(complete with its original tiles. (Source: SHFA 173401_BT_116, 1992) 
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Figure 3.94 Ground Floor Parlour (Room G.03) in 1990 looking east showing the window and door of the 
former Parlour leading onto Mill Lane. Note the modern plasterboard ceiling and cornice and the false 
timber boarding dado panelling. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.95 Ground Floor Public Bar (former Parlours) (Room G.03) in 2007 looking west showing the 
2001 two level bar with storage canopy above and the 2001 colour scheme (green dado panelling and red 
skirtings). Also note the row of poker machines. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.96 Ground Floor Bar (Rooms G.04, G.05 & G.06) in 1990 looking west towards the Kitchen. 
Note the exposed air-conditioning ducts, the chandelier light fittings and the wrought iron and timber 
handrail delineating the edge of the different floor levels. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
 

 
Figure 3.97 Ground Floor Bar (Rooms G.04, G.05 & G.06) in 2007 looking west towards the new Back 
bar in the location of the 1990 Kitchen. Note the 2000 colour scheme (green dado panelling and red 
skirtings) and the 2000 brass railings delineating the different floor levels and stairs. (Photo: Robertson & 
Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.98 Ground Floor Kitchen (Room G.07) in 1990 looking south. Note the door and the edge of the 
servery which opened onto the rear rooms of the bar (Rooms G.04, G.05 & G.06). 
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.99 2000 Ground Floor Back Bar (Room G.07) in 2007 looking west. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh 
P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.100 Ground Floor Courtyard (now Room G.14) in 1990 looking east showing the air-
conditioning unit and partial roof over the seating near the bar-be-que. Note the narrow double door with 
fanlight which lead into the main stair hall of the hotel. This opening was originally a window. 
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.101 Ground Floor Courtyard Room (Room G.14) in 2007 looking west. Note the automatic 
teller machine (ATM) to the left and the 2000 colour scheme and carpet.  
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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3.4.3 First Floor 

 

 

 
Figure 3.102 Stair from Ground to First Floor (Room 1.01) in 1990 looking west showing water damage 
and loss of wall plaster. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.103 First Floor stair landing in 1992 looking west showing stair from Ground to First Floor and 
stair from First to Second Floor (Room 1.01) following conservation in 1992.  
(Photo: Michael Nicholson 1992, courtesy Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L.) 
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Figure 3.104 Stair from Ground to First Floor (Room 1.01) in 2007 showing 1992 colour scheme and 
2000 carpet and stair tread nosings. Note materials stored on main access/egress stairs to the upper 
floors. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.105 First Floor Stair Hall (Room 1.02) in 1990 looking north to the doors of Rooms 1.07 & 1.08 
showing loss of wall plaster which has exposed the timber laths of the lath and plaster internal dividing 
walls between rooms. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.106 First Floor Stair Hall (Room 1.02) in 2007 looking north to the doorway into the hall (Room 
1.03) leading to Rooms 1.04 to 1.06. Note the 1992 colour scheme of manilla wall body, red dado and dark 
brown joinery. Also note the 1992 light fitting. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.107 First Floor WC (Room 1.04) in 1990 looking west showing the floor and wall tiles which 
probably dated from the late 1940s or 1950s. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.108 First Floor Male WC (Room 1.04) in 2007 looking west showing the 1992 floor tiles and 
WC pan and the wall tiles which remained untouched in the 1991 conservation works. 
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.109 First Floor Bathroom (Room 1.05) in 1990 looking north showing the wall and floor tiles 
which probably dated from the late 1940s or 1950s. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.110 First Floor Staff bathroom (Room 1.05) in 2007 looking west showing new wall tiles, bath 
and WC pan. The floor tiles and floor waterproofing were also renewed in the 1991 conservation works. 
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.111 First Floor south-east room (Room 1.09) in 1990 looking east showing the use of the 
rooms as overflow storage. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.112 First Floor Private Dining Room (Room 1.09) in 1992 looking south-east following 
conservation works in 1991. (Photo: Michael Nicholson 1992, courtesy Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L.) 
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Figure 3.113 First Floor Private Dining Room (Room 1.09) in 2007 looking south-east. The room is 
almost unaltered from its appearance in 1992. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.114 First Floor south-west room (Room 1.10) in 1990 looking north-west showing the use of 
the room as a Kitchen and the water damage on the west wall. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.115 First Floor south-west room (Room 1.10) in 2007 looking north-west showing the 1992 
configuration as a Staff Change Room and the 2007 use as a Store Room. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 
2007) 
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Figure 3.116 First Floor south-west room (Room 1.10) in 2007 looking north-west showing the 1992 
configuration as a Staff Change Room and the 2007 use as a Store Room. Note the 1991 change cubicles 
which are not used for that purpose. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 

 
Figure 3.118 First Floor south-west room (Room 1.10) in 1992 looking north into the Hall and across to 
the Female WC installed in 1991/92 and showing the dark brown painted joinery as an imitation of the 
original stained joinery. Also note the newly-constructed change cubicles. (Source: SHFA 173389_BT_113, 1992)  
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Figure 3.117 First Floor south-west room (Room 1.10) in 1990 looking north into the Hall showing the 
white painted joinery. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 

 
 
 
 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 3  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  170 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

3.4.4 Second Floor 

 

 

 
Figure 3.119 Stair from First Floor to Second Floor (Room 2.01) in 1990 showing the steel cage which 
used to separate the Second Floor from the remainder of the building.  
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.120 Second Floor stair landing (Room 2.01) in 2007 showing the stair unobstructed by the 
cage (removed in 1991). Note the stack of amplifiers and microwave oven on the top stair landing and 
cabling to and from the amplifiers leading up into the roof. Note the missing light fitting and the new 
security doors.  
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.121 Stair from First Floor to Second Floor (Room 2.01) in 1990 looking west showing water 
damage (and Mr David Lake from SCA). (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.122 Stair from the First Floor to the Second Floor (Room 2.01) in 2007 looking down to the 
First Floor showing the 1991 interior colour scheme remains intact at the higher levels of the building. 
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.123 South-west corner room (Room 2.07) in 1990 showing water damage and mould on the 
south and west walls. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 
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Figure 3.124 South-west corner room (Room 2.07) in 2007 showing damp patch on wall to the left of 
the chimney flue and the use of the room as a storage room. 
(Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.125 Second Floor Bathroom (Room 2.08) in 1990 looking south-west showing the water 
damage, missing tiles, etc. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 1990) 

 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 3  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  177 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

 
Figure 3.126 Second Floor Bathroom (Room 2.08) in 2007 looking south showing the 1991/92 wall tiles 
and the post-1992 shower screen. (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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Figure 3.127 Second Floor Bathroom (Room 2.08) in 2007 looking west showing damage to the 
window sill caused by installation of the shower screen (post-1992). (Photo: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L. 2007) 
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3.5 Ability of Fabric to Represent Historic Development 
The following fabric and spaces still are able to represent the earlier phases of 
occupation and use on the site: 
 
3.5.1 Previous buildings on the site: 
The stone walls and steps of the former “Waterman’s Arms” Cellar; 
The stone drain from the early street drainage system of Playfair (now Mill) Lane. 
 
3.5.2 Original Rooms in the Observer Hotel: 
Staircase linking the Ground, First and Second Floors; 
All the rooms on the First Floor of the main building 
All the rooms on the Second Floor of the main building 
 
3.5.3 Original fabric: 
Main building: 
External brickwork and render bands, dentils and cartouches; 
West and south rendered masonry walls; 
Timber windows and doors (including brass door pulls and original internal door and 
window furniture); 
Internal walls of lath and plaster; 
Pressed metal ceilings of the two south bays of the front Public Bar 
 
Rear wing: 
Coursed rendered brick walls on Mill and Kendall Lane boundaries; 
The embedded door threshold into the original Gents Toilet entered from Mill Lane; 
Skillion roof over former rear service rooms. 
 
71 George Street North: 
Stone wall along south side of rear building; 
Brick wall on north side of Courtyard (ie south wall of Observer Hotel). 
 
3.5.4 Later but important fabric: 
Main building: 
Terra cotta block dividing walls (around the Second Floor Bathroom & WC) 
Pressed metal dado panels on the Ground Floor; 
Pressed metal ceiling of the north bay of the front Public Bar; 
Pressed metal ceiling of former Kitchen (now part of the rear drinking area). 
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4.0 Assessment of Cultural Significance 
4.1 Assessment of Significance 
The following assessment of heritage significance has been prepared utilising the 
current evaluation criteria established by the New South Wales Heritage Council.   
 
 
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) 

 
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) 

 
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 area) 

 
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 

 
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) 

 
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) 

 
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) 

4.2 Statement of Significance 
4.2.1 Previous Statements of Significance 
The following Statements of Significance are taken from the Section 170 Register listed 
on the NSW Heritage Office State Heritage Register. 
 
 Summary: 

The Observer Hotel and site are of State heritage significance for their 
aesthetic, historical and scientific cultural values. The site and building are also 
of State heritage significance for their contribution to The Rocks area which is of 
State Heritage significance in its own right.  

 
The Observer Hotel demonstrates the rebuilding of the Rocks in the post-
plague era and is a well-preserved example of a small, one bar, hotel. Despite a 
number of alterations, the hotel is remarkably intact on the first and second 
floors and the original layout and most of the details are discernible and 
retrievable on the ground floor.  
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The Observer Hotel, which boldly addresses the corner of George Street North 
and Mill Lane in the Federation Free Style, contributes to the historic and 
architectural diversity of the George Street North streetscape. The series of 
footpath awnings reflects social and legislative changes regarding shelter of 
footpaths and society's attitude towards 'restoration' of 'original' detail. 
(Summary of “Statement of Cultural Significance” in Robertson & Hindmarsh 
1990:23) (State Heritage Register, accessed 23 February 2007) 

 
 Detailed: 

SHR Criterion (a) 
[Historical Significance] 
The Observer Hotel demonstrates the rebuilding of the Rocks in the post-
plague era. It is a well-preserved example of a small, one bar, hotel. It 
demonstrates changing drinking habits by the gradual expansion of the drinking 
facilities and loss of Women's and Guest's Parlours. It embodies a fragment of 
the Rocks social history by virtue of the need to protect patrons by incorporating 
internally supervised lavatories. It embodies changes to the Rocks in the loss of 
its residential component. It represents changes in laws governing 
accommodation on licensed premises by virtue of the new second floor 
bathroom and WC. It is an important functioning remnant of the many hotels 
which once dotted The Rocks. The series of footpath awnings reflects social 
and legislative changes regarding shelter of footpaths and society's attitude 
towards 'restoration' of 'original' detail.  
(Robertson & Hindmarsh 1990: 23) 

 
The changes to the layout of the hotel reflect the integration of male and female 
drinkers.  

 
SHR Criterion (c) 
[Aesthetic Significance] 
The Observer Hotel, which boldly addresses the corner of George Street North 
and Mill Lane in the Federation Free Style, contributes to the historic and 
architectural diversity of the George Street North streetscape. 

 
SHR Criterion (e) 
[Research Potential] 
The Observer Hotel, in an attempt to waterproof solid wall construction, 
demonstrates an interesting form of construction. 

 
SHR Criterion (g) 
[Representitivenes] 
The Observer Hotel is a well-preserved example of a small, one bar, hotel.  
Despite a number of alterations, the hotel is remarkably intact on the first and 
second floors and the original layout and most of the details are discernible and 
retrievable on the ground floor. 

  
Integrity/Intactness: 
Despite a number of alterations, the hotel is remarkably intact on the first and 
second floors and the original layout and most of the details are discernible and 
retrievable on the ground floor.  

 
Archaeology partly disturbed. 
(State Heritage Register, accessed 23 February 2007) 
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4.2.2 Proposed revised Statements of Significance 
 
Since the above Statements of Significance were written in 1990 numerous changes 
have occurred to the building. The following Statements of Significance reflect those 
changes as well as the more in-depth historical research carried out for this updated 
conservation management plan. 
 
General Statement of Significance 
The Observer Hotel and site are of State heritage significance for their aesthetic, 
historical and scientific cultural values. The site and building are also of State heritage 
significance for their contribution to The Rocks area which is of State Heritage 
significance in its own right.  
 
The Observer Hotel demonstrates the extensive urban renewal undertaken in The 
Rocks in the post-plague era and is a reasonably well-preserved example of a small 
hotel.  Of the five rebuilt hotels to survive only three retain evidence of their interior 
configuration. Despite a number of alterations, the Observer hotel is remarkably intact 
on the first and second floors, indicating the residential character of the upper floors. 
 
The original layout and some of the details, including Art  Nouveau style detailing, are 
reasonably discernible on the ground floor although much of the original fabric and all 
the spaces, with the exception of the stair well, have been demolished.   
 
The Observer Hotel, which boldly addresses the corner of George Street North and Mill 
Lane in the Federation Free Style, contributes to the historic and architectural diversity 
of the George Street North streetscape.   
 
The series of footpath awnings along George Street North reflects social and legislative 
changes regarding shelter of footpaths and society's changing attitude towards the 
authenticity of recreating supposed 'original' detail. 
 
The hotel is one of three similarly styled and sized hotels designed by Halligan and 
Wilton circa 1908 in Sydney and it is the most intact of those three.   
 
Specific Statements of Significance 
SHR Criterion (a) 
[Historical Significance] 
The Observer Hotel demonstrates the rebuilding of the Rocks in the post-plague era.  It 
is a reasonably well-preserved example of a small, formerly on bar, hotel.  It 
demonstrates changing drinking habits by the gradual expansion of the drinking 
facilities and loss of Women's and Guest's Parlours. It embodies a fragment of The 
Rocks social history by virtue of the need to protect patrons by incorporating internally 
supervised lavatories. It embodies changes to The Rocks in the loss of its residential 
component. It represents changes in laws governing accommodation on licensed 
premises by virtue of the new (1950s) second floor bathroom and WC. It is an 
important functioning remnant of the many hotels which once dotted The Rocks. The 
series of footpath awnings along George Street North reflects social and legislative 
changes regarding shelter of footpaths and society's changing attitude towards the 
authenticity of recreating supposed 'original' detail. 
 
SHR Criterion (b) 
[Association] 
The substantial urban renewal of the Rocks and Millers Point would appear to be the 
most extensive scheme undertaken in Australia in its day.  The rebuilding of the hotels 
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indicates that the impact of the Temperance Movement, which sought to limit the 
number of liquor outlets in order to reduce alcohol consumption, had yet to be felt. 
 
SHR Criterion (c) 
[Aesthetic Significance] 
The Observer Hotel, which boldly addresses the corner of George Street North and Mill 
Lane, contributes to the historic and architectural diversity of the George Street North 
streetscape.  It is also an excellent example of Federation Free Style architecture in its 
own right. 
 
It is an excellent example of the hotel work of architects, Halligan & Wilton, and is one 
of the better preserved examples of their work.  The hotel is one of three similar hotels 
designed by the partners circa 1909 in Sydney.   
 
SHR Criterion (e) 
[Research Potential] 
The site of the Observer Hotel, as revealed in the conservation work of 1991, contains 
the below ground remains of the former buildings on the site and has the potential for 
further archaeological investigation in the future. 
 
The changes in the layout of the hotel are well documented in the surviving sequence 
of documentary evidence.  
 
SHR Criterion (f) 
[Rarity] 
The use of Art Nouveau detailing in the Observer Hotel, including the façade lettering 
and the pressed metal dado, is a rare surviving example of the introduction of the Art 
Nouveau style to Sydney widely promoted by Liberty’s. 
 
SHR Criterion (g) 
[Representitiveness] 
The Observer Hotel is a well-preserved example of a small, originally one bar, hotel. 
Despite a number of alterations, the hotel is remarkably intact on the first and second 
floors. The original layout and some of the details are reasonably discernible on the 
ground floor although much of the original fabric and all the spaces, with the exception 
of the stair well, have been demolished. 
 
Integrity/Intactness: 
Despite a number of alterations, the hotel is remarkably intact on the first and second 
floors. 
 
The original layout and some of the details are reasonably discernible on the ground 
floor although much of the original fabric and all the spaces, with the exception of the 
stair well, have been demolished. 
 
Archaeology was partly disturbed during the conservation works in 1991/92. 
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4.3 Curtilage 

 

Figure 4.1 Precinct plan showing the 1909 site area (red), the 2000 extension (blue), 
and the areas from which local views of the building can be obtained.  The building is 
also visible from more distant locations in The Rocks. 

Pale blue is the area from which views are obtainable of the building from George 
Street North, yellow the Mill Lane views and green the views from Rocks Square. 

The Observer Hotel is integral to the Kendall Lane Precinct and the bounding lanes 
form a distinct boundary. The character of the precinct is that there were working yards 
bounded by walls and the yards could be observed from higher ground. It is not 
appropriate to infill allotments from boundary to boundary and the openness of rear 
yards should be maintained. 
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5.0 Grading of Significance 
Grading reflects the contribution the element makes to overall significance of the item 
(or the degree to which the significance of the item would be diminished if the 
component were removed or altered).  The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, 
The Rocks has 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 and general condition 
• 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 NSW Heritage Office “Gradings of Significance” contained in the Second Edition 
(2001) of “Assessing Heritage Significance” within the NSW Heritage Manual is as 
follows: 
 

Grading Justification Status 

EXCEPTIONAL Rare or outstanding element directly 
contributing to an item’s local and 
State significance. 

Fulfils criteria for local or 
State listing. 

HIGH High degree of original fabric. 
Demonstrates a key element of the 
item’s significance. Alterations do not 
detract from significance. 

Fulfils criteria for local or 
State listing. 

MODERATE  Altered or modified elements. 
Elements with little heritage value, 
but which contribute to the overall 
significance of the item. 

Fulfils criteria for local or 
State listing. 

LITTLE  Alterations detract from significance. 
Difficult to interpret.  

Does not fulfil criteria for 
local or State listing. 

INTRUSIVE Damaging to the item’s heritage 
significance.  

Does not fulfil criteria for 
local or State listing. 

 
The Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority has modified the criteria to assess the 
individual contribution of each element to the overall significance of the item.  The 
following five grades of significance have been defined by the Foreshore Authority:  
 

Grading Definition Comment 

EXCEPTIONAL 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.   
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Grading Definition Comment 

HIGH 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. 

MODERATE  
 

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. 

LITTLE  
 

Fabric generally neutral in 
heritage value.   

Also includes most of the fabric 
associated with recent alterations and 
additions made to accommodate 
changing functional requirements.  
These are components generally of 
neutral impact on the complex’s 
significance. 

INTRUSIVE 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.  It is 
anticipated that much of the fabric 
created in recent decades may be in 
this category. 

 
In the preparation of this conservation management plan we have elected to use the 
widely recognised standard gradings published by the NSW Heritage Office. To this we 
have added a “neutral” grading because the NSW Heritage Office gradings do not take 
account of fabric which has neither a detrimental nor a positive effect on the heritage 
significance of the place. The gradings used are as follows: 
 

Grading Justification Status 

EXCEPTIONAL Rare or outstanding element directly 
contributing to an item’s local and State 
significance. 

Fulfils criteria for local or 
State listing. 

HIGH High degree of original fabric. 
Demonstrates a key element of the 
item’s significance. Alterations do not 
detract from significance. 

Fulfils criteria for local or 
State listing. 
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Grading Justification Status 

MODERATE  Altered or modified elements. Elements 
with little heritage value, but which 
contribute to the overall significance of 
the item. 

Fulfils criteria for local or 
State listing. 

NEUTRAL Altered, modified or new elements 
which do not detract from the 
significance of the item and which do 
not confuse interpretation. 

Does not affect criteria 
for local or State listing 
accorded by non-neutral 
elements. 

LITTLE  Alterations detract from significance. 
Difficult to interpret.  

Does not fulfil criteria for 
local or State listing. 

INTRUSIVE Damaging to the item’s heritage 
significance.  

Does not fulfil criteria for 
local or State listing. 

 
These gradings have been established as a tool to assist in developing appropriate 
conservation measures for the treatment of The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street 
North, The Rocks and its various elements.  Good conservation practice encourages 
the focusing 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. 

5.1 Grading of Significant Elements and Spaces 
5.1.1 East façade  
(69 George Street North, The Rocks) 

 

 
 

Figure 5.131 East Elevation of the Observer Hotel (fronting George Street North)   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 1991, coloured 2007). NTS  
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Figure 5.132 View of the east façade of the Observer Hotel (fronting George Street North)   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, 2007) 

 
 

The east (front) façade is remarkably intact and all the elements of the original 
façade remain with the exception of the original awning over the footpath EXCEPTIONAL 

The timber post-supported awning (installed in 1986), whilst similar to the 
original as evidenced by the photographs, is a conjectural replication MODERATE 

The steel handrails placed behind the masonry balcony balustrades in 1992 (to 
create a complying 1 metre high handrail) 

NEUTRAL 
 

Air-conditioning condensate pipes and electrical conduits(installed in c. 2006) 
damage the fabric 

Lights & security camera on the awning 

Blackboard sign 

INTRUSIVE 
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5.1.2 North façade  
(69 George Street North, The Rocks – 71 George Street North beyond) 
 

 

 
 

Figure 5.133 North Elevation of the Observer Hotel (fronting Mill Lane)   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 1991, coloured 2007). NTS 

 
 

 
Figure 5.134 View of the north façade of the Observer Hotel (fronting Mill Lane)   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, 2007) 

 
The north (Mill Lane) façade is remarkably intact and all the elements of the 
original façade remain with the exception of the original configuration of 
doors to the former Parlours. The original fabric of the toilet wall at the rear of 
the site remains 

EXCEPTIONAL 

The 1994 building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North. 

The 1986 timber awning over the George Street North footpath 
MODERATE 

The fence, Courtyard Room and additions or the air-conditioning plant room 
at the rear of the site were added in 1992 NEUTRAL 

The exhaust ducts installed on top of the roof of the Courtyard Room (post-
1992) and the kitchen exhausts from the 2000 works 

Sign on corner of building 
INTRUSIVE 
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5.1.3 West façade  
(69 & 71 George Street North, The Rocks) 

 
 

Figure 5.135 West Elevation of the Observer Hotel fronting Kendall Lane and its 
extension into the rear building at No. 71 George Street North (fronting Kendall Lane).  
(Source: Misho & Associates P/L dated 2000, coloured by R&H 2007). NTS 

 

 
Figure 5.136 View of the west façade of the Observer Hotel fronting Kendall Lane and its extension into the 
rear building at No. 71 George Street North (fronting Kendall Lane).  
(Source: Misho & Associates P/L dated 2000, coloured by R&H 2007). NTS 
The west façade of the main building is remarkably intact and all the elements 
of the original façade remain EXCEPTIONAL 

The 1994 building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North (12 Kendall Lane) MODERATE 

The view window into the archaeological remains at the corner of Mill & 
Kendall Lanes (1992) 

The extension of the wall to accommodate the air-conditioning plant (1992) 
NEUTRAL 

Mural painted on the west wall of No. 12 Kendall Lane LITTLE 

The kitchen exhausts on the roof of No. 12 Kendall lane (2000) 

Sign on west wall of main building 
INTRUSIVE 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 5  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  191 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

5.1.4 South façade  
(69 George Street North, The Rocks 
 

 

 
 

Figure 5.137 South Elevation of the Observer Hotel.   
(Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L dated 1991, coloured 2007). NTS 

 
 

 
Figure 5.138 View of the south façade of the Observer Hotel showing the painted sign on the gable.  
 (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, 2007) 

 
The south façade of the main building and its original rear wing is remarkably 
intact and all the elements of the original façade remain EXCEPTIONAL 

The timber post-supported awning (installed in 1986), whilst similar to the 
original as evidenced by the photographs, is a conjectural replication MODERATE 

 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 5  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  192 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

5.1.5 South façade (71 George Street North, The Rocks) 
 

 
 

Figure 5.139 South Elevation of the building at the rear of No. 71 George Street 
North (fronting Kendall Lane).  
(Source: Misho & Associates P/L dated 2000, coloured by R&H 2007). NTS 

 
 

 
Figure 5.140 View of the south façade of the building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North  
(fronting Kendall Lane). (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, 2007) 
 

Original stone wall on south boundary of 12 Kendall Lane EXCEPTIONAL 

1994 building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North (12 Kendall Lane) MODERATE 

Mural painted on the south and part of the west walls of No. 12 Kendall 
Lane LITTLE 

The kitchen exhausts on the roof of No. 12 Kendall lane (2000) INTRUSIVE 
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5.1.6 East façade (71 George Street North, The Rocks) 
 

 
 

 
Figure 5.141 East Elevation of the building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North 
(fronting Kendall Lane).  
(Source: Misho & Associates P/L dated 2000, coloured by R&H 2007). NTS 

 
 

 
Figure 5.142 View of the east façade of the building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North (fronting Kendall 
Lane). (Source: Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L, 2007) 

1994 building at the rear of No. 71 George Street North (12 Kendall Lane) MODERATE 

Sliding aluminium doors in east façade (2000) NEUTRAL 

Conduits to lights 

Signs 
INTRUSIVE 
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5.2 Schedule of Significant Elements 
Refer to Appendix B which lists the external elements of the building in greater detail 
than the summary diagrams in 5.1 above and grades their significance in accordance 
with the revised gradings of significance. 
 
Refer to Appendix C which lists the internal elements of the building and grades their 
significance in accordance with the revised gradings of significance. 
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6.0 Constraints, Opportunities and 
Requirements 

This section outlines various major issues involved in the preparation of the 
conservation guidelines for the site.  It takes into consideration matters arising from the 
statement of significance, procedural constraints imposed by cultural conservation 
methodology such as that of the Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter.  It 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. 
 
• All components of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks should 

be retained and conserved and should continue to be used principally for 
consuming alcoholic beverages and associated eating and entertainment purposes. 

• All components of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks should 
exemplify and reflect all significant periods of its development.   

• No new work or activity should be carried out, which will detract from or obscure 
physical evidence of the major phases of development of the site and building 
components. 

• No works or activity should be carried out that will obscure or detract from physical 
evidence of the occupation and use of the site and its building components. 

• No building or landscaping should detract from the Observer Hotel, 69 George 
Street North, The Rocks. 

• New works or activities at the place should enhance its significant historic 
character. 

• Aspects of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks which 
contribute to the visual character of The Rocks should be conserved and not 
obscured in any future development. 

6.2 Issues Arising from Physical Condition of the Place 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, is generally in good condition but there is 
evidence of a lack of control over unauthorised and unsympathetic minor modifications 
(eg the air-conditioning condensate pipes penetrating the front façade in 2006 and the 
floodlights and conduits on the George Street awning) as well as a lack of maintenance 
(eg leaking roof/failed flashings, penetrating damp on south wall, rotten timberwork, 
peeling paint externally and chipped paint internally). 
 
An inspection of the roof flashing should be made immediately to identify the source of 
water which is causing the collapse of the second floor George Street balcony ceiling. 
 
A structural engineer should be engaged immediately to assess the cause and 
ramifications of the vertical crack on the north end of the front gable which extends 
down the north side of the central balconies on the George Street North façade. 
 
The Jacaranda tree in the north courtyard should be removed as it is now causing 
cracking of the fence constructed in 1992 as well as causing flooding and overflowing 
of the roof and eaves gutter of the Courtyard Room. 
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The exterior woodwork and metalwork is in need of repainting now.  
 
Intrusive conduits, floodlights and security cameras and penetrations of the façade 
should be removed immediately. 
 
Refer to the detailed schedules on Appendices B & C which indicate further works to 
the fabric. 

6.3 Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 
The Rocks is managed by the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority, which was 
constituted on 1 February 1999 under the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Act, 1998.  The 
Rocks area is, therefore, not within the jurisdiction of the Council of the City of Sydney. 
 
The principle functions of the Foreshore Authority are stated in its Act as follows: 
 

(a) to protect and enhance the natural and cultural heritage of the foreshore area; 
(b) to promote, co-ordinate, manage, undertake and secure the orderly and economic 

development and use of the foreshore area, including the provision of infrastructure; 
(c) to promote, co-ordinate, organise, manage, undertake, secure , provide and conduct 

cultural, educational, commercial, tourist, recreational, entertainment and transport 
activities and facilities. 

 
In recognition of the importance of heritage conservation in The Rocks, The Rocks 
Heritage Management Plan (adopted February 2002) has been prepared to provide a 
firm basis for understanding and conserving the heritage value of The Rocks and to 
assist in preparing individual Conservation Management Plans for heritage buildings 
within The Rocks. 
 
6.3.1 Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority’s Vision and Charter 

Vision 
To demonstrate vision and leadership in creating quality environments that are 
enriching, diverse, accessible and sustainable by continually improving Sydney’s 
significant waterfront precincts, balancing visitor, community and commercial 
expectations. 

Charter 
1. To add value by redevelopment of surplus government land through a highly skilled 

organisation that creates new city precincts on the harbour 
2. Capitalise on the economic and cultural worth of foreshore precincts, notably The 

Rocks, Circular Quay, Darling Harbour, as core attractions for both visitors and 
Sydneysiders 

3. Balance economic return, vibrancy and diversity of harbour foreshores, including 
the working waterfront 

4. Deliver excellence in its role as place manager for Sydney’s premier harbour sites 
5. As custodian, ensure preservation and interpretation of natural and cultural heritage 

around the foreshores, promoting a sense of community ownership 
6. Facilitate the opening up of foreshore areas to the public, balancing protection with 

active use while improving and extending waterfront public domain. 

The Authority proposes, subject to the recommendations of the conservation plan, to 
continue to use the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North for the consumption of 
alcoholic beverages and associated eating and entertainment uses which are a 
continuation of a part of the historic uses of the building. 

 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 6  2007 

 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  197 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

6.4 Asset Owner’s Requirements of the Foreshore Authority 
The owner of the building and site is the NSW state government with stewardship 
vested in the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority. The future use of the building 
should remain hotel use with respect to the serving and consumption of alcohol and 
food and entertainment.  
 
The current tenant has been able to expand the business of the hotel into adjoining 
areas which were not previously a part of the current or earlier hotels on the sites. In 
the process of this expansion in 2000 much of the original fabric and all of the original 
layout of the Ground Floor of the original Observer Hotel have been removed. 
 
There would also appear to be a possible breach of the provisions of the NSW Heritage 
Act, which specifically prevent “harm” to relics, by the occupation of the archaeological 
remains for purposes other than the protection and interpretation of those remains. 
This breach must be stopped and the spaces returned to the complete control of the 
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority for the proper protection of those remains and the 
proper interpretation and presentation of those remains to the public. 
 
The Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority should maintain the exterior of the building to 
a higher degree than that currently displayed in the current condition of the building 
fabric. This can be achieved by preparing and implementing a plan of more frequent 
and regular maintenance. 
 
There also needs to be a greater degree of control over the activities of the tenant so 
that the addition of services (such as the Second Floor air-conditioning units and the 
smoke extractors on the roof of the Courtyard Room) are done in such a way that they 
do not detract form the significance of the place.  
 
The following items require immediate attention: 

• The Second Floor air-conditioning units should be removed forthwith and the 
damage to the walls and doors repaired as a matter of urgency.  

• The installation of the timber and glass partition to the Second Floor room in the 
north-east corner also should be reversed as it impacts negatively on the fabric 
of the building and on the space.  

• The installation of the stack of amplifiers and the conduits leading to them on 
the Second Floor stair landing also detracts from the presentation of the 
building. 

• The exterior flood lighting and security cameras should be removed or 
redesigned to be non-intrusive. 

• Signs affixed to the exterior walls of the building should be removed and 
guidelines implemented to control any future signs. 

• Treatment of windows and the storage of materials against windows which are 
visible from the public domain should be implemented. 

 
The authority of the landlord to require the premises to be kept in a neat and tidy 
manner so that the fabric of the building is not affected also needs to be exercised to a 
much greater degree than that displayed by the current condition of the building. 
Furniture stacked against the walls of the central stair has damaged the paintwork and 
items stored in a number of the First and Second Floor rooms prevents proper 
inspection of any damage to the perimeter walls. 
 
The landlord needs to undertake regular inspections by a qualified professional to 
assess any required repairs to the building (eg the collapsing ceiling of the Second 
Floor balcony should have been picked up sooner). 
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6.5 Heritage Management Framework 
6.5.1 NSW Government Total Asset Management (TAM) Guidelines 
 
The Total Asset Management Manual prepared by 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’. 
 
While protection of built heritage in The Rocks area is part of the core business of the 
Foreshore Authority, these TAM Guidelines 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 any eventual situation 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 a priority.   
 
6.5.2 Environmental Planning Instruments (EPIs)  
 
There are three principle EPIs under the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 
1979 that are applicable to The Rocks, and these are as follows:  
 
A. State Environmental Planning Policy (Major Projects) 2005  

 
Under SEPP (Major Projects) 2005, Part 3A of the Environmental Planning and 
Assessment Act applies to development valued at over $5 Million within the specified 
Sydney Harbour Foreshore sites (including The Rocks).  Part 4 of the Act applies to 
development valued under $5 million. 
 
The Minister is the consent authority for development in Foreshore Authority sites 
under both Part 3A and Part 4 of the Act.  The Foreshore Authority’s Planning 
Assessment Team receives and processes development applications under Parts 3A 
and 4 of the Act. 
 
The authority to determine applications under Part 4 of the Act (development under $5 
million) has been delegated from the Minister to the Sydney Harbour Foreshore 
Authority’s Planning Assessment Manager.  The Minister remains the consent authority 
for applications under Part 3A of the Act (development over $5 million).  
 
B.  Sydney Regional Environmental Plan (Sydney Harbour Catchment) 2005 
 
The Rocks is included in the 'Foreshores and Waterways Area' defined in the SREP, 
and as such any development must be considered in terms of the criteria set out in 
clauses 21 to 27 of the SREP.  The SREP does not identify any heritage items within 
The Rocks, however it does identify the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the Circular Quay 
Ferry Wharves as heritage items and any development within their vicinity needs to be 
considered in terms of impacts on these items, including views to the items.  Draft 
Amendment 1 to the SREP also identifies a ‘Buffer Zone’ for development in the vicinity 
of the Sydney Opera House, which covers a majority of The Rocks area, and any 
impacts on views to the Opera House are to be taken into consideration.  
 
The SREP also requires the consideration of potential to impact on archaeological or 
potential archaeological relics.   
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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 DCP that exists under the SREP is also relevant to development in The Rocks.  Its 
primary focus is on ecological and landscape character areas, and built form design 
guidelines for development very close to the water’s edge.   The only relevant 
landscape character area in The Rocks is Dawes Point.   
 
C. 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 Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979.  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 Drawings include a building site plan that identifies historic 
buildings.  The heritage buildings are further protected in that there is no building 
envelope associated with the sites identified as being historic buildings.  
 
6.5.3 New South Wales Heritage Act 
 

Heritage and Conservation Register 
 
Section 170 of the NSW Heritage Act requires a 'government instrumentality' such as 
the Foreshore Authority to 'establish and keep a register entitled the Heritage and 
Conservation Register’.  The register must be reviewed annually, and amended if 
necessary. 
 
The register must contain items, under the ownership or control of the Foreshore 
Authority, that are or could be listed in the NSW State Heritage Register or could be 
subject to an Interim Heritage Order, or which are listed as an item of environmental 
heritage in an environmental planning instrument. 
 
Under Section 170A of the Heritage Act the Authority must provide a minimum of 14 
days notice to the Heritage Council before removing any item from the Register, 
transferring ownership of any item, ceasing to occupy or demolish any item.  The 
Authority must also maintain and manage the item in accordance with any principles or 
guidelines for State owned heritage assets approved by the Minister or the Heritage 
Council (see also 6.4.1 NSW Government TAM Guidelines). 
 
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority has prepared a Section 170 Register, which has 
been endorsed by the NSW Heritage Council.  Those items on the Section 170 
Register assessed as being of State significance (94 items) were listed on the State 
Heritage Register in May 2002 (see below). 
 
 State Heritage Register (SHR) 
 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks is listed on the NSW State 
Heritage Register (SHR No. 01565). 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 any 
of the following works to the item: 
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(a) demolish the building or work, 
(b) damage or despoil the place, precinct or land, or any part of the place, precinct or 

land, 
(c) move, damage or destroy the relic or moveable object, 
(d) excavate any land for the purpose of exposing or moving the relic, 
(e) carry out any development in relation to the land on which the building, work or relic 

is situated, the land that comprises the place, or land within the precinct, 
(f) alter the building, work, relic or moveable object, 
(g) display any notice or advertisement on the place, building, work, relic, moveable 

object or land, or in the precinct, 
(h) damage or destroy any tree or other vegetation on or remove any tree or other 

vegetation from the place, precinct or land 
 
Unless an item constitutes a danger to its occupants or the public, demolition of a State 
Heritage Register item is prohibited under the Heritage Act.  An element of a State 
Heritage Register 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 the 
Foreshore Authority to determine Section 60 applications for minor works which do not 
materially affect the significance of the item.  The Foreshore Authority can advise 
applicants whether applications can be assessed under delegation, or whether they 
need to be approved by the Heritage Council.  Section 60 application forms are 
available from the NSW Heritage Office, or from the Foreshore Authority for minor 
works. 
 
 Archaeological Management 
 
Under Section 57(1) of the Heritage Act, Heritage Council approval is required to move, 
damage, or destroy a relic listed on the State Heritage Register, or to excavate or 
disturb land which is listed on the State Heritage Register and there is reasonable 
knowledge or likelihood of relics being disturbed.  The Act defines a ‘relic’ as: 
 

Any deposit, object or material evidence 
 
(a) which relates to the settlement of the area that comprises New South Wales, 

not being an Aboriginal settlement, and 
(b) which is 50 or more years old. 

 
A Section 60 application is required to disturb relics on an SHR listed site.  The 
delegation to the Foreshore Authority to approve minor Section 60 applications (see 
above) extends to archaeological works. 
 
 Standard Exemptions for works to State Heritage Register listed items 

Under Section 57(2) of the Heritage Act, the Minister may make exemptions from 
approval otherwise required under Section 57(1) for works to State Heritage Register 
items (see above).  Such exemptions are intended to streamline the approvals process.  
There are two types of exemptions: 
 

• Standard exemptions: apply to all State Heritage Register items and cover 
maintenance and repair and minor alterations. 

• Site specific exemptions: apply only to an individual State Heritage Register 
item. 
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A revised Schedule of Standard Exemptions was gazetted in March 2006, and contains 
guidelines to determine whether particular works will be covered by a standard 
exemption.  In this case, an Exemption Notification Form (not a Section 60 application) 
must be completed providing sufficient detail to determine whether the proposed works 
meet the standard exemption guidelines.  The Foreshore Authority has delegation from 
the Heritage Council to approve standard exemption applications, and forms are 
available from the Authority. 
 
For details of the standard exemptions, see the latest edition of the standard 
exemptions contained in the publication, Standard Exemptions for Works Requiring 
Heritage Council Approval, at the following link to the NSW Heritage Office website. 
 
Site specific exemptions relate to the particular requirements of an individual State 
Heritage Register item, and can only be for works which have no potential to materially 
affect the significance of the item (see Standard Exemption No.6). Currently, there are 
no site specific exemptions for the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks. 
 

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 the following areas: 
 

• Weatherproofing 
• Fire protection 
• Security 
• 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).  For details of the minimum 
standards stated in the Regulation see the latest edition of the publication, Minimum 
Standards of Maintenance and Repair, at the following link to the NSW Heritage Office 
website:  
http://www.heritage.nsw.gov.au/docs/info_minimumstandards.pdf  
 
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. 

6.6 Community Groups 
6.6.1 National Trust of Australia (NSW) 
 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks has been classified by the 
National Trust of Australia (NSW). 
 
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. 
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6.7 Building Regulations 
The Building Code of Australia is concerned with establishing uniform building 
regulations across Australia.  The Code is implemented in NSW through the Local 
Government Act 1993.  Generally, minimum standards are required to be reached in 
building works.   
 
The main provisions of the Code concern structural requirements, fire resistance, 
access and egress (including provisions for people with disabilities), services and 
equipment and health and amenities.   
 
An assessment of compliance of the complex with the Code has not been carried out 
for this report.  It is appreciated however that any DA/CC application will need to 
comply, or be deemed to comply with the BCA. 
 
In general, when considering the Building Code of Australia in heritage buildings, 
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 Baseline Archaeological Assessment 
The archaeological potential of the site was assessed in The Rocks and Millers Point 
Archaeological Management Plan in 1991 and in the Foreshore Authority’s S.170 
Heritage Register (reference no: B032, AR033).  
 
An archaeological investigation of most of the site was undertaken during the 
conservation and alteration works of 1991/92 by Casey & Lowe Associates, 
Archaeologists. The results of the excavation formed the basis of their report of March 
1993, Observer Hotel Excavation: Final Report for the Sydney Cove Authority. 
 
6.8.1 Below Ground 
The historical development of the site indicates European occupation since 1788.  
Specifically, successive structures were constructed in c. 1820 (Residence of  
Frederick Garling and demolished by 1844), 1844 (“Waterman’s Arms” on the corner of 
Playfair and Kendall Lanes) and 1848 (“Observer Tavern” built immediately to the 
south of the “Waterman’s Arms”).  Deep features such as two cesspits were uncovered 
in the “Waterman’s Arms” yard.  
 
6.8.2 Above Ground 
Roof, and between-floor, spaces may contain archaeological relics.  Disturbance of 
such relics should be minimised.  If they do need to be removed, this should only be 
done by, or under the direction of, a qualified archaeologist. Locations should be 
recorded and items conserved, catalogued and stored in accordance with the 
Foreshore Authority and NSW Heritage Office Guidelines. 
 
Recommendation  
 
The archaeological potential is considered high.  The site should be subject to a  
comprehensive archaeological assessment prior to any ground disturbance in  
accordance with the NSW Heritage Act archaeological provisions. 
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7.0 Conservation Policies 
Conservation can be regarded as the management of change.  It seeks to safeguard 
that which is important in the built environment within a process of change and 
development.  As such, it is one of the functions of this document to establish criteria, 
policies and recommendations of the conservation and on-going use of the buildings as 
an appropriate and desirable future direction.  In this way the owners and managers of 
the place/buildings will be able to formulate proposals within a known framework of 
acceptable directions, and planning authorities will be able to assess those proposals 
against the criteria. 
 
The following section identifies Policies and Guidelines as the two basic mechanism, 
with which to achieve the conservation and on-going use of the subject complex in the 
context of the adaptive re-use and necessary upgrade of the various building 
components. A brief Background provides the context for each of the policies.  The 
Policies identify basic conservation guidelines, which are required to be met.  They are 
supported by Guidelines and in places they should be clearly identified by the 
proponent and discussed in any Development Application submission. 
 
This section contains general policies that are structured under five major headings 
with sub policies relating to more specific issues.  The first major policy, and especially 
its sub policy 7.2. Treatment of fabric of different grades of significance, should be used 
as a basis for decision making, to enable future planning for each building and external 
and internal element to be made with due regard to the significance of the fabric in 
question.  

7.1 Application of the Burra Charter 
The Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter 1999,64, known as The Burra Charter, is widely 
accepted in Australia as the underlying methodology by which all works to 
sites/buildings, which have been identified as having national, state and regional 
significance are undertaken.   
 
Because the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks is of demonstrated 
cultural significance, procedures for managing changes and activities at the complex 
should be in accordance with the recognised conservation methodology of the Burra 
Charter. 
 
7.1.1 Consistent Terminology 
 
In order to achieve a consistency in approach and understanding of the meaning of 
conservation by all those involved a standardised terminology for conservation 
processes and related actions should be adopted.  The terminology in the Burra 
Charter is a suitable basis for this. Article 1 of the Burra Charter gives the following 
definitions65 - 
 
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.  

                                                
64 The Burra Charter: The Australia ICOMOS Charter for the Conservation of Places of Cultural Significance 1999. 
65 Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter 1999, p. 2. 
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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. 
 
7.1.2 Conservation Principles arising from the Charter. 
In dealing with the built fabric, the conservation principles of The Burra Charter should 
be adopted.  The relevant principles are established in the Articles of The Burra 
Charter as follows: 
 
Cautious Approach  
(Article 3) 
 
All conservation work should be based on a respect for the original fabric, should 
involve the minimum interference to the existing fabric and should not distort the 
evidence provided by the fabric. 
 
Location (Article 9) 
A building or work should remain in its historical location.  
 
Contents (Article 10) 
Contents, fixtures and objects contributing to the cultural significance of a place should 
be retained at that place.  
 
Change (Article 15) 
The contribution of all periods to the place must be respected, unless what is removed 
is of slight cultural significance and the fabric which is to be revealed is of much greater 
cultural significance. 
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Removed significant fabric should be reinstated when circumstances permit.  
 
Adaptation (Article 21) 
Adaptation is acceptable where it does not substantially detract from the cultural 
significance of the place and involves the minimal change to significant fabric. 
 
New Work (Article 22) 
New work may be acceptable where it does not distort or obscure the significance of a 
place.  New work should be readily identifiable as such on close inspection.  
 
Use and Conserving use (Article 7) 
Where the use of a place is of cultural significance it should be retained and a place 
should have a compatible use.  
 
(Article 23) 
Modifying or reinstating a significant use may be appropriate and a preferred form of 
conservation. 
 
Managing change (Article 27) 
Existing fabric, use, associations and meaning should be 
recorded before disturbance occurs.  
 
Disturbance of fabric (Article 28) 
Minimal disturbance of fabric may occur in order to provide evidence needed for the 
making of decisions on the conservation of the place. 
 
Responsibility for decisions (Article 29) 
The decision-making procedure and individuals responsible for policy decisions should 
be identified.  
 
Direction, supervision and implementation (Article 30) 
Appropriate direction and supervision should be maintained at all stages of the work.  
 
Records (Article 32) 
A record should be kept of new evidence and future decisions and made publicly 
available.  
 
Removed fabric (Article 33) 
Removed significant fabric should be catalogued and protected in accordance with its 
cultural significance. Where possible it should be stored on site. 

7.2 Treatment of Fabric of Different Grades of Significance 
The building components of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks 
have been carefully assessed to identify the differing levels of contribution each makes 
to the significance of the overall site. The grading utilises a six-tier system of values: 
exceptional significance, considerable significance, some significance, neutral, little 
significance and intrusive.  
 
The grading of significance of the various elements of the Stores is a valuable planning 
tool, and it assists in developing 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 their various elements.  All 
elements of moderate or higher level of significance should be subjected to an ongoing 
monitoring and maintenance programme.   
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Grading Action 
EXCEPTIONAL 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 Elements identified as being of High significance should also 
generally be retained 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.   

MODERATE  
 

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. 

NEUTRAL Where the fabric is Neutral in its 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  
 

Elements assessed as 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 and/ or are in poor 
condition.  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 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 items need not be addressed immediately. 

 
The Burra Charter recommends a minimalist approach be taken in removing fabric 
graded as of little significance or intrusive, and it be limited to protecting and 
enhancing fabric of greater cultural significance, or allowing practical use of the 
building. 

7.3 Current and Potential Future Use  
Background 
 
The bar area of the Observer Hotel has remained in its original use since construction, 
as have the bars of other hotels constructed following the replanning of The Rocks 
(caused by the wholesale resumption of the area by the NSW Government). The bar 
functions of the hotel have, since the 1980s, encroached on all the Ground Floor 
former private and support rooms located behind the original Public Bar and Parlours. 
The distinction between the Public Bar and Parlours was first eroded with the 
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construction of the toilets at the front of the hotel in 1954 and was finally destroyed with 
the demolition of the remaining Parlour in the 1991/92 works. In 2000 the last of the 
former Ground Floor support rooms was removed and the entire former rear wing of 
the hotel was included in the sitting and drinking area of the Public Bar. 
 
The residential accommodation portion of the hotel on the First and Second Floors has 
not been used as such since at least the early 1980s and, most likely, before that. The 
exact date of when such accommodation ceased has not been determined. Proposals 
by Robertson & Hindmarsh Pty Ltd, Architects in 1990 to re-activate the 
accommodation in the hotel were not accepted by the then Sydney Cove Authority. 
Likewise, the proposed units above Ground Floor level in the new buildings on the 
adjoining site at No. 71 George Street North were not constructed as such but were 
used from the outset (1994) as commercial office space. 
 
Policy  
The Observer Hotel is to remain in use as a hotel. 
 
Guidelines 
• The Ground Floor of the building is to remain in use for consuming alcoholic 

beverages and for eating purposes. 
• If the First and Second Floors cannot be viably returned to use for paid 

accommodation then the First Floor is to be used for private functions/dining. 
• No office area is to be created on the upper floors other than the office required to 

run the building as a hotel. 
• All the First Floor rooms are to be accessible as Private Dining or function rooms 

and are to be maintained in good order as public spaces at all times. 
 
Policy  
Use of the First and Second Floors as paid residential accommodation is to be 
encouraged if the required upgrade of services and fire safety does not detrimentally 
affect the remaining original fabric of the building. 
 
Guidelines 
• Investigate the viability of returning the First & Second Floors to use as residential 

accommodation. 
 
Policy  
The exterior of the building is to retain its original fabric and its historically accurate 
colour scheme. 
 
Guidelines 
• Retain the existing exterior colour scheme when repainting. 
• Painting and graining of the Ground Floor doors and windows of the Public Bar is to 

be carried out by an expert painter and grainer. 
• Furniture and objects which are visible through the windows are to be consistent 

with the historic photographs of the hotel (ie no cardboard boxes, etc are to be 
stored against windows). 

 
Policy  
The exterior of the building is not to be aesthetically damaged by the construction of 
air-conditioning ducts or the installation of air-conditioning compressors, etc. 
 
Guidelines 
• Remove the floodlights and associated conduits from the George Street awning. 
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• Remove the air-conditioners from the Second Floor and ensure that the windows of 
the rooms are operable to ensure adequate natural ventilation. 

• Redesign the smoke extract duct on the roof of the Courtyard Room. 
 
Policy  
Exterior signage should be limited to that which is verifiable from the documentary 
evidence. 
 
Guidelines 
• Obtain approval for all exterior signage on the building. 
• Remove the exterior attached signage from the west wall of the building and from 

the north (Mill Lane) wall of the building. 
• Retain previous signs which were painted on the walls (ie the painted sign on the 

parapet of the south wall and the painted sign on the north (Mill Lane) wall). 
 
Policy  
Interior signage is to be information based and not internally-illuminated advertising. 
 
Guidelines 
• Remove the illuminated advertising signs on the new rear bar and the plastic 

“Bistro” sign at the rear of the building. 
 
Policy  
The Public Bar areas are to be maintained in a condition and character which reflects 
the architectural character and period of construction of the building (eg lighting, 
speakers, etc should be discreet and not detract from or damage original fabric). 
 
Guidelines 
• Interior Ground Floor colour schemes are to be based on the historic colour 

scheme (eg metal dado panelling to be based on the red colour found on the 
remnant panels in 1991/92). 

• Remove the speakers from the top of the public bar canopy. 
• Remove the strips of spotlights from the pressed metal ceilings and install more 

discreet light fittings. 
 
Policy  
No walls on the First and Second Floors are to be removed and, if residential use is not 
to be returned to these floors, the use of the rooms is to be consistent with their present 
size and finish. 
 
Guidelines 
• Retain existing original walls and doors (door openings and door leaves). 
• Remove non-original partitions. 
 
Policy  
The integrity of the main building’s stair hall connecting the Ground, First and Second 
Floors is to be maintained. 
 
Guidelines 
• No items are to be stored in the stair hall, on the stairs or on any stair landings and 

they are to be maintained in good order as public spaces at all times and as 
obstruction-free egress paths from the upper floors. 
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Policy  
The archaeological interpretation rooms are not to be used for storage as the function 
of storage threatens to damage the archaeological remains. 
 
Guidelines 
• Access to the archaeological remains is to be limited to authorised personnel of the 

owner, the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority. 
• No items are to be stored in the areas containing the archaeological remains. 
 
Policy  
Storage needs to be better handled. 
 
Guidelines 
• No items are to be stored in public spaces and stair halls. 
• Store rooms are to be properly set up and maintained with the appropriate shelving, 

cupboards, etc. 
 
Policy  
The Courtyard to the north of the building (fronting Mill Lane) is not to be reduced in 
size or roofed over and consideration could be given to reducing the size of the 
Courtyard Room (1991/92) to recreate a larger Courtyard area. 
 
Guidelines 
• Retain the courtyard as open space. 
• Remove the Jacaranda tree and planter box. 
• Remove the built-in seating to allow for more modern, comfortable tables and 

chairs. 
 
Policy  
The Courtyard to the south of the hotel (on the site of No. 71 George Street North) is 
not to be reduced in size or roofed over. 
 
Guidelines 
• Retain the courtyard as open space. 

7.4 Asset Management 
7.4.1 Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority responsibilities 
 
Background 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, as part of The Rocks, is owned by the 
Crown and vested in the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority (the Foreshore 
Authority).  The Foreshore Authority has overall responsibility for the management of 
the place.  Additional responsibilities derived from the NSW TAMS Guidelines are also 
recognised.  
 
Policy 
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority shall retain management of the Observer Hotel, 
69 George Street North, as a single entity within the overall context of The Rocks 
precinct.   
 
Guidelines 
• The Authority should implement a management structure that integrates 

development and conservation work with the overall management of the Observer 
Hotel, 69 George Street North. 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 7  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  210 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

• Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority should make this Conservation Management 
Plan a publicly accessible document. 

• Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority should ensure that this document and any 
subsequent recording and investigations are achieved in such a manner that 
provides an accurate record of the changes to the significant fabric of the Observer 
Hotel, 69 George Street North. 

• The intention, aims and policies of this CMP shall be disseminated through, and 
implemented by, relevant key staff of the Foreshore Authority. 

• The Foreshore Authority shall adequately assess the impact of proposed 
modifications to significant fabric, prior to the granting of owner's consent. 

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

• A program of regular monitoring should be established, covering both the physical 
changes within the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, and visitor experience 
issues, and be incorporated, where relevant, into management decisions. 

• The Foreshore Authority should investigate mechanisms which give it better control 
of the design, documentation and implementation of work to heritage buildings.  
One option, which should be investigated, is that all such activities be undertaken 
directly by the Foreshore Authority and paid for by the tenant. 

 
7.4.2 TAM Plans and CMPs 
 
Background 
 
This Conservation Management Plan (CMP) will be one of documents used by the 
asset owners, managers and tenants for management and maintenance of the 
Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, and needs to be fully compatible with other 
relevant documents addressing the same property, including any current Maintenance 
Plans and TAM Plans.  In the preparation of this CMP, all the relevant asset 
management documents were included.   
 
Policy 
 
This Conservation Management Plan should be used to provide feedback to all future 
Management Plans for the same property. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• The Authority should include findings of this CMP, particularly Chapter 8 –

Implementation, into the Foreshore Authority’s asset management systems and 
plans, particularly TAM Plans and Maintenance Plans for the Observer Hotel, 69 
George Street North. 

 
7.4.3 Adoption, Endorsement and Review of the CMP66 
 
Background 
 
The Conservation Management Plan (CMP) for the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street 
North, proposes a framework for the management of heritage issues in relation to 
upgrading and adaptive re-use projects and, into the long term, to ensure that the 
identified significance of the complex is retained and maintained.   
 

                                                
66 Adoption (the Foreshore Authority), Endorsement (NSW Heritage Council) and Review (the 
Foreshore Authority) 
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Circumstances will change over the years as various recommendations are 
implemented and new use requirements emerge.  Conservation Policies need to 
progressively respond to changing situations if they are to remain relevant. 
 
Policy 
This Conservation Management Plan should be adopted as one of the bases for the 
future management of the site.  Conservation Policies should be reviewed every five to 
ten years. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• Reviews of the CMP 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. 

• Irrespective of the requirement to review the document every 5 years, the CMP 
should remain as a valid basis for on-going heritage management until such 
reviews are completed. 

 
7.4.4 Required Approvals 
 
Background 
 
To prevent gradual loss of cultural significance through gradual change, a mechanism 
needs to be established for controlling any modifications by tenants to the significant 
fabric.   
 
It is essential that before any change to the item, the Foreshore Authority is consulted 
in order to determine which approvals will be required, and what documentation will be 
needed.  Approvals for works are required under both the Environmental Planning and 
Assessment Act and the Heritage Act. The Authority has delegation to determine 
development applications valued under $5 million.  Projects valued above $5 million 
are to be determined by the minister.  Applications are to be made to the Sydney 
Harbour Foreshore Authority, and will be processed by the Authority. 
 
In some instance, for major projects applications may be required to be made to the 
Department of Planning.  In all cases, liaison with the Sydney Harbour Foreshore 
Authority’s Planning Assessment Team should occur to ensure correct statutory 
processes are followed. 
 
Under the Heritage Act, works which may affect the significance of the site require a 
Section 60 application.  The Foreshore Authority has delegation from the Heritage 
Council to approve minor Section 60 applications.  Applicants should first confirm with 
the Foreshore Authority whether the proposed works fall within the Foreshore 
Authority’s delegation, or whether application is to be made to the Heritage Council. 
The Standard Exemptions for minor works to State Heritage Register items apply to the 
Observer Hotel (see section 6.5.3).  Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority also has 
delegation to approve Standard Exemption applications.  Applicants should first confirm 
with the Foreshore Authority whether proposed works fall within the Standard 
Exemptions, and what documentation will be required. 
 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 7  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  212 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

Forms for development applications, Section 60 applications (minor works) and 
Standard Exemption applications are available from the Foreshore Authority. 
 
Policy 
 
Before doing work to any part of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, or 
lodging a development application or a Section 60 application, the proponent should 
liaise with the Foreshore Authority’s heritage architect and obtain the consent of the 
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority.   
 
Guidelines 
 
• Prior to granting owner’s consent to a proposal, the Foreshore Authority should, in 

its capacity as land owner and manager, be satisfied that there are no adverse 
heritage impacts associated with the proposal.  Where necessary, a Heritage 
Impact Assessment and adequate documentation of the proposed works should 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. 

• Once this Conservation Management Plan has been endorsed by the NSW 
Heritage Council, all works and activities specifically identified in Chapter 8 of this 
CMP (Implementation) as exempt from seeking further approval will be exempted 
from further reference to the NSW Heritage Council. 

 
7.4.5 Tenancy 
 
Background 
 
To prevent the gradual loss of cultural significance through incremental change, a 
mechanism for controlling any modifications undertaken by tenants to the significant 
fabric needs to be established. 
 
Policy 
 
All tenants of the building should be made aware of the cultural significance of the item.  
Tenancies should only be selected/approved by the Foreshore Authority on the basis 
that the proposed or future uses are compatible with the significance, and the sensitive 
fabric and spaces, and can be installed and removed without impact. 
 
Professional staff of the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority should inspect the 
building on a regular basis to ensure that unauthorised incremental changes are not 
being made. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• Tenants shall adopt the guidelines of this CMP in their planning and design.  A full 

compliance with the requirements of this CMP is required for the Foreshore 
Authority consent to the proposed development.  This includes completion of the 
Schedules of Works as per Chapter 8 – Implementation of this CMP.  

• Tenants should be aware of Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority policies. 
• The impact of proposed modifications to significant fabric should be adequately 

assessed, prior to the granting of owner's consent. 
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7.4.6 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 attitudes, 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. 
 
Policy 
 
Appropriate conservation skills and experience should be available within project teams 
to deal with any programs of conservation and upgrading of the building components of 
the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• Appropriate professional skills and experience assembled to work on the detailed 

conservation of the building could include, as appropriate, researchers, 
archaeologists, architects, structural engineers, building code compliance advisers, 
materials conservation specialists and cost planners. 

• Building contractors, project managers and trades personnel who are experienced 
with working on historic buildings should be selected to work on the project. 

7.5 Management of Significance 
7.5.1 Retention of Significance 
 
Background 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, is a three storey brick and painted render 
Federation Free Style hotel designed by architects Halligan & Wilton for the brewers, 
Tooth & Co. The building was constructed in 1908. The hotel originally comprised a 
Public Bar, two Parlours, Private Dining Room, Kitchen, Laundry, Liquor Store and 
toilet facilities on the Ground Floor and two floors of lettable rooms with a single 
Bathroom and WC for the live-in guests. 
 
Policy 
 
The statement of significance should be adopted as the basis for heritage 
management.  All decisions should consider and seek to retain the values identified in 
the Statement of Significance. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• The existing external architectural character and appearance of the Observer Hotel, 

69 George Street North, should be retained and conserved.  Conservation should 
be undertaken in the context of the on-going use of the building components as a 
hotel with drinking and eating facilities. 

• The conservation, adaptation and maintenance of the Observer Hotel, 69 George 
Street North, should be approached with the general principle of changing “as much 
as necessary but as little as possible”. 

• Structural alteration to the building components, which impact on the integrity or 
significance of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, should not occur. 
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• Future uses should be compatible with the nature and significance of the building 
components and should enable the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, to 
remain a vital and important component within the Rocks precinct. 

• Internal alterations and renovations are acceptable within the context of compatible 
use, however such alterations should be limited to the Ground Floor as the First 
and Second Floors still retain their original layout and finishes. Any alterations 
should not impact on the significance of the internal original fabric and spatial 
qualities of the building, or the external façade. 

• No externally mounted air-conditioning, ventilation equipment, water heaters or 
service components should be visible from the street or impact negatively on the 
façade. 

• Evidence of the progressive evolution of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street 
North, should be respected and retained. 

 
7.5.2 Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair 
 
Background 
 
Section 119 of the NSW Heritage Act requires the owner of the building, work or relic 
listed on the State Heritage Register to ensure that the item is maintained and repaired 
to standards that are not less than the Minimum Standards imposed by the 1999 
Amendments to the NSW Heritage Act. 
 
While it is estimated that the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, will be tenanted 
most of the time and that many Standards (e.g. for Inspection) will be automatically 
complied with, it is also appreciated that regardless of tenancy of the property, it is the 
asset owner’s responsibility to assure the auditable compliance with these Standards, 
and therefore the actual maintenance will need to be undertaken by the Foreshore 
Authority rather than the tenant. 
 
Policy 
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority as the asset owner is to assure that the item is 
maintained and repaired to standards that are not less than the Minimum Standards 
imposed by the 1999 Amendments to the NSW Heritage Act. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• Roof flashings, valleys, gutters, roofing, downpipes and solid wall membrane 

coverings should be inspected by suitably qualified personnel once every twelve 
months (Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair – Clause 9B) 

• Inspection by suitably qualified personnel of the building for on-going structural 
adequacy and inspection for pests should be carried out once every three years 
(Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair – Clause 9B). 

• Inspection by suitably qualified personnel of the on-going protection and stability of 
the archaeological remains should be carried out once every three years (Minimum 
Standards of Maintenance and Repair – Clause 9B). 

• Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority is liable for the execution of works required for 
the compliance with minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair, as identified 
in the Section 8.2 of this CMP –Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair.   

• As part of the tenancy contracts, the Foreshore Authority may require tenants to 
execute the required works and provide auditable trace of the completion of 
required works.  

• Prolonged vacancies may arise, and that in this eventuality the Foreshore Authority 
will be liable for compliance with the additional Standards for untenanted properties. 
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7.5.3 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 building or 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.  
 
The existing building fabric of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, both 
internally and externally, is in good to poor condition. The exterior is suffering from lack 
of maintenance by the building owner as it has not been repainted since the 
conservation works were carried out in 1991/92. The interior of the hotel is suffering 
from a large degree of wear and tear. Despite being renovated in 2000 and 2001 some 
interior finishes are badly chipped and the paint is worn. 
 
Policy 
 
Extant building fabric, both internally and externally should be retained and conserved, 
in accordance with the levels of significance identified in Section 5.0 Grading of 
Significance of this CMP and in accordance with particular actions specified in the 
Section 8.2 –Schedule of Conservation Works of this CMP. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• Original external and internal fabric, which has been identified as of Exceptional or 

High significance should be retained and conserved. 
• No conservation or maintenance work should alter or negatively impact on the 

elements of the external façades or internal fabric/space that have been identified 
as elements of High or Exceptional level of significance.  

• Decayed building fabric, which is not likely to be causing on-going deterioration 
should not be repaired for visual reasons if by doing so the patina of age and ability 
to successfully interpret various stages of use is degraded. 

• Where repairs or alterations are required, new material should closely match 
original or adjacent materials.  However, evidence of change should not be so well 
matched as to be impossible to read on close inspection. 

• All structural elements should be retained as existing and left exposed, with 
appropriate maintenance.  No structural members should be removed, other than to 
re-instate significant architectural elements. 

• All original doors, windows, floors, balustrades, staircases and associated landings 
should be retained, with appropriate maintenance. 

• Original or significant fabric which was removed prior to 1990 was adaptively 
reconstructed on 1991/92 based on extant fabric. This fabric (such as pressed 
metal dadoes, timber doors, brass handles, pressed metal door furniture, etc) 
should be retained, maintained and conserved as if it were the original fabric. Other 
replicated fabric not based on physical evidence (such as the awning) could be 
replaced should documentary evidence be discovered as to the original appearance 
and detail. 

• While the Foreshore Authority is liable for the execution of works identified in 
Section 8.2 –Schedule of Conservation Works of this CMP, the Foreshore Authority 
may, as part of the tenancy contracts, require tenants to execute the required works 
and provide auditable trace of the completion of required works.  
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7.5.4 Conservation of Significant Spaces 
 
Background 
 
The significance of various building components of the Observer Hotel, 69 George 
Street North, The Rocks, is characterised by robust Edwardian detailing. 
 
Policy 
 
The spatial qualities of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, contribute to its 
significance and interpretation and therefore should be conserved, as part of the on-
going use, on-going management and any future development strategy. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• Retain all the First & Second Floor rooms of the main (original hotel) building. 
• Retain the spaces containing the archaeological remains (ie the drain at the corner 

of Mill and Kendall lanes) and the former “Waterman’s Arms” cellar) 
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Element Specific Conservation Policies 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance  Policy 

Exterior 

Main building 

North & East façade face 
brickwork 

Exceptional Retain and maintain integrity by ensuring 
that mortar joints are in an acceptable 
condition  

North & East façade 
rendered details and bands 
(including rendered balcony 
spandrels) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

West & South façade 
rendered walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain by ensuring that the 
coloured acrylic waterproof membrane 
applied to the 230mm thick Second Floor 
walls is not damaged or broken 

Rendered parapet cappings 
to all walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain by ensuring that the 
coloured acrylic waterproof membrane 
applied to the parapet top and inner face 
is not damaged or broken 

Perimeter flashing at 
junctions with walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain if still sound. 
Replace with similar material if existing is 
damaged or broken 

Roof sheeting and valley 
and box gutters 

High Retain and maintain 

Eaves gutter at rear High Refix to wall or replace with similar if 
gutter cannot be adequately refixed 

Rainwater downpipe at rear High Retain and maintain 

Cast iron and copper sewer 
stacks 

High Retain and maintain 

Timber windows and doors 
at First & Second Floor 
levels 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Steel handrails on First & 
Second Floor balconies 

Neutral Retain and maintain for compliance with 
BCA. Any replacement would need to be 
visually recessive in material and colour 

Original Ground Floor doors 
opening onto George Street 
(including painted gold 
signs) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Replica Ground Floor doors 
opening onto George Street 

Moderate Retain and maintain 

Original Ground Floor door 
opening onto Mill Lane 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 
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Element Specific Conservation Policies 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance  Policy 

Non-original Ground Floor 
door and windows opening 
onto Mill Lane 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Painted sign on parapet of 
south wall 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Painted sign on north wall 
of hotel facing Mill Lane 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Glass painted sign on 
George Street façade at 
Ground Floor level 

High Retain and maintain 

Painted signs on boards 
fixed to George Street and 
Mill Lane facades 

Intrusive Remove 

Painted sign on board fixed 
to west façade of main 
building at First Floor level 

Intrusive Remove 

Awning built over George 
Street footpath 

Moderate Retain and maintain unless documentary 
evidence of the original awning is found, 
in which case the awning could be 
replaced with a more accurate replica 

Floodlights, security 
camera, cables, conduits 
and pipes on top and side 
of awning 

Intrusive Remove 

Rear wing of main building 

Rendered walls of South 
façade and facades 
bordering Kendall & Mill 
Lanes 

Exceptional Retain and maintain  

Steel louvre access doors 
on Kendal Lane façade 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

Window allowing view into 
archaeological remains on 
Kendal Lane façade 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

Door to garbage room on 
Mill Lane façade 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

Threshold of former door to 
Gents toilet on Mill Lane 
façade 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Brick and render and steel 
palisade fence on Mill Lane 
boundary 

Neutral Retain, repair and maintain 
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Timber and glass north wall 
of Courtyard Room 
(including doors and 
windows) 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

Roof of Courtyard Room Neutral Retain and maintain 

Roof of original rear wing Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Smoke extractor and 
exhaust duct of roof of rear 
wing and Courtyard Room 

Intrusive Replace with new elements designed to 
be less visually intrusive and 
unsympathetic 

Conduits and cables on 
exterior (walls and roofs) of 
building 

Intrusive Remove 

Fixed furniture in north 
courtyard 

Intrusive Remove 

Jacaranda tree in north 
courtyard and planter box 

Little Remove 

Interior 

General 

Spatial organisation 
generally 

High Retain general character of building as 
appropriate 

Significant historic use High Retain in use as a hotel, with separate 
rooms on the upper floors.  Repair fabric 
to match the original as required.  

Spatial organisation  
(Ground Floor) 

Exceptional Retain integrity of main stair hall linking 
the Ground, First and Second Floors and 
former Private Entry hall and stairs 

Spatial organisation  
(First & Second Floors) 

Exceptional Retain integrity of main stair hall linking 
the Ground, First and Second Floors and 
the layout of rooms on the First & 
Second Floors 

Archaeological remains at 
the corner of Kendall & Mill 
Lanes 

Exceptional Conserve and display 

Archaeological remains 
under the Courtyard Room 
(former “Waterman’s Arms” 
cellar) 

Exceptional Conserve and display 

Basement Floor 

Room B.01 & B.02 – Original Observer Hotel Cellar (1909) 

1 Flooring - concrete Neutral Retain and maintain or modify if required 

2 Walls – brick Exceptional Retain and maintain 
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3 Walls – living rock 
beneath brick 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – whitewash Exceptional Retain and maintain colour scheme 

5 Ceiling – fire-rated 
plasterboard 

Intrusive Retain and maintain to give required fire 
separation 

6 Ceiling – paint Neutral Retain and maintain colour scheme 

7 Doors (D8, D10, 
D11, D12) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room B.03 & B.04 – Extended Observer Hotel Cellar (1992) 

1 Flooring - concrete Neutral Retain and maintain  

2 Walls – brick Exceptional Retain and maintain 

3 Walls – living rock 
beneath brick 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – whitewash Exceptional Retain and maintain colour scheme 

5 Ceiling – fire-rated 
plasterboard 

Intrusive Retain and maintain to give required fire 
separation 

6 Ceiling – paint Neutral Retain and maintain colour scheme 

7 Doors (to Keg Room 
and Cool Room) 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

Room B.05 – Waterman’s Arms Cellar 

1 Flooring – stone 
paving (non-original) 

Neutral Retain and maintain  

2 Walls – stone 
(original) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

3 Ceiling – concrete Neutral Retain and maintain 

4 Door (D27) Neutral Retain and maintain 

Ground Floor 

Room G.01 – Ground Floor Stair Hall 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Can be removed to be replaced by 
carpet more appropriate to period 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 
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7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Doors (D8, D10, 
D11, D12) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room G.02 – Private Entry 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Can be removed to be replaced by 
carpet more appropriate to period 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – pressed 
metal affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain. Colour scheme to 
be returned to original 

6 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

7 Walls – fire indicator 
board and alarm 
panel 

Intrusive Move if another location can be found 
without having to destroy building fabric 
to re-wire the systems; otherwise retain 
in present location 

8 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

9 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

10 Doors (D1, D9) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

11 Doors (D7) Moderate Retain and maintain 

Room G.03 – Public Bar (north bay) 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Can be removed to be replaced by 
carpet more appropriate to period 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – pressed 
metal affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

6 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain. Colour scheme to 
be returned to original 

7 Walls – timber fire 
surround and metal 
insert 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

8 Ceiling – pressed 
metal 

Moderate Retain and maintain 
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9 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain. Colour scheme to 
be returned to original 

10 Light fittings Intrusive Remove 

11 Windows (W1, W1a, 
W2) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

12 Doors (D2) Moderate Retain and maintain 

Room G.03 – Public Bar (central and south bays) 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Can be removed to be replaced by 
carpet more appropriate to period 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – pressed 
metal affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

6 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain. Colour scheme to 
be returned to original 

7 Ceiling – pressed 
metal 

Moderate Retain and maintain 

8 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain. Colour scheme to 
be returned to original 

9 Bar, bar canopy Neutral Can be removed and replaced by design 
more appropriate to period 

10 Speaker enclosures 
on top of bar and 
light fittings 

Intrusive Remove 

11 Doors and windows 
(D3, D4, D5, D6, W3, 
W4) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room G.04, G.05, G.06, G.07 – Drinking area to Bar and new Back Bar 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Can be removed to be replaced by 
carpet more appropriate to period 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Neutral Can be removed if required 
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5 Walls – timber fire 
surround and metal 
insert 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

6 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain. Colour scheme to 
be returned to original 

7 Ceiling – 
plasterboard 

Moderate Retain and maintain 

8 Ceiling – pressed 
metal (to part of 
G.07) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

9 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain. Colour scheme to 
be returned to original 

10 Doorways and 
window opening  
(D29, D30, W36a) 

Moderate Retain and maintain  

11 Door and window  
(D60, W36) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

12 Door openings  
(D62, D63) 

Intrusive Retain and maintain to allow continued 
function 

Room G.09 – Ground Floor Female WC 

1 Flooring – tiles on 
concrete 

Neutral Retain and maintain  

2 Walls – tiles on brick Neutral Retain and maintain 

3 Walls – terrazzo 
partitions 

Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

4 Toilet fixtures Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

5 Ceiling – paint on 
concrete 

Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

6 Door (D17c) Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

7 Doors (D19-D22) Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

Room G.10 – Ground Floor Male WC 

1 Flooring – tiles on 
concrete 

Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

2 Walls – tiles on brick Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

3 Walls – terrazzo 
partitions 

Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

4 Toilet fixtures Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

5 Ceiling – paint on 
concrete 

Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 
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6 Door (D25a) Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

7 Doors (D23 & 23a) Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

Room G.13 – Garbage Room 

1 Flooring – concrete Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

2 Walls – paint on brick Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

3 Ceiling – 
plasterboard 

Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

4 Door to street (D26) Neutral Retain and maintain or replace with 
equally sympathetic design 

Room G.13a – Archaeology interpretation area (drain) 

1 Flooring – original 
stone drain and soil 

Exceptional Conserve under Heritage Act 

2 Walls – flaking paint 
on brick 

Exceptional Conserve under Heritage Act 

Room G.13a – Archaeology interpretation area (drain) - continued 

3 Ceiling – plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Door to garbage 
room (D57) 

Neutral Retain and maintain or replace with 
equally sympathetic design 

Room G.14 – Courtyard Room 

1 Flooring Neutral Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Can be removed to be replaced by 
carpet more appropriate to period 

3 East & south walls – 
brick and render 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 West wall – brick and 
render 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

5 North wall – timber 
boarding and framing 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

6 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

7 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain 

8 Ceiling – timber 
boarding 

Moderate Retain and maintain 

9 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain 

10 Doors and windows 
(D28, D56, D58, W5, 
W6, W7, W8, W9a, 
W10a-b) 

Neutral Retain and maintain 
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Room G.15, G.16, G.17 – Kitchen, Servery & Scullery in No. 71 George St North 

1 Flooring - concrete Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

2 Flooring 
G.15 & G.16: non-
slip vinyl 
G.17: ceramic tiles 

Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

3 Walls Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

4 Walls – tiles & paint Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

5 Ceiling – 
plasterboard 

Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

6 Ceiling – paint Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

7 Doors and windows  
(D65, D66, W36) 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

Room G.18 – Storage & service access in No. 71 George St North 

1 Flooring Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

2 Walls Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

3 Ceiling  Neutral Can be replaced for upgrade of facilities 

4 Door (D64) Neutral Retain and maintain 

First Floor 

Room 1.01, 1.02 & 1.03 – First Floor Stair Hall & staircase 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – carpet on 
stairs 

Neutral Can be removed to be replaced by 
carpet more appropriate to period 

3 Flooring – carpet in 
stair hall on First 
Floor 

Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

4 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

6 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

7 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

8 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

9 Staircase – timber 
structure, treads, 
risers, newel posts, 
handrail and 
balusters 

Exceptional Retain and conserve in situ 
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10 Doors  
(D31-D34, D38-D40) 

Exceptional Retain and conserve in situ 

11 Window (W21) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 1.04 – First Floor Male WC 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – tiles Moderate Retain and maintain 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – tiles Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Window (W22) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

9 Toilet fixtures Neutral Retain and maintain or replace with 
sympathetically designed fixtures 

Room 1.05 – First Floor Staff Bathroom 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – tiles Moderate Retain and maintain 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – tiles Neutral Retain and maintain as they reflect the 
design of the immediate post WW2 
refurbishment of the room 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Window (W11) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

9 Toilet fixtures Neutral Retain and maintain or replace with 
sympathetically designed fixtures 

Room 1.06 – First Floor Female WC 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – tiles Moderate Retain and maintain 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – corrugated 
min orb metal 
sheeting 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 7  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  227 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

Element Specific Conservation Policies 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance  Policy 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Window (W11a) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

9 Toilet fixtures Neutral Retain and maintain or replace with 
sympathetically designed fixtures 

Room 1.07 – Private Dining/Meeting Room 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Walls – marble 
fireplace surround, 
metal insert & tiled 
hearth 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

8 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

9 Door (D35) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

10 Windows (W12-W15) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 1.08 – Store Room 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Door (D36) Exceptional Retain and maintain 
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9 Windows (W16, 
W17) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 1.09 – Private Dining/Meeting Room 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Walls – marble 
fireplace surround, 
metal insert & tiled 
hearth 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

8 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

9 Door (D37) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

10 Windows (W18, 
W19) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 1.10 – Store Room 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Doors (D41, D42) Neutral Retain and maintain or remove if change 
cubicles no longer required 

9 Window (W20) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

10 Tea sink Neutral Retain and maintain or remove if sink no 
longer required 

Room 1.11 – First Floor balcony 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 7  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  229 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

Element Specific Conservation Policies 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance  Policy 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - membrane Exceptional Retain and maintain 

3 Walls – brick and 
render and roughcast 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

5 Ceiling – plaster on 
concrete 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 1.11 – First Floor balcony - continued 

6 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

7 Metal handrail Neutral Retain and maintain colour scheme 

Room 1.13 – First Floor Staff Room in No. 71 George St North 

1 Flooring – concrete Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

2 Flooring – non-slip 
vinyl 

Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

3 Walls Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

4 Walls – tiles & paint Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

5 Ceiling – 
plasterboard 

Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

6 Ceiling – paint Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

7 Doors and windows 
(D67, W38-W41) 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

Room 1.14 – First Floor Staff Shower Room in No. 71 George St North 

1 Flooring - concrete Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

2 Flooring – tiles Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

3 Walls Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

4 Walls – tiles & paint Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

5 Ceiling – 
plasterboard 

Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

6 Ceiling – paint Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 
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7 Door (D68) Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

8 Toilet fixtures Neutral Retain and maintain or modify as 
required 

Second Floor 

Room 2.01 & 2.02a – Second Floor Stair Hall & staircase 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring - carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Staircase – timber 
structure, treads, 
risers, newel posts, 
handrail and 
balusters 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

9 Doors (D43, D53) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

10 Doors – steel gates 
at D43, D53 

Intrusive Remove 

11 Window (W35) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 2.02b & 2.10 – Entry hall to “publican’s flat” 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling – plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 
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8 Doors  
(D44, D48-D52, D54) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 2.03 – Kitchen to “publican’s flat” 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – vinyl Neutral Retain and maintain 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling – plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Doorway to Office Neutral Retain and maintain or reinstate wall if 
use requires it 

9 Window (W23) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 2.04 – Office to “publican’s flat” 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Walls – marble 
fireplace surround, 
metal insert & tiled 
hearth 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

8 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

9 Door (D45) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

10 Windows (W24-W27) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

11 Timber & glass 
partition and door 
D60 

Intrusive Remove 

Room 2.05 – Bedroom to “publican’s flat” 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  
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2 Flooring – carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling – plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Door (D46) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

9 Windows (W28, 
W29) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 2.06 – Living/Dining Room to “publican’s flat” 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Walls – marble 
fireplace surround, 
metal insert & tiled 
hearth 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

8 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

9 Door (D47) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

10 Windows (W30, 
W31) 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 2.07 – Store room to “publican’s flat” 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – carpet Neutral Retain and maintain as it is more 
sympathetic to the period than the newer 
carpet on lower levels 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 7  2007 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  233 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

Element Specific Conservation Policies 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance  Policy 

4 Walls – woodwork 
affixed to walls 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling – plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Window (W32) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

Room 2.08 – Bathroom/Laundry to “publican’s flat” 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – tiles Neutral Retain and maintain or replace with 
similar 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – tiles Neutral Retain and maintain or replace with 
similar as they reflect the earlier tiles 

5 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling - plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Window (W33) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

9 Bathroom & Laundry 
fixtures 

Neutral Retain and maintain 

Room 2.09 – WC to “publican’s flat” 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – tiles Moderate Retain and maintain 

3 Walls – brick and 
plaster 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls – tiles Exceptional Retain and maintain 

5 Walls – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

6 Ceiling – plaster Exceptional Retain and maintain 

7 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Window (W34) Exceptional Retain and maintain 

9 Toilet fixtures Neutral Retain and maintain or replace with 
sympathetically designed fixtures 

2.11 – Second Floor balcony 

1 Flooring Exceptional Retain and maintain  

2 Flooring – membrane Exceptional Retain and maintain 
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Element Specific Conservation Policies 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street, The Rocks 

Element Significance  Policy 

3 Walls – brick and 
render and roughcast 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

4 Walls - paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

5 Ceiling – plaster on 
concrete 

Exceptional Retain and maintain 

6 Ceiling – paint Moderate Retain and maintain colour scheme 

7 Metal handrail Neutral Retain and maintain colour scheme 

8 Air-conditioning units Intrusive Remove 

 
The following additional guidelines should be implemented as part of every 
proposal for major works or alterations, including fitout works at the change in 
tenancy. 
 
Additional Guidelines for Conservation of Significant Stonework 
 
• Deteriorated significant stonework is to be repaired or reconstructed to match the 

original fabric, using face stone of appropriate colour and texture. 
• For repairs and reconstructions of the historic stone built sections, appropriate 

mortar should be used, e.g. sections built using hydraulic mortar should be repaired 
only with hydraulic mortar used. All visible new mortar used must visually match the 
existing/original. 

• The strength of mortar used in repairs should not exceed the strength of stone. This 
is to assure that, in case of eventual wall cracking, mortar breaks first and stone 
blocks are preserved. 

• In case of surface damages to the historic stone built fabric (graffiti, weathering) 
only non-abrasive methods of intervention should be used in recovering the original 
finish. In case of weathering stains, warm soap wash may be sufficient. 

• In the case of graffiti and mortar stains, specialist professional organisations 
experienced in working with historic fabric should be contacted for advice on the 
appropriate cleaning techniques and products available, including 'Peel-off' foils or 
high pressure water washing.  The Foreshore Authority’s heritage staff should 
evaluate what technique is appropriate to the case. Where there is repeated graffiti 
occurrence, special products such as transparent protective films and coatings will 
be considered. 

• In cases where larger areas of original face stonework were rendered or painted 
over, reverting to the original surface may not be appropriate. Proposed methods 
should be evaluated by the Foreshore Authority heritage staff for suitability. Trials 
may be required to determine the most appropriate method. 

• Where new signage or attachments to walls are required, these are to utilize 
penetration through mortar joints and to avoid damage to stone blocks.  

 
Additional Guidelines for Conservation of Significant Brickwork 
 
• Missing or damaged sections of brickwork should be repaired or reconstructed to 

match the original, however, due to the fragility of historic brickwork, a minimalist 
approach to repairs should be taken and works performed only after all other 
options have been explored. 
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• For repairs and reconstructions of the historic brick built sections, including 
repointing, appropriate mortar should be used, e.g. sections built using hydraulic 
mortar should be repaired only with hydraulic mortar used.  All visible new mortar 
must visually match the existing original mortar.   

• The strength of mortar used in repairs should not exceed the strength of bricks. 
This is to assure that, in case of any eventual masonry cracking, mortar breaks and 
bricks are preserved. 

• In case of surface damages to the historic brick built fabric (graffiti, weathering) 
non-abrasive methods of intervention should be given priority in recovering the 
original finish (weathering stains should be treated with warm soap wash).  In case 
of damage by graffiti and mortar stains, specialist professional organisations should 
be contacted for removing techniques and products available.  The adequacy of 
techniques offered should in each particular case be assessed by the Foreshore 
Authority’s heritage staff. 

• In case of repeated graffiti occurrence, specialist professional organisations should 
be contacted for currently available protective products and techniques, including 
transparent films and coatings, and the adequacy of these assessed by the 
Foreshore Authority heritage staff in each particular case.  The use of certain 
protective films or coatings, including transparent coatings, is generally not 
considered appropriate. 

• In cases where larger areas of original face brickwork were rendered or painted 
over, attempts of reverting to original surface is considered unnecessary and is not 
recommended.  In exceptional situations however this option may be explored and 
assessed by the Foreshore Authority’s heritage staff. 

• Where new signage or attachments to walls are required, these are to utilize 
penetration through mortar joints and to avoid damage to historic bricks.  

 
Additional Guidelines for Conservation of Concrete, Rendered and Painted Built 
Fabric 
 
• Missing or damaged concrete, rendered and painted built sections should be 

repaired or reconstructed to match the original.  For these repairs and 
reconstructions, a suitable mortar type should be used.  All visible new surfaces 
must visually match the existing/original in colour and texture. 

• Where hazardous historic material has been utilised in construction, e.g. lead-
based paint, it should be replaced with a modern material of suitable features.  

• In case of surface damages to the historic built fabric (graffiti, weathering), both 
non-abrasive and abrasive methods of intervention should be considered.  
Generally, in case of damage by graffiti and mortar stains, both removing of stains 
and re-rendering/repainting may be adequate.  The adequacy of a particular 
technique used should be verified by the Foreshore Authority’s heritage staff. 

 
Additional Guidelines for Conservation of Roofing and Guttering 
 
• The activities of maintenance and repair of roofs are exempted from seeking permit 

under S.60 of the Heritage Act, under the Standard Exemptions, on the proviso that 
the work re-uses existing materials or is restoration. 

• Repairs to missing or damaged sections of significant roofing should be done with a 
minimalist approach, i.e. involving only as much fabric as necessary.  Slate and 
terra-cotta roofing should be repaired by replacing missing or damaged tiles 
individually.   

• Repairs to corrugated metal and guttering may involve replacement of larger 
sections of the original fabric.  Missing or damaged sections of significant roofing 
should be replaced by adequate fabric to match the previous condition.  Visual 
presentation (colour, texture) and form of tiles and corrugated metal must be 
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considered.  Original material, colour and profiles of guttering (Quad, Ogee) and 
downpipes (round, square) must be respected. 

• In cases where new corrugated metal does not match the historic fabric in detail 
(due to change in Standard Units etc), parallel existence of both types of material 
may not be acceptable.  If required, specialist services may be contacted through 
the NSW Heritage Office to organise supply of appropriate replacement fabric. 

• In cases where original roofing was replaced with different material (e.g. slate with 
terra-cotta, etc), reinstatement of the original roofing material is desirable, whenever 
technologically feasible. 

 
Additional Guidelines for Conservation of Historic Plumbing, Electrical and Other 
Services 
 
• Repairs to missing or damaged sections of significant historic services should avoid 

impacting significant fabric.  Missing or damaged sections of fabric of significant 
historic services should be replaced to match the original condition wherever such 
action is technologically feasible and compliant with Health and Safety 
requirements. 

• Hazardous elements, such as lead or lead-joined pipes, need to be replaced with 
modern pipes. The presentation of fabric visible in the interior or exterior of the 
building must not be altered in colour, texture or form. 

 
 
7.5.6 Archaeological Monitoring 
 
Background  
 
An archaeological investigation of most of the site was undertaken during the 
conservation and alteration works of 1991/92 by Casey & Lowe Associates, 
Archaeologists. The results of the excavation formed the basis of their report of March 
1993, Observer Hotel Excavation: Final Report for the Sydney Cove Authority.  
Detailed assessment of the archaeological potential of the Observer Hotel, 69 George 
Street North, The Rocks was carried out in that report. 
 
The Heritage Act 1977 states that any excavation, where relics may be disturbed, 
requires an excavation permit.   
 
Policy 
 
All work involving excavation of the site should be carried out under archaeological 
supervision by a qualified archaeologist. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• Based on the significance of the site, The Rocks and Millers Point Archaeological 

Management Plan (1991), and The Rocks Archaeological Report 2000, it is the 
recommendation of the CMP that any ground disturbance on the property in the 
future be subject to further archaeological monitoring. 

 
7.5.7 On-going Maintenance and Repair 
 
Background 
 
The nature of any building is that its fabric will deteriorate due to the effects of age, 
maintenance, weather, vegetation incursion and use.  To ensure the on-going 
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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 
 
The significant fabric of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks should 
be maintained by the implementation of the short, medium and long-term maintenance 
program outlined in Section 8.3, Ongoing Maintenance.  As a necessary minimum, 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 building fabric and services should be subject to continuing care and 

maintenance by the Foreshore Authority. 
• 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 experience of buildings and materials. 
• No maintenance work or repairs should negatively impact on significant fabric. 
• Maintenance and repair works are to be carried out by tradespeople with 

demonstrated heritage skills, experience and knowledge. 
• While the Foreshore Authority is liable for the execution of works identified in the 

Section 8.3 –Schedule of On-going Maintenance Works of this CMP, the Foreshore 
Authority may, as part of the tenancy contracts, require tenants to execute the 
required works and provide auditable trace of the completion of required works.  

 
 
7.5.8 Controls on Intervention 
 
Background 
 
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. 
 
Adaptations of existing fabric for practical reasons such as installation of new services 
and equipment, and the need to meet fire safety and other statutory requirements may 
be required in terms of securing a viable use for the building components as a whole, 
and satisfying the changing needs of the general public. 
 
Policy 
 
Intervention into building fabric for non-conservation purposes should generally be 
restricted to approved programs of re-use or upgrading of service areas and facilities. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• Intervention into any building fabric should respect the integrity of the extant 

material, be carefully controlled, and be limited to that required by the proposed 
works. 
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• Limited intervention for exploratory or research purposes should generally be 
restricted to approved programs of re-use, or upgrading of service areas and 
facilities. 

• Intervention should not be detrimental to the original fabric. 
• Existing service areas may be upgraded.  Any upgrading is subject to the proper 

approval process. 
• New internal floor coverings are permissible, but should have minimal impact on the 

floor structure and should reflect the period of construction of the building in terms 
of pattern, colour, etc. 

 
 
7.5.9 Retention of Fixtures and Fittings  
 
Background 
 
No original fittings and fixtures remain which could demonstrate the site’s historic use. 
However, the original and replicated pressed metal ceilings and the replicated pressed 
metal dado panels do contribute to the special character of the building components 
and the Observer Hotel as a whole. 
 
Policy 
 
Features and fixtures associated with the site’s historic use as a hotel should be 
retained and preserved. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• The retention and conservation of these features and fixtures should be considered 

as part of the design work for future adaptive re-use programs. 
 
 
7.5.10 Interpretation 
 
Background 
 
Interpretation of historic places essentially reveals long-term connections and 
cohesions which underpin our cultural identity.  To "interpret" an 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. 
 
Due to its history, significance and setting in The Rocks area, the Observer Hotel, 69 
George Street North, The Rocks is capable of being interpreted for promotional and 
educational purposes. 
 
Policy 
 
The heritage significance of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks 
should be interpreted on site by appropriate methods. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• One of the primary components of the conservation management of the Observer 

Hotel should be to make the values of its cultural significance physically, 
intellectually and/or emotively accessible to the public.   
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• The ongoing management of the Observer Hotel should include the development 
and implementation of an interpretation strategy, which reveals the cultural 
significance of the place. 

• In making significance accessible, the Foreshore Authority should take into account 
the policies and guidelines contained within the ICOMOS International Cultural 
Tourism Charter. 

• Interpretation programs should provide equitable physical, spiritual and intellectual 
access to the cultural significance of the Observer Hotel. 

• Interpretation at the Observer Hotel should take into account all periods of 
development and occupation in the context of the history of The Rocks area under 
the management of the Foreshore Authority, and be presented in an accurate and 
insightful manner. 

• Interpretation should take into account all the historic phases of the Observer Hotel. 
 

7.6 New Work Policies 
7.6.1 Integration of New Work 
 
Background  
 
Because of the significance of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street, The Rocks scope 
for new development is limited.  In general, no external alterations or additions should 
occur, except minor additions for services, where these can be concealed from public 
view.  Within the general principles outlined above in this Conservation Management 
Plan, some relatively minor internal alterations and additions could occur.  These 
should generally be confined to less significant areas and should only affect limited 
amounts of original fabric.  New work should be carefully designed and integrated with 
the original character of the significant components. 
 
Policy 
 
The 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, where possible, be capable of being removed without 
damage to significant fabric or spaces.  
 
Guidelines 
 
• When a new function is being introduced, a new architectural vocabulary of details 

and materials may be adopted to complement the existing architectural character.   
• Any new development should be carried out within the existing building envelopes, 

unless research establishes traces of a demolished, but more extensive footprint of 
the original Observer Hotel.  

• Period detailing should only be used to elements for which there is clear evidence 
of the original detail (either remaining in the fabric or in documents). 

• Where there is no evidence of the original detail, it is not necessary/appropriate to 
invent a period detail (unless the original character of the space is to be recreated 
and the new element is required to blend in). 

• Careful detailing will ensure minimal damage to the significant fabric and will allow 
for reversibility. 

• Where a function is being re-established, new fittings and fixtures may be adopted 
to complement the existing architectural character. 
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7.6.2 Integration of Services 
 
Background 
 
The installation of services is an intrinsic component of the contemporary functioning 
and viability of the Observer Hotel.  It is recognised that periodic upgrading of services 
within the building components will be required. In particular, the lack of a mechanical 
air-conditioning system has resulted in significant constraints on the maintenance of 
long-term tenancies. 
 
Policy 
 
The extension or alteration of existing services in the Observer Hotel is acceptable in 
the context of re-use, but should not have a detrimental impact to the significance of 
the building components as a whole.   
 
Guidelines 
 
• Any proposed upgrading of services should be carefully planned.  The preparation 

of schematic layouts is not sufficient: service routes must be planned so as not to 
damage the significant fabric or disrupt significant spaces. 

• Areas previously modified for services should be re-used, in preference to 
modifying intact fabric. 

• The surface mounting of services is preferable to chasing services into significant 
fabric, in particular face brickwork, stonework and timber.  Brackets or fixings for 
services should not damage significant fabric. 

 
 
7.6.3 Ordinance Compliance 
 
The Building Code of Australia is the operative building ordinance in New South Wales 
for the conservation and re-use of heritage buildings.  In terms of on-going use 
programs, the key issues are usually compliance with fire resistance, egress 
provisions, and provision of disabled access and facilities.  It is essential that the 
cultural values of the buildings and the overall complex be not degraded by 
inappropriate responses to meeting ordinance requirements. 
 
Policy 
 
Approaches to compliance with building ordinances for the conservation and upgrading 
and re-use programs of the various building components of the Observer Hotel should 
focus on responding to the spirit and intent of the ordinances if strict compliance would 
adversely affect the significance.  Uses which require an unacceptable degree of 
intervention for upgrading to ordinance compliance should be avoided.  
 
Guidelines 
 
• Conservation and on-going use programs should not place undue stress on the 

building fabric in order to meet excessive requirements of ordinance compliance. 
• Methods of complying with ordinance requirements which utilise fire or smoke 

detection and active fire suppression are preferred to the addition of fire rating 
material, which may obscure extant finishes. 

• Future upgrades of the buildings should take into consideration any newly 
developed approaches for the implementation of fire safety standards that do not 
harm the existing significant fabric. 
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• When dealing with disability access issues, refer to the document “Access to 
Heritage Buildings for People with Disabilities” prepared by E.J. Martin (Cox), 
August 1997. 

 
 
7.6.4  Waste Minimisation and Disposal of Waste During and After Works 
 
Background 
 
Historic fabric removed during construction works should be assessed to separate 
material that can be re-used or that should be retained as sample for potential future 
reuse and repair.  Waste created during construction works must be managed in 
accordance with legislative requirements. 
 
Policy Statement 
 
The general approach to waste management is based on the avoidance, minimisation, 
reuse, recycling of waste and disposal hierarchy.  In implementation of this CMP, 
principles of Environmentally Sustainable Development and relevant legislation will be 
applied, particularly provisions of the Protection of the Environment Administration Act 
1991 and the related regulative. 
 
Guidelines 
 
• In construction works to the site, all waste material and disposal activities will be in 

accordance with the provisions of the POEA Act 1991, POEO Act 1997, the WARR 
Act 2001 and the EPAs Waste Assessment Guidelines. 

• Where feasible, waste is to be recycled. If recycling is inappropriate, waste is to be 
removed to an authorised waste disposal depot. 

• Removal and disposal of all hazardous wastes on site is to be in accordance with 
state and national regulations and guidelines and best practice for the removal of 
these materials. 

• During intervention into historic fabric, remove the fabric carefully and assess its 
suitability for reuse.  Any removed historic fabric that is assessed as suitable for 
reuse should be stored at the site for the duration of works, and used for minor and 
major repair of historic fabric as necessary. 

 
 
7.6.5 Signage and External Lighting  
 
Background 
 
It is recognised that commercial and retail tenancy identification and temporary signage 
are an intrinsic component of the commercial use and viability of the Observer Hotel as 
a whole.  Hotels were renowned for the excellence of their signage and new signage 
should reflect that tradition of excellence. 
 
External lighting of buildings can add to their character but the location and prominence 
of the fittings can be problematic.  Signage and external lighting should have no 
adverse impact on significant heritage fabric and the overall character of the place.  
 
Policy 
 
External signage and lighting should be in harmony with the overall character of the 
place, and complement the historic character of the building on which it is mounted.  
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Guidelines 
 
• Signs and external lighting must be consistent with the relevant Sydney Harbour 

Foreshore Authority policies for signage and lighting in The Rocks.  
• Suitably located signs that provide a legible and clear message and contribute to 

the vitality of the Observer Hotel are encouraged. 
• Signs on the individual building components should be discreet and complementary 

in terms of colour, material, proportion, positioning and font. 
• Signs should be harmoniously integrated with the architecture of the building and 

should not obscure or damage the significant features or fabric. 
• It is not necessary to attempt to create or recreate an “historic” character in the 

signage, but modern standardised “trademark” signage is not appropriate. 
• Fluorescent and iridescent paints are inappropriate.  Signs should be illuminated by 

spot lighting and not be internally-illuminated. 
• The existing signs fixed to the east, north and west walls of the hotel (as shown on 

the drawings) are unsympathetic and intrusive. 
• The illumination of the Observer Hotel should highlight architectural features rather 

than floodlighting whole façades.  Care should be taken to ensure that over-
illumination does not occur.  The current (February 2007) floodlights and their 
conduits are considered to be unsympathetic and intrusive. 

 
 
7.6.6 New Services and Other Relevant Foreshore Authority’s Policies 
 
Background  
In addition to specific requirements for new work as presented in this Section, all new 
work has to comply with other relevant Foreshore Authority Planning Policies to assure 
grant of consent to the proposal. 
 
Policy 
Any proposed work to the Observer Hotel will fully comply with all the relevant 
Foreshore Authority Policies applicable to development in The Rocks. 
 
Guidelines 
• In addition to the Foreshore Authority Policies for Lighting and Signage, as 

presented in this Section, all new work will comply with the Policies for 
Telecommunications, Commercial Outdoor Seating and Building Ventilation 
Installation.  

 
• Provision of Disabled Access to the building and within the building is currently not 

available other than to the Bistro Servery area via Kendall Lane. The provision of 
disabled access to any of the main building is not possible without major 
modification and possible destruction of significant fabric and design elements. 
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8.0 Implementing the Plan 
This Conservation Management Plan has been prepared to provide guidelines for the 
conservation, re-use, interpretation and management of the Observer Hotel, 69 George 
Street North, and to ensure that the heritage value of the place is maintained and 
enhanced. 
 
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 the Observer Hotel, 
69 George Street North, The Rocks with their provisions are those for Inspection, 
Essential Maintenance and Repair, Weather Protection, Fire Protection and Security. 
 
It is considered that the current arrangements do not satisfy the Standards for 
inspection, Essential Maintenance and Repair and for Weather Protection as the 
physical condition of the building indicates that essential maintenance is not being 
carried out, that detrimental and unauthorised alterations have taken place, that the 
archaeological remains are not being protected in accordance with the Heritage Act 
and that the water damage apparent on the Second Floor (balcony ceiling and the 
damp in the rear south-west room) and the Courtyard Room indicates lack of 
maintenance to the roof plumbing and flashings. 
 
The works are presented for relevant elements only.  To assure compliance with the 
Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair on the site of the Observer Hotel, 69 
George Street North, the following works need to be undertaken: 
 

Minimum Standards of Maintenance and Repair 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks 

Work or Activity Required for Compliance with the Standards for: INSPECTION 

ALL AREAS GENERALLY 

The building needs to be inspected for: 

• Compliance with approved works; 
• Compliance with the Heritage Act with respect to protection, display and 

interpretation of the archaeological remains; 
• The presence of vermin; 
• Protection from the weather (water ingress); 
• Structural adequacy. 

8.2 Schedule of Conservation Works 

The following Schedule of Conservation Works describes work that should be 
implemented to preserve the significant fabric of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street 
North. The works should be undertaken within the next year to two years, i.e. all works 
need to be completed before February 2009 at the latest to ensure ongoing retention of 
the significant fabric. The lack of maintenance since the 1991/92 conservation works 
has lead to deterioration of the building fabric. 



THE OBSERVER HOTEL, 69 GEORGE STREET NORTH  
Conservation Management Plan – Chapter 8  2007 

 

Robertson & Hindmarsh P/L  244 
Report prepared for the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 

Schedule of Conservation Works 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks 

Element Condition Significance  Action/Treatment 

Structures and Site Elements 

Exterior face brickwork Fair Exceptional Re-point the First & Second 
Floor brickwork 

East façade gable, 
parapet and wall 

Fair Exceptional Investigate vertical crack 
which indicates possible 
structural problems 

East façade Fair Exceptional Remove all air-conditioning 
condensate pipes and 
electrical conduits and patch 
penetrations through wall 

Awning over George 
Street footpath 

Fair Moderate Remove all conduits and 
floodlights from the top of the 
awning. Investigate removal 
of the security camera on the 
awning 

South wall and south 
façade gable 

Fair Exceptional Investigate ingress of 
moisture and possibly reapply 
new acrylic membrane 

West wall of main building Fair Exceptional Repair/replace gutter which is 
falling away from building 

All perimeter flashing, 
valley and box gutters 

(not 
visible) 

Exceptional Investigate leak over front 
balcony. Renew all flashings if 
necessary 

Exterior painted render Fair Exceptional Repaint 

Exterior woodwork Fair Exceptional Repaint 

Exterior painted 
metalwork 

Fair Exceptional 
& Neutral 

Repaint 

Walls and ceilings of 
Room 2.07 

Fair Exceptional Remove mould and repaint 
after source of moisture is 
located and stopped 

Roof of Courtyard Room 
(Room G.14) 

Fair Neutral Repair leak at junction with 
valley discharging over door 
to Ladies WC 

North wall of Courtyard 
Room (Room G.14) 

Poor Neutral Replace rotten vertical timber 
T&G boards under windows 
on exterior 
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Schedule of Conservation Works 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks 

Element Condition Significance  Action/Treatment 

Main stair and stair halls 
on Ground, First and 
Second Floors 

Fair Exceptional Repolish clear timber handrail 
and balustrade. Repaint dado, 
repaint skirtings, doors, door 
frames, architraves, etc 
Remove conduits and cables 
at Second Floor level feeding 
amplifiers on Second Floor 
landing 

Room 2.04 Fair Exceptional Remove timber and glass 
partition 
Remove air-conditioning units. 

Second Floor Balcony Fair Exceptional Remove air-conditioning units 
Remove conduits and pipes 
and repair hole in door and 
door frame to Room 2.04 and 
window sash in Room 2.05 

Second Floor Balcony Fair Exceptional Repair fibrous plaster ceiling 
of balcony after repairing 
cause of water damage. 

Cellar ceiling Fair Intrusive Fire rating has been breached 
by penetrations. Patch ceiling 
to reinstate integrity against 
spread of fire 

Archaeological 
interpretation room  
(Room G.13a) 

Fair Exceptional Remove rubbish and repair 
damage to room in order to 
re-establish this as a publicly-
viewable room. Install a lock 
to which only the Foreshore 
Authority has a key. 

“Waterman’s Arm’s” Cellar Good Exceptional Remove rubbish and stored 
materials. Install a lock to 
which only SHFA has a key. 

North Courtyard Fair Neutral Remove the Jacaranda tree 
and repair cracked brickwork 
of fence. 

 

8.3 On-going Maintenance  
The on-going maintenance schedule refers to cyclical maintenance works to fabric that 
should be implemented by the Authority as part of the process of on-going 
management of the Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks.  Performed 
work and any faults discovered or repairs made, should be recorded and kept 
separately alongside a copy of this maintenance schedule. 
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On-going Maintenance Schedule 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks 

Building or Site 
element 

Every Year Every 3 
years 

Every 7 
years 

Every 10 
years 

Every 20 
years 

GENERALLY 

Overall Building  Inspect for 
compliance 
with lease 
conditions. 

Inspect 
for pests. 

   

EXTERNAL 

WALLS AND COURTYARD 

Rendered Brickwork   Repaint 
(preserving 
painted 
signs) 

  

Brick Elements   Inspect  Repoint if 
needed 

North & South 
Courtyards 

Inspect 
drainage & 
condition of 
paving 

    

EXTERNAL ELEMENTS  

Timber windows, 
doors, flagpole, 
awning, metal 
handrails and metal 
fence  

 Inspect Repaint   

Ground Floor doors 
and windows in 
main building 

 Inspect Repaint & 
regrain 

  

STORMWATER DISPOSAL  

Gutters, rainwater 
heads & downpipes 

Inspect. 
Clean out 
blocked 
gutters as 
they occur 
(requires 
fortnightly 
inspection) 

 Repaint   

ROOFING  

Metal roof sheeting Inspect    Replace 

Flashing  Inspect    Replace if 
needed 

Parapets, South & 
West walls 

Inspect  Repaint 
waterproof 
membrane 
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On-going Maintenance Schedule 
The Observer Hotel, 69 George Street North, The Rocks 

Building or Site 
element 

Every Year Every 3 
years 

Every 7 
years 

Every 10 
years 

Every 20 
years 

INTERNAL 

GENERALLY  

Walls: 
Brick and 
Lightweight walls 

  Repaint   

Pressed metal dado 
panels 

  Repaint   

Ceilings   Repaint   

Timber floor 
structure 

  Inspect   

Floor boards    Inspect   

Joinery   Repaint   

Timber stairs   Re-stain 
and 
repolish 

  

Timber floor finish  
– Carpet 

    Replace 

Service Areas Inspect 
serviceability 
of sanitary 
plumbing 
fixtures, etc 

 Repaint 
non-tiled 
surfaces 

Replace 
non-slip 
vinyl 
flooring 

 

Archaeological 
Remains 

Inspect 
serviceability 
of light 
fittings for 
public 
display of 
remains 

Inspect    

SERVICES  

Air-conditioning Inspect     

Electrical Inspect     

Plumbing  Inspect    

 
 

8.4 Standard Exemptions under the NSW Heritage Act 
Any major works that are proposed to a SHR item need to be assessed and approved 
by the Heritage Council of NSW to ensure that the heritage significance of the item will 
not be adversely affected.  
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To achieve efficiency and focus only on activities that may affect significance, s.57 of 
the Heritage Act contains provisions for granting exemptions for certain activities that 
would otherwise require approval under the Act.  There are two types of exemptions 
that can apply to the property: 

 
• Standard exemptions such as building maintenance, minor repairs, alterations to 

certain interiors and change of use. 
 

• Site-specific exemptions that relate to a particular property. 
 
Refer to Chapter 10 (Appendices) for the relevant Standard Exemptions. 
 

8.5 Adaptive Re-use Guidelines 
 
8.5.1 Adaptation guidelines generally 
 
• The adaptive re-use of all building components is acceptable, with compatible new 

uses selected that utilise the original character or permit a creative and responsible 
re-use of the fundamental architectural, functional and spatial characteristics as far 
as possible. 

• The Foreshore Authority shall ensure that any new uses selected for the existing 
building shall adopt the principle of "loose fit", where the new use is adjusted as 
necessary to work within the available spatial and architectural configuration. 

• Adaptation of a building's interior should ensure that the original fabric or significant 
architectural and spatial features are retained and interpreted as far as possible. 

• The detailed requirements of the new uses should not generate undue changes to 
the existing fabric that cannot be reversed in the long term, or which do not respect 
and work within the existing architectural framework. 

• Subdivision of internal spaces should be undertaken in a secondary manner, using 
such items as partitions that can eventually be removed and which do not cut into 
the existing finishes or details. 

• External alterations or additions should be discouraged; however, if required to 
meet approved interpretation, re-use or cultural tourism requirements, these should 
be of a minor nature, and subservient to the primary architectural features and 
composition of the existing structure. 

• Intervention into the building fabric for additions or alterations to services should 
respect the integrity of the extant material, and not be detrimental to the original 
fabric. 

• The Foreshore Authority shall consider alternative approaches to the resolution of 
functional, safety, BCA or health requirements to minimise any adverse impact 
upon significant fabric or features. 

• Redundant but significant equipment, fittings and fixtures are to be retained on site, 
preferably in their existing location, or in a new location as determined by the site-
specific interpretation plan. 

• The introduction of new services and associated fittings as part of approved re-use 
programs should be carried out with the minimum of disruption to the fabric and 
spaces. 

• Existing or old service chases or conduits should be re-used in preference to new 
chases.  Services should be rationalised, grouped and treated to minimise intrusion.  

• Uses which require an unacceptable degree of intervention for upgrading to 
ordinance compliance should be avoided. 
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8.5.2 Criteria for compatible re-use options 
 
• Any new use must continue the culturally significant use of the building as a hotel 

for the consumption of alcoholic beverages and food. 
• Any new use which combines the foregoing with the reinstatement of the residential 

component of the hotel should be examined favourably with the proviso that any 
upgradings to comply with the Building Code of Australia should not entail the 
removal of any significant fabric or entail the insertion of new egress routes and 
structures which would diminish the cultural significance any further. 
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