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Despite being more prevalent in Tasmania than elsewhere, dolerite found relatively limited use by early European settlers. Dolerite was used 
in foundations, basements and retaining walls, but was difficult to shape and at least in the first half of the colonial century, highly unfash-
ionable both in colour and texture, although acceptable for industrial buildings and rural outbuildings. Later in the nineteenth century, 
quarried stones of uniform colour were used to build some notable churches as well as basements for buildings of other materials. There 
was a progression during the three decades before the First World War from use of stones of varied size to a preference for stones of regular 
appearance; after which dolerite was largely replaced by concrete. For much of the twentieth century, dolerite was chiefly crushed for road 
metal, concrete aggregate or railway ballast, with occasional use in formal building. Towards the end of that period, it returned to building 
in decorative features, and to engineering practice as filling for gabions and in massive assemblies of boulders. This overview traces the use 
of dolerite in Tasmania from early colonial times to present-day practices in fashionable architecture and as a structural building material.
Key Words: dolerite, Tasmania, colonial architecture, structural material.

INTRODUCTION

If dolerite were a precious mineral, Tasmania would be as 
rich as a Gulf emirate, for the rock occurs over a greater 
proportion of this island than anywhere else on Earth. 
Wherever we live in Tasmania, it is likely that dolerite 
will form part of our lives. The landscape abounds with 
dolerite-topped mountains, and the rock appears at sea level 
in the spectacular cliffs of the Tasman Peninsula and Bruny 
Island and places like the Mersey Bluff. The dolerite top 
of kunanyi-Mount Wellington looms above Hobart, and 
the rock outcrops in the city, although less prominently 
than in Launceston where it forms the Cataract Gorge and 
the First Basin, and is the bedrock of Trevallyn and West 
Launceston as well as the suburbs beyond the North Esk 
flood plain (pl. 1). It is the prevailing road metal in many 
parts of Tasmania. 

At least two-thirds of the surface area of Tasmania is 
dominated by basic igneous rocks or the products of 
their erosion, about a tenth of that chiefly basalt, and the 
remainder dolerite. A foremost authority on dolerite, David 
Leaman, wrote of it as ‘The rock which makes Tasmania’, 
but also recognised it as ‘Tasmania’s curse’ because of 
the difficulties it has caused, and continues to cause, the 
mining and agricultural industries and the builders of 
infrastructure (Leaman 2002).

Petrologists named dolerite diabase, dolerite or micro
gabbro; whereas builders called it whinstone, traprock, 
bluestone and greenstone, according to their place and 
tradition. In the north of England and the Scottish 
borders, ‘whinstone’ can mean basalt or dolerite, and in 
most writings of British origin that discuss their use in 
building, the two similar rocks are not differentiated. Both 
rocks have essentially the same chemical composition and 
mineralogy, differing chiefly in their crystal size because 
of the manner of their formation; basalt is extrusive and 
finer grained because of more rapid cooling of the magma, 
dolerite coarser because of its intrusive origin. The Oxford 
English Dictionary gives ‘whin’ as an Old Scandinavian word 
applied to prickly shrubs. ‘Trappa’, according to Webster’s 
Dictionary, is Swedish for steps or stairs, and the word 
appears to allude to the forms of outcrops, and possibly 
came to North America with immigrant quarrymen. 
‘Greenstone’ is a mainly American usage resulting from 
the high proportion of olivine in some deposits, as in part 

PLATE 1 — Columnar jointed dolerite, part of a faulted mass 
exposed at sea level in the Cataract Gorge, Launceston. 
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of the old Cataract Hill quarry in Launceston, but most 
of it is blue-grey, and called ‘bluestone’, along with basalt, 
to the confusion of Victorian visitors for whom bluestone 
is always the latter. In Van Diemen’s Land, Louisa Anne 
Meredith, watching the building of her home at Great 
Swanport, added to the confusion by calling it ‘ironstone’, 
in inverted commas (Meredith 1852) probably referring 
to the rust-like surface of chemically-weathered stones, 
or the resemblance of freshly fractured surfaces to newly 
broken cast iron.

Mrs Meredith noted that in her district its jointing: 
“…very conveniently separates it into flat slabs of all 
sizes and thicknesses, suitable for rough stone buildings, 
and when well fitted and cemented together, and neatly 
faced with cut freestone at all the corners, door and 
window case. &c., it makes a most substantial fabric.” 
(Meredith 1852)

It is not everywhere that dolerite conveniently separates 
into stones suitable for building; the widespread occurrence 
of platy jointing in the Swanport districts on the east 
coast accounts for a local prevalence of dolerite structures 
from the early colonial era, not matched in other parts of 
Tasmania. The best-known example is the ‘Spiky Bridge’ 
south of Swansea (pl. 2), but there are several houses and 
other buildings in the district (Ward et al. 2017, numerous 
references). Elsewhere, the most accessible is the Kerry 
Lodge Bridge on the old Main Road between Franklin 
Village and Breadalbane.

In many other places, the rock appears as massive 
columnar structures needing to be broken into stones of 
manageable size, and laboriously hammered or knapped 
into shape, or as rounded subsoil boulders unsuitable for 
building. Despite its prevalence and availability, the use of 
dolerite by the early European colonists was limited up to 
the time when manufactured materials came to dominate 
building in Tasmania.

A MINERALOGIST WITH TIME  
ON HIS HANDS

Adolarius William Henry Humphrey (1782–1829) was 
son and grandson of the leading ‘commercial naturalists’ 
in London, dealing in ‘natural curiosities’ such as insects, 
shells, fossils and minerals in demand for private collections. 
Adolarius showed a strong interest in natural sciences from 
childhood and in his youth attended courses in chemistry. 
In 1797, Governor Hunter requested the services of a 
mineralogist to assess the potential mineral wealth of the 
colony of New South Wales, aware that the French expedition 
under Nicolas Baudin had included two such experts. 
Matthew Flinders’ expedition in the Investigator included 
a practical miner, but the influential Chamberlain to King 
George III, Charles Francis Greville considered that there was 
a need for ‘a person with more knowledge than a working 
miner’, as he wrote in a letter offering the position to young 
Adolarius (Currey pp 9–23 in Humphreys & Currey 2008).

Humphrey embarked on the ship Ocean at Gravesend 
in March 1803, accompanying the expedition intended to 

establish a settlement at Port Phillip. He arrived in October 
1803 and in December, left the settlement at Sorrento 
on the schooner Francis with the intention to ‘survey Van 
Diemen’s Land and the islands about it’. The ship proved 
unseaworthy and near the Kent Group in Bass Strait he 
transferred to the Lady Nelson, carrying the commandant 
William Collins and the botanist, Robert Brown, who 
14 years later was to be immortalised by his discovery of 
Brownian motion. They arrived at Port Dalrymple on New 
Year’s Day 1804, and after some explorations around the 
harbour, they proceeded up the Tamar River, reaching the 
site of Launceston and encountering the Cataract Gorge 
on 9 January. On their return journey on 13 January, 
they went ashore to examine a waterfall at the head of 
an inlet that had been noted earlier by Matthew Flinders 
but not explored.

“We found it excellent water and filled several casks at 
it. While this was doing I amused myself with carving 
my name (A.H. 1804) in the solid Basaltic rock […] 
with hammer and chisel, in a place where it must be 
seen by any boat’s crew that may hereafter visit the spot 
for fresh water.” (Humphrey & Currey 2008, p. 60)

Collins named the inlet Supply Creek, a creek in England 
referring to a small tidal estuary and not a brook as in 
Tasmania today. 

Near the falls stand the ruined dolerite walls of the 
Supply River Flour Mill built by Andrew Charlton in 
1825. The isolated mill came under attack from Aborigines 
and bushrangers, and three successive millers were killed 
there, but it operated under various owners until 1882, 
and the wooden superstructure, two additional storeys 
high, lasted long enough to be photographed in about 
1890. Two men who made their mark in Tasmania served 
their apprenticeship there in the 1830s and 1840s. Thomas 
Wilkes Monds (Monds 1907), builder and millwright, 
later the owner of the Carrick Mill, one of the largest 
dolerite buildings in the world, was a founding partner 
in the firm whose successor in Launceston still operates 

PLATE 2 — The Spiky Bridge south of Swansea was built by 
convicts from the Rocky Hills Probation Station in about 1843, 
of platy-jointed dolerite from near the site with lime mortar and a 
coping studded with mini-columns.
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the only commercial mill in the state. James ‘Philosopher’ 
Smith gave up milling and tried his luck on the Victorian 
goldfields and then as a farmer in Tasmania before becoming 
a mineral prospector. In 1871 he discovered the Mount 
Bischoff deposit that gave rise to what was for a time the 
largest tin mine in the world and a substantial source of 
the wealth that rebuilt Launceston in the era when dolerite 
was most in fashion.

BUILDING WITH DOLERITE

The earliest European rectilinear structures ever made in 
Van Diemen’s Land were the borders of the garden made 
by Felix Lahaye during the visit of Bruny d’Entrecasteaux’s 
expedition to Recherche Bay in 1792 (Jouffroy-Gauja et al. 
2016). “By marking the boundaries of the vegetable beds 
with stone boulders and two square plinths in the centre, 
Lahaye aimed to transform a short-lived activity into a 
proven, long-lasting structure within the reach of future 
archaeologists” (Jouffroy-Gauja et al. 2016, p. 10). These 
arrangements of dolerite stones must have perplexed the 
Aboriginal people as much as their markings have continued 
to entice researchers to this day.

In the colonial century and up to the First World War, 
dolerite was used for foundations, basements and retaining 
walls, but seldom as the main material of entire buildings 
and those that exist are considered rarities in world terms. 
Most of the important examples were built in northern 
Tasmania, but there is also a special group in the Swanport 
district on the East Coast, with the material cautiously 
identified in a recent study as rubblestone or fieldstone 
(Ward et al. 2017, p. 18, p. 110), and scattered buildings 
elsewhere. In technique and superficial appearance, early 
dolerite buildings do not differ from those built of basalt, 
except that a few of the latter include shaped and smoothed 
stones, products of a labour that was never undertaken 
with dolerite.

Dolerite occurs in Hobart but was not the preferred 
building material because of the ready availability of 
excellent sandstone. In the presence of the fine colonial 
buildings around Sullivans Cove, it is readily forgotten 
that those on Salamanca Place and most of those on the 
former Hunter Island stand on dolerite. Most of the early 
production from the quarry at Battery Point, now largely 
occupied by Salamanca Square, was used to reclaim the 
foreshore to build the New Wharf, but the stone was 
included randomly in some nearby foundations in the 
1840s, and used more formally in the Fusilier Cottage of 
1840 (pl. 3). Later, it appeared prominently in a great 
warehouse built for Askin Morrison within the former 
quarry in the 1850s. The Scottish engineer, William 
Falconer who probably designed the building, also used 
dolerite extensively in his work for the Hobart Gas 
Company after 1852; some of which still remains, and many 
will remember the great roofless wall along Evans Street, 
now lost to road-works. Brinktop in Crelin Street, Battery 
Point, has a wing faced with dolerite with much exposed 
mortar that also dates from the mid-century. While other 

examples exist, the use of dolerite as a building material 
is far more readily seen in the north of the state. 

Most of the early dolerite structures in the north of 
Tasmania relied on natural jointing supplemented by 
some working with hammer and bolster to produce 
flattish faces and right-angled corner blocks. There was 
one outstanding example of extensive shaping of stones 
into squared blocks. The great bridge across the South 
Esk River at Perth was begun in 1836 to the design of 
Lieutenant William Kenworthy, Inspector of Public Works 
at Launceston. Parker’s Roman Cement impregnated with 
linseed oil was specified for the mortar of the piers, an 
expedient that had been recommended by the author of 
the most ancient architectural text, Marcus Vitruvius Pollio, 
in the first century AD. Work was interrupted by flooding 
in the following year, but was completed by 1839, with 
nine semi-elliptical vaults. Two of these were destroyed by 
a flood in 1852, and in the reconstruction only one was 
rebuilt (Smith 1969, pp 56–58). The bridge stood with 
eight vaults until April 1929, when a major flood after 
harvest time carrying trees and haystacks turned the strong 
structure into a weak dam, resulting in its destruction. 
The remarkably regular stonework can still be seen in the 
remaining parts of the abutments, and a capsized mass 
including the springing of two adjacent vaults can be 
discerned in the river-bed downstream.

PLATE 3 — Squared dolerite rubble and cut and droved 
sandstone with ‘Aberdeen bond’ construction in the Fusilier 
Cottage, Hampden Road, Battery Point, Hobart.
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THE VAN DIEMEN’S LAND PHASE

Formal building in Van Diemen’s Land began in the Regency 
period, and our early builders largely followed the Georgian-
derived fashions in the British Isles. The desired external 
surfaces at that time were smooth or finely textured and 
of even colour, with mortar joints regular and minimal in 
thickness. These requirements could be met with freestone, 
high-quality brickwork, or stucco coloured and engraved to 
resemble ashlar stonework. Unless rendered over, dolerite 
would not serve this purpose. At Haggerstone near Perth, 
where the house and the farm buildings are superbly built 
of dolerite, the house alone was stuccoed, though this has 
been removed in recent renovations.

The application of local stone during the building process 
is done for practical reasons, but there are also aesthetic, 
philosophical, mystical and even nationalistic motivations 
for its use. Even in our time, when the economics of 
building compels the use of industrial materials, stone 
retains a prestige that may be expressed in foundation 
stones and sometimes in decorative features.

In Britain, William Wordsworth was among those 
who advocated the use of local stone for building in the 
countryside:

“… the house must harmonize with the surrounding 
landscape: […] may it be said, ‘Look at the rocks 
and those parts of the mountains where the soil 
is visible, and they will furnish a safe direction’.” 
(Wordsworth 1835, p. 78)

He admitted an exception for those parts of his beloved 
Lake Country where there is ‘an over-prevalence of a bluish 
tint’, but where it is ‘enriched by the iron tinge, the colour 
[…] will be produced of itself by the stones hewn from 
the adjoining quarry, and by the mortar, which may be 
tempered with the most gravelly part of the soil.’ (p. 78, 
79). The poet would have approved of the weathered 
dolerite walls of Tasmania, but not of Henry Hunter’s later 
application of the broken stone in his churches.

In nineteenth- and early twentieth-century buildings 
in Tasmania, dolerite appears in a number of guises, but 
when exposed on a public face of a building, a striking 
change in the manner of its use and consequently its 
appearance emerged in the 1860s, underlining a pervasive 
change affecting architecture and the decorative arts in 
the mid-Victorian era, when mouldings became heavier 
and more elaborate, textures became more emphatic, and 
colours stronger and often more sombre. The contrast 
can be clearly seen at the corner of Balfour and St John 
streets in Launceston where an old brick house of about 
1830 with variegated platy dolerite foundations was 
replaced by a mid-Victorian house standing partly across 
the old foundation and a new one of quarried blocks (pl. 
4). When used for foundations and basements, and for 
ancillary buildings, the vivid variations in colour on the 
flattest surfaces of stones taken from superficial deposits 
could be made visually acceptable by whitewashing, as 
can be seen today in such buildings as the 1835 Pilot 
Station at Low Head and the South Bruny Lighthouse of 
1836, both dating from John Lee Archer’s incumbency as 

Colonial Architect, or in a farmhouse like Glendessary near 
Evandale, built by Scots in 1838.

The Scottish preference for stone could perhaps be argued 
to be a national characteristic, and perhaps a nationalistic 
one. “Who in Scotland would build in brick when stone 
is to be had”, cried Robert Nasmyth (Nasmyth 1989, p. 
151). Scots were accustomed to building with whinstone, 
and for centuries the prevalent mode of building where this 
occurred was with roughly squared stones of random sizes 
laid with horizontal and vertical joints but not in regular 
courses. This was the case not only in the countryside but 
also in the Old Town in Edinburgh, where dolerite occurs 
along with basalt in the volcanic remnants within the 
city, the Castle Rock, Calton Hill, Arthur’s Seat and the 
Salisbury Crags; the last is the most characteristic dolerite 
feature. At the dawn of the ‘Golden Age’ in Edinburgh, in 
1763, the first residential square outside the old city walls 
was begun (McKean 1992, pp 61–62), and although the 
houses were built in the new Georgian style, some of them 
were built of assorted rubble stone including local dolerite, 
and not the elegant grey ashlar of their neighbours and the 
New Town on the other side of the city. In an endeavour 
to approximate the regularity demanded by the style, the 
masons in George Square resorted to ‘Aberdeen bond’, a way 
of laying squared stones in regular courses, associated with 
the use of granite in the Highland city and its hinterland. 
The historian of eighteenth-century Edinburgh, Mary Cosh, 
noting the appearance, commented that in the square:

“…the effect was demeaned by a relatively low, irregular 
north side, poorly finished in a chequering of blue whin 
[and] limestone.” (Cosh 2003)

Notwithstanding its antiquarian interest, the rugged 
material still appeared ‘wrong’ for the style, as it had to 
many of those who built in Van Diemen’s Land. Aberdeen 
bond appears only twice in Tasmania, in sandstone at the 
back of the old Penitentiary Chapel in Hobart and in 

PLATE 4 — Contrasting dolerite stonework at the corner of St 
John and Balfour Streets, Launceston: at left, random crudely-
coursed rubble with surfaces as found, circa 1840, at right, 
squared quarried blocks in regular twelve-inch courses, circa 
1880.
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dolerite and sandstone in the Fusilier Cottage in Battery 
Point (pl. 3).

England provided no real precedents. Only one village 
and its manor house are known to be largely of dolerite: 
Craster Tower in Northumberland now consists of a square 
fourteenth-century pele tower slighted to about half its 
height and crenelated in 1797 when domestic additions 
were made, augmenting some from the previous century. 
Craster, on the nearby coast, is a small fishing port with 
a quarry that sent dolerite kerbstones to London for over 
two centuries until 1937 (Historic England 2019).

In Georgian building in England, the exposure of rough 
stonework was an eccentric choice. Some exceptions that 
prove the rule, both in England and Tasmania, are called 
Stone House. The one at Deptford near London, built 
in around 1772 of a rough Kentish ragstone, owes its 
eccentricities to having been built for its architect. The one 
on the Esplanade at Perth in Tasmania, also unusual in a 
number of ways, was built in 1827 for the Reverend John 
Youl, and was possibly designed by Lieutenant Kenworthy, 
engineer of the Kerry Lodge Bridge and of the lost Perth 
Bridge. It now has no fewer than nine fanlights, stuccoed 
wings flank the main front, and the rubble stonework 
is not built to courses, but of random rubble with great 
variation in the size of the stones. In the earliest part, 
the mortar is buttered, trowelled to smooth the surface so 
that it covers the irregular edges of the stones, a type of 
construction more likely to be applied to farm buildings, 
where variegated surfaces with a lot of exposed mortar 
were commonly whitewashed. An outstanding example is 
the stone barn at Clarendon, with walls about 0.7-metre-
thick, and some stones that would weigh over 500 kg (pl. 
5). Dolerite weighs about 2.8–3.0 g per cubic centimetre.

Because of the difficulty of shaping the stone, very few 
buildings are entirely of dolerite; most have either brick or 
sandstone parts, particularly around openings and forming 
corners. Even where stones suitable for cornerings or lintels 
occurred, as at Haggerstone, sandstone sills were required.

Fireplaces in dolerite buildings were invariably lined 
with brickwork, as the stone exfoliates explosively when 
exposed to intense heat. In most cases the brickwork was 
continued to the chimney tops; exceptions are rare.

The use of stones in construction can be considered 
in a number of ways: whether they are used ‘as found’ 
or artificially shaped; whether they are laid with mortar, 
or ‘dry’; whether they are laid at random, in courses, or 
otherwise; whether the courses are regular or irregular, 
horizontal or raked, whether the builders were skilled or 
not. Most people have some intuitive understanding about 
what will stand on what, but those with some training or 
skilled supervision work differently in ways that reflect 
their experience, and in our colonial era this was generally 
in some part of the British Isles.

Some of the crudest buildings of which there are remains 
were built of field stones with earth as mortar, and their 
durability depended on the adequacy of the bearing surfaces 
as the earth between them eroded. The most substantial 
remnants of this kind of building are those of the ice-
houses on kunanyi-Mount Wellington, embedded in a 

buried scree slope, and built of found stones by convict 
labourers under the supervision of an officer of the Royal 
Engineers, Captain Charles Stanley, and an overseer named 
Burgoyne (de Quincey 1987), with walls 1.2 m thick and 
originally 2.3 m high, faced with carefully built stonework 
with an infilling of packed earth and stones.

Dry stone construction depends entirely on good bearing 
surfaces as horizontal as possible in as much contact 
with their fellows as possible and is generally confined 
to retaining walls or cairns. When small stones are used, 
stability depends on skill; the mass of larger stones is an 
asset, particularly for retaining walls.

Lime mortar was usual for most of the colonial century 
and has the advantage of allowing some movement between 
stones in response to minor foundation problems without 
serious cracks developing. The practice of building to courses 
was in part an aesthetic decision, but it was also a way of 
regularising the stresses in a wall and thus enhancing its 
stability. Courses one foot (approximately 30 cm) in height 
were usual, matching the standard height of sandstone 
blocks produced by convict stonecutters, as well as four 
brick formats of the common colonial size, the bricks being 
around 6 cm high, with mortar joints 6.4 mm thick, a 
brick format being the space occupied by a brick plus half 
the attendant mortar.

The appearance of rubble built to courses, particularly 
when the regular horizontal mortar courses are emphasised, 
is visually particularly satisfying when compared with the 
‘crazy paving’ effect of stones laid at random. In nineteenth-
century work, professional builders maintained a certain 
horizontality for structural reasons, even when they did not 
build to courses, but in the twentieth century, the adhesive 
strength of cement mortar allowed walls to be built or 
faced with stones of any shape or size, fitted together like 
a jigsaw puzzle, with a consequent loss of visual coherence.

For appearance and durability, the exposure of mortar 
was usually minimised if the stones were to be exposed, 
but if they were to be whitewashed or rendered over, the 
mortar might be buttered to cover the irregular edges. In 
later nineteenth-century work, buttering was commonly 
exposed where ‘politeness’ was not required, but often 
regularised with false joints made by grooving (pl. 6) or 
strap-pointing (pl. 7). The latter can be seen on the Carrick 
flour mill built in the 1840s with walls a metre thick and 
extended by Thomas Wilkes Monds in 1890.

PLATE 5 — Massive dolerite rubble construction in the stone 
barn at Clarendon.
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HOLY DOLERITE 

The medieval preference for building churches of stone has 
often been related to the Christian faith and the reference to 
the disciple Peter as ‘a rock’ or in fact the proneness of wooden 
buildings to destruction by fire. The Church of England with 
an inheritance of medieval stonework was content to build 
in brick or stone throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, but the ancient insistence on stone reappeared 
strongly in the nineteenth century with the medievalising 
doctrines of Augustus Pugin and the Ecclesiologists, and the 
prominent use of dolerite in churches in northern Tasmania 
can be attributed to these opinions.

The earliest building of dolerite raised for worship in the 
colony was the chapel at Entally near Hadspen, designed 
by the Colonial Architect, John Lee Archer, and built for 
Archdeacon Thomas Reibey in 1835 (Smith 1962). The 
house, stables and coach-house to which the chapel is 
conjoined are all of brick, and it might appear that stone 
was used to differentiate the little building from the others, 
for the juxtaposition clearly expresses the Archdeacon’s 
two principal interests, the Church and the turf, with the 
latter far more evident. The stonework of random rubble 
is built to courses a foot (about 30 cm) in height, but 
the horizontal mortar courses are not emphasised. In the 
lower part of the wall, there are many colourful faces of 
the stones as found, but the upper part suggests that the 
builders resorted to quarrying an outcrop, resulting in a 
preponderance of grey stones. For want of right-angled 
cornerstones, the quoins and jambs are built of brick.

The infrequency of natural right-angled cornerstones 
was overcome in a different way in the next important 
church of dolerite, built at Sidmouth on the west bank of 
the Tamar for a Scots congregation, beginning in 1835. In 
the building of what is now known as the Auld Kirk, the 
majority of the stones used at the corners and the openings 
have been worked to approximate right angles, contrasting 
the broken surfaces with the naturally weathered faces 
which in this building are particularly vivid. The stones 

are not built to courses but are laid so that the longest flat 
side is the bearing surface, and that imparts a unity to the 
appearance of a wall in which there are great variations in 
the size and colour of the stones. The earliest photographs 
of the kirk show it to have been whitewashed overall.

On the other side of the Tamar, the Launceston builder 
Robert De Little raised St Mathias’ Church for Dr Gaunt 
in 1842–43, using brick, sandstone and dolerite, but all 
have been concealed by painting, probably from the time 
of its completion (Rowland 1966).

It was to be another 25 years before dolerite again 
appeared prominently in church building, and by then its 
use was by choice not necessity. Earlier colonial builders 
using quarried stone were generally delighted to find natural 
flat surfaces on their stones, but their Victorian successors 
were concerned to produce a uniform overall appearance 
in terms of colour and texture and would relegate such 
fortuities to less honoured positions.

The first Roman Catholic Bishop of Hobart Town, 
Robert William Willson, was the son of a builder and 
brother of an architect, both associates of A.W.N. Pugin, 
and had acted as his own clerk of works in the building 
of his church in Nottingham before coming to Van 
Diemen’s Land. Like Pugin, he regarded stone as the 
appropriate building material for a church, and with 
Henry Hunter as Archdiocesan Architect, they followed 
the Puginian injunction whenever possible. When churches 
were commissioned for the north of the colony, economy 
demanded use of the local stone, and three remarkable 
buildings of dolerite resulted. All of them have cut sandstone 
dressings and plastered interiors under timber roofs, but 
the walls are of dolerite, laid as snecked squared rubble 
with tuck-pointed joints. This, being interpreted, means 
that the stones were of varying dimensions, but worked 
to produce rectangular faces, and laid horizontally but not 
built to courses, the snecks being smaller stones inserted 
to continue the line of larger stones for short distances to 
regularise the appearance of the wall. The mortar at the 
face was darkened to match the stones, buttered over the 

PLATE 6 — Christ Church, Cullenswood, built in 1847: random 
rubble, crudely coursed, with weak lime mortar buttered and 
engraved.

PLATE 7 — Monds’ Roller Mill, Carrick, built in about 1847 and 
extended in 1890: massive walls of dolerite, crudely coursed, 
surface mortar buttered and strap-pointed.



37A rock in a hard place: European use of dolerite in Tasmania

irregular edges, and grooved to accept narrow false joints 
of a fine light-coloured composition called lime putty.

The earliest of Hunter’s dolerite churches, Saint 
Augustine’s at Longford, was built in 1864, a small 
building of simple form but designed to be capable of 
great extension (pl.8). It was a rehearsal for the building 
of a church in Launceston that would be second only to 
Hunter’s sandstone Cathedral in Hobart Town. A Puginian 
nave was completed in 1866, the liturgical east end and 
sacristy were added in 1888 to designs by Alexander North 
in a different but compatible style, and the tower and spire 
were built a century later.

The third of Hunter’s dolerite churches is Holy Trinity at 
Westbury, begun in 1867 and completed in 1874 except for 
the tower, added in 1901 to a design by Alexander North.

In 1868, Archdeacon Reibey commissioned a small 
dolerite church at Hadspen, but due to a dispute with his 
bishop, it stood incomplete as a picturesque Gothic ruin 
until 1951, when it was crudely completed (Henslowe 
1977). In the churchyard is a unique monument over 
the tomb of a local worthy who died in 1870. Like the 
church, it has smooth sandstone dressings and random 
dolerite rubble carefully built to miniature courses (pl. 9).

THE FEDERATION AND EDWARDIAN 
PHASE

 
Between 1890 and 1910, the best work in Launceston 
often included dolerite foundations built with quarried 
stone laboriously worked to appear as rusticated blocks on 
the surface, although the hidden sixth side of these was left 
more irregular. The stones were shaped to a common height 
of 12 inches, although they varied in length. Foundations 
of this kind supported brickwork, much of it of bright 
red machine-moulded bricks from the Sandhill in South 
Launceston. Domestic basements were often entirely of stone, 
with the inner surfaces of random rubble built to courses.

The Launceston Municipal Council had inherited the 
former convict quarry in Cataract Hill near the mouth of 
the Gorge, and having its own supply, commissioned several 
new structures. These included some impressive retaining 
walls around the city, and some unusual buildings associated 
with the Duck Reach hydro-electric development in the 
1890s, including the original powerhouse itself, largely 
destroyed in the 1929 flood, the suspension bridge pylons, 
one of which remains, and the staff cottages, mostly intact 
(pl. 10). A former municipal outlier in the same style is 
the staff cottage at the inlet to the St Patrick’s River water 
scheme at Nunamara.

In the older parts of Launceston, grey quarried stones 
appear commonly in boundary walls. In Mid-Victorian 
examples from about 1850 to the 1880s there are likely to 
be polite panels below copings and railings and between 
rendered piers, with buttered mortar and false joints; later 
ones celebrate the ruggedness of the material with little 
embellishment, and coping stones of the same material. 
The structures range in height from dwarf walls supporting 
railings to retaining walls several metres high.

The most impressive array of regular courses is in the 
external faces of the apsidal Chancel of St John’s Church 
in Launceston (pl. 11). The work can be precisely dated as 
there is a photograph taken at the laying of the foundation 
stone in 1902 that clearly shows the irregular hidden sides 

PLATE 8 — St Augustine’s Catholic Church, Longford built in 
1864: snecked squared dolerite rubble walls, tuck-pointed. Note 
the Puginian relieving arch above the sandstone of the window. 

PLATE 9 — The tomb of William Hadfield, a former convict who 
became the leading citizen of Hadspen and died there in 1870: 
unique application of dolerite in a small structure.
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of the stones and the brick structure that they conceal. The 
stonework stands on a concrete base hidden below ground 
level, for the architect, Alexander North (1858–1945), 
influenced by his associate and sometime partner, A. Harold 
Masters, was a pioneer in the use of reinforced concrete 
in non-industrial building.

The stones would have come from the Cataract Hill, 
probably J. & T. Gunns’ quarry in Bourke Street. The work 
involved in shaping the stones so accurately would have 
been considerable. There is one stone that must have been 
nearly finished when too much of an edge broke away, so 
that large flakes of stone were inserted to maintain the line 
of the mortar course. The finding of that insignificant fault 
is an indication of the labour needed to produce the work. 

Many houses of similar date have regular courses of 
quarried stone, but none so extensive as at St John’s. They 
appeared on the ‘public’ sides of the buildings, with stones 
of inferior appearance relegated to the back or supplanted 
by brickwork.

The conveniences of concrete and the increasing cost of 
labour after the Great War put an end to most of this. One 
house in Mowbray Heights, probably built around 1920, 
used dolerite to follow the Californian fashion for porches 
with posts standing on rugged pylons. A member of the 
Gunn family, whose firm had built the dolerite towers for 
the Leading Lights and the attendant lightkeeper’s cottages 
on Port Dalrymple in 1881, built a castellated cottage at 
Low Head in 1929; Castle Thurso designed by Thomas 
Maloney was about nostalgia with a whiff of Scottish 
patriotism (Lyons 1998, pp 71–73, Mercer 2017). 

St Mary’s Church, Hagley, was commissioned by Sir 
Richard Dry and built in 1862 to an imported design 
under the supervision of Henry Hunter, with walls of local 
basalt. The Tasmanian Government built the chancel over 
the grave of Sir Richard in 1871, but the tower remained 
incomplete. In 1932, the Launceston architect Hubert 
Springford East added a vestry and tower of concrete faced 
with dolerite blocks of troublesome regularity (Scott 1955).

Public applications were rustic and environmental: 
the Launceston Municipal Council used slabs from their 
Cataract Quarry and recycled kerbstones to build shelters 
at the First Basin in 1937–38 (Green 2006), and an 
entrance to a park named in honour of Premier A.G. 
Ogilvie, after his death in office in 1939. The Hobart City 
Council built handsome chalets beside their new road to 
the Pinnacle of Mount Wellington in 1938, one of which 
remains. Beyond these, the use of dolerite was largely 
confined to rustic paths and walls, until the beginning 
of the present century. 

DOLERITE UNDERFOOT 

Before municipal authorities undertook the task, early 
developers of speculative housing beyond the old town centre 
in Launceston added to their respectability by kerbing and 
guttering the roadways in front, and in St John Street there 
are remnants of this practice that can be accurately dated 
(Davies 2006). James Bennell’s buildings on the east side 
that Dr Clifford Craig dubbed ‘Quality Row’ date from 
1844, and have cobbled gutters in front, made with large 
water-worn dolerite pebbles (pl. 12). Later, Dorset Terrace, 
named for the old Tasmanian county that was a principal 
source of the tin that made Launceston thrive, was built in 
1888, and has a gutter of square setts, continuing earlier work 

PLATE 10 — Power station worker’s cottage, Duck Reach, 
designed by the City Engineer, C. St. John David and built in 
1897.

PLATE 11 — Basement of the apse of St John’s Church, 
Launceston, with carefully shaped blocks one foot (30 cm.) high 
set in lime mortar in 1902.
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using less lustrous vesicular basalt from Victoria. Dolerite 
kerbing remains a feature in many parts of the city, some 
carefully shaped, but most of irregular blocks.

Crushed dolerite remains the ultimate road metal, ideal 
in colour and durability, and an excellent aggregate for 
concrete, although often supplanted in the latter role by 
less costly quartzite gravel. It is also excellent railway ballast 
and filling for gabions.

The Perth Bridge was undoubtedly the greatest engin-
eering structure to be built of dolerite, but there were 
others, large and small. Excavations in Launceston in the 
1980s revealed part of a subterranean storm-water drainage 
system built of dolerite slabs. The Westwood Road Bridge 
over the Meander River near Carrick, opened in 1878, has 
fine dolerite piers and abutments.

With modern powered equipment for sawing and 
polishing hard stone, dolerite can be used in monumental 
masonry, where it is promoted and even exported as ‘black 
granite’ (pl. 13). It has a suitably funereal appearance, and 
retains its polish for several lifetimes, if not indefinitely, 
unlike the more popular grey or pink granite and red syenite.

During the past two decades, dolerite has become 
once again a fashionable material in northern Tasmania, 
particularly as a decorative feature and a localising touch 
added to buildings that are mainly made of industrial 
materials (pl. 14), and also in the construction of retaining 
walls built of massive and often colourful subsoil boulders 

and columns placed with the aid of heavy machinery. Grey 
quarried stones are used to fill gabions of steel mesh, and 
this engineering expedient has also begun to appear as a 
decorative feature.

Finally, within the past year in Launceston, concrete has 
fought back in the form of dark grey revetment modules 
coloured and moulded to give the impression of dolerite 
walls. For ‘Tasmania’s curse’, imitation is the severest form 
of flattery.
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