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1   INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction to the Scoping Study 

The discovery of the nineteenth century Mitcham Water Works in 2002-3 and subsequent 
archaeological and historical research raised public appreciation of the heritage value of 
this rare example of colonial water storage and reticulation technology and the urgent 
need to conserve those elements of the water works that remain. As a result of these 
studies, the Mitcham Water Works is now recognised as a complete nineteenth century 
industrial complex. It comprises a brick water well, a stone-lined valve pit, a dam wall, a 
settling pond/ reservoir on Ellison’s Creek, approximately two kilometres of 6 inch cast 
iron pipeline following Ellison’s Creek and Brownhill Creek to the western end of the 
Brownhill Creek Caravan Park, a cast iron drinking fountain and the Mitcham Water 
Tank.i  
 
In addition to its heritage value, the Mitcham Water Works also has potential as a tourist 
destination and to be restored as a water storage facility. The water works held 300,000 
gallons (1,350,000litres) of water at the time it was commissioned and it would be 
relatively inexpensive to restore the water works to a stage where this volume of water 
could again be stored along Ellison’s Creek. 
  
The heritage value of the Mitcham Tank, the largest and most visible element of the 
water works complex, was recognised in 2000 when it was placed on the South 
Australian Heritage Register. This listing did not, however, take into account the 
relationship between the Mitcham Tank and associated pipeline and water works 
infrastructure on Ellison’s Creek. Following the documentation of each of these elements 
the Mitcham City Council recommended that the entire Mitcham Water Works complex 
should be included on the South Australian Heritage Register and the Mitcham Local 
Heritage Register (see Minutes of the Mitcham City Council Heritage Advisory 
Committee meeting May 2005). 
 
The aims of this scoping study were to:  
 Report on the current condition of each element of the Mitcham Water Works and 

identify those elements requiring stabilisation and conservation to protect their fabric 
from further decay. 

 Prioritise those elements of the Mitcham Water Works most urgently in need of 
conservation and most at risk from both natural decay and changed land use. 

 Make recommendations about the desirability of restoring selected elements of the 
Mitcham Water Works to their original, or near original, condition. If the main 
elements of the water works are restored, it should be done in conjunction with a 
walking trail and interpretive signs. 

 
Although the main elements of this historic complex have remained virtually undisturbed 
since its construction in 1878, it is now threatened by a proposal to construct a flood 
control dam along Ellison’s Creek. The urgent need for this study arose from community 

                                                 
i Although it is known that the pipeline with additional drinking fountains continued to Mitcham, Unley 
and Adelaide this pipeline is not included in our definition of the Mitcham Water Works.  
 



 2

concern for the future protection of the water works. Community organisations were 
alerted to this threat to the Mitcham Water Works by the Mitcham Council’s Heritage 
Advisory Committee and the Brownhill Creek Association. Members of the following 
organisations have supported this study through field surveys and research: Mitcham 
Heritage Research Centre, Friends of the Brownhill Creek Recreation Park, Brownhill 
Creek Association, South Australian Institution of Engineers Heritage Committee, Hills 
Face Zone Cultural Heritage Project (Department of Archaeology, Flinders University).  
The Brownhill Creek Association Inc. commissioned this report, it presents the outcomes 
of the Scoping Study and makes recommendations for future action.  

1.2 Location and access 

The location of the Mitcham Water Works is shown in Figure 1.  
 

 
 

Figure 1. Historical Section Map of Brownhill Creek and Ellison’s Creek area showing the route of the 
water pipe line. Mitcham Village is off the western edge of the map. Public plan withdrawn in 1906, 

Department of Lands, Adelaide. Source: Mitcham Heritage Research Centre. 
 
The Brownhill Creek catchment is approximately 6 km south-east of Adelaide and is 
bounded by the Southeastern Freeway to the north, Waverley Ridge to the east, Sheoak 
Road to the west and the Mitcham foothills to the west. The survey of the Mitcham Water 
Works followed the riparian zone through Sections 1094, 1092 and 1076 in Ellison’s 
Creek valley, the northern tributary of Brownhill Creek, where the main well, dam wall, 
settling pond and valve tank are located a short distance above Grainger’s Mine. The 
route of the pipeline is marked on figure 1 as ‘for w.w. purposes’ and follows a road 
reserve between Sections 1122 and 1067 to the junction of Ellison’s Creek and Brownhill 
Creek, where the pipeline enters what is now the Brownhill Creek Recreation Park. This 
is the site of the former Brownhill Creek chapel and now a private residence. The 
pipeline passes under the Chapel Footbridge and follows Brownhill Creek through the 
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Brownhill Creek Recreation Park, passing under White’s Bridge and along the northern 
side of the Brownhill Creek Caravan Park. A cast iron drinking fountain is located along 
this section of pipeline. Adjacent to the remnants of the loading bay for McElligott’s 
Quarry and the Peter Nelson Walking Trail, the pipeline turns to the north and ends at the 
Mitcham Tank at the end of Fullarton Road (now 48 Carrick Hill Road, Mitcham). 
 
Access to the water works road reserve is via a gate on the downhill side of Tilley’s Hill 
Road a few meters above the ford and the junction of Ellison’s Creek with Brownhill 
Creek. There is a recently re-made vehicle track along the creek. This track has been a 
popular ‘unofficial’ walking trail for many years and passes through the water works 
reserve, which is readily identified by a row of poplar trees.  
 
All of the former Pipeline easement east of the Chapel footbridge and the Water Works 
Reserve at the eastern end of the pipeline in Ellison’s Gully is on Springwood Park, 
which is privately owned.  

1.3 Current heritage status  

As already mentioned, of all the elements in the Mitcham Water Works only the Mitcham 
Tank has achieved local and state heritage listing. All of the Mitcham Water Works was 
nominated for listing on the South Australian Heritage Register by the Mitcham City 
Council in 2005. This nomination was considered by the State Heritage Committee but 
the council’s recommendation was not supported. This nomination followed a heritage 
survey of the water works and the documentation of all related infrastructure by the Hills 
Face Zone Cultural Heritage Project, Department of Archaeology, Flinders University.ii  
 
Public comments on the Mitcham City Council’s current Heritage DAP recently closed, 
and consultants appointed by the Council are currently reviewing nominations for the 
city’s Local Heritage Register. The Mitcham Water Works is included among these 
nominations. 
 
The citation for the Mitcham Tank on the Mitcham Local Heritage Listiii reads as follows: 

The Mitcham tank is significant as a particular element in the development of water supply to the 
Adelaide metropolitan area, reflecting the increasing demand for supply by a growing population. It 
is directly associated with the early history of water reticulation in Adelaide. A system of high level 
tanks was established in the later part of the 19th century to supply water to suburbs in the foothills. 
These areas were not able to be covered by the existing supply from sources at lower elevations. 
Although many high level water tanks exist as an important element of the present water supply 
system in Adelaide, the Mitcham tank, built in 1879, is one of only two of its type which were ever 
constructed. The other tank, at Burnside, was built a year later. Both tanks were constructed of brick 
and concrete, with internal cast iron columns supporting the roof structures. 

                                                 
. 
ii Lane, D., Smith, P.A., Ragless, M. and Ash, A.The Mitcham Water Works, 1879-1930. In Valleys of 
Stone: The Archaeology and History of Adelaide’s Hills Face, 2005. Belair: Miln Walker & Associates Pty 
Ltd 
iii Heritage South Australia 10/1999; Mitcham Council Development Plan – 
http://www.planning.sa.gov.au/edp/pdf/mit.pdf  
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The surprising absence of heritage listing and the protection heritage listing would 
provide the Mitcham Water Works was also noted in the Brown Hill Keswick Creek 
Stormwater project preliminary assessment of flood detention basins on Brown Hill 
Creek. Report for stage 1, Appendix E – Aboriginal and European Heritage Desktop 
Studyiv:  

The State Heritage listed former E&WS water tank is part of a larger complex of water supply 
infrastructure … The associated infrastructure could exhibit the same characteristics of the listed 
site and could be nominated using the same criteria. However, until the infrastructure is listed it 
remains unprotected through legislative processes relating to heritage. 

1.4 Current risks  
In recent years there have been several surveys along Brownhill Creek and Ellison’s 
Creek. The photographic record from each survey has also recorded changes in the 
landscape along Ellison’s Creek over the past decade and the resulting impacts on the 
integrity of the Mitcham Water Works. These changes include weed control, reshaping 
the landscape to enlarge two dams, diverting the creek away from the water works and 
widening and upgrading the access track.  
 
The earliest known systematic survey of the study area was done by the Patawalonga and 
Torrens Catchment Water Management Boards in 1998.v This survey included a 
photographic record of the whole catchment from below Crafers to the Patawalonga 
mouth at Glenelg, but did not record any features associated with the Mitcham Water 
Works.  
 
In 2002 Aidan Ash (student, Department of Archaeology, Flinders University) researched 
the history of the Mitcham Water Works and photographed and recorded all visible 
exposures of the pipeline by GPS.vi He did not, however, locate the historic structures 
because of the very dense vegetation in the valley at that time. Although Ellison’s Creek 
Valley had been a market gardening area during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, the area around the water works was neglected during the second half of the 
twentieth century and by 2003 the tracks were overgrown and impassable to vehicles and 
all evidence of the water works was covered by introduced weed species, dominated by 
blackberries and willow. 
 

                                                 

iv GHD 2008 Brown Hill Keswick Creek Stormwater project preliminary assessment of flood detention 
basins on Brown Hill Creek. Report for stage 1, Appendix E – Aboriginal and European Heritage Desktop 
Study. 
v Patawalonga and Torrens Catchment Water Management Boards. 1998. Brownhill Creek and Environs 
Action Plan. Survey and report. CD format.  
vi Ash, A. 2002 Brownhill Creek Water Reticulation Scheme (1878-1930). Heritage Assessment and 
Report. Unpublished undergraduate Cultural Heritage Management Report. Department of Archaeology, 
Flinders University, Adelaide. 
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The upper features of the Mitcham Water Works were successfully identified by 
volunteers working with the Hills Face Zone Cultural Heritage Project (HFZCHP)vii and 
the Mitcham Heritage Research Centre during the survey of cultural sites for the 
Department of Environment and Heritage’s proposed Yurrebilla Trail. At this time, April 
2003, the proposed route for the Yurrebilla Trail ran through Ellison’s Valley and 
vegetation clearance had been commenced by the Department of Environment and 
Heritage. Although the poplar trees growing along the dam wall had protected the 
infrastructure, the track and settling pond had been cleared using a bulldozer. The upper 
features included the well, dam, settling pond, valve pit and upper end of the pipeline. 
Although buried by a large quantity of silt washed down from the Eagle Quarry, they all 
appeared not to have been disturbed since the late 1920s when the water works were 
decommissioned.  
 
Regular inspections of the pipeline and the upper features of the Mitcham Water Works 
have since been undertaken by volunteers from the Mitcham Heritage Research Centre to 
record changes in the condition of the water works and surrounding environment and to 
record new features, including additional exposures of the pipe. All known exposures of 
the pipeline have been recorded by GPS and are identified in figure 2, a GIS generated 
map of the pipeline route along Brownhill Creek and Ellison’s Creek. 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Map of the route of the Mitcham Water Works pipeline showing the exposures recorded by GPS 

in 2002-3. The exposures marked in red were identified in 2008-9. Those exposures inside the blue box 
were destroyed by earthworks in 2007-8. Source: HFZCHP 2003. 

 

                                                 
vii This project was undertaken by staff and volunteers from the Department of Archaeology, Flinders 
University. The outcomes were published in Smith, P.A., Pate, F.D. and Martin, R. 2006 Valleys of Stone: 
The Archaeology and History of Adelaide’s Hills Face Zone. Kōpi Books, Belair, South Australia. 
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At present, the greatest threat to the Mitcham Water Works, and to the potential for a 
heritage trail along Ellison’s creek to the water works, is posed by the planned 
development of flood detention basin no. 2 on Ellison’s Creek approximately 2-300 m 
southwest of the water works by the Brown Hill Keswick Creek Stormwater Project. This 
proposal includes a concrete 25 m high dam wall and which, if constructed, would 
destroy a large section of the water works pipeline and the access track to the historic 
wells and associated features which comprise essential elements of the Mitcham Water 
Works. Figure 3 shows the proposed locations of the two dam walls, the northern location 
is on Ellison’s Creek. 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Proposed locations of the dams walls for the Brown Hill Creek Flood Detention Basins.  
Source: Brown Hill Keswick Creek Stormwater Project community information leaflet 

 
The most recent survey of Ellison’s Creek and Brownhill Creek has been an outcome of 
this proposal, although the impact of the proposal on the Mitcham Water Works and on 
other heritage features of the Brownhill Creek basin, have not been addressed by the 
Brown Hill Keswick Creek Stormwater Project.viii 
 
Springwood Park changed hands and a new land management regime was introduced in 
2006-8, including large scale weed control along the creek line/riparian zone, improved 
road access into the valley and the cleaning and expansion of the two small dams 
downstream from the water works.  
 
The new owners, concerned by the risk posed by the open water well and valve pits, 
constructed a substantial fence around the well and valve pit at this time and contributed 
to their on-going protection. Unfortunately, the reconstruction of the track through the 
valley resulted in the destruction of a small section of pipeline (see blue box in Figure 2), 
the diversion of the creek around the dam wall and away from the water well through a 
new culvert and the realignment of the track through the settling pond. This realignment 

                                                 
viii GHD 2008 Brown Hill Keswick Creek Stormwater project preliminary assessment of flood detention 
basins on Brown Hill Creek. Report for stage 1.  
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also introduced a large volume of clay soil into the settling pond and altered the 
composition of the soil which had been sediment washed downstream from the Eagle 
Quarry. 
 
In Figure 4 images from each of these surveys have been linked to a GIS map of Ellison’s 
Creek in order to illustrate changes in the environment and the condition of each of the 
features and to compare changes between 1998 and 2008.  
 

 
 

Figure 4. GIS map of Ellison’s Creek showing changes in the landscape at five locations along Ellison’s 
creek between 1998 and 2008.  Source:Aerometrex,2004 

Part 2: Contains detailed map with images. (Click on map above to go to Part2) 

The comparison between the 1998, 2003 and 2008 photographs clearly illustrate dramatic 
changes in the landscape during that decade. Many of these changes can be linked to the 
need to control exotic weeds and trees and it is unfortunate that the owners were unaware 
of the historic structures on their land at this time.  

There is little doubt that negative impacts on the integrity of the Mitcham Water Works to 
date result from the lack of information and public appreciation of their historic 
significance. With increasingly intensive land use practices and the planned construction 
of the water detention basins, it is essential that the Mitcham Water Works are protected 
from future risks by heritage legislation and appreciation by the public.   

1.5 Current land tenure 

The current status of the Water Reserve and Road Reserve was researched by the 
Mitcham City Council early in 2009 and both reserves were re-surveyed by Michael 
Grear Surveys.  The new survey plan is shown in Attachment 1. 
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Pipeline easement and Water Reserve: Research into the water pipe easement and water 
reserve by Maggy Ragless identified the Certificate of Title 332/111 1880-1982, at which 
time the ‘pipe track’, that is, the pipeline east and north of the Chapel Footbridge was 
transferred to W.H. Wylie, the owner of Springwood Park at that time (see Attachment 
2a). The pipeline easement west of the Chapel footbridge passes through the Brownhill 
Creek Recreation Park until it reaches McElligott’s Quarry at the end of Carrick Hill 
Drive (formerly Fullarton Road). The pipeline again enters private land at the point where 
it leave Carrick Hill Drive and approaches the Mitcham Tank  
 
Road Reserve: Attachment 2b is an undated (probably from the late 1870s) survey plan of 
proposed government roads in the study area. The road reserve from the chapel, adjacent 
to the Brownhill Creek Ford, to the Water Works Well Reserve was re-surveyed by the 
Mitcham Council (Attachment 2c – last amended 1996) and remains the responsibility of 
the Mitcham City Council. 
 
The Mitcham Tank: The state heritage listed Mitcham Tank at the end of Carrick Hill 
Drive is on private land (Certificate of Title 5146/800 H105100 S759) and is not 
accessible to the public. 
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2   HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

When Colonel William Light surveyed the site for Adelaide, the capital of South 
Australia, in 1836, it was believed that sufficient water to support the colony for many 
years would be readily available. For the first few years following colonisation in 1836, 
water was obtained from the River Torrens, from wells and from rainwater tanks. 
 
As the population grew professional water carriers carted water from the River Torrens, 
selling it to householders for 1s-6d to 3s per 50 gallons, depending on the distance 
carted. By the 1840s and 1850 the water supplies could barely meet the needs of the 
rapidly growing population and the colonists became all too aware of the need for a 
more pure and reliable water supply. A number of water schemes were proposed and as 
early as 1847 Brownhill Creek was considered as a possible source of water for 
Adelaideix. It is clear from subsequent newspaper reports that this proposal was 
considered, for example, the following article not only calculates the quantity of water 
available but also the cost of constructing the supply: 

The reservoir at Brownhill Creek will be found just above the boundary of Mitcham and will be 
174 feet above the highest part of Adelaide. The conduit main will be 6 inches in the bore and will 
bring in 300,000 gallons of water daily to the closed cast iron receiver in the centre of the reservoir. 
From the closed receiver the Company’s mains are charged for supplying the City and the water 
escapes from the regulating valve at the top which is loaded with a weight equal to 171/2 pounds 
per square inch, or the pressure capable of supplying the water in the Company’s pipes to a height 
of 40 feet above the highest part of the City. The water after passing through this regulating valve is 
made to supply a fountain and then fall into the outer and open reservoir. And from this reservoir 
always containing 1000 gallons, pipe are taken for supplying water to carts so that all parts of the 
city where the Company find that mains can be laid at a profit will still have the advantages of 
cheap and abundant supply of pure filtered water. The required outlay for the entire works as far as 
Victoria Square will not exceed as per estimatex. 

 

In the meantime, other water supply sources were proving to be more reliable. A letter in 
the South Australian Register, December 10, 1850, promoted a plan for a water scheme 
on First Creek in Waterfall Gully and the formation of a private water company was 
proposed but failed to raise sufficient capital and lapsed. To complicate this increasingly 
pressing issue, wealthy settlers with their own sources of water, or who could afford 
carting charges, opposed or delayed the development of water supply projects and the 
debate raged in the local papers. Attachment 3 contains the above letter and a letter to 
the South Australian Register dated October 18, 1848, supporting the Brownhill Creek 
proposal. 
 
It was not until 1860 that the Thornton Park Reservoir was constructed to store water 
from the River Torrens and the first reticulated water was supplied to Adelaide.  The 
city, however, was experiencing variable seasons and the summers were frequently dry, 
long and very hot and despite this extension the government continued to struggle to 
meet the demands of the colonists for water. In 1872 a second River Torrens reservoir 
was constructed and the reticulation system was progressively extended to most suburbs. 
 

                                                 
ix Adelaide Register 13 November 1846. 
x Adelaide Register 11 November 1848 

reservoir. And from this 



 10

Meanwhile the Mitcham village, 6 kms southwest of Adelaide, continued to develop 
around Brownhill Creek, but the flow of the creek, which had been expected to provide a 
permanent water supply to the village, was diminishing. The village was also at a higher 
elevation than Adelaide and could not be supplied with water using gravity from either 
of the new reservoirs. In anticipation of the Brownhill Creek Water Works becoming a 
reality, the District Council of Mitcham built an access road the proposed well site on 
Section 1076 in order to promote the concept of the water reticulation scheme at that 
site. Notice of the council’s intention to construct this road appears in the South 
Australian Government Gazette, 9th December 1858:935, see Attachment 4 (see also 
Attahcment 2c). At this time Section 1076, the proposed site, which had been purchased 
by John Grainger in 1846, was leased to Samual Ellison’s, together with Sections 1004 
and 921. These Sections were purchased by C.B. Hardy in 1888. 
 
Concerned at being overlooked again, the villagers continued to lobby the State 
Government for a permanent water supply. In the mid-1870s Parliament agreed to 
construct a water supply system on the higher reaches of Brownhill Creek and shafts and 
test surveys were commenced, see Attachment 5a. It was also considered that the new 
Mitcham water supply may also supplement Adelaide’s dwindling water supplies, see 
Attachment 5b. The choice of Ellison’s Creek was entirely due to the purity of its water 
and the extent to which the successful market gardens along Brownhill Creek had 
already polluted that stream.  
 
The cost estimates for the Adelaide Suburban Waterworks Extension were prepared by 
Oswald Brown, hydraulic engineer, and published in 1878 in Parliamentary Paper 
183/1878 Vol. IV. The total estimate was £11,680. Work began on the construction of 
the water storage and reticulation scheme in 1878xi with the survey of the pipe track, that 
is, the route of the pipeline from the proposed site of the Mitcham Tank and the well on 
Ellison’s Creek.  The 1878 plans for the heritage listed Mitcham Tank are shown in 
Attachment 6. The survey of the pipeline was also commenced in 1878 and the survey 
plans are shown in Attachment 7. A brick-lined water storage well, a stone-lined valve 
pit, a dam wall and a settling pond were constructed at the eastern end of the pipeline on 
Ellison’s Creek and documents relating to the Call for Tenders, Specifications and the 
Contract have been reproduced in Attachment 8.  
 
A 6 inch cast iron pipe imported from Scotland carried water along the bed of Ellison’s 
Creek and Brownhill Creek to the base of McElligott’s Quarry where it ran up the hill to 
the Mitcham Tank, which alone stored 270,000 gallons of water. From here the water 
was piped to the standpipes in Mitcham and beyond (see Attachment 7b). A series of 
drinking fountains was originally located along the pipeline, two of which were within 
the survey area and several more along the pipeline between Mitcham and Adelaide. 
Today only one fountain remains and is located along Brownhill Creek at the south-
eastern end of the caravan park on the eastern side of the road before White’s Bridge. 
The water reticulation scheme was officially opened on 25 November, 1879. It operated 
on pressure provided by the Ellison’s Creek tank, and then to the plains under pressure 
from the larger Mitcham tank. The system was officially discontinued in 1930, although 
it is highly likely it had not been in use for several years before this date.    

                                                 
xi  Norman, W.A. 1953 The History of the City of Mitcham. Adelaide: Griffin Press,  pp.154. 
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3 ASSESSMENT OF CURRENT CONDITION AND COMPARISON WITH 
EARLIER RECORDS 

We are most fortunate that Doug Lane discovered an original technical drawing of the 
Mitcham Water Works whilst undertaking research for the Mitcham Heritage Research 
Centre. This drawing illustrates the relationships between the settling pond, dam wall and 
brick water well at the time construction commenced in 1878, and illustrates their size 
and the materials used in their construction (see figure 5). The valve pit was omitted from 
this drawing.  
 

 
 

Figure 5.  Technical drawing for the Mitcham High Level Reservoir, Well at Ellison’s Creek. South 
Australian Engineering and Water Supply Department, 1878. 

Source:  Mitcham Heritage Research Centre. 
 
This technical drawing has greatly assisted us in understanding what is required to restore 
the well to its original condition. 

3.1 Brick water well and foot valve 

The illustration of the brick well, figure 5, shows that the original well was capped with a 
circular corrugated iron wall with a conical roof cover.  It is considered unlikely that the 
“tank” added to the storage capacity because (i) it is higher than the dam wall, and (ii) the 
difficulties (at that time) of successfully achieving a water tight seal (under pressure) 
between the “tank” and the brick well.  It more likely that the “tank” is simply a cover 
over the well to keep dirt and debris from contaminating the water, and the height of the 
wall is to facilitate access to the well (pers. com. W. Stacy). As described above, at the 
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time of its discovery in 2003 the well was completely obscured by blackberries (figure 4), 
the corrugated iron tank and roof were no longer in situ and the original bolts which 
secured the tank to the brick well remained (figures 6, 7). Some rusted fragments of 
corrugated iron were recorded nearby and have now been removed by the owners. 
 

 
Figure 6. Detail of one of eight bolts which secured the corrugated iron tank to the brick well. 

 Source: HFZCHP 2003. 
  
 

 
Figure 7. Green flags mark the locations of the bolts around the circumference of the brick well.  

Source: HFZCHP 2003. 
 
The diameter of the brick well is 2,880 mm and the bricks used in its construction are the 
narrow British standard bricks which were either hand-made in the colony or imported 
prior to the construction of the Hoffman brick kiln near Blackwood in 1879.xii 
 

                                                 
xii Callen, J. 2005  Forgotten Industries: The Brick-works of Eden Hills. Butterfly Press, Blackwood, South 
Australia. 
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The water level in the brick well in May 2003 was considerably higher than the level 
recorded in October 2008. In 2003 only the pipe carrying water into the well was 
exposed. At the time of the 2008 survey both the water inlet and foot valve (figure 8) 
were revealed. The depth of the foot valve in the brick well allowed Bill Stacy (a 
representative of the S.A. Institution of Engineers Heritage Committee who was on both 
the 2003 and 2008 surveys) to calculate the depth of the adjacent valve pit. He concluded 
the valve pit, which was connected to the brick well by the foot valve, must have been 
deeper when it was constructed than it is now.  
 
The lower water level is most certainly an outcome of the recent rerouting of the creek 
away from the dam and through a culvert under the road to the south of the well.  
 
 

 
 

Figure 8. Detail of the foot valve in the brick well, Mitcham Water Works, October 2008. 
 Source: W. Stacy. 

 
There is also a very insecure metal ladder on the south-western side wall of the well 
(figure 8).  
 
The fabric of the brick well appears to be stable and not in immediate need of 
conservation/restoration; although this will need to be reassessed if the restoration of the 
Mitcham Water Works is undertaken. The technical drawing in figure 5 provides a scale 
and it is clear that part of the brick well was above ground level when constructed. 
 
Recommendations for conservation:  
 Pump the sediment from the well and clean the side walls. The well should not be 

completely emptied of water as emptying may disturb the existing equilibrium under 
which the well appears to be stable.  If it is necessary to pump the well dry, the well 
should be monitored during the operation for damage from external hydrostatic 
pressure as the water level in the well is lowered.  It may not be a problem, but two 
possible failure mechanisms could be the inward collapse of the wall from lateral 
external hydrostatic pressure, and secondly uplift forces in the nature of a swimming 
pool floating up when emptied due to buoyancy forces.  The hydrostatic pressure and 
buoyancy force may be less at the end of a dry summer. 
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 Excavate around the brick well to the level shown in the technical drawing.  
 Examine the ladder and make safe if found to be insecure/unstable. 
 Make the well safe if restoration is not undertaken. A transparent cover should be 

considered. The current fence is strong and should be retained. 
 
Recommendations for restoration: 
 Restore the circular corrugated iron wall and conical roof to the original design. This 

would also require the bolts to be replaced with minor disturbance to the original 
brick fabric.  

 A circular corrugated iron tank, if one this size is available, would be an economic 
solution, but not transparent!  It may be feasible to fabricate circular walls from poly 
methyl methacrylate (pmma, ie Perspex). 

 Clean the inside walls of the well and the water inlet pipe. Steam cleaning may be 
possible, although some water should remain in the tank. 

 It is unlikely that the valves can be restored, but the foot valve should be examined 
and its condition reported at the time the tank is cleaned and pumped dry. 

3.2 Valve Pit 

A square pit constructed from rough dry stone walling on three walls and sharing the 
brick wall of the round brick well on the fourth side, held the valves which controlled 
the flow of water from the brick well into the pipeline. The pipeline then carried the 
water to the Mitcham Tank at the end of Carrick Hill Drive. The valve pit as it appeared 
in 2003 is illustrated in Figure 9.  
 

 
Figure 9. The square stone lined valve pit. Supports for a cover over the valve pit are visible on the side 

walls.  Source: HFZCHP 2003. 
 

The condition of the valve pit in 2008 had not altered since the 2003 heritage survey. As 
described above, the depth of the foot valve in the brick water well in 2008 allowed Bill 
Stacy to estimate the depth of the valve pit when it was constructed in 1879. This was 
considerably deeper than the present depth of the valve pit and the present level is a 
result of the build-up of dirt and debris swept in the valve pit since the system was 
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decommissioned in 1930, and especially since the cover was removed. Two of the 
supporting brackets at the top of the valve pit that held either a timber or metal cover are 
visible on either side of the valve pit in figure 9. No evidence of the cover was 
identified. Details of the valves are shown in Figure 10; they are incomplete and the 
remaining pipes are heavily corroded. 
 
 

 
Figure 10. Details of the valves in the valve pit. Source: HFZCHP 2003 

 
 
Recommendations for conservation:  
 The valve pit should be excavated to its original depth, which can be calculated from 

the depth of foot valve in the water well.  
 The walls of the valve pit should be cleaned. 
 The pit cover should be reinstated, preferably a transparent cover as recommended 

for the water well. Brackets for the original cover remain in situ, although they may 
need to be replaced. 

 
Recommendations for restoration: It is not considered feasible to restore the valves to 
full working order. 

3.3 Dam Wall 

The row of poplar trees (Populus sp.) provided the clue to the location of the dam wall 
during the 2003 Heritage Survey. The location was confirmed by probing the earth bank 
immediately behind the poplar trees with a metal rod and the dam wall is identified by a 
row of white flags in figure 11. 
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Figure 11. The location of the dam wall was identified during the 2003 Heritage Survey and is indicated 

in this photograph by the White flags behind the brick well. Source: HFZCHP 2003. 
 
The whole of the dam wall is now buried by sediment, although the northern end of a 
stone wall was uncovered during the 2003 Heritage Survey. This stone wall was not 
identified during the October 2008 inspection. A smaller dam wall of the same design is 
located on a property in an adjacent valley and has provided a model of how this dam 
wall is believed to have functioned (pers. com. A. Tilley). The dam wall in the adjacent 
valley has a flood control ‘gate’ made from lengths of timber that are slipped into slots 
in a stone wall on either side of the creek. An example of a slot to hold the timber dam 
wall in place is illustrated in figure 12. In this example the timber was put in place when 
water was needed for watering crops during the drier months and removed at times of 
heavy rain during winter. Unfortunately we have no information about whether this 
regime was used for the water works, although it seems unlikely that the man-power 
would have been present to regulate the flow at different times of the year.  
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Figure 12. Detail of the dam wall construction on Orchard’s Creek in an adjacent valley.  

Source: HFZCHP 2003. 
 
Recommendations for conservation:  
 It is essential that the location of the dam wall be confirmed and excavated. 
 Once excavated it will be possible to confirm the materials used in the structure and 

then to assess their condition.  
 Although the row of poplar trees are an attractive feature along Ellison’s Creek, it is 

most likely their roots are damaging the dam wall and the trees will need to be 
removed. 

 
Recommendations for restoration: 
 If it is decided to restore the entire water works, the restoration of the dam wall 

should be relatively inexpensive. It is very likely that the timbers will need to be 
replaced and the stone supports repaired. 

3.4 Settling pond 

The settling pond is immediately upstream and behind the dam wall and was an essential 
component of the water works. Sediment settled to the bottom of the pond and the clear 
water from the permanent springs upstream flowed through a pipe at the side of the dam 
and into the brick well. The water flow was then regulated through the foot valve and 
valves in the valve pit and downstream to the Mitcham Tank. Unfortunately these water 
works were located downstream from the Eagle Quarry and following the expansion of 
this quarry from a stone reserve to a commercial quarry in the 1960s all of the Ellison’s 
Creek was heavily contaminated by sediment washed from the quarry. Core samples 
were taken during the 2003 Heritage Survey in order to estimate the depth and surface 
area of the original settling pond and to locate the creek line. The location of the creek 
and depth of the sediment are illustrated in figure 13, a cross-section of the water works 
based on information collected during the survey and on the original drawings 
reproduced in figure 5. 
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Figure 13. Reconstruction of the water works and settling pond based on the 1878 technical drawing and 

probes and core samples. Produced by Matt Schlitz, HFZCHP 2003 
 
Recommendations for conservation:  
 The original boundaries of the settling pond should be confirmed.  
 The pond should be completely cleared of sediment. 
 The creek should be restored to its original course through the centre of the settling 

pond as this flow of water is absolutely essential to the integrity of the Mitcham Water 
Works and in particular the maintenance of essential high water levels in the brick 
well.  

3.5 Pipeline 

The pipeline ran from the valve pit in Ellison’s Creek to the Mitcham Tank, a distance of 
approximately 2 km, and was constructed from 6 inch iron pipe imported from Scotland. 
A small length of pipe and joint are illustrated in the scale drawing in figure 14. 
 

 
 

Figure 14. Scale drawing of a joint in the 6 inch iron pipe imported from Scotland in 1878. 
Drawing by Aidan Ash, 2002. 

 
As stated above, Ashxiii photographed and recorded the locations of five exposures of the 
pipeline along Ellison’s Creek by GPS (figure 2) in 2002. No exposures of the pipeline 
were recorded along Brownhill Creek once it passed under the Chapel footbridge or 
along the section of pipeline identified with a metal detector between the end of 
Fullarton Road and the water fountain northwest of White’s Bridge. It is believed that 
these sections of the pipeline remain intact, but this requires further investigation with a 
                                                 
xiii Ash, A. ibid 
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metal detector. The concrete footings where it is thought that the pipe crossed Brownhill 
Creek adjacent to White’s Bridge remain visible (see figure 15).  
 

 
Figure 15. Historic photograph of White’s Bridge over Brownhill Creek, Brownhill Creek Recreation Park. A 
pipeline the same as the pipe used in the Mitcham Water Works is shown crossing the creek in front of the 
bridge. Source: Mitcham Heritage Resource Centre. 
 
The locations of pipeline exposures along Ellison’s Creek were again recorded by GPS in 
October 2008 and included three new exposures and a section of pipeline that had been 
destroyed (figure 2). Exposures of the original pipeline where it joined with the Mitcham 
Tank, together with what appeared to be lengths of surplus pipe lying in a trench adjacent 
to the Mitcham Tank were also recorded during the 2003 Heritage Survey, see figure 16.  
 
The Mitcham Tank is on private land and ownership of the land changed soon after this 
survey. The lengths of pipe are no longer visible and have been either removed or 
covered by soil when the block was landscaped and the trench filled.   
 

Recommendations for Conservation: Enquiries should be made about the whereabouts of 
the recently removed lengths of original iron pipeline from Ellison’s Valley (see figure 
4), although it is now unlikely that they will be located and reinstated. It may be possible 
to recover some lengths of pipe from 48 Carrick Hill Road, Mitcham.  
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Figure 16. A length of pipe along Ellison’s Creek.  

Source: Pam Smith  2008. 
 
Recommendations for Restoration: No recommendations are made for the restoration of 
the whole pipeline. A section of the pipeline adjacent to the water works could be 
restored as a part of the restoration of the well and dam wall to demonstrate how the 
water works originally functioned. It is recommended that a survey of the pipeline 
between the Chapel footbridge and White’s Bridge be carried out using a high quality 
metal detector. 

3.6 Fountain 

The one remaining cast iron drinking fountain associated with the Mitcham Water Works 
section of the pipeline no longer functions as a drinking fountain, but is in good 
condition, see figure 17. 
 

 
 

Figure 17. The cast iron drinking fountain in the Brownhill Creek Recreation Park, c. 1879. 
Source: HFZCHP 2003. 
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No recommendations are made for the conservation or restoration of the drinking 
fountain, although an interpretive sign linking the fountain to the Mitcham Water Works 
is recommended. 

3.7 The Mitcham Tank and Brick Valve Tank 

The condition of the Mitcham Tank and the adjacent brick valve tank has remained stable 
for some years and, as already stated, is listed on the South Australian Register of 
Heritage Places. The surface of the tank is illustrated in figure 18. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 18. The surface of the heritage listed Mitcham Tank. 
Source: HFZCHP 2003. 

 
No recommendations are made for the conservation or restoration of the Mitcham Tank 
or the adjacent brick valve tank. The tank would, however, be less vulnerable to damage 
if the tank, valve well and adjacent land was purchased by the Mitcham City Council or 
the South Australian government. An interpretive sign linking the Mitcham Tank to the 
Mitcham Water Works is recommended. 
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4. TOURISM POTENTIAL 

The tourism potential of Ellison’s Creek valley was recognised by the Department of 
Environment and Heritage, S.A., when the first route planned for the Yurrebilla Trail (see 
www.southaustralia.com ) passed through the valley, linking Brownhill Creek with the 
Eagle-on-the-Hill. The plan did not go ahead when the then owner of Springwood Park 
refused to provide a right-of-way along Ellison’s Creek. An alternative route was found 
following the ridge overlooking the valley. At that time the location of the Mitcham 
Water Works was not known and was only identified later that year. The present track 
along Ellison’s Creek between the former well reserve and the Chapel footbridge, 
roughly follows the government road reserve and is remote, beautiful and well known to 
local bush walkers.  
 
The location of the historic Mitcham Water Works along this ‘unofficial’ walking track 
makes it desirable for access to be negotiated with the new owners of Springwood Park . 
Such an agreement would make it possible to allow public to access the valley and to 
visit the water works once it is restored. 
 
The development of a new walking track should aim to create a heritage trail along the 2 
km length of the Mitcham Water Works pipeline from the Mitcham Tank to the water 
works on Ellison’s Creek with interpretive signs at points of historic interest. Such a trail 
would complement existing walking tracks through the Brownhill Creek Recreation Park 
and provide an opportunity for the earlier planned link to the Yurrebilla Trail to be 
developed by the Department of Environment and Heritage. 
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5   CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

It is recommended that: 
 all of the Mitcham Water Works should be listed on the Mitcham City Council’s 

Local Heritage Register and the South Australian Heritage Register as a matter of 
urgency. 

 a report assessing the impact of the proposed flood control dam on Ellison’s Creek on 
the integrity of the Mitcham Water Works, and the pipeline in particular, should be 
prepared immediately. 

 all the recommendations in Section 3, above,  for the conservation of the remaining 
elements of the Mitcham Water Works should be undertaken as soon as possible.  

 the restoration of the Mitcham Water Works should be undertaken as recommended 
in Section 3, excluding the full length of the pipeline and only the partial restoration 
of the valve pit. The water works represent a rare example of nineteenth century 
industrial technology and its restoration will also contribute to its long-term 

 the considerable tourism potential of the water works should be recognised and a 
heritage trail from the Mitcham Tank to, at least, the water works site on Ellison’s 
Creek and preferably as an extension of the Yurrebilla Trail, should be undertaken. 

 
Although the costs to undertake the above recommendations have not been calculated, it 
is considered that the expenses associated with the recommendations for conservation and 
restoration of the water works will not be excessive. Volunteer labour may also be 
available to assist with some projects, particularly the excavation of the water well and 
dam wall. 
  
Recent changes in land-use have impacted on the Mitcham Water Works at both the 
Mitcham Tank end of the complex and the Ellison’s Creek end and the following 
recommendation for the protection of Mitcham Water Works made in 2004 is even more 
urgent todayxiv:  

The old Mitcham Water Works complex is a connected series of features that must be protected and 
interpreted as a whole. As a complete system it clearly meets the historical, social and scientific 
(i.e., archaeological) criteria developed by ICOMOSxv for the assessment of heritage significance. 
This pipeline is of archaeological significance. No other complex of colonial water works similar to 
this are to be found in South Australia, or, to the best of our knowledge, in Australia. The complex 
therefore represents a unique example of colonial engineering and water storage and reticulation 
technology. .. 
Frequently the most visible structures in the landscape are those attributed as being significant, 
whilst the smaller and invisible structures are overlooked. This is what has occurred in this 
instance… We strongly recommend the inclusion of all the Mitcham Water Works complex and the 
cultural landscape with which it is associated on both the State and Local Heritage Registers… this 
pipeline and associated structures also provide an opportunity to develop a walking trail with 
signage at features along the route to complement those that already exist in the Brownhill Creek 
Valley.  

 

                                                 
xiv Smith, P.A., Piddock, S. and Pate, F.D. 2004. Historic Sites and Landscapes. The Brownhill Creek 
Catchment. Report of the Hills Face Zone Cultural Heritage Project, volume 1. Department of 
Archaeology, Flinders University.   
xv Marquis-Kyle, P. and Walker, M. 2004 Burra Charter: Good Practice for Heritage Places. Australia 
ICOMOS, Sydney. 
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This recommendation is now considered to be urgent. The greatest threat to the Mitcham 
Water Works, however, comes from the proposal to construct a flood control dam across 
Ellison’s Creek. This proposal has not taken the heritage value of the Mitcham Water 
Works into account. 
 
 

 
 
 
Pamela A. Smith, PhD, AACAI 
Cultural Heritage Consultant  
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Attachment 1 
 
 
 

2009 Survey of the Water Reserve and Road Reserve, Mitcham Water 
Works well by Michael Grear Surveys for the Mitcham City Council.  

  
(Source: Mitcham City Council) 
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Attachment 2 
 
 
 

Mitcham / Brownhill Creek Water Works related Easement Documents 
researched by Maggy Ragless. 

 
 

a. Certificate of Title 332/111. 
b. Hundred of Adelaide - Survey plan ‘For Survey of Government 

Roads, sec’s 1121, 1122. 
c. Mitcham City Council, File Plan no. FP40325 showing 

government roads to the north and south of the Mitcham Water 
Works pipe easement. 

 
 
 

(Source: Mitcham Heritage Research Centre) 
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Attachment 3 
 
 
 
 

Letters to The South Australian Register concerning Adelaide’s water supply 
 
 

October 18, 1848 – The Proposed Water Company 
December 10, 1850 – Pure Water in Abundance 

 
(Source: Mitcham Heritage Research Centre) 
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Attachment 4. 
 
 
 
 

South Australian Government Gazette, Dec 2, 1858: 903. 
 

Notice from Mitcham Council regarding an intention to construct a 
road to Section 1076, the Mitcham Water Works Well. 

 
(Source: Mitcham Heritage Research Centre) 
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Attachment 5 
 
 

a. South Australian Parliamentary Papers, 45, 1875. Report on 
Mitcham Water Supply. 

b. South Australian Parliamentary Papers, 54, 1878. Report on 
Adelaide & Suburban Water Supply. 

 
 

(Source: Mitcham Heritage Research Centre) 
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Attachment 6 
 

The Mitcham Tank: 
a. Adelaide Suburban Water Works Extension. High Level Reservoir, 

Mitcham. Contract no. 12. Drawing no. 30. 1878. (scanned on 2 
pages). 

 
b. Mitcham City Council. Mitcham Tank. Plan reference 6628-49-k. 

1984. 
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Attachment 7 
 
 
 

Survey of the Pipeline: 
a. South Australia. Engineer-In-Chief’s Office. Field Book no. 
48/78. Record of entries between June 1878 and December 1878. 
 
b. Survey plans for the Mitcham Pipe Track and Site for Tank. 
1878. (8 pages). 
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Attachment 8. 
 
 

The Well: 
a. Call for Tenders 
b. Specifications of the brick well for the Mitcham Water Works. 
c. Contract for the construction of the brick well for the Mitcham 

Water Works. 
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PART 2 
 

GIS INTERPRETATIONS OF LANDSCAPE CHANGES 
 



Brownhill Creek Catchment, Ellison Valley 

 
 Click on the red arrows or labels to view and compare images at each location. 



 
 

1a.1 Overview of Mitcham Water Works Well and poplars, April 
2008, photographed after extensive vegetation clearance and 

realignment of Ellison Creek 
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1a.2 Overview of Mitcham Water Works Well and poplars, 
September 2008. Note that the creek is coming from the right hand 
side of the poplars.  The original creek line was on the left hand side 

of the poplars. 
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1a.3 Dense undergrowth covering the Mitcham Water Works Well. 1998. 
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1a.4 Mitcham Water Works - the brick-lined well. Photographed by 
Doug Lane, 29 March 2003 
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1b.1 Settling pond on Ellison’s Creek, Mitcham Water Works November 2008. Shows realigned creek and new 
track through the settling pond. 

kean0011
Text Box
Return to map



 
 

1b.2 Settling pond on Ellison’s Creek, Mitcham Water Works September 2008. Shows realigned creek and 
new track through the settling pond. 
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1b.3 Settling pond on Ellison Creek, Mitcham Water Works April 2008 following clearing and realignment of 
the creek. 
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1b.4 Settling pond on Ellison Creek, Mitcham Water Works late 2002. Reed beds growing on the settling pond 
are undisturbed. 
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1b.5 Settling pond on Ellison Creek, Mitcham Water Works April 
2003 following clearing. 
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2.1 Midway between the Mitcham Water Works well and Wylie’s Bridge. April 2008, following clearing of 
trees and blackberries along the creek and showing the destroyed section of pipeline stacked along the new 
fence on the southern side of the access track. 
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2.2 Midway between the Mitcham Water Works well and Wylie’s Bridge, September 2008, showing a section 
of exposed pipeline remaining in situ following the removal of sections of pipeline. 
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2.3 Exposed pipe in situ and undisturbed along Ellison Creek 
between Wylie’s Bridge and the Mitcham Water Works well in 

March 2007. 
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3.1 A little downstream of Wylie’s Bridge. 1998 (Brownhill Creek and Environs Action Plan) 
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3.2 Upstream from Wylie’s Bridge following the clearing of vegetation and straightening of the creek, April 
2008. 
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3.3 Upstream from Wylie’s Bridge following the clearing of vegetation and the regeneration of grasses, 
September 2008 
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3.4 Taken from Wylie’s Bridge. April 2003. 
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4.1 Wylie’s dam location following extensive earthworks and relocation of the access track, April 2008. 
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5.1 View south over Wylie’s dam, April 2003. 
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5.2 Wylie’s dams following earthworks, September 2008. 
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5.3 View northward over the former Wylie’s southern dam following earthworks, September 2008. 
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