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My Part in the Story of the Great North Road
Ian Webb
My notes on the Old Great North Road, the section between Wisemans to Bucketty, (which is the
name that I gave to this section of road, which was later adopted by the NPWS), started on Saturday
25 September 1961. On this day I looked around the Bucketty area at the walls and quarry on the
east side of the road just north of the bridge. Later that day I drove down to St Albans thinking that
this road was the convict built road, as I had looked at a section of stone block wall south of the
Deans property in Mogo Creek a week before. It was not until Tuesday 28 September when I spoke
to the grader driver and his offsider, who were grading the road south of the Deans, that I learned
that the Great North Road branched of the Mogo Creek Road just south of Mount Manning. From 2
October to 19 December, I spent every Saturday, weather permitting, on the road looking at the
convict built works down to what I later learned was Hungry Flat.
On several occasions, I encountered Post Master General workmen on the road, and they pointed
out to me the locations of convict built works and it was from these men that I first heard of Finch’s
Line (a name also given by me and adopted). One of the PMG camps is located at the 2 mile, and
still has some of their empty beer bottles scattered around.
I was employed as a Ranger for the Brisbane Water National Park Trust in September 1967, mainly
because of my knowledge of the native flora of the Central Coast area, bushfire fighting experience,
as well as the numerous Aboriginal relic sites I had located and recorded, in the Hawkesbury
sandstone country north of the river.
By November 1969, I had covered all of the road down to Devines Hill, it was at this time I was
made responsible for looking after Dharug National Park every weekend, until a permanent Ranger
was appointed, and had the luxury of using a National Parks Land Rover from Brisbane Water
National Park to get around. This stopped wearing out my trusty 1959 Volkswagen, which I had
used to get along the road up until this time, to the amazement of many a bushwalker.
In June 1975, I was appointed Ranger in Charge of Dharug National Park. I had in 1965, started
collecting photocopies of letters written on the Great North Road during its building, and eventually
ended up with about 2000 documents and a number of maps on the period 1814 to 1840s. I still
have most of these documents and many more collected since, as well as copies of 38 microfilm
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rolls, 8 of which have been donated to the Singleton Library, all of these I have purchased from
State Records, up until the present date. Unfortunately the collection of 120 photographic slides
taken of some of my early discoveries and used by me to give slide presentations to interested
groups, which I left with Service expecting that they would still be used for seasonal Ranger
interpretive talks, have been borrowed or simply lost, which is disappointing.
My time in Dharug between June 1975 and July 1980 enabled me to spend more time looking as the
road, also the South side of the Hawkesbury, where I located a by-passed section of original road,
an abandoned bridge and a forgotten convict campsite above a rock overhang which was called the
Judgement Cave. On the north side of the river the number of sites for convict works located are too
numerous to mention. On being appointed District Senior Ranger, I was instrumental in getting the
Devines Hill section of the road closed to traffic, and gates and barriers erected to prevent vehicle
entry, which was the first step in the protection of the first ten miles of the road adjoining Dharug.
The Australian Army were requested not to use the road from Mount Manning to Wisemans as a
driver training area for 4-wheel drive trucks and armoured personnel carriers, as they were shown
that this use was causing damage to sections of the walls, as well as collapsing several culverts,
including one of the large stone culverts, including one of the large stone culverts on Devines Hill.
The first protection ad interpretive works were carried out by Devines Hill under my supervision,
when funds were made available under an unemployment scheme. Trees growing on the surface of
the road, near and in the walls going up Devines Hill were removed, six of these large trees were
damaging the stone block walls and causing bulging in places, three culverts with broken top
flagstones were opened up and repaired. One of these culverts revealed that clay and small flat
pieces of ironstone had been used by the convicts building the culvert, to stop the top flagstones
from rocking (a form of mortar). I removed the bushfire damaged wooden mile post from the 7 mile
in 1979, to protect it from being stolen, like the wooden 2-mile post, which had become more
visible after a bush fire. The 7 mile post was originally housed in the old Mill Creek workshop, but
was moved to be displayed in the Gosford NPWS office, which saved it from being destroyed with
the workshop building during the 1994 bushfires.
The stone block water trough was also removed from its Devines Hill location, as one corner had
been broken off by a person breaking firewood on it for a barbeque. It was stored at the old
workshop but was broken into two pieces by service staff trying to move it in the 1990s. I believe it
is still in this state, no attempt being made to restore it.
Photo-engraved aluminium displays, with art work done to my specifications and including text
composed by me, were produced by one of the persons employed by the unemployment scheme,
and were erected on Devines to assist with the interpretation of the convict work.
After several years of requesting funds for the accurate recording of the surveying convict works on
the road adjoin Dharug, which I had named the Old Great North Road, funds were made available
and Heather Bourke was contracted to complete the Archaeological survey of the road from the top
of Devines Hill to Ten Mile Hollow in April to August 1988. This survey was used to support the
application to get this section of the road added to Dharug National Park.
My involvement with the protection and management of the road adjoining Dharug National Park
continued up until I left the National Parks and Wildlife Service in 1989. I thought new service staff
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would continue to look after the road as part of their duties, unfortunately this did not occur and
further damage has been done to the road over the intervening years, by uncontrolled 4-wheel drive
and trail bike use, erosion and the bushfire of 1994, which destroyed the best surviving example of a
wooden culvert on this section of the road, as well as pieces of the convict made wooden guardrail
on two of the bends as the 6 mile. This fire also resulted in the loss of a number of relics collected
by me for their protection, as well as those confiscated from persons found using metal detectors as
the convict camp on Devines Hill and along the road. These relics were all stored at Mill Creek, but
when the burnt out remains of this old workshop were buried on site following the fire, no attempt
was made to retrieve them.
On the section of the road between the junction of the Great North Road and Mogo Creek Road to
Bucketty Bridge, what remained of the cross road culverts, and a small wooden bridge, have been
totally destroyed between 1965 and the present, and the hand cut drains and some of the stone
cuttings badly damaged by the grading of this road over the years to make it trafficable, this
occurring even after numerous meetings with Hawkesbury and Gosford Council and their workstaff.
It was considered cheaper to grade the surface of this road down, than cart in loads of road
materials, especially after them being stopped from opening up new areas on the sides of this road
for excavating road base. During my time at Dharug (1969-1980), I was able on several occasions to
request the grader driver to be careful in a few locations, but this did not continue when other staff
were made responsible for the area, and this contact was lost.

Ian Webb, centre photo in check shirt, is always happy to share his
knowledge with CTP members (Photo: E. Roberts)
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Even though I have been critical of the Service’s actions on the Old Great North Road, it came as a
complete surprise when I was asked to comment on the Engineering and other Archaeological
Surveys undertaken by the NPWS on the Devines Hill. Finchs Line, Clares Bridge to Mount
Manning and Shepherds Gully sections of the road, while living at Bowen north Queensland, where
I had moved after leaving the Service in 1989. I added over 120 locations of convict works to the
Archaeological survey of the road from Ten Mile Hollow to Mount Manning, and have since
remembered several more, not immediately adjoining the road.
Irrespective of what protection works have been done, on Devines Hill and Clares Bridge by the
NPWS, and the Circuit Flat Bridge, Mt Manning walled up hollow, Bucketty culverts, and other site
repairs undertaken by the Convict Trail Project, and the various Reports, Management and
Conservation Plans done on the Road, what is really required, is for some drastic decisions to be
made on what really requires protection. It is unrealistic to say that the whole of the surviving
convict works should be protected, this is too costly, and will ever be achieved on a piecemeal basis,
unless some form of sponsorship of sections of the road is obtained from big business or future
classification results in large grants being received. I remember one costing I had for restoration and
resurfacing of the first ten miles of the road adjoining Dharug was in the vicinity of 2 million
dollars.
Perhaps sections displaying the different construction methods used by the different Gangs, and
Assistant Surveyors, would be a start, these locations combined with the visually impressive
sections such as at the descent to Wisemans Ferry and the ascent to Devines Hill, Finchs Ascent,
Clares Bridge, Circuit Flat Bridge, Mount Manning Walled up Hollow, Bucketty Culverts, Ramsays
Leap, and sections of the walls and culverts on the Wollombi to Paynes Crossing section of the
road, and a few remaining works on the Wollombi to Cessnock to Maitland road, would give a good
coverage of surviving convict works, except for the wooden structures, which are now all virtually
destroyed. The wooden culvert remains at Ten Mile forms part of Simpsons Track down to
Mangrove Creek, it is not convict built, but part of the old road to Gosford. It has now been replaced
with a replica by NPWS, and the remains of the old woodwork stored.
Thought should also be given to other sites adjoining or replacing sections of the original road, such
as the Sawyer’s Gully area, and the remains of the once impressive Iron Gang road works at
Harpers Hill (Greta), on Mitchells new line of road from Cockfighters (Warkworth) to Wallis Plains
(Maitland). Two sections of this impressive stone block wall work survive, with the remains of the
exits of three large stone block culverts, one having partially collapsed, and another bug enough to
almost walk upright in, the amount of surplus road making materials dumped on the site over the
years is covering other work.
The convict road gangs engineering feats on the Great North Road, must be preserved, and where
possible some of the badly deteriorating sections, determined to be worthy of preservation, should
be restored in a compatible and sympathetic way, so that not only present Australians can appreciate
and learn about these works, but future generations must be given the same awe inspiring feelings
that I (and others) have felt, when seeing these grand works for the first and successive times.
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Footnote:Vale Ian Webb
It is with great sorrow we have to report the death of Ian Webb of Garbutt, Queensland, on 19 July
2018, aged 73.
Ian first became interested in the Great North Road as he was turning 21. His interest later led him
to seek employment as the first ranger for Dharug National Park, a position he held for many years.
His interest in the road led him to explore the road in detail finding campsites and various graffiti
etc., then to read the historical records and write three books on the results of his research, Blood
Sweat and Irons; Roads End and Convict Gangs.
In recent years, Ian and his wife Maureen moved to North Queensland to live near his daughter.
Although developing Parkinson’s disease, Ian kept in contact by email and mail till he could no
longer write due to advancing illness. Ian then with the help of his wife Maureen sent copies of his
research to appropriate groups including the Convict Trail Project.
The Dharug and Lower Hawkesbury Historical Society have recently revised and republished
“Blood Sweat and Irons”.
Our thoughts are with his wife Maureen and his family
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