Pittman Park – a proposal
to commemorate the geological mapping for
Australia’s national capital city.
On 8 December, 1890, Joseph Wild, James Vaughan, and Charles Throsby Smith travelled from the
Lake George area and camped near Pialligo on the Molonglo River. Next day they climbed Black
Mountain. They had brought acid to identify limestone for making building mortar. They examined
the limestone outcrops near Acton Peninsula and the region was subsequently named Limestone
Plains. Thus was initiated the important role that geology was to play in the development of the
capital city of Australia, Canberra.
In the 19th century the region changed as European settlers, graziers, administrators and merchants
moved into the Limestone Plains, displacing aboriginal families that lived in the region for at least
20,000 years.
In 1901 the Commonwealth of
Australia was declared and Section
125 of the new Australian
Constitution stated that the Seat of
Government will 'be in the State of
New South Wales, and be distant not
less than one hundred miles from
Sydney'. In 1904 Charles Scrivener,
District Surveyor with NSW
Department of Lands, reported on site
options for the national capital and
recommended Dalgety in the Monaro
region near the Snowy Mountains.
However, after a strong lobbying
campaign by John Gale and other
Queanbeyan citizens, that recommendation was overturned and in December 1908 the Australian
Parliament chose Yass-Queanbeyan as the location of the Australian national capital. At that time no
specific city area was identified and thus Surveyor Charles Robert Scrivener was given the tasks of
identifying the location for the new city
and mapping a new federal territory.
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The promotion of an international design competition for the new national capital required that an
enormous amount of information had to be documented for international city planners and
architects who wished to enter the competition. This involved detailed topographic mapping by
Scrivener and also the documentation of information about soils, climate, drainage and, importantly,
geology.
The person chosen to conduct the geological mapping
and document the geotechnical resources of the region
was Edward Pittman, NSW Government Geologist and
Undersecretary of the Department of Mines. Pittman
was a bit of a “slave driver” when getting his
subordinates to produce the survey information on
time, but eventually he produced his geological map
in 1910 and his report in 1911.
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Silurian fossil specimens were collected by the Rev. William B. Clark from Yarralumla during a visit to
the region in 1844. They were subsequently sent to London and compared with international
collections. The results were published by de Koninck in 1877/78 and at that time they were the
oldest known fossils from Australia.

Pittman’s report included the following:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The suitability of Black Mountain Sandstone for building purposes.
The suitability of various shales for the manufacture of bricks, notably, what is now known
as the Yarralumla Formation in the suburbs now known as Deakin and Yarralumla.
The supply of Mugga Mugga Porphyry for engineering purposes and as an ornamental
stone.
The profusion of Silurian, corals, brachiopods, trilobites and crinoids within some
sedimentary sequences.
The lack of suitable slate for roof tiles.
The availability of limestone for the manufacture of mortar and hydraulic cement.
The possible establishment of a Portland cement factory in the capital.
No insuperable difficulties with the construction of sewer tunnels and surface reservoirs.
Weir sites were available along the Molonglo River for the construction of an ornamental
lake in the centre of the city.
Granite outcrops at Tharwa were identified as being of considerable value for architectural
and engineering purposes.
The Cotter River system was identified as being “the most impressive feature of the whole
territory” and “it will form a magnificent water supply for a large population”.

Silurian tabulate corals in the Yarralumla
Formation, Canberra Brickworks’ quarry.

Silurian mollusc (sea snail) from the
Yarralumla Formation, Canberra
Brickworks’ quarry.

Yarralumla Formation
exposed at the Canberra Brickworks’ quarry.

Edward Fisher Pittman(1849–1932)
by T. G. Vallance – extract from the Australian
Dictionary of Biography, 1988.
Edward Fisher Pittman (1849-1932) was born on 31 July 1849 in
Melbourne, son of Joseph Pittman, stationer and his wife Frances.
He attended Scotch College for a few years and about 1865 began
work as assistant to J. C. Newbery in the chemical laboratory of the
Victorian Geological Survey. After the survey was disbanded in
1869, Pittman turned to mine-surveying and became a licensed
surveyor. He left for London in 1873 to study at the Royal School of
Mines and gained its associateship (mining and metallurgy) in
1876. He returned to Australia, settled in Sydney, and worked as a
temporary draftsman in the Department of Lands before securing
appointment on 20 June 1878 as assistant to C. S. Wilkinson,
geological surveyor-in-charge of the Department of Mines. In 1881
he resigned to become registrar and lecturer in mining and geology
at the School of Mines and Industries, Sandhurst (Bendigo), Victoria, but by December 1882 he was
back with Wilkinson as first assistant. From 1883 he was also chief mining surveyor for the NSW
colony.
Pittman eventually became the Chairman of the Prospecting Board and served on various inquiries
and assisted royal commissions during his long tenure as a senior public officer. He was involved
with the establishment of the Government Metallurgical Works at Clyde and worked closely with his
erstwhile survey colleague Professor (Sir) Edgeworth David to set up a school of mines within the
University of Sydney. Pittman helped to secure government funding for it and from 1893 to 1903
lectured there, part time, on mining.
The diversity of Pittman's scientific work matched his varied duties. Results of routine investigations
are scattered through the annual reports of the NSW Geological Survey. Selected themes were
developed into scientific papers. Thus, with Edgeworth David, Pittman wrote on radiolarian rocks
and occurrences of Devonian plants. His most substantial publications were Mineral Resources of
New South Wales (1901) and Coal Resources of New South Wales (1912). Eight of Pittman's papers
were published by the Royal Society of New South Wales of which he was a member (1879-1930).
He was included in the lecture “Some founders of Australian Geology”, David Lecture No.1, 1933, by
Prof. Ernest W. Skeats (Professor of Geology, University of Melbourne) at the Australia Research
Council, Science House, Sydney.

Capital city concept produced by Walter and Marion Griffin for the city design competition.

In early April 2016 the ACT Land Development Agency indicated in a press statement that there had
been substantial agreement with Yarralumla resident groups regarding the development of
additional housing within the suburb that would include the redevelopment of the heritage listed
Canberra Brickworks site with its adjacent quarry.
The Geological Society of Australia had indicated in late 2015 that it would be in favour of a
development that would convert the quarry site to a safe parkland for public recreation and
education on the geological heritage within the quarry site.

Proposal for naming the Yarralumla parkland
The Geological Society of Australia (ACT Division) would like to propose that the parkland be named
“Pittman Park” after the geologist who did so much to enable the identification of the national
capital’s geological resources. Elsewhere in this document we have outlined the background to this
proposal. The GSA (ACT Division) regards this as a worthy proposal and recommends it to the Land
Development Agency, Heritage ACT and the ACT Government.

Proposed “Pittman Park”

Educational, geoheritage and tourist resource
The GSA (ACT) wishes to also emphasize the educational and
geoheritage resource that the proposed Pittman Park will encompass.
The quarry contains the type section for the Silurian Yarralumla
Formation formed about 423-424 million years ago. The quarry is now
used by university staff and students as teaching resource and it is
hoped that a sympathetic redevelopment into parkland will preserve
the educational value of the quarry site with appropriate signage. The
site is listed as a geological monument.
The folding and bedding in the sedimentary rocks and the dating of
fossils within the various strata make the site a valuable resource.
There is good reason to believe that, with suitable redevelopment, the
site can evolve into a tourist and educational resource for the general
public. The fossils in particular tell us a lot about the shallow, warmwater, marine environment and climate at the time when brachiopods,
trilobites, corals and crinoids were common in this part of the eastern
Australian margin.

Silurian brachiopod fossils from the
Yarralumla Brickworks quarry.

