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The Irish of Baker’s Flat 

The occupation of Baker’s Flat, 75km north of Adelaide, began in 1854, when many Irish families came to labour at the 

nearby Kapunda copper mine, and squatted rent-free on the area of land known as Baker’s Flat. At its peak in the 1860s 

and 1870s over 500 people were living there and the settlement remained until at least the 1920s, set apart from the 

broader community.  

The historical perception of Baker’s Flat tends to be a stereotypical one based on the widespread belief of the Irish as 

dirty, wild, drunken and lawless. In this archaeological research, a site survey and analysis of a pre-existing metal 

artefact collection has enabled a more accurate interpretation of Baker’s Flat, with Irishness evident through several 

material realms. 
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A traditional Irish settlement system 

Although Baker’s Flat was described in 1899 as ‘dotted with picturesque white-walled cottages’ 

(Chronicle 1899:18), the dwellings were more commonly described as hovels clustered together 

haphazardly, where pigs, goats and cattle all ran wild without any restraining fences (Charlton 

1971). To the outsider, this would have looked chaotic, but in fact, these appear to be descriptions 

of the Irish tradition of ‘rundale’, a co-operative farming system where herds and flocks are farmed 

communally on the best available ground. This farming practice is associated with a settlement 

pattern of clusters of dwellings and outbuildings, known as ‘clachans’.  

These practices have not been described explicitly before in Australia, but the survey results and 

historical photographs confirm the clusters of buildings (clachans). Historical records, especially 

those of an 1892 court case (Forster et al. v. Fisher), describe rundale in action, albeit 

unintentionally. Rundale and clachan, centred on mutual obligation, enabled the Irish occupiers to 

work co-operatively against the dominant power of the landowners in a bid to establish their claims 

to the land. 

Respectable lives 

Buttons, jewellery and buckles in the artefact 

collection hint at respectability and indicate 

that in contrast to the dominant narrative of 

wildness and lawlessness, many Irish people 

on Baker’s Flat lived respectable lives. These 

include 93 pieces of jewellery, that are not 

expensive, but are on trend and consistent 

with popular Victorian styles.  

Religious practice 

Irish Catholics have traditionally had a marked devotion 

to the Virgin Mary and the presence of 11 Marian 

religious medals and 10 rosary artefacts speaks clearly 

to Irishness on Baker’s Flat. 

Continuing folk traditions 

Five pierced coins may be evidence of the 

continuation of traditional folk practices. Pierced 

coins are related to a folk belief that they can be 

worn as charms to protect the wearer from harm 

(Merrifield 1987). Irish Catholicism is tolerant of folk 

practices, with objects like rosaries and medals 

being used both as devotional aids to prayer and 

personal protective devices. This suggests that the 

Irish of Baker’s Flat would have accepted ritualistic 

practices as part of a general protective behaviour 

that helped to ward off evil, protect homes, and keep 

people and livestock safe. 

Conclusion 

The Irish of Baker’s Flat developed a distinctive community that was physically and 

socially separate from the broader Kapunda community. They were identified by the 

dominant power as Irish, but a particular form of unskilled, working class Irishness 

based on the Victorian stereotypical view of the Irish as dirty, cunning, and inefficient. 

But stereotypes are not the whole truth, and the archaeology at Baker’s Flat 

challenges them, proposing a more complete truth. 

Clustered houses and livestock on Baker’s Flat in 1906. Photo: John Kauffmann  
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