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This article appeared in the March 2013 edition of the Newsletter of the Australasian Society for 

Historical Archaeology Inc. 43(1):39-43. 

Baker’s Flat – a nineteenth century Irish settlement in South Australia 

Background 

Baker’s Flat is the site of a nineteenth century Irish settlement near the town of Kapunda in the mid-

north of South Australia. It is also the focus of a Masters in Archaeology research project by Susan 

Arthure, a student at Flinders University. 

Kapunda, which is about 70km north of Adelaide, assumed significance in the mid-nineteenth century 

following the discovery of copper in 1842 (Charlton 1971:8). By 1854, many Irish migrants had begun 

to arrive in the area, possibly attracted by labouring work in the copper mine (Nicol 1983:13). The 

area immediately south of the mine was known as Baker’s Flat, and this was where the Irish migrants 

squatted rent-free, building rough shelters to begin with, and later on Irish-style stone cottages with 

thatched roofs (Nicol 1983:13-14). The site was occupied from the 1850s to at least the 1920s (Nicol 

1983:13-14,16). 

 

Figure 1 Irish-style cottage on Baker's Flat in the nineteenth century. Photographer unknown 

Throughout the life of the settlement there was a fractious relationship between the Irish squatters 

and the landholders (Charlton 1971:42-43,47,49,100; Nicol 1983:13,15-16), with old newspaper 

reports describing disputes between the Baker’s Flat residents and the owners of the land (e.g. The 

Advertiser 1902a; The Advertiser 1902b).  

The research 

This is the first archaeological investigation of the Baker’s Flat site, and the research project aims to 

investigate how symbolic features were used to demonstrate ethnicity and ‘Irishness’ at Baker’s Flat, 

and the association of those symbols with the power relationships between the Baker’s Flat 

community and the broader community. 

It begins with the proposition that the Baker’s Flat settlement was an enclosed, self-contained and 

recognisably Irish community that guarded its boundaries using symbolism and political power 

(particularly female power). Within the settlement’s reputation as a ‘close, fiercely Irish community’ 

(Nicol 1983:13) refusing to comply with wider power structures, the women have been described as 

the ‘vanguard of the defending force’ (Charlton 1971:43) who armed themselves against rent 

collectors and surveyors with brooms and boiling water (Nicol 1983:15-16).  
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This site offers a unique opportunity to answer questions about ‘Irishness’ in Australia.  

Recent field work 

In February 2013, a Flinders University field school led by Dr Mick Morrison enabled some early field 

work to take place at Baker’s Flat. The field school focused on archaeological field methods, 

specifically surveys and site recording.  

With the site extending over about 170 acres (70 hectares), the focus at this stage was to use survey 

methods to identify the locations of any building remains, artefact scatters, a purported dance floor 

area and the original entranceway. Students and staff were assisted by a local independent 

researcher, who brought significant local knowledge to the task. 

A GPS transect survey was carried out and recorded the remains of at least eight buildings, several 

artefact scatters, the dance floor, and the entranceway. The survey took place across 25 metre 

transects using 13 students, and covered about 20% of the site. 

 

Figure 2 GPS transect survey at Baker's Flat. Photo: Susan Arthure 

The photographs below are a sample of what was recorded during the survey. These will be analysed 

along with the rest of the data as part of the Masters research. 
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Figure 3 Possible wall, recorded during GPS transect survey. Photo: Susan Arthure 

 

Figure 4 Ceramic shards located during the GPS transect survey. Photo: Susan Arthure 

 

Figure 5 Inkwell located during the GPS transect survey. Photo: Susan Arthure 

 

Figure 6 Ceramic leg from toy/figurine, with remnant green paint, located during GPS transect survey. 
Photo: Susan Arthure 
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