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ABSTRACT
________________________________________________________________

This paper examines Irish social identity (‘Irishness’) in a nineteenth century,

working class Irish community based at Baker’s Flat, Kapunda, in the mid-

north of South Australia. The research centers on the concepts of identity

and power, specifically, how the Baker’s Flat community expressed identity

through material culture, and what this tells us about the community and

its power relations. An existing collection of metal artifacts, as well as

archaeological data resulting from a site survey, are analyzed to determine

the relationships of power and Irishness.
________________________________________________________________

Résumé: Cet article étudie l’identité sociale irlandaise (la nationalité

irlandaise) au dix-neuvième siècle au sein de la classe ouvrière irlandaise

installée à Baker’s Flat (Kapunda), dans le centre nord de l’Australie du Sud.

Les centres de recherche sur les concepts d’identité et de pouvoir, en

particulier, comment la communauté de Baker’s Flat a exprimé son identité

à travers la culture matérielle, et ce que cela nous apprend sur la

communauté et ses rapports de force. Une collection actuelle d’objets

métalliques ainsi que des données archéologiques issues d’une étude de

site sont analysées afin de déterminer les relations de pouvoir et l’identité

nationale irlandaise.
________________________________________________________________

Resumen: El presente documento examina la identidad social irlandesa

(‘‘lo irlandés’’) en una comunidad irlandesa de clase trabajadora del siglo

XIX con base en Baker’s Flat, Kapunda, en la mitad norte del Sur de Australia.

La investigación se centra en los conceptos de identidad y poder,

especı́ficamente, cómo la comunidad de Baker’s Flat expresó su identidad

mediante la cultura material, y qué nos dice esto sobre la comunidad y sus

relaciones de poder. Se analizan una colección existente de artefactos de
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metal, ası́ como también datos arqueológicos resultantes de una inspección

del emplazamiento, para determinar las relaciones de poder y ‘‘lo irlandés’’.
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Historical archaeology, Social identity, Irishness, Ethnicity
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Introduction

In the small rural town of Kapunda, South Australia, the exhibits in the
local museum showcase the town’s mining and pastoral history. The
museum holds an extensive collection of agricultural machinery, household
items and mining implements, including a reconstruction of an Irish mine
laborer’s dwelling. Known as Rosie’s Cottage, this depicts the woman of
the house shooing away the hens that are co-habiting with her and the
bread she is making. Although created with the intention of educating visi-
tors about the lifestyle of early mine workers, Rosie’s Cottage actually
serves to perpetuate a traditional stereotype of the slovenly Irish, living
with their animals.

The reconstructed cottage is modeled on the dwellings that were built
on Baker’s Flat, an Irish settlement close to Kapunda that was established
by Irish laborers in the mid-nineteenth century, after they arrived in search
of work at the nearby copper mine. This substantial and long-lived settle-
ment has not been previously studied and, in fact, little is known about
Baker’s Flat except for the general impression of a poor Irish community
associated with trouble.

In terms of prevailing views about the Irish in nineteenth century Aus-
tralia, historical research tends to present two contrasting models. Some
(Campbell 1991; Doyle 1996) argue that the Irish constructed socially dif-
ferentiated enclaves and maintained traditional Irish settlement patterns.
Others assert that the Irish did not establish ethnic enclaves (McConville
1982) and, in the case of South Australia specifically, that they dispersed
evenly into the community and became indistinguishable from their British
equivalents (Richards 1991a, b). To compound this, there has been little
archaeological work to date specifically on Australian Irish communities,
with most studies focusing more broadly on working class, urban areas
that also included an Irish population (eg. Godden Mackay Heritage Con-
sultants 1999a, b; Gojak and Stuart 1999; Mayne 2006; Mayne and Murray
1999), rather than on the Irish as a particular ethnic group. Outside of
Australia, a rare exception to the urban focus is Orser’s work in Ireland on
the material conditions of nineteenth century rural daily life (Orser 1997,
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2001, 2010). Archaeological research on Irish settlements in the United
States and Canada, however, has likewise concentrated on urban rather
than rural areas (eg. Brighton 2001, 2004, 2011; Griggs 1999; Jenkins 2005;
Trew 2005).

Hence, my research at Baker’s Flat is an opportunity to examine a rec-
ognizably Irish community in a rural setting, answer questions about Irish-
ness, and shed new light on the stereotypes associated with colonial Irish
Australia. It focuses on the concepts of identity and power, specifically
how the Irish at Baker’s Flat expressed their identity through material cul-
ture, what this tells us about how they conceptualized themselves as a com-
munity, and what it reveals about power relations between the Irish and
the broader Kapunda community.

For the people of Baker’s Flat, their labeling as Irish can be seen as a
category associated both with their place of origin and with characteristics
that were seen as ‘Irish’; in other words, with their social identity. Social
identity is not a fixed concept, it changes depending on the social and his-
torical context (Reicher 2004:924–925). And in the context of this research,
the identity construct of ethnicity is critical. According to Weber
(1997:20), ethnicity as a group identity construct can be particularly speci-
fic and powerful when origins are derived from emigration or secession,
and when memories are kept alive by shared political recollections, persis-
tent relationships, and the strengthening of kinship ties. An important fac-
tor, however, is that the belief in a shared ethnicity does not automatically
create an ethnic group; rather, the group is constructed both from a politi-
cal drive to monopolize power and status (usually to gain economic and
social privileges), and also from the ways that ethnic characteristics are per-
ceived by those who share them and those who react to them (Banton
2007:23–24).

The importance of ethnicity in historical archaeology has been discussed
by McGuire (1982), who, following Barth’s (1969) theories of how ethnic
groups are formed and transformed, argues that groups who retain their
ethnicity do so by maintaining boundaries. The maintenance of these
boundaries is closely related to power, and where a large disparity of power
exists between two ethnic groups, such as on the introduction of a new
migrant group to an area, strong boundaries will be maintained to separate
these groups (McGuire 1982:171). McGuire (1982:171–172) argues that this
works in the interests of both groups: the stronger retains power and pres-
tige; the weaker, which cannot hope to win high power or prestige on a
societal level, has a smaller stage to compete on where it can be relatively
successful. Boundary maintenance is closely related to the notion of exam-
ining society in terms of ‘struggle’, where alienation from the dominant
group can influence people to band together in solidarity as a means of
accessing communal support, sharing cultural norms, or working towards
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a common goal (Brighton 2011; McGuire 1982; McGuire and Wurst 2002).
Although the degree of ethnic boundary maintenance varies between soci-
eties and through time, it remains a fundamental part of social organiza-
tion (McGuire 1982:160), as has been demonstrated in many studies of the
Irish (eg. Allen 2011; Brighton 2008, 2011; Fitzpatrick 1991; Fraser 1996,
2002; Griggs 1999; Jenkins 2005; Smith 2004). This concept of ethnic
boundary maintenance is particularly relevant for Baker’s Flat, where the
Irish established a self-contained community on ‘their’ land, and main-
tained it as such for at least 70 years.

South Australia’s Early Years and the Irish of Baker’s Flat

The colony of South Australia, established under British law in 1834 (Pike
1967:73), was intended to be essentially English, transplanting a replica of
British societal structures in the form of a ‘gentleman class’ of capitalists
and a lower class of small farmers and laborers (Moore 1991:113). This
was a planned colony designed for sober, hard-working citizens, and was
therefore not an easy match with the general view of the Irish, who had
long been associated with convictism, drunkenness, laziness and a lack of
useful skills (Nicol 1983:13; O’Farrell 2000:7–8, 17–18). In the early years,
immigration to South Australia was deliberately structured to minimize the
number of Irish arriving (Nance 1978:68; Pike 1967:151), or, to be more
precise, the number of poor Irish Catholics arriving (Pike 1967:378). Other
classes of Irish migrants were more welcome, particularly members of the
Anglo-Irish ruling Protestant Ascendancy. In fact, some of South Aus-
tralia’s influential founding settlers were Anglo-Irish, including Captain
Charles Hervey Bagot who arrived from Ireland in 1840 and went on to
find copper at Kapunda (Bagot 1942:23–24; Moore 1991:112), which
resulted in South Australia’s first successful metal mine and a consequent
need for labor that led to the establishment of Baker’s Flat.

Kapunda is 75 kilometers north of Adelaide (Figure 1), in the tradi-
tional lands of the Ngadjuri people. The copper mine commenced opera-
tions in 1844 (Bagot 1942:24–25; Dutton 1846:266–274), and by the 1850s,
there was a high demand for labor. It was at this time that significant
numbers of Irish migrants began to arrive in the area, mainly to take up
these laboring jobs (Bettison 1960:19–21; Charlton 1971:18; Nicol 1983:13).
Instead of renting, they opted to squat on an area of vacant land near the
mine, known as Baker’s Flat after two of the early landholders, Mary and
John Baker. Although the size and longevity of the Baker’s Flat settlement
is unclear, it was occupied from 1854 until at least the 1920s, with a popu-
lation of about 500 people at its peak in the 1860s and 1870s (Charlton
1971:18; Nicol 1983:13–16).
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From the outset, Baker’s Flat was recognized locally as an Irish commu-
nity, and historical descriptions of the site refer to the continuation of Irish
activities, such as hurling and dancing, the maintenance of a strong Catho-
lic tradition, and the presence of Irish-style houses (Bettison 1975; Charl-
ton 1971:18; Nicol 1983:14–15). Irish vernacular dwellings of the
nineteenth century had several distinct characteristics. They were typically
rectangular in design and one room in depth, usually of single-storey stone
construction with a steeply sloped, narrow, thatched roof; windows and
doors were in the long walls, not at the ends, and rooms occupied the full
width of the house with each opening into the next (Danaher 1978:9, 11–
12; O’Reilly 2011:193, 203). Figure 2 shows a cottage on Baker’s Flat con-
structed in a typical Irish vernacular style.

Overall, the written histories document little about the Baker’s Flat
community, and what does exist tends to be a stereotypical narrative based
on the widespread perception of the Irish as dirty, wild, drunken and law-
less. There is some truth to this narrative. There are reports, for example,
of an assault by a group of boys on a woman sitting under a tree at Baker’s

Figure 1. Location map showing Kapunda and Adelaide, South Australia
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Flat drinking a bottle of wine, the burglary of a woman living in a one-
room dwelling made of bags and mud, and the case of an old man living
in poverty in a ‘wretched hovel’ (Kapunda Herald 1878:4; South Australian
Register 1866:4, 1877:4). Secondary, twentieth century descriptions refer to
a community that was ‘close’ and ‘fiercely Irish’ (Nicol 1983:13) and at
least some of this reputation for ferocity and lawlessness arose from the
lengths the residents were prepared to take to avoid paying rent. Attempts
by the landowners to impose or collect rent, or evict them as squatters,
were invariably met by ‘women folk of the little community, armed with
brooms, kettles of boiling water, and other ready-to-hand weapons [who
would] enforce a hasty retreat on the part of the enemy’ (Tilbrook
1929:31). By the 1880s, there had been many attempts to evict the Irish
occupiers of Baker’s Flat, all of which had failed, some quite dramatically;
for example, several efforts to erect fences were dealt with by women sit-
ting in the postholes and defying the workers to remove them (Charlton
1971:42–43; Tilbrook 1929:113–114).

Such historical accounts, whilst valuable, tell just one side of the story.
They have been prepared with a particular purpose such as recording the
colonial history of British settlement, and they reflect contemporary local
attitudes to the site and its past. They carry their own cultural baggage and
are written from the dominant power’s perspective. The archaeology of the
site, combined with historical research of primary sources, is a means of

Figure 2. Nineteenth century cottage on Baker’s Flat, date unknown. Photo courtesy
of P. Swann
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producing a more balanced account of Baker’s Flat and a greater under-
standing of what Irishness might entail in this context.

Irishness as a Distinct Identity

There are few attempts in the literature to define Irishness specifically, an issue
referred to by Fitzpatrick (1991:324) when he states that the ‘nature of Irish
ethnicity is postulated rather than explained’. This has led to assumptions and
guesses about the nature of Irishness, and, as for all forms of social identity, its
characterisation tends to be different depending on whether it is made by ‘out-
siders’ or ‘insiders’. Nineteenth century descriptions of the Irish by English
observers (outsiders) concentrated on traits identified as alien, such as the per-
sistence of language and folk customs, the pervasiveness of Catholicism, and
the perceived ‘backwardness’ of rural social organization (Fitzpatrick
1991:325), all of which provided a means of vindicating colonial domination.

One of the more enduring aspects of various beliefs about Irishness is
that it is not English (Williams 2012:2). For two countries whose people
and politics have been intertwined for hundreds of years, the notion of
‘not being English’ is critically important for both the insider and outsider.
By the mid-nineteenth century, after being invaded almost 700 years
before, Ireland was still not assimilated into Britain, and remained uncon-
trolled, hostile and unwilling to be part of the British Empire (Woodham-
Smith 1962:15). Political and economic power was held by a Protestant
Ascendancy minority, with a majority Catholic population that was poor
and desperate, with little access to land or power, and commonly perceived
as lawless and uncontrollable. In this context, descriptions of Irishness by
both the English and the Irish manipulated cultural traits or stereotypes,
albeit for different political ends. Contrasts between the Irish and the Eng-
lish often reflected nationalist aspirations rather than balanced observation
(Fitzpatrick 1991:325), and contrasted perceived English reason and prag-
matism unfavorably against the creative, whimsical, lyrical and mythical
Celt (Trew 2005:53; Williams 2012:13). This lyricism and mythical nature
can also be perceived in the use of iconic signs that are still widely recog-
nized as Irish today, including the shamrock, harp, wolfhound and round
tower, and symbolic female images denoting Ireland in various guises as
mother or young woman (Orser 2001:83; Williams 2012:1).

Other potential markers of Irish identity can be derived from historical
studies into Irish life in colonial settlements. Fitzpatrick (1991) analyzed
the content of 159 letters exchanged from 1841 to 1915 between Irish
migrants living in Australasia and their families in Ireland, and found a
wide variety of characteristics that suggested Irishness, including a sense of
duty and obligation, national pride, irreverence and the establishment of
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alliances with other Irish people. It can be argued that some of
these—specifically duty, obligation and national pride—can apply to any
migrant group. More significant, however, was the absence of nationalism,
in the political sense of agitation for home rule and Irish independence,
despite the letters being written at a time of growing nationalism in Ireland
(Fitzpatrick 1991:331–332). Fitzpatrick (1991:333) suggests that this was
because the common bond of originating in Ireland was sufficient to tran-
scend traditional divisions, implying that the concept of being Irish in Aus-
tralia was constructed at a larger, more inclusive scale than back in Ireland.

Also apparent from Fitzpatrick’s study was the centrality of churches and
religion in Irish social life, for both Protestants and Catholics (Fitzpatrick
1991:336–338). Both Fitzpatrick (1991) and O’Farrell (2000) point to reli-
gion as a significant marker of Irishness, and the Catholic/Protestant divide
did, to some extent, inform constructions of personal and group identity.
In a study of the temperance movement of mid-nineteenth century Sydney,
for example, Allen (2011) attests to a clear sectarian divide between Irish
Catholics and British Protestants. For Irish Catholics leaving Ireland in the
mid- to late-nineteenth century, the Catholic Church played a crucial part
in their adaptation to life in new countries, not just in terms of spiritual
guidance, but also in a variety of pragmatic and political ways (Brighton
2008:145–146, 2011:38; Fitzpatrick 1991:337–338; Fraser 2002:431–432;
Griggs 1999:96–97). In the United States, for example, Brighton argues that
the Catholic Church deliberately led a move away from traditional commu-
nal bonds to modern practices of individualism, ownership of land and
property, and American, Victorian, middle class behaviors (Brighton
2001:23, 2011:38). Whilst Griggs agrees that the Catholic Church in Amer-
ica worked to improve the lives of Irish immigrants, she maintains that a
link to Victorian patterns of consumption is less clear, arguing instead that
an adherence to traditional bonds associated with family and community
was maintained (Griggs 1999:96–98). Either way, the Catholic Church was a
critical factor in helping the Irish to adjust to their new lives, and came to
be seen as synonymous with Irishness (Fraser 2002:431).

So, although the characterisation of Irishness differs depending on who
is making it, there are certain commonalities that mean it can be seen as a
culturally distinct identity, including the pervasiveness of Catholicism, a
degree of wildness, whimsy and myth that can be summarized as ‘not Eng-
lish’, and a perception that the Irish are uncontrollable or lawless.

Research Methods and Results

Today, Baker’s Flat is private farmland, and the cottages that once dotted
the landscape have been reduced to rubble. However, these rubble piles are
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in the original locations and an initial reconnaissance survey indicated rela-
tively good preservation of some of the cottage remains, which merited the
undertaking of a surface survey. Two historical maps were used to help
determine the most appropriate areas to survey—an 1893 survey plan
which records the location of 38 houses on the site, and a sketch map pre-
pared around the year 2000 by an elderly Kapunda resident which shows
house locations as she recalled them from her youth. A systematic surface
survey took place in February 2013, along designated 25 m transects, and
covered an area of 66 acres (26 hectares), equating to 38.4% of the site. It
located the remains of 13 buildings, several artifact scatters and the site of
a purported ‘dance floor’, a highly compacted area of land known locally
as a regular gathering place for the Baker’s Flat residents.

The site survey did not include the collection of any artifacts. However,
a collection of metal artifacts from Baker’s Flat pre-dates this research,
retrieved by a metal detectorist over the course of about a decade. Since
they were not collected using archaeological methods, there are no known
contexts for their original locations, and it is not possible to attribute them
to specific locations or families. However, although context free, the collec-
tion is valuable in terms of understanding the nature of community settle-
ment practices and relationships. As such, 1099 artifacts associated with
personal use, and domestic or community activities, were cataloged and
analyzed. They included 700 personal items, such as buttons (n = 548),
buckles (n = 40) and jewelery (n = 93), and 275 objects associated with
religious and societal practices, such as coins and tokens (n = 130), dog
registration tags (n = 108) and religious medals and rosaries (n = 29).

The Materiality of Irishness

Grace Karskens (1999) has argued for the Rocks area in Sydney, where
25% of residents in the early period were Irish, that the furnished interiors,
buttons and jewelery are indicators that the convict settlers were respect-
able, refined people, but concludes that, although they enjoyed these refine-
ments, they remained closer to the harshness of everyday life and the
associated actions and words that are not visible archaeologically, such as
drunkenness and fighting (Karskens 1999:131). She argues that ‘respectabil-
ity’ in the Rocks centered on external public appearances and did not nec-
essarily involve the private realm of restrained behavior or avoidance of
drinking (Karskens 1999:131–132). This has interesting parallels for Baker’s
Flat, where the archaeological evidence has revealed a complex story that is
at odds with the predominant narratives of drunkenness and violence.

There are many items in the Baker’s Flat collection consistent with a
working class community engaged in gainful employment, including nine
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plain buckles or buckle parts, 376 trouser buttons and 66 crimped trouser
buttons. The 93 pieces of jewelery, 12 decorative buckles and 39 fancy but-
tons are consistent with popular Victorian styles. Although Celtic art was
popular in jewelery at the end of the Victorian era (O’Day 1982:27), the
only Celtic-inspired piece in the Baker’s Flat collection is a buckle embossed
with shamrocks (Figure 3). This may be a reflection of availability.
Although an individual’s choice of decorative objects is personal, it is also
dependent on them being available for sale (Crook 2000), and it may well
be that the local traders did not believe there was a market for Celtic-type
adornments. An alternative explanation is related to the fact that, in nine-
teenth century Ireland, the wearing of Celtic style jewelery was associated
with the Protestant Ascendancy (Williams 2012:48). Thus, it is possible that
the non-wearing of Celtic adornments at Baker’s Flat was a deliberate shun-
ning of a fashion that was identified with the dominant colonial power.
Interestingly, large numbers of jewelery pieces were excavated at the Rocks,
with its significant Irish population, but, here also, only one is identified as
having a Celtic design (Godden Mackay Heritage Consultants 1999b:69).

Work-related items such as trouser buttons are typical of nineteenth
century working class communities, but the more decorative buttons also
indicate a range of fashionable outer wear. Whilst many of the personal

Figure 3. Decorative buckle depicting three interlaced shamrocks
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items are generic and informed by wider Victorian tastes and trends, and
general arguments for the cult of respectability (Best 1971; Karskens 1998;
Young 2003), some things speak more clearly to the specifics of Baker’s
Flat, among them religion, participation in specific social activities and the
spatial arrangement of the site.

The use of physical objects such as rosaries and medals is common in
Catholicism. Religious items have been identified on Australian sites, often
connected with Catholicism, and demonstrating material evidence for the
faith and beliefs held by community members. In Sydney, rosary beads and
religious medals—all symbols of Catholicism—were found during the
Rocks excavation (Godden Mackay Heritage Consultants 1999b:65) and
also at the Hyde Park Barracks Destitute Asylum (Davies 2013). In the
Baker’s Flat collection, the 14 devotional medals, ten rosary artifacts, three
Confirmation medals and two crosses act as signifiers that the Baker’s Flat
community was Irish Catholic, particularly with regard to those artifacts
associated with the Virgin Mary. Irish Catholics have a marked devotion to
the Virgin Mary, dating back as far as the sixth century (Davies 2013:97;
Lysaght 1998:25; O’Dwyer 1986:72), and of the 14 devotional medals in the
collection, 11 feature Mary. The rosary (ten artifacts) is also a Marian
devotion, dating from at least the early sixteenth century (McGuire
1954:97–98).

Religion has been described as ‘among the most stable and long-lasting’
of cultural phenomena (Fogelin 2007:57), and it can be argued that
Catholicism was as much a cultural way of life as a religious practice for
the Irish of Baker’s Flat. Religion was the primary expression of Irish iden-
tity in many communities (Fraser 1996:210–211; Jenkins 2005; Smith
2004), and usually fostered a high degree of cultural continuity, along with
possibly a sense of detachment from the dominant society (Fraser
1996:215). This is evident in the set-apart nature of Baker’s Flat, a tight-
knit community with strong bonds, seen as separate from the mainstream
community of Kapunda. Whilst the physical artifacts are public symbols of
Catholicism, a blend of religious devotion and detachment from the domi-
nant society is also evident in the attendances by children at the local con-
vent schools (Anonymous n.d.; Bettison 1975), and a preference for
recording births through Catholic baptisms rather than State registrations
(Gould Genealogy and History 1998, 2000; Kapunda Catholic Church
Records n.d.).

The people of Baker’s Flat were notorious for their lawlessness in the
eyes of their Kapunda contemporaries, forsaking social mores and deliber-
ately eschewing regulation. However, there are indicators that the Baker’s
Flat Irish, renowned for non-payment of rent and general flouting of the
law, were content to follow the rules when it was expedient to do so, or
when there were financial advantages, for example, when it came to regis-
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tering their dogs. The passing of successive South Australian Dog Acts in
1852, 1860, 1867 and 1884 was driven by the need to manage and control
the number of dogs at large in the colony (Ransom 2005:8–21). The Regis-
trar of Dogs recorded the dog owner’s name, the number of dogs kept and
their location, and the dog’s name, sex, age, color and breed. Unfortu-
nately, the dog registers for Kapunda have not survived. However, from
the data available on the dog tag itself, it is possible to postulate two expla-
nations for the 108 dog tags found on Baker’s Flat, both associated with
financial gain. Firstly, the dogs may have been greyhounds. There are
accounts of the Irish spending Saturday afternoons coursing their grey-
hounds in the scrub, in company with the Cornish and Welsh (Daly
1982:163). The Kapunda Coursing Club was established in 1889 (Kapunda
Herald 1889:3), and there was big money involved, with the Anlaby Stake
at Kapunda offering a prize pool of £118 9 s in June 1892 (South Aus-
tralian Chronicle 1892:22). Secondly, the large number of tags from female
dogs, (n = 76, 70%), may be connected to the widespread belief that
females were better hunters (Ransom 2005:19). This might be the reason
that female dogs were retained in spite of a more expensive registration
fee. Hunting dogs were a source of income, with the potential for poor
people to earn £15 in a season by catching possums (Ransom 2005:19).

At a site-wide scale, the Irishness of the Baker’s Flat community is most
evident through the spatial arrangement and architecture of the site.
Although the houses on Baker’s Flat are now rubble, there is historical and
photographic evidence of houses built in the traditional Irish style. More
importantly, the buildings as shown on the 1893 survey and as recorded
during the site survey are arranged in clusters, corresponding with nine-
teenth century descriptions of the dwellings on Baker’s Flat as ‘huddled
closely together’ (Charlton 1971:18). Around these houses were the systems
for farming and land use adopted at Baker’s Flat. Historical accounts
(Charlton 1971:18; Nicol 1983:14; Tilbrook 1929:31) tell how families ran
their pigs, goats and poultry communally without restraining fences. To
the outsider, this looked chaotic, but in fact, these writers were uninten-
tionally describing the Irish tradition of ‘rundale’, a co-operative and shift-
ing open-field farming system, where animals are farmed communally on
the best available ground, with some individual plots scattered throughout
(Johnson 1958:555–556; Miller 1985:27–28). This farming practice was
associated with a settlement pattern of clusters of farm dwellings and out-
buildings, known as ‘clachans’. These practices have not been described
explicitly before in Australia, but Baker’s Flat suggests a deliberate retention
and fostering of this vernacular Irish settlement model.

This model was probably both created by and affected the social rela-
tions between individuals within the settlement, producing a tightly knit
community that operated in many ways as a collective. This is highlighted
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in a court case over rights of possession (Forster et al. v. Fisher) that began
in 1892 and continued for a decade. Here, the Baker’s Flat Irish, as a
group, resisted offers to buy individual plots of land, worked co-operatively
to maintain possession, and negotiated the support of a local solicitor who,
by good fortune, was Irish and Catholic, and probably mindful of a sense
of obligation to his compatriots. By the time the Irish were approached
about buying the land, they had already held two meetings to consider
their position and had designed a plan to work co-operatively against the
landowners (Forster et al. v. Fisher 1892). On being offered the land ‘on
reasonable terms’, each of the occupiers refused. The power of collective
action is clear, with Thomas Jordan, who occupied a hut and 1½ acres,
stating that ‘unless they could run their cattle on the whole of the said sec-
tion, they could not live there, and until they were forced to leave they had
all determined to remain’ (Forster et al. v. Fisher 1892). Michael O’Brien,
who occupied a hut and one acre, appeared tempted but said ‘it is no use
my buying the land because if I did the others would go against me’, and
that any person who did buy the land ‘would not be allowed by the other
occupants … to live there’ (Forster et al. v. Fisher 1892). Various threats
were also made that in the event of further approaches by the landowners,
their agents ‘would be put into the big water hole in the River Light’ or
have ‘scalding water’ thrown over them (Forster et al. v. Fisher 1892). This
demonstrates an aptitude for manipulating and using existing systems, such
as the law, to fight the dominant power and establish claim to the land.

Conclusion

Social identity, and its alignment to co-operative behavior and characteris-
tics, is particularly important in this study. The Irish, by choice or circum-
stance, built a settlement that was physically and socially separate from the
broader Kapunda community, which allowed for the development of a dis-
tinctive identity. They acted in the context of a complex set of social rela-
tions that meant they were identified by the dominant power as Irish, but
a particular form of unskilled, uncontrollable Irish familiar and acceptable
to the prevailing views of that time. Their value was in the labor they
could provide for the local elite, for example, in the mines, and there was
a clear boundary between Baker’s Flat and the broader community. Follow-
ing McGuire (1982), that new migrant groups retain their ethnicity by
maintaining strong boundaries, the historical and archaeological evidence
of the Baker’s Flat settlement shows how the occupants retained their Irish-
ness by constructing houses using a familiar vernacular architecture and
practicing their Catholic faith. They also adhered to some degree of
respectability in their personal lives by going to work, wearing fashionable
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jewelery and registering their dogs, which had the dual advantages of con-
forming to Victorian values and promoting community cohesion.

The power relationships between Baker’s Flat and the broader commu-
nity are perhaps most obvious in the decade-long Forster et al. v. Fisher
court case, which highlighted the power of collective action against the
landowners. The adoption of a traditional Irish settlement and farming sys-
tem can be seen as a subtle act of defiance of the dominant Anglo power
by successfully retaining a cultural practice, an Irishness hidden in plain
view, as it were. This system is also the most visible, least ‘respectable’ and
least conforming part of the community, in which the rural setting may be
key; whilst there are advantages in conforming to some of the personal ide-
als of respectability, for these new settlers in a new land there is also value
in adhering to traditional country lifeways that have proved successful in
the past. This clachan and rundale system, perceived by outsiders as chao-
tic, would have facilitated the simple labeling by the dominant power of
the Baker’s Flat people as the stereotypical ‘dirty Irish’. The archaeology at
Baker’s Flat proposes a more complete story than this accepted narrative,
with evidence of a tightly knit community trying to lead respectable lives
at a personal level, whilst remaining adept at manipulating the local
authorities and landscape to suit their needs.
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