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PORT OF CLARENCE - A Working River Port for Over 150 Years

The Clarence River Mouth As Constructed

The Engineers

Matthew Flinders was the first European to enter the Clarence estuary
in 1799. He described it as “a wide shoal bay”. By the early 1840s,
settlers were taking advantage of the fertile floodplains for farming and
cutting timber for construction. Shipping was the only practical method

of cargo transport in the 19t century. Unfortunately, the Clarence bar \
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Port of Clarence Engineering Works Early History Desires for a ‘Deep-Sea’ Port

The rocky reef near the river entrance, known as Dirrangun, has There have been many proposals to develop the Clarence as a major

In the early days of developing the coast and tablelands of Northern

NSW, people and goods were shipped between the Clarence Valley and
Sydney and vice-versa. This trade was made safer and more reliable by
engineering works to the Port of Clarence, which began in 1862.

The Clarence River valley local
road network serviced wharves in
towns along the river including
Yamba, Maclean, Lawrence,
Ulmarra and Grafton.

A dredging fleet was used

to keep channels open.

A dry dock was built at Ashby
for maintaining the dredges
and other vessels.

Triton dredge

The shipping trade prospered until the Grafton to Sydney railway was
completed in 1923. As well, road transport was becoming more
convenient. Regular shipping to Sydney finished March 1954.

Modern ships increased in size and many are unable to cross the bar.
Only occasional ocean going vessels now use the port.

significant aboriginal heritage value, and has survived many acts of
parliament authorising its removal:

... the white people asked my father if it would be right if they blew that stone
up. My father said “No, if they did, all the sea would rush in. She’s supposed
to block it.” That’s the true think that the old people told me

(Bella Laurie of the Jigara tribe at Yamba).

Engineering Design Evolution

The Port of Clarence served as a “prototype” for other NSW river
entrance works. Early engineers learned by trial and error in their
attempts to maintain navigable channels through river entrances. Later
maritime engineers had access to physical and computer models to
optimise designs.
The Port of Clarence entrance works were constructed in four stages
(see map top right):

1:  1862-1889 Moriarty’s Scheme (red)

2: 1893-1903 Coode’s Scheme (blue)

3:  1914-1917 Works (purple)

4:  1950-1971 Clarence Harbour Works Act (green).

port. In 1926 the Federal Government commissioned a report by
English engineer Sir George Buchanan, which suggested that “the
Clarence River should rank next in importance to Melbourne in plans for
future Australian port development”.

The Clarence Harbour Works Act (1950)
proposed a deep-sea port. However, these
plans fell away as the Port of Newcastle
increased in importance in the 1960s.
Development proposals over the years
have been hampered by the lack of
adequate transport infrastructure

(i.e. road and railway access to the
hinterland).
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The huge costs to keep the bar permanently safe in all weather
conditions have also hindered development.

This Engineering Heritage Marker was
erected in 2025.

For more information about this, and other
Engineering Heritage Australia works, go to:
www.engineeringheritage.com.au
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