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Abstract Australia’s quarantine regulations have their roots in colonial practice. This
paper is concerned with the Bmatter^ of quarantine—its location, spatialization, and
materialization—and the ways in which it contributed to the colonial agenda. Through
an exploration of Sydney’s North Head Quarantine Station, quarantine is shown to be a
technology through which the colony and the continent were framed as simultaneously
pure and vulnerable. These colonial roots of quarantine practice are then brought back
to the present, drawing on Stoler’s (2008) concept of Bimperial debris^ to contemplate
the contemporary ruins, both material and ideological, of colonial quarantine practice.
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Introduction

Quarantine is a process acutely familiar to any visitor to Australia. On disembarking the
plane and entering the airport, tourists are greeted by signs warning them to Bdeclare or
beware,^ asking Bwhat are you bringing into Australia?^ and asserting that Bquarantine
matters!^ The act of quarantine is also forefront in the minds of Australians travelling
overseas, the purchase of souvenirs carefully contemplated to ensure the chosen items
will make it home without being fumigated, or worse confiscated, upon entry. Neither
are domestic travelers exempt; similar warnings and restrictions are present within
Australian borders at the junction between states and territories, vestiges of the colonies
whose federation in 1901 created Australia as a political entity.

While Australian quarantine of the present day is more concerned with exotic foods,
wooden souvenirs and indeed, the traces of foreign soil on archaeologists’ boots, it has
roots in a colonial practice that was primarily concerned with quarantining people. This
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paper is concerned with the Bmatter^ of quarantine—its location, spatialization, and
materialization—and the ways in which that matter contributed to the colonial agenda
as part of the Bcarceral archipelago of empire^ (Stoler 2008, p. 203). The research
presented here therefore provides a material dimension to the historical work under-
taken by Bashford (1998, 2004), Foxhall (2011, 2012), Maglen (2005, 2006) and
others. Furthermore, it contributes to the small body of existing literature on the
archaeology of quarantine (Jordan-Greene 2011; Schiappacasse 2011). While these
studies are framed as archaeologies of isolation, quarantine is considered here as a
liminal space—a processing tool rather than merely an act of exclusion.

The North Head Quarantine Station is located in what is now a suburb of Northern
Sydney, on the south-east coast of Australia (Fig. 1). At the time of its establishment in
the 1830s, however, the Station was geographically isolated from the main settlement
of Sydney, with only very sparse European settlement on the north side of the harbor.
Through this site, quarantine is shown to be a technology through which the colony and
the continent were framed as simultaneously pure and vulnerable. Drawing on Stoler’s
(2008, p. 194) concept of Bimperial debris^ we then turn to what remains of this
technology, as the Bmaterial and social afterlife of structures, sensibilities and things.^
Through using this approach the colonial roots of quarantine are brought into the
present in order to contemplate the contemporary ruins, both material and ideological,
of colonial quarantine practice.

Establishing Quarantine

For the stream of settlers arriving at the colony of New South Wales in the early
nineteenth century, the voyage to Australia was fraught with health risks, however
quarantine procedures were initially informal and ad hoc (Foxhall 2012, p. 189). The

Fig. 1 Location of Sydney, Australia
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first ship subjected to quarantine was the Surrey, which sailed from England on
February 7, 1814, carrying 200 male convicts. By the time it reached Sydney
five months later, 36 convicts, the Surgeon, the First and Second Mates, the
Boatswain, two seamen and four of the guard had all perished as a result of a typhus
epidemic that had swept through the ship. The survivors of this voyage and others that
followed were confined to various makeshift camps as an initial attempt at quarantine.
The first use of North Head as a quarantine ground was as the location of one of these
camps, where passengers from both the Bussorah Merchant and the Borneo were
quarantined in 1828. As the link between the arrival of ships and the presence of
contagious diseases such as typhus, smallpox and measles became increasingly appar-
ent, the colonial government made the decision that a formal maritime quarantine
station was required to protect the colony from contagion (Foxhall 2012, p. 190).
Quarantine legislation was passed in 1832, requiring all ships entering the port that had
cases of disease within the last 30 days to moor at Spring Cove and fly the yellow
quarantine flag. North Head was officially proclaimed a quarantine ground in 1833, and
construction of a more permanent quarantine facility commenced in 1837. The North
Head Quarantine Station was one of 12 such institutions established in the Australian
colonies, so that by the time of Federation in 1901 (the official end to the colonial
period) quarantine was so entrenched in Australia’s public health practice that it became
the only significant public health power granted to the Commonwealth. The North
Head Quarantine Station closed in 1984, in reaction to both changing modes of
transport and a changing understanding of the nature of communicable disease.

It was not only immigrants who were subject to quarantine procedures; during the
late nineteenth century the North Head Quarantine Station was on several occasions
used to quarantine Sydney residents during outbreaks of smallpox (1881–82) and
plague (1900). Nevertheless, the station was predominantly employed to quarantine
free settlers arriving to the colony. The quarantine station therefore took on a secondary
function as a de facto immigration processing facility in addition to its primary public
health function. Tensions between these functions have been present throughout the
history of the station, as recognized by the Executive Council in 1855 when they stated
that Bit is true that the Quarantine Ground cannot be considered wholly an Immigration
Establishment … neither is it exclusively a medical establishment^ (quoted in Foley
1995, p. 54). The impetus for the North Head Quarantine Station may have been the
regulation of disease, but in practice it operated as the location at which concerns with,
and the administration of, public health and immigration converged.

Locating Quarantine

The concept of quarantine evokes a dual meaning, acting as both verb and noun, doing
and being. Quarantine is a practice, variously characterized by processes of inspection,
of decontamination, of inoculation, of detention, and of exclusion. Quarantine is also a
place, a particular location both geographical and imagined at which the processes and
practices of quarantine are enacted. The place of colonial Sydney’s quarantine, North
Head, together with South Head forms the gateway whereby ships pass from the Pacific
Ocean into Sydney Harbour (Fig. 2). The choice to locate quarantine at this site had a
number of practical justifications. It provided the first safe anchorage point for ships

Int J Histor Archaeol (2016) 20:589–600 591



inside the Sydney Heads, there was an ample supply of fresh water, and crucially, it was
sufficiently isolated from the main settlement. While not technically located on an
island, in those early days of the colony, it might as well have been.

Beyond these practicalities, however, the location of quarantine had other, less
prosaic implications. The quarantine station was established during a period when
places, as well as bodies, could be understood as diseased, a fact emphasized by
contemporary representations of the site. An early map of North Head by the colonial
surveyor T. H. Nutt marks the quarantine station site as Bhealthy ground,^ in contrast to
the land surrounding it, across which the word Bswamp^ is repeatedly emblazoned
(Foxhall 2012, p. 191). The latter descriptor connoted a landscape of disease and
miasma (Nelson 2002). This delineation between healthy and unhealthy space was
made material and tangibly inscribed upon the landscape through the presence of
thirteen whitewashed stone cairns, which physically demarcated the quarantine zone,
and the proportions of which Foxhall notes are drastically exaggerated on Nutt’s map.
Through Nutt’s representation of the site, the physical location of the station was made
to Bcollude in the purpose of quarantine^ (Foxhall 2012, p. 192).

The quarantine line between the North and South Heads through which ships passed
also acted as the actual border of the colony (Bashford 1998). It was along this line that
the processes of public health and immigration were entangled. This line created the
colony as Bhealthy,^ Bpure,^ and Bclean,^ and by extension, the spaces outside it as
Bunhealthy,^ Bimpure,^ and Bdirty.^ The quarantine station therefore represented the
physical location at which these dichotomies collided, and where the boundary between
them was administered and maintained.

For immigrants confined in quarantine, the station’s dramatic position on the
headland allowed them a tantalizing glimpse into the heart of Sydney. Yet despite this
proximity, and its physical location on the Australian mainland, the station did not
represent an arrival at the settlement they had traveled so far to reach. While in
quarantine, passengers were in essence living in a suspended, liminal state, their

Fig. 2 Location of North Head Quarantine Station relative to the colony of Sydney
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journey merely paused rather than concluded. The expanse of harbor between station
and settlement was both a physical and psychological barrier that prevented passengers
and the diseases they signified from reaching the colony.

The location of the North Head Quarantine Station was a physical place, which
enforced a physical separation and isolation of those in quarantine from the Sydney
population. But it was also an imagined place, a liminal, transitory point of adminis-
tration between the Bhealthy^ colony and the Bunclean^ spaces beyond its boundaries,
through which new arrivals were required to pass. The quarantine station was posi-
tioned both geographically and ideologically to delineate the colony from the outside
world.

Spatializing Quarantine

Through its concern with Bbodies in space^ (Bashford 1998, p. 392), quarantine is an
inherently spatial process. In addition to the external spatial delineation created through
the location of quarantine, the station was also spatially delineated internally in significant
ways. These delineations and stratifications increased in complexity throughout the
colonial period. Just as quarantine boundaries demarcate healthy and unhealthy spaces,
similar demarcations are found within the quarantine grounds themselves. Although the
terms are often used interchangeably, within the context of public health, Bquarantine^ is
not analogous with Bisolation.^ Isolation is used Bto denote the separation and confine-
ment of individuals known or suspected (via signs, symptoms, or laboratory criteria) to be
infected with a contagious disease^ (Barbera et al. 2001, p. 2712). Quarantine, by
contrast, refers to the segregation and restriction of movement of people who have merely
been potentially exposed to contagious disease (Barbera et al. 2001, p. 2712).
Significantly therefore, quarantine included the detention of apparently healthy people,
in addition to those who had actually been diagnosed with a contagious disease. In this
sense quarantine is distinct from many other forms of institutional detention, in that the
majority of detainees were merely suspected of or associated with the transgression of
rules but were nonetheless subject to incarceration (Maglen 2006, p. 320).

A clear spatial separation between healthy and unhealthy detainees was present from
the station’s outset (Peter Freeman Pty Ltd 2000, p. 54). Beginning with the erection of
the station’s first permanent buildings in 1837, hospital buildings to the north-west of
the site accommodated diseased passengers in the designated Bsick ground,^ in essence
creating a form of isolation within quarantine. The exposed, windy location with views
towards Sydney Cove Bwas considered ideal for dissipating the vapors and miasmas
which were thought to spread infectious disease^ (quoted in Peter Freeman Pty Ltd
2000, p. 121). The station’s remaining buildings, located on the higher ground above
the beach, constituted the Bhealthy ground^ and accommodated those passengers who
were asymptomatic. This spatial demarcation between healthy and unhealthy detainees
was maintained throughout the station’s history, despite the extensive expansion and
development that ensued.

Further divisions and segregations were present within the healthy ground itself,
making the site increasingly complex as the station developed (Fig. 3). Class distinc-
tions within passenger accommodation were enacted in the mid-1870s, although they
were first proposed in 1848 (Peter Freeman Pty Ltd 2000, p. 79). New buildings were

Int J Histor Archaeol (2016) 20:589–600 593



constructed at this time for the accommodation of first class single men, single women,
and families. Second and third class passengers remained in the existing quarters at this
time, but were further separated out as more accommodation was constructed in the
ensuing decades. By 1907, the first-class enclosure’s features included a bar, a billiards
room and a large saloon (Peter Freeman Pty Ltd 2000, pp. 79–80). Spatial divisions
based on class within the quarantine station were reflective of divisions between the
passengers on board ship. This spatial distribution of accommodation further reinforces
the notion that quarantine represented not an arrival at a destination, but rather a
continuation of the voyage, which had not yet reached its end.

The complexity of the quarantine station’s spatial distribution was further increased
through the addition of a further factor: race. The racial segregation of passengers began
on an ad hoc basis. Chinese passengers arriving on the Faraway in 1881 were accommo-
dated in tents distinct from the permanent accommodation, their segregation reinforced
through the presence of a police constable who stood sentry (Foley 1995, p. 75). By 1902,
permanent BAsiatic^ quarters had been constructed immediately downhill of the second
and third class facilities, solidifying and making permanent the spatial distinction of Asian
detainees. In stark contrast with the first class housing and facilities, the Asiatic quarters
consisted of extremely basic accommodation with trough-like latrines and an open shed
for use as a kitchen (Peter Freeman Pty Ltd 2000, pp. 78–79). Through the layout of the

Fig. 3 Spatial distribution of the North Head Quarantine Station (adapted from Peter Freeman Pty 2000, p. 109)
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station, Asian passengers arriving in quarantine were both spatially and ideologically
positioned outside of the colonial class system.

As the colonial period progressed, the space of quarantine was overlaid and
intersected by various social stratifications. The spatial layout of the quarantine station
began with functional concerns about disease control, focused on the segregation of
symptomatic passengers from those who were merely contacts. This differential
spatialization established the space of quarantine as a component of the voyage, rather
than as arrival in the colony, by continuing and reinforcing the stratification that had
existed on board the ship (Maglen 2006). But it also served to reinforce perceived
connections between sociocultural status and the development of disease. By spatially
overlaying health distinctions with those made on the basis of class and race, disease
and the sociocultural identity of detainees were interwoven. While the land on which
the quarantine station was located was considered to be Bhealthy,^ the bodies who
inhabited the spaces of quarantine were not. Through the different layouts and config-
urations of space afforded to different categories of immigrant, they were also being
provided with spaces that were differentially healthy. Distinctions within the spatial
configuration of the quarantine station entwined class and race, morality and propriety,
and health and disease. Despite in many cases not being ill themselves, the sociocul-
tural identities of people detained in quarantine were Bpathologized,^ their class and
race marking them as carriers of contagion and threats to the health of the colony.

Materializing Quarantine

Quarantine is both a located and spatialized place, and a set of processes and proce-
dures that are enacted there. These processes are materially inscribed across the
landscape of North Head, shaping the spatial distribution of the site and governing
the ways in which both people and objects moved within that space. Quarantine was
typified by processes of assessing and cleansing, and of categorization and segregation,
however the precise way these processes were enacted increased in complexity
throughout the colonial period. The procedure here outlined was in place by the end
of the nineteenth century (Fig. 4). Upon crossing the quarantine line and entering
Sydney Heads, infected ships were required to raise the international quarantine flag,
signaling for doctors to board and inspect the ship. In doing so they were setting in
motion a series of processes. Passengers with confirmed cases of disease were dealt
with first, being taken directly to the station’s hospital buildings. Cooks and stewards
were brought ashore next in order to prepare the station for the arrival of the passengers.
Remaining, uninfected passengers landed at the wharf and passed directly into the
surgery, where they were examined. They then proceeded to the waiting room before
passing through the shower block. The shower facilities were divided on the basis of
class, and utilized separately by men and women. Passengers were then taken to their
accommodation, which was subdivided on the basis of gender, class and race.
Quarantine was a materialized process of cleansing and disinfection that assessed
passengers’ fitness for entering the colony. The concept of liminality has been under-
stood as a state Bin between^ the loss of one state or identity and the acquisition of
another (Turner 1969). In this sense, quarantine can be understood as a liminal stage in
an act of creating suitable colonists.
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It was not only people but objects that were subject to these processes of quarantine.
Passengers’ clothes and luggage were fumigated in autoclaves located near the wharf
before they were allowed to enter the broader quarantine area. The North Head
Quarantine Station’s museum collection consists of 2,652 artifact types, totaling
12,362 individual artifacts. The collection was established by the officer in charge of
the quarantine station in the mid-twentieth century and has been maintained and
expanded since the station’s closure. It consists primarily of objects that remained in
situ at the site, as well as some that have been subsequently donated by people associated
with the quarantine station. Approximately 4 % of the collection is made up of medical
and pharmaceutical items, which reflect the changing understanding of disease and
treatment throughout the duration of the institution. The majority of the collection,
however, is composed of more commonplace objects that are evocative of the day-to-
day life of quarantine, such as tableware, toys, beer bottles and apple corers. One of the
most striking features of this assemblage is the almost complete absence of artifacts that
evoke any sense of personal identity of those quarantined. Individual staff are to an
extent present, through certificates, plaques, warrant cards and other forms of identifi-
cation—objects that are representative of their positions of authority and the authority of
the colonial government. By contrast, the individual passengers who were subject to
quarantine and detained at the site are obscured within the artifactual assemblage
(although some passengers did materially assert their presence and individuality by
literally inscribing themselves into the rock in huge graffiti assemblages [Clarke and
Frederick 2012 and this volume]). For passengers, quarantine was not a site of perma-
nent detention but rather a transitional state, and artefacts that would speak to the
individual experience transitioned with them leaving behind only the collective and

Fig. 4 Quarantine procedures at North Head Quarantine Station (adapted from Peter Freeman Pty 2000, p. 117)
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institutional. The exception is headstones, markers of those passengers who never
reached the colony and resumed their lives. Rather they were rendered individuals once
more in death. But here too, while some headstones commemorate individual passen-
gers—Robert Craigie, Mary Erskine, Alfred Speed, Jane Aberdeen—others memorial-
ize groups, such as the passengers of the William Rodger, quarantined in 1838.

Rather than providing personal narratives of the quarantine experience, the assem-
blage reinforces the social distinctions and stratifications visible in the spatial layout of
the site. Particularly striking is the serving ware provided to passengers, which ranged
from enamel and plastic items for third class passengers through to pieces of silver and
Wedgewood ceramics for passengers in first class (Fig. 5). Instead of being individually
identifiable, passengers are reduced to their sociocultural classifications within the
assemblage, and by extension within the institution and the perceptions of the colony.
As the North Head assemblage reminds us, the act of quarantine is a public health
measure. Its concern is with the institutional control of the health of the overall
population of the colony, not with the health of the individual. Within the technology
of quarantine, people were not individuals but collectives, subdivided based on factors
such as health, gender, race and class, and processed accordingly; this appears to be
reflected in the types of artifacts they left behind. Quarantine was not a state of
permanent detention and exclusion, but rather a processing tool through which immi-
grants were initiated into the hierarchies of the colony (Fairchild 2003; Foxhall 2012).

Ruining Quarantine

North Head Quarantine Station was not a site of permanent detention or exclusion, but
rather an institutional landscape characterized by liminality and transience—a place in

Fig. 5 Electroplated nickel silver servingware featuring the Quarantine Station insignia, used by passengers in
First Class
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time, as well as in space. The enforcement of quarantine on the peripheries of the
settlement contributed to the construction of the colony as healthy, clean and pure, but
also as vulnerable to the impurities that lay beyond its borders (Bashford 2004). This
contradictory image of the colony framed those who sought to enter it as a threat, a
potential source of contamination.

The process of quarantine, as enacted at North Head, was therefore a colonial tool
with which to neutralize this threat. Through quarantine, immigrants were reduced to
their state as potential sources of contagion, their identities only restored insofar as it
was expressed by their socially stratified categorizations of class, race and gender.
Alison Bashford (2004, p. 4) states that Bthe pursuit of ‘health’ has been central to
modern identity formation.^ As the point of intersection between public health and
immigration, the process of quarantine facilitated the stratification of colonial society
according to those prescribed social identities. The interplay between those social
identities and disease meant that quarantine Bslowed down the emigrants’ transition
to immigrants and made it highly visible^ (Foxhall 2012, p. 194). Through the material
technologies of quarantine—its location, spatialization, and materialization—the sta-
tion contributed to the creation and initiation of colonists suitable to inhabit a colony.
Through its contribution towards the construction of both colony and colonists, the
history of quarantine is both Bunfinished^ and Bconsequential^ (Stoler 2008, p. 195).
The ruins of quarantine are both social and material. The site of North Head Quarantine
Station is now BQ Station,^ a desirable destination boasting restaurants, and wedding
and conference venues, in addition to a museum and interpretation of the site’s
quarantine past. The physical remnants of the quarantine station act as a monument
to a distant (and distanced) past—and also a past commodified for tourist consumption
(see Stoler 2008, p. 197). The class distinctions of the colonial period endure and are
maintained in updated hotel accommodation.

Although the material debris of colonial quarantine is materialized at North Head, its
social and ideological ruins lie elsewhere. In part, they can be found in the modern
quarantine practices outlined at the beginning of this paper. These practices take place
at the border of modern, federated Australia, but also at the state and territory borders
that are themselves remnants of Australia’s segmented colonial past. The emphasis of
quarantine in its contemporary form is on objects and animals, rather than on people as
in the colonial period. Even in the face of recent epidemics such as ebola, the
implementation of mandatory quarantines has not been as widespread as might be
expected, as public health imperatives collide with contemporary emphasis on civil
liberties and human rights (as seen in calls by Human Rights Watch [2014] to limit the
use of quarantine, for example). Nonetheless, the ongoing practice of quarantine in any
form at the nation’s borders can be viewed as a reconfiguration of the framing of
Australia as both pure and unsullied, and vulnerable to external threats.

Extending beyond quarantine in its public health sense, its intersection with immi-
gration administration suggests another potential ruin of quarantine in Australia—the
detention of asylum seekers. As Bashford and Strange (2002, p. 509) have argued, the
Australian Government’s controversial practice of mandatorily detaining asylum
seekers, both on-shore and at various off-shore locations, can be seen as part of an
ongoing practice of detaining non-criminal populations (despite the constant and
inaccurate references to asylum seekers as Billegal^). The act of seeking assistance
and asylum is rhetorically reframed as an incursion on Australia’s borders, and a threat
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to the safety and stability of the nation. Yet again, foreignness, dangerousness and
undesirability are conflated, reproducing institutional processes that have come before
(Bashford and Strange 2002, p. 511). As Stoler (2008, p. 204) reminds us, one of the
ruins left behind by colonial institutions is the Bracial ontologies they called into
being.^ In some instances, despite being physically sited on Australian soil, asylum
seekers are not considered under the Migration Act to have breached Australia’s
borders at all. Instead they are Blegally nowhere^ (Bashford and Strange 2002, p.
513), further echoing the liminality of the quarantine experience. Stoler (2008, p. 198)
urges us to look beyond the European perspective of colonialism’s ruins, to examine
instead Bthe lives of those living in them.^ Understood in these terms, it is asylum
seekers who are forced to live in and amongst the contemporary ruins of quarantine.
Unlike those in quarantine however, for whom their exclusion was a temporary state
before eventually reaching the colony, the detention of asylum seekers is indefinite,
with the Abbott (2013–15) and now Turnbull (2015 to time of writing) governments
vowing that no people arriving by boat will be settled in Australia, regardless of the
legitimacy of their asylum claims. In this sense, the Bmatters^ of quarantine, and their
ruins, have significant contemporary consequences.
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