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Introduction

Sydney, with its glittering harbour, golden beaches, and iconic skyline, occupies a
unique place in both Australia’s national story and the imagination of the world. Yet
behind its modern vibrancy lies a long, complex, and often contested history—a story
that began tens of thousands of years before the arrival of British settlers in 1788. This
book seeks to offer a comprehensive exploration of Sydney’s evolution, tracing its
journey from ancient Indigenous lands to a bustling, multicultural metropolis at the
edge of the Pacific.

The story of Sydney begins with the Eora, Darug, and Dharawal peoples, who for
millennia stewarded and inhabited the region. Their intricate knowledge of the land,
waterways, seasons, and social networks laid the groundwork for a rich and enduring
culture—one that persists, adapts, and reasserts itself in new ways even today.
Understanding Sydney’s Indigenous prehistory is both an essential foundation for this
book and a living dimension of the city’s identity.

With European arrival, Sydney became the stage for a dramatic collision of worlds. The
establishment of the British penal colony at Sydney Cove marked not just the
foundation of modern Australia, but also a period of extraordinary hardship,
enterprise, and rapid transformation. Early settlers faced near-starvation and
staggering isolation, while the original custodians endured dispossession and
devastating waves of disease and conflict. Yet amid these struggles, new communities
and ways of life began to emerge—from the bush and barracks to the growing clusters
of farming, trading, and civic cooperation.

Over the next two centuries, Sydney evolved rapidly, shaped by waves of migration,
economic booms and busts, and the persistent push and pull of city and suburb. The
gold rushes, the rise of grand Victorian architecture, the forging of new political
institutions, and the resultant challenges to class, race, and power all contributed to a
city of contrasts and aspirations. Iconic projects, such as the Sydney Harbour Bridge
and the Opera House, not only redefined Sydney’s landscape but also became
touchstones of national pride and cultural ambition.

The later twentieth and early twenty-first centuries brought new challenges and
opportunities: postwar immigration rolled out a multicultural social fabric, economic
reorientations tied Sydney ever more closely to the Asia-Pacific, and momentous
cultural events, such as the 2000 Olympics and the Reconciliation Walk, highlighted
both the city’s global reach and its ongoing conversation with its past. Environmental
pressures, suburban expansion, and debates over identity continue to shape the
contours of Sydney’s life.
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This book aims to tell the story of Sydney in all its richness and complexity—from
ancient landscapes and the first human footprints, through the upheavals of
colonization and the developing city, to the diverse metropolis of today. By weaving
together political, social, economic, and cultural threads, it seeks to present Sydney as

a place of dynamism and transformation—where history is not just remembered, but
also continually made.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land of the Eora: Sydney Before
1788

For countless generations, long before the first stone of a colonial building was laid or
the unfamiliar sails of European ships appeared on the horizon, the land now known as
Sydney was home. It was a vibrant, complex landscape teeming with life, deeply
understood and carefully stewarded by its original inhabitants. This was the world of
the Eora, the Darug, and the Dharawal peoples - a history stretching back not just
centuries, but tens of thousands of years, arguably predating most other settled
civilisations on Earth.

The sheer depth of time during which Aboriginal people occupied this region is difficult
for many to comprehend. Archaeological evidence unearthed across the Sydney basin
points to a continuous human presence dating back at least 30,000 years, with some
researchers suggesting figures closer to 45,000 or even 50,000 years. To put that into
perspective, the last Ice Age was still gripping the planet for much of this period.
Humans were living, hunting, fishing, and raising families along the shores of a
different coast, at a time when sea levels were much lower and the coastline extended
further east. The stunning harbour that defines modern Sydney was, for millennia, a
river valley and its tributaries, slowly inundated as the ice melted and the oceans rose.
The people adapted, their knowledge systems incorporating these vast environmental
changes over unimaginable stretches of time.

The term "Eora" became a collective name used by the early British colonists to
describe the Aboriginal people they encountered living along the coast in the
immediate vicinity of Sydney Cove. The word, meaning "people" or "from this place" in
the local language, highlights the deep sense of belonging and connection these
groups felt to their ancestral lands. The broader Sydney region was home to several
distinct but related language groups or nations, including the Darug people to the west
and north-west and the Dharawal people to the south. Within these larger groupings
were numerous smaller, autonomous clans, each with specific territories, dialects,
customs, and responsibilities.

Understanding the clan structure is key to appreciating the social complexity of pre-
colonial Sydney. Each clan had defined boundaries, often linked to geographical
features like rivers, ridges, or bays. They were the custodians of their territory,
responsible for its care, its resources, and the knowledge associated with it. While
independent, clans interacted through kinship ties, trade, ceremonies, and sometimes,
conflict. The Gadigal clan, whose territory encompassed the southern side of Port
Jackson, including the area where the first settlement was established at Sydney Cove,
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are today acknowledged as the traditional custodians of the modern City of Sydney
area. Other prominent clans included the Cammeraygal on the north shore, the
Bidjigal in the Parramatta area, and the Gweagal around Botany Bay.

Life for the Eora and neighbouring peoples was intimately connected to the natural
world and the changing seasons. Their subsistence was based on a sophisticated
understanding of the local ecology, utilising the abundant resources of the harbour,
rivers, woodlands, and coastline. Fishing was a primary activity for the coastal clans,
with techniques ranging from spearfishing from bark canoes (often by women) to
using nets and ingenious stone fish traps built in shallow waters. Shellfish from the
harbour and estuaries were also a staple, evidenced by the large shell middens found
at many coastal campsites - ancient mounds of discarded shells, bone, and charcoal
that serve as archaeological records of millennia of meals.

Hunting provided protein, with kangaroos, wallabies, possums, birds, and other land
animals pursued using spears, boomerangs, and traps. The woodlands and open
forests yielded a vast array of edible plants, tubers, fruits, and seeds, gathered
according to seasonal availability. Knowledge of these resources - where and when to
find them, how to prepare them (some required detoxification), and how to ensure
their sustainable harvesting - was passed down through generations via oral tradition,
stories, songs, and direct instruction. This deep ecological knowledge meant that while
the population was not large by modern standards (estimated at between 4,000 and
8,000 across the greater Sydney region on the eve of European arrival), the land was
capable of supporting them through varied conditions.

The landscape itself was not merely a source of food and shelter; it was imbued with
spiritual significance. Specific places held powerful meanings, connected to the
Dreaming - the complex Aboriginal framework of spirituality, law, and creation.
Features like rock formations, significant trees, or waterholes were often associated
with ancestral beings and creation stories, making the land a living repository of
history and culture. Rock engravings, found on sandstone outcrops throughout the
Sydney basin, depict totemic animals, human figures, and ancestral beings, serving as
enduring artistic and spiritual records of the people's connection to country. These
engravings, often remarkably well-preserved, offer glimpses into the beliefs and
practices of these ancient societies.

Daily life involved moving between different locations within a clan's territory,
following seasonal availability of resources. Campsites were often temporary, though
some favoured spots were returned to regularly. Shelters might be simple lean-tos or
more substantial bark huts depending on the weather and duration of stay. Fire was
central to life - used for cooking, warmth, light, and managing the landscape through
controlled burning to promote the growth of desired plants and facilitate hunting.
Tools were fashioned from stone, wood, bone, and shell, requiring great skill and
knowledge of materials. Spears, spear throwers (woomeras), stone axes, scraping
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tools, and digging sticks were essential items, crafted and maintained with care.

Social organisation was based on kinship, with complex systems of relationships
determining marriage partners, responsibilities, and interactions between individuals
and groups. Law and custom were maintained through oral tradition, ceremony, and
the authority of elders. Initiation ceremonies marked the passage from childhood to
adulthood, transmitting vital cultural knowledge, laws, and responsibilities. Gatherings
between different clans or language groups occurred for significant ceremonies,
exchange of goods, or resolving disputes, fostering connections across the region.
These were not fragmented, isolated groups, but part of an intricate social network
woven across the landscape.

The waterways of Port Jackson and its tributaries were the highways and larders of the
coastal Eora people. Their bark canoes, though often described as fragile by early
Europeans, were perfectly suited to navigating the protected waters of the harbour
and its many coves. From these canoes, they fished and moved efficiently between
campsites. The harbour was not a barrier but a connector, a source of life and a
central part of their world. The land rising from its shores, the sandstone ridges, the
freshwater creeks flowing into the bays - all were familiar, named, and understood in
intricate detail.

Imagine the scene: the deep green of the bush meeting the golden sandstone cliffs,
dipping down to the sparkling blue water. Smoke rising from distant campfires, the
sounds of birdsong, the rhythmic paddling of canoes across a bay, the chatter of
voices in languages attuned to the environment. Children learning the skills of survival
and culture from their elders, surrounded by a landscape rich with meaning and
sustenance. This was the reality for thousands of years, a world in balance with its
environment, shaped by ancient customs and profound spiritual connections.

The arrival of European ships in 1788 would dramatically and tragically alter this
world, but it is crucial to remember that this arrival did not mark the beginning of
history in this place, but rather a profound and violent interruption of an incredibly
long and successful human story. The land they called Sydney had already been
home, for a duration that dwarfs the brief centuries since European arrival, to
sophisticated societies who knew and loved this country deeply. The initial encounter
with Captain Cook's Endeavour at Botany Bay in 1770, meeting the Gweagal people,
served as the first fleeting glimpse of the established communities that thrived here, a
prelude to the immense changes that would follow less than two decades later. This
ancient world, with its deep history and intricate relationship with the land and sea,
forms the essential foundation for understanding everything that came after.
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