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And if you think of Brick,  

 for instance,

and you say to Brick, 

“what do you want, Brick?

And Brick says to you 

“I like an Arch.”

And if you say to Brick: 

“Look, arches are expensive,  

and I can use a concrete  

lintel over you. 

What do you think of that?” 

“Brick?”

Brick says: 

“... I like an Arch.”

Louis Kahn, architect, 1901–1974 
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Preface

Brick has shaped the built environment more than any other building material 
used throughout recorded history. Wood is ephemeral and subject to rapid decay 
if left exposed to the elements. Stone is monumental, solid and part of the natural 
environment, and as a material whose use stretches back to antiquity it is the only 
possible rival to brick. Moreover, prior to the Industrial Revolution that swept Europe 
and North America during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, buildings in 
steel and glass were unknown. The case for brick is difficult to fault. With its relative 
ease of manufacture and installation, cheapness and versatility as both a supporting 
structure or façade, brick is robust, practical and can be strikingly beautiful. 

For our purposes the story begins with the discovery in 1788 of workable clays at 
Cockle Creek on what is now Darling Harbour in Sydney. Brickmaking in Australia 
not only enjoys a reputation for being the first extractive industry, but also the first 
manufacturing enterprise to take root in the fledgling convict colony. This work 
explores the development of brickmaking during early colonial times, noting the 
industrial transformations that carried the trade forward into the machine age of 
mass production. Dry press bricks, whether face or commons, used in thousands 
of engineering projects and countless homes, became the staple of building and 
construction until late into the twentieth century. From the outset a host of factors 
drove – and continue to drive – the industry including fashion, immigration, 
commerce and the business cycle, war, depression, government policy and, of course, 
quantum leaps in technology and its application to brickmaking. Like streams that 
coalesce into something broader and deeper, the development of the industry forms 
a river on which the history of both Sydney and European settlement in Australia is 
carried along. 

Into this narrative The Austral Brick Company Limited made its entry in 1908 
founded by a group of investors and builders led by Edwin Spackman, and 
establishing itself as a major player by the outbreak of war in 1914. Riding the boom 
of the 1920s and steering a path through the Depression years, the name Austral came 
to be associated with the remarkable figure of William King Dawes whose hold over 
Austral Bricks and Brickworks Limited extended for over a half a century. Without 
Dawes Austral Bricks may not have survived the devastating economic collapse. 
Certainly, the history of Brickworks Limited, established in 1934 by Dawes and 
other private brick manufacturers would have followed a different course altogether. 
Moreover, without the foresight of Jim Millner, the chairman of Washington H. 
Soul Pattinson (Soul Patts), who was the joint architect in 1969 with Dawes of the 
cross-holding with Brickworks, both companies may have succumbed to hostile 
takeover. Notwithstanding the contributions of these men, the achievements of an 
organisation cannot rest on two people alone. Dawes’ three successors, Albert Burgis, 
Alan Bentley and Lindsay Partridge, the current managing director, took Brickworks 
and its flagbearer, Austral Bricks, to new heights. Under Partridge the company has 



xii

been transformed from a state-based operation to a national organisation that has no 
peer.

Outside the scope of this book lies the story of brickmaking’s historic origins in the 
Fertile Crescent of modern day Iraq, Turkey, Iran and Jordan, which has been well 
documented by those who have gone before. Suffice to say, the earliest bricks can be 
traced back to Neolithic times (c.8300–7600BC) to Jericho where sun-dried mud 
bricks were laid in courses held together by more mud to make thick walls. Bricks 
fired in kilns only made their appearance in the third millennium BC, borrowing 
from the art and craft of potters whose handiwork clearly demonstrated the effect 
of high temperatures on clay. Fired bricks, however, remained a luxury article for 
thousands of years and were available only to those who commanded a supply of 
scarce and expensive fuels such as charcoal. As history demonstrates, without the 
permanent cultivation of grain crops and the construction of mud-brick dwellings 
human society would have remained nomadic and relatively primitive. Indeed, brick 
can explain a great deal about the past and the here and now as much as it can point 
to the future. 

In recent times face brick in particular has undergone a renaissance among designers 
and architects. Dry-press bricks, when offset against stone, slate, steel and glass, confirm 
brick as quintessentially modern. Whether glazed, tinted, solid black, ebony, zinc, red 
earth – brick’s enduring visual qualities borrow from an earlier age. Consider Berlin’s 
Pergamon Museum and the original glazed ceramic bricks used to reconstruct the 
Gates of Ishtar, a remnant of the walls of Babylon. An echo of this grandeur can be 
seen in the work of the eighteenth century English architect, Sir Christopher Wren, 
whose brick buildings are still admired for their elegance and functionality. ‘If you 
seek my monument, look around you’, reads the inscription on his tombstone in St 
Paul’s Cathedral, London. The legacy and continuing impact of brick is profound. 

This book is a history that can be read on a number of levels and from different 
perspectives, any of which explore the achievements, the disappointments and the 
aspirations of a company that has provided, quite literally, the building blocks of 
inner city and suburban Sydney as we know it today. At another level the book will 
appeal to present and former brickmakers and those with an interest in the story of 
brickmaking in Australia. It can be also read as an alternative history of this great 
city. For business analysts and investors there is a wealth of detail to explore and 
appreciate. 

Whatever the disposition of the reader The Brickmasters, 1788–2008 is dedicated to an 
industry that will continue to influence the way we live and work.

Ron Ringer, Sydney, March 2008
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