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1. INTRODUCTION 

Driftwell No.1 and later Driftwell No.2 were integral to Dubbo’s first reticulated 
municipal water supply which was opened in 1894. 

The new municipal water supply comprised roughly 18 km of water pipes and 
served the township of Dubbo. 

The water drawn from the Driftwells was celebrated for its clarity, purity, 
reliability and its abundance even during drought. Without doubt the new water 
supply improved public health and gave the township an economic boost 
which supported further growth. 

Since the commissioning of that water supply in 1894 there have been many 
significant augmentations of water supply and treatment plant capacity to allow 
for domestic/residential and industrial growth within the city and the 
increasingly stringent regulatory requirements for water quality. 

However, the well preserved Driftwells, the remaining equipment from the age 
of steam, the interpretative signage, the publically accessible site in urban 
Dubbo, the historical engineering drawings and documentation being made 
available to the public together with the innovative and sensitive renovations 
make the Driftwells a unique and valuable historical landmark which 
celebrates vision, good civic planning and excellence in engineering. 
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Location:  32°15'34.7"S 148°36'06.0"E  
(-32.259651, 148.601676) 
 

Address: Driftwell No.1 and Driftwell No.2 are in a small park 
on the corner of Brisbane Street and Tamworth 
Street, Dubbo as shown in Figure 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Owner: Dubbo City Council 

Current Use: Education and Public Recreation 

Former Use (if any): The Driftwells were the sole source of water for      
Dubbo’s first reticulated water supply 

Designer: Public Works Department NSW 

 
Maker/Builder: Public Works Department NSW 

 
Year Started: 1893 (Driftwell No.1) 

 
Year completed:  Latest structure completed in 1909  

  (Driftwell No.2 ) 
 

Physical Description:  
 Original Driftwell No.1  
 Original Driftwell No.2  

Figure 1 Location of the Driftwells 
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 Original two Goulds Single Action Triplex Piston 
Pumps each driven by a separate Ruston, Proctor & 
Company compound steam engine (Figure 2). The 
pumps and steam engines are not in working order. 
Although the basic structure is sound many pieces 
are missing including the condensers and the 
conrods.  

 

 

 

 

 Body of original steam boiler. Many parts are 
missing but the boiler itself is largely intact and has 
been restored as shown in Figure 3   

 
 

Figure 2 - Original two Goulds Single Action Triplex Piston Pumps each driven by a 
separate Ruston, Proctor and Company compound steam engine on Driftwell No.2 
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Modifications and Dates:  See Section 3.2.2 
 
Historical Notes:   See Section 3.2 
 
Heritage Listings: Drift Wells Park, Tamworth Street cnr 

Brisbane Street Lot 51, DP 614390 (Local) 
  

  

Figure 3 - Original steam boiler and interpretative signage 
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3.2 HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE 

3.2.1 Historic Phase 

Dubbo was gazetted as a village in 1849. The 1851 Census recorded a 
population of 28 males and 19 females. Dubbo’s economy received a 
significant boost in the 1850s as a result of the Victorian goldrush. From 1851 
to 1861 the population of Victoria increased by approximately sevenfold.  
Hundreds of thousands of sheep and cattle were herded overland from 
Queensland and NSW to meet the demand. Dubbo was fortunate to be 
located just off the principal north-south stock route and became a major 
trading post.  

On 5 May 1866 the Sydney Mail reported that only a few years before Dubbo 
had been a backward village with little to commend it but “the strides which the 
township has taken surprised even ‘the oldest inhabitant’. There are stores – 
magnificent and commodious establishments – five hotels and several 
splendid buildings on the verge of completion, one a hotel and the other a mill. 
A well designed Courthouse and lock-up also add their share to the 
architectural ornaments of the town..” 

In 1872 Dubbo was gazetted as a Municipal Council and James Samuels jnr 
was elected as the first Mayor of Dubbo.  

Public health and further industrial expansion depended upon securing a 
reliable and plentiful supply of fresh drinking water for the town. 

Between 1874 and 1876 there was a severe drought in NSW and there were 
numerous outbreaks of typhoid fever and epidemics of measles and 
diphtheria, largely due to poor drainage/disposal of sewage and resultant 
contamination of water courses. In some unsewered inner Sydney suburbs up 
to half the children died in the epidemics (REF 9) It was expected that the 
provision of safe drinking water would reduce disease epidemics.  

Up until the first reticulated water supply being commissioned in 1894 water 
was drawn from numerous small private wells, a public well in Victoria Park 
and the Macquarie River.  

Prior to the commissioning of Burrendong Dam in 1967 the water levels of the 
Macquarie River rose and fell (sometimes dramatically) with catchment 
rainfall.  The unpredictable nature of this water supply significantly impacted 
upon the opportunities for development and expansion of Dubbo township and 
its industry.  
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The Country Towns Water Supply and Sewerage Act was passed in July 
1880. It provided for the NSW Government to borrow funds and construct 
water supply and sewerage works on behalf of municipalities, with the Minister 
for Public Works as the constructing authority. 
 
The construction of reticulated water supply and sewerage systems by the 
Public Works Department (PWD) in Sydney and major country towns between 
1880 and 1930 produced dramatic improvements in public health. Over this 
period the NSW death rate due to water borne diseases was halved and 
infectious disease and infant mortality rates were reduced by a factor of ten 
(REF 9). 
 
In 1881 Mr James of the PWD completed a survey of Dubbo and 
recommended that a well be sunk in the river bank of the Macquarie River to 
supply the first reticulated water supply for the town.  This proposal was 
vigorously opposed by Mayor James Samuels jnr who was an authority on the 
geology and hydrology of the Dubbo region. (REF 1&2) 
 
Mayor James Samuels jnr argued that the flow of the Macquarie River was too 
variable to supply a reliable source of potable water. 

During periods of low rainfall the Macquarie River would stop flowing 
altogether and become a series of water holes. The Macquarie River also 
flooded regularly and it was predicted that during floods the proposed well 
would silt up, damaging the pumping machinery and preventing access. 

Mayor James Samuels jnr argued that the city could obtain a plentiful and 
more reliable supply of fresh water from a well sunk above the flood line of the 
Macquarie River and into a “drift”. Furthermore, the quality of the water would 
be enhanced by the natural filtration system provided by the sand and gravels 
from which the water was being drawn. 

 
The PWD eventually sent a second surveyor Mr F Pridham who concurred 
with Mayor James Samuels jnr and Council obtained a loan from the 
Government for the purpose of establishing a new water supply.  
 
In 1898, four years after its commissioning, the new water supply was highly 
praised in the Australian Town and Country Journal 
 
“The council is also the happy possessor of a magnificent water supply – one 
of the best, it is said, in the colony. The works were erected in 1893, under the 
Country Towns Water Supply and Sewerage Act, and cost £15,000. The 
supply is obtained from a well, 20ft in diameter and 60ft deep, sunk on a drift, 
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only a short distance from the very heart of the town, and notwithstanding the 
tremendous consumption, there is to-day no perceptible diminution whatever 
in the supply. A reservoir, with a holding capacity of 335,000 gallons, is 
situated about half a mile from the well. Into it the water is pumped, and from 
thence it reticulates through eleven miles and eleven chains of streets. The 
pumping plant is duplicated, and comprises 20-horse power steam engine and 
boilers. From a financial standpoint, the water supply has likewise turned out a 
gratifying success. This fact is a rare, healthy exception to a common, 
unsatisfactory rule, so far as New South Wales municipalities are concerned.”   
(Ref  3) 
 

Works undertaken and related issues pertinent to the building of the Driftwells 
and Dubbo’s first reticulated water supply are described below. 

 

3.2.2 Progressive development of Dubbo’s water supply 

1893 Driftwell No.1, a brick infiltration well, with a diameter of 4.572m at the 
surface, but flaring out to 6.096m below ground where the well 
intersected the onsite aquifers, was sunk to a depth of 24.38m and a 
good supply of water was found.  Two vertical duplex steam driven 
pumps were installed which pumped the water to an open concrete 
reservoir constructed on Newtown Heights, Fitzroy Street.  The 
reservoir was 20m diameter and 4.6m deep. A standpipe 9m high was 
fixed in the centre of the reservoir to aerate the water flowing from it. 
(Ref 4). 

1894 The reticulated water supply which comprised roughly 18 km of pipes 
was completed in March 1894 at a total cost of £13,432.  Mr F Pridham, 
Assistant Engineer for Water Supply, designed the supply.  He believed 
that it would yield 250,000 gallons (1.14ML) per day. The completed 
project was officially opened by Sir George Dibbs Premier of NSW   
(Ref 4). 

1908 Gibson, Battle & Co (Sydney) won the tender for the supply and 
erection of pumping machinery for the Dubbo water supply extension 
with a price of £1638. Wm Refshaw, Five Dock, Sydney won the tender 
for  construction of pump well, engine house rising main and reticulation 
for Dubbo water supply with a price of £3090 (Ref 6). 

1909 A new well, Driftwell No.2 with a diameter of 6.096m was sunk just west 
of Driftwell No. 1 to a depth of 21.33m (Ref 11). Driftwell No.2 had two 
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Goulds Single Action Triplex Piston Pumps each driven by a Ruston, 
Proctor & Company compound (two pistons – high and low pressure) 
steam engine. The pumps and steam engines were connected by a 
friction clutch. The conrods of the steam engines were later removed, 
possibly to allow the pumps to be driven by electric motors.  

1917 A new, second reservoir was built at Newtown Hill (Ref 11). 

1918   One of the Driftwells was deepened (Ref 11). 

1929 A third well, Driftwell No.3 was sunk on the other side of Brisbane 
Street, directly to the east of Driftwell No.1 (Ref 11). 

The Driftwell No.1 and Driftwell No.2 were deepened to increase the 
water supply (Ref 11). 

1936 An intake was built on the bank of the Macquarie River by PWD to 
supplement the existing water supply. Water drawn from this river 
supply was subsequently considered to be unacceptable by the citizens 
of Dubbo (Ref 7 ) even after dilution using the “gravel and sand” filtered 
water from the Driftwells. The project was abandoned. 

1939 The Minister for Local Government approved a scheme to increase the 
water supply.  This involved the construction of a new well at the 
Macquarie River and a filtration plant on nearby Macquarie Street. The 
intention was that the majority of Dubbo’s water supply would 
henceforth come from the Macquarie River, instead of the Driftwells. 
(Ref 11). 

1940 The new water treatment plant was commissioned, and treated water 
was supplied to consumers for the first time.  The plant had a capacity 
63,000 gallons (286404 litres) per hour and drew water from the 
Macquarie River   (Ref 8). 

1943  A new weir was constructed in the Macquarie River adjacent to the 
filtration plant to maintain a permanent pool from which water could be 
pumped throughout the whole year (Ref 11). 

1961 The exact date is not known but sometime prior to 1961 the water from 
the Driftwells was redirected to the filtration plant in Macquarie Street 
via a new rising main  (Ref 10). 

1970s The exact date that the Driftwells were decommissioned is not known 
but it may have been as recent as the 1970s (Ref 10). 
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1981 A new water treatment plant was constructed close to the 1940’s plant.  
The John Gilbert Water Treatment Plant had a 30 ML/day capacity. The 
plant was named in honour of the Dubbo City Council City Engineer of 
the day, Mr John B Gilbert. (Ref 11) 

2007 The John Gilbert Water Treatment Plant capacity was upgraded to 80 
ML/day (Ref 11). 

 

           3.2.3 Building the Driftwells 

Driftwell No.1 was sunk in 1893. Although information relating to the method of 
construction of this well has been lost, it seems most likely that the well was 
dug by hand. The diameter of the well (4.572m) is large enough to 
accommodate one or more people digging with shovels. The well is lined with 
handmade bricks and flares at the base to a diameter of 6.096m to increase 
the infiltration area of the well. The walls of the well are in excellent condition 
and show beautiful craftsmanship. 

Copies of original engineering drawings show the cross-section of         
Driftwell No.1 see Figure 4 & 9.  

 



 

 

DRIFTWELL No. 1 and DRIFTWELL No. 2 Dubbo  
Page 12 of 24 

 

 

 

 

 

Driftwell No.2 was sunk in 1909 using the “caisson” method. A circular 
reinforced concrete ring with a cutting edge at its base was built at the surface 
and three feet of brickwork laid thereon to give it some weight. The soil inside 
the ring was then removed by hand using picks and shovels such that the 
constructed ring of concrete and bricks slowly dropped into the ground under 
its own weight. This process was repeated in three feet “lifts” of brickwork, with 
the caisson becoming heavier each time and thus easier to keep moving 
downwards. As the well became deeper, scaffolding was erected inside the 
well. The scaffolding provided access for the workers and staging levels for 
soil and gravel from the base of the excavation. The soil and gravel was 
hoisted successively from level to level until the soil reached the surface level 
and could be removed from site. (Ref 10) 

Once the water table was reached a small portable, steam powered pump at 
the lowest level of the scaffolding was used to remove water from the 
deepening excavation. Eventually the rate at which the incoming water filled 
the excavation became too great for the water to be removed effectively. At 
this point a smaller caisson diameter was adopted for the deepest section of 
the well. (Ref 10) 

It had been intended to dig horizontal galleries (or tunnels) out from this lower 
caisson section to increase the surface area and therefore the volume of water 
infiltrating the well. However, the inflow of water was so great through the 
sides and floor of the well that this idea was abandoned as not feasible.  (Ref 
10) 

The original two Goulds Single Action Triplex Piston Pumps each driven by a 
Ruston, Proctor & Company compound (two pistons – high and low pressure) 
steam engine, are in their original positons above Driftwell No.2. 

The original static steam boiler was found abandoned on the banks of the 
Macquarie River not far from the Driftwells. It had been removed when the use 
of the site changed to public recreation. It has been cleaned, restored and re-
installed on the site. 

Water from the Driftwells was originally pumped to a reservoir on the hill in 
Fitzroy Street where it gravity fed the water supply. The water was very 

Figure 4  A copy of one of the original engineering drawings relating to Driftwell No.1 and 
Driftwell No. 2 
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effectively filtered by the sand and gravel of the drift, and was famous for its 
purity and clarity. (Ref 3&5) 

The new municipal water supply was very successful. (Ref 3&5) 

Sometime prior to 1961 the water from the Driftwells was redirected to the 
filtration plant in Macquarie Street via a new rising main. In 1961 the 
volumetric capacity of the water treatment plant was increased 220% and 
softening was added as an extra treatment process. The water softening 
treatment was of particular benefit to the water drawn from the Driftwells which 
was always very hard. (Ref 10) 

During the 1960’s the water quality from the shallow Driftwells was also being 
compromised by pollution from the town sewerage system. The sewers in 
nearby Darling and Brisbane Streets were quite deep and were surcharged 
(manholes partially filled with sewage as well as the pipes) for several hours 
each morning during the peak inflow period for sewage from the rapidly 
expanding suburban areas in South and East Dubbo. Because the sewers laid 
in Dubbo up until 1996 were not fully watertight, being vitrified clay (VC) in 
general, they leaked water at the joints and were susceptible to cracking at 
numerous other places along the pipe barrel from the effect of soil movement 
and tree root ingress. Because of the extended period of surcharge in the 
system each morning a positive head of pressure was available each day to 
“drive” the liquid component of the sewage out of these leaky pipes and into 
the groundwater adjoining each sewerage trench.  

Testing of the Driftwells’ water started showing high nitrate levels. This is a 
common chemical indicator of pollution from septic tanks, disused landfills or 
sewerage pipelines, and the City Engineer was concerned enough to advise 
two local soft drink manufacturers to stop relying on raw water direct from the 
Driftwells (as they had been doing historically) and to switch over immediately 
to town water, notwithstanding the additional cost involved. (Ref 10) 

 
3.2.4 Restoration 
 
Most of the equipment was removed and the wells covered over when the 
Driftwells were decommissioned. The exact date that the Driftwells were 
decommissioned is not known but it may have been as recent as the 1970s. 
The old shed that had sheltered the Driftwells and equipment became a 
storage shed for rubbish collection trucks. 
 
Eventually alternative storage was found for the rubbish collection trucks and 
the site became obsolete. In 1985 the shed was removed and the area was 
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converted into a small park called Driftwells Park. What remained of the steam 
pumps and engines was made safe for public display. 
 
In 2014 plans were made to redevelop the site and celebrate its significant 
engineering heritage by creating a comprehensive permanent display 
including interpretative signage.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
The following renovations have now been completed, see Figure 5: 
 

 Large, thick, clear structural Perspex panels have been installed on top 
of Driftwell No.1 and Driftwell No.2 making it possible to look deep into 
the wells. At night, automatic lights make the interior structure of the 
Driftwells especially visible, see Figure 6. The Perspex panels have 
been purposely installed on a slight angle to the horizontal to improve 
viewing quality during daylight hours (reduced reflection and glare) and 
to assist with drainage of surface water from windblown rainfall or 
sprinkler over-spray. Visitors are encouraged not to climb onto the 
Perspex panels by a metal fence but the panels are nevertheless 
weight bearing (medium load bearing 12-15 kN/m2).  

Figure 5 The Driftwells – renovated site. Driftwell No.1 is in the foreground. 
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 The original steam boiler, the two Goulds Single Action Triplex Piston 

Pumps and the Ruston, Proctor & Company compound (two pistons – 
high and low pressure) steam engines have been cleaned, repainted 
and made safe for public display. See Figures 2 & 3. 
 

 Comprehensive, interpretative signage has been installed describing 
the history of the Driftwells and the site. See Figures 3 & 7. 

 

  

Figure 6 Driftwell No.2 illuminated at night. 
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 Attractive, large, permanent shade structures have been installed over 

the Driftwells to provide shelter to visitors and reduce the glare during 
daylight hours so that the interior of the Driftwells is made more visible. 
See Figure 4. 

 
 The area has been attractively landscaped, a picnic table has been 

installed, large sandstone blocks provide lots of seating for school and 
tour groups and a bubbler drinking fountain has been installed to 
provide a supply of drinking water. 

 
 Due to the historical context of the site an industrial theme was 

developed and carried through the landscaping elements – this 
included the use of galvanised shade structures and fencing around the 

Figure 7 Interpretative signage 
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two wells, and the use of Corten steel in the interpretative signage. The 
“water” connection to the site was enhanced through the use of colour 
and shape – the bluestone pavers have been laid in concentric circles 
representing ripples and are enhanced with header courses of a 
sandstone colour, see Figure 8. The outer ring of sandstone 
(sedimentary stone) blocks also reinforce the water context of the site 
and provide seating for larger groups, see Figure 8. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 Blue is used as a “theme colour” on the shade structures, the 
interpretative signage, picnic setting and bubbler to tie the landscaping 
together see Figure 5. 

 

  

Figure 8 Bluestone pavers have been laid in concentric circles representing ripples of 
water and sandstone blocks provide seating 
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3.2.5 Teaching and Education 
 
The interpretative signage together with the restored Driftwells and steam 
machinery is an important education resource for learners of all ages. It 
informs visitors of Dubbo’s civil engineering past and emphasises the 
importance of a reliable source of freshwater to the expansion of any city. 
 
It promotes engineering as a profession and highlights the importance of 
engineering skills and town planning. The physical display is the first of its type 
in Dubbo and despite research, a similar display has not been found anywhere 
else in Australia. 
 
The display is supported  by the availability of comprehensive historical 
documents including a description of the history of Dubbo’s water supply, 
copies of some of the original engineering drawings and photos taken during 
restoration. These are downloadable from the website of the Western Plains 
Cultural Centre. 
 
3.2.6 Social and cultural 
 
This new heritage project adds an engineering perspective to the narrative 
presently provided by other cultural and historic sites in Dubbo such as the 
Macquarie River, the railway station, the Old Dubbo Gaol and Victoria Park, all 
of which have helped shape Dubbo and its citizens.  

Only by connecting to and understanding what has gone before, can we make 
sense of our city and to some extent, ourselves.   

 
3.2.7 Rarity 
 
The Driftwell No.1 and Driftwell No.2 are unusual in NSW (and perhaps further 
afield) because of their history, the ease of inspection by the public, their 
position in urban Dubbo, their excellent condition, their pivotal importance to 
Dubbo’s first reticulating water supply and the comprehensively restored site 
with interpretative signage and facilities for visitors. 
 
The accepted paradigm in 1890 for securing a town water supply was to rely 
on surface flows from a river or creek. Driftwells were not a common form of 
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municipal water supply and not all sites had available to them nearby “drifts” 
(now called “aquifers”) of suitable thickness and hydraulic conductivity. 
 
However Dubbo was fortunate to have a Mayor, James Samuels jnr, who was 
acknowledged at the time as the most experienced hydrologist in the NSW 
colony.  Mayor James Samuels jnr was willing to challenge the orthodoxy of 
his day, including the colonial Public Works Department, in order to pursue his 
vision for a clean, abundant and reliable water supply for Dubbo.  
 
3.3.8 Representativeness 
 
The Driftwells are representative of: 
 

 the construction methods and materials, and the steam technologies 
available in the late 19th century and early 20th century in rural NSW 

 
 the efforts of Councils in rural NSW in the late 19th century to provide a 

clean and reliable water supply to help improve the health of their 
growing populace, and support the economic growth of their villages 
and townships. 

 

 

3.2.9  Heritage Information 
 

1. Securing an abundant and reliable supply of potable water is a priority 
for all human settlements and has therefore been critical in determining 
the course of NSW’s cultural and natural history. 
 
The history of Dubbo’s water supply provides an important insight into 
the challenges facing engineers and town planners during the 
development of rural NSW in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
 
Had Dubbo’s engineers not been able to overcome the challenges of 
climate, geology, resources and contemporary technology to provide a 
plentiful supply of potable water the history of western NSW would have 
been radically different. 

 
2. The Driftwells have a strong association with Dubbo’s first Mayor, 

James Samuels jnr. It was James Samuels jnr who strongly argued that 
a driftwell would supply adequate fresh water for Dubbo’s needs. 
James Samuels jnr was acknowledged at the time as the most 
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experienced hydrologist in the NSW colony.  He had made 
observations of water bores over a wide area of western NSW and this 
led him to be certain that an underground water supply was available 
(Ref 1). When the first engineer sent by the Public Works Department 
(PWD) recommended sinking a well in the banks of the Macquarie 
River, James Samuels jnr stood by his convictions for roughly ten years 
until the PWD sent a second engineer to make a re-assessment. The 
second engineer sent by PWD agreed with James Samuels jnr and the 
successful Driftwells were built.  

 
The clean and reliable source of water provided by the Driftwells was 
highly regarded by contemporary commentators (Ref 3 & 5). 
 

3. Both Driftwells were dug by hand and their construction is a reminder of 
the ingenuity, skills and hard graft of late 19th and early 20th century 
tradesmen. 

 
       The bell-like profile of Driftwell No.1 has been built by master craftsmen. 

The beautiful brick work is reminiscent of the coke ovens, viaducts and 
aqueducts of Victorian Britain. 

 
Driftwell No.2 is an excellent example of a well sunk using the caisson 
method of construction (Ref 10).  

 
The two Gould pumps mounted on Driftwell No.2 each driven by a 
separate Ruston, Proctor and Company compound steam engine are 
indicative of the maturity of pump and steam engine technology in the 
Edwardian period. 

 
Both Driftwell No.1 and Driftwell No.2 are in excellent condition and 
copies of original engineering drawings will be made available to the 
general public. 

 
4. The cool, clean water provided by the Driftwells is within living memory 

and features in local stories handed down from generation to 
generation. 

 
Prior to access to refrigeration, the cool water provided by the Driftwells 
was a welcome novelty and comfort during Dubbo’s hot summers. The 
general public could fill buckets of water drawn directly from the 
Driftwells from a faucet near the Driftwells. 
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One elderly resident recalled his mother visiting him in Dubbo Base 
Hospital everyday with water drawn directly from the Driftwells. 
Presumably because it was cool and clean. 

 
Driftwell No.3 (across the road from Driftwell No.1 and Driftwell No.2)  is 
associated with a tragedy. The assistant water engineer Walter 
Pettiford fell into the well and drowned in 1955. 

 
5. The story of the Driftwells and Dubbo’ first reticulating water supply:is 

an important example of NSW’s civil engineering achievements  
 sheds light on the governance of inland cities in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth century 
 reveals the tension between local people, and Sydney-based 

engineers and bureaucrats during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries 

 is an important part of the history of NSW’s public health 
 adds to the understanding of the town planning of rural cities 
 demonstrates the trade links of nineteenth century Australia with 

Great Britain and the United States of America. For example the 
original Goulds pumps came from the USA and the Ruston, Proctor 
& Company compound steam engines came from England. 
Transporting the heavy plant to Dubbo from the docks in Sydney was 
made easier by the railway which opened in Dubbo in 1881. 

 
6. Large diameter shallow wells in such pristine condition are rare in NSW 

and are an example of a previously essential technology that is no 
longer used. The Driftwells provide an important tangible link to the 
past. 

 
The Driftwells were superseded by advances in technology ie when 
deeper, smaller diameter boreholes and borehole pumps became much 
cheaper and more commonplace. Steam power was replaced by 
electricity. Conrod driven pumps (axial force transfer) from the 
nineteenth century were replaced with shaft driven pumps (rotational 
force transfer) from the twentieth century which could be installed much 
deeper underground with significantly greater ease. 

 
The site of the Driftwells within urban Dubbo and their public 
accessibility provide a rare opportunity to celebrate Dubbo’s past civil 
engineering achievements. 
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7. Examination of the site and associated plans and documents 
(downloadable from the websites of Dubbo City Council and the 
Western Plains Cultural Centre) demonstrate the principal 
characteristics of a late 19th / early 20th Century town water supply. 

 
The Driftwells were successful in providing a reliable water supply 
because of the “drifts” of suitable thickness and hydraulic conductivity. 
The occurrence of these drifts provides an insight into the geological 
history of the site.  
 
Dubbo City Council now sources its potable water supply from the 
Macquarie River and a total of seven deep bores within the South 
Dubbo. These working bores are not accessible by the public. The 
Driftwells raise public awareness of the importance of groundwater to 
Dubbo (and by association, to the nation as a whole) and provides the 
public with an understanding of the geological feature that makes 
groundwater available. 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 9 Old engineering drawing showing the cross-section of Driftwell No.1 
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