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John and I came to Tasmania on holidays in 2002. 
We saw Woodbridge, sad and forlorn, and were 
angered that ‘the Government’ and The Heritage 
Council could allow this to happen!
12 months later, when we returned to Tasmania 
on business, Woodbridge was on the market and 
“The rest,” as they say, “is history.”
When we went inside the building, we were 
even more horrified. We knew that we would be 
embarking on a major undertaking. However, we 
found a German engineer, then living in Hobart, 
who had had significant experiences with castles 
in Germany. He and John crawled underneath 
Woodbridge and declared that “the bones”  
were sound.

It was a huge project, 
requiring not only the full 
replacement of electricals 
and plumbing, but also 
major drainage works (the 
convict lockup was under 
green-tinged water).
However, the fundamentals 
were sound because 
thankfully, a 1950s owner, 
while falling far short of that 
which was fully needed, had nevertheless 
completed the underpinning of the building. 
Had this not been done, it is unlikely that we 
could have saved her.



The external decore was external 
everything – external plumbing, external 
electricals, external sewerage, straight 
down the outside walls. All of this was 
complemented by outdoor hot waster 
systems, broken Hills hoists, dead 
car bodies, pipes, and the piece de 
resistance, the pine slab front deck.
You see, Woodbridge was not a salubrious 
address at this time.



It must have been a flash of designer genius, in 
true 1970s style, to attach this lean-to garage and 
porticos.
Would you believe that Heritage imposed an 
immediate ‘stop work’ ban on us when we 
started demolishing the garage. Someone 
reported to them that we were demolishing the 
place. When Heritage came to inspect, they said 
of the porticos, “We hope that you are going to 
take those down also.”
One of the major ‘renovation’ bloopers that 
had been made by a previous owner was the 
cementing of most of the land around the base 
of Woodbridge. They obviously hadn’t known 
that old buildings like Woodbridge do not 
have damp courses like modern buildings. This 
cement surround concentrated rainfall at the 
base of the building, causing rising damp. 
(We still have to keep an eye on this).

Amazingly, when we removed the cement we 
discovered the original convict-built French 
drains, which, after we cleaned them out, 
became fully operational again.
As we removed the portico over the entrance, 
part of the stucco came away and revealed the 
holes that had held the original portico. When 
the stucco came away, it had attached to it 
the wooden pegs that adhered the stucco to 
the walls. We kept a piece of the stucco with 2 
wooden pegs attached, and stored it in a ‘safe 
place’. When we later went to frame it, the pegs 
were gone. The framed piece of stucco is in the 
gallery outside of The Three Bridges Suite.
The second window of the entrance had 
been bricked up. We knew that it had to be 
there because Georgian architecture is very 
symmetrical, and so we  chipped away until we 
found the lintel, and hence the window space.

Notice the LOW, LOW 

electricity wires ... 

great story here ...



Woodbridge has been divided into seven 
apartments. The tenants, by and large, were 
a reflection of the environment in which they 
lived - pretty unpleasant! We wondered how 
we could ‘evict’ them without bringing down 
their wrath upon us, and upon Woodbridge. 
We had visions of fires in the middle of 
Blackwood floors, 200 yr old glass windows 
shattered, John and I bailed up and under 
siege in the tower.
Then a tenant complained to us that he was 
getting tingling off his shower! Our prayers had 
been answered!
We called the electricity company and the first 
thing that they saw were the low, high voltage 
wires swinging in the breeze within a hands 
reach. They had the electricity disconnected in 
5 minutes and the entire building was closed 
down. The ‘condemned’ notice was duly 
placed on the letterbox, below.
With sad faces we told the tenants and 
explained how it was for their safety.
Community Services were called in for 
emergency accommodation.
Everyone was out within 2 days and we were 
heroes!
Then began the job of pulling Woodbridge 
apart to find out what was there!



Firstly, there was the interesting 
sanitation arrangements that we 
discovered when the overgrown jungle 
was removed from the front gardens, 
which, of course, explained why it was a 
jungle! The 150 year old elm was dead- 
wooded, and the dry stone walls were 
repaired, (many of them had washed 
away in the 1949 floods).



Our stone walls were reconstructed by Brett. 
Brett is a larconic Mountain man. He epitomises 
the Banjo Patterson poem, as “the muscles on 
his scrawny arms were strong as iron bands”.
Brett is a tiny man, but he did 200 ton of dry 
stone walling in 200 hours. That is a ton per 
hour.
We have many wonderful stories about Brett. 
We used to wonder what Brett meant when he 
referred to us as “you Australians”. Then the 
penny dropped when, one day, he asked when 
we were going back to Australia on holidays.
But our favourite Brett story is this: One day 
Brett said to John: “John, they keep stealing 
my signs. I put the signs up on the jobs where I 
am working, and they steal them. Why do they 
steal them?” Brett’s business name was Rock 
Erections!



In many places, the floorboards were rotten, 
but the fundamental structure of the building 
remains sound and survives as a testament to the 
convict tradesmen who built Woodbridge. 
There is some evidence that tradesmen were in 
such short supply in the colony that many were 
sent here on trumped-up charges.
When we removed the floor under the stairwell 
of the present foyer, we found out why the tenant 
had been getting tingling from his shower - bare 
electrical wires Criss-crossed the leaking pipes in 
this foyer area. And of course the floor had rotted 
away from the water leaks, and one was walking 
on a ‘floor of linoleum’.



Leaking, rusting hot water systems were stuck 
everywhere in the building. At one place, the floor 
above was being held up by the rusting hot water 
systems in the flat below.
As we worked downwards, removing these leaking 
eyesores and repairing the floors by recycling pieces 
salvaged from other areas. We were simultaneously 
discovering the moisture problems on the lower 
floor. When we removed the masonite cladding on 
the lower walls, we revealed the original stone walls. 
These walls were suffering not only from the leaking 
above but also from the rising damp. 
Rising damp is always a fact of life in these old 
buildings because they did not use a damp course, 
as in modern buildings. Here at Woodbridge, this 
was exacerbated by the failure to maintain the 
drainage system which stretches the length of the 
building, and by the ill-conceived decision to cement 
around the building.
But the main culprit was the failure to install 
stormwater drainage for the much more modern 
households surrounding Woodbridge. All the 
stormwater from the entire street above drained 
onto Woodbridge. We found the convict lockup 
permanently under 50mm (3 inches) of water.
Of course, when we tried to report this, the local 
Council just did not what to know us. We had to 
insist that the then building inspector ‘prove it’ by 
running different coloured dyes into the downpipes 
of the adjacent buildings. The problem being 
proved, the Council’s preferred solution was for us 
to install drainage along the back of our property to 
catch all the intruding stormwater from the adjacent 
buildings, drain it down our driveway and then 
connect it to the stormwater drainage in the street - 
all at our expense, of course!



Inside, it was more stripping back to see what 
was there.
Again logic, and a little knowledge about 
Georgian architecture, combined with some 
understanding of how these households 
were run, helped us picture the workings of 
the building, enabling us to anticipate where 
“there should be a door here!”
It was then a matter of making holes where we 
thought a door should be, and moving up until 
we hit a lintel. We were pretty pleased with 
ourselves as we predicted every doorway that 
had been bricked up. And to our delight, we 
found every original door, save one. 

The Cottage Suite

The LINDLEY

All had been recycled, in all sorts of ways, 
somewhere in the building and we were able to 
reunite them with their doorways.
Some finds were absolute surprises however, We 
had no idea why there was a double doorway 
in the Lindley and we were delighted to find the 
little arched entry into The Cottage Suite.



Similarly we found ‘missing’ fireplaces and 
windows.
The most significant find was the indentations 
on a wall on the lower floor which confirmed 
our opinion that there had to be a lower floor 
staircase for the ‘downstairs’ staff, and a lower 
floor corridor along the spine. It was right 
where we predicted it to be.
We were delighted when the first section 
of stone wall on the lower level was 
unexpectedly revealed.



Some finds were begging to be revealed. 
We suddenly realised that the corridor and two 
bedrooms of the back apartment had deep 
Georgian ceiling cornice around the outer 
perimeter but not along the inner walls, a sure 
sign that thee corridor and bedrooms were a 
later infill. Thus we found The Ballroom, which 
had been divided into the bedrooms.
Some spectacular finds were uncovered. We 
couldn’t believe our eyes when we ripped off 
the cladding on the back of the stairs, brushed 
away the cobwebs of decades, and revealed the 
elegant signature of Louis. Also, imagine our 
excitement when we found the Arches behind 
some very ugly built-in cupboards.
However, imagine our distress when we had 
to reverse the process of ‘unwrapping’ the 
wonderful Blackwood beams and re-cover 
them with firecheck to meet modern fire safety 
standards!



If the unwrapping on the upper floor was 
revealing, what we found on the lower floor 
was stunning. We stripped it back to the 
skeleton, to the foundations hewn out of 
bedrock, to walls of rock and walls of hand-
made bricks.
It was now a matter of rectifying the 
drainage problems that were causing the 
walls to weep, so that we could then restore 
them and reveal these walls as part of our 
interior design concept. The walls on the 
lower floor still catch my breath!



Then we began adding the flesh to the 
bones. Kilometer after kilometer of wiring 
had to be installed. Then double that as we 
added as much again of cabling for the tele
communications (we did consider using state-
of-the-art wireless operations, but 400mm of 
solid rock and brick walls wouldn’t co-operate. 
And then it all had to be hidden. Suffice to say 
that everything is not as you see it. 
But this was nothing to putting in the 
plumbing. We understood why the previous 
owners had decorated the outside of the 
building with these pipes, but that was not an 
option we would consider. Every plumbing 
decision had to be meticulously thought 
through and every positioning was hard won. 
We then had to hide it all!

One of the pivotal pieces of the lower-floor 
jigsaw was establishing the existence of the 
lower level corridor. Once we had established 
the position of the staircase to the lower 
floor, we thought we knew the position of the 
corridor but there was a 300mm solid brick 
wall right where logic told us the corridor 
should be. So it was back to the ‘drill a hole 
and go up until you find the lintel’ technique, 
but there was no lintel. For one terrible 
moment we wondered if we’d got it wrong.
We regrouped, reconsidered and decided 
that we were on the right track. The brick we 
were cutting through lacked the integrity of 
the original solid walls. We were sure it was 
infill. We built supports to reinforce the wall 
‘just in case’ and continued cautiously.
Finally, some distance higher than where we 
had expected to find the lintel, we uncovered 
this beautiful arch. It was structurally sound 
and in fabulous condition and we would not 
have to wrap it up again to protect delicate 
surfaces, (as we knew we would have to do 
with some of the other arches we had found).






