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1. Introduction 

 

This background historical information was compiled in February 2006 as part of a 

heritage assessment report prepared on Fogg Dam and the associated areas for the 

Heritage Advisory Council, as per the requirements under the Heritage Conservation 

Act. 

 

Fogg Dam is the better known remnant of the Humpty Doo Rice Project and is now a 

renowned wildlife sanctuary. However Harrison Dam, and machinery and channels 

outside both dams, are also considered in this report because the history and cultural 

landscape of Fogg Dam is inseparable from these other surrounding features.  

 

2. Location 

 
Fogg Dam is located approximately 60 km south-east of Darwin on the floodplains of 

the Adelaide River. Fogg Dam is located within section 1554 and Harrison Dam is 

located within section 1574 and both are managed by the NT Parks and Wildlife 

Commission as conservation areas. Machinery and channels associated with the rice 

project are located beyond the boundaries of the conservation areas and are situated 

on leasehold and freehold land.   
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Figure 1. Fogg Dam in relation to Darwin 

 
Figure 2. Location of Fogg Dam and Harrison Dam in relation to Arnhem Highway turnoff 
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Figure 3.  Parks & Wildlife map showing Fogg Dam and Harrison Dam conservation reserves. 
(Lines running through the reserves mark original water channels for rice project).  
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3. Historical overview  
 

3.1 Summary  

 

From the late 19th century Chinese market gardeners in the Northern Territory 

successfully grew rice for local consumption. In the mid 1950s a collaborative effort 

between the Northern Territory Administration (NTA) and the newly formed Territory 

Rice Limited (TRL) attempted to restart a Territory rice industry with the aim of 

becoming a major international exporter. The TRL was a consortium of Australian 

and American investors.  

 

TRL operated trials in the Humpty Doo region, or what was described in the 

agricultural reports as the lower floodplains of the Adelaide River.  Fogg Dam was 

built in 1956. It consisted of a dam wall, channels and spillway areas (Kilpatrick 

1998:23). The function of the dam was to pool and hold water during the Wet season 

to then feed fields during the Dry Season. This greatly hyped agricultural venture was 

a failure. Despite this, Fogg Dam became a home for a variety of birds and soon after 

the rice experiment the area was recognised as a bird sanctuary.  Today it is 

managed as a conservation reserve by the Parks and Wildlife Commission.  

 

3.2 Why rice and why Humpty Doo?  

 

Chinese immigrants had successfully grown rice in the Northern Territory from the 

1870s. The white Australia Policy ended this industry. Petitions in the 1930s for 

government support for new rice growing experiments in the Northern Territory were 

rejected by the Commonwealth government in lieu of its support of the Murrumbidgee 

Irrigation Area in New South Wales. Interest in rice was reawakened with the search 

for new crops for Northern Australia in the post World War II years.  

 

In 1950 W. Poggendorff, a specialist in rice cultivation from the New South Wales 

Dept. of Agriculture, toured a variety of possible rice growing sites in Northern 

Australia (Mollah 1982:7). Since he travelled before the Wet season rains he was 

unable to experience flooding first-hand and so relied on knowledge from others 

about the nature of Adelaide River flooding. His recommendations on the region were 
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positive but cautious. Nevertheless they were sufficient for the establishment of the 

Rice Advisory Committee.  

 

The Adelaide River flood plains seemed an ideal environment. The flat terrain was 

not forested therefore clearing was unnecessary, the soil was suitable for rice 

cultivation and the natural  flooding offered a water source (Mollah 1982:3,6,7). Rice 

was the chosen crop because there was a world market demand (Mollah 1982:7).  

 

3.3 The backers and managers of the project and the loc ation of 

experimental farms.  

 

Allen Chase was an American entrepreneur who was interested in investing in the 

Northern Territory and formed a syndicate to pioneer rice growing. Territory Rice 

Limited (TRL) was incorporated in 1955. The company began field trials that year 

(NTA 1956/1957:20). One third of the company was owned by Mainguard, an 

Australian company. In an agreement between TRL and the Commonwealth 

government the company was given exclusive rights to develop in the sub-coastal 

plains of the Northern Territory. The company had commitments to expand and 

develop their activities, and the government was obligated to create a seed nursery 

and conduct experiments on hydrology, rice species and growing techniques.  

 

The Northern Territory Administration (NTA) field trials began in 1952 with the 

establishment of two experimental farms: Humpty Doo and Sixty Mile (sixty miles 

from Darwin) (NTA July 1949/June 1953:20). The Humpty Doo site was to take 

advantage of the Adelaide River floodplains and the Sixty Mile site of the Marrakai 

system. An inspection by a visiting expert recommended that commercial level rice 

production in these areas would require large scale irrigation and five years of 

experimentation and survey.  

 

The government also established a rice quarantine station in Darwin to experiment 

with the suitability of various imported seed varieties (NTA July 1949-June 1953:21). 

The location of this station is described as the 'Chinese Rice Gardens' and may be 

on the site of the original rice fields of Darwin.  The government also began trials at 

Beatrice Hill near Humpty Doo in the 1956-1957 financial year (NTA 1956/1957:20). 
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Also in that year the original Humpty Doo site was abandoned and handed over to 

TRL for their use.  

 

3.4 Fogg Dam 

 

Fogg Dam was built in 1956 by TRL to support the Middle Point rice fields at Humpty 

Doo. A NT News article tells us that:  

 

A team of RAAF men from 5ACS [Airfield Construction Squadron], using 

heavy RAAF earth-moving equipment, have nearly completed building a mile 

long dam on the rice-fields near Humpty Doo in just over a week. The RAAF 

was called in to help because neither Territory Rice LTD., the Works 

Department, nor any instrumentality in the Territory had the right equipment 

for the job. The RAAF took on the job after representations to the 

Department of Territories in Canberra…In another week they would have 

finished a dam capable of holding from 4000 to 5000 acre-feet of water (NT 

News 27 November 1956)  

 

The above article explains that the labour and much of the earth moving equipment 

was supplied by the RAAF. Some further equipment and the plans for the dam were 

supplied by Utah Constructions, an American company that also had a financial 

interest in TRL (Brister 1955:32). The Managing Director for the company in Australia 

was J.D. Fogg, who gave his name to the dam project. It was not expected that the 

RAAF would provide this service for free, Kilpatrick estimating the RAAF billed the 

project to the amount of $100,000 (1998:24). The RAAF also built other infrastructure 

for the project. Utah Constructions water control plan for the rice project proved to be 

inadequate (Brister 1995:39).  

 

Kilpatrick describes the initial design of the dam (1998:24). Spillways each side of 

what would be the wall were built first. These were 61 metres wide. Red clay gravel 

was sourced from borrow pits close to the proposed wall site and this was dumped 

and pushed along the designated path. Scrapers travelled backward and forwarded 

consolidating the soil and building up the wall. The wall was 1.7 kilometres long with 

several wide sections to allow vehicles to pass each other. 
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Although the dam itself was built quickly there was a delay in the construction of the 

canal that led from the dam to the rice fields (Brister 1995:40). Hence the 1956/57 

Dry season crop could not benefit from the new dam. The project managers soon 

discovered that Fogg Dam and Harrison Dam, the latter built soon afterward, were 

unable to hold a sufficient amount of water to last through the Dry (Brister 1995:49). 

The managers were forced to use water from the Adelaide River which, because of 

the season, had a high salinity level. This damaged the crop.  Furthermore continuing 

problems with Harrison Dam would make the project even more dependant on Fogg 

Dam for water (Brister 1995:52).   

 

Aside from its role in rice production the dam was considered a good fishing spot for 

Barramundi by the local workers and a good place to take visitors to spot wildlife like 

birds, snakes and buffalo (Kilpatrick 1998:97,138).   

 

3.5 The dreams end and opinions on why the project failed.   

 

From its conception the rice project was hailed (or marketed) as a Territory industry 

on the verge of explosion. The title of a NT News article dated 19 May 1955 

proclaimed that '£7 million NT Rice industry now assured'. Another NT News article 

later that year announced 'This will be the first step in the plan to bring thousands of 

acres of the northern coastal plains into production as rice growing areas' (NT News 

16/08/1955). Another article announces the release of a short documentary titled the 

'Miracle of Humpty Doo' (NT News 08/11/1956). A review of the NT government 

administrator reports for the years during the experiment demonstrates that, until the 

final years, the government was certainly optimistic but did not inflate or overstate 

prospects.  

 

A widely used explanation for the demise of the rice project was that magpie geese 

ate the seeds. The NT Administrator report for the 1955-1956 financial year stated 

that 'Constant vigilance has been necessary throughout the season to prevent 

damage to the ripening crops from wild geese' (NTA 1955-1956).  However it has 

also been argued that the problem of magpie geese was overstated, to deflect 

conclusions citing human failure (Mollah 1982:ix). Mollah (1982:17-24) cites various 

reports into the project failure and offers further reasons including: poor choice of 
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site, choice of rice species, crop planning, and water management. Broader factors 

also included poor finance and poor management (Mollah 1982:22-23).  

 

TRL eventually collapsed in 1960. In an attempt to reduce investor losses, equipment 

and farming blocks were offered to four former TRL employees who hoped to 

succeed on a smaller share farming basis. This group was called Rice Developments 

Limited (RDL) (Brister 1995:58). Unfortunately their efforts were short lived and they 

folded in 1963.  

 

3.6 Scientific research, wildlife sanctuary and con temporary uses.  

 

Both Fogg Dam and Harrison Dam are managed as conservation areas by the NT 

Parks and Wildlife Commission. Fogg Dam became a Bird Protection District in 1959 

and became a Conservation Reserve soon afterward. Fogg Dam has walks and 

lookouts and attracts 80-90,000 visitors a year. Until very recently CSIRO maintained 

a research centre at Fogg Dam and the monsoon areas of Fogg Dam are some of 

the most intensely studied monsoon habitats in Australia. Harrison dam, located 

alongside Fogg Dam and associated with the same rice project, does not have the 

same reserve status and is frequented by recreational hunters.  

 

Machinery and earthworks associated with the rice project are spread beyond the 

boundaries of the conservation areas and are located in either leasehold or freehold 

land, the land used in a variety of horticultural enterprises.  For example the physical 

remains located at Middle Point, which constitutes machinery and earthworks, are 

situated on a Barramundi Farm. The Litchfield Planning Concepts and Land Use 

Objectives (2002:20) identifies the considerably different land use objectives for the 

conservation areas as opposed to the surrounding areas used for horticultural. The 

intent for Fog Dam is: the protection of flora and fauna for the maintenance of 

biodiversity in recognition of the species diversity and abundance of the area, 

whereas the intent for Middle Point is: continued development for horticulture and 

aquaculture.  

 

Fogg Dam requires considerable management efforts from the Parks and Wildlife 

Commission. In addition to the interpretative and public access works there are 
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ongoing efforts in land and water management, for example the building up of 

catchment walls, shaping of spillways, drainage works and weed and plant control. 

Currently management is dealing with clogging in the dam by plant life which is 

affecting bird populations.  

 

4. Site description 
 
4.1 Introduction  

 

Fogg Dam is located approximately 60 km south-east of Darwin on the floodplains of 

the Adelaide River. The weir that forms the dam is approximately 1.5 kms long and 

the broader catchment is approximately 32.6km² in size (this may reflect an area 

beyond the original dam size) (Willing and Partners 1993:5).  The land within the 

catchment includes cleared grassland and subdivision for horticulture. As stated 

earlier the remaining physical evidence of the rice experiment is spread across an 

area including and beyond Fogg Dam.  

 

A useful way to consider the physical evidence of the rice experiment is to consider 

the area a cultural landscape, an area of land that holds evidence of significant 

land use.   Across this landscape there are obvious industrial features such as the 

remains of machines.  There are engineering features such as dam walls, spillways 

and the network of water channels. In some places a dam wall is built up and so is 

obvious. Some water channels are easily seen dirt ditches. But other channels are 

only visible because the grass growing in the channel is of a deeper hew that that in 

the surrounding area. Other channels again are silted up and so are no longer 

obvious.  

 

An even more subtle marker is how introduced elements (namely the dam walls 

themselves) have provided for considerable changes in animal and plant life. Here 

one can appreciate that the reason why Fogg Dam is abundant in wildlife is because 

the dam wall still holds water, forming a Dry Season catchment.  
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In short it is helpful to consider the cultural features of this place as constituting:  

 

·  machinery  

·  engineered landscape features  

·  changes to wildlife  brought about by introduced elements  

 

4.2 Machinery  

 

Machinery dotting the landscape includes a hopper cage, which caught the harvested 

rice, a water tank, remains of an engine with turning wheel, the middle point sluice 

gate which connected the Adelaide River to the water channels and small concrete 

sluice gates which were used to control the flow of water into the rice fields. Figure 

four shows the hopper cage with is visible along Woodland Road but is located on 

private land. 

 

 
Figure four. Hopper Cage  

 

Figure five shows a water tank that is located along the road to the Barramundi Farm, 

near the original rice fields along the Adelaide River.  



D E P A RT ME N T  OF  N A T U R A L  R E S O U R C E S ,  E N V I R ON ME N T ,  T HE  A R T S  A N D  S P O R T  
 

 - 12 - 

 

 
Figure five. Remains of water tank 

 

Figure six shows an example of the concrete sluice gates used to control water flow 

from the channels into the rice fields. A number of these are located in close 

proximity to each other on land just beyond what constitutes the reserve; in land 

administrated by the Northern Territory Land Corporation. 

 

 
Figure six. Example of cement sluice gate 

The most impressive machine is the remains of the Middle Point sluice gate which 

was once a part of a river pump system. Through this mechanism water was taken 
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from the Adelaide River near the end of the Wet season when the salinity level was 

low. Water taken in during the dry season would have a higher salinity level that 

could damage the crop. The pump is no longer on site and all that remains is the 

sluice gate. This gate is located on the site of a Barramundi Farm.  

 

 
Figure seven. Middle Point Pump site with steel sluice gate  

 

Other minor features include the remains of a machine with driving wheels near 

Harrison Dam wall and sections of iron and asbestos pipe lying in various channels. 

Historical accounts state that there were small wooden bridges dotted across the 

fields, however the area is difficult to access and park rangers believe there is little 

evidence left.  

 

4.3 Engineered landscape: dam walls, spillways and water channels  

 

The two dams associated with the rice project are Fogg Dam and Harrison Dam. The 

most obvious features are the dam walls which are wide enough for a road vehicle to 

travel on. The walls are not consistent in height; in some places they remain tall and 

prominent and in other places they have flattened out. Figure eight shows the height 

of a section of Harrison Dam wall.  
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Figure eight. Harrison Dam Wall. 

 
 
Figure nine shows Fogg Dam wall which is a paved road open for public use. Along 

the road are various stations to view the wildlife.  

 

 

 
 
Figure nine. Fogg Dam wall; paved and used as a vehicle road by visitors. On the left is the dam and 

on the right the natural floodplains.   
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Two other features associated with the dams that are dotted across the landscape 

are spillways and gravel pits. Gravel pits were sources of gravel, and spillways were 

depressions in the dam walls to direct overflow.  

 

Water channels are numerous and some more obvious than others.  The significance 

of the channels is they remain engineering features associated with the project and 

go some way to show the paths for water from its sources to the dams to the rice 

fields.  

 

4.4 Changes to wildlife brought about by introduced  elements  

 

A study of the bird and plant species located in Fogg Dam is not necessary for the 

purpose of this assessment. It is sufficient to appreciate that Fogg Dam is considered 

a rare haven for local birds with the Australian Bird Atlas listing over 230 types of 

birds sighted in the Fogg Dam area. Other noticeable features are the variety of other 

life such as frogs, wallabies lizards and turtles. Flowering waterlilies are also a 

distinct feature. Fogg Dam is rare in being able to provide visitors a walk through 

floodplains in close proximity to Darwin.  
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