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Port Adelaide began when the inlet now known as the Port River was chosen as the site for the new Colony of South Australia’s main harbour.  The site of the capital was located a few kilometres inland and named after the wife of the reigning monarch, William IV.  The first landing place on the River was a temporary one on the mud flats of the Old Port Reach.  At high tide, goods floated off the wharf while at low tide, passengers had to wade through swamps - It earned the name of  “Port Misery” because of these hardships. In 1840 it was superseded by the new, deeper landing place of McLaren Wharf (near the present day Lighthouse).

The first wharves were built along the riverfront, whilst basins and docks leading off of the main stream were developed later.  In the meantime, the silt dredged from the river in deepening operations, was used to reclaim the swampy land on which Port Adelaide now stands.  It took many years to build up this land, during which time the   fledgling settlement was protected from the tides by embankments.  By 1860 the area now comprising central Port Adelaide was formed, although in 1865 the embankments were breached and a large part of the town was flooded - this proved to be the last time this happened.

Meanwhile the harbour facilities were expanding both up and downstream, but the largest vessels still could not enter the River and were using the open Semaphore anchorage. In 1908 the Outer Harbour began operating and the Government took over the privately owned wharves in 1914.  A massive reconstruction process began and continued until the 1930’s.  In 1940 the Birkenhead Bridge was completed, which changed the flow of traffic and as the hub of activity moved the old Port Reach and Port Canal became redundant.  In 1977 a container terminal and crane were opened to cater for the growing use of container shipping and in 1987 a second crane was put into operation.

Until the 1950’s Port Adelaide was the largest shopping district outside of the city itself.  As cargo handling methods changed and the workforce in the area declined, as well as competition from newer regional shopping centres evolving, Port Adelaide fell into a general decline until the redevelopment of the Port with the emphasis on its heritage & tourism potential began in the 1980’s.  At this time the impressive array of buildings were recognised and a large portion of the Port was established as a State Heritage area.

In summary, the history of the Port has been characterised by a rise and decline in activities, the replacement of some uses by others and the shift in emphasis from a self contained community to one linked with the wider metropolitan area.  It is hoped that Port Adelaide’s redevelopment will result in it becoming a lively regional centre and a major seaport once again, as well as being a showcase of the State’s heritage.
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