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ABSTRACT

The Harts Range is about two hundred kilometres north-east of Alice
Springs. The area was known to be rich in minerals from the time of
the first explorers. From the 1 880s until the close of the industry in
1 960, almost all Australian mica came from this area in the Northern
Territory.

Most miners were Italian who were without a mining background and
who began arriving on the Field in the years following the First World
War.

During this period they were sponsored by their countrymen

already in Central Australia. After 1 945 increased numbers came to
the Centre escaping post-war Italy and encouraged by Australia's
immigration policies. Many of the post-war migrants brought families
with them to the Field. The thesis contends that many wives worked
alongside their husbands and fathers; and that as with other early
settlement areas throughout Australia, women played a pivotal role. I t
further contends that without the use of oral evidence
history

of

these

Italians

could

not

have

been

the social
successfully

documented.

This thesis establishes that the relationship between the miners and
local Aboriginal groups was atypical in the history of Central Australia.

The

miners

utilised

local

Aboriginal

knowledge

and

labour.

Descendants of these Aborigines still live in the area, many at the
Atitjere Community.

The mining literature indicates that mining activity and settlement
was

concentrated in the Central Harts Range District (the study

area ) . Remaining evidence of activity is distinctive for the aggregation
of the responses of the miners to the

extreme isolation and to

economic deprivation.

The thesis concludes that mica mining in the Harts Range sustained
an interest in Central Australia from the early years of this century
until 1 960. Developments in

transport services, such as the Plenty

Highway, and the attraction of Italians to the area (who formed the
basis of Central Australia's present-day Italian community) are a d i rect
result of this activity.
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NOTE
1.

All illustrations (including photographs),
acknowledged, are by the writer.

2.

Because o f the historical nature of this thesis, I have retained the
use of non-metric terms in all quoted matter. The following
conversion factors may be useful:
1
1
1
1
1

inch
foot
mile
ounce
ton

unless

otherwise

25 .40 millimetres
30.50 centimetres
1 . 61 kilometres
28.30 grams
1 .02 tonnes

Conversion of Australian pounds to dollars would not be useful as
there is little relationship between £1 in 1 950 and $2 in 1 99 5 in
terms of purchasing power. (And in fact the parity between pounds
Sterling and pounds Australian had been effectively broken from as
far back as 1 929). An indication of the value of pounds in 1 950 in
Australia can be appreciated when it is realised that a skilled miner's
wage for a 44-hour week in the early 1 950s was £6 to £8.
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Giovanni Malacarno
da un mondo vasto
a

a

mi contagia, ignaro

di memoria

immagini

con Ia fabbra di vivara
ancor di farlo,

INTRODUCTION

squeezes lifo

Giovonn1 Melacerno

from a vast world
of memories and images
and infects me. unaware

With a lust for life

evan of doing so,

1

The history of mica mining in the Harts Range stretches from the
1880s until 1 960.

Italian involvement in this facet

of Australia's

mining history began with a trickle in the 1 920s, reached a peak in
the late 1 940s, and dwindled until the industry ceased to exist in
1 960. This thesis traces the impact of these miners on the industry,
and the concomitant impact that the environment had on these
newcomers to Central Australia.

The story of the Italian contribution to the development of the mining
industry in Central Australia is not

fully examined in the literature

dealing with either the Northern Territory's mining history or with the
history of Central Australia .

Generally,

social

historians

writing

about

Australian

mining

communities have access to a wide range of public as well as private
records;

including a variety of reports from Government officials,

prospectuses

of

mining

companies,

newspaper

accounts,

and

numerous personal diaries and letters. Gold mining in New South
Wales and Victoria sparked the interest of photographers as well.
The photographs from the Holtemann Collection depicting life at Hill

2

End and Gulgong i n New South Wales in the 1 870s have been made
famous by Burke's publication; 1 and Paynting's publication of the
photographs of Antoine Fauchery from the 1 860s Victorian goldfields
add a further d i mension to this rich source of information. 2

However, the history of mining in the Northern Territory is not so well
documented, nor has the story of the Italian contribution to the mica
mining industry in Central Australia found its way into the history of
the Northern Territory. Jones, in his history of the mining industry in
the Northern Territory, devotes less than half a page to the mica
mines at Harts Range, and mentions only fleetingly the Italian
contribution

to

the

3
.
1n d ustry.

Donovan's

two works on the

subject4, and Powell's history of the Northern Territory 5 ,

also refer

too briefly to the influence of mica mining on the development of

2
3

•

5

K. Burke, Gold and s1'lver: Photographs of Australian goldfields from the
Holtemann Collection, Ringwood, Victoria, Penguin, 1973.

H. Paynting, The James Flood book of early Australian photographs,
Melbourne, James Flood Charity Trust, 1970.
T. Jones, Pegging the Northern Territory: The history of mining in the
Northern
Territory of Australia,
1873-1946,
Darwin,
Government
Printer, 1987.
P. Donovan, A land full of poss1b1'lities: A history of South Australia's
Northern Territory, St Lucia, Queensland, University of Queensland Press,
1981; and At the other end of Australia:
The Commonwealth and the
Northern Territory,
1 9 1 1 - 1 9 78, St Lucia, Queensland, University of
Queensland Press, 1984.
A. Powell, Far country: A short history of the Northern Territory, Melbourne,
Melbourne University Press, 1982.

3

Central Australia, and to the role played by Italian miners in this
development.

Even

Donovan's

history of Alice Springs treats the

subject in only seven pages scattered throughout four hundred. 6

The presence of this small Italian community in Central Australia also,
and perhaps more significantly, went unrecorded in the many works
dealing with Australia's immigration programmes and the Italian
presence in the country since the Second World War. The studies of
Pyke in 1 9467 and 1 948 8 , Barrie in 1 9549 and Jones in 1 964 1 0 ,
outline the history of Italian migration to Australia.

A later approach

by Price and Pyne 11 gathered together the statistics for post-war
Italian immigration.

However, none of these early studies paid more

than scant attention to the experiences of immigrants after their
arrival, or to the actual social fabric of Italian communities once

7

8
9
10
11

P. Donovan, Alice Springs: Its history & the people who made it, Alice
Springs, Alice Springs Town Council, 1988.
N. Pyke, 'Some reflections on Italian immigration into Australia', Australian
Quarterly, 18, 4, 1946, pp. 35-44.
N . Pyke, 'An outline history of Italian immigration into Australia', Australian
Quarterly, 20, 3, 1948, pp. 99-109.
Borrie, Italians and Germans of Australia: A study of assimilation,
Melbourne, F. W. Cheshire, 1954.

W.

F. Jones, 'The territorial

composition

of

Italian

emigration

to

Australia

1876-1962' , International Migration, 2, 4, 1964, pp. 247-265.

C. Price and P. Pyne, Australian immigration, A: The foreign-born population
and their children born in Australia, 8: some characteristics of settler loss,
Working Papers in Demography, 3, Canberra, A N U , 1976.

4

established in their
society

in the

new home. Studies of Australia's multicultural

1 980s and

1 990s have succeeded

in

partially

Pascoe 1 2 and Randazzo and Cigler 1 3

redressing this imbalance.

attempt to describe the impact of these new Italian immigrants on
Australian society and culture. Pascoe provides valuable insights into
pockets of Italian miners in Victoria, Western Australia, New South
Wales and Queensland.

Randazzo and Cigler briefly mention the

Italian mining community at Chillagoe in North Queensland before the
First World War; and outline the contribution of Italians to the early
mining history of Western Australia. One of the recent contributions
to the literature was

published in 1 992 as a result of a research

project commissioned by the Fondazione Giovanni Agnelli of Turin. 1 4
It investigates the development of Italian-Australian communities and
their successes in altering Australia's definition of nationhood.

None

of these studies mentions the Italians at Harts Range mica field in
Central Australia.

This is somewhat surprising for though the total

Italian population of the field at any time was fewer than 1 00
persons, they sustained the viability of an important segment of the
Australian mineral industry until 1 960.
12
13

R.
Pascoe, Buongiorno
Greenhouse, 1 987.

A ustralia:

Our

Italian

heritage,

Melbourne,

N. Randazzo and M . Cigler, The Italians in Australia, Melbourne, A E Press,
1987.

14

S. Castles et al. (eds), Australia's Italians: Culture and community in a
chan(}in(} society, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1992.

5

The Harts Range in Central Australia may seem to some like an
unlikely destination for Italians.

It is north-east of the MacDonnell

Ranges, which run in an easterly direction through Central Australia
on the latitude of Alice Springs.

The present-day Harts Range

community is 200 kilometres by road north-east of Alice Springs. The
area is bounded on the west by the Strangways Range; on the south
by the Hale River, and some rugged hilly country which joins the
eastern MacDonnell Ranges; on the east and south-east by the
Simpson Desert; and on the north and north-east by the Plenty River.
Environmental conditions were harsh and contrasted with those the
miners left behind in Italy (and with those they briefly experienced in
the various major cities of disembarkation in Australia).

Summers

were long and hot with temperatures exceeding thirty-five degrees
Celsius from November to February.

Winters were cold with an

average temperature range of four to nineteen degrees Celsius.
Water, mainly from bores, had to be carried several kilometres for
both domestic and mining use.

Vegetation was sparse on the rocky

hills and mountains in which they settled.

And, the presence of

strange and potentially dangerous wildlife made these new areas
seem hostile and unfamiliar to the new miners and their families. 15 As

15

These observations were mentioned throughout several of the interviews
conducted for this study. Appendix II outlines the details of those Italians
interviewed from 1992 to 1995, along with a brief summary of the contents
of the transcripts of interviews.

6

well, the presence of Aboriginal people in the region who spoke a
language which was neither English nor Italian added to the feelings
of isolation and unfamiliarity.

The question then arises of why a group of people from a non-mining
background should take the unusual step of migrating to a mica
mining area in Central Australia.

There were two factors which

strongly influenced their decision, and which were closely connected.
The first deals with the harsh economic situation in Italy in the years
following the Second World War. As Murphy explains:

The other side of the industrial development equation in Italy was
an oversupply of labour. There was a large rural segment, parts
of which were quite unproductive, and limited natural resources
to absorb this work-force. The new direction [to establish Italy
as a leading industrial nation) thus left a surplus of population
which, as in earlier times, turned to emigration as an alternative
6
to poverty. 1

And indeed the Italians who came to Harts Range in the late 1 940s
and early 1 950s speak frankly of the difficulties of finding work in
post-war Italy.

Rino Fioretti described his travels throughout the

north of the country unsuccessfully looking for any type of work 17;
while Giuseppe Antonelli outlined matter-of-factly the difficulties of
making a living from a small plot of land in his home town of Metallica

B. Murphy, Th e other Australia: Experiences
Cambridge University Press, 1 993, p. 79.
17

of

migration,

Sydney,

R. Fioretti, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; Item TS9208, p . 1 .

7

which had been divided between three brothers and their families. 18
The second factor which was common to all these Italian migrants
was the pattern of their arrival at Harts Range. The usual way. was
for the men to arrive first, and after becoming established on the
Field, to send for their families.

This was the experience of the

Antonelli family from Metallica. Giuseppe joined not only his brother
(who even earlier had followed his father-in-law) but a number of
others from the same town, who were already working on the Field .19
This pattern has been called chain migration in the literature.

20

Access to the Field from Alice Springs (the closest township)
presented difficulties throughout its history (plate I).

Prior to the

Second World War the Field was reached via three tracks all of which
converged on Mt Riddock Homestead (known locally as One G um
Well).

The longer an d more frequently used track turned off the

Stuart Highway near Burt Creek, and passed through Bushy Park and
Alcoota Stations.

From One Gum Well, the Central Harts Range

group of mines was reached by either a very rough track through
mountains, or by a somewhat better route which skirted the northern

18
19
20

G . Antonelli, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; Item TS9205, p. 1 .
Antonelli, TS9205, p. 1 .
C . Price, Southern Europ eans in Australia, Melbourne, Oxford University
Press, 1963.

PLATE

I

ROAD ACCESS TO THE FIELD

Until t h e 1 940s the Field was reached via three tracks all o f which converged o n
M t Riddock Homestead (known locally a s One G u m Well). The longer and more
frequently used track turned off the Stuart Highway near Burt Creek, and passed
through Bushy Park and Alcoota Stations. From One Gum Well, the Central Harts
Range group of mines was reached by either a very rough track through
mountains, or by a somewhat better route which skirted the northern edge of the
Range.
Source: Ward Collection, Conservation Commi ssio n of the Northern Terntory

8

edge of the Range.

In 1 943 the Allied Works Council graded and

maintained an all-weather track which ran approximately along the
route of the present-day Plenty Highway. Internal access throughout
the area was by bush tracks which were frequently rough and stony,
and after rain frequently washed out. Social contact was maintained
on Sundays by some

families walking to visit their countrymen i n

each others camps. 21

Aboriginal people have lived in the Harts Range area for thousands of
years. Their oral traditions and particularly their mythologies present
proof of a long and continuing association with the land .

The study

area is spread across the border between the Eastern Arrernte and
lliaura linguistic groups. Strehlow in his Aranda traditions22 takes this
further and describes two linguistic sub-groupings of Eastern Arrernte
which he calls the Eastern Aranda and the Alitera Dialect.

The

dislocation of their traditional lifestyle began in 1 870 when first
explorers, and then prospectors moved through the region.

The contact history between Aboriginal Australians and the European
colonisers has

21
22

relevance to the treatment of Italians

by the

M. Rigoni, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; Item TS92 1 3 , p . 1 9 .
T . G . H . Strehlow, Aranda traditions, Melbourne, Melbourne University Press.
1 94 7 .

1

9

descendants of these colonisers.

This contact history has helped

shape the nature of race relations in Australia ever since.

It is true

that the racist attitudes of the early European settlers pre-dated . their
arrival in Australia. Hundreds of years of European exposure to nonEuropean cultures (especially in Africa) by virtue of war, trade, and
then political domination, was

instrumental in establishing the

attitudes of intellectual and cultural inferiority towards Australian
Aborigines.
century

Miles has argued that by the end of the eighteenth
British

the

representation was
attribution

of

characteristics

I. 24

I .

a

regarded

the

African

as

m

.

f enor. 23
.

This

. . grounded in skin colour, and sustained by the
number

of

other

negatively

evaluated

It was with these notions of British superiority, and

the innate inferiority of all others, that colonisers came to Australia to
be confronted by people who were, like the Africans, both darkskinned and naked. Their racist attitudes were predictable under the
circumstances.

The reaction by Aboriginal Australians to the Europeans, and the
relationships

which developed

in the nineteenth

and

twentieth

I

centuries between them,

helped

to produce racism in this country;

and the nature of Aboriginal resistance to both their dispossession
23

24

R. Miles, Racism , London, Routledge, 1 987, p. 30.
Miles, Racism, p. 30.
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and

their

assimilation gave this racism a direction of its own.

Alcorso argues that these factors laid the foundation o f a collective
Australian tendency towards racism;
racism was the

and a key element of. this

obsession of 'whiteness' as a measure of defining

superiority and inferiority between all ethnic and racial groups. 25

A

second important aspect of contact history which has a bearing

on the treatment of Italians in Australia's history concerns the issue of
the power of labour. During the first years of settlement, settlers and
governments alike assumed that the Aboriginal population could be
recruited as manual labourers. 26 However, as Rowley points out, the
nature of Aboriginal production and social relations prevented this
simple

form

of

disintegration of

incorporation,

the

consequence

economic and social relations. 27

Aboriginal labour was
and commerce

and

was

the

As a result,

not incorporated into the emerging industry

of towns in nineteenth century Australia.

In fact,

their exclusion from these capitalist relations of production has
continued into the twentieth century.
25

Instead what resulted were

C. Alcorso, ' Early Italian migration and the construction of European
Australia 1 7 88-1 939', in S . Castles et al.leds), A ustralia's Italians: Cu lture
and community in a chan gin g society, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1 992,
p p. 1 -1 7 .
H . Reynolds, Aborigin es and settlers: Th e Australian experience, Melbourne,
Cassell Australia, 1 9 72, p . 1 09.

27

C. D. Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, Aboriginal policy and
Canberra, ANU Press, 1 970.

practic e - volume 1,

11

' . . . migration flows . . . that were intimately connected with various
initiatives to sustain and i ncrease the supply of labour power as
commodity production increased after the 1 830s ' .

28

John Ross was the first European to explore the area in 1 870, while
searching for a route for the Overland Telegraph Line.

Later that

decade Henry Vere Barclay and Charles Winnecke surveyed the area
a s far east as the Queensland border. 29

These early explorers were soon followed
prospectors and mining officials.
Lindsay's 1 886 discovery of

into

the

region

by

Men drawn to the Hale River after
soon went looking for other

'rubies'

minerals and found mica on the southern side of the Harts Range. By
the

1 890s mica mines were being

particularly around Mount Palmer.

worked

in other locations

These mines had been visited

several times by H.Y.L. Brown, the South Australian Government
Geologist, and other government officials who sought to attract
investors to the mica mining industry.

30

Mica

was mined by

individuals throughout the whole period until 1 960, with mining
28
29

Miles, Racism, p. 9 1 .
C. Winnecke, Journal of the Herbert River and North Eastern Exploring
Expedition 1877-81, SAPP 1 2 1 , 1 882.

30

H.Y.L. Brown, Reports on Arltunga go ldfield and Hart's Range mica field; and
exp lorations north-east of Hart's Range, north-west of A lice Springs, and of
the Frew River country &c., SAPP 1 27, 1 896.
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companies showing particular interest from 1 92 1 to 1 93 7 and the
Australian Government assuming control of the Field during the
Second World War. 31

The mica field was never particularly rich, despite being Australia ' s
largest.

Mica was declared a strategic mineral during the Second

World War due to its importance to the electrical and aviation
industries,

and

the

Field

experienced

an

increase

in

activity.

However, the difficulties of extreme isolation and the arid climate,
compounded by physical and engineering problems, prevented the
Field from achieving the potential which had been suggested by
geologists and mining engineers.

The mica deposits are in an area of approximately 1 4 500 square
kilometres, which I have divided into three Districts for convenience.
These Districts are: Central Harts Range District roughly contained by
the present-day Fossicking Area; the Plenty River District seventy
kilometres north-east of the Harts Range Police Station; and the
Undippa District thirty kilometres north-west of the Harts Range Police

Station. Within these Districts there are more than one hundred mica
mine sites.

31

The evidence of mining activity and settlement is

Newman to Minister, 2 1 August 1 942, AA (ACT). CAS A 1 1 46/1 , N 1 1 / 1 9 ,
Part 1, p. 1 .
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scattered across the whole area.

However, there is a concentration

of sites in the Central Harts Range District (map 1 ) .

This District

contains not only the largest number of Italian mine sites, it . also
contains the largest settlement sites: at the Billy Hughes, the Spotted
Tiger, and the Oolgarinna

-

and hence this is the District I have

concentrated on for the thesis (map 2).

While it may not be surprising that so much material evidence of past
mining experiences has attracted the attention of historical archaeologists
such as Connah 32 and Holmes 33 ; it is surprising that less interest has
been shown

by historians.

Carment makes the point that during the

1 980s there was an upsurge in interest and publication in Australian local
and regional historical studies34 ; however he also points out that only a
minority ' . . . indicated a particular concern with the ways in which
localities could be studied through reference to material evidence . .

32

33

34

'35

G. Connah, The archaeology of Australia 's history, Melbourne, Cambridge
University Press, 1 993.
K. Holmes, 'Excavations at Arltunga, Northern Territory', Australian Journal
of Historical Archaeology, 1 , January 1 983, pp. 78-87.
D. Carment, History and the landscape in Central A ustralia: A study of the
of European culture and settlement, Da rwin, North
Australia Research Unit (ANU), 1991.

material evidence
35

.

Carment, History and the landscape, p. viii.
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It is true that much work has been undertaken i n Central Australia to
make the logical connection between material evidence and written and
oral evidence when attempting to fully appreciate the historical forces at
work in the region. Of particular reference to this thesis are the regional
studies, undertaken at the request of the National Trust, which include
Forrese 6 at Arltunga, Radford 37 at Hermannsburg, Davison38
Creek, and the work of this writer at Harts Range.

at Phillip

39

Fieldwork was carried out between 1 993 and 1 99 5 . Nine mine sites
were visited during these times - the Butcher Bird, 'Stone Hut' , Billy
Hughes, Oolgarinna, Spotted Tiger, Kismet, Spo tted Dog, Disputed

and the Rex - all in the Central Harts Range area.

During the fieldwork periods,

settlement areas

numbered, and roughly plotted onto

a grid map .

were located and
A description of

each site was recorded in field notes. Sites were located with the aid
36

37

38

P. Forrest, 'A Report on a study of historic sites and materials at Arltunga',
prepared for the Conservation Commission of the Northern Territory and
National
Trust
of Australia
(Northern
Territory), Darwin, 1 9 8 1 .
(Unpublished)
R . Radford, 'Report on the social and structural history of the Finke River
Mission buildings, Hermannsburg, Ntaria, Central Australia', produced for the
National Trust of Australia (Northern Territory), Darwin, 1 983. (Unpublished)
P.

Davison,

The

Manga-Manda

settlement,

Phillip

Creek:

An

historical

reconstruction from written, oral and material evidence, Townsville, James

Cook University of North Queensland, 1 985.
39

D. Hugo, 'Mica mining in the Hans Range', prepared for the National Trust of
Australia (Northern Territory), Darwin, 1 993. (Unpublished)
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of base maps, and plottings developed from site identification work
previously undertaken by myself;

by Department of Mines and

Energy staff; from previous knowledge of the area; and from visual
observation in the field.

During two periods of fieldwork, I was

accompanied by two Italian former residents of the area. Giuseppe
Antonelli, who presently lives in Alice Springs, was born in Metallica,
in northern Italy in 1 932. At the request of his brother Giovanni, who
was working in a partnership at Harts Range, he came to Australia in
1 95 2 . He spent seven years from 1 952 until 1 959 mining in the east
Mount Palmer area, principally at the Spo tted Dog and the Disputed
( plate IT). Mrs Serafina De Pieri, who lives in Adelaide, worked at the
Billy Hughes and the Caruso for nine years from 1 939 until 1 942, and

again from 1 945 until 1 949 (plate Ill).

Mrs De Pieri was born in

Castelfranco Veneto in northern Italy in 1 920. She arrived as a new
bride in Australia in 1 939 to join her husband Attilio, a mica miner at
Harts Range who

had been living in Australia since 1 927.

The

combined knowledge of these two former residents, not only of the
locations of mines and settlement areas, but also of the dynamics of
settlement patterns and other aspects of the social history of several
mines in the study area, made their assistance invaluable.

I have chosen to deal with the major themes of the thesis by
incorporating illustrative evidence where appropriate.

This approach

PLATE

II

GIUSEPPE ANTONELLI A T THE SPOTTED TIGER I N
1 993

He is photographed standing on the concrete floor of the dining area which
extended from the stone kitchen in the background. Antonelli worked on the
Harts Range Field between 1 9 52 and 1 9 59.

PLATE Ill

SERAFINA De PIERI AT THE SPOTTED TIGER I N
1 995

Serafina visited the Spotted Tiger on many occasions during her time in Harts
Range from 1 939 until 1 943, and then from 1 945 until 1 949. She is pictured
here in the remains of the large stone kitchen.

16

deviates from the presentation of much historical research, where
there is a tendency to use a narrative rather than a pictorial style. I
have included over one hundred maps, figures and photographs
throughout a text of approximately 70 000 words.

Many of these

illustrations are accompanied by comprehensive captions

which

attempt to add to the body of information rather than being repetitive.
The photographs associated with the fieldwork are included because I
felt this was the best way to adequately describe the virtually
untouched

ruins left by the

miners.

A

photograph in these

circumstances offers more information than a textual narrative.

Two types of photographs have been used as integral components of
the study.

First, those which represent events from the past

(historical photographs); and second, those which were records of
information gathered during fieldwork.

The historical photographs,

largely supplied by the miners interviewed during the study, were
used at the initial interview stage.

Often this was successful in

rekindling memories of their experiences on the mica Field. Through a
process of joining present activity with past actions, the photographs
helped the miners re-experience their emotions of fear, excitement
and commradeship.

They are therefore included in the following

pages, not principally because they are interesting or attractive (which

17

they certainly are) but because they clarify, and in all cases complete,
the story being told. As Samuel notes:
. . . photography . . . corresponded to the search for 'human'
documents . . . It also seemed to answer to our insatiable
appetite for 'immediacy', allowing us to become literally, as well
as metaphorically, eyewitnesses to the historical event . . .
allowing us i f not t o eavesdrop on the past . . . t o a t least see it,
.
m everyd ay terms, ' as .1t was ' . 40

·

The photographs taken during fieldwork consisted of recording the
situation, the elevation and any special features which were present
at each site. A major theme of this thesis is the combination of this
fieldwork with information regarding the location and access to each
site, the history of each mine, and detailed site descriptions.

The aims of the fieldwork were to survey several areas, to document
their

remaining cultural resources, and to reconstruct a history of

each settlement from the

written, oral and, to a lesser extent,

material evidence. In documenting such a recent phase in the history
of Harts Range, it was possible to draw upon the living memories of
the Italians, as well as the written and material records. Through the
process of recreating the mining past of Harts Range from these three
sources it was possible to a degree to cross-verify the information
from each. The resulting synthesis is based on a convergent picture
of three qualitatively different data sources. Variations of this type of
40

R . Samuel, Theatres of memory, volume 1 : Past and present in contemporary
culture, London, Verso, 1 994, pp. 3 1 9-320.
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approach have been used successfully by historical archaeologists
elsewhere. Connah, Rowland and Oppenheimer used the technique
to outline the history of William Richards' house at Winterbourne in
the New England Tablelands of New South Wales (although no oral
evidence was

used in the analysis). 4 1

And

Davison employed an

analytical technique involving all three types of data in her study at
Phillip Creek in the Northern Territory. 42

Against this background I describe in the thesis the social history of
the Italian mica miners and their families. I conducted an examination
and critical review of primary and secondary source material which
highlighted the inadequacy of the written record, and the consequent
need for supplementary oral evidence to be gathered. Archives were
extensively

researched. The Australian

Adelaide, Melbourne, Canberra and

Archives

repositories

Darwin were visited.

in
The

Northern Territory Archives Service in Darwin was consulted, and
revealed some written and oral evidence gathered from Italian and
non-Italian residents of the area.

Visits to State Records and the

Mortlock Library of South Australiana, both in Adelaide, showed that

4

1

42

G. Connah, M . Rowland and J. Oppenheimer, Captain Richards' house at
Winterbourne: A study in historical archaeolo{)y, Armidale, New South
Wales, University of New England, 1 97 8 .
P.

Davison,

The Man{)a-Manda settlement,

Phillip

Creek:

An

historical

reconstruction from written, oral and material evidence, Townsville,

Cook University of North Queensland, 1 9 85.

James
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while much evidence of the mining industry in Central Australia was
recorded, little more than passing reference was made to Italians.
Information of a similar nature, and revealing a similar shortfall,. was
extracted from other mining records in Alice Springs, Darwin and
Adelaide. This investigation of the written record made it clear to me
that some aspects of migration settlement, family structures, and
residential concentrations of Italian settlers i n Australia had been well
documented.

However, the social life of these Italian residents had

not been so well-documented.

Nor had there been any attempt to

record a history of the Italian mining settlement in Central Australia.
To remedy this, I conducted an interview programme over four years
with some of the Italian families who had lived and worked in the
Central Harts Range District in the post-Second World War period.
The families now live in Alice Springs, Adelaide, Melbourne and
Coober Pedy. Those interviewed were contacted largely by word of
mouth,
Australia;

beginning with those families still resident in Central
and to a lesser degree through the resources of the Italian

Historical Society in Melbourne, and through the Oral History Unit of
the Northern Territory Archives Service.

I asked them about their

lives before coming to Australia, and about their experiences in the
Harts Range. The interviews now form part of the official record of
the Northern Territory and fill a vital role by adding human dimension

20
.
43
to t he h istory of mica mmrng.
The analysis of this information is a

.

significant theme of my thesis.

The use of oral evidence proved a particularly useful approach in the
thesis because it allowed the Italian miners and their families to
contribute their own evidence to the knowledge about mining in the
Harts Range. As Robertson has pointed out:
. . . tape-recorded interviews are now recognised as a means of
learning abo ut 'ordinary' people . . . those who are less likely to
Indeed one of the most
important uses of oral history is to record the perspectives of
disadvantaged people who traditionally have been either ignored o r

leave any records of their activities.

misrepresented in conventional historical records.
In this way oral history is a vital research technique in the study of
women's history, migrants, Aboriginal experiences, homosexuality
and many other minority cultural and pol iti cal groups. 44

Much information is revealed from a examination of archival records
and published accounts of mica mining in the Harts Range - about
mining techniques, the policies and attitudes of officials (police,
mining bureaucrats and others), and the geology of mica locations in
Central Australia.

However the personal

experiences of the Italian

miners are cnly fleetingly mentioned. The use of oral history allowed

43

The interviews are lodged with the Oral History Unit, Northern Territory
Appendix II contains more information,
Archives Service, in Darwin.
including a summary of the contents of each interview conducted between
1 99 2 and 1 99 5 .
B.Robertson, Oral history handbook, Adelaide, Oral History Association of
Australia (South Australian Branch), 1 9 94, p . 3 .

21

me the opportunity to redress this perceived imbalance, while being
mindful of Tuchman's warning that:

With the appearance of the tape recorder ... we now have, through
its creature Oral History, an artificial survival of trivia of appalling
proportions ... [W]ith all sorts of people being invited merely to open
their mouths, and ramble effortlessly and endlessly into a tape
recorder... a few veins of gold and a vast amount of trash are being
45
preserved which would otherwise have gone to dust.

With Tuchman's reservation about the validity of some oral history
evidence in mind, authors

4
such as Allen and Montell 6

appear to

appreciate that truth is not always found in factual accuracy, and
argue that historians need to search for the hidden realities contained
in

beliefs

and

values

which

are

often

expressed

as

seeming

contradictions of historical facts.

Much has been made of the radical potential of oral history,
both in terms of the opportunity it gives to 'ordinary' people to
contribute their evidence

to the sum total of knowledge about

the past, and in terms of the potential for these people to go
further and individually or col l ecti ve ly write their own history ...
Until recently historians were preoccupied with the lives of
social elites- the leaders in politics, economics and the arts ...
Since the 1 960s there has been a growing interest in correcting
this bias by broadening or democratising the focus of history to
take in all sections of society and by seeking out records which
give an insight into the world of those people who had not
47

previously been given a place in history.

45

B.Tuchman,

'Distinguishing

the

D.Dunaway and W.Baum (eds},
Nashville, Tennessee,

significant

from

the

insignificant'

in

Oral history: An interdisciplinary anthology,

American Association for State and Local History,

1984.
46

B. Allen and L. Mantell, From memory to history: Using oral sources in local
historical research, Nashville, Tennessee, The American Association for State
:and Local History, 1987.

47

L. Douglas, A. Roberts and R. Thompson, Oral history: A handbook,
Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1988, p. 28.
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While opinion may vary among historians as to the reliability of oral
evidence, most would agree that it does not represent the last word in
an historical record; but rather has the potential to be used as a
supplementary source of information re-interpreting and filling in gaps.
Thompson makes the point that like all forms of historical information
- social statistics, newspaper reports, private letters or published
biographies - interview material provides only the social perception
of facts;
social

and that what historians are about is the evaluation of a

meaning

f rom th ese perceptions. 48
.

Furthermore

many

researchers urge historians to search for ' . . . underlying truths found in
values,

attitudes,

beliefs,

and

feelings

as

expressed

orally

in

exaggerations, distortions, and seeming contradictions of historical
fact' . 49

Another theme explored in the study is the isolation experienced by
the Italians while living at Harts Range. All the individuals and families
interviewed for this study experienced this isolation before moving
permanently to Alice Springs,

or to larger cities in southern States .

This pattern of settlement has not had wide recognition

48
49

in

the

P. Thompson, The voice of the past: Oral history, 2nd edn, Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 1 988.
Allen and Mantell, From memory to history,

p.

89.
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51
50
published research. While studies by authors such as Huber , Loh ,
Triaca 52 ,

and

Ciccotosto and

Bosworth 53

lifestyles in isolated rural communities;

have analysed

Italian

the overall picture is one of

homogeneity, with few references to the experiences of individuals or
groups who settled in such communities. 54

Andreoni in her study of Italian women in rural Australia notes that:
. . . printed material which pulls together information on the
contributions of Italians to the development of rural industries in
Australia is difficult to locate. The best available sources are
individual studies, passing references and field-work.
From
these, examples can be found of the major role played by the
Italians in Australia in rural industries. In some industries this
role is shared with many other ethnic communities; in others
the industry is largely associated with the Italian community
either in the past or presently.
The only way to get a real feel for what it was like for Italian
women who lived and worked in these rural communities . . . is

50

51

52
53

R . Huber, From pasta to pavlova: A comparative study of Italian settlers in
Sydney and Griffith, St Lucia, Queensland, University of Queensland Press,
1 97 7 .
M . Loh, With courage in their cases: The experiences of 35 Italian immigrant
workers and their families in A ustralia, Melbourne, The Italian Federation of
Emigrant Workers and their Families, 1 980.
M . Triaca, Amelia, a long journey, Melbourne, Greenhouse Publications,
1 983.
E. Ciccotosto and M . Bosworth,
Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1 9 90.

Emma,

a

translated

life,

Fremantle,

For example, R . Pascoe, Buongiorno A ustralia: Our Italian heritage,
Melbourne, Greenhouse Press, 1 987; G . Cresciani, Migrants and mates:
Italian life in A ustralia, Sydney, Italian Ministry for Foreign Affairs, and the
Australian Bicentennial Foundation, 1 988; J . Jupp (ed.), The A ustralian
people: An encyclopedia of the nation, its people and their origins, Sydney,
Angus & Robertson, 1 9 88, (Italians, p p . 596-635) ; S. Castles et al. (eds),
A ustralia 's Italians: Culture and community in a changing society, Sydney,
Allen & Unwin, 1 992.
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to talk to the women themselves and let them speak through
.
55
.
t h e recorde d mtervtews.

Similiar problems were encountered when the social life and customs
of the Italians at Harts Range were investigated. While the. literature
describes fully the economic and geological aspects of mica mining, it
mentions only fleetingly the names of the various miners

over the

decades the mines were active. No official source details the lifestyle
of the families.

Brief references in the 'popular' literature by

Holyoake 56 , Barrett 57 , Hill 58 and Croll 59 , as well as in local newspapers
of the time attempted to add a human dimension to the official
reports; however, the success of their attempts was limited. What
was needed was the recollections of those Italians still alive today of
their work and experiences at Harts Range.

The use of oral history

methodologies was a logical result. As Thompson concludes:
Oral history is a history built around people . . . it allows heroes
not just from the leaders, but from the unknown majority of the
people . . . it helps the less privileged . . . towards dignity and self
confidence. It makes for contact - and thence understanding
- between social classes, and between generations . . . oral
55

se

57

58
59

H . Anc:ireoni, 'Italian women in rural Australia: The diversity of experience,
language and narrative', Ora l History Association of Austra lia Journal, no.
1 6, 1 9 94, pp. 1 9-20.
M. Holyoake, ' Mining for mica (Northern Territory)', Walkabout, September
1 95 1 , pp. 37-38.
C . Barren,
pp, 30-3 1 .

'Arltunga and the

mica fields',

in

Centra l Australia,

n.d.,

E. Hill, ' M ining mica in Central Australia', Wa lkabout, July 1 935, pp.37-38.
R . Croll, Wide horizons: Wanderings in Centra l Australia, Sydney, Angus &
Robertson, 1 937, pp. 34-38.
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60

history offers a challenge to the accepted myths of history, to

the authoritarian judgement inherent in its tradition.

Another equally important theme I explore i s the relation ship . between
the Aboriginal people of the area and the Italians. Aboriginal men and
women worked at the mine sites, although Commonwealth law
prevented their working underground.

Italians employed them in a

variety of jobs, such as prospecting tor minerals, and i n some cases,
in splitting, trimming and sorting mica.

More generally they were

used to cart water from sources such as the Plenty River, or from
bores, to the mine site; and to tend gardens, or look after goats and
fowls in the camps.

Oral evidence gained from interviews with

several of these Aborigines (now living at Atitjere Community at Harts
Range) suggests that Italian-Aboriginal relations were based on mutual
respect for the ability of each other to survive and prosper in the
harshest of environments. This presents a somewhat different picture
to that painted by historians when writing about race relations in
Central Australia especially in the pastoral industry where:
The aura

of brutality which exists on

cattle stations

in

Northern Territory is not limited to physical aggression alone.

the
This

can only be considered as the end product of the overt display of
attitudes which are based, generally, on the social inferiority of the
members of the

native work force.

Evidence of this might be

gleaned from the discussion . . . of the standard of food, and of

eo

Thompson, The voice of the past, p. 2 1 .
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accommodation. . . it is equally evident in the whites' attitudes to
sexual relations with female members of the native community.

61

That this pattern of brutality and exploitation was not replicated in the
mica mining ind ustry at Harts Range suggests that the Italians there
regarded themselves as a minority group.

Antoinette Mamone

remembered that this feeling of being an outcast because of the
treatment

she a·nd other Italians received, made her empathise with

the Aboriginal people at Harts Range:
My idea i s that i f there is a stranger o n m y area . . . I ' l l g o out of
my way - because I know what it is like to suffer that sort of
feeling - and introduce myself and ask them, you know, 'If
you need anything, this is where we are. You're welcome to
come over for a cuppa', and all that sort of thing . . .
A lot of people - well some people that I know - I ' m not
going to make any mention of names - will give the Aborigine
a cup of tea outside, but never invite him inside. Well our habit
was different, if I made a meal or asked them for a cuppa,
they'd come in and have it with me .

..

62

Willie Williams, an Aboriginal man who worked at several mines
during the late 1 940s and early 1 950s, recalled that the Italians
always treated the Aboriginal families at the mines fairly.

He

explained that cattle station work involved being paid wages which
had advantages over the Italian system of payment in

kind;

nevertheless, he could recall no incident of any mistreatment by the

61
62

F. Stevens, Aborigines in the Northern Territory cattle industry, Canberra,
ANU Press, 1 9 74, p . 1 86 .
A. Mamone, transcript o f
pp. 1 6-1 7.

interview,

NTAS,

NTRS

1 730;

Item TS92 1 5
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Italians. 63 It was not an uncommon practice for Aboriginal families to
take an Italian name for their children which was another indication of
their close relationship with the miners.

Salvatore Mamone recalled

that ' . . . Allan' s [Allan Petrick, an Aboriginal man] wife had a baby in
our camp, and they call her name Antoinette like my wife. ' 6 4 Serafina
De Pieri remembered a similar incident:
One day I been to the [Aboriginal) camp where there Jimmy said to
me: 'My wife expect a baby ' . I been there and make the doctor for
her...

She was very sick.

After the baby born [20 March 1 94 1 ],

after a couple of weeks, we say: 'Best we baptise' . . . We baptised
that girl [8 April 1 94 1 ) .

I put Serafina name

-

my name . . . 65

The responses of the Italian miners to the circumstances they found
at Harts Range are a significant part of Australia's mining history.
While not as well known as the Arltunga Goldfields, mica mining in
Harts Range helped sustain public interest in Central Australia from
the 1 880s to 1 960.

Hartwig has commented that:
The discovery of minerals in the Centre did more to create outside
intere:;:t in the country than anything since the building of the
overland telegraph.

63

W.

Wi l liams

,

For the first time since 1 872 the Centre

draft transcript of interview,

Northern Territory Archives

Service.
64

65

S. Mamone, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; Item TS92 1 4 , p. 1 3 .
S. De Pieri,
pp. 1 4- 1 5 .

transcript

of

interview, NTAS,

NTRS

1 730; Item TS9 2 1 2 ,
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featured regularly in the southern press, the gold, rubies and mica
exported conjured up visions of vast mineral wealth .

66

..

Although Hartwig was speaking of the years until 1 894, many <?f his
comments can be extended to the study period. The development of
the mica mining ind ustry after 1 894 did stimulate interest in Central
Australia's potential as a venue for investment, especially in the
pastoral industry.

It also attracted scientific interest, especially from

geologists who were attempting to generate even more development.
H. Y. L.

Brown's interest in the region continued

67
1 900s ,

and

was

followed

by

Matthews 68,

into the early

.
Ch ew1ngs 69

and

.
70
M a d 1gan.

The development of the gold

deposits at Arltunga

forced

an

immediate upgrading of both Government and private transport
services to Central Australia. 7 1
ee

e1

The most significant result was the

M . C . Hartwig, The progress of white settlement in the Alice Springs district
and its effects upon the Aboriginal inhabitants, 1 860-1894, PhD Thesis,
University of Adelaide, 1 965.
H.Y. L. Brown, Report on the White Range gold mines, Arltunga goldfield,

SAPP 76, 1902.

ee
69

W.H. Matthews, Report on the Arltunga and Winnecke's goldfields and the
Harts Range mica field, SAPP 75, 1905.

C. Chewings, 'Further notes on the stratigraphy of Central Australia',
Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia, LII, 1 928, pp 62 8 1
.

70

71

-

.

C.T. Madigan, 'The geology of the Eastern MacDonnell Ranges, Central
Australia,' Transactions and Proceedings of the Royal Society of South
Australia, LVI, 1 932, pp. 7 1 - 1 1 7.
Hartwig, The progress of white settlement the Alice Springs district, p.575.
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South

Australian

Government's

commitment

to

extend

the

transcontinental railway north from Oodnadatta to at least Alice
Springs. Although this did not occur until 1 929 (the commitment had
been given in 1 89 1 ), it is unlikely that the extension would have
occurred if it had not been for the optimisim of decision-makers in the
south about the future of mineral deposits in the Centre, which
included the mica deposits at Harts Range .

Two other important Northern Territory developments are directly
attributable to the Italian mica miners of Harts Range.

One is the

Plenty Highway, an economically important route to Queensland
which had been laid down by the Allied Works Council during the
Second World War. The second, and probably more important, was
the establishment of Central Australia's Italian community.

Italians

still play a prominent and vibrant role in the reg ion.

The thesis contends that the Harts Range Italian mica miners made a
valuable contribution to the Australian mining industry.

It aims to

contribute to historians' knowledge and understand ing of the role of
ethnicity

in

Australia's

mining

history

and,

in

particular,

the

contribution of Italians in one hitherto little-studied, yet significant,
mining region.

Australia: terra rossa
e piene infinite;

e un sole ardente
sparsi alberi grigi

che nege ella zolle
l'acqua fecondatrice

CHAPTER O NE
PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

Australia: ochre sands
and infinite plains;
sparse grey trees
and a blazing sun
denying the earth
fertile rains
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The environment in which the Italians worked was harsh from almost
every aspect.

The terrain was rugged, rough and inaccessible; the

climate unrelentingly extreme, with huge diurnal fluctuations in both
summer and winter; water was always hard to find ; and most of the
animals and reptiles were seen as potentially dangerous.

GEOLOGY

The Harts Range mica deposits are found in very ancient rock (map 3 ) .
These rocks form part of the Arunta Inlier. This name (known i n parts of
the literature as the Arunta Orogen or Arunta Block) is used for that
section of the Australian Pre-Cambrian Shield which underlies the
southern half of the Northern Territory.

It has been formed by several

geological processes including faulting and folding of sedimentary and
igneous rocks
Pre-Cambrian

and metamorphism at several periods during the
time.

Geologists

such

as

Quinlan 1 ,

Joklik

2

and

T. Quinlan, 'An outline of the geology of the Alice Springs area', in R. A .
Perry (comp.), General report on lands of the Alice Springs area, Northern
Territory, 1956-57, Melbourne, CSIRO, 1962, pp. 129-146.
2

G. F. Joklik, The geology and mica-fields of the Harts Range,
Australia, Bulletin no. 26, Bureau of Mineral Resources, 1 95 5 .

Central

0
0

i

�D O)
ctJ
<1)
�
ctJ
>
'\:)
:::J
(I)

+-'

<1)
.s::::.
+-'

>u
0
...l
0
w

c::
>
0
0
0
<1)
0
'\:)
<1)
(I)
ctJ
�

<1)
c::
<1)
(!)

31

Mabbutt3 have all described how within the Alice Springs area of Central
Australia, this Arunta Inlier outcrops in three main areas: the northern
section of the Mann and Musgrave Ranges near the South Austra i ian
border; in the centre of the region, the MacDonnell and Harts Ranges;
and to the north-west of Alice Springs in the proximity of Mount
Doreen, and the Reynolds Ranges. In these areas the base level of the
Australian continent is exposed, consisting of granite and metamorphic
rocks such as gneiss and schist, which may be over 2 000 million years
old.

During the Proterozoic Period, the basement of gneisses and schists was
folded and uplifted. This resulted in disconnected outcrops of Archaean
rocks, which were once deeply buried, being brought to the surface of
About 300 to 400 million years ago (during the late

the earth.

Carboniferous - post Devonian Period) occurred the A lice Springs
Orogeny. During this period of mountain building activity, massive and

complex

folding

and

faulting

occurred

in the Harts Range.

Older

gneissic and schistose rocks in the area were intruded by an igneous
rock called pegmatite. These pegmatites began as pods of q uartz-rich
or feldspar-rich rock deep below the surface of the earth. Local heating
and melting caused these pods to migrate upwards along joints, and in
3

J . A . Mabbutt, 'The physical inheritance', in G .

Centre,

Perth, CSIRO, 1 983, pp. 1-25.

Crook (ed.), Man in the
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the cooler environment they crystallised slowly to form mica-rich
pegmatites.
This geological framework provides a base from which evolved the
present landscape.

The major portion of the region is covered by the

Harts Range Land System. Typical of this System is the area that covers
the major portion of the southern part of Mt Riddock Station.

It has a

great diversity of mountain ranges and valleys; and is characterised by
an erosional, weathered land surface of rocky hills of over 300 metres,
and a greatly dissected drainage pattern (plate IV).

SOILS

Generally the soils of the region can be described in three large
categories though the representation of these categories is not evenly
distributed. The region contains alluvial soils, major areas of red clayey
and shallow stony undifferentiated soils, and red or calcareous soils.

4

Soil scientists from CSIRO have divided the region into three Soil
Landscape Provinces - the Ayers-Canning, Macdonnell [sic], and to a
lesser extent, Stuart-Burt. 5

4

5

R . A . Perry et al. 'Land systems in the Alice Springs area', in A . A . Perry
(camp.), General report on lands of the Alice Springs area, Northern
Territory, 1956-57, Melbourne, CSIRO, 1 962, pp.20-1 08.
K . H . Northcote and M . J . Wright, 'Sandy desert region ( 1 ) ' i n So1Js: An
Australian viewpoint, Melbourne, CSIRO and London, Academic Press, 1 983,
pp. 1 73-1 78.

PLATE
The

IV

general

environments

GENERAL VIEW OF HARTS RANGE
Harts
in

Range

which

region

mining

represents
was

one

conducted

of
in

the

harshest

Australia.

The

physical
rugged

mountainous landscape is deeply eroded and weathered and is dominated bv
mountams of over 300 metres, w1th many steep-sided valleys.

Oespne this

inaccessibility, large mines such as the Oolgarinna were discovered and worked

by miners as early as the 1 880s.
Source: AA (Vicl CRS 852 8 1 / 1 , Box 1 4
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Soils i n the Ayers-Canning Province are the most extensive i n the study
area. The soils are red, have an earthy fabric, and ironstone gravel both
on the surface and in profile. They are hard when dry, and have ciayey
sand and sandy loam textures.

Soils in the Macdonnell Province exist as shallow patches which are
interspersed between widespread exposed rocks. The principal soils in
these areas are shallow sandy lithosols which have undeveloped profiles.

In the stepped plains flanking the Harts Range, soils of the Stuart-Burt
Province are evident though diverse. Red earths are most extensive with
alluvial red sands and calcareous earth present. These red earth plains
are line red with ironstone gravel, and have a crusted surface when dry.

The distribution of these major soil groups in relation to the Land
Systems of the Harts Range area can be summarised as follows. Alluvial
soils are dominant in the Kanandra Land System.

Lithosols dominate

both in the Bond Springs and the Harts Land Systems. Red clayey soils
are minor components of the Bond Springs and Harts Land Systems and
are almost completely absent from the Kanandra Land System
region.

in

the
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CLIMATE

The Harts Range region has an arid climate. According to Meigs, an arid
climate is ' . . . one in which rainfall is not adequate for the regular
production of crops'. 6

In a more recent study of

1 987

Hooper,

Wood and Smith divided the Northern Territory into Humid, Semi-Arid,
and Arid zones based on median annual rainfall. 7

These generalised

climatic zones based on the current isohyet map are depicted in figure 1 .
Meigs notes that the weather pattern is controlled by two factors - first,
the continentality of the region, that is, its location in the centre of the
Australian continent; and second, the seasonal movements of the
pressure systems across continental Australia.

Within this arid environment mean annual rainfall is low and variable. In
1 944 Jensen noted:
A general rainfall thoroughly soaking the ground for a radius of
200 miles . . . causing the main rivers to run occurs only at remote
intervals which maybe 20 years or more apart. Some local storms
occur almost every year, but many areas have no appreciable
rainfall for 3 to 4 years. 8

P. Meigs,' World distribution of arid and semi-arid homoclimates', in Reviews
of research on arid zone hydrology, Paris, UNESCO, 1 953, pp. 203-2 1 0.
7

8

P.T. Hooper, B . G . Wood and I . Smith, 'Natural resources in the Northern
Territory', in A. D. 2000, A springboard for agricultural development, Darwin,
Northern
Territory
Department of Industries and Development, 1 987,
p p . 1 7-3 4.
H . I . Jensen, General report on the geology and mineral resources of the
northern Harts Range and Plenty River areas, 7 Parts, Northern Territory
Geological Survey, Report GS 4415, 1 944, p.9. (Unpublished)
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FIGURE 1

Source:

Approximate climatic zones of the Northern Territory
based on mean annual rainfall isohyets (mm)

V�etetion SIJfVey of tile Northem TMritory, Austnflie, Darwin, CCNT,

1 990, p.S
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Rainfall is summer dominant, with seasonal distribution showing a
marked summer peak in January and February, and a minor winter peak
in May and June.

These general features of the annual regime are

illustrated in figure 2 . This annual rainfall varies between 250 and 500
millimetres, most of which falls between October and March. 9 However,
the distribution is extremely erratic, both seasonally and annually, with
the deviation from the mean

varying as much as forty per cent.

Generally rainfalls in the region are isolated occurrences.

Periods of

rainy weather account for approximately half of the wet days. 10 Such
rainy weather

does not usually persist beyond five days and the

frequency of occurrence of rainy weather decreases with the increase in
its duration. Figure 3 summarises this information using Alice Springs as
an example.

While rainfall patterns throughout the region generally conform to this
summary, consideration must be given to its highly erratic nature.
Moreover, in such a marginal rainfall area account must be taken of local
topographic relief - however small the influence. As Mabbutt notes ' . .

.

because of the tropical latitude, the relief and altitude [of Central

9
10

B.A. Wilson e t al. Vegetation survey of the Northern Territory, Australia,
Oarwin,Conservation Commission of the Northern Territory, 1 990, p.4.
R.O. Slatyer, 'Climate of the Alice Springs area', in A . A . Perry (comp.),
General report on lands of the Alice Springs area, Northern Territory,
1956-57, Melbourne, CSIRO, 1 962, p p . 1 0 9 - 1 2 8 .
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Australia] are insufficient to change in any fundamental way an arid
climate regime, although they do combine to modify it locally'. 1 1 Jensen
in 1 944 noted the influence the Strangways Range had on increasing
rainfall in the area due to its higher average elevation. 12 Evidence of this
local influence of elevation on rainfall can be seen by comparing rainfall
tables for Mt Riddock Station (elevation 600 metres) and Jervois Station
(325 metres) where December and January average rainfall figures
reveal higher monthly average figures for Mt Riddock Station (fig. 2).

Dunn, mineral economist with the Bureau o f Mineral Resources, stated
i n 1 947 that he believed that the aridity of the Harts Range region did
not constitute a major obstacle to mining development:
The climate of the Harts Range area is quite comparable with
many other continental regions, such as Rajputana, Arizona and
Brazil - it is a delightful climate for six to seven months of the
year and dry and hot during the remaining months . . I certainly
would not regard it unfavourably as compared with similar
.
reg1ons eIsewhere. 13
.

Despite Dunn's optimism, long-term studies indicate that in comparison
with most other arid areas of the world with similar annual rainfall

11
12
13

Mabbun, 'The physical inheritance', p. 1 5 .
Jensen, General report on geology, p . 9 .
J . A . Dunn, Possibilities of developing the Harts Range mica belt, A A (ACT).
CAS A431 /1 , 1 95 1 /1 045 Part 1 , p . 7 .
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figures, the rainfall of the Harts Range is less effective because o f its
high variability and marked summer incidence.

The annual temperature regime reflects the continental nature of the
area, and as figure 4 indicates, is characterised by marked seasonal and
diurnal fluctuations.

Summers are long and hot.

temperature curve for Jervois

Station

November, January and February

may all

temperatures

is

in December,

have

exceed 40 degrees Celsius.

The peak of the

some

although

days

where

Generally summer daily

temperatures are continuously high (in excess of 35 degrees Celsius)
from November to March.

This pattern is only interrupted by short

periods of rain, or by an intrusion of cooler air flowing into the region
from the south. Winters are cold with average minimum and maximum
temperatures of 4 degrees Celsius and 1 9 degrees Celsius. There is a
frost season which occurs from June until August.

Frost is more

frequent where local relief impedes air d rainage such as in valleys
between high peaks; and in the higher altitudes above 580 metres.
Marked diurnal fluctuations in temperature are related to the extreme
radiation conditions normally prevalent in the region where neither cloud
cover nor humidity obstruct ingoing and outgoing radiation. 1 4

14

Slatyer. 'Climate of the Alice Aprings area', p. 1 1 8.
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WATER
The watershed of Harts Range runs approximately along the axis of the
mountains and ranges, draining the northern portion of the area.

·

The

main drainage channels to the north are the Ongeva, Aturga, Disputed,
Eastern Chief, and Entire Creeks. The waters carried by these creeks
soak into the thick alluvium of the Plenty River plains south of the Plenty
River.

Entire Creek also drains part of the Entire Basin, is the only

watercourse to reach the Plenty River, and is considered to be a
tributary of the Plenty. Other small creeks flood out of the Harts Range
into the plain. The Entire Creek and the Plenty River both drain in an
easterly direction.

The Plenty River rises in the north in the Mount Riddoch foothills, and is
the principal river of the Harts Range region.

Its wide, sandy bed is

widest between Middle Soak and Prosser's Soak; and the depth of the
sand is variable with river bedrock appearing at some intervals. It is only
during periods of extensive flooding that water runs for any long
distances along river or creek beds. Local storms cause sections of the
Plenty River to run for short periods of time.

The southern portion of the Harts Range is drained by a number of
creeks including the Canteen, Cadney, Florence, Maude, Lizzie, lllogwa,

39

Artnarta, Harding Springs, and Yambla Creeks, many of which empty
into the Hale River.

The creeks of the region generally have confining, steep sides, and beds
of thick coarse white sand.

The course of these creeks is largely

controlled by the underlying geological structures; and rock bars of large
boulders and pegmatites limit access along many of them.
blockages

along creeks result from the

Other

dumping of alluvial loads

immediately after heavy rains have ceased, when surface flow-off rapidly
loses volume, and the water soaks into the deep, sandy river beds. The
active flow of these drainage channels is limited to a short annual period.

Surface water along rivers and creeks is often available for several
weeks after rain. Some waterholes last for considerable periods of time,
and it is possible to find sub-surface water in these channels by
scooping holes in the sand.

Permanent waterholes,

springs and

rockholes which hold water for very long periods, and which normally do
not go dry, are found in the hills. Only the Caruso, Oolgarinna and Billy
Hughes mines were located near springs which supplied water principally

for the mine, but often also for the settlement (plate V).

PLATE

V

WATER SUPPLY AT THE CARUSO

Serafina De Pieri is photographed at the spnng m the earlv
mines on the Field had a reliable water supply close to the m 1ne .

1 940s

Very

•ew

Water from here

was used both at the mine and at the senlement area: however. most water was
obtained from Government or Station bores several kilometres from the mmes
Source: Serafma De P1en
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VEGETATION

Vegetation communities in the region have been described by Perry on
a broad scale in relation to the Land Systems (map 4). 1 5 The region has
been divided into a number of units which are represented by three
landform groupings.

The Erosional Weathered Land Surface group is

represented in the area by the Harts Range and the Bond Springs and,
to a lesser extent, the Sander Land Systems . Within this area is found a
sparse coverage of shrubs of the Acacia and Cassia species such as
Witchetty bush (Acacia kempeana), Mulga (Acacia aneura) and Silver
cassia (Cassia phyllodinea).

Pockets of shallow, gritty soil support

grasses and forbs such as Mountain wanderrie (Eriachne mucronata) and
Naked woolly butt (Eragrostis eriopoda). Other common species include
White foxtail (Ptilotus obovatus) and Hybanthus aurantiacus.

In the

west of the region, the Bond Springs Land System consists of dissected
hills and undulating stony plains and ridges. This System is dominated by
Mulga with Witchetty bush a common component.

A sparse ground

cover consisting of tussock grasses such as Mountain wanderrie and
Leafy nineawn grass (Enneapogon polyphyllus) is present.

15

Perry et al., 'Land systems', pp.20-1 08.
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The Erosional Land group i n the region is represented by the Indiana
Land System where stony gneiss and schist plains are dissected by flat
valleys. Pockets of coarse soils support spinifex grasses ( Triodia spp. l
with the largest section of the area covered by stony, shallow-textured
contrast soils supporting Whitewood (A talaya hemiglauca) and Ironwood
(Acacia estrophiolata). The ground layer is a sparse grassland of mixed

species with

Naked

woollybutt and Kerosene grasses (Aristida spp. l

common on the sandier soils and Golden-beard grass ( Chrysopogon
fa/lax) and Comb chloris (Chloris pectinata) common in wetter areas.

16

The Depositional Land Surfuce group is represented in the Harts Range
region by the Ambalindum and Kanandra Land Systems which occur
extensively on the foothills and in the valleys of the area. The main soil
type is red earth, although sandy alluvial soils and red clayey sands are
not uncommon. Mulga is the commonest large tree, while Whitewood
is also found along with Ironwood

and the Bull hakea (Hakea

chordophylla ). The ground layer is usually on open grassland dominated

by short tussock grasses such as Leafy nineawn grass, Kerosene
grasses and Button grass (Dactyloctenium radulans), but also with
Prickly saltwort (Sa/sola kal!).

A . A . Perry and M . Lazarides, ' Vegetation of the Alice Springs area', in A . A .

Perry (camp.), General report on lands of the Alice Spnn(Js area, Norrh�rn
Territory, 1956-57, Melbourne, CSIAO, 1 962, pp.208-236.
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The association of plant communities and landscape and soil situations is
largely dictated by the various soil types found in the Land Systems;
however, water availability limits the distribution of these va·rious
communities. Perry and Lazarides have divided these communities into
Upper-storey and Ground-storey types throughout the region (map

5).1 7

The plant community on the rocky hills is dominated by an Upper-storey
of mixed Acacia shrubland, widely spaced on the hilly slopes.

Mulga

and Witchetty bush are common shrubland species associated with
widely-spaced
Whitewood

trees

such

as

Bloodwood

(Eucalyptus

terminalis) ,

and the Longleaf cork wood (Hakea suberea). The Ground-

storey in these areas is mostly of mixed species, sparse grassland
dominated
•

auran t
1acus.

by Mountain wanderrie, White foxtail and

Hybanthus

18

In areas where the basic shrubland community has suffered degradation

- largely due to overgrazing - subshrubs of Cassia, lndigofera, and
Eremophila species have increased in number.

In these areas Upper-

storey tree species are dominated by Whitewood, Longleaf corkwood,
Ironwood, Bloodwood, and Mulga; while the most common shrub

17
18

Perry and Lazarides, 'Vegetation of the Alice Springs area', pp.208-236.
Wilson et al., Vegetation survey of the Northern Territory, p.1 07.
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species include Prickly wattle (Acacia victoriae)

and Witchetty bush.

The Ground-storey is made up of short grasses and forbs, which in some
areas occur widely as the dominant species forming small, open ptains,
especially in the southern Harts Range. 1 9

The creeks and banks form the smallest component of

these Land

Systems. In these locations the coarse alluvial soils support a Ground
storey of dense perennial grasses and an Upper-storey of low trees,
among which Teatree (Melaleuca spp.) are prominent. Taller trees are
scattered along the creek areas, with Mulga dominating the headwaters
of creeks as well as downstream areas. These downstream areas also
support Bloodwood, Ironwood, and Beefwood (Grevillea striata ) . 20

In the ephemeral streams throughout the Harts Range, River red gums
(Eucalyptus camaldulensis) is the most common species. This species is

usually associated in this area with grasses such as Curly windmill grass
(Chloris acicularis) and other perennial tussock grasses.

19
20

Perry and Lazarides, 'Vegetation of the Alice Springs area', p.234.
Perry and Lazarides, 'Vegetation of the Alice Springs area', p.227.
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NATIVE FAUNA

The existence of favourable, localised habitats in the hilly country
provides shelter for several mammal species. Red kangaroo (Macropus
rufus) are found in limestone areas, but are uncommon on the plains.

Euro or Common wallaroo (Macropus robustus) and Black-footed Rockwallaby (Petrogale latera/is) are found in the hilly areas. In some caves
(and some deep

mine shafts such as at the Spotted Tiger), bats are

found; including Hill's Sheathtail-bat ( Taphozous hi/It) and Beccari's
Mastiff-bat (Mormopterus beccanil . The Linle Cave Eptesicus (Eptesicus
pumilus) is another type of small bat found in the area. Other mammal

species found in the region include the Ooldea Dunnart (Sminthopsis
ooldea);

the

Short-beaked

Echinda

( Tachyglossus

aculeatus);

the

Common Brushtail Possum ( Trichosurus vulpecula); and the Dingo (Canis
familiaris dingo).

21

The rocky hills and sandy soils of the region provide rich habitats for
many reptile species including lizards such as Dragons (Ctenophorus
spp.); Geckos (Crenadactylus spp. and Diplodactylus spp.); Thorny Devil
(Moloch

horridus);

Monitors

( Varanus

spp . ) ;

Sand-swimmers

(Eremiascinus spp.); and the Centralian Blue-Tongued Lizard ( Tiliqua
multifasciata). As well, several snake species are distributed across the

21

Biological Record Scheme, Site 40 Harts Range, Alice Springs, Conservation
Commission of the Northern Territory, 1 992.
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region,

including the Mulga or King Brown (Pseudechis australis); the

Ringed Brown (Pseudonaja modesta); the Western Brown or Gwardar
(Pseudonaja nucha/is ); the Myall or Curl (Suta suta); the Bandy-Ba ndy
( Vermicella annulata); the Woma (Aspidites ramsay1); the Desert Death

Adder (Acanthophis pyrrhus); the Yellow-Faced Whip Snake !Demansia
psammophis) and the Orange-naped Snake (Furina ornata).

The bird fauna is exceptional and diverse. Seasonally dense populations
of waterbirds such as the Australian Grey Teal (Anas gibberifrons
gracilis ), the Pacific Black Duck (Anas superciliosa), Spoonbills (Piatalea

spp.), the Great Egret (Ardea alba) and Cormorants (Phalacrocorax spp.)
are moderately common along the stretches of permanent water.
Raptores are also found in the area, the commonest being the Collared
Sparrowhawk (Accipiter cirrhocephalus), the Wedge-tailed Eagle (Aquila
audax) , and the Brown Falcon (Falco berigora) .

Flowering mistletoe

attracts the Spiny-cheeked Honeyeater (Acanthagenys rufogularis) while
other seasonally-flowering species attract birds such as the Zebra Finch
( Taeniopygia guttata), Budgerigar

(Melopsittacus undulatus), Thornbill

(Acanthiza spp.), Cockatiel (Leptolophus hollandicus); and Cockatoos

such as the Galah (Cacatua roseicapilla ) and the Red-tailed Black
Cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus banksli) . Scattered dense outcrops of Acacia
attract other birds such as the Grey Fantail (Rhipidura fuliginosa), Slaty
backed Thornbill (Acanthiza robustirostris) and the Redthroat (Sericornis
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brunneus). Stephen Morton, of CSIRO, Alice Springs wrote of one such

habitat:

The habitat was unusual in that it consisted of dense, long
unburnt Mulga and Witcheny bush. I haven't come across
such dense scrub on a rocky environment anywhere else . . .
the dense populations of grey fantail, slaty-backed thornbills,
and redthroats have not been observed anywhere else in our
surveys throughout Central Australia. There's no doubt that
these species are patchy in our region, and their unusual
density on this site was a result of the unusual abundance of
.
22
dense acac1as.

Two common fish species inhabit the long-lasting waterholes in the
Plenty River. These are Mueller's Glassfish (Ambassis muellenl and the
Desert Rainbow fish (Melanotaenia splendida tate!l .

INTRODUCED ANIMALS AND PLANTS

The variety of habitats and the availability of suitable food in the region
support the many feral animals now found in the Harts Range.

Horses are a problem throughout the Harts Range, and on Mt Riddock
Station.

23

A mustering programme was commenced in the mid-1 970s

on the Station. As a result over 2 000 horses were mustered and sold
to abattoirs at Tennant Creek and Peterborough in South Australia.

22

Morton to author, Alice Springs, 26 March 1 992.

23

A . Cadzow, pers. comm., September 1 992.
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Others have been shot, and present estimates of feral horses in the
Harts Range vary from a few hundred to one thousand. 24

Rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) exist in large numbers especially in the
limestone soils which exist in the Bond Springs Land System. However,
dry conditions, and lack of ideal habitat have reduced their spread
throughout the region. Carnivorous animals are few in number and do
not cause much damage.

Dingos which are present in moderate

numbers, are controlled by baiting. 25 Feral cats (Felis catus) are
scattered througout the region; however, their populations are neither
dense nor particularly high. 26 There are a few foxes ( Vulpes vulpes) in
the Harts Range area and on Mt Riddock Station.

Miners and pastoralists over the last hundred years have greatly affected
the vegetation in the Harts Range because they introduced cattle,
horses, goats ( Capra hrcus),
i
camels (Came/us dromedarius) and
donkeys (Equus asinus). Camels, goats and donkeys are no longer
common in the area; however, their grazing over the years placed a
strain on the native vegetation.

This resulted in the spread of such

species as Prickly wattle (Acacia victoria e). Noxious weeds reported in
24

I . Cawood, pers. comm., November, 1 992.

25

R . Cadzow, pers. comm., September 1 992.

211

S . Morton, pers. comm., March 1 992.
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the Harts Range area include Parkinsonia (Parkinsonia aculeata) and
Castor Oil Plant (Ricinus communis).

The totally unfamiliar environment in which the miners worked was
unmistakably harsh. The landscape was rugged and difficult to traverse
on foot or with vehicles.

The cold winters and hot, dry summers,

coupled with the lack of permanent water made life difficult for the
miners and their families. All animals they encountered (both native and
introduced) were viewed with suspicion either as a danger or as a
competitor for inadequate water supplies.

However, these challenges

were not unique to the Italians. In fact the first pastoralists, and before
them the first explorers, faced similiar challenges.

Australia, ultima Thule
per saggiare Ia fibre
di sogni e speranze
al di fuori del tempo

CHAPTER TWO
REGIONAL HISTORY

Australia, the leat Thule,
to tnt the mettle
of dreams and hopu
beyond time

49

It is generally acknowledged that John Ross was the first European to
explore in the Harts Range area. In 1 870 Ross was the official explorer
in advance of the southern construction parties of the Overland
Telegraph Line.

He was charged with meeting William McMinn {the

Overseer who was in charge of the construction of the Northern Section
of the Line) on the Roper River in late March or early April 1 87 1 . Here
he was to supply McMinn with information about the nature of the
country over which Ross had passed, and the direction to be followed to
enable the southern section of the Line from Darwin to be connected
with the section from Port Augusta.

In November 1 870, after an earlier unsuccessful attempt to negotiate a
route through the MacDonnell Ranges, Ross was instructed to explore
north of the junction of Alice Creek with the Hugh River. Further he was
to attempt to find a pass between the Fergusson and Strangways
Ranges and to explore as far as Mounts Mann and Gwynne. In point of
fact this instruction was misleading. As Hartwig explained:

Though the wording of this directive was not the result of a slip
of the pen, which at first sight it appears to have been (for the
Strangways Range lies north of the Fergusson Range and it
was a pass between the MacDonnell and the Fergusson Ranges
that was eventually discovered) it was unfortunately vague.
What Todd actually wanted was a practicable route around the

50

western end of the Fergusson Range and then around the
eastern end of the Strangways Range more or less in a direct
line in the vicinity of modern Barrow Creek.
He was still
hopeful of eliminating the westward bulge of Stuart's Route. 1

By 1 3 December 1 870 Ross had sighted and named the Eadeath Range
(subsequently called the Fergusson Range), and discovered the Ross
River soon after. This led him through the Fergusson Range to another
mountainous area which he named the Harts Range, probably after the
Treasurer of South Australia, John Hart.

He crossed the Harts Range

with some difficultly and entered ' . . . magnificent grassed country . . . with
patches of mulga bush

.. . '

2

and discovered and named the Waite River

which he followed in a general northerly direction before striking west
towards present-day Barrow Creek.

In 1 87 7 the South Australian Government decided to have the Herbert
(now called Georgina) River country surveyed, and the eastern boundary
of the Northern Territory determined.

To this end the Government

organised what later became known as the Herbert River and NorthEastern Exploring Expedition under the leadership of Henry Vere Barclay,

2

M . Hartwig, The progress of white settlement in the Alice Springs district
and its effects upon the Aboriginal inhabitants, 1 860- 1 894, PhD Thesis,
University of Adelaide, 1 965, p.201 (footnote 26).
J. Ross, Diary of Overland Telegraph Survey Expedition 1 870-1 87 1 , State
Records (South Australia),GRG 1 54/2, entry for 1 7 December, 1 870.
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with Charles Winnecke as his assistant. 3 The instructions said inter alia:

... you will proceed with your party in a north-easterly direction
selecting on your way hills suitable as regards altitude and
position for trigonometrical purposes observing the bearings to
each and also the latitude and variation of the needle on the
site of the proposed trig. station until you reach the Herbert
River which you are to survey and fix with its tributaries so that
a correct delineation of the same may be made and the lands in
their vicinity leased for pastoral purposes. You will also fill in
the natural features and description of the country passed over
so that a tolerably accurate map may be prepared as a guide to
'
intending settlers.

Upon their arrival at Alice Springs Telegraph Station on 1 7 November
1 877, Barclay and Winnecke began a triangulation exercise of the
surrounding countryside. Barclay soon after decided to divide the party
and leave Winnecke with the task of completing the triangulation of the
country around Alice Springs.

He would explore the country to the

north-east, thereby extending the triangulation to the Queensland border,
and would survey the Herbert River.

3

5

There is no mention in Barclay's instructions of this 'grand' title to the
Expedition which set out from Adelaide 2 1 July 1 877. This choice of name
for the Expedition was first used in 1 882 by Charles Winnecke in his report
to the South Australian Parliament. Winnecke assumed command of the
Expedition in July 1 878 following the ill-health of Barclay.
Goyder to Barclay, 20 July 1 877, State Records (South Australia),GRG
351111 1 7 1 .

5

C. Winnecke, Journal of the Herbert River and north-eastern exploring
expedition 1877-1881, SAPP 1 2 1 , 1 882, entries for 1 3 July 1 87 7 and 1 6
November 1 877; H. Barclay, Journal of Mr Barclay 's explorations,
SAPP
209, 1 878, entry for 3 1 January 1 878.
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Barclay began his eastern exploration in January 1 8 78 by skirting around
the western end of the Strangways Range. He discovered and named
the Mueller

(now Muller)

and Gillen Creeks, and

the Plenty

River.

Despite injury to himself and his companions he persisted in an easterly
direction until reaching and naming the Marshall River. Two of his party
followed the Marshall until it, like several creeks and rivers in the area,
turned south.

Barclay decided to explore north of his Marshall River

camp. He reached a point slightly north of latitude twenty-two degrees;
here he found that he could not continue the survey due to his
diminished stock of provisions and returned to Alice Springs on 24 June
1 878.

While Barclay was endeavouring to reach the Herbert River, Winnecke
was surveying in the Harts Range region.

Mount Ultim was a

6
trigonometrical station on Winnecke's map, and this is confirmed by the
South Australian Government Geologist, H.Y.L. Brown. 7 As well, Mount
Mary, Mount Mabel and Table Hill all appear on his map, and may
have

been

named

by him. However, very few of the features named

by him are actually named in his journal of the Expedition. There seems

6

7

B. Threadgill, South Australian land exploration
1856 to 1880, Adelaide,
Board of Governors of the Public Library, Museum and Art Gallery of South
Austrc\lia, 1 922, map 1 3.
H.Y.L. Brown, Reports on Arltunga goldfield and Hart's Range mica field; and

explorations north-east of Hart's Range, north-west of Alice Sprin(Js, and of
the Frew River country &c., SAPP 1 27, 1 896, p . 7 .
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little doubt that between them Barclay and Winnecke named many
features in the area, both together and separately, while working on the
triangulation exercise.

As well, before Barclay passed his leadership of

the Expedition over to Winnecke, both men spent time together
completing the maps, and so it is likely that they applied names to
features during this period as well. Winnecke's journal entries between
1 August 1 878 and 9 November 1 878 detailed his activity in the region. 8
Hartwig later summarised Winnecke's travels:

. . . he had converted some fifty hills into trigonometrical
stations from Mt Polhill in the south to Central Mount Stuart
and mountains in the Reynolds Ranges, from Mt Giles in the
west to Mt Ultim in the north-east. I n February he had gone
east from Alice Springs, then north east along the Waite River
. . . In July he travelled all the way to the Reynolds Range and
the Lander and returned to Alice Springs via the Stuart Bluff
Range.

9

It was during this time that land acquisition in the area, much by

southern speculators, led to the first permanent pastoral settlements in
the region .

A glance at maps 6 to 1 0 will show how land tenure

changed between 1 876 and the present.

Leases were taken up,

stocked, surrendered, re-surveyed, taken up again, often involving the
same personalities over the ensuing decades.

The original leases based

on the present-day Mt Riddock and Huckitta area were the subject of
the 1 870s- 1 880s land boom in the Northern Territory:
8
9

Winnecke, Herbert River and north-east exploring expedition.
Hartwig, The progress
pp.297-298.

of white settlement in the Alice Springs district,
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The long stagnancy of the 1 860s and early 1 870s was ended
suddenly towards the close of 1 877 by a wild, largely
speculative boom. But from the welter of speculation emerged
the first considerable permanent pastoral settlement of the
country.

10

Duncan indicated that in 1 8 8 1 , 41 6 000 square miles of land in the
Northern Territory were applied for; but that by 1 887 over 251 000
square miles of land had been forfeited.

11

While factors such as the

economic depression in Queensland, difficulties in stocking, inadequate
transport and lack of water curbed this early optimism, the general
conclusion reached by most officials was summed up by the then
Minister controlling the Northern Territory, who in October 1 879 wrote:

Some two years ago there was a rush to take up land in the
Northern Territory for squatting purposes, but the results had
The rents,
shown that it was a purely speculative rush.
amounting to sixpence per square mile, were paid for the first
year, but when it was found out that no one seemed inclined to
pay a premium on the rents the leases were dropped and the
land reverted to the crown. There were, however, about six
large holders of land who intended to thoroughly stock and
develop the land held by them.

12

The westerly section (from near Mount Riddoch) was part of A . Tennant
and

J. and R. Love's Pastoral Leases which by 1 88 5 had become

Pastoral Leases (PL) 5 1 2 and PL 5 1 3 (map 6).
taken out by D . Murray in 1 88 1 became

10
11

12

The northeast section

PL 2 1 7 and PL 2 1 8 .

The

R. Duncan, The Northern Territory pastoral industry 1863- 1910, Melbourne,
Melbourne University Press, 1 967, p.35.
Duncan, The Northern Territory pastoral industry, p.36.
MCNT In, 1 36178, State Records (South Australia), G RS 1 .
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southeast section was held partly by Adelaide Stock Agents, J. Lewis,
J. Shakes and W. Liston, and partly by J. Costello as PLA 3 7 1 3 .

Prospectors were the next Europeans to explore in the region. In
March 1 886, while following the Hale River, the surveyor David Lindsay
discovered what he thought were rubies at a bend in the river which he
named Glen Annie after his wife (now known as Ruby Gap). 1 3

He

thought the gems to be either garnets or rubies but decided to seek
expert advice in Adelaide upon his return. In the meantime he continued
north to complete the survey work he had been contracted to do.

In

Adelaide the stones were examined and declared to be rubies. By late
1 88 7 there were 1 50 miners digging in the bed of the Hale River and at
Glen Annie.

Within a few months 800 claims had been taken out

(covering 79 000 hectares) on the Hale and its tributaries 1 4 ; twenty-two
ruby companies had been formed (in Adelaide) 1 5; and the Central
Australian Prospecting Association had dispatched an expedition to
secure ruby claims and to locate rumoured lodes of gold, copper and
"
s1 Iver. 1 6
13

14

15

However, in June 1 888, experts in Adelaide and London

D . Lindsay, 'Explorations i n the Northern Territory of South Australia',
Royal Geographical Society of Australasia (South
Proceedings of the
Australian Branch), II, 3rd Session, 1 886-1887, p. 7 .
H . Y . L. Brown, A record of the mines of South Australia, 4th edn, Adelaide,
Government Printer, 1 908, pp. 1 36- 1 3 7 ; Port Augusta Dispatch, 29 May
1 888.
Brown, A record of the mines; Port Augusta Dispatch, 9 March 1 888 and
20 March 1 888.
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declared that the 'rubies' were, in fact, high-quality garnets. 17 The 'Ruby
Rush' collapsed, and miners moved on to explore for other minerals.

Mica was discovered in the late 1 880s on the southern side of Harts
Range at a site on Talc Creek, approximately sixty kilometres north-east
of Arltunga; although early prospectors believed it to be talc or asbestos.
H.Y.L Brown, the South Australian Government Geologist, visited the
mine in 1 888 (known as Lindsay's Mica Mine) and noted :

The Mica Mine is situated about fifteen miles east-north-east of
Running Water, on a creek called Talc Creek. The mica occurs
in flat masses, composed of numerous plates pressed together
like leaves of a book. These masses cross and run into each
other at all angles . . . The rocks with which the mica i s
18
associated are feldspar.

Two years later in 1 890 richer deposits were discovered on the northern
side of Harts Range producing mica ' . . . of excellent quality, without
flaws, and

as c I ear

as g Iass . . . ' 1 9

This mine,

referred to

as

Benstead's mica claims by Brown, was on Watsons Creek near Mount
Brassey. 20

Interest at the time was so great that miners left the

Arltunga goldfields to move north to the Mount Palmer mica field; in
18
17
18
19
20

MCNT In, 2 6 1 /�, 800/rul, 1 00 1 /88,
GAS 1 .

State

Records

(South Australia),

Port Augusta Dispatch, 26 June 1 888 (Editorial) and 3 August 1 888.
H.Y.L. Brown, Government Geologist's report on a journey from A delaide to
the Hale River, SAPP 24, 1 889, p.4.
Port Augusta Dispatch, 1 9 December 1 890.
H.Y.L. Brown, Report of geological examination of country in neighbourhood
of Alice Springs, SAPP 1 89, 1 890, p.8.
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much the same way as disappointed miners had turned to gold
prospecting during the 'Ruby Rush' in the 1 880s, when the rubies
were pronounced to be worthless garnets. The interest of the mining
companies soon waned, and while some individual miners c ontinued
to mine mica at Harts Range, many more returned to the goldfields.

However, by 1 896, the Central Harts Range District {centred on
Mount Palmer) had been opened up, and the Oolgarinna and the
Disputed were producing.

These were two of the most significant

producers of mica during the history of the Field, along with the
Spotted Tiger. H.Y.L. Brown reported in 1 896 that a block of mica

measuring six by five by four

feet,

and from which seven

hundredweight of mica had been cut, had been mined at the
Oolgarinna. 21 Mica mining developed rapidly in Central Harts Range

between 1 896 and 1 905.

But the physical isolation and general

waterless conditions, along with the fact that access to the area
could only be by foot or camel, meant that life was very hard
the miners and their families.

for

Most of the mines were only

developed to shallow depths, and had been abandoned by 1 90 5 .
Despite the fact that the only sizeable town at the time was the
railhead

21

at Oodnadatta, 650 kilometres to the south, fourteen tons

H.Y.L. Brown, Reports on Arltunga goldfield and Hart's Range mica field; and
explorations north-east of Hart's Range, north-west of Alice Springs, and of
the Frew River country, &c., SAPP 1 2 7, 1 896, p.4.
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of cut mica was produced in 1 894. This was the highest annual yield
in the first forty years of the Field.

After the turn of the century, the area was divided into several pastoral
blocks (map 7), and three men whose descendents still live in the region
took up land - R.H. Lake, B.M. Webb and L. Schaber (plate VI) . Lake
was a storekeeper at the Crossroads, Arltunga, and had
grazing interests.

extensive

Webb had arrived in Central Australia as a teamster

and subsequently obtained work carting cordwood for the boiler at the
Arltunga Battery. He may have later established a small ration herd in
the Arltunga area to supply the miners, but this remains unverified.
Schaber worked as a well-sinker at

Arltunga

and

may

have been

involved in prospecting. 22 Another ancestor of a local family, Frederick
Cavenagh, applied for leases in 1 9 1 4- 1 9 1 5 which became grazing leases
GL 62 (Ongeva Block) and GL 1 38. Cavenagh (plate VI) had arrived in
Central Australia in 1 902, and had worked as a gold miner and assayer
at Arltunga until he and Frederick Clough took up Ambalindum Station
(adjoining Mt Riddock Station to the south) in 1 906. 2 3

22

23

H . Pearce, Homesteads of Central Australia: Survey and documentation for a
register, Report for the National Trust of Australia (Northern Territory), 1 985,
p.58. (Unpublished)
K. Mooney-Smith, pers. comm., 1 99 5 .
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PLATE

VI

A GROUP OF LOCAL IDENTITIES

Taken during the early 1 900s; this group includes pastoralists ( 1 )
Louis
Schaber, (2) Ben Webb, (3) Charles Dubois, (4) Fred Cavenagh and (51
Alf Turner.
Also in the group are (6) S.J. O'Grady, the manager of Arltunga
Goldfields Cyanide Works; and (7) Mounted Constable Matt Dowdy.
Source: Mortlock library of South Australians. no. 21080
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A Pastoral Map printed in approximately 1 92524 shows that the land
between the Webb and Schaber PL 2432 and Dubois' PL 2520 had
become GL 396 owned by absentee owners Ayliffe, Ayliffe and Holmes;
and

Cavenagh's GL 62 had become PL 2290 ( map 8 ). PL 2432 and

PL 2283 were now being called Mt Riddock, and in approximately 1 927
they were combined to form PL 1 1 3.25 By 1 9 3 1 , Cavenagh's PL 2290
had become PL 1 92, and Ayliffe, Ayliffe and Holmes' GL 396 had
become PL 1 64 (map 9). All the land was now jointly held by Webb and
Schaber (plate VII ) . Webb died in 1 938 and Schaber in 1 940; and the
Station was run as a deceased estate until 1 943 when the three Webb
sons (Bennett, Kilmot, and Quinton) become the lease holders.

In his

1 935 report on Mt Riddock, Shepherd noted that ' . . . the children . . .
particularly the Webb boys are hard workers and promise to be good
settlers and it can be safely advised this holding will be brought to a
satisfactory state of production'. 26

There was no change to this Mt

Riddock block until the mid-1 950s when Huckitta Station was purchased
by the Webbs.

On completion of the Huckitta purchase the block

become part of PL 536 now known as NT Portions 2453 and 2454.

25
28

K . Mooney-Smith, pers. comm., 1 994.
Pastoral Leases Investigation Committee, General report on the investigation
of Pastoral Leases in the Northern Territory, A A (NT), CAS F987, 1 93 5 .
General report on Pastoral Leases, n.p.
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PLATE VII

MT
RIDDOCK
c. 1 938-1 940

STATION

HOMESTEAD

IN

The homestead was begun in 1 9 28 and completed in 1 93 0 .
I t s walls were
constructed using horizontal slabs set into mortised timber uprights. A stove
alcove at the northern end of the building is also of slab construction The roof 1s
bush timber and covered with iron. Inside were two rooms with a partrtJon wall
of drop slabs. The floor was made of local flagstone. Joy Webb 1s standing 1n
the doorway.
Source: Boehm Collection. National Trust of Australia (N.T.I
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( It is of interest to note that the Webb brothers also had other property
interests in Central Australia.

They held a grazing lease on adjoining

Dneiper from about 1 934 to about 1 940 where they ran sheep.

In

addition, they owned Napperby Station between 1 946 and 1 949 for the
purpose of producing calves at Napperby and fattening them at Mt
Riddock. Because of the run of good seasons at that time cattle could
be fattened at both Stations. In the early 1 950s the Webb brothers took
out a grazing lease in the southern part of what is now known as Jervois
Station, which they retained until June 1 95 5 . 27)

The Huckitta leases were also the subject of the land boom. Most were
initially held
(map 6).

speculatively by R . Lyons, J. Costello and J . H . Phillips

By 1 885 none of the land had been converted to Pastoral

Lease.

A Pastoral Map drawn in 1 9 1 5 shows that W . M James and H . H . Hartley
held Grazing Leases GL 47, and that Charles Dubois held GL 24, GL 34,
GL 1 27, and GL 1 3 1 (map 7). Charles Dubois was a gold miner at
Arltunga early in the century, and later became interested in acquiring
land.

By 1 925 these Grazing Leases had been converted to Pastoral

Leases PL 2294, PL 2344 and PL 2520 (map 8).

27

M . Webb, pers. comm., 1 9 93; Mcinnes to Acting Director of Lands, 7 March
1 955, NTAS, NTRS246 [Pastoral Lease]536( 1 ), Mt. Riddock Station.
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On 22 May 1 928 permission was granted by the North Australia
Commission to transfer these leases to Sir Sidney Kidman and Son.

28

However, minutes of the Commission's meeting noted that:

. . . the Commission is of the opinion that the aggregation of
large areas by individuals is not in the best interests of the
development of the Territory, and recommends that the
Ordinance be amended to give the Commission more and

definite powers i n this respect. 29

On 6 February 1 929 the leases were transferred to Sir Sidney Kidman,
his wife and children. 30 Sir Sidney Kidman died in 1 935 and it is
probable, although unconfirmed, that Huckitta came under the control of
his son Walter, who later formed the Plenty Pastoral Company.

In 1 952 the 'Huckitta' leases were divided. W .A. Mad rill managed the
Station as a single entity (plate VITI).
Huckitta

since

about

Madrill (who had managed

1 92331 ), became the

lessee

of

PL 2294.

Kidman's daughters were the lessees of PL 2344 and PL 2520 . From
1 954 Huckitta became the subject of negotiations to purchase by the
Webb brothers of Mt Riddock. Approval for transfer to the Webbs was

28

File note, 6 February 1 9 29, NTAS, F27,

[Pastoral Lease)2294.

29

Minutes, 22 May 1 928, NTAS, F28 GL24.

30

File note, 6 February 1 929, NTAS, F28 GL24.

31

Pearce, Homesteads of Central Australia, p. 53; Buchanan to Senior Field
Officer, Lands and Housing Branch, Northern Territory Administrat•on.
23 November, 1 954, NTAS, NTRS246 PL 536(1 ) .

PLATE VIII

HUCK ITTA STATION H O MESTEAD I N 1 9 4 1

T h e main house was o f drop slab construction with stone fireplaces and a
corrugated galvanised iron roof. The floors of the four ma1n rooms and verandah
were concrete with some flagstone. Bill Madrill. the manager at th1s t1me. I S
thought t o be second from nght
.

Source: Michael Collection, National Trust of Australia IN.T.l
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given on 24 August 1 955. 32

At the time of this transfer there was

renewed concern expressed by other landholders in the area at such
actions:

. . . which suggest that areas of pastoral land in Central Australia
are being consolidated against the best interests of smaller
lessees and intending settlers
I feel that before any transfer
was allowed to take place, the interests of Mr Chalmers [owner
of the adjoining property Macdonald Downs) and myself [W.
Petrick owner of another adjoining property, Mt Swan) should
have been safeguarded prior to the disposal of any area. I also
feel that it is against the expressed policy of the Government to
allow an aggregation of leases which, in this particular case
could allow the establishment of a herd in the vicinity of
1 7,000 or 1 8,000 head. I feel that new settlers should have
. . .

had the opportunity to establish themselves. 33

Due to the time taken to investigate these concerns, and because of the
large area involved in combining Huckitta and Mt Riddock Stations,
negotiations dragged on for several months. The Mt Riddock Lease in its
present form commenced from 1 July 1 95 7 and became PL 536 (NT
Portions 2453 and 2454) of approximately 4 623 square kilometres
(map 1 0) .

Several miscellaneous leases have been applied for over small areas of
the larger Mt Riddock and Huckitta leases. Negotiations to shift the
old Police Station from north of Spotted Dog Bore began in September

32
33

Chief

Clerk,
Department o f Lands to
Ward, 30 August 1 955, NTAS, F27 PL2294.
Petrick to
PL536(1 ) .

Minister

for

Territories,

Alderman,

[August

1 9 551

Brazel,

NTAS,

Clarke &

NTRS246
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1 957.

34

The original requirement was for one square mile of land at Red

Tank, but this was strongly opposed by the Webbs as they had
established
limited.

an

They

outstation

there

and

the

water

intended to build a homestead on

the

supply
site.

·

35

was
On

8 December 1 959 negotiations were commenced for an area of two
square miles for the new Police Station.

Although surveyed as Northern

Territory Portion {NT Por.) 634, the area has never been excised from the
station lease. 36 On 24 February 1 960 negotiations commenced for an
area of four square miles for the Harts Range Amateur Race Club
(plate IX) . This became NT Por. 635 but has never been excised. 37 At
this time the northeastern

boundary of the Mt Riddock lease was

rationalised to facilitate fencing and development. The applications were
approved on 27 June 1 960 and

became part of Mt Riddock. 38

The

Station was now 4 698 square kilometres with the Stock Route and
Police Station excluded.

The Department of Aboriginal Affairs gave notice of an Agreement in
Principle, on 9 November 1 983, for a sub-lease of two and half square
34
35
30

37

38

Barclay to Webb Brothers, 2 September 1 9 5 7 , NTAS, NTRS246 PL536( 1 ) .
Webb Brothers to Administrator, 7 October 1 9 57, NTAS, F27 PL2294.
Webb Brothers to Graham, 8 December 1 9 59, NTAS, NTRS246 !Pastoral
Lease) 536(2). Mount Riddock Station.
Marson to Senior Pastoral Inspector, 24 February 1 960, NTAS, NTRS246 PL
536(2).
Barclay to Webb Brothers, 27 June 1 960, Department of Lands and Housing,
Alice Springs, !Pastoral Leasel60 1 , Mount Riddock Station.

�

PLATE IX

..

HARTS RANGE RACECOURSE

Since 1 94 7 the picnic races have provided an annual opportunity for miners to
join in the social activities of the wider community. Families from all over Central
Australia converge on the bush racecourse for the few days of the 'carnival' This
photograph was taken in the early 1 960s by which time most of the mines had
been abandoned.
Source: McCoy Collection, Nattonal Trust of Australta (N.T.)
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kilometres to be NT Per. 243 1 , for the Hartz [sic] Range Aboriginal
Community. The

area

was agreed to, and finally excised from the

Station on 9 June 1 993.

Land Claim Number 80 of 1 June 1 984 was placed on Foxalls Well,
Spotted Tiger Bore and the Police Station.

However, as the Police

Station had not been excised from the Pastoral Lease, the Claim was
amended on 4 December to exclude this area. 39 Hearings for this Claim
were conducted during 1 992, and on 6 July 1 993 the Federal Minister
for Aboriginal Affairs handed over the Land Title to the Akekarrwenteme
Ureyenge Aboriginal Land Trust.

The long history of the Webb connection with Mt Riddock ceased with
the death of 8.8. Webb on 1 7 July 1 98 5.

In December 1 986 the

Department of Lands and Housing, Alice Springs, were advised that Mt
Riddock, owned by Harts Range Pty. Ltd. (the Webb family company)
had been sold to Dick Cadzow, the present owner40 ; and in December
1 987 Huckitta Station was sold to Huckitta Nominees Pty. Ltd ., a
company also owned by the Cadzow family. 41
39

40
41

Harts Range - Amendment to Land Claim, 4 December 1 984, Department of
Lands and Housing, Alice Springs, (Pastoral Lease) 536(4) Mount Riddock
Station.
File Note, D. Kennedy, (n.d.), Department of Lands and Housing, Alice
Springs PL 536(4).
File Note, November 1 987, Department of Lands and Housing, Alice
Springs, [Pastoral Lease) 536(5), Mount Riddock Station
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Explorers represented the first wave of non-Aboriginal
region. They were quickly followed by pastoralists.

interest in the

Despite the early

and quickly passing interest shown by land speculators in the area, it
attracted several pioneering families who played a vital role in the
development of the region, and whose descendents continue to help
shape the community of Central Australia.

Huckitta Station was

occupied in 1 91 0 by the noted horseman and stockbreeder, Charles
Dubois (though he called the property 'Adnoyla').

Mt Riddock Station

had been taken up in 1 9 1 1 by Schaber and Webb; and Frederick
Cavenagh and Fred Clough had taken up Ambalindum Station in 1 906.
Charles Chalmers and his family droved stock over 2 300 kilometres
through Queensland to establish Macdonald Downs in 1 921 . A If Turner,
having worked with his three brothers on the Arltunga and Winnecke
goldfields, had taken up Alcoota by the early 1 920s. As well, stations
closer to Alice Springs had been stocked with cattle since the mid1 870s.

James Churchill-Smith and Edward Bagot junior, had droved

cattle from South Australia to stock what became Undoolya Station in
1 873.

At the same time, William Gilbert was stocking Owen Springs

Station, and building Central Australia's first station homestead . On the
edges of these pastoral properties were the rich mica fields of the Harts
Range. Mica mining developed concurrently with the pastoral industry,
with mica assuming greater importance only when its strategic potential
was recognised at the outbreak of the Second World War.

vele pni dell'opale

Questa ricce vene
che ancore cerche
con I tuoi ferri,
cero vecchio amico

CHAPTER THREE
MICA

This bountiful lode
is worth more than the opal
you still search for
with your divining rods,
my dear old friend
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There is a dearth of useful written material on mica mining in Australia
within the time-frame of this thesis, and yet there is a need to provide a
background which explains why the mineral was valued as highly as it
was for such a long period by the governments of South Australia, and
later by the Commonwealth. Part of this background is a description of
the locations within Australia of deposits which were worked and later
abandoned as economically non-viable.

Only the

deposits in Central

Australia proved their economic viability in the long term.

Much of the information has been taken from two important booklets,
Production and Marketing of Mica: Notes for the Use of Prospectors in
Australia, by H.B. Owen and W . Turnbull (published in 1 943 and revised

in

1 947) ;

and

Mineral

Resources

of Australia.

Mica

(including

Vermiculite), compiled by H . B . Owen in 1 945 and revised in 1 948. The

first volume, as its name suggests, was produced to be of immediate
assistance to all mica miners in Australia; the second was a summary of
the industry for use by Government officials.

I have attempted to

summarise and paraphrase much of the descriptive sections of the two
books into this chapter; and have resorted to direct quotes when
necessary to avoid confusion and ambiguity.
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MICA - THE MINERAL

The group of minerals called mica includes several species which have a
complex composition ' . . . containing silicates of aluminium, alkalies, and
hydroxyl. Some varieties contain iron, magnesium and lithium ' . 1 Most of
these species had in the past some commercial use. Table 1 lists the
eight minerals which are known as mica minerals; however, only
muscovite and phlogopite are of commercial importance today. 2
Type

Chemical Compoeition

Muscovite

potassium mica

Damourite

hyd rated muscovite

Paragonite

sodium mica

Lepidolite

lithium mica

Phlogopite

magnesium mica

Biotite

magnesium iron mi ca

Zinnwaldit

lithium iron mica

Lapidomelene

iron mica

Source: Adapted from Industrial Mineral Deposits of the Northern Territory,

TABLE 1

1989

Mica minerals

Late last century and in the early decades of the twentieth century mica
was used chiefly to make windows for heating stoves, and chimneys for

Eupene Exploration Enterprises Pty Ltd, Industrial mineral deposits of the
Northern Territory, Darwin, Government Printer, 1 9 89, p . 1 7.
2

Muscovite is not used generally as a descriptive term, and the word mica
tends to be used in its place.
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kerosene lamps. It was commonly called isinglass because of its
resemblance to true isinglass: a whitish, semi-transparent, gelatinous
substance obtained from the viscera of some fish. 3 It was well suited for
these purposes by reason of the transparency, toughness and flexibility
of its thin sheets, and because of its great resistance to heat and
temperature changes. Since then its uses have varied, and today it is
conveniently considered ' . . . in three main categories according to
whether the mica is used as sheet or powder, or, if a hydrated mica, in
the expanded form' . 4

Crystals of mica range in size from microscopic to two metres wide and
a metre thick. The large crystals were called 'books' due to the fact that
they could easily be split into sheets like the leaves of a book (plate X) .
Indeed, sheet mica owes its excellent workability to its almost perfect
cleavage in one direction which allows the mineral to be split into thin,
transparent plates which have important thermal and electric properties.
Only muscovite and phlogopite are sources of sheet mica. Muscovite, the
commonest mica, ' . . . is a complex silicate of aluminium and potassium,
and occurs as an essential constituent of igneous rocks such as granite

3

4

'Strategic mica', Chemical Engineering and Mining Review, April 1 0, 1 943,
pp. 1 9 1 - 1 93 .
H . B . Owen, Mineral resources o f Australia.
Mica (including vermiculite),
report no. 4, Bureau of Mineral Resources, Geology and
Geophysics, 1 948, p.4.
summary

PLATE X

LARGE CRYSTAL O F MICA

Crystals of mica form in sizes ranging from microscopic to two metres across and
a metre thick. The larger crystals were known as 'books' because they could be
split into sheets like the leaves of a book. It was to a combination of properties
that mica owed its importance. Leonard Sellen and his wife, pictured above, had
interests in several mines in the 1 920s and 1 930s.
Source: Ward Collectton, Conservation Commission of the Northern Terntory
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and pegmatite, and in metamorphic rocks such as gneiss and micaschist'. 5 Pegmatite is composed of quartz, feldspar and mica, and can
occur as dykes, pipes and as large masses of light-coloured rocks. 6
Single sheets of muscovite are relatively translucent; however, muscovite
can be stained, sponed or striped due to the presence between laminae
of inclusions of other chemical bodies.

The inclusions often produce

striking coloured panerns in the mica, which are sometimes related to its
crystallographic structure. Other minerals which may occur as inclusions
are tourmalines, quartz, beryl and

garnet. As Matheson reported in

1 944:

The value of muscovite in the sheet mica industry results from
its properties of perfect cleavage, toughness, flexibility,
elasticity, transparency, brilliance of lustre and non-conductivity
of electricity and heat. Muscovite is used instead of phlogopite
for most insulating purposes, as it is more readily obtainable,
occurs in larger sized sheets, possesses a superior dielectric
strength, and a lower power factor.

7

Owen and Turnbull define 'dielectric strength' as the ability of mica to
withstand high voltages without breaking; and explain that when mica
gives up the electricity which has been stored in it, some of this

5

7

Owen, Summary report no.4: Mica, p.4
According to Owen and Turnbull, 'dykes' are long bodies similar to vertical
lodes ranging in length from several hundred metres to less than one metre,
and in width from thirty metres or more to a few centimetres. 'Pipes' are
roughly cylindrical and irregular bodies and vary from several hundred metres
to less than one metre.
R.S. Matheson, Mineral resources of Western Australia, Bulletin no. 2: Mica,
Perth, Department of Mines, 1 944, p.8.
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electricity is converted to heat and therefore lost. Mica has a very low
power factor, and is therefore excellent insulating material. 8 Phlogopite
is another related mineral with an equally complex composition. 'It
occurs in association with magnesian rocks such as serpentine and
pyroxenite and also as a product of contact alteration of limestones. ' 9
Its colour is generally brownish to yellow, and the sheets frequently have
a mottled appearance. It can be used for many of the same purposes as
muscovite.

Damourite and the lesser known soricite are two varieties of muscovite
known generally as

hydro-micas. These hydro-micas do not contain

water but give it off more easily. This is due to the fact that in both
varieties the folia (or thin plates) are very small and scaly or fibrous; they
are less elastic and feel silky or soapy like talc.

Vermiculite is the commercial name for hydrated micas:
When vermiculite is suddenly heated, the water of hydration is
set free as steam between the folia of the mica, forcing them
apart and expanding the mineral into cellular granules occupying
up to 1 6 times the original volume. The expanded material is
10
very suitable for use as an insulating medium.

8

9
10

H . B. Owen and W. Turnbull. Production and marketing of mica: Notes for the
use of prospectors in Australia, pamphlet no. 1, Canberra, Bureau of Mineral
Resources, Geology and Geophysics, 1 94 7.
Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p.4.
Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p . 5 .
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All the species and varieties of mica, except vermiculite and lepidolite,
are used for the preparation of ground or powered mica.

'Small

quantities of biotite are ground in the United States, but generally any
biotite which is ground is present as a relatively harmless and
unavoidable impurity in grinding mica recovered from mica schist.'

11

USES - SHEET MICA

Industrial use of sheet mica in areas other than the electrical trades was
almost unknown. In such applications its usefulness depended upon its
transparency

and elasticity in thin sheets, and its resistance to heat

( plate XI). However, for many of these purposes (including stove
windows and shatter-proofing the glass fronts of gauges or steamboilers) satisfactory substitutes were readily found.
For many purposes for which mica is used as an electrical
insulator both muscovite and phlogopite are suitable, and the
species which is more readily obtainable receives preference.
However, muscovite is generally available in larger sizes than
phlogopite, and possesses superior dielectric strength and a
12
lower power factor than the laner.

These factors meant that muscovite was more successful where high
voltages had to be controlled, such as in magneto condensers; and in
11
12

Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p.6.
Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p.6.

PLATE XI

SHEET MICA TRIMMED READY FOR SALE

as rough c:-vstals I called 'books' 1 of J ar ·N � Q SIZ8S
.U.dhering fragments of rocks are broken from the edges ot the ::lOOks. wh1ch 3re
then split using a dull knife into sheets ready for tnmm1ng
Th1s process ;nvolvea
.Vlica •S obtained �rom the mine

the oo e rato r holding the sneet against his or her cnest and d r a wi n g i.he
NJth a •irm stroke through rhe mica.

�n 1 fe

VVitn a few stroKes a sheet Nas �rooucec

w1th bevelled edges. 1Vlrs Sellen holds a large sheet of tnmmeo 'TliCa.
Sour<;tl: 'Nard CollectiOn. C<>nservatiO" Comm1SS1on >I :ne ,\Jorthern -erntorv
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radio condensers where electrical losses had to be kept to an extremely
small level. Phlogopite has a greater resistance to heat than muscovite
' . . . and does not crumble, or attack metal components, at a brigh.t red
heat. At such temperatures muscovite not only crumbles and loses its
elasticity, but also shows a tendency to corrode nichrome resistance
wire' . 1 3 Phlogopite, therefore, tended to be used with applications which
needed to be operated at sustained high temperatures; and was
essential, for example, for protecting the muscovite insulation on spark
plugs from exposure to flame and hot gases in the internal combustion
engine. 'Nevertheless, importance of mica in the manufacture of spark
plugs declined due to the successful development of a plug using a
ceramic insulator with a much smaller quantity of mica than was formerly
employed . ' 1 4

Both types of mica were useful where thin (0.001 mm) films with high
insulating values were required, such as in domestic irons, toasters,
kettles, soldering irons and similar electrical heating appliances for both
.
.
. I use. 1 5
d omest1c
and 1nd ustna

Mica i s also used t o insulate commutator segments in electric
motors and generators [when it] is placed between the copper
segments of the commutator. Electric motors and generators
13
14
15

Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p. 6.
Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p. 7 .
C.H. Vivian, 'Strategic Mica', Compressed Air Magazine, December 1 942,
pp. 6902-6908.
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consume a large Quantity of mica in the form of built-up mica
plate, commonly known as micanite. This plate or board is
made of overlapping flakes of mica (spliningsl cemented
together with shellac or a synthetic resin. The plate is built up
to the desired thickness, heated to drive off volatile solvent
from the binder, and then subjected to considerable pressure in
hydraulic presses.

16

USES - GROUND MICA

Although a soft material, mica is difficult to grind because the thin,
smooth tough flakes tend to stick together and slip over each other.
Ground mica is generally produced from material that does not meet the
specifications for sheet mica and from scrap mica.
smaller

particles

using

either

a

wet

or

dry

It is ground into
grinding

process.

'Consumption of ground mica is strongly linked to the building industry,
the major end uses being plasterboard manufacture, jointing cement,
roofing felt, paints and rubber products . . . other important end users are
in drilling rods and in the manufacture of welding rods. ' 1 7

HI

17

Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p . 7 .
Australian Mineral Industry Annual Review for 19 76, Canberra, Bureau of
Mineral Resources, 1 97 7 , p . 1 7 7 .
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USES - EXPANDED MICA

Expanded (or hydrated) vermiculite is a cork-like substance which is very
lightweight and occupies up to sixteen times the volume the mineral
possessed before heating.

'It is used as an insulator in buildings,

refrigerators and furnaces; and also in sound-proofing buildings. In the
late 1 940s the chief use of vermiculite was in light-weight insulating
concrete; also in acoustic tiles and plasters, and refractory insulating
concrete and cement. '

18

PREPARATION

To be of commercial value mica has to be split into smooth flat sheets
which are free of flaws, striations, cracks, crevices and 'included'
minerals, such as garnet, quartz, tourmaline and beryl.
Various recognised flaws are 'ruled or ribbon', 'A or
arrowhead', 'hair-lined', 'fishbone or herringbone', 'feather',
'horsetail' ,
'tanglesheet',
or
' wedge'
mica.
'Warping',
'wrinkling' or 'clay staining' is also undesirable, but the laner is
generally only a surface alternation resulting from weathering.
Although inclusions of iron oxide and variations in colour limit
its uses, they do not make the mica useless. 1 9

Some of these flaws are illustrated in figure 5 .

18

Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p.8.

19

Matheson, Bulletin No. 2: Mica, p . 1 3.
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Mica is obtained from the mine as rough crystals (or books) of various
sizes. Adhering fragments or rock are broken from the edges of the
books. At this point valuable material is then ready for splitting into
sheets less than two millimetres thick.

This is

best done with a dull

knife, the point of which is pushed into the side of the book and a sheet
split off by leverage. Spoilt sheets are discarded and the remaining
sheets are ready for trimming. The broken edges of the sheets are
removed and unwanted inclusions such as semi-precious crystals are cut
out at this stage. Trimming can be performed by hand, in which case the
mica is said to be 'thumb trimmed' ; or by knife or guillotine which
produces sheets with clean-cut edges, called 'sickle-trimmed' or ' knifetrimmed' mica.

Sickle-trimming is performed with a sharp knife which has a slender
blade. In India knives with slightly curved blades are used, hence the
term 'sickle'; but most miners in Central Australia used knives which
were available from Department of Supply stores in Alice Springs which
resembled straight-bladed bootmaker's knives about ten centimetres
long.

The sheet of mica to be cut is held against the miner's chest,

which is protected by an old motor inner tube or leather apron, and the
knife is d rawn through the mica towards the body (plate Xll ) .
I t was necessary t o hold the knife a t a n angle o f about forty
five degrees to the flat surface of the mica otherwise cuni n g is
very difficult. With a few strokes, flawed areas were removed
producing a 'sickle-trimmed' block with bevelled edges. Mica

PLATE X J I

MIC A SPLITIING AT THE BILL Y HUGHES

These two mtners at the Billy Hughes are splitting mica sheets before trimming off
the cricked edges and so nm g them mto the wooden boxes •n front. Discarded
m•ca ('scrap mtca'l can be seen on the floor surrounding them tn the bush ttmber
and bru sh enclosure. The rubber ·aprons' worn by the miners protected their
chests from the kntves used to separate the sheets. The man on the left ts
Gtuaeppe Beppt' Coro
the other posstbly Giuseppe Vicentin.
·

Source

-

AA fACTI CRS A 1 200/ 1 , Item no. L292 1 3
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which had been trimmed with a guillotine had square cut edges
and is known as 'knife-trimmed' block mica.

20

GRADING

From the early 1 940s mica purchased in Australia was graded in ten
sizes which generally conformed to world-wide practice. These sizes are
outlined in table 2.

\.
Aree of lergeet rectangle
conteined in block

o,. , E ..,,e Sp.o..

(equere incheel
Over 100
80 to 100
40 to 60
38 to 48

Al

24 to 36
2

15 to 24

l

10 to 1 5
8 to 1 0
3 to 8

1 Y, to 3

•

Sovrce: Owen end Turnbull, Production end merk•tmg of mice, 1947

TABLE 2 Australian mica grading scale

Owen and Turnbull, Production tmd marketing of mica, pp.9-10.
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Grading is carried out by measuring the blocks of mica on a standard
chart (fig. 6), which regulates both the area and the shape of the blocks.
This chart was used to determine the area of the largest rectangle of
mica in a block (fig. 7).

In Australia muscovite is classed under four divisions with the following
specifications:
(1)

Clear

-

Hard, and free from all mineral inclusions and mineral

stains, cracks, waxes and buckles.
(2)

Commercial-Clear

-

Hard, but may be slightly wavy; free from

all mineral inclusions and cracks, but may contain slight vegetable
stains and air inclusions together with a few small red or black spots
near the edges of the plate.
(3)

-

Stained

Hard,

but may

be

softer than

'clear'

or

'commercial-clear'; free from all mineral inclusions and cracks but may
contain mineral and vegetable stains, and may be slightly wavy.
(4)

Spotted

-

Free from all mineral inclusions, but may contain

mineral and vegetable stains and spots; may be more wavy and softer
than 'stained'.

21

Owen and Turnbull related these definitions to the mica mined at Harts
Range in the late 1 940s as follows:
21

Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p . 8 .
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Chart used for grading mica
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Clear mica is similar to the best of that which can be produced
from the Caruso and Rex mines . . . Such mica is substantially
flat and may contain small air inclusions over not more than
one-third of its total area and may also be lightly spotted with
yellowish and brownish spots over not more than 1 0 per cent
of its area. The mica is hard and when a block is rapped with
the knuckles it should give a sharp, almost metallic, sound.

Commercial-Clear mica is similar to that recovered at the
Eldorado and Central mines . . . This mica may contain small air
inclusions in scattered spots over most of the block, and one
quarter of the area may be slightly spotted with yellowish and
brownish spots or faint stains. A few very small specks of red
or black mineral may also occur near the edges of the sheet.
The block may be slightly wavy which means that if it is used
on a mirror at arm's length the reflection of the face will be a
little distorted . . . The mica must be hard.
Stained mica may contain mineral staining in red and black
streaks and smoky patches with a few scattered mineral spots,
but must not contain mineral inclusions which distort or
penetrate the laminae, or layers of mica. This class of mica is
similar to the better quality of that produced at the Spotted
Tiger mine . . . . and forms the greater part of the output of that
mine . . . Stained mica should be fairly hard but, like Spotted
Tiger mica, may be softer than commercial-clear.
The class known as spotted mica includes all marketable mica
of poorer quality than any of the above. It may be heavily
stained and black-spotted, and contain yellow, red or black
streaks . . . Spotted mica includes the types of mica produced
from the Carrara locality . . . Some of the Carrara mica is too
buckled to be of much use.

On

1

Apri l

1 955,

22

the new Committee of Management of the

Commonwealth Mica Pool issued revised specifications for Australian
muscovite block mica, the visible quality classifications being as follows:

A.
Clear and Slightly Stained: Hard, of uniform colour, fairly
flat, free from all vegetable and mineral stains, cracks. buckles
and other similar defects and foreign inclusions, except for a
few tiny air inclusions in not more than one-fourth of the
useable area. Crystallographic discolouration is permitted to a
limited extent.
22

Owen and Turnbull, Production and marketing of mica. p . 1 2 .
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Fair Stained: Hard, of uniform colour, free from all
B.
vegetable and mineral stains, cracks, buckles and other similar
defects, and foreign inclusions, except may be slightly wavy,
and may contain slight air inclusions in not more than one-half
of the useable area. Crystallographic discolouration is permitted
to a limited extent.
Good Stained: Hard, free from vegetable or mineral
C.
stains, cracks, buckles and other similar defects and foreign
inclusions, except may be somewhat wavy but not rippled and
may contain medium air inclusions in not more than two-thirds
of the useable area; but may not have heavily concentrated air
inclusions in any of the useable area. Crystallographic
discolouration is permitted to a limited extent.
D.
Stained: Hard, free from cracks and other similar defects
and foreign inclusions, except may be wavy with slight buckles
and may contain medium vegetable stains, and the entire area
may have air inclusions if discolouration is permitted.
E.
Heavy Stained: Hard, free from cracks and other similar
defects and foreign inclusions, except may be wavy and
buckled and may contain heavy air inclusions, heavy vegetable
and medium mineral stains. Crystallographic discolouration is
permitted.
F.
Black Spotted: Hard, free of cracks and similar defects
and foreign inclusions, except may be medium wavy and
contain slight buckles and vegetable stains, black or red spotted
mineral stains, and heavy air inclusions. Crystallographic
discolouration is permitted. 23

At the same time the following grade designations and areas of useable
rectangles were adopted (table 3).

23

Australian Mineral Industry Annual
Mineral Resources, p. 144.

Review for 1954, Canberra, Bureau of
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u.. abla

(square inches)

Grade Size

Araa of

Rectangle

Minimum Dimanaion
on one side (inches)

O.O.E.E. Special

100 and over

4

O.E.E. Special

80 to less than 1 00

4

60 to less than 80

4

48 to less than 60

4

E.E. Special

E. Special
A

3 6 to less than 40

3 }1,

No. 1

24 to less than 3 6

3

No. 2

15 to less than 24

2

No. 3

1 0 to less than 1 5

2

No . 4

6 to less than 10

No. 5

3 to less than 6

No. 6

1 � to less than 3

1 (Special)

%

Source: Australian Mineral Industry Annual RtJport,

TABLE 3

, }',

1 954

Grade designation/area of useable rectangle

MINING HISTORY

The first reports of mica mining in the area of the H a rts Range are
found in the writings of the then Government Geologist of South
Australia, H.Y.L. Brown ( plate

2
XIII ) . 4

In 1 888 Brown reported on a

mine on Talc Creek on the southern side of Harts Range which was
called Lindsay's Mica Mine, though no mention is made in the report

24

H.Y.L. Brown, Government geologist's report on a journey from A delaide to
the Hale River, SAPP 24, 1 889, p.4.

PLATE XIII

H.Y.L. BROWN, THE SOUTH
GOVERNMENT GEOLOGIST

AUSTRALIAN

Brown was responsible for much of the initial geological investigation of Central
Australia. He first reported mica in 1 888. His early reports created much i nterest
in the Field by mining companies and prospectors. This photograph was taken by
Frank Gillen, the Alice Springs Telegraph Stationmaster in the 1 890s.
Source: Gillen-Meldrum Collection, Conservation CommiSSion of the Northern Territory
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o f the person(s) mining the claim. 25
I
•

l

In a later report published in

1 890 Brown also made note of Benstead's mica claims ' . . . situated in
the Haast [sic] Ranges, on Watson's Creek, which runs down from
near Mt Brassey to the Plenty Plains'.

In fact in that year ( 1 890),

'

26

. . . large and beautifully transparent

sheets of mica were d iscovered on the northern side of Harts Range,
and transported to Adelaide for shipment to England with the hope of
proving profitable for the miners.

27

However, only five per cent of the

consignment proved marketable in London, the rest being damaged in
transit28 and interest waned until later that year.

In December,

W . ( Billy) Benstead :
. . . arrived in Port Augusta . . . en route to Adelaide from the
MacDonnell Ranges, bringing with him some beautiful and
valuable samples of Mica . . . The pieces. . . were of excellent
Quality, without flaws, and as clean as glass. . . Mica is valued
from 500 to 2,000(pounds) per ton according to size and
Quality . . . further Quantities will be shortly sent to Adelaide,
though very great difficulties are encountered in transit from
the claim . . . every ton having to be conveyed a distance of
about three hundred miles on camels. 29

25

28

27

28
28

Brown, SAPP 24, p.4.
H . Y . L . Brown, Report on geological examination of country in neighbourhood
of Alice Sprin(Js, SAPP 1 89, 1 890, p . 9 .
C. Chewings, 'Central Australia', Proceedings o f the Royal Geographical
Society
and Monthly Record of Geography (London), XIII, 1 89 1 ,
pp. 343-362.
Northern Territory Times, 1 1 July 1 890.
Port Au(Justa Dispatch, 1 9 December 1 8 90.
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Almost immediately there was a rush o f miners from the Arltunga
goldfields north
assumed

I

• • •

to the new Harts Range Field, and the goldfields

the same deserted appearance as they did when the ruby
I.

boom was on 30

However, as word reached the miners that the

shipment of mica which had been sent to England for sale by the
newly-formed Benstead Mica Company had not realised a profit, and
that the manager had reported that the remaining mica was useless,
many of the claims were forfeited. 3 1

Company interest in mica mining revived
when English buyers visited the Field.

32

two years later in 1 893

Six tons of the mineral were

33
exported in 1 893 , and almost fourteen tons in 1 894. 34 From 1 895
the industry output from Harts Range dropped dramatically, and in
1 896 exports were less than two tons. 35

Hartwig summarised the

state of industry succinctly:

Markets were uncertain, prices were low, miners were
of
high,
the
means
unskilfull,
freight charges
were
30
31
32
33

Port Augusta Dispatch, 1 5 May 1 89 1 .
A delaide Observer, 28 November 1 89 1 .
Port Augusta Dispatch, 3 November 1 893 and 1 7 November 1 893.
Report of the Government Resident for the year 1893, Northern Territory of
Australia, p . 1 9 .
Report o f the Government Resident for the year 1894, Northern Territory of
Australia, p. 1 9.

35

Report of the Government Resident for the year 1896, Northern Territory of
Australia, p.30.
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communication were primitive (mica is easily damaged on the
back of a camel), and capital was scarce. Nothing short of a
railway and a large influx of capital could have made mica pay
.
. 36
1n the nmet1es.
.

Despite activity between 1 892 and 1 895 resulting in over twenty-four
of

mica being extracted from the Field for a total value
37
of £8 079, H. Y .L Brown reported that by 1 896 only one mine was
tons

being worked:
It is known as Oolgarinna, or Chamber's Mine, and is situated
on the side of the mountain, near Mt Palmer, at a height of
about 1 OOOft. above the plain and 700ft. below the top of that
hill . . . Pope's Claim, The Disputed, Mullen's, Williams', Gall's
and other mica claims are in the immediate neighbourhood of
Mt Palmer.

Brown

38

reported

that

other

mica

claims

in the area were

investigated ' . . . a few miles to the westward of Oolgarinna, viz.
Stone's, Thompson's, Lloyd's and others' 39
.

The Plenty River area

had been prospected for mica, and the Jim Crow near Prosser's Soak
had been opened up, but with unsatisfactory results.

36

37

36

39

M . C . Hartwig, The progress of white settlement in the Alice Springs district
and its
effects upon the Aboriginal inhabitants 1 860-1 894, PhD Thesis,
University of Adelaide, 1 965.
G . F . Joklik, The geology and
mica-fields of the Harts Range, Central
Australia, Bulletin no.26, Canberra, Bureau of Mineral Resources, Geology
and Geophysics, 1 955, p . 1 3 1 .
H.Y.L. Brown, Reports on Arltunga goldfield and Hart's Range mica field;
and explorations north-east of Hart's Range, north-west of Alice Springs,
and of the Frew River country, &c., SAPP 1 2 7, 1 896, p.4.
Brown, SAPP 1 27 , 1 896, p. 5 .
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The publication of the Horn Expedition Report in 1 896 marked the
beginning of a concentrated interest in the geology of Central
Australia. Geologists Tate and Watt referred to the mica-be.a ring
dykes in the Harts Range by the name 'Oolgarna granite', ·a fter the
mica claim from which the samples were extracted. 40

Early in 1 905 Matthews, the South Australian Warden and Inspector
of Mines, wrote of the future prospects and developments of the
Harts Range field in optimistic terms:

Apparently the great draw back [sic) to the field is the want of
local buyers to purchase the product. If a strong company was
established with sufficient capital to open up and work the
most important mines and purchase the product at a fair profit
from the individual miner I believe it would prove a profitable
investment to the company, and give employment to a large
41
number of men.

Matthews visited the Harts Range Field later in 1 905 where he
inspected the Chamber's Mine (referred to in 1 896 by Brown as
'Oolgarinna ' )

however, neither this mine,

nor the other

leases

mentioned by Brown, were being worked. In fact, of the sixteen
claims mentioned by Matthews only one - the Spotted Dog - was

R . Tate and J.A. Wan, 'Geology and Botany' in Spencer (ed.), Report on the
work of the Horn Scientific Expedition to Central Australia, Part 3,
Melbourne, Melville, Mullen and Slade, 1 896, p.43.
W . H . Manhews, 'Report on the MacDonnell Ranges mining district, SAPP
50, 1 905. p. 3.
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still operating. ' I was informed by the manager that about one ton of
cut mica of various sizes had been dispatched from the mine, and will
probably be forwarded to England as a sample of the product that can
be obtained. '42

Despite Matthews' optimistic remarks concerning mica mining in
Central Australia, Government interest in the Harts Range Field fell off
dramatically. Successive Government Resident's and

Administrator's

Reports covering the years 1 897 to 1 9 1 8 made little mention of the
Field; and official mining activity figures covering these years are
almost devoid of mention of mica. The one exception was for
the

eighteen

J .A . Gilruth,

months

ending

30 June 1 9 1 5 . The Administrator,

reported that ' . . . in spite of financial and other

encouragement by the Government the history of mining development
during the past few years is disappointing in many ways . . . '43 I n
his Report to the Administrator i n 1 9 1 5, the Director o f Mines,
T.G. Oliver, noted that ' . . . mica mining was carried out in a desultory
manner during th� first six months of the year . . . ', and that ' . . . mica
to the value of only £430 had been extracted from the field ' . 44

W.H. Matthews, Report on the Arltun(Ja and Winnecke's (JOidfields and Harts

Range mica fields, SAPP 75, 1 905, p . 9 .
Report o f the Administrator for the year 1 9 1 4 - 1 9 1 5 , Northern Territory of
Australia, p.9.
Annual Report 1 9 1 4- 1 5 , p. 59.

86

Oliver, only two years earlier in 1 9 1 3 , visited the L ndsay
i
Mica Mine,
(situated about thirty-five miles north-east of Arltunga) had been
enthusiastic about the Field noting:
Sheets of mica of varying sizes and of excellent quality are seen
throughout the outcrops . . . The new manager, Mr. Haworth, is
well pleased with the prospects of the district, and has sent
several small lots as samples, which have been pronounced by
an expert in Sydney to be equal in quality to anything produced
in any other part of the world. 45

G . F . Joklik, the Bureau of Mineral Resources Geologist, summarised
the situation:
No records of mica production are available for the period 1 898
to 1 9 1 8, interest in the field probably faded simultaneously
with the decline of the White Range-Arltunga Gold Field. The
Oolgarinna is the only mine which is definitely known to have
been in operation throughout the First World War. 46

Interest in the Harts Range Field revived in the early 1 920s, and this
coincided with a renewed interest in the area by southern mica
companies.

In 1 92 1 the Great Australian Mica Syndicate held eleven

leases covering over 400 acres of land . 47 This was followed later by
interest from the Mica Mining and Trading Company and the Rintintin
Mica Company, both in 1 924; the North Australian Development
45
48
47

Report of the A dministrator for the
Australia, p. 65.

year

1913,

Northern Territory of

Joklik, Mica-fields of Harts Ran(}e, p . 1 30.
I . S . Balfour (camp.). Mining Lease
Springs Register, 1 992.( Unpublished)

Applications- 1 903

Mining

Act-Alice
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48
Company in 1 928; and Australian Mica Limited in 1 928 and 1 929.
At this time another factor which thwarted early developmental
efforts was being reported - that of the difficulty of transporting the
product to southern markets.

Oliver noted in 1 920 in his report to

the Administrator that ' . . . owing to the cost of transportation of the
mica produced . . . very little vigour was displayed in this branch of
mining'.

49 In the same Report he concluded:

. . . valuable deposits . . . will continue to remain undeveloped
until the Darwin to Oodnadatta railway has been constructed.
Even the construction of that portion of it to Alice Springs
would give a tremendous fillip to the mining industry, and it is
safe to say there would be fifty prosperous camps and settlers
throughout the districts mentioned to every one that is there at
50
t he present t1me.
.

The following year Oliver noted that ' . . . access to this locality will
require to be made easier before mining is pursued with the vigour
that the deposits require'.

51

In 1 922 the amount of mica mined

totalled 4 1 52 lb, which yielded over £2 000 (compared with £ 1 59 in
the previous year) for miners. E.C. Playford, the then Director
of Lands and

Mines,

in his report to the Administrator noted that

' . . . about eighteen men were working for mica in the Harts Range, the

Balfour, Mining Lease Applications.

50
51

Report of the Administrator for the
Territory of Australia, p.43.

year ended 30 June 1920, Northern

Annual Report 1 920, p.44.
Report of the Administrator for the year ended 30 June 192 1 , Northern
Territory of Australia, p . 1 4 .
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majority employed on wages by the Great Australian Mica Company
[actually Syndicate], who carved out a little mine development work
on two of its mine holdings near Mt Palmer'. 52 However, one . year
later,

despite

1 923 production figures

reaching 4 644 lb,· reduced

prices forced the Great Australian Mica Syndicate to close down and
abandon its holdings. 53

By the mid 1 920s,

Playford, then the Director of Mines and Chief

Warden, noted that more interest had been taken in mining for mica
than in the previous year. He listed as many as six large southern
companies as the chief purchasers of the product, and concluded:

More interest than in recent years was taken by Southern
mining people in the mineral possibilities of the Territory. A
number of mining experts visited various mines to report on
their values to syndicates and companies . . . Taken altogether,
the future outlook for mining in the Territory is much brighter
and of a more stable nature that it has been for some years. 54

In 1 926 the issue of the disadvantage created by the distances
between the production area and markets was again raised (this time
by Bell) who noted that ' . . . the Alice Springs Railway, when

52
53

54

Report of the Administrator for the year ended 30 June 1922, Northern
Territory of Australia, p.28.
Report of the Administrator for the year ended 30 June 1923, Northern
Territory of Australia, p . 1 8.
Report of the Administrator for the year ended 30 June 1925,
Territory of Australia, p.28.
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constructed, will do much to help along the mica and gold mining
industries of the MacDonnell Ranges

I .

55

The Northern Australia Act 1926, which came into force on 1 March
1 927 divided the Northern Territory into two areas, and provided for
the administration of each section by a Government Resident. While
this arrangement had the potential to allow for a more concentrated
regional focus for the mining ind ustry, it appears to have done little to
encourage mining activity or investment in the Harts Range area. The
Government Resident in 1 927 wrote:

The mica fields are said to be the most extensive in the world,
but the method of marketing leaves much to be desired. The
development of the mica industry deserves encouragement. A t
present it is simply a gouger's proposition. Under present
methods, the financing is done by local business people, not
from choice, but in an endeavour to foster the industry. With
the advent of a buyer on the field as representative of firms
dealing in mica, and the creation of a sound market, there
56
would be work for hundreds of men.

A brief mention from the Government Resident in 1 928, echoed the
sentiments of former officials when he stated that

I . . .

quite an

impetus has been given to mining for mica, and with a proper market
and scientific handling of the mica deposits, the future outlook for the

55
56

Report of the Acting Administrator for the year ended 30 June
Northern Territory of Australia, p . 2 3 .
Report o f the Government Resident for the period 1 March 1 9 2 7
1927, Northern Territory of Australia, p . 6 1 .
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mica industry is bright'. 57

When the railway line between Alice

Springs and Port Augusta was completed in June 1 929 it had the
effect of concentrating interest on the mineral wealth of Central
Australia. During 1 929 the principal mineral output was again from
the mica fields around Harts Range from where over 44 000 lb of
mica was extracted.
This increase [in 1 929 over 1 928 production figures) was the
result of a more favourable overseas market and increased
consumption by Australian manufacturers. This state of affairs
is attributable to an improvement in the method of marketing,
thereby ensuring a continuity of supplies. There is no doubt as
to the quantity and quality of mica in Central Australia, but like
many of our other productions, distance from the overseas
market

0
IS

one great d'1sa dvantage. 58

In 1 930 new deposits of mica were discovered in the Plenty River
area to the north-east of the Harts Range Field. As well, in the same
year an experiment was carried out by Harts Range miners whereby
large quantities of mica were exported in book form. Up until 1 930,
most of it had been cut on the field.

Official records of the mica industry in Central Australia for the period
ending June 1 93 1 were restricted to the publication of production
figures, and a brief comment by the Mining Warden of Stuart (now
57

Report on the A dministration of Central Australia for the year ended 30 June
1928, Northern Territory of Australia, p.4.

58

Report on the A dministration of Central A ustralia for the year ended 30 June
1929, Northern Territory of Australia, p . 4 .
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Alice Springs) that ' . . . the demand and prices ruling for this item
[mica] are not altogether satisfactory ' . 59

In the early 1 930s increased efforts were made by mining companies
in the Harts Range area.

Large companies naturally had large

resources which enabled them to set up relatively sophisticated
camps for their workers (plate XIV). In his 1 932 Report, Bell reported
that an extensive plant of mica-mining machinery was being installed
at the 'Oolgarinna' (plate XV) .

(The heavy equipment used by the

miners over the years would have included compressors, jack
hammers, water pumps, and tramlines and trolleys to carry micabearing rock, or mullock from the mines . ) A year later, Bell noted in
his Annual Report:

There was a record production of mica in the Harts Range
locality, the quantity and value of being double that of the
previous year . . . Two companies were operating by the end of
the period under review, the Imperial Mica Company working
the Oolgarna mine and the Federal Insulated Products working
other mines further east . . . Most of the mica was carted to
Alice Springs and railed south from there, but a linle of it was
carted east tfl Djarra, and railed thence to Townsville for
.
60
shtpment south .

59

60

Report on the A dministration of the Northern Territory for the year ended
30 June 1931, Northern Territory of Australia, p.26.
Report on the A dministration of the Northern Territory for the year ended
30 June 1933, Northern Territory of Australia, p.32.

PLATE XI V

LARGE COMPANY CAMP AT PLENTY RIVER I N
1 935

T h e Federal Insulating Products camp at the Mica King. The camp accommodated
about twenty miners in tents. Large companies showed an interest m mica during
two periods in the history of the Field - in the 1 8 90s, and during the late 1 920s
and early 1 930s; however. most of the mica was extracted by indiv1dual m1ners.
or Syndicates.
Source: Samuel Weller

PLATE XV

HAULING MACHINERY TO THE MINES

This compressor is being hauled along a camel pad to the Oolgannna 1 n the
1 930s. Large pieces of mach1nery were either manhandled to the mme site. o r
dismantled and carried in pieces by camels. or on the backs of the m1ners. before
being assembled at the workings.
Source: Samuel Weller
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Despite the fact that Italian miners had been active on the Harts
Range Field for more than a decade, the first official reporting of their
activities was i n 1 933. This was no doubt due partly to the small
number of Italians working at the time; but more to do with mica
being of less interest commercially than the large mining ventures in
gold or tin elsewhere in the Northern Territory.

'A number of miners,

mostly Italians, worked mica on their own, and forwarded it as a
hand-cut mica to their countrymen in the southern capitals'.

81

There was a downturn in the production of mica in 1 934 ' . . . due
partly to industrial troubles at some of the mica mines, and partly to
the greater attraction of gold . . . '62

Despite this decline in output, a

higher price per ton for the material meant that its contribution to
the total revenue increased

to £8 000. Interestingly ' . . . the greater

part of [it] came from the Spotted Tiger mine, and from the Mica King
mine ' . 63

While the price of mica increased steadily from 1 933 to

1 93 5 , the production figures varied greatly. This appeared to be

directly related tCI the number of miners actively employed on the
Field. As Bell commented:

61

112

83

Annual Report 1 933, p . 32.
Report on the Administration of the Northern Territory for the yetJr ended
30 June 1934, Northern Territory of Australia, p.34.
Report on the Administration of the Northern Territory for the yetJr ended
30 June 1934, Northern Territory of Australia, p.39.
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As mica is valued mainly for its clearness and freedom from
stains and flaws, its grading for sale is largely a maner of
splining the books, selecting the best pieces and cuning the
pieces so as to get the largest clearest sheets possible from the
particular block or "bookft of mica being handled. For this
reason, machinery is not greatly used in mica mining. 64

The fact that mica was generally produced by small parties of men
working on a small scale meant that production figures varied greatly
from year to year.

During 1 936- 1 937 most

" 0 0 .

mica-mining is

0 0 .

carried out by Italians. The population of the field is of about 25
Italians and 1 0 Australians'. 65

Bell reported on the only three mica mines which were being worked
in May 1 938. He noted that eight Italians were working at the Billy
Hughes mine engaged in mining or hand-cutting mica. At the Spotted
Tiger another twelve Italians were working. Bell was highly critical of

the methods employed by the Italians generally on the Field:

There was no timber in the mine except for stages for the
windlasses by which the broken ore and mica-books were
hauled to the tunnel level. The books of mica were large and
numerous, but the method of mining was both wasteful and
expensive . . . There is also very great wastage of mica
discarded by the cuners, as the high costs of cartage and
railage allow only the very best grades of mica to be sent
away.

64

65

66

66

Report on the A dministration of the Northern Territory for the year ended
30 June 1935, Northern Territory of Australia, p.38.
Report on the A dministration of the Northern Territory for the year ended
30 June 1937, Northern Territory of Australia, p.63.
Report on the A dministration of the Northern Territory for year 193 7-1 938,
Northern Territory of Australia, p.SS.
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The 'Oolgarna' mine was idle at the time of Bell's visit '

because

the lease was not able to get tributers [probably Italian] to work it'. 67
Despite over fifty tons of mica being produced at Harts Range during
this period, Bell concluded:

Australian users of mica have become alarmed at the difficulty
of obtaining sufficient mica for trade requirements, and
representatives of several mica-using firms recently visited
Alice Springs and Harts Range to try and make contacts to
obtain supplies . . . There is at present, a unique opportunity, for
the acquiring and re-opening of some of the old mica mines,
and for very great expansion in the production of high grade
sheet mica, and also in the production of large quantities of
68
other mica in smaller size and lower grade.

During the years 1 938 to 1 940 approximately sixty tons of mica was
produced by miners who were mostly of Italian origin.

Until the Second World War the only type of mica which had been
found in the Northern Territory, and in fact in Australia, was
muscovite mica; however, during 1 941 there was ' . . . an interesting
.
.
d 1scovery of p hi ogop1te
class of mica was '

!17
!18
!19

69
.
m1ca
near t he strangways R ange .
I

This

used for many of the purposes to which

Annual Report 1 937-38, p.54.
Annual Report 1 937-38, p. 54.
Report on the A dministration of the Northern
194 0- 1 94 1 , Northern Territory of Australia, p . 5 .
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muscovite i s applied, but finds special use in electrical apparatus
which functions at sustained high temperatures'.70

In an attempt to ensure continuity of supply once the Second World
War commenced (and to prevent what was perceived by some
officials to be profiteering in this strategic mineral) the control of the
mica industry was taken over by the Commonwealth Government in
1 940.

(What became known as the Commonwealth Mica Pool is

dealt with in more detail later in this chapter.)

In the same year a

buying and selling Agent was stationed at Alice Springs. Despite this
action,
H.B.

on
Owen

11
(in

June
a

1 940 the Assistant Government Geologist,
Memorandum

to

W.G.

Woolnough,

the

Commonwealth Geological Adviser) urged the imposition of further
controls over the selling of mica. Table 4 from Owen's Memorandum
demonstrated, he believed, the gradual upward trend in mica prices at
Alice Springs; and in Owen's opinion, an 'almost wholly unjustified'
acceleration since the outbreak of the Second World War.

70

Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p. 4; This deposit was developed by
the Allied Works Council between 1 942 and 1 944, when production ceased.
It produced
3 . 5 2 tons of sheet phlogopite. The resultant product was of
good quality, but wastage was high owing to inclusions of foreign maner
and structural defects.

96

v..r ended

30 June

1 930

s

d

Price per pound

record incomplete

1 93 1

2

1 93 2

2

4

1 933

2

3

1 934

2

4

1 935

2

4

1 936

2

6

1 93

7

3

2

1 938

3

0

1 939

3

9

October

1 939

4

4

December

1 939

5

6

March

1 940

5

9

May-June

1 940

8

3

Source: Owen to Commonwealth Geological Adviser, 1 1 June 1 940, AA(ACT) CRS A43 1 , 48/2 6
7
TABLE 4

Prices obtained for mica exported from Alice Springs since 1 930

Owen's comment in this same memorandum that the Italians
controlled

mica

mining

in

the

Northern

Territory,

prompted

Woolnough to note that ' . . . the fact that the mica industry is almost
entirely in the hands of Italians introduces grave complications'.

71

Under normal circumstances most fields and many individual
mines produce mica with a range of quality, and the poorer
qualities from the bulk of production. In the past [i.e. prior to
1 94 7), the peace-time market has absorbed large quantities of

71

Woolnough to Carrodus, 21 June 1 940, AA (ACT), CRS A43 1 , 1 948/276.
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stained and sponed mica and preserved a balance between

product1on and consumption. 72
.

.

During the Second World War these requirements were, in effect,
reversed .

The electrical industry, which had prior to this time been

producing home appliances such as irons and toasters, was required
to change to producing radio and radar components, as well as spark
plugs and magnetos. Consequently, there was an increasing demand
for more clear, and less stained or spotted mica.

The consequent over-production of stained mica in most mica
producing countries did not lead to a serious problem in
Australia, where, owing to various factors, including the
comparatively small volume of mica required, it was possible to
concentrate anention on deposits known to contain mainly high
.
quaI1ty muscovite. 7 3
.

The increased demand for high quality strategic mica was met d u ring
this Second World War period by imports from India; and as
mentioned above, by increasing local production of the type of mica
in demand at the expense of the poorer types.

For this reason the

increased production of good quality strategic mica is not reflected in
the production statistics (fig. 8). In fact the statistics reveal a drop in
the total amount of mica produced after 1 942 for the remaining years
of the War.

72
73

Owen, Summary report no.4: Mica, pp. 1 8- 1 9 .
Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p . 1 9 .
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8 July he stressed that ' . . . it is doubtful whether the Italians are
holding much mica as some parties of them live more or less hand-tomouth

. . .

' 76 He further explained to the Adviser:

The two distinct operations of mining and cutting mica are
performed at each mine by the same men, so that under normal
conditions fairly large quantities of crude mica in 'book' form
accumulate at the mines before the miners temporarily suspend
underground operations and devote themselves to cutting and
packing the product for sale. I t maybe that an accumulation of
mica brought about i n this way has been mistaken for wilful
.
hoard 1ng. 77

The day before the newspapers reported the allegations regarding
Italian hoarding of mica, the Commonwealth had fixed the maximum
price of mica as the prevailing price o n 3 1 August 1 939 plus fifteen
per cent, by means of the National Security (Prices) Regulations,
Prices Regulation Order No.202. This Order was published in

the

Commonwealth Gazette No. 128 of 8 July 1 940,and guaranteed the

miners about 7/6 per pound. 7 8

This move by the Government did not stop the disquiet felt by mining
officials regarding the presence of Italians on the mica field. The
Administrator, C.L.A. Abbott, sent a coded telegram to the Secretary
of the Interior on 1 0 July 1 940:
711
77
711

Owen to Commonwealth Geological Adviser, 8 July 1 940, AA(ACT), CAS
A 4 3 1 , 1 948/276.
Owen to Commonwealth Geological Adviser, 8 July, 1 940.
Hughes to Administrator, 20 July 1 940, AA(ACT), CAS A43 1 , 1 948/276.

1 00

Regarding mica. Resident engineer informs me about twenty
(20) tons held on field. Consider Government should take this
over but difficulty may be experienced working field other than
Italians. There are naturalised Italians on field as well as others.

9

Total on field about forty (40). 7

During the weeks that followed there were difficulties in procuring
supplies of mica. Sergeant A.E. Koop of Alice Springs Police Station
reported

to

Superintendent

Stretton

in

Darwin

that

he

had

investigated complaints from two mica buyers from Sydney and
Melbourne that they were unable to buy supplies of the raw material
because miners had refused to sell stockpiled supplies. 80

It was

considered necessary by officials in view of the strategic nature of the
raw material, to take action under the National Security (Prices)
Regulations to make supplies available; and accordingly the Minister
issued an Order under Regulation 44 requestioning all supplies of mica
in the Northern Territory. 81 At the same time Owen was appointed as
Government Agent to buy mica from the miners and sell it to
merchants.

The position of the Italian miners on the field was under close
scrutiny, due to the peculiar circumstances arising from the National
78

Abbon to Secretary
A43, 1 948/276.

of

Interior,

10

July

1 940,

AA(ACT),

I

80
81

Koop to Strenon, 7 August 1 940, AA(ACT). CRS A43 1 , 1 948/276.
Commonwealth Gazette no. 180, 28 August 1 940.

CRS

1 01

Security (Land Transfer) Regulation with respect to enemy aliens.
Civilian rights no longer existed for enemy aliens and consequently
a pplications, registrations, transfers etc. on their behalf, caul � not
receive any consideration. Likewise, an enemy alien was not entitled
to be issued with a Miners' Right so that without such authority he
was deprived of the privileges accorded to the holder of such
documents and could not prospect on Crown Lands. There were at
the time approximately forty Italians residing in the Harts Range
locality who had until then been solely engaged in mica mining . The
Italians had been allowed to remain in the district, but if they could
not acquire legal rights to mine on their own account, they would be
left without the prospect of employment. Fortunately common sense
prevailed, and in May 1 94 1 the Acting Secretary, Department of
Defence Co-ordination, advised the Administrator of the Northern
Territory that:

It is considered that interference with the ordinary employment
of an enemy alien who is not interned should only be effected
for specific security reasons and therefore that any control
should not be in the form of general prohibition but applied to
the individual . . . it is not thought that it will be necessary to
prohibit many enemy aliens from engaging in mining . . . and it is
therefore not intended that action be taken under the powers of
the National Security Act to prohibit enemy aliens as a class
82
1ssue
from bemg
'
'
d w 1' th mmers n ght s . . .
'

82

I

'

Acting Secretary Department of Defence Co-ordination t o Secretary,
Department of I nterior, 26 May 1 94 1 , AA(ACT), CAS A43 1 , 1 948/276.
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In 1 942, Owen officially advocated the retention of Italian miners o n
the Field:
The Italian miners although enemy aliens, have been well
behaved in the past, and it should be pointed out that many of .
them claim to have left Italy shortly after the last war when
they found the Fascist activities distasteful.
A number of them are naturalised British subjects . . . The
Italians are rather incompetent miners but the real fault is in the
lack of direction or supervision in the past . . . I would suggest
that where possible the Italians should be retained on the field
and their force augmented with additional labour, all operating
under the control of the Director of Mines. 8 3

By the end of August 1 942 it was realised that the country's
dependence on the importation of supplies of mica from India was not
in the

best

Controller

of

interests
Mineral

of the defence industry.
Production,

stated

that

J . M . Newman,
the

main

requirements . . . are for spark plugs and condensers. Present stocks of
mica are sufficient to meet about three weeks' requirements for spark
plugs and not much more that six weeks for condensers'. 84

As a

consequence a decision was made to allow the Allied Works Council
to take control of the Harts Range Mica Field.

'This will involve

certain preparatory work, including water supplies (the fields at
present lack water), the making of roads and the provision of camps,
as well as the proper equipment of the mines. ' 8 5 In the same Minute,
83

84

85

Owen to Secretary, Department of Supply and Development, 2 April 1 942,
AA(ACTL CAS A 1 1 46, N 1 1 /1 , Part 1 .
Newman
Part 1 .

to

Minister,

21

August 1 942, AA(ACT), CAS A 1 1 46 , N 1 1 / 1 9,

Newman to Minister, 2 1 August 1 942.
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he

suggested

that between forty and fifty miners should

be

obtained from Western Australia, and that a further 1 60 men ' . . . all
of whom will be familiar with mining operations were tq be
employed' .86 It was also recognised at the time of this decision that
the twenty-two Italian miners already on the Field would be employed
as well since ' . . . their experience will be of considerable value as
operations progress' .87

Over £70 000 had been spent by the Allied Works Council on the
previously mentioned 'preparatory works' (provision of roads, water
supply, plant and equipment).

The return from this expenditure, as represented by mica
received from the project, has been very disappointing since the
whole production has amounted to 6 4 4 1 lbs all of which was
of the Phlogophite [sic) quality and was in a very rough
After
condition needing cuning and grading in Melbourne.
cuning and grading only 2 500 lbs of marketable mica was
88
produced, the value therefore being £625.

The Minister's response to this information was succinct:
I am seriously concerned regarding maner . . . It appears
that £70 000 has actually been lost, and it is amazing to me as
a layman �hat the return for this large expenditure amounted to
only £625. On this result apparently the venture was an ill
considered one as it turned out quite contrary to the expected

8e
87

88

Newman to Minister, 2 1 August 1 942.
Newman to Minister, 21 August 1 942.
Secretary
Part 2 .

to

Minister,

31

July 1 943, AA(ACT), CAS

A 1 1 46, N 1 1 / 1 9,

1 04

reports, which presumably were obtained before action was
.

tak en to oppose 1t. 89

In September 1 943 the Government decided to curtail the directlycontrolled Departmental operations in favour of independent effort by
individuals and selected parties of miners. To this end aliens ' . . . and
others previously [pre-1 943] engaged in independent Mica production
in the Northern Territory . . . ' were identified.

90

Approaches were

made to the Civil Aliens Corps and to the Commonwealth Manpower
Department for their release from their southern work commitments to
take up mining leases in Harts Range. According to official reports:
Approximately 30 fit and experienced Mica Miners are
employed or are working on their own account in South
Australia. The total pool, from which unskilled labour might be
drawn to supplement parties , is 750 under direct control of the
Manpower Department and about 200 in the Civil Aliens

Corps. 91

Both employing bodies restricted the number of men they were
prepared to release to those ' . . . not employed in occupations o f
similar, o r higher, priority' . 9 2 The Civil Aliens Corps were reported t o

. . . agree to release any experienced Mica Miners. These number
4 only. They are not willing to release unskilled men from their
projects for mica mining, as they are already under pressure

Minister to Secretary, 3 1 July 1 943.
eo

.,
92

DeCean to Clark, 2 November 1 943, AA (NT), CRS F320, 1 943/322 .
DeCean to Clark, 2 November 1 943.
DeCean to Clark, 2 November 1 943.
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from State authorities to provide additional labour for forestry,

9

rae'I way an d oth er serveces. 3
.

To further stimulate this course o f action a policy based largel_y o n
Northern Territory Mines Branch administration was promulgated. The
Government

agreed

to

hire

out

plant

equipment

such

as

air

compressors, rock drills, hoists and, in the case of itinerant parties,
prospecting and camping gear, and camels.

In addition to [this) assistance . . . a general service will be
organised to include the inspection of mica development in
respect of parties assisted by the Department, maintenance of
equipment, maintenance of roads and water supplies and where
necessary and practicable the transport of fuel, water and
.
IIaneous stores. 94
mesce

In the opinion of the Government the scheme of gradually reducing
Allied Works personnel by replacement with experienced mica miners,
mainly Italians, worked well.

By 1 944, official reports indicated that

between thirty and forty prospectors had been induced to go onto the
Field and Allied Works personnel had been reduced from 1 20 to
between fifty and sixty. 95 The Secretary of the Department of Supply
and Development wrote to the Minister remarking:

You will appreciate that mica meneng is a more or less
specialised type of mining and very few of Allied Works

DeCean to Clark, 2 November 1 943.
Hughes to Deputy Controller of Minerals Production, 30 September 1 943
AA(ACT), CAS A 1 1 46, N 1 1 /1 9, Part 3 .
96

Secretary t o Minister, 2 5 January 1 944, AA(ACT), C A S A 1 1 46, N 1 1 /1 9 ,
Part 3 .
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personnel would be accustomed to this sort of work.
It is
therefore preferable on this account . . . that private enterprise in
the form of experienced men should be encouraged to take up
the work. 9 6

Despite

these

official

pronouncements,

the

reasons

why

the

Government had decided by 1 944 to relinquish its control of the Mica
Field might be better summed up by Jensen,

who conducted a

geological survey of the mica mines and mica-bearing regions of the
Harts Range and Plenty River during 1 943 and 1 944.

Jensen's

conclusions are far less kind to the Government:
Prior to this war the industry of mica mining had been almost
wholly carried on by Italians from the north of Italy, fine, well
built, intelligent and hardworking men, who by long practice
had become experts in this class of mining . . . When the war
broke out the Government decided to enter into mica mining
itself, to increase production . . . The men appointed to run the
Government mica mines .. . were chosen from this group of
displaced mining engineers. They decided to introduce mass
production methods into mica and wolfram mining, and by
doing so only succeeded in recovering less at a much greater
cost than if this mining had been left to the miners and
. .
.
prospectors used to m1nmg for t h ese mmera Is. 97

With the cessation of the War the question arose as to whether the
Government should terminate its mica mining activity.

The existing

control was supported by both producers (miners) and consumers
alike since the arrangements suited them both: the producer had a
stable

91!1
97

market,

and

the

consumer

could

always

rely

on

the

Secretary to Minister, 25 January 1 944.
H . I . J ensen, Reminiscences of a geologist, an autobiography, typescript, AC9,
Canberra, Basser Library, Australian Academy of Science, n.d., pp.294-295.
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Commonwealth stockpile.

The Northern Territory Wolfram and Mica

Investigation Committee recommended in November 1 94 4 ' . . . that the
present Government control of the mica industry be continued fo.r the
duration of the war and until such time as the market position is
clarified following the peace structure'. 98

During 1 94 5 the Commonwealth Government considered the question
of future control of the mica industry. It recognised that the industry
was a small but important one to a nation emerging from a world war;
a point reinforced by a petition received by A.G. Cameron, MP, in
November 1 945.

It was signed by forty-six mica miners urging the

continuation of Government control, an action which they regarded as
essential to avoid the collapse of the industry. 99

Cabinet approved

the continuation of its control of the mica industry until

98

Report on the Hatches Creek wolfram field and

Harts

Range

December

mica field,

1 6 November 1 944, AA(ACTl. CAS CP36/ 1 , 3/1/81 Bundle 2, p.3.
99
100

Coppock to Cameron, 2 2 October 1 945, AAIACTl. CAS A 1 1 46 , N 1 1 /64.
Secretary of Cabinet to Johnson, 6 March 1 946, A A (ACT), CAS A 1 1 46,
N 1 1 /64.
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THE MICA POOL

The Commonwealth Mica Pool (the Pool) was formed during 1 94.2 for
the purchase and distribution of all mica produced in Australia;
primarily as a strategic measure to ensure that defence requirements
could be met during the Second World War. The Pool was continued
after 1 945 to cover the transition from war to peace, and to maintain
a nationally important industry.

From 1 942 to 1 950, Cabinet approved the continuation of the Pool
for a year at a time;

then in 1 950 decided that it should continue to

operate for three years from 1 January 1 950.
was fixed in order to give the

This extended period

industry a reasonable

period o f

stability, a nd to ensure that supplies o f this strategic mineral would
be available in the event of a further emergency.

During the 1 940s special efforts were made to expand Australian
production, which at the time was taking place in the Northern
Territory (at Harts Range), in Queensland (at Looking Glass Mounta i n ) ,
a n d in

101

Western

Australia

(at Yinnietharra).

101

Subsequently

During this time the Commonwealth Mica Pool was also responsible for the
distribution to the electrical trade of a Quantity of mica which was imported
from India.

1 09

operations were restricted to the Harts Range area where services
were provided for the miners, including:

. . . motor roads . . . constructed to all mines that had possibilities
of development; compressors, jack-hammers and other mining
eQuipment were bought and hired out on a rental basis; bores
were put down for water; weekly transpon was arranged to
convey stores and mail to the field; spare pans and other
mining essentials such as steel, tractor oil, etc., were stocked
at a depot centrally located, and wireless transmitting and
102
.
.
. .
.
rece1v1ng sets msta IIed at su1table m1nes.

The Commonwealth Government provided this assistance through the
Department of Supply and Development between 1 942 and 1 949.
The administration of operations on the Field then became the sole
responsibility of the Mines Branch, Northern Territory Administration,
functioning under the Commonwealth Department of the Interior.

However, ' . . . although assistance in securing supplies, etc., [had)
been

withdrawn,

the

Department of

Supply

and

Development

continued to purchase all mica won. This scheme [by 1 950 operated)
under the Bureau of Mineral Resources as agents for the Department
of Supply' . 1 03 This in essence, was the main avenue by which mica
production was encouraged after 1 949. The Mica Pool acted as the

102
103

Australian Mneral
i
Industry Annual
Mineral Resources, 1 949, p.86.

Review for 1948, Canberra, Bureau of

Australian Mineral Industry Annual Review for 1949, Canberra, Bureau of
Mineral Resources, 1 950, p. 1 00.

1 10

purchasing and distributing Agency for all the mica produced; with
the provision, through the Northern Territory Administration, of roads
and water bores, where warranted.

Despite this assistance, m. iners

were still required to do their own provisioning; and also to deliver the
cut and trimmed mica to Alice Springs for purchase by the Mica
Buyer.

The Pool bought all grades and qualities of mica produced by the
miners at prices fixed by the Commonwealth Prices Branch, and these
stockpiles were available to consumers at any time. The Pool assured
the miner of a guaranteed price for his output, and ensured the
consumer of a ready availability of supplies of all grades and qualities
of mica at prices reasonably related to production costs.

As mentioned previously, in 1 950 Cabinet decided that the Pool
should operate for a further three years. At the time, Department of
Supply opinion was unanimous that it was essential that mica
production in Australia should be maintained; and it was considered
that there were four possible ways by which this might be achieved:
1.

By a miners' co-operative, acting as a buying and selling agent.

2.

B y processors and/or consumers setting up a buying and
distribution pool.

3.

By a major company or group o f companies entering the
business on a sufficient scale to give the industry stability.

111

4.

By the
Commonwealth
.
104
d IStrl'b Ute.

From official

continuing

discussions held

with the

to

purchase

miners,

and

and

with a

knowledge of their methods of making and selling mica, the Bureau of
Mineral Resources advised the Commonwealth Government as early
as 1 949 that there was no likelihood of establishing a miner's cooperative.

The miners themselves say that such a co-operative could not
be established under present conditions; they live on their
mines which are distributed over a wide area and are not
prepared to trust each other enough to enable a pool to operate
successfully.

105

The possibility of setting up a processors' and/or consumers' pool had
been

discussed

in

1 949

with

the

Association

of

Electrical

Manufacturers of New South Wales by the Bureau of Mineral
Resources without response.

'They consider that there is no

possibility of arrangements being made on these lines. '

106

It was also

recognised by the Bureau of Mineral Resources that any such buying
and distribution agency would not have the confidence of the miners

1 04
1 05
106

Breen to Secretary Department of Defence, 24 October 1 949, AAIVic), CRS
MP796/5, 1 764/1 /2, Part 1 .
Cabinet Submission, R.G. Casey, 6 February 1 950, Appendix II, AA!Vicl.
M P796/5, 1 764/1/2, Part 1 .
Second Annual Report, Commonwealth Mica Pool, 3 July 1 952, AA!Vic),
MP 796/5, 1 764/1/2, Part 1 .

112

' . . . after their experience with dealers before the Commonwealth Mica
Pool was formed ' .

107

At the time of the 1 950 Cabinet decision to extend the operation of
the Pool, negotiations were underway with Mount lsa Mines Limited
to ascertain that Company's interest in entering the mica industry on
a sufficient scale to give it stability.

D . R . Fullerton (representing

Mount lsa Mines) argued to the Minister for National Development
that the Company ' . . . should be granted the exclusive export rights
pending the taking over of the Pool and development of mining
operations at a later stage'

. 1 08

The Government's reply was that

since surplus stock over local demand was so small, the question of
export was out of the question.

Further ' . . . it is quite impracticable

for this or any Government to grant to any individual or company
.
' 109
.
exc I us1ve ng h ts over exports .
beyond this point.

Negotiations never progressed

Nevertheless, in 1 95 1 Mount lsa Mines Limited

investigated the Field and reported that despite the fact that the
Company considered the mica at Harts Range to be equal in quality to
Indian mica (which provided in that year twenty-four per cent of the

107
108
109

Draft Cabinet Agendum, Commonwealth Mica Pool, AA(Vic),
1 764/1 /2, Part 1 .

MP796/5,

Fullerton to Casey, 24 March 1 950, AA(Vic), MP796/5, 1 764/1/2, Part 1 .
Casey to Fullerton, 1 4 April 1 950, AA (Vic), MP796/5, 1 764/1 /2, Part 1 .

113

world's supply), it was not interested in large-scale development of
the Field.
Operation of the deposits by a large organisation designed to
produce marketable block mica at the rate of 250 tons per year .
would meet difficulties . . . roads within Harts Range to serve
the various scattered deposits are not being maintained and
their repair and upkeep would add greatly to the cost of
operations . . . Increased production from the known deposits
and exploration for new ones cannot be expected under the
existing system of price control at levels substantially below
the value of mica in overseas markets . . . During the last war
the Commonwealth Government supplied roads, water, mining
equipment and a marketing organisation which a company
would be expected to provide . . . with the object of exploring
for, and exploiting, hitherto u nworked deposits . . . The
conditions enumerated above, plus the fact that the members
of the Italian syndicates would be reluctant . . . to relinquish
their tax-free ownership position, would render it well-nigh
impossible for a company to enter the field with any hope of
success.

1 10

The operations of the Pool were reviewed by the Government late in
1 952, and in March 1 95 3 the Commonwealth Tariff Board conducted
an inquiry to determine whether assistance should be granted in the
production and processing of mica in Australia. 1 1 1

While the

Government considered the Board's recommendations it was decided
as an interim measure to extend the life of the Pool for another twelve
months from 31 December 1 95 3 . The Minister of Supply arranged for
an independent report on the marketing of

Australian mica

by

J . Gibbons (a member of the firm Chresties & Co. of London).
110

Mount lsa Mines Ltd, Harts Range Mica Field, Northern Territory Department
of Mines and Energy, Company Report CR 5 1 /2 , 1 9 5 1 , pp. 1 -2 .

111

Australian Mineral Industry Annual Review for 1952, Canberra, Bureau of
Mineral Resources, 1 953, pp. 1 24- 1 2 5 .

114

112
Gibbons made the investigation and reported in May 1 954.

His

chief recommendation concerning the reorganisation of the Pool's
administration was acted upon by the Government.

It was decided

that while the operations of the Pool would be extended for a further
five year period commencing on 1 January 1 95 5 , it should be
d ivorced from departmental control and be placed under the control of
a Board of Management.

The Government decided that of the five

Members of this Board, three were to represent the Government
Departments (Supply, and Bureau of Mineral Resources); one to
represent mica producers; and one to represent mica consumers.

113

The last year of this extended period of operation was 1 9 58- 1 959.
The Chairman of the Pool, P.J. Scanlon, reported to the Minister:

Despite the recent volume of sales during 1 9 58/59 the
Comminee was unable to achieve the objective of "no profit no loss" trading. Costs have increased in accordance with the
general price level but it is not possible to adjust prices to
absorb the higher cost of operating. On the one hand it is
impossible to increase selling prices on account of competition
with Indian mica . . . On the other hand the buying price cannot

112

113

Gibbons to Beale, 28 May 1 954, AA(Vic), MP 796/5, 1 764/1 /1 4.
Summarised, Gibbons reported that the Fields appear extensive; that he
could not envisage a bener method of working the Fields; that the basic
quality of Australian mica was as good as the overseas product.
He
criticised the current methods of grading for size, quality and colour which
were not in accordance with overseas standards, and the method of buying
and selling at fixedprices.
Gibbons further reported that his enquiries
disclosed that the Pool had been of inestimable value to the mica industry as
a whole, and that both producers and consumers had expressed the wish
that it be continued.
Secretary to Minister, 22 September 1 954, AA(Vic), MP 796/5, 1 764/1 / 1 4 .

115

be reduced otherwise the miners . . . would be compelled by
.
114
sh eer econom1c Circumstances to Ieave the 1ndustry.
.

.

Production of mica declined steadily over the period 1 95 5 to 1. 960,
from 50 000 lb to 25 000 lb.
mica published

in June

115

1 958

The Tariff Board in its Report on
recommended

that the existing

substantial level of protection by means of customs duty (27 % per
cent on mica from India, the main supplier to Australia) be retained ,
but

opposed

the

request

by

mica

miners

for

a

subsidy

on

production. 1 1 6 The Board also observed that it was doubtful whether
continued operation of the Pool was justified.

In the two years following the Tariff Board Report further losses by
the Pool and the continued decrease in the number of miners did not
improve the situation .
decided

that

defence

The Commonwealth Government finally
considerations

no

longer

justified

the

continuation of its buying and selling mica and the Pool ceased buying
locally-produced mica in December 1 960.

114
1 1 !5
1HI

Fifth Annual Report of the Committee of Management, Commonwealth Mica
Pool, 1 July 1 958 to 30 June 1 959, Canberra, pp.3-4.
Australian Mneral
i
Industry Annual Review for 1960,
Mineral Resources, 1 961 , p. 1 44 .

Canberra, Bureau of

Commonwealth of Australia, Tariff Board, (W.A. Westerman, Chairman)
Report on Mica, Canberra, Government Printer, 1 958,p. 1 0 .
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AUSTRALIAN SOURCES

From the 1 880s until the close of the Australian mica mining indus�ry in
1 960, almost all mica produced came from the Northern · Territory,
although small quantities, generally of inferior grade, were obtained from
most of the States (map 1 1 ) . During the Second World War two
locations of mica-bearing pegmatite bodies in North Queensland were
investigated . The northernmost of the deposits, known as the ' Looking
Glass' or Morehead River mica mine, was situated on the Great Dividing
Range at the head of the Morehead River, 1 70 kilometres by road from
Laura, which was (until the line was closed) 1 1 0 kilometres by rail from
Cooktown. 1 1 7 At this mine muscovite mica occurred in association with
outcrops of white quartz and pegmatite bodies.

The deposit was

unusually rich in muscovite, but the mineral was warped and broken and
the proportion of marketable sheet mica which could be recovered was
found to be low.

Operations at the mine were carried on spasmodically from
May, 1 942, until December, 1 943, and the total production of
sheet mica during this period amounted to about 300 lb. of
sample parcels. Electrical testing of selected samples of the
mica indicated that its quality was generally satisfactory, but
the material is soft and contains air stains and is not readily
acceptable on the market.

111

111

1 18

C.W. Ball, 'Morehead mica occurrence, "Looking Glass" Lease No. 274,
Cooktown District',
Queensland Government Mining Journal,
XLIV,
504,1 943, pp.64-67; AA(ACT), CRS A 1 1 46, N 1 1 /8.
Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p . 1 3 .
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The second deposit was investigated in May 1 942 at Mount Kitchin,
nearly sixty-five kilometres west of Mungana in the Chillagoe District.

119

Although initial work appeared promising, later developmental .work
showed that the mineral bodies

I

• • • when compared with the pegmatite

dykes in the Harts Range . . . are seen to be very small and . . . the field
may be regarded as a potential producer of only very small quantities of
mica 1 • 1 20

In New South Wales muscovite was mined in the west of the State at
Broken Hill until the late 1 940s.
The muscovite (from Thackaringa and near Broken Hill] has
been of inferior quality and sold mainly as scrap mica. The total
production from 1 92 5 to 1 94 7 inclusive is somewhat in excess
of 1 45 tons . . . Mica occurs in pegmatite south-east of
121
Bombala, but there has been n o production.

In the Zeehan and Hampshire regions i n the Western District of Tasmania
phlogopite mica was reported in the 1 940s. However, • • • the plates are
I

too small for the preparation of sheet mica, and the mineral contains a
little tremdite and is not acceptable for grinding1 • 122

119
120
1 21
1 22

Several other

C.C. Morton, 'Mount Kitchin mica deposits', Queensland Government Mining
Journal, XLV, 508, 1 944, pp.36-39.
Owen to Department of Supply and Shipping [November 1 942],AA(ACT),
CAS A 1 1 46, N 1 1 19 .
Owen, Summary report no.4: Mica, p. 1 3.
Owen, Summary report no.4: Mica, p . 1 3 .
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smaller locations in Tasmania where mica deposits have been mined
include the granite regions of Valentine's Peak and Housetop Mountain
south of Burnie; on Flinders Island; and in the quartz-impregnated . mica
schists of Cardigan River, south-east of Queenstown.

However, there

was never any significant commercial production of mica in Tasmania.

In South Australia muscovite deposits occur near Warren Reservoir
approximately fifty kilometres north-east of Adelaide. The deposits were
worked spasmodically for several years prior to and during the Second
World War but were abandoned shortly after.

The mica from these

deposits was small and flawed and used for grinding purposes.

In the

Barossa Valley (within a few kilometres of the Warren Reservoir
muscovite deposits) damourite in small quantities was discovered and
worked

until the late

1 940s.

A later discovered deposit near

Williamstown at Mount Crawford provides Australia's only contemporary
mica supplies, and production in 1 987 ( 1 06 t) was valued at $ 1 0 648. 1 23

Muscovite, vermiculite and lepidolite have been mined in Western
Australia and all have been produced in commercial quantities from time

123

Australian Mineral Industry Annual Review for 1987,
Mineral Resources, Canberra, 1 9 89, p . 1 7 5 .

Canberra, Bureau of

119

to time since the 1 890s.

124

Mica deposits at Yinnietharra and Bidgemia

Stations in the north-west of the State represent the most significant
occurrences in Western Australia.

Yinnietharra Station

is on the

Gascoyne River about 260 kilometres east of Carnarvon. The associated
mica deposits occupy 1 30 square kilometres to the north-east of the
homestead.
The presence of muscovite on Yinnietharra Station in
commercial sizes and quantities has been known since 1 9 1 3,
but linle active development was carried out in the locality until
1 926, when a syndicate, formed in England, took up leases and
began operations. Activity lapsed the following year, but
desultory prospecting more recently has led to the production of
a few small cases of sponed mica, some of which was sold in
Melbourne i n the early pan of 1 942. During 1 946- 1 947 the
number of men employed in mica mining on Yinnietharra and
Bidgemia Stations ranged between 60 and 1 00 according to
1 25
.
d'ff
1 erent estimates.

Mining operations, under Commonwealth direction, were undertaken
from August 1 943 until July 1 944, at which time a decision was taken
to close the mine due to ' ... a decrease in Service requirements and also
a considerable increase in mica production from Central Australian
sources'

124

125

128

.

126

Despite brief activity in the same area during 1 949, no

In fact, small amounts of mica were being produced in Western Australia
until 1 984, where Pilbara Mica Corporation Pty. Ltd. was mining mica at
Pippingarra in the Pilbara mineral field. In that year the Company treated 3 0 t
of mica (valued at $8 0371 at its treatment plant at Pon Hedland. (Australian
Mineral Industry Annual Review for 1984, p . 1 981.
H.B. Owen, Repon on mica deposits on Yinnietharra and Bidgemia Stations,
Gascoyne River, Western Australia, 20 January 1 943, AA(ACTI, CRS
A 1 1 46, N 1 1 /42, Pan 1 .
Clark to Minister, 1 8 July 1 944, AA(ACTI, CRS A 1 1 46, N 1 1 /42, Pan 3.

1 20
.
. .
from t h'1s area
f urt h er m1ca m1n1ng

h as occurred . 1 27

0t h er

I ess

commercially important mica deposits in Western Australia which have
from time to time proved significant include the area in the vicinity of
Cape Pasley, 1 50 kilometres east of Esperance; at Mullalyup, · sixty-five
kilometres

south-east of

Sunbury; at Collie; at

Northampton,

550

kilometres north of Perth; at Ajana, an area 1 05 kilometres north of
Geraldton; and an area 1 30 kilometres north-east of Derby near the head
of the Barker River.

128 Vermiculite has been mined in three locations in

Western Australia at Young River, about 1 23 kilometres west of
Esperance (where vermiculite was discovered in 1 939); at Mount Palmer,
eleven kilometres south of Yellowdine; and at Bulong, thirty-three
kilometres east of Kalgoorlie. 1 29

I n the Northern Territory (map 1 2), deposits in Central Australia have
supplied more than 95 per cent of the total Australian production of
muscovite, and most of it was extracted from Harts Range. The Field
covers an area of over 1 000 square kilometres. The centre of the Field
lies approximately 2 1 0 kilometres north-east of Alice Springs.

In 1 945

Owen reported that there were ' . . . numerous mica-bearing pegmatites on

127

Australian Mineral Industry Annual Review for 1949, Canberra, Bureau of
Mineral Resources, 1 950, p . 1 0 1 .

1 28

Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p . 1 5.

129

Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p . 1 6.
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Mica-bearing areas in the Northern Territory

121

the field and it [was] probable that the total reserves of mica [were]
large. However, the average content of commercial mica [was] small and
its distribution [was] erratic' . 1 30

The Plenty River mica field lies about eighty kilometres north-east from
the Harts Range area. 'Several pegmatite bodies, usually dyke-like in
form, occur within an area of 1 00 square miles and are enclosed in
crystalline metamorphic rocks similar to those of Harts Range.' 1 3 1 Mining
ceased on this field in 1 935, but during the Second World War it was
re-activated and attempts were made to meet the shortage of clean and
commercial-clear types of mica. 132
The Undippa field is a recent [ 1 945] discovery . . . north from
Hart's Range. The mode of occurrence is similar to that of the
other two fields and the new area, the limits of which as yet
not known, may be regarded as an extension of them.

1 33

At Strangways Range, seventy-two kilometres north-east of Alice
Springs, phlogopite occurs ' . . . in association with a basic dyke intrusive
into limestone' . 134

This deposit was developed between March 1 942

and July 1 944 by the Allied Works Council (plate XVI). Despite being of
130
131
132

133

Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p . 1 7 .
Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p. 1 7.
Sullivan to Director, Mineral Resource Survey, 1 2 September 1 942, AA(NT).
CAS F320, 1 942/176.
Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p. 1 7 .
Owen, Summary report no. 4: Mica, p. 1 8.
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PLATE XVI

PHLOGOPITE MICA AT THE STRANGWAYS RANGE

This type had a greater resistance to heat than muscovite and was therefore used
in appliances which operated at sustained high temperatures. Phlogopite was
essential to protect the muscovite insulation on spark plugs in internal combustion
engines. The Department of the Interior's Mr Novice is holding two small books
of phlogopite mica from the Allied Works Council mine at the Strangways Range,
west of Harts Range. This mine operated for a short period during and after the
Second World War.
Source: AA(VicJ CRS 5 2 8 1 / 1 , Box. 1 4

1 22

good quality much of the trimmed phlogopite mica was wasted owing to
structural defects and inclusions of foreign matter such as biotite
(another iron-rich variety of mica) and calcite. 1 35

The mica d eposits at Harts Range were, and still are, the most
significant

in Australia.

In spite of this fact, and for a variety of

reasons (many to do with the physical environment, and the nature of
the deposits ) , the Field never fulfilled its potential. The value of the
mineral to the electrical industry and during the Second World War in
the aviation ind ustry explained the intense interest shown by the
South Australian, and later the Commonwealth,

governments.

Its

use in these industries guaranteed the viability of the Field until
alternatives were discovered after the Second World War.

135

Spence to Deschamps, 22 January 1 942, AA(NTI, CRS F320, 1 942/30.

Tra due mondi
sospeso
e tirato da forze
ostili
l'una all'altra . . .
Non piu intatto

CHAPTER

FOUR

THE ABORIGINES

Between two worlds
suepended
and pulled by forcee
inimical
to each other ...
No longer whole

1 23

Australia at the time of the first European settlement had an Aboriginal
population of somewhere between 500 000 and one million people who
spoke over two hundred distinct languages; and other than for
ceremonial purposes, lived in bands of from twenty to fifty people. 1
However, the first documented non-Aboriginal visitor to Australian land
reported an uninhabited continent:
The first uncomprehending visitors were Dutch sailors employed by
a trading company who saw people whose economy was neither
commercial nor agricultural. These Aborigines regulated their lives
without calendars, chronometers or books, yet observed formal and
complex rules of etiquette and relationship. They believed that their
ancestors originated in a timeless Dreaming. It was then, they
knew, that landforms, creatures and humankind were created, or
emerged from the landscape.

2

While evidence suggests that Europeans (such as the Dutch, French and
Portugese) first met Aboriginal Australians in northern Australia, it was
the British who established the first settlement in Australia in 1 788; and
who gradually extended their 'ownership' over the rest of the continent
and several of the nearby islands. 3

Australian Aboriginal culture, Canberra, AGPS, 1 989, pp. 1 -5 .
2

D . J . Mulvaney, Encounters in place: Outsiders and Aboriginal Australians
1 606- 1 985, St Lucia, Queensland, University of Queensland Press, 1 989,
p.xv.

3

D . J . Mulvaney, The prehistory of Australia, London, Thames and Hudson,
1 969; L. Hercus and P. Sutton �eds), This is what happened, Canberra,
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1 986.
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This statement of ownership by the British has to be seen against two
rival claims. The first is the claim made by other European powers at
the time. These powers, especially France, were also interested in
settling the continent.

The other claim belonged to the Aboriginal

inhabitants of the country, and although Britain declared Australia as
Terra Nullius

it was,

as mentioned above, already occupied. The

ensuing history of this country has been a long struggle with the original
inhabitants who were not prepared to give up their claim to ownership.
According to Reynolds more than 20 000 Aborigines were killed in the
resulting clashes over this allegedly unoccupied land; clashes, that
despite the numerical and technological superiority of the settlers, at
times threatened the future of individual settlements, and resulted in the
loss of many lives. 4

The general pattern which followed is reflected in the following comment
which is specifically true of Central Australia:

As the pastoral frontier moved deeper into the hinterland, many
Aborigines made the desperate decision to attempt to drive the
invaders away completely.
The result was a cycle of violent
conflict, massive retaliation and eventually the crushing of black
resistance. As the British invasion continued, starvation, destitution
and being driven off the land were the most important factors that
impelled Aborigines to approach white settlements from the mid1 9th century. Once Aborigines moved into the urban fringes, new
and powerful forces - in particular alcoholism and disease -

H . Reynolds, The law of the land, Ringwood, Victoria, Penguin, 1 987.
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limited their ability to leave, and they typically became semi

permanent fringe-dwellers.5

Within the Harts Range region this process of dispossession and the
failed efforts to assimilate Aboriginal people into the mainstream white
culture did not commence until the 1 8 60s and 1 870s.

However, the

occupation of Central Australia by Aboriginal groups thousands of years
before this is now well-documented (map 1 3) . While there has been no
archaeological work carried out specifically in the Harts Range to
establish the chronology of Aboriginal settlement, there is much evidence
from other sites in the centre of the continent which suggests

that

Aboriginal people were occupying the area from approximately 2 2 000
years BP. 6 Smith reports that:
The dispersal of human populations into the arid zone before 1 01 2,000 yrs BP is now well attested by pleistocene dates for
occupation in a variety of regions; including . . . areas such as the
Central Australian ranges , the Pilbara and the Flinders ranges . . .
the Strzelecki dunefield . . . the southern section of the Nullarbor
plain; and . . . the Willandra lakes. . . The earliest dates for settlement
in the arid zone . . . fall in the period 20,000-30,000 yrs BP . . . the
radiocarbon dates for occupation at Puritjarra rockshelter [in the
Cleland Hills) indicate that the central interior of the continent was
settled by 22,000 yrs BP. . .

5

7

C. Alcorso, 'Early Italian migration and the construction of European
Australia 1 788-1939', in S. Castles et al. (eds), Australia 's Italians: Culture
and community in a chanQing society, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1 992, p . 2 .
J . M . Bowler, 'Recent developments i n reconstructing late Quaternary
environments in Australia', in R . L . Kirk and A . G . Thorne (eds), The Origin of
the Australians, Canberra, Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1 976,
pp. 55-77; A. Jones, 'The fifth continent: problems concerning the human
of Australia' Annual Review of Anthropology, a, 1 97 9,
colonisation
pp.445-466.
I

7

M. Smith, The pattern and timing of prehistoric settlement in Central
Australia, PhD Thesis, University of New England, 1 988, pp. 293-294.
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The contact history of Central Australia is relatively short. In 1 870 John
Ross travelled through the western section of the Harts Range region;
however, it is feasible that the Eastern Arrernte people had contact with
'European' squatters from the Herbert (now Georgina) River area in
Queensland earlier than this date. It was Ross who while following the
course of the Waite River in 1 870 met an Aboriginal ' . . . a fine young boy
of 6 years and I only wish I could understand what he said, he
mentioned white felly [sic] distinctly and pointed to the North-East . . . ' 8 It
seems likely that news of

John McDouall Stuart's journeys through

Arrernte territory to the west in the early 1 860s, and the constant
movements of white men during construction of the Overland Telegraph
Line from 1 870 to 1 872, would have reached the Eastern Arrernte in the
Harts Range area. (Arrernte is the modern spelling of the word for this
language group of people. The name was spelt, inter alia, Aranda by
T.G.H. Strehlow, and Arunta by W.B.Spencer.)

In 1 878,

two South Australian surveyors, Henry Vere Barclay and

Charles Winnecke attempted to reach the Herbert River area to determine
the Northern Territory border with Queensland.

To do this Barclay

explored and surveyed areas on the Plenty and Marshall Rivers before
injuries and lack of provisions forced the party to turn back. Winnecke in

II

J. Ross, Diary of Overland Telegraph Survey Expedition 1 870-1 8 7 1 , State
Records (South Australia), GAG 1 54/2, entry for 25 December 1 870.
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the meantime had travelled down the Waite River and explored the
Sandover River area.

9

By

1 879 Winnecke, having assumed sole

command of the expedition, succeeded in reaching the Herbert .River
cross-country from Tennant Creek. This journey took him across the
edges of Eastern Arrernte country:
crossing the characteristic Australian succession of blue
bush flats, grass plains, desert, and rotten [sic) plains, to the
Buchanan. Thence he followed the Rankine, James, and
Herbert, south-east across the border to Rocklands Station on
Mary Lake.

10

The surveyors had originally been instructed to look for good grazing land
and to establish a series of trigonometrical stations.

These stations

provided a geopolitical reference system for the division of Aboriginal
land into pastoral and mineral leases, and other bounded areas. When
these artificial boundaries were transposed onto maps of the area
without any reference to the Aboriginal cultural landscape, the region
was given a new European identity.

Although livestock was being run on Arrernte lands (on what became
Owen Springs and Undoolya Stations 1 1 ) as early as 1 873, it was not
II

10

11

M.C. Hartwig, The progress o f white settlement i n the Alice Springs district
and its effects upon the Aboriginal inhabitants, 1 860-1 894, PhD Thesis,
University of Adelaide, 1 965, pp.297-298.
B. Threadgill, South Australian land exploration 1856 to 1880, Adelaide,
Board of Governors of the Public Library, Museum and Art Gallery of South
Australia, 1 922, p. 1 68 .
A. Giles, The first pastoral settlement in the Northern Territory, handwritten
manuscript, V 1 082, Adelaide, Mortlock Library of South Australiana, [ 1 928).
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until 1 883 that cattle were driven through the Harts Range region.

In

that year the Barrow Creek Pastoral Company had secured the services
of Oueenslander Ridley Williams to deliver 2 000 head of cattle to Annas
Reservoir. 1 2 Williams sank a well in a soakage on the Plenty River during
a scouting trip on this journey; and by March 1 883, over 600 cattle were
watering at the spot and being spelled before continuing on via the Waite
River to their final destination. 1 3

However, incursions into Aboriginal lands in Central Australia did not
always go unchallenged. In the early 1 880s the killing of stock on
Undoolya

14

and surrounding areas by Aborigines, resulted in the killing

of Aborigines at ltarlentye in the Harts Range. The place is now called
Blackfellows Bones.
Contemporary sources are silent as to the origin of this name
(Biackfellows Bones], but the name itself and tradition among
black and white in the Centre leave small doubt that sometime
in the eighties a party of police, trackers and settlers shot a
large number of Unmatjera !perhaps fifty, perhaps one hundred)
.

.

who were gathered there on a ceremon1al occas1on.

12

13
14

15

15

Giles, First pastoral settlement, p.50; K.T. Cameron, 'Ridley Williams, early
pastoralist of the Warrego District', Journal of the Royal Historical Society
of Queensland, V 1 , 2, 1 95 9-60, pp.343-350.
Hartwig, Progress of white settlement, p.334.
Port Augusta Dispatch, 29 August 1 884. The account talks about Tennant's
lease which has been taken to mean Undoolya which was owned by Tennant
and Love.
Hartwig, Progress of white settlement, p 397-398.
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After David Lindsay's discovery of 'rubies' in 1 886 in the area of Glen
Annie on the Hale River, and the subsequent goldmining activity at
Paddys Rockhole, White Range and Winnecke, the number of Euror;>eans
in the region was the largest it had been since the constructio n of the
Overland Telegraph Line. One of the unplanned effects of this influx of
white people to the area was the introduction of diseases which were to
prove fatal to the Aborigines who had no immunity.

In 1 899 reports of ill-treatment of Aborigines by Europeans in the
Territory had become so numerous - particularly in relation to the socalled 'gin-busting' (that is, co-habiting) - that a Bill was proposed in
the South Australian Parliament to control white interaction with
. .
16
Abong1nes.

The Bill was

rejected

because uppermost in the

Government Ministers' minds was the need for economic development of
the lands to the north, which overrode other considerations. To this end
Rowley commented that:

Before 1 9 1 3 there was a system of encouraging prospecting by
giving money and rations to prospectors, which they would
sometimes accept and then go 'into the bush . . . where they had
a tribe of black gins waiting on them' 1 7
.

18
17

C.D. Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society.
practice, Volume 1, Canberra, ANU Press, 1 970.
Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, p. 2 1 5.

Aboriginal policy and
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By the end of the century the effect of white Australians on both the
Arrernte

and their

depended

upon

land was

their

that Aboriginal survival

so radical

adopting

tactics

of

either

resistance

or

accommodation to the white invader.
The Aborigines feel justified in resisting the white man both by
non-cooperation and by physical means, until they learn through
punitive expeditions and police action that the intruder's power
is paramount. that clash means defeat and death. They have
nowhere else to go, for they are tied by spiritual bonds to their
tribal and horde country, now possessed by another. They
must therefore accept the changed position . . . and adapt
themselves accordingly to the circumstances . . . and according
to the personality of each white person with whom they have to
deal.

18

The severe drought of the late 1 880s and early 1 890s, coupled with a
disregard by pastoralists for the finely-balanced desert ecology, meant
that by

1 896

the land was already heavily grazed in many parts causing

Winnecke to comment that ' . . . the country round about at present looks
very dry and desolate' . 1 9

The Government encouraged the giving of rations to the aged and infirm
Aboriginal people of this area; in part, in recognition of their displacement
of these people from their traditional lands and food sources.

11
,,

In 1 906

A.P. Elkin, ' Reaction and interaction: A food gathering people and European
settlement in Australia', American Anthropologist, 52, 2, 1 95 1 , pp. 1 67-1 69.
C. Winnecke, Journal, etc., of the Horn Scientific Exploring Expedition of
Central Aus tralia 1894, SAPP 1 9, 1 896, entry for 26 June 1 894.
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the Police began rationing Aborigines at Arltunga, and by 1 908 there
were forty-nine people receiving rations.

20

Increasingly, Aborigines became the subject of specific legislation which
had the power to drastically affect their lives.

When the Northern

Territory Aboriginals Act 1910 was passed by the South Australian

Parliament in preparation for the Commonwealth Administration, it
focused on:

. . . rigid protection, with control of individuals defined in racial
categories and legislated for as passive recipients of special
treatment, much in the manner of prospective inmates of
institutions - minors, mentally-ill persons,
21
aged.

the sick, or the

The Aboriginals Ordinance 19 1 1 incorporated the spirit of the South
Australian 1 9 1 0 Act and gave the Government power to lease Crown
Land to Missions; segregate Aborigines on Reserves; and remove all
'half-caste' children from their Aboriginal families. 22 The Administrator
had the power to move Aboriginal encampments, and to make any place
prohibited to Aborigines.

A permit system was introduced requiring an

employer of Aborigines to be licensed. Until Aborigines reached the age

20
21

22

MCNT In, 574/05, 1 02107, 60/09, State Records (South Australia), GRS1 .
Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, p.230.
Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, pp. 2 1 8 and 234.
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of twenty-one, they were under the legal guardianship of the Chief
Protector. 23

Throughout the Eastern Arrernte region these inevitable changes took
place at different rates.

In some areas Aborigines lived in relative

isolation; but in others they had continuing interaction with white
Australians. In 1 91 1 , the explorer Barclay again visited Arrernte country.
After travelling south from the Rankine River through one hundred and
fifty miles of bad country the party spelled on the Sandover River for
fourteen days.

24

Relying heavily on local Aborigines as guides, the

explorers continued south through Ooratippra and the Jervois Range,
down the Plenty River and through the Eastern MacDonnells to Arltunga.
Ronald Macpherson, a co-leader of the party, reported that this area was
' . . . splendidly watered; [with] numerous fine water holes everywhere
. . . ' 25 He noted that the routes taken by local Aborigines followed the
drainage system as they travelled ' . . . to and fro between Lake Nash and
the MacDonnell Ranges' .26 At the Sandover, Aborigines numbering ' . . . a
score

all

told,

distributed

in

three

different

camps

were

encountered. 27 Macpherson observed that these were:
23

24
25
28

27

Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, p . 22 1 .
Macpherson to Hunt, 3 1 March 1 9 1 2, AA(ACT), CRS A659, 42/1/2696,
p.5 .
Macpherson to Hunt, 3 1 March 1 9 1 2, p.6.
Macpherson to Hunt, 31 March 1 9 1 2, p.4.
Macpherson to Hunt, 3 1 March 1 9 1 2, p.6.
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. . . cleanly [sic) and well-fed, their food cons1sting ma1nly of
rabbits, pigeons and parrots, iguanas, grubs and yams . The�r
country extends from the deserts to the northern footh1lls of
the Jervois Range, known as the Ooratippra country, but the
majority of them who were able to converse w1th our black
trackers had been South to Arltunga and as far East as Lake
28
Nash and Urandangie.

The expansion of the white frontier into Eastern Arrernte territory
brought with it the attendant consequences of 'civilisation' . A growing
problem was that of the children born of unions between Aboriginal
women and white men.

In 1 91 8 an Ordinance was introduced which

enabled Mission Stations to assume institutional responsibility for the
care of Aborigines and ' half-castes', with emphasis on the latter. 29 As
early as 1 9 1 4 a school and home for half-caste children called The
Bungalow had been

established in Alice Springs. In 1 928 (with the

coming of the railway and the influx of large numbers of white men) The
Bungalow was moved to Jay Creek. It remained there until its relocation
to the Telegraph Station site in 1 933, when the Post Office moved to
town (plate XVTI). By this time there were over one hundred half-caste
children at The Bungalow. 30

By the 1 920s, the better-watered areas east and west of the Overland
Telegraph Line had been taken up by pastoralists leaving only the

28

Macpherson to Hunt, 3 1 March 1 9 1 2, p.[7).

29

Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, p.236.

30

T. Austin, 1 can picture the old home so clearly: The Commonwealth and
'half-caste' youth in the Northern Territory 1 9 1 1 - 1 939, Canberra, Aboriginal
Studies Press, 1 993, pp.1 56-1 58.

PLATE XVII

BUNGALOW SCHOOL CHILDREN

Children followed a fairly strict routine. School was Monday to Friday from
1 0 a . m . to 1 2 noon and 2 to 4 . 1 5 p.m. The boys had technical training two days
a week after school and girls learned dressmaking and sewing.
Saturday
mornings were spent tidying up. Saturday afternoons were devoted to games,
sports, cubs, outings and horse riding.
Sunday School was conducted for
Catholics and Protestants by priests and ministers from town Churches.
Source: Chettle·Robb Collection, Conservatron Commrssion of the Northern Terrrtory
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marginal or unknown areas. The changing shapes of the properties on
pastoral maps over the years reflected an increasing European familiarity
with the country, and boundaries were shifted to encompass newlyfound sources of water and well-vegetated areas - regardless of their
importance to the Aborigines.

Substantial pastoral development had by now
Arrernte country.

taken place in Eastern

In 1 929, the heavy use of Aboriginal labour in the

canle industry caused J.W. Bleakley to report to the Government that
the pastoral industry was ' . . . absolutely dependent on the blacks for the
labour . . . If they were removed, most of the holdings . . . would have to
be abandoned

3
' 1

Indeed, the Administration played an active role in

this process :
The long tradition of employers making their own rules, actively
assisted by an Administration which placed the pastoral
industry above all else, and which considered it the foundation
for northern 'development' .. . formed the background of a
partnership which has proved durable indeed. 32

Aboriginal labour was supplied to pastoralists in the Harts Range and
eastern MacDonnell Ranges region by the local policeman, Mounted
Constable C.H. Noblet who was then stationed at Arltunga.
31
32

33

33

J. W. Bleakley, The Aboriginals and half-castes of Central Australia and North
Australia, CPP 2 1 , 1 929, p. 7.
Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, p . 2 1 6.
M. Ford, Beyond the furthest fences, London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1 966,
p.54.
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In 1 943 about one hundred Aborigines were employed on Mt Riddock,
Mt Swan, Macdonald Downs and Huckitta Stations.
wages varied greatly from Station to Station.

Conditions and

It was the job of the

Government Patrol Officer34 to check that all employers of Aborigines
were abiding by Regulation 28, of the Aboriginals Ordinance 1 9 1 8- 1953.
Pastoralists were furnished with coupon books by the Government, and
expected to send in regular Employment Returns. Aborigines were paid
for their work with rations, clothing, and sometimes a little money. The
general opinion of the Patrol Officer was that the lot of Aborigines on the
cattle stations to the east of Alice Springs was relatively satisfactory.
Although decent

facilities for Aboriginal employees had been long

required by the Regulations, in 1 943 Aboriginal stockman and their
families were still not properly housed by their employers; nor were
ablution blocks or proper latrines made available to them. 35

With the outbreak of the Second World War, Harts Range became the
largest active mica field in the world.

Mica from the mines was

purchased by the Commonwealth Government for war machinery
(principally in spark plugs for aircraft); and as a insulation material for

Patrol Officers were employed as Protectors of Aborigines by the
Commonwealth Government; advising inter alia on the establishment of
Reserves, inspection of employment conditions and supervising the general
welfare of Aboriginal people and the operation of ration depots.
3!1

Sweeney to Director of Native Affairs, 2 March 1 943, AA(NT). CAS F 1 ,
43/65.
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condensers and valves in radio equipment.

Approximately twenty

separate areas were worked, extending along the Harts Range to the
Plenty River; with Italian miners, Aborigines, and others travelling . back
and forth across the region.

The Italian miners employed Aborigines for a variety of jobs around the
mines. Willie Williams was one such worker employed by the miners.
Williams had grown up on Lewis Bloomfield's Loves Creek Station to the
south of Harts Range, and had worked for several years as a stockman
at Mt Riddock Station. Later as a young man during the late 1 940s and
1 950s, he worked at several mines in the area including the Disputed,
Billy Hughes and Spotted Tiger. He recalled that many Aboriginal people

worked at the mines ' . . . yeah, everywhere, Dick [Jenkin] and all; and
lot of them pass away; we was all working there'. 36

Dick Jenkin also

grew up and worked in the same area as Williams and now resides in
Alice Springs. He told the writer that many Aboriginal people worked in
the area, and moved from mine to mine seeking work. 37

In the late 1 940s and early 1 950s Walter Smith, an Aboriginal man from
Arltunga, worked in the area with Frank Sprigg at the Spotted Tiger and

311

w.

Williams,

draft transcript of

Service.
37

D. Jenkin, pers. comm., 1 995.

interview,

Northern Territory Archives

1 37
38
Lindsay mines.

Smith's recollection of the process of preparing mica

for sale indicates a direct involvement:
That mica is in crystal 'books', and they split into sheets,
sometimes big and sometimes small. But it's got to be nice and
clear; it mustn't have a flaw in it. . . Got to be cleaned, and rolled up
in paper, and put it in a box, and the box had to be very good. All
of the different sizes had to be nicely fixed up. One box belonged

9
to the s1xes . . . or wh atever the s1ze. 3
0

0

Other Aboriginal recollections were less detailed.

Willie Williams was

asked what work he was involved in around the mines:
Oh, I just picking up mica, and that, you know. You know the
dump, they chuck it out. Cut clear one out, look big, put them in
the bag, and give it back - sell him back to what was my boss. I
was always working with him. But I never sell them, they always
give me tucker and all that.

And

40

Dick Jenkin remembered other Aboriginal people being used by

the miners

to pick over the mica dump areas of the mines and to

retrieve any mica of a marketable size.

41

Williams however, said they

were not involved in work underground in the mine, since it was against
the law.

31

31

40

D. Kimber, Man from Arltun(Ja: Walter Smith, Australian bushman, Carlisle,
Western Australia, Hesperian Press, 1 986, p . 1 25.
Kimber, Man from Arltun(Ja, p . 1 25.
Williams, draft transcript, n.p.
D. Jenkin, draft transcript of interview, Northern Territory Archives Service.
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During the gathering of evidence in 1 99 1 for the Harts Range land claim,
one of the traditional claimants, Allan Webb, told of his involvement at
the Spo tted Tiger in the late 1 940s:

. . . used to work there. We had a camp down there (pointing to the
valley below the ridge where we stood]. Afghans used to come 
there was no car tracks, nothing. Afghans used to bring all the
rations on camels. The Italians was there, last. . . I worked here
getting mica out of there. Getting mica. You see that red column
there? That's where they used to go up. Road there, right to the
top. Well like that, it used to be (at] first, and they made 'em road
42
with a bulldozer.

In addition to working in the cutting, splitting and sorting of mica, and in
the prospecting for new outcrops, Aboriginal men were also employed in
other tasks at the mines and camps which were of equal importance.
Doug Boerner remembered that the miners ' . . used to use them to look
after the goats, shepherds, and look after the camels, of which most of
them had a couple or three camels, because that was the only way they
could get around'. 43 Goats at the camps often numbered in the several
hundreds. They were penned up at night for protection from predators
such as dingoes and foxes; milked in the morning; and then released to
browse over the surrounding hills in the care of shepherds.

Aboriginal

men, but more often women, were responsible for the general well-being
of the herds (plate XVlli ) . Willie Williams recalled a division of labour of

42
43

Webb to Morel 23 February 1 99 1 , quoted in Harts Range Land Claim Book,
May 1 99 1 , unpublished, p.22.
D . Boerner, transcript of interview,
tape 1 , p. 1 4.
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MARY WORKED AT THE BIL L Y HUGHES I N THE
LATE 1 940s

Aboriginal women were employed by the Italian miners to perform a variety of
tasks around the camps. Mary was employed to care for the large goat herd at
the camp. The bush timber fence behind is part of the penned area used to
protect the herd at night from predators such as dingoes and foxes.
Source: Douglas Boerner
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sorts at the Disputed camp in the early 1 950s. When asked if Aboriginal
women were employed at the mine camp he replied that they had been
used:
... looking after the goats. And the Italians milked the goat by
themself . . . And all the Aborigine women [would work) ... you
know them linle one - they always give them milk everytime.
Knock them down and give them milk . . . linle goat . . . linle kids.
That's what the old woman been doing all the time. Five old
women
there . . .

young girls too.

Interviewer:

Dick Jenkin

Three young girls been

working

And they looked after the goats [yeah); and you
44
looked after the camels [yeah).

also recalled that at the Spotted Tiger there were many

goats, and that women were used to looked after the herd, while the
men had responsibility for the water supply.

Davide Fantus was born in Bassiano de Pordenone in Italy in 1 932. His
father had emigrated to Australia in 1 949 and Davide joined him in Alice
Springs in 1 9 5 1 . Fantus recalled that while he was at the Dinkum from
1 95 1 until 1 95 7 no Aboriginal people were involved in actual mica
mining, however, ' . . . when we going down for the market they used to
look after the camp, and wet [that is, water] - if we had a few
tomatoes around, you know. Look after the camp, nobody's going
around, and all this sort of thing'. 45

Williams, draft transcript.
45

D. Fantus, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; Item TS9209, p. 1 2 .
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Sam Weller was a non-Italian miner who worked for three years at Harts
Range from 1 927 as an apprentice to a mining engineer. Weller moved
to mines on the Plenty River Field with a company called Federal
Insulated Products, but returned to the Central Harts Range Field in
1 93 5 . When asked about Aboriginal workers he remembered:
The first contact with them there would be on the Plenty. We had
them there as camel boys. I don't think we had any goats, I'm not
sure whether we - no, we didn't have any goats over at the
Plenty - but it was mostly there with the camel boys. Mostly we
used to take a truck down to the Plenty River and get our water
6
from the soak down there. . . 4

Later, responding to questions about the numbers of Aboriginal people
working at the Oolgarinna, he said:
. . . we had about a half a dozen; we had about four or five boys and
all their families and everything down there. Actually we only
needed one billy shepherd for the goats and one camel boy, but we
more or less fed the family and everything else like that, and kept
them there because they were fine bodies the Aboriginals. . 47
.

One of the most valuable tasks which Aboriginal men performed for the
miners was carting water (plate XIX).

At the mine site,

water was

needed for the operation of the compressor, the jackhammers and the
drills.

At the camp site water was essential for all domestic purposes.

Very few miners were near to a permanent water supply.

At the

Oolgarinna a small spring close to the camp supplied most of the water

s. Weller, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; TS9203, p . 1 3 .
Weller, TS9203, p . 1 4.
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PLATE XIX

JOURNEY TO THE CA RUSO I N 1 940

Aboriginal men played a valuable role in both the camps and mmes. One of the1r
main tasks was caring for the camels used for transportmg goods and water to
and from the camps. Here an Abongine leads the camel tra1n over the h1lls from
the Billy Hughes, followed by the miner and h1s family .
Source: Serafina De Pien
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for its needs. However, water for the mine operations had to be hauled
ten kilometres to the camp from the Spotted Tiger bore:

They had one good well at the Spotted Tiger, which was about two
miles from the Spotted Tiger mine itself. Its still there. It had a
windmill on it. And the rest of them were soaks, and that was the
main trouble; they had to carry their water. They'd have a lot of
forty-four gallon drums, and they'd go out once a week to get
48
wood and water, usually on a Sunday.

At other camps such as the Disputed and the Caruso, there were springs
supplying fresh water for limited domestic needs, however, most natural
water supplies were dependent on good seasonal rain, which was
unreliable. 49

Carting water from local bores was therefore an essential and important
task usually performed by Aboriginal men using camels. Willie Williams
was asked to recall what work he performed using camels; he
remembered that it involved:
Williams: Carting water; taking them up the mine (on] top of the
hill. Disputed mine.
Interviewer: Where did you get the water from?
Williams: From Rex Mine bore. . . there's bore there . . . But I never
got water from Rex Mine, they had a truck, get water
from Benstead . . . bore. They always cart water from
there; take him back to Billy Hughes. Yeah, Billy Hughes
too . . . to Disputed mine with the truck. But they got to
fill this drum, I got to put them on the camel,

48
48

Boerner, TS9201 , tape 1 , p.6.
G. Antonelli, pers. comm., 1 992.
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take them up walking, leading the
hill. 5°

camel

up �t btg

Water was carted to the mine camp from the Spotted Tiger bore (a
distance of approximately three

kilometres) in drums on the backs of

camels and this was Dick Jenkin's job during the late 1 940s and early
1 950s. 5 1 Walter Smith recalled an even longer and harder trip to supply
water to the mines:

The water supply wasn't good at
mine shows was working, we had
[37km] from the Plenty River.
someone might have eight camels

Harts Range. When all them
to cart water twenty-five mile
Different people did the job;
in his team, another one ten

camels. It was too sandy for trucks, always used the camels.

52

Other more general tasks such as collecting firewood (using the camels),
helping with meal preparation, and caring for the Italian children were
also carried out by both Aboriginal men and women. 53 When asked if
Aboriginal people were paid wages for their work at the mines, Willie
Williams replied ' . . . No, nothing' 54 He explained that they were supplied
.

with:
Tucker, and all that . . . plenty . . . Meat, and that, goats meat.
Sometime they get bullock from Mt Riddock . They give us plenty
meat. We was working just for rations - bag of flour, tea, sugar,
and that . . . No money . . . Italians didn't have money [laughs) . . .
Poor bugger, they come down long way from Italy . . . That's their
50

Williams, draft transcript.

51

Jenkin, draft transcript.

52
53
54

Kimber, Man from Arltunga, p. 1 2 6.

D. Jenkin, pers. comm., 1 995.
Williams, draft transcript.
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country. They come from there to make money, they didn't make
money. They been working all over the place, but they did work
it. They didn't work like me. Aboriginal people not allowed to go
down the mine, because policeman stopped them. 55

This recollection was reinforced by Dick Jenkin who also remembered
that they were not paid wages ' . . .just the ration . . . flour, tea and sugar
and Golden Syrup . . . a bit of

meat . . . goat meat'. 56

All the Italians

interviewed agreed with these statements, though their rationalisation for
substituting rations and clothing for wages, was based on their
paternalistic attitudes, rather than on lack of money. Giuseppe Antonelli
worked with Aboriginal men and women from 1 952 until 1 959. (He had
been born in Metallica in Italy in 1 932 and had arrived in Australia in
1 95 2 . )

H e was convinced that there was n o need to pay wages to

Aboriginal workers because they:

. . . didn't need any money, because there they don't know how to
spend the money; they can't buy anything - they couldn't buy
anything, so we give them food, clothes, shoes, flour, and sugar,
tea - all these things, blankets

...

57

Willie Williams clearly saw the issue of wages as an important one. When
asked if he preferred working on cattle stations to working at the mica
mines, he replied

55
5e
57

'I

reckon the stations were more better . . . they always

Williams, draft transcript.
Jenkin, draft transcript.
G. Antonelli, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; Item TS9205, p. 1 1 .
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pay us . . . We used to work for wages on the station,

in the mine we

always worked just for rations and all that'. 58

Despite this concern,
amounted to

and his

fifteen years on

preference for stock

work (which

Mt Riddock and Loves Creek Stations)

Williams believed that the Italians had been fair employers. This point is
reinforced by numerous Patrol Officer reports which related generally
good living conditions for Aboriginal workers at the mica mines; basing
their opinions on

regular visits and conversations with

all the people

.1nvo I ved . 59

Employment of Aborigines on the mines was routinely supervised by
both the Patrol Officers and the police. Sam Weller remembered:
. . .the police was the Protector of Aboriginals, they used to come
out there every time to see that we were feeding and clothing them
properly; whether the Aboriginals had any complaints to make or
anything else like that. The police did a very good job in monitoring
them . . . from Arltunga . . . (they) used to come round. Noblett was
the first one there, he used to come round by horse. Every three
months he'd visit everybody on the beat around there, which was
quite a fair big beat, you know, all the stations, our mines, anybody that employed an Aboriginal.

58
59

eo

60

Williams, draft transcript.
For example, Evans to Director of Native Affairs IDarwinl. 1 2 July 1 94 9 ,
(Hartz Range area - mica) A A (NT). CRS F 3 1 5 . 49/393A, Part I I .
Weller, TS9203, p . 1 4.
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It was of some concern to these officials that Aboriginal employment in
the mines would deprive the surrounding cattle

stations

of

much

needed labour. Gordon Sweeney, a Patrol Officer, commented that '

.

..

among the stations to the east and north-east of Alice Springs native
labour is becoming scarce, and Station owners must treat their native
employees well to hold them

Later, during the 1 950s,

. ..

'

61

police visits became routine, almost social in

nature, as remembered by Giuseppe Antonelli:

Oh yeah, police come and visit us. Really, you know, not every
week, but the Harts Range police, he go around; say one week he
come and see us !at the Disputed], and another week, then see the
Spotted Tiger people, another week the Plenty River. You know,
go around and see the miners.

62

Another concern of the Patrol Officers regarding the employment of
Aborigines in the Harts Range area was that allowing the establishment
of 'native camps' at the mines would present difficulties in surveillance of
native and non-native relationships:

I discussed . . . the employment of the 4 native youths at the
A.W.C. camp in the Hartz [sic) ranges and strongly
recommended that no further natives be employed by the Allied
Works Council as it would mean drawing natives from essential
work on the surrounding stations and the control of a native
camp with dependents in such a mining area would raise

.

senous pro blems.
111

63

Sweeney to Director, Native Affairs, 2 March 1 943.

112

Antonelli, TS9205, p . 5 .

113

Sweeney t o Director Native Affairs, 2 March 1 943.
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This problem of controlling relationships between Aboriginal and nonAboriginal couples had long been a matter of concern for Government
Administration.

The 1 9 1 8 Ordinance, for example, had made .it an

offence ' . . . to ' habitually consort', keep an Aboriginal or half-caste
mistress, or 'unlawfully' have carnal knowledge of an Aboriginal or halfcaste woman (which was probably nothing more than a way of lessening
the penalty for rape by providing an alternative charge) . ' 64 As Rowley
pointed out, the unwitting effect of this law was to sanction temporary
and exploitative relationships.

65

An indication of the official attitude of Patrol Officers in the late 1 940s
regarding the presence of Aboriginal women at mining camps is
contained in the following account of Ted Evans' visit to the Disputed in
July 1 949:
Spurio's licence is endorsed 'No females'. On approaching Spurio's
mine we came across a native camp comprising:1
2
1
2
Total -

male (aged)
females (aged)
female (middle-aged)
female children

6

In view of the endorsement on his licence Spurio was asked to
explain the presence of the women. In reply he stated that only the
old man was employed by him, the women being:-

Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, p.236.
Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, p.236.
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1 - the wife of the old man
1 - the wife of a native called Jimmy; and
1 - the mother-in-law of Jimmy.
The children were the offspring of Jimmy and his wife . . . Jimmy
was temporarily employed . . . to build a goat yard. This work was
completed . . . and Jimmy was waiting for the weather to
clear. . . Spurio was instructed to make sure Jimmy moves on and .
I could see no objection to leaving the aged
takes his family.
couple with Spurio.
Constable Darken was advised of the
. .
ee
pos1t1on . . .

In November 1 944, the Police Station was moved from Arltunga to Harts
Range.

67 As a result many Aborigines moved from the mica mines and

surrounding pastoral stations to the Harts Range Police Station, because
rations were now distributed by Police.

The wide range of Police

Officers' duties, as recorded in the official Harts Range Journal, provides
a sense of the social dynamics among the Italian miners, the Aborigines,
and the pastoralists in the area during the late 1 940s and early 1 950s.
Their tasks included taking sick patients to hospital; issuing travel permits
and naturalisation papers; filling out mining returns and Alien papers for
the Italian miners; checking out reports of 'prowling Abos'; investigating
deaths and injuries in mines; building the police quarters; handling 'Abo
licences' (employment of); distributing mail; renewing drivers' licences
and dog registrations; investigating criminal allegations (there were many
reports of theft on the mine fields, of cattle duffing by pastoralists, and

ee

Evans to Director of Native Affairs, 1 2 July 1 949,(Hartz Range area - mica),
p.1.

87

Harts Range Police Journal, 1 940- 1 95 1 , NTAS F260, entry for 2 1 November
1 944.
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of Italians illegally supplying Aborigines with alcohol); shooting 'Abos
dogs' (over forty-four were killed in one month alone); and other
administrative form-filling such as censuses. These policemen · also
carried out very lengthy patrols throughout their area as far north as
Barrow Creek; and regularly checked all aspects of the mining camps and
canle stations in the Harts Range and Arltunga region.

68

Unsubstantiated reports by Anglo-Australians of trouble between miners
and Aborigines, and amongst the Italian miners, suggest a certain
amount of anti-Italian feeling.

In 1 949, Patrol Officer Evans visited the

mines in the area to investigate complaints by some local station
managers that ' . . .

miners hold their native employees with the

.
ent1cement of I'1quor . . . ,69

In response t o this complaint Evans visited the five mines in operation
near the

Police Station,

and to

the west

of Harts

Range: the

Disputed, Rex, Spotted Tiger, Billy Hughes, and the Ulgarna [Oolgarinna].

Italians held the licences for the first four of these mines.
concluded that while there were breaches of the

legislation

Evans
at

the

Disputed (where an employed Aboriginal man lived with his wife and

68
69

Harts Range Police Journal, throughout.
Evans to Director Native Affairs, 1 2 July 1 949, (Hartz Range area - mica),
p.7.
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mother-in-law) overall conditions of employment were satisfactory, and
that Harts Range was:
. . . not the scene of riotous living that some station owners
would have you believe. The Italians buy wine by the keg and .
drink it as a beverage with their meals. In the minds of tea
drinking Australians this may be exaggerated into drunken
orgies in which natives are involved. However, I am satisfied
. .
th at thIS IS not th e case. 70

Given that pioneer Territorians were not well known for their sobriety, it
seems that this type of reaction against the Italians by the local station
managers expressed thinly-veiled racism in the outback during the first
half of the twentieth century.

Doubtless, the antagonism between the

two groups during the ealy 1 940s was fuelled not only by the fact that
Italy was at war with the Allies in Europe, but also by the competition
between

the

Italian-Australian

miners

and

pastoralists over the employment of Aborigines.

the

Anglo-Australian

The Webb brothers,

owners of Mt Riddock Station from 1 943, complained that competition
for Aboriginal labour from the mica miners and from the Army in Alice
Springs, made it hard to obtain workers. 7 1 On a visit to the area Patrol
Officer Evans observed that the diminished supply of native labour was
due not only to the availability of higher wages elsewhere, but also to a
declining birthrate.

He also observed that when the Mt Riddock

homestead was relocated from north of Harts Range to the south
70
71

Evans to Director Native AHairs, 1 2 July 1 949, (Hartz Range area-mica)
pp. 7-8.
Evans to Director of Native AHairs, 1 2 July 1 949, (Mt Riddock Station).
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(following the death of Ben Webb) the Aborigines did not move with the
owners. 72

In 1 949 a total of 271 Aboriginal adults and seventy-seven children was
reported as residing on the pastoral stations and in mining camps in the
' . . . Hartz [sic] Range and Hatches Creek Police areas' . 73

Kilmot and

Quinton Webb employed three male and two female Aborigines on Mt
Riddock Station for six pounds per month.

74

Their wages were paid in

Alice Springs. By far the largest group of Aborigines in the region was
on the Macdonald Downs lease: five stock boys, two daggers, and two
general hands were employed on the Station. They lived some distance
from the homestead with their families, and numbered about fifty-one
people. Full rations were supplied to the workers and to their immediate
dependants; and wages of

1 5/-

per week were paid in a lump sum on

their twice-yearly visits to Alice Springs. Twenty-seven Aborigines were
resident on Mt Swan, of whom seven were employed. 75

Government policy affecting Central Australia continued to be one of
resettlement and segregation, culminating in 1 953 when the Welfare

72
73

75

Evans to Director of Native Affairs, 1 2 July 1 949, (Mt Riddock Station).
Evans to Director of Native Affairs, 1 2 July 1 949, Hartz Range and Hatches
Creek police areas), p.3.
Evans to Director of Native Affairs, 1 2 July 1 949, (Mt Riddock Station).
Evans to Director of Native Affairs, 1 2 July 1 949, (Mt Swan Station).
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Ordinance and the Wards ' Employment Ordinance were enacted by the

Commonwealth. Under these Ordinances, Aborigines were 'managed' as
before; but one of the major differences was that an Aborigine was. now
referred to as a 'Ward' . 76 The Welfare Ordinance required pastoralists to
abide by certain conditions when employing Wards, which included the
provision of accommodation, food, and payment for set hours of work.
There was considerable disparity between the wages paid to white
stockmen and to Aborigines, and it was not until 1 965 that they were
awarded equal pay for equal work. 77

It can be seen from the above account that the early pastoral occupation,
the growth of missions and towns, government policies, and the
development of the mining industry, all contributed to changing the
traditional way of life of the Arrernte people.

Many Aborigines now

resident at Harts Range have lived for varying periods of their lives either
at one or more of the cattle stations in the Eastern Arrernte-speaking
area, or at one or more of the 'Government' settlements such as The
Bungalow, Arltunga, Amoonguna, Santa Teresa, or the old Police Station
camp on Mt Riddock Station (the ration stations). They had a range of
different experiences at these places. And certainly the policy of forcibly
removing 'half-caste' children to places such as The Bungalow (with
78
77

Rowley, The destruction of Aboriginal society, pp.238-239.
F. Stevens, Aborigines in the Northern Territory cattle industry, Canberra,
ANU Press, 1 974, pp.1 89-205.
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possibly the best of motives) produced traumatised adults who only now
are to receive reparation (plate XX).

The Arrernte were not entirely

passive victims, however. Resilient and adaptable, they have attempted
to incorporate change while maintaining cultural integrity.

This is an

ongoing process and one which includes the struggle for return to their
own land.

In 1 984 an agreement was reached between the Department of
Aboriginal Affairs and the Lessees of Mt Riddock Station to excise a
living area for local Aboriginal people from the Station lease. Since then
many Eastern Arrernte people have moved from the Police Station, from
Alice Springs, and from the Sandover area, to establish the Atitjere
Community.

I n November 1 984 an application was received by the

Office of the Aboriginal Land Commission in which the Central Land
Council, on behalf of the traditional owners, submitted a traditional Land
Claim to two parcels of land each of approximately 258 hectares. These
areas were centred on the Spotted Tiger Bore (north of Spotted Tiger
mine), and on Foxalls Well (south of, and including Stones mine). Title to
this area o f land, under the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory)
Act 1976-79, was handed to the Akekarrwenteme Ureyenge Aboriginal

Land Trust on 6 July 1 993 by the Federal Minister for Aboriginal Affairs.

.·

PLATE XX

._ ./_....
.

,

VIEW OF THE BUNGALOW AT ALICE SPRINGS
TELEGRAPH STATION

Legislation in the early twentieth century created the racial category o f 'half
caste'. The Bungalow was established for children forcibly removed from their
mothers' care. Children were to be given the opportumty to be accepted and to
prosper in White Australia. Despite the attempts of some officials to improve the
lives of inmates, the squalor, emotional deprivation and general mistreatment of
the children has been well-documented.
Source: Australian News and Information Serv1ce, no. L 13739

1 53
The racial stereotype of Aboriginal people as lazy, unwilling and
unproductive workers is not one which is revealed in this thesis, nor
in the literature of historical research into the subject of Aboriginal
labour.

78

Not only were they productive workers within their own

traditional economy, but they were, from the time of first contact
onwards, resourceful workers in the pastoral ind ustry of the whole
country. Brock demonstrated that Aboriginal labourers on pastoral
stations and reserves in Central and South Australia were not only
highly regulated, but also poorly renumerated and heavily exploited by
pastoralists and government. 79

They did however, throughout this

period, consciously reposition themselves so as to maximise their
employment prospects.

The general historical perception of Aboriginal people as
reluctant and unreliable participants in the Australian economy
can be challenged by the record of Aboriginal employment.
Aboriginal labour was marginalised in nineteenth and twentieth
century South and Central Australia, but this marginalisation
80
was imposed on Aboriginal people, not sought out by them.

Within the mica mining industry at Harts Range, Aboriginal men were
employed by Italian miners at several mines.

78

79

80

Aboriginal women,

See for example the collection of essays Aboriginal workers, edited by
A. McGrath and K. Saunders.
P. Brock, 'Pastoral stations and reserves in South and Central Australia,
1 850s-1 950s', in A. McGrath and K. Saunders, Aboriginal workers, Sydney,
University of Sydney, Australian Society for the Study of Labour History,
1 995, pp. 1 02-1 1 4 .
Brock, Pastoral stations and reserves, p . 1 1 2.
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despite being legally denied permission to live on mine sites with their
families, were nevertheless employed by Italians in and around camps
assisting in many of the tasks carried out by the Italian women.

Writers in the field of Aboriginal history detail the existence of
Aboriginal labour, often working under inhuman and brutal conditions,
in the wider Central Australian society. The fact that the Aboriginal
men I i nterviewed spoke of choosing to work for Italian miners, rather
than the non-Italian pastoralists, reinforces the notion that these
Italian miners were not brutal exploitative employers. At least part of
the explanation for this reality was the communal nature of the mica
mining settlements, where whole families including children lived,
worked and played.

Aboriginal relations with Italian miners were on the whole amicable.
This pattern was not usual in the history of
Carment

Central Australia.

has detailed, for example, the successful attempts of the

gold miners at Tennant Creek in the
Commonwealth Government

1 930s, to pressure the

into removing

community of Warramungu from the goldfield.

the local Aboriginal
81

No such action was

ever contemplated by the mica miners at Harts Range. Instead they

81

D. Carment, ' Mining, race and politics on the north Australian frontier: The
Tennant Creek gold rush', in K. Tenfelde (ed.), Towards a social history of
mining in the 19th and 20th centuries, Munich, Beck, 1 992, pp. 242-53.
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successfully integrated Aboriginal men

and

women

into

their

workforce at most mines. The Italians spoke of trust, friendship and
reliability when discussing their relationships with Aborigines . . The
Aborigines in turn,
Italians.

spoke of fairness in their dealings ·with the

Cuore d' Australia
ti offri nudo
a me che spoglio
di affetti
di averi e di speranze
cerco nel tuo
infinito
una pace sempre piu
lontana

CHAPTER FIVE
THE ITALIANS

Heart of Auetrelie
you eterkly offer youreelf
to me who deprived
of affection•
of poesenione end hopes
eeek in your infinity
•

peace forever

more dietent
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The Italians who came to Harts Range in the period beginning in the
1 9 30s were in search of work.
better

life

for themselves.

They were also looking to make a
Like

many of their contemporary

Australians, and indeed many Australians today, their priorities were
driven by the values of consumerism.

This was despite the fact that

their daily lives were taken up by the grinding toil of mining at Harts
Range.

They were not collectively aware of the importance of this

aspect of their lives. In fact only quite recently have labour and social
historians begun to research the historical experience of work in this
country.

The literature abounds with accounts of the institutional

history of work in Australia; of union and employer conflict; of the
workings of tribunals and awards. What is only now beginning to be
added to this body of work is the history of Australian workers. As
Shields comments :

. . . the life experiences of the great majority of the Australian
people have been, and continue to be determined by the
imperative of work; by the need to sell human labour power in
order to meet the physical and socially determined necessities of
life. The workplace has also been, and remains, an important
site for the formation of social identity. As such, the history of
work reaches well beyond the workplace itself. We are only
just beginning to understand the complex historical links
between workplace experience and broader social and cultural
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factors - from family structure and

gender

identity to

consciousness of class, community and nation. 1

The identification and description of the type of work undertaken by
the Italians miners at Harts Range, along with a description of their
'workplace' is the central theme of this chapter.

The methodology

used is an examination of both oral evidence and conventional written
documentary record.

The interviews display an interesting and varied response from each
individual, while having a common theme imposed by the writer
through a set of defined questions. At first reading they may appear
more fragmented, and perhaps less articulate, than the interviews in
the published works of writers such as Loh 2 and Pettini 3 , or in the
Brunswick Oral History

Project of 1 98 5 . 4

spontaneous and 'from the heart'.

They are however,

They also present, in a highly

personal but matter-of-fact manner, much information of great social
and historical value to Central Australia. The treatment of the Italians

2

3

J . Shields, 'Working life and the voice of memory : An introduction', in
J . Shields (ed.), All our labours: Oral histories of working life in twentieth
century Sydney,
Kensington, New South Wales, New South Wales
University Press, 1 992, pp. 1 -2.
M. Loh, With courage in their cases: The experiences of 35 Italian immigrant
workers and their families in Australia, Melbourne, Italian Federation of
Emigrant Workers and their Families, 1 980.
A. Penini, Le signore di Albion Street: The ladies of Albion Street, Rand wick,
New South Wales, Outreach Randwick College of TAFE, 1 989.
Brunswick Oral History Project, For a better life we came,
Victoria, Brunswick City Council, 1 985.

Brunswick,
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during the Second World War is a good example: Italians received
contradictory 'messages' from the Central ian community.

The fact

that Australia and Italy were at war after June 1 940 created a climate
in which anti-Italian racism could flourish.

The initial inte(nment of

Italians i n camps throughout Australia, and the presence after 1 943
of the Allied Works
Alice Springs

Council Aliens Camp on the northern edge of

was seen, accurately by many, as Government

encouragement of racism. On the other hand, the value of the Italian
mica miners at Harts Range to the war effort was not overlooked by
the Government. Following a brief but expensive attempt to have the
strategic mineral mined by Allied Works

Council miners, the Italians

were permitted to continue to live on, and work, the Field. This had
the unintended consequence of encouraging attitudes of mateship and
trust towards Italians by Central Australia's predominantly AngloAustralian ethnocentric population.

Oral evidence is a particularly useful approach in this type of study
and has been used successfully in a number of histories published
recently. 5 The literature of mica mining,

See,

for

example,

Loh,

With

courage

which consists largely of

in

their

cases;

J.

McCalman,

Struggletown. Public and private life in Richmond 1900- 1965, Melbourne,

Melbourne University Press, 1 984; M. Hearn, Working lives. A history of the

Australian Railway Union (NSW Branch), Sydney, Hale & lremonger, 1 990;

and G . Karskens, Holroyd. A social history of Western Sydney, Kensington,
New South Wales, New South Wales University Press, 1 9 9 1 .
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unpublished documentary evidence,

is full of information about
Yet the

policies and strategies of mining engineers and officials.

experience and the outlook of the ordinary Italian miner is r.arely
represented . As Lyons points out

Oral history has a special and unique contribution to make . . .
because i t investigates aspects of the past which have been
untapped by traditional history-writing. [Oral historians] have
sought out new means to analyse such areas as private life, the
history of work, the family, the history of reading or child
rearing . . . the history of everyday life. 6

This study presents an opportunity to redress the imbalance. 'People
tend to remember best what they did most often and memories of the
routine of daily working life are apt to be particularly strong . ' 7 It was
certainly not uncommon for an interviewee to be able to give a
substantial account of the physical environment of Harts Range and
the layout of the settlement sites which he or she had long since left:
the

physical

size of

structures,

details

of

building

environmental sounds and smells, tasks performed,

materials,
tools and

materials used, and the general location of nearby mines.

An added benefit of such an approach is that the accounts given tend
to be intensely personal.

The relationships between

the Italian

miners and other groups involved in mining (Aboriginal and non-

M. Lyons, ' History and the history of memory', Locality, 7( 1 ), Winter 1 994 ,

7

p.4 .

Shields, Working life, p . 2 .
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Aboriginal) are recalled not as social science theory, but in terms
much more personal. Interviewees did not speak of 'division of labour'
or the

'labour process' or of 'wage labour'.

Instead, . their

.
recollections were grouped around the remembered qu alities of
individuals who ate and lived with them. The results are recollections
which are coloured by a range of subjectivities - from
exaggeration, through distortion

deliberate

and omission, to the unintentional

blending of personalities and events. This approach for this particular
study gives back to the Italians, who made and experienced the
history of the region, through their own words, a legitimate

central

place.

While the story of Italian migration to Australia began in the first years of
the Australian nation - the history of Italian contribution to the mica
industry in Central Australia is much shorter. Among the convicts of the
First Fleet which reached Australia in 1 788 was Giuseppe Tuso who had
been born in England of Italian parents. Tuso was later pardoned and in
1 8 1 3 joined the New South Wales Police Force as a constable. In 1 821
he was given a grant of twenty-one acres of land;

and in 1 824 was
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made a superintendent of police. 8 Since the time of the First Fleet, the
history of Australia has been one continuous immigration. While the first
forty years of the colony saw the arrival of mainly British convicts, the
onset of free immigration in the 1 830s saw the beginnings of ethnic
differentiation. Fitzpatrick in his study of the history of Irish immigration
to Australia up until 1 9 1 4, claims that the Irish component of the first
mass migration of British workers to Australia under assisted passage
schemes constitutes European Australia's first culturally distinct ethnic
minority:
Although numbers in Australia were small compared with those
elsewhere, emigration from Ireland in that period ( 1 840 to 1 9 1 4 I
small but fast-growing
was a major source of Australia s
population. Up to the First World War the Irish (after the English)
were the second largest component of Australia's immigrant
community. In 1 87 1 . when the Irish-born population was close to
its peak. at over 200 000, it accounted for one-quarter of all the
'

overseas-born and one-eighth of the entire Australian population . 9

The gold rushes which began in New South Wales in 1 8 5 1 and which
continued spasmodically for the rest of that century were major
attractions for overseas miners.

Sixty thousand people on average

migrated each year of the 1 850s, five times as many as during the

8
9
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1 987, p. 1 7 .
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preceding decade. 1 0 Among these were over 60 000 assisted migrants
from continental Europe:

The first numerically significant group of migrants of Italian
stock arrived at this time - 2 000 ticinesi fleeing agricultural
depression and lured by gold. Australia's first Swiss-Italian
community, complete with pasta factory, began to form near
the goldfields at Daylesford in Victoria; other Lombard and
Piedmontese emigrants also arrived in the late 1 850s and mid
1 860s, some later re-emigrating to California. 1 1

The best-known Italian immigrant of this period was

Urbino-born

Raffaello Carboni who earned his place in history as a participant and
the recorder of the events of the Eureka Stockade uprising in 1 854. 1 2
The expansion of this early immigration was hampered by the high cost
of the journey

from Italy to Australia

(estimated

£63 1 3) and by problems of communication.

by Cresciani to be

The Italian Consul in

Melbourne, Giuseppe Biagi, estimated their numbers in 1 870

to be

around one thousand:

Most of them were northern Italians from Sondrio and nearby
provinces in Lombardia, but some had originated in Piemonte
and Genova as well . . . Most of the Lombards were on the gold
fields, engaged in escavation [sic) works, wood cuning,
10
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charcoal-burning, and the transportation of materials for use at
the diggings . . . Others had turned from the diggings to practice
agriculture on nearby farmlands, while other Italians . . . were
working as sailors and stevedores in the coastal shipping
trade, or as fishermen . . . and from a miscellany of provinces
had come a small number of Italian innkeepers, tailors,
bootmakers, carpenters, cooks, and professional people. 1 4

However, Italian migration continued to be of negligible proportions until
after the Second World War. Of the total population of Australia at the
time of the first official census in 1 90 1 , less than 0.2 per cent were
estimated to be of Italian origin. 1 5

'Alternatively, we may note o f the

first major wave of emigration from Italy between the last quarter of the
1 9th century, and World War I, that departures for Australia amounted to
only 0. 1 3 per cent of the 1 4 million Italians who left their native land . ' 1 6

The period between 1 922 and 1 927 saw the beginnings of a substantial
influx of Italians to Australia.

Ware notes that the figure of 26 552

Italians leaving Italy for Oceania represents a 34 per cent increase over
the total number of immigrants to Australia before the war. 1 7 Postwar
economic conditions in Europe, and the promise of stability in Australia
were not the main reasons for this sudden increase in interest among

14

15
16
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Rather it was

Italians emigrants in Australia as a destination.

the

restrictive immigration laws introduced by the United States during the
first three decades of this century.
First, the law of 1 9 1 7 prohibited illiterates; then the 1 92 1 law
limited the annual intake of foreigners to 3 per cent of the birth
rate of the various national groups in America as registered by
Finally came the famous 'Johnson Act',
the 1 9 1 0 census.
which lowered the quotas still further to 2 per cent of births to
foreign parents in America, calculated from the 1 890 census.
These measures reduced the flow of immigrants to the United
States from 800 000 in 1 9 21 to 1 50 000 in 1 92 7 .
For
Italians, and for southern Europeans generally, the main outlets
18
remaining were South America and Australia.

By 1 92 1 there were 8 1 35 people of Italian birth

in Australia, most of

whom were living in New South Wales, Western Australia, Victoria and
Queensland. 1 9

Italian immigration u p until the 1 920s was determined by the 1 901
Immigration Restric tion Act which was based on

immigration Acts in place in the colonies.

The Act
20

various

the
was

aimed

at

In

1 924

the

Commonwealth Government took legislative steps to

amend

the

excluding

Asiatics

from

entering

Immigration Act to prevent aliens,

Australia.

and specifically Italians,

from

becoming a drain on the public purse. When introducing the amending

18
19
20
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Bill in 1 923 Senator Pearce, the Minister for Home and Territories,
stated:

This is a machinery measure framed with the object o f closing
up the gaps revealed in the immigration legislation now on our .
statute-book for the enforcement of the White Australia policy
and for safeguarding the Commonwealth in respect to the class
of people who are to be admitted here in the future.

21

The Bill aimed at enabling authorities to prosecute Asiatics or other
persons who had illegally entered the country. It simplified methods of
deportation for certain categories of persons, and widened the scope of
the existing legislation to include paupers. Pearce's example used to
illustrate his point was:
. . . a number of Italians were brought to Australia - they said
under false pretences - by somebody; but it was never
discovered by whom. They were landed here absolutely
penniless, and had been, I think, wickedly duped by some
one[sicJ . . . The shipping company wanted to land them,
although it was not desirable that they should remain.
We
require the power, in future, to prevent paupers from landing.

22

Section 3, paragraph (f) of the principal Act as amended in the 1 924
Immigration Act prevented such events happening again. It denied entry
to ' . . . any person who, in the opinion of an officer, is likely, if he enters
the Commonwealth to become a charge upon the public by means of

21
22

Pearce to Senate, 1 2 July 1 9 23, Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, vol.
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infirmity of mind or body, insufficiency of means to support himself, or
any other cause'. 23

In addition to the legislative changes of 1 924,

the Government

introduced administrative requirements which were directed at European
aliens including Italians, and required:

(al

each adult to be in possession of at least £40 of his own
money on arrival; or

(b)

his maintenance to be guaranteed in writing by a resident
of Australia who is in a position to give such a
guarantee; or

(cl

his admission has been specifically authorised by this
24
Department (i.e. Home and Territoriesl .

It was the responsibility of the shipping companies to check that
passengers possessed the required amount of money, or else they could
be required to return the passenger to the port of embarkation. As well
the Italian Government was requested to refrain from issuing passports
to persons lacking sufficient funds. 25

By 1 927 the guaranteed

maintenance requirement was formalised by the introduction of a landing

23
24
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permit issued usually before departure by the appropriate Australian
Government Department and dispatched to the prospective immigrant.

26

Further concerns over increasing Italian immigration, and over the fact
that the original 1 901 Act could not exclude specific nationalities led to
amendments to the Immigration Act in 1 925. Prime Minister Bruce, who
was also the Minister for External Territories, stated at the time of
the Bill's Second Reading that the aim of the amendments was to
' . . . regulate and control the immigration of aliens into Australia

. . .

' 27

The

new amendments to Section 3, paragraph 3k(i) allowed the GovernorGeneral by proclamation to ' . . . prohibit, either wholly or in excess of
specified numerical limits, and either permanently or for a specified
period, the immigration into the Commonwealth, of aliens of any
specified nationality, race, class or occupation .
.

.

'28

The 1 920 Immigration Act was used by officials to exclude specific
nationalities from entering Australia,

and

the

1 925 amendments

theoretically allowed officials to exclude individuals or groups. Although
the powers conferred by this Act have never been exercised, the

28
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circumstances surrounding their introduction provide further evidence of
traditional elements which had dictated the restrictive aspects of the
country's immigration policy.
Actually, the fear current in 1 924-25 that southern Europeans
would enter Australia in large numbers and threaten Australian
labour standards was dissipated when the migratory flow was
severely curtailed by economic factors in the late 'twenties and
Furthermore, the volume of alien European
early 'thirties.
immigration was reduced by agreements with European
governments limiting the number of passports issued in their

countries with visa entitling the holders to travel to Australia. 29

As well, as mentioned above, the Italian Government was to enforce
either

the £40 money requirement, or the written guarantee of

maintenance by an Australian resident before issuing a passport.

The

Italian quota was set at 5 000 per annum by late 1 924. 30 In July 1 928
the Australian Prime Minister obtained agreement with the Italian
Government to limit Italian immigration to Australia to a maximum of
3 000 during that year.

31

During the period 1 928 to 1 930 the Italian

Government limited Italian emigration to close,

dependent relations,

which enabled the Australian Government to administer the quota
system. 32
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After 31 March 1 93 1 , all aliens were expected to hold landing permits.
or, in the case of Italians, the A tto di Chiamata, or nomination paper. 33
Italian residents in Australia applying for the entry of friends were
required to apply to the Italian Consul in Australia for an A tto di
Chiamata. By this mechanism, which operated up until 1 93 1 , the Italian

Government had absolute control as to the type of migrant they allowed
to come to Australia. At the end of 1 933 the procedure was changed to
allow the completed A tto di Chiamata to be forwarded to the Australian
Department of the Interior, and then on to the nominee in Italy. 34 It was
expected that the Italian Consul General would only issue the A tto di
Chiamata to close, dependent relatives.

The Lyons Government in 1 936 removed the restrictions which had
operated against alien migration since 1 934.

It still required Landing

Permits to be held, but those outside the category of dependent relations
needed only £50, and persons without guarantors in Australia needed to
have £200. The dependent relatives category was redefined to include
wives, minor children, parents, unmarried sisters and fiancees. 35

33

34
35
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Following the Depression there was a considerable drop in the number of
Italians emigrating to Australia. According to Barrie between 1 93 1 and
1 936 there was a net emigration from Australia of Italian males, and new
arrivals consisted chiefly of dependent relatives of earlier migrants. 3 6
According to the Australian census figures, Australia's Italian
born population increased by 229 per cent between 1 92 1 and
1 933 (from 8 , 1 3 5 to 26,756 persons) but only by 26 per cent
between 1 933 and 1 94 7, by which time Australia's Italian
born population numbered 33, 632 persons, 0.44 per cent of

the total population. 37

lacovino noted that in 1 938 the Australian Government approved the
resumption of assisted migration of British people which had all but
ceased during the economic depression of the late 1 920s and early
1 930s. 38 This was viewed as a natural restraint on any further dilution
of Australian- British stock by Europeans, and Italians in particular. 39

In the post-war period Australia encouraged the biggest sustained flow of
immigration in its history.
reveal that

the population

Between 1 947 and 1 961 ,

census figures

of the country increased by nearly three

million, to ten and a half million. Almost 50 per cent of this increase was

3e
37
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from immigration, and in 1 96 1 , 1 2 per cent of the country's population
had arrived after 1 94 7. The greatest number of non-British immigrants
were Italian-born, who at just over 2 per cent, numbered 227 689. As
Jones commented:
since the end of the Second World War Australia h a s
emerged as a country of large-scale Italian immigration: between
1 950 and 1 962 Australia anracted 1 7 . 92 per cent of the total
transoceanic emigration, compared with 2.84 per cent during
the period between the wars, and only 0 . 2 5 per cent during the
period up to 1 9 1 9 . Since 1 95 0 indeed the only transoceanic
countries to receive a greater number of Italian immigrants than
Australia have been Argentina . . . Canada . . . and the United
States . . .

40

Ware i n her study of the Italian community i n Australia based on
demographic data from the 1 976 census noted that 90 per cent of
Italians who migrated to Australia during the 1 920s and 1 930s came out
to join relatives and fellow villagers who had gone before. 41 This type of
migration has been called 'chain migration' in the literature.

The

MacDonalds in their work on the subject, write of movement of people
along chains in which prospective immigrants not only learn of
opportunities,

but are provided with transportation, and have initial

accommodation and employment arranged by means of primary social
relationships with previous migrants. 42 'Chain migration' (also known as

40
41
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'delayed family migration' 43 ) accounted for the presence of the Italians
on the mica Field from the late 1 920s.

Two o f the earliest Italian miners to come to

Central Australia were

Pasquale (Patsy) Ciccone, and Giovanni (Johnny) Spurio who came to
Alice Springs in 1 926 and 1 927. 44 Of the mining families who were
interviewed as part of this study, many came to the Harts Range in the
post-Second World War period as a result of the actions of these two
mining pioneers.

There were two factors which strongly influenced these miners to come
to Central Australia, rather than congregate in larger cities such as
Adelaide or Melbourne, after their arrival in their new country. The first
influencing factor which persuaded them to come to Australia had to do
with the economic circumstances of post-war Italian life, coupled with
Australia's post-war immigration policy. The Second World War had left
43
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much of Italy devastated. Not only had Mussolini's Fascist government
lost the war, but

much of the Italian peninsula had been the site of

prolonged fighting. At the end of the war much of the country was in
ruins.

Many Italians were unemployed, and officials began advocating

large-scale emigration of 500 000 each year for a decade as a means of
overcoming the unemployment problem which they attributed to 'surplus
populatio n '. 45 Industrial production in 1 945 had diminished to 29

per

cent of the figure achieved in 1 938, and the real wage was 50 per cent
of its level before the war. 46

Rino Fioretti was born in Crocetta del Montello in 1 925.

He told the

writer of his attempts to find work in post-war Italy and southern Europe
before he finally made the decision to emigrate to Australia in 1 949:

Interviewer: . . . why did you decide to leave Italy?
Fioretti: Because I was working, and no save money, because I
pay rent, I pay food, and everything. I said: 'Oh, there's
no life for me.' My cousin, he left about forty days
before me; he came here in Australia, he went straight
to Brolr.en Hill. His auntie called him out here. I said t o
tell h e r i f she make the landing permit to m e too. And
she did. So I came out here. I went home and I said to
my father: 'You have to lend me a bit of money to go.'
,
.
He said: 'I'll send you stra1ght away th e money. 4
7
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Fioretti's experience of trying to secure full-time employment, and in the
course of doing so having to search widely, was repeated by several
men interviewed who eventually made the decision to emigrate to
·
Australia. Mary Rigoni was born in Asiago in 1 92 1 , came to A ustralia in
1 927, and arrived in Harts Range with her husband and son in 1 94 7.
She spoke of Italian men seeking work ' . . . in Germany; Yugoslavia some
of them . . . France

. .

4
.' 8

Gino Basso on the other hand became aware of

Australia's post-war policy of trying to attract more migrants from
Europe:

Well. after the Second World War. there wasn't any working at
all, and so all the young people they had to look. go round look
for working. At the same time Australia decide to get a lot of
migrant from Europe, and that's what I decide, to come in
here.

49

Basso, like Mary Rigoni, was born in Asiago, but did not come to
Australia until he was a grown man, in 1 950.

The second influencing factor had to do more directly with the choice of
specific location for these immigrants, and their pattern of arrival in
Central Australia. Ware, in a discussion of the origins of post-war Italian
immigrants to Australia,

points out that while other Australians might

see Italians as a distinct and united ethnic group, Italians themselves

41
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attach greater importance to their regional rather than to their national
She

origins.

makes the point that by means of chains of migration,

specific regions and even villages in Italy are linked with particular areas
in Australia. She uses as an example the fact that in the early 1 950s in
the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area 60 per cent of the four thousand Italian
residents came from only thirteen Italian communities. 50 In the case of
the Harts Range, the men arrived first, and after becoming established on
the Field and securing an income, either sent for their families from Italy
or revisited their home region to personally accompany family members
to Central Australia.

This was the experience of the Antonelli family

from Metallica in the Macerata region of Central Italy. Giuseppe Antonelli
left Italy in August 1 952, and joined not only his brother, Giovanni (who
had left earlier) but a number of others from the same town, who were
already on the Field:

Interviewer: Why d i d you decide t o leave Italy?
Antonelli: To come here? Oh because , after my brother, he
follow his father-in-law, you know, call him in here,
my brother. When he write to me he said, you
know, if you want to come over and [work) in
Australia, more chance to make a bit [of) money. . .
[Wei was three brother there o n a small piece of
farm - there was not enough for all three brothers.
So my older brother came [over) here first, and he
told me, if you want to come over, so I said all
right. So he make arrangement to let me come in
51
here.
50
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Teresa Fadelli (nee Pizzinato) was born in Udine, Italy in 1 925 and
immigrated to Australia with her husband, Ugo, in 1 949. Although Ugo
Fadelli had worked as a farmer in Sacile in the Veneto region of northern
Italy, he was 'called' to work in the Central Australian mica mines by his
father-in-law, Peter Pizzinato, who had arrived in 1 927.

Fadelli also

explained to the writer how his wife's uncle, Natale Pizzinato, had
returned home to Italy to tell relatives about the opportunities to be had
in mining in Central Australia:

I nterviewer: What did you know about Australia before you
came here?
Fadelli: Oh, we got a uncle of my wife, he been in Australia
he work in the Caruso Mine and told me all the story.
He said: 'You go, you never seen nothing at all. Only
the hills, you see nothing at all.' And when I go up, its
true! [laughs)
I like it, But I will probably like, you
. . .

know, for more better money.

52

Arrival in Alice Springs was usually by rail from Adelaide on 'The Old
Ghan', although a few flew to Alice Springs from Adelaide. 53 On arrival
they were met by relatives, and after a brief stopover in Alice Springs
were taken to their new life on one of the mines in the Field. By the late
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1 940s

and

early

1 950s

several

Italian families

had

established

themselves in 'town' after a successful venture in mica or gold mining.
Names such as Ciccone, Gagliardi and Pizzinato occurred regularly in
interviews with these then new arrivals, as families who had offered
hospitality to fellow countrymen until relatives had finished various tasks
in town and were ready for the return journey to the mines.

Alice Springs in the 1 940s and early 1 950s made a great impact on
these new miners.

Despite the fact that information had been sought

(and gained) prior to their arrival, many of those

Italians interviewed

spoke of the small size, the generally unsophisticated nature, and the
lack of substantial buildings in Alice Springs on their arrival.

Oh, a little town, you know, very very strange in town. You
know, when you are used to living a little bit in the city, and
going over there it look like a dead town . . . on the other side of
the river[ the area now known as the Eastside) it was nothing
at all, just a few houses. Then on the Gap side, which the
airport, there was nothing there on that way. A few houses

just around the airport and the railway, that's it. 54

Reactions to this ' little bush town' were on the whole positive, and after
an initial shock, often amusing:

There was a railway station there. And when we was there
too, at Billy Goat Hill, I saw the people go like that [waves
hands across face). I said to my husband, my brothers: ' O h ,
m y Mum and Dad's here, is already waving for us'. And when
we reached there everybody carry big branches from the tree to
chase the fly away. [Laughter) . . . We never saw so many flies.
54

Fantus, TS9202, p.3.
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Oh, years here it was terrible for the fly; so many.

walking all your back was black from the fly. 55

However, criticism

When you

of this small town with its many galvanised iron

buildings was often harsh. In 1 940 ltalia Floreani came to Alice Springs
to join her husband who had been working at the Spotted Tiger for
twelve months. She was born in Udine, Italy, in 1 9 1 5 and had married
Gabriele in 1 937. Mrs Floreani recalled

her first impressions of Alice

Springs:

Well, just a linle country bush town. People was living in huts,
in sheds, in aeroplanes - broken down aeroplanes. And well,
put it that way; when my brother came over here in 1 950, he
reckoned the pigs in our place [back in Italy], they lived bener
than what we was living over here[ laughter]. 56

And if Alice Springs seemed strange and unfamiliar to the Italians, the
Harts Range landscape provoked a similar reaction .

The sense of

Australian distances was still unfamiliar provoking a reaction from Mary
Rigoni about the 1 80 mile trip from Alice Springs:
Well, as we were driving along it seemed that we were never
going to get there, especially when we turned off the bitumen.
I kept saying to my husband: 'How far is it? When are we
going to get there?' It seemed, oh, the end of the world. Ito
mel But I liked the look of the country. That's all I can say, it
was preny, preny country. The further we went in the prettier
.

1t was. 57
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Davide Fantus was born in Bassiano de Pordenone in 1 932. and jo1ned
his father at Harts Range in 1 95 1 . He thought the Spotted Tiger camp
lplate XXI) a ' . . . very, very strange place.

Between two hills down

there, no houses, only a big mob of goats' .58 ltalia Floreani's recollection
of the same camp was similar:
Well it just a camp, I mean to say more-or-less everyone was
living in the tents, and everything was brush sheds. There was
nothing there. The water was being delivered and everything.
It was very, very hard, because I didn't know nothing about .
But that was all right. 59

The last comment of Floreani 's - which was her way of accepting the
conditions of a new life away from the familiar Italian landscape - was a
typical reaction .

Numerous Italians commented

that despite the

harshness, the strangeness and the hardness of their new lives, they
accepted that they had been given a chance to make a fresh start for
themselves and their families. Life was not always harsh, nor was every
new arrival expected to accept the trials of the new landscape
immediately without some softening influence.

Anilio De Pieri had

worked for over ten years at Harts Range before returning to Italy to find
a wife.

Serafina married Anilio in 1 939 in Italy and joined him in

Australia later in the year, (plate XXII). She remembered her first night
on the Field at the Spotted Tiger.
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Fantus, TS 9209, pp. 3-4.
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PLATE XX1

THE MINERS' CAMP AT THE SPO TTED TIGER

This view was taken in the early 1 950s. The lack of vegetation is probably due
to the activity of the several hundred goats kept at the mine to supply fresh meat
and milk. The tracks were maintained by the miners to allow vehicle access to the
mine area.
Source: AA !ACTI CAS A 1 200/1, Item no. L29224

PLATE XXII

SERAFINA De PIERI AT THE BILL Y HUGHES I N 1 940

Serafina arrived as a young bride at Harts Range in 1 939. She is photographed
here in 1 940 preparing to leave the B1fly Hughes. Her husband, Attilio, and his
partner, Pietro Viera, had acqurred a lease over the Caruso, and the small party
travelled on foot to the new mine, using camels to carry their possessions.
Source: Serafina De P1en

1 80

I go by car with . . . Peter Brazzale. We go to Alice Springs to
the Spotted Tiger mine . When they all been to the camp [at
night] my husband take me to the store room, there was a lot
of bag of flour, spaghetti, pasta, sugar - big lot of sugar tea, all that stuff. He said to me: ' I ' m sorry Serafina, you have
to sleep here tonight.' ' O h well,' I said, ' i f nothing else'. But I
was a bit disappointed, I said: 'You know 1 came here, you
.

prepare nothin g ' . But he started to laugh after, he said: ' Oh, .
must be I have something' . . . He make a beautiful tent with all
goat skin on the floor, the prepar[ation] was very pleasant, but
60
not before on the storeroom. [ laughter]
.

The miners and their families lived in tents ' . . . they were essentially a
bush hut. Not a hut, it was actually a bush shelter with an Army tent
underneath' . 61 Photographs taken at the time suggest that the brush
material used to provide some protection from the heat was, in most
cases, cut brush (plate XX:Ill) . Serafina De Pieri adds more detail
regarding her home at the Billy Hughes mine in 1 939 (plate XXIV):
Well we have all the tent, around the tent we put all the green,
greening - special seven year beans [Dolichos lablab) , and
sometimes we eat that one when the beans is young. You
can eat them, very bitter, but you can eat . . . And some other
stuff, greening, around to keep it cool. On the floor we put all
"2
the skin, goat skin, or bag.
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PLATE

XXJ I I

VIEW FROM THE SPO TTED TIGER TOWARDS THE
SETTLEMENT AREA

The settlement area is below the mine on the banks of the Spotted Tiger Creek;
taken m the early 1 9 50s. The veh1cle track from the mine is clearly visible on the
nght. The small brush structure m the centre m front of the small m u l l o c k heaps,
was used to trim, sort and grade mica before transporting it to Alice Springs.
Source: AA I ACT) CRS A 1200/1, Item no. L29225

PLATE XXIV

ACCOMMODATION AT THE BILL Y HUGHES

Anilio and Serafina De Pieri were photographed outside their 'house· in the early
1 940s. The miners and their families tended to live in tents, but use stone
dwellings for preparing and cooking food, and for storage. The tents were made
comfortable with goat skin 'carpets' and bed coverings on their camp stretchers.

Source: Serafma De P1e11
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De Pieri's comments concerning the use of a growing plant - the seven
year bean, which is an introduced species

- are reinforced by

knowledge of the use of this species by Aboriginal groups in Central
Australia for similar purposes. 63 Most of the evidence suggests that the
vegetation was cut down and laid on an outer framework close to, but
separated from, the canvas tent to allow circulation of air between the
canvas tent and the brush cover. These tents were used for sleeping
only, while food preparation and eating was carried out in more
substantial structures. ltalia Floreani was asked to describe the type of
accommodation at the Spotted Tiger mine, one of the biggest and most
successful mines in the region:

Floreani : Well actually, we
Its only we had a
and we had a big
bucket - you pull

didn't have accommodation at all.
tent; we was living under the tent,
brush fence; and a shower with a
the bucket down. (laughs] . . .

Interviewer: Did you cook in the tent?
Floreani: No we had a beautiful stove. It was kitchen, just built
in the mountain, in the hill; they built it, the mans built
it. It was there before I come in.
lnterviewer:There were stone buildings a t the Sponed Tiger,
weren't there?
Floreani: No, no. Its only, they put the stones one on top of
the other one, just to keep the dirt out of the kitchen,
not to fall in. You see they had a beautiful stove in
there.
Interviewer: But were the stones the full height of the wall, or
just half way up the wall?
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J. Cole, pers. comm., 1 994.
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Floreani: No, the full height of the wall, and then they had that
galvanised fence that covered up so the rain didn't go
.
4
1n there. I t was really nice . . . 6

While stone kitchen facilities existed at the larger mines such as the Billy
Hughes (plate XXV) and the Spotted Tiger, (and whose remains are

standing today), the post- 1 940s Italian miners did not build them. Davide
Fantus commented that ' . . . I can't remember who built them, because
when I go down there [in 1 9 5 1 ] it was already there'. 6 5 In some cases
tents were preferred as sleeping accommodation because of the fear of
snakes and centipedes ' . . . that was really too I preferred, because its
more easy to see what is around you'. 66

Cooking facilities at smaller mines were not as sophisticated .

Probably

reflecting the transitory nature of some mica mining, senlement areas in
some cases were 'primitive' in comparison to the purpose-built kitchen
structures with ovens built into walls.

Teresa Fadelli recalls that cooking facilities at the Caruso

in the late

1 950s consisted of ' . . . two pieces of line, railway line, and too strong, I
put all my pots sit on top there. My oven was a hole in the

Floreani, TS9202, p.4.
65
66

Fantus, TS9209, p.4.
Fadelli, TS9206, p.4.

ground,

THE SETTLEMENT AREA AT THE BILL Y HUGHES

PLATE XXV

In the early 1 940s th1s was large. and accommodated several m1ners and their
fam1lies . Brush was used extensively for roofs and walls which partly expla1ns the
lack of

large

trees

settlement area

and

IS one

shrubs.

connected by a camel pad.
Source: Douglas Boerner

(Goats

also

reduced the

vegetation.)

and a half kilometres below the mine.

The

and thev are

1 83
I' m cooking there' . 67 And Antoinette Mamone remembers that all her
cooking was done on an open fire during the 1 950s on the Plenty River
Field at the Queen Elizabeth. 68 Antoinette was born in Serrata in 1 934.
She came to Australia with her parents Giuseppe and Maria Gagliardi,
when she was only three years old.

Despite these hardships, cooking

for families and workers was a source of pride for these women
(plate XXVI). Mary Rigoni today can still recall her recipe for bread:

Rigoni: Well, I used to mix it up at night with the flour, and I'd
put the yeast. which I made myself with potato mostly peelings, I ' d scrub the potato and I'd save the
peels - sugar, plain flour and hops - dried hops. And
you'd boil them, and then you'd strain them.
I just
can't remember now, its going back nearly fifty years.
Oh, goodness gracious! [Laughter)
I'd put half a bottle, half a beer bottle of that into the
big basin of flour, which would be - how many
pounds?
Say about three kilos of flour, I reckon,
because I used to make two great big ones. You'd put
half a bottle of this yeast with another half a bottle of
warm water, and you'd just mix it up. You'd leave it
until it rose all bubbly, and then I'd mix it before I went
to bed, mix it up and put it back in the basin. They
used to have a forty-four gallon drum in a - oh, how
can I say it - built into some rocks, so that the warmth
would stay in.
In the morning when I got up the bread would rise. I f
the bread didn't rise you could throw it away, because
you could cook it and it'd come out like a piece of
board. But if it rose, in the morning your bread was
lovely and risen, I'd put it back on the floured board and
I ' d knead it. Then I'd make it into four sections and
put it in the camp oven - two camp ovens - then I'd
leave it for about two hours to rise again. And then I'd
cook it in the hole outside: make a big fire, wait until the
fire burns down, and scoop the coals out, put the camp
oven in and then cover it over with coals, put a sheet of
iron over the top with a couple of stones. In one hour
your bread was beautiful: cooked.

117
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Fadelli, TS9206, p.4.
A. Mamone, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; Item TS92 1 5, p . 7 .
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PLATE XXVI

BAKING BREAD AT THE BIL L Y HUGHES

Serafina De Pieri holding two loaves of bread which she had baked in an open
stone oven rn the early 1 940s. Bread was baked daily at most mines. Like all the
Italian women. she successfully combined domestic work and working wrth the
men at the mine.
Source:

Serafina De Pian

1 84

Interviewer: And everybody liked it?

Rigoni: Loved it. I had to make it every two days. Two great
big [loaves) - oh, I used to hate it after a while it got
so monotonous.

69

I

The practice of Italian women preparing food for Aboriginal workers and
their families was widespread, although the Aborigines

continued to

supplement this food with traditional food. Willie Williams recalled that
the Italian women were ' . . . pretty good cooks. Good tucker they make it
. . . soup and all that . . .They make some bread and they make some
spaghetti. All that, pretty good tucker'. 70

While food preparation was carried out in the kitchens at camps
associated with large mines, the consumption of food was in a 'dining
room' adjacent to this preparation area.

This

room was typically

a

bough structure with a galvanised roof.

The roof was covered with

brush affording some protection from the heat, and the walls were a
combination of brush and flyscreen wire.
cement.

The floor of the room was

Photographic evidence of the remains of this type of structure

at the Spotted Tiger, (and the comments of Giuseppe Antonelli, who
visited the camp on several occasions in the mid-to-late 1 950s), suggests
that the brush 'walls' were at least two metres high,

81

70

and the interior

Rigoni, TS9213, p. 7.
w.

Williams,

Service.

draft transcript of interview,

Northern

Territory

Archives
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must have been quite dark, Antonelli reasoned that the dark interior
discouraged flies from following the diners inside. 7 1 At other mines such
as the Rex and the Delma, the kitchen was combined with the eating
area. Mary Rigoni who lived at the Rex recalls:

Each one [of the miners) had their own tent, and there was we were lucky, we had a nice shed that was the kitchen and
the dining room combined; galvanised iron with a nice big
.

wood stove 1n 1t . . . 72
.

In all instances where women were present i n mining settlements, they
did all the preparation and cooking of food not only for

their own

families, but for all other single men. 'When there was no woman, was
.
a man. 8ut when there was a woman, 1t was a woman s
I

b' . 73
•
JO

Days

for these women commenced before 6.00 a.m. (and before the men
were

awake)

with

the

preparation

of

breakfast

which

was

characteristically light in most cases - bread, tea or coffee, and eggs.
However, Salvatore Mamone had different tastes, according to his wife
Antoinette:
71
72
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G. Antonelli, pers. comm., 1 993.
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Frypans of meat. ( Laughs) I had no idea what was good for
you, or bad - anyway, he wouldn't have had the choece . . . But
meat was quick and he loved meat.
In Italy the meat was
scarce, so when he came to Australia he must have thought
this was heaven. I think all of them did . And meat en a frypan,
he'd probably eat a kilogram . Meat and bread. 7 4

Mamone's taste for meat at breakfast

was not shared by many other

men. After breakfast the men would travel to the mine.

Eating patterns

varied with regard to a midday meal. Lunches were packed for the men
in some instances ' . . . bread, jam, cheese. That sort of thing.
scrambled egg,

Maybe a

if we had chooks'. 75 Serafina De Pieri at the Caruso

prepared similar lunches for her husband ' . . . sandwich, bread, capocollo,
salami, cheese, meat what I've been cooking - [leftovers and canned
meats]' . 7 6 Another pattern was for the men to come back to camp for
their midday meal:
They come down at twelve for lunch, and they'd stay down
about an hour. Have their lunch, and then they'd sit down and
have a bit of a yarn or go in their tents and have ten minutes
h.
77
rest or somet 1ng.

Davide Fantus worked the Spotted Tiger in 1 95 1 with his father and
others. His mother prepared lunch for all eight of the miners ' . . . lunch,
we have soup,

74
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roast - everything like in an ordinary restaurant,

Mamone, TS9 2 1 5 , p.9.
Mamone, TS92 1 5, p . 9 .
De Pieri, TS92 1 2 , p.9.
Rigoni, TS92 1 3 , p.8.
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because we had a cooker down there, they cook everything what we
want'. 7 8 Just before dark the men would return to camp for the day.
Evening meals were various combinations of meat and vegetables. Most
miners interviewed talk of maintaining large goat herds (plate XXVII)
' . . . we had about five or six hundred goats, which we had fresh meat
every week . . . kill the goats every week. Two or three small goats' . 7 9

I'd make stew, ltalian-[style) . I used to do Italian cooking, I
didn't call it stew I used to call it umido . . . I make umido, steak
of course. I'd make umido with the goat meat, the young
goat, it was beautiful [tender) meat.
Roast. They were the
main, and of course with plenty of bread and jam. Sometimes
I'd make a pudding, a bread pudding or custard. 80

Both Mt Riddock and Huckina Stations sold fresh beef to the miners, and
so beef featured heavily in the diets of some miners while it was fresh,
especially if the camps did not have refrigeration.

Doug Boerner was born in Frankfurt, Germany in 1 9 1 9. He was sent to
Australia from Britain as a 'enemy alien' aboard the Dunera

in 1 940.

Later he was recruited into the Civil Aliens Corps, and transferred to
Alice Springs in 1 944. His interest in rocks and minerals led him and his
wife, Una, to the mica mines and a lifetime association with the Italian
miners. He recalled that:
71
711
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Fantus, TS9209, p.6.
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PLATE

XXV11

TERESINA SANTONIN TENDS THE GOAT HERD

Teresina helped with t h e goat herd at the Billy Hughes i n 1 9 5 0 . More than 200
goats were kept. supplying fresh meat, milk and skins. The use of brush t1mber
and sheets of tin for the pens is typical. A dead crow has been attached to the
gate post to deter eagles and hawks from attacking the animals.
Source: Douglas Boerner
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It was mainly goat meat that they used as a basic food; dried
fish called baccala. You used to have to soak this fish in water
for two days and beat it well to get it - but it was nice once it
was prepared. But it was like a piece of leather always. They
could transport it, you see, without any refrigeration . . . they'd
81
order it from south, a lot of it.

Baccala is a type of cod fish which is still popular today with Italians,
and is a particular regional favourite of Italians from the Vicenza area of
Veneto Province in northern Italy.

82

Supplies of tinned foodstuffs (meats and vegetables) were obtained on
visits to Alice Springs - usually every three to four months - when the
miners took mica in to sell to the Commonwealth Mica Buyer. Successful
vegetable growing such as at the BH/y Hughes in the late 1 930s
unusual:
De Pieri:

After, when we have the bore, the men put some
garden, we have grown lenuce, beans, peas,
cauliflower, cabbage - not much, but whatever we
can do. [Watermelon was the easiest to grow, they
were very sweet].

Interviewer: How did you keep the animals away from eating
the vegetables?
De Pieri: Oh, we put all the fence around, and the iron on top
otherwise - the nening top - otherwise the
83
kangaroo or the goat would have eaten everything.

81
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Most other miners had little success with such ventures, though several
told of their attempts:
. . . well we did try, but the water problem (at the Rex in 1 9391
was what stopped (it].
We did try to put some radicio (a
also
slightly bitter-tasting lettuce] in, silver beet,
and
watermelons. We tried watermelons once, but they didn't come
84
to much.

·

Native animals were occasionally hunted and eaten:
Rigoni: . . . sometimes one of them - my uncle Tony actually,
Pangrazio - he'd go out on a Sunday with his rifle and
he'd bring back those little Rock Pigeons, they were
called. They were beautiful to eat. We tried kangaroo
And of course the
once, but they didn't like it.
cockies, we tried cockies once Interviewer: Galahs?
Rigoni: The galahs, but they were very, very tough. It d i d n ' t
matter how you cooked them: boil them, whatever.
85
They weren't any good at all.

This sentiment regarding the unsuitability of galahs as a source of meat
was reiterated by Serafina De Pieri: 'Yeah, we try eating them once, the
young one, but its not much good.
after' .86

But we catch once

but no more

The value of kangaroo as a meat source also varied; most

Italians interviewed had tried the meat and while some did not like the
taste Serafina De Pieri remembers that the animal made an excellent meal
especially ' . . . the tail, we make a beautiful soup. The leg, you make a

Rigoni, TS92 1 3 , pp. 6-7.
85
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De Pieri, TS92 1 2, p.8.
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beautiful chop, or cutlet - whatever you call - with the flour and eggs;
is come a good one'. 87 While Antoinette Mamone remembered that '
the tail was great for making spaghetti sauce'

. 88

. .

.

Other native species

hunted for food included bush turkey and occasionally emu. Feral rabbits
were a constant source of meat.

Domestic duties around the camp, other than cooking

and the

preparation of food, were chiefly the responsibility of the miners
themselves if they were single. Gino Basso's experience at the Delma at
the extreme east of the Field, was typical:
Interviewer: Who did all your other domestic things, like the
cleaning and keeping your tent clean and doing
the washing . . .
Basso: Oh, m y sister d o this. She was there from 1 950 till
1 955, she went and took the kids and started going to
the school. So she do these. But after she left we,
everyone, have to do the washing by yourself. But the
cook - liked Costa's cooking; he work in the mine
when it was time to cooking he go back in there shed
and started cooking. 89

Where there was a woman present,
related, the woman carried out

and the group of miners were

the domestic duties.

However, if the

group was unrelated, the woman tended to look after her own family,
and the single men fended for themselves:
87
88
89
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Well, mainly for the gang, all I did was cook. But of course I
used to do my husband and my linle boy's washing, and my
own. The men used to do their own washing. Every Sunday
that was one of their chores . . . Then, of course, they'd have
to go out down in the flat, or wherever, and bring home a big
truck full of wood for the fire

..

. 90

Generally, cooking for the entire camp was carried out by the woman.
Cleaning, washing and mending were the responsibility of each individual
miner. All these activities occurred on Sunday which was a 'day

of

rest' ,

although a s Antoinette Mamone comments matter-of-factly ' . . . he'd mine
six days, Sunday he'd be cutting mica.
[didn't]

rest.

Still doing something, you

I'd be either washing or making bread, or whatever' . 9 1

Mary Rigoni had similar recollections when asked what the men did on
Sundays while not at the mine:

Sunday, they'd go and get some water, chop wood for the
camp, some would chop and some would go out looking for it,
bring back a truck full, do their washing, keep their tent tidy
9
and that. 2

Much has been made in the literature concerning the Italian miners at
Harts Range and their alcohol-drinking habits - in fact the issue was the
subject of an officia: report in response to complaints made by local

90
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station owners in the late 1 940s.

93

However, the habit of drinking wine

as explained by Giuseppe Antonelli was matter-of-fact and sensible:

. . . every four months we write a letter - to Patridi, was the
first time, a shop was called Patridi; we write a letter and they
send a big drum - forty-four gallon, a barrel - and send it up
by train, or truck or whatever, and we get it here in Alice
Springs, take it to the mica, and put it in the bonle. Maybe
was two or three hundred bottles, beer bonles, and you put it
in bonles, put a top there, put [it) in the tent or whatever, in
the shed, and be wine everyday for meal in the evening. [Not)
lunch, not in the mine. No. Evening meal, yeah, glass of
94
.
wme.

Gino Basso remembered

that wine was more readily available from

Adelaide when he was at the Delma in the early 1 950s:
Because in that time you can't buy beer, they were very short
of beer - even Alice Springs. The pub was closed sometimes
through the week, between ten and four, because they never
had any beer. And bonles you can't buy in the first few years,
95
see, and they get the wine from Patrini.

As an alternative to the purchase of wine from Adelaide, or as a
supplement to it some cases, beer was made on the spot according to
individual recipes which varied from mine to mine:
. . . Johnny Miolo, he told me that their beer had no alcohol in it.
What he actually made was stout; it was a dark beer. He used
a linle lolly which they used to call 'Cure-me-Quicks' . . . like a
little liQuorice lolly which was good for your digestion. He put
those in there to give it this strong flavour, this beer . . . I

13
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remember the step, coming down from his hut, got very steep

96

after one or three glasses of this. [Laughter).

Doug Boerner also recalls that the beer bottles were ' . . . hung . . . ar:ound
the bough shed in socks. They put them in old socks, and cooled the
bottles by putting water on them'. 97

It was the practice during the Second World War for a special monthly
quota of beer (two bottles per miner) to be supplied to the miners from
southern breweries. This practice involved an application on behalf of
the miners to be authorised by the Military

Commandant in Alice

Springs, and the forwarding of the beer to a local agent who acted as
98
distributor to the mines.
This practice was recalled
Pieri, although she did not remember the

by Serafina De

details of the distribution. 99

Clearly concern for the safety of the miners would have been paramount
in everyone's mind with regard to drinking during the working day.
Serafina De Pieri was adamant ' . . . we was very strict - this is what I
know. They drink when they in camp, yes, but not in the mine, no. This
.

IS

what I know . . .
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While the men were at the workings, domestic duties for the women
occupied the major part of the day ' . . . I have my baby, and prepare my
cooking and all things

-

I was fully occupied all the time.

yeast for making the bread'

.101

Making my

Teresa Fadelli also spent time

prospecting:

Oh, when my baby go to sleep, about in afternoon two o' clock,
I pick up my pick and the bag and go prospecting around the
102
hills. [Laughs.) I have thirty pounds of mica .
.

.

Prospecting for mica in the vicinity of the camp was a typical occupation
for many of the women - even those with children.
Mamone explained the details:

. . . during the week I'd go out with a pick and shovel and a bag,
and by lunch-time I'd have a bag [full of mica). Working the
old dumps - pick on one side and shovel and a bag of mica on
the other. In the afternoon I'd cut it, and within three months
he [Sam on wages! made less than I did; I made a hundred and
twenty-seven pounds in money, and he'd made a hundred and
eighteen pounds on wages.
Of course, you worked from
.

sunnse to sunset.
101
102
103
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The day ended for these miners and their families in a quiet way which
reflected the physically-exhausting nature of the day's activities:

Oh, in night time they were so tired, [laughs) and soon we .
stayed around the table, we talk a linle bit, and by eight
o'clock, half-past eight, we was all in bed. [Laughs.)

104

ltalia Floreani remembered that at the Spotted Tiger the families would
listen to the radio ' . . . because we was the only ones
.

wtreIess .
I

we had a

105

Aboriginal men and women were employed around the mines in a
number of different roles. Kurt Johannsen recalled employing Aboriginal
workers during his life as a mica miner.

He was born on Deep Well

Station, south-west of Alice Springs in 1 91 5 . His family moved to Alice
Springs in the late 1 920s.

Johannsen began mining the Oolgarinna in

1 936 with Sam Weller. He told the writer that ' . . . with the Italians they
[the Aborigines] were mainly fetch and carry as far as the camels were
concerned, you know, looking after - bringing the camels in and

Fadelli, TS9206, p . 5 .
105

Floreani, TS9202, p.6.
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hobbling them out and carting their water' . 106

This was certainly the

case at a number of mines in the 1 950s. Aboriginal men and women
were employed to tend the large goat herds at mines such as the Billy
Hughes, Disputed and Spotted Tiger.

At the Billy Hughes, Serafina De

Pieri remembers that Aboriginal men would use camels to pick up water
for the mine camp at the bore near the Police Station (plate XXVID), and
to collect mail and deliver groceries in the late 1 950s.

107

Giuseppe

Antonelli used Aboriginal men to haul water on camels to the Disputed
and Spotted Tiger from the base camp in the early 1 950s, and recalls
that there were ' . . . about three women and two or three men but after
they added kids, say ten, maybe ten, a dozen . . . always camped around
the Disputed' .

108

Most of the Italian miners interviewed had

no

recollection of Aboriginal men working underground in the mines.
However, Ugo Fadelli who worked at the Caruso in 1 949-1950 recalls
using Aboriginal men to work ' . . . in the bottom, in the top, for pull the
rope.

Or in the bottom, to the bucket' . 109

Likewise, Salvatore and

Antoinette Mamone relate that both Aboriginal men and women were
employed directly with the mining of mica, and with its preparation for
sale. Salvatore recalls that he ' . . . had the men pulling my windlass, my
bucket, out of the mines. And digging with the pick and the shovel [with
1 oe

K. J o hannsen, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS1730; TS9204, p . 1 1 .
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De Pieri, TS9 2 1 2, p . 1 3 .
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Antonelli, TS9205, p . 1 1 .

PLATE J0'<Vlll

CARTING WATER AT HARTS RANGE

Aboriginal men were employed at most of the mmes.

Hughes

Larry 1s shown at the Billy

in 1 950 with a camel which is being loaded to carrv wate r.

are the stone kitchen and storeroom (which still stand o n the S i t e ) .
Source: Douglas Boerner

Behind h1m
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me when we]

were [working] the open cut'. 1 1 0

Antoinette Mamone

was asked if Aboriginal men and women worked in the mine:
Mamone :They worked with my father, worked with my
grandfather, and the ladies would see us cutting mica
and a lot of them learnt, and they used to get paid by
the pound . . . A lot of Aboriginal women were good
workers too, they wanted to make some pocket
money for themselves, yeah . . . they used to cut mica
[now and then).
Interviewer: And the men?
Mamone: The men used to work in the mines. Some [women]
would even wash Mum's clothes, Mum would pay
them for that . . .
Interviewer: Were they actually paid money for work?
Mamone: They were paid money. They were paid money by
my grandparents, and my Dad, and ourselves. No,
you pa1'd them a wage.

1 1 1

Such was the relationship of trust which developed between the
Aborigines and the Italians that when the miners visited Alice Springs to
sell their mica, the camp and its possessions were lett in the care of their
workers. 'If you let the place open and went to town for a week or two,
they'd make sure everything was in order . . . You could trust them in the
,112
.
h ome w1t h anyth'1ng.
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Fadelli, TS9207, p. 1 5.
S. Mamone, transcript o f interview, NTAS,NTRS 1 730; Item TS9 2 1 4,
Mamone, TS9215, pp. 1 5- 1 6.
Mamone, TS9 2 1 5, p . 1 6.
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Ugo Fadelli was born in Sacile, Italy, in 1 9 1 9.

He married Teresa, and

they came to Australia in 1 949 to join his father-in-law, Peter Pizzi nato,
who had mined mica since 1 927 at Harts Range. He relates how some
Aboriginal men would prospect for mica and deliver it to the miners:

Interviewer: . . . some of the Aboriginal men then were actually
prospecting for mica for themselves?
Fadelli: Oh yes, a lot of people, Yes, a lot of people.
Interviewer:

And they'd bring it into the Italians at the mines,
(Yeah, bring it i n . ) and you would buy it from
them?

Fadelli: Yeah. Yes, buy it. Not already cut, you want to cut
yourself. You put in the scale you set up here, maybe
is fifty kilo - is thirty kilo clear. They give you the
113
.
money for t h 1rty k'l1 o .

Some Italians paid wages to Aboriginal workers, though more often they
were only clothed and fed by the miners.

The Mamone experience

mentioned above was atypical and might be explained by their late arrival
on the Plenty River Field.

Doug Boerner was asked if he recalled seeing

the miners paying Aboriginal workers:
That's a good question.
Actually they used to give the
womenfolk dr€sses, the menfolk tobacco and food. They'd
feed them and their children, and possibly give them a little
money when they were coming to town. But there was no
necessity to have any money, because they'd supply them with
it all .. . it wasn't a done thing. And the most people were
pretty poor anyhow.

113
1 14
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Fadelli, TS9207, p. 1 6.
Boerner, TS920 1 , tape 1 , p. 1 4 .
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A point which was reiterated by Giuseppe Antonelli - 'No, didn't need
any money . . . they can't buy anything - they couldn't buy anything, so
we give them food, clothes, shoes, flour and sugar, tea - all these
.
blan kets . . .
th 1ngs,

,115

While both men and women worked long hours (from sunrise to sunset)
at least six days of the week, there was time for some recreation and
social interaction with other mining families in the area. Although direct
distances between mines was not great, it should be borne in mind that
the terrain was,

and

is,

mountainous, and travelling to a mine two

kilometres away could involve a trip of ten kilometres along a tortuous
track.

Mary Rigoni at the Rex was asked how close she was to her

nearest neighbour:

Rigoni : Oh, how many miles would i t have been over the
five, six miles over to Spurio's.
Interviewer:

The Disputed?

Rigoni: Disputed. Five or six miles, I should think. It might
have been a bit (morel - but we could walk, it would
The other
take perhaps an hour, an hour-and-a-half.
closest one was Spotted Tiger, and that was about
twenty-five miles, by the time we come down out of the
, 15

Antonelli, TS9205, p. 1 1 .
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hills. Because we were up in the hills, we used to have
to come down into the flat, and drive along the flat for
quite a few miles, then up the little hill and over the top
of the hill [and we were there].

116

Later in this same interview with Rigoni she was asked the nature of the
social contact she had had with the other families:

Only at weekends, and that would be not every weekend, it
would be perhaps once every three weeks. It all depended,
we'd either go there to the other camp, or another camp would
come to us. They usually would come - if they did that,
they'd knock off a bit earlier, about three o'clock, and then
they'd come down, have a shower. We used to have these
portable showers. Have a shower, get ready, and we'd go off
in the truck, and we'd have tea at the other place. The other
people would do the same when they came to our camp.

117

Usually on these occasions some games were played whose origins
reflected their Italian background. When asked if the men ever played the
game bocca, ltalia Floreani exclaimed 'Alia bocca. Yeah, they did, but
they had to go in the other camp there, the Rex Mine, that's where they
had a camp with the boccas'.

118

Doug Boerner remembers that on

numerous visits to the mica mines he witnessed the game.

They played the game . . . called 'Bocca' [sic], which is
bowls. They had a big drum, which had these wooden balls they weren't bakelite or anything like that - soaking always in
water, because they would spilt otherwise . When it was due
to go and play, they'd start off in the camp where they had a
bit of a bowling alley. But it wasn't rolled or anything like
that. it was just rough ground. And they'd follow the ball, and
1 11 1
117
1 18

Rigoni, TS92 1 3, p.4.
Rigoni, TS92 1 3, p . 9 .
Floreani, TS9202, p . 6 .
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go over the hill and everywhere with this business. There'd be
'
1 19
a Iot o f no1se and ya kka1-mg gomg on.
I

•

•

1

•

ltalia Floreani also recalled another Italian game

which the men at the

Spotted Tiger played, which she called 'La mora'. This finger game was

traditionally popular among northern Italians, and is still played in Italy despite being banned as illegal gambling.

1 20

Doug Boerner describes it

thus:
Its a finger game, where they'd sit around the table - its
gambling, and Mussolini had banned it because it caused so
much trouble.
What happens
was, the contestants sat
opposite one another, and they'd bang the table to indicate
they were going to put u p two fingers, or three fingers.
Its
very Quick too, and noisy! - very noisy. And the opposition
did likewise: he might hold up two fingers, and this one holds
up three - that makes five. And at the same time they'd both
yell out at the top of their voices, a number. If he calls out the
number five he's got a point. And then this goes o n through
the game, and so many points win the game. But it used to be
121
a very heavy gambling game. It was banned in ltaly.

These visits helped to counter the isolation felt by some of the Italians.
When asked if she felt isolated as a miner's wife, and the only woman
at the Caruso

! plate

XXIX) in the early 1 940s,

Serafina De

replied:

Yes, I feel, yes. Not in the night when the men they is all in the
camp, but in the day, yes I find it very lonely. But I was happy
just the same, younger, and I see the men would be working,
they find a lot of mica. I was happy just the same in that way
. . . On 1 945 I go back again to Billy Hughes mine . . . On that

119

Boerner, TS9 201 , tape 1 . p. 8 .
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L . Mecca, pers. comm., 1 994.
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Boerner, TS920 1 , tape 1, p.8.
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A GROUP OF MI NERS AT THE BILL Y HUGHES
r) are A ttilio De Pieri, Serafina De Pieri lshouldenng a rifle). Jim,

Pietro Viera. Taken in 1 94 1 just before they left the Billy Hughes to establish the

Caruso. Everything they need has been loaded onto camels for the JOurney wh1ch
will take several hours.
Source: Serafina De Piert

.
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time they make a road right through to the Billy Hughes mine,
.
.
1 22
th en tt was aIng ht .

Clearly, the remote location played a role in this feeling of isolation,. and
so too must have the lack of a daily routine. Mary Rigoni was a woman
who quickly realised the value of having much to do, and so admitted
that although she often felt lonely:
. . . there was always plenty to do, you know, even though I was
there [Rex mine] on my own - the only woman. But I used to
cook for the men, there was about five men at the time, and I'd
prepare lunch and dinner, and make the bread. If I had any
spare time I ' d read or sew, so, you know - listen to the
1 23
.
wtre Iess.

A feeling of isolation could sometimes lead to feeling scared of the
environment in which they lived, though often it would need a trigger to
connect the feeling of isolation to fear. Antoinette Mamone recalled an
incident when her husband, Salvatore, was mining on the Plenty River
Field, and she was living in a tent:

I felt scared a t times, especially when [Sam] took me over the
other side of the river at . . . Ajax [mine]. One of the Italian men
. . . they said that he'd gone crazy and he was running around
with a gun and a knife. Well, I was sure he was coming to our
tent (laughs] where we slept, and so - I was ashamed to tell
my husband I was afraid, so I kept it to myself, but I ' d be
trembling there in bed, shaking like a leaf until I'd drop off to
sleep . . . Anyway, they found [Benny] dead a few days later . . .
h e shot himself . . . I felt terrified o n this occasion because this
man was running loose, as far as I was concerned.
And

122
123

De Pieri, TS9212, p.6.
Rigoni, TS9213, p.4.
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coming from a big family, and then getting married and going
1 24
out bush, its a wonder I didn't crack up.

While the role of women in the daily life of the camp was clearly defined,
their role in the actual mining of mica was less so. Practices varied from
the larger mining operations such as the Spotted Tiger and Billy Hughes
where women did not play any formal role, to small scale ventures
involving fewer people, where women did have a role in the extraction
of the mineral. Ugo Fadelli at the Caruso in the early 1 950s remembers
that women were used in the trimming or cutting process of the mica,
after it had been mined and brought to the surface by the men. 1 25 And
Teresa Fadelli used to ' . . . pick up my

pick and the bag and go

prospecting around the hills . . . ' when all her domestic chores had been
completed and her baby was asleep.
in

12

6

Salvatore Mamone, who mined

the Plenty River area in the early 1 950s, told of women being

involved in cutting, splitting and sorting (grading) mica:
. . . my wife, she was expert to sort them out and cut them.
And her mother. While we were working at finding the mica

Mamone, TS9 2 1 5, pp.6-7.
125
128

Fadelli, TS9207, p . 1 1 .
Fadelli, TS9206, p. 5 .
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they would cut it. So, I mean I'm talking about our family
now, our group. Some other old men do a lot of [other mine
But our women, our group, there was always
work] . . .
127
somebody was there.

It was generally the practice for

the

men to be responsible for the

removal of the mineral from the mine (either shaft or open cut) and for
the grading of the mica; and some women to have responsibility for
splitting and cutting the mica prior to grading and packing.

The grading was men's work, but women used to help cut it the wives you know. Italian women worked equally as hard as
the men, even more so in some cases . . . They used to have to
get breakfast and they'd have to get an evening meal. During
the day there wasn't much they could do, because the men
1 28
stayed up at the mine
they took their lunch with them.
-

Perhaps the most

accurate and realistic interpretation of events and

activities regarding the various roles of women and men in the mining
process was given by Antoinette Mamone, who had worked in mining
(both gold and mica) from an early age; firstly as a girl with her mother
and father (Maria and Giuseppe Gagliardi) and then as a young bride and
mother with her husband Salvatore. Speaking candidly, she voiced what
must have been a common sentiment from many of Australia's frontier
women, when asked if men and women had separate jobs in the mining
of mica:

127

Mamone, TS92 1 4, p. 1 0.
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Boerner, TS9201 ,tape 1, p . 1 1 .
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Mamone: You're joking? [Laughs). When my Dad couldn't pay
any men Mum was the man - so was I . Y o u ' d fill
the bucket: you'd go down fifty feet sixty feet, fill
the bucket up, and he'd pull it up, then we'd change
places.
,

,

Interviewer: So you did work underground?
Mamone: Oh yes. You'd climb up on a rope - I couldn't do
that on a ladder now! (laughter]
Interviewer: . . . was it men's work or women's work to actually
cut and grade and sort the mica?
you did
Mamone: There was no such thing as whose work
what you could. You just helped because this was a
family, and you worked as a family, and whatever
you could do, if you had the strength to do it, you'd
do it. I'd go and get forty four gallon drums of water,
and then throw them oH the back of a truck. If you
didn't have muscles you soon grew them. You did
what was necessary.
There was nothing really: 'This is my job', or 'That's
your job', otherwise our men would have got
nowhere if the women - and I mean this, I ' m not
joking - if the women had not been behind them.
And I mean not just being there to cook food or
make cakes - we hardly had time for cakes - it
-

-

was just the necessary food to keep them going.

1 29

This expressed sentiment as to the value of women's labour to the
mining process is atypical of the historian's interpretation placed on this
work.

In an article concerning women and mining in colonial Australia,

Alford makes some general comments which could be applied to the
time-frame of this study. She noted that:
The historians stereotype is that mining districts were almost
. (while
wholly male frontiers, where men dug during the day
women] washed, swept, cleaned and cooked for those who did the
real work. Sometimes they did so for income; more often than not
they did it unpaid, in the context of marriage .
Economic History has had nothing to say on the subject directly,
but much indirectly in the several numerical exercises dealing with
census occupational data. These are remarkable if only for the
'

..

..
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Mamone, TS9215, pp. 1 2- 1 3.
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unfailing uniformity with which they readjust and revise recorded
labour force data on women (not men). and equally unfailingly i n a
130
downward direction.

The children lived with their parents in mining camps (plate XXX), until
they were of school age (about six years old). Aboriginal women were
employed to care for the very young, while those too young for school
' . . . played together. They play with the men. We buy a lot of toys car,dollies

..

.'1

31

Once children reached school age a decision was

made: either to enrol the children as boarders at the Catholic Church's
boarding school in Alice Springs, or for the mothers to leave the Field
and reside in Alice Springs with their children. Gino Basso recalls that
one of his partners in the Delma in the late 1 950s, Davide Costa and his
wife, chose to 'separate' - he stayed at the mine working,
wife lived in town and sent the children to day school.

1 32

while his
Antoinette

Mamone remembers starting school at the convent in Alice Springs and
boarding at ' . . . the Lady of the Sacred Heart Convent . . . There was a
cousin of mine there, one of the Ragonese girls, at school at the time.

130
131
132

K. Alford. 'Gilt-edged women: Women and m1n1ng in colonial Australia',
Working Papers in Economic History, 64,Canberra, ANU, 1 986, pp. 1 -2 .
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PLATE XXX

WOMEN AND CHILDREN AT THE BILL Y HUGHES

The wives and children of miners who lived at the Billy Hughes •n 1 949 . Pictured
(from I - r) are: Mrs Denby Coggan wnh Douglas; Augusta Del Tedesco w•th
Robert and Diana; Resi Toigo holding her baby, and Serafina De P•en wnh Adelina
and Ferdinando (Fred).
Source: Serafina De Pieri
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[We were]

just two [Italians].

Then later on my sisters . . . ' 1 33 Mrs

Mamone spoke of the difficulties faced by a six-year old Italian girl whose
first language was not English:

Well, I suppose not too many kids love school to begin with,
but I had learnt the A . B . C . and numbers, and all that, at home.
Dad would take time at night and try to teach us how to read
and write from an early age, and sang, play his guitar and sing
to us, tell us stories, and that sort of thing. So . . . the first year
I went I did grade one and two, this is after I picked up the
language as well. But in the first few months it was shocking
. . . It wasn't easy.
It wasn't easy at all. You didn't make
friends too easily, you were a foreigner, a Dago with a 'B' at
the end of it. Kids can be cruel. And you'd be beaten up - I
remember Mum saying to me: 'Don't tell me that kids are
beating you up, you hit them right back.' How are you going to
hit two or three or four of them against you? 134

Children left in town as boarders were visited whenever their parents
could get to Alice Springs on business.

Usually these visits coincided

with the sale of mica to the Commonwealth Mica

Buyers every three

months. However, Mary Rigoni was able to visit her son Robert every
month.

She would ' . . .

write to the Sisters to let them know I was

coming in, and they had him ready. I'd take him out for the weekend,
then on the Monday he'd go back to school and we'd come back to
camp'. 1 35 The three-monthly visit was the more usual pattern for most
families. Antoinette Mamone's experience of her parents' visits was not
such a typical pattern:
133
134
135

Mamone, TS92 1 5, p.4.
Mamone, TS92 1 5, pp.4-5.
Rigoni, TS9213, p. 1 0.
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Sometimes they'd [her parents) come to town, they couldn't
stay all the year there, but they'd come to town for a few days
and I'd see them then. They didn't have a home, a place to live
[in town), and those rocks just as you come down the hills from
the north on the Stuart Highway. behind those rocks, that's
wh ere we 'd camp . . . two or th ree t1mes a year, perhaps. 1 3 6
.

None of the Italians interviewed during the course of this research had
any experience in mining before arriving at Harts Range; but were, in
retrospect at least, in agreement about their ability to acquire the
necessary skills. Giuseppe Antonelli was taught by his ' . . . brother, or the
other people tell me all, how to use the gelignite, how to drill hole inside
the mine with the jack-hammer, or whatever. They tell me'. 1 37 Doug
Boerner agreed with this recollection of 'on-the-job' learning:

. . . but this is where Johnny Spurio, and Johnny Miolo and a
few others, Aldo Promari - who were all middle-aged men,
who'd been there before the war, working. And they not only
worked on mica, they worked on gold and wolfram. They had
the expertise, and these young fellows picked it up very
. kJ 1 38
QUIC y.

All the

men and women interviewed were adamant that mica mining

was not dangerous even at larger mines such as the Oolgarinna,

138

137

1 311

Mamone, TS9 2 1 5, p.4.
Antonelli, TS9205, p . S .
Boerner, TS920 1 , tape 1 , p . 1 0.
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especially when ' . . . you open up the mine yourself'. 139 The Oo/garinna
was one of the oldest and most extensively mined on the Field, but
nevertheless sustained an accident-free record

(plate XXXI ) .

·

Kurt

Johannsen, who mined mica in the region during the 1 940s and 1 9 50s,
when asked if mica mining was dangerous replied:

Yes and no. Not really dangerous, no more dangerous than
other mining. You've got to watch that - particularly if you're
working underground. Some . . . Italians . . . had caves. . . with a
roof of twenty to thirty feet by twenty or thirty feet, which
eventually collapsed. One in the Billy Hughes, (at) one place
there, they were warned that they could hear the creaking and
groaning, but anyhow they fired out in the evening; and the
next morning when they went up there, the whole thing had
collapsed.

1 40

Adequate safety practices were always followed by the Italians, at least
until the mid-1 950s:
. . . you have to look after yourself when you're digging a mine
- leave what they call the pillars . . . you have to look over your
shoulder when you work inside a big room. You can't leave a
big room because you never know maybe one rock fall down.
So leave a pillar in there and maybe it may act like this, a n d
leave a support on top.

1 41

Mining practice changed during the mid-1 950s, and this made it more
dangerous; and led eventually to some of the larger mines collapsing.
The practice of leaving pillars of rock to support the roof of large mines

138
140
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Fantus, TS9209, p. 1 0.
Johannsen, TS9204, p . 7 .
Antonelli, TS9205, p p . 7-8.

PLATE XXXI

THE OOLGARINNA IN 1 936

The Oolr;arinna is one of the oldest i n the Central Harts Range region. There
were four main underground levels and these are regarded by experts as by far
the most complicated and unsystematic of any mine on the Field.
This
photograph shows the entrance to one of the underground levels. Remnants of
the rail line used to take the mica from the underground levels to the surface. can
still be seen at the site.
Source: Samuel Weller
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had been common and this led , as Antonelli explained above, to safe
procedures and little danger. However, as Boerner pointed out:

. . . towards the end (of the mica mining industry! when mica
became more-or-less not profitable to mine, a lot of miners cut
out the pillars that supported the roof, because there was mica
there - they knew they'd left it as they had mined - and the
mines collapsed, most of them. They're very dangerous to go
.
.
142
mto, t he b'eg mmes, now.

Many such practices were considered dangerous even by some of the
miners - 'It wasn't dangerous if you open up the mine yourself. It was
dangerous on the Spotted Tiger . . . where the mica already they damaged
before' . 1 43 However, the few recorded fatalities on the Field occurred in
earlier times {rather than in the late 1 950s, when such unsafe

practices

1 93 1 at the Spotted Dog,

two men

were common).

On 7 August

called Sebastiana Bolzan and Antonio Paolucci,

were killed in a mine

collapse. Their bodies were recovered, and are buried in a marked grave
1 50 metres from the mine. 'They were shovelling mullock down into a
hole to get rid of it, down, and suddenly the area gave way and they
were both killed.' 144 The other well-remembered fatal accident occurred
in March 1 952 at one of the biggest mines, the Billy Hughes. Antonio
Vicentin was a member of the large Italian syndicate which was then
working the mine:

143
1 44

Boerner, TS920 1 , tape 1 , p . 1 0.
Fantus, TS9209, p . 1 0.
Boerner, TS920 1 , tape 1 , p . 1 0.
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The odd part about it was, it was the last day they were going
to work in the Billy Hughes mine; they'd decided they'd
abandon it. When it collapsed, Tony Vicentin, who was the
fellow who died, had his two sons with him there, working.
They got him out and there wasn't a mark on him, so he might
have actually died of a heart attack, rather than being crushed

1
.
l'k
or anyth mg
1 e th at. 45

Although these two instances were well-known by the people who were
interviewed during this research, they could recall no other incidents.

·

Medical services to the miners and their families were rudimentary to say
the least. Even ailments such as toothache could become the source of
concern. Mary Rigoni told of an incident:

Once my husband got a terrible toothache, and they had to
take him - make a special trip to take him into Alice Springs.
He was out there for two weeks because he had an infection in
his gums. They had to pull his teeth out and scrape his gums,
oh, h e had terrible trouble.

146

Relatively minor accidents, especially those happening to children, were
treated by family or friends. Serafina De Pieri told of the time her son
Freddy walked into the hot ashes of a fire, but said that she had had

145

141!

Boerner, TS920 1 , tape 1 , p 1 1 ; Vicentin was only fifty-seven years old at the
time of his death and he was buried in the Alice Springs Cemetery on 2 5
March 1 952.
Rigoni, TS9 2 1 3 , p . 1 0.
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sufficient skills to tend his

burns;

147

and Doug Boerner remembered

treating a bad laceration on young Jana Floreani' s foot at the Spotted
Tiger.

148

The airstrip near the Harts Range Police Station provided for speedier
evacuations of major illness or accident
Service; however, it did not allay

by the Royal Flying Doctor

the sense of isolation felt by the

miners when faced with these crises.

None of the Italian children were born at Harts Range. Pregnant women
would either leave the Field in time to deliver in the company of friends
and relatives 'down south'; or in time to have their babies at the Alice
Springs Hospital (or Adelaide House). While none of the mothers spoke
of the difficulties of being pregnant in those remote mining camps,
medical complications

did occasionally occur.

Serafina De Pieri

remembered:

. . . when I was on the Caruso mine I have a miscarriage. We
have no car, only the camel, and the men said: 'It's no good
with the camel - we take you down, where there's another
mine down the hill, they have a car.' When we go there we
De Pieri, TS92 1 2, p. 1 5 .
148

Boerner, TS920 1 , tape 1 , p. 1 1 .
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find a car, and we go in Alice Springs to the hospital. I be
staying there, in hospital, more or less a week. Another three
week went to the doctor, he said: 'Don't go back to the mica,
stay away, you'll feel alright.' A her I got back in (to the mica],
to Caruso mine, in '42 we come down to Adelaide where I
make a baby . . .

149

Young women who were isolated from the care of other women or
female family members did on occasions have feelings of isolation and
loneliness. But many of the women interviewed were reluctant to dwell
on this subject, preferring rather to emphasise that their days were busy
and full;

and their illnesses minor and able to be treated with a minimum

of medical intervention. Serafina De Pieri, who arrived as a new bride
in 1 939, spoke candidly of what must have been a typical reaction (by
wary newcomers) to the Field:
You find only yourself sometime, there were only the men. I
been find some woman when the first that time, a Maria Rech
in there. Aher she leh from in there, and been pass seven
months where I don't see no white woman. Especially the day
when we go in the Alice Springs with my miscarriage, I see all
the women, and all the people, all the house. I find a lot of

difference. And I said to myself: 'God, what a country it is, to
.
d 150
the m1ca, to spo1'I the young l'f
1 e. I yes, I sa1'd th'IS wor .

149
150

De Pieri, TS921 2, p.6.
De Pieri, TS92 1 2, p. 1 1 .
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One factor which impacted on these feelings of isolation and loneliness
had to do with how mica was purchased.
Commonwealth

Government took

control

of

From
the

1 942

the

purchase . and

distribution of what was by this time regarded as a 'strategic mineral'.
Prior to 1 942 mica had been purchased by representatives of southern
companies directly from the miners in Central Australia. These trips to
the Field, especially to the large and productive mines, provided a regular
opportunity

for the miners and their families to socialise with visitors.

The Commonwealth alternative was to establish a 'Mica Pool' whereby
mica was purchased by the Commonwealth Mica
Melbourne)
had been
Springs.

from the miners.

Buyer

(from

The miners delivered their mica, which

trimmed, sorted and graded, to the representative in Alice
The mica was then dispatched to Melbourne warehouses;

where the Commonwealth further controlled the distribution of the
mineral to Companies throughout Australia. The Mica Buyer visited Alice
Springs every four months in April, August and December, and it was on
these

occasions that the miners and their families came to Alice

Springs.
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However, i f no mica was prepared for sale at the time of

the visit to Alice Springs by the Buyer, then the miners would have no
need to leave their mines, and so they continued to work until the next
visit. Gino Basso remembered lengthy periods of time between visits to
Alice Springs ' . . . I've been two years one time without going to Alice
151

G . Antonelli, pers. comm., 1 993.
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Springs, [laughs] and after that every eight months. In the end we go
every four months'

. 1 52

The visits to Alice Springs often lasted a week and were occasions for
not only replenishing supplies of food and mining supplies;

but also to

visit relatives, other families (both Italian and non-Italian);
children who might be in school;

to visit

and to generally re-establish contact

with the wider Central Australian community. 1 53 The influx of Italians
into Alice Springs in April, August and December coincided with visits to
town by other families living outside Alice Springs;

and so the

population of the town was increased by over one hundred people for
the period of the Mica Buyer's visits. 1 54 Antoinette Mamone after her
marriage to Salvatore in 1 952, stayed

with her parents Maria and

Giuseppe Gagliardi who by then had an orange orchard on Emily Gap
Road,

south of the town. 1 55 More rarely some

close to town.

,.,
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Basso, TS921 1 , p.6.
G. Antonelli, pers. comm., 1 992.
K . Johannsen, pers. comm., 1 992.
Mamone, TS921 5, p.8.

families would camp

216

On the morning of 1 1 June 1 940,

news arrived in Australia of

Mussolini's decision to involve Italy in the Second World War: he had
joined forces with the Axis powers led by Nazi Germany;

and ·in so

doing had declared war on all Allied powers, including Australia.

The

result was:

.. . a speedy round-up of Italians was effected by a large
number of police anached to the Military Police Intelligence
Section. They were taken to police stations, from which they
were 'cleared' first to local jails and then to pre-established
internment camps.
People were visited by plainclothes
policemen. who confiscated all papers. books, photographs and
personal documents. Often, because they were frightened that
leners or documents overlooked by the police officers could be
used to incriminate their husbands, wives took pains to burn or
1 56
.
destray everyth mg that was wnnen .1n Ita1.1an.
.

Government control of aliens (in this case Italian nationals living in
Australia) had been in force from the beginning of the war in 1 939
through the National Security (Aliens Control) Regulations.

Italians,

among other nationalities, became subject to a surfeit of restrictions on
their private lives, and were liable to internment in the event of war with
their country of origin. 157 Hasluck pointed out that the general policy
regarding internment had been, until 1 940, interpreted to mean that it
would be a last resort solution. However, with the entry of Italy into the
war, internment of Italians became a general,

158

157

rather than a

specific

G. Cresciani, ' Italian immigrants 1 920-1945', in J. Jupp ( e d . ) , The Australian
people: An encyclopedia of the nation, its people and their origins. Sydney,
Angus & Robertson, 1 988, p. 6 1 1 .
N . Lamidey, Aliens control in Australia 1 939-1 946, Sydney, unpublished.
1 974.

21 7

solution, prompting Hasluck to note that ' . . . the injustice of indiscriminate
internment . . . roused Australians themselves and, as a result of public
protests . . . the application of the security powers was made· less
drastic

. . ' 158

.

The Regulations also required aliens to perform non-military duties as
directed by the Minister for Labour; and in March 1 940 the War Cabinet
decided that:
. . . the whole pool of alien labour . . . should be made available to
the Allied Work Council, which had been recently created as a
constructing agency for the Australian Government for a great
number of defence works, many of them long-term projects in
remote areas. This arrangement was . . . to have the advantage of
. . . removing aliens from the coastal areas, then in fear of invasion,
into remote inland areas where they would be employed in large
groups under easy surve1.1lance.

159

In Central Australia, however, the situation was different. At the time
of Mussolini's declaration of war six mining tenements held for the
purpose of mining mica were held as Protected Lease Applications by
Italians. These included two of the biggest mines - the Spotted Tiger
(where thirteen miners and their families resided); and the Billy Hughes
(where another seven families were mining).
families were mining at the Spotted Chief,

158
159

P. Hasluck, The government and the
Australian War Memorial, 1 9 52, p. 594.

As well,

another seven

Eastern Chief,

people,

Caruso and

1939- 1941,

Hasluck, The government and the people, pp. 595-596.

Canberra,
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Central mines.

160

In

total approximately forty Italians were involved on

the Field . Initially, the National Security lland Transfer) Regulations
meant that applications, registrations and transfers on their behalf could
not be considered.

As well, an Enemy Alien was not entitled to be

issued with a Miners' Right; and consequently could not prospect on
Crown Land . It was generally recognised by all those involved (in mica
mining at Harts Range) that the Italians were an irreplaceable human
resource to the industry, and that the workers and work on the Field
would be substantially reduced if the Italians were not allowed to mine
this strategic mineral. In May 1 941 the official view was expressed by
the Acting Secretary, Department of Defence Co-ordination, who noted
that ' . . . it is considered that interference with the ordinary employment
of an enemy alien who is not interned should only be

effected for

specific security reasons and therefore any control should not be in the
form of general prohibition . . . ' 1 6 1

This official anitude explains why

Italians involved in this study did not experience internment. However,
they spoke of their knowledge of the mass internments which occurred
in north Queensland during the same period. 162 Most Italian miners

180
1111
1112

H . B . Owen, ' M ineral lease applications held by Italians
Australia ' , 1 0 July 1 940, AA(ACT), CRS A43 1 , 1 948/276.

in

Central

Acting Secretary, Department of Defence Co-ordination,
Department of Interior, 26 May 1 94 1 , CRS A43 1 , 1 948/276.

to

Secretary,

G . Antonelli, pers. comm., 1 992; Menghetti summarises the high costs
(financial, mental and spiritual) of these Queensland internments of
1 942. See D . Menghetti, " 'Their country, not mine": The internments',
Lectures on North Queensland History, 4, 1 984, pp. 1 9 5-2 1 2.
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during this time stayed in the area and kept mining;

but they did not

visit Alice Springs frequently. Giuseppe Antonelli was asked

if

he could

recall any stories about mistreatment of Italians:
No, because like old John Spurio - there was few other Italian
people. You know, they soon [as) the war started, they go out
bush. You know the government didn't bother - you know,
only a few down near Harts Range, around there, they didn't
come to town . . . maybe once a year.

And Serafina De

163

Pieri, who was at the Billy Hughes as a newly-wed

during 1 940 and 1 941 said, when asked if anything changed:
De Pieri: I don't think so. It changed nothing at all, but in there
is no much nuisance at all . . .
Interviewer:

. . . Did people think you were an enemy because
you were an Italian?

De Pieri: No, not in the camp. Not in the camp.
Interviewer: What about with other people in Alice Springs who
weren't Italian?
De Pieri: Oh well, nobody they say nothing to me, no . . . maybe
they talk themself about it, I have nothing to say
about that.

164

But anti-Italian attitudes

during this period were common in Central

Australia according to some of the

Italians.

Although

Antoinette

Mamone's parents were naturalised by 1 940, this did not prevent some
Australians from racist comment:
Interviewer: . . . did you hear of mistreatment of Italian people
here during the Second World War?
H!3
H!4

Antonelli, TS9205, p . 1 0.
De Pieri, TS921 2, p. 1 1 .
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Mamone: Yes. We had a couple of cousins behind the barbed
wire fences . . . In central Australia, and they were
working out on the road.
I didn't know whether
now, to be honest with you, whether they would
have been mistreated by the officials or by those
people with them, but they weren't happy with the
Australians that were there supposed to be looking
after them . . . it wasn't easy for them, it wasn't easy
at all.
Interviewer: Did your
aliens . . .

parents

have to register as enemy

Mamone: I really don't know. I know that Quite early in the
piece they became naturalised Australians, in the
forties, and as a child I was naturalised automatically,
at that time. I don't know what they do now.
I
think that made a difference to other Australians.
You know, the name Dago and Dago 'B' always went
together - you wonder what Dago's supposed to
mean. Or wog, or something like that. So it wasn't
the best of feeling, you felt a stranger, (an
outcast).

1 65

While general anti-Italian attitudes might have been common during this
period, they did not reach the level which had prevailed in Kalgoorlie in
West Australia, a decade before. In 1 934 the Australia Day riots in that
city and nearby Boulder, were directed specifically at Italian miners and
businesses.

Pascoe and Bertola noted

Government in power in West Australia,

that despite the Labour
those whose lives had been

shattered could not hope for compensation from the Government ' . . . for
although it was a workers' government, the Collier Cabinet had tacitly
condoned the racism inherent in the rioting and drew a line only at

H l6

Mamone, TS92 1 5, pp. 1 4- 1 5.
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extreme violence'. 166 This type of anti-Italian feeling did not reach the
Government level, and appeared to be contained to an individual level in
Central Australia.

Italians began arriving in the Harts Range from the early 1 920s. Largely
they came, as Italians did generally to Australia, following family
members or other Italians from the same geographic region. This type of
chain migration meant that most of the Italians involved in this study
were from the northern Italian areas of Marches and Venetia. They had
all come to Harts Range with some knowledge of what life would be like
for them, and had come to work, to improve themselves, to escape from
poor living standards, and to search for a better future for themselves
and their children.

Their whole life consisted of work - hard, heavy

and, at times inhuman. 1 87 Maria Gagliardi best summed up the matterof-fact way that she and others like her (men and women) approached
each day's work. She worked Monday through to Saturday with her
husband:

Hie
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R. Pascoe and P. Bertola, 'Italian miners and the second-generation
"Britishers'" at Kalgoorlie, Australia' , Social History, 1 0, 1 , January 1 985,
p. 1 0 .
Cresciani, Italian immigrants,

p.

612.
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. . . take off all the mullock, prepare all mine to chute, look after the
kids . . . I got to give a hand to him - if I don't, nothing to eat
[laughs). It was full-time; no white men, no blackfellow, no
nothing Saturday night, finish, drop the mica, and prepare dinner
at night . . . And when it come Sunday morning, get up early in
the morning, and go to wash the clothes for all the family;
prepare something for food for lunch, because it was Sunday,
making more good dinner for Sunday lunch-time.
I prepared spaghetti, or pastaciutte (laughs]. and something like
jelly or fruit [or) pudding or something for lunch, prepare a
good meal. And when I leave everything prepared, on the fire
- the meat was on and everything - and I [would tell) my
husband: 'You look after the children, and look after the meat,
not get burned. When I come back, we cook spaghetti, and
have ready the sauce to eat for lunch . '
'Yes, yes', h e look after the kids, and sharpen all his drills and
tools to work, and look after the kids and the meat. When I
come back from there, where I going to wash [the) clothes by
hand - for six kids, and me and my husband, eight - I started
washing there in the morning, and when it was lunchtime I'm
ready to come back home . . . When I come back home, I put
the clothes somewhere, to get dry, go inside, cook the
spaghetti, [everybody) eats; finish eating, kids washed the
dishes, and I go picked up all the clothes - was dry straight
away. [It was) hot in the bush - and started after picked up
from there, where they was [laid out]. started to fix them up;
some had holes here, some here [gestures), some missed a
button.
I fixed up all the clothes for me, for my husband, for all the
kids, . . . by hand, with needle and cotton. I put it on top of the
bed, to make quick job [laughs). First put one stitch here,
another here, to stay still the patch, and after I sat down I
started more quick fix up.
In the evening, finished, make another little bit meal, for the
night, and I go and visit my mother and my father, with the
kids and my husband. That's the life we had there . . . But I
liked that job; I like work. Because I was used to (dol in Italy,
started when I was young - work all the time. I like work. I
no like sit down, do nothing. But if I work [well], finish quick,
, 68
.
start another mormng happy and everyth 'mg.
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M . Gagliardi, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 226; Item TS546, pp.S-7.
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One of the most interesting
perception

revelations of these interviews was the

held by both men and women as to the meaning and

value of work. 'Work' is an historical and cultural term according to
Fox and Lake, whereby

human activities are categorised into work

and non-work depending on the dominant cultural norm. 1 69 However,
in their accounts, the Italian women at Harts Range saw themselves
very much as 'workers'.

They exhibited a pride in their work, and

were respected by the miners for their expertise. They were not paid
for splitting, sorting and grading mica but this did not undermine its
value to the operation of the mine.

Some women actually worked

alongside their men in the hard physical task of extracting mica from
the pegmatites. Antoinette Mamone in particular recalled that when
' . . . my Dad couldn't pay any men, Mum was the man - so was I ' . 1 70
And the traditional Italian female role o f family caregiver

was

sometimes assumed by the men. 'Dad would take time at night and
try to teach us how to read and write from an early age, and sing,
play his guitar and sing to us, tell

us stories, and that sort of

1 1
thin g . ' 7 Of course, the single men had to do their own washing and
mending; and in the absence of a woman, their own cooking.

IIIII
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C. Fox and M.Lake (eds). Australians at work: Commentaries and sources,
Ringwood, Victoria, McPhee Gribble, 1 990.
A. Mamone, transcript of interview,
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It

was

interesting

to

discover the

ways

recollections differed from men's. They

in

which

women's

tended to present a fuller

picture of mica mining as a way of life rather than concentrating on
the specifics. They told of the difficulties of raising families and
undertaking all housekeeping, at the same time as working alongside
their husbands and fathers.

They performed such tasks as trimming,

cutting and grading the mica; and, in some cases, were expected to
even do the work of the men underground. They related moments o f
sorrow following miscarriages;

o f having to go back to the mining

camps against medical advice; and of the sadness felt when leaving
very young children in Alice Springs to be cared for and ed ucated by
the Church. But notwithstanding, it is clear from the transcripts that
the women showed humour, courage and strength in dealing with the
hardships.

Prominent in their evidence were tales of the eagerly

anticipated weekends spent socialising with other Italian families.
Above all, there emanated an inescapable commitment to family,
friends, and to a better life.

The

recorded

themselves';

testimonies

allowed

and in so doing to

their lives at Harts Range.

the

Italians

to

'speak

for

convey a sense of the totality o f

I have therefore used the interviews in a

sensitive manner to present a narrative rather than a critical analysis.
The relative merits of these two different approaches have been
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.
.
d 1scusse d 1n the I'1terature.

Wh'1te

Popular Memory Group argues

that

d'1scusses both

172

;

while the

the historian dealing with oral

evidence should attempt to 'deconstruct' the testimony, in an effort
to discover the real meaning behind historically inaccurate accounts of
events, and apparently inconsistent expressions of points of view.

173

I have chosen the narrative approach in the belief that the oral
evidence presented in this chapter is unique and therefore unavailable
from other (largely written) sources.

The information presented is

new and d ifferent, and is presented in a new and alternative medium.
It has what Lyons describes as ' . . . its own way of telling a story' . 1 74
The stories presented reveal the ways in which the Italians and their
families have perceived the past, and how they represented their own
role in it.

In summary, they lived, they worked, and despite both official and
unofficial scrutiny, successfully mined a strategic mineral which helped
the Australian war effort and the economy. That they accomplished so
much is obvious in the responses recorded in this chapter; that they did

172
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' Beyond autobiography',

in R.

Samuel,

People 's history and

socialist theory, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1 9 8 1 , pp.33-42.
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Popular Memory Group,
'Popular memory: Theory, politics, method',
in A. Johnson et al. (eds), Making histories: Studies in history - writing and
politics, London, Hutchinson, and the
Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies, 1 982, pp. 244-249.
Lyons, 'History and the history of memory', p.5.
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this despite the obstacles set in their way is a credit to their
determination and to their skill.

The Italian background of all the men and women interviewed was
devoid of any mining experience. However, much of the daily life of the
miners and their families was determined by their ethnic background.
Unlike other Central Australian mining areas, notably Arltunga, (where
women and children were absent), at Harts Range the presence of large
family groups emphasised the ethnic importance of family.

In many

instances men came alone to the Field, having left their wives and
families in Italy. An early priority was the reunification of their family. At
other frontier mining areas in the Northern Territory, and indeed in towns
such as Alice Springs, the lifestyle of the mainly Anglo-Saxon men was
considered unsuitable and too harsh for non-Aboriginal women.

This

was not the case at Harts Range, and had as much to do with the Italian
attitude to family as it had to do with the economic advantage of having
extra workers on site.

Another aspect of ethnicity was displayed in the food that was chosen
by the miners. Much was of Italian origin and cooked in the Italian way,
taking into account their traditional regional variations such as the
presence or absence of fish.

Much of their favoured vegetable food

came from Adelaide, imported from Italy by Italian entrepreneurs. Their
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diets were based on vegetables and pasta, with fish if the families had
come from coastal areas; and milk, eggs and cheese if their background
had been rural. Pastoral Stations provided some fresh beef, and ·most
settlement areas kept large herds of goats, and most of this meat was
cooked using Italian recipes.

In addition, they bought large barrels of

Italian-style wine from Patridi Brothers in Adelaide and bottled it
themselves on the Field.

Italian ethnicity was also clearly demonstrated in their social life by their
e..

preference for the well-known and loved games of Bocc� and La Mora,
which were a tangible reminder of their homeland.

A number of Italian miners left the Field and returned to southern cities;
others returned to Italy. Many however, continued their association with
Central Australia after they left Harts Range and mica mining. Although
the industry was officially closed in 1 960, several miners and their
families settled in Alice Springs before that time.

I n the late 1 940s

Giuseppe and Maria Gagliardi moved into town where they first
established a citrus orchard and then, early in the 1 950s, developed
commercial real estate interests which still exist today in the town
centre. The Gagliardis continued to sponsor Italian immigrants who have
established themselves as civic and commercial leaders in the region. In
the case of the Floreani family, their son Enzo (born in Alice Springs) was
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elected the Member of the Legislative Assembly of the Northern Territory
for the Flynn Electorate from 1 988 to 1 990.

The Verdi Club was established by the Italian community in the late
1 950s, when meetings were held in a rented Catholic Church building.

1 75

In the early 1 970s a new Club facility was built, funded by subscriptions
from the wider Alice Springs community. The Club enables Italians to
express their identity, maintain aspects of their culture, work for
community projects, follow their interests, and generally enjoy each
others company.

Italians are involved in, and have made major contributions to, the arts,
professions, business, sport and politics of Central Australia.

Business,

for example, boasts restaurateurs such as Ruffino and Adami;

and

builders such as Diano, DeMarco, Marineucci and Simonetta.

The

professions are represented by Gagliardi and Simonetta in teaching,
Castagna in welfare, and Matarazzo in medicine.

While some may not

have been direct descendants of Italian mica miners, many were, and
others were sponsored or encouraged to come by those already
established in the region. While the importance of the individuals named
is acknowledged, hundreds of other Italians have played a vital role in the
development of Alice Springs, and have had a significant influence on the
175

T. Fadelli, pers. comm., 1 99 6 .
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Central Australian lifestyle.

They and their families have established

themselves firmly, and continue to share and preserve aspects of their
cultural heritage; thus richly contributing to the wider Central Australian
community.

Nell'umile dugout
nascosto come tantl
nel ventre ncco
di una terra amara
racconta fatti a storia
ora d'un tempo ad ora
di una vita astasa
per oltra sattant'anni

CHAPTER SIX

THE MINES AND THEIR PHYSICAL EVIDENCE

In the humble dugout
hidden like many
in the rich bowels
of a hostile land
he tells the facts and stories
now of yesteryear now
of a life spanning
more than seventy years
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According to Australian historical archaeologist Graham Connah,

the

most extensive effect of colonial settlement on the Australian landscape
was agriculture, but mining has had a more profound local effect. 1 The
latter point is certainly true in the study region where the evidence of
mining - ranging from mere surface scratchings near quartz outcrops, to
large mines featuring deep and extensive underground workings - is
scattered across thousands of square kilometres. The region has been
divided for convenience into three Districts: the Central Harts Range
District

containing the present day Fossicking Area centred on the

Atitjerre Aboriginal community at Harts Range on the Plenty Highway
east of the Stuart Highway towards the Queensland border; the Plenty
River District seventy

kilometres

north-east

of the

Harts

Range

settlement; and the Undippa District thirty kilometres north-west of the
Harts Range settlement. Within these three Districts there are well over
one hundred identified mica mine sites and there are probably many
more. However, there is a concentration of mining sites and settlement
evidence in the Central Harts Range District. This District contains not
only the largest number of mica mines which were worked for decades
by Italian miners; it also contains the largest settlement sites: at the Billy

G . Connah, The archaeology of Australia 's history, Melbourne, Cambridge
University Press, 1 993.
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Hughes, the Spotted Tiger and the Oolgarinna; and hence this is the

District I have concentrated on for this study.

The Central Harts Range District (the Field) is one of Australia's remotest
mining areas, situated in one of the country's harshest environments.
The Field was never rich, despite being Australia's largest, and its most
productive. The nature of mica mining mitigated against the use of large
scale machinery and

mining equipment, and thus there was no

opportunity to underwrite the capital expenditure needed to neutralise
the effect of such adverse circumstances. As a result, the miners and
their families operated their mines and lived in conditions of extreme
hardship.

Their reaction to these challenges represents an important

chapter in the mining history not only of the Northern Territory and
Central Australia but all Australia. An integral part of this reaction is the
physical remains at the sites - all of which (particularly the buildings)
have a high degree of historical integrity.

Due to their remote location

the Harts Range settlement sites were never re-used as settlement sites
for any other purpose than mining. The region therefore holds physical
evidence which is valuable to historians and archaeologists for the study
and interpretation of lifestyles on a 'mining frontier'. When, in 1 960, the
Commonwealth Government ceased to purchase mica from the Field
(effectively closing the industry) the miners left, taking only their personal
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possessions with them.

No new development took place, and the

buildings, constructed from local stone, were not easily transported to
new locations. Unlike settlements such as Ballarat in Victoria, where the
towns continued to grow after the decline of mining, the Harts Range
Field was simply abandoned; and while re-useable material such as
corrugated

galvanised

iron

was

removed,

much

still

remains.

Consequently a large body of material evidence is still available in the
Field; and it is the integrity of this evidence which is most valuable to
researchers, and a great asset to Australia's heritage.

A casual visitor to the area today cannot help but be moved by a sense
of admiration and regard for the people who lived in such harsh and
difficult circumstances. Additionally, the arid nature of the country; the
extremes of climate; the rugged topography; and the remoteness of the
area combine to create a forceful impression of the life and work o f the
Italians on the Field.

The material evidence of settlement at the surveyed sites within the Field
is demonstrated in the remains of a number of dwellings,

and in the
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remains of mining activity.

While some of these structures are

substantial, many are very basic and appear to be nothing more than low
walls or wind breaks.

Even the basic structures present a

variety of

forms - ranging from the regular and symmetric, to little more than stone
arrangements on the ground.
sophistication,

Fireplaces range from some showing

or at least skill in construction, to others which were

simply constructed to contain a hearth.

Some of the ruins have been

built into the side of hills, and a few are partially below ground level.
Other man-made features on the Field include: the remains of shafts and
diggings; remnants of processing machinery such as compressors and
railway tracks; and evidence of roads, tracks and camel pads. One grave
was located, that of two miners, Sebastiana Bolzan and Antonio
Paolucci, who were killed in a mine accident in 1 93 1 . 2

A brief reference to the socio-economic system operating in the Field
during the study period will give a useful background to the analysis of
specific structural remains. Official documentary sources backed up by
oral evidence indicates that the population on the Field was always small
(fewer than 200) based on small mines worked by syndicates of six to
ten miners; rather than deep mines with valuable capital backing, a
secure future and a permanent workforce. It can therefore be assumed
that the miners considered their work on the Field as being of a

2

K. Mooney-Smith, pers. comm., 1 993.
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temporary nature, and that they were not inclined to build permanent
structures.

This was especially true of some Italians who had been

brought to Australia by relatives; or those who came as part of
arrangements involving southern mica processing businesses.

Those

without families would have been satisfied with the crudest of shelters.

Consequently, there are no remains of buildings of a sophisticated
nature. Most structures are thought to be
believed to be mica stores,

domestic, while some are

or stores for food and mining equipment.

The stone walls, which are in relatively good condition, give indications
of size, plan and form, and physical locations within groups of structures.
There is little evidence of the less permanent materials which were used
in construction. Occasionally there is a timber window frame or some
indication of a wooden pole set vertically in a stone wall. There is also
evidence of fencing wire, which was used to tie down roof structures.
Roofing material must usually have been temporary as little remains to
indicate such structures with the exception of one complete roof made
of stone supported by timber rafters.

However, photographs taken by

the miners at the time add weight to their recollection that canvas and
boughs were the most common roofing . Corrugated iron was introduced
later - but was still covered with green bough material for additional
insulation. There was little use of milled timber in these buildings, which
is surprising given that timber was available in Alice Springs from the
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early 1 950s. It seems, therefore, that most structures in the area were
of a temporary nature - simply a bush timber dwelling with a canvas and
bough roof, with a stone wall base (perhaps to keep out the hot winds
and dust), and with a basic fireplace for heating and cooking.

The assumption of the temporary and unsophisticated nature of the
buildings can, however, be challenged upon a closer examination of
some of the stonework. A few of the buildings consist of stones heaped
upon stones in an apparently random fashion

Most of the remains display a

limitations on height and stability).
regularity of walling technique.

(with subsequent

This

is due to the use of the slaty

schist-like stone found in the area which fractures easily and readily
along pronounced bedding planes; unlike conventional stone quarrying
where regular, convenient-sized blocks of stone are cut from the
deposits. The lengths of blocks used appears random, however it was
discovered

that

most

structures

exhibited

a

constant

thickness

throughout the building, suggesting perhaps that miners did spend some
time dressing, or at least selecting, stones to achieve this desired effect.
Of course, the need for basic structural stability would have had an
influence on the techniques of construction, but there i s evidence o f
some degree of professional skill in most o f the structures.
usually of a single-skin construction.

Walls are
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In the following descriptive sections which detail the individual history of
each of the mines within the Field, much information has been extracted
from the Mining Tenement Registers of the Northern Territory for the
period 1 872 until 1 960. Initial work, on the early period from 1 904 to
1 940, completed by 'Snow' Balfour prior to his death in 1 994, has
proved invaluable. 3 The registers covering the period since 1 940 are
available from the Department of Mines and Energy, Alice Springs.
However, information regarding Mineral Licence Applications for the
period 1 888-1903; Miners Right Claims for the period 1 872-1 903; and
Mineral Leases for the period 1 872-1 904 has not been located.

Until 1894 all mining activity in the Northern Territory was administered
by the Department of Lands in Adelaide, South Australia. However, with
the establishment of the South Australian Department of Mines all mining
'

matters were transferred, together with responsibility for administration
of all relevant Acts,

to that Department.

existing mining legislation;

The Department studied all

and in 1 903 all extant Acts were repealed

and the Mining Acr 1903 was enacted to control all mining activity in the
Northern Territory. The information extracted from the Mining Tenement
Registers covering the period 1 904 to 1 940 includes: Mining Claim
Applications (1 0 April 1 906 to 27 July 1 940); Mining Lease Applications

3

I.S. Balfour (comp.), 'Mining Lease Applications
Springs Register'. 1 992. (Unpublished)

-

1 903 Mining Act - Alice
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(28 February 1 906 to 22 July 1 940); and Mineral Leases ( 1 904 to
1 905). The Registers containing information prior to the above dates are
missing.

Under the 1 903 Act only two types of application forms were used:
Mining Claim Application (if the prospector did not wish to apply for a

Mining Lease, or, more usually, if the area was to be used for only a
short period of time); and Minng
i
Lease Application (if the prospector
wished to obtain a more secure tenement over an area).

The mine sites are described in the order in which they were visited
during periods of fieldwork in 1 993,

1 994 and 1 995; and their

geographic description is in relation to each other. Their co-ordinates are
in appendix

I.
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BUTCHER BIRD MINE

Access to the Butcher Bird is east from the Stones, along a very faint
track which, near to the site, follows a very overgrown creek bed. There
is apparently another access track (not found by the writer) which heads
south from the Painted Canyon mine. 4 The mine area is at the eastern
end of a large, flat area beside a small creek. On the southern side of
the creek are three large shafts, as well as a large open cut area which
terminates at the edge of a prominent quartz outcrop which is a
conspicuous feature of the ridge.

Another smaller open cut area has

been worked to the north of the creek in the same general area. There
are several natural deep gorges throughout the area where miners have
tested for the presence of mica. The Butcher Bird settlement area is
located 350 metres south-west of the mine area across overgrown,
flat bushland (fig. 9).

The Butcher Bird mine was registered on 2 March 1 943. It was named
by its first owner, Hector Norman Jenkins, at the time when Mineral
4

R. Thompson, pers. comm., 1 99 2 .
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Lease Application (MLA) 1 9H established ownership over twenty acres
by Jenkins, his wife Elsie May, John Souter, Colin Campbell and William
Urwin. The partners paid £1 annually for the Lease until 1 963·. On
27 August 1 964 it was forfeited for non-payment of rent.

Information

is scarce regarding production,

Government Geologist, reported that the mine

however Jensen,

the

produced 2 1 68 lbs of

high grade mica in its first three months of operation. 5

The settlement area is located approximately 350 metres south-west of
the mine workings on a flat but presently overgrown sandy section of
land beside a small, creek bed. The creek runs in an east-west direction
and is a small tributary of Eblana Creek.

In this settlement are

the

remains of the largest number of brush structures found in the Field
(plate XXXll) .

Structure no. 1

-

kitchen area

(4 x 5 metres) - contains a

stove

(plate XXXIII) and is surrounded by concrete slab pieces which suggest
that the stove at one time was situated at the edge of a cement floor.
There is also evidence to suggest that the kitchen structure was covered
by timber and brush. This was an uncommon practice because of the
!5

H . l . Jensen, 'Report on mica deposits at Harts Range and Plenty River areas,
5 Parts, Northern Territory Geological Survey, Report GS 43/1 , 1 943.
(Unpublished)
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danger of accidental fires.

Certainly Italians at other mines with stone

structures established a habit of preparing food in the stone structure,
and consuming food under timber and brush roofing apart from the
preparation area. 6 However, given the absence of stone at the Butcher
Bird, the arrangement is not surprising.

Six timber posts are all that remain of rectangular Structure no. 2 . The
posts are 300 mm high and are 1 . 5 metres apart, running south-west to
north-east, and 2 metres apart running south-east to north-west.

The

arrangement suggests that the posts at one time provided

the

foundations for a small shed (perhaps a storeroom).

North-east of Structure no. 2 is the dump area.

There is material

scanered over a wide area ( 1 5 x 20 metres), which consists mainly of
clear amber bonles, rusted tins, machinery parts, drill bits and other
mining equipment, as well as broken glass and tableware.

Area no. 4 consists of collapsed remains of five structures.

All were

constructed of bush timber and brush. The two at the north-east end of
the group suggest that they may have been used as animal enclosures.
They consist of vertical corner posts and connecting cross-beams with

G. Antonelli, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; Item TS9205;
I. Floreani, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; Item TS9202.
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no evidence of roofing material.

But considering that these

two

structures are within metres of the other three dwellings, they may have
been used as sleeping quarters.

The mine workings reveal evidence of the extensive use of timber to
support mine shafts which was in fact an unusual feature on this Field
(plate XXXIV) . A well had been sunk to the west of the mine shafts, and
was connected to the mine area by a raised walkway (plate XXXV } . The
headwork of the well's windmill and its timber shaft are still visible.

The Butcher Bird camp has been largely dismantled.

Little evidence

remains of the dwellings, since all were constructed of bush timber and
brush. The timber work used at the various mine workings was atypical
for the Field, which

indicates a more permanent approach to mining

7
mica which was not found elsewhere. Rent was paid for twenty years,
which suggests activity at the site for the whole of the period, however,
the fact that development at the mine site was not mirrored at the
settlement site suggests that production might not have been great.

7

Mining officials were constantly critical of what they saw as bad mining
practices
with regard to the absence of timbering i n numerous mines.
Copley Playford who was Chief Mining Warden in 1 9 22, when reporting on
the work of the Great Australian Mica Company remarked that the work of
this company was better than at other mines whose practices did not include
the use of timber shoring which often resulted in old workings collapsing.

·-

PLATE XXXII

.

_...., .

GENERAL VIEW OF THE BUTCHER BIRD

The Butcher Bird mine was commenced tn 1943

.·

-

SETTLEMENT AREA

The miners made extensive use of bush timber and brush from surrounding vegetation.

area contains the largest body of matenal evtdence left on the field; consisting only of bush timber and bush structures.
remains, despite the fact that there is plenty of the schist-like stone available.

This

There are no stone

PLATE XXXIII

WOOD-BURNING STOVE AT THE BUTCHER BIRD

Concrete flooring in post-1940 buildings was commonplace throughout the Field,
especially in dining areas or in food preparation areas.

The covering structure

was usually timber and brush. Stoves were relatively common on the Field after
the Second World War.

PLATE XXXIV

SHAFTWORK

AROUND

THE

WELL

AT

THE

BUTCHER BIRD
The extens1ve use of timber around the shaftwork at the well at
mine was uncommon in the Field.

the Butcher Bird

The headwork for the well's windmill can be

seen in the photograph above, and is typical of the care taken by
this lease.

the owners of

PLATE XXXV

RAISED

WOODEN

WALKWAY

AT

THE

BUTCHER BIRD
This raised walkway with handrails
m

at the Butcher Bird connected the well pump

the foreground (left) to the shaft area in the background. The use of bush

t1mber on the Field was always dependent on its availability.
evidence of the use of dressed timber in this area.

There is no
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'STONE HUT' MINE8

Access to this mine is 1 kilometre along an easterly track from the
Butcher Bird, which

for most of the distance follows a heavily

overgrown creek bed. Settlement

area A is located on the north bank

of the creek; the mine area and settlement area B lie approximately
800 metres south on the other side of a small ridge. Immediately north
of settlement area A is a small hill (50 metres high), on top of which is
evidence of an exploratory adit having been driven into its western slope
(fig. 1 0) .

There i s n o historical documentation available for this mine site, nor any
oral evidence available to suggest its name. Surface scatter

such as

amber beer bottles and tins suggests an occupation date of the 1 950s.

The association of these two settlements (A and B) on this site is
speculative, and is based on the premise that area A on the north side of
the creekbed does not contai n any other substantial mine in close
•

This descriptive title has been given by the writer in the absence of any
reference in the literature to the mine.
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proximity. The small exploratory working to the north of the settlement
on the hill is not, in the opinion of the writer, of sufficient size to have
occasioned such a relatively large settlement area. The presence of the
stone and timber structure in area 8 south of the creekbed suggests that
the mine shafts in this area were worked in an earlier period, and perhaps
reworked during the life of area A.

Settlement area A contains three structures, the most impressive of
which is a small stone hut (6 x 2.5 x 1 . 6 metres) which

still has a

complete stone roof (Structure no. 1 ) . This is the only structure with an
extant

roof which was

located

during

the

fieldwork

period

(plate XXXVI) . The building faces south and is built into the slope of the
hill behind. The walls, however, do not appear to have been constructed
as carefully as the stone sections of Structure no. 2, with several small
rock pieces placed in 'gaps' between larger stones which are laid in
rough courses (plate XXXVTI) .

Overall, the hut is well-proportioned

(though not large) with a doorway at the

south-west corner.

The

roofing stones (maximum thickness 400 mm) are supported by bush
timber rafters. The interior of the hut contains two 'benches' set into the
900 mm thick walls; one on the western wall immediately to the left of
the doorway; the other at the opposite end of the hut on the eastern
wall. Neither are of a comfortable length to operate as a sleeping bench,
and in fact the internal head clearance height of the structure of

244

1 .6

approximately

metres

would

prove

uncomfortable

for

any

'inhabitant'. The apparent 'sophistication' of this structure is unique in
the writer's experience and extends well beyond the requirements· of a
storage facility.

Structure no. 2 in area A is a large (8 x 7 x 5 metres) stone and timber
construction.

The walls on the north, south and east are 1 . 2 metres

high, with evidence of a brush wall above the stonework for a further
3.8 metres.

The roofing material

(which has collapsed within the

structure) was brush, and a few thin (50 mm) bush timber 'rafters' are
still in place (plate XXXVlli) . Corrugated iron may well have been used
under the brush and have been removed from the site but there is no
evidence of its being used. The interior eastern wall has a built-in bench
along its entire length. The doorway of structure no. 2 also opens to the
south.

Structure no. 3 is constructed of timber and suggests an
enclosure.

It is

animal

4 x 4 metres in size, with corner posts of bush timber

1 00 mm thick, and features thinner saplings used as crossbeams. There
is no evidence of a roof over this structure.

Area 8 contains a single stone and timber dwelling (3 x 2 x 2 metres)
which faces west and is built partially into a small south-facing
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rise (plate XXXIX) . A cut-down 44-gallon drum fashioned into a stove is
located in the south-east corner of the structure which also contains the
remains small (450 mm) round table, and evidence of a window facing
east. The stone walls are double-skinned and well-built.

The presence

of brush on the floor of this building indicates that timber rafters and a
brush roof may have been in place. Fencing wire (2 mm thick) has been
used to 'lash' the corner posts to the roofing timber.

There is no

evidence of any surface scatter on this rocky site.

The 'Stone Hut' site has significant architectural and aesthetic value
since it contains the two typical structures used by mica mining
communities throughout the Field .

Structure no.

1

is the most

'complete' of any stone building located. Only the door is absent; and
the stone roof is intact. Structure no. 2 is equally important. Although
partly collapsed, enough remains to judge the full height of the building,
and although principally of timber, stone was used in the lower section of
the building's walls, thus maximising the height of the local timber.
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PLATE XXXVI

A

COMPLETE

STONE

STRUCTURE

AT

'

THE

'STONE HUT'
Structures such as this were once common in the Field, probably prior to the First
World War.

Many were used for accommodation, and also food preparation.

This particular structure at the 'Stone Hut' mine has an internal head clearance of
only 1 .6 metres; it may therefore been used as a store.

�

PLATE XXXVII

DETAIL OF STONE ROOFING TECHNIQUE

A close exammat•on of this stone hut
to support the stone slab roof.
length from

reveals the use of bush timbers as rafters

The stones of schist-like material, vary greatly in

600 mm to less than 200 mm; all however have been carefully
400 mm.

arranged to maentain a uniform thickness of about
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PLATE

XXXVI

A COMPLETE STONE
'STONE HUT'

STRUCTURE

AT THE

Structures such as this were once common in the Field, probably prior to the First
World War. Many were used for accommodation, and also food preparation .
This particular structure at the 'Stone Hut' mine has an internal head clearance of
only 1 .6 metres; it may therefore been used as a store.

['f

PLATE XXXV11

DETAIL OF STONE ROOFING TECHNIQUE

A close examination o f this stone hut reveals the use of bush timbers as rafters
to support the stone slab roof. The stones of schist-like material, vary greatly in
length from 600 mm to less than 200 mm; all however have been carefully
arranged to maintain a uniform thickness of about 400 mm.

PLATE XXXVIII

COLLAPSED
ROOF
'STONE HUT'

STRUCTURE

AT THE

The he1ght of this stone and bush structure (no.2) was over three metres. Stones
were often used as an alternative to timber in the lower courses of buildings.
Th1s structure used thin ( 70 mm) timber rafters, possibly to support a light
weight roof of corrugated iron. No corrugated iron remains on the site.

PLATE

XXXIX

SMALL TIMBER AND STONE DWELLING AT THE
'STONE HUT'

Small stone and bush timber structures such as this were associated with the
smaller mines. where fewer miners lived and worked. The miners rarely worked
alone as this pract1ce was inherently dangerous.
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OOLGARINNA MINE

The Oolgarinna is found by following a winding camel pad for
approximately 500 metres south from the Billy Hughes mine (plate XL).
The workings are on the western slope of Mount Palmer approximately
300 metres above the valley floor; making it the highest mine in Central
Australia at approximately 900 metres above sea level. At the foot o f
the slope 200 metres below the mine is the large settlement area A .
However, there is another settlement, which appears t o be of an
earlier origin, located 100 metres to the south-west of the workings, and
it is connected to them by a narrow, much overgrown, camel pad
(settlement area B). The track to the lower camp follows an older camel
pad, and during the Second World War was used by vehicles. However,
in the period between the end of the war and the abandonment of the
Oolgarinna in 1 958, 9 camels were used to transport goods to and from

the mine using this track. 10 A vehicle track from settlement area A to

9

Mining Tenement Register !Alice Springsl, held i n Department o f Mines and
Energy, n . d .

10

G.

Jokilk,

The geology and mica-fields at

the Harts

Range,

Central

Australia, Bulletin no. 26, Canberra, Bureau of Mineral Resources, Geology

and Geophysics, 1 955, p.202.
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the Harts Range Police Station connected this site to the Spotted Tiger
and the Billy Hughes (figs. 1 1 and 1 2) . The surface workings of the mine
consist of a group of extensive open cuts (plate XLI). In addition there
are four main underground levels and these are regarded by mining
geologists as by far the most complicated and unsystematic of any mine
in the Field. 1 1 As a consequence the Oolgarinna was considered for
many years to be unsafe.

12

The Oolgarinna was already being worked in 1 896 when the South
Australian geologist, H. Y. L. Brown visited the area. 1 3
referred to the mine as Chambers mine,

Brown also

presumably after the

leaseholder, although no record of a lease in this name exists. According
to Joklik operations at the mine were almost continuous until 1 940 when
work was suspended. However, the mine was opened again in late 1 947
for a short period until finally being abandoned in 1 95 1

.

14

Mining

Tenement Registers for the period indicate that both company and
individual interests were shown in the mine.

11

Joklik, Geolo(Jy and mica- fields, p.203.

12

Jokilk, Geolo(Jy and mica-fields, p.204.

13

15

In January 1 9 1 3 one

H.Y.L. Brown, Reports on Ar/tun(Ja (}Oldfield and Hart 's Range mica field;
and explorations north-east of Hart's Ran(Je, north-west of Alice Sprin(Js,
and the Frew River country, &c., SAPP 1 27, 1 896, p.4.

,.

15

Joklik, Geolo(Jy and mica-fields, p.202.
Balfour (comp.), Mining Lease applications, n.p. The Registers refer to the
mine as 'Oolgarna' but it is clearly the same mine.

5.
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Sketch plan of Oolgarinna settlement area A
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Sketch plan of Oolgarinna settlement area B
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P. Segil made application for Lease Number 2 of 1 9 1 3 over forty acres of
land ' . . . two and a half miles north-east of Mount Brassey (formerly
Chambers Mica mine)

.

.

.

'1 6

The Lease remained

with Segil until 20

September 1 9 1 7 when Australian Mica Limited took over the operation
of the mine. On 21 August 1 922 Lease Number 442 of 1 922 over the
Oolgarinna mine was applied for by the Great Australian Mica Company .

A year earlier this Company had been granted a Special Licence to
explore for mica over sixteen square miles of country centred on Mount
Palmer. In August 1 922 the Company sought conversion of this Special
Licence to a Lease over 200 square miles in order to mine mica. This
application was turned down and the Company left the Field. 1 7 On 1 2
June 1 925, William Petrick applied for Lease Number 477 of 1 925 on
the Oolgarinna and held it until 2 July 1 930. On 1 8 August of that year
R . Denby Coggan applied for Lease Number 679 of 1 930 over twenty
acres including the mine; he held the lease for one year only. R.G . Bray
mined

Lease Number 740 of 1 93 1

from 2 2 August 1 93 1 until 1 8

March 1 93 5 . On 26 May 1 947 Lease Number 1 27H was applied for by
Giovanni Spurio; but within two years he sold his shares to Coggan and
Sam Weller. Although the lease was renewed annually by these men
until 1 957, they had stopped mining as early as 1 950.

18
17

Balfour (comp.) Mining Lease applications, n . p .
Hicks to Secretary, 3 1 July 1 923, AA(ACTL CAS AJ, NT1 923/1 326 .
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Production of mica from the Oolgarinna between 1 895 and 1 940 was
reputed to be considerable; however, no production figures are available.

The larger of the two settlement areas associated with the Oolgarinna is
settlement area A. It contains the remains of six stone structures in an
area of approximately 5 000 square metres,
the mine (plate XLIJ).

and is

1

. 5 kilometres from

There is little evidence of the use of timber in

these buildings; only occasionally (for example, in Structure no. 5) is it
clear that timber was used in small quantities. There is less timber used
in this settlement area than in any other on the Field; most of the
buildings were constructed from locally-obtained stone.

There is no

evidence of the type of roofing material used.

In the rocky hillside to the east of the settlement is the termination of the
camel pad which connected the settlement area to the mine workings
further east

towards the

peak

of

Mount Palmer (plate XLITI). A

'loading bay' was built into the side of the hill elevating the camel pad
1 .4 metres above the general settlement area. Evidence suggests that
books of mica were loaded off the camels or vehicles at this point for
trimming, sorting and grading in the nearby buildings.

Structure no. 1 , the nearest to the 'loading bay', consists of a low stone
walled area which is 600 mm high.

It is open to the north, and was
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most probably used as a general storage area.

The absence of scrap

mica nearby rules out its use as a mica store.

Structure no. 2 contains two partial retaining walls both projecting south
(maximum height 300 mm) from a central room. This south-facing space
contains much mica which covers the floor to a maximum depth of
400 mm. The central section of this large building has no surviving floor
but has remnants of bush timber rafters ( probably to support a stone
roof) at a height of 1 . 7 metres in the north and south walls (plate XLIV).
Some stone roof work is in place above these timber 'beams ' . Much of
the northern section of this structure has collapsed but was of stone.

Structure no. 3 is a large (4 x 3 x 1 . 7 metres) building which was
constructed to include a large rock at ground level in the south-east
corner ( plate XLV). While the floor level in the building

has

been

excavated 400 mm below ground level, this large rock was left in situ
and the walls constructed using the rock as part of the building. Further
excavation may have indicated that the rock was part of a larger buried
outcrop, nevertheless it indicates the ingenuity of the builders who
incorporated the feature into the building. To the west of Structure no.3
is a large (4 x 3 metres) cleared area which is outlined on the west and
south by two rows of rocks placed at right angles.

It contains a large

amount of charcoal which suggests a possible food preparation area.
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Structure no. 4 (3.5 x 3 x 1 .8 metres) was built against a small rise in
the landscape immediately behind its western wall.

The building faces

north and features a relatively deep ( 1 . 2 metres) excavation immediately
behind the building to the south.

The western, southern and eastern

walls are still standing, although incomplete; there is no evidence of a
north

wall. The

walls

are typically of a two-skin

construction

(plate XLVI). The building opens out onto a cleared space ( 1 0 x 20
metres) which inclines slightly to the north before reaching the steep
sided creek bank.

Structure no. 5 is built into another small rock outcrop at the northern
end of the area.

There has been little attempt to dress or choose

carefully the stones used in this enclosure, nor has the builder attempted
to square off any corner of the building.

The overall shape of the

structure resembles a distorted semi-circle. The western section consists
of a small natural rock wall on top of which has been piled another
400 mm of loose rock.

There is a 1 . 7 metre high bush timber pole at

the northern end. This pole is forked at the top, and suggests that the
stones may have been used to enclose a tent. This goes some way
towards explaining the apparent rough arrangement of the walls.

All structures on this site have been made facing north towards the
creek, and in all cases a northern 'wall' is absent.

This could suggest
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that they were all intended to surround tents.

However. the overall

height of some remaining walls raises some doubts, as does the
existence the timber beams in at least one (Structure no . 2).

The smaller settlement area 8 (approximately 2 000 square metres) is
connected to the Oolgarinna mine workings 200 metres to the north by a
narrow camel pad. Surface scatter evidence suggests that this area was
occupied earlier than settlement area A, and it is likely, though
speculative, that this site was the living area for the mine workers of the
late 1 890s.

At the northern end is a small ( 1 . 5 x 1 . 5 x 0.6 metres) stone hearth or
forge (Structure no. 1 ) , which was used by early miners to re- sharpen
drill bits or to carry out repairs of mining equipment.
fragments of metal in the charcoal

in

There are

the forge. The stones used in its

construction were locally-found quartz of irregular sizes, and schist-like
stones piled one on the other rather than laid systematically in courses.

Structures 2 and 3 consist of stone arrangements laid in a rectangular
pattern to a maximum height of 300 mm.

Structure no. 2 (3 x 2 . 7

metres) faces west and is north of Structure no. 3 (3 x 2 . 5 metres) . The
scarcity of stone

material scattered around these two enclosures,

suggests that the walls were used to surround tents.

However, the
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existence of 'doorway' spaces i n both indicates that this may not have
been the case (plate XLVII) .

Structure no. 4 is a large (9 x 4 metres) three-section building.

On its

northern end are two partial retaining walls both projecting in a northerly
direction.

The walls protect a hearth (600 mm x 350 mm x 300 mm)

in which charcoal was found.

This end opens onto a large (20 x 1 5

metres) cleared area of land over which are scattered food tins and other
metal objects (shotgun cartridges, cigarette tins, match tins). No glass
evidence was located.
doorway in

The central section of Structure

its eastern

wall

and

no. 4 has a

part of its south-western wall is

intact (3.8 x 1 .8 metres). Within this wall section is the remnant of a
bush-timber framed window.
collapsed remains of stone walls.

The southern section contains the
However, there is no evidence of a

wall on the southern end of this section.

Structure no. 5 is a collapsed rectangular shape (6 x 5 metres) containing
the remains of a dividing wall. Only traces of the building are identifiable
from the stone courses which rise to a maximum height of 200 mm.
About five metres south-west of Structure no. 5 the whole site falls
away suddenly. However, it has been retained by a carefully-constructed
rock wall running 30 metres across the area from the steep gully of the
creek, to a track on the south side of the area. Below this retaining wall
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is a

small ( 3 x 3 metres) stone

building (Structure no. 6).

The

maximum height of the walls is 700 mm; however, unlike other buildings
on the site, the stones used to outline all four walls are still in place.
There is evidence of a doorway in the north wall, and an enclosed
portion added to the south wall of the building.

PLATE XL

DISUSED CAMEL PAD CONNECTING THE BIL L Y
HUGHES AND OOLGARINNA

Camel pads were essential as they were used daily to carry men and camels
between mines and camps. However, they required constant maintenance and
several hours work was necessary to repair damage caused by rain .

PLATE XLI

VIEW OF THE OOLGARINNA

Th1s m1ne is h1gh up on the western slope of Mount Palmer. It consists of a
group of extens1ve open cuts and four main underground levels. The underground
work is by far the most complicated. and unsystematic, of any mine on the Field.
The large white. shiny mullock dumps can be seen for many kilometres.
Source Oenos O'Byrne
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PLATE XLII

SETTLEMENT AREA A AT THE OOL GA RINNA

200 metres below the mtne at the foot of a slope . I t i s
site (8) b y a narrow, m u c h overgrown, camel p a d . There
six stone structures in an area of 5000 square metres .
There is little

Thts camp ts about

connected to the older
are

evidence of the use of bush timber in these remains.

.,

.r

PLATE XLI I I

·
.

·

,

CAMEL PAD FROM THE
SETTLEMENT AREA A

-

�

.'-l
.

. .· -- . �-

OOL GARINNA

TO

The pad linked the Oolgarinna settlement area A to the mine workings htgher up
Mount Palmer. It was was well constructed and had built up retaining walls in
The pad was widened to allow vehicle access during the
several sections.
Second World War, but reverted to a camel pad after 1 945.

PLATE XLI V

TIMBER RAFTERS IN STRUCTURE N O . 2 AT
SETTLEMENT AREA A

This is one of the few structures on the Field which still reveals evidence of the
use of t1mber rafters to support stone roofs. Many of the buildings on this site at
the Oolgarinna have partially collapsed .

PLATE

XLV

Thts butldtng at

INGENIOUS

USE

OF

EXISTING

FEATURES

IN

STRUCTURE N O . 3
Ool()armna area

A has been constructed around a large rock

ground level m the s outh -eas t corner .

at

While the floor level of the b u i l d i n g h a s

been excavated 400 m m below ground level, i t w a s l e f t i n place a n d t h e w a l l s
constructed t o m a k e use o f i t

-

r .

--

PLATE

XLVI

TWO-SKIN WALLING
OOLGA RINNA

TECHNIQUE

AT

THE

Many of the stone structures on the Field utilised the schist·llke stone 1n ' two·
skin' walls. The miners used the larger pieces of stone as laterals to t1e the
courses together and maintain a uniform thickness .

PLATE XLVII

SETTLEMENT AREA

8 AT THE OOL GA RINNA

This is the oldest site on the Field. It was described in 1 896. The remnants of
'doorway' spaces in these remains suggest that the walls could have been more than
mere tent surrounds.
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BILLY HUGHES MINE and BILLY HUGHES EXTENDED MINE

18

The track from the Spotted Tiger continues along the Spotted Tiger
Creek for another 6.5 kilometres in a south-westerly direction, to the
settlement of the Billy Hughes mine (fig. 1 3 ) . The settlement area is
located near the headwaters of Ulgarna Creek. This track between the
two mines is now very rough and overgrown.

The Billy Hughes is in a gully on the western slope of Mount Palmer at an
approximate elevation of 900 metres.
mine extends down the

A large mullock heap from the

mountain for

several

hundred metres

(plate XLIX), making it, and the mine, visible from some considerable
distance. The Billy Hughes Extended is only 30 metres above the older
mine and they are connected by internal workings.

Together with the

Oolgarinna, these are the most elevated mines in the Field.

18

Information regarding the use of the various remaining structures, as well as
the general layout and dynamics of the senlement area was supplied by
Serafina De Pieri who lived there for nine years, from 1 939 until 1 942, and
again from 1 945 until 1 94 9 . De Pieri accompanied the writer to the area in
May 1 99 5 (plate XLVlll) .
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Sketch plan of Billy Hughes settlement area
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Access to the mines is by a camel pad which winds 1 . 5 kilometres
upwards from the large settlement approximately 300 metres below.
Joklik noted in 1 955 that ' . . . a jeep track, which was built during the
war to connect the mines to the Burma Road [a road constructed along
the ridge of Mount Palmer connecting it to the Mica Depot near the
Plenty Highway], has now fallen into disuse'. 19 Both mines consist of
large open-cut areas and deep shafts which criss-cross through the
hillside making the area very unstable.

The Billy Hughes was probably in operation before 1 900. 20
the first record of its name was not until 27 June 1 92 1

However,
in the Alice

Springs Mining Lease Register for the period. At this time MLA 5 1 8 was
issued in the name of the Great Australian Mica Syndicate which had
taken out several mining leases in the Mount Palmer area in order to ' . . .
exploit the Mica Fields in the Northern Territory, situated Harts Range,
McDonnell [sic] Ranges'.

21

Jensen in 1 943 in an unpublished report on

the Billy Hughes and the nearby Oolgarinna comments that ' . . . the
Ulgarna [Oolgarinna) Mine is a very old mica mine whereas the Billy
Hughes is comparatively new'. 22 It appears unlikely that the mine of that

18
20
21
22

Joklik. Geology and mica-fields, p . 1 85.
Joklik, Geology and mica-fields, p. 1 85 .
Pahlow to Millen, 1 7 M a y 1 92 1 , AA(ACT). A3, NT 1 9 23/1 326, p. 1 .
Jensen, GS4311 , n.p.
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name was in operation at the turn of the century given the fact that
although 'Billy' Hughes arrived in Australia in 1 884, he was not elected
to Federal Parliament until 1 901 . 23 It is reasonable to assume that the
Great Australian Mica Syndicate (whose members were from Sydney),
named the mine in 1 921 after William ('Billy') Hughes, who had been
Prime Minister of Australia since 1 9 1 5 .

The Great Australian Mica Syndicate relinquished all its mica leases in the
Field in 1 923 having failed to gain permission to take out a huge lease
covering an area of 200 square miles.

The Mica Mining and Trading

Company, an Adelaide-registered firm, took out MLA 461

on the

mine on 4 June 1 924 and worked it until 1 2 June 1 930. Lucio Alessio
took over the mine in the mid-1 930s,

and in 1 936 he transferred

ownership to a syndicate comprising lnnocente Vendramini, Quinto
Bulfon, Santino Maghini, Anilio De Pieri, Battista Da Cordobo, Eugenio
Vendramini and himself.

This syndication

procedure was a common

practice throughout the history of the Field. 24

On 3 October 1 941

lnnocente Vendramini took up the lease application for the mine on his
own, and in the following year went into partnership with Pietro Viero.
Shortly after the Second World War new partners were introduced to the
syndicate which continued to pay rent until 25 September 1 957.
23
24

Australian Encyclopaedia, Voi.S, Sydney, Grolier Society of Australia, 1 963,

p.25.
D. Boerner, transcript of interview, NTAS, NTRS 1 730; TS920 1 , tape 1 ,p.5.
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In 1 941 the Billy Hughes Extended mine came into full production, and
large quantities of mica were mined from it until a collapse caused its
closure in 1 95 1

.

25

At this time the mine was owned by an Italian

syndicate including Fiore Del Tedesco, Attilio De Pieri, Antonio Toigo,
Antonio Vicentin, Giovanni Miolo, Giobatta Caldona and Alesandro Guist,
who had taken out MLA 1 56H

in August 1 948.

This syndicate then

returned to the Billy Hughes mine and worked there for the remainder of
1 9 5 1 and the first two months of 1 952.

At this point, the members

decided that the Billy Hughes was 'worked out' and returned to the Billy
Hughes Extended. However, in March

collapse occurred, this time

of

that

year,

another

mine

killing Vicentin and injuring two others.

26

Neither mine has been worked since; despite reports that the mica, at
least in the Billy Hughes Extended, is considerable, and access would be
reI at1ve Iy easy. 21
.

From 1 943 until 1 9 5 1 total production from the Billy Hughes Extended
mine was approximately 36.6 tons; this mica was clear, commercial-clear
and stained in quality, and earned

the miners over £50 000.

Total

production figures for the mine at Billy Hughes are not known; however,

25

Joklik, Geology and mica-fields, p . 1 85.
Boerner, TS9201, tape 1 , p . 1 1 .

27

Joklik, Geology and mica-fields, p . 1 88.
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in 1 938, 20 244 lbs of mica, valued at £2 309 were won from the old
mine.

28

The settlement area known by the miners as the Billy Hughes Camp is in
an east-west oriented valley from a spur off the Ulgarna Creek.

The

main camp is connected to a smaller camp, about 500 metres nearer to
the mine area, by a rough vehicle track. This camp contains the remains
of a single bush structure, and a considerable volume of scrap mica
scattered over a large area. This suggests that it could have been used
for grading, splitting and trimming mica site for scrap mica (plate L).

or that it was a dump

A camel pad connects these two

settlements to the Billy Hughes via the Oolgarinna. (The direct route to
the mine is mentioned

in

the literature, but was not located . )

The Billy Hughes Camp contains six major structures (three stone
buildings and three of bush timber). As well there are several small bush
timber remains in the valley.

The settlement

area extends along the

valley for approximately 300 metres and across a small watercourse for a
distance of 50 metres. A ridge defines the southern boundary; however,
the area at the bottom of this steep drop is littered with refuse from the
camp above.

28

Joklik, Geology and mica-fields, p . 1 85.
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Structure no. 1 is roughly built of stone (2.5 x 1 . 7 x 1 . 2 metres) and is
located at the western end of the site. This is all that remains of a large
bread oven, used daily according to Serafina De Pieri during her time in
the area. Its iron roof and door have been removed (plate LI). To the
south of this building,

and approximately 5 metres away from it, is a

large (2.5 x 1 .2 x 1 .0 metres) concrete structure containing a round
oven (made from a 44-gallon drum similar to those used to cart water)
and a stove (plate LII).

Structure no. 2 is a large kitchen (6 x 3 x 2 . 2 metres) which suggests
catering for large numbers (plate LID); however, a relatively small stove
made from a cut-down 44-gallon drum on the south-east wall appeared
to be the only cooking facility inside the building (plate LIV). This may
have been a relatively recent addition to the building however, since the
rear wall (north-east) contains a collapsed flue which is not connected to
this small stove. Structure

no. 2 is elevated above the surrounding

ground by a 350 mm thick earth floor covered by 1 00 mm of cement.

Structure no. 3 is a large stone building (8 x 3 x 2.2 metres) used to
store food supplies and, like Structure no. 2, has a raised cement floor.
There are remains of all four walls, although no evidence of roofing
material. Bush timber has been used as reinforcement, both inside and
outside the building. The window opening, in the southern wall, features
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a long stone (600 mm) across the top of the opening which acts as a
lintel (plate LV).

Structures no. 4 and
contains a large

(5

5

are of collapsed bush timber and boughs. No. 4

x 4. 7 metres) concrete slab. These are the largest

bush timber structures in the camp and were probably used as dining
areas.

Structure no. 6 on the other side of the creek is a large
collapsed timber building.

(5

x 6 metres)

The timber used in this building is thicker

(maximum 200 mm) than in other buildings in the settlement area.

It

could possibly have been used as a machinery shop, though no surface
scatter evidence is present to support this notion. 29

The area to the north of the creek, for the entire length of the settlement
is dotted with small (2 x

1.5

metres) concrete slabs, with some collapsed

bush timber surrounding the slabs. These could have been tent sites.The
Billy Hughes Camp is an example of a large settlement which supported a
large and productive mine.

The stone buildings are near-complete

(although roofs are not present on any of them); and together with the
many bush timber and brush structures give a valuable indication of the
variety of buildings associated with such large sites.
29

G . Antonelli, pers. comm., 1 993.

PLATE XL V I J [

SERAFINA De PIERI WITH HER CHILDREN IN
1 995

Serafina lived at the Billy Hughes in the late 1 930s, and again in the late 1 940s
She was one of four women who raised families at this site. She is pictured here
with her children Adelina and Fred, who grew up at the mine .

PLATE XLIX

VIEW OF THE BILL Y HUGHES

The Billy Hughes is situated high u p in a gully on the western slope of Mount
Palmer. The Billy Hughes Extended is only 30 metres above the old mme . The
large white mullock heaps from the mines extend down the mountarn making
them visible from some considerable distance . Together wrth the Oolgarmna.
these are the most elevated mines in Harts Range.
Source: Denrs O'Byrne

PLATE

L

SCRAP MICA O N DUMP SITE AT THE BIL L Y HUGHES

Mica had to be trimmed. sorted and graded before sale . Older mines such as the
have dump areas extending over several
Billy Hughes and the Spotted Tiger
hundred metres containing scrap mica, often to a depth of several metres .
Source: Den1s O'Byrne
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BREAD

OVEN AT THE

BIL L Y

Serafina De Pieri identified this large structure as a bread oven when she visited in
1 995. She used it daily. Its iron roof and heavy iron door have been removed.

PLATE L l l

POST- 1 950s OVEN AT THE BILL Y HUGHES

This large oven is made from a cut-down 44-gallon drum. The adjacent fireplace
area may have held a wood-burning stove as some charcoal was found. The use
of concrete was rare on the Field and the use of cement render even more so .
This oven was made after the De Pieris left in 1 94 9 .

PLATE LIII

KITCHEN BUILDING (STRUCTURE NO. 2) AT THE
BILL Y HUGHES

These remains contain a stove and an oven where food was prepared. Generally
the dining area was separate. The stone house (behind) was used to store food,
hardware and small items of machinery. Explosives were stored away from the
living and eating areas.

PLATE LIV

CLOSE-UP OF STOVE IN STRUCTURE NO. 2

The small stove in the kitchen building at the Billy Hughes. It has been made
from a cut-down 44 gallon drum and was the only cooking facility found in the
building. The stove sits on top of a concrete slab raising it 250 mm above the
kitchen floor.

PLATE I \

DETAIL OF WINDOW CONSTRUCTION

BIL L Y HUGHES

W.ndow!) were r a r e l y as

Billy l fu()hes

open.no

of stone as a lmtel

THE

as thts one •n the store room at the

Bush t•mber . fenc•no w�re and dressed

re,nforco tho stonework

600 mm P•ece

elaborately made

AT

timber have been used to

Another wmdow m this structure features

a
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SPOTTED DOG MINE and DISPUTED MINE

The Spotted Dog and Disputed are two of three mines located on the
eastern side of Mount Palmer. The third mine is higher up the mountain
than the Spotted Dog, and appears not to have been worked for any
prolonged period of time .

Giuseppe Antonelli, a miner at both the

Spotted Dog and the Disputed from 1 947 until 1 960, considers that this

third site could have been an early attempt to find more mica.30

Access to the settlement area is by a vehicle track which runs east off
the route to the Spotted Tiger, approximately 2 kilometres south of the
Harts Range Racecourse. This track,

which starts off in a sand-filled

creek bed, continues for another 5 kilometres through some very rough
country when� the track sometimes becomes rutted and steep.

In a small steep-sided valley which faces south-east, the track terminates

at the site of the settlement area known as the Disputed Camp (fig. 1 4) .
The Spotted Dog is high up on the southern slope of this small valley at
30

G . Antonelli, pers. comm. , 1 993.
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FIGURE 1 4

Sketch plan of Disputed Camp
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an elevation 275 metres higher than the camp. Facing the Spotted Dog
and on the western side of the valley is the Disputed (plate LVI). There
is a circular camel pad which connects these two mines and the camp
below, which demonstrates in sections quite sophisticated engineering
skills.

The Spotted Dog has a deep shaft at the end of an open-cut section. In
March 1 944, the site was visited by H . l . Jensen, the Government
Geologist, who noted that most of the old workings had collapsed and
the old shaft in the open-cut had been completely filled with rubble. 3 1
Jensen also recorded that a cavern-like chamber was excavated at the
end of a second open-cut area 1 5 metres higher up than the first. 32
There is now no clear evidence of this chamber.

The mica from the Spotted Dog shows haematite staining which gives it
a 'spotted' appearance.

This gave rise both to its name, and to the

Spotted Tiger on the western side of Mount Palmer.

The Mica Mining and Trading Company had lease number MLA 459 over
twenty acres and mined it from 4 June 1 924 until 1 2 June 1 930. During
this time the Company changed its name to Mica Development Mining
l1
32

Jensen, GS43/1 , n.p.
Jensen, GS43/1 , n.p.
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and Trading Company. 33

Little mining was carried out after 1 93 1

following a fatal accident.

On 7 August 1 93 1 two Italian miners,

Sebastiana Bolzan and Antonio Paolucci, were killed by a rockfall at the
site. They were buried on a north-facing spur approximately 1 50 metres
from the mine (plate L Vll) . In April 1 932 L.B. Coulson took out

three

leases in the area which included the Spotted Dog (MLA 787) and the
nearby Disputed (MLA 788); however, these were almost immediately
forfeited.

The mine lay idle until 1 0 June 1 935 when Bernardo Rech

acquired MLA 953 which he held until 1 2 March 1 937. Later that year
on 1 9 April 1 937 the Melbourne-based firm General Mica Supplies and
Mica Mining Company acquired lease MLA 534 and held it until
22

August

1 940;

at

which

time it was converted to a Mineral

Licence no. 6H which was surrendered on 5 October 1 942. Giuseppe
Antonelli told the writer that an Italian syndicate of four miners ('Johnny'
Spurio, Duilio Poduti, Giovanni Antonelli, and Giuseppe himself) worked
the Spotted Dog for four months in late 1 952, but abandoned it shortly
after.

34

Joklik verifies this, adding that the efforts of the syndicate were

fruitless as the mine had been completely worked out. 35

33

3!5

Note on Lease Number 459,
Australia, NTAS, F 1 45, n . p .

Applications

G . Antonelli, pers. comm., 1 993.
Joklik, Geolo(Jy and mica-fields, p.270.

for

Mining

Leases,

Central
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No production figures are available for the Spotted Dog.

The Disputed is the second large mine located on the eastern side of
Mount Palmer; approximately 7

kilometres south of the Harts Range

racecourse. The mine is 240 metres above the settlement area. Access
from the settlement is by

the camel pad which links it

to both the

Spotted Dog and the Disputed mines.

The mine workings are very irregular and are now dangerous, due to,
among other factors, the number of different operators who have mined
here since the beginning of the

century.

There are two main shafts

which slope back into the mountain; and today several partly-collapsed
openings expose the mica-bearing pegmatite where it is close to the
surface.

The first lease on the Disputed mine was taken out on

5

July 1 9 1 4 by

the Central Australian Mice Syndicate who applied for five other leases at
the same time.

There is no indication how long the lease lasted;

however, on 1 0 January 1 9 1 9 Frank Stacey applied for a mineral lease
on the Lady Alice mine which was formerly the Disputed Block. Stacey
worked the claim with William Bray until June 1 92 1 , when he sold it to
the Great Australian Mica Syndicate for

£500. 36

This Sydney-based

Playford to Secretary, 25 August 1 922, AA (ACT), A3, NT 1 923/1326, p . 2 .

266

syndicate held five leases in the Field including the Billy Hughes and later
the Oolgarinna. However, the Mine Lease Register for the Alice Springs
area covering the period from 1 906 to 1 940, contains separate entries
for the Lady Stella (Lease 5 1 3) and the Disputed (Lease 5 1 9) which
suggests that they were separate areas.

Interestingly, one of the

popularly-held beliefs regarding the origin of the name ' Disputed' is that
there were historically disputes over the ownership and the boundaries of
the claim.

Regardless, the Great Australian Mica Syndicate held the

lease on the Disputed until 1 923. A year later on 26 March 1 924, Simon
Rieff made an application for a mineral lease over the former Lease 5 1 9
which he held until 28 April 1 932 when Leonard

Coulson made

application for the area.

There is no mention in the Mining Lease

Registers of how long

Coulson

held the lease,

however,

by

1 7 February 1 936, J.S. Pictroliero and A. Rooto had lease MLA A55,
which they held until 1 7 June 1 937. On 1 8 June 1 93 7 the General Mica
Supplies and Mica Mining Company made application for twenty acres in
the Disputed area (MLA A537) which it held until 1 0 August 1 941 . The
mine was not worked again, at least officially, until 30 July 1 947 when
an Italian syndicate of Giovanni Spurio, Duilio Poduti and Giuseppe
Antonelli (with Mineral Licence 1 28H) began cutting mica from the old
dumps at the mine. Antonelli and Poduti sold their shares in the mine to
Spurio in August 1 952 (plate LVIII) ; and Spurio held the lease until
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2 October 1 957. On 5 March 1 958 Massimo Pod uti took out a lease on
the area, but held it only until 2 September of the same year.

There are two distinct settlement areas associated with the two major
mines on the east side of Mount Palmer - the Spotted Dog and the
Disputed.

The lower one is called the 'Disputed Camp', and was

established in the 1 950s by Italian miners 37 ; the second which is closer
to the mine workings,

has no references in the literature,

nor does

Antonelli recall its use, but it probably dates back to the 1 920s. Both of
these areas served as settlements for both mines during their history.
The Disputed Camp was used in the late 1 970s by two gem prospectors,
Frank French and Bob Kish. Having been unsuccessful in their lease
application over the Disputed area, French and Kish spent several months
going over the dump sites searching for semi-precious stones and other
mineral specimens. 38 These two prospectors re-used Giovanni Spurio's
old hut, modifying it to suit their purposes, introducing new building
materials (for example, aluminium), and re-using older structures and
materials they found on site. 39

37

38
39

Information regarding the use of various remaining structures in the Disputed
Camp was supplied by Giuseppe Antonelli who used the camp for several
months during 1 9 52.
Antonelli accompanied the writer to the area in
September 1 993 (plate LIX).
Lithophile (pseud.), 'The Disputed - unique mine of Australian Pegmatites',
Australia Gems and Crafts Magazine, no. 35, May 1 9 79, p p . 6 - 1 0.

Lithophile, p. 7 .
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The main structure - Structure no. 1 - consists of a large stone building
(7

x

3.5

x

1 . 8 metres) which has a concrete floor, and which opens

towards the creek to the south-east.

The south-western end o.f the

building was the kitchen area which has an oval-shaped, 44-gallon drum
oven, and an adjoining store (plate LX). The adjacent larger area was
used for eating.

Bush timber posts still stand which once supported a

galvanised iron roof (plate LXI). Adjacent to this is a smaller (3.5

x

1 .2

metres) concrete slab which, according to Antonelli, was used as a
storeroom and which opened onto the eating area. And at the far end
was a timber and iron enclosure where Spurio slept.

A circular track

surrounds this building and continues on as the track leading in and out
of the

valley.

To the west of Structure no. 1 , and beyond the small

track, is Structure no.2 which was set back into the small rise. All that
remains of

this

mica

splitting/cutting

shed (3.5 metres long) is a

small wall of stones 400 mm high. However, during the 1 950s it was a
bough shelter reinforced around its base by this stone wall.

To the south-west of these two structures is a long, narrow flat area
(2 x 9 metres) with little vegetation. This was where the miners pitched
their tents. It is set against a northern hill, and is defined to the south
east by the steep bank of the small creekbed . The creek contains a
spring

20 metres from the main stone building,

camp with fresh water.

which supplied the

This spring was still producing fresh water
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during the writer's visit in 1 993. Thirty metres further south of the tent
area, and still on the western side of the creek, are two small ( 3

x

2.5

x 1 . 5 metres) stone buildings which were used t o store the cut, trimmed
and graded mica prior to transporting it to Alice
Commonwealth

Springs

and

the

Mica Buyer. These two structures are single-skin and

are made of carefully - stacked local stone (plate LXll).

According to Antonelli, on the eastern elevated side of the creek, there
used to be a goat pen. The pen could hold over 500 goats which were
tended by Aboriginal women who worked in the camp. No evidence of
these pens was discovered; nor was any evidence found of the camp
800 metres north of the main camp where the Aborigines lived with their
children.

There

are no

structures

at the

mine

workings;

however,

approximately 1 50 metres north-east of the Spotted Dog is the grave of
the two Italian miners killed in a mine accident in 1 93 1
Bolzan and

.

Sebastiana

Antonio Paolucci share a 2 . 5 square metre plot.

The

northern side of the site is built up 1 .3 metres to retain the grave, and a
timber fence has been erected around its perimeter.

Unfortunately the

tin marker bears no identification, although the site has been recorded in
the Northern Territory Lone Grave Survey.

PLATE LYl

VIEW OF THE DISPUTED

The Disputed is a large mine on the eastern side of Mount Palmer 240 metres
above the ' Disputed Camp' . There are two main shafts which slope back into the
mountain. The mine workings are irregular and dangerous due in part to the fact
that it had several owners with different methods of working the mine.

Source: Oen.s O'Byrne

PLATE

LVll

MINERS' GRAVE NEAR THE SPO TTED DOG

Sebastiana Bolzan and Antonio Paolucci lie buried here o n a north-fac1ng spur
1 50 metres from the mme where they died in a rockfall on 7 August 1 93 1

PLATE LVIII

MINERS IN MICA-SPLITTING
EARLY 1 950s

SHED

IN THE

the Disputed was where m1ca was t n mm ed solit
Timber boxes 1 n �he foreground were usea :o :ranspor: t w .l. , 1 C '.!
Spnngs for sale to t h e Commonwealth M i c a B u y e r
Rubber aprons 1 h ang 1ng 'rom
the pole to the nght) were worn to protect the1r chests
-he men
I
r
Jre

Th1s bush timber structure at

.

and sorted.

-

Giovann1

('Johnny')

Antonelli. D o u g

Spurio,

Egddo

Spuno

(ben1nd

Jonnnv s

head\

G1ovann1

Boerner Dick Sq u i re s . Alberto S p u n o a n d Constantino G u b 1 r"' e l l 1

Sour�:e· G•useppe An1onelh

PLATE LIX

GIUSEPPE ANTONELLI AT THE DISPUTED I N 1 993

He worked a t the Spotted Dog a n d the Disputed during 1 9 52, a n d continued to
prospect several mines in the vicinity of Mount Palmer until 1 9 5 9 . Antonelli lived
at the Disputed Camp during 1 95 2 .

PLATE LX

DETAIL OF KITCHEN AT THE DISPUTED

Kitchen and food preparation areas generally had concrete floors, and contained
ovens and stoves. This oven was beaten into an oval-shape to give it additional
height. Ovens were used daily to bake bread, and often to roast meat.

PLATE LXI

DINING AREA AT THE

These were usually large enough to feed everyone
were built to about waist height and the rest of the

DISPUTED
at one sitting.
walls were

Stone walls

bush timber and

brush. Generally the corrugated iron roofs were covered with brush to reduce the
heat in this,

the most-used structure in the camps.

.,
r
.,

.J_

PLATE LXII

- -.

• ....:

A MICA STORE AT THE DISPUTED

Once mica had been trimmed and cut to size the various grades were sorted into
boxes (often old beer boxes) according to size and quality. The mica was then
stored in structures such as the above, awaiting shipment to the Mica Buyer in
Alice Springs every three months.

•
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REX MINE

The Rex is reached from the

main track from the Harts Range

Racecourse to the Spotted Dog and Disputed mines (fig. 1 5) . The track
to the Rex branches off to the south-east from the route to the 'Disputed
Camp' approximately 6 kilometres from the Racecourse. The Rex is
2 kilometres beyond, at the foot of a small hill.

The mine workings are relatively easy to approach on foot as they are in
flat country.

The main workings are found 1 0 metres above, and the

numerous pits are evidence of past prospecting attempts at surface level
where the mica-bearing pegmatite outcrops (plate LXIll) . Several shafts
have been sunk into the hill, and although these have been partly filled in
over the years, the area remains dangerous. Consequently, it has been
closed by the Northern Territory Department of Mines and Energy. There
are many mullock heaps throughout.

The mine was named by the original leaseholder, Bernardo Rech, who
was granted a twenty acre lease on 4 December 1 939. It is not known

•
0

•

•

� MICA

� P'\IcA

.

•

•

.

R.E)( MINE.

�OT"'T"O XK£)

FIGURE 1 5

Sketch plan of Rex mine and settlement area
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for how long he worked his claim. Joklik maintains that the mine was
temporarily abandoned during 1 941 and 1 942. 40

However, wartime

references to the mine (known as 'Rech's mine' in official reports) ·have
it associated with the Allied Work Council's Mica Project which was
established in 1 942. 41

When the mine was visited by Jensen in 1 943 it was being worked by
' . . . a party of four men - Hope, Pryce, Gillies and Schofield - tributing
from the Mica Project'. 42 During the time of the Mica Project ten men
were working the Rex. They were housed ' . . . in tents, two men to each
tent, and mess huts with kitchen combined are constructed from timber
and corrugated iron'.

43 Bernardo Rech and Antonio Pangrazio took out

an application on MLA 5 1 H on 22 September 1 945 over twenty acres of
land ' . . . including old workings Rex Mine'. 44 In 1 948 they sold the lease
to Colin Hope and Douglas Biggs, and from this date until 30 July 1 959
when the lease was forfeited, it was mined by a syndicate of Italian
miners including llario Rigoni, Antonio Pangrazio, Ernesto Rigoni, Ordvino
Salvador, Guilo Rech, Luigi Rech and Giovanni Spurio.

41
42
43

Joklik, Geology and mica-fields, p.200.
Secretary to Peart, 24 December 1 942, AA(NT), CRS F320, 1 943/274.
Jensen, GS43/1, n.p.
W . A . Hughes, 'Report: Mica Project', 1 9 July 1 943, AA(NT), CRS F320,
1 943/274.
Note on Lease Number 5 1 H,
Australia, NTAS, F1 45,n.p.

Applications

for

Mining

Leases,

Central
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According to Joklik the best quality muscovite from any mine in the
Harts Range, was extracted from the pegmatite at the Rex. 45 Over
22 000 lbs of mica was extracted from the mine between the years
1 944 and 1 95 1 , for a value of £28 000.

46

The buildings at the Rex are found in two separate locations which
suggests two historically distinct occupation periods. Structure no. 1 is
a double-skinned stone building facing north-east, on the southern side of
a vehicle track leading to the mine across a flat plain.

It is quite large

(3. 7 x 3 x 2 . 2 metres) and contains two window openings (one in the
southern wall, the other

in

the eastern wall). There is no real evidence

suggesting either the use of bush timber or roofing material.

To the

south-west of the building is an area 1 5 square metres containing a great
deal of scrap mica. To its north-east, across the track, is a large area
(25 x 20 metres) containing much surface scaner (amber beer bottles,
tins, some machinery parts).

The area is flat and clear of shrubs and

trees suggesting that the area could have been used for tents.

South-east of Structure no. 1 about 800 metres along a track to the mine
workings is a second settlement area. This is 50 metres from the mine.
The main building (Structure no.2) on this site is a stone structure (3.2 x
45
46

Joklik, Geology and mica-fields, p . 2 0 1 .
Joklik, Geology and mica-fields. p . 200.
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2. 7 x 1 . 7 metres) made from locally available white quartzite. Quartzite is
harder than the schist-like stone used in most other buildings on the
Field. It does not split easily, nor is it easy to shape with a hammer and
chisel. There is no evidence to suggest the purpose of this building, nor
is there any apparent reason for the choice of building stone - especially
in the presence of a readily-available alternative.

Structure no. 3 is a small ( 2. 2 x 2 . 7 x 1 .9 metres) stone building with
a single doorway opening to the north-east.

The building does not

contain any scrap mica which would have suggested its use as a mica
store; it may therefore have been used to store food or mining supplies.

�
. # �,

• '

'

PLATE LXIII

VIEW OF THE REX

The Rex is also known as Rech's Mine after Bernardo Rech who (with Anton1o
Pangrazio) held the lease in 1 945. The workings are relatively easy to approach
and are located 1 0 metres up a small hill. Numerous scattered pits are evidence
of past prospecting where the mica-bearing pegmatite outcrops.
Source: Denis O'Byrne
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SPOTTED TIGER MINE

The Spotted Tiger is reached by a track from the Harts Range
Racecourse which crosses over Oolgarinna Creek.

The 1 1 kilometre

track to the mine passes through rough country, and is for the last
800 metres rocky, rutted, and in places steep.

The mine

is situated on the eastern valley slopes approximately

200 metres above the floor of the valley (plate LXIV). The Spotted Tiger
Creek cuts through at the base of the hill. The settlement area (fig. 1 6)
is on the south-western bank of the Creek opposite the mine workings,
and is connected to the mine area by a vehicle track which is still visible
(plate LXV). The muscovite mica which was extracted from the Spotted
Tiger was always of a high quality.

It was 'spotted' with mineral or

vegetable stains (hence the name of the mine).

This large and financially successful deposit supplied over one third of all of the mica mined on the Field. According to Jensen it was
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FIGURE 1 6

Sketch plan

of

Spotted Tiger settlement area
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discovered by Kilpatrick and Ted Dixon some time after 1 91 7.

47

This

information is not verified by the Mining Lease Register for the period:
the earliest reference to the Spotted Tiger in the Register is MLA 499 in
the names of Leonard Sellen and Michael Killeen, when they held the
lease from 6 July 1 926 to 1 5 May 1 927. Joklik believed that the year
in which operations were begun is not known, but that the mine was
probably one of the oldest on the Field. 48 On 1 8 June 1 932 Luigi Costa
and Bernardo Rech took out MLA 792 over twenty acres (formerly MLA
499) at the Spotted Tiger.

Dominica Strappazzon informed Jensen in

1 943 that he had purchased one share from an unnamed Italian
syndicate in 1 934 and had
share in 1 938. 49

paid £ 1 00 for it; then paid £800 fo r another

This information is not verified in the Mining Lease

Registers covering the pre-war period;

however, Strappazzon was the

principal shareholder in MLA 9H for the mine in 1 941 . Together with
four other men - Bernard Harfold, Luigi Griguol, Gelindo Rossetto and
Angelo Provesan - he acquired the lease on 7 July 1 941

.

Various other

syndicates of Italian miners worked the claim until it was forfeited in
1 961 .

47
48
49

H.l. Jensen, 'The Spotted Tiger mica mine',
CAS F 320, 1 943/253 S&D.
Joklik, Geology and mica-fields, p 1 82 .
.

Jensen, 'The Spotted Tiger mica mine',

p. 1

.

20

February

1 943, AA(NT).
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The settlement area

stretches along the south-western bank of the

Spotted Tiger Creek for a distance of 1 50 metres.

The area has been

occupied continually from at least the 1 940s until 1 960, most often by
Italian miners and their families.

Many of the structures still standing

have been remodelled, or dismantled and re-built. 50

The most dominant structure on the site (Structure no. 1 ) is a large stone
kitchen (6 x 3 metres). The walls have an interesting angle to support
the roof, allowing for water runoff.

The front of the building has

a

height of 2. 3 metres, while the rear is 1 .9 metres (plate LXVI). This
kitchen faces east across the creek towards the mine, and contains a
rusted stove on its southern wall, as well as a large oven constructed
of metal and built into the western wall (plate LXVll) . In the 1 950s its
roof was of corrugated iron, and was supported by bush timber rafters.
The iron was covered with brush for insulation. The eastern facing wall
of timber and brush contained a central doorway leading out across a
brush-covered walkway to another large ( 5 x 5 metres) bush timber and
brush structure.

This was a concrete-floored

eating area. Some

scattered bush timber poles and the slab are all that remain.

50

Information regarding the use of various structures in the Spotted Ti(}er
senlement area was supplied by Giuseppe Antonelli who visited the camp
several times during the 1 950s. Antonelli accompanied the writer to the area
in September 1 993.
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Approximately 2 metres from Structure no. 1 and to the south, is a
smaller building ( 1 . 7 x 1 . 5 x 1 . 3 metres) used as a storeroom for
foodstuffs and some mining equipment.

This

(Structure no. 2) i.s set

into the rise of the hill, and exhibits a clever combination of timber and
stonework in its construction (plate LXVIII) . To the rear of both of these
buildings is a large area of surface scatter containing amber beer bottles,
food tins, broken glassware and crockery, and metal machine parts.

Ten metres from Structure no. 2 is a large (4 x 4 metres) concrete slab Structure no. 3 - covered with bush timber and brush, which was
probably another eating area. There is a great amount of surface scatter
around this structure; and between it and the creek there is a large
quantity of scrap mica. In places, flooding of the creek has exposed the
mica to a depth of 350 mm.

South again from Structure no. 3 are the remains of two stone buildings.
Both appear much older than the others on the site; and it is difficult to
ascertain if they were partly dismantled in order to re-use their material,
or if the walls have collapsed naturally. In any case, they do not appear
to have been large enough to be used for occupation; and were probably
stores. These two structures represent the southern extent of the site.
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Across the creek to the east on the same side as the mine workings are
the remains of a small timber yard.

The relatively large

size of the

enclosure (3 x 3.5 metres) would suggest that it was used for ·s mall
animals, perhaps chickens.

Goats kept by the miners at the Spotted

Tiger were penned 400 metres along the creek to the north.

PLATE L XlV

VIEW OF THE SPO TTED TIGER

The mine is situated 200 metres high on the western side of the valley. The
Spotted Tiger Creek cuts through the base of the hill, and the settlement area i s
on the western bank o f t h e creek opposite the mine. The m i c a from the m i n e
was 'spotted', which meant that it contained mineral stains.
Source: Denis O'Byrne
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LXV

VEHICLE

TRACK C O N N E C T I N G T H E M I N E A N D

C A M P A T THE

SPO TTED TIGER

Well- used and wel l-maintained tracks such as this one were often widened to
allow veh1cles to the mme worki ngs . Close by are the stump remains of the
cuttmg shed .
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KITCHEN BUILDING AT THE SPO TTED TIGER

Of mterest 1n th1s building are the angled side walls, which provided a pitched
roof to drain ramwater away from the dining area, which was 5 metres to the
front of the k1tchen.

PLATE

LXVII

LARGE O V E N I N

KITCHEN A T THE

SPO TTED

TIGER
The kitchen in structure no 1 had stone walls and a corrugated iron roof covered
in brush for protection against the heat. The oven (photographed above) was a
large one used to bake bread, and often goat meat, from their own herd.
.
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PLATE L X V I I I
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-

DETAIL OF TIMBER AND STONEWORK AT THE
SPO TTED TIGER

The shortage of bu1ldmg matenals such as dressed timber and nails meant that
the mmers had to be creat1ve when solving building problems. Fencing wire was
frequently used to secure bush timber poles to stonework.
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KISMET MINE

Access to the l(jsmet is along a rough track which branches off north
before the Oolgarinna Creek crossing on the main track between the
Harts Range Racecourse and the Spotted Tiger.

The track however,

terminates beside the Oolgarinna Creek approximately 800 metres southeast and upstream.

Exposed rocks in the creek bed prevent further

vehicle access towards the Kismet. Approximately 3 kilometres up the
creek from this point, the mine workings are located on the northern side
of the valley, about 1 0 metres from the creek ( fig. 1 7).

The mine is 2. 5

kilometres east of the Spotted Tiger, and 1 kilometre

north-west of the Billy Hughes. Historically the l(jsmet was connected to
a vehicle track which led to the Billy Hughes, however, no trace of this

track could be found by the writer. The mine workings consist of two
collapsed shafts which appear to have been commenced as open-cuts
(plate LXIX).
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FIGURE 1 7

Sketch plan of Kisme t mine and settlement area
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There are no references to the Kisme t (nor to the Kiss Me mine - the
mine's other name in the literature) in the Mining Lease Registers for the
period 1 906-1 960. However, Jensen reported that at the time of his
visit to the site on 20 March 1 944, the Kismet was being worked by
Antonio Pangrazio, Antonio Dalla Valle, Davide Costa, Ordvino Salvador
and Gino Basso. 51

In an earlier report on 20 October 1 943, Jensen

noted that the locality had been worked earlier by a Company under
Denby Coggan's management.

52

If

this were true then

probably he

referred to the Great Australian Mica Company which operated several
leases in the area in the early 1 920s, and which employed Coggan as
Mine Manager.

There is, however, no evidence in the Mining Lease

Register for the 1 920s of that Company's involvement in the Kismet. In
this same report in 1 943 Jensen notes that the mine was being worked
(in 1 94.3) by three unnamed Italians.

Following the decision in March 1 944 (for the Allied Works Council to
abandon the Mica Project, and to encourage independent miners to reenter the Field) the Kisme t was worked by small parties. 53 By October
1 944, eighty-three independent miners were working on the Field,
51

52
53

H . I . Jensen, General report on the geology and mineral resources of the
Northern Harts Range and Plenty River areas, 7 Parts, Northern Territory
Geological Survey, Report GS44/5, 1 944. (Unpublished)
Jensen, GS44/5, n.p.
De Cean to Secretary, Allied Works Council, 1 6 October 1 944, AA(NTI. CAS
F320, 1 943/274, p. 1 .
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including the Kismet, and there was no direct Government involvement
.

.

.

. .

.
1n m1mng act1v1t1es.

54

Despite the mine's remoteness the settlement to the south of the
workings covers a large area; and contains examples of stone and bush
timber structures. On a small white quartz hill to the south-east of the
site there are the remains of a bush timber radio aerial which had been
6 metres high. The aerial has fallen down but remains on site. Taking
the size of the settlement area into account, it is difficult to understand
how and why a small group of miners would have invested the time and
energy needed to construct so many buildings.

It suggests that many

more people occupied the site than is reported in the literature.

Structure no. 1 is a large (4. 7 x 2 . 7 x 2 . 1 metres) stone building which
faces north. Much of it still stands; however, there is no evidence of the
type of roofing material used; nor is there any sign of timber supports,
although timber rafters supported both stone and corrugated iron roofs
throughout the Field. There is an oven ( 1 . 1 m x 400 mm) in the west
wall, and a low 'bench' area set against the north wall. This building is
of two-skin construction using the schist-like rocks found throughout the
area (plate LXX).

De Cean to Director of Mines, 1 2 April 1 944, p. 1 .
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Outside Structure no.

1 to the north is a hearth or forge (Structure

no. 2). This is very roughly constructed of a mixture of large and small
stones which have been loosely stacked in some sections (plate LXXI) .
Charcoal was found in the hearth. While its location outside and near to
Structure no. 1 would suggest domestic use; its size and relative
proximity to the mine workings suggest that it was

perhaps used for

many purposes.

Structure no. 3 is a large (4. 5

x

3.5

x

2 . 5 metres) bush timber structure

which was probably used as an eating area (plate LXXII) .

The south

facing wall containing a door opening is still standing, which is
unusual find on the Field.

an

There is a large amount of brush on the

ground inside; however, evidence from other mine sites suggests that
these large eating areas usually had corrugated iron roofs covered with
brush.

Structure no. 4 is a timber structure (3

x

3 metres) which has collapsed.

It is near the mine workings, and could have been used as a mica sorting
or splitting shed; although there is no scrap mica inside the structure.
There is, however, to the west of the building, a large area ( 1 0

x

15

metres) scattered with scrap mica, mixed up with domestic and mining
surface scatter ( including amber beer bottles, tins, and equipment).

283

Sites 5 and 6 are not buildings but rather areas from which materials
have been removed or dismantled.

It is probable that both areas were

used to accommodate tents for miners. Prior to the Second World War
the mine had been worked by the Great Australian Mica Company, when
it was common practice to house miners in tents. Site 5 contains large
Y-shaped

bush

timber

posts

such as those used to support tents

(plate LXXIII) . Another interesting feature of both of these areas is the
presence of bush timber boards at ground level outlining an area the size
of a tent (plate LXXIV). There is no evidence of any eating or food
preparation area adjacent to these sites.

Perhaps the miners ate at

Structure no. 3.

There is evidence of what appears to be another much earlier senlement
site, south-west of the mine workings 800 metres across some rough hill
country. The remnants of two structures, consisting of a single row of
stones forming roughly rectangular shapes, are all that remain on this
site. In the rough hill country between the two senlement areas is
evidence of past mining activity, but it is very superficial and may only
have been exploratory.

PLATE LXIX

VIEW OF THE KISMET

The Kismet is located on the south-eastern side of a valley in relatively flat terra1n .
In the past it was connected to a road running along Mount Palmer which led to
other mines in the area . The mine workings consist of two shafts which appear
to have staned as open-cuts.
The settlement area can be seen in the
background.
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PLATE

LXX

INTERIOR VIEW OF STRUCTURE N O . 1 AT THE
KISMET

Th1s oven demonstrates that careful attention was paid to the selection of stone
for its construction .
The floor of the oven utilises a single stone, and this
matches the stones at the base of the wall This selection compares with an
otherwise haphazard choice of stones .

PLATE LXXl

REMAINS O F A STONE HEARTH AT THE KISMET

Stone hearths or forges were uncommon on the Field . It has been roughly made.
The care taken to select and arrange the stone walls for buildings is not evident
here. It can also be seen that the stone used for this hearth/forge is not the same
as that used 1n other structures.
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PLATE L X X I I

BUSH TIMBER DINING AREA AT THE KISMET

Dining areas at most mines on the Field were commonly made of bush timber
and brush .
Thetr dark, wtndowless i n te n ors were a deterrent to the ever
present flies . Thetr roofs were usually corrugated tron covered with brush. In this
photograph the doorway can still be seen in the wall structure.

PLATE LXXIII

DETAIL OF TENT STRUCTURE AT THE KISMET

Tents were usually covered over with a roof structure which sat above the tent
allowing air to circulate. Corner posts supported bush timber 'rafters' which
were covered with brush. This provided shade; and also protected the canvas
from deterioration in the harsh climate.

PLATE LXXIV

VIEW OF TENT SITE AREA AT THE KISMET

Rectangular,cleared areas like this with timber poles and fallen brush suggest
placement of tents. Sometimes there is evidence of brush timber boards used as
flooring. 'Floors' would greatly increase comfort for long-term life in a tent .
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An examination of the physical remains of the Harts Range mica mining
communities clearly indicates the considerable cultural significance of
the Field.

The wrinen historical evidence concerning the buildings on the Field is
scant, and consists of scanered references in the reports of Government
Geologists and mining engineers.

However, an examination of the

remains of the buildings offers valuable insights into such issues as the
availability of raw materials; the methods of construction employed by
the builders; the designs and styles which could perhaps indicate
different periods of construction; the economic conditions;

and the

lifestyles of the people who used them. These issues are important to
historians as well as archaeologists.

The physical remains allow

researchers to study the process whereby the Italians, who senled in
Central Australia in a strange environment, gradually modified their
culture to adjust to new conditions. Connah noted that:

Houses are particularly informative documents and are especially
valuable for the light they shed on patterns of human behaviour.
More so in the past than in the present. houses have been
inextricably associated with a greater range of human activities than
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any other type of building... If we can but learn to read the
evidence there is clearly a great deal that houses have to tell us . .55
.

The writer has avoided in this chapter the use of the word 'house� to
describe the structures recorded, largely because of the uncertain nature
of their usage; nevertheless the comments by Connah can be equally
applied to buildings which in some cases were constructed by the mica
miners, and in all cases were used by them.

As at the Arltunga Goldfields just a few hundred kilometres to the south,
the Harts Range miners existed in one of Australia 's most remote
locations in a physically punishing environment.

Although the Field

experienced brief periods of interest from large mining companies, it was
never rich enough (again like Arltunga,
attract

the

capital

expenditure

at least until the 1 980s) to

needed

to

discount

very

disadvantages of environment and distance:

. . . it is doubtful if any individual or group could profitably mine
Mica except with Government assistance . . . There have been a
total of fifteen Mica mining companies and syndicates who
employed labour on this field, all of which have failed. With
the exception of the Spotted Tiger mine, which has produced
over one-third of all the Mica won on the field, there has not
been one prospect on which labour could be profitably
employed.
Some individuals have profitably mined small
pockets of Mica on their own account, most of these
56
prospectors, however, have at other times barely existed.

55
56

Connah, The archaeology of Australia 's history, p . 63

.

De Cean to Director-General of Allied Works Council, 9 August 1 943.

real
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The consequent reactions from the miners and their families to such
difficult circumstances are significant since they represent an important
phase in Australia's mining history.

These responses are the cultural

materials left behind by the miners - principally the buildings.

They

remain as historic evidence because the Field was never used for
secondary development or senlement for other than mining.

Today

fossickers may pick over the mullock heaps of the various mines but
generally leave

the buildings alone. The laner are, therefore, an

extremely valuable resource available for study and interpretation of
mining lifestyles.

What remains today at Harts Range is much the same as when the mines
were abandoned .

A common problem

associated

with

historical

archaeology and mining areas is that often the sites are scavenged by
miners and others for machinery, equipment or materials that can be reused or recycled.

Kennedy, Bell and Edmondson's study of the silver

mines at Totley in North Queensland records how machinery and a steel
head frame was relocated from the Palmer River to Totley in the late
1 940s for use in the new mine. 57 The mining of mica did not involve
large-scale pieces of machinery.

Prior to the Second World War

hammers, picks and shovels were the basic tools used by the miners;

57

K.H. Kennedy, P . Bell and C . Edmondson, Totley: A study of the silver mines

at One Mile, Ravenswood District, Townsville, James Cook University of

North Queensland, 1 98 1 .
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and i n the post-war period compressors and jack hammers were
introduced to increase production. Much of this equipment remains on
site although large pieces such as the compressors and jack hammers
have been removed. Only personal possessions were removed from the
buildings, leaving a great deal of evidence for the researcher.

Some mines on the Field had been worked continuously for several
decades. The area however, has not been mined for mica since 1 960,
nor have the settlement areas associated with the miners been used
since that date.

The exception noted earlier in this chapter was the

Disputed Camp which was used by two gem prospectors in the late
1 970s. It is fortunate for researchers that the area has not suffered from
subsequent mining activities or settlement: a fact which archaeologists
like Connah find frustrating, since important earlier evidence on other
sites was often destroyed. 58

58

Connah, Archaeology of Australia 's history, p. 1 07.

Cerco d i sbrogliare
con estrema cure
i meandrt del m1o spmto
e resto mtrappolato
nella fine ragnatela
di tempo, certezza ad
emOZIOni

CONCLUSION

I try to unravel
with painstaking care
the intricacies of my spirit
and I gat caught
in the fine threaded web
of time truth and emotions
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As this thesis has shown, the Harts Range is an isolated and rugged
mountainous area in Central Australia where winters are cold and
summers are hot. Almost all of Australia's required national supplies
of mica came from the area.

Throughout the history of the Field, most miners were Italian. They
began arriving in the Harts Range
World War.

in the years following the First

Oral evidence gathered during the study supports the

contention that although some of them came from northern Italian
provinces such as Udine, and had some experience in quarrying skills;
many more had no such backgrounds,

and

had to learn the

considerable skills necessary for mica mining success 'on the job ' .

I n the years following the Second World War many more Italians came
to Australia (and subsequently to Central Australia), in hopes of
avoiding

the difficulties of post-war Italy.

Seeking a new life, and

encouraged by the immigration policies of the

post- 1 945 Australian

Government, as well as by friends and relatives already living here,
they were keen to find unskilled work on the mica field.
other migrants to Australia at the

time, Italians had

Like many

left a familiar
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environment to take up the challenge of an unfamiliar one in Australia
(and a very different one in Central Australia).

I n the Harts Range

they lived in 'permanent' camps close to the mines - which usually
meant at the foot of a mountain or on the bank of a creek. However,
accommodation and

living conditions generally,

while appearing

unsophisticated and rough to contemporary visitors to the Field, are
remembered as comfortable by the miners.

Living conditions were, by any objective standard, difficult for the
miners. There was no electricity or running water. Refrigeration was
not used until the second half of the 1 950s, and then only in the
larger camps.

Many, especially after the Second World War when

conditions in post-war Italy were depressed, brought families with
them to the Field .

Women cooked for all members of the camp;

cleaned; tended livestock; and supervised the work of Aboriginal men
and women around the camps. As well, they were directly involved
in the mining,

both

above and below ground, supporting the

contention that (as was the case with other frontier settlement areas)
women played a pivotal role in all aspects of work and life in mining
areas, and dispelling the stereotype that mining districts were wholly
male frontiers.
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The oral histories which form the basis of part of this thesis were one
of the most interesting and vital aspects of the research.

The

interpretations they present are as different and interesting as the
Italians themselves.

Information about the practical difficulties

of

living and working in a remote location and the accompanying feelings
of isolation are balanced by insights into the mental effort required to
come to grips with the Centralian psyche.

The relationship between the miners and Aboriginal people in the area
was

one of mutual respect and co-operation.

This was not the

typical pattern of race relations in Central Australia. The miners used
Aboriginal

expertise in fossicking for mica, and employed them

to

help around the camps.

An examination of the physical remains of the mines and settlement
areas at

Harts Range; together with a study of the written history

and the oral testimony of the Italians who contributed their stories to
this study, clearly indicates the significance of the Field.

The

importance of the historical remains is heightened by the fact that the
area has not been resettled since the departure of the Italians.

The

buildings which remain today are in much the same condition as they
were when the miners left, save for the natural deterioration one
would expect.

They are an important resource for the study of the
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mining lifestyles of the Italians. This mining community existed in one
of Australia's most remote locations, in a very harsh environment.
The responses by the miners and their families to these circumstances
represent an important phase in Australia's mining history.

On a local level the mica deposits at Harts Range have played an
important role in the development of Central Australia.

The Plenty

Highway, which had been laid down over the miners' tracks by the
Allied Works Council during the Second World War, was a vital
contribution to this development.

It originally allowed quicker and

more reliable access to the Field, and permitted the use of heavy
machinery in a greater number of mines in the area around Mount
Palmer.

Improved access for heavy machinery

supply of mica

enabled a greater

for the Australian wartime economy. Today the

Highway allows access to Central Queensland and to the eastern
coast for Central Australian and Northern Territory products, and is
increasingly used by 'adventure' tourists.

It allows reciprocal access

for Queensland businesses and industry into the Northern Territory.

An equally important result of mica mining in the Harts Range Field
was the establishment of the Italian community in Central Australia.
Italians continue to play a prominent and dynamic role in the social
fabric of Alice Springs.

Many families settled permanently in Alice
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Springs once they left the Field, and

established businesses which

provided a boost to the economy of Alice Springs.

Names such as

Gagliardi, Ciccone, Antonelli, Floreani and Fadelli were linked to the
economic development of the mica industry, and continue to be linked
with the economic and social development of the

town.

Their

position in the town's social structure is firmly established.

The record of mining at Harts Range provides a valuable contribution
to an understanding of the roles of ethnicity and isolation in the
history of Australian mining, and the history of a significant, though
little-studied, mining region in Central Australia.
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APPENDIX 1

LOCATION OF MINES AND SETTLEMENT AREAS

All mines and settlement areas were visited during periods of field
work from 1 993 until 1 99 5. During this time they were located and
numbered, and roughly plotted on a grid map.

Sites were located

with the aid of base maps, and plottings developed from site
identification

work

previously

undertaken

by

the

writer;

by

Department of Mines and Energy staff; from previous knowledge of
the area; and from visual observation in the field.

All the location information which follows (Eastings and Northings) is
based on UTM Grid Harts Range (orthotopographic map) 1 : 50 000
sheet 5 8 5 1

1

Grid Zone 53K square MO.

BUTCHER BIRD

Easting
Northing

(4) 990 870
(74) 567 486

'STONE HUT'

Easting
Northing

(4) 990 891
(74) 567 484

OOLGARINNA

Easting
Northing

(4) 990 934
(74) 567 478

BILLY HUGHES and
BILLY HUGHES EXTENDED

Easting
Northing

(4) 990 933
(74) 567 48 1

29 4

SPOTTED DOG

Easting
Northing

(4) 990 938
(74} 567 479

DISPUTED

Easting
Northing

(4) 990 937
(74) 567 438

REX

Easting
Northing

(4) 990 9 5 7
(74} 5 6 7 498

SPOTTED TIGER

Easting
Northing

(4} 990 904
(74} 567 497

KISMET

Easting
Northing

(4) 990 9 2 1
(74} 5 6 7 950
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APPENDIX II

TRANSCRIPT SUMMARIES OF ORAL EVIDENCE

The following information summarises the contents of thirteen tapes
which form the oral evidence collected and used by the writer.

As

well, another two interviews were recorded but at the time of writing
were available in draft form only. These recordings and transcripts are
held in the Oral History Unit, Northern Territory Archives Service,
Darwin.

GIUSEPPE ANTONELLI

Giuseppe Antonelli

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9205
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9205

was born in Metallica, Italy in 1 93 2 .

At the

request of his brother Giovanni, who was working in a partnership at
Harts Range mica mining field, he came to Australia in 1 95 2 . He
spent seven years mining at Harts Range, from 1 95 2 until 1 959,
when mica mining went into decline. He describes the lifestyle of the
Italian

community;

conditions.

their

accommodation,

recreation

and

living

He also gives details of the methods of mining mica and

the equipment used.

He briefly comments on their relationship with

the Aboriginal workers.
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GINO BASSO

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP92 1 1
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS92 1 1

Gino Basso was born in Asiago, Italy in 1 928. He arrived in Aus.t ralia
in 1 950. He spent nine years working at Harts Range mica field during
the 1 950s, unconcerned by his isolated conditions. He describes the
accommodation built by the Italian miners, their living conditions,
lifestyle and some of the Aboriginal people in the area. He recalls the
changes in mica mining techniques during the period of time he was a
miner.

He describes the process of mining,

for sale to the mica buyer.

and preparing the mica

Selling the mica necessitated a trip into

Alice Springs every four months, where stores were replenished and
friends and families reunited.

DOUG BOERNER

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9201
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9201

Doug Boerner was born in Frankfurt,

Germany in 1 9 1 9 .

He was

transferred to Australia from Britain as an 'enemy alien' in 1 940. He
describes his eventful journey out to Melbourne on the Dunera. After
spending three years in an internment camp in Victoria he was moved
to Melbourne and worked in the Malvern Star
bicycles.

Not long after,

factory making

having been recruited into the Civil Aliens

Corps, he was transferred to Alice Springs in 1 944. His interest in
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rocks and minerals led him and his wife Una to the mica mines of
Harts Range, resulting in a lifelong association with the Italian people
who worked in this isolated, rugged country.

He describes the

method of mica mining, the lifestyle, living conditions and social life of
the Italians. He recalls the hard work of both men and women, and
the sometimes tragic results of mining.

SERAFINA De PIERI

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9 2 1 2
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9 2 1 2

Serafina De Pieri was born in Castelfranco Veneto, Italy in 1 920. She
arrived as a new bride in Australia in 1 939. Her husband Attilio De
Pieri, a mica miner at Harts Range, had been living in Australia since
1 927. She recalls her first impressions of Alice Springs and describes
her journey to the d istant mica field.

The family remained at Harts

Range until 1 942, when, at the recommendation of her doctor, they
moved to Adelaide, where two of her children were born.

They

remained in Adelaide until the end of the war, returning once again to
Harts Range.

In 1 949 they moved back to Adelaide to allow their

children to attend school. She recounts her life at Harts Range. She
remembers the Aboriginal people who worked at the Billy Hughes and
Caruso

mines; domestic duties; social life; and other interesting

incidents.
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TERESA FADELLI

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9206
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9206

Teresa Fadelli was born in Udine, Italy in 1 925. After her marriage in
1 949, she and her husband came to Australia to join her father Peter
Pizzinato, a mica miner from Harts Range, who had arrived in 1 927.
She describes her long train journey to Alice Springs, and her
bewilderment at the numerous stops made by the train, at which
passengers purchased beer. After the birth of her first son Bruce, she
and her husband moved to the Caruso mine at Harts Range in 1 950.
She talks about the living conditions and lifestyle of the Italian miners
and their families on the various mines in the area. Despite living in
isolation at Harts Range, Teresa Fadelli enjoyed her experience.
Leading a busy life with her numerous domestic duties, she also found
time to prospect for mica. The Fadelli family remained at Harts Range
for eighteen months, then returned to Alice Springs where Teresa
established a laundry business.

UGO FADELLI

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9207
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9207

Ugo Fadelli was born in Sacile, Italy in 1 9 1 9 . He married Teresa and
they

came to Australia in 1 949 to join his father-in-law Peter

Pizzinato who had mined mica since 1 927 at Harts Range. He
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describes their

journey from Genoa to Melbourne, and the trip to

Alice Springs.

They

stayed with Pasquale

Ciccone, a well-known

mica miner,

before travelling to Harts Range where he helped

construct a track to the Caruso mine. He talks of the strangeness of
the vegetation and the animal life at Harts Range,

as well as the

lifestyle and living conditions of the Italian families living at the mines.
He left the field in 1 95 1 and worked for Connair in Alice Springs.

DAVIDE FANTUS

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9209
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9209

Davide Fantus was born in Bass/a no del.Pordenone, in Italy in 1 93 2 .
His father had emigrated to Australia in 1 949, and Davide joined him
in Alice Springs

in 1 9 5 1 . He recalls his first impressions of Alice

Springs and the mica mining community of Harts Range where he was
to spend five years. He describes daily life on the small mining field,
Aboriginal workers, accommodation,

and the process of the mica

mining. Seventy or eighty miners and their families lived on the
isolated, rough field in the early 1 950s; eight worked with Davide
Fantus at the Spotted Tiger mine.

As the nearest neighbours were

several miles away, and the rough terrain sometimes prohibited travel
by vehicle, socialising with the other miners often meant a long walk.
Davide Fantus left the field and moved to Adelaide in 1 956.
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RINO FIORETTI

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9208
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9208

Rino Fioretti was born in Crocetta del Montello, Italy in 1 92 5. I n the
hope of better work prospects, he emigrated to Australia in 1 949. He
began mica mining in the Harts Range area in 1 95 1 . He describes the
process of mica mining; the various mines he was associated with;
accommodation; food and lifestyle of the Italian miners.

In 1 954,

with the demand for mica diminishing, the Fioretti family left Harts
Range for Alice Springs. Here Rino Fioretti spent some time delivering
rations to Outstations

for the Welfare Department.

In 1 95 7 they

moved to Coober Pedy to take up opal mining.

ITALIA FLOREANI

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9202
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9202

ltalia Floreani was born in Udine, Italy in 1 9 1 5 . She married in 1 93 7
and migrated to Australia in 1 940. Leaving her two daughters in Alice
Springs to attend school at the Convent, she and her two-year-oldson Enzo went to Harts Range to join her husband, who had a share
in the Spotted Tiger mine. She describes the living conditions, social
activities and the

life in general of the predominantly Italian mining

community during her three years at Harts Range.

She also recalls

her contact with the Aboriginal people who camped near the mines
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and tended their goat herd, which supplied the family with fresh meat
and milk.

KURT JOHANNSEN

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9204
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9204

Kurt Johannsen was born on Deep Well Station in Central Australia in
1 9 1 5 . His family moved to Alice Springs in the late 1 920s.

He first

went to Harts Range with Sam Weller in 1 936 and worked the Ulgaro
[Oolgarinna] mine. He remembers that

approximately twenty-five

Italians were working at the Billy Hughes, Spotted Tiger, Stones Well,
Benstead, Caruso and Central mines at that time. He talks of life on

the mines working with these Italians.

In the late 1 930s he

discovered and developed a phlogopite mica mine in the Strangways
Range.

He recalls how his parents were evicted from their home in

Alice Springs as enemy aliens. He talks of how mica was mined; the
role of women on the Field; the role of the Commonwealth Mica Pool
and

the

Central Australian

Mica

Miners'

relationship between Aborigines and miners.

Association;

and

the
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ANTO INETTE MAMONE

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP921 5
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS92 1 5

Antoinette Mamone was born in Serrata, Italy in 1 934. She came to
Australia with

her

parents

(Giuseppe and

Argentina, when she was three years old.

Maria

Gagliardi)

via

They joined

her

grandfather at Winnecke to mine gold in 1 93 8 . In 1 95 2 she married
Salvatore Mamone.

She

recalls her many years of living in the

isolated mining communities throughout Central Australia. As an only
child she took on many duties not expected of women. She and her
mother were responsible not only for the domestic chores, but were
also involved in the physical side of mining.

She developed good

prospecting skills, discovered many new mica deposits, and soon
became an expert at cutting and grading mica.

SALVATORE MAMONE

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9 2 1 4
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS92 1 4

Salvatore Mamo11e was born in Serrata, Italy in 1 928.
Australia in 1 950.

He arrived in

Like many others before hi m, he had little

knowledge of Central Australia but soon adapted to the tough lifestyle
of the mica miners and their families. In 1 952 he married Antoinette
Gagliardi, his sponsor's daughter. Already an experienced prospector,
she had spent many years living and working on the rough mica
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fields.

They worked as a team prospecting and mining mica in the

Plenty River and Harts Range areas.
aspects of mining life.

He talks about the distinctive

He describes mining techniques and the

preparation of mica for sale, giving a detailed description of the
various mica grades. With the decline in the demand for mica in the
1 950s, the family moved to Alice Springs. Salvatore found a miner's
life difficult to give up,

and so

he left his family in Alice Springs

while he tried his luck in mining opals at Coober Pedy for three years.

MARY RIGONI

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9 2 1 3
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9 2 1 3

Mary Rigoni was born in Asiago, Italy in 1 92 1 .

She arrived

in

Australia in 1 926 with her family when she was five years old.

In

1 941 she married llario Rigoni, and in 1 94 7 they moved to the
isolated mining field of Harts Range with their son Robert. Between
1 947 and 1 949 they worked at the Rex mine.

They then moved to

Adelaide for two years, but returned to Harts Range in 1 95 1 -this
time to work at the Eastern Chief mine. She recounts her daily life at
Harts Range, an d t o the distinctive life of the isolated miners. As the
only woman at the Rex mine she cooked for five other Italian miners
plus her own family.

She talks about cooking and bread making;
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domestic duties;

social

life

and

recreation;

scarcity

of

water;

collecting wood and water on Sundays.

SAM WELLER

Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TP9203
Series: NTRS 1 730; Item TS9203

Sam Weller was born in London in 1 9 1 0. He arrived in Alice Springs
in 1 927 and went to Harts Range as an apprentice to a mining
engineer.

He describes Harts Range, the mines' inaccessibility, the

primitive living and working conditions, and other prospectors.

He

also refers to the Italian miners who arrived during the 1 930s. After
three years at Harts Range, Sam Weller moved to the Plenty River
mica area with a company called Federal Insulated Products.

He

returned to Harts Range in 1 93 5 (until he joined the Army); and again
after the war, when he

took up the Ulgarna [ Oo/garinna].

He

describes how mica i s formed and the process involved in mining the
mineral.

He also outlines the changes in the demand and uses of

mica over the many years he has been involved in the industry.

Interviews were also conducted with the following people involved in
mica mining between the 1 930s and the 1 950s. The audio cassette
tapes for these interviews have been lodged with the Northern
Territory Archives Service, Oral History Unit, however only dr.aft
transcripts were available.
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Dick Jenkin

Interview recorded by David Hugo in Alice
Springs in 1 99 5 .

Willie Williams

Interview recorded by David Hugo in ·A lice
Springs in 1 995.

Two further interviews were used by the writer in this Thesis. They
are also held by the Northern Territory Archives Service, Oral History
Unit.

GIUSEPPE GAGLIARDI

Series: NTRS 226; Item TP663
Series: NTRS 226; Item TS545

Giuseppe Gagliardi was born in Serrata, Italy in 1 9 1 2.

He migrated

first to Argentina in the early 1 930s, then to Australia in 1 93 8 .

He

was brought to Central Australia by his father-in-law, Pasquale
Ciccone to work first at the Winnecke goldfield, later at Harts Range.
After he left the mica Field, he established the first citrus orchard in
Alice Springs, and became a successful businessman. He describes a
miner's

life

Aborigines,

on

both

building

gold
up

and

mica

businesses

in

assistance he gave to new Italian migrants.

Fields,
Alice

relationships with
Springs,

and

the
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MARIA GAGLIARDI

Series: NTRS 226; Item TP664
Series: NTRS 226; Item TS546

Maria Gagliardi was born in Serrata, Italy in 1 9 1 1 .
Giuseppe

in

She married

1 930 and emigrated with him and their daughter

Antoinette in the early 1 930s to Argentina; then in 1 93 8 to Australia.
Her parents, the Ciccones, had been in Central Australia since 1 926,
and her husband immediately began working for Pasquale Ciccone at
the Winnecke goldfield.

She describes the train journey to Alice

Springs, her astonishment at its small size, her first experiences with
Aborigines, and the Australian bush.

She recounts the d i fficulties of

many years living under canvas and rearing a family. She helped her
father and husband with various
Springs.

businesses they began in Alice
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GLOSSARY

The following terms have been included to explain the meanings of
several words which appear in this thesis and which are technical in
nature. The sources consulted occur in full in the Bibliography.
Alluvial

An adjective applied to deposits which have been
transported by running water, e . g . river sand

Anticline

An up-arched fold (in rock) which is convex in
shape

Basement

In geology the word is used to describe the hard
metamorphic or igneous rocks upon which later
sedimentary layers have been deposited

Conglomerate

Sedimentary rock which contains
proportion of pebbles and boulders

Dip

This is the angle of depression between a
horizontal plane and the bedding plane. When this
angle is zero the beds are described as horizontal;
when it is 90° they are termed vertical

Erosion

Process of wearing down rock in hills
mountains, by the action of water, wind etc.

Feldspar

Common
rock-forming
aluminium silicate)

Gneiss

Metamorphic crystalline rock, fine to coarse
grained, often banded, and rich in feldspar and
quartz

Granite

An igneous rock composed of coarsely crystalline
quartz, feldspar and mica

Igneous

Rock formed by cooling and
molten magma

Limestone

Sedimentary rock composed dominantly of calcium
carbonate

Magma

Liquid molten rock

mineral

a

(sodium

large

and

or

crystallisation of
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Metamorphic

Rock formed by recrystallisation of pre-existing
rock under conditions of heat and pressure,
generally during periods of earth movement

Mica

A hydrous silicate mineral having a very fine basal
cleavage that renders it capable of being split into
thin, tough, transparent plates

Orogeny

Earth movement or fracturing and warping of the
earth's crust, possibly caused basically
by
expansion due to heating, or contraction due to
cooling of the earth

Pegmatite

Igneous rock, very coarse grained,
which
crystallises in veins during the late stages of an
igneous intrusion

Quartz

A mineral composed of silicon oxide. It is the
commonest mineral in the earth's crust

Quartzite

A rock composed entirely (or almost entirely) of
quartz in which individual grains o f quartz are
cemented together with a quartz cement. Often
the whole mass is recrystallised (i.e. metamorphic
quartzite) and is very hard and resistant to
weathering, as quartz is chemically and physically
stable

Sandstone

Sedimentary rock consisting dominantly of sand
size mineral grains (quartz is usually the dominant
mineral)

Schist

Metamorphic rock in which there is a pronounced
fissibility, i . e . it tends to break into flakes. Mica is
often an important constituent

Sedimentary

Rock formed by the deposition of the weathering
products of other rocks

Syncline

Fold in rock strata which is concave
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Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs, and Melbourne,
CO . AS.IT., 1 98 1 .
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'Origins of post-wa r Italian migrant s', in J. Jupp (ed . ) , The
Australian people: An encyclopedia of the nation, its people and
their origins, Sydney, Angus & Roberts on, 1 988.
White, J.
' Beyond autobiography', in R . Samuel, People's history
and socialist theory, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1 98 1 .
Whitten, D . G .A. and Brooks, R.V.
Penguin dictionary of geology,
Ringwood, Victoria, Penguin, 1 972.
Wilson, B.A. et al.
Vegetation survey of the Northern Territory,
Darwin, Conservation Commission of the Northern Territory, 1 990.
Yeo, S.
'The politics of community publications' , in R . Samuel,
People's history and socialist theory, London, Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1 98 1 .

D.

ORAL SOURCES

The following tapes and transcripts are held at the Northern Territory
Archives, Darwin.
GIUSEPPE ANTONELLI

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9205
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9205

GINO BASSO

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP921 1
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS92 1 1

DOUGLAS BOERNER

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9201
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9201

SERAFINA De PIERI

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP921 2
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS921 2

TERESA FADELLI

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9206
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9206

UGO FADELLI

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9207
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9207

DAVIDE FANTUS

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9209
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9209
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RINO FIORETII

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9208
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9208

ITALIA FLOREANI

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9202
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9202

GIUSEPPE GAGLIARDI

Series NTRS 226; Item TP663
Series NTRS 226; Item TS545

MARIA GAGLIARDI

Series NTRS 226; Item TP664
Series NTRS 226; Item TS546

KURT JOHANNSEN

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9204
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9204

ANTOINETIE MAMONE

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9 2 1 5
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9 2 1 5

SALVATORE MAMONE

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9 2 1 4
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9 2 1 4

MARY RIGONI

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9 2 1 3
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9 2 1 3

SAMUEL WELLER

Series NTRS 1 730; Item TP9203
Series NTRS 1 730; Item TS9203

DICK JENKIN

draft form only

WILLIE WILLIAMS

draft form only

E.

NEWSPAPERS

Many newspapers covering the study period ( 1 890- 1 960) were
consulted. These include :
A dvertiser (formerly South Australian A dvertiser
Advertiser and Register 1 93 1 ) from 1 890 to 1 960.

1 890-1 899;

Northern Territory News from 1 952 to 1 960.
Northern Territory Times (from 1 890- 1 92 7 as Northern
Times and Gazette) from 1 890 to 1 932.
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Observer (formerly A delaide Observer) from 1 890 to 1 93 1 .
Port Augusta Dispatch from 1 890 to 1 9 1 6.
Register (formerly South Australian Register, 1 890-1 900) from
1 90 1 to 1 929.

The Centra/ian A dvocate from 1 94 7 to 1 960, proved especially
useful. Listed below are specific references covering the period.
'Mica mining industry': Harts Range, 23 August 1 94 7, p. 7 .
'Mica mining industry', 4 0ctober 1 947, p . 8 .
' N e w discovery at Hartz Range', 8 November 1 94 7, p . 1 .
'Big mica buy', 29 November 1 947, p . 1 .
'Harts Range and District notes', 2 April 1 948, p . 1 0.
'Central Australian mica: approximately 1 2,000 lbs. of mica
bought', 1 9 March 1 948, p. 1 .
'Miners claim succeeds: sale of mica in question', 1 5 April
1 949, p . 1 .
'Mass meeting of mica miners', 9 August 1 947, p. 1 .
'Mica mines cheque was more than 1 7,000 pounds', 28 April
1 950, p . 1 .
'Mica
production still falling: miners dissatisfied ', 1 8 August
1 950, p . 8 .
'May b e rise in mica prices: Lint at miners' meeting', 8 December
1 950, p . 1 .
'Where are the men', 20 April 1 95 1 , p . 1 .
'Up to 9 Pounds per lb. for mica', 20 April 1 9 5 1 , p. 6.
'Mica cheques totalled 1 6,637 pounds this quarter: retiring buyer
concerned at general position', 24 August 1 95 1 , p . 2 .
miners
discuss
problems: five
points to g o to
'Mica
Government', 24 August 1 951 , p . 6.
' Is there any profit from mica pool?: doubts raised as to
position', 3 1 August 1 95 1 , p. 1 .
'Mica mining : of the Northern
Territory
mining industry',
21 December 1 95 1 , p. 1 .
' Harts Range roads', 28 March 1 952, p. 1 1 .
'Mica factory - brewery
abattoirs:
powerful
syndicate
possibilities, 6 June 1 952, p. 1 .
'Mica Industry: miners not interested in development', 27 June
1 952, p . 2 .
' Factory at mica field advocated : terrific waste at present', 25 July
1 952, p . 8 .
'Historic meeting o f Harts Range miners', 2 2 August 1 952, p. 1 .
'Wise meets miners at Harts Range', 1 9 September 1 952,p. 1 .
'Fight to reverse tax decision continues', 1 9 September 1 952, p . 2 .
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' I m portant VISit to mica field soon: industry's future at stake ' ,
2 1 November 1 952, p . 1 2 .
'Mica miners answer Treasurer', 24 December 1 9 52, p . 1 .
' M ica sale i n April: production decline tipped', 3 April 1 9 53, p . 1 .
'Mi nister flies to Harts Range', 1 7 April 1 953, p . 1 .
'Corrugations uimpressed
minister at Harts Range ' , 24 April
1 953, p . 1 .
'Mica industry tottering', 1 May 1 953, p . 1 .
'New light on mica trouble', 26 June 1 9 53, p . 9.
' M ica sale August 1 2 : no decline expected' , 1 7 July 1 953, p. 1 3 .
' I nterest in mica sale', 24 July 1 953, p . 5 .
'37,000 pounds to mica miners', 2 1 August 1 953, p . 1 .
'Harts Range Field history', 1 6 October 1 953, p . 7 .
'The history o f Harts Range', 2 3 October 1 953, p . 9 .
'The history of Harts Range', 30 October 1 953, p . 7 .
'Central Australia's mica field', 6 November, 1 953, p . 1 2 .
'Mica mens final appeal: Harts Range may close', 2 7 November
1 953, p . 7 .
'Steps to help mica men ' , 4 December 1 953, p . 1 8 .
'30,000 pounds to mica miners', 1 8 December 1 953, p . 1 .
' Mica miner Tony Vigentino ' , 22 January 1 954, p . 1 , (photog rap h ) .
'Miners fight for Aborigines rights', 2 2 January 1 954, p . 1 6.
' O pen cut collapse at Harts Range', 29 January 1 954, p . 6
'Native miners may use explosives ' , 1 2 February 1 954, p . 1 3 .
'Change for mica industry', 2 April 1 954, p . 2 .
' U . K . expert to visit Harts Range, 2 April 1 954, p . 9 .
'30,000 pounds mica sale', 9 April 1 954, p . 1 .
'Change needed in Central Australian mica industry', 28 May
1 954, p . 3 .
'British expert at mica field', 28 May 1 954, p . 5 .
' P rice fluctuations cripple N T industry', 4 June 1 954, p . 2 .
' M ica sale Aug ust 1 8' , 3 0 July 1 9 54, p . 1 .
'Mica sale may be a record ', 20 August 1 954, p . 1 .
'Record 47,750 pound mica sale', 27 August 1 954, p . 1 3 .
'Mica Pool to continue', 1 5 October 1 954, p.8.
' High mica sale ' , 1 7 December 1 954, p . 1 .
'Mica miners show concern' , 24 December 1 954, p . 1 3.
'Mica prices to be fixed soon', 4 February 1 955, p . 3 .
'Fears for
Harts
Range
future: new
prices
may
upset
economy', 1 8 March 1 955, P.7.
'Mica sales begin', 25 March 1 955, p . 1 .
'Four months trial say mica miners', 1 April 1 955, p . 7 .
'Miners will seek better roads', 1 5 April 1 955, p . 1 6.
' Harts range mica field dying' 1 March 1 957, p . 6.
' New hope for local mica fields', 1 3 December 1 957, p. 1 .
'Mica production picture gloomy', 7 March 1 958, p. 2.
II
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'Bleak outlook for mica', 1 2 September 1 958, p.6.
'Tarrif Board report: 'Death knell' for mica', 1 9 September
1 958, p . 1 2 .
'Mica fields are finished say Harts Range Miners: ready to pack
up, 3 October 1 958, p. 1 1 .
'Threat to Harts Range Fields', 1 4 August 1 959, p. 24.
'Mica miners seek enquiry', 4 September 1 959, (in Turf
Supplement, n . p . )
'Pool threat may end Harts Range mica', 24 April 1 960, p. 1 .
'Harts Range close', 2 1 October 1 960, p . 1 .

