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Abstract 

 

During the twentieth century, social infrastructure programs were provided by mining 

companies for their workers for many reasons, such as retaining workers or reducing industrial 

discontent. At Mount Isa, the Isa Mines settlement was constructed by the British company 

Russo-Asiatic from 1928, providing housing, recreational facilities, a store and butcher’s shop, 

bank and post-office, water and electricity supply. The American company ASARCO supplied 

the necessary capital to complete facilities, such as the Clubhouse, and added a hospital and a 

government resourced school. After 1953 under an Australian manager, George Fisher, 

cooperative housing schemes were used to encourage home ownership, and Mount Isa Mines 

promoted the business sector of the Townside through an appliance scheme and the closure of 

the company stores. The principal reason for all programs was found to be the reduction of 

labour turnover by attracting a higher proportion of married men. The home ownership 

schemes, in particular, strategically consolidated the local labour market for a mine with 

reserves that would last into the twenty-first century. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction: 

Concepts, Aims 

and Research Questions 

 

Mount Isa is a small city located in north-west Queensland, Australia. Payable silver-lead ore 

was discovered in late 1923, which led to the formation of mining companies, Mount Isa Mines 

becoming the sole company two years later. To support the company, the Queensland 

government surveyed a town-site on the opposite bank of the Leichhardt River. However once 

the British company Russo-Asiatic acquired a controlling interest, Mount Isa Mines built its 

own town on a scale and form unprecedented in Australian mining. Isa Mines was a company 

town with its own stores, bank and recreational facilities. It was initially named Isa Mines to 

distinguish it from the incorporated town of Mount Isa, though over time the two settlements 

became known as Mineside and Townside. During the late 1940s and early 1950s with the price 

of lead at a record high, the Isa Mines settlement was extended with further housing and 

facilities.  

 

The mining of new large reserves of silver-lead and the expansion into copper from the early 

1950s required a much larger workforce not only for the construction phase and initial 

production but also for the long life of the mine, predicted to last well into the twenty-first 

century. Much of the company’s town-building was intended to attract and retain that 

workforce. From 1953, there was a marked change in company policy with schemes introduced 

to promote home ownership. There was also active lobbying for government support, with the 

Queensland Housing Commission and Mount Isa Mines entering a long partnership to build 

houses for company employees. To encourage the business sector, the company stores were 

closed and the community buildings, which were the centrepiece of the company town, were 

either demolished or removed. 

 

Though the major periods of social infrastructure provision saw quite different company 

initiatives, the aim of management was the same: to markedly reduce the overall labour turnover 

of the workforce. It is the contention of this thesis that, despite the extensive literature on 

company towns as anti-union and exploitative, management of Mount Isa Mines used social 

infrastructure to attract and keep its most valued employees, mostly married employees, 

especially during periods of massive expansion in preparation for increased production. While 

the success of the company town of Isa Mines was limited in this respect, it did manage to retain 

a core minority of employees, with home ownership, government housing and support for local 

businesses, parts of a more strategic approach to consolidate the local labour market by 
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transforming an outback bush town to the suburban norm of Australian coastal cities. This 

intended to stabilise the workforce for a mine which would last many decades. 

 

*** 

 

This thesis is about a range of social infrastructure provided by the company, considered in the 

international context of mining company social practices at the time. These included rental 

housing and barracks, home ownership schemes and government provided housing, both rental 

and for purchase. The operation and closure of the company stores, bank, and recreational 

facilities are also part of this thesis, as is the operation of recreational areas to be utilised by all 

residents. The original aim of this thesis was to investigate the idea that the entire community of 

Mount Isa was a company town, built and controlled by one company. However the concept 

proved too difficult to sustain over the entire period to 1963 especially with the existence of the 

town of Mount Isa (Townside), whose residents and businessmen remained resolutely 

independent of the company. The usual concept of a company town also proved difficult to 

apply to Mount Isa owing to the existence of home ownership, an anathema in a resource town. 

Another difficulty with the company town concept was that Mount Isa Mines was dismantling 

its town and embarking upon a completely different strategy before most of the Australian and 

Canadian planned company towns of the second half of the twentieth century were built. 

 

The concept of industrial welfare, categorised as an early consent-based labour management 

strategy, appeared to provide a better explanation for the various housing and other programs 

introduced by Mount Isa Mines. The strategy has been defined as “any facility or service 

provided by management that is not strictly necessary for the everyday operation of plant and 

machinery.”1 However the arguments in the international literature on industrial welfare, that 

accommodation and messing were unnecessary in mining operations and welfarism was 

obsolete by the second half of the twentieth century, did not sit easily with the existence of 

resource towns built in Australia and Canada from the1950s to the 1970s. In the interest of a 

fresh approach, the term “social infrastructure” has been used as the conceptual framework for 

this thesis to explain the range of services provided by mining companies for its employees.  

 

In the mining industry, “infrastructure” is used to refer to facilities and services required to 

bring the mine into production and includes “industrial infrastructure” such as mine shafts and 

headframes, concentrators and smelters, workshops and warehouses. Sometimes “social 

infrastructure” such as accommodation, recreational facilities and other employee programs are 

                                                             
1 Erik Eklund, “Managers, Workers, and Industrial Welfarism: Management Strategies at ER&S and the Sulphide 

Corporation, 1895-1929,” Australian Economic History Review, 37 (2) 1997: 138. 
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provided.2 Social infrastructure can take several forms such as barracks for single men, an entire 

township on company leases, or housing and facilities in an existing town. In some cases social 

infrastructure has been provided by governments though the use of public money for this 

purpose has been generally controversial. Some industrial infrastructure provided by companies 

can also be used for social purposes, especially power stations and dams.  

 

*** 

The main aims of this thesis are to describe the history of the three main periods of substantial 

social infrastructure constructed and sponsored by Mount Isa Mines during the period 1928 

to1963 and to verify if the company’s stated rationale for all programs, to reduce labour 

turnover, was the case. A further aim is to record the reactions of employees and members of 

the wider community to company programs. This thesis will of necessity deliver a narrative of 

industrial developments at Mount Isa Mines in response to metal markets and major ore 

discoveries as a chronological framework. In addition, it will include descriptions of 

employment relations and industrial awards negotiated between Mount Isa Mines and unions, to 

identify if there was any union agreement or opposition to above award conditions and if these 

caused or contributed to industrial disputes. This is necessary to test the idea, common in the 

literature, that social infrastructure was used to control unions and/or diffuse industrial unrest.  

 

While the industrial dispute of 1961 will be included in this study, it was decided that the year 

1963 would be the end date for this thesis, just prior to one of the longest industrial disputes in 

Australian history. The Mount Isa Dispute of 1964-1965 was a multifaceted event. Like the 

earlier dispute, the main issue was a long-standing “lead” bonus no longer tied to the lead price 

or negotiated in the Industrial Court, with conflict among unions also playing a major part. 

While relations between Mount Isa Mines and unions were important when discussing the 

industrial implications of welfarism, this dispute was so involved and long-running that it would 

have been a lengthy task to tease out the unions' attitudes to the company's programs. This 

thesis could not do justice to this complexity, especially with the absence of in-depth union 

histories specific to Mount Isa.  

By not going beyond 1963, the collaboration between Mount Isa Mines and the Queensland 

Housing Commission was only briefly investigated. However, apart from this collaboration 

there were no other major initiatives in the provision of housing for company employees during 

the remainder of the 1960s. Both the Mount Isa Dispute of 1964-1965 and the Queensland 

Housing Commission’s involvement in Mount Isa are recommended areas for future research.  

                                                             
2 Ciaran O’Faircheallaigh, Mine Infrastructure and Economic Development in North Australia (Darwin, NT: 

Australian National University North Australia Research Unit, 1987), 1; Michael Noaks and Terry Lanz, Cost 
Estimation Handbook for the Australian Mining Industry (Parkville: Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy, 
1993), 217-248. 
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Research questions have been formulated to explain the rationale(s) behind Mount Isa Mines’ 

social infrastructure programs over a period of almost four decades, to identify positive and 

negative reactions of employees, unions and the wider community, and to assess if the programs 

met company goals. The four research questions are: 

1. Did the wide range in the forms and tenures of the social infrastructure provided by 

Mount Isa Mines over the entire period under study reflect a changing set of rationales 

or was there some commonality, and how effective were the various schemes in 

meeting company goals? 

2. Did the different forms of social infrastructure constructed and sponsored by Mount Isa 

Mines from the late 1920s to the early 1960s reflect Australian and/or international 

mining practice? 

3. What were the overall reactions of employees and the wider community to the housing 

and amenities at Isa Mines and later, the home ownership and appliance schemes? 

4. Were unions consulted and did any social schemes provoke serious industrial unrest?  

The major findings of this thesis will confirm the main rationales for company social 

infrastructure programs, the reactions of employees and the wider community to these 

especially if they contributed to industrial disputation, and the relative success of the respective 

programs in meeting company goals. 

 

There are eleven chapters in this thesis, Chapter 1 stating the aims of the thesis and the research 

questions. As company social infrastructure is the subject of two large bodies of literature, 

Chapter 2 entitled Literature: Twentieth Century Mining Communities will provide a timely 

review of conflicting interpretations. Chapter 3: Birth of a mining community 1923-1929, will 

provide historical context, covering the period from the initial discovery of silver-lead to the 

opening of the railway which carried the materials for construction. The remainder of the 

chapters outline in detail three main periods of social infrastructure constructed and sponsored 

by Mount Isa Mines and the reactions of employees and the wider community to these 

initiatives.  

 

Chapter 4: Under the Mining Trust 1929-1930, will look at the impact of Russo-Asiatic and the 

Mining Trust on Mount Isa Mines’ management and the building of the company town of Isa 

Mines. Chapter 5: Reactions to Mining Trust Programs 1929-1930, will explore the reactions of 

employees and the wider community to the Isa Mines, its housing, amenities and retail outlets. 

Chapter 6: ASARCO: Production, Plumbism and Protests 1930-1932, will describe changes 

under ASARCO management, with Chapter 7: Government Enquiry, Closure and Depression 
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1933-1938, addressing the community’s reactions especially to the controversial Mines Hospital 

and medical examinations.  

 

The use of Mount Isa Mines buildings by American and Australian military forces during World 

War II will be outlined in Chapter 8: Manpower, Military and Copper Matte 1939-1946 while 

Chapter 9: Post-war Prosperity and Lead Bonus Volatility 1947-1953, will describe the 

renewed and large-scale housing and recreational programs during a period of unprecedented 

high lead prices. The marked change in the nature of Mount Isa Mines’ housing schemes 1953-

1955 will be described in detail in Chapter 10, Under Australian Management 1953-1956. The 

final chapter entitled The Bonus and the Home Ownership Schemes 1957-1963, will investigate 

the attitudes towards company programs during a period of low bonuses and during the 

industrial dispute of 1961, concluding with the beginning of house building by the Queensland 

Housing Commission in 1963.  

 

The standard historical method has been adopted for this study. It has included the collection of 

evidence from primary source material including government and private archival records as 

well as contemporary print material including newspapers. These resources are housed in the 

Queensland State Archives, as well as the John Oxley and the Mount Isa City Libraries, where 

resources from MIM Holdings and the former Mount Isa Mines’ Technical Library are located. 

Other unpublished material used to research this thesis includes photographs from public and 

private collections and unpublished research, particularly theses. Also contributing to the 

research was a significant quantity of secondary source material, including books and journal 

articles, published on the subject of Mount Isa Mines and Mount Isa. 
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Figure 1.1 Map of north-west Queensland showing the location of Mount Isa. 
Geoffrey Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex: The Story of Mount Isa Mines, rev. ed. (Melbourne, Vic.: Angus & 

Robertson, 1970), frontispiece. 
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Chapter 2. Literature: 

Twentieth Century Mining Communities 

This review will concentrate on two large major bodies of literature which have focused on 

mining communities.1 Above-award or non-wage management programs such as housing and 

recreational facilities have been the subject of the literature into welfare capitalism, also known 

as industrial welfare. One main argument of the literature has been that employee welfare 

programs, including company-built towns, were part of a short-lived phenomenon which 

declined from the 1930s. However the equally large literature on the comprehensively planned 

resource towns of the post-World War II era clearly showed that the phenomenon had not 

declined but boomed from the 1950s through to the 1970s. In synthesising these bodies of 

literature this review will attempt to provide a greater understanding of the programs 

implemented by Mount Isa Mines Limited and hopefully provide a framework for further 

research into social infrastructure within the mining industry during the twentieth century. 

 

*** 

 

There is a large amount of literature on company towns and what they are. In his seminal work, 

The Company Town in the American West, Allen highlighted the problems of definition, the 

subject of his research being “any community which is owned and controlled by a particular 

company.”2 Of these towns, Crawford focused specifically on the “professionally-designed 

towns”.3 In Canada, the Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation included “company towns” 

as part of the phenomenon of “single enterprise” towns defined as “communities which have 

come into being by reason of the decision or action of a single enterprise be it an industry, a 

government agency, a defence establishment or a transportation system.”4 Sociologist Rex 

Lucas further refined the definition to “communities of single industry” where “at least 75 per 

cent of the population had to work for the single industry and its supporting institutional 

services.”5 In Australia and Canada, planned company towns of the post-World War II era were 

known as resource towns.6 While company towns generally are part of this review, mining 

                                                             
1 For literature on Industry Resource Towns (IRTs) see Roger Hayter, “Single Industry Resource Towns,” in A 
Companion to Economic Geography, ed. Eric Sheppard and Trevor J. Barnes (London: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 
290-309. 
2 James Allen, Company Town in the American West (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1966), 6. 
3 Margaret Lee Crawford, “Designing the Company Town, 1910-1930” (PhD Thesis, University of California, 1991). 
4 Queen's University, Institute of Local Government. Single-Enterprise Communities in Canada: A Report to the 
Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation (Kingston, Ont.: Queen’s University, 1953), iii, 2-3. 
5 Rex A. Lucas, Minetown, Milltown, Railtown: Life in Canadian Communities of Single Industry (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1971), 16-18. 
6 Gilbert Stelter and Alan F.J. Artibise, “Canadian Resource Towns in Historical Perspective,” Plan Canada 18, no. 
1, (1978): 7-16; L. D. McCann, “The Changing Internal Structure of Canadian Resource Towns,” Plan Canada, 18, 

no.1, (1978): 46-59; Robert Robson, “Manitoba’s Resource Towns: the Twentieth Century Frontier,” Manitoba 
History 16 (1988): 2-16; T.B. Brealey, C.C. Neil, & P.W Newton, eds. Resource Communities: Settlement and 
Workforce Issues (Melbourne, CSIRO Division of Construction and Engineering, 1988). 
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company towns and mining company social infrastructure within existing towns will be the 

main focus. 

 

According to Stelter and Artibise, the first generation or additive model of the Canadian 

resource town was built from the 1880s to 1914 but also included “haphazard ‘sleep camps’.”7 

Their “second generation” resource towns were built during the inter-war period, which Robson 

described as the Company Era”8 of Canadian resource towns. McCann described these resource 

towns as “pre-determined, holistic town[s]”9 with over a hundred built.10 These second 

generation Canadian towns coincided with Crawford’s era of planned company towns in the 

United States from World War I to 1929.11  

 

According to Crawford the “new” company towns offered opportunities for town planners to 

put theory into practice by adapting the decentralised industrial settlement model based on 

British garden city principles to designing affordable worker housing for resource industries. 

She distinguished these towns as designed by “trained professionals” and not by companies.12 

Neuman identified the physical plan as important with the emphasis on concentricity, 

boulevards radiating from a central park, and gardens.13 Crawford listed at least forty 

holistically planned “new” company towns which were erected in the United States between 

1910 and 1929. Tyrone was identified by Crawford as the first of a number of American mining 

towns designed by using town or garden city planning principles.14  

 

In Australia, Freestone found the same type of planned single-industry town when he identified 

the government built coal town of Yallourn as “Australia’s first fully-fledged garden town”15 

Alan La Gerche, architect with the State Electricity Commission, planned Yallourn according to 

the principles of the English “model city” movement, especially Welwyn Garden City.16 While 

Freestone referred to Broken Hill Propriety and Mount Isa Mines’ respective attempts at 

                                                             
7 Stelter & Artibise, “Canadian Resource Towns,” 10. 
8 Robson, “Manitoba’s Resource Towns,” 2-16. 
9 McCann, “Changing Internal Structure,” 46. 
10 One hundred and fifty five single enterprise communities existed in 1953 in Canada. See Queen’s University, 
Single-Enterprise Communities in Canada, iii. 
11 According to Crawford the first era of United States company towns was associated with agriculture and the 
second with industrialisation during the second half of the nineteenth century. Crawford, “Designing the Company 

Town, 1910-1930,” 13-17. 
12 Crawford, “Designing the Company Town,” 49, 73.  
13 Michael Neuman, “Does Planning Need a Plan?” American Planning Association Journal 64, no. 20 (1998): 208. 
14 Margaret Crawford, “The “New” Company Towns,” Perspecta 30 (1999): 55; Crawford, “Designing the Company 
Town,” 210-217, 322. These American mining towns included Ajo (Arizona), Tyrone (New Mexico), Bayview and 
Westfield (Alabama), Kincaid (Illinois) and Lynch (Kentucky). See Crawford, “Designing the Company Town,” 210-
217, 322. 
15 Robert Freestone, Model Communities: the Garden City Movement in Australia (Melbourne: Nelson, 1989), 124. 

Over 500 houses were built at Yallourn between 1921 and1930. 
16 Peter Read, Returning to Nothing: The Meaning of Lost Places (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 
76-77. 
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Whyalla and Mount Isa “to promote some semblance of house-and-garden living”, he dismissed 

their contribution owing to there being “no master plans or advanced site planning 

techniques.”17 To Freestone, Lutana in Tasmania built by Electrolytic Zinc (EZ) was a more 

fitting example of the first generation of housing estates built specifically for industrial workers 

according to town planning principles. Wright assessed these cases as “larger enterprises with 

the financial resources to indulge in experimentation.”18  

 

Meller argued that one of the factors in the success of the garden city ideal was that it grew out 

of “experiments at building ideal housing … pioneered by paternalistic employers”19 especially 

Quakers. Quaker philosophy continued to influence the London Lead Company well into the 

twentieth century as Raistrick recorded.20 Arlene Allen attributed the construction of the model 

mining town of Tyrone, New Mexico, to the traditional philanthropy of the American mining 

company, Phelps Dodge, commenting that “the idea of the perfect mining camp was just an 

extension of the idea.”21 Schwantes agreed that building a model community was also “entirely 

consistent with the prevailing social philosophy at Phelps Dodge, particularly the Presbyterian 

philanthropic commitment that led four generations of partners to fund schools, churches, 

hospitals, and decent affordable housing for their employees”.22 In the building of Claremont in 

Tasmania by Cadbury, Barton identified the influence of the Quaker “welfare tradition” in 

Australia.23  

 

It was with the employment of welfare officers that the bodies of literature on resource towns 

and welfare capitalism shared some commonality. In the United States, Crawford found that 

expert welfare workers were also influential in the design of the new company towns.24 She 

argued that: 

[T]he industrial betterment or welfare capitalism movement, transformed the 
informal and highly personal paternalism that prevailed in company towns into an 

institutionalized and professionalized operation. Under “expert” welfare workers, 

                                                             
17 Freestone, Model Communities, 141. 
18 Christopher Wright, The Management of Labour: A History of Australian Employers (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), 23. 
19 Helen Meller, Towns, Plans and Society in Modern Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 38. 
See also John Child, British Management Thought: A Critical Analysis (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1969), 

37; Robert Fitzgerald, British Labour Management and Industrial Welfare 1846-1939 (London: Croom Helm, 1989), 
48-65. 
20 Aarthur Raistrick, Two Centuries of Industrial Welfare: The London (Quaker) Lead Company, 1692-1905, 2nd ed. 
(Buxton: Moorland, 1977). 
21 Arlene W. Allen, “A Brief History of the Burro Mountain Copper Company” (MA Thesis, Western New Mexico 
University, 1990), vii. 
22 Carlos A. Schwantes, Vision and Enterprise: Exploring the History of Phelps Dodge Corporation (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 2000), 120. See also 393-397. 
23 Ruth Barton, “Cooperation and Labour Management at Electrolytic Zinc and Cadbury-Fry-Pascall between 1918 
and 1939” (MA Thesis, University of Tasmania, 1989), 210. 
24 Crawford, “Designing the Company Town,” 73, 210-217, 322. 
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firms introduced systematic social programs designed to improve workers’ living 

and working environments.25 

 

Throughout North America, the United Kingdom and Australia, Jacoby, Hill Licht, Nelson, 

Balnave, Barton, Fletcher, Patmore and Mauldon26 identified the rise in welfare officers within 

companies, many of whom McCarty and Stone argued were trained or experienced in social 

work.27 According to Elibirt, welfare officers’ responsibility was to assist workers and their 

families in coping with personal problems associated with accommodation and other matters,28 

with Jacoby maintaining that the growth in company welfare departments recognised the “value 

of maintaining employee morale”.29  

 

Welfare programs have therefore been categorised as part of the consent-based approach to 

labour management, which according to Littler and Salaman were aimed at building worker 

consent to management authority.30 To Edwards, welfare programs were implemented to 

regulate labour,31 with Brandes maintaining that the purpose was to control the quantity and 

quality of the labour supply.32 Bray and Littler maintained that welfare programs increased 

worker dependency on companies,33 with Edwards, Brandes, Goltz, Finn and Carsten arguing 

that this was increased through conditions and contracts,34 high rents and segregation of  

workforces.35 Littler and Salaman maintained that dependency could be reduced only through 

alternative sources of need-satisfaction and worker organisation through unionism.36 

                                                             
25 Crawford, “The “New” Company Towns,” 50. 
26 Nikola Balnave, “Industrial Welfarism in Australia, 1890-1965” (PhD Thesis, University of Sydney, 2002), 4, 27-
32, 59, 65; Meredith Fletcher, “Yallourn the Planned, and the Township of Brown Coal Mine,” Proceedings of the 

Third Australian Planning History/Urban History Conference, Melbourne 11-14 December 1996 (Clayton, Vic.: 
Office of Continuing Education, Monash University, 1997), 65-66, 68; Sanford Jacoby, Employing Bureaucracy: 
Managers, Unions, and the Transformation of Work in American Industry, 1900-1945 (New York: Columbia 
University, 1985), 60-64, 71-81; Stephen Hill, Competition and Control at Work: the new industrial sociology 
(London: Heinemann Educational Books, 1981), 24-28; Walter Licht, “Fringe benefits: a review essay on the 
American workplace,” International Labor and Working-Class History, no. 53 (1998): 171; Daniel Nelson Managers 
and Workers: Origins of the Twentieth-Century Factory System in the United States, 2nd ed. (Madison: Wisconsin: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1995), 118-119; Greg Patmore, Australian Labour History (Melbourne: Longman 
Cheshire, 1991), 149; F. Mauldon, “Cooperation and Welfare in Industry,” The Annals of the American Academy of 

Political and Social Science (November 1931):183-192. 
27 Terence E. McCarthy & Raymond Stone, Personnel Management in Australia (Brisbane: John Wiley, 1986), 11. 
28 Henry Eilbirt, “The Development of Personnel Management in the United States,” Business History Review 33, no. 
3 (1959): 345-64. 
29 Jacoby, Employing Bureaucracy, 64.  
30 C. Littler and G. Salaman, “Bravermania and Beyond: Recent Theories of the Labour Process,” Sociology: The 
Journal of the British Sociological Association 16, no. 2 (1982): 263.  
31 R.C. Edwards, Contested Terrain: The Transformation of the Workforce in the Twentieth Century (London: Basic 

Books, 1979), 95. 
32 Brandes, American Welfare Capitalism, 44.  
33 M. Bray and C. Littler, “The Labour Process and Industrial Relations: Review of the Literature,” Labour and 
Industry 1, no. 3 (1988): 568.  
34 Edwards, Contested Terrain, 92-93.  
35 Eileen Goltz, “The Economics of Housing in a Company Town,” in Municipal Development in Northeastern 
Ontario: Copper Cliff and Sudbury, ed. M.A. Beavis (Winnipeg: Institute of Urban Studies, University of Winnipeg, 
1991): 4-7, 13; Janet Leigh Finn, “Mining Community: the Cultural Politics of Copper: Class and Gender in Butte 

Montana, USA and Chuquicamata, Chile” (PhD Thesis, University of Michigan, 1995), 324-5. Brandes, American 
Welfare Capitalism, 48; Peter Carstens, In the Company of Diamonds: De Beers, Kleinzee, and Control of a Town, 
(Athens: Ohio University Press, 2001), 3-12, 180, 184-187. 
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According to much of the welfare capitalist literature, large-scale employee programs were part 

of a movement to provide an alternative or a substitute for unionism. Bernstein in 1960 

maintained that the “central purpose of welfare capitalism” was “avoidance of trade 

unionism”.37 Ozanne also argued that welfare measures were “substitutes for unionism”38 with 

Grant maintaining that programs were introduced to forestall unionism at Imperial Oil.39 Littler 

claimed welfarism was in response to union activity40 as did Edwards with respect to 

International Harvester,41 with Brandes arguing that labour disputes were more evident in 

welfarist companies.42 Crawford and Brandes cited eviction of employees from company 

housing as a method of controlling employees43 as did Patmore.44 Brandes also maintained that 

the rise and fall of welfarism conversely corresponded with union membership in the United 

States.45  

 

Melling argued that geographically remote areas and company towns created the greatest 

dependency among employees where companies created and dominated local labour markets.46 

J. Douglas Porteous maintained that the provision of company housing in Atacama mining 

towns extended the employer-employee relationship beyond the plant and into the home: 

Company housing has proved an effective means of worker control where an 

entire company town is constructed. If the industry [company] is landlord as well 

as employer, his relationship with his employees extends beyond the plant and 
into the homes.47 

 

Indeed Balnave maintained that the company town showed the “dual character” of welfarism 

with its economic necessity in attracting a stable workforce on one hand and worker dependency 

on the other.48 To McCallum, this reinforced the “company’s dominance, making it more 

difficult for workers to challenge unilateral management decision.”49 To Brandes the company 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
36 Littler & Salaman, “Bravermania and Beyond,” 261-262. 
37 Irving Bernstein, The Lean Years: A History of the American Worker, 1920-1933 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1960), 187. 
38 Robert Ozanne, A Century of Labor-Management Relations at McCormick and International Harvester (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1967), 245. 
39 Hugh M. Grant, “Solving the Labour Problem at Imperial Oil: Welfare Capitalism in the Canadian Petroleum 
Industry, 1919-1929,” Labour/Le Travail 41 (1998): 86-95.  
40 Edwards, Contested Terrain, 91-4; C.R. Littler, The Development of the Labour Process in Capitalist Societies 
(London: Gower, 1982), 90-91 
41 Edwards, Contested Terrain, 92-93.  
42 Brandes, American Welfare Capitalism, 138.  
43 Crawford, “Designing the Company Town,” 214; Brandes, American Welfare Capitalism, 48. 
44 Patmore, Australian Labour History, 134-44. 
45 Brandes, American Welfare Capitalism, 32.  
46 J. Melling, “Employers, Industrial Welfare, and the Struggle for Work-Place Control in British Industry, 1880-
1920,” in Managerial Strategies and Industrial Relations: an Historical and Comparative Study, ed. H. Gospel and 
C. Littler (London, Heinemann Educational Books, 1983), 57, 60. 
47 J. Douglas Porteous, “Social Class in Atacama Company Towns,” Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers 64 (1974): 410. 
48 Balnave, “Industrial Welfarism in Australia,” 30.  
49 Margaret E. McCallum, “Corporate Welfarism in Canada, 1919-39,” Canadian Historical Review 71, no. 1 (1990): 
49. 
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store was the “most controversial element of all”50, employer programs which Seltzer and 

Corbin maintained tied employees to the company through the monopoly over goods and 

prices.51 

 

Within the literatures of welfare capitalism/industrial welfare and resource towns relating to 

Australia, there was consensus that employee programs were implemented to improve industrial 

relations. Gardner and Palmer maintained that the rise in interest in welfarism in Australia was 

aimed at diffusing worker unrest.52 To Balnave, company based recreation was also a 

“significant tool in the hands of the capitalist class, a method of minimising industrial tension 

and of securing control.”53 With respect to resource towns, Freestone, Read and Fletcher argued 

that Yallourn was constructed to create industrial harmony.54 Burrows argued that EZ reflected 

British and Australian management thought whereby: 

 [I]mprovement of the physical environment, not the political and economic 

system, was seen to be the answer for greater contentment among the working 
class, thus increasing efficiency and lessening the likelihood of labour unrest.55  

 

Barton discovered that company schemes at Cadbury and EZ were successful, leading to “an 

almost complete absence of industrial conflict for some twenty years.”56 Eklund also found that 

the Australian Workers Union (AWU) was supportive of Electrolytic Refining and Smelting Co 

of Australia (ER&S) Ltd welfare programs at Port Kembla.57 

 

Eklund noted that employee programs within Australian companies were often accompanied by 

companies’ appeals for a “rhetoric of unity and cooperation”58 which he attributed to post-war 

British management ideas. Wright also recognised this influence which he claimed was aimed at 

gaining workforce loyalty to increase output, disseminating managerial values and promoting an 

unitarist workplace culture.59 To Barton, Cadbury-Fry-Pascall and EZ believed it was their 

“obligation” to supply employees with “housing and welfare provisions that would enable them 

                                                             
50 Brandes, American Welfare Capitalism, 45-46. 
51 Curtis Seltzer, Fire in the Hole: Miners and Managers in the American Coal Industry (Lexington: University Press 
of Kentucky, 1985), 19; David Corbin, Life, Work, and Rebellion in the Coal Fields: The Southern West Virginia 
Miners, 1880-1922 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981), 10. 
52 Margaret Gardner and Gill Palmer, Employment Relations: Industrial Relations and Human Resource Management 
in Australia, 2nd ed. (South Melbourne: Macmillan, 1997), 51. For example, the New South Wales Industrial 
Arbitration Act in 1918 was amended to allow the introduction of mutual welfare committees and industrial councils  
53 Nikola Balnave, “Company-based recreation in Australian industry 1885-1965,” in Work - organisation - struggle: 
papers from the seventh National Labour History Conference, held at the Australian National University, Canberra 

April 19-21, 2001, ed. Rosemary Webb & Phil Griffiths (Canberra: Australian Society for the Study of Labour 
History, 2001), 246. See also N. Balnave, Company-Sponsored Recreation in Australia: 1890-1965, Labour History 
no. 85 (2003: 129-151. 
54 Freestone, Model Communities, 124-129; Read, Returning to Nothing, 77; Fletcher, “Yallourn,” 65-66, 68. 
55 A. I. Burrows, “An Examination of the Town Planning Idea of the Garden Suburb, and its Application to Industrial 
Management within the Co-operative Movement in the early 1920’s at the Electrolytic Zinc Company, Risdon, 
Tasmania” (BA (Hons) Thesis, University of Tasmania, 1978), 84. 
56 Barton, “Cooperation and Labour Management,” 310. 
57 Eklund, “Managers, Workers, and Industrial Welfarism,” 150, 152. 
58 Eklund, “Managers, Workers, and Industrial Welfarism,” 150. 
59 Wright, Management of Labour, 21, 22-23. 
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to become content, committed and efficient.”60 Burrows and Alexander maintained that the 

rationale for Lutana was not only to lower labour conflict but also to further worker loyalty and  

a cooperative spirit.61 Balnave argued that the promotion of “a sense of self-betterment, 

cooperation and loyalty in workers” increased management’s control over the workforce.62 In 

South Africa, Peter Carsten argued that DeBeers used propaganda to achieve “obligated 

loyalty”.63 

 

Most authors agree that company welfare workers emphasised the family. Jacoby cited 

examples in which companies endeavoured to turn the workplace into a “replica of an ideal 

middle-class home” while at another level evoking a sense of family life within the firm to 

emphasise “team spirit”64 through company picnics, competitions and magazines. In the United 

States, Nelson identified the role of the Department of Labor in supporting “family work” 

within companies.65 In Australia, Balnave maintained that company welfare programs to the 

1960s were aimed at creating “a sense of family within the firm itself” 66 and were also directed 

towards the workers’ families, especially through company-based recreation. Barton noted that 

EZ’s extensive programs were aimed at families and included health, social, and recreational 

facilities, along with cooperative stores.67  

 

Indeed a number of researchers have identified recruitment policies which were specifically 

aimed at married employees. Fox discovered at Mount Lyell in Tasmania, that the married 

worker was being considered “more desirable than the single man because it [the company] 

thought single men were more mobile, militant and therefore less susceptible to discipline.”68 

Eklund found that the employee programs at Broken Hill Associated Smelters (BHAS) at Port 

Pirie in South Australia were aimed at achieving “a more settled community of married 

workers, thus reducing the company’s reliance in single itinerant men.”69 Eklund noted ER&S’ 

offer of financial assistance to encourage home ownership at Port Kembla70 which was similar 

to EZ’s Cooperative Building Fund.71 At Broken Hill, Darnell traced the long history of housing 

                                                             
60 Barton, “Cooperation and Labour Management at Electrolytic Zinc,” 310. 
61 Burrows, “An Examination of the Town Planning Idea,” 82-83; Alison Alexander, The Zinc Works: Producing 
Zinc at Risdon 1916-1991 (Risdon: Pasminco Metals-EZ, 1992), 12-19; 28-37, 47-48, 60-61. 
62 Balnave, “Industrial Welfarism in Australia,” 251. 
63 Carstens, In the Company of Diamonds, 3-12, 180, 184-187. 
64 Jacoby, Employing Bureaucracy, 50. 
65 Nelson also identified the promotion of “family work” within a 1905 Department of Commerce and Labor report. 
See Nelson Managers and Workers, 165.  
66 Balnave, “Industrial Welfarism in Australia,” 249. 
67 Barton, “Cooperation and Labour Management at Electrolytic Zinc,” 74-92, 101-112, 271.  
68 C. Fox, “Work and Welfare at Mt Lyell 1913-1823,” Journal of Australasian Mining History 1, no. 1 (2003): 72. 
69 Erik Eklund, ‘‘ ‘Intelligently Directed Welfare Work’?: Labour Management Strategies in Local Context: Port 

Pirie, 1915-29,” Labour History no. 76 (1999): 136. See also125-148. 
70 Eklund, “Managers, Workers, and Industrial Welfarism,” 150, 152. 
71 Barton, “Cooperation and Labour Management at Electrolytic Zinc,” 61, 68, 74-75, 111, 271. 
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cooperatives back to 1898.72 According to Abbott and Dracouliagos, a change in legislation in 

1936 resulted in the rapid expansion of cooperative housing societies in New South Wales,73 

with Balnave describing that Zinc Corporation and New Broken Hill Consolidated promoted 

their first scheme in 1936.74 According to Shields, this was part of the Collins House group’s 

labour management style of “industrial cooperation” or “welfare”.75 Mining companies in 

Canada and the United States during the interwar years also offered homeownership to married 

employees. 

 

Paradoxically, assistance to home ownership could be used for the same purpose as company 

housing. In Canada, Robson described how, from the late 1920s, the Hudson Bay Mining and 

Smelting Company (HBS&MC) at its Flin Flon mine in Manitoba, pressured for a planned 

public town, encouraged private home ownership among employees and promoted private 

independent businesses giving HBS&MC the best of both worlds: “a labour force without the 

problems of maintaining it.”76 Another Canadian mining company, Noranda Mines, constructed 

a planned residential area from 1927 offering home ownership to employees through company 

loans, the rationale for which Glenday assessed as two-fold: “to attract a stable and permanent 

labour force and, at the same time, build up its equity in the community by the selling of real 

estate properties to its employees.”77 Crawford described how the New Cornelia Copper 

Company at Ajo in Arizona encouraged stability among its skilled American employees by 

encouraging home ownership on non-company land.78  

 

Isolation was a disincentive for labour recruitment.  Gitelman argued that in remote areas, 

company housing and stores were “strategic responses to problems of work force recruitment 

and retention.”79 Licht also maintained that “[g]eographical isolation or tight labor markets have 

continually forced firms to develop nonwage incentives to attract and keep their work forces.”80  

James Allen argued that company housing was necessary in isolated areas to attract labour.81 

                                                             
72 Maxine Darnell, “Attaining the Australian Dream: the Starr-Bowkett Way,” Labour History no. 91 (2006): 13-30; 
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Societies”, Urban Policy and Research 19, no. 2 (2001): 230. 
74 Balnave, “Industrial Welfarism in Australia, 228. 
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According to architects Ahnlund and Brunnstrom, worker housing in Scandinavian mining 

company towns was built as a “matter of necessity, especially in remote areas” in sub-zero 

climates to counter high labour turnover.82 To Stelter and Artibise, Canadian single enterprise or 

company towns of the inter-war years were built “as adjuncts of an industrial enterprise to 

provide a means of attracting and holding a stable work force in the face of a harsh climate, a 

rugged terrain, and isolation.” 83 

 

The thesis that social infrastructure provision helped companies to control and exploit workers 

has been questioned. Economists Fishback and Lauszus maintained that high labour market 

competitiveness within the mining industry kept conditions high and lessened the employers’ 

ability to exploit their monopoly on services in single industry towns.84 Fishback argued that 

subsidised prices at company stores were part of competitive employment packages.85 Boal and 

Fishback also questioned whether coal mining towns in the early twentieth century were sources 

of labour monopoly, arguing that company housing actually allowed miners to move from mine 

to mine which was reflected in high turnover.86  

 

In Australia, McGowan and Eklund have investigated hegemonic relations within industrial 

settings.87 Hegemony at Mount Isa was specifically investigated and compared with Corner 

Brook, Newfoundland by White who challenged the widespread interpretation of company 

towns being “isolated laboratories of capitalist exploitation”.88 He identified localism, labour 

history, local space dynamics and residents’ feelings as criteria which either subverted or 

reinforced corporate influence in company towns. As these variables led to a great variation 

among company towns, White concluded that: 

... while inhabitants of Mount Isa and Corner Brook lived with a number of 
constraining dependencies they were also “citizens” who had agency to influence 

local development, regional politics, and even trends in the commodities markets 

they were tied to. Dependency and subordination played out in different 

processes from place to place.89  
 

                                                             
82 Mats Ahnlund & Lasse Brunnstrom, ‘The Company Town in Scandinavia’, in The Company Town, ed. J. Garner, 
(New York: Oxford University Press,1992), 104-105. 
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This was despite “spatially-enforced paternalism” at Mount Isa and Corner Brook because of 

“the rapid growth of sprawling unplanned fringe towns beyond the borders of company 

jurisdiction.” 90 

 

Company influence was also diluted by the existence of alternative communities within or 

beside the ‘company town’. Anthropologist Richard Goddard, who investigated the satellite 

settlement of Steptoe City and its relationship to the larger model community of McGill, 

Nevada, identified groups of miners that for generations followed mining operations and created 

their own community.91 Stelter and Artibise identified the importance of businessmen and 

promoters associated with the mining industry to the relative stability of settlements such as 

Nanaimo, British Columbia, and Sudbury, Ontario.92 In the case of Rouyn which coexisted 

along-side the company settlement of Noranda, Glenday recognised the contribution of the 

wider community especially the business sector, which became more dominant than labour in 

determining the future development of Rouyn-Noranda.93  

 

Gitelman questioned the assumption that workers did not know where their interests lay,94 with 

Zahavi accusing the literature of overlooking the “complex ways in which workers translated 

and transformed managerial projections”.95 Batch found that the “[g]oals of capital and mining 

families were not diametrically opposed” while Jacoby and Fox also noted the appeal of 

mutuality and reciprocity of interest between employer and employee.96 Zahavi and Grant  

identified the existence of the “square deal” policy adopted by some companies.97 Zahavi 

described this offer of better conditions in return for loyalty and industrial peace as “negotiated 

loyalty”98 suggesting an early attempt at bargaining.  

 

Some of the literature indicated that company programs were either supported by unions or 

encouraged unionism. In the United States, Halpern, Street, Cohen and Beik argued that welfare 

programs actually contributed to union organisation by raising expectations and bringing 
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workers together in social activities.99 Unionist Warrian identified the inter-war “corporate 

model of the company town” in Canadian mining as one characterised by increased company 

responsibility for mining communities, unionisation and collective bargaining agreements.100 In 

Australia, Fox found that unions at Mount Lyell did not oppose company housing schemes, and 

welcomed company stores and other programs which cut the cost of living and increased the 

real value of wages.101 Eklund also noted that at Mount Morgan and Mount Lyell, management 

welfare practices went hand in hand with AWU dominance.102  

 

Indeed debate has emerged over whether welfarism was part of an evolutionary or cyclical 

process. Jacoby, Licht, and Hill have identified a link to the development of personnel 

management, with Wren, Cohen, Rose, Jamrog and Overholt recognising a connection between 

“human relations” and the development of industrial sociology and modern human resources 

management.103 Child maintained that the term “welfarism” was replaced by “labour 

management” by the early 1930s reflecting its new position as a management strategy to 

improve labour efficiency and stability.104 Jacoby maintained that welfarist practices returned 

during the second half of the twentieth century,105 with Wright arguing that Australian 

employers adopted a cyclical approach to the management of their employees with the 

promotion of a common-interest culture during the 1990s which “clearly mimic[ked] earlier 

strategies of company welfarism.”106  

 

Yet a significant number of historians claimed that welfare capitalism in the United States fell 

into permanent decline by the early 1930s.107 To Jacoby, the intrusion of welfare programs into 
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the private lives of workers was the major issue,108 with Edwards arguing that they failed to 

“reorient the workers’ allegiance from their peers to the corporation” and reached their peak of 

popularity in the mid-1920s.109
 

Brandes concluded that the American workers rejected 

welfarism in preference for pecuniary benefits, unions and negotiated terms and conditions.110 

In Canada, in his research into welfare capitalism at Imperial Oil’s petroleum refineries during 

the period 1919-1929, Grant concluded that company welfare programs were successful at 

forestalling unionism at the various plants.111 Brody and Brandes also argued that increased 

state welfare in the United States was responsible for the discernible decline in company welfare 

programs.112 Batch claimed that the Great Depression ended the “structural representation of a 

management ideology” at Slickville113 with Crawford identifying 1929 as the year that “marked 

the end” of the new company town in the United States.114  

 

However Zahavi described claims of the decline of welfare programs as greatly exaggerated,115 

with Licht being critical of the distortion of the historical record.116 The construction of mining 

towns continued in the United States during the second half of the twentieth century. Michael 

Amundson recorded the history of two uranium towns in which companies “established order, 

constructed comfortable affordable housing, and provided recreation for their residents.”117 

According to Schwantes, Phelps Dodge built at least two company towns after 1965, with Phelp 

Dodge Mercantile remaining a very successful company store.118 Despite these examples, Allen 

in The Company Town in the American West identified the abandonment or sale of entire 

company towns from the 1940s,119 with Arlene Allen recording the demolition of Tyrone, the 

architect-designed company town of an earlier period, after the company built houses for sale to 

employees on the outskirts of Silver City.120 James Allen observed some American companies 

taking on the role of developer in the building of “well-planned, model communities” such as 

San Manual in Arizona: 
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Development firms are hired to design and build the towns, homes are sold to workers, 

companies operate no local business, and shopping centers are leased or sold to local, 

independent merchants.121 

 

He also noted the transformation of former company towns into communities of home owners 

still attached to the original industry, from which companies actively recruited.  

 

In Canada, the 1953 government-sponsored Queen’s University report revealed corporate 

reluctance to fund company towns owing to increased building costs and limited cost-

recovery.122 In addition there was a growing view among personnel officers that home owners 

were more responsible and less radical, with Miller and Form confirming that some employers 

felt that marriage and children made workers “more stable”.123 Yet in marked contrast to 

developments in the United States, a new era of Canadian resource towns blossomed during the 

post-World War II period encouraged by state and federal governments. Robinson and Newton 

calculated over 70 resource towns were constructed in Canada from 1945 to the early 1980s, 

mostly in the mining and lumber industries.124  

 

These resource towns or single enterprise communities attracted a vast and divergent 

literature,125 being also included within the scope of “new towns” planning.126 To geographer 

McCann, the Canadian resource towns of this era were “comprehensively planned” with 

“remarkable uniformity in physical and social character” owing to the application of a “common 

body of planning theory to community development.” 127 Despite this there are few works which 

compare resource or company towns across national boundaries, the exceptions being White 

and Mouat.128 

 

In his comparative work into Corner Brook and Mount Isa, White lamented the lack of 

academic research into the historical development and/or in-depth treatment of “Aussie 

company towns.”129 While admittedly Bell, Blainey and Bolton only make general reference to 
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company mining towns130 and there is a need for greater historical analysis, resource towns have 

not been ignored in Australia. There have been at least two major conferences delving into 

Australian resource towns which have led to book length publications, and a myriad of articles. 

The major conferences were the 1973 Australian UNESCO Seminar published as Man and the 

Environment: New Towns in Isolated Settings131 and the CSIRO sponsored conference held in 

1986 published as Resource Communities: Settlement and Workforce Issues. It was in the latter 

that the Canadian post-World War II experience was compared to Australia: an important 

resource for transnational comparative history.132 

 

In Australia, Parker identified twenty-four resource towns built to the mid-1980s.133 One of the 

more prominent of post-World War II Australian resource towns was Mary Kathleen. It was 

described by eminent architect Robin Boyd as “the one town which achieved the homogeneity 

which is the elementary aim of the art of town planning.”134 To Goad, Mary Kathleen and the 

bauxite town of Weipa were “model mining towns” and “period exemplars of post-war 

functionalist planning, financed and instigated … by the corporation”.135 Freestone extolled the 

planning virtues of the Pilbara iron ore towns of Western Australia as “car-less” and creations of 

“a garden-town environment”.136 Sharma described the coal towns of the Bowen Basin in 

Queensland as “outback suburbias”.137  

 

The post-World War II resource towns also attracted attempts at typologies. In Canada, there 

was Lucas’ typology based on four stages of resource town evolution138 which was criticised by 

Bradbury as lacking application as very few resource towns reach a mature stage.139 In 
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Australia, Sharma categorised towns into the isolated Pilbara or “closed” town type under 

company control, and the more closely settled Bowen Basin types or “open” towns under local 

government control.140 Lea condemned the “perpetuation of simplistic, uni-dimensional models 

of mining towns in the literature”141 as lacking any acknowledgement of the history of mining 

towns.  

 

State and federal governments of Australia have had a role in determining the policy regarding 

company towns. According to Alexander, Brown, Dufty and Pilgrim, the Western Australian 

iron ore agreements from 1962 to 1964 required mining companies to provide housing, public 

utilities and facilities such as playing fields and swimming pools.142 Murphy argued that the 

Queensland Government adopted a more “supportive infrastructure policy”143 with much of 

housing in Central Queensland mining towns provided through its Housing Commission. Neil 

and O’Faircheallaigh also noted that government authorities supplied reticulated water and 

sewerage systems.144 To Parker the rationale behind the Queensland government’s substantial 

assistance during the 1960s was to increase employment opportunities and improve regional 

infrastructure.145 According to O’Faircheallaigh, the Australian federal government also 

compensated companies by amending Division 10 of the Income Tax Assessment Act in 1968146 

which in turn led to “significant public investment in development of mine infrastructure in 

North Australia” from 1968 to 1973.147 In Canada there was similar government support for 

regional development.  

 

While Robinson attributed the number of Canadian post-World War II resource towns to the 

“lack of settlement and consequent shortage of labor at or near the site of the natural resource … 

[making] it necessary to create wholly new townsites in isolated areas”,148 Stelter and Artibise 
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noted the construction was a combined government and corporate effort.149 Robson attributed 

this to the need to develop a “viable northern economy.”150 According to Bradbury company 

reluctance to build these towns also contributed to greater Canadian federal and provincial 

government involvement.151 McCann claimed that it was at government insistence that resource 

towns be constructed according to town planning principles.152  

 

Mining companies utilised a range of factors in their recruitment decisions during the post-

World War II period. According to Lowrey, the Manager of Comalco’s Town Development and 

Operations Department, the large bauxite ore reserves at Weipa led to a longer term labour 

strategy to create “a naturally acclimatised community from which could be obtained staff and 

labour who would be physiologically and psychologically adapted to the remote and tropical 

area”.153 Dufty referred to company preferences for younger workers who were better able to 

adapt to the isolation of iron ore mining towns in Western Australia and the hot dry climate.154 

Brealey and Newton noted the factors associated with a household’s decision to stay in such 

towns, including being married and the age of children.155  

 

Planners incorporated the personnel requirements of companies into resource town plans, 

Sharma observing a “high degree of congruence in the overall profile of the new mining 

towns”.156 For the post-World War II era, Siemens observed the “increasingly heavy 

requirement of highly skilled and professional employees” by Canadian mining companies and 

“a preference for a maximum number of married employees”157 which had implications for 

housing, services and facilities.158 Indeed, a characteristic of the new mining towns was a 

concerted attempt to recruit married employees with families, especially in longer life mines. 

Not only did some companies target married employees, but there was evidence that a particular 

ratio of married to single employees was being aimed at in the post-World War II mining towns. 

Agius’ design brief from Nabalco was a 60/40 ratio, the town to be designed for a population 

where 60% were married.159  
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Sociological and psychological studies were an important part of the research into post-World 

War II resource towns. Lucas contended that company control made residents depressed and 

fatalistic.160 Brody, Henderson, Mathieson, Parker, Robinson, and Siemens viewed a better 

physical environment as the solution to the problems of settlement in remote areas, particularly 

turnover.161 Many papers presented at the 1973 Australian UNESCO Seminar Man and the 

Environment followed an ecological approach to person-environment relationships, particularly 

physiological comfort.162 One of the main themes was the need to integrate the concept of 

quality of life into the planning of resource towns as emphasised by Oeser and Villegas.163  

 

There was also the belief that resource towns would boost regional growth, with Brealey 

maintaining that planning could create “a community of permanent residents” in a new mining 

area.164 In Canada, Bradbury identified the passage of “instant town” legislation in three 

Canadian states as an attempt to achieve permanence through planning and the encouragement 

of local government and home ownership.165 The legislation was aimed at reducing labour 

turnover in resource towns but also to appease companies who were becoming increasingly 

reluctant to fund the costs of towns.166 In Australia, Pilgrim identified a push by the Western 

Australian government to develop resource towns into open regional centres through 

“normalisation” or local government.167 Bradbury identified that “normalisation” in Australia 

and instant towns in Canada were similarly motivated.168 While a number of these towns came 
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under local government authorities in Australia, O’Faircheallaigh argued that this resulted in 

increased public expenditure on social infrastructure for mining companies.169  

 

The global downturn in metal prices evident from the late 1970s altered government policy and 

altered the direction of research into mining communities.This change of focus was revealed at 

the Resource Communities: Settlement and Workforce Issues conference held in1986, at which 

Neil and Newton questioned the importance of replicating the physical structure of urban 

settlement in remote areas.170 O’Faircheallaigh, Guyton, Maude and Hugo171 focussed on the 

vulnerability of existing mining settlements, with Robinson and Newton, Robson and Houghton 

recommending long distance commuting especially fly-in fly-out as a viable alternative, without 

involving the economic and social costs of the resource town.
172 De Pape, Robson, Robinson 

and Newton suggested that the preferred model would be long or short distance commuting 

from an existing diversified town or regional service centre.173 At the beginning of the twenty- 

first century, this was the preferred model for mining companies. 

 

It was found throughout this literature review that authors agreed that social infrastructure was 

provided in company towns to attract labour and reduce labour turnover. They reflected current 

theories such as welfarism, personnel management and town planning especially the large 

literature that developed around resource town planning during the second half of the twentieth 

century. However within the literature, there was considerable disagreement on the other 

motives of the company, the type of employee targeted, the relationship of welfarism to 

unionism, typologies of company towns, the influence of communities existing alongside the 

company town, the duration of the phenomenon, the role of government in supporting or 

discouraging company programs and the causes of its decline.  
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Mount Isa 
 

It was Geoffrey Blainey in Mines in the Spinifex who first described the building of the Isa 

Mines settlement by Mount Isa Mines in the late 1920s as a “company town” and “the first 

attempt to create a contented industrial community in tropical Australia.”174 While Freestone 

disputed this,175 Kennedy and Kirkman claimed that Isa Mines was “Australia’s first integrated 

company town”.176 To Kennedy, it was “a concept alien to Australia at the time”177 with the 

unprecedented nature of company planned settlements in Australian mining history also noted 

by Bell: 

The American phenomenon of the company town did not exist in Australia in the second 

half of the nineteenth century. Not until the 1920s did mining companies such as Mount Isa 

Mines … begin to provide housing to employees on any significant scale.178 
 

Blainey also noted the lack of precedent.179 Berkman maintained that the construction of the 

company settlement was in keeping with international practice within mining.180 

 

Mount Isa Mines’ rationale for the original Isa Mines settlement has been open to various 

interpretations. Analysing Russo-Asiatic’s take-over of Mount Isa Mines, a number of historians 

have supported the view that the Isa Mines settlement and employee welfare practices that 

resulted were based on Leslie Urquhart’s experience in Russia.181 Kennedy and Kirkman argued 

that Urquhart’s decision was based on the need to attract and retain a stable workforce, and 

married men with families were considered most suitable.182 According to Blainey and 

Kennedy, Urquhart’s company town was also created to preserve “industrial peace”183 and 

“maintain harmony in the workforce”.184 Blainey and Kirkman also described initial positive 
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reactions to the housing at Isa Mines.185 

 

However to Margaret Cribb, Mount Isa Mines’ decision to build a company town was 

paternalistic and authoritarian, and driven by American managerial staff: 

From its inception, Mount Isa was dominated by MIM. It was a company town 
partly because of the need to provide amenities for the workers and partly 

because it was in keeping with the philosophy and experience of the American 

managers and sub-managers who presided over the mine’s fluctuating fortunes 
until 1953. The company was benevolent, paternalistic and authoritarian towards 

its employees…. Indeed, its paternalism had become such that the management 

presumed to know what was best for the workers, and would brook little or no 

contradiction or interference.186 
 

Balnave concurred that the building of Isa Mines was constructed by the company for 

“reasons beyond simple necessity” to control the quantity and quality of the labour 

supply.187 White argued that the spatial design of Isa Mines’ “entrenched social 

inequalities based on employees’ occupations” as well as creating a fringe town affecting 

both labour and business relations.188  

 

According to Palmer the controlling behaviour of Mount Isa Mines was most evident with 

respect to the District Hospital and a doctor “loyal to MIM.”189 It was the company’s attempt to 

provide an adequate hospital service that Kirkman and Palmer identified as attracting most 

criticism of the company from employees,190 but also from the Townside community. Kirkman 

described other negative reactions to other company schemes especially the effects of the 

company store and housing on businesses in Mount Isa.191 White described the town of Mount 

Isa as a “fringe town” which “posed a challenge to company control” forcing “Mount Isa’s petit 

bourgeoisie” to depend on “unpredictable mine workers for their survival”.192  

 

White assessed the building of Isa Mines as an “error in capital judgement” arguing that the 

capital should have been spent on mine infrastructure.193 Menghetti and Kirkman acknowledged 

that rental housing programs under Urquhart and Kruttschnitt failed to reduce labour turnover. 

While there was some encouragement of ownership by Kruttschnitt, it was not until cooperative 

housing schemes were introduced from the early 1950s that home ownership became the 
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cornerstone of the company’s social infrastructure policy.194 Tsokhas maintained that the change 

in company policy was an attempt by management to have mine workers identify with the 

company and the community in order “to reduce strikes and overcome class confrontationalist 

outlooks among employees”.195 However serious industrial disputation was not reduced as 

Cribb demonstrated in her study of the 1961 dispute196 and the sizeable body of literature 

surrounding the dispute of 1964-1965.197  

 

Menghetti identified three thrusts in Mount Isa Mines’ strategy to socially engineer a technically 

competent workforce including: the use of public relations to create a favourable image of 

Mount Isa; the implementation of a core set of interventions including a home ownership 

scheme; and a number of exercises aimed at diverting responsibility from the company onto the 

community and to “provide the mine with a stable, reliable workforce.”198 In the formulation of 

this strategy, Tsokhas and Menghetti identified George Fisher, the first Australian born 

Chairman of Directors, as the driving force behind this new strategy.199 To fund the home 

ownership schemes, Menghetti argued that Mount Isa Mines exploited taxation loopholes.200 

 

Blainey maintained that of all the mining fields created or extended in Australia since 1945, 

Mount Isa was the only one to support a city “because it has a higher proportion of married men 

than most fields, because it concentrates and smelts ores on the field and because it is the largest 

underground mine in Australian history”.201 Kirkman also described the success of company 

programs such as the cooperative housing schemes in stabilising labour turnover within the 

workforce.202 Laverty observed that Mount Isa “outgrew company tutelage” from the late 1940s 

to become “an open city”,203 with Mewett also acknowledging its evolution from a “closed 

company town”204 to an open town with lower transience and greater financial investment. 

However, White maintained that it was not until the state government supported permanent 
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settlement and local government, that real change came.205 

 

Many descriptions were confident of Mount Isa’s future stability. Sharma described it as “the 

old established mining town”206 with Mewett arguing the financial commitment of employees 

and their families facilitated the stability of the population.207 Johnston regarded Mount Isa as “a 

city oasis”,208 with Humphreys identifying the mining city as one of Australia’s “larger and 

more diversified centres” in a remote location.209 When alternatives to company towns were 

discussed from the mid-1980s, Mount Isa was assumed to possess the desirable attributes with 

Newton describing it as the ideal example of a “combine town”.210 However Maude and Hugo 

were less convinced, arguing that it still remained vulnerable to economic downturns, being 

“heavily dependent on mining”.211 Martinez-Fernandez and Wu included Mount Isa among the 

“shrinking cities” that made up their research.212 These assessments underscored the 

vulnerability of mining towns regardless of the form of social infrastructure. 

 

*** 

 

This literature review investigated the literature into social infrastructure within the mining 

industry during the twentieth century and found two major bodies of literature which revolved 

around two different time periods. According to much of the literature on welfare capitalism in 

the United States and industrial welfare in Britain and Australia, company welfarism was aimed 

at controlling the labour supply and reducing industrial disputation through rental housing, 

credit at the company store and recreational facilities that regulated leisure time. While a major 

conclusion within this literature was that welfarism failed and fell into permanent decline in the 

United States, the literature on post-World War II resource towns illustrated that this was not 

the case in Canada and Australia. The large body of multi-disciplinary research published on 

resource towns by government and industrial relations researchers, planners, sociologists, and 

psychologists was preoccupied with creating stable workforces, especially in remote and 

regional areas, through the design of resource towns. The decline of these towns was caused by 
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changed views over the desirability of normalisation and government disincentives to building 

resource towns. 

 

The different approaches to social infrastructure adopted by Mount Isa Mines did not easily fit 

with either historical period. Mount Isa Mines constructed a company town when these were 

rare in Australia, booming in Canada but in decline in the United States. The company’s home 

ownership schemes existed alongside the post-World War II resource towns in Australia and 

Canada, but were clearly different. When “normalisation” became government policy for 

“closed” company towns in Australia and Canada during the 1970s, Mount Isa already had local 

government and a high level of home ownership encouraged not by government but private 

enterprise. The literature review has exposed a range of theoretical complexities which further 

justify the need for this study into Mount Isa Mines and its social programs. 

 

In the ensuing chapters, the history of Mount Isa Mines’ social infrastructure schemes will be 

described in detail. In the conclusions of each chapter, company schemes and employee 

reactions will be analysed according to the core arguments within the literatures of welfare 

capitalism/industrial welfarism and resource towns. This thesis will attempt to marry major 

issues apparent in these bodies of literature with trends in mining social infrastructure during 

respective periods, in order to analyse and synthesise the international and national significance 

of Mount Isa Mines’ major social infrastructure programs of 1924-1963. 
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Chapter 3. Birth of a Mining Community 

1923-1929 

The initial settlement at Mount Isa on the western side of the Leichhardt River was a mining 

camp of haphazardly erected tents and bough structures located close to the mines. The official 

town was surveyed on the opposite bank of the river by the Mining Warden, with allotments 

offered for auction at periodic intervals as Miners’ Homestead Perpetual Leases. In this regard, 

the town of Mount Isa started to develop like many other mining communities in Australia. 

While the Queensland government provided the town-site reserve and extended its railway 

network to the mining town, this did not guarantee public facilities and buildings. Raising funds 

for a hospital and building a provisional school was considered the responsibility of the local 

community. Local businesses were expected to supply food, lodging and other services. Just as 

for previous mining rushes in Queensland, they did so, but at a primitive level and without 

regard for appearance. The result was an unattractive and haphazard urban landscape set in a 

harsh semi-arid environment a long way from the civilised comforts of the coast. 

*** 

 

The initial discovery of payable silver-lead ore was made on the western side of the Leichhardt 

River in early 1923 by John Campbell Miles on his way on horseback to the Northern Territory. 

He chipped a piece of dark mineralised ore off a prominent outcrop1 and enlisted the assistance 

of W.J (Bill) Simpson to peg the lease.2 Miles named the outcrop Mount Isa,3 but interest in it 

was initially lukewarm. It was not until the Government Geologist E.C. Saint Smith visited the 

field in September and expressed confidence in the area's potential that there was a clamour at 

the Cloncurry Warden's Office for mineral lease applications. The Cloncurry correspondent to 

the North Queensland Register reported "a mild rush of all anxious to become Silver Kings."4  

 

The first prospectors determined the sites of the two main camps simply known as Top Camp 

and Lower Camp. Both were located on the "fine dusty sand" along the riverbank.5 Miles and 

Simpson's camp was the more northerly with the other east of the Rio Grande line of lode.6 

Small soaks were opened up in the riverbed near each settlement. Bob Lawlor built a bough 

shed on the Crystal lease and Len Winters and Jack Campbell, on whose pastoral property the 

                                                             
1 North Queensland Register (NQR), 4 June 1924. For details of the discovery and early assessment of ore by the 
Mining Warden see Berkman, Making the Mount Isa Mine, 7-8. 
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that he named it after his niece. Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 72. 
4 NQR, 1 October 1923. 
5 Queensland Government Mining Journal (QGMJ), 15 November 1923; NQR, 12 January 1924. 
6 The group included Con Davidson and Jim Mullavey. Kirkman, Mount Isa, 7. 
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ore was found, erected a tent and bough shed on the Out On Her Own lease.7 These primitive 

conditions were typical of the initial “rush” stage: capital from company formation was needed 

to change this. 

 

Three companies were floated in close succession: Mount Isa Mines Limited, Mount Isa Silver 

Lead Proprietary No Liability and Mount Isa South.8 Cloncurry hotel proprietor and storekeeper 

Douglas MacGillivray and former Mount Elliott Limited manager William Corbould were swift 

in obtaining options on leases identified by Saint Smith as most promising. The prospectus of 

their company, Mount Isa Mines, was released January 1924 with stockbrokers rushing with 

applications. Corbould became managing director of Mount Isa Mines and MacGillvray the 

local director. Speaking with 38 years mining experience at Kalgoorlie, Cobar, Croydon and 

Charters Towers, George Beard, Mount Isa Mines’ mine manager, was highly optimistic: “I can 

best describe the field in two words ‘darn good.’”9 Saint Smith, the government geologist whose 

glowing report was included in the prospectus, accepted the position of superintendent. While 

Miles and the other prospectors sold up and moved on,10 the field brimmed with confidence as 

the managers began organising their camps and hiring labour. 

 

 

Plate 3.1 John Campbell Miles & Douglas 

McGillivray c. 1924 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

Plate 3.2 W. H. Corbould, first Managing 

Director of Mount Isa Mines 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council 

Library. 

Plate 3.1 1 John Campbell Miles & Douglas McGillivray c. 1924 

Plate 3.2 W. H. Corbould, first Managing Director of Mount Isa Mines 
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As well as seconding the opinion of its chief geologist, the Queensland Government showed its 

willingness to assist in the mining venture. It was announced in late 1923 that the Public Works 

Commission would inquire into the proposed extension of the railway to Camooweal via 

Dajarra, and to modify the route to serve Mount Isa.11 In May 1924, the General Manager of 

Northern Division Railways, A.J. Crowther, visited Mount Isa to inspect the area of railway 

lease. Near the proposed railway terminus just north of Death Adder Gully, he witnessed a small 

straggling settlement. In an aerial photograph taken in September 1924 the location and size of 

the settlement was clearly visible on the western side of the Leichhardt River. 

 

In 1924 residents were confident that the mines would prosper and looked "sideways at the 

stranger rash enough to hint at the possibility of the field being a dud."12 They had selected their 

own sites, constructing several substantial buildings which generated "a very harmonious 

feeling":13 

Though no township site has been decided on, it is understood that when the 

community discards its canvas and hessian for the more substantial timber it 

will do so just about where it is now located. The position is picturesquely 
situated in the bottom of a basin whose sides are the surrounding hills. It is on 

the west bank of the Leichhardt River, from where the inhabitants at present 

draw water supplies.14 
 

Some people lived in tents, others in bough sheds. It was a place where a man could "roll his 

house on his shoulders and fade into the night"; where businesses did not give credit.15  

 

Glendenning’s Cash Store catered for miners' needs and sold everything from picks and 

hurricane lamps to tinned food. Competition eventually came in the form of George Milthorpe 

and his mobile store known as the Pioneer Store. According to Vera Olsen:  

He had a Model T Ford ... [and] a piece of canvas with a fly down onto his car .... 

Eventually he set up the shop out of corrugated iron and he had one those shutters that 

just shoved out and then he had a counter.16 

 

Pastoralist Jack Campbell sold his lease and set up a butcher’s shop. Meals were also provided 

by the proprietors of three ranches operated by Mrs Baker, Ellen Gray and Sarah Lawson.17 Mrs 

Lawson’s ranch was popular with Mount Isa Mines staff, including Corbould, and important 

visitors. While the ranches provided a much needed service to management and miners, the 

dining areas were makeshift bough shelters. The community consisted of familiar faces, many 

                                                             
11 QGMJ, 15 December 1923. 
12 Queenslander, 17 May 1924. 
13 NQR, 30 June 1924. See also NQR, 26 May 1924. 
14 Queenslander, 17 May 1924. 
15 NQR, 30 August 1926. 
16 Vera Olsen, Interview, 17 November 1983. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews, 1983-1987. Mount Isa 
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from the declining mining town of Kuridala to the south but also from other mining settlements, 

including George "Dad" Kaeser, the baker, and Harry Smith, equipped with a film projector and 

large screen.18 

 

The Smith family arrived on New Year’s Day 1924 opening a picture show the following May. 

Joe Elliot opened another theatre in the town. A visiting journalist remarked on the primitive 

nature of Smith’s, commenting that the proprietor was a “super-optimist”: 

Both shows are open air, but one is more so as it boasts no walls. Admission 

will be free to this show, and the hat will be passed around by the proprietor, 
who is a super-optimist in a community of optimists. The seats of his show 

have been hewn from the surrounding bush with his own hands. The screen is 

to be supported by two trees, stripped of the roots, limbs and bark. Only out of 
courtesy could they be called uprights for their pristine bends remain 

unimpaired. One wonders whether this show man is pioneering an innovation in 

the movies.19 
 

A billiard saloon was also among the early structures to provide entertainment to the miners. 

Early residents, however, realised the need for more permanent town and public infrastructure.  

 

At a meeting in March 1924, held in a humpy adjacent to Glendenning's Cash Store, those 

present agreed to form a Progress Association to look into matters of general welfare. Randolph 

Bedford, newspaper proprietor, parliamentarian, and promoter of Mount Isa Proprietary Silver-

lead Limited was chosen as their initial spokesman. The Association identified the need for a 

town survey and a solution to the obvious water supply problem. It also lobbied for a local 

Warden's Court and an additional surveyor to hasten the mineral lease surveys and emphasised 

the need for police and an ambulance.20 The Association, who represented businessmen, clearly 

wanted a government-surveyed town with its associated services, and so did Mount Isa Mines. 

 

Harry's son, Norman Smith, maintained that Corbould had "coaxed us here ... and that's how the 

place was built".21 The significance of this remark suggested a loose alliance in Australia in the 

early twentieth century between some mining companies and businessmen from older mining 

communities to provide much of the infrastructure of the new community. Having tickets in 

electricity, diesel and refrigeration mechanics, Norm Smith founded the Mount Isa branch of the 

Federated Engine Drivers and Firemen’s Association (FEDFA) in 1926. However he became 

more involved in businesses that used these skills including the Star Theatre, ice works and a 
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franchise for the supply of electricity on the Townside.22 Smith was both unionist and 

businessman. 

 

On the mining leases, Mount Isa Mines provided only rudimentary “unlined iron” quarters for 

its senior staff, and the remaining workers were housed in bough and iron make-shift structures 

or tents. The following described the conditions: 

This accommodation was of the most primitive type. In the vicinity of the property 
there were three unlined galvanized iron sheds, two of which were occupied by the 

general superintendent of the company and the resident director respectively. The third 

was used partly as a store and for the accommodation of the company’s paymaster. The 

other employees, generally, were housed in canvas tents or in primitive shacks built of 
bush timber or galvanized iron. Sanitary arrangements were, again, of the most 

primitive kind and water supplies were carried from a soak in the Leichhardt River.23  

 

Saint-Smith, the General Superintendent, stayed only six months “irked by the primitive life and 

ailing with the festering sores of Barcoo Rot.”24 His successor Ernest Bails could also tolerate 

only twelve months of Corbould’s demands and the conditions. Meanwhile Mount Isa Mines 

had taken several steps towards consolidation and expansion and had acquired the leases of 

Mount Isa South in July1924.25  

 

On the recommendation of Corbould and the company's new superintendent, George Gray, 

Mount Isa Mines approached Mount Isa Proprietary Silver Lead NL for its leases and water 

rights. Although the negotiations were "not easy", Mount Isa Mines took control of the 

Proprietary leases after 11 November 1925.26 With Mount Isa Mines the sole company on the 

field, Corbould implemented a program of active exploration and developed the four main 

working shafts: the Lawlor on the Rio Grande, the Doherty and the Davidson on the Black Star, 

and the Bushell on the Mount Isa. In the course of these operations approximately 120 unskilled 

men were employed, drawn from rural Queensland. Mount Isa Mines relocated its offices, mine 

buildings and quarters to an area just west of the Black Star. As Mine Superintendent, Gray 

ordered the removal of a house from an older mine site and re-erected it as his new home.27 A 

newspaper journalist recorded the erection of company buildings to the western side of the 

Black Star: 

Commodious buildings are being assembled on the west side of the field, a little west of 

the Black Star line of lode, to house stores, fitting shops, offices and etc., whilst 

                                                             
22 D.B. Waterson and John Arnold, Biographical Register of the Queensland Parliament 1930-1980 (Canberra, 
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residences are being removed from their present site, east of Mount Isa to the west side, 

in which members of the staff will have their quarters.28  

 

Nevertheless the buildings were few in number. Corbould clearly believed that a normal town 

environment with government support was the most desirable option in providing social 

infrastructure for his workforce.  

 

 

Plate 3.3 Mount Isa Mines’ camp, 1924. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

Government interest and support for the Mount Isa enterprise was particularly obvious in the 

number of official visits during May 1924. The Governor of Queensland, Sir Mathew Nathan, 

gave his official blessing for the developments at Mount Isa by hoisting “the Union Jack on the 

field for the first time.”29 He would also have noted the prevailing living conditions, being 

accommodated in a small tent with a hessian annex furnished by householders and provided 

with a 1000 gallon tank for bathing. In the same month, Crowther, General Manager of 

Northern Division Railways, noted the water shortage: 

Settlement was taking place, the buildings being mainly in the centre of the 
field and about 10 chains from the river, from which at present the residents 

draw their water supply. The water has to be carted and the supply at present is 

precarious, and it was estimated would not last more than two months from 

now. The population at present numbers about 350. There are three boarding 
houses, two picture shows, three stores, and a billiard saloon is in course of 

construction.30 
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His report also made it clear that he was not entirely happy with the location of 

residences and businesses near the mines, and took the opportunity to suggest an 

alternative site: "not where the majority of buildings were at present". 

 

The visit of Government Surveyor Deighton and Warden Tregear was viewed with both 

anticipation and suspicion. A newspaper correspondent noted opposition to the proposal that the 

town site be relocated to the eastern side of the river and the rumoured outcome: 

If the site be selected on the Eastern side of the Leichhardt, it will be doubtful if 

the business people, who really comprise the main feature in any town, will feel 
disposed to spend time and money in removing their buildings and stock in 

trade to the surveyed site, and we may find ourselves in the humorous position 

of having a survey without a town, and a town without a survey.31 
 

Government officials argued, however, that the area occupied by the original township would be 

required for further mineral leases and railway purposes.32 The decision of the State 

Government prevailed, with the town of Mount Isa surveyed on the eastern side of the river.  

 

One hundred and fifty town allotments were offered at auction on 10 September 1924. Bidding 

was keen with speculators from older mining towns travelling to the field. The highest prices 

were paid by the company Samuel Allen, and businessmen including James Boyd from 

Kuridala and MacGillivray, Mount Isa Mines Limited’s lease broker. The land sales were 

declared an “expression of the faith and confidence in which the future of Mount Isa is held by 

small speculators and big business firms".33 Boyd erected the first building after the sale. Of 

"large proportions and substantial construction”, it was designed as a general store but was also 

used as a function hall.34 While the butcher moved to the eastern side early in January 1925, 

most of the business people in the original township stayed put.  

 

To encourage speedier construction of the Duchess to Mount Isa railway, Mount Isa Mines 

entered into an agreement with the Commissioner of Railways to guarantee the Queensland 

Government against operating losses during its first decade.35 In a letter dated 4 May 1925 

Corbould wrote: 

To show the directors' faith that the construction of the line will prove a very 

payable proposition, they are agreeable to provide up to £100,000 spread over 
ten annual payments, after the completion of the line to Mount Isa, to cover loss 

(if any), over this section of line.36 

 

                                                             
31 NQR, 26 May 1924. 
32 NQR, 12 May, 23 May 1924. For a summary of past decisions see V.C. Gair to A.J. Smith, 11 September 1946 
46/1975 (667) A/8430, QSA. 
33 NQR, 22 September 1924. 
34 NQR, 1, 29 December 1924, 5 January 1925. 
35 For further information on the railway see Berkman, Making the Mount Isa Mine, 121-123. 
36 NQR, 27 July 1925. 
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The railway was one item of mine infrastructure that the Queensland government was ready to 

provide, but other government services were also required. 

 

Although it had been a government decision to site the official town of Mount Isa on the eastern 

side of the river, its unwillingness to provide important services kept the town divided. While a 

post office was usually regarded as the epicentre of any surveyed town, the Post Master 

General’s Department was reluctant to open a local branch even though a site had been 

allocated in the 1924 survey. Consequently postal services were conducted by businesses in the 

older settlement.37 A Mount Isa post office with telephone and telegram facilities was approved 

on the eastern side in July 1925 but it was still to be operated by storekeepers. When the 

Progress Association waited upon the Post Master General's district inspector to ask for a 

permanent post office its request was emphatically denied: 

..the previous bitter experience of the Post master General's Department, with 

Queensland mining towns, was that they were up today and down tomorrow, 
and that even a perfectly good Post Office on a deserted mining field, was a 

valueless asset....38 

 

A similar attitude was taken by the State Department of Public Instruction, despite the fact that 

miners had families with children to educate. 

 

As the township developed, more workers sent for their families and by May 1924 there were 

eighteen school-age children.39 Tom Bergin, who wrote to the Minister for Education in April to 

request a school, pointed out that families were arriving every day and "in a few weeks the 

number of children of school age will be doubled or trebled."40 The Minister finally approved a 

provisional school which carried the condition that local parents build it without cost to the 

Education Department. A Parents and Guardians committee was formed and Charlie Leonard, a 

blacksmith and tool sharpener with Mount Isa Mines, built the temporary school, which opened 

in July when teacher John Skene arrived. His first report described the results of Leonard's 

labours: “[t]he school is a structure of gidgee uprights with an iron roof, hessian walls and a 

ground floor. A 100 gallon tank has been obtained for the children's water supply.”41  

 

After the 1924 survey, A.C. Hinton of the Chamber of Commerce wrote to the Minister for 

Public Instruction, requesting that a State School be erected on the reserved site. He pointed out 

that the provisional school was only a hessian enclosure "neither wind or rain tight."42 The 

                                                             
37 For further information in this paragraph see Kirkman, Mount Isa, 11. 
38 NQR, 26 October 1925. 
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Under Secretary for Public Instruction ignored the request, despite the Under Secretary for 

Mines' assurances on the future of the field, believing that: 

... until the permanency of the place is established I hardly think it desirable to 
incur an expenditure of between £700 and £800 upon the erection of a 

permanent sectional type of building to accommodate 40. This Dept has no 

temporary type of building with the exception of the portable type. This is a 
small type of school 20 x 12 to accommodate 20 pupils. Such a small type of 

building is hardly suitable for Mount Isa with an enrolment of 26 and probable 

increase.43 
 

Companies and interested financiers tried to urge greater government action. Visiting financier 

Arthur Robinson donated £100 towards a permanent school, which was publicly matched by 

Corbould in March 1925. The local member, John Mullan, commented that such donations 

“inspire[d] confidence in the place."44 The new school was finally erected on the surveyed 

reserve in November 1925 and was a vast improvement on the provisional school.45 However 

the community urgently required a reliable water supply. 

 

The Queensland Mines Department’s Experimental Dam was, as the name suggests, an 

experiment. Its capacity was limited by its location, as its catchment was small.46 While the 

Progress Association agitated for a more sensible approach to the water supply, the Cloncurry 

Shire Council was not in a financial position to help. In August 1926, an excellent supply of 

water was eventually struck, not by the Government or the Council but by Mount Isa Mines. 

The new bore was purer than the known soaks and the company handed it over to the Council, 

and planned another one for its leases. As the North Queensland Register commented: 

.. the Mount Isa Mines Coy. are to be congratulated for directing their energies 

in a water supply direction, and tackling a proposition in a business like 
manner, when the local council, after blundering round for two years and 

spending money on fruitless well sinking, displayed that the job was too big for 

them.47 
 

For Mount Isa Mines this was an opportunity to enhance the public image of the company in the 

community. 

 

Because of Mount Isa's isolation and the probability of mining accidents, an ambulance service 

was clearly essential. At first E. A. "Archie" Jones acted as a voluntary ambulance man. The 

community subsequently lobbied for the formation of the Mount Isa Ambulance Brigade with 
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Jones officially appointed Ambulance Superintendent from February 1925.48 Although Mount 

Isa Mines employees gave six pence per week towards a hospital contribution, the closest 

hospital was at Cloncurry. In February 1926, the Progress Association wrote to the Home 

Secretary requesting a local hospital, describing the trip by ambulance to Duchess as a "rough 

and trying ordeal to the sick, and in cases of serious injury, a painful and weary journey".49 

While the request was set aside, optimism brimmed within the nascent town.  

 

Only fifteen allotments sold at the second land auction held in March 1926, which was 

attributed to the idea that "[m]any who anticipated buying land are playing the wait and see 

game as regards the building of the Duchess-Isa line, before purchasing".50 However, optimism 

was renewed at a ceremony in early April 1926 when Mullan, the local member, turned the 

railway’s first sod. The impetus of this news was reflected in the changing townscape. A hotel 

featured prominently among these changes, providing accommodation and dining facilities as 

well as alcohol to the surveyed town. 

 

Mrs Boyd’s Argent Hotel opened on the corner of West and Isa Streets in February 1926:  

The building is a fine one of two stories, the best of material has been used and 

the general aim has been to construct a hotel suitable to the tropical climate. No 

expense has been spared in a successful endeavour to make the travelling public 
comfortable. Eleven fine roomy bedrooms, opening on to a ten foot balcony, 

constitutes the upper story, whilst a fine roomy bar room, two large parlours, a 

coffee and dining room, and bedrooms occupy the ground floor space.51 

 

In the same month a team of tradesmen started erecting the Mount Isa Hotel on the corner of 

Miles and Marian Streets. It included coffee and dining rooms, saloon bar and lounge, and 

billiard room on the ground floor, with twenty-three bedrooms with balconies upstairs, and 

stables and a garage at the rear. The Mount Isa Hotel was opened September 1926 with Harry 

Smith as manager52 who installed a twelve block capacity ice plant to supply the needs of the 

hotel and the public. The availability of ice allowed several refreshment rooms to be opened, 

selling cool drinks and ice cream in the blistering heat of the summer.53  

 

Across the river, Mount Isa Mines was in dire trouble, its capital totally expended during the 

financial year 1926-1927.54 The agreement with W.S. Robinson, the London financier, secured 
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by first mortgage debentures had lapsed and Corbould was seeking another backer.55 The 

company pinned its hopes on the Anglo-American Corporation of South Africa whose London-

based mining engineers, Harold Titcomb and R.M. Geppert, visited Mount Isa in January 

1927.56 Unfortunately, the Board of Anglo-American decided in late April 1927 not to exercise 

its option. The impact of this was reflected in the value of Mount Isa Mines shares, which 

plunged dramatically, dragging with them the confidence within the town. Understandably it 

was a setback for Corbould.57 

 

In the middle of the year a rumour spread that Titcomb, the Anglo-American intermediary, was 

representing another interest. H.A. Guess, senior vice-president of the American Smelting and 

Refining Company (ASARCO), had been alerted to the extent of Mount Isa reserves in June 

1926, but was forestalled by the Anglo-American option. But with its rejection, Guess was now 

keen to speak with Corbould. However he was too slow off the mark, as Corbould was already 

in negotiation with Leslie Urquhart of Russo-Asiatic Consolidated who had been leaked the 

contents of the confidential report undertaken by Anglo-American.58 

 

Russo-Asiatic was a British company and Urquhart one of Russia’s greatest industrialists, 

having brought several mines in the Urals and Siberia after the 1905 Revolution. In the vicinity 

of his mines at Kyshtim, Tanalyk and Irtysh, Urquhart built hospitals, company stores, libraries, 

churches, schools and extensive housing, which was in accordance with Tsarist mining law.59 

However the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 wiped out his assets, and while he continued his 

unsuccessful quest for restitution, Urquhart consolidated his remaining assets and finances into 

Russo-Asiatic. 60 It was in his quest for other mines that he came across Mount Isa Mines. He 

was also aware that Corbould preferred a British interest over an American one. With this 

knowledge he outmanoeuvred Guess of ASARCO, finalising Russo-Asiatic’s option over 

Mount Isa Mines in June 1927. 

 

The structure of Mount Isa Mines Limited changed dramatically after Russo-Asiatic gained 

control. Corbould was nominated as an advisory director but 1927 was the last year of his 

practical association with the company he had formed.61 He and other directors resigned to 
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make way for the new Board of Directors, the London Office now deciding on “all policy and 

technical matters”.62 However Queensland mining officials remained cautious, warning: 

Mount Isa is a low-grade proposition, and will need to be worked on a very large scale 
to return a reasonable profit on the large capital necessary for its development.63 

 

Notwithstanding, Urquhart predicted a long future for the new mine.  

 

 

Plate 3.4 Leslie Urquhart, 1922. 
Mimag, June 1984. 

 

With £1,000,000 already expended on the mine at the time of his visit in January 1928, 

Urquhart expressed enthusiasm about the extent of the field’s silver-lead-zinc reserves with a 

lifespan anticipated to be between eighty and one hundred years. In a letter to his wife Beryl in 

January 1928, he predicted a construction phase of three years indicating that the scale of the 

operations was immense:  

Mt Isa is the largest & richest mining venture I have ever been concerned with 

& will repay all & any expenditure we may incur in its development into the 
largest lead silver zinc producer in the world, yes & repay many times over 

during a long life possibly from 80 to 100 years. It will take a lot of money.... In 

3 years time the world will know & feel sure that all our hopes & anticipations 
are not chimeras or possibilities but accomplished realities.64 
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He acknowledged that the mine was a “low-grade proposition” to be worked on a “very 

large scale to return a reasonable profit on the large capital for its development.”65 In 

his letter to Beryl he added: “I am going to take no risks and will use labour saving 

machinery whenever it is possible ....” 

 

With a relatively long life encompassing the remaining decades of the twentieth century and 

possibly into the twenty-first, the mines required extensive infrastructure anticipated to cost 

more than £1,000,000. In June 1927, the Queensland Premier William McCormack announced 

that his government was “anxious and willing” 66 to assist the enterprise. When Urquhart visited 

Brisbane in early 1928 he met with the Premier, the Minister for Mines A.J. Jones, other 

government officials and trade union leaders to discuss leases, State assistance and labour 

conditions. Legislation that conferred water rights and perpetual leases were enacted. An 

agreement was reached regarding railway freight charges, as well as regulations governing 

employment and taxation relief. As Kennedy remarked, the “relationship which Urquhart had 

struck up with McCormack was crucial in these concessions”.67  

 

Urquhart visited Mount Isa in January 1928 during the height of summer.68 Under the 

corrugated iron roof of the Mount Isa Hotel, in a temperature of 113°F in the shade, he wrote to 

his wife Beryl about his impressions: "the ecstasy of a long ice cold drink of lemonade or 

orangeade" to quench "an endless thirst"; the preference of locals for a light lager mixed with 

lemonade; how Mrs Smith at the Mount Isa Hotel "spoiled him" with a varied but careful diet; 

and of the dress of the women: 

Everybody dresses well, the girls have dangerously short skirts, silk stockings 

and bobbed hair… The warm climate, hot in summer and balmy in winter of 

course permits a minimum of outer clothing, light coloured frocks no coats, 
effective straw hats and generally allows a woman to dress well and look well 

dressed.69 

 

Urquhart also noted the myriad of tin and hessian humpies dotted across the townscape that 

made up most of the accommodation. His report to shareholders written on his return to London 

was to propose large-scale improvements to housing and amenities for prospective employees, 

just as he had done at his Russian mines. 
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However for Urquhart a reliable water supply was the first priority, commenting that "without 

this, life and work here would be impossible".70 In May 1928 construction commenced on the 

concrete dam at Gairns Creek, which was later renamed Rifle Creek, the estimated cost standing 

at £100,000. It was an impressive achievement: 1,500 tons of cement and many lengths of 

timber had to be transported to the site. The seventy men, who were initially engaged at the dam 

site, built earthworks with the aid of a horse-drawn tramway and two large cement mixers. 

Work proceeded according to schedule and when good rain fell at Rifle Creek in early January 

1929, the dam quickly filled.71 It was finally completed in April, and Mount Isa Mines installed 

a caretaker whose duties included the protection of the wildlife sanctuary created there. By the 

second half of 1929, the company was "confident not only of having ample water for our needs, 

but also a sufficient surplus to be able to add to the amenities of the camp by irrigating gardens 

and laying the dust on the roads."72  

 

Urquhart’s second priority was housing for prospective employees with “a number of suitable 

houses… each fitted with modern conveniences … [costing] £100,000.”73 While Blainey 

maintained that Corbould “would have scorned a mining company which built houses for 

employees,”74 the founder and former director of Mount Isa Mines recollected that he had a part 

in suggesting greater social infrastructure on the grounds of the mine being a “long life” mine. 

He wrote: 

When Leslie Urquhart decided to push ahead with the development of the mine, I 

recommended that in view of its long life he should erect comfortable cottages for 

married men and bachelor quarters with mess rooms, and lay on electricity and water. 

He agreed readily with my suggestion and proposed to make the amenities free. I 
objected to this....75 

 

Corbould objected because he believed free accommodation would encourage union 

“extremists” especially among members of the International Workers of the World or 

“Wobblies”.  

 

According to Kennedy, Urquhart was very much aware of Australian industrial tribunals that 

protected wages so that they were amongst the highest in the world,76 and realised the 

importance of union consultation. Before venturing to Mount Isa, Urquhart discussed the 

housing scheme with representatives of the AWU executive in Brisbane. He expressed the belief 

that a “better understanding between the employer and employees [as promoted through the 
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housing scheme] was well worth the expense”.77 He was careful to reassure the AWU that better 

conditions were not substitutes for higher wages, maintaining that Mount Isa Mines would pay 

the highest wages it could afford.  

 

The Queensland Government needed to give approval to a housing scheme on mining leases. In 

Urquhart’s meeting with long-term member of the AWU and Labor Premier, William 

McCormack, he highlighted the “vital importance to undertake and carry out an extensive 

scheme of House Building” in order “to make workmen and their families as comfortable as 

possible”. He emphasised that this was “of fundamental importance in obtaining and keeping 

good workmen.”78 McCormack appeared to have few or no reservations about the housing 

scheme.  

 

F.W. Draper, Russo-Asiatic’s Chief Engineer, who was initially placed in charge of the first 

stage of housing construction in early 1928, was experienced in mining ventures.79 He 

commissioned Campbell and Sons, a housing prefabrication firm in Brisbane, to build the first 

forty-eight cottages, most in the vicinity of the Lawlor Shaft and the rest further north of the 

mine office buildings at North End. One of Urquhart’s main specifications was that the houses 

“meet climatic conditions”. He described the Campbell and Sons’ houses as “comfortable, cool, 

easily cleaned and rather nice looking buildings.”80 They were described as workers’ cottages 

yet they were substantial in construction and design. According to one contemporary 

description: 

The cottages will be built about eight feet from the ground and have a verandah 

on three sides, electric light, water and a septic tank system will be provided…. 

A start will be made to construct the buildings in about three weeks time.81 
 

The first of the houses was occupied in April 1929, along with a mess designed to cater 

for 250 men. However the housing program soon faltered with Russo-Asiatic’s financial 

problems. 

 

A mining accident in 1927 well illustrated the crucial need for a hospital at Mount Isa. On 1 

August 1927, a miner, William O’Brien, fractured his pelvis while descending the Doherty 

Shaft and required urgent hospital attention. Fortunately QANTAS had established a presence in 

Mount Isa82 and the injured man was airlifted the following day to Cloncurry.83 The flight was 
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recognised as the first flying doctor service, albeit unofficially, the patient attended to by Dr 

George Simpson. In March 1928, the "world's first official aerial medical service" was 

legitimised with an agreement between QANTAS and the Australian Inland Mission (AIM).84 

Though the service was not dependent on Mount Isa Mines, the company was an important user. 

Mines Superintendent Gray became the company’s representative on AIM's committee.85 

However, permanent medical and hospital services were also needed. 

 

In April 1927, Dr. Doreen Hungerford, recently graduated from the University of Sydney, 

arrived. The idea of a hospital was again raised following on from the initial lobbying by the 

Progress Association in 1924. Dr Hungerford worked for Mount Isa Mines, and also took 

private patients. Urquhart remarked on her appointment: 

The lady doctor at Mount Isa Mines (if you please) is as pretty as a peach, the 

appointment being confirmed by Corbould!! A year ago ... I should have 
thought that a lady doctor amongst miners would have a thin time, but not a bit 

of it.86 

 

Dr Hungerford and her successor, Arthur Goode, carried out medical examinations of potential 

employees and periodical re-examinations of existing employees. Both doctors also worked in 

the temporary hospital in the town. The temporary service known as the Cottage Hospital 

operated out of a high-set house in Camooweal Street, with tent wards which were less than 

satisfactory. Mrs Glendenning provided meals for staff and patients.87 In 1928, a voluntary and 

provisional Hospital Committee was formed to raise funds to build a public institution. The 

Hospital Committee was made up of prominent local business people who had set their sights 

on having the disused Kuridala Hospital dismantled and re-erected in Mount Isa. 

 

Mount Isa Mines initially supported the Committee’s attempts to erect a hospital on the 

Townside, on the reserve set aside for it. However Draper became extremely critical of its 

progress, the Hospital Committee and the infighting that negated its effectiveness: 

[T]here are two distinct bodies of public opinion in Isa, one comprising the 

friends of Smith’s Pub, and the other those of Boyd’s pub.... [When] one group 

takes the lead it is promptly crabbed by the other crowd.88 
 

Draper did not hide his displeasure. He even expressed his belief in “the establishment of a 

purely Company Hospital unless they were prepared to proceed more energetically.” However 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
83 See H. Fysh, QANTAS Rising: an Autobiography of the Flying Fysh (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1965), 203-5; 
M. Page, The Flying Doctor Service 1928-78, (Adelaide: Rigby, 1977), 75-77; W.S. McPheat, John Flynn: Apostle to 
the Inland (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1963), 142-3. The accident was recorded in QGMJ, 15 September, 15 
October 1927. 
84 Fysh, QANTAS Rising, 205.  
85 NQR, 19 November 1928. 
86 Leslie Urquhart to Beryl Urquhart, 26 January 1928, Urquhart Papers, 13679. 
87 Vera Olsen, Interview, 17 November 1983. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews, 1983-1987. Mount Isa 
City Library. 
88 F. W. Draper to Secretary, Russo-Asiatic Consolidated Limited, 27 June 1929, Urquhart Paper, 8201-8203. 



 

46 

 

he underestimated the determination of the committee, who anticipated both a boom in business 

and increased government support for the community with the completion of the railway line. 

 

The railway was anticipated to bring with it a greater assurance of permanence as well as 

cheaper freights. After Urquhart's visit to Queensland during which he interviewed the Minister 

of Railways and personally negotiated a rate for rail freights, the laying of the Duchess-Mount 

Isa railway forged ahead. With over 300 labourers involved in construction, Duchess was 

described as "one mass of railway bustle",89 with plate-laying and bridge gangs, and carriers 

loading concrete, rails and sleepers. Nine ranches - temporary dining rooms of canvas - fed the 

hungry crews. Rails began to reach out towards Mount Isa at a rate of about 400 metres a day. 

Even before the official opening the line was carrying machinery for Mount Isa Mines.  

 

When the first railway gang arrived within a mile of Mount Isa in June 1928, it caused a small 

business boom. The more tenacious residents and businessmen of the older township on the 

western side of the Leichhardt River were finally persuaded to move to the surveyed township 

in 1928.90 The outlook for local commerce seemed bright.91 There was a clamour for allotments 

in the town. At the auction held in December 1928, the Mining Warden reported that “bidding 

was brisk.”92 The town began to radiate a glow of assumed permanency, as one visitor 

commented in February 1929: 

Everything on the Isa looks like a "come to stay" place. After a ride all round 

the leases, we "once overed" the town. Smith's Hotel, Boyd's Hotel, McCoy's 

Butchery, Kaiser's Bakery, the Ice Works, and the Thespian Art building, 

known as the "Pickchures", two new cafes, lemonade factory, new butchers, 
new things of all description, and new men to run them.93 

 

Capping off the enthusiasm was the completion of the railway track into Mount Isa after three 

years of construction and an expenditure of £472,000.94 Mount Isa was finally linked to the port 

of Townsville.  

 

Most of the population of 600 turned out for the special train, which steamed into Mount Isa on 

Saturday 6 April 1929 with local Member of Parliament Mullan at the controls. The engine was 

decorated with bunting and palms waving in the breeze, and colourful streamers trailed both 

sides of the boiler. "PROGRESS & PROSPER" was emblazoned across its front.95 In his 
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opening speech, Mullan paid tribute to the railway gangs who had worked under trying 

conditions and to Campbell Miles for the discovery, although the prospector was conspicuously 

absent. Also absent was Corbould, who had worked so hard to attract overseas investment in the 

mines. At the opening were Draper, Chief Engineer of Russo-Asiatic, and Crowther, the 

General Manager of Northern Division Railways. Mount Isa Mines was congratulated for taking 

on the undertaking. Crowther reminded representatives of the company that: "[t]his railway was 

not built for 10 or 15 years: it was built for a century." Later in the celebrations, Mount Isa 

Mines Superintendent Gray responded that: "[t]he Government had done their part, and they 

(Mount Isa Mines) would do theirs."96  

 

 

Plate 3.5 Official opening of the railway into Mount Isa, 6 April 1929. 
 Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

The railway brought an influx of population, around 3,000 within the next six months. This 

greatly taxed existing accommodation: "[h]otels overrun and unable to cope with the stream of 

flotsam, jetsam and businessmen".97 The shortage of family accommodation was especially 

critical. The Evans family spent their first months in the back of Milthorpe's store. Melba 

Saslawski (née Evans) remembered it well: 
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It was a corrugated iron building; it was divided off. We had one end, and the 

other end belonged to the owner George T. Milthorpe. We slept in there. Then 

the cooking and eating arrangements were off the potato and onion stores…98 

 

Eventually the family moved to a “house” in Gray Street, made of canvas, packing cases and 

flattened out carbide drums. But people kept arriving in the town and accommodation of any 

description remained at a premium. 

 

Bart Doyle, who was one of the postal clerks at the permanent post office eventually built in 

West Street, recalled some of the problems delivering mail in a booming mining town: 

The floating population in the town created a big problem in the delivery of 
mail. There were two Postmen, one delivering on the town side and the other on 

the Mine side, but there were hundreds of people calling at the Post Office 

counter for their mail. The doors of the Post Office were closed after the arrival 
of each mail, so that staff could sort the mail without interruption. When the 

doors were opened, people crammed into the office and overflowed out into the 

street. Three of the staff were employed behind the counter. One to handle 
people with surnames commencing from A to G, the second from H to M and 

the third from Mac to Z. Each box from A to Z was crammed with letters, and 

as the surnames were called, people would put their hands up and claim their 

letters, after their right initials were verified. It was not easy especially as there 
were many different nationalities living in the town.99 

 

Other government departments also found it equally difficult to cope with the influx of people. 

School-aged children of families accompanying construction crews seriously overcrowded the 

capacity of the Mount Isa State School, alarming the Department of Public Health about a 

possible health risk.100 At the beginning of 1930, the headmaster, Charles Mitchell, declared the 

school inadequate for over 200.101 However the boom in population was a boom for business. 

 

Commercial premises proliferated in the years following the opening of the railway.102 Sixty 

allotments were sold at auction in November 1929, testimony to the confidence of residents.103 

Reflecting financial confidence in the field, the Bank of New South Wales opened up a branch 

in April 1929. The Mount Isa Progress Association stated, "[p]eople are arriving here every 

week, desiring to settle, and wishing to purchase allotments; but are told that they have to wait 

until the next sale." In response, Warden Wilson recommended that 124 surveyed allotments be 

offered. This would extend the town past Simpson Street, beyond Reservoir Hill, and increase 
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the number of surveyed allotments, allowing more frequent sales.104 Residents and business 

people in 1929 were optimistic about the future of Mount Isa and Mount Isa Mines. 

 

*** 

 

While the Queensland government showed its support for Mount Isa’s companies by surveying 

the town of Mount Isa, raising funds for a hospital and school was the responsibility of the local 

community and services were generally provided by private businesses. With Mount Isa Mines 

becoming the sole company on the field, company accommodation was rudimentary. A loose 

and reciprocal alliance existed between Corbould and the town’s business people who provided 

meals and other provisions to managers and miners alike. When Russo-Asiatic gained control of 

Mount Isa Mines, a housing program was commenced but quickly suspended owing partly to 

Urquhart’s dissatisfaction over the unsystematic approach but also to financial constraints. The 

presence of an international mining company was optimistically received by local residents, 

who had mostly come from older fields, and was reflected in the large number of allotments 

sold at auction. There was little difference at this stage between Mount Isa and any other 

Queensland mining town. 
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Chapter 4. Under the Mining Trust 

1929-1930 

 

With silver-lead-zinc reserves estimated to last until at least to the close of the twentieth century 

it was clear that Mount Isa Mines required a large workforce spanning several generations. To 

attract this workforce, Urquhart constructed a company built town on a scale unprecedented in 

Australian mining. It was initially named Isa Mines to distinguish it from the incorporated town 

of Mount Isa,1 but over time the two settlements became Mineside and Townside. The rationale 

behind its construction was not just a means of providing adequate accommodation and 

amenities, but a strategy aimed at reducing labour turnover and stabilising the workforce 

through the employment of a higher ratio of married employees. The AWU was consulted prior 

to Isa Mines being constructed, Mount Isa Mines reassuring unionists that conditions were not 

substitutes for higher wages. However by May 1930, the costs of construction of the town and 

plant as well serious flooding of the main shaft, left Mount Isa Mines in a precarious financial 

situation. 

 
*** 

 

The rapid development at Mount Isa had almost exhausted Russo-Asiatic’s resources by early 

1929. The Mining Trust Limited was formed in London in May 1929, described by Chaput and 

Kennedy as “a clever corporate re-organisation”2 to re-direct £1,500,000 to develop non-

Russian interests, particularly Mount Isa. Urquhart was Chairman of the Board of Directors of 

the Trust and its Technical Committee. The latter comprised a number of eminent mining 

engineers based in the United States and Australia. John M. Callow was President of the 

General Engineering Company and an expert on ore concentration. Henry Knox of Knox and 

Allen New York had worked with Urquhart in Siberia and was an expert on treatment plant 

design. R. Gilman Brown was a prominent consulting engineer, and co-author of the Economics 

of Mining along with Herbert C. Hoover and others.3 Charles A. Mitke was an authority on 

mining methods and had previously worked for the Copper Queen Consolidated Bisbee mines 

and the Arizona Copper Company.4 Clearly Urquhart held American mining expertise in high 

regard. Dean P. Mitchell was well known at Broken Hill for an oil-flotation method in the 

production of zinc concentrates. At Mount Isa, Beverley T. Isgrig was appointed the Mining 

                                                             
1 Charles Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations in Australia,” Engineering and Mining World, 2, no. 7 (1931): 443. 
2 Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 131. 
3 Berkman, Making of Mount Isa Mine, 24; Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 130-139, 153; Kennedy, Mining 

Tsar, 255. 
4 Mitke was born in Pennsylvania in 1881, educated at Yale and graduated in mining engineering from the Sheffield 
Scientific School. Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 139. 
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Trust’s representative at Mount Isa, overseeing George Gray, the Mines Superintendent, who 

was Australian. In addition, each member of the Technical Committee spent time at Mount Isa 

and was aware of the housing and accommodation issues. 

 

The reconstructed company still needed government support for its mortgage before it could go 

ahead with its housing construction. Urquhart returned to Australia via the United States, 

arriving in Sydney on 20 July 1929, to meet with the Sydney Board of Mount Isa Mines. He 

then went to Brisbane to meet the recently elected Country and Progressive National Party 

(CPNP) Premier of Queensland. Arthur Moore reassured Urquhart that the new Queensland 

government would honour the defeated Labor premier’s promise to amend legislation to 

facilitate a mortgage over Mount Isa’s assets.5 The CPNP was clearly supportive of the new 

mining enterprise which provided employment for over 1,200.6 Most of these were members of 

the AWU although sixteen awards had been negotiated by ten unions by mid-1930.7 Callow, 

one of the American consultants, was clearly frustrated by the degree of unionism, remarking 

that “[e]very possible line of work is unionized, and interference with business is irritating and 

costly”.8 

 

Prior to meeting unions in mid-1929, Urquhart had already decided that the company needed to 

construct its own town in the narrow valley west of the main lode outcrops. He approached the 

firm of the most prominent advocate of town planning in Queensland, Ronald McInnes,9 whose 

achievements included the prestigious Brisbane suburb of St Lucia. A.W. Manning, his partner, 

was ultimately commissioned to draw up the town plan. After inspecting the site, Manning 

rejected the traditional rectangular grid for mining towns and instead recommended a plan that 

followed the contours. Houses and barracks would be located on streets radiating from a central 

park, an idea in keeping with contemporary town planning ideas. Manning was critical of the 

first houses built by Campbell and Sons, commenting that “the manner in which these had been 

set out left very much to be desired.”10 The plan permitted further development “along orderly 

and well-planned lines”. 

 

                                                             
5 Kennedy, Mining Tsar, 261. 
6 NQR, 24 August 1929. 
7 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 6; North West Star, 16 August 1973. 
8 J.M. Callow, “The Mount Isa enterprise,” Engineering and Mining Journal 133, no. 7 (1932): 372. 
9 Ronald McInnes was a pioneer of town planning in Australia. He revived the Town Planning Association of 
Queensland in 1922, and produced Queensland’s first town planning scheme for Mackay in 1935. For further detail 

see Stefan Petrow, “McInnes and Town Planning in Queensland,” Journal of the Royal Historical Society of 
Queensland 16, no. 7 (1997): 285-299; Freestone, Model Communities, 188, 234-5. 
10 A.W. Manning, “Mt Isa Township”, Architectural & Building Journal of Queensland, 10 October 1929, 21-22. 
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The firm of Brown and Broad, well known for its pre-fabricated Newstead Homes, was awarded 

the building contract. Brown, the firm’s principal, assured Urquhart that the designs for housing 

and buildings within the “model village” would be to the company’s “entire satisfaction”.11 All 

buildings would be timber clad with weatherboards of either Douglas fir (Oregon pine) or 

Californian redwood with roofs of corrugated galvanised iron. All buildings would be enclosed 

in fly-proof gauze and supplied with electric power, running water and a septic tank.12 The firm 

was committed to retaining as much original vegetation as possible, and it became company 

policy that no person be “allowed, on any pretext, to damage or destroy the trees."13  

 

 

Figure 4.1 Plan of Isa Mines settlement showing the South End extension, 1949. 
This plan was based on one drawn up in 1929 with streets radiating out from Central Park and the Rotunda. 

Mimag, March 1949.  
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. ►N 

 

By mid-August 1929, Urquhart was clearly “anxious and obsessive” about the housing 

program.14 With his final approval of the inventory, Brown and Broad commenced construction 

that month. The Mount Isa correspondent to the North Queensland Register observed the speed 

with which houses were erected, especially the high-set cottages for married employees: 

The company's policy of providing comfortable homes for their employees and 

families is being pushed on rapidly. For married men in permanent employment 
the company supplied two storied fly screened houses, with three or four rooms 

and a large balcony, bath and proper sanitary arrangements, water and electric 

light laid on …15  

 

Rival mining company Zinc Corporation sent an observer, F. Warneke, to report on 

                                                             
11 Brown to Urquhart, Telegram, 10 September 1929. Urquhart Papers, 8093. This telegram was sent to Urquhart 
returning to Britain on the Cathay, with the plans being forwarded to London by post. 
12 Berkman, Making of Mount Isa Mine, 134. 
13 F. Warneke to Superintendent (Zinc Corporation Limited Broken Hill), Report, 24 September 1930. Mount Isa 

Mines Holdings Limited Records, John Oxley Library. 
14 Kennedy, “Mount Isa Mines: Corporate Leadership,” 56. 
15 NQR, 24 August 1929. 



 

53 
 

developments. 

 

 

Plate 4.1 Front and rear of C, C1 and C2 houses in 1930, built 1929. 
Photograph, Warneke Report, 1930, Mount Isa Mines Holdings Limited Records.  

Courtesy of the John Oxley Library. 

 

Warneke was clearly impressed by “type K” workers’ cottages especially their 

connection to power, lighting, water and sewerage and their suitability for Mount Isa’s 

hot climate. He reported back to his supervisors: 

For married men, a very fine type of cottage, suitable for the climate, has been 

erected. These cottages are built on a two-story plan, downstairs consisting of a 

large kitchen with a good stove and cupboards, and a bathroom with septic 

system installed, the floors being of concrete. Upstairs consists of a large 
verandah right along the front of the cottage and three large rooms, all of which 

have access to the verandah. The latter is gauzed all around with fly and 

mosquito gauze. Each room had electric light fitted, also water, of which there 
is a plentiful supply. Each cottage has its own individual septic system. The 

cottages are arranged in groups of two rows facing each other, with a good area 

between.16 

 

He noted that contrary to many mining towns, there was a variety of house styles for 

workers including the two-storied C type, the L-shaped Burke bungalow or P type, and 

the five-roomed H type for those with large families.  

 

According to White, the different house types and their location revealed occupational 

stratification based on occupation and status within the company: 

Russo-Asiatic graded houses hierarchically. The size and quality of the house 
and lot increased depending on the occupant’s occupation. It placed managers’ 

                                                             
16 Warneke, Report. 
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houses slightly apart from the largely grid-bound workmen’s cottages, and 
made them of the best material.17 

 

It was true that the low-set Australian or Californian style bungalows with single or double 

gabled roofs of senior executive staff were distinctively different from the two-storey workers’ 

cottages, and were more expensive to build.18 Yet despite the company’s intentions towards a 

hierarchy as argued by White, the Queenslander style workers’ cottage with a shaded area 

underneath was more suited to the climate. 

 

 

Plate 4.2 Executive House provided by Mount Isa Mines, 1930. 
Photograph, Warneke Report, 1930, Mount Isa Mines Holdings Limited Records.  

Photograph courtesy of the John Oxley Library. 
 

 

On the top floor of the Staff Quarters, there were twenty furnished rooms for single 

professional male staff opening onto surrounding verandahs. 19 For single award 

workers, there were three double-storeyed large barracks which were significant 

landmarks, the first completed in August 1929. The barracks were described as “fly 

screened quarters provided with large balconies, baths, lavatories, light, water.”20 Each 

barracks had forty furnished rooms, Warneke describing the interiors of the rooms in his 

report: 

There are at present three large dormitories on the field, fully occupied, and 
comprised of two storeys, with 20 rooms on each. Each room is furnished with 

a fine combination wardrobe-duchess and large mirror, also a writing table. The 

Company supplied each occupant with an iron bedstead, mattress, pillows, and 

necessary covering. Large verandahs with a width of 10 feet are built all round 
each floor and gauzed in. Shower baths, wash-basins and lavatories are 

                                                             
17 White, Corporate Order, 148. 
18 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations in Australia,” 441-442; Berkman, Making of Mount Isa Mine, 134. 
19 Hicks, Letters, 31 May 1930. Mount Isa City Council Library. 
20 NQR, 24 August 1929. 
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provided on each floor for the comfort of the occupants.… Electric light and a 
plentiful supply of good water are maintained throughout these dormitories.21 

 

Showers, lavatories and electric light were new to many residents. Female employees working 

in secretarial, domestic and nursing positions had their own accommodation. 

 

 
Plate 4.3 B & C Dormitories, 1932. 

Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 
 

A first-class dining room and comfortable lounge room were located on the ground floor of the 

staff quarters for single staff and female employees.22 Two large mess halls were constructed in 

which “good wholesome food would be supplied at the minimum charge”.23 A cafeteria and 

coffee room was attached to the Permanent Mess also known as the “miners’ mess”: 

At the miners’ mess, 300 served themselves daily in the cafeteria, an attendant 

removing the soiled dishes. In the coffee room, where 100 were served, waitresses were 

in attendance.24  
 

The mess halls and dormitories were connected to the community buildings by sealed roads 

well lit by street lights.  

 

The community buildings included a store, butcher’s shop, pharmacy and a bank. Employees 

petitioned for a cooperative store, an idea supported by Urquhart. In a letter to Gray, the General 

Superintendent, he proposed that profits be returned to employees:  

In the conduct of such a store, the goods would be sold at prevailing prices in the 

district, but the profits at the end of the business year (after deducting certain charges), 

would be returned to the company employees, in proportion to their purchases during 
the year, as shown on the company’s books.25 

 

                                                             
21 Warneke, Report. 
22 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 441. 
23 NQR, 24 August 1929. 
24 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 441 
25 Urquhart to George Gray, 26 August 1929. Urquhart Papers, 8305. 
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However a cooperative store did not eventuate. Instead, the Community Store and butcher’s 

shop were established as company businesses: the former managed by employees, the latter 

leased to butchering firms. 

 

 

Plate 4.4 Community buildings within the Isa Mines settlement, 1930s. 
Note: Bank of New South Wales on the left, and the Community Store on right.  

Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 
 

Mitke argued that the company stores were necessary, owing to widespread flooding during the 

summer wet season: 

The necessity for stores on the lease soon became apparent as, although the Leichhardt 
River is practically dry most of the year, it has a disagreeable habit of becoming 

unfordable for days at a time, without warning, during the rainy seasons…. 

Consequently, a company store was erected and opened in the mining lease.26  

 

The stores were clearly aimed at meeting the food, clothing and other utilitarian needs of 

employees with families, with home deliveries of groceries, ice and mail also part of the 

company service. In addition to fresh fruit and groceries, the store also sold merchandise 

including clothing, kitchenware and crockery. The first lessee of the butcher’s shop was 

successful grazier Hunter Hagon who, from February 1930, sold to families from "a beautifully 

appointed shop and with ample cold storage".27 According to Fox and Eklund, company stores 

were part of a growing trend in Australian mining, especially at Mount Lyell and by BHAS at 

Port Pirie.28  

 

                                                             
26 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 442. 
27 Cloncurry News and Mount Isa Record (CN),17 February, 24 March 1930. Most of the lambs came from Hagon’s 

property, Arrolla Downs. Hunter Charles Hagon & Joan Wharton Hagon, “The Way It Was: Memoirs of an 
Interesting Life,” manuscript, 1 June 1992. Geoff Wharton, Brisbane. 
28 Fox, “Work and Welfare at Mt Lyell,” 20; Eklund, ‘‘ ‘Intelligently Directed Welfare Work’?”140.  
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Plate 4.5 Mount Isa Mines Employees Clubhouse built 1930. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library 

 

The Employees Clubhouse at Mount Isa Mines was a facility for mostly single employees, 

although all employees could become members. As Mitke explained, it was to negate the 

influence of hotels and presumably left-wing “malcontents” in the “old town”: 

The married men and many of the staff members enjoyed comfortable homes and the 

society of the families. But the single men had nowhere to go after their evening meal 

except to go back to their dormitory rooms or over to the old town, where they naturally 
drifted to the saloons or collected in groups and were entertained by malcontents with 

the gift of oratory.29  

 

The Mines Clubhouse was heralded as "the first of its kind built by any company in Australia"30 

for employees.  

 

The Clubhouse included a library, a reading room with current newspapers, and billiard and 

ping-pong tables and deck quoits equipment on the verandahs. Mitke provided a detailed 

description of the facilities: 

 A large roomy frame clubhouse, about 20x80 ft., with two wings extending in 
the rear, about 30x60 ft., and a 12-ft. veranda all round, was therefore constructed. This 

contained a large general card and refreshment room in front, with one end for ladies. A 

counter ran about one-third the length of the room, with two soda fountains, where fresh 
fruit, squashes, soft drinks, tea, coffee, milk, ice cream, sandwiches, salads, fruit, 

sweets, and tobacco could be purchased at extremely moderate prices. A large variety of 

soft drinks were sold for 3d. a glass, with coffee and sandwiches at 6d. No alcoholic 
drinks were served on the premises. 

 The building contained a barber shop, large billiard room with three tables, 

circulating library with 600 volumes, and a reading room capable of seating over 100 

men. This was supplied with magazines and newspapers from all parts of Australia and 
certain points overseas.  

                                                             
29 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443. 
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 The roomy verandas, with their easy chairs, resembled the deck of an ocean 
liner, in that they are provided with “deck quoits,” “bucket quoits,” “ping pong tables,” 

and “deck tennis.” A notice board on the wall contained the latest telegraphic news and 

important items of local interest. Members could also have their mail delivered to the 
club.31 

 

The emphasis was placed upon reading, information and sober social activities. There was also a 

special room for female employees. 

 

 
Plate 4.6 Clubhouse counter in 1931. 

Note: Booking plan for Star Theatre above the shelves. 
 Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

The Isa Mines community radiated from Central Park, which sloped towards the rotunda and 

formed a natural amphitheatre. Benches were set up for open-air entertainment which included 

musical recitals that were possible for most of the year owing to the climate. The surrounds of 

the rotunda were also concreted to provide a suitable surface for dancing and roller-skating. 

Two tennis courts were built adjacent to the company’s Clubhouse. Tennis matches were 

available for a fee of two shillings an hour. Lit by electric lights, the courts were available for 

night matches until 11 pm. A football field, cricket pitch and a baseball diamond were also 

constructed, the latter reflecting the influence of American consultants.32  

 

The stores, Clubhouse, and other facilities were geared to credit. Initially this was in the form of 

scrip which was introduced by Mitke. Employees obtained printed coupon books or what they 

                                                             
31 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443. 
32 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 442-443. 
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referred to as “shinplasters”33 from the paymaster’s office, with the spent coupons redeemed 

from wages. According to Mitke: 

Although the store was a “cash and carry,” with only two deliveries a week, coupon 
books, in denominations of £1, £2 and £4, containing coupons ranging from 6d. 10s., 

acceptable anywhere on the lease, were obtainable from the mine office (paymaster’s 

department). These were chargeable against wages, and provided an acceptable form of 
credit between paydays.34  

 

The use of scrip most likely came directly from American practice, James Allen and Fishback 

identifying its use by mining companies in remote locations to maintain sufficient cash for the 

payroll.35 This was probably the case with Mount Isa Mines, as the use of scrip declined with the 

opening of branches of the Commonwealth Bank and the Bank of New South Wales. However 

it was replaced by another form of credit by pay number deductions. Goods from the 

Community Store, butcher’s shop, and Clubhouse as well as services such as the hire of the 

tennis courts were charged against an employee’s pay number. It was argued that credit was a 

company strategy to reduce union activity,36 but in the case of Mount Isa Mines, unionism and 

payroll deduction coexisted. 

 

The health of the community was generally good. An officer was appointed to oversee 

community health and sanitation including a biweekly garbage service and the operation of an 

incinerator.37 A hospital was not planned at first, with Mount Isa Mines initially working with 

the Hospital Committee to erect a public hospital in the town.38 However a typhoid outbreak in 

July 1929, where one of the confirmed cases admitted to the Cloncurry Hospital was Hilary 

Gray, wife of the Mine Superintendent, prompted immediate company action. An urgent 

telegram from Draper read: 

There are typhoid cases at Isa please do all possible get Home and Works Depts cut out 

all red tape and permit hospital committee proceed building according their discretion.39  
 

In the interim, Mount Isa Mines set up a temporary hospital in one of the larger houses in the 

North End residential area. 

 

A description of the company hospital appeared in the North Queensland Register on 24 August 

1929: 

                                                             
33 Jack Parker, Interview, 16 January 1987. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews. 
34 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 442. 
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37 NQR, 30 November 1929. Captain Low was appointed Health Officer in mid-1929. 
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A large 40 bed hospital, fully equipped with doctor and nursing staff and 
kitchen etc., was already in operation at the cost of the company to take care of 

the 1200 men at present employed, pending the erection of a Queensland 

Hospital at Mount Isa. 
 

With forty beds, nursing staff and a private doctor to pay for, the company attempted to 

offset the cost by having employee weekly contributions transferred to this institution.40 

When this proposal was swiftly rejected, Mount Isa Mines then attempted to expedite 

action on the public hospital by donating £500 and a prefabricated building.41 The 

building was ready for occupation by the middle of 1930. 

 

A recurring theme in company programs was the emphasis on the needs of families. 

This was also demonstrated in the company’s pressure for a school on the mining lease. 

In late 1929, Gray, General Superintendent of Mount Isa Mines, wrote to the Director of 

Public Instruction concerning the over-crowding at the state school affecting thirty-six 

children who lived at Isa Mines. The General Superintendent pointed out that a site for a 

school had been set aside at the south end of the Isa Mines settlement and considered 

that money would be “more advantageously spent on a school on the Mines than in 

additions to the existing school.”42 While the response from the Queensland 

Government was lukewarm, the Federal government’s Postmaster General proved 

willing to establish a well-equipped post and telegraph office with a Morse operator at 

Isa Mines from mid-1929.43  

 

By the end of August 1930, the construction of Isa Mines settlement was completed 

though well over budget. Braithwaites, the consulting engineers on the mines’ surface 

construction, congratulated the company on building a self-contained planned town: 

Eighteen staff houses, 263 houses for married men and dormitories for a large 

number of single men have been erected and fitted with electric light, running 

water and suitable sanitary arrangements. In addition, mess houses, a club, 
refrigerating plant and store have been built, and every effort is being made to 

increase the amenities of life at the mine.44 

 

The Queensland Government Mining Journal described Isa Mines as an “innovation in 

                                                             
40 “Mount Isa Notes” 10 September 1929, NQR, 21 September 1929. 
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Australian mining company practice”.45 However while the sum of £120,000 was originally 

budgeted for the construction of houses and facilities,46 the total financial outlay amounted to 

£300,881.47 

 

As noted earlier, developments at Mount Isa Mines were closely observed by Zinc Corporation 

at Broken Hill, an indication of the competition within the mining industry for skilled labour. 

Warneke rated the dormitories and married men's cottages as “the finest built and best equipped 

accommodation in Australasia” - an indication of how the scheme ranked within the industry. 

However Peter Tait, in a letter to the editor of the Engineering and Mining World, wrote: 

It [Mount Isa Mines] has certainly gone about its work in a most commendable way, but 

it is not the first time that mining and metallurgical concerns have similarly catered for 
the well-being of their staffs. Broken Hill Proprietary did it years ago in the 

development of its iron-ore deposits in South Australia. Mount Lyell also has done a 

great deal of community service; and Queenstown, notwithstanding its isolation and wet 

climate, is one of the cheapest mining camps anywhere…. At the Read-Rosebery mines, 
Electrolytic Zinc introduced an elaborate welfare scheme providing houses and all 

facilities to insure the comfort of employees.48 

 

With his background in the Mining and Engineering Department of the University of 

Melbourne, Tait was well placed to refute the claim that Mount Isa Mines was the first to 

introduce such extensive programs. 

 

Urguhart’s stated rationale for Isa Mines was to attract the best employees. In a letter to his 

wife, Urquhart elaborated upon his plan: 

One of the most important questions which required immediate settlement was 
the housing question. While we have quite a number of staff and workmen's 

houses, much has to be done to attract the best men - so we have decided on a 

large building programme requiring in the initial stage say £100,000 this is being 

put in hand at once. Good quarters for unmarried men, with a room a piece, 
dining and reading room, large balconies, everyone lives on his balcony here, 

kitchens, water, baths, electric light and good sanitation. The best men are 

married men so we are spending the major part of this capital expenditure on 
married men's houses.49  

 

To Urquhart, married employees were more stable and long-term employment prospects, and 

for Mount Isa Mines a stable workforce with lower turnover was especially important in a mine 

with predicted reserves spanning two to three generations. However, the preference for married 
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employees was not a new idea to Australian mining and metal refining, nor was it confined to 

the early twentieth century. Fox identified the association between company welfare programs 

at Mount Lyell and “a ‘better’ class of workers” of “stable, loyal and reliable men”.50 Eklund 

also identified employee programs at Port Pirie as being aimed at married employees to create 

“a more settled community”.51  

 

For Urquhart, the precise planning of the Isa Mines settlement was pivotal to his stated 

objective to retain a high proportion of married employees. The initial housing built during 1928 

and supervised by his Russo-Asiatic staff clearly did not meet his requirements. According to 

Corbould, Urquhart investigated the question of workers’ cottages “very thoroughly”52 and 

spent much of his own time on the plans. The emphasis on married employees and higher 

proportion of houses to barracks accommodation in the company town indicated that Urquhart 

was attempting to apply a ratio of married to single employees that would maximise stability: a 

principle used by post-World War II planners of mining towns.53 The number of houses built in 

relation to rooms in barracks revealed a ratio of around 55:45 with 55% being married 

employees.  

 

The master plan Urquhart commissioned through Manning and McInnes applied town-planning 

principles to the design of the settlement, its curvilinear design radiating from a central park. 

Manning highlighted the uniqueness of applying town-planning principles to a mining 

settlement in a lecture to the Queensland Institute of Surveyors published in the Architectural 

and Building Journal of Queensland. He believed planning was “one of the best means of 

securing industrial contentment and efficiency of working”.54 For planners, the company’s 

decision to seek their technical advice was timely recognition of the need for professional 

planning.  

 

Planning was also recommended by the Mining Engineers’ Handbook, published in 1927, the 

year that Russo-Asiatic and Urquhart became involved in Mount Isa Mines. For most early 

twentieth century mining engineers, the Handbook was the main guide to building social 

infrastructure. While it continued to recommend that housing be located close to mining 
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operations to permit “economies” in construction, lighting and power and convenience of 

“housekeepers” to homes and facilities, it also recommended the planning of towns for 

“sociological” reasons to reduce transience. According to the Handbook: 

Advantage of judicious planning of a mining community, to promote 
healthfulness, cheerfulness, and convenience, is as important from the financial 

as from the sociological point of view; a healthy and contented population is 

both more efficient and less transient.55 

 

The use of the word “sociological” implied knowledge of contemporary publications on 

industrial sociology and particularly the human relations movement, which promoted better 

conditions to improve worker productivity and reduce labour transience.56 The recommendation 

of the Handbook to combine ideas from planning and sociology, especially as it related to 

industrial welfare work, indicated an important influence in the design of mining towns. The 

comprehensively planned model mining town of Boliden in Sweden was significant among 

these as its architect Tage William-Olsson was originally a mining engineer and metallurgist.57  

 

Mount Isa Mines was included by A.H. Hubbell, editor of the prestigious Engineering & Mining 

Journal, in a series of articles on employee housing which was provided by large companies 

world-wide.58 He recommended superior housing to avoid discontent and high labour turnover 

in locations where commuting was not an option. He outlined his interpretation of “welfare-

work” in the mining industry: 

Employee housing has two aspects; that of a necessity supplied perforce if the 

mining company furnishing it is to operate its mine or plant; and that of welfare-
work, for the purpose of making the employee more contented, and consequently, 

more efficient. An employee can live in a shack, with few facilities for his own or his 

family’s comfort, if he has to do so, and without any sense of grievance against the 
company for whom he works, if only he be the owner or rents the dwelling 

independently of his employer. But let the latter be guilty of providing inferior 

quarters and the situation becomes materially changed, the conditions now tending to 

breed unrest and discontent and to increase labor turnover. That this is well 
recognized is attested by the fact that most companies today give the matter of 
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Housing I,” E&MJ 133, no. 4, (1932): 204-209; “Employee Housing II,” E&MJ 134, no.5 (1932): 270-275; 

“Employee Housing III,” E&MJ, 133. No.7 (1932): 387-391; “Employee Housing: Manitoba Queensland Chile,” 
E&MJ, 133 no.10 (1932): 516-520; “Employee Housing V,” E&MJ, 134 no. 2 (1933): 69-73; “Employee Housing 
VI,” E&MJ, 134 no.3 (1933):113-117. 
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housing the attention it deserves. In some instances they have taken unusual pains to 
make their workmen comfortable.59 

 

Hubbell noted the scale, variety and climatic suitability of the houses and single accommodation 

at Mount Isa which were considered progressive.60 That questions the argument that the idea for 

Isa Mines originated from feudal Tsarist Russia as is claimed by some historians.61  

 

The Mining Trust consultants attempted to reconcile Urquhart’s social infrastructure plans with 

current management ideas. In an article published in the North Queensland Register late in 1929 

entitled “Makers of Mt. Isa”, Isgrig stated that the main rationale for Mount Isa Mines programs 

was for the “comfort and welfare of the men.”62 Mitke placed Mount Isa Mines’ housing and 

welfare schemes “which [have] met with success at other large mining camps” as efforts to 

generate “the cooperative spirit” between employer and employee.63 However Isgrig revealed 

more when he acknowledged that housing and amenities provided by Mount Isa Mines were 

“outside the scope of any award.”64 These were provided, as he explained, in return for “good 

and faithful service” emphasising a “fair deal” from workers to avoid industrial trouble. Isgrig 

was recorded as saying: 

[W]hen they [Mount Isa Mines’ employees] understand that our housing and 

welfare schemes are not attempts to take away something, but to give 

something in return for a fair deal then there will be no possibility of industrial 

trouble at Mt. Isa. 
 

He also maintained that Urquhart believed that employees “were trusted to give a square deal in 

return for square treatment.” Isgrig was using rhetoric used by some American companies at the 

time. Endicott Johnson defined its square deal policy as: “fair return for what you receive – an 

honest effort to do the work well, and a fair and sufficient amount of it.”65  

 

A Yale graduate, Mitke was also aware of new management ideas or at least the associated 

catchphrases. In his introduction to an article on Mount Isa he described labour as “one of the 

most important links in the chain of industry”.66 He also referred to the need for companies to 

commit to delivering “business with a soul” and the “service ideal”. According to Marchand and 

Heald, the service ideal principle was associated with 1920s corporate rhetoric especially among 

                                                             
59 Hubbell, “Employee Housing – I,” 204-209. 
60 See section subtitled “Housing a Mount Isa Mines, Queensland, Australia,” in Hubbell, “Employee Housing: 
Manitoba Queensland Chile,” 517-519. 
61 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 158; Kennedy & Kirkman, “The Evolution of Company Welfare,” 1157; Menghetti, 
“Mount Isa: a Town Like Alice?” 23. 
62 NQR, 26 October 1929.  
63 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443 
64 NQR, 26 October 1929. 
65 Zahavi, Workers, Managers, and Welfare Capitalism, 38. 
66 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 441. See also 440. 
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American businessmen educated in leading universities.67 During the early twentieth century 

there were numerous company publications marketing the service deal and corporate soul.68 A 

century later the phrase “business with a soul” is still used within the sizeable literature on 

business ethics and corporate social responsibility. 

 

One strategy adopted under the Mining Trust was to encourage managers to adopt an open-door 

approach so that employees could talk to the “man at the top”.69 In addition, a company 

newsletter, Isa Mines News,70 was also printed and included not only work and safety matters 

but also local news. Mitke described the newsletter as an innovation: 

Another innovation was the issuance of the Isa Mines News, which came out 

every Friday evening. It contained three of four mimeographed sheets, 
distributed free to employees, giving safety-first activities, sports, club news, 

local items, and telegraphic news from the outside.”71 

 

Balnave argued that through house magazines, companies endeavoured to build worker trust 

“by creating the impression that a worker belonged to ‘one big happy family’.”72 Barton and 

Pragnell also noted that house magazines were used to promote cooperation.73 However, such 

magazines during the inter-war years of the twentieth century were few.74 For this reason, the 

Isa Mines News was significant public relations tool for company activities reflecting current 

management practice.  

 

However, the use of social and particularly family events to change seasonal work patterns was 

not part of best management practice. The Mining Trust organised sporting and entertainment 

events from the second week of December 1929, which outwardly appeared to be a series of 

social events to celebrate the festive season. Christmas trees and gifts were given to families 

with children under twelve. However Mitke admitted that these activities were part of a strategy 

aimed at keeping men with families on the field and at work during the holiday period: 

The former custom in Western Queensland camps was for a general migration at 

Christmas time. Every one who could afford it went to the coast or elsewhere for 

                                                             
67 Roland Marchand, Creating the Corporate Soul: the Rise of Public Relations and Corporate Imagery in American 
Big Business (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 164; M. Heald, “Business Thought in the Twenties: 
Social Responsibility”, American Quarterly 13, no.2, pt.1: 126-139. 
68 Marchand, Creating the Corporate Soul, 7.  
69 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443. 
70 Isa Mines News, 1, no. 1: 1930. 
71 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443 
72 Balnave, “Industrial Welfarism in Australia,” 167  
73 Barton, “Cooperation and Labour Management,” 111-112. Pragnell also noted the publication of a newsletter by 
the Australian firm David Jones during the same period. Bradley Pragnell, “Selling Consent”: A History of 
Paternalism and Welfarism at David Jones, 1838-1958 (PhD Thesis, University of New South Wales, 2001), 301. 
74 Mauldon referred to only four such magazines in 1931. See Mauldon, “Cooperation and Welfare in Industry”, 186. 
Other Australian companies which had house magazines during the inter-war years were Pelaco and Anthony 
Horden. Balnave, “Industrial Welfarism in Australia,” 159, 181, 102. 
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two or three weeks, and the mines, as a consequence, had to shut down until they 
returned. During the last two Christmas weeks [in 1929 and 1930] Mining Trust 

has provided community Christmas trees, with small gifts for all children under a 

certain age; picnics, field days for all forms of sport and racing, and other forms 
of entertainment. As a consequence, fewer and fewer men leave the district at 

that time, and the mine has closed down on only the three important holidays – 

Christmas Day, Boxing Day (Dec. 26), and New Year’s Day.75 
 

While attendance at a company Christmas event became a major tradition in Mount Isa, it was 

the activities and gifts for children that were initially part of a strategy to change miners’ work 

patterns.  

 

 

Plate 4.7 Community centre of the Isa Mines settlement during the 1930s. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

With the exception of Christmas, Boxing Day and New Year’s Day, continuous production 

required underground miners to work 24-hour shifts, seven days a week. The increased 

productivity that resulted was reflected in record-breaking drifts, which were described with 

great satisfaction by Mitke: 

Saturday afternoon work (both on the surface and underground), which has been 

unknown in Australia for many years, has been resumed, and under-ground, in 

important drifts, men are working three shifts, seven days a week. During 

October, 1930, an Australian record in drifting was established when 469 ft. was 
driven in a 9x9-ft. drift, on the 350-ft. level.76 
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Supply and Rio Grande shafts had been sunk to the main haulage level. The Davidson and Man 

shafts were connected and “good progress” was made in the connection of other shafts by the 

main haulage drive.77  

 

The absence of serious industrial disputation was used by Mitke to justify the success of Mount 

Isa Mines employee programs and to compare the company with the remainder of Australia 

which he claimed was “torn by industrial strife”. This claim was criticised as both exaggerated 

and erroneous, arguing that unemployment contributed to the lack of industrial trouble and the 

readiness to cooperate. According to University of Melbourne academic, Peter Tait: 

There is no industrial strife in Australia at present. If there were, Mount 

Isa would be affected, notwithstanding all that the company has done for 
the welfare of employees. … Restricted employment, a result of the 

depression, is a factor that has helped the Mount Isa company in their 

commendable efforts to promote the welfare of employees, who have 

realized that work is scarce, and have consequently been more ready to 
cooperate.78 

 

Unanticipated was the flooding of the Man and Supply shaft, which compounded the economic 

effects of the onset of the Great Depression. Mount Isa Mines faced severe technical problems 

that required substantial finance to solve. 

 

White criticised Urquhart’s “personal paternalistic style of management” for wasting money on 

the “construction of a planned town instead of focusing on their main objective, building and 

operating an extractive resource industry.79 Cuts to expenditure during 1930 were directly 

reflected in the standard of housing. Rows of austere, steel framed houses, clad in iron and 

reminiscent of army huts with rounded roofs were designed and built by Braithwaite, the 

construction company. The tin-huts were not only atrociously hot, but they initially did not have 

electric light, water or bathrooms. Mount Isa Mines informed Warneke that “these will 

gradually be eliminated" indicating that they were not part of the original plan. However the 

bottom line was that they were cheap to build, costing Mount Isa Mines £125 each.80 Mount Isa 

Mines also built temporary corrugated iron quarters supplemented by tents for contractors. 

 

The first tent-houses were made up of double tents joined upon timber board floors. Mitke 

compared the hurriedly constructed settlements of corrugated iron and canvas to “auto camps” 

in the United States: 

                                                             
77 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Reports and Statements of Accounts for the Eighteen Months Ended 30th June 1930. 
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79 White, “Corporate Order,” 88, 149. 
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…25 small, temporary, two-room and kitchenette iron houses, with concrete 

floors, were built, and rented for 5s. a week. These had detached community 

bathrooms and lavatories in the rear. To provide for married men who were 
unable to find living quarters elsewhere, 61 double tents, connected by a canvas 

fly - making three rooms in all - board floors, were set up, similar to an auto 

camp in the States. Running water was piped to convenient points throughout the 
“tent city,” and community showers and lavatories were provided at regular 

intervals. These were also rented at 5s. a week, and were in great demand.81  

 

According to Berkman only 80% of the high-set timber framed houses were ever built,82 

suggesting a higher overall standard of housing was planned. Tin and tent-houses were to fill 

the complement of houses for married employees. 

 

The “much larger flow of water” into the Man and Supply shaft in April 1930,83 when finances 

were already stretched, spelled disaster. On 15 May 1930, Urquhart called together the 

shareholders and explained that the Mining Trust had no more money. The only solution was to 

issue debentures. The Queensland Government underwrote £500,000, but the timing was bad 

and the debentures remained undersubscribed. The Mining Trust “had virtually exhausted its 

powers of raising money.”84 The very future of Mount Isa Mines was at stake.  

 

*** 

 

The rationale behind the Isa Mines settlement was to reduce labour turnover within the 

workforce by employing a greater number of married employees. Urquhart’s description of 

married men being “best men” was not rhetoric, but the idea which was incorporated in the 

town plan for Isa Mines. Even when financial cuts led to the building of sub-standard houses, 

they still reflected a continuation of Urquhart’s preference for married employees. The 

embedding of a stability ratio was a key planning principle of post-World War II resource 

towns, but was uncommon in the late 1920s in Australia. The inclusion of Mount Isa Mines’ 

programs in the Engineering and Mining Journal during the early 1930s demonstrated the 

importance of or at least the debate over housing within the international mining industry at that 

time.  

 

An important finding for this period was that while Urquhart and the Mining Trust consultants 

appealed for industrial peace and cooperation, there was little evidence that housing and other 
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83 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Reports and Statements of Accounts for the Eighteen Months Ended 30th June 1930. 
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employee programs were anti-union or intended to control industrial unrest. Urquhart consulted 

representatives of the AWU prior to construction, reassuring unionists that conditions were not 

substitutes for higher wages, with Isgrig underscoring that housing and amenities were outside 

the awards. It was also found that the Mining Trust consultants had knowledge of public and 

human relations theories of the time, especially the concept that better conditions reduced labour 

turnover, with Mitke describing social programs as practical applications of industrial relations. 

Evidence of family work was also noticeable. As Isa Mines was designed for a majority of 

married men, there was a focus on facilities and amenities for families such as the stores and 

parks. However a more calculated aspect of family work was revealed in the introduction of 

Christmas events by Mitke to increase productivity during the holiday period.  

 

While Urqhart’s goal of lower turnover was compromised by the effects of world-wide 

depression and low lead prices on the company, Isa Mines was a significant precursor of 

planned mining towns in Australia and that country’s first planned non-government mining 

town. The preference for a majority of married men was not a short-lived idea, but one that 

would endure among mining companies, especially Mount Isa Mines, during the remainder of 

the twentieth century.  
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Chapter 5. Reactions to Mining Trust Programs 

1929-1930 

With the opening of the railway in April 1929, people streamed into Mount Isa, looking for 

work. From late 1929 and throughout 1930, the completion of houses and barracks at Isa Mines 

caused a major exodus of employees to the Mineside. The quality of house construction and the 

high standard of water reticulation and sanitation were new experiences for many residents for 

which they expressed appreciation. There was also the convenience of the Community Store and 

butcher’s shop for families, and dining halls for single employees. However the lack of interest 

in purchasing land in the town led to a surge of criticism of Mount Isa Mines programs, 

especially by the business sector.  

*** 

 

The better class of accommodation at Isa Mines was attractive to employees. During 1930 

Charlie Hicks lived in the staff quarters and was particularly impressed by the “[e]lectric light, 

baths and up to date lavs” as well as the comfort of the “easy chairs” located on the wide 

verandahs.1 The main accommodation for single award employees was the three large, timber, 

double-storied dormitories or barracks. Max Kuhn described his dormitory room as “suitable” 

although plain and somewhat draughty during Mount Isa’s cold winter’s nights:  

[I lived in] a double decker dormitory - 20 men on the bottom and 20 on top. They 

were very cold in the winter time and they had all sorts of heating elements, some 
had 700 watt lights to warm the room up.... [The rooms were] [q]uite suitable for 

us - wardrobes, table and a chair, electricity. We used to do some things to sparkle 

the rooms up ourselves. Some chaps had a bit of carpet on the floor and some 

wallpapered the walls.2  
 

Kuhn further commented that the men “had to service our own rooms in those days” as 

servicing of rooms was not then a condition of employment. Both Kuhn and Hicks had cameras 

and photographed the interiors of their respective rooms, which showed reasonable comfort.  

 

Many married employees found the timber houses from Brown and Broad superior to any they had 

lived in beforehand. Quentin Richardson’s family moved into their newly completed cottage in 

Ivory Street in 1930. It was “a two storey house, electric light. We weren't used to having an 

electric light.”3 Having come from the older Queensland mining town of Croydon, which had no 

reticulated water supply, the Richardson family also revelled in the luxury of running water. To 
                                                             
1 Hicks, Letters, 31 May 1930. 
2 Max Kuhn, Interview, 11 &12 March 1987. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews. 
3 Quentin Richardson, Interview, 30 July 1984. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews. The Richardson’s 
cottage was no. 95. 
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William Krause the basic workman’s cottage was “a neat little building”.4 After their marriage, 

Max and Lona Kuhn lived at North End in a house similar to “the others all around the place, 

double storey, kitchen down below and bedrooms upstairs”.5 Richardson commented that the 

houses were “built for that climate. They were two storey houses and well protected from the 

insects and that, gauzed all around.”6  

 

 
 

Plate 5.1 Interior of a room in one of the dormitories, September 1931. 
Photographer Max Kuhn.  

Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 
 

However when George Whitaker took up the job of winder driver at the Lawlor Shaft in 1929, 

he was clearly unimpressed by the tin-hut he was allocated. He sent a photograph to his wife 

commenting: "[t]his is what they expect a man to bring his wife and a family to live in." Dot 

Whitaker well remembered her first home in Mount Isa: 

It was very hot especially in those tin-huts, dreadfully hot.... [It had] high tin walls 

and the top like half a tank. There was a bedroom and a dining room and a very 

small kitchen. ... a wood stove of course. We had no electricity and it was 
communal bath and communal toilets which were WCs [water closets]. And the 

people who lived closer were all right. For those who lived further away it was bit 

of a nuisance... We lived close to the bathrooms which was divided into two ... but 
we lived a long way from the toilets.7  

 

                                                             
4 William Krause, Interview, 30 November 1983. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews. 
5 Max Kuhn, Interview, 11-12 March 1987. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews. 
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Notwithstanding their primitiveness, the tin-huts were surprisingly roomy with two main rooms, 

a kitchen and lean-to laundry. About six families shared the communal bathroom and separate 

earth closet toilets, for males and females. Initially there was no water connected, with supplies 

carted from a tap behind each of the bathrooms. George Whitaker connected a pipe to his hut. 

The Whitaker family initially used carbide lamps for lighting and a safe cooled with ice from 

the company's ice works for the storage of food. Over the years, the Whitaker’s tin-hut was 

substantially renovated with assistance from the company. Tin-huts and tent-houses were built 

to complete the complement of houses for married employees, owing to the company’s financial 

problems.  

 

 

Plate 5.2 Group on the verandah of a house at North End, 1930s. 
Photographer George Whitaker.  

Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 
 

 

Low rent, which included electricity, water and garbage collection, was a feature of Isa Mines 

accommodation that appealed to employees. According to Dot Whitaker, the tin-huts had the 

major advantage of very low rent: "[i]t was more than fair - it was cheap rent. It was very cheap 

rent."8 These huts were rented initially at only 5 shillings.9 The Campbell and Sons houses 

rented at 6% of their total cost.10 Weekly rental for the Newstead Homes housing built by 

                                                             
8 Whitaker, Interview. 
9 Warneke, Report, 24 September 1930. 
10NQR, 9 July 1928. 
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Brown and Broad was 17 shillings and 6 pence for the H type of five rooms, 15 shillings for the 

K type cottage and 10 shillings for the C type with one room upstairs and another below. The 

low set Australian bungalows with chamferboard walls and single or double gabled roofs and 

the California style featuring a double gabled façade were for staff and rented for between 17 

and 28 shillings per week.11 Some executive staff paid no rent which was presumably part of 

their employment package.12 

 

 

Plate 5.3 Tin-hut belonging to the Whitaker family c. 1935. 
See left background for one of the community toilets and bathing enclosures.  

Photographer George Whitaker.  
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

For a room in one of the dormitories, workers paid 5 shillings per week and they could choose 

to dine at one of the messes. Meals at the staff dining hall and permanent mess were supplied at 

the “minimum charge” of 30 shillings a week, with service in the staff dining room provided at 

a higher charge of 35 shillings. One reaction to the permanent mess was that it provided “good 

wholesome food”.13 Another noted the efficiency with which "in the short time of twenty 

minutes, 150 persons were served in the cafeteria".14 Less flattering was the description of the 

                                                             
11 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 441-442; Berkman, Making of Mount Isa Mines, 134. 
12 Rents are for September 1930. See Warneke, Report, 24 September 1930, 8-9. 
13 NQR, 24 August 1929. 
14 CN, 1 March 1931. 
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mess as "something like a soup kitchen."15 However, some employees preferred to take their 

meals at the various boarding houses or in private homes.16  

 

 

Plate 5.4 Interior of room within Staff Quarters, 1931. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

As noted earlier, a number of employees had requested a cooperative store in the planning 

stages of the town.17 Those employees who signed the petition were looking for the advantages 

of lower prices on family budgets. While the Community Store was not a cooperative, it was 

convenient for those who lived at Isa Mines. From her tin-hut, Dot Whitaker found the store “so 

handy for one thing it wasn't far for me.” 18 Many remembered the store for its wide range of 

goods19 and its mail order service. Goods included groceries, drapery, ironmongery, fancy and 

sporting goods, as well as a variety of other commodities. While the store did not keep furniture, 

customers could place orders by selecting from the range of catalogues and the store would 

organise delivery.20 According to Dot Whitaker: 

The only thing it didn't have was furniture. But they had fruit and vegetables and 

groceries, and men’s wear and ladies’ wear, shoes and everything like that…21 

 

                                                             
15 Hicks, Letters, 14 September 1930. 
16 Max Kuhn, Interview. 
17 Urquhart to George Gray, 26 August 1929. Urquhart Papers, 8305. 
18 Whitaker, Interview. 
19 Lona Kuhn, Interview; Gordon Evans, Interview, 24 February 1983; Doris Twomey, 1 March 1984; LillianTutton, 
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According to Max Kuhn, everything you needed was available at Isa Mines: “[y]ou could get 

nearly everything over on the Mineside - Community Store, butcher shop, ice works… bank, 

post office, [and] chemist.”22 Jack Parker agreed that: “In the store you could buy anything at all, 

clothing, groceries, hardware, .... [T]he first Commonwealth Bank on the Mineside was in that 

store.”23 

 

Fresh produce was in high demand. During a six months period during 1930, “7½ tons of fruit 

and vegetables” were purchased through the Community Store.24 Fresh food was transported by 

train from southern markets to Mount Isa Mines and many remarked upon its quality.25 Even 

Bob Gardiner, a cordial/soft-drink manufacturer on the Townside, remarked that if “you wanted 

anything of quality you went to the Mines” especially for fruit and vegetables.26 Fresh milk 

transported in a special refrigerated railway car was also sought after, Dot Whitaker remembering 

the queues to the butcher shop where it was sold: the “train used to come in on a Sunday 

[evening] and you would see streams of people making their way down to the butcher shop to 

get fresh milk.”27  

 

To Dot Whitaker it was the cheapness of the goods at the store that was most appealing: “It was 

both convenient and cheaper... the cheapest way to shop.” Even Townside residents could see 

the benefit of shopping at the Community Store. According to Hazel Gardner: 

The community store was so much cheaper than anything that you had in town…. 
[I]f you had a friend who had a car you would go shopping and buy a big order.28  

 

Mount Isa Mines was in the position to fix lower prices for fruit, vegetables, meat and milk at 

the company stores than in the town.29 While employees and their families could use credit, 

Townside residents paid cash. However the store’s policy of serving customers on a first-come-

first-served basis benefited the customers from the town, although probably contributed to the long 

queues.30 Not all Isa Mines residents shopped at the company stores. Edna Aird halved her 

orders and shopped at Milthorpe’s “to give them a go” and bought meat from Stretton’s although 

the butchery did not deliver.31 Others out of sheer frustration from standing in the long queues for 

                                                             
22 Max Kuhn, Interview. 
23 Jack Parker, Interview. 
24 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 442. 
25 Whitaker, Interview; Lona Kuhn, Interview. 
26 Bob Gardiner, Interview. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews. 
27 Whitaker, Interview. 
28 Hazel Gardiner, Interview. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews. 
29 CN, 17 February, 24 March 1930. 
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fresh milk and produce each Sunday opted to buy cases of fruit and vegetables direct from the 

suppliers and transport them by train.  

 

As mentioned earlier, initially employees obtained coupon booklets from the paymaster’s 

office32 which could also be used at some Townside businesses such as the Mount Isa Hotel.33 

However more widespread at the company stores was the debiting of purchases against an 

employee’s pay number. As Alan Johnson explained: “When you were working for the mines … 

they give you a number … They would ask you your pay number and it was booked…”34 

According to Parker, the pay number was not only used for obtaining goods and services on 

credit but also for borrowing books: 

…a lot of people used to book all their things up in the store, in the Community 

Store. They could buy their meat on credit. They could book it up. They could book 

the ice. Then they would go up to the club house and they could book their library 
books. They could book their [news]-papers. They could book their ice-creams. 

They could book a cup of tea. They could book a game of billiards. They could book 

cigarettes. Anything that was available in the club they could book up.35 
 

Lona Kuhn acknowledged that use of credit was widespread at the Clubhouse where she 

worked.36 

 

The sheer convenience of not having to carry cash appealed to many workers, underscored by 

Johnson: “[Y]ou didn’t have to have money in your pocket.” This confirmed Fishback’s findings 

that the convenience of credit led to many miners owing “their souls to the company store”.37 

Credit was also utilised by wives and dependants of employees at Mount Isa Mines who did not 

need to wait until payday to make purchases. According to Doris Twomey: 

… [Y]ou could pay cash for your articles or you could charge those to your 

husband’s account and it’s immediately taken out of his salary…. [Y]ou could get 

anything from the Community Store if you just booked it up to daddy.38  

 

While the bread-winner may have owed the company, the family benefitted as the money was 

spent on food and other necessities, and not on alcohol or cigarettes. 

 

Mount Isa Mines’ pay-slips during the 1930s were long and narrow with columns for pounds, 

shillings and pence. When all pay was used in credit, the pay-slip showed three asterisks in the 

                                                             
32 See earlier chapter regarding the introduction of scrip by management. 
33 Jack Parker, Interview, 16 January 1987. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews. 
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35 Parker, Interview. 
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columns which was known as a “three star pay”. 39 Lona Kuhn recalled that “unfortunately a lot of 

the workers booked up so much that when their pay came around they got three stars.”40 Four stars 

across the play-slip meant that the employee owed the company. 41 Johnson believed that many 

employees lived on credit from pay-day to pay-day: “[W]hen you got your fortnights’ pay well that 

was all deducted from your pay. And that’s how a lot of them lived!”42  

 

In October 1929, the price of beer became an issue within the town. A group calling itself the 

Beer Strike Committee demanded a 25% reduction in the price of drinks, calling for a boycott of 

the bars, and picketed the Argent and the Mount Isa hotels. Businesses whose owners or 

employees broke the strike were also black-listed. On the surface, the activities of the beer 

strikers appeared to emulate practices by the Barrier Industrial Council in Broken Hill which 

targeted areas such as “cinema and entertainment charges, beer prices”.43 As many as sixty-four 

businesses were affected by the close of January 1930, and the future of many businesses 

looked very bleak.44 Recreational events and fund-raising associated with the blacklisted 

businesses were affected, the Hospital Committee, desperate to raise funds for a permanent 

hospital, deferring to the Beer Strike Committee by requesting approval to use the blacklisted 

Smith's Hall.45 While White described the picketing as “a protest in favour of workers’ rights to 

an affordable drink” and a “working-class consumer boycott” against the middle class,46 some 

actions by members of the Beer Strike Committee appeared to be aimed at not only price 

control but also provoking industrial disputation. 

 

When the Beer Strike Committee demanded meals for picketers from a company mess, 

management of Mount Isa Mines issued a directive that no meals from company messes would 

be supplied even with payment.47 The issue was discussed at a combined unions meeting with a 

vote passed in favour of a general strike “until such time as the company allowed the men [the 

picketers and their supporters] to visit any ranches without restriction.”48 In the light of day, 

many members became suspicious of the “unemployed members on the field, backed by 

                                                             
39 Parker, Interview. 
40 Lona Kuhn, Interview. 
41 Parker, Interview. 
42 Johnson, Interview. 
43 Bradon Ellem & John Shields, “Making the ‘Union Town’: Class, Gender and Consumption in Inter-War Broken 
Hill.” Labour History no.78 (2000): 128. 
44 NQR, 14 December 1929. 
45 CN, 31 March 1930. 
46 White, “Corporate Order,” 290-291. 
47 NQR, 2, 28 November 1929. However White argued that company management encouraged the Beer Strike to 
increase worker productivity. White, “Corporate Order,” 290-291. 
48 NQR, 2, 28 November 1929. 
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extremists” who contributed to the vote.49 Another meeting restricted to ticket holders decided 

by an overwhelming majority to resume work. A Combined Unions Committee was formed to 

deal with future issues and a vote of “no confidence” passed in the Beer Strike Committee.50  

 

It is probable that prominent members of the original Beer Strike Committee were coal miners 

locked-out from their mines in northern New South Wales by the Northern Collieries 

Association51 and members of the Workers Industrial Union of Australia (WIUA).52 According 

to the AWU, the WIUA attempted to “to infiltrate into and organise the field of Mount Isa”.53 

The resolution passed that “[n]o member of the Union shall ride in a motor car or play tennis 

with any of the bosses”54 appeared to be a bid to rouse hostility against the company. Certainly 

there were those who did not want subsidised meals or other conditions of employment if there 

was a danger they might become compulsory. Brophy strongly denied that this was being 

negotiated by the AWU: 

 [I]f the Company should at any time try to make it a condition of employment 

that members of the Union should take their meals at the boarding-house provided 

by the company, then the Union would take the necessary steps to ensure to its 
members the continuance of their private rights to obtain their meals where they 

pleased without hindrance.55 

 

The Beer Strike Committee moved from its attacks on established unions to a more 

prohibitionist stance after its leaders left during the Coal Strike.56 The boycott on businesses 

associated with the hotels was broken with Norm Smith’s introduction of the "Talkies" to 

Mount Isa in May 1930, with 350 flocking to the gala first night in defiance of the black-ban on 

the theatre.57 However the potential threat of WIUA infiltration on the field alerted the AWU to 

the need for a permanent organiser, with Brophy permanently appointed from April 1930.58  

 

Despite the fears raised during the Beer Strike concerning non-wage conditions of employment, 

employees took advantage of the range of recreational and sporting facilities made available by 

                                                             
49 CN, 3 March 1930, Mount Isa Notes. 
50 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 35. See also NQR, 2 November 1929, 3 March 1930. With only ticket holders 
attending the second meeting, the vote for a return to work was carried 700 to 70. 
51 Williams commented that a significant number of unemployed were from Rothbury Mine. Williams, Yellow, Green 

and Red, 37. For more details of the lockout, see Miriam Dixson, “Stubborn Resistance,”Labour History no. 
24(1973): 128-142 & Dixson, “Rothbury,” Labour History no.17 (1969): 14-26. 
52 The Australian Coal and Shale Employees’ Federation developed into the WIUA. K.F.Walker, Australian 
Industrial Relations Systems (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1970), 333. 
53 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 34. 
54 Draper to C.H. Self, 24 May 1929, Urquhart Papers 3183. 
55 NQR,14 December 1929. 
56 CN, 3 March 1930. Mount Isa Notes & 2 June 1930, Beer Strike. The new leader was Cleary who was possibly P.J. 

Cleary of the Victorian Prohibitionist League. 
57 CN, 26 May, 11, August, 1 September 1930. 
58 CN, 7 April 1930.  
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the company. The rotunda was used for both boxing and dances with roller-skating on the 

concrete surrounds.59 With a piano available and easily accessed in an attached storeroom, it 

was regularly booked for social events.60 Shopkeeper George Milthorpe, garage-owner Mick 

Harte and jeweller Rudy Panek approached Mount Isa Mines for sponsorship and a venue for 

the Mount Isa Concert Band which gave its first performance in September 1930 at the rotunda 

to an audience of about 1,500.61 However in return for sponsorship, Mitke insisted that the band 

be renamed the Isa Mines Concert Band.62 He also took credit for the band’s formation as is 

evident in the following statement: 

The “Isa Mines Concert Band” was organized, with 22 members, and instruments 

were purchased. Within a few weeks, the band (most of the members of which 
had formerly played in bands elsewhere) was able to give semi-sacred Sunday 

night concerts at the Rotunda, which were well attended.63 

 

This action by Mitke was perceived as “interference”64 by the prominent businessmen who 

originally formed the concert band. They resented company control over their band. 

 

 

Plate 5.5 Rotunda in Central Park. 
This was  the venue for the annual Christmas tree, band recitals and boxing. The concrete surrounds were used for 

roller skating.  

Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 
 
 

Sporting venues were also more plentiful and better-built than in the average Queensland 

mining town. Cricket fixtures were held on the Mineside pitch,65 and the football field located 

                                                             
59 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443. 
60 Hicks, Letters, 14 December 1930. 
61 CN, 4 October 1930. See also 25 August 1930. 
62 Wilson to Under Secretary, Department of Mines, 27 October 1930, 30/161 (203) A/8465, QSA. 
63 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443. 
64 Wilson to Under Secretary, Department of Mines, 27 October 1930, 30/161 (203) A/8465, QSA. 
65 NQR, 7 September 1929; CN, 11 October, 15 November 1930. 
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close to the town, became the official venue for inter-team and inter-town competitions.66 

Similarly interest grew in golf, when the course was moved to an island in the Leichhardt River 

and managed by the Mount Isa Citizens' Golf Club.67 Employers and members of the wider 

community were involved in tennis matches between the teams of the Urquhart Tennis Club and 

Mines Clubhouse.  

 

 

Plate 5.6 Clubhouse verandah with newspaper and magazine racks, 1930. 
Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 442. 

 

The Clubhouse was particularly appreciated by those who missed the civilised amenities of 

towns or cities. The reaction of the journalist from the Cloncurry News and Mount Isa Record at 

the opening of the Clubhouse was effusive: 

As one danced, or sat in the lounge and basked in the luxurious settings it was 

hard to realize that one was really in the midst of an Australian desert, and that the 

gorgeously gowned ladies and perfectly groomed men were actually the pioneers 
of an ambitious undertaking, who had set themselves to make the desert blossom 

as a rose, and Queensland in particular, to the forefront in World discussion, that 

will have a far reaching effect.68 

                                                             
66 This field was later referred to as the “old football ground” and was in the vicinity of the later high school reserve 
(R.37) and Section 51.  
67 Warneke, Report, 7; S. Wilson to Under Secretary Mines, 21 November 1930, 30/161 [205] & 19 June 1931, 

31,1099 A/8465, QSA. See also A.G. Thomas, The First 30 Years: A brief history of the Mount Isa Golf Club at the 
Silver Lena Creek Site (Mount Isa, n.p., 1983), 1. 
68 CN, 1 September 1930. 
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There was dancing accompanied by Panek's orchestra, with a choir of men from the staff 

quarters providing additional entertainment. The Clubhouse employed a significant number of 

female employees who were also eligible to become members.69 

 

With payment of only 1 shilling and 6 pence per month, membership quickly grew to 850 by the 

end of the year.70 Badge holders had access to a range of facilities which as noted earlier included 

billiards, cards, deck quoits, chess, the barber-shop, the library or one of the reading rooms 

where weekly newspapers were displayed. While Hicks and others in the staff quarters provided 

their own entertainment of Ping-Pong and bridge,71 the Clubhouse offered iced drinks and light 

suppers as well: 

The wonderful club - you will notice everything is wonderful here - was officially 

opened last Monday. We find it quite an asset providing we select our times for 
visiting. The biggest advantages being iced drinks and the opportunity to get a 

light supper.72 

 

The sprawling verandahs and reception rooms were used for a variety of social functions.  

 

The popularity and suitability of the Clubhouse was illustrated by the attendance of about 700 

at the debut performance of the Mount Isa Musical Society. The event was so well received it 

spawned a series of nights of community singing about life in Mount Isa and work at Mount Isa 

Mines.73  

On a Sunday night, after the band concert, the men would be lined up at the soft 
drinks’ counter three and four deep. Entertainments and card parties were given at 

times, and illustrated lectures on tunnel driving by members of the staff. At least 

300 men would be present at one of these entertainments. When the glee club 
entertained, and the men were asked to join in the choruses, rousing times 

resulted.74  

 

A Song Reminder of Mount Isa contains examples of the songs that were sung at the time, 

including “Mount Isa is the Place for Me” composed by Hicks and sung to the tune “It aint 

Gonna Rain No More”, the first stanza and chorus being: 

We used to go to Smithie’s pub, 
To get a drink each day, 

But since we’ve tried the jolly club, 

We’ve decided here to stay. 

                                                             
69 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443; Lona Kuhn, Interview. 
70 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443. 
71 Hicks, Letters, 31 May 1930. 
72 Hicks, Letters, 6 September 1930.  
73 CN, 25 October 1930, Hicks, Letters, 12, 19 October 1930. See CN, 7 April 1930 for formation of the club, its 
patron being Bev Isgrig of the Mining Trust. 
74 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443. 
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Chorus: 

Oh! I aint gonna leave no more, no more, 

I aint gonna leave no more, 
Mt. Isa is the place for me, 

Oh! I aint gonna leave no more, no more.75  

 

Local talent responded to Mitke’s call for performers and musical groups with a “janitor of one 

of the dormitories proving to be a star performer.”76  

 

It was with some reservation that the Hospital Committee agreed to Mount Isa Mines’ offer of a 

16-bed unit prefabricated building as a temporary hospital on the Townside. This was erected on 

the Hospital Reserve during June1930 though the Hospital Committee continued to raise funds 

to erect its “own building in Mount Isa township.”77 Medical Superintendent, Dr Fabian Pincus, 

was appointed, also carrying out medical examinations and safety classes for Mount Isa Mines 

for a fee.78 There was little initial reaction to the company’s 40-bed hospital at North End of 

Mineside, it being a temporary solution to a typhoid epidemic. However, as noted earlier, in 

September 1929, when Mitke called a meeting of union representatives to request the transfer of 

employees’ weekly contributions from the public hospital to the company hospital, this was 

overwhelmingly defeated.79  

 

Sections of the community were also antagonised by the company’s social infrastructure. When 

further land on Townside was offered at auction in August 1930, the result was extremely 

disappointing. Irate businessmen attributed the lack of interest in the land auction to company 

residential and recreational facilities. They also blamed the company shops and the Clubhouse 

for competing with and “killing” business in the town. Mining Warden Wilson reported to the 

Department of Mines that:  

The townspeople express bitterly their dissatisfaction at the trading activities of Mount 
Isa Mines Limited. They state that the social activities of the Company (Housing 

Programme, Club House, Company Band, etc.) interfered with the progress of the 

surveyed township in a legitimate way, but they assert that now that the company has 
commenced trading to all and sundry through its Butcher's Shop and Store the 

                                                             
75 A.E.H., A Song Reminder of Mount Isa. (Cloncurry: Cloncurry News and Mount Isa Record, 1931: 6. Charlie 
Hicks & Les Lambert of the Staff Quarters were involved in writing songs and the publication of the songbook. 
76 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443. 
77 NQR, 23 June 1930. See also CN, 4 October 1930. 
78 NQR 17 February 1930. See also NQR 21 September 1929; Rose Boyd to Home Secretary, 24 September 1929 
29/08542 A/29531 QSA. NQR, 17 February, 26 May 1930. 
79 “Mount Isa Notes” 10 September 1929, in NQR 21 September 1929. 
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competition on the leases of the Company is killing commercial life on the eastern side 
of the town.80 

 

The Chamber of Commerce also accused company businesses of underselling town businesses 

in all commodities.81  

 

A vocal critic of the company was Milthorpe, proprietor of the Pioneer Store who erected his 

first store near the mines in the same year that Mount Isa Mines was founded. He criticised the 

Mines Department and particularly the Mining Warden’s Office of inflating the cost of a quarter 

acre block on the Townside to a minimum of £50 which he identified as the main reason for the 

lack of interest in the auction. He alleged that the company only paid rent at the lower rate of 10 

shillings per acre or 2 shillings 6 pence per quarter acre block which allowed the company to 

build an entire town on their mineral leases at much less cost. In a strongly worded letter to the 

Premier of Queensland, he concluded with an allusion to Matthew XI.2.i: 

By all means I say render to the above Coy. all concessions possible. But at the 

same [time] render unto the people the thing that should be the peoples. Viz.a 

block of land at the same price that is charged to the Company.82 
 

Clearly the CNP government, which favoured big business, was not going to reverse the 

concessions. 83 However the government was also slow to provide adequate public buildings 

such as an extension for the state school. The Inspector of Schools was well aware of the 

difficulty of teaching 292 pupils in a building with a capacity of only 145.84 A bridge over the 

Leichhardt River was also urgently required. 

 

Heavy rain caused the river to flood on several occasions in late January/early February 1930.85 

A "flying fox" was built across the river to enable pedestrians to cross but this was a precarious 

and temporary measure.86 Miners who lived on the Townside were stranded. Their predicament 

was described by a journalist: 

... the residents of the Mine side of the river have been absolutely isolated from 
the township. When the river has risen during the day a large body of men who 

reside in the town but work at the Mines, have had to stay the night at the Mines 

in accommodation set aside for them by the Management.87 

                                                             
80 Wilson to Under Secretary, Department of Mines, 27 October 1930, 30/161 (203) A/8465, QSA. See also Wilson 
to Under Secretary, Department of Mines, 20 August 1930, 30/161 195 A/8465, QSA. Warden Wilson recommended 
that 124 surveyed allotments be offered to extend the town beyond Simpson Street and Reservoir Hill. 
81 Brisbane Courier, 17, 21 October 1930; Telegraph, 21 October 1930. 
82

 Geo T. Milthorpe to Premier Moore, 6 October 1930, 30/161 (200) A/8465, QSA. 
83 The Country and Progressive National Party was in power May 1929 to June 1932. Fitzgerald, From 1915 to the 
Early 1980s, 166-169. 
84 G.R. Hendren, Report on Material Requirements, July 1930, enclosed 30/34970 EDU/Z 1905, QSA. 
85 CN, 3, 10 February 1930. 
86 CN, 17 March 1930. 
87 CN, 10 February 1930. 
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Others who could not get to work lost pay, while others waded through the river “working all 

day in wet clothes, rather than lose a shift which meant so much to their wives and families.”88 

This indicated that a significant number of Mount Isa Mines employees, some with families, 

were not housed in company accommodation either by choice or owing to the lack of houses. 

 

Squatters’ camps existed outside the boundaries of the surveyed town and along both sides of 

the river. They were thought to indicate a reluctance to pay rent to either the government or the 

company: 

Camps of fairly permanent nature cluster up and down the river for several miles 
on each side of town. The land is there for the taking and the more recent arrivals 

on the field have no wish to pay Government rent each year when they are quite at 

liberty to squat on any vacant piece of ground available outside the recognized 

township.89 
 

Warden Wilson described most of the dwellings as "tents and bag" structures, with a few 

"small huts containing a little wood and iron".90 However it was quite probable that many 

of the squatters were waiting for company accommodation.  

 

In 1930, most residences on the Townside were described as “primitive”: 

The private residences are of a very primitive nature. Many people in the town 

live in houses from packing cases and benzene tins. The majority of the houses 

are galvanized iron huts, while not a few people live under canvas.91  
 

For two company employees, home was "four sheets of iron forming a roof with a bough 

covering all round."92 Their accommodation was in marked contrast with that of work-mates in 

company barracks and houses. Indeed an independent observer described the town as “divided, 

more than half the people live in houses built by the Mount Isa Mines Ltd., the rest of the people 

live in the town proper.”93 For long-term resident, Dot Whitaker, there were “two 

communities... for a long time."94 

 

*** 

 

                                                             
88 CN, 10 February 1930. 
89 CN, 21 June 1931. 
90 S. Wilson to Under Secretary Mines, 23 August 1930 30/161 A/8465, QSA. 
91 Robert H.Hayes & George T. Milthorpe, eds., Souvenir of Mount Isa (Mount Isa: Federal Inland Mission, 1931), 
14. 
92 CN, 22 February 1931. 
93 Hayes & Milthorpe, Souvenir of Mount Isa, 8. 
94 Whitaker, Interview. 
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In this period, the initial reaction of most Mount Isa Mines’ employees to company housing was 

found to be mostly favourable, as shown by a mass exodus from the town to the Mineside. They 

were attracted by the subsidised rents, low electricity costs, modern conveniences, the 

Clubhouse and other amenities. The prices and range of goods at Community Store were 

positively received. While several historians have argued that companies controlled their 

workers through the use of credit at monopolistic stores, evidence at Mount Isa Mines found 

that miners found credit a convenient advance especially as it could be used by dependants. The 

store also provided a cost benefit which matched that of single employees, who had the option 

of eating at one of the dining halls. The AWU did not oppose company housing, stores or 

recreational facilities, though other unions opposed meals at company dining halls and the 

servicing of rooms in barracks becoming conditions of employment.  

 

A major finding for this period was that the main critics of Mount Isa Mines’ employee 

programs were not company employees or unionists, but Townside business people, many 

associated with the first years of mining. They had operated successful businesses up until the 

building of Isa Mines, and then saw their customers leave for much lower prices at the company 

stores and the Clubhouse. They also expressed their disapproval of the Queensland Government 

for allowing concessions to Mount Isa Mines to build its settlement. Company involvement in 

town recreational activities was perceived as interference. This perception became reality over 

the hospital issues described in more detail in the following two chapters.
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Chapter 6. ASARCO: 

Production, Plumbism and Protests 

1930-1932 

In mid-1930 ASARCO gained technical control of Mount Isa Mines with Julius Kruttschnitt 

overseeing the commencement of production the following year. Four departments were formed 

to deal with employee matters, the Community Department being responsible for coordinating 

accommodation, amenities and social activities. Mount Isa Mines’ attempts to create first rate 

medical and hospital services caused greatest discontent, especially medical examinations 

conducted by the Personnel Department to detect and monitor plumbism or chronic lead 

poisoning, a “diseased condition due to the introduction of lead into the system”.1 There was 

also dissatisfaction from within the wider community over company attempts to intervene in the 

management of the District Hospital Committee and its medical staff. The Mines Hospital and 

the Isa Mines School were perceived as unnecessary duplications of services and a misuse of 

company power. 

*** 

Urquhart knew that the Mining Trust was in a dire financial state in late 1929 when he 

commenced clandestine conversations with Guess, the senior vice-President of ASARCO. 

Guess was aware of the technical difficulties at Mount Isa Mines through Mitke2 and knew 

about its disappointing debenture issue to raise further funds on the stock market. In June 1930 

ASARCO made its offer. For £866, 000, the American company acquired one-third equity in 

the Mining Trust and technical control through its own manager for ten years. Negotiations 

were swift, the deal concluded within three weeks.3 For Urquhart, it was not too high a price for 

the finance necessary to bring the mine into production. By August 1930, Guess was Vice-

Chairman and ASARCO had three directors on the board of the Mining Trust, including Julius 

Kruttschnitt, the new General Manager. Urquhart reassured Mining Trust’s shareholders of the 

advantage of the alliance with “this powerful company, from both the technical and financial 

point of view”.4 In Australia, the secrecy of the agreement angered the directors of Mount Isa 

Mines who only found out about the deal in the press.  

 

                                                             
1 Macquarie Dictionary, 2nd ed., s.vv. “lead poisoning”, “plumbism”.  
2 Kennedy, Mining Tsar, 270. 
3 Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 132-136; Kennedy, Mining Tsar, 268-273. 
4 Circular to shareholders, Mining Trust Ltd, 21 July 1930, quoted in Kennedy, Mining Tsar, 271. 
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From Tucson in Arizona, Kruttschnitt had been managing ASARCO’s vast exploration and 

mine operations in the south-west of the United States.5 ASARCO prided itself on its welfare 

policy as recorded in an official history: 

Workers and their families require adequate housing, medical attention, and 
recreational diversion. ASARCO provided these opportunities wherever the Company 

flag flies.... In the United States, where welfare is such a long-established feature of 

industrial corporation activity, softball and bowling teams, clubs, dances, holiday 

celebrations, and lunchrooms, together with hospitals and the necessary bathing and 
changing facilities, provide a happier and more healthful experience.6 

 

The importance of a hospital was instilled in Kruttshnitt as were company sponsored sport, 

clubs and holiday celebrations. Before leaving for Australia, he travelled first to head office and 

then to England. In New York, Guess outlined his brief. In London, Kruttschnitt discussed the 

technical aspects of the operations with Urquhart and members of the Technical Committee of 

the Mining Trust including Mitke. 

 

Back in Mount Isa in late June, Mitke announced that he was “expediting the work and 

ensuring earlier production” 7 in his role as acting General Manager. Ambulance and hospital 

services closer to the mine were among his main priorities. The Mount Isa Ambulance 

Committee readily accepted the company’s offer of a more central location and financial 

assistance, as reflected in a letter to the Under Secretary of Mines: 

The Mines Management in an interview suggest that the Ambulance Station be 

established as near as possible to the works, in which they have donated for the purpose 

half an acre of ground, £100 towards the building of the Centre on the site selected, 
which is an ideal position, being centrally situated, and equal service offering for both 

the public and the Mines, and further the equipping and placing on the Rails, a Rail 

Motor for Ambulance purposes. Mining is to be the big proposition, and you must agree 
that the worker is to be considered for, unfortunately accidents will happen. A river is 

between the Hospital and the Works, and the Company request that the Ambulance be 

situated as near to their calling as possible....8  

 

Mitke was confident that the Mines Department and the AWU would support a similar 

location for the hospital.  

 

The AWU was considered a “moderate” union by 1930s standards, one assessment being that 

the union was “not likely ... to place the management in a false position by making exorbitant 

                                                             
5 For a summary of Kruttschnitt’s career see A. J. Lynch & J. R. Hopper, “Kruttschnitt, Julius (1885 - 1974),” 
Australian Dictionary of Biography (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1983), 9: 636-637.  
6 Isaac Marcossan, Metal Magic: The Story of the American Smelting and Refining Company. (New York: Farrar, 

Straus & Co, 1949), 278. 
7 NQR, 28 June 1930. 
8 E. Lymburner to Under Secretary Mines, 15 July 1930, 30/1647(4) A/8430, QSA. 
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demands.”9 However Palmer argues that members of the Mount Isa branch were “faced [with] a 

combination of union neglect and political expediency in the area of industrial health and 

safety”.10 The Brisbane based AWU executive relied on its connections within the ALP in the 

upper levels of state government and opposed direct action on occupational health issues. 

Palmer also maintains that the AWU ignored the concerns of its rank-and-file members and 

locally elected committees, and appointed organisers who obeyed the executive. However for a 

brief period this was not the case, the local organiser defying the AWU executive and 

effectively lessening company control over the district hospital.  

 

At a public forum of District Hospital subscribers in July 1930, Mitke tabled a company 

offer of an alternative hospital site on one of its leases. As he controlled the pay packets 

from which hospital subscriptions were deducted, Mitke achieved majority support for 

the relocation of the temporary hospital to the mining lease on condition that the District 

Hospital Committee retained control and right of access.11 With Mount Isa Mines 

contributing to the cost of removal, the prefabricated temporary building was moved 

from the hospital reserve to the lease. In addition, Mount Isa Mines introduced a 

medical/hospital plan with subscriptions of 1/- a week. The company requested 

employees to vote in favour of transferring their subscriptions from the District Hospital 

to the institution on the mining lease. This was initially agreed to by a narrow margin.12  

 

Mitke was contemptuous of the Queensland district hospital system, funded by local residents 

with a Government subsidy and managed by a Hospital Committee. He briskly commented to 

the mostly North American readership of the Engineering and Mining Journal that: 

In “outback” regions in Australia … hospitals are known as “district hospitals.” 

These are supported partly by contributions from local residents, who become 
contributing members, and partly by the government. The management of 

hospitals, including engagement of physicians, matrons and nurses, is directed by 

a local committee, frequently inexperienced.13  
 

Accusing the Hospital Committee of being infiltrated by unionists and ignoring the 

already appointed Medical Superintendent, Dr Pincus,14 Mitke employed a further “two 

                                                             
9 Daily Mail, 1 May 1931. 
10 Palmer, ‘Too many men on the scrap-heap’,” 60. 
11 NQR, 28 July 1930. See also NQR, 11 August 1930. 
12 CN, 11 October 1930; NQR, 11 October 1930. 
13 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 442. 
14 NQR 17 February 1930. See also NQR 21 September 1929; Rose Boyd to Home Secretary, 24 September 1929 
29/08542 A/29531 QSA. NQR, 17 February, 26 May 1930. 



 

89 
 

Doctors, a matron, and two trained nurses.”15 Disaffection with company interference 

quickly grew. 

 

 

Plate 6.1 Doctor's house with consulting rooms below & quarters above, 1930. 
Warneke Report, 1930, Mount Isa Mines Holdings Limited Records.  

Photograph courtesy of the John Oxley Library. 

 

However the Hospital Committee soon discovered that its government funding would cease if 

the hospital building remained on the mining lease. As R.A. “Nobby” Clarke explained:  

We formed a local hospital committee and raised £2000 which was subsidised £1 

for £1 by the Government … [but] we couldn’t get any more Government help 

while the hospital was privately controlled and on the lease.16 

 

Dr Pincus, who previously carried out medical examinations for Mount Isa Mines in a 

private capacity,17 sided with the majority of subscribers. He later strongly stated that he 

could “not allow the [district] hospital to be grabbed by its enemies."18 Unionists threw 

their support behind the committee and its hospital staff. A stop-work meeting of all 

unions in mid-October 1930, convened by AWU organiser Dan Brophy, voted for the 

removal of all publicly funded assets and infrastructure from the company lease to the 

Hospital Reserve.19  

                                                             
15 Warneke, Report. 7. The two doctors were Dr. K. St Vincent Welch, who was senior surgeon, and Dr 
Cedric Logan. CN, 11 October 1930; Isa Mines News, 1, no.1 (1930). 
16 Mount Isa Mail, 30 August 1956. 
17 NQR 17 February 1930. See also NQR 21 September 1929; Rose Boyd to Home Secretary, 24 September 1929 
29/08542 A/29531 QSA. NQR, 17 February, 26 May 1930. 
18 Pincus to Secretary Mount Isa District Hospital, 9 April 1933, enclosed 33/3023 A/29531, QSA. 
19 J. Kruttschnitt to Premier W. Forgan Smith, 28 October 1932, enclosed 32/8240 A/29531, QSA. Pincus later 
referred to Mitke’s proposal as an attempt at “amalgamation”. Pincus to Secretary, Mount Isa District Hospital, 9 
April 1933, enclosed 33/3023 A/29531, QSA.  
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Within “two hours the whole institution was transferred to the Committee's own premises, three 

miles away.”20 This included not only the building, but also the staff, patients, beds and other 

furniture plus medical equipment. Clarke commended the “comradeship and teamwork” of “the 

[union] boys” in moving the demountable building back onto its original stumps: 

Eventually we persuaded most of the hospital staff to join the new public hospital 

we were setting up…. One morning the boys held a mass meeting and decided to 
shift all the publicly-owned property in the private hospital over to our new 

hospital…. We took most of the patients too. Only three of them wanted to stay. 

We brought the rest over by ambulance….The boys must have collected every 
truck in Mount Isa that day. We shifted everything that could be shifted…. I’ve 

never seen before or since the comradeship and teamwork the boys showed that 

day.21 
 

The solidarity cemented through the unified stand over the hospital was commemorated 

throughout the decade by the Hospital Anniversary Ball.22 To Palmer, this successful direct 

action was a major contravention of the official AWU policy.23 Company employees also 

refused to pay subscriptions to support company hospital services.24 

 

Mount Isa Mines was forced to abandon its plans of a jointly funded hospital and established the 

Mines Hospital. The company hospital was similar in concept to those operated by mining 

companies in the United States, as Mitke explained: 

The Mount Isa Mines, Ltd., therefore decided to operate a company hospital, 
directly under the management, similar to numerous hospitals in mining camps in 

the States, and to build up an organization that would provide the same efficient 

and satisfactory service. 25 
 

Mitke also approached the Queensland Government regarding the construction of a state school 

near company housing, which the School Inspector recommended to the Minister for Public 

Instruction in October 1930. However the local community only became aware of the decision 

when an application for renovations to the existing state school was rejected in favour of a 

school located at Isa Mines.26  

 

                                                             
20 CN, 25 October 1930. 
21 Mount Isa Mail, 30 August 1956. 
22 CN, 13 September 1931; NQR, 15 October 1932. 
23 Palmer, “Too many men on the scrap-heap,” 62. 
24 CN, 11 October 1930; NQR, 11 October 1930. 
25 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 442 
26 Tansey to Director of Education, 16 March 1931 & Director of Education to Head Teacher, 28 March 1931, 
31/23050 EDU/A 1905, QSA. 
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Plate 6.2 Maternity ward of the Mount Isa Hospital in 1934. 
This building was the temporary hospital built in 1929, which was moved to and subsequently removed from the 

mining lease in late 1930.  
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

Bert Butler, Secretary of the Parents and Guardians' Association of the Mount Isa State School, 

was furious and conveyed the members’ feelings to the Minister for Public Instruction pointing 

out the extent of public opposition especially when the needs of the existing state school were 

so great:  

The whole matter of the erection of another State School here removed from the 
town seems a tragic mistake. For half or less the costs of the new school the 

present one could be considerably increased and Mount Isa's needs in that 

direction, would be satisfied. The consequent lowering of the grade of the 
school will in a way tend to give less efficiency.... I trust that the Department 

will make thorough enquiries into School Matters here.27 

 

However the protest was fruitless, as the government had already made the decision to build the 

Isa Mines State School on the school reserve set aside in the original master plan commissioned 

by Urquhart.28 When the acting General Manager left Mount Isa in December 1930, there 

appeared to be little regret, a journalist reporting that: “[q]uite a lot of people have not seen eye 

to eye with Mitke during his stay, but all must admit that he had the courage of his 

convictions.”29  

 

                                                             
27 B. Butler to Minister for Education, 21 May 1931, 31/25676 EDU/1905, QSA. 
28 The Isa Mines School opened in May 1932. Statistical Returns, Isa Mines, 1932-1967, EDU/AB 843, QSA. 
29 CN, 3 January 1931. 



 

92 
 

Kruttschnitt reached Sydney aboard the Orient Line’s Orford at the beginning of December and 

met with the board of Mount Isa Mines, which approved his power of attorney “authorising him 

to do all acts necessary for the management of the company’s business.”30 Three weeks later, 

dressed in suit and necktie, he arrived in the mining town during the heat of summer. His 

assessment of Mount Isa from the railway station was negative: 

... my first impression was nothing but dusty roads and nothing above the height 

of a one storey building. There was nothing there. The railway yards were quite 
barren and the [Isa Mines] settlement was back I suppose about half a mile from 

the railway. It was pretty formidable. 

 

His first house was a high-set Queenslander style raised on stumps, and he was equally 

unimpressed: “As General Manager they gave me a house up on stilts which had harboured 

goats underneath for I don’t know how many years and it smelled to high heaven.” He also 

recognised a worse accommodation crisis among employees “many of them were living in 

impossible humpies and shacks along the river bank under very poor conditions indeed.” 31 

 

However there were more pressing problems, the first being the poor state of company finances. 

Kruttschnitt remarked: “To my consternation I found on my arrival a condition bordering on 

bankruptcy with creditors being importuned to await a none-too-certain influx of capital.” 32 He 

later recollected: “We never really knew when the next payroll was coming.” However there 

were also serious technical problems in the mine, mill and smelter. Even for an experienced 

mining engineer, Kruttschnitt found overwhelming problems: 

There was plenty to struggle against…. Expenses were high. Metal prices were 

lower than they were in the history of metals. And our parent company was short 
of money. We had technical difficulties. More water than was expected 

underground, more difficulties in the metallurgical process than we anticipated. 

So these things all had to be worked out.33 

 

To work through all these problems, priorities were set. 

 

The highest priority was to find more money, with at least a further £400,000 required to solve 

serious mining and milling issues. Housing was Kruttschnitt’s lowest priority until the other 

problems were solved, which was a complete reversal of Urquhart’s set of priorities. According 

to White, this reflected ASARCO’s focus on the “profitability of the industry more than on 

running a model community.”34 Mount Isa Mines’ capital was increased to £3,666,667 with 

                                                             
30 Mount Isa Mines Ltd, Board Minutes, 4 December 1930, quoted in Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 136. 
31 Julius Kruttchnitt, Interview, 1972. Mount Isa City Council Library. 
32 Quoted in Lynch & Hopper, 'Kruttschnitt, Julius (1885 - 1974), 636. 
33 Kruttschnitt, Interview. 
34 White, “Corporate Order,” 92. 
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second debentures issued to ASARCO and with Urquhart subscribing to the balance.35 With this 

finance, mine development was expedited. 

 

White described the American experts employed by Mount Isa Mines from late 1930 as 

embodying “ASARCO’s wise preference for educated and experienced mine managers, and an 

industrial ethos stressing rational production and principles of scientific management.”36 

However as Chaput and Kennedy have pointed out it was the “Mining Trust, not Kruttschnitt 

nor ASARCO which introduced Americans to senior positions.”37 ASARCO had the good sense 

to retain these experts: Mann as Mine Superintendent and Kane as his assistant. Jacobson 

remained as Mill Superintendent. Kruttschnitt especially reflected the “ubiquity of the North 

American mining expert on the Mount Isa field in the 1930s.” 38 This was not unusual; Mouat 

also noted that American mining experts were advising on mines in British Columbia, New 

Zealand and New South Wales during the 1930s.39 

 

With tunnelling twenty-four hours a day, the haulage system progressed at pace. To expedite 

surface construction, daylight savings were introduced during the summer of 1930-1931 to 

maximise working hours. According to White, Kruttschnitt “focused on fixing the one part of 

the project that management could assume a reasonable degree of control over, namely 

productive efficiency.”40 Twenty weeks later, the first ore was raised. Eventually after many 

dramatic delays, the temporary timber headframe over the Urquhart shaft was dismantled in 

early April 1931, and the boiler driven engine removed. The impressive steel Urquhart 

headframe, fifty metres high, was finally completed and the first skip of Mount Isa silver-lead 

ore was hoisted with the push of a button on the state of the art electric winding engine. 

Continuous mining commenced on 6 May 1931.41  

 

The mine and social infrastructure was impressive: 500 tonnes of steel, 6000 tonnes of 

machinery, and neat rows of company houses.42 The mill ran continuously from 12 May and the 

smelter was "blown-in" early in June 1931. The official opening ceremony was held in June 

attended by the Queensland Minister for Mines in the CPNP government. A.E Atherton 

                                                             
35 For details see Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 139. 
36 White, “Corporate Order,” 92. 
37 Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 153. 
38 White, “Corporate Order,” 92. 
39 Mouat, “Industry and Community,” 273.  
40 White, “Corporate Order,” 151. 
41 Chaput & Kennedy, Man form ASARCO, 137-140. 
42 CN, 4 October 1931. 
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promised to “look towards the success of the enterprise with a good deal more than friendly 

interest’ because the “company concern was the State’s concern”.43  

 

The pomp and ceremony of the official opening masked serious faults within the lead smelter.44 

ASARCO accused the designer, John Callow,45 of sheer incompetence: 

Furthermore this jam at the smelter with which Kruttschnitt has been struggling 

the past several months and doubtless working and worrying night and day 
thereon is not of his making at all, or of ours, but is solely due to the fact that 

Callow, who designed the smelting plant knows little or nothing about the 

modern lead smelting and the requisites for such a plant; neither does anyone else 
in your organization, except academically.46 

 

Guess confronted Urquhart in New York and offered a loan of one million dollars in return for 

full technical control. While Urquhart remained chairman of the Mining Trust to appease the 

British and Australian shareholders, as of late October 1931, the American company totally 

controlled the mining operation.47  

 

Under ASARCO, employee matters were re-organised into distinct departments - Industrial, 

Medical, Personnel, and Community Welfare. The Industrial Department prepared industrial 

awards, presented claims to the Arbitration Court and represented the company in industrial 

disputes.48 The Personnel Department employed “suitable and efficient employees in 

accordance with the Company’s policy”49 which continued to give preference to married 

employees. This department also systematically recorded labour turnover statistics which were 

correlated with other employee information such as accommodation.  

 

The Community Welfare Department oversaw the management of company accommodation, 

amenities and recreational facilities.50 The Community Department was also responsible for 

overseeing the Clubhouse which was managed by a committee of eight employees, while the 

                                                             
43 QGMJ, 15 July 1931. 
44 Information on lead poisoning has been derived from J.A. Watson & J.V. Duhig, “Reports of Enquiry into Lead 
Poisoning and Its Incidence Mount Isa, May 1933, Queensland Parliamentary Papers 2 (1933).  
45 John Callow worked for the General Engineering Company. Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 140-141.  
46 H.A. Guess to L. Urquhart, 18 September 1931, Urquhart Papers. 
47 Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 142. 
48 A.F. McAskill, The Development of the Mount Isa Project, [1933]. Mount Isa City Council Library. 
49 McAskill, “Development of the Mount Isa Project”, 62. McAskill referred to it as the Employment Department 
while Kruttschnitt described it as the Personnel Department. Annual Report of the General Manager, 12 September 

1933, attached to Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report of the Directors, 7 May 1934.  
50 The first reference to the Community Department appeared in Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report and Statements of 
Accounts for Year Ended 30th June 1932. 
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Community Store continued to operate on a “[c]ost plus handling charge” basis. 51 The Housing 

Committee gave preference to married employees with longer service. The official policy was: 

The allocation of houses to applicants is controlled by a Housing Committee, of 
which the Community Officer is Secretary. All applications for housing are 

considered by the Committee and allocations are based on length of service with 

the Company and length of time since application has been made. Houses are 
only allocated to married employees, and moderate rentals are charged in 

accordance with the type of accommodation and the Capital cost of same.52 

 

However while a structure was put in place to manage company housing, the building of further 

high quality housing was curtailed.53 

 

Occupational physicians headed both the Medical and Personnel Departments which Penrose 

describes as “remarkable” given the low numbers of these professionals in Australia at the 

time.54 The employment of medical practitioners reflected the experience of American senior 

staff familiar with the requirements of compensation legislation in the United States.55 The 

Medical Department was responsible for medical examinations and regular blood sampling to 

monitor lead poisoning cases.56 Employees’ records listed the signs and symptoms, which 

according to James Duhig, the Queensland Government Pathologist, saved “much time, 

especially when a large number of patients are being dealt with.”57 Mount Isa Mines also 

formed a Plumbism Committee which Penrose assesses as “management-dominated”.58 The 

Committee focused on accurate medical certification. Throughout the mine, smelter and mill, 

notices were posted listing fourteen precautions against plumbism including not rolling 

cigarettes at work, the need for good personal hygiene and to avoid all excesses particularly 

alcohol.59 Within five weeks of production, thirty-eight employees were hospitalised for 

advanced lead poisoning.60  

 

                                                             
51 McAskill, The Development of the Mount Isa Project, 72. 
52 McAskill, The Development of the Mount Isa Project, 71. 
53 White, “Corporate Order,” 92. 
54 Beris Penrose, Occupational Lead Poisoning at Mount Isa Mines in the 1930s," Labour History, no. 73 (1997): 
128. Penrose’s reference was D. G Robertson, Industrial Medical Service, Medical Journal of Australia, 13, no. (28 
March 1925): 303.  
55 Alan Derickson, “On the dump heap: employee medical screening in the Tri-State Zinc-Lead Industry, 1924-
1932,” Business History Review 62 (1988): 665; Alan Derickson, “Part of the Yellow Dog: U.S. Coal Miners’ 
Opposition to the Company Doctor System,” International Journal of Health Sciences 19, no. 4 (1989): 711. 
56 Reports of Enquiry into Lead poisoning and its Incidence, Mount Isa, May 1933, enclosed 34/1037 A/8446 QSA. 
57 Watson & Duhig, “Reports of Enquiry into Lead Poisoning,” 187. See also Penrose, “Occupational lead poisoning 
at Mount Isa Mines,” 128. 
58 Penrose, “Occupational lead poisoning at Mount Isa Mines,” 127. 
59 McAskill, Development of the Mount Isa Project, 68. 
60 Annual Report of the Under Secretary for Mines for the Year 1933, Queensland Parliamentary Papers 2 (1934): 
156; Penrose, “Occupational lead poisoning,” 123. For the number of compensation claims for lead poisoning from 
Mount Isa for the period 1931-1938 see Queensland Parliamentary Papers 2 (1939): 399. 
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The Medical Department was responsible for the Mines Hospital. Despite the controversy 

surrounding its establishment, it was vital as 72% of all injuries and deaths in Queensland mines 

during 1930-1931 occurred on the Mount Isa field.61 The hospital also had the best equipment 

and personnel to treat industrial disease, which Kruttschnitt explained: 

The Hospital erected by the company is up-to-date in every way and equipped 
in the best possible manner. In addition to ordinary requirements there is an X-

Ray plant, also Laboratory, complete in all details. The company's medical staff 

includes a Senior Medical officer and a pathologist.62 

 

The hospital was also designated as an approved laboratory under the Diphtheria Regulations of 

14 July 1932.63 

 

 

Plate 6.3  Mines Hospital, 1930s. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

Within eighteen months of production starting, Mount Isa had two hospitals including the 

permanent Mount Isa District Hospital. At the official opening of the latter, Clive Moloney, 

Chairman of the Hospital Committee, praised the efforts of the pioneering committee and 

commented that "the fight had been won, the hospital built despite many obstacles".64 However 

the hospital desperately needed the subscriptions of Mount Isa Mines’ employees to operate65 

                                                             
61 Annual Report of the Under Secretary for Mines for the Year 1931, Queensland Parliamentary Papers 1 (1931). 
62 J. Kruttschnitt to W. Forgan Smith, 22 October 1932, 32/8240 A/29531, QSA. 
63 Queensland Government Gazette,16 July 1932, 213-5; B. Butler to J. Mullan, 15 September 1932, enclosed 
32/6544 A/2953, QSA. 
64 CN, 29 November 1931. See also CN, 21 June 1931. The Mount Isa Hospital was officially opened on 23 
November 1931. 
65 Warden S. Wilson carried out an investigation of the Mount Isa Hospital in the last week of October 1930. He 

reported the financial administration as “unsatisfactory” and that the Committee required “immediate financial 
assistance.” See CN, 29 November 1930. Money was also found to be missing. Kruttschnitt to Premier W. Forgan 
Smith 28 October 1932, enclosed 32/8240 A/2953, QSA. 
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and Kruttschnitt, as Patron, diplomatically offered to collect and forward these.66 However the 

relationship between the hospitals remained strained, with Dr Von der Borch of the company’s 

Medical Department accusing Dr Pincus of misdiagnosing lead poisoning cases and issuing 

misleading certificates for compensation.67 The issue over medical examinations and the 

hospitals grew to fever pitch over the death of a schoolboy. 

 

In June 1932, the boy died from diphtheria in the Mines Hospital. All children from the tent-

house area in which the boy lived were swabbed by Dr Pincus, as the Government Medical 

Officer. Ten days later, results from Townsville confirmed that another two children needed to 

be isolated and as their parents were subscribers to the Mines Hospital, the children were 

isolated in the company hospital.68 Pincus diagnosed a further seven children. The Cloncurry 

Shire Health Department instructed the headmaster of the Isa Mines School to isolate these 

children at the Mines Hospital, but Pincus recommended the District Hospital.69 The central 

issue of one boy's death and the precarious health of the other nine children were soon obscured 

by the rekindling of resentment by the District Hospital Committee towards the Mines Hospital.  

 

When the Hospital Committee officially protested in mid-September 1932, it was not the 

isolation of children that was the issue, but rather the news that the Mines Hospital had been 

declared an approved laboratory under the Diphtheria Regulations.70 The urgency of the 

situation and Dr Von der Borch’s qualification as a bacteriologist were the main reasons for this 

decision. However Butler, secretary of the Hospital Committee, described this as a company 

manoeuvre to close the District Hospital, recalling the events of 1930: 

The history of this institution has been one long struggle against adverse 
conditions, and naturally the Committee with the interest of the institution at 

heart, must protest against any move that ends to close the hospital down and 

again appeals to the Government to throw in their weight with a public 

institution, opposed by a private hospital, with the financial backing of a big 
mining company.71 

 

                                                             
66 J. Kruttschnitt to Premier W. Forgan Smith 28 October 1932 enclosed 32/8240 A/2953, QSA. 
67 Duhig, Medical Report, in Watson & Duhig, “Reports of Enquiry into Lead Poisoning,” 25. 
68 M. O’Callaghan to Commissioner of Public Health, 22 September 1932, 32/6544 A/29531, QSA. 
69 R.F. McPhail to Director of Education 31 August 1932, enclosed 32/8007 
Pincus to Home Secretary, telegram, 15 September 1932 32/6544, QSA. See also M. O’Callaghan to Commissioner 
of Public Health, 22 September 32/6544, both A/29531, QSA. The Medical Officer of Health’s report for June was 
presented at the Cloncurry Shire Council’s meeting of 11 July. Pincus reported an epidemic of diphtheria 
necessitating the old hospital being used as an isolation ward. He also reported that there were four diphtheria patients 

in hospital. CN, 24 July 1932.  
70 QGG, 16 July 1932. 
71 B. Butler to J. Mullan, 15 September 1932, enclosed 32/6544 A/2953, QSA.  
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A meeting of the Mount Isa Branch of the ALP, of which Butler was acting secretary, supported 

the Hospital Committee’s protest.72  

 

AWU members believed the new Labor Government elected in June 1932 with Forgan Smith as 

premier73 would be sympathetic to the cause of the Hospital Committee. It was well known that 

the Labor Cabinet, dominated by AWU members, favoured state-ownership, especially of 

hospitals.74 The Hospital Committee was therefore disappointed by the response of the 

government, Home Secretary, E.M. “Ned” Hanlon, refusing the request by the Hospital 

Committee that the approved laboratory status be transferred from the Mines to the District 

Hospital.75 Indeed he was scathing of such a proposal “on the grounds it would bring ridicule 

upon the Department".76  

 

The Hospital Committee responded by closing the District Hospital “owing to the failure of the 

government to promptly and adequately assert and promote the superiority of the claims of the 

public hospital over any form of private or semi public hospital”.77 However, not all subscribers 

to the District Hospital agreed with the closure including former members of the Hospital 

Committee.78 A Mount Isa Mines employee criticised the committee for not consulting 

subscribers concerning closure:  

The main reason that persuaded myself, in company with the majority of Mount 
Isa Mines employees who subscribe to the District Hospital, to give our 

support, was the fact that we thought we were to have a little say in its affairs. 

… Nothing could be more calculated to shake our faith in this hospital than to 
find that after subscribing to it for any period up to two years, we are now to be 

refused admission should we be taken ill.... 

 

He added the employees had “no other alternative than to go to the Mount Isa Mines 

hospital at a fee of three guineas a week” and concluded with the question: 

Can we be blamed for immediately withdrawing our support from the District 
Hospital, and giving it to the M.I.M. Hospital, which I might mention is far 

more modern as regards ventilation, conveniences, and general hygiene.79 

 

                                                             
72 B. Butler, Acting Secretary ALP Mount Isa Branch, to E.M. Hanlon, 16 October 1932, 32/8240 A/29531 QSA 
73 Fitzgerald, From 1915 to the Early 1980s, 90. 
74 Johnston, Call of the Land, 171. 
75 E.M. Hanlon to C. Moloney, 11 October 1932, telegram, enclosed 32/8240 A/2953, QSA. This was in reply to C. 
Moloney (Chairman, Mount Isa District Hospital) to J. Mullan [n.d., prior to 11 October 1932]. 
76 Memorandum to the Minister re: Mount Isa Hospital 20 September 1932, enclosed 32/6544, Home Secretary to 
Mullan, 5 October 1932 32/8044 A/29531, QSA. 
77 Butler to E.M. Hanlon, 15 October 1932 32/8240 A/29531 & Butler to Hanlon, 11 October 1932, telegram, 
32/88240 A/29531, QSA. 
78 NQR, 29 October 1932. This was organised by two respected ex-members of the committee, Mick Harte and Rev 
W.J. Hobson. 
79Anthony Roberts to editor, NQR, 22 October 1932. 
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It was during the closure of the District Hospital that over 80% of Mount Isa Mines employees 

became members of the Mines Hospital, many attracted by the Mount Isa Mines’ deferred 

payment plan.80 While the District Hospital did reopen, it operated under severe financial 

constraint.81  

 

The later issue of medical examinations, the company’s attempts to influence employee hospital 

subscriptions, and the Mines Hospital, were responsible for most industrial stoppages to the 

close of 1932. It was during this period that the Mount Isa Industrial Council was formed to 

represent the issues of all unions on the field. The Industrial Council’s representatives were 

prominent unionists who were also involved in the hospital issue, and included Nobby Clarke, 

who became secretary,82 and Brophy of the AWU.83 The Council demonstrated it could 

negotiate a more rapid return to work84 as well as bargain for terms of settlements that suited its 

unions’ members as well as Mount Isa Mines. Its formation coincided with negotiation of the 

Award in October 1932. 

 

The new Award made the employment of non-unionists or nonfinancial members unlawful85 

and was positively received by unionists. The days were numbered for award workers without 

financial union membership, union cards being systematically scrutinised by check inspectors 

about whom the comment was made that the “Yanks are tough men and … the Check Inspector 

will be required to be tough too.”86 While compulsory union membership of all award workers 

was considered an important step by all unionists, Clarrie Fallon, recently appointed State 

Secretary of the AWU, opposed preference for other unions in the “interests of industrial 

peace… [as] there has been friction and there will be more.”87 The AWU claim on preference 

was strengthened by its members occupying senior roles within the Queensland Central 

Executive of the Labor Party and the government’s Labor ministry.88  

 

All unions were concerned over the issue of eligibility for compensation for lead poisoning. 

Some were critical of Mount Isa Mines’ list of precautions which placed the responsibility for 

                                                             
80 CN, 13 November 1932; Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1933. 
81 NQR, 5 November 1932; B. Butler to E.M. Hanlon 1 November 1932, 32/8240 A/29531, QSA. 
82 Clarke was the first secretary and was still in that position in late 1933. NQR, 14 October 1933. 
83 Other representatives were from the AEU, Electrical Trades Union (ETU), and Amalgamated Society of Carpenters 
and Joiners (ASC&J). CN, 21 August 1932. 
84 The conference was organised by District Secretary Brennan and Branch Secretary, with Brophy informed by 
telegram. Industrial Magistrate Stanley Wilson had to travel from Cloncurry. CN, 21 August 1932.  
85 CN, 4 December 1932. 
86 CN, 6 November 1932.  
87 “Mt. Isa Mines,” NQR, 17 June 1933. 
88 Fitzgerald, From 1915 to the Early 1980s, 90-91. 
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plumbism through lack of personal hygiene squarely on employees, especially the warnings 

regarding rolling cigarettes and excessive alcohol. There were cynics, with one graffitist adding 

the following to one of the company’s lists: 

15. Get your tonsils out 
16. Get the hell out of Mount Isa.89 

 

While 85 employees received compensation between June and December 1931 and another 110 

during 1932,90 many unionists believed that this was unrepresentative of the true number 

affected.  

 

 

Plate 6.4 Inspection of the Mount Isa Mines Hospital, 1932. 
 From left to right: W. Mee (Superintendent), Dr. P. Rundle, Dr. Von De Borch, Matron Orbst, His Excellency, the 

Governor Sir Leslie Wilson, Julius Kruttschnitt (General Manager), Captain Wilmer (ADC), & A. McAskill 
(Engineer-in-Chief).  

North Queensland Register, 26 November 1932.  
Photograph courtesy of the John Oxley Library. 

 

Accusations were made that Dr Von der Borch was falsifying the number by failing to recognise 

medical certificates provided by Dr Pincus. On 16 October 1932, a meeting of all unions 

demanded an investigation into Mount Isa Mines’ lack of recognition of his medical 

examinations. The meeting also questioned the use of public funds to support the Mines 

Hospital and the impartiality of the company’s medical examination system. The power wielded 

by Mount Isa Mines management was also criticised. Brophy alleged that Mount Isa was no 

                                                             
89 CN, 13 November 1932. 
90 Annual Report of the Under Secretary for Mines for the Year 1933, Queensland Parliamentary Papers 2 (1934): 
156; Penrose, “Occupational lead poisoning,” 123. For the number of compensation claims for lead poisoning from 
Mount Isa for the period 1931-1938 see Queensland Parliamentary Papers 2 (1939): 399. 
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longer a free town. He called for a “resolute blow now at the company's semi-private hospital 

and their pernicious system of enforced medical examinations".91  

 

Meanwhile the newly-elected ALP Queensland state government under Premier Forgan-Smith 

appeared not to be as supportive of Mount Isa Mines as its predecessor. In late 1932, 

Kruttschnitt heard the rumour that attempts would be made to close the Mines Hospital. He 

expressed his alarm that the government would “thwart the constructive policy of a Company 

which is attempting to do as much if not more, for the comfort and welfare of its employees as 

any industry in the world.”92 The General Manager believed that Mount Isa Mines provided 

more for its employees than most international companies. Despite his protest, the government 

passed an amendment to Section 13 of the Hospitals Act Amendment Act on 18 December 1932 

disallowing contributions in cash or through wage deduction to fund the Mines Hospital. Yet 

Penrose argues that the legislation did not go far enough.93  

 

The Queensland Government’s forbearance towards Mount Isa Mines continued to rankle 

within the wider community. Butler, who was elected the Mount Isa councillor on the Cloncurry 

Shire Council, continued to criticise the company’s social programs. On the Esplanade in West 

Street with the Urquhart headframe as backdrop, he gave vent to the feeling of general 

dissatisfaction with the “Mines Community System” especially its effect on land values: 

[T]he creation of the Mines Community System after the land had been sold to 

residents of the township, had resulted in a depreciation of values, and the Mines 

people who had erected houses on Mining Leases, had an unfair advantage, over 
people who had spent in some cases all their capital in purchasing allotments, and 

erecting homes in Mount Isa.94  

 

He also criticised the very low land rates paid to the Shire Council by the company, the 

exclusive use of a section of the Camooweal-Urandangie Road, and the provision of public 

utilities such as the Commonwealth Government post office and the Isa Mines State School.  

 

Notwithstanding local feeling, the Isa Mines settlement was often part of official government 

visits. In early November 1932, the inspection tour of the Governor of Queensland, Sir Leslie 

Wilson, avoided the Townside but included the mines, the Isa Mines settlement and a public 

reception at the band rotunda.95 A guard of honour for the Governor’s entourage was provided 

                                                             
91 D. Brophy to W.T. Riordan, 17 October 1932, enclosed 32/8240 A/29531, QSA. 
92 J. Kruttschnitt to W. Forgan Smith, 28 October 1932, enclosed 32/8240 A/29531, QSA. 
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by students of the Isa Mines State School. While the school was a government institution, the 

names of the school houses, Kruttschnitt and Castle Stewart, reflected the company sponsorship, 

which had contributed to better facilities including a sporting oval and tennis court built with 

donations from Earl Castle Stewart, the London Director of the Board.96 Notwithstanding the 

influence of Mount Isa Mines, employees with school aged children found the Isa Mines School 

conveniently located as it was close to company housing.97 The Catholic Church was also quick 

to see the benefits of locating its school near the tent-houses and in close proximity to the town. 

At the opening of the church and convent in January 1932, Bishop McGuire extended his 

gratitude to Mount Isa Mines management for their cooperation.98  

 

*** 

 

Mount Isa Mines under ASARCO established separate departments for industrial relations, 

personnel management, community welfare and medical services. Criticism from businessmen 

and residents over the “Mines Community System” continued especially over government 

support given to Mount Isa Mines for housing and a state school. There were also protests from 

unionists over company non-recognition of medical examinations conducted by the doctor of 

the public hospital. A series of stop-work meetings successfully overturned the company’s 

attempt to relocate the temporary public hospital to the mining lease and to amalgamate 

company and district hospital services. Mount Isa Mines was forced to establish the Mines 

Hospital which initially operated through employee subscriptions until legislation was passed 

which made this practice illegal. 

 

The policy of employing a greater proportion of married employees was continued by 

ASARCO. While the building of new housing was curtailed owing to the need to allocate 

finance to bringing the mine into production, married workers with longer service were given 

priority for existing houses. To support employees with families, Mount Isa Mines successfully 

lobbied for schools located on or adjacent to the company’s leases and within close proximity of 

employee houses. ASARCO’s policy preferring married employees and families continued the 

strategy initiated by Urquhart which aimed to reduce labour turnover with a view to stabilising 

the workforce.

                                                             
96 Tansey to Director of Education, 16 March 1931 & Director of Education to Head Teacher, 28 March 1931, 
31/23050 EDU/A 1905, QSA; H.W Sainsbury, Principal, to Earl Castle Stewart, 17 May 1939, Urquhart Papers, 

6821.  
97 Isa Mines State School Statistical Return, EDU/Z 843, QSA. 
98 Notes for Golden Jubilee, St Joseph's Convent files. See also North-West Star, 29 July 1982. 
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Chapter 7. Government Enquiry,  

Closure and Depression  

1933-1938 

In early 1933, the Queensland Labor government announced the Enquiry into Lead Poisoning, 

which aimed at creating a uniform system for issuing medical certificates for compensation. 

When the lead price sharply dipped to the lowest price in history during the latter half of 1933, 

Mount Isa Mines closed the mine. While the mine reopened, the period to 1938 was marked by 

depressed economic conditions. With low metal prices, Mount Isa Mines could not commit to 

large-scale house building or amenities programs nor the continued operation of the Mines 

Hospital. While this was the lowest point of the social infrastructure program since the 

beginning of production, there were some small attempts to provide social facilities despite the 

Depression. As metal prices improved the company’s emphasis on providing social 

infrastructure for a stable workforce returned with improvements to accommodation to attract 

married men. 

*** 

The Mines Hospital, as indicated earlier, was a service of which the new American 

management was particularly proud. It included medical and surgical wards, and a modern 

operating theatre to treat accident cases which were “an obligation of the Company”.1 After the 

passage of Section 13 of the Hospitals Act Amendment Act, Mount Isa Mines continued to 

operate the institution as a private hospital. As Kruttschnitt explained:  

A high standard of Medical and Hospital service has been maintained for the 

Employees, who, until January, 1933, were contributing to the running expenses of the 

institution. An Amendment to the Hospitals Act was then enacted by Parliament, 

prohibiting the establishment or conduct of any Hospital supported wholly or partially 
by contributions in cash or through deductions from Employees’ wages. Since January, 

therefore, it has been necessary to operate the Company Hospital as a private concern. 

Minimum rates are charged Employees and members of their immediate families for 
services rendered. The operating deficit of the Hospital is greater under this plan than 

when the majority of Employees were contributing to the scheme.2 

 

For employees and their dependants, there was a “deferred system of payment” at minimum 

rates, which provided private hospital services to families including women and children. While 

many employees became private subscribers, there was dissatisfaction with Mount Isa Mines’ 

response to the changed legislation by ceasing to collect subscriptions for the Mount Isa 

Hospital through its pay windows. 

                                                             
1 McAskill, Development of the Mount Isa Project, 74. 
2 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1933. 
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Mount Isa Mines’ decision to retain the hospital in competition with the public hospital was 

deplored by Brophy of the AWU. At a mass meeting of unions held in February 1933, there was 

a pledge of support for the “people’s hospital”3 which had become a symbol of impartiality. 

Mount Isa Mines was also rumoured to be implicated in the Hospital Committee’s request for 

the resignation of its outspoken Medical Superintendent, on the pretext of his late return from 

leave. Pincus made it known that the action was “a fresh example of the hostility towards me of 

certain forces ever since the day I decided to stick by the Subscribers ... over two years ago.”4 

While the doctor was reinstated by a large meeting of subscribers,5 the mere inference of 

company interference fanned the rage of the local community and unions. 

 

Mount Isa Mines was also suspected of placing pressure on the AWU executive to transfer its 

popular but vocal local organiser out of Mount Isa. At Brophy’s farewell, Con Ryan described 

the mood and the lack of confidence in the AWU leadership: 

Rumours were current in the town ... about Mr. Brophy’s transference, and if he 

thought that a company or any other employer by using influence at union 

headquarters, were responsible for the removal of any man he would lose 
confidence with the union.6  

 

In a telegram to the AWU Secretary, the local ALP branch described the move as “detrimental 

to the interests of its members, and to the advantage of Mt. Isa Mines.”7 According to Palmer, 

Tim Lee, the new organiser, complied with AWU policy and was less involved in industrial 

health issues.8 

 

The major point of contention between the company and its employees and union was 

plumbism. Historian, Penrose, criticised the Labor Premier and his cabinet of delaying a 

full-scale investigation of the plumbism problem at Mount Isa Mines. With Forgan Smith 

and John Mullan, the Attorney General and member for Flinders,9 also members of the 

AWU, Penrose further claims that the AWU executive was complicit in this delay and in 

their support for the company: 

                                                             
3 NQR, 25 February 1933. Participants at the meeting held 12 February 1933 passed a motion that “all persons in 
employment to pay in person to the Secretary a sum of 2/- each fortnight as a contribution”. See also Butler to Mullan 
13 February 1933 & Butler to Hanlon, 14 February 1933, after 33/1167 A/29531, QSA.  
4 Pincus to Secretary Mount Isa District Hospital, 9 April 1933, enclosed 33/3023 A/29531, QSA. 
5 NQR, 15 April 1933; Brisbane Courier, 11 April 1933; A.J. Brady to E.M. Hanlon, 14 April 1933 & P. Tansey to 
Under Secretary Home Secretary's Department, 12 April 1933, enclosed 33/3023 A/29531, QSA. 
6 “Mount Isa Notes,” NQR, 4 March 1933. 
7 “Mount Isa,” NQR, 11 February 1933. 
8 Palmer, “ ‘Too many men on the scrap-heap’,” 63-64. 
9 Other former members of the AWU were: James Stopford (Minister for Mines); Jack Dash (Transport); and 
Maurice ‘Mossy’ Hynes (Labour and Industry). See Fitzgerald, From 1915 to the Early 1980s, 90. 
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The [AWU] officials shared Labor’s commitment to nurturing Mount Isa Mines – 
one of the few companies creating employment and expanding government 

revenue during the depression.10 

 

Management of Mount Isa Mines was aware that the faulty design of the lead smelter was the 

primary cause of plumbism, and appointed Charles Hilton as Smelter Superintendent from 

January 1933. The expert in smelting design, who had worked at Leadville in Colorado and East 

Helena in Montana, introduced much needed alterations to the smelter.11 Nonetheless 

compensation claims to May 1933 escalated to more than 200.12  

 

After Brophy’s departure and general dissatisfaction with the AWU executive, the Mount Isa 

Industrial Council became more active. It successfully prodded the government into action over 

the plumbism issue calling for a Royal Commission into compensation cases at Mount Isa 

Mines. The resolution passed by member trade unions in April 1933 read: 

That each union executive be written to giving notice of motion with a request 

that they act in consort to the appointment of a Royal Commission immediately 
on hospital matters, industrial diseases, and compensation claims at Mt. Isa: and 

failing a satisfactory reply from Cabinet, they immediately tender to Mt. Isa 

Mines Ltd., 14 days’ notice of a complete cessation of work by their members. 
In the event of not receiving a satisfactory reply by April 29th, this council meet 

on April 30th, to formulate a plan of campaign to bring about a complete 

cessation of work until their demands are satisfied.13 

 

This threat of strike action expedited the Enquiry into Lead Poisoning conducted by Dr Duhig, 

the Government Pathologist and the Insurance Commissioner, John A. Watson.  

 

The main terms of reference of the Enquiry were to confirm the main cause of plumbism and to 

create a uniform system for issuing medical certificates for compensation.14 When Duhig and 

Watson visited the District Hospital, they were handed a report by Butler, Secretary to the 

Hospital Committee, outlining the principal cause of discontent as being general “distrust” of 

company doctors: 

Firstly – a natural feeling of distrust in the employers’ medical officers, a feeling 
that Mt. Isa Mines, desiring a rebate on their insurance premiums, it was in their 

interest to disguise the fact of the prevalence of lead poisoning, the company’s 

hostile reception of medical certificates from doctors not employed by them.... 15 

 

                                                             
10 Penrose, “Occupational lead poisoning at Mount Isa Mines,” 124. 
11 Mimag, August 1952; K.H. Kennedy, “Hilton, Charles Rhoads (1889–1982),” Australian Dictionary of Biography 
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2007), 17: 535-536. 
12 Palmer, “Too many men on the scrap-heap’,” 64. 
13 NQR, 15 April 1933; Telegram, Mount Isa Industrial Council Resolution, 9 April 1933, enclosed 33/3023 A/29531, 

QSA. 
14 Watson & Duhig, “Reports of Enquiry into Lead Poisoning,” 170, 181. 
15 NQR, 3 June 1933. Mount Isa Notes, 30 May. 
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Butler’s main recommendation was that “medical men employed by Mt. Isa Mines Ltd. ... be 

not allowed to act as certifying medical officers for the purpose of the Workers’ Compensation 

Act.” He also cited other causes of discontent including the last minute clean-up undertaken by 

Mount Isa Mines prior to the visit and the continuing government support for the Mines 

Hospital.  

 

However Duhig was particularly impressed by the Mines Hospital, contrasting it with the 

District Hospital: 

The District Hospital, which had been responsible for the diagnosis and 

treatment of much plumbism, was not sufficiently equipped to provide him with 
information of any value. The Mines Hospital, on the other hand, appeared to 

indicate a high state of efficiency, and technical work in connection with lead 

poisoning was conducted with extreme care.16 

 

The Government Pathologist commented positively upon the methodical and impartial blood 

testing undertaken by the laboratory assistants.17 Duhig was especially critical of Mount Isa 

Mines employees suffering from a mild degree of lead poisoning who “caused so much trouble 

and dissension, since they are sometimes able to obtain a certificate of disability from one 

doctor though refused it by another.”18 The doctor who had issued the conflicting medical 

certificates was, of course, Pincus. 

 

Closely following on the heels of the Enquiry was the investigation by the Home Secretary, 

“Ned” Hanlon, into possible cost-saving to be applied to the financial operations of the district 

hospital. After a discussion with Mount Isa Mines, the Home Secretary floated the proposal that 

all hospital services in Mount Isa should be amalgamated.19 Pincus was quick to dismiss 

Hanlon’s idea as unworkable, describing it as similar to the “so-called amalgamation in 

essentials as suggested by Mr Mitke years ago”.20 The Queensland Government had again 

underestimated local opinion regarding hospital services.  

 

While the final report of the Enquiry into Lead Poisoning required Mount Isa Mines to meet 

international standards on dust emissions and ventilation, there was general disappointment over 

most of the recommendations. One of the most controversial was the adoption of Mount Isa 

Mines’ system of medical examinations by the newly established Lead Board. It was managed 

                                                             
16 Duhig, Medical Report, Watson & Duhig, “Reports of Enquiry into Lead Poisoning,” 14. 
17 Duhig, Medical Report, Watson & Duhig,“Reports of Enquiry into Lead Poisoning,” 24. 
18 Duhig, Medical Report, in Watson & Duhig, “Reports of Enquiry into Lead Poisoning,” 25. 
19 Assistant Under Secretary Home Secretary to Secretary Hospital, 31 July 1933 33/06260 A/29531, QSA. 
20 Pincus to Secretary, Mount Isa District Hospital, 9 April 1933, enclosed 33/3023 A/29531,QSA. See also Pincus to 
Hanlon, 11 June 1933 33/1167 A/29531, QSA.  
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by three qualified medical practitioners appointed respectively by the state government, Mount 

Isa Mines and unions.21 While Pincus was elected to represent Mount Isa Mines employees, he 

was kept in check by the other medical practitioners. The onus for lead poisoning prevention 

was placed squarely on the shoulders on individual workers, who were required by law to 

submit themselves for medical examinations from 1934.22 Penrose argues that this “did not 

necessarily reflect a lead-free workplace”.23 The response by some workers was to circulate a 

satirical leaflet Ye Isaminds Ooze with the headline “Eat More Lead”.  

 

Amid the controversy over the lead smelter which he had commissioned, Urquhart died in 

March 1933. In September, the decision was made to place Mount Isa Mines (New South 

Wales) into liquidation and to register the company in Queensland with the head office based in 

Brisbane.24 The reality was that the company was in a poor financial state with the price of lead 

the lowest on record. As Kruttschnitt reflected: 

... [W]hen I left London to come to Mount Isa the price of lead was £18 sterling 

a ton. When we started up in ‘31 by the time we had been operating for a year 

the price of lead went down to £9/10/0 a ton which was the lowest price in the 
history of the metal market... It stayed pretty low for two to three years.25 

 

To increase production and improve its financial situation, Mount Isa Mines unsuccessfully 

applied to the Industrial Court in September 1932 and early 1933 to retain the 48-hour week.26 

In an attempt to reduce costly disputes, Mount Isa Mines set up a Board of Appeal in 1932 

which granted: “[a]ny employee disciplined by way of dismissal, suspension or time limit lay-

off ... the privilege of appeal to this Board.”27 In late 1932, with the Industrial Court granting 

preference to financial unionists in recruitment and selection,28 industrial relations at Mount Isa 

Mines appeared to be improving. 

 

                                                             
21 Watson & Duhig, “Reports of Enquiry into Lead Poisoning,”191-192. 
22 For example the Lead Board concluded that workers’ hygiene contributed to the incidence of lead poisoning rather 
than the workplace. See Annual Report of the State Insurance Office for the year Ended, 30th June 1937, QPP 2 
(1937): 402; Annual Report of the State Insurance Office for the year Ended, 30th June 1939, QPP 2 (1939): 422. 
The Mines Inspector in 1935 reported that workers were not wearing respirators or washing before smoking 
cigarettes. Annual Report for the Under Secretary for Mines for the Year 1935, QPP 2 (1936): 171-2. See also 

Watson & Duhig, “Reports of Enquiry into Lead Poisoning,” 191-192. 
23 Penrose, “Occupational lead poisoning at Mount Isa Mines,” 134 
24 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report of the Directors, 30th June 1933, 7th May 1934. The need to create £500,000 of 
third debenture stock was also mentioned in this report. The company through which the stock was negotiated was 
the Pearl Assurance Company. For information in this paragraph, see Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 160-
164. 
25 Kruttschnitt, Interview. 
26 CN, 13 September 1931; Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 39; Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report of the Directors, 

30th June 1933, 7th May 1934. 
27 McAskill, Development of the Mount Isa Project, 70. 
28 CN, 4 December 1932. 
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Then on 27 October 1933, two experienced and long-term miners, William Hocking and L. Arthur 

Kerr, were dismissed for infringement of the blasting rules. The Disputes Committee of the 

Industrial Council decided that Mount Isa Mines had broken the agreement as to their right of 

appeal.29 A mass meeting of AWU workers decided on strike action.30 With no return to work, 

Mount Isa Mines shut down the entire plant. The company notice of 2 November indicated that low 

metal prices, operating losses and industrial stoppages contributed to the decision to suspend 

production.31 As Kruttschnitt later admitted, he needed a pretext to close the mine:  

Something had to be done because of the low metal prices and the low 

productivity and the constant interruption by the constant downing of tools. It 
upset the operation to such an extent that I asked the chairman of the company if 

I could just close it down for a while, let things cool off.32 

 

The seriousness of the company’s economic position was laid open. On his way to the Industrial 

Court hearing in Brisbane, Kruttschnitt described leaving the plant like “walking out of a 

morgue to come away with the plant idle.”33  

 

The shutdown had a devastating effect on workers, their families and the wider community. On 

receipt of termination notices and final pay, there were 1,400 people out of work including staff, 

with only a small number retained to provide security and ensure basic operation of power and 

water. The lucky ones were able to secure train tickets. 

To-day [5 November] the holiday pay and the two days’ pay due to the workers was 

paid and all the hotels are full and business goes along quite normally. To-morrow’s 
train will take away a big number and over 250 seats have been booked.34 

 

However with the supply of tickets to Townsville quickly exhausted, the AWU requested 

railway passes. This was refused.35 Without tickets and with train services between Mount Isa 

and Cloncurry reduced to two a week,36 many had to resort to “jumping the rattler”, cramming 

into empty coal trucks.37 All available cars and trucks also ferried unemployed workers to the 

coast.38 By mid-November 1933, the “town quickly commenced to have a deserted appearance 

as so many were leaving.”39  

 

                                                             
29 NQR, 4 November 1933. 
30 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 48-49. 
31 NQR, 4 November 1933. 
32 Kruttschnitt, Interview, 1-2. 
33 NQR, 25 November 1933. 
34 The last official work day was 5 November. NQR, 11 November 1933. 
35 NQR, 4, 18 November 1933. 
36 NQR, 4 November 1933. 
37 Monica O’Brien, Interview, 4 November 1983; Minnie Davis, Interview; Richardson, Interview; Saslawski, 

Interview; Gordon Evans, Interview. Mount Isa Social History Project, Interviews.  
38 NQR, 18 November 1933. 
39 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 49. 
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Plate 7.1 Crowd waiting for departure of train, 7 November 1933. 
North Queensland Register, 18 November 1933. 
Photograph courtesy of the John Oxley Library. 

 

Quentin Richardson had worked for Mount Isa Mines for less than a year when he lost his job. 

He remembered the event well: 

The first strike I can remember was 1933, when I was only been working there for 
nine months…. It started in the underground area and the company just put 

everybody off. Everybody was paid off and there was nothing to do in Mount Isa. 

Most people left and went away.40 
 

Some were “most unfortunate in-as-much as, after waiting for some considerable time for work, 

they were put off the day before the trouble occurred.”41 Some left temporarily. Melba 

Salawski’s father lost his job but returned to his recreational pursuit of playing in a band to support 

his family: “[H]e got his band together and they went from town to town.”42 Quentin Richardson 

and his father went to work on the family property.43 

 

There were some who chose to stay. Waitresses and others employed at the mess house were 

informed that they could still remain in their quarters.44 Max Kuhn stayed in the barracks, as 

power and water remained connected: 

Most of the miners and their wives left the place and I stayed on with a few others 
living in the dormitories. We had to feed ourselves. The mess was shut down and we 

stayed there until the strike was over.45 

 

                                                             
40 Richardson, Interview. 
41 NQR, 18 November 1933. 
42 Saslawski, Interview. 
43 Richardson, Interview. 
44 NQR, 11 November 1933. 
45 Max Kuhn, Interview. 



 

110 
 

Those who stayed had their meals at the hotels and cafes on the Townside. According to Jessie 

Marsh, as “no meals [were] served so everyone of them would have to come over to town for 

meals and mother’s cafe was just eaten out.”46 While the hotels initially did a roaring trade, the 

“gloom in the town deepened” when both hotels ran out of beer.47  

 

Other town businesses closed.48 Parker commented that many local businessmen “went broke” 

because they were owed money.49 One such businessman was storekeeper, Joseph Ely, who 

Saslawski described as generous with credit.  

I think the strike in 1933 … ruined him. He was always that kind of man to give 

credit to people…. A lot of people left town over that strike owing money and never 
came back and never sent the money back. Without money you can’t buy goods to 

sell. That poor old fellow he lost his business and everything.50  

 

According to Lillian Tutton, the town suffered in the longer term: “It was a sad town for a couple 

of years to get on its feet again.”51 With the exodus from Mount Isa, subscriptions to the District 

Hospital ceased and forced its closure. On 13 November 1933, a telegram from the Home 

Secretary’s Office dispensed with the Hospital Committee, Pincus being placed in charge until 

the arrival of an administrator.52 In a proclamation later that month the government publicised 

its intention to take over the hospital. 53 From then on it was part of the public hospital system of 

Queensland.  

 

Negotiations between Mount Isa Mines and union representatives were prolonged. Facing the 

Industrial Court, Fallon argued that a reduction in wages would “submit the workers to semi-

starvation.”54 News that the mine was reopening was met with relief and apprehension about 

Mount Isa Mines’ future, as Richardson explained: 

Most people felt it [Mount Isa Mines] wouldn’t go ahead because they were only 

mining lead and silver in those days and the metal market was very low and they 

weren’t making profit. When they started work after that strike they went back with a 
grant from the Queensland Government to keep going and all the wages were 

reduced. That’s when the Mount Isa Mines Consolidated Award came in that 

beginning of 1934 when they got back to work. 55 
 

                                                             
46 Marsh, Interview. 
47 NQR, 18 November 1933. 
48 NQR, 11, 18 November 1933. 
49 Parker, Interview. 
50 Saslawski, Interview. 
51 Tutton, Interview. 
52 NQR, 25 November 1933.  
53 F.M. Staubwasser to Home Secretary, 29 December 1933, 34/00916 A/29532, QSA. 
54 “Mount Isa Award,” NQR 23 December 1933. 
55 Richardson, Interview. 
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Employees returned to the new Mount Isa Mines Consolidated Award.56 

 

As White maintained, the “1933 lockout sent a clear message that MIM intended to control its 

workforce.”57 Mount Isa Mines was also in a better financial situation. The company won a 

wage reduction of 7/- a week and a safeguard clause within the award that made annual holidays 

dependent upon continuous service.58 The Queensland Government also granted railway freight 

concessions amounting to £55,000 per annum.59 The mine re-opened in January 1934.60 

Reflecting on the 1933 closure, Kruttschnitt admitted: “I brought that on myself.... And for 10 

years later ... we had no industrial troubles at all.”61  

 

In an attempt to improve community spirit, Mount Isa Mines in 1934 formalised its series of 

festive holiday events into the “Christmas Tree”. The event was held at the Band Rotunda with 

sweets, drinks and a gift for every child in Mount Isa, from the babies to the ten year olds.62 In 

1935, the company created the Mines Recreation Area administered by a Board of Trustees, 

with the main aim “to provide healthy recreational facilities for all members of the 

community.”63 It was also part of the ASARCO philosophy to sponsor sport and clubs. 

Kruttschnitt and Vic Mann, the Mine Superintendent, were patron and president of the Black 

Stars Rugby League Club, as well as being active members of the Mount Isa Citizens' Golf 

Club. The company also provided trophies and small grants to sports. However social 

infrastructure during the 1930s was “constrained by a severely restricted welfare budget”.64  

 

                                                             
56 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 50; NQR, 10 March 1934. 
57 White, “Corporate Order,” 152. 
58 “Mount Isa Award,” NQR, 23 December 1933. 
59 “Mt. Isa Mines,” NQR, 16 September 1933; “Aid to Mount Isa,” NQR, 23 December 1933. 
60 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 49-50. See also Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 156. 
61 Kruttschnitt, Interview. 
62 Mimag, November-December 1949. 
63 Mimag, August 1951. 
64 Menghetti, Mount Isa: A Town Like Alice? 23. 
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Plate 7.2 Tent-houses rented for 8/6 a week during the 1930s. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

To bridge the housing gap for families, modifications were made to the design of the early 

framed tents to make them semi-permanent and more affordable to construct. The blue-print for 

the improved tent-house was attributed to Kruttschnitt.65 A corrugated iron canopy roof and a 

timber-framed structure on stumps were distinguishing features of the design. Costing £85 to 

build, the structures were connected to electricity and water but initially with shared toilets and 

bathrooms:  

These [tent-houses] consist of a wooden framework and floor, galvanized iron from the 
floor up the walls to a height of about three feet, and the rest of the walls gauzed. Over 

the rafters, and down the walls to the galvanized iron a specially made tarpaulin is 

placed. This can be rolled up in the hot weather. Above all, is a galvanized iron roof, 

about a foot or so above the tarpaulin on top. These tents contain three rooms and a 
stove recess. Electric light and water are provided free, and there are community 

lavatories and bathrooms. Rent is 7/6 a week.66 

 

The Cloncurry Shire Council’s decision to enforce the principle of one sanitary convenience per 

house in the town in 1938 ensured the popularity of tent-houses among low wage employees “as 

the services provided by the company reduced the nominal rental of 8s.6d. per week to less than 

                                                             
65 Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 151; Menghetti, Mount Isa: A Town Like Alice?, 23. 
66 Mount Isa Mines, Community Department, typescript. 
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1s. 0d. The rental entitles the occupiers to free electric light and water and sanitary services”67 

Indeed, the low rental of all company housing continued to appeal.68  

 

However sub-standard and makeshift accommodation also existed on the mineral leases, most 

of it located between the railway line and the Leichhardt River.69 The Mining Warden 

investigated this area and discovered sixty-four "fairly substantial buildings" which were all 

occupied by Mount Isa Mines employees, with 1/- per week being deducted from their wages.70 

The Mines Department found that the leases were still governed by the 1928 proclamation 

reserving the land for railway purposes with occupation of the land only permissible by the 

Minister.71 As far as the Department of Mines was concerned, the erection of any building on 

the mineral leases by a mining company was an approved purpose.72 Any criticism of the 

standard of construction of accommodation necessitated a direct comparison with the average 

standard on the Townside. 

 

Teacher C.H. Christiansen estimated in 1935 that 50% of the dwellings in the town were merely 

"a conglomeration of boughs, bags, and iron from various kinds of drums."73 According to 

Christiansen the leading boarding house where sixty men lived was a straggle of assorted 

structures, some of galvanized iron, another of hessian bag and iron, and a small iron hut with 

one door and a shutter. He inspected the small iron hut and found it “a furnace” with a stretcher, 

small table, wash basin and recycled petrol tin to hold water. The bathing facility was a bucket 

shower suspended from a tree, the only privacy being a few scraps of iron. Christiansen 

probably envied some of his counterparts at Isa Mines, the preferred school for teachers, who 

were accommodated in company housing paying nominal rents.74 While the school offered 

secondary level education, families were reluctant to move to the mining town because of the 

housing shortage. 

 

                                                             
67 Mining Registrar to Warden (Cloncurry), 29 June 1939, 39/1018 A/8465, QSA. 
68 Forty-five houses of varying sizes were rented from between 17/6 to 25/- per week. In addition, there were 90 one 
to three bedroom high-set cottages, which were rented for 10/6 to 17/6 weekly. Dormitory type accommodation with 
communal amenities cost 12/- per week. Residents in the steel huts and tent-houses paid 7/6 a week. Rental of a fully 

furnished bedroom in the Staff Quarters was 6/6 a week, with 32/6 for meals. Fully furnished rooms in the 
dormitories cost 5/- per week rent and 28/6 for the mess. 2/6 was paid for barracks accommodation where only bunks 
were supplied. Meals at the mess cost 28/-. See History and Description of Mt Isa Community, typescript, [1935]. 
Mount Isa City Council Library. 
69 M. O’Callaghan to Under Secretary for Mines, 9 September 1935 35/1882(32) A/8465, QSA 
70 Warden to Under Secretary Mines, 1 October 1935, 35/1882 (335) A/8466, QSA. 
71 Department of Mines, note 3 December 1935, 35/1882(361) A/8466, QSA. 
72 Under Secretary for Mines to Mullan, 31 August 1939, 39/1018D(5588) A/8430, QSA. 
73 C.H. Christiansen to Director of Education, 19 November 1935 35/53586 EDU/Z 1905, QSA.  
74 One instance was documented in 1939 which indicated that there was precedence for the practice. H.W Sainsbury, 
Principal, to Earl Castle Stewart, 17 May 1939, Urquhart Papers, 6821. 
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Mount Isa Mines was aware that company housing for married workers was inadequate, and 

which management identified as the main cause for the extremely high labour turnover of 80% 

during 1935. The company considered further family accommodation to remedy the situation: 

At times it has been difficult to secure competent mechanical tradesmen for the 
reason that married accommodations are not available and it now appears that 

the construction of more workmen's family quarters is imperative.75 

 

Fearing a further drift of ratepayers from the Townside needed to pay off government loans, 

Clerk Mike O'Callaghan for the Cloncurry Shire Council complained to the Under Secretary for 

Mines: "[i]t will result in very few ratepayers being left on the town side to pay the burden of 

interest and redemption on loans which have been borrowed from the Government for the 

purpose of the establishment of the town."76 Members of the Council also argued that “if the 

Mount Isa Mines management is desirous of constructing new cottages, there are plenty of the 

surveyed allotments on the town side available for the purpose”.77  

 

After seeking legal advice, the Cloncurry Shire Council discovered that under the Local 

Authorities Acts 1902-1932, it had the right to rate each building at Isa Mines as a separate 

tenement. Mount Isa Mines was advised that the dormitories and staff quarters were boarding 

houses under the by-laws and from December 1937, the company paid the council rates and 

charges for all its residences.78 This did not deter Mount Isa Mines from building further houses 

for married employees and the impact was reflected in labour turnover statistics. During the 

twelve months to June 1937, Hilton was pleased to announce that married employees made up 

43.97% of the workforce and turnover was lowered to 47%.79 A year later the percentage of 

married employees was 44.9% and turnover 41%. Contributing to these figures was 

"considerable number ... of privately owned houses built in the township".80  

 

During the mid-1930s, Mount Isa Mines moved from mining carbonates to sulphides. As 

Kruttschnitt explained: 

Oxidised ores were mined and smelted until 1935 when their exhaustion forced a 
change over to unaltered sulphide ores from the deeper sections of the mine. The 

milling and smelting plants were suitably modified and expanded and a plan for 

                                                             
75 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1935. 
76 M. O'Callaghan to Under Secretary for Mines, 9 September 1935, 55/1882 (32) A/8465, QSA. 
77 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes, 15 August 1935. 
78 For the debate over company housing 1935-1938, see Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 15 August, 22 October 

1935, 19 May, 18 August, 20 October 1936, 26 October 1937, and 26 April, 24 May 1938. 
79 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1937. 
80 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1938. 



 

115 
 

the recovery of zinc concentrates was added to the milling equipment and 
commenced production in late 1935.81 

 

Unfortunately the lead content in the sulphide zone was much lower than geologists estimated, 

this being reflected in the balance sheets. Interest and redemption also had to be paid, with the 

mine not yet proving itself to shareholders. According to Blainey, the mine was being worked 

for the debenture holders and not shareholders.82  

 

 
 

Plate 7.3 Aerial photograph of Mount Isa Mines, 1935. 
Note tent-houses either side of railway line and make-shift huts along the Leichhardt River in lower right of view. 

Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 
 

During the years 1936-1937, the financial situation briefly improved both for Mount Isa Mines 

and its employees. In October 1936 the lead price was £18 per ton. Soon afterwards, the price 

began a sensational climb to a peak of £36/7/6 in March 1937 with Mount Isa Mines making its 

first small profit. To employees, the Industrial Court granted a lead bonus of 6d a shift to a 

maximum of 6/- which was designed along the lines of the Broken Hill bonus, payable when the 

                                                             
81J. Kruttschnitt, Mount Isa Mines Limited, draft article enclosed J. Kruttschnitt to W.S Robinson, 23 January 1951, 
TL 24.6, Mount Isa City Council Library. 
82 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 183. See also Chaput & Kennedy, man from ASARCO,180, 182. 
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lead price reached £16 sterling.83 Although the lead price reached £14 in June 1938, it did not 

reach the agreed starting point. During this glimmer of slight prosperity Kruttschnitt was 

appointed Chairman of Directors, with Hilton taking on the responsibilities of Manager in 1937 

and General Manager in 1938.84 However the glimmer of prosperity quickly faded. 

 

 

Plate 7.4 Funeral of Mikael Ojala, 30 June 1936. 
 Mines Hospital in background.  

Photographer Y. Korpela.  
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

Nevertheless Mount Isa was a major employer at a time of depression. Attracted by the prospect 

of work were immigrants from Europe including experienced miners, many of whom provided 

social programs of their own. The Mount Isa Finnish Tribal Association, Mount Isan Suomi-

Seura, was formed to cater for the needs of local Finns, Estonians, Lapps, Magyars and 

Scandinavians.85 The Finnish Association financially contributed to the relief for families of 

accident victims and provided assistance with burials.86 It was also during this period that 

Mount Isa Mines employees became involved in setting up their own schemes to assist 

colleagues who were sick or injured, including the Mount Isa Lead and Accident Club to 

financially assist members during lost time through sickness or accidents.87 

                                                             
83 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June1938; Telegraph, 3 December 1937. 
84 Mimag, August 1952. 
85 S. McCafferty, Cloncurry 1907 - 1967, Mount Isa 1932 – 1967 (Mount Isa: n.p., n.d.), 19. 
86  NQR, 11 June 1938. 
87 Mimag, September 1951. During 1941 the club was registered under the Friendly Societies Act and changed its 
name to the Mount Isa Benefit Society.  
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Conflict over hospital services was in the final stage of resolution, Minister Hanlon revisiting 

Mount Isa to officially open the new public hospital complex in June 1936. During the same 

year the Queensland Government passed the Hospitals Act which tightened government control 

over hospital boards.88 While infrequent, controversy sometimes still flared between the two 

institutions. The donation of an X-ray machine by the Queensland Cancer Trust to the Mines 

Hospital was described by Pincus as “absurd”89 with another unit supplied to the district 

hospital. However in the depressed financial situation, Mount Isa Mines struggled to maintain 

the Mines Hospital. In June 1938, Hilton informed the Home Secretary's Department that owing 

to the poor state of the metal market it was “necessary for this company to effect every possible 

economy".90 There was even a rumour that the hospital might be taken over by the government, 

about which George Fisher later commented:  

… when the company employed 1000 people, it was asked by the Queensland 

Government to close down its own hospital, which catered for 20 in-patients…. 

At the time there about four and a half thousand people in the town.91 
 

The company hospital finally closed its doors to inpatients from 1 October 1938.  

 

However Hilton hesitated to throw an increased workload of 700 outpatients a month on the 

solitary Medical Officer at the public hospital. Dr. E.J. Ryan, Medical Superintendent at the 

Mines, became the part-time Medical Officer with the Mount Isa Hospital, treating outpatients 

on a fee basis at the Mines.92 He also conducted medical examinations through the Lead Board, 

supervised first aid provision and attended casualties, and advised on health and sanitation for 

the company. Mount Isa Mines offered to pay for all blood smears, chest X-rays, silicosis and 

typhoid tests, and water analyses. Hilton proposed that a weekly contribution to the public 

hospital, collected through payroll deductions, should be a condition of employment. The 

Combined Unions' Medical Committee was in accord, its only concerns being the 

comprehensiveness of the benefits available under the new contribution scheme and the ability 

                                                             
88 J. Bell, "Queensland's Public Hospital System: Some Aspects of Finance and Control," Australian Journal of 
Public Administration 27 (1) 1968: 47. 
89 Pincus to Assistant Under Secretary, Home Secretary's Department, 14 January 1935, 34/6568, Shiels to Insurance 
Commission, n.d. [c. 6 February 1935] enclosed 35/1260, G.M. Colledge to Acting Under Secretary Home 
Secretary's Department, 9 August 1935, after 35/7242, Pincus to Acting Under Secretary, Home Secretary's 
Department, 17 July 1935, 35/7242, Pincus to Chuter, 30 September 1935, enclosed 35/7242, all A/29533, QSA. 
90 C.R. Hilton to Chuter, 17 June 1938, enclosed 38/2156 A/29533, QSA. 
91 Mount Isa Mail, 22 September 1954. 
92 Chuter to E.J. Ryan, 1 October 1938, & N. Ambrose, Acting Manger, Mount Isa Hospital to Under Secretary, 
Department of Health and Home Affairs, 5 October 1938, enclosed 38/2156, all A/2933, QSA. 
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of the public hospital to cope with the increased work load.93 The unions were adamant that the 

district hospital committee system should not be resurrected.  

 

The Mount Isa Hospital District was officially proclaimed early in 1939.94 It was managed by a 

board, not the hospital committee system. The hospital was responsible for all medical and 

hospital services in the community, and with the improvements it could be fairly described as 

"one of the best equipped" in Queensland.95 In consequence, the company hospital ceased to 

treat outpatients, Hilton reporting that: 

Medical and hospital requirements are now adequately and efficiently provided 

by the District [public] Hospital on a contributory plan which is available to all 
residents of the district.96  

 

The Mines Hospital was finally closed.  

*** 

 

Depressed economic conditions, and the lowest lead price in history, led not only the shutdown 

of the mine in 1933 but also the closure of the Mines Hospital at the end of the decade. The 

Mount Isa District Hospital gradually took over the medical and surgical responsibilities of the 

company hospital with the independent Lead Board conducting medical examinations using the 

procedures formulated by Mount Isa Mines. While unions found the latter decision 

disappointing, they agreed to have subscriptions to the public hospital becoming a condition of 

employment under the Award. The closure of the Mines hospital ended one of the most 

controversial social infrastructure programs provided by the company, one which was 

interpreted widely as an attempt to control employees. 

 

During this period, company recreational and sporting amenities and events were limited to the 

creation of the Mines Recreational Area and the annual Christmas Tree event and both had a 

strong impact upon the wider community. Large-scale building was curtailed, with the 

affordable and simple improved tent-house design becoming the iconic symbol of working and 

living in Mount Isa during the 1930s. While Mount Isa Mines was required to pay rates on its 

houses and barracks, which aided the community at large by better supporting the Shire 

                                                             
93 For correspondence on the closure of the Mines Hospital see N.H. Merrington to Under Secretary Home 
Secretary's office, 27 February 1938, 38/2156, & C.R. Hilton to Chuter, 17 June 1938, F. Hogg, Honorary Secretary, 
Combined Unions' Medical Committee, to J. Mullan, 17 July 1938, N. Ambrose, Acting Manager, Mount Isa 
Hospital, 17 July 1938, Hilton to Chuter, 22 July 1938, N. Smith to Under Secretary Health and Home Affairs, 28 
September 1935, all enclosed 38/2156, A/29533, QSA. 
94 Kruttschnitt to Hanlon, 15 November 1938, enclosed 38/2156 and Hilton to Chuter, 28 November 1938, enclosed 

38/2156, A/29533, QSA; Cloncurry Advocate (hereafter CA), 21 July 1939. 
95 CA, 21 July 1939. 
96 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June1939. 
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Council, it continued its housing policy to attract married employees in order to reduce skilled 

employee turnover. Statistics revealed that the married component of the workforce stood at 

almost 50% by the end of the decade. This renewed emphasis on retaining married employees 

would dominate the social infrastructure programs in the following decades, despite the 

disturbances caused by World War II. 
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Chapter 8. Manpower, Military  

and Copper Matte 

1939-1946 

 

Mount Isa Mines continued its housing program during the early years of the war, but this was 

halted in 1942, in line with the rest of the country when resources were devoted to the war 

effort. During 1942-1943, company buildings were used for military purposes, including the 

former Mines Hospital which reopened as a military hospital. There were also large American 

camps; the main role of the soldiers was to transport supplies from Mount Isa to the Northern 

Territory. The Australian Military Force (AMF) occupied buildings near the Base Supply 

Depot. As part of the war effort, the company was required to convert to copper production. 

Throughout the war years, Mount Isa Mines, like many Australian employers, struggled with 

manpower issues. 

*** 

The remote war in Europe soon began to affect Mount Isa, the invasion of Finland by Russia 

bringing the war closer to home. The Finnish community involved itself in enthusiastic fund-

raising, not only for war torn Finland but also for Australians at war.1 Significant amounts were 

also raised for the Australian Red Cross, and the Australian Comforts Fund.2 One dance alone 

raised £43, the Finns being praised for their organisational and dancing skills: 

There was an overflow attendance during last week when the Finnish colony 

staged a highly interesting and attractive dance, and as usual when the Finns 

handle any function it is always 100 per cent successful. They have always been 
ready to stand by anybody and help with social functions or by ready cost and in 

this country which they have adopted as home, they take much interest…. There 

were about 350 present and the dance went with a swing from gong to gong and 

there was not an idle moment.  
 

It was considered “very pleasing to see the people rally around the movement organised by the 

Finns for such a laudable project.” 3 

 

The Louise Mitchell Club, established by Marie Kruttschnitt in 1939 as an amenity for women, 

also organised fund raising functions and activities for women in the former Mines Hospital 

                                                             
1 The amount of £843 was raised for the Finland’s Relief Fund by early January 1940. Bank of New South Wales, 
Mount Isa Branch. Deposit stub, 8 January 1940. Finnish Association Papers.  
2Letters of thanks for donations were received from Australian Red Cross, 28 August 1940; Delia Haney, Secretary 

Australian Comforts Funds, 6 June 1941; F.S Blott, Australian Red Cross, 8 March 1941 & 8 September 1941. 
Finnish Association Papers.  
3CA, 12 January 1940. 
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known as Hilton Hall.4 Both the Louise Mitchell Club and the Country Women’s Association 

were shocked by Marie Kruttschnitt’s sudden death in September 1940. This had a profound 

impact on the community, as Helen Browne recalled: 

… when she [Marie Kruttschnitt] died – so early in life, and so suddenly – it was 
like a bright light going out… All who could be spared from the mineside and the 

townside followed her to the Catholic Church, from where ‘J.K.’ took her to the 

States to be buried.5 

 

For Julius Kruttshnitt, the death of his wife further contributed to the uncertainty and turbulence 

of the war period. 

 

In 1939, the first ordinary meeting of the Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy was 

held in Mount Isa in 1939 and hosted by the company.6 This achievement in Australian mining 

was overshadowed by the unfavourable fixing of the lead price. Kruttschnitt recollected: 

… prices for metals were fixed by the Metal Controller of the British 
Government with the result that the lead price was pegged at £15/1/3 sterling per 

ton f.o.b. Australian ports. This price was not as favourable to Mount Isa as to 

richer, lead-zinc mines of Canada, Burma and New South Wales ….7 
 

During the war, Mount Isa Mines lost most of its markets, with the main metal buyer, the 

British Government, having other mines within its Empire which could be tapped more easily.8 

While the British Ministry of Supply found a market for zinc, one of the buyers was Japan 

which in September 1940 allied herself with Germany and Italy in a Tripartite Pact.9 A political 

controversy erupted when it was revealed that Senator Hattil “Harry” Foll, a member of the War 

Cabinet, was also a director of Mount Isa Mines.10 In May 1941 Foll was publicly criticised by 

his Senate colleague, T.W.C. Crawford, for allowing his company to profit by selling war 

materials to an enemy country. While it was the British Ministry’s decision to sell to Japan, the 

Japanese occupation of French Indochina increased alarm within Australia. Crawford forced 

Foll’s resignation from the Mount Isa Mines board in July 1941.11  

 

The war also brought industrial problems in its wake. In April 1940, the Industrial Court 

declared the Lead Bonus Clause inoperative, which caused considerable discontent among 

                                                             
4 The Club was formed with the donation of £200 from Louise Mitchell, the wife of Dean Mitchell, Director of the 
Mining Trust. Marie P. Kruttschnitt to Castle Stewart, 9 June 1940, Urquhart Papers, 6876. 
5 Helen Browne quoted in Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 186. 
6 Mimag, September 1952. 
7 J. Kruttschnitt, A Brief History of Mount Isa Mines’ Financial Structure: Its Trials and Tribulations, Supplement to 
the Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy Bulletin (November 1952):13. 
8 Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 185. It was not until October 1941 that Britain consented to buy Mount 
Isa's lead for a twelve month period. Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 181. 
9 Stewart Ross, Second World War: Causes and Consequences, (London: Evans Brothers 1995), 17.  
10 Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 187-8. 
11 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 180-181.  
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AWU members.12 When the company attempted to lower contract rates to save costs, the AWU 

reacted by taking the matter to the Industrial Court which ruled in favour of contract miners.13 

However there were clearly other factors causing discontent, among them the housing shortage 

caused by the Depression slowdown of the company’s social infrastructure program. At the 

beginning of the war, the rate of labour turnover was a high 48%. Hilton pinpointed the housing 

shortfall for married employees as the main contributing factor, remarking that the “shortage on 

the field of suitable housing accommodation for married employees has continued to be an 

important factor in our problem of securing and retaining the services of competent and efficient 

tradesmen.”14 Possible solutions to the housing problem came from state and local governments. 

 

Early in 1939, Member of Parliament, John Mullan, proposed an experimental co-operative 

housing scheme for Townside, but this was rejected. In its place, the Cloncurry Shire Council 

proposed a program for 40 to 50 houses on the condition that Mount Isa Mines discontinued its 

building program. Hilton enthusiastically agreed, offering to advance money or building 

material to the value of £150 per employee and provided the council with a blueprint of the 

proposed cottage design. Norm Smith, the Mount Isa councillor on the Cloncurry Shire Council, 

also commended the scheme “as it would give the business people on the town side every 

security.”15 

 

Mount Isa Mines also attempted to stem labour turnover among married employees by 

improving amenities for families. The most ambitious was the company’s offer to the Cloncurry 

Shire Council to finance a swimming pool within the company’s recreation area. While the 

company proposal had the support of the Mount Isa Chamber of Commerce, the ALP branch 

opposed the proposal, principally its location. A public meeting was convened to debate the 

issue, with the council rejecting the company’s offer in favour of its site on the Esplanade 

within the town of Mount Isa.16 However “the difficult financial position of the Council” during 

wartime, was laid open, the plans for the pool were brought to a halt and the proposed housing 

scheme “temporarily deferred”.17  

 

                                                             
12 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report and Accounts to be presented at the Eighteenth Annual general Meeting 14th 
January 1941; Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 88-89. 
13 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 88-89; Sergeant, Mount Isa, to Sub-Inspector, Cloncurry, 11, 26 November 
1940, A/64282 QSA. 
14 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for theYear Ended 30th June 1939. 
15 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes of Monthly Meeting, 19 June 1939 in CA, 23 June 1939.  
16 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 21 May, 11 June, 16 July, 27 August 1940.  
17 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 27 August 1940. For further discussion over the swimming pool see Cloncurry 
Shire Council, Minutes 15 October 1940, 17 December 1940, 3 August 1943. 
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With the postponement of the town housing scheme, Mount Isa Mines continued to build houses 

for its married employees who during 1940 and 1941 were between 51% and 56.5% of the 

workforce.18 It was clear that management wanted to retain the higher ratio of married to single 

employees even in war-time. From 1 July 1939 to 30 June 1942, fifty-three dwellings for 

married employees were built, two-thirds of which were either tent-houses or corrugated iron 

cottages of “a new type.” Both designs were cheap and easy to build with materials and labour 

shortages. However the twenty-three houses built during the 1940 financial year did not meet 

demand with Mount Isa Mines deciding to advance building materials to “approved employees, 

holders of homestead leases, on easy payment terms.”19  

 

Meanwhile the company’s Community Store continued to operate, with the company 

successfully lobbying the Railways Department and the Committee of Fruit Direction to add a 

refrigerated truck to the rail service.20 Emphasised was “the supply of dependable merchandise 

at fair prices”.21 While there were food shortages elsewhere, fresh fruit and vegetables were 

available at the store and meat from the company’s Butcher Shop.22 This was undertaken despite 

the “abnormal conditions” of wartime,23 the Permanent Mess and Clubhouse also remaining 

open. Even so Mount Isa Mines could not prevent workers leaving to join the military services.  

 

In 1940, the Minister for State of Defence Coordination drew up a List of Reserved Occupations 

to Ensure Manpower for Reserved Industries. The list was not mandatory and did not stop 

skilled miners from leaving and enlisting in military services.24 Most employees of Mount Isa 

Mines who left during the early years of the war were skilled tradesmen, the Royal Australian 

Air Force carrying out a successful recruitment drive during 1940.25 When the RAAF recruiting 

train came to the town, a significant number of company employees signed up, one of them 

being Quentin Richardson. His supervisor in the Accounts Department, A.P. Beard, “never stood 

in our way and he said we were doing the right thing.”26 Female employees also enlisted, Jean 

Beveridge joining the Australian Women’s Army Service.27  

                                                             
18 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th Jun 1941. 
19 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June 1940. 
20 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June 1942; Kruttschnitt, Interview. See also CA, 
11 February 1939. 
21 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June 1940. 
22 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June 1943. 
23 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June 1942. 
24 Paul Hasluck, The Government and the People 1942–1945 (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1970): 282; D.P. 
Mellor, The Role of Science and Industry (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1958), 191. 
25 These recruitment drives were held 11, 25 June, 3 July 1940. Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 16 July 1940. 
26 Richardson, Interview. 
27 L. Connors, L. Finch, K. Saunders, K. Taylor, Australia’s Frontline: Remembering the 1939-45 War (St Lucia, 
Qld: University of Queensland Press, 1992), 34. 
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The departure of skilled employees placed great strains on those who remained, with 

Kruttschnitt reporting in late 1941 that engineers in the powerhouse were forced to work seven 

days a week because there was no relief.28 From July 1941, there was also a shortage of 

unskilled labour: 

Whilst for sometime past there has been an acute shortage of tradesmen our 

problems in regard to unskilled labour have not been serious until about July last 
when we began to experience a shortage of suitable labour....29 

 

To manage the altered employment situation, Mount Isa Mines consolidated all industrial, 

employment and personnel matters under one department headed by the Industrial Officer Col 

Gray, which included the Community Department responsible for accommodation.30 A concern 

for Gray was the industrial tensions created within the workforce now polarised by the changing 

alliances of war. 

 

In 1940, AWU members criticised Mount Isa Mines for continuing to employ “foreigners”: 

In July of that year [1940], there was a wave of propaganda against the 

employment of foreigners, being specially aimed against those foreigners who 
were with the opposing nations in the World War. However, figures were 

produced to show that there were 85% British employed in the Mines, as 

compared with 78% in 1936.31 

 

These were difficult times for Finnish miners and their families as the war in Europe unfolded. 

To talk about matters of concern, Yrjö Korpela joined a discussion circle: 

The war time discussion circle … gathered usually on Sunday afternoons by turns 

in different Finnish home[s]. – It was agreed beforehand who will present a 

subject for discussion…. Once we talked about: “What was the cause for your 
emigration? The next time perhaps: “What is the factor which gets you to think to 

return back to Finland?”32 

 

Many Finnish miners were experienced hard rock miners, some having arrived in Mount 

Isa during the late 1920s and 1930s. 

 

Meanwhile with the loss of its lead markets, Mount Isa Mines investigated the possibility of 

copper production. Geologists over the years had located copper ore though the extent of the 

metal remained unknown. To be cost-effective, any development had to be adjacent to existing 

                                                             
28 Kruttschnitt to Under Secretary for Mines, 17 December 1941, 42/322 A/8362 QSA. 
29 R.D. Coombes, Secretary, Mount Isa Mines, to Under Secretary Mines Department, 16 December 1941, 42/322 
A/8362 QSA. 
30 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June 1941. The Industrial Officer in 1941 was 

C.G. Gray, who was followed by Stuart Tuck in 1943. The Community Officer was Don Urquhart. 
31 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 88-89. 
32 Yrjö Korpela to Armas Koskinen, 20 February 1985. Armas Koskinen, Adelaide. 



 

125 
 

shafts and levels as Mount Isa Mines’ development capital was significantly reduced by the 

unmarketability of lead bullion and the low demand for zinc. Fortuitously, initial drilling located 

a patch of copper ore near the existing 8 level of the Black Star in 1940, which encouraged 

further exploration. By August 1941, ore of “commercial possibilities” had been found.33 

Kruttschnitt, fearing that Mount Isa Mines would be responsible for the full brunt of the 

“financial strain of copper development expenditures”34 requested government financial 

assistance. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and the United States’ declaration of war, no 

doubt contributed the prompt approval by the Commonwealth Government of £50,000 to 

support Mount Isa Mines’ conversion to copper.35  

 

While news of government financial support was welcome, Kruttschnitt assessed his workforce 

as 200 personnel short of normal requirements.36 He was unhappy with labour supplied by the 

Department of Labour but the Director of Labour was equally critical of the age and local 

engagement conditions set by the company. 37 Mount Isa Mines was hopeful that with 

government support for copper production that a higher standard of labour would eventuate.38 

However by the close of February 1942, the standard had not improved.39 From 1 April 1942, 

the Manpower schedule prohibited workers in reserved occupations such as mining, milling and 

smelting from leaving their employment including miner Max Kuhn: “We were manpowered 

here. We weren’t allowed to leave.”40 The Manpower Directorate also re-deployed miners from 

other mining areas to Mount Isa Mines. Beveridge recalled that: 

… some people were sent to Mt Isa during the war from places like Cessnock or 
Chillagoe because of their skills. Others from Pacific Islands, Fiji and New 

Guinea … Chillagoe had closed down … and those people came to Mount Isa 

Mines.41 
 

The local Finnish community also bore the brunt of war developments. 

 

In December 1941, the same month that the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, Britain declared 

war on Finland. Many members of the Finnish community were registered as enemy aliens 

under the Civil Defence Act. In January 1942, all gatherings of Finns were prohibited, including 

                                                             
33 Kruttschnitt to I. Morley, 4 August 1941, 41/3297 A/8362 QSA.  
34 Kruttschnitt to Undersecretary for Mines, 16 December 1941. 41/3297 (Encl. 70) A/8362 QSA. 
35 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 185-6. 
36 Kruttschnitt to Under Secretary for Mines, telegram, 17 December 1941, 42/322 A/8362 QSA.  
37 R.D. Coombes, Secretary, Mount Isa Mines, to Under Secretary Mines Department, 16 December 1941 & M. 
McAulley, Director of Labour, to Hon. J. O’Keefe, Minister for Mines, 22 December 1941, 42/322 A/8362 QSA. 
38M. McAulley, Director of Labour, to J. O’Keefe, Minister for Mines, 22 December 1941, 42/322 A/8362 QSA. 
39 Courier Mail, 17 January 1942, enclosed 42/322 A/8362 QSA.  
40 Max Kuhn, Interview. 
41 Connors, Finch, Saunders & Taylor, Australia’s Frontline, 130. 
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the activities of the Church of the Seaman’s Mission.42 While Mount Isa was their adopted 

home, the Finnish community did not have freedom of movement as Beveridge recollected: 

… the Finns who worked on contract mining underground … had a curfew 
imposed and I don’t know the exact limit of the number of people who were 

allowed to meet …. They may not have been allowed out of Mount Isa ….43 

 

The Manpower Directorate also sent Finnish and Albanian tradesmen from other localities to 

Mount Isa.44  

 

Further developments in the war further exacerbated the resentment among unionists of enemy 

aliens. As Gray, the Industrial Officer, explained: 

Another unfortunate feature was the high percentage of alien labour which was 
sent here including unnaturalised enemy aliens. Had we not taken a firm stand 

against the employment of such men there is not the slightest doubt that the 

Company would have been faced with a cessation of operations through 

employees withdrawing their labour as a protest against working with these 
aliens. This is not mere conjecture for such an intention was openly voiced by the 

men all over the plant.45 

 

To prevent strike action, Mount Isa Mines attempted to reduce the employment of enemy aliens. 

While Mount Isa Mines managed to convince the Manpower Directorate that such labour was 

ill-advised, the company under the 1942 Schedule of Reserved Occupation and Industrial 

Priorities did not have the right to refuse labour nor could it dismiss existing employees. 

 

With the proximity of Japanese attacks, many employees defied the Manpower Directorate and 

enlisted. Max Kuhn directly explained: “They just left.” 46 Ten months on, Kruttschnitt 

complained that not only was the manpower legislation enacted too late, but its authorities had 

limited power: 

Unfortunately, however, legislation affecting manpower control followed in the 

wake of, rather than anticipated, an acute deficiency of labour supply in many so-
called “protected” industries. The semi-restrictive measures for dealing with the 

movement of labour from one industry to another have been comparatively 

fruitless, because of an apparent timidity to control the situation.47  
 

                                                             
42 For example, the Finnish community raised funds to repair the Australian Inland Mission building damaged by fire 
in 1941, J.G.H Jasper, Federal Methodist Inland Mission to Secretary, Finnish Club, Mount Isa, 6 June 1941. See also 
receipt from J.G.H Jasper for £13.0.1 from Mt Isa Finnish Community for Methodist Church Funds, 31 August 1942. 
Finnish Association Papers. 
43 Connors, Finch, Saunders & Taylor, Australia’s Frontline, 103.  
44 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 188. 
45 G.C. Gray, Industrial Officer, Mount Isa Mines, to Chairman of Directors, 4 March 1942, enclosed 42/322 A/8362 
QSA. 
46 Max Kuhn, Interview. 
47 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report of the Proceedings at the Tenth Ordinary Annual General Meeting of 
Shareholders held on 1st March 1943. 
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The Directorate appeared reluctant to charge absconding employees, and when they did, there 

was considerable time between the offence and prosecution.48 Contributing to the high labour 

turnover were the seven hour shifts on “hot jobs” underground. There was also dissatisfaction 

with the Permanent Mess.49  

 

Following Japanese victories in the Pacific, the United States assumed responsibility in 

early1942 for the defence of the entire Pacific including Australia, with General MacArthur in 

command of the Australian forces (South West Pacific Area). With the decisive fall of 

Singapore mid-February 1942, Darwin became the main supply base for the American, British, 

Dutch, and Australian Command.50 With shipping to the northern port restricted, War Cabinet 

approved the construction of an all-weather road from Mount Isa. The work was undertaken by 

the Allied Works Council and the Civil Construction Corp,51 with local police assisting the 

military in drafting aliens and supervising released internees.52  

 

However, the bombing of Darwin on 19 February 1942 introduced the possibility that Mount 

Isa could be a target of a bombing raid if Darwin fell. According to Beveridge, the war “came 

home to us.” The fatalists christened the new defence route linking Darwin and Mount Isa 

“Tojo’s highway.” Rumours filtered through that a Brisbane Line had been struck in the event 

of a Japanese invasion, leaving northern Australia without defence. In consequence, many 

Mount Isans felt vulnerable with Alice McGilvray recalling that the town had: “no defence… at 

all. Brisbane was the deadline.”53 With insecurity paramount at the time, civilian residents 

became involved in the mobilisation of the home front. According to Diane Perkins: 

In Mount Isa air raid sirens sounded every Monday, air raid shelters were constructed 
in the school yards, the town had a “brown out,” ....54 

 

The bombing of Darwin’s hospital also highlighted the importance of medical care in the event 

of a Japanese attack.55 

 

Mount Isa Mines had wound down its involvement in medical and hospital care. It dispensed 

with its part-time medical officer during the1941-1942 financial year, owing to “the interest of 

                                                             
48 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June, 1944. 
49 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 91. 
50 P Nielsen, Diary of WWII: North Queensland (Smithfield, Qld.: Nielsen Publishing, 1993), 18. 
51 P.D. Wilson, North Queensland, WWII 1924-1945 (Brisbane: Queensland, Department. of Geographic 
Information), 23. 
52 Johnston, Call of the Land, 271; Connors, Finch, Saunders & Taylor, Australia’s Frontline, 133-134.  
53 Connors, Finch, Saunders & Taylor, Australia’s Frontline, 18, 34. 
54 D. Perkins, Outback Insights: A Social History of North-West Queensland (Mount Isa: Mount Isa & District 
Historical Society, 1996), 31. 
55 P. Bell, Mount Isa Underground Hospital: Conservation Strategy (Adelaide: Historical Research Pty Ltd, 1997), 6.  
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economy and of better efficiency and coordination of the medical services of the district”.56 The 

company expressed confidence in the work of the Mount Isa Hospital and its Board which it 

contracted to carry out all its medical and pathology service. However with war closer to home, 

Medical Superintendent Ryan approached Mount Isa Mines with a proposal to excavate a large 

air-raid shelter in the hill behind the Mount Isa Hospital for emergency hospital services. The 

company supplied drilling equipment, explosives, and timber, and a crew of miners volunteered 

their labour led by Wally Onton.57 When the excavation of the “E” shaped cavern was finished, 

the facility was transformed into “fully equipped, medical and maternity wards, with double 

bunk bed accommodation, an operating theatre and out patients’ department.”58 There were 

male, female, maternity and children’s wards, a surgical theatre and a delivery room.59 The 

underground hospital was reassurance that if an air raid did occur, then Mount Isa would be 

prepared.  

 

 
 

Plate 8.1 H. Johnson, Employment Officer, & Stuart Tuck, Industrial Officer, 1944. 
Tuck and Johnson were members of the Volunteer Defence Corps.  
Photograph courtesy of the Australian War Memorial, ID 063568. 

                                                             
56 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June, 1942. 
57 According to Bell, the work was probably undertaken during March and April 1942. See Bell, Mount Isa 

Underground Hospital, 7. 
58 North West Star, 16 August 1973; NQR 31 December 1977. 
59 Bell, Mount Isa Underground Hospital, 7. 
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With northern Australia now a frontline, Mount Isans were also confronted with the physical 

reality of war. All external lights were prohibited at Mount Isa in January 1942, with vehicle 

headlights required to be masked. Air raid shelters were built and fire fighting equipment 

improved.60 In January 1942, the Mount Isa councillors of the Cloncurry Shire Council 

conferred with Mount Isa Mines regarding air raid precautions.61 Blast proof walls were 

constructed around pumping stations, fire-fighters appointed, and the reservoir camouflaged. 

However the starkest evidence of war was the arrival of the military in the town. The Allies’ 

decision to form the South West Pacific Area under United States Command turned Mount Isa 

into a transit camp enroute to Darwin, and a temporary home for Allied servicemen involved in 

supplies, fuel storage, and medical support. With this presence, Mount Isa became one of the 

“garrison” towns.62  

 

The Australian Military Force arrived in mid-March 1942 to set up its base, requiring large 

buildings with electricity and water supply near the railway.63 This area became known as the 

Base Supply Depot (BSD). The AMF identified the Church-School of St Joseph’s Convent 

adjacent to the Mines Recreation area and BSD as “the most suitable building in the town for a 

military store”.64 The grounds of the convent became “the centre of a military camp as they have 

soldiers stationed at the school, and also camped on the sports grounds in front.”65 The 

racecourse was occupied by the headquarters of the Australian Army, the 148th General 

Transport Company, 27th Field Security Section, and the 2nd Line of Communication Postal 

Unit. A pipeline was put through to provide water.66 Supporting the troops was the Australian 

Army Canteen Service. The 4th Field Butchering Company was located on the mining lease.67 

The town’s aerodrome was used as a satellite airfield. 

 

When the Ordnance Department of the United States Army first investigated Mount Isa, it 

reminded them of parts of America’s west: 

                                                             
60 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 17 March 1942. The “brown-out” officially declared on 13 March 1942 
extended northward from Mackay. Nielsen, Diary of WWII, 22. 
61 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 20 January 1942. 
62 Connors, Finch, Saunders & Taylor, Australia’s Frontline, 154. The other garrison towns were Brisbane, 
Rockhampton and Townsville. 
63 As early as August 1940, the AMF commenced its inventory of the large buildings, factories, roads, electricity and 
water supplies. Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 27 August 1940. 
64 Parish Priest to Dr. H.E. Ryan, Bishop of Townsville, 28 August 1942. Good Shepherd Parish House Records. 
65 Parish Priest to Ryan 30 March 1942. Good Shepherd Parish House Records. 
66 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 16 February 1942. 
67 Photograph “Personnel of the 4th Field Butchering Company/18th Field Butchering Platoon in the Grounds of the 
Unit Abattoirs,” 1 February 1944. ID 064578. Australian War Memorial. In this photograph, Mount Isa Mines’ coal 
bins can be seen in the background. 
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From Brisbane to Darwin, a distance of 2,500 miles, the railroads ran only as far 
as Mount Isa, a small settlement that reminded some Ordnance officers of a 

mining town in Arizona or Nevada.68 

 

General MacArthur reassured the Australian Government that African-American soldiers would 

only be sent to remote areas such as Mount Isa.69 In May 1942, local Police Inspector Galligan 

had made arrangements for a camp of “two thousand negroes”.70 The three battalions and eleven 

companies of the United States 29th and 48th Quartermaster Truck Regiments made Mount Isa 

their primary base in June 1942.71 Company C (610th Port Company) of the 394th Quartermaster 

Battalion, Port, was also stationed at Mount Isa until the end of 1942.72 The mission of the 

companies was to convey supplies from the terminus of the railhead at Mount Isa to Birdum in 

the Northern Territory, the end of the railway south of Darwin. The first convoy of the 29th 

Quartermaster Truck Regiment left Mount Isa on 17 June and up until 29 September there was 

always at least one convoy on the road.73 

 

 

Plate 8.2 Convoy of trucks near Mount Isa 1942-1943. 
Mayo, Ordnance Department, 52. 

 

                                                             
68 L. Mayo, The Ordnance Department: On Beachhead and Battlefront (Washington, DC: Center of Military History 
United States Army, 1991), 52.  
69 MacArthur to General Marshall, 29 March 1942, quoted in K. Saunders, War on the Homefront: State Intervention 
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70 Inspector of Police Galligan to Commissioner of Police, 5 May 1942, enclosed 689/42 A/12035 QSA. 
71 History 29th QM Bn, (formerly 29th QM Trk Regt), Apr 42 – 23 Sep 43, QMBN-29-0.1 (Washington, DC: National 

Archives of the United States), 4-5.  
72 U.G. Lee, The Employment of Negro Troops (Washington, DC: Office of the Chief of Military History, 1966), 605. 
73 History 29th QM Bn, 5. 
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The servicing camps at Mount Isa were spread out along the western side of Camooweal Road 

from Star Gully to Spear Creek and included service pits, fuel tanks and tents. Lona Kuhn 

observed the development: 

The Americans took up much more space [and] when the number of transports 
increased and they start trucking food stuff, etc and necessities up to Darwin, ... they 

[the American Army] spread out all around the North End and around what would 

be Star Gully now out to Spear Creek on the [both] side of the Barkly Highway.... 

They had their servicing camps [on the western side] but not their living quarters. ... 
They put down three or four pits to service the big trucks.74 

 

Residents of North End witnessed the activity of the servicing camps from the verandahs of 

their company houses, with Max Kuhn managing to acquire petrol for his Oldsmobile from them 

when petrol was scarce.75  

 

Most of the living quarters for American soldiers were located on the eastern side of the road in 

an area known as Soldiers’ Hill. Parker contrasted the large size, timber floors and relative 

comfort of the American Army’s tents with the small two man tents of the Australian army: 

 

The American tent was different than the Australian tent. The Australian tent was 
just a sheet. ...They were only tiny things only two men could fit in.... With the 

Americans they had bigger tents and they had wooden floors. They had stretchers 

and they had a pot-belly stove in the middle and the funnel would go out the top. 

...They would sleep with the feet to the pot-belly so they would have about six or 
eight people in there.76 

  

Max Kuhn also described how well provisioned the soldiers were with some taking the 

opportunity to make some money from locals. 

I remember going out, out there, where Soldiers Hill is, to do some work on a 

boiler for the Negroes, their camps, and soon as we got out there they came out. 

“What would you like to buy? Boots? Cigarettes? We got the lot”.77 
 

However the movement of African-Americans soldiers was highly controlled.  

 

When Private Travis Dixon, 29th Quartermaster Truck Regiment arrived in Mount Isa in June 

1943, he attributed the segregation to the "ambassadors of the Southern Aristocracy" who had 

already propagated racially prejudiced propaganda about African-Americans.78 Ruth Anderson 

                                                             
74 Lona Kuhn, Interview. 
75 Max Kuhn, Interview. 
76 Parker, Interview. 
77 Max Kuhn quoted in Connors, Finch, Saunders & Taylor, Australia’ Frontline, 176. 
78 S. Brawley & C. Dixon, “Jim Crow Downunder? African American Encounters with White Australia, 1842-1945,” 
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detected the racism and commented years later that the “civilian population were not afraid of the 

American Negroes but the American white soldiers .... A lot of MPs ... were boys from the southern 

states.”79 Dixon was surprised and relieved that the "Aussies in Mount Isa" saw through "the 

groundwork of our white officers”.80 These officers were billeted with families while others 

lived in camps, the main one being the “Creek area” 81 of Isa Mines, located either side of Death 

Adder Gully within the company township. From his home in Gidyea Street, Parker was witness 

to “lot of tents, American tents”. To him, this was where most of the “white yanks” lived. 82 

According to Lona Kuhn most were members of the American Medical Corps.  

In what we called the Creek area between the hospital and the back of the last row of 

miners cottages ... were tents that the workers and cooks, handyman, etc, that helped 
the hospital were housed. 83 

 

American nurses were accommodated in the former Mines Hospital nurses’ quarters. 

 

In June 1942, medical and dental officers from the 47th Station Hospital were temporarily 

attached to the 29th Quartermasters.84 Dr. Captain William M. Hoover Jr., reconverted Hilton 

Hall, the former Mines Hospital, into an army hospital85 which became the base for the 33rd 

Surgical Hospital from August 1942.86 While the main purpose of the hospital was to provide 

medical and dental treatment for the quartermaster truck regiments, one patient was civilian 

Patrick O’Kane who was injured in June 1942, when a convoy truck collided with a Queensland 

Main Roads vehicle.87 Lona Kuhn also commented on the existence of mobile laboratories. 

The Mines Hospital was taken over by the Americans, staffed by American nurses, 

doctors etc, and all American patients were admitted there. They even had two 

aluminium [sic] caravans on the front of the hospital which were their laboratories. 
They did all there testing there.88  

 

The US Army Medical Corps also carried out water tests in the district. Water from the Rifle 

Creek dam was found to be unfit for human consumption, with Mount Isa Mines requested to 

install a chlorinating plant for the treatment of water.89 This confirmed an early 1941 

                                                             
79 Ruth Anderson, Interview. 
80 Quoted in Brawley & Dixon, “Jim Crow Downunder?” 607-608. 
81 Lona Kuhn, Interview. 
82 Jack Parker, Interview. Parker lived in Cottage 140 Gidyea Street near where Death Adder Gully flowed through the 
Isa Mines settlement between Hickory and Ivory Streets.  
83 Lona Kuhn, Interview. 
84 History 29th QM, 8. 
85 See evidence of P.J. O'Kane, 29 June 1942, enclosed 1268M 231 25 A/12037 QSA. 
86 History 29th QM, 8. The detachment included Captains John Ritchey & Mordecai Falick, Lieutenants Sidney Falk, 
Robert Griffith, and Harry Cohen. 
87 Patrick O'Kane was injured and treated in the American Hospital. Sgt.M. Sullivan to Inspector of Police, 

Cloncurry, 20 August 1942 1268M 231 25 A/12037 QSA. 
88 Lona Kuhn, Interview. 
89 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 21 July 1942. 
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Department of Public Health analyst’s report which questioned the quality of water from the 

dam.90  

 

Amid the numerous convoy operations, 29th Quartermasters managed to secure a good baseball 

team playing the rival team from the 48th Quartermasters. Baseball teams had a following in 

Mount Isa, for the game had been played there ever since Americans were employed at Mount 

Isa Mines from the late 1920s. Indeed, the 29th Quartermasters team managed by Sgt Johnson 

was awarded two trophies by “the citizens of Mt. Isa for its outstanding work on the 

diamond.”91 “Big Al” Hoosman, a noted amateur heavyweight boxer who won the National 

Golden Gloves title fight at Madison Square Garden in 1939,92 was among those stationed at 

Mount Isa. Ruth Anderson commented on his influence: “He more or less kept peace in Mount Isa 

because everyone black and white respected Al.... He was a great big fellow about six foot 

four....”93  

 

From mid-1942, the decisive victories in the Pacific Ocean signalled the end of the American 

military presence in northern Australia. The Battle of Coral Sea in May 1942 and the Battle of 

Midway in June led to the Allied forces moving northwards. In October 1942, the United States 

29th Quartermasters left for New Guinea, and within the next few months, the remaining 

regiments also left. In April 1943, the 48th Quartermasters moved to Townsville leaving “no 

U.S.A. Army Personnel at Mount Isa.”94 The Australian Army remained along with the 21st 

Battalion’s Volunteer Defence Corps. The Corps was very active holding weekly parades in the 

football field and rehearsing night attacks at Mica Creek. Mount Isa Mines employees who were 

active volunteers were miner Max Kuhn, J. Johnson, the Employment Officer and Stuart Tuck, the 

Industrial Officer from 1943.95 Tuck also served as chaplain to the Australian services.96 

 

While the theatre of war shifted, plans for copper production continued. Mount Isa Mines acquired 

abandoned smelting plant from the Cloncurry copper field and other older mining areas to make 

                                                             
90 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 15 October 1940, 22 April & 17 June 1941. At this time, the Cloncurry Shire 
Council reverted to bore water. 
91 History 29th QM Bn, 8. 
92 Mimag, September 1951. 
93 Anderson, Interview. 
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95 Photograph of Private J. H. Johnson and Lieutenant S. Tuck of the 21st Battalion, Volunteer Defence Corps 

“engaged in their civil occupation at the Mount Isa Mine”, 23 January1944. ID063568, Australian War Memorial.  
96 Photograph of Lieutenant S. Tuck conducting the funeral service of Driver T. Gaddes of the 148th General 
Transport Company. ID064584, Australian War Memorial. 
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the necessary alterations.97Kruttschnitt was clearly pleased with the ingenuity and success of the 

conversion:  

The existing milling equipment proved suitable for the treatment of the 
copper ore, but the smelter required the addition of plant for converting copper 

matte and the casting of blister copper. This was obtained in the main from the 

old abandoned smelters of the Cloncurry district and its installation and operation 
taxed the ingenuity of the organisation to the uttermost. Despite the makeshift 

nature of the plant, inexperience of the operator and unorthodox methods 

adopted, copper matte was produced from a blast furnace charge consisting 

mainly of fine flotation concentrates and was converted to high grade blister 
copper in small converters that harked back to the older low cost labour days of 

smelting.98 

 

Blainey described the conversion as “a miracle of improvisation”.99 Copper production began in 

April 1943. By mastering the technical problems in the smelter, Kruttschnitt claimed that Mount 

Isa Mines was in the “forefront of Australian copper producers.”100 The skilled labour shortage 

was partially eased by the “release of 23 Finlanders and 4 Albanian Nationals from internment 

camps”.101  

 

During 1943, street lighting was restored in the town and the bomb proof blast walls removed 

from the pumps at Mount Isa Mines. While this indicated the reduced threat of enemy attack, a 

scorched earth policy for electricity infrastructure remained in place in preparation for possible 

surprise strikes.102 There was still a military presence with the AMF operating the Australian 

Camp Hospital.103 The continued military presence was sufficient for the Minister for the Army 

to compensate the Cloncurry Shire Council for damage to roads by military vehicles.104 

However by mid-1944, the threat was greatly diminished and all air raid shelters filled in.105 

 

In December 1943, the Governor General of Australia, Lord Gowrie, visited Mount Isa and was 

greeted by Julius Kruttshnitt. No doubt discussed was the Commonwealth Government’s 

termination of its copper contract. Mount Isa Mines argued for a more consistent stance, 

considering the degree of risk it had undertaken. Eventually, the government agreed to buy 

copper from the company until 28 February 1944, with the Queensland government 

                                                             
97 The Mount Cuthbert, Mount Elliott and Kuridala smelters were bought for £900, £600 and £800 respectively. 

Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 187. 
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guaranteeing the principal and interest on a new issue of debentures. In April 1944, Mount Isa 

Mines was granted a quota of 1,000 tonnes of blister copper monthly until the end of that year, 

extending production until early 1946.  

 

 

Plate 8.3 Official party of the Governor General, Mount Isa Airfield, December 1943. 
Julius Kruttschnitt pictured in suit. 

Photograph courtesy of Australian War Memorial, ID 055522. 

 

During the three years of copper production to May 1946, Mount Isa Mines produced more 

copper than any mine on the Cloncurry Field over the same period of time.106 In the process, the 

company earned a modest profit after paying interest on loans and debentures. In recognition of 

his “outstanding services” to Australian mining, Kruttschnitt was awarded a medal from the 

Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy. He acknowledged his “loyal and competent 

staff of technical assistants... [through whose] support and co-operation, the Mount Isa Mines 

has found its place among the major mining operations of the Commonwealth.”107  
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The months following the end of the war were marked by extremely high labour turnover, with 

many workers no longer compelled to stay. Reviewing the termination interviews for the year 

ending June 1946, Hilton could find no satisfactory explanation for the labour figures except 

that many had seen active service during World War II: 

No satisfactory explanation for the heavy labour turnover has been found. Very few of 
those men who have left the employ of the Company have expressed dissatisfaction 

with wages, conditions, accommodation or the job.... A partial explanation may be 

found in the fact that many men who served actively in the armed forces are finding it 

difficult to settle down to continuous work in any one place.108  
 

The high turnover rate needed to be urgently addressed before any expansion could proceed. 

 

*** 
 

During the early part of World War II, Mount Isa Mines continued its focus on married 

employees who made up 56.5% of the workforce in 1941, with labour turnover at 55%. These 

figures indicated that the company was continuing its policy of employing a greater proportion 

of married employees to reduce turnover. However with Japan’s entry into the war, there was a 

steady exodus of skilled men and women to join military service, with turnover in 1942 at 84%. 

Mount Isa Mines struggled to maintain production even with Manpower legislation and forced 

enemy alien labour. During the war years, Mount Isa also became a garrison town, with 

American and Australian military occupying parts of the mining leases and company buildings. 

Mount Isa Mines successfully converted to copper production in1943 and was at the forefront of 

Australian copper production by the end of war. However labour turnover was the highest on 

record. The company could do little to address this through social infrastructure, with capital 

and building materials both in short supply, but continued to build some accommodation for 

families.
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Chapter 9. Post-War Prosperity and 

Lead Bonus Volatility 

1947-1953 

While copper production ceased following the war’s end, exploration justified the 

commissioning of new surface plant in preparation for the dual production of copper and lead. 

To accommodate the much larger workforce, Mount Isa Mines embarked upon a large-scale 

social infrastructure program which included houses, barracks, and a new mess. Coinciding with 

this was the dramatic rise in the London price of lead. With its new found prosperity, Mount Isa 

Mines paid its first dividend. Unions were also quick to apply for a share in the profits, the 

Industrial Court in 1948 fixing the lead bonus to the world price of lead. This led to the 

phenomenal rise in the lead bonus. Along with subsidised accommodation, this made 

employment at Mount Isa Mines a very attractive proposition. 

 

*** 

 

The immensity of the copper and silver-lead-zinc deposits confirmed Kruttschnitt’s initial 

impression “that a deposit that size and that potential would have to succeed sometime.”1 There 

was good evidence of large reserves of lead-zinc and copper ores, the large body of 4% copper 

justifying a dedicated smelter on which work commenced in 1947. Coinciding with expansion 

into copper was the dramatic rise in the London price of lead which stood at £91 a ton in May 

1947. The company posted a profit of nearly £150,000 by the close of the financial year. 

Twenty-three years after its incorporation, Mount Isa Mines paid its first dividend of 2/- per £1 

share to shareholders. It was the beginning of a boom, in which profits reached £873,000 during 

the twelve months ending June 1948 and escalated to £1,457,000 during the following year.2 

The discovery of large deposits in the Northern Leases, predicted to be one of the largest silver-

lead-zinc deposits in the world, confirmed the richness of the mines and future profitability.3  

 

Work on the new smelter and concentrator attracted a large influx of people to the mining town 

hopeful of employment. This created a crisis in housing and “over-crowding of flats and 

boarding houses.”4 In January 1948, J.J. Power, the Chairman of the Cloncurry Shire, described 

the situation as “deplorable” revealing the severity of the problem: 

                                                             
1 Kruttschnitt, Interview, 5. 
2 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 193 
3 This was to become Hilton Mine. See N. Kirkman, Hilton Mine: Four Decades of Development (Mount Isa: Mount 
Isa Mines Limited, 1990). 
4 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 25 November 1947. 
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Every week more people are coming to the town, and men, women, and children are 
camping in whatever shelter is available. Last week three families were camped in the 

Convent, simply because they cannot get accommodation. We must do something.5 

 

The Cloncurry Shire Council persisted with its loan applications to build houses but these were 

rejected.6 The Treasury argued that building in Mount Isa was “uneconomic” owing to the high 

costs of material and labour.7 Among those requiring accommodation urgently were families 

with young children. In December 1948, 900 children under eleven years attended the Mount 

Isa Mines’ Christmas Tree.8 The decision of the Industrial Court over the lead bonus further 

encouraged the influx of people to Mount Isa. 

 

At the end of 1947, the lead bonus stood at 30 shillings a week. Unionists rallied for a greater 

share in Mount Isa Mines’ prosperity and applied to the Industrial Court for a variation in the 

award, with negotiations involving both the AWU and Trades and Labor Council of Queensland 

(TLCQ). At the local level, the Mount Isa Trades and Labor Council (MITLC) formed a Lead 

Bonus Dispute Committee distributing a leaflet entitled “Lead Bonus Information” which 

accused the AWU of deliberate delay. This prompted a stop-work protest including 900 AWU 

members which the company deemed an “unauthorized strike”.9
 Notwithstanding this action, 

the Industrial Court found in favour of unionists, not only granting three weeks annual paid 

holidays, but changing the way in which the lead bonus was calculated by fixing it to the world 

lead price. It was then payable at the rate of 25/- per shift or £6/5/- per full week of 40 hours. 10 

By early 1949, the bonus was £11/5 a week. 

 

While the decision was a boon to Mount Isa Mines’ employees, the gap widened between their 

incomes and other workers. In 1948, the fortnightly wages of a labourer at Mount Isa Mines was 

£14/5/- while an assistant teacher earned £8/8/- for the same period. To John Browne, Head 

Teacher of the Mount Isa State School, teachers were placed “at a great disadvantage”. Browne 

documented the plight of his teaching staff facing high costs in board and lodging: 

The cheapest accommodation now obtainable in Mt Isa on the “Town” side is £3.10 per 
week and laundry costs are at least 10/- per week, so at least £8 per cheque is required 

for above costs.... In addition return fare to Brisbane for one vacation per year per rail 

                                                             
5 CA, 23 January 1948. 
6 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 25 May, 30 November 1948. 
7 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 25 July 1950. For rejection see Minutes 27 February 1951. 
8 Mimag, January 1949, December 1950, December 1952.  
9 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June 1948. 
10 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June 1948; Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 
100-101. 
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costs £25, so a junior assistant would be unable to exist satisfactorily on fortnightly 
cheque.11 

 

When teacher Elaine Alexander arrived in early 1949, she discovered the “only accommodation 

available for the next month” was the Mount Isa Hotel at the “casual rate of £4/4/- per week.” 

While the hotel charged £3/10/- a week for permanent board, she argued that this was too much 

and requested the department make “representation to the Mt Isa Mines for suitable quarters to 

be made available to me.” 12 Alexander was very much aware that teachers at the Isa Mines 

School were provided with quarters and meals by Mount Isa Mines. 

 

The Community Department continued to manage company accommodation, with the Industrial 

Department responsible for administering the complexities of the award especially with its lead 

bonus clause. The Employment and Personnel Department oversaw the recruitment process and 

maintained records on labour statistics. In contrast to the 1930s, there was no medical 

department although the Industrial Medical Service was later introduced in charge of casualty 

stations, first aid training and sanitation. It was during this period that the Welfare Officer of the 

Community Department became increasingly involved in public relations. However the main 

preoccupation of the department during the late 1940s was administering the tenancy of houses 

and barracks built under the first large-scale building project in twenty years. 

 

In September 1947, the Cloncurry Shire Council approved building permits to Mount Isa Mines 

for the first batch of houses and barracks.13 To the company, the housing scheme occupied “high 

priority” especially with new construction programs and plans for increased production. The 

layout of the new housing area at South End extended the Isa Mines settlement southward. 

In keeping with the improvement and beautifying programme adopted with the 

older sections of the community, the South End has good roads through it, with 
occasional “island” garden plots at wide intersections.14 

 

Manning’s plan of 1929 was used to extend the settlement, the roads emanating from a central 

roundabout known as the Six Ways and following the contours (see Figure 4.1). Imposing 

landmarks within the South End housing were two architect designed Spanish Mission style 

mansions, Casa Grande and Stonefield. Kruttschnitt lived in Casa Grande, the name originating 

                                                             
11 John Mervyn Browne to Director- General of Education, 18 February 1948, enclosed School File 1067 EDU/Z 
1905 QSA. 
12 Elaine Alexander to Director-General of Education, received 15 February 1949, enclosed School File 1067 EDU/Z 
1905 QSA. 
13 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 16 September 1947. For further applications for building permits by Mount Isa 
Mines see Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 9 December 1947, 20 January, 27 April, 15 June, 31 August, 26 
October, 30 November 1948, 11 January & 22 February 1949. 
14 Mimag, March 1949. 
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from Arizona and Mexico where he had spent his early years as a mining engineer.15 While the 

house was an example of company largesse, it was significant as the residence of the Chairman 

of Directors when most holders of this position in Australian mining lived in either capital cities 

or overseas. The mansions of mine management still dwarfed the houses of workers. 

 

 

Plate 9.1 Casa Grande, 1950. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

Around 200 men were engaged on the initial housing project. Company employees with 

carpentry or mine timbering experience, including Aimo Pietila and Eric Morrison, were 

encouraged to build their own houses.16 Pietila also built houses between shifts for other 

employees. By February 1948, South End was rapidly taking shape with Mr. Judge and his 

carpenters “erecting houses at a great rate”.17 Tin-huts, the austere remnants of an earlier era, 

were removed or demolished.18 However much of the native vegetation was retained. Margaret 

                                                             
15 The houses were estimated to cost £14,000 and £12,730 each, and were designed by the architectural firm of 
Donoghue, Cusick and Edwards. Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 19 July 1949; Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report 
and Accounts of the Eighteenth Annual General Meeting held 1 December 1950; Noreen Kirkman, Casa Grande: a 
brief history: a talk to the AusIMM Auxiliary 24 July 1987. See also “Casa Grande,” Queensland Heritage Register, 

Place ID 601094, available online at: http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/chims/placeDetail.html?siteId=15867 
The main building material was large concrete bricks produced by the company’s Denaro plant. 
16 Pietila’s house was in Devoncourt Street and Morrison’s in Oak Street. Mimag, January, April 1953.  
17 Mimag, February 1948. 
18 Morstone and Jasmin Streets were formed in the former tin-huts area. Charles Ludwig’s house was located at 2 
Morstone Street. Mimag, September 1952.  

http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/chims/placeDetail.html?siteId=15867
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Morris, wife of Broken Hill botanist Albert Morris, commended Mount Isa Mines on this 

decision: 

I expected an ugly, dirty, tree-less plain around the Mine, but find the hills surrounding 
the Mines settlement quite attractive, especially at morning and evening when tinted 

with beautiful colours. Mount Isa [Mines settlement] is fortunate in having trees and 

shrubs so close to the town, and indeed within its boundaries.19 
 

Houses were also built in the BSD area on both sides of the railway, replacing tent-houses.20 

 

 

 

Plate 9.2 View from Mines Powerhouse, General Office on right, 1958. 
Newer housing in the BSD area replaced many of the tent-houses.  

Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 
 

There were initially four main house designs: the low-set Burke or “B” type predominated. It 

had two bedrooms, a sleep-out and large front verandah.21 There was also larger “HC” and the 

smaller “A” type cottage suitable for couples or small families. The McGregors, who lived in 

Buckley Street in the BSD area, appeared satisfied with their small “A” type which was easy to 

clean and a sufficient size for the young couple and their toddler.22 Some “B” type houses were 

built of concrete block which were manufactured using a Denaro brick-making plant which also 

                                                             
19 Mimag, June 1952. 
20 Mimag, October 1952, December 1952. 
21 Mimag, March 1949.  
22 Mimag, October 1952. 
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produced cement roofing tiles.23 The number of new houses totalled over 600. To furnish these 

houses with electrical modern conveniences, Mount Isa Mines established an instalment 

purchase plan.  

 

The main attraction of company housing continued to be the low rents of between 8/- and 15/- 

per week which included water, sewerage and electricity up to first four units a day. Len 

Fairbrother acknowledged the low cost of living: 

[F]or those who live on the Mine Lease, the cost of living in Mount Isa is 

cheaper than most other places in Queensland. Rents on the Lease are 
ridiculously cheap at 15/- a week for a three-bedroomed house, ceiled and 

painted inside and out. Electricity supplied by the Mine is cheap, with the first 

112 units a month free, the next 112 at 2d. a unit and thereafter 3d. a unit.24  
 

For new immigrants, having a job and living in company homes gave them a start in a new 

country. When Arthur Greaves arrived in Australia from England early in 1950, he found that 

the company offered not only good wages and the bonus, but also a house for his family.25 The 

O’Neills believed that with good wages and cheap housing, Mount Isa was “an excellent place 

for the young married couple to get a good solid start in life.”26 W. Handley viewed company 

accommodation as sound economical sense, commenting that Mount Isa was the only place in 

Australia where a man could secure “a home in which to live without having to mortgage his 

life’s income to do so.”27  

 

For families, the Community Store continued to sell green-groceries as cheaply as possible; the 

price of other items was raised a little to offset the cost of rail freight which was added to the 

Brisbane wholesale price.28 Mount Isa Mines purchased fruit and vegetables direct from the 

Brisbane markets which were delivered to Mount Isa in a special pre-chilled and refrigerated 

railway wagon.29 When the Neil family built their home on the Townside, they still continued to 

shop at the store.30 Others, who had experimented with ordering and freighting their own goods 

to Mount Isa, found that it proved no cheaper.31 One couple who ran a mixed store in Brisbane 

                                                             
23 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1949 & Kruttschnitt, Mount Isa Mines 
Limited. The day nursery provided a good example of the flexible “B” type design constructed in concrete blocks. 
Mimag, October 1948 & March 1949. 
24 Mimag, September 1953. 
25 “Immigration - Migrants in the Arts and Entertainment in Australia,” A12111, 1/1959/6/2, National Archives of 
Australia. 
26 Mimag, July 1953. 
27 E.W. Handley was an Assayer and left Mount Isa in 1953 after three years. Mimag, June 1953. 
28 The prices of fruit & vegetables at the Community Store in mid-1951 were listed in Mimag, August 1951. 
29 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June1947 & Kruttschnitt, Interview, 6. 
30 Mimag, November 1953.  
31 Mimag, September 1953. 
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vowed that costs compared favourably.32 At the same time, the store’s low prices were intended 

to as a “brake” on prices in the town.33 A new company butcher’s shop was constructed in late 

1949 which combined “modern refrigeration and service facilities in keeping with city 

standards.”34  

 

 
 

Plate 9.3 Kruttschnitt Park with swimming pool, tennis court and football grounds. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

Single employees had access to improved accommodation with new barracks being built in the 

BSD area between 1948 to mid-1953.35 This included forty-eight rooms for female employees 

which A.H. Whitmee, North-Western Regional Director of Education, described as “very good 

indeed ... with admirable facilities for communal recreational facilities.” With vacant rooms, 

                                                             
32 Mimag, November 1953. 
33 Mimag, July 1953. 
34 Kruttschnitt, Mount Isa Mines Limited. 
35 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Reports for the Year Ended, 30th June 1948 to 30th June 1953.  
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Mount Isa Mines in 1950 agreed to accommodate teachers from the Mount Isa State School.36
 

One of the new facilities adjacent to the barracks was the BSD Dining Hall, designed by 

architect Emil Sodersten.37 Robinson of Zinc Corporation was impressed by the plans which he 

viewed on his earlier visit: 

He [Kruttschnitt] plans to replace his present cafeteria with one to seat 
nearly 500, plus staff rooms. Sonderston [sic] is the architect, and the plans look 

good, though I doubt if he has followed latest American practice closely enough 

to get a quicker service than ours, which, as you know, is slower than this 

year’s bracelet winner. They serve food throughout the twenty-four hours, 
which includes two full meals and whatever is wanted by the third shift boys. 38 

 

Incorporating the latest industrial cafeteria design,39 the large steel-framed hall with curved roof 

was air-conditioned and capable of seating 600 workers.40  

 

An exceptional facility for a remote outback town was the Olympic-sized swimming pool 

completed in late 1949.41 It was described as “an amenity that is not enjoyed by people in many 

places throughout Australia.” 42 The Secretary for Mines and Immigration, William M. Moore, 

was invited to officially open the pool and “expressed his appreciation of the cordial co-

operation between Mount Isa Mines Ltd. and the state and local governments in further 

improving living conditions at Mount Isa.”43 Bob Holt, the company’s Welfare Officer and 

member of Mines Recreational Area’s board, was quick to point out that recreational facilities 

were for the entire community: 

The Board’s main object is to provide healthy recreational facilities for all members of 

the community. We have a pool and sports area unequalled in the country....  
Everything possible is being done for the convenience of patrons, and the Board appeals 

to your sense of civic pride to appreciate the facilities and the beauty of the area....  44 

 

There were also company services specifically aimed at women and children. 

 

                                                             
36 A.H. Whitmee to Director-General, 27 February 1950, 13291 stamped 7 March 1950, enclosed School File 1067, 
EDU/Z 1905 QSA. 
37 Sodersten was influenced by both American Art Deco and Dutch functionalism. P. Reynolds & P. Biazos Becerra, 
“Sodersten, Emil Lawrence (1899-1961),” Australian Dictionary of Biography (Melbourne: Melbourne University 
Press, 2002), 16: 279-230. 
38 W.S. Robinson to G.R. Fisher, 26 July 1948, W.S. Robinson Papers, University of Melbourne Archives, quoted in 
Chaput and Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 197.  
39 Australia, Department of Labour and National Service, Planning Cafeterias for Australian Industry: Part 1: A 
Manual for Architects and Engineers (Melbourne: Industrial Welfare Division, 1944).  
40 Mimag, December 1951. 
41 The company’s previous application was rejected in 1940 as the council preferred its own site along the Esplanade. 
For the debate over the swimming pool see Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 22 February, 18 March, 16 September 
1947.  Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 21 May 1940.  
42 J. O’Grady, “Know your Swimming Pool,” Mimag, September 1951. 
43 CA, 10 February 1950. 
44 Mimag, August 1948.  
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Based at Hilton Hall, the Marie Kruttschnitt Club continued to improve amenities for women, 

claiming to be “one of the best equipped and possibly the least expensive women’s club in the 

whole of Queensland.”45 While the club only attracted a “handful of Mount Isa women”, it 

successfully lobbied for facilities, such as a public library.46 The steady growth in the number of 

children was apparent in the statistics collected by the company’s Industrial Office for its annual 

Christmas Tree.47 To cater for children to the age of five, the Marie Kruttschnitt Club 

established a day nursery with a Montessori trained teacher appointed. Throughout 1951, 3,751 

children attended.48 While all primary schools felt the pressure of high enrolments, Isa Mines 

School’s numbers doubled from 249 in 1949 to 525 in 1956, students also achieving higher 

grades compared to those at the Mount Isa State School.49 The Isa Mines State School continued 

to benefit from its link with Mount Isa Mines with news of events and speech nights 

communicated through the company’s magazine and through better facilities such as the 

“splendid playing oval.”50  

 

Mimag began as the Mt Isa Mines Magazine in December 1947 and provided regular updates on 

mine and social infrastructure.51 While the publication of company magazines proliferated 

during the post-war period, encouraged by the Australian Federal Government’s Industrial 

Welfare Division,52 Mimag was initially produced by the Electrical Department and not by the 

Personnel or Community Departments. The magazine included social, cultural, and sporting 

activities, as well plant news.  

 

                                                             
45 Mimag, March 1954. 
46 Mt. Isa Standard, 10 February 1949. The State Librarian, J.L. Stapleton, was invited to address the women’s group 
in February 1949. 
47 Mimag, January 1949, December 1950, December 1952. There were 1,600 children under eleven in Mount Isa in 
December 1952. 
48 Mimag, August, September 1948, January, May 1949, May 1952. The Montessori trained director was Betty 
McKillop. Mimag, May 1952, Mimag, March 1954. 
49 Memorandum Re: Accommodation and Proposed Transferring of Grades VII and VII from Mt. Isa and Isa Mines 
State Schools, 12 January 1954, 1421/54, enclosed School File 1067 EDU/Z 1905 QSA; Ernest Edward Dean to 
Acting Regional Director, North Western Region, 4 January 1957, enclosed School File 843 EDU/Z 1905 QSA. 
50 Annual Statistical Returns, Isa Mines, Education Department, Isa Mines, for the Year 1950 with Years 1946-1953. 
See also North-Western Regional Director Education to Director-General of Education, 27 March 1951, 51/55 & 1 
April 1952, 52/186 22589; Stuart Tuck, Honorary Secretary, Isa Mines Parents’ and Citizens’ Association, 29 June 
1955, 39200, enclosed School File 843 EDU/AB 843 QSA. 
51 This first issue of Mt. Isa Mines Magazine ran a competition for the name of the magazine, with David Holden, a 

lead smelter worker, submitting Mimag, an abbreviated form of Mount Isa Mines Magazine. Mt Isa Mines Magazine, 
December 1947. 
52 D. Trudinger, “The Comfort of men: A critical History of Management and Professional men in post-war 
modernisation, Australia 1945-1965.” (PhD Thesis, University of Sydney 2004), 89-94. See also M. Kangan & W.K 
Allen, “A Close Look at a House Journal,” Bulletin of Industrial Psychology and Personnel Practice, 5, no. 3 
(September 1949): 3-15. 
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Mount Isa Mines had made “considerable progress” towards the construction of the copper 

plant. 53 During 1950, ASARCO consolidated its control in Mount Isa Mines by increasing its 

shareholdings to over 50%. In 1951, Mount Isa Mines bought out the Mining Trust and acquired 

the Britannia lead refinery in London, with Blainey describing the situation: “[t]he company 

which had fathered and controlled Mount Isa was thus swallowed by its offspring.”54 In 

addition, Mount Isa Mines began to acquire diversified interests through an exchange in shares 

such as the Bowen Consolidated Coal Mines Limited which ensured fuel supplies.55  

 

Developments at Mount Isa Mines were closely scrutinised by W.S. Robinson of Zinc 

Corporation.56 He described the “New Look” Mineside community noting in detail the new 

houses, swimming pool, and child care facility: 

His [Kruttschnitt’s] housing scheme is making excellent progress; single men’s quarters 

also. Contractors’ cottages and dormitories are of a high quality and are going up like 

wildfire; roads to be bitumenised and the awful dust eradicated; new open-air 
swimming pool; gardens and lawns; employees’ clubs and cafeteria; kindergarten to be 

built; his ladies’ club [the Marie Kruttschnitt Club] open to all females except children 

under fifteen, and serving good, cheap meals and teas and special dinners, is a real 
winner - £2 entrance fee and a bob a week. He reckons its loss last year of £92 his best 

investment. 57 

 

In a letter to George Fisher, the General Manager of Zinc Corporation, Robinson highlighted the 

“bitumen roads like this and open-air swimming pools at Mt. Isa when we can’t or don’t get 

them at Broken Hill.” Furthermore, he estimated that “by the second half of 1950, he 

[Kruttschnitt] should have a plant and a town worthy of this great mine.”  

 

Despite the extensiveness of the housing and the high standard of the facilities and amenities, 

labour turnover remained extremely high. This was especially so during 1948, the adjusted 

labour turnover standing at 114.4%. Mount Isa Mines’ explanation for the 1948 figure was: 

This high labour turnover, which was based on the number of engagements, was largely 

due to the strikes and the permanent departure from the district of several hundred 
employees who were replaced by new men.58 

 

The high percentages of labour turnover to 1950 indicated that most employees were staying 

only weeks or months (see Table 9.1). Others may have taken advantage of the company’s non-

                                                             
53 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1951. 
54 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 194. 
55 “Mount Isa: Golden Jubilee 1923-1973,” Mimag, March 1973. 
56 Robinson was Managing Director of Zinc Corporation from 1926 to 1947. P. Richardson, “Robinson, William 
Sydney (1876-1963),”Australian Dictionary of Biography (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1988), 11: 428-
433. 
57 W.S. Robinson to G.R. Fisher, 26 July 1948, W.S. Robinson Papers, University of Melbourne Archives, quoted in 
Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 194, 197-8. 
58 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1948. 
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compulsory but comprehensive superannuation and pension plan which was introduced in 

194859 and retired. Adding to the statistics was the increased number of post-war migrant 

seasonal workers who, during the slack season in the sugar industry, worked “brief stints”60 at 

Mount Isa Mines. 

 

Table 9.1 Mount Isa Mines, Labour Turnover Percentages, July 1947- June 1952 

 
Financial 

Year Ended, 

30 June 

Average number 
of employees 

Labour 
turnover % 

Adjusted 
Labour 

turnover 
figure % 

1947 1,025 125 83.1 

1948 1,121 131 114.4 

1949 1,505 92   

1950 1,761 104   

1951 1,958 67 50 

1952 2,550 30.1 
  

Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Reports for the Years Ended, 30th June 1947 to 30th June 1952. 

 

Len Fairbrother, a company employee, was critical of those who stayed only briefly, taking 

advantage of cheap rents and the high lead bonus for short-term gain.61 While newcomers saw 

the lead bonus as the main reason for the high standard of living, some long-term employees 

identified company housing and welfare programs as contributing to their standard of living. 

Niilo Klemola, who came from Finland to Mount Isa in 1934, felt he had finally prospered 

along with the company.62 He was critical of the assumptions and work ethic of some new 

arrivals: 

 
In the early days, conditions on the field were really tough, but even so a 

gradual betterment of conditions was noticeable. In 1948 the housing 

programme was launched, and from then until the present time the rate of 

progress has been rapid. During the period the prosperity bonus came into 
being, and as a result we have enjoyed in Mount Isa a very high standard of 

living. In these days there is lots of talk about falling metal prices, but where 

most people are mistaken is in assuming that before the bonus we didn’t have 
any sort of living. We who have grown along with the Company have prospered 

with the Company, and we have no doubt that the Company will continue to 

prosper and so will we all.63 
 

                                                             
59 Mimag, April 1948, January 1949. 
60 Menghetti, Mount Isa: a town like Alice? 24. 
61 Mimag, September 1953. 
62 Klemola lived in Mimosa Street. He was founder of Finnish Club and was an underground mining foreman at the 
time of his death in 1959. Mount Isa Mail, 19 November 1959. 
63 Mimag, June 1953. 
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Klemola belonged to an older generation of employee who believed that there was a “sort of 

living” prior to the rise in the lead bonus. Many Finnish immigrants appreciated the opportunity 

of work and housing, especially those who arrived after World War II. 

 

However the “Wogs” were not viewed in a positive light by some members of the AWU who 

complained to Edgar Williams, then AWU Secretary of the Northern District, about the risks to 

safety owing to their lack of English skills: 

An early disquietude felt at Mount Isa was the expression of our members that, with the 

number of “New Australians”, - afterwards commonly referred to in “Isa” as “Wogs”, - 
because of the lack of understanding of languages, orders could not be given and could 

not be received, bringing about a situation inimical to the greater safety of the mine, its 

workings, and the people who worked in the mine.64 
 

When Williams took the complaint to Kruttshnitt, the latter allegedly responded: “Don’t you 

know the Finnish word for match?” Williams appeared unaware that Finnish crews worked 

together under experienced Finnish shift-bosses. One shift-boss was Antti “Snowy the Finn” 

Hyttinen who had worked for the company since 1930 and was one of Mount Isa’s “best known 

personalities”.65 The Finnish community numbered around 300 in July 1952,66 and many were 

well integrated within the community.67 Nevertheless Kruttschnitt heeded the AWU’s warning 

and matched other migrant miners to suitable shift-bosses.68  

 

With the Korean War the bonus had soared to £15/10/- a week. 69 Hilton remarked in his annual 

report: “Naturally it would be unusual for one to quarrel with Father Christmas, and the lead 

bonus has made each pay day a veritable Christmas.”70 During 1951-1952, the bonus rose 

further to £17/5/- which was accepted as the ceiling by the Industrial Court. Blainey commented 

that for Mount Isa Mines there was “little solace in this decision, which was handed down at a 

time when the price of lead was the highest ever known in history” leading to jobs at Mount Isa 

Mines becoming the “most prized jobs in the land - with wages three times as high as they had 

earned in Melbourne or Brisbane.”71 Blainey estimated that close to £200,000 a month was 

poured into the town with fifty-seven new businesses established during the two years from 

                                                             
64 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 142. 
65 Mimag, October 1952. 
66 Mimag, August 1952. This was when Pastor Toivo Kuusiola visited. 
67 For example the Hovi family, Toivi Hovi marrying Merv Norman in February 1951, their son Greg Norman, 
becoming a champion golfer. Mimag, March 1951. 
68 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 142. 
69 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 198. 
70 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June1951. 
71 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 197. 
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1949 which included Boyd’s Hotel “with a reading lamp on every bed and hot water in every 

room, luxuries unknown in the west.”72  

  

For Mount Isa Mines, the year 1951 was a turning point in a number of ways. During this year, 

Mount Isa Mines celebrated the twentieth anniversary of production. It was an important 

achievement for Kruttschnitt who had spent twenty-one years at Mount Isa. However he was 

also close to retirement age and was planning for a successor. Also noticeable from the second 

half of 1951, was the adoption of a more strategic approach to the issue of high turnover. Steps 

were taken to create a more positive image of Mount Isa Mines and Mount Isa and to provide 

opportunities for alternative housing. The educational standard of prospective employees was 

addressed especially in light of the Northern Australia Nutritional Survey which claimed that 

many children did not stay at school because of wages at the mine.73 Mount Isa Mines began a 

campaign in 1951 to encourage parents to take a “long view” of their children’s future “far more 

important than any consideration of immediate gain.” 74 

 

Mount Isa Mines formulated an employment policy which gave preference to family members 

of “[e]mployees who have been with this Company for years.” However in doing so, the 

company required higher education standards. While the Apprenticeship Board only required 

the completion of grade 8 for electrical apprenticeships and grades 6 or 7 for other trades, 

Mount Isa Mines demanded the completion of the Junior Public Examination for electrical 

apprentices, and the completion of the Scholarship Examination or Sub-Junior for other trades. 

The company’s hard line on the standard of education was conveyed by the pages of the house 

magazine: 

Apart from the apprenticeship standards laid down by Mount Isa Mines Ltd., it 

must be made quite clear that this (or any other) Company cannot offer 
employment with any hope of future advancement to boys and girls who have 

not reached a suitable standard of education.75 

 

This policy also promoted the demand for secondary education. While there were only thirteen 

secondary students enrolled in the high top of the Isa Mines State School in 1949, a separate 

high school was needed by 1952. Built on the grounds of the old football field, it opened in 

April 1953 with fifty-six students. For Mount Isa Mines a more highly skilled potential labour 

market was being created in preparation for a rapidly expanding mine.  

                                                             
72 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 197-198. 
73 Northern Australia Development Committee, “Co-Ordinator General’s Department: Northern Australia Nutritional 
Survey, 1947-1948, A/11 QSA. 
74 Mimag, July 1951. 
75 Mimag, July 1951. 
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Plate 9.4 Twenty Year Club in the grounds of Casa Grande, 1951. 
Kruttschnitt was standing centre back with South End houses in the background.  

Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

To celebrate the twentieth anniversary of the company, Kruttschnitt formed the Twenty Year 

Club, he himself a member, to recognise the loyalty of the longest serving employees. At a 

function held at Casa Grande in December 1951 he presented these employees with badges and 

long service leave entitlements. The event was organised by his wife Edna with the assistance of 

the Personnel Officer. As Kruttschnitt related: 

I went home one day and I said to the wife I’d like to invite every man that’s 

been here for 20 years together with his wife to have dinner with us here at the 

house. So I went and asked the Personnel Officer to let me have a list of the 

men who had been here for 20 years and whether they are married or single. He 
said there were 87. So I went home and said [to Edna]: You’d better be 

prepared for a shock about the dinner we are going to give the men who have 

been here for 20 years. There are 87!76  
 

The Twenty Year Club became a tradition of Mount Isa Mines with photographs of members a 

regular annual feature of the company magazine. The loyalty of long-term employees was 

evident. Klemola believed in mutual loyalty “having grown along with the Company”.77  

                                                             
76 Kruttschnitt, Interview. 
77 Mimag, June 1953. 
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Mount Isa Mines also encouraged gardens with the provision of soil and plants from the Mines 

nursery.78 It was clear that many employees enjoyed gardening, with Communist writer Jean 

Devanny noting the gardens of Mineside, which was described by a journalist as a “beautiful 

garden suburb”.79 Klemola described the company’s encouragement of gardens as a 

“[c]ommunity gift”. However he was also fully cognizant of the underlying rationale, adding 

that people with gardens were more likely “to send down roots themselves.”80 However gardens 

on their own were not sufficient. Mount Isa Mines was aware that housing for families was 

insufficient despite its extensive housing program. Further tent-houses were built and two 

blocks of single quarters converted into flats for families.81  

 

To create a more positive image of the company and town, Mimag was transformed into a more 

professional public relations magazine. It became the responsibility of the Community 

Department, with an editor appointed along with professional journalists and photographers.82 

With readership in Britain, United States and Europe, the magazine’s new purpose was to 

represent Mount Isa internationally. The editor elaborated: 

 

We feel that Mimag should try to keep its readers abreast of all the important technical 
changes, improvements and developments in the mine and at the same time try by its 

very make-up, style and contents to represent the spirit of Mount Isa Mines and our 

community, and to present a fair and reasonable picture of ourselves to the outside 

world.83 
 

Readers were requested to provide input into how to capture this “spirit of Mount Isa Mines and 

our community.” Feedback revealed that employees wanted more say over their views on 

company housing and facilities and fewer articles in the magazine on the “upper crust” of the 

company.84 This prompted the series of articles which surveyed a select number of employees 

over a two year period. The series, “Our Neighbour”, was published monthly in Mimag 

throughout 1952 and 1953. Employees living on the Mineside and Townside responded to 

questions regarding their houses and gardens, the company stores and facilities, and the town. 

 

                                                             
78 Mimag, December 1952. From January through to September 1953, 700 trees were planted in the community, 250 
by the Community Department, the remainder by residents. Mimag, September 1953. 
79 Leonard Middleton Bland, “Mount Isa’s Garden Suburb,” CA, 19 June 1953. J. Devanny, Travels in North 
Queensland (London: Jarrolds, 1951), 156, 172. 
80 Mimag, June 1953. 
81 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1950, 30th June 1951, & 30th June 1952. 
82 Mimag, April, May, June 1951. During the early 1950s, the editor was T. Haney. The journalists/photographers 
included Harry Waldegrave, R. Nankervis, and Richard Benson. 
83 Mimag, October 1951. 
84 Mimag, March 1952. 
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After over twenty years of operation, the Community Store came in for censure, as it was 

claimed it had “not kept pace with growth of the Community.”85 Store workers were criticised 

for their inability to cope with the number of customers, as many as 1,000 a day. The weekly 

fruit queue irked many, one woman describing a visit to the store as “a terrible ordeal”.86 A male 

employee complained that married women used the store between 12 noon - 1pm and 4 - 5pm, 

the only time when men could shop.87 There was also a complaint that the store was too far from 

the housing at South End and BSD. Others were critical of the wage deduction system 

preferring a cash and carry type store88 or a branch of one of the larger chain stores, such as 

Coles or Woolworths.89 The Forsters pondered the “pathetic” state of the store in comparison 

with other company enterprises.  

... why very imposing barracks, butchery, messes, etc. are built all around the area and 

the store is left in the middle of it all, still in its dilapidated state. It looks rather 

pathetic.90 
 

This was a valid comment for the store was profitable for the company. In September 1953, 

turnover exceeded “£½ Million per annum which gives the Store a front in Queensland 

commerce.”91 This was an impressive financial turnover for a remote town at the end of a 

railway. 

 

The frankness of the criticism within the pages of Mimag also threatened to reignite the hospital 

issue despite the company donating money and equipment to the public hospital and offering 

the state government £50,000 towards the cost of a new hospital building. 92 The Forsters 

criticised the Mount Isa Hospital as “falling short of the mark by a very wide margin”.93 In a 

letter to the editor of Mimag, G.A. Pryor, the Medical Superintendent, noted there was no 

disclaimer on the part of the magazine, that this was the “official opinion of your magazine or at 

least of which it approves.” Pryor conceded that “the present medical service is not ideal, it is 

the best that is possible in the circumstances of finance and medical staff available.”94  

 

Contributing to the potentially volatile situation was Mount Isa Mines’ decision to establish an 

Industrial Medical Service, with its own Medical Superintendent, to manage the casualty 

                                                             
85 Mimag, January 1953. 
86 Mimag, May 1953. See also Mimag, June 1952 & April 1953. 
87 Mimag, December 1952. 
88 Mimag, May 1953. 
89 Mimag, June & September 1952, February, July & September 1953. 
90 Mimag, May 1952. 
91 Mimag, September 1953. 
92 For example, Mount Isa Mines donated an electrocardiograph to the Hospital in 1949. Mimag, September-October 
1949. See also Mount Isa Mail, 22 September 1954. 
93 Mimag, May 1952. 
94 G.A.W. Pryor to Editor, 6 June 1952, Mimag, July 1952. 
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stations, first aid training, hygiene and sanitation in relation to the messes, barracks and 

housing. To allay the fears of the Mount Isa Hospital and the Townside community, Hilton was 

careful to spell out that the appointment of the Medical Superintendent was to “supplement the 

medical services provided by the Government Hospital and Medical Staff” by “relieving the 

Government Medical officers of routine pre-employment medical examination of new 

employees.” 95 The stated purpose of the “independent” Industrial Medical Service was to 

conduct pre-employment medical examinations: 

The system of pre-employment medical examinations is the backbone of the service. 

Not only to prevent men starting in jobs for which they are physically unfit and in 
which they might endanger others, but also to provide the essential datum line from 

which to gauge subsequent deviations of health.96 

 

The company opened a medical centre at the Kings Cross intersection in late 1951, a location 

central to the smelter and mine.  

 

Most employees interviewed in “Our Neighbour” were highly critical of conditions in the 

Townside especially housing. One Mineside resident, Leila Webb, portrayed the “sad neglect” 

and “lack of civic pride”97 in the town. Others despised the “dowdy” shops and described the 

houses as “shacks across the river”.98 The Cloncurry Shire Council’s decision to align the value 

of allotments on the Townside to the “increased purchasing power of [Mines’] employees”99 had 

led to land speculation but little house construction.100 During the 1950 election campaign, 

George Keyes, the Country Party candidate for Carpentaria, drew attention to the “disgusting 

state of housing affairs” directing most of his criticism at Smith, the ALP Member of 

Parliament: 

The total disregard to try and get building materials and Skilled Labour to one of the 

greatest mineral wealth producing towns in Australia – Mount Isa – does not speak too 

highly of the efforts of our present State Member, who not only lives in this town and 
can see the picture himself, but had major capitalistic interests here.101 

 

However, Keyes failed to convince voters of the importance of public housing by criticising the 

Labor sitting member .  

 

                                                             
95 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1951. See also Mimag, November 1951. 
96 Mimag, November 1951. 
97 Mimag, November 1952. 
98 Mimag, April, September, 1952. 
99 CA, 1 August 1949. 
100 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 9 September 1952, 16 June 1953. 
101 CA, 6 April 1950. 
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Many expressed the need for Mount Isa to have its own local authority.102 The Plants accused 

the Cloncurry Shire Council of being “completely oblivious to the retarded aspect of the town 

area.”103 The council was also a major target of criticism of members of the Mount Isa Progress 

Association who described Townside as “more reminiscent of a frontier town of the turn of the 

century as the modern industrial city it should be.”104 In defence, Mount Isa councillor Nobby 

Clarke claimed the council was hampered by shortages of labour and material. However Norm 

Smith joined the debate with the accusation that: “[p]ractically no money was re-spent from 

these collections in the Division other than general routine work such as office 

administration.”105 After twenty years as Shire Clerk, Mike O’Callaghan resigned.106 The 

Cloncurry Shire Council continued to lobby for a separate shire,107 and in June 1952, it moved 

the motion that: 

The State Government be written to pointing out that Mount Isa is a town of 9,000 

people, and should be allocated a certain amount of Federal Aid allocation each year in 

conformity with town councils of that size.108 
 

The demands of the rapidly growing mining town overwhelmed the administrative capacity of 

the shire council. New criticism came from Mount Isa Mines’ employees who had built in the 

town, such as Jack O’Neill, who felt that they were entitled to better roads, lighting and water 

supply.109 

 

With the highest lead bonus on record during 1951-1952, repayments were in easy reach of 

homeowners. From July1951, Mount Isa Mines provided interest free loans to employees to 

build their own homes in the town and to June 1953, assistance was given to over 200 

employees.110 Gross believed the take-up showed confidence in the future: 

Mr. Gross made mention, of the housing and other contributions the Company had 

made to improving the conditions of the employees, such as interest free loans to build 

their own homes. He pointed out how these activities had inspired confidence in the 

future of the field, and that this confidence was now being reflected by the construction 
of sound buildings and so on by others. 111  

 

                                                             
102 Mimag, September, November 1952, January, February, April, July 1953. 
103 Mimag, August 1952. 
104 CA, 1 June 1951. 
105 CA, 22 June 1951. 
106 CA, 23 November 1951. 
107 CA, 20 May, 10 June 1949, 13 October 1950; Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes, 25 July, 26 September 1950. 
Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes 21 October 1952. 
108 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes, 16 June 1953. 
109 Mimag, July 1953. 
110 A total of 177 houses were built by 30 June 1952. Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 
30th June 1952. Over 30 were built the following year. Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 
30th June 1953. 
111 CA, 22 August 1952 
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During the year ending June 1952, labour turnover was reduced to 30.1%.112 The emphasis on 

houses for married employees, both rental and owned, appeared to provide a stabilising 

influence. When Mineside resident, Mrs McGregor, was asked if people were contented, her 

reply was: “Single chaps and girls do seem to drift in and out a lot, but the married folk who 

have accommodation here are permanent settlers.”113 However over the twelve months to 30 

June 1953, labour turnover again crept over 40%.114 

 

In preparation for his retirement as Chairman of Directors, Kruttschnitt recommended 

Australian George Fisher to replace him as resident Chief Executive Officer. As he explained: 

It was an Australian deposit, and Australian company, I still felt that we had the talent 

in Australia. And that’s why I recommended Sir George Fisher to succeed me as the 
Chief Executive Officer. And in that respect the Mount Isa Company is different from 

many companies because the Chairman is not merely a man that sits at the head of the 

table and rules a meeting of a board of directors. In Mount Isa he is the Chief Executive 

Officer. He’s the one that works 24 Hours a day.115 
 

Fisher was already a leading figure in Australian mining when ASARCO approached him to 

head Mount Isa Mines. For thirty years, he worked for Zinc Corporation in Broken Hill, rising 

to the position of General Manager in 1945. Control of mining had shifted from the once 

dominant Broken Hill Proprietary to Zinc Corporation and its partner company New Broken 

Hill Consolidated which were part of Collins House group.  

 

According to Shields, the Collins House companies introduced a major change in labour 

management style, with a move from authoritarianism to “industrial cooperation” or 

“welfare”116 which included a cooperative housing scheme. Darnell traced the long history of 

housing cooperatives at Broken Hill, with Ellem and Shields identifying the cooperative store 

movement as a move by unions to compete with company stores.117 A change in legislation in 

1936 resulted in the rapid expansion of cooperative housing societies in New South Wales,118 

with Zinc Corporation and New Broken Hill Consolidated promoting their first scheme in 

                                                             
112 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1952. 
113 Mimag, October 1952. 
114 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1953. 
115 Kruttschnitt, Interview, 7. 
116 Ellem & Shields, “The Barrier Industrial Council,”140.  
117 Darnell, “Attaining the Australian Dream,”13-30; B. Ellem & J, Shields, “Making A ‘Union Town’: Class, Gender 
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1940.119 While World War II severely curtailed the earlier societies, by the time of Fisher’s 

departure from Broken Hill, seven Cooperative Housing Societies had been formed.  

 

While the main rationale for the promotion of home ownership by Zinc Corporation was to 

provide accommodation for the workforce required to support increased production, lower 

labour turnover was also the aim, with the schemes specifically aimed at married employees. In 

describing the success of the schemes, a Zinc Corporation senior manager revealed married 

employees represented at least 65% of the workforce: 

Towards the end of 1956 an examination revealed that of the total number of 

employees at the time (3,227) 2,344 were married, and of these 1,506 were of 
their own homes, or a total of 64.25 p.c.120 

 

While the home ownership schemes had the long-term outcome of reducing labour turnover, 

staff of the Housing Section schemes were not permanent. This indicated that they were part of 

a short-term strategy aimed at ensuring a stable workforce, and as such were not part of ongoing 

personnel management.  

 

An appliance scheme was also introduced, the comment made by company staff that: “After 

acquiring a house, interest shifts to the acquiring of labour saving devices.”121 In addition, 

amenities such as recreational areas, sports fields, improvements to hospital services, provision 

of scholarships and support for the technical education122 were also viewed as important to Zinc 

Corporation’s policy: 

The keynote to company policy is the sharing of prosperity, leading to more 

comfortable working and living conditions and to harmonious relationships between all 

concerned.123 
 

The “all concerned” included employees, companies, unions, and the wider community. At 

Broken Hill, Fisher was involved in the conferences between the Broken Hill Mine Managers’ 

Association (MMA) and the Barrier Industrial Council (BIC) representing affiliated unions. For 

                                                             
119 Zinc Corporation introduced its Cooperative Housing Schemes in 1936. Balnave,“Industrial Welfarism in 
Australia,” 228. 
120 I.M. Hardy, “A Housing Scheme for Mine Employees at Broken Hill, N.S.W.” Mining & Chemical Engineering 
Review 53, no. 8 (1961): 52. 
121 Zinc Corporation Ltd. and New Broken Hill Consolidated Ltd, “New Broken Hill Consolidated Mine, 5: Welfare,” 

Chemical Engineering and Mining Review 45, no. 4 (1953): 143. 
122 This included building projects such as a new hospital building and Technical College. See Conzinc Riotinto of 
Australia Limited, Operations of The Zinc Corporation Limited New Broken Hill Consolidated Limited The Southern 
Power Corporation Pty. Ltd. (Broken Hill: CRA, 1963), 64-67. See also I.M. Hardy, “Education and Training at the 
Zinc Corporation Limited,” Personnel Practice Bulletin 17, no. 2 (1961): 36-44. 
123 Zinc Corporated &New Broken Hill Consolidated Mine, “New Broken Hill Consolidated Mine,” 147. 
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the MMA, the BIC was crucial in maintaining industrial peace and in regulating the local labour 

market.124  

 

Shortly after his arrival in Mount Isa, Fisher was involved in the organisation of the 

Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy convention in August 1952. Kruttschnitt 

presented a paper entitled “Brief History of Mount Isa Mines Financial Structure - Its Trial and 

Tribulations” and concluded that the present financial position was “sound and satisfactory.” In 

the audience were Morris Mawby, Director of Exploration of Zinc Corporation, Alec McLeod, 

General Manager of North Kalgoorlie, Noel Kirby, Superintendent of Electrolytic Zinc, and Jeff 

O’Malley representing North American mining interests. They noted the great changes at Mount 

Isa Mines.125 

 

 

Plate 9.5 Julius Kruttschnitt farewelled by personnel of the Permanent Mess, 1952. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

With the impending retirements of Hilton and Kruttschnitt, Leonard Middleton Bland was hired 

to make the events memorable. The Chairman of Directors, the “loyal and faithful” veterans of 

the Twenty Year Club, the “common labourer” of “this mighty town” were all part of his 
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embroidered eulogy.126 At the official farewells he attempted to create heroic images of the 

retiring executives. Hilton’s farewell in March 1953 was described as the “People’s Picnic” and 

a “genuine and adorable farewell” which Bland further embellished: 

The worker at Mount Isa Mines, two decades ago, will reflect on the sight of that 
fortyish, strong and upright stranger, with a definite American accent, as he strode into 

the Mines grounds full of determination and purpose, yet with a kindly disposition 

which was to gain for him, this multitude of friends. His initiation was ragged. The 

rough and tough miners and their associates put the scissors through his name and 
classification and dubbed him “Uncle Charlie”. Little did they think that this name 

given in derision, would ultimately, th[r]ough the warmness of heart of its owner, be 

turned to one of respect in its highest degree, and one that will always be coupled with 
the Mines as long as they operate and the steel poppet-legs stand.127  

 

Kruttschnitt was praised for “his indomitable courage, and his unshakeable faith in the mine, his 

persuasive talks with London and America [which] finally won the day”.128 While Hilton 

returned to the United States, Kruttschnitt retired to Brisbane and continued to be involved in 

Mount Isa Mines as a director. Later he admitted his sense of attachment to the mining town: “I 

spent 23 years in Mount Isa and I suppose I became a part of the place so hated to leave it.”129  

 

Meanwhile in the High Court of Australia, Mount Isa Mines challenged the Federal 

Commissioner of Taxation’s disallowance of deductions on social infrastructure expenditure. 

The company’s legal counsel argued this was allowable under a recent amendment to the 

Income Tax Assessment Act.130 Persuaded by the argument, Justice Taylor ruled in favour of 

Mount Isa Mines. All expenditure on housing, attendant services and amenities from 1 June 

1931 became tax deductible, including the recently constructed houses at South End and the 

BSD, the mess and the swimming pool. The Justice deemed company accommodation to be 

“necessary” to secure and retain a labour force in Mount Isa. This finding was to set a precedent 

for company provision of new company towns.  

 

*** 

 

During the late 1940s and early 1950s, Mount Isa Mines experienced the highest lead prices in 

the company’s history. Kruttschnitt initiated a large-scale housing program from 1947 to 

accommodate the much larger workforce required for construction and production. This 

program was significant as it was the first large scale housing program in twenty years. Houses 

continued to be a major feature of this building program although the number failed to keep 
                                                             
126 CA, 22 May 1953. 
127 CA, 27 March 1953. 
128 CA, 5 June 1953. 
129 Kruttschnitt, Interview, 7. 
130 Mount Isa Mines v. Federal Commissioner of Taxation 92 CLR 483 1954 1108A HCA. 
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pace with the influx of new employees with families. The extremely high lead bonus became the 

main attraction for most workers, with subsidised accommodation and meals enabling short 

stays to quickly make money and leave. This contributed to extremely high labour turnover 

figures between 1947 and 1950 which were compounded by increases in the total overall 

workforce. 

 

For Mount Isa Mines, the year 1951 was a turning point. Mount Isa Mines celebrated the 

twentieth anniversary of first production. The Twenty Year Club was formed to recognise the 

long service of employees, including Kruttschnitt, who was approaching retirement age. Also 

noticeable from the second half of 1951, was the adoption of a more strategic approach to the 

issue of high turnover. This approach included the creation of a more positive image of Mount 

Isa Mines and Mount Isa, increases in the educational standards of apprentices and the 

promotion of home ownership in the town facilitated by the high lead bonus. The significant 

reduction in labour turnover during the years 1951 to 1953 was important, though inadequate 

for the years of greater expansion ahead. 
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Chapter 10. Under Australian Management 

1953-1956 

While ASARCO remained the parent company, George Fisher became the first Australian born 

Chairman of Mount Isa Mines in 1953. The General Managers during this period were Klem 

Gross and James Foots, who were also Australian. To recruit and retain a larger and more stable 

workforce for the planned period of massive expansion, Fisher adopted a different approach to 

employee housing and amenities to his predecessors, based on similar schemes implemented by 

Zinc Corporation. In the most part, employees responded positively to the cooperative housing 

and appliance schemes, a high bonus facilitating repayments. The business sector of the town 

prospered especially electrical traders. While company recreational amenities were basic, these 

were well utilised, one employee describing Mount Isa as a “Workers’ Paradise.” 

 

*** 

On his appointment to Mount Isa Mines, Fisher extracted a “cast-iron guarantee” for a free hand 

in future expansion programs, believing in the greater potential of the ore-bodies.1 

Notwithstanding richness in reserves, the continued high rate of labour turnover caused 

“management a great deal of concern.”2 The prominent public relations firm, Eric White 

Associates, was commissioned to run the recruitment and public relations campaign. The firm 

had international experience including oil multinationals.3 According to Menghetti, the 

recruitment campaign targeted workers “who were free of negative perceptions of the town.”4 

Experienced hard-rock miners from Finland and other areas of Europe were among the new 

recruits. David Longland, the State Migration Officer, confirmed that “[m]any of the families 

who migrate[d] to Mount Isa were employed in mining trades in their own countries”.5 A 

campaign was also run within the local community “aimed at changing attitudes to living in the 

Isa”.6  

 

An important element of the local approach was the establishment of an “independent” 

newspaper, the first issue of the Mount Isa Mail circulating on 26 June 1953. The newspaper 

                                                             
1 Chaput & Kennedy, Man from ASARCO, 206. 
2 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1953. 
3 White had been director of the Federal Liberal Party platform 1944-1947. Eric White Associates published Inside 
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Analysis, edited by H. M. Culbertson and N. Chen. (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1996), 210. 
4 Menghetti, “Mount Isa: a town like Alice?” 26. 
5 Mount Isa Mail, 1 October 1954. 
6 Menghetti, “Mount Isa: a town like Alice?” 26. 
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was printed on the press of Gulf News Services of Darwin, and it was no coincidence that Eric 

White was Chairman of Directors of the Northern Territory publisher. The Mount Isa Mail was 

full of positive spin about the future, with Fisher describing the newspaper as “a step forward in 

the establishment of improved facilities for residents of the Mount Isa District.” 7 At the launch, 

William H. Spooner, the Minister for National Development in the Australian Federal 

Government, described the newspaper as an indication of the “permanence” of Mount Isa “not 

enjoyed by all mining communities.” Suspicious that Mount Isa Mines was behind the 

publication, Smith, the Member of Parliament, fabricated surprise with the remark that it was 

“particularly gratifying to note that outside capital should have the foresight and faith in this 

town and district to start newspaper production.” Also a surprise was the headline announcing 

the company’s new housing scheme. 

 

 

Plate 10.1 George Fisher, Chairman of Directors, 1953-1970. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

Negotiations with the State government concerning the cooperative housing scheme began in 

May 1953. Fisher met George Clark, the Under Secretary for Mines in Brisbane, to ascertain if 

the company’s home ownership scheme complied with the recently amended Queensland Co-

operative Societies Acts, 1946 to 1951. Clark enthusiastically recommended the proposal to the 

Minister for Mines, Ernest Riordan, who was also sympathetic to Fisher’s argument that 
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inadequate housing at Mount Isa had led to the loss of valuable employees.8 A special meeting 

of Cabinet quickly agreed to the Mount Isa Mines’ Cooperative Housing Scheme, conditional 

on the approval of the Cloncurry Shire Council and the agreement of the Mount Isa Electric 

Light Authority. Mount Isa Mines and the Cabinet also agreed to a caveat on confidentiality.9 

On receipt of his official notification,10 Smith expressed his displeasure in a letter to Riordan. 

He accused the Cabinet of being manipulated by Mount Isa Mines, claiming that: 

[I]t looks to me as if you and Cabinet have been taken for a ride. This is the usual 

procedure over many years from my very close observations. The Government 
are given a very comprehensive outline of the proposed plan, told to keep it very 

confidential and, while the Government are sleeping on it, a sudden noise is made 

and there you are - everything has been completed…. Then, when it is well out of 
the way, if the local Parliamentary representative or the Government say 

anything, we are against company policy to help workers, etc. etc.11 

 

With his “keen eye and a good sense of smell”, Smith alluded to corruption. A member of the 

business community of Mount Isa since 1924, he had a long memory. 

 

Smith maintained that the company‘s guarded approach regarding the cooperative housing 

scheme was a tactic similar to the attempt by Mount Isa Mines to have the District Hospital on 

the mines lease. He recommended that “all the spare allotments in the town area [be] utilised” 

before final approval was given to the company housing scheme. Notwithstanding the antipathy 

that remained between the company and the Smith family, there was another reason for Smith’s 

apprehension. Harry Smith and Son were the proprietors of the Mount Isa Electric Light 

Authority, one of only four privately owned authorities in Queensland.12 Cabinet’s insistence 

that the interests of the authority be protected was intended to support the authority. However 

Smith opposed any government decision which would force the Cloncurry Shire Council and 

others “to provide public facilities for this area”.13 The Department of Mines conceded that if 

the electric light authority was authorised to extend power to the new housing area, there would 

be considerable delay: 

This area is not included in the area of the franchise of present Electric Light 

Authority (Mr. A. J. [Norm] Smith)…. If Mr. Smith is to supply power to these 

                                                             
8 Under Secretary for Mines to Minister of Mines, Proposed Building Society at Mount Isa Building Sites, 6 May 
1953, 55/2, A/8520 QSA. The Minister for Mines had been a miner and a field officer within the State Employment 
Service. Waterson & Arnold, Biographical Register of the Queensland, 79.  
9 Under Secretary for Mines to G.R. Fisher, 15 May 1953, 53/2 A/8520 QSA. 
10 W.M. Moore, Acting Minister for Mines, to A.J. Smith, MLA, 15 June 1953, 53/4, A/8520, QSA. 
11 A.J. Norman Smith to E.J. Riordan, 25 June 1953, 53/6, A/8520, QSA. 
12 It was one of four such authorities in Queensland, the others at Roma, Cloncurry and Camooweal. Mount Isa Mail 
16 February 1955.  
13 A.J. [Norman] Smith to E.J. Riordan, 10 June 1953, 53/4, A/8520 QSA. 
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houses, it is certain there will be a delay, and perhaps long delay, in provision of 
power.14 

 

Smith sold the electric authority to the Cloncurry Shire Council in September 1955.15 

 

The stated rationale for the Mount Isa Mines’ cooperative housing scheme was to significantly 

reduce labour turnover by encouraging home ownership among married employees. As the 

scheme was based on a similar and successful program adopted by Zinc Corporation, it could be 

assumed that the aim of Mount Isa Mines management was that married employees make up at 

least 65% of the total workforce.16 In marketing the housing scheme to employees, it was 

described as “a pay-as-you-go system whereby workers can own their own homes”.17  

When Mount Isa Mines’ proposal was presented to the Cloncurry Shire Council,18 the total 

package was attractive. It included street formation, water mains, septic systems and fencing as 

well as electricity supply.19 The Chairman “Nobby” Clarke, a long-term unionist, recognised the 

many benefits of the development describing it as “outstanding”. 

I consider the new housing area will be a great asset to the council, because the 

Mines are putting in roads, and even the water. The council will get the rateable 

value, which will be a considerable sum.20 
 

It was clear that additional rates would place the council in a better financial situation. 

 

Once the Cloncurry Shire Council approved the housing area and design of the houses, Mount 

Isa Mines Limited Cooperative Housing Society No. 1 was formed in October 1953 under the 

Queensland Co-operative Societies Acts.21 The Housing Society was managed by a Board of 

Directors, two of whom were Mount Isa Mines’ appointees - Tuck and Beard. According to the 

Mount Isa Mail, these two appointees were the “only control Mount Isa Mines had in the 

society”.22 The other directors represented a cross section of employees and were “good solid 

citizens”.23 George Hammond, the Chairman, was a ganger, and foreman blacksmith, Charlie 

                                                             
14 Department of Mines, Building Society – Mount Isa; Surrender of Area by Mount Isa Mines Limited, shown to 
Minister 29 September 1953, 53/after 12, A/8520, QSA. 
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17 Mount Isa Mail, 26 June 1953. 
18 Cloncurry Shire Council, Minutes, 21 July 1953.  
19 See Under Secretary for Mines to Minister to Mines, Proposed Building Society at Mount Isa Building Sites, 6 

May 1953, 55/2, A/8520 QSA. 
20 R.A. Clarke quoted in Mount Isa Mail, 31 July 1953. 
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Limited Co-Operative Housing Society Number 1 Limited, 53/after 15 A/8520 QSA.  
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Leonard, was Mount Isa Mines’ then longest serving employee. Roy McLaughlin worked as a 

clerk in the Community Store, with Charlie Davis employed in the mill and Paddy Gearing a 

lamp room attendant.  

 

Under Housing Society No. 1 only a 10% deposit was required for a loan, to be re-paid over a 

ten year period. Repayments were £2 weekly with an additional 4 shillings paid when the bonus 

was over £6 per week. While the bonus remained high, this did not seem to be an impost but an 

encouragement to make early repayments. The housing society initially included 100 one-

bedroom houses. Gross explained that the compact design was deliberate to allow additions 

with “a minimum of trouble and expense … [and] within the reach of many.”24 Benefits of the 

scheme were marketed in Mimag, including the wide choice of modern conveniences, no land 

costs, good water pressure, electricity and septic toilets. The scheme was described as a “good 

investment” especially in light of the high cost of allotments in the town: 

Thus, members will secure an excellent block of land with no capital outlay, the 

only expense being the annual rental (in direct contrast with the rest of Mount Isa 

where blocks of land are being sold for fantastic prices); as the whole area will be 
served with bitumen roads it will be free of dust; and due to the fact that the 

houses are being built in quantity the price will be lower than would otherwise 

be.25 
 

An outside contractor, Alf Wellington, was hired to build the houses.  

 

However the reaction of employees to Housing Society No. 1 failed to meet company 

expectations with only twenty-seven applications received.26 Employees criticised the one-

bedroom houses as unsuitable for families. To undo the potential damage to the cooperative 

housing scheme, Mount Isa Mines launched Housing Society No. 2 in April 1954.27 The larger 

two-bedroom houses were more successful in attracting employees to home ownership. 

Significantly Mimag emphasised the company’s rationale for the scheme as the “the latest move 

in the company’s plans to provided adequate and suitable housing for its employees in an effort 

to reduce staff turnover.”28 The approach taken by the company was described as “good sound 

business – the price which must be paid to keep employees happy.”  

                                                             
24 Mount Isa Mail, 30 October 1953. 
25 Mimag, November 1954. 
26 Mount Isa Mail, 20 November 1953; 2, 7 & 15 April 1954. The twenty-seven houses were located south of the 
Services Club in a suburb to be called Miles End. This was former Mineral Lease 3937. 
27 Mimag, July 1954. Seventy-three houses were built under Mount Isa Mines Limited Cooperative Housing Society 
No. 2 with members paying a deposit of £140 for a loan totalling £1,260. The allotments were located north and south 
of the RSL Services Club, a competition later naming the streets Hilton, Kennedy, Flynn, Skewes, Charles and 
Margaret. These were named after Charlie Hilton, Alexander Kennedy the pastoralist, John Flynn of the inland, F.F. 
Skewes who lost his life in World War II, and Prince Charles and Princess Margaret of the British Royal family.  
28 Mimag, November 1954. 
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Figure 10.1 A sketch of the one-bedroom house, Cooperative Housing Scheme No.1 
Mount Isa Mail, 16 October 1953. 

 

With a high lead bonus, management believed that home ownership was affordable and 

manageable. Mount Isa Mines embarked upon a further scheme of three-bedroom houses.29 

When the bonus rapidly rose to £9/2/6 in January 1955, Gross calculated that it would take just 

under seven years for employees to pay off a single bedroom house, and between seven and ten 

years to pay for the two-bedroom and three-bedroom houses. An additional payment of 4 

shillings a week was incurred when the bonus was £6 and for every £ over this amount. So 

confident was Mount Isa Mines that home ownership would stabilise the workforce, that 

members of the housing societies who sought employment in the town, could keep their houses 

on condition that they continued repayments.30 

 

In August 1954, internationally renowned architect Karl Langer31 was commissioned to plan a 

model suburb located in the area stretching north of Star Gully. Central to Langer’s plan was a 

public reserve. Allotments were planned so houses had a northerly or southerly aspect to 

provide adequate protection from the western sun. The houses were also located at varying 
                                                             
29 Cooperative Housing Society No. 3 was formed 13 June 1955. Board of Directors were J. Kennedy, G. Mayo, W 

Breen, E. Griffin and B Whitney. 
30 Mount Isa Mail, 12 January, 1955. 
31 After training as an architect and following a prominent career in Austria, Langer joined the Brisbane firm of 
Harold Cook and Walter Kerrison in 1939. Interestingly, Kerrison worked as a draftsman from 1919-1924 for James 
Campbell and Sons. See Donald Watson & Judith Mackay, A Directory of Queensland Architects to 1940 (St Lucis: 
University of Queensland Library, 1984), 57, 120, 123.  
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distances from the street, all backing onto a green belt reserve and children’s playground.32 By 

early 1955, Langer had completed his plan described as “one of Queensland’s most outstanding 

housing projects”.33 The model suburb was named Soldiers Hill, its streets named after World 

War II battles.34 Not all greeted the plan uncritically, the Cloncurry Shire Council giving 

approval only on condition that Mount Isa Mines did not establish any business undertakings 

there.35 However the suburb did include a shopping centre.  

 

Langer also designed a select number of houses to suit the local climate, incorporating new 

ideas in “ventilation and space economy.” 36 To “avoid regularity and undue uniformity”37 and 

to “prevent any monotony of the design often found in areas of mass produced homes”,38 the 

front gardens of the Langer houses were landscaped giving “each home an individualistic 

outside appearance and to blend the street into a pleasing whole.”39 The Langer homes, sold 

under Housing Cooperative Society No. 4, were built during late 1955 and early 1956.40 Despite 

buyers paying a higher deposit of £220,41 a journalist on the Mount Isa Mail exclaimed that at 

“long last the company has come forward with plans for really modern and attractive homes for 

employees.”42  

 

Mount Isa Mines continued to grant financial assistance to employees to build in the town and 

also established the Home Purchase Cooperative so that tenants of existing company houses 

could buy their homes.43 Beard, the Housing Officer, enthusiastically stated that home 

                                                             
32 Regarding Langer’s initial visit in August 1954, see Mount Isa Mail, 25, 27 August 1954. For other references see 
Mimag, February 1955; Mount Isa Mail, 10 November 1954, 1, 19 March, 5 May, 1955. 
33 Mimag, February 1955. 
34 The names of the streets were decided in a competition. Two Mount Isa Mines employees were the winners: D.J. 
Ratcliffe, relief engineer at the Copper Smelter and D. Lowry, leading-hand fitter at the Mill. Mimag, February 1955. 
The streets were named Owen Stanley, Markham, Kokoda. Bougainville, Wewak, Lae, Finschafen, Buna, Wau, 
Rabaul, Merauke, Tarakan, and Salamaua. Later the names of Milne Bay, Morotai, Madang, Moresby and Labuan 
were added. Mimag, June 1956. 
35 Mount Isa Mail 5 May 1955. 
36 Mimag, February 1955. 
37 Mount Isa Mail, 19 January 1955. The design was accepted with “very slight modifications” in late March 1955. 
Mount Isa Mail, 29 March 1955. 
38 Mount Isa Mail, 29 March 1955. 
39 Mimag, February 1955. 
40 The directors nominated by company were F.R. Johnson & A. Howe, while the five directors elected by the society 
were W. Lowry, R.K. Miller, D.K. McLennan, A. Goulevitch & E. Savage. Mount Isa Mail, 2 February 1956. 
Employees borrowed £1,980 on terms, while each home cost Mount Isa Mines £2700 to build. Mount Isa Mail, 15 
December 1955, 19 January 1956. For the complete list of applicants and their addresses under No. 4 Society, see K. 
Martin to G. Beard, 29 November 1957, 1957/54, A/8520 QSA. The houses were built in Owen Stanley, Salamau, 
Tarakan and Merauke Streets. See also Mount Isa Mail 2 August 1955. 
41 Mount Isa Mail, 15 December 1955, 19 January 1956. Employees borrowed £1,980 on terms, each home cost 
Mount Isa Mines £2,700 to build. 
42 Mount Isa Mail, 29 March 1955. 
43 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Reports for the Years Ended, 30th June 1953 & 30th June 1955. Repayments 
were £3/10/- per week, plus 15/- for every £2 the lead bonus exceeded £6 per week. Mount Isa Mines Limited, 
Formation of Co-operative Housing Societies, 1968, typescript, Technical Library, Mount Isa Mines (now held at 
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ownership gave people “a chance to buy a cheap home and sink their roots deep”.44 The phrase 

“sinking roots” 45 was also used by Fisher in the metaphorical sense referring to the company’s 

long-term aim of lower labour turnover, but also referred to the 1,200 free citrus trees 

distributed to employees by the middle of 1954.46  

 

 

Plate 10.2 Langer designed suburb of Soldiers Hill c. 1960. 
This photograph included houses which were part of the ninth and final Mount Isa Mines Ltd. Cooperative Housing 

Scheme established in 1958. The drive-in is pictured in foreground. 
 Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

Important visitors to Mount Isa were escorted on tours of the housing areas. In May 1954, 

Roger Straus, Chairman of Directors of ASARCO, commented favourably that the company’s 

housing schemes would ensure all married employees were housed in their own homes.47 In 

July 1954 the Governor-General, Field Marshall Sir William Slim, inspected the company 

housing program and on another visit a year later reviewed its progress.48 In 1955, the Governor 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Mount Isa City Council Library). By 1965, almost 200 homes on the lease were sold to employees. Mt Isa Today 
(Mount Isa, Mount Isa Mines, 1965). Most of the initial purchases were located east of the railway line in the 

Parkside area. 
44 Mimag, November 1954. 
45 Mimag, September 1955. 
46 Mount Isa Mail, 4, 25 June 1954. 
47 Mount Isa Mail 21 May 1954. 
48 Mount Isa Mail 7, 16, 21 July 1954, 22, 24 March 1955. 



 

168 

 

of Queensland, Sir John Lavarack, also inspected the new housing areas.49 On his visit, 

Brisbane’s Lord Mayor, Frank Roberts, observed that “the Mines housing schemes compared 

favourably with any Queensland Housing Commission project”.50 In September 1954, the Prime 

Minister of Australia, Robert Menzies, was a guest of Fisher at Casa Grande, and was impressed 

by developments in both mining and housing.51  

 

However Mount Isa Mines needed to impress the Queensland Government as further 

infrastructure was required in the mining town. During the visit of Premier Vince Gair in July 

1954, Fisher took the opportunity to emphasise the magnitude of the Mount Isa reserves and 

called for greater government assistance especially with public housing and a new hospital. The 

Premier acknowledged Mount Isa Mines’ contribution to the development of north-west 

Queensland and congratulated the company for fostering greater understanding among 

nationalities and “building up a communal spirit”.52 Unlike other important visitors, Gair did not 

reside in company accommodation but stayed at the home of Smith, the local ALP member and 

owner of the only picture theatre in the town. 

 

While the Star Theatre had seating for 700, there was criticism concerning the long queues for 

tickets and the hot interior during the summer months.53 A number of those interviewed in the 

“Our Neighbours” series of Mimag recommended another cinema.54 Arguing that it was filling a 

short-fall, Mount Isa Mines established the BSD Theatre. As it was open-aired and consisted of 

only a screen and projection equipment, patrons brought their own chairs and refreshments. A 

former resident of Mount Isa, Menghetti, remembered: 

[V]olunteer projectionists showed one 16 mm film a night to an audience that 
provided its own seating. It was, however, enormously popular, particularly with 

families. The site caught the evening breeze and children rested comfortably 

while parents watched films that were unlikely to disturb the sleep of innocence.55 

 

Many of the films and newsreels shown at the BSD Theatre were new releases selected by staff 

of the Industrial and Welfare Department, the company covering the cost of air-freight to the 

mining town.56 Free admission and a wide variety of films shown six nights a week ensured its 

popularity. The BSD Theatre proved to be the most successful amenity provided by Mount Isa 

                                                             
49 Mount Isa Mail 8 September 1955. 
50 Mount Isa Mail 13 October 1954. 
51 Mount Isa Mail 3, 15, 17 & 22 September 1954. 
52 Mount Isa Mail 21 July 1954. 
53 Mount Isa Mail, 29 September 1954, 11 February 1955. 
54 Mimag, April 1952, January, February, April, September 1953. 
55 Menghetti, Mount Isa: A Town Like Alice? 30. 
56 The two original projectionists were Len Pedwell, assistant accommodation officer of the BSD, and George 
Hammond, a company chauffeur. Mimag, January 1957, 11. 
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Mines during the early 1950s, with Fisher describing it as “another move by the company to 

provide employees with adequate entertainment facilities for their spare time.”57 Frank Roberts, 

Brisbane’s Lord Mayor, commented that the free open air theatre was “an additional instance of 

the Mines interest in its employees”.58 

 

The area that comprised the original Mount Isa Mines Recreational Area was named 

Kruttschnitt Park after the recently retired Chairman of Directors. While most trustees were 

senior staff of Mount Isa Mines consisting of members of the Industrial and Welfare 

Department, businessmen were included.59 When J.W. Redpath was chairman, he urged 

sporting bodies to put something back into sport in Mount Isa.60 In response, the Mount Isa 

Tennis Association and the Leichhardt Bowling Club became accountable for the courts and 

greens.61 The venue for the Sunday picnic cricket match to raise funds for the Bush Children’s 

Health Scheme became the Spear Creek Recreation Area.62 In the Annual Report for 1955, 

shareholders were reminded that the “generous playing areas and amenities” were “to provide 

attractive living conditions and create a sense of civic pride among employees.”63 That this pride 

was being engendered was evident in the words of one employee, Jack Lawson, who listed the 

numerous amenities of which “we are truly proud” especially the BSD Theatre: 

Among the numerous amenities provided by Mount Isa Mines for their 

employees, nothing has become more popular than the Community picture show 

at BSD. 

In a few short years this Company has turned an arid desert into a 
“Workers Paradise”. 

Our Olympic Swimming Pool, Bowling Green, Oval, Golf Course, 

Tennis Courts, are but a few of the things we are truly proud of. 
One night last week, I stood and watched more than 600 people wend 

their way on to the sand, many of the aged carried their chairs and cushions, 

young children married couples with tiny infants spread the rug, and baby was 

lulled to sleep with music. 
I have never witnessed a more happy and contented crowd at a picture 

show. 

Where would you find in Australia a picture show who’s obvious slogan 
is, “Lie back and relax, it costs you nothing.” 

It will be a regrettable day for thousands in Mount Isa if ever this all 

important social amenity is taken from us.64 

                                                             
57 Mount Isa Mail, 30 July 1954. 
58 Mount Isa Mail 13 October 1954. 
59 The Mines Recreation Area was renamed Kruttschnitt Park in 1954. See Mimag, July 1954:4. The Board of 
Trustees were Chairman E.W.W. Eley; Secretary M.R. Holt; Treasurer C. Firmin; J. Redpath, J. Thorburn, G. 
Polkinghorne, W. Aveyard and S. Cumming (Liaison Officer). Polkinghorne was the local businessman included as 

one of the Trustees. Mimag, July 1953. 
60 Mount Isa Mail, 12 April 1956. 
61 Mount Isa Mail, 14 April, 17 May 1955. 
62 Mount Isa Mail , 6 October 1954. 
63 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1955. 
64 Mount Isa Mail, 17 November 1954. 
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Proposals for family oriented amenities received strong support from Mount Isa Mines. In May 

1954, George Davis, a foreman, Aplin, the Industrial Officer, Arthur Pike, Smelter 

Superintendent, and Edward “Ned” Campbell, miner, came up with the idea of a drive-in 

theatre. Pike had seen drive-ins in the United States and Davis believed that one in Mount Isa 

would suit the dry climate and cater for mothers with children and shift-workers who found the 

rules and dress code of the existing cinema too restrictive. Fisher responded by offering a site in 

close proximity to the new housing areas, the 300 car capacity drive-in built with volunteer 

labour and equipment from the company. Opened in March 1956, the Tropicaire was described 

in the company magazine as the highlight of Mount Isa’s night life, bringing “the pulse of the 

big cities to the far north-west.”65  

 

Mount Isa Mines also provided support for clubs. In granting a site for the RSL Clubhouse, 

Gross referred to the dual roles of club members who were also employees of Mount Isa Mines, 

and the reciprocal nature of company assistance to clubs:  

Club members working on the staff of Mount Isa Mines helped produce the 

metals which enabled the company to make a profit. This gave the company the 
ability and incentive to help them further, such as aid in providing the Services 

Club.66 

 

This employer-employee relationship suited a significant number of long-term employees, who 

were loyal and understood reciprocity. This was especially so with members of the Twenty Year 

Club, the tradition started by Kruttschnitt and continued by Fisher. Kruttschnitt was the special 

guest at the reunion in June 1954 describing members as the “backbone” of the company,67 with 

a journalist from the Mount Isa Mail noting the “atmosphere of contentment.”68 This image of 

contentment among long-term employees was conveyed to the entire community. Fisher also 

referred to the growing number of retirees providing “further evidence that Mount Isa is 

growing towards maturity and offering a satisfactory way of life, as well as employment.”69 

Many old-timers had worked for Mount Isa Mines since the twenties or thirties, with younger 

generations of their families working for the company and living in the town.70 

                                                             
65 Mimag, April 1957. This was the first licence for a drive-in approved in Queensland, although the second to start 
operating. It continued to be operated by its small team until 1960, when it was taken over by Birch, Carroll and 
Coyle, with Bill Aplin, a member of the original consortium, as manager. The original 300 car capacity expanded to 
500 in 1964. Mount Isa Mail, 22 August 1963; North West Star, 6 February 1969, 5 February 1970. 
66 Mount Isa Mail, 14 April 1955. President, A.P Beard, was one of Mount Isa Mines’ longest employees. 
67 Mount Isa Mail, 9 June 1954. 
68 Mount Isa Mail, 11 June 1954. 
69 A Message from the Chairman, Mimag, March 1956. 
70 There were fathers and sons, A.P & George Beard, Andy & Quentin Richardson, R. Drew and Noel Drew, at the 
1956 Twenty Year Club’s dinner. Mimag, April 1956. 
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Skilled apprentices were the future of the company. On part of a surrendered company lease, the 

Mount Isa Technical High School opened in early 1953. While serving as a secondary school 

during the day, it was also a night school for apprentices, the majority from Mount Isa Mines.71 

As guest speaker at the first speech night, Gross emphasised the need for skilled employees at 

Mount Isa Mines explaining that “higher educational standards were necessary if this supply of 

skilled men was to come from Australians - and preferably from the children of Mount Isa.”72 

Two years later, Foots conveyed a similar message: 

In common with other companies, Mount Isa Mines had a growing need for 

capable, educated young people – particularly well-trained tradesmen and men 
for executive positions.73 

 

However he stressed that “what M.I.M. Ltd. did not want to do was to attract young people 

away from school.” To encourage further education, Mount Isa Mines offered six secondary 

scholarships to complete matriculation,74 with three annual tertiary scholarships tenable at 

Australian universities.75  

 

Mount Isa Mines became an attractive package for prospective recruits, especially with the new 

barracks in the BSD area.76 The BSD Recreation Club was opened to all company employees on 

payment of a membership fee. With hours from 10:30am to 10:30pm, it provided for mostly 

single men especially shift-workers. It was furnished with “laminex-topped tables and plastic 

covered chairs” 77 and provided hot and cold meals and snacks. Families of members were 

entitled to use the facilities though the billiards room and barber’s shop were for men only. The 

BSD Club was described by Gross as an “experiment” with management in the hands of 

members, through a board which appointed and managed club staff.78 It was believed that the 

“new method of control” would be more successful in meeting the needs of employees, making 

them “happier with their surroundings’ and “more contented on the job”. Governor General, 

                                                             
71 Apprenticeship subjects included electronics, engineering mining and metallurgy, with a diploma in mechanical 
and electrical engineering offered from early 1955. Adult night classes were also offered in bookkeeping, shorthand, 
and typewriting. Mount Isa Mail, 17 July, 25 September, 6 November 1953, 4 February, 10, 22 March 1955. 
72 Mount Isa Mail, 15 December 1954. 
73 Mount Isa Mail, 3 December 1956. 
74 Mount Isa Mail, 27 October, 24 November 1955. 
75 These scholarships were tenable at the University of Queensland and were also open to employees with 

matriculation and four or more years of residence in Mount Isa. Barbara Catt, daughter of the Power House 
Superintendent, was one of the first recipients, as was Stephen Arnold from the survey office who had attended Isa 
Mines School. Mount Isa Mail, 26 January 1956.  
76 Mount Isa Mail 13 September 1956. 
77 Mount Isa Mail, 19 May 1955. 
78 Mount Isa Mail, 9 June 1955. 
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Field Marshall Sir William Slim, was impressed, describing the BSD Club as a “fine example” 

of an amenity managed by employees.79  

 

During the weeks to the close of December 1954, Mount Isa Mines announced that labour 

turnover had fallen to an extremely low 20%, which according to Tuck, the Industrial Officer, 

was “contrary to the usual trend.” 80 This was evidence of the microscopic-level scrutiny of 

labour statistics by company staff, during periods of identified high turnover. Tuck’s statement 

confirmed that the period around Christmas was usually marked by high turnover, when 

families left Mount Isa during the long school holidays. Mount Isa Mines reversed this trend, 

management attributing the lower turnover to “recent improvements in staff amenities” 

especially the BSD Theatre and home ownership.81 Family activities to reduce labour turnover 

over the summer holidays was not new, as Mitke had introduced the series of Christmas 

festivities during 1929 for the same reason.82 The emphasis on family work was still evident 

during the 1950s, and more so with greater emphasis on housing and amenities for families. 

 

During February 1955, Mount Isa Mines closed its books to further recruitment with 

“saturation” point being reached which Gross described as “unique in the company’s history”.83 

In his report to stockholders, Fisher identified 1955 as the turning point in the stability and 

greater permanency of the entire community.  

[T]he atmosphere has changed from that of a mining camp to that of a settled and 
responsible community. The increasing air of permanency noticeable in the town 

and on the mine lease, is encouraging more and more people to build or buy their 

own homes and sink their roots into Mount Isa. It is the Company’s intention that 
these worthy citizens shall not be disappointed. As our population grows, we will 

match the growth with more and better services to make Mt. Isa an even better 

place to live in.84 

 

At the same time, the report recorded the overall turnover for the financial year to 30 June 1955 

as 45.8% (see Table 10.1). The lack of concern over this figure by Fisher was conspicuous, who 

was buoyed by the low turnover over Christmas and the popularity of the cooperative housing 

scheme. He appeared content that the series of strategies put in place from 1953 were now 

heading towards the ultimate goal of low turnover. Fisher concluded his report by emphasising 

the main rationale for company schemes, especially the cooperative housing scheme, which 

                                                             
79 Mount Isa Mail 24 March 1955.  
80 Mount Isa Mail, 31 December 1954. 
81 Mount Isa Mail, 28 January 1955. 
82 Mitke, “Improving Industrial Relations,” 443. 
83 Mount Isa Mail, 11 February 1955. 
84 Mimag, September 1955. 
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were “to overcome the housing shortage, improve the standard of employees’ houses, and to 

reduce labour turnover.”85  

 

Table 10.1 Mount Isa Mines, Labour Turnover Percentages, July 1953- June 1956 
 

Financial 
Year Ended, 

30 June 

Average number 
of employees 

Labour 
turnover % 

Adjusted 
Labour 

turnover 

figure % 

1953 2,768 41 47 

1954 2,886 61 55.2 

1955 3,089 45.8 
 

1956 3,453 49.9 
  

Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Reports for the Years Ended, 30th June 1953 to 30th June 1956.86 

 

Meanwhile the second Mount Isa Industrial Council (MIIC) was established. The constitution of 

the MIIC followed the exact lines of the Barrier Industrial Council and it “stood for negotiation 

and arbitration, rather than direct action, which could cause hardship to workers and 

dependents.” 87 The Industrial Council opposed Brisbane/state based executive control of labour 

on the field. The AWU refused to affiliate with the MIIC which was not affiliated with the 

Queensland Trades and Labour Council. The Industrial Council grew more dominant under the 

secretaryship of Ken Morgan, a clerk at Mount Isa Mines. He was also involved with the 

Federated Clerks Union and the local branch of the ALP, with the Mount Isa Mail providing 

him with positive press much to the chagrin of the AWU.88  

 

Another Broken Hill scheme, the Home Appliance Scheme, was also investigated, with Beard 

reporting that businessmen were doing “colossal business” in the older mining town.89 The 

Mount Isa Mines’ scheme was outlined to the newly formed Chamber of Commerce in early 

November 1955. Colin Firmin, the Mount Isa Mines’ Administration Manager, informed the 

group that the stated objective of the scheme was to raise the standard of living of employees 

through the purchase of electrical appliances.90 Through a committee of Cooperative Housing 

Societies members, employees would apply for advances to purchase approved appliances at 

discount from local electrical retailers. However the notion of discount was not readily received, 

one trader querying the need, commenting that “the purchaser is already getting a favour done 
                                                             
85 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report of the Proceedings at the Twenty-Third Ordinary General Meeting of 
Stockholders held on 6th December, 1955. 
86 The Adjusted Labour Turnover figure of 47% quoted in this table was probably a typographical error as 41% was 
quoted with greater consistency. 
87 Mount Isa Mail, 26 February 1954. 
88 The AWU appeared to have kept a dossier on Morgan. See Williams, Yellow Green & Red, 42-44, 168. 
89 Mount Isa Mail, 10 November 1955. 
90 For details of the Chamber of Commerce meeting 8 November 1955 see Mount Isa Mail, 10 November 1955. 
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him, by only having to pay one per cent interest.” He vented his criticism of Mount Isa Mines: 

In other words, you want the town electrical traders to supply mines employees 
with amenities. That’s what it appears on the surface and if that’s what the 

company wants, then the company should pay for it, not us.91 

 

Suspicious of the company’s scheme, electrical traders were determined to make their own 

decision at a separate meeting. 

 

The trial began in December 1955.92 In the case of more expensive items such as refrigerators 

and stoves, advances of up to 90% were available, the loans repayable over a maximum of three 

years. With other appliances, the advance was generally 80% repaid over two years. While not 

electrical, pianos were included in the scheme. The fears of electrical dealers were allayed when 

they were rushed with sales - most making between £3,000 and £4,000 in the first week. The 

most demand was for refrigerators, followed by electric fans, washing machines and mix-

masters. The scheme recorded a record trade in the fortnight before Christmas 1955 with “some 

of the heaviest spending experienced by Mount Isa businessmen for many years.”93 Within two 

months, goods to the value of £19,000 were bought. The scheme was also popular with single 

men who purchased radiograms and bar fridges. During its first year, appliances to the value of 

£96,000 were handled under the scheme with “no bad debts”.94 Fisher reported on the success of 

the scheme, which he described to stockholders as aimed at “improving comfort and standard of 

living of employees.”95  

 

Menghetti argued that the home ownership and appliance schemes were part of the overall 

public relations strategy to sell the “dream of suburbia” to ensure a stable workforce for Mount 

Isa Mines: 

The idea was peculiarly Australian and marked by the distinctive social attitudes 
of the 1950s. It aimed at creating a living environment that was the property and 

responsibility of its inhabitants. Mount Isa was to become a town in which mine 

workers owned houses set in leafy suburbs, spent their weekends acquiring 
lounge and bedroom suites, and ‘labour-saving’ devices to care for them, and 

their weekends mowing lawns and entertaining neighbouring families. They 

were, in short, to accept that their dream of suburbia could be fulfilled in Mount 
Isa, and to invest and settle there in family units in order to provide the mine with 

a stable, reliable workforce.96 

 

                                                             
91 Mount Isa Mail, 10 November 1955. 
92 Mount Isa Mail, 8 December 1955. 
93 Mount Isa Mail 22 December 1955. See also Mount Isa Mail 15 December 1955. 
94 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report of the Directors, 3 December 1957. 
95 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Report of the Directors to be submitted at the 24th Annual General Meeting of the 
Company, 4th December 1956. 
96 Menghetti, “Mount Isa: a Town Like Alice?” 25. 
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She also maintained that employees of Mount Isa Mines became victims of consumerism 

“chained to their washing machines and lawn mowers as any suburban Sydney-sider”.97 

However the popularity of the appliance scheme indicated that many employees were willing 

consumers while the lead bonus was high.  

 

With confirmation of a large deposit of silver-lead below older deposits of the Black Star and an 

extremely promising copper deposit on the Rio Grande, Fisher announced that “bigger plans” 

were on the way.98 A five-year expansion program to extract and process the ore reserves was 

announced. In July 1956, the Secretary for Mines, George Devries, enthusiastically announced 

the discoveries and predicted Mount Isa’s population would be 20,000 by 1966.99 Major 

upgrades to the railway between Townsville and Mount Isa required the Queensland 

Government’s cooperation in the expansion. At Mount Isa Mines, ore production would 

increase from 4,000 to 13,000 tons per day, requiring an additional haulage shaft, concentrator, 

additions to the copper smelter and a new stack.100 To implement Fisher’s ideas on expansion 

and social infrastructure, James Foots was appointed from Zinc Corporation.101  

 

The community section of the older Isa Mines settlement was at the centre of the expansion 

program. Notice was given to occupants of houses and government agencies that the majority of 

buildings would be removed. As Foots explained: 

... this company does not propose to erect any more residences in the valley … 
and, in fact, that it will probably be necessary for the majority of the residences to 

be removed to other sites which would be east of, or directly adjacent to the 

western side of the Mount Isa-Duchess railway line.102 
 

In 1955, the centre-piece of the older settlement, the band rotunda, was removed to West Street 

on the Townside. Houses within the older Isa Mines settlement were either demolished or 

removed to make way for a new network of roads.103 

 

Foots informed the Regional Director of Education in early July 1956 that the grounds of the Isa 

Mines State School were also required for mining, and that a new site for a school was required:  

                                                             
97 Menghetti, “Mount Isa: A Town Like Alice?” 32. 
98 Mimag, January 1955. 
99 Mount Isa Mail, 19 July 1956. 
100 Mount Isa Mail, 13 December 1956 
101 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 200. Klem Gross remained a Director of Mount Isa Mines, and Chairman of a 
subsidiary company, Bowen Consolidated Coal Mines. 
102 J.W. Foots to Director General of Education, 6 July 1956 43434/56, QSA. 
103 Mimag, February 1956. The first houses to be removed were those on Hill Road and Coolabah, Hickory and Ivory 
Streets. For the demolition of houses in Hill Road and Coolabah Street, see Mount Isa Mail28 July 1955, 26 January 
1956. 
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The Future of the Isa Mines State School is one which requires careful study. As 
a result of its exploration programme, this Company has proved considerable 

quantities of economic mineralisation at depth in the area for which your 

Department has the surface rights and on which the Isa Mines State School is 
situated. It is very likely that, over the next decade, mining operations could 

affect the surface of the area held by your Department and that this Company will 

be approaching you to make the area available for mining purposes. This being 
so, and assuming that your Department will agree, it would be advisable for you 

to seek a suitable site for the re-location of the Isa Mines State School.104 

 

Mount Isa Mines had already canvassed alternative school sites, with a school reserve located in 

the Soldiers Hill plan. Beard received a positive response from the Director of Public Instruction 

in May 1955, regarding the building of a state school on this reserve.105  

 

 

Plate 10.3 Drapery section of the Community Store, 1950. 
Mimag, December 1950. 

 

The Community Store and Butcher’s Shop were also located in the centre of future mining 

activity. While there was growing criticism of the company store, it was still a profitable 

business. Lindsay Robb, Superintendent of Community Store, reported record trading during the 

Christmas period of 1955.106 However in June 1956, Mount Isa Mines announced it would close 

                                                             
104 J.W. Foots to Director General of Education, 6 July 1956 43434/56, QSA. 
105 Mount Isa Mail, 5 May 1955. 
106 Mount Isa Mail 22 December 1955. 
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its store.107 Foots, the General Manager, stated that the decision was based on the “policy of the 

company to foster private businesses in the town itself.”108 Departments would be progressively 

closed in line with the “ability of local traders to meet the needs of the town”. The reaction of 

traders was positive with many placing extra orders to meet the expected demand. John 

Polkinghorne, President of the Chamber of Commerce, described the planned closure as “one of 

the best things that has ever happened for Mount Isa business ... [which] will have a beneficial 

effect on the whole business community.”109  

 

Fifty new enterprises opened for business on a cash basis in 1956,110 which competed directly 

with the Community Store’s credit based operation. The fish section of the Butcher’s Shop was 

taken over by Gulf Fisheries which also provided a delivery service to householders.111 Stretton 

Brothers organised for shipments of mutton to be flown in from Winton.112 More fruit, grocery 

and vegetables outlets were clearly required. Miles Street grocer Freddie Pang responded with 

the installation of a cold store, the “first of its kind in western Queensland”.113 This significantly 

contributed to bridging the gap in the fruit and vegetables trade. In proposing a toast to the 

Chamber at its first annual dinner in November 1956, Foots commented that the “formation of a 

chamber of commerce was evidence of the faith of businessmen in the future of Mount Isa”.114 

George McCoy concluded the night’s speeches with the rallying words: “We [the Chamber of 

Commerce] cannot leave it to Mount Isa Mines to push Mount Isa along”. 

 

However the reaction of some to the impending closure of the Community Store was met with 

fear that prices would rise. According to one employee: 

We all know that our cost of living in Mt. Isa is governed by prices of the 
Community Store, and I would hazard a guess that our cost of living would go up 

by 20 p.c. if the Community Store closed.115 

 

Foots recalled that he informed businessmen “that if the prices went up we [Mount Isa Mines] 

would bring in a Woolworths or Coles or something.”116 However the large chain stores did not 

immediately see Mount Isa as a viable proposition. When the Progress Association approached 

one of the leading firms in early 1956, the Association was informed that store management 

                                                             
107 Mount Isa Mail, 14, 21 June 1956 
108 Mount Isa Mail, 14 June 1956. 
109 Mount Isa Mail, 21 June 1956. 
110 “A Message from the Chairman,”Mimag, January 1957. 
111 Mount Isa Mail, 3 May 1956. 
112 Mount Isa Mail, 13 March 1955. 
113 Mount Isa Mail, 7 June 1956. 
114 Mount Isa Mail, 8 November 1956. 
115 Letter to Editor, Mount Isa Mail, 1 November 1956. 
116 Sir James Foots, interviewed by Kett H. Kennedy, Brisbane, 28 November 1988, quoted in Menghetti, “Mount 
Isa: a Town Like Alice?” 29. 
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“was unable to establish a branch, the main reason being the difficulty of supply.”117 Rail 

transport was too expensive and unreliable as was the water supply. 

 

During the drought of 1953, a Cloncurry Shire Council delegation travelled to Brisbane to lobby 

for improvements to the water supply. However, funding from the State Government was not 

forthcoming.118 Mount Isa Mines raised the height of its Rifle Creek dam and redirected water 

to the town mains,119 Fisher emphasising that “the company was very interested in the welfare 

of the town.”120 According to the Mount Isa Mail: 

Council officers this week said kind things about Mount Isa Mines Ltd. when the 

company began pumping water from Mineside to drought-stricken Townside. 
This action came just in time to avert a major breakdown in supply and is the 

more commendable because Mineside has its own water difficulties.121 

 

Despite experiencing water shortages, the Mount Isa Mines’ fire unit also attended fires on the 

Townside until an adequately resourced fire station was opened there in early1956.122  

 

While the company continued bore sinking programs in both communities, a more permanent 

water supply was required.123 In June 1956, Mount Isa Mines announced its plans for a new dam 

to be located nineteen kilometres north of Mount Isa on the Leichhardt River. Fisher stated that 

the principal reason for the new dam was “to provide more water for the town and 

community.”124 The company agreed to supply water to the Cloncurry Shire Council.125 Utah 

Australia was commissioned to construct a dam, as well as houses at Soldiers Hill and the new 

housing area to the south.126 By the end of October 1956, ten houses were in various stages of 

construction at Happy Valley.127 

 

In 1955, Len Doughan, foreman diamond driller, became Chairman of the Cloncurry Shire 

Council.128 The election of the Progress Party was described as “one of the biggest local 

government election upsets in the history of Mount Isa”. Sam Small, one of the other successful 

                                                             
117 P.E. Borchett to Editor, Mount Isa Mail, 2 February 1956. 
118 Mount Isa Mail, 27 November, 8 December 1953. The delegation was led by Len Doughan who met with 
government officials including State Treasurer E. J. Walsh. 
119 Mount Isa Mail, 7 August, 18 September, 2 October, 13 November, 16, 26 December 1953.  
120 Mount Isa Mail, 26 December 1953. 
121 Mount Isa Mail, 23 December 1953. 
122 Mount Isa Mail, 16 February 1956. 
123 Mount Isa Mail, 3 March, 18 August 1954. Mount Isa Mines sunk a bore on the water reserve in West Street in 

early 1954. Mount Isa Mail, 3 March 1954. 
124 Mount Isa Mail, 8 November 1956. 
125 Mount Isa Mail, 14 June 1956. 
126 See Mimag, August 1956; Mount Isa Mail, 14 June 1956.  
127 Mount Isa Mail, 18 October 1956.  
128 Mount Isa Mail, 5 May 1955. 
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candidates was a shift engineer in the copper smelter and had “his own home in a fast-growing 

suburb”.129 Home ownership was clearly considered a desirable attribute. The Progress 

Association supported a separate shire for Mt Isa as did many residents who signed a petition, 

which was forwarded to Smith requesting a private member’s bill for its establishment.130 The 

MIIC also lobbied the Queensland Central Executive of the ALP and the Governor-General, 

Field Marshall Sir William, arguing the importance of a separate shire to the development of 

Northern Australia.131 Despite the lobbying, a separate council was not yet considered feasible. 

 

1956 was an election year. After considerable controversy, Smith ultimately won the ALP 

plebiscite with Tom Welch, the AWU Organiser, becoming the ALP’s Campaign Director in 

Mount Isa.132 Mount Isa Mines’ Industrial Officer, Bill Aplin, was the candidate for the 

Queensland Country Party. He had previously contested the seat of Carpentaria in March 1953, 

but lost to Smith after Aplin’s representation in the Industrial and Arbitration Court was 

maligned by his opponent.133 As part of his new campaign, Aplin accused the Gair Labor 

Government of riding on the back of Mount Isa Mines with “not one State worker’s dwelling” 

having been built in the mining town. In his campaign speech, he commented that: 

It seems to me that in the field of housing, as well as elsewhere, Labour, while 

maligning Private Enterprise, has no hesitation in riding on its back. In Mount Isa 

it has been left to a Private Enterprise, Mount Isa Mines Limited, to build 90 per 

cent. of the town dwellings. They have built houses and barracks and made them 
available at modest rentals. They have financed Co-operative Building Societies 

and sold homes on low-deposit for 86 per cent. of the cost of construction. They 

have financed home builders in the amazingly low interest rate of 2 per cent. Still 
the demand for homes exceeds supply. While they were doing this the Labour 

Government has done absolutely nothing. In the whole of Mount Isa there is not 

one State Worker’s dwelling. There is not one State Housing Commission 
home.134 

 

While Aplin’s campaign caused a swing against the ALP, his open support of “Private 

Enterprise” lost him votes to Smith.135  

 

                                                             
129 Mount Isa Mail, 28 April 1955.  
130 As early as 1954, Tuck and Aplin formed the Mount Isa Town Council Inquiry Committee to investigate an 
alternative local authority, and there was considerable debate over the merits of a separate shire. The Cloncurry Shire 
Council eventually passed a resolution in favour of separation which was submitted to the Department of Local 
Government, but was rejected on the grounds that the town of Mount Isa did not generate sufficient revenue from 
rates. See Mount Isa Mail 1, 8, 13 January, 2 April 1954, 5 May 1955, 3, 31 May, 4 October 1956. 
131 Mount Isa Mail, 6 December 1956. 
132 Mount Isa Mail, 29 March, 19 April, 17 May1956. The QCE of the ALP rejected the nominations of Nobby 
Clarke and Alex Inch. The MIIC protested this decision and passed a no-confidence motion in the QCE for depriving 
Mount Isa voters the fullest opportunity to select candidates of their choice. 
133 This was the viewpoint of J.J. Garland. See CA, 6 March 1953. 
134 Mount Isa Mail, 10 May 1956.  
135 Mount Isa Mail, 24, 31 May 1956. 
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Mount Isa Mines intended to surrender its Soldiers Hill housing area to the Cloncurry Shire 

Council in February 1956 based on the assumption by company accountants that the costs of the 

housing and infrastructure incurred during the 1954-1955 financial year would be tax 

deductible.136 However the Income Taxation Commissioner ruled that the company was not 

entitled to tax deductions until all dwellings were completed, as Beard explained:  

[B]ecause of a decision by the Income Tax Commissioner Mount Isa Mines Ltd. 

could not claim as tax deductions any money on the erection and sale of 
dwellings unless such dwellings were built on land owned by the Company. As a 

result the Company would not be surrendering from the surface rights of S.M.L. 

3937 the areas for the Karl Langer dwellings until all such dwellings had been 
completed.137 

 

Consequently the surrender of houses was postponed with the exception of the school, 

kindergarten, hall, and shopping centre.138  

 

 

Plate 10.4 Happy Valley Housing Cooperative Area, 1957-1958. 
 Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

During 1955-1956, the AWU was at “loggerheads” with the Gair government alleging 

maladministration and disloyalty to the Labor movement by prolonging the shearing dispute.139  

                                                             
136 Mount Isa Mail, 26 January 1956.  
137 File Note entitled “Special Mineral Lease No. 3937, Cloncurry” 6 June 1956. 1956/10 A/8520 QSA. 
138 Part of Housing Society 3 area was surrendered in March/April 1957. See J.W. Foots to Under Secretary of Mines, 
26 July 1957, 1857/38 A/8520 QSA. The transfers of houses under Housing Societies 4, 5 & 6 were made in one 
application in late 1957. See K. Martin to G. Beard, 29 November 1957, 1957/54 A/8520 QSA. Attached to this 
memorandum are lists of members of these societies and their allocated MHPL numbers. 
139 For further details see Fitzgerald, From 1915 to the Early 1980s, 143-147. 
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Contributing to this disaffection was the decision by the government to award a subsidy of 

£475, 270 to Mount Isa Mines as partial compensation to Mount Isa Mines for building 500 

homes. Treasurer EJ “Ted” Walsh explained that the subsidy would normally be paid to local 

government bodies for providing water, sewerage and roads for homes: 

The Government thought it was only reasonable that the company should enjoy 
the benefits of subsidies which would have been paid to the local authority.140 

 

Furthermore he “commended” Mount Isa Mines for its action, and encouraged other companies 

to follow this example. However the AWU disagreed that the government’s decision was 

“reasonable” and opposed any attempt to grant public money to a private company. 

 

The 560 unionists working for Utah stopped work from 31 October 1956, in protest over the 

government’s proposed subsidies. Work on the construction of the new dam and housing was 

crippled, the crews also demanding travel allowances and bonuses in line with company 

employees. AWU District Secretary Williams observed that: 

Most of the difficulties seemed to be centred around the contractors in their 

house-building scheme; in fact A.W.U. members working on the Dam were 

better off with travelling time and other conditions, than carpenters and builders’ 
labourers were on house building in the town....141 

 

Fisher described the action as “irresponsible industrial action” and suspended the Utah contract. 

He criticised the strikers for jeopardising the water supply and threatening to increase the “cost 

of the houses to its employees, something which the company wishes to prevent.”142 While 

work resumed a week later, the issues around the Utah workers’ protest remained unresolved. 

 

Despite industrial disputation, 1956 ended on a prosperous note for the business sector of Mount 

Isa, with traders experiencing a record Christmas season. According to one businessman: 

People are buying comparatively cheap, but functional, presents instead of the 

luxury goods which have been the vogue here before.143 

 

Mount Isa Mines was in the second year of its five year expansion program and the lead bonus 

was still relatively high permitting easy repayments of mortgages and appliances. The 

population of Mount Isa was 10,000 and predicted to rise to 20,000 by 1966.  

 

*** 

 

                                                             
140 Mount Isa Mail, 25 October 1956, 3 January 1957. 
141 Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, 166. 
142 Mount Isa Mail, 8 November 1956. 
143 Mount Isa Mail, 20 December 1956. 
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Fisher, the first Australian-born manager, was quick to adopt a more systematic approach to 

remedy the high turnover rate among Mount Isa Mines employees, importing Australian 

practices from Broken Hill. While home ownership was a completely different type of social 

infrastructure from that of previous decades, company housing policy was still focussed on 

married employees. The appliance scheme was not only aimed at improving the standard of 

living of employees but also building the business sector. It was found that that the home 

ownership and appliance schemes in combination with the commissioning of a public relations 

firm, and establishment of the Mount Isa Mail, were part of the overall company strategy to 

create a favourable image of working and living in Mount Isa to increase workforce stability. 

 

The main opposition to company programs during this period came from AWU contractors 

working for Utah Australia, who opposed the Gair government’s granting of local authority 

subsidies to a private company. In the main, Mount Isa Mines employees with families, and 

especially those with long association with the company, reacted positively to the 

homeownership and appliance schemes which met the expectations of families seeking the 

Australian suburban norm. During the years 1953-1956 when the relatively high lead bonus 

facilitated repayments, the aspirations of many employees coincided with and appeared to be 

contributing to Mount Isa Mines’ strategy to reduce labour turnover. 
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Chapter 11. The Bonus and the  

Home Ownership Schemes 

1957-1963 

1957 began with the wet season severely hampering construction of the dam; it ended with the 

dam built but also a low lead bonus of £6 which dampened spirits. Calculated on the average 

monthly price of lead on the London Metal Exchange, the lead bonus dropped further. The 

confidence of the community plummeted and dissatisfaction grew as repayments on houses and 

appliances became more difficult. The fixing of the bonus from the beginning of 1960 caused 

even greater dissatisfaction among employees as legislation determined that any increase had to 

be negotiated with Mount Isa Mines and not with the Industrial Court. During the industrial 

dispute of 1961, reactions to company housing and amenities were aired against the backdrop of 

the bonus issue which polarised not only Mount Isa Mines employees, their union peak bodies, 

but also members of the wider community.  

*** 

 

With the start of the wet season and consequent flooding of the Leichhardt River in early 1957, 

Utah was forced to abandon work on the dam. Contractors and work in the housing projects 

were reduced. Remaining members of the Carpenters Union, expected to undertake the 

workload of a full contract, imposed a ban on overtime. The AWU accused the MIIC of 

encouraging this ban.1 Mount Isa Mines reacted to the continuing industrial disputation by 

cancelling the Utah contract. Over 500 contractors, mainly AWU members, lost their jobs in 

April 1957, resulting in a large exodus of contractors and heavy equipment.2 The new contract 

for the construction of the dam was awarded to Thiess Brothers, the construction company 

agreeing to pay awards, allowances and a parity bonus payment equivalent to Mount Isa Mines’ 

employees in return for greater industrial peace.3  

 

By the close of 1957, the Leichhardt Dam was completed. Described as the “largest water 

scheme installed by private enterprise in Australia”,4 it had five times the capacity of the Rifle 

Creek dam. While the older dam was used for plant reticulation, the new dam supplied domestic 

consumption, Mount Isa Mines agreeing to supply the Cloncurry Shire Council up to 3 million 

                                                             
1 Mount Isa Mail, 24 January 1957. 
2 Mount Isa Mail, 25 April, 30 May 1957. 
3 Mount Isa Mail, 4, 11 July 1957. 
4 Mount Isa Mail, 6 November 1958.  
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gallons of water a day for twenty years.5 Mimag heralded the completion of the Leichhardt Dam 

as “a new era of progress” for Mount Isa.6 It was also a vital contribution to the continued 

sustainability of the community. Fisher later commented that: “We [Mount Isa Mines] didn’t 

mind putting in the water – we constructed and controlled it. We only paid for construction and 

operating costs.” 7 In December 1957, a start was made on the new power station at Mica 

Creek.8 

 

Meanwhile the Gair state government had fallen foul of Joe Bukowski, president of the 

Queensland Central Executive (QCE) of the ALP and secretary of the state branch of the AWU. 

When the Premier refused to comply with a directive from the QCE, Gair was expelled from the 

ALP.9 He formed the Queensland Labour Party (QLP), taking with him the entire Cabinet and 

half of the Parliamentary Labor Party (PLP) including Norm Smith. During the local election of 

1957, Aplin urged greater government funded housing, but a rumour that the Country Party 

intended to cut the lead bonus smeared his campaign and Smith retained the seat.10 At the state 

level, the Country-Liberal coalition came to power with Frank Nicklin as Premier and Kenneth 

Morris as Deputy Premier.  

 

Mount Isa Mines received strong support from the new state government. When the new State 

Treasurer, Tom Hiley, visited Mount Isa in mid-1958, Foots commented that the visits were an 

“indication of the recognition this town is getting for its part in the development of Queensland, 

and of Australia.”11 Representatives of the Liberal federal government also visited. Acting 

Chairman of the Commonwealth Government Mining Committee, W.C. Wentworth, referred to 

Mount Isa Mines as being “a very efficient organisation ... which paid a great deal to the welfare 

of its employees” especially “family units”.12 Senator Maher described Mount Isa Mines’ social 

programs initiative as “the greatest system of benevolent capitalism that this country has ever 

seen.”13 During1958, the Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, toured the plant and cooperative 

housing area and predicted that Mount Isa Mines would become “the most successful copper 

                                                             
5 It was estimated at the time that supply would be adequate for the town’s needs until 1970. Mount Isa Mail, 21 
November 1957. See also Mount Isa Mail, 22 November 1956, 1 August 1957. For further information regarding the 
agreement see Mount Isa Mail, 17, 26 January 1956 &18 April 1957. 
6 Mimag, January 1958. 
7 Quoted in Menghetti, “Mount Isa: a Town Like Alice?” 28. 
8 Mount Isa Mail, 24 December 1957. 
9 Harold Thorton, Bukowski, Rochus Joseph John (Joe) (1901-1960), (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 

1993), 13: 291-292; B.J. Costar, Gair, Vincent Clare (Vince) (1901-1980), Australian Dictionary of Biography 
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1996), 14: 239-241. 
10 Mount Isa Mail, 4 July 1957. 
11 Mount Isa Mail, 26 June 1958. 
12 Mount Isa Mail, 24 July 1958. 
13 Quoted in Mount Isa Mail, 2 May 1957. 
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mine in the world”.14 Agent-General for Queensland, D. Muir, was also “impressed” by the 

standard of housing which “compared favourably” with that elsewhere.15 

 

However the quality of housing offered at the new mine of Mary Kathleen threatened Mount Isa 

Mines’ hold on the local labour market. Mary Kathleen Uranium openly recruited in the Mount 

Isa Mail outlining a favourable employment package of wages, accommodation and meals.16 

John Poole, the Managing Director of Rio Tinto Australia, was confident that the “model 

township” and “living conditions ... will be so attractive that we will have no difficulty in 

attracting men, for the project”.17 The uranium mine and its town received additional publicity 

with its official opening by Prime Minister Menzies.18 However Mary Kathleen was a closed 

company town. In contrast, Mount Isa was developing along the lines of a normal town. 

 

When Clem Walton, one of the discoverers of the uranium mine, invested his reward money, he 

did so in Mount Isa, constructing the town’s then biggest business building, Walton’s Arcade.19 

By 1958 Mount Isa was a sizeable town with a population of over 10,000 and a business sector 

in the process of expanding.20 While there was evidence that Mount Isa Mines’ control over 

retail was lessening with Miners Meat Supply taking over the custom of the Mines Butcher 

Shop,21 grocers were yet to build up sufficient stock to fill the vacuum to be left when the highly 

competitive and profitable Community Store closed.  

 

The lead bonus remained the main stimulus for local business and the chief incentive for 

attracting new workers to Mount Isa Mines. In May 1957, the bonus was still relatively high 

standing at £10/17/6. To enable further home ownership, Mount Isa Mines expedited the 

transfer of sections of leases in the Coal Stage and Parkside areas at auctions convened by the 

Mines Department.22 Keen to retain their houses, bidding among residents was fierce with prices 

between £500 and £3,000, the latter price the highest ever paid in Mount Isa to that time. Rudolf 

                                                             
14 Mount Isa Mail, 19 June 1958. See also Mount Isa Mail, 12 June 1958.. The Cloncurry Shire Council complained 
about the visit being limited to the big mining companies”. Mount Isa Mail, 26 June 1958. 
15 Mount Isa Mail, 20 February 1958. 
16 Mount Isa Mail, 5 December 1957. 
17 Mount Isa Mail, 12 April 1956. 
18 Mount Isa Mail, 30 October 1958. 
19 Mount Isa Mail, 14 November 1957. Walton’s Arcade was built upon the site of Cockburn’s Pioneer Store 
(originally Milthorpe’s Pioneer Store).  
20 “This Miracle is Mount Isa”, Mimag, February 1957. 
21 The partnership consisted J. Magowan, E. Trackson, W. Spreadborough & J. Moy. Mount Isa Mail, 11, 15 July, 15 
August 1957. Their butcher shop located in Miles Street next to the Hub Arcade was opened 30 June 1958. Mount Isa 
Mail, 26 June 1958, 21 May 1959. 
22 The Coal Stage or railway area was surveyed as sections 185 & 186 while the Railway and McIntyre (later 
Buckley) Avenues areas became sections 187 to 209 to be known as Parkside. Mount Isa Mail,14 March 1957. 
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Farkas, a young Hungarian migrant, purchased his house for £2,000. He described Mount Isa 

Mines as “generous” but that it had to be to attract workers: 

He [Farkas] used to work underground, where it was ‘hot as hell’, but the money made 
it worthwhile. He was averaging about £50 a 30-hour week on contract work. ... Rudy 

admitted the company was generous in other ways. For instance, it sold him the new 

weatherboard house in Aster Street, where he lived with his wife Francesca and two 
children, Rosemarie and Salvatore, for only £2,000, on £300 deposit and £4 a week. ... 

‘Sure the company is generous,’ Rudy said. ‘It has got to be, or no one would come 

away out here to find work.’23 

 

It was clear that Farkas and other workers were initially keen to take advantage of the land sales. 

By mid-1957, 1,300 new allotments were transferred to the Cloncurry Shire Council, and 

dramatically increased the municipal income.24 Houses completed under the Utah contract were 

sold to employees under Cooperative Housing Society No. 5 and the Happy Valley Cooperative 

Housing Scheme.25 The remainder of the houses were purchased by employees under Housing 

Society No. 6.26  

 

 

Plate 11.1 Cooperative housing at Soldiers Hill, 1957. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

The lead bonus was considered by some as the main reasons for deciding to commit to home 

ownership. A young married man with two children explained that the “average married man 

…[is] either building his own home or endeavouring to do so, with the help of the lead 

                                                             
23 A. Stewart, A., Mt. Isa: In Search of a Culprit (Melbourne, Vic: Hill of Content Publishing, 1965), 58-59. 
24 Mount Isa Mail, 18 July 1957. Retail businesses and organisations also applied for unoccupied allotments with 
blocks in the Parkside purchased by the AWU and the Mount Isa Finnish Association. J.W. Foots to G. Clark Under 

Secretary Department of Mines, 12 June 1957, 1957/34, A/8520 QSA. See also Mount Isa Mail 14 March, 29 August, 
21 November, 24 December 1957. 
25 Mount Isa Mail, 14 March 1957; Mimag, January 1957. 
26 The houses were designed by the firm of Ford, Hutton, & Newell, the contract awarded to the Brisbane firm of 
Hutcherson and Newton. Mount Isa Mines Limited, Formation of Co-operative Housing Societies. See also Mount 
Isa Mail, 4, 13 June, 12 December 1957.  
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bonus.”27 Yet even with the lead bonus still relatively high, some found the financial 

commitment difficult, with one worker disputing it was “easy money” especially with three 

dependents.28 Williams, on behalf of the AWU, was concerned that through home ownership, 

the “commitment [of union members] would be greater, and the amount they would pay would 

be larger than the rent they were paying to Mount Isa Mines.”29 Certainly for single employees, 

the decision to live in company accommodation was less difficult, with Arne Anderson 

identifying the major attraction of working for the company being “Mount Isa Mines’ policy of 

providing large-scale single men’s quarters and dining facilities.” 30  

 

 

Plate 11.2 Cooperative housing Soldiers Hill, 1960s. 
Mimag, June 1969. 

 

Improved benefits under the Mount Isa Mines Limited Superannuation and Pension Plan from 

July 1959 were added incentives.31 A significant number of employees appeared to be content 

with their employment, housing and amenities as indicated by the growing membership of the 

Twenty Year Club, which included two women in 1960.32 By 1958, there were employees who 

had worked an entire generation with the company.33 Addressing inaugural members of the 

Thirty Year Club, Holt, the Welfare Officer, took the opportunity to contrast the numerous 

incentives for current employees with those offered to earlier employees: “[In their era] … 

                                                             
27 “Another No Hoper” to Editor, Mount Isa Mail, 20 June 1957 
28 Mount Isa Mail, 4 June 1957 
29 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 165. 
30 Mount Isa Mail, 26 June 1958. 
31 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1959. Improved benefits included full 
death cover in the event of total incapacitation. 
32 Mount Isa Mail, 22 May 1958. At the 1958 celebration, Kruttschnitt referred to the Twenty Year Club as a 
“tradition”. For descriptions of later meetings see Mount Isa Mail, 4 June 1959. For reference to women members see 
Mount Isa Mail, 7 April 1961. 
33 Kruttschnitt became a member of the Thirty Year Club in 1960. Mount Isa Mail, 7 April 1961. 
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[t]here was no co-operative housing scheme, no home appliance scheme and no hire purchase, 

which today, thanks to the company’s far-seeing policy, puts a comfortable home within the 

reach of any sensible couple.”34 However the “company’s far-seeing policy” was tested when 

the bonus started to fall.  

 

Sixty-nine company employees had just signed up for houses at Soldiers Hill under Cooperative 

Housing Society No. 735 when the lead bonus dropped over £3 to £7/5/- in September 1957 and 

then plummeted to £6 coinciding with Christmas spending.36 Despite this further employees 

entered into contracts for houses under the Cooperative Housing Societies Nos. 8 and 9.37 

Significantly these were the last of the nine cooperative housing societies, Mount Isa Mines 

cognisant of the impact of the lower bonus. The year 1958 became known as the “four quid” 

year with a maximum bonus of £4/15/- and a minimum of just £4.38 With the reduced bonus, 

additional payments became difficult to meet. Many families also had other financial 

commitments, paying off household goods such as refrigerators, washing machines and stoves 

purchased under the company’s appliance scheme. By February 1958, just over two years since 

the scheme started, goods to the value of £225,773 had been purchased.39  

 

The lower bonus also caused nervousness among the business community.40 Firmin, the retiring 

Administration Manager at Mount Isa Mines who had worked for the company for twenty-eight 

years, appealed to businessmen to have “faith in Mount Isa as I have for all these years”.41 

Bolstering the business sector, and with encouragement from Mount Isa Mines, were former 

employees who had had impressive careers with the company. The new businessmen included 

Bill Weigh, proprietor of Barkly Motors, and Beard, the former Housing Officer and now owner 

of the Playtime Salon.42 Both Weigh and Beard were involved in the formation of the local 

branch of the Rotary Club, which was instigated by Foots who was its inaugural President.43  

 
                                                             
34 Mount Isa Mail, 22 May 1958, Members of the Thirty Year Club included Charlie Leonard, C.J. Snowy Linton, AP 
Beard, and RD Coombs. 
35 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Formation of Co-operative Housing Societies. 
36 Mount Isa Mail, 5 September, 19 December 1957. 
37 Cooperative Housing Societies 8 and 9 commenced 14 November 1957 and 4 February 1958 respectively, with a 
total of 141 employees being involved. Mount Isa Mines Limited, Formation of Co-operative Housing Societies.  
38 Mount Isa Mail, 11 December 1958. 
39 Mount Isa Mail, 13 February 1958. As of early 1958, appliances purchased included 469 refrigerators, 340 washing 
machines, 340 electric stoves, 344 radios or radiograms, 15 pianos & 632 miscellaneous items. 
40 Mount Isa Mail, 2, 16 January 1958. 
41 Mount Isa Mail, 20 March 1958. 
42 Mount Isa Mail, 9 June 1955. 
43 The first meeting was 2 September 1958. Mount Isa Mail, 4 September 1958. It was part of District 255 and met on 
Wednesday evenings. Harold Hunt, The Story of Rotary in Australia: 1921-1971 (Sydney: Regional Rotary Institute 
of Present Of Present, Past and Incoming Officers of Rotary International in Australia, 1970), 219. Jim Foots resigned 
as Rotary president in July 1960, replaced by Bill Weigh. Mount Isa Mail, 14 July 1960. 
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Plate 11.3 Yachts on Lake Moondarra, 1960. 
Mimag, May 1960. 

 

Service clubs such as Rotary were part of a post-World War II phenomenon aimed at increasing 

civic responsibility and strengthening business and professional reputations,44 which were 

objectives neatly aligned with the Mount Isa Mines’ objectives of developing civic pride within 

the local community. Rotary’s most successful event, the Rotary Rodeo, was first held in 

September 1959 as part of Queensland’s centenary celebration. Mount Isa Mines built the yards 

and chutes, and donated an elaborately carved leather saddle as first prize.45 Foots attributed the 

financial and marketing success of the first rodeo to “a community in action... and above all our 

belief in Mount Isa.”46 Local pastoralists were quick to use the yards as trucking yards to 

transport cattle to market by rail, an indication of the mining town’s future economic 

diversification.47  

 

Meanwhile Mount Isa Mines incrementally increased production through the installation of 

modern plant and machinery with production during the 1958-1959 financial year 37.7% higher 

than the previous year.48 An important part of the expansion program was the construction of a 

new copper smelter and stack.49 The Nicklin government also approved financial support for a 

                                                             
44 Thomas A. Wikle, International expansion of the American-style service club, Journal of American Culture, 22, 
no.2, 1999: 46.  
45 Mount Isa Mail, 17 September 1959. 
46 North West Star, 9 August 1973. 
47 Mount Isa Mail 19 May 1960. These yards were initially built for the second annual rodeo. 
48 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1959. See also Mount Isa Mail, 11 
December 1958. 
49 Mount Isa Mail, 16 April 1959. See Mount Isa Mail, 25 June, 16 July 1959. 
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major railway upgrade50 which was topped up by a Commonwealth government loan of £20 

million. Fitzgerald described the railway upgrade as the “most expensive single railway project 

in Queensland History.”51 In addition, Mount Isa Mines gained on investment with the 

liquidation of the Mining Trust and the acquisition of 400,000 shares in the Britannia Lead 

Company.52 In Townsville a copper refinery was built to process blister copper from Mount Isa.  

 

However Mount Isa Mines was disappointed with the Australian Taxation Office’s rejection of 

its claim for capital expenditure spent on housing and welfare. In early1959, an appeal was 

taken to the High Court of Australia, with N.H. Bowen QC for the company submitting the case 

that the Commissioner for Taxation had wrongly disallowed claims on community assets. It was 

further argued that the “company could not have maintained and expanded its production unless 

it had provided the community with assets to maintain a stable labour force.”53 While High 

Court Judge, Mr Justice Menzies, agreed that money spent on the Community Store was 

“expenditure on the development of the mining property”,54 he ruled that employee housing 

and amenities could not be counted as a deduction during a single financial year, as expenditure 

was undertaken over several years. While Mount Isa Mines lost its appeal in this instance, 

legislation was passed facilitating future taxation incentives for mining companies. 

 

In November 1959, the Income Tax and Social Services Contribution Assessment Act 1936-

1956 was amended to include a clause which allowed retrospective deductions. Mount Isa 

Mines welcomed the amendment which permitted “mine owners the alternative of electing to 

deduct expenditure on housing and welfare over a period of five years instead of over the life of 

the mine.”55 Country Party parliamentarian in the Federal Government, Henry Bandidt, believed 

Mount Isa Mines deserved all the taxation relief it could get under the legislation having spent 

£700,000 on houses and amenities to keep workers. However Labor’s Frank Crean remarked 

there was no guarantee that the taxation concessions would be passed onto occupants of the 

houses.56  

 

Occupants of the wider community stood to benefit from the Leichhardt Dam constructed by 

                                                             
50 Mount Isa Mail, 22 January 1959. 
51 Fitzgerald, From 1915 to the Early 1980s, 318. 
52 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1959. See also Mount Isa Mail, 11 

December 1958. 
53 Mount Isa Mail, 9 April 1959. 
54 Mount Isa Mines Ltd v. Federal Commissioner of Taxation [1959-60 33 ALJR), 98-99. See also Mount Isa Mail, 4 
June 1959. 
55 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1960. 
56 Quoted in Mount Isa Mail, 29 October 1959. 
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Mount Isa Mines, with the Cloncurry Shire Council successfully negotiating loans to connect 

water to households.57 The dam also served a social purpose. In April 1958, the Board of 

Management, Leichhardt Dam Recreational Area, was established to plan the development of 

the aquatic sport and recreation areas.58 The area around the dam was gazetted a recreational 

and water reserve and a caretaker appointed to protect the wildlife.59 The picnic area was well-

utilised by families as was the man-made beach formed at Transport Bay, carved out by 

employees from the company’s Transport Department with sand donated by Thiess Brothers. A 

swimming area was buoyed off from the boating area. Overseeing water safety were members 

of the Mount Isa Life Saving Club maintaining a lookout from their tower and clubhouse. 60 The 

reservoir formed by the dam was later named Lake Moondarra and the picnic area known as 

Warrina Park.61 

 

The potential of Lake Moondarra for water sports was quickly recognised with the formation of 

yachting, sailing and water skiing clubs and the Leichhardt Boating Association to control 

registration.62 There were numerous other sporting club and facilities, Mount Isa Mines 

establishing the Wellington Park Oval for soccer which became a popular sport.63 The 

Department of Immigration in its publication Good Neighbour attributed the high degree of 

migrant assimilation to the town’s thirty sporting and fourteen social clubs which “tended to 

bring Australians and new settlers together socially as well as industrially.”64 Parks were also 

features of the new housing areas such as Alexandra Park commemorating the visit of Princess 

Alexandra of Kent to Mount Isa during Queensland’s centenary celebrations in August 1959.65  

 

                                                             
57 Mount Isa Mail, 27 March, 2 October 1958, 11 February 1960. Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the 
Year Ended, 30th June, 1960. The dam was supplying all the domestic needs of the Mineside by early November 
1958. Mount Isa Mail, 6 November 1958.  
58 Mimag, April 1962. See also Mount Isa Mail, 10 July 1958, 24 March 1960. 
59 Mount Isa Mail, 24 March 1960. 
60 Mount Isa Mail, 13 January 1961, 6 April 1962. See also Mount Isa Mail, 19 November 1959 regarding formation 
of the Mount Isa Life Saving Club. 
61 Mount Isa Mail, 11 July 1962. 
62 Mimag, May 1960; Mount Isa Mail, 14 April, 6 October, 29 November,16 December 1960, 29 March 1961, 16 
February 1962. See Leichhardt Dam Supplement, Mount Isa Mail, 29 March 1961. 
63 Mimag, August 1958; Mount Isa Mail, 29 May 1958. Completed by mid-1958, Wellington Park was named after 
named after Alf Wellington, the builder of first cooperative houses. The grandstand could seat 600. 
64 Quoted in Mount Isa Mail, 2 January 1958. 
65 Mount Isa Mail, 17 September 1959. 
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Plate 11.4 Beach on the shores of Lake Moondarra, 1960. 
Mimag, December 1960. 

 

Company employees and members of the wider community nervously watched the lead bonus 

slip further to £3/17/6 per week in early 1959, the lowest bonus since World War II.66 Mount Isa 

Mines persuaded the AWU to apply for a variation to the Award to include a minimum bonus of 

£5 per week.67 However many workers were unhappy with the decision.68 To force a minimum 

lead bonus of £10 into the Award, the MIIC placed overtime bans on all work including the 

construction of the new power station and cooperative scheme houses. Essential services were 

excluded from the ban which strangely enough included the BSD cinema.69 AWU 

representatives met with the Industrial and Welfare Officers of Mount Isa Mines, who 

highlighted the extent of the company’s above award conditions including home ownership and 

the appliance scheme. AWU representatives noted the uniformity in the responses from 

company officials: 

The Company continued to argue that there were “other than award” conditions that 

they voluntarily advanced, ... low rentals; 2% charge on home building; 1% charge on 
home appliance purchases; first 112 units of electricity free to consumers,... and that 

they carried £1 a week loss on board and lodging for single men in barracks.70 

 

                                                             
66 Mount Isa Mail, 2 April 1959. 
67 Mount Isa Mail, 16 April 1959. 
68 Mount Isa Mail, 30 April 1959; Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 182. 
69 Mount Isa Mail, 14, 28 May 1959.  
70 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 211. 
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According to Williams, any request for increases in the bonus above £5 per week from unions 

was met with a standard reply from company officials listing the value of above award 

conditions. 

In early June 1959, the AWU applied for an increased minimum bonus under another award. A 

month later, the AEU, on behalf of the trade unions, made an application for a variation of the 

Award based on Mount Isa Mines’ profits.71 A conference was convened by the Industrial 

Court, during which the increasing power of the Mount Isa Combined Disputes Committee of 

the MIIC and Morgan was evident. Mount Isa Mines sought to weaken this power by sacking 

the clerk from its employ. However much to the chagrin of management, Morgan did not leave 

Mount Isa and continued as Secretary of the MIIC wielding even more influence.72 It was 

against this backdrop that the Industrial Court released its judgement discarding the “lead 

bonus” based on the London price of lead and replacing it with a fixed bonus of £8 from New 

Year’s Day 1960. The variable bonus with a minimum payment of £5 and a maximum of 

£17/5/- was deleted from the Award. The Court also granted a £1 per week increase to all AWU 

classifications which was retrospective to 30 November. As a result of the additional payments, 

businessmen reported heavy trading for Christmas 1959.73  

 

Mount Isa Mines estimated that the increases in the bonus and wages would cost the company 

£650,000 annually. To absorb these increased costs, the company reduced its capital 

expenditure on its expansion program and ceased mining lower grade ore, as Fisher explained: 

Following these heavy increases it was necessary to increase the cut-off grade of both 
copper and lead ores, thus by-passing large quantities of lower grade material which 

could have otherwise been recovered.74 

 

Metal prices throughout the 1959/1960 financial year also varied considerably especially for 

lead which was also over-supplied on the international market.75 With the lower price and 

reduced markets, lead production was slowed. Notwithstanding, the developments at Mount Isa 

Mines continued to attract close scrutiny by mining experts, especially during the Australasian 

Institute of Mining and Metallurgy conference which was held at Mount Isa in 1960.76 

 

To improve its national and international standing, Mount Isa Mines “intensified” its public 

relations activities from 1960. Mimag was transformed into a glossy public relations journal, 

                                                             
71 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 210; Mount Isa Mail, 17 September 1959; Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual 

Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1960. 
72 Mount Isa Mail, 14, 28 May 1959 & 23 July 1959; Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 179-197. 
73 Mount Isa Mail, 11 December 1959. 
74 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1960; Mount Isa Mail, 21 October 1960. 
75 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1960. 
76 Mount Isa Mail, 11, 18 August 1960. 
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with well-researched articles and spectacular photographs, and distributed throughout Australia 

and overseas. A monthly news sheet, Plant News, for employees, was replaced by Minews, a 

“Management-Employee communications journal”.77 Press releases were transmitted to local 

and state press newspapers, radio and trade publications as part of a concerted public relations 

campaign, with Mount Isa increasing its visibility through trade fairs exhibits.  78 The company 

also commissioned a significant and readable corporate history, Mines in the Spinifex, first 

published in 1960 and written by University of Melbourne historian Geoffrey Blainey.79 In 

addition, News Limited, owned and operated by Keith Murdoch, obtained a controlling interest 

in Gulf News Services which published the Mount Isa Mail. K.S. May, Murdoch’s personal 

assistant, called on Fisher to discuss the new arrangement.80 This confirmed the pivotal role of 

the company over the content of the local newspaper. 

 

After representing Mount Isa for nineteen years, Norm Smith was defeated in the 1960 election, 

no doubt his QLP allegiance unpopular with ALP voters. While Labor candidate, winding 

engine driver and staunch unionist, Alex Inch, was voted in as the local Member of 

Parliament,81 the CLP retained government and continued its support for social infrastructure in 

Mount Isa. Unveiling the plaque at the new hospital, Dr Henry Noble, the Minister for Health 

and Home Affairs, made reference to the “Government’s faith in Queensland and Mount Isa”.82 

At the official opening of the Mica Creek power station, Ernie Evans, Minister for 

Development, Mines, Main Roads and Electricity, highlighted the close cooperation between 

the Mount Isa Mines, State Electricity Commission and the Cloncurry Shire Council, 

commenting that: 

[T]he station was further proof of the valuable contribution that Mount Isa Mines 
Limited had willingly made towards the development of the area in close collaboration 

with other bodies….By virtue of being able to purchase electricity in bulk from the 

Mine, the residents of Mount Isa had always enjoyed a very favourable tariff - the 

lowest of any town in Western Queensland.83 
 

Claimed to be the largest built by private enterprise in Australia, the Mica Creek power station 

was built with the capacity to supply the mines, and the towns of Mount Isa and Cloncurry. The 

                                                             
77 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1962. See also Annual Report for the Year 
Ended, 30th June 1960. 
78 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Reports for the Years Ended, 30th June 1961, 30th June 1962 & 30th June 1963. 
79 The first edition was Geoffrey Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex: the story of Mount Isa Mines (Sydney, Angus and 
Robertson, 1960). A revised edition was published in 1965. 
80 The new directors of the Mount Isa Mail were Murdoch, R.B. Taylor, and Phillip Wynne, Managing Editor, who 

had been editor since October 1957. Mount Isa Mail, 23 June 1960. See also Mount Isa Mail, 3 March, 13 October 
1960.  
81 Mount Isa Mail, 19 May, 2, 9 June 1960. Waterson & Arnold, Biographical Register of the Queensland Parliament 
1930-1980, 47.  
82 Mount Isa Mail, 15, 18 November 1960. See also Mount Isa Mail, 28 October 1960. 
83 The Mica Creek power station was officially opened 17 January 1961. Mount Isa Mail, 18 January 1961.  
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State Electricity Commission paid Mount Isa Mines for the electricity which was supplied at 

subsidised cost to the local authority.84  

 

 

Plate 11.5 Town of Mount Isa, 1962. 
Hotel Boyd, which was built in 1951, is in the foreground and the hospital is in the background.  

Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

 

The impending closure of the Community Store had been questioned by not only by the 

Chamber of Commerce concerned about the ability of business to cope,85 but also by unions. 

Williams of the AWU argued that members “depended from pay to pay on credit that was 

assured from the Community Store”. He requested a year’s extension to “give those people who 

were drawing credit from the Community Store, an opportunity to evaluate their position, before 

they had to go over to other Stores where they would have to immediately pay cash.” 86 The 

AWU leader also expressed his concern that prices would rise after the store closed, a view 

shared by Pro Bono Publico who believed that the Community Store had a “restraining effect on 

prices charged in the town”.87  

 

Notwithstanding the protests, Mount Isa Mines finally closed its store on 30 June 1959. To 

Fisher, the main reason for the closure was “to transfer business to the value of £400,000 per 

annum to the commercial development of the town.”88 Ralph Conley, President of the Chamber 

                                                             
84 Mount Isa Mail, 2, 19 May, 2 June, 29 September, 21, 30 December 1960.  
85 Mount Isa Mail, 15 August 1957. 
86 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 170-171. 
87 Pro Bono Publico to Editor, Mount Isa Mail, 24 July 1958. 
88 “Preface”, Mimag, June 1959. The Community Store had made £750,000 during its peak trading year. Mount Isa 
Mail, 2, 23 July 1959. 
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of Commerce, congratulated Mount Isa Mines for finally having confidence in local 

businessmen.89 Up to 20 businessmen benefited,90 one new business being the cooperative store 

of the Mount Isa Cooperative Trading Society run by company employees.91 However local 

businessmen were unable to stave off large competitors. In 1960, Barry and Roberts took over 

Cockburn’s Pioneer Store,92 with Woolworths and the Brisbane Cash and Carry (BCC) 

consortium buying out Coffey’s Self-Service Grocers.93  

 

The fear expressed by Williams that the closure of the Community Store would lead to 

increased prices did not immediately manifest itself. While the Commonwealth Bureau of 

Census and Statistics acknowledged that the average price for food and groceries in Mount Isa 

was higher than in Brisbane, it attributed the difference in Retail Price Index (RPI) to the higher 

freight costs owing to the distance of western Queensland from the capital city.94 During 1959, 

the year of the closure of the Community Store, the percentage difference between the RPI for 

the mining town compared to the State capital was 11.9%. This difference was 12.2% in 1960, 

which was still lower than the two years prior to the closure of the Community Store.  

 

It was in1961 that the difference in prices between Brisbane and Mount Isa grew to15.3%. 

However this variation was due to reduced prices experienced in the capital city and not to local 

costs in the mining town. The Bureau of Census and Statistics appeared satisfied with the 

overall percentage increase in the RPI for Mount Isa over the five years from 1957 to 1961. At 

18.4%, Mount Isa was marginally higher than Brisbane on 17.6%, with the large coastal cities 

of Townsville and Cairns carrying higher increases of 20.6 and 21.2% respectively. Based on 

this data, prices at Mount Isa did not escalate greatly over the period 1957-1961, with the 

increase during the year 1960 to 1961 recorded at only 1%. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
89 Mount Isa Mail, 30 April 1959. 
90 Two were grocery businesses, one in Walton’s Arcade and the Community Fruit Mart in Amiott’s Arcade which 
opened June 1959. Mount Isa Mail, 28 May 1959. 
91 The cooperative store was opened in September 1959 and located in the Cummins and Campbell’s Building in 
Miles Street. Letter to Editor from T. Habner, Mount Isa Mail, 28 August 1958. See also Mount Isa Mail, 9 May, 4 
June 1957, 12 September 1957. The store closed in May 1961 following a price war between larger chain stores. 

Mount Isa Mail, 17, 24 September, 12 November 1959. 29 November 1960, 22 February, 25 October 1961. 
92 The name Pioneer Store was associated with George Milthorpe who came in 1924. Cockburn had been associated 
with business since 1930. Mount Isa Mail, 30 June, 21 October 1960 
93 This was located between the Hub Arcade and Commonwealth Bank. Mount Isa Mail, 4 November 1960. 
94 For information in the following two paragraphs, see Table 11.1, which was compiled from Commonwealth 
Bureau of Census and Statistics, Food and Grocery Prices in Queensland Towns (Brisbane: The Bureau, 1958-1967). 
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Table 11.1 Retail Price Index - Food & Groceries 1957-1964 

 
City/ 

Town 

November to November September to September 

 

In 1966, the Bureau 

retrospectively recalculated RPIs 

shown in this  table 

  1957 1958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 

 

1961 1962 1963 1964 

Brisbane 113.4 120.5 128.9 135.7 133.4 134.7 139.9 148.6 

 

128.4 129.6 132.6 138.5 

Townsville 117.9 127.6 137.8 142.4 142.2 142.2 147.2 155.6 

 

135.4 135.1 137.6 143.3 

Cairns 119.4 128 136.2 143.7 144.7 144.8 150.4 160.4 

 

137.2 136.8 140.5 147.5 

Mount Isa 129.9 137.8 144.2 152.3 153.8 158 160.9 168 

 

149.9 152.2 154.3 159.1 

Difference 

Brisbane & 

Mount Isa 

% 

14.6% 14.4% 11.9% 12.2% 15.3% 17.3% 15.0% 13.1% 

 

16.7% 17.4% 16.4% 14.9% 

 

The Base Index for calculations was Brisbane, 1952-1953=100. The dotted line represented the 1966 recalculation. 
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Food and Grocery Prices in Queensland Towns (Brisbane: The 

Bureau, 1958-1967). 

 

More serious for many employees was the housing shortage. While Mount Isa Mines had almost 

600 houses or flats for rent, these were insufficient to meet demand. During the1959-1960 

financial year, 194 applicants were turned away. The following year, 291 applicants were 

rejected.95 In September 1960 twenty homeless families were forced to camp in the dry 

riverbed.96 By mid-1961, Fisher described the housing situation as “still acute, and throughout 

the year many applications for Company homes remained unsatisfied.” 97 He assigned 

                                                             
95 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1960. See also Annual Report for the Year 
Ended, 30th June 1961.  
96 Mount Isa Mail, 8 September 1960. 
97 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1961. 
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responsibility for providing a solution to the housing crisis on the Queensland government. 

However this assistance was not immediately forthcoming, Fisher lamenting that the 

“Queensland Housing Commission has given no assistance towards the solution of the housing 

problem facing residents of Mount Isa, Company employed or otherwise.”98  

 

Fisher was quick to lobby Queensland Government politicians, such as the Minister for Health 

Dr Noble99 and even Prime Minister Menzies.100 The Commission began acquiring allotments 

from the middle of 1961 but there was no immediate announcement as to when building would 

start.101 The Cloncurry Shire Council systematically lobbied the government, Beard estimating 

that at least 300 houses were required. Doughan, Beard and Shire Clerk, Alan Birtwell, also 

targeted the annual conference of the Local Government Association of Queensland in 1961, 

communicating their concerns directly with Hiley, the Housing Minister.102 Meanwhile GH 

Thomas Pty Ltd, a subsidiary of the housing developer LJ Hooker, was encouraged to build 

houses at Happy Valley with potential buyers obtaining financial assistance through schemes 

such as the War Services Homes Schemes. Work started on these homes in August 1961.103  

 

Of homes purchased under the Cooperative Housing and Home Purchase Societies houses, 

thirty-four had been paid off by 30 June 1960.104 Twelve months later this number had risen to 

67.105 Andy Richardson, a keen gardener, was among those who now owned his home in Happy 

Valley, in which he planned to retire.106 Of over 600 employees who received financial 

assistance to erect their own homes, over 70% had become outright owners by mid-1961.107 

This compared favourably with the national norm in urban centres during the early 1960s.108  

 

                                                             
98 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1960. 
99 Mount Isa Mail, 15 November 1960. 
100 Mount Isa Mail, 16 June 1961. 
101 During August-September 1961 the Queensland Housing Commission selected allotments in the Breakaway 
Creek/Winston area. Mount Isa Mail, 2 August 12, September 1961.  
102 Mount Isa Mail, 2 August 1961. 
103 GH Thomas offered two bedroom homes for sale with a £500 deposit in December 1961and three bed-roomed 
houses the following January. At least five houses were built. Tenders closed 18 September 1961. Mount Isa Mail, 19 
July, 2 August 1961. See Mount Isa Mail, 2, 23 August, 20 September, 20 December 1961.  
104 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1960. 
105 Mount Isa Mail, 20 October 1961. See also Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the year ended 30th June 

1961.  
106 Mount Isa Mail, 17 February 1961. Richardson’s home was at 5 Larch Street, Happy Valley. 
107 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1961. Twelve months earlier 387 of 599 
had repaid their loans. Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1960. 
108 Home ownership rates were at 70% during the early 1960s. See Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australian Social 
Trends, Cat. No. 4102.0, 2004. 
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For Mount Isa Mines, the success of its scheme was reflected in the exceptionally low turnover 

of 28.4 per cent during the year to 30 June 1961. Fisher attributed the low turnover to employee 

“satisfaction” with accommodation, amenities and earnings: 

A highlight of the year was the labour turnover of 28.4 per cent. which is the lowest on 
record, apart from 1944-45 year when man-power restrictions were in force. This record 

low turnover is an indication of the satisfaction of the employees with their earnings, 

improved accommodation and facilities and amenities as supplied by the Company.109 

 

A significant number of employees were female “at work that requires a fairly long period of 

training, such as stenography, senior clerical work, machine operating and assaying.”110 

However the ALP condemned the retention of married women as a “selective employment 

policy”.111 There were also many who were unhappy with the fixed bonus of £8 per week.  

 

When a bonus of £10 a week was granted to miners at nearby Mary Kathleen in March 1961, 

Mount Isa Mines employees demanded parity. However before an application could be 

submitted, an amendment to the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act was passed by the 

Country-Liberal government removing the Industrial Commission’s authority to increase the 

bonus.112 This changed the nature of communication between Mount Isa Mines and its unions. 

Williams, who became Branch Secretary of the AWU in 1960, held the view that “the 

Company, even though they were not parties to the new legislation, were out to take full 

advantage of that legislation”.113 He also detected a pattern in company responses to requests for 

bonus increases. During a meeting in July 1961, representatives of Mount Isa Mines “went on to 

example the Company’s attitude towards the welfare of its workers, in the provision of benefits 

that were not directly in the award”.114 However it was dissatisfaction over board and lodging 

which sparked further demands for a higher bonus. 

 

In late July 1961, Mount Isa Mines announced an increase in board which affected single 

employees living in barracks and eating at the mess.115 It was also rumoured that the rent for 

company houses would also be increased. In response, the AWU and the Combined Unions 

claimed bonuses of £25 and £26/14/4 a week respectively based on stated company profits. In 

negotiations, Williams felt frustrated by Foots’ final refusal to any bonus increase, restating the 

                                                             
109 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1961. 
110 Mount Isa Mail, 26 January 1962. 
111 Mount Isa Mail, 8 December 1961. 
112 Sykes, “Mount Isa - and its Lessons,” 76. 
113 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 219. 
114 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 222. 
115 Mount Isa Mail, 21 July 1960. See also Mount Isa Mail, 26 July, 11 August 1961. 



 

200 

 

company’s responsibilities under the new legislation.116 Mount Isa Mines’ decision not to 

increase the bonus was communicated in a circular to all employees dated 11 August. The 

company argued that wage and bonus increases would inflate the price of goods and services 

and would therefore be detrimental to employees:  

The company firmly believes that its wage and bonus structure has a direct effect on the 
wage and bonus structures of all private employers in the town of Mount 

Isa….Therefore, any increase in this structure by the company can only result in 

increased charges for goods and services which in the long term will be detrimental to 

its employees.117 
 

At a mass meeting called on 20 August, the AWU and Combined Union considered action.  

When negotiations with Mount Isa Mines did not re-open immediately, the Combined Unions 

ordered an overtime ban. Mount Isa Mines stood firm stating it would pay £8 but no more.118 

Underground miners refused contract work which led to a shortage of ore. On 21 September 

Foots announced that the mill and smelter would be closed for forty-eight hours. The Combined 

Unions threatened a four-hour stoppage in protest against the closures. However management 

warned that such action would only lead to the closure of the entire plant and mine. On 25 

September, the Combined Unions decided to proceed with their stoppage. In response, Mount 

Isa Mines shut down operations with Foots adamant that the mine would remain closed until 

unions were willing to work according to the Award.119 Williams, AWU Branch Secretary, 

criticized the Combined Unions’ action as “badly advised” giving the company the opportunity 

to close the gates.120 He also identified the involvement of the Brisbane based TLCQ in Mount 

Isa and the MIIC.121  

 

In an advertisement in the Mount Isa Mail, Mount Isa Mines highlighted that £26,500,000 had 

been spent over the last five years on plant, equipment and expansion program, with a further 

£21,500,000 to be spent over the following four years. With increased profit came increases in 

export income, industry development and “secure and continuous employment for the 

Company’s employees and many others.” The statement described how “well off” the average 

labourer’s rate of pay was, compared to miners elsewhere: 

It cannot be strongly emphasised how well off are the Company’s employees at Mount 

Isa compared to their counterparts in Queensland, or anywhere in Australia for that 

matter. As an example the labourer’s rate of pay ... is currently £17/9/4 per week. With 

                                                             
116 Williams Yellow, Green & Red, 226. 
117 Mount Isa Mail, 16 August 1961. 
118 Mount Isa Mail, 30 August 1961, 20 September 1961. 
119 Mount Isa Mail, 29 September 1961. For more details regarding the complexity of the 1961 dispute see Cribb, 
“The Mount Isa Strikes,” 270-297. 
120 Mount Isa Mail, 27 September 1961. 
121 William, Yellow, Green & Red, 229. 
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the bonus of £8 per week this gives a minimum adult male of £25/9/4 per 40-hour week. 
The great majority of adult male employees receive a wage considerably in excess of 

this amount because of the influence of margins, overtime payments, penalty rates for 

shift work, and the contract system.122 

 

Mount Isa Mines also referred to the “numerous benefits, facilities and amenities which the 

Company provides for its employees, their dependents and the citizens of Mount Isa”.  

 

Throughout the closure, Fisher and Foots continued to argue that Mount Isa Mines provided 

more above wage benefits and better conditions than elsewhere in Australia. Assistance for 

accommodation and housing and the provision of recreational facilities were considered part of 

these benefits. According to Fisher: 

In the way of benefits outside the Award the Company does more for its employees 

than any Company in Australia. These benefits include subsidized board and lodging 

for single employees, financial assistance in the housing of married personnel, a liberal 

Superannuation Scheme and long service leave provisions. 
The Community as a whole has been assisted by the provision of electric power and 

water, roads, sewerage, excellent recreational facilities together with liberal financial 

and other assistance to public organisations and clubs. 123 
 

In response to company statements, the reactions of the peak union bodies were to deny them. 

 

The TLCQ and the Mount Isa Combined Unions Disputes Committee of the MIIC placed 

notices to that effect in the Mount Isa Mail. The AWU was conspicuous in its lack of public 

comment with Williams later accusing the Murdoch newspaper of a “continued bias against 

stating the facts .... Its utterances clearly reflected its wish to see the dispute continue.”124 It was 

true that the Mail acted provocatively by positioning the TLCQ and the MIIC notices adjacent 

to each other, especially as the newspaper favoured Morgan.125 Even so the content of the 

notices was similar, both disputing the claims by Mount Isa Mines management that company 

employees were better off and received more extensive above award benefits compared to their 

counterparts elsewhere in Australia.  

 

The Disputes Committee of MIIC acknowledged the success of company programs in keeping 

employees, especially those with families. The advertisement stated that “football ovals, the 

swimming pool Etc. have certainly assisted the company to retain employees here and 

                                                             
122 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Industrial Dispute, Mount Isa Mail, 11 October 1961. The information and quotes 
referred to in the remainder of the paragraph are from this source. 
123 Mount Isa Mail, 1 November 1961. See also “Mount Isa Mines Limited Industrial Dispute,” Advertisement, 
authorized by J.W. Foots, General Manager, Mount Isa Mail, 11 October 1961. 
124 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 243-244. 
125 Williams, Yellow Green & Red, 42-44,168. 
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encourage them to settle down with their families.” 126 However the Disputes Committee also 

accused Mount Isa Mines of enforcing stability through indebtedness, especially home 

ownership. It was stated: 

BUT to make further sure that these people don’t leave the area, they [Mount Isa Mines] 
have saddled hundreds of families with £4,000 debt for a period of about 30 years 

(£4,000 houses which Townside contractors could have built for £2,800 or less). 

 

This statement revealed a perceptive assessment of the long-term nature of mortgages under the 

housing schemes which would take a generation to repay. This assessment would have struck a 

chord with many employees at the time. In July 1961, only sixty-seven employees had achieved 

outright ownership over their homes out of 720 employees who participated in the home 

ownership schemes.127 

 

The TLCQ also described company amenities as having “tight strings attached”.128 “Unionist’s 

Wife and Mother of Four” also emphasised the importance of the pay packet and questioned the 

necessity of company provided amenities.129 “Miner’s Wife” maintained that the expenses 

relating to home ownership, such as rates, insurance and electricity, contributed to the 

indebtedness of many employees. She outlined the expenses which she asserted lessened the 

family’s take home pay: 

My husband earns approximately £50 a fortnight including bonus but his take-home pay 

is £35. Out of this, £5 has to be set aside for rates, electric light and insurance which 

leaves £30 plus £1 child endowment for food, clothing, medical, dentist and school 
expenses for five.130 

 

The Brisbane based TLCQ argued for a “fair share” of company profits to meet the “high costs 

in the area”.131 Yet as already shown, data collected by the Bureau of Census and Statistics 

showed that prices at Mount Isa had not increased dramatically during the five years to 1961, 

with the higher RPI in the mining town during 1960-1961 due to a reduction in the cost of living 

in Brisbane.132 

 

                                                             
126 “Mount Isa Combined Unions Disputes Committee Industrial Dispute (Lock-out)”, Advertisement, authorized by 
K.A. Morgan for the Mount Isa Combined Unions Disputes Committee, Mount Isa Mail, 13 October 1961. 
127 Mount Isa Mail, 20 October 1961. See also Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th 
June 1961. There were 523 Cooperative housing societies and 197 Home Purchase Society houses. 
128 “Lock-out by Mount Isa Mines Ltd,” Advertisement, Mount Isa Mail, 13 October 1961. 
129 Unionist’s Wife and Mother of Four, Letters to the Editor, Mount Isa Mail, 20 October 1961. 
130 “Miner’s Wife,” Letters to the Editor, Mount Isa Mail, 20 October 1961. 
131 “Lock-out by Mount Isa Mines Ltd.”, Advertisement, Mount Isa Mail, 13 October 1961. 
132 Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Food and Grocery Prices in Queensland Towns (Brisbane: The 
Bureau, 1958-1967). See Table 11.1. 
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Not all company employees agreed that Mount Isa Mines had forced indebtedness. “Other 

View” disagreed that employees under the housing schemes had been “saddled” by debt and 

appreciated the opportunity to own homes: 

It might be timely to remember that the Co-operative homes were originally sold on 10 
per cent. deposit and many people who could not raise even this small amount went into 

houses with no deposit at all. Many others have built or are building homes with money 

lent to them by the Company with interest as low as 1⅞%. But for this, many of these 

people would still be living in humpies – probably with a new car parked in the bull-
dust outside it!133 

 

Mount Isa Mines was also commended for funding the “swimming pool, housing, playing 

fields, etc., [which] show that some of the profits at least have been spent to the public benefit”. 

The same person also claimed that “most of us never earned so much or had such a high 

standard of living before”. 134 “Another Affected” described the company as “the most generous 

of employers”.135 Lithuanian-born Stan Urmonas emphasised the importance of building a home 

in a free community: “I want to work … [and] so do many other New Australians who came 

here to work – to escape from Communism - to build our homes in a free community”.136  

 

As it worsened, the dispute polarised the community into long-term residents and those who had 

only worked at Mount Isa during “the easy money era.”137 Pro Bono Publico identified the 

demarcation between the “family man who gave the town the stability to which the single man 

in the Barracks contributed little or nothing.”138 However he also spelled out the reality of those 

left in Mount Isa being “married men with families and homes here - people who cannot just 

clear off at a moment’s notice.” The Editor of the Mount Isa Mail also joined the debate, 

highlighting the plight of the families of “workers who were genuinely happy to be working in 

Mount Isa, the men who couldn’t afford to pack and leave”.139 However Joseph Passmore was 

more realistic when he stated that it was “useless to own a home unless there is co-operation 

between M.I.M. and the workers.”140  

 

During the closure, Mount Isa Mines deferred all wage deductions towards superannuation and 

house repayments, as well as house and barracks rental and mess and electricity charges.141 

                                                             
133 Letters to the Editor, Mount Isa Mail 18 October 1961. 
134 Some Points from Letters to the Editor re: “Bewitched B-b and Bewildered Bunnie,” Mount Isa Mail, 1 November 
1961. 
135“Another Affected”, Letters to the Editor, Mount Isa Mail, 20 October 1961. 
136 Mount Isa Mail, 20 October 1961. 
137 Pro Bono Publico, Letters to the Editor, Mount Isa Mail, 18 October 1961. 
138 Mount Isa Mail, 29 November 1961. 
139 Editorial, Mount Isa Mail, 25 October 1961. 
140 Mount Isa Mail, 11 October 1961. 
141 Mount Isa Mail, 20 October 1961. 
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There were no evictions from company accommodation with some employees moved into new 

barracks at the BSD.142 The AWU gave cash to members who stayed, with “allotments, worked 

out by wives of the members of the Union, of meat, bread, groceries, milk, vegetables, fruit for 

the children, and baby food for babies” given to married unionists.143 However “Unionist’s Wife 

and Mother of Four” reacted to the company plans for its Christmas tree by requesting food for 

her children instead of lollies: 

I see that plans for the annual Christmas Tree are again underway. For what it is worth, 

here is a suggestion.  
Instead of wasting £4,000 on toys and sweets this year, why not spend a similar 

sum on fruits or foodstuffs for the children for Christmas. 

To my mind, a toy or bag of lollies will be small consolation to a hungry child 
at any time.144  

 

Williams denied there was such widespread distress which he claimed was “communist” 

propaganda.145 However, those with subscriptions to non-company schemes, such as the Mount 

Isa Benefits Society, Medical Benefits and hire purchase arrangements, found repayments 

difficult.146 

 

An Emergency Order was brought down by Commissioner Harvey for a return to work by 20 

November, the Nicklin-Morris government introducing legislation under the Transport Act to 

enforce this. Members of the AWU were first back, and while former employees were preferred, 

only forty returned to Mount Isa Mines, the vacancies being quickly filled by contractors on 

construction projects.147 With Mount Isa Mines, the AWU negotiated deferred payments for 

rent, board and repayments on appliances and homes, which took into account individual 

circumstance. According to Williams: 

Debts to the Company, or payments sponsored by the Company for rent, board, 

superannuation, or purchase of home appliances, would be subject to repayment as from 

pay days 14th and 21st January 1962, and the amount per week was to be announced by 

the Company in Mount Isa. However, if the amount required to be repaid in certain 
individual cases inferred a hardship, then those particular cases would be taken into 

consideration on an individual basis.148 

 

                                                             
142 Mount Isa Mail, 6 October 1961, 8 November 1961. 
143 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 232. 
144 Unionist’s Wife and Mother of Four, Letters to the Editor, Mount Isa Mail, 20 October 1961. 
145 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 232. 
146 Funds that were most affected included the Mount Isa Benefits Society, Workers’ Accident and Distress Fund, the 
BSD Recreation Fund, the RSL Distress Fund and Medical Benefits. Mount Isa Mail, 27 October 1961. The TLC ran 
a state-wide appeal for a moratorium on repayments. Mount Isa Mail, 6 October, 17 November 1961. 
147 Mount Isa Mail, 22 November 1961. 
148 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 242-243. 
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Members of the craft unions held firm. The state of emergency was finally lifted in February 

1962.149 To Jack Egerton of the TLCQ the “cease fire” had also lifted on the bonus issue. 

 

In March 1962, the first copper was poured from the new smelter at Mount Isa Mines, its 

completion marking one of the major milestones in the company’s enormous expansion 

program.150 The final shipment of copper concentrate to Japan left in late April, signalling the 

stepping up of operations at the company’s refinery at Townsville to meet the increased copper 

production from the smelter. The production target of 14,400 tons of ore daily required the 

sinking of a deep shaft to access the copper ore-bodies and a new mill, the No. 2 Concentrator, 

to treat the ore. The K57 shaft was designed to be sunk to depth of over a kilometre and to 

combine the haulage of both ore and miners.151 While the shaft was being sunk, underground 

ores from the associated ore bodies could not be mined. To retain production figures, the Black 

Rock Open Cut was extended so that the secondary copper ores could be mined.152  

 

 

Plate 11.6 Black Rock Open Cut, 1962. 
Photograph courtesy of Mount Isa City Council Library. 

                                                             
149 Mount Isa Mail, 16, 21 February 1962. 
150 Mount Isa Mail, 21 March 1962.  
151 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Reports for the Years Ended, 30th June 1963 & 30th June 1964; Blainey, Mines 

in the Spinifex, 223. 
152 These ores required the construction of the No. 3 Concentrator which commenced production in May 1963. Mount 
Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1963; Mount Isa Mail, 23 May 1963.  
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The mining of the open cut required buildings in the area to be removed.153 Tenders were let for 

the removal or demolition of remaining buildings which were relocated to allotments within the 

town.154 Blainey was at Mount Isa during this period of expansion and provided the following 

description: 

The company’s old general office was carted away. The lofty staff dining hall was set 

afire. A long barracks that housed 132 single men, smaller rows of barracks, a guest 
house, 21 houses, five cottages, a post office, a branch of the Bank of New South 

Wales, were all removed in order to clear the ground for the open cut as it spread half 

way across the narrow valley. 155 
 

The Mineside agency of the Bank of New South Wales closed its doors in November 1963 after 

thirty-two years of service, and was demolished along with the post office.156 The community 

centre of the Isa Mines settlement had ceased to exist. 

 

The demolition of houses and barracks to make way for the Black Rock Open Cut further 

exacerbated the housing shortage.157 Non-company accommodation was both inadequate and 

expensive to rent. The 1961 Census recorded that the average weekly rent for a 4-5 room house 

in Mount Isa was £2/10/8, when £1/10/1 to £1/13/6 was the rent for an equivalent sized house in 

other areas of rural Queensland although much higher in Brisbane.158 Sooveere identified 

“individual landlords” as the cause for high rents and concluded that the problem could “only be 

resolved by increasing the number of houses in the town.”159 Inch, the Member of Parliament, 

who lived in a company house on Mineside, regularly lobbied the government on the housing 

issue and criticised it for failing “miserably in their obligation to house the people of Mount 

Isa”.160 Despite the shortage, in the “Supplement in North-West Industry” published in June 

1962, Mount Isa Mines ranked its “most significant’ contribution in the community as “the 

                                                             
153 Mining of the Black Rock Open Cut was completed in 1965. During its short life span, the open cut produced over 
3,350,000 tonnes of ore yielding more blister copper than all the mines of the Cloncurry copper field. Mimag, March 
1973. 
154 Mount Isa Mail, 9, 14, 21 November, 5 December 1962.  
155 Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex, 225. 
156 Mimag, March 1964. 
157 A total of 246 applicants were turned away during the twelve months to June 1962. Mount Isa Mines Limited, 
Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1962. 
158 In comparison, the rent for 4 or 5 roomed house in metropolitan areas was between £3/2/3 and £3/7/3 a week, and 
higher in Brisbane. Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 30th 
June, 1961: Vol. III: Queensland: Part III: Analysis of Dwellings in Local Government Areas and in Non-Municipal 
Towns of 1,000 Persons or More,” Cat. No. 2107.0 (Canberra: Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 

1962), 21; Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Queensland Office, Queensland Year Book 1964,” Cat. 
No. 13013.3 (Brisbane: Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 1964), 350-351. 
159 Kathleen J. Sooveere, " Community Power in Mount Isa" (B.A. Hons, University of Queensland, 1967), 88. 
160 Quoted in Mount Isa Mail, 14 September 1962. Inch lived at 12 Laurel Street, South End. Waterson & Arnold, 
Biographical Register of the Queensland Parliament, 47. For further comments about Inch’s lobbying on housing see 
Mount Isa Mail, 20 June 1962.  
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company’s outlook on housing” especially the opportunity for employees “to purchase and own 

their own dwelling through Co-operative Housing Schemes.”161  

 

It was the plight of sixty teachers previously accommodated in barracks, which prompted 

Queensland Government action. In October 1962, the Queensland Housing Commission 

announced its intention to build in Mount Isa. While most of these houses were for teachers, 

some were for Thiess Brothers employees which provided a precedent for Mount Isa Mines. 162 

When the second batch of Queensland Housing Commission homes was announced early 1963, 

twenty were available for Mount Isa Mines employees to purchase.163 There were three styles of 

houses which ranged in price from £4,089 to £4,300. Repayments were between £19 and £22 a 

month over periods of thirty to forty-five years. With his deposit of £250, Mines employee, 

Dennis Clancy opted for a two bedroom house for his small family.164 

 

 

Plate 11.7 Queensland Housing Commission homes at Sunset. 
Mimag, June 1969. 

 

Fisher applauded the commencement of house building for rental and sale by the Queensland 

Housing Commission  in his report to shareholders, though he also referred to the company’s 

contribution: 

It is pleasing to report that the Queensland Housing Commission has commenced to 
build houses for rental and sale at Mount Isa. Previously the company had borne the 

whole burden of providing housing for its employees. Either directly or indirectly the 

                                                             
161 Mount Isa Mail, 8 June 1962. 
162 Mount Isa Mail, 17, 24 October 1962. The plans for the suburb of Townview were approved in early December 

1962, which included forty-one dwellings, including eight duplexes for teachers, with the balance for purchase. See 
Mount Isa Mail, 14 September 1962. See also Mount Isa Mail, 20 June, 28 September, 14 December 1962, 9 January 
1963. Thiess Brothers negotiated a special agreement for houses in return for guaranteed rentals. Mount Isa Mail, 28 
November 1962. 
163 Mount Isa Mail, 6 February 1963. See also Mount Isa Mail 16, 18 January 1963. 
164 Minews, no. 18, 1963. 
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company has been responsible for the construction of approximately 2000 houses in 
Mount Isa. 

The Queensland Housing Commission had at June 30, 1963, completed the construction 

of 59 houses and a further 51 were under construction. It is anticipated that the 
Commission will continue to construct houses while there is a need.165 

 

Hiley, the Minister for Housing, introduced legislation to enable the Housing Commission to 

sell houses to reliable tenants.166 With a further160 houses built the following year, Fisher wryly 

commented that this had only “slightly eased a very serious housing situation.”167  

 

By then, Fisher could see the success of the company schemes with Cooperative Housing 

Society No. 1 being wound up in May 1962, and houses under the second society paid off by 

the close of 1963.168 Repayments of loans under the Home Purchase Society were also 

progressing well.169 In addition, Kern Brothers commenced construction of homes at Happy 

Valley which were allocated to employees according to “length of service of the applicant and 

number of children in his family.”170 While Mount Isa Mines did not withdraw completely from 

house construction with twenty-five houses constructed for sale in the year to June 1963, the 

Queensland Housing Commission built the bulk of housing accommodation with 110 houses 

completed or being erected during the same period.171 

 

The community’s use of company sport and recreation programs was mentioned with great 

satisfaction in the 1963 Annual Report, it being reported that “recreational facilities fostered by 

the company enable sporting societies to step up their activities”. 172
 Mount Isa Mines also 

continued to measure the success of its housing and amenities programs through its labour 

turnover figures. Despite the 1961 dispute, labour turnover for the 1962 financial year was 28%, 

which was a record low. According to Mount Isa Mines: 

                                                             
165 Mount Isa Mines Ltd, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1963. 
166 Manfred Cross, “Hiley, Sir Thomas Alfred (Tom) (1905 - 1990),” Australian Dictionary of Biography (Melbourne 
University Press, 2007), 17: 529-530. 
167 Mount Isa Mines Ltd, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1964. 
168 The twenty-seven houses making up No. 1 Housing Society were fully paid off and the Society dissolved 22 May 
1962. Mount Isa Mines Ltd, Annual Report for the Year Ended 30th June 1962; Mount Isa Mail, 8 June 1962. 

Housing Cooperative No. 2 was completed 11 December 1963 comprising 72 houses. No 3 was not completed until 
December 1966 and No. 4 not until June 1967. The other cooperative housing societies were still outstanding in June 
1968. See Mount Isa Mines Limited, Formation of Co-operative Housing Societies. 
169 Of the 197 homes, 106 had been paid off by the close of June 1962. Mount Isa Mines Ltd, Annual Report for the 
Year Ended, 30th June 1962. 
170 Minews, no.1, February 1962. See also Mount Isa Mail, 17 January, 2 March, 22 June 1962. The initial 24 homes 
built by Kern ranged in price from £3,300 to £3,750 and included sealed roads, kerbing, channelling, and sewerage 
The deposit was set at 5% deposit, with terms over 30 years at 5%. A further twelve homes were approved December 

1963 and were built in Opal & Crystal Streets. Mount Isa Mail, 24 December 1963; Mount Isa Mines, Annual Report 
for the Years Ended, 30th June 1963. For later building at Happy Valley see Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual 
Reports for the Years Ended, 30th June 1964 & 30th June 1965. 
171 Mount Isa Mines, Annual Report for the Years Ended, 30th June 1963. 
172 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1963. This was the main source for 
information and quotes in this paragraph. 
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A record low was established in the labour turnover figure of 28% which is 0.4% below 
the previous year’s figure despite the loss of 277 employees during the early part of the 

strike in September 1961. This compares very favourably with turnover in heavy 

industry throughout Australia.173 
 

Important to Mount Isa Mines was the “expansion of the stable core of employees”. Many of 

these were long-term employees who had worked for the company for at least twenty and some 

thirty years, including women. Most had families who themselves were employees of Mount Isa 

Mines. 

Table 11.2 Mount Isa Mines, Labour Turnover Percentages, July 1957- June 1963 

 
Financial 

Year Ended, 
30 June 

Average number 
of employees 

Labour 
turnover % 

1957 3,703 37.9 

1958 3,321 39.5 

1959 3,405 48.8 

1960 3,532 42.4 

1961 3,666 28.4 

1962 3,502 28 

1963 3,628 31.8 

 
Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Reports for the Years Ended, 30th June 1957 to 30th June 1963. 

 

However beneath the semblance of stability there were those who were unhappy with 

developments at Mount Isa. The Doughan-led Citizens Association, which included Beard, the 

former Cooperative Housing Officer, highlighted its success in lobbying for public housing, and 

was confident in the lead up to the first election for the newly formed Mount Isa Shire Council 

in March 1963.174 However electors voted in the ALP team, led by solicitor Vic Moffat and 

others who were highly critical of Mount Isa Mines especially during the 1961 dispute. The 

decision of the Governor General Count D’Isle to dine “three nights with Mount Isa Mines 

Limited senior executives”175 and other issues, were used by Moffat as continued examples of 

government neglect of ordinary people. The Citizens Association team won at the next election,  

but regardless of which party dominated, the new council struggled financially for many years. 

 

The tussle between the MIIC and TLCQ also came to a head when boycotts were placed on the 

Apex’s North West Queensland Trade and Industries Fair in mid-1962, in protest over its 

                                                             
173 Mount Isa Mines Ltd, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1962. 
174 Mount Isa Mail, 14 March 1963. Members of the Citizens Association were Jack Lang (plumber), George Beard 
(merchant), George McCoy (company director), Allan Jones (cordial manufacturer), Leonard Wright (carrier), and 
Frank Tadman, (jeweller). Mount Isa Mail, 3 January, 15, February, 7, 12, 14 March 1963. 
175 Mount Isa Mail, 6 August 1963. The Citizens Association won the next election, one of the team, Beard, being the 
former Mount Isa Mines’ Housing Officer. Mount Isa Mail, 5 May 1963. 



 

210 

 

opening by Morris, Deputy Premier and Minister for Labour and Industry, who had facilitated 

the 1961 amendment to the Arbitration and Conciliation Act.176 Morgan recommended a more 

conciliatory approach calling for the boycotts to be lifted as they could jeopardise unionists’ 

chances of a show day holiday and discourage new industries to Mount Isa. According to 

Williams, this was used as a pretext for the Brisbane executive of the TLCQ to put the “"skids" 

under the MIIC.”177 The Industrial Council was dissolved and replaced by the Mount Isa Trades 

and Labor Council (MITLC) in August 1962. Morgan was not elected to the new union body.178  

 

Prices at Mount Isa also became a major issue especially with the Mount Isa Mail’s report in 

mid-1963 which commented on the results on the Bureau of Census and Statistics RPI survey 

for the five years to December 1962. The article stated that: “Retail prices in Mount Isa rose by 

21.6 per cent during the five years to December 1962 – the greatest increase recorded by the 

survey.”179 Furthermore it claimed: “Mount Isa housewives in 1962 paid 17.3% per cent. more 

for their groceries than housewives in Brisbane.” However the main reason for the rise during 

1961/1962 was the higher meat prices caused by prolonged drought, local butchers not having 

access to alternative markets as was the case in Brisbane.180 Notwithstanding seasonal price 

variations due to scarcity within existing markets, the local cost of living, when coupled with 

housing and appliance scheme repayments, became a core issue in Mount Isa during the early 

1960s, with the Mount Isa Women’s Auxiliary of the MITLQ demanding “cheaper prices, more 

reasonable rents, and improved bus service” to support unionists’ demands for a higher 

bonus.181  

 

The first conference between Mount Isa Mines and unions since the amendment of the 

Industrial and Arbitration Act and the 1961 dispute was held in November 1963.182 Unions 

applied for a bonus increase of £5 on the basis of the company’s announcement of a group net 

income of £5,597,769 compared to £3,256,140 the previous year. However negotiations halted 

when Mount Isa Mines refused to consider any bonus increase until company profits exceeded 

the record level set in 1961 of more than £6 million.183 Unions decided against direct action and 

started work on a new log of claims which included annual first class passenger fares for 

                                                             
176 Mount Isa Mail, 1, 6, 8, 15, 20 June, 18 July 1962.  
177 Williams, Yellow, Green & Red, 97. 
178 Mount Isa Mail, 15 August 1962.  
179 Mount Isa Mail, 27 August 1963. 
180 Mount Isa Mail, 13 April 1962. 
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families and air-conditioned barracks.184 Together with the bonus, these conditions were viewed 

as compensation for the remoteness and the costs associated with living in Mount Isa including 

retail goods, rents and repayments under the company’s housing and appliance schemes. 

 

Epilogue 

 

During the years that followed 1963, the long-term impact of Mount Isa Mines’ home 

ownership schemes and amenities programs was recorded in labour turnover statistics. During 

the long dispute over the bonus 1964-1965, when the mine was closed for seven months, labour 

turnover was 95.9%.185 From December 1966, two-yearly negotiated agreements were 

determined as well as reward payments for years of service and significant non-wage 

developments, and the economy class holiday air fares to Brisbane for all employees and their 

families.186 Within the next three years, labour turnover fell from 48.9% in 1966 to 37.4% in 

1968.187  

 

In 1981, married men made up 70% of the workforce, this high percentage of married 

employees revealing the common aim of Mount Isa Mines’ housing programs over the years. 

Barrie Mathias, Personnel Manager, commented on the low rate of turnover and the range of 

above award conditions:  

As far as salaries are concerned, we have never been pacesetters for high salaries. But at 

the same time our total package which includes housing, medical care, holiday airfares 

and working clothes is on a par if not better than in most companies. We want people to 
stay here and with our turnover of only 17 per cent they are doing just that. Experienced 

people stay here with us – even though they could most probably get more money 

elsewhere. So it gives the impression that people are looking at the total package we are 
offering and that includes the environment. Isa is a great place to live. We are getting 

quite sophisticated here. We are no hick town.” 188  

 

Labour turnover then stood at 17%. While reference was made to the total package, it was home 

ownership among married employees that proved the most strategic in consolidating and 

stabilising the local labour market. 

 

*** 
 

                                                             
184 Mount Isa Mail, 24 November, 31 December 1963. 
185 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Report for the Year Ended, 30th June 1965. 
186“Achieving Harmony,” Mimag, September 1973. 
187 Mount Isa Mines Limited, Annual Reports for the Years Ended, 30th June 1966 & 30th June 1968. 
188 Quoted in Pat.Huntley, "Mt Isa 16 Years after the Big Strike." In Australia: Strikes: Major Confrontations, 
Settlements and Solution, edited by Pat Huntley (Middle Cove, NSW: Ian Huntley, 1981), 70, 77. 
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During the period 1957 to 1963, Mount Isa Mines continued its policy of lowering overall 

labour turnover through home ownership schemes. The last of the nine cooperative housing 

societies was formed during this time although repayments would take a decade to finalise. 

Continued financial support was given to employees building their homes. However, important 

for the company was the decision by the Queensland Government to support Mount Isa Mines’ 

housing needs through the Queensland Housing Commission. Other types of facilities and 

amenities continued to be built by the company for families and the wider community, the most 

notable being Lake Moondarra, the venue for aquatic sports and family picnics which was also a 

vital water supply for Townside and Mineside. 

 

The withdrawal of Mount Isa Mines from the provision of some social infrastructure provoked 

indirect negative criticism especially concerning the ability of the town of Mount Isa to provide 

viable and cost effective alternatives. It was revealed that the AWU attempted to delay the 

closure of the Community Store owing to employee dependence on credit and the fear that 

higher prices would result. The much higher Retail Price Index for Mount Isa in the twelve 

months to December 1962 appeared to confirm this fear, but it was found that local butcheries 

were less able, compared to the Mines Butcher’s Shop, to cope with meat supply during severe 

drought which forced this increase. The demolition of company rental accommodation to make 

way for mining also contributed to the accommodation crises.  

 

By mid-1961, there were at least 400 employees who, with financial assistance from the 

company, were outright owners of their homes in the town of Mount Isa. However, the 

remainder who had committed to home ownership were still paying off their homes. While the 

first home owners were buoyed by a relatively high lead bonus, those involved in the last of the 

cooperative housing and other company sponsored housing schemes were faced with the lowest 

lead bonus since World War II. They were still committed to a mortgage for various reasons 

including high wages and contracts, good lifestyle, and the chance to achieve the Australian 

dream which elsewhere in Australia may have been impossible for them. A conspicuous number 

of these employees were newly arrived immigrants seeking greater stability than in their home 

lands.  

 

This period was marked by the 1961 shutdown which resulted from the demands by unions for a 

higher bonus, which Mount Isa Mines refused. The company responded that Mount Isa Mines 

provided more above wage benefits and better conditions than elsewhere in Australia. The MIIC 

argued otherwise, maintaining that the company strategy enforced stability through 
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indebtedness. Mount Isa Mines’ employees became polarised into those who believed the 

company and those who did not. While company ownership schemes were not the direct cause 

of the 1961 dispute, the bonus, which led many to commit to home ownership and appliance 

schemes, was. This was accompanied by great dissatisfaction over the high rents of non-

company accommodation charged by individual landlords. As married employees with families 

were most affected by home ownership and high rents, uneasiness about their financial situation 

grew as was demonstrated during the 1961 dispute. 

 

For Mount Isa Mines, the success of its amenities, housing and appliance schemes was reflected 

in its labour turnover percentages. For the company, these figures were confirmation that its 

schemes were responsible for retaining a significant proportion of the workforce. These 

significant employees were mostly married men who were attracted by the home ownership 

schemes and amenities for families. Over a decade after the last year of this study, Mount Isa 

Mines had achieved its aim of a stable workforce. Married employees made up 70% of the 

workforce and labour turnover was only 17%, which was remarkable for a remote mining town. 

By then Mount Isa Mines was Australia’s largest mining company and one of the world’s 

leading copper producers.
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Conclusion: 

Findings, Contributions and Recommendations 

 

One of the main aims of this thesis was to identify the rationale behind the social infrastructure 

programs constructed and sponsored by Mount Isa Mines over a period of almost forty years. 

Further aims were to record the reactions of employees, unions and the community to these 

programs, and to evaluate the success of the programs in relation to the company’s goals. Social 

infrastructure was found to include many forms including an integrated company town with 

barracks for single employees, houses for married workers and facilities such as the Community 

Store. The company introduced a variety of housing and tenures; those within Isa Mines were 

rental while most schemes from 1953 focussed on home ownership. In addition, the Queensland 

Housing Commission collaborated with Mount Isa Mines from1963 to build employee houses 

for rental and purchase.  

 

The different approaches to social infrastructure adopted by Mount Isa Mines did not easily fit 

with the historical periodisation by the literature examined in the literature review. Mount Isa 

Mines constructed a company town when these were a rarity in Australia, in decline in the 

United States, and booming in Canada. The company’s home ownership schemes co-existed 

with but did not follow the form or the tenure of post-World War II uranium and iron-ore 

company towns in Australia and Canada. However company recreational and sports facilities 

were provided over the entire period under study. To meet the aims of thesis, four research 

questions were posed, the findings of which are outlined below. 

 

Findings to the Research Questions 

1. Did the wide range in the forms and tenures of the social infrastructure provided by Mount 

Isa Mines over the entire period under study reflect a changing set of rationales or was there 
some commonality, and how effective were the various schemes in meeting company goals?  

 

One of the more significant findings was that there was a common rationale for all social 

infrastructure schemes provided by Mount Isa Mines from 1928. Despite the different forms 

which included houses, barracks, recreational facilities and community stores, the main 

rationale was to reduce labour turnover by attracting and consolidating a higher proportion of 

married employees within the total workforce. Even the company’s Christmas festivities were 

originally an unambiguous strategy to reduce turnover among employees with families during 
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the summer holidays. Urquhart’s description of married men as the “best men” was not an idle 

comment, but one that was strategic, involving the commissioning of a planner to create a town 

plan. In his plan for Isa Mines, Urquhart aimed at married employees making up 50% to 55% of 

the total workforce.  

 

This thesis made an important breakthrough for the literature in identifying the company’s 

correlation of statistics on labour turnover with the numbers of married employees: in the 

twelve months to June 1941 56.5 % of the workforce was married when labour turnover stood at 

55%. It was deduced as probable that the company was aiming at 60% married employees, 

though unachievable due to the war. However large scale company programs were ineffective in 

stemming turnover during the immediate post-World War II years when the lead bonus was 

extremely high. While it was discovered that this was partly due to the failure of the housing 

scheme to keep pace with demand, it was also clear that the bonus had become the main 

incentive for the majority of workers who stayed only weeks or months to make quick money, 

or in the case of longer term employees took the opportunity to retire with the high bonus 

providing greater equity for retirement.  

 

A significant finding was that new management after 1953 systematically employed a series of 

strategies to significantly reduce labour turnover and consolidate the local labour market which 

included home ownership and appliance schemes, and to promote the business sector. 

Management expressed little overt concern over the high mobility of the large number of 

contractors who worked on the major construction projects, instead measuring the success of its 

overall strategy by analysing an identified period of high turnover since the 1930s: the summer 

Christmas holidays. During the holiday period late 1954-early 1955, turnover was recorded at a 

low 20%. This was important to Mount Isa Mines, as it was an early indicator lower turnover 

was occurring among employees with children, who usually made a mass exodus to the coast at 

Christmas.  

 

Home ownership was extremely effective in reducing turnover at Mount Isa Mines, to a level 

more usual of a coastal urban centre than a mining town. Turnover stood at an unprecedented 

28.4% by mid-1961, and twelve months later it was 28%, despite the shutdown of late 1961. 

While the industrial dispute of 1964-1965 led to a large exodus from Mount Isa, labour turnover 

steadily declined after that date. The partnership between Mount Isa Mines and the Queensland 

Housing Commission continued into the 1970s, which further boosted home ownership among 

company employees. This played a part in achieving the company’s longer term goal of reduced 
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turnover which stood at 17% by the early 1980s. A significant contribution of this study was to 

identify that the stability ratio used in the Isa Mines plan to determine the number of houses 

required in the company town, was also utilized to determine the number of houses required in 

the town for home owners. 

 

This study identified the strategic nature of social infrastructure provision by management of 

Mount Isa Mines to lower labour turnover. While home ownership proved most effective in 

achieving this aim than rental housing, both forms of tenure targeted a higher percentage of 

married employees. A wide range of superior amenities, reliable water and electricity supply 

and the increased standard of living brought about by the appliance scheme, were also part of 

the strategy.  

 

2. Did the different forms of social infrastructure constructed and sponsored by Mount Isa 

Mines from the late 1920s to the early 1960s reflect Australian and/or international mining 

practice? 
 

Contemporary and international best practice in planning was evident in the town plan for Isa 

Mines which was drawn up by a planner in 1929. While planners and architects were employed 

to design the interwar company towns in the United States and Canada, planned company towns 

were rare in Australia during the same period, the exception being the government coal mining 

and power generation town of Yallourn. Isa Mines was the first comprehensively planned 

resource town in Australia to be commissioned by a mining company and embodied similar 

planning principles to those constructed during the second half of the twentieth century. The 

major difference was the inclusion of a private company hospital under ASARCO, which was 

based on American mining practice but rare in Australia.  

 

The origin of the idea behind the cooperative housing and appliance schemes was Australian 

and borrowed from Zinc Corporation in Broken Hill which had introduced similar and 

successful programs. The older mining town was a union dominated town based on lead mining, 

but it had most of the signs of a stable town: home ownership, a viable business sector, a 

functioning local authority and a stable local labour market. Fisher recognised these qualities 

while at Zinc Corporation and adapted the practices to achieve them to Mount Isa.  
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3. What were the overall reactions of employees and the wider community to the housing and 
amenities at Isa Mines and later the home ownership and appliance schemes? 

 

The interviews with former residents of Isa Mines and those recorded in Mimag highlighted 

subsidised rents and the low cost of electricity as the most popular aspects of living in company 

accommodation. Many appreciated the range of facilities within the company settlement 

including the bank, post-office, and stores. It was revealed that credit at the store and butcher’s 

shop was considered as a convenient loan to tide over families between pay days. The main 

critics of the Isa Mines settlement amenities were Townside businessmen, who lost their 

customers to the much lower prices at the company stores. Company interference in hospital 

services was, however, strongly resisted. Members of the wider community together with mines 

employees rejected Mount Isa Mines’ proposal of joint management of the public hospital, with 

the latter emphasising the impartiality of the “people’s hospital” in issuing medical certificates 

in lead-poisoning compensation cases.  

 

While there was little interest in the first cooperative housing society introduced in 1953, the 

overall reaction of employees to the remainder of the societies was extremely positive as 

demonstrated by the number of participants. There was a high response to building homes in the 

town under the financial assistance scheme with over 70% becoming outright owners by 1961. 

The appliance scheme also proved popular as the statistics showed, the buyers of expensive 

white-goods and pianos being mostly families. The high lead bonus during the early 1950s 

facilitated repayments. However when the bonus fell and then became fixed, anxiety grew over 

the ability to repay with some employees wary of the company’s motives for the cooperative 

housing and appliance schemes. 

 

4. Were unions consulted and did any social schemes provoke serious industrial unrest? 

 

The building of Isa Mines township received the approval of the AWU executive providing that 

the housing, barracks and facilities were not substitutes for higher wages. However the local 

branch of the AWU resisted the attempt to include above award services as conditions of 

employment and questioned the legality of employee subscriptions to the Mines Hospital. In 

taking direct action over the hospital issue, the union branch defied the directive of its own 

executive, but successfully halted company interference in the public hospital. During the early 

1950s, no documentation was found to show that unions were consulted regarding the 

cooperative housing or appliance schemes. While Smith, the local Member of Parliament, 

complained to the government, the most unified reaction came from AWU contractors working 
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for Utah Australia who opposed the Gair Government’s granting of local authority subsidies to 

Mount Isa Mines.  

 

Evidence collected on the 1961 dispute found that for many employees the bonus and the home 

ownership and appliance schemes were inextricably linked, with the high bonus the reason for 

their commitment to ownership. Mount Isa Mines refused to negotiate on the bonus, arguing 

that the company’s above award benefits and conditions were better than elsewhere in Australia. 

It was identified that this argument struck a raw nerve with some unionists, the MIIC 

maintaining that home ownership and the appliance schemes were parts of a company strategy 

to enforce stability. While it was found that some home owners with families appreciated the 

chance to own a home, the issue over financial commitment to company schemes remained and 

was a factor in one of the most serious and long-lasting industrial disputes in Australian history.  

 

Contributions to the Literature and Theoretical Implications 

This case study of Mount Isa Mines has made several significant contributions to the two bodies 

of literature discussed in the literature review.  

 

Contributions to the resource town/planning history literature: 

The study has contributed to the literature on planning history of Australia particularly the work 

by Freestone on model communities.1 The verification of the existence of the 1929 town plan of 

Isa Mines, drawn by up by Manning of Manning and McInnes, imparted an additional 

dimension to the history of the firm of one of Australia’s leading planners. The plan also guided 

the extension of the settlement from the late 1940s, another feature of sound planning practice.2 

The existence of the plan, which included garden city planning principles, provided the 

evidence for Isa Mines being the first comprehensively planned resource town in Australia to be 

commissioned by a mining company. 

 

Important was the discovery that the principle embedded in the plan of Isa Mines, which 

included Urquhart’s preference for married employees, was similar to that used in the design of 

the resource towns constructed during the second half of the twentieth century. Particularly 

relevant to Isa Mines, was Agius’ description of the design brief for the town of Nhulunbuy 

                                                             
1 Isa Mines was not previously regarded as model community owing to the lack of a town plan. Freestone, Model 
Communities, 141. 
2 See Figure 4.1. 
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being designed for workforce ratio of 60/40 with 60% of the workforce married.3 The purpose 

of the stability ratio was to reduce labour turnover by employing a higher proportion of married 

employees, who were considered more stable. In the case of Isa Mines the ratio was found to be 

between 50% and 60%. The same principle of employing a greater number of married 

employees was used to calculate the number of houses required under home ownership. This 

study also contributed in a small way to the literature on post-war new town planning, 

especially the commissioning of the prominent architect, Karl Langer, to design the model 

suburb of Soldiers Hill.  

 

Contributions to the industrial welfare literature: 

A major contribution of this thesis was that it looked beyond the sector of industrial welfare 

literature represented by Brandes, Brody, Bernstein, Edwards and Crawford who argued that 

employee welfare programs fell into permanent decline by the close of the 1930s.4 This study 

has demonstrated that the provision of accommodation, dining facilities and recreational 

amenities by mining companies was not short-lived and is still very much a feature of 

competitive employee packages within the industry during the early twentieth-first century even 

with FIFO arrangements.  

 

In the case of Mount Isa Mines, this thesis showed that the social programs of that company 

continued well into the second half of the twentieth century. While various reasons for company 

housing have been argued in the literature, a major conclusion of this study was that the main 

rationale for all housing schemes was the significant reduction of labour turnover to stabilise the 

overall workforce by attracting a higher proportion of married men. This finding has 

complemented the research of Fox and Eklund, who identified the preference for married 

employees by some mining companies.5  

 

This thesis has further expanded upon existing literature in describing the systematic and 

strategic nature of the approaches to social infrastructure by Mount Isa Mines over time and by 

a range of managers. The effectiveness of the home ownership schemes in reducing labour 

turnover compared to the integrated company town of Isa Mines, has built upon the research 

                                                             
3 Agius, “Nhulunbuy: A New Town in the Australian Tropics,” 255. 
4 Brandes, American Welfare Capitalism, 30-37, 135-48; Brody, “Rise and Decline of Welfare Capitalism,” 59; 
Bernstein, Lean Years, 186-188; Edwards, Contested Terrain, 97; Crawford, “Designing the Company Town,” 312, 
314.  
5 Fox, “Work and Welfare at Mt Lyell,” 72, Eklund, ‘‘ ‘Intelligently Directed Welfare Work’?”, 136, & Eklund, 
“Managers, Workers, and Industrial Welfarism,” 150, 152. 
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undertaken by Menghetti.6 However the cooperative housing scheme was not experimental but 

based on the successful adoption of a similar scheme by another Australian company, Zinc 

Corporation, as Balnave has noted.7  

 

This thesis introduced evidence to the literature of Mount Isa Mines employees’ positive 

responses to the range of goods, reasonable prices and even the system of credit offered by 

Community Store and Butcher Shop which was in contrast to much of the key literature which 

claimed that American company stores were monopolistic and exploitative using scrip, credit 

and high prices to force greater employee dependence.8 In the case of Mount Isa Mines, scrip 

was in circulation only briefly and replaced by a credit system which involved payroll 

deduction. While it was discovered that some employees at Mount Isa Mines owed the 

company, it was also discovered that many viewed credit as more of a convenience than a 

burden, especially its use by wives and dependants. This confirmed the argument of Fishback 

who highlighted the beneficial aspects of credit.9  

 

This thesis further expanded upon the literature by showing that the core components of social 

infrastructure programs provided by Mount Isa Mines were not anti-union. It was shown that the 

AWU approved housing and facilities as long as they were not substitutes for wage increases or 

conditions of employment. No evidence was found that credit was a company strategy to reduce 

union activity,10 with the initial request for a store coming from married employees wanting a 

favourable cost benefit in line with single employees’ access to dining halls. This finding gave 

additional support for the conclusions of Eklund and Fox who argued that welfarism existed 

where the AWU was dominant.11 This study has advanced this argument with documentation 

showing that one of the main protests against the closure of the store emanated from the AWU 

who feared that price rises would reduce unionists’ take home pay. By identifying the 

inextricable link between the home ownership and appliance schemes, and dissatisfaction over 

repayments and the bonus, this study has provided a direction for future research into the cause, 

duration and outcomes of the 1961 and 1964-1965 industrial disputes.  

 

                                                             
6 Menghetti, “Mount Isa: a Town Like Alice?” 21. 
7 Balnave, “Industrial Welfarism in Australia, 228. 
8 Brandes, American Welfare Capitalism, 45-46; Seltzer, Fire in the Hole, 19; Corbin, Life, Work, and Rebellion in 
the Coal Fields, 10. 
9 Fishback, “Did Coal Miners “Owe Their Souls to the Company Store?” 1011-1029. 
10 Balnave, “Industrial Welfarism in Australia,” 241. 
11 Eklund, ‘‘‘Intelligently Directed Welfare Work’?”147; Fox, “Work and Welfare at Mt Lyell,” 18-20. 
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Probably the most significant contribution to the literature was establishing that the main reason 

for Mount Isa Mines’ social infrastructure programs was to significantly reduce labour turnover 

rather than being anti-union or to lessen labour militancy as highlighted in the United States 

literature. The more successful strategy implemented by the company tapped into most married 

employees’ aspirations for home ownership and high standard facilities especially for families. 

While repayments during a period of a low and fixed bonus during the late 1950s/early 1960s 

played a role in unravelling the stability that Mount Isa Mines was attempting to achieve, the 

company eventually achieved its goal of extremely low turnover and the consolidation of the 

local labour market through a higher proportion of married employees. 

 

Recommendations for future research 

Recommended topics for further research include the following:  

1. The issues of company home ownership, appliance and amenity schemes during the 

1964-1965 Mount Isa Dispute;  

2. A history of the Queensland Housing Commission’s assistance to mining companies 

during the second half of the twentieth century, which started with Mount Isa in 1963; 

3. A history of Mount Isa Mines from 1965 to when Xstrata PLC acquired MIM Holdings 

in 2003; 

4. A comparative study of company cooperative housing and appliance schemes provided 

by Mount Isa Mines and Zinc Corporation;  

5. Histories of post-World War II Australian mining company towns; 

6. Comparative studies of similar home ownership schemes internationally and especially 

those in North America; 

7. A history of unionism at Mount Isa. 

 

Limitations of the study 

A study in greater depth of unions and union peak bodies at Mount Isa may have assisted in 

identifying the degree of consultation that occurred with Mount Isa Mines and if there were 

differences between the union executive, in the case of the AWU, and local union policies, 

particularly regarding the provision of housing and amenities. While this may have contributed 

to an explanation of the polarisation among employees especially during the 1961 industrial 

dispute, research into the history of the complex union rivalry was too large for this study. It is 

hoped that the evidence uncovered in this thesis will encourage further academic research in this 

area. The relationship between the type of workforce and extent of militancy has also not been 
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considered, and another direction for future research would be to investigate in greater detail 

Eklund’s assertion that the married workforce sought by Mt Isa Mines through their social 

infrastructure programs proved to be more militant.12 

 
*** 

 

The forms of social infrastructure, particularly housing, provided by Mount Isa Mines over a 

period of forty years varied considerably, with the common thread throughout all company 

programs being the emphasis on a higher proportion of married employees especially those with 

families. Mount Isa Mines also supported the growth of the business sector after World War II, 

with the aim of encouraging the town to become more like the average Australian urban norm 

instead of a bush mining town. However it was the home ownership schemes which 

significantly stabilised the company’s workforce, Mount Isa Mines tapping into most 

employees’ aspirations to own a home. The low turnover that resulted provided Mount Isa 

Mines with the stability to become Australia’s largest mining company and one of the world’s 

leading copper producers. 

 

 

                                                             
12 Erik Eklund, Mining Towns: Making a living, making a life (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2012): 200.  
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