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FOREWORD 

Throughout mining regions in North Queensland are scattered sites 
of townships now utterly deserted. Evidence of mining is unmistakable: 
the crater-like excavations, heaped-up tailings and massive concrete engine 
mountings may well survive in that bleak landscape as long as any works of 
man on this continent. Often not a hearth-stone nor a brick remain to 
show that men once lived, and sometimes died, there. The names of vanished 
towns usually mean little or nothing to most people: Argentine, Calcifer, 
Cape River, Coolgarra, Donnybrook, Gilberton, Hampden, Maytown, Mt. Elliot, 
OK ... 

For most Queenslanders, and for many people elsewhere in Australia, 
one such name has exact and vivid associations: Mt Mulligan is remembered 
for one terrible day in September 1921. Yet Mt Mulligan operated for over 
forty years - much longer than most North Queensland mines - and closed 
down as recently as 1958. In most respects it stood apart from other North 
Queensland mines: a coal-mine in the midst of a metalliferous field, it 
produced the only coal ever mined north of the Bowen Basin. In its heyday 
it was well-equipped and modern. 

Peter Bell set out to write an exact and detailed account of 
the disaster for which Mt Mulligan is remembered, and to place it in the 
context of the mine's whole history. His thorough research, his scrupulous 
weighing of evidence often obscure and conflicting, his mastery of the 
complex technical background and clarity in writing make impressive and· 
often memorable reading. It is a truly authoritative study. Peter 
demonstrates that the disaster arose directly from Mt Mulligan's unique 
location - the fact that it was worked, managed and inspected by men whose 
experience was almost exclusively in metalliferous mining - and from its 
advanced technology. He also shows that the disaster, and all it revealed 
about safety standards, had scarcely any effect on Queensland mining 
regulations: this is perhaps as grim a fact as any in a story that is 
often grim. 

Presented in 1977 as a thesis for the honours degree of B.A., it 
was awarded first-class honours. The present text is that of the thesis 
with only few and minor changes in expression; the photographs have been 
reduced in number. There is one important addition: an index compiled by 
Susan Rose who also edited the text for publication. 

In publishing this second volume in the series Studies in North 
Queensland History we have been encouraged by the success of the first, 
Taming the Wilderness by Anne Allingham, now in its second edition. 
Others will follow. 

B.J. Dalton, 
Professor of History. 

i 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Helen Stokes typed the final draft for the 
printer. John Ngai of the Geography 
Department prepared the maps and plans and 
designed the cover. 

The photographs are reproduced with the 
permission of the Queensland Department of 
Mines, Mary Wardle, Doris Smith, Queensland 
Newspapers, the North Queensland Newspaper 
Company, the John Oxley Memorial Library, 
Jim McColm, Elsie Kirkwood, Nellie Franklin, 
Ivy O'Corman, Conzinc Riotinto of Australia 
and the Cairns Historical Society. 

The cover incorporates a photograph by 
Arthur Taylor, published in the North 
Queensland Register. 

ii 



CONTENTS 

Foreword i 

Acknowledgements ii 

Line Illustrations V 

Photographs vii 

Abbreviations ix 

Introduction 3 

Chapter I Discovery and Development 11 

Chapter II The Disaster 77 

Chapter III The Royal Commission 133 

Chapter IV The Aftermath 175 

Chapter V Prosperity and Decline 221 

Appendixes: 

A - Walter Filer Letter 263 

B - Herbert Smithson Letter 265 

C - Australian Coal-Mine Disasters 266 

D - Population of Mount Mulligan in 1921 267 

E - Annual Coal Production at Mount Mulligan 268 

F - A Note on Photographic Sources 269 

Sources 273 

Index 283 





LINE ILLUSTRATIONS 

Map of Lower Cape York Peninsula 

Plan of Mining Leases at Mount Mulligan 

Map of Cairns Railway Network 

Plan of Coal-Mining Methods 

Plan of Mount Mulligan Township 

Facsimile of Cavil Sheet for 19 September 1921 

Plan of Mount Mulligan Mine Workings 

Plan of Explosion's Suspected Origin 

Contemporary Newspaper Cartoons: 

'In Memoriam' 

'Death Declares a Dividend' 

'The Profit and the Loss' 

V 

13 

27 

37 

45 

69-71 

79 

81 

139 

171 

205 

207 





PHOTOGRAPHS 

Mount Mulligan, 1956 

James Venture Mulligan 

The Richards-Harris Family 

J.T. Watson 

Construction of Surface Workings, 1913 

View Down the Ropeway, 1914 

Sullivan Coal-Cutting Machine 

John Moffat 

L.C. Ball 

T.J. Ryan 

E.G. Theodore 

Number Four Adit 

Harris Street, Mount Mulligan, 1921 

Mount Mulligan Cricket Club, 1921 

Mine Surface Workings, 1920 

Mount Mulligan, 1920 

Rail Ambulance 

Older School Pupils, 1921 

Mount Mulligan School 

Chillagoe Company Miners Cottage 

Cyclone Damage, 1920 

View Toward Mine Entrance, 1920 

Mine Entrance, about 1919 

Mine Entrance After Explosion 

Mine Entrance After Explosion 

Blacksmith's Hut After Explosion 

Cabledrums After Explosion 

Ventilating Fan Motor After Explosion 

Rescue Workers Emerging from Mine 

Rescue Workers Near Mine Entrance 

Rescue Workers Near Mine Entrance 

Rescue Workers Wheeling Coffin Down Ropeway 

Cemetery Shortly After Disaster 

Collapsed Mine Entrance 

Members of the Royal Commission 

vii 

15 

19 

23 

31 

33 

33 

47 

51 

51 

51 

51 

55 

59 

59 

61 

61 

63 

65 

65 

67 

67 

73 

83 

87 

93 

95 

101 

103 

109 

111 

113 

119 

121 

129 

135 



Women and Rescue Workers Near Mine Entrance 

Rescue Workers Near Mine Entrance 

Cokeworks Under Construction, 1921 

Cokeworks, 1922 

Coal Bin, 1925 

Miners in Underground Workings 

Mine Surface Workings, about 1930 

King Cole Mine 

Harris Street, Mount Mulligan, 1977 

Mine Entrance, 1977 

viii 

181 

183 

223 

223 

229 

243 

245 

249 

259 

259 



A.R. 

G.S.Q. 

I. W.W. 

M.L.A. 

M.L.C. 

N.Q.R. 

Oxley 

Q.C.E.U. 

Q.G.G. 

Q.G.M.J. 

Q.I.G. 

Q.N. 

Q.P.D. 

Q.P.P. 

Q. S .A. 

R.C. 

V.&P. 

ABBREVIATIONS 

Annual Report of the Under-Searetary for Mines 

Geological Survey of Queensland 

Industrial Workers of the World 

Member of the Legislative Assembly 

Member of the Legislative Council 

North Queensland Register 

John Oxley Memorial Library 

Queensland Colliery Employees' Union 

Queensland Government Gazette 

Queensland Gove!"Yl.ment Mining Jow0 nal 

Queensland Industrial Gazette 

Queensland Newspapers 

Queensland Parlimnentm0 y Debates 

Queensland Parliamentary Papers 

Queensland State Archives 

Report of the Royal Commission on the Mount Mu.Uiga:a 
Colliery Disaster 

Votes a:ad Proceedings 

ix 





INTRODUCTION 

' ... a mountain once seen never to be 
forgotten.' 

(J.V. Mulligan, 3 November 1874. 
Guide to the PalmeP RiveP ... , 
p.24). 





INTRODUCTION 

Mount Mulligan, west of Cairns, is an impressive landmark whose 

underlying coal deposits supported a small mining town from 1914 until 1958. 

On 19 September 1921 a massive coal dust explosion in the Mount Mulligan 

mine killed all seventy-five men underground. This disaster was the 

greatest Queensland has seen and because of the isolation and small size of 

the community in which it occurred - perhaps also because of the romantic 

splendour of its setting - the story of the disaster has become a part of 

North Queensland folklore. 

Despite the strength of this oral tradition, no substantial account of 

the Mount Mulligan disaster has been written. Occasional commemorative 

newspaper articles describe the disaster, usually drawing on the more 

sensational features of the 1921 press reports. Regional histories give 

Mount Mulligan and the disaster passing mention, treating it as a chance 

event unconnected with the more coherent passage of human activities, and 

outside any visible causal pattern. 1 

This study treats the disaster as an integral part of North Queensland 

mining history, and thus necessarily describes at some length the rise of 

Mount Mulligan, and its progress and decline in the decades following the 

disaster. The explosion was not a random incomprehensible intrusion into 

the explicable domain of human affairs, but the logical result of geographic, 

economic, social, political and technological forces. A random element 

undoubtedly influenced the immediate initiation of the disaster at that 

particular time and place, but chance to that extent plays a part in most 

human activities. 

In focusing on a single event, this work places itself outside most 

traditions in Australian historical writing. One recent paper constitutes 

the entire historical literature on Australian mine disasters. 2 There is a 

1. See for example, G.C. Bolton, A Thousand Miles Away, Brisbane 1963, 
p.318; D. Jones, Trinity Phoenix, Cairns 1976, p.453; G. Pike, 
Pioneers' Country, Mareeba 1976, p.176. 

2. G, Mitchell and S. Piggin, "The Mount Kembla Mine Explosion of 1902", 
Journal of Australian Studies, No. 1, 1977, pp.52-69. 
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PETER BELL 

large body of work on the sociology of disasters, most of it originating in 

the U.S.A. after 1950: some of these writings have been consulted, and 

have provided useful insights, but much of this literature is highly 

specific in its application, concerned with methods of enquiry and control 

in particular disaster-affected communities; and contributes little to the 

historical study of another event. 

A wealth of published contemporary material describes the Mount Mulligan 

disaster. The Report of the Royal Commission is a valuable source, and a 

chapter of this study is devoted to a critical examination of the Royal 

Commission's proceedings and findings. Contemporary newspapers gave the 

disaster wide, although not always accurate, coverage; and archival 

material exists, concerned largely with administrative problems in the 

disaster's aftermath. Interviews with witnesses of the disaster have 

provided much more detail and also wider information of a social nature. 

The history of Mount Mulligan before and after the disaster relies on 

three principal types of sources: historical literature on North 

Queensland generally, while rarely treating Mount Mulligan at any length, 

allows the development of the coal-mine and the community to be put in 

context. By the nature of its single industry, Mount Mulligan was always 

highly susceptible to economic forces affecting the region as a whole. The 

development of the mine can be traced through publications of the Queensland 

Mines Department, supplemented by reference to contemporary mining textbooks. 

The Mount Mulligan community receives little attention in any written 

source, and information depends chiefly on interviews with former residents. 

* * * 

Mount Mulligan's place in North Queensland folklore is assured by its 

very topography. The township was situated at the foot of the mountain, a 

flat-topped, red-brown precipice which rarely failed to attract comment from 

visitors, either as a natural spectacle: 

4 



INTRODUCTION 

elongated; sombre; forbidding; yet withal 
fascinating by reason of its curious formation 
- inaccessible except to the most adventurous .... 3 

or after 1921 as 'the coffin-shaped mountain of coal'. 4 

Mount Mulligan had a place in Aboriginal belief as Narabullgin (or 

Narawoolgin), built by the rainbow serpent Goorialla on his travels 
5 northward during the creation of the present world. Aboriginal legend 

also tells of the jealous and evil spirit Eekoo (or Iku) who lived on Mount 

Mulligan. Eekoo is said to have threatened to destroy the white men if 

they interfered with the mountain, but this threat of supernatural 

retribution was not documented until five years after the disaster, and 
6 seems to be a European enlargement of the Eekoo legends. 

The nature of mining renders its practitioners susceptible to 

supernatural dread, and this belief in an evil being which contests the 

miner's presence has been common among European miners. The Kobold - a 

demon of the mines - was an active force in central European mining 

tradition until recent times. Agricola writing in the sixteenth century in 

his entirely practical mining treatise De Re MetaUica, listed difficulties 

which might arise in underground workings, most of them familiar to miners 

today: flooding; deterioration of ore quality; poor ventilation; difficulty 

in timbering. One problem on Agricola's list strikes the modern reader as 

incongruous, but was clearly seen as a real threat four centuries ago: 

3. H. Borland, "Mt Mulligan", Cairas Post, 17 September 1929. 

4. Disaster!, Melbourne 1977, p.46. This lurid and geologically absurd 
description exemplifies the worst of the press articles on the disaster. 

5. P.J. Trezise, Quinkan Country, Sydney 1969, p.67. Trezise attributes 
the story of a Koko jelandji source. A variation on the story from a 
Koko mini source was given by Jack Watson (interviewed Slade Point, 
6 March 1977). 

6. F. Richards, "Customs and Language of the Western Hodgkinson 
Aboriginals", Memoirs of the Queensland Museum, Vol. 8, 1926, p.256. 
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In some of our mines ... there are other pernicious 
pests. These are demons of ferocious aspect, about 
which I have spoken in my book De Animantibus 
Subterraneis. Demons of this kind are expelled 
and put to flight by prayer and fasting. 7 

Underground coal miners and their families are subject to unusual 

social and emotional forces because of the danger inherent in the work. 

The Australian coal-mining tradition originates from that of Britain, 

which for two centuries has had an appalling record of major disasters, and 

a greater but less conspicuous attrition in smaller coal-mine accidents. 

It is necessary in coal-mining communities to face this constant threat of 

violent death through a fatalistic ethos: 

We live in fear every time they go down, but it is in 
the blood of an underground miner. My husband says 
that if you take something from Mother Earth, she will 
retaliate.8 

Mount Mulligan was a distinctive town because it was concerned entirely 

with coal-mining, which was conducted nowhere else in the North. Situated 

at the terminus of a railway branch line, Mount Mulligan was 'the absolute 

dead end', 9 attracting no incidental travellers or diversity of commerce; 

and was always a state or company town, thus presenting an institutional 

atmosphere somewhat at odds with the rough-hewn, North Queensland mining 

ethos. Coal miners have never enjoyed the picturesque individualism 

traditionally associated with gold or tin fields. Collieries are prosaic 

and corporate; the domain of the wage miner and the public company. 

Mount Mulligan was always a rather depressed town, at first supplying 

the fuel requirements of the luckless Chillagoe Company, with its 'over­

smart speculation and queer business deals',lO and after this dream faded, 

settling into the austere bureaucratic existence of a state mine. Never 

7. G. Agricola, De Re Metalliea, 1558, (trans. H.C. & L.H. Hoover, New 
York 1950), p.217. 

8. Miner's wife after Kianga disaster, quoted in Courier Mail, 
24 September 1975. 

9. Interview with Mary Wardle, Ravenshoe, 13 August 1976. 

10. Bolton, op.eit., p.279. 

6 



INTRODUCTION 

profitable, the mine spent much of its life in the shadow of financial ruin, 

awaiting the day when more efficient mines elsewhere would supply coal to 

the local market at a lower price than Mount Mulligan could match. 

Apart from the former residents of the town at Collinsville and 

elsewhere, Mount Mulligan is chiefly remembered for the day seventy-five 

miners died. The horror of that day, and the deep impression it made on 

those who went to Mount Mulligan to help or to stare, have left their mark 

on North Queensland legend. Stories are still told: that the explosion 

was heard faintly in Townsville; that a huge smokeless fire still rages in 

the mine; that millions of tonnes of high-grade coal lie untouched because 

no-one dares enter the mine. Raconteurs in Cairns hotels still tell of the 

man never found - blown to atoms in the explosion - or of the one miner who 

felt a strange premonition on his way to work on the morning of the disaster 

and returned home. These tales are not fiction, but legends; each has some 

recognizable origin in fact. 11 Significantly though, they are not repeated 

by the people who were present in 1921. 

One legend is told by those who were there: that after the disaster 

the date '1921' appeared on the mountain face in numerals a hundred metres 

high. This part of Mount Mulligan's folklore is readily verifiable - the 

date can still be read on the mountain, although much depends on the angle 

of the light and the willingness of the viewer to believe. The inscription 

is the work of differential weathering which no-one thought to scrutinize 

before the disaster, but which took on sudden new significance in the year 

it named - no supernatural hand need be invoked to explain its appearance. 

Fortuitously, the research for this account was done during the 

relatively short interval when due to the passage of time government 

correspondence has become freely available and the painful memory of the 

disaster has reduced sufficiently to allow witnesses to describe it and make 

personal documents available; and while these events of 1921 are still 

clearly recalled, and those documents still exist. Ten years ago much of 

11. Mitchell and Piggin, op.cit., comment on the formation of legends 
about the Mount Kembla disaster. 
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PETER BELL 

the information used in this study was not accessible; in ten years from 

now much more will be lost. More attention ought to be paid to this 

critical interval of historical accessibility in the selection of topics 

for research. 
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CHAPTER I 

DISCOVERY AND DEVELOPMENT 

Enough coal for 'something like 3,000 years.' 

(Cairns Post, 19 September 1912) 





DISCOVERY AND DEVELOPMENT 

Mount Mulligan is situated at about 16°SO'S, 144°SO'E, in the south­

east corner of Cape York Peninsula, a hundred kilometres west of Cairns. 
1 Topographically, the Cairns region is a complex one. In the east, a narrow 

strip of fertile coastal plain rises abruptly to densely-forested ranges 

600 to 1500 metres in height. Rainfall near the coast is high, around two 

hundred centimetres annually near Cairns and much greater in the coastal 

ranges. 

West of the mountains lies a chain of plateaux, notably the rich basalt 

Atherton Tableland, and to the north of it the drier Mareeba-Dimbulah plain. 

These tablelands extend roughly to the continental divide, which in this 

region is a relatively insignificant range of hills, dwindling to 

imperceptibility where it divides Barron water from Walsh water on the 

Mareeba plain. 

These areas east of the divide are fertile and well-watered, and in 

this century have provided the economic bases of the Cairns hinterland­

sugar cane, beef, tobacco, maize and milk. West of the divide, the land­

scape declines through rugged hills into the immense flat flood plain of 

the Gulf of Carpentaria. From Dimbulah to the Gulf, annual rainfall is 

below one hundred centimetres, most of it falling in the brief, dramatic 

wet season; agriculture is thus prohibited, and a sparse beef cattle 

industry provides the only means of livelihood along the rivers flowing 

westward. The largest of these, the Mitchell, extends its tributaries in a 

great fan to the divide for four hundred kilometres north and south of 

Cairns. These tributaries, the Palmer, Mitchell, Hodgkinson, Walsh, Tate 

and Lynd, rise in the western foothills of the dividing range, and it is in 

their head-waters that the original economic base of the Cairns hinterland 

lay. 

From Palmerville in the north to Forsayth in the south runs a great 

crescent of metalliferous country. The gold, tin, silver, copper, lead and 

1. This description of the topography and climate of the Cairns hinterland 
is chiefly derived from Resources a:nd Industry of Far North Queensland, 
Canberra 1971. 
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PETER BELL 

tungsten of this region first attracted European settlement to Cape York 

Peninsula, and from the 1870's to around 1914 provided the livelihood of 

most of the people living to the west of Cairns. These mining industries, 

mostly conducted in inaccessible and unpleasant locations, established the 

port of Cairns and the network of railways that nurtured it. As these 

mining industries declined their place was taken by the agricultural and 

pastoral industries that dominate the Cairns hinterland today. 

Mount Mulligan stands in the broken, hilly country west of the divide, 

fifty kilometres north of Dimbulah. Forming the western watershed of the 

Hodgkinson River for sixteen kilometres, it dominates the Hodgkinson valley 

with its awesome red escarpment. The country visible from Mount Mulligan 

consists of flat river valleys and low, sharp ranges of granitic and 

metamorphic rocks, all covered in sparse Eucalypt forest. The average 

annual rainfall is below one hundred centimetres and the normal temperature 

range is from 11°c to 33°c. In a region quite monotonous in appearance, the 

mountain is an overwhelming landmark. Although only four hundred metres 

higher than the valley fronting it, the mountain's vertical eastern face 

runs apparently endlessly into the distance, giving an impression of vast, 

dominating bulk. The mountain is composed of sandstone and conglomerate 

layers, bedded with a slight dip to the west, and is thus quite distinct 

geologically and visually from its surroundings. It may be a vestigial 

fragment from the floor of a vast graben or fault valley which roughly 

extended between the sites of modern Laura and Dimbulah in Mesozoic times. 2 

Beneath Mount Mulligan lie three coal seams which outcrop on its 

eastern face below the escarpment, a short distance above the valley floor. 

These coal deposits, a small remnant preserved from a much more extensive 

ancient field by down-faulting of the mountain, are of Fermo-Carboniferous 

origin, probably contemporary in formation with the Bowen Basin and eastern 

New South Wales coalfields about two hundred million years ago and older 

than most other eastern Australian coals. 3 The Mount Mulligan coal varies 

2. L.C. Ball, Mount Mulligan Coalfield, G.S.Q. 237, 1912, p.13. 

3. D. Hill and W.G.H. Maxwell, Elements of the Stratigraphy of Queensland, 
Brisbane 1967, p.49. 
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Mount Mulligan, 1956, looking southwest. (Dixon Report/Conzinc 
Riotinto of Australia). 
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DISCOVERY AND DEVELOPMENT 

in quality and is thus potentially useful in a wide range of commercial 

applications, but the seams are mixed making it difficult to extract 

the individual grades of coal in sufficiently pure form to realise this 

potential. The coal seams vary in thickness, approaching two metres 

in places. The total reserves under Mount Mulligan can never be known, 

but an early estimate was eighty-four million tonnes. 4 

European penetration of the Mount Mulligan region began in 1873 when 

James Venture Mulligan's report of payable gold on the Palmer River 

brought alluvial miners into Cape York Peninsula. Initially, these gold­

seekers travelled either by sea to Cooktown on the Endeavour River or 

overland from the Etheridge along Mulligan's route well to the west of 

Mount Mulligan. Mulligan was one of the near-legendary figures of North 

Queensland history. Irish by birth, he distinguished himself as an 

explorer, although his life was largely spent as a marginally successful 

miner and entrepreneur on Queensland gold-fields. He seems to have been 

driven to discover gold rather than to exploit it: in a series of 

expeditions between 1873 and 1880, he discovered two major gold-fields 

and a number of lesser tin and silver deposits. 5 

The first indisputable European sighting of Mount Mulligan was on 

2 September 1874 when Mulligan's third expedition camped on the 

Hodgkinson at the foot of the mountain, and members of the party conferred 

4. Ball, op.cit., p.16. This was later shown to be a gross over-estimate 
- see chapter five. 

5. Bolton, op.cit., p.52, and R.L. Jack, Northmost Australia, Vol. II, 
Melbourne 1922, pp.413-465. On 3 November 1874, Mulligan wrote in 
his journal: 'The fascination as well as the charm is broken once 
I return to ground travelled before, though I expect more gold.' 
(Guide to the Palmer River ... , Brisbane 1875, p.24). 

17 



PETER BELL 

the present name on it in the face of their leaders' protestations of 

professional modesty: 6 

The bluff or notable landmark stands more than 
1500 feet high, and as we have just now rounded it, 
can see that it is a mount on the top of a range .... 
The river Hodgkinson comes down the south-east side; 
bending round, flows on north-west down that range 
to the junction of the Mitchell. Our party still 
persists in calling this Mount Mulligan. 7 

When Mulligan's fifth expedition of 1876 discovered gold on the Hodgkinson 

itself, a further rush brought mining settlement to the foot of the 

mountain. The towns of Thornborough and Kingsborough flourished briefly 

on the upper Hodgkinson and small townships spread north-west along the 

river to within two or three kilometres of the mountain. Woodville and 

Stewart's Town (sometimes Stuartstown), the northernmost outposts of the 

Hodgkinson field, stood near the junction of the Hodgkinson River and 

Richards Creek, which drains a gorge in the face of Mount Mulligan. 

The Hodgkinson boom was short-lived. Mining operations contracted to 

the deep reefs around Kingsborough and Thornborough within a few years, and 

the town of Woodville had shrunk to a population of one determined digger 

by 1891. 8 But the difficulty of overland transport from the ports of 

Cardwell and Cooktown to the Hodgkinson had led to the establishment of two 

closer ports in 1876 - Cairns and Port Douglas. The further incentive of 

tin discoveries in the Herberton district after 1880 brought a railway across 

the range from Cairns to Mareeba in 1893 and eventually to Herberton in 

1910. The expansion of base metal discoveries west and north of Herberton 

6. The first European sighting of Mount Mulligan is problematical. Jack 
places Kennedy's journey of 26 August 1848 along the Hodgkinson under 
the face of Mount Mulligan (Jack, op.cit., Vol. I, p.215), but this 
interpretation of Kennedy's fragmentary journal is not supported by 
others (e.g. E. Beale, Kennedy of Cape York, Adelaide 1970, p.194), and 
is flatly refuted by the only other surviving account of the Kennedy 
expedition (W. Carron, Narrative of an Expedition ... , Sydney 1849, 
pp.42-44). Mount Mulligan may be the feature named Mount Lilley by 
the Hann expedition on 30 July 1872, but the vagueness of the Hann's 
navigation leaves this in dispute. (Jack, op.cit., Vol. II , p.383). 

7. Mulligan, op.cit., pp.15-16. 

8. Sub-Inspector Lamond to Commissioner of Police, 27 November 1891. 
(Letter refers to investigation of a complaint about Aborigines on the 
upper Hodgkinson.) Q.S.A. COL 139, 91/14183. 
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DISCOVERY AND DEVELOPMENT 

in the 1880's and the 1890's caused the development of a flourishing 

hinterland of small-scale mining enterprises, dependent on the Cairns­

Mareeba railway for market, plant and fuel. 

As gold declined in economic significance, the Hodgkinson valley was 

left to the deep miners and the pastoralists. At least two cattle properties, 
9 the Wason's and Crowley's, were established near Woodville by the 1890's, 

in the face of sporadic Aboriginal resistance. In March 1883, a Stockman, 

Charles Desailly, had been fatally speared at Mount Mulligan while 

mustering cattle on foot in the Richards Creek gorge. 10 A state of armed 

watchfulness seems to have been taken for granted among settlers at the 

time, for Desailly was dismissed in a police report as being 'himself 

entirely to blame for his untimely end'. 11 In the early 1890's the 

European community of the Woodville district mounted a punitive expedition 

against an Aboriginal camp, inflicting an unknown number of casualties. 12 

Operations resumed at the gold-town of Woodville in 1892 when Bill 

Richards commenced mining at the Dagworth mine assisted by his son, Frank, 

and five stepsons surnamed Harris from his wife's previous marriage. The 

Richards-Harris family was to play a major role in the subsequent 

development of Mount Mulligan. 

In early 1907, while prospecting for gemstones in the gorge of Richards 

Creek at Mount Mulligan, Bill Harris of Woodville found small samples of a 

sooty black mineral. The mountain was geologically an improbable site for 

gems, but Bill Harris' discovery was of considerably greater economic 

9. J.W. Crowley to Colonial Secretary, 28 December 1892. Q.S.A. COL 139, 
93/00248. 

10. Thomas McCarthy to Edwin Desailly, 14 March 1883. Letter in the 
possession of Norman Desailly, Noble Park, Victoria. 

11. Sub-Inspector Carr to Colonial Secretary, 16 July 1883. Q.S.A. 
COL/A366, 83/3847. 

12. Police Magistrate Zillman to Under Colonial Secretary, 30 January 1893, 
Q.S.A. COL 139, 93/01407; and Richards, op .cit., p.255. Both accounts 
are vague, and may possibly refer to separate but similar punitive 
expeditions. 
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significance - it was coa1. 13 The existence of coal under Mount Mulligan 

had been predicted in 1878 in a public lecture at Thornborough by the 

Reverend Tenison Woods. 14 None of the thousands of miners who had passed 

through the Hodgkinson had sought to investigate this prophecy. 

Bill Harris' find aroused interest in the two great mining empires 

which by 1907 had risen to dominate North Queensland. That of John Moffat 

operated the Great Northern tin-mine at Herberton, the Great Southern tin 

mine and smelters at Irvinebank, and a number of smaller mines linked by a 

network of light railways. The Chillagoe Company, which had bought Moffat's 

western interests in 1898, operated a large smelter at Chillagoe and a 

railway system extending from the state railhead at Mareeba to the copper 

mines at Einasleigh and Forsayth and the copper, silver and lead mines of 

the Chillagoe and Mungana district. The Chillagoe smelters drew the bulk 

of their ore from the Mungana Company, closely allied to the Chillagoe 

Company, whose principal workings were the Girofla and Lady Jane mines at 

Mungana. 

The Chillagoe Company had a history of repeated reconstruction. 15 

Financed largely by London debenture and share-holders, it had concluded 

two advantageous agreements with Queensland governments leading to the 

construction of the Chillagoe railway in 1900 and the Etheridge railway in 

1906, and had subsisted on the promise of a number of precarious base metal 

deposits for ten years without ever paying a dividend. 

Both the Irvinebank and Chillagoe companies were pressed for fuel. 

Coal and coke for smelters and locomotives had to be shipped from the West 

Moreton and Newcastle fields. Local timber was burned where possible but 

13. H.A. Borland, 'First Years of Mt. Mulligan Colliery', Cairns Post, 
5 June 1941. 

14. Walsh and Tinaroo Miner, 21 May 1913. 

15. Chillagoe Proprietary Limited was registered in Queensland in 1897. 
Subsequent reconstructions of the company were: 1898 Chillagoe Railways 
and Mines Limited, 1902 New Chillagoe Railways and Mines Limited, 1905 
Chillagoe Company Limited, 1913 Chillagoe Limited; wound up in 1923. 
(Compiled from documents in JUS 54 and JUS 55, and Company Registers 
23/1913 and 227 book 11, all in Q.S.A.) 
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The Richards-Harris family, 1921. Standing, from left: Jim, Joe, 
Jack, Bill and Mark Harris; seated: Frank Richards and Mary Grant 
nee Richards. (Doris Smith) 
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in 1907, 7,179 tons of coke was unloaded in the port of Cairns, the bulk of 
16 

it intended for mineral smelting. The Chillagoe Company's demand for 

cheaper fuel was particularly great since in 1907 it was expanding its 

smelting capacity to treat the growing silver-lead output of the Mungana 
. 17 mines. 

The existence of a new source of fuel close to the Mareeba-Chillagoe 

railway was obviously of great interest to both companies. Soon after the 

discovery of coal at Mount Mulligan, an initial prospecting lease of six 

hundred and forty acres was taken up by John Moffat and exploratory mining 

began. The outcrop in the gorge pinched out within six metres from the 

surface, and operations shifted to the eastern face of the mountain. By 

September 1907 the new tunnel, which was to be known as Number One Adit, had 

been driven twenty metres into the coal seam near the southern side of the 

gorge entrance. Six tonnes of coal were tested in a local furnace18 and a 

larger consignment was taken by dray to Irvinebank for more extensive 

testing in smelters and locomotives. A government geologist, L.C. Ball, 

cursorily inspected the coal seams in 1909. 19 

Despite Moffat's early initiative in exploring the coalfield, it was 

the Chillagoe Company which took over its development. In 1910, after a 

curiously sluggish period of development financed by Moffat, the Chillagoe 

Company commenced prospecting in earnest. Moffat had by this time 

registered four prospecting leases, each of one square mile, covering the 

most obvious coal-bearing area. The Chillagoe Company employed Jim Harris 

of Woodville, a mining engineer, to supervise operations on the field, and 

took up leases extending north and south of Moffat's along the coal out-crop. 

Harris opened two further tunnels, Adits Two and Three, on the eastern face 

of the mountain a mile north of Number One. 20 

16. A.R. 1907, p.117. 

17. A.R. 1906, p.72. 

18. Borland, 'First Years ... ', op.cit. 

19. Ball, Notes on Coal at Mount Mulligan, G.S.Q. 222, 1909. 

20. Ibid., G.S.Q. 237, p.34. 
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The Chillagoe smelters were now working at greatly increased capacity, 

producing blister copper from a new plant completed in 1908, and operating 

a highly sophisticated silver-lead smelting process employing Huntington­

Heberlein roasting ovens and Edwards blast furnaces. 21 During 1910 the 

Chillagoe Company imported 10,588 tons of coke and 6,000 tons of coal 

through Cairns, and consumed in addition some 40,000 tons of firewood. 22 

The significance of the Chillagoe Company's enterprises and the steady 

decline in output from earlier northern mineral fields was reflected in 

administrative terms in February 1909, when the Hodgkinson Gold and 

Mineral Field and the Walsh and Tinaroo Mineral Field were abolished, and 

their territory amalgamated into the Chillagoe Gold and Mineral Field. 23 

However, the Chillagoe Company, never a profitable concern, was coming under 

increased pressure from several directions; a succession of falls in lead 

and copper prices from 1907 to 1911 reduced the smelters' financial returns, 

and led to a reduction in the quantity of ore bought by the smelters. Many 

of the small, independently-owned mines of the Mungana district were forced 

to close. The Company's position was not assisted by the formation of the 

Amalgamated Workers' Association in May 1908, which gave rise to a period 

of industrial militancy in the Company's mines and railway works. 24 

The company was described by the Under-Secretary for Mines in 1908 

as existing under 'a burden of depression•. 25 Faced with declining 

profitability at a time when it was massively over-capitalized at the 

smelters and on the Etheridge railway, the company approached the Queensland 

Government for assistance early in 1911, at the same time embarking on 

development at Mount Mulligan in readiness for production. The supply of 

cheaper fuel must at the time have seemed a panacea for the smelters' 

financial troubles but in retrospect was simply an exacerbation of the 

21. A.R. 1908, p.72. 

22. Ball, G.S.Q. 237, p.37. 

23. A.R. 1909, p.38. 

24. K.H. Kennedy, The Public Life of William McCormack, Ph.D. Thesis, James 
Cook University 1973, pp.10-12. 

25. A.R. 1908, p.72. 
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of the company's chief problem - excessive spending in pursuit of a 

diminishing return. 

A mining engineer, S. Manwaring, was engaged to report on the Mount 

Mulligan operation, but had the misfortune to ship north on the S.S. YongaZa 

which sank with no survivors between Mackay and Townsville on the night of 

23 March 1911. 26 In his place the company employed colliery manager 

J.T. Watson, 'a man of considerable note in the coal world', who visited 

Mount Mulligan in June 1911, and made recommendations for the mine's 
27 

further development. Develioment on the site was placed in the hands of 

a Lancashire mine manager, G.B. Stones. 

Initial work concentrated on Number Two Adit. The decomposed coal close 

to the surface was poor in quality, the unstable ground required much 

costly timbering, and constant pumping was needed to clear the tunnel of 
28 

water seepage. In August 1911, L.C. Ball returned to the field and 

carried out an extensive geological survey of the coal deposits. His 

report, published the following year, showed that at least one of the Mount 

Mulligan seams was suitable for coking, and that no great difficulties were 

likely to be encountered in extracting coal. He calculated the annual 

demand for Mount Mulligan coal at 60,000 tons per year, supporting the rate 

of production of 1,000 tons per week which the Chillagoe Company proposed, 

and concluded: 'The future of the field depends wholly on the construction 

f ·1 ,29 o a rai way. 

26. Brisbane CoUY'ier, 31 March 1911. 

27. Cairns Post, 25 September 1912. James Thomas Watson, born Ballarat 
1872, mine manager's certificate 1898. Manager, Stockton colliery, 
Newcastle, 1898-1900; lecturer in coal-mining 1900-1902; Government 
Inspector of Collieries, N.S.W., 1902-1906; Manager Paparoa colliery, 
N.Z., 1907-1911; Corrimal colliery, Wollongong, 1911-1914; Mount 
Mulligan colliery 1914-1922. Awarded Clarke Medal for services in 
Mount Mulligan disaster aftermath, 1922. Died 1938. (Interview with 
Jack Watson, Slade Point, 6 March 1977; and R.C. pp.4-5.) 

28. A.R. 1910, p.48. 

29. Ball, G.S.Q. 237, p.39. 
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In 1911 the Chillagoe Company had surveyed a route for a railway from 

Mount Mulligan to connect with the Chillagoe line at Dimbulah, thirty miles 

south. The proximity of the route to the fading town of Thornborough 

aroused local hopes of a revival of the Hodgkinson gold-field, which had 

officially closed in 1909. 30 The Chillagoe Company's sole concern, however, 

was with the transportation of coal, and ultimately coke, from Mount 

Mulligan to Chillagoe. Indications were that the quality of the coal would 

improve, and the difficulties of extracting it diminish, as Adits Two and 

Three reached more stable ground under the escarpments of Mount Mulligan. 

But the coal was valueless until it was connected by rail with the furnaces 

at Chillagoe. 

In April 1911, the Chillagoe Company had approached the Queensland 

Premier, D.F. Denham, and the Secretary for railways, W.T. Paget, with a 

proposition for the construction of a railway from Dimbulah to Mount 

Mulligan. 31 The Government responded with a grant of two thousand pounds 

for further exploratory development at Mount Mulligan, and a degree of 

encouragement for the prospect of a railway. Presumably the visit of Ball 

to the field in August 1911 stemmed from these negotiations. 

Popular agitation for the construction of the Mount Mulligan railway 

soon followed. The campaign was led by the Cairns Post whose owner, 

A.J. Draper, was chairman of the Cairns Stock Exchange, had mining interests, 

and had been in the 1880's Secretary of the Cairns Railway League and a 

vocal Separationist. 32 In 1911, the Cairns Chamber of Commerce urged the 

government to enact the railway legislation during the current session. 33 

As railway excitement heightened, the lions of the Cairns business community 

were entertained on a visit to Mount Mulligan in September 1912, as guests 

30. Borland, 'First Years ... ', op.ait. 

31. Q.P.D. Vol. 113, 1912, p.2539. 

32. Life of A.J. !JY'aper, Cairns 1931. 

33. Cairns Post, 21 November 1911. 
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J.T. Watson, about 1921. (Doris Smith) 
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Construction of surface workings, 1913, looking southwest. 
(Q.G.M.J. 15 September 1914, p.460). 

View from the mountain above mine 
entrance, down ropeway, 1914, looking 
east. (A.R. 1914, p.50) 
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of the Woothakata Shire Council. 34 The Chillagoe Company's manager there, 

Stones, informed the assembled entrepreneurs that the estimated life of the 
35 coalfield was 'something like 3,000 years'. 

The Cairns Post's editorials grew steadily more shrill throughout late 

1912 in their demands for a railway to Mount Mulligan. The benefits the 

editor envisaged as emanating from the coalfield grew steadily to embrace 

all of Queensland, then the Commonwealth, finally culminating in an 

extraordinary fantasy in which Mount Mulligan coal; a transcontinental 

railway and the Panama Canal would combine to make Cairns the economic hub 

of the continent: 

If ... the transcontinental line connects with the 
western terminus of the Cairns line, and a short 
line 29 miles in length is constructed between 
the Mount Mulligan coal field and the Chillagoe 
line, abundant supplies of cheap and excellent 
steaming coal will be available at a point where 
it will be most required .... 
as soon as the Panama Canal is open for traffic, 
Cairns will be the most direct port connected by 
rail with the rest of Australia for all European 
and American shipping .... 
it will act as a distinct inducement to much of 
the shipping to make Cairns its terminal 
Australian port.36 

The enthusiasm was not shared by all the North. The Atherton Tableland 

resented the recent curtailment of construction on the Millaa Millaa and 

Cedar Creek (Ravenshoe) lines running through agricultural districts, and 

gave only qualified support to this proposal for a railway to yet another 
1 1 . 37 one y mine. 

Nevertheless, in October 1912 a meeting of local authorities and 

business interests in Cairns found sufficient local enthusiasm for the 

34. The Woothakata Divisional Board was established at Thornborough in 
1876, became the Woothakata Shire in 1907, moved its office to Mareeba 
in 1919, and was renamed Mareeba Shire on 20 December 1947. Woothakata 
is reputedly an Aboriginal name for Mount Mulligan, but this seems 
unverifiable. 

35. Cairns Post~ 19 September 1912. 

36. Ibid., 26 October 1912. 

37. Ibid., 8 and 9 October 1912. 
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projected railway to send a deputation to meet Denham in Brisbane. The 

apparent success of this deputation in eliciting from the premier a 

promise to introduce the Mount Mulligan railway legislation before the end 

of the session caused the Post to wax fulsome over the magnanimous response 

of the Liberal government to the entreaties of northern citizens. 38 No 

mention was made of the equally influential negotiations the Chillagoe 

Company had been conducting with Denham to the same end for eighteen months 

past. 

The Queensland Railways commenced locomotive tests of Mount Mulligan 

coal in October 1911 and these continued intermittently for over a year. 

Initial results were highly encouraging, and Railways Commissioner Evans 

wired to J.S. Reid, chairman of the Chillagoe Company, an enthusiastic if 

slightly ambiguous report: 'My locomotive officer reports Mount Mulligan 
39 coal equal to Newcastle. I congratulate you hope you are better'. Further 

tests were less exhilarating, but demonstrated that Mount Mulligan coal 

compared favourably with the Ipswich coal then used in northern locomotives. 

The prolonged duration of the locomotive tests reflects a lingering 

suspicion that the samples supplied by the Chillagoe Company were 

handpicked, and not typical of the mine's output. 40 The Cairns Gas Company 

also tested Mount Mulligan coal and found it suitable for its own purposes. 41 

The Chillagoe Company's representative in Brisbane, A.J. Thynne, found 

himself under increased pressure to conclude the Mount Mulligan railway 

negotiations as 1912 proceeded. The Lady Jane mine at Mungana, one of the 

Company's most important sources of silver-lead ore, closed in 1912 owing 

to a fire which had broken out in the workings the previous year. 42 The 

38. Ibid., 31 October 1912. 

39. Evans to Reid, telegram 24 October 1911. Q.S.A. A/9230, batch 1. 

40. State Mining Engineer to Under Secretary for Mines, memorandum 
23 August 1912, and annotation 'Seen - but I am not convinced - as the 
Mulligan coal may have been a picked lot. C.R. 28/12/11' on Chief 
Mechanical Engineer to Commissioner for Railways, 22 December 1911, 
which gives details of tests showing the superiority of Mount Mulligan 
coal. Both in Q.S.A. A/9230, batch 1. 

41. Cairns Post, 16 October 1912. 

42. A.R. 1912, p.38. 
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shareholders were becoming restless, and in October Reid cabled to Thynne: 

Time flying trust nearing settlement put me in 
position if possible to recommend on Tuesday 
some satisfactory public announcement here and 
London necessary to allay growing anxiety. 43 

Negotiations were concluded in November. The Queensland Government agreed 

to build the Mount Mulligan railway at an estimated cost of over £114,000, 

and the Chillagoe Company was to purchase Treasury Bills at 4% to reimburse 

the state as construction proceeded. The Company was also required to 

provide coal to satisfy Queensland Railways' requirements on the Cairns­

Mareeba line. 44 

Despite the Cairns Post's editorial fears of Labor opposition, debate 

in the Legislative Assembly on the Mount Mulligan railway proposal centred 

as much on regional partisanship as on opposition to the advancement of a 

Chillagoe Company fuel monopoly. The recent curtailment of government 

spending on railway construction drew criticism of the Mount Mulligan 

proposal from members in whose electorates railway proposals had recently 

been shelved - the Dawson Valley line, the Miles-Taroom railway and the 

Atherton Tableland extensions. Where the nature of the proposal was more 

clearly understood, there was opposition to the highly favourable terms 

granted to the Chillagoe Company. It was pointed out that the government 

intended to pay the Company 4% interest on its own expenses in constructing 

the line. Ideological opposition to private railways and coal mines was 

expressed by Labor members but influenced few of their votes. 

Supporters of the line argued that the opening up of Mount Mulligan's 

vast coal reserves would revive mining in the Cairns hinterland; huge bodies 

of metal ore lay in the ground with lack of fuel the chief obstacle to their 

exploitation. Northern members hailed the line as a small redress of 

perennial neglect of North Queensland and, in a stirring advocacy of pouring 

good money after bad, several members pointed out the necessity of ensuring 

the continued viability of the Chillagoe Company to safeguard the 

43. Reid to Thynne, telegram 8 October 1912. Q.S.A. A/9230, unnumbered 
batch. 

44. Thynne to Paget, 11 November 1912. Q.S.A. A/9230, unnumbered batch. 
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Government'.s investments, especially that in the Etheridge Railway of 1906. 

The proposal passed easily after two lengthy days of debate in November 

1912. 45 The Legislative Council referred the proposal to a Select Committee 

which sat for one day and produced a glowing report in favour of the 

railway. The proposal passed the Council without opposition. 46 

With legislative sanction effected, Railway Commissioner Evans 

concluded final negotiations with the Chillagoe Company in Melbourne and 

preparations began for construction of the railway. Parochial jealousy on 

a more local level now arose. An organization styling itself the Wolfram 

Railway League lobbied H.A.C. Douglas, MLA for Cook, and E.G. Theodore, 

MLA for Chillagoe, to have the railway survey shifted westward to pass 

through the moribund town of Wolfram Camp, without success. 47 On an even more 

minute scale, the Woothakata Shire complained that the survey passed through 

land gazetted as a cemetery reserve at Thornborough, and requested that the 

line be moved to a new route they proposed in order to preserve the sanctity 

of the burial ground. In a letter to Douglas, however, the shire clerk made 

the true motivation of this complaint more explicit by confiding: 'If the 

deviation was allowed it would make communication with the town more 
48 complete.' 

The commencement of the railway on which so many hopes depended was 

done with proper ceremony. On the 19th May 1913 Sir William MacGregor, 

Governor of Queensland, was drawn majestically into Dimbulah by a lavishly 

decorated locomotive. 49 In an afternoon of speeches and gourmandizing, 

hosted by the Woothakata Shire Council, the Governor turned the first sod 

of the Mount Mulligan Railway, and in the course of his speech he described 

the event as one of 'historical importance to the whole of the Commonwealth', 

45. Q.P.D. Vol. 113, 1912, pp.2531-2563 and 2583-2611. 

46. Ibid., p.2865. 

47. Secretary, Wolfram Railway League to Douglas, 13 January 1913; and to 
Theodore 18 January 1913. Q.S.A. A/9230, batch 2A. 

48. J. Rank to Douglas, 14 October 1913. Q.S.A. A/9231, batch 2C 

49. General Traffic Manager, Townsville, to General Traffic Superintendent, 
8 September 1913. Q.S.A. A/9231, batch 7. 
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50 and also predicted that Britain would not go to war against Germany. The 

Chillagoe Company underwent reconstruction to finance the Mount Mulligan 

railway; in March 1913 the Chillagoe Company was liquidated and its assets 

passed to Chillagoe Limited, which called up capital from shareholders to 
51 finance the purchase of government bonds. 

Construction of the Mount Mulligan line was delayed by repeated strikes 

and difficulty in obtaining labour, and dragged on for sixteen months. The 

workers on the line, strengthened by this labour shortage, refused 
52 piecework and successfully struck for a flat wage of ten shillings a day. 

Not until September 1914 was the line inspected as 'practically finished', 

and then the quality of much of the work done was so deficient as to require 

immediate remedial attention. 53 

As the railway progressed, development continued at the Mount Mulligan 

mine, and Chillagoe Limited took up extensive coal-mining leases on the land 

north and south of the Moffat claims in place of its prospecting licences. 

A township was surveyed, and land sold at auction at the Thornborough court 

house in April 1914 began to be occupied as tents and modest homes spread 

slowly along Watson and Harris streets. A brickmaking plant and a dam on 

Richards Creek on top of Mount Mulligan were built, and operations were 

commenced on the construction of a powerhouse, utilizing boilers and 
54 generator from Chillagoe Limited's copper mine at Forsayth. 

50. Walsh and Tinaroo Miner, 21 May 1913. 

51. C.L. Hewitt to Registrar of Joint Stock Companies, 7 March 1913. 
Q.S.A. Company Register 277 book 11, and Queensland Statutes, Vol. 10, 
p.8629. 

52. Evans, minute 21 May 1913, Q.S.A. A/9231, batch 8. 

53. Inspecting Engineer to Commissioner of Railways, 5 September 1914. 
Q.S.A. A/9231, batch 2C. A distinctive feature of the surviving Mount 
Mulligan railway works is the use of earth embankments across creeks 
where bridges might normally be expected. Apparently horse labour for 
earthworks was preferred to more expensive skilled human labour for 
trestle carpentry. 

54. Q.G.M.J. 15 May 1914, p.274. 
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But as the railway neared the township of Mount Mulligan, the combined 

burdens of reduced ore capacity and increased expenditure weighed 

increasingly on Chillagoe Limited. Finally, over-capitalization expressed 

itself in a shortage of operating funds. The smelters closed in March 

1914; the mount Mulligan mine fell idle in July, and the township which had 

sprung to life in April was rapidly deserted. 55 In August, the railway 

arrived in a ghost town. 

Faced with the embarrassment of an expensive railway to nowhere, the 

Denham government pressed on Chillagoe Limited its obligation to supply 

railway coal, and the mine re-opened in 1915, supplying Queensland Government 

and Chillagoe Limited Railways and the Irvinebank smelters. The Mount 

Mulligan railway officially opened on 7 April 1915. 56 Forty-five miners 

were employed in 1915 as operations resumed on a restricted scale. The 

Babcock and Wilcox boiler and 300 KW generator from Forsayth were in 

operation and work had commenced on a coke plant. A ventilating fan was 

installed at the entrance to Number Three Adit, expelling air which 

entered the mine at Number Two and passed through the workings. Even with 

the limited market available, however, mining operations were restricted 

by the unavailability of labour, 57 a problem which was to plague the Mount 

Mulligan mine throughout its operation. While experienced miners were 

plentiful in North Queensland, most were trained in metalliferous mining 

which employed techniques quite different from those practised in coal-mines. 

Mount Mulligan was too remote from the established coal-mining areas of 

Australia to attract sufficient miners with the necessary skills: 

As in the previous year, the only serious difficulty 
met with was in connection with the supply of skilled 
labour. A number of the best of our miners enlisted, 
and are now on the front, and we have found the 
greatest difficulty in filling their places. In view 
of the fact that the miners earn a higher average 
wage than in any other district in Australia ... it is 
difficult to understand why men do not settle down 
here,58 

55. A.R. 1914, p.43. 

56. Q.S.A. A/9232, batch 33. 

57. A.R. 1915, p.54. 

58. Chillagoe Limited Annual Report, 1916, p.7. 
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Accordingly Watson, who had been appointed general manager at Mount Mulligan 

in 1914, sought to reduce the mine's dependence on manpower by installing 

mechanical coal-cutters and redeveloping the underground workings for their 

use. 

There were two principal methods of extracting coal from underground 

workings: the older 'Welsh bord', or 'bord-and-pillar' system, involved 

the extraction of coal from parallel straight galleries, or bords, on a 

square grid plan, so that a regular pattern of square pillars of coal was 

left to support the roof. Only about half the coal in a seam could 

initially be extracted by this method. The coal remaining in the pillars 

could subsequently be removed and the roof simply allowed to collapse if 

the district was to be abandoned. Alternatively, the pillars could be 

progressively removed and replaced by packed columns of stone and waste 

coal, called goaf. Bord-and-pillar mining was highly labour-intensive, 

although electric coal-cutters, called shortwall machines, reduced the 

labour required in actually hewing the coal. 

The technique which Watson introduced to the mine was new and rather 

radical: in the 'longwall system', coal was extracted by a bigger coal­

cutter, the longwall machine, which moved along an uninterrupted face of 

the coal-seam perhaps two or three hundred metres in length, removing coal 

as it travelled. The mine roof was left unsupported by this complete 

extraction of coal from large areas of the seam, and was normally simply 

allowed to collapse under the weight of the overburden. This process was 

not as horrifying as it sounds since the coal-bearing rock strata in most 

mines are quite plastic; rather than falling abruptly, the roof descended 

almost imperceptibly, progressively filling the space some distance behind 

the working-face. If necessary, this crushing process could be retarded by 

artificial props or packs of goaf. For access to the face, roadways were 

kept open by timbering and by regularly cutting away, or 'brushing', rock 

from the descending roof. 59 The longwall system had the advantage of 

requiring less labour for cutting coal, timbering roadways and building 

packwalls, and also simplified the mine layout, thus reducing the effort 

59. G.L. Kerr, "Practical Coal Mining, London 1922, pp.209-224. 
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expended in wheeling coal from the working-face to the pit-head. Longwall 

and shortwall coal-cutting machines were essentially similar in function. 

They operated like huge horizontal chainsaws, travelling along the working­

face and undercutting the coal at ground level. Thus, separated from its 

foundation, the coal usually fell outward from the face in large blocks, 

under pressure from the roof. Where the coal did not fall, it was drilled 

near the roof and dislodged by blasting. The detached blocks of coal were 

broken up by hand tools or by further blasting, loaded into skips and 

wheeled from the face. 

The Sullivan coal-cutting machines installed at Mount Mulligan were of 

American manufacture and electrically operated. Their use demanded 

extensive electrical installations in the mine workings. One disadvantage 

of the machines was that they greatly increased the amount of coal-dust 

present in a mine already unpleasantly dry and dusty for most of the year, 

but economy of operation out-weighed this consideration. Two Sullivan 

machines were in use at Mount Mulligan by 1917, and a third was installed in 

1919. 60 

The collapse of Chillagoe Limited's operations in 1914 had brought 

depression to much of the Cairns hinterland, whose hand-to-mouth mining 

enterprises were heavily dependent on the Chillagoe smelters and railway for 

processing and marketing of their products. However, two distant events 

combined to bring the North Queensland base metal industry back to life. 

During the Great War there was a steady increase in the prices of copper and 

lead, improving prospects for viable operation of the smelters. And in 

1915, the Denham Liberal government was defeated by the Labor party under 

T.J. Ryan, giving Queensland a government with an expressed ideological 

commitment to the establishment of state enterprises. Before the outbreak 

of war, the Denham government had lost patience with Chillagoe Limited, 

which after an expenditure of nearly six million pounds on its North 

Queensland projects still sought government assistance in its financial 

straits. 61 But the new Labor government, flushed with victory and 

60. A.R. 1917, p.25, and 1919, p.49. 

61. Worker, 4 January 1917. 
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Sullivan shortwall coal-cutting machine with Jeffrey drill in 
background. (A .R. 1909, p.150) 
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encouraged by wartime metal prices, sought to advance its own policy and 

solve the Chillagoe problem in a single bold stroke - the purchase of 

Chillagoe Limited's enterprise. 

Shortly after the election of the Ryan government in May 1915, Chillagoe 

Limited began negotiations through its strategically-situated Brisbane 

solicitor, A.J. Thynne, MLC, for the sale of its North Queensland assets to 

the Queensland government. The Company's initial price was £950,000. In 

August 1915, Ryan approached Prime Minister Fisher for Federal funds to 

re-open the Chillagoe smelters as a state enterprise, but without success. 62 

During the course of its negotiations with the Queensland Government, 

Chillagoe Limited consolidated its position on the Mount Mulligan coal-field. 

The heart of the coal-bearing area was still under John Moffat's four leases. 

In September 1915, rights to these leases passed to Chillagoe Limited at a 

price of £50,000, to be paid as a royalty of one shilling per ton of coal 

extracted from the field. 63 

Ryan went to London in March 1916 and by May had obtained the backing 

of the Imperial Government for his plan to remedy 'the idleness of certain 

copper propositions' 64 He next approached the trustees for Chillagoe 

Limited's debenture holders, and found them more amenable than Thynne. 

Uneasy at the Company's declining fortunes, the London trustees had delayed 

foreclosure only on the Melbourne directors' assurance that the Queensland 

Government was eager to buy and that a high price was possible. Disabused 

of this belief by Ryan, the trustees agreed to Queensland's purchase of 

Chillagoe Limited's assets for £450,000, less than half Thynne's original 

proposal, though the amount owed debenture holders alone was £670,000. 65 

62. Q.P.D. Vol. 125, 1916, p.2398. 

63. Moffat to Queensland National Bank, letter of escrow, 6 September 1915. 
Copy attached to letter from Flower and Hart to Crown Solicitor, 12 
April 1919. Q.S.A. JUS 55, 19/3482. 

64. Queensland Agent-General, London, to Acting Premier, Brisbane. 
Telegram 11 May 1916. Q.S.A. PRE A524, 16/5778. 

65. Q.P.D. Vol. 125, 1916, p.25O6, and M. Birrell, T.J. Ryan and the 
Queensland Labour Party, B.A. Hons. thesis, University of Queensland 
1951, pp.91-92. 
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Buoyed by this coup, Ryan in December 1916 placed before Parliament 

the Chillagoe and Etheridge Railways Purchase Bill, under which the state 

was empowered to purchase the railways and 'any other property' of Chillagoe 

Limited for a sum not exceeding £450,000 in Queensland Government 

debentures. 66 The Bill was rejected by the Legislative Council in February 

1917 after a Select Committee had reported unfavourably. 

A second attempt, the Chillagoe and Etheridge Railways Bill, was 

introduced in November 1917. This second bill was far more specific than 

that of 1916, covering the purchase of all Chillagoe Limited's assets except 

the Mount Mulligan mine, and providing for a loan of £90,000 to the company 

to develop a coke plant and other improvements at Mount Mulligan. Because 

of the central importance of Mount Mulligan in the proposal, debate on the 

1917 purchase bill sounded eerily like that on the Mount Mulligan railway, 

five years earlier. The viability of Chillagoe Limited's assets, and 

specifically of Mount Mulligan coal, dominated the debate. The bill's 

opponents argued that the Chillagoe operations were inherently unsound: 

The copper is not there. That is the problem. If 
the copper were there there would be no necessity 
for the debenture holders to go hawking such a 
valuable concession as this is supposed to be all 
around the country .... 67 

Theodore, now State Treasurer, spear-headed the government's case. He 

stressed the potential of fuel from Mount Mulligan for reversing the 

fortunes of the smelters, and quoted at length from a third geological 

report by Ball on the coal-field and its mining operations: 68 

... all this depends on the success or otherwise of 
Mount Mulligan, and whether we can get cheap coal 
and coke from there. 69 

This bill, too, was passed by the Assembly and rejected by the Council in 

66. Q.P.P. 1916-1917, Vol. 3, pp.478-488. 

67. Speech by J. Tolmie (Liberal, Toowoomba), Q.P.D. Vol. 128, 1917, 
p.2816. 

68. Ball, 'Mount Mulligan Coalfield', Q.G.M.J. 15 September 1917, pp.444-
453. 

69. Q.P.D. Vol. 128, 1917, p.2821. 
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DISCOVERY AND DEVELOPMENT 

November 1917. The Council concluded that no further evidence had been 
70 produced to alter the findings of the Select Committee in February. 

The second bill was reintroduced in unaltered form in June 1918. 

Having passed the Assembly, it was referred by the Council to another Select 

Committee, which recommended against the bill in early September. However, 

after the tabling of this report, the Select Committee belatedly travelled 

to North Queensland and took evidence there from 24 September to 4 October. 

In a surprising about-face, the Committee convinced itself on the spot that 

the Chillagoe enterprises were viable, and in a Further Report recommended 

passage of the bill subject to minor amendments, over which the Assembly 

did not quibble. 71 The Chillagoe and Etheridge Railways Act received Assent 

on 15 November 1918. 72 The Queensland Government had acquired the metals 

industry it had sought on the basis of wartime metal prices, but the Great 

War had ended four days previously. 

Final negotiations proceeded for the handover of Chillagoe Limited's 

smelters, mines and r a ilways to the state. Mount Mulligan, the Company's 

sole ~emaining property, began to be developed with the £90,000 the Act 

provided for this purpose. £25,000 was advanced in late 1918 to pay £10,000 

owing to Einasleigh debenture holders, and to discharge a £15,000 loan from 

the Bank of Australasia in 1914. 73 The Queensland Government took mortgages 

on the Company's Mount Mulligan property as security on these loans. By 

July 1919, the mortgages had grown as further Government advances were made: 

£5,000 for the construction of workmen's cottages, £4,831 for work on the 

construction of coke ovens, and £11,524 for installation of a picking belt 
74 

and shaker plant. 

70. Ibid., p.3566. 

71. Q.P.P. 1918, Vol. 2, p.1470. 

72. Q.P.D. Vol. 131, 1918, p.3646. 

73. Crown Solicitor's Office Memorandum 24 December 1918. Q.S.A. JUS 56, 
18/20568. 

74. Memorandum of mortgage, 15 July 1919, Q.S.A. JUS 54, and Gibson Battle 
to Chillagoe Limited, 19 June 1919, Q.S.A. JUS 55. 
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As Chillagoe Limited sank slowly beneath the weight of its mortgages, 

the purchase of the smelters was effected on 19 June 1919, and P.L. Goddard 

as sumed managership of the state's operations. 75 Renovation of the 

abandoned smelters and pumping out of mines took some months, and it was 

1920 before the smelters were blown in and limited production recommenced. 76 

When the smelters re-opened, however, they were still firing Newcastle coke, 

for nothing existed yet of the Mount Mulligan coke works but foundation 

holes - despite the £60,000 advanced by the state for its construction. 

Production of coal at Mount Mulligan, even so, was nearly 24,000 tonnes. 

Chillagoe Limited had installed an endless ropeway to replace the earlier 

cumbersone winding-drum haulage of coal from the mine. Coal-skips were 

drawn from the mine on a two feet gauge tramway to a tippler which emptied 

them directly into coal trucks on the railway line. The empty skips were 

re-attached to the moving endless cable and returned to the mine along a 

second parallel tramway. The dam on top of the mountain was being raised 

in height to improve water supply capacity, the earlier level having proved 

inadequate to cope with the dry season demand for water for coal-washing, 

steam-raising, dust-laying and township consumption. New workers' cottages 

were under construction. 77 By the standards of 1920, Mount Mulligan, with 

its electric coal-cutting machines, efficient power generation, longwall 

extraction methods and endless haulage system was an advanced and 

progressive mine. 

During that same year, Chillagoe Limited commenced work on Number Four 

Adit, further north along the mountain face. The site was one which Watson 

had recommended as promising in his report of May 1911, but it was also a 

few yards north of the Irvinebank Company's leases, on Chillagoe Limited's 

land. In view of the shilling per ton royalty which Chillagoe was paying 

to the Irvinebank Company, the motivation for the siting of Number Four 

Adit is open to speculation. The tunnel was driven some hundred metres, but 

never developed for production and seems to have been abandoned in 1921. 

75. Q.P.D. Vol. 139, 1922, p.698. 

76. A.R. 1920, p.42. 

77. Ibid., p.51. 
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The entrance to Number Four Adit, 1921, looking west. 
(Hynes/Elsie Kirkwood) 
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A stable township of over 300 citizens was established below the cliffs 

of Mount Mulligan by 1921. 175 voters were registered as living in the 
78 town in that year. 90 miners were on the books of the Mount Mulligan 

branch of the Queensland Colliery Employees' Union. 79 The manager, engineer 

and a few other dignitaries occupied substantial houses on the slopes of the 

mountain, and many of the miners were housed in simple iron-roofed timber 

frame dwellings. The less fortunate, however, lived in corrugated iron 

huts, inhabitable during most of the daylight hours. A few recent 

arrivals had recourse to tents. 

The town boasted two hotels, the Mount Mulli gan and the Federal, 

universally referred to as the 'top' hotel and the 'bottom' hotel, apparently 

with reference both to their positions in relation to the mountain and their 

social standing. O'Brien's Mount Mulli gan hotel - a two-story corrugated 

iron edifice - dominated the town; it was made all the more attractive by 

the recent installation of electric lights powered by the company's 
80 genera tor . 

There were five stores and regular out-door film shows. No one in 

Mount Mulligan owned a motor vehicle as the only access to the town was by 

the twice-weekly train to Cairns; an ambulance rail car provided transport 

to Mareeba hospital in an emergency , although it was kept in regular use for 

less urgent purposes, the miners made social visits to Thornborough by pump­

car. A predominantly masculine community with a high proportion of short­

term residents, Mount Mulligan's social life was naturally somewhat rough 

around the edges. Spontaneous, unembittered fist-fights between miners were 

common and the consumption of alcohol was high: 'I'm not going to tell you 

78. This figure is far too low for the adult population of the town. The 
majority of the names of the miners killed in 1921 do not appear on 
the electoral roll. Itinerant miners probably did not bother to 
register. Even so, the 1921 enrolment is a dramatic increase over the 
68 voters enrolled in 1920, probably as a result of Labor canvassing 
before the October 1920 state election. 

79. Worker, 6 October 1921. 

80. Chillagoe Limited ledger, entry 14 September 1921. 
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how we lived. 
81 

We lived on beer mostly.' But the town was by no means 

simply a community of drunken brawlers. The piano was a more important 

focal point for social activity than the keg, and dance and song evenings 

were a nightly occurrence in homes and hotels. Young female dancing 

partners were in high demand and the girls of Mount Mulligan were in a 

position to impose a high standard of decorum upon the miners who attended. 

A school had opened in August 1915, and by 1921, with two teachers and 

74 pupils, was bulging from its tiny classroom. In August 1921 the 

secretary of the school committee, Frank Grant, complained to Brisbane of 

'the overcrowded condition of the local school' and requested that the 

building be enlarged. 82 The town also had a church where visiting clergymen 

from Mareeba and Cairns preached. However, in the early hours of 3 February 

1920 a cyclone passed across Mount Mulligan. Damage was extensive among 

the corrugated iron buildings of the town and most were severely damaged; 
83 among those destroyed was the church. It says much of the ethos of 

Mount Mulligan that the unroofed hotels were operating normally within hours 

and rebuilt within days. The church was not rebuilt until 1947. 

Mount Mulligan in 1921 had outgrown the raw hardships of a pioneer 

mining town and settled into a relatively stable maturity. Isolation 

ensured that life was often difficult, but by no means harsh, and a close­

knit loyalty, induced by that isolation, is universally recalled by former 

residents of the town. This somnolent township, sole remnant of the 

Chillagoe Company's mining empire, was to provide the setting for the 

greatest land disaster in Queensland's history. 

81. Interview with Alf Leary, Brisbane, 21 January 1976. 

82. Grant to Minister for Public Instruction, 26 August 1921, Q.S.A. EDU 
21930, 21/41220 . 

83. Brisbane Telegraph , 9 February 1920. 
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Harris Street, Mount Mulligan, 1921, looking southwest. 
The buildings from left are: Post Office, Grainer's 
grocery, Hutton's drapery, cafe, O'Brien's Mount Mulligan 
('top') hotel, and across the street, the billiards 
saloon. (Taylor/Q.N.) 

Mount Mulligan cricket club, 1921, before the explosion. 
Tom Evans, underground manager, is squatting at far left. 
(Doris Smith) 
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The mine surface workings from the town, 1920, looking 
northwest. The coal-loading tippler is in the centre, 
with the half-completed stack to the left. (Hynes/Elsie 
Kirkwood) 

Mount Mulligan from the town, 1920, looking southwest. 
The railway station is in the centre, the manager's and 
engineer's houses are on the mountain slope to the right. 
(Hynes/Elsie Kirkwood) 
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Mount Mulligan's rail ambulance, 1921. From left: Frank Grant, Deputy, 
killed 1921; Albert Jones, Miner, in hospital at time of disaster; 
Henry Harrison, Miner, killed 1921. (Doris Smith) 
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The older pupils of Mount Mulligan State School, 21 
August 1921. The teachers are Neil Smith and Nellie 
Hourston. At least twelve of these children had fathers 
and/or brothers killed in the explosion 29 days later. 
(Jim Mccolm) 

Mount Mulligan State School, about 1920, looking 
northwest. (Mary Wardle) 
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Miners' cottage of the type built by Chillagoe Limited in 
1920. (Doris Smith) 

Cyclone damage in Harris Street, Mount Mulligan, 
3 February 1920, looking west. (Doris Smith) 
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PLAN OF MOUNT MULLIGAN TOWNSHIP 

AND MINE SURFACE WORKINGS 

Features named on the plan existed at the 

time of the disaster. Some of those of 

later date are lettered on the plan and 

identified below: 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

F 

G -

Police Station (1922) 

Turntable 

Coal bin (1923) 

Coke Ovens (1922) 

State Miners' Homes (1923) 

Number Five Adit (1937) 

New Hospital (still standing) 

Footpaths 

Most of the buildings not named are 

private homes. 
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View up ropeway toward mine entrance from tippler, about 1920, 
looking west. (Ivy O'Gorman) 
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CHAPTER II 

THE DISASTER 

'I hold out no hope for any man.' 

(J.T. Watson, 19 September 1921) 





THE DISASTER 

Monday, 19 September 1921, was the beginning of a new cavil at Mount 

Mulligan. The cavil is an old coal-mining practice, intended to equalize 

every miner's opportunity to improve his earnings. Since miners at Mount 

Mulligan were paid by piece-work, that is by weight of coal produced per 

man, the working conditions in different areas of the mine could greatly 

affect the miners' incomes. In areas where the coal was shotty - full of 

stone pieces, which had to be picked or washed out - or lay in broken strata, 

less coal could be produced in a working day than in areas where a clean 

seam of coal lay horizontally. The distance of the working coal-face from 

the ropeway was another consideration, since the time spent in wheeling a 

full coal-skip to the ropeway was obviously time not available for 

extracting coal. 

Accordingly, four times each year the miners cavilled, or balloted, for 

their positions in the mine. 1 Dividing themselves into working pairs, a 

hewer and a wheeler, the men placed their names in a hat. In the presence 

of the manager and two union scrutineers, the pairs of names were drawn in 

an order corresponding to numbered positions in the mine workings. Not all 

miners were cavilled. Coal-cutting machine operators were a specially 

qualified group who could only rotate among a limited number of machine 

working positions, and some other underground workers such as electricians, 

carpenters and clippers - who attached the skips to the endless rope - did 

work not directly involved with coal extraction and were paid a day rate. 

The beginning of a new cavil is a time of confusion. Hen have to 

become accustomed to a new working place and often a new workmate. There is 

usually an abandoned mess to clean up in the new area, since the previous 

occupants' last day's work there has rarely been conscientiously completed. 

An unfamiliar environment is confusing in any circumstances, but in the 

black labyrinth of a coal-mine a change of scene induces a fumbling period 

of disorientation even among veteran miners. Confusion is exacerbated, too, 

by the absence of men from the cavil or from the first working day. Mount 

1. Cavilling Rules, coal-mining State Award, Q.I.G. 10 November 1919, 
pp. 721-722. 
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Mulligan had a reputation as a difficult mine because of its relatively 

thin, shotty coal-seams and its isolation, and the end of a cavil was a 

likely time for restless miners to seek more congenial conditions in the 

South, with or without informing the management. 2 An influenza epidemic 

was affecting Mount Mulligan in 1921, and a number of miners were at home 

or hospitalized in Mareeba, thus contributing further to the uncertainty of 

the new cavil. 

52 names were cavilled at Mount Mulligan on Friday, 16 September, and 

74 miners reported to the mine on the following Monday morning. Mostly 

carrying their own tools, they picked up carbide lamps at the mine entrance, 

collected the explosives they needed from the store a short distance inside 

the tunnel, and dispersed into the workings to find their new places. 

There were four main working areas in the mine. The Middle or Number 

Two seam was most fully developed, with roadways extending north and south 

from the central axis of the mine, the main dip, where the endless ropeway 

ran. North of the dip was Beattie's Machine Wall, where a Sullivan longwall 

machine was operating. Thirteen men were to work in this section. South 

of the dip were two longwall faces, Fitzpatrick's Machine Wall, where the 

other longwall machine and sixteen men were working, and the Bottom or 

South Section, which was developed for longwall working, but was being cut 

by hand in September 1921. Sixteen men were working on the straight longwall 

pick-face there, and another eight on the stepped pick-face immediately east 

of it. 

The Top or Number One seam workings were of smaller extent and 

developed on an irregular bard-and-pillar plan. Thirteen men worked there 

with a shortwall coal-cutting machine. Another eight men were employed in 

or around the main dip, in the middle seam. 3 

2. Interview with Jock Clarke, Ipswich, 17 December 1976. 

3. R.C. pp.xxxii-xxxiii; plans of mine workings, exhibits 9 and 10; and 
cavil sheets, exhibits 3, p.164 and 19, p.173. 
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Cavil sheet for 19 September 1921, found among George Hawes' 
effects. (R.C. Exhibit 19, p.173) 

The numbers refer to positions within the mine. TS and FW 
stand for TOP SEAc~ and FITZPATRICK'S WALL. 
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The mine entrance about 1919, looking west. (Mary Wardle) 

83 





THE DISASTER 

The use of carbide lamps with their exposed flame was potentially 

hazardous in a coal-mine, but was a ccepted in Mount Mulligan by both 

management and miners as involving a very remote risk whose alternatives 

were undesirable. Carbide lamps gave a bright white light, far more 

comfortable for vision than the dim orange glow of the gauze-enclosed safety 

lamp, little changed from Sir Humphry Davy's prototype of 1815; and the 

Queensland miner's preference for convenience over safety has been amply 

documented. 4 The Queensland Colliery Employees' Union opposed the use of 

Davy-type safety lamps for mining, as after long periods of working by their 

poor light, men developed a condition known as Miners' Nystagmus, an 

involuntary rapid flickering movement of the eyes which severely impaired 

vision. 5 From Chillagoe Limited's point of view the use of safety lamps was 

distinctly undesirable, since a court decision was expected on a 25% loading 

to be paid to employees working with them. 6 

In any case, flammable gas had never been encountered in the Mount 

Mulligan mine, a circumstance rare in coal-mines, and one which partly 

explains the disregard of Mount Mulligan miners for a number of safety 

precautions which were observed as a matter of course by miners elsewhere. 

7 As the mine had been closed since the previous Friday, the Underground 

Deputy, Frank Grant, with another miner had passed along the working faces 

and wheeling roads an hour earlier with a safety lamp to check for traces of 
8 

gas. As usual, none was encountered. Shortly after 8 a.m. all 74 miners 

4. J. Stoodley, 'Queensland Miners' Attitudes Towards the Need for Safety 
Regulations in the Late Nineteenth Century', Labour History, No. 14, 
1968, pp.23-33. 

5. R.C. p.96. 

6. Coalmining State Award, op . c i t ., p.714. This loading was referred to a 
later hearing of the court for decision when the 1919 award was handed 
down, but no later reference to it appears in the Q.I.G.: apparently 
the claim was dropped. 

7. Mount Mulligan worked only one shift each weekday. 

8. This inspection was required under the Mines Regulation Acts 1910-1920, 
whenever a mine had been left unoccupied between shifts. (Gener a l Rules: 
Collieries, Brisbane 1920, pp.2-3). The safety lamp was a simple oil 
lamp with two layers of fine copper mesh enclosing the flame to absorb 
heat and prevent ignition of gas in the atmosphere. It served as a crude 
indicator of the presence of flammable gas, whose burning caused a 
characteristic coloured 'cap' to appear on the flame. 
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had entered the mine to commence work, and were joined by Tom Evans, the 

Underground Manager, who began the administrative work attendant on the new 

cavil in his cabin, about a hundred metres inside the entrance. 

At 9.25 a.m. the children of the Mount Mulligan school were on parade 

before the commencement of lessons. As the headmaster, Neil Smith, conducted 

the morning devotional and patriotic ritual his assistant, Nellie Hourston, 

was startled by a sudden eruption of black dust half a mile away at the foot 

of the mountain, in plain view from the school verandah. Pieces of timber 

and other debris were visible, high in the air. She interrupted Smith to 

draw his attention to the sight, and as she did so they heard the sound of 

a violent explosion. Smith ran immediately to the mine, leaving her to care 

for the newly-orphaned children of Mount Mulligan. 9 

* * * 

The explosion at Mount Mulligan was clearly heard in Kingsborough, 

twenty kilometres from the coal mine. North Queensland folklore has the 

sound carrying much further. Perhaps it was heard in Dimbulah, and 

Mareeba, and Herberton, but it seems improbable. In any case, the sound of 

a distant explosion was common in the meta lliferous mining areas of North 

Queensland , unlikely to attract comment at the time, and easy to confuse 

after the event with many others in memor y . In a coal-mining community, 

however, an explosion of the magnitude heard in Mount Mulligan tha t morning 

had only one possible cause. The response to it was the instinctive one 

which has occurred in every coal-town where the sound has been heard : the 

women and surviving men of the town forgot everything else and in a single 

collective movement converged on the point where the ropeway entered the 

mountain face. 

The first runners met a dazed and coal-blackened man stumbling down 

the ropeway from the mine. George ~orrison was employed by Chillagoe Limited 

9. Interview with Nellie Franklin, nee Hourston, Malanda, 13 August 1976. 
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View up ropeway to the mine entrance after the explosion. 
(Stafford/Q.G.M.J. 15 November 1921, p.442) 
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as a blackmith and tool sharpener. He occupied a small wooden hut a few 

paces from the mine entrance where he maintained picks and other tools for 

the men working below. Near the blacksmith's hut stood the junction box 

which regulated electrical current to the coal-cutting machines, and 

Morrison had frequently complained of the flashes and bangs from the fuses 

blowing in the mysterious equipment beside him. Preoccupied with his own 

ordeal, he mumbled to the rescuers who bore him away: 'I told them that 

bl d h • ld bl d ,lO N 1 h d b b dl h k d oo y ting wou ow up one ay. ear y unseat e ut a y s oc e, 

Morrison had almost no recollection of the explosion when questioned by the 

Royal Commissioners a fortnight later. 11 

Watson, the General Manager, was inspecting the work of the bricklayers 

on the cokeworks foundations when the explosion occurred, and reached the 

mine entrance before the crowd gathered around it. The violence of the 

explosion was manifest in the surroundings. Heavy black smoke rolled from 

the mine's two openings. The steel winding drums, two tonnes in weight, 

which had worked the old haulage system, had been blasted from their timber 

framework above the mine entrance, and lay twenty metres down the ropeway. 

A mound of stone, earth and broken timber blocked the mouth of the adit, 

and it appeared that a massive collapse had occurred in the mine. The fan 

had been ejected from its shattered concrete housing and lay twisted among 

the trees, 40 metres in front of the ventilating tunnel. The whole area 

before the mine entrance had been coated with fine coal-dust and seared by 

flame - grass was burning 60 metres from the entrance. Watson was 

sufficiently experienced to infer from this scene what conditions had 

prevailed in the mine. Standing on a shale dump near the entrance, he told 

10. Interview with Les Weatherston, Brisbane, 22 November 1975. 

11. R.C. p.1. 
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12 any man.' 
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'You'd better all go home. I hold out no hope for 

* * * 

The origin of the Mount Mulligan explosion has never been established 

beyond doubt, but the principal theories all postulate some neglect of 

elementary safety precautions. The means of propagation of the explosion 

was undoubtedly the presence of coal-dust in the mine. In other words, 

someone in the mine made a careless mistake which might normally have 

maimed or killed one or two miners. The circumstances prevailing in the 

mine at the time instantaneously transformed this error into a huge 

explosion involving the very dust particles on the floor, walls and roof, 

which killed every man who happened to have cavilled a place that morning 

in the miles of tunnels which made up the mine. 

Explosions have occurred in many coal-mines since the Industrial 

Revolution first initiated the Western demand for coal as fuel - explosions 

which vary widely in their origins, their means of propagation and their 

cost in human life. In 1921, popular belief among coal-miners was that all 

colliery explosions were caused by the ignition of flammable gas in the 

mine atmosphere. 

A number of gases are encountered in coal-mines, all traditionally 

referred to by miners as 'damps•. 13 'Blackdamp' or carbon dioxide (Co2) is 

12. Interview with Bruce Mackay, Cairns, 4 January 1976. Watson's action 
must have made a vivid impression, because two other witnesses 
independently described the scene, particularly Watson's statement, in 
almost identical words, over 50 years after the event. A few minutes 
earlier, Watson had sent his daughter (now Doris Smith, interviewed 
Brisbane, 14 May 1976) to wire to the Mines Department: 'Explosion in 
mine this morning 9.30. Hold out no hope recovering any man alive. 
Mine wrecked.' (Brisbane Courier, 20 September 1921) Watson's oral 
statement repeated the phraseology he had composed for the telegram. 

13. Probably from German dampf: a vapour or fume. (T.J. Beard, Mine Gases 
and Explosions, New York 1908, p.99). Beard is the source of the 
following description of coal-mine gases. 
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non-flammable and non-toxic, but can cause death by suffocation. It is 

rarely encountered in mines, being produced by the combustion of coal in an 

atmosphere of abundant oxygen. Combustion of coal with insufficient oxygen 

generates 'Whitedamp' or carbon monoxide (CO), usually the product of the 

slow smouldering which results from spontaneous combustion of the coal in 

goaf packs, a fairly common occurrence. Whitedamp is both flammable and 

highly toxic, but rarely exists in a mine in sufficient quantity to be 

dangerous in either respect. A fire or explosion in a mine leaves large 

amounts of blackdamp and whitedamp in the atmosphere, and this combined 

highly-dangerous product is termed 'Afterdamp', toxic and asphyxiating, but 

rarely flannnable. 

The most feared mine gas is 'Firedamp' or methane (CH4). Present in 

most coal mines as a by-product of the geological process of coal formation, 

firedamp is non-toxic and undetectable by the human senses. Lighter than 

air, it rises to the roof of mine workings, and in concentrations of 

between 4 and 15%, forms an explosive mixture with air, its presence until 

recent years identifiable only by the flickering cap on a safety lamp 

flame. 14 Since firedamp occurs almost everywhere coal is mined, and was 

known to be potentially explosive when simply exposed to a naked flame, it 

was long assumed that firedamp accounted for all colliery explosions. This 

belief was still common among Australian coal-miners in 1921, and is 

reflected in the Mount Mulligan miners' choice of an open flame for 

illumination in their confident awareness that the mine was free of 

firedamp. 

However, since the late 19th century a body of research had grown 

which suggested that another substance present in all coal mines, the dust 

of the coal itself, might provide an origin and means of propagation for an 

explosion. This suggestion was first raised as early as 1845 in a report 

on a British coal-mine disaster in the previous year: 

14. Strictly speaking, firedamp is a methane-air mixture at an explosive 
concentration, but the term is used loosely to refer to methane 
itself. 
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In considering the extent of the fire from the 
moment of the explosion, it is not to be 
supposed that firedamp was its only fuel; the 
coal dust swept from the floor, roof and walls 
of the works would instantly take fire and 
burn if there were oxygen enough present in 
the air to support its combustion.IS 

This suspicion of the role of coal-dust as a fuel additional to firedamp 

grew by the 1870's to a speculation that it might constitute the origin of 

an explosion. A French report on an explosion in 1874 found: 

... the absence of firedamp having been well 
verified, we believe that in order to explain 
this accident it is necessary to admit the 
combustion of the coal dust raised by the 
explosion of the shot.16 

40 years were to elapse before this theory that coal-dust could originate 

an explosion in the absence of firedamp was verified experimentally, and 

it was much longer before it became orthodox belief among miners. Serious 

research into coal-dust explosions began in Britain after the Seaham 

Colliery disaster of September 1880, where it was found that the magnitude 

of the explosion, in which 164 men and boys and 181 draught animals died, 17 

could not be explained by the known behaviour of firedamp. Work proceeded 

slowly, however, and further disasters, culminating in the Courrieres 

explosion of 1906 in which 1099 died, were required to prompt a Royal 

Commission into coal-dust explosions. As a result of the Royal Commission's 

report in 1908, experimental stations were established at Altofts in 1910 

and Eskmeals in 1911 to simulate mine conditions for the study of coal-dust 

1 'b • 1 • 18 exp osi 1. 1.ty. 

The United States in 1911 established a similar experimental mine at 

Bruceton, Pennsylvania, as a direct result of two mine explosions in 

December 1907 with a combined death toll of exactly 600 men. 19 

15. Quoted in Beard, op.eit., p.165. 

16. Quoted in E. Mason (ed.), Practical Coal Mining for Miners, Vol. I, 
London 1951, p.267. 

17. W.N. & J.B. Atkinson, Explosions in Coal Mines, London 1886, p.29. 

18. Mason, op.cit., pp.269-270. 

19. G.S. Rice, et.al., Coal Dust Explosion Tests in the Experimental Mine, 
Washington 1922, p.2. 
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Mount Mulligan mine entrance temporarily repaired after the 
explosion. (Taylor/Q.G. M. J . 15 October 1921, p.399) 
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The wreckage of the blacksmith's hut near the mine entrance. 
(Taylor/ Q.G. M. J . 15 October 1921, p.399) 
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Preliminary findings of explosion tests at Eskmeals and Bruceton were 

published well before 1921, but it is unlikely that much attention had been 

paid to them in Australia. J.T. Watson's evidence before the Mount 

Mulligan disaster Royal Commission shows that he was vaguely aware of the 

explosibility of coal-dust, but quite mistaken as to the means of its 

ignition, and that he considered the circumstances favouring a coal-dust 

explosion to be too complex and rare to be forestalled by mine 
20 management. Experience in both Britain and the United States had shown 

that recourse to theoretical findings on mine safety measures is made only 

on the impetus of a major disaster: in Australia, that impetus was 

provided at Mount Mulligan. 

Among the first to arrive at the Mount Mulligan mine entrance in the 

minutes after the explosion were the engineer, Jim Harris and his brother 

J ack, a carpenter, together with the brothers Plunkett, both surface workers. 

With them was a group of men unknown to the local people, who had recently 

arrived in Mount Mulligan to seek work. Watson would allow only a small 

group of experienced men to investigate the smoking mine, so, posting 

others to guard the entrance, he, Harris and one of the new men climbed 

over the debris at the mouth and entered the tunnel. They carried two 

safety lamps and an electric light. 21 

Inside the adit, much of the timber had been dislodged by the blast 

and piles of stone from the roof obstructed the ropeway. The atmosphere 

was heavy with afterdamp and smoke obstructed vision. A clipper, Neville 

Ruming, lay dead beside a skip a short distance inside the mine. At the 

entrance to the manager's cabin, the party found two more men, alive, but 

barely conscious. Evans was lying in the doorway, badly burnt, with a 

piece of timber driven into his chest, its end protruding above his collar. 

The books and papers in his office were flung into a scorched pile in a 

corner. Near Evans lay a miner, Martin 0'Grady, obviously severely 

20. R.C. pp.48 and 111. 

21. The events of the first rescue attempt in the hours following the 
explosion are reconstructed from the Royal Commission evidence, R.C. 
pp.2- 13 and p . 157. 
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injured and extensively burned. Stretcher parties were called into the 

mine to remove the two men, and Evans, lucid at times as he was carried 

out, tried to recite from his memory of the cavil sheet the positions of 

the men in the workings. O'Grady died within a few hours. 

The first party continued a few hundred metres further and found a 

fourth man, Robert Thompson. He was dead. All were now feeling the 

effects of carbon monoxide poiso~ing, and as a stretcher party returned for 

Thompson's body a heavy fall of stone was heard not far ahead of them, and 

a wave of afterdamp rolled up the dip. Watson ordered the entire group 

from the mine, convinced by now that no-one else could be found alive and 

that further exploration must await adequate ventilation of the mine. 

Harris set to work restoring the mine air current by rigging a small 

fan, first exhausting the ventilating tunnel with little effect, then 

blowing air into the main entrance. The work took hours, and the inadequate 

fan made no perceptible difference to the mine atmosphere until well into 

the night. It was early on Tuesday morning before the bodies of Thompson 

and a clipper, George Hawes, were recovered, and then the stretcher 

bearers were severely affected by afterdamp. While they were at work 

Northern District Inspector of Mines E.J. Laun arrived at the mine and 

assisted in directing the rescue operation. 22 Watson, ill with influenza 

before the explosion and poisoned by gas in the rescue attempt, returned to 

his home and was incapacitated during the days that followed. 

The disaster in the Mount Mulligan mine was caused by a small, 

probably accidental, explosion occurring in the combination of circumstances 

required to initiate a coal-dust explosion. An explosion is simply rapid 

combustion, that is, the chemical reaction of a substance with oxygen, 

generating heat and gaseous products. Any substance such as coal which 

burns will, if enabled to burn sufficiently rapidly, cause an explosion. 

The dust which constitutes a danger in coal-mines is not made up of particles 

22. Laun was based at Charters Towers, but was in Chillagoe on the day of 
the explosion, and rushed to Mount Mulligan by tra in with a party of 
rescue workers. (R.C. p.22). 
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which are always present in the mine atmosphere, since to sustain an 

explosion these would have to be present in such quantities as to prevent 

miners breathing. The hazard consists in the dust resting on the floor 

and other surfaces in the mine, often inches deep, but not susceptible to 

ignition by a naked flame. 

If an explosion occurs in contact with this dust, as for example by 

the premature firing of a blasting shot before it is placed in the drill 

hole, it raises the dust particles in a cloud which travels outwards from 

the explosion centre with the resultant shock wave at the velocity of 

sound, around 330 metres per second. If this moving cloud of suspended 

particles, called the 'pioneering wave', is ignited by the flame of the 

originating explosion it may itself explode, and a coal-dust explosion is 

underway. The explosion of the dust is self-perpetuating, raising before 

itself a pioneering wave of dust particles travelling at the speed of 

sound, which instantly explode. For a distance of about 100 metres from 

the origin, the following explosion wave travels relatively slowly and does 

little violence, but if conditions permit, it may then accelerate and 

overtake the pioneering wave. The result is what films made in the Eskmeals 

experimental mine show as a wall of flame hurtling through the mine at 
23 velocities which may exceed 1000 metres per second. 

Velocity, temperature, direction and violence of the explosion vary 

quite unpredictably in the complex conditions of a coal-mine. Shock waves 

called retonation waves may travel backward from the advancing explosion 

front, throwing loose objects toward the origin and creating effects which 

on later inspection can give a false impression as to the direction in 

which the explosion moved. The temperature at the explosion front may 

reach 900°c, but coal-dust explosions also have the inexplicable capacity 

23. A film entitled Coal Dust Exp losions was prepared in 1923 from 
demonstrations at the Eskmeals experimental mine. (Q.G.M.J., 15 August 
1923, p.301.) Mine explosion footage, probably from this source, was 
used by ABC-TV in 1971 to dramatize a documentary program on the Mount 
Mulligan disaster. 
A maximum explosion velocity of 
pressure of 150 lbs. per square 
recorded in the Bruceton tests. 

4,000 feet per second and maximum 
inch at the explosion front were 

(Rice, et.al., pp.17 and 63.) 
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to leave areas of a mine quite unaffected by heat and blast, only to 

regenerate their temperature and violence some distance further on. 24 A 

coal-dust explosion can be sustained by a layer of 150 grams of coal-dust 
25 1 • "bl • per square metre, an a most 1mpercept1 e coating: 

It is not, perhaps, generally realised that an 
infinitesimally small quantity of coal dust is 
sufficient to generate a disastrous explosion, 
one-tenth of an ounce per cubic foot in the air, 
or a layer one two-hundred-and-fiftieth of an 
inch, about the thickness of a newspaper [page?] 
on the floor, roof, and sides, given the 
initiatin~ flame, being sufficient to wreck 
any mine. 6 

The dust on the roof and walls, while less conspicuous than the dust on the 

floor, is particularly susceptible to explosion, being both more finely 

divided, and more easily dislodged from its position by a shock wave. A 

coal-dust explosion is inhibited, however, by moisture, which acts as an 

adhesive, preventing the dust being effectively dispersed into the air by 

a shock wave; and by the presence of stone-dust amongst the coal-dust. 

Finely powdered rock is produced as an inevitable by-product of coal-mining 

and is dispersed throughout the mine with coal-dust. Since this stone-dust 

is inert, its presence in sufficient quantity may serve to smother a 

coal-dust explosion as it is thrown into the air by the advancing shock 

wave. Experiments at Bruceton had shown that the deliberate distribution 

of stone-dust in a mine served as an effective deterrent to coal-dust 

explosions, and the practice was being adopted in Australian coal-mines by 

1921. But because of the cost of stone-dusting, the deep-seated belief 

that coal-dust could only propagate an explosion, not initiate it; and 

Watson's personal aversion to the practice, stone-dusting was not adopted 

at Mount Mulligan. 

24. This description of coal-dust explosion effects is from Rice, et.al., 
op.cit., passim, and Mason, op.cit., pp.273-274. 

25. Rice, et.al., op.cit., p.66. 

26. Report of N.S.W. Committee of Inquiry into Coal Dust in Collieries, 
quoted in R.C. p.XL. 
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The steel cabledrums from above the mine entrance, blown twenty 
metres down the ropeway by the explosion. (Tayl.or/ Q.G.M.J. 
15 October 1921, p.399) 
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The ventilating fan motor, blown from the return airway (Number Three 
Tunnel) by the explosion. (Taylor/ Q. G.M. J . 15 October 1921, p.399) 
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A miner caught in the path of a coal-dust explosion could be affected 

in three possible ways: the blast wave can lift loose objects in the mine 

such as tools, skips, timber and loose rock or coal, and hurl them before 

it as projectiles; it may also transform men into projectiles, throwing 

them against stationary objects. Either process obviously may cause 

serious injury. The high temperatures of the flame front may cause 

burning of the skin, or if the miner is inhaling, of the surface of the 

lungs. All but four or five of the men killed at Mount Mulligan had been 

extensively burned. 27 Anyone who survives both blast and flame will be 

left in an atmosphere in which a great part of the oxygen had been removed 

and replaced by afterdamp. Death by suffocation or poisoning will almost 

certainly follow, although not necessarily illllllediately. After the 1880 

disaster in the Seaham Colliery, written messages and guttered lamps were 

found with several of the dead, demonstrating that they had lived for some 

time after the explosion. 28 At Mount Mulligan, at least one miner survived 

the explosion's illllllediate effects, and in the remaining minutes of his life 

created a puzzle for investigators which was not solved for some months 

after the disaster. 

The helplessness of those at the Mount Mulligan mine entrance was made 

apparent in their first attempt at entering the mine. The mine was damaged 

and thus mechanically dangerous to an unknown degree, and was filled with 

afterdamp. The cause of the explosion, and thus the likelihood of further 

explosions, were also unknown, and a fire was believed to be burning 

somewhere in the mine, its effect observable in the air current from the 

ventilating tunne1. 29 Apart from a handful of ill or newly-arrived miners, 

the men surviving in Mount Mulligan were surface workers, clerks and shop­

keepers, ill-equipped to explore a coal-mine under the most benign 

circumstances, and forbidden entry by Watson in the face of the known and 

unknown hazards. 

27. R.C. p.29. 

28. Atkinson, op.cit., p.37. 

29. A fire in a mine causes air movement by convection. A primitive mine 
ventilating technique utilized the up-draught from an underground 
furnace. 
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Mount Mulligan had none of the rescue devices which might have 

facilitated a further reconnaissance. Queensland had a Mines Life Saving 

Brigade, equipped and trained for just such an emergency as a mine 

explosion, but it was in Ipswich, several days' journey by rail and sea 

from Mount Mulligan. Communication with Mount Mulligan, even from Cairns, 

was possible only by train and telegraph: 

Mount Mulligan is not the easiest place from 
which to get full news at any time, and it can 
easily understood that on an occasion such as 
this residents there must be fully occupied, 
and have but little time for sending details, 
either to the Press or to private persons.30 

In the hours following the disaster, the telegraph lines became overloaded 

with competing messages to police, mines, medical and company officials, 

relaying garbled accounts of the explosion and requesting assistance. The 

railway telegraph system, connecting the Mount Mulligan Stationmaster, 

Franklin, with the Cairns Traffic Manager, Hooper, provided one of the more 

reliable means of communication. One of the first messages received outside 

Mount Mulligan was from Franklin: 

Explosion throughout the whole of the mine, 
presumably caused by gas. The mine is wrecked, 
and there is much debris to clear before an entry 
can be effected. About 100 men in the mine are 
entombed, and there is little hope of their 
recovery alive. One body has been recovered. 
Two persons are injured seriously, and are 
unconscious. Relief workers are proceeding 
from Dimbulah, also railway lengthsmen. The 
explosion was heard 14 miles away.31 

Volunteers poured into Mount Mulligan as word of the disaster spread by 

direct observation, telegraph and rumour. First to arrive were a group of 

miners from the Tyrconnell gold-mine at Kingsborough, who came by pump-car 

from Thornborough. A train from Mareeba brought doctors, nurses, 

ambulancemen and volunteer rescue workers, and returned in the late 

afternoon with the mortally injured Evans and the body of Rurning. The most 

useful piece of equipment with the Mareeba party was a ten- inch electric 

30. Brisbane CoUI'ier, 20 September 1921. 

31. Ibid. 
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32 
electric ventilating fan from the Biboohra meatworks, which Harris rigged 

at the mine entrance during the night. 

At about 10.30 p.m. a train from Cairns brought more doctors, a police 

party and a group of twenty volunteers, many of whom were Cairns waterside 

workers. A Cairns undertaker, H.M. Svendsen, had been requested by 

telegraph to provide 60 coffins for Mount Mulligan, but only six were 

available. A further 25 coffins, apparently hastily constructed, followed 

on a later train, as did five more fans, six oxygen cylinders and an 

ingenious but quite useless improvisation: a diving suit provided by the 

C • H b B d 1 • h d' 33 40 • f h Ch'll airns ar our oar, compete wit iver. miners rom t e i agoe 

district arrived with Laun at 2 a.m. on Tuesday, bringing more electric 

fans and gasmasks provided by P.L. Goddard from the State Smelters. In all, 

about 300 volunteers reached Mount Mulligan. Only skilled miners were 

permitted to enter the mine, and the remainder were employed in grave-digging 

and other surface work. 

By 5 a.m. on Tuesday, the mine atmosphere was considered safe for the 

entry of rescue workers. Harris and Laun formed two parties, and 

dividing the underground workings into districts, commenced a systematic 

search of the mine. This was a task involving days of walking and digging, 

for in seven years' production the Mount Mulligan mine had expanded into 

miles of tunnels on two levels, and progress was impeded in many places by 

falls of rock and timber. The majority of the miners assisting in the 

search were from small metalliferous mines and few had ever seen a mine as 

extensive and complex as the Mount Mulligan workings, or previously 

encountered the ill-defined slowly crushing goaf areas of a coal-mine. 

Bewildered by their surroundings, and numbed by the horror of their task, 

they could do little more than stay together as a group, ready to provide 

labour when a body was found or some temporary repair had to be made: 

32. Cairns Post, 20 September 1921. 

33. Ibid., 21 September 1921. 
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... in a coal mine you go down the mine by a long 
tunnel not like a metal mine in a cage down a 
shaft. Of course I was strange to the coal mine. 
I would not work in one thats all I know. The 
drives are only about 2'6" to 3' in places. How 
they filled trucks I can't imagine. Cross cuts 
they call boards and twists are gates and gigways. 
I was puzzled. We just kept in sight of one 
another so as not to get lost. I tell you its a 
maze to a stranger.34 

Effectively only two men, Harris and Laun, were searching the entire mine. 

Pockets of gas were encountered throughout the workings. To provide 

warning against blackdamp, miners have traditionally carried caged canaries 

which succumb to quite small concentrations of the gas. No canaries were 

available in Mount Mulligan, but Jim Harris provided a family pet, a painted 

finch, which served as a gas indicator in the days of the search. There 

were insufficient safety and electric lamps for large bodies of men, and 

once the atmosphere seemed proven free of firedamp, the searchers began to 

use carbide lamps. The mine electrician, Norman Fraser, rigged electric 

lights along the main dip, but there were not enough of them to light more 

than a small part of the workings. 

The search teams were confined to the adequately ventilated areas and 

thus the slow improvement of the air dictated the progress of the search. 

The air current through the mine was directed by means of temporary screens 

or brattices into a single section of the workings at a time, and the 

workers concentrated their efforts there. On entering a heading, the 

searchers marked the wall with a vertical chalk line, and added a horizontal 

line to form a cross when it had been cleared, thus avoiding duplication of 

effort. 35 

34. Walter Filer to his sister Kate, 25 September 1921. Letter in the 
possession of Kate Antcliff, nee Filer, Brisbane. Filer was a 
Mungana miner who participated in the Mount Mulligan search. His 
letter is reproduced in full in Appendix A. Obvious minor errors in 
the letter have been left uncorrected. 

35. R. C. p.25. 
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Res cue workers emerging from the mine entrance with a body. 
(Taylor/NQR , 3 October 1921) 
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Carrying the body to a prepared coffin. (Taylor/NQR , 3 October 1921) 
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Sealing the coffin. (Taylor/NQR, 3 October 1921) 
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The few respirators available were of little use, as they impeded 

movement and vision, had a life of only a few hours, and were not available 

in sufficient numbers to equip the body of men needed for digging away falls 

and carrying the dead. The overall rate of progress of a small number of 

men proceeding into gassy areas with respirators would have been no faster 

h h f 1 • • f d • 1 • 36 tan tat o a arge group waiting or a equate venti ation. 

On Tuesday, the main dip was cleared of dead, and the air current was 

directed into Beattie's Wall, to the north. By Tuesday night, 22 bodies 

had been removed from the mine. The men on Beattie's Wall had apparently 

had some warning of the explosion's approach, for most were found some 

distance from their workplaces, in the direction of the main dip, as though 

running for the mine entrance at the time they died. 37 Two more were found 

on Wednesday when the much larger South Section was ventilated, but the air 

improved only slowly there, so the searchers climbed to the top seam and 

removed the 13 dead from the bord-and-pillar workings. At this time, Laun 

and Harris were joined in the search operation by R.A. Dunlop, the Chillagoe 

district mining warden. Dunlop had returned from business in Brisbane by 

the S.S. Kuranda, which arrived in Cairns on Tuesday afternoon; hearing of 

the disaster, he rushed to Mount Mulligan by train. 38 

As the air improved in the South Section, the searchers moved in late 

on Wednesday and had removed a total of 56 bodies by Wednesday night. On 

Thursday all the dead were taken from the pick-faces and the search teams 

were able to enter the remaining section, Fitzpatrick's Wall, later that 

day. The 74th man was taken out on Friday morning, and the entire mine 

workings were searched repeatedly. There were no more to be found. 39 A 

tally man stood at the mine entrance, recording the name of every man who 

entered or left the mine, as a precaution against the very real possibility 

of searchers becoming lost in the workings. It is remarkable, when the 

36. Ibid., p.37. 

37. Laun's description of rescue work, Q.G.M.J., 15 October 1921, p . 428. 

38. Cairns Post, 21 September 1921 and Q. G.M. J., Ibid . 

39. The events of the search are reconstructed from R.C. pp.xxxii- xxxiii 
and pp.158-163, and the Cairns Post, 21 - 24 September 1921. 
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experience of similar operations elsewhere is considered, that nnt on,· ,_., r 

the rescue workers was lost or seriously injured during the search operation. 

The conditions that confronted the searchers were probably more 

horrifying than dangerous. Many of the dead were grossly mutilated and 

most were burned. By the time the search was well underway on Tuesday 

morning, the men in the mine had been dead for 24 hours. The temperature 

of the mine, raised by the explosion, remained sufficiently high 

throughout the search to affect many of the volunteers with heat exhaustion, 

and decomposition of the bodies at that temperature proceeded very rapidly. 

By Tuesday afternoon, all those engaged in handling the bodies were forced 

to wear eucalyptus-soaked masks: 

... the corpses bore the appearance of having been 
suddenly struck by a terrific heat flame. The 
surface of the bodies was carbonised, the skin 
peeling off in flakes. All the hair was black and 
frizzled, and a number of the men's heads had been 
crushed by falling stones. One victim apparently 
had been pushing a truck, which upset, and, in 
falling down, crushed his head. Another victim was 
found to be practically standing on his head, 
propped up by fallen timber.40 

The effect of days of searching, digging and carrying bodies in such a 

state exacted a heavy physical and psychological toll on the volunteers: 

It's was an awful job, Kate going along the boards 
picking up dead corpses. The last were simply 
awful .... We used to use plenty of phenol and had 
masks but I tell you after a few hours below one 
was glad to return to the mouth.41 

The bodies when found were disinfected with phenol, carried from the mine 

on stretchers, loaded into skips on the ropeway and wheeled to the goods 

shed beside the railway, where Tom Fitchett and Neil Smith took charge of 

them. There each body was numbered and identified if possible. When the 

workmen were unable to identify a man, the wives of missing miners were 

brought from the mine entrance to view the body. 42 A number of the dead 

were identified only by means of some physical peculiarity such as a 

40. Brisbane Co'UX'ier, 22 September 1921. 

41. Walter Filer letter. 

42. R.C. pp.29 and 30. 
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deformed thumb, or by some distinctive item of dress, as in the case of 

the miner who used copper wire for bootlaces. A Mount Mulligan woman, 

Mrs. Hunt, proved to have an unusual memory for details of dress: 

She is a regular cyclopaedia of information 
concerning boots, belts and hats, and many 
men have been thus identified who otherwise 
would be buried unknown. 43 

Even so, twelve of the dead were buried as 'unidentified 1 , 44 and many of 

the identifications made were highly tenuous, some being based on the body's 

location in the assumption that it was the man cavilled to work at that 

place. This was an unreliable method, as the miners frequently changed 

positions with others, either singly or in pairs, after the cavil was 

drawn. Many of the identifiable dead were found in areas other than their 
45 

workplace, some in quite inexplicable places. In several cases, 

identifiable bodies were found after another had circumstantially been 

identified as that person, and in some cases buried under that name. 

A few of the bodies were given a cursory medical examination, but no 

autopsies were performed. All but two of the doctors, nurses and 

ambulancemen who arrived by Tuesday morning left the same day when it was 

obvious there was no need for their services. Dr. Nye of Mareeba, who 

operated on Evans at Mareeba Hospital, had not travelled to Mount Mulligan 

when news of the disaster arrived on the Monday morning. 'He expressed the 

opinion that the work there was for clergymen and not doctors.• 46 Dr. Clarke 

of Cairns remained in Mount Mulligan until Wednesday, when he too left the 

work there to the clergymen and Dr. McClean of Atherton, who was retained 

by Chillagoe Limited to inspect the dead in the days that followed, did 

not do so in sufficient detail to form an opinion on causes of death: 

' ... they were too decomposed to examine them much. •47 

43. Cairns Post, 23 September 1921. 

44. R.C. p.166. 

45. Ibid., p.144. 

46. Cairns Post, 20 September 1921. 

47. R. C. p.128, and Chillagoe Limited ledger, 9 March 1922, which records 
payment of £52 to Dr. McClean for attendance. 
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The first funeral ever held in Mount Mulligan t ook place at 3 p.m. on 

Tuesday as six of the dead were buried in the cemetery reserve, about a 

kilometre north of the town. The cemetery had been established only months 

earlier, and working bees of miners had been clearing and fencing it as 

recently as the weekend before the explosion. Previously the very few 

people who had died in the town had been taken to Mareeba for buriai. 48 

Funerals continued through the week, and the grave-diggers found the 

cemeter y site most unsuitable for hasty digging. At most times, more men 

were employed as grave-diggers than in exploring the mine, and the non-miners 

among the volunteers found their work more arduous, if less horrible, than 

that of their miner comrades. Eventually holes were drilled and mine 

explosives used to blast holes into the stony ground. 49 

The work of burial accelerated as the week passed. Dr. McClean had 

stopped even his cursory inspection of the dead as their decomposition 

advanced, and the work of identification became both more difficult and 

more hideous. After Wednesday , the volunteer carpenters were instructed 

to increase the size of the coffins, as the bodies recovered became 

• • 1 11 so increasing y swo en. 

On Friday, the work seemed to be done, and the town of Mount Mulligan 

emptied for the second time in its short life as rescue workers and 

residents boarded trains and abandoned the mine to a small group of workers 

engaged on its reconstruction. Frank Grant, Underground Deputy and 

Secretary of the Mount Mulligan School Committee, was among the last to be 

recovered from the mine, lying under a fall of rock, and one of the least 

disfigured of the dead. He was buried shortly before the last train left 

F .d . 51 on ri ay evening. 

48. One miner had died in a mining accident at Mount Mulligan before the 
disaster. On 24 February 1919 Herbert Bussey 'slipped accidentally 
into the rotating picks of a coal cutter and sustained terrible 
injuries'. He died on the way to Mareeba hospital. (A.R. 1919, p.123). 

49. Cairns Post, 23 September 1921. 

50. Ibid., 22 September 1921. 

51. Ibid., 27 September 1921. 
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Rescue workers wheeling a coffin down the ropeway. (Taylor/Q.N.) 
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The cemetery at Mount Mulligan shortly after the disaster. 
(Jim McColm) 
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At 9 a.m. on Monday, 26 September, Tom Evans died in Mareeba. 52 Almost 

exactly a week after the explosion, all those who had been in the mine were 

dead. With Evans' death, the number of known dead in the Mount Mulligan 

disaster rose to 75. But a careful count of the bodies removed from the 

mine, including O'Grady and Evans, came to 74. It was some days before 

this discrepancy was noticed, as the number of men in the mine was not 

known, even to the nearest ten, for some time. 

The earliest messages from Mount Mulligan on the day of the disaster 

gave estimates of the number of men in the mine which varied between 70 and 

100, as different observers gave different counts based on their own 

observations of the number normally in the mine, less the number they knew 

to be absent from it that morning. 53 Tom Fitchett wired to the Mareeba 

Q.A.T.B. that he and Evans were the only survivors of 80 miners. The only 

reliable figures available were from Chillagoe Limited's August paysheet 
54 which listed 83 men employed underground, and the cavil sheet of 16 

September, found among union secretary George Hawes' belongings, with its 
55 52 names. Both documents were known to be outdated or incomplete, as the 

paysheet was three weeks old, and the cavil listed only the paired contract 

miners, but they provided at least a basis for calculation. 

Six men who should have been in the mine at the time of the explosion 

were absent. Three miners, A. Larsen, W. Westbury and Alf Leary, were ill 

with influenza and stayed home. Three more, Bill Matthews, Albert Jones and 

Arthur Griffiths, were in Mareeba Hospital, ill or injured. 56 Around these 

52. Ibid. 

53. Ibid., 20 September 1921. In the chaotic jumble of cabled reports in 
the Cairns Post on this date alone, estimates of 70, 78, 79, 83, 100 
and 101 are given. Note also that 60 coffins were ordered. 

54. Ibid., 21 September 1921. 

55. R.C. p.173. One man named on Hawes' cavil sheet - Morrison - was not 
in the mine. If this is George Morrison, the blacksmith, it is 
difficult to understand why he was cavilled. However, an examination 
of the cavil list of dubious origin printed elsewhere in the Royal 
Commission report (p.159) and the names of the dead, suggests that 
Hawes wrote the wrong name - the man he named Morrison was T. Hutton. 

56. Cairns Post~ 21 and 23 September 1921. 
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six men have grown up a number of legends concerning the 'sole survivor' who 

had a premonition of disaster on the morning of 19 September and did not go 

to the mine. Most of the six participated in the rescue work after the 

explosion and later returned to work in the mine. Some of them seem to have 

been afflicted afterwards with feelings of intense guilt, as though culpably 

absent. 57 The legends of miraculous survival are counterbalanced by those 

who should have been absent that morning and were not. Sam McColm, married 

with seven children, had been absent through illness for some time previously, 

and returned to work on the morning of the explosion. Bill Cole, an elderly 

retired miner, was standing in that morning for one of the absent men. Both 

were killed. 

Such random absences and attendances complicated the task of counting 

the likely dead. Numbering the known dead was also complicated by the 

horrendous conditions under which the searchers worked, the unfamiliarity 

of most of them with the mine and its occupants, and the difficulty of 

identifying many of those killed. Despite methodical precautions to ensure 

an accurate body count, mistakes were made in the confusion of the search: 

... the bodies of J. Fogarty and J. O'Halloran had 
been discovered the day before, but not reported 
through oversight.58 

When the last group of bodies recovered from Fitzpatrick's Wall was found 

to include two men who had been thought positively identified and already 

buried, the repetition of their names in the casualty reports was 

questioned by the Railway Traffic Manager in Cairns, and Franklin replied: 

Names given this morning are correct. Previous 
advice was due to bodies being wrongly 
identified, the graves of which have been 
marked "unknown".59 

As a result of these known sources of inaccuracy in the body count, the 

apparent discrepancy between the number killed and the number recovered 

was explained as an error in recording the number of bodies buried: 

57. Interview with a former Mount Mulligan miner. 

58. Cair>ns Post, 23 September 1921. 

59. Ibid., 24 September 1921. 
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It is ascertained that the reason it was not 
known that one body was still remaining was 
owing to a miscount. The coffins were numbered 
accurately, but seventy-five bodies should 
have been brought out, in addition to Evans, 
instead of 74. Those in charge say they now 
know where the body is, but there has been a 
heavy fall of earth there .... the body might be 
removed when the mine is being repaired.60 

At one place in the mine workings, there was a heavy smell of decomposition 

coming from an extensive fall of rock. For some reason, the missing man 

under this fall was thought to be Donald Butler, although how this could be 

determined when twelve of the dead were unidentified is not clear. On 

7 October, a party of miners began to remove this fall, but found only tools~. 

a skip and a damp patch where one of the last bodies recovered had lain. 

The fall of rock had obviously occurred after the body was removed. Three 

days' further search found no more bodies: 

No likely place in the mine now remains 
unexplored, and whether further search will 
be made, including unlikely places, is a 
matter as yet undecided. The evidence 
tendered at the enquiry shows that 75 men 
entered the pit on the morning of the accident, 
and 74 bodies were recovered. The question 
now presenting itself is whether it is 
possible some mistake occurred in either tally. 
The only other alternative is that the body 
remains unrecovered. It is commonly believed, 
however, that one man still remains in the mine.61 

The people of Mount Mulligan had faith in the records kept by Fitchett and 

Smith. In the months while the town was re-occupied and the mine re-opened 

for production, the belief survived that a man had unaccountably disappeared 

in the explosion. Out of this belief grew the story of 'Morgan's Ghost'. 

Edward Morgan was one of the miners killed in the disaster, and although 

60. Ibid. This report is itself in error. Only 73 had been 'brought out, 
in addition to Evans' at this time. The figure of 74 must include 
Evans, who died three days after this report was written. The true 
count is further obfuscated by a telegram from Watson to Chillagoe 
Limited on 26 September, informing them a miscount had been corrected: 
75 bodies had been taken from the mine, and the death of Evans brought 
the total to 76! (Q.G.M.J., 15 October 1921, p.429). 

61. CaiY'ns Post, 11 October 1921. 
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his body was listed as identified, popular legend made Morgan the missing 

man. Morgan, unlike most Mount Mulligan miners, who were clean-shaven, had 

an impressively long black beard. Since none of the dead recovered had 

this distinctive feature - presumably because Morgan's beard was burned off 

in the explosion - the story of Morgan's Ghost flourished, told as a source 

of wonder by the new miners in 1922 and heard as a source of terror by the 

b k . . h . 62 oys wor ing in t e mine. 

On 9 February 1922, Jim Harris and two other men were exploring 

rarely-used passages in the Fitzpatrick's Wall section in order to plan a 

ventilating path before expanding the workings. While climbing a monkey­

shaft - a narrow, nearly vertical shaft connecting the two levels of the 

mine - they found the body of George Turriff, the 75th man, who had been 

listed among the unidentified five months earlier. 63 Turriff's body, 

buried in Mount Mulligan the same day, was quite recognizable, preserved 

by some condition prevailing in the shaft after the explosion. The body 

was unmarked and unburned, and since there was no conceivable reason why 

Turriff's work would take him into a place so unlikely that no-one had 

thought to look there for five months, it is clear that he survived the 

disaster's first effects, only to seek refuge in the monkey-shaft, where 

he died of 'suffocation by gas, the result of an explosion•. 64 

Turriff's cavil mate, Cairney, had been found not far from their 

cavilled position in the Beattie's Wall section, at the opposite end of 

the workings. Turriff most probably changed his position before the 

explosion, or had been on the south side on some unknown errand. If, on 

62. Interview with Jim McColm, Ipswich, 17 December 1976. McColm went to 
work in the mine as a boy of fourteen after the disaster. The legend 
was no doubt reinforced by the Royal Commission's suggestion that some 
action of Morgan's may have initiated the explosion - a point which is 
discussed in the next chapter. 

63. Interview with Mary Wardle, Ravenshoe, 13 August 1976, and Cairns Post, 
13 February 1922. 

64. Entry 2728: 2706 in Register of Deaths, General Registry Office, 
Brisbane. Turriff's date of burial, 9 February 1922, has been written 
over an erased entry in the register, without any explanatory 
annotation. 
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the other hand, he was at his workplace when the explosion occurred, he 

afterwards travelled nearly a kilometre in complete darkness before he 

died. While this seems unlikely, there was evidence that others had had 

a short while in which to respond to the explosion. In the top seam, the 

searchers found: 

... the men here had travelled over 100 yards, 
and in one case a man had been so slightly 
injured, if at all, by the initial disturbance 
that he had carried his water-bag with him. 65 

With the exception of Turriff's posthumous mystery, the human wreckage of 

the Mount Mulligan disaster was disposed of within four days, and the 

inanimate wreckage was steadily attended to in the weeks that followed. 

Popular and institutional reaction to the disaster was one of horrified 

incredulity, summed up in the question, 'How did it happen?' From the 

first day, the newspapers had speculated freely. The Queensland government 

set out almost immediately to answer the question. 

65. Q.G.M.J., 15 October 1921, p.429. 
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Entrance to the Mount Mulligan mine, 1921 or 1922. 
been taken innnediately after the 1921 disaster, but 
shows the collapse of the hastily repaired entrance 
season of early 1922. (Nellie Franklin) 
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CHAPTER III 

THE ROYAL COMMISSION 

'Regulations are not always sensible.' 

(J.T. Watson to the 
Royal Commission) 





THE ROYAL COMMISSION 

E.G. Theodore, Premier of Queensland since Ryan's departure from state 

politics in October 1919, set up a Royal Commission to inquire into the 

Mount Mulligan disaster. The Commissioners were R.A. Dunlop, mining warden 

at Chillagoe (Chairman), William Want, manager of the Box Flat colliery at 

Bundamba and Charles Kilpatrick, M.L.C., President of the Queensland 
1 

Colliery Employees' Union. On 23 September, while the work of burial at 

Mount Mulligan was finishing, the commissioners were appointed to: 

Inquire into and Report upon the Recent 
Disaster at Mount Mulligan Coal Mine, and 
also into the Methods of Mining carried on 
at such Mine, and, further, to make such 
Recommendations as may tend to Prevent the 
Recurrence of Accidents of a like nature.2 

Dunlop was already in Mount Mulligan and was joined there by Want and 

Kilpatrick on 28 September. Watson was still too ill to assist them, but 

in company with Jim Harris, the commissioners carried out a number of 

inspections of the mine in the following days, and quickly came to: 

... complete agreement as to the locality 
of the origin of the explosion, its probable 
cause, and also to the direction of the 
forces through the mine workings before 
escaping to the surface.3 

Evidence was taken in Mount Mulligan from 4 October until 8 October, then in 

Chillagoe, Mareeba and Cairns before the commissioners travelled to 

Brisbane, meeting there on 31 October, and producing their report on 

2 December 1921. 4 The report stated the cause of the explosion as the 

coIIDllissioners had determined it, and was highly critical of the disregard 

for safety shown in the administration of the mine. 

Debate on the cause of the disaster dominated the proceedings of the 

Royal Commission and generated considerable acrimony during the taking of 

1. Q.G.G. 23 September 1921, Vol. CXVII, No. 112, p.851. Kilpatrick was 
one of the Labor members appointed to the Legislative Council between 
1917 and 1921 as a prelude to its abolition. 

2. R.C. title page. 

3. Ibid., p.XXI. 

4. Ibid., Proceedings of the Commission, pp.VII-XIX. 
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evidence. It was clear that a massive explosion of coal-dust had occurred 

in the mine, but it was necessary to establish how the coal-dust explosion 

had been initiated. The commissioners and most of the expert witnesses 

were agreed on the source of the explosion, although there are grounds for 

questioning their opinion in the light of subsequent research findings. 

It appeared to have originated at Fitzpatrick's Machine Face, not far from 

where the Sullivan machine was standing, and to have travelled from there 

throughout the workings. Precisely how it had been initiated, though, was 

the subject of several distinct theories. 

Firedamp was never seriously entertained as a cause since the entire 

weight of evidence produced no suggestion that the gas had ever been 

encountered there. A Government geologist, E.C. Saint-Smith, stated quite 

categorically that firedamp could never have existed in the mine. 5 This 

claim was not uncommonly made of a mine where an explosion had occurred. 

The Mount Kembla mine in New South Wales, which exploded in 1902, killing 

95 miners, had also had a reputation as a gas-free mine, and naked lights 

were in use there before the disaster. 6 The inquest held after the Mount 

Kembla disaster, however, soon elicited from witnesses a number of reports 

of firedamp in the mine prior to the explosion, indicating that its 

reputation for safety had rested on some form of wishful folklore rather 

than on available evidence. 7 At Mount Mulligan no such suggestion emerged 

at any time during the Royal Commission, nor was firedamp ever subsequently 

encountered in the mine workings during the mine's later years of operation. 

Methane can safely be dismissed as a possible cause of the explosion. 

In its absence, there must have been some other form of detonation in 

the open to initiate an explosion of coal-dust. The electrical 

installations were initially suspect, but these were of a type designed 

for use in gassy mines - an instance of the progressive standard set at 

Mount Mulligan during its early development - and were protected against 

5. Ibid. , p. 131. 

6. Sydney Morning Herald, 1 August 1902. 

7. Mount Kembla Colliery Disaster: Report of the Royal Commission, N.S.W. 
V. & P., 1903, Vol. 5, pp.25-30. 
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Members of the Royal Connnission into the Mount Mulligan disaster. 
From left: J.T.H. Bird (Secretary), C. Kilpatrick, M.L.C. (President, 
Queensland Colliery Employees' Union), W. Want (Manager, Box Flat 
Colliery) and R. Dunlop (Mining Warden, Chillagoe). (Q.N.) 
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any possibility of arcing or explosion. The mine electrician, Norman Fraser, 

gave evidence that there was no sign of any malfunction having occurred in 

the electrical installations beyond those resulting from the explosion. The 

circuit breakers had opened when the fan was blown from its motor and the 

shortwall coal-cutting machine stalled when its operator died. 8 The 

longwall machine on Fitzpatrick's Wall, where the explosion originated, had 

not operated on the morning of the disaster. 

The possibility of a carbide lamp having exploded was considered 

after the discovery of the upper half of a miner's lamp near Fitzpatrick's 

Wall, 9 but the lamp showed no sign of deformation or scorching and this 

theory too was discarded.lo The witnesses seemed unsure as to whether a 

carbide lamp had ever actually been known to explode. Explosives and 

detonators were found strewn about many parts of the mine after the 

explosion, showing that there had been ample opportunity for an accidental 

discharge, but there was no sign that this had occurred. While adversely 

commenting at some length on the careless handling of explosives throughout 

the workings, the Royal Commission concentrated on a reconstruction of 

events immediately preceding the disaster at Number Eleven Bord on 

Fitzpatrick's Wall, a few metres west of the Sullivan machine. 

When a coal-cutting machine separated the coal from the floor, the 

crush of the roof was often sufficient to break off the coal in large blocks 

after the machine had passed. Sometimes it was necessary to drill a hole 

horizontally into the coal near the roof and fire a charge deep in the coal 

to dislodge it. The resulting blocks of coal were broken up with picks and 

wedges so that they could be loaded into skips. Further charges could be 

used to break the coal-blocks, but this did not normally justify the effort 

and inconvenience that drilling and firing demanded. 

8. R.C. pp.50-51. 

9. Ibid., pp.80 and 83. 

10. Ibid., p.XLIII. 
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The process of firing a shot involved drilling a hole about an inch 

in diameter to a depth of four to six feet into the coal. One or more 

sticks of explosive were placed in the hole, the last containing a detonator 

crimped onto a safety fuse, and the hole was then tamped with clay or sand 

rolled into paper cylinders and rammed into place with a wooden tamping rod. 

After tools and other items were removed from the area, and men in nearby 

places warned, the shot firer lit the fuse and took cover a good distance 

away. 

If the charge was properly set and tamped, the result should not have 

been violent. A block of coal should have been dislodged, shattered into 

large fragments, and dropped onto the mine floor immediately below the shot 

hole. One of the principal sources of danger in shot firing was a premature 

discharge which could result from careless handling of the detonator, 

accidental lighting of the fuse before the shot was set, or from a defective 

fuse 'jumping' and exploding the shot before the firer had taken cover. 

Another hazard, a 'blown-out shot' occurred either when a weakness in the 

coal permitted the explosion to discharge into the air, when a hole was 

excessively charged, or when a charge had been inadequately tamped, and 

the shot took the line of least resistance, blowing the tamping material 

out of the drill hole like a bullet, usually without shattering the coal. 

At the point where Number Eleven Bord opened onto Fitzpatrick's Machine 

Face, near the explosion's apparent source, the commissioners found a large 

block of coal d~tached from the machine-cut wall, with some roof stone 

fallen on and around it. In the entrance to the bord sat a half-filled 

skip, partly derailed from the tramway laid in the bord. The body of 

Edward Morgan was found lying against the end of the skip. Mining tools 

were lying on the floor between Morgan and the machine face and a tamping 

rod lay beside his body. The body of Alick Casloff, Morgan's cavil mate at 

that working place, was in the bord, 40 metres north of Morgan's. In the 

coal-seam above the coal-block was a drill hole, only about fifteen 

centimetres deep, which did not appear to have been fired. On top of the 

138 



FITZ PATRICK'S 
WALL 

0 2 

Plan of the situation at the explosion's suspected origin 
after the disaster. (Based on R.C. exhibits 6 and 18). 
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coal-block there may have been - there is reason for doubt - a shallow 

depression containing a quantity of comminuted coa1. 11 

This scene provided material for a considerable part of the Royal 

Commission's examinations and deliberations for it seemed to provide an 

origin for the explosion, but that origin was open to several interpretations. 

The presence of the tamping rod and the shallow drill hole suggested that 

Morgan had been in the act of preparing a shot immediately before the 

disaster. A blown-out shot seemed improbable, in view of the shallowness 

of the drill hole and its unused appearance. The very existence of the hole 

seems odd. There was no reason to drill into the wall behind a newly-fallen 

block of coal, and no drill was found near the scene. No evidence in the 

Royal Commission mentions any examination of the coal-block to determine 

whether the hole was simply the end of an unused hole drilled into the wall 

before the block fell. This would be a convenient explanation, but the 

evidence is silent on the matter. 

A premature discharge could have occurred while Morgan was preparing 

a shot, and Watson devoted a considerable time while giving evidence to 

arguing that this had been the case. However, the absence of a deep drill 

hole seemed to obviate any reason why Morgan should have been engaged in 

priming a charge. One plausible explanation, and the one at which the Royal 

Commission finally arrived was: 

... the firing of an explosive, either 
accidently or otherwise, on the top of a 
large block of fallen machine-cut coal, 
such explosive not having been placed in 
a shot hole. 

It is difficult to understand how explosives, 
being used in the ordinary way, could be 
fired in this spot. Alternatively the 
conclusion that obtrudes itself is that a 
plaster shot was placed on this block of 
coal to break it, so as to facilitate 
handling, and it exploded prematurely, 
either because of defect in the fuse or 
from some other cause, such as a fall of 
roof stone .12 

11. Ibid., exhibits 6 and 18. 

12. Ibid., p.XLIII. 
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A plaster shot, or 'lay-on', is a charge laid on the surface of a block of 

coal to shatter it. No hole is drilled and tamping is not possible, but 

the charge is stemmed by piling loose sand or other material around it. 

Obviously the temptation to lay plasters would be strongest in piece-work 

miners seeking to avoid the time-consuming process of drilling; but the 

practice is one resorted to by only the most indolent of miners, and is 

utterly reprehensible, for besides being a highly inefficient way to use 

explosives, it is appallingly dangerous. Whether the magnitude of this 

danger would be clear to miners who believed the initiation of a major 

mine explosion to depend on the presence of firedamp, however, is not 

certain. Saint-Smith stated before the Royal Commission that he considered 

a plaster shot to have caused the disaster and defended this position later 

under cross-examination. 13 Most of the miners and officials connected with 

the Mount Mulligan mine denied that plastering had ever been practised 

there and asserted that no coal miner would ever do such a thing. 

1649. [Questions by Want] You don't think 
there would be any necessity to use 'lay-ons' 
or 'plasters'? - No. 

1650. Do you think that the men were aware 
that the practice was prohibited? - I never 
heard anything mentioned in connection with 
it at all in the top seam. 

1651. You don't know if the management had 
any difficulty in that direction? - I never 
heard it mentioned in any shape or form. The 
word 'plasters' was never mentioned there.14 

It is difficult to imagine a coal-miner, confronted by three coal-mining 

experts, giving any other answers to such questions in the atmosphere that 

must have prevailed at the Mount Mulligan Royal Commission hearings, while 

aware of the barrage of questions that an affirmative answer would provoke. 

Some witnesses, however, conceded that the practice of plastering, although 

condemned, could occur: 

13. Ibid., p.133. 

14. Ibid., p.60. Evidence of Bill Matthews, miner. 
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1163. [Watson questioned by Kilpatrick] 
Have you any knowledge of what has been 
said to be the practice here of using 
plasters or lay-ons in the mine? The 
only time I knew it was done was about 
three years ago. I happened to be in the 
mine and I found a man in the act of 
preparing one of those plasters, and I 
ordered him to stop it. I threatened him 
with immediate dismissal if I heard of him 
doing it again. I also instructed Evans 
to put a stop to that practice. 

1164. You certainly consider such a 
practice was dangerous? - Yes. I would 
not allow a man to stay in the mine two 
minutes if I saw him using a plaster.15 

Another miner admitted hearsay knowledge of the practice: 'I have heard 

that it was plastered sometimes. •16 Obviously the possibility of a plaster 

shot having been fired or prepared cannot be dismissed. The commissioners, 

particularly Want, seem to have seized on that possibility early in their 

inspection of the mine workings, and allowed it to colour their treatment 

of the evidence given by witnesses. Much of the case for a plaster shot 

rests on the existence of a depression filled with comminuted coal on top 

of the coal-block at Morgan and Casloff's work place, a circumstance which 

would be consistent with an exposed charge having been fired at that point, 

and Want repeatedly raised this detail in his examination of witnesses. In 

the consideration of evidence leading to its conclusion on the origin of 

the disaster, the Royal Commission report referred to 'the comminution of 

1 f h f 11 • d b • • 1 ' l7 coa on top o t e a notice y so many witnesses as singu ar. 

In fact, the witnesses were strangely divided on this point. Of the 

six witnesses who had inspected the mine after the explosion, and who 

responded to Want's patently leading questions on the comminuted coal, three 

said they had not seen it: 

15. Ibid., p.46. Kilpatrick's mention of 'what has been said to be the 
practice here' must refer to conversation outside the hearings. No 
previous acknowledgement of plastering having occurred at Mount 
Mulligan appears in the printed evidence. 

16. Ibid., p.59. Evidence of George Williams, miner, questioned by Want. 

17. Ibid., p.XXXVII. 
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2266. [Questions by Want] Did you see a large 
block of coal in the road in Fitzpatrick's 
machine district, and did you notice that it 
had a comminuted surface? - I saw the coal 
there, but I did not notice the feature about 
it that you mention. 

2267. You did not notice it was comminuted 
in one particular place? - No .... 

2269. If you had seen a comminuted surface 
on that block of coal, would it have 
suggested anything to you? - I would have 
made a careful examination if there was a 
suggestion of anything of that kind.18 

These three witnesses included two coal-mine inspectors and a coal-miner, 

all of whom had had opportunity to inspect the place minutely in the 

knowledge that it was the suspected origin of the disaster, and that they 

would be required subsequently to give evidence at an enquiry into the 

disaster's cause. Saint-Smith and Laun agreed with Want on the presence 

of the comminuted coal, 19 but it must be noted that Saint-Smith held, 

sometimes quite aggressively, to the plaster theory throughout his evidence, 

and Laun had no experience in coal-mines. Watson had noticed the comminuted 

coal, but disagreed flatly with Dunlop and Want on its extent and 

significance: 

3705. [Question by Dunlop] Laun, in his 
evidence, said he felt this coal, and it 
was sitting in a hole in the block of coal 
about 3 or 4 in. deep, as if it were at one 
time part of the block of coal. - I do not 
agree with that. 

3706. By Mr Want: Is the top of the coal 
comminuted to a depth of 4 in., with an 
area of 3 or 4 ft.? - It is nothing of 
the kind.20 

Thus the comminuted coal patch, a central piece of evidence in the Royal 

Commission's finding on the cause of the disaster, must be treated with 

18. Ibid., p.86. Evidence of C.F.V. Jackson, State Mining Engineer and 
Chief Inspector of Mines. In general agreement with this was the 
evidence of J. Stafford, Inspector of Mines (p.90), and G. Williams, 
miner (p.101). 

19. Ibid., pp.124 and 133. 

20. Ibid., p.147. 
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reserve. Certainly the conclusion that a plaster shot was fired does not 

in itself suffice as an explanation consistent with the evidence. Morgan, 

if he had laid a plaster, would not have been within four metres of the 

spot when it fired, nor would he have left his tools lying on the ground 

nearby. The presence of the tamping rod beside Morgan's body was referred 

to at several places in the Royal Commission's proceedings as evidence that 

Morgan had been in the act of preparing a shot when he died. But a plaster 

shot would not have required a tamping rod. If, as Watson argued, Morgan 

had accidentally lit the fuse from his lamp flame, it is difficult to 

understand why a man would be holding a primed charge, a lamp and a tamping 

rod all at one time, nor indeed, how he could. Perhaps the location of the 

tamping rod is best dismissed as an incidental result of the explosion. 

It was never satisfactorily established that the block of coal had 

fallen from the seam prior to the disaster. The plaster-origin proponents 

assumed it to be a legacy of the previous cavil, which Morgan and Casloff 

had to break up on Monday morning. It may just as probably have been 

undercut previously, but dislodged by the explosion, negating any reason to 

fire a plaster shot at that place at the time of the disaster. 

The evidence at Number Eleven Bord is not satisfactorily explained by 

any comprehensible mining practice, responsible or otherwise, on the part of 

Morgan and Casloff. If the explosion in fact originated at their workplace, 

some accidental element must have intruded into their actions. A premature 

discharge from an accidental short lighting by a carbide lamp flame, a jumped 

fuse, or jarring of the detonator while a plaster shot was in preparation 

could have produced the circumstances found after the disaster, and the 

Royal Commission's finding does include this possibility, although rather 

grudgingly. 

A premature discharge would be likely to cause mutilation of the man 

holding the charge at the time, but this leads to no helpful evidence. 

Morgan and Casloff's bodies were removed from the mine four days after the 

explosion, in a state of advanced decomposition: 
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I do not think the body [Morgan's] was 
examined closely enough for anybody to 
tell. The fingers on the hand might have 
been badly shattered. It has to be 
remembered that when that man fas [sic] 
found, decomposition had set in and he was 
not closely examined. I do not think the 
doctors made any detailed examination either. 
As far as I know, they did not.21 

One more comment must be made on the events at Number Eleven Bord before 

the disaster. Casloff had been injured in mine accidents on three occasions 

in the previous two years - once in 1920 at Mount Mulligan and twice in the 

Tyrconnell mine at Kingsborough in 1919 - an extraordinarily bad safety 

record. One of the Tyrconnell accidents involved a prematurely exploding 

shot. 22 

The argument that the disaster's origin was in Fitzpatrick's Wall rests 

on the commissioners' and witnesses' observations of the direction in which 

the explosion exerted its force on objects within the mine workings. While 

the virtual unanimity of their conclusions seems to confirm the matter, it 

must be observed that there is a subsequently established flaw in the 

assumption underlying these observations, thus leaving open the possibility 

that the Royal Commission was in error about the location of the explosion's 

origin, and rendering irrelevant its deliberations on the interpretation to 

be placed upon the ambiguous evidence found there. 

It was frequently stated before the Royal Commission that the 

explosion's source could be defined by the direction indicated in the 

efforts of the radiating blast wave, and the deposition of coked coal dust 

21. Ibid., pp.146-147. Evidence by Watson. 

22. A.R. 1919, pp.141-142 and 1920, p.127. Casloff's name is spelled 
variously Kazloff and Kozloff in these reports, but his identity is 
established in the proceedings of the Royal Commission (p.147). Note 
that his name is also mis-spelled Cassloff on Hawes' cavil sheet. 
Watson in evidence described Morgan as 'one of the best men in the mine 
and one of the most careful' (p.147), and said elsewhere, 'Casloff was 
always more or less frightened [of shot-firing]. Morgan was the 
recognised leader of the two men' (p.150). Morgan was conspicuous 
amongst Mt. Mulligan miners as a teetotaller. (Interview with Mark 
Morgan, Chillagoe, 27 June 1978). 
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on surfaces in the mine. However, there were inconsistencies in these 

signs. At one place in the mine workings a wooden door had been blown some 

distance along the bord in 9ne direction, and its hinges in the other. 23 

Elsewhere, a dead horse lay facing the skip it had been pulling, with its 

collar and harness lying several metres away in opposite directions. 

Witnesses could come to no agreement on the implications of this scene, 24 

but it should have served warning that it was not sufficient to assume that 

because an object lay some distance from the point where it was presumed to 

have been before the explosion, its location pointed to the direction in 

which the main shock wave had travelled. The complex behaviour of 

retonation waves, and their effect both on objects in their path and the 

deposition of coked dust in their wake, is noted in a report on the Bruceton 

experimental mine explosions: 

Because of the uncertainty as to the manner 
in which coke dust is deposited in relation 
to the path of an explosion, observation 
of the deposits with a view to fixing the 
point of origin is of doubtful value.25 

Further confusion in the interpretation of forces in the mine is 

demonstrated in Watson's evidence. Watson claimed that the explosion's 

origin c~uld be determined by observing where the blast appeared to have 

been most violent, in the belief that the force would diminish as the 

shock wave travelled outward: 'in the case of any explosion it naturally 

must follow that it decreases in intensity as it radiates from the 

centre.• 26 No one present at the hearing disagreed with this statement, 

which is a fair description of an explosion with a single point of origin 

and with no means of propagation after the instant of ignition. But in the 

case of a self-propagating coal-dust explosion, Watson's belief is false 

and the reverse of what actually occurs: 

23. R.C. p. 79. 

24. Ibid., pp.22, 95 and 108. 

25. Rice et al., op.eit., p.135. 

26. R.C. p.109. 
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... the explosion starts with low velocity 

... and low pressures ... both the velocity 
and the pressure increase slowly for 
several hundred feet and then more rapidly 
until at the end of a zone 350 or more 
feet long the explosion is travelling 
at a very high velocity, with great 
pressures.27 

It seems likely that Watson, and possibly other witnesses, were quite 

mistaken in their inference of an origin by evidence of the signs of 

violence observed in the mine workings. 

J.T. Watson's evidence occupied more time than that of any other 

witness, and he was clearly and understandably defensive in his position 

as manager of a mine in which a major disaster had occurred. 28 He 

disagreed with the evidence of other witnesses, sometimes to the point of 

outright obstructiveness, and publicly criticized aspects of the Royal 

Commission's findings on several occasions after its report appeared. At 

the time he gave evidence in Mount Mulligan, Watson had not closely 

examined the mine workings, having been ill since the day of the disaster. 29 

Watson's incapacitation during this time may not have been entirely 

physical: he was described as 'raving somewhat' when visited on the Friday 

following the disaster. 30 

Watson appeared in a very bad light during the Royal Commission 

hearings for it became evident during the taking of evidence that many 

aspects of the management of the mine, including some predisposing the 

27. Rice et al., op.cit., pp.16-17. 

28. The widow of a miner killed in the Mount Mulligan disaster, when 
interviewed, said of Watson: 'He was involved in two disasters in 
New South Wales before he came to Mount Mulligan, you know.' This 
implicit calumny must be refuted. Watson became manager of the 
Stockton Colliery two years after the 1896 disaster there and was 
sent as an inspector to Mount Kembla after the 1902 explosion. (R.C. 
pp.4 and 5). He had thus had previous experience in a mine disaster's 
aftermath, but was in no way connected with either mine before their 
respective explosions. 

29. R.C. p.112. 

30. Ibid., p.131. By Saint-Smith, whose evidence was consistently hostile 
towards Watson. 
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apparent cause of the disaster, were highly unsatisfactory. 31 Several of 

the provisions of the General Rules for Collieries under the Mines 

Regulation Acts (1910-1920) had been neglected. The Royal Commission 

reported: 

EXPLOSIVES 
4. Explosives were distributed, carried, used 
and stored underground in a careless manner, 
without regard to the regulations. 

ENTRIES IN RECORD BOOK 
5. Entries in the Record Book were not made 
as prescribed by regulation. 

DEPUTY 
6. An uncertified Deputy was employed in the mine, 
contrary to the regulations. 

CONDITION OF THE MINE 
7. The mine was dusty and extremely dry, and no 
adequate means were adopted to render dust innocuous, 
as prescribed by the regulations. 

DEPARTMENTAL INSPECTIONS 
8. We find that departmental inspections were made 
by men without colliery experience, without the 
necessary equipment, and were not made as frequently 
as necessary.32 

On the first of these charges, the careless handling of explosives, the 

regulations in force in 1921 stated, inteP alia: 

Explosives shall not be taken for use into the 
workings except in quantities actually required 
during the shift, nor except in securely 
covered cases or canisters; ... 

The person responsible for the safe storage 
of explosives shall not issue detonators 
except to shot firers or other persons 
specially authorised .... 

31. In reference to the management of the Mount Mulligan mine, Watson is 
referred to as 'General Manager' and Evans as 'Underground Manager' 
throughout this account. These terms were in common use at Mount 
Mulligan in 1921, and accurately define their respective 
responsibilities. But within Chillagoe Limited's hierarchy, Evans' 
official title was 'Manager' and Watson's was 'Superintendent Engineer'. 

32. R.C. pp.XLIII-XLIV. 
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Detonators shall be stored apart from other 
explosives. Detonators shall not be placed 
dangerously near any passage or road or working 
face .... 

No person other than a shot firer appointed 
aforesaid shall be allowed to charge or fire 
explosives [or] ... to have explosives in his 
possession .... 

No tool consisting wholly or in part of metal 
shall be used in charging, tamping, or 
ramming, ... 

Coal or coal dust shall not be used for 
tamping or stemming.33 

It was clear that miners at Mount Mulligan were in the habit of drawing 

explosives and detonators at the same time from the magazine, often in 

excessive quantities, and carrying and storing them in whatever manner they 

found convenient. After the disaster, the searchers found loose explosives 

and detonators scattered in profusion about the mine: on the floor, loose 

in skips with metal tools, close to tramways. 34 Registered shot-firers had 

been been appointed at Mount Mulligan, but their appointments seemed to 

have been a formality not dependent on any qualification, and in practice, 

explosives and detonators were issued to any man who requested them. 

Copper-tipped tamping rods were in use, but this drew no comment from the 

Royal Commission when mentioned in evidence. 35 The proscription of 'metal' 

in the regulations was apparently generally interpreted as applying only to 

harder metals such as iron, more prone to striking a spark. The colliery 

regulations acknowledged the existence of coal-dust in a brief and vaguely 

worded passage: 

Systematic steps shall be taken either by 
watering or spreading stone dust or other 
means to prevent coal dust being carried 
along any road.36 

33. General Rules: Collieries, pp.10-12. 

34. R.C. pp.54, 57, 61 and 70. 

35. Ibid., p.56. Evidence of Arthur Griffiths. 

36. General Rules: Collieries, p.3. The regulation concerning coal-dust 
is an undated amendment to the original 1910 regulations, probably 
added in March 1920. 
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It is not clear from the context of the regulations whether coal-dust was 

regarded as a hazard or simply as a nuisance: the token form of this 

regulation neither specifies the 'systematic steps' to be taken, nor 

invites strict observance. No action had been taken to lessen the 

explosive potential of coal-dust at Mount Mulligan; like other safety 

precautions, this was considered unnecessary in a gas-free mine. Watering 

could not have been employed in any case since in the dry heat of the spring 

and summer months, the quantity of water required would have exceeded the 

mine's meagre supply, and the stone used for pack-walls in the middle seam 

was a fireclay which rapidly crumbled when wet. 37 

The use of stone-dust had been a major concern in the Bruceton 

experiments and by 1915, criteria were established for the effective 

distribution of shale - or limestone - dust in mines to render coal-dust 

inert. 38 Watson, however, was clearly opposed to the use of stone-dust: 

Stone dust is a mere palliative and of no value, 
in my opinion, in the prevention of explosions.39 

In supporting this opinion, he showed some familiarity with recent research 

in stone-dusting, but seriously misinterpreted it, apparently confusing the 

practice of stone-dusting throughout the mine with the altogether different 

technique of establishing 'preventive zones' or erecting stone-dust 

'barriers' at selected positions in the workings. 40 Reading to the Royal 

Commission from a technical report which criticized the use of preventive 

zones in coal-mines, Watson expanded the criticism to embrace the entire 

use of stone-dust. 41 Watson also expressed concern for the health of miners 

with stone-dust in the atmosphere of the mine. Some forms of stone-dust 

37. R.C. p.42. 

38. In 1921, the definitive work on the subject was G.S. Rice and L.M. 
Jones, Methods of Preventi17ff and Limiting Explosions in Coal Mines, 
Washington 1915, cited in Rice et al., op.cit., p.29. 

39. R.C. p.113. 

40. The stone-dust barriers 
suspended from the mine 
filled with stone-dust. 
of a shockwave, filling 
(Rice et al., op.cit.) 

41. R. C. p.113. 

developed at Bruceton consisted of large boxes, 
roof on delicately balanced supports, and 

They were designed to upset on the passage 
the tunnel with a cloud of inert stone-dust. 
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were known to induce lung diseases, notably phthisis, and this was 

frequently advanced as an argument against stone-dusting. However, research 

had already established that certain types of stone were quite innocuous 

when inhaled, and this objection was no longer sustainable in 1921. 42 

The use of coal-dust for tamping was potentially one of the more 

hazardous of the common breaches of safety regulations at Mount Mulligan. 

The circumstances required to initiate a coal-dust explosion - the firing 

of a charge in contact with a quantity of coal-dust in the open - would be 

fulfilled if coal-dust were the tamping material of a blown-out shot, or the 

stemming for a plaster. Yet the evidence of witnesses showed that coal-dust 

was almost universally used for tamping charges, and would thus undoubtedly 

be used for stemming an illegal plaster shot. One miner, aware of the 

danger of the practice, claimed he had requested safer tamping material as 

required by the regulations and had been refused it by the management: 

1572. By Mr Kilpatrick: 
the officials for sand? 
the officials here. 

Did you ask any of 
- Yes. I approached 

1573. Did you bring to their notice that sand 
should be sent into the mine for tamping 
purposes? - Yes. 

1574. Did you ask Mr Evans, the manager, 
particularly about the sand? - Yes, and I 
asked Grant .... 

1576. What did Evans say? - He said I was 
always after something, and if I wanted sand 
I would have to carry it in .... 

1579. What did Grant answer you? - He said 
it was not the practice at Mount Mulligan to 
send sand into the mine .... 

1581. Did you ask Parkinson about the sand? 
- Yes. 

42. 'Stone Dust and Coal Dust Explosions', Engineering, 2 August 1912, 
p.164. Phthisis is a form of tuberculosis induced by breathing sharp­
edged dust particles such as coal (Miner's Phthisis) or silica 
(Grinder's Phthisis). The article cited recommends shale-dust as 
non-injurious. 
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1582. What did he tell you? - He said, "I 
know you should be supplied with sand. I do 
not know why you don't get it." That finished 
it, and I always used to carry it in myself.43 

Parkinson, the underground deputy named in this evidence, was unqualified 

for the position, contrary to the regulations governing the duties of 

deputies: 

No person shall be deemed to be competent for 
the purposes of this rule unless he holds a 
Certificate of Fitness as Deputy issued in 
accordance with the provisions of this act. 44 

And, as the Royal Commission noted in its findings, Parkinson was not the 

only official connected with the mine who was ill-equipped to perform his 

duties there. It seemed clear that the underground manager and his 

deputies tolerated gross breaches of colliery regulations in the mine 

workings, but the fact that these breaches were not detected during the 

inspections of the mine by Mines Department officers was even more 

disturbing. The mine had been inspected frequently, if not always 

thoroughly, at irregular intervals. The last inspection had been by Laun, 

only five days before the disaster. 45 

The Queensland Department of Mines employed three inspectors in the 

Northern District, which included Mount Mulligan: S. Horsley, the senior 

inspector, was based at Herberton; O.M. Williams, ordinarily based at 

Mareeba, was relieving in Charters Towers at the time of the disaster; and 

Laun, normally in Charters Towers, had been for some months based at Kidston, 

near Einasleigh, supervising the construction of a state battery. All three 

inspectors had at times visited the Mount Mulligan mine, but none of them 

had any previous experience in coal-mines. 46 

Horsley, in overall charge of mine safety in the Northern District 

since 1905, was cross-examined in detail by the commissioners on his 

43. Ibid., p.58. Evidence of George Williams, inter alia. 

44. Amendment gazetted 19 April 1919, in General Rules: Collieries~ p.3. 

45. R.C. p.65. 

46. Ibid., pp.62-72. 
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knowledge of the colliery safety regulations. He admitted almost total 

ignorance: 

To what class of permitted explosive does monobel 
belong? - I do not know. I never looked it up .... 

Except in the case of a long wall, what is the 
maximum number of men to be employed in any 
ventilating district? - I do not know.47 

This ignorance is understandable, if not excusable. The Northern District 

consisted principally of a great number of metalliferous workings, mostly 

small and widely separated. An inspector was required to familiarize 

himself with safety regulations and working conditions in a large number 

of mines. In 1921, coal-mine safety regulations were published in a 

separate and obscure pamphlet arising from the Mines Regulation Acts which 

covered mines of all kinds; and there was only one coal-mine in the whole 

of the Northern District. Many of the safety breaches at Mount Mulligan, 

for example, tamping with coal-dust - a practice horrendously dangerous in 

a coal-mine, but only recently known to be so - would in all probability not 

attract the attention of a mines inspector preoccupied with more familiar 

and universal problems such as timbering, ventilation, sanitary installations 

and worn haulage cables. In every North Queensland mine but Mount Mulligan, 

after all, a miner could safely tamp his shots with any material that came 

to hand. 

The use of gelignite for blasting coal was a practice which demonstrates 

the gap that existed in 1921 between theoretical opinion on mine safety and 

legislative provision to ensure it. Gelignite was known to be potentially 

dangerous for colliery use, as its flame temperature and shattering effect 

were both very high, increasing the likelihood of a blown-out shot. The 

preferred explosive was Monobel. Watson stated before the Royal Commission 

that because of its dangerous properties, gelignite 'should not be permitted 

underground at al1.• 48 Inspector Jackson stressed the danger of using 

different types of explosives together, thus inviting quite unpredictable 

ff • h f" . 49 e ects ins ot- iring. 

47. Ibid., pp.63-64 inter alia. Evidence of Horsley, questioned by Want. 

48. Ibid., p.118. 

49. Ibid., p.85. 
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After the disaster, however, both gelignite and Monobel were found in 
50 the mine, sometimes together. Watson admitted that in the past, he had 

ordered gelignite 'on occasions when there was no other explosive available' 

and seemed surprised to learn that both were in use at the time of the 
51 

explosion. There was, however, no statutory order prohibiting the use of 

gelignite nor the combined use of different explosives, in Queensland 

coal-mines at the time, despite the fact that Watson and the commissioners, 

and thus presumably general informed opinion of the time, agreed that these 

practices were hazardous. 

Watson defended himself before the Royal Commission by pleading 

ignorance of the state of affairs in the mine. His evidence placed 

responsibility for activities underground squarely on Evans: 

1155. [Questions by Kilpatrick] Have you any 
knowledge of the provisions of ... [the Mines 
Regulation] Act relating to collieries? - In 
a general way, I have. 

1156. You don't know, as superintending 
engineer of the mine, whether those provisions 
were carried out or not? - I did not interfere 
in any way with the management of the mine .... 

1172. Did you ever examine the Record Book to 
see if there were any records of inspections 
there? - I never examined the Record Book 
for a long while .... 

1179. Generally speaking, do you think that all 
matters in connection with the Mines Regulation 
Act ... were carried out by those in charge? So 
far as I know .... Usually I did not interfere with 
Evans at all; in fact, he resented any interference 
with matters for which he was responsible. 52 

This evidence seeks to absolve Watson from responsibility for the unsafe 

state of the mine at the time of the disaster. Evans was dead before the 

date of this hearing; his evidence could have clarified many of the 

doubtful areas left by the Royal Commission's report. It is clear that a 

degree of antipathy existed between Watson and Evans in administrative 

matters, but it seems extraordinary that Watson, with his high qualifications 

50. Ibid., pp.75 and 100. 

51. Ibid., p.44. 

52. Ibid., pp.45-46 inter alia. Evidence of Watson. 
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and decades of experience in mine management could say: 'I have been in 

the mine very little during the last twelve months•. 53 There was also 

apparent ill-feeling between Evans and Grant: 

3086. By Mr Kilpatrick. Do you think there was 
any rivalry existing between Evans and Grant 
which might make for ineffectual management? 

There was certainly always a feeling between 
them. I hate to have to say it now, but I must 
tell you what I know. 

3087. We quite understand that? - You 
understand that. There was not always the good 
feeling between them that there might have been. 
I would not like to say too much on the point, 
because the men cannot answer for themselves.54 

When George Williams' evidence on Evans' reaction to his request for safe 

tamping material is added, a picture emerges of Evans as an abrupt, 

dogmatic man, quick to take offence when his authority in matters of mine 

management was questioned. But 0.M. Williams, the inspector most familiar 

with Mount Mulligan, said of Evans: 'He was very strict with the men, and 

would not tolerate any dangerous practices.• 55 Evans' omnipotence in 

underground affairs is questionable in the light of other evidence from 

Watson, who took personal credit, for example, for detecting the man 

preparing the plaster shot and threatening him with dismissal. Watson also 

claimed to have insisted on the use of Monobel in the mine because of the 

danger inherent in the use of other explosives. As the commissioners 

pointed out, this undermines Watson's other position of ignorance of 
56 underground matters. If he was aware of the need for, and expected to 

enforce compliance with, some safety requirements, the plausibility of his 

plea of ignorance and helplessness elsewhere is reduced. 

53. Ibid., p.45. In the twelve months before the disaster, Watson may have 
been preoccupied with surface work, notably the construction of the 
cokeworks, but he himself made no such claim. 

54. Ibid., p.116. Evidence of Watson. Elsewhere Inspector Williams stated 
that Evans had been on holiday, possibly from July until September 
1921, and that Grant had been underground manager in his absence (p.69). 
Although this seems to have an important bearing on the management of 
the mine, the Royal Commission did not seek corroboration of Williams' 
vague statement. 

55. Ibid., p.69. 

56. Ibid., p.XXIX. 
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Watson, later in the Royal Commission hearings, forced himself into 

the unsupportable position of demanding stronger safety regulations, in the 

face of his own manifest laxity in enforcing the existing ones. He read to 

the Royal Commission a list of suggestions for more stringent regulation of 

coal-mining practices: standardization of permitted explosives, registration 

of shot-firers, mandatory electrical detonation of charges, the use of 

electric lamps, improvement of inspection records, and firing of shots after 

the mine was vacated by the shift. 57 These suggestions have an air of 

prophecy - every one of them is in use in Queensland coal-mines now - but 

they must have had a casuistic ring, coming from the man who six days earlier 

had said 'I did not interfere in any way with the management of the mine•. 58 

Watson expressed contempt both for the safety regulations in force in 

Queensland: 'Regulations are not always sensible', and for coal-miners who 

disregarded them: 'the miners are primarily responsible•. 59 Having 

inspected the mine in greater detail after the Royal Commission had returned 

to Brisbane, he developed the theory that the disaster's origin lay in an 

accidental discharge while Morgan was preparing a shot for the shallow drill 

hole at Number Eleven Bord, and travelled to Brisbane to give further 

evidence on 10 November. Clearly incensed at the evidence previously heard 

on the careless handling of explosives in the mine and on the probability of 

a plaster shot having been fired, Watson obtained the commissioners' 

permission to examine his principal critic, Saint-Smith: 

57. 

58. 

59. 

60. 

According to the newspaper reports in the North, 
Mr Saint-Smith expressed the opinion that from 
what he saw he considered that there had been a 
good deal of carelessness in the handling of 
explosives underground, and I would like to ask 
him one or two questions bearing on that .... 

The Chairman: Very well, Mr Watson, you may 
question Mr Saint-Smith.oO 

Ibid., pp.117-120. 

Ibid., p.45. 

Ibid., pp .152 and 153. 

Ibid., p.154. 

157 



PETER BELL 

In a sometimes heated exchange, Watson challenged Saint-Smith on his earlier 

evidence, forcing the geologist to admit that he, too, was unfamiliar with 

mine regulations, but that in his opinion, if the use of explosives at 

Mount Mulligan was not in breach of them, 'it is time the regulations were 

amended to make it a breach. 161 But Watson's questioning was limited to 

the fruitless pursuit of redress for Saint-Smith's earlier comments on the 

handling of explosives, by attempting to establish that the situation found 

in the mine was the result of the explosion's violence, and not a reflection 

of normal practice. Watson did not use the opportunity to probe other weak 

points in the evidence supporting what was clearly going to be the Royal 

Commission's finding. 

The Royal Commission's report was most damaging to Watson: 

... his evidence is not satisfactory, and open to 
question in some particulars. His statement that 
Mr Evans was wholly responsible for the management 
of the mine, in view of his own statements that 
he was Agent for the owners and Superintending 
Engineer, is doubtful .... 

It is regrettable that the expressed contempt for, 
and ignorance of, important mandatory regulations 
dealing with safety and general conditions, by 
the Superintending Engineer, should have had its 
reflex in the conduct of the mine.62 

Ten days after the publication of the Royal Commission's findings, extracts 

from a lengthy rejoinder by Watson appeared in a Brisbane newspaper. Watson 

found the commissioners' conclusion 'absurd', and reiterated his contention 

that an accidental discharge had occurred while a legitimate shot was in 

preparation. More seriously, he attacked the commissioners and their methods 

of investigation: 

The investigations by the members of the 
Commission were not carried out in a manner 
which would cause any competent observer to 
view their opinion with respect. 

In the first place the personnel of the 
Commission left much to be desired .... The 
investigations were carried out with most 
indecent haste, and no right of cross-

61. Ibid., p.154. 

62. Ibid., p.XXXVI. 
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examination of witnesses was allowed. The 
whole of the responsible officers of the mine 
were killed, and no first-hand evidence was 
available .... 

The plan prepared under the direction of the 
chairman is grossly inaccurate in many 
important details, and particularly so in 
regard to the position of the men referred to.63 

Watson also claimed, as he had done in evidence, that the mines regulations 

were so ineffective that the common practice is coal-mines was to ignore 

them: 

As a matter of cold fact, the regulations 
governing mining conditions in Queensland are 
in such a chaotic state that no one, not even 
the officers of the Mines Department themselves, 
know where they stand.64 

The colliery regulations in force in 1921 were a patch-work of provisions 

drawn from the general mining regulations, and contained relatively few 

references which applied specifically to coal-mines. About half the 

length of the regulations dealt with aspects of safety in vertical shafts 

and winding gear, which had no relevance at Mount Mulligan and many other 

Queensland coal-mines, which were entered by adits, not shafts. Other 

sections of the regulations dealt with v~ntilation, inspections, lighting, 

sanitation and explosives, and while specific procedures were laid down for 

the use of explosives in gassy mines, the only acknowledgement of the 

danger of coal-dust appeared in a section inserted as an amendment less than 
65 five lines in length. This is presumably the section of the regulations 

to which Watson referred when claiming: 

63. Brisbane DaiZy MaiZ, 12 December 1921. Watson's reference to cross­
examination seems strange, because he had been permitted to cross­
examine Saint-Smith. He must have been refused this right on other 
occasions not recorded in evidence. No other cross-examination 
occurred, but no request for it is recorded. His criticism of the 
published plans is justified - they are inaccurate in a number of 
respects. 

64. Ibid. 

65. GeneraZ HuZes: CoZZieries, passim. The Royal Commission Report also 
refers to 'special Rules issued under "The Mines Regulation Act of 
1910" for the Conduct and Guidance of Officials and all Persons 
Employed in or about Mount Mulligan Colliery.' (R.C. p.VII). No copy 
of these special rules appears to have survived. 
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In regard to the regulations of March 1920, 
regarding dust in mines, it appears as if few 
if any of the persons concerned in the 
management and inspection of mines even knew 
of their existence.66 

Whatever means had been adopted to promulgate the coal-dust amendment, 

inadequate as it was, it is clear that Watson had not heard of it, and that 

if Evans had, he had done nothing to implement it at Mount Mulligan. It is 

not possible to determine the extent to which the regulations were observed 

in coal-mines in other parts of Queensland, although it is likely that the 

presence of firedamp in most other mines would have predisposed a healthier 

respect for safe mining practices than was the case at Mount Mulligan. The 

total ignorance of the colliery regulations expressed by all three Northern 

District mines inspectors at the Royal Commission suggests that Watson may 

not have overstated his case in claiming: 'there is not a single mine in 

the State where they are fully carried out.• 67 The regulations seem hardly 

to have been in a 'chaotic' state, as Watson claimed, but they were certainly 

inadequate and not well-known, and this inadequacy and unfamiliarity 

increased the likelihood of their being ignored. 

To this extent, Watson was supporting the .recommendations of the Royal 

Commission which suggested sweeping changes in legislation and regulations 

governing coal-mining in Queensland. 68 His aim, of course, was not to demand 

reform, but to justify his disregard for regulations as a reflection of 

universal practice. His attack on the Royal Commission's findings ridiculed 

the plaster shot theory, pointing out that the proximity of Morgan's body 

to the explosion's suspected origin had been unknown to the commissioners 

when the theory was developed, and that this seriously undermined any 

attempt to attribute the explosion to a deliberate action on Morgan's part: 

66. Daily Mail, 12 December 1921. 

67. Ibid. 

68. Changes in Queensland mining regulations and legislation following the 
Mount Mulligan disaster are treated in the next chapter. 
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When the members of the Commission, or, rather, 
one of them, originally formed the opinion that 
a "plaster" shot had been fired on top of the 
fallen coal, they did not know that one of the 
men had been found within a few feet of the 
place where the alleged "plaster" was fired ... 69 

Watson also pointed out something which appears not to have arisen in the 

Royal Commission's proceedings: that no trace of burnt or unburnt fuse 

was found at Number Eleven Bord. If correct, this brings into question any 

theory involving the proper or improper use of explosives at that place. 

The firing of a charge, whether accidentally or otherwise, must be 

initiated by a detonator, and the detonator is crimped onto the fuse before 

it is placed in the charge. If no fuse was present, Morgan's actions before 

the explosion are completely uncertain, and it becomes very difficult to 

attribute the explosion's origin to his workplace. Watson's new evidence 

appears to have elicited no official response and his entire attack on the 

qualifications, procedures and findings of the Royal Commission was ignored. 

In a less dignified vein, Watson had earlier written to the Queensland 

Government Mining Journal, apparently seeking to deflate Laun's claim to 

having led the rescue operation. The Journal had previously published a 

report by Laun on the disaster which contained the statement: 

Messrs Watson and Harris, whose trying experiences 
on the Monday had greatly exhausted them, were 
after difficulty prevailed upon by myself to retire 
for rest, and I then took charge of the rescue 
operations.70 

That Laun had no intention of belittling the efforts of Watson and Harris 

seems clear enough and is demonstrated in a report he submitted to the Chief 

Secretary's office, stating: 'the greatest amount of courage was required 

by those who entered the mine first and did the exploratory work in the 
71 

a early stages'. 

Piqued at Laun's unfortunate use of the phrase 'took charge', Watson 

informed the Journal editor: 

69. Daily Mail, 12 December 1921. 

70. Q.G.M.J. 15 October 1921, p.428. 

71. Laun to Under-Secretary, Chief Secretary's Office, 19 November 1921. 
Q.S.A. PRE A848 25/7633, 21/10115. 
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The facts are that when the writer collapsed on 
Tuesday night he asked Mr Laun to assist 
Mr Harris, the company's mechanical engineer, 
in the conduct of the rescue operations ... 
Mr Laun ably assisted in the work, but was not 
at any time in full charge of operations.72 

The letter is a petty quibble, serving only to illustrate the bitterness 

Watson felt after the Royal Commission hearings. Seizing on any opportunity 

to defend himself publicly, he succeeded only in adding an air of spitefulness 

to the Mount Mulligan aftermath. In a strange footnote to this correspondence, 

Watson, three years later, seems to have changed his opinion completely on 

the origin of the Mount Mulligan disaster. In a learned paper read at 

Newcastle in 1924, he informed his audience of engineers that the Mount 

Mulligan disaster was caused by the explosion of an acetylene lamp. In 

carefully but rather equivocally reconstructing the event, Watson did not 

identify the position in the mine clearly, but his description obviously 

refers to somewhere other than Fitzpatrick's Machine Wall, although he said: 

'All the evidence of forces in the mine point to the place in question as 

the site of the initial explosion.• 73 

Watson's theory of 1924 is quite incompatible with the evidence given 

by himself and others, and with his own expressed conclusion, before the 

Royal Commission of 1921. Either he subsequently discovered evidence in 

the mine which the Royal Commission had overlooked, or his later theory 

arose from his own distortion of the evidence with the passage of time. 

It is difficult to evaluate Watson in the light of events surrounding 

the 1921 disaster. He is an almost tragic figure when one considers his 

undoubted expertise in colliery management, his courage in the hours following 

the disaster, and the slighting and somewhat prejudiced treatment he 

received from the Royal Commission. Ironically, having been implicitly 

allotted a major part of the blame for the disaster by the Royal Commission, 

he was subsequently decorated for his part in the rescue attempt. But in 

the light of his petulant and futile reactions to criticism, his earlier 

72. Q.G.M.J. 15 November 1921, p.475. 

73. J.T. Watson, 'Explosions and Fires in Mines', Institution of Engineers 
of Australia Transactions, Vol. 5, 1924, p.28. 
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failure to exert his authority in the safe conduct of mining operations, 

and his wild attempts to seek explanations for the disaster in chance events 

not involving his own failings, much of the sympathy he would otherwise 

deserve is lost. Watson left Mount Mulligan and the mining industry early 

in 1923 and worked in a number of civil engineering positions until his 

death in 1938. 74 

The Royal Commission's procedures and findings are open to some 

criticism. One disturbing aspect of the commissioners' report is their 

statement that they had reached a conclusion on the cause of the explosion 

before they commenced taking evidence, a conclusion based in part on invalid 

reasoning arising from their observations in the mine. Their subsequent 

questioning shows a distinct tendency to lead witnesses in the direction of 

that preconceived conclusion and their summing up of evidence in places 

disregards or distorts information not helpful to that conclusion: the 

existence of the comminuted coal, the ambiguous significance of the tamping 

rod, the position of Morgan's body and the nature of his injuries. 

An examination of the questions asked by each of the commissioners shows 

clear trends in their thinking. Dunlop, as Chairman, asked the greatest 

number of questions and showed obvious familiarity with coal-mining 

procedures and regulations, and was almost invariably fair and calm in his 

approach to witnesses. Want pressed some of the witnesses rather 

aggressively and consistently pursued the theme of the plaster shot in 

questions on the disaster's cause. Saint-Smith, the principal expert 

witness, was highly amenable to this line of questioning and provided much 

ammunition for the Royal Commission's criticism of the Mount Mulligan 

mine's management. 

Kilpatrick, as might be expected, concerned himself with working and 

safety conditions and on several occasions took over the questioning of 

miners who seemed confused, trying quite gently to bring some order out of 

their answers. Kilpatrick undoubtedly knew the surviving miners better than 

74. Interview with Jack Watson, Slade Point, 6 March 1977; and Chillagoe 
Limited ledger, entry 23 March 1923. 
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did Want or Dunlop, and during the Royal Commission's investigations he held 

a meeting of the Mount Mulligan branch of the union to elect new office­

bearers. Fifteen members attended. 75 Kilpatrick also moved from the role 

of Royal Commissioner to that of Union President on two occasions when 

confronted by Mines Department officials during the taking of evidence: 

once to lecture Inspector Stafford on the causes of Miners' Nystagmus, 76 and 

once to harangue Inspector Jackson on the inadequacy of the Ipswich Mines 

Life-Saving Brigade: 

Are you aware that the trainees themselves, the 
advisory committee, the mining officials themselves, 
and the organization I represent ... are thoroughly 
disgusted with the whole thing ... ?77 

The Royal Commission report contains findings which are demonstrably 

inaccurate. The plans of the mine workings showing the locations of the 

miners' bodies, prepared by Dunlop, are quite irreconcilable with the 

evidence given on the positions of Morgan and Casloff, both orally, and in 

two other plans of their workplace tendered as exhibits. This is an 

extraordinary anomaly, in view of the weight placed on Morgan and Casloff's 

actions in the findings of the Royal Commission. The plans also show the 

locations of 75 bodies - at least one must be in error, or imaginary. 78 

The report repeated the statement that a body still lay in the mine, 

identifying its location: 

If the cavil sheets available are correct, there 
is still one body unrecovered, which was thought 
to be under a fall of earth in the second pick 
place off No. 12 South.79 

Apart from whatever is implied by the word 'was', this statement glosses 

over the fact that the missing man was long known not to be at that place, 

75. Worker, 6 October 1921. 

76. R.C. p.96. 

77. Ibid., p.74. 

78. There is such a weight of contradictory evidence on this point that it 
is not possible entirely to exclude the theory that seventy-six men 
were killed. 

79. Ibid., p.XXXIII. This apparently reflects the belief that Donald 
Bulter's body was buried under a fall of earth - a theory which had 
been disproved nearly two months earlier - see Cairns Post, 11 October 
1921. 
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The reference to the cavil sheets gives an unwarranted air of precision to 

the body-count. A purported cavil sheet appears as part of Exhibit Three 

in the Royal Commission report, and it contains the names of all 75 

killed. 80 But this cavil sheet was clearly created after the disaster, 

once the number of dead had been established from the number of men found 

to be missing from the community, and is thus a result of knowledge of the 

number killed, although the Royal Commission attempted to present it as a 

basis for that knowledge. The man to whom it is attributed, C.V. Lewis, 

Chillagoe Limited accountant at :Mount Mulligan, did not know the cavil when 

he gave evidence before the Royal Commission: 

784. Would the cavilling list come into your 
possession? - It was not supplied to me as 
a rule. 

785. But you would have to have a list of men 
working in the mine? - Yes. I have made out 
a list, which I will tender in evidence.81 

The Royal Commission was extremely casual toward the whole question of 

establishing the number of dead and of determining their causes of death. 

This question was not specified in their commission, but is an important 

one, since no inquest was held into the deaths of the 75 miners, no death 

certificates were supplied by the doctors in attendance after the disaster, 

and the Royal Commission thus appears to have been acting in place of a 

coroner's court hearing. 82 In previous major coal-mine disasters, inquests 

had been held almost immediately afterward, usually into the deaths of a 

token number of miners, the findings afterwards being applied to the deaths 

of all. At Bulli, after the 1887 disaster, an inquest into the death of 

80. Ibid., p.164. 

81. Ibid., 
1921. 
of men 
August 

p.28. Evidence of C.V. Lewis, questioned by Dunlop, 4 October 
Note that Chillagoe Limited had been unable to produce a list 
working in the mine, immediately after the disaster - only the 
pay sheet was available. 

82. None of the miners killed in the Mount Mulligan disaster is named in 
the Inquest Deposition Register, 2 February 1921 - 18 August 1922, 
Q.S.A. JUS Rl5. Burial of the miners appears to have been ordered by 
Dunlop as mining warden, although no warden's enquiry was held. 
Apparently formalities in the issuing of death certificates were 
waived to expedite the payment of funeral benefits: see reply by Home 
Secretary W. McCormack to a question by T.R. Roberts, M.L.A.; Q.P.D. 
Vol. 137, 1921, p.966. 
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one miner sat three days after the explosion, 83 and was later followed by a 

Royal Commission. 84 At Mount Kembla in 1902, a Coronial Enquiry into the 

deaths of three miners convened on the day following the disaster and 

remained in session for six weeks to establish the cause of death of the 

96 miners. This Enquiry was followed by an even more exhaustive Royal 

Commission, whose published report occupied over a thousand pages, and a 

separate enquiry into the conduct of the mine manager. 85 The Mount Mulligan 

Royal Commission was hasty and superficial by comparison, and neither the 

number of dead nor the way they died was satisfactorily established by any 

official enquiry after the Mount Mulligan disaster. 

The Royal Commission's efforts were of considerable value: at the very 

least, the proceedings of the commission provide a wealth of information on 

conditions at Mount Mulligan in 1921, the disaster and its immediate 

aftermath. In reporting on the deficiencies that existed in the operation 

of the mine, the Royal Commission was to initiate a series of rather tardy 

reforms in the regulation of coal-mining in Queensland. The findings of 

the Royal Commission, however, must be regarded with some caution, in view 

of the extent to which they clearly rely on unpublished evidence, and the 

selective manner in which they treat the evidence published in support of 

them. The Royal Commission conspicuously avoided comment on Chillagoe 

Limited in its conduct of the mine's operations, and sought only to investigate 

and attribute blame amongst individuals present at Mount Mulligan. 86 

83. Sydney Morning Herald, 26 March 1887. 

84. Bulli Colliery Aacident: Report of the Royal Commission, N.S.W. 
V.&P., 2nd Session 1887, Vol. 4, pp.271-459. 

85. Mount Kembla Colliery Disaster: Report of the Royal Commission, N.S.W. 
V.&P., 1903, Vol. 5, pp.1-1050; and Conduct of Mr Rogers, as Manager, 
Mount Kembla Colliery, ibid., pp.1051-1226. Both the Bulli and Mount 
Kembla Royal Commissions came to conclusions broadly similar to those 
at Mount Mulligan, attributing the disasters to disregard of safety 
regulations and lax management. 

86. Chillagoe Limited played no formal part in the Commission's proceedings, 
but retained the Cairns law firm McDonnell & Hamlyn Harris in some 
connection with the hearings. (Chillagoe Limited ledger, entry 
29 November 1921.) 
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In forming an opinion on the cause of the disaster, the Royal Commission 

merely narrowed the range of possibilities without conclusively determining 

which of the several remaining must be accepted. Since it is no longer 

possible to come to a conclusive decision on the surviving evidence, the 

question must remain open. It is reasonably certain that the immediate 

cause of the disaster, whether at Number Eleven Bord or elsewhere, lay in 

some neglect of safety precautions: some unknown, probably habitual 

practice which in most other coal-mines would have been detected and 

forbidden long before. 

Beyond the immediate cause of the explosion there lay a host of 

circumstances most of which cannot be established as direct causes of the 

disaster, but which contributed in some way to the likelihood of its 

occurrence. Some of these circumstances are common to all coal-mines. 

Coal-mining is an inherently dangerous occupation, and the constant threat 

of violent death induces in miners a form of cynical fatalism: a 

deterministic outlook which may at times outweigh caution in the handling 

of dangerous conditions. Even in highly dangerous mines there are 

extraordinary accounts of miners coldly flirting with disaster. Miners 

working underground at Bulli in 1887 casually walked a few paces away from 

known sources of escaping firedamp before lighting their pipes! 87 Mount 

Mulligan was regarded as a safe mine, and thus men there felt free to 

exercise more licence in matters of safety than in a gassy mine. 

The men mining at Mount Mulligan in 1921 came from two sources. Those 

from coal-mines elsewhere were almost certainly confronted at Mount Mulligan 

with working conditions safer than those they had previously encountered. 

Alongside them were men previously experienced in metalliferous mines, who, 

uneducated in the coal-mining tradition, were quite possibly unaware of the 

87. Sydney Morning Herald, 2 April 1887. Some British coal-miners in the 
nineteenth century were in the habit of 'puffing out a fiery stream' 
by filling their mouths with firedamp at the coal-seam, and igniting 
it while exhaling. (R.L. Galloway, Annals of Coal Mining and the Coal 
Trade, 2nd Series, London 1904, p.38). Such behaviour among experienced 
miners cannot be attributed to ignorance of the possible consequences -
the only other explanation is fatalistic bravado. 
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dangers inherent in their new surroundings. Whether familiar with conditions 

more dangerous or less so, either class of miner might bring to Mount 

Mulligan potentially disastrous attitudes and practices. The tradition of 

piece-work mining, common to most coal-mines, further predisposed a state 

of mind in which the saving of time was of more value than the observance of 

safety regulations. 

At Mount Mulligan there were more specific circumstances not common 

to all coal-mines, which increased the likelihood of the explosion. The 

climate, hot and dry throughout the spring and summer months, facilitated 

the dispersal of fine, dry coal-dust throughout the workings, increasing 
. . l . 88 its capacity to propagate an exp osion. 

The Chillagoe Company had for two decades consistently demonstrated 

its inability to supervise the operation of its northern mines. Financial 

adversity led the company into penny-pinching habits at Mount Mulligan, 

such as the refusal to supply safe temping material in the mine, and 

possibly the disregard of the coal-dust regulation; paradoxically, loose 

management permitted the profligate distribution of costly explosives to 

unqualified miners. Both circumstances contributed to danger in the mine. 

The isolation of Mount Mulligan led to chronic labour shortage, and 

hence to the use of coal-cutting machines which contributed to the quantity 

of coal-dust dispersed in mining. That same isolation also probably helped 

to maintain a frontier ethos in which disregard of mining regulations was 

seen as a demonstration of hardy masculine individualism. Certainly the 

uniqueness of Mount Mulligan's industry led to unfamiliarity of the visiting 

mining inspectors with the regulations and procedures of the mine, making 

them blind to dangerous practices. 

88. In September, the Mareeba district has an average maximum temperature 
of 82.3°F, and average relative humidity at 9 a.m. of 64%. (ResoUl'ces 
a:nd Industry of Fa:r North Queensland, op.cit., pp.26-27). Conditions 
in the mine would be both hotter and drier than those recorded at the 
surface. 
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In addition, there were purely random circumstances, whose 

contribution to the disaster is indefinable, but which increased its 

likelihood by tending to lower safety standards. The transfers of mining 

inspectors in the months preceding the disaster confused their areas of 

responsibility and reduced their already poor collective familiarity with 

procedures at Mount Mulligan. The new cavil led to confusion and clumsiness 

in the mine on the morning of the disaster, and perhaps the influenza 

epidemic added to this uncertainty. Personal antipathy dividing those in 

authority at the mine made for a social climate in which supervision of 

mining operations was relaxed, and Evans' absence on leave in the months 

before the explosion raises questions about the maintenance of this 

supervision in his absence, and on his return. 

The use of gelignite, unprotected detonators and carbide lamps in the 

mine can not be shown to have helped in any way to cause the explosion, but 

each served to reduce the mine's safety. Casloff cannot be ignored in 

considering the disaster's possible causes. The Royal Commission's case 

for establishing his workplace as the explosion's origin is a poor one, but 

his previous safety record, and particularly the incident involving an 

accidental explosion at Kingsborough, cannot be dismissed as irrelevant. 

Probably more than any other cause, the absence of the miner's bane -

firedamp - allowed careless practices to recur until the morning when the 

laws of probability operated to initiate a coal-dust explosion: 
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The only trouble with that mine, it appears 
to me, was that it was so safe that 
recklessness was possible. The mine was, 
if anything, too safe.89 

89. R.C. p.139. Evidence of Saint-Smith. In interviews on the disaster, 
the theory was twice advanced that the explosion was initiated by an 
accidental detonation of explosives in a skip. Jim McColm (interviewed 
Ipswich, 17 December 1976) referred to the discovery in the mine of a 
skip which had been destroyed by a violent local explosion, and Coal 
Mine Inspector J.T. Taylor is said to have held the same theory. 
(Interview with Inspector R.N. Hardie, Ipswich, 22 December 1976). 
Neither the theory nor the evidence for it is mentioned in the Royal 
Commission proceedings, although reference is made at one point to 
loose explosives with metal tools, indicating the potential for such 
an accident. (R.C. p.76). As neither McColm nor Taylor inspected the 
mine immediately after the disaster, the theory appears to have no 
foundation in first-hand evidence and has not been discussed elsewhere 
in this study; however, it cannot be dismissed as implausible. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE AFTERMATH 

'I don't know whatever took him to such a desolate 
region, up amongst the blacks to lose his life.' 

(Sister of a Mount Mulligan 
disaster victim to Theodore, 
1922) 





THE AFTERMATH 

The Mount Mulligan disaster was not the greatest of its kind in 

Australia when measured in absolute terms of cost in human life. Both the 

Bulli and Mount Kembla explosions killed more men. But both these earlier 

disasters occurred within a few miles of Wollongong, in sizeable communities 

in close contact with other coal-mining towns. In its impact on the local 

community, the Mount Mulligan disaster was incomparably greater because of 

the completeness of the death toll, the isolation of the township and the 

size of the community. 

At both Bulli and Mount Kembla there were survivors: at Mount Kembla 

at least 160 men escaped alive from the mine. 1 Some of these were not even 

aware of the explosion until they emerged at the end of their shift. No-one 

in the Mount Mulligan mine at the time of the explosion survived. The 

totality of the loss of life at Mount Mulligan, evident in the early stages 

of the rescue attempt, gave an air of hopelessness to the search for the 

dead that followed, and yet the operation continued for four days at 

considerable risk to the searchers. 

More recent practice, when it has been established that a mine contains 

no survivors after an explosion, is to seal the mine entrances rather than 

risk further loss of life in recovering the dead. Two recent coal-mine 

disasters in Queensland demonstrate this difference in approach: on 31 July 

1972 an explosion at Box Flat colliery, Ipswich, killed three men a short 

distance inside the mine entrance and entombed another fourteen, eight of 

them members of the Mines Rescue Squad who had been called in to deal with 

a fire in the mine. Within six hours, all entrances to the mine were sealed 

in order to extinguish underground fires; the violence of the explosion 

demonstrated that none of the fourteen men underground could have survived. 2 

Similarly, after the explosion of 20 September 1975 in the Kianga mine which 

1. Mount Kembla Colliery Disaster, op.ait., pp.16-17. 

2. Courier Mail, 1 August 1972. A new section of the Box Flat mine was 
abandoned and flooded in March 1977 when it began to heat, presumably 
from spontaneous combustion of coal. After the Kianga disaster, the 
Q.C.E.U. had instructed its members to remove themselves from any 
underground mine in the event of heating or fire. (Q.P.D. Vol. 272, 
1976-77, p.1986). 
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trapped thirteen men underground, the mine was sealed after drill-hole 

samples of the mine atmosphere established that fires were burning in the 

mine, and that the utterly remote possibility of men having survived did 

not justify the risk to rescuers' lives that entry to the mine would entail. 3 

Neither mine has been reopened. 

Had the Mount Mulligan disaster occurred in the 1970's, expert opinion 

would almost certainly have demanded that the mine be permanently sealed and 

another mine be opened for production elsewhere on the coal-seam. But at 

Mount Mulligan in 1921, such decisions were not immediately in the hands of 

remote authority, nor were the possible consequences of a rescue attempt as 

clearly understood. The decision to re-enter the mine was made spontaneously 

by the Mount Mulligan community, and even when it was apparent that no 

survivors would be found, the work of recovery was maintained. There is no 

evidence of even passing thought having been given to abandoning the mine; 

the surviving community clearly assumed from the first moments that the 

mine would re-open, and that the first step in recovery must obviously be 

the removal and burial of the dead. Community pressure would probably 

have defeated any attempt at sealing the mine. 

The isolation of Mount Mulligan made the disaster a private thing, 

involving only the immediate members of the close-knit community in the 

first hours after the explosion. The labour and resources of the town 

itself provided the only means of coping with the disaster, and the bereaved 

of the community had only their equally-afflicted neighbours for solace 

during the first day. The number personally involved in the aftermath grew 

progressively as volunteers came from steadily increasing distances: first 

miners from close communities such as Kingsborough and Wolfram, then people 

of more diverse backgrounds from distant towns. The Mount Mulligan residents 

were increasingly isolated in a large body of strangers. In the Wollongong 

3. Report of an Accident at Kianga No. 1 Underground Mine, (Queensland 
Department of Mines, 1976) p.23, and A.R. 1975, p.79. The Mines 
Rescue Squad was at Kianga hours before the mine was sealed, but, 
probably as a result of the Box Flat experience, no attempt was made 
to enter the mine. 
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area, where the 1887 and 1902 disasters occurred, there was a large district 

of coal-mining communities with an established coal-based tradition; Mount 

Mulligan was an isolated town, its coal-mining lore and the ethos that 

arose from it quite alien to the surrounding district. The residents of 

the town were united in a private cataclysm which out-siders could not fully 

share. 

The isolation and unique industry of Mount Mulligan also created 

practical difficulties in the aftermath. On 19 September, Mines Minister 

A.J. Jones wired to Mount Mulligan, offering to send the Ipswich Life Saving 

Brigade with rescue equipment. The journey Jones envisaged from Ipswich to 

Mount Mulligan in 1921 would have involved a series of alternate railway and 

motor vehicle stages along the route of the unfinished coastal railway, a 

nine hour launch trip from Lucinda to Mourilyan, and a special train from 

there to Mount Mulligan. He believed it could be done in only three days, 

pointing out that 'men had been entombed for a longer period than that ... and 

had been recovered alive. 14 

Laun naturally declined this incredible offer, 5 realizing as Jones did 

not that the only work to be done at Mount Mulligan was removal of the dead, 

which could be done with the resources at hand. Even had there been men 

trapped alive in the mine, their rescue would have been accomplished sooner 

at the arduous pace that was being achieved than by the rescue odyssey 

proposed by Jones. 

Mount Mulligan's isolation thus rendered useless the State's only means 

of coping with a coal-mine explosion, and also contributed to the impact of 

the disaster on the community; of incomparable magnitude relative to the 

population of the town. There is no accurate record of the number of people 

in Mount Mulligan in 1921 but a careful examination of available figures 

suggests a population of about 350. 6 About a third of the adults in Mount 

Mulligan died in the disaster. 

4. Brisbane CouPier>, 20 September 1921. 

5. Ibid., 22 September 1921. 

6. See Appendix D. 
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About 40 of the dead were married - 21 of their wives lived in Mount 

Mulligan - and 35 of them were survived by dependent children - 83 children 

in all. 7 Several of the miners killed were very young: in 1921 a boy could 

work alone in the mine at sixteen and was allowed underground at fourteen, 

if accompanied by his father. 8 Only 33 of the miners killed had relatives 

living in Mount Mulligan. Three had left wives in Broken Hill on going to 

find work in North Queensland, six were recent arrivals from Wonthaggi, and 

thirteen others were from outside Queensland. Seven had their only known 

relatives in Britain. 9 

A summary of this kind gives a cold impression of the impact of the 

simultaneous deaths of 75 men and boys in a community of about 350 people. 

The immediate response of the survivors was to rush to the mine entrance to 

seek news of relatives, but some instinctive, disciplined recognition of the 

boundary of the underground miner's domain halted the movement at that 

point. Watson had no difficulty in controlling entry into the mine, and no 

attempt to enter was made during the ensuing days by those unqualified to 

carry out rescue work. There were still recognized leaders in authority at 

the mine entrance after the explosion, and the community was prepared to 

accept decisions handed down from their accepted position of expertize. 

Possibly if J.T. Watson and Jim Harris had died in the mine, the situation 

at the entrance might have been different. 10 

Interviews with those present, and photographs of the scene, 

suggest that the majority of the adult relatives of the miners killed 

7. R.C. pp.165-166 and Report on the Mount Mulligan Relief Funds, pp.2-4. 
One of the dead miners, an unmarried boy of seventeen, left a 
posthumous child. 

8. Interview with Jim McColm, Ipswich, 17 December 1976. 

9. R.C., op.cit. See also Public Curator to Under-Secretary, Chief 
Secretary's Office, 24 July 1922, Q.S.A. PRE A848, 22/06834; and 
Relief Funds, op.cit., pp.1-4. 

10. One witness claimed that the women at the mine entrance threatened to 
take picks and shovels and enter the mine immediately after Watson 
forbade entry. All other accounts, however, suggest resigned acceptance 
on the part of those present. 
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remained at the mine entrance until a recognizable member of their family 

was carried out, or otherwise until the search operation finished on the 

Friday following the explosion: 

The women folk were stationed on a little rise 
a fair distance from the mouth of the tunnel 
.... They refused food, saying it would choke 
them, and would not hear of going to their 
homes. Their usual reply was, "Oh, no, my man 
may be brought out, and even if he does not 
live he may have life enough to say a parting 
word to me; I would not like to miss the 
chance of a word before he died. 11 11 

The atmosphere at the mine entrance during those four days alternated 

between hours of silent waiting and short periods of hasty activity. The 

women, dressed in the customary long white dresses and straw hats of the 

time, sat together on the shale-dump beside the ropeway. When stretcher 

bearers emerged with a body, the group rose and moved forward, some of them 

going to inspect the man if he was not readily identified. 12 Some of the 

women refused food and remained awake for the entire period; and toward the 

end the psychological strain they underwent was reflected in a change of 

mood from silent commiseration to seemingly callous black humour. Two 

witnesses recall sudden eerie peals of hysterical laughter erupting from 

the group of women, to be followed abruptly by total silence. 

The complete disruption of the normal functioning of the community, 

and the influx of rescue workers during the days following the disaster 

demanded some emergency measures. Men were billeted in the hotels, the hall 

and private homes. The two hotels provided meals, cooked by volunteers and 

served to the rescue workers and miners' relatives at the mine entrance: 

11. Cairns Post, 22 September 1921. 

12. Interview with Mary Wardle, Ravenshoe, 13 August 1976; and see Taylor 
photographs of the mine entrance, taken about the afternoon of 
Thursday, 22 September. 
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Mrs Pearce, a grand old lady, and her daughter, 
Mrs MacDonald .... have never left their post at 
the mouth of the piti where they are supplying 
tea to the rescuers. 3 

Practical assistance was received from outside Mount Mulligan: the women 

of Gordonvale, a sugar-milling town south of Cairns, provided pre-cooked 

meals by train. 14 Even so, the supply of food was short and meat was 

requisitioned from nearby pastoralists. There may have been attempts at 

profiteering - one witness recalls mob action against a butcher who raised 

his price after the influx of volunteers15 - but some of those who supplied 

food to the down did so free of charge. 16 

The children of Mount Mulligan presented a problem. The school closed 

on the day of the disaster and remained closed for over two weeks. 17 The 

children had to be kept away from the mine and the goods shed, entertained, 

fed and comforted in a town where most of the adults were numbed with grief 

or utterly preoccupied with the task of searching the mine. The town's 

projector was set up in the blacked-out hall, and the meagre supply of films 

on hand was shown repeatedly for days in an attempt to keep the children 

occupied. Nellie Hourston was given charge of the children, but the 

distress and novelty of the situation lured those who could escape toward 

the mine, where harassed volunteers maintained watch to keep them at a 

distance. 18 

Apart from the few brief instances of hysteria at the mine entrance 

late in the week, the response of the Mount Mulligan community was calm 

13. Brisbane Courier, 23 September 1921. Chillagoe Limited met the expense 
of accommodation and provisions for rescue workers. (Chillagoe Limited 
ledger, entries 26 October and 29 November 1921). 

14. Ibid., 24 September 1921. 

15. Interview with Jack Watson, Slade Point, 6 March 1977. 

16. Letter from W.P. Crowley, Hodgkinson pastoralist, in Cairns Post, 
18 October 1921. 

17. Smith to Under-Secretary, Public Instruction, telegram 19 September 
1921: 'Explosion at mine parents of nearly all children entombed 
school closed', Q.S.A. EDU 21930 38/1893, 21/43660; and telegram 
27 September, ibid., 21/44825. 

18. Interviews with Ivy O'Gorman, Cairns, 3 & 5 January 1976; and Jack 
Watson, Slade Point, 6 March 1977. 
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Women and rescue workers near the mine entrance after the explosion. 
This photograph is a retouched assemblage of two photographs from 
different positions. (Taylor/Q.N.) 
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Rescue workers bringing coffins up the ropeway. Note the group of 
women on the shale dump in the background. (Taylor/ NQR , 3 October 
1921) 
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acceptance of the disaster and orderly attempts to restore the mine. There 

appears to have been little irrational behaviour or breakdown in social 

organization. The first rescue attempts were conducted intelligently, 

despite the inadequate resources available, and there was then an easy 

transition to external authority in the organization of the relief work and 

the running of the disrupted community, despite the sudden influx of 

strangers. Part of this response can be attribut~d to the disciplined 

collective spirit commonly observed in coal-mining communities: 

Mine-workers ... develop both a strong locality and 
a strong craft consciousness. Mining communities 
live in relative isolation, even in big towns .... 
This in itself tends to strengthen exclusiveness 
and self-consciousness .... The individual mine-worker, 
indeed, is never free from the dominance of mass 
ideas and mass feeling. These contribute an 
unconscious bias to his judgments, so that whatever 
individuality he does express is limited to the 
range set by the collective over-mind. This is a 
key to the understanding of much of the behaviour 
which is a perpetual enigma to those unfamiliar 
with mining.19 

Within this ethos, the response to disaster was conditioned by awareness 

that an event such as a mine explosion is a risk inherent in the craft: 

'I wondered every morning when I said goodbye whether I would see him that 
. h ,20 n1.g t. 

The behaviour of the relief workers was almost entirely exemplary, and 

the appreciation of the community for their efforts created a sense of 

common purpose among townspeople and strangers for the few days of the rescue 

effort. There is no doubt of the courage and endurance displayed by the 

majority of volunteers. The press published stirring accounts of individual 

dedication, 21 and generalized with excessive metaphor: 

19. F.R.E. Mauldon, The Economics of Australian Coal, Melbourne 1929, 
pp.160-161. Mauldon's observation precedes a description of the 
industrial tradition among Australian coal-miners. 

20. Miner's wife interviewed after Springhill (Nova Scotia) coal-mine 
disaster, 1958, quoted in R.A. Lucas, Men in Crisis, New York 1969, p.4. 
Lucas also comments on the miners' need to suppress their fears in 
order to remain at the work, quoting for example: "If you really 
thought about it, you wouldn't work in it, would you?" ibid., p.33. 

21. See anecdotes in Brisbane Courier, 21 September 1921. 
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When the history of our young island-country 
comes to be written, names of the men and 
women who took part in the Mount Mulligan 
disaster rescue work will be emblazoned for 
ever on the forefront scroll of fame.22 

Among the Mount Mulligan people, however, there was some resentment 

toward those attracted by the spectacle, who came to Mount Mulligan without 

intending to work. News reporters were regarded as undesirable intruders 

- 'The journalists flocked in! 123 Even among the volunteers there were the 

sight-seers and the work-shy: 

When the need for help became known along the 
railway from Cairns inland, the response was 
most generous. Most of the volunteers did their 
best with no thought of payment or reward. They 
simply looked upon it as duty. There were a few 
however who showed a very poor spirit, apparently 
coming to the mine out of idle curiosity and not 
to work. Another small section, who came later 
could not face the horrid sights and smells and 
quietly drifted away. This was easily understood 
when a number of strong men had their stomachs 
turned. 24 

This element of 'very poor spirit' included someone who turned the confusion 

of the time to advantage by systematically looting the relief workers' 

lodgings while they were absent at the mine. Among the victims were Laun 

and Dunlop who had possessions stolen from their room at O'Brien's Hotel. 25 

The time of confusion was relatively short. Since the first objective 

in the crisis was the recovery of the dead, the volunteers were sent home 

22. Cairns Post, 23 September 1921. 

23. Interview with Mary Wardle, Ravenshoe, 13 August 1976. The sameness of 
the reports in most newspapers suggests that in fact the number of 
journalists was very small, but perhaps limited access to telegraph 
facilities forced them to combine their reports. Only one photographer, 
A.L. Taylor of Cairns, visited the disaster scene, and his surviving 
photographs all appear to have been taken within a period of a few 
hours, at most. 

24. Laun to Under-Secretary, Chief Secretary's Office, 19 November 1921. 
Q.S.A. PRE A848, 21/10115. 

25. Interview with Nellie Franklin, Malanda, 13 August 1976. 
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after the majority of the bodies had been removed. About 100 whom the 

Cairns Post described as 'rescue workers' left Mount Mulligan by train on 

Thursday morning, although these may have included many of the superfluous 

visitors since the search of the mine continued unabated throughout Thursday. 

With the last three bodies located, the Mareeba and Cairns volunteers left 

late on Thursday, leaving the Mungana and Chillagoe volunteers and the local 
26 residents to complete the work. 

Once past the need for concerted response to the crisis, the Mount 

Mulligan community collapsed. Many of the townspeople left with the 

volunteers, and a report from the town on the Friday following the disaster 

said: 'to-morrow's train will scarcely leave any one at Mount Mulligan.• 27 

The number who remained is difficult to assess, especially since many of 

those who left went only to places such as Mareeba or Herberton, to return 

in the following weeks. Widows and children with no surviving relatives in 

Mount Mulligan in most cases left within the week and never returned. But 

the short-term exodus can have been only partial, as surface workers and 

some miners resumed work immediately after the search operation finished. 

About 60 men were employed on the cokeworks and 'the new tunnel' - presumably 

Number Four Adit, soon to be abandoned. 28 The school also reopened within 

a few weeks at a reduced but substantial attendance level. 

The impression gained from all sources is of an immediate, major 

evacuation of the town with a slow reoccupation within three or four weeks. 

But the temporary exodus from Mount Mulligan was followed by a steady 

permanent departure: in the months following the explosion a great number 

of the town's residents left, never to return. Not only the miners' 

families were affected - within months the mine manager, both teachers, the 

station-master, the butcher and the licensee of the 'top' hotel had left, 
29 and been replaced. 

26. Cairns Post, 23 September 1921, and see Filer letter. 

27. Brisbane Courier, 24 September 1921. 

28. Ibid., 30 September 1921. 

29. The turnover in population that followed the disaster was described in 
interviews with Ivy O'Gorman, Mary Wardle, Doris Smith and Lily Spiers, 
and is confirmed by changes in the town's listings in business 
directories and the State Electoral Roll. 
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Initiatives for the relief of the families of the miners killed began 

immediately after the disaster. Salvation Army Commandant Smith of Cairns 

began to distribute relief money in Mount Mulligan in the first days after 

the explosion, 30 and the Colliery Employees' Union provided early sustenance 

payments: £4,000 was wired to Mareeba on 21 September to cover payments to 

dependants of Union members. 31 Union President Kilpatrick and Secretary 

D.A. Gledson, M.L.A., arrived in Mount Mulligan on 28 September and 

supervised the payment of grants of £50 per man killed. 32 

On the day following the disaster Woothakata Shire Clerk John Rank 

contacted Watson in Mount Mulligan to ascertain the need for relief, and 

with the approval of Shire Chairman Atherton, wired to a number of Queensland 

local authorities soliciting donations for a relief fund to be administered 

by the shire: 

Immediate financial assistance required widows 
and orphans Mount Mulligan. Kindly open lists 
forwarding through Woothakata Shire Council 
Mareeba.33 

Rank also organized accommodation in Mareeba for families of the dead miners, 

and on Friday, the day the exodus from Mount Mulligan was underway, visited 

the town, but found that the accommodation was not wanted: 

30. Brisbane Cou::t'ier, 23 September 1921. 

31. Ibid., 22 September 1921. The union paid £3,460 in Sickness and Death 
Fund payments in the second half of 1921. There is no record of the 
amount of this paid to Mt Mulligan dependants, but only £680 had been 
paid from the fund in the first half of the year. (Half-yearly 
statement and balance sheets, Q.C.E.U. office, Ipswich.) 

32. Ibid., 30 September 1921. Chillagoe Limited also made ad hoe payments 
of £5 to £10 to fifteen dependents, apparently according to immediate 
need (Chillagoe Limited ledger, entries 23 September, 5 October and 
9 & 10 November 1921), and paid outstanding local debts of dead miners. 
(Ibid., 29 November 1921). 

33. Rank to Mayor of Brisbane, telegram 20 September 1921, quoted in 
Cairns Post, 22 September 1921. 
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Mr John Rank, clerk of Woothakata Shire, arrived 
at Mount Mulligan today. His main mission is as 
representative of the people of Mareeba, offering 
homes for housing widows and families from Mount 
Mulligan. He has personally seen fourteen widows, 
and none will accept the change just now.34 

This rebuff was the first indication that the relief measures offered by 

the Woothakata Shire Council did not necessarily meet with the approval of 

the people of Mount Mulligan. 

Other funds opened throughout the state. Archbishop Duhig sent Watson 
35 £173 collected at a fund-raising dinner of Catholic clergy. Local 

authorities, newspapers, unions and charitable organizations opened their 

own funds: the Mayor of Brisbane, declining Rank's offer, chose to open his 

own appeal at a lunch-hour meeting in the To,,m Hall on Tuesday, 
36 27 September. 

Official succour was also at hand. Under the Ryan government's 

Workers' Compensation Acts 1916-1918, the miners killed at Mount Mulligan 

were insured in the State Insurance Office for sums of £300 to £600, 

depending on the extent of dependence on them. Attorney-General J. Mullan 

estimated the cost of this compensation to the state at £40,000: 

"This is one of the most deplorable and terrible 
disasters which has befallen Queensland," said 
the Minister for Justice (Mr J. Mullan) yesterday. 
"It will be some little consolation to know that 
the dependants of those who are killed will be 
entitled to compensation up to a maximum sum of 
£600. 11 j 8 

37 

The proliferating local funds began making erratic ad hoe payments to 

the families of the dead, in Mount Mulligan and elsewhere. Payments sent to 

Watson, Dunlop and the Mount Mulligan police were distributed on the basis 

34. Ibid., 24 September 1921. 

35. Brisbane Cov.:r'ier, 22 & 26 September 1921. 

36. Ibid., 23 September 1921. 

37. Cairns Post, 4 October 1921. 

38. Brisbane Cov.:r'ier, 21 September 1921. 
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of immediate need. Early in October Rank wired a small payment from the 

shire fund to each widow in a place other than Mount Mulligan, and requested 

from each a list of dependent children as a basis for further payments. 39 

Local jealousy over the distribution of relief money soon developed. A 

meeting of the Cairns Shire Council on 14 October debated the problem that 

donations had been collected for three weeks, but no-one had yet applied for 

aid, nor did any organization exist to administer it. Some degree of 

contention between the Cairns and Woothakata Shires was evident, for the 

meeting considered passing the money to the State 'to avoid jealousy amongst 

local administrations', and finally resolved to have Shire Chairman 

S.H. Warner confer with Councillor Atherton on the formation of a committee 

to administer the payments. 40 

There was a swift response to the Cairns Shire Council's deliberations. 

Two days later the 1voothakata Shire Council arinounced that a local committee 

had been formed in Mount Mulligan to collect information on those needing 

relief. 41 Rank stated that £20 had been paid to each absent bereaved 

family, £1000 in all, with £2500 still in hand, and called a meeting of all 

Cairns Harbour Board region local authorities in Mareeba to administer the 

fund. The announcement was prompted because: 

The Woothakata Shire Council desires to give the 
matter of receipt and administration of relief funds 
every publicity, in order to remove from the 
public mind the effect of irresponsible statements, 
some of which have appeared in the press and elsewhere 
and have been called to the attention of the Chairman 
and Shire Council.42 

39. Cairns Post, 10 October 1921. 

40. Ibid., 15 October 1921. Note that Cairns had both a Shire and a Town 
Council. 

41. The committee consisted of warden Dunlop, stationmaster Franklin, 
headteacher Smith, storekeeper Grainer and a prospector named Hopkins. 

42. Cairns Post, 17 October 1921. It is not clear what 'irresponsible 
statements' had been made, although it is evident from other sources 
that other local authorities and the people of Mount Mulligan regarded 
the Woothakata Shire Council's efforts with suspicion. On 25 October, 
the Cairns Town Council advised Rank that the meeting of local 
authorities was unnecessary, since the Relief Funds Bill was before 
parliament. (Ibid., 26 October 1921). 
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Some form of coordination of the relief effort was required. On 

27 September, Gledson had asked Theodore in the Legislative Assembly: 

Will he take steps to have a trust fund formed 
for the receipt and the distribution of funds 
subscribed for the relief of the relatives of 
the unfortunate victims of the recent colliery 
disaster at Mount Mulligan?43 

No action was taken for nearly a month after Gledson's question, but in 

mid-October, when the Woothakata Shire Council's reluctance to co-operate 

with other bodies was beginning to attract the attention of the Northern 

press, legislation was drafted to control the collection and distribution 

of relief money. The Mount Mulligan Relief Funds Bill was introduced on 

24 October, passed all stages in the Assembly with no serious debate, and 
44 was passed by the Council the following day. 

The Relief Funds Act provided that all funds paid for the relief of 

Mount Mulligan dependants were to vest in.trustees, who would dispose of 

them for the dependants' benefit. 45 The three appointed trustees, Public 

Curator F.W. Mole (Chairman), Brisbane Mayor H.J. Diddams and H.J. Ryan, 
46 member for Cook, met on 28 November 1921 and drew up a policy for 

payments from the relief fund: £100 was to be paid immediately to 

each dependent widow, 'having regard to sums already received by them from 

local authorities'; £100 was to be invested for each dependent child at 

4% compound interest, the sum realized to be paid to the child on its 

43. Q.P.D., Vol. 37, 1921, p.930. 

44. Ibid., Vol. 138, pp.1723-1724, 1822-1823 and 1864. While the bill 
was short and contained no measures in any way contentious, debate 
was probably expedited by the imminence of the Constitution Act 
Amendment Bill which finally succeeded in abolishing the Legislative 
Council; initiated in the Assembly about an hour after the initiation 
of the Relief Funds Bill. (Ibid., p.1729). 

45. Q;ueensZand Statutes, Vol. 11, pp.9811-9813; and see also the 
Regulations under the Act, Q.G.G. Vol. 117, 19 November 1921, p.1635. 

46. Q.G.G., op.ait., p.1633. 
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21st birthday; and £14,000 was to be invested to provide an annuity at 

twelve shillings per week for the maintenance of each child. 47 

However, the Woothakata Shire Council remained intent on administering 

its own relief program. A meeting of the Council on 7 November resolved to 

evade the requirements of the Relief Funds Act by distributing the funds 

they had collected before the trustees could act to restrain them. The 

people of Mount Mulligan protested vigorously and requested state 

intervention: 

Meeting Council Mareeba Monday decided 
distribute entire relief fund held by them 
approximately three thousand pounds to 
dependants immediately to avoid government 
control fear discrimination will not be 
used and circumstances each case considered 
local committee and majority dependants 
here desire government control and 
distribution.48 

An acrimonious struggle developed over the right to distribute relief 

funds. The Council sought exemption from the provisions of the Act which 

allowed for exemption of established funds. 49 When the request was refused, 

the Council found a distant but influential ally in the Lord Mayor of 

Melbourne, J.W. Swanson, who presided over a substantial fund which was 

beyond the reach of Queensland legislation. At Councillor Atherton's 

request, Swanson announced his intention to withhold the Victorian funds 

47. Mole to Under-Secretary, Chief Secretary's Office, 24 July 1922. Q.S.A. 
PRE A848, 22/06834; and see Relief Funds, pp.1-4. £34,624/14/2 had 
been donated to the fund by the time of Mole's letter. The Annual 
Report of the Public Curator records the steady diminution of the trust 
fund until 1931, when £9,423/9/5 remained invested, and 36 children 
were recipients. The fund is not mentioned after 1933, when Mole 
retired. 

48. Franklin, Secretary Local Committee to Attorney General, telegram 
9 November 1921, Q.S.A. PRE A848, 21/09183. The telegram has been 
annotated 'Urgent' in the Justice Department, and 'Attach to Bill as 
passed' in the Chief Secretary's Department on the same date. The Act 
received assent on 7 November 1921. 

49. Queensland Statutes, op.cit., p.9813; and Rank to Theodore, urgent 
telegram 12 November 1921, Q.S.A. PRE A848, 21/09367. The request for 
exemption is annotated 'Mr Gillies [M.L.A. Eacham] has conveyed to 
Rank the Premier's decision. 14-XI-21.' 
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'until he was satisfied that they were going to the proper authorities' and 
50 would not be used 'as a means of advertisement for a political party'. 

Swanson's response implies that the Woothakata Shire Council's attitude 

stemmed from party political motivation as well as a parochial attempt at 

self-aggrandizement. Once the political issue was in the open, the 

vigorously anti-Labor Cai?as Post weighed in against the Queensland 

government: 

So well and truly distrusted and detested is 
the Minority Government of Queensland that the 
Lord Mayor of Melbourne declines to commit to 
its keeping the relief funds raised in that 
city for the sufferers at Mount Mulligan. It 
is not believed that even in so purely charitable 
a matter, the Theodorian pledge-breakers can 
be trusted to act without political bias .... 
Queensland's present ministers would work 
political bias into a weather forecast if the 
thing could only be done and there was profit 
in it to themselves.51 

The resistance was a futile gesture, however, since all relief money 

in Queensland came under the provisions of the Act, and while Swanson could 

retain his money indefinitely, he had no means of distributing it among 

Mount Mulligan dependants without bringing it under the control of the 

trustees. The Shire Council surrendered in early December, protesting it 

'had not received the consideration and courtesy it was entitled to 152 and 

submitted over £4000 to the trustees on 12 January 1922. £6000 was received 
53 from the Lord Mayor of Melbourne on 16 January. The whole vulgar 

controversy had served only to divert public attention from the situation of 

the women and children who were left without financial support by the 

Mount Mulligan disaster. 

50. Brisbane CoU:t'ier, 26 November 1921. 

51. Cairns Post, 29 November 1921. 

52. Rank to Theodore, 13 December 1921, Q.S.A. 
letter is annotated 'Don't bother acting'. 
15 December 1921, reporting the Woothakata 
8 December. 

53. Relief Funds, p.6. 
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The method of payment adopted by the trustees proved satisfactory to 

the majority of recipients, although the amount distributed from the relief 

fund was much smaller than the workers' compensation payment, and so 

probably attracted less attention. In all, the widow of a Mount Mulligan 

miner should have received £600 as workers' compensation, £100 from the 

relief funds, £50 from the union and at least £20 from the shire: a total 

of £770 from different sources, in addition to a continuing annuity of 

twelve shillings a week, or £31/4/- per annum, for support of each of her 

children, who were further provided for at the age of 21. By comparison, 

most Mount Mulligan wage miners in 1921 earned between four and five pounds 

a week, or between £200 and £250 in a year. 54 

Complaints about the distribution of compensation and relief payments 

generally arose from misunderstanding of the methods of payment, or the 

slowness of the trustees, rather than from the size of the payments 

eventually made. In 1921, Queensland was quite advanced in its provision 

for the dependants of victims of industrial accidents. A call from the 

Sydney Labour Council for action by the Queensland government allowed 

Attorney-General Mullan to make a well-publicised reply: 

"The Workers' Compensation Act 1916 to 1918," 
which was passed by the present Queensland Labor 
Government, copy of which I forward under 
separate cover, gives the workers in Queensland 
greater compensation, including death benefits, 
than any other State in the Commonwealth.SS 

The trustees were hampered by lack of knowledge of the dependants of 

many of the dead miners. Their published report of July 1922 had eleven men 
56 noted 'Dependants not at present known', even at that late date. The 

54. Adult coal miners' wages in the Northern Division varied from 17/1 to 
£1/-/4 a shift, depending on the work done. At Mount Mulligan there 
were five shifts a week, but the mine was usually closed for part of 
the year. Piecework miners earned 6/5 per ton in the longwall workings 
and 9/2i per ton in the bard-and-pillar workings, probably yielding 
weekly earnings comparable with those of the better-paid wage men. 
(Coalmining State Award, op.eit., pp.720-721.) 

55. Mullan to President, Sydney Labour Council, 3 October 1921. Q.S.A. 
JUS Gl99 (letterbook), p.404. 

56. Relief Funds, pp.2-4. 
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formula for assessment of payment to dependants assumed a stable home 

situation, with a miner supporting a wife and children. In fact the domestic 

arrangements of a number of the Mount Mulligan miners had been rather more 

complex, and several of them contributed to the support of other relatives, 

some of them in distant places: 

I received a letter dated 26 June notifying me 
to call at Bank as the cheque was forwarded 
£180 but I refused to sign. My dear brothers 
loss to me is more than all the compensation, 
my husband died many years ago and left me 
with three children only babies, and my 
darling Brother never forgot me or my 
children .... I don't know what ever took him 
to such a desolate region, up amongst the blacks 
to lose his life .... I would like you to try and 
get a better compensation as I am very much in 
need of it and anything but well myself.57 

For some months, the principal sources of complaint among recipients of 

relief and compensation were three widows at Broken Hill: Elizabeth Cairney, 

Elsie Bollen and Martha Regan. After the first payments were made in 

January 1922, each woman wrote to Theodore, complaining of their inadequacy: 

With the combined amounts I have received from 
the Workers' Compensation Act and the "Mt Mulligan 
Relief Funds Act 1921, I have received £300 .... It 
may appear to be a grand thing to the men who have 
arranged this matter in this alleged scientific 
manner, but as far as I am concerned (and I think 
considering I am the person who will have to do 
the washing to keep the children) I think that I 
am the best able to judge which is right and 
which is wrong .... I appeal to you as the head of 
the great Labor Movement to see that this matter 
is arranged in such a manner as to allow this 
money to be drawn to enable women in my position 
to rear their children as they should be reared.58 

57. Margaret Ruane to Theodore, 4 July 1922, Q.S.A. PRE A848, 22/06405. 
Mrs Ruane received £125 from the Relief Fund, and £180 compensation, 
with no provision for her children. (Relief Funds, p.3). There is 
no record of her case having been reviewed. 

58. Elizabeth Cairney to Theodore, 16 February 1922, Q.S.A. PRE A848, 
no file number. 
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At the time of these complaints, no final decision had been made on the 

size of the payments that could be afforded from the growing relief fund, 

and those complaining seemed unaware of the significance of the money 

invested for their children, and the fact that part of the compensation 

payment of £600 was also to be paid in the form of annuities. The 'ladies 

at Broken Hill' were regarded with a degree of suspicion by the trustees, 

since the wording and typed format of their letters were very similar, and 

their complaints were not echoed by dependants in other places: 

Until the trustees know exactly what funds 
they will ultimately have at their disposal, 
and what beneficiaries will ultimately have 
to be provided for, they do not deem it 
prudent, at the present time, to make a more 
liberal payment than that covered by the 
abovementioned resolution. It is possible, 
and very probably, that later on further 
payments will be made, but I have not deemed 
it prudent to advise the ladies at Broken 
Hill to this effect, as the only opposition 
received by the Trustees is from three 
widows residing at the one centre, Broken 
Hill. 59 

When the final form of the payments was decided, their provisions 

were more generous than had been anticipated. Mrs Cairney, for example, 

who had complained of receiving only £300 to maintain herself and her 

three children, was ultimately granted an additional £400 cash compensation, 

and £1/16/- per week children's maintenance, in addition to the £100 

invested for each of her children at 21 years of age. 60 When the full 

extent of the payments was made known, most of the complaints evaporated. 

Elizabeth Cairney, whose case has been scrutinized simply because it is 

among the best documented, ought to be quoted in her gracious final letter 

to Theodore: 

59. Mole to Under-Secretary, Chief Secretary's Office, 2 February 1922, 
Q.S.A. PRE A848, 22/01023. 

60. Relief Funds, p.2. 
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I am deeply and sincerely grateful to you for 
the interest you have taken in the matter, and 
the sensible and effective way you have 
decided to pay the money to the children, which 
will be of some use in the rearing of my 
children.61 

The compensation and relief ultimately paid seems to have satisfied 

all recipients. But during the lengthy process of assessing the claims, 

dissatisfaction arose from the excessive secrecy in which the trustees 

cloaked their proceedings, and their lack of tact and sympathy in 

correspondence with dependants. This administrative insensitivity, and the 

political manoeuvring that surrounded the collection of relief funds, 

served to confuse and delay payment, and gave rise to a regrettable public 

impression of its handling. 

* * * 

The superb spontaneous effort of the Mount Mulligan rescue attempt was 

only achieved by ignoring normal considerations of expense and proper 

channels. The rescue workers rallied to Mount Mulligan's assistance with 

little thought to matters such as wages or insurance. Trains were 

commandeered and equipment borrowed in highly irregular circumstances in the 

atmosphere of heroic improvisation that followed the arrival of dramatic 

telegrams requesting help. In the disaster's aftermath, the attempt to sort 

out these spontaneous measures led to further instances of controversy. 

In the question of payment and insurance of the rescue workers, the 

state government acted magnanimously, if inefficiently. During the rescue 

operation at Mount Mulligan, Attorney-General Mullan made special provision 

to guarantee compensation to the volunteer workers, without payment of 

61. Elizabeth Cairney to Theodore, 21 March 1922, Q.S.A. PRE A848, no file 
number. Theodore's personal prestige in mining areas is evident in 
the number of cases in which letters from the public were addressed to 
him, rather than to more appropriate but less familiar officials; and 
in the tone of the letters. 
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premiums. In view of the risk normally attendant on coal-mine rescue work 

this seems a generous measure, but it was not made until 22 September, when 

the hazards of rescue work at Mount Mulligan had greatly diminished. 62 The 

payment of wages to the rescue workers presented more difficult problems. 

Chillagoe Limited employees were paid normal wages during the rescue work, 

but no thought was given at first to the payment of volunteers from other 

places. During the brief debate in the Legislative Assembly on the Mount 

Mulligan Relief Funds Bill on 24 October, Theodore erred by stating that 

'most, if not all, of the men engaged in the actual rescue work were paid 

their wages.• 63 This blunder elicited a number of enquiries from the great 

majority of rescue workers who had not been paid. In response to a telegram 

from the Mayor of Cairns, J.G. Hoare, pointing out that none of the Cairns 

volunteers had received any wages, 64 Theodore replied: 

Government will pay rescuers wages lost 
during absence from ordinary work during 
rescue operations.65 

For months afterward, the Chief Secretary's Office received letters from men 

who claimed to have worked in the Mount Mulligan rescue, and who had 

afterwards heard that others had been paid for doing so: 

Now Sir I am a working man with wife & 5 
Children & the time could hardly be Spared 
but when a Man in Business in cairns can 
get Recompensed by Your Government it seems 
hardly Fair that I who entered and worked 

62. Q.P.D. Vol. 137, 1921, p.851. Mullan's reply to a question from 
H.J. Ryan, M.L.A., Cook. 

63. Ibid., Vol. 138, p.1724. 

64. Cairns Post, 26 October 1921, and see letter from 'Tramp', ibid., 
27 October 1921. A dispute, the details of which are not clear, also 
arose over Chillagoe Limited's liability for payment of rescue 
workers: 'Reference Mulligan rescuers pay consider mens efforts 
belittled unanimous opinion chillagoe company pay full time'. W. Lynch, 
Mungana to D. Riordan (M.L.A., Burke), telegram 10 November 1921. 
Q.S.A. PRE A848, no file number. 

65. Theodore to Hoare, telegram 28 October 1921, quoted in Cairns Post, 
29 October 1921. 
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side by side with this man should be ignored 
had You the tally book You would have been 
able to see who went in & out of the mine.66 

There was great difficulty in assessing the validity of these claims. Two 

tally books showed the names of 129 men who had entered the mine, but these 

records were not entirely accurate, 67 and there were at least 100 other 

volunteers who, lacking mining experience, had been put to work at various 

tasks on the surface. No record whatever had been kept of these men or 

their contribution to the rescue work, and payment depended on corroboration 

of a man's presence by others - a process involving the Premier's 

Department in months of correspondence with witnesses in scattered mining 

towns. 

Beyond monetary considerations, the question of recognition of the 

rescue workers by means of some form of medal or other decoration generated 

particularly intense feeling. The first requests from rescue workers to be 

considered for the award of a medal were written within a fortnight of the 

disaster. 68 These seemingly grotesque appeals for public recognition must 

be seen in the context of the time: the Great War had ended only three 

years previously, and popular feeling created a distinct social gulf between 

those who were entitled to wear medals and those who were not. Those who 

requested medals for themselves were no doubt influenced also by the 

extravagant terms in which the press had described their efforts. 

The Royal Humane Society indicated its intention to recognize those who 

had shown conspicuous qualities in the Mount Mulligan rescue work, and 

66. H. Lockyer to Theodore, 18 July 1922, Q.S.A. PRE A848, 22/06651, and 
see also O. Briske to Theodore, 7 April 1922, ibid., 22/03318. 
Lockyer's letter convincingly establishes that he worked in the mine 
during the rescue, but his name is not in the tally books. 

67. Dunlop to Under-Secretary, Chief Secretary's Department, 14 December 
1921, appending list of names abstracted from tally books. Q.S.A. PRE 
A848, 21/10999. At least nine men who can be shown from other sources 
to have been in the mine during the rescue, are not named on Dunlop's 
list. 

68. Several letters in Q.S.A. PRE A848, the earliest dated 27 September 
1921. 
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Theodore invited comments from Laun, Watson and Harris on the proper 

recipients of awards for bravery. They responded with quite different 

opinions, since each had worked under different circumstances during the 

search of the mine. Harris provided his comments under protest and disagreed 

with the whole idea of decorations: 

I consider the matter should be let drop and 
no one given special praise or credit .... it 
would be foolish to give special recognition 
to anyone as one and all who entered the 
mine ran a certain amount of risk.69 

From these disparate accounts, eleven recipients of decorations were 

selected. While controversy must inevitably have arisen in such a matter, 

the selection of those to be recognized appears quite arbitrary, bearing 

little resemblance to what consensus emerged from consultation with the 

rescue leaders. 70 The Royal Humane Society awards were presented in 

Melbourne on 24 July 1922. Watson received the society's highest award, 

the Clarke Medal. Jim Harris was awarded a Silver Medal, and nine other 

Mount Mulligan volunteers received Bronze Medals or Certificates of Merit: 71 

Regret was expressed by the president (Mr G. 
Lush) that the awards made in connection with 
the Mount Mulligan mining disaster had not 
given complete satisfaction to every one, but 
the society had acted on the best local 
information available.72 

The Brisbane Telegraph had earlier fanned the coals of resentment by 

claiming, in a somewhat inaccurate description of the rescue work, that the 

Society had ignored those who contributed the bulk of the effort: 

69. Harris to Police Constable Dwyer, 8 November 1921, Q.S.A. PRE A848, 
no file number. See also Laun to Under-Secretary, Chief Secretary's 
Office, 19 November 1921, ibid., 21/10115; and Watson, 3 January 1922, 
ibid., 22/00248. 

70. Gillies (Acting Premier) to Governor of Queensland, 9 May 1922, Q.S.A. 
PRE A848, 22/1835. The letter demonstrates that the decision on awards 
was made in the Chief Secretary's Department on the basis of a rather 
thoughtless comparison of the advice obtained from those present. 

71. Brisbane Courier, 8 July 1922. 

72. Ibid., 25 July 1922. 
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... none of the fine bodies of miners from 
Thornborough, Chillagoe, or Mungana have 
received any awards .... although they 
unquestionably did the bulk of the rescue 
work not one of them is mentioned in the 
Society's awards on this occasion. People 
are asking where the Society collects its 
information. 73 

A later edition of the same paper had reported an interview with Theodore 

in which he attributed the advice on which the awards were based to Harris 

and Watson: 

Both the manager of the Mount Mulligan mine 
(Mr Watson) and the engineer (Mr Harris) who 
were the first two men to enter the mine 
after the disaster, made recommendations of 
individuals for recognition by the Royal 
Humane Society .... The department had no 
interest in the matter and could only be 
guided by the reports which it received 
from persons who were qualified to give 
advice.74 

As these two men had received the highest awards, Theodore's public 

response to the controversy was embarrassing and grossly unfair to both of 

them. While each had 'made recommendations', they had done so only at 

Theodore's invitation; Harris had recommended that no awards be made and 

neither had recommended himself (or the other) for an award. Theodore also 

failed to mention the report by Inspector Laun which must have been at 

least equally influential since it was the longest and fullest of the three 

reports, and specifically recommended both Watson and Harris for decorations. 

Watson was particularly embarrassed by the medals controversy since he 

had recently undergone public humiliation at the hands of the Mount Mulligan 

Royal Commission, and was now placed in the totally invidious position of 

appearing to have recommended himself for the highest honour for rescue work 

in the aftermath of a disaster for which he had been allocated a large share 

73. Brisbane Telegraph3 13 July 1922. 

74. Ibid., later edition. These clippings are attached to Watson's 
complaint (see next footnote) in Q.S.A. PRE A848. 

201 



PETER BELL 

of blame! 75 The situation was created by a casual and arbitrary reading 

of the rescue reports in the Chief Secretary's Department, and by Theodore's 

subsequent unprincipled evasion of responsibility for the advice given to 

the Royal Humane Society. 

* * * 

The response of the press to the Mount Mulligan disaster varied 

according to the particular newspaper's regional and political outlook. 

News stories from Mount Mulligan were wired to Cairns and thence to Southern 

papers. As there was only one means of communication, none of the papers 

could secure exclusive stories from the disaster scene and the coverage of 

the disaster and the first week of its aftermath was almost identical in 

most eastern Australian newspapers. Naturally, the Cairns Post and other 

Northern papers carried longer items, with more details of purely local 

interest, and had exclusive access to dramatic interviews at the Cairns 

railway station with returning rescue workers. The Brisbane papers wrote 

shorter accounts by editing the cable stories, and the coverage then became 

briefer as the distance from Mount Mulligan increased. The Southern press, 

however, gave better coverage to Queensland Mines Department and Chillagoe 

Limited reports on the disaster than did the Northern papers. Most 

newspapers with photogravure facilities printed full-page layouts of Arthur 

Taylor's photographs of the damage at the mine entrance and the work of the 

volunteers. 76 

75. See complaint by Watson in Chief Secretary's Office minute, no date. 
Q.S.A. PRE A848, 22/6860. 

76. See for example, North Queenslo:ad Register, 3 October 1921; Sydney 
Mail, 5 October 1921; Queenslander, 8 October 1921. Taylor's 
photographs still reappear occasionally to illustrate commemorative 
stories rewritten from earlier newspaper accounts of the disaster: 
see Daily Mirror, 27 July 1954; Brisbane Truth, 15 August 1954; 
Sunday Mail, 18 September 1966; Brisbane 1~legraph, 13 January 1975 
& 23 September 1975. 
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The news coverage, however, was of short duration. By the end of the 

first week, most newspapers had lost interest in the story, leaving only 

the Cairns Post to pursue parochial matters such as payment for relief 

workers and reconstruction of the mine. The Mount Mulligan disaster's 

eclipse as a news item in distant papers was assisted by an incomparably 

greater industrial disaster three days later. On 22 September, the Badische 

aniline dye plant at Oppau in Germany exploded, levelling a large area of 
77 the town and killing about 2000 people. 

Beyond the almost identical news coverage, editorial comment in the 

press restricted itself to conventional sentiments of regret and dismay, 

with an occasional expression of praise for the volunteers: 

It is an industry that has taken heavy toll of 
human life in all parts of the world, and in 
face of the Mt Mulligan disaster, which brings 
the danger and the uncertainty of it home to 
all of us, we can only give expression to a 
sense of the deep sorrow which the people of 
Queensland will feel, and join with them in 
conveying to the bereaved families of the 
unfortunate men who are entombed an expression 
of the sincerest sympathy, while still hoping 
for news that may substantially alleviate 
their grief and anxiety.78 

Poetry, most of it turgidly sentimental, appeared in several newspapers: 

Yet 'neath earth's radiant breast the death fiend lurked; 
Sudden the mine reeked with his poison breath; 
Strong men, who sang for gladness as they worked, 
Sank in a moment, grappling hard with death!79 

77. Brisbane Courier, 23 September 1921. 

78. Ibid., 20 September 1921. 

79. 'A Tribute to our Miners' by Emily Bulcock, Brisbane Daily Mail, 
22 September 1921. Another, similar poem by Bulcock appeared in the 
Brisbane Courier on the same day. A poem by J.C. Gasking in The World's 
News, 1 October 1921, gives a more personal view of the disaster: 

Was it this morning, one short day back, 
He kissed her goodbye and smiled, 
Turning again, as he climbed the track, 
For a sight of his wife and child? 
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The Cairns Post, preoccupied with industrial trouble in the sugar­

growing areas of the Cairns hinterland, 80 feared that because of the 

disruption of Mount Mulligan's coal production, 'the present prevailing 

depression will be most acutely accentuated'; and turned its editorial 

comment on the disaster into a plea for industrial harmony: 

Come to terms with your bosses, boys, and let 
us see that capital and labor can agree to get 
on one with the other. But while those without 
recognition to law and order are allowed to 
"spruik" from public platforms in the centre 
of the town, what can you expect but that 
trouble will always be with us?81 

The labour press, while presenting news of the disaster from the same 

source as the conservative daily papers, added cartoon and editorial comment 

on the nature of capitalism and its relation to the disaster: 

Periodically the world is reminded by some 
great calamity of the risks run by the 
workers in carrying on the industries without 
which civilization would be brought to a 
standstill .... Honor boards and statuary are 
erected to the sacred memory of the soldiers 
who gave up their lives for their country on 
the bloody battlefields, but those heroes who 
died to provide us with life's luxuries and 
necessities have no such monuments to preserve 
the memory of their sacrifice.82 

This metaphor of coal-mining as a war in which the miners were soldiers was 

made most explicit in the Colliery Employees' Union paper, Comnon Cause: 

This is the death roll of industry; a death 
roll which is a concrete reminder of that war 
which is ever present - the war between those, 
on the one hand, who control the machinery of 
production and use it to grind out profits and 
ever more profits, and those, on the other 
hand, who, working the machine, are allowed 
merely enough to live and to perpetuate their 
slavery. 

80. I.W.W. agitators were active at the time in the sugar-milling areas 
south of Cairns. (Worker, 25 August and 1 September 1921.) 

81. Cairns Post, 20 September 1921. 

82. Worker, 29 September 1921. 
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(Worker, 29 September 1921) 
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This tragedy at Mount Mulligan, the latest 
grim, bloody milestone that marks the progress 
of the coal-mining industry in Australia, is 
a reminder that the worker pays in industry 
as in battle; in peace as in war.83 

Union newspapers were united in accurately pointing out the brief and morbid 

interest of the popular press in industrial accidents: 

Meanwhile public interest (manufactured by the 
newspapers) is waning. Already mention of the 
tragedy has disappeared .... The whole process 
is as transient as the lifting of a hat to a 
passing hearse.84 

One word more: let us have no "sympathy" from 
the capitalist press, whose speciality where 
the miners are concerned is vituperation. Our 
constitution is not equal to its hypocrisy.SS 

But the response of the labour press to the disaster was disappointingly 

rhetorical in tone. Apart from vituperative comment, none of the union 

papers made any constructive criticism of the conduct of coal-mining in 

Queensland nor suggested any reforms which might lessen the danger of the 

industry. The general tone of both conservative and labour editorials 

suggests that such disasters were seen as an abhorrent but inevitable part 

of the mining of coal. 

* * * 

The early reports from Mount Mulligan after the explosion emphasised 

the more spectacular manifestations of damage at the surface and gave rise 

to a widespread impression of catastrophic damage in the underground 

workings. The economic implications of cessation or a prolonged reduction 

in coal production were alarming, and the Cairns Post, which had laboured 

83. Common Cause, 23 September 1921. The first issue of Common Cause, 
19 March 1920, had observed: 'How strange would be the headline, 
"Eleven Stockholders Burn to Death in Mining Disaster."' 

84. Ibid., 30 September 1921. 

85. Worker, 13 October 1921. 
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so hard a decade earlier to make the Cairns hinterland dependent on Mount 

Mulligan coal, now envisaged ruinous commercial stagnation: 

We are told that the power house and other 
surface requirements necessary to work the 
mine have been blown practically to atoms. 
This infers a complete stoppage of supplies 
of coal to Einasleigh mine, Chillagoe 
smelters, Cairns railways, and many boats 
trading to our smgll ports between Townsville 
and Port Douglas. 6 

The rescue workers soon discovered that the mine workings were 'not so much 

knocked about as was feared at first•. 87 Much of the mine timber was 

dislodged and local falls of rock had occurred, but this damage was not 

extensive and required only labour rather than capital expenditure. 88 Much 

of the structural damage to the mine was made good as a necessary part of 

the search operation, and replacement of the ventilating fan and its housing 

and repairs to burnt electrical installations constituted the only 

substantial items of plant expenditure. Many of the skips in the mine were 

damaged, but these were expected to have a relatively short and violent life 

in the normal course of mining, and there was little other equipment in the 

mine which could sustain damage. The fire in the workings was located and 

ten tons of burning coal were dug from the seam and extinguished on the 

Saturday following the disaster. 89 In view of the magnitude of the 

explosion the cost to Chillagoe Limited was relatively slight, although 

mining was suspended for some months: 

The damage to the underground workings is not 
nearly as extensive as was expected, and it is 
anticipated that expenditure on repairs and 
rescue work will not exceed £4,000. The 
superintending engineer advises that coal 
production will be resumed by the end of the 
year.90 

86. Cairns Post, 20 September 1921. In fact the power house and other 
surface plant were 600 metres from the mine entrance, and unaffected 
by the explosion. 

87. C.V. Lewis to Chillagoe Limited, telegram 21 September 1921, quoted in 
Brisbane Courier, 22 September 1921. 

88. Laun's report in Q.G.M.J., 15 October 1921, p.428. 

89. R. C., p.132. 

90. Chillagoe Limited Directors' Report, 6 December 1921, in Q.G.M.J., 
14 January 1922, p.37. 
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Coal production at Mount Mulligan in 1921 was about 6,000 tons less than in 

the previous year, or about 30% less than the anticipated output for the 
91 year. 

The mine re-opened for production early in 1922. From late September 

1921, 60 men had been employed in and about the mine, making repairs, 

constructing the coke-works, and developing Number Four Adit and the tramway 

to it. 92 The work to be done in restoring the mine to production does not 

explain the delay in resuming mining: either the cost of repairs and lost 

income had exhausted the company's liquid funds or labour was diverted to 

other tasks. All the damage caused by the disaster seems to have been 
93 repaired well before the end of 1921, but Watson apparently concentrated 

his attention on development of the new mine on the Chillagoe lease for some 

time after the disaster. Number Four Adit never produced payable coal; 

when the mine resumed production in February, operations were confined to 

the original workings. The date of the abandonment of the new mine is not 

certain, but 23 men were paid off in late November and this was probably due 

to its closure. 94 The halt in production after the disaster was certainly 

not due to the normal shortage of labour - the publicity the mine had 

received in a time of tight employment brought 'hundreds of letters' to the 

Chillagoe Limited office, requesting jobs. 95 

Chillagoe Limited found itself embroiled in petty disputes over payment 

for labour and equipment employed in the disaster aftermath, and consistently 

91. Coal production at Mount Mulligan, 1920-1922: 
1920 23,642 tons 
1921 16,444 tons 
1922 22,484 tons 

The value of coal in this period was about £1 per ton. (A.R. 's 1920-
1922, Table B.) 

92. Brisbane Cou:t'ier, 30 September 1921 and Cairns Post, 19 October 1921. 

93. A.R. 1921, p.39. 

94. Cairns Post, 29 November 1921. The same news item records another 
instance of austere times at Mount Mulligan: the Ambulance Committee 
resolved to put an end to use of the ambulance rail car for 'joy rides'. 

95. Interview with Doris Smith, Brisbane, 14 May 1976. 
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refused to make payment. The District Superintendent of Railways debited 

the company with the fares of the relief workers who travelled to Mount 

Mulligan, but Watson disputed the account. 96 Cairns Ambulance 

Superintendent, J. Hogan, had personally guaranteed payment for the special 

trains on the day of the disaster, and Chillagoe Limited's refusal to pay 

left him in an embarrassing position; however, in the event the Railways 

Department waived the charge. 97 

In a rather ludicrous footnote to the disaster, the Cairns Harbour 

Board also attempted to extract payment from the company for its diving 

suit and diver which had not been used at Mount Mulligan. Watson quite 

properly replied that the company had not asked for any such assistance: 

Yours of 27th October to hand, with account for 
diving plant and diver's wage &c, £6-18-0. As 
I never authorised the sending of diving plant 
and diver, I am returning the account.98 

The Harbour Board accordingly sent the account to the unfortunate Hogan, 

but there is no record of the outcome. 

This pecuniary quibbling suggests not only intransigence on the part 

of Chillagoe Limited, but also severe financial straits. In what appeared 

to be an act of utter meanness, the company also rejected a suggestion to 

erect a memorial to the miners killed at Mount Mulligan on the grounds of 

its probable cost: 

96. 

97. 

98. 

I have the honor to acknowledge receipt of your 
esteemed favor of 15th instant which was duly 
submitted to my Board, and am desired to convey 
the assurance of their sincere approval of the 
proposal to erect a Memorial to those who lost 
their lives in the Mt Mulligan disaster, but 

Commissioner for Railways to Under-Secretary, Chief Secretary's Office, 
9 November 1921, Q.S.A. PRE A848 21/9191. 

Cairns Post, 8 November 1921. 

Watson to Secretary, Cairns Harbour Board, 2 November 1921, quoted 
in ibid. The Board's account was: 

Hire of diving plant 3 days 20-22 Sep 
Diver's wages, 3 days@ 25/- per day 
Carriage of diving plant 
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before definitely dealing with the matter they 
will be glad to learn the estimated cost and 
also the situation of the Memoria1.99 

In further conversation on the proposal for the memorial, the company 

secretary was more specific in the matter of finance: 'if the cost amounted 

to say £300 he feared the Company would not be financially in a position to 

advance their moiety.'lOO This unwillingness or inability to raise 300 

pounds in liquid form demonstrates either unspeakable penny-pinching or, 

more probably, complete insolvency on the part of Chillagoe Limited. If 

the latter were the case, the impact of the Mount Mulligan disaster on the 

company must have been considerable. Eking out an existence on mortgages 

from the Queensland government, Chillagoe Limited was suddenly confronted 

with a loss of about £10,000 in repairs and lost production at Mount 

Mulligan, lOl together with the disaster's effect on the value of its stock. 

In debt to the state, and operating at marginal profitability with small 

liquid reserves, the company could not absorb such a setback, although the 

material damage done at Mount Mulligan was only a fraction of what might 

have occurred. Chillagoe Limited was wound up in late 1923. The Mount 

Mulligan disaster thus seems to have precipitated the financial collapse of 

the last fragment of the Chillagoe empire. 

* * * 

The last impact of the Mount Mulligan disaster was felt in its effects 

on the regulation of coal-mining in Queensland. The Royal Commission into 

the disaster had recommended a number of reforms, but these recommendations 

were confused and piecemeal. Some applied to highly detailed aspects of 

the mining regulations, such as increasing the length of electrical shot-

99. Hewitt to Under-Secretary, Chief Secretary's Office, 26 July 1922, 
Q.S.A. PRE A848, 22/06990. 

100. Chief Secretary's Office minute, 1 August 1922, attached to ibid. The 
minute notes the number of miners killed as 78. The memorial was 
never built. 

101. Previous references note £4,000 estimated cost of repairs, and 
approximately £6,000 loss in value of coal extracted. 
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firing cables from 20 yards to 30, 102 while others demanded sweeping 

revision of the whole system of regulation in coal-mines: 

We recommend as follows:-

SEPARATE COLLERIES ACT 

1. The passing into law of an Act for 
collieries, separate and distinct from 
"The Mines Regulation Act of 1910", 
with a re-enactment of all approved 
sections of the said Act.103 

The regulatory amendments recommended by the commissioners involved 

revision of the means of mine inspection, improvement of record books, 

greater control of the use of explosives and safety lamps, adoption of 

British stone-dusting regulations, and the establishment of mines rescue 

organizations and experimental stations to enquire into the prevention of 

mine explosions. 104 Reform was slow to follow. Out of these recommendations 

there appeared only two amendments to the Colliery Regulations in the two 

years following the disaster. In August 1922, the regulations were amended 

to restrict the use of explosives to a range of safe, permitted types 'in 

any coalmine that is not naturally damp and free from explosive gas'; and 

to restrict the use of explosives underground to the hands of competent 

shot-firers. 105 On the second anniversary of the Mount Mulligan disaster, 

a further amendment required that: 'the manager of every coalmine shall 

provide a supply of clay or other non-inflammable substance for tamping or 

stemming holes charged with explosives ... 1106 No further attention was 

paid to coal-mine safety in Queensland until four years after the disaster, 

when on 15 October 1925 the Coal Mining Bill was initiated in the 

Legislative Assembly: 

The Bill is a consolidation of the Coal Mining 
Act and regulations of this State, and there 
is nothing contentious in it ... it simply 
re-enacts clauses in the present Act and 

102. R.C. p.XLV. 

103. Ibid., p.XLIV. 

104. Ibid., pp.XLIV-XLVII. 

105. General Rules: Collieries, pp.11-12. 

106. Ibid., p.12. 
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amends the provisions in regard to coal-mining 
in the direction of providing greater safety 
for those engaged in the industry.107 

The Coal Mining Bill separated coal-mines from the provisions of the 

Mines Regulation Act, established new and fuller regulations for coal-mines, 

and created the office of Chief Inspector of Coal Mines to oversee their 

operation. Many of the regulatory recommendations of the Mount Mulligan 

Royal Commission were contained in the schedules to the bill, which seems a 

direct response to the commissioners' recommendations for 'an Act for 

collieries' in 1921; but Mines Minister Jones, however, made no reference to 

the Mount Mulligan disaster or the subsequent Royal Commission in explaining 

the bill before the house. Whatever decisions had been made in the Mines 

Department in the meantime, the Mount Mulligan disaster had faded to a 

distant memory, hazily recalled at only one point in the debate on the bill: 

Only a few years ago a disaster occurred at 
Mount Mulligan, and about fifty men were 
blown into eternity. It is well known by 
all that that accident was due to carelessness 
on the part of the management - I do not say 
on the part of the manager - and we do not 
want a repetition of such a disaster.108 

The 1925 legislation, an acknowledged legacy of the Mount Mulligan 

explosion, has not prevented the recurrence of similar disasters. It seems 

to be in the nature of coal-mining that men perpetuate the errors of 

earlier generations. Since 1954, three major coal-mine disasters have 

occurred in Australia, all of them in Queensland, and two of them involving 

coal-dust explosions. 109 A comparison of the reports published after the 

investigation of Queensland coal-mine disasters leads to pessimism as to 

the usefulness of their recommendations. 

107. Mines Minister A.J. Jones, speaking to the Second Reading, 22 October 
1925, Q.P.D. Vol. 146, 1925, p.1475. Jones was in error in referring 
to the Coal Mining Act. No such act existed at the time - presumably 
he meant the Mines Regulation Act. 

108. H.F. Walker M.L.A., Cooroora, ibid., p.1476. 

109. See Appendix C. 
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Each of the enquiries into the Mount Mulligan, Box Flat and Kianga 

explosions has recommended the establishment of a research facility to 

investigate safety in coal-mines; each has criticized the level of 

ccmpetence of those responsible for decision-making in the mine; each has 

recommended legislative reform, and most conspicuously, each has essentially 

repeated its predecessor's advice on means of coping with coal-dust: 

Mount Mulligan, 1921 -

STONE DUSTING 

6. We append copy of the British Stone-Dusting 
Regulations for inclusion in the Queensland 
Act, in lieu of stone-dusting regulations 
contained therein:-

PART 1 - PRECAUTIONS AGAINST COAL DUST 
.... the floor, roof, and sides of every road 
or part of a road which is accessible shall ... 
be treated with incombustible dust in such a 
manner, and at such intervals, as will ensure 
that the dust on the floor, roof, and sides 
throughout shall always consist of a mixture 
containing not more than 50 percent of 
combustible matter ... 110 

Box Flat, 1972 -
3. COAL DUST 

... there should be a complete review of the 
Act with regard to the treatment of coal dust, 
in accordance with up-to-date world wide 
knowledge on the subject, with special emphasis 
being placed on the application of stone dust 
in working and back-bye places.111 

Kianga, 1975 -

(3) LEGISLATION 

It is recommended that:-
.... (b) The Queensland Coal Mining Act be 
amended to provide for: 
(i) stone dust or water barriers on road-ways 
where it is difficult to maintain compliance 
with stone dust regulations .... 

110. R.C. p.XLV. 

111. Mining Inquiry - Box Flat Colliery: Report, Findings and 
Recommendations, unpublished typescript, Queensland Department of 
Mines Library; and see A.R., 1972, p.83. 
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(5) STONE DUSTING 

It is recommended that:-
.... (c) Stone dusting must be kept up to 
specification throughout all underground 
coal mines and ... means of placing 
combustible dust continuously in the 
immediate return, must be kept working 
at all times while continuous miners 
or other coal producing machines are 
operating.ll2 

It seems that few lessons are learned from coal-mine disasters, or 

that the lessons learned are considered too costly in implementation by 

those who profit from the extraction of coal. The numbers of men killed 

in Queensland coal-mine explosions have declined on each occasion since 

1921, but this is due more to the mechanized character of the industry 

and the resulting decline in the numbers employed underground, than to 

the increased safety of the mines. It would be a fitting conclusion to 

the Mount Mulligan disaster aftermath to record that the deaths of the 

75 had contributed to regulation which had preserved the lives of many 

others. But it seems possible only to record that underground coal­

mining remains an inherently dangerous craft, its danger still 

controlled more by the self-preservation instincts of the individual 

miner than by any systematic provision to ensure his safety. 

* * * 

Since this chapter was written in mid-1977 there have been 

significant amendments to the Rules under Queensland's Coal Mining Act 

1925-1976. Apparently as a result of the Kianga Inquiry's 

recommendations, Rules 1 to 5 and Rule 7 have been rescinded and 

replaced by more stringent Rules covering the detection and control 

of methane in underground mines, and methods of coal-dust control. 

112. Report on an Aaaident at Kia:fl{fa, op.ait., pp.13-14. 
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The amendments gazetted in October 1977 are particularly relevant 

to this study, since they specify the standards to be observed in the 

distribution of stone-dust in coal-mines, and make mandatory the 

installation of explosion barriers in proximity to areas of the mine 

where coal-dust is likely to be distributed in quantity. The Rules of 

January 1978 specify standards to be observed in ventilation and the 

measurement of flammable gases in underground coal mines. 

Notably, the new Rules provide that: 

A person shall not be belowground in an 
underground coal mine at any time unless 
.... He is carrying a self-rescuer [i.e. 
a respirator] or has one available within 
one metre of his person, ready for 
immediate use; ... 113 

Such a rule might have saved the lives of many hundreds of miners in 

coal-mine explosions during the past two centuries, since the greatest 

loss of life has normally been caused by inhalation of toxic or 

suffocating gas in the explosion's wake . 

113. Q.G.G., 21 January 1978, p.156. 

114. For the new Rules, see Q.G.G.,15 October 1977, pp.545-553 and 
21 January 1978, pp.137-156. 
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CHAPTER V 

PROSPERITY AND DECLINE 

'The Mount Mulligan State Mine is a most 
uneconomical proposition and continually 
presents complex problems.' 

(Mines Minister's 
submission to Cabinet, 
21 March 1951, in Q.S.A. 
A/8508) 
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Mount Mulligan continued to produce coal for 36 years after the 1921 

disaster, but most of that period was marked by a lingering decline into 

unprofitability with imminent closure of the mine an almost daily prospect. 

Mount Mulligan coal became steadily more uneconomical in relative terms as 

thicker and more extensive seams of better quality coal were discovered in 

other parts of Queensland. Only the distance of the Cairns hinterland from 

other coal-producing areas maintained production at Mount Mulligan, at a 

level that was never a substantial proportion of the state's coal output; 

it then dwindled to insignificance. Finally in the 19SO's alternative 

sources of energy became available in the Cairns district, and the tiny 

quantity of coal still required no longer justified operating the inefficient 

and unprofitable Mount Mulligan mine. 

When the mine resumed production after the disaster, it did so amid 

auspicious portents. New developments in mining and surface plant promised 

greater efficiency in coal extraction and processing: two 80 yards long 

electric conveyors were installed along the machine-faces to carry coal from 

the working-face to the wheeling road, thereby centralizing the loading of 

skips and reducing wheeling distances. Water pipes had been laid in the 
1 mine providing water sprays at the faces to lay coal-dust. Of most 

importance was the completion of the cokeworks and the first successful 

firing in August 1922. 90 tons of coke had been fired by the end of the 

month and the first consignment was railed to the Chillagoe smelters in 
2 September, thus achieving for the first time the objective sought in 

developing the mine more than ten years before. 

The coke oven consisted of fourteen brick retorts constructed alongside 

the railway. Coal was prepared for the ovens by mechanically screening, 

grinding to uniform size and washing, in sophisticated automatic plant. 

The retorts were individually charged by a travelling hopper on an overhead 

gantry, and after firing were discharged directly into railway trucks: 

1. A.R. 1922, pp.13 and 40. 

2. Q.G.M.J., 14 October 1922, p.406. 

221 



PETER BELL 

The coking operations, the methods of fuel 
economy, and the total elimination of waste 
heat provided by the new plant show that 
efficiency is the keynote of the whole 
achievement, and that no pains have been 
spared to secure the most up-to-date 
machinery for the performance of the 
various details in the work.3 

The cokeworks were designed to incorporate a by-product saving plant - the 

distilled coal-gas from the retorts was to be piped to the powerhouse 

furnace to eliminate the consumption of coal in electricity generation. 4 

But this system was never installed, and the cokeworks operated only 

sporadically in 1922 owing to problems in the design of the works and the 

unsuitability for coking of much of the coal produced. 

Despite these hopeful developments at Mount Mulligan, there was never 

any real possibility of Chillagoe Limited's financial recovery. The 

company's difficulties were exacerbated by a period of industrial unrest 

in the mine. After opening in February 1922, the mine was soon closed by 

a strike which lasted until May; 5 another strike stopped production 

throughout January and February 1923. 6 The workers involved in these 

stoppages were new to the mine, and the months in which the strikes 

occurred suggest that they may have arisen out of wet season working 

conditions. Not all the men attracted by the mine's publicity mixed easily 

with the local people - one Mount Mulligan resident recalls: 'after the 

disaster, all the riffraff of Australia came. •7 

The cost of reconstruction of the mine after the disaster, the 

fruitless development of Number Four Adit, delays in coal production and 

3. Ibid., 15 August 1922, p.300. 

4. A.R., op.cit., and interview with Jim McColm, Ipswich 17 December 1976. 

5. Ibid., p.13. 

6. A.R. 1923, p.37. 

7. Interview with Mary Wardle, Ravenshoe, 13 August 1976. Mrs Wardle 
attributed the strikes of 1922-23 to I.W.W. agitators from South 
Johnstone. A former I.W.W. member declined an interview in Brisbane 
in late 1976, but in a telephone conversation disclaimed any I.W.W. 
involvement at Mount Mulligan. 
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The cokeworks under construction, 1921, looking 
northwest . (Stafford/Q. G.M. J . 15 November 1921, 
p.442) 

The travelling bin which charged the coke ovens with coal, 
1922, looking north. (Q. G.M. J . 15 August 1922, p.300) 
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difficulties in coke manufacture left Chillagoe Limited in an utterly 

hopeless financial situation. The £90,000 grant to the company in 1919 was 

long since exhausted, as was a further £50,000 grant in 1921. 8 Now nearly 

£150,000 in debt, with coal production grossing only some £20,000 per annum 

and much of the plant installed in the mine a decade earlier nearing 

replacement, the company approached the Queensland government in June 1923 

seeking state acquisition of the Mount Mulligan mine and a small cash 

payment in return for cancellation of mortgages: 

On 27th June, 1923, the company's offer to sell 
the equity of redemption and give quiet 
possession for the sum of £5,500 and the 
cancellation of all debts was accepted, and on 
1st July, 1923, the mine was taken over on 
behalf of the state by the general manager of 
the State Smelters at Chillagoe, under whose 
supervision it is operated.9 

Chillagoe Limited underwent liquidation immediately and was wound up by 

November 1923. 10 The state commenced development work at Mount Mulligan: 

much of the mine's plant was found to be run down, the underground workings 

were haphazardly organized, and the cokeworks, which had not fired since 

late 1922, were 'in need of extensive repairs' 11 

In response to these conditions, the mine's new manager, Jim Harris, 

was given a freer hand in expenditure than Chillagoe Limited had been able 

to afford. The top seam was abandoned as the coal there was of inferior 

quality. The middle seam workings were extended westward, the main dip 

being driven a further 120 yards, and new long wall faces opened from it to 

the north and south. An additional Sullivan machine was installed and the 

wheeling roads were brushed and widened for pony-haulage. The conveyors, 

installed the previous year, were found unsatisfactory and removed. 12 

8. Auditor-General's Report, 1922-23, p.108. 

9. Ibid., pp.108-109. The company's debt, including interest, was 
£148,903/6/3 at 21 June 1923. 

10. Hewitt to Registrar of Joint Stock Companies, 11 December 1923, Q.S.A. 
Company Register 23/1913. 

11. A.R. 1923, p.37. 

12. Ibid., pp.101-102. 
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On the surface there was more conspicuous development. Twelve new 

four-roomed houses with electric light and piped water were built by the 

state as miners' homes on the mountain slope to the south of the mine workings. 

Beside the railway opposite the coke ovens rose a huge timber structure -

coal storage bins with a capacity of 3,000 tonnes. During Chillagoe 

Limited's period of operation, production had often been halted because of 

the unavailability of rail transport for the coal. The surface storage bins, 

capable of holding more than a month's output, were intended to permit 

continuous production to be maintained: 

Hitherto work in the pit was continually held up 
waiting for coal trucks, and vice versa, but the 
completion of the storage bins will obviate all 
trouble of that nature.13 

At the foot of the conveyor that raised coal from the tippler to the 

bins, the state management installed new screens and a mechanical picking 

table to reduce the amount of stone in the coal. 14 An inspection of the 

mine shortly after the state acquisition revealed an excessive proportion 

of shale among the coal, and recommended introduction of penalty rates in 

the form of fines to be imposed on skips carrying more than 25 pounds of 

stone: 

It is an absolute necessity to install a "Dirt 
Scale" at this Mine. The proportion of stone 
... filled into "Skips" at present is far beyond 
any consideration for the men. It is often 
difficult to identify small stone, and some of 
the Shales below, and I quite realize their 
difficulties, but at present they deliberately 
fill both (and boast of their success after 
hours.) 15 

The renovated coke ovens were fired again in January 1924 and produced 

coke until 6 May, when the need to maintain a supply of coal to Queensland 

13. Ibid., p.37. 

14. A.R.1925, p.35. 

15. Charles Baddeley, Report on Mount Mulligan State Coal Mine, 23 July -
11 August 1923, Premier's Department office copy, p.3. Q.S.A. PRE 
A782, 23/10633. A skip held about 15 cwt of coal. 
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Railways forced the cessation of coke-firing. Shortage of skilled labour 

still limited coal production, and nearly half the mine's output for the 

21 000 1 • d h • 1 16 1924 • year - , tons - was supp ie tote state rai ways. was in many 

ways Mount Mulligan's most promising year. The expanded underground workings 

and improved surface facilities increased coal production to over 44,000 
17 tons: the highest output Mount Mulligan ever achieved in one year. About 

160 men were employed, as the mine had commenced working two shifts, 18 and 

the population of the town increased accordingly. In that year, too, the 

cokeworks fired for nearly four months, and the dream of cheap smelting fuel 

for Chillagoe seemed at last achieved. 

But 1924 was not the beginning of a new era of prosperity: it was the 

peak of Mount Mulligan's achievement, and from that year the mine descended 

steadily into inefficiency and obscurity. The cokeworks were never fired 

• f 6 M 1924 d di 1 d • h. 19 Th 1924 again a ter ay an were smant e wit in a year. e 

production figure, never repeated, was less than four percent of the state's 

coal production, and Mount Mulligan's proportional contribution shrank in 

succeeding years as local output declined and the state's total production 
20 grew. Even in that heady year, the mine operated at a loss to the state 

of £17,576. 21 

The reasons for this rapid decline in significance are found not at 

Mount Mulligan, but SOO kilometres south on the Bowen River. Coal had been 

16. A.R. 1923, p.101. The Report on the Mount Mulligan State Coal Mine in 
A.R. 1923 (in Q.P.P. 1924) reports on the financial year 1923-24. In 
every other instance the report is on the calendar year, and the 1924 
report thus duplicates 6 months of the 1923 report. 

17. A.R. 1924, Table B; and see Appendix E. 

18. A.R. 1924 gives no employment figure, but those for 1925 and 1926 were 
162 and 161 respectively. 

19. A photograph of the coal bins in Q.G. M.J. 15 June 1925 shows the empty 
cokeworks site - see page 229. 

20. Queensland coal production in 1924 was 1,123,117 tons. 
Mount Mulligan was 44,397 tons, or 3.9% of the total. 
Table B). 

21. A. R. 1923, p.102. 
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found there in the 1860's, and in 1919 mining operations had commenced at 

the Bowen Coal Mine (now Collinsville) on a 5,000 acre lease taken up by the 

Ryan government in 1915. 22 The seam initially opened at Bowen River 

contained over three metres of excellent coking coal with no stone or dirt 

bands and a promise of vast reserves. As early as 1919, a report on the 

Bowen State Mine had clearly proposed that its potential coke market would 

subsume that of Mount Mulligan: 

For years, all smelting operations at Chillagoe, 
Irvinebank, and Cloncurry have had to be carried 
out with coke brought at great expense from 
Newcastle. A considerable saving in smelting 
operations at these centres will be effected as 
soon as the railway to the coalfield is completed 
and open for traffic.23 

By 1924, coal production at the Bowen State Mine was more than twice that 

at Mount Mulligan, although the number of men employed at Bowen was only 

slightly greater . 24 In that same year the north coast railway, connecting 

Cairns with Brisbane, was completed. The Cairns Post's 1912 vision of a 

combination of coal-mine, deepwater port and long-distance railway was at 

last realized; but the port was Bowen, not Cairns, and the coal-mine was at 

Collinsville, not Mount Mulligan. 

* * * 

Whatever hope remained of prolonged prosperity at Mount Mulligan was 

dashed when, on 13 February 1927, the Chillagoe State Smelters closed and 

22. A.R. 1915, p.41. 

23. A.R. 1919, p.37. The Bowen River deposits are the northern tip of the 
large Permian Bowen Basin field, which now produces the bulk of 
Queensland's coal. 

24. Coal production in 
Year 
1919 
1920 
1921 
1922 
1923 
1924 

tons, 1919-24. 
Mount Mulligan 

19,998 
23,642 
16,444 
22,484 
32,618 
44,397 
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(A.R. 's. Table B.) 
Bowen River 

306 
3,914 
2,138 

11,806 
91,643 

103,986 



The coal bin, 1925, looking north. (Q.G.M.J. 15 June 1925, p.219) 
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production at Mount Mulligan immediately fell 'due to the loss of their best 

customer•, 25 The immediate reason for the smelter's closure was explained 

in varying ways - the smelter manager attributed the shutdown to 

difficulties in coal production at Mount Mulligan: 

All furnaces ceased operation on the 13th 
February owing, firstly, to a strike at Mount 
Mulligan State coal mine, and secondly, to 
heavy and continuous rain causing considerable 
damage to the coal mine and railway.26 

However, the Supervisor of State Coal Mines put an altogether different 

interpretation on the situation in reporting that work at Mount Mulligan had 

been 'intermittent' in 1927, because the closure of the smelters had been 

'responsible for considerable loss of trade', and made no mention in his 

report of either strike problems or rain. 27 Elsewhere, the smelter manager 

gave other reasons for the closure: 

It can safely be asserted that there is not 
the remotest possibility of the smelters 
reopening until the price of lead increases 
very consjderably. 

and mentioned in passing that 'difficulties' had arisen 'in regard to the 
28 management'. 

This second closure of the Chillagoe smelters was caused by a decline 

in metal prices and the consequent closure of the small mines of the 

Mungana-Chillagoe district, but had been brought abruptly to a head by what 

the new manager referred to as 'difficulties' in the smelter's management. 

The nature of these difficulties was not fully exposed until 1930, when the 

Mungana Royal Commission began to probe the activities of the state's 

mining enterprises in North Queensland. 

25. A.R. 1927, p.37. Queensland Railways was more probably Mount Mulligan's 
'best customer', but the closure of the smelters forced coal 
production down from nearly 37,000 tons in 1926 to just over 20,000 
tons in 1927. (See Appendix E.) 

26. Ibid., p.85. 

27. Ibid., p.86. 

28. Ibid., p.37. 
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The 'Mungana Scandal', as the whole affair became known, was a complex 

web of questionable dealings and outright corrupt practices, extending 

throughout the state's mining and smelting industry, and involving several 

men in high public office. 29 The Royal Commission of 1930 investigated 

Goddard's management of the smelters, particularly in relation to 

preferential treatment extended to a Mungana mine owner, Frederick Reid; 

and a number of business dealings involving, besides Goddard and Reid, 

former Premiers Theodore and McCormack and Warden Dunlop. 30 Mount Mulligan 

played only a minor part in the affairs investigated, but that part, while 

of small concern to the Royal Commission, gives an important insight into 

the state's management of the coal-mine during the 1920's. 

At some time during 1925, Jim Harris left Mount Mulligan and was 

replaced as manager by James Strang. 31 During that year the main dip at 

Mount Mulligan developed 'creep' - an upward movement of the floor, which 

required brushing and retimbering, and thus diverted labour from coal 

extraction into non-productive tasks: 

The main tunnel between 10 south and 13 district 
(a distance of 11 chains) was timbered with 
special timber, and between 12 and 13 districts 
the main tunnel was brushed and retimbered 
twice. This state of affairs was brought about 
by taking all the coal out of each side of the 
main tunnel and not leaving sufficient su~port 
of pillars in to support the overburden.3 

29. The much wider implications of the Mungana Scandal are treated in 
detail in K.H. Kennedy, William McCormack, op.cit., Vol. 2; and a 
book by the same author, The Mungana Affair, St. Lucia 1978. My 
account is concerned only with those peripheral aspects of the affair 
which concerned the state's administration of Mount Mulligan. 

30. Q.G.G. Vol. 134, 1 March 1930, pp.753-754. 

31. Harris' step-sister believes he resigned after refusing some 
undisclosed corrupt offer from 'Theodore, Goddard and Reid' (Interview 
with Mary Wardle, Ravenshoe, 13 August 1976). This offer may 
conceivably have been connected with the Tarzali timber purchase. 

32. Goddard's report on Mount Mulligan, as General Manager, State Smelters 
and Mines, A.R. 1925, p.84. Note that this report refers to the 
calendar year 1925. The mine plans published in R.C. in 1921 do not 
support this explanation, but no plans of the mine in 1925 survive. 
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A large quantity of timber was purchased, apparently for this task, from a 

sawmill at Tarzali on the Millaa Millaa railway. Gossip in the Chillagoe 

district soon had it that the Mount Mulligan timber purchase was not 

entirely in order. By 1926, more general comment on the state's management 

of the smelters and mines was rife, and the Country-Nationalist opposition 

had begun to raise questions in parliament. In the course of this 

speculative inquiry, a disgruntled employee at the Chillagoe smelters wrote 

to the leader of the opposition, A.E. Moore, informing him: 

... rumour says Mr Goddard, F. Reid and 
Mr Dunlop warden own a saw mill at Tarzali, 
that is how F. Reid came to get the order for 
Mt Mulligan mining timber. 33 

The Auditor-General's report for 1925-26 criticized the unprofitable 

management of the state smelters, and in passing commented on the 

'irregular' nature of the Tarzali timber purchase: 

In May last, an arrangement was entered into 
between the General Manager, Chillagoe State 
Smelters, and Tarzali Saw Mill, whereby timber 
to the value of £2,500 was to be supplied by 
the Saw Mill to the State Coal Mine at Mount 
Mulligan for timbering the main tunnel of the 
mine. The total value of the timber to be 
supplied was credited by the State Smelters 
to an account standing in the books of the 
Smelters against one of the owners of the Saw 
Mill. Mount Mulligan Mine was to receive the 
timber, and to credit the value of same against 
the charges for coal supplied to the Smelters. 
Up to 30th June last, timber to the value of 
£911 12s. lld. only was supplied by the Saw 
Mill, leaving deliveries of £1,588 7. ld. still 
to be made. 

In effect, the State Smelters paid an account 
of £2,500 owing to itself, and allowed the 
debtor to adjust the account by supplying 
timber required for the use of another State 
undertaking. 

I consider the transaction was quite irregular.34 

33. James Stones to Moore, copy, no date, in Q.S.A. CRS YlO. 

34. Auditor-General's Report 1925-26, pp.113-114. 
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This report, and further information supplied by Stones, led Moore to 

ask a series of questions about the state enterprises in the Legislative 

Assembly on 19 October 1926, eliciting from Mines Minister Jones the 

information that over 71,000 superficial feet of timber had been purchased 

for 'imperative and urgent' repairs at Mount Mulligan, and that the owners 

of the Tarzali sawmill were Frederick Reid and Robert Dunlop, who had been 

Chillagoe mining warden until early 1926. 35 In May 1927 the Auditor-General 

further investigated the timber purchase and found over 35,000 superficial 

feet of it, consisting of twelve and six feet lengths of twelve inch square 

sawn hardwood, still lying unused at Mount Mulligan, despite the supposedly 

'imperative and urgent' nature of its purchase a year earlier. 36 

Clearly several aspects of the timber purchase were not in order, but 

fuller information was not available until the Mungana Royal Commission in 

1930. However, even on the evidence publicly available in 1927, there are 

serious discrepancies which seem not to have attracted attention at the time. 

Jones justified the purchase in parliament in November 1926, quoting 

information from Goddard and Government geologist Saint-Smith which appeared 

to provide expert justification for the use of the Tarzali timber in the 

mine. But the retimbering of the main dip was reported in the past tense 

by Goddard in his report on the year 1925 whereas the Tarzali timber order 

was not made until May 1926. Although Jones pretended in parliament that 

Saint-Smith had recommended retimbering, it is clear from a careful reading 

of Saint-Smith's letter to Jones that he was simply reporting the action 

that had been taken by Goddard before Saint-Smith inspected the mine, 37 and 

the report from Goddard is evasive, and in places meaningless. 38 

35. Q.P.D. Vol. 148, 1926, p.1182; and Mungana Royal Commission Evidence 
(Xerox copy, History Department, James Cook University; and Q.S.A. ROY 
15-16), Vol. 2, p.458. Only 56,000 super feet of timber was purchased. 

36. Auditor-General's Report~ 1926-27~ p.52. 

37. Q.P.D. Vol. 148, 1926, p.1585. 

38. Ibid., p.1586. Goddard obviously did not understand what had happened 
in the mine, and described the creep in terms which are little more 
than gibberish. He was vague about the time when the creep occurred, 
and stated that Saint-Smith participated in the decision to retimber 
the mine, whereas Saint-Smith refers to an inspection of the work 
already completed; before the timber order was made. 
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The Mungana Scandal remained simply rumour and inconclusive 

parliamentary questioning until May 1929, when the Labor party was defeated 

for the first time since 1912 and Moore formed a government. On 1 March 

1930 a Royal Commission was set up to investigate the affair, and further 

details of the management of Mount Mulligan came to light in the course of 

its inquiry. 

The 'irregularity' of the method of payment, which was the feature of 

the timber sale which had first attracted notice, proved to be an 

overstatement arising from a misunderstanding by Auditor-General G.L. Beal 
39 of a report by Senior Inspector of Accounts P. McCaffrey. This proved to 

be merely a 'slippery method' of avoiding multiple ledger entries, not a 

fraudulent practice. 40 However, the smelters should not have been involved 

in payment for the coal-mine's materials since the smelter's and mine's 

accounts were provided under separate parliamentary appropriations. 

The quantity of timber purchased - 56,000 superficial feet41 was 

vastly in excess of the amount required, as is borne out by much of it being 
42 left unused a year after the purchase. Saint-Smith was found to have 

played no part in the purchase. He described the original creep as 'of no 
43 great extent' and stated that he had never been consulted on retimbering 

it, as Jones had claimed in parliament, but had simply commented on the need 

to retimber the mine entrance, which had been in poor shape since the 

explosion of 1921. 44 

39. Mungana Evidence, Vol. 3, pp.896-898. 

40. Ibid., Vol. 2, p.684. 

41. Ibid., Vol. 3, p.690. 

42. Used in sets of two six feet posts and one twelve feet beam at six feet 
intervals, 56,000 super feet would timber 400 yards of the dip. 

43. Mungana Evidence, Vol. 3, p.690. 

44. Ibid., Vol. 1, p.323. Note that even a violent creep might dislodge 
timber, but would be unlikely to damage much of it beyond future 
usefulness. 
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Retimbering of the dip did continue after the arrival of the Tarzali 

timber, but with little urgency. Strang had stopped the work in July 1926 

when the Mines Department decided to charge the cost against working instead 

of development, thus reducing on paper the cost/productivity of the mine. 45 

Sawn timber is not normally used in coal-mines, both because of its greater 

cost, and because a round log is more efficient for the task of resisting 

compression; mine manager Strang claimed 'that he would never have taken 

sawn timber if he was left on his own•. 46 In the past, the mine's timber 

requirements had been met by local contractors working in the vicinity of 

Mount Mulligan on a casual basis. 47 

Yet Dunlop claimed in evidence that 'there was no suitable round 

timber' available at Mount Mulligan, and also misled the Royal Commission 

by claiming that 'the explosion in Mount Mulligan has affected the structure 

of the roof to such an extent that it was not safe 1 • 48 This is nonsense if 

it refers to the creep of 1925, but probably sounded plausible enough when 

confused with Saint-Smith's earlier evidence on the timbers at the mine 

entrance. Dunlop also claimed when questioned about the type of timber 

previously in use at Mount Mulligan: 

It had not been timbered. It was held up by 
the pack walls. It was mined on the long 
wallsystem, and the roof stood down on the 
pack walls.49 

This, too, is specious, but an outright lie. Permanent roadways in Mount 

Mulligan were extensively timbered as Dunlop was well aware, having been in 

the mine on many occasions. While Chairman of the Mount Mulligan disaster 

Royal Commission he had taken evidence on the damaged condition of the mine 

45. Ibid., Vol. 2, p.669. 

46. Ibid., Vol. 3, p.688. Strang was also quoted as saying 'there was not 
a colliery in Queensland which would use sawn timber at such a price.' 
[that is, the price Goddard paid Reid] (Ibid., Vol. 1, p.287.) 

47. Frank Graham, Bob James and William Barry supplied the mine's timber. 
(Interviews with Ivy O'Gorman and Bruce Mackay, Cairns, 3 & 4 January 
1976.) 

48. Mungana Evidence, Vol. 2, p.484. 

49. Ibid., Vol. 2, p.475. 
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timber, and had submitted as exhibits to his report detailed plans clearly 

showing round timber in Number Eleven Bord.so 

Other minor elements of the Mungana Scandal touched on Mount Mulligan. 

It was suggested, and denied by Goddard, that cement for the construction 

of Goddard and Reid's Paeifie Hotel in Cairns was diverted from the state 

mine's stocks. 51 A generator costing £5,189 had been purchased for Mount 

Mulligan, although there was no apparent use for it - in May 1930 the 
52 generator was still sitting unpacked. Goddard claimed that Theodore (then 

Premier) had suggested purchase of the generator in case of a breakdown, but 

later attributed the same suggestion to Jim Harris. 53 Goddard was general 

manager of Mount Mulligan at the time of all these questionable 

transactions. 54 

It is apparent from the Mungana Royal Commission evidence that Goddard 

used his position for the benefit of Reid, Dunlop, himself and others. In 

his intrusion into the management of the Mount Mulligan mine, he put the 

mine to unnecessary expense in order to advantage Reid: the Tarzali timber 

was not required (or was at least grossly in excess of the quantity 

necessary), did not need to be sawn, nor brought from Tarzali, and was 

purchased against the wishes of the mine manager. Goddard, Dunlop and Jones 

all lied or misrepresented the situation in seeking to justify the purchase: 

by blaming the explosion of 1921, by distorting Saint-Smith's statements, 

and by misrepresenting the existing system of mine timbering. The surprising 

thing is that so few of these blatant untruths were detected at the time. 

50. R.C., Exhibits 6 and 18. 

51. Mungana Evidence, Vol. 1, pp.304-305. 

52. Ibid., Vol. 1, p.288. 

53. Ibid., Vol. 1, ef. pp.289 and 290. 

54. Goddard was made General Manager on 25 October 1923, and was replaced 
in this capacity at Mount Mulligan on the appointment of a Supervisor 
of State Coal Mines on 1 July 1926. (Ibid., Vol. 1, p.16.) He 
resigned as smelters manager on 31 March 1927, after the Auditor­
General's second investigation. (Goddard to Minister for Mines, 31 
March 1927, in Q.S.A. A/8558.) 
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There is reason to suppose that the Royal Commission, preoccupied with 

larger aspects of the affair at Mungana and Chillagoe, and inexpert in 

coal-mining matters, exposed only a part of the questionable activities 

practised at Mount Mulligan. While the people of the district were aware 

of these activities - and possibly others - well before they became publicly 

known, an intense loyalty to the Labor government and to Theodore personally 

kept the affair secret. Even today the subject is treated with caution in 

interviews: 

[In response to a question asking whether 
people in Mount Mulligan knew beforehand of 
the matters raised in the 1930 Royal Commission.] 

Ohhh ... (laugh) ... they must have. But then you 
see, there's all sorts of arguments, you know, 
for and against the whole thing. 

They were in it all the way, though, weren't 
they? That's how it was such a success. They 
sort of bought them from the lowest to the 
highest. Everyone had his price and they paid 
it. I think that's why it was hush-hush for 
so long.SS 

* * * 

The negligent and corrupt administration of Mount Mulligan from 1923 

to 1927, the general condition of Queensland industry in the late 1920 1 s, 

and competition from the Bowen State Mine combined with the slowdown and 

closure of the Chillagoe smelters to bring a sharp decline in Mount 

Mulligan's coal production. By 1927 output had dropped to a little over 

20,000 tons, less than half the peak of three years earlier, and there was 
• • f. • • h f 11 • 56 no signi icant improvement in t e o owing two years. 

The coal industry throughout Australia was reducing production by 1929 

in the face of declining demand. The Davidson enquiry into the New South 

Wales coal industry stated: 

55. Interview with former Mount Mulligan residents. 

56. See Appendix E. 
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When it is found that the capacity for 
production ... of the mines ... exceeds the normal 
demand to the extent of at least 43 per cent., 
it is idle to elaborate the consequences .... 
it is evident that there is a radical cause 
of mischief which must be balanced partly by 
an increased demand and partly by a reduction 
of the over-weighted capacity.57 

The Moore government, faced with a loss of £400 per week at Mount Mulligan 

and no possibility of increased demand for coal, decided to close the mine. 58 

This suggestion was resisted in Mount Mulligan where continued operation in 

the mine meant not only financial security, but also the maintenance of a 

close-knit community; the union branch pressed for continued production on 

a tribute basis. Colliery Employees' Union President Kilpatrick negotiated 

an agreement with Mines Minister E.A. Atherton whereby the state-owned mine 

would be operated by the miners as tributers. The state was to pay the 

manager's salary, insurance and workers' compensation premiums, and the 

shilling per ton royalty to the Irvinebank Company's executors. The 

tributers, represented by a union committee, would sell the coal and pay 

wages among themselves, and pay the state five shillings per ton royalty on 

all coal sold or consumed at the mine: 

... Mount Mulligan today is an object lesson of 
what workers can achieve by co-operation. The 
miners employed are jubilant at the success 
they have attained.59 

Mount Mulligan was taken over by the union committee on 7 October 

1929, 60 and remained on tribute to the state for eighteen years. The 

survival of the mine and township through that period attests strong 

community loyalty, although the mine was assisted to some extent by the 

Moore government's perverse decision to reopen the Chillagoe smelters, which 

were blown in eight days after the coal-mine was taken on tribute. 61 

57. Report of the Royal Commission ... into ... the Coal Industry, 1930, p.313. 
For another contemporary view of the economic crisis of the coal 
industry, see Mauldon, op.eit., 'What is Happening to the Demand', 
pp.101-108, and 'The Nemesis of Over-Capacity', pp.148-156. 

58. Q.G.M.J. 14 June 1930, p.232. 

59. Ibid., and see Auditor-General's Report 1929-30, pp.54-55. 

60. A.R. 1929, p.39. 

61. Ibid., p.38. 
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The tribute provided an austere and insecure existence for the people 

of Mount Mulligan. The cavil was abandoned and the union committee allotted 

men places in the mine according to their skills. The committee was not 

concerned with profitability, but sought to provide employment for as many 

as possible, with the mine's meagre profit shared equally. This 

arranger.ient provided subsistence, but at a lower level than state wages: 

the tributers called themselves 'kanakas•. 62 

Within months of taking over the mine, the union committee was faced 

by a series of calamities. In February 1930 an abnormal wet season exceeded 

the capacity of the pumps and flooded the lower levels of the mine, which 

were the newly developed productive areas of the westward dipping coal-seam. 63 

Simultaneously, a drop in metal prices closed the smelters from late January 

until September, 64 leaving only the depressed railways as a major consumer 

of coal. With costs raised and demand reduced, the union reluctantly 

reverted to one shift per day, and laid off about 80 men. 65 In September 

1930 the mine generator, brought second-hand from Forsayth fifteen years 

before, broke down irreparably. Work could not resume until the very end 

of the year, when the state had purchased and installed a replacement 

generator, 66 and coal production for 1930 fell to below 12,000 tons, the 

lowest figure since 1917. 67 The Under-Secretary's Report laconically 

noted: 'the mine has had a run of bad luck 1 • 68 

62. Interview with Jim McColm, Ipswich, 17 December 1976. A.R. 1929, p.39 
claimed that the tribute 'pool' returned better money than wages. 
This seems highly improbable, and Mccolm states the tributers could 
not maintain earlier wage levels. 

63. A.R. 1930, p.40. 

64. Ibid., p.80. 

65. Interview with Jim McColm, Ipswich, 17 December 1976. 

66. A.R. 1930, p.40. One puzzling aspect of the generator breakdown is 
that the generator purchased by Goddard in 1924 was still at Mount 
Mulligan in May 1930. (Mungana Evidence, Vol. 1, p.288). It was 
apparently either unusable or removed before September. 

67. See Appendix E. 

68. A.R. 1930, p.133. 
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The following years were a period of austerity and quiet decline at 

Mount Mulligan. The tribute system administered by the union committee 

eliminated the incentive of piece-work payment, and served to keep coal 

production at around 20,000 tons in most years, until the Second World War 

brought further decline. As the tributers could not afford to maintain the 

mine adequately, and the state was reluctant to do so, Mount Mulligan's 

workings and plant became steadily less efficient. Even had production been 

increased in the 1930's there would have been few buyers, as the railway 

demand was constant, the transition to oil-burning ships had diminished the 

small bunker trade in the port of Cairns, 69 and the Chillagoe smelters 

obtained almost all their fuel from the Bowen cokeworks. 70 

As ever, extremes of climate worked against the tributers. The mine 

flooded each wet season, increasing pumping costs and diverting labour to 
71 the repair of crumbling pack walls. Alternately, in the dry seasons, the 

shortage of water could affect mining operations; late in 1935, production 

was halved because there was insufficient water for the boilers powering 
72 

the generator. Throughout the tribute period, the state still provided 

finance for the conduct of mining - the mine's accounts were controlled by 

the Mines Department, which debited advances and credited coal sales, less 
73 its own royalty. Like the Chillagoe company before them, the tributers 

steadily moved into debt. 

Mount Mulligan no longer attracted the adventurous transient miner. 

The township's population reduced, retaining the more stable, older miners, 

a higher proportion of them married, who were tied to the town by a 

mixture of loyalty and inertia. Single men with less vested interest in 

69. 

70. 

Mauldon, op.cit.~ pp.131-132. 

In 1936, Bowen produced 19,815 tons of coke. 
Chillagoe consumed 6,608 tons of this (ibid., 
remainder was sold to Mount Isa Mines. 

71. See for example ibid., p.179. 

72. A.R. 1935, p.177. 

73. Auditor-General's Report 1947-48~ p.102. 
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the town tended to seek employment elsewhere. The school shrank in size 

from a peak enrolment in 1928 of 139 pupils to 36 in 1943. 74 The community 

seems to have become very close, with little contact with the outside 

world. 75 A tradition survived in Mount Mulligan through this difficult 

period: 19 September was observed each year as a holiday in memory of the 

men who died in 1921. 76 

In 1937, the tributers undertook the first major redevelopment of the 

underground workings since the mine opened. A new adit, Number Five, was 

opened a few hundred metres north of the mine entrance, and driven south­

west to connect with the old workings. 77 It was planned to rebuild the 

surface workings outside the new entrance, but no action was ever taken, 

presumably because of the expense of such a move. The opening of Number 

Five Adit, however, improved ventilation through the extended workings. 

Two new developments stirred Mount Mulligan in 1941. The union 

withdrew from the tribute agreement, and management of the mine passed to an 

independent committee of eight miners on 29 September. The new management 

74. Mount Mulligan State School Annual Returns in Q.S.A. EDU AB1477. This 
dramatic reduction does not necessarily reflect a proportional 
reduction in the town's population in the same period. A fairly stable 
population of increasing age and low fertility could produce much of 
this decrease in enrolment. 

75. There is strikingly little reference to Mount Mulligan in written 
sources between 1930 and 1947. Government publications largely lost 
interest in the mine during the tribute, and little happened in the 
town to draw the attention of the press. Even correspondence from 
Mount Mulligan became sporadic - the union branch became notorious for 
failing to present its books for audit. (Correspondence between 
District Auditor and the Q.C.E.U. Executive, 1933 and 1934, Q.C.E.U. 
office, Ipswich.) 

76. The state school received permission to close on the anniversary of 
the disaster until at least 1932, but the holiday is not noted after 
that year in the annual returns. (Q.S.A. EDU AB1477.) The miners 
observed the day every year until the mine closed. 

77. A.R. 1937, p.53. Some confusion occurs in the nomenclature of the 
adits from this date. A.R. and Q.G.M.J. henceforth refer to the new 
adit (properly No. 5) as No. 2, and the mine entrance (old No. 2) as 
No. 1. 

242 



Miners in the underground workings about 1930. Note the timber 
props and stone packwall at left. (Kingdon/Jim McColm) 
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The mine surface workings from the verandah of the Mount Mulligan 
Hotel, about 1930, looking west. (Kingdon/Mary Wardle) 
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committee restored payment to a piece-work basis and reduced the number of 

men employed, but the payment of royalty and other aspects of their 

relationship with the state remained essentially similar to the agreement 

negotiated in 1929. 78 

More significantly, a new mine, the King Cole, opened on the mountain 

face south of the gorge. Tableland Tin Dredging (NL) operated a dredge 

near Mount Garnet, electrically powered by a steam driven generator. To 

fuel its generator furnace, the company re-opened the old Number One Adit 

and spent much of 1941 retimbering and developing the old mine workings. 

The miners marvelled at the handiwork of their predecessors in 1907; marks 

on the rock showed that the adit had been driven entirely by men with 

picks, without the use of explosives. A ventilating adit was driven from 

the southern wall of the gorge to connect with the mine workings. The 

mine's winding machinery was perched precariously at the very foot of the 

escarpment, from where a precipitous ropeway led down to a coal bin 

constructed by a siding on the railway . 79 

The opening of the King Cole brought little benefit to Mount Mulligan, 

since the number of men employed at the new mine was never large, and its 

development coincided with, and thus absorbed, the laying-off of excess 

labour by the management committee at the state mine. The two mines 

supplied separate closed markets - the Mount Garnet dredge and the 

Queensland Government Railways - and were not in any real sense in 

competition. 

Tableland Tin's coal requirements were not great and the King Cole 

operated on a modest scale, only once producing more than 10,000 tons in 
80 a year. The mine was located in a geologically unstable region of the 

coal-seam, where faults and rapid crush increased the cost of mining 

78. A.R. 1941, p.101, and interview with Jim McColm, Ipswich, 17 December 
1976. 

79. Ibid., p.22. 

80. See Appendix E. 
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operations. The King Cole worked on a hand-cut bord-and-pillar system, and 

its single track ropeway down the mountain slope enabled only one skip to 

be handled at any time. But throughout its working life of sixteen years, 

the new mine was f ar more efficient than the state mine; the King Cole never 

employed more than twenty men, compared with 60 to 80 in the state mine in 

the same period, but normally produced between half and two-thirds the 

quantity of coal produced by the older mine. 81 

This greater productivity at the King Cole is explained in part by its 

small size and shorter wheeling distances, and by the greater thickness and 

better quality of the coal-seam south of the gorge. 82 The coal-seam in the 

state mine was reducing in thickness and becoming increasingly stone-banded 

as operations extended to the west and north . In 1942, mining was 

concentrated on the thicker top seam, 83 but although the coal there was more 

easily won, it was shotty and poor in quality. The top seam was abandoned 

in 1944, 84 and mining in the middle seam began increasingly to be channelled 

to the south-west by the deterioration of the seam in other directions. 

After 1948, production at the state mine was concentrated on a single face 

a t Number Thirteen Bord to the south of the main dip, beyond what had been 

the South Section in 1921. The workings in this region wer e developed as 

a single semi-circular face, machine cut on the long wall advancing system, 

and served by three radiating wheeling roads. 85 

In July 1943, the Chillagoe smelters shut down for the last time: 

81. In the years when full information is avai lable, relative efficiency 
of the mines was: 
Year Men Em12lored Production (tons) 

Mt Mulligan King Cole Mt Mulligan King Cole 
1947 57 19 16,211 7,696 
1955 79 15 20,153 9,299 
1956 63 19 15,731 9,068 
(A. R. 's 1947, p.31; 1955, p.129; 1956, p.136.) 

82. Interview with Inspector R.N. Hardie, Ipswich, 21 December 1976. 

83. A.R. 1942, pp.38 and 210. 

84. A.R. 1944, p.44. 

85. A.R. 1948, p.98; 1951, p.59. 
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The surface workings of the King Cole Mine about 1945, 
looking northwest. (Mary Wardle) 
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After their reopening by the State in 1929, 
and apart from short periods of idleness 
brought about by shortages of ore supplies 
and other causes, the Smelters had been in 
almost continuous operation from that time 
until their closure. The decision to close 
was influenced in a great measure by the 
diminution of ore supplies and the shortage 
of manpower due to wartime conditions.86 

In fact, the smelters had for years operated only intermittently and at 

considerable loss to the state. The closing of the smelters had none of 

the calamitous consequences at Mount Mulligan that it had in 1914 and 1927, 

as Mount Mulligan had supplied no significant amount of coal to the smelters 

since about 1930. The total eclipse of the Chillagoe district's mines was 

reflected by the closing of the Chillagoe mining warden's office, and the 

incorporation of Mount Mulligan into the Mareeba mineral field on 1 January 

1949. 87 

* * * 

The years immediately following the Second World War were a time of 

fundamental change in the Queensland coal industry. Some traditional 

markets had declined in importance, but rising population and post-war 

prosperity led to anticipation of increased railway, electricity generation 

and gasworks consumption. Mining technology had advanced to the point 

where fully mechanized extraction was being implemented in new mines, 

vastly increasing their productivity per man-shift relative to the mines 

which relied on human effort for hewing, loading and wheeling coa1. 88 The 

new mines in the Bowen Basin - Bluff and Baralaba - were demonstrating the 

extent and quality of that field. 

86. A.R. 1943, p.39. 

87. A.R. 1949, p.53. 

88. See 'Boxflat's Progressive Mechanisation Programme', Q.G.M.J. 
20 January 1953, pp.17-22. 
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In November 1947, the Queensland government commissioned a British 

company, Powell Duffryn Technical Services Limited, to undertake a broad 

review of the state's coal resources, markets and mining methods. 89 The 

Powell Duffryn Report, published in July 1949, was optimistic about the 

prospects for Queensland's coal industry, but recommended increased 

mechanization and more rational development of the existing mines. It 

proposed the redevelopment of the Mount Mulligan state mine on an orderly 

pattern of rectangular long wall districts, 90 and the expansion of its 

output to a planned 60,000 tons in 1955 to meet the growing coal 

requirements of the Cairns hinterland. 91 

The report also pointed out, however, that the thinning of the coal­

seams to the west and north of the Mount Mulligan workings suggested that 

Ball's 1911 estimate of the coal reserves at 84 million tons was a gross 

over-statement. Tentatively re-estimating the reserves at a little over 

one million tons, 92 the report recommended that a drilling program be 

implemented to test the coal reserves in the vicinity of the state mine: 93 

The coal from the Mount Mulligan coalfield is 
being appropriately used, but ... the present 
demand is approximately double the present 
output and will increase considerably by 1960. 
Such an increase in output will require 
considerable expenditure ... on colliery plant 
and ... a full consideration of [this expenditure] 
must await the proving of satisfactory reserves 
by a drilling program.94 

The state resumed direct control of the Mount Mulligan mine on 13 

October 1947. By that time the tributers owed the state nearly £20,000, 95 

89. Powell Duffryn Technical Services, First Report on the Coal Industry 
of Queensland, Brisbane 1949, Vol. 1, pp.12-13. 

90. Ibid., Vol. 2, pp.490-491; and see plan of proposed workings, Vol. 3, 
plate 64. 

91. Ibid., p.489. The Powell Duffryn Report was seriously in error in 
predicting major growth in the Cairns coal market. 

92. Ibid., Vol. 1, p.268. 

93. Ibid., Vol. 2, pp.496-497. 

94. Ibid., Vol. 2, p.385. 

95. Auditor-General's Report 1947-48, p.102. 
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but this cannot explain the government's resumption of operations. The debt 

had to be written off at the end of the tribute, and the mine was less 

costly to the state under tribute than under direct operation because of 

the added cost to the state of wages. The state's annual loss at Mount 

Mulligan increased dramatically after the tribute ended - from £731 in 

1945-46 to £18,658 in 1948-49. 96 The state resumption may have been made 

at the suggestion of the Colliery Employees' Union because of conflict 

between the miners and the management committee, 97 but, since it coincided 

with preliminary negotiations between the Mines Department and Powell 

Duffryn Technical Services, the resumption was probably part of a policy 

of better co-ordination of coal-mining activities throughout the state. 

Despite the sanguine expectations of the Powell Duffryn Report, the 

only justification for the state's retention of the Mount Mulligan mine 

was the need to supply coal to Cairns railways, and even in this market, 

Mount Mulligan coal was only marginally competitive. In 1947, railway coal 

in Cairns cost £2/12/- a ton from Mount Mulligan and £2/16/5 from 

Collinsville. 98 The only other buyers of Mount Mulligan coal were Tableland 

Tin, which bought small quantities when King Cole production was inadequate, 

the Cairns Brick and Pipe Company, two Cairns cafes and a Ravenshoe hote1. 99 

Mount Mulligan was reduced to selling coal by single truckloads. There 

were still grand schemes for expansion: a conference of the Gulf and 

Peninsula League in Mount Mulligan on the Australia Day weekend, 1950, 

heard a Mareeba delegate press for the re-establishment of coke ovens at 

the state mine, but in the face of the size and efficiency of the Bowen 

96. Public Service Commissioner's Office minute, 4 October 1950, in Q.S.A. 
A/8508. 

97. Interview with Jim McColm, Ipswich, 17 December 1976. 

98. Unsigned Mines Department memorandum, 'Price of Coal', 
in Q.S.A. A/8682. The relative costs involved were: 

Mount Mulligan coal 
Price at railhead 41/3 
Rail freight to Cairns 10/9 

52/-

3 September 1947, 

Collinsville coal 
27/8 
28/9 
56/5 

99. Listed on a memorandum attached to a circular letter from the Under­
Secretary, Department of Mines to buyers of Mount Mulligan coal, 
7 August 1947, in Q.S.A. A/8682. 
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works, the proposition was fantastic.lOO The unprofitability of the Mount 

Mulligan mine was almost universally acknowledged, and production was 

continued simply to supply fuel to the railway system in the immediate 

district: 

Private ownership would have ceased operations 
... years ago, but because of ... the geographical 
position of Mount Mulligan, the Government has 
found it necessary to continue production.101 

Much of the surface plant at Mount Mulligan was necessarily updated 

in the early 1950's, but the Powell Duffryn plan for development of the 

middle seam was never implemented, and coal extraction was limited to Number 

Thirteen South for the remaining years of production. The township 

expanded with the construction of a Post Office, the Roman Catholic church 

of Saint Therese, a new hospital and a few substantial private homes. Two 

events in 1951 greatly increased the comfort and convenience of life in 

Mount Mulligan: installation of two diesel generators gave the town 

domestic electricity for the first time; and a road was constructed from 

Dimbulah - the streets of Mount Mulligan were properly formed, and the 

first motor vehicles appeared in the town. 102 

New facilities for the miners were constructed near the mine entrance: 

a shower and changing house, lamp room and first-aid room, costing over 

£15,00o. 103 The Under-Secretary for Mines reported: 'the building is a 

most modern type and is a favourable indication of the Government's faith 

in the mine. 1104 This need to state publicly the government's faith in the 

state mine reflects the uncertainty of the Mount Mulligan people during the 

period of equivocal development in the early 1950's. In the hard-headed 

reconstruction of the Queensland coal industry that followed the Powell 

100. CourieP Mail, 26 December 1949. 

101. Under-Secretary to Minister for Mines, minute, 3 August 1950, in 
Q.S.A. A/8508. Private ownership did cease operations 27 years before. 

102. A.R. 1951, p.59. The Mount Mulligan road has deteriorated to a four­
wheel-drive track for much of the year - traffic follows the railway 
formation in preference to the road as far as Thornborough. 

103. Q.G.M.J. 20 November 1952, p.926. 

104. A.R. 1953, p.61. 
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Duffryn inquiry, it was apparent that the Mount Mulligan mine operated only 

on sufferance, to forestall the price rise of a few shillings a ton for 

Cairns railway coal that would follow the mine's closure. A proposal 

emerged in 1951 to quarry building stone from the mountain face, but 

because of the inaccessibility of the exposed stone on the escarpment, the 

probable unsuitability of the sandstone, and the distance from any likely 

k h "d h. l05 Th b bl 11 • mar et, t e 1 ea came to noting. ere was pro a y a sma net increase 

in the population of the town during this period, but many long-established 

families left Mount Mulligan as opportunities arose elsewhere. 106 

There were sound reasons for pessimism. The prospecting program 

recommended by the Powell Duffryn Report in 1949 had further reduced the 

estimate of coal reserves under the mountain. An aerial survey in August 

1949 was followed in April to November 1951 by drilling tests along the 

mountain slope to the north of the state mine, which found no significant 

quantity of usable coal: 

Sampling has indicated that coal sections of 
possible economic significance do not exceed 
3ft. except in one instance, and that most 
of these are of inferior quality.107 

Other events signalled the declining fortunes of the old coal industry. 

At Tinaroo and Koombaloomba, dams were under construction to supply hydro­

generated electricity to the Cairns region. In Mount Mulligan itself, the 

coal-fired boilers which had powered the mine's generators since 1915 were 

superseded in 1953 by four diesel generating plants. The reason given was 

conservation of water: 

105. Correspondence between Secretary, Department of Co-ordinator General 
and Chief Government Geologist, February 1951, referring to a proposal 
by R.H. Collins, M.L.A.; in G.S.Q. Correspondence file 4-2-22, 
Department of Mines, Brisbane. 

106. A.R. 1955, p.56; and interview with Mary Wardle, Ravenshoe, 13 August 
1976. 

107. Q.G.M.J. 20 February 1953, p.106. An unsigned, undated memorandum 
with administrative correspondence on the drilling program estimates 
the Mount Mulligan reserves at 750,000 tons, and King Cole's at 'a 
couple of years at 10,000 p.a.' (G.S.Q. Correspondence file 4-2-22.) 
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The use of these in comparison with steam 
generation will result in a saving of 
14,000 gallons of water per day. The supply 
of water for the boilers has always been a 
source of difficulty and expense during the 
dry season.108 

But there was a certain irony in the use of diesel engines to supply power 

to the ageing coal-cutting machines which provided fuel for North 

Queensland trains. And in view of Mount Mulligan's total dependence on 

the railway market, a further ominous portent appeared in October 1952 when 

the first ten diesel-electric locomotives entered service with Queensland 
·1 109 rai ways. 

By 1955, coal production at Mount Mulligan was dropping in every year 

25,000 tons in 1953, 20,000 in 1955 - and the population of the town had 

begun its final decline. 110 In that year a new Inspector of Coal Mines was 

appointed to the Northern Division; R.N. Hardie, whose reports to the Mines 

Department were an incisive compilation of data on the relative efficiency 

of the Northern and Central coal-mines, in contrast with the vague 

narrative of incidents provided by his predecessors. In 1955 he reported 

the Mount Mulligan mines were producing 1.8 tons of coal per man-shift, 

compared with 4.9 tons at Collinsville and 38.3 at Blair Athol open-cut 

mine. lll Hardie allowed the figures to speak for themselves, but it was 

apparent that the future of coal-mining in Queensland lay with the capital­

intensive mines of the Bowen Basin. 

The decision to close the Mount Mulligan mines was precipitated by 

immediate and independent crises in the mines themselves. For some years a 

horizontal movement had been developing in the escarpment above the King 

Cole mine. Mount Mulligan's escarpments are subject to steady erosion, 

with huge blocks of sandstone breaking off and falling spectacularly onto 

the mountain slope on several occasions since the establishment of the town. 

108. A.R. 1953, p.61. 

109. Report of the Commissioner for Railways 1951-52, p.15. 

110. School enrolment fell from 91 in 1953 to 53 in 1955. (Q.S.A. EDU 
AB1477.) 

111. A.R. 1955, p.129. 
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Subsidence brought about by crush into the King Cole workings had opened a 

crack on top of the mountain, running diagonally across the southern corner 

of the gorge entrance; which threatened to bring a huge piece of the 

mountain down onto the surface workings. Small falls of rock occurred in 

the gorge in 1956. 112 For several years the crack was inspected for signs 

of movement each morning before the shift entered the King Cole mine. 113 

In the morning of 13 April 1957, the daily inspection showed that the 

crack had visibly widened. Hardie ordered the mine closed ten days later, 

and the nineteen men employed at the King Cole moved to the state mine on 

the north side of the gorge. 114 Three months later, on 30 July 1957, 

Tableland Tin's dredge at Mount Garnet was connected to the electricity 

supply provided by the hydro-electric generators at Kareeya, below the 
115 Tully Falls. 

Hardie was recalled to Mount Mulligan on 28 October 1957 to investigate 

overheating at the working-face in the state coal-mine. Subsidence in the 

new workings had opened cracks to abandoned goaf areas at a lower level, and 

the limited oxygen supply thus introduced had initiated spontaneous 

combustion. Hardie ordered closure of the mine, and all reclaimable plant 

was removed in the following days. The Mount Mulligan mine entrances were 

sealed on 15 November 1957. 116 

It would oversimplify things to claim that the Mount Mulligan mine 

closed because of heating. Had the spontaneous combustion occurred in a 

viable mine, especially a gas-free mine, it would have presented an 

expensive but not insuperable problem. At Mount Mulligan in 1957 it was 

the final weight cast into the balance of unprofitability. 

112. Visible in the photograph on page 15. 

113. Interview with R.N. Hardie, Ipswich, 22 December 1976. 

114. A.R. 1957, pp.57 and 141. 

115. Q.G.M.J. 20 September 1957, p.649. 

116. A.R. 1957, p.141; and interview with R.N. Hardie, Ipswich, 22 December 
1976. 
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Mount Mulligan became a ghost town with a speed and efficiency 

unmatched in any other North Queensland mining settlement. Since the 

mining plant and much of the township were the property of the Queensland 

government, they were dismantled and railed to the state mine at 

Collinsville. Most of the miners, their families and their houses were 

transferred to the Bowen field - the first arriving on 7 November 1957 -

and were resettled on balloted homesites. 117 The tiny business community 

of Mount Mulligan was removed to Cairns at state expense: 118 the top hotel 

closed its doors on 16 November; 119 the bottom hotel had vanished years 

before. 

In May 1958, the lesser items of state property were publicly auctioned, 

the town and mine were abandoned and the railway line dismantled. A month 

earlier the mountain had signalled the end with proper ceremony when 250,000 

tons of sandstone, tilted beyond stability by the King Cole workings, fell 

thunderously from the escarpment into the gorge. 120 

* * * 

The hospital still stands at Mount Mulligan as the homestead of Gordon 

Morrow's cattle property. No other buildings remain. The concrete walls 

of the power-house, the frame of the tippler, rusting skips and a large 

dump of waste-coal identify the site as a former coal-mine. The most 

impressive monuments surviving are the brick-built stack, still standing 

in tiny contrast to the vastness of the mountain, and the cemetery with 

its crisp marble headstones and its anonymous mounds. Rubber vine, 

ubiquitous in abandoned North Queensland mining towns, is rapidly 

enshrouding all. 

117. Brisbane Telegraph, 7 November 1957. 

118. Under-Secretary, Department of Mines to Q.C.E.U. president, 6 November 
1957, in Correspondence files, Q.C.E.U. office, Ipswich. 

119. Courier Mail, 15 November 1957. 

120. Q.G.M.J. 20 April 1958, p.249. 
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Harris Street, Mount Mulligan, 1977. This duplicates the 
scene in the 1921 photograph on page 59. 

Mount Mulligan mine entrance, 1977 
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APPENDIX A 

Letter from Walter Filer to his sister Kate, 25 September 1921, 

describing rescue work at Mount Mulligan. 

Dear Kate, 

25th Sept. 1921 
c/- Post Office 

Mungana 

Glad to get your letter. Sorry your holiday is over. I am glad 
you enjoyed it so. Well Kate I have had a holiday for 4 days but an 
enforced one worse luck. Fourty miners were called from here to volenteer 
to the relief of Mt Mulligan after the explosion. I was among them. We 
arrived on the Tuesday night after the explosion and went down the mine 
immediately. They had recovered a dozen or so. By Thursday all were found. 
Some trouble was experienced owing to so few men being available who knew 
the run of the mine. Some delay was caused before the last 3 bodies were 
found. Every man below was killed bar Evans the underground mine manager 
& it's doubtful if he will live. It's was an awful job Kate going along 
the boards picking up dead corpses. The last were simply awful. I was 
with 2 others when James & 2 other dead were found. We had searched all 
no. 12 and some old workings too & 

[page two] 

coming back we found off the main drive more old workings & seeing rails 
pulled about we concluded that they must be somewhere about as only 3 bodies 
were missing and James was one and he was engaged on rails. Well we went 
along and we nearly fell over him about 400 yards from where he was working. 
putrid what well I leave it to you you can imagine our horrible task I shall 
never forget it. Some say the explosion killed them instanstaneous but 
from my observation I should say in the parts farthest away from the force 
the men had a few seconds to think anyway. Why some were found 300 yards 
from their work. Their billies & cribs & even lamps in some cases were 
found a good way from where they were picked up showing after their lights 
went out which would be immediately of course they had run for life only to 
be overtaken by fumes and fall dead. Of course most were undoubtedly blown 
to death instanly. It was pitiful to see the poor fellows. One or two had 
a smile on their faces but most were 

[page three] 

unrecognizable. I have to use the pencil as my mate is writing home to his 
wife at M Morgan who was anxious about him. There was a risk to the 
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rescue party of course as there might have been a fall again & gas loosed 
and as we were all using naked carbide lamps and keresene lamps nothing 
could prevent us being blowed up too. I found one chap kneeling down with 
his head on his arms. He must have been praying. Others were lying face 
down with their nose on the ground showing they had time to thrown them 
selves down & bury their noses to try & escape being smothered. It was 
nothing but a procession of coffins from the pit to the morgue & to the 
cemetary. They could not dig the graves fast enought. The poor widows 
were clustered at the mouth of the tunnel to identify their husbands & 
sons. Alas it seems cruel that the God above cannot prevent such awful 
disasters. Think of it Kate 76 miners & only 1 brought out alive well 
half dead too. The mine itself was not damaged to any great extent. It 
could be retimbered etc & worked again in a short time. Ah well it's all 
over now & I never wish to see Mt Mulligan again. I hope I have not 
shocked you Kate but I tell you the truth as I was there & picked up & 
carried them right out on the stretchers. Talk of the war it was 4 & ½ 
days the last 

[page four] 

few had been lying undiscovered. One man Grant had been walked by in the 
search a dozen times & then he was only found by someone noticing his hip 
about 4 inches square buried below a bit of a fall. Of course the smell 
was bad near him, but 7 or 8 were got near him and one could not go by the 
smell. We used to use plenty of phenol and had masks but I tell you after 
a few hours below one was glad to return to the mouth. You see Kate in a 
coal mine you go down the mine by a long tunnel not like a metal mine in a 
cage down a shaft. Of course I was strange to the coal mine. I would not 
work in one thats all I know. The drives are only about 2 1 611 to 3' in 
places. How they filled trucks I can't imagine. Cross cuts they call 
boards and twists are gates & gigways I was puzzled. We just kept in 
sight of one another so as not to get lost. I tell you its a maze to a 
stranger. Trusting you are well as I am. I hear some talk of us all being 
paid off now & the smelters being closed as the coal is not available. 
They are working only the copper furnace I hear & have paid off 60 men. I 
thought they could use wood. Anyway its only a charity job I reckon & 
shall be prepared for a close down anytime. so only write one letter & 
I will let you know if possible next mail. 

Your loving Brother Walter. 
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Schoolchildren throughout Queensland were encouraged to write letters 
of sympathy to children of Mount Mulligan after the disaster. A reply to 
one of these letters is reproduced here. 

Dear Isabel Maur 
Sandford 

Mackay 

Mt Mulligan 
State School 
nov the 23 1921 

Dear Schoolmates We thank you for your kindness & for yours letters of 
sympathy. Some day I hope to have the pleasure of meeting you. The 
accident happened at 25 past nine on Monday the 19th of September and they 
got all the men out some on Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday and Friday. 
The explosion started up at the fan and then in the tunnel. the blacksmith 
shop got blown to bits. The man who was in the shop got blown 200 yds 
aways from the tunnel and after the explosion they went down the [mine] 
and worked all night and day looking for the men Everyday the people used 
to have breakfast dinner and tea up at the mine. 

Mt Mulligan 
North Queensland State School 

Herbert Smithson 

Herbert Smithson, the writer, is shown in the photograph of Mount 
Mulligan schoolchildren on page 65; seated front row, second from left. 
His father, William Robert Smithson, was killed in the Mount Mulligan 
disaster. 

* * * 

Herbert Smithson later became a coal-miner. He was killed in an 
accident at the Collinsville State Coal Mine on 29 June 1942. (A.R. 1942, 
pp.206 and 211). 
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Stockton 
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Australian coal-mine accidents involving more than five deaths. 

NSW 
NSW 
Qld 
NSW 
NSW 
NSW 
NSW 
Qld 
NSW 
Vic 
Qld 
Qld 
Qld 

Date Type of Accident 

23 March 1887 Explosion 
22 June 1889 Collapse of roof 

4 February 1893 Flooding 
6 December 1896 Gas from old workings 

21 March 1898 Explosion 
31 July 1902 Explosion 
29 October 1905 Explosion 
19 September 1921 Explosion 

1 September 1923 Gas from burning coal 
15 February 1937 Explosion 
13 October 1954 Gas eruption 
31 July 1972 Explosion 
20 September 1975 Explosion 

Compiled chiefly from E. Ross, A History 
of the Miners' Federation of Australia, 
Sydney 1970. 
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APPENDIX D 

POPULATION OF MOUNT MULLIGAN IN 1921 

175 people, including 55 women, are named as residents of Mount 
Mulligan in the state electoral roll (Division of Cook, Subdivision of 
Chillagoe) in 1921. While the limitations of the electoral roll as an 
indication of population are obvious, the Mount Mulligan figures can be 
given greater credence than might otherwise be the case because of their 
updating before the October 1920 election. A problem arises in defining 
Mount Mulligan residents, however, since a number of coal-miners are listed 
as residents of Woodville, Wolfram or Thornborough, in the same subdivision. 
There was obviously a high rate of short-term movement among the Hodgkinson 
mining communities. Where these men are known to have been in Mount 
Mulligan at the time of the disaster, they are included in the total above. 

In addition, 41 of the miners killed, and 13 of their wives or mothers 
resident in Mount Mulligan do not appear in the electoral roll, 1 raising 
the known population to 229, including 68 women, if it is assumed no-one 
had left or arrived in Mount Mulligan in the year since the roll was revised. 
References to newly-arrived miners, the trend in school enrolment, and the 
continuing development of the mine and surface workings all suggest a net 
increase in population during that period. 74 children were enrolled at 
the Mount Mulligan school in the last quarter of 1921, 2 and four of the 
miners who were absent on the morning of the disaster were not registered 
as voters. The addition of these gives a known population of 307. 

Perhaps 20 other names can be found in newspaper references and 
business directories, and an arbitrary allowance must be made for 
unaccounted categories of people such as those between school-leaving and 
electoral registration ages. This latter group was small, because sc~ool 
leavers who could not find work at the mine or in the town's few 
businesses usually left Mount Mulligan. Ivy O'Gorman states there were 
5 single girls in Mount Mulligan in 1921.3 

350 thus seems a reasonable estimate of Mount Mulligan's population at 
the time of the disaster, keeping in mind the normal day-to-day fluctuation 
common in North Queensland mining towns. Bruce Mackey4 confirms this in 
very broad terms by putting the population at 'between three and four 
hundred'. 

1. R.C. pp.165-166 lists the victims and their dependants. 

2. Mount Mulligan State School Annual Return, Q.S.A. EDU AB1477. 

3. Interview at Cairns, 3 January 1976. 

4. Interview at Cairns, 4 January 1976. 
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APPENDIX F 

A Note on Photographic Sources 

The photographs used in this account came from three principal 
sources: government publications, newspapers and private collections. Of 
particular value to the mining historian are the photographs published in 
the Q;ueensland Government Mining Jou:zraal and the Annual Report of the 
Under-Secretary for Mines. 

The photographs of the disaster's immediate aftermath are the works 
of Arthur L. Taylor, a Cairns commercial photographer. His advertisement 
appears in the Post Office Directory from 1903 to 1923. Some of the Taylor 
photographs are copied from the North Q;ueensland Register, and are so 
attributed; the others were widely published at the time, and for 
convenience have been attributed to the Queensland Newspapers Library at 
Bowen Hills, where recent copies of them are held in the Mount Mulligan 
file. 

The John Oxley Memorial Library has a large collection of photographic 
material. Particularly notable in mining history is the L.C. Ball 
collection; Ball, a Government geologist from 1900 to 1946, and a keen 
photographer, travelled widely throughout Queensland photographing 
geological and mining subjects. He seems to have been a pioneer of the 
use of aerial photography in geological surveys. The Oxley Library holds 
a large collection of his photographs, the bulk of which are in the Leica 
series of contact prints; meticulously annotated, but in many cases badly 
faded. The negatives have apparently been lost. 

The Cairns Historical Society also has a valuable collection of 
photographs, including several from Mount Mulligan. 

Former Mount Mulligan residents have provided many useful photographs 
from their own collections. Those whose photographs appear in this account 
are: Mrs Ivy O'Gorman of Cairns; Hrs Doris Smith of Salisbury; Mrs Nellie 
Franklin of Malanda; Mrs Mary Wardle of Ravenshoe; Mr and Mrs Jim McColm 
of Booval, and Mrs Elsie Kirkwood of Ashgrove. 

The photographers have, where possible, been identified beneath the 
photographs, the name preceding a stroke, followed by the present source. 
(For example, Taylor/QN means a photograph taken by Arthur Taylor, held in 
Queensland Newspapers library.) The unacknowledged early amateur 
photographs of Mount Mulligan are in many cases probably the work of Norman 
Fraser, J.T. Watson, Jim Harris or Tom Hynes, all of whom owned cameras. 
Harris was a particularly prolific photographer - he probably made many of 
the photographs which appeared in Ball's reports on Mount Mulligan - but 
his large collection of glass negatives has been destroyed. 
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Other than Ball and Taylor, photographers from outside Mount Mulligan 
whose photographs appear here are John Stafford, Inspector of Mines, and a 
travelling photographer who signed his negatives 'Kingdon'. His 
photographs can be dated to the late 1920's and early 1930's. He apparently 
visited Mount Mulligan regularly at that time, but he eludes further 
investigation. None of the negatives of these photographers appear to 
survive. 

Annotated copies of these and other photographs of Mount Mulligan are 
held in the History Department and the library at James Cook University. 
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