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he mining towns of the Cloncurry copper field reached their peak 
in the years of the First World War before a rapid decline in the 
1920s. Located in the remote northwest of Queensland, in 

Kalkadoon country, the landscape was dominated by distance, red 
dust and spinifex. It was a typical mining 'hard place'.2 The area was 
colonised slowly after ore discoveries from 1884, when the former 
townships of Kuridala and Selwyn were built around the Mt Elliott 
and Hampden Consols Mines.3 Their population grew rapidly from 
1905, when world copper prices climbed sufficiently to warrant 
exploitation, peaking at around three thousand in 1918-1919.4 The 
towns were connected to the Cloncurry-Townsville railway line in 
1910, which was a major boon for development, and Selwyn had ore 
smelters processing ore from up to thirty kilometres away (Figure 1). 
The price of copper boomed during the First World War but a post-war 
price slump signalled the demise of the associated mines, smelters and 
townships.5 The town sites still retain some tangible remains of the 
                                         
1  This article falls outside the strictly colonial period but it has value as an example of 

a methodology that might be usefully applied to other nineteenth century mining 
towns. 

2  R. V. Francaviglia, Hard Places: Reading the Landscape of America's Historic Mining 
Districts, Ames, 1997. 

3  R. E. M. Armstrong, The Kalkadoons: a study of an Aboriginal tribe on the Queensland 
Frontier, Brisbane, 1980; H. Fysh, Taming the North, Sydney, 1993; S. E. Pearson, 'In 
the Kalkadoon Country: The habitat and habits of a Queensland Aboriginal tribe', 
Journal of the Royal Historical Society of Queensland, Vol. 4, 1949, pp. 190-205. Kuridala 
was formerly known as Hampden and was first surveyed under this name in 1910. It 
became Gulatten and later Friezland. Anti-German sentiment during World War I 
prompted the further change in 1916. Kuridala is an Aboriginal word thought to 
describe the eagle hawk. C. Hooper, Angor to Zillmanton: Stories of North Queensland's 
deserted towns, Mundingburra, 1993, p. 251. 

4  G. Blainey, Mines in the Spinifex: The Story of Mount Isa Mines, Sydney, 1960; H. P. M. 
Winchester, I. Davidson and D. R. O'Brien, 'Historical graffiti in Northern Australia: 
Evidence of European Settlement and Society in the Selwyn Range of Northwest 
Queensland', Australian Archaeology, Vol. 43, 1996, pp. 1-7. 

5  K. H. Kennedy, 'The profits of boom: a short history of the Cloncurry copper field', in 
B. J. Dalton (ed.), Lectures on North Queensland History, Third Series, Townsville, 1978, 
pp. 1-34. 
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industrial past, including smelter chimneys and the former railway 
track, and on a finer scale, the artefacts of historical archaeology: 
bottles, sheets of tin, and posts of houses as well as occasional isolated 
graves and cemeteries (Figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 1: The mining towns of the Cloncurry copper field. 
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With a focus on intangible heritage, this article complements the 
various economic and mining histories of these towns.6 We also extend 
the literature on the tangible and archaeological heritage of this area.7 
Our study, using archival sources, electoral rolls and oral histories, 
examines the lives, energy and enterprise of the women who lived in 
Kuridala and Selwyn. Intangible heritage has been recognised as a 
significant aspect of heritage since the late twentieth century and was 
adopted and defined by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Convention for the Safeguarding of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2003.8 This includes stories, 
pastimes and interactions which acknowledge the role of the women in 
private and domestic spheres alongside the more masculine and public 
domain. It emphasises ways of working, rituals, expressions of 
sociability, memory, identity, community, occupational culture, ethnic 
history, folklore, the expressive arts, family, and religious and 
community life, and can also include occupational culture and ethnic 
history.9 Intangible heritage may be considered a version of what 
Eklund called 'regional stories and vernacular traditions'.10 
Nevertheless, intangible heritage is a contested concept, being 
'interactive, dynamic and cohesive' and 'transmitted from generation to 
generation' to provide 'people with a sense of identity and 
continuity'.11  

 

                                         
6  P. Bell, 'Essay on North Queensland mining settlement', in E. K. Kennedy (ed.), 

Readings in North Queensland Mining History, Vol. 2, Townsville, 1982, pp. 1-48; K. H. 
Kennedy, 'The Cloncurry mining companies', in K. H. Kennedy (ed.), Readings in 
North Queensland Mining History, Vol. 1, Townsville, 1980, pp. 221-50. 

7  I. Davidson, S. A. Sutton and S. J. Gale, 'The human occupation of Cuckadoo 1 
Rockshelter, northwest central Queensland', in M. Smith, S. Spriggs and F. Sahul 
(eds), Review: Pleistocene archaeology in Australia, New Guinea, and Island Melanesia, No. 
24, Canberra, 1993, pp. 164-72. 

8  Y. Ahmad, 'The scope and definitions of heritage: from tangible to intangible', 
International Journal of Heritage Studies, Vol. 12, 2006, pp. 292-300. 

9  E. R. Ballesteros and M. H. Ramírez, 'Identity and Community: Reflections on the 
development of mining heritage tourism in Southern Spain', Tourism 
Management, Vol. 28, No. 3, 2007, pp. 677-87; C. Cameron, 'The Unnatural History of 
heritage: What's the Future for the Past?’, Journal of Heritage Tourism, Vol. 5, No. 3, 
2010, pp. 203-18. 

10  E. C. Eklund, Mining Towns: Making a Living, Making a Life, Sydney, 2012. 
11  B. J. Graham and P. Howard, 'Heritage and identity', in B. J. Graham and P. Howard 

(eds.), The Ashgate Research Companion to Heritage and Identity, Aldershot and 
Burlington, 2008, pp. 1-15. 
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Figure 2: View of Selwyn looking towards the mines ca 1916. Negative number: 
66110 John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 

 

Oral histories have been used since the 1940s particularly for the 
recording of the experiences and observations of ordinary people.12 As 
George and Stratford remark, 'Oral history has become an important 
tool for studying hidden histories and geographies, the place-based 
lives and memories of disadvantaged people, minority groups, and 
others whose views have been ignored, or whose lives pass quietly, 
producing few if any written records'.13 As such, they are an ideal tool 
for delving into the intangible heritage of women's lives. In this article, 
various sources and methods are used which are complementary in a 
mixed-methods approach.14 The limited quantitative primary sources 
such as the electoral rolls and school enrolment records were collated, 

                                         
12  B. M. Robertson and J. Gasper, Oral history Handbook, 5th ed. Adelaide, 2006. 
13 K. George and E. Stratford, 'Oral history and human geography', in I. Hay (ed.), 

Qualitative Research Methods in Human Geography, 3rd ed., South Melbourne, 2010, pp. 
139-51. 

14  R. G. Burgess, 'Multiple strategies in field research', in R. G. Burgess (ed.), Field 
Research: A Sourcebook and Field Manual, London, 1982, pp. 249-56; J. F. Brannen, 
'Mixing Methods: The entry of qualitative and quantitative approaches into the 
research process', International Journal of Social Research Methodology, Vol. 8, No. 3, 
2005, pp. 173-84. 
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described and classified. The photographs and the oral histories bring 
these statistics to life and provide a more rounded and personal 
perspective on the lives of the women in frontier Queensland mining 
towns. We examine three aspects of these lives: the socio-demographic 
context, the town facilities, and facets of home and school.  

The intangible heritage of women's lives is important as a 
complement to the tangible industrial and predominantly masculine 
heritage of mining communities. For example, in studies of the gold 
mining communities of the Upper Burnett in South-East Queensland, 
Prangnell and Mate examined the intangible heritage of the mines 
through a dissection of the role of women and children and the 
persistence of community even after the disappearance of the mines, 
while Reeves et al. used intangible heritage as a lens through which to 
view the labour history of Broken Hill.15 Our study of north-west 
Queensland demonstrates, however, not only the classic difficulties of 
frontier life, but also its complexity and perhaps unexpected levels of 
satisfaction and sophistication. In so doing, it enriches our 
understanding of Queensland colonial frontier towns beyond the 
stereotype of the statistics of the smelters and the men of the mines.  

In attempting to reconstruct women's lives from a century ago, 
several sources have been used.16 Qualitative sources are available in 
the Queensland State archives, the most evocative of which are various 
photographs and a limited number of documentary sources. 
Quantitative sources include state electoral rolls, school enrolment 
records and the Queensland Towns Directories. Primary materials 
were obtained through fieldwork, including through oral histories 
given by three former women residents of the towns, interviewed in 
1995 when they were aged over eighty-five. The oral histories were 
taken alongside various archaeological investigations, providing an 
additional layer to the palimpsest of remote northwest Queensland.17 
These sources each have their own limitations and advantages. The 

                                         
15  J. Prangnell and G. Mate, 'Kin, fictive kin and strategic movement: working-class 

heritage of the Upper Burnett', International Journal of Heritage Studies, Vol. 17, 2011, 
pp. 318-30; G. Mate, 'Mount Shamrock: A symbiosis of mine and settlement', 
International Journal of Historical Archaeology, Vol. 17, 2013, pp. 465-86; K. Reeves, E. 
Eklund, A, Reeves, B. Scates and V. Peel, 'Broken Hill: rethinking the significance of 
the material culture and intangible heritage of the Australian labour movement', 
International Journal of Heritage Studies, Vol. 17, 2011, pp. 301-17. 

16  Thanks to Dr Ray Boyle of Rockhampton for finding supplementary information. 
17  Davidson, Sutton and Gale, op, cit., 166-67, 170-71; Winchester, Davidson and 

O'Brien, op, cit., pp. 1-2. 
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qualitative archival sources are partial and fragmentary. A major fire in 
Cloncurry in the 1940s gutted the local parish records.18 School 
enrolment records are limited in coverage and contain neither pupils' 
names nor gender. The electoral rolls list name, general location, sex 
and occupation. Some early rolls also provide age and date of first 
registration. The electoral rolls were updated annually, allowing a 
snapshot of changes in population. Voting became compulsory in 
Queensland in 1915 and during the First World War there were also 
two compulsory referenda on conscription, so there was a concern that 
the lists be accurate, although the effectiveness of this is likely more 
limited in remoter parts of the state than in the cities and towns. The 
problems of using electoral rolls are well known, especially the issue of 
under-enumeration. Not every person over the age of twenty-one was 
enrolled. Some residents were ineligible because of foreign citizenship. 
Also, many male itinerant workers were omitted from the electoral 
rolls, as were younger workers under the age of twenty-one. Moreover, 
the 'principal weakness of electoral roll data is its coverage of women's 
work'.19 The enrolment of women occurred after they were given the 
vote in 1905, and the rolls show a very sharp increase in female 
numbers from 1905 to 1906, levelling off after that date.  

The categories of information provided in the electoral rolls were 
also subject to limitations. Although some of the early rolls listed the 
age of electors, this was not always as valuable as anticipated, as often 
those ages failed to change from roll to roll, so would merely be of 
indicative value for the very early years. Marital status was not given, 
so it was often difficult to make assumptions about marital status 
based on surname and location. In some cases, it could be confirmed 
by other sources. For example, archival and oral history sources 
confirm Mary Bell, the schoolteacher, and Maggie Flynn, the barmaid, 
as single women. Similarly, the assumption that Ellen Cann, whose 
occupation was listed as 'domestic duties', was the wife of Henry Cann, 
labourer, was confirmed by oral history and by evidence from the 
cemetery, where a small grave contains the remains of their daughter, 
Dorothy Maud Cann.20  

                                         
18  P. Hardy, The Cloncurry Story: A Short History of the Cloncurry District, Cloncurry 

(Qld), 1983; S. D. Harvey, Cloncurry 100: 1867-1967, Mimeo (Qld), 1967. 
19  E. C. Eklund, Steel Town: The Making and Breaking of Port Kembla, Carlton, 2002. 
20  The tombstone for Dorothy Maud Cann records that she died on 4 August 1919, 

aged 10 years and 11 months. 
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The difficulty with the use of occupation data contained in the 
electoral rolls is similar to that experienced by users of early census 
returns and enumerators' books. The main issue is establishing both 
industrial sector and social status from the mass of listed occupations. 
Most women were listed as being engaged in domestic or household 
duties, with only some hints at social status if these were categorised as 
'housewife' or 'domestic servant'.21 However, for many women, social 
status can be clarified by cross-referencing to other sources. Male social 
status was usually clearer, while the industrial sector in which they 
worked was less obvious, particularly for the large mass of 
undifferentiated labourers who could have been working in the mines, 
smelters, trades or agriculture. Our study utilised the electoral rolls for 
Kuridala and Selwyn for the years of 1914 and 1919 when copper 
production was at its peak to support the war effort. The rolls provide 
a breakdown by gender, marital status and occupations, indicating a 
socio-demographic context for the photographs and oral histories.  

The populations of the two townships were never large, reaching 
their peak around 1918. In the mid-1990s, only three former residents 
of the towns could be traced, all women, two aged in their late eighties 
and one in her early nineties. Each came from a different background 
but their stories were complementary.22 The first, 'Mrs M', well known 
in the locality, was married in Kuridala in 1918 and until 1979 lived on 
a nearby station before moving into the better serviced Cloncurry. She 
gave birth to many sons, one of whom died in infancy by drowning. 
Another was still-born. Mrs M could trace her ancestry on her father's 
side to a convict of the 'First Fleet'. She recalled her grandmother 
talking about him. On her mother's side, she was related to the Clancy 
family of New South Wales. The second interviewee, 'Mrs D', was a 
granddaughter of the Kennedy pioneers of the area. She was born 
nearby and lived on a station between Selwyn and Duchess. Her 
memories were inextricably woven with the station where she lived for 
fifty-eight years. 'I got married there, and brought my two babies there, 
and lost my husband there of a heart attack … holds a lot of memories'. 
These two informants, having lived so long in the vicinity, maintained 
vivid and precise memories, although they had lived on the stations 
and were not part of the mining community. The third interviewee, 

                                         
21  Eklund, Steel Town, p. 35, observes that only three to four per cent of women in Port 

Kembla between 1900 and 1940 recorded their occupations as anything other than 
'domestic duties'. 

22  J. A. Edwards and J. C. Llurdes, 'Mines and Quarries: Industrial Heritage Tourism', 
Annals of Tourism Research, Vol. 23, No. 2, 1996, pp. 341-46. 
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'Miss B', had lived in the town of Kuridala since the age of eight. Her 
father, probably from Cornwall, had been a miner in Charters Towers 
and was recorded on the Kuridala electoral roll of 1914. Miss B 
therefore gave a different perspective than the other two women, 
relating more directly to the mining community. Together their 
narratives recounted certain aspects of women's lives in the two 
townships, illustrating Bryant and Pini's claim that, in small rural 
communities, 'class is gendered and inscribed through personal 
memory, community narrative and through everyday values and 
interactions associated with work, leisure and family'.23  

The triangulated methods permit an estimate of the socio-
demographic composition of the two towns in the years of the First 
World War. It is clear from both mining and school records that 
growth began around 1905, with a peak population of about 2,000 in 
Kuridala in 1918-1919, and a peak population of about 800 in Selwyn at 
the same time. In Kuridala in 1919, there were 1,226 adults on the 
electoral roll, with the school reaching its peak of 270 enrolments the 
previous year. This leaves uncounted children below the age of five, 
young people aged 13-21, and any adults not listed on the electoral roll 
for whatever reason. Blainey's estimates of a peak population for the 
two townships of around 2,000 does not seem unreasonable, if perhaps 
a little low.24 The population mostly comprised migrants, mainly from 
England and Ireland, many arriving via other mining towns closer to 
the Queensland coast, such as Charters Towers. There were a few 
migrants from elsewhere. For example, there was a German family 
who changed the spelling of their name in 1914, a family of Belgian 
refugees, an Italian whose daughter ran a café and two Chinese 
gardeners who contributed to the diversity of the town. Yet it was a 
much less multicultural region than other mining towns.25 Mrs M 
thought there were no Aboriginal people, although they were present 
on the stations and are visible in some school photographs.  

As is well known, the gender ratio in the mining towns was very 
unbalanced, estimated by Mrs D as 'two parts men to one woman'. The 
electoral rolls support her claim (Table 1). Unsurprisingly, the 
population was a transient one. Of the 456 men present in Kuridala in 

                                         
23  L. Bryant and B. Pini, 'Gender, class and rurality: Australian case studies', Journal of 

Rural Studies, Vol. 25, No. 1, 2009, p.49; L. Bryant and B. Pini, Gender and Rurality, 
London, 2010. 

24  Blainey, op, cit., p. 53. 
25  Eklund, Mining Towns, p. 26. 
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1914, only 246 (54%) were still there in 1919. The proportion was even 
smaller for Selwyn (31%). The women were less transient, 61% 
remaining in Kuridala through the five-year period and 43% in 
Selwyn. The differences in mobility rates between the sexes may be 
attributed in part to differences in marital status. As in other mining 
towns, such as Mt Morgan, married men were favoured as workers 
and were likely to find more stable employment than the single men, 
and their wives stayed with them.26 There were significant differences 
in the proportions of men and women who were married. Best 
estimates are that 70% of women and only 30% of men were married. 
The proportion of married women declined in 1919 as the mines 
reached their peak, with an influx of single male labour (Table 2). 

 
Table 1: Gender ratios, Kuridala and Selwyn, 1914 and 1919 
 1914 1919 

 Women Men %male Women Men %male 

Kuridala 209 456 68.6 407 819 66.8 

Selwyn  103 255 71.2 113 300 72.6 

 
Table 2: Marital ratios, Kuridala and Selwyn, 1914 and 1919 

 1914 1919 

 % married  % married 

 Women  Men Women  Men 

Kuridala 78.5 29.0 79.9 21.0 

Selwyn 71.9 26.7 69.0 24.3 

 
                                         
26 Eklund, Mining Towns, p. 29. 
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Many of the single and itinerant men lived in boarding houses. 
Our three interviewees recounted tales of women married to much 
older men, and of husbands flirting and philandering, much of which 
was accepted with some humour as 'natural': 

Dad was 15 years older than Mum, and when they went 
on honeymoon to Sydney when they got married, I don't 
know where Dad had gone, but anyhow Mum must 
have been looking around and a woman was sitting 
there and said, 'Oy, yer father went that way' … oh they 
thought it was a joke … (Mrs D) 

And so help me never, they used to come home and tell 
me, you know my own relations are always the biggest 
naggers, they come home and tell me all the flirting, he 
(my husband) used to do with Maggie Flynn behind the 
bar. And oh, he was a terrible character my husband … 
And she (Maggie Flynn) married Chick afterwards and 
they (moved to Townsville). (Mrs M)  

The interviewees did not raise the subject of prostitution in this remote 
and male-dominated mining community, but it is evidenced in 
sexualised and misogynistic historical graffiti on the walls of the 
Selwyn/Mount Elliott rock shelter.27 

Families were generally large. There are no photographs of 
families with fewer than four children. Miss B was one of six and Mrs 
M one of 14, the latter stating that a family of a dozen children was not 
unusual. As noted, Mrs M had eleven children, two of whom died. All 
those interviewed recalled childhood deaths caused by bad weather, 
sickness and accident. 'They lost a little boy. He drank some petrol or 

                                         
27  Winchester et. al., 'Historical graffiti in northern Australia', pp. 1-8. See generally, J. 

A. Laite, 'Historical perspectives on industrial development, mining and 
prostitution', The Historical Journal, Vol. 52, No. 3, 2009, pp. 739-61; 
L. Mercier and J. Gier, 'Reconsidering women and gender in mining', History 
Compass, Vol. 5, 2007, pp. 997-1001; C. Moore, 'Colonial manhood and masculinities, 
Journal of Australian Studies, Vol. 22, 1998, pp. 35-50; R. Evans, '''Soiled doves'': 
Prostitution in Colonial Queensland', in K. Daniels (ed.), So Much Hard Work: Women 
and prostitution in Australian history. Fontana/Collins, Sydney, 1984, pp. 127–91; R. 
Frances, Selling Sex: A Hidden History of Prostitution, Kensington, NSW, 1997; I. 
McCalman, A. Cook and A. Reeves, Gold: Forgotten Histories and Lost Objects of 
Australia, Cambridge, 2001. 
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something at the pub and died in a few seconds' (Mrs M). There were 
darker hints too of domestic violence.28 Mrs M recollected: 

She went, … and lived in Charters Towers and they had, 
um, her husband had a gun. This makes me wild. Her 
husband had a gun, a shotgun you see … Anyhow, she 
took her baby girl and went back to Wales … (Mrs M)  

The socio-demographic evidence shows a growing population, 
with an unbalanced 2:1 gender ratio, within which the women formed 
a more stable nucleus because of marriage. Marriage and childbirth 
existed alongside infant mortality, and the threat of violent death by 
accident or misadventure, but this appeared to be faced with humour 
and resilience. These are the women whom Gibson-Graham famously 
described as 'the hewers of cakes and drawers of tea'.29 They 
maintained the home life of mining families and were required by 
patriarchal norms to be committed primarily to household duties and 
child-rearing. They worked full-time as wives and mothers, doing the 
shopping, cooking, cleaning, caring for children, organizing 
interactions within the community, especially the school, and general 
social interaction on the part of the family. They provided meals, 
cleaned clothes, cared for children and maintained orderly, 
comfortable, and pleasant domestic environments on very limited 
resources. Dependent on their husband's wages from the mine or 
smelter, these women were part of what has been described as the 
'little white man's colony', or a 'proletarian patriarchy'.30 Nonetheless, 
these women had power within the domestic realm, often recognised 
as a separate 'lifeworld' to that occupied by their husbands who 
laboured in the mine.31 Women's household work possessed real 

                                         
28  Saunders considered that 'available evidence' of domestic violence in colonial 

Queensland showed it to be 'far more prevalent in the later settled north and north-
western regions', where women were more likely to be without support networks or 
opportunities for gainful employment. K. Saunders, 'The study of domestic violence 
in colonial Queensland: Sources and Problems', Historical Studies, Vol. 21, No. 82, 
1984, pp. 68-84. 

29  J. K. Gibson-Graham, 'Hewers of cake and drawers of tea: Women, industrial 
restructuring and class processes on the coalfields of Central Queensland', Rethinking 
Marxism, Vol. 5, No. 4, 1992, pp. 29-56. 

30  M. B. Campbell, 'Proletarian patriarchs and the real radicals', in V. Seddon (ed.), The 
cutting edge: Women and the pit strike, London, pp. 249-282. See also M. Mies, 
Patriarchy and Accumulation, London, 1986; V. R. Seitz, Women, Development, and 
Communities for Empowerment in Appalachia, Albany (NY), 1995. 

31  A. M. Gill, 'Women in isolated resource towns: an examination of gender differences 
in cognitive structures', Geoforum, Vol. 21, No. 3, 1990, pp. 347-58. 
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economic value for their spouses and their community. The scarcity of 
women also raised their economic value, whether as cooks, 
seamstresses, hoteliers, teachers, laundresses or prostitutes.32 This 
enabled some to gain greater wealth by participating in the workforce 
outside the mines, as in other mining communities there were still 
relatively few opportunities for women 'for advancement outside 
marriage'. 33 

Despite, or in part because of its isolation, Kuridala boasted a 
substantial retailing sector. The women each commented with pride on 
the facilities available to them in the towns, particularly Kuridala as it 
was larger than Selwyn. At its peak, there were hotels, stores, saddlers, 
bakers and a range of tradespeople, as well as a cordial manufacturer 
and an ice maker. Mrs D recalled that 'you could buy everything'. 
Daily living and provisioning were not seen to be a hardship, in which 
respect the townships may have resembled many other small mining 
centres on the 'frontier'.34 Yet, as described below, the poor quality of 
much of the housing testifies to relatively high levels of social and 
economic disadvantage in the townships, which other research 
suggests is common in resource communities, particularly in remote 
regions with small populations.35 Nevertheless, the diaries of W. H. 
Corbould, Mine Manager at Mt Elliott, recorded: 

Despite its remoteness, living conditions at Mt Elliott 
were not too bad. The vast sheep and cattle stations in 
the surrounding areas meant that the best meat was 
available at only 2d or 3d a pound, though bread and 
other imported commodities were very dear. A 
Chinaman living on a creek about six miles away from 
the mine grew a fine array of vegetables which he 
delivered to the township and the miners' camp with his 
horse and cart.36 

                                         
32  A. L. Hurtado, 'Sex, gender, culture, and a great event: The California gold 

rush', Pacific Historical Review, Vol. 68, No. 1, 1999, pp. 1-19. 
33  B. Bowden, 'A time ''The like of which was never before experienced'': Changing 

community loyalties in Ipswich, 1900-12', Labour History, No. 78, 2000, pp. 71-93. 
34  D. Robertson, Hard as the Rock Itself: Place and Identity in the American Mining Town, 

Denver, 2010; M. Tonts, P. Plummer and M. Lawrie, 'Socio-economic wellbeing in 
Australian mining towns: A comparative analysis', Journal of Rural Studies, Vol. 28, 
No. 3, 2012, pp. 288-301. 

35  F. Wilson, Labour in the South African gold mines 1911-1969, Vol. 6, Cambridge, 2011. 
36  I. Hore-Lacy, Broken Hill to Mount Isa: The Mining Odyssey of W. H. Corbould, 

Melbourne, 1981. 
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Former residents also commented enthusiastically on the fresh meat 
supplied from the surrounding stations, and the fresh vegetables 
produced by the two Chinese gardeners:  

You know, they were half Chinese and half Black … I 
don't know what they were, but oh the garden was 
perfect. He was a great gardener, old Mr Timms. Oh 
grapes! Nobody could grow grapes like Mr Timms. (Mrs 
M) 

Old Mr Timms … he had his big garden … they were 
out on the river … everything, rock-melons, fresh 
vegetables brought round in the cart. (Miss B) 

An anonymous description of the early copper-field towns entitled 
'Cloncurry ca. 1914' described the stores and facilities thus: 

... in 1907 there were Boyd's Hotel, Mrs Kennedy's small 
store, Butler's butcher shop, Entrikin's saddler shop 
(then closed up) and Mrs Rosenfeldt's boarding house.  

At Selwyn there were Hulbert's Hotel, Downes' store, 
and McIntosh's baker's shop. These were the only 
buildings in the town. At the end of July, the number of 
men on the mine was about thirty. This was the record 
up to that time. (Anon., c.1914) 37 

In Kuridala in 1919, the following list of traders and suppliers is given 
in the electoral roll (Table 3), listing twenty-one separate occupations. 
Selwyn had a smaller range of suppliers, although it did have a 
milliner and a bricklayer. Most of these trades were performed by men, 
with generally just over two-thirds of women described as performing 
various domestic duties or working as dressmakers and laundresses, 
although there were also three women managing hotels or stores. That 
women occupied managerial roles in hotels reflects the common 
perception that they were more sober and reliable than men. Women 
commonly were licensees of inns and hotels across the country.38 

 
 

                                         
37  Anonymous, 'Cloncurry ca. 1914', Unpublished typescript (part missing), c. 1914, 

North Queensland Collection. Townsville. 
38  D. Kirkby, Barmaids: A History of Women's Work in Pubs, Cambridge, 1987; C. Wright, 

Beyond the Ladies' Lounge, Melbourne, 2003. 
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Table 3. Traders in Kuridala 1919 
Trade Total  Women 

Blacksmith  13 0 

Carpenter  13 0 

Licensed victualler/hotel keeper  8 2 

Butcher  7 0 

Grocer 5 0 

Baker 4 0 

Dressmaker  4 4 

Plumber 4 0 

Storekeeper  4 1 

Draper  3 0 

Hairdresser  3 0 

Painter  3 0 

Chemist  2 0 

Cordial manufacturer  2 0 

Laundress  2 2 

Saddler  2 0 

Ironmonger 1 0 

Jeweller 1 0 

Postmaster 1 0 

Tailor 1 0 

Wheelwright 1 0 

 



                                                                                    WINCHESTER & ROBINSON 169 

  

Apart from the traders and suppliers, Kuridala also boasted a 
hospital and the railway. The hospital remained open until 1927, and 
in 1919 employed at least ten nurses, three matrons, a wards-man, an 
ambulance superintendent and a medical practitioner. It featured in 
Mrs M's memory, she claiming to have been the only maternity patient 
ever in the hospital which dealt mainly with mining injuries and 
serious illness. Women generally had their babies at home, although 
some made use of Mrs Rosenskjar's nursing home for their laying-in. 
Mrs M recalled: 'We had a first-class doctor and a lovely hospital in 
Kuridala, and an x-ray'. She recalled that each family paid a shilling a 
week for the hospital. When it closed there was a balance of £2,000. The 
railway was another major facility that made life easier for the 
residents. Houses were brought in and then taken out again by rail 
when the town folded. In 1923, 500 miners and an equal number of 
schoolchildren took the train, never to return to Kuridala. Water was 
shipped in when necessary. The last train in 1963 brought in a 
windmill and pump for one of the stations. The services of the railway, 
and of the carters and carriers, were so good that people rarely 
travelled even to the next town. When asked about Selwyn or Duchess, 
the women from Kuridala would say 'I wouldn't know, I never went 
there … we had everything'. The local community was, in effect, its 
own cultural universe.39  

One of the most important civic organisations in mining 
communities was the church. In Mount Morgan, no fewer than six 
Christian denominations established churches between 1885 and 
1890.40 In the coal-mining communities of the Ipswich area, which 
consisted of a 'relatively homogeneous community' of English and 
Welsh migrants, the Anglican and non-conformist churches formed 
one of the 'key bonds' of the community.41 Yet, in Kuridala and 
Selwyn, there is no physical or photographic evidence of church 
buildings and little oral evidence of their civic and community 
functions, although there were at least four churches in Kuridala.42 

There are extant financial accounts for a Methodist church in Kuridala 
from 1917 to 1921. However, Mrs M recounted that her marriage 
ceremony in 1918 took place at the Post Office Hotel in Kuridala, 
                                         
39  C. Ballard and G. Banks, 'Resource wars: The anthropology of mining', Annual 

Review of Anthropology, Vol. 42, 2013, pp. 287-313. 
40  Eklund, Mining Towns, p. 75. 
41 Bowden, op. cit., pp. 75-77. 
42  Queensland Heritage Council, 'Kuridala Township, Hampden smelter and mining 

complex', Queensland Heritage Register, Entry 645604; Hooper, op cit., p. 251. 
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conducted by Jim O'Farrell, the postmaster. She explained: 'well, you 
see, there was no parson or priest out McKinlay way anywhere … Jim 
was like a father to me, he conducted the wedding'. Talking about the 
birth of her third child, she recalled how 'Dad and I used to go over 
and sit on the steps of the church … alongside Mrs Rosenskjar's little 
nursing home'. The civic functions of the churches are barely visible in 
the surviving records of these remote mining communities. Civic 
leadership, as in the performance of marriage ceremonies and the 
organisation of social events, appeared to be driven by the traders and 
business people of the town, as explained below. 

The houses of the towns reflected a local social hierarchy. There 
were some higher quality residences for senior managers and far more 
basic housing, often provided by the mining company, for the miners. 
An anonymous article on Cloncurry written around 1914 described the 
houses in Friezland (Kuridala) in 1907 as 'made up of tents and bough 
sheds'.43 A family of Belgian refugees in Kuridala was described as 
living in 'little tin huts that they made out of kerosene tins' (Mrs M). A 
photograph of a slab hut in Kuridala is recorded as the home of the 
Treloar family (Figure 3), with Hector Valentine William Treloar 
recorded in the 1914 electoral roll as an engine driver, although there is 
no record of his wife and the six children. The structure and building 
material of this house has some similarities to that shown from 
Frogmore in 1880.44 In the middle range were larger wood and iron 
houses, such as the one shown as belonging to the Jordan family 
(Figure 4) who are not recorded in the electoral roll. Many of these 
houses were transportable and were eventually shipped out. In 
constrast, a 1907 photograph of the mine manager's house in Kuridala 
shows an imposing elevated structure, complete with elegant and 
spacious verandas. The differences in quality of the housing echoes 
and confirms the class structure of the townships, dominated by 
working-class miners, some with wives and families, but with some 
emerging aspirational groups in better housing, probably signalling 
work in trades or permanent employment or even multiple household 
incomes. At the top of the hierarchy were the mine and smelter 
managers who lived in the grandest houses on this frontier. 

                                         
43  P. Bell, 'Houses in North Queensland mining towns, 1864-1914', in Kennedy (ed.), 

Readings in North Queensland Mining History, Vol. 1, pp. 299-328. 
44  B. McGowan, 'Hegemony, localism and ethnicity: The "Welsh" mining communities 

of Currawang and Frogmore in Southern New South Wales', Journal of Australasian 
Mining History, Vol. 5, 2007,p. 50. 
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Figure 3: Hampden Residences, Treloar's Home. Negative number: 33180 John 
Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 

 
Figure 4: Hampden Residences, H Jordan's home. Negative number: 33182 John 
Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 
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Figure 5: Hampden Residences, Mine Manager's residence 1907. Negative number: 
36709 John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 

 

The women recalled the repetitive domestic work, with limited 
appliances, and wood stoves for cooking and heating water:  

Washing up, cooking, floors to sweep, you know 
cooking, nothing exciting like nowadays (Mrs D) 

Well, you washed with your hands, then used a 
scrubbing board; there was no washing machines (Miss 
B) 

Mrs M recalled the advanced facilities available at the hotels: 

O'Farrell's Hotel had electricity and I suppose the King's 
did. Mrs Boyd had gas… The Post Office Hotel where I 
got married, I know they did, I had my wedding veil 
and dress pressed before I got married - by an electric 
iron, first electric iron I ever saw, so I remember very 
well. It's a long time ago, … er 1918.  

If houses and the availability of electric appliances were indicators 
of divisions of social status, by contrast the schools appeared to have a 
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cohesive and inclusive effect. The schools have rather patchy records. 
In Kuridala, the Friezland School opened in 1901 with an enrolment of 
twelve, closed between 1904 and 1906 as the mine ceased operating, 
and reopened with an enrolment of sixteen in 1906. Kuridala school 
enrolments climbed sharply from 50 in 1910 to a peak of 269 in 1918, 
dropping away rapidly from 1920 (Figure 6). A school known as the 
Milo Provisional School functioned briefly between 1902 and 1905 in 
Selwyn/Mt Elliott, reopening as the Mt Elliott Provisional School in 
1908 and renamed the Selwyn State School in 1912. Records of the 
latter reveal a peak enrolment of 109 children in 1912. However, the 
photographs show only about half that number, mainly younger 
children, possibly because older boys were taken out of school to work 
(Figure 7). Mrs D recalled that her 'husband left school when he was 
thirteen because his father needed a new man around … he never had 
a lot of education either … never went back'. Although some of the 
boys are barefoot, this picture seems to feature the work of Selwyn's 
milliner, with some very smartly attired girls in boots and pinafores.  

 

 

Figure 6: School enrolments 1901-1922, Kuridala and Selwyn. 
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Figure 7: . Selwyn State School ca.1912. Negative number: 47635 John Oxley 
Library, State Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 

 

 

Figure 8: Selwyn State School 1911 State School Committee. Negative number: 
47625 John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 
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Figure 9: Opening of the railway from Cloncurry to Mount Elliott Copper Mine, 
Selwyn, 1910. Negative number: 47626 John Oxley Library, State Library of 
Queensland, Brisbane. 

Kuridala and Selwyn were boom towns with highly transient 
populations and imbalanced gender ratios, where women formed a 
more stable nucleus of family life. However, the towns were well 
served with facilities, traders, suppliers, transport, hospitals and 
schools. The oral histories provide evidence of the development of a 
community sentiment which could not be gleaned from other 
documentary sources and might be counter-intuitive given the ebb and 
flow of population. Not only did the community not feel the need to go 
to another town to buy goods, but the former residents also recalled 
instances of community feeling and cohesion, shown by helping others 
and watching out for them. Mrs M described the proprietor of the hotel 
where she was married as 'like a father to me'. She also related tales of 
how the residents banded together to form a group of guardians to 
look after two girls who were 'simple' to prevent them wandering and 
getting into trouble, and of the general grief caused by the death of 
Paddy Flynn, 'a dwarf', who was killed by a car. She described too the 
capacity for enjoyment; of the time her husband and brother learned to 
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skate, and of the community celebrations on Armistice Day when the 
miners put dynamite into an effigy of Kaiser Bill.  

 

 

Figure 10: Selwyn Orchestra 1912. Negative number: 47640 John Oxley Library, 
State Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 

 

There were formal events that brought the community together, 
such as the gathering to mark the opening of the railway line to Mt 
Elliott in 1910 (Figure 9). There is also a striking photograph of the 
Selwyn Orchestra taken in 1912 (Figure 10). All the names are listed on 
the photograph and eight of the ten can be found on the electoral roll. 
This is a younger group than the School Committee, with more 
working people (miners, smelter-hands), more women and fewer 
trades and business people. The solemn demeanour and formal 
clothing suggests that music was taken seriously and that it brought 
people together in some spirit of self-improvement, creative expression 
and personal fulfilment.45 It provides another element of the intangible 
                                         
45  C. G. Austin, 'Early history of music in Queensland', Journal of the Royal Historical 
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heritage of these communities hinting at activities and values that were 
culturally sophisticated, contrasting with the images of barefoot 
children, slab huts and mines in the spinifex. 

This study has used mixed methods and sources, some 
quantitative and some qualitative, to evoke the intangible heritage of 
women's lives in two frontier mining towns. The records paint a 
picture of rapid growth, transience and social and demographic 
imbalance. They evidence a variety of occupations and describe an 
extensive array of town facilities and services. They glimpse the 
prevalence of large families and of poor quality housing for miners. 
Yet they also reveal a strong sense of community. For women and 
children, this sense of community coalesced around such things as the 
school committee and the orchestra, which bound people together 
against local pressures including economic cycles and a largely 
transient population. There is little evidence of the role of churches in 
this community. Civic leadership appeared to rest largely with traders 
and business people who assumed key civic roles and even stood in as 
marriage celebrants in the absence of priests and parsons. The evidence 
suggests a complex and sophisticated community set within a remote 
and inhospitable environment. This is a heritage no longer preserved 
in the tangible remains of the industrial past of Kuridala and Selwyn.  

While the majority of women in the two townships were primarily 
involved in domestic duties, others were engaged as teachers, hoteliers 
and nurses, or were involved in various trades. There was a gendered 
division of labour and a spatial gulf between the home and the mine. 
Yet women worked both in the house and in the town.46 Our focus on 
intangible heritage is a reminder that amid the predominantly male 
workforce of these mining communities, women assumed multiple 
roles and responsibilities. The intangible heritage reminds us that 
remote mining communities had a rich cultural and social life in which 
women helped to soften the 'hard place' of mining work. It is most 
appropriate that Australia's commitment to preserving intangible 
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heritage in the so-called 'Burra Charter' - Australia's 1979 'Charter for 
the Conservation of Places of Cultural Significance' — continues to 
provide a guiding philosophy for the preservation, restoration and 
reconstruction of cultural heritage.47 Intangible heritage reminds us 
that, even in small frontier towns, women's lives encompassed a great 
variety of experiences and that they were not reluctant pioneers but 
willing participants in a life that frequently afforded them 
opportunities that may not have been possible elsewhere.48 

                                         
47  G. Brooks, 'The Burra Charter: Australia's Methodology for Conserving Cultural 
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Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), The Burra Charter: the Australia ICOMOS charter for 
places of cultural significance, ICOMOS, Canberra, 2013; S. M. Zancheti, L. T. F. 
Hidaka, C. Ribeiro and B. Aguiar, 'Judgement and validation in the Burra Charter 
Process: Introducing feedback in assessing the cultural significance of heritage 
sites', City & Time, Vol. 4, No. 2, 2009, pp. 47-53. 
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