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Modern-day explorers

by ANGUS M.ROBINSON

LUDWIG Leichhardt's historic expedi-
tion to Port Essington brought the first
white explorers through the rugged
savannah lands, west of Cairns, in
early 1845. Within thirty vyears,
prospectors were lured into this region
searching for gold. In 1887, two
prospectors located several promis-
ing copper finds on a new pastoral
property which its owner, William
Atherton, named Chillagoe. Since
those early years, many waves of
prospectors, miners, speculators and,
more recently, large mining com-
panies, have explored the Chillagoe
district for gold and silver, copper,
lead, zinc, tin and antimony.

The district is centred on the small
township of Chillagoe, a short dis-
tance from the site of the original
Chillagoe station homestead. The
township is approximately 145
kilometres (by air) west of Cairns, and
is serviced by light aircraft. Road
access, although restricted in the wet
season, involves a four to five hour
drive from Cairns via Mareeba. A

As an exploration geologist, the author
spent several years working in the
Chillagoe area, at a time when exploration
interest was keen and tourist potential was
only on the verge of discovery.

goods train makes a once weekly,
slow trip over the 225 kilometres of the
line to Cairns.

T he pop ulatio n o ft he t own
numbers less than 50 persons,
although this increases during the dry
season when tourists flock to see the
magnificent caves, located in the
numerous, outstanding grey bluffs
which mark the steeply dipping
limestone strata. Another attraction is
the site of the old State smelter,
situated on the outskirts of the town.

Seventy years ago, Chillagoe
(referred to as "Chiraboo" in Frank
Hardy's novel, Power Without Glory)
was a flourishing , blustering, mining
town with a population of several
thousand persons. It served over 20
registered mining areas, including the
better-known centres of Almaden, Ar-
bouin (later Cardross, then Klondyke),
Calcifer, Mungana, OK, Redcap and
Zillmanton . The copper-lead-zinc
smelters (built by a private company
in 1901) were a prominent industry.
They were closed down in 1914, butin

later years were operated again by the
State government , to treat oms from
other mining centres in Queensland.

With the development of Mount Isa
—and depressed metal prices during
the Depression years — the smelters
finally closed and were scrapped in
late 1947. Since that time, local
residents each year have incinerated
old rubber tyres, in one of the three
brick smoke-stacks that remain, to re-
mind them of grander days.

Since the end of World War Il, various
darge  mining groups and the
Commonwealth Government Bureau
of Mineral Resources have created a
continuing presence in the Chillagoe
district. Many geologists, drillers, and
other field personnel can claim
prolonged residence in the township.

This activity has provided a
reasonably reliable income for the area.

Mineral exploration is an expensive
enterprise and involves the expen-
diture of large sums of money, over a
relatively short period of time,
irrespective of the eventual feasibility
of any particular project. Although a
large percentage of funds is spent on
actual drilling, companies have drawn

The crossing at Muldiva Creek, west of
Chillagoe, often is impassable foll owing a
sudden storm.
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Right: Relics of a by-gone era . . . a steam traction engine and the brick smoke-stack of
the now abandoned OK mine north of Chilagoe.

Lower: A lone diamond drilling rig at work in the Cardross area, west of Chillagoe.

logistic support from towns such as
Chillagoe, and more often than not
employ North Queenslanders as
drillers and field assistants. Most ex-
ploration outfits have relied on
provisions from the only general store
in the town — "If we don't have it, we
will get it", means that any items not
on the shelves, usually arrive on the
next train.

Exploration teams generally
operate either from bases set up,from
one of the accommodation houses, or
from field camps close to the prospect
areas. Byrne's Imperial Hotel long has
been a popular residence. The old
hotel had an annexed outdoor
cinema, but in 1971 this building was
demolished and replaced by a
modern bar with several motel units.
The other "watering hole" in the town
is the Post Office Hotel, directly
opposite the amenity which gives its
name to the hotel. Accommodation
also is available at two motels and a
caravan park.

Before 1971, each hotel had its own
power generating plant. When closing
time was announced, ‘"lights out"
usually followed. Hotel guests, if a little
slow, often stumbled to bed in pitch
darkness. Townsfolk, and many of the
exploration personnel, frequently ad-
journed to a very late-night session at
some other venue, for a lively debate on
the issues of the day.

At that time, life in Chillagoe was
representative of Australian rural life
during a much earlier era. But with the
town's connection to the State's elec-
tricity network, all this changed and t
elevision hastaken itstoll
Nevertheless, Chillagoe-ites still enjoy
the annual rodeo weekend. This pop-
ular event attracts visitors from outly-
ing stations and competitors from all
over the State. It includes a horse-
racing programme at the Chillagoe
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Racecourse on Saturday, followed by
the actual rodeo (at Chillagoe station
homestead arena) on Sunday.

Field crews who operate from camp
3ites situated close to prospectsseea
great deal of the station folk. Mineral
exploration often isregarded by these
people with alarge amount of amuse-
ment. "Companies come and com-
panies go" is a familiar story to the
locals.Perhaps field geologists repre-
sent a certain nuisance value — they
are prone to bogging their vehicles or
allowing themselves to get caught by
the wet season. However, at least
mineral exploration has helped to
open up the vast areas of some of the
stations. "Kings in Grass Castles"
(reference to Mary Durack's book of
the same name) cannot always afford
to spend thousands of dollars on
clearing access roads, but this exer-
cise is part and parcel of exploration,
particularly when large drilling rigs are
used.

Exploration crews sometimes are
accused of a bit of "cattle duffing" for
their field-camp catering needs, but
production of receipts from the local
butcher usually allays suspicions.
Despite these occasional crises,
relationships usually are quite con-
genial. Assistance is rendered to the
cattlemen by helping to keep the
precious waterholes free of wild pigs
and "brumby" horses.

The Queensland cattlemen in this
area are practising conservationists.
On Blackdown station, owned by Col
Ferguson, the Cardross claim site (also
a prospect area) has been declared an
unofficial wildlife sanc- tuary. Fred
Burdell's Nychum station, north of the
Walsh River and Chillagoe, is
maintained virtually in its natural state.

"Australia is a land of stark con-
trasts " is a cliche often quoted in




Right: Chillagoe-it es enjoy the Annual rodeo, held at Chillagoe station homestead

arend.

Centre: "The Cardross Collection " — Copper ores, chalcopyrite and azurite, with old
bottles found at the abandoned Cardross mine, west of Chillagoe.

Lower right: Byrne's Imperial Hotel, demolished in 1971, was a popular residence for
exploration ‘crews. A modern bar and motel units have replaced the old building.

Australian literature. The Chillagoe
district is no exception. The onset of
the wet season — usually late
November — brings with it weeks of
humidity, storms, flooded creeks and
rivers, impassable boggy roads, and a
burst of luxuriant vegetation. Spear-
grasses and vines abound "a land of
plenty". Cattle roam on rich pastures,
tyrannies of insects are the masters of
the night.

With the return of the dry season -:
usually in April -watercourses quick-
ly retract, the green-ness is replaced
by straw-yellow tones, contrasting
with the red-ochre soils and rocks.
The land settles down to months of
warm, cloudless, dry weather. Soon
the cattle hunger for fresh pastures;
the cattlemen are busy distributing
salt-licks and attending to musters.
Sometimes, lightwinter rains will en-
courage a short regrowth of grasses,
inareas which have beendeliberately
burnt for this purpose.

The raucous grey Apostle birds and
black Ravens provide a daytime
cacophony; Emus and Bush Turkeys
patrol quietly through the long spear-
grass. Well-worn tracks wind sinuous-
ly through the bush. These "cattle
pads" lead animals to waterholes which
also are a haven for a multitude of
birdlife.

Oases are occasionally found in this
sunburnt wilderness — a spring
emanating from beneath the base of a
roc ky platecau or a "perched"
waterhole, inaccessible to most larger
animals and in which fish abound; or
indeed, the majestic Mitchell and
Walsh Rivers with their populations of
birdlife and animals such as the fresh-
water Crocodile. The red-tailed black
Cock atoos and Australian Pelicans by
day and the Flying Foxes by night,
provide interesting contrasts. Debris

AUSTRALIA Vol.

perched high in the trees lining the
banks of these rivers evidence thtt
high levels water can reach — a
reminder to intruders of the nature of
the wet season, soon to return.
Prospecting in thiswilderness has
never been easy. The larger, now
deserted mining sites — such as Car-
dross and OK — are easily reached by
tracks. However, prospects with in-
ducing and colourful names — Moun-
tain Maid, Pandora —orsome forgot-
ten "gossan" (geological term which
describes the iron-stained, weathered
outcrop of a metaliferous occur-
rence), sometimes known only to
prospectors and ringers who have liy-
ed and worked in the area most of their
lives. The late Micky "Atherton"
Cameron (born about the turn of the
century), a proud Aboriginal, was one
such man. Micky was admired
and respected by locals and geologists
alike for his knowledge and sense of
humour. Many "old timers", like "Steve".
have lived in Chillagoe and, as is so
often true of old people, have crystal
clear memories of events that occurred
in early days.

Old mining sites throughout
Australia more often than notyield old
bottles (coloured purple by the effect
of sunlight over years of exposure) rather
than new ore bodies, butbeing born
optimists, mining men always return.

Someday the Chillagoe district may
see the discovery of a major deposit,
and the town of Chillagoe may regain its
former glory. In the meantime, tourists
are beginning to follow in the footsteps
of the mining men, the mineral
explorers.

Tourists will make their own dis-
coveries and share in the memories of
the region around the time when
William Atherton named Chillagoe.




