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Chapter 2 
THE ARRIVAL 

Nobles Nob was easily the richest mine in Australia at the time, in 
terms of the amount of gold extracted per ton of ore mined. It was 
not big, but it was rich. Knowing that, you would expect it to be a 
modern mine with good equipment and, if not luxurious, at least 
adequate housing for the mine executives.  

My dad had won a good job as the mine accountant, which put 
him just below the mine manager in status and position. But none 
of that counted when it came to where we were to live and the 
house we were given.  

What we found when we arrived was not modern, plush or 
luxurious. Here was a hill in the middle of the desert, dotted here 
and there with “tin houses”, made of corrugated iron with cement 
floors and peeling paint. 

The mine manager had come to pick us up at the airport in his 
Ford Customline V8. For a kid my age this was just about the 
most impressive car I had ever been in. We were taken to the 
manager's house that might have been just a tin house, but it was 
big.  

Sure, it was dusty; sure the road to the mine was rough and 
winding. Sure there was not a blade of grass or lawn to be seen 
anywhere but what does a kid of six  care about any of that?  I was 
impressed. I was allowed to drink as much soft drink as I wanted 
and to stay up late. I had the idea right from the start that I was 
going to like this place. 

After we had eaten, the manager took us down to the “tin house” 
we were going to call home for the next ten years. We went in 
through the side door (there were three entrance doors to the 
house), along the passage and opened the door to the main room. 
It was big and open and had four walls all painted in different 
colours. There was a fireplace and a four gallon (twenty litre) 



ceramic acid bottle in the fireplace where the fire should have 
been. The bottle was painted with a flower to enhance the 
appearance of the room. 

“ Wow!' I said, and took three paces over the newly painted 
cement floor before anyone could stop me. 

By this time my mum was most unimpressed with the whole 
terrible adventure. All she wanted to do was go back to Perth. 
Looking back on it now I guess that I can't blame her. What with a 
blood soaked son, a trip by sea with a bunch of screaming kids, a 
whole day in a plane with a daughter who did nothing but throw 
up, a car without a door, a broken hand basin and a perfect bottle 
of Dettol, and now this! It must have been a hell of a week for her, 
but even then there was more to come. 

The house had only two bedrooms. There were three kids, my two 
older sisters and myself. One of my sisters had to sleep in the 
laundry on a stretcher. We all went to bed, and later that night, 
Betty, my sister, was heard screaming from the laundry through 
the adjoining bathroom window for help because “ Dad, there are 
men outside.”   She couldn't come through the house because of 
the painted floors. 

As it turned out, a mob of 
cattle had wandered onto 
the mine site and were 
being driven off by a 
group of miners. 

So that was the end of the 
first day for me in Tennant 
Creek on Nobles Nob 
Mine. Total disaster for 
the rest of the family, but 

for me it was one of the best days of my life. There were even 
better days in the years to come. 

 
This was once the Manager’s House! 



Chapter 3 
SETTLING IN 

Once the first day was over the family got busy settling into life 
on the gold mine. 

The house we lived in had a “ round roof”  and a veranda that ran 
about half way around it. The veranda was enclosed in flywire and 
I used to ride around it on my tricycle. Unfortunately the family 
needed an extra bedroom for the girls. It was decided to build this 
extra room on the veranda and call it the “ sleep out” . I was not 
impressed with this idea because half of my racetrack would be 
lost. 

I was never one for keeping my feelings to myself and told my 
mum that the girls could sleep in the laundry if they did not want 
to share my room. My mum was very patient and persuaded me 
that if the girls had the extra room I would have a whole room to 
myself. That seemed to be a fair trade  as I really did not want 
them in my room any more anyway. So the sleep out was built, 
leaving most of my racetrack intact. 

Living in the new house there were some adjustments that needed 
to be made. 

The first Christmas it was cold. Very cold indeed. In the Territory 
at Christmas you would expect 40 degree Celsius heat. Knowing 
this we had not brought any blankets with us. So when it got cold 
we had to put newspapers on the beds to keep warm until our 
household goods arrived by road. We also got to move the acid 
bottle from the fireplace and use the space for a fire a lot sooner 
than we would have expected. 

The house was furnished with cane chairs. These were old and 
worn out. There were red back spiders everywhere, including in 
the cane chairs, so before you sat down you would check to see if 
there were any spiders under the seat by turning the chair upside 
down and taking a look. 



Being on top of a hill the mine was very windy and dusty. The 
inside of the house was full of fine dust much of the time. This 
fine dust is called “ bulldust”  and it would blow in through the 
louvred windows, making it very hard to keep the place clean. 
When it rained the roof would leak. We would all get some pots 
and pans to catch the drips. We were better off than some of the 
people who lived in other houses. One room in another house had 
water about thirty centimetres deep every time it rained heavily. 
Another house at the bottom of the hill had a stream of water 
running in the back door, through the whole house, and out 
through the front door after heavy rain. Fortunately it does not 
rain like that very often in the middle of the Northern Territory. 

All of this drove my poor old mum almost out of her mind. For 
me it was all great fun. About the only thing that I didn’t like 
about the whole town was the school. But the trip to school and 
back each day was good. The mine was about ten miles out of the 
town of Tennant Creek. 

In the fifties, the road to town was very rough and dusty. The 
company ran its own school bus service. The bus driver would 
drive us all to school and then spend the rest of the day in town 
running errands for the people who lived on the mine. He would 
do the shopping and other errands before picking us up from 
school in the afternoon. 

The bus itself had to be seen to be believed. It was not actually a 
bus at all but an old Commer van painted yellow. We used to call 
it the “ cheese box”  because of its shape and colour. The seats 
were just wooden benches along the length of the van and we 
would get into it through the two barn style doors at the back. The 
seals on the back doors were not at all dustproof and the old 
“ cheese box”  would suck in dust like a vacuum cleaner for the 
whole trip. 

Most of the boys would wear hair oil and by the time they got to 
school their hair would be red with dust. As one father put it after 



his two fair-haired boys came home after their first day at school, 
“ Oh well, I always wanted a couple of redheaded kids.”  

The trips to school were fun, but my first few weeks at the 
Tennant Creek Primary School were not. For a start my mother, in 
her great wisdom, made me wear a “ fisherman's”  hat, to protect 
me from the blistering sun and heat of the central Northern 
Territory. Most of the kids who went to the school didn’t even 
wear shoes, let alone a hat. These were a bunch of tough little 
miners' kids, so they would use my hat as a football at lunchtime 
and after school. 

The other thing was that my ears stick out. My mother wouldn’t 
let me grow my hair to cover them up. I got the nickname “ Taxi 
Doors”  within my first few days of being at school. To this day I 
never wear a hat and always wear my hair long enough to cover 
my ears. 

The kids at this school were nothing like the ones from the school 
in Perth where I had spent my first year. These kids were not only 
rough and tough, but they were also sometimes quite crude. Even 
in Grade 2 most of the boys not only knew every swear word in 
the book but they also knew what they meant. I remember one kid 
in Grade 2 telling us in great detail what he would do with his 
girlfriend if he ever got her out in the bush on her own. I can 
remember thinking “ Why would anyone want to do something 
like that with a girl?”  

All this made for a very interesting education. Mind you, I can't 
remember learning very much from the teacher, but by the end of 
the first year at that school I had become at least tough enough to 
hold my own. 

 

Life on the mine in that first year was relatively uneventful. My 
older brother had already left school and was working in Perth 
before the rest of us left Western Australia. My two older sisters 



were in high school and went back to Perth for their education. 
There was no high school in Tennant Creek at that time. For me it 
was like being an only child. 



Chapter 4 
THE FORWARD GANG 

About a year or so after we got to the mine, a new family arrived. 
This family was the Forwards. Harold Forward was the assayer 
and he had four kids in his family: three boys and a girl. Two of 
the boys, George and Ronnie, were older than I was. The third 
boy, Kevin, was younger, and Elaine, the girl, was the baby. They 
lived in the house next to ours, although there was about fifty 
metres of empty space between the two homes. The two older 
boys and I became friends. 

I met Ronnie first. I saw him one day pushing an old baby pram 
full of beer bottles up the road to the canteen that was what we 
called the shop on the mine. “ Watcha Doin'?”  I asked. “ Collectin' 
bottles” , he replied. “ Ya wanna help?”  

By this time I had been at school for a while and had been 
educated in the ways of the world. I wasn't going to let this “ new 
kid”  put anything over me, so I said, “ Do I get to keep the money 
for the ones I get for meself?”   

“ Sure you do.”  he said, “ Just count 'em as you go, and put 'em in 
me truck.”  Beer bottles were worth a penny each when you took 
them back. There were twelve pennies to a shilling so you had to 
collect two dozen bottles to get “ two bob”  the equivalent of 
today's twenty cents. That doesn’ t sound like much, but two bob 
would buy you a bar of chocolate or a bottle of soft drink, so for a 
kid collecting bottles was quite good value. 

As well as the twenty staff members and their families, there were 
about eighty men who worked on the mine. These men lived in 
huts further up the hill towards the actual mine site.  

Most of “ the men”  used to drink quite a lot of beer. When they 
finished a beer they would throw the empty bottles over the edge 
of the hill behind the huts. Of course a lot of the bottles were 
broken when they hit the rocks but there were still quite a lot that 



didn’ t break in the fall for us to collect. We had to watch out for 
broken glass, but in no time at all Ronnie and I had filled his 
“ truck”  and went to the canteen to cash them in for soft drink and 
chocolate. 

We worked out how much each of us had earned and broke the 
chocolate up that way. We punched holes in the top of the soft 
drink with a rusty nail and shared it between us swig for swig. We 
talked about all kinds of things such as where Ronnie had come 
from, his older brother George, what school was like.   

I went home 
with a ‘guts 
ache’  and did 
not eat much 
that night. 

It was not 
long before I 
was hanging 
round with 
George and 
Ronnie most 
of the time 

we were not at school. Of course at school neither of them would 
want to know me because I was one grade lower than Ronnie and 
two grades behind George, but on the mine I was part of the 
“ Forward Gang” . 

The Forward boys were two tough kids, even before they came to 
the Nob. George was just about as tough as a kid can get. He was 
not very tall, but he could fight. So he had the rest of us scared of 
him, even if we were his best friends. 

George didn’ t like to play. He liked to work, and got the rest of us 
to work for him. Sometimes he would let some of the other kids 
on the mine help us do the work, but most of the time it was just 

 
This is a row of two-bedroom miner’s huts. Each 
man had one room for himself. On some mines two 
men would share a room. 



 

Ronnie and me. The number of projects we took on was truly 
amazing. We built tree forts in gum trees, we dug out the inside of 
termite mounds to make bunkers, we built boats and rafts to float 
on the dams, we built hand carts and billycarts. But the biggest 
project of all was to build our own mine. Some of the structures 
that we built on the flats behind the mine can still be found there 
today. 

The first day we started to build our mine, George let some of the 
other kids help. George’s younger brother, Kevin, was there and 
so were the two Roach boys, Wayne and Mark, and the two 
Blackmore girls. There was a scrap metal dump near the Nob 
where we got our materials. We collected all the tin (corrugated 

iron sheets) we 
could find and 
put them on the 
back of a 
handcart that 
George had 
made.  

This cart was a 
much better 
machine than 
the “ truck”  

Ronnie was using the day that I met him. 

The cart was basically a big box on two wheels with two handles 
at one end to pull it along. George had built it himself and was 
very proud of it. It worked well, and by the end of the first day we 
had all the materials we needed to start building.  

Apart from the tin we had collected old mining drill rods, rolls of 
wire and other materials that we thought might be good for the 
structures we needed. 



We built sheds by hammering a drill rod into each corner of the 
building: we tied sheets of tin to these drill rods with the wire we 
had collected to make the four walls. Finally we tied more tin 
across the top to make a flat roof. We left a space for a doorway, 
but the buildings had no doors. Inside we had old wooden boxes 
for desks and we would sit on the dirt floor.  

The buildings were not high enough to stand up in, but they were 
big enough to sit in and “ do your paper work” , which quite often 
meant reading comics. 

Only George, Ronnie and I had our own offices. In fact, after the 
first few days, most of the other kids never came back to work on 
the mine. They were all either girls or younger than I was, and 
probably found the work too hard. This suited George just fine, as 
he did not mind recruiting them to help him when he needed 
workers, but he did not want a bunch of “ little kids”  hanging 
around after that. 

George was obviously the manager, Ronnie was the assayer, and I 
was the accountant, in alignment with what our own fathers did on 
the real mine. 

Of course, you can't have a mine without some mining, so we got 
busy digging a shaft. The first few feet were easy, sinking through 
bulldust and the silty sandy top soil.  

We soon hit the harder gravel and rock, but we kept on digging. 
At this stage, any of the younger kids who were still around 
decided it was all getting much too hard and went home. By the 
time we finished the shaft it was about five feet deep and six feet 
square (about 1.5 metres by 2 metres)   

All the kids that helped build the mine lived on the top of the hill. 
The kids that lived on the bottom of the hill were almost always at 
war with the Forwards. This especially applied to the Rugers. Paul 
Ruger, who was later to become the Mayor of Tennant Creek, was 
older than any of the rest of us, so he had no part in it. The next 



two boys, Peter and Rod Ruger, were about the same age as 
George and Ronnie Forward and were the only kids on the mine 
who could threaten the absolute rule of George Forward. That 
meant that they were usually the enemy and so it was at the time 
we were building the mine. 

We had to build our mine on the Rugers’ side of the hill. This was 
because the top of the hill was solid rock, and the other side was 
too far away from the scrap metal dump where we got our 
materials. 

The problems for George started when he found out that the 
Rugers were going down and playing on our mine when we were 
not around. For a while it looked as if the cold war between the 
Rugers and the Forwards would turn into a full scale battle over 
territory. After all, the mine was on the Rugers’ side of the hill. 

George decided he was going to do something about this. First he 
put a ban on any other kid except Ronnie or me going near the 
mine. That stopped any of the other kids going near it, except for 
the Rugers. Peter and Rod Ruger were not afraid of the Forwards, 
so George decided that he would have to trick them.  

We went back to the scrap metal dump and got some more sheets 
of tin. We also got some lengths of pipe long enough to cover the 
top of the hold in the ground. We put the lengths of pipe over the 
hole, then we covered the pipes with sheets of tin. Finally we 
covered the whole lot with a layer of dirt. It made it look as if we 
had filled in the mine. Of course we had made a secret trapdoor, 
so that we could still get down the mine ourselves. It actually 
made the mine much better than it was before. 

George went and called a truce with the Rugers and brought them 
in to see that we had filled in the mine. The Rugers believed it and 
that was the end of any dispute over the mine for some time. On 
the other hand, we now had a new underground secret room which 
nobody but the Forward Gang knew about.  



We could go there any time we liked and hide. We built another 
smaller underground room off to one side with a tunnel joining the 
two rooms. We used candles for light. With these new facilities 
we no longer cared much about the surface buildings because the 
real mine was now the secret underground section. We kept this 
secret for quite a long time. 
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Nobles Nob was easily the richest mine in Australia at the time, in 
terms of the amount of gold extracted per ton of ore mined. It was 
not big, but it was rich. Knowing that, you would expect it to be a 
modern mine with good equipment and, if not luxurious, at least 
adequate housing for the mine executives.  

My dad had won a good job as the mine accountant, which put 
him just below the mine manager in status and position. But none 
of that counted when it came to where we were to live and the 
house we were given.  

What we found when we arrived was not modern, plush or 
luxurious. Here was a hill in the middle of the desert, dotted here 
and there with “ tin houses” , made of corrugated iron with cement 
floors and peeling paint. 

The mine manager had come to pick us up at the airport in his 
Ford Customline V8. For a kid my age this was just about the 
most impressive car I had ever been in. We were taken to the 
manager's house that might have been just a tin house, but it was 
big.  

Sure, it was dusty; sure the road to the mine was rough and 
winding. Sure there was not a blade of grass or lawn to be seen 
anywhere but what does a kid of six  care about any of that?  I was 
impressed. I was allowed to drink as much soft drink as I wanted 
and to stay up late. I had the idea right from the start that I was 
going to like this place. 

After we had eaten, the manager took us down to the “ tin house”  
we were going to call home for the next ten years. We went in 
through the side door (there were three entrance doors to the 
house), along the passage and opened the door to the main room. 
It was big and open and had four walls all painted in different 
colours. There was a fireplace and a four gallon (twenty litre) 



ceramic acid bottle in the fireplace where the fire should have 
been. The bottle was painted with a flower to enhance the 
appearance of the room. 

“ Wow!' I said, and took three paces over the newly painted 
cement floor before anyone could stop me. 

By this time my mum was most unimpressed with the whole 
terrible adventure. All she wanted to do was go back to Perth. 
Looking back on it now I guess that I can't blame her. What with a 
blood soaked son, a trip by sea with a bunch of screaming kids, a 
whole day in a plane with a daughter who did nothing but throw 
up, a car without a door, a broken hand basin and a perfect bottle 
of Dettol, and now this! It must have been a hell of a week for her, 
but even then there was more to come. 

The house had only two bedrooms. There were three kids, my two 
older sisters and myself. One of my sisters had to sleep in the 
laundry on a stretcher. We all went to bed, and later that night, 
Betty, my sister, was heard screaming from the laundry through 
the adjoining bathroom window for help because “ Dad, there are 
men outside.”   She couldn't come through the house because of 
the painted floors. 

As it turned out, a mob of 
cattle had wandered onto 
the mine site and were 
being driven off by a 
group of miners. 

So that was the end of the 
first day for me in Tennant 
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for me it was one of the best days of my life. There were even 
better days in the years to come. 
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Once the first day was over the family got busy settling into life 
on the gold mine. 

The house we lived in had a “ round roof”  and a veranda that ran 
about half way around it. The veranda was enclosed in flywire and 
I used to ride around it on my tricycle. Unfortunately the family 
needed an extra bedroom for the girls. It was decided to build this 
extra room on the veranda and call it the “ sleep out” . I was not 
impressed with this idea because half of my racetrack would be 
lost. 

I was never one for keeping my feelings to myself and told my 
mum that the girls could sleep in the laundry if they did not want 
to share my room. My mum was very patient and persuaded me 
that if the girls had the extra room I would have a whole room to 
myself. That seemed to be a fair trade  as I really did not want 
them in my room any more anyway. So the sleep out was built, 
leaving most of my racetrack intact. 

Living in the new house there were some adjustments that needed 
to be made. 

The first Christmas it was cold. Very cold indeed. In the Territory 
at Christmas you would expect 40 degree Celsius heat. Knowing 
this we had not brought any blankets with us. So when it got cold 
we had to put newspapers on the beds to keep warm until our 
household goods arrived by road. We also got to move the acid 
bottle from the fireplace and use the space for a fire a lot sooner 
than we would have expected. 

The house was furnished with cane chairs. These were old and 
worn out. There were red back spiders everywhere, including in 
the cane chairs, so before you sat down you would check to see if 
there were any spiders under the seat by turning the chair upside 
down and taking a look. 



Being on top of a hill the mine was very windy and dusty. The 
inside of the house was full of fine dust much of the time. This 
fine dust is called “ bulldust”  and it would blow in through the 
louvred windows, making it very hard to keep the place clean. 
When it rained the roof would leak. We would all get some pots 
and pans to catch the drips. We were better off than some of the 
people who lived in other houses. One room in another house had 
water about thirty centimetres deep every time it rained heavily. 
Another house at the bottom of the hill had a stream of water 
running in the back door, through the whole house, and out 
through the front door after heavy rain. Fortunately it does not 
rain like that very often in the middle of the Northern Territory. 

All of this drove my poor old mum almost out of her mind. For 
me it was all great fun. About the only thing that I didn’ t like 
about the whole town was the school. But the trip to school and 
back each day was good. The mine was about ten miles out of the 
town of Tennant Creek. 

In the fifties, the road to town was very rough and dusty. The 
company ran its own school bus service. The bus driver would 
drive us all to school and then spend the rest of the day in town 
running errands for the people who lived on the mine. He would 
do the shopping and other errands before picking us up from 
school in the afternoon. 

The bus itself had to be seen to be believed. It was not actually a 
bus at all but an old Commer van painted yellow. We used to call 
it the “ cheese box”  because of its shape and colour. The seats 
were just wooden benches along the length of the van and we 
would get into it through the two barn style doors at the back. The 
seals on the back doors were not at all dustproof and the old 
“ cheese box”  would suck in dust like a vacuum cleaner for the 
whole trip. 

Most of the boys would wear hair oil and by the time they got to 
school their hair would be red with dust. As one father put it after 



his two fair-haired boys came home after their first day at school, 
“ Oh well, I always wanted a couple of redheaded kids.”  

The trips to school were fun, but my first few weeks at the 
Tennant Creek Primary School were not. For a start my mother, in 
her great wisdom, made me wear a “ fisherman's”  hat, to protect 
me from the blistering sun and heat of the central Northern 
Territory. Most of the kids who went to the school didn’ t even 
wear shoes, let alone a hat. These were a bunch of tough little 
miners' kids, so they would use my hat as a football at lunchtime 
and after school. 

The other thing was that my ears stick out. My mother wouldn’ t 
let me grow my hair to cover them up. I got the nickname “ Taxi 
Doors”  within my first few days of being at school. To this day I 
never wear a hat and always wear my hair long enough to cover 
my ears. 

The kids at this school were nothing like the ones from the school 
in Perth where I had spent my first year. These kids were not only 
rough and tough, but they were also sometimes quite crude. Even 
in Grade 2 most of the boys not only knew every swear word in 
the book but they also knew what they meant. I remember one kid 
in Grade 2 telling us in great detail what he would do with his 
girlfriend if he ever got her out in the bush on her own. I can 
remember thinking “ Why would anyone want to do something 
like that with a girl?”  

All this made for a very interesting education. Mind you, I can't 
remember learning very much from the teacher, but by the end of 
the first year at that school I had become at least tough enough to 
hold my own. 

 

Life on the mine in that first year was relatively uneventful. My 
older brother had already left school and was working in Perth 
before the rest of us left Western Australia. My two older sisters 



were in high school and went back to Perth for their education. 
There was no high school in Tennant Creek at that time. For me it 
was like being an only child. 



Chapter 4 
THE FORWARD GANG 

About a year or so after we got to the mine, a new family arrived. 
This family was the Forwards. Harold Forward was the assayer 
and he had four kids in his family: three boys and a girl. Two of 
the boys, George and Ronnie, were older than I was. The third 
boy, Kevin, was younger, and Elaine, the girl, was the baby. They 
lived in the house next to ours, although there was about fifty 
metres of empty space between the two homes. The two older 
boys and I became friends. 

I met Ronnie first. I saw him one day pushing an old baby pram 
full of beer bottles up the road to the canteen that was what we 
called the shop on the mine. “ Watcha Doin'?”  I asked. “ Collectin' 
bottles” , he replied. “ Ya wanna help?”  

By this time I had been at school for a while and had been 
educated in the ways of the world. I wasn't going to let this “ new 
kid”  put anything over me, so I said, “ Do I get to keep the money 
for the ones I get for meself?”   

“ Sure you do.”  he said, “ Just count 'em as you go, and put 'em in 
me truck.”  Beer bottles were worth a penny each when you took 
them back. There were twelve pennies to a shilling so you had to 
collect two dozen bottles to get “ two bob”  the equivalent of 
today's twenty cents. That doesn’ t sound like much, but two bob 
would buy you a bar of chocolate or a bottle of soft drink, so for a 
kid collecting bottles was quite good value. 

As well as the twenty staff members and their families, there were 
about eighty men who worked on the mine. These men lived in 
huts further up the hill towards the actual mine site.  

Most of “ the men”  used to drink quite a lot of beer. When they 
finished a beer they would throw the empty bottles over the edge 
of the hill behind the huts. Of course a lot of the bottles were 
broken when they hit the rocks but there were still quite a lot that 



didn’ t break in the fall for us to collect. We had to watch out for 
broken glass, but in no time at all Ronnie and I had filled his 
“ truck”  and went to the canteen to cash them in for soft drink and 
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We worked out how much each of us had earned and broke the 
chocolate up that way. We punched holes in the top of the soft 
drink with a rusty nail and shared it between us swig for swig. We 
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from, his older brother George, what school was like.   
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ache’  and did 
not eat much 
that night. 
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was hanging 
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of the time 

we were not at school. Of course at school neither of them would 
want to know me because I was one grade lower than Ronnie and 
two grades behind George, but on the mine I was part of the 
“ Forward Gang” . 

The Forward boys were two tough kids, even before they came to 
the Nob. George was just about as tough as a kid can get. He was 
not very tall, but he could fight. So he had the rest of us scared of 
him, even if we were his best friends. 

George didn’ t like to play. He liked to work, and got the rest of us 
to work for him. Sometimes he would let some of the other kids 
on the mine help us do the work, but most of the time it was just 

 
This is a row of two-bedroom miner’s huts. Each 
man had one room for himself. On some mines two 
men would share a room. 



 

Ronnie and me. The number of projects we took on was truly 
amazing. We built tree forts in gum trees, we dug out the inside of 
termite mounds to make bunkers, we built boats and rafts to float 
on the dams, we built hand carts and billycarts. But the biggest 
project of all was to build our own mine. Some of the structures 
that we built on the flats behind the mine can still be found there 
today. 

The first day we started to build our mine, George let some of the 
other kids help. George’s younger brother, Kevin, was there and 
so were the two Roach boys, Wayne and Mark, and the two 
Blackmore girls. There was a scrap metal dump near the Nob 
where we got our materials. We collected all the tin (corrugated 

iron sheets) we 
could find and 
put them on the 
back of a 
handcart that 
George had 
made.  

This cart was a 
much better 
machine than 
the “ truck”  

Ronnie was using the day that I met him. 

The cart was basically a big box on two wheels with two handles 
at one end to pull it along. George had built it himself and was 
very proud of it. It worked well, and by the end of the first day we 
had all the materials we needed to start building.  

Apart from the tin we had collected old mining drill rods, rolls of 
wire and other materials that we thought might be good for the 
structures we needed. 



We built sheds by hammering a drill rod into each corner of the 
building: we tied sheets of tin to these drill rods with the wire we 
had collected to make the four walls. Finally we tied more tin 
across the top to make a flat roof. We left a space for a doorway, 
but the buildings had no doors. Inside we had old wooden boxes 
for desks and we would sit on the dirt floor.  

The buildings were not high enough to stand up in, but they were 
big enough to sit in and “ do your paper work” , which quite often 
meant reading comics. 

Only George, Ronnie and I had our own offices. In fact, after the 
first few days, most of the other kids never came back to work on 
the mine. They were all either girls or younger than I was, and 
probably found the work too hard. This suited George just fine, as 
he did not mind recruiting them to help him when he needed 
workers, but he did not want a bunch of “ little kids”  hanging 
around after that. 

George was obviously the manager, Ronnie was the assayer, and I 
was the accountant, in alignment with what our own fathers did on 
the real mine. 

Of course, you can't have a mine without some mining, so we got 
busy digging a shaft. The first few feet were easy, sinking through 
bulldust and the silty sandy top soil.  

We soon hit the harder gravel and rock, but we kept on digging. 
At this stage, any of the younger kids who were still around 
decided it was all getting much too hard and went home. By the 
time we finished the shaft it was about five feet deep and six feet 
square (about 1.5 metres by 2 metres)   

All the kids that helped build the mine lived on the top of the hill. 
The kids that lived on the bottom of the hill were almost always at 
war with the Forwards. This especially applied to the Rugers. Paul 
Ruger, who was later to become the Mayor of Tennant Creek, was 
older than any of the rest of us, so he had no part in it. The next 



two boys, Peter and Rod Ruger, were about the same age as 
George and Ronnie Forward and were the only kids on the mine 
who could threaten the absolute rule of George Forward. That 
meant that they were usually the enemy and so it was at the time 
we were building the mine. 

We had to build our mine on the Rugers’ side of the hill. This was 
because the top of the hill was solid rock, and the other side was 
too far away from the scrap metal dump where we got our 
materials. 

The problems for George started when he found out that the 
Rugers were going down and playing on our mine when we were 
not around. For a while it looked as if the cold war between the 
Rugers and the Forwards would turn into a full scale battle over 
territory. After all, the mine was on the Rugers’ side of the hill. 

George decided he was going to do something about this. First he 
put a ban on any other kid except Ronnie or me going near the 
mine. That stopped any of the other kids going near it, except for 
the Rugers. Peter and Rod Ruger were not afraid of the Forwards, 
so George decided that he would have to trick them.  

We went back to the scrap metal dump and got some more sheets 
of tin. We also got some lengths of pipe long enough to cover the 
top of the hold in the ground. We put the lengths of pipe over the 
hole, then we covered the pipes with sheets of tin. Finally we 
covered the whole lot with a layer of dirt. It made it look as if we 
had filled in the mine. Of course we had made a secret trapdoor, 
so that we could still get down the mine ourselves. It actually 
made the mine much better than it was before. 

George went and called a truce with the Rugers and brought them 
in to see that we had filled in the mine. The Rugers believed it and 
that was the end of any dispute over the mine for some time. On 
the other hand, we now had a new underground secret room which 
nobody but the Forward Gang knew about.  



We could go there any time we liked and hide. We built another 
smaller underground room off to one side with a tunnel joining the 
two rooms. We used candles for light. With these new facilities 
we no longer cared much about the surface buildings because the 
real mine was now the secret underground section. We kept this 
secret for quite a long time. 

 


