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On July 8 our Union celebrated 
its Centenary as a national 
organisation. It was exactly 

100-years to the day that the 
inaugural Central Council of the 
Miners Federation held its first 
meeting and laid the foundations 
for what our Union is today. Our 
pioneering predecessors laid out 
the principles and values that built 
the character of our Union and put 
simply, they embraced the real 
ethos of a Fair Go and Equality. 
This is evident in the pages of this 
Centenary edition of Common Cause 
and I particularly recommend the 
features by Greg Combet and General 
Secretary Andrew Vickers.

Today, as we move into our second 
century as a national Union, we remain 
as committed as ever to fighting 
collectively for a Fair Go for workers, for 
our families and for our communities.

Just as previous generations 
encountered enormous challenges 
and obstacles in their campaigns for 
rights at work and the welfare of our 
communities, so too do we today. 

In the past few weeks alone, our 
members are again under concerted 
attacks and our communities are being 
forced to fight for their continued 
existence. Here’s a brief summary:

• At Blackwater in Central Queensland, 
BHP has moved to replace around 
300 permanent workers with 
contractors. Our Union is leading the 
community fightback against this.

• In the NSW Illawarra, our members 
at the Dendrobrium mine went on a 
7-day strike in support of job security 
being included in their new EA. The 
mine is operated by BHP’s spinoff 
South32. As this issue goes to press, 
the company has come back to the 
table for meaningful negotiations.

• In Lithgow, our Union is to the 
forefront of a terrific community 
campaign to fight for the future of the 
Springvale mine and its 400 permanent 
jobs that are under threat without 

an extension sought to continue the 
operation. The jobs of energy workers 
at the nearby Mount Piper Power 
Station are also under threat.

• In our Northern District, the Union is 
campaigning for vital extensions to 
existing operations including South 
Drayton. Thousands of jobs are under 
threat throughout the Hunter as timid 
city-based politicians are being bluffed 
by pressure from Greens Party related 
activists whose agenda is to close the 
entire Australian coal industry.

• At the Acland mine in Queensland, 
the Union is again to the fore in 
fighting for hundreds of miners jobs 
and the future of this Darling Downs 
community as again inner-city based 
Greens Party activists lead the charge 
against a vital extension the mine 
needs to secure the future.

• We are also fighting for the future of 
our energy industry workers as the 
coal power generating industry is 
faced with a changing environment 
in which the bosses would happily 
consign workers and communities 
to the scrapheap while conservative 
governments stand idly by and allow 
a scorched earth approach to engulf 
them, as they have in the battered 
manufacturing industry. Our Union 
won’t cop that and we will fight for 
the rights and a fair future for energy 
workers and their families.

What we are facing today is an 
extension of what mining and energy 
workers have faced for well over a 
century – a drive by employers for their 
profits to be underwritten by a cheaper 
and more compliant workforce. In this, 
they are supported by their political 
conservative mates, mainly in the 
Liberal National Party coalitions. That is 
why it is important for us to engage not 
only on the job for our rights at work 
but also in the political arena. 

Our members can be assured 
that our Union will fight in all forums 
whether they be industrial, political 
or social to protect their rights and 
interests. That is why our Union was 
formed as a national organisation a 
century ago and it is why we are still 
a force to contend with today and into 
the future.

General President Tony Maher Reports

Building on the achievements of 
a Century fighting for a Fair Go

General President Tony Maher shares a story with Betty Chapman at the Centenary dinner while 
Union legends Fred Moore (92), Digger Murphy (96) and Bill Chapman (83) join in.
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100 proud and militant years

Mineworkers built our first 
Communities and we’re 
defending them today

The first mining communities 
in Australia were built by 
miners who banded together 

collectively and struck levies to 
pay for the first doctors, nurses 
and other professionals to come 
and service their fledgling towns. 
There were no social services or 
community facilities provided by 
government and the mine owners 
were only interested in one thing 
and that was to dig the coal as 
cheaply and profitable as possible 
and put nothing back.

Indeed, in those early days and 
for a hundred years on, miners had to 
purchase their own equipment for work 
and pay to keep it maintained. They 
were only paid for what they produced 
and there was no leave for any reasons 
and certainly no benefits of any 
description provided by the bosses 
for workers or their communities. 
Safety was a continual battleground 
with miners who spoke out victimized 
and sacked. Strikes were met with 
vicious repression with miners leaders 
arrested and jailed, many under the 
Masters and Servants Act.

It was only by banding together 
first as mutual support groups that 
developed into local, then regional and 
finally a national Union in 1915 that the 
foundations were built to fight for and 
win the conditions and standards we 
have today.

As our veterans constantly remind 
us – nothing was ever given to us 
freely, we had to fight for every single 
thing and then back up again to defend 
our rights and conditions when the 
employers came to attack them time 
and time again.

It was also the collective action of 
workers together that struck levies to 
build the first hospitals and libraries 
and other essential community 
infrastructure in our mining towns. 
They started the first co-operatives 
that provided mutual support for all 

families in their growing communities. 
The co-ops played a vital role in seeing 
many mining families and communities 
through lengthy strikes and lockouts 
and when other times were tough 
in the boom and bust cycles that 
have always characterized the mining 
industry.

Sticking together, mineworkers 
established sporting and cultural clubs 
that went on to flourish and provide 
many representatives for Australia in 
a number of sports. They pioneered 
workers education centres that 
nurtured many fine writers, musicians 
and artists who enriched Australia’s 
cultural heritage.

As the mining industry prospered 
it was our Union that fought for decent 
living standards and conditions in our 
towns throughout the coalfields of 
Australia. The Union campaigned for 
each new community development to 
be at a higher standard than those in 
existence. This was done in the face of 
often bitter resistance from the mining 
companies whose historic attitude 
was summed up in the opening of 
Queensland’s Bowen Basin when the 
first mining families moved there in 
the early 1960s. Peabody operated the 

first mines and when challenged about 
the shocking living conditions in the 
early communities notoriously replied 
– “we came here to mine coal not 
build houses”. The Union with public 
support forced them to build houses 
while we built the communities.

Today, our Union is still in the 
forefront of fighting for quality 
community services and facilities. 
We are still first in line to defend our 
communities when governments 
seek to close hospitals and cut other 
essential facilities and services.

Put simply, from the first mining 
villages carved out of the bush to the 
more prosperous towns of today, our 
Union is an essential and vigorous 
force in our communities. Our Lodges 
and Branches continue to donate 
millions of dollars every year to 
community and sporting organisations, 
to schools and hospitals and to vital 
essential services like various Rescue 
Helicopters.

Our Union’s history and identity 
is woven into every fabric of our 
community life and just as we have 
in the past we will continue to fight 
for the welfare and rights of all our 
communities. 
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Blood on the 
coal – The real 
cost of mining

Throughout our history, 
there is no more important 
issue for our Union than 

the health and safety of members 
at work. In this Centenary year, 
we remember that no workforce 
has paid a higher price than coal 
mining. More than 3,500 miners 
have been killed in Australia’s coal 
mines. Many thousands more have 
died from crippling injuries and 
deadly diseases such as Black Lung 
suffered in the mines. For us, health 
and safety is far too often a matter 
of life or death.

Australia’s greatest industrial 
disasters have occurred in our nation’s 
coal mines. The single biggest loss of 
life was in the 1902 Mount Kembla 
mine explosion that took the lives of 
96 men and boys.

As this issue of Common Cause 
goes to press, we will shortly mark the 
anniversaries of two of Queensland’s 
biggest coal disasters – the Mount 
Mulligan explosion on 19 September 
1921 that took the lives of 75 miners; 
and the 40th anniversary of the Kianga 
explosion of 20 September 1975 that 
took the lives of 13 men.

These anniversaries have a 
particular resonance this year as 
Queensland has just recorded its 
worst safety performance in 20 years 
with four miners killed at work in the 
past year.

Once again our Union is to the 
forefront of fighting against attempts 
by mining companies to cut corners 
and compromise safety to help 
reduce costs in pursuit of maintaining 
profits in a difficult time for the coal 
industry.

As we marked the Centenary of 
our Union as a national organisation 
in July this year, we paid tribute to 
the thousands of miners who have 
been killed at work in Australia and we 
paused to remember the loved ones 
they left behind who endured their 

loss for the rest of their lives.
We reflected on those who have 

been killed in explosions, roof falls, 
deadly gas outbursts, fires and in 
other incidents involving massive 
machines in both the underground 
and open cuts. Reflecting the 
hazardous environment in which 
miners work, our veterans learned as 
they entered the mines as boys or 
young men– you never know when 
you go into a coal mine if you are 
going to walk out, be carried out or 
be blown out.

Historically, our Union led the way 
in the formation of Mines Rescue 
Brigades and the introduction of safety 
monitoring and maintenance in the 
mines. We campaigned against the 
scourge of deadly dust diseases and 
won massively improved ventilation 

and safety measures that led to 
Australia becoming the first 

country in the world to eliminate the 
scourge of the Black Lung disease that 
had condemned thousands to a slow, 
painful and lingering death.

Because of the Union’s dogged 
persistence for generations on safety 
and health matters and our absolute 
refusal to compromise on this issue, 
Australia today leads the world in coal 
mine standards.

But we take nothing for granted. 
We know that mining companies are 
always looking to cut costs and boost 
production often at the expense of 
safety and health. We know we owe 
it to the thousands who labour in our 
mines and to the memory of all those 
who have gone before us to ensure 
as best we can that every mineworker 
returns home safely at the end of 
every shift.

Some of our District and underground Local Check Inspectors who met in Mackay in mid-July to 
tackle safety issues.
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Honouring a fighting Union 
that has led the way in a 
century of struggle

By Greg Combet

In his main address to our 
Centenary dinner celebrating 
the formation of the Miners 

Federation as a national Union, 
former ACTU Secretary and Federal 
Labor Cabinet member Greg Combet 
paid tribute to our present Union 
leadership and rank and file and the 
many international delegates who 
joined us to mark the occasion. The 
following is Greg’s speech honouring 
100 years of our struggle:

One of us here this evening has 
lived for almost the entirety of that 
centenary – I refer to Digger Murphy, 
a legendary former Queensland 
District President who was elected 
chairman of his Lodge at 17 years of 
age in 1936 and who now attends 
tonight at the tender age of 96 – 
welcome Digger.

The formidable miners’ leader and 
activist for Aboriginal rights Fred Moore 
from the NSW South West District is 
here tonight also – he is not too far 
behind Digger in worldly experience at 
92 – welcome Fred.

And another legend from the NSW 

Northern District is here as well – Bill 
Chapman. Bill is a former District 
President who led the 1975 take-over 
of the Nymboida mine and negotiated 
the United Collieries lease that has 
enabled the Union to invest millions 
of dollars into mining communities 
– what an extraordinary achievement – 
welcome to you also Bill.

These are just three of the many, 
many wonderful working class activists 
that have comprised this Union for 100 
years. Tonight we celebrate all of them 
– the countless thousands of miners 
who have fought for and built this 
Union over generations.

Unions are simply collections of 
people with a common interest and a 
common cause, and it is the people 
who have comprised the Miners 
Federation, and their achievements, 
that we celebrate tonight.

I want to explain to you why it is 
such a privilege for me to address you 
on this occasion – it is because the 
Miners Federation set me on the path 
of labour movement activism.

I started out as a kid at Rooty Hill 
in the western suburbs of Sydney. My 
father died when I was 13. I did okay at 
school, and thanks to Gough Whitlam 
was able to attend university.

I enrolled in a coal mining course in 
1977. While I was studying I got a job 
at Wallerawang Colliery, and I worked 
there and at other pits around Lithgow 
on an off over the next four years.

At the age of 19 a Lodge official 
at Wallerawang named Denis Kenniff 
signed me up as a member of the 
Federation. The Lodge at Wallerawang, 
and throughout the Western District, 
was alive with Union activists.

The firebrand leader Jack Savage 
worked at Wallerawang and was the 
Western District President. A later 
District President Howie Fisher was a 
continuous miner driver in my crew.

There was an array of socialist, 
communist and Labor Party activists 
involved in the Lodge at Wallerawang – 
all of them keen to show me the ropes 
and give me the right political line.

Working underground with such 
great unionists had an immense 
influence on me.
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I learnt the importance of 
collectivism, I learnt industrial politics, 
and I developed a deep commitment 
to the labour movement, and to this 
Union.

The Miners Federation set me 
on a path that has taken me to 
the leadership of the trade union 
movement and into the Federal Cabinet 
as a Minister in a Labor Government. 
When I stood for Parliament it was 
this Union that supported me in a coal 
mining electorate in the Hunter district. 

And so I regard it as an extraordinary 
privilege to be here tonight.

Unions are the beating heart of this 
country. Australia would be nothing like 
what it is today without the trade union 
movement – who else would have 
fought for justice and fairness if not  
the unions?

Unions are the oldest, most 
enduring Australian institutions since 
colonisation in 1788. 

Since that time this has been a 
brutal place – brutal for indigenous 
people and for many of those who 
came and who have descended from 
convicts and immigrants.

Unions have had to fight against 
that brutality – fight for the values that 
have shaped the nation, our society 
and culture – fairness, justice, equality 
of opportunity, democratic and human 
rights. 

These values that underpin our 
culture and society have been fought 
for by the labour movement over 
the generations. I use the word fight 

because that’s what you have to do – 
you have to fight to convert values into 
outcomes – it’s a fight that goes back a 
long way

In 1822 for example, a convict 
named James Straighter received 
500 lashes, one month solitary 
confinement on bread and water, and 
five further years penal servitude for 
inciting his fellow convicts to combine 
together and collectively bargain in 
pursuit of a pay rise and an increase  
in rations. These were the penalties 
then for job delegates!

Of course it’s been much worse 
for Aboriginal people, who even had 
to wait about 180 years just to be 
recognised as citizens in their own 
land – sitting in Parliament as part 
of a Government that apologised to 
Aboriginal people stolen from their 
families was a great honour, but it 
would never have happened without 
the labour movement. 

Joining together to improve each 
other’s lives is the fundamental basis 
of unionism, and it has been a critical 
element in the evolution of this 
country.

Unions developed in the 19th 
century to fight for justice and fairness, 
even achieving the 8-hour day as far 
back as 1856.

Unions predate the creation of  
the Australian nation, and they created 
the Australian Labor Party in the  
1890s to take their cause into the 
colonial parliaments and eventually  
into the new Federal Parliament 

following Federation in 1901.
This long and proud history of 

industrial and political activism in the 
cause of justice and fairness is the 
context in which the Miners Federation 
was forged 

Coal mining began in places like 
Newcastle as far back as 1797, just 
9-years after the landing of the first 
shiploads of convicts and their gaolers 
– and it was convicts who were the 
early coal miners.

By the middle of the 19th century 
convict labourers were replaced by 
migrant coal miners from England, 
Scotland, Wales and Ireland who 
brought with them trade union 
traditions.

By 1854, 6-months before 
the Eureka Stockade, coal miners 
successfully went on strike against 
wage cuts and scab labour – and 
they did so in the face of sackings, 
imprisonment and blacklisting.

The dreadful mining conditions 
back then involved appalling hardship 
and the constant risk of injury and 
death – every attempt to improve 
conditions was met with victimisation 
of union activists and attempts to bring 
in scab labour – and it has always been 
thus and continues to be so.

Australia’s first major mining 
disaster, taking the lives of 81 men 
and boys at Bulli on the south coast, 
happened in 1887 immediately after 
a prolonged strike against wage cuts, 
victimisation of union leaders and 
safety concerns.
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No less than 96 men and boys 
were killed only 15 years later in 1902 
at the Mount Kembla mine, which 
remains Australia’s worst industrial 
disaster.

These were terrible and tragic 
events – events that catalysed the 
commitment of miners to fight 
increasingly bitter disputes against 
the victimisation of activists, scab 
labour, shocking safety, and inadequate 
wages.

By the turn of the century miners 
unions had been established in all 
Districts and following Australian 
Federation in 1901 the momentum to 
establish a national union gathered 
pace.

In 1908 and 1909 the three unions 
in New South Wales in the Northern, 
Southern and Western Districts formed 
the Federated Coal and Shale Workers 
Union.

None of this happened simply 
because someone thought it was 
a good idea – it happened because 
people understood the importance 
of unity and collective strength – it 
happened because of the fight for 
justice and workers rights.

Take for example the Peter Bowling 
strike of 1909 – Peter Bowling was 

the Northern District President – he 
warned at the time that the strike “may 
mean starvation, but even if we don’t 
take it up, it means starvation just  
the same”.

He and four other union leaders 
were jailed for inciting the strike – they 
got 18-months in Goulburn Goal with 
hard labour, spending time in leg irons 
– not much different than the way 
that convicts were treated 100-years 
before.

This is why a bigger, stronger, 
better organised national union was 
formed – as a result of such hardship.

By 1915 miners from Queensland, 
Victoria and Tasmania came together 
with the three New South Wales 
Districts and on July 8 – exactly 
100-years ago today – they formed the 
Australasian Coal and Shale Employees 
Federation at the Sydney Trades Hall.

Two years later the radical Broken 
Hill hard-rock miners joined in, and the 
Miners Federation was truly underway 
– a miners union that has fought its 
way through the last century all the 
way to this evening’s celebration –  
a union that has been through two 
World Wars, the Great Depression, 

the Vietnam War, mining booms and 
busts, and countless bitter disputes 
and campaigns for justice both here 
and overseas.

We are not celebrating tonight 
some stale acknowledgement of 
100-years of an organisation and its 
meetings.

We are celebrating the efforts, the 
achievements and the sacrifices of 
countless thousands of members and 
activists throughout a century of fights 
and turbulent events.

And we are also commemorating 
the loss of too many comrades – the 
disasters and tragedies – the estimated 
3,500 miners who have lost their lives 
on the job – and that’s not counting 
the many thousands who have died 
as a result of injury and disease like 
pneumoconiosis – known for a long 
time as the Black Lung – caused by the 
inhalation of coal dust.

Commemorations like the Northern 
Districts’ Memorial Wall – which 
includes around 1,800 names - are 
an important part of the history of 
this country, a moving tribute to the 
contribution and sacrifice of working 
class people.

Australia lost 500 men in the 
Vietnam War, a tragic waste of lives, 
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but at least there is some recognition 
of it – but for the thousands of miners 
who have died for the economic 
well-being of the country there is not 
enough acknowledgement.

Tragedy and sacrifice on a scale 
like this is really only recognised by the 
unions that sincerely remember, the 
comrades that live on.

We also recognise the sacrifices 
made by members and activists in 
the defence of conditions, and the 
achievement of improvements in 
safety and rights at work – because 
every single achievement has involved 
a fight.

Consider that as far back as 
1921 Broken Hill miners won the 
first 35-hour week in the world, and 
workers compensation for victims of 
occupational lung diseases.

Or consider the Great Northern 
lockout at the onset of the Great 
Depression, when the employers 
demanded that miners accept a 12.5% 
wage cut – when this was refused 
10,000 miners were locked out for 
15-months in a bitter and bloody 
conflict.

Imagine the significance of a 
dispute that size today – 10,000 locked 
out for 15-months – then imagine the 
significance of it in 1929 – it was a 
massive dispute.

Thugs and scabs were brought 
in provoking brutal confrontations. 
At Rothbury on 16 December 1929 
the police opened fire on thousands 
of miners, killing 28-year-old Norman 

Brown and wounding many more 
miners.

Miners in the other Districts of the 
Federation struck a 12.5% levy on their 
earnings to support comrades who had 
been locked out and who were denied 
access to social security payments.

I tell you, any of you who reckon 
you’ve been in a tough dispute, just 
picture what this dispute must have 
been like. 

Bitter disputes like this spawned 
tough and more radical union 
leadership.

The Militant Minority Movement 
and Communist Party organisation 
were growing across the labour 
movement including in the Federation, 
and in 1934 the first Communists were 
elected as national officials – Charlie 
Nelson and Willie Orr

Under their militant leadership the 
Federation made impressive advances, 
and in 1941 the Federation won the 
first blue collar pension scheme, 
allowing miners to retire at 60-years of 
age – a phenomenal breakthrough.

Full of confidence after the 2nd 
World War the Federation embarked 
on a campaign in 1949 for a 35-hour 
week, increased wages and long 
service leave.

It precipitated an historic national 
industrial dispute, and a general 
miners’ strike was called on June 27, 
1949. As many of us well know, the 
scars from that dispute have been 
carried for generations. 

The Chifley Labor Government 

opposed the strike and moved to 
freeze the union’s funds. The refusal 
of Federation officials to comply led 
to imprisonment of up to 12-months 
– those sentenced included the 
General President Idris Williams and 
the General Secretary George Grant 
along with other key leaders of the 
Federation.

The ACTU anti-Communist 
leadership refused to support the 
Federation, although some individual 
unions under progressive leadership 
offered their support, leading to gaol 
for Jim Healy the General Secretary 
of the Waterside Workers Federation 
– which I’m proud to say is the union 
in which I first served as a full-time 
official.

Ben Chifley ordered the troops into 
the mines and the strike concluded 
on August 15, 1949 – they were tough 
times indeed.

From the strike, however, coal 
miners won the first blue collar long 
service leave scheme in Australia – a 
scheme that miners still enjoy today.

The progress continued from 
there – in the 1950s the Federation’s 
campaign made Australia the first 
country in the world to eliminate Black 
Lung – hard to believe that such long 
hard campaigning was needed before 
companies agreed to properly ventilate 
mines.

Really big changes to the industry 
kicked off in the 1960s with open cut 
mining and the development of the 
Bowen Basin in Queensland.
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The industry dramatically expanded, 
and the union found a new challenge 
with the need to develop mining towns 
from Moura, to Blackwater and then 
Moranbah and Dysart – the Federation 
was critical in fostering the strong 
community spirit that we know so well.

And by the early 1970s the 35-hour 
week was finally won as well.

But, unfortunately, the tragedies 
continued. In 1972, 17 miners lost 
their lives in the Box Flat explosion in 
the Ipswich coalfield, and in 1975 an 
explosion killed another 13 men at the 
Central Queensland Kianga Colliery. 
Less than four years later, 14 miners 
were killed in the New South Wales 
Appin coal disaster of July 1979.

In 1986 another 12 died in the 
Moura No 4 disaster and 11 more 
miners perished 1994 in the Moura 
No.2 Colliery explosion.

And the last 30 or 40 years have 
seen some terrible disputes that many 
here will remember – many of them 
harked back to the days of the late 19th 
century when employers were pushing 
workers onto individual contracts to 
destroy union organisation, destroy job 
security and drive down wages.

Rio Tinto led the way, it was 
then called CRA. They spent years 
developing an anti-union religion that 
used victimisation, discrimination, 
individual contracts, brainwashing and a 
host of other vile tactics.

But it had one particularly effective 
method – if you signed up to the 
company’s circle of love, trust and 
respect and you dumped the union, you 
got a pay increase that was sometimes 
worth tens of thousands of dollars.

They deployed all of this effectively 
in the iron ore operations in Western 
Australia, and in bauxite mining and 
aluminium smelting – the disputes 
broke out everywhere, all over the 
country, over the course of a decade 
from the late 80s to the late 90s.

In iron ore, bauxite and aluminium 
the company made gains – but they 
struck a problem when they took on 
coal miners and the might and unity of 
what had become the CFMEU Mining 
and Energy Division. 

For in the 1990s the Miners 
Federation had become the United 
Mine Workers Federation following 

amalgamation with Mine Mechanics 
and the absorption of FEDFA mining 
and power industry members.

And with the amalgamations 
creating the CFMEU, the CFMEU 
Mining and Energy Division was 
created, and it is here that Miners 
Federation proudly lives on.

As an ACTU official I was closely 
involved in the disputes with Rio Tinto 
at Vickery, Weipa, Hunter Valley No 1, 
Mount Thorley, Gordonstone and  
Blair Athol.

I can tell you it was a fight for the 
future of unionism, and without this 
union it could not have been won.

Members of this union will not be 
suckered with individual contracts – 
instead they stood and fought.

I’ve still got my Vickery T-shirt 
from the 51-week picket line. I still 
remember the wonderful activists I 
met in Weipa. I remember the thugs 
employed to intimidate workers at 
Gordonstone. I remember the picket 
blocking trains at Hunter Valley No 1.

Many of these disputes dragged 
on for years on pickets and in courts. 
The Blair-Athol dispute dragged on for 
almost 7-years. 

After the 1996 election the 
company had the full backing of the 
Howard Government. These were very 
hard years for rank-and-file activists.

But we won.
Ultimately, trade unionism and 

collective agreements defeated 
individual contracts and scab labour. 
The union even won Australia’s biggest 

ever unfair dismissal settlement for 190 
miners that forced the company to pay 
out $25 million in compensation.

So this is the character of the 
Miners Federation – a union at 
the vanguard of Australia’s labour 
movement – a union without which 
Australia would be a far inferior place 
for working class people.

And it’s the calibre of the people 
who have populated the union over all 
of these decades that has made the 
difference .

The union and its leaders have 
never just focused on the industry itself 
– they have always had a commitment 
to workers rights, and justice and 
fairness in the wider community.

Whether it be rights for Aboriginal 
people, independence movement’s 
overseas, helping to build international 
trade unionism, or supporting others 
involved in bitter industrial disputes 
– this union has always stood up for 
what’s right.

It’s no coincidence that the union 
has had more than its fair share of 
larger-than-life characters, and fiercely 
contested elections and no-holds-
barred political debate – it’s part and 
parcel of a democratic organisation that 
engages in struggle.

I not only want to pay tribute 
tonight to all of the people who have 
built this union – but also acknowledge 
the important role of the political 
movements that have contributed  
as well 

I mentioned the Militant Minority 
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Movement that grew out of the trauma 
of the Great Depression as one example.

But of course there have been 
many leaders and activists influenced 
by a range of  political parties and 
movements – whether it be socialist 
groups, the Labor Party or the 
Communist Party. 

All have been important to the 
success of the union – Communist 
Party activists often had a prominent, 
highly influential and key role.

Like many union leaders they 
suffered vilification and victimisation, 
but through their guts and 
determination they helped steer the 
union through hard times and paved 
the way for some of its greatest 
achievements.

They led it out of the despair of  
the Great Depression.

People like the legendary Jim 
Comerford helped cultivate a culture 
of militancy that is alive in the union 
today.

Your enduring miners journal, 
Common Cause, comes from this 
tradition – a young communist activist 
from Broken Hill, Edgar Ross, got the 
paper on its feet in the 1930s and the 
irrepressible Paddy Gorman has carried 
the torch since 1979.

A truly outstanding unionist, 
Andrew Vickers, was born from this 
tradition – his father was a communist 
leader of the Union and became 
Queensland District Secretary.

Some of you here might be 
too young to know, but Andrew 

was a key rank-and-file leader in a 
political confrontation with the Fraser 
Government in 1980 that involved a 
10-week strike against a government 
proposal by then Treasurer John 
Howard to tax mining community 
homes.  

Vickers versus the Fraser and 
Howard Government? The government 
lost.

Another great thing about this 
union is the democratic tradition. As I 
said a moment ago many elections in 
the union have been very hard fought.

And there’s been times when 
rank-and-file members would think the 
leadership has not been democratic 
enough – that’s part and parcel of the 
argy-bargy you sometimes get when 
there are tough issues to handle and 
leadership is required.

But I can’t imagine any other union 
around the world doing something that 
this union did over the contentious 
issue of carbon pricing.

Carbon pricing puts a price-tag on 
the greenhouse gas that is emitted by 
burning coal and fossil fuels – obviously 
a key issue for the future of the coal 
industry – and when I had carriage 
of that very difficult portfolio as a 
Government Minister the leadership 
of the union made sure it had the 
members support by putting carbon 
pricing to a referendum.

It was democratic, farsighted and 
intelligent to do so – and what a 

great reflection upon the maturity of 
the membership that carbon pricing 
received over a 90% level of support.

Whether it’s on that issue, or the 
critical Your Rights at Work campaign, 
or during the 1998 waterfront dispute, 
the leadership and the membership of 
this union have been absolutely rock 
solid.

I have enjoyed the benefit of that 
support in my roles at the ACTU and 
as a Minister and I want to thank 
Tony, Andrew and the many other 
officials of the CFMEU Mining and 
Energy Division for their outstanding 
leadership.

Going into your 2nd century I think 
this Union is as strong as it has ever 
been.

Yet again you are experiencing 
the tragic loss of jobs on a large-scale 
due to the collapse in coal prices – but 
you’ve been there before and you will 
come through it, the industry will  
grow again.

It’s a matter of standing up for your 
principles and values, fighting injustice, 
and having a strategy for the future

Those of you here who are younger 
and have many years ahead of you, 
that’s the message I would like you 
to remember on the occasion of the 
centenary of this great union – that 
when the circumstances demand it, 
when all reasonable approaches have 
been exhausted, stand and fight.

For that is the tradition of the 
Miners Federation – may it stand tall 
for the next 100-years.
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100 proud and militant years:  
Keeping the spirit alive today

The following is the speech 
delivered by General Secretary 
Andrew Vickers to our Miners 

Federation Centenary Dinner at the 
Sydney Town Hall on 8 July 2015.

I wish to commence by 
acknowledging the Gadigal people, 
who are the traditional owners of 
the land on which we meet and pay 
my respects to their Elders past and 
present.

Might I also acknowledge, as did 
our General President Tony Maher, our 
invited guests, many of whom have 
travelled far and long to be with us to 
celebrate the Centenary of our proud 
Union. 

But most of all I want to 
acknowledge all of the rank and file 
members and their family members 
and thank you, one and all for being 

here with us and participating in this 
unique celebration, because it is you 
who are the true heart and soul of this 
wonderful Union, a Union that simply 
would not exist without you.

This Union has been a part of me 
and I guess me a part of it for the 
whole of my life. I was born into a 
Union house, a Union family. A father 
who was a coal miner and Union 
activist; a mother who is a coal miner’s 
daughter, sister and cousin; and who, 
because of her small stature, had the 
job at school in the little mining suburb 
of Blackstone, of ringing the bell when 
the lorries were coming past to take 
scab coal from the mines nearby. She 
got the bell ringing job because she 
was too small to lift the heavy nail 
studded planks the bigger kids would 

place on the road to puncture the tyres 
of the lorries to stop them getting to 
the pits to load scab coal.

It has been an honour and a 
privilege for me to serve and to 
attempt, at least, to represent the 
interests of mineworkers, their families 
and their communities at lodge, 
district, national and international level.

Greg Combet touched on many 
of the outstanding achievements of 
the Union and its members over the 
last 100-years. I won’t repeat or add 
to them, except to say how honoured 
I am to be a member of a Union with 
such an amazing and outstanding 

By General Secretary Andrew Vickers

100 proud and militant years

Our Central Council with international guests and CFMEU National leaders Michael O’Connor 
and Dave Noonan pictured before the Centenary Dinner.
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history of both struggle and success. 
Strong vibrant communities, good 

wages and conditions, strong safety 
laws and health standards, portable 
industry long service leave and 
superannuation are all now enjoyed 
by today’s mineworkers because of 
their predecessors preparedness to 
fight and struggle; for their families 
to support them; and because of the 
existence of this proud militant Union.

Of course a tribute to our 
Centenary would not and could not 
be complete without acknowledging 
the all too many of our comrades who 
paid the ultimate sacrifice and lost their 
lives in the pursuit of winning coal. 
Our cemeteries have far too many 
miners graves; our towns have far too 
many memorials. But we must never 
forget them. And we must ensure 
that not one of them ever died in vain 
as we continue to advance health 
and safety standards and push back 
against employers and governments, 
that try to convince us, as they did 
our forebears, that they would never 
place a miner’s life or wellbeing before 
production and profit. 

And on this point allow me to 
recount a tale of a conversation I once 
had with a mine manager, I’ll call him 
Bill, who was part of a mine owning 
family in my hometown of Ipswich. 
We had finished a discussion, or it may 
havw been a debate, perhaps even a 
heated argument about some issue 
or another at the pit, and then talked 
about a recent visit he had to a colliery 
in South Africa, a bord and pillar mine 
that was in the habit of the extensive 
use of “breaker props”.

And I need to briefly explain this or 
the whole story is lost on everybody 
except underground miners. Breaker 
props are wooden posts used to 
temporarily hold up the roof of a large 
area being mined out, and are called 
breakers, because as the weight 
comes on and the roof starts to come 
down, the props break, giving miners 
the warning that it is time for them to 
get out of the area. 

Now at this particular colliery, times 
were tough for the owners – as they 
always are – and timber was both 
scarce and costly, so Bill observed the 
miners – and of course they were all 

Black miners – running a steel cable all 
through the mined out area, around the 
back of all the breaker props and then 
hooking the cable to a shuttle car and 
dropping all the props to the ground 
– a bit like tree clearing in Central 
Queensland.

This was surprising enough for Bill, 
but what happened next completely 
stunned him. As the props fell to the 
floor, the Black miners rushed into the 
now completely exposed goaf area and 
retrieved as many fallen props as they 
could before the roof came down and 
crushed them to death. 

This caused Bill to then recall one 
of his first days down the mine as 
a 14-year-old boy, working in a mine 
owned by his grandfather. Bill’s job was 
to handle a pit pony dragging skips in 
and out of the mine. The roof started 
to creep – come in slowly – and it 
pinned the pony. Horses aren’t good 
at bending their knees and crawling so 
Bill started to run out of the pit in case 
the roof came all the way down and 
crushed him. 

He encountered his grandfather on 
the way out who yelled at him where 
was the pony? Bill replied it was stuck 
and he was getting out before he 
got caught in a roof fall. To which his 
grandfather replied, ‘get back in there 
and dig that pony out. I can get another 
boy for sixpence tomorrow, but that 
pony cost me 20 quid’. Bill did just that 
and lived to tell the tale – and he got 
the pony out.

To those who say well that’s all 
ancient history and that wouldn’t 
happen today, I concede that precisely 
those circumstances wouldn’t happen. 
Apartheid is after all dead in South 
Africa and ponies aren’t used in pits 
anymore, but don’t anybody tell me 
that bosses won’t and don’t risk 
workers lives. We are still attending 
miners funerals today.

Let me move on from that morbidity 
and sadness and talk a little about some 
of the great leaders who had the vision 
to create this Union and then solidify 
and grow it over the last 100-years.

I didn’t know the likes of Baddeley, 
Rees and Willis, the earliest officers of 
the newly formed Federation in 1915. 

But from a young age I was very 
aware of the reverence felt towards 
the early pioneering leaders of the 
Federation like Charlie Nelson and Billie 
Orr, Idris Williams and George “Pongo” 
Grant. 

The admiration towards and 
respect felt by miners for their elected 
officials was something I learned 
listening to the stories of my father 
and his comrades and understood that 
respect for officials was required and 
expected, albeit when well deserved.

I did however have the honour and 
privilege of meeting and knowing some 
of the Federation’s subsequent leaders. 
Bill Parkinson and Bill Mahon both 
stayed at my family home when I was 
a boy and my father was Queensland 
District Secretary. It was in fact 
considered a great privilege to have 
either the General President or the 
General Secretary of the Federation as 
a house guest. Much better even than 
having the Queen stay the night.

I visited the Goonyella mine before 
I started working there, with my father 
and Walter “Pincher” Smart, when 
“Pincher” was General President. And 
“Pincher”, who was from the Illawarra 
and an underground miner of course, 

100 proud and militant years 100 proud and militant years

National Information Services Officer Anne 
Skinner, pictured above while Col Markham 
and Fred Moore are pictured top.
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General Secretary Andrew Vickers with former Miners Federation General Secretary Barry Swan (left) and former National Vice-President Bob Graham.

was not particularly used to a Central 
Queensland summer. And in the days 
before air conditioning everything, 
including motor cars, the drive from 
Goonyella back to Moranbah in the 
middle of a blazing December day, with 
the windows down, saw “Pincher” 
return to Sydney with a face burned 
as bright red as a cooked Queensland 
mud crab by the heat and wind.

As my own direct involvement in 
the industry and the Federation began, 
I started to meet, know and work with 
the generation of Federation officials 
that I would ultimately follow. Evan 
Phillips, Bob Kelly and Bill “Taffy” 
Smale were men who I admired, 
respected and learned from. They were 
also the last of the true committed 
communists who would lead the 
Federation. Having been born into and 
worked in the poverty and brutality 
of contract hand coal mining and the 
underprivileged communities they and 
their families lived in, the prospect of a 
socialist state was unsurprisingly very 
appealing to them.

At the District level I have had 
the pleasure of working directly with 
Federation legends like Bill Chapman, 
Jack Savage, Howie Fisher, and my 

good mates Bob Graham and Barry 
Swan, all of whom tried their very best, 
and with much more success than 
failure, to uphold the proud traditions 
of what they inherited from their 
predecessors, and to leave a legacy for 
people like me to benefit from. 

A very special mention needs 
to be made of a near life long family 
friend and mentor,  former Queensland 
District Check Inspector and President, 
“Digger” Murphy who is here with us 
tonight. “Digger” not only provided 
guidance and support to me as a 
young lodge official, but continued 
to support me when I ultimately 
followed in his footsteps and became 
District President. Among the many 
achievements that “Digger” will be 
remembered for during his career as 
a full-time official, are his efforts to 
convince the membership and mine 
management that the days of refusing 
to employ women as miners were 
over. 

In 1979 “Digger” successfully 
oversaw the employment of the first 
two women at South Blackwater and 
then four at Moura. They became the 

first female members of the Federation 
in the process, paving the way for the 
small but growing number of female 
coal miners, unionists and activists in 
the industry today. 

Bob Kelly, who I mentioned 
earlier, was also a pioneer in the field 
of female employment, employing 
Margaret Lee as the first female 
research officer in the Federation’s 
national office. (Oh and for those of you 
who may not know, that Margaret Lee 
is the same Margaret Lee I am proud 
to be the husband of).

I have not mentioned every official 
I have worked with and while most are 
worthy of mention, in truth some are 
not. 

To those that are worthy - and 
all that are so considered have been 
invited to be with us here tonight - but 
I have not mentioned, I acknowledge 
you and thank you without naming you 
individually. 

Except there is a good mate of 
mine here tonight, who I have worked 
with in a number of capacities until his 
retirement last week from the position 
of General Vice-President, and of 
whom I must make a small but special 
mention. Wayne McAndrew, “Macca” 
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to most of us, has served this Union 
and its predecessors with tireless 
devotion and distinction, earning the 
respect of rank and filers and fellow 
officials alike. We are not going to make 
long speeches honouring “Macca” 
tonight; we are saving that up for a 
special function in a couple of months 
time; but just a short thank you and 
from all of us here, all the best to 
you and Rhonda in your well earned 
retirement mate. 

I wish to thank all of the staff of 
the national office who have worked 
so diligently and tirelessly to ensure 
tonight and the exhibition down at 
Trades Hall is a success and something 
that the whole of the Union can be 
proud of. Our thanks goes to Katrina 
and Fran; to Anne for all the historical 
memorabilia you have gathered and 
organised as a display and for those 
posters; but a very special thanks and 
acknowledgement to the incredible 
Courtney Masters, who has been 
the principal organiser for all of this 
here tonight, and I trust you will all 
agree, has turned in an outstanding 
performance.

I will continue, for a little longer 
anyway, to work closely with the new 

generation of officials. Now of course 
we are the Mining and Energy Division 
of the CFMEU, but to me, and you will 
have to forgive me for this, the Union 

was and always will be the Miners 
Federation. May it still be here to 
celebrate a second 100-years in 2115 
as a proud and militant Union.

Some of the Queensland representatives stand proudly 
beneath their historical miners banner at the Sydney 
Trades Hall Exhibition.

Checking out the display of historical objects at the Exhibition in the Sydney Trades Hall to celebrate the Centenary of the Miners Federation.
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Blood on the Coal shows 
the power and spirit of 
Australian mineworkers

Several times I was moved to 
tears by the CFMEU’s Blood 
on the Coal documentary 

featuring the tragedies and great 
struggles of Union members and 
their communities in Queensland’s 
coal mining industry. 

In many ways it is a confronting 
film but what comes through is a 
triumphant story of epic courage 
and unbreakable worker solidarity. If 
this film was to be shown at schools 
throughout the nation it would change 
the attitude many people have to 
unionism and worker collectives 
generally.

Blood on the Coal blends three 
important social lessons into one 
dramatic visual series and takes us far 
beyond a mere Union publicity film. 
It goes far beyond the fact that coal 
mining is an inherently dangerous 
occupation. 

When coal miners go to work they 
put their lives at risk. Safety of the 
miner is the first priority of the worker 
and his family left at home. The film 
depicts in real time the faces of the 
women and children when they hear of 
explosions in the mines in which their 
men are working.

The first lesson for me was 
the obvious heroism of the miners 
themselves when facing disaster for 
they put the welfare of their mates 
below above all else. They did not spare 
themselves in their frantic searches 
for survivors nor for the families above 
stricken by the loss of loved ones. The 
personal tragedies depicted are so 
terribly sad and moving.

On the other hand, the callous 
disregard of the mine owners for the 
safety and well being of their workers 
provides a hideous contrast to the 
workers attitude. This extended beyond 
the workplace and into communities 

where workers fought 
for decent housing and 
facilities and were met 
by the cynical response 
of mining companies:  
“We came here to mine 
coal not build houses”. 
An inhuman response 
and one unworthy of a 
human being.

The third lesson for 
me was the universal 
solidarity of the workers 
under the banner of their Union. Plainly 
it is this unity and solidarity that is the 
sole safeguard of the workers lives 
and health. If only the principles of 
the Union Check Inspectors could be 
replicated throughout industry there 
would be many less deaths in the 
mines. The memory of the disasters 

at Moura and in all the earlier mines 
will long live in my memory and in my 
heart.  

May the Union grow in unity and 
strength and long may it live by the 
spirit and with the determination 
shown by those featured in this 
wonderful film.

Dr Jim Macken.
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By The Honourable Dr Jim Macken, 
former Industrial Judge

“A powerful film 
to the movement 
for social justice”
By Dr John Falzon, 
CEO St Vincent de Paul 
Society National Council

Blood on the Coal is social story-telling at its finest. It’s not just about 
the struggles and the hopes of the Queensland miners and their 
families; it’s about the struggles and hopes of workers everywhere. 
It beautifully embodies the principle that those who refuse to take 
the side of the oppressed give their aid to the oppressor and that our 
best weapon against inequality and injustice is our human solidarity.  
Warm congratulations to the Queensland mineworkers for giving such 
a powerful film to the movement for social justice and progressive 
social change. 
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“The best film about working 
people ever produced in Australia”
By Dr Bruce Hearn Mackinnon, Senior 
Lecturer in Management and Employment 
Relations at Deakin University

Blood on the Coal is without 
doubt the best film about 
working people ever produced 

in Australia.  Dealing with the 
hundreds of miners lives lost in 
Queensland coal mining disasters 
throughout the 20th century, it tells 
an emotionally gut wrenching story, 
yet throughout the film, what comes 
across most of all, is the solidarity, 
comradeship, mateship and sense 
of community amongst the miners, 
their families and their union.  There 
is also an incredible display of pride 
in the sacrifices made by generations 
of miners and their union, defending 
their rights and fighting for safety 
and better living standards.

Perhaps what makes Blood on the 
Coal such an impressive film is that 
the story – though narrated beautifully 
by renowned actor Jack Thompson 
-– is largely told through the voices 
of the miners themselves and their 
families.  The human qualities of love, 
compassion, respect as well as the 
resolve to fight if necessary to protect 
those values, shine out in the voices 
of the miners, like 94-year old ‘Digger’ 
Murphy, whether in recalling stories 
of mine disasters or of long strikes 
against governments and multinational 
companies.  

Throughout the last 100 years, this 
quintessential Australian story, has 
been one of blood, sweat, tragedy and 
triumph, with the Miners Federation 
(now the CFMEU) providing the glue 
holding these mining communities 
together and enabling coal miners to 
have the confidence to defend their 
rights and their families.

This is a film about heroes; 
of workers facing potential death 
every day of their working lives; of 
rescue workers racing into perilous 
underground mines to retrieve the 
injured, or the bodies of their mates; 
of the wives and partners of miners, 

whose enduring support formed 
the bedrock of the miners industrial 
strength.  

Finally, Blood on the Coal reinforces 
the values of collective action, of the 
need for strong trade unionism to 
protect workers, their families and 

their communities, in the face of the 
ruthless greed of corporations, who, 
throughout history, have displayed a 
callous disregard for human life and 
dignity in satisfying their unquenchable 
thirst for profits. This is a film that we 
should all see.

Paste OFA tag here.

The Queensland Miners’ Story

This remarkable award winning film traces the history  

of Australia’s Queensland coal miners and their Union  

from the darkest days of the 19th century to the  

daunting industrial, safety and community challenges  

driven by giant global corporations today.
It is a story of struggle and survival, of courage and 

determination, of tragedy and triumph and of never giving  

up, even in the face of the most daunting challenges.

The stories in the film are told with compelling honesty, 

humour and wit by miners and their communities who survive 

in one of the world’s most hazardous industries – coal mining.

NARRATOR JACK THOMPSON   EDITOR MARK ATKIN ASE    ORIGINAL MUSIC JOHN ROY

CINEMATOGRAPHER SIMON SMITH   EXECUTIVE PRODUCERS PADDY GORMAN & PIERS GROVE    

PRODUCERS XANON MURPHY & SOFIA MADDEN   ASSOCIATE PRODUCER KIM SMYTH

WRITTEN BY JEFF BIRD & PADDY GORMAN    DIRECTED BY JEFF BIRD

Running Time: 103 min   Language: English    Audio: Stereo
16:9

PAL

© Copyright CFMEU Mining & Energy Queensland District 2015. The proprietor has licensed the film (including soundtrack) comprised in 

this digital video disc for home use only. All other rights reserved. Any unauthorised copying, editing, exhibition, exchange, renting, lending, 

hiring and/or broadcasts is strictly prohibited.

PRIVATE SCREENING ONLY – NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION OR RESALE

www.BloodOnTheCoal.com

The Queensland Miners’ Story

NARRATED BY  JACK THOMPSON

Order your copy of 
Blood On The Coal

Name: _______________________________________________________________________   

Phone: _____________________________________________________   Qty: ___________

Address: _____________________________________________________________________  

Email: _______________________________________________________________________

PAYMENT METHODS:   Cheque      OR      Credit card   Mastercard   Visa 

Cheques: please make payable to CFMEU Mining and Energy,  
                                                           PO Box Q1641 Sydney NSW 1230

Card No:  
    

 –
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Expiry date: ______________    Name on card: ___________________________________

Cardholder’s signature: _______________________________________________________

Special offer for Union and Retired Members: $20 (includes post, packaging and GST).

Copies at reduced cost over the counter at Union offices. 
Cost to general public: $30 (includes post, packaging and GST).
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Our latest history volume rounds off 
100 years of tales of Triumph and 
Disaster

A century of our Union history 
is now on the permanent 
record with the completion 

of Alan Murray’s third volume since 
1980, Storm and Tempest: Australian 
Coal Miners and their Union 2000 
to 2015.  The series of three histories 
tell the stories of miners, their 
families and their communities 
with earlier volumes Holding the 
Line and On the Edge covering the 
1980s and 1990s. These three Alan 
Murray books continue the long 
march of the Union histories that 
have chronicled the years from 
settlement.

It’s close to half a century since 
Edgar Ross, the pugnacious and 
passionate long-term Editor of 
Common Cause, published his History 
of the Miners’ Federation of Australia. 
While it wasn’t a best-seller – few 
history books are – it has become a 
standard and well-regarded work of 
reference. It is still used by mining 
historians, organised labour historians, 
film and documentary makers and 
researchers within and well beyond 
Australia.

By encouraging the historical 
labours of Edgar Ross, the Union 
was signalling its belief that the 
workers and their families who had 
and continue to have a powerful and 
positive influence on the industrial and 

social history of Australia should be 
parties to preserving and sharing their 
stories.

In the years since the publication 
of the Edgar Ross book, the Union has, 
probably more than any other union 
in the industrialised world, ensured 
that the voices of working people and 
their families will never be lost to the 
passage of time.

Initially, the stories were preserved 
in writing by – in addition to Edgar 
Ross – former Common Cause 
Editors Pete Thomas and Len Fox 
along with outstanding contributions 
from historians Alan Murray and Greg 
Mallory. The Miners Federation also 
published two volumes of poetry 
by the wonderful miners poet Jock 
Graham, Blood on the Coal and Dark 
Roads.

Pete Thomas, in particular, made 
a major contribution in his volumes 
highlighting the lives and times of the 
coal miners of Queensland and the 
ascendancy of the Queensland Colliery 
Employees’ Union. 

The Thomas books, one published 
after his death, provided graphic 
accounts of life at the coalface during 
the years of The Great Depression 
in the late 1920s and 1930s, the 
terrible disasters  that killed or injured 
hundreds of workers and marked their 
families for life and the great struggles 

to improve  
workplace health and safety  
and secure, for miners, a fair return for 
their contributions to the profitability of 
the coal sector. 

These struggles, it should be 
noted, have seen flow-on benefits 
that include, but are not limited to, 
compensation for the consequences 
of work-related injury and illness, 
protection against victimisation, long-
service and sickness leave, upgraded 
redundancy payments and improved 
pensions.

Pete Thomas also catalogued the 
turbulent years of the 1970s when the 
Australian export coal trade expanded 
beyond any expectations particularly 
through the massive development of 
new and existing open cut mines along 
the length of the Bowen Basin.

There were others, too, whose 
legacy in words is today firmly in 
place. Part of the legacy of the late 
Jim Comerford, who left school to 
work as a pit boy in the 1920s and 
earned his place in the leadership of 
his Union, is his lengthy account of 
the illegal employer lockout of 10,000 
Hunter Valley miners in the late 1920s. 
Now, more than 80 years after that 
infamous event, Jim Comerford’s 
writing provides an eloquent reminder 
of the avarice of coal companies and 
the willingness of governments, of 
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all persuasions, to bend the knee to 
business and its lobby groups.

Swannie and Oral History
In more recent times, the Australian 
Coal Miners’ Oral History Project has 
been the springboard for two hard-
cover books At the Coalface and Back 
at the Coalface and a feature ABC 
Radio National documentary Working 
for Coal, which were a product of 
hundreds of interviews with retired 
miners and the women who supported 
the miners through always bitter and 
sometimes bloody struggles. 

The project was started by two 
retired miners, Fred Moore and the late 
Ray Harrison, along with former Miners 
Federation General Secretary Barry 
Swan and Common Cause Editor Paddy 
Gorman, who has managed it since.  
The books have been recognised, 
by mining historians in The United 
States, Britain and mainland Europe as 
outstanding examples of what can be 
achieved when working people take 
ownership of the telling of their own 
stories.

Beyond the written and recorded 
word, the lives and times of Australian 
miners and their families and 
communities have been captured in 
several high class documentaries under 
Paddy Gorman’s stewardship – Lockout, 
Last Stand at Nymboida and Blood on 
the Coal – screened in Australia and 
internationally. 

That independent international 
judges have recognised the worth of 
the documentaries with more than 
two dozen awards is, in itself, an 
indication of the lasting value of the 
Union’s belief that the stories of the 

workplace can best be told by the 
people in the workplace. Additionally, 
the documentaries and publications 
have featured prominently at specialist 
conferences around the world with the 
proceedings of these events published 
in highly-regarded journals.

The stories told in the books and 
documentaries have been a century 
in the making and the collecting.  
The lessons conveyed by the stories 
remain relevant as the Union moves 
into its second century. They can be 
summarised thus: mining employers 
will continue to attempt to de-unionise 
the workplace; they will continue to 

advocate de facto safety deregulation; 
Australian Governments, generally, 
cannot be relied upon to support the 
legitimate expectations and aspirations 
of those engaged in a dangerous 
occupation.

In any reading of the stories 
from the coalface it will also become 
apparent that, almost without 
exception, it is the unity of mining 
unionists that has prevented the worst 
excesses of coal employers.

It’s all there, chapter  
and verse. Lessons  
that are worth  
remembering.

Order your copy of Storm 
and Tempest

(includes post, packaging and GST)
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Vale Jack Kevin Cambourn, 
CFMEU pioneer and son  
of a coal miner

Jack Cambourn, who retired as 
General Secretary of the FEDFA 
in 1992, passed peacefully 

away on 14th June 2015. Jack was a 
principal architect of the formation 
of the CFMEU.

He was born in Balmain Hospital in 
1928, the son of Arthur and Gertrude 
Cambourn. The family had moved to 
Balmain from Cullen Bullen where 
Arthur had worked in the local coal mine 
and he continued this employment at 
the old Balmain coal mine.

During his mining years, Jack’s 
father had become a socialist and 
fought for the rights and interests of 
workers. These values and principles 
he clearly passed on to Jack.

Jack was born in the Great 
Depression era and the deprivations 
of those times forged his character 
and determination to fight for a Fair 
Go for workers and their families. He 
spent his life fighting to improve the 
conditions of the working class. 

After working at several jobs 
including the automobile industry, Jack 
commenced working for the NSW 
branch of the FEDFA being elected 
State Secretary in 1969. He then 
set about expanding services to the 
members. This was no easy task as 
the Union covered members in a broad 
range of industries both government 
and private.

Coverage included coal, power, 
oil, civil and building construction, 
steel mills, metal shops, ship building, 
hospitals and a variety of other mixed 
industries.

Jack’s philosophy was of more 
workers participation, of genuine 
rank and file engagement and 
activism. Delegates and workers were 
encouraged to take a hands-on position 
in matters concerning their day-to-day 
and future employment. 

Committees were set up to 
expand in industries including, power, 
coal mining, oil and building. These 
committees operated under the 
guidance of the Secretary and became 
a powerful force for the Union.

Seniority on the job was a major 
platform of the Union. This policy 
protected delegates and activists 
from being targeted and victimised by 
employers. It was highly successful 
and strictly adhered to.

During Jack’s stewardship some 
major issues evolved including the 38-
hour week and superannuation. As the 
Union leader, he played an integral part 
in their achievements.

While Jack had a tidy mind the 
same could not be said about his desk; 
it was always piled high in clutter of 
correspondence, yet he and only he 
could immediately pick up the relevant 
document when required.

Many, including the writer, have 
been guided by his leadership qualities, 
his quiet demure, his willingness to 
assist and his door and his ears were 
always available to those requiring 
advice. This he gave willingly, not just 
to his members but to many others 
who benefited from his knowledge and 
experience. He had the capacity no 
matter how busy he may have been  
to find time for others.

During the 1970s a serious 
industrial health issue was exposed 
– Mesotheloma, an insidious disease 
caused by ingesting dust particles 
from asbestos. Members in the power 
generation industry, especially laggers 
who wrapped asbestos around steam 
pipes, were greatly and seriously 
affected. Jack with others worked 
tirelessly for years to have asbestos 
removed from use and fought for years 
for compensation for those inflicted by 
the deadly diseases it caused.

Jack Cambourn and the FEDFA 
played a leading role in the Green Bans 
movement forging a major industrial 
and social campaign of the 1970s in 
which the BLF under Jack Mundey, 
Joe Owens and Bob Pringle rightly 
deserve the main credit for. 

The Green Bans commenced at 
Kelly’s Bush in Sydney. Jack Cambourn 
was in the front line stopping a 
bulldozer from razing the bushland 
where the BLF had imposed a Green 
Ban. This was the first of many actions 
throughout the Green Bans campaign 
in which the FEDFA worked alongside 
the BLF in saving iconic parts of 
historical Sydney.

During his retirement Jack 
continued to be active within the 
community. In 2013 the Union 
published the story of probably 
the most serious events of Jack’s 
Union tenure, corruption within 
the Queensland Branch in 1989. 
This story of the Union rooting out 
corruption in its ranks was recorded 
by historian Alan Murray in his book 
Comrades Courageous. Jack was very 
appreciative of Alan’s work.

In our many reflections together, 
Jack told me that his proudest 
achievement was helping build a Union 
that was based entirely on rank and 
file engagement and activism. For 
Jack, the Union was a living, breathing 
organism whose leadership understood 
its responsibility to the rank and file and 
acted accordingly in the service of its 
membership. This was the foundation 
stone of our values and principles 
and Jack was delighted to see they 
characterise the CFMEU today.

Jack’s gone now but his legacy will 
live on.  Another old Balmain boy, the 
late NSW Labor Premier Neville Wran 
coined the phase – Balmain boys  
don’t cry.

By Vic Fitzgerald, who 
succeeded Jack as FEDFA 
General Secretary Jack Cambourn pictured on the right with Vic Fitzgerald beside him. 

To the left of picture is Greg Betts, our Union’s former Queensland 
District President and Tony Maher, General President. Jack and Vic 
were both mentors to Tony and Greg. 
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CFMEU backs Kokoda 
trek to support proud 
Defence Force veterans

In recent times the Australian 
Defence force has been extremely 
active on the world stage with 

our men and women seeing active 
duty in highly volatile areas such 
as Iraq and Afghanistan. These 
servicemen and women have 
often served in other areas of the 
world such as Timor Leste and 
the Solomon islands on peace 
keeping missions. Conducting these 
operations has often left some of 
our veterans suffering from physical 
and psychological injuries that can 
sometimes never truly heal.

Some of these veterans once 
discharged from their service find 
themselves at a loss. They no longer 
feel as though they have the support 
network that they had become 
accustomed to while in the Defence 
Force. Although there are numerous 
agencies operating that provide 
services for veterans suffering from 
physical ailments, post traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) or depression etc, a lot 
of the time all these men and women 
want or need is a purpose, a goal and 
mate to help them achieve it.

The whole goal behind the 
CFMEU Kokoda trek was to take a 
few of these proud veterans who 
have sacrificed their mind and quite 
literally their body in the service of our 

great country across the Kokoda Track 
in the footsteps of our forefathers to 
commemorate the 100th anniversary 
ANZAC service. 

The Kokoda Track is one of the 
most arduous treks anyone could 
possibly conceive, rain every day, 
mountains that feel like you are trying 
to walk straight up a muddy brick wall 
and hills so steep that you spend more 
time sliding down the slippery track on 
your behind than you do standing on 
your own two  feet. What more of a 
challenge could you possibly imagine to 
give a team of veterans?

11-days on the track provided so 
many opportunities to set goals, share 
your story, vent your frustration and 
overall cleanse your mind. Throughout 
the trek I witnessed true mateship, 
courage sacrifice and endurance.  

At the end of the trek I managed 
to have a quiet word with a few of the 
wounded veterans and asked them how 
they felt? Had they achieved anything 
that they could use back home in day to 
day life? The common thread was, ‘it’s 
all a matter of perspective, it doesn’t 
matter how hard things get as long as 
you have your mates helping you out 
everything will be fine.’

Overall the CFMEU Kokoda 2015 
Trek was a great success. It would not 
have been possible to achieve such 

a great result without the support of 
our sponsors the CFMEU, Bayswater 
Lodge and Glendell  Lodge. There 
were many other sponsors and 
donations that helped us along the way 
so a big thank you to everyone who 
contributed. I would also like to thank 
David Howell from Kokoda Historical 
for providing such a great experience. I 
highly recommend David’s expertise if 
you are considering tackling the Kokoda 
Track. And finally, a big thank you to 
Daniel Mott and Lane Macdonald, the 
two men that deserve all the praise 
for without their hard work from the 
beginning the CFMEU Kokoda 2015 
Trek would never have been anything 
more than an idea.

By Greg Mercer, Glendell Lodge 
Secretary and Australian Army veteran

The team at the start of the Kokoda Track at Owers Corner.

Greg Mercer and fiancé Ashlee Sandsodden.

Michael ‘lydds’ Lyddiard , Greg ‘merce’ Mercer,  Mark ‘blue’ Taylor.

Pictured at the Dawn Service ANZAC morning at the Isurava Memorial are, 
from left to right: Greg Mercer, Michael Lyddiard, Dave Howell, Matthew 
Pepi, Craig Mooy, Mark Taylor, Dean Anderson and Matt Lorimer.
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Over 70 years ago, AUSCOAL 
Super began with a mission to 
help miners retire with dignity. 

Today, we’re taking another step 
forward. You’ll now know us as 
Mine Wealth + Wellbeing.

Our doors are open to all and we’re 
here to help you grow through life.

For more information  
visit mine.com.au

Mine Wealth + Wellbeing  |  13 MINE (13 64 63)  |  mine.com.au

Growing with 
you, for you.

Mine Wealth and Wellbeing Pty Ltd ABN 70 003 566 989  AFSL 246864  Trustee for the Mine Wealth and Wellbeing Superannuation Fund  ABN 16 457 520 308.

CAN150813
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Colouring-in Winners
Congratulations to the following winners of the June-July 2015   
colouring-in competition who each receive a special prize: 

Anekah Bettens Ethan Barrett

Nellie Witt 11 New South Wales

Ellie French 4 New South Wales

Leticia Sneesby 10 New South Wales

Anekah Bettens 11 New South Wales

Ethan Barrett 9 New South Wales

Jenna Sheather 9 New South Wales

Ryan Sanders 3 New South Wales

Mitchell Ryan 8 Queensland

Adam Taylor 11 Queensland

Belkey Podmore 4 Victoria Adam Taylor Belkey Podmore

40th anniversary Commemoration 
of Kianga No.1 Disaster

Our Union is organising a 
Commemoration to mark 
the 40th anniversary of the 

Kianga No.1 Disaster in which 13 
Central Queensland mineworkers 
lost their lives.

The Commemoration will be held 
on 20th September, exactly 40-years 
to the day that the mine blew up 
devastating the town of Moura as the 
first of three disasters that community 
was to endure.

Cheryl Evans lost her Dad Eric 
Fletcher in the Disaster. Eric was a 
Deputy at the time of the explosion 
on that fateful Saturday afternoon. The 
mine was sealed and the bodies were 
never recovered.

Here is a tribute to the families  
who lost their loved ones at Kianga  
by Cheryl:

One Day in September:
Remembering Kianga 20.9.1975
Remember, remember a day in 
September...

Fathers and mothers, forever forlorn 
Sisters and brothers, their sorrow 
reborn, 
Without words, with one thought, 
silently mourn.

Remember, remember one day in 
September...

Wives with that lingering loss in  
their eyes 
And children who never stop asking 
why, 
Tell me why did our fathers have  
to die?

We always remember that day in 
September.

Weipa 20th 
anniversary 
celebrations

To celebrate the 20th anniversary 
of their historic epic victory over 
Rio Tinto’s discrimination against 

Union members, the 1995 Combined 
Union Members of Weipa are holding 
two reunion events.

The first is on the13th of October 
2015 from 4.30pm to 7.30pm. Dinner  
and drinks for the Weipa Strikers and  
their honoured guests at the Weipa  
Bowls Club. From 7.30pm, there is an 
open invitation to Weipa Union Members 
join in to meet and mingle with the 
strikers and guests.

Weekend Event 
The second event will be held at Picket 
Point on the 17th October 2015, from 
midday to 4pm with drinks and nibbles 
(transportation supplied upon request). 
Then meet up at the Bowls Club around 
5pm, where the outdoor area near the 
restaurant is booked.

For bookings or further information 
contact:

Carla Bahr,  
President CFMEU Weipa Lodge.
Email: Borgy13@bigpond.com 
Mobile: 0429 697 776

Cumnock/Liddell State Reunion
14th November 2015
1pm Cessnock Leagues Club
Let’s have a beer to remember 
our work mates.

Contact: Anthony Mills
Email: muttley66@bigpond.com
Mobile: 0421 594355
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We’re here for you

We’re here to help, join today

1300 937 838   

Protected Industrial Action Benefit^  
allows you to keep your health cover but 
don’t have to worry about paying premiums 
if you are on strike, for up to 6 months once 
you qualify
Premium Pause † means if you’re made 
redundant, we’ll waive your health cover 
premiums for up to 6 months 
One Month Free* Receive great value  
health cover when you join

Westfund Health has been helping Australian  
miners for over 80 years. We began as a  
co-operative, taking contributions to pay for 
doctors and ambulance officers at mining sites. 
We’re still a not-for-profit fund that supports  
regional communities across Australia.
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Westfund Limited ABN 55 002 080 864. A registered private health  
insurer under the Private Health Insurance Act. A not for profit  
health fund.

www.westfund.com.au/cfmeu

†^ Protected Industrial Action Benefit and Premium Pause is available after 3 years continuous  
membership with Westfund Health and excludes Westfund’s Ambulance Only cover. A member’s  
partner or spouse must not be in receipt of more than the National Minimum Wage + 30% gross  
wages per week.  The maximum term of the waiver of Premiums is 6 consecutive calendar months.  
Premiums may be waived by Westfund only if the Primary Member has been unemployed for  
more than 7 consecutive days.
* For new members on new policies. New members must pay by direct debit and pay for the first  
month when joining to get the second month free. Excludes Ambulance and Overseas cover. 

10% off  Diamond  Cover  
 OR One Month Free* 

Now with Protected Industrial Action Benefit^

on a great range of health cover options to suit your needs

We’re here for Aussie miners








