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The Ghost of King O’Malley

“At the Gibraltar of Democracy, the blue ribbon of progress – Queenstown, Tasmania!”

King O’Malley Federal Parliament 1917

The news that Workplace Standards has given a direction to Copper Mines of Tasmania and Barminco Mining Contractors to modify their panel rosters is a welcome step in a long struggle. For generations miners on the West Coast have accepted long hours in return for the continued operation of the mines.  However the current three panel 56 hour week rosters have had too great a toll on the miners and their families. 

The ghost of that old Labor stalwart, King O’Malley would have applauded the news. King O’Malley, a wild and woolly orator who dressed like a Yankee Gentleman, would have tossed and turned in his grave over the past few years.  Restless as the miner’s struggle for better conditions seemed to go unheeded His familiar refrain on the mining fields, at the start of the twentieth century, “Are you on the rolls yet Brother,” would have been replaced by “What are you doing about this Brothers Bacon and Cox?” He now has his answer.

As a young child, growing up in Queenstown, time with my father was determined by the iron dictates of shift work. Only every third week, when he was on day shift, did I have a real chance to spend time with him unless I was on school holidays.  On afternoon shifts we passed at the front gate. I had my school bag and he was leaving before the next shift siren with his old faithful Gladstone bag. Had there been the 12- hour shifts (worked on a panel system of seven on, four off, and rotating between day and night) as are now imposed by the mines, he and I would have been total strangers.

What a complete revolution. The West Coast, the traditional heartland and earliest stronghold of the ALP in Tasmania, is now dictated to by the mining companies, wielding that iron rod, job security.  Meanwhile, the party of the workers hesitated for a number of years to use law or persuasion to ease the burden on miners and their families. The weather, landscape and working environment have always shaped the people who call themselves West Coasters. In times gone by the West always had strong Labor men like King O’Malley or Eric Reece to rally to their cause. In recent years it has taken longer to get the party of the workers to heed the calls from the far West.

I grew up in a company town at a time when mining companies realised that a sense of community was required in order to provide, generation after generation, a strong and willing workforce. By the time I graduated from University that attitude had changed. Many companies now regard employees either as disposable, or simply as a component of production input that is both too costly and too demanding. Loyalty and commitment are seen as optional extras. The Mt Lyell Mining Company always used to work its men hard, but it left them with enough flexibility to return to their families, to their sporting teams and even to their pubs to listen to the old timers talk of the glory days of Labor and King O’Malley.

O’Malley arrived in Tasmania in 1890 from the United States, with a background shrouded in tall tales, having worked as a banker, real estate and insurance salesman, and, by his own account, as the founder of the Waterlily Rockbound Church; the Redskin Temple of the Cahuse Nation.  By the time of his death in 1953, as the last member of the first federal parliament, he had also served in the South Australian parliament from 1896-1899 and represented the West Coast in the federal parliament from 1901 until 1917, where he pushed hard for age pensions, the transcontinental railroad, the founding of Canberra and the birth of the Commonwealth Bank.  O’Malley, described by Professor Michael Roe as a “historian’s delight” in his book The State of Tasmania: Identity at Federation-Time would have used every ounce of his demagoguery and passion to denounce the inaction of his ALP descendants. 

The manager of Copper Mines of Tasmania has argued that if the State Government tried to regulate mining hours it would run into trouble: “If they do, they will have to regulate hours in all other industries, nursing for example, for which they are the employer.”
Except for a brief summer working underground, my knowledge of mining is second- hand, picked up in dribs and drabs from my father, uncles and cousins as they emerged from long dirty hours underground. Yet in that brief summer long ago I learnt why very few reckless miners live to enjoy the fruits of O’Malley’s advocacy for an aged pension. I also learnt that mining was like few other jobs. The union battles for Eight Hour Days or Forty Hour weeks were not fought by those seeking a lazy life at the expense of their employers. Indeed many miners continued to work long hours but they did it on overtime pay and by choice. Although my father disputes this last point. The struggle was for a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s labour. The campaigns were for safe workplaces, with time for families and communities, and time to be something other than a wage slave. So regulate mining hours first, and then if need be start to restore some balance into other workplaces. The move by Workplace Standards is long overdue but nevertheless  warmly welcomed.

Since the first days of mining on the West Coast the pressure has always been on fewer and fewer workers to work longer and harder to keep distant shareholders happy. The cost in preventable deaths, broken families and community life just seems to get higher.

King O’Malley once stated: “if I owned the West Coast of Tasmania and the Inferno, I’d let the West Coast on long lease to the mining speculators and live in the hot nether regions.” But unlike his latter- day ALP counterparts, King O’Malley would have kept the speculators to tight conditions in the treatment of their workers. 

The new struggles of the people of the West Coast is why King O’Malley saw democracy and Queenstown as so tightly interwoven. The legend of King O’Malley shows, anything is possible if you are prepared to fight hard enough and long enough to achieve your vision. If the work rosters are modified then the next struggle will be to keep the other services to Queenstown and the West Coast in place. O’Malley, who did so much to help create the Commonwealth Bank would not be amused if that bank didn’t keep a branch going at Queenstown.
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