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When we pitched this ar/cle Stephanie (the photographer) and I thought it would be 
simple: a broad overview of mining in the Illawarra, which is a region south of Sydney. It is 
home to Australia’s first mine, and also our worst industrial disaster. We assumed the story 
would have clear boundaries, and that we would meander along to an expected ending. 

“The story of mining in the Illawarra, has already been told.” 

That is was the opening warning provided by any local historian. They asked us to please, 
please firstly review all exis/ng websites, books, pamphlets, oral histories, photos, and 
movies. And then – if we could – write an untold story. Because otherwise, what would be 
the point?  

Overwhelmed by informa/on, we decided focus on the Mount Kembla 1902 mining disaster 
which had its 118th anniversary this year. On July 31 at 2:03pm the Mount Kembla mine 
erupted. Flames and deadly debris shot out, genera/ng havoc and destruc/on above and 
below ground.  Seventeen year old Henry Morrison, the son of the night deputy, had ignited 
a gas pocket with the naked light on his coffee pot lamp which was his makeshiV head torch.  

We believed that this piece of history would provide us with the much-needed boarders to 
find our unique story within.  
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We contacted Jade Kennedy, a Yuin man, who generously agreed to meet us on Djembla 
(Mount Kembla). AVer tea and biscuits, he gently educated us with explana/ons which 
were incredibly clear but also opened our eyes to the difficulty in telling a story.  

Jade explained that his community’s storytelling is built on lines of sight, as in you tell what 
you are able to see, but if you stand somewhere else – and look in another direc/on – the 
story you share will change.  

Leaning comfortably back on his heels, Jade directed our view to the immediate 
surrounds, thin rough barked trees with flecks of grey-green moss. Bird’s Nest ferns 
anchored in rock crevices and burs/ng with glossy curled fronds. Flat brown leaves and 
delicate twigs strewn across the ground 

So if you consider Mt Kembla, you know it’s not that it’s just part of one 
story, its part of mulAple stories depending on where you’re standing …  
He shiVed his posture, looking up to where the last of the day’s sun was creeping along 
the /ps of trees on the hill  

So then I turn this way, and I look up here, and now I’m looking at a rise, and 
the story is a different story. Because our perspecAves different.  



You’ve got people turning around and go – oh 
well Mt Keira’s the grandmother and Mt 
Kembla’s the grandfather. Jade roughly gestured 
to each side And therein they are defined.  

But which way are you looking when you’re 
telling that yarn? Where are you standing? 
What are you talking about? 
Jade also shared the idea of storytelling building in 
complexity as people age. You tell one story, a simply 
story, to a child. You are describing to them what they 
can see using their eyes. As they get older, you tell 
them the story again, but this /me you are using it to 
explain or warn. And the next /me, when they are 
older again, you are exploring ethics, or rela/onships, 
or spirituality and what it means to hold this story or to 
share it with others.  

If you’re exisAng in that sort of an economy, 
and that sort of an exchange, then it’s not 
transacAonal, but the way in which it operates 
is – at this age Jade holds his hand out just 
above his waist, and then at this age he 
indicates his chest and this age his hand is equal 
with his height the story changes – but it’s the 
same story all the Ame. Because we’re looking 
at the same things. 



The stories of the Mount Kembla disaster have been told, from which 
perspec/ves? How many /mes, who to and how? What is our rela/on 
with this land and other people we meet on it? How deep do we go? 

We returned to Djembla/Mount Kembla on the anniversary of the 
mining disaster, to the 96 candle ceremony (It’s the modern addi/on 
to the longest running Church service in Australia, which began the 
Sunday aVer the disaster). On a freezing winters night under wavering 
stars people gather at the makeshiV graveyard to call out the names 
of those who died and light a candle in memory of each life lost.  

We stood and looked around, allowing our line of sight to guide us to 
the stories present in that space.  

The cold ground beneath our feet, which seeped up into our boots 
causing us to shuffle and hop in the icy moonlight was one story. 
Sedimentary rock which has formed through the deposi/on and 
solidifica/on of dust transported by water, ice (glaciers!), and wind. 
The scaffolding of science which we try to wrestle an understanding of 
our environment through.  

The graveyard is surrounded by bush, swaying and rustling gently, 
reminding us of the tradi/onal owners who also u/lised coal. Jade’s 
words return;  

For us, you know, our word for coal is waniora (Waniora Point) 
… you’d heat it up and place it on a clay bed usually, within our 
canoes to aQract prawns and fish. It wasn’t that we didn’t 
uAlise it, but we obviously didn’t mine it because again, it was 
perceived and understood as an enAty unto itself. You know, so 
you’re in relaAonship with things. And you can never really 
take more than what you need. 

In the back corner of the graveyard, a lone bagpiper plays songs that would 
have been hummed by the miners who Phillip Donaldson refers to as Cel/c. 
Their stories held /es to their homelands of Scotland, Ireland and Wales. 
The music reminds us to look deeper as to why these bodies were buried in 
a cricket pitch rather than in the town’s cemetery. What is here on a deeper, 
spiritual level for these families? Phil had spoken with us about the 
graveyard earlier that week;  

… You see why Windy Gully cemetery was formed, cos it was a cricket 
oval up there. The land was owned by the mining company and 
deemed for public use as a cricket oval. And then when the disaster 
happened, the people up the top, which where the majority killed, were 
Presbyterians and had nowhere, they literally wouldn’t be seen dead in 
a Church of England graveyard. And the Catholics had Wollongong 
which was a bit far away, so the Presbyterians, and some of the 
Catholics that wanted to be buried nearby at Kembla, but there was no 
faciliAes there was only Church of England. The Catholic Church was 
there, but they had no burial ground. So the company then said we’ll let 
you use the other end of the cricket oval. It was never consecrated unAl 
2002.



On the way to the ceremony we had stopped at the /ny Mount Kembla Bowling Club which 
had a roaring fire. All the patrons, clearly repea/ng their end of day rituals, sat before it in 
their work ahre debriefing on the day. One of the party was, Jo, a miner from Appin with a 
cheeky grin and cherubic curls of black hair He joined us for the ceremony and entertained 
with quips and one liners that brought the out a fuller portrait of the people who lost their 
lives. They were more than just vic/ms. They were full of their own stories which were lost on 
that day. As we discuss why Jo aiends the ceremony he becomes sombre, and explains to us 
what the story means for him and other modern miners. 

What we do today is built on what happened to them. Modern industrial safety 
is built on the blood of those who died. 
I can’t help but see 17 year old Henry Morrison reflected in Jo’s face as he says this. A slip of a 
lad, who had parents who loved him, and a life ahead. 

All of these threads, and so many more, exist on this one piece of earth. The stories spread out 
and entwine with others as the landscape changes, they slide across the plains and meet those 
told in the Blue Mountains and beyond, or across the sea to New Zealand. Everywhere we turn 
there is another perspec/ve to appreciate, to learn, to share.  

That is all we could possibly fit in this ar/cle – not a history of mining, but the start of a new 
perspec/ve. How do we start to re-think how and why a story is told, what beauty will be 
revealed through embracing this complexity and connec/vity? As Jade said; 

How can you know a story when you’ve only been told it once? 
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