





[image: ]













[image: ]




Well known to Australian and international viewers of Discovery Channel as the Aussie woman from the hit show Gold Rush, Tyler Mahoney is a fourth-generation gold prospector from outback Australia renowned for her drive and prospecting skills. After starring on two seasons of the spin-off Gold Rush: Parker’s Trail, Tyler appeared on the flagship show in 2022 and will be on a third season of Parker’s Trail in 2023. Her success is a terrific example for any woman fighting to succeed in a man’s world, and her struggles with bipolar disorder also make her a powerful advocate for mental health.
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In memory of our Lucy. We remember you with every rainbow,
 every Taylor song and every time we look up at the night sky.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


I wrote this book because I have always been told I am too loud, too bossy, too heavy, too thin, too intense and too much. Throughout my whole life, people have tried to tell me what I can and can’t say, what I can and can’t do, what I can and can’t be. Well, this is my chance to say that I can – and I did. I hope this book shows you that life is a lot better when you just be yourself. 


This is a work of memoir; conversations and events have been reproduced to the best of my memory. I’ve also changed the names of some of the people mentioned to protect their privacy.


Most of this book was written in my home town of Kalgoorlie, on the lands of the Wongatha people. I would like to acknowledge that they are the Traditional Custodians of this Country and pay my respects to their Elders past and present.


And lastly, just a heads-up that this book contains depictions of eating disorders, mental illness, self-harm and suicidal behaviour, so if these things are difficult for you, be kind to yourself and take breaks or skip sections if you need to. There’s a list of resources at the back of this book if you need support.
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INTRODUCTION


The undeniable urge to hunt gold is programmed into my genes. I have tried to fight it, but the gold game has a way of pulling you straight back in. The best I can do to give outsiders an insight is this: imagine if your livelihood depended on the lotto or on a horse bet and then imagine the rush of dopamine when you finally win big. It’s not surprising that many people dream of striking it rich in gold and go broke trying. As the saying goes – the best way to make a million dollars as a gold prospector is to start with two million. It’s a hard game if you don’t know what you are doing, and I am very aware of the massive advantages of being born into my family.


Growing up as a fourth-generation prospector, I had immediate access to experience and knowledge − equal parts educational, mind-blowing and insane − that the vast majority of people will never get. A conversation with any outback gold prospector unearths stories and legends from a different world; the wild west may be the distant past for most people, but gold fever creates a culture of outlaws, gun shooting, gold stealing, outback rogues and legends that persists in some of the country’s most remote areas. Working with my family means that I’ve seen how gold fever impacts the beginners striking it rich, the experts going broke and everyone in between.


Gold prospecting is the definition of unstable. Some days you will eat baked beans and others it will be lobster; you just pray you have more of the latter. The instability of the gold game is terrifying. I am paid a percentage of the gold we find every month, meaning if we don’t find any gold, my pay cheque is zero. It’s an anxious way to live your life – not knowing if you can afford to feed your family, manage your car repayments or, God forbid, survive unforeseen breakdowns and sickness. For me, the lure of striking it rich – the thought that tomorrow I could be a millionaire – outweighs any worries that this instability brings. I can not only detach from the anxieties but also place great faith in my ability to make it work. A life full of risk has always made me feel the safest and stability has always made me feel the most unstable. I still haven’t figured out if this is due to being born into the wild world of gold, my bipolar diagnosis, my substantial fear of stagnation or a mixture of all three – or whether this is toxic and delusional or endearing and brave, for that matter. Either way, you need to be partly crazy to make it in the gold game and I am yet to meet a gold prospector who doesn’t fit that bill.


The magic of treasure hunting is exhilarating, but there are some pitfalls. Growing up in a world dominated by men taught me three things:




	I will always have to fight for respect.


	My looks will be judged before my abilities.


	Qualities that would be praised in men will be demonised in women.





These lessons have shaped the person I have become. I have sat at many tables where I constantly had to earn respect while surrounded by my male peers who were handed it on a silver platter. It’s taught me resilience and that, sometimes, being called a bitch is one of the biggest compliments. A bitch is a woman with boundaries, and I’ve been called a bitch for as long as I can remember.


All this knowledge has served me well in the complex world of gold hunting. It wasn’t until recent years, though, that I realised this world, which at times seems mundane to me, is a world few people know anything about. It’s a world shrouded in secrecy. I learned at a very young age to keep my mouth shut, but I believe these stories need to be told − especially those of my family. Our lineage of gold prospectors started over eighty years ago with Ned Turner, my great-grandfather. Ned was the pioneer for gold prospectors in our family. The famous Ned’s Patch in the Murchison of Western Australia, where 800 ounces of gold was unearthed, with a value of over $2 million in today’s market, is one of my family’s greatest finds to date. We haven’t given up.


It’s in our blood.
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THE OLD-TIMERS’ GOLDEN LEGACY


Ask any gold miner in the world and they’ll tell you: gold fever is addictive. The glittering possibility of becoming an overnight millionaire grabs people and never lets them go. The chase for the next nugget is never over; there is always more gold to be found. The urge to just keep trying to make it big, and then bigger, drags you into an obsessive and endless cycle.


Gold fever has gripped my family for four generations now. My ancestors first began their prospecting journey back when prospectors were pick-slinging men with beards, and loaming for gold – assessing gold content by hand-sifting through soil to determine how close you are to the source – was how you found the mother lode. Since then, we have spread across many parts of the Western Australian goldfields, from Norseman to Kanowna to Sandstone.


The Western Australian goldfields are exactly what you imagine when you think of the wild west. Their outback hues include bright reds, dusty oranges and deep shades of rust all full of unimaginable history. My mum, Lecky, has always described our goldfields as brutally unforgiving, but endlessly giving. They are notoriously waterless, rugged, remote and relentless. You need to be prepared and resilient when facing our outback because she will eat you up and spit you out if you drop the ball for a moment.


While I love my family’s deep history embedded in the gold rush here, it is nothing compared to the 60,000-plus years of history and culture that the Traditional Owners have. The Wongi people have been thriving in the harsh conditions here for tens of thousands of years, and were the first people to find gold in the outback. They even showed Paddy Hannan – who later started the Kalgoorlie gold rush – his first nugget. Gold is important to the Wongi people and they worship it as part of their Tjukurrpa (Dreaming lore). If it wasn’t for the Wongi people, I wouldn’t be doing what I do now.


The First Nations people often helped the first prospectors: they showed them water sources and namma holes (like wells), local foods, where to find gold and how to navigate. Many of the bush roads we use today were first formed in the original gold rush and often follow water sources. To this day, the First Nations people make some of the best prospectors in the goldfields; their knowledge of Country means they’re very skilled at reading the ground and living off the land.


The gold world has created conflict ever since the beginning. The Traditional Owners’ culture was displaced greatly by the colonisation resulting from the gold rush. The prospectors disrupted the land immensely during their boundless digging for gold, and the introduction of alcohol, Western food, invasive species and foreign disease wreaked havoc on the First Nations people in the area. The Wongi sporadically fought White colonisers who came to the area for gold in the 1890s. There was tension between the two groups and rightfully so – the European invasion was a time filled with death and loss, and its effects still make it difficult for present-day Wongi to thrive on Country.


It is important to keep in mind that my family’s success in the world of gold comes from living and working on stolen land, which is not something to be proud of at all. My ancestors were among those who colonised Wongi, Yamagee and Ngadju land, disrupting their culture forever. Although it’s hard to think about my family’s role in the displacement of Aboriginal people from their lands, it’s important to talk about the history so we understand how we got to where we are today.


The gold story of the Mahoneys, my ancestors, started in the late 1800s when my grandfather’s family travelled to Jimberlana, as it was known by the First Nations people, to try their luck prospecting. Jimberlana later became known as Norseman when local prospector Laurie Sinclair’s horse, Hardy Norseman, kicked a large nugget out of the ground.


My great-great-grandfather was the first gold dealer in Jimberlana – well, first illegal gold dealer. He was also the local nightman, which meant it was his job to collect the thunderboxes every week. A thunderbox is what they called an outside toilet. I once asked my mum what they called the person who collected the thunderboxes and she replied, ‘Unlucky.’ It wasn’t the most pleasant job. The nightman would stack the thunderboxes on a horse and cart and take them out of town to the desalination plant, where he’d rinse, restack and then return them to the townsfolk.


Fortunately for my great-great-grandfather, collecting the thunderboxes gave him undetected access to the town’s black-market gold scheme. His game was simple but thought out and, in an already lawless time, it was the recipe for gold-stealing success.


Local prospectors plagued with gold fever would steal gold from the mines they worked at; it was an unregulated, dog-eat-dog game. They then needed a way to sell this gold without drawing suspicion. So they would leave the lid on their thunderbox tilted to one side to alert dealers, like my great-great-grandfather, that there was gold sitting at the bottom.


My great-great-grandfather would stack these ‘special’ thunderboxes separately and, once out of town, sift through the human waste to find the gold, weigh it, and replace it with cash. This ploy made him a better wage than gold prospecting ever could, and he was never caught. It’s more proof that gold fever has turned people depraved since the beginning of time – if there is a will there is always a way. Over one hundred years later, my parents opened a store where they dealt gold (legally) for seven years – and the universe came full circle.


My ancestors eventually migrated from Jimberlana north to Kanowna, where they prospected for gold and opened Mahoney’s Diner. Perhaps one of my favourite gold rush mining towns, Kanowna has a plethora of history and wild stories. At Mahoney’s Diner, they would have served any food they could get their hands on – and only the well-off could have afforded to eat it. When you visit today, there’s a sign designating where Mahoney’s Diner once was, near some of the old infrastructure still lying where it collapsed a century ago.


Arriving at Kanowna today is a strange feeling. It’s empty now – no buildings or trees in sight, barely any roads, and old miners’ diggings scattered everywhere. You’d never believe that a little over one hundred years ago it bustled with more than 12,000 people and was full of pubs, hospitals, stores and houses, or that a train from Kalgoorlie arrived every hour on the hour. Kanowna was the quintessential gold rush town, like something from an old Western movie: full of despair, loss, elated wins, secrecy and gold fever.


It’s fitting that my family has history in the old ghost town of Kanowna, because it’s where my parents, my brother and I prospect today. In 2010, over one hundred years after my family first came to the area, we acquired some of the original leases to ever be pegged in Kanowna, which I always find special. The Western Australian goldfields are vast, spanning over 770,000 square kilometres, yet our current mining tenements fall within kilometres of where my ancestors first set up shop.


Pegging a lease is the act of claiming new ground for gold prospecting; the process is archaic and hasn’t developed much beyond what the original gold rush prospectors did. There’s no technical land-buying system – you have to literally go into the bush at night when a lease is about to expire and hammer a peg into the ground at the lease coordinates. It’s a bit eerie, waiting anxiously in the pitch-black bush and potentially racing others in the fight for sought-after gold-bearing ground. Of course, you can wait until daylight to peg your lease, but you’ll most likely fall short: the lease becomes available at the turn of midnight, so the prospector’s best bet is to fight for it then and there. It’s a hard job; if the ground isn’t surveyed, you need to hammer in four pegs to secure the lease, so the job is almost impossible alone.


In a place like Kalgoorlie, good ground is extremely hard to secure, so there will likely be a couple of crews trying to peg the same lease. It can get very heated – there might be fights, lies and accusations − so we always make sure we film it. That way, if it goes to the warden’s court, we have our proof. One slight mistake and you lose the lease, so you need to be on your game.


The Goldfields was a very dangerous region back when Kanowna was being established. The weather was intense: summer would see continual forty-degree days with no respite. Kalgoorlie’s goldfields are known for their extreme lack of water and, unlike the Traditional Owners, coloniser prospectors didn’t know how to find any. They had to travel hundreds of kilometres to find water sources in the gruelling heat. If you visit any old gravesite hidden in the Western Australian bush you will notice that one of the most common causes of death cited on the headstones is dehydration; the other is disease. Prospectors were living in pop-up towns where unsanitary conditions, foul water and overcrowding created the perfect conditions for a typhoid epidemic – the biggest Australia ever saw. Summers were long and hot, and help, resources and medication were mostly out of reach. Striking it rich came at a great cost, but that didn’t stop gold fever.


Around this time, in the early 1900s, new mining techniques flooded the goldfields from Kanowna to Coolgardie, Kunanalling, Sandstone and everywhere in between. As a result, a slew of new safety issues followed – with no safety protocols in sight. Miners began to shaft deeper and deeper underground in pursuit of gold, sometimes hundreds of metres down. Shafts would often have offshoots that followed veins, the long ribbons of solid high-grade gold that form in rock, also known as the source or primary gold. Explosives were introduced, which meant miners could get deeper again. If heatstroke, dehydration and typhoid weren’t enough, these innovations now had miners succumbing to shaft collapses, rock falls, tumbles down shafts and poor air circulation, among other mine safety deathtraps.


It blows my mind to find these shafts in the bush today and imagine heading down to work beneath their dodgy wooden collars. The rickety pillars in these shafts would support hundreds of tonnes of dirt while miners dug tunnels ten metres underground, so it’s not surprising that so many men lost their lives. These tragedies paved the way for how we mine today – and it is like comparing apples and oranges. I’m sure the old-time prospectors would turn in their graves if they knew how much paperwork was involved for miners to even think about going underground.


We are often taught that it was the men who ruled the goldfields, who gave their everything in search of gold and risked their lives to find fortune, but women were really the backbone of the gold rush. They were the ones staying at home, raising the next generation, so their husbands could leave to find a mother lode. They were the ones at the forefront of nursing and hospitals, the ones widowed and raising families as single mothers, and the ones dying during childbirth at alarming rates on the goldfields.


Women weren’t necessarily slinging the picks, but they helped make it possible. There is a way to go in levelling the playing field for women and men, and a good place to start is storytelling. My family has a long history of male gold prospectors, but in the early days it was their wives who made their careers possible. Not only did the women of the early gold rush manage the house and family, but they also left home to provide support onsite in the goldfields, saving lives and combating disease and illness.


The women in the goldfields weren’t just holding the fort like my ancestors − they were also at the forefront of medical care, a very tough but essential job back in the day. The Coolgardie Museum tells the stories of Nurse Baseby, Nurse Penglase and Sister O’Brien, three gold rush–era women I have always admired. In the early 1900s, they were among the first nurses to answer the miners’ calls for help, leaving their families to care for the thousands of sick and injured men in the goldfields.


When Nurse Penglase heard how bad it was in the goldfields, her husband was working as a miner while she cared for their three children in Perth. She arranged care for the kids and set off to help. It must have been a hard call for a mother to leave her children, but she understood that people were dying and they needed her.


Nurse Baseby also travelled 600 kilometres from Perth to the goldfields in a bid to help those suffering in the harsh conditions. She set up the first tent hospital, which quickly became a maternity ward where she went on to deliver more than one thousand babies − mostly without a doctor. Many women and babies didn’t survive childbirth in the goldfields, which made her job extremely emotionally taxing.


Sister O’Brien was also living in Perth when she heard about the squalor and disease rife in the goldfields. She was so horrified that she promptly left her husband and kids to help the miners through the typhoid epidemic. When Sister O’Brien arrived at Kalgoorlie, she went straight to the Exchange Hotel – still a busy venue to this day – and asked the warden to set up a hospital tent immediately. The warden granted her a plot of land next to the government hospital, which he also asked her to take over from the local constable, who was running it at the time. She agreed. According to records at the Coolgardie Goldfields Exhibition Museum, upon Sister O’Brien’s arrival at the hospital, she described the patients to the warden as ‘the dirtiest looking objects imaginable, covered in dust and sand … the hopeless look of everything would have discouraged the stoutest heart’.


A dire lack of water was among the greatest challenges nurses faced in the gold rush era. Prospectors today still struggle with water supply but it’s incomparable to the old-timers’ plight. These days, a 600-kilometre-long pipe supplies Kalgoorlie with water from the coast – something the early diggers could only have dreamed of. Water was rationed to extremes; there was simply not enough to sponge down patients struggling with fevers and heat. Instead of using water, the nurses would use whiskey – a liquid that happily never ran short in the goldfields.


These stories really strike a chord with me. These nurses paved the way for medical advancement in the goldfields, and it’s heart-warming to reflect on the brave women who carried the gold rush. We give plenty of airtime to the stories of courageous men who risked their lives for gold and pioneered new mining techniques, but it’s rarer that we celebrate the courageous women who got them there. It was their empathy and humanity that saved lives every day so the men could continue to work. The nurses who braved the harsh conditions to treat the sick were true heroes.


A progress committee, sent out to report on what was happening around the state in 1895, didn’t have very much progress to report from Kanowna − but a telegram sent to Premier Sir John Forrest about the new town of Kalgoorlie warned: ‘Health of town most unsatisfactory. Fever spreading, deaths daily and business threatened. No sanitary measures enforced or enforceable.’


This message finally rang alarm bells, but it still took until 1905 to set up a Royal Commission to investigate ventilation and sanitation in mines across the state. Another followed in 1910, this time looking into pulmonary disease in the industry. By 1939, increasing mine safety measures – including up-to-code ventilation, certificates of competency and protective devices (like boots and helmets) – was a government priority to try to curb the huge number of onsite injuries and deaths. According to the Department of Mining’s report, in 1905 alone, 300 men were recorded dead or seriously injured due to mining methods – but this number probably falls very short of the truth. Mine managers were known to not record fatalities and injuries properly, and that figure doesn’t even consider the men and women dying of disease, poor health, lack of water and so on. After the Royal Commissions, mineshafts were fitted with structural support, sanitary conditions became controlled, sewage systems were implemented and, overall, all mining activities became more tightly regulated. These new rules transformed the goldfields from a lawless last frontier to a functioning industry more akin to the one we know today. After twenty or so wild years in the goldfields, the miners finally saw some relief.


Of course, any miner today will tell you that occupational health and safety has gone nuts – that you can’t even sneeze without signing a piece of paper! We all like to whinge and moan about how safety laws have gone too far – I once couldn’t enter a mine site because my shirt wasn’t long-sleeved – but at least now we have a much better chance of getting home from work alive.
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My great-grandfather Ned Turner was born in 1920 and entered the gold world after this industry-wide shift. Don’t get me wrong – it was still the wild west, but the mining Royal Commissions had introduced a little regulation to the prospecting world by the time Ned entered it. He was one of the miners who lived through the single most notable advancement in prospecting history: the metal detector, which changed the prospecting game forever.


Before metal detectors, old-time prospectors had to find gold purely by reading the ground, loaming, and following the source. Back then, prospecting was heavily concentrated on hard rock, reefs and lodes – depending on where you were in the Western Australian goldfields. Gold reefs, lodes and veins are all names for primary gold, where the gold was formed. Gold generally forms in hard rock and thus needs to be extracted. Hard-rock gold is often found mixed in with quartz and ironstone, requiring retrieval via mineshafts, trenches or costeans − a type of trench used to follow gold veins and to determine their size.


Alluvial and eluvial gold are secondary types. While alluvial gold moves away from the source due to water activity, eluvial gold is displaced from the source by erosion and weathering. Prospectors in goldfields with flowing rivers would pan the rivers for gold; in the desert, where my family is from, old-timers would use dry blowing and dry panning to retrieve fine particles − known as gold fines − and nuggets from areas rich in eluvial gold.


Today, the life of a prospector still pays homage to the old days. Just as we still peg leases on our goldfields, we still use a dry blower, the first-ever processing tool. Dry blowers came from prospectors needing to retrieve gold from paydirt without using water, and needing to adapt quickly. Ours is a lot bigger and more advanced than back in the day, but the fundamentals haven’t changed.


Dry blowing started off as dry panning or winnowing, which was when the old-timers would use two pans to separate the ‘heavies’ (gold and other heavier materials like black sands) from the ‘lights’ (sand and dirt). They would hold one pan that contained the paydirt in the air and tip it into another pan sitting on the ground, so that the wind would carry the lighter material away, leaving the heavies in the pan on the ground. This has evolved into what we do now: feed dirt with a loader into the hopper of our dry blower, which then pushes the dirt through the machine using air and vibrations. Gold is a lot heavier than dirt and naturally collects at the bottom of the riffles, which are bumps and dips in the tray for catching the gold. We collect that and then process it with a pan. The recovery rate is a lot lower than that of a wet plant, which uses water and is the preferred processing option when it comes to retrieving alluvial gold from paydirt, but you gotta do what you gotta do!


The Golden Mile in Kalgoorlie (the richest mile for gold in the world – and the reason Kalgoorlie exists) is home to 1500 tonnes of still-buried gold. Given that one tonne has a value of $70 million, it’s easy to see why the gold rush is still going on today. The Golden Mile is also home to multiple types of gold, including alluvial nuggets, hard-rock primary gold, gold tellurides and more; each type of gold requires different retrieval and prospecting techniques.


Take gold telluride, a rare metallic mineral. Due to its gold content, it actually has a silvery brass look similar to fool’s gold. In the early days of gold mining, a prospector might be panning off some samples and notice a tail, which is when the contents of the pan fall to the bottom and clump together. A tail usually consists of gold and iron-rich material. If this tail was acting and moving like gold, but very dull in colour, they would deduce that it was gold stuck in sulphides. When this happened, the prospector would burn off the sulphides on a knife blade over the fire. It’s extremely dangerous to breathe in that kind of smoke, but that’s what had to be done. As a little aside, in the early gold rush, gold tellurides were thrown in the waste piles used to pave the original streets of Kalgoorlie − so the saying ‘Kalgoorlie’s streets are paved with gold’ does have merit!


Prospectors found patches and the source gold by loaming for gold, a technique as old as the gold rush itself. Traditionally, loaming involved a prospector panning different samples from a spot, and if the sample produced gold, a white rock was placed to mark the spot. From there, the prospector would move left, right or up the hill in increments trying to follow the richer gold samples; source gold, generally sitting on a hill or rise, will emit traces of gold fines in the dirt below it, increasing in richness the closer to the source you get. If no gold was found, a black rock would be placed in the sample location and the prospector would move away. The prospector continues this method until they find the source, at which point a shaft will be dug and the prospector will pray they have found the mother lode. Alternatively, if the prospector found an ironstone or quartz reef (primary gold formed in a host rock of ironstone or quartz) they would follow the host rock until it ran empty. The host rock would then be removed and processed through rock crushers, or taken to the state battery to separate the gold ore.


Loaming really epitomises what prospecting is all about: reading the ground, following the gold and then knowing the best way to extract as much of it as possible. There is a huge difference between this and metal detecting. The old-timers could read the ground better than anyone and that is where they found their success − Sam Cash, the most famous loamer of all time, found over one hundred major gold mines in the Western Australian goldfields through loaming.


At the time my great-grandfather Ned got into the gold world, the proliferation of metal detectors gave prospectors the chance to find alluvial gold nuggets, which are generally scattered sporadically throughout certain areas. We often find a random nugget in the middle of nowhere with no gold around it, and these are the ones that weren’t retrievable to the old-timers. We now loam with our detectors too – they bring a whole new efficiency to the game. As my family members always say, however, there is a big difference between a metal detectorist and a true prospector. You still need the skills to read the ground, to follow the gold. For us, mastering the techniques that the old-timers established is instrumental to being a successful prospector. It’s a dying art that I never want to disappear.


Although Ned was there to witness the massive advancement of metal detectors, he didn’t start out using them. Ned began his prospecting journey in a small town called Paynes Find in the 50s. Paynes Find is notorious for shallow ground, and is not known to have many alluvial nuggets. This isn’t to say they aren’t there, but the shallow ground paired with the town’s proximity to Perth means it has been very well ‘smashed’, as my father, Ted, would say; even the older, less advanced metal detectors can easily reach any gold there.


If you have visited any goldfields (specifically any goldfields where reefs, lodes and hard-rock gold are prevalent) you will have noticed they are littered with mineshafts. A mineshaft is basically a hole in the ground where the miner has followed the gold. In the original Western Australian gold rush, shafting was one of the most common mining practices. The old-timers didn’t have metal detectors to tell them where the gold was, so they had to follow it by hand and eye. Shafting was generally done to locate primary gold sources, and it was gruelling, dangerous, exhausting work. Many miners did strike it rich but, as the saying goes, the people who were selling the shovels made more money than the ones digging for gold.


When Ned started his shaft, it was approaching the 1960s. Prospecting was much safer and more efficient than it had ever been: laws around gold mining had been established; towns had electricity and fresh water; sustainable nursing posts and hospitals were operating; residents had access to quality healthcare; mining equipment had advanced; and cars had arrived on the goldfields.


The work would have still been very intense, and I can imagine life was hard in the forever unforgiving conditions of the Western Australian goldfields. In 2019, I worked in Paynes Find prospecting a hard-rock mineshaft. It was essentially a modern version of what Ned would have worked on. I was there some sixty years after my great-grandfather, in the dead of summer. Even with aircon, fly spray, iceboxes, larders, running water and all the other modern-day luxuries, it was some of the hardest work I’ve done. The flies were relentless. It may seem crazy to those who haven’t experienced flies like that, but combine them with forty-plus degree heat, total lack of shade and long workdays, and it was the closest I’ve been to going insane (and I’ve been close – more on that later).


The last point I will make about Ned is that he did find one of the Murchison’s biggest known alluvial patches, just outside a town called Sandstone. Prospectors call areas that are rich in gold or areas where gold has collected in one spot ‘patches’; these range in size from football fields to several square metres. Patches aren’t determined by area but by how much gold is found. If I found fifteen 1-gram nuggets in the space of 20 metres, I would say I’d found a little patch with a lot of small nuggets; if I found an area that stretched 1 kilometre long and 500 metres wide with 60 ounces worth of gold, I’d say I’d found a large patch with some good gold. Ned’s Patch, which contained 800 ounces of gold, was roughly 500 by 500 metres and is still marked on local maps to this day. Today, that amount of gold has a value of $2 million, which is very hard to comprehend. Apparently, it was everywhere. They would walk around the patch picking up lumps of gold the size of tennis balls off the surface: a prospector’s dream. Gold is getting harder to find, and an alluvial patch of that size these days is extremely rare.


My family has a rich history in Sandstone and today it’s still one of my favourite places to be, even though it has a turbulent past. Sandstone became a ghost town after the end of the First World War when the miners were sent away to fight. This meant a lot of the mines closed, which had a domino effect on the town. Today, one hundred years later, it’s still hanging on with a population of around seventy. There is no police station, no doctor, no fire station and no hospital. If something goes wrong, you’re in hot water.


I have a deep connection with the bush here and, without sounding too much like a crazy crystal lady, I truly do believe this is where my soul belongs. In hindsight (what a great thing) I have always been most balanced when I’m home in the red dirt; whenever I’m in our goldfields, my shoulders relax, my jaw loosens, my breathing slows and my mind calms. A big part of this is because it’s where ninety per cent of my childhood memories have been made. It’s all I’ve known. Although my comfort in the bush has a lot to do with the way it makes me feel, I also think there is something bigger at play, like my soul has existed here before.


Some people think of gold-prospecting as an old-timey hobby, a figment of colonial Australia. I can’t blame them − my family’s story is full of epic shootouts, injuries, thievery, kooky characters and incredible finds both grand and grisly. Not to mention, the dramatic history of gold prospecting in Australia is well documented: heroic, mostly white men came from far and wide to try their luck in the goldfields. It was hard yakka, in a very romantic way: many suffered nobly, and some set up dynastic fortunes – or so we’re told. As far as I’m concerned, at least part of this narrative is complete and utter bullshit. The truth is, we barely have a clue about the brutal and depraved realities beyond the glittery façade of our golden years. At the very least, I hope that sharing stories about my family and where we’re from will highlight how the ‘official’ history of gold-prospecting in Australia excludes non-white and non-male figures, even though they were very much there and part of the action. A lot may have changed since (the distinct lack of typhoid is a plus) but gold fever never does. And for those of us under its influence, the stakes are higher than ever.
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STAKING A GOLD CLAIM


As new and progressive social ideals swept across Australia in the 1970s, the goldfields braced for impact. Men had dominated the gold game since the beginning of the rush in the late 1800s, while women had always pioneered the medical, health and safety fields − and of course, there were the amazing women who’d kept households afloat while their partners chased gold. But the 70s changed everything: women got behind the pick. Female prospectors were rare, sure – but they were there.


Two women in particular paved the way for me: my grandmother and mother. My grandmother was a third-generation prospector in the Mahoney line, passing the gold genes down to my father. Mum, on the other hand, didn’t enter the gold world until later in life. Her dad was a car salesman and farmer, and she grew up in the Wheatbelt but travelled often with my beautiful grandparents, Ma and Pa, to remote areas of Western Australia. Mum fell in love with gold as quickly as she fell in love with Dad in the 90s. Once Mum got involved, she got Ma involved, who then began coming bush with us as well, which was very special.


My parents didn’t start off as full-time gold prospectors living in the outback; they began as hobbyists. Heading bush on weekends and school holidays, I spent a huge chunk of my childhood in the desert watching them find gold. We would travel 700 kilometres over nine-plus hours to get to the good goldfields from our home in Mandurah, a city on the coast south of Perth. Dad had been immersed in the gold world since he was a young boy, but he worked at a manufacturing plant in Mandurah because they sorely needed the stable income, with two young kids and a mortgage to pay. We lived a fairly ‘normal’ suburban sort of existence until death touched our family – and our lives changed forever.
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Nola Ivy was my father’s mother, and to me she was Na. Her death was the first time I experienced loss. I have felt it plenty since, but the day she left us was the day my heart broke for the first time. Na had been fighting cancer for eighteen long months; it was an excruciating battle and one we would realise was unwinnable.


Na knew her time was coming. My brother Reece and I were her only grandchildren, and we spent every Christmas with Na; she swore she would get one more with us. She held out for three months until Christmas morning in 2006, when she took her last breath. She was only 56. I find peace knowing that she had some control over when she would go – as much control as you can have when you’re fighting the evil of cancer.


Our parents didn’t tell us she had passed until Boxing Day. When I woke up that Christmas morning and asked Dad where she was, he said she was a bit tired and needed rest. I knew immediately inside my heart that she was gone. It was a strong feeling – like I could feel that her soul had passed onto the next phase.


I didn’t say anything, though. I could tell Mum and Dad didn’t want us to know yet. It still warms and breaks my heart that my dad said his last goodbye to his mother and then greeted us with a brave face when we woke, just to make sure we had a good day. My parents have always put our needs before theirs – no ifs, buts or maybes. Dad would have been in so much pain, but he hid it all so he could carry it alone.


Na’s funeral was the first time I ever saw my dad cry. Losing grandparents is extremely hard. I have never had to go through the turmoil of losing a parent, and I can’t comprehend doing so while supporting the emotional and physical needs of two young children, like my mum and dad did. Grief is a weird thing. No one prepares you for it, and there are no rules. It’s something we all must go into blindfolded.


I once asked Dad what he remembers most about Na: without a second thought he said her kindness. She was like a warm, buttery hug. As a child, she made me feel safe, heard, loved and, above all, wanted. I never felt like a burden. Thanks to this unconditional love, this unwavering sense of absolute acceptance from Na and my family, little Tyler grew into the strong, confident, self-assured woman I am today. I never felt unwanted or neglected, and that is something I will be forever grateful for.


I think it’s lovely that the first thing Dad says about his mum is that she was kind, because it’s also one of the first words I would use to describe him. Dad always puts kindness before anything else: he is the first to help a stranger or give money to someone in need. It’s a quality of his that I always try to emulate, and I guess I can thank Na for that.


Na was also one of the luckiest people I’ve met on and off the goldfield, and Dad always tells me that I have her luck – it’s one of my favourite compliments from him. Na’s lucky number seven is tattooed on my left hand.


Na grew up in Goomalling, a small farming town in the Western Australian Wheatbelt, and worked as the postie there. Dad always tells the story of how Na needed an ID for some paperwork, so − after twenty years of delivering the town’s mail on a motorbike every day − she decided she’d better actually go and get her driver’s licence.


When she walked into the local cop shop to apply for it, the local cop goes: ‘What do you mean, you’ve never had a driver’s licence? You’ve been the fucking town postie for twenty years!’


Baffled but enjoying a chuckle, he decided not to waste anyone’s time with a driver’s test. He handed Na her driver’s licence, and she went on her way. Only Na could drive around for twenty years and never need a licence.
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Na’s prospecting journey looked a little different from the rest of the family’s; she didn’t get into prospecting until her later years but loved it with every bone in her body. Na was part of the generation that really saw technology proliferate in the prospecting world. Metal detectors were widespread, giving prospectors unprecedented access to alluvial and eluvial gold.


It was unfathomably exciting, and I would love to have prospected back then. If you speak to any prospector from that generation, they will tell you just how good it was and just how much harder it is now. It was around the 80s that metal detector technology created another gold rush, only second in size to the original, 100 years prior. A lot of older prospectors today will refer to those years as the good old days. Today, although we have soaring gold prices (gold would have been around $60 an ounce back then, compared to the astronomical $2500 an ounce now) and technology has advanced, nuggets are harder to find − the ground has been mostly picked apart.


I loved listening to Na’s stories about the gold world. It always sounded so lawless, so thrilling. Back then, gold made the world go around. Towns like Kalgoorlie and its surroundings were built on gold – it was the reason everyone was there, and even today Kalgoorlie wouldn’t exist without mining. If Kalgoorlie was the stage, gold fever brought the drama. One story from the 1950s in particular has always stuck with me – I still have a photo of the newspaper clipping.


It was 1952 when Victor Clark stole 36 kilograms of gold from the Kalgoorlie railway station – a month’s supply of bullion that was in transit from Leonora to Perth when Clark intercepted it. Gold bullion is gold that has been melted down into bars, and is generally the end product of most mine sites. It is an investment and a world-wide currency. This gold was worth £14,000, or $2.5 million at today’s price. Insane.


Clark was an employee of the railway line, which meant he knew the ins and outs of the system. Even though his inside knowledge set him off to a good start − especially since this was before security cameras − a colleague witnessed Clark steal the gold. The colleague later confessed in court that he kept his mouth shut because he didn’t want to do his good friend in. That sort of loyalty was typical in those days – mateship was prized above all else. It’s hard to imagine standing in court now and telling the judge you don’t want to snitch on a mate.


In many ways, not much has changed on the goldfields. Na remembered that story from her childhood and now, some 70 years later, gold stealing is still rife. The judges are less forgiving these days and it’s a little bit harder to pull off than just going to the storage room and taking a 36-kilo parcel of gold. Clark ended up fleeing on bicycle but was later caught by the gold police, which remains a very active division of Kalgoorlie detectives dedicated to gold theft. In 1907, the government was forced to set up the gold police to combat thefts just like Clark’s: gold police tackling gold fever.
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When Reece and I were kids, Na always joined us on our parents’ long prospecting trips. She’d always loved the bush and the hunt, and by then she had split from my Pop, who wasn’t in the gold world like she was.


On every trip, Na would make Reece and me these huge playboxes filled with paints, stickers, books, notepads, textas, and other arts and crafts to keep us occupied for hours on end. She always made sure we were happy.


I still remember one of the bigger nuggets Na found. She was always so expressive, so candidly elated. We still laugh about it today. We were at Barwidgee Station on the edge of Martu land, bordering the Western Desert. Everyone was going about their day when suddenly Na was jumping up and down, hands in the air, screaming: ‘Eureka! Eureka! Eureka! It’s gold! Eureka! I’ve done it – it’s gold!’


I was playing in a riverbed when I heard her and looked up to see her hopping about with glee. It’s etched into my memory. Mum was 200 metres away and could still hear Na clear as day. She’d found a smooth 7-gram nugget that had travelled a fair distance in an alluvial wash. I still wear it on a necklace and think of that moment.


One thing my dad always says about gold prospecting is that if you love fishing, you’ll love prospecting. It’s the thrill of the hunt, and the patience required between the little dopamine hits. This was true of Na, who was also an avid crabber. I remember how she’d come back from crabbing sessions with buckets of blue manna crabs. She would then spend hours shelling them and making pickled crab – the best pickled crab ever, according to Dad. While I’ll admit crabbing and prospecting have similarities, at least gold is worth a little more than a jar of pickled crab.


I am so thankful I got to experience the gold world with Na before she passed. I relate to her, and I feel we are very connected. Na experienced mental health struggles in her later years, which I had no idea about until she had passed. It’s bizarre to think fifteen years after her passing that I am up against similar hurdles. I often wonder if my mental illness is hereditary or just unlucky. Hopefully, for my future children’s sake, it’s the latter.
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