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Adversarial Urbanism. Mining and Settlement in the Western Australian Goldfields, 1897-1905

In 1901, less than a decade after the discovery of gold, Kalgoorlie, Boulder and the East Coolgardie Goldfield 
(Western Australia) was depicted in a number of elaborately coloured and detailed maps which illustrated the 
spatial, legal and territorial complexity of the significant, and rapidly developing, urban industrial conurbation. 
The contribution reflects on the interactions, tensions and conflicts between the different land uses that constitut-
ed this settlement to explore the ‘adversarial urbanism’ that resulted from the speed of its growth. Through the 
visual analysis of maps and the identification of formally distinct morphological actors almost eighty aberrations 
in the cadastral grid of the town are identified. Each of these has their own distinctive process, temporality, and 
imprint on the boomtown. An understanding of this period of contestation, with its arbitrary urban forms deter-
mined by the negotiations between geological and metropolitan forces, complexifies urban history.

Adversarial Urbanism. Mining and Settlement in the Western Australian Goldfields, 1897-1905

Nel 1901, meno di un decennio dopo la scoperta dell’oro, Kalgoorlie, Boulder e l’East Coolgardie Goldfield (Australia 
Occidentale) erano raffigurati in una serie di mappe elaborate, colorate e dettagliate che illustravano la complessità 
spaziale, amministrativa e territoriale di questo importante agglomerato urbano industriale in rapido sviluppo. Il 
contributo riflette sulle interazioni, le tensioni e i conflitti tra i diversi usi del suolo che costituivano questo insedia-
mento, per esplorare l’“urbanesimo contraddittorio” risultante dalla rapidità della sua crescita. Attraverso l’analisi 
visiva delle mappe e l’identificazione di attori morfologici formalmente distinti, sono state individuate quasi ottan-
ta aberrazioni nella griglia catastale della città. Ognuna di esse ha un processo, una temporalità e un’impronta 
distintiva sulla boomtown. La comprensione di questo periodo di contestazione, con le sue forme urbane arbitra-
rie determinate dalla negoziazione tra forze geologiche e metropolitane, rende complessa la storia urbana.
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Vesper è una rivista scienti!ca semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identi!cò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali di"erenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne pro!la lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili di"erenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne gra!ca, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci di"erenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
enti!c journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identi!ed in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in di"erent temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that de!nes its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming di"erent writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between di"erent languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that o"er a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the di"erent sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to o"er an in-depth investi-
gation of di"erent instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting e"ect.
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of land between the group of mining leases presented the opportunity for 
new residential land in this unclaimed terrain. Rather than aligned with the 
existing orientation of the settlement grid, these new blocks were orientated 
to maximise the residential yield of the land. This established a new urban 
pattern whose in#uence spread, rather than be corrected, as the town devel-
oped to such an extent that it was granted its own census district by 1901. 

While impacts of some anomalies can still be clearly read in the fabric 
of contemporary Kalgoorlie, others are more temporally complex. As a 
result of the need for residential lots and several in-force mining leases a 
distinctive urban form emerged at the northeast urban growth boundary 
of Boulder’s townsite. The leases had a history of contestation. In July 1897, 
they had been ‘jumped’, claimed by a neighbouring miner who stated the 
sites were not being worked (“The Kalgoorlie Western Argus” 1897). In 1899, 
the Warden’s Court outlined an account of the leases which recorded their 
granting, the extension of their claim and the case for their forfeiture (“The 
Kalgoorlie Miner” 1899). At the same the Surveyor General visited the town 
to look at potential residential areas ‘especially for the miners and workers 
employed on the adjacent mines’ and to determine which sites ‘near some 
of the mines which have hitherto been held as leases, [would now] be […] 
available for subdivision’ (ibid. 1899, p. 7). With the surrender of the leases 
in 1899 the Surveyor General approved that they should be ‘subdivided into 
about 200 quarter-acre lots […] available as residential’ lots which dramati-
cally increased the residential capacity of Boulder by almost a third. As the 
Kalgoorlie suburbs of Lakeview and Trafalgar demonstrate, the residential 
blocks occupying the footprint of failed leases is not uncommon. What dis-
tinguishes this occurrence, alongside the rapidity of its establishment and 
magnitude of new residences was that the unusual perimeter of the mining 
leases, dotted yellow on the Departmental maps, became the new munici-
pal boundary. A$er a period of blocking urban development, the leases now 
determined the limits of its territoriality. Despite a diminishing legibility of 
the original footprint of the mining leases as urban development encircled 
it, its eastern-most edge remained as the municipal boundary until 1979. 

This period of adversarial urbanism, with its arbitrary urban forms 
determined by the negotiations between geological and metropolitan 
forces, dissipates with the economy and spatial consolidations of mining 
and settlement. As these urban aberrations receded, but are not entirely 
absent, from the urban fabric the town was described as the ‘most correctly 
designed gold-mining city in the Empire’ (Battye 1912, p. 898). Rather than 
regarding this period as a chronological stage in the development of a par-
ticular mining-dependant boomtown, the research points to the need to 
reconsider contestation at other sites of rapid urbanisation. The challenge 
is to unearth further examples of anomalous and transient forms and pro-
cesses, rendered on paper as much on the ground, before they give way to 
more predicable urban forms, to complexify this aspect of urban history. 
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In 1894 two very di"erent maps described the goldmining town of Kalgoorlie, 
Western Australia and the neighbouring leases of Hannan’s Find. Kalgoorlie, 
despite its asymmetry and orientation o" the cardinal points, like most oth-
er settlements of the period consisted of a recognisable colonial cadastral 
grid which was colour coded, neatly prescribed and carefully delineated. 
The map that depicted the adjacent alluvial workings showed a constella-
tion of almost !$y irregularly shaped and clustered leases that arced across 
several low hilltops, linked by a single dotted track. Despite their proxim-
ity and dependency, there is no suggestion of each other’s presence on the 
other map. However, by 1901 these two separate representations had col-
lapsed together into a single drawing which had bloomed into an elaborately 
coloured and detailed cartographic object. The map illustrates the boom-
town’s spatial, legal and territorial complexity of what was now a signi!cant 
urban mining conurbation which had absorbed Kalgoorlie, its neighbour 
Boulder and hundreds of leases of the East Coolgardie Gold!eld. In 1903 as 
more than 35,000 workers laboured on the area’s reef and alluvial deposits, 
gold production peaked at over two million ounces and its discovery had 
attracted more than 100,000 migrants to the state (Webb, Webb 1993). The 
physical transformation of a remote, semi-arid woodland into an industri-
alised !eld, was accompanied by equally intensive, but removed, economic 
activity. By the mid 1890s, the 780-odd companies that traded speculative-
ly on the Westralian mining market of the London Stock Exchange had a 
nominal capitalisation of more than 46 million pounds (Phimister 2018). 
The boom of this rapid territorial transformation and urban and industrial 
development led to the contestation between land uses which resulted in 
unusual urban processes and forms. Through the visual analysis of a series of 
maps, this paper re#ects on the interactions, tensions and con#icts between 
these di"erent land uses to explore this ‘adversarial urbanism’.

Land use contestation in this manner can be described by Conzenian 
urban studies as a ‘morphological period […] characterised by the wide-
spread introduction of new forms’ into an urban plan (Whitehand 2014, 
p. 513). These changes are driven by speci!c actors such as ‘monarchic’ or 
‘dictatorial’ forces and located at moments of upheaval; dramatic chang-
es in regimes of power or the catastrophes of war (Pinho, Oliveira 2009). 
With the in#ow of capital, labour and technologies from both global cen-
tres (London) and peripheries (Australia’s east, America’s west and Africa’s 
south) and the out#ow of processed gold, Kalgoorlie was a paradigm of 
colonial-era resource and labour exploitation, a site of what would now be 
described as extractivism (Chagnon, Durante, Gills et al. 2022) where ‘mined 
products are exported’ and ‘value obtained transferred to other places’ (Ye, 
Douwe van der Ploeg, Schneider, Shanin 2019, p. 155). Despite being 600 
km from the Perth, the most isolated capital city in the British Empire, 
the !eld exploited the ‘intertwinement’ between private capital and the 
state with the government provision of ‘infrastructural elements’ such as 
the telegraph, the railway, and fresh water pipeline between 1894 and 1903 
(ibid.). While contemporaneous with patterns of late-19th century regional 
urbanisation, the gold!eld also satis!es the socio-spatial transformations 
consistent with more recent notions of planetary urbanism: the de-and 
reterritorialisation of the hinterland; the massive operationalisation of 
landscapes; the emergence of urban corridors; the urbanisation of the wil-
derness’ to create ‘new scales of urbanisation’ (Brenner, Schmid 2011, p. 11).

To trace the emergence of this period, the research used a unique series 
of cadastral maps which served as working drawings for the Western 
Australian Department of Lands. Between each map’s issue and cancel-
lation, marginalia and additions to its surface recorded the ownership 
and status of the residential, government and commercial lots and the 
conditions of the adjacent mining leases as their in#uence began to bear 
on the growth of the settlement. The chronological organisation, digi-
tal tracing and visual analysis of the maps highlight ‘anomalies’ in the 
expected uniform growth of the urban grid. These anomalies are iden-
ti!able because the state and the extractive industries are the only mor-
phological actors and their actions are distinct and recognisable. Urban 
lots and blocks, and mining leases have their forms proscribed in leg-
islation so that urban leases should be ‘in the form of a rectangle, with 
boundaries in the direction of the meridian and at right angles to it, and 
the proportion of depth to breadth […] shall not exceed three to one’ 
(Government of Western Autralian 1898, p. 11). A mining lease’s territo-
rial limits are de!ned by area and geology so that no lease ‘shall embrace 
an area exceeding twenty-four acres and the area […] shall not exceed in 
length along the lode or vein twice the width across the line of lode or 
vein’ (Government of Western Autralian 1895, p. 16).

In addition to these morphological characteristics, there are other pre-
conditions that anticipate the emergence of this period. Evidence of pre-ex-
isting tension between land uses and their legal limits appears as early as 
December 1895 when the entire townsite of Kalgoorlie was ‘pegged out’ in 
an attempt to claim it as a mining lease (“The Kalgoorlie Miner” 1895, p. 

2). The local Mining Warden, under whose jurisdiction mining leases fell, 
expressed the opinion that ‘the applicant has, not got a possible chance […] 
owing to the land applied for being within the surveyed and gazetted town 
boundary’. The newspaper didn’t regard the matter in such de!nitive terms 
as it involved a ‘legal point on which there is some di"erence of opinion’. 
Secondly, mining and urban development both deployed modes of oper-
ation focussed on the conversion of terrain into exploitable territory. The 
hidden nature of gold and the uncertainty of urban growth led to specula-
tion on the nature of the ground whose worth would only be realised at a 
later stage in a transformed state. These enterprises had a shared vocabulary 
where the terminology of the ‘claim’ (legal request for rights to land), ‘peg-
ging’ (the physical demarcation of a claimed area) and ‘dummying’ (decep-
tive occupation and inhabitation of the plot) could be applied to both 
modes of the acquisition, inhabitation and exploitation of land. Thirdly, 
there is a recognition and anticipation by the state of the role that extrac-
tive industries would play as a morphological actor in the developments of 
the towns. When deciding on Boulder’s municipal boundary, the Crown 
Commissioner of Lands A.R. Richardson wrote that one option might be 
that ‘on two sides […] there might be a reserve le$ of Parkland, the third side 
would be bounded or con!ned by the Mining leases, the 4th side was to be 
le$ open for possible extension’ (Richardson 1896). Given the speculative 
conditions and distinctive morphological actors and the rapid growth of 
boom town with a diminishing terrain on which to act, it is perhaps unsur-
prising that a recognisable period of urban contestation emerged. 

The analysis of !$een maps of Kalgoorlie and Boulder between 1893 and 
1904 identi!ed almost eighty ‘anomalies’ in the development of the urban 
grid that resulted from the interaction between mining, urban leases and, to 
a lesser extent, civic infrastructure. These anomalies distinguish themselves 
from the anticipated linear trajectory and uniformity of urban growth and 
point to contestation as a key component of this period of boom urbanism. 

The impact of mining leases on its residential zones of Boulder can be 
seen from the earliest Departmental drawings of the settlement in 1896. In 
the south-east corner of the !rst map of the recently gazetted townsite, the 
residential blocks border the perimeter of the Ivanhoe Consolidated mine. 
The lease, aligned with the geology of gold-bearing quartz, truncated, at 
almost forty-!ve degrees, the standard twenty lot urban blocked and e"ec-
tively ‘bounded’ Boulder’s eastward. It took until 1899 when the mining 
lease failed for the block to extend to match the dimensions of its neigh-
bours. Despite assuming these standard proportions, within the block the 
narrower dimensions of these new lots (87 feet compared to 100 feet for a 
standard lot) maintained a trace of the original contestation. 

Kalgoorlie’s !rst anomaly appears on a July 1897 map at the northern 
edge of the growing suburban areas and a cluster of eleven gold mining 
leases. This negotiation between the group of mines, the unclaimed terrain 
between them and the expansion of the surrounding urban blocks shaped 
the residential and industrial nature of this area. Within the perimeter of an 
‘in-force’ mining lease a series of urban blocks were traced on the surface of 
the map. Despite being dra$ed onto the plan (and the sale of land around the 
lease) the active mine prevented the lot’s change in status until almost two 
years later. Additionally, the same lease curtailed the growth of surrounding 
parkland, and in combination, created an urban void in the grid. Despite the 
urbanisation occurring around them, while the mining leases were worked, 
they rendered the city as ‘anticipational’ and whose streets, block and lots 
could only be ‘proposed’. In turn, the presence of the surrounding urban 
land meant that the ‘surface rights’ of a lease were ‘surrendered’ restricting 
activity to underground mining. At the same time, a vacant triangular pocket 

Department of Mines, Gold Mining Leases, Kalgoorlie, Eastern 
Coolgardie, 1898-1901. Courtesy State Library of Western Australia. A PERIOD
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