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Bridging space, place and power in a mining community 
 
By the early-1930s, a mining community in the Far West of New South Wales had confirmed 
its place in Australian industrial relations folklore as the nation’s ‘Gibraltar of unionism’. 
Broken Hill’s reputation for labour militancy and organisation grew out of prolonged strikes 
in 1892, 1909 and 1919-20 that delivered unparalleled wages and conditions for the city’s 
miners. In 1931, in defence of those gains, the peak union body, the Barrier Industrial 
Council (BIC) imposed a residential qualification for union membership aimed at limiting 
access to the local labour market. This requirement continued with minor modification until 
1986 when economic uncertainty and the threat of mine closure resulted in the elimination 
of localised restrictive work practices. The BIC’s ‘closed shop’ strategy and several other 
socio-economic interventions, combined with the city’s isolation to deliver a unique level of 
prosperity and solidarity to the people of Broken Hill. The strategies also produced distinct 
power relations and social practices that are still evident in the fabric of the city. 
This paper presents a reading of Broken Hill as an urban environment and mirror of its 
unique formative socio-political relations. Lynch’s (1960) concept of urban legibility 
provides a relevant framework for a physical analysis of the city. Five elements: paths, 
edges, districts, nodes and landmarks, are used to examine identity, structure and meaning 
in the urban experience. The resulting visual map is then read in conjunction with Massey’s 
(1984) understanding of space as a social phenomenon. The paper proposes the concept 
of the bridge as a sixth element to describe socially constructed physical and metaphorical 
connections – Trades Hall as a bridge between unions, the main street as a bridge between 
socio-economic groups, entry gates as a bridge between genders, and mine shafts as a 
bridge between labour and management. 


