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History of the Mt Gee area continued

Following the creek upstream onto a prominent 

ridge west of Mount Painter, he found flakes 

of a bright green, mica-like mineral. He 

sent specimens to Adelaide University for 

identification by the university’s new Reader in 

Mineralogy, Douglas Mawson, recently returned 

from Shackleton’s Expedition to Antarctica.

Mawson remembered a tip given to him by 

Madame Curie, with whom he had recently 

studied in Paris, “Mawson,” she told him ”lf 

you ever come across bright green or yellow 

minerals which you cannot identify, suspect the 

new element, Uranium — the mother of wonder 

element, Radium.” 

The mineral was Torbernite, a hydrous 

phosphate of copper and uranium. Australia’s 

second uranium field had been discovered 

(Radium Hill was the first, in 1906) and a 

friendship between W.B. Greenwood and 

Douglas Mawson cemented.

The Mount Painter radium-uranium rush of 

1910-14 followed. The new element radium, was 

highly sought after for use in diverse medical 

therapies. The host element uranium was used 

merely to provide a yellow, fluorescent tinge to 

glassware, and later for luminescent paint used 

in watch dials.

The outbreak of World War I interrupted mining 

operations and by the time it was over, the 

radium rush, too, had ceased.

Mawson and his geology students, such as the 

young Reg Sprigg and others, continued to comb 

the area, but it took another global war to revive 

the search for radioactive minerals.

In 1939, three German scientists discovered 

nuclear fission. In 1944 the Joint British-

American Atomic Agency secretly sought the 

co-operation of the Australian Government to 

find uranium for the Manhattan atomic bomb 

project. Reg Sprigg was included in a group 

of scientists sent to Mt Painter to search for 

fissionable elements. No new finds were made 

but the primary uranium mineral, uraninite was 

found for the first time.

The end of the war reduced the urgency of 

the uranium search, and Mount Painter was 

abandoned in favour of the more readily 

accessibly Radium Hill mine near Broken Hill  

as a potential source of the new atomic energy 

— uranium. 

In 1968, as the uranium price sky rocketed, 

the oil and mineral exploration company 

Exoil continued previous exploration around 

the Mt Painter area and put in several new 

tracks, including the Ridge Top Track, enabling 

extensive prospecting in the area. Exoil 

later undertook exploration out on the more 

accessible plains to the east of Mt Painter for 

sedimentary uranium eroded from Mt Painter. 

Deposits were soon confirmed to be lying at 

shallow depths of only 100 metres or so, which 

lead to the establishment of the Beverley 

uranium mine.

Today, the Arkaroola Pastoral Lease is a 

designated Wilderness Sanctuary and is 

managed by Doug and Marg Sprigg. The area 

has provided the opportunity for recognition that 

mining and conservation can co-exist. 

Furthermore, the planned Mt Gee project 

is facilitating significant environmental 

research which is required to understand the 

effects of the mine and this has already led 

to an increased environmental and scientific 

understanding of the region. 

Tourism in the area has been greatly facilitated 

by exploration activities. When the scenically 

spectacular Ridge Top Track was constructed 

by Exoil in 1968, Reg Sprigg asked Bill Siller, 

the then manager of Exoil, if they would be 

able to use it for tourism purposes if they 

helped maintain it. Bill Siller agreed and it has 

now become the star attraction of Arkaroola, 

providing approximately 20 kilometres of access 

into the Mawson Plateau. The “lookout” at the 

end of the track is called “Sillers Lookout”, and 

the Beverley Uranium Mine out on the Frome 

Plain is named after Bill Siller’s wife (Beverley). 

Exoil Mt Painter Camp 1970 
courtesy of Ian Youles

Exoil exploration 1970’s - courtesy of Ian Youles
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On the ground with Brenton Newell, Geologist Uranium - an introduction

Brenton Newell, our Principal Geologist, has 

extensive experience in exploring the Arkaroola 

area, including where Marathon is working 

today. Brenton’s experience stretches back to 

the early 1990’s and he has come to know and 

appreciate the region.

He understands only too well the challenges 

of such a remote and rugged terrain, as well 

as a weather system that can see no rain for 

years, followed by a summer like 1973-74 

when approximately 40 inches of rain fell in 

two phases. After such events the environment 

explodes into green re-growth to transform the 

landscape. 

“Having seen it in winter and summer, in the wet 

and the dry, I can understand and appreciate the 

challenges this country presents,” he says “After 

so many years around here you can’t help but be 

impressed by this unique part of the world.”

Brenton recalls when he worked in exploration 

for the mining company CRA in the 1990s; they 

developed new ways of exploring that won the 

company an environmental award for their work.

Now no effort is being spared to ensure 

that world best environmental practice is 

an essential part of the Marathon approach. 

“Indeed” he says, “a lot of our work is directed 

precisely to this end.”  Brenton has seen 

the practical evidence of how tourism and 

conservation have benefited from responsible 

mineral exploration, with well constructed 

access tracks making it easier, quicker and 

safer for tourists to understand and appreciate 

this inaccessible area. 

The iconic Ridge Top Track is a prime example. 

Built by Exoil in the late 1960s, and now 

maintained by Arkaroola Management, this track 

offers spectacular access for visitors from all 

over the world. New technology is helping to 

plan a mine that will minimise the effect on the 

local environment, especially since the mine 

itself is likely to be underground.

Brenton is familiar with the fascinating history 

of Arkaroola and how tough life has been for so 

many. He appreciates that helping visitors gain 

a better understanding of the environmental 

issues, as well as the human history, will work 

towards improving environmental outcomes as 

a consequence of a richer and better informed 

understanding of the area. 

Uranium is one of the most abundant 

minerals in the earth’s crust - about 500 

times more abundant than gold and about as 

common as tin. 

It is a weakly radioactive metal that occurs 

throughout the earth’s crust, being present in 

most rocks and soils as well as in many rivers 

and seawater. 

Only slightly more radioactive than granite 

used in buildings, naturally occurring uranium 

largely comprises two isotopes, U235 and 

U238, the relative proportions of each isotope 

being some 99.28% U238 and 0.71% U235.

Uranium has the highest atomic weight of 

the naturally occurring elements and is 

approximately 70% more dense than lead. It is 

commercially extracted from uranium bearing 

minerals such as uraninite. When bombarded 

with neutrons, Uranium 235 undergoes 

fission and generates heat required in nuclear 

reactors.

By the time it is completely fissioned, one 

kilogram of uranium can theoretically 

produce as much electricity as 1,500 tonnes of 

coal. Generally this is in the form of enriched 

uranium, which has been enriched to have 

higher-than-natural levels of uranium-235.

CRA Exploration Heli-rig drilling 
courtesy of Brenton Newell


