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j 
A Review of the Osmiridium Mining 

Industry of Tasmania 
By C,\.\ll'IIHI. BilOW:,\" 1\LA .. B.Sc. (Edin.). PhD . 

I.-Retrospect . 

A~ far back a s the year 180~. a British s(· ientist fi rst 
allnounc('d the existe nce of the two metallic substances knowlI 
as Iridium and Osmiulll ; and exact ly one yf'n l' late r, anothe>)' 
discovered that the two substnn<:cs were habitually found 
combined toget h(' 1' in a rare metal usua ll y assoC'ia lcd with 

Plati num. and he named the new metal Iriciosmine. n,v t hi Jo: 
latter name the metal in question is universally known in 

sc ien t ific ci rcl es to-day ; though its sOIlH'what uncouth and Illi.';· 

leading sy llOIl)' m " osmiridium " pers ist s III mining COIll

muniti es evc l'ywhere. The Tasmanian miner calls I ridosmine 
1< 08i<, ," in his familiar way of express ing himsE'lf , and" o!Oic" 
it is likely to r('main, 

The Russians at first looked on it as a hard "ariet,\" of 
Platinum , which it resembles som('wha t c lose l,'-, and it WI"l'i 

only afte r a cons iderable amount of investigation that t il(" new 
metal betrayC'd distinctin featur('s of its own that Pla t inum 
itself did not have, Some of these V(' l"y f{'atures attracted COIll

me rcial atte ntion in the process of ti me, and g l'adually th(' 
metal obtain('d an indep('nclent mnrk('t apart altog(' til('r from 
platinum , 

In the eurly days Tasmanian IJl'OslH'cto rs opera ting in til{' 
NOI,th -" 'C'st s il'lIck a r ieh b{'lt of country ." iC' lding a ,'ariC'tv of 
mineral substnnces of morC' 01' less (;omm(' rc iai imporianc(', '1' 11 (' 
prospector netc' l" go ld , in Iwnf'irnting til(' bush , found in "pan
ning off" nn Unknm\"ll mctal with a tin-whiu- colour , which 
nnnoy('(1 him \,(' ry much , and which obviously had a gr{'at<~r 

s pC'cifi e gra\-ity than gold itS<' If. , TIl ('(' rtnin loca liti {'~ thi ~ nlC't al 
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was so abundant and p ers istent t ha t steps were taken finally 

to have it scient.ifically identified , and to ascertain its commer
cial importance. It was soon r ecognised as Osmiridium, and 

the problem then arose to secure a market for it. 

1'here is living to-day on the osmiridium fields in Tasmania 
one of these old pioneers, by name .James McGi nty , who found 
the metal as described , and whose first efforts to sell it were 

James l\lcG in ty. t he Veteran Pioneer Osmiridium "Miner. 

qui te abortin. Latterly he stu l' ted off by obtaining 258. all 
ounce 'l' I'OY for it, while many a go ld ruinf'!' a ssociated \\"ith 

him threw the useless, irritating metal away, altogether 

oblivious of what tlw future had in store for him. 

Once a market was discovered, the mi ne rs ~'ystematical1y 
prcsC' ,'Y('d til(' metal , find as soon as Tasmania became a rccog

ni sed loealit,v , buyers e ntered into competition to Sf'cure it in 
a small way, In consequence, output went lip , and a,1l ('neou

raging pric(' was obtained , ano the industry t iwil took firm r()ot. 
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It was not till ]910 that til(' State of Tasmania officially 
took noti ce of osmiridium among its Mineral Rcsources, and 
then efforts \\' ('1'(' made to ascertain output and "aiut's by the 
Department of Mines. Thes(' han' been carefull,'- placed on 
record CVf'r s ince, thus C'nabling th(' State to t' utc t: t h(' world 's 
market, and attrad attention to its IIl' W and promis ing source 
of mineral wealth. Prior to 1910 (if,ta il ed in forma t ion about 
the rare metal was lacking, and no parti cu lar int('rest was 
therefore taken in it. It was known t hat small parcels went 
somehow to London or New YOl'k or somcwllf'l'c else, bu t what 
i t was used fOI' , or what became of it, vcry few knew and less 
cared. 

2.-Tasmania's Output. 

The DCplHtmcnt of ?ttines in ]910 ascertained that 120 ozs. 
had bee n produced, and by it,<; encouragement and assistance 
the output in 1911 was more than doubled, viz., 271 ozs. 'J' he 
next yea r showed even a more st riking increase , the figure 
rising to 778 ozs., paving the \\'a.,' to the phenomenal year of 
1913, when the figure reached was 1261 ozs. This figure would 
have been far surpassed in 1914 if the war had not broken out, 
and actually stood at ]018 07.S. in spi te of the check the industry 
rece il'ed. Under the influence of Imr conditions, for the nex t 
three years the figures dropped right down to 247, 222, and 
332 ozs. ,·espective ly. 

As osmiridium was a prec ious n1l'ta l requi site for munitions 
of war, manufacturers who IIsed til(' metal found some> of 
their usual sources of supply ('ut olr , and then turned 
the ir atten tion to 1'asmania. This resulted in keen buy
ing in ]918, which sent up the output to its max imum 
figure of 1606 OZ8. With the close of the war the rush col
lapsed, and tho figures for the first quartor of thi s year 
shO\\' only 209 ozs. Right up to the outbreak of war the 
developme n t of the industry had been most gratifying, bu t 
rece ived a sel'e re set -back for three years thereafter on a ccount 
of diminished markets. The prolongation of the war made 
buyers nerVOllS, and pl'Oduced a rush s ll ch as is unl ike ly Cl'C!' 
to occlir again. Stability is, however, now set t ing in , and 
production will doubtless soon settle down to its normal limi t, 
by the force of circumstances. 



3,-Locafion 0/ Mines, 

The precious motStI is found ill variotl s distriets ill the ,,'('st, 
all of t lwlll more or less rpmot(' , and somewhnt di~tnnt from 
l.'1H'h otlH'r , ,Vf't bOUJld together by a common irlYariabl(' 
feature , \'iz" the OCCUITP1We in th C' lH'ighbourhood of great 
maSSt'S of a rock named b .... pet rologists serpentine- a name 
acquired 011 aecount of its mottlNI appcarancl~ , It is in the 
creeks and river beds, a lld 011 thl' hillsiclps and ('\'e ll on the 
plateau itself, of stich sprpentinp cou ntr,v , that tll(' minI'" gets 

lli s osmiricliulll, 

Quarrying Solid Serpentine Rock for Osmiridium, Bald Jlill. 

The bost knowlI locality is perhaps the Savage Hi H r , which 
has been spor'adicnlly worked for nbout 16 miles bl'low its con~ 
fluol1ce with its tributa,'y, cullNI the Ninf'L('f'n~)lile Cref'k, 
which drains pnri of the Bald Hill arpa, 

This latt('r cl'{'ek has IHllll ProUS litUf' tributariC's, all famous 
for metal, and tnking off tlw drainag£' from tIl(' \\'('s tern s ide 
of the l:rald Bill , a nd are, or have b('('I1, busy scenes of alluvial 
millitlg act ivity , Right 011 the brow of the Bald Hill itself, 
facing the Nineteen-M ile Crcek , therc OCCli r's all osmiridiulU 
mine which is quite un ique, H ('r(' a wf'll~knowll miner has 
beel! quarrying sol id serpent.ine rock for Ol'cr s ix years, and 
by crushing it obta ining a very high~grade plass of metal. He 
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is the first and DIlly minet' In the wor ld to find t he precious 
metal actually occulTing in the solid rock. 

The above-ment ioned Nineteen-Mile Creek, with its trlt,u
ta ri es, is undoubtedly the best and most abundant locality for 
the metal in Tasmania. It has yielded far more, and a far 
higher g rade mctnl , than an y place yet di scovered in the Statc, 
and even at its top end man); a rich nugget has been unearthed. 

A Working Party at },It. Stewart. 

Just a few miles distant from here, ove r a saddle and situ
ated in anotiwr watershed, lies Jones Creck, a locality r ecently 
opened up and not yet fully developed . First-class metal is 
being found here, and thi s field is rapidly coming int o import
ance , though yet small , but promising . 

Leaving this area altogether , one nat urally proceeds to Mt. 
Stewart, which li es some di stance away in a r egion none too 
casy to get at. A little over one year ago, when the metal was 
diSCO"f'red here in attractive quan t ities, a great " rush " took 
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place. The result. waS that all the clear ground soon became 
worked out, and alluvial miners are only to be found at the 
present moment either right at the top or further down in the 
Castra Valley below. Interesting deve lopments are , however, 
expected in the near future in this area. 

Practica ll~' within sight of Mt. Stewart, yet in the inacces
sible distance, lie the " Tilson River osmiridium fields. The 
miner' s theory, both at Mt. Stewart and Wilson River , is that 
the same mass of serpentine pers ists as a belt from point to 
point, uniting both fields; but impenetrable bush at present 
separates the two, and no man can say what the future may 
disclose. Meantime the visitor to Mt. Stewart has to go many a 
long mile before he can get at the 'Vilson River fields from 
here. At the latter the miners are mostly working for the 
metal in small creeks or in very shallow ground or in loam or 
in mud itself, while further down some are obtaining the 
metal from cemented bottoms. The origin of some of the 
alluvial deposits in this neighbourhood is disti nctly puzzling, 
and some would seem to be accounted fo,· by transportation 
from a distance, probably by g lacial agency. 

4.-Seasonal Nature 0/ Mining. 

In the valley of t he Savage River alluvial mining, in the 
bed itself, can only be done to any extent in summer time, when 
the watcr is low. As the river ri ses in wintcr with each rain. 
fall, work becomes very trying and dangerous, and in many 
places quite impossible, which causes the miners to suspend 
operations entirely, and usually to go somewhere else. On 
t he 'Vilson River the position is pract ically reversed , the fields 
being situated in an elevated position , and the very small 
streamlets, rivulets, and creeks where the workings are mostly 
situated dry up in summer, when work ceases. The top of 
Mt. Stewart, and Jones, and the top of the Nineteen·Mile Creek, 
a re very much in the same position with regard to water
supply, a s well as the workings on the edge of the plateau and 
the s lopes of the Bald Hill. Plenty of water is necessary for 
successful mining, and work is often held up by the pro· 
longed absence of rain. In the valley of the Nineteen·Mile 
Creek the work goes on all the year round, and here the most 
of the permanent camps are to be found, in a long stretch 
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of country rea ching practicall y to the creek 's confluence with 
the Savage River. The seasonal nature of t he mining has a 

dist inct influence 011 output, which makes the suppli es coming 
from '1'asmunia somewhat errati c a nd un certain . 

5.-Mode o} Occurrence 0/ Metal. 

FOl" the most PUlot osmiriciiulll is fou nd in a capri cious, e rrA t ic 
fashion , distributed in the beds of creeks and rivers in the 

" Panning Off " at Nineteen 1tHle Creek. 

se rpen ti ne country_ H e re aud then:~ a miner may be seen work. 
iug a t a higher leve l on an old flood -plane, 01' he may be seen 
pursuing an old bottom, representing a former course tnk('11 
by t he stream, and quite different from the present da)'_ 
Although the bulk of the metal has been won in th is way, th!' 
IIp-to-d ate mine l' is now becoming more a nd mOl'e resoun;eful , 
and s~archillg for and finding, mctal in qui te uuexpected places. 



10 

A5 alread y cited , high-g rade metal has been wccl'~~full.\' mined 
for a number of ,Year s ouL of the I'uc.:k i ts", l !". Thi ~ OC('UITf'Il('e 

is the ke)'sto llo to lh~ whole s ituat ion. All tlu' mC'la1 fOllnd 
in til(' rin>" beds and crt'cks was dcrin:,d frolll the solid rod; 
originally, Hnd has b~'I:,tl Wt'atiu>I'{'d out h,v lhl:' nulul'lll a genc ies 

whi( ·h calise dt'tlutlatiun . UI1 lH:eount of t he plwllolll l' llaf raill 
fall and climatic comiitions of t he IH.'sh' l'n rl:'gio ll , e ros ion ha :-. 

View of Mille where Meta.l is found in Rock, B~ld Hill. 

taken plaee relatively quickly, ami the amount of osmiritiiullI 
found in the creeks at the present day must I't'pr{'~cnt till' 

metalli c content of a prodigious alllount of se rpen t ine no longer 

existing. 

When found ill the rock the metal is not abulldan t, and ma," 
c ither be bright in appearance 01' (:oa tcd with a black incrus ta
tion of iron ore; in which lattcr (:ase it is not easily detect ed, 
It OCellI'S ill a curious fitful way, vani shing fo r a little, t hen 
reappearing, but never in excessivc, t hough payable, quan-
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tities. In hand specimens the bright crysta ls are> quite con
spicuous, but when coated recognised with diffieulty. Its di~
tribution in the rockm8ss lUay t ake a dcfinitf' trend or direc
tion, which was determined before the solidification of the 
parf'nt rock itsplf took place, and at a time when the crystals 
of osmiridium and its associates were floating free in the molten 
magma. In Ilearly all rocks of deep-seated origin the same 
phenomenon is quite familiar, the lenticular distribution of 
ce rtain substances being brought about by the forces acting; 
during magmatic movement before solidification. 

A Knotty Problem of a. Subterranean Occurrence of :Metal at 
Alt. Stewart. 

Once tll(' miner turns his serious attention to the solid rock 
itself, new localities will doubtless turn up in Tasmania. He 
will also probably abandon the use of the word If lode," as 
applied to such an occurrence, and no one will regret it . 
Several of these so-called " lodes" have come into unfortunate 
I}rominen('(' in t he past, and some are talked of now. 

A few quite f'xceptional occurrences of the metal may be c ited 
llf'fOl"p. we finish consideration of this point. At one place a 
group of industrious miners, secnring plenty of metal , may be 
found working 20 feet underground, following a subterranean 
drainage area which Nature made in the master-joints of the 
serpentine rock. It is a weird place to · look at, amI a safe-
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looking place for Nat.ure to store he r treasures. In another 
locality men may be seen ,'cmoving forbidding-looking grey 
mud in barrows, and s luicing i t read ily, thereby sccuring 1\ 

plentiful reward in pl'ce ions metal. This mud is bu t a f('w 

inches in thickncs..;;, and overlies in plnc('s rocks of sedimcutar:r 
origin. Many miles away another g roup of men may be fou nd 
working the loam, right on the edge of a plateau. The 108m 
is full of organic vegetable matte r , bu t uncommonl y ri ch in 
osmiridium as well , which is all the digger carC's about. Another 
quite nnexpected loca lity , where the loam contains payah](, 

Sluicing Mud for Met.al a t Wilson RiYer. 

nwtal, is right on til(' plateau itself of til(' Bald H ill, w l l('l'(, 

some activi ty is like ly to take place shortly, Otll('r nnomalies 
('ould be quoted, hut e!lough has been sa id to show that 
osmiridium can be looked for and found in places aitogetl1l'r 
out of val' iancc with common ly acccpt('d ideas, tiwot'ies, and 

t raditions- which fact augurs well fOl' the future deve lopmen t 
of t he industry, 

It might be noticed , in passing, that osmiridium is found 
usually alone or in association with gold , but neve r with 
1)latinum, Creek and river men look for water-worn nodu les 
of iron orc, which are regarded by t hem as the invariable 
fI index II of the presence of precious metal. 

.. . 
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6.-QualiIJi oj Melal. 

Osmiridium is known to occur in two distinct varieties, both 
of which are found in Tasmania. The variety known as Nevy
anskite is t he familiar tin-whit;e s ubstanoe with a bright 
metalli c lust re, and is found in the Savage River , Nineteen
Mile Creek, Jones Creek, the Castra River, 'Vilson River , 
and the Bald Hill. The variety known as S iserskite has a 
much duller lustre, is steel-grey with a bluish tint in colour , 
and occurs in fair quantities at the top of Mt . Stewart. From 
a commercial standpoint Nevyanskite is much more valuable 
than Sisersk ite, and is eagerly sough t after by manufacturers 
who use the precious metal. Both varieties occur in Russia, 
while Nevyanskite alone occurs in Japan. In the platinum 
fields of New South " Tales, near F ifield , Nevyanskite alone 
occu rs, and the same applies to Papua (£htish New Guinea). 
Tasmanian min('rs r ecognise and appreciate the difference 
between the two val'ieties, and t he creek digger does not lik(' 
hi s parce l mixed with any of the Mt . Stewart metal. 

From a commercial point of view the best osrniridium yet 
y ielded in Tasmania is derived from the Ninet f'cn-Mile Creek, 
with its tr ibutaries, a s well as the Bald Hill. H ere t he motal 
is found well rounded or "shotty." This granular habi t, com
bined with absence of well-marked cleavage planes, be ing t he 
charact eristics des ired by manu factu rers. On tIl(' Savage 
R.i ver much of it is vCI'y scaly 01" fiaky, with the basa l cleavage 
plane we ll pronoun ced. This is due, in all probability, to the 
seve re pounding t he meta l has been submitted to by eros ive 
agencies. The same applies generally to much of the 'Vilson 
River metal, though some of the new localities now bf'ing 
df'veloped there arc yi(' lding prime granular metal. 

7.-Conslilulion oj Melal. 

The featurf' that attracts the 1I81' 1' mogt to osmiridiulll , ('001-

me rcially, is its percentage of iridium. Unfol'tunate ly, there 
has bee n very li t tle research work done, as yet , with rega rd 
to Tasmanian ·Illetal , and ve ry little in formation is a vail able . 
The onl y two recOI·ds of detail ed analyses which the writer has 
access to, show a perc('utage of 58 and 33 respectively of 
iridiul)l. The former was from a sample of the tin-whi te 
variety, above referred to as N evyanskite, and the latter from 
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a sample of the variety known a s Siserskite. Russian metal 
from the (h al Mountains shows at times as high a percentagf' 
of iridium as 77, and anything lower than 43 is exceptional. 

The Japanese metal is always round about 70 pel" c('nt., and 
that from BOI"JH:-O about (i0. From all oth!'!" I,;I10wn localiti{'s a 
fair average is about 58 per t:e nt., the metal ('orn·.-: pomiing III 

its features "pry close ly with the Tasmanian metal. 

S.-Grading o} Metal. 
The man who controls the s ituation is the man who uses 

lots of crude metal , just as it stands, for t he purposes of 
manufacture. The smelter, chemist, and othf'rs count but 
little, a s their requirements arc ('usily met from residues 
derived mainly from t he people who handle crude platinum . 
The best friend t ha t t he " os ie" miner has is til(' man who 
tips hi s gold nibs for fountain-pens with crude granular meta l. 
But with the latter the s ize of the gra in is the only t hing 
that matters, and anything too small or too large is unsui t
able. These facts are well known t hroughout t he osmiridium 
world , excppt in Tasmania. Evcrywherc els(' spf'cial s ieves are 
used for grad ing the metal. Anything t hat goes through an 
aperture of '031 is so ld only for smelting or other meta. llurg ical 
purposes. Anything up to '042 from '031 is suitable for manu
facturing purposes. The shrewd minel' could reduce hi s largl~ 

metal to (( point " s ize in a mortar, the small metal which 
fa il s to respond to t he sieve test being set as ide for the smelter . 
The importance of thi s procedure is made manifest by t he fact 
that the writer has received, while preparing thi s review, 
cabled advice from New York stating that £20 per ounce is 
being paid for " point" metal, while only £15 per ounce is 
being paid for the ungraded supplies. 

If the metal from Tasmania continues to be so ld just as it 
is found the result of competit ion wi ll inevitably drive the 
price right down to smelting 11I'ice only, thus placing the Tas
manian digc;el' in an unfavourablf' and false position with 
regard to other loca lities. Another matter which is likely to 
prejudice the future development of the industry is the habit 
of some of t he miners of selling the ir metal " nnclean. " 
Nothing can bias tho mind of a consnmcr against a locality 
so milch as receiving parcels of metal containing obvious 
impurities. 
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The pl'Ocuriug and handling of corros ive ac ids in t he bush 
is no s imple matteI', it must be admitted, yet most of 
the consc ientiolls men would scorn to se ll a. parcel unless 
sa. t is fied t hat it is actually c lefl.ll , and thi s standard ought to 
he maintained by e very right-thinking miner. It certainly 
involves a little trouble and care, but the result will have an 
impol"t ant effect in the future when compet ition set s in . It 
must be frankly stated that Tasmanian parce ls, up to the 
presen t, have been Oftt.'ll characte ri sed by the unnecessary 

A 'l 'Y llioa..l "Camp " at Ba.ld llil1 . 

percentage of impur ity, and in this respect compa re unfavou r
ably wi t h those from other parts. 

9.-The Tasmanian Miner. 

The average tspe of man enrning his living out of "osie" 
is, without doubt, one of the highest type of a lluvia l miners in 
t he world, H e is clean, hospitable, industrious, and skilful at 
hi s work , t hough perhaps a little conservative, and lives a 
secluded life in t he most fo rsaken spots that ever a human 
be ing got to . H e reali ses that ho is not undergoing his ha.rd
ships for nothing , and wants his" pound of fl esh " all t he 
time, bu t is fair and straight in a business deal. He is free 
from the common vices so p,'evalent amongst precious metal 
miners, and when he has " made a hit" he keeps it, Ri fl 
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hOlll e itl the bush i.s /l ever one of al'chitf'cturai b(,8Uty, but 
sf' l'vi ceable though temporary. H e gets his letters and food 
brought to him from a long di stance by ca rri f' r or pack-horsp, 
and his contact with t ho outside wo rld is s light. It may be a 
fascinating li fe to the man with" bushy" habi ts, who is fond 
of the wild; but he pays t he price for it. His attention is 
concentrated on one thing only, viz., the d('s irc to get t he 
metal , get it quickly, and get it in ple nty. Unlikf' SOI1W 

miners he makes no revenue from fu r-b(,a ring a nimals, t hough 
wi ld cats, ringtaiis, black and grey opossums al'(' arOllnd him ; 
while the b lack, t iger, and whip snakes arc his s\\'01'n enemies. 
He gets anywhere from one-half to one pennyweight of metal 
from his daily digging, on an ov<'rhcad aw'rage. '''hen t hp 
price goes up he s imply works l('ss, because money becon1('s 
more plent ifu l, and the stimulus on ou tput is not proportionatC'. 
It is true it attracts mor C' miners, but the individ ual overhead 
a verage does not increase, bu t a ctually falls. From an indus
trial standpoint an inflated p r ice is a check on the indivirlunl 
output of the metal. 

IO. - Wei/a re 0/ Miners. 

'1'he I'. UIll of £44,833 was paid ill Ta l'lmallia to min('rs {luring 
tlw last hH,1ve months in the purchase of ol'miridium , and the 
figure may warrant the assump t ion that the industry is now 
becoming important enoug h to draw incrcaspd atten t ion to it 
from the State. An obse rver noti ces a general concensus of 
opinion among t he miners that, for C'xample, t he mining laws 
as appli cable to osmiridium migh t here and there be advan
tageously amended or amplified. They were obviously framed 
with gold in view, and on a ccoun t of t he peculiar differences 
and circumstances under which osmi rid ium is mined some 
modifications would doubtless be most help ful. Financial help 
from the State, in any shape or form . is altogether unneces
sa ry and undesirable; but something could and should be done 
fo r the men by opening up and developing lI ew serpentine 
cOllntry, ma k ing new t racks, impro\'ing old ones, repairing dan
g('rOliS bridges, and other t hings wh i(·h are obv ious to tlH' 
vi sitor t ouri ng t he fields . The coun t ry ly ing a"ound the top of 
)It. Stewart has so far baffled penetration, bu t is likely to y ield 
Illost interesting results when de\'eloped. It ought to be linhd 
up with the Wilsoll River by dealing effectively with t he inter-

( 
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Yelling bush. The conditions 011 the Savage are indescribably 
bad, and one cannot help admiring the indomitable pluck and 
.grit of the men enduring them. Track-cutting and systematic 
bush-burning, unde r skilled direct ion , would go a long way to 
help the fuller development of the fi elds, and enable t he digger 
to reap a ri cher and surer harvest than at prescot. 

I I .--Some 0/ Thei, Fallacies. 

A vis itor, in chatting with the diggers , soon gets impressed 
'with the constant repetition of curious erroneous ideas with 

A Miner's Bush Fire at J ones Creek. 

"l'cgard to t he metal. Its reputed fabulous hardness is onc of 
the things about which they like to talk , and about which 
there would appear to be widespread misconception . In the 
t!stimation of some the diamond itself pales into insignificance 
in hardness to osmiridium. As a ma tter of fact, the metal's 
hardness is nothing out of the ordinary, and many miner al 
substances occurring quite commonly in Nature are much 
harder. Anot her common misconception, ari sing perhaps out 
-of the latter , is that the metal cannot be broken. The fact 
that it has one cleavage plane too well developed is one of the 
very fea t ures of the substance t hat manufacturers heartily 

.o.is like it for. To realise how easily it is broken , one requires 
<lnly to put it in a mortar and pound it fo r a moment . Another 
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mistaken idea is, that i t wi ll not respond to metallurgical 
treatment, and canll ot be smelted , which is quite on a par 

with the other misconception that 1'asmania is t he only country 
in the world where t he metal is found. It would seem to have 
I~scaped notice altogether that the main and sole commercially 
important· fea.ture of osmi l' idium is its e ntire and absoluto 

res istance to all acids. 

One of war's result s has been a consid erable a moun t of 
metallurgical r esearch work III t he quest of a metallic 
substance yie lding features identical wit h t he metal under 

rev iew. It has now been achieved, and a sat isfactory 
substitute found, a nd markets are bound to be affected 
shortly to a prohund qegrce. For, as soon <IS t he manu
factUrer has hi s requirements fu lly met by the synthetic sub
sti t ute , he wi ll cease to interest himself in t he purchase of 
metal at prohib itive prices in remote parts of the wor ld. H e 
wi ll shift h is worries ·on to the shoulder s of the meta llurg ist, 
who can have no difficulty in procuring the strict ly limited 
quantiti es of crude metal necessary for hi s purposes. 

!2.- Outlook for the Future. 

Afte r P eace is s igned and R econstruct ion takes place in 
eanIPst, every m~tal of commercial importance will be under 
better cont rol than in the past , and its destinat ion closely 
observed. Of r ecent years Tasmania has already sccured a 
place, and firmly establ ished her self, as a producer of osmi
ridinm. The miner may at present be inclined to be pessi
mistic, but he really has a bright future in store for him. 
I .. et him bp more enterpri s ing and less conservative, let him 

shut hi s eyes t o abandoned g round, adopt new ideas and seek 
new fields, let h im "get up and get" and decli ne to be

despondent ; let him have all the help and moral support of 
t he State. a nd things will go apace. The resources of Tas
mani a have only begun to be tapped, for no man can say 
even t he exact location of, far less the fu ll extent of, all the ser

pentine country in the I sland, and a great deal of hard, patient, 
and profitable work still remains to be done. The miner must, 
however, bear in mind t hat the inevitable wi ll happen, and 
competition will force down the price till a condition of 
stability is attained. 

/ 
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H e will doubt less rccall tha t in 1910 his an'fag;e p ri ce was. 
£4 8s. pCI' ounce; in 1911 it was £4 7s.; in 1912 it rose 

. to £7 7s.; while in 1913 i t reached £9 lOs.; followed in ]914 
by £9 17s. per ounce. After war broke out it was impos
sible to se ll the metal at all , uHtii recovery took place, 
and the price fell in 1915 to £6 8s. In 1916 it again 
rose, the figure being £8 11s., eclipsed again by 1917, which 
reached £14 15s . per ounce. The climax, however , was rcached 
in 1918, when t he average rose to the astonnding figure of 
£2i 18s. Some parcels were actually sold as high as £37 lOs. 
The cessation of .hostilities caused a considerable drop in price, 
and the figu r es for t he first quarter of t he cu rrent ."ear show 
an average of £16 5s. per ounce. 

These figures arc taken from official records of the Mines. 
Department, H obart, and are sufficient to show that the Tas
manian miner has been s ingularly fortunate in hi s earnings of 
recen t date. During the whole war t he price of platinum, 
abou t which the price of osmi rid ium normally gyrates, never 
rose above £20 per ounce, and was commandeered for muni
tions. Osmiriclium never was, though at one time it was pro
posed to commandeer it , and fix its price. The enormous infla
t ion of the Tasmanian price was due to the ar.omalous circum
stances under which metal is bought and sold in this country. 
The outlook, as far as price is concerned, is fairly well defin ed. 
It is bound to fall sooner or later, in view of competition , until 
equilibrium is established. If it did not, foreign dealers wou ld 
soon import metal into Tasmania; or , fa r more likely, seek a 
direct contact wit h the buyers who keep Tasmania go ing, and 
secu re their business by under-selling. 

13.-Comparison with Other Fields. 

Within t he Commonwealth of Australia osmiridium occurs 
in severa l places. On the coast of Victoria, at no great dis
t ance from Melbourne, it Ims been found a long with gold , in 
a black beach sand , bu t so far on ly the crudest methods of 
cradling have bef'n employed to recover it. At B yron Bay 
vicini ty the metal occurs in a highly comminuted condition, 
which has ba ffled efforts to handle it commercially. In New 
South 'Vales t he plat inum miners fi nd it both in t he shallow 
ground and deep leads, and their parcels contain as a rule 5-
to 10 per cent. of t he metal mixed up with platinum . In 
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Papua some splendid parcels have been produced, resembling 
those of the Nineteen-Mile Creek metal. So far very little 
mining development has taken place in Papua, largely on 
a ccount of native difficulties and official indifference, but the 
metal is r eputed to occur abundantly, and there is a possi 
bility of Papua in the near future out-rivalling Tasmania as 
a source of t he precious metal. It is stated that German New 
Guinea is another locality for the metal, but reliable information 
on the subject is sti ll lacking. In Borneo the natives, while 
working platinum, are finding first-class metal, which finds its 
way into the hanos of dealers in Batavia. The output of 
Japan is more than three times that of tht" Tasmanian, while 
the metal has a brighter lustre, being richer in iridium, and 
slightly larger in grain and less fissile. The miner there pays 
48. a day for his permit, and has to be content to sell his 
parcels at a low figure. The dealer , broker , and exporter 

secure the profits. Ever since Russia 's collapse i:1 the war the 
main supply was cut off frOIll the world. In normal times she 
can produce ten times more than Tasmania , and, on account 
of cheapness of labour, sell the metal at a price which deter· 
mines th e, dead-level. In North America we find it occur· 
ring with platinum in North California and South-\Vest 
-Oregon, and in Albany County, Wyoming, and in the Yellow 
Pine District, and Moapa, in Clark County, N evada. In 
Colorado it turns up at Como, and Clear Creek, and Villa 
Grove. Turning now to South America, we find an area of 
..5000 square miles where alluv ial mining takes place, on the 
western side of the Andes, in Colombia. Gold, platinum, and 
{lsmiridium are found here together , and many dredges are 
kept busy. The control is under American and British hands, 
and it may be noted that after Russ ia 's collapse in the war 
t his field saved t he situation , as far as platinoid metal!'> were 
-co ncerned, for the purposes of war . 

14.-Where the Metal Goes To. 

At this juncture it might be well to clear up some points 
with regard to the final destination of the metal. Taken 
altogether, there are comparatively few people throughout the 
world that have any commercial interest in osmiridium. Of 
t hese few some want it for iridium , others for osmium, or other 
rare substance combined in its constitution . The big buyer 

I 



l 

21 

is the manufacturer who uses it in crude form. He needs it 
as an essentia l and important item in the manufacture of the 
pen-nibs used In fountain-pens. This latter industry has 
already assumed enormous proportions, especially in the 
United States of America. One firm alone has five factories, 
each of which is a marvel of organisation, and equipped with 
cunningly-devised machines. There olle can see osmiridium 
being handled by highly skilled labour; each individual grain 
being sifted Qut and arranged in its proper place, according 
to its su itability; while the delicate operation of attaching it 
0 11 to the gold nib is one calling for infinite patience and 
deftness. Platinulll could almost be used in pJac,e of it, but 
it is too soft, and has other features which render it less 
desirable. 

The great bulk of the meta l, which has Jain for millions of 
years in the rivers and creeks of Tasmania, and about which 
all the "osie)! digger's hopes and aspirations are centred, 
finds an ultimate fate in being lodged finally in the breast
pocket of every business man up-to-date enough to arm him
self with a fountain-pen. 

15 .-H oW it is Bought and Sold. 

Each millcr has always some metal held in reserve. He keeps 
it carefully tied up, somewhere about his person, in a piece 
of chamois leather firmly bound together. 'Vhcn his" tucker 
bill" comes along, he has to reali se on part of it, and rece ives 
l' ither cash or an open chequc from the visiting field buyer. It 
may be mentioned here that many of the miners have grievallces 
at the hands of thc buyers. Quite commonly a buyer in going 
his rounds, in the same day will tactlessly buy parcels for 
different prices ill different localities, or eve II in t he same 
local ity. Ultimately the miners who carri ed out the deal find 
out what has happened, and di ssatisfaction and bitter feeling 
arises. Agai n , several buyers may be on the field at the same 
time, and each one offering a different 1)I·ice. The miners will 
subsequently compare notes, air the ir gr ievances, and be at a 
loss to know what to do next. It seems also des irable here to 
obscn·c that the delicate operation of weighing sllla ll quantities 
of osmiridiulll should b!' under bf!tter control , and t he weights 
<1nd scal!'s used b .... the buyers fOl· tlw purpose should come under 
offir-ir.i pf'riodic inspection . It mllst be admitted thnt the min!'!' 
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has justification in being disconh'ntpd with til(' present sys
tem, which certa inly doC's not exist Oil all~' otlle .' prec ious meta l 

field in the world. 

1'0 do the min f'1' full justice tllP field buyer should have no 
po\n:-I' whatever to lower, rai se, or othel'w isf' manipulatf' the 
price of the diggcr 's metal , and the field buye r should himself 
be dcbitecl with all the obv ious impurities in the pal'cf'is he 
bu.vs and sends off. Consumers would insist on both points if 
the,v were only familiar enough with the filII faets of the 
s ituati on. Most movements in priec ill tlw immediate past 

A Field Bllyer on Hi s E'Ound s. 

hav£' been of t rivial origin , and it is credibly related of one 
field buyer that he rai sed the price £2 pCI' ounce for a wag<'r ! 
While this might be an exaggerated piece of pleasa ntr:~' , the 
s ituation is undoubtedly w·rong at present and necds to be 
remedied. It is particularly agg ra vated by the various mining 
locali t ies being so far apart , and out of t oueh with each other. 
Furthermore, in the same locality t he indiv idual workings and 
camps a)'(' either far apart 01' inaccess ible to {;ach oth('r, and 

the men conw little in contact with on f' another . '1'11<:'1'1" is ilO 
unit.v of purpose, cohes ion, or organisa t ion among the miners 
on account of the liv('s they lead, b1\t sonH'thing might no w be 
done officia lly to g('t things 011 n bf'Uer bus iness footing fo r 
them . 
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The wri te r has had the privilege of visiting all the mUllng ' 

fields, and coming in personal contact ind ividually and co l
lectively with nearly all the miners, and, with one ('xception, 
every s ing le man thinks that his welfare might be better cared 
for and the industry fostered by mOI'e official assistance. They arc 
most appreciative for what the Mi nes Department has already 
done on their behalf, and on account of the very remoteness 
and obscurity , and one might almost say mystery , of the indus
try , as we ll a s lack of proper organisation , t hey reali se that 
nothing more could possibly have been done in t he past for 

t hem by the Gove rnment. 

l ,et us look at the ot her s ide of it. New York and London 
al'e t il(' two controlling cent res for metal buyers, The business 
men sitting at their desks there are more to blame perhaps 
than a nyone ('Ise for existing irregula riti es, They have never 
been to Tasmania, 1'hey instruct a local broker, who in~truct8 
an Aust ralian broker , who in turn inst ructs a field buyer , 
g iving him em't e ') 1a11,d~e instructions t.o procure the metal. 

The field buyer is usuall~' a working .miner , actually diggi ng 
for and selling metal as well as buy ing it , which is of course 
unfortunate from a business standpoin t. " Tith one or t wo 
exceptions t he Australian brokers know nothing whatever about 

the 1'asmania n field s from personal experience, and the man in 
New York 0" London keeps on wondering wh y the Tasmanian 
price for metal is so abnormal. No one can blame the hard
working, industrious /I osie" miner for taking t he fu llest 

advantagp of the pf'cliliar s it uat ion and getti ng ever~' hard
earned penny he can out of it as long as it last s. But the 
momen t is coming w\lC'n the man in New York and London will 

wa ke up. 

Russian parcels are already filtering their way through 

Vladivostock , Harbin, and Shanghai , e'1l 1'01d e to America a nd 
England. " Thilc in the Far East, of very recen t date, the 
writer had an opportunity of inspect ing quite a large 

number of parcels of precious metal so derived. Colombia is 

exceeding ly busy, and Japan is out to cap t ure the ma,·kf't. 
Tasmani a ~llust therefore take steps to retain her place, and 

find out what t ~le rest of the world is doing. B,v posting the 
miner up with information , derived officially, as to what cur· 
rent pri ceI'> are in controlling centres, by r egularl y publ ish ing 



24 

same III the press in Tasman ia and Melbourne, and by sending 
out periodic official circulars by packers and carr iers from t he 
nearest resident Registrar , steps could be effectively taken to 
ensure the fullest development of t he industry, and mak ~ the 
osmiridium miners perfectly satisfied and contented with their 

lot. 

JOHN VAIL, 
GOVJ;RNJ.[ENT PRINTER, TASMASJ4. 


	Contents

