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Ben Hills's 1989 book Blue Murder
documented the history of the Wittenoom
ming and the tragedy of the many men who
worked in the mine and, in particular, the
mill. T found that book particularly moving
and have frequently had cause to reflect on
the stories of the victims and their families,
Particularly confronting were the tales of
the battles fought to win compensation

and the strategies that C5R used to deny
responsibility and avoid liability.

It is tragic that twenty years on, I find
myself reading Miriam Miller's similarly
confronting stories of victims still battling to
overcome the measures put in place by those
whao wish to distance themselves and their
businesses from the damage and havoe they
have wreaked on workers” lives: as Miller so
poignantly suggests, Shattered Lives,

Thaose of us who work in OHS are only
too aware of the consequences of asbestos
CRpUSUDe, diowever, §am sometimes
surprised by the lack of awareness and
understanding of the nature and scale of
the problem among the general public as
represented by my students entering the
field. The late Bernie Banton (as pictured
an the cover of Miller's book) becams the
face of the battle to obtain compensation
frown James Hardie for those suffering
ashestos diseases and few people will
forget his tireless work while obviously
suffering the effects of ashestosis and later
mesothelioma. However, the story behind
the man and those like him and the affect
on their families was not generally the

focus of the media

I was completing my undergraduate

degree in OHS in 1982 when the landmartk
documentary film Alice = A fight for life

| was broadcast in the UK. This exposé on

the workings of the asbestos industry saw at
that tirne £60 million knocked off ashestos
companiss” share prices, headlines in national
newspapers, hundreds of calls and letters

of support to Yorkshire Television, and the
setting up of a government enguiry, the result
of which was the halving of the asbestos
exposure limits acrass the UK (Turton, 2007},
Haowever, as Jill Turton, Production Assistant
to the documentary sugoests,

“...ultimately it was the human

stories that made Alice so powerful, the
testimonies of the victims, some with

i awfully wasted bodies telling us their
stories, some who had only fleeting contact
i with asbestos. The most powerful and
heart rending of all was the story of Alice
i Jefferson, the Alice of me tte.

Alice had worked at Acre Mill, Hebden

! Bridge for just three months when she was

17 years old. Thirty years later she was

: diagnosed with mesothelioma and given
only six months to live. During the film
we saw Alice's condition deteriorate as the
disease progressed, and we saw her rage
against the injustice and tragedy of it all,
and we wept for her husband, her daughter
Patsy aged five, her son Paul aged 15, and
for Alice herself™,

John Willis, Producer/Director of Alice

. — A Fight For Life suggests that it “...is both
! curious and inspiring that 25 years after the
i transmission of Alice — A Fight For Life it is

still remembered and talked about by those
who are engagaed with such an important
part of our industrial history. That is largely
because the effects of asbestos can still be
felt today.” (Willis 2007,

Indeed the asbestos story is a very

: important part of our industrial history

and Miller makes a very worthwhile
contribution to this through her
documentation of the rise and fall of the
Australian asbestos industry, The origins of

the James Hardie and CSE companics and

how they came to be involved with asbesios
{ makes fascinating reading. But what makes
: this book are the personal stories that are

¢ intertwined with the history. Along with the
investigative work, Miller obviously spent
vast amounts of time listening to the stories
of the workers; lisiening to the stories of

i the families; and listening to the members
of the Asbestos Diseases Society who
continue to Aght along side thermn,

Surprisingly there is a lot of happiness

: in the personal stories. Many of the

people who found themselves working

in the James Hardie factories in Sydney
and the Wittenoom mine were European
migrants who came to Australia full of
hope and seized the opportunities that these
workplaces presented to them. They relay
many stories of good times at work, the

. friendships and the rewards that hard work
delivered. The stories of life in Wittenoom
reveal a unique community in which,
despite the heat and shortage of suppliss,
the life stvie seemed idvllic to some who
stifl miss what must have seemed like






