
HOUSING A WORKFORCE 

This article by Colleen O’Sullivan appeared in the Mudgee Guardian on 16 September 2013.  
 

By the beginning of 1914 the Directors of NSW Cement Lime and Coal Company had a well-
planned vision of the industry they wanted to create at Candos. They knew they had a good 
supply of coal, limestone, shale and clay near the railway line. They had secured mining 
leases and purchased four hundred acres of land from local landowner John Lloyd. They had 
already designed an aerial ropeway to carry limestone to the works site, and had planned 
railway sidings and railway station. Fifty men were employed to start building the great 
industrial complex.   
 
But a viable industry needs a permanent workforce and a workforce needs to be housed. The 
Directors knew the most stable workforce would be men who aspired to home ownership; 
who wanted to raise their children in the town and invest their energies in the community.  
 
Company officials explained on a number of occasions the company’s vision for their 
workers. The men would own land and build houses. The company was against offering 
lease-hold land (as happened at Newnes) and they had no intention of supplying cheap rental 
accommodation. They would offer for sale, quarter acre blocks of free-hold land, in a well-
planned town which would have reserves, churches and wide streets.  
 
James Dawson was contracted to survey the township and in August 1915 town blocks were 
sold on an instalment system carrying easy terms: 10% deposit and 60 monthly payments at 
5% interest.   
 
It was indeed a feasible deal for the average worker. Since the cheapest blocks were thirty 
pounds, if a man could rake up a deposit of three pounds, he should be able to pay off his 
land in five years, at around twelve shillings a month.  
 
The plan for their private village might have been clear in the directors’ vision but the reality 
of the first few years was a long way from the dream. You have to imagine what Kandos was 
like then. No nicely paved streets, no solid buildings, no carefully planted trees. Just a few 
cleared tracks running up slopes and down dips, bordered by dense scrubby bush; with tents 
and shacks scattered throughout.  
 
Many workers took up the offer to own their own land but of course they then had to build a 
house for their family. In the early years these were usually makeshift structures using 
materials at hand – corn-bags, saplings and cement. “This type of building sounds very 
fragile but ironically lasted for many years,” says Bruce Fleming in History of Kandos. 
 
No doubt the company expected that the township would be confined to their surveyed land. 
However John Lloyd, on the western side of the railway line, realised that his land would be 
more attractive to workers. It was flatter, closer to the works and cleared. Within seven 
months of the company’s first land sale, Lloyd had subdivided his land and offered the 
“Ferndale Estate” for sale under the same terms as the company. Eighteen months later the 
State Government released even cheaper blocks of land.  
 
 



In the first three years (1914-1916) up to 150 men were employed – to get the coal mine and 
quarry operating, to construct dams, tramways and railways sidings, to erect structures for 
kilns, plants, stone crushers, silos, engines and offices, and finally, to produce cement in 
August 1916. So, while it was an impressive hive of industry on the work sites, domestic 
arrangements were primitive.   
 
The first substantial accommodation was the Kandos Hotel, begun in January 1916 and 
opened eight months later. Built of bricks made on site, it was described as “large and 
palatial”, containing “some thirty rooms...equal to anything outside Sydney and the 
appointments right up-to-date in all departments”. It cost around eight thousand pounds on 
top of the two thousand seven hundred pounds for the land. The fact that six months later the 
licensee was adding 11 rooms (variously reported as 14 and 16 rooms) is an indication of the 
acute lack of accommodation in the town. In 1923 the hotel offered a range of 
accommodation: first class rooms were twelve shillings a day, second class rooms eight 
shillings a day and cubicles with board twelve shillings and sixpence a week.  
 
It was boarding houses that catered for many of the workers and these always appeared to be 
full. Robert Kerney ran a boarding house in Rodgers Street for 47 boarders in 17 or 18 
bedrooms, and when there was an over-flow he put them up in his butcher’s shop.  
 
Miss O’Brien and Mrs Butler ran two of the earliest boarding houses (1917) and these 
provided some of the social and spiritual life of the town before the Angus Hall was built, 
dances being held at Miss O’Brien’s and Mass at Mrs Butler’s.  
 
Other boarding house owners/managers I have come across are Spencer Brown, J Walsh, Bill 
Cox, Mrs Corlis, Mrs Bingham, Draughton Miletic, Mrs Holswich, Jack Howell, Mrs 
Kroenhurt and Margaret Rochester. It is obvious boarding houses catered for a significant 
number of workers over the years. 
 
Perhaps the most famous boarding house was erected in 1918 when a Sydney investor Mr A 
McLachlan arranged for Mr R M Service to erect “one of the largest and most commodious 
buildings of its kind ever constructed in a country town.” The project seemed to have the 
backing of the company.  
 
These two men, said the Mudgee Guardian, “are entitled to the gratitude of the people of 
Kandos for their worthy enterprise in thus catering for those who are not in a position to build 
homes of their own and who will doubtless settle down here when they find they can get 
accommodation.” It was to be two detached buildings, one fronting Noyes Street and one on 
company land not yet subdivided (Campbell Street). It would comprise 24 bedrooms, a social 
hall and a dining room for 50 people. Mrs Crook “a thoroughly homely lady, neat and clean” 
ran this boarding house known as “Hillside” for two years. At that time it was the highest 
building in Kandos and part of it is still standing today.  
 
Right up to the depression there was an acute shortage of housing combined with frenzied 
building - “the hum of the saw and the tap of the hammer” was how the Mudgee Guardian 
described it. Businessmen were erecting commercial buildings, usually with attached 
residences. Investors were putting up houses for the rental market. Some of the more affluent 
company workers were building solid cottages; but many workers were making do with bag 
houses. Even the government was concerned about the housing shortage and the Minister for 
Housing considered building fifty workmen’s cottages – though I don’t think that eventuated. 



 
When Kandos was proclaimed an urban area in 1918 there were murmurings from Council 
that the calico structures would have to go. However the housing shortage continued and 
workers needed accommodation, even the roughest kind. Rents were already too high. 
Kandos remained a bag town. 
 
In June 1922, the Mudgee Guardian had an article titled, “‘Plumming It’ in Kandos, 
Wretched Houses Rented at Fifteen Shillings a Week, Need For Drastic Reform”, with an 
accompanying editorial. Draughty corn-bag partitioned shelters were being rented by greedy 
landlords. The editor called on the council to do something. “In a settled industrial 
community like Kandos there is no justification,” he concluded. Four days later public 
opinion endorsed his comments. 
 
However the problem persisted. It was in February 1924, after a typhoid scare, that the 
Mudgee Guardian was again roused to expose the twenty families living in shanties on crown 
land in unsanitary, miserable conditions; and the exorbitant rents being charged for bag 
shacks on the western side of town.  Within a few days a Government Health Inspector 
arrived and a few days after that Rylstone Council advertised for a Health Inspector. Council 
voted to enforce the Public Health Act of 1915 so that such structures were demolished and 
re-built.  
 
The housing shortage and increased building of houses continued through to the Depression. 
“The shortage of houses is still acute in Kandos,” the Mudgee Guardian reported in February 
1929 and several times throughout the year. But the following year there were houses to let, 
“for the first time in the history of the town”. 
 
It was after World War 2 that once again there was a housing shortage and the NSW 
government provided fifteen houses, some on offer to the company, others for private rental. 
There was also a depleted workforce and the company came up with a scheme to fill both 
shortages. Three army huts, to provide accommodation and dining facilities, were purchased, 
dismantled, transported and erected on company land near the works site.   
 
The new residents were refugees and displaced persons from Europe. Over the following 
decades many of them bought land, built houses, raised families and injected a multicultural 
flavour into Kandos. Their gratitude to a community that welcomed them can be seen in the 
town clock, donated by the first group of migrants to become naturalised at Kandos.  
 
The cement company have left their legacy in the twentieth century town of Kandos which 
now houses workers of adjacent industries, as well as the recent intake of retirement refugees 
from the city. 
 
 
 
 
  
  


