
T  here’s not quite a pub on every corner in 
Kalgoorlie, but there’s enough of them to  
make an impression. Not only are they 
numerous, but they are striking. There are 

pubs on three of the four corners at the intersection  
of Hannan Street (the main drag) and Maritana Street:  
the Palace, the Exchange and the former Australia  

Hotel (now student accommodation). Further  
down Hannan Street is the Kalgoorlie Hotel. 

Like so much of the town’s extravagant 
architecture, all are impressive piles  

that came from great wealth.  
The town’s streets are wide, 

purpose-designed so as to be able 
to turn a camel train around in 
them, and are lined with pubs 
adorned with wrought iron 
lattice, wide verandahs, towers 
and turrets. The streets and 
buildings speak of a time 
that still resonates in these 
parts. When the gold 
rush came to this part of 

If it’s not quite paved with gold, Kalgoorlie is certainly built on  
a strong foundation of it, and with its elaborate old buildings and 
frontier feel, it’s got a lot of stories left to tell, writes Lee Mylne.  

the heart of Kal

Western Australia in the 1890s, it was a wild and bawdy 
time, and in some respects, nothing much has changed. 

Outside the Exchange, a blackboard announces the 
names of this week’s ‘skimpies’ or topless barmaids. It’s 
not the only pub to have them, and I’ve been warned 
before arriving to choose my pub carefully in case of  
a surprise. In Kalgoorlie, a young woman confides that 
while skimpies make great tips, most don’t do it for long.   

The Palace Hotel, built in 1897, is one of the grandest 
buildings in town and was designed to be the most 
luxurious hotel outside of Perth. The two-storey stone 
hotel is still a landmark and it’s worth going inside to  
see its sweeping staircase, impressive lobby and beautiful 
stained glass windows in the large lobby cafe. Indeed, 
the upstairs Balcony Restaurant is one of the best places 
to eat in town, serving oysters, steaks and roasted meats. 

A place with so much history is not without its many 
tales and the Palace was witness to a story of lost love 
between a barmaid and a young American gold miner  
in the late 1890s. The doomed romance between  
a 22-year-old gold miner and the Kalgoorlie girl he  
left behind is even more poignant when you read the 
framed poem on the lobby wall. It begins: 
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The Palace Hotel 
was witness to  
a story of lost love 
between a barmaid 
and a young 
American miner  
in the late 1890s 
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Do you ever dream, my sweetheart, 
of a twilight long ago, 

Of a park in old Kalgoorlie, where the  
bougainvilleas grow?

Unfortunately for the local girl, the young American 
man went home to marry his college sweetheart – and  
to become the 31st president of the United States in 
1929. His name was Herbert Hoover. He had been  
a regular guest at the Palace when he worked in the 
goldfields, and guests today may notice the large, 
elaborately carved Hoover Mirror that still hangs in the 
lobby today – a gift from Hoover that he had built and 
shipped across from America when he returned there.

Don’t miss the chance for a look at Australia’s largest 
open-cut mine. The Super Pit lookout, on the Goldfields 
Highway just out of town, allows you to look deep into 
the earth. From this vantage point, the huge trucks 
working the pit look like tiny matchbox toys. At its 
fullest extent, the pit stretches for 3.9 kilometres in one 
direction, 1.6 kilometres in another, and reach a depth of 
500 metres. You almost have to see it to comprehend it. 

It’s also worth heading to the Mining Hall of Fame, 
which has five interactive galleries telling the story 

of mining. While you’re there, you can do an 
underground tour, pan for gold, watch a gold 

pour and wander through a miner’s village.   
Kalgoorlie’s other famous – and unusual 

– tourist attractions are the brothels of Hay 
Street. There were once about 25 brothels 
operating in Kalgoorlie, but now there are 
just two, both of which open their doors to 

tourists at certain times so they can learn 
about this other, more colourful part of the 

goldfields’ history. Questa Casa, which claims  
to be one of the world’s longest operating brothels, 

is open for guided tours at 2pm daily for $20 per person, 
and if you get together a group of eight or more, the other 
brothel – Langtrees 181 – runs group tours.  

Opening page: The 
Exchange Hotel, home 

of the ‘skimpy’. 
This page, from 

above: The Palace 
Hotel; the Hoover 

Mirror at the Palace. 

 

Fast Fact
The statue of Kalgoorlie 
founder and gold miner 

Paddy Hannan outside the 
Kalgoorlie Town Hall is  

a replica. The original is in the 
Mining Hall of Fame, safely 

removed as a target  
for vandals.  
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For a look at a town that didn’t quite boom the way 
Kalgoorlie did, take a drive 70 kilometres north to Ora  
Banda (the last 10 kilometres are unsealed). The town 
with the Spanish name (it means band of gold) was  
once home to about 2,500 people but today, it’s more  
of a ghost town, and there’s just the one lonesome  
stone-walled Ora Banda Historical Inn. It’s a popular 
spot for lunch, with two grassy beer gardens for kids  
to play in, especially on a Sunday when Kalgoorlie  
goes very quiet. “It’s a quiet day here if we do less  
than 100 lunches,” says Rhonda Lucas, who owns  
and runs the pub with her husband Michael. 

This year, Ora Banda – the town and the pub  
– celebrated its centenary, something that almost  
seems a miracle when you hear the hair-raising tales  
of its modern history. It’s hard to imagine, but little  
more than a decade ago this was one of the most 
notorious crime scenes on the Western Australia 
goldfields. Evidence of that is still to be seen in the bar, 
where the scars of a bomb blast that ripped the hotel 
apart in 2000 have been left in the pressed metal wall. 
It’s a sordid tale of shootings and retaliations, bikies, 
corrupt cops, bombings, arson and murder that resulted 
in three deaths and the closure of the hotel. It’s all there 
to read about in a scrapbook on the main bar. 

“The previous owner did the renovations and he left 
part of the damage there so that people could see what  
[the bomb] had done,” says Rhonda Lucas. It’s a talking 
point all right. Ironically, it was these incidents that put  
Ora Banda on the map and the tiny bush pub became  
a tourist attraction. “There aren’t many pubs you can 
take kids to in Kal,” says Rhonda. “So we get a lot of 
families who come out here for the day.” 

FactFile
WHERE TO STAY
The Palace Hotel
137 Hannan Street, Kalgoorlie
08 9021 2788,  
www.palacehotel.com.au
Rydges Kalgoorlie
21 Davidson Street, Kalgoorlie
08 9080 0800,
www.rydges.com/kalgoorlie

WHERE TO EAT: 
Balcony Bar & Restaurant
137 Hannan Street, Kalgoorlie
08 9021 2788, 
www.palacehotel.com.au
Dome Cafe
149 Hannan Street, Kalgoorlie 
08 9022 2111 
www.domecoffees.com.au 

WHAT TO DO: 
Questa Casa Brothel Tour
133 Hay Street, Kalgoorlie.
Book through the Kalgoorlie Goldfields Visitor Centre, 
1800 004 653 or 08 9021 1966.
Mining Hall of Fame
Goldfields Highway, Kalgoorlie. 
08 9026 2700,
www.mininghall.com

MORE inFORMATiOn:
www.kalgoorlietourism.com

Above and below: 
The 18-hole Kalgoorlie 
Golf Course; dining at 
the Palace Hotel.

 

Fast Fact
The new 18-hole 

Kalgoorlie Golf Course, vying 
for a place in the top 10 desert 
golf courses rankings, is part of 
the Nullarbor Links, the world’s 
longest golf course, which runs 
for 1,365 kilometres between 

Kalgoorlie and Ceduna in 
South Australia. 
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