
2 November 2009 
Madam Speaker Aagaard took the Chair at 10 am. 
 

STATEMENT BY SPEAKER 
Mr William Joseph (Joe) Fisher AM – Death of 

 
Madam SPEAKER: Honourable members, it is with deep regret that I advise of the 
death on 12 January 2009 of Mr William Joseph (Joe) Fisher AM, a former appointed 
member of the Legislative Council, former elected member of the Legislative Council 
and distinguished Territorian.  

VISITORS 
 
Madam SPEAKER: Honourable members, I draw to your attention the presence in 
the gallery of the family and friends of the late Mr Fisher. In particular, I acknowledge 
his widow, Mrs Eleanor Fisher - they were married for 68 years and it would have 
been 69 years in April; their sons and wives, Mr Rob and Mrs Trix Fisher, Mr John 
and Mrs Jenny Fisher, and Mr Greg and Mrs Sue Fisher. I understand that many of 
Mr Fisher’s 12 grandchildren and 20 great-grandchildren are also present this 
morning. 
 
On behalf of all honourable members, I extend to you a very warm welcome. 
 
Members: Hear, hear! 
 
Madam SPEAKER: Honourable members, I also acknowledge the presence of Mr 
Scott Perkins, the CEO of the Resources Council, and guests from the mining 
sector, as well as a group of 17 Rotarians recognising the very long association of 
Mr Fisher with Rotary. On behalf of all honourable members, I extend to you a very 
warm welcome. 
 
Members: Hear, hear! 

CONDOLENCE MOTION 
Mr William Joseph (Joe) Fisher AM 

 
Mr HENDERSON (Chief Minister)(by leave): Madam Speaker, I move - That this 
Assembly:  

(a) express its deep regret at the death of Mr William Joseph (Joe) Fisher AM, 
a former appointed member of the Legislative Council,  
a former elected member of the Legislative Council and place on record its 
appreciation of his long and distinguished service to  
the people of the Northern Territory; and 
(b) tender its profound sympathy to his family and friends. 

 
Joe Fisher passed away last month at the age of 90, about 55 years to the day of his 
arrival in Darwin in January 1954. It was a life that witnessed remarkable changes in 
the Territory and, in many of those changes, Mr Fisher was an active participant as a 
member of the Legislative Council, as a commentator but, above all, as a key player 
in the Territory’s mining industry. Perhaps the size of that change can be measured 
by his first sight of Darwin Harbour, which was then still littered with shipwrecks from 
the bombing of Darwin. Apart from a few paved roads in the town centre and on the 



road out to Berrimah, ‘dirt roads were the order of the day’, he would write many 
years later. 
 
Joe had already spent 17 years in the mining industry on Cape York and had arrived 
in Darwin to work for Northern Uranium Development which had exploration leases 
under the 1953 Atomic Energy Act in the upper South Alligator region - an area he 
would be linked with for the rest of his life. His work led to the establishment of El 
Sharana, a base camp for a number of small uranium deposits in the region, and 
Moline, a processing plant for the area.  
 
It was a tough life, with equipment initially dropped in by chopper before the first 
airstrip was built. One of the first loads to be dropped in was a wheelbarrow and a 
shovel. During the same era, in the 1950s, Joe Fisher explored huge tracts of the 
Territory as well as the Kimberley, much of it by air with Ozzie Osgood, an early 
aviation pioneer whose name is commemorated nowadays by a road to Darwin 
Airport behind Bunnings.  
 
It was hairy flying by all accounts, hundreds of hours with flyovers as little as 20 feet 
above the ground. According to Ozzie, and I quote: ‘We did not realise or did not 
care how dangerous it was’. On one occasion the pair landed in a clearing too short 
for both of them to take off. Joe Fisher extended another clearing, by hand, a few 
miles away, which allowed both of them to get out in one piece. However, this and 
other exploration work led to the ultimate finding of important gold, copper, and 
diamond deposits, amongst others.  
 
Joe was to maintain a lifelong involvement with the mining industry in the Territory, 
and was recognised as a life member of what was the NT Minerals Council and the 
Darwin branch of the Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy, on which he 
served as President in 1984. He was honoured with an AM for his services to the 
mining industry.  
 
We pay particular tribute to Joe Fisher today for his service in the Legislative 
Council, on which he served from 1961 to 1974. These were the days of an 
appointed Legislative Council and, for his first eight years, that is how he served. But 
if anyone thought he would be a lapdog of Canberra, they could not be more wrong. 
He was a constant thorn in Canberra’s side, once daring the Commonwealth 
government to sack him for its refusal to assent to the Child Welfare Ordinance.  
 
He also played a key role in the 1962 signing of a Grand Remonstrance to federal 
parliament in a protest against the lack of commitment to the Territory and its 
constitutional advancement. He did this, even though he was an appointed member 
of the Legislative Council. The original Grand Remonstrance led to the beheading of 
Charles I. The then Menzies’ government escaped this fate, at least in part, by 
refusing to accept the delivery of the document because its language was not 
‘respectful, decorous or temperate’. I have to get a copy of it, Madam Speaker. The 
original of that document has now been returned to this parliament as a 
commemoration of the Territory’s constitutional development. That will have to be a 
‘must see’ later today.  
 
As well as being an appointed member of the Legislative Council from 1961 to 1969, 



he was one of its first elected members, serving in Fannie Bay after a 1969 by-
election, and re-elected in 1971.  
 
At this point, I pay tribute to Eleanor, Joe’s wife of 68 remarkable years. The role of 
Territory women in our development is underrated or ignored. Eleanor Fisher 
personified the strength of so many women who, like her, lived through very tough 
times, in very tough conditions, in raising families - in this case, three surviving sons, 
12 grandchildren and 20 great-grandchildren. All in this Assembly can only admire 
her for her strength and her contribution to the Northern Territory as well as her 
devotion to her husband for nearly seven decades.  
 
Members: Hear, hear! 
 
Mr HENDERSON: Madam Speaker, I should add a footnote here. Eleanor Fisher 
deserves a place in the Territory’s culinary hall of fame. In the 1960s, she won a 
national White Wings competition with her recipe for buffalo burgers. She may not 
have invented them but, certainly, must rank as the producer of one of the Territory’s 
first culinary exports to the rest of the nation. 
 
Joe Fisher was an early proponent of what would finally become Kakadu and Keep 
River National Parks and served on the Northern Territory Reserves Board, the 
predecessor of today’s Parks and Wildlife, from 1965 to 1974. The bridge leading 
into Kakadu was named after him in 1993; an unusual honour for a living person.  
 
As well as serving the mining industry, Joe Fisher was a man of firm opinions - and 
not just on mining. He held passionate views on government, Aboriginal affairs, 
statehood, the environment, and development. From 1978 to 1982, Joe Fisher had a 
regular opinion piece in the NT News. As Joe described it, it was, ‘a little column in 
the local rag’, but it provoked much debate and controversy - not least, I confess, 
from people on my side of politics.  
 
Madam Speaker, last year we farewelled another pioneer of the Territory’s 
constitutional and economic development, Sam Calder. Today we bid adieu to 
another in Joe Fisher. Neither was from our side of politics, but that is not the point. 
Honouring the legacy of their work and their commitment to the Territory is 
something we do as a whole parliament, as a body that serves all of the Northern 
Territory and represents all Territorians - just as Joe Fisher tried to do over many 
years. 
 
Our condolences go to his wife Eleanor, his extended family and his many friends, 
as we mark the passing of a long-time Territorian who did make a difference to this 
great Territory. 
 
Members: Hear, hear! 
 
Mr MILLS (Opposition Leader): Madam Speaker, I support this important motion to 
acknowledge the passing of a legend. The term ‘pioneer’ is widely used, and is even 
over-used. However, to describe William Joseph Fisher as a Northern Territory 
pioneer is an understatement. He was a miner, a conservationist, a politician, a 
champion of the uranium industry, a newspaper columnist, a recipient of the Order of 



Australia, an author, and Rotarian, and, to those who knew him, behind those 
twinkling, smiling eyes, a good bloke.  
 
He arrived in Darwin in 1954 with his family from Cairns. His public service included 
being a non-official member of the Legislative Council from 1960, then as an elected 
member until 1974. But it is for his work outdoors, and not what he did as a 
legislator, that Joe is really remembered.  
 
Life in the Territory in the 1960s was tough, but, rest assured, Joe was tougher. 
Compared to today, Australia was a rather primitive place, but in the Territory it was 
downright archaic. 
 
Consider this story from 1966, within the time frame of most of us in this Chamber, 
when Joe had landed on the Cobourg Peninsula in a Bell G3 helicopter in search of 
bauxite deposits. After a successful trip, they prepared to leave, and when it was 
time to return:  

We climbed aboard and then, with a loud bang, the battery blew up as the 
pilot started the motor. An awkward situation, as no battery meant no radio 
and no self-starter.  
It looked like an uncomfortable night ahead. The pilot suddenly cheered up 
and said: ‘Look, this is an old model and it might have a crank handle tied to 
the side trusses’.  
It was there, we untied it and it was about six feet in length. I thought this 
would be great, watching the pilot using the crank handle. But it was not to be. 
The pilot had to be  
in the cockpit. It was a two-handed crank handle and it was mighty hard to 
turn. The geologist and I took turns and when were nearly exhausted, the 
engine burst into life … 

 
Joe finished this story in typical deadpan style:  

In the following years I do not recall any other similar machine carrying a 
crank handle. 

 
Joe was a man of a thousand stories, and a fistful of strange facts. In his book, Trials 
and Triumphs, he tells how the Coronation Hill uranium deposit was so named 
because its mineral riches were discovered on the same day as Queen Elizabeth 
assumed the throne on 2 June 1953.  
 
It was he, the champion of mining in Queensland and the Territory, who made the 
first formal proposal in the Legislative Council to turn the 2000 km2 parcel of Kakadu 
into a national park. By the same token, he was furious that, when the national park 
was finally declared, it was more than 10 times the size he originally recommended. 
To his death, he was scathing of the Commonwealth stewardship of the Northern 
Territory. In typical colourful fashion, proclaiming the policy of many federal 
governments since 1911 always reminded him, ‘of a large, powerful dog guarding a 
juicy bone that it was too full to eat, but did not intend to share’. Part of his frustration 
was his belief that Kakadu was a source of untold riches and home to hundreds of 
billions of dollars from potential mineral export earnings.  
 
While he was undoubtedly a passionate, committed, pioneering Territorian, first and 



foremost, the legacy that lasts is his family. To be there at his farewell and to have 
seen the family in strength swells your heart with pride, and you realise what is really 
important. To see those boys over there - two of them sporting moustaches just like 
Dad, the three of them looking just like him - he is with us still in his family. That is 
the strongest testimony you can have to the quality of a man. May he rest in peace. 
 
Members: Hear, hear! 
 
Ms LAWRIE (Deputy Chief Minister): Madam Speaker, I offer my condolences to 
the family of Joe Fisher. It is beautiful to see you in parliament today, and also his 
friends, the many long-term Territorians who have known Joe and his family for so 
long.  
 
My first memories of Joe were of when I was a five-year-old, at the old Legislative 
Council, where he was one of the characters who certainly stood out from the pack. 
As you have heard from the Chief Minister and the Leader of the Opposition, he was 
a man of enormous passion for the Territory. He was not a follower, he was a leader. 
He earned that title of ‘pioneer’ in the mining sector with incredible feats of 
exploration that he undertook throughout the Territory and, as you have heard in the 
debate, he had passion for our country.  
 
At the funeral, I was talking to Dave Lindner, who is a bit of a wild man of the Kakadu 
country area. Dave talked about all the memories he had of Joe and how Joe was, 
as he said, happiest when he was out in a bush camp, living rough and could take 
the rough aspects of the Territory bush better than most people.  
 
He was a very strong man but, as often is the case, along with enormous toughness, 
steel, and strength, he had enormous compassion and love - and that compassion 
and love was for his family. He was a very proud man, but incredibly proud of his 
family. As we know, any successful person in life is successful because, generally, 
they have people around them to support them through their endeavours. Joe had a 
tremendous strength in his widow, Eleanor, and the love of his children, the love of 
his grandchildren and his great-grandchildren, some of whom are here.  
 
I acknowledge and pay tribute to the family who supported Joe through what must 
have been an incredible life of adventure with an incredible man as the patriarch of 
the family. I know that strength of his will be passed down through the generations, 
and it is great to see. I am quite excited about all the Fishers we have in the Territory 
still, and I am sure they are doing great feats in their own way. I have quite a few of 
the family living in my electorate of Karama where, ultimately, Eleanor and Joe 
settled to be closer to family.  
 
As the Chief Minister said, he was not of this side of politics, but I have many fond 
memories and funny stories that my mother has told me. She was the woman in the 
middle of the political spectrum for all those years, as Gerry is now. She sat there as 
an Independent. As a child I saw both sides and I judged a person not on their 
politics but on their character, as children often do - you look at the person and he 
was a man of tremendous character. Joe was a fantastic person and a tremendous 
Territorian.  
 



It would be good for Territory schools to have his book, Trials and Triumphs in their 
libraries - it is a phenomenal read. It tells so much of our history. I commend all 
members to encourage your school libraries to get copies of Joe’s books. It is a story 
of the Territory and a Territorian’s commitment and passion for the Territory, a 
passion which I am sure we all share.  
 
We will pursue the legacy of Joe Fisher; that is, the strength and independence of 
the Territory. We will not stop the fight for our self-determination. We are still a 
Territory. We still are under the control of Canberra. That is a fight and a cudgel 
taken up by our member for Arnhem through Statehood. Men like Joe Fisher, Sam 
Calder, Dick Ward - our forebears in this parliament, in the Legislative Council and in 
the first elected Legislative Assemblies - require us to continue the fight in Canberra 
for absolute independence for our great Territory. It is a commitment we have. I 
commit myself to the memory of our great, strong leaders who preceded us in the 
Council. Joe Fisher stood out amongst a group of great leaders.  
 
This is my simple condolence to the family of Joe. You knew him better than any of 
us could imagine and the love that I have seen, the embracing, is a fantastic legacy 
in itself. Trials and Triumphs gives us a glimpse of the enormous legacy he has left 
the Territory. Thank you for having shared him with the Territory through the 
decades. 
 
Ms PURICK (Goyder): Madam Speaker, I support the condolence motion for Joe 
Fisher. It is, indeed, a pleasure and a privilege to pay my respects today in this 
House to the Old Man of Territory Mining, Joe Fisher.  
 
Joe Fisher was a true gentleman and a genuine pioneer of the exploration and 
mining industry in the Northern Territory. He was a staunch advocate for the 
development of the Territory at a time when not everyone saw the potential of the 
north. Joe’s contribution to the Territory was considerable, and he will be 
remembered for his love of a challenge, capacity for hard work, and good common 
sense. 
 
Joe’s days of mining were when it was a pick and shovel affair. It must have been 
those days of hard yakka, sweat, and toil that gave Joe his health and longevity. His 
early days in the Territory were spent in the Top End, particularly around the Pine 
Creek and Alligator Rivers region. Joe was there when Coronation Hill was mined. 
He was there when the gold mines were popping up like daisies in the Pine Creek 
region; and he was walking across the back blocks of what is now called Kakadu. 
We have heard that Joe was involved in the naming of Kakadu and also setting the 
boundaries. 
 
I am quite sure that he was a staunch supporter of conservationism, and it shows 
that, as was the case with Joe, mining and the protection of the environment can go 
hand-in-hand and co-exist. Joe was also into diamond exploration - although, if he 
did find them, I never got to see any of them - and did a lot of work in the Merlin 
area. He worked with the original company, Ashton Mining, which explored and 
made discoveries. 
 
There was not a mineral that Joe did not know about, and there was not a mineral 



that he was not prepared to try to find in the Northern Territory. Perhaps it was from 
those days of working in the Alligator Rivers region that Joe became such a strong 
advocate for the uranium industry, even though most of Australia, at that time, would 
not say the word, let alone support the industry. This support never wavered, and it 
was about this time that I met Joe when I started work at the Minerals Council. 
 
He was a champion like no other. He loved the Territory, its land, and its people. Joe 
gave the time of day to everyone, and I do not recall anyone having a bad word to 
say about him. He was polite, he was courteous - a true gentleman. He knew all 
about legislation, particularly mining, uranium and land rights. He gave no slack to 
any colour of politician at any level. If they did not recognise the wealth of the 
Territory and its development needs, then he was not sure that they should still be 
standing. He had a passion for the Gulf region and he wanted to see it develop and 
open up; perhaps one day soon it will develop the way he saw it. 
 
We often had meetings with visiting southern politicians. I recall that they would walk 
into the room and see this slightly ageing fellow, with silver-grey hair, sitting there 
quietly. I am sure they thought to themselves: ‘Hmm, this will be a bit of a pushover’. 
And then Joe started to talk. They were left with no misunderstandings about how 
things should be done and what they were meant to do - that is, the federal 
politicians - and what they were, more importantly, doing wrong. Generally, the next 
time these people visited the Territory, they had the answers ready, and they were 
always pleased to talk with Joe. 
 
Joe’s thirst for knowledge and his activity level never waned. Well into his 70s he 
started to write his first book and then went on to write his second book. I have 
signed copies of both books and I have read them. Joe wrote and organised the 
publishing himself. He would often come to the Minerals Council with scraps of 
paper, old maps and scripts. My then Office Manager, Sue Langmair, would patiently 
type them up and give them back to Joe. After the work had all been done, Joe 
would stroll back into the office and leave a bottle of champagne behind for Sue to 
say thank you. Joe was such a lovely man that he would bring two bottles of 
champagne into the office, unannounced, every Christmas, for Sue and me with the 
simple words: ’These are for you to enjoy’.  
 
Joe was a Rotary man all his life and while I do not know much about this part of his 
life, we sure as hell knew when the Tomaris Sweep was on and obediently bought all 
the tickets that Joe brought into the office. We made sure that every book was sold 
on the day Joe said he was coming back to collect them. I recall when he used to 
help on the Rotary chocolate wheel; it was a brave person who tried to walk past Joe 
without buying a ticket - that is for sure. 
 
Joe may have been a conservative person and a deeply religious man, but that did 
not mean he did not have fun. He loved his red wine and a party, and Eleanor was 
his main party organiser, both for milestone birthdays and marriage celebrations, 
complete with belly dancers - I was at that party, I believe it was his 70th or 80th, and 
it was a hoot. 
 
In preparing for this today, I rang around a few of my crusty old miner mates, and 
asked them if they had some words or some thoughts and memories of Joe. One of 



the examples I was given – and mining people and exploration people would 
remember this and possibly the minister over there, who is chuckling – was when 
Joe would be at our functions, our lunches, our dinners, and a politician or a person 
would be the guest speaker. They would finish and it would be time for questions. 
Guaranteed, Joe Fisher was the first one with his hand up. He had a question and he 
asked the question. However, before he asked the question he had to have a little 
conversation with the guest speaker to show them, perhaps, where they were not 
quite going the right way. We could guarantee that Joe would always kick off the 
question times. 
 
The other quirky thing was that Joe was one of the signatories on the Minerals 
Council’s cheque accounts. Sue Langmair would go around there with the 
documentation and ask him to co-sign the cheques. There was always a cheque 
written out for ‘representation’. Joe kept saying to Sue: ‘What is this representation?’ 
Sue said: ‘Joe, that is when the executive goes out to lunch’. ‘Oh, that is a good 
name for it’. 
 
I have some words from one of Joe’s colleagues from the Minerals Council days, 
Grant Watt. Grant was President of the Minerals Council for many years, and also 
one of the early explorers in the uranium province. These are his words, for Joe’s 
wife, Eleanor, and family: 

It seems to be a bad year for my old mates. First, Joe Fisher passed away at 
the age of 90, then another, a mere spring chicken at 89, Peter Howson, 
former Minister for  
Aboriginal Affairs, passed away last week.  
 
Both taught me a lot. Joe about the history of the Territory, especially about 
the history of the Kakadu region and mining (or sometimes not mining) in the 
Territory.  
Howson, founder of the Bennelong Society, taught me a lot about Aboriginal 
affairs and the politics of the Coalition from McMahon’s days, until a few days 
before he  
passed away in Geelong.  
 
When I was chairing meetings at the old Minerals Council, Joe was always 
first cab off the rank, whether it be land access, proposed amendments to the 
Land Rights  
Act or more government legislation slowing down the exploration of mining in 
the Territory. When visiting politicians, federal or Territory, visited the council, 
Joe was  
on to them before they had the chance to settle into their chairs and start their 
spiel, leaving some quite bemused but always better informed about the 
mining industry  
in the Territory. 
 
To say the least, Joe spoke at length at Executive meetings. Some of his 
fellow committee members often asked why I, as Chairman of the meetings, 
didn’t limit Joe’s  
speaking time. When I suggested that they might like to intervene, they 
immediately went into reverse. Joe may have seemed to be slightly repetitive 



at times but  
no one could dispute his facts and knowledge, nor deny his enthusiasm.  
 
I always had a dark suspicion about Joe. Sometimes when he had finished 
talking someone would ask a question which Joe didn’t seem to hear. 
Sometimes I suspected  
that, ever clever and wise Joe Fisher may just have turned down or even 
removed his hearing aid. 
 
A true Territorian, he will be sadly missed by all who knew him. 
 
From Grant and Carmen Watt. 

This is from Ron and Patricia Matthews - Ron was Exploration Manager for Cameco 
Exploration in the Territory: 

To me, Joe represented the exploration spirit of the Northern Territory. A true 
icon for the mining industry. I don’t believe many people up there truly 
appreciated his contribution.  
He had strong views and was not afraid to stand up for them. He was a strong 
supporter and a proponent for the uranium industry, and if it wasn’t for him the 
industry and the NT  
wouldn’t be where it is today. He stood firm and strong and dealt with criticism 
very effectively. He was, as we well know, a true gentleman and very much a 
family man. We were  
privileged to have been welcomed into his family and it was a privilege to 
have known him.  
 
Please pass on our best wishes and condolences to Eleanor and his family. 
 
Ron and Patricia Matthews. 

Madam Speaker, Joe never stopped living and he was blessed in so many ways. 
The main blessing in his life was his wife of nearly 70 years, Eleanor. Eleanor was 
his life and soul. He loved her above all else, and anyone who knew them could see 
this. Joe’s life on earth has ended, but his enduring spirit will live on in his family – in 
Eleanor, in his sons Rob, John, Greg, and their wives Trix, Jenny and Sue, and the 
many grandchildren and great-grandchildren who are here today. We have been 
blessed by Joe’s friendship and love. He will be missed but never forgotten. My 
condolences to you all. 
 
Vale, Joe Fisher! 
 
Mr VATSKALIS (Primary Industry, Fisheries and Resources): Madam Speaker, I 
support the motion and pay tribute to Joe Fisher AM, a pioneer explorer in the mining 
industry, a highly effective politician, a journalist, a family man, and a proud 
Territorian. 
 
At 90 years of age, Joe passed away on 12 January 2009. He and his wife, Eleanor, 
had four children, 12 grandchildren and 20 great-grandchildren. He was born in 
Queensland. He went to primary school in Brisbane and won a scholarship to 
Brisbane Grammar School. His family moved north to the Batavia and Coen 
goldfields in Cape York in the 1930s.  



 
Joe met his wife, Eleanor Roberts, a nurse at Cairns Base Hospital, whilst visiting a 
work colleague. Joe married Eleanor at St Michael’s Catholic Church in Gordonvale, 
Queensland, on 24 April 1940 - and I apologise if I disclose information here that I 
should not. The first son, Jef, was born in 1941 in Gordonvale, then John, was born 
in Brisbane in 1943.  
 
The family then moved to Mt Morgan, where Joe worked at the Mt Morgan copper 
mine and commenced studying for a mining diploma at the Mt Morgan Technical 
College. As a student, Joe joined the Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy. 
Joe’s third son, Robert, was born at Mt Morgan in 1946. The family returned to Cape 
York after the war and eventually settled into suitable accommodation at the 
Wenlock goldfields. Mining operations continued under extreme conditions until 
finally ceasing at the end of the 1952 Wet Season. The family then moved to Coen, 
and worked at his brother Norm’s transport business.  
 
In 1954, the family moved to Cairns, where Joe soon accepted a position as field 
superintendent for a Melbourne-based syndicate, Northern Uranium Development, 
exploring for uranium. This syndicate held exploration areas in north Queensland 
and the Rum Jungle area of the Northern Territory. During this time, Joe spent a 
considerable amount of time exploring throughout the northern part of Australia, and 
at the company’s Melbourne headquarters. This was to be the start of a long 
association with the Northern Territory mining industry.  
 
Joe’s fourth son, Gregory, was born in 1955 in Cairns, and the family moved to the 
Northern Territory in 1955. Joe was heavily involved in the discovery and mining of 
uranium, and later gold, silver, and lead in the South Alligator valley region, which 
was later to be declared Stage 3 of the Kakadu National Park, including El Sharana, 
Rockhole, Palette, Scinto, Coronation Hill, Sliesbeck, Moline, and the Evelyn Mine.  
 
The El Sharana deposit, discovered by Joe and his team, was recognised as one of 
the richest uranium lodes in the world. El Sharana was named after the daughters of 
one of his field staff, Ellen, Sharon and Anna. In 1958, operations were moved to 
Moline, where uranium ore from the South Alligator valley was trucked to Moline, 
producing considerable gold from this ore as a by-product.  
 
N & I Fisher, owned by Joe’s brother Norm, was the transport contractor using AEC 
body trucks and dog trailers. Operations were confined to the Dry Season only due 
to the non-existence of good roads and bridges.  
 
Joe had been involved in many other exploration and mining ventures around the 
Territory, including the Maranboy tin field, Running Creek copper deposit, Mathison 
Creek barite, Mt Diamond copper mine, Goodall Mine, and Evelyn Mine.  
 
Joe served as a non-official member of the old Legislative Council from 1960 and 
won a by-election for the seat of Fannie Bay in 1969 as an Independent. Joe later 
held the seat of Port Darwin until 1974. Joe became famous during this time for 
challenging the federal government to sack him after he slammed their refusal to 
assent to the Child Welfare Ordinance. Joe was a member of the Northern Territory 
Reserves Board from 1965 to 1974, which looked after national parks and reserves 



throughout the Northern Territory.  
 
Joe also had a literary bent, writing a weekly column for the Northern Territory 
News from 1978 through to 1982, and publishing two books, Battlers in the Bush in 
1998, and Trials and Triumphs in the Northern Territory and Northern Australia in 
2002. I agree with the member for Karama, every school should have a copy of 
those books. My copy, given to me personally by Joe, stays firmly planted in my 
bookcase.  
 
Joe wrote about his first encounter with the Territory in his second book. During a 
visit to the ‘war wrecked town’ of Darwin in 1954, he wrote:  

Darwin had mostly dirt roads but it was a cosmopolitan town where houses 
were never locked and rarely robbed. 

 
In 1980, Joe commenced an extensive exploration program on Ringwood Station, 
south-east of Adelaide River, which led to the discovery of the Goodall Mine, which 
poured its first gold in 1988. In 1984, Joe became President of the Australian 
Institute of Mining and Metallurgy. Joe was instrumental in the discovery of the 
Merlin diamond pipes and the Argyle Diamond Mine in Western Australia.  
 
Joe retired from active work in 1995, but continued to roam the countryside with a 
geology pick in hand. He spent his time with his large family and his relatives 
throughout the country. I know the Chief Minister and the member for Karama said 
he was not from our side of politics, and he certainly was not, but we never had a 
disagreement, especially when he discovered that I shared his view about uranium. 
We both believed that uranium mining exploration was acceptable and without 
danger, so that was the end of any political disagreement and argument I would 
have had with Joe. I was one of his kind; we believed the same thing.  
 
In 2007, Joe was quoted as saying:  

Now it is realised that uranium, naturally occurring, is not going to harm 
anyone, I see the industry … as being a very viable one, because the people 
who are normally against  
it on principle have now realised that the government is supporting it and have 
changed their principles. They have nothing to back their fears, and it is a very 
viable industry  
with a long-term future. 

 
That was in 2007. It took quite a while for people to change their minds and certain 
political parties to change their position. But Joe was certainly a visionary. May he 
rest in peace. 
 
Mr TOLLNER (Fong Lim): Madam Speaker, I support the motion. To me, Joe 
Fisher was a lovely old man, a fellow I have known on and off for 15 years or so. 
Reference has been made today to Sam Calder, whose passing left a hole in the 
Territory because, as I said at the time, Sam Calder, like Joe Fisher, was that breed 
of person who sought to fight for the rights of Territorians to determine our own 
future. We, as parliamentarians, particularly in this place, owe a debt of gratitude to 
people like Sam Calder and Joe Fisher. Without those fellows, the world and the 
system we know in the Northern Territory would be very different. 



 
It is very difficult to imagine what things were like. The member for Karama said she 
was a five-year-old watching the sittings of the Legislative Council. However, for 
most of us, it is very difficult to understand what the Territory was like in those days, 
and how poor we were in the eyes of some of our interstate counterparts.  
 
Joe Fisher was one of those people who did a huge amount for the constitutional 
development of the Territory and it is something that we, as parliamentarians, should 
never forget. 
 
Joe, as has also been mentioned, had a rich mining history, a rich conservation 
history, and a history of being a big supporter of the environment. These things do 
not always sit together in many people’s minds. I know the battles I had in Canberra 
with some of the people in the bureaucracies in the Northern Territory, who believed 
that any tourist or any mine was a blight on the environment. Joe was of the school 
that believed not only could mining, parks, tourism, and other ventures co-exist but 
they could all thrive and complement one another. To some extent, that is rather 
progressive thinking. Views like that are relatively accepted these days, but over the 
years have not always been so. Joe was a big supporter of preserving our natural 
environment and, at the same time, utilising some of the resources the environment 
provided to eke out a living for ourselves and continue to preserve the environment. 
 
The member for Goyder mentioned the area of land rights. It seemed that Joe was 
an expert in so many things. In my time in the federal parliament, I would have a little 
query on something, and I would bump into Joe in the street and ask: ‘What do you 
think about this?’ or ‘What do you think about that?’ Joe always had a response. He 
always had a particular point of view on a particular issue you could ponder 
somewhere down the track. I found Joe an incredible resource, almost a living 
historian, and the wealth of knowledge he had about the development of the Territory 
and what was in the Territory, I found was unmatched by other people I have met. 
His knowledge was incredible.  
 
For a bloke who had done so much throughout his life, he was an incredibly humble 
person. He did not try to put it over you or talk up his own achievements - far from it. 
He was an inherently decent bloke. For those reasons, I find his passing incredibly 
sad. He is from a generation of people who value decency, humbleness, and lack of 
hubris. I believe the Territory will miss Joe Fisher enormously.  
 
I extend my condolences to Eleanor, the children, the grandchildren, and the great-
grandchildren. You should feel proud, because Joe Fisher was a man who did so 
much for all of us and was a great Territorian. I am incredibly pleased to have had 
the opportunity to make these remarks. 
 
Mr GUNNER (Fannie Bay): Madam Speaker, today we heard the Chief Minister and 
other members talk about the significant achievements of William Joseph Fisher, and 
they were many - from his work as a politician, as a journalist, in the mining industry 
and, perhaps most importantly, as an active member of the community. 
 
I have always believed it is important, as members in this Chamber, that we 
remember and respect the work of those who have gone before us, especially when 



they are members who have served the same local community that we do. We follow 
in their footsteps and we build on their achievements. I believe the number of guests 
in the Chamber today is a measure of the man and of what Joe achieved. 
 
Over the last few days I have spoken with a few people who were close to Joe, and it 
was clear that he was much loved and respected. I want to share a couple of their 
observations of Joe. The first thing anyone talked about when they talked about Joe 
was his family. He was very much a family man, with his wife, Eleanor, their children, 
grandchildren, great-grandchildren. He was honest, forthright, and proud to be a 
Territorian and, like most Territorians, he had a healthy sense of humour. I love his 
e-mail address: lostinspace@goodship.enterprise.com. 
 
It was these character traits that formed his life in public service, a service that went 
beyond his years as a politician. He spent a large part of his life in charitable 
services; Joe was a Rotarian for a little over 40 years. The Darwin Rotary Club does 
much great work and Joe helped with club projects like Meals on Wheels, and the 
Christmas parties they organised for underprivileged children.  
 
The member for Goyder talked about the chocolate wheel. I am sure we have all 
bought tickets in the chocolate wheel; I know that I have - I have not won anything 
but I always buy a ticket. The chocolate wheel raises about $25 000 a year, which is 
all given to charity. Rotary was also responsible for another Territory tradition, the 
Tomaris Sweep which, unfortunately, is not held any more. We can all remember the 
card table in the mall. It looked like a pretty hot job and I understand Joe and Eleanor 
would volunteer to man the stall. I believe it takes a pretty close couple to sit out in 
the sun, for several hours on end, selling raffle tickets. Mind you, back then there 
were probably a few more trees in the mall.  
 
Rotary is not all hard work though. There are the odd social occasions with guest 
speakers, and the member for Goyder touched upon this with her mining lunches. 
We are all familiar, as a guest or a public speaker, with the awkward silence that can 
follow a speech when the question goes out: ‘Are there any questions for the guest 
speaker?’ This was not the case for the Darwin Rotary. The first question was 
always reserved for Joe; he always had a question. I understand sometimes it was 
more of a statement, but that is a privilege you can afford a former politician. At East 
Point, in Joe’s former stomping ground as local member for Fannie Bay, there is a 
sign dedicated to him at the Rotary Club of Darwin’s ‘Joe Fisher Exercise Site’. The 
plaque reads: ‘ 

One of the pioneers who helped create the base for the modern Northern 
Territory economy. Geologist, explorer and bushman, Joe Fisher spent many 
years of his life in some of  
the remotest areas of the Territory, yet, as an active member of the Rotary 
Club of Darwin for 40 years, Joe still found time to contribute to a host of club 
projects that have benefited  
the Darwin community. 

 
My thoughts are with Joe’s family and friends. All the best. God Bless. 
 
Mr ELFERINK (Port Darwin): Madam Speaker, I want to share a few words in 
relation to this condolence motion. At the outset I wish to pass on my condolences to 



Eleanor, his wife. Whilst we realise that Joe lived a full and long life - 90 years is 
what many people would describe as a good innings - the truth is that that in no way 
diminishes the loss that his widow, Eleanor, feels at this time. My heart goes out to 
her. To lose a partner of such a long time must be an extraordinary loss, and 
particularly to his widow, my deepest condolences. 
 
I knew Joe Fisher more or less in passing. I never had a great deal to do with him, 
but I was sufficiently impressed by him that after the last election I sought out his 
photograph, as well as several other photographs of former members for Port 
Darwin. His photograph appears on my office wall, glowering over me with a view of 
expectation that I do the job that he did, well and effectively. I am mindful of the 
legacy that he has left and the duty that he has thrust upon my shoulders. It is for 
that reason that he joins the likes of Shane Stone and Tom Harris on my office wall; 
because of the work those men did, in their own times, to advance the Northern 
Territory. 
 
What I did know of Joe Fisher makes me wonder if he would have really approved of 
this motion before the House, because this motion is about Joe Fisher, not about the 
things that he stood for. Whilst we appreciate that we want to put on the record our 
passion and our appreciation for the things that Joe Fisher stood for and did, I 
suspect that, if I read the man correctly, he would rather have us talking about the 
issues, even now, that were important to him.  
 
Decency transcends politics, and Joe Fisher was a decent man. One of the other 
hallmarks of decency is that it is never really about ‘you’. If Joe Fisher was interested 
in an issue and he was out the front leading the charge on a particular issue, it is not 
because it was about Joe Fisher, and elevating Joe Fisher to some height in his own 
mind or in the public mind, it was because the issue that Joe Fisher believed in was 
important.  
 
That is the thing that attracts me to people of his calibre. I have never been one to 
champion heroes, because heroes have noble ideas but, sometimes, step back from 
those noble ideas or tend to be more human than their ideas would have you 
believe. Take somebody like Martin Luther King, who was a passionate fighter for 
what he believed in. If you look into his character, he was actually very human. It is 
the principles and ideas those people carry forward which is what I value. That is not 
to diminish Joe Fisher. In fact, it elevates Joe Fisher because it is principle before 
personality that drove him. 
 
Everything that I know about Joe Fisher is the essence of decency and the 
maintenance of those principles of decency. He was a Rotarian for 40 years - we 
have heard that in this place. And what are the principles that drive Rotarianism? 
They have a four-way test. Everything they do is run through this filter, and this test 
determines whether it is the right, proper and decent thing to do. Those are the 
things that Joe Fisher held as important - those principles that guide us through life, 
what is right and what is wrong, and staying true to those principles for the sake of 
being a decent person. That is what we should be remembering in this place: the 
principles that Joe believed in, principles such as the ability for Territorians to enjoy a 
place which is theirs. 
 



When Joe Fisher came to the Northern Territory in 1954, it was administered like a 
public service department with no real local representation. So bad was the 
treatment of the Northern Territory and the people who lived here, after the 1911 
hand back to the federal government, at one stage we were two Territories, cleaved 
in half in the mid-1930s because some bureaucrat in Canberra thought it was a good 
idea. Joe Fisher smelled, touched, and tasted the neglect of Canberra. It used to be 
rumoured at least – but I suspect there was some truth in it - that if you were an 
incompetent federal public servant, you were promoted and sent to Darwin to live out 
your days in the Siberia of the public service. It was probably a little harsh; I know 
there were a lot of dedicated people here. However, reading the experiences of 
those people who lived with the results of those decisions, there might have been an 
element of truth in that as well. 
 
Joe realised that the Territory had to have its own representative body. It had to have 
its own structures in place, where we could determine, for better or for worse, our 
own destiny to a much greater degree.  
 
If you read today’s Australian Constitution, you will find that there is a reference, 
towards the back, as to whether Western Australia chose to join the Federation of 
States. That is an indication of an inverse square law which applies to Australia in its 
relationship to Canberra. The inverse square law is that you are directly, 
proportionally, and inversely dissatisfied with the operation of Canberra relative to 
your distance from it. The further you are away, the less satisfied you are with 
Canberra’s conduct towards you. The Northern Territory and Western Australia - 
well, the Northern Territory from 1911 onwards - and Western Australia at the time of 
Federation, were the furthest flung outposts of Canberra’s reach, and both of those 
jurisdictions had expressed their dissatisfaction.  
 
There were two Remonstrances from this jurisdiction - Joe was a signatory to one. 
What was the issue? Our right, as Territorians, to govern ourselves. Joe became a 
passionate federalist as far as the Territory was concerned. I continue to share his 
concerns about the erosion of the federal system, with a greater focus, in this nation 
as a whole, towards a centralised form of government. I suspect that Joe would not 
have been particularly approving of the High Court, which has consistently 
underwritten and undermined the federal intentions of our constitutional fathers. 
Those are the sorts of principles that Joe would have been concerned about, and 
would have like to have had talked about in his memory in this place, I suspect. 
 
Joe was a man who believed in personal responsibility. It was the cornerstone, I 
believe, of his political world view. It is a cornerstone of my political world view. I 
believe that personal responsibility, above all else, is what we should try to achieve 
as people, and not try to find grounds to blame other people, or find comfort in being 
a victim, but getting on with it - rising above and getting on with it. Those are the 
principles and belief systems that Joe has left for me to study and to build upon, and 
that is what I wish to acknowledge Joe Fisher for in this House.  
 
I believe Joe was a good and decent man, and there would be no one who would 
cross that opinion. For me, Joe Fisher leaves a legacy of principle - a principle that 
transcends life. I am grateful to Joe Fisher, not because he was a decent bloke, but 
because he left me with principles and beliefs, and things that I can build upon so 



that I might make his legacy worthwhile into the future. I am grateful to Joe for 
leaving me those ideas. I hope I can do it with the same sense of decency that he 
had, and with the same sense of belief and passion for the Northern Territory. 
 
Mr STYLES (Sanderson): Madam Speaker, I speak in favour of this motion. I 
endorse all the comments made by my colleagues. I would like to speak in the 
context of legends and leadership.  
 
I came to the Territory the first time, which was 30 years ago, as a very young man. 
The reason I came back to the Territory was because I met people like Joe and 
Eleanor Fisher. They were the people who created the can do attitude in the 
Territory that so inspired me and, I assume, many others, to come to the Territory - 
and not only come here but to stay here. It was a lifestyle that had been created and 
demonstrated that you could survive here, do well and raise families. It is where my 
wife and I came to raise our family.  
 
I did not know Joe Fisher well. I met him on numerous occasions, but was 
unfortunate to not actually have the time to sit and listen to some of the stories that 
have been relayed here today. However, I do know about his reputation, about the 
fine person that he was, and about his comments - I used to read the NT News when 
I first got up here, and a week would not go by when there would not be a letter to 
the editor from Joe, or his comments in the columns of the NT News.  
 
He was a person I looked to, who I knew pushed the envelope and encouraged 
others to push the envelope. This is why we have that can do attitude and, perhaps, 
why the Territory is the place that it is today - because of those people who came 
before us and pushed the envelope. He was a leader in our community and as a 
student of leadership I studied present and past leaders. I was very fortunate to be 
able to look to people like Joe Fisher and be inspired by what he did, the way he did 
them, and the results he achieved. 
 
His life will not only be an inspiration to his family, but it will be an inspiration to future 
Territorians and to future students of leadership. They will be able to study Joe 
Fisher’s life, his achievements, and his style of leadership within the community. 
Fortunately, I was able to talk to him in his lifetime, but others who come will be able 
to read his books, go back through the archives of the NT News, and read many 
other words that have been recorded in his name. 
 
I extend my sincere condolences to Eleanor and his family on the passing of such a 
fine Territorian. He will be sadly missed. 
 
Those members of our community who inspire others, not only in their lifetime but 
continue to inspire others after their passing, are known as legends. I firmly believe 
Joe Fisher will go into the Northern Territory history books as being one of our very 
own Northern Territory legends. 
 
Mr WOOD (Nelson): Madam Speaker, I was a little reluctant to contribute to this 
condolence motion because I did not know Joe that well, but as soon as someone 
mentioned he was an Independent politician I thought that it is a good opportunity. 
 



I suppose I did know him – I knew more about him, rather than knew him personally. 
I have not even lived in the Territory for half the time he was alive; much of his life 
was before I was born. However, to me, he is up there with those people I remember 
such as Tiger Brennan, Dick Ward, Sam Calder and Bernie Kilgariff. They are all 
people I have not known particularly well, but as people who many of us hold in high 
respect. Joe Fisher is one of those people. 
 
I also know Joe because his son, Greg, lives in my electorate. I believe that in every 
son, well, there is certainly going to be 50% of your father biologically, and I believe 
Greg has many of the characteristics of his father. Greg will certainly tell you what he 
thinks, and Greg has firm views on things. That is not a bad thing, because I believe 
that is why Joe was such a successful person in the Territory. He was determined in 
many of the things he did. He was determined as a miner. He struggled with the 
politics of mining. He was determined, as you could see, in his letter writing. I 
remember his letters. We have regular letter writers today. Unfortunately, one 
passed away recently – Col Friel. We have Howard Young. We had Joe Fisher. They 
were regular letter writers. I must admit the letters to the editor in our NT News are 
sometimes the most intelligent part to read – apologies to the NT News. It reflects 
what people really think without all the extras added in, and that is where I got to 
know him as well.  
 
I also came to know him through the Church. I do not live in Darwin but I frequent St 
Mary’s Cathedral and I knew him because he came around with the collection plate. 
If he was anything like when you passed him at the Rotary wheel, he certainly would 
not let the collection plate go past without you putting something in it! I also say that 
because we need to reflect on him as a man who believed in his God - not in some 
airy-fairy way, not in a wishy-washy way. He went to Mass regularly with Eleanor. I 
saw them Sunday after Sunday when I attended. I felt he reflected the God that 
knew about the place we live. He would have come across that God many times 
when he went around the bush with his pick. It would be very hard for even the 
strongest atheist, to sit down in Kakadu or parts of the Territory when there is a 
beautiful sunset, to believe there is not something else out there that is the cause of 
this beauty we call the Northern Territory.  
 
Also, his work in the community was a reflection of his beliefs. He worked with 
Rotary for 40 years. People do not just work for Rotary for the sake of working for 
Rotary. They have something deep inside them that says: ‘I wish to help the 
community’. That is a reflection, I believe, of his belief in God. 
 
He, obviously, believed in parliament; he believed in improving the democratic 
processes in the Northern Territory. We would not be standing here today if it was 
not for Joe Fisher and people like him. 
 
The most important thing - and it is something we forget - is that regardless of all the 
things he did in relation to parks and mining, the community and parliament, he left a 
family, and that family is a permanent legacy. They will pass the stories of Joe Fisher 
on and on. We have lost a Territorian; we have lost a part of our history; we have lost 
someone who reflects the Territory as I knew it when I first came. I probably could 
say, unfortunately - and some people may disagree - it is changing, and maybe it is 
changing to look like just another part of Australia. I hope that does not happen, but it 



does appear that way sometimes when you see the changes in Darwin city.  
 
Yes, we have lost a very important part of our history, but we have lost a person who 
has left us, I believe, the greatest gift; that is, a family of sons, daughters, 
granddaughters, grandchildren, and they will be his living memory to the Territory. 
They will pass on his stories. We should be eternally grateful to Joe and Eleanor for 
that. To Eleanor and family, my condolences; and to Joe Fisher - may he rest in 
peace. 
 
Members: Hear, hear! 
 
Madam SPEAKER: I thank all honourable members for their contributions this 
morning. Before putting the motion, I extend my condolences to Mrs Fisher and 
extended family. I had the honour of attending Joe’s funeral at St Mary’s Cathedral. It 
was clear from the ceremony, celebrated by Bishop Ted Collins, that he was a very 
strong Catholic and a man of faith. It was very moving to see so many Territorians 
gathering to recognise the passing of this great Territorian. 
 
Honourable members, I have received a number of apologies from people who 
wished to be present today, and I will put those names on the record: his brothers, 
Mr Stan Fisher and Mr Hugh Fisher and, particularly, the former Senator for the 
Northern Territory, Mr Bernie Kilgariff and Mrs Aileen Kilgariff. When I spoke to Bern 
last week, he was hoping to travel to Darwin for this condolence motion but, 
unfortunately, ill health - he has been in hospital for the last few days - has prevented 
him from doing so. He has asked if I would pass on the condolences of their family to 
yours. 
 
Vale Joe Fisher, AM. 
 
After I have put the motion, I will be asking members to stand in silence for one 
minute as a mark of respect. 
 
Motion agreed to. 
 
Members stood in silence for one minute as a mark of respect. 
 


