
Rocky road for passionate prospector Bill Richmond 
  

 

Prospector Bill Richmond has done well enough to amass properties and a vintage car collection but prefers 
to live in his 1991 Daihatsu van. Photo: Bohdan Warchomij 

Luke Forrestal.  11 November 2013 

Bill Richmond is one of the biggest individual holders of mineral-rich terrain in the country – and 
he sleeps in a van in Perth council car parks. 

Like many of his fellow prospectors, the 69-year-old has made and lost millions over a long career, 
and has grown accustomed to a simple life. For addicts such as Richmond, all that really matters is 
that he can get out bush fast enough to make his next discovery. 

When Richmond isn’t searching for iron ore in Western Australia’s Pilbara, or looking for the 
glittering stuff in the state’s gold fields, he lives in a 1991 Daihatsu van, parks in beachside -
carparks for the night and makes use of the public amenities in the morning. He doesn’t own a 
mobile phone and frequents cafes where wireless internet connection is free. 

“I just decided to live that way. It’s quite a good lifestyle. Even in the winter, it’s not too bad,” he 
says. “There’s a certain amount of freedom with it.  

“But there are a few disadvantages, like last night it was damn hot and the mosquitoes kept biting 
me so I had to go somewhere else at 3am to get some decent sleep.” 

It’s not that he can’t afford something more comfortable. While he has never quite hit the big 
time, like Mark Creasy when he sold the Bronzewing and Jundee gold deposits in WA to Joseph 
Gutnick for $175 million in 1994, Richmond has done well enough to amass a collection of about 
30 vintage American cars and properties in Marble Bar and the tiny wheatbelt town of Doodlakine. 



But what he has accumulated is now under threat. Over the course of his career, he has developed 
a reputation for falling out with his partners. The most recent dispute, he claims, has put him on 
the brink of bankruptcy and ready to sign up for the dole. 

“I don’t know what the formalities are,” he says. “I’ve got no more money to even go to a lawyer 
and talk about it [declaring bankruptcy].” 

Under an agreement struck in 2010, Richmond was to grant exploration company Thundelarra a 
60 per cent interest in a sought-after tenement near Sandfire Resources’ rich DeGrussa copper-
gold mine in WA once the company had declared a Joint Ore Reserves Committee-compliant 
resource for the ground. Thundelarra met its side of the bargain last year, declaring a 48,000-
tonne copper resource.  

But Richmond was unhappy with the size of the resource, claiming it could never be economically 
extracted, and refused to transfer the stake. 

History of disputes 

In the Supreme Court of Western Australia last week, Justice James Edelman ruled in favour of 
Thundelarra, ordering Richmond to make the transfer immediately and pay the company’s legal 
costs. He offered to grant Thundelarra equity in another exploration tenement in lieu of paying 
the costs. 

The Thundelarra case bears similarities to a dispute Richmond had with another WA junior, Moly 
Mines, over the Spinifex Ridge molybdenum-copper project in the Pilbara in the mid-2000s. Moly 
Mines had agreed to buy 90 per cent of Spinifex Ridge from Richmond’s private vehicle, Kallenia 
Mines. But when the listed company lodged its earn-in notice, he refused to make the transfer. 
The matter was eventually settled by Moly Mines offering Richmond 2.4 million shares and a 
royalty on production in exchange for 100 per cent of the project. At one stage, the shares were 
valued at about $14 million. On a rough estimate, Richmond would now have no more than 
$5 million in assets.  

He has also had a falling-out with a former business partner, Martin Smith, owner of drilling 
contractor Orbit Drilling. Both parties claim the other has done them out of money. Richmond says 
he is intent on going to the police over the matter. 

One of his only deals that hasn’t ended up in court was when he sold the rights to the Mount 
Marion lithium project, south of Kalgoorlie, to Reed Resources for $3.2 million and a royalty on 
production in 2009.  

Fellow prospector and managing director of ASX-listed graphite explorer Talga Resources, Mark 
Thompson, who considers himself a friend, has his theories on why many of Richmond’s deals 
have turned pear-shaped. 

“Bill likes the idea of having a large amount of equity in something that might turn into a mine, 
some may say an unreasonable amount,” he says. 

“If he doesn’t see the performance of the company, he seems to get agitated very quickly that the 
incoming group isn’t doing the right thing and he wants it all back. That seems to blow up every 



deal,” Thompson says. “Bill does have principles. They’re not necessarily the same as everyone 
else’s.”  

A bugbear for Thundelarra throughout its dealings with Richmond has been how hard it is to get in 
contact with him. Many of those that have dealt with him believe that when he doesn’t want to be 
found, he simply heads bush, which partly explains his itinerant lifestyle.“His email address is the 
only way to get hold of him,” Thundelarra chief executive Tony Lofthouse says. “The court 
recognised that it’s very hard to get information to him in a way you can guarantee that he has 
seen it. 

“He’ll ask to meet in King’s Park on a park bench behind the admin building. It’s all very John Le 
Carré. There’s probably a degree of paranoia there.” 

One mining company executive recounts that before Richmond discovered computers, the only 
way to get in touch with him was to leave a message at the mineral titles office, which he visits 
regularly to lodge papers for new tenements. 

Richmond says the idea that he lives in his 1991 Daihatsu van so he can avoid conflict with 
unhappy partners is “absolute bullshit”. 

“Disappear where? You can’t disappear. It’s not a four-wheel-drive and it’s too slow. It suits me 
around the city because it only does about 60 [kilometres an hour] comfortably. It’s got an 80km/h 
top speed when it’s roaring.” 
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