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From spine shattering exhaustion to 
overwhelming natural beauty; Award winning 
photographer Kimberley Coole discovers the lows 
and highs of sulphur mining in volcanic Indonesia

WORLD THROUGH A LENS s rewarding as it was to 
photograph this location, it was 
also an extremely humbling 
experience. Every visitor who 

journeys here agrees that what these miners 
are capable of achieving each day is nothing 
short of miraculous. The only technical 
equipment available to the men are woven 
baskets which are carried on their shoulders 
and used to haul their heavy loads, and a metal 
crowbar which is used to separate the sulphur 
from the active, and highly poisonous, gas 
vent on the floor of the crater. These miners 
endure unspeakable pain and hardship on a 
daily basis in the hope that their wages will 

be able to provide their families with enough 
food, water and shelter to survive.

Access can sometimes be an issue for those 
who venture to this off-the-beaten-track 
location as the trails leading to the heart of the 
volcano are not exactly set up for travellers. The 
path, although surrounded by a blissfully shady 
Casuarinas forest, is actually nothing more 
than a steep and dusty track, shaped entirely 
by the weighted down miners who carry their 
heavy loads up and down the mountain.

As difficult as the journey may seem at 
the time, exhaustion and aching limbs are 
soon forgotten at the spectacular sight which 
greets you at the summit. What can only be 

described as an otherworldly scene presents 
itself as you take your last dusty steps on the 
trail, and although the sight of a crater rim 
from an active volcano should be reward 
enough, Ijen provides you with not only this 
but a stunning turquoise coloured acid lake 
which is surrounded by bright yellow sulphur 
rock formations, drifting clouds of sulphur 
dioxide gases and an active gas vent, where 
tiny figures can be seen making their way to 
the heart of the sulphur mining operation. – 
Kimberley Coole.
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The fabled Ijen Plateau is a vast 
volcanic region dominated by 

the three cones of Ijen, Merapi 
and Raung. The spectacular Ijen 

volcano lies to the west and 
is home to the world’s largest 
acid lake, a 1km wide crater 

which contains two of the most 
powerful acids in existence, 

sulphuric acid and hydrochloric 
acid. The lake is also the site of a 
labour-intensive sulphur mining 

operation, in which sulphur-
laden baskets, with weights 

ranging from 70 kilograms up 
to 100 kilograms, are carried by 
hand from the crater floor to the 

base of the mountain, several 
kilometres away. 


