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For some time, I believed that my GG-grandfather (James Murphy) had 

died at Bourke NSW on 23 July 1914 and was buried in the local 

cemetery. I now know that he, in fact, lived five years longer and is 

buried in the Catholic Cemetery at Rookwood NSW. This research 

report outlines how I came by the truth and provides evidence that 

other researchers can rely on. 
 

 
 
 
Jim Fleming is a retired Customs Manager and lives on Sydney’s lower north 
shore. He began researching his family history in 1983 and has been a member 
of the Society of Australian Genealogists for 35 years.  Aside from genealogy 
he enjoys travelling and sings baritone in two choirs. 
 
Researching: Bowen, Flowerdew, Gardner, Gordon, Grady, Hanrahan, Jolliffe, 
Kemp, Kessey, Murphy, Poulton, Press and so many more! 
 
Website: http://jimfleming.id.au/up/index.htm 
 

I regularly update my website. Like my Facebook page to keep up to date. Click the icon below. 
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Introduction 
I started researching the history of my family in 1983 and quickly established that James Murphy 

was one of my GG-grandparents. He was born at Keelnabrack (Kerry, Ireland) in November 

1843, a son of John Murphy and Mary Shea1. The family arrived in Australia aboard the Talavera 

in August 18532. He married Prudence Whye nee Reed at Gongolgon, NSW on 18 May 18793 and 

they produced five children including my G-grandfather, George Charles Reed Murphy4. I have 

researched his life extensively but, for a long time, I was unable to establish when and where 

James Murphy had died. 

 

Eventually I checked on Ancestry.com for a hint based on what other researchers had concluded 

about his death. He is included in more than 160 trees on Ancestry and nearly all of them agree 

that he died in Hope Street Bourke on 23 July 1914 and is buried in the Bourke Cemetery. The 

few trees that don’t include this detail provide no information at all about his death. The 

conclusion about his death and burial in 1914 is based on NSW death certificate number 

1914/13876 (pictured below)5. 

 

 
Figure 1 - Details on NSW death certificate 1914/13876 that records the death and burial of 

James Murphy at Bourke in July 1914 

 

I eventually accepted that this was, indeed, a record of the death of my GG-grandfather and 

recorded the details in my family database. 

 

Doubts 
Recently I completed a project to make memorial pages on my website for each ancestor who had 

died in Australia. The aim was to bring together all memorial material for each ancestor, 

including gravestone photographs, funeral cards, obituaries and more. This prompted me to 

examine the death certificate above in more detail. As I did so, I began to have significant doubts 

and eventually concluded that this death certificate could not possibly relate to my GG-

grandfather. 
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There are three primary problems with the certificate. Firstly, the informant was A Knox (Deputy 

Coroner at Bourke), not a family member. James was survived by his wife Prudence, son George 

and daughters Nora, Mary and Lila. There was no evidence that the family had separated, so it 

would be very strange for someone else to have acted as informant for James’ death certificate. 

 

Secondly, the information about his marital status runs contrary to the known facts about my GG-

grandfather. The informant had initially written “not known” but had crossed this out and 

recorded “not married”. The fact that “not known” was crossed out indicates that the informant 

was not guessing or ignorant of the facts; it is a positive, informed statement that the deceased 

was unmarried. But my GG-grandfather had been married twice. He married his first wife (Ann 

Malcolm) at Bathurst on 28 December 18646 and divorced her in November 1878. They produced 

five children. He married his second wife (Prudence Whye nee Reed) at Gongolgon on 18 May 

1879 and they produced another five children. 

 

The third problem with this certificate is the deceased’s stated occupation: sailor. I have 

conducted extensive research on his life and can state with certainty that my GG-grandfather had 

never been a sailor. He worked as a farm labourer as a 15-year-old in 18587; was a farmer in 

18646; a labourer in 18678; and a constable in 18709. He continued in the police force until 1880 

when he became a publican, his profession thereafter7. 

 

My GG-grandfather was well-known in Bourke. He had lived in the district since 1870 and, as a 

long-time publican, was acquainted with most 

other long-term residents. He regularly 

participated in town meetings, frequently 

addressing them and proposing motions. His son 

George had married a local woman (Ellen Ruby 

Bowen)10 and they had given James three 

grandchildren who lived in the town11. In these 

circumstances, it is inconceivable that his death 

certificate could have three serious anomalies 

like these. I concluded that the James Murphy 

who was buried in Bourke in 1914 was another 

person with the same name. It was a very 

common name in NSW at that time. 

 

Further evidence 
This conclusion was confirmed when I 

examined a newspaper article that reported on 

the 90th birthday celebrations for his widow, 

Prudence Murphy12. The article from July 1936 

states that her husband James Murphy had “died 

16 years ago”, which would be 1919 or 1920, 

five or six years after the Bourke burial of 1914. 

 

The article also states that James had been the 

proprietor of the Greengate Hotel in Orange. 

Based on this hint I quickly established that 

James had moved his family to Orange in 1903 

where he was associated with the Green Gate 

Hotel, (which was then licensed to a Denis 

Murphy)13. 

 

Figure 2 - Sydney Sun article about 
Prudence Murphy turning 90 
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James Murphy had been sued in the Supreme Court by the Australian Joint Stock Bank (his 

mortgagee) in April 190314. This resulted in a mortgagee sale of his Family Hotel in Darling 

Street Bourke to AV Gow. This must have prompted him to sell the family’s remaining assets in 

Bourke and move to Orange, NSW. The Family Hotel at Bourke was burnt to the ground a year 

later. 

 

He must have purchased the Green Gate Hotel from Denis Murphy because James held the 

license in 190415, 190516 and 190617. Denis Murphy held the license of the Prince of Wales Hotel 

in 190415. (A different James Murphy - who was to die in 1910 and was a brother of Denis 

Murphy – was also an Orange hotelier during these years.) 

 

His youngest daughter (Lila Kate Murphy) married Neills Moller at St Joseph’s church in Orange 

on 16 November 190418. 

 

In March 1906 he sold the Green Gate Hotel business to Michael Sharkey17. He retained the block 

of land next door to the hotel and sued Sharkey for malicious damage to the dividing fence in 

May 190619. 

 

Newspaper articles reveal that James Murphy remained in Orange throughout 190620 and that he 

sold land in Lord Street, Orange in 190721.  

 

It seems likely that he moved with his family to Sydney soon afterwards. His wife Prudence was 

living at 31 Abercrombie Street Chippendale when she reported to the police that she had lost a 

gold brooch in June 190922. Her address was given as Sydney when she sent a condolence card on 

the death of her daughter-in-law (Ellen Ruby Murphy nee Bowen) in April 191223. 

 

Death in 1919 
The article about Prudence’s 90th birthday states that her husband had died 16 years earlier, which 

would be 1919 or 1920. The death indexes of the NSW Registrar of Births, Deaths and Marriages 

contain five people named James Murphy for those two years. Two were the wrong age (51 and 

60 respectively) and two others had the wrong parents (James & Sarah; and Daniel & Ellen). That 

leaves death certificate 22640/1919 that was recorded in the District of Granville for James 

Murphy aged 76 years from “Rookwood Asylum” 24. 

 

Funeral Notices published in the Sydney Morning Herald on 7 November 1919 prove that James 

Murphy was buried in the Catholic Cemetery at Rookwood NSW that day25. 

 

 
Figure 3 - Funeral Notices for James Murphy, Sydney Morning Herald, 7 November 1919 
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The details in the Death Index and Funeral Notices tie in with everything that we know about my 

GG-grandfather and his family. He was, as stated on the index, 76 years old in 1919. His wife 

Prudence lived at 400 Parramatta Road, Petersham, which is just a short bus ride from her 

previous address in Abercrombie Street, Chippendale. She lived with her daughter Nora Lilian 

Murphy26 who had married Edward Burnet in 191327. Their daughter Joan Burnet (mentioned in 

the funeral notice) would have been three years old28. 

 

The death certificate index states that James Murphy had died at “Rookwood Asylum”. The name 

of this institution had been officially changed six years earlier to the Rookwood State Hospital 

and Asylum for Aged and Infirm Men, Lidcombe. It is clear, therefore, that James’ physical 

health had deteriorated so much that Prudence and Nora were unable to give him proper care at 

home. Hence, his admission to hospital, where he had died.  

 

This research has enabled me to correct the record about my GG-grandfather’s death and burial. 

We now know that he lived for five years after his namesake was buried at Bourke in 1914 and 

that his remains are buried in the Catholic Cemetery at Rookwood, NSW, even though the exact 

location of his unmarked grave is unknown.  
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