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An indomitable myth persists among James Murphy’s many descendants that he was buried in 

Bourke in 19141. But a dignified gravestone in Sydney’s Rookwood cemetery defiantly 

proclaims that James outlived his Bourke namesake by five years2. 

 

Ten-year-old James was literate when he arrived in Australia from Glenbeigh in County Kerry 

(Ireland) with his parents (John and Mary) and four siblings aboard the Talavera in August 

18533. After spending time in quarantine on Sydney’s North Head, the Murphy family travelled 

to Campbell’s River near Rockley in the Bathurst District, where his maternal grandparents 

(Denis and Mary Shea) had previously settled. James helped his parents establish a farm there 

and later found work as a rural labourer before creating his own farm nearby. 

 

When he married Ann Malcolm on 28 December 18644, she was three months pregnant with 

their son James5. 

 

In February 1866, James was charged by the Rockley Police with stealing a saddle belonging 

to Dennis Clifford6. His father (or brother) John Murphy was later acquitted on a charge of 

conspiring with Henry Neale to defeat the ends of justice by attempting to induce Clifford to 

refrain from pressing charges7. Found guilty in the Bathurst Circuit Court, James was sentenced 

to one year’s hard labour in Bathurst Gaol8. 

 

Six months after he returned home from gaol9, Ann gave birth to twin girls10, but they were 

premature and died within a few days11. Despite the impossible timeline, James accepted Ann’s 

assurances that he was their father and they produced three more children during the next six 

years12. However, in April 1874, under James’ dogged questioning, Ann eventually admitted 

that he was not the twins’ father9. He immediately left the family home, never to return. This 

was a somewhat hypocritical reaction to her admitted adultery given his own role as the father 

of her illegitimate son Bernard, two years before their marriage13. 

 

He later recalled that he then “travelled about to many places, taking any employment that 

offered”14. Four years later, in July 1878, he returned to Bathurst and engaged a solicitor to file 

for divorce9, which had only been available in NSW since 187315. 

 

His divorce petition accused Ann of adultery with Henry Herring while obscuring some of his 

own awkward truths. He described himself as a carrier of Bourke, even though he was working 

as a butcher at Gongolgon, 100 kilometres away16. This neatly hid his current whereabouts and 

prospects from Ann while giving credence to another fallacy that was designed to hide his 

prison sentence - that his absence from home when the twins were conceived was due an 

extended carrying trip. 

 

Although Ann knew that he had been in gaol, rather than absent on business, she chose not to 

contest the divorce17. This suited her by enabling a later marriage to Herring18. 

 

Within two weeks of signing the divorce petition, James had returned to Gongolgon and 

conceived a child19 with Prudence Whye (nee Reed) who had been widowed a year earlier20. 

She was now the sole owner of several parcels of land and the prosperous Lame Horse hotel at 

Gongolgon that she and her first husband had established twelve years earlier21. James and 

Prudence were married on 18 May 187916 just four days after their first son was born19, a half-

brother for her six surviving children. She was probably unaware of James’ first family as he 

claimed to be a bachelor. They produced four more children over the next seven years22. 



 
James Murphy 1889 

Source: Men of Mark pp 320-321 

The demands of child-rearing soon consumed most of Prudence’s energy, so James took over 

the running of her hotel22. Three years later they bought the Family hotel in Bourke23, retaining 

ownership of both hotels for the next 21 years. He was soon hatching ambitious plans to expand 

their commercial interests by leasing land and dealing in stock14. 

 

This new, prosperous lifestyle enabled James to indulge an interest in current affairs. He 

successfully lobbied the local MP for an upgrade to the road between Byrock and Gongolgon24; 

convened a public meeting to speak strongly against “alien labour”25; and supported a proposal 

that the Federal Capital be built at Orange26. His new-found status as a successful businessman 

was recognised with a hagiographic biography in Men of Mark, published around 189014. Its 



account of large landholdings at Louth and Gongolgon seems to have been hyperbole. Neither 

is there any acknowledgement of Prudence’s contribution to his success. The overall 

impression is one of vainglory that may have been an early sign of the dementia that became 

more apparent in later years. 

 

Both hotel buildings were now aging and trade at Gongolgon had been severely reduced when 

it was bypassed by the railway that reached Bourke in 188527. He responded by diversification, 

including taking on mail contracting28, working as the starter at local race meetings29 and 

becoming a trustee of both the local cemetery30 and the common31. Nevertheless, the businesses 

faced increasing difficulties. His lease on 320 acres at East Bourke was cancelled in 1893 for 

non-payment of 45 pounds in rent32. Seven years later he failed to pay council rates on four 

properties, including his Family Hotel33. Finally, on 30 April 1903, the Supreme Court 

authorised a mortgagee sale of that hotel34. 

 

While they managed to avoid bankruptcy, James and Prudence had to liquidate all their 

interests in the Bourke District. They moved to Orange where he was soon owner and licensee 

of the Green Gate Hotel35. But, as his health deteriorated, he had to sell it three years later36 

and thereafter lived in retirement37. 

 

By 1909 Prudence had moved the family to Sydney38 where she and her daughter Nora soon 

found that they could not care for him adequately. In the lead up to his death he was an inmate 

at the Lidcombe State Hospital2. James Murphy was buried at Rookwood Cemetery on 7 

November 1919, survived by both of his wives and seven of his ten children. Prudence erected 

the gravestone that still stands in weathered testament to the strong and successful partnership 

that they had forged39.  
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