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Grave concerns
OUTBACK GRAVE MARKERS

Volunteers are remembering long-dead souls by marking
remote graves and recording their stories.
STORY + PHOTOS SAMILLE MITCHELL
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n 1896, 61-year-old James McHugh set out on foot
along a dusty track from the Siberia Goldfield near
Kalgoorlie, WA. He may have been thinking of his
late fiancé as he trudged through the spinifex. Her
death had sent him crazy with grief. Perhaps his mind
clouded with memories of the SA lunatic asylum, from which
he’d recently been discharged. Or maybe he dreamed the
golden dream of hundreds who’d been lured to the region at
the time, with goldrush fever throbbing strong in their veins.
Whatever the case, it wasn’t long before still more
disturbing thoughts burned into McHugh’s consciousness.
He was out of water. And he was a long way from home.
Delirious with thirst, McHugh began walking around
and around a single saltbush. His flagging feet wore out a
pad almost 30cm deep in the dirt as he circled. Eventually,
dehydration overtook him and he stumbled, fell and died.
Fast forward to 2017 and McHugh’s great-great
niece Celeste Waghorn’s ears piqued with interest at an
item on the radio news. Apparently, two men in WA
were working in this area, finding unmarked graves and
installing plaques to honour the dead beneath them,
telling their stories. She wondered if they could do
something similar for her long-dead relative.
“I was just rapt with what they were doing – it’s right
up my alley,” Celeste says. “And James had such an
interesting story – he was a troubled man for a long time
– so I felt really compelled to round off his story and find
out more about him.”
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Alex Aitken and Trevor Tough were old buddies who
hadn’t seen each other for decades when they caught
up at a school reunion. They got to chatting and Trevor
shared an idea he’d had to mark some outback graves
in his spare time. It would be an excuse to travel the
outback. Alex was keen to join him.
“Even as a teenager I would see outback graves and
realise that once we lose the graves we lose the stories that
go with them,” Trevor says. “And it seems to me we need to
hang onto these stories – otherwise we’ll lose our history
and our Australian identity.”
So, five years ago, they set off. What started as a hobby
has morphed into a growing phenomenon called Outback
Grave Markers. Since then, they and a growing band of
followers have marked 600 graves across WA, including that
of James McHugh, after Celeste got in touch. They work
with private landowners and local shires to find and mark
the graves. They’re now about to take the project nationwide,
having already started work planning grave marking in SA.
To find the grave sites, volunteers research historical
records and assess the landscapes around them to work
out where people would have been buried, before erecting
plaques at what they conclude must be the burial sites.
In McHugh’s case, it took a while to work out where he
would have been buried. They knew he’d perished close to a
camel track, and faint outlines of the track remained traceable
on Google Earth. Volunteers then searched the track in the
area where he was reported to have died, and found his grave.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT:
A handful of lonely graves form
Gullewa Cemetery, near Yalgoo in WA’s
Murchison region; James McHugh’s
grave was found after using Google
Maps and two research trips to the area;
Outback Graves co-founder Trevor
Tough erects new plaques on the longforgotten graves at Gullewa Cemetery.
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While a headstone marks John Duthie’s grave at Gullewa Cemetery, many others bear no such identifying features.

“Sometimes it’s a matter of, if you know a fellow died at
a certain waterhole, we’ll go there and have a look, work
out where he would have camped and then work out where
someone might have buried him,” Trevor says. “Often
they buried them under a big boab tree or some really
outstanding marker. They certainly didn’t bury them in
stony patches. It had to be good digging.”
By marking the graves in such a way, they are bringing new
dignity to those long-forgotten souls who lie beneath the earth
at stations and farms, in ghost towns and beside tracks. These
people range from babies who died within hours of birth, to
stockmen, goldminers and pioneering men and women.
Trevor and Alex not only find grave sites but, along with
a team of helpers, pore through historical archives to find
out about the lives of the people.
Sitting in a camp chair on wildflower-studded red dirt at
Gullewa Cemetery, near Yalgoo in WA’s Murchison region,
Trevor comes alive as he shares the magic of uncovering such
stories. “Our idea is to go along and try to preserve the stories
of all the old pioneers who came out into these sorts of places
and opened Australia up and made it what it is,” he says.
Trevor is at Gullewa with a group of volunteers to mark
eight graves. Two of the graves have headstones, but the
others don’t. “The first one died on October 24, 1896 – he
was the first one to be buried and that established the
cemetery,” Trevor says. “One fellow, William Griffiths,
had been having trouble with pain in his shoulder and
chest, and they found him dead in his bed. One was an
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Aboriginal police aide called Billy. One young fellow was
only 23 and he fell 40 feet [12m] down a shaft at the
mine and fractured his skull and died two hours later. The
last one to be interred here was a fellow called Alexander
White, but he travelled under a couple of aliases … so he
was probably running away from something. Apparently,
the evening he died he was playing cards with his mates
and he got up and went out to the water tank to get a
drink of water and collapsed and died.”
Of the hundreds of stories they’ve uncovered, Trevor
finds the tale of one soul particularly haunting. It’s William
Cleary, a man in his seventies who’d left Ord River Station
in the Kimberley on horseback, en route to the coast to
catch a ship home. But Cleary never arrived at port. A
search party found his belongings next to a remote cattle
dip. Nearby was a handwritten note detailing his horse’s
escape, his failing strength and his decision to take his own
life to avoid the agony of a slow death. Not far away lay a
pile of ashes. Cleary had gathered wood to create his own
funeral pyre, lay down upon it, set the pyre alight, and cut
his throat before the flames engulfed his body.
“Such incredible strength of will,” Trevor says, shaking
his head at the memory. “And that’s just one story. We’ll
be putting plaques up on graves of people that probably
nobody has thought about for 80 or 100 years. It’s kind of
nice to think, here we are telling their stories.”
For more information, see www.outbackgraves.org.

