
The marriage of local and family history: a bridge to the past. Use the combined skills of local and 
family history to draw past communities from the shadows.  

Pauleen Cass, B Econ, Advanced Diploma in Local History. 

One of the joys of this obsession of ours is the challenges and opportunities it offers us. Once we 
have identified our early ancestors through birth, marriage and death certificates we want to learn 
more about them: where they lived, what happened to them, where they came from and perhaps 
why they left their homeland. 

Learning about their lives in Australia, and overseas, takes us into the realms of local history. This is 
broadly defined as the study of a community.  As family historians the risk is that we will look at local 
history only through the prism of our ancestor’s lives: only what affected them and perhaps what 
they achieved themselves, rather than how they lived, worked and played within the community. 
We also tend to look at the community as if it’s fixed in time and has certain specific attributes: the 
buildings, a fixed array of people, specific big-picture events and with the movers and shakers of the 
community in the centre of the frame. 

However, sometimes as we research our ancestor’s lives an image or idea captures our imagination. 
It makes us realise that our families are part of a web of community activity not just within their own 
time, but across generations before and after them. This becomes an opportunity for the marriage 
of family and local history, and one which creates, for me, another type of history: social or micro 
history, a more nuanced, grassroots variation of local history.  

As a family historian I had learnt that my Kunkel ancestors, George and Mary, settled at the Fifteen 
Mile near Murphy’s Creek in the 1870s. Murphy’s Creek lies at the foot of the Great Dividing Range 
but the Fifteen Mile area is about half way back up the range again closer to Hampton. It was here 
that George and Mary selected their land, built their property, developed the land, and farmed until 
their deaths in 1916 and 1919.   

On visiting the cemetery at Murphy’s Creek I was a little surprised to find that their graves were 
marked by a quite significant gravestone listing two generations of my Kunkel ancestors. It used to 
teeter a little, and part had broken off, but a fund-raising project within the family has seen it fully 
restored. I like the fact that it’s made of the local Murphy’s Creek sandstone. 

Widening the lens beyond the family grave I could see its position in relation to the rest of the 
cemetery. It was pretty obvious that the traditional layout of a country cemetery had been followed 
with burials grouped by religion, and yet there was all that open space. Why?  The scene raised 
questions for me – it was almost as if I could see ghosts in that open space between the graves. 
Surely my Kunkels were not the only Catholics in town? Who might have been buried in the 
cemetery but not been honoured with a gravestone, probably because the family couldn’t afford it? 
Who were the families who had memorials? Were they the “movers and shakers” of the 
community? I knew my family were just grassroots Queenslanders so they didn’t fit into the category 
of “the great and the good”, except within the family. 

I think this was the point at which I moved beyond seeing Murphy’s Creek as just a place where my 
ancestors lived, and only of interest in that regard, a sort of one-directional model with my family in 
the centre of my research with hubs of activity around them. Plainly this wouldn’t have been the 
case. John Dunne famously said “no man is an island” and that’s as true of our ancestors as it is for 
us. We also move across mini-communities which form the activities of the broader town 
community.   



This presentation will provide you with ideas and strategies for researching your own families’ places 
but I will illustrate my findings in relation to Murphy’s Creek. Obviously it works better in smaller 
places, but it could still be distilled for city suburbs as well.  

First let me give you a little background to Queensland’s Murphy’s Creek (not the Victorian one). I’m 
sure we’ve all driven through small places and wondered how they got there, why were they built 
and what sustains them today. Murphy’s Creek might be said to be such a place. It is at the foothills 
of the Great Dividing Range but as you travel to Toowoomba it will escape you entirely unless you 
divert from the main highway. Many of you will have heard of it during the horrendous floods which 
hit Toowoomba and the Lockyer area in 2011.  

In essence what we’ll be doing during this Congress presentation is a little time travelling. Every 
place has its layers of human existence and it can be difficult moving back through time especially to 
those early days on the frontier of white settlement. This sleepy little town has had many 
incarnations, though the boundaries between each stage were porous with one phase overlapping 
another. For the sake of this study, I’ve classed the phases as: 

1. Indigenous life 
2. Squatters and sheep 
3. Railway construction and storekeepers 
4. Establishment of a town, flourishing of industry and businesses. 
5. Continued settlement, growth of farming, decline in other spheres 
6. Revitalisation as a satellite town of Toowoomba 

The Kitabel or Cateebil peoplei, lived in Jagera country and called the place Tamamareen, meaning 
“where the fishing nets were burnt in a grass fire”. Little is known of the Cateebil people other than 
studies at the time by a man called Archibald Meston. What we can say with confidence is that 
Tamamareen lies on the path to the Bunya Mountains where the Indigenous tribes convened every 
few years to celebrate the bunya nut harvest, have corroborees and exchange obligations. 

On European settlement the place became known as Murphy’s Creek, being named after Peter 
Murphy, a former convict who travelled overland with Peter Leslie in the early 1840s. The tributary 
of Lockyer Creek which runs through the town is also called Murphy’s Creek, which can be confusing.  
Although officialdom had declared the town would be called Fingal, this simply never took off and 
there are few references using that place name. Despite this it wasn’t until 1924 that Murphy’s 
Creek was gazetted as its official name.ii Newspaper correspondents would periodically bemoan the 
mundane name, but Murphy’s Creek it was to remain. 

With the arrival of the squatters, the Murphy’s Creek area became part of Helidon sheep station, 
owned initially by owned by James Canning Pearce, then by William Turner from 1846-47. Turner is 
said to have had an outstation near Murphy’s Creek itself, near the eastern side of the current town 
and was sometimes known as “Turner’s old sheep station”.  

I’ll talk more about Indigenous life during my presentation, however, from a European context it was 
Murphy’s Creek’s role in railway construction that established it as a settlement place, albeit one of 
tents and temporary dwellings. At the peak of construction there were hundreds of men on site, 
many accompanied by their families. Each stage of construction was supervised by an experienced 
railwayman supported by many workers, some skilled, like the stonemasons, and some unskilled 
labourers doing the hard physical work. These camps usually took on the name of the person in 
charge and in the Murphy’s Creek area the camps were Fountain’s, Gibbon’s and Crowshaw’s, while 



up the range a little was Holmes’ Camp. The railway was also pivotal to Murphy’s Creek’s success as 
a township for many decades. 

You can see from the variety of names in use that searching for local information on the place will 
require the use of a number of alternative terms: Helidon (sheep) Station, Murphy’s Creek, Murphys 
Creek, Fountain’s Camp, Gibbon’s Camp and sometimes just Helidon or Lockyer.  

When we transition from a focus on our family to the place they lived, we will need some new 
sources but will also continue to use many familiar records, albeit in a different way. Many of the 
records we search are listed by people’s names. For this project we need to switch the lens to the 
place. In addition, it becomes even more important to cross-compare the different resources and 
records. Let’s look at what I’ve used in my research into Murphy’s Creek, remembering you will also 
be able to use many of these resources for your own local area. 

STATE HERITAGE REGISTERiii  

One of the things we look out for in our study area are prominent landmarks. For such a small town, 
Murphy’s Creek has a number of heritage structures, all associated with the railway. They are: 

Main Range Railway: Constructed in 1865-1867 this was the earliest railway crossing of the Great 
Dividing Range both in Queensland and in Australia. It is also believed to be the world's first main 
line narrow gauge railway.iv 

The Railway Complexv which includes the water tower, station building, signal cabin, trolley shed 
and fork-line. These were all critical to the effective functioning of the Murphy’s Creek railway 
station because it was here that the engines were resupplied with water, and double-banked to 
manage the steep haul up the range.  

Lockyer Creek Railway Bridgevi (Guinn, or Gwynn, Park) is on the eastern side of the Murphy’s Creek 
township. It is also relevant, though not officially, because local historian, Cameron McKee, tells me 
this is the site of the original Gibbon’s Camp and also the cemetery which existed at the time, of 
which more anon. 

MAPS 

Where would we be without maps? Modern ones, online or in print, and Google Earth to get the lie 
of the land. I also favour purchasing a good topographical map: I’ve found them so very helpful. They 
can provide you with the present-day layout of the area, the current land block reference numbers, 
buildings the contours of the land and much more. 

However, what you ideally need to find are maps which are contemporaneous with the period 
you’re studying. For this you have several avenues for exploration: your state reference library, the 
National Library of Australia in Canberra, and most importantly, your state archives. 

The best maps I have are those from the Queensland State Archives and some mid-20th century 
cadastral maps from the Queensland Department of Lands. The Archives maps enable you to look at 
land and selections from the early days. It was one of their maps which initially snagged my curiosity. 
I’d been researching “my” German emigrants from Dorfprozelten, Bavaria when I noticed similar 
names scattered around the Fifteen Mile. It transpired, after a fair bit of research, that they were 
either the original emigrants or their first generation descendants. 

  



CULTURAL HERITAGE STUDIES 

This can be a rather hit-and-miss exercise. I’m quite sure I’d not have known about such a study in 
the Gatton Shire if I hadn’t been fortunate enough to be given the current owner’s copy relating to 
the Kunkel property at the Fifteen Mile. 

The study applies to the whole Gatton Shire, and knowing one had been undertaken was the first 
step, but it still proved challenging to locate a copy. Ultimately I was able to review the whole 
document as a digital image in a government office in Brisbane using one of their computers. It 
contained such a wealth of information, far more than I could harvest in a few hours. 

During the talk I’ll be showing you a wedding photo which bridges family, community and heritage 
research. 

PATHWAYS 

Even when focusing on a particular town you need to consider the pathways that lead to, and away 
from, it. In the case of Murphy’s Creek there’s a continued symbiosis with Toowoomba throughout 
the decades, especially once the rail line was completed. The nearest hospital was in Toowoomba so 
that means people were often taken there for urgent treatment. The train line also runs east 
towards Ipswich so it’s not uncommon to find former Creekites (as they were called) moving to 
Helidon, Gatton, Laidley or Ipswich. This internal migration is something we need to keep in mind 
when we’re doing our research, either as a transient experience or a permanent move as is 
sometimes found as early settlers became unable to work their farms.  

Another particular aspect of Murphy’s Creek is that it has three component parts if you like, 
somewhat geographically dispersed. The Fifteen Mile is actually quite close to Hampton on the 
Toowoomba-Dalby road and my family certificates tell me that my Mary O’Brien’s midwife was Mrs 
Kynoch who came down from Perseverance. Oral histories reveal that closer to the main part of 
town, Mrs Mitchell served as midwife. Small things but they slowly fill in the picture. 

CEMETERIES 

At the start of this paper I referred to how the open space in the main Murphy’s Creek cemetery 
caught my attention. To address my curiosity I’ve tried a couple of strategies: using oral histories and 
cross-checking with news reports, searching Trove newspapers for deaths/suicides/accidents, 
checking newspaper indexesvii and also checking with the local councilviii. Given my comments about 
pathways I’ve also checked the Toowoomba and Cabarlah cemeteries in particular. Mercifully, 
Toowoomba Council (as it was then) was an initiator of online cemetery searches and later digitised 
gravestone images. Now that it’s become the Toowoomba Regional Council the search site also 
encompasses cemeteries in the local area: a one stop shopix. Good work Toowoomba! 

If you have family from South-East Queensland you may be interested in this excellent site with 
photos of gravestones in some of SE-Queensland’s cemeteries.x 

The current Murphy’s Creek cemetery is quite close to where Fountain’s railway camp was situated. 
However there is supposed to have been another at Gibbon’s Camp on the eastern side of the town 
during the railway construction era. No one really knows who was buried there, but local historian 
Cameron McKee has come up with a short list. It’s also possible that some death certificates may 
include this information. Mr McKee has also told me how the stones were used as ballast and for 
other construction in later years. Pertinent amid the current discussions around recycling graves. 

  



BUSINESS AND BUILDING 

During the presentation I’ll show you a gallery of images and for anyone who lives in, or has visited, 
Brisbane there’ll be lots of familiar sights. What do they have in common? They were all built with 
sandstone from the quarries at Murphy’s Creek!  

Would you believe this town was a hub of activity for sandstone, hardwood timber, cut timber, and 
bricks? Unfortunately once the early frenzy of colonial building ceased, demand dried up affecting 
the community’s livelihood. Certainly without the railway it would have been nigh-impossible to 
supply sandstone in particular to Brisbane and places further afield.  

Dairying, farming and fruit orchards played important roles in the community which we’ll also look 
at during the presentation. Sydney Chapman, a descendant of Henry Chapman, an early settler, 
established a significant ham and bacon factory in Murphy’s Creek, which was later sold to the 
owners of the future KR Darling Downs companyxi. 

Over the decades there were also discoveries of tin and coal. 

CHURCHES 

It’s fair to say that the dominant religion in the community was the Presbyterian creed. Other 
Protestant denominations were also strong, especially the Congregationalists but the Church of 
England seems less so. The Roman Catholics were definitely in a minority. All denominations 
managed to build small chapels for their services and it is creditable to note that they contributed 
financially to each other’s church building funds, and the celebration of the openings.  

Local histories, church histories and news stories will reveal more about the construction of 
churches and what happened to them as their congregations dwindled. Thanks to Cameron McKee I 
was also able to locate the deconsecrated Catholic church of St Joseph from Murphy’s Creek.   

Church Archives, and the archivists, can be invaluable with your research. If you are lucky you may 
be able to look at early registers to identify local residents, marriages from within the district and 
family and friendship groups. They really are a wonderful resource! 

WAR TIME 

Newspaper reports of patriotic donations towards the Boer War can be helpful as they give you 
another snapshot of who’s living in the area at the turn of the 19th century, and who may not have 
been on the electoral rolls. This might give you a lead to a find widowed female ancestor.  

There are no large war memorials in Murphy’s Creek to honour the servicemen of either World War I 
or II, which is ironic given the town’s abundance of sandstone and the use of the same sandstone for 
other war memorials. However, there are two war “Roll of Honour” boards which were held in the 
old community hall. Unusually, although there are 16 names on the World War I board, all the men 
returned.  

Did you know you can search the National Archives of Australia, The Australian War Memorial, the 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission and the ADFA AIFxii sites by place using the place name as a 
“keyword search”. Searching this way I identified half a dozen men who don’t appear on the 
Murphy’s Creek Honour Board. However, the place-name search also missed another six or so men 
who were on the Board, which proves you have to be thorough and always cross-check your sources. 
It also made a difference whether I searched for “Murphy’s Creek” or “Murphys Creek”. 



This anomaly is created by a couple of factors: the person may have been born in the town but no 
longer live there; they may identify their birthplace by the nearest large town (Toowoomba in this 
case); or they may have next of kin living in the town but not live there themselves. And of course 
there are all those families who had relatives serving, but who lived in, and enlisted from, other 
places, for example, George and Mary Kunkel had five grandsons in the war including one who gave 
his life. The family didn’t tell Mary Kunkel so she wouldn’t be distressed near the end of her life. 

Another interesting aspect of the Murphy’s Creek lists is the presence of several men who list their 
home as Ravensbourne via Murphy’s Creek or Perseverance via Murphy’s Creekxiii. As neither of 
these places appears to have a memorial this seems to leave the service of these men 
unacknowledged locally.  

Murphy’s Creek railway station played a major role in the transportation of the enlisted men. My 3rd 
cousin, Anne Kunkel remembered hanging off the school fence and seeing the “carriages of khaki-
clad young men going off to war”xiv as they travelled en route to Wallangarra and southern cities.  

ORAL HISTORY 

 If you are lucky enough to be able to interview some elderly local residents, it can be enormously 
helpful to your research and local knowledge. If there’s no one left who can time travel with you 
back to those early days, you can check Trove’s sound recordings to see if any were done previously.  

I was fortunate on two counts. I interviewed Annie Kunkel, granddaughter of George and Mary back 
in the late 1980s and she gave me a great snapshot of the family’s life on the farm, Valley View. As it 
turned out, she’d also been interviewed previously by the local historian, Cameron McKee. What’s 
fascinating is listening to the quite different focus on the two tapes: a clear distinction between 
family and local history. I’m also fortunate that Cameron chose to talk to me about the town several 
times, both in person and by phone, more or less handing over the research baton. He also gave me 
about 20 cassette tapes of recorded interviews which date around the late 1970s/early 1980s. I’ve 
been transcribing them and it was quite strange to hearing the Kunkels mentioned as simply part of 
the local environment…which of course they were to everyone else.      

ARCHIVES 

You really can’t effectively pursue a project on a place without visiting the relevant state archives, in 
this case Queensland State Archives which is one of my favourite places. There’s just too much 
information, and neither time nor space, to go into the options in detail, so I’ll give you some overall 
headers: maps, electoral rolls, staff records for police and railway workers, railway accidents, wills, 
inquests, petitions, land selections and school records. The school records are particularly frustrating 
for Murphy’s Creek because although the school commenced in 1870, the earliest admission 
registers do not exist, reportedly destroyed by termites. Instead the earliest surviving entries are 
from 1907. However, there are files to the Education Department about the school buildings and 
school inspections.  

HERITAGE CENTRES 

Not all heritage centres are created equal and not all towns have one. Murphy’s Creek’s is housed in 
the old railway station building and is not extensive. However nearby Gatton has a much larger 
centre which covers the overall area. They can give you access to books or historical notes that are 
not readily available elsewhere, and where they house old artefacts give you an insight into how 
your ancestors lived.  

  



LIBRARIES 

State reference libraries, university reference libraries and family history society libraries can also be 
goldmines of information to your research. Some older books have been digitised and Text 
Queensland, a collaboration between The University of Queensland and the State Library of 
Queensland, is very useful.  Don’t forget Masters and PhD theses which can offer pertinent 
information on particular places and topics - they’re not as difficult to read as you might imagine.  

Your National Library of Australia card will also give you access to journal articles through their 
secure login to JSTOR. If you’re close to a reference library you may be able to order books or 
microfilms in from the National Library and read them locally. This can be particularly helpful with 
old newspapers which have not yet been digitised on Trove. For example, different local newspapers 
may offer a different perspective on the same story, or indeed an additional story. 

TROVE 

Yes, I may have saved the best to last. You don’t need me to tell you how invaluable Trove’s 
resources are with maps, images, sound recordings and newspapers. I’ve used the newspapers 
extensively to search for stories on Murphy’s Creek and there are literally thousands of them.  

It’s particularly useful for my Murphy’s Creek research that there was a local correspondent writing 
even in the days of the railway camps. Wonderful word images are painted of life in the camps, the 
facilities and the social life. The correspondent doesn’t identify himself (or herself) but for some 
reason I suspect it may have been one of the Chapman family. When reading these reports we also 
need to bear in mind the writer’s potential biases whether religion, politics, nationality etc.  

Across the decades the newspapers reveal the hazards of weather, business and events, stories of 
the people and a busy social life in this small community. They must sometimes have felt they 
always had their hands in their pockets as they raised funds for Toowoomba Hospital, Brisbane 
Children’s Hospital, the local school, construction of churches etc. I’ve also found the newspapers 
extremely useful to fill those gaps in the cemetery and to identify events or people which I can then 
crosscheck in other records at the archives or libraries. 

SUMMARY 

This paper provides a summary of the resources I’ve used in my research, both family and local. It is 
intended as an aide memoir, post-Congress, of where you might take your own research. It doesn’t 
tell you the people-pictures that arise from this marriage of local and family history….you’ll need to 
come along to the Congress presentation to see the images and hear the stories. I’m looking forward 
to seeing you there.  

Please note: this paper is Copyrighted Pauleen Cass. Reference to it should include an 
acknowledgement of the source. 

  



 

i http://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:216516/AU4025_Geographic_History_Queensland.pdf 
ii https://www.dnrm.qld.gov.au/land/place-names/search/queensland-place-names-search Government 
gazette 19 January 1924, page 155. 
iii  https://www.qld.gov.au/environment/land/heritage/register/ 
iv https://heritage-register.ehp.qld.gov.au/placeDetail.html?siteId=16243 
v https://heritage-register.ehp.qld.gov.au/placeDetail.html?siteId=15290 
vi https://heritage-register.ehp.qld.gov.au/placeDetail.html?siteId=15288 
vii http://tddfhs.blogspot.com.au/ (see newspaper indexes on the sidebar) 
viii Lockyer Regional Council does not have their indexes online but they can be contacted for assistance. 
http://www.lockyervalley.qld.gov.au/community/cemeteries 
ix http://www.toowoombarc.qld.gov.au/facilities-and-recreation/cemeteries 
x http://www.chapelhill.homeip.net/FamilyHistory/Photos/index.htm 
xi Oral history Pauleen Cass and Cameron McKee. 
xii https://www.aif.adfa.edu.au/index.html 
xiii Monuments Australia lists some war memorials:  http://monumentaustralia.org.au/search 

xiv Oral history interview by Pauleen Cass with Anne Kunkel, 1988. 

                                                             


