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TWO HISTORIC GUMTREES 
 

ASSOCIATED WITH THE BURKE AND WILLS EXPEDITION OF 1861 
 

By Charles Kenner, D. Sc. 
 

I— INTRODUCTION  

In June, 1928t the Secretary of the Historical Memorial? Committee of Victoria forwarded to the South Australian 
Branch of the Royal Geographical Society of Australasia a request that the latter body should take steps to secure the 
preservation of the inscription on the tree connected with the Burke and Wills Expedition, and situated near Cooper’s 
Creek.  
 

Suggestions had been made in the Victorian press that the tree should be shifted, or that the inscribed part should be 
cut out and removed, or that impressions of the inscription should be preserved in some way. Nothing has so far been 
done in this matter. It became apparent that a certain amount of confusion existed in the minds of those interested. The 
tree referred to was the “Depot Tree” and Victorian inquirers were in error in believing it to be within the State of South 
Australia. When the matter was brought before the Council of the Geographical Society in South Australia, and the 
Historical Memorials Committee, the discussion showed that confusion existed also among our members as to the tree 
indicated by the title “ Burke’s Tree,” or “ Burke and Wills’s Tree.” 
 

Correspondence followed with various bodies, and the Adelaide press also gave considerable publicity to the matter. 
This further emphasized the uncertainty, and in order to make the facts quite clear and to revive memories that have 
become indistinct regarding the final tragic scenes of the Burke and Wills Expedition, these notes have been put 
together. 
 

The practice of “blazing the trail” has been popular among explorers and pioneers as far back as written records go. 
Possibly the Australian Natives gave some recognition to marked trees in their wanderings and recognition of localities. 
Certainly those brave men who explored the arid interior of this continent had frequent recourse to the marking of trees 
as one of the most easy and relatively permanent means available for future recognition of their routes and stopping-
places. 
 

The South Australian explorer, McKinlay was particularly strong on the matter of marking trees. His journals are 
sprinkled with the phrase “Marked tree with MK (conjoined),” but perhaps this was partly because McKinlay’s initials 
could be so easily cut with an axe. In any case, the trees blazed by the explorers associated with various expeditions 
have provided much historic interest, and have proved of very great value. 
 

It was assumed by the South Australian Committee that the Burke’s Tree referred to by the Victorian Committee was 
the one on which Brahe had carved the word “DIG”— the tree which forms the central feature of Sir John Longstaff’s 
famous painting of the Burke and Wills Party in the Melbourne National Gallery. (Figure 1) There followed statements 
and contradictions in this connection which led one to reflect how short is human memory, and how easy it is to make 
mistakes in matters that have been out of sight for a few years. 
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2 —INVESTIGATIONS BY MR. JUSTICE PIPER, 
Mr. Justice Piper, K.C., showed much interest in this matter, and expressed the belief that the tree in South Australia 
known as “ Burke’s Tree,” and specially mapped by J. H. McNamara, now Deputy Surveyor-General, was quite distinct 
from the other Burke’s Tree  (properly speaking, the Depot Tree), upon which the word “ D I G ” had been carved. 
(This tree is now commonly called the Dig Tree) 
 

Mr. Piper, in letters to me, emphasized the fact that the South Australian Burke’s Tree marked the farthest east of 
McKinlay’s Expedition, and he drew attention to a photograph marked “Burke’s Grave, Cooper’s Creek,” hanging on 
the walls of the Geographical Society’s rooms, and remarked that on this photograph, if one used a lens, McKinlay’s; 
mark (“MK,” conjoined) could be seen. He continued:— 
 

“There is a little book in the Gill Library by Andrew Jackson (1862) on Burke. Jackson evidently had all the printed 
matter and gives extracts from Wills’s Journals, etc., and the other documents. Wills gives Latitude and Longtitude for 
Burke’s Camp 65. Howitt gives them for his camps. Howitt’s entry shows that the depot was east of his Camp 30, and 
the grave and his RO H B tree near his Camp 31 (farther west), about eight miles east of his Camp 32, Wills’s grave 
being seven miles west of that camp. 
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Figure 1.  The Return of the Explorers, Burke. Wills, and King to Cooper's Creek 
 April 21, 1861. 

(From the painting by John Longstaff in the Melbourne National Gallery.) 

1 ,5 :?wr. 
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Figure 2. Sketch map showing the position of the Innamincka tree  

As determined by Mr. McNamara. 
 

“McKinlay’s map shows that Howitt’s Camp 31 was about a quarter of a miles above the 
grave. McKinlay’s map makes Burke’s grave to be Longtitude 140° 46' E., and Latitude 
27° 41' 5". Howitt gives Camp 30, Latitude 27° 38', Longtitude 141°; Camp 31, Latitude 
27° 42', Longtitude 140° 4' (but ?); Camp 32, Latitude 27° 44', Longtitude 140° 40'. Wills 
gives Camp 65 (Depot where Brahe marked ‘DIG ’) as Latitude 27° 37' 8" S., Longtitude 
141° 6' E. 
“In the publisher’s catalogue at the end of Jackson’s book is gummed a cutting—first part of a letter to the ‘Melbourne 
Argus’, with a pencilled date, 31/119/1908. The writer criticizes Longstaff’s picture from a bushman’s point of view, 
and says:—‘I possess two photographs given me by [the late] John Conrick, who took up the station and still owns it 
where Burke died. One is a photograph of the tree under which he died, the other of the tree depicted by Mr. Longstaff 
in his picture’ (The Depot, Camp 65, Tree). The writer refers to Burke standing by it, and to the hole, and to Burke’s 
shovel, and concludes, quite correctly, that the picture represents the return to the Depot. 
 

“On 20th November, 1916 (Proceedings of Royal Geographical Society’s Minutes), we learn that correspondence 
having taken place on the condition of the historic ‘Burke’s Tree,’ it was resolved to ask Mr. Conrick, of Nappa Merrie 
Station, Queensland, to have the tree fenced and cared for so as to preserve the inscription upon it, I find no subsequent 
reference to the matter. I wonder if the photo reproduced in Vol. XXI is a consequence of idle communication with Mr. 
Conrick, or is it part of Gill Library. ” 
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Later, on 4/11/1928, Mr. Justice Piper again wrote: — “I have made an examination of the statements of McKinlay and 
Davis, and of such records as I have of Burke and Wills’s doings. As a result I feel that I can at least say with certainty 
that any tree marked with McKinlay’s (MK’ cannot be the tree on which Brahe cut the word ‘DIG’. That tree was at 
Burke and Wills’s depot at Fort Wills, some miles further up Cooper's Creek than and east of the place where Burke 
died, about Innamincka. The depot is referred to by Burke as ‘Depot No. 2, Cooper's Creek, Camp 65”. 
 

On 21st April, 1861, Brahe left it, and the same day Burke, Wills, and King reached it on their return from Carpentaria. 
These three started westward down the creek. Wills died. Burke and King were on the way up again, and Burke died. 
Howitt (who had Brahe with him) reached the depot on 13th September, 1861, started down the creek on 14th, passed 
some thirty yards off to one side of Burke's remains, found King on 15th, found Wills's remains on 18th September, 
and returning up- creek found Burke's on 21st. 
 

“Now for McKinlay: On 2nd December, 1861, he left his depot camp at Lake Buchanan, taking Middleton, Poole, 
Frank (native), and a native of this place’ and made eastward for Cooper's Creek. 
 

“ On the 6th of December he found the gumtree marked (by Howitt) W. J. Wills NNW XLV yds. A H, and Wills’s 
grave, and on 7th found the box tree marked (by Howitt)  
 

R O H B  
21.9.61 A H, 

and Burke's grave. McKinlay went no farther. His diary ends on December 7 with ‘Spelled to-day,' and begins on 
December 8 with ‘ Started back for camp.' He reached his camp at Lake Buchanan on December 11, and afterwards 
went north. 
 

“The piece of tree in our rooms is from Innamincka, and is no doubt a genuine part of the tree marked by Howitt at 
Burke's grave. McKinlay says nothing about his having marked ‘ MK' on either the Wills or Burke Tree, although it 
appears on the copy of the marks which the donor put on the portion of the tree we have. [Note.— This branch of the 
tree has not lessened the difficulty, for the donor had carved on it copies of inscriptions both from the tree at Burke's 
grave and from the Depot Tree of Camp  65. [C. Fenner] 

 

“But on December the 5th,  McKinlay says: ‘On a large gumtree marked MK (conjoined) Dec. 4, 5, 1861 and on Dec. 
the 8th‘ Marked small gum sapling MK roughly’ (not saying whether it was at the camp and before starting, or on his 
way on that day, on which he travelled twenty-seven and a half miles). One may see by the printed and framed bill 
which is in the Society’s rooms with the piece of Burke’s tree, that that piece was sent down in 1888, and that the tree 
bearing Howitt’s marks was then fenced. Mr. McNamara was only eight years later in marking the position of a tree 
which, apparently, at his time, had no sign of Howitt’s marking. [Howitt’s inscription had been covered by, silt and 
sand. See Figure 5.—C. Fenner]“  
 

Fort Wills is in Queensland; Burke’s grave in South .Australia. I have not had an opportunity of seeing McNamara’s 
position on any map. I suggest that McNamara’s position and a description of the tree, the position of which he 
marked—whether box or gum—would go far to determine whether it was the tree at Burke’s grave or the tree marked 
by McKinlay on the 8th of December, 1861. (It would be very interesting to know what has happened to the fence 
which the owner of Innamincka Station saw to in 1888). [See later references.—C. Fenner.] 
 

“As in my former letter I mentioned Davis’s reference to the absence of marks by Burke, it will be of interest to you to 
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know that at Burke and Wills’s Camp No. 119, about Flinders River, some twenty miles south of the sea (so King 
stated),there were some small box trees. We cut the bark, eighteen inches by four inches, and cut the letter “B” on the 
trees.  
 

Some fifteen trees were marked, but no date. From there Burke and Wills went seaward on foot, and apparently marked 
no trees on their way or at the point they reached. King said ‘they took no knives or implements to do so,’ In 1909 the 
Royal Geographical Society in Queensland, in consequence of a report received, caused its Secretary, Dr. Thomson, to 
visit the place. He saw the marked trees and verified the tree and the camp/ on the eastern bank of the Bynde River, a 
tributary of the Flinders. King's statements and the minutes I have found in II. M. Suitor’s “Australian Milestones’ 
(1925), Vol. II, pp. 485-7.” 

3 — THE TWO GUMTREES 
Thanks to the careful investigations of Mr. Justice Piper, the position regarding the two trees now becomes more 
clear. Further information supplied by Mr. H. R. Adamson, who has preserved many documents and newspaper 
cuttings relating to the Burke and Wills Expedition, helped me to complete the story. The facts may be set out as 
follows, and although these matters are quite well known to a few students of Australian history, the confusion above 
referred to affords ample justification for stating the position afresh:—  

a. There are two trees which have become famous in association with the Burke and Wills Expedition; both are eucalypts. 
b. Both these trees are on or near Cooper's Creek. 
c.     Both have been described, quite correctly, as not far from Innamincka, South Australia, but one of the trees is in South 
        Australia, on the Innamincka Run, while the other (though but a few miles distant to the east) is across the border in 
        Queensland, on the Nappa Merrie Run. 

     d.    Both trees were marked by the early explorers. The South Australian one, which marked “Burke's Grave ” (for he was 
            temporarily buried there) had carved on the face “R 0 H B 21.9.61 A H,” with a subsequent “ M K ”  (conjoined). 
     e.    The Queensland tree, on Nappa Merrie Run, has carved on it the word “DIG ” and the date as placed there by Brahe to 
             indicate to Burke where food was stored. This tree marks “Fort Wills,” Burke’s Camp 65, and the letters  

 

c. “B LXV ” are also still to be seen carved on it. This tree is better known as the ‘Depot Tree’ or [Dig Tree] and is close 
to Depot Creek, a tributary of the Cooper Creek. 
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4 — WILLS’S TREE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

View of the Cooper Creek (Bulloo Bulloo Waterhole) taken from under the Dig Tree 
 

There is one other tree in this locality that should receive recognition. This is the tree that marked the temporary resting-
place of the body of William John Wills. As far as I can discover, there are no photographs of this tree, or of its 
inscription, available in public or private records, nor is the tree itself fenced or otherwise protected. 
 

It will be remembered that when the public of Australia became aware that the Burke and Wills party were in distress, 
great activity was shown by way of sending out relief expeditions. :- 
 

The chief expedition was organized from Melbourne under Howitt, 
another expedition departed from Adelaide under McKinlay,  
a further party set out from Rockhampton under Walker,  
while Landsborough's party was organized from Brisbane.  

 

By the courtesy of Mr. Purnell, of the Public Library, I have been enabled to peruse the diaries and associated documents 
of all these parties, together with other volumes related to Burke and Wills. 
The following extracts taken from Howitt's Journal carry their own explanation. It is particularly to be regretted, as 
already stated, that no steps have, been taken to mark and preserve the tree where Wills died and was buried, for Wills, 
as is generally known, was the shining light of this great and ill-fated expedition. A gallant, capable, and well-educated 
man, he was one of the noblest characters in the story of Australian exploration. As Howitt records:- 
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 "He was the only one of the party who could take the necessary observations. It was he who really took 
Burke across the continent and brought him back to Cooper's Creek. Without Wills, Burke would have 
been absolutely helpless.” 
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Figure 6.- The Depot Tree, Camp 65, Depot Creek, Queensland, 
[also known as the DIG Tree] 

There are three separate inscriptions. As per context. The tree is healthy, but the 
inscriptions are becoming overgrown and undergoing decay 

(Photo by Dr. W. D. Walker,  Sr.) 
 

 
Figure 6a.—The inscription on the back of the Depot Tree, indicating 

“Burke, Camp 65" (B LXV). Photo by Reverend John Flynn. 
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The following is an extract from Howitt’s Journal (1861):—“ September 18,—Camp 32, Left camp this morning with 
Messrs, Brahe, Welch, Wheeler, and King, to perform a melancholy duty which has weighed on my mind ever since we 
have camped here; and which I have only put off until King should be well enough to accompany us. We proceeded 
down the creek for seven miles, crossing a branch running to the southward, and followed a native track leading to 
that part of the creek where Mr. Burke, Mr. Wills, and King camped after their unsuccessful attempt to reach Mount 
Hopeless and the northern settlements of South Australia, and where poor Wills died. 
 

 We found the two gunyahs pretty much as King has described them, situated on a sandbank between two waterholes, 
and about a mile from the flat where they procured the nardoo seed, on which they managed to exist so long. Poor 
Wills’s remains we found lying in the wurlie in which he died, and where King, after his return from seeking for the 
natives, had buried him with sand and rushes. We carefully collected the remains and interred them where they lay; 
and, not having a prayer- book, I read chap. xv. Of 1 Cor., that we might at least feel a melancholy satisfaction in 
having shown the last respect to his remains. We heaped sand over the grave, and laid branches upon it, that the natives 
might understand by their own tokens not to disturb the last repose of a fellow-being. I cut the following inscription, 
on a tree close by, to mark the spot:— 
 

W. J. WILLS, 
 XLV. Yds,, 

     W.N.W.,A. H.  
 

The field-books, a note-book belonging to Mr. Burke, various small articles lying about, of no deep value in themselves, 
but now invested with an interest from the circumstances connected with them, and some of the nardoo seed, on which 
they had subsisted, with the small wooden trough in which it had been cleansed, I have now in my possession.” 
 

Witness also that remarkably cheerful final entry in Wills’s diary ; he died not long afterwards. The date is incorrect, and should 
be either the 27th or the 28th:— “Friday, June 26 (1861).—Clear, cold night, slight breeze from the east, day beautifully warm 
and pleasant. Mr. Burke suffers greatly from the cold, and is getting extremely weak, He and King start to-morrow up the creek 
to look for the native; it is the only chance we have of being saved from starvation. I am weaker than ever, although I have a good 
appetite and relish the nardoo much, but it seems to give us no nutriment, and the birds here are so shy as not to be got at. Even 
if we got a good supply of fish, I doubt whether we could do much work on them and the nardoo alone. Nothing now but the 
greatest good luck can save any of us; and as for myself, I may live four or five days if the weather continues warm. My pulse is 
at  forty-eight, and very weak, and my legs and arms are nearly skin and bone. I can only look out, like Mr. Micawber, for 
something to turn up, but starvation on nardoo is by no means very unpleasant, but for the weakness one feels, and the utter 
inability to move oneself,  for, as far as appetite is concerned, it gives me the greatest satisfaction. Certainly, fat and sugar would 
be? more to one's taste, in fact, those seem to me to be the great standby for one in this extraordinary continent; not that I mean 
to depreciate the farinaceous food, but the want of sugar and fat in all substances obtainable here is so great that they bec ome 
almost valueless to us as articles of food, without the addition of something else. (Signed) W. J. Will's.”   
Captain S. A. White informs me that this tree was pointed out to him by the old hands on Innamincka Station 
about ten years ago. It was not very far from the river and some miles downstream from “Burke's Tree.” Howitt 
records that Wills's grave was about seven miles west from Burke's grave. 
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Stone Cairn to William John Wills at the site thought to be where he died 
 

 
 

Computer Enhanced transcription of Plaque 
(Ian Itter collection) 
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Robert O’Hara Burke 

1821 – 1861 

 

 
John Wills 

1834 - 1861 
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5 — BURKE'S TREE (INNAMINCKA, SOUTH AUSTRALIA) 
 

This is the tree near Innamincka Station, on the banks of Cooper’s Creek, near which occurred the death of Robert 
O’Hara Burke, and under which his remains were buried by Alfred Howitt, pending their subsequent removal. In 
September, 1928, the South Australian Lands Department obtained from Mounted-constable da Pury, the officer then 
in charge of the Innamincka Police Station, the following report regarding this tree, together with a recent photograph, 
which is reproduced as Figure 4. 
 

The report reads:—“ I beg to report, for the information of the Secretary for Lands, regarding the Burke and Wills Tree. 
This tree many years ago was guarded by posts and-rails, and the sand gradually filled up to the top of the posts. Then 
another fence of posts and cable-wire rope, three-quarters of an inch thick was erected, but this, as shown by Figure 4, 
is now falling down and should be re-erected. The inscription on the tree as shown by No. 1 photo is MK conjoined. 
The letters can be plainly seen, but the wood is decaying away. On another tree near by there are the letters S.A. and 
figures No. 7, almost decayed away, and No. 6, hardly visible. This tree is about 24 feet from Burke and Wills. The 
trees mentioned are in a healthy condition.” 
 

Fortunately, the site of this particular tree had been accurately determined by Mr. J, H. McNamara, now Deputy 
Surveyor-General, and Mr. McNamara’s plan, showing the position of Burke’s Tree near the Innamincka Waterhole, 
is here reproduced as Figure 1. This position was fixed by Mr, McNamara in March, 1896. 
 

The following further account has been kindly supplied through the Surveyor-General (Mr. T. E. Day), and is a report, 
dated 27/2/1929, supplied by Mr. C. H. Goode, Inspector of Pastoral Leases:—“Burke’s Tree (L. & S. 
 

5136/28).—This tree is situated in the sandy bed of the Cooper, two miles north-east from Innamincka, and within a 
few feet of the Innamincka Station horse-paddock fence. It is a coolibah [possibly Eucalyptus bicolor, syn.  
Largijlorens more likely E. microtheca.—C. F,] about twenty feet high, with a foliage spread of approximately 
twenty feet diameter, very similar in all respects to the many other coolibahs in close proximity to this tree and 
throughout this portion of the- Cooper. The trunk is about twenty inches in diameter, with three main branches forking 
at a height of approximately three feet six inches from the natural ground-level. These branches are each  and apart 
from each other, capped with foliage which is above the reach of stock, giving the tree a rather straggly appearance and 
throwing a poor and broken shade. Drift sand has covered the trunk—which bears the blaze and inscription MK—
practically to the fork of the three main branches. . [Mr. Goode was unaware of the more important inscription now 
covered by drift.—C. F.] The tree is showing signs of decay where blazed, but in other respects is normally healthy.  
 

The existing guard-fence of posts and three-quarter-inch diameter steel cable is sufficient at the present time to prevent 
damage by stock, and when the present adverse seasonal conditions change, if representations are made to Sir Sidney 
Kidman, the lessee of the surrounding country, I am confident he will instruct his manager at Innamincka Station to 
erect a more suitable guard-fence of posts and rails, free of charge. Mr. Dawes, Manager of Innamincka Station, knows 
what is required, and will be pleased to do this work if authorized by his principal, Sir Sidney. I regret having to report 
that some person has sawn a limb, five inches in diameter, from this tree during the last few months, and removed the 
timber. A fire, quite possibly started for the purpose of burning up the foliage from this limb, has burned at a distance 
of a few feet from Burke’s Tree and has charred the trunk of the other blazed tree which bears the inscription . It is not 
known by whom these acts of vandalism were performed, and it is unbelievable that any person living in this locality 



Two Historic Gumtrees  

17 

 

would have committed them.” 
 

The following is the entry in Howitt’s Journal regarding this tree: —“September 21.—Finding it would not be prudent' 
for King to go out for two or three days, I could no longer defer making a search for the spot where Mr. Burke died; 
and with such directions as King could give, I went up the creek this morning with Messrs. Brahe, Welsh, Wheeler, and 
Aitkin. We searched the creek upwards for eight miles, and, at length, strange to say, we found the remains of Mr. 
Burke lying among tall plants under a clump of box trees, within 200 yards of our last camp, and not thirty paces from 
our track. It was still more extraordinary that three or four of the party and the two native  boys had been close to the 
spot without noticing it. The bones were entire, with the exception of the hands and feet; and the body had been removed 
from the spot where it first lay, and where the natives had placed branches over it, to about five paces distance. I found 
the revolver, which Mr. Burke held in his hand when he expired, partly covered with leaves and earth, and corroded 
with rust. It was loaded and capped.  
 

We dug a grave close to the spot, and interred the remains wrapped in the Union Jack—the most fitting covering in 
which the bones of a brave but unfortunate man could take their last rest. On a box tree, at the head of the grave, the 
following inscription is cut:— 

R O H B  2 1  9  6 1  
A  H  

The writer of these notes was, in doubt regarding this tree, for no recent photographs or accounts make any mention of 
Howitt’s inscription. However, a careful comparison of old photographs of about the date of the one shown here as 
Figure 3 with photographs taken in 1928, such as is shown in Figure 4, leaves one in no doubt whatever that it is the 
same tree. Only McKinlay’s marks are now visible, but Howitt's inscription could be found by digging away two or 
three feet of the sand and silt from the base of the tree. The sketch (Figure 5) has been made to show the level of the 
ground surface of Figure 3 compared with that the present day (Figure 4). We have here a definite and interesting piece 
of evidence bearing on the geological problem of contemporary denudation and siltation in Central Australia. 
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King, as we know, stayed by Burke until he died. The poet Gordon, who was a keen admirer of the 
courage, tenacity, and endurance of Burke, thus pictures the closing scenes of Burke’s life near this 
Innamincka tree:— 
 
 

 
“With the pistol clenched in his failing hand, 
With the death mist spread o’er his fading eyes, 
He saw the sun go down on the sand, 
And he slept, and never saw it rise; 
Twas well; he toil’d till his task was done, 
Constant and calm in his latest throe, 
The storm was weathered, the battle was won, 
When he went, my friends, where we all must go.” 
 

 
Figure 5.—Sketch to show the base of Burke's tree, with Howittr3 and McKinlay’s 1861 inscriptions. A 

shows the original ground- level, and B the ground-level at the present day. 
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                   Burke’s Tree at Innamincka 
                  (Bob Bird collection) 

 
Plaque on Burke’s memorial (As above) 
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Figure 3 – Photo taken some forty years ago, (1888 – approx.) showing Burke’s Tree, Innamincka, as it then appeared 
with wooden fence. A somewhat similar photograph marked ‘Burke’s Grave – Coopers Creek is in the possession of 
the Society and also the Public Library, South Australia, Photo No. 64 Miscellaneous Photographs Book V10. The 
originals clearly show the lettering of both Howitt’s and McKinlay’s inscriptions.  

 

 
 

Figure 4 – Burke’s Tree, Innamincka, South Australia. Photo by de Pury, 1928 showing the wire cable fence as it is at the 
present time [1929 - The surface level has been raised by silt and drift-sand and only McKinlay’s inscription is now visible.] 

 
 



Two Historic Gumtrees  

21 

 

6 — THE DEPOT TREE AT NAPPA MERRIE, - QUEENSLAND 

When the well-equipped Burke and Wills Expedition left in 1861, Burke carried explicit directions to found a depot of 
provisions and stores at Cooper’s Creek. As Howitt has recorded, this instruction was largely disregarded by Burke in 
his hasty and impatient advance. Wright, who had to bring the stores and equipment on to Cooper’s Creek, proved 
unreliable. 
 

The place called Fort Wills, or Camp LXV, was also known as Burke’s “Second Depot.” It was at Depot Creek, where 
this stream junctions with Cooper’s Creek. It is here that the more historic tree, as well as the relics of “Fort Wills,” are 
to be seen. It was by this tree that Brahe waited for four long months for the return of Burke, Wills, Gray, and King. 
Despairing of their return, and urged on by illness among his party, Brahe left here on the morning of the day that 
Burke, Wills, and King returned. Burke was seven hours too late. 
 

The marking of the tree was done by Brahe, as recorded by Howitt in his 1907 address:—“ While we were at the depot 
Brahe pointed out the place where he made the cache and the tree on which he cut the words and figures ’ D I G ’  and 
‘ 2 1  April, 1861.’ I carefully examined the place, and Brahe said, in reply to my questions, that everything was just as 
he left it, the ‘plant ’ untouched, and nothing removed of the useless things left but a piece of leather. I noticed that 
there were the ashes of three small fires, which appeared to show that the natives had been there, but the loose sandy 
soil was so run over by the tracks of birds and small animals that no traces of footprints could be seen. It seems, however, 
that the three small fires were made by Burke, Wills, and King individually. I was surprised that the native had not 
found the cache, because of the self-evident fact that something was buried there. As we were supplied with stores for 
fully five months, there was no need for the things which Brahe had buried there, and we went on, thus leaving, for the 
time, the answer to the question which we had come so far to solve.” 
 

It will be remembered that the same clay that Brahe left this depot, Burke, Wills, and King arrived back, worn and ill. 
This is the scene pictured by Longstaff in his .great picture in the Melbourne National Gallery (see Figure 1). It has 
been remarked that the Depot Tree and its inscriptions are not accurate, but this is relatively unimportant, partly due to 
the fact that the artist had to paint the picture in Europe. The picture well portrays the tragedy and despair of the return 
to the abandoned depot. 
 

Burke opened the cache of provisions, placed a letter there, and covered up the spot, before he left on his endeavour to 
reach Mount Hopeless, in South Australia. He made no further marks on the tree, believing, as he said, that if anyone 
came to the spot “the word ‘dig’ would serve our purpose as well as it would theirs.” 
 

A few days later Brahe (with Wright) returned, and, seeing no signs to show that the cache had been opened, concluded 
that Burke had not returned. Still later, as we have seen, Brahe (with Howitt) came again, and, still seeing no alteration 
or addition to the inscription, again assumed that the explorers had not returned, and so did not then reopen the cache. 
 

As recorded by G. F. Dochvell in the “ Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society of Australasia (S.A, Branch),” 
Vol. XXIV, p. 39, the main inscription on the Depot Tree is decaying, and can only with difficulty be deciphered. Mr. 
Dodwell includes in that report a reproduction of an adjoining tree, which is also by way of becoming historic, on which 
a face is carved, with “ R 0 H B ” below, and also the initials “ D. G. D.” and date “ 21.11.1898.” It is said to have 
been carved by a boundary-rider. 
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The Depot Tree [Dig Tree] at the Bulloo Bulloo waterhole, Nappa Merrie - 2015 
(Bob Bird collection) 
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7  — MCKINLAY’S VISITS 
 

There is one curious story still remaining, arising out of a discovery by the South Australian explorer, McKinlay. Since 
it closely concerns the small area with which we are dealing, and since it has been forgotten even by many of those 
most interested, it may be briefly recapitulated. 
 

When McKinlay was approaching the Cooper, and was really within the district where the final tragedies of the 
expedition took place, he came across the remains of a white man, with what he believed to be the relics of other men 
and plus some camp impedimenta. Guided, or misguided, by the story of the local native, he came to a very definite 
conclusion that these were the remains of the Burke and Wills party, and that the whole of the members of that party 
had been killed by the native and eaten. He named the Lake there “Lake Massacre” (Kadhi-Bieri), and on his map he 
also marked “Burke Swamp, where the massacre occurred.” McKinlay buried a letter at this spot, concluding with the 
definite statement that “All Burke’s party were killed and eaten.” 
 

Later, while he was still on this expedition, he was informed of the truth, as revealed by Howitt’s investigations, and 
he returned and visited Burke’s grave on December 6 and 7, 1861, marking the tree “ M K ”  (conjoined). This, is the 
only mark now visible on the Innamincka tree. 
 

Dr. A. H. Howitt, than whom (both from his experience as an explorer and his ability as a scientist) no one is more 
capable, of making a decision on this matter, stated in his Presidential Address, A.A.A.S., Adelaide, 1907, that Gray 
had died “ at a place called Andaginni, about forty miles from Brierili, where "Wills died.  
 

It was the delay of one day spent there for the purpose of burying their deceased comrade that caused them to arrive at 
the depot (Fort Wills) in the afternoon of the day on which Brahe started on his return journey; ”Howitt continues:— 
“Andaginni was visited by McKinlay, who misunderstood the native guide, and believed that Burke and his companions 
had been killed by the native, and therefore named this place Lake Massacre. 
 

In view of the high powers of judgment of Dr. Howitt, of his knowledge of this expedition, and his own two expeditions 
to the locality, his decision might be accepted without question, but it should also be recorded that all researchers are 
not thus agreed. Miss Bessie Threadgill, who closely examined and compared the route maps, of both expeditions 
concerned, says (“ South Australian Land Exploration, 1856-80,” p. 67) that “ the latitude of Lake Massacre may 
correspond with that of the camp at which Gray died, the return route of the Burke and Wills expedition at that point 
not being shown.” One worker (E. E. Larcombe, of Petersham, N.S.W.) has devoted much time and research to the 
endeavour to prove that the remains, discovered by McKinlay were those of Leichhardt’s party. It may be that the then 
Governor of South Australia was correct when he expressed the opinion, quoted by Miss Threadgill, that the 
tragedy revealed by McKinlay’s discovery “ could only be considered a mystery.” The latest edition 
of the “Australian Encyclopaedia” in an authoritative article, accepts Dr. Howitt’s explanation without 
question. 
 

The story of McKinlay’s later visits (December, 1861) to this locality is told as follows in his Journal:— 
  

December 6.—Middleton’s foot a little easier; thought of returning, as he is quite unfit for work, but have made up my 
mind now to go on and ascertain the facts I went out to obtain. I therefore started for the upper waters of the creek, 
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keeping on the south bank; crossed several creeks until noon, when we found in the camp, a little above Pardulli, a 
gumtree marked ‘W. J. Wills, N.N.W., xlv, yds.,, A. H.’ Turned out our horses here for some time; between the last 
crossing of the creek and this I got a view of a couple of red sand bluffs and distant sandhills, or hills of some kind, to 
north-west. Started from Wills’s grave and crossed creek; struck the creek again, with plenty of water, to Hewitt’s 
Camp 32, and thence on to Burke’s grave, striking dry creek and following it to Yarrowanda; arrived there at 710 p.m. 

 
Figure 7.—Rough sketch map of the locality, showing the relative positions of Burke’s 
Tree No. 1 (the Depot Tree), and Burkes Tree No. 2 (the tree near Innamincka, where 

Burke died). 
“December 7.—Started at 7.7 a.m. and came to Burke’s grave—about two miles on the 
south bank of creek, On the north-east side of a box tree, at upper end of waterhole native 
name ‘ Yae-ni-mem-gi,’ found marked on tree — ‘R. O’H, B,, 21-9-61, A. H.’ Deposited 
a document, in case, of the return of any party. Saw a cobby horse on arrival here last 
night; tried to catch him. Saw the tracks of cattle up the creek, short distance from him; 
they had gone further up the creek to a water, Culimuno. [It probable that McKinlay’s 
Yae-ni-mem-gi is his rendering of the euphonious aboriginal place-name that has now 
consolidated as Innamincka.—C. F.] 
“December 8—Started back for camp; passed large numbers of natives; made for heavy 
creek that joins another at Strzelecki’s Creek, and camped at a water called Tac-durrie, a 
small water about two miles from Goonaboorroo in the main creek. (Distance travelled 
to-day about 27 miles.) ” 
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8  — JOHN KING 
No tree is associated with John King, the one member of the expedition who lived to 
return to civilization. Since we are writing of the events of this small but historic area, 
mention should be included of him by a reprinting of Howitt’s account of his finding by 
Welch, a member of Howitt’s party. Howitt writes:— 
“It was Mr. Welch who, riding in the lead, first saw a strange figure sitting on the bank, 
and said, ‘Who are you? ’ To which the reply was, ‘John King, the last survivor of 
Burke’s party. Thank God, I am saved!' 
I was pleased that this part of the rescue fell to Mr. Welch’s share, for he was a pleasant 
companion, a good comrade, and a man whom I was sincerely sorry to part with when I 
was starting on my second expedition. John King lived until 1872. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
In conclusion, I wish to express thanks for assistance kindly given by Mr. Justice Piper, 
K.C., Mr. H. R. Adamson, Mr. H. R. Purnell, Mr. J. A. Tillett, and Miss Bessie ThreadgilL 
I have also to thank Mr. B. S. Roach for reading this through, and for assistance in 
connection with the illustrations. 
Consideration of the following dates will reveal something of the long-drawn-out tragedy 
of this expedition:— 

 

Expedition left Melbourne - August 20, 1860  
Left Depot Creek - - -           December 12, 1860  
Reached tidal waters of Gulf February 11, 1861  
Returned to Depot Creek  -  April 21, 1861 
Burke died at Innamincka -  July 1, 1861 
Remains found by Howitt - September 21, 1861 

                  Reinterred in Melbourne    - January 23, 1863  
                  Wills died Nappa Merrie    – June 27th or 28th, 1861 

 

The Burke and Wills Expedition, which left Melbourne in 1860, has been called “the most 
costly, the most tragic, and the least effective expedition in Australian annals.” It is open 
to question whether the last phrase is justified.  
 

“The party was the first to cross Australia from tidal waters to tidal waters.” That the story 
and the records of the expedition have stirred Australian feeling very deeply is shown by 
the number of volumes that has been written around this expedition and its members. It 
has likewise appealed to the imaginations of sculptor, poet, and artist, as witness the 
works of three of Australia’s most gifted sons in Charles Summers’s well-known group 
in bronze, in Adam Lindsay' Gordon’s poem, and in Sir John Longstaff’s notable canvas 
in the Melbourne National Gallery. The object of writing these notes was to collect the 
various facts regarding the events of the expedition that occurred in the area shown in the 
sketch map (Figure 7), to present them from a fresh angle, to refresh our memories on 
these matters, and to clear up the confusion that existed regarding the historic gumtrees 
herein described. 
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Figure 8.—Bronze statue of Burke and W ills, by Charles Summers, in Spring Street, Melbourne. This was 

the inspiration at Gordon’s poem beginning “In Collins Street standeth a statue tall.” Later, the group was 

removed from Collins Street to make way for the tramlines. 

 

. 



Two Historic Gumtrees  

28 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
TWO HISTORIC GUMTREES - REVISITED 

ISBN 978-0-9941510-4-9 



Two Historic Gumtrees  

29 

 

 


