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Our forbears knew the importance of a local cemetery. Not just the practicality of it: dead 
bodies need interment. Not just for the ritual: the business of saying good-bye; of mourning, 
eulogising and memorialising. A cemetery also reminds us of our spot on the continuum of 
life; and confronts us with the riddle of an after-life.  
 
Of greater comfort, a cemetery links us with pioneers of the past and generations of the 
future. Yes we will die but some will remain and mourn us. And well into the future others 
will know that we once lived, just as did Mary Ann Anshaw: “Leaving husband and 4 
children – Died 25 September 1870 aged 38 years”. And William Albert Turner: “Killed by a 
train at Brogan’s Creek Mudgee Line 6/9/1887 23 years 8 months”. 
 
It is not surprising then, that soon after Kandos was declared an urban area (January 1918) 
Rylstone Shire Council, urged on by the Kandos Progress Association, took steps to establish 
a cemetery. An area of land, south of the aerial ropeway and on the eastern side of the railway 
line, was finally dedicated by the Department of Lands on 2 September 1921. 
 
In those days local cemeteries were managed by community volunteers. The first trustees 
were James Dawson, Thomas Lloyd, John King, Harry Taylor and James Owen. They 
obtained a Government subsidy to fence the area, opened a subscription list for further 
improvements (raising ten pounds in the first week) and organised a working bee to clear two 
acres of the ground.  
 
By July 1923 the trustees had expanded to a more representative body which consisted of the 
Reverend Fathers Corbett and Whitten, undertaker Simpkins, school principal Meany, 
Methodist delegate Dawson, Presbyterian delegate Slingsby, businessman McGrath, works 
electrician Kirkness, and farmer Lloyd. Surveyor Dawson volunteered to draw up subdivision 
plans and supervise the pegging out of the cemetery.  
 
Progress however was slower than expected. By June 1924 serious questions were being 
asked about the suitability of the site for a cemetery. Trial shafts “varying from 18 inches to 3 
feet 6 inches” were sunk. While the Methodist and Church of England portions were the best, 
the whole cemetery ground was generally hard and rocky.  
 
The trustees looked for other more suitable crown land and an area near the Dawsons’ 
Henbury estate was suggested. However there was no further progress and the Kandos 
cemetery project died. Perhaps in the end it was easier to use the neighbouring local cemetery 
situated mid-way between the two towns. 
 
Rylstone cemetery was well established at that time though it is unclear exactly in which 
year. A parish map shows it was dedicated in 1868 with an additional section dedicated in 
1881. Yet there were a number of burials in the 1850s and ‘60s and the writer of the Rylstone 
section of the Maitland Daily Mercury declared in May 1896 that “its dedication dates back 
over fifty years”.  
 



That same writer gave such a glowing description of Rylstone cemetery it might have 
encouraged residency. 

“The Rylstone Cemetery lays three miles from the town along a well-kept 
macadamised road as smooth as a billiard table. Its position is upon an incline and the 
soil is red clay of gravelly formation. It is encircled by beautiful scenery – bold, 
picturesque and romantic while from the gentle meadow slope of its grounds the 
Great Dividing Range is seen with its serpentine course.” 
  

Only a few months earlier the cemetery had been ravaged by bush fire and soon after “an 
excellent and suitable fence and the making of paths and approaches” had beautified it. 
 
Other writers, in other years, were less complimentary. Only a year before, the Rylstone 
Advocate berated its readers about the “slovenliness and unkempt condition of the ground and 
a want of Christian decency and natural feeling...the dilapidated palings, the rickety cemetery 
gates, the long rough grass and the all-round uninviting appearance of the place is a matter of 
reproach to the trustees”.  And a year before that there was “gross and wilful trespass of 
stock” in the cemetery.  
 
In 1877 a Rylstone journalist scolded the trustees on the dilapidated condition of the cemetery 
and advised them to ask the public for subscriptions. It seems the cemetery regularly caused 
angst to those citizens who believed that “there are few spots on earth so hallowed as that 
which holds the ashes of our dead. It claims our respect, protection and sanctity”. 
 
We can see the difficulty our pioneers had in trying to manage a cemetery several miles out 
of town which relied on the goodwill of a small community.  “What is everybody’s business 
is nobody’s business,” commented one scribe. Somehow, haphazardly, citizens were roused 
to join local working parties or contribute funds.  
 
It wasn’t just the upkeep of the cemetery which was disorganised. Burials were somewhat 
chaotic. In 1929 Father Eviston complained to Council that persons were being buried in the 
Catholic section, who were not Catholics. On the other hand Council Minutes for 1964 show 
that for the previous two decades few accurate records for Catholic burials were kept. The 
Catholic Church was requested to register all future interments.  
 
Over the last few decades local historians have worked hard to produce accurate records of 
all burials in Australian cemeteries (including burials without gravestones). A great deal of 
that information is available on-line.  
 
Any local cemetery is a rich source of information for local and family historians. Not just 
basic information about births, deaths and marriages. From the placement of graves, the 
inscriptions on them, the materials used and the craftsmanship of the masons we can learn 
much about cultural traditions, beliefs and social classes within a community: what people 
valued and believed; and who had the power and status.  
 
Today, with Council managing the upkeep and locals caring for family plots, Rylstone 
Kandos cemetery provides a welcome space for those who want to visit forbears or simply 
wander through history. It is, I think, the most colourful cemetery I have ever seen. 
 



Cemetery tours, which focus on Kandos pioneers, will be conducted on the Kandos 
Centenary weekend, Sunday 5 October 2-3pm and Monday 6 October 10-11am. Assistance 
will also be given to those wanting to locate the grave of a family member or ancestor.  
 


