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Jewish, British, middle-

class: A history of Jewish 
adjustment on the Central 

Victorian Goldfields

Migrants of all creeds and nationalities travelled to Bendigo and Ballarat, on 
Victoria’s booming central goldfields, as gold fever captivated communities 
across the globe in the mid-nineteenth century. Hopeful families and 
enterprising individuals sailed over vast oceans, then trekked through 
muddy tracks with packs and trunks following the lure of gold. Jewish 
migrants brought their Jewish faith, strengthening the small community 
already present in the colonies. The history of Jewish people in Australia 
began with the First Fleet, but the community did not thrive until the gold 
rushes of the 1850s.1 The Jewish population increased tenfold during the 
1850s, with three new synagogues established in Melbourne and dozens 
of other shuls created in outlying frontier and gold settlements.2 These 
migrants mostly arrived from Jewish communities already undergoing 
social and cultural transformations, and their responses to conditions in the 
Victorian colony reflected these modernising trends.

1	  Hilary L. Rubinstein, The Jews in Australia: A Thematic History (William Heinemann Australia, 
1991), 76.
2	  Anne O’Brien, ‘Religion,’ in The Cambridge History of Australia, ed. Alison Bashford and Stuart 
Macintyre (Cambridge University Press, 2013), 425–426.
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Colonial Jewish communities were shaped by Anglo-Jewish ideals and 
Reform Judaism from Britain and Europe. The majority of Jewish people on 
the Central Victorian Goldfields were born in Britain (mostly in England) 
or in Central and Eastern Europe, in such places as Poland, Prussia and 
Germany.3 Among these Central and Eastern European-born Jewish 
migrants were a minority who had spent some time in England before 
migrating to the colonies. In England, Jewish communal and institutional 
adherence became increasingly privatised and optional over the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. This led to quick adaptation and the creation 
of unique Anglo-Jewish middle-class values that emphasised mobility, self-
reliance and the nurture of the private family for increasing respectability.4 
By contrast, in Central and Eastern Europe, the prevailing political systems 
and antisemitism continued to disadvantage Jewish communities. Other 
Jewish groups in Europe experienced social and cultural transformation 
from the eighteenth century, a shift further facilitated through the Haskalah, 
an intellectual Jewish movement in Central and Eastern Europe that placed 
primacy on rationality and intellect.5 Through the Haskalah, Reform 
Judaism became a new and major branch of Jewish practice that encouraged 
the modernisation of religion.

Drawing upon this longer history of change, Jewish people on the Central 
Victorian Goldfields altered their religious, social and cultural practices as 
they responded to the pervasive Protestant colonial frameworks, a lack of 
resources and their own shifting identity. Focusing on Jewish foodways, 
the Jewish Sabbath and synagogue worship, this chapter reveals how these 
cultural mediations were deeply entangled with the development of a 
colonial Jewish identity that was based upon strong ties both to Judaism 

3	  Elizabeth Offer, ‘The Formation of Goldfields Anglo-Jewry: How Jewish Settlers Negotiated 
Judaism, Class, and Britishness on the Central Victorian Goldfields, 1851-1901’ (PhD thesis, La Trobe 
University, 2021), 65. In both official and private records, Jewish people on the Central Victorian 
Goldfields relied upon such terms as Germany, Poland, and Prussia when describing certain areas 
in Eastern and Central Europe, yet their use of these terms could overlap or diverge individually. 
To account for this, this chapter incorporates all names, using, where possible, the location name given 
in the primary material to ensure a more accurate representation.
4	  V. D. Lipman, Three Centuries of Anglo-Jewish History: A Volume of Essays, (Published for the Jewish 
Historical Society of England by W. Heffer, 1961), 82; Reinhard Rürup, ‘Jewish Emancipation in Britain 
and Germany,’ in Two Nations: British and German Jews in Comparative Perspective, ed. Michael Brenner, 
Rainer Liedtke, and David Rechter (Leo Baeck Institute, 1999), 50; Peter Bailey, ‘White Collars, Gray 
Lives? The Lower Middle Class Revisited,’ Journal of British Studies 38, no. 3 (1999): 273–90, doi.org/​
10.1086/386195.
5	  Christhard Hoffman, ‘Constructing Jewish Modernity: Mendelssohn Jubilee Celebrations within 
Germany Jewry 1829–1929,’ in Towards Normality? Acculturation and Modern German Jewry, ed. Rainer 
Liedtke and David Rechter (Leo Baeck Institute, 2003), 30–31.

http://doi.org/10.1086/386195
http://doi.org/10.1086/386195
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and to British colonial society. This chapter complicates current scholarly 
understandings of the relationship between Britishness, identity and religion 
in the nineteenth century, revealing the impact such negotiations had in 
shaping religious communities on Victoria’s major goldfields.

Hebrew congregations and synagogues: 
Establishing Jewish institutions on the 
goldfields
The provisional living conditions of the early goldfields prompted many 
migrants to establish congregations and faith communities to create 
places of belonging where felt attachments and communal values could be 
expressed.6 Hebrew congregations in Bendigo and Ballarat first gathered in 
hotel dining rooms or stores before building synagogues. The synagogue 
space and public worship emerged as a place and means to express and 
confirm divergent identities. As such, the synagogue and public worship 
could foster wider social and cultural inclusion for the Jewish community 
while also maintaining a sense of religious difference. Such mediations were 
evident as synagogues in Bendigo and Ballarat were established.

Local newspaper advertisements indicated that a Hebrew congregation with 
an acting committee had formed in Bendigo by 1855.7 In his 1891 history 
of Bendigo, George Mackay placed the earliest organised gatherings for 
Jewish worship as 1854, though evidence suggests it may have formed even 
earlier.8 Writing home to his family in England in 1853, Charles Hodges, 
a non-Jewish settler turned Chinese court interpreter who had recently 
left Bendigo for Melbourne, noted the presence of a synagogue among the 
various religious sects present on the Bendigo goldfields.9 Hodges likely used 
the designation of ‘synagogue’ to refer to a gathered community rather than 
to a building, as no synagogue had then been built in Bendigo.10 On 13 July 

6	  Alejandro Portes and Josh DeWind, ‘A Cross-Atlantic Dialogue: The Progress of Research and 
Theory in the Study of International Migration,’ in Rethinking Migration: New Theoretical and Empirical 
Perspectives, ed. Alejandro Portes and Josh DeWind (Berghahn Books, 2007), 19.
7	  ‘Advertising,’ Bendigo Advertiser, September 8, 1855, p. 1, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page8999609. The 
copies available of the local newspaper, the Bendigo Advertiser, only date as far back as September 1855, 
despite the newspaper being created in 1853.
8	  George Mackay, The History of Bendigo (Fergusson & Mitchell, 1891), 171.
9	  Charles Hodges, letter written home from Melbourne, Australia to his family, August 8, 1853, 
D7367/1, Gloucestershire Archives, catalogue.gloucestershire.gov.uk/records/D7367/1.
10	  Ibid.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page8999609
http://catalogue.gloucestershire.gov.uk/records/D7367/1
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1856, the Bendigo Hebrew congregation celebrated the opening of their 
first synagogue, located in Dowling Street and built from wood, with 
a special ceremony taking place to mark this momentous occasion.

From its opening ceremony, the Bendigo synagogue emerged as a space 
that linked congregants to both Judaism and the wider imperial world.11 
After the opening, Israel Moses, one of the officers elected to serve at 
the synagogue, delivered a moving address to the gathered audience of 
Christians and Jews. He claimed that the synagogue was not only ‘a temple 
of prayer, but … a schools [sic], to teach us our duties as a portion of the 
great family of mankind’.12 The address referenced both international and 
imperial places, referring to the Jewish people as ‘our nation’ while also 
acknowledging a connection to ‘our native England’.13 Through this means, 
the Bendigo Hebrew congregation firmly acknowledged their place and 
attachment to the British Empire while also reaffirming ties to a separate 
non-British Jewish diaspora. In doing so, Jewish people in Bendigo worked 
seemingly disparate connections into a single identity, locating themselves 
within the British Empire but also beyond it. Though the synagogue was 
opened with much joy and celebration, one significant role had been left 
vacant: that of ‘minister’.

The Bendigo Hebrew congregation did not employ their first Jewish 
minister until late in 1859, that being Isaac Friedman. Born in 1805 in 
Hungary, Isaac Friedman arrived in Australia in the early 1830s with his 
wife, Rebecca Netto, whom he married in London. Rebecca died in 1835 
while the couple resided in Sydney. In the same year of Rebecca’s death, 
Friedman married Maria Nathan, and by 1838, the new couple had made 
their way to Tasmania.14 After another sojourn in New South Wales, as well 
as a brief return to Tasmania, Friedman was hired by the Bendigo Hebrew 
congregation. Friedman occupied a range of positions within the Bendigo 
Jewish community, as he acted to lead worship, to advise the community 
on shehitah (the religious laws surrounding the slaughter of animals for 
consumption) and to conduct marriages. The role of the Jewish minister 

11	  Tables of the Law refer to the stone tablets inscribed with the Ten Commandments and are usually 
displayed in synagogues.
12	  ‘Opening of the Jewish Synagogue,’ Bendigo Advertiser, July 14, 1856, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article88051388.
13	  Ibid., p. 2, col. 6.
14	  ‘From the Hobart Town Gazette,’ Launceston Advertiser, May 24, 1838, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article84754267; ‘List of Applications for Licenses Granted for the District of Hobarton,’ The Courier, 
3 September 1841, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2955674.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88051388
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88051388
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article84754267
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article84754267
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2955674
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on the goldfields often extended beyond these roles to include teaching 
children Hebrew, delivering sermons, acting as shochet (ritual slaughterer) 
and performing rituals such as a brit milah (circumcision ceremony) and bar 
mitzvah (a coming-of-age ceremony for Jewish boys).

Friedman’s extensive range of duties reflected recent shifts that had occurred 
as the synagogue chazan (or Reader), the person who leads group prayers 
through their melodic chanting in the synagogue, was transformed into 
a ‘proper minister’ who acted as pastor, preacher and public figurehead.15 
Heavily influenced by Protestant Christianity, this model for Jewish 
ministers was popular in the Australian colonies in the mid-nineteenth 
century, as it was across many English-speaking countries at the time. 
By the end of the century, the use of this ministerial model had decreased 
and would gradually disappear in the next century. Friedman served the 
Bendigo Hebrew congregation until 1868, when he moved to Melbourne 
with his family.16 Another Jewish minister was not hired until the early 
1870s, when Isaac Stone was employed, likely in response to the recent 
construction commissioned by the Hebrew congregation.17 In the early 
1870s, Bendigo had built an impressive new synagogue in the Byzantine 
and Moorish styles, a larger structure that would require a full-time minister 
to manage.18 In the rapidly growing regional Victorian city of Ballarat, the 
local Jewish community was also busy establishing a Hebrew congregation.

A Hebrew congregation formed in Ballarat in the early 1850s and built a 
synagogue soon after. In an address presented in 1861, Charles Dyte dated 
the early beginnings of the Hebrew congregation to 1854, with gatherings 
for worship occurring in the Clarendon Hotel.19 Dyte had arrived in Ballarat 
in 1853, although he initially moved between Melbourne and Ballarat to 
conduct business.20 He quickly became an influential figure both within 

15	  Adam Mendelsohn, ‘The Sacrifices of the Isaacs: The Diffusion of New Models of Religious 
Leadership in the English-Speaking Jewish World,’ in Transnational Traditions: New Perspectives on 
American Jewish History, ed. Ava Fran Kahn (Wayne State University Press, 2014), 12.
16	  ‘Advertising,’ Bendigo Advertiser, June 23, 1868, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87896739; ‘Family 
Notices,’ Bendigo Advertiser, July 11, 1871, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87904934.
17	  Much later in the 1880s, the Bendigo Hebrew Congregation hired Isidore Myers, then D. H. Harris, 
and then in 1890s, J. Goldstein.
18	  ‘The Bendigo Advertiser,’ Bendigo Advertiser, September 4, 1872, p. 2, col. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article87975666.
19	  ‘Hebrew Synagogue,’ The Star, January 26, 1861, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66337060.
20	  Parliament of Victoria, Report from the Select Committee upon Ballaarat Riots – Bentley’s Hotel (John 
Ferres, Government Printer, 1857–1858), 24, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-70329844.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87896739
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87904934
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87975666
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87975666
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66337060
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-70329844
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the congregation and in wider Ballarat society.21 Within a year, the Ballarat 
Hebrew congregation opened their first, wooden synagogue in June 1855, 
located in Barkley Street.22 While the land was officially reserved for Jewish 
religious purposes, the Ballarat Hebrew congregation soon faced a contest 
over possession of the land.

In 1856, the local municipal council sent the Ballarat Hebrew congregation 
a series of letters requesting their removal from the synagogue, as the land 
was required for a government building.23 The congregation initially denied 
the request because the land had been consecrated. The council repeatedly 
asked the congregation to leave, which they agreed to, on the condition that 
another piece of land first be provided for the Jewish community. In 1859, 
a section of land was granted to the Hebrew congregation for another 
synagogue and a Hebrew school, located further down Barkley Street. 
The second reserve of land, however, was on Crown Land that was occupied 
by the Lloyd brothers, Frederick and Benjamin. The brothers refused to 
vacate, as they claimed that the land, for which they had been paying 
taxes, was theirs. Numerous court cases followed, mainly for trespassing, 
with the Lloyd brothers serving time in prison.24 This dispute over the 
reserved land was not settled until late in 1860, and only after a physical 
altercation occurred between Charles Dyte and Frederick Lloyd.25 After 
this confrontation, the two parties arrived at an agreement, and the Lloyd 
brothers left the reserve.26 Construction work on the new brick synagogue 
quickly commenced upon their removal.

Like the Easter Parade and Hospital Sundays, discussed in our Introduction 
and Popout One, the new synagogue fostered social cohesion through 
shared celebration. The brick synagogue in Ballarat was officially opened 

21	  ‘News and Notes,’ Ballarat Star, April 12, 1870, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article219307719; ‘News 
and Notes,’ Ballarat Star, April 18, 1871, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article197562019; ‘Presentation to 
Mr Charles Dyte,’ Ballarat Star, 28 May 28, 1872, 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article197629080.
22	  ‘Ballarat,’ Geelong Advertiser and Intelligence, June 11, 1855, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article91870541.
23	  Nathan Spielvogel, Annals of the Ballarat Hebrew Congregation (item box number AB175), B44 
Australian Jewish Historical Society Institutional Archives, collections.ajhs.com.au/Detail/objects/7416.
24	  ‘Eastern Police Court,’ The Star, September 17, 1859, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66055341; 
‘News and Notes,’ The Star, October 4, 1859, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66055662; ‘News and 
Notes,’ The Star, February 27, 1860, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72465277; ‘News and Notes,’ The 
Star, March 23, 1860, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72465781; ‘News and Notes,’ The Star, April 9, 
1860, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72466078; ‘Eastern Police Court,’ The Star, May 29, 1860, p. 3, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72467050; ‘News and Notes,’ The Star, August 13, 1860, p. 2, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article66057622; ‘News and Notes,’ The Star, October 30, 1860, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article​66059138.
25	  ‘Eastern Police Court,’ The Star, December 6, 1860, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66336148.
26	  ‘News and Notes,’ The Star, December 6, 1860, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66336157.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article219307719
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article197562019
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article197629080
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article91870541
http://collections.ajhs.com.au/Detail/objects/7416
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66055341
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66055662
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72465277
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72465781
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72466078
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72467050
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66057622
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66057622
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66059138
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66059138
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66336148
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66336157
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with a consecration service held on 17 March 1861, a Sunday afternoon. 
Built in the style of classical and Egyptian revival, the synagogue referenced 
the Eastern origin of Jewish people, as can be seen in Figure 4.1. The 
opening of the Ballarat synagogue was a significant community event, as 
local newspapers remarked on construction processes and later published 
articles on the first service. As one local newspaper commented on the 
opening ceremony, ‘Jews from all parts of the world, and Christians of 
all denominations’ were present.27 This interreligious gathering in the 
synagogue became a common occurrence both in Ballarat and Bendigo. 
Christian ministers, visitors and persons of note were invited into the 
synagogue, often when a significant event was being celebrated, such as 
the Royal Jubilees held to commemorate Queen Victoria’s reign. Through 
this means, the synagogue space was woven into the social and cultural fabric 
of goldfields society. Unlike Bendigo, the Ballarat Hebrew congregation had 
employed a Jewish minister before the first synagogue was completed.

Figure 4.1: Ballarat synagogue
Source: Photographed by Solomon & Bardwell, courtesy of State Library of Victoria.

27	  ‘The Hebrew Synagogue,’ The Star, March 18, 1861, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66337989.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66337989
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In the early decades of the Ballarat Hebrew congregation, the synagogue 
employed three Jewish ministers. The first minister, David Isaacs, was hired 
in 1855 as the synagogue was nearing completion. Before arriving in the 
Victorian colony, Isaacs travelled to New Zealand and attempted to form 
strict Orthodox communities among settled Jewish people. In Ballarat, 
Isaacs remained with the congregation until the early 1860s. Samuel 
Herman became Ballarat’s second Jewish minister, and when his short term 
expired in 1868, the congregational committee decided to select Israel 
Goldreich as the new minister.28 Israel Goldreich was born in Poland in 
1834, but it is unclear when he arrived in the Australian colonies. Before 
arriving in Ballarat, Goldreich had acted as the Jewish minister for the 
Hebrew congregation in Hobart Town, Tasmania. Like Bendigo’s Jewish 
minister, Goldreich occupied multiple roles within the congregation and 
the Jewish community, acting as teacher, preacher, and officiant.

Goldfields Hebrew congregations formed during a pivotal period, as 
goldfields society was developing and Jewish migrants were experiencing 
other religious and social changes. These two factors influenced Jewish 
communities on early goldfields, affecting Hebrew congregations 
throughout the century as Jewish people navigated colonial frameworks, 
British identity, and the value of individual ambition to achieve middle-
class status.29 As follows, this negotiation and the related social, economic 
and religious integration of the Jewish community was particularly evident 
in issues of weekend labour and Jewish Sabbath adherence.

Desecrate the Sabbath or starve: Jewish 
Sabbath adherence and Sunday trading
Whether Jewish people decided to settle or sojourn on the goldfields, 
many became fully integrated into local economic life. Still, this process 
of integration raised serious (though by no means new) considerations 
regarding work, leisure and worship. In 1871, the Melbourne-based Jewish 
newspaper Australian Israelite complained of the rise in the desecration of the 
Jewish Sabbath across the Victorian colony, including the goldfields towns 
and cities. The writer highlighted the difficult position of Jewish people 

28	  The earliest evidence of Samuel Herman acting as Jewish minister in Ballarat is dated for 1865, 
‘Letter to the Editor,’ Ballarat Star, January 15, 1868, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article113600433.
29	  Definitive work by Geoffrey Crossick discusses a slightly later period. Crossick, Geoffrey, The Lower 
Middle Class in Britain, 1870-1914 (Croom Helm, 1977).

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article113600433
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regarding their work habits, proclaiming that ‘the Jewish workman is either 
compelled to desecrate the Sabbath or starve’.30 To abide by both colonial 
law and halachah (Jewish religious law) meant ceasing from work for two 
days, Saturday and Sunday, which could have huge economic implications.

Sunday trading laws in colonial Victoria banned trade and most forms of 
paid labour on Sunday, making it illegal to conduct business on the Christian 
Sabbath. As a British outpost, the Australian colonies had inherited a body 
of statutes concerning the Christian Sabbath from England, such as the 
Westminster Confession of Faith, that encouraged Sunday Sabbath adherence 
by penalising non-observance.31 Sunday trading was banned among these 
decrees. These statutes were extended in the Victorian colony over the 
nineteenth century, further limiting Sunday trading while banning shooting 
on the Sabbath and prohibiting theatre performances.32 While colonial law 
prescribed Sunday Sabbath adherence, or at least a semblance of adherence, 
Judaism also outlined how the Jewish Sabbath should be observed.

In Judaism, the Sabbath occurs from dusk on Friday until dusk on 
Saturday.33 Halachah surrounding the Jewish Sabbath is complex and 
multifaceted, specifying that activities such as writing, business transactions, 
shopping, lighting fires, cooking and laundry are not to be performed on 
the Jewish Sabbath.34 Colonial and religious law complicated economic life 
for Jewish people on the goldfields, requiring ongoing negotiations. Such 
issues were further complicated by the type of occupations Jewish goldfields 
workers tended to engage in.

Jewish people on the Central Victorian Goldfields mostly worked in 
mercantile, commercial businesses or in skilled labour roles.35 Pawnbrokers, 
storekeepers and publicans were the most popular occupations for Jewish 
migrants.36 Hawking was also common, though more prevalent in the 
1850s among those who were recently arrived, poor or experiencing illness.37 

30	  ‘The Sabbath and the Factory Act,’ Australian Israelite, August 25, 1871, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
page29257580.
31	  Timothy Willem Jones and Clare Wright, ‘The Goldfields’ Sabbath: A Postsecular Analysis of Social 
Cohesion and Social Control on the Ballarat Goldfields, 1854,’ Journal of Religious History 43, no.4 (2019): 
451, doi.org/10.1111/1467-9809.12626.
32	  Jones and Wright, ‘The Goldfields’ Sabbath’; Geoffrey Serle, The Rush to be Rich: A History of the 
Colony of Victoria 1883-1889 (Melbourne University Press, 1971), 158.
33	  Michael J. Graetz, ‘Sabbath.’ In Encyclopaedia Judaica, edited by Michael Berenbaum and Fred 
Skolnik (Macmillan Reference, 2007).
34	  Encyclopaedia Judaica s.v. ‘Sabbath’.
35	  Offer, The Formation of Goldfields Anglo-Jewry, 68.
36	  Ibid.
37	  Ibid.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page29257580
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page29257580
http://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9809.12626
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Single and married Jewish women also participated in Victoria’s booming 
goldrush economy, with storekeeping, tailoring and hotel-keeping proving 
viable occupations.38 Jewish people on the Central Victorian Goldfields, 
concentrated in mercantile and commercial areas, likely faced disadvantages 
trading in a predominantly Protestant society. Such issues were further 
intensified on the goldfields, since Saturday was the most popular shopping 
day, and hence the most profitable day for business. Issues related to Sunday 
trading and Jewish practice were familiar to Jewish goldfields workers, as 
they had encountered similar challenges in England or seen their family 
members navigate English laws alongside Jewish practices.39 The choices 
made by Jewish goldfields workers reflected these earlier practices in Britain 
and sometimes stood in direct opposition to colonial law.

The open transgression of Sunday trading laws, and the Christian Sabbath 
adherence they were meant to enshrine, often resulted in fines and social 
disapproval, testing the limits of goldfields social cohesion. In Ballarat, one 
Mr Bukh, a Jewish local business owner, frequently worked on Sundays, 
since he strictly observed the Jewish Sabbath.40 Appalled by his actions, 
Bukh’s neighbours reported him to the police, leading to his arrest and court 
appearance.41 Represented by the previously mentioned Charles Dyte, Bukh 
objected to the charge; Dyte was overruled, and the bench imposed a fine 
of five shillings.42 On the goldfields, few concessions were made for Jewish 
people in court. When such adjustments were made, they usually related to 
oath taking or rescheduling a missed court appearance if it coincided with 
a Jewish holiday.43 Such allowances did not extend to Sunday trading.

38	  ‘Jewish Emigration Society,’ Jewish Chronicle, February 26, 1858, p. 84.
39	  A significant number of studies have been conducted into the Saturday Sabbath and Sunday 
working practices of Jews both in Britain and North America. For some of this literature, see David 
Dee, ‘Sport or Shul? Physical Recreation, Anglo-Jewry and the Jewish Sabbath, ca. 1890–1939’ 
Jewish Historical Studies 44 (2012): 7–26; Sarah Mass, ‘Sunday Rites or Sunday Rights? Anglo-Jewish 
Traders and the Negotiability of the Mid-Century Sabbath,’ History of Retailing and Consumption 2, 
no.1 (2016): 68–83, doi.org/10.1080/2373518X.2016.1183879; Kerry M. Olitxky, ‘The Sunday-
Sabbath Movement in American Reform Judaism: Strategy or Evolution?’ American Jewish Archives 
34, no.1 (1982): 75–88; Annie Polland, ‘Working for the Sabbath: Sabbath in the Jewish Immigrant 
Neighborhoods of New York,‘ Labor: Studies in Working-Class History of the Americas 6, no.1 (2009): 33–56, 
doi.org/10.1215/15476715-2008-044; Benjamin Kline Hunnicutt, ‘The Jewish Sabbath Movement in 
the Early Twentieth Century,’ American Jewish History 69, no. 2 (1979): 196–225; Heather A. McKay, 
Sabbath and Synagogue: The Question of Sabbath Worship in Ancient Judaism (Brill, 2001).
40	  ‘The Argus,’ The Argus, May 13, 1874, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page237676.
41	  Ibid.
42	  Ibid.
43	  ‘Mining Intelligence, Taking the Oath,’ Bendigo Advertiser, March 7, 1866, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article87959109; ‘Country Court,’ The Star, September 17, 1858, p. 2; ‘Geelong Insolvent Court,’ 
Ballarat Star, October 11, 1867, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article112871073.

http://doi.org/10.1080/2373518X.2016.1183879
http://doi.org/10.1215/15476715-2008-044
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page237676
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87959109
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87959109
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article112871073
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In Chapter Three, we saw that when it came to negotiating religious 
difference inside the courtroom, colonial law was compelled to practice 
religious relativity. Here, we see that outside of the courtroom, the 
application of colonial law could, on the contrary, be inflexible. For Bukh 
and other Jewish people, the law’s normalisation of Protestant culture 
treated civil disobedience as religious dissent. Ignoring the Jewish meanings 
of Saturday meant that Jewish people were pressured to conform. When 
applied to all people within colonial society, Christian Sabbath observance 
and the laws surrounding Sunday trading acted as a form of Protestant 
social and religious control, with the law becoming a site for the navigation 
of religious difference.44 In this way, social compliance was forced not by 
cultural assimilation but by threat of punitive action.

Some Jewish men continued to trade and work on Saturdays, to attend 
mining meetings or even engage in more leisurely pursuits. How Jewish 
women and children spent the Jewish Sabbath is unknown, as little evidence 
has survived regarding their weekend activity. A lack of primary sources 
makes it harder to uncover whether husbands laboured so that their wives and 
children could keep Sabbath, as other studies have suggested.45 If they did, 
this adherence by women and children likely occurred away from Christian 
eyes, in the home or the synagogue, which, coupled with their abstention 
from work on Sundays, could be seen as symbolically heeding the Christian 
Sabbath. Jewish men or older children who worked on Saturdays in more 
visible communal and economic spaces may have demonstrated Christian 
work habits for their family. Although the reasons for these changes are not 
always clear, Jewish men on the goldfields modified their observances of the 
Jewish Sabbath. As an example, Henry Marks, an auctioneer and commission 
agent in Bendigo, auctioned goods on Saturday mornings from rooms in 
Pall Mall.46 For men such as Marks, Saturday labour provided a way for 
Jewish people to meet their economic needs within the Protestant structures 
of the goldfields; it is unclear whether this was by choice or necessity. While 
colonial law could prove a powerful deterrent, this Saturday activity may 
have also been motivated by a desire to assimilate into the colony’s cultural 
and social frameworks.

44	  Jones and Wright, ‘The Goldfields’ Sabbath,’ 451.
45	  See Polland, ‘Working for the Sabbath.’
46	  ‘Advertising,’ Bendigo Advertiser, November 22, 1855, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page8999749; 
‘Advertising,’ Bendigo Advertiser, December 15, 1855, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page8999792; ‘Advertising,’ 
Bendigo Advertiser, April 26, 1856, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88049713. ‘Advertising,’ Bendigo 
Advertiser, June 7, 1856, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page9000244.
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Figure 4.2: Saturday night market in Ballarat, 1868
Source: W. H. Harrison, courtesy of State Library of Victoria.

Available evidence demonstrates that some Jewish people, such as Sydney 
Abraham and Isaac Davidson in Ballarat, shopped for clothes on Saturdays; 
an economic necessity, but much less pressing than work.47 Shopping 
on a Saturday was not only possible but also socially and economically 
endorsed, as evidenced by crowds gathered at the night market in the above 
image.48 As Jewish people increasingly entered the middle classes in colonial 
Victoria, they may have adapted their weekend habits, perhaps engaging in 
similar Saturday pastimes.49 For some Jewish people, Saturday activity was 
a deliberate choice, one that incorporated not only economic decisions but 
also class, social and cultural aspects. At times, Jewish people engaged in 
similar negotiations regarding their food consumption.

47	  ‘Eastern Police Court,’ The Star, January 10, 1863, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72554054.
48	  Weston Bate, Lucky City: The First Generation at Ballarat 1851–1901 (Melbourne University Press, 
2003), 172.
49	  Linda Young, Middle Class Culture in the Nineteenth Century America, Australia and Britain (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2002), 14.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article72554054
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Kashrut and kosher: Jewish food practices 
on the goldfields
Jewish people modified their observance of kashrut as they settled on the 
goldfields, a shift that reflects accessibility issues and acculturation. Kashrut 
refers to the set of dietary laws in Judaism that have their origin in the 
Torah.50 According to the Torah, only mammals that chew the cud and 
have cloven hooves and fish that have both scales and fins are to be eaten. 
A certain set of birds, such as birds of prey, are forbidden, and meat and 
dairy are not to be consumed together. All animals must be slaughtered by 
a trained shochet, who must follow set rules and guidelines to ensure the 
meat is unblemished and to minimise pain caused to the animal.51 The daily 
consumption of food makes kashrut an everyday practice, a mundane yet 
salient aspect of life.52 Jewish women play an important role preparing food 
and keeping a kosher kitchen through a set of practices and observances.53 
How Jewish migrants negotiated such laws as they encountered Australian 
wildlife is unknown. They may have relinquished kosher observance or 
adapted their practices to accommodate local availability.

Newspaper evidence, though sparse, reveals how Jewish people navigated 
kashrut laws on the Central Victorian Goldfields. Institutionally supplied 
kosher foods were temporarily available on the goldfields during certain 
times of the year, mainly for religious holidays. Articles needed for Passover, 
mainly matzah (a type of unleavened flatbread), were available relatively 
early in Ballarat.54 Local Ballarat or Bendigo papers made no mention of 
kosher food or meat through the rest of the year. This is not to assume, 
however, that Jewish people were not observing kosher at home. There 
may have been a kosher butcher present in the community who simply did 

50	  Panikos Panayi, ‘The Anglicisation of East European Jewish Food in Britain,’ Immigrants & 
Minorities 30, no. 2–3 (2012), 296, doi.org/10.1080/02619288.2010.502719.
51	  Harry Rabinowicz and Rela Geffen, ‘Dietary Laws.’  Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 5, p. 650–59; 
For more in-depth information regarding kashrut, see Stanley Waterman, ‘Eating, Drinking and 
Maintenance of Community: Jewish Dietary Laws and Their Effects on Separateness,’ in The Changing 
World Religion Map: Sacred Places, Identities, Practices, and Politics, ed. Stanley D. Brunn (Springer, 
2015); David C. Kraemer, Jewish Eating And Identity Through The Ages (Routledge, 2020); Ella Stiniguță 
Laslo, ‘Purity and Impurity in Judaism: Taboo Foods and the Kashrut Laws,’ Studia Judaica 22, no. 1 
(2017): 137–57.
52	  Andrew Buckser, ‘Keeping Kosher: Eating and Social Identity Among the Jews of Denmark,‘ 
Ethnology 38, no. 3 (1999): 203.
53	  Encyclopaedia Judaica s.v. ‘Dietary Laws.’
54	  Matzah is unleavened flatbread and forms a significant part of the Passover celebration, especially 
the seder, the ritual feast.
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not advertise, or individual Jewish people may have butchered their own 
animals. By the mid-1860s, kosher butchers and groceries became available 
in Melbourne, and goods could be transported by train to the outer regions.

The Jewish ministers employed by goldfields congregations often supplied 
kosher meat to the local community, although this provision may have 
been limited. Some Jewish people may have simply abandoned the practice, 
perhaps not viewing kashrut as a significant marker of their Jewish identity. 
A visiting rabbi in 1862, Rabbi Jacob Saphir, sheds further light on the 
observation of kashrut for goldfields Jewish communities. He stated that:

I have noticed a sickness amongst Jews, who are god [sic] fearing, 
upright, who uphold Torah and go daily to synagogue, morning and 
evening, and yet regard the matter of shechita and dietary laws most 
lightly, because they have become accustomed to the practice of not 
eating kosher food, owning to the fact that when they first came to 
Australia there was no shochet.55 

Saphir’s remark provides insight into why such laws were no longer followed, 
citing the initial lack of Jewish institutions and religious knowledge. However, 
later evidence suggests that Jewish people continued to deviate from such 
laws later in the century when issues of access were largely resolved.

Some Jewish settlers appear to have deviated from or altered their kosher 
consumption as they increasingly identified with mainstream colonial 
society. An article published in the Jewish Herald in 1880 comments on this 
negotiation, noting:

We are commanded to partake of none but Kosher food; we know 
the advantage derived from the observance of those laws … How 
few of our most influential men have the moral courage to say, 
when sitting down at a public banquet to which they have been 
invited, ‘I am quite sensible of the honour conferred upon me, but, 
professing Judaism, I cannot partake of viands that are not prepared 
in accordance with the laws of my religion.’56

Rising middle- or upper-class Jewish people likely felt some pressure to 
conform, particularly in such public scenarios where ‘professing Judaism’ 
would have  marked them as different, whether or not they felt ‘other’. 

55	  Joseph Aron and Judy Arndt, The Enduring Remnant: The First 150 Years Of The Melbourne Hebrew 
Congregation, 1841-1991 (Melbourne University Press, 1992), 311.
56	  ‘Is Judaism on the Wane?’ Jewish Herald, November 19, 1880, p. 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​149​
435000.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article149435000
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article149435000
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The choices made regarding kashrut were at times also based upon the 
shifting ideas of the Jewish community, who increasingly identified as 
part of ‘progressive’ colonial society and ascribed to many of the reforming 
attitudes then apparent in much of the Western Jewish world. A newspaper 
article from 1884 further reveals this influence when it noted that ‘the 
prohibition of eating meat with butter, and other Mosaic dietary laws, are 
looked upon as relics of an age of barbarism.’57 Dietary laws in colonial 
Victoria could appear as out-of-date and non-reflective of their changing 
world and, as such, requiring reform.

This connection may have been influenced by the idea that British 
civilisation could both preserve ancient rites and reform its political 
institutions.58 Jewish settlers in colonial Australia might have drawn upon 
similar ideas, believing that they could conserve Judaism through reform. 
Choices regarding kosher consumption were complex and layered, defined 
in part by access but also by changing views of Judaism, by acceptance into 
colonial society, and an idea that Judaism required reform. Similar choices 
also impacted worship in the local synagogue.

Singing hymns and playing organs: 
Decorum in the synagogue
On the Central Victorian Goldfields and other colonial synagogues, 
Hebrew congregations recast experiences of public worship by introducing 
new items and performance practices into the synagogue space. These shifts 
were entangled with wider social and cultural changes in contemporary 
colonial conceptions of class and behaviour, drawing upon middle-class 
notions of decorum and Jewish ideas of reform. In 1881, a letter to the 
editor of the Jewish Herald, a Melbourne-based Jewish newspaper, urged 
colonial Hebrew congregations to abandon traditional customs in favour 
of British practices in the synagogue. The author, who signed their name 
simply as ‘N. B.’, expressed concern regarding the ‘babble and noise’ of 
public worship and its effect on non-Jewish visitors.59 Dismayed by the 
restless movement and sounds of synagogue worship, ‘N. B.’ hoped that 

57	  ‘Local and General Items,’ Jewish Herald, October 3, 1884, p. 9, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​1495​
49090.
58	  Keith Robbins, Great Britain: Identities, Institutions and the Idea of Britishness (Longman, 1998), 236.
59	  ‘To the Editor of the “Jewish Herald,”’ Jewish Herald, October 7, 1881, p. 5, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article149433969.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article149549090
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article149549090
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article149433969
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article149433969


BELIEVING ON UPSIDE DOWN COUNTRY

96

colonial Hebrew congregations would create a more ‘dignified form of 
worship’, through the observance of British customs.60 Such reform became 
increasingly important for Hebrew congregations, both in the colonies and 
overseas.61

The earliest move towards reform in British and European Jewish 
communities can be traced to the mid-eighteenth century, yet widespread 
changes were not enacted until the nineteenth century, as Hebrew 
congregations shortened liturgy and altered the chanting style of the 
chazan.62 Reforming ideas were brought to the Australian colonies, where 
the distance from established Jewish institutions and limited resources 
allowed for changes in worship. Cultural shifts in colonial synagogues were 
further aided by the middle-class identifications of these communities and 
a desire to present such ideals to wider circles.

As Jewish people settled on the goldfields and became an integrated part of 
local society, many maintained a middle-class position and identity. This 
social location sometimes raised concerns within the Jewish community 
about settler views on Judaism. While synagogue services varied according to 
religious holidays, the day of the week and even by the season, public prayer 
in Judaism was individualistic and loudly participatory, as adherents were 
encouraged to seek their own rhythmic pattern of movement and prayer.63 
Religious services in Judaism also included a chazan or cantor (one of the 
many roles occupied by Jewish ministers in colonial Victoria). Reading 
of the Torah, the pivotal event of public worship, demanded extensive 
congregational involvement.64 Some Christians perceived the simultaneous 
prayer chants during synagogue services as chaotic and noisy.65 Jewish 
colonialists were evidently aware of such perceptions.

60	  Ibid.
61	  The lower case ‘reform’ refers to changes made according to ideas of improvement, and not the 
uppercase Reform, which concerns a branch of Judaism formed at the mid-nineteenth century in 
Germany. Sue Silberberg also discussed the changes that occurred in ritual and worship in Melbourne’s 
synagogues in the nineteenth century, Silberberg, A Networked Community: Jewish Melbourne in the 
Nineteenth Century (Melbourne University Publishing, 2020), 47.
62	  Todd Endelman, The Jews of Britain, 1656 to 2000 (University of California Press, 2002), 111. 
A chazzan, also known as a Reader, leads the synagogue congregation in prayer through melodic chanting.
63	  Karla Goldman, Beyond the Synagogue: Finding a Place for Women in American Judaism (Harvard 
University Press, 2009), 4–5.
64	  Ibid., 4–5.
65	  Todd Endelman, Broadening Jewish History: Towards a Social History of Ordinary Jews (The Littman 
Library of Jewish Civilization, 2011), 74.
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Across Victoria, Jewish adherents expressed anxiety about the viewpoint of 
‘stranger[s] of our own faith’ or ‘ministers of another religion’ who witnessed 
synagogue worship and argued for change in service practices.66 Such views 
indicate the desire to convey an image of conformity via solemn, reverent 
and genteel worship to others rather than improve worship for the benefit 
of the congregation. This does not imply that changes in synagogue practice 
were only about appearances. Shifts in synagogue worship in the Victorian 
colony were also deeply entangled with ideas of reforming Judaism to 
reflect the modern subjecthood of Jewish colonists and ensure its survival 
in a colonial setting, where the boundaries defining Jewish identity were 
increasingly blurred.67 Changes to synagogue services were influenced by a 
range of factors, including desires to propagate and maintain social cohesion 
across middle-class colonial society. Middle-class Jewish colonists shaped 
synagogue services by drawing upon values such as decorum that were 
shared across religious divides.

Decorum in this context relates to personal conduct during public 
worship, though usage and connotations varied slightly within the Jewish 
community and outside in wider settler society. Decorum, as a British ideal, 
was particularly important to Protestants and signified body governance, 
cleanliness, modesty and moral discipline.68 Decorum reflected middle-class 
views, disapproving of aristocratic excesses and the unsophisticated habits 
of the working class.69 Among the colonial Jewish community in Victoria, 
Jewish people connected decorum with synagogue worship and used the 
term to incorporate ideas of good behaviour that required certain degrees 
of orderliness, propriety and reverence.70 This conception included being 
quiet or at least limiting noise that might disturb the prayer of others.71 
Local correspondents often characterised goldfields synagogue services with 
terms like decorum, indecorum and solemnity. These descriptors were not 

66	  ‘Synagogue and Decorum,’ Jewish Herald, November 12, 1897, p. 12, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
14​7278127; ‘Synagogue Decorum,’ Jewish Herald, July 30, 1880, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​149​43​
5152.
67	  Offer, The Formation of Goldfields Anglo-Jewry, 131.
68	  Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 
1780–1850 (The University of Chicago Press, 1987), 90, 91, 421.
69	  Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 21, 91.
70	  ‘Synagogue and Decorum,’ p. 12, ‘Synagogue Decorum,’ p. 3, and ‘Decorum in our Synagogues,’ 
p.5, Jewish Herald, October 7, 1881; ‘Divine Service,’ Jewish Herald, 8 August 1884, p. 8–9, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article149434680.
71	  ‘Decorum in our Synagogues,’ p. 5.
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only used by the congregations themselves but also served to contextualise 
and define synagogue conduct.72 Achieving this ideal of decorous worship, 
however, also required the introduction of new objects and practices.

The most notable change in synagogue worship was the introduction of 
choirs and organs across the second half of the nineteenth century. This 
change that was likely influenced by recent shifts in England and Europe 
both within and outside the Jewish community. In England, the Methodist 
revival contributed to the popularity of choral music, significantly 
influencing the tradition of singing in both urban and rural areas of Britain.73 
This tradition, which varied according to denomination, was carried to 
the colonies.74 Organ music and choirs first entered synagogue worship in 
the early nineteenth century in Europe and Britain, though this is not to 
suggest that this was the beginning of communal singing in the synagogue.75 
Group chanting, in which the entire (male) congregation participates, has 
always been central to synagogue services, though individual prayer was 
highly regarded. Choirs and organs, however, emerged as a more distinct 
phenomenon in Hebrew congregations in the mid-nineteenth century, just 
as Reform Judaism advocated for such shifts. Colonial Jewish people across 
Victoria supported the introduction of choirs and organs to services. When 
the Hebrew congregations in Ballarat and Bendigo opened a new synagogue, 
choirs and organ music were often included as a highlight of the event.76

Choirs and organs were increasingly regarded as central to synagogue 
worship and promoted the decorum and good behaviour desired by many 
adherents. In a letter to the editor of the Australian Israelite in 1871, 
the writer argued that a choir was ‘absolutely necessary’, explaining that 

72	  See ‘Jewish Wedding,’ Bendigo Advertiser, December 2, 1899, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
89471816; ‘The Bendigo Advertiser,’ Bendigo Advertiser, October 4, 1881, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
page​9127919; ‘The Bendigo Advertiser,’ Bendigo Advertiser, October 2, 1894, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article​89005120; ‘Ballarat Courier,’ Ballarat Courier, November 29, 1870, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page​
21557042; ‘Ballarat,’ Jewish Herald, September 22, 1882, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​1494​35315; 
‘The Synagogues,’ Jewish Herald, September 24, 1880, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​149434296.
73	  Derek B. Scott, ‘Music and Social Class in Victorian London,’ Urban History 29, no.1 (2002): 
68, doi.org/10.1017/S0963926802001062; Helen J. English, Music and World-Building in the Colonial 
City: Newcastle, NSW, and its Townships, 1860–1880 (Routledge, 2021).
74	  Andre de Quadros, Focus: Choral Music in Global Perspective (Routledge, 2019), 15; David Martin, 
‘Music and the Aesthetic in Worship and Collective Singing: England since 1840,’ Society 53, no. 6 
(2016): 652, doi.org/10.1007/s12115-016-0078-5.
75	  Joseph A. Levine, ‘Judaism and Music,’ in Sacred Sound: Experiencing Music in World Religions, ed. 
Guy L. Beck (Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2006), 45.
76	  See ‘Consecration of the Ballarat Synagogue,’ Jewish Herald, September 23, 1881, p. 6, nla.gov.
au/nla.news-article149434529. ‘Sandhurst—Consecration of the New Synagogue,’ Australian Israelite, 
October 4, 1872, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article261974927.
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‘the intent of a choir [was] to add solemnity to the service’ (their emphasis).77 
Choir and organ music discouraged individual chanting, hence ordering 
worship and creating a unified service. Such accompaniments also added 
a special feeling to synagogue services, potentially elevating the atmosphere 
of reverent solemnity. When the Bendigo Hebrew congregation celebrated 
the consecration of their new synagogue in 1872, the ceremony did not 
include a choir, as noted by the Australian Israelite. The writer, a local 
Jewish observer, believed that the proceedings ‘therefore, lacked the spirit 
which would have been engendered had there been the sweet singing which 
generally accompanies such ceremonies’.78 While this term ‘the spirit’ could 
hold various meanings, including communal togetherness, it does suggest 
that choirs were important to religious ceremonies. Incorporating musical 
instruments and choirs into synagogue services shifted understandings of 
worship and with it, the sounds, sights and emotions of public services. The 
goldfields Jewish community used choirs and organs to connect with broader 
social values, subtly fostering social cohesion. The next century, however, 
brought significant challenges to the goldfields Jewish communities.

Decline and loss beyond 1900
From 1900, the Jewish population on the goldfields rapidly reduced, as out-
migration that had begun in the 1870s continued. Public services were held 
regularly at the Bendigo synagogue until about the 1920s, when a minyan, 
the ten men above the age of thirteen required for public services, could 
no longer be gathered. In 1925, representatives of the Bendigo Hebrew 
congregation applied to the Governor of Victoria to dispose of the land and 
the long unused and decaying synagogue.79 Once approved, the land and 
synagogue were sold and the funds held in trust for destitute Jewish people 
until 1950, when it was donated to the Montefiore homes, a residential 
aged care service in Melbourne. Over in Ballarat, the Jewish congregation 
maintained some strength in numbers during the early twentieth century 
but suffered from communal infighting, leading to a temporary split in 

77	  ‘The Choir,’ Australian Israelite, October 6, 1871, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article261974162.
78	  ‘Sandhurst—Consecration of the New Synagogue,’ p. 3.
79	  Act 201 First Schedule, Bendigo Regional Archives Centre, Bendigo, 1925.
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1908. The Ballarat Hebrew congregation reunited by 1914, maintaining 
regular public worship but diminished numbers.80 The coming decades 
would, however, sorely test the Ballarat Hebrew congregation.

In the 1930s and 1940s, economic collapse, war and increased migration 
significantly affected Australian Jewry. During these decades, Jewish 
migration to Australia increased as Jewish people sought to escape the 
Holocaust or leave Europe in its devastating aftermath.81 Many perceived 
the incoming Jewish people as racially distinct and unable to assimilate or 
acculturate.82 Anglo-Jews who had already assimilated were considered as 
white, yet Eastern European Jewish migrants were deemed to be non-white. 
Immigration forms included questions designed to identify and prevent 
the migration of converted Jews.83 While the impact on the daily life of 
Anglo-Jews in Australia may have been negligible, these racialised discourses 
were troubling for many. The pre- and post-war migrants who arrived from 
Europe diversified the Australian Jewish community and stimulated Jewish 
consciousness and religious practice, as Orthodox forms of Judaism began 
to predominate.84

The Ballarat Jewish community gradually decreased over the mid-twentieth 
century, as Jewish people relocated or enlisted in the Second World War, 
though the American soldiers posted in Ballarat briefly boosted synagogue 
attendance.85 In 1946, the Ballarat Hebrew congregation numbered only 
thirty paying members, with an average of ten meeting on Friday nights.86 
No Hebrew school was maintained, nor any services conducted.87 Most 
incoming Jewish migrants settled in metropolitan centres or its outer suburbs 
rather than smaller regional cities. Attendance at weekly synagogue services 
decreased further in the 1950s.88 The Ballarat synagogue survived thanks 

80	  See ‘Ballarat,’ Jewish Herald, April 24, 1914, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article150067963; ‘Central 
Hebrew Synagogue,’ Ballarat Star, October 4, 1909, p. 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article218793514.
81	  Andrew Markus, ‘Jewish Migration to Australia 1938–49,’ Journal of Australian Studies 7, no.13 
(1983): 18–19, doi.org/10.1080/14443058309386871.
82	  Jon Stratton, ‘The Colour of Jews: Jews, Race and the White Australia Policy,’ Journal of Australian 
Studies 20, no. 50–51 (1996): 55, doi.org/10.1080/14443059609387278.
83	  Ibid., 56, 78.
84	  Suzanne D. Rutland, ‘Debates and Conflicts: Australian Jewry, the Claims Conference and Restitution, 
1945–1965,’ Dapim: Studies on the Holocaust 28, no. 3 (2014): 156, doi.org/10.1080/23256249.​2014.​
944023.
85	  Ballarat Hebrew Congregation Committee Report 1942, (Ballarat Hebrew Congregation Committee, 
74Vv6d8JX2xZ, 1942), State Library of New South Wales.
86	  Questionnaire Ballarat Hebrew Congregation, AB175, Australian Jewish Historical Society Archive, 
Sydney.
87	  Ibid.
88	  Ibid.
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to the untiring efforts of a small committee of dedicated members, such as 
Nathan Spielvogel and Marcus Stone, who oversaw the synagogue grounds 
and conducted worship. Through their efforts, the Ballarat synagogue 
endured, becoming the oldest synagogue on the Australian mainland.

Today, the Jewish communities on the Central Victorian Goldfields celebrate 
their enduring connection to the early goldfields, their place and their 
history.89 The early struggles and strengths of Bendigo and Ballarat’s Jewish 
communities are worthy of celebration. The social, religious and cultural 
negotiations that Jewish settlers undertook were complex, influenced by 
a longer history of change overseas and an emerging identity based upon 
strong ties to both Judaism and Greater Britain. On those fields of gold, 
Jewish people found a way to be Jewish, British and middle-class, adjusting 
their values and faith practices to become significant and integrated 
members of society.

89	  At the time of writing this chapter, another Hebrew congregation has formed in Bendigo, kehillat 
s’dot zahav (The Congregation of the Fields of Gold), which is a progressive community that welcomes 
interfaith connections. The Hebrew congregation and synagogue in Ballarat continues to hold services 
with members from Melbourne or nearby and gather monthly for worship and High Holidays.
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