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Divine intention and family
misfortune on the Central
Victorian Goldfields:
How ‘Providence orders
all things well’

‘Providence orders all things well and to Him I decide to commit the
sacred care of us all’.!

Jane Brown Hamilton

On Christmas Day in 1864, Jane Brown Hamilton wrote from the Bendigo
goldfields to her family in Scotland, voicing anxiety for her five-month-
old baby, Jessie. She had been wheezing and coughing for ten days and
was ‘such a sweet little thing’, Jane wrote, that ‘I would like ill to lose her’.
Jane’s concern about Jessie’s condition increased after the sudden death of an
infant next door, and she was therefore ‘prompt to do all for her that I can’.
In the context of the family correspondence, doing ‘all for her’ implied that
(contrary to family expectations) Jane continued to breastfeed on demand.?
This was an adaptive action that Jane defended six months later, when

1 Jane Hamilton to Mother, Sister and Brother, 24 August 1862, Letter 390, Papers of the Brown
Family, Acc12100, National Library of Scotland (hereafter NLS). This substantial collection of original
letters was accessioned in 2014. The collection was first made available on microfilm under the Joint
Copying Project (JCP) at the National Library of Australia (hereafter NLA) in 1978. The JCP copies are
now available online. Both the original letters from the NLS and the JCP microfilm and online copies
have been consulted for this chapter. All transcription is by the author.

2 Jane Hamilton to Mother, 25 December 1864, Letter 467, Papers of the Brown Family, Acc12100,
NLS.
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environmental conditions on the goldfields had worsened and ‘darling
Jessie’ was still ‘very fragile’.> Local newspapers then heralded the onset of
drought; ‘sickness prevailed to a large extent’ due to ‘an impure and short
allowance of water’, and some gold crushing operations were suspended.*
Frontier conditions affected both business and personal life in ways little
understood by distant families, effectively depriving Jane of needed comfort
and support.

Jane Hamilton’s Scottish family continued to offer breastfeeding advice
that reflected their temporal and geographical distance. Sister-in-law
Kate Brown, who was (involuntarily) childless but settled comfortably
in urban Scotland, suggested in January 1866 that it was irresponsible of
Jane ‘to continue nursing your little girl so long’. Prolonged breastfeeding,
according to Kate, was ‘hurtful to both you and her’, and she was ‘absolutely
sure that if you weaned her you would find the child would grow stronger’.”
Although maternal breastfeeding was then widely practised by the British
middle classes and sentimentalised as a womanly domestic duty, public
discourses warned that ‘excessive suckling’ weakened the mother and risked
her health.® In late February 1866, at the height of Bendigos summer,
Jane contextualised her choice to persist with breastfeeding. Writing to her
mother, she noted that although the weather ‘keeps as trying as ever’, she
felt much stronger, despite still having ‘the pull upon me of nursing Jessic™:

You will blame me for this but I could not do otherwise. Humanly
speaking I believe she couldn’t have got through this fearfully trying
season without her cup of comfort — many a day she would look for
nothing else. However I shall wean her as soon as winter sets in if
she is no worse.”

Jane explained that breastmilk alternatives were scarce due to lack of fodder,
‘country dairy people are giving up milking’ and ‘there’s much distress
about here and great death of infants’. A baby in their family circle then

3 Jane Hamilton, Bendigo to Mother, Brother and Kate, 24 June 1865, Letter 443, Papers of the
Brown Family, Acc12100, NLS.

4 “The Drought.” Bendigo Advertiser, December 6, 1865, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87928600.
5  Kate Brown to Jane Hamilton, 25 January 1866, Letter 68, MS 862-3, Brown Family Papers,
Australian Joint Copying Project, NLA.

6 Tamara S. Wagner, “Nature’s Founts”: Breastmilk in Victorian Popular Culture,” Victorian Review
45, no. 1 (2019), 18-22, doi.org/10.1353/vcr.2019.0026; Jessica Cox, “The “Most Sacred of Duties”:
Maternal Ideals and Discourses of Authority in Victorian Breastfeeding Advice, Journal of Victorian
Culture 25, no. 2 (2020): 230, doi.org/10.1093/jvcult/vez065.

7 Jane Hamilton to Mother, 23 February 1866, Letter 478, Papers of the Brown Family, Acc12100,
NLS.
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died of whooping cough, and the Bendigo Advertiser reported that although
121 children were born in the town of Sandhurst (as Bendigo was then
known) in December 1865, 59 children under the age of five had also
died in the same month. While this ‘recently excessive rate of mortality’
was attributed to the long drought, the editor declared that not even the
desiccating power of the goldfields atmosphere could ‘nullify the impurities’,
which were:

ever seething in our undrained and untended town ... Let anyone
walk through the town ... and he will go to his bed thankful to
that Providence which has so long preserved this place from widely
devastating disease.®

In the absence of civic improvements, Divine Providence or God’s
preordained plan seemed the only protection available to Bendigo residents.
Reference to Providential regulation of the world, including health and
illness, was then common in public and private discourse. Although gold
mining depended on luck, which conflicted with Calvinist opposition to
gambling, dissenting congregations thrived on the goldfields. Pews were
filled with miners determined to gain their independence by discovering
valuable deposits near the surface.

Jane Hamilton had expressed belief in God’s preordained plan during trying
times in 1864, when she declared that ‘Providence orders all things well and
to Him I decide to commit the sacred care of us all.” But to what extent
did such belief shape the way Australian colonists and their families planned
their lives and negotiated daily events? Examining how a family maintained
religious solidarity while negotiating their individual experience (as well as
differing needs and perspectives) answers scholarly calls for more nuanced
historical interpretation of the intersections between religion and agency
in daily life.' Because members of the Brown family were resident in both
industrialised Glasgow and the upturned mining-scape of Bendigo, their
embodied processes of family making give insight into the workings of both
local and international networks. The Brown family letters also reveal how

8  Bendigo’s Big Hill reservoir ran dry in 1865, and water was carted 42 kilometres from Elmore (then
known as Runnymede) on the Campaspe. Frank Cusack, Bendigo: A History (Heinemann, 1973), 135;
‘Sanitary Reform,” Bendigo Advertiser, January 18, 1866, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87957800.

9 Jane Hamilton to Mother, Sister and Brother, 24 August 1862, Letter 390, Acc12100, NLS.

10 Andrew Blaikie, ‘Rituals, Transitions and Life Courses in an Era of Social Transformation,” in
A History of Everyday Lifé in Scotland, 1800 ro 1900, ed. Graeme Morton and Trevor Griffiths (Edinburgh
University Press, 2010), 92.
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material living conditions and opportunities for children were impacted by
the perceived operations of Providence, reflecting tensions and negotiations
between spiritual and material domains.

The Brown family correspondence is a substantial collection held in the
National Library of Scotland, including letters sent and received by multiple
members of the extended family who migrated to the Victorian goldfields
from 1852 to 1869." These correspondents are articulate and informed
thanks to a religious culture that prioritised literacy and self-improvement.
Although dissenting United Presbyterians, the correspondents were educated
in the Cumnock Parish school controlled by the established church in
Scotland, which had delivered a form of national schooling since 1696 and
made Scotland a world leader in population-wide education.'* The Brown
family correspondence exemplifies this influence. Patriarch Robert Brown
(1795-1847) was raised on an Ayrshire tenant farm, “Winpark’, owned by
the Duke of Portland. He was ordained as a Secession Church minister in
1824."% His son James Brown (1835-1890) followed in this vocation and
was ordained a United Presbyterian minister in 1859. He gained a doctorate
in Divinity in 1878." James Brown’s sisters, Jane (1827-1895) and Maggie
(1830-1859), both exhibited active interest in their faith and in elevating
family prospects through relocation. Maggie’s husband James Hoey (1832—
1865) began the migration chain to Australia in 1852, two years prior to
their marriage. He was accompanied by his brother Tom Hoey and Andrew
Hamilton (1816-1870), the widower of their older sister. Andrew Hamilton
later married Jane Brown, who left her role as a governess in Germany to
nurse her ailing sister Maggie, arriving in Australia just prior to Maggie’s

death in 1859.

This chapter focuses on one family’s interpretation of their colonial
circumstance and how their adaptive actions were influenced by a shared
Providential world view. As United Presbyterians, a denomination that,

11 A microfilm copy is held by the NLA, made available by the Australian Joint Copying Project in
1978. This research accessed both collections, as indicated.

12 The Act for Settling of Schools established schools in every parish funded by the Church of
Scotland and local landowners. Callum Brown, The Social History of Religion in Scotland since 1730
(Methuen, 1987), 98; Ryan Mallon, ‘Scottish Presbyterianism and the National Education Debates,
185062, Studies in Church History 55 (2019): 363-380, doi.org/10.1017/stc.2018.5.

13 The Secession Church later amalgamated with other dissenting denominations to become the United
Presbyterian church; James Brown, Sermons: With a Biographical Sketch by His Son (James Maclehose and
Sons, 1892). Winpark was still farmed by a relative in 1855. See Ayrshire Ordnance Survey Name Books,
1855-1857, Ayrshire volume 33, OS1/3/33/70, Scotland’s People.

14 Brown, Sermons, 14.
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in broad terms, embraced the Calvinist theology of the Westminster
Confession, the Brown family drew upon current social understandings of
Providential design while also believing that individual action was directed
by free will."”> This focus deepens understanding of life on the goldfields,
taking readers into the little-known female worlds of domestic distress to
counter triumphal accounts of goldfields history. The lens of religion offers
a nuanced understanding of lived experience on the goldfields and provides
powerful insights into the human cost of economic development.

In 1866, Bendigo was a chaotic, filthy and dangerous mining town that
still awaited sanitary reform. As noted in Popout Two, necessity shaped
infrastructure development more than design or management best practices.
By this time, the ubiquitous canvas tent of the initial rushes had been replaced
by slab and bark huts, and as Katrina Dernelley suggests, domestic comfort
had improved.’® But when inveterate traveller Anthony Trollope visited
Bendigo in 1872, there was still ample evidence of frontier improvisation
in terms of civic amenity. While Trollope predicted ‘a handsome city, with
fine streets, imposing banks, public gardens and well-built public edifices’,
during his stay, the town appeared ‘repulsive. Everything was crowded,
unfinished and uncomfortable.”'” It was as if the town had been ‘scratched
up violently out of the body of the earth by some infernal deity, who had left
everything behind him dirty, uncouth, barren and disorderly!™®

Exposure to Bendigo’s literal and metaphorical ‘underworld” was evident
in the ‘excessive mortality’ (as it was understood at the time) suffered by
Jane Hamilton’s family. These losses included little Jessie, who continued
to decline despite extended breastfeeding, and died in August 1866. In the
early 1860s, under-five mortality comprised half of all deaths in Australia
and were ‘always higher ... in the summer months, when food- and
water-borne infectious diseases took their greatest toll’."”” Table 5.1 below,
‘Antipodean deaths in the Hamilton-Hoey families 1859-1869’, collates
these family bereavements. It reveals that the extended family suffered the
loss of five infants, two young mothers and all three male breadwinners

15 Chad van Dixhoorn, “The Westminster Standards,” The Oxford Handbook of Reformed Theology, ed.
Michael Allen and Scott R. Swain (Oxford University Press, 2020).

16 Dernelley refers here to the nearby goldfield town of Castlemaine. Katrina Dernelley, ‘Our Land
of Adoption: Seeking Home in a Gold Rush Landscape, History Australia 18, no. 3 (2021): 505-506,
doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2021.1956340.

17 Anthony Trollope, Australia and New Zealand, vol. 1 (Chapman Hall, 1873), 428.

18 Trollope, Australia and New Zealand, 418.

19 Michael Willem de Looper, ‘Death Registration and Mortality Trends in Australia 1856-1906’
(PhD thesis, The Australian National University, 2014), 260, hdl.handle.net/1885/16791.
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before the surviving widows and children left Bendigo in 1869. Rudimentary
conditions on the Central Victorian Goldfields in this period, including
insanitary housing and irregular incomes, were among the factors that
increased the risk of maternal and infant mortality:

there was a dearth of grandmothers to pass on mothering skills;
sanitation was primitive; hot summers, flies, and scant and polluted
water supplies nourished gastrointestinal diseases; and financial
insecurity and unstable personal relationships undermined domestic
security.?’

The prevalence of epidemics and high mortality associated with water-related
communicable diseases in Australia was reduced by public health measures,
including the provision of clean water and sewerage infrastructure, in the
late nineteenth century.”! Before then, babies born to mothers who were
single, deserted or married to men who could not provide were particularly
exposed to illness and death. This suggests that infant mortality was a social
as well as a medical problem.

The vulnerability of women and children on the goldfields was exacerbated by
the debilitation of male breadwinners exposed to mining-related disease, such
as miner’s phthisis, now known as silicosis. This occupational disease became
increasingly common as Bendigo’s mines were industrialised from the 1860s,
and poor dust control and ineffective ventilation led to increased adult male
mortality.”? Collins and Kippen note that until the early twentieth century,
the disease was widely attributed to the predilection of individual miners or
to their negligent behaviour.?? In 1865, Jane Hamilton considered it ‘strange
how rife this chest disease is in my circle’ and noted how her ‘cousin’ Tom
Hoey ‘has also been attacked and I fear in a very serious form ... although he

20 Janet McCalman et al., ‘Colonial Health Transitions: Aboriginal and “Poor White” Infant Mortality
Compared, Victoria 1850-1910, The History of the Family 16, no. 1 (2011): 68, doi.org/10.1016/j.
hisfam.2010.09.005.

21  Michael Willem de Looper et al., ‘Sanitary Improvement and Mortality Decline in Sydney, New
South Wales, 1857-1906: Drinking Water and Dunnies as Determinants,” The History of the Family 24,
no. 2 (2019), 227-248, doi.org/10.1080/1081602X.2018.1550725; Hanbo Wu, ‘Mortality Transition
in Nineteenth Century Australia: A Further Investigation’ (MA thesis, The Australian National
University, 2017).

22 Sandra Kippen, “The Social and Political Meaning of the Silent Epidemic of Miners’ Phthisis,
Bendigo 18601960, Social Science ¢ Medicine 41, no. 4 (1995): 491-9, doi.org/10.1016/0277-
9536(94)00374-3; Wu, ‘Mortality Transition in Nineteenth Century Australia,” 99.

23 Kippen, “The Social and Political Meaning of the Silent Epidemic of Miners Phthisis, Bendigo
1860-1960’; Yolande Collins and Sandra Kippen, “A Social Disease with Medical Aspects”: Miners
Phthisis and the Politics of Occupational Health in Bendigo, 1880s-1910, journal of Australasian
Mining History 6, no. September (2008): 70-89.
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is better and thinks lightly of it.** Given that Tom Hoey’s mining ventures
had failed, and his family had ‘less than nothing of the needful’, Jane hoped
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that Providence would ‘direct the course and send prosperity’.®

Table 5.1: Antipodean deaths in the Hamilton-Hoey families, 1859-1869

Name Relationship Year of Age Cause of Place of
death death burial
Henry Son of Maggie | August 1859 | 11 months | Unspecified | White Hills
Hoey and James Cemetery
Hoey Bendigo
Maggie Sister of November 29 years Heart Brighton
Brown Jane Brown 1859 disease General
Hoey Hamilton, wife Cemetery
of James Hoey
Catherine | Twin infant April 1862 5 months | Unspecified | White Hills
(Kate) of Nena and Cemetery
Hoey Tom Hoey Bendigo
Mary Second wife of | March 1864 | 21years Childbirth New
Mortley James Hoey Zealand
Hoey
James Brother-in- November 36 years Lung White Hills
Harvey law of Jane 1865 disease Cemetery
Hoey Hamilton, Bendigo
brother of
Tom Hoey
Catherine | Third child February About Whooping White Hills
Hoey of Nena and 1866 1year cough Cemetery
Tom Hoey Bendigo
Jessie Second child September | 23 months | Unspecified | White Hills
Brown of Jane and 1864 - Cemetery
Hamilton | Andrew August 1866 Bendigo
Hamilton
Thomas Brother of April 1867 31years Lung White Hills
Hoey James Hoey, disease Cemetery
husband of Bendigo
Nena Hoey
Little Tom | Fourth child September | About Tuberculosis | White Hills
Hoey of Nena and 1868 1year Cemetery
Tom Hoey Bendigo
Andrew Husband of 16 December | 53 years Lung White Hills
Hamilton | Jane Hamilton | 1869 disease Cemetery
Bendigo

24 James Hoey described Jane Brown Hamilton as his ‘cousin’, but their biological relationship is unclear.
James was married to Jane’s sister Maggie, and James and Tom Hoey’s sister Janet was Andrew Hamilton’s
first wife (deceased). See James H Hoey to Mrs Brown, 25 November 1860, Letter 114, MS 862-3, Brown
Family Papers, Australian Joint Copying Project, NLA.

25 Jane Hamilton to Mother, Brother and Kate, 24 June 1865, Letter 443, Acc12100, NLS.
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This hope in Divine Providence helped to abate a fear of the future and
motivated individual and corporate action to support family members.
As noted above, Jane Hamilton’s family were active United Presbyterians,
a denomination then characterised as ‘liberal evangelical Calvinist in
tenor.”® Family letters reflect a shared belief in the Calvinist doctrine of
predestination, which posits that all life events (including eternal salvation
or damnation) are willed by God.?”” As Fergusson argues, the doctrine of
predestination could provide comfort to believers because their destiny was
considered ‘safe in the hands of God’.?® But because election to salvation
was also a ‘high mystery’ and known only to God, believers were never sure
of their status. Scottish Presbyterians who adhered to harsher versions of
Westminster Calvinism commonly viewed an individual as either ‘elect’ and
predestined for heaven, or ‘reprobate’ and foreordained to hell. This severe
doctrine was under review during the long nineteenth century, as ascendant
evangelicalism broadly understood God’s love and the message of salvation
as ‘directed towards all people and not merely some’, as predestination
implied.”” The United Presbyterian church was at the forefront of this
liberalisation. The United Presbyterian Synod passed the Declaratory Act
in 1879 that qualified the Westminster Confession to leave more room
for free-will conversion and hence evangelical mission.*® The doctrine of
predestination was nevertheless influential across the nineteenth century,
fostering humility and diligence among United Presbyterian congregants.
Adherents searched for signs of election in their lives, which included the
capacity to find consolation or ‘Christian contentment’ in suffering.'
A rebellious response to the arrangements of Providence was actively
discouraged because complaint or ‘murmuring’ could indicate reprobation.
Indulging in murmuring was believed to anger and potentially provoke
God to harsher measures, that ‘may incur not only greater suffering in this

world but damnation in the next’.?

26  Eric G. McKimmom, “The Secession and United Presbyterian Churches,” in The History of Scottish
Theology, Volume II: From the Early Enlightenment to the Late Victorian Era, ed. David Fergusson and
Mark Elliott (Oxford University Press, 2019), 336.

27 SeeJennifer Jones ‘Faith and Failure on the Australian Goldfields: Gendered Interpretations of Piety
and the ‘Good Death’, Journal of Religious History 43, no. 4 (2019): 460-77, doi.org/10.1111/1467-
9809.12627.

28 David A. S. Fergusson, ‘Predestination: A Scottish Perspective, Scottish Journal of Theology 46, no. 4
(1993): 461, doi.org/10.1017/50036930600045245.

29 Ibid., 470.

30 Ibid.

31 Ibid., 465.

32 Tobias Gregory, ‘Murmur and Reply: Rereading Milton’s Sonnet 19, Milton Studies 51 (2010): 22,
doi.org/10.2307/26396001.
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Correspondence between members of the Brown family reveals that they
actively supported each other to submit to God’s will and monitored their
thoughts and behaviour to resist murmuring. This reading accepts that
the goldfields writers used acceptable religious language to articulate their
embodied experiences for an international readership unacquainted with its
place-based nuances. Their choice of religious language also draws attention
to other ‘prohibited” knowledges, including religious doubt and grumbling
against God, that are subject to veiled reference or epistolary silence.?® This
held implications for the management of unexpected events, including the
contingency plans developed by the family in response to the debilitation
and death of male breadwinners. The need to protect vulnerable mothers and
children resulted in an exchange of letters that gave voice to goldfields
women and children as they responded to lost hopes, pragmatically adapted
to present realities and negotiated future-focused religious belief.

Murmuring

Members of the extended Hamilton-Brown family had multiple occasions
to reveal and obscure their response to affliction and the temptation to
murmur. Murmuring (in a religious sense) expresses impatience with the
workings of Providence through complaint or grumbling against God’s
ultimate authority. Biblical references to murmuring are numerous and
include the Israelites muttering about Moses’ leadership as they wandered
through the wilderness. Grumbling against authority indicates unequal
power and dependency. Tradition holds that Israel’s lack of faith and
impatience angered God and provoked their punishment. As Van Der
Walt notes, the Israelites had failed to trust that Yahweh (who ‘even hears
“silence™) would acknowledge their circumstances and ‘meet the need and
sustain those with unheard voices’.* A more righteous response to suffering
was exemplified by the patriarch Job, who refused to murmur or ‘charge
God foolishly’ for unfavourable Providential design.*

33 Julie A. Bokser, ‘Sor Juana’s Rhetoric of Silence,” Rbetoric Review 25, no. 1 (2006): 5-21, doi.
org/10.1207/s15327981rr2501_1; William Merrill Decker, Epistolary Practices Letter Writing in America
Before Telecommunications (University of North Carolina Press, 1998).

34 ].S.van der Walt, ‘Unheard/Heard Voices in Exodus 1-17 and Some Thoughts on Poverty in South
Africa, Acta Theologica 27, no. 1 (2019): 16, supp. 27.

35 Job refused to murmur despite numerous calamities visited upon him by God to test his faith,
including the death of all his children and the loss of his wealth and status. Russell M. Hillier, “The Patience
to Prevent That Murmur: The Theodicy of John Milton’s Nineteenth Sonnet, Renascence: Essays on Values
in Literature 59, no. 4 (2007): 257, doi.org/10.5840/renascence200759418.
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This serious issue prompted believers to offer each other support to resist
murmuring, or to reference their murmuring obliquely as they encountered
difficult circumstances.*® For example, when Andrew Hamilton’s
Melbourne business failed in 1861, his brother-in-law William Stewart
wrote from Scotland to offer the family solace. Financial and reputational
losses were less painful, he assured Andrew and Jane Hamilton, ‘when we are
conscious of having honestly done our best for ourselves and others, we have
a satisfaction even in adversity that many who are prosperous cannot have’.?”
Stewart expressed confidence that both good and bad outcomes were sent

by God:

And that conclusive question of the patriarchs quells all inclination
to murmur ‘shall we receive good from the hand of the Lord and not
receive evil also’ the fact of it coming ‘from the hand of the Lord’ is,
or ought to be, sufficient for us.*®

Stewart quotes Job 2:10 to amplify his reasoning and to encourage the
core Christian virtue of patience. This reflects the belief that God provided
believers with sufficient strength to endure suffering. Jane Hamilton
voiced concord with these sentiments. After her baby Jessie died in 1866,
she referred to God’s generous provision of ‘sustaining grace™:

I have not begun yet to fret after my little lamb, to sustaining grace
be the glory, but I sometimes fear, if heaven appears by and by more
distant, I might be tempted to murmur yet I trust not.*

Jane confesses that despite this God-given composure, she feared that she
‘might be tempted to murmur’. This reference to murmuring allows readers
to gauge the extent of her distress over the loss of Jessie, as a lapse into
grumbling held potentially eternal consequences. Yet Jane reassures her
readers that right-thinking and hard work help to steady her resolve:

Beside trying to let my mind rest on the thoughts and comforts best
for me, I have also done what I could otherwise to cheer and occupy
myself. In fact I felt after first my arms were left empty I must work
and work hard t00.4

36 Published sermons, popular hymns and Christian literature discouraged murmuring and advocated
patient submission.

37 William Stewart, Paisley, to Jane Hamilton, 25 October 1861, Letter 355, Papers of the Brown Family,
Acc12100, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh; Hillier, “The Patience to Prevent That Murmur,’ 252.
38 Ibid.

39 Jane Hamilton to Mother, 26 September 1866, Letter 486, Acc12100, NLS.

40 Ibid.
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Jane Hamilton resorts to culturally sanctioned patterns of behaviour, which
included diligent application to her earthly calling as a wife and mother.
Encapsulated by the Weberian ‘Protestant Work Ethic’, Jane Hamilton
gained a degree of contentment through hard work and hence ‘comforting
self-conviction’ that her behaviour manifested godly virtue (which
indicated salvation).* Jane’s work, however, soon extended beyond the
realm of domestic duties. The continued decline of her husband, Andrew
Hamilton, compelled her to earn an income, so she opened a private school
in Eaglehawk.® Jane drew upon the concept of Providential provision
to reconcile difficult elements of this forced adaptation, which climaxed
after the birth of her third child in 1868. Yet Providential direction was
sometimes opaque. This is evident in the actions of both Andrew and Jane
Hamilton (in Bendigo) and James and Kate Brown (in Paisley, Scotland).
Both couples believed that God’s plan for their nuclear family included
gaining or retaining custody of orphaned nephew Robert Brown Hoey.
The lengthy negotiations that ensued provide insight into their subjective
interpretation of Providence, which (temporarily) resolved James and Kate
Brown’s unwanted childlessness and provided Andrew and Jane Hamilton
with options when their circumstances worsened. Acceptance of unwelcome
female financial headship was also central to this Providential path.

Interpreting Providence and ensuring
family survival

While James Hoey lay on his deathbed in 1865, he made plans for the
care of his children, Robert and Maggie. Although his sister-in-law Jane
Hamilton had cared for Robert and Maggie Hoey since their mother’s death
in 1859 and loved them as her own children, James Hoey wanted the family
patriarch, James Brown, to raise his son in Scotland. Young Maggie Hoey
was to remain in Bendigo with Andrew and Jane Hamilton. Jane considered
this transfer of responsibility to be ‘a solemn duty which I owe both to
the dead and the living’, but her husband Andrew Hamilton disagreed.
He argued that it was ‘wrong to separate R from his sister and break up ties

41 Sam McKinstry and Ying Yong Ding, ‘Alex Cowan & Sons Ltd, Papermakers, Penicuik: A Scottish
Case of Weber’s Protestant Work Ethic,” Business History 55, no. 5 (2013): 724, doi.org/10.1080/00076
791.2012.745069.

42 See Jennifer Jones, ‘A Tale of Two Widows: Marriage, Widowhood, and Faith on Bendigo Goldfield,
18591869, Journal of Religious History 43, no. 2 (2019): 234-50, doi.org/10.1111/1467-9809.12583.
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which have long existed’.** Jane Hamilton wrote of her duty to relinquish
Robert Hoey but deferred any action for three years after James Hoey’s
death. This vacillation was contextualised by James Brown’s happy news
of March 1866. He and his wife Kate had finally become parents. James
Brown nevertheless reassured Jane that his desire to adopt Robert had not
waned. Referring to the working of Providence, he argued that the birth was
God’s reward for submission:

We had as you may guess quite made up our minds that we were
to go childless and had accepted what had seemed to be God’s will
without murmuring, but there were away down in our hearts a
longing desire which we did not express to others and not very often
to one another, but it is God’s will that we might have got a little
child to love- when the proposal came that we should take little
Robert we both thought that it was sending him to us that God
was answering our desire. No sooner however had we made up our
minds most thankfully to take him than this other prospect began
to dawn upon us.*

Here, James Brown admits to the pain of unwilling childlessness in a culture
that positioned infertility as a shameful inadequacy. But keeping silence
about childlessness, from his perspective, reflected submission to God’s will
and a deliberate choice not to murmur.®® This decision was rewarded, as
God answered their unspoken ‘longing desire’ for a ‘little child to love’,
first through the promised custody of Robert Hoey and then, unexpectedly,
through conception. James Brown broke the socially expected silence over
reproductive difficulties to assure his sister that his welcome for Robert
was not dampened by the surprise pregnancy, ‘but rather confirmed my
resolution and increased the heartiness with which I affirmed it as their
home would now ring with childish laughter. Following the birth of Mary
Agnes, their Scottish family would therefore be akin to Robert’s family life
in Australia.*® All misgivings on the custody matter were resolved from
James Brown’s point of view, and the couple expected Robert Hoey to be
duly dispatched. Their anticipation only heightened when news of the

43 Maggie Hoey was Jane’s sister. Jane Hamilton to Mother, Brother and Sister, 26 April 1867, Letter
203, Acc12100, NLS.

44 James Brown to Jane Hamilton, 25 March 1866, Letter 53, MS 862-3, NLA.

45 Christina Benninghaus, ‘Silences: Coping with Infertility in Nineteenth-Century Germany, in 7he
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Loughran (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).
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Hamilton’s financial crisis arrived, yet Robert Hoey did not. Kate Brown,
who was characteristically direct in her correspondence, wrote to Jane in
June 1867, declaring:

We feel however that Robert should be with us now. You have had
him a long time- could you not by enquiry hear of any one with
whom you could entrust him home to us?¥’

Kinship structures frequently provided orphaned children and widowed
mothers with ‘forms of cushioning’ in this period, when premature death
was still prevalent.”® Phillip Batman has shown that, with the inducement
and support of close relatives, working-class Irish families used migration to
England as an effective survival strategy for vulnerable or under-resourced
kin.® The Brown family had discussed the possibility of the Hamiltons’
return migration, urging Andrew and Jane to consider Scotland if his health
allowed. They also suggested sending Robert Hoey in advance. Historians
concur that the social and economic survival of middle-class family units
then required the pragmatic negotiation of family values and preferred
customs. This included contravening the ‘domestic ideal” to support female
economic independence and female-headed households when necessary.
Gordon and Nair chart a rising number of female-headed households
in Glasgow in the second half of the nineteenth century and argue that
women’s financial independence had become increasingly respectable among
the middle classes.”® Negotiations within the Brown family support this
argument. Although Kate Brown expressed sorrow for Jane, that ‘dull times
necessitate exertion beyond your household duties’, she surmised that ‘such
occupation was far more congenial to you and even less toilsome than those
said household duties as you describe them’.”! Kate Brown also expected
Jane to earn a family income, even if she returned to Scotland:

I only wish that Mrs Hamilton’s Seminary was in dear old Scotland
and you were reaping the fruits of your labours beside us for I can tell
you that such institutions here are highly remunerative.”

47 Kate Brown to Jane Hamilton, 25 June 1867, Letter 501, Acc12100, NLS.
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Kate Brown’s enthusiasm suggests awareness that her husband’s modest
United Presbyterian stipend would not stretch to support Jane Hamilton
and all her dependants upon their return to Scotland.*

James Brown’s proposed adoption of Robert Hoey may have also reflected
his desire for a male heir. The respectability of middle-class Victorian men
included demonstrating their capacity to comfortably support a wife and
then to produce an heir, both in a timely manner.”* Christian ministers were
also expected to exhibit ideal standards of Christian domesticity in their
family arrangements. But Andrew and Jane Hamilton’s inaction stalled these
plans. They disagreed over the relative advancement opportunities available
for boys in Scotland and Australia. Andrew held the view that ‘a boy gets
on slowly at home’, but Jane Hamilton felt sure ‘R is better suited at home
than here’.”® Andrew Hamilton perhaps made veiled references to James
Brown’s limited remuneration and hence his capacity to assist in successful
‘male self-making’.>® James Brown held an influential and respected position
as a minister of religion, and although a modest United Presbyterian stipend
was often supplemented by ‘in-kind” benefits including clothes, books and
housing, this removed a degree of control over finances. Ministers were
not only vulnerable to congregational power but also expected to exercise
appropriate Christian self-denial in the financial realm.” The impasse over
Robert Hoey’s future thus continued until the Providential path seemed
more obvious.”®

The issue was finally pushed towards a resolution by a serious decline
in Andrew Hamilton’s health, ten days after the birth of Jane Elizabeth.
Andrew woke his wife in the night, haemorrhaging from the lung, and,
‘there was no time to lose- the blood was gurgling up so fast™:
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It was a strange sad night, the joy over the birth and my safety so
suddenly checked by the dark shadow of we knew not what. What
thoughts crowded into my mind as I sat by the fire- not overstrong
myself and my dearest husband thus struck down ... But ... the
Lord never forsook me in any trying hour yet and that night I felt
unusually upheld- my bodily frame needed that and ‘as thy day is,
thy strength shall be’ was once more found true. God seemed to
calm and support my dear Andrew wonderfully t00.%’

By referring to Deuteronomy 33:25 and the provision of strength to meet
daily challenges, Jane Hamilton demonstrates her ‘Christian contentment’
even in these trying circumstances. She also, however, identifies the gap
between cultural ideals of protected new motherhood and the stark realities
of goldfields life. In this period, cultural perceptions of pregnancy included
association with disablement and death, which encouraged women to
hide their condition from loved ones.®® The Brown family correspondents
shielded others from worry by announcing a birth some weeks or months
after the safety of mother and child seemed secure. Such was the case when
Jane Hamilton announced the arrival of baby Jane Elizabeth, then three
weeks old. Jane was quick to ‘banish all anxiety from your mind at once by
telling’ her mother:

how very well we both are ... The weather being very hot I have not
quite come to my strength, but then I tell you I have driven twice
to Eagle Hawke (yesterday I had baby with me), you will judge that

I am not very weak.®!

Yet five days after writing this buoyant letter, Jane disclosed the extent of
her vulnerability to her cousin Jane Frew. Describing the family crisis ten
days after the birth, Jane noted that she was ‘not overstrong’ and needed
to be ‘unusually upheld’ by God.®* Driving herself and baby Jane twice to
Eaglehawk perhaps reflected business necessity rather than personal vigour.
Other post-partum adjustments included finally agreeing to relinquish
Robert Hoey. Jane disclosed her vacillation to James Brown, noting:
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Although it is almost heart-breaking to let him go, still to me it
seems a solemn duty which I owe both to the dead and the living ...
I cannot therefore decide day to day that dear Robert will be sent ...
I feel it is strongly impressed on my own mind that he ought to be
and it seems as if Providence had laid the means in my hand by all
of your kindness lately.®®

Remittance from family members, notably her brother (and her cousin Jane
Frew), enabled Jane Hamilton to pay for Robert Hoey’s passage. Remittances,
which usually flow from the migrant back to the home country, are recognised
as a form of ‘welfare solidarity’ that reflect a degree of altruism, self-interest
and an investment in family contractual relationships.®* Jane Hamilton
identified remittances flowing from Scotland to Australia as Providential
provision because the money resolved her indecision over Robert. Jane
admitted in an earlier letter that, ‘I don't see that he could be brought up
so here- this land is anything but prosperous’.®® Jane and her family had
suffered during the ‘bust’ phase of Bendigo’s gold mining industry. After the
depletion of shallow alluvial gold in the 1850s, underground quartz reefing
developed in the 1860s. Mining companies, including Andrew Hamilton’s
‘St Mungo’, encountered difficulty and expense as quartz reefing advanced.
Costly pumps were needed to prevent flooding after the water table was
struck, and as Charles Fahey notes, the quartz industry then struggled to
attract capital sufficient for further exploration.®® Andrew Hamilton’s health
declined just before rich lodes in Bendigo’s quartz reefs were discovered.
This encouraged investment and fostered a mining boom in 1870 to 1871.
These developments came too late for Andrew Hamilton, who died on
16 December 1869. By 1870, the family had relinquished their mining
interests, and newly widowed Jane returned to Scotland with her dependent
children.®” Identifying signs of a Providential path proved difficult and
stressful for Jane. She finally sent Robert Hoey to Scotland in February
1868, but soon openly doubted her actions. Reflecting upon her decision-
making processes, Jane wrote to her mother:
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I have done what I thought Providence indicated [but] there are
points in our lives in which we would fair consult the Oracle as they
did of old ... I feel anxious and impatient to know what changes
may be making amongst you; then dear James also being unwell is
a source of care and sad reflection to me [that] makes me ask was
I wise to send [Robert] away?®®

Jane’s brother, like his father before him, enjoyed indifferent health. But
news of recent illness unsettled Jane as it undermined the security of his
family. That Jane questioned Providential intent in writing is a measure of
her disquiet. While female financial headship was supported by this family,
not all women were judged as suited to ‘such a sphere of usefulness’. When
Jane Hamilton returned to her teaching vocation, her sister-in-law Kate
Brown admitted that ‘I fear were I left alone or dear James unfitted for duty
I would make but a poor find!* Yet Robert Hoey had been incorporated into
this household, which now appeared more vulnerable. This correspondence
is remarkable for the candid and unusual insight it provides into inter-
family politics and personal agency. Jane’s refusal to send Robert Hoey had
functioned as a form of agency at a time when she had so little. Jane reflects
upon the fragility of life and the wisdom of her Providence-led decisions,
preferring to maintain honest family intimacy over the righteous image at
other times presented to the outside world.

James Brown experienced no such doubts. Writing to Jane in June 1869
to announce the birth of a son, who was also named Robert (after their
father), James attributes the shift in family fortune to his submission to
divine intention by adopting Robert Hoey:

we are very glad to have him [their new baby son] and very thankful
to the giver of all good that we who before were childless have now
a household of three. It was coincidentally after I had determined
that Robert come to us that Mary made her appearance and it was
on that occasion twelvemonth that Robert came to us that this small
person arrived. I cannot but see the hand of Providence in this-
Robert has been to us the bringer of goodluck.”
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The arrival of a biological son (who even bore the same name) did not seem
to perturb thirteen-year-old Robert Hoey. He wrote to Aunt Jane about his
summer holiday plans:

Mary Agnes and Aunt are pretty well. Aunt has got a little boy now.
He is about three weeks old. I am going to sell my rabbits very
soon as I am going away very soon. We have a pair of pigeons but
they are Mary’s.”!

Small animals including rabbits and birds were common childhood pets
among the British working and middle classes. They occupied little space,
offered valuable lessons in responsibility and, in straitened times, could
become financial or food resources.” Robert Hoey’s transactional discussion
of his pet rabbits suggests awareness of financial need and perhaps adult
expectations of his behaviour. Although Robert uses the term ‘we’ to
describe corporate possession of pigeons, he immediately notes that the
birds belonged to cousin Mary. There is no indication that Mary Agnes,
the couple’s first biological child, would relinquish her pets when the family
removed to their seaside holiday.

The priority afforded a biological male child is also evident twelve months
later, when James writes to condole with Jane upon her widowhood and
return migration. Writing from abroad while undertaking a holy-land tour,
James reflected upon the family reunion:

I wish I had seen you when [my children] were first presented to
you. Isn't Mary an old fashioned little lassie and the son too — he is a
fine specimen to be the heir of the headship of our family.”

Robert Hoey returned to Scotland as the eldest male child in the family,
but the assumptions of primogeniture ensured that the ‘appropriate
socialisation” of headship went to baby Robert Brown.”® Although Robert
Hoey gained an education and resources for adulthood, he arguably lacked
the ‘culturally mediated opportunities’ that may have flowed if baby Robert
had not arrived.” A family descendant, Mary Agnes Alison Walker Weir,
understood Robert Hoey in this light, noting that he ‘took accountancy
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exams in Glasgow but never flourished’.”® Robert Hoey’s views on his forced
migration are unknown, but he continued to describe Bendigo as ‘home’
twelve months after his relocation.”

Members of the Brown family ventured to the Victorian goldfields hoping
that God would send them health and prosperity, or at least protect them
from misfortune. When they encountered suffering instead of bounty,
family members found consolation through welfare solidarity and kinship-
care. Although preferring the security of patriarchal structures, they also
accommodated women’s financial headship. These adaptive actions were
acknowledged as the work of Providence. As Calvinists, the Brown family
saw prosperity and a flourishing family as reward for submission and
evidence of predestination. But they also acknowledged tragedy, including
failed patriarchal arrangements, as God-sent. James Brown indicated such
when he wrote to console Jane Hamilton in 1870:

That you were a widow and your children fatherless affected me
much. You have certainly had your cross to bear in life. I trust and
hope that according to the days in which God has afflicted you and
the years in which you have seen evil so will He make you glad.”

Understanding Janes affliction as divinely intended imposes a form of
‘compulsory optimism’ upon believers. The family, therefore, rallied to
preserve their Godliness while managing the harsh goldfields environment
and multiple family tragedies. Significantly, this Providential optimism
fostered personal agency that contravened family expectation. Jane Hamilton
adopted improvised and non-preferred behaviours like child-led breastfeeding
in her alien circumstances. This aligned her embodied knowledge with
God’s will. Members of the extended family also followed non-traditional
Providential urgings, providing monetary and emotional resources to support
female economic independence and to solve the misfortune of infertility. Such
arrangements ultimately reminded the family that God might afflict or bless
his faithful servant. Jane affirms this knowledge in her last letter from Bendigo,
written ten days before Andrew Hamilton’s death, noting to her family ‘All
our steps are ordered by the Lord. ... When he sent me to this distant land ...

I know he has not said “Go” without adding “and I am with you™.”
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