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Building an Irish-Roman 
Catholic Church on the 

goldfields and Northern 
Victoria, 1852–1914

In March 1852, a German priest, Father Henry Backhaus, celebrated 
mass for gold seekers at Bendigo using a rough bush altar. For the next 
two decades, Backhaus was the goldfield’s most important Catholic cleric. 
An astute investor and speculator in urban and rural land, when Backhaus 
died in 1882, his probated estate placed him in the top one per cent of 
property holders. Also unusual for a Catholic priest, Backhaus took a leading 
part in public life, often inciting local controversy and sectarian tensions.

These atypical roles of cleric, local community activist and wealthy speculator 
have intrigued local historians. Father John Hussey, a priest in the Sandhurst 
Diocese, thought Backhaus ‘saved money, but he also saved the faith.’1 The 
journalist William Dobson was less complimentary to Backhaus: ‘whilst 
being conscious about his priestly duties’, he was also ‘censorious, irascible 
and avaricious, a clerical enigma’.2 Mal Nolan, the most recent biographer 
of Backhaus, was intrigued by the terms of his will, which unsuccessfully 
attempted to exclude the controlling influence of Martin Crane, the first 
Bishop of Sandhurst, and his successors.3

1	  John Hussey, Henry Backhaus, Doctor of Divinity, Pioneer Priest of Bendigo (St Kilian’s Press, 1982), 65.
2	  W. T. Dobson, ‘Cloth of Gold,’ (n.d.), Foreword. Manuscript held in the Sandhurst Diocesan 
Archives. I am grateful to Dr Donna Bailey, the Diocesan Archivist, for providing me with a copy of this 
manuscript.
3	  M. J. Nolan, The Enterprising Life of Dr Henry Backhaus, Bendigo Pioneer (M.J. Nolan, 2008).
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This chapter will argue that, although Backhaus played a prominent part 
in establishing the Catholic Church on the Bendigo goldfield, the character 
of Bendigo’s Catholicism developed deeper and more enduring roots in 
the forms of devotion that were brought to goldfields with the arrival of 
Bishop Crane and his associate Stephen Reville. While Backhaus set up the 
first Catholic Church in Bendigo, Crane and Reville brought to Bendigo 
a system of devotional practice that had its roots in their native Ireland. They 
followed the forms that have been labelled by historians as the ‘Devotional 
Revolution’. Moreover, while Backhaus was a successful investor in land, very 
little of his capital was used to build the infrastructure that a strong Catholic 
community needed. Coming to Bendigo, Crane and Reville had oversight 
of an area larger than this goldfield. They were charged with administering 
a new diocese that extended from the Northern Plains as far west as the 
Loddon River, up into the high country of the north-east. They arrived at 
a particularly important time, when the agricultural potential of this region 
was being tested by the arrival of land selectors. A large proportion of these 
settlers were Irish Catholic migrants, and Crane and Reville found a fertile 
region to implant their Rome-centric vision of Catholicism. This contrasted 
the relaxed and independent character of Backhaus’ ministry.

Dr Backhaus comes to Bendigo
Henry Backhaus was born on 12 February 1812, the son of Anton 
Backhaus, a boot merchant of ‘modest but secure means’. Anton married 
twice: the first marriage produced two children and the second, to Maria 
Margarita, five children. Henry Backhaus was the oldest son of this second 
marriage. Educated first at a local school, Backhaus finished his schooling 
at Paderborn Gymnasium and enrolled at the University of Würzburg in 
1831. After a year of study, he decided to train for the priesthood, and, with 
the help of a local priest, he entered Rome’s College of the Propagation of 
the Faith. Here, Backhaus studied under Father Karl-August von Reisach. 
Elevated to the Bishopric of Bavaria in 1836, Reisach returned to Rome to 
ordain Backhaus on 24 August 1836. A year later, at the age of 25, Backhaus 
was awarded his doctorate in theology.4

For the next sixteen years, Backhaus worked as a priest in Calcutta, Sydney 
and Adelaide. Ministering to British troops in the Hazaribagh district, he 
came for the first time in contact with poor Irishmen, and he also recruited 

4	  Dobson, ‘Cloth of Gold,’ 3–4.
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nuns from Ireland in late 1840. During his Indian sojourn, Backhaus also 
mixed with the local mercantile community, which may have given him a 
taste for business life and fostered his love of property speculation. In his 
Indian years, he also clashed with the local clerical hierarchy, establishing 
a trend that he maintained in Australia. Citing poor health, Backhaus 
departed from India and arrived in Sydney in November 1846 via Singapore 
and Indonesia. His stay in Sydney was brief, and in October 1847, he made 
his way to Adelaide via Melbourne.5

Backhaus was invited to Adelaide by an old friend, Dr Francis Murphy, 
who had been appointed the inaugural Bishop of Adelaide in 1843. 
Established on Wakefieldian principles of systematic settlement, Adelaide 
lacked a large Irish Catholic population, and Murphy struggled to establish 
an enduring diocese. When gold was discovered in Victoria in late 1851, 
the Adelaide diocese was in dire financial straits. Murphy was forced to 
terminate the services of most of his priests, including Backhaus. During his 
four-and-a-half-year stay in Adelaide, Backhaus commenced his Australian 
career of land acquisition. William Dobson suggests that Backhaus may 
have acquired his initial capital through a friend from India, Count 
John Lackenstein. In Adelaide, Backhaus mixed with the colonial elite. 
He attended government house levees, and in March 1851, he was invited 
to stand for the local legislature. Although Backhaus politely refused this 
offer, it did presage his future involvement in public affairs.6

Like thousands of his fellow South Australian settlers, Backhaus abandoned 
the struggling South Australian colony, and in March 1852, he sailed 
for Melbourne. Arriving in Melbourne, Backhaus offered his services to 
Dr Patrick Bonaventure Geoghegen, the Vicar General of the Melbourne 
Catholic Diocese, who led the local church while its Bishop Goold was 
overseas. Geoghegen toured the goldfields for three weeks in March 1852, 
and on his return, he requested that Backhaus take charge of the goldfields, 
which he did so by early April. A brief journal, kept on route, plots Backhaus’ 
journey. Catholics had been deprived of ministers in the former pastoral 
districts of Victoria, so as he travelled to Bendigo, Backhaus ministered to 
the Catholic community by baptising babies and young children. Backhaus 
visited Kyneton and Mt Alexander before celebrating his first mass at 
Bendigo on 15 April 1852. Backhaus initially divided his services between 

5	  Ibid., 5–10.
6	  Ibid., 11–13.
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the Mt Alexander and Bendigo goldfields and spent alternate weeks in each 
centre. By April, it was probably clear to most diggers that Bendigo had 
greater prospects, and Backhaus settled into life on this field.7

Arriving in Bendigo, Backhaus found a Catholic community that was 
largely Irish, with a leavening of European Catholics chiefly from Italy 
and Germany. In the early 1850s, his flock was largely composed of pre-
goldrush migrants, either assisted migrants brought to Victoria to provide 
labour for the pastoral industry or convicts from New South Wales or 
Tasmania who had served their time. A distinctive group was young women 
who had been orphaned by the potato famine of 1847 and were settled 
in the colonies by a scheme devised by the Colonial Secretary Earl Grey. 
In a society with a large imbalance of men, the orphans group rapidly 
found marriage partners and provided the first flood of Catholics seeking 
Backhaus’ ministry. The majority of Backhaus’ congregation were products 
of post-famine migration.8

Irish migration to Australia and the 
‘Devotional Revolution’
Australian historians have argued that the impact of the famine on migration 
to Australia was more complex than a simple flight from mass poverty and 
death. In his study of the Irish and Catholics in Sydney and Melbourne, 
Chris McConville argues that Irish migration to Australia was largely 
a phenomenon of the post-famine economic and population adjustments 
of Ireland.9 Despite a jump in departures from Ireland between 1853 and 
1855, migration, McConville argues, was more important after 1860. The 
Irish population grew impressively after a famine in 1740–1741 and reached 
a peak in 1841 of 8.5 million. Population growth was sustained by the 
remarkable capacity of the potato to feed a growing population. With access 
to small plots of land, labourers could grow potatoes for food to supplement 
low wages. The Great Famine of 1847 to 1851 resulted in the death of 
one million, and massive emigration further reduced the population. 

7	  Ibid., 15–21.
8	  For the Irish Orphans, see Trevor McClaughlin, Barefoot and Pregnant? Irish Famine Orphans in 
Australia (Genealogical Society of Victoria, 1991). The Bendigo experience is based on genealogical 
investigations undertaken by Dr Donna Bailey, Sandhurst Diocese Archivist.
9	  Chris McConville, ‘Emigrant Irish and Suburban Catholics: Faith and Nation in Melbourne and 
Sydney, 1851–1933,’ (PhD thesis, University of Melbourne, 1984); for his argument on later migration, 
see Chapter 2 ‘“Tip’rary so far away” – Ireland and the Emigrants,’ 30–79.
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In the wake of the famine, agriculture turned from labour-intensive cereal 
cropping to pastoralism. Small holdings were consolidated, and the number 
of agricultural labourers dropped dramatically. Remaining tenant farmers 
were reluctant to subdivide their farms and had fewer children through 
delayed marriage and celibacy to achieve these aims. By 1861, the Irish 
population had fallen to 5.8 million.10 Migration offered escape from these 
demographic and economic constraints.

In this period of agricultural modernisation, the practice of Catholicism was 
also reformed. Ireland experienced what the historian Emmet Larkin labelled 
a ‘devotional revolution’ that made ‘practicing Catholics of the Irish people’ 
in the decades after 1850. Mass attendance was low before the famine, 
he argued, also noting considerable local variations of religious practice. 
These ranged from ‘idiosyncratic to the heterodox’ and included belief in 
fairies and the efficacy of magic. Popular religion included ‘patterns’, local 
festivals held at holy wells or significant locations, and ‘wakes’, festivities 
held around the dead body prior to burial. Another uniquely Irish practice 
was that of ‘stations’, in which the sacraments were administered in private 
houses on a rotating basis. During the second half of the nineteenth century, 
the Irish Catholic Church largely eradicated these practices. Historians have 
debated the timing and the part played by Cardinal Paul Cullen in the 
imposition of these changes in Ireland in line with ‘a current of opinion 
in the Catholic Church which favoured papal over national or diocesan 
authority’.11 The significant point is that after 1850, Irish Catholicism 
was distinctly ultramontane, closely following the dictates of Rome. This 
‘ultramontanism’ was translated to the Australian colonies by Irish bishops.

Under Cullen’s direction, the Irish church completed the abolition of 
stations and continued and intensified a program of church building. Mass 
attendance rose significantly, and the clergy placed emphasis on taking 
communion and making confessions more frequently. Devotion to the 

10	  For population and demographic change in Ireland, see Timothy W. Guinnane, The Vanishing 
Irish: Households, Migration, and the Rural Economy in Ireland, 1850-1914 (Princeton University Press, 
1997). For an overview of population, see 3–33, and for rural Ireland after the famine, see 34–58. The 
disappearance of the agricultural labourers is analysed in David Fitzpatrick, ‘The Disappearance of the 
Irish Agricultural Labourer, 1841–1912,’ Irish Economic and Social History 7, no, 1 (1980): 66–92, doi.
org/​10.1177/033248938000700105.
11	  Emmet Larkin, ‘The Devotional Revolution in Ireland, 1850–75,’ American Historical Review 77, 
no. 3 (1972): 625–652, doi.org/10.1086/ahr/77.3.625. See also D.W. Miller, ‘Irish Catholicism and 
the Great Famine,’ Journal of Social History 9, no. 1 (1975): 81–98, doi.org/10.1353/jsh/9.1.81. For an 
argument on pre-famine religion, see S.J. Connelly, Priests and the People in Pre-famine Ireland 1780-
1845 (Gill Macmillan, 1982).

http://doi.org/10.1177/033248938000700105
http://doi.org/10.1177/033248938000700105
http://doi.org/10.1086/ahr/77.3.625
http://doi.org/10.1353/jsh/9.1.81
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Sacred Heart was encouraged, and Marian practices – the praying of the 
rosary and the devotion to the immaculate conception – were encouraged 
by the clergy, who took a dominant part in the lives of Catholics. Lay 
persons were encouraged to join sodalities and confraternities to promote 
religious observance under ecclesiastical direction. Mixing with Protestants 
was discouraged, and mixed marriages were vigorously opposed. In Ireland, 
the clergy had firm control over education, and the Catholic youth were 
schooled apart from the Protestant young.12 Critically, as Colin Barr has 
shown, Cullen was influential in Rome and remarkably successful in placing 
Irish bishops in charge of Australian dioceses.13 But in the case of Bendigo, 
this influence was delayed for almost 25 years.

Henry Backhaus and the Bendigo 
Catholic Church
Father Backhaus was not uncritical of gold seeking. He warned gold seekers 
that gold might appear a blessing but could be a curse. George Dunderdale, 
a digger in 1852, recalled in the 1880s that Backhaus initially preached 
from the top of a packing case in front of a tent:14

You go what you call on the spree; you find the sly grog; you get 
drunk and are robbed of your gold: sometimes you are murdered: 
or you fall into a hole and are killed, and you go to hell dead drunk.

In a letter to Bishop Goold in April 1853, Backhaus complained that 
‘the Catholics merely hear mass. The Sacraments seem to be entirely lost 
sight of in their covetous pursuit of gold’.15 While the number who took 
communion and went to confession cannot be determined, Backhaus’ 
meticulous record keeping demonstrates that he very soon conducted 
marriages, baptisms and funerals. In his second year in Bendigo, Backhaus, 
the lone Catholic cleric, conducted 17 marriages, 152 baptisms and 
61 burials. This pace grew during the next ten years (Figure 6.1).16

12	  For an overview of the debates on religion in nineteenth century Ireland, see Sean Kelly, Religion 
and Society in Nineteenth Century Ireland (Duandalgan Press [W. Tempest], 1985).
13	  Colin Barr, ‘“Imperium in Imperio”: Irish Episcopal Imperialism in the Nineteenth Century,’ 
The English Historical Review CXXIII, no. 502 (2008): 611–650, doi.org/10.1093/ehr/cen161.
14	  Quoted in Dobson, ‘Cloth of Gold,’ 20.
15	  Ibid., 45.
16	  Baptismal, Marriage and Burial Registers, Parish of St Kilian’s, Sandhurst Diocesan Archives. Thanks 
to Dr Donna Bailey, who extracted figures for this chapter and provided an Excel spreadsheet for the 
author’s use.

http://doi.org/10.1093/ehr/cen161
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Figure 6.1: Marriages, baptisms and burials conducted at St Kilian’s 
parish, 1852–1880
Source: Compiled by Donna Bailey and the authors.

The covetous pursuit of wealth was not confined to the laity. When land 
sales were opened by the colonial government in 1854, Backhaus quickly 
established himself as a frequent buyer of town lots. He also joined the early 
sales of country lots and then turned his attention to farming blocks north 
of the goldfields in the parishes of Axedale, Muskerry, and Strathfieldsaye. 
Backhaus soon became a gentleman farmer with an extensive rent roll of 
tenants.17 He also acquired a quarry and a brewery in the centre of the 
emerging township of Sandhurst. Dobson suggests that knowledge of these 
purchases was withheld from clerical authorities in Melbourne and were 
all in his own name. Indeed, they were purchased from his own funds, not 
from church or parish funds. Backhaus, however, ‘considered it all to be the 
one thing; his own and woe betide any Bishop or Vicar General who tried 
to tell him differently.’18

17	  For the land purchases and estate of Henry Backhaus, see Nolan, The Enterprising life, 119–127. 
In 1882, Backhaus left an estate of £76,771 for estate duty. This placed him in the top one per cent of 
estates probated. In this year, only 25% of deceased adults left an estate that was probated. He was clearly 
among the wealthy elite of Victoria.
18	  Dobson, ‘Cloth of Gold,’ 47.
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Backhaus also had an interest in local affairs as a man of property. He became 
involved in the formation of the Bendigo Hospital and the Bendigo 
Benevolent Asylum. In both his purchase of land and the conduct of local 
affairs, Backhaus lent heavily on a number of Irishmen in his congregation 
who were also ‘on the make’ in this rough community. These civic affairs 
drew Backhaus into unseemly sectarian disputes, doing little credit to 
himself and his loyal Catholic allies, nor the Protestant clergy, particularly 
the Presbyterian Rev. James Nish and his supporters in the Bendigo Advertiser 
owned by Angus Mackay.19

Backhaus enjoyed considerable popularity with his congregation, as evident 
in the numbers he married, baptised and buried (Figure 6.1). Parishioners 
gave very generously at Easter and Christmas services. An examination of the 
marriage registers makes obvious the reasons for this. Coming to Bendigo, 
Backhaus found a congregation that was largely Irish, but he neglected the 
strictures against mixed marriages and was prepared to sanction unions 
between Catholics and non-Catholics. As noted above, the majority of 
goldrush settlers were single men: around one quarter came as married men 
with families, and there were substantial numbers of single women who 
travelled alone or with male siblings and other relations. In the second half 
of the 1850s, the colonial government attempted to redress the extremely 
unequal ratio of men to women in the colony by sponsoring the immigration 
of single female settlers.20 Valiant as this attempt was, it could not overcome 
the high proportion of male settlers. Due to this imbalance, many men 
crossed sectarian and national lines to marry. At St Kilian’s, between 
1856 and 1863, one in five Irish women married men born in England 
and Scotland. Some of these men may have been Catholic, but it is likely 
that they were a minority. The demographic realities of the goldfields thus 
informed the ‘rational and humane decisions’ made by Backhaus.21

The demographics of the Irish men and women moving to the goldfields 
reflected national trends. They came from across Ireland, but one in four 
derived from the north, ensuring a strong Protestant presence. Despite this 
diverse spread, several areas stood out, including Galway in the west, the 

19	  For these public disputes, see Dobson, ‘Cloth of Gold,’ 57–93.
20	  For the official policy towards the high male to female ratios in Victoria, see David Goodman, Gold 
Seeking: Victoria and California in the 1850s (Allen & Unwin, 1994), 149–187.
21	  Calculated from the Baptismal, Marriage and Burial Registers at St Kilian’s, Sandhurst Diocesan 
Archives. For the demography of the gold rushes, see Charles Fahey, ‘Peopling the Victorian Goldfields: 
From Boom To Bust, 1851–1901’ in Australian Economic History Review 50, no. 2 (2010): 148–161, 
doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8446.2010.00298.x.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8446.2010.00298.x
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southwestern counties of Clare, Limerick, Cork and Kerry, and Tipperary in 
the midlands. Clare and Tipperary together accounted for 51 per cent of the 
Irish grooms and 57.4 per cent of Irish brides. Most were rural in origin, with 
many fathers of brides and grooms on St Kilian’s marriage certificate citing 
their occupation as ‘farmer’. Unfortunately, there is no way to determine 
whether these men and women were children of prosperous tenant farmers, 
very small landholders or merely conacre labourers. The geographical 
origins suggest the latter, supporting Chris McConville’s argument that the 
Australian Irish were post-famine emigrants.22 This is given more weight by 
death certificate evidence, which places the dates of departure from Ireland 
in the second half of the 1850s. Perhaps the most convincing evidence that 
the Bendigo Irish were not desperate victims of famine is their subsequent 
post-famine incorporation into the colonial economy and, particularly, the 
rural economy.

Backhaus found a coterie of upwardly mobile Irishmen whom he befriended 
while pursuing his secular ambitions. While these men were mostly 
Catholic, Backhaus had few compunctions in mixing in non-Catholic 
society. This was probably necessary for a man deeply involved in public 
affairs. In the 1850s, he worked closely with James Forster Sullivan and 
John Joseph Casey, becoming involved in machinations to run the hospital 
and benevolent asylum. Casey was a Catholic, but Sullivan was probably 
brought up a Methodist, although Backhaus believed he was Jewish by 
birth and a non-believer. Both came from prosperous backgrounds, had 
experience in the United States and were trained in the law. In the colony, 
they were drawn to democratic politics and at various times held local 
seats in the legislature. Backhaus was also close to several of the emerging 
city’s more prominent publicans – John Crowley and William Heffernan, 
proprietors of the Shamrock hotel.23

Although there is extensive evidence that Backhaus mixed freely with the 
Catholic and Irish elite, it is harder to assess his interaction with the general 
Catholic community. Most had some interactions with him, as he married 

22	  McConville, ‘Emigrant Irish and Suburban Catholics’.
23	  For more information about the relationship between Backhaus, Casey and Sullivan, see Dobson, 
‘Cloth of Gold,’ 94–119. John C. Oldmeadow, ‘Casey, James Joseph (1831–1913),’ in Australian Dictionary 
of Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, published first in the 
Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 3, 1969, published online 2006, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/
casey-james-joseph-3176/text4757; G. R. Quaife, ‘Sullivan, James Forester (1817–1876),’ Australian 
Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, published first 
in Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 6, 1976, published online 2006, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/
sullivan-james-forester-4666/text7715.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/casey-james-joseph-3176/text4757
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/casey-james-joseph-3176/text4757
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/sullivan-james-forester-4666/text7715
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/sullivan-james-forester-4666/text7715
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almost all Catholics. For those who formed families or baptised their 
children, it is difficult to determine whether the contact went beyond such 
rites of passage, but the actions of William Purcell suggest that Backhaus was 
held in some esteem. Purcell, the son of an Irish miner in Heathcote, left the 
town to become a casual labourer for the Victorian railways in Melbourne. 
It is significant that one of the first duties he performed in Melbourne was 
to visit Backhaus, who had retired to Brighton. When Backhaus died a few 
years later, his funeral procession was the largest ever seen in Bendigo.24

Backhaus married and baptised many Catholics, almost single-handedly 
ministering to the Bendigo Catholics from 1852 to 1863, because he 
discouraged any support from other clergy. His decision to leave Bendigo 
(from 1863 to 1866 to tour Europe, financed by his shrewd investments) 
was precipitated by Archbishop Goold’s announcement that Backhaus 
should have assistance. But Bishop Goold experienced difficulties staffing 
St Kilian’s. Sandhurst in the early to mid-1860s was a hostile environment. 
Water was scarce in summer, even in good years. As noted in Chapter Five, 
in 1866, the community was brought to a virtual standstill by drought. 
The horse-driven puddling machines that washed the alluvial gold of 
Bendigo could not operate without water. To add to the burden, the nascent 
quartz reefing industry had yet to prove that it was a profitable and viable 
industry. These enormously rich quartz reefs were opened by company 
mines in the early 1870s, supporting the local economy until the Great War. 
In the early 1870s, much of the commercial heart of the city was rebuilt; 
permanent timber and brick houses replaced tents and slab huts, and a 
reliable water supply was secured. Local government undertook extensive 
beautification of Sandhurst, which was gazetted as a city in 1871.25 But 
Backhaus remained obdurate in his dealings with fellow clergy and was 
difficult to work with on his return. His strong personality ensured that he 
ruled St Kilian’s until a new diocese was formed in 1874.26

24	  For more information about Purcell’s visit, see John Lack and Charles Fahey, ‘“I feel it dreadful 
to be out of work”: Tom Purcell and William Farrell and the Melbourne Labour Market 1875–1908,’ 
Victorian Historical Journal 87, no. 2 (2016), 201. For more information about the funeral of Backhaus, 
see ‘Funeral of the Late Very Rev. Dr. Backhaus,’ Bendigo Advertiser, September 12, 1882, p. 3, nla.gov.
au/nla.news-article88575880.
25	  For changes to the city in the 1870s, see Michael Roper, ‘Inventing Traditions in Goldfields 
Society: Public Rituals and Townbuilding in Sandhurst, 1867–1885’ (MA thesis, Monash University, 
1986), see especially pages 33–98.
26	  The fullest account of Backhaus and his relationship with fellow priests is in Dobson, ‘Cloth of Gold,’ 
160–174.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88575880
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88575880
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Reflecting on the twenty-two years Backhaus spent in Bendigo, Monsignor 
Byrne wrote, in a History of the Catholic Church in South Australia, 
that Backhaus:

did very little for the material advancement of religion though 
abundant means were at his disposal. He built, indeed, a large plain 
church which was not only unadorned, but even bare. He had no 
community of nuns or Christian Brothers to conduct Catholic 
Schools, and if the system of education was not denominational 
[state subsidised] it is doubtful if he would have gone to the expense 
of providing religious education for the children under his charge.27

Over a hundred and fifty years on, it is impossible to determine whether this 
rather intemperate assessment was motivated by personal animus towards 
Backhaus. Nonetheless, there is truth in this assessment. For all his wealth, 
Backhaus was not a renowned builder nor a promoter of Catholic education.

The building of the first St Kilian’s church illustrates Byrne’s charges. 
Unlike earlier settled colonies such as New South Wales and Tasmania, the 
introduction of self-government in Victoria did not privilege the Anglican 
Church in the provision of public land. All denominations could apply to the 
Lands Department for a Crown grant to build churches. Visiting Bendigo 
in late 1853, Bishop Goold described the place where he celebrated mass 
as a ‘miserable slab affair covered with canvas’ that could not accommodate 
many.28 In April 1854, Backhaus made use of new land regulations to petition 
for a church grant. In typical fashion, he precipitately fenced in land before 
the Crown grant was issued, creating some public outrage. The construction 
of the church was also handled ineptly. Backhaus fell out with the first 
contractor, and prolonged legal disputes ensued before another contractor was 
engaged. Although the church was opened in 1857, it was barely furnished 
internally, as Byrne suggested. More alarmingly, it was built of inferior stone 
and on unstable ground. The church was demolished in 1887.

Few issues aroused more heated public dispute in nineteenth century 
Victoria than the issue of state aid to religion. Some called for state funding 
of denominational schools. Others were Liberals who were opposed 

27	  This quotation is reproduced by Rev W. Ebsworth in an article on the Catholic Church in Bendigo. 
This was one of a series he wrote on the history of the Catholic Church. ‘Early History of the Church in 
Victoria-No. 29’, Advocate, March 12, 1947, p. 7, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article172486095.
28	  Brian Condon and Ian Waters, eds., The Diary of James Alipius Goold OSA, The First Catholic 
Bishop of Melbourne, 1848–1886, Melbourne Diocesan Historical Commission, Catholic Archdiocese 
of Melbourne (2009), entry for 10 December 1853.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article172486095
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to segregated religious education and argued for a state system that was 
free, secular and compulsory. In Ireland, under the guidance of Cullen, 
education was denominational, and Catholics were educated separately 
from Protestants. Irish clerics bought this desire to Victoria, and Goold 
was a staunch proponent of state aid to denominational schools. From the 
discovery of gold until 1862, there were two boards overseeing education: 
the denominational and national. Local communities could petition for 
a grant of Crown Land and state support to supplement local funding for a 
school building, and the state provided funding for the teachers’ salaries. 
Both had to teach prescribed subjects from a specified range of texts and 
pass inspection. Teachers were chosen locally, and ‘each admitted religious 
instruction, freely in the case of the Denominational school, circumspectly 
in the case of the National’.29 While the two boards were reduced to 
one in 1862, religious instruction was permitted. In 1872, advanced 
Liberals managed to pass a bill that abolished state aid to religious schools 
and legislated for free, secular and compulsory education. Attendance at 
religious schools met the condition of compulsory attendance, but funding 
was no longer available to them. This was a divisive issue in Australian 
politics well into the 1960s.30

For most of his time in Bendigo, Backhaus favoured state aid for churches; 
he did little, however, to promote schools for his Catholic parishioners. 
The first Catholic school in Bendigo was opened in March 1853 in the tent 
used as Backhaus’s chapel. Parishioners raised a tidy sum of £240, and the 
Denominational Board made two grants of £100 and £166. In the second 
half of the 1850s, alluvial mining moved north along the Bendigo Creek 
to Epsom, and an application for a school grant was initially turned down. 
Backhaus turned to Goold for a loan of £100, on which he promised to 
pay the existing interest rate. This school was subsequently approved by the 
board, and schools were opened at Axedale in 1859 and Myers Flat in 1860. 
These three schools reflected the spread of Irish people on the rural edges 
of the city and, to some extent, locations where Backhaus had purchased 
rural land, which he let out. In 1872, a school was opened at Eaglehawk. 
From the very beginning, Backhaus had difficulties in holding staff, and 
resignations of teachers unsettled the schools. There was even a dispute over 
the payment fees to a carpenter contracted by a teacher. Moreover, Backhaus 

29	  Stuart Macintyre, A Colonial Liberalism: The Lost Worlds of Three Victorian Visionaries (Oxford 
University Press, 1991), 132. For the debate on education, see 128–141.
30	  On the Education Act 1872, see Denis Grundy, ‘Secular, Compulsory and Free’: The Education Act of 
1872 (Melbourne University Press, 1972).
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was lax in his paperwork with the Denominational Board, he neglected the 
teaching of religion at White Hills (Epsom), and complaints were made by 
inspectors to the Catholic Schools Committee. In 1863, Backhaus answered 
the criticism of the inspector, stating that he was ‘not a man for schools’ and 
was shortly about to leave the district. On the eve of the passing of the 1872 
Act, just over 1,000 children were educated in five local schools; most of the 
young Catholics attended non-Catholic schools, and there was no formal 
provision for secondary education.31

The Diocese of Sandhurst
When Backhaus left Bendigo on his European sojourn in 1863, the 
Bendigo goldfield was at a critical juncture. Puddling mills worked a rapidly 
diminishing resource, and quartz reefing had still to prove its long-term 
potential. Drought in 1865–1866 was a terminal blow for puddling. In the 
year Backhaus left Bendigo, the goldfield was linked to Melbourne by rail, 
and in 1865, this was extended through to Echuca on the Murray. From 
the mid-1860s, Bendigo opened rich quartz reefs, and this gave a fillip to 
local industries – most importantly engineering – and encouraged extensive 
building for both domestic and commercial purposes. The completion of 
the Coliban water scheme brought water from south of the divide and made 
domestic life bearable in dry summer months. After 1865, and particularly 
after 1869, land bills opened the plains of the north and the high country 
of the north-east to agricultural settlement. With little experience in hard-
rock mining, Irish settlers willingly moved in large numbers to the farming 
frontier. The town to which Backhaus returned in 1866 was soon to be an 
important regional service centre to these outlying communities.

It is clear from his scrupulously maintained registers that Dr Backhaus 
returned assiduously to his priestly duties. But he had lost none of his 
difficult temperament, and working with his fellow clergy continued to 
end in fractious disputes. He made little improvement to local church 
buildings and, as ever, there were concerns about his acquisition of property. 
Meanwhile, the growth of a bustling regional city and, more importantly, the 
growth of rural industries and population in the north reduced the ability 
of ecclesiastical authorities to run affairs from Melbourne. In answer, a new 
diocese of Sandhurst was established by Rome in 1874. This new diocese 

31	  For Backhaus and education, see Dobson, ‘Cloth of Gold,’ 189–98.
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covered a vast area, extending from Wedderburn in the west, south to 
Heathcote and east through the counties of Gladstone, Gunbower, Bendigo 
and Moira into the high country in the counties of Delatite and Bogong. 
The Irish influence in Rome ensured that Backhaus, even putting aside 
his difficult personality and large fortune, had little chance of becoming 
the inaugural bishop. The new clerical authorities typified the influence of 
Cardinal Cullen.32

Martin Crane, the first Bishop of Sandhurst, was born into a prosperous 
farming family in Barrystown, Parish of Bannow, County Wexford. His four 
brothers were ordained as priests, and his only sister was a nun in a Carmelite 
monastery. After his early education in Wexford, he joined the Augustinian 
order at Grantstown. Like Cardinal Cullen, Martin Crane had strong links 
to Rome. He completed his ecclesiastical studies in Rome and was ordained 
at Perugia in 1841. He spent six years at Grantstown in Tipperary before 
returning to Rome, where he was head of the Augustinian convent. On his 
return to Ireland, he was head of the Augustinian convent in Dublin. Like 
many of his fellow senior clerics, he was a church builder, and one of his 
significant achievements was erecting the church of St Augustine in Dublin. 
He was in the United States canvassing for funds to complete this church 
when he was appointed the first Bishop of Sandhurst. A potent symbol of 
the interlocking connections of Irish Bishops in Australia was that future 
Cardinal Patrick Moran of Sydney officiated at his consecration service.33

On being appointed to Sandhurst, Crane sought permission for his relative, 
also an Augustinian priest, Father Stephen Reville, to accompany him to 
Australia. Reville was born in Wexford in May 1844. At age 14, like Crane, 
he entered St Peter’s College in Wexford for religious and general education. 
Marked by the head of St Peter’s as a highly capable student, Reville was 
encouraged to enrol at St Patrick’s College at Hagworth in the Diocese 
of Ferms. Instead, he entered the Augustinian Novitiate at Callan, and at 
19 undertook studies in Ghent in Belgium. Study here exposed him to a 
broad range of students from Ireland, America, France, the Netherlands 
and Belgium. At 23, he graduated as a Master in Philosophy and then in 
Theology and was ordained as a priest. He studied for a further 12 months 
before returning to Ireland in 1868. Reville was appointed by Martin Crane, 

32	  For the reach of Cullen across the anglophone world, see Colin Barr, ‘“Imperium in Imperio”’, 627–31.
33	  A. E. Owens, ‘Martin Crane (1818–1901),’ Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre 
of Biography, The Australian National University, published first in Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
Volume 3, 1969, published online 2006, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/crane-martin-3284/text​4987.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/crane-martin-3284/text4987
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then the Augustinian Provincial, to the St Lawrence O’Toole’s seminary in 
Dublin, where he worked for almost seven years before moving to Sandhurst 
in 1875.34

Crane and Reville arrived in Victoria in the wake of two major legislative acts 
that were fundamental in determining the character of the local Catholic 
Church: an Act introducing free, secular and compulsory education (1872) 
and Grant’s Land Act 1869. The Land Act 1869 was the culmination of 
almost a decade of legislative experimentation to place settlers on the land, 
a process examined in Chapter Two. Earlier legislation resulted in extensive 
tracts of Crown Land passing into the hands of former pastoral tenants 
in the Western District. In February 1870, the vast area of the Wimmera 
Plains, the Northern Plains, the high country of the north-east and the 
forests of Gippsland were opened to selection before survey. The new 
Diocese of Sandhurst, which straddled the Northern Plains into the high 
country, proved attractive to Irish migrants. Their demand for land recalled 
the famine and post-famine agricultural adjustments of Ireland. Backhaus 
had understood this intense desire for land and had purchased agricultural 
land near Sandhurst under auction – always an expensive form of land 
transfer from the Crown – and let out farms to Irish settlers. Successful Irish 
diggers were also assiduous purchasers of small freehold blocks around the 
goldfields. In addition, the 42nd section of the Land Act 1865 permitted 
unsuccessful diggers to obtain licenses for small agricultural areas, which 
eventually increased to up to 180 acres. On the eve of the northward 
movement initiated by the 1869 Act, Irish settlers had proven themselves to 
be tenacious acquirers of land. They and their children eagerly turned to the 
prospect of acquiring more land north of the Great Dividing Range and in 
the high country of the north-east. Crane and Reville arrived in Victoria as 
these settlers were establishing homesteads.35

In the years before the arrival of Crane and Reville, Backhaus allowed mixed 
marriages and, despite the occasional sectarian dispute, maintained good 
relations with the Bendigo Protestant elite. When Bishop Goold issued a 
Pastoral Admonition in June 1872 against the education Act, Backhaus fell 
into line. On two successive St Patrick’s days in 1873 and 1874, he inflamed 

34	  For Reville, see his obituary: ‘Death of Bishop Reville,’ Bendigo Advertiser, September 20, 1916, p. 3, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article90029176.
35	  Charles Fahey, ‘A Fine Country for the Irish,’ Australian Journal of Irish Studies 4 (2004): 190–201. 
For the effect of selection, see, Charles Fahey, ‘The Free Selector’s Landscape: Moulding Victorian Farming 
Districts, 1870–1915,’ Studies in the History of Gardens & Designed Landscapes 31, no. 2 (2011): 97–108, 
doi.org/10.1080/14601176.2011.556370.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article90029176
http://doi.org/10.1080/14601176.2011.556370
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sectarian tensions by toasting the Pope before the Queen. Backhaus also 
opposed the construction of a new state school in the Upper Reserve. 
The political heat over the new education bill may also have pushed him 
to address Catholic education with more determination. In September 
1871, Backhaus announced at Sunday Mass that a new building would be 
erected for St Kilian’s School. The total cost of this was to be £1,500, with 
£300 donated by Backhaus, and the remainder was to be subscribed to by 
parishioners.36

From his arrival in 1875, the new Bishop Martin Crane adopted a determined 
ultramontane position by paying particular attention to the supremacy of 
the church in providing education. In his Pastoral Letter of 1878, Crane 
exhorted his flock:

with all our zeal for your salvation, and you parents especially, 
to send your children to those schools where they will be taught to 
respect their religion, to adore the name of the Deity, and to revere 
and love Jesus and Mary. If you neglect this duty, you become the 
persecutors of your own children, and the enemies of Jesus Christ.37

In August 1879, he, like Goold, sought to politicise the issue when he 
convened a public meeting attended by 1,500 to form the Catholic 
Education Defence Association. Here, he charged Catholics not to vote 
for parliamentary representatives who would not support state aid to 
Catholic schools. According to Kevin Peoples, this inflamed sectarian 
bitterness and managed to ‘drive the Catholic community to the fringes of 
Bendigo society’.38

The issue of state aid to Catholic schools remained an ongoing source of 
antagonism well into the twentieth century. The education of children 
was only part of the Devotional Revolution, and in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century, Crane, aided by his deputy Reville, who was elevated 
to coadjutor bishop when Crane returned to Europe in 1882, put in 
place a system of Catholicism that bore the imprint of Irish Catholicism. 

36	  ‘Catholic School, Sandhurst,’ The Advocate, September 23, 1871, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
170154442. For an excellent account of sectarian disputes see Roper, ‘Inventing Traditions,’ 237–68.
37	  Pastoral letter, Right Rev. Dr. Crane O.S.A. Bishop of Sandhurst to the Clergy & Laity of the 
Diocese of Sandhurst with the Regulations of Lent for 1878, Sandhurst Diocesan Archives. Only a 
handful of these survive in the Diocesan Archives. However, the pastoral letters of both Martin Crane 
and Stephen Reville were published in the Bendigo Independent owned by a Catholic layman.
38	  Kevin Peoples, ‘The Great War And The Churches in Bendigo,’ (MA thesis, University of Melbourne, 
1979), 4–5.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article170154442
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In undertaking this enormous task across a vast geographical area, Crane 
and Reville were fortunate to find a new middle class of successful farmers 
emerging in their diocese.39

One of their first tasks was to organise priests for new areas farmed on the 
vast Northern Plains and in the higher grazing country of the north-east. 
When recruiting priests, they turned naturally to their homeland, and well 
into the twentieth century, almost all the clergy were trained in Ireland. 
There was also a sprinkling of Australian-born priests raised in pious rural 
households and educated in Sydney towards the end of the century.40 Crane 
and Reville also recruited nuns to migrate to Australia and take up teaching 
duties. There were also plans to bring Christian Brothers to the diocese. 
While they did not achieve this aim, Reville’s experience in Belgium may 
have encouraged the Marist Brothers from France to come to Bendigo.

Within five years of Crane’s arrival, enormous changes had been wrought in 
the landscape of Catholicism in Northern Victoria. In 1880, the Catholic 
Registry recorded the personnel of the Sandhurst Diocese as one bishop, 
15 priests and one convent (the number of nuns was not recorded). With 
the spread of settlement, there were now 57 churches (20 erected since 
Crane’s arrival) and 34 schools educating 3,822 pupils. In 1882, Crane, on a 
visit to Europe for an audience with the Pope, consulted a London specialist 
to find relief for cataracts. The operation was unsuccessful and resulted in 
permanent blindness. Much of his administrative duties then fell on Reville. 
But progress continued to be impressive.41 For the 1899 edition of the 
Catholic Registry, the Sandhurst Diocese reported two bishops, 37 priests, 
six brothers and 87 nuns. By the end of the century, 102 schools had 
been built in 17 districts for the education of young Catholics, and there 
were 7 boarding schools for girls, one college for boys, 31 primary schools 
and eight ‘superior’ day schools. Across the diocese, 4,500 children were 
in Catholic primary schools, and 1,000 children were educated by the 
Sisters of Mercy and the Marist Brothers in secondary schools. While in 
Dublin, Crane had built a magnificent church; he continued as a builder in 
Australia, and in September 1901, a cathedral was consecrated in Bendigo 

39	  For more about the changing wealth of northern farmers, see Charles Fahey, ‘The Wealth Of Farmers: 
A Victorian Regional Study, 1879–1901,’ Australian Historical Studies 21, no. 82 (1984): 29–51, doi.org/​
10.1080/10314618408595691.
40	  Based on an Excel spreadsheet of priests provided by Donna Bailey, Sandhurst Diocese Archives. 
For more on the ordination of Australian priest Denis J Grogan, see Benalla Standard, April 5, 1900, p. 3. 
Denis Grogan, a Redemptorist priest, was the son of Martin Grogan, a successful farmer from Devenish.
41	  Catholic Registry, 1880, Sandhurst Diocese Archives.
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in a ceremony attended by many of the senior Catholic clergy of the newly 
federated nation, including Cardinal Moran from Sydney and Archbishop 
Carr from Melbourne.42

Lived religion
In his influential study, The Madonna of 115th Street, Robert Orsi sought to 
understand the lived experience of religion among Italian migrants to New 
York in the twentieth century.43 Orsi had available rich testimony gathered 
by observers in the mid-twentieth century, and he undertook numerous 
interviews. Although we lack such rich evidence for the early Sandhurst 
Diocese, glimpses of the meaning of religion can be gained from newspaper 
and other written sources. The success of Crane and Reville in establishing 
their new diocese undoubtedly owed much to successful agricultural 
settlement of Northern Victoria, and changes in the social composition 
of urban Catholics in late nineteenth century Bendigo created a proud 
community of urban Catholics. While urban Catholics actively celebrated 
religious services, they frequently demurred from their clergy on political 
matters, most importantly in support of the Labor Party.

As we have seen, the first Irish arrivals to the Bendigo goldfield were 
overwhelmingly from rural districts. Few had experience in rock mining, 
and in the 1870s, they moved out of mining. Initially, they dominated 
unskilled urban occupations in the centre of the city and on its fringes. 
By the second generation, unskilled work was still a popular avenue for the 
Catholics. However, by the late 1880s, a quarter of the Catholics marrying 
at St Kilian’s were skilled manual workers, and a further quarter plied 
white-collar, professional or business careers. Particularly important was 
government employment, and the railways were a safe sinecure.44

42	  Catholic Registry, 1899, Sandhurst Diocese Archives. For the opening of the Cathedral, see ‘Opening 
the New Cathedral,’ Bendigo Independent, September 30, 1901, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page19061839.
43	  Robert A. Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 1880–1950, 
2nd ed. (Yale University Press, 2002).
44	  Marriage Certificates, St Kilian’s, 1886–1891, Sandhurst Diocese Archives. In these years, 17.6% of 
grooms were labourers, 10.5% other unskilled manual workers (largely carters and railway employees), 
15.6% miners, 23.6% skilled manual workers, 25.6% white collar employees, business owners and 
professionals, and 7.0% were farmers. Occupations of parents at St Kilian’s school show a similar pattern.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page19061839
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In November 1914, the Bendigo Independent celebrated the 77th birthday 
of Mr Patrick Mitchell, a staunch lay member of St Kilian’s parish. At the 
age of 26, Pat Mitchell, ‘harassed by the treatment meted out to the country 
tenantry in County Leitrim, as well as in other parts of the Emerald Isle’, 
migrated to Victoria and joined the clerical staff of the Railway Department 
in Castlemaine. Here, he met and married Miss Bridget Williams, a domestic 
servant, who was also a newcomer to Victoria from County Limerick. 
From Castlemaine, Pat moved to Rochester in 1874, where land selection 
had developed heavy traffic for wheat. After four years at Rochester, he 
transferred to Bendigo so his children could be educated in the schools 
opened by Crane and Reville. He worked first as a ticket collector, and, in 
the early 1880s, he was appointed head porter. He retired in 1890. As early as 
1870, Mitchell joined the Hibernian Australasian Catholic Benefit Society 
(HACBS), taking active involvement in 1878 and eventually becoming 
chair of the St Kilian’s branch. In 1914, he was Senior Vice-President of the 
St Patrick’s Day Sports Committee, president of the St Kilian’s Conference 
of the St Vincent de Paul Society (a Catholic welfare group) and one of the 
promoters of the Sacred Heart Sodality. The Mitchells raised five sons and 
two daughters, all of whom received ‘their whole education from the Sisters 
of Mercy and from the Marist Brothers’. One son was ordained a priest in 
Belgium and, in 1914, was a missionary in Ireland.45

Pat Mitchell was clearly a hard-working Catholic layman. Others may not 
have had his zeal yet were prepared to publicly support the church. The 
Bendigo Independent, which was owned by Catholic laymen, ran numerous 
accounts of well-attended parish activities. In March 1904, after Bishop 
Reville had returned from twelve months abroad, 700 men attended mass 
in his honour at St Kilian’s and joined him for a communion breakfast in 
the parish hall. The following year was less well attended, yet some 300 to 
400 men sat down to the communion breakfast after mass.46 While the 
HACBS was made up of men, women could show their faith by joining 
sodalities such as the Sodality of the Children of Mary. As members, they 
met regularly under the direction of a priest, prayed and attended religious 
services. On the sad occasions of funerals, members of the Children of 
Mary joined in requiem masses for deceased members. Regular mission 

45	  ‘A Veteran Hibernian,’ Bendigo Independent, November 11, 1914, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​22765​
0589.
46	  ‘H.A.C.B.S. Welcome to Bishop Reville,’ Bendigo Independent, March 14, 1904, nla.gov.au/nla.​news-
article​226998834; ‘The Hibernian Society. The Annual Communion Breakfast,’ Bendigo Independent, 
March 27, 1905, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article227775949.
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services were well attended. In April 1911, for example, Prior Devlin from 
the Carmelite order in Middle Park ran a retreat for members of the men’s 
branch of the Sodality of the Sacred Heart. With services running for a 
week, the cathedral was packed with such ‘a number of persons that could 
fill every seat and leave a few standing’.47 On special occasions, religious 
ceremonies could become large-scale outdoor festivals. In December 1916, 
the Annual Procession of the Most Holy Sacrament at St Aidan’s Orphanage 
was estimated to have drawn an attendance of 2,000.48

Religious devotion did not preclude disagreeing with clerical authorities 
over politics. In the decade before the war, Bishop Reville became a strident 
voice calling for the reintroduction of state aid to Catholic schools. This 
cause was also taken up by Daniel Mannix, the new coadjutor Bishop of 
Melbourne, when he arrived in Australia in 1913. At both Federal and State 
elections, Catholic voters were called upon to support candidates who were 
in favour of state aid. Yet the decade before the Great War also witnessed 
an increasing focus on class issues, most importantly, the regulation of the 
labour market through wages boards and arbitration courts. In Sandhurst, 
Bishop Reville tacitly supported non-Labor candidates. Lay Catholics, 
it would appear from the high Labor vote in the eastern side of the city, 
nonetheless threw their support behind Labor. They voted for Protestant 
members of parliament and joined Methodist miners in supporting Labor.49

Catholic laymen, coming from rural backgrounds, were particularly 
successful in the rural parishes of the diocese, both on the edges of goldfields 
urban communities and in more isolated agricultural districts settled under 
the selection acts. Irish Catholic farmers were overrepresented in probate 
valuations among successful farmers.50 Rural Victoria proved particularly 
propitious for a community of devout Catholics.

47	  ‘Sacred Heart Cathedra. Mission Service,’ Bendigo Independent, April 24, 1911, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article227807651.
48	  ‘Procession at St Aidan’s,’ Bendigonian, December 7, 1916, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article91380327.
49	  Peoples, ‘The Great War And The Churches in Bendigo,’ 24–40. There was no Catholic quarter 
in Bendigo. Catholics were over-represented in the centre of the city and on its eastern side. Methodists 
were over-represented among miners and lived disproportionately on the western side of the city. Both 
east and west of the city returned majorities for Labor after 1905.
50	  The average size of estates probated by Irish Catholic farmers in the counties of Bendigo, Rodney 
and Gunbower between 1897 and 1899 was £1,575.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article227807651
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article227807651
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article91380327


151

6. BUILDING AN IRISH-ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH

John Sweeney was a rare example of an Irish Australian Catholic who left 
a detailed account of his life as a land selector at Baulkamaugh on the 
Northern Plains. Catholicism was a critical part of his life and the life of his 
family. He wrote in his journal:

We lost our mother on the 5th April 1893 after only 3 days of illness. 
Mother was at Holy Communion on Holy Thursday and then at 
Chaple [sic] on Easter Sunday, and died the next Wednesday night. 
The Priest came here Tuesday morning, Mother was always a great 
lover of her Church, and when we were in Castlemaine would never 
miss a Sunday, summer or winter out here of course there were years 
we only had Chapel once a month, and often less than that but of 
late years we have a Priest stationed in Numurkah and [for the] last 
four years about we have two Priests.51

This diary entry was a rare personal expression of belief. Catholics also 
expressed their faith in their wills by leaving bequests for their parish priest 
to celebrate masses for the ‘repose of the soul’. Walter Quinn of Elmore, 
with an estate of £3,261 in 1898, left £10 to the parish priest at Rochester. 
More generous was John Tehan of Nanneella, who left the same parish 
priest the substantial sum of £300 in 1897. This was more than two years’ 
salary for a Melbourne clerk or skilled tradesman. In addition to leaving £10 
to the well-endowed parish priest of Rochester, Henry Shean left £25 for an 
altar at the smaller church at Corop.52

The lived religion of Catholic settlers was demonstrated regularly in the 
rural press by the lengths they undertook to build churches. Finance for 
new churches was raised by local parishioners. Settlers usually donated land. 
As a community, they cleared this land and frequently supplied the materials 
to erect the churches, as well as giving their labour for actual construction. 
Women were also actively involved, and they catered for dances and ran 
bazars to raise money. Building churches was not a one-off activity. As the 
community became more settled and farmhouses, outbuildings and fences 
passed from the rough early days to more prosperous purchased materials, 
communities built new and more substantial churches. Prosperous parishes 

51	  John Sweeney, Diary, c. 1977 – c. 1909, Box 332/6 MS 6668, entry for 1893, State Library of 
Victoria. For more on Sweeney, see Charles Fahey, ‘John Sweeney and the Making of an Australian 
Farming Landscape: A Micro-Level Study of Baulkamaugh and Katunga, 1877–1955,’ Provenance 10 
(2011): 66–78.
52	  156/305 Robert Quin: Will; Grant of Probate, VPRS 7591/P0002, Public Record Office Victoria; 
64/735 John Tehan: Will; Grant of Probate, VPRS 7591, P0002, Public Record Office Victoria; 65/256 
Henry Sheahan: Will; Grant of Probate, VPRS 7591, P0002, Public Record Office Victoria.
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also built halls that could double as local Catholic schools.53 In the early 
twentieth century, Jack Fahey helped to rebuild St Joseph’s Church at 
Dederang. The first wave of settlers built a rough church with a shingle 
roof in 1883. In 1913, the community decided a more substantial structure 
was needed. Tim and Pat Arundel carted lime, cement and timber from the 
Yackandandah railway station – an overnight trip on rough roads. Bricks for 
the church were burnt on the property. Thomas Goonan and his brother 
Bill Goonan cut the firewood to fire the brick kiln. ‘Well organized’ balls, 
dances and race meetings were staged to raise money, and the church was 
opened ‘free of debt’ on 8 November 1914. By the date of the opening, 
Mick Fahey had moved his family to East Malvern in Melbourne and joined 
the local congregation at St Mary’s. Jack Fahey continued to support St 
Joseph’s, and he later rode his bicycle from Melbourne to Dederang and 
helped re-paint the church. Jack and his wife Ella lived to see their children 
express their faith in Melbourne, and one son, John, joined the Jesuits while 
their daughter Eileen joined the Presentation Congregation.54

Conclusion
Even before the arrival of incoming Bishop Martin Crane and his assistant 
Father Stephen Reville, frictions arose with the incumbent Henry Backhaus 
over travel funds from Ireland to Victoria. Despite uneasy relations with 
Crane, Backhaus continued as a priest in Sandhurst Diocese until 1881, 
when he retired to Brighton. He died in 1882 and left a Victorian estate 
assessed at £76,771. The bulk of this sum (essentially the real estate) was 
left to three trustees and was accumulated for 20 years, after which an 
annual income would be made available to the ‘clergyman of St Kilian’s 
church’, provided he was a secular priest. But Crane and Reville eventually 
gained control of the estate.55 In the interim, they borrowed from the 
mining magnate George Lansell to finance the construction of a cathedral. 
Building of the cathedral commenced in 1896, and, although only partially 
completed, it was consecrated in 1901, the year Crane died. Becoming 

53	  The Sandhurst Diocese Archives has files on most churches in the diocese. These files have drawn 
extensively on the files of rural newspapers. A particularly revealing folder is that of the former Devenish 
church.
54	  Jack Goonan and Edna Arundel, ‘Centenary St Joseph’s Dederang, 1883-1903,’ unpublished 
typescript on the history of St Joseph’s, Sandhurst Diocese Archives. This manuscript contains a wealth 
of information on Irish Catholic settlers in the Gundowring and Tawonga region of North-East Victoria.
55	  For the curious history of the Backhaus estate, see Nolan, The Enterprising Life, 87–118.
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a builder in Australia, Crane continued a practice he had already developed 
in Dublin, and one that was shared generally by the Irish Catholic 
Church between 1850 and 1880. Building was integral to the ‘Devotional 
Revolution’. While the cathedral was a magnificent legacy, it was only a 
minor part of the enormous impact of Crane and Reville. Together, the first 
and second Bishops of the Sandhurst Diocese imprinted on Bendigo and 
Northern Victoria a very Irish, and Roman, model of Catholicism. Across 
the Northern Plains and into the high country, Irish Catholics and their 
children willingly donated to church and school building and devotedly 
practised their faith in a way scarcely different from the brothers, sisters 
and cousins who remained in Ireland. The groundwork laid by Crane and 
Reville also placed the Catholic Church on a firm foundation to survive 
after gold. And while many Catholics, like Jack Fahey, migrated to the 
metropolis, they carried their Irish-Roman faith with them.
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