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Militant Protestant 

sectarianism in a religiously 
plural community: Why 

Bendigo failed to become 
a ‘Protestant city’

The Reverend Henry Worrall was a Methodist minister who carried his 
religious mission directly into the political arena.1 While commemorating 
the ‘Battle of the Boyne’ in July 1906, he addressed members of the 
Orange Lodge at Eaglehawk and asserted that since Federation, there had 
been ‘an organised political effort … in Australia to turn the whole of the 
Commonwealth into a great Irish Roman Catholic State’.2 Here, Worrall 
drew upon a familiar discourse of ‘embattled Protestantism’, a religious and 
cultural perception imported to the Australian colonies along with British 
organisations like the Loyal Orange Institution (LOI).3 Worrall’s speech 
adhered to three themes identified by historian Andrew Gill as characteristic 
of the ‘Battle of the Boyne’ sermon genre.4 Worrall first stirred anxiety about 
Catholic conspiracy and the supposed threat that Catholic influence in the 

1	  The Methodist denomination of the Protestant Church began as a revival movement within the 
Church of England under the leadership of the Reverend John Wesley.
2	  ‘Sectarian Savagery,’ Bendigo Independent, July 9, 1906, p. 3, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/​
227761135.
3	  Linda Colley, ‘Britishness and Otherness: An Argument,’ Journal of British Studies 31, no. 4 (1992): 
320, doi.org/10.1086/386013.
4	  Andrew Gill, ‘“To the Glorious, Pious and Immortal Memory of the Great and Good King William”: 
The 12th of July in Western Australia, 1887-1930,’ Studies in Western Australian History 10 (1989): 79.

http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/227761135
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/227761135
http://doi.org/10.1086/386013
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Australian Labor Party posed to Australian democracy. He then articulated 
‘a view of history’ that affirmed the Protestant character of Britishness and the 
British Empire.5 His reference to a third familiar theme gained the hearty 
laughter of the audience. Worrall declared, by way of conclusion, ‘Thank 
God Bendigo is a Protestant city, despite that we are sectarian savages’.6 
Orange Lodge members like Worrall often denied accusations of LOI 
bigotry or provocation in their speeches. They claimed that their views and 
actions safeguarded social values of ‘toleration and liberty’.7 The applause of 
this invested crowd, however, did not represent the success of the militant 
Protestantism in the context of religiously plural Bendigo.

This 1906 speech tried to affirm Protestant ascendancy and to stir local 
sectarian tensions, not by denying LOI intolerance, but by illustrating 
the apparent prejudice of Bendigo’s Roman Catholic Lord Mayor, Luke 
Murphy. Worrall referred to a public address given by Murphy on 3 June 
1906, where Bendigo’s Protestant majority were apparently vilified by his 
reference to ‘sectarian savages’. As Lord Mayor, Murphy had received a 
delegation advancing Irish Home Rule in June 1906. At the conclusion of 
a colourful procession to the Town Hall, led by Hibernian Society members 
in full regalia, the mayor told the cheering crowd that:

as the son of Irish parents he felt deep sympathy with the object 
of the delegates’ mission and was convinced that as long as 
sectarian savagery was suppressed and truth and reason allowed to 
prevail, the day was not far distant when Home Rule would be an 
accomplished fact.8

This ‘inopportune expression’, according to Reverend Worrall, demonstrated 
‘bad taste’ and slandered the majority of Bendigo’s citizenry when used by 
‘the civic head of the Protestant city of Bendigo’.9 The LOI fraternity at 
Eaglehawk concurred with Worrall’s complaint because militant opposition 

5	  LOI members interpret the Battle of the Boyne as pivotal to British national development because 
Protestant Prince William of Orange defeated the Catholic forces of King James II of England and 
VII of Scotland, leading to his ascension to the British throne. Worrall’s recount affirmed the story’s 
importance to the LOI some 217 years later. Andrew Mycock, James W. McAuley, and Jonathan Tonge, 
‘Loyalism, Orangeism and Britishness: Contemporary Synergies and Tensions,‘ in Ulster Loyalism after 
the Good Friday Agreement: History, Identity and Change, ed. J. McAuley and G. Spencer (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011), 116; Warwick Frost and Jennifer Laing, Commemorative Events Memory, Identities, 
Conflict (Taylor and Francis, 2013), 39.
6	 ‘Sectarian Savagery,’ Bendigo Independent, July 9, 1906, p. 3, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/​
227761135.
7	  Gill, ‘“To the Glorious,”’ 79.
8	  ‘The Irish Delegates,’ The Argus, June 4, 1906, p. 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article10035475.
9	  ‘The Irish Delegates,’ The Argus, June 11, 1906, p. 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article10039927.

http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/227761135
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/227761135
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article10035475
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article10039927
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to Irish Home Rule was a central object of the Orange movement. Murphy 
later asserted that when using the term, he referred to both Irish Catholics 
and Protestants. He also explained that it did not apply to ‘respectable 
members of the Protestant community’ in Bendigo.10 Despite Murphy’s 
claims to the contrary, it is apparent that both the Protestant LOI and the 
Roman Catholic Hibernian Society of Bendigo nurtured cultural memories 
of conflict under the auspices of fraternity. Yet this drive by certain clerics 
and community leaders to maintain imported sectarian agendas and 
distinctions was not always successful.

The transfer of religious views and practices from the metropole to the 
colonies was a dynamic process. Churches and societies were required 
to alter their religious expectations and adapt their observances to meet 
local Australian conditions. In this chapter, we argue that despite efforts 
to the contrary, the unique conditions of the Central Victorian Goldfields 
compromised the direct exportability of Irish sectarianism in the period 
1890 to 1914. This is remarkable given that sectarian hostilities flared 
during the introduction of state-based secular education in late nineteenth 
century Victoria, becoming an electoral issue in all state elections from 
1900 to 1914, as we note in Chapter Eight.11 In the same period, sectarian 
questions and the spectre of a Catholic block vote influenced federation 
debates and, during the early twentieth century, the development of the 
two-party political system in Australia.12 Nevertheless, defensive cultural 
Protestantism that prevailed in metropolitan centres did not consistently 
appear in the regional centre of Bendigo.

Understanding the local industrial context of the time, including the 
prevalence of mining-related illness and controversies over ‘gold stealing’ 
by mine employees, provides insight into local discontent with religious 
movements that ranked imported politics above tangible local needs. 
These case studies explain why sectarian Protestant religious fraternities 
encountered resistance in Bendigo during the period, regardless of the 
Protestant denominational adherence of most settlers.

10	  ‘The Irish Envoys,’ Bendigo Independent, June 23, 1906, p. 8, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/​
226929420.
11	  Gregory Melleuish, ‘Religion and Politics in Australia,’ Political Theology 11, no. 6 (2010): 909–27, 
doi.org/10.1558/poth.v11i6.909.
12	  See Scott Denis McCarthy, ‘Federation, Sectarianism, and the Catholic Middle Class in Australia,’ 
Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 44 (2023): 50; Richard Broome, Treasure in Earthen 
Vessels: Protestant Christianity in New South Wales Society, 1900-1914 (University of Queensland Press, 
1980); Walter Phillips, Defending ‘A Christian Country‘: Churchmen and Society in New South Wales in 
the 1880s and After (University of Queensland Press, 1981).

http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/226929420
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/226929420
http://doi.org/10.1558/poth.v11i6.909
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Gold digging, faith and the British Empire
Gold diggers of British descent who enthusiastically upturned the creeks 
and gullies of Bendigo drew upon the values and systems of the British 
Empire to support and justify their activities. Their shared ideals included 
the value of hard work, support for private enterprise and belief in social 
progress, all of which drew upon and strengthened Britain’s ambition to 
lead the world in trade and politics.13 Colonial acquisitions also supported 
Britain’s expansionist aims by providing a forum for the visible exercise of 
power (through British law and order) and for the display of British moral 
superiority. The swift transplantation of Christian religious institutions 
and other national cultural organisations supported this process. Christian 
churches of all denominations recognised the empire as creating ‘opportunities 
for the construction of transnational spiritual networks’ that extended their 
geographical reach and influence.14 Yet Hilary Carey notes that by 1851, 
when gold diggers descended upon Central Victoria, the forms of religion 
actively endorsed by colonial governments as celebrating British virtues of 
imperial loyalty, freedom, tolerance, justice and civic duty were ‘assumed to 
be a “generic” Protestantism’.15 As Linda Colley observes, since the 1700s, 
British nation-building efforts had supported the growth of Protestantism 
and systematically opposed Catholicism. Common sentiment included 
perpetual enmity towards Catholic states abroad and hyper vigilance for the 
‘conspiratorial menace’ of Catholics within.16 The reign of Queen Victoria 
also saw the rise of the ‘cult of the monarch’, a new forum for anti-Catholic 
sentiment that became a unifying force in the empire. Loyalists perpetuated 
the notion that Catholics were a constant threat to the British monarchy 
and the ‘Protestant empire’.17 As Australian colonies approached Federation 
in the 1890s, many citizens understood civic and religious liberties from 
this standpoint. They sought to extend Protestant influence into the new 
Australian state despite the absence of an established church in British 

13	  Philippa Levine, The British Empire: Sunrise to Sunset (Taylor & Francis Group, 2013), 94.
14	  Hilary M. Carey, God’s Empire: Religion and Colonialism in the British World, c.1801–1908 
(Cambridge University Press, 2011), 4.
15	  Although, as Elizabeth Offer has argued, non-Christian settlers including Jews upheld these values 
and aspired to full social inclusion in settler society. See Elizabeth Offer, ‘The Formation of Goldfields 
Anglo-Jewry: How Jewish Settlers Negotiated Judaism, Class, and Britishness on the Central Victorian 
Goldfields, 1851–1901’ (PhD thesis, La Trobe University, 2021). Carey, God’s Empire, 5.
16	  Colley, ‘Britishness and Otherness,’ 317.
17	  Levine, The British Empire, 12; Colley, ‘Britishness and Otherness,’ 318.
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settler colonies and regardless of the secular underpinnings of Federation.18 
The moral and social advancement of Australia, in their view, would be best 
served if the constitution acknowledged Divine Providence and guaranteed 
religious freedom within a framework of ascendant civic Protestantism.19 
In the context of Bendigo’s goldfields, such convictions found expression in 
Worrall’s claim that demographic dominance of Protestants made Bendigo 
a ‘Protestant City’. Below, we consider why the assertion of this civic identity 
by Protestant activists garnered local opposition. We do so by examining a 
devastating industrial crisis in the period of 1890 to 1914 and the apparent 
neglect of victims by Protestant organisations. These conditions reduced 
the appeal of sectarianism locally despite the resurgence of support for 
Protestant ‘Greater Britain’ in Bendigo just prior to and during the First 
World War. This enthusiasm for empire has been recognised as occasioning 
‘a vigorous and largely unified civic Protestant proclamation’.20

The establishment of Christian religion 
on the Bendigo goldfield
New alluvial mining communities are characterised by transience and 
dispersed settlement, with infrastructure designed to meet immediate 
needs at minimum expense.21 Such was the case on the Bendigo goldfield, 
where worship services were initially conducted in the open air and under 
canvas. Methodist lay preacher James Jeffrey, a Cornish miner, apparently 
preached the first Methodist sermon from a tree stump in Golden Square 
in 1852.22 ‘Cornish Methodism’ was then known for its demonstrative 
exuberance. One observer recounted a ‘Cornish conversion’ at a White Hills 
revival meeting in 1853, where a tall, strongly built miner came forward in 
the meeting:

18	  A. E. Cahill, ‘Catholics and Australian Federation,’ Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical 
Society 22 (2001): 9–30; Stephen A. Chavura, John Gascoigne, and Ian Tregenza, ‘A Secular 
Constitution? The Federation Debates,’ chap. 6 in Reason, Religion, and the Australian Polity: A Secular 
State? (Routledge, 2019).
19	  Richard Ely, ‘The Forgotten Nationalism: Australian Civic Protestantism in the Second World War,’ 
Journal of Australian Studies 11, no. 20 (1987): 59–67, doi.org/10.1080/14443058709386944.
20	  Ely, ‘The Forgotten Nationalism,’ 60.
21	  Peter Bell, ‘Social Approaches to an Industrial Past: The Fabric and Structure of Australian Mining 
Settlements,’ in The Archaeology and Anthropology of Mining, ed. A. Bernard Knapp, Vincent C. Pigott, 
and Eugenia W. Herbert (Routledge, 1998).
22	  Clarence Irving Benson, A Century of Victorian Methodism (Spectator Publishing Co., 1935), 148.

http://doi.org/10.1080/14443058709386944
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and fell flat on the gravel floor as if he had been shot. He groaned 
through the disquietude of his soul but soon found the Divine peace, 
and then jumped up and leaped over seats, and kissed and shouted 
as to frighten some of us who had never seen it after this fashion.23

Methodist revivalist outreach meetings burgeoned on the Bendigo 
goldfields, encouraging the erection of five tent chapels in Bendigo’s mining 
localities during 1852. By December 1852, the first slab church had been 
erected in Golden Point.24 Reverend William Butters reported in late 1853 
that the Central Victorian Goldfields (including Ballarat, Bendigo and 
Castlemaine) boasted ten canvas and two wooden places of worship, with 
72 local preachers conducting 100 weekly services for more than 3,000 
people.25 Yet Butters lamented the ‘migratory habits of the diggers’ which 
hampered the smooth function of societies and church organisation.26

As the population of Bendigo stabilised, citizens constructed permanent 
public institutions. Eaglehawk, Long Gully and Golden Square became 
noteworthy for the concentration of nonconformist places of worship. These 
churches and chapels were most frequently built by Methodist ‘connexions’; 
the Wesleyan Methodists (est 1852), Primitive Methodists (est 1854), Bible 
Christian fellowships (est 1864) and United Free Methodists (est 1866).27 
The predominance of Methodist connexions in Bendigo reflected both the 
historic incidence of schism within the Methodist denomination and the 
cultural backgrounds of the mining workforce.28 As we will see in Chapter 
Eight, when alluvial prospecting gave way to company-based quartz mining 
between 1861 and 1871, it attracted wage-earning migrants who had 
developed skills for deeper mining in their home country. Travis McHarg 
attests that half the workforce in Bendigo mines had Cornish heritage 
by 1881.29 Although doctrinal disagreement fostered the development of 
these different expressions of Methodism, nationalistic sensibilities also 

23	  Blamires and Smith, quoted in Travis McHarg, The Bible Christian Church in Victoria 1850s–1902 
(Mercia Press, 2011), 117.
24	  Frank Cusack, Bendigo: A History (Heinemann, 1973), 53.
25	  Benson, A Century of Victorian Methodism, 100.
26	  Ibid.
27	  Ibid., 457.
28	  Benson, A Century of Victorian Methodism, 293. Connexionalism refers to the circle of Methodist 
churches connected to one another in a supportive network. The term signifies a relationship between 
persons and groups and was used to describe the ‘principle and pattern of church life’ among Methodists, 
Dictionary of Methodism in Britain and Ireland, ‘Connexionalism,’ dmbi.online/index.php?do=app.
entry&id=684; Charles Fahey, ‘Peopling the Victorian Goldfields: From Boom to Bust, 1851–1901,’ 
Australian Economic History Review 50, no. 2 (2010): 157, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8446.2010.00298.x.
29	  McHarg, The Bible Christian Church.

http://dmbi.online/index.php?do=app.entry&id=684
http://dmbi.online/index.php?do=app.entry&id=684
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8446.2010.00298.x
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informed their ability to attract worshippers. The highly fissiparous nature 
of Protestant non-conformity, as Jackson notes, also ‘supplied the basis for 
limited … differentiation from England’ as evident among the religious 
adherence of ‘Scots, Irish, Welsh, Cornish and Breton peoples’.30 Such was 
the case in colonial Bendigo, where Cornish distinctiveness was closely 
interrelated with religious identity. Congregants in the Primitive Methodists 
and Bible Christian churches on the goldfields, for example, were primarily 
from Cornwall and also Devon.31 Cornish mine workers thus established 
ethnic enclaves with familiar religious infrastructure to serve the needs of 
their communities.32

The same industrial shift that consolidated the long-term residency of 
miners with Southwestern English heritage also saw other ethnic groups 
leave Bendigo to seek opportunities outside the mining sector. This included 
a large minority of Irish Catholic alluvial miners. Many Catholics settled in 
nearby agricultural districts with the aid of Father Henry Backhaus, the 
Catholic priest whose financial schemes encouraged the formation of ‘a right 
staunch and respectable catholic yeomanry in this country’.33 Backhaus, 
discussed in Chapter Six, hoped to entrench the Catholic faith in the 
district, irrespective of the fortunes of mining. The Methodist connexions 
thus became less culturally distinct as Bendigo advanced as a city.

Social mobility and Methodist unification
Social mobility, we suggest, also reduced the cultural differences that had 
distinguished the various Methodist congregations on the goldfields. These 
included the Wesleyan Methodist, Primitive Methodists and Bible Christians. 
Anticipating reunification in 1876, the Australian Methodist connexions 
optimistically commented that doctrinal accord had been reached ‘in all 

30	  Alvin Jackson, ‘Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Britishness and the UK, 1800−1925,’ in Nordic Experiences 
in Pan-Nationalisms: A Reappraisal and Comparison, 1840–1940, ed. Ruth Hemstad and Peter Stadius 
(Routledge, 2023), 222.
31	  Renata Howe, ‘Methodism in Victoria and Tasmania, 1855–1902,’ in Methodism in Australia: 
A History, ed. Glen O’Brien and Hilary M. Carey (Routledge, 2015), 48.
32	  Fahey, ‘Peopling the Victorian Goldfields,’ 156; ‘“Foreign to Their Feelings as Freemen”: Liberal 
Politics in a Goldfields Community, Bendigo 1853–1883,’ Journal of Australian Colonial History 10, no. 1 
(2008), 166.
33	  Charles Fahey, ‘Happy Valley Road and the Victoria Hill District: A Microhistory of a Victorian 
Gold-Mining Community, 1854–1913,’ Victorian Historical Journal 90, no. 2 (2019): 289; Malachy J. 
Nolan, ‘Henry Backhaus - A Different Type of Pioneer Priest,’ The Australasian Catholic Record 85, no. 1 
(2008), 64.
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essentials’, but nevertheless, their ‘present divisions’ took another twenty-
five years to resolve.34 Wesleyan Methodists were numerically the larger and 
wealthier of the Methodist congregations in Australia. Their worship was 
arguably styled after London’s urban-middle-class Wesleyan congregations.35 
Primitive Methodists and Bible Christians were characterised as working 
people or were identified with Cornish ethnicity. Primitive Methodism in 
mining areas of Central Victoria also became associated with the Labor 
movement and trade unionism.36 As these congregations became more 
affluent in Bendigo, and as their churches and chapels ‘became more 
comfortable’, the distinct ‘emotional warmth and enthusiasm’ of Cornish 
evangelicalism waned, apparently losing its ‘sharp edge’.37 This gentrification 
process can be attributed in part to Methodist emphasis upon self-help and 
the formation of Mutual Improvement Associations.38 These bodies fostered 
the intellectual interests of congregants and created networks that boosted 
social and employment opportunities. As members gained skills through 
‘leadership and administration in the church’, they also developed qualities 
‘suitable for success in business’ and experienced social mobility.39

Beneficial associations were forged in the pews, for example, between 
mine managers responsible for recruiting workers and working-class 
congregants like Cornish miner and diarist Richard Pope, who rose to 
become a manager.40 When Pope moved to Bendigo, he found a Cornish 
enclave in the ‘economically and culturally cohesive St Just Point-Long 
Gully community’.41 Pope worshipped at the Long Gully Bible Christian 
chapel and took membership with their Mutual Improvement Association. 
This association was formed in 1869 to address want among workers and to 
deliver social advancement. Newspaper advertisements noted that mutual 
self-help was necessary because ‘the wealthy and well to do tradesmen, 
mining managers, and others do not contribute according to their means 

34	  Benson, A Century of Victorian Methodism, 307.
35	  McHarg, The Bible Christian Church; Julie-Ann Ellis, ‘“Cross-Firing over the Gulf”: The Rift 
Between Methodism and the Labour Movement in South Australia in the 1890s,’ Labour History 64 
(1993): 89–102.
36	  Howe, ‘Methodism in Victoria and Tasmania.’
37	  McHarg, The Bible Christian Church, 119–120.
38	  Howe, ‘Methodism in Victoria and Tasmania,’ 50.
39	  Renate Howe, ‘Social Composition of the Wesleyan Church in Victoria During the Nineteenth 
Century,’ Journal of Religious History 4, no. 3 (1967), 212, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9809.1967.tb​
00289.x.
40	  Fahey, ‘Happy Valley Road,’ 292.
41	  Charles Fahey, ‘Richard Pope: A Miner’s Life in the Inland Corridor,’ in Outside Country: Histories 
of Inland Australia, ed. Alan Mayne and Stephen Atkinson (Wakefield Press, 2011), 144.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9809.1967.tb00289.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9809.1967.tb00289.x
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towards so desirable an object’.42 Uplift strategies benefited members of the 
Bible Christian and Primitive Methodist connexions, which increasingly 
reflected aspirational middle-class values. A letter to the editor of the Bendigo 
Advertiser, penned by the pseudonymous ‘Willing to join’, complained 
in May 1871 that Young Men’s Mutual Improvement Associations had 
become so exclusive that ‘many an humble youth’ were discouraged ‘from 
either joining or continuing as a member’.43 The author concluded that 
the attractions of the ‘billiard room’ and the ‘young lady behind the bar’ 
would therefore ‘allure away many who otherwise would be WILLING TO 
JOIN’.44 Social justice activism, which had fostered these improvement 
associations within Methodism, now dwindled in some congregations.45 
Methodism attracted increasing critique for moralising temperance and 
anti-gambling campaigns that targeted so-called ‘working-class’ vices.46

By 1901, Methodists represented a large Bendigo demographic, at 27 per 
cent of the total population. This was nearly double that of Methodists in 
the general population of Victoria, which stood at 15.2 per cent.47 When 
amalgamation between the four major Methodist denominations was 
effected in 1902, the Bendigo circuit (including outlying rural areas) boasted 
36 church buildings and 1,318 voting adult members.48 The demographic 
dominance and middle-class orientation of Methodist churchgoers impacted 
the character and aims of other Protestant organisations that drew upon 
Methodist membership, including the Orange fraternities.

42	  ‘Mutual Improvement Association,’ Bendigo Advertiser, February 27, 1869, p. 1, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article87917724.
43	  ‘Young Men’s Mutual Improvement Society,’ Bendigo Advertiser, May 23, 1871, p. 2, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article87969750.
44	  Ibid.
45	  Ellis, ‘“Cross-Firing over the Gulf,”’ 94.
46	  Ibid.
47	  Kevin Peoples notes that Bendigo’s Methodist population was 27% in 1901. The state average 
population of Methodists was 15.2%, according to the 1901 census, Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘1301.2 
– Victorian Yearbook, 1902’, 33, www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/1301.21902; Kevin 
Peoples, ‘The Great War and the Churches in Bendigo‘ (PhD diss., University of Melbourne, 1979), V.
48	  The number of ‘cultural’ Methodists who align for census purposes is distinct from involved or 
voting members. Methodist Union vote of 1,896 recorded adult members 781 Wesleyans, 249 Primitive 
Methodists, 203 Bible Christians, 85 United Free Methodists (Total 1,318). ‘Methodist Union Vote,’ 
Bendigo Advertiser, September 5, 1896, p. 5, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88990799; ‘Methodist Union,’ 
Bendigo Independent, January 8, 1902, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article227554568.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87917724
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87917724
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87969750
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article87969750
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/1301.21902
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88990799
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article227554568
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Friendly societies and fraternities 
in Australia
Social vulnerability motivated Bendigo miners to join friendly societies 
and fraternities. Gaining access to the resources, networks and influence 
of these associations assisted the material, political and religious aspirations 
of mining families. Members paid into these funds to mitigate future 
risk. Sick and injured members of friendly societies, or their bereaved 
dependents, could access ‘formalized reciprocity’ via financial support 
from pooled contributions.49 In 1882, Sandhurst miners invested in more 
than forty friendly societies, as Frank Cusack notes. The most affluent and 
influential of the friendly societies in Bendigo was the Independent Order 
of Rechabites, which drew upon the religious loyalties of Bendigo’s Cornish 
population. Historic connections with the British temperance movement 
also encouraged trust in the sober intentions of the organisation and hence 
in their investments.50 Retailer Fletcher Jones, whose father worked in 
Bendigo’s gold mines, recalls family privations caused by industrial injury 
and illness:

The concept of sick pay did not exist. We belonged to a Friendly 
Society, but there were still some charges to see the doctor. [In times 
of need] Every morning there would be a plucked chicken under 
cover on the back verandah, and we never never knew who put it 
there. ‘Known only unto God,’ Dad would say; we suspected that 
the Cornish miners were the good Samaritans.51

Jones observes that the ‘milk of human kindness’ saw needed commodities 
‘handed over the fences of the workers.’ Such action was more common 
‘amongst the poor than in the average affluent home’, according to Jones.52 
Many workers also joined fraternities including the Masonic Lodge to 
augment these informal support systems.

49	  Daniel Weinbren, ‘Fraternal Networks of Victorian Norfolk,’ Family & Community History 24, no. 1 
(2021): 25, doi.org/10.1080/14631180.2021.1924457.
50	  Cusack, Bendigo: A History, 170.
51	  Fletcher Jones, Not by Myself: The Fletcher Jones Story, 2nd ed. (Kingfisher, 1984), 5.
52	  Jones, Not By Myself, 5.

http://doi.org/10.1080/14631180.2021.1924457
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The doctrine of ‘universal brotherhood’ motivated fraternities to dispense 
‘hospitality and charity [and] material benefits’ to members.53 Freemasonry, 
for example, was based upon principles of exchange and trust. It offered 
intangible benefits of mutuality, including access to networks of credit, 
commerce and information, which diminished social stratification and even 
mitigated sectarianism and antisemitism.54 As a non-proselytising society, 
Bendigo’s Freemasons formally held that their ‘principles and practices’ 
would require them to admit ‘any honourable true and good man, whatever 
his creed or country, who voluntarily seeks admission’, including Catholics.55 
The Masters and past Masters of Bendigo’s Golden, Corinthian and Zenith 
lodges publicly defended their non-sectarian admissions record in 1891. This 
was following public accusations to the contrary by the Catholic Bishop of 
Sandhurst. Sectarian discord, the Freemasons argued, neither advanced nor 
damaged the interests of either group, but rather caused ‘strained relations 
to usurp the place of peace and amity which should prevail amongst all 
the classes’.56 Australian Catholics and Protestants had ‘for the most part’ 
coexisted peacefully, according to Jeff Kildea:

It was mostly charismatic individuals, on both sides, who stirred up 
trouble. As against the headline-grabbing rantings of these sectarian 
warriors, there are many stories of interdenominational cooperation, 
particularly in rural areas.57

Orange fraternities provided welcoming stages for the performances of 
these ‘sectarian warriors.’ The LOI, whose activities we outlined in the 
introduction, had been modelled on the success of the Masonic Lodge. 
They replicated Freemasonry’s structures and developed similar ritual and 
regalia, but their bold championing of anti-Catholic exclusivity made them 
distinctive.58 Local studies have shown that the benefits of associationalism 

53	  David Fitzpatrick, ‘Exporting Brotherhood: Orangeism in South Australia,’ Folk Life 45, no. 1 
(2006): 77–102, doi.org/10.1179/flk.2006.45.1.77.
54	  Daniel Weinbren, ‘The World in 1913: Friendly Societies,’ The Historian: The Magazine of the 
Historical Association, no. 120 (February 6, 2014), 12–16, www.history.org.uk/publications/resource/7082/
the-world-in-1913-friendly-societies; Jessica Harland-Jacobs, ‘All in the Family: Freemasonry and the 
British Empire in the Mid–Nineteenth Century,‘ Journal of British Studies 42, no. 4 (2003): 466, doi.org/​
10.1086/376462.
55	  ‘The Bishop of Sandhurst and Freemasonry,’ Bendigo Advertiser, February 28, 1891, p. 5, nla.gov.
au/nla.news-article88958686.
56	  Ibid.
57	  Jeff Kildea, ‘Absence or Amnesia: Was the Golden West Really Free of the Noxious Weed of 
Sectarianism that Blighted Early Twentieth-Century Australia?‘ Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical 
Society 40 (2019), 134.
58	  Fitzpatrick, ‘Exporting Brotherhood.’
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drew a wide range of non-conformists into Orange lodges in Australia, 
including people without family ties to Ireland.59 But as Diane Hall 
persuasively argues, such members necessarily consented to the ‘Protestant 
libertarian vision’ that formed an essential component of group symbolism, 
rhetoric and public action.60 Orange leaders proclaimed this overarching 
focus as the strength of the movement. At Bendigo’s annual Battle of the 
Boyne address of 1889, Reverend J. T. Kearns noted that:

The Orange Lodge was not a club, it was not a friendly society; there 
was no benefit to be gained by it in that sense, but they gained by it 
in intellectuality, in loyalty, in real devotion to the Empire and the 
Constitution under which they lived.61

This esoteric and sectarian focus, however, strained the good will of 
Bendigo’s citizens towards the LOI, particularly as a long-entrenched 
industrial problem gained increasing public recognition. The experience 
of mining-related disability and death was shared across religious divides, 
fostering empathy and willingness to maintain good social relations. But 
as Reverend Kearns noted, the Orange Lodge was not a society formed 
for mutual material advantage. The defence of Protestantism was the LOI’s 
primary and most public goal. This focus annoyed onlookers who were 
aggrieved that strident ultra-Protestant voices emanated from increasingly 
comfortable Methodist pulpits. Newspaper correspondents suggested that 
the mission to the needy had faltered in these churches. Yet Orangeism 
flourished in the city. Kevin Peoples records that the movement in Bendigo 
grew from one lodge in 1900 to four in 1904 and seven in 1907. Five of 
these lodges were found in ‘the heart of Methodist territory’, and all were 
‘serviced by Methodist clergy from Methodist buildings’.62 Religious and 
political controversialists from within these ranks wrote incessant ‘letters to 
the editor’ to promulgate their views locally.

A prominent public voice defending Protestant ascendancy in the Federation 
period was Andrew N. Collier, a painting contractor from Long Gully. 
Public responses to Collier’s extreme minority views provide important 

59	  Ibid.; Dianne Hall, ‘Defending the Faith: Orangeism and Ulster Protestant Identities in Colonial 
New South Wales,’ Journal of Religious History 38, no. 2 (2014): 211, doi.org/10.1111/1467-9809.12007.
60	  Hall, ‘Defending the Faith,’ 211.
61	  ‘Commemoration of the Battle of the Boyne,’ Bendigo Advertiser, July 13, 1889, p. 5, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article88588926.
62	  Peoples, ‘The Great War,’ 30.
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historical insight into debates over sectarianism.63 The following debate 
reveals the entanglement of religious, political and class issues in Bendigo. 
A local resident wrote numerous letters to the Bendigo Independent in 1903, 
contesting the views of Andrew Collier. Using the pseudonym ‘Respect 
for Your Neighbour’s Religion’, the correspondent made a link between 
declining church attendance, anti-Catholic sentiment and lack of social 
justice action in Protestant churches:

The people are so disgusted with having Rome and the evils of 
Rome continually drummed into their ears that they stay away … 
Can [ultra-Protestants] point to any refuge for the fallen supported 
by their section. No; and yet they are insidiously endeavouring to 
destroy Catholic institutions … Have they a charitable institution 
of any description? No … My humble advice is to act up to the 
teachings of the Bible, love God and your neighbour, and respect 
his religion.64

A condition known colloquially as the ‘miners’ complaint’ strained the 
resources of charitable institutions in 1903. Associated with the debilitating 
symptoms of tuberculosis, the condition resulted in chronic poor health 
and early death.

The miners’ complaint
Miners’ complaint, also known as miner’s phthisis, is caused by the inhalation 
of sharp particles of silica dust that become embedded in the lungs following 
exposure to underground drilling and blasting. Local physicians first 
recognised this silicosis-related lung condition as an industrial disease in 
1889. They instigated a public campaign for mitigation via ventilation and 
other improvements to underground working conditions. Physicians formed 
this view in the early 1870s, but because gold mining was an important local 
industry, successive governments ‘ignored recommendations of their own 
commissions … and passed legislation that did not protect miners from 

63	  Although Andrew Collier asserted that he was not associated with the Orange Institution, he 
consistently articulated Orangeist, anti-Catholic and ultra-Protestant principles. His critics, who 
represented both moderates within the Protestant community and the Roman Catholic sector, often 
presumed a connection.
64	  ‘Reply to A. N. Collier,’ Bendigo Independent, September 19, 1903, p. 5, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article223414771.
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silica dust exposure’.65 Ambivalence towards industrial lung disease was then 
common. The tone adopted by officials in the Victorian Yearbook of 1902 
reflects these views. The writer notes that although tubercular mortality in 
Melbourne had fallen ‘from 27.8 per 10,000 of the population in 1888 
to 19.8 in 1901 and 18 in 1902’, cases in Bendigo and its suburbs were 
much higher:

The average yearly rate per 10,000 of the population during the 
13 years prior to 1902 was 24.8 … the excess of these rates being 
no doubt attributable in part to mining operations … and to the 
selection of that city as a place of residence by consumptives.66

Lung disease was acknowledged as a common feature of Bendigo life during 
the Federation era. Fletcher Jones (b1895) recalls hearing miners ‘coughing 
up their lungs’ as he walked to school. Even as a child, he was aware that 
‘every third miner’s cottage had a sheet fixed between the verandah posts, 
hiding a poor man with “miner’s complaint”’. These invalids were ‘seemingly 
abandoned to their fate’, because the disease was associated with negligent 
occupational behaviour and with family predisposition to tuberculosis.67 
But as the role of occupational hazards gained credence, the unmet needs 
of invalid miners gained increasing attention.68 Tom Mann, Labor leader 
in Great Britain, criticised the Bendigo Council of Churches as showing 
‘a want of sympathy for the oppressed and poverty-stricken’ in 1894.69 
When Mann visited Bendigo in 1903, he reiterated his call for churches to 
support ‘righteous distribution of wealth’.70 Amid such suffering, the high-
profile involvement of Protestant clergy in the Orange Lodge became the 
target of public criticism. In 1905, one correspondent recalled that ‘Catholic 
and Protestant could hold out the “hand” of friendship to each other’ until 
social relations were soured by sectarian extremists. Their views had:

65	  Beris Penrose, ‘The State and Gold Miners Health in Victoria, 1870–1910,‘ Labour History, no. 101 
(2011): 35–36.
66	  Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘1301.2 – Victorian Yearbook 1902’, 196, www.abs.gov.au/AUS​
STATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/1301.21902?OpenDocument.
67	  Jones, Not By Myself, 5.
68	  Sandra Kippen and Yolande Collins, ‘Radical Reformers: The Role of Medical Men in Improving 
Working Conditions in the Bendigo Goldmines, 1890–1910,’ Journal of Australasian Mining History 2 
(2004): 75-89.
69	  ‘The Council of Churches,’ Bendigo Advertiser, November 24, 1894, p. 4, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/​
article/88937130/9080321.
70	  ‘Rousing the Workers,’ Bendigo Independent, September 28, 1903, p. 3, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/
article/223406351.
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emptied the churches and starved the ministers and forced them 
into all sorts of devices and un-Christian tactics to try and collect 
a congregation for the sake of a living. But respectable Protestants 
say they hear enough of that sort of thing the six days of the week 
and think they can serve God better in their own homes than go 
to church on Sunday to hear their neighbours or perhaps their 
customers belied and scandalised.71

Reverend Henry Worrall was prominent among the Methodist clergy liable 
to the accusation of using sectarianism and political controversy to ‘collect 
a congregation’ in this period of population decline in the city. Arriving in 
Bendigo in 1906, 16 years after his ordination to the Wesleyan ministry 
and 25 years before he became the Grand Master of the Loyal Orange 
Institution of Victoria (1931–1933), Worrall was known as a ‘crusader who 
pulled no punches from his church pulpit’.72 Renowned for ‘pack[ing] to 
the doors any building in which he was a speaker’, Worrell was surprised 
to observe that of the 1,200 members of his Bendigo congregation, only 
20 were working miners.73 Worrall ascertained that only five per cent of all 
Bendigo miners were then churchgoers, yet in the recent past, ‘the miner 
of Bendigo was a man who went to church and loved God and made the 
darkness of the mines ring with the praise of God’. He attributed the 
change to ‘a low moral tone – a false conception of ethics.’74 The common 
but unauthorised mining practice of gold theft, Worrall determined, had 
caused the decline in church attendance.75 He sought to reverse the trend 
in 1908 to 1909 by preaching a series of sermons on the text ‘Thou Shall 
not Steal’. His lectures drew raucous crowds and prompted angry responses 
from the Miners Association. While denying that ‘those who dropped out 
of the church were all thieves’, Worrall suggested that underground codes of 

71	  ‘Mr. A. N. Collier and the Councillors,’ Bendigo Independent, November 1, 1905, p. 4, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article223518602.
72	  Tas Vertigan, The Orange Order in Victoria: Origins, Events, Achievements, Aspirations and 
Personalities (Loyal Orange Institution of Victoria, 1979), 105.
73	  Vertigan, The Orange Order, 105; Worrell was a divisive figure whose temperance and anti-
gambling campaigning saw him dubbed ‘wowser Worrall’ and ‘Worry-all, the meddling minister’ by his 
critics. John Lack, ‘Worrall, Henry (1862–1940),’ Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 
Biography, The Australian National University, published first in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
Volume 12, 1990, published online 2006, accessed August 25, 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/worrall-
henry-9191/text16233.
74	  ‘The Rev. Henry Worrall and the Miners,’ Bendigo Independent, January 6, 1908, p. 3, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article227891677; ‘Gold-stealing. National conscience wanted,’ The Argus, March 8, 1909, p. 7, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article10706526.
75	  ‘Gold-stealing,’ p. 7.
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brotherhood, including unionism, pressured miners to tolerate dishonesty: 
‘There seems to be a kind of freemasonry underground by which a man was 
ostracised who would dare to tell his master of an infringement of the law.’76

Miners ‘dropped out of the church’, according to Worrell, ‘because men 
who steal gold do not like to listen to the Gospel of God, but only to the 
Gospel that appeals to certain sentiments of theirs’.77 Worrall alludes here 
to contemporary debates on socialism and its relationship to Christianity. 
Christian Socialism or ‘Social Christianity’ emerged in 1890s Britain and 
the USA as a respectable, welfare-oriented expression of socialism that 
attempted to apply the principles of Christianity to the realities of modern 
industrial life. Advocates sought to achieve social unity and improve the 
lives of the working classes through education and housing initiatives.78 
Christian Socialism was prevalent in the newly united Methodist church, 
especially among Primitive Methodists in industrial towns like Newcastle 
(New South Wales) and Creswick (Victoria). But in Bendigo, the cause was 
taken up by Anglicans.79

The formation of a ‘Christian Social Union’ (CSU) at Bendigo in 1909 
was contemporaneous to Worrall’s gold-stealing controversy and reflective 
of efforts among Anglican clergy to secure pluralist church practice 
under the leadership of evangelical bishops. The new Bendigo Diocese of 
the Church of England was formed in 1901, and the first two bishops, 
Henry Archdall Langley (1901–1906) and his brother John Douse 
Langley (1906–1917), were both conservative evangelical Anglicans. The 
brothers, who trained in Sydney, were both known as ‘uncompromising 
in their loyalty to the Evangelical revival’ and pietistic in their rigid moral 
standards.80 Conservative evangelicalism often prioritised transcendent 
values, like gospel-focused mission and conversion, ahead of material 
concerns, like social action. Humanitarianism drew the attention of liberal 
Anglicans (both liberal evangelical and Anglo-Catholics), as it represented 
a ‘practical manifestation of the Kingdom of God on earth’.81 The actions 

76	  ‘The Rev. Henry Worrall and the Miners,’ Bendigo Independent, January 6, 1908, p. 3, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article227891677.
77	  Ibid.
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79	  Howe, ‘Methodism in Victoria and Tasmania.’
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of the Bendigo CSU exemplify these different priorities and approaches to 
Christian mission. The CSU sought to investigate the ‘conditions under 
which the miners of Bendigo are working’ and to ameliorate their material 
circumstances.82 Trade unionists supported the new Anglican committee, 
suggesting that ‘it was evident that some good was trying to be done for 
the miner and not preaching on gold stealing’. One supportive miner noted 
that ministers of religion:

had been branded in Bendigo as small-hearted clergymen … It came 
as a relief to find that the miners still had somebody who was willing 
and able to take up their side [adopting] a commonsense view of 
helping [the miners] instead of branding them as a class.83

One outcome of this new connection between Bendigo clergy and miners 
was a delegation of CSU members to the Minister for Mines on 5 May 1909. 
Led by the Venerable Dean McCullagh, the delegation sought improved 
working hours and conditions for miners who gave their ‘time, labour 
and lives’ to their employment. Under such circumstances, McCullagh 
suggested:

Some miners doubtlessly argued that they would die at a 
comparatively early age and their widows and children would be left 
destitute. The temptation to steal gold was very strong … [because] 
in some of the mines it was impossible to labour without becoming 
afflicted with disease.84

While McCullagh stressed that he understood but did not condone gold 
stealing, he highlighted the tragic context of the practice. In the previous 
three months, one local priest had buried three miners aged under forty years, 
leaving destitute widows and orphans. Another concluded that if miners 
did not receive good wages, ‘the temptation placed before them grew even 
greater’.85 The Minister for Mines noted the empathy of the Bendigo clergy 
and ‘cordially endorsed’ the Dean’s remarks, repudiating earlier accusations 

82	  ‘Miners and the Churches,’ Bendigo Advertiser, March 5, 1909, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
89405675.
83	  Ibid.
84	  ‘Mining Conditions of Bendigo,’ Bendigo Independent, May 6, 1909, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article227897611.
85	  Ibid.
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of ‘small heartedness’. The CSU later hosted lectures on ‘unemployment 
relief systems in Germany’, ‘Socialism and poverty’ and proposed a new 
venture to assist unemployment relief.86

Conclusion
Contrasting standpoints over the ‘gold stealing’ adopted by ultra-Protestant 
Methodist ministers and Christian Socialist clergy drew fresh attention to 
the class-related failures of Protestant denominations in Bendigo. Prior to 
the advent of the Bendigo CSU, Protestant churches had not adequately 
addressed the impacts of debilitating industrial disease nor the waning 
employment opportunities that threatened mining families. This neglect 
saw the Methodist churches of Bendigo become less relevant to the working 
classes during the period 1890 to 1910. The loudest Methodist voices then 
emanated from comfortable middle-class pulpits. Drawing upon imported 
hatred, these Methodist preachers advocated sectarian division in Bendigo, 
where the pressures of industrial illness and decline in the mining sector had 
dampened community enthusiasm for Irish sectarianism. This harmony 
prevailed for a brief period just prior to the advent of the First World War, 
when support for the British Empire and assumed civic Protestantism 
again soared.

86	  ‘Christian Social Union. Helping the Miners,’ Bendigo Advertiser, June 24, 1910, p. 3, nla.gov.au/
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