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8
Faith after the 

gold rush: Demographic 
and religious change

The formation of churches in nineteenth century Bendigo was borne out 
of the patterns of migration to both the alluvial rushes of the 1850s and 
the later phase of quartz reef mining. While migrants brought with them 
adherence to the major Christian denominations of the United Kingdom 
– Scottish Presbyterians and Irish Catholics, for example – hard-rock 
mining required special skills and technology, and this industry fostered 
distinctive migration patterns. Methodists – drawn in large numbers from 
Cornwall – gave Bendigo and the goldfields a distinctively nonconformist 
character. Moreover, the various divisions of Methodism that flourished 
in Cornwall and in the industrial north of England – Bible Christians 
and Primitive Methodists – were strongly represented on the goldfields. 
Migration of Germans, often from the Harz Mountains where hard-rock 
mining was undertaken, helped to establish a small but strong Lutheran 
community on the goldfields. Finally, gold brought Christians into contact, 
frequently for the first time, with migrants from South and East Asia and 
their diverse religious practices. Gold led, therefore, to a rich engagement 
between religious faiths (see Figure 8.1).
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Figure 8.1: Major Christian religions in Bendigo, 1871–1921
Source: Compiled by the authors.

This diversity and intercultural engagement was built on gold. Gold, 
however, was a wasting asset. The rapid demographic shifts and outward 
migration precipitated by the decline of the gold industry created significant 
organisational challenges for most of Bendigo’s churches, some more than 
others. As we have seen, church buildings and infrastructure were resource 
intensive. They were expensive to establish in the first instance and could 
not easily move to match population shifts. With the collapse of mining 
during the First World War, the population of Bendigo declined, and local 
churches faced a severe loss of members. In the latter twentieth century, 
Bendigonians also left institutional religion in larger numbers than elsewhere 
in the country. By the time of the 2021 census, Bendigo was significantly less 
religious than Australia as a whole, with 48.6 per cent of people identifying 
with ‘no religion’ compared with 38.9 per cent nationally. It was also 
half as religiously diverse, with 4.3 per cent of people nominating a non-
Christian religious identity versus 8.3 per cent nationally. The proportion 
identifying with Christianity, however, remains closer to national statistics 
(40 per cent v 43.9 per cent).1

1	  For an overview of religion from the 2021 census, see: ‘Religious affiliation in Australia: Exploration 
of the Changes in Reported Religion in the 2021 Census,’ Australian Bureau of Statistics, July 4, 2022, 
www.abs.gov.au/articles/religious-affiliation-australia.

http://www.abs.gov.au/articles/religious-affiliation-australia
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This chapter will chart these shifts in religious demographics and institutions 
as Bendigo’s gold industry declined by first establishing the religious patterns 
that gold migration implanted. It will look at the impact of the collapse of 
mining and how religious congregations adapted to the changing economy 
of the city until the late twentieth century. The chapter will explore the 
major trends of religious observance by comparing the histories of two 
significant Protestant churches, the Golden Square Methodist Church and 
the All Saints’ Anglican Church, with the Catholic Church. It concludes by 
reflecting on the contemporary census returns on religious affiliation. Using 
population statistics and the physical infrastructure of different churches 
enables us to represent broad shifts in religious affiliation over the twentieth 
century. This facilitates a comparison to the more intimate sources in earlier 
chapters, which provide a window into Bendigonians’ inner spiritual lives.

Religion and the socio-economic structure 
of Bendigo
It is difficult to obtain good data on religious affiliation from nineteenth 
century census returns. These published limited information regarding 
places of birth and religious affiliation. Places of birth were aggregated into 
countries, and there was no cross-tabulation of place of birth and occupation, 
nor religion and occupation. A more nuanced picture can be obtained by 
looking at the records of births, deaths and marriages. Although conclusions 
drawn from these are often not precise – religion has to be determined by 
church of marriage or celebrant presiding over interment at death – they do 
outline general trends.

After 1870, Bendigo became known for its industrial mining. From the early 
1870s, a small group of mine owners and investors controlled the mining 
industry. The more successful of these ‘quartz kings’, George Lansell and 
John Boyd Watson, for example, could mix on equal terms with the wealthy 
mercantile elite of Melbourne and the squattocracy of the Western District. 
The local wealthy elite, men with £10,000 or more of property in 1891, 
numbered fewer than a few dozen. More numerous were the men who turned 
to small-scale mining investment and combined this with property owning, 
building, commercial enterprises or manufacturing. After 1870, the City of 
Sandhurst (Bendigo from 1891), the Borough of Eaglehawk and the adjacent 
rural shires gave employment to a small minority of professionals (lawyers and 
doctors) and white-collar employees (clerks in commercial or government 
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employment).2 Men with property of £1,000 or more were fewer than 650 
in 1891, or around 4 per cent of men aged 15 and above. Women almost 
invariably achieved this level of property owning through inheritance. From 
the late 1870s, the typical Bendigo resident had settled into a life of wage 
earning. Mining was the dominant form of employment until the First 
World War; the mining city also offered employment to a range of artisans, 
building workers, those engaged in transport and the common labourer. 
In 1891, 33 per cent of male householders in the City of Bendigo and the 
Borough of Eaglehawk were miners, 29 per cent were skilled tradesmen, 
and 26 per cent were labourers and other unskilled working men. On the 
fringes of the city, in the rural shires of Huntly, Marong and Strathfieldsaye, 
settler farmers were the predominant propertied group.3 

The human capital that migrants brought to the goldfield had an important 
impact on how they adjusted to the world of industrial mining. The Irish, 
who came from the least industrialised regions of the United Kingdom, 
faced the most testing challenges: less than 2 per cent of the male Irish came 
from mining families, while almost 60 per cent were the sons of farmers or, 
more accurately, rural labourers and cottagers. The English (largely because 
the Cornish were counted as English) in more than a third of cases came 
from mining families, and just over one in ten originated from farming 
or agricultural labouring backgrounds. A very small proportion of Scots 
migrants came from mining backgrounds, and one in ten from farming 
families. Around a quarter of both the Scottish and English male migrants 
were the sons of skilled artisans.4

In his history of the Bendigo Churches during the First World War, Kevin 
Peoples argued that the city was divided bitterly by religion from the 
nineteenth century through to the first decade of the twentieth century.5 
Our discussion of sectarian divisions in Chapter Seven reveals a distinct 

2	  Since 1992, the City of Bendigo and the Borough of Eaglehawk have been merged with a large 
rural district to become the City of Greater Bendigo. To approximate this for earlier years, the City of 
Bendigo (Sandhurst 1871–1891) and the Borough of Eaglehawk have been combined with the rural 
shires of Huntly, Marong and Strathfieldsaye. The contemporary City of Greater Bendigo is somewhat 
larger than this area.
3	  This picture of wealth is drawn by linking probate records to death certificates and using ‘inverse 
mortality multipliers’ to estimate wealth among the living population at the census of 1891. Manuscript 
Death Certificates were made available by the Registry of Births, Death and Marriages. Probate 
inventories are available at Victoria Public Record Office, VPRS 28/P0001 and VPRS 28/P0002. This 
analysis of the occupational structure is drawn from Rate Assessment Books for Bendigo VPRS 16267/
P0001, 1891 and Eaglehawk Rate Assessment Books VPRS 16263/P0001, 1885-1891.
4	  The background of migrants is drawn from manuscript Death Certificates.
5	  Kevin Peoples, ‘The Great War and the Churches in Bendigo,’ (MA thesis, University of Melbourne, 
1979), 18–23.
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pattern of class and religious affiliation that nuances Peoples’ sectarian 
thesis, which we expand upon here. Records from the official Registry 
of Births, Deaths and Marriages, and adopting a broader geographical 
perspective, show a more comprehensive picture of interreligious relations 
that reflects the opportunities used by different settler groups. Among the 
first generation of settlers in Bendigo, the Catholics were clearly the largest 
group among unskilled labourers. Yet, as a group, they also sought out 
rural land adjoining the defined urban areas of Bendigo and were over-
represented among rural landholders. Peoples was correct in identifying the 
Presbyterians and Anglicans as dominating the wealthy elite of Bendigo. 
Together, they made up perhaps 59 per cent of those with assets of £1,000 
or more in 1891. This needs qualification. Undoubtedly, the superior 
educational background provided to Scottish children enabled them to 
seize business opportunities in their new country, and they were over-
represented among the wealthy elite. By force of their sheer numbers in 
Bendigo, nominal Anglicans dominated the wealthy elite. There were fewer 
Methodists among the elite, but they made up a high proportion of the 
working class. Rural Catholics provided a propertied group who gave solid 
support to their church.6 They were joined by local Catholic businessmen, 
including publicans, contractors and provision merchants. Many of these 
Catholic middle-class individuals shared the values of private morality 
and public respectability that served as ‘subjective class markers’ for the 
Protestant bourgeois.7 These patterns indicate that individuals from various 
Christian church traditions navigated opportunities based on subjective 
class distinctions and established socio‑cultural spaces within Australia’s 
predominantly Protestant power structures that drew upon and innovated 
their original positioning.

To further understand the socio-economic structure of Bendigo, we must 
acknowledge that the local class character was structured by mining, the 
major industry. Mining was the largest employer throughout the nineteenth 
century, and its dominance ensured that among all religious denominations, 
working men predominated. And, unquestionably, one of the more distinct 
characteristics of the Greater Bendigo working class was the high proportion 
of Methodists – Wesleyans, Bible Christians, Primitive Methodists and 
United Methodist Free Church followers – employed in mining. This facet 

6	  This is an estimate based on probate records linked to religions listed on death certificates. Among 
this group with assets of £1,000 or more, 15 per cent were Methodist and 20 per cent were Catholic.
7	  Scott Denis McCarthy, ‘Federation, Sectarianism, and the Catholic Middle Class in Australia,’ Journal 
of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 44 (2023): 53.
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of the city endured into the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
This factor also shaped the religious and social character of post-industrial 
Bendigo, as those Methodists who chose to stay in Bendigo after the gold 
rush had limited avenues for employment. From 1896 to 1899, 39 per cent 
of grooms marrying in Bendigo gave their occupation as ‘miner’. Among 
miners, half of these grooms were Methodists. The Cornish, Methodist 
character of the Bendigo mining workforce gave Bendigo its distinctive 
Protestant feel, and it was this group that experienced the collapse of mining 
most bitterly.8

Nineteenth century church building 
and sectarian tensions
The extent and size of church buildings in nineteenth century Bendigo 
indicate the significance of religious community and religious social 
infrastructure. While the government made land grants to the various 
churches, church buildings were funded through donations of local 
congregants. In 1878, the Forest St Wesleyan Church completed extensions 
to its church that accommodated an average of 650 worshippers at Sunday 
morning services and 850 to 1,000 for evening services. The neighbouring 
Congregational Church built seating spaces for 450 and welcomed an 
average attendance of 250. Even the small congregation of Lutherans had 
250 communicants and 125 Sunday school scholars. The geographical reach 
of religion was also impressive. In 1881, the Anglican Church offered its 
adherents services at two inner city churches, All Saints’ and St Paul’s, and 
smaller churches at Golden Square, Kangaroo Flat, White Hills, Long Gully 
and Eaglehawk. All congregations, as we have seen, relied on working-class 
adherents, none more so than the Methodist Bible Christians. Because their 
ministry relied largely on lay preachers, the Bible Christians were able to 
hold services at McKenzie St, Long Gully, Sailors Gully, California Gully, 
Sheepwash, Emu Creek, St Mungo, Redesdale and Horseshoe Bend.9

8	  This is based on an analysis of manuscript marriage certificates for Bendigo and Eaglehawk, 1896–
1899.
9	  Churches are listed in G. Stevens and J. W. Burrows, Sandhurst and Echuca districts’ residence, 
trade and mining directory for 3 February 1881, 119–23.
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In the nineteenth century, sectarian tensions surfaced on several occasions, 
at least between religious authorities and local politicians. As early as 
1856, Father Henry Backhaus, the leader of the Catholic Church, and the 
Reverend James Nish, a Presbyterian minister, clashed over the management 
of the Bendigo Hospital.10 In 1871, the management of the Bendigo 
Benevolent Asylum descended into turmoil over the religious affiliation 
of teachers instructing pauper children at the Industrial School attached 
to the asylum.11 Backhaus’s opposition to the introduction of free, secular 
and compulsory education in 1872 was unquestionably the most divisive 
sectarian issue of nineteenth century Bendigo, and this opposition was 
maintained with the arrival of Martin Crane as the inaugural Bishop of the 
Sandhurst Diocese in 1875. Yet, it is likely that these disputes were more the 
concern of the clergy than the laity.

After 1875, the Catholic hierarchy regularly denounced mixed marriages 
in shrill pastoral letters at Easter. Catholic parishioners often paid little 
heed to these strictures, and the demography of immigration undoubtedly 
softened sectarian differences among the laity. In the early 1850s, patterns of 
migration saw the arrival of three men for every woman. While government 
initiatives to bring single women to the colony under assisted migration 
reduced the imbalance, such efforts went only part of the way to ameliorate 
the gender imbalance. To avoid bachelorhood, men had little choice but 
to cross religious divides in search of partners. Father Backhaus, unlike 
his successors, did not prohibit mixed marriages, and many Irish Catholic 
women married Protestants. There was a tendency for Cornish migrants to 
reside on the west side of the city and Catholics on the east side. Nonetheless, 
these two areas were never single ethnicity districts. And the workplace, even 
in the mines, saw Catholics working alongside Protestants. The realities of 
daily life diminished sectarian differences for ordinary working families.12

10	  William T Dobson, ‘Cloth of Gold,’ unpublished manuscript, Sandhurst Diocese Archives, 81–89. 
This unpublished manuscript recounts the part played by Henry Backhaus in the formation of the 
Catholic Church in Bendigo.
11	  See Peoples, ‘The Great War,’ 1–12. See also Michael Roper, ‘Inventing Tradition in Goldfields 
Society: Public Rituals and Town Building in Sandhurst, 1867-1885,’ (Master’s thesis, Monash University, 
1986), 239–68.
12	  Analysis of marriage and birth certificates demonstrates considerable intermarriage across ethnic 
boundaries. Birth certificates clearly show that, despite some concentration of national groups, all 
nationalities were dispersed across the city. For the social structure of Bendigo and other gold towns, 
see Charles Fahey and Alan Mayne, ‘“All that Glitters …” The Hidden History of Victoria’s Central 
Goldfields Region,’ in Gold Tailings: Forgotten Histories of Family and Community on the Central Victoria 
Goldfields (Australian Scholarly Press, 2010), 1–61.
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Religion and declining gold production
In the early twentieth century, religious leaders again brought sectarian 
tensions to the fore. Both the Catholic and Protestant clergy shared their 
belief in religious education. As we noted in Chapter Seven, they had 
differences over how religious education should be developed. With the 
passing of the Education Act 1872, free, compulsory and secular education 
was established in the colony. The system was designed to replace segregated 
religious schools in the interest of improving social cohesion and access to 
education.13 It needed to be secular, not to exclude faith, but to ensure 
religious inclusivity: that the teaching of any particular faith wasn’t 
privileged over another. Careful rules were established for the provision of 
voluntary religious education on state school campuses outside of regular 
school hours.14 This became an electoral issue in all state elections from 
1900 to 1914. Bishop Reville, the Catholic bishop, opposed this, stating 
that it would undermine Catholic faith among children in state schools. 
This was itself a tacit admission that the drive for Catholics to attend non-
government schools was often not completely successful, and that in small 
rural areas, separate Catholic education was difficult.15 The Catholic clergy 
called on their faithful to vote against the Labor Party for its failure to 
support state aid. Senior Protestant clergy were also not friendly towards 
Labor. The working-class Protestants and Catholics, however, turned to the 
Labor Party in both state and federal elections in the years leading up to 
the First World War.

The war itself tore open sectarian strains. Protestant clergy threw themselves 
wholeheartedly into promoting the war, declaring it to be almost a holy 
crusade. Bishop Reville was more reticent in his support for the war. When 
the first conscription plebiscite was called by the Prime Minister Billy 
Hughes in 1916, the Protestant clergy were strong supporters of the Yes 
case. In one of his last pronouncements, Bishop Reville stated his objection 
to conscription. He died in September 1916, however, and his successor 
Bishop McCarthy was silent on the issue. This undoubtedly soothed 
sectarian tensions at the clerical level.16

13	  Marion Maddox, Taking God to School: The End of Australia’s Egalitarian Education? (Allen and 
Unwin, 2014), 29–55.
14	  Ibid., 39.
15	  For the issue in the early twentieth century, see Peoples, ‘The Great War,’ 31–40.
16	  The issue of the conscription plebiscites is recounted excellently in Peoples, ‘The Great War,’ chapters 
2 and 3.
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These differences between Catholic and Protestant clergy came at a 
particularly difficult time for their working-class congregations. From the rise 
of quartz reefing in the 1870s, outwards migration had been a rite of passage 
for many of the young men of Bendigo. As mines went deeper in search of 
more difficult and lower-yielding gold, unemployment rose. From the 1880s, 
hundreds of young men left the Bendigo goldfields for the Barrier Ranges in 
New South Wales. In the 1890s, the copper deposits of the Tasmanian West 
Coast were another means of escape. More important were the great gold 
mines of the west. By the turn of the century, new mining communities such 
as Boulder (Western Australia) were familiar to the households of Long Gully. 
While mostly young men migrated, many families also uprooted themselves 
to the west. In the early twentieth century, Melbourne emerged from a 
long depression, and new manufacturing industries and better wages were 
a powerful lure. For young women, Bendigo was an extremely inhospitable 
labour market. In Melbourne, new factories in food production, clothing and 
other consumer needs offered employment on a scale that dwarfed Bendigo 
and other declining mining communities.17

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the focus of Bendigo 
mining moved north into the Eaglehawk district with the rise of the New 
Moon series of mines. These mines were on an extension of the Garden 
Gully line reef. In the 1870s, mines on the Garden Gully reef produced 
fabulous returns for speculators and were the best employers of labour. In the 
decade before the war, the Garden Gully United mine, the most profitable 
mine on the Bendigo field, faltered and declared its last dividend in 1908. 
This was just a precursor to the general malaise that struck the field during 
the Great War. As mines closed, pumping machinery was turned off, and 
the rising water table increased the costs of pumping for those mines that 
struggled on. During the war, the Commonwealth Government banned the 
export of gold, and the cost of mining materials rose. This led to further 
closures, and mass unemployment confronted miners and their families.18

The ability of churches to withstand the collapse of the mining industry 
was directly proportional to their wealth and the share of their adherents in 
mining employment. The impact of the decline of mining and the general 
drift out of Bendigo was clearly evident in the census of 1921. Between 1901 

17	  See Charles Fahey, ‘Peopling the Victorian Goldfields: From Boom to Bust, 1851–1901,’ Australian 
Economic History Review 50, no. 2 (2010): 148–61, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8446.2010.00298.x.
18	  For a brief account of the failure of the mines, see Ralph W. Birrell and James A. Lerk, Bendigo’s 
Gold Story (J. A. & R. S. Lerk, 2001), 86 and 97.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8446.2010.00298.x
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and 1921, the population of Bendigo, Eaglehawk and their adjacent rural 
shires dropped by 30 per cent from 53,862 to 38,029. Between 1901 and 
1921, all religious groups lost population in Greater Bendigo proportionate 
to their congregation’s employment in mining. The Anglican Church lost 
14.6 per cent of its nominal adherents, and the figures for the Presbyterians 
and Catholics were respectively 23.2 per cent and 19.8 per cent. The 
number of Methodists decreased by half between 1901 and 192, reflecting 
their demographic presence among working-class miners. This precipitous 
decline in the Methodist population was further complicated by the 1902 
merger of the Wesleyan Methodist Church, the Primitive Methodists, the 
Bible Christians, the United Methodist Free and the New Connection 
churches. Undoubtedly, this amalgamation and migration placed strains on 
smaller chapels, some of which were built adjacent to mines; virtually all 
households depended on mining breadwinners.19

The archives of the Golden Square Methodist Church illustrate the pressure 
that these demographic shifts placed on both congregations and clergy. 
They also reveal successful strategies that enabled some parish churches to 
be resilient in contexts of demographic and financial pressure. In the period 
of the gold industry’s decline, from 1910 to 1930, the Golden Square 
church saw a high turnover of pastors. In the nineteenth century, leadership 
had changed every 5 to 7 years; from 1905, this was shortened to around 
1 to 3 years before lengthening again by 1930. An anniversary service and 
fair to raise funds was a vital part of the community life of Golden Square 
Methodists. In April 1912, they celebrated their diamond jubilee with the 
return of Reverend William Shaw of Moonta, who had been pastor during 
the golden jubilee celebrations of 1902, with a congregation of 515 at the 
Sunday morning service, 780 in the afternoon and 1,031 in the evening.20 
These were record attendances for a church anniversary, with many former 
members returning for the celebration. During the month of April 1912, 
a total of 2,300 subscriptions were recorded, which brought in £114. Yet, 
by 1920, the church was still in a poor financial position. A publication 
for the 1912 diamond jubilee celebration noted that the ‘golden period’ of 
the ‘palmy days of Bendigo’ was short lived and left a legacy of debt. With 

19	  For the decline in population, see ‘2112.0 – Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1911,’ 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1911, www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/2112.0; ‘2111.0 – 
Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1921,’ Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1921, www.abs.gov.
au/AUS​STATS/abs@.nsf/productsbyCatalogue/7F4430C75D27EA86CA25783A00112DA2?Open​
Document.
20	  Golden Square Methodist Church: Centenary, 1852–1952 (Bolton Bros., 1952), MCL CHU 487, 
nla.gov.au/nla.obj-44036041.

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/2112.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/productsbyCatalogue/7F4430C75D27EA86CA25783A00112DA2?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/productsbyCatalogue/7F4430C75D27EA86CA25783A00112DA2?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/productsbyCatalogue/7F4430C75D27EA86CA25783A00112DA2?OpenDocument
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-44036041
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the continued loss of members by ‘removal and a heavy upkeep’, averaging 
£200 per year, this jubilee was seen as a last chance to remove debt. Through 
the ‘indomitable will’ of Treasurer G. A. Pethard, the celebrations of 1912 
cleared the debt.21

Concerns highlighted during the First World War led congregants to make 
critical evaluations of their church. The Annual Report of 1917 regretted 
that attendances were way down due to ‘removals from the district’, mostly 
to Melbourne, while ‘Several of Our Scholars’ were still ‘fighting for God 
and Empire’. The Honour Roll for the church contained over a hundred 
names, with ‘great and heroic sacrifices being made in the cause of freedom 
and righteousness’. Sunday School attendance grew slightly, ladies’ and 
men’s bible classes continued throughout the war, while the Girl Guilds 
was suspended by 1916. While declining attendance could be linked to 
demographic change, the cause of the decline in religious attendance was 
attributed to the war and the resulting questioning of faith. One article 
commented in 1915:

We are not wanting in earnestness and activity in relation to some 
aspects of the war, but we are wanting, lamentable wanting, in 
depth and strength of religious feeling, and in devout and fervent 
engagement in religious observances.22

Historians debate how much the experiences of the First World War shaped 
people’s religiosity, with most scholars now being critical of claims that the 
war accelerated secularisation.23

Perhaps surprisingly, given its more elite profile, the Church of England 
in Bendigo faced even greater challenges as gold declined. Although 
the Church of England had established a diocese in Ballarat in 1875, the 
Bendigo diocese was not created until 1902. The delay came down to two 
major reasons: divisions over the financing of the Bendigo diocese from 
lands granted to the Anglican Church in Melbourne, and whether the new 
bishop was to be the local Archdeacon J. C. MacCullagh or H. A. Langley 

21	  This paragraph has been compiled from notes and newspaper cuttings collected by James Henry 
Crump from 1914 to the early 1930s. Crump was Secretary of the Golden Square Methodist Church 
and Sunday School, Uniting Church Archives, Golden Square Methodist Church, 0168/Box3/Files 
6 and 7. See also, Bendigo Independent, April 29, 1912, p. 6.
22	  Undated newspaper cutting from the Bendigo Advertiser, in Crump newspaper cuttings, Uniting 
Church Archives, Golden Square Methodist Church, 0168/Box 3/ File 6. 
23	  Philip Jenkins, The Great and Holy War: How World War I Changed Religion For Ever (Lion Books, 
2014).
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from Melbourne. A decision to make funds available for the creation of three 
dioceses in Wangaratta and Gippsland, as well as Bendigo, settled the issue, 
and H. A. Langley was appointed the first bishop. All Saints’ was chosen 
as the cathedral church over St Paul’s. While the latter possessed a superior 
building, sentiment favoured All Saints’ as the foundation Anglican Church 
in Bendigo.24

This tardiness in establishing a local diocese found the Anglican Church 
setting up administrative structures during years of declining mining and 
stringent financial conditions. In February 1912, Wilfred Percival, the Dean 
of All Saints’, reminded his parishioners of their religious duties. He observed:

We need more whole-hearted devotion to God. This is proved by 
(a) irregular attendance at Public Worship and at Holy Communion 
of so many both old and young communicants; (b) the neglect of 
Sunday Morning Service; (c) the inadequate financial support of our 
church; (d) scarcity of Sunday School teachers … We need more 
loyalty to our Church … We need the spirit of obedience to the 
teaching of our Church.25

It is difficult to tell from Percival’s lament if he was aware of the financial 
hardship and emigration of many of his parishioners with the decline of 
mining, or if he experienced this, too, as a spiritual adversity. It is possible 
too that Anglicans struggled to adjust to the requirements of voluntary 
funding, not receiving the level of state support that they had received in 
England as the established church.

For the Catholic Church, the loss of population was a severe blow, yet 
the church did not face the same financial struggles as its neighbouring 
Protestants. In December 1925, the Bishop of Sandhurst saw population 
loss as a problem facing Australia generally, and he lamented the drift 
to the capital cities. In Bendigo, the Catholic Church was insulated to a 
considerable degree against the loss of population from the proceeds of the 
estate of Catholic priest Father Henry Backhaus, as seen in Chapter Six. 
In November, opening the new church St Monica’s in Kangaroo Flat, Bishop 
McCarthy, forgetting much of the controversy that had accompanied the 
terms of Backhaus’ will, claimed that the estate paid for practically all the 
churches in Bendigo, including the Cathedral of the Sacred Heart, of which 

24	  Keith Cole, A History of All Saints’ Church Bendigo: The Rise and Demise of a Cathedral (Keith Cole 
Publications, 1990), 46–48.
25	  Cole, A History of All Saints’ Church, 49.
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there was ‘no more beautiful example of Gothic art in Australia’.26 The 
insistence of the Catholic clergy that children attend Catholic schools, 
while a significant factor in the formation of resilient Catholic identities, 
placed a burden on the Catholic laity to pay school fees and donate to 
school building programs. With the issue of state aid virtually a dead letter, 
fundraising remained a major activity for Catholic lay groups. In Bendigo, 
many threw themselves into this endeavour with great fervour, and the 
annual St Patrick’s Day festival in 1921 raised £2,308 for primary Catholic 
schools.27 Like their city confreres, rural Catholics raised considerable sums 
for their church.28 The first two decades of the twentieth century were 
generally prosperous years for Australian agriculture, and Bishop McCarthy 
could count on firm support in the rural districts of his diocese, where 
attendance at church was high. The financial stability of the Sandhurst 
Catholic Diocese during this period significantly contrasted with that of 
Bendigo’s dissenting congregations.

A religious revival?
As Bendigo came to terms with the decline of mining, population losses 
were stemmed to some degree with the development of new industries. Local 
parliamentary members lobbied for the construction of railway works; land 
was acquired in 1912, and the workshops opened in 1917. In December 
1920, the workshops employed 250. In the 1920s, the state government also 
expended considerable sums in pursuit of closer settlement on the land. Large 
properties north of Bendigo were purchased and subdivided into smaller farms 
– some irrigated and others dryland only – and settlement in the Mallee was 
encouraged. While these schemes were poorly devised and resulted in financial 
losses to the state government, they did underpin the role Bendigo played 
as a service centre. State Government functions in the provision of water, 
forestry, land settlement and agriculture were located in Bendigo, and private 
enterprise offered services such as law, medicine and retailing. There was also 
an attempt to tie local manufacturing to agriculture, most significantly with 

26	  ‘St. Monica’s Church, Kangaroo Flat,’ Advocate, November 11, 1926, p. 19, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article171427319; see also ‘Holy Rosary Parish, Kensington: Bazaar Opened by McCarthy,’ Advocate, 
December 3, 1925, p. 9, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article171411263.
27	  ‘St Patrick’s Sports, Bendigo Credit Balance of £2308,’ Advocate, December 15, 1921, p. 29, nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article171244280.
28	  See for example a fete in Tatura in aid of the local convent school, ‘Garden Fete at Tatura,’ Advocate, 
November 4, 1920, p. 27, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article171052435, and ‘St Joseph’s School, Benalla,’ 
Advocate, December 21, 1922, p. 17, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article176525641.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article171427319
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article171427319
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article171411263
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article171244280
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article171244280
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article171052435
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article176525641
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H. M. Leggo’s jam factory.29 From 1921 to 1933, Anglicans, Catholics and 
Presbyterians lost numbers but less severely than from 1901 to 1921. In the 
same years, the Methodists slightly increased their numbers.30

In the 1920s, the financial position of the All Saints’ Anglican Church 
improved, with local wealthy families donating land and funds for renovating 
various church assets. By 1924, a committee was formed to consider the 
‘provision of a Cathedral with … capacity and dignity befitting a provincial 
city’ on the existing site. The architectural design they proposed left the 
original church’s nave intact, while the choir, vestries and Episcopal throne 
at the front of the church would be rebuilt for a grand total of £80,000. 
With much debate ensuing over the appropriateness of the existing site, 
discussions considered the ongoing financial capacity of the church to build 
a cathedral, but no action was taken to redevelop the church into a grander 
cathedral.31 Following several bequests from wealthy congregants, in 1934, 
new plans were drawn with a ‘tapering central spire of 300 feet … [and an] 
overall length 186 feet, with lofty windows’.32 The aim of the architects was:

to conceive a building combining in both plan and design a sense 
of height and an offering of space ... a free treatment of Gothic has 
been favoured by the architects, avoiding a copy of period work.33

While this was a novel and inspiring design, the plans for the cathedral 
came during a period of prolonged economic depression, when rural 
industries were at their lowest ebb since European settlement, and the state 
government practised a policy of extreme fiscal stringency. In response 
to high unemployment, birth rates had collapsed, and there were few 
positive signs that Bendigo would grow. It was, perhaps, naïve optimism 
to plan an ambitious building project in this climate of economic and 
demographic decline.34

29	  Henry Madren Leggo was the son of Cornish Methodist immigrants who developed a successful 
condiments, preserves and canned foods business. See: australianfoodtimeline.com.au/leggos-founded/; 
For the development of Bendigo in the pre- and immediate post-war years, see Central Planning 
Authority, Resources Survey: Loddon Region (Melbourne: Government Printer, 1952). For a very brief 
account of Bendigo between the wars, see Frank Cusack, Bendigo: A History (Revised Edition) (Lerk and 
McClure, 2002), 241–6.
30	  Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1921; ‘2110.0 – Census of the Commonwealth of 
Australia, 1933,’ Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1933 www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/2110.0.
31	  Cole, A History of All Saints’ Church, 58–60.
32	  Cole, A History of All Saints’ Church, 70.
33	  Cole, A History of All Saints’ Church, 70.
34	  There is no adequate overview of regional economic development in the 1930s. The Census of the 
Commonwealth of Australia taken in June 1933 gave an unemployment rate of 31.05 per cent for men of 
wage and salary earners and 18.72 per cent for women in the combined area of Bendigo and Eaglehawk.

http://australianfoodtimeline.com.au/leggos-founded/
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/2110.0
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The Presbyterians also had to take concerted action with the collapse 
of mining to maintain members and meet financial needs. In 1912, 
St Andrew’s, the leading Presbyterian church, recorded 350 communicants 
on its rolls, with average attendance at 185 each week. Regular attendance 
fell during the war years, and, according to the church historian, men 
returned from the war ‘nervy and unsettled and had moved away from the 
church’.35 By the war’s end, the fabric of the church and the caretaker’s 
cottage were in severe disrepair, and stones frequently dropped out of the 
walls. Church rebuilding was seen as a means of reviving the congregation. 
A house-to-house drive was undertaken. There was an uptake in attendance 
and an improvement in finances. In November 1930, the foundation stone 
of a new St Andrew’s was dedicated. To reach a wider audience, the church 
launched a quarterly magazine, built a kindergarten, and shorter sermons 
on topical notes were given. These gains were consolidated during and after 
the Second World War.

Although the Catholic Church lost numbers at each census with the 
declining population until 1933, Catholics were strong in the practice of 
their faith. By adhering faithfully to their own educational system, the 
Catholic hierarchy maintained close contact with children until they left 
primary school. Strictures against mixed marriages ensured that, nominally 
at least, both parents were Catholic. Local parish priests visited families, 
and the bishop closely monitored religious adherence. Unlike the other 
churches, the Catholics kept detailed censuses of local participation. These 
demonstrate a very strong participation in the services of the church and 
its schools. Although it is difficult to accurately align the boundaries of 
the Catholic Census with the official Commonwealth Census, the local 
clergy were particularly assiduous in undertaking home visits compared 
to clergy in capital cities. They kept track of nominal Catholics, and their 
own count was almost 95 per cent of the number acknowledged in the 
official count. At this date, almost all the young Catholics of Bendigo and 
its adjoining shires attended Catholic schools, and the census claimed that 
5,743 Catholics took Easter Communion, and there were only 833 who 
‘failed’ in their duty.36 Priests in Bendigo and its adjoining shires were 
more successful in reaching Catholics and encouraging participation than 
their colleagues in the more heavily populated Melbourne Diocese. In his 
analysis of the parish censuses from inner Melbourne in the early 1930s, 

35	  Margaret Temple, The Story of St. Andrew’s Church Bendigo, 1854–1965: The Which Has No Past, 
Has No Future (Neptune Press, 1984).
36	  Diocese Census, 1933, Sandhurst Diocese Archives.
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Chris McConville found that priests only made contact ‘with perhaps one 
in three nominal Catholics’ and even ‘among those with some nominal link 
with their local church, almost as many failed to meet clerical estimations of 
practical Catholicity’. This contrasted with the active connections the clergy 
maintained in Bendigo and its surrounding rural areas.

War and post-war recovery
Throughout Australia, the 1930s was a decade of economic stagnation. 
In much of rural Australia, superimposed on this was a period of extremely 
dry weather extending from the late 1930s to a particularly dry year in 1944–
1945. The pressures of the threat of invasion forced Australia to increase its 
industrial capacity, and almost a million service personnel had to be clothed, 
armed and fed. The arrival of US troops to fight the Pacific War provided 
a market for significant volumes of food. The war provided opportunities 
for Bendigo’s consumer manufacturing industries, and the Commonwealth 
Government joined the State Government in providing employment in 
the engineering sector with the establishment of a Commonwealth Arms 
Factory. With the coming of peace, pent-up demand – a product of pre-
war unemployment and wartime restrictions on consumers – kept wartime 
manufacturing buoyant. Returning soldiers were keen to establish families. 
Bendigo joined Australia in the long boom of the 1950s and 1960s. The 
city’s population grew throughout these decades, and the city’s domestic 
architecture moved into the former rural suburbs on the fringes of Bendigo 
and Eaglehawk. Much of the post-war housing development was located in 
the new suburbs of Kensington and Strathdale, and in Golden Square and 
Kangaroo Flat.37

Fortunately for Bendigo, there was also significant growth in service industries 
in this period. During the war, the Commonwealth Government established 
a cartographic unit in Fortuna, the old mansion of George Lansell, the 
Quartz King. In the 1950s and 1960s, employment in education expanded 
with the growth of secondary schools and tertiary training provided by the 
Bendigo Technical College and a teachers’ college. These eventually grew to 
become part of La Trobe University. In the post-war years, health became 
a major employer and education for health professionals was provided 

37	  This overview of the post-war development is drawn from the City of Bendigo Newspaper Cuttings 
Books. When examined, these were held in the Council Archives. They have been transferred to the 
Bendigo Regional Archives and are currently not open for access.
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by La Trobe University. Bendigo also benefited from mass ownership of 
automobiles, and better transportation helped local retailing, with the city 
acting as a regional centre. The strength of this service sector permitted 
Bendigo to withstand the demise of much manufacturing in the 1980s. 
In the past 30 years, since the establishment of the City of Greater Bendigo, 
the city has continued with steady, if not spectacular, growth.

Except for the Catholic Church, the churches of goldrush Bendigo did not 
grow in line with general population growth. In 1947, in the early years of 
the long boom, the numbers declaring themselves as Methodists, Anglicans 
or Presbyterians in the census simply held ground over the numbers 
recorded in the 1933 census. Over the next quarter of the century, there 
was some modest growth in nominal allegiance revealed to the census taker. 
Nominal allegiance, however, did not translate into regular attendance at 
services. And in the post-war years, many parishes and chapels struggled to 
remain viable.

One of the major issues confronting the churches was the simple demographic 
changes in the city. Mining left deep scars on the environment, particularly 
in areas such as Long Gully, and housing rapidly put up in the 1870s and 
1880s did not meet modern standards. Housing schemes developed by the 
federal government, such as cheap loans to returned servicemen, encouraged 
the construction of new housing. In the 1950s and 1960s, Bendigo witnessed 
a minor version of what historian Graeme Davison labelled the ‘Cream Brick 
Frontier’. Just as Melbournians moved to new suburbs and built modern 
weatherboard or the more popular brick veneer house, Bendigo spread 
into the adjoining rural shires. Kennington became the dream destination 
for many young families in the 1950s and 1960s, and today contains a 
significant stock of post-war housing. Here, they found large blocks and 
escaped the scars of mine tailing heaps. At the same time, commercial uses 
began to impinge on the residential areas of the inner city. Churches in the 
inner city and old mining suburbs faced declining populations, while new 
churches were established in these ‘greenfields’ suburbs.38

Bendigo’s oldest churches, Golden Square Methodist Church and All 
Saints’ Anglican Church, illustrate the problems encountered by inner city 
churches due to demographic shifts and secularisation. While All Saints’ 

38	  Graeme Davison, Tony Dingle and Seamus O’Hanlon, The Cream Brick Frontier: Histories of 
Australian Suburbia (Monash University Department of History, 1995). For developments in Bendigo, 
see the Council Newspaper Cutting Books.
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had a prime location in the heart of the city, it never took advantage of this 
architecturally. Its building was often considered unfitting for a cathedral, 
yet plans to build a new cathedral were overly ambitious and never realised. 
Only modest additions were made in the late 1930s. In the nineteenth 
century, All Saints’ had the advantage of being the church of several of the 
city’s leading families, such as the Lansells and the Dyasons. In the twentieth 
century, the influence of these families declined, and many left Bendigo. 
With the population moving out of the inner city, attendance at All Saints’ 
did not sustain its immediate post-war boom. To manage falling numbers, 
affiliated women’s guilds and groups, an integral part of church life, were 
amalgamated in 1962 to become the All Saints’ Cathedral Guild.

These trends continued in the 1970s and 1980s. Businesses replaced houses 
in the inner city, resident numbers declined, and those remaining were an 
older age group. Younger families were being drawn to the peripheral areas 
of Bendigo, and the city could no longer support two city parishes. The 
church made several studies into the changing ministry of the church in 
Bendigo, deciding to merge the two city parishes in 1980.39 Maintaining 
one parish across two buildings proved expensive, and in 1989, the All 
Saints’ Cathedral was closed. With the closing of All Saints’, St Paul’s became 
the new cathedral, and the Anglican Church strengthened its presence in the 
new suburbs with a new church, Holy Trinity, in Kennington. By the end of 
the 1980s, communicants at these churches were under ten per cent of the 
nominal Anglicans recorded in the census.40

The Golden Square Methodist Church experienced a modest revival with 
post-war suburbanisation in the south of the city. Their optimism for the 
future is represented in their costly restoration of the church’s magnificent 
organ for the congregation’s 100 year anniversary in 1952. Yet the 1950s 
and 1960s were both a high point of evangelical Christianity in Australia 
and the beginning of a sustained crisis. Revivalism, epitomised by Billy 
Graham’s popular tours (1959–1979), transformed many people’s lives. 
Yet the affluence of the post-war boom also provided distractions from the 
church and chapel as social hubs. The advent of things as banal as television 
proved stiff competition for the entertainments of Sunday sermons. 
Socially engaged churches like the Methodists endeavoured to renew and 

39	  Cole, A History of All Saints’ Church, 118–19.
40	  Cole, A History of All Saints’ Church, 122–28. For statistics on Communion, see page 133. The 
proportion taking Communion is estimated from the Commonwealth Census. ‘2101.0 – Census of 
Population and Housing, 1986,’ Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1986 www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.
nsf/Details​Page/2102.01986.

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/2102.01986
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/2102.01986
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revive their message for modern Australia. But the connections between 
Christianity and national identity weakened during this time, and many 
Evangelicals were confused about how to maintain their congregations and 
their relevance.41 As elsewhere in Australia, Bendigo’s Protestant churches 
experienced a sustained decline in church membership and in nominal 
affiliation in the late twentieth century.

In 1967, Golden Square and Quarry Hill Methodist churches were combined, 
and in 1971 became designated ‘Bendigo South’. In 1977, the Uniting 
Church of Australia was formed through the union of the Congregational, 
Presbyterian and Methodist churches. The new denomination had a broad 
and inclusive Protestant theology with a pronounced commitment to social 
justice. In the late 1980s, the congregation of Bendigo South formed part of 
22 parishes in the Presbytery and 1 of 13 Presbyteries in Victoria. Centrally, 
the new Uniting Church sustained many programs of ‘witness and service’, 
including TV and radio, ministerial education, mission activities, community 
services, ecumenical missions, field services, social justice and education. 
These services, however, did not translate into attendance at church on 
Sundays. By 1989, the average attendance had fallen to below 25, down 
from 80 to 30 over the previous 10 years. Reasons given by a task group set 
up to investigate were: ageing worshippers, limited interest of organ music 
to young worshippers and cold, hard seats in winter.42 Interestingly, these 
reasons do not overlap with the reasons provided by contemporary theorists 
of secularisation, such as the failure of institutional religions to compete 
in modern ‘marketplaces of ideas’, or to face up to the moral challenges 
of feminism and civil rights.43

In 1994, the Bendigo South congregation commissioned a heritage study 
of the church and grounds and communicated with the City of Bendigo 
over their future. The sites were designated as having regional significance, 
and demolition was ruled out. A financial summary of the parish saw the 
church in deficit from 1989 to 1994 and existing on around $65,000 each 
year. As there were only around 150 people per week attending services 
at Kangaroo Flat, Lockwood and Golden Square, it was decided that the 
present offering was insufficient to pay for the minister, mission and service 

41	  Hugh Chilton, Evangelicals and the End of Christendom: Religion, Australia and the Crises of The 
1960s (Taylor & Francis, 2020).
42	  Golden Square Methodist Church Heritage Study, Uniting Church Archives, Golden Square 
Methodist Church, 0168/Box 4/File 5.
43	  See the summary in Adam Possamai and David Tittensor, Religion and Change in Australia (Taylor 
& Francis Group, 2022), 73–90.
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payments and property services and maintenance. In 1997, the church 
looked at its structure, relevance and mission once more. The elders needed 
to consider what the ‘mission directions of each congregation’ were whether 
the parishes should be linked. The Bendigo South parish was then without 
a minister and vacant for a year, as it was in 1991. A questionnaire was sent 
out in 1995 that asked whether the existing congregations should unite in 
Bendigo, including the more informal congregation at McKenzie Street that 
used ‘much contemporary Christian music’. Results came back with around 
50 responses, mostly supportive of the move.44

Despite the challenges of small active membership, these Uniting Church 
congregations continued to advance their mission for social justice and 
equality. Records from the early 2000s showed the Golden Square Uniting 
Church working with primary schools and demonstrating a desire to help 
local single mothers and those in the community who needed help due to 
de facto relationships, abuse, drugs and alcohol in the home. The church 
maintained an overseas mission, a youth committee, bible study groups, 
adventure groups, talks and Music at Midday. It was also being regularly 
used as a cultural centre for concerts, performances and exhibitions. At the 
150 year anniversary in 2002, Golden Square held a service that recognised 
the church’s long history in the area, bringing in a range of community 
groups, theatre groups and the secondary college ensemble to celebrate. 
In 2000, the Bendigo Community Theatre and Arts were granted control 
of the property for two years. However, by 2016, the congregation was no 
longer independently viable. It was closed, and the building sold.45

In 1947, the Catholic Church still commanded the firm adherence of 
nominal Bendigo Catholics. Between 1933 and 1947, the local church 
weathered the disruption of the war, and there was a slight growth in the 
number of nominal Catholics. Wartime mobility for military service or 
employment may have loosened or hindered the ability of the clergy to 
monitor their congregations. By 1949, the local clergy enumerated around 
76 per cent of the nominal Catholics recorded in the Commonwealth 
Census. Among those with whom the clergy were in contact, there had been 
a decline in the proportion attending Easter services; in 1947, only 11 per 
cent ‘failed’ in meeting their duty of taking communion. Among children of 
identified Catholics, attendance at parochial schools also remained high at 

44	  Summary of unsorted papers, Uniting Church Archives, Golden Square Methodist Church, 0168/
Box 4/File 5.
45	  Ibid.
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83 per cent. This highly organised Catholic pastoral attention and emphasis 
on Catholic education may go some way to explaining the persistence of 
Catholic affiliation, culture and identity in the latter twentieth century 
when Protestant, especially nonconformist, affiliation and identity declined.

With Catholics settling on the edges of the city in the nineteenth century, the 
Catholic Church was in a good position to extend services to the expanding 
urban frontier. In the old Strathfieldsay Shire, churches were well established 
at Axedale and Axe Creek. This area had been favoured by Father Backhaus 
with his land purchases in the late 1850s and 1860s, and land-hungry Irish 
migrants purchased land at auction or selected land in the area. In 1958, 
two rural churches were augmented by the construction of a new building 
for the parish of St Teresa’s in the growing suburb of Kennington. Over the 
next thirty years, this parish grew from 1,090 Catholics in 1961 to 2,030 
in 1971 and 3,400 in 1988. In this latter year, the parish priest, Father 
Frank Marriott, urged his superiors to establish a ‘mass centre’ at Strathdale, 
then emerging as a middle-class suburb of Bendigo. By the early 1960s, 
the Parish of Kennington had all the institutions of the nineteenth century 
Devotional Revolution. The Sodality of the Holy Name for men boasted 
140 members; its female companion, the Confraternity of the Sacred Heart, 
welcomed 160 members, and 30 young women had joined the Children of 
Mary. Missions were a part of parish life, and the Franciscan Fathers visited 
the parish for a week in 1959. The largest lay organisation in the parish was 
the Propagation of Faith with 230 members. The sodalities maintained their 
numbers through the 1960s but had declined by the late 1980s. Catholic 
education remained a vital part of the work of the parish. After Vatican II, 
the laity played a greater part in mass, and Father Marriott observed that 
attempts were being made to involve parents in preparing their children 
for the Eucharist. Other devotional practices included Review in Lent, 
Special Rosary Effort in May and October and Advent Prayers on three 
days in that season. In the 1980s, however, weekly attendances at mass fell 
below half the estimated population of the parish. As an explanation, Father 
Marriot, who had only been in the parish for a year, acknowledged modern 
automobility and admitted he could not determine how many attended 
mass in other parishes.46 Reliance on the car was emblematic of modern 
Australian suburban life; Kennington, however, lacked the other great 
defining feature of Australian post-war society, immigrants, who tended to 

46	  In the post-war years, informative surveys were made for Episcopal visits. See Episcopal Visitation of 
Parishes, Kennington 7 April 1963 and 30 August 1970, and Report of Episcopal Visitation, Kennington, 
27 November 1988, Diocese of Sandhurst Archives.
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bolster attendance at mass in urban parishes elsewhere in Australia. Asked 
what minority ethnic groups lived in his parish, Father Marriott wrote, 
‘none in real numbers’.47 The diminishing diversity within Bendigo was not 
confined to the Catholic congregations, impacting social cohesion in the 
early twenty-first century, as examined in Chapter Nine.

Conclusion: Into the twenty-first century
The migration of Cornish miners and their families to the quartz mines of 
Bendigo from 1870 had given the city a distinctive Methodist character. 
In 1901, Methodists were almost as large as the majority Anglican 
denomination, almost three times the size of the Presbyterians and had over 
4,000 more adherents than the Catholics. With the collapse of mining in 
the early twentieth century, the local population declined as people moved 
elsewhere for work. All churches lost adherents, but the Methodists, with 
their strong representation in mining, lost proportionally more adherents 
than other denominations. World War Two revived the economy of Bendigo, 
and prosperity continued through the long boom of the 1950s and 1960s. 
Bendigo weathered the collapse of manufacturing and developed a service 
economy. While the population grew through to the early 1990s, attendance 
at church services declined, and nominal affiliation in the census barely kept 
pace with population growth. Catholics were better able to withstand the 
dramatic population shifts associated with the end of the gold rush due to 
the legacy of Father Backhaus’ early investments. As elsewhere in the world, 
Catholics’ affiliation to their church identity was ‘stickier’ than Protestants; 
by the early 1990s, they had become the largest Christian denomination 
in the newly created city. However, as Wilkins-LaFlamme shows, those 
Protestants who remained affiliated with their churches were more active 
and enthusiastic about their religious observance.48

By 1991, Bendigonians were more prepared than ever before to state that 
they followed no religion. Largely untouched by the waves of post-war 
migration, Bendigo did not experience a substantial growth in non-Christian 
religions. In the first twenty years of the new century, all the traditional 
Christian denominations lost nominal adherents as people became more 
comfortable identifying with ‘no religion’. There was a slight upswing in 

47	  Report of Episcopal Visitation, Kenington, 27 November 1988, Diocese of Sandhurst Archives, p. 3.
48	  Sarah Wilkins-LaFlamme, ‘Protestant and Catholic Distinctions in Secularisation,’ Journal of 
Contemporary Religion 31, no. 2 (2016): 165–80, doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2016.1152660.
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minor, but notably vigorous, Protestant denominations such as Pentecostals 
and Baptists. As elsewhere, Catholic identity and affiliation was more 
resilient than other Christian denominations. In 2021, more Bendigonians 
nominated Catholicism in the census than the combined members of the 
Uniting Church (former Methodists and a portion of the Presbyterians), 
the Presbyterian Church and the Anglican Church. By 2021, like other 
regional, post-industrial former goldrush towns such as Ballarat and Broken 
Hill, ‘no religion’ had become the largest category of ‘religious’ affiliation in 
the census. In these centres, no religious affiliation sits at just under 50 per 
cent, while nominal Christian affiliation sits at around 40 per cent. Recent 
research has shown that trends in religiosity are not easily captured by single 
concepts, such as secularisation or the ‘postsecular’ and suggests that we are 
living in an era of religious complexity.49 Many nonreligious Australians, 
for example, still seek meaning, spiritual experience and care from diverse 
sources.50 How this new population of nonreligious Bendigonians finds 
sources of community, meaning, belonging and, crucially, social cohesion 
and neighbourliness with people of diverse faiths remains to be seen.

49	  Inger Furseth, ‘Religious Complexity: Theorizing Multiple Religious Trends,’ Journal of Contemporary 
Religion 36, no. 1, (2021): 1–18, doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2021.1889138.
50	  Andrew Singleton, Mary Lou Rasmussen, Anna Halafoff and Gary Bouma, Freedoms, Faiths and 
Futures: Teenage Australians on Religion, Sexuality and Diversity (Bloomsbury Academic, 2021).
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