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Introduction

Since its inception in 1871, the Bendigo Easter Fair has used ritual procession 
and displays of lavish regalia to cultivate a festive spirit. Drawing upon 
British cultural traditions attached to the most important holiday in the 
Christian calendar, the early fairs combined processions with other forms 
of money-raising carnival entertainment, including bazaar stalls, charity 
auctions, theatre productions and band performances. The organisers hoped 
to promote enjoyment and relaxation through the increased consumption 
of food, drink and entertainment while encouraging generosity for the 
benefit of the Bendigo Benevolent Asylum and Hospital. Indeed, it was 
said in 1876 that of all public events throughout the year, none created such 
a ‘unanimous feeling’ or met ‘heartier support’ than the Easter Fair:

The importance attached to the holding of this fair is undoubtedly 
because it has for its main object that which is noblest and most 
admirable in human nature—the securing and support of the sacred 
cause of charity. It is in the furtherance of this sublime cause that 
the distinctions and differences of creed, caste, and character are 
forgotten … It is one of the grandest things, and resounds greatly to 
the credit of Old Bendigo, that no matter what degree of prosperity 
its citizens enjoy, they always are most ready to stand forward nobly 
to help those to whom providence is not a gracious smiling deity.1

By framing altruistic giving as a ‘sacred’ duty, the writer draws upon the 
capacity of ethical frameworks to unite disparate people by providing 
strangers with a point of connection and nurturing a sense of belonging. 
Spirituality and religion can be important sources of meaning-making in 
the world, and associated ideas can assist people to encounter others outside 
their own community. On the goldfield in 1876, says this writer, the 
‘distinctions and differences of creed, caste, and character’ were ‘forgotten’ 
in pursuit of shared fundraising goals.

1	 ‘The Easter Fair of 1876,’ Bendigo Advertiser, April 18, 1876, p. 2, col. 6, para. 1, nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article88255623.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88255623
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88255623
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Diggers rushing to the valley of Bendigo in the 1850s brought with them 
a multitude of faith traditions, and most British citizens expected to 
practice or abstain from these customs without obstruction. The newly 
formed colony of Victoria was founded on the principle of religious 
freedom and equality, and the mass display of Friendly Society regalia at 
early Easter processions illustrates this liberty of association. Misfortune 
on the goldfields encouraged the importation of British fraternities and 
lodges whose principles of ‘discipline, conviviality and benevolence’ aided 
members and encouraged proud affiliation.2 But other performances at the 
Easter Fair reveal the struggle and difficulty that negotiating religious and 
racial difference involved. People on the early goldfields were physically 
proximate but not always connected. Respectful engagement can overcome 
social distance and promote peacemaking and community cohesion, even 
where religious and spiritual traditions are viewed as incommensurable. 
The changing participation of Mr H Marks at the Bendigo Easter Fair 
illustrates this challenge.

Crowds at the Bendigo Easter Fair were dazzled by regal and exotic displays 
that drew upon familiar British carnival themes. In Bendigo, these included 
the mayor parading in his robes of office, members of the mining board 
acknowledging the crowd from a fine carriage, various fire brigades and 
minstrel exhibits, boxing contestants and uniformed lady cricketers 
marching ‘with their bats’.3 But some costumes and performances amused 
the crowd at the expense of others. In 1875, Mr H Marks, a local auctioneer 
and later mayor, was among several notable lodge members who were ‘done 
up in splendid style’ to ridicule local minority groups through racist and 
dehumanising blackface stereotypes.4

Perhaps because spiritual and faith communities draw upon powerful forces 
of belonging, differences in culture and religion can be hard to navigate. 
Significant divisions and world conflicts have involved geographically 
proximate but socially distant groups. Intolerance of difference has 
structured how their relations have been understood, so disrespect and 
misunderstanding are often emphasised in public writing and communication 
explaining conflict. Faith-based forces for improved relations, cooperation 
and peacebuilding usually don’t get as much attention. But the humble acts 

2	  Dan Weinbren and Bob James, ‘Getting a Grip: The Roles of Friendly Societies in Australia and 
Britain Reappraised,’ Labour History, no. 88 (2005): 87, www.jstor.org/stable/27516038.
3	  ‘The Easter Fair’, Bendigo Advertiser, March 30, 1875, p. 2, col. 7, para. 3, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/​
article/88257785/9116265.
4	  Ibid.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/27516038
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/88257785/9116265
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/88257785/9116265
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of engagement by the Chinese community and figures like Mr Harry Marks 
at the Bendigo Easter Fair bring the transformative power of neighbourliness 
into view. ‘Neighbourliness’ provides a useful frame to examine relations 
between people who live together and whose actions ‘affect one another’.5 
It considers people’s understandings of their moral responsibilities and how 
these ideas shape behaviour towards others. In 1879, the viability of the 
Easter Fair was jeopardised by the piqued withdrawal of several friendly 
societies who had been stalwarts of the parade. But timely and generous 
efforts by a local Chinese resident saved the event and ensured its longevity.6 
The Bendigo Chinese community ‘made themselves indispensable to the 
success of the Fair’ by capitalising on precedents set at Beechworth and 
especially Ballarat in 1879, where Chinese ‘processions and entertainments’ 
attracted 8,000 spectators and garnered ₤400 in profit (despite ‘wretched 
weather’).7 Harry Marks’ ‘unceasing interest’ supported Chinese sponsorship 
of the event and expressed the shared desire for ongoing positive relationships 
between the organisers and this key stakeholder group.8 These dynamics 
resulted in splendid annual processions. Amanda Rasmussen suggests that 
the constructive connections between the Bendigo Easter Fair organisers 
and the Chinese community were established ‘just as anti-Chinese agitation 
was at a peak level’ among white Australians elsewhere.9 Chinese residents 
of Bendigo and its districts presented an illuminated address to Mr Marks 
in 1896 to express their gratitude for this rare degree of cross-cultural 
harmony. Represented by James Lamsey, a herbalist and powerful white–
Chinese community mediator; O’Koey; James Ni Gan; Wing Chung Sing; 
Sin Tip Waugh, a Bridge Street storekeeper; Sin Ah Goon; Sin Cum Tien, 
another Bridge Street storekeeper; Tommy Ah Toon; Ka Joe; Lee Goon 
Lie; Ten Soney and James Ah Poo, a court interpreter, local Chinese people 
expressed their ‘very best thanks for the very great patience, courtesy and 

5	  Noah Walker-Crawford, ‘Climate Change in the Courtroom: An Anthropology of Neighborly 
Relations,’ Anthropological Theory 23, no. 1 (2023): 81.
6	  ‘Easter Fair Committee,’ Bendigo Advertiser, March 12, 1879, p. 3, col. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
88224286.
7	  Amanda Rasmussen, ‘Networks and Negotiations: Bendigo’s Chinese and the Easter Fair,’ Journal 
of Australian Colonial History 6 (2004): 82.
8	  As Rasmussen notes, Marks had ‘been involved with the Fair since its inception, was Chinese marshal 
in 1885 and 1886, and Easter Fair secretary from 1891–1908, and in 1914’. ‘Networks and Negotiations,’ 
88–89.
9	  Rasmussen, ‘Networks and Negotiations,’ 88.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88224286
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88224286
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kindness you have at all times extended to them’.10 Mr Marks, in turn, 
attested that ‘his associations with his Chinese friends [were] always of 
the most pleasant nature’.11 Chinese participation became a hallmark 
of the Bendigo Easter Fair, now recognised as a rare space where difference 
is mobilised to demonstrate commonality.

We cite this episode to introduce our project because it illustrates how 
religious and cultural differences have, at times, been better managed by 
individuals and communities than by institutions and government bodies. 
This research set out to investigate the history of religious and spiritual 
difference on Djaara Country since European settlement and to expand 
understanding of the importance of religious literacy. By examining the 
changing relationships between diverse people who came to the region 
seeking gold, seeking a new home and seeking refuge, we have found other 
evidence of ‘patience, courtesy and kindness’ that supported neighbours to 
cohere. We bridge historic and contemporary experience as we investigate 
historic links between belief and community relations, focusing on three 
research themes and questions:

1.	 Gold mining and transformation: Aboriginal land-based cultural practice 
has been impacted by the destructive extraction of gold that has been 
encapsulated by the ‘casualties of colonial dispossession’ narrative. Can a 
new focus on the resilience and love of Country transcend this narrative?

2.	 Faith as a layer of social history: What value did faith hold in peoples’ 
lives, and how did it guide actions? How were different religious beliefs 
expressed through the customs, rituals, beliefs and lifestyles of their 
adherents?

3.	 Material faith and the built environment: How are the beliefs of 
established, disappeared or emergent faith communities expressed 
in Bendigo’s material culture? How does evidence of religion outside 
traditional religious spaces (down the mine, at the cemetery, in the court 
room) inform us about the function of religion in everyday life? What 
does this tell us about faith as a driver of social cohesion or conflict?

10	  ‘The Chinese and the Easter Fair,’ Bendigo Advertiser, April 28, 1896, p. 2, col. 6, nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article88896020. Leigh McKinnon, Research Officer at the Golden Dragon Museum, Bendigo, 
notes that the spelling likely reflects the language of the unnamed source informant; Sei Yap dialect 
versions of names are usually given more standard Cantonese transliteration. Sin Cum Tien was probably 
the Bridge Street storekeeper known as Sun Kum Cheung, and Sin Tip Waugh of another Bridge Street 
store was usually known as Sun Tip Wor. Sin Ah Goon might be Sun Ack Goon. This newspaper article 
was published at a time when two main dialect groups were present in the Bendigo Chinese community. 
The article also suggests ad hoc romanisation systems.
11	  ‘The Chinese and the Easter Fair,’ Bendigo Advertiser, April 28, 1896, p. 2, col. 6. nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article88896020.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88896020
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88896020
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88896020
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88896020
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We address these questions through traditional examination of documentary 
historical sources, as well as oral sources and the objects and spaces of the material 
culture of religion. The research findings are presented in nine chapters of 
customary length, augmented by six shorter ‘popouts’. Together, these sources 
help to elucidate the relationship between past and present meanings of faith 
as a lived dimension of experience. The Catholic Diocese of Sandhurst and the 
City of Greater Bendigo have supported this research as part of their mission to 
build a community whose members are engaged in constructive dialogue and 
where faith commitment and diversity is understood and respected.

Situating Bendigo and this research
Present-day Bendigo is on Djandak, meaning ‘Country’ in Dja Dja 
Wurrung, the language of the Djaara people. Located in the geographic 
centre of Victoria, approximately 150 kilometres northwest of the capital 
Melbourne, Djandak was violently seized and re-coded as a ‘goldfield’, 
a term that implies property. This area in Central Victoria is perceived and 
described by Djaara people today as ‘upside down Country’, where the sacred 
earth has been rotated and removed by mining.12 Under Djaara governance, 
the resources of this dry valley were managed holistically. ‘Dja Dja Wurrung 
value quartz’, writes Clare Needham, ‘it’s a great material for knapping and 
creating tools, historically we had no use for the soft material of gold. Yet 
quartz and gold come hand in hand … this has had a catastrophic impact 
on my People’.13 When pastoralists seized Djaara land in the late 1830s, 
they assumed a level of fertility and abundance that proved ephemeral 
under their management. The pastures of native grasses disappeared and 
the sustaining chain-of-ponds systems in the creek beds became cracked and 
dried. In late 1851, newcomers discovered rich gold deposits underneath 
these new sheep pastures, and by June 1852, multitudes of diggers arrived 
each week to exploit the finds. The rush for gold turned this district into 
a ‘goldfield’ and normalised the overturning of Djaara land and lifeways.

12	  Clare Needham, ‘Undercurrent: The History Beneath the Image,’ Bendigo Art Gallery (blog), July 24, 
2020, para. 12, www.bendigoregion.com.au/bendigo-art-gallery/blogs/undercurrent-the-history-beneath-
the-image; on the significance of re-coding Country, see Robert Nichols, ‘Theft is Property! The Recursive 
Logic of Dispossession,’ Political Theory 46, no. 1 (2018): 5, doi.org/10.1177/​009059​17​177​01709.
13	  Needham, ‘Undercurrent,’ para. 12.

http://www.bendigoregion.com.au/bendigo-art-gallery/blogs/undercurrent-the-history-beneath-the-image
http://www.bendigoregion.com.au/bendigo-art-gallery/blogs/undercurrent-the-history-beneath-the-image
http://doi.org/10.1177/0090591717701709
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Map 0.1: Victoria, Australia, map

Map 0.2: Regional Bendigo map
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A reparative approach to these sensitive topics, we hope, will support genuine 
transformation that recognises the full impacts and legacies of gold digging, 
including how any focus on spirituality, faith and religious difference must 
recognise the Djaara meanings of and connections with Country.

Theme One: Gold mining and transformation

In Chapter One, ‘Religion and social cohesion on the goldfields’, we introduce 
our methodology, the theoretical underpinning of this research and the 
themes that truthfully identify the legacies of this foundation, identifying 
hope and provide a conduit for healing.

Chapter Two, ‘Djaara resilience amid disruption: The impact of settler 
actions on Aboriginal connections to Country’, develops our focus on 
Djaara responses to upheaval and conflict. Here, we trace the tenacity 
of Djaara attachment to Country through records of pastoral employment 
in the Laanecoorie/Loddon River plains. By using an environmental history 
approach and following the life story of apical ancestor Emma Kerr, the 
chapter amplifies the Djaara people’s struggle to sustain their loving links 
to land through strategic cohesion with settlers.

Theme Two: Faith as a layer of social history

In Chapter Three, ‘Common law and religious difference in Bendigo 
courtrooms: “The Chinese Oath”’, we examine religious plurality and racial 
inequality in the latter nineteenth century Bendigo courtroom. Performances 
of Chinese Oath ceremonies in legal spaces, as we demonstrate, render 
non‑Christian polytheistic faiths as understandable but incommensurable 
and susceptible to denigration and relegation.

Our first brief ‘popout’ section, Popout One ‘Giving as cohesion: ‘Hospital 
Sundays’, religion, and medical philanthropy in fin-de-siècle Bendigo’, 
examines the social use of outdoor recreation and entertainment in Bendigo’s 
fine public parks as a conduit for giving to medical charities and a spectacle 
of multi-faith belonging. This section also marks the closing of the era when 
compulsory Christianity and charity donation were entwined.

Chapter Four, ‘Jewish, British, middle-class: A history of Jewish adjustment 
on the Central Victorian Goldfields’, provides an overview of Jewish history 
in the region. Tracing early worship through to contemporary identifications 
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reveals how individual adherents and congregations both maintained fidelity 
to tradition and pursued reform that was cogent with their middle-class 
British and contemporary Australian identities.

Chapter Five develops our focus on bereavement to consider how lived 
religion provided meaning and solace to women who were separated from 
family support. In ‘Divine intention and family misfortune on the Central 
Victorian Goldfields: How “Providence orders all things well”’, letters 
sent from and to Bendigo in the 1860s provide rare evidence of women’s 
experience on the diggings. This includes insight into environmental 
realities and how they shaped the corporeal practice of breastfeeding, and 
how faith informed child-rearing decisions.

Chapter Six, ‘Building an Irish-Roman Catholic Church on the goldfields 
and Northern Victoria, 1852–1914’, shifts our focus from Protestantism 
to Catholicism in Bendigo and surrounding regions. By contrasting the 
religious and secular legacies of an influential but atypical cleric with that of 
the first Bishop of Sandhurst and his successors, we identify why Bendigo’s 
strong Catholic community drew upon the Irish devotional practices of 
Bishop Crane rather than German spiritual traditions of the founding 
priest, Father Backhaus.

Shifting to an intimate setting, we continue this examination of religious 
tradition and change in our third ‘popout’ section. ‘Interfaith marriage and 
Jewish familial identity on the Central Victorian Goldfields: The Herman 
family experience’ looks beyond the ubiquity of love marriage in the mid-
nineteenth century to identify the impact interfaith unions had upon 
religious belonging and family identity. This popout follows the story of 
Solomon Herman and Elizabeth Oxlade, who negotiated non-Jewish status 
and institutional decrees to form a family religiosity of their choosing.

We then chart the views and behaviours of Bendigo’s civic and religious 
leaders and contrast them with those of individuals in their congregations 
and wider community. Chapter Seven, ‘Militant Protestant sectarianism in a 
religiously plural community: Why Bendigo failed to become a “Protestant 
city”’, examines how increasingly secular working families and their 
neighbours responded to militant Protestantism prior to the First World 
War. This chapter provides insight into the pressures of industrial illness 
and how sad individual circumstance became a unifying force in Bendigo.
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Chapter Eight follows the trajectory of secularisation further into the 
twentieth century. ‘Faith after the gold rush: Demographic and religious 
change’ suggests that the capacity to adjust to de-industrialisation and 
associated population shifts had a greater influence on the waning Protestant 
character of Bendigo than apparent traditionalism did. With case studies 
drawn from Bendigo’s Church of England/Anglican and the Uniting 
Church of Australia/Methodist congregations, and from the Catholic 
Diocese of Sandhurst, we posit that the decline of institutional religion 
was experienced differently. Charting demographic change and the rise of 
nonreligious identities, we argue that this shift can be understood outside 
the limiting success–failure dichotomy.

Theme Three: Material faith and the 
built environment

Popout Two, ‘Spatial organisation and hierarchies of prejudice in central 
Victorian goldrush cemeteries’, furthers our material religion theme. 
Examining the physical organisation of graves at the White Hills Cemetery 
enables us to determine why the early practice of collective burial in the 
early goldrush period later made way for the entrenchment of religious 
difference and the reification of marginal social status in death.

The next three ‘popout’ sections all focus on Bendigo’s built environment, 
and we use material heritage as an axis to understand how faith was translated 
into community values and belonging. Popout Four ‘Completing the 
Sacred Heart Cathedral: Craft and tradition in Bendigo’s faith-scape’ tells 
the personal story of carpenter Paul Copock and his father. Their dedication 
to craftwork and oversight of the Sacred Heart Cathedral project, 1953–
1977, provided employment for specialist workers from different ethnic 
backgrounds and grounds for cross-cultural mateship and intergenerational 
continuity. Executing fine work on the landmark also provided existential 
meaning for Paul, who, like many of his generation, had relinquished his 
personal faith practice by the 1970s.

In Popout Five, we consider the infrastructure of non-Christian worship 
traditions in Bendigo from 1871 to today. By attending to temporal and 
spatial parameters of religious change in ‘Emu Point Joss House: The spirit 
and architecture of faith’, we identify how processes of sacralising space in a 
new home are negotiated between existing residents and newcomers.
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In ‘Transforming ‘Old Sandhurst Town’ into the Great Stupa of Universal 
Compassion’, Popout Six, we extend this investigation into sacred space 
by considering how the slow transformation of a beloved tourist facility 
generated both revenue and ‘religious capital’ for the Buddhist community 
on the outskirts of Bendigo.

We complete the chapters that investigate stories of faith through tangible 
and intangible heritage assets in Chapter Nine, ‘Navigating faith and cultural 
diversity: The Bendigo Mosque controversy’. This chapter examines how 
urgent contemporary problems are driven by the contradictory processes of 
secularisation and de-secularisation. It examines how a proposed major asset 
was made controversial by intolerance and misinformation, as monocultural 
white communities feared that non-Christian worship traditions would be 
disruptive of social harmony. By considering the subsequent failure to engage 
with the concerns of the mosque opponents, we draw attention to the challenges 
of religious illiteracy among citizens who increasingly identify as nonreligious.

Our ‘Conclusion: Womindjika (welcome) to Bendigo, a city of flourishing 
diversity?’ returns to the iconic Easter Fair and its evolution since 2016, 
when Djaara people began to head the procession. We ask whether this 
deliberate reversal of traditional hierarchy, which represented the organisers 
prioritising diversity and multicultural cohesion over the usual displays of 
civic power, achieved the aim of promoting reconciliation through public 
displays of recognition.

We hope that in the pages that follow, readers will encounter aspects of 
regional life that have not previously been brought into historical focus: the 
changing ‘faith-scape’ of Bendigo. While Bendigo may not have always been 
a site of interracial harmony, interfaith and value-driven collaboration have 
often undergirded improvements in interracial acceptance and appreciation. 
Each chapter and popout has a nuanced story to tell about the influence 
of faith on people and place, revealing historic links between belief and 
community relations. We demonstrate that the physical disruption of 
mining did not sever the Djaara people’s spiritual connection to their sacred 
lands. We also demonstrate that faith forms an important layer of social 
history: it holds a valued place in peoples’ lives, guides their actions and 
finds expression through lifestyles, customs and rituals. By paying attention 
to material religion and space, we rediscover how faith-based assets in the 
built environment helped people from disparate backgrounds to form 
new communities. By discussing the impact of faith, we illustrate how 
communities can use histories of belief, spirituality and religious practice to 
foster social cohesion and good neighbourliness.



This text is taken from Believing on Upside Down Country: The Changing 
Faith-scape of Bendigo, by Jennifer Jones, Timothy W Jones, Nadia Rhook 

and Charles Fahey with Elizabeth Offer and Natasha Joyce, published 2026 
by ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.


