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Popout Three: 
Interfaith marriage 

and Jewish familial identity 
on the Central Victorian 
Goldfields: The Herman 

family experience

The development of secular marriage laws and the rise of companionate 
unions meant love and matrimony increasingly crossed faith boundaries 
during the nineteenth century. The ethnic and cultural diversity of goldrush 
immigration also led to interactions and relationships between various 
groups, resulting in interfaith romances on the goldfields.

As a result, married couples found themselves positioned between two faiths 
and religious communities, thereby complicating the religious identification 
of their families and children. Even for families who clearly favoured one 
faith identity above the other, the dual religious and communal links 
of partners continued to complicate their belonging.

This was the case for Solomon Herman and Elizabeth Oxlade in Ballarat. 
Solomon Herman was born in Russia in 1836 and first arrived in the 
Victorian colony sometime in 1854. This colonial sojourn was short lived, 
as Herman soon sailed to England to undertake rabbinical studies.1 Upon 
completion, Herman sailed back to Ballarat, where some of his immediate 
family had settled, including his father Samuel, who was officiating as the 
minister for the Ballarat Hebrew congregation. In 1861, thirteen-year-old 

1	  Australian Jewish Historical Society to Professor Geoffrey Bolton, File 1758, Australian Jewish 
Historical Society, Sydney Archive.
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Elizabeth Oxlade, who was baptised at Lambeth St John the Evangelist, 
England in 1848, arrived in the Victorian colony with her parents and first 
settled in Woodend before relocating to Ballarat.2 Oxlade and Herman 
soon became intimately acquainted. Whether Samuel knew of his son’s 
choice was unclear, though later efforts suggest the couple tried to keep 
their relationship, including their marriage, a secret from Solomon’s family. 
Solomon and Elizabeth’s civil intermarriage shaped the religious and social 
identity of their family, as the pair made active decisions concerning their 
family’s Jewish religiosity and communal belonging. This did not necessarily 
mean movement away from Judaism, but rather a renegotiation of the 
margins, markers and meanings of a Jewish identity. Such negotiations were 
not, however, unique to the Herman family. 

In the middle of the century, marriages between persons of different 
faiths or nationalities were common in the Victorian colony. For the years 
1855 to 1860, an estimated 43.5 per cent of marriages in Victoria were 
between persons of different national or religious backgrounds; for 1866 
to 1871, this number increased to 51.6 per cent.3 Such marriages were 
mostly between white colonialists of different Christian denominations, 
for instance, between Protestant Englishmen and Irish Catholic women; 
however, unions also occurred between white and Chinese or Indigenous 
persons. Relationships between white settlers and Indigenous people were 
viewed through an assimilationist lens, whereas unions between Chinese and 
white colonialists were often portrayed as ‘degrading’.4 Despite the degree of 
suspicion and at times contempt shown towards such unions, they remained 
relatively common and were generally accepted. As Kate Bagnall has noted, 
recent research has shown that relationships between white women and 
Chinese men occurred with surprising frequency.5 Such interfaith unions 
were relatively uncommon for the Jewish community. In Bendigo and 
Ballarat, intermarriages were most likely to be between Jewish men and 

2	  ‘A Pioneer of the ‘Sixties,’ The Daily News, November 3, 1933, p. 8, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
84998193.
3	  Pauline Rule, ‘Women and Marriage in the Irish Diaspora in Nineteenth-century Victoria,’ The 
Australasian Journal of Irish Studies 8, (2008/2009): 51.
4	  Katherine Ellinghaus, ‘Absorbing the “Aboriginal Problem”: Controlling Interracial Marriages in 
Australia in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries,’ Aboriginal History 27, (2003): 203, doi.org/10.22459/
AH.27.2011; Kate Bagnall, ‘Rewriting the History of Chinese Families in Nineteenth-Century Australia,‘ 
Australian Historical Studies 42, no.1 (2011): 63, doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2010.538419.
5	  Bagnall, ‘Rewriting,’ 77.
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Christian women who later converted to Judaism.6 Marriage to Jewish 
partners on the early goldfields required a degree of mobility, access to 
resources and familial connections. Jewish men may have sought wives in 
the larger British Christian population because of the huge imbalance of 
the sexes on the goldfields. It is significant that the partners they chose were 
white, British Christians. There are no recorded indications that goldfield 
Jewish people married to any other group, religion, or race. Jewish men 
may have felt that they had more in common with white British women. 
Similarities in culture, a white colonial settler status and a shared social 
class may have provided the basis for marriage, rather than their religious 
identity. Indeed, this history of strong identification and ‘almost complete 
acceptance’ by non-Jews contributed significantly to Jewish intermarriage 
and assimilation.7 As such, these interfaith unions had likely been founded 
upon compatibility and affinity.

Shifting ideas about marriage and spouse selection influenced the choices 
made by Jewish people regarding their partner and family. From the mid-
eighteenth century, individuals increasingly selected their partners based 
on ‘love’, at times against parental and communal opinion.8 This evolving 
form of marriage selection affected Jewish unions slightly later than more 
dominant Christian groups, becoming more noticeable after Jewish 
political liberties increased at the end of the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries.9 The rising availability of civil law marriages across much of 
the Western world from the nineteenth century allowed intermarriages to 
occur without conversion.10 This provided individuals with an even greater 
choice in partners. On the Central Victorian Goldfields, such ideologies 
influenced Jewish intermarriages, as they did for Solomon Herman and 
Elizabeth Oxlade.

6	  See ‘Family Notices,’ Bendigo Advertiser, December 11, 1879, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​882​
09253; ‘Lawlessness,’ Jewish Herald, April 9, 1880, p. 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article149433912; Nathan 
Spielvogel, Annals of the Ballarat Hebrew Congregation (item box number AB175), B44 Australian Jewish 
Historical Society Institutional Archives, collections.ajhs.com.au/Detail/objects/7416. When Elizabeth 
Oxlade converted, her name was changed to Leah.
7	  Lazarus Morris Goldman, ‘The Early Jewish Settlers in Victoria and Their Problems (Part I),’ Jewish 
Historical Society Journal 4, part 7 (1958): 335; Suzanne D. Rutland, ‘The Jewish Community in New 
South Wales, 1914–1939,’ (MA thesis, University of Sydney, 1978), 75.
8	  Egon Mayer, Love and Tradition: Marriage Between Jews and Christians (Plenum, 1985), 75.
9	  Ibid., 64.
10	  Ibid., 43.
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Expecting their first child when Miss Oxlade was eighteen, the couple 
decided to marry. They travelled to Geelong in 1869 to be wed by civil law 
rather than by Jewish or Anglican church rites.11 On the marriage register, 
Herman used a false name: Isidore Hamburger.12 This was likely a deliberate 
strategy employed by Herman to evade recognition and prevent news of 
his intermarriage from reaching his family. It was unlikely to be a means 
to hide his Jewish identity, as the pseudonym was like other well-known 
Jewish names in the colony. As a result, the first few children born to the 
couple were given Hamburger as a last name, not Herman. This meant that 
they could still identify with a Jewish name. The couple moved to Bendigo 
in 1872, and Elizabeth converted to Judaism, changing her name to Leah. 
Solomon and Leah were then married again, this time under Jewish law.

Once settled in Bendigo, Solomon and Leah raised a large family. They 
were heavily involved in the local Jewish community, with their children 
attending the Hebrew school and celebrating Jewish coming-of-age 
ceremonies in the local synagogue.13 Solomon Herman acted for a time as 
president of the local Hebrew congregation committee and the community’s 
mohel, a person trained to perform circumcision ceremonies.14 Herman’s 
marriage to a convert did not diminish his religious standing within the 
Bendigo community, nor his faith. Herman occupied one of the highest lay 
committee positions available and was woven into the religious institutional 
framework of the community. Solomon and Leah Herman established 
a Jewish family despite strict rabbinic law that marked their marriage void 
and their children as non-Jews. This reveals the complications that infused 
colonial interfaith marriages and familial identities.

11	  Marriage Register of Isidore Hamburger (Solomon Herman) and Elizabeth Oxlade, File 1758, 
Australian Jewish Historical Society, Sydney Archive. 
12	  Ibid.
13	  See ‘Sandhurst Hebrew School,’ Jewish Herald, June 17, 1881, p. 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​14​
9434092; ‘Sandhurst Hebrew School,’ Jewish Herald, December 29, 1882, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article​149433598; ‘Sandhurst,’ Jewish Herald, March 1, 1889, p. 9, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​14955​
0739; ‘The Bendigo Advertiser,’ Bendigo Advertiser, December 24, 1883, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
88524611; ‘The Rifle Clubs,’ Bendigo Advertiser, May 6, 1885, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​88​53​6097; 
‘The Synagogue,’ Bendigo Advertiser, November 24, 1886, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​889​1​7404.
14	  ‘Sandhurst,’ Jewish Herald, June 6, 1890, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article149548811; ‘A Possible 
Compromise,’ Bendigo Advertiser, July 29, 1882, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88628860; ‘Advertising,’ 
Bendigo Advertiser, December 22, 1883, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page9067242.
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The Herman family navigated Leah’s non-Jewish status and potential 
disapproval from Solomon’s family to form a Jewish family based upon 
their felt identity and self-presentation. The religiously observant Herman 
family relied on expanding understandings of Jewish familial identity to 
rework personal and organisational limits of belonging. These familial 
identities, developed through and against religious law, were not without 
contention and conflict as couples navigated communal censure and battled 
institutional denials. On the Central Victorian Goldfields, the formation of 
a Jewish family and their identity did not become a binary choice between 
the rejection of or commitment to rabbinic law and Judaism. Rather, it 
became one of deep personal, familial and religious negotiation. Jewish 
families continued to form despite the many challenges of interfaith 
marriage, demonstrating the growing power of personal choice and self-
identification that is central to modern identity.
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