Popout Four:
Completing the Sacred
Heart Cathedral: Craft and
tradition in Bendigo’s
faith-scape

A young Paul Copock stands strong and confident among the bare ceiling
joists of the incomplete Sacred Heart Cathedral. It is the early 1970s,
and Paul leans into his work with apparent indifference to the heat and
to the photographer who recorded his toil. Just as Paul’s nonchalant ease
belies the sweat and artistry in motion, this image eschews his devotion
to excellence and family tradition (see Figure P2). Faith, family and duty
were deeply interwoven in the life of Paul Copock, who worked diligently
at 93 Myrtle Street to finish the world’s third-tallest Catholic cathedral.
Envisioned and funded by German-born Henry Backhaus, Bendigo’s first
Roman Catholic priest, the cathedral was built in two stages: 1896-1901
and 1953-1977. The second construction stage incorporated post-Vatican II
reforms to Roman Catholic liturgical practices, representing a response of
the church to ‘the needs of our own times’." Moving the main altar forward
and relocating the bishop’s throne, for example, enabled mass facing
the people.? During this period, the Young Christian Workers (YCW)
movement, rooted in Catholic Social Teaching and developed through
the lay apostolate, fostered a social justice orientation in the daily lives of
working-class Catholics. Established in the Sandhurst Diocese in 1944, this
influential movement sought to transform young people’s lives through its

1 ‘Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium Solemnly Promulgated by His Holiness
Pope Paul VI on December 4, 1963, Institutional Website of the Holy See, www.vatican.va/archive/hist_
councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html.

2 ‘Sacred Heart Cathedral,’ Victorian Heritage Database, vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/places/3311.
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method of Christian reflection, judgmentand action, and through sports and
social activities, leadership training, apprenticeship schemes, cooperatives
and credit unions.? Paul Copock and his father Frank, who oversaw much of
the second stage of the Sacred Heart Cathedral’s construction, were trained
under this philosophy. Its influence is clear in Copock’s management style
and support for post-war migrant workers recruited for their building
expertise. The design modifications made by the Copock team achieved an
unexpected spaciousness for the cathedral, but the wider church aspirations
and reforms did not fully meet societal expectations.

Figure P.2: Paul Copock on the roof of Sacred Heart Cathedral, 1973
Source: Catholic Diocese of Sandhurst, Paul Copock Collection.

3 Breda Phillips, More Prophetic Than We Knew: A History of the JCW in the Diocese of Sandhurst
(Richard Cambridge Printers, 1999).



COMPLETING THE SACRED HEART CATHEDRAL

The grandeur of the Gothic-style cathedral mirrors the diversity and lofty
aspirations of the gold miners who were originally drawn to the Bendigo fields;
rising ‘steeply from the gentler slopes beside the Melbourne Highway’, the
Sacred Heart Cathedral is Australia’s largest provincial church. Its imposing
spire ‘tipped by a three-tonne bronze cross, rises 86 metres into the sky’ and
was designed to dominate the city skyline.* The interior furnishings include
the fine gilded bishop’s throne of Austrian oak, rare blackwood pews and
chapels lined in marble from around the world. Cistercian monk Thomas
Merton once said of the Shakers, a millennialist Christian sect that produced
faultless craftwork, that ‘making’ represented a spiritual act.” The Shakers
believed that their designs and innovations came directly from the Holy
Spirit, which made their daily labour a hallowed activity.® The artisans
who finished the Sacred Heart Cathedral also saw their work as answering
a call to faith, duty and tradition. In this way, their craft materialised and
manifested their beliefs.”

Paul CopocK’s story is enmeshed with that of his father Frank and the upkeep
of standards in their carpentry trade. Returning from war service in 1945,
Frank Copock was rushed through his apprenticeship with local business
Hume and Iser by a government desperately short of skilled building and
construction workers.® Frank was then apprenticed as a church carpenter
by Monsignor Owens, spending many years building pews, doors and
windows. When Frank’s son Paul came of age and into his father’s trade,
regional Australia was again experiencing rapid change. Paul left school at
fifteen after an altercation with a Marist brother and having failed shop class.
In 1962, he was directly apprenticed to Bishop Stewart. Known as ‘Bernie
the Builder’, Stewart supervised the post-war boom in school and church
construction across the Diocese of Sandhurst that we traced in Chapter
Eight. Paul hung a picture of the bishop over his workbench, materialising
this oversight. Remembering this image and Bishop Stewart’s influence on
his life and craft, Paul said, ‘I never thought much about it. It was just

4 Peter Staughton, ‘Bendigo RC Cathedral,” Architecture Australia 66 (1977): 47—66; Brian Coman,
‘Art and Culture: Beauty and the Beholder, News Weekly, April 1, 2016, 15.

5  Thomas Merton, Seeking Paradise: The Spirit of the Shakers (Orbis Books, 2003), 60.

6  Edward Deming Andrews and Faith Andrews, Work and Worship Among the Shakers: Their
Crafismanship and Economic Order (Dover Publications, 1982).

7 Webb Keane, ‘On the Materiality of Religion,” Material Religion 4, no. 2 (2008): 230-1, doi.org/
10.2752/175183408X328343.

8  The celebrated timber family, originally Humme and Iser, had begun sawmilling in the gold rush
and continue to this day. See ‘Long running family business Hume & Iser part of Bendigo’s history,
Bendigo Advertiser, November 2, 2019, updated November 4, 2019, www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/
story/ 6464487 /building-citys-retail-history/.
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something that had to be there with me. I thought that he was guiding
me.” This lifelong bond between cleric and worker also influenced the
construction of the soaring Bendigo cathedral.’® As a permanent landmark
in a society that was founded by transient workers and characterised by
interim measures, this building responded to the city’s past, but did it
convey a sufficiently ambitious trajectory?!!

Phase Two architects for the Sacred Heart Cathedral, Bates Smart and
McCutcheon, closely adhered to the 1895 design of their predecessors Reed,
Smart and Tappin. This decision was critiqued by architectural commentators
after completion of the building in 1977, viewed as a missed opportunity to
showcase contemporary architectural advances and achievements.'> Adherence
to traditional cathedral design and building techniques, however, aligned
with the ideals of a burgeoning movement within the Catholic Church. The
YCW movement, which was brought from Europe to Australia by enthusiasts
during the Second World War, sought to address the ‘de-humanizing and
de-Christianizing effects of industrialization’ by leveraging the dignity of
human labour.” The YCW, with strong clerical support in Victoria, aimed
to cultivate an apostolic spirituality that engaged young people rather
than isolating them ‘from the deleterious effects of the culture’.'* Now
best remembered for sports competitions, the YCW also fostered housing
cooperatives, delivered vocational training for apprentices and offered
support for young leaders: initiatives thought to re-Christianise the wider
social milieu.” Apprenticed to a bishop who enthusiastically supported the
movement, these values undoubtedly influenced Paul CopocK’s vocational
formation.'® His later employment practices were also influenced by broader
social and cultural changes occurring locally and globally.

9 Jennifer Jones, oral history interview with Paul Copock, 2015.

10 James C. Scott, Secing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have
Failed (Yale University Press, 2020).

11 Ralph Ghoche, ‘Erasing the Ketchaoua Mosque: Catholicism, Assimilation, and Civic Identity in
France and Algeria,’ in Neocolonialism and Built Heritage: Echoes of Empire in Africa, Asia, and Europe,
ed. Daniel E. Coslett (Routledge 2020).

12 Staughton, ‘Bendigo RC Cathedral,” 65.

13 Christopher Ryan, ‘A Brief History of Australian Catholic Youth Ministry—Part 1, Australasian
Catholic Record 96, no. 4 (2019): 440.

14 Christopher Ryan, ‘A Brief History, 442.

15 Melissa Jean Walsh and Nicholas Thomas Shaw Marshall, ““Necessary Cessation from Toil and
Work”: Young Christian Workers and the Question of Sport on Sundays in Post-War Melbourne,” 7he
International Journal of the History of Sport 35, no.1 (2018): 87-107, doi.org/10.1080/09523367.2018.
1471063; Breda Phillips, More Prophetic Than We Knew: A History of the YCW in the Diocese of Sandhurst
(Breda Phillips, 1999).

16  Breda Phillips, More Prophetic.
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In 1960, Frank and Paul Copock began constructing the sanctuary roof
on the Sacred Heart Cathedral. Then, in 1964, they established their own
business, CopocK’s Joinery, to continue this painstaking work. The family
firm produced the knaves, pews, roofs, transepts, crypts and delicate wood
carvings that adorn the great church. As site manager, Paul Copock insisted
on high-quality work that ‘could last 500 years.”” The family business
engaged up to a dozen employees at peak times, with a trusted core gang of
multicultural tradesmen. The work ethic of these intergenerational families
of Italian, Yugoslav and German stonemasons and carpenters aligned with
Copock’s values. Paul’s recollections are marked by stories of cross-cultural
mateship and solidarity derived from shared values, and of a revolving door
of Aussie drifters who shirked work expectations who, he recalls, ‘weren’t
really up for much ... alot of them were scallywags.”® Paul remembers some
Anglo-Australians who were challenged by the behaviours and beliefs of a
new wave of migrants. Their willingness to work was considered a ‘grave
industrial and political danger’ because they competed with more reluctant
‘native labour’."

Forming part of the ‘populate or perish’ credo adopted by Prime Minister
Joseph Chifley’s government, southern European migrants were critical to
the spatial and material making of Australia after wartime. This diverse
workforce contributed to monumental industrial sites and infrastructure
projects in manufacturing, farming, mining and commerce sectors
that gave Australia’s modernising programme a transnational texture.?
Yet the relationship between white Australian settlers and newer migrants,
particularly Italians, was characterised by systematic racism and suspicion in
economic, social and cultural realms.

Paul’s recollections address these themes and how religious identity, labour
and communitarianism overcame such challenges during those years.
He recalls how job seekers ‘would say they was looking for a job [but]
“we’re not Catholics™. His father’s response was ‘we don't care as long as
you keep the beliefs to yourself and do your work’. Church hierarchies,

17  Staughton, ‘Bendigo RC Cathedral,” 49.

18  Paul Copock interview with Jennifer Jones.

19 Rosario Lampugnani, ‘Postwar Migration Policies with Particular Reference to Italian Migration to
Australia,” Australian Journal of Politics & History 33, no. 3 (1987): 197-208, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
8497.1987.tb00146.x.

20 Anoma Peiris, Mirjana Lozanovska, Alexandra Dellios et al., ‘Forum: Industrial Sites and Immigrant
Architectures. A Case Study Approach,’ Fabrications 29, no. 2 (2019): 257-72, doi.org/10.1080/10331
867.2019.1589917.
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however, proved less accepting. When Italian workers married Protestant
women, ‘it was a “no no” really, and they got put off’. The completion of
the Sacred Heart Cathedral thus charts the persistence of sectarianism at the
intersection of love and labour, where expected performances of religious
piety clashed with the realities of a pluralising society.”!

In considering the erosion of dogmatic religious belief in post-war Australia,
some discussions of secularisation have considered how labour and other
forms of ‘civil religion’ replaced formal religious institutions as moral
educators and practitioners. Richard Ely points out that in the nineteenth
century, use of the term ‘sacred” was used largely in ‘churchly circles” to
set apart the objectives, instruments, locations and symbols of religious
experience.” Through the twentieth century labour movement, ‘sacred’ also
came to signify the inviolability of workers’ rights, time and safety.

Paul Copock’s oral history makes recurring reference to dangerous and
unregulated working conditions that draw these realms together. He recalls
working through summer ‘right up against a slate. All T used to have on was
a pair of football shorts and a nail bag and a pair of boots ... sometimes
working 80 or 90 feet off the ground.” Numerous accidents and near
misses impress his memory:

I was hoisting some timber up ... slinging the beams up on the
transept roof and the chap at the bottom didn’t sling it right. T [was]
just about to grab the beam and it slipped because the wood was
oiled. There was an Italian standing underneath. I can still see the
bald patch on his head, just there, and this beam come down and
missed him by that much [indicates a tiny amount] ... 12 foot of
Oregon about 20 inches wide. It landed just beside him and flew
into splinters. Of course, I yelled, and I could have been heard
around Bendigo. Anyway, I took him over and set him down and he
said to me ‘You just try to kill me, Paulino?” They used to mostly call
me Paulino. “You try to kill me Paulino?’*

From monkey-poling up a scaffold to adjusting unworkable plans,
Paul’s expertise shaped the material surfaces of the church. Meanwhile,
he gradually stopped attending services. Paul’s story thereby mirrors the

21 Benjamin Edwards, ‘Vatican II and the Dying Gasps of Australian Sectarianism,” journal of the
Australian Catholic Historical Society 33 (2012): 115-24.

22 Richard Ely, ‘Secularisation and the Sacred in Australian History,” Australian Historical Studies 19,
no. 77 (1981): 562-3, doi.org/10.1080/10314618108595659.

23 Paul Copock interview with Jennifer Jones.
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increasing secularity of his generation. Recalling the waning influence of
the YCW in parish life and as a mass movement, Pat Crudden suggests that
its key impact can be seen ‘in the lifestyle of those who had been trained
in earlier times’.?* Paul’s fidelity to certain values in his religious heritage,
such as community service and pride in excellence, represent this sustaining
personal ethic.” Paul Copock’s powerful connection to the Sacred Heart
Cathedral suggests how religious symbols and identifications still shape
identity in Australia’s diverse society. CopocKk’s craft practice clearly has a
spiritual function — in terms of existential meaning, purpose and belonging.

Within Paul CopocK’s lifetime, familial craft traditions have faced similar
challenges to accommodate change. The slow replacement of venerable
traditions by commerce, globalisation and modern technology has left many
looking for meaning and renewal. After deindustrialisation, gold cities like
Bendigo needed drivers of regeneration. Attention turned to creativity,
which facilitates ‘a sense of “belonging” and “community” through fostering
social relationships’.*® Craft practitioners have long understood their art as
‘woven into the ongoing social fabric of life.” Eda Gunaydin suggests that
making can also offer spiritual transcendence.”” Such was the case in 2020,
when artisans from around Australia convened the first ‘Lost Trades Fair’
in Bendigo. Founder and director Lisa Rundell described Bendigo as the
perfect venue for the fair, because of its ‘strong arts culture and a natural
connection to trades’.?® This connection to the spiritual, through craft
tradition, is central to the story of Paul Copock’s family and to that of
his post-war migrant staff. Together, their legacy is manifest in the very
structure of the grand Sacred Heart Cathedral.

24 Breda Phillips, ‘Robustly Australian, Deeply Spiritual, More Prophetic Than We Knew, in More
Prophetic Than We Knew: A History of the YCW in the Diocese of Sandhurst (Breda Phillips, 1999), 127.
25 Marian Burchardt, ‘Becoming Secular: Biographies of Disenchantment, Generational Dynamics,
and Why They Matter,* Social Compass 69, no. 2 (2022): 223-40, doi.org/10.1177/00377686221079699.
26  Gordon Waitt and Chris Gibson, ‘Creative Small Cities: Rethinking the Creative Economy in
Place,” Urban Studies 46, no. 5-6 (2009): 1223-46, doi.org/10.1177/0042098009103862.

27 Eda Gunaydin, ‘Handmade Transcendence: On Fashioning Presence Through Process, Griffith
Review, no. 79 (February 2023), www.griffithreview.com/articles/handmade-transcendence/.

28  Julieanne Strachan, ‘Bendigo Will Host the Lost Trades Fair Again in 2022, Bendigo Advertiser,
November 18, 2021, updated October 4, 2023, www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/7516731/lost-
trades-fair-back-again-in-2022/.
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