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Popout Six: 
Transforming ‘Old Sandhurst 

Town’ into the Great Stupa 
of Universal Compassion

When the author Helen Garner visited ‘Old Sandhurst Town’, a privately 
owned goldfields theme park in 1982, she contrasted the experience with 
her recent visit to Ballarat’s ‘Sovereign Hill’. Although tourists accessed an 
important and carefully re-purposed historic mine site at Sovereign Hill, 
Garner thought it ‘offered a sanitised version of the past’. At Sandhurst Town, 
by contrast, visitors were administered ‘a stiff dose of realism’.1 This tourist 
attraction was situated on an isolated block of whipstick bush near Myers 
Flat, an agricultural district near Bendigo that had seen minor gold rushes 
in 1852 and 1867.2 For Helen Garner, the authentic experience offered at 
Sandhurst Town did not depend on the conservation of built heritage assets 
(aka, Sovereign Hill). Rather, the ‘huddle of miserable tents, brown with 
dirt and absolutely still in the brutal heat of midday’, simulated authentic 
feelings about settler Australia and goldrush society.3 Here, period-dressed 
characters presented a riotous historical pageant involving ‘mining licences, 
guns, death in mine shafts, bribery of officials, gold panning, flogging and 
the like’. Most importantly, this fictional presentation of harsh goldfields 
living was ‘extremely enjoyable’, leaving adult visitors shaking with 
laughter and briefly oblivious to their own discomfort under the summer 
sun. Tourism theorists describe such experiences as evoking ‘existential 
authenticity’.4 Destinations use ‘emotional design’ and staged activity to 

1	  Helen Garner, ‘Five Train Trips,’ in True Stories: Selected Non-Fiction (Text Publishing, 1996).
2	  ‘Myers Flat,’ Victorian Places, www.victorianplaces.com.au/myers-flat.
3	  Garner, ‘Five Train Trips,’ 209.
4	  Xueyan Xu, Truc H. Le, Anna Kwek, and Ying Wang, ‘Exploring Cultural Tourist Towns: Does 
Authenticity Matter?’ Tourism Management Perspectives 41 (2022): 2, 100935, doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.​
2021.​100935.

http://www.victorianplaces.com.au/myers-flat
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2021.100935
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2021.100935
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Figure P.4: People circumambulating the Great Stupa of Universal 
Compassion, Bendigo, 2022
Source: Photo by Jiayuan Liang.
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trigger appreciation of cultural memories, like camaraderie and laughter 
in the alien and unforgiving bush. This ‘sense of authenticity’ confirms 
a shared identity, strengthens appreciation of local heritage and develops 
favourable attitudes towards a site. Generations of Bendigonians and 
visitors loved the wry-spirited humour presented at Old Sandhurst Town, 
which opened in the early 1970s and operated until about 1995. When the 
proprietor Ed Green approached retirement, the high community profile 
of the location became the focus for succession planning and a completely 
different rendering of the site. The land was offered to his son, Ian Green, 
who envisaged building the Atisha Buddhist Centre and the Great Stupa 
of Universal Compassion at Sandhurst Town (See Figure P.4).

After an inspirational visit by spiritual teachers Lama Yeshe and Lama 
Zopa in the early 1980s, the raw structures at Sandhurst Town gradually 
made way for an enormous Buddhist sacred object. Modelled on the 
famous fifteenth-century Tibetan ‘Great Stupa of Gyantse’ (Kumbum), 
construction on the Stupa itself commenced in 2010.5 In the meantime, the 
two operations coexisted on the Sandhurst Town site, and preparation for 
building included raising mainstream community awareness and acceptance 
of the religious architecture project. During this fifteen year transition, 
the Buddhist Centre successfully leveraged existing sentiment towards the 
goldfields tourist operation.

The transfer of this favourable community disposition to the Great Stupa 
of Universal Compassion may seem surprising given that in the 1980s, 
Bendigo was a big country town with a relatively narrow Anglo-Celtic 
culture. The newly arrived Buddhists and their ambitious building project 
appeared ‘very odd and unconventional’ in this context, but Lama Yeshe 
encouraged the founders not to retreat onto their isolated bush site. They 
were challenged to ‘fit in and become part of the community’.6 Here, the 
long-term status of the Green family as ‘locals’, and the public relations 
experience of co-founder (advertising executive) Ian Green proved valuable. 
Plans to reconceptualise an established rural tourist asset can challenge 
the place attachments and community ownership of established residents, 
especially when exotic newcomers initiate the change and seek the same 

5	  Judy Green, in discussion with Jennifer Jones, September 20, 2017, transcript available on request.; 
Ursula De Jong and David Beynon, ‘Non-Christian Religious Architecture,’ in The Encyclopedia of 
Australian Architecture (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 500.
6	  Judy Green, in discussion with Jennifer Jones, September 20, 2017, transcript available on request.
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rights as locals.7 Co-founder Judy Green quickly gauged the degree of 
local attachment to Sandhurst Town by watching the responses of her own 
children, who revelled in their new environment:

they remember that time as being full of great adventure, because 
Sandhurst Town actually operated every day and attracted a lot 
of tourists. There was a horse and cart that took rides, and a real 
working train. For them it was something like living in a wild-west 
town. They loved it. There was a street full of buildings including an 
old church [and] a large restaurant which we used for the teaching 
course when Lama Yeshe visited [and] railway carriages that we 
renovated and turned into accommodation in the first six months.8

The opportunity for adventure and self-creation at Sandhurst Town points 
to the cultural power of frontier myths, which also disposed the Bendigo 
community to accept the Stupa.9 Judy Green recalls the process. Small 
changes taking place at Sandhurst Town prompted ‘a certain amount of 
curiosity’ among locals, which the centre capitalised upon by organising a 
festive day towards the end of Lama’s visit in 1981. The open day included:

all kinds of things such as street acts, stilt walkers, bands, and food 
stalls. We made it an open day for the people of Bendigo and 5,000 
people came along. That was August 1981. We think this was 
significant in opening up the centre and showing people what we 
were about.10

In addition to the strategic open days, the Buddhist Centre offered regular 
meditation courses on the Sandhurst Town premises. Such resources fostered 
public awareness and acceptance of the Stupa as a site for self-improvement. 
Indeed, only minor opposition was apparent when council planning 
approval was obtained for the large structure in 1999. This contrasted 
vociferous opposition to similar ‘visibly “foreign” religious architecture’ in 
other regional centres, including Wollongong.11 Sally McAra suggests that 

7	  Judith Mair and Michelle Duffy, ‘Who Has the Right to the Rural? Place Framing and Negotiating 
the Dungog Festival, New South Wales, Australia,’ Journal of Sustainable Tourism 29, no. 2–3 (2021): 
176–92, doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2020.1747476.
8	  Judy Green, in discussion with Jennifer Jones, September 20, 2017, transcript available on request.
9	  Jane Lovell and Sam Hitchmough, ‘Simulated Authenticity: Storytelling and Mythic Space on the 
Hyper-Frontier in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Westworld,’ Tourist Studies 20, no. 4 (2020): 409–28, 
doi.org/10.1177/1468797620937912.
10	  Judy Green, in discussion with Jennifer Jones, September 20, 2017, transcript available on request.
11	  Sally McAra, ‘Buddhifying Australia: Multicultural Capital and Buddhist Material Culture in Rural 
Victoria,’ in Buddhism in Australia: Traditions in Change, ed. Cristina Rocha and Michelle Barker (Taylor 
& Francis Group, 2011), 63.

http://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2020.1747476
http://doi.org/10.1177/1468797620937912
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the Stupa’s proponents were advantaged by long-term ownership of the land 
at Bendigo and their relative privilege as members of Australia’s dominant 
European stratum. McAra argues that highlighting the Stupa’s cultural 
and economic benefits, including potential as a tourist drawcard, helped 
to attract the crucial support of Bendigo’s local business and government 
sectors. Judy Green adds historic nuance to this view. She remembers 
that a degree of benevolent scepticism lingered after planning approval 
was gained:

In the early days people would say to Ian and I that we were crazy, 
‘this is going to cost millions, how are you going to do this?’ There 
was a feeling [locally] that they would [wait and] ‘see what happens’, 
because [the Stupa] looked like a very large thing. We just thought, 
‘One step at a time’.12

What predisposed locals (including decision-makers) to wait with supportive 
doubt rather than critical disinterest or vocal opposition? In addition 
to those benefits gained from the preparatory work of the Buddhist 
Centre and the ‘ethics of care’ associated with localism, we suggest that 
the built heritage of the site evoked cultural attachments to self-creation, 
risk taking and community building.13 In this way, the co-founders also 
benefited from the transference of a form of ‘religious capital’ from Old 
Sandhurst Town to the Great Stupa that drew upon important goldfields 
myths. Religious capital is understood as a by-product of religious activity 
that explains behaviour. Michelle Barker notes that religious capital is 
generated as a consequence of attachment, usually to a spiritual tradition 
or a religiously associated site. This theory holds relevance for the Great 
Stupa. We argue that Old Sandhurst Town and the Great Stupa gained 
support because they were perceived as beneficial tourist offerings that 
affirmed culturally important foundation stories. Tourist sites that use 
enigmatic symbols in their storytelling have the capacity to help visitors 
to make sense of the world ‘by providing opportunities beyond the mere 
gathering of information, by generating emotional and affective responses, 
by entertaining and by providing explanations’.14 Although starkly disparate 
in form and envisioned purpose, the transformation of Old Sandhurst 

12	  Judy Green, in discussion with Jennifer Jones, September 20, 2017, transcript available on request.
13	  E. Melanie DuPuis and David Goodman, ‘Should We Go “Home” to Eat?: Toward a Reflexive 
Politics of Localism,’ Journal of Rural Studies 21, no. 3 (2005): 359–71, doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.​
2005.​05.​011.
14	  Michael Fagence, ‘Using Geographical and Semiotic Means to Establish Fixed Points of a Never-
Ending Story: Searching for Parameters of Authenticity in a Case Study of Australian History,’ Journal 
of Heritage Tourism 14, no. 5–6 (2019): 488, doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2018.1551401.

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2005.05.011
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2005.05.011
http://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2018.1551401
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Town into the Great Stupa of Universal Compassion was successful in 
part because both promised explanatory experiences in the same whipstick 
scrub. While this favourable perception of the Stupa does gesture to the 
primary spiritual purpose of the structure, to provide benefit through the 
power of holy objects, council prioritisation of tourist opportunities over 
inherent Buddhist meanings ultimately affirms hegemonic discourses and 
re-centres existing power relations.15 As Judy Green observes, ‘to the City, 
the Stupa is very much a draw card for tourists. But a Stupa is important 
for Buddhists’.16 The legacy of Old Sandhurst Town, therefore, remains 
impactful long after the frontier‑styled entertainments had closed and the 
laughter subsided.

15	  Sally McAra, ‘Buddhifying Australia,’ 71.
16	  Judy Green, in discussion with Jennifer Jones, September 20, 2017, transcript available on request.
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