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PRESIDENT’S COLUMN 
Eric Howard, Eureka Australia  

The international rules based order is under a level of assault that we have not witnessed in living memory. 

As countries, especially long standing allies of the US, and individuals, struggle to come to terms with this onslaught 

by the United States President and Republican Party , it is useful to recall the words of the Ballarat Reform League 

Charter from the men and women of Eureka. 

THE REFORM LEAGUE WILL ENDEAVOUR TO SUPERSEDE SUCH ROYAL PREROGATIVE BY ASSERTING THAT OF THE 

PEOPLE WHICH IS THE MOST ROYAL OF ALL PREROGATIVES, AS THE PEOPLE ARE THE ONLY LEGITIMATE SOURCE 

OF ALL POLITICAL POWER. 

This expression of the power of the people in a democratic society comes to mind in witnessing the recent failure of 

many US Republican representatives to attend or call public town hall meetings. 

As we witness authoritarian behaviour from Donald Trump in shutting down Departments, ceasing US AID, and 

more, without any authorisation from Congress as stipulated by the Constitution, and the craven approaches to 

Putin, it is natural to consider where will this end. Or will it be the end of the US as an elected Republic subject to the 

Rule of Law as we have all fortunately experienced in all its imperfections in our lifetimes? 

Who can tell? What is clear is that unless the US community rises up to prevent this one man (or with Elon Musk, 

two man rule), the provider of our last line of security is moving away from operating as a democratic society. 

This has major ramifications for us all.  

We need to reassess our critical linkages in the new and changing global order. Europe and the UK, Canada, Japan, 

South Korea, New Zealand and the Pacific, will be increasingly essential allies and Indonesia and India have become 

increasingly important to our futures.  

China, as our largest economic partner  is also likely to be increasingly important to our futures, and continued 

successful efforts to rebuild the nation to nation relationship, damaged in the 2019 to 2021 period, will remain 

essential. 

It is possible Trump Administration actions in coming months will make this positioning by us even more challenging. 

We need to look now to strengthen Australia’s positioning in the world. 
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Resource Curse or Resource Blessing. 
Why the Eureka Rebellion did not lead to the collapse of the State of Victoria 

Michael van Leeuwen, Vice President Eureka Australia  

My work in International development has given me insights into what is known as the Resource Curse or Resource 

Paradox, that countries full of mineral riches are often poor and full of civil strife.   This is not the case in Australia 

however, with mineral wealth propping up the economy since the 1850s – a resource blessing.    

The resource curse refers to the paradox where countries rich in natural resources, such as oil, minerals, or trade 

crops such as cotton, usually tend to experience slower economic growth, poorer governance, greater civil violence 

and social inequality compared to countries with fewer natural resources.   

There are only a few countries in the world where the extraction of valuable natural resources has led to ongoing 

prosperity – the resource blessing.  Australia is one of them. The United States of America and Canada are some of 

the very few others.   A significant percentage of our current Governmental budget position relies on mining exports, 

and mining revenue has sustained us since the 1850s.  In Melbourne, the State Library of Victoria, University of 

Melbourne (both founded on the same day in 1854) and the Victorian Parliament building are permanent civil 

monuments to the wealth created, and to a significant degree, shared by the Gold Rush.   

Eureka  

In this article I will seek to explain why Australia has benefited from abundant natural resources, using the example 

of the Eureka Stockade rebellion in 1854, which at first glance would appear to be a classic example of the resource 

curse in action.  My analysis will be guided by insights from the Nobel Prize winning paper, Reversal of Fortune: 

Geography and Institutions in the Making of the Modern World Income Distribution 1 on the issue of why some 

mineral rich countries are resource blessed, but most are resource cursed.   

Many of the resource rich countries that were flourishing and rich in the sixteenth century, such as the Mughal 

Empire in India, the Aztec and Inca Empires in the Americas, in modern times are relatively much less prosperous 

than other former European colonies such as Australia.  2 

Over the last 500 years, the colonization by Europe of other countries, seeking to extract mineral wealth, often led to 

the most dreadful consequences for the local people.  A particularly notorious example was the famed silver mine in 

Potosi (in modern day Bolivia), founded in the sixteenth century for the benefit of the Spanish Empire.  The local 

Indian inhabitants had to work in difficult and dangerous conditions. “The mining network set up for this was based 

on forced labour and the oppression of the native population”3.   

Much of this extracted wealth was squandered in Spain’s endless wars in Europe.  While the local Spanish elite may 

have benefited, the Indians were worked to death for no personal gain whatsoever.  Since that time, many of the 

Empires and countries colonized by the European Power have had poor outcomes.   

Closer to home, and in our time, the great wealth of the Panguna copper mine in Bougainville has led directly to civil 

war, thousands of deaths and mindless destruction of property.  There is continual talk of reopening the mine, but it 

is hard not to see the same cycle of violence repeating itself.   

                                                           
1 Reversal of Fortune: Geography and Institutions in the Making of the Modern World Income Distribution Author(s): Daron 

Acemoglu, Simon Johnson, James A. Robinson Source: The Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 117, No. 4 (Nov, 2002), pp. 1231-
1294 Published by: The MIT Press 
2 “Today the United States, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia are an order of magnitude richer than the countries now 

occupying the territories of the Mughal, Aztec, and Inca Empires”. 
3 Daron Acemoglu et al, op cit. p1264 
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The Eureka Stockade Rebellion: Setting the Scene

 

When the goldrush started in Australia in the 1851, it might have been supposed that it would have a similar 

negative effect on the Colonies.  The disruption was incredible, as virtually every able-bodied male decamped to the 

Goldfields to try their luck:   

“The news spread like wildfire, and soon the race was on from coast to gold fields. Flocks were left 

untended, drovers deserted their teams, merchants and lawyers rushed from their desks and entire ships' 

crews, captains included, marched off to seek their fortunes”.4  

Uncontrolled migration from Europe, the Unites States and China, radically increased the population, but mainly 

with young men, most of whom had no intention of living permanently in Australia. 

Desperate to control the situation, the reaction from the Government was savage.  On the Victorian Goldfields, a 

license system was introduced that was expressly designed to make it economically very difficult for most miners to 

                                                           
4  "In The Paths of the Explorers Gold Brings Australia Wealth". The Sydney Morning Herald. 20 November 

1946. p. 3 Supplement: Playtime. Retrieved 27 January 2012 – via National Library of Australia. 
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continue their operations.  The Government initiated license hunts, brutally enforced by the police, where miners 

without current licenses were chased down, hauled off and often savagely beaten.   

This produced an entirely predictable reaction from the miners as readily accessible gold ran out and incomes fell by 

late 1854.  The miners banded together and resolved to stand up to the actions of the Government and demand 

their rights.  They met with Governor Hotham in deputation in Melbourne on the 27th of November 1855 and 

presented him with the Ballarat Reform League Charter, now a UNESCO registered document, which sought 

economic, social and especially political rights and reform. 

Hotham ignored their requests and dispatched army troops to Ballarat.  After Commissioner Rede provoked the 

situation by ordering a particularly aggressive license hunt on the 30th November, the diggers gathered together 

under their own flag- the Southern Cross – in a huge public meeting at Bakery Hill.  The Diggers and their supporters 

resolved to assemble in a hastily assembled stockade at the Eureka lead to protect themselves.  Further efforts to 

seek negotiation and de-escalation with Rede were also rejected by him and he vowed to crush the agitation.  

Governor Hotham ordered an early morning attack by the army, with other troops in support, sending them to crush 

the rebellion at 4 am on Sunday the 3rd of December.  The Army and supporting police went in and brushed aside the 

flimsy defences.  27 miners and troops were killed.  It is worth noting (in the context of the resource curse) that this 

was one of the very few times, in the entire occupation of the Continent of Australia, that the British Army formed a 

line, fixed bayonets and charged.  Martial law was declared, the ringleaders were arrested and taken down to 

Melbourne, to be charged with high treason.  The penalty for this, if convicted, had a truly medieval ring to it: to be 

hung, drawn and quartered.   

No Resource Curse here 

So far, so resource cursed.  So why wasn’t this the beginning of the end for 

a generally prosperous Victoria (and New South Wales)?  Why didn’t the 

miners regroup, start to attack Government institutions and officers, 

leading to further bloody reprisals and all of civil society going down?  This 

is where the Nobel Prize winning article gives such clear insights:   

“In previously sparsely settled areas, Europeans settled in large numbers and created institutions of private 

property, providing secure property rights to a broad cross section of the society and encouraging commerce 

and industry.”5 

In the Ballarat goldfields and the wider colony, Europeans, Chinese and Americans completely dominated the 

situation, totally outnumbering the indigenous population, which at this point was declining as their lands were 

taken from them.  This meant that the miners who were tried were generally English-speaking, Christian and very 

aware of their rights under the Crown (there is no record of any Chinese being involved in the Rebellion in any way – 

the Diggers wouldn’t have let them).  In many ways, the struggle that did exist between the miners and Government, 

leading to the Eureka Stockade, was that they did not have any property rights- all they had was an extremely 

expensive miner’s license, of precisely three months’ duration.   

In places like India or the Central Americas, there were large numbers of indigenous people, already skilled in mining 

and stonework, who could readily be exploited.  In Ballarat this was simply not the case.  Indigenous stone working 

skills had little relevance to gold mining anyway.   Indigenous people were indeed all around the Goldfields, but not 

in a way that affected this situation.  They were not involved in the actual mining process or the Rebellion.   

The Government’s action in storming the stockade was less aggressive than it might have been., After the initial 

skirmish, they took prisoners and tried them in courts of law, rather than shooting them out of hand.  As Victorian 

society had matured sufficiently, the Governor no longer could behave purely as a dictator, with no input from the 

local citizens (at this time of course, UK citizens).  The community was outraged that free citizens had been attacked 

and many killed by an attack on them by the army, and expressed their disapproval in many ways, including massive 

public meetings in Melbourne in the days following Eureka. The Legislative Council’s Goldfields Commission of 

Inquiry operated immediately after Eureka, and heard public submissions on the Goldfields, especially at Ballarat. To 

                                                           
5 Daron Acemoglu et al, op cit. p1279. 
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read the recorded evidence received in late December 1854 and January 1855, today, is to appreciate the outrage 

felt by the goldfields community. 

The ringleaders who had led the dissent were tried by a Jury of their peers.  And the Government, to its intense 

frustration, found that juries simply would not convict the ringleaders. They had thought that the people of Victoria 

would side with the forces of law and order, not a ragtag group of rebels.  The prisoners were released through 

February and March 1855, amid great popular rejoicing.  What is of great importance to note here is that the 

Government accepted the verdict of the juries.  They did not re-arrest the prisoners on some trumped-up charge, or 

simply hang them without a further trial.  The rule of law was accepted by all, however grudgingly.  At least for 

English-speaking miners…   

Victorian society had decided that the Government had over-reacted at the Stockade and they would not go along 

with its agenda of repression.  The Government learned its lesson. It could not go down the resource-cursed road of 

government violence and permanent suspension of liberties.  The Victorian people would not stand for it.   The free 

press based in Melbourne would not support the Government in this.  The imperial masters in London also did not 

want this kind of unrest occurring.  It was bad for business, and empire building…. 

Another key consideration in terms of a resource blessing was that the Miners were all operating as individuals, for 

their own profit, not slaves to government corporations.  This meant that the wealth created by their efforts 

enriched themselves and then the wider society through taxation and their own expenditure.   

Eureka Demands Become Law  

Over the next five years, many of the demands that were made by the Diggers at the Eureka stockade were 

enshrined in law, with many new democratic institutions established and the rule of law strengthened to the great 

benefit of all Victorians (including, it should be noted, the imperial political class - their own positions were ensured 

through the staggering increase in population and wealth). Victoria now had a settled system of democratic 

institutions, through which grievances could be peacefully managed.   A popularly elected Legislative Assembly was 

established.  Local governments were established on the goldfields, elected health Boards were set up on the 

goldfields.  Some diggers and business people were nominated to sit alongside magistrates to improve the 

administration of justice. Diggers were appointed to mining disputes courts.  The removal of 75% of police and the 

unpopular gold commissioner positions from the goldfields eased tensions.  The replacement of the mining licence 

with the Miner’s Right slashed the cost of digging for gold, enabling a digger to build a cottage on their claim and to 

vote and run for office in colonial elections. These were some of the massive reform measures flowing from the 

Commission of Inquiry, and legislated for in mid 1855. These massive changes did much to deliver decentralized 

civilian governance across all Victoria, especially impacting regional Victoria.  

As noted in the article: 

 “…when a large number of Europeans settled, the lower strata of the settlers demanded rights and 

protection similar to, or even better than, those in the home country.6” 

Societies based on individual liberties and the rule of law tend to have far better outcomes in terms of wealth 

creation.   Societies devoted to wealth extraction (such as in South America) led to a political class that had an 

interest in preventing industrialization. If societies source their wealth and power from mines or plantations (and the 

captive population that goes with them), they do not want the creative disruption of mass immigration and 

industrialization.   

Societies such as Victoria, however, welcomed the new manufacturing processes that came onstream in the second 

half of the nineteenth century, on the goldfields and elsewhere.  This is the main cause of the wealth disparities 

between societies such as Australia and India and South America today.  In Victoria, only 40 years after the first 

discovery of gold, “Marvellous Melbourne” was created, on the back of the enormous wealth extracted from the 

goldfields.  

                                                           
6 Daron Acemoglu et al, op cit. p1266. 
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Blind Luck or Good management? 

There is one other enormous stroke of good fortune that the Australian Colonies had in terms of the discovery of 

goldfields.  They were not discovered and exploited in any meaningful way for more than 60 years after the founding 

of the first Colony in Sydney in 1788.  Some gold had been discovered in the 1820s, but it was officially decided to 

keep it secret, fearful of the disruptive consequences of a goldrush.  This meant that there had been sufficient time – 

just - to introduce, enforce and normalize the rule of British institutions and law:   property rights, common law 

sanctions in terms of criminal behaviour etc., to be able to ensure that major discoveries of gold could be handled in 

a way that could enable wealth creation, rather than mass enslavement and poverty.        

Had the NSW Colonial Government acted on gold discoveries in the 1820s, it is possible that the convicts would have 

been forced to extract the precious mineral as a government enterprise, not unlike the situation with the Indian 

slaves at Potosi.  They would thus have been taken away from far more productive exercises such as land clearance, 

agriculture, road building and the construction of buildings etc.   Whether the indigenous population could also have 

been coerced into mine diggings, by rewards or force, is something we will thankfully never know.   

The First Nations Peoples- no Blessing for them 

While the wealth created on the goldfields benefited the miners who extracted it, and the wider Victorian society 

(and British Empire), there is no doubt the entire enterprise was a disaster for the indigenous peoples.  The massive 

increase in population together with the differential land use once the mines had been exploited led to wide scale 

displacement and further reduction in their numbers.  The process of mining also produced mind-boggling amounts 

of “sludge” (the clay left over from the extractive process) which destroyed very large amounts of productive land all 

over Victoria.7  They could, perhaps, only marvel at “Marvellous Melbourne” - it was not for them.   

Eureka Activated the Community 

This Nobel prize winning article has provided valuable insights into why mining in Australia has proved to be an 

overall wealth creator for the country, rather than a major contributor to its decline into economic stagnation and 

indigenous exploitation on the mines.  Democratic institutions were established by a shocked and activated 

community after the government overreach at Eureka. That so many of the articles’ insights are directly relevant to 

the specifics of the Eureka Stockade rebellion and aftermath shows the quality of its research and insights.   

However, I do not see the beneficial aftermath of the Eureka Rebellion as in any way inevitable.  That the Eureka 

Stockade happened at all is proof of that.  If convictions – and executions – had been easily obtained through the 

trial of the ringleaders, the Government may well have concluded that the path of oppression was the way to 

manage such situations. 

 Today, mining and mining processes need to be continuously observed to ensure that miners (and other workers) 

receive fair wages, and that environmental impacts are minimised.  As observed at Eureka by the rebels themselves: 

we must always be prepared to “stand by each other and fight to defend our rights and liberties”. 

Michael van Leeuwen, Vice President Eureka Australia  

 

 

 

                                                           
7 See the book:   Sludge: Disaster on Victoria's Goldfields, by Peter Davies and Susan Lawrence, 2020 
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Resource Curse.  The Gold License:  Insecure tenure, ruinously expensive for the majority of Miners.  Subject to 

continuous government inspection and general harassment.     

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Resource Blessing: The Miners Right.  Cheap, providing certainty for the Miner, but facilitated so many more 

citizen’s rights - to vote, to build a cottage, to run for parliament.  As late as 1978, a house and land in Ballarat was 

held based on a Miners Right, with an annual fee payable to government.   
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Ballarat’s Trades Hall, the World’s Second Oldest and a Proud Eureka Legacy 
Jennifer Beacham.  

Editor’s note:  The following is condensed, with permission,   from labour historian Jennifer Beacham’s PhD thesis entitled: “History of the Ballarat Trades and 
Labour Council 1856–2000.” 

 
The Ballarat Trades and Labour Council (BT&LC) is the second oldest trades and labour council in the world, 
founded in 1883, although it has existed in various forms since 1856.  
The BT&LC sets the parameters of its history from the Eureka Rebellion and gaining the Eight Hour Day for 
Ballarat stonemasons in 1856, a fortnight after their Melbourne counterparts. Since that time, the BT&LC 
has built the substantial Trades Hall in Camp Street, which it still occupies and hosted the Seventh 
Intercolonial Trade Union Congress in 1891 when the decision to seek political representation was formally 
endorsed. It witnessed the emergence of the new elites and the ideological struggle that became more 
bitter as the Catholic Church, Protestant Freemasons, and the very active Communist Party battled for 
supremacy, with it ending inevitably in a divisive public separation in 1955. 
The Whitlam years saw their resurgence with a new face to unionism as public sector workers, teachers 
and nurses became militant and women began to take significant roles. In Ballarat while this has meant 
political ascendancy since 1980, the success of the political wing has not necessarily been mirrored in the 
fortunes of the peak union organisation. Ballarat’s overall union membership has declined. The old 
loyalties have been difficult to maintain and the capacity to build new alliances is challenging. However, 
one thing remains clear: strong individuals who understand the underpinnings of solidarity and unity have 
ensured that the Ballarat Trades and Labour Council has remained a significant feature of the Ballarat 
public landscape. 
The physical clash with authority at the Eureka uprising set Ballarat apart in a particular way and created a 
sense in the labour movement that its members were entitled to participate in decisions that were impacting 
on their lives wherever these were expressed. Furthermore, they continued to have that expectation 
whether it was conscription in WWI, monetary policy in the Great Depression, or the separation of church 
and state in the 1950s. The battle of ideas has gone on in public debates, as well as in pubs, in union 
organisers’ offices and continuously at BTH since it was built. 
 Geoffrey Serle claims that Eureka was the triumph of egalitarian values in the new world, 
and the BT&LC has maintained its determination to keep the Serle view prominent in the debate – from 
having used the Southern Cross flag as a symbol since 1942, to participating in the annual celebration of 
Eureka Day and other Eureka-related events. Visiting politicians to Ballarat are reminded of Eureka and, in 
turn, reiterate the importance of the Eureka tradition in creating a democratic tradition. 
While trade unionism had its beginnings in Australia before 1851, the impetus for collective action was 
certainly enhanced by the Eureka Rebellion. and Ballarat unionists have been robust and determined to 
maintain their links to that tradition of the rights of ordinary people to challenge injustices by the state in a 
direct way. Dr H. V. Evatt declared: “Australian Democracy was born at Eureka”37 and that “The Eureka 
Stockade was of crucial importance in the making of Australian democracy.”38 
 

Eureka and a New Political Framework 

This was one of the first ideological battles fought in the colonies and while not ignoring 
the slaughter of miners, was one of the most overwhelming victories. Noel Ebbels notes 
that “the concessions to democratic government which followed Eureka produced a 
political framework and an atmosphere which facilitated the development of Australian trade unionism.”39  
Beggs-Sunter and Williams also conclude that “the Ballarat Reform League could be counted a very 
successful political movement – the envy of its Chartist antecedents in Britain.”40  
 
The Ballarat Reform League drew on the immediate legacy of the People’s Charter in Britain and on the 
rhetoric of various movements for democratic reform in Europe in the late 1840s to produce its charter. 
Chartism, which began in the 1830s as a working- class movement in Britain, sought to extend social and 
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political rights that could be legislated to improve their conditions, and which it is claimed reached its peak 
in the Victorian political agitation of 1852–57. 
The Charter of the Ballarat Reform League began with the following statement:  
“That it is the inalienable right of every citizen to have a voice in making the laws he is called upon to obey; 
that taxation without representation is tyranny,” 
and continued by stating the political changes the miners considered necessary: 
“full and fair representation, manhood suffrage, no property qualification of members for the Legislative 
Council, payment of members and short duration of Parliament.”45  
While the Charter was overshadowed by events at the Stockade, it is one of the most remarkable 
documents of our nation. In 2006, it was inducted into the UNESCO Memory of the World register of 
significant historical documents. 
 
Throughout the labour movement, the Eureka story has been a constant reference point. 
William Hurdsfield,58 BT&LC president, and chairman of the 1891 Intercolonial Trade Union Congress (ITUC) held in 
Ballarat, gave the welcoming speech to delegates and made clear the importance of Eureka: 

“It gives me great pleasure as president of the Trade and Labour Council of Ballarat to afford you a hearty welcome 
to this the seventh Trade and Labour Congress in the largest provincial city in Victoria. A city of historic fame, gained 
by those democratic pioneers at the Eureka Stockade who stood for their rights and privileges which men can 
demand in no better form than organising and combining for the advancement and redress of their various 
grievances.” 59 

But there is none better than, Prime Minister Ben Chifley, to sum up how he saw the legacy in its broader setting: 

“Of the place-names in Australian history, Eureka is eminent. It symbolises the beginning of our early struggles for 
political equality … Eureka was more than an incident or passing phase. It was greater in significance than the short-
lived revolt against tyrannical authority would suggest. The permanency of Eureka in its impact on our development 
was that it was the first real affirmation of our determination to be the master of our own political destiny.”62 

Years later Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, one of the staunchest of all politicians in his 
support for recognition of Eureka, at the unveiling of the original flag at the Ballarat Art Gallery made a telling point. 
He stated that perhaps the greatest importance of such an event is that people wanted to believe Eureka’s message, 
that by standing truly by each other to defend our rights and liberties, great things can be achieved: 

“It is a truism, perhaps, that the importance of an historical event lies not in what happened but in what generations 
believe to have happened. On that score, there can be no doubt of Eureka’s importance to the Labor Party and to 
Australia. History is a process of collective remembrance; and 
beyond question the events of 3 December 1854 persist in the 
memory and consciousness of our people.”63 

 The role of the flag as a symbol of the labour movement 
is a complicated one… however, what is important is that 
the Southern Cross, which flew at Eureka, has always 
been a symbol of rebellion. Henry Lawson visited Ballarat 
and wrote two poems: – Eureka! in 1889 to mark Lalor’s 
death and, a year later, The Fight of Eureka .  At 
Barcaldine in Queensland in 1891 the shearers flew the 
Southern Cross flag as a symbol of their unity with the 
men of Eureka. This flag has always been part of BTH 
history. The original flag was gifted to the Ballarat Art 
Gallery by the descendants of the King family, 
but for a long time not displayed. In 1936, Egon Kisch, the famous Jewish Communist, made a trip to see it 
but was dismayed that Captain Wise’s sword was displayed as well. In 1938, Evelyn Shaw asked her mother 
to obtain a detailed drawing of the flag so that artists in Melbourne could reproduce it as a banner for the 
Eureka Youth League.  At the May Day march in 1938, these banners were part of the procession, probably 
the first time an authentic replica of the Eureka flag had been publicly seen since 1854. Shaw worked in 
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munitions factories and became one of the first female members of the AEU. BTH is the owner of what is 
regarded as the second oldest flag. Hand-made of cotton for the BT&LC by the caretaker, Tom Ellis, it first 
flew from the flagstaff on Trades Hall on 3 December 1942. The Courier, after getting enquiries regarding 
the flag, reported that it was a replica of the original Eureka Stockade flag:  
“It (seems) very strange that the town in which Eureka made a name for Australia and its efforts to get 
freedom from control for the ordinary man, did not recognise the flag that flew while the first move for 
freedom was fought out against big odds.”71 

The Trades Hall Eureka flag was then used in union marches during the 1940s, but in later years it, too, had 
been forgotten until in 1981 it was brought to the office of Ballarat MHR, John Mildren. 
In 1994, it travelled throughout Australia as part of a touring Eureka collection. At that time, the secretary 
of the BT&LC, Graeme Shearer, said: “The Eureka flag then, as it does now, symbolises the struggle for 
basic rights and democracy.”73 This flag is now mounted in the main hall of the BTH building. 
As long as there is a working class, there will be a need for organisations to protect 
vulnerable workers from exploitation. Most of these workers in lower income brackets 
probably have the same concerns as their fellow workers had one hundred and fifty years 
ago but need to be convinced of the benefits of unionism.  
When the unions met in Ballarat in 1891 and agreed to form a political arm of the labour 
movement, they acknowledged that the working class needed a stronger voice in the 
public domain. Over time, how that voice has been exercised has disappointed some at 
both ends of the political spectrum, but for most of its history, the BT&LC’s key players 
have not been deterred from engaging with their own community in public debate in a 
more direct way than their metropolitan counterparts. 
 

Still at the Centre 

Progressive causes still see Ballarat Trades Hall as a facilitator and logical resource when building a 

campaign around community concerns.  

Many social and political organisations still engage with the labour movement in active campaigning – the 
BT&LC’s support for the Yes vote in the Same-Sex Marriage Plebiscite was open and enthusiastic and 
culminated in the gathering on the day of the announcement of the result, which is remembered by many.  
Other groups such as the Free West Papuan Movement, Eureka Day, Social Housing, Climate, the Ballarat 
Progressive Alliance and the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons have regularly convened 
at Ballarat Trades Hall. 
Adapting to change keeps an organisation alive after 150 years, and that is why the BT&LC is still at the 
centre of Ballarat public life. Just as many young Australians in the 1890s were beginning to see themselves 
as Australians, not only as British colonial subjects, this generation is engaged in taking the next step 
towards acknowledging that they are part of a different world. 
When our forebears stood up to face the state at the Eureka uprising, they took an unprecedented step in 

establishing a new identity for citizens. They were from many different origins and backgrounds, but they promised 

to stand truly by each other and fight to defend their rights and liberties. 

The BT&LC still takes pride in that Eureka tradition and it has rejected the role of innocent bystander continuing to 

assert the rights of workers to have influence on how their world is to be shaped.   

Jennifer Beacham.  
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The Magna Carta and the Ballarat Reform League Charter   

 By ChatGPT  
 

ChatGPT’s analysis of the links between the 13th Century Magna Carta and the 19th Century BRL charter took less 

than a minute and according to Eureka Australia’s Mary Darcy, hits the key points really well: “When it comes to 

research and simple analysis, Chat GPT is a great tool for historians!”  

“The Magna Carta (1215) and the Ballarat Reform League Charter (1854) both serve as foundational documents in 

the history of civil rights and democratic governance, though they emerged in very different historical contexts and 

served different purposes. However, they share common themes regarding the assertion of rights, limitations on 

authority, and the quest for justice. 

Magna Carta (1215) 

The Magna Carta was a direct response to the oppressive rule of King John of England. Barons, who were 

discontented with the king's heavy taxation and arbitrary rule, forced him to sign the charter to limit his powers and 

guarantee certain rights for nobles and, by extension, the common people. It focused primarily on the rights of the 

aristocracy but laid the groundwork for the future development of constitutional law in England. 

Ballarat Reform League Charter (1854) 

The Ballarat Reform League Charter was created during the Victorian Gold Rush in Australia, in response to the harsh 

conditions imposed by the colonial government, including unjust taxation and the lack of political representation for 

miners. The miners in Ballarat, 

particularly after the Eureka 

Rebellion, demanded 

democratic reforms, such as 

universal male suffrage, fairer 

tax policies, and the right to 

vote on laws affecting them. 

Rights and Liberties 

Magna Carta 

It contained numerous clauses 

that addressed the protection 

of baronial rights, such as the 

right to due process, the 

limitation of taxes without 

consent, and the protection 

from unlawful imprisonment. 

One of the most significant 

clauses—Clause 39—

guaranteed that no free man 

would be imprisoned or 

stripped of his rights without a 

fair trial. 

Ballarat Reform League 

Charter 

The Charter's demands focused on broader democratic rights, particularly for working-class men. Key provisions 

included universal male suffrage (voting rights for all men), the abolition of the property qualification for voting, and 

Absolutely Ai 
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the introduction of secret ballots to ensure privacy in voting. It was directly aimed at providing the working classes 

and miners a political voice in a system where they had been excluded. 

Limitation of Power 

Magna Carta 

One of the central themes of the Magna Carta was to limit the power of the king and ensure that he could not act 

arbitrarily. This included restrictions on his ability 

to impose taxes, seize property, or make legal 

decisions without the consent of his barons or a 

fair process.  

Ballarat Reform League Charter 

The miners’ charter similarly sought to limit the 

power of the colonial government, which they 

saw as unjust and oppressive. The miners were 

effectively saying that their lack of 

representation, combined with the unfair taxes 

(such as the gold license tax), meant the 

government was acting without their consent. 

Their call for reforms echoed the Magna Carta's 

broader goal of establishing a government that 

was more accountable to the people. 

Legacy and Influence 

Magna Carta 

The Magna Carta is widely regarded as a 

cornerstone of modern constitutional law. Over 

the centuries, its principles influenced the 

development of parliamentary democracy, the 

rule of law, and individual rights, both in England 

and later in the United States and other 

democracies. 

Ballarat Reform League Charter 

Though the Charter did not lead to immediate 

reform, the demands of the Ballarat Reform 

League became a key part of the movement for 

democratic rights in Australia. Many of the 

reforms they called for, like universal suffrage and secret ballots, were eventually enacted, most notably in the 

Victorian Electoral Act of 1857. The Eureka Rebellion itself became a symbol of the struggle for civil rights and 

democratic representation in Australia. 

Symbol of Resistance 

Magna Carta 

The Magna Carta became a symbol of resistance to tyranny and the power of the governed to hold their rulers 

accountable. Even though King John later sought to revoke it, the document’s principles survived as a rallying cry for 

future generations fighting for liberty. 
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Ballarat Reform League Charter 

Similarly, the Ballarat Reform League Charter and the events surrounding the Eureka Rebellion became a symbol of 

resistance to injustice. The miners’ struggle was not only about the immediate tax issue but also about the broader 

fight for democratic rights and equality in a society that had been structured to benefit the powerful few. 

Foundations of democracy 

In essence, both documents sought to curb the power of an elite class (the king in Magna Carta, the colonial 

government in the Ballarat Reform League Charter) and protect the rights and freedoms of individuals. While the 

Magna Carta was more concerned with the rights of the aristocracy, the Ballarat Reform League Charter focused on 

broader democratic principles for a working-class population. Each document, in its own time and place, laid the 

groundwork for more equitable and democratic systems, influencing future movements for civil rights and 

democratic governance. 
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One Treason Trialler found! Four to 
go. 
Marianne Messer 

Researcher and Librarian Simon Huggard, has 
been working to identify the  lost resting places of 
the Eureka stockade participants who were tried 
for treason and acquitted in early 1855. Thirteen 
men from the Stockade were taken to Melbourne 
as prisoners and charged with treason.  They were 
John Joseph, John Manning, Timothy Hayes, 
Raffaello Carboni, Jan Vennik, James Beattie, 
Michael Tuohy, Henry Reed, James McFie 
Campbell, William Molloy, John Phelan, Jacob 
Sorenson and Thomas Dignum.  Of these five 
were missing until a few months ago when 
Timothy Hayes (1820 – 1873) was traced to   the 
Melbourne General Cemetery, buried in a 
pauper’s grave, with no plaque or identification.   
In December last year, Timothy’s descendants 
arranged for two plaques to be installed on a 
boulder in the vicinity.   At the same time the 
Melbourne General Cemetery agreed to place 
Timothy on their register of significant 
internments.  Judge Redmond Barry, who was the 
acquitting judge at Timothy’s treason trial, is also 
on the list. 
Timothy’s two plaques feature the Eureka Flag 
and the words: 
“Close by lies Timothy Hayes.  1820 to 1873.  Eureka Hero, Leader & Chairman of the Ballarat Reform League.  One of 
the 13 tried and acquitted of Treason.  Thank you for our democracy.” 
Eureka Australia’s President Eric Howard has approached the Cemetery trust with suggestions for providing further 
acknowledgement and Eureka Australia has committed to financially supporting any suitable initiatives agreed upon. 
There are four treason triallers still to be found:   
Jacob Sorenson, Henry Reed, William Molloy, and James McFie Campbell. 
Simon reports that there is a lot of more work required to find these Eureka ancestors, and to determine how to 
appropriately acknowledge them.  At a recent Eureka Australia meeting the importance of having a consistent and 
recognisable Eureka grave site identification was discussed, with a sense that acknowledging Eureka and those who 
played their part in this significant national democracy milestone is more important than ever. 
We are reaching out to families of those we are still looking for and inviting their involvement.  

Here are some of the methods we can use to trace our Eureka Ancestry:  MyHeritage.com, Ancestry.com, and 

Familysearch.org. State Library of Victoria –Cemetery records, genealogy collection. 

More research on Trove newspaper collection. Genealogical databases: Truthfinder.com and Peoplefinders.com. 

BDM databases: NSW BDM database, Qld BDM database.  PROV which is a great source to go back and look at 

names and origins of some of the trial defendants.  https://prov.vic.gov.au/archive/VPRS5527.  

Or visit in person:  Visit Public Record Office Victoria. Victorian Archives Centre, 99 Shiel St, North Melbourne. 

Opening Hours: Monday to Friday 10.00am to 4.30pm. And the second and last Saturday of every month, Closed 

on public holidays. 

Some more PROV resources: Wills and Probates; Register of Prisoners; Coroners’ inquest results 1840-1985.  
Vic (and other) Police Gazettes. Findmypast is another useful resource.  
If you have any more information about the Eureka Treason Triallers please contact us via email at  

committee@eurekaaustralia.org.au     
 

https://prov.vic.gov.au/archive/VPRS5527
mailto:committee@eurekaaustralia.org.au


Page 17  

    

 

 

                                                      MEMBERSHIP FORM: 

EUREKA AUSTRALIA 

DESCENDANTS AND SUPPORTERS INC. 

Membership Application/Renewal for 2025 (Jan-Dec) 
Please print all details and  where appropriate. 

 

Surname:   

Other Names:   

Address: 
  

  Postcode:   

Phone No 
Email 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

 
Membership of Eureka Australia operates on a calendar year basis. 

 
 Ordinary Membership – Includes descendants of those connected with the Stockade event, its prelude 

and its aftermath as well as those who support the Eureka story and its ideals of democracy 

 Full $40.00 per annum        

*Concession $20.00 per annum        

 Family Membership Full           $40.00 +$20 = $60 per 
annum        

 Family M/ship Concession       $20.00 + $20= $40 per 
annum         

 Life Membership                  Full $300, Concession $150                       
 

Note:    Concessional Subscriptions apply to Commonwealth Pension Recipients & Students 

             For Family Membership please list each name and their contact details 
All amounts include GST 
 
DONATION WELCOME                             $................. 
 

           TOTAL CHEQUE/MONEY ORDER                                                  $.................                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
 
To send cheque or money order please print, complete this form and return with your cheque/money order to: 

Eureka Australia. 68 Dutch Road, Sunbury, Vic. 3429.  

If paying by EFT and you are a new member you would need to also complete and return this form as an initial 
record of your membership by email to committee@eurekaaustralia.org.au 
Direct Debit Details:  
Bendigo and Adelaide Bank Limited ABN 11 068 049 178 
Account details  
Name: EUREKA AUSTRALIA DESCENDANTS & SUPPORTERS INC 
BSB: 633 000.      Account no: 214 470 585  
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