
Campaspe Hotel 
Patrick Drake first opened the Campaspe Hotel 
as a store in 1858 to supply provisions to the 
hundreds of diggers and traders making their 
way between the McIvor (Heathcote) and 
Bendigo goldfields.

Patrick Drake, a Catholic from county Tipperary 
in Ireland, arrived at the Bendigo gold diggings 
in 1852. After taking up the role of manager of 
the Axedale sheep run, Drake opened a store 
in 1857 on land he had purchased in Axedale2.  
The original store still stands on the southeast 
corner of the building.

In February 1859, Philip Nolan was granted a 
publican’s license for the Campaspe Hotel at 
Axedale. The hotel, which opened in March 1859 
at Patrick Drake’s store, was patronised by the 
Catholics of the district. After buying out Philip 
Nolan in 1860, Drake built extensions to the 
Campaspe Hotel and store building in the early 
1860s.3   

The Campaspe Hotel remained in the Drake 
family for over 90 years before it was sold 
in 1953. It was described in the auction 
advertisement of that year as comprising a 
bar, two parlours, lounge, dining room, kitchen, 
bathroom, billiard room, nine bedrooms and 
extensive outbuildings.4  

The Campaspe Hotel closed in 1969 for a period 
and reopened as the Axedale Tavern in 1990.5  

Raglan Hotel
On the opposite side of the now McIvor Highway 
stands the former Raglan Hotel, built originally 
as a general store, bakery and Cobb and Co. way 
station in 1840. The building served as a hotel 
from about 1852, owned by James Doak from a 
prominent Protestant family and frequented by 
drinkers of that faith.6  

It is said that insults and arguments, and even 
gunshots, were swapped frequently between 
the publicans and clienteles of the two estab-
lishments. 

In February 1877, a fire destroyed the 
weatherboard section of the hotel intended for 
the purposes of a dancing room on the occasion 
of the local races or gala days.7 

The hotel was owned and run by several 
licensees, including Mrs Matilda Riley 
1891-1911. By 1914, owner Patrick O’Donnell 
made extensive alterations to meet the 
increasing demands of the district. The building 
comprised fourteen rooms and a new bar built 
of local bluestone and white bricks. The hotel 
was popular with quarrymen, farmers and the 
general public.

The Raglan Hotel closed during The Great 
Depression of the 1930s.

To learn more about the religious divisions of 
early Axedale, visit St Mary’s Catholic Church…

In 1865, Axedale was described as a postal township with a steam driven 
flourmill and a coach service to Sandhurst (Bendigo). Seven hotels 
supplied the needs of the district’s travellers and local residents.1 

Axedale’s hotels

1   Victorian Gazetteer, 1865, cited in Accent on Axedale, published by the Centenary and Back to 
Axedale Committee. 

2     Bendigo Advertiser, 27 May 1893.
3    Bendigo Advertiser, 19 June 1863.
4     The Argus, 18 July 1953.
5     Arnold, K., Bendigo, Its Environs: The Way It Was Volume 3 (Bendigo: Crown Castleton, 2013).
6     Bendigo Advertiser, 26 February 1859. 
7     Bendigo Advertiser, 28 February 1877. 
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Constable Carroll did not have long to wait to 
attend his first crime. In August of the same 
year William Gresley was found with his throat 
slit at the Crab Holes on the Campaspe. Dr 
Koche, District Coroner, undertook an inquest 
at the Axedale Police Station and held a second 
inquest, which found a case of wilful murder.1  
The Victorian government subsequently offered 
a reward of £50 for any information that would 
lead to the culprit’s capture.

Entries in the Axedale Watch House Book 
capture the nature of other crimes of the day. 
In June 1866, for instance, Mounted Constable 
John Wright charged John Meegan with 
‘drunkeness’ and ‘obscene language’. In the 
following year, 24 people were charged with 
crimes such as ‘shop stealing’, ‘horse stealing’, 
‘cutting and wounding’ and ‘lunacy’. Many of the 
accused had Irish names. 2  Cases of snakebite, 
lost children and drownings were also dealt with.

The new policeman, Thomas Haydon, appointed 
to Axedale in 1887 had to enter ‘the bonds of 
wedlock’ beforehand as the station could only 
be occupied by married men.3 

The police station in William Street was 
demolished and replaced in 1892-93 with a 
standard design police quarters, comprising 
a residence that incorporated an office.4  The 
Victoria Police Gazette of 1930 described 
the building as a five-roomed weatherboard 
dwelling with iron roof. A three-stall stable and 
single cell lockup also existed on the one-acre 
allotment.5 

The Axedale Police Station changed from a 
mounted police station to a car station in 1951.

In 1974, the Police Department constructed 
a new station and residence in High Street, 
Axedale. Upon completion, the former police 
premises were vacated and sold. 

A new police station was opened on the High 
Street site in 2012.

Follow the path down along the river to our 
historic bluestone bridge…

By July 1858, a police station, with stables and a single cell lockup, and a 
separate police paddock of 100 acres had been established at Axedale on 
land adjoining the Campaspe River. The station was put under the charge 
of Constable Patrick Carroll.

Axedale’s police stations

1 Bendigo Advertiser, 27 August 1858.
2 Police Life, July 1966.
3 Kerang Times and Swan Hill Gazette, 18 March 1887.
4 Information provided by Victoria Police Museum.
5 Victoria Police Gazette, 1930.
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Named Yerrin by Aboriginal people,2  the river 
was renamed the Campaspe by Surveyor 
General of New South Wales, Thomas Mitchell, 
during his exploratory expedition of 1836. 

Following Mitchell’s tracks, known as the 
Major’s Line, squatters took up vast acreages 
of land along the Campaspe River. Most likely 
following traditional Aboriginal travel routes, 
from the late 1830s squatters crossed the river 
at a low point opposite the Axedale run home 
station. 

Thousands of people travelling between the 
Bendigo and McIvor (Heathcote) gold diggings 
from the early 1850s used a ford to cross the 
river at the same place. 

The crossing was difficult. The Campaspe was 
prone to sudden, severe flooding and the track 
on the east bank, which ran through the Axedale 
run homestead block, was often a quagmire, 
after which a rocky escarpment to the river 
had to be negotiated.3  During the flood of 1856, 
hundreds of travellers and traders journeying 
between Bendigo and the McIvor diggings were 
stranded waiting for the waters to recede. A 
loud and lengthy protest demanded the building 
of a proper bridge:

The river Campaspie flows through a country 
consisting for the most part of the richest 
agricultural land in the colony. In dry seasons 
there are several fords which offer a ready 
passage to travellers and conveyances. In 
seasons such as we have had, and are likely for 
some time to have, the stream of the Campaspie, 
swollen to a formidable turbid winter’s torrent, 
forbids any passing over it for days together, 
and a passage at length is only affected with 
extreme difficulty. Recently the fords formerly 
used have become so bad that teams cannot 
cross by them; and for some time past they have 
crossed the river by passing through a portion of 
Mr. Ross’s private property.4 

A ‘temporary’ timber bridge was built across 
the Campaspe in 1857 by J. and W. Collier5 but 
by 1859 the bridge was described as ‘decrepit, 
ricketty, and almost useless’. 

A new bridge, 450 feet long, was opened in 
1862 and christened Baillie’s Bridge after the 
owner of the Raglan Hotel.6 Constructed by 
contractors Mason, Turnbull and Co. for a sum 
of £5728, the bridge comprised bluestone piers 
and abutments, made from stone from nearby 
Ingham’s quarry, and hardwood girders, planking 
and handrails. In December 1861 it was reported 
that:

The abutment and three piers are already up to 
ground level, and with about fifty men, the work 
is being rapidly proceeded with. The sidling road 
coming down from the McIvor side exhibits two 
sharp nips or turns, which we fear will at some 
period be productive of accident.7

After the gold rushes subsided, farmers and 
woodcarters used the bridge to travel to 
Sandhurst (Bendigo) to sell their produce.

Although affected by floods over many years the 
1862 bluestone bridge piers remain in use today.

In the footsteps of the goldseekers, follow the 
track up the hill to the Axedale Tavern (formerly 
the Campaspe Hotel)…

Although traditional Aboriginal boundaries were somewhat fluid, the 
Campaspe River forms a boundary between the Aboriginal clans of 
today’s Axedale district, with Dja Dja Wurrung country to the west of the 
Campaspe, and Taungurung country to the east of the river.1 

Axedale bridge

1 This history makes use of Aboriginal boundaries and spellings of tribal and clan designations as defined by 
current Victorian Registered Aboriginal Parties (RAPs). 

2 Yerrin is an Aboriginal name of unknown origin for the Campaspe River. Ian D. Clark and Toby Heydon, 
Dictionary of Aboriginal Placenames of Victoria. Melbourne: Victorian Aboriginal Corporation for 
Languages, 2002.

3 Randell, J. O., McIvor: A History of the Shire and Township of Heathcote (Burwood, Vic.: Brown Prior 
Anderson, 1985).

4 Bendigo Advertiser, 5 June 1856.
5 The Age, 30 July 1857.
6 Bendigo Advertiser, 16 November 1861.
7 Bendigo Advertiser, 7 December 1861.
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Axedale’s churches are all crafted from locally quarried bluestone, 
lending the township a distinctive air. Ingham’s quarry at Axedale also 
provided much of the bluestone for Bendigo’s public buildings, and 
curbing and road base for its streets.

Axedale’s churches

1 ‘History of St Mary’s Church Axedale - Kennington Parish’, Catholic Diocese of Sandhurst. 
2 Bendigo Advertiser, 16 August 1902.
3 McIvor Times and Rodney Advertiser, 2 October 1868.
4 Bendigo Advertiser, 24 March 1914.
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St Mary’s Catholic 
Church 
In 1861, Rev Dr Henry Backhaus 
donated a ten-acre allotment 
at Axedale on which to build a 

Catholic church. Opened for worship in 1862, St 
Mary’s Catholic Church, built on the hill near the 
present church, was a plain building designed by 
architects Messrs Vahland and Getzschmann1 
constructed of bluestone quarried on site.

The church was used until it was deemed 
unsafe and tenders for its demolition were 
called for in 1900. For a period of time, Mass was 
said in a hall owned by the Drake family at the 
Campaspe Hotel.

Plans for a new church were drawn up 
by architects Messrs Keogh and Austen. 
Constructed by Messrs Brett and Gover, largely 
of bluestone from the former church, the new St 
Mary’s Catholic Church opened in 1902. It was 
described in August of that year:

The church consists of a nave 48ft. by 26ft., 
sanctuary 17ft. by 16ft., vestry 14ft. by 11ft., and 
a porchway at entrance 8ft. by 8ft. The nave has 
a height in the centre of 33ft…and is lighted by 
nine lancet-headed windows, which are glazed 
with tinted lead lights. The sanctuary…in the 
east end…is octagonal, and separated from 
the nave by a wide and lofty Gothic-headed 
archway which is suitably embellished with hard 
moldings and carved bosses. This apartment 
is lighted by two lancet-headed windows, and 
one large rose window, cusped in the form of a 
quartrefoil…Bluestone is used for all walls, with 
brick and cement dressings to all the doors and 
windows, and the whole is neatly tuckpointed.2  

St Mary’s Catholic Church continues to offer 
services today.

St Andrew’s  
Presbyterian Church
On 30 September 1868 Rev. J. Nish of Sandhurst 
laid the foundation stone for St Andrew’s 
Presbyterian church on the ‘Protestant side’ of 
High Street, Axedale, where the Raglan Hotel, 
frequented by non-Catholic drinkers, was also 
located. The Presbyterian Church building, 
opened in 1869, was designed by Joseph Brady 
and constructed by local stonemason, David 
Mill, from bluestone supplied by Napthali 
Ingham from his Axedale quarry.

In 1868 the Bendigo Advertiser reported that the 
building: 

will be a neat blue stone structure, thirty-five 
feet by eighteen, exclusive of the vestry; the 
doors and windows will be faced with white 
bricks; the windows will be furnished with 
stained glass borders and diamond panes in the 
centre, there will also be a circular window of 
stained glass over the pulpit…and seats will be 
provided for 100 persons.3

St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church became part 
of the Uniting Church of Australia in 1980. The 
church, at 80 High Street, Axedale, continues to 
offer services today.

St Paul’s Anglican Church
Church of England services were held in private 
homes, St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, or 
the Raglan Hotel until 1912 when the local 
community constructed a church.

Diocesan architect John Beebe was 
commissioned to draw up plans for St Paul’s 
Church of England. G. T. Powell and J. Senior 
constructed the church of local bluestone. The 
foundation stone was laid by Lord Bishop of 
Bendigo, Bishop John Douse Langley, D.D., on 
27 June 1913. Most of the cost of the church 
was raised from fundraising events including 
subscriptions, picnic meetings, and concerts.

St Paul’s was officially opened for services in 
1914 by Rev Clifton P. Brown, Canon George 
Watson and Mr W. A. Hillard. Its ‘lofty walls and 
handsome Gothic windows’ gave the building ‘a 
very pleasing appearance’, and its location on a 
hill in the centre of town was said to render it a 
new landmark in the locality.4

St Paul’s Anglican Church at 10 Drake Street, 
Axedale, continues to offer services today.

To learn about how the religious divide 
influenced the establishment of Axedale’s 
schools, make your way to Axedale Primary 
School…

Opening of St Mary’s. Museum Victoria



A Catholic school, believed to have been named 
after St Nicholas, was built ca. 1859 on a site 
donated by Rev Dr Henry Backhaus next to land 
he had provided for use as a Catholic cemetery.3  
The 1878 roll showed an attendance of 78 
children. The school operated until 1904 when 
it was demolished. School classes were also 
conducted from St Mary’s Catholic Church,  
built in 1861 in Axedale.

In 1868, a group of Anglican residents met in the 
Raglan Hotel to form a committee to raise funds 
for the erection of a Church of England school. 
Monies raised were handed over to the Axedale 
Common School committee formed later in the 
same year. 

Axedale Common School 1008 began operation 
on 16 August 1869 in the Foresters Lodge room in 
Drake’s Hall. In 1870, the predominately Catholic 
school committee met to request that Church of 
England teacher, William Burrowes, be replaced 
by a Catholic teacher when the new school 
opened. 

A single room 30 feet by 18 feet school building, 
constructed by P. Carey from bricks made 
in Axedale, finally opened on 27 March 1871 
with Catholic Edward Pearce as teacher. 
Free, compulsory and secular education was 
introduced with the Education Act of 1872, and in 
1873, the school became Axedale State School 
No. 1008.

A teacher’s residence, comprising a ‘four  
room cottage including kitchen, weatherboard 
with a shingle or iron roof’, was constructed  
by May 1874.

In 1879, Education Department inspectors visited 
the school and 

expressed themselves highly pleased; the style 
of teaching and the discipline maintained by the 
teacher (Mr. Ferber) were alike admirable, while 
every thing in connection with the school and 
out offices was clean and orderly.4 

By 1889, enrolments had reached 64 children, 
and with 67 attendees in 1914, the school 
was extended in 1915. Classes were held 
in St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church while 
renovations were undertaken.

Builders Hume and Iser were contracted to build 
a shelter shed at the school in 1915 and a new 
teacher’s residence was built in 1952.

Due to increased enrolments triggered by the 
start of construction of Lake Eppalock and weir 
in 1960, a temporary schoolroom was relocated 
to the site. In 1963 a new infant room was built.

A new building for the Axedale Primary  
School opened in 2012 and the school  
continues to provide education to Axedale 
district children today.

Continue toward Cemetery Road, where 
the town’s religious divide remains uniquely 
evident…

Tensions between the Catholic and Protestant communities played out in 
the establishment of schools.1 In 1869, 120 Catholic, 50 Church of England, 
twenty Presbyterian and three Wesleyan children of school age lived in 
the Axedale area.2

Axedale’s schools 

1 City of Greater Bendigo Heritage Study Stage 2: Former Shires of McIvor and Strathfieldsaye 
(Bendigo: City of Greater Bendigo, 2009). 

2 Arnold, K., Bendigo, Its Environs: The Way It Was Volume 3 (Bendigo: Crown Castleton, 2013).
3 ‘Axedale Catholic Cemetery’, PROV, VPRS 14836/P1/153.
4 Bendigo Advertiser, 8 May 1879.
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Axedale General Cemetery
The Axedale General Cemetery has provided for 
the Protestant section of the population since at 
least 1858. 

A public meeting at Axedale in May 1864 
requested the Department of Public Health to 
set aside an official site for a cemetery. Patrick 
Drake wrote on the behalf of the meeting 
that ‘the population of the district is large and 
the nearest cemetery is fifteen miles away’.1 
Four acres for a general cemetery (the site 
already in use as a cemetery at Axedale) were 
subsequently reserved on 3 October 1864 and 
by 1890 the cemetery site was fenced with post, 
rails and palings. 

The earliest unconfirmed burial at the cemetery 
was that of George Bywater, who died in 1865 
aged two years. Margaret Hennessey, aged four 
and a half years, was buried in 1867 and 60-year 
old Edward Avery was interred the following 
year.2 

Averaging two burials a year, by 1970 the 
cemetery contained an estimated 128 burials.3 

After a fire in 1974, cemetery trustees wrote 
to the Department of Public Health requesting 
funds to build a new fence to stop straying cattle 
destroying the headstones.4  

Today, only about one quarter of Axedale 
General Cemetery’s graves have headstones 
and none of the early gravestones remain; the 
oldest is that of David and Euphemia Mill, who 
both died in 1888. David Mill, a stonemason who 
worked on the railway bridges between Bendigo 
and Kyneton, funded and built the Axedale 
Presbyterian Church. His obituary noted that he 
was given the appellation of ‘Honest David’ and 
was one of the ‘most energetic and consistent 
supporters’ of the church.5 

The Axedale General Cemetery is administered 
today by the Bendigo Cemeteries Trust. 

Axedale Catholic Cemetery
On 11 June 1866 Rev Dr Henry Backhaus 
purchased eight acres of land, adjacent to the 
General Cemetery, on which he established a 
Catholic cemetery and school. 

George Henry Backhaus was born in Prussia in 
1811 and studied to become a priest in Rome, 
where he was ordained in 1836. He worked in 
Ireland, India, Singapore and Batavia before 
arriving in Australia in 1846.6 

Backhaus travelled to the Victorian goldfields 
in 1852 where he was appointed the first priest, 
subsequently establishing facilities for Catholic 
worship and education in many goldfields towns. 
In 1875, Backhaus was made the vicar-general 
of the Diocese of Sandhurst. 7  

From 1854, Backhaus purchased large numbers 
of township blocks in Bendigo, as well as 
investing in over 5,000 acres of farming land 
on the Campaspe River in the Axedale district.8   
Backhaus leased the land to Irish Catholic 
farmers in order 'to further the interests 
of religion in this quarter and encourage a 
permanent settlement of Catholics in all these 
vicinities'.9   

To enclose the cemetery, a rubble stone wall 
with bluestone coping was commenced in 1890. 
A number of repairs have been made to the wall 
over the years.10 

The Public Health Department challenged the 
status of the cemetery in 1890, stating that all 
burials were illegal because the land had never 
been officially reserved as a public cemetery. 
The cemetery was finally gazetted in 1931.11 

The first recorded burial at the Axedale Catholic 
Cemetery was that of Margaret Conroy, who died 
on the 30 September 1868, aged 36 years. The 
number of burials to 1928 was estimated at 300.12 

The cemetery is today owned and managed by 
Sandhurst Trustees on behalf of the Backhaus 
Estate.

Make your way between the cemeteries, 
through the Axedale Nature Reserve to the 
O’Keefe Rail Trail to learn the role of the two 
railway stations… 

Much of Axedale’s early population was of Irish origin, and tensions 
between Catholics and Protestants played out in the establishment 
of separate facilities, including, unusually for a small rural town, two 
cemeteries. 

Axedale’s cemeteries

1  ‘Axedale Public Cemetery’, PROV, VPRS 14514/P1/2.
2  Gladwin, F., 'Axedale Cemetery Historical Report' 

(Bendigo, Vic.1997).
3  ‘Axedale Public Cemetery’, PROV, VPRS 14514/P1/2.
4 ‘Axedale Public Cemetery’, PROV, VPRS 14514/P1/2.
5  Bendigo Advertiser, 14 June 1888.
6  Gladwin, F., 'Axedale Cemetery Historical Report' 

(Bendigo, Vic.1997).
7  A. E. Owens, 'Backhaus, George Henry (1811–1882)', 

Australian Dictionary of Biography, Australian National 
University.

8  Nolan, M J, The Enterprising Life of Dr Henry Backhaus 
Bendigo Pioneer, The Author, Bendigo, Vic, 2008.

9  Nolan, M J, The Australasian Catholic Record, Vol. 85, 
No. 1, January 2008.  

10  ‘Axedale Catholic Cemetery’, PROV, VPRS 14836/P1/153.
11  ‘Axedale Catholic Cemetery’, PROV, VPRS 14836/P1/153.
12 ‘Axedale Catholic Cemetery’, PROV, VPRS 14836/P1/153.
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Agitation for a railway service between Bendigo, Heathcote and Kilmore 
had reached a crescendo by 1880 though it would be another decade 
before a line was built to service the region.

Axedale’s railway stations 

1 Bendigo Advertiser, 5 June 1880.
2 Crockett, K. pers. comm.
3 Crockett, K. pers. comm.
4 Accent on Axedale. Published by the Centenary and Back to Axedale Committee.
5 Information supplied by Kevin Crockett.
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Working on Axedale Railway. BHS

The campaign was typified by a letter written 
by Napthali Ingham, Axedale wood and stone 
contractor, to the Sandhurst City council in 
June 1880. Ingham sought council support for 
a line of railway from Sandhurst to Heathcote 
via Axedale because it would, he maintained, 
provide timber from the forests between 
Axedale and Heathcote to wheelwrights, mining 
and building interests, facilitate the transport 
of bluestone for channelling and kerbing 
undertaken by the Sandhurst City Council and 
limestone quarried from Mount Camel, and allow 
the conveyance of agricultural produce.1  

The contract was let to Andrew O’Keefe of 
Adelaide Vale on the Campaspe River. The line 
was completed on 10 September 1888. The 
largest construction on the entire line was the 
2,069 feet-long timber bridge of 99 arches, each 
with a 20 feet span, built at Axedale over the 
Campaspe River and eastern flood plain. 

When the railway line opened in its entirety in 
1890, three passenger trains a day travelled 
each way between Wallan and Sandhurst 
(Bendigo). 

Axedale Racecourse Station
The Axedale Racecourse Station was 
established as a passenger platform in 1889. 
Horseracing at Axedale began in January 1856 
when the ‘Axedale Town Plate’ took place in a 
paddock.2  The 73-acre Axedale racecourse and 
recreation ground was later reserved in 1873.

The Axedale Racecourse Station platform 
was officially requested of the Railways 
Commissioners because the site of the main 
Axedale Railway Station was considered to be 
too far out of town.3 The 400-feet racecourse 
platform, only accessed by trains for special 
events, catered for throngs of racegoers (and 
horses) attending race events, as well as 
churches, trade unions, schools and farmer 
clubs who hosted large picnics and sporting 
events at the racecourse. 

The Australian Natives Association made first 
use of the racecourse platform with a Boxing 
Day Picnic, incorporating horseracing and 
athletic sports, held on Boxing Day 1889:

It is estimated that between 5,000 and 6,000 
persons were on the ground…Twelve trains 
were run from Sandhurst, and one each from 
Eaglehawk and Heathcote…On arrival on 
the ground…situated on the banks of the 
Campaspe, a short distance from the railway 
siding…a splendid running track for the 
pedestrians had been prepared, and…various 
sideshows—which included a variety troupe, 
a boxing tent, the armless boy, swing boats, a 
merry go round, etc…

Axedale Railway Station
Axedale Railway Station, located some distance 
from Axedale because of engineering difficulties 
associated with the Campaspe River and Native 
Gully bridges, comprised portable buildings 
which housed passenger facilities, a goods 
siding, and sheep and cattle yards. The station 
opened to traffic on 1 October 1888 and a 
gatekeeper and railway gates operated at the 
town end until 1912.

In its first year of operation, bluestone, timber 
for the mines, and clay were the main outward 
goods.4 

A large stone crushing plant installed by the 
Bendigo City council, used in conjunction with 
their quarries, opened at the station in the 1920s.5 

Passenger services between Heathcote and 
Bendigo were withdrawn in December 1941.  
The planned construction of the Lake Eppalock 
and weir (built 1960-64), hastened the closure of 
the line, which ceased operation in 1958.

Follow the O'Keefe Rail Trail to the starting point 
of the Axedale Historical Loop…

Railway curves and gradient diagram, 1888. ARHS


