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Christopher Hartney1 

Caelum non animum mutant qui trans mare 
currunt.2

8IFO�XF�TUSJWF�GPS�TPDJBM�SFøFDUJPO�BOE�DIBOHF�
as academics, the historian has his or her uses in 
unearthing stories that say something particular 
not only about the plight of individuals, but also 
communities. Our city has, since the 1970s, 
collected a signi!cant lore of experiences 
regarding migration and much of it is community 
based. Australia, especially during the Whitlam 
and Fraser governments, made deep connections 
XJUI� UIF� FYQFSJFODFT� PG� -FCBOFTF
� 4SJ�-BOLBO�
Tamils and Vietnamese as many individuals in 
UIFTF�TPDJFUJFT�øFE�UIFJS�IPNFMBOET�CFDBVTF�PG�
civil war. They ended up here in our suburbs not 
as a collection of individuals rescued from the 
traumatic events of recent times, but as families 
BOE�DPNNVOJUJFT��5IF�BSEVPVTOFTT�PG�UIFJS�øJHIU�
and the bittersweet joy of their resettlement 
outside their homeland became part of our 
PXO�IJTUPSZ��5IF�DPMMFDUJWF�LOPXMFEHF�UIBU�XBT�
brought here gave us supportive, vibrant sub-
communities. It also gave our wider community 
a storehouse of experiences of migration, one 
we can always learn from. I argue here that 
UIJT�TUPSFIPVTF�PG�DPMMFDUJWF�LOPXMFEHF�TIPVME�
not be put aside when we consider who we are 
today as a nation of hosts. Hosts, that is, who 
are seen to be increasingly reluctant to extend a 
humanitarian hand to those pleading for our help 
CZ�NBLJOH�POF�PG�UIF�NPTU�BSEVPVT�KPVSOFZT�PG�

1 Dr Christopher Hartney is a lecturer in the Department 
of Studies in Religion at the University of Sydney and is 
DP�FEJUPS�XJUI�%S�$BSPMF�.��$VTBDL�PG�UIF�+PVSOBM�GPS�
Religious History.

2 Horace, Opera (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1901) 
epistles I. xi. 27 [For those who cross the seas their 
heavens change but not their minds].

all—to touch on our distant shores.  

0OF� TUSJLJOH� SFQPTJUPSZ� PG� PVS� QSFWJPVT�
experience of migration and an example of 
the process of adaption into Australian life 
by new Australians is a small temple on King 
(FPSHFT�3PBE�BU�8JMFZ�1BSL��*U�JT�B�CVJMEJOH�UIBU�
houses a Vietnamese community I have been 
studying for over ten years. At !rst this strange 
structure seems to challenge everything we 
LOPX� BCPVU� UIF� CMBOE� BSDIJUFDUVSBM� SFHVMBSJUZ�
of the Australian suburbs. Decorated with 
#VEEIBT� BOE� öHVSFT� GSPN� UIF� $IJOFTF� GPML�
SFMJHJPO� DBOPO
� GSBNFE� XJUI� UPXFST� UIBU� NBLF�
JU� DBUIFESBM�MJLF
�CVU�XJUI� SPPGT� UIBU� SFUVSO�POF�
to the theme of the East-Asian pagoda, with an 
interior that celebrates the divinity of both Lao 
Zi and Jesus Christ. All of this is wrapped up in 
an exterior that hints at what this religion strives 
to do: bring the faith systems of the East and 
West together.3 It is a temple dedicated to the 
$BPEBJTU� GBJUI�� )FSF� *� XPVME� MJLF� UP� SVNJOBUF�
on this extraordinary building and those who 
built it, not for what it says about this religion 
(which is Vietnam’s third largest) but for what 
it represents for Sydney: the development of a 
TUBSL� NBSLFS� PG� EJòFSFODF� JO� PVS� NVMUJDVMUVSBM�
fabric, a recreation of a space to ameliorate 
IPNFTJDLOFTT� CZ� UIF� QFPQMF� XIP� CVJMU� JU
� BOE�
yet a space that, ironically, is a machine for the 
Australianisation of both this religion and the 
community that is housed within it. In this way 
UIF� UFNQMF� PO� ,JOH� (FPSHFT� 3PBE� JT� B� XPSL�
of architectural art that helps give a sense of 
groundedness that much of the art in this 
FYIJCJUJPO�HJWFT�UP�BSUJTUT�XIP�XPSL�UISPVHI�OPU�

3 I have placed a full explanation of the features of the 
building online at the Sydney Centre for Studies in 
Caodaism website.

Vietnamese Community Memory:  
&YJMF
�)PNFTJDLOFTT�BOE�'BJUI
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only their own traumatic experiences, but also 
their own connection to themes of Australian-
OFTT��5IF�$BPEBJ�5FNQMF� JT� B� SFøFDUJPO�PG� FYJMF�
art in quite another way; it contains within it 
a community that possess similar harrowing 
stories of escape from political persecution, war 
and religious intolerance. This temple is a solid 
fact that its history is part of Australia’s history. 
I suggest here that being more mindful of the 
ways in which our nation now owns the history 
PG� 7JFUOBNFTF� "VTUSBMJBOT� SFøFDU� TUSPOHMZ� PO�
how the stories behind the art of the exhibition 
Fear + Hope should be accepted as a part of our 
history and in this process, we might be more 
ready to accept the artists as well as their art as 
an Australian fact.

Escaping Vietnam
In the !rst instances, the same motives that 
forced hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese to 
øFF� UIFJS�DPVOUSZ�BGUFS������XFSF
� JO� UIF�NBJO
�
the same motives that drove Caodaists from 
the Indochinese peninsula. The persecution 
of the religion by the communists was an 
added ‘incentive’.4 Most male Caodaists were 
implicated in some way in the war e"ort, and all 
were members of a faith that had proved itself 
a hardy antagonist to the communist cause. 
Caodaists, especially those from the province 
of Tay Ninh (to the immediate north-west of 
Saigon where the religion has its Holy See) 
were thus “doubly” eligible for “re-education” 
a euphemism for internment in hard-labour 
prisons in Vietnam.5 The desperation of the 
OFFE� UP� øFF� DBO� CF� KVEHFE� CZ� IPX� XJMMJOHMZ�
people faced the dangers of the open sea, pirates 
and death, for the chance of a life di"erent to 
the one that conquest had laid out for them. 

4 Sergei Blagov, Caodaism: Vietnamese Traditionalism and 
its Leap into Modernity�	/FX�:PSL��/PWB
�����

�QQ��
151–175.

�� )PMEJOH�UIF�SBOL�PG�$BQUBJO�JO�UIF�TPVUIFSO�SFQVCMJDBO�
BSNZ
�/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP�XBT�JOUFSOFE�JO�TVDI�B�
prison, required to do hard labour during the day and 
study principles of the revolution by night. He was 
interned for three years. Field notes, conversation with 
/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP
����"VHVTU������

With much to encourage their leaving, those 
who escaped su"ered the tragic rami!cations of 
their exit:  the leaving of all that was familiar and 
UIF�OFFE�UP�TUBSU�BHBJO
� MJLF�B� MJGF� SFJODBSOBUFE��
Under these circumstances, arrival becomes, in 
QBSU
� B�NZUI�� 'PS� PODF� SFTFUUMFE
� IPNFTJDLOFTT�
and the need to reclaim the familiar become 
part of the abiding atmosphere of new life. This 
would be the case amongst Caodaists where 
communities almost automatically developed 
abroad, such as the community that built the 
8JMFZ�1BSL�UFNQMF��5IF�communitas and worship 
BT� USBOTGFSSFE� UP� UIF� OFX� MBOE� UIVT� UPPL� PO�
extra meaning. Religion, ritual and togetherness 
not only o"ered the certainties that they did in 
7JFUOBN
�CVU� UIFZ�BMTP�NBSLFE�PVU� TQBDFT�BOE�
rituals that produced familiarity and community 
in a society that was strange, new and often 
incomprehensible. It was a familiarity that 
BTTVBHFE�IPNFTJDLOFTT
�QSPWJEFE�DPNGPSU�BOE�
certainty and in this manner delicately rede!ned 
what it meant to be Australian (and what it 
meant to be Vietnamese).  

One Story amongst Thousands

As a phenomenon that stretched from 1975 
through to the change of atmosphere in Vietnam 
around the early 1990s when the communist 
government began to relax their policies with 
regard to religions,6 yet nevertheless continues 
today,7 the tragedy of the exodus is a common 
point in the lives of most !rst-generation  
Vietnamese-Australians. I provide the following 
account as typical of the general experience of 
those members of the community who arrived in 
the decade after 1975.

In late December 1998, watching the Sydney to 
Hobart Yacht Race disaster (in which a number 
of amateur and professional sailors died) in 
a Caodaist’s home became an unexpectedly 
EJTUVSCJOH�FYQFSJFODF��.Z�IPTU�TUBSUFE�TIBLJOH�

6 Blagov, Caodaism p.159.

7 After a hiatus of many years boats again started 
arriving o" the Australian coast manned by 
Vietnamese refugees. See ‘Vietnamese Boats Arrive’ 
Sydney Morning Herald (3 July 2003), p.7.
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IJT�IFBE��A*U�T�B�TPSU�PG�NJSBDMF�
�IF�LFQU�SFQFBUJOH�
as we watched the screen. The footage of wild 
XFBUIFS� BOE� XSFDLFE� CPBUT� SFNJOEFE� IJN� PG�
his own disastrous journey. Estimates as to how 
many died during the escape from Vietnam 
can only remain speculative. At the time, the 
relevant government ministers of the United 
States and Australia suggested that up to 50 
percent of people who set out from the shores 
PG�7JFUOBN�OFWFS�UPVDIFE�MBOE�BHBJO��*G�XF�UBLF�
this as a reasonable estimate, then in the years 
from 1975 to 1979 somewhere between 100 
and 200,000 people perished.8 These !gures 
become understandable when one considers 
that the boats used in the exodus were mostly 
river and coastal !shing boats totally unsuited 
to the high seas; moreover, few on board could 
swim. The masters of international commercial 
WFTTFMT
� XIJDI� MJLF� BMM� DSBGU
� BSF� EVUZ� CPVOE� UP�
help boats in distress, learned in the early days 
of the Vietnamese exodus that if they stopped 
UP� TBWF� SFGVHFFT
� UIFJS� PXO� EPDLJOH� DPVME� CF�
prevented or delayed by months of red tape by 
HPWFSONFOUT� VOXJMMJOH� UP� UBLF� SFTQPOTJCJMJUZ�
for their human cargo.9 As this was not a 
commercially viable option, most large vessels 
MFBSOFE�UP�SFGVTF�IFMQ�BOE�LFFQ�TBJMJOH��

As my host that night continued his story, he 
told of how his boat had been purchased in early 
1981. Authorities were told that it was for river 
transportation, while preparations at a coastal 
site were made and bribes paid to local o#cials. 
On the night that my informant came down to 
UIF� DPBTU� SFBEZ� UP� MFBWF
� EP[FOT� PG� MPDBMT� BOE�
relatives of o#cials were present demanding 
that they also join the boat. Over 189 people 
QBDLFE� POUP� UIF� UJOZ� WFTTFM� BT� JU� TBJMFE� BXBZ�
from the southern coast under the cover of 
night, setting sail on the 26 June 1981.

�� #SVDF�(SBOU��The Boat People (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1979) p. 80.  

9 The case of the Silbonga�SFøFDUT�UIJT��)FBMFZ�.BSUJO
�
captain of the British container vessel Silbonga, 
TUPQQFE�UP�UBLF������SFGVHFFT�Pò�UIFJS�EJMBQJEBUFE�
boat. Authorities in Hong Kong delayed his ship’s 
MBOEJOH�CZ�NPOUIT��(SBOU
�The Boat People, p. 23. 

On the fourth day at sea the rudder snapped, 
and not much later, the motor gave way. There 
XBT� POMZ� B� CMBOLFU� GPS� B� TBJM�� "MUIPVHI� UIF�
rudder had been partly !xed, the small boat 
drifted aimlessly on the tides for most of the 
KPVSOFZ�� 0OF� NBO� TUBSUFE� BUUBDLJOH� IJT� GFMMPX�
passengers. He declared there was no god and 
eventually leapt overboard. After days of drifting, 
a pall of hopelessness engulfed everyone. A 
fellow female passenger with a small child 
became obsessed by a premonition; she was 
sure that if she did not die the boat would never 
SFBDI�TBGFUZ��.Z�IPTU�TBJE
�A*�TQPLF�UP�IFS��*�USJFE�
UP�UFMM�IFS�UIBU�(PE�EJEO�U�XBOU�BOZPOF�EFBE��10 
Nevertheless, despite all the words of comfort 
he could o"er, she refused to change her opinion. 
After leaving her child with some of the other 
women, one night when nobody was watching 
she leapt to her death. 

'PPE� CFDBNF� TDBSDF
� ESJOLJOH� XBUFS� TVQQMJFT�
SBO�PVU�BOE�UIPTF�PO�CPBSE�QSBZFE�UP�UIF�TLJFT�
GPS�SBJO��-BSHF�CPBUT�XPVME�MPPN�PO�UIF�IPSJ[PO� 
A���MJLF� 2VBO� "N� 	UIF� CPEIJTBUUWB� PG� NFSDZ
��11 
but without mercy, they would sail on. Added 
to the natural dangers of the sea were the 
predatory dangers of pirates, mainly Thai 
!shermen.12 Accounts amongst the Caodaists 
PG�8JMFZ�1BSL�IBWF�IJHIMJHIUFE�UIF�CSVUBMJUZ�BOE�
viciousness of these brigands who would go so 
GBS�BT�UP�QVMM�NPUPST�BQBSU�MPPLJOH�GPS�HPME�BOE�
TP�EJTBCMF�XPSLJOH�CPBUT�RVJUF�DPNQMFUFMZ�� *U� JT�
however a sign of the destitute nature of some 
Vietnamese that, as another Sydney Caodaist 
recounted, when his boat was stopped by pirates 
the brigands realised, after an extensive search, 
how absolutely bereft the refugees were. So 
NVDI�TP�UIBU�UIFZ�UPPL�QJUZ�PO�UIFN�BOE�IBOEFE�
over fuel and water, and gave them directions.13  

10 Field notes, conversation with Dao Cong Tam, 
Chippendale, 29 December 1998.

11  Field notes, Dao Cong Tam, 1998.

12 For a general overview see Nhat Tien, Duong Phuc, Vu 
Thanh Thuy: 1JSBUFT�PO�UIF�(VMG�PG�4JBN��3FQPSU�GSPN�
the Vietnamese Boat People Living in the Refugee Camp 
JO�4POHLIMB�5IBJMBOE (San Diego: Boat People SOS 
Committee, 1981).

13 Field notes, conversation with Nguyen Van Tu, Wiley 
1BSL
���"VHVTU�����
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Perhaps the question of why so many Vietnamese 
øFE� UIFJS� IPNFMBOE� JT� ZFU� UP� CF� BEFRVBUFMZ�
documented and real answers may not be found 
until the archives of the communist government 
of Vietnam are made fully accessible. Certainly, 
it was in the government’s economic interest 
UP� UBDJUMZ� FODPVSBHF� UIF� FYPEVT�� "T� ,PMLP�
has shown, the communists were seriously 
unprepared for the peace of 1975.14 Since that 
day, communist economic policies coupled with 
famine, corruption, and the economic strain of 
international sanctions imposed on Vietnam 
during its invasion and occupation of Cambodia 
removed any chance of prosperity. These factors 
have ensured that Vietnam remains one of the 
poorest nations of Asia.15 

Radio broadcasts on the BBC World Service, 
Radio Australia and Voice of America made clear 
the advantages of life in a free and prosperous 
society. These broadcasts also reported on the 
number of boat people being accepted into 
Western nations.16 So the radio o"ered two very 
important hopes. Caodaists had these and two 
BEEJUJPOBM� SFBTPOT� GPS�XJTIJOH� UP� øFF��5IF� öSTU�
was the problem of religious persecution and 
the second was the fact that after the religion’s 
own militia was incorporated into the southern 
republican army, many Caodaists were in some 
way o#cially involved in the war e"ort. Ex-
soldiers, particularly o#cers, were constantly 
being rounded up for ‘re-education’ by the new 
government. By the late 1970s it was becoming 
clear that even ‘re-education’ was no easy path 
towards integration into the new society; those 
connected with the old southern war machine 
were treated as personae non gratia. Moreover, 
their children would !nd it impossible to access 
the same vocational opportunities that those 
Vietnamese more closely connected to the party 
XPVME� UBLF� GPS� HSBOUFE�17 Interestingly, writers 

14� (BCSJFM�,PMLP
�Vietnam: Anatomy of a Peace (London 
BOE�/FX�:PSL��3PVUMFEHF
�����
�

15 ,PMLP
�7JFUOBN
�Q����

16� (SBOU
�The Boat People, p.13.

17 Field notes, conversation with Mr Si, Washington D. C., 
10 July 1998.

TVDI�BT�#SVDF�(SBOU�MJTU�B�OVNCFS�PG�SFBTPOT�BT�
to why the exit of such politically and religiously 
‘suspect’ people would be bene!cial to the 
DPNNVOJTUT��(SBOU�IJNTFMG�UFOET�UP�CFMJFWF�UIBU�
amongst the Vietnamese, the exodus was tacitly 
encouraged by a government that did not want 
to have to deal with dissidents at such a chaotic 
time. Certainly, the ethnic Chinese in Vietnam 
were made to su"er from special policies of 
relocation; for them, escape was sometimes the 
only option possible.18

Although the boat of my host that night 
eventually arrived safely on land after ten days 
at sea, it was be another twenty months before 
he made it to Australia. Nevertheless it was an 
arrival that can be understood as a ‘miracle’ 
of sorts.19 While in camp in the Philippines, 
together with the help of other Caodaists, 
Buddhists and Catholics he built a temporary 
Caodaist temple, completed on 24 December 
1981.20 His photograph album shows a bamboo 
and driftwood building with many camp inmates 
lined up proudly in front. On the lower level 
was an o#ce whilst above was perched a small 
worshipping space. When people climbed to 
UIF�TFDPOE�TUPSZ�BOE�CPXFE�UP�(PE�UIF�XIPMF�
structure swayed precariously.21

Rediscovering Home

Travelling amongst Caodaist communities in the 
United States, it is not di#cult to !nd adepts 
who exited on planes before the cessation of 
the US stage of the war in 1973 or via helicopter 
and warship with the last of the Americans in 
1975.22 Some of these adepts had the chance 
to leave on their own terms and, although 

18� (SBOU
�The Boat People, passim.

19 Conversation with Dao Cong Tam, !eld notes, 
Chippendale, 29 December 1998.

20 Field notes, Dao Cong Tam, 1998

21 Field notes, Dao Cong Tam, 1998

22� 'JFME�OPUFT����+VMZ�UP���"VHVTU�����
�TQFBLJOH�XJUI�
Caodaists in Washington, Louisiana, Montreal, 
California and Seattle.
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resettlement under any circumstances is a 
di#cult experience, these Caodaists often 
had the advantage of high English-language 
TLJMMT
� BOE� PDDBTJPOBMMZ
� 8FTUFSO� RVBMJöDBUJPOT
�
especially those who had travelled overseas as 
part of the Colombo Plan. The Australian story is 
quite di"erent. As Nguyen Cam has noted,

…many highly placed and highly educated 
Vietnamese had received their education 
in France or the U.S. and therefore most of 
them and their extended family preferred to 
settle in these two countries. Canada is also a 
preferred destination as it enjoys the double 
advantages of being close to the U.S. and 
o"ering the possibility of using the French 
language. I am afraid that Australia [for 
resettling] is very much a fourth choice.23 

For some who escaped, getting settled 
was a matter of months: for others leaving 
Vietnam was only the !rst stage on a long 
journey of displacement and angst. Some 
were forced to return to Vietnam and to start 
all over again.24 Between 1975 and 1996 
Australian Commonwealth !gures suggest 
that approximately 1.2 million Vietnamese and 
Laotians landed in South-East Asian countries 
BOE�B�NJMMJPO�PG�UIFTF�XFSF�BDDFQUFE�BT�DJUJ[FOT�
by other countries with another 500,000 
migrating under orderly departure programs 
during the same period.25

Caodaists could claim refugee status on the 
grounds of political or religious persecution 
and, at a time when, during the latter half of the 
1970s, the Holy See had been closed26 and up to 
forty adepts executed, religious grounds made a 

23 Nguyen Cam: ‘Barriers to Communication Between 
Vietnamese and Non-Vietnamese’ in Vietnamese 
Studies in a Multicultural World ed. Nguyen Xuan 
Thu (Melbourne: Vietnamese Language and Culture 
Publications, 1994) p. 69.

24  Interview with Caodaist Adept 29 March 1999.

25 Department of Immigration and Multicultural A"airs 
Fact Sheet. 31 October 1996.

26  Conversation with, name withheld, Tay Ninh, 22 June 
1997.

good case.27� 0UIFS� $BPEBJTUT� DIPPTF� UP� TFFL�
asylum in Australia for political reasons; this was 
certainly the case for those who had served in 
the army. For example, one Sydney Caodaist was 
a captain in the southern army attached to the 
computer department of the prime minister’s 
o#ce in Saigon.28 When he was captured 
he was regarded as a particularly high-status 
prisoner. He was interned in a ‘re-education 
camp’ for three years and forced to shift lumber 
and carry out other heavy duties. He regretted 
that the new authorities in the south chose not 
UP�VUJMJTF�IJT�FYQFSUJTF�CVU�UP�TJNQMZ�MPDL�IJN�VQ��
In the early 1980s he was able to escape. Setting 
o" on 18 June 1981 by boat he landed on a oil 
rig o" the coast of Indonesia and was placed 
in a refugee camp nearby. His acceptance into 
Australia was accelerated because of his high-
MFWFM�DPNQVUFS�TLJMMT�29

*O� UIF� USBOTJU� DBNQT
� JOUFSWJFXT� XPVME� UBLF�
place between those who had been interned and 
o#cials from the various governments o"ering 
TBODUVBSZ�� 1FSIBQT� XIBU� JT� NPTU� TIPDLJOH�
BCPVU� UIFTF� BDDPVOUT� JT� UIF� MBDL� PG� BOZ� SFBM�
LOPXMFEHF�UIF�7JFUOBNFTF�IBE�BCPVU�"VTUSBMJB��
Rumours would sweep through camps such 
BT� A5IF� "NFSJDBOT� BSF� POMZ� UBLJOH� JOEJWJEVBMT��
PS� A"VTUSBMJB� JT� MPPLJOH� GPS� GBNJMJFT��30 These 
rumours would play a part in the often arbitrary 
method by which people were assigned to their 
future life. Although a number of women also 
became boat people, I have noted that amongst 
the Caodaists of Sydney, it was more common 
for men to escape by boat.31 Research shows 
that of eighty people questioned at the temple, 
sixty-three left by boat and forty-nine of these 
were men. Once they were established in a 
OFX�IPTU�DPVOUSZ�UIFZ�XPVME�BTL
�VOEFS�GBNJMZ�

27  Blagov, Caodaism, pp.151-152.

28� �'JFME�OPUFT
�DPOWFSTBUJPO�XJUI�/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP
����
August 2001.

29 �'JFME�OPUFT
�/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP
������

30  Field notes, Dao Cong Tam, 1998

31� 5IJT�XBT�UIF�DBTF�XJUI�/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP�BOE�IJT�
family, as it was for Nguyen Thanh Nghiep and his.
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reunion programs and other such devices, for 
their wives and children to join them. While 
UIJT�QSPDFTT�XBT�UBLJOH�QMBDF
�GBNJMJFT�DPVME�CF�
separated for years. If we add to this the time 
many men spent in communist re-education 
camps, some Caodaist families in Sydney had 
been separated for over ten years.

Arrival

The entry of Vietnamese refugees played into 
a very old debate in Australia concerning this 
nation’s homogeneity. As Viviani writes,

The clash in values for Australians involves 
trying to reconcile three objectives at any one 
point in time: the need to control who enters 
Australia, the strongly expressed need to 
deter people from just turning up by boat on 
the Australian shoreline and the assessment 
of our humanitarian obligations, not only in 
terms of values held by Australians, but in 
terms of our obligations under international 
law. It is the political struggle over these 
UISFF� TFUT� PG� BU� UJNFT� DPOøJDUJOH� WBMVFT�
that explains much of what has happened 
in Australia’s entry policy towards the 
Indochinese over the last twenty years.32

5IF� EFCBUF� XBT� BMTP� JOøVFODFE� CZ� UIF� MPOH�
history of exclusion that began formally with 
the introduction of the White Australia Policy, 
introduced soon after the Australian states 
federated into nationhood in 1901. This policy 
was partly driven by deeper anxieties that 
Australians hold over the vastness of their island 
nation and its ultimate indefensibility in the face 
of the peoples of Asia. It was a clearly racist 
policy and sought to homogenise those peoples 
apply for entry by means of a language test.33 It 
was a policy that attempted to allay Australian 
fears. It was only o#cially done away with in 

32 Nancy Viviani: The Indochinese in Australia 1975-1995, 
(Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1996). p6.

33 See Myra Willard: History of the White Australia Policy 
to 1920, Melbourne, Melbourne University Press, 1967. 
and New South Wales Association for Immigration 
Reform: White Australia – Time for a Change?  (Sydney, 
n.p., 1963).

1972 and afterwards a small-scale immigration 
QPMJDZ�DPOUJOVFE�UP�TFFL
�NBJOMZ�UISPVHI�NFSJU�
but also occasionally on humanitarian grounds, 
immigrants to swell the small population of 
Australia.

Post World War Two policies on immigration and 
settlement focused on two areas speci!cally, 
the !rst was special labour projects where 
OFX� BSSJWBMT
� EFTQJUF� UIFJS� CBDLHSPVOE
� XFSF�
SFRVJSFE� UP� XPSL� PO� EFWFMPQNFOUBM� QSPKFDUT�
such as the Snowy River dam scheme.34 The 
second area was integration, this included 
mandatory schooling in English and a focus 
on ‘the Australian way of life.’ This policy had 
changed by the 1970s. The government changed 
to a focus on assistance and a series of hostels 
allowed new Australians to live in these halfway 
houses as they slowly integrated into their new 
culture if this assistance was required.

The issue over the acceptance of Vietnamese 
refugees was also a"ected by Australia’s 
participation in the Vietnamese war until 1972, 
and by prevailing economic forces. The OPEC oil 
crisis and other changes to the global demand 
for primary produce and mineral resources 
challenged the nation’s economy throughout the 
1970s and into the early 1980s.35 The !nal factor 
that complicated the debate was that after 1975 
some refugee boats made it all the way to the 
northern shores of the continent. Anxiety builds 
upon anxiety and we !nd that although only 
around 4000 Vietnamese have ever made it to 
the shores of Australia in the past twenty years, 
the fear of unannounced arrivals was a potent 
one.36 This ‘challenge’ to national sovereignty, 
however, was perceived through the media as an 
invasion of sorts. Of the 151,000 Vietnamese-
born Australian nationals in the nation during 

34 Lionel Wigmore: Struggle for the Snowy, (Sydney, 
Angus and Robertson, 1968).

35 Viviani, The Indochinese, p.48: ‘It was an unwelcome 
coincidence, or a failure in public policy , that these two 
QFBLT�PG�BSSJWBMT�<J�F��CFUXFFO�����o�����BOE�����o
1992] should occur when Australia was experiencing 
the two deepest recessions since the Depression of the 
1930s.’ 

36  Viviani, The Indochinese, p.7.
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the 1990s,37 55,711 arrived between 1975 and 
1982, a !gure propelled by policies in Vietnam 
such as the closing down of private business in 
1979 and other economic and political factors. 
By 1982-3 a small core of Caodaists had 
already appeared in Sydney most of whom had 
escaped. In the years following 1989, when the 
Vietnamese government became more active in 
QSFWFOUJOH�øJHIU�GSPN�JUT�TIPSFT
�OFX�"VTUSBMJBOT�
from Vietnam were mainly sourced from family 
reunion programs, orderly departure programs 
with fewer resulting from moves to empty the 
remaining refugee camps in South East Asia.38 

By dint of the fact that Sydney is Australia’s 
largest metropolis around 55,000 Vietnamese- 
born Australians chose to settle in New South 
Wales.39 In 1996 this was 3.8 percent of the 
population of the state of New South Wales, few 
of these would have settled outside the Sydney 
metropolitan area.40 Figures show that the 
Fair!eld local government area contains the most 
signi!cant number of Vietnamese Australians; 
that is, about 5000.41 It is little wonder then, as 
we will see that Caodaists in their quest to !nd a 
place of worship attempt to settle their temple in 
this area in the western Sydney suburbs. During 
the 1980s and early 1990s real estate in this area 
was cheap, and Fair!eld was not too far away 
from the Villawood and Cabramatta immigration 
hostels also in the western suburbs which were 
the !rst port of call for many new Australians.

37 James E. Coughlan: Vietnamese Immigrants in Australia: 
A Socio-Economic Pro!le of the Ethnic Chinese and 
Vietnamese Communities in Australia a Decade after 
the Beginning of Their Long JourneZ
�	8PSLJOH�1BQFS
�
Centre for the Study of Australia-Asia Relations, 
(SJóUI�6OJWFSTJUZ
�#SJTCBOF
�����
�

38  Viviani, The Indochinese, pp.10 and 48.

39 Department of Immigration and Multicultural A"airs 
Fact Sheet, January 1997.

40 Department of Immigration and Multicultural A"airs 
Fact Sheet, January 1997.

41 James E. Coughlan, The Spatial Distribution and 
Concentration of Australia’s Three Indochinese-Born 
Communities, 1976–86 (Centre for the Study of 
Australia-Asia Relations, Australia-Asia Papers, no. 44, 
1989) pp. 15–18.

As housing could be easily found in the nearby 
town of Cabramatta (still within the Fair!eld 
area) this has become today the most readily 
SFDPHOJTFE� A7JFUOBNFTF�� BSFB�� #BOLTUPXO� B�
south-western suburb has also become a major 
TVCVSC� GPS� 7JFUOBNFTF
� BT� IBT� .BSSJDLWJMMF42 
(inner south west). Certainly, in the case of 
#BOLTUPXO
� UIF� PMEFS� TIPQQJOH� EJTUSJDU� 	OFBS�
the railway station) had been deserted, with the 
social and commercial life of the area shifting to 
the vast shopping complex constructed on the 
north side of the train station. The empty shops 
and deserted former main street to the south was 
revivi!ed by the establishment of a Vietnamese 
shopping precinct that, along with Cabramatta, 
has become one of the two commercial and 
communal hearts of Vietnamese-Australian 
social activity in Sydney. These areas became 
even more attractive as fellow nationalists 
moved in and the various sub-communities of 
the Vietnamese in Australia began to develop. 
At this time, the sort of familiarity that a 
Vietnamese sub-community could o"er was 
vitally important, not only for comfort, but also 
as an aid to greater socialisation within the 
Australian community.

For most of those who landed at Sydney 
airport there was little in the way of welcome. 
Occasionally the St Vincent de Paul Society, 
a Catholic charity organisation, would bring 
DMPUIFT�EPXO�UP�UIF�QMBOF
�BOE�IBOE�PVU�QPDLFU�
money, and there was some help from the 
Australia-Indochina Association, but settling 
amidst the economic down-turn of the late 
seventies and early eighties proved a di#cult 
UBTL�43 Added to these troubles were the 
institutional stupidities of Australian business. 
David Landa, former Chief Magistrate of the 
Local Court of NSW, was at the time both a 
solicitor and President of the Australia-Indochina 
Association. He tells of how he approached 
B� OVNCFS� PG� CBOLJOH� DPNQBOJFT
� JNQMPSJOH�

42 This suburb has a reputation amongst Vietnamese 
Australians as being more dominated by Northern 
Vietnamese.

43 Field notes, interview with David Landa, Local 
Magistrates Court, Sydney, 27 May 1998
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them to hire Vietnamese sta". ‘The branch that 
employed one Vietnamese person’, he stressed, 
AXPVME�IBWF�EFWFMPQFE�JNNFEJBUF�MJOLT�XJUI�UIF�
community and increased its customer base 
signi!cantly, but in those years no one would 
listen to these sorts of arguments.’44 

'JOEJOH�XPSL�XBT�B�DPOTUBOU�TPVSDF�PG�XPSSZ�45 

Highly quali!ed teachers, nurses and high-
SBOLJOH� NJMJUBSZ� QFSTPOOFM
� SFCPSO� JOUP� B�
IVNCMF�OFX�MJGF�BT�VORVBMJöFE�QSPDFTT�XPSLFST
�
XPVME� XBML� UIF� JOEVTUSJBM� BSFBT� PG� 8FTUFSO�
4ZEOFZ�TFFLJOH�BOZ�TPSU�PG�NBOVBM�MBCPVS��/FX�
Vietnamese Australians developed an almost 
JOTUBOU� SFQVUBUJPO� GPS�EJMJHFODF�BOE�IBSE�XPSL
�
but often this made them hated by less recent 
Australians. However for most new arrivals, 
öOEJOH�XPSL�BOE�CVJMEJOH�B�OFX�MJGF�XBT�QBSU�PG�
the therapy that soothed the tragedy of defeat 
and the sheer terror of escape. The other factor 
was togetherness or communitas. In terms 
of dealing with the immediate past, the early 
ZFBST� PG� BSSJWBM� XFSF� TQFOU� UBMLJOH� BCPVU� UIF�
XBS
� UBMLJOH� BCPVU� UIF� PME�7JFUOBN
� EJTDVTTJOH�
Vietnam under the new regime and assessing 
UIF� QPTTJCJMJUZ� GPS� DIBOHF�� 5IJT� AUBMLJOH�PVU�� PG�
events was also a serious part of the healing 
process. Establishing the Association of the 
Vietnamese in Australia also helped in settling 
its members, providing welfare, comfort and 
further opportunities for togetherness. Within 
this large and diverse community were the 
various religious groups also o"ering an ever-
deeper sense of comfort.

8JUI�OVNFSPVT�QSPUFTUBOU�NPWFNFOUT�CSFBLJOH�
up the non-Catholic Christian population of New 
South Wales, Catholicism had, by the 1990s, 
become the most signi!cant single religious 
PSHBOJ[BUJPO� JO� "VTUSBMJB�� *U� XBT� CBDLFE� CZ� B�
century and a half of Irish-Australian activity and 
a smaller and newer Italian-Australian presence. 
There was already a substantial infrastructure 
of churches, schools, universities, charity bodies 

44 Field notes, David Landa, 1998.

45 In 1990 the national rate of unemployment within the 
Vietnamese community was 37.9 percent, from Vo 
Minh Cuong: No Jobs Available (Unpublished master’s 
thesis, University of New South Wales, 1995) p.18.

and other services on the ground to help those 
Vietnamese who were Catholic.46 Buddhist 
7JFUOBNFTF� IBE� UP� XPSL� B� MJUUMF� IBSEFS� UP�
establish temples, often needing to put up a good 
show against local councils and residents often 
concerned about having this religion of peace 
and enlightenment in their neighbourhood.47 
Australian Vietnamese Buddhists were greatly 
aided by local Buddhists and the presence 
PG� B� OVNCFS� PG� IJHIMZ� SFTQFDUFE� NPOLT� XIP�
were able to migrate to Australia and serve 
as anchors for the growing congregations.48 
The Theosophical Society in Sydney had 
fostered Buddhism’s growth in Australia from 
before World War I and from 1951, Buddhist 
organisations had been established.49 Decades 

46� .BOZ�PG�XIPN�IBE�øFE�UIF�OPSUI�BGUFS�UIF�EJWJTJPO�
of the nation in 1954, and then found they needed to 
øFF�DPNNVOJTN�B�TFDPOE�UJNF��1BSJTIFT�TVDI�BT�4U�
#SFOEBO�T��JO�#BOLTUPXO�GPVOE�UIFNTFMWFT�SFWJUBMJTFE�
JO�UIF�XBLF�PG�7JFUOBNFTF�JNNJHSBUJPO�EVSJOH�UIF�
1980s.

47� 0OF�CJ[BSSF�FYBNQMF�PG�TVDI�B�CBUUMF�XBT�UIF�BUUFNQU�
UP�FSFDU�B�CVJMEJOH�CZ�#VEEIJTUT�JO�#MBDLIFBUI�UP�UIF�
west of Sydney in 1974. The local council stopped the 
BQQMJDBUJPO�PO�OPJTF�QPMMVUJPO�HSPVOET��(JWFO�UIBU�
what was proposed was a meditation retreat, we can 
TFF�B�MFWFM�PG�BCTVSEJUZ�TOFBLJOH�JOUP�QVCMJD�EFCBUF��*U�
JT�B�EFNPOTUSBUJPO
�XF�NJHIU�TBZ
�PG�UIF�AUIJOLJOH�PG�
the times’. However, things have failed to improve. An 
application to erect a temple in Melbourne on the site 
of a disused industrial waste dump in a non-residential 
area was vigorously opposed by the council and local 
residents. 

 Author: So they would rather have industrial waste 
than the Buddha? 

 Thich Phuoc Tan: (laughing) Yes! (Field notes, 
conversation with Thich Phuoc Tan, 13 January 
2002). 

 For further examples see also my ‘Performing 
Multiculturalism: Three South Asian Communities in 
Sydney’ in South Asians in the Diaspora: History and 
Religious Traditions (Pratap Kumar, ed. Leiden and 
Boston, Brill, 2004) pp. 433–453..

48 For example Thich Bao Lac, who was studying in Japan 
when Saigon fell, was able to come to Australia in the 
late 1970s and establish [Phap Bao] pagoda in Edensor 
Road Bonnyrigg. Field notes, conversation with Thich 
Bao Lac, Bonnyrigg, 17 February 2002.

49 See Paul Croucher: A History of Buddhism in Australia 
1848-1988, (Kensington, University of New South Wales 
Press, 1989).
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later, members of these organisations were able 
to help newly-arrived Vietnamese Buddhists 
in their settlement. Members of these bodies 
were also able to help with negotiations with 
councils and other government bodies when 
temples needed building. Buddhism is currently 
one of Australia’s fastest growing faiths though 
its numbers are not much over 1percent of 
the population at this stage.50 Nevertheless, 
Buddhism is entering the national consciousness 
in a strong way. 

*� OPUF� UIFTF� GBDU� CFDBVTF� VOMJLF� #VEEIJTUT�
and Catholics, the Caodaists had literally 
nothing; no infrastructure and no recognition. 
They had landed in a country that was in total 
ignorance of their faith. It is surprising, but also 
understandable, that very few priests or high 
dignitaries of the religion ever chose to leave 
Vietnam.51� 8F� LOPX� UIBU� UIFSF� XFSF� SVMFT�
requiring residence in Tay Ninh for dignitaries 
PG� UIF� SBOL�(JBP� 4V� BOE� VQXBSET�52 Moreover, 
one divine message that says ‘Tay Ninh is 
everything,’53 underpinning the idea that the 
Holy See is a divinely chosen as the portal 
between this world and heaven, means that the 
Holy See is the seat of divine communications; 
a place where a heightened religiosity brings 
the words of heaven to the pens of many. 
Certainly, staying close to the ‘holy land’ of Tay 
Ninh would have been a signi!cant incentive to 
remain behind for those holding religious o#ce. 

50  In the 2001 Census 357,814 Buddhists lived in 
Australia out of a total population of about 20 million. 
‘In New South Wales, Buddhists live mainly in the 
'BJSöFME
�#BOLTUPXO�BOE�$BOUFSCVSZ�BSFBT���www.immi.
HPW�BV�NVMUJDVMUVSBM�BVTUSBMJBO�NVMUJLJU�SFMJHJPO�QEG

51  One adept in Sydney tells the story of how a close relative 
XBT�PSJHJOBMMZ�BTLFE�UP�PSHBOJTF�B�WFTTFM�GPS�UIF�FWBDVBUJPO�
of priests, bishops and other dignitaries. The Bao Dao was 
TFDSFUMZ�HVJEJOH�QMBOT�BU�UIF�UJNF��'PS�TPNF�VOLOPXO�SFBTPO�
the plan was scrapped. Field notes conversation with Dao 
$POH�5BN
�öFME�OPUFT�8JMFZ�1BSL
����4FQUFNCFS������

52 Dai Dao Tam Ky Pho Do, Divine Messages, message 
from February, 1927, 78. 

53� 'PS�B�EJTDVTTJPO�PG�UIF�SFMJHJPO�BOE�JUT�TÏBODFT�TFF�The 
Sydney Centre for Studies in Religion online or listen to 
my interview with Noel Debien of 5IF�(PPE�-JGF radio 
program archived at www.abc.net.au.

And, even if they did escape, members of the 
Caodaist hierarchy outside Vietnam would have 
no authority to act on behalf of a religion for its 
true administration had been suspended. There 
is however a divine message that seems to see 
all this, and in fact an encouragement to leave,

From this time forward, your country  
will not be thrice divided.
I hereby unite all of you, my children,  
into one family. 
Both South and North will go abroad,
Holding Me in their hearts as the one 
Truth.54

The Kernel of the Sydney 
Community

The formation of the Sydney Caodaist 
Community began at the start of the lunar 
New Year or Tet in 1983. By then the suburb of 
Cabramatta had become the most signi!cant 
focal point for Vietnamese activities in Sydney. It 
was here on the 13 February 1983 at a New Year 
DFMFCSBUJPO� UIBU� /HVZFO� $IBOI� (JBP� TQPUUFE�
a woman dressed in the distinctive white ao-
dai of Caodaist worshippers. He approached 
/HVZFO�5IJ�.BV�BOE�BTLFE�IFS�BCPVU�IFS�GBJUI��
She was indeed a Caodaist and her and her 
family of three daughters, granddaughters and 
a son-in-law would become a strong foundation 
GPS� UIF�HSPVQ�PG�CFMJFWFST��/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP�
himself had recently arrived in Sydney. Soon 
after New Year he was joined by his son Nguyen 
Duc Nhan who arrived with his uncle, that is, 
/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP�T�ZPVOHFS�CSPUIFS
�/HVZFO�
Thanh Nghiep. All three shared a house at 132 
Campbell Street, St Peters. This was a rented 
premises, a three-bedroom suburban home that 
would become the centre for Caodaist activities 
in Sydney over the next decade. In fact the house 
CFDBNF�B�USBOTJU�[POF�CFUXFFO�UIPTF�XIP�IBE�
just arrived and those who had saved enough 
to put deposits on their own homes. In addition 
to the Nguyens Bui Dong Phuong and his family 
also stayed in the house and all helped maintain 

54 Dai Dao Tam Ky Pho Do, Divine Messages, message 
from 25/26 Oct 1926, 45.
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the small altar situated in the lounge room. 
/HVZFO�7BO�#BO�BOE�/HVZFO�2VBO�-V�UPHFUIFS�
with those mentioned above would be present 
at the commissioning of the !rst Caodaist altar 
in Sydney on 27 February 1983.55 

%BP�$POH�5BN
�MJLF�NBOZ�PUIFS�4ZEOFZ�$BPEBJTUT
�
had grown up in the environs of the Holy See, 
arrived in Australia in March 1983. A former 
teacher of mathematics, he escaped Vietnam 
after having promised his father to ‘spread the 
Way’ wherever he chanced to settle. He left Tay 
Ninh with a bag full of religious texts which were, 
unfortunately, stolen soon after he arrived in the 
Philippines. He had come to Australia with the 
original intention of settling in Brisbane, a city 
XIFSF�IF�LOFX�TPNF�$BPEBJTUT�UP�CF�MJWJOH��"GUFS�
travelling to Brisbane and being disappointed 
BU� UIF�EJSFDUJPO�$BPEBJTN� TFFNFE� UP�CF� UBLJOH�
there, he returned to Sydney, and through various 
friends was put in contact with the Nguyens’ at St 
Peters.56 In August, he moved into the house in 
Campbell Street with the Nguyens. Though many 
families would move in and out, using this temple 
house as a base before settling, Dao Cong Tam, 
unmarried at the time, remained at the house as 
a voluntary agent of the faith until 1992 when 
the altar would be transferred to the new, partly 
DPOTUSVDUFE�UFNQMF�JO�8JMFZ�1BSL�57

The small group, the most active being the 
Nguyen brothers, Dao Cong Tam and Ngo Minh 
Chi, started placing notices in shops, libraries 
and hostels around Sydney and in a short time a 
group of around thirty Vietnamese Australians 
began coming to the St Peters house for regular 
worship. After four months of searching for 
further co-religionists, on 24 July 1983 the altar 
at St Peters was rededicated and expanded and 
a committee meeting constituted the !rst o#cial 
$BPEBJTU� PSHBOJ[BUJPO� JO� "VTUSBMJB�� 5IF� IPVTF�

55  Minutes of the Caodaist Association of New South 
Wales, 27 and 28 February 1983.

56� *O�GBDU�/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP�BOE�/HVZFO�5IBOI�/HIJFQ�
IBE�IFBSE�PG�%BP�$POH�5BN�T�BSSJWBM�BOE�XFOU�MPPLJOH�
for him at his hostel at Kensington while he was away. 
Field notes, Dao Cong Tam, 1998

57  Field notes, Dao Cong Tam, 1998.

then became the o#cial worshipping place and 
o#ce of the Caodaist Community of Australia. 
5IF� TNBMM� TJ[F� PG� UIF� HSPVQ� NFBOU� UIBU� UIF�
sectarian divisions of Caodaism, which grew to 
be extensive in Vietnam,58 were easily ignored in 
the new setting. The group that formed in Sydney 
was intended to exist as a Caodaist Association 
open to all Caodaists regardless of what sect of 
the faith they had hitherto been associated. As 
the community continued to grow over the next 
decade, this ideal would prove a hard standard to 
maintain.

In the years following the establishment of the 
BMUBS
� UIF� 4ZEOFZ� $BPEBJTUT� DPOUJOVFE� TFFLJOH�
out their co-religionists and slowly building the 
community. SBS radio broadcasts and community 
newspapers59 often proved the best mediums 
for transmitting news of Caodaist activities. 
Slowly, and often with the aid of Caodaists in 
Sydney, Caodaist communities were established 
in many state capitals. For example in 1984 both 
/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP�BOE�%BP�$POH�5BN�XFOU�UP�
Perth to help establish an altar in that city. This 
UPPL� QMBDF� PO� �� +VOF� ������ 4VCTFRVFOUMZ
� UIF�
Caodaist Association of Western Australia was 
established. Caodaists in Melbourne o#cially 
installed an altar and incorporated themselves 
as a society on 10 September 1984.60 It was not 
long before these state associations federated 
into the Caodaist Association of Australia. The 
most radical aspect of this move was that the 
new group would be welcoming of all Caodaists 
EFTQJUF� UIFJS� TFDU� BóMJBUJPOT� CBDL� JO� 7JFUOBN��
This new national grouping would be supported 
by a series of national conventions in which 
Sydney Caodaists would play a major role.61 

58 Victor Oliver: Caodai Spiritism, (Leiden, Brill, 1975) p.85 
".

59 Since the mid-1980s there have been at least three 
daily newspapers produced in Vietnamese in the 
Sydney area.

60 As a result the Sydney-based ‘Caodaist Association of 
Australia’ was renamed ‘The Caodaist Association of 
New South Wales’.

61 They were: Melbourne 1984, Sydney 1985, Perth 1986, 
Melbourne 1987, Sydney 1989 and Perth 1991. 
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One of the more successful conventions was 
the !fth held at the Women’s College at the 
University of Sydney on 28 December 1989. This 
conference did much to introduce Caodaism 
to the Australian scholarly community. 
1SPGFTTPST� &SJD� +�� 4IBSQF� BOE� (BSSZ�8�� 5SPNQG�
of the Department of Studies in Religion at the 
University of Sydney both accepted invitations 
UP�TQFBL��

From these basic beginnings and unceasing 
activity, the Caodaists of Sydney continued to 
develop. As the premier city of Australia, Sydney 
attracts signi!cant numbers of settlers. A large 
Vietnamese gathering also meant a larger than 
usual contingent of Caodaists. Thus Sydney 
became the largest and most active group in 
Australia. In fact, the Caodaist community that 
grew from those thirty-odd core worshippers of 
1984 would go on to become the most active 
groups of all the newly relocated Caodaist 
communities and the !rst to complete a 
purpose-built Caodaist temple outside Asia.62 

The story of the temple’s construction is similarly 
important. Although the Caodaists had built up 
the con!dence to start dealing with government 
agencies and various community groups selling 
land, many years would pass before the land was 
QVSDIBTFE� JO� 8JMFZ� 1BSL� BOE� CVJMEJOH� TUBSUFE�
and I have covered this elsewhere.63 

Towards a More Familiar Space

Throughout the 1980s the house at Campbell 
Street was the main focus of Caodaist activity 
and worship and yet it remained a rented 
domestic dwelling. In the mid 1980s adepts 

62 A splendid Caodaist temple in Montreal opened earlier 
than the one in Sydney, in 1993. This was not purpose-
CVJMU�CVU
�SFNBSLBCMZ
�GBTIJPOFE�JOUP�B�UFNQMF�GSPN�
what was once a Jewish synagogue. The United States 
companion to the Sydney Temple is being constructed 
in Louisiana; other building-speci!c temples are also 
currently under construction in California and Texas. 
Within Asia Caodaist temples have appeared as far 
a!eld as Cambodia and Japan.

63 Christopher Hartney, ‘Open Temple, Open Eyes: 
Viewing Caodaism’, Australian Religious Studies Review, 
vol. 16, no. 1, Autumn 2003, pp. 37–48

TVDI�BT�/HVZFO�$IBOI�(JBP�BOE�/HVZFO�5IBOI�
Nghiep had succeeded in bringing their wives 
and children to Australia and had moved out of 
the house leaving the bedroom free for other new 
arrivals. During the mid 1980s the congregation 
continued to swell. Discussion naturally turned 
towards establishing a place that was more 
permanent than the rented establishment at St 
Peters.

In Vietnam, the development of a Caodaist 
temple would have been handled more 
systematically. For a temple to be built under 
the aegis of the Tay Ninh branch, a temple-less 
community must be able to a#rm that it has 
500 adepts or more willing to support presently, 
BOE�JO�UIF�GVUVSF
�UIF�EFNBOET�PG�UIF�VQLFFQ�PG�
a temple. After an initial application is made to 
Tay Ninh to this e"ect, members of the hierarchy 
USBWFM� UP� UIF� BSFB� DPODFSOFE� BOE� DIFDL� UIBU�
these claims are indeed true. Once approval is 
granted specialised craftspersons are assigned 
to the planning and construction of the building. 
Until Caodaists in a particular area can build a 
temple they use spaces called van phongs, that 
is, rented homes or o#ces. Nevertheless, there 
is always a propensity for communities to want a 
temple. Oliver writes: 

It is essential for congregations to build 
RVJDLMZ�B� UFNQMF�CFDBVTF� UXJDF�B�NPOUI
�BU�
least, adepts are required to go to the nearest 
temple for worship. All followers are required 
to worship at least once a day before an altar 
dedicated to Cao Dai. This may be ful!lled 
by establishing an altar (thuong tuong) in 
the home for daily worship. The bi-monthly 
services are a means of unifying the local 
congregation. Where congregations have no 
temple, they must journey (within reason) to 
the nearest village with a Caodai temple for 
these bi-monthly rituals.64

Of course in a continent free from a single 
Caodaist temple, this last option could not be 
considered. As the 1990s approached, however, 
Caodaists in Sydney were feeling more secure 
about their future. Many were starting to pay 

64. Oliver, Caodai Spiritism, p. 61.
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o" their houses, their children were getting 
older and there was more time for the religious 
aspects of life. In the !rst instance some in 
the community suggested that the property 
at 132 Campbell Street be purchased. They 
argued that if a temple needed to be built, 
even if it was not to be on the Campbell Street 
site, the property would act as an asset for the 
öOBODJOH� PG� PUIFS� CVJMEJOH� XPSL�� 8IBU� VQTFU�
these plans was the rumour that the house 
was part of a government road extension. The 
Caodaist Association archives show that the 
community was in correspondence with the 
Department of Main Roads on this issue.65 The 
reply was disappointing. Dated August 1986, a 
departmental letter explained that no date for 
development on the site had been set, however 
SFDMBNBUJPO�PG�UIF�QSPQFSUZ�BOE�SPBEXPSL�PO�UIF�
site would commence ‘...in !ve to ten years.’66

Nevertheless some members of the community 
DPOUJOVFE�UP�UBML�PG�CVZJOH�UIF�4U�1FUFS�T�IPVTF�67 
Not only did it serve as a place of worship, but it 
also acted as a half-way house and sometimes 
a permanent residence for Caodaists. Even if 
the road development did go through, Nguyen 
Thanh Nghiep explained the site could still be 
used for many years and the compensation paid 
CZ� UIF� (PWFSONFOU� JG� UIF� MBOE� XBT� SFDMBJNFE�
could go to purchasing a new site. ‘This is very 
di"erent from Vietnam’, said Dao Cong Tam. ‘If 
UIF�(PWFSONFOU�XBOUT�UP�QVU�B�SPBE�UISPVHI�JO�
7JFUOBN�UPVHI�MVDL�NPWF�PO��68 

Conclusions

Once the exodus from Vietnam post-1975 had 
demonstrated that the Vietnamese refugee 

65  Temple documents from 1983 to the present are 
TUPSFE�JO�B�TFSJFT�PG�VONBSLFE�GPMEFST�BU�UIF�8JMFZ�
1BSL�UFNQMF�JO�DISPOPMPHJDBM�PSEFS��3FGFSFODF�UP�UIFTF�
archives will be listed thus: Temple Archives, followed 
by the date of the correspondence (rather than, unless 
indicated, the date the correspondence was received).

66 Temple Archives, 12 August 1986.

67 Field notes, Dao Cong Tam, 1998 

68  Field notes, Dao Cong Tam, 1998

issue was a serious one, nations such as 
"VTUSBMJB� CFHBO� BDDFQUJOH� OFX� DJUJ[FOT� GSPN�
Vietnam at a time when our economy was 
HFOFSBMMZ�EFQSFTTFE��4USVHHMJOH�UP�HFU�XPSL�BOE�
learn English was, of course, amongst the main 
priorities for those who had arrived. Villawood, 
in its mode as an unfenced hostel, was a vital 
starting point for many Vietnamese Australians, 
but I hope this paper has shown that community 
is perhaps the most vitally important issue in 
the process of resettlement. Vietnamese arrivals 
were eager to meet with those compatriots 
who had arrived before them. This is perhaps 
the most inhumane aspect of our current 
immigration system. Detention removes people 
GSPN� DPNNVOJUZ
� JODSFBTFT� IPNFTJDLOFTT
�
prevents communitas, increases confusion and 
denies collective religious worship. The house 
at St Peters that Caodaists initially used as a 
dwelling became a meeting place and also an 
integration halfway house for those who came 
after the initial adepts. This demonstrates why, 
despite the plans of the Department of Main 
Roads to demonlish the house, Caodaists still 
TQPLF� PG� QVSDIBTJOH� JU�� .PSFPWFS
� GSPN� UIFJS�
base in the rented house in St Peters the small 
Caodaist community was attempting to establish 
TPNF�TPSU�PG�QSFTFODF�BHBJOTU� UIF�CBDLESPQ�PG�
the Vietnamese community in Australia and 
multicultural Sydney. By all means possible, 
contacts with the Vietnamese in Australia 
(including old national celebrations such as Tet), 
Australian and overseas multicultural radio, local 
Vietnamese newspapers and  radio, and by using 
contacts in immigration hostels, the !rst adepts 
to land in Australia were able to start their small 
community. After a period of establishment 
BOE�XPSL
� UIBU� DPNNVOJUZ� EFWFMPQFE� FOPVHI�
DPOöEFODF�UP�TUBSU�TFFLJOH�GPS�B�NPSF�QFSNBOFOU�
place. Firstly this was expressed in the urge to 
buy the house at St Peters, but then continued 
on to the exploration of many other possibilities. 
Finally through accidental contacts rather than 
precise and fair governmental systems, the 
community were granted the privilege of being 
able to purchase excess state government land 
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for their temple.69  In all these processes, the 
focus seems to be on re-a#rming Vietnamese 
culture, but it is not. The sub-community of 
$BPEBJTUT�IFMQFE�JUT�NFNCFST�NBLF�UIFNTFMWFT�
more, not less Australian, as the community 
helped its members become more functional in 
our society. 

5IF� MJOF� CFUXFFO� XIBU� QFPQMF� UBLF� UP� CF�
‘Australian,’ and that which is not, is being 
constantly negotiated in and around the 
neighbourhoods of Sydney, and the appearance 

69 The Lord Murugan Temple, a Siva Manram near 
Parramatta in Sydney is built on an impressive piece 
of excess land which is sited between two main road 
EFWFMPQNFOUT��0O�BTLJOH�IPX�UIJT�MBOE�XBT�BDRVJSFE�
I was informed that a number of Hindu community 
NFNCFST�XPSLFE�GPS�UIF�3PBET�BOE�5SBóD�"VUIPSJUZ�
certainly a much sounder connection than that 
available to the Caodaists. See Hartney, ‘Performing 
Multiculturalism: South Asian Communities in Sydney’ 
p. 440.

PG� B� UFNQMF� TP� TUBSLMZ� OFX� UP� UIF� "VTUSBMJBO�
scene is something that can create fear because 
at !rst glance it seems so other. The Caodaist 
temple of New South Wales, in this instance, 
again shows how the Australian community 
accepts, sometimes with ease, occasionally 
XJUI�SFTJTUBODF
�B�DPNQMFUFMZ�OFX�BOE�VOLOPXO�
phenomenon. More to the point, the history 
of the development of this building and its 
community highlights the adjustments and 
sacri!ces made by a small group of people 
as they settle into Australian society and 
XPSL� UPHFUIFS� UP� CFDPNF� "VTUSBMJBO�� 5IF�
building itself is a beautiful demonstration 
of a Vietnamese ‘homespace’ through its art 
and decoration. Within its doors lay a story of 
BTTJNJMBUJPO
� IPXFWFS
� PO� UIBU�XF� TIPVME� LFFQ�
in mind as we continue to address our policies 
and attitudes towards new and potentially new 
Australians.

5IF�$BPEBJ�5FNQMF�PG�/48�����,JOH�(FPSHFT�3PBE�8JMFZ�1BSL��	1IPUP��.S�%BP�$POH�5BN



