Jewish pioneers video transcript
Narrator: Melbourne’s pioneers were first interred at the Old Melbourne Cemetery – where the Queen Victoria Market is today. In 1920, to make room for the market, the Melbourne City Council began exhuming remains at marked graves for transfer to what we now know as Fawkner Memorial Park. The remains of Melbourne’s Jewish pioneers were reinterred here, right where you’re standing. Their names are displayed on the virtual monument in front of you.

Jews have been in Australia since the beginning of European settlement. Melbourne’s Hebrew congregation formed in 1841 and its first synagogue opened on Bourke Street in 1847. Henri John Rintel, son of Moses, the synagogue’s first rabbi, is buried here, as are other relations.

In the 1840s, Melbourne’s Jewish population increased from just fifty-something to 200. The 1850s gold rush and resulting population boom saw that number increase to 3000, laying the foundation for the diverse and vibrant Melbourne Jewish community that we know today.

Look around – yes, they’re stones, ‘visitation stones’ to be precise.  You will see stones on graves in other Jewish sections of this cemetery. This is an ancient Jewish custom.

Some believe that stones were originally placed at burial sites as a warning to Cohens – descendants of the sons of Aaron who served as priests in the temple of Jerusalem. Cohens are forbidden from being within four feet of a deceased person unless that person is a very close relative.

Another explanation is that flowers, although lovely to look at, will eventually die, whereas stones will not. The stone therefore symbolises the enduring memory and legacy of the deceased.
