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This article addresses the question of why the Catholic Church in New South Wales continued 
and expanded its provision of institutional care of orphan and destitute children when state 
provision turned decisively away from this form of care in favour of a system of 'boarding out' of 
children with foster families after a Royal Commission in 1874. It is argued that relevant 
considerations include the social context of attempts to establish a secular public school system to 
replace church schools; the Catholic Church's opposition to the proselytism of Catholic children; 
the Catholic community's perception of the quality of care provided in Catholic orphanages and 
its reaction to the 1874 Report of the Royal Commission into Public Charities; ambivalence 
towards the state boarding out scheme and the absence within the Catholic Church and 
community of the resources necessary to establish and maintain a Catholic system of foster care. 

INTRODUCTION 

I
n 1961 Norma Parker posed the question as to why
Catholic care of destitute or 'dependent' children in 

NSW in the last quarter of the nineteenth century per
sisted (and in fact expanded) in the congregate care 
mode at the very time when this form of care was being 
replaced by organised fostering (or boarding out) of 
children with selected families (Parker 1961 ). Although 
several contributors to this journal have touched on the 
matter here and elsewhere ( most notably Horsburgh 
1976,1977a, 1982; Ramsland 1974,1986) the question 
has not yet been fully addressed. 
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This article is an attempt to address Parker's ques
tion. The general history of Catholic welfare endeav
ours has been neglected more than it should. Conse
quently there has been a lack of analysis of the role 
of the Catholic Church in social welfare. Such an 
analysis is needed in the current climate of re
appraising the general arrangements between the 
state and voluntary organisations in welfare provi
sion and the recent changes to provision of care for 
destitute and 'dependent' children which has seen 
'contracting out' of care as the preferred option. 

Before examining the situation regarding the care 
of children at the commencement of the period in 
question, note must be made of an important point. 
The Catholic Church did not have any arm whose 
main concern was the care of orphan and destitute 
children. Such care as was provided by the various 
orphanages run by nuns was not part of any wider co
ordinated system of child or general welfare. There 
were a number of charitable activities undertaken by 
nuns and to a lesser extent by priests and brothers at 
this time. Whilst these were all under some degree of 
jurisdiction by the relevant bishop, they could not be 
said to be part of a welfare system as such. Such a 
centrally co-ordinated welfare system did not come 
into existence until well into the twentieth century 
with the establishment of the Catholic Family Wel
fare Bureau (Fox 1994). 

Up until the early 1880s care of 'orphans' and other 
children whose parents could not care for them was, 
in NSW, almost universally congregate care. This was 
care of large numbers of children in institutionalised 
settings such as the Randwick Asylum, run by the 
Society for the Relief of Destitute Children, and the 
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fully government-funded and auspiced Protestant 
and Catholic Orphan Schools at Parramatta. In 1873 
the Royal Commission into Public Charities 
(RCPC) found that the former housed 816 children, 
the Protestant Orphan School 239 and the Catholic 
Orphan School 296 (RCPC 1874, pp. 92, 97). 

This Royal Commission was established follow
ing calls for the amalgamation of the two Orphan 
Schools (to eliminate state support for denomina
tional schools) and claims of financial and general 
mismanagement in public charitable institutions 
(notably the Sydney Infirmary). In 1874 the Com
mission issued its Second Report which denounced 
congregate or 'barracks' care and instead proposed a 
system by which children were to be 'boarded out' 
or fostered with approved families. This was differ
ent from the existing arrangements for the 'appren
ticing out' of children aged 12 or more years who 
were eligible to be placed with a 'Master' or 'Mis
tress'. These latter arrangements were of a formal, 
legally binding nature and usually lasted until the 
child attained 19 years (Horsburgh 1980). 

It was some five years after the Commission 
reported in 1874 before a boarding out system was 
trialled by a voluntary committee (with limited 
financial assistance from the government ) and a fur
ther two years before such a system was enshrined 
in legislation and became operational under a new 
government authority, the State Children's Relief 
Board (SCRB). The government-funded Catholic 
Orphan School did not close until 1886, by which 
time there were a number of Catholic orphanages 
operating, including ones at Bathurst which had 
opened in 1867, at Singleton in 1877, Goulburn and 
Manly in 1881 and Albury in 1882 (Fox 1994). 
These latter institutions were operated by nuns and 
did not receive any government funds. 

The Catholic community had over the years 
been quite critical of the workings and administra
tion of the Randwick Asylum ( eg the Freeman's

Journal (FJ ) 5/4/73, p.10; 13/6/74, p.7; 24/4/80, 
p.8). Parts of this community were supportive of
the aims of boarding out (RCPC 1874, Minutes of
Evidence pp.24,25; FJ 2/8/73, p.9; 29/1/81, p.12).
The question arising then is why didn't Catholics
close their orphanages and relinquish all their des
titute children to foster care after the Commission
released its report? To answer this a number of
areas must be considered, viz:
1. Catholic priorities in child care;
2. Sectarianism, proselytism and relationships

between Catholics and the state;
3. Catholic perceptions: orphanages, the Royal

Commission and the State Children's Relief
Board;

4. Catholic resources - human and financial;
demography of Catholic society in NSW;
attitudes to parents' rights.

CATHOLIC PRIORITIES IN CHILD CARE 

The argument here is that Catholics persisted 
with congregate care of orphan and destitute chil
dren rather than moving to fostering/ boarding out 
for a number of reasons, but the principal one 
stemmed from an overwhelming concern to educate 
Catholic children in their own faith. This concern 
encompassed all Catholic children, not only those 
orphaned or otherwise not able to be cared for by 
their families. This commitment was repeatedly 
articulated by the NSW Catholic hierarchy (the for
mal structure of senior Church clerics) and the 
Catholic press over the many years of the education 

"Catho'iics persisted with congregate 
care of orphan and destitute children 
. . .  for a number of reasons, . . .  the 
principal one . . .  an overwhelming 

concern to educate Catholic children 
in their own faith. "

debate. This debate culminated in the 1880 Educa
tion Act which saw the introduction of compulsory 
schooling, the establishment of a network of public 
schools and the cessation of funding to Catholic and 
other denominational schools at the end of 1882 . 

Indeed the government's move to amalgamate or 
close the denominational Orphan Schools should be 
seen as part of the education issue. The debate con
cerned the auspice and type of education that chil
dren should be provided with in schools which were 
funded by the government. In the 1870s public 
schools were just beginning to be established. The 
pre-existing system had essentially consisted of 
schools run by various churches but funded by the 
government (denominational schools). 

At the time of the Royal Commission into Pub
lic Charities, denominational schools co-existed 
with a small number of the new public schools. 
Catholics argued that they had a duty to educate 
Catholic children in accordance with the dictates of 
their religion, as had been stated by the Pope (the 
ultimate Church authority) in 1864. The secular 
education provided by public schools was rejected 
by the Catholic hierarchy. Catholic parents were 
ordered by their bishops to send their children to 
Catholic schools on pain of excommunication and 
thereby exclusion from the possibility of salvation 
(O'Farrell 1977, p.174; Hogan 1987, p.115; Cam
pion 1987, p.65). The Catholic hierarchy and press 
saw it as an infringement of Catholics' civil rights 
to have to pay (via taxation) for public schools to 
which they could not in conscience send their chil-
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dren. They believed that the government had a duty 
to continue to fund Catholic schools. The fire in the 
Catholic position was increased by longstanding 
sectarian divisions in NSW society, and indeed in 
Irish history (O'Farrell 1977). 

SECTARIANISM, PROSELYTISM AND 
RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN CATHOLICS 
AND THE STATE 

The Catholic perception of the necessity of 
Catholic-run schools for Catholic children relates 
to the plr.:e of Catholics in, and their relationship 
to, colonial society at this time. This place and rela
tionship was basically that of an oppressed ethnic 
and religious minority - furthermore one with a 
long history of such oppression before arriving in 
Australia. Catholics were forbidden to practice 
their religion in Australia for a long period, and had 
been so in Ireland up until 1829. The Anglican 
Church was the pre-eminent religion in NSW and 
Anglicans and other Protestants constituted the 
backbone of colonial society. Once Catholics were 
legally permitted to practice their religion in Aus
tralia the Catholic hierarchy jealously safeguarded 
this right. The removal of legal sanctions did not of 
course mean the elimination of prejudice and dis
crimination against Catholics. For the Protestant 
establishment Catholicism was often synonymous 
with ignorance, superstition and idolatry in terms 
of religion; laziness, slovenliness and drunkenness 
in lifestyle and treason and social unrest in politics. 
Catholic clergy were seen as keeping their flocks in 
ignorant subservience and/or fermenting social dis
sent (O'Farrell 1988; Hogan 1987). 

The creation of several new dioceses (geograph
ical and administrative divisions) in NSW from the 
mid 1860s saw the arrival of a number of Irish 
bishops (previously all of NSW had been under the 
jurisdiction of the English Archbishop Polding.) 
The Irish bishops were buoyed with the bloom of 
the revival of religious fervour in Ireland. They 
also had the autocratic style of Cardinal Paul 
Cullen of Dublin as their model of ecclesiastical 
authority. As well, they had recent experience of 
the incredible privation and starvation of the 
famine and English, Protestant oppression. In Aus
tralia they found a land rich in opportunity but a 
flock both largely indifferent to religion and con
fined to the lower ranks of society (O'Farrell 1988). 
They would also have brought with them, as would 
have newly arrived Irish lay men and women, and 
nuns, the experience of Protestant charity in Ire
land. During the famine this proselytising charity 
meant that children would be fed if they renounced 
Catholicism and attended Protestant schools or left 
to starve if they did not (Robins 1980). 

In the 1870s Catholic education in the form of 
Catholic denominational schools was one way of 

imparting the rudiments of faith as well as the three 
Rs. The denominational school system was far from 
perfect - with the quality of education imparted 
often being sub-standard and relatively few children 
in attendance (Fogarty 1959; O'Farrell 1977; Cam
pion 1987). However, the Church hierarchy was 
strongly opposed to the growing threats to remove 
government funding to these schools and replace 
them with public schools (O'Farrell 1977; Fogarty 
1959). The Catholic community was very sensitive 
to threats to their religion via education. The Free

man's Journal documents cases in which Protestant 
teachers in public schools were accused of, and at 
least on one occasion, 'convicted of having tam
pered repeatedly with the faith of the Catholic chil
dren' (FJ 22/3/73, p.10). 

Similar views were held in relation to Catholic 
'orphan' children. Children not living with their 
families were also thought to be in need of educa
tion in their own religion and be protected from 
Protestant proselytism. Children in the Catholic 
Orphan School were guaranteed such protection, 
but Catholic children in the predominantly Protes
tant institutions such as the Randwick Asylum and 
the Benevolent Asylum as well as the Institution for 
the Deaf and Dumb and Blind were not so well pro
tected. Although as government-funded institutions 
there were such protections in theory , they did not 
always materialise in practice. Catholics viewed 
attempts to proselytise children in these other gov
ernment-funded institutions in a similar vein to 
proselytism in public schools (FJ 25/4/74, p.8). 

Indeed the Catholic clerical member of the Board 
of the Randwick Asylum, Dean Sheridan - 'one of 
the leading social workers in Sydney' (O'Brien,J. 
1952, p.65) - seems to have been eternally vigilant 
about incursions against the religion of its Catholic 
inmates. Such incursions often took the form of 
apprenticing out of older Catholic children with non
Catholic masters, which was against the rules of the 
Asylum (FJ 21/6/73, p.10; 12/7/73, p.8). Other 
incursions at Randwick included the issuing of 
bibles to Catholic children, contrary to an earlier 
decision to issue only New Testaments at the request 
of the Catholic authorities (FJ 9/10/75, p.11). There 
were also battles in terms of the composition of the 
committees of management of such institutions. In 
February 1874 the Freeman s Journal reported Dean 
Sheridan's upset at the exclusion of himself, and 
indeed all Protestant ministers of religion, from the 
influential House Committee of the Board of the 
Randwick Asylum (FJ 7/2/74, p.2; 21/2/74, p.8). 
The Board of the Institution for the Deaf and Dumb 
and Blind was also criticised for being comprised 
wholly of Protestants including 'more than one 
declared Orangeman' (FJ 9/5/74, p.8). Obviously it 
was harder to ensure the rights of Catholic children 
if there was no Catholic representation on the Board. 
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So strongly did the Catholic hierarchy feel about 
such proselytising of its children in non-Catholic 
charitable institutions that specific instances 
resulted in the establishment of separate Catholic 
institutions. This was so with the school for deaf 
children, started in Newcastle in 1875. The appeal 
by a Bathurst Catholic family whose daughter was 
'being turned against her religion' in the govern
ment Institution for the Deaf and Dumb and Blind 
in Sydney resulted in a request by Bishop Murray 
of Maitland to the Dominican nuns to start such an 
institution (FJ 6/3/75, pp.6,7). Murray's knowledge 
that a Dominican community in Dublin had exper
tise in this area was no doubt a factor. 

So, if Catholics were not as a body opposed to 
the principles of boarding out but rather, more con
cerned that Catholic children should be protected 
from Protestant and/or 'godless' education and 
upbringing, why did Catholics not opt for boarding 
out with Catholic families? The answer to this has 
to do with Catholic perceptions of the Orphan 
School and the other unfunded Catholic orphan
ages, Catholic attitudes to the State Children's 
Relief Act and Board introduced in 1881 and 
finally the structure of the Catholic hierarchy and 
composition of its community and other resources. 

CATHOLIC PERCEPTIONS: ORPHANAGES, 
THE ROYAL COMMISSION AND THE 
STATE CHILDREN'S RELIEF BOARD 

After the Second Report of the Royal Commis
sion into Public Charities the government did noth
ing immediately to alter the status quo regarding 
the orphan schools. The Report recommended that 
there be a gradual reduction of the numbers in the 
orphan schools, via boarding out. When these had 
dwindled sufficiently, the schools should be closed 
(RCPC 1874, pp.94,95; Ramsland 1986, p.178). 
Dickey commented that as Henry Parkes was the 
main political force behind boarding out, his 
absence from the office of Premier from 1875 to 
1878 and the concomitant general 'political insta
bility' of this period was an important reason for 
the loss of impetus in the move to this alternative 
form of care (Dickey 1979, p40). Thus, the govern
ment did not rush into boarding out, nor did the 
Catholic Church. Replacing the Orphan School 
was not on the immediate agenda for the Catholic 
hierarchy or community. Moreover, the Catholic 
Orphan School had received favourable comment 
in the Commission's 1874 report, so why should it 
be abandoned? 

There seems to be an inconsistency or gap in 
logic between the evidence tendered about the 
Catholic Orphan School and the recommendation 
that it, (along with its Protestant counterpart and the 
Randwick Asylum) should be closed and replaced 
by a system of boarding out. Certainly the evidence 

was unequivocal as to the dreadful physical condi
tion of the buildings and equipment, but not so the 
actual care of the children in the school. The evi
dence of Sr Mary Magdalen Adamson, the Good 
Samaritan sister who was Matron of the school, 
demonstrated that the poor condition of the build
ings was entirely the fault of the government. The 
Colonial Architect had ignored the findings of ear
lier government inquiries and repeated requests for 
maintenance work , made over a number of years by 
Matron Adamson, the Orphan School's Board and 
Archbishop Polding. 

This situation contrasted with that of the Protes
tant Orphan School, also at Parramatta, which had 
some 3,000 pounds spent on new buildings in the 
period just prior to the Commission. Although 
there was incredibly close interrogation by the 
Commissioners about very fine details of account
ability, the Colonial Architect was not called in 
about the poor condition of the buildings. A letter 
to the editor of the Freeman's Journal makes this 
very point (FJ 27/4/74, p.9). 

The evidence as to the quality of care received 
by the children of the Catholic Orphan School indi
cates that Matron Adamson did a remarkable job. 
The testimony of that esteemed English expert 
Miss Florence Hill was quite favourable 

I liked the look of the children very much. 
They had not that subdued look which I have 
so often noticed in orphan schools . . . All 
seemed to be very happy. 
(RCPC 187 4, Minutes of Evidence, p.290) 

Matron Adamson had, at the time of the hearings 
of the Commission, been in charge of the school for 
16 years. She knew all 296 children by name, the 
school had its own band and children who were 
apprenticed out were followed up by the priest of 
the parish in which they were placed. This practice, 
which did not occur with children from the Protes
tant Orphan School or the Randwick Asylum, was 
commended by the Commmission (RCPC 1874, 
p.93). The excellence of the care provided is again
commented on by the Inspector of Public Charities
in 1877 (Ramsland 1986, p.199) and 1882 (FJ
14/10/82, p.18). Further evidence of the superior
standard of care is the fact that in 1881 two children
from the Catholic Orphan School were reported to
be employed as teachers in the public school system
- something that would be unusual even in the child
welfare system 100 years later (FJ 16/7/81, p.15).

It is possible to argue that, physical conditions 
aside, there was little direct evidence about the 
Catholic Orphan School which would warrant the 
conclusion that it should be closed. This opinion 
was expressed in the Freeman s Journal by its editors 
and readers (FJ 6/6/74, pp.8,12; 13/6/74, pp.7,11). 
Indeed, the editor of the Freeman's Journal expressed 
the view that: 
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Roman Catholic Orphanage, Parramatta 1887. (Reproduced with kind permission Government Printing Office Collection, State 
Library of New South Wales.) 

Almost all the recommendations made by the 
Commission for the bringing up of destitute 
children have been long in operation in con
nection with the Catholic orphan school. (FJ 
6/6/74, p.8) 

There was plenty of evidence pertaining to the 
barracks system in the Randwick Asylum which 
damned that institution, not least of which was the 
fact that it catered for more than twice as many 
children as did the Orphan School and was more 
expensive to run per capita - which should not 
have been the case given economies of scale. 
Dickey asserts that the Commission was always 
going to recommend the abolition of barracks care 
and its substitution with a boarding out system. His 
statement that the Commission's Second Report 
was largely a propaganda exercise in favour of 
boarding out seems justified (Dickey 1979, p.39). 
This relative lack of evidence against the Catholic 
Orphan School taken together with Henry Parkes' 
longstanding disputes with its Committee and gen
eral anti-Catholic views left the Catholic hierarchy 
and community feeling that the motivation to close 
it was wholly sectarian. 

The Catholic community certainly perceived the 
Orphan School and the other (unfunded) Catholic 
orphanages as providing a service to Catholic chil
dren which was essential but also of high quality. 
This was virtually guaranteed because of the fact 
that they were run by nuns. The Freeman's Journal

indicated that all nuns/sisters were held in the high
est regard, in terms of aptitude - moral, spiritual 
and intellectual - for whatever they undertook. Fur-

thermore they were regarded, in their role as carers 
of children, as being supremely motherly. The Free

man s Journal refers for example to 'the tender care 
the sisters exhibit for the children' in speaking of 
one of the good Samaritan Sisters' schools (FJ 
11/2/75, p.2) and the children at the Sisters of 
Mercy orphanage at Singleton as 'being tenderly 
and well-cared for' (FJ 14/1/82, p.9). 

Another significant feature of the unfunded 
orphanages was their relatively small size, for 
example the Bathurst orphanage catered for only 
46 children in 1873 (RCPC 1874, Minutes of Evi
dence, p.23) and the Singleton orphanage 30 chil
dren in 1881-2 (FJ 14/1/82, p.9). This meant that 
virtually by definition they were not 'barracks' and 
therefore the criticisms of the barracks system 
made in the Commission's 1874 Report may not 
have been seen to apply to them. Similarly, the 
European 'Mettray' or 'family' system which was 
described by several witnesses to the Charities 
Commission and which the Commisssion recom
mended as the preferred option for industrial and 
reform schools was not dissimilar in basic size to 
these smaller Catholic orphanages. It is quite possi
ble that Catholics familiar with their small 
unfunded orphanages could, on reading the 
description of and praise bestowed upon the 'Met
tray' system, take this as further evidence of the 
worth of their orphanages, rather than seeing them 
as 'barracks' institutions like the Randwick Asy
lum. Evidence that this was the case is found in an 
editorial in the Freeman s Journal which criticises 
the Randwick Asylum 'barracks' before going on 
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to praise the Bathurst orphanage (FJ 2/8/73, p.9). 
Even if Catholics had seen a need to close their 

orphanages they would not have embraced a large 
scale boarding out system - whether it was run by 
the state or by an arm of their own church. The for
mer was objected to on the basis of principle, the 
latter was simply not possible, given the nature of 
governance of the Catholic church (that is, totally 
clerical) and the demographics of the lay popula
tion. The Freeman s Journal praised the principles 
of boarding out and the operations of the voluntary 
society which was the forerunner to the legislation 
and bureaucracy of the State Children's Relief 
Board established in 1881 (FJ 5/8/81, p.13). How
ever the pages of the Freeman s Journal indicate 
that there was opposition to the legislation and the 
Board when it was first introduced. This was due to 
the initial lack in the legislation of provision for 
appropriate religious education and protection from 
proselytism. As well as there being no initial guar
antee that Catholic children would be boarded with 
Catholic families, the legislation stipulated that 
children should attend public schools - the very sit
uation that the Church had fought against for so 
long. This was soon rectified however and the 
annual reports indicate that placement with co-reli
gionists was strictly adhered to and attendance at 
Catholic schools was permitted (SCRB 1883, p.23). 

As well as initially objecting to the legislation, 
the Freeman s Journal objected to the composition 
of the State Children's Relief Board calling it 'a 
thoroughly representative Protestant Board' (FJ 
30/4/81, pp.13,37). Not only were there no 
Catholics on the Board, but its Chairman, Dr Ren
wick, a prominent elder of the Congregational 
Church, was also president of that hotbed of prose
lytism, the Institution for Deaf and Dumb and 
Blind children (Dickey 1979, p.43). This institution 
had been responsible for several much publicised 
attempts to destroy the faith of Catholic children (FJ 
25/4/74, p.9; 2/5/74, p.8; 9/5/74, p.8). The particu
lar grounds for not embracing a state run boarding 
out scheme are perhaps in addition to a general ten
dency in the Catholic community commented on by 
O'Farrell who speaks of the 'hostility to the state 
and suspicion of and contempt for its officials and 
politicians' (O'Farrell 1988, p.20). 

This initial opposition by the editors of the Free

man s Journal to the Board and the scheme it imple
mented changed after a relatively short time. It seems 
however that the Catholic attitude towards the Board 
and its work was at best mixed. There is evidence of 
some clerical co-operation, with at least some priests 
reading from their pulpits an appeal for foster parents 
made by the Board (FJ 11/2/82, p.9). Also, the Bish
op of Armidale evidently helped recruit Catholic 
'Lady Visitors' to supervise foster homes (FJ 6/5/82, 
p.10). However, the Annual Reports of the Board

over the first ten years of its operation make the point 
that there were insufficient numbers of applications 
from Catholic families to foster children (SCRB 
1884, p.17; 1885, p.19). Further evidence of a lack of 
support is found in reports from country correspon
dents for the Freeman s Journal who argued that if 
the Board was looking for people to care for children 
for payment, they should look no further than the 
nuns who were running the Bathurst and Goulbum 
orphanages (FJ 14/1/82, p.9; 23/9/82, p.9). 

CATHOLIC RESOURCES - HUMAN AND 

FINANCIAL 

Thus Catholics had no reason to embrace the 
state version of boarding out. But why did they not 
establish their own system? In order to establish a 
venture such as a boarding out scheme there are 
two pre-requisites - the will and the means. It is 
arguable that the Catholic Church possessed nei
ther of these at that time. There was probably little 
perceived reason to start a boarding out scheme 
given that the evils of the barracks were not seen as 
applying to Catholic orphanages. However, even if 
the Catholic Church had wanted to replace Catholic 
orphanages with Catholic foster homes, there was 
not the means to do so. There was no source of 
funding for payment of the boarding out allowance, 
nor the other organisational infrastructure neces
sary for a boarding out scheme. Unlike Protestant 
churches, the Catholic Church was run by the 
clergy. There were no lay Catholics in positions of 
organisational authority in the Church. The 
Church's workers on the ground were its parish 
priests and its nuns, plus two communities of 
Marist Brothers. Neither the priests, nuns or broth
ers had the authority or the time to set up a board
ing out system. Everyone was fully occupied fund
ing, building and working in schools. 

Priests had supervised (albeit in a minimal way) 
Catholic children who were apprenticed out from 
the Catholic Orphan School. However these were 
relatively limited in number and there was no way 

"Catholics had no reason to embrace the 

state version of boarding out. But why 

did they not establish their own system?" 

that parish priests could supervise a vastly greater 
number of such placements. Moreover, the mode of 
selection and supervision of foster families was 
supervision by 'lady visitors'. Boarding out, unlike 
apprenticing out, was essentially the rearing of quite 
young children as opposed to the training of adoles
cents. This was work which quite clearly fell within 
'the woman's sphere' (Godden 1983). Thus the 

22 Australian Social Work March, 1998, Vol. 51, No. 1 



supervision of such a scheme by parish priests was 
totally inappropriate. There was an attempt by the St. 
Vmcent de Paul Society (a lay men's charitable organi
sation) to start boarding out from its boys' home in 
Five Dock, Sydney in 1893. It seems that only a few 
boys were placed and the scheme did not last beyond 
1896 (Burns 1991, p.25). Nuns had the gender advan
tage over priests and lay men but were bound by the 
aims and rules of their orders, which defined the scope 
and nature of their work and limited their contact with 
the outside world. They also needed the permission and 
co-operation of their Bishop to commence any new 
venture. This was not of course guaranteed and there 
are a number of well-known instances of severe dis
agreements between communities of nuns and bishops 
(for example, see O'Brien, L. 1994 and Allen 1989). 

DEMOGRAPHY OF CATHOLIC SOCIETY 

INN.S.W. 

Another consideration with respect to resources was 
the question of the availability of foster families with 
whom children could be boarded. Catholic demograph
ics in the last quarter of last century indicate that there 
was no shortage of families needing to take advantage 
of at least temporary care of some of their children by 
others. There was not however a corresponding avail
ability of foster places in suitably well-off Catholic 
homes. Horsburgh stated that Catholic children were in 
care in twice their proportion of the population (Hors
burgh 1980, pp.39,40). This is not surprising given that 
the bulk of the Catholic population was not well to do 
and in fact could be said to be poor. O'Farrell comment
ed that in the early 1900s Irish Catholics were 20-25% 
of the population but only 5-10% of the wealthy 
(O'Farrell 1988, p.120). The socio-economic position 
of Irish immigrants was very low, but the position of 
Australian-born Catholics was not much better. Hogan 
also commented on the low social position of Catholics 
(Hogan 1987 pp.138, 142) and the fact that this was re
flected in the crime statistics of the period. Catholic 
men were in gaol in twice the expected number and 
Catholic women comprised two thirds of the female 
prison population (Hogan 1987, p.142). 

These statistics are not indicative of an abun
dance of potential Catholic foster parents. The State 
Children's Relief Board (SCRB) found this to be the 
case in the early years of its operation. In reporting 
on the number of people applying to board out chil
dren from the institutions, the Board's president, 
Renwick, stated that: 

340 applications are from Protestants, and 107 
from Roman Catholics. It will be seen that the 
proportion of Roman Catholic applicants is very 
small, while ,on the other hand, the children of 
that denomination at present available in the in
stitutions open to the board, are in round num
bers: Protestant,325, Roman Catholic, 300. I 
would therefore earnestly ask my Catholic fel-

low colonists to become active co-workers in 
the cause of boarding out, and to assist in provid
ing suitable homes for their orphaned and desti
tute children among the people of their own faith 
(SCRB 1884, p.17). 

The SCRB Annual Reports make much of the fact 
that the foster homes used for boarding out were not 
impoverished. Almost every report for the first ten 
years commented proudly on the social position of 
foster families. The occupations of foster parents 
were listed and bear testament to the fact that state 
children were boarded out with the families of 
skilled tradesmen and successful farmers (for exam
ple, SCRB 1883, pp.21,22; 1885, pp.15,16; 1887, 
p.17; 1889, p.7) but definitely not hotel-keepers
(SCRB 1886, p.28). This latter rule may well have
eliminated a number of better-off Catholic families!
The selection of only the well-to-do as foster parents
was because the boarding out allowance was so low.

It is wisely thought, however, that, in conse
quence of the smallness of the sum at present 
paid for the support of the children, which in 
most cases hardly covers the actual cost of their 
maintenance, the foster parents should be beyond 
the pressure of poverty (SCRB 1882, p.14). 

The shortage of Catholic foster parents for the 
SCRB scheme may thus have been partly due to 
insufficient numbers who 'would not be placed in 
want' by taking in an extra child (SCRB 1889, p.7). 
Thus it seems that there was a mismatch in the 
Catholic community between a relatively high 
need for substitute care and a relatively low ability 
to provide such care in Catholic families. It is 
unlikely that a separate, Catholic boarding out 
scheme would have fared much better than the 
state version in terms of finding sufficient numbers 
of families who could afford to take in an extra 
child without causing hardship. 

DIFFERENTIAL ATTITUDES TO PARENTS' 

RIGHTS 

Another consideration is the fact that boarding 
out was not merely a 'better' alternative form of 
care. In terms of the relative power of parents over 
their children it constituted a significant swing 
away from parents and in favour of the state. Under 
the previous arrangements, parents applied to have 
their children taken into one of the institutions. 
They could then apply to have them returned if 
their circumstances changed. Provided there was 
no adverse report against the parents, the children 
were returned. There is some suggestion that the 
Catholic Orphan School was less harsh in its judge
ments of parents seeking care for their children. 
Horsburgh quoted the higher rate of discharge to 
parents of children from the Catholic Orphan 
School compared to the Protestant Orphan School 
(Horsburgh 1980, p.37). He also cited evidence of a 
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less punitive, more sympathetic attitude by the 
Chairman of the Catholic Orphan School's Com
mittee (Horsburgh 1980, pp.39,40). Thus it seems 
that the Catholic community was used to a system 

"there was a mismatch .. . between a 

relatively high need for substitute care 

and relatively low ability to provide such 

care in Catholic families. "

which was more sympathetic to parents' needs. (I 
am referring here only to the government funded 
Catholic Orphan School as there is no evidence of 
how parents fared with the unfunded orphanages 
run by nuns.) The philosophy of boarding out delib
erately sought to remove children from adverse 
influences of the city, and from their parents, who 
were often perceived by officialdom as profligate 
(Horsburgh 1977b). There was greater reluctance 
to remove children from good foster families in 
wholesome country locations than from the known 
evils of large barracks institutions. In modem par
lance boarding out was more 'child centred' than 
was institutional care. It was at the same time 
therefore potentially less 'natural family centred' 
than was institutional care. The SCRB reports pre
sent a great deal of bias against parents who placed 
their children in substitute care in the various insti
tutions. It was ever wary of imposition by parents, 
both in the form of evading their responsibilities by 
placing the children in care and/or by not paying 
maintenance when they could afford to do so 
(SCRB 1883, p.21; 1884, pp.7,8). 

It could be speculated that Catholics may have 
been reluctant to start a boarding out scheme if the 
only model available incorporated a negative, 
excluding and punitive attitude to parents. Anne 
O'Brien suggested that the church institutions which 
continued and /or were started after the introduction 

"A Catholic dislike of boarding out 

could be seen in the context of a more 

general negative reaction to attempts . . .

to interfere with Catholic family life. "

of boarding out by the state filled an unmet need of 
parents (O'Brien, A. 1988, p211). Certainly the 
reports of the SCRB itself indicated that a number of 
parents of children in institutions applied for the 
return of their children once they learned they were 

earmarked for boarding out. Renwick of course saw 
this as being evidence of imposition - of the parents' 
ability to care for their children and not needing to 
place them in substitute care at all (SCRB 1885, 
pp.22,23). No possibility of any alternative interpre
tation seems to have existed for him. 

A Catholic dislike of boarding out could be seen 
in the context of a more general negative reaction to 
attempts (or perceived attempts) to interfere with 
Catholic family life. Kingston (1988) made a com
ment that suggests this may have been the case. She 
saw a differential effect on Catholics in terms of the 
changes to, and codification in law, of women's roles 
which occurred over the nineteenth century. In talk
ing about the subservient role of women as wives 
and mothers which existed 'in the Protestant family 
and the family as it was being defined in nineteenth 
century law' she perceived that 'Catholic families 
were more threatened than Protestant ones'. 
Catholics she noted thought that 'dominating and re
sourceful behaviour' was 'natural for the mothers of 
Irish Catholic families' (Kingston 1988, p.153). Any 
system of alternative care which totally precluded 
mothers from resuming their role when their circum
stances improved is not likely to have been wel
comed by the Catholic community. 

CONCLUSION 

In spite of the State's rejection of institutional care 
for dependent children, Catholic care at the end of 
last century was carried out in orphanages run by 
nuns. The answer to Norma Parker's question as to 
the reasons for this seems to lie in Catholics' differ
ent perception of the role of mothers, a generalised 
distrust of the state, the lack of a perceived need to 
alter the status quo away from Catholic institutional 
care, the absence of appropriate Church organisa
tional structures and resources and finally the over
arching concern to preserve the faith of Catholic 
children. This meant that a Catholic boarding out 
system was not developed at this time. 
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