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Canberra’s invisible Catholics 1824–1830

James McDonald*

The first histories of the Canberra district were published in a flurry on the eve of 
the relocation of Parliament from Melbourne in 1927. In the four years prior, five 
writers published five Canberra histories, feeding a sudden (but fleeting) national 
curiosity in the fledgling capital. Unsurprisingly, as works of that age, they focused 
on the elite and searched for hints of a noble pastoral origin in the tradition of 
Virgil’s Bucolics in an attempt to make the genesis of the capital less ordinary.1 The 
five works were:
i. William Wright’s Canberra, a slim volume in 1923 including pastoral 

anecdotes and a set of sketches of 26 men; 
ii. Henry Selkirk’s ‘Origins of Canberra’, a 1923 essay serialised in 1926 into 

eight articles preoccupied with squires and clerics; 
iii. Frederick Robinson’s Canberra’s First Hundred Years and After, a Duntroon–

centric volume and Anglican encomium published in 1924 and revised slightly 
in 1927; 

iv. Frederick Watson’s, Brief History of Canberra, appearing in 1927, the first 
mainstream history, but focussed on squires, politicians and bureaucrats; and 

v. John Gale’s, Canberra, an eccentric volume in 1927 which lurched from 
farmers’ tales and document extracts to personal reflections from his decades 
as a local journalist.2 

In their haste, Canberra’s ancient Aboriginal heritage was dismissed in a few cursory 
pages.3 Similarly, Canberra’s first Catholics were overlooked. This pattern has 

1	 Note	the	different	approach	of	Catholics	in	Australia	to	the	theme	of	rural	virtue.	See	
J. Franklin, ‘Catholic Rural Virtue in Australia: Ideal and Reality’, Journal of the 
Australian Catholic Historical Society (hereafter, JACHS), vol. 40, 2019, 42–3.

2 The publication details are: W. D. Wright, Canberra, John Andrew, Sydney, 1923; 
H. Selkirk, ‘Origins of Canberra’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society 
Society (hereafter, JRAHS), vol. 9, 1923, 50–78 and ‘Early History of Canberra’ 
serialised in the Federal Capital Pioneer (hereafter, FCP) over 25 March, 22 April, 24 
May, 25 June, 24 July, 20 August, 15 October, 16 November 1926; (iii) F. Robinson, 
Canberra’s First Hundred Years and After, W. C. Penfold and Co., Sydney, 1924; (iv) 
F. Watson, A Brief History of Canberra, the Capital City of Australia, Federal Capital 
Press, Canberra, 1927; and (v) J. Gale, Canberra. etc., Fallick and Sons, Queanbeyan, 
1927.

3 Although this gap was partly addressed by the article and letters published in the Sydney 
Morning Herald (hereafter, SMH) on Aboriginal topics written by William Bluett (21 
May, 14 June 1927) and the mercurial Frederic Slater (SMH, 4 June 1927). 

*  James McDonald continues to edit Douglas Kelly’s posthumous three–volume 
commentary on Xenophon’s Hellenika (Hakkert, Amsterdam). He has also published on 
the early history of the Canberra district.
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continued. For example, the Molonglo’s first European pastoralist, Owen Bowen, a 
Catholic, does not appear in these five authors at all and rarely thereafter. Instead, 
the light shines on a few wealthy squires; particularly, the Campbells and their 
church of St John the Baptist. This article attempts to debunk Canberra’s persistent 
Anglican foundation myth and bring some of the region’s invisible Catholics into 
view. 

Imagining a future city (1820, 1834, 1855)
The European future of the district was toasted by Governor Lachlan Macquarie at 
the end of his ‘grand tour’ of the newly ‘discovered’ Lake George on Saturday 28 
October 1820 and in a thanksgiving service conducted by Rev. Robert Cartwright 
on the Sunday at Lake Bathurst on the return leg. But it took further expeditions and 
four more years before the first pastoralists arrived.4 When they did turn up, rapid 
progress was made. By 1834, Renaissance Pole, John Lhotsky, who was touring 
the Australian south–east, predicted that, on the Molonglo in ‘no distant period, 
a fine town will exist, uniting Spencer’s Gulf (by means of the Murray), Sydney, 
and Twofold Bay’.5 Two decades later, in 1855, the Wesleyan proselytist, John 
Gale, who became known in his dotage as the ‘father of Canberra’, claimed that 
he too had envisaged a grand city.6 These forecasts, of course, were all made long 
before the new national capital was officially proclaimed by Gertrude Denman, 
British suffragette and spouse of the serving Governor–General, at a pompous little 
foundation ceremony in 1913. The predictions of Macquarie, Lhotsky and Gale for 
Canberra’s future have been celebrated from hindsight.7 The truth is that they had 
all been long forgotten and were only dusted off as prescience in the 1920s. 
4 Entries for 28–9 October 1820 in the Journal of Governor Macquarie (State Library 

of NSW, A782). For the expeditions, see J. McDonald, ‘Aboriginal Expertise in the 
European Expeditions to the Canberra District’, Canberra Historical Journal (hereafter 
CHJ), vol. 86, 2021, 1–13. 

5 J. Lhotsky, A Journey from Sydney to the Australian Alps Undertaken in the Months of 
January, February and March 1834, Ackerman’s Repository of Arts, London, 1835,  
67–8. Lhotsky’s prediction has often been noted (e.g. Gale, Canberra, 26–7; Watson, 
A Brief History of Canberra, 29; L. Wigmore, The Long View: a History of Canberra, 
Australia’s National Capital, F. W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1963, 22–3; J. Flood, The 
Moth Hunters: Aboriginal Prehistory of the Australian Alps, Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1980, 8; Harold Koch in Harold Koch and Luise Hercus, 
(edd.), Aboriginal Placenames: Naming and Re–naming the Australian Landscape, 
ANU Press, Canberra, 2009, 154; N. Brown, A History of Canberra, Cambridge 
University Press, Port Melbourne, 2014, 12).

6 Queanbeyan Observer (hereafter, QO), 14 March 1913, 1. Cf. Charles Daley in P. Selth 
(ed.), Canberra Collection, Lowden, Kilmore, 1976, 4.

7 J. Stanhope, ‘Moving on by Looking back’, CHJ, vol. 51, 2003, 9–14; ‘Canberra’s 
Centenary Milestones’, CHJ, vol. 61, 2008, 3–4. Cf. D. Aitkin, ‘Canberra: a Place and a 
Name’, CHJ, vol. 49, 2002, 6–7.
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The pattern of European ‘settlement’ along the Molonglo
Across New South Wales, according to the 1828 census, there were over 36,500 
Europeans of whom, at least 8,515 (23.5 per cent) were Catholics. As we will learn 
later, this figure is in rough alignment with the Catholic representation in the 
Canberra district’s first nine pastoral stations (28.3 per cent).8 

Canberra’s geography and close proximity to Sydney led to a settlement 
structure that reflected pre–existing socially–polarised norms. The mostly absentee 
Protestant lairds and squires established sheep stations and cattle runs along the 
riverine plains. The British colonial model exploited bonded convict labour and the 
violent dispossession of Aboriginal peoples. As Lhotsky complained, all the best 
land was gone by 1834.9

Part–time farmers, when they did come (many of them Catholic), were forced 
into the poorer fringe–lands in the hills near springs and water holes, where it 
was, generally, harder going.10 As the ratio of free–to–unfree increased, this 
liminal settlement–pattern for an emerging yeomanry was reinforced, at least until 
Robertson’s land reforms in 1861, as is well known. For the Irish Catholics on the 
periphery, there were certainly areas in which the bark and slab huts clustered 
together in loose ethnic enclaves (e.g. at Tallagandra, the Naas valley and Gooromon 
Ponds). In this way, Irish–speaking nuclei could form, safely insulated from the 
cultural restraints in place at the dominant estates, where many of them still toiled 
during the six long days of the working week.

Reinstating Catholics in the narrative
In the rush to write the capital’s story in the mid–1920s, lazy paths were taken. Most 
historians focussed on the obvious; i.e. dominant landholders and their stone–built 
homesteads.

8 Cf. J. H. Donohoe, The Catholics of New South Wales, 1788–1820, and Their Families, 
Archives Authority of Australia, Sydney, 1988, 1–2, 5–11.

9 Lhotsky, A Journey from Sydney to the Australian Alps, 68.
10 E. Lea–Scarlett, Gundaroo, Roebuck, Canberra, 1972, 8–18; B. Maher, Planting the 

Celtic Cross: Foundation of the Catholic Archdiocese of Canberra and Goulburn, 
privately published, Canberra, 1997 (2009 reprint), 37–47. In these early years, cattle 
runs existed alongside the sheep stations on the plains. Eventually, cattle became more 
concentrated	in	the	higher	country	while	the	sheep	dominated	across	the	flats.	See	
J. McDonald ‘A Good Sheep Station Ruined’, Australian Journal of Biography and 
History, vol. 2, 2019, 35–47.
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Table 1: Coverage (by pages) of the four principal pastoralists in 20 histories 
(1920–2014)

Author

(sorted by 
manuscript date)

Bowen’s 
Carwoola

Moore’s 
Canberry

Campbell’s 
Pialligo

Palmer’s 
Ginninderra

Notes

Shumack, c. 1920 2 3 Weetangerra focus

Wright, 1923 1 1 1 Lanyon focus

Selkirk, 1923 8 8 1 First focus on 
Moore

Robinson, 1924 2 8 1 St John’s focus

Watson, 1927 5 10 3 First general 
history

Gale, 1927 1 4 Pastoral history

Wigmore, 1963 5 4 General history

Lea–Scarlett, 1968 6 4 7 5 Queanbeyan focus

McGilvray, 1973 2 3 0 First Catholic 
history

Fitzhardinge, 1975 3 3 1 Pastoral history

Selth, 1976 4 6 2 Collected essays

Martin, 1978 2 3 1 Rare coverage of 
south

Fitzgerald, 1987 5 5 4 Popular audience

Davies, et al., 1990 5 13 2 School audience

Gillespie, 1991 2 6 7 6 Pastoral history

Moore, 1982, 1999 2 5 7 Murrumbidgee 
focus (x 2)

Meyers, 2010 10 20 16 13 Pastoral history

Mawer, 2012 2 18 11 6 Acton focus

Brown, 2014 2 2 1 General history

22(8%) 98 (34%) 120 (41%) 50 (17%) total = 290
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Table 2: A new chronology for the Canberra district in the 1820s
Date Event

Eu
ro

pe
an

 e
xp

ed
iti

on
s

1820 Influenza devastates Canberra’s Aboriginal population

Aug 1820 Wild and two companions (Vaughan? and another) reach Lake 
George

Oct 1820 The party of Governor Macquarie and Commissioner Bigge tours 
Lake George

Oct 1820 Throsby, Wild and Vaughan, led by Taree (and Peroa?), reach 
Majura or Kowan

Dec 1820 Smith, Wild and Vaughan, led by an unnamed guide, reach the 
Molonglo

Mar 1821 Throsby, Wild and Vaughan, led by an unnamed guide, reach the 
Murrumbidgee

May 1821 Bowen occupies 1,000 acres at Mulwaree (Goulburn)

Aug 1821 Wild and Vaughan drive Moore’s cattle from Liverpool to Baw 
Baw (Goulburn)

Nov 1821 Expedition of Throsby and Kearns to Jervis Bay

Jan– Feb 1822 Expedition of Kearns, Packer and Marsh to Batemans Bay with an 
unnamed guide

Jan–Feb 1823 Morley sets up Campbell and the Palmers temporarily at Tarago

May–Jun 1823 Expedition of Currie and Ovens to the Monaro using unnamed 
guides

Oct 1823 Shelley surrenders her Tarago station to John Palmer

late 1823 Brooks establishes Turalla; Hume establishes Wooloobidallah

April 1824 Cunningham’s botanical expedition passes through Acton 
(Canberry not recorded)

Fi
rs

t M
ol

on
gl

o 
pa

st
or

al
is

ts

Feb–May 1824 Bowen pushed out of Mulwaree by Moore and Goulburn 
pastoralists

May–Jun 1824 Turner and McLaughlin establish Molonglo for Bowen (ticket 
issued 10 Jun)

May–Sep 1824 (i) Informal party establishes Canberry for Moore (first possible 
date–range); or

(ii) McLaughlin establishes Canberry for Moore (second possible 
date range)

Oct–Dec 1824

late 1824/early 1825 Cooney’s station on the Gundaroo River established

late 1824/early 1825 Balcombe family’s station at Carwoola established

mid 1825 Townson’s stockmen squatting at Gundaroo and Murrumbateman 

Nov 1825 Ainslie establishes Pialligo for Campbell

Dec 1825 Harrington’s ticket of occupation for Yarralumla (never taken up)
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Se
ve

re
 d

ro
ug

ht
 a

cc
el

er
at

es
 E

ur
op

ea
n 

ex
pa

ns
io

n

1826–1828 Effects of a severe drought escalate the search for inland pastures

early 1826 Martin/Taylor squatting at Yarralumla and Weston Creek

early 1826 Johnston squatting at Tuggeranong and Weston Creek

mid–late 1826 Tennant ‘bolts’ from Canberry

Jun 1826 Turner on behalf of Hughes attempts to oust Townson’s men at 
Murrumbateman

late 1826 McFarlane establishes Palmerville at old Ginninderra for George 
Palmer

late 1826 Beard establishes Quinbean and then an outstation at Lanyon

Sep 1826 John Palmer unsuccessfully attempts to oust Townson from 
Gundaroo

late 1826/early 1827 Cullen establishes Thurralilly for the Flynn orphan (on an earlier 
run)

early 1827 Cameron establishes Jerrabomberra for John Palmer; Guise 
brothers, Bradley and  Klensendorlffe at Gundaroo; Douglass and 
Hughes establish Neston for Barlow

mid 1827 Murdoch ousts Johnston’s men at Tuggeranong and establishes 
Janevale

Nov 1827 Styles authorised to settle at Gundaroo

Jan 1828 The capture of bushrangers Tennant and Rix by a party guided by 
Make–a–cake

Jan 1828 McLaren at Tuggeranong

mid 1828 Antill at Carwoola

mid 1828 The Elliots settle at Michelago

late 1828 Cotter herding cattle for Kenny in the Cotter region

late 1828 Klensendorlffe establishes himself at Stirling Park

late 1828 Dixon commences surveying the region

late 1828 Moore and Barnett establish an outstation at Burbong

They ignored the first European pastoral enterprise in the district, ‘Molonglo’ at 
Carwoola –a map of the main stations mentioned appears at the end of the article. 
It was a highly unusual operation owned by a Catholic emancipist who was also 
the only large landholder of the district to reside on his property in the 1820s. 
This was the Irishman with the mellifluous Welsh name, Owen Bowen. The other 
landholders were absentee Sydney speculators, all of them Protestant. Bowen’s 
tale is compelling. He is the district’s version of Virgil’s Meliboeus, who fought 
steadfastly for his land against the claims of decommissioned Roman soldiers. 
Bowen’s adversary was Joshua Moore, a decommissioned Waterloo veteran and 

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society
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well–connected member of the Sydney elite. Yet Bowen is overlooked in the 
hastily–written Canberra Bucolics of the 1920s.11 

Only with Errol Lea–Scarlett in 1968 is Bowen discovered (see Table 1). 
Monsignor Alexander McGilvray’s Hallowed High Adventure, five years after 
Lea–Scarlett’s Queanbeyan, presented the region’s first Catholic history. Yet it 
too omitted Bowen. Even today, Canberra’s chronology and early pastoral history 
remains corrupted by the dominance of the Campbell–Palmer bloc. Thankfully, 
Henry Selkirk in 1926 emphatically corrected the error that Duntroon was the first 
farm.12 But even the current belief – that Joshua Moore’s Canberry station was 
first, followed by Duntroon and then the Palmers’ Ginninderra and Jerrabomberra 
stations – is false.13 To address this, I have recently argued for a comprehensive 
revision of the chronology for Canberra’s pastoral history in the 1820s.14 I will not 
repeat that work here, but I have provided the results in Table 2, which provides a 
sense of how European Canberra’s demography developed in its first few years. 

Owen Bowen’s ‘Molonglo’
Despite holding a valid ‘ticket of occupation’, Owen Bowen was squeezed out of 
Mulwaree (near Goulburn) by Joshua Moore and others in May 1824. His next ticket 
of occupation shows that he resettled at Carwoola where he established a large 
dairy run sometime between May and July of that year. In fact, he made astounding 
progress. By October his ‘Molonglo’ estate of 1,000 acres was described as having 
410 acres cleared, a substantial dairy herd, huts and stockyard. It was eventually 
tended by a core workforce of about 12–15 people.15 

Bowen recruited an excellent pair of stockmen to stake his claim. Old friend, 
John McLaughlin, served as the supervisor. McLaughlin must have proved himself 
at Molonglo, because Bowen’s foe, Moore, poached McLaughlin by October 1824. 
And by 1828, Moore and Barnett (whoever he/she was) set up an outstation on 
the Molonglo near Bowen at Burbong.16 Despite these hostile moves Bowen’s star 

11 Virgil, Eclogue, 1. The resonance of Virgil in Australian pastoral history is a theme 
explored by J. Franklin, Corrupting the Youth: a History of Philosophy in Australia, 
Macleay Press, Paddington, 2003, 238–42.

12 H. Selkirk, ‘Lieutenant Joshua John Moore’, FCP, 20 August 1926, 1.
13 E.g. L. L. Gillespie, Canberra: 1820–1913, AGPS, Canberra, 1991, 8–11. Of course, 

geography plays a factor against Bowen. His property falls outside the modern ACT, 
but in his own age, Carwoola was very much a part of a common district bound by the 
Molonglo, Queanbeyan and Murrumbidgee rivers.

14	 ‘A	new	chronology	for	the	first	pastoral	stations	on	the	Molonglo’	in	two	parts,	
Quinbean, vols. 14, 2–3, 2021.

15 Cf. Maher, Planting the Celtic Cross, 74–5.
16 As attested in H. F. White’s 1834 survey map (NLA 1632918).
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continued to prevail. The other original stockman at Molonglo was Robert Turner, 
who brought with him vital expeditionary skills and was probably, at that time, the 
more expert of the two, as he is listed first in correspondence, despite being the 
serving convict. Turner had been working for the colony’s Deputy–Surveyor, Irish 
rebel, James Meehan, since 1820.17 We may detect significance in Bowen’s choice 
of stockmen. Meehan was no friend of Charles Throsby, after the two expeditioners 
fell out during their exploration of the Lake Bathurst, Shoalhaven and Jervis Bay in 
early 1818. It may be significant that Moore used Throsby’s men to guide him to the 
Canberra pastures (Joseph Wild and James Vaughan), while here we have Bowen 
using Meehan’s man (Turner). There may even have been sectarian considerations 
at play. Moore had targeted Bowen at Goulburn and now his adversary even appears 
to be doing the same thing on the Molonglo; so Meehan, who had his own holding at 
Lake George, must have been a welcome ally for Bowen, who may have sympathised 
with him as a fellow emancipist and Irish Catholic. 

Bowen was also willing to risk the inclusion of some very hardened convicts 
in his crews. If we look at the penal records of his assignees, they include William 
Mitchell and John Whoolohan. Both had committed additional offences in the 
colony, with the former sent to Port Macquarie and the latter despatched to an iron–
gang operating at Liverpool. Perhaps here we have a master who could get the 
best out of the most recalcitrant felons, or it may just be another example of the 
emancipists getting a poorer deal. Perhaps the elite could pick and choose their 
assigned labour. I suspect that it is a combination of both factors. 

As already mentioned, Bowen was the first large landowner of the district to 
actually reside on his own property. The others were mostly absentees during the 
1820s. But what is also significant is that his workers differed from his neighbours in 
two additional respects. First, the neighbouring stations had teams of male convicts 
supervised by a free (usually Presbyterian) overseer in the common exploitative 
model of that age. Molonglo, however, was a mixed workforce, many of them free 
and even included women and children. It may have been owned by Bowen but 
it functioned more as a cooperative and the squire supported his families setting 
up on their own (e.g. the Simpsons at Jingera). The second difference was that the 
workers at Carwoola – although a mix of denominations – were predominantly 
Catholic. It is significant to note here, therefore, that the only Catholic landowner 
had the only majority Catholic workforce in the district at that time (see Table 3). It 

17 Meehan had participated in the 1798 Rebellion. For Turner’s assignment to Meehan, 
see the population muster at Liverpool in 1823. 
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is not until James McCarthy at Gooromon Ponds and Terence Murray at Yarralumla 
in the 1830s that this situation is repeated.18 

Owen Bowen died in 1840. His estate was worth £7,000.19 It was remarkable 
success, especially when contrasted with the sorry fate of his privileged adversary, 
Moore, who became insolvent. For some reason historians have tended to overlook 
Bowen. If anyone needs greater elevation in the Molonglo’s history, it is he.

After her husband’s death, Mary Bowen remarried. She and new spouse, John 
Curtis, managed Molonglo until her son, William Bowen, came of age.20 Under 
Bowen junior the property specialised in thoroughbred horses. It was a clever move 
and brought great renown to Molonglo as a leading stud farm. In 1865 the Bowen 
time at Molonglo came to an end when Thomas Rutledge, who had also bought out 
the neighbouring Balcombe and Antill properties, created a huge Carwoola estate.21 
Within the decade, the Anglican Church of St Thomas the Apostle was erected 
nearby and the Catholic story of Carwoola and its first families was forgotten. 

Joshua Moore’s ‘Canberry’
The second European party to arrive in the district had been commissioned by 
ambitious colonial administrator, Joshua Moore. A couple of his men may have 
squatted at ‘Canberry’ (now, Acton) in mid 1824, but as he claims that McLaughlin 
was to be his overseer in October 1824, it would appear that Canberry was not 
actually established until quite late that year (i.e. after McLaughlin had been 
poached). 

The setup of Moore’s cattle run on the Molonglo was much the same as other 
operations in the colony with a free Protestant overseer and a mix of convict workers, 
predominantly English with a peppering of Irish. But despite the well–tested model 
and Moore being on prime land at Canberry with perquisite resources, he seems to 
have struggled to deliver on its promise. It may be because his management style 
was too ‘hands–off’. When McLaughlin left, he quickly recruited James Cowan in 
1827, but it is not clear how well his supervisors managed the station, or to what 

18 See A. J. McGilvray, Hallowed High Adventure, Devonshire Press, Goulburn, 1973, 
9; B. Maher, In Praise of Pioneers: an Account of the Keeffe and Curran Families – 
Queanbeyan District, privately published, Canberra, 1981, 12; R. Winch. ‘Convicts and 
Parsons: Unhonoured and Unsung’, CHJ, vol. 8 1981, 11; Gillespie, Canberra, 77.

19 E. Lea–Scarlett, Queanbeyan: District and People, Queanbeyan Municipal Council, 
Queanbeyan, 1968, 11.

20 Lea–Scarlett, Queanbeyan, 135; D. Meyers, (ed. K. Frawley), Lairds, Lags and 
Larrikins: an Early History of the Limestone Plains, Sefton Publications, Pearce, 2010,  
98.

21 Lea–Scarlett, Queanbeyan, 12.

Canberra’s invisible Catholics, 1824–1830
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extent he himself may have mismanaged matters from afar. By the end of the 1830s 
the over–extended Moore was bankrupt.22

The Balcombes at ‘The Briars’
One of the most curious individuals to farm on the Molonglo River was William 
Balcombe senior. He had been a superintendent for the British East India Company 
in St Helena. When Napoleon was recaptured and exiled there in 1815, he first stayed 
in a pavilion at the Balcombes’ villa, until accommodation at Longwood was ready. 
During this time, Balcombe became enamoured with the fallen emperor. In 1818 
his family was banished from the island for helping smuggle out correspondence to 
the French government.23 After being sent back to England in disgrace, Balcombe 
used his remaining connections to win an appointment as the new Treasurer for 
NSW. But in the colony, his was not a popular arrival as he was considered to be 
superfluous and ungrateful, especially when provided with a home in O’Connell 
Street and immediately arguing about the adequacy of his remuneration and staff. 
But it was as a Francophile that he earned the greatest mistrust by military and naval 
veterans such as Moore, Johnston and the Palmers (all now Canberra pastoralists).24 

Balcombe senior also wasted little time in feathering nests for his adolescent 
sons. It was on the Molonglo that he helped establish William junior at ‘The Briars’ 
(at Carwoola adjacent to Bowen) and in Goulburn at Kenmore. As for the date 
of arrival of the Balcombe family’s stockmen on the Molonglo, we must place it 
somewhere between the issue of a ‘ticket of occupation’ dated 5 August 1824 for 
2,000 acres (with no area then specified) and a 17 May 1825 right to purchase 
land in ‘Argyle’ (presumably, their Carwoola block). A date in the early months of 
1825 seems likely, given that William senior was juggling finances and political 
opposition.25 After a scandal involving the mismanagement of public funds, he 
died in 1829. His estate was heavily in debt, leaving his widow to petition for a 
pension, while young William struggled to run his father’s land grants for some 
years, including at Carwoola.26 
22 See G. A. Mawer, ‘Pioneering Exploits on Canberry Station’, CHJ, vol. 11, 1983,16. 
23 A. Chaplin, A St Helena Who’s Who: a Complete Guide to the People on St Helena 

During Napoleon’s Captivity, London, Fonthill,  1919,  44–9.
24 M. Barnard, A History of Australia, Sydney, Angus and Robertson, 1963, 330.
25 NSW State Archives and Records (hereafter, NSWSAR), 2/7795. I summarised 

Balcombe’s troubles in ‘The Molonglo Willows’, CHJ, vol. 83, 2019, 24–5.
26 See K. Thomson, ADB, vol. 3, 77–9. As the Balcombes were not really part of the 

Sydney establishment, perhaps the teenage squire may have struggled after his father’s 
death and relied on the experience and advice of the elder Bowen. They certainly 
engaged	in	financial	transactions	(see	Maher,	Planting the Celtic Cross, 75). They may 
even have shared a common enmity with Moore.
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Robert Campbell’s ‘Pialligo’
The fourth pastoral enterprise on the Molonglo was Pialligo Station (later, 
Duntroon) which became synonymous with the European settlement of the district 
and a model using Scottish shepherds.27 But in the 1820s it looked nothing like 
this. Campbell’s station was run by the deeply flawed overseer, James Ainslie, who 
brought an eclectic group of mostly English convicts with him.28 Despite popular 
belief, only one of Pialligo’s sixteen workers, Charles Bowman, was a Scot, yet 
he was neither shepherd nor Gael.29 We certainly know that the elder Campbell 
was displeased by the lack of discipline and heavy drinking at the station in the 
early 1830s. After Ainslie’s dismissal, it was Charles Campbell, in 1835, who first 
began to recruit a workforce of free Scottish shepherds, exclusively Presbyterian. 
No Jacobites or Catholics are evident from this point. It was certainly a likely model 
for a Presbyterian post–clearance laird. 30 But all this took time and in the 1820s, 
Pialligo certainly was not Presbyterian. It had convicts from a mix of backgrounds 
and religions, mostly Anglican.

Robert Campbell himself, seems to have preferred the Anglicanism of his 
wife, Sophia Palmer (sister of John Palmer of Jerrabomberra), to his native 
Presbyterianism. He may even have converted. Certainly, all his children were 
Anglican. In 1836 he opposed a government appropriation of £600 for Catholic 
orphans arguing that state welfare should be spent on raising children as Protestants 
(the state religion).31 He was a driving force behind the founding of Canberra’s first 
church, St John the Baptist, and seems to have wanted to build an Anglican idyll 
ready for his relocation to the district himself late in his life. When his son brought in 
the Presbyterians, tensions grew over time between them and the original Anglican 
core. Charles Campbell said in 1864 that Anglicans had a higher ‘loyalty to the 
Crown’ over Dissenters.32 Presumably, Catholics were barely tolerated at Pialligo at 
27 It should not remain without remark that a Catholic McDonald writing about a 

Protestant Campbell’s domination of an area in a Catholic journal would likely be prone 
to bias. Despite genes and seannachy lore, I have done my best to remain as objective 
as possible.

28 For Ainslie, see R. Henderson, ‘James Ainslie: Stranger than Fiction’, JRAHS, vol. 
98.2, 2012, 227–48.

29 For the workforce, see Meyers, Lairds, Lags and Larrikins, 54–8.  
30 Of course, the phenomenon of the Highland shepherd was not a reality until after the 

Clearances, with the sheep only arriving there en masse once the cattle and clans had 
been forcibly removed. 

31 See C. Newman, The Spirit of Wharf House: Campbell Enterprise from Calcutta to 
Canberra, 1788–1930, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1961, 159, 186–9. 

32 Golden Age, 14 April 1864, 2; cf. E. Lea–Scarlett, ‘John Gale: Pressman and Christian 
Humanist’, CHJ, vol. 9, 1982, 12.

Canberra’s invisible Catholics, 1824–1830



12

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society

any time throughout the nineteenth century, but Presbyterians may have presented 
a palatable compromise.

James Martin/Taylor at Yarralumla and Weston Creek
The history of the next pastoral operation in the Canberra district is a challenge 
to reconstruct. On Robert Dixon’s 1829 survey is marked a station occupied by ‘J. 
Taylor’ close to the Yarralumla woolshed.33 David Meyers has done some excellent 
detective work in matching this Taylor to James Martin either as a pseudonym 
(‘Taylor’ was a surname that Martin and his mother used) or as Martin’s overseer. 
The former is the most likely explanation. Whatever the truth, it certainly seems 
that sheep were pastured at Yarralumla by James Martin, without authorisation, as 
early as 1826, certainly well before Dixon’s map.34 

In 1827 Martin wrote to the Colonial Secretary seeking a lease of 2,000 acres 
located three miles south–west of Moore’s Canberry. His application says that he 
had two free stockmen running 200 cattle, 20 ewes and two horses. He said that ‘a 
good substantial dwelling house’ had been erected and that he had cleared 20 acres 
of which 12 were sown with wheat and eight prepared for corn (presumably, oats).35 
It is the reference to wheat growing that has sparked the only significant interest 
in Martin’s role in Canberra’s pastoral history.36 Errol Lea–Scarlett, for one, was 
impressed describing him as ‘the James Ruse of Limestone Plains’.37 Weetangera 
farmer and chronicler, Samuel Shumack, in his recollections, also connects the first 
wheat growing in the district to Yarralumla, but assigns responsibility to a man he 
identified simply as ‘Finnerson’; otherwise unknown.38 Perhaps Finnerson worked 
for Martin in 1826.

In 1828 John Stephen sought a ticket of occupation for a ‘portion of land on 
which Messrs Johnston and Taylor have seated themselves depasturing [sic] cattle 
without authority’.39 He was the son of Sir Alfred Stephen, a Supreme Court Justice. 
Although Stephen had the necessary clout to make a claim stick, he did not pursue 
the matter and the certificate of occupation was granted instead to Henry Donnison 
33 According to Meyers, Lairds, Lags and Larrikins, 108.
34 Meyers, Lairds, Lags and Larrikins, 103–8.
35 NSWSAR, 2/7915. Cf. Lea–Scarlett, Queanbeyan, 58; G. Martin, Episodes of Old 

Canberra, ANU Press, Canberra, 1978, 38–9.
36 Martin, Episodes of Old Canberra, 37–9. 
37 Lea–Scarlett, loc. cit.
38 S. Shumack (ed. J. E. and S. Shumack), An Autobiography, or, Tales and Legends of 

Canberra Pioneers, ANU Press, Canberra 1967, 88. There is a Finnegan at Canberry, 
but he has no cropping expertise.

39 NSWSAR,  2/7975.



13

Canberra’s invisible Catholics, 1824–1830

in August 1828. Martin/Taylor moved on, accepting his fate. His station does not 
appear in the 1828 census and, thereafter, he re–emerges on the Monaro under both 
names. 

Robert Johnston at Tuggeranong and Weston Creek
The most ambitious of the squatters in the district was Robert Johnston, second son 
of Lieutenant–Governor George Johnston of Rum Rebellion fame.40 His mother, 
Esther Abrahams, was a Jewish convict of the First Fleet. His mixed heritage, the 
legacy of his father’s controversial career and his family’s deep roots at Annandale 
meant that Robert and his siblings were part of a more independent generation. 
Even though Johnston had been sent to England for schooling at the age of eight 
and from there went straight into the Royal Navy as a 15 year–old, he returned to 
NSW as soon as he could.41 The frontier had few fears for a ‘cornstalk’. In early 
1818 he joined John Jamison’s exploration party of the Warragamba, Nepean and 
Cox Rivers and he was also in the party of the Throsby–Meehan expedition to 
Jervis Bay a month or so later. In 1821 Johnston sailed the Snapper to Bateman’s 
Bay where he ‘re–discovered’ and named the Clyde River and then returned to it 
overland in the next year with Hamilton Hume and Alexander Berry. Lieutenant 
Johnston had seen first–hand the pastoral riches of the interior.42 

Around 1826 Johnston turned his attention to the Canberra district. A core of 
the convicts assigned to him in these early days appear listed as still being with 
him in the 1828 census deployed in the Tuggeranong and Weston Creek areas.43 
This would suggest that he had a loyal crew. Unlike the other squires, he visited 
his properties frequently. Moore’s slow progress and the ‘bolting’ of John Tennant 
probably reflects opposite traits. Where Johnston would struggle was in securing 
title. Johnston already had a full quota of land grants and was never going to acquire 
more in the district unless he purchased properties from existing landholders. 
Therefore, he needed to balance competing priorities: minimising the cost of 
improvements while keeping his workers comfortable. In the Sydney press he was 
later quoted as saying ‘we remove our stations from time to time and leave the huts 
we may have erected behind us’.44 
40 See the Johnston family entries by G. F. J. Bergman and A. T. Yarwood, in ADB, vol. 2, 

19–22. 
41 Meyers, Lairds, Lags and Larrikins, 108–9.
42 Martin, Episodes of Old Canberra, 37–8; cf. Meyers, Lairds, Lags and Larrikins, 110–

11.
43 Namely: James Loundes, James Stroud and Thomas Taylor. See Meyers, Lairds, Lags 

and Larrikins, 109.
44 Sydney Gazette and NSW Advertiser (hereafter SGNSWA), 11 February 1832, 3.
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In 1829 Johnston withdrew from Tuggeranong altogether and concentrated on 
Jeir. Dixon’s survey of that year only shows a rump at Weston Creek. Not only had 
legitimate landholders such as James Murdoch nudged him out of Tuggeranong, 
but his home affairs brought his gaze back to Annandale.45 He was embroiled in a 
court battle over control of the family property with his mother, who was eventually 
declared ‘insane’.46 At this time, Johnston resigned his commission in the navy to 
settle family affairs. Nevertheless, he hung on at Weston Creek and is still recorded 
as being there as late as 1831.47

The Palmers at Ginninderra and Jerrabomberra 
George Palmer established the next farm in 1826 in the Canberra district at modern 
Giralang, which he named after himself (Palmerville), but was locally known as 
Ginninderra (or its cognates). It was a prosperous sheep area which soon boasted 
convict barracks and stone outbuildings and gradually became a hub for a loose 
cluster of tenant farmers spreading north up along the upper reaches of Ginninderra 
Creek. Its convicts and later workers were of mixed background; mainly Anglican, 
but many of the later Ginninderra Catholics were of English origin. 

George Palmer’s father, John (known as ‘Little Jack’), had been the colony’s 
commissary. He set up a station at Jerrabomberra on the other side of his brother–
in–law’s Pialligo in early 1827. He had boasted to an 1812 Select Committee on 
Transportation that he ‘had more ground than anybody else’ and ‘farmed more than 
any other person did’.48 But a good share of the success of Palmer, I would argue, 
comes from a ruthless streak. While temporarily occupying land near Tarago, on 
the eve of his move inland, he successfully dispossessed the missionary widow, 
Elizabeth Shelley, of her land and then tried to rob Dr Robert Townson of his 
Gundaroo station. Shelley gave in, but Townson fought and won. Palmer’s ‘plan B’, 
it seems, was Jerrabomberra.49

45 Cf. Lea–Scarlett, Queanbeyan, 12; Meyers, loc. cit.
46 See G. F. J. Bergman in ADB, vol. 2, 19–20.
47 SGNSWA, 11 February 1832, 3.
48 Quoted by M. Steven, ADB, vol. 2, 309.
49 Elizabeth Shelley to Colonial Secretary, 14 October 1823 (NSWSRA, 2/7970); Robert 

Townson to Colonial Secretary, 26 September 1826 (NSWSRA, 2/7991). For the 
Shelleys see N. Gunson in ADB, vol. 2, 438–9 (updated in the online edition). For 
their ill–fated Native Institution, see J. Cruickshank in A. Barry, J. Cruickshank, A. 
Brown–May and P. Grimshaw (edd.). Evangelists of Empire?: Missionaries in Colonial 
History, University of Melbourne, Melbourne, 2008, 115–24.
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Other than one Catholic convict, Jerrabomberra was also an Anglican affair.50 
However, it was praised by Lhotsky in 1834 when he travelled through and it 
certainly enjoyed an early heyday as a prosperous sheep station.

Collectively, the influence of the Palmers and Campbells eventually almost ran 
the full course of the Molonglo. The families became even more closely entwined in 
1837, when a son of Robert Campbell, Charles, married George Palmer’s daughter, 
Catherine. Through this union, Charles Campbell was actually marrying his first 
cousin, once removed. Charles Campbell had already been managing Pialligo 
(renamed Duntroon) and now he ran Ginninderra for his cousin and father–in–
law.51 But the alliances did not end there. A third family allied itself with the 
powerful dynasty. This was the Davis family, albeit one of new arrivals of humbler 
means. The daughter of William Davis (senior) and his spouse, Jane Weston, had 
married James Wright of Lanyon.52 This connection drew them to the district in 
the mid–1840s. Two sons of William Davis (senior) and Jane Weston – William 
(junior) and Frederick – both married Palmer women. William (junior) married 
Susan, a daughter of George Palmer (senior). After Charles Campbell, they were to 
run Ginninderra. Frederick Davis married Minna Palmer, the daughter of George 
Palmer junior. 

What we have here is a tightly woven network with four key marriage alliances 
that served to bind together the largest pastoral stations of the district for the first 
two–to–three generations of European occupation of the Canberra district. Once 
Canberry had also been added (1843), Campbell, Palmer and Davis seeds were 
planted in almost every major station along the Molonglo. By my calculations, they 
controlled 63.6 per cent of the prime land.53 Only Carwoola remained free of them.

50 Although it is probably notable in that it had what was probably a Greek Orthodox 
worker, although he is listed as Protestant. This was George Colleapy. I think he 
is	a	strong	contender	for	being	one	of	the	first	people	of	Greek	heritage	to	settle	in	
Australia;	certainly,	the	first	in	Canberra.	Cf.	E.	Alexakis	and	L.	Janiszewski,	In Their 
Own Image: Greek Australians, Hale and Ironmonger, Alexandria, 1998, 11.

51 See the family stemma in J. Palmer, ‘The Palmers of Ginninderra’, CHJ, vol. 2, 1978,  
28–9.

52 James Wright was also the grandfather of William Davis Wright, the local historian 
and namesake of his mother’s father and brother. The nomenclature can lead to some 
forgivable confusions.

53 Robert Dixon’s 1841 map (NLA 230011468) shows blocks totalling about 82,100 acres 
delineated in the district (including those with no owner attributed). The inter–related 
families accounted at one time or another for 52,250 acres, or 63.6 per cent of the prime 
land. If we excise the 18,000 acres at Carwoola, where the three families did not have a 
presence, then this representation jumps to 81.5 per cent of the revised total. Of course, 
the number does not account for the many tiny blocks that Dixon ignored. Yet even if 
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Timothy Beard at Queanbeyan and Lanyon
If it were not for the wonderful city of Queanbeyan, historians might have yawned 
over Timothy Beard’s Quinbean outstation. Beard’s herdsmen erected huts and a 
stockyard in late 1826. The 1828 census described Quinbean as being just 200 acres 
with ten horses and 230 horned cattle under the charge of three stockmen. Through 
the accident of the city growing up there, the absent Beard has earned more fame 
than some of his peers and now even has a suburb named after him.

Beard was an emancipist but was also an absentee squatter whose occupation 
was opportunistic. His position – bordering the grants of Campbell and John 
Palmer – was always going to be precarious in the absence of paperwork. It is 
hard to imagine that he viewed his presence in the district as anything other than 
temporary. 

The proximity of Beard’s inn in Liverpool to Joshua Moore’s Horningsea Park 
suggests that Beard was well–acquainted with the owner of Canberry. He may have 
encouraged Beard’s subsequent involvement in the district. Colonial Sydney was a 
small world and Beard, despite his ‘convict stain’, had other powerful benefactors 
(e.g. Rev. Samuel Marsden and John Jamison).54 If so, we might detect a bit of 
mischief in Moore’s advice, as Beard’s Quinbean would have served as a further 
buffer against Bowen and Balcombe. It also provided Moore with an ally against 
Campbell and the Palmers. But this may be too ambitious an analysis to apply 
to Beard’s unambitious cattle run. It was a rough frontier affair. For example, in 
January 1828, shortly before their capture, the bushrangers John Tennant and Dublin 
Jack Rix appear to have been assisted by friends at Quinbean. Beard’s herdsman, 
William Carter, was less than truthful when interviewed by the one–eyed district 
constable, John Jones.55 He had no information to offer him, it was claimed, yet the 
authorities later found a significant stash of stolen goods left by the bushrangers 
at Quinbean, suggesting that it may have been used as a place of refuge for the 
Canberry outlaws.

In 1828 John Stephen, who was later to claim Martin’s Yarralumla, claimed 
Beard’s Quinbean. However, Stephen let both claims lapse. But respite from legal 
challenge was only brief. In May 1829, James Cowan (Moore’s overseer at Canberry) 

we adjust for these, you can still safely conclude that they controlled at least half the 
district.

54 F. Clune, Across the Snowy Mountains, from Goulburn to Kosciuszko, Angus & 
Robertson, Sydney, 1961, 97; Meyers, Lairds, Lags and Larrikins, 77–8.

55 J. McDonald, ‘Winter in Argyle: Unearthing Canberra’s Female Bushranger’, CHJ, vol.  
84, 2020, 11–16.
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and his brother, Andrew, lodged their own claim for Quinbean, as soon as they 
became aware that Stephen had ‘abandoned’ his ticket.56  So it was, that Beard’s 
men were pushed out of Quinbean. As they had already established a second run on 
the Murrumbidgee near Lanyon, his focus simply moved south.57 

Beard’s workers were the first Europeans known to have occupied the Tharwa 
district.58 James Cooper of Lake George reports visiting it in 1831 and John Lhotsky 
was also aware of the Murrumbidgee outstation when he passed through in 1834.59 
White’s 1834 survey also records Beard’s men at Lanyon while Hoddle even 
marked two buildings at ‘Ty Beard’s Station’. But despite the improvements he built 
at Lanyon, Beard’s men were evicted yet again. This time it is in the form of the 
Wrights and John Lanyon (after whom the property was later named) in late 1833. 

Proportion of Catholics in the Canberra district in the 1820s 
As mentioned earlier, the proportion of Catholics in these nine first stations along 
the Molonglo, established in the 1824–1826 period, was 28.3 per cent, which was 
almost five percentage points higher than the proportion of Catholics enumerated 
in the full 1828 census (23.5 per cent). Table 3, provides the raw data and dates of 
establishment (noting that information on two farms is too unreliable to include).60

56 NSWSAR, Register of Cases from 1835, no. 503 2/1760.
57 For the landholdings, see Beard’s letter to the Colonial Secretary dated 14 October 

1826. Lhotsky also refers to his two properties. See Lea–Scarlett, Queanbeyan, 14, 
259 n. 17; Gillespie, Canberra, 11–12; B. Moore, Lanyon Saga: a History of the 
Cunningham Family and the Lanyon, Tuggeranong and Wanniassa Estates in the 
ACT, privately published, Pearce, 1982, 6; K. Williams, Oaks Estate: No Man’s Land. 
privately published, Canberra, 1997, 2.

58 Of course, those who still subscribe to the myth that Tennant’s hideout was on the 
mountain that bears his name (albeit misspelt), might argue otherwise.

59 Cooper’s private journal held by the family, quoted in Meyers, Lairds, Lags and 
Larrikins, p. 80 (unsighted). For Lhotsky’s reference, see A Journey from Sydney to the 
Australian Alps Undertaken in the Months of January, February and March 1834, 105.

60 Although Errol Lea–Scarlett’s analysis of the 1828 census claims that there were 21 
Europeans in the Canberra district in that year, of whom nine were Catholic (i.e. 18 per 
cent). This is reported in information provided in notes and published by McGilvray, 
Hallowed High Adventure, 9, 16. I do not know what methodology Lea–Scarlett 
applied, but my calculation of 92 with a known faith of whom 26 were Catholic in the 
1820s	is	a	flow	figure	and	also	includes	people	who	worked	at	Canberra	but	may	not	
normally have resided there. 
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Table 3: Denominational divisions in the first large early pastoral stations 
(1824–1827)

Station/run, 

location and month

established

Landowners Denominational

division of the workers

(aged 12+)

Notes

Name Religion

Prot Cath ?

Molonglo

(Carwoola)

May–July 1824

Owen 
Bowen

Catholic 5 10 0 Emancipist and 
only squire to 
reside on his 
land

Canberry

(Acton)

Late 1824

Joshua John 
Moore

Anglican 8 7 2 Moore had 
a loose 
management 
style

The Briars

(Carwoola)

Early 1825

William 
Balcombe 
(Snr)

Anglican n/a n/a n/a No reliable data 
available; two 
known workers 
were Protestant

Pialligo 

(Duntroon)

November 1825

Robert 
Campbell 
(Snr)

Presbyterian, 
(then 
Anglican?)

16 2 0 Campbell 
was raised 
Presbyterian, 
but probably 
became 
Anglican. 

Yarralumla and 
Weston Creek

Early 1826

John Martin

(or Taylor)

Anglican? n/a n/a n/a No data in the 
1828 census 
probably due to 
a range of issues

Tuggeranong and 
Weston Creek

Early 1826

Robert 
Johnston

Anglican 10 2 1 Temporary 
absentee 
squatter, but 
may include 
some Jeir 
workers

Palmerville

(Old Ginninderra)

Late 1826

George 
Thomas 
Palmer

Anglican 12 4 1 Son of John 
Palmer. Most 
later Catholics 
at Ginnin–derra 
were English

Quinbean and 
Lanyon

Late1826

Timothy 
Beard

Anglican 4 0 0 Emancipist, who 
later moves to 
the Monaro
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Jerrabomberra

Early 1827

John Palmer Anglican 7 1 0 Palmer was a 
Commissary, 
and Campbell’s 
brother–in–law

Rounded shares

62

67.4%

26

28.3%

4

4.3%

Total (92)

After these first stations were established, others followed in a jigsaw of land 
grants and squats along the riverine plains. The rush was first sparked by the severe 
drought of 1826–1828 with hungry flocks and herds pouring inland unsanctioned. 
Over time, most of the large holdings on the plains converted to sheep stations, 
while in the high country, meandering cattle runs were set up. By 1840, virtually all 
of the farming lands that now fall within the modern bounds of the ACT, or close 
to it, had been claimed.61 These include: Robert Johnston’s Jeir; the Cullen/Flinn 
family’s Thurralilly (before being dispossessed by Crawford), the Elliots and then 
Joanna Keefe at Michelago, the Simpsons (an ex–Bowen family) at Jingera; the 
Packers’ Tinderry, John McPherson’s Springbank; Henry Hall’s Charnwood and 
Yaouk; James McCarthy’s Gooromon Ponds (later, Glenwood), James Wright’s Port 
Hole (later, Cuppacumbalong); John Lanyon’s Lanyon; George Webb’s Tidbinbilla 
(after expulsion from Lanyon); Thomas Chippendale’s Naas; William Herbert’s 
Orroral; Thomas Macquoid’s Wanniassa; James Ritchie’s Bobeyan; and Francis 
Mowatt’s Yarralumla. 

A preoccupation with stone churches
In the 1920s and in many histories thereafter, much has been made of the 
significance of the beautiful little church of St John the Baptist in the leafy suburb 
of Reid. The clearest example in the early histories of this Duntroon bias and 
Anglican focus is in Robinson’s history. In it, he devotes 15 of the 18 chapters and 
three of its four appendices to the district’s Anglican churches, clergy and schools, 
albeit admitting that this is part of his purpose. He was criticised for this and in 
the revised edition, broadened his focus a little.62 But what is more disconcerting 
than the early concentration on the first stone church and its parishioners, is that, 
to this day, Canberra’s Anglican histories and the biographical treatments of its 
main reverend, Pierce Galliard Smith, make little or no mention of prejudice and 
the deliberate suppression of other faiths.63 Not only did the Calvinistic Smith 

61 See Gillespie, Canberra, 18–22.
62 P. Procter, The Queanbeyan Tragedy,	privately	published,	Duffy,	2020,	31–2.
63 A. H. Body, Firm Still You Stand: the Anglican Church of St John the Baptist, 
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prohibit non–Anglican burials in the 
cemeteries of the district (as we will learn in 
the case of John Casey), but he did not allow 
Presbyterians to use the St John’s school 
building, adjacent to the Church, remarking 
that the ‘very Wesleyans’ would be next.64 All 
this is glossed over and only Smith’s positive 
traits (many that they may be) are recalled. It 
is important to have these church histories, 
but in order for them to be taken seriously, 
there must be objectivity and a willingness 
on the part of their authors to address the 
uncomfortable question of sectarianism and 
its human toll.

Another factor obscuring the true history 
of Canberra’s Catholic community is the 
limitation of focusing on stones, bricks and 

mortar. Religious communities tend to be measured by the foundation stones of 
their churches. What is often unseen is that the congregations who built them had 
already been active in the district for many years.65 The Catholic churches of the 
Canberra district were all established well after the Protestant buildings (see Table 
4) as it took so much longer for their communities to afford to take this step.66 The 
dearth of early churches certainly does not mean that the Catholics came later. They 
were always there, but in the background living lives of faith in less visible ways.67

Canberra, Its Parish and Parishioners, 1841–1984, St John’s Parish Council, Canberra, 
1986; J. Cope, Pioneer Parson of Early Canberra: Rev. Pierce Galliard Smith, Minister 
of St John the Baptist Church, Reid, 1855–1905, Ginninderra Press, Charnwood, 2006. 
Even when criticism is raised it is euphemistic: e.g. the entry for Smith by P. Wardle, in 
ADB, vol. 6, 152–3, describing him gently as ‘somewhat intolerant of those outside the 
Anglican pale’. 

64 Shumack, An Autobiography, 24; Queanbeyan Age and General Advertiser (hereafter, 
QAGA), 18 May 1865, 15 and 22 June 1865. Cf. E. Lea–Scarlett, ‘John Gale: Pressman 
and Christian Humanist’, CHJ, vol. 9, 1982, 11.

65 For example, Lyall Gillespie’s Canberra (1991), has a chapter on religion and 
education and discusses Catholicism last as if, chronologically a faith rests on the 
foundation stones of its churches. The study does not even mention St Gregory’s, yet 
lists the other Queanbeyan religious buildings. He does, however, note the religious 
bigotry that prevailed in the early years, 76.

66 See Gillespie, Canberra, 75–101.
67 For example, in 2011, Lance Curran showed me stones in his garden in Charnwood 

St Francis Ginninderra (courtesy Hall 
School Museum and Heritage Centre)
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Other than Queanbeyan’s St Gregory’s (which opened in 1850) the tiny St 
Francis’s church at Ginninderra doubled as a school for most of its life and was the 
only building of worship for Catholics between Yass and Queanbeyan from 1872 
until 1902. Government restrictions and the poverty of the Catholic community 
explain the slow start.

Table 4: The main Christian churches of the old Queanbeyan Parish (to 
1910)68

Church Denomination Location Building 
completed 

Consecration 

St John the Baptist Anglican Canberra 

(Reid)

1844 1845

Christ Church Anglican Queanbeyan 1845 (first 
building)

1860 (second 
building)

1845

St Luke’s Anglican Gundaroo 1849 1849

St Gregory’s Catholic Queanbeyan 1850 1850

Queanbeyan Chapel Methodist Queanbeyan 1860 1860

St Paul’s Anglican Ginninderra 1861 1861

Parkwood Chapel Methodist Hall 1862 (first 
building)

1881 (second 
building)

1863

Upper Canberra Chapel 
(not known as St 
Ninian’s until 1942)

Presbyterian Upper Canberra 
(Lyneham)

1863 (first 
building)

1873 (second 
building)

1863

that he said that he had relocated from behind the blacksmith’s shop of his grandfather 
(Henry Roland Curran) at Ginninderra, where they had been used to delimit a sacred 
precinct for outdoor worship. If true, this would have been used prior to the building 
of	the	little	Church	of	St	Francis	at	Ginninderra	by	Flourence	McAuliffe,	the	second	
Ginninderra blacksmith (whose tenure was c. 1865–1876). See McGilvray, Hallowed 
High Adventure, 34–5; J. A. Rochford, A History of the Catholic Churches at 
Ginninderra and Hall, A.C.T., privately published, Hall, 1985, passim; J. McDonald, 
Three Henry Currans, Sorley Boy, Canberra, 2018, 289, 292–6. 

68	 Note	that	the	table	does	not	include	Yass.	It	is	confined	to	Canberra,	Queanbeyan	and	
Gundaroo. For Yass’ early success as a Catholic centre, see Bishop Broughton’s 1845 
observation quoted in D. I. McDonald, ‘Early Travellers to the South’, CHJ, vol. 4, 
1979, 32.
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Upper Canberra Chapel Methodist Upper Canberra 
(Lyneham)

then relocated to 
Weetangerra,

1863

1874

1863

1874

Gundaroo Chapel Presbyterian Gundaroo 1864 1864

Sutton Chapel Methodist Sutton 1867 1867

St Paul’s Anglican Burra 1868 1868

St Francis’s Catholic Ginninderra 1872 1872

St Thomas the Apostle Anglican Carwoola 1872 1876

Weetangera Chapel Methodist Weetangera 1873 1873

St Stephen’s Presbyterian Queanbeyan 1874 1874

St Joseph’s Catholic Gundaroo 1881 1881

Wattle Park Methodist Hall 1882 1882

Sacred Heart Catholic Tuggeranong 1902 1902

St Francis Xavier’s Catholic Hall 1910 1910

For our period of enquiry, the story of the travelling priests from St Mary’s and 
the communities of Catholics they visited is often overlooked. Father Therry and, 
from 1838, Archbishop Polding, were both renowned for ministering on horseback. 
Monsignor McGilvray dubbed them ‘Sogarths in the saddle’.69 Nevertheless, Therry 
was strictly limited in what he could do within the requirements placed upon him 
by Governor Macquarie when he arrived in the colony in 1820. There is also the 
awkward inclusion of Catholic baptisms and marriages in Church of England 
registers, some of which are difficult to identify as such and are often misconstrued 
as Anglican.70 The lack of Catholic infrastructure (schools, cemeteries and churches) 
necessitated the recourse to Protestant venues for these ceremonies; although, the 
hostility of certain Protestant clerics often prohibited even this as a compromise. 

Of course, in writing about Canberra’s colonial past, the squires and their 
overseers were always going to be cast in the leading roles. But for whatever reason, 
Owen Bowen does not even appear in a cameo. Stations and landowners aside, to 
appreciate the full story of Canberra’s early colonial period, we need to look beyond 
the grand homesteads and early churches and venture out along the creeks and the 
into the slab huts and shepherd boxes of the scrubby hills and the unmarked graves 
to unearth the hidden Catholics in Canberra’s story.

69 McGilvray, Hallowed High Adventure. 16–23. Cf. Maher, Planting the Celtic Cross,  
68–96; Franklin, ‘Catholic Rural Virtue in Australia’, 48–9.

70 Donohoe (The Catholics of New South Wales, 1) estimates that a quarter of Catholic 
baptisms and marriages are recorded in Anglican registers in the early years. 
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Case study of one Catholic family: John Casey and Caroline Purcell 
Let us now consider what life was like for the individuals themselves. As a test case, 
I offer John Casey and Caroline Purcell, partly because they were a rare example 
of a Catholic family in a period in which single men dominated the frontier, but 
also because so much is known about them.71 The Caseys, I would contend, are 
Canberra’s oldest European family with an unbroken presence in the region.

John Casey was an Irish rebel from Loughmoe near Cashel. He was convicted of 
insurrection in 1824 and seems to have been a member of the rural insurgents known 
as ‘the Whiteboys’, who defended the rights of tenant farmers.72 They derived their 
name from the undyed pale smocks they 
wore in night–time raids against Planter 
landlords and tithe collectors. Casey’s 
belief in liberty must have been strong and/
or his decision to fight, a desperate one, as 
the consequences were so profound. His 
transportation meant that his family were 
left destitute. Casey’s Irish wife and three 
children were all dead within a few years.

Casey arrived in Sydney in January 1826. 
By mid–1827 he was working at Canberry, 
probably running a bullock–team between 
Moore’s Canberry, Baw Baw, Minto and 
‘Horningsea’ properties. Occasionally, he 
was loaned to the Broughtons and other 
wealthy families.73

At this time, Casey would have been 
unaware of how his family were faring 
unsupported. He must have been anxious 
to win his freedom and it was at Canberry 

71 In the 1828 census, only 23 per cent of the population is listed as female, but this 
proportion would have been much lower on the frontier where the male–dominated 
farms were the primary establishments. See J. McDonald, ‘The Caseys and Canberra’s 
Convict Past’, CHJ, vol. 77, 2016, 16–21. I must here disclose the fact that I am a 
Casey/Purcell descendant, but have, hopefully, done my best to avoid eulogising. 

72 Casey was convicted on 10 April 1824 in Cashel and sentenced to seven years’ 
transportation. For the Whiteboys in Australia, see B. Maher, Planting the Celtic Cross, 
47–50.

73 Transportation papers and the 1828 NSW General Convict Muster (no. 1998). 

Caroline Purcell and John Casey 
(McDonald family collection)



24

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society

where he first found an opportunity to do so. In early 1828, he volunteered to assist 
a search party led by the three overseers of Canberry, Pialligo and Ginninderra 
stations in pursuit of Canberra’s first bushranger, John Tennant, who had stolen £6 
from Moore and ‘bolted’.74 With members of his gang – which varied from two to six 
men and the female bushranger and his lover, ‘Mrs Winter’ – Tennant was robbing 
stations, homesteads and travellers throughout the Yass–Goulburn–Canberra 
triangle. He was a violent criminal, who only appears to have gained sympathy in 
modern times. Tennant had participated in torture, shot an Aboriginal man and, by 
robbing poor farmers in the district during winter, left many of the district’s poorest 
residents vulnerable.75 The authorities posted a reward for his arrest and offered 
tickets of leave for any convicts able to help.76 It may have been difficult for Casey 
to join the British in the pursuit of a fellow Irishman, but Tennant was of a Planter 
family. In any case, he must have been desperate to find a way to help his family in 
Ireland and Casey informed on Tennant. Intent on revenge, Tennant pursued Casey 
to Canberry, but the bullocky slipped past the gang. And so it was that the Irish 
rebel, John Casey, with his valuable knowledge of the district and its tracks, joined 
the party hastily convened by overseers, James Ainslie, James Cowan and Duncan 
McFarlane that was guided by three Aboriginal guides, including Make–a–cake. 
They soon arrested Tennant, probably close to Mt Taylor, in January 1828.77 

About this time, John Casey learned from his brother that his family in 
Loughmoe had perished. We can only imagine how the news would have affected 
him and how he must have even doubted the wisdom of his rebellion coming as 
it did at such a deep personal cost. Nevertheless, Casey moved forward with his 
life. He was appointed a gardener on Moore’s Liverpool estate. Perhaps this easy 
position came out of gratitude for his prominent role in the capture of Tennant. 
In any case, it was in Moore’s service that he met his Australian wife, Caroline 
Purcell, a year later. 

Purcell came from an itinerant Catholic family living in the London slum 
of Cripplegate. She had a violent older brother and even at the age of 17 had a 

74 NSWSAR, 4/1905.
75 Sydney Monitor, 15 October 1827, p. 8; SGNSWA, 2 June 1828, 2. 
76 Government notice issued 29 January 1828, seeking assistance in the capture of 

Tennant and Rix/Ricks, 1827. Cf. Australian, 8 February 1828, 2.
77 The location of the capture is controversial. In the trial it is said that they left Canberry, 

skirted a hill (most likely Red Hill) and travelled 5 miles (8½ kilometres) in total along 
the track towards the Murrumbidgee, which would place them on the eastern side of Mt 
Taylor, rather than a further 12 kilometres at Mt Tennent (named in his honour, albeit 
misspelled), as local legend claims.
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prominent scar on her face.78 In 1827 she had been lucky to escape conviction for 
stealing clothes. The magistrate believed that an unidentified man had given her 
sixpence to pawn stolen goods on his behalf. Two years later she was back in the 
Old Bailey; this time, for stealing bedding, clothing and jewellery belonging to her 
landlady, who had also lent her a shawl to be used in a job interview. 

Purcell was sentenced to transportation for seven years.79 She was assigned to 
Moore and continued in his service until March 1832, when she finally won her own 
ticket of leave. But Purcell and Casey had formed a relationship at least by early 
1831, as they had their first child in December of that year. There are records of 
three separate attempts by the couple to get approval to marry (twice in 1831, then 
again in 1832).80 The impediment was Casey’s capacity to prove that his Irish wife 
had died. The colonial authorities rejected his claims until it could be confirmed 
from Ireland that he was indeed a widower. When Casey and Purcell eventually did 
receive approval to marry, a priest from St Mary’s wed them on 4 February 1833. 

The Caseys built their hut at Tallagandra on what was to become the Federal 
Capital Territory border in 1913. Despite their very different backgrounds, they built 
a good life together, rearing eight children, all of whom survived into adulthood. 
Humble origins meant that it took the Caseys thirty years to earn enough to purchase 
their own land. They had been leasing a small block on which they had built their 
slab home, but they had limited access to pasture for their flocks. The Caseys 
agisted their stock or used roadways (the ‘long paddock’) and common land.81 The 
main income came from work as a bullocky and as a ploughman or shepherd for 
the squires.82 Nevertheless, they managed to save enough to purchase two small 
selections of 60 and 40 acres at Back Creek, Tallagandra.83 This corner became a 
predominantly Catholic enclave and known as a ‘stronghold’ of the closely related 
Casey and Reid families.84 They flourished. The family of Casey’s brother, Thomas, 

78 Transcript summaries of her two trials in London’s Old Bailey, dated 11 January 1827, 
19 February 1829.

79 1829 indenture record.
80 Request nos. 85 and 125 in 1831 and no. 103 in 1832.
81 Impounding notice in QAGA, 27 August 1863, 2.
82 He reports his occupation as ‘ploughman’ when he was a witness called to testify 

in a murder case. See the Monitor, 6 November 1840, 2; Australasian Chronicle, 7 
November 1840, 2. He describes himself as a ‘shepherd’ at the baptism of his son 
Michael (140 [vol. 66] dated 8 January 1849). 

83 QAGA, 21 January 1864, 2.
84 See Lea–Scarlett, Gundaroo, 42–43, 69; L. L. Gillespie, A Pictorial History of the 

Read/Reid Family in Australia, 1849–1979, privately published, Canberra, passim. 
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came out as free settlers to join them in 1841. John Casey died at home in 1882, aged 
about 88 years.85 It was a long life for an Irish ‘lag’. Despite what was described 
as ‘torrential rain’, some two hundred people attended his funeral. He rests in the 
old Catholic Cemetery at Gundaroo on land donated by Donald MacLeod junior, 
a broadminded and generous Presbyterian landowner. The district’s Anglican 
pastor, Rev. Pierce Galliard Smith, had refused burial in the Gundaroo General 
Cemetery.86 Seven years later, after a long illness, Caroline joined him, aged about 
79 years.87 They had lived a quiet and largely unseen life, but within their close–
knitted Catholic community at Tallagandra, they were visible figures.

Broadening the narrative
All districts struggle with the process of reinterpreting their own histories as 
allowances are made for gaps in information, past bias, or even deliberate omission. 
Of course, we need to be careful that we do not overcompensate, introduce a new 
imbalance or apply an anachronistic lens. But, frankly, I am surprised that so little 
has been done thus far in correcting the study of Canberra’s early Catholic presence. 
The neglect of Owen Bowen is the key example.

The first Catholic voice was that of left–wing journalist and Catholic convert, 
Warren Denning, who published his Capital City on the eve of the Second World 
War and his satirical Road to Canberra in its wake. But both volumes were light 
reading. The first solid history of Catholic Canberra did not come until 1973 when 
Monsignor McGilvray published The Hallowed High Adventure. It was significant, 
as it was the first time that the Catholic story of the district was the central topic. 
But not all newcomers can effectively turn their hand to history writing or have the 
patience to imbue themselves properly with a deep understanding of the region and 
its historical sources before they lift the pen. McGilvray’s work is at its best when 
he writes about fellow clerics and the local families he happened to know, but as a 
history it is derivative and hampered by clumsy errors (e.g. confusing the meaning 
for ‘Canberra’ with ‘Monaro’, incorrect dates, omission of Bowen, etc.). 

We have to wait until the works of the late Rev. Brian Maher and Jim Rochford in 
the 1980s before we get a reliable account of the district’s Catholic communities and 

85	 NSW	death	registration	1882/011762.	According	to	his	death	certificate	and	headstone.	
However, his transportation records suggest that he could have been as young as 82.

86	 See	W.	Affleck,	Reminiscences in the Life of William Affleck from Infancy to Present 
Date, 1916. R. Dey, Son and Co., Sydney, 1916, 23–4; Lea–Scarlett, Gundaroo, 101; cf. 
52–53, 146. MacLeod’s kindness is recognised at the cemetery in a plaque. 

87 NSW death registration 1889/013442. For her illness, see the Goulburn Evening Penny 
Post, 15 November 1888, 4.
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leading families.88 But even these fine local researchers were reluctant to go so far 
as to confront the more bitter aspects of local sectarianism. The time for politeness 
has past and we should confront the story squarely, no matter how uncomfortable 
the truth may be. It is time for Canberra’s invisible Catholics to step into the light 
and for those who dismissed them to be held to account.

88 See M. Dwyer, Review of B. Maher’s Planting the Celtic Cross, CHJ, vol. 40, 1997: 
33–4; J. McDonald, ‘Obituary: Reverend Father Brian Maher OAM (1936–2021)’, 
CHJ, vol. 87, 2021: 43–6. 
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First pastoral stations of the Canberra district (map prepared by Helen Walpole)
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Sir Richard Bourke Crosses the Andes, 1838

A letter from Rio de Janeiro to Roger Therry, April 18, 1838

Paul Collins*

Irishman, Richard Bourke (1777–1855), ranks as one of the most able and popular 
governors of New South Wales. His administration from December 1831 to 
December 1837 showed him to be a staunch opponent of the Exclusives, a cabal of 
early free settlers, military officers and Tory officials and a firm supporter of the 
Emancipists, former convicts who had served their terms. He was a promoter of 
trial by civil rather than military juries and a proponent of limiting the powers of 
magistrates to impose harsh sentences on convicts, especially in isolated districts 
like the Hunter. His popularity was enhanced by the disapproval felt for his 
conservative, snobbish predecessor, Ralph Darling.

Bourke’s arrival corresponded with major social change in the colony as NSW 
shifted from a penal to a free society, from the authority of what Michael Roe calls 
‘brute force’ to that of ‘moral enlightenment.’1 Transportation was increasingly 
unpopular as more free settlers arrived and rising costs meant that the home 
government was questioning the economics of the convict system. The urban 
population was growing, the European frontier was expanding with squatting and 
the economy, largely based on whaling, seal hunting and fine wool production, 
was consolidating. Bourke’s arrival signalled that liberalism was now ascendent in 
NSW.

He had been appointed by the newly elected, reform–minded Whig government 
of prime minister Charles, Earl Grey. In NSW Darling and the Exclusives had 
favoured the dominance of the Established Church, but Bourke, who had seen the 
effects of sectarianism in Ireland, was determined that all the major churches in 
the colony should be treated equally. Catholic Emancipation had passed the British 
parliament in 1829 and supported by the Catholic community, the NSW Church Act 
was approved by the Colonial Office in 1836. The Act gave government support to 
Anglican, Catholic and Presbyterian churches, later extended to the Methodist and 
Baptist churches and Jewish community. 

The Church Act’s purpose was clear, good morals, Roe’s ‘moral enlightenment.’ 

1 Michael Roe, The Quest for Authority in Eastern Australia 1834–1851, Melbourne 
University Press, 1965, 6.

* Paul Collins is a writer, historian and broadcaster. His book Absolute Power is a history 
of the papacy from the French Revolution to Pope Francis.

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 42 2021, 29–37
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To achieve this ‘it is expedient to encourage the observance of Public Worship and 
for this purpose to authorize the issue from the Revenue of [NSW] … sums to be 
applied in aid of the building of Churches and Chapels and of the maintenance of 
Ministers of Religion.’ Aid was granted in proportion to each church’s numbers in 
the population. Clergy were paid an annual salary. William Ullathorne, the Catholic 
Vicar General, for example, was granted a modest annual salary of £200. 

The Catholic community strongly supported Bourke, especially when he was 
under attack from the Exclusives. He was an Irish Anglican with many Catholic 
connections and one of his closest friends in Sydney was fellow Irishman, Roger 
Therry (1800–1874). Throughout the Bourke governorship Therry, a Catholic, acted 
as Commissioner of the Court of Requests; he was later a judge. The letter from Rio 
de Janeiro makes it clear that Bourke and Therry were good friends and that the 
Governor was close to Therry’s family. Bourke had lost his beloved wife Elizabeth 
in May 1832 and he never married again. This friendship was important to him. 
Another Irish Catholic, John Hubert Plunkett, also held high office under Bourke. 
Appointed Solicitor–General in 1830, in 1836 he was made Attorney–General of 
NSW. He co–operated with Bourke in the difficult transition of moving NSW from 
a penal colony to a free society. 

Bourke resigned as Governor in January 1837, but didn’t depart Sydney until 
5 December. He was a real loss to the Catholic community and the then Vicar 
Apostolic, Bishop John Bede Polding, presented him with an elaborate adulatory 
address from the Catholic community.2 Meanwhile Therry organized an appeal for 
the erection of a large statue of Bourke looking out over Sydney Harbour which was 
unveiled (and painted by Conrad Martens) in 1842. It originally stood on what was 
the government domain, now the southern entrance to the Botanical Gardens. It was 
moved to its present position outside the State Library of NSW in 1925. 

As he tells Therry in the letter from Rio de Janeiro, Bourke was not a good sailor 
and was often sea–sick. To avoid the rough and treacherous seas of Drake Passage, 
south of Cape Horn, Bourke departed Sydney for the Chilean port of Valparaiso 
on the 313–ton barque Samuel Winter, Captain Robertson. The letter describes 
Bourke’s crossing of the Andes and the Pampas of Argentina to Buenos Aires, and 
then on to Rio de Janeiro via Montevideo. Bourke had been in this region previously 
in 1807 during the Napoleonic Wars, when the British unsuccessfully attempted to 
seize the Spanish Viceroyalty of the Río de la Plata by briefly occupying Montevideo 
and unsuccessfully besieging Buenos Aires. 
2 John Kenny, A History of the Commencement and Progress of Catholicity in Australia, 

Up to the Year 1840, Sydney, F. Cunninghame, 1886, 112–114.
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The Samuel Winter arrived in Valparaiso on 17 January 1838. Chile, until the 
Pinochet coup of 1973, was the most stable of the Latin American republics that 
emerged from the collapse of the Spanish empire following the Napoleonic invasion 
of Spain in 1807. Unimpressed by Valparaiso, where he experienced an earthquake, 
Bourke spent a happy fortnight in Santiago in the house of the British Minister 
(ambassador), Colonel John Walpole. He then set out on the journey across the 
Andes. 

In the Bourke papers in the National Library of Ireland there is a fascinating 
three–page document entitled ‘Travelling Directions in Crossing the Andes – 
Santiago to Mendoza.’3 It’s not in Bourke’s handwriting; it may have been supplied 
by Walpole as a guide for British officials crossing the Andes. The document is 
detailed, explaining that the best months to cross are November to May and that 
mules are the best form of transport. They are more sure–footed than horses, ‘they 
are more cautious and less startled in case of danger and from their hardiness are 
best adapted to bear fatigue and want of food.’ Each mule costs five to six dollars. 
‘The muleteer finds all the necessary peons [servants] at his own expense.’ It also 
lists the needed bedding, food, clothes and other necessities and advises on the best 
place to camp at night. The final page details the actual journey from Santiago to 
Mendoza, Argentina naming every place en–route and giving the distance between 
them in leagues. The total journey is 107 leagues which it says equals 321 miles. 

It took Bourke eight days to reach Mendoza. After a two–week rest during the 
carnival before Ash Wednesday in the attractive wine growing town, Bourke began 
his fourteen–day journey by coach to Buenos Aires across the Argentinian Pampas, 
the flat plains that stretch eastward to the Atlantic. 

When Bourke was in Argentina the country was ruled by the brutal military 
dictator, Juan Manuel de Rosas. The first real Latin American Caudillo, Rosas 
controlled all aspects of Argentinian society between 1829 and 1852 when he was 
overthrown and exiled to England. His rule was supported by state terrorism and 
secret military police and he is seen by many as the model for the Argentine Junta 
of 1976 to 1983. Although Rosas’ place in Argentine history is much debated, 
something of the brutality of his regime can be seen in the 1984 film Camila which 
is based on the true story of the 1847 elopement of Camila O’Gorman and the Jesuit 
priest, Ladislao Gutierrez. The couple were eventually betrayed and captured in 
a remote village teaching poor children. Both were executed for the crime of so–
called ‘sacrilege’. Camila was pregnant at the time.

3 National Library of Ireland, Fonds. MSS, File 8473/6. Copy in National Library of 
Australia, AJCP, M2025–M2048.
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Bourke spent about five days in Buenos Aires residing with the British Minister, 
Henry John Mandeville. He then crossed the Río de la Plata to Montevideo and 
after a brief stay, took a Packet ship for Rio de Janeiro, arriving on 21 March 1838. 
Like many other English visitors, he describes Rio as ‘beautiful’ and he spent ‘an 
agreeable fortnight’ there, presumably staying with the British Minister, William 
Gore Ouseley. The arrival in Rio of the ship Duncan on its way from Greenock to 
Sydney gave Bourke a chance to send a letter to Therry. The Duncan, carrying 260 
passengers, arrived in Sydney on 2 July 1838. 

In his letter to Therry, Bourke comments on the contemporary political situation 
in Brazil. After the Napoleonic invasion of Portugal in late–1807 during the 
Peninsular War, the Portuguese king, Don Joao VI, transferred the Portuguese state 
to the colony of Brazil. After the return of the monarchy to Lisbon in December 
1822, Brazil declared itself an empire independent of the mother country, with the 
Crown Prince, Don Pedro I (1822–1831), becoming the first emperor of Brazil. 
While Bourke was in Rio de Janeiro he was presented at court where, he says, ‘all 
the ceremonies of Royalty [were] almost in excess.’ The then–emperor was Don 
Pedro II (1831–1889) who in 1838 was aged twelve.

With the exception of Chile, Bourke is critical of the political instability of the 
post–colonial Spanish republics. Like a number of English visitors to Brazil he is 
also critical of the continuation of slavery in that country, forgetting that Britain 
itself was a leading nation in the slave trade right up until the early nineteenth 
century and that British shipping and financial interests had been central in 
maintaining the trade from West Africa for several centuries. It was only in 1807 
that the purchase of slaves directly from Africa became illegal in the British empire, 
and that slavery continued in the British Caribbean until the Slavery Abolition Law 
of August 28, 1833. Bourke, at least, admits that slavery is ‘nearly extinct’ in the 
Spanish American republics.

On 22 April 1838 he departed Rio de Janeiro for Falmouth on the ship Spy. 
He then settled down at his estate of Thornfield, County Limerick, where he was 
appointed high sheriff in 1839. Promoted to General in 1851, he died suddenly on 
13 August 1855.

After he left NSW in 1859, Roger Therry eventually retired to Bath in England 
where he died in 1874. The original of Bourke’s letter to Therry is held in the archive 
at Downside Abbey, Stratton–on–the–Fosse, UK. How it got there is a mystery. 
Some Therry material is held in the State Library of NSW, and there is a suggestion 
that he left his papers to his alma mater, Trinity College, Dublin. I have been unable 
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to confirm that. However, that still doesn’t explain how this particular letter got to 
Downside. Bath is only 12 miles (20 kilometers) from Stratton–on–the–Fosse. One 
suggestion is that Downside monk, Dom Norbert Birt, who wrote the two volume 
history Benedictine Pioneers in Australia (1911), somehow got hold of it, realized 
its importance and deposited it in the Downside archive. By whatever means, the 
letter ended–up at Downside, where I copied it on a research visit there in 1985. 
Here is the letter.

Rio de Janeiro
April 18 1838

My dear Therry,
                Bad weather having caused the ship Duncan with Emigrants 

from Greenock4 to Sydney to put into this Port. I have an opportunity which 
I do not like to neglect of writing you a few lines that you may be assured 
under my own hand of what I know will give you pleasure, namely that I am 
quite well in health, & have reached this point on my journey homeward 
without accident or inconvenience of any kind, thanks be to God. When I say 
inconvenience, I mean almost a literal expression, as I found nothing in the 
passage of the Cordillera, or the drive across the Pampas worthy of being 
recorded as a hardship.5 The imaginations of Sir F. Head, and of Lt Bride 
must be very powerful, or circumstances must have changed wonderfully 
since they published these tracts, as I met with little of the perillous [sic] 
adventure which they describe.6 By the way, I see a later traveller Mr Scarlett, 
Lord Abinger’s son  has published an account of nearly the same route 
which having been traversed not more than two years ago, I shall be glad to 

4 Greenock is a Scottish industrial town and port on the Firth of Clyde, 25 miles west of 
Glasgow.

5 The Cordillera refers to parallel ridge lines in the Andes. There are two: the Cordillera 
Oriental (east) and the Cordillera Occidental (west). The Argentinian Pampas is a 
flat,	generally	treeless	plain,	dry	and	semi–desert	in	the	west	and	temperate	and	well–
watered in the east. It’s the centre of Argentinian cattle raising and agriculture.

6 Sir Francis Bond Head (1793–1875), who had tried unsuccessfully to establish a mining 
company in Argentina and was later Lieutenant–Governor of Upper Canada, was the 
author of Rough Notes Taken During Some Rapid Journeys Across the Pampas and the 
Andes (Boston, Wells and Lilly, 1827). The ‘Lt Bride’ mentioned has to be a mistaken 
reference to Lieutenant Charles Brand, RN (1797–1872) who wrote Journal of a 
Voyage to Peru: A Passage Across the Cordillera of the Andes in the Winter of 1827. 
Performed on Foot in the Snow; and a Journey Across the Pampas (London, Henry 
Colburn, 1828).

Sir Richard Bourke Crosses the Andes, 1838
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see.7 I do not however mean to disturb the repose of my declining years by 
controverting any thing [sic], however marvellous, which may appear on this 
subject, nor do I believe either of my companions will shed British ink in an 
attempt to set the world right in their opinion as to the facilities and severity 
of this long voyage. I am however quite disposed to admit, that it is deficient 
in interest, and to those who have not the same abhorrence of the sea that 
I have, I would recommend in preference the passage around Cape Horn in 
proceeding from Sydney to Europe.

I had forty–four days in the severest winter of what any one [sic] but 
myself would call most comfortable navigation. A good ship, fair winds, mild 
weather, a remarkable intelligent and attentive Commander an orderly crew 
on the temperance system, and an excellent table.8 The temperance system 
certainly shewed [sic] to great advantage. Not an oath, nor a foul word was 
heard by me whilst on board, and the duty was done with very creditable 
skill & alacrity.

At Valparracies [sic] 9 we landed the 17th Jany – and sadly was I 
disappointed on sight of the place. It has no picturesque beauty as a whole, 
and the houses are individually wretched. The night I landed I was treated 
with an Earthquake. I got away from it by proceeding [to] Santiago in five or 
six days after landing. I passed a very pleasant fortnight there in Colonel 
Walpole’s house, enjoying morning rides in the beautiful and fertile country 
which surrounded the city whose society I partook of in the evenings.10 
There I quite recovered from sea sickness and left the place with regret. 
Eight days of travel with a Bivouac or rest at night took us over the Andes 
and lodged us at the Eastern side in the Town of Mendoza.11 This latter 

7 British diplomat, the Hon. Peter Campbell Scarlett (1804–1881) published in 1838 
South America and the Pacific; Comprising a Journey Across the Pampas and the 
Andes, from Buenos Ayres to Valparaiso, Lima, and Panama; with Remarks upon 
the Isthmus. To which are Annexed Plans and Statements for Establishing Steam 
Navigation on the Pacific (London, Henry Colburn, 1838).

8 In the 1830s the temperance movement was gaining traction in the English–speaking 
world and was quickly applied to ships’ crews. Bourke is referring to ships that carried 
no alcohol for the crew, but provided it for sale to passengers.

9 The port of Valparaíso, Chile.
10 Colonel John Walpole was a former private secretary to Lord Palmerston and from 

August 1833 was British Consul–General and Plenipotentiary at Santiago in Chile.
11 The most likely route was over the Uspallata (sometimes called the Bermejo) Pass. 

The journey would have taken Bourke’s party north along the central Chilean valley 
from Santiago, turning east at Los Andes with a steep ascent on the Chilean side to the 
Uspallata Pass which rises 3810 metres (12,500 feet). The route has been used since 
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place was to us a sort of Capua upon a small scale for we fell in with the 
merriments of the Carnival and passed a fortnight in music, dancing, the 
theatre and conversations.12 Ash Wednesday however came at last, and we 
started across the Pampas, we travelled in a good coach and four with a 
Postillion on each horse and in fourteen days entered Buones–Ayres [sic]. I 
halted nearly three days on the route so that the distance which I call about 
600 English miles was made in eleven.13

At Buones Ayres we found the Packet for this place was to sail in two 
days, but the kindness of our minister gave me two or three more to enable 
me to look about me.14 At Montevideo I passed two days and reached here 
the 21st inst being the 12th day from the River Plate which is reckoned a long 
passage. In this beautiful place [Rio de Janeiro] I have passed an agreeable 
fortnight and propose (DV) to embark on the 22nd in the Spy for Falmouth.15 

 Such is a brief account of our peregrinations. If you ask me what I think 
of the Spanish–American republic’s [sic] thro’ which I passed; I must say 
that they do not present favorable specimens of that form of government. In 
fact the Creoles were taken by surprize and found themselves independent 
before they were fit to take care of themselves.16 Hence a succession of 
internal wars which have desolated the country, & to a certain extent 
still continue, whilst little or no progress has been made towards good 
government in any. Chili [sic] appears to possess most of the elements of 
a powerful state, and will I think, be the first to settle down into something 
substantial. Its locality is very favorable a long line of sea–coast in front, and 
the great Andes to protect its rear. Buonos Ayres ought to be in the Southern 
hemisphere, what Hamburgh [sic] is in the North, a great commercial Free 

Inca times. The present road distance from Santiago to Mendoza, east of the Andes in 
Argentina, is 363 kilometers following the same route as that of Bourke.

12 The Italian city of Capua, just north of Naples, is famous for its pre–Ash Wednesday 
carnival.

13	 The	word	‘Pampas’	is	an	indigenous	Quechua	word	meaning	flat	plain.	It	refers	to	
the vast lands that stretch from the eastern base of the Andes across Argentina to the 
Atlantic coast, covering some 760,000 square kilometres in area. Bourke’s ‘600 English 
miles’ is 965 kilometres. 

14 ‘The Packet’ refers to packet ships carrying cargo and passengers on regular schedules 
between	British	and	foreign	ports.	They	were	often	used	by	the	Post	Office	for	official	
and private mail. The minister Plenipotentiary in Buenos Aires from 1835 to 1844 was 
John Mandeville.

15 The abbreviation DV here means Deo volente, the Latin for ‘God willing’. 
16 In this context Creoles are locally–born people of Spanish ancestry. The phrase ‘before 

they were able to take care of themselves’ means before they were able to organize 
government for themselves after the Spanish withdrawal. 

Sir Richard Bourke Crosses the Andes, 1838
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Town – but it is mixed up with divers interior relations which compose its 
politics, and diminish its force. I apprehended that hardly at the end of the 
century will these Spanish colonies have assumed any considerable strength 
or character as independent states.

Here [in Brazil] we have a colony at once converted into an Empire. Last 
week I was presented at court, which I cannot but consider as an anomaly in 
America – all the ceremonies of Royalty almost in excess. I do not consider 
that the form of government has preserved this country from some part of the 
miseries experienced by the Spanish republics. The more nicely balanced 
power of the Blacks has kept up something like an [sic] union amongst the 
Whites. 

If slavery were got rid of there would be an immediate course of civil 
war. Slavery however exists in full force. There is no law for giving liberty 
to the children of slaves born in the Brazils [sic] – and thus, by procreation 
it may be kept up interminably. The importation of slaves is illegal, but the 
offence is not discouraged by the authorities, and in the last year 48,000 
were brought in from the coast of Africa. In the Spanish American states 
slavery is nearly extinct.

But I must have done. I shall hope to find a letter from you on reaching 
London which may by God’s blessing be before the last day of June. The 
Glenbourne having left Hobart Town the 6th of Feby came in here yesterday. 
I have seen a few V.D. land Papers. There are some Sydney extracts, 
amongst others, an account of Dr Lang’s formation of a Synod. I shall be 
curious to hear how all this turns out.17 I found the Post to Port Philip [sic] 
had made its first journey too [sic] and fro. There is a rumour of Sir John 
Franklin’s intention of retiring.18 We have English news here to the 7th Feby. 
The commotions in Canada are I believe appeased and Lord Durham goes 
out to restore the amicable relations between the Colony and the Mother 

17 In December 1837 the Presbyterian leader in NSW, Dr John Dunmore Lang, attempted 
to take back control of the Presbytery of New South Wales by setting–up his own 
Synod of New South Wales, through which he hoped to weaken the Presbytery of New 
South	Wales,	depriving	it	of	all	influence.	The	result	was	schism	in	the	Presbyterian	
community, as Bourke might have suspected would happen.

18 Sir John Franklin was appointed Lieutenant–Governor of Van Diemen’s Land in 
January 1837. Bourke’s speculation about his possible retirement was wrong. Despite a 
difficult	governorship	in	an	isolated	colony	with	tensions	between	free	settlers	and	the	
penal establishment, Franklin stayed on as Lieutenant–Governor until 1843.
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Country.19 The Whig ministry seems likely to remain in office.20

The ship that takes this has been unfortunate in weather but Mr Dobie 
seems to have managed the passengers well, and I trust, the remainder of 
their voyage may be more prosperous. There are some good stone masons 
amongst them, I presume the public buildings must begin to make some 
appearance. Let me hear from you when you have time. I will write from 
London as soon as I have been able to do any thing [sic] in the matter you 
have mentioned to me.

Pray make my kindest regards known to Mrs Therry & put your children 
in mind of me. I trust you are well and happy.
    Ever my Dr Therry
     Yrs most truly
      Richd Bourke 

19 Here Bourke is referring to rebellions in Lower Canada in 1837 (now the province 
of Quebec) and Upper Canada in 1838 (now largely the province of Ontario). The 
rebellions led to the Durham Report which recommended that the two colonies be 
united and responsible government was introduced.

20 Viscount Melbourne’s Whig government was re–elected in June 1837.

Sir Richard Bourke Crosses the Andes, 1838
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The Benedictine formation and Ordination of Charles 
Henry Davis: coadjutor bishop of Sydney 1848–54.

Graeme Pender*

This article explores Charles Henry Davis’ formation as a Benedictine monk at 
Downside Abbey, as well as his ordination to the priesthood. Davis was born in Usk, 
Wales on 18 May 1815 and was enrolled as a student at St. Gregory’s Monastery, 
Downside in England. He later entered Downside Abbey and studied to be a 
Benedictine priest, eventually being ordained bishop. A later article will examine 
his appointment in 1847 as coadjutor to Archbishop John Bede Polding in Sydney 
and Bishop of the Diocese of Maitland, as well as his arrival in Sydney in 1848.1

Following his studies at St. Gregory’s, Davis entered Downside Abbey and was 
clothed in the Benedictine habit at the age of eighteen by Dom George Turner at 
Downside Abbey on 1 March 1833.2 This marked the beginning of his novitiate; 
a period of twelve months. Davis’ reception of the habit occurred during a rite 
described by Ullathorne as ‘very primitive’.3 Davis would have been dressed in 
secular clothing prior to receiving a small scapular to be worn under his clothes. 
The choir-habit was then placed on his neck and then removed, but later worn 
entirely during his final candidature.4 

As a novice, Davis wore secular clothes with an open college gown and 

1	 Tradition	holds	that	Bishop	Charles	Henry	Davis,	osb	became	the	first	titular	bishop	
of the Diocese of Maitland. Recent research by Church historian, Michael Sternbeck, 
argues that whilst Davis was appointed coadjutor to Archbishop John Polding and 
Bishop of the Diocese of Maitland, he was not its titular bishop. It is not the intention in 
this article to argue either for against this assertion. Nevertheless, Michael’s arguments 
are fresh and valid, and I welcome future debate on this topic. Please refer to Michael 
Sternbeck,  In Diebus Illis, ‘Will the real “First Bishop of Maitland” please stand up? 
27/10/2018,	https://inthosedayes.blogspot.com/search?q=will+the+real+first+bishop+of
+maitland.

2 Fasti Gregoriani, ‘Charles (alias Charles Henry) Davis’, 95; see Patrick Francis Moran, 
The History of the Catholic Church in Australasia from Authentic Sources, (Sydney: 
The Oceanic Publishing Company, 1896), 334.

3 William Bernard Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop: the autobiography of 
Archbishop Ullathorne, (Burns Oates, 1941), 34. Ullathorne provided discussion about 
his own ‘clothing’ ceremony which occurred in 1824.

4 Over the tunic, the cincture made of black leather or black cloth was tied around the 
waist. The scapular went over the tunic and hung nearly to the ankles both in front of 
the body and behind. 

* Graeme Pender is a permanent deacon in the Archdiocese of Melbourne and has a 
degree in music education from Melbourne University. Graeme focused on Bishop 
Charles Henry Davis, OSB, for his doctor of theology dissertation, due to Davis’ love of 
music, education and social justice.
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trencher-cap. His Novice Master was 
Polding.5 Each morning after choir, 
Davis studied the Rule of Benedict, 
memorising parts given by Polding 
who was eager to exercise the 
novices’ memories.6 He was required 
to learn by heart the Sunday Epistles 
and Gospels, as well as the letters 
of St. Paul (excepting the epistles 
to the Romans and the Hebrews). 
Moreover, Polding required novices 
to memorise the Sixth Book of the 
Aeneid by Virgil, Horace’s Ars 
Poetica and Pope’s Essay on Man.7 
Every day before breakfast Davis 
publicly announced his mistakes on 
his knees, together with the faults 
of his fellow novices. Polding then 
reprimanded or gave penance to 
them before they ate breakfast alone 
in silence.8 This was the general 
treatment for all novices. It attempted 
to instill humility into the individual. 
Ullathorne described the penance 
process:

Our public penances were generally between the choirs in the chapel or in the 
refectory; sometimes they were more or less eccentric in their character, judiciously 
taking hold of our pride or human respect. Occasionally we were required to write 
down our morning meditation, distractions and wanderings of the mind included. 
This gave our master occasions to offer us some kind advice individually that 
seldom failed to reach its mark.9

5 Polding held a dual role at Downside: Novice Master (1819–34) and Subprior 
(1826–34); see Henry Norbert Birt, Obit book of the English Benedictines, 1600–1912, 
(Edinburgh: J. C. Thomson at the Mercat Press, 1913), 169.

6 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 35.
7 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 35–36.
8 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 34.
9 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 34–35.

The Benedictine formation and Ordination of Charles Henry Davis: 1848–54.

Bishop Charles Henry Davis, OSB (1815–1854) 
from Moran, P. F. The History of the Catholic 
Church in Australasia from Authentic Sources, 
(Sydney: The Oceanic Publishing Company, 
1896).
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The main text used by Davis during his novitiate was The Practice of Religious 
Perfection by V. F. Alphonsus Rodriguez, published in 3 Volumes.10 This was a 
book of practical instructions on all the virtues required by Christians.11 These texts 
focused on a range of spiritual topics including mortification, silence, humility, 
temptations, the Eucharist, the three principal vows of religion and more.12

During his novitiate, Davis was isolated from the community and was required 
to observe the Rule of Silence. Moreover, the call to missionary life was always 
impressed on him as a vocation left ‘in the Hands of God, [who] would always 
manifest His Divine Will through Superiors’. The principal aim of the novitiate was 
to form novices into ‘good monks’.13

Davis was professed as a Benedictine monk on 24 June 1834.14 Due to Prior 
Turner’s absence at the time, Polding received Davis’ vows.15 Davis discarded his 
‘old coloured clothes…putting on black suits, knee-length shorts and tails being 
then the clerical standard, with limp white cravats, and new college gowns and 
trenchers’.16 Downside monks did not wear the monastic habit because there was 
still nervousness in the English Benedictine Congregation regarding negative public 
opinion.17 This was in contrast to the Sydney monks ‘highly distinctive appearance’ 
18 in the wearing of the habit which was ‘not so much worn as flaunted’.19

As a newly professed monk, Davis continued his studies, probably under Polding, 

10 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 35.
11 http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01341a.htm, accessed on 30/6/2021.
12 See Alphonsus Rodriguez, The Practice of Christian and Religious Perfection, 1–3,  

(United States: St. Athanasius Press, 2000).
13 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 36.
14 Fasti Gregoriani, ‘Charles (alias Charles Henry) Davis’, 95; see Birt, Obit book of the 

English Benedictines, 150.
15 Fasti Gregoriani, ‘Charles (alias Charles Henry) Davis’, 95; see J. Brian Butler, ‘‘Dear 

Little Charlie’: a memoir of Charles Henry Davis 1815–1854, Monk of Downside and 
First Bishop of Maitland’, Tjurunga 73, (November 2007), 42.

16 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 36.
17 Henceforth the English Benedictine Congregation will be referred to as the EBC. When 

he was in Rome, Ullathorne admitted: ‘although I had been a professed Religious for 
now	some	twelve	years,	it	was	the	first	time	that	I	had	ever	worn	the	Religious	habit,	
and the Religious habit controlled my habitual rapidity of motion, and consequently 
of my thinking’. See Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 131. Further, when 
Ullathorne wore the habit in English Benedictine churches during the 1840s, he 
was rebuked by fellow priests and on one occasion banned from preaching in it. See 
Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 217; see Terence Kavenagh, ‘Aspects of 
Monastic Observance at Old St. Mary’s’,Tjurunga 27, (1984), 66. 

18 Kavenagh, ‘Aspects of Monastic Observance at Old St. Mary’s’, 66.
19 Kavenagh, ‘Aspects of Monastic Observance at Old St. Mary’s’, 67.
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learning Rhetoric, Logic and Mental Philosophy. The texts on Rhetoric included a 
manuscript by Eustace, parts of Quintilian, Blair’s Lectures and Sacred Eloquence 
by Rollin. Additionally, Longinus and Campbell’s Philosophy of Rhetoric, Cicero’s 
Orations, De Oratore and De Senectute were studied. After completing his Rhetoric 
year, Davis gained a basic knowledge of Physics before embarking on his studies of 
Logic. Davis’ other textbooks consisted of a manuscript in Latin by Eustace titled 
Watts and the Logic of Port Royal. He was also grounded in the Scottish philosophy 
of the day using Reid as the principal textbook for study.20 According to Ullathorne, 
this particular approach to philosophy served as a ‘valuable starting point for the 
future study of that science as expounded by the great Catholic philosophers’.21

Sundays and chief liturgical church festivals were devoted entirely to spiritual 
studies where at least half an hour each day was spent in meditation, as well as self-
examination in the chapel under the guidance of Polding. Polding emphasised the 
importance of reading a chapter from the Gospels at the beginning of a spiritual 
reflection. As part of Davis’ spiritual reading, he studied a commentary on the 
Psalms from which he had to make notes to be read by Polding.22 

Ullathorne formally began his Theological studies in 1828, some three years 
after his profession as a monk.23 Similarly, Davis would have begun studying 
Theology three years after his profession in 1837. If Davis’ Theology lecturer was 
Thomas Brown, he would have experienced a systematic and rigorous instruction. 
Brown was one who was methodical in preparation and knew his subject intimately. 
Ullathorne wrote: ‘all else was acquired chiefly from books, but here we found a 
teacher, who spoke from the digested stores of his mind’.24

Much of what Davis studied in his Theology course focused on philosophical 
tracts on religion, Trinity, Incarnation, Grace, and the Gallican doctrines on the 
Church. Moral Theology concentrated on the praxis of Blessed Leonard de Porto 
Mauritio and the theology of St. Alphonsus.25 In addition to the prescribed reading, 

20 Thomas Reid (1710–1796) was a Scottish philosopher and a contemporary of David 
Hume, the Scottish philosopher, historian, economist and essayist. Reid was the founder 
of the Scottish School of Common Sense which emphasised man’s innate ability to 
perceive common ideas and that this process is inherent in and interdependent with 
judgement. He also played an important role in the Scottish Enlightenment.  See https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Reid [accessed 1/6/2021].

21 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 37-38.
22 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 39–40.
23 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 40.
24 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 40. 
25 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 41.

The Benedictine formation and Ordination of Charles Henry Davis: 1848–54.
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Davis, like Ullathorne, read widely, especially on the Church Fathers such as 
Augustine and Tertullian.26 

Davis received the Tonsure and Minor Orders from Polding in the chapel at 
Downside on 20 September 1834 and was ordained sub-deacon by Bishop Baines 
on 28 May 1836. He was ordained deacon at Prior Park on 23 February 1839 and 
priest at the Downside Chapel on 8 November 1840 by Brown who had recently 
become a bishop.27

As a monk, Davis was charged with numerous responsibilities at Downside:  
‘Cellarer’ (1841 – December 1847), ‘Prefect of Students’ (August 1839–December 
1847), ‘Infirmarian’ (1840 – December 1847), ‘Organist’ (June 1834–December 
1847), and ‘Parish Priest’ of St. Benedict’s at Downside (1844–1848).28 Since Davis 
was an accomplished musician and composer, he was also the ‘Cantor’ of the 
monastery. Regrettably, the Fasti Gregoriani omitted the dates of this appointment. 
One can assume he probably performed this task concomitantly as Organist.29 Prior 
Joseph Wilson must have recognised immense qualities in Davis by appointing him 
to these many roles, most being performed simultaneously.30  It is interesting that 
Henry Norbert Birt’s Obit book of the English Benedictines reveals that all three 
Davis brothers were put in charge of the school at Downside.31 Admittedly, the 
school was small, but perhaps it did denote some sense of family ability or talent. 
Soon after ordination to priest, it was a usual practice at Downside to be sent ‘on the 
missions.’32 In Davis’ case however, Prior Peter Wilson kept him at the monastery, 
26 Ullathorne, From Cabin-Boy to Archbishop, 41. There are eighty-one of his books 

housed in the Veech Library, Sydney varying in topics that include spirituality, sermons, 
ethics, philosophy, history, theology, apologetics and language.

27 Fasti Gregoriani, ‘Charles (alias Charles Henry) Davis’, 95; see H. N. Birt, Obit book 
of the English Benedictines, 150.

28 Fasti Gregoriani, ‘Charles (alias Charles Henry) Davis’, 95; see Birt, Obit book of the 
English Benedictines, 150. Birt’s dates of Davis’ appointment as Prefect of Students 
differ	to	the	dates	in	the	Fasti Gregoriani. 

29 Douglas Pike, ed., ‘A-H’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, Vol. 1788–1850, 
(Melbourne University Press, 1966), 292. 

30 All three Davis brothers had the role of ‘Prefect of Students’. Admittedly the school 
was small, but perhaps it did denote some sense of family ability or talent. Richard 
Francis Davis (1831–34), Charles Henry Davis (1839–47), and Edwin Oswald Davis 
(1847–57); refer to Birt, Obit book of the English Benedictines, 182, 150 & 173.

31 Birt, Obit book of the English Benedictines, 150, 173, and 182.
32 His older brother, Richard Davis, is a typical case of a Downside monk who was ‘sent 

on the missions’ to Coughton (1835–89) only four years after his ordination and never 
returned to Downside. Davis was buried there. See Birt, Obit book of the English 
Benedictines, 182. Edwin Davis was unlike his older brother Richard and quite atypical 
of the Downside monk of this period. Edwin was not sent ‘on the mission’ until 21 
years after his ordination to priest by his brother Charles Davis in 1848. Edwin was 
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rather than being sent out to a distant parish. He probably remained at Downside 
because of his notable skills as a scholar, administrator, musician and emerging 
leader.

Charles Davis’ roles at Downside Abbey
Davis was appointed ‘Prefect of Students’ in August 1839; a position he held 
until December 1847.33 In this role, he was described as ‘being the very life and 
soul’ of St. Gregory’s and had the respect of the students, excelling in leading the 
boys in games and dramatic plays.34 A former member of the Sydney Benedictine 
community, Fr. Anselm Curtis wrote ‘the boys…almost worshipped him…often 
familiarly [speaking] of him as ‘dear little Charlie’’.35 

Davis held the position of ‘Infirmarian’ from 1840 to December 1847 and was 
responsible for the care of the sick.  It was in this role he developed a loathing for 
the drugs he had to administer. Instead he became a convert to hydrotherapy: a 
treatment based on the external and internal application of water and as Infirmarian, 
Davis grew in popularity with the students because of his tolerant nature.36 
It is possible to get an insight into Davis ‘the Infirmarian’ by drawing on an 
account of the illness and death of a lay novice, Br Hugh Craig in Sydney during his 
appointment as coadjutor bishop. 

Craig was frequently ill, probably as a ‘consequence of his laborious way of life 
in his previous occupation as a sailor.37  He was ‘attacked by violent retchings which 
continued till the time of his death’ on 1 August 1851.38 Davis had Craig taken from 
the dormitory to his own sitting-room so ‘that he might be more easily attended 
[to] by the Physician who was expected on the following morning’.39 The following 
extract provides an example of Davis’ unassuming nature, his humility and the 
level of service he gave to someone who was sick:

[Craig] was much pleased at the change and expressed his thanks for the 

Prefect of Students for 10 years and retired back to Downside in 1879 due to ill-health 
and died there in 1880. See Birt, Obit book of the English Benedictines, 173.

33 Fasti Gregoriani, ‘Charles (alias Charles Henry) Davis’, 95.
34 Henry Norbert Birt, Benedictine Pioneers in Australia, II, (London: Herbert & Daniel, 

1911), 207–208; Also, Downside Review, XXI, 188.
35 Birt, Benedictine Pioneers in Australia, II, 207–208; Also see Downside Review, XXI, 

188.
36 Alan Brown, ‘Charles Henry Davis, O.S.B. 1815–1854: Sydney’s First Coadjutor 

Bishop’, ACR LIX, no. 2 (April 1982), 213
37 Benedictine Journal 2/8/1851. Hereafter, I will refer to it as BJ.
38 BJ 2/8/1851.
39 BJ 2/8/1851.
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kindness of the Bishop and those who were attending him... During the night 
he was attended by the Bishop and one of the Brothers and in the morning he 
showed every symptom of improvement. He continued in this state till nearly 
9 o’clock, speaking to those who visited him and apparently much better, so 
that all retired, with the exception of one, who remained to arrange his bed...
After a few moments he desired to be put back [to bed], and called for the 
attendant Brother, who seeing that he was changing colour, began to fear, and 
called to his assistance the Fr. Subprior, who was at a little distance from the 
room; but scarcely had he reached the spot when [Craig] calmly resigned his 
soul into the hands of his creator, without a struggle.40

Even though Davis was a bishop and Craig was a lay novice, the difference in 
rank was not an issue for Davis. For Davis, care of the sick was uppermost in his 
thoughts. The personal care of Craig by Davis was in part faith driven, because 
to serve the sick was to serve Christ.41 Davis showed an authentic humility and 
genuine love for Craig’s well-being in anticipation of his death. 

Davis nursed him through the night until he died and then celebrated Mass for 
the repose of his soul in St. Felician’s Chapel at 6.30am. Davis and the Benedictine 
community ‘went in procession to the apartment of the deceased, where in silent 
sorrow they took their places round the coffin’. Davis read prayers from the ‘Monastic 
Breviary’, after which the community went to the chapel ‘bearing lighted tapers in 
their hands…reciting the ‘Miserere’ & other psalms’.42 Following the closing of the 
coffin in the late afternoon, it was taken to the Cathedral where Matins was later 
recited at 7 pm lead by Polding. The Journal recorded the following:

At 7 o’clock the Archbishop presided in Cappa. The whole of the Matins 
was sung. The Lessons in the following order...The Archbishop sung the last. A 
numerous and respectable congregation assisted at the office.43

The next morning Craig’s coffin was removed and placed on a hearse and 
taken to Subiaco. It was followed by Davis, the Subprior and five lay brothers for 
the purposes of celebrating a Requiem Mass for Craig.44 His body was interred at 
Subiaco with the words: ‘the first of the sons of Benedict, in this portion of the 
world’.45 
40 BJ 2/8/1851.
41 Timothy Fry, (ed), RB 1980: The Rule of Benedict, In Latin and English with Notes, 

(The Liturgical Press, Collegeville, Minnesota: 1981), 235.
42 BJ 2/8/1851.
43 BJ 2/8/1851.
44 BJ 2/8/1851.
45 BJ 2/8/1851. The journalist added a personal prayer at the end of this entry. He wrote:  

‘May he whose life he endeavoured to imitate on earth, obtain for him, a participation 
in that glory, which he now enjoys in Heaven, is the fervent prayer of the Brother, 
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A ‘large congregation assisted at the ceremonies’ celebrated by Polding. But 
many of the laity were critical of Polding and expressed ‘their regret, at not having 
been permitted to assist at the funeral’.46 Maybe he considered it more appropriate 
to keep the ceremony purely Benedictine. Perhaps Polding may not have been 
completely in touch with the feelings of the local community given Craig was loved 
and respected by both the monks and the laity.47 

There is no extant material relating to how Davis performed the duties of 
Cellarer (1841–December 1847) at Downside Abbey. Suffice to say, it was a position 
of great responsibility, since he had to provide the food and drink for the students 
and monks. The role of Cellarer included business manager, treasurer and bursar.48 
The ‘Rule of Benedict’ states that the Cellarer should be: 

[W]ise, mature in conduct, temperate, not an excessive eater, not proud, 
excitable, offensive, dilatory or wasteful, but God-fearing, and like a father 
to the whole community.49

Wilson saw in Davis a man who possessed many, if not all these qualities, particularly 
his gift of managerial and administrative expertise. It was this experience and skill 
Polding drew on at St. Mary’s in Sydney following Davis’ arrival as coadjutor. 

As Cellarer, Davis had to deal with people who chose the wrong times to make a 
request, or even made extreme demands on him. His response had to be courteous, 
and free from any arrogance or contempt. The ‘Rule of Benedict’ advises the 
Cellarer to ‘show every care and concern for the sick, children, guests and the poor, 
knowing for certain that he will be made accountable for all of them on the day of 
judgement’.50 Knowing the essence of this description equates to relationships, we 
can learn much about Davis’ character. Reflecting for a moment on his care of Br. 
Craig in illness and death, one gains a clearer idea about how he carried out the role 
of Cellarer.  

As the ‘Organist’ and ‘Cantor’ of Downside, Davis’ responsibilities entailed 

who has stated the above mentioned particulars, hoping that whosoever may chance to 
read them will not fail to pray for the soul of him, who is the subject of them. R.I.P.’ 
Hugh Craig entered St. Mary’s as a lay postulant on 18/4/1849 and worked as a Porter 
and Refectorian and was clothed in the habit on 2/8/1849. See Terence Kavenagh, 
‘Appendix 1 – Polding’s Monks’, Tjurunga 8, (1974), v. Subiaco was the name given to 
the Benedictine convent established by Polding, then located in Parramatta, Sydney.

46 BJ 2/8/1851.
47 Kavenagh, ‘Appendix 1 – Polding’s Monks’, v. 
48 Fry, RB 1980, 227.
49 Fry, RB 1980, 227.
50 Fry, RB 1980, 229.
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accompanying and leading the choral services. He held this significant position 
from the date of his profession (24 June 1834) until December 1847, a period of 
over 13 years. He composed a variety of music, including numerous masses, sacred 
music and marches. After his arrival in Sydney in 1848, Davis was able to bring to 
St. Mary’s his expertise as an accomplished organist, improviser, composer, and 
choral director.51 

During the late 1840s at Downside Abbey there was an apparent clash in 
temperaments between Davis and Prior Joseph Wilson. The following discussion 
is significant because a tension emerged in Davis’ relationship with Polding during 
the early 1850s. 

Prior Joseph Peter Wilson
Joseph Peter Wilson was born in Yorkshire in 1798 and was educated at Acton 
Burnell and Downside from 1813-1819. He was ordained priest in 1827 and in the 
same year was sent on the Mission in the Southern Province at Cheltenham, Bungay 
and Bath and remained there until 1840.52 It is doubtful whether Davis had much to 
do with Wilson during his education at St. Gregory’s. If Wilson taught him, it would 
have been on a part-time basis during Wilson’s studies for the priesthood. 

In 1840, Wilson was elected Prior of Downside and it was following this 
appointment that Davis had direct contact with him. By all accounts, Wilson was 
described as one who led quietly ‘without fuss or bustle, one department after 
another shewed the result of his careful supervision’.53 Polding suggested in a 
letter to Cardinal Fransoni in Rome that Wilson had the ‘necessary qualities of 
zeal, prudence, active piety and energy joined with a super-abundance of charitable 
feelings.’54 He was renowned for his physical strength.55

Wilson must have been impressed by Davis’ diligence and attention to detail 
because he assigned him to the roles of Infirmarian (1840) and Cellarer (1841). 
Following his ordination, Davis was appointed parish priest of St. Benedict’s at 
Stratton on the Fosse, near Downside Abbey. Before Wilson’s appointment, Davis 
was already performing the roles of ‘Cantor,’ ‘Organist’ and ‘Prefect of Students.’ 

51 Graeme Pender, ‘Bishop Charles Davis’ Musical Contribution’, Australian Catholic 
Record, April 2019, 166–177.

52 Birt, Obit book of the English Benedictines, 180.
53 Birt, Downside, 215.
54 Polding to Fransoni, 8/5/1842. Cardinal Giacomo Fransoni (10/12/1775 – 20/4/1856) 

was an Italian Cardinal who served from 1834 to 1856 as Prefect of the Sacred 
Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith. 

55 Refer to Van Zeller, Downside By and Large, 270, 285–86, 300.
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By 1844, Davis had six significant responsibilities and whilst it would have been 
a great challenge to perform them satisfactorily, he carried out his duties in an 
exemplary manner. 

Fr Charles Davis: Parish priest, St. Benedict’s, Stratton in Fosse
Charles Davis succeeded Dom James (Nicholas) Kendal as parish priest of St. 
Benedict’s in 1844 and remained parish priest until 1848. During his residency, 
Davis ‘built the Poor school and schoolhouse’ and ‘provided the cemetery and 
cross’ for the local community.56 

Near the site of the present Downside ‘Guest House’ stood a small cottage, 
probably an outbuilding from the original farm. It was located near where ‘School 
Lane’ intersects with Fosse Road. It was here Polding taught the local children of 
Stratton. Since the nearby village of Chilcompton did not have a school until 1840 
and there was no Church of England School until 1850, Polding’s cottage was the 
only school in the area.57 There are no extant records regarding what was taught to 
the children nor is there any surviving documentation of accounts or expenditure 
on local village education.

Dom Bede Rigby succeeded Polding as the School Master, followed by Dom 
Basil Duck. Whilst the Parish Priest did much of the teaching, he was assisted by 
some of the older students. By the time the school was relocated to two old cottages 
near Green Lane Farm in 1835, the school had acquired a paid teacher to instruct a 
class of about 100 students – mostly non-Catholics. The cost of their education was 
one penny a week.58 

In 1840 the school was relocated back to Stratton on the Fosse. Perhaps the 
death of its teacher Mrs. Collyer was the reason for moving the school. The school 
at Stratton recommenced in a back room of the Downside dairy until Davis began 
rebuilding the school in 1847. After he became Parish Priest, Davis directed the 
construction of a new school for the local children. Records show the school was 
designed by Charles Hanson (1817- 1888) comprising two separate rooms side by 
side with the teacher’s house in between.59 Hanson’s design never eventuated. Only 
56 Fasti Gregoriani, ‘Charles (alias Charles Henry) Davis’, 95. Construction on the 

Church of St. Benedict’s began in 1854 under the guidance of Dom Alphonsus Morrall 
and was completed and opened in 1857.

57 Brine, A History of the Parish and Church of St. Benedict, 14.
58 Brine, A History of the Parish and Church of St. Benedict, 14.
59 Brine, A History of the Parish and Church of St. Benedict, 14. It is interesting to note 

Hanson designed the Catholic Church in Porthycarne Street, Usk near to the Davis 
family home. Hanson was one of England’s celebrated architects. Most of his English 
churches have been described as scholarly and at times surpasses ordinary examples 
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one of the intended rooms was built, whilst the other became the Parish Church. The 
school was fully completed and opened in 1854 (the year of Davis’ death), and the 
Parish Church was finished in 1857 differing slightly from its present appearance 
by having a taller spire with one bell and a shorter nave. What was once the Lady 
Chapel is now the entrance porch.60

Davis was a man of vision, especially in relation to promoting education 
amongst local children. Regrettably, individual priests from the EBC did not serve 
St. Benedict’s parish for very long because they were regularly moved to missions 
in other parts of Britain. From 1818 – 1837, the average period of time spent in the 
parish was two years. From 1837 – 1859, it increased to just over three years. Davis 
remained parish priest for four years, prior to his appointment as Coadjutor Bishop 
in Sydney.

Following the arrival of the EBC in Stratton on the Fosse in 1814, locals began to 
gradually convert to Catholicism. The Baptismal Registers for Stratton on the Fosse 
began very slowly, with only one baptism being registered on 26 May 1818 (Richard 
Broom by Dom Thomas Lawson) and another on 15 April 1819 (John Cox by Dom 
Luke Barber).61 These baptisms were probably administered in the front parlour 
of the “Old House” at Downside which was used as a chapel until 1823. Extant 
Baptismal registers reveal numerous baptisms took place in the School Chapel of 
Downside Abbey from 1820 to 1836.62 Roman Catholic baptisms in the parish of St. 
Benedict’s did not begin to increase until the 1840s. During Davis’ tenure, fifty-five 
baptisms were performed. Of these fifty-five baptisms, Davis performed twenty-
five. There are no surviving records of burials or marriages performed by Davis. 

Aspirations of Leadership
By the mid-1840s apparent troubles in Davis’ relationship with Wilson began to 
emerge. Tension amongst the community was beginning to surface at Downside 
too. Birt wrote that during the ‘life of a school, like an individual, [it] has its critical 
periods, its troubles and anxieties’, and during the 1840s, Downside experienced a 
‘rough and turbulent’ period with ‘a passing element of insubordination’ developing 
following ‘the removal of Dr. Polding and Dr. Davis’ as bishops. The ‘unruly 

of the early Gothic Revival genre. See B. Andrews, ‘Polding’s English Architects’, 
Tjurunga 47, (December 1994), 21–43.

60 Brine, A History of the Parish and Church of St. Benedict, 4.
61 F. Daniels, South Western Catholic History, Stratton on the Fosse, Baptisms 1818–

1915, no. 24, 2006.
62 As there was no regular parish priest during this period, it is likely a member of the 

Benedictine community was delegated to minister to the local Catholics.
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symptoms were suppressed before they had become hurtful’ by reviving a ‘solid 
and traditional system of school discipline’ through the joint efforts of Dom Oswald 
Davis (prefect) and Dom Norbert Sweeney (sub-prefect) acting as the protagonists.63 
Whilst visiting Downside in 1846, Polding gave the impression some of the monks 
were actively supporting Davis’ leadership aspirations in opposition to the Prior.64 
A similar scenario developed at St. Mary’s monastery in Sydney during the early 
1850s. One only needs to compare the differing leadership styles of Prior Henry 
Gregory to Davis to discover why.  The following extract from Polding indicates 
why a strain between Davis and Wilson may have developed:

I am impatiently expecting my little dear friend, Dr. Davis. I can never be 
sufficiently grateful to you F. President, the Regimen, and my dear good 
friend F. Prior of Downside for the sacrifice. I dreaded the first letter from the 
latter and was most agreeably surprised and yet I ought not to have been, to 
find how readily the assent was given; and the proper reliance on Providence 
given. I am satisfied it is for the best. From what I heard and saw I am sure 
the peace of the Community would have been subjected to strong trial. I do 
not wish to see another Prior at Downside. He who has made the House what 
it is, has proved himself to be the best to govern it. The quiet surveillance 
which keeps all in order without interfering with individual offices & duties 
is the perfection of a Superior – but is apt not to be sufficiently appretiated 
(sic) & hence the man more active is deemed the preferable. Hence in 
spite of Religion, cabal or party will creep in, and good is not the result. 
Besides, I perceived in Davis that want of a change which at his age I myself 
experienced, which renders present duties irksome, and would have ended 
in his being placed in some obscure Mission, where he would not have the 
opportunity he will now have. Then his ardent longing to come and join 
me, after 12 years of arduous duty in the house, merited consideration. I am 
satisfied that all is for the best. 65

It seems Davis wanted to pursue the challenge of leadership but felt limited 
remaining at Downside. Polding defended Davis’ aspirations after recognising his 
want of change, empathising with Davis’ desire to do something different as he 
likewise wished at the same age. Polding believed change was important, especially 
for someone like Davis. From a political viewpoint, it was probably prudent for 
Wilson to allow Davis to travel to Australia.  

Edmund Ford (1851-1930), who was the Prior of Downside Abbey from 1894-
1906 once said: ‘by the time men get to thirty-five all men are glad to get out of 

63 See Birt, Downside, 217.
64 Polding left Sydney for Europe on 16/2/1846. See Birt, Benedictine Pioneers in 

Australia II, 117. He left England to return to Sydney on 7/10/1847. See Birt, 
Benedictine Pioneers in Australia II, 131.

65 Polding to Barber, 18/11/1848.
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[Downside] and go to a parish’.66 In reply to Ford’s comment, Edmund Bishop (1846-
1917) an eminent liturgist and historian closely associated with Downside cynically 
remarked: ‘The education of the Anglo-Benedictine is calculated to produce a mind 
essentially skeptical, a type of man who is essentially not a man of Faith’.67 Whilst 
Davis did not resemble the person described by Bishop, he was one who had been 
at Downside too long and was in need of a change. 

Polding supported Wilson’s management because he believed Wilson had 
‘[proven] himself best to govern’ and was one who kept ‘all in order without 
interfering with individual offices & duties’. Polding, however, cautioned Wilson 
his style of leadership might not always be welcomed, especially by those at 
Downside who might prefer someone like Davis whose temperament appeared to 
be more proactive than Wilson. 

No doubt Davis saw himself as a leader and perhaps some of these aspirations 
came into conflict with Wilson’s administration. Davis had become an established 
identity at Downside after some twenty-two years and needed greater challenges to 
his ministry. 

Davis was appointed Bishop of Maitland and coadjutor to Polding on 24 
September 1847.68 In December 1847, Davis ceased all positions of responsibility 
at Downside continuing only as Parish Priest at St. Benedict’s. The reduction in 
Davis’ workload allowed him time to prepare for his trip to Australia in 1848. 

66 D. Lunn, ‘The English Benedictines in the XIXth Century’, Tjurunga, No. 8 (1974), 30.
67 Nigel Abercrombie, The Life and Work of Edmund Bishop, (London: Longmans, 1959), 

88, 114–5, quoted in Lunn, ‘The English Benedictines in the XIXth Century’, 30.
68 Fasti Gregoriani, ‘Charles (alias Charles Henry) Davis’, 95.
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Fanaticism, Frisson, and Fin de siècle France: Catholics, 
Conspiracy Theory, and Léo Taxil’s ‘Mystification’ – Part 2 

– The Anglophone Reception

Bernard Doherty*

As described in the first part of this article, the Taxil ‘mystification’ was a vast 
hoax perpetrated on the French reading public by the anticlerical journalist Léo 
Taxil over the course of the 1890s.1 Bringing together a mélange of pre-existing 
Catholic conspiracy theories about Freemasonry, and adding a fantastical Satanic 
veneer, Taxil’s work was a combination of fabrication and forgery carefully crafted 
to appeal to the prejudices and paranoia which marked reactionary sectors of the 
Roman Catholic Church in France during the Third Republic. As such, the events 
surrounding the Taxil ‘mystification’ offer an important preliminary chapter in the 
wider history of conspiracy theories surrounding Jews, Freemasons, and the occult 
which continue to circulate in a Francophone Catholic milieu.2 

Viewed from across the Channel, the French Third Republic offered a strange 
vista, with its often-militant anticlericalism, its penchant for the sensational and 
spectacular in religion, and its seemingly incongruous juxtaposition of peasant 
superstition, esoteric eccentricities, positivist scepticism, and Enlightenment 
unbelief. This vision was only exacerbated when rumours from Paris of new 
revelations alleging the Luciferian nature of Freemasonry began to be heard from 
various continental sources and attracted the attention of commentators drawn 
from vastly diverging social locations. The second part of this article on the Taxil 
mystification offers an analysis of three Anglophone writers who, for various 
reasons and to differing degrees, each turned their attention to the Taxil material: the 
scholar of esotericism Arthur Edward Waite (1857–1942); the lawyer and antiquarian 
George Francis Legge (1853–1922); and the great American mediaevalist Henry 
Charles Lea (1825–1909).3 While all concluded that the material was for the most 
1 Bernard Doherty, Fanaticism, Frisson, and Fin de siècle France: Catholics, Conspiracy 

Theory,	and	Léo	Taxil’s	‘Mystification’	–	Part	1’,	Journal of the Australian Catholic 
Historical Society 41 (2020), 105–118. 

2 For the most comprehensive overview of this wider subculture, see Emmanuel Kreis, 
Quis ut Deus? Antijudéo-maçonnisme et occultisme en France sous la IIIe République 
(Paris:	Les	Belles	Lettres,	2017).	This	milieu	is	fictionalised	in	Umberto	Eco,	The 
Prague Cemetery. Translated by Richard Dixon (London: Vintage Books, 2012).  

3 Initially I had intended to include here the English Jesuit priest Father Herbert Thurston 
(1856–1939), but concluded Thurston is best left for a fuller-treatment on his own. 

* Dr Bernard Doherty is a lecturer at St Mark’s National Theological Centre, Canberra, 
and a research fellow in the Centre for Public and Contextual Theology (PaCT) at 
Charles Sturt University. 
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part nonsense, they each provide a different glimpse of the controversy, where its 
wider appeal lay, and why it had initially proven so successful. 

History as Fiction: Arthur Waite
Appearing in 1896, Devil-Worship in France was the culmination of a series of 
rebuttals of aspects of the claims emanating from France which had appeared in 
periodicals like the Spiritualist newspaper Light over the previous months and set 
the tone of scepticism which was to mark most Anglophone reactions to Taxil’s 
mystification.4 Even today it offers a remarkably adroit reconnaissance into the 
demi-monde of nineteenth century French occultism and Catholic anti-Masonic 
paranoia by a man quite uniquely suited for such an investigation.

Waite was very much an insider in what he described as a “transcendentalist” 
or “mystical” milieu and in some senses an apologist for the growing number of 
French and English men and women who during the latter part of the nineteenth 
century became increasingly interested in the deeper traditions of Western 
occultism dating back to antiquity and including such currents as the Kabbalah, 
alchemy, Rosicrucianism, and particularly the highly influential works of French 
occultist Eliphas Lévi (Alphonse Louis Constant, 1810–1875).5 Waite was also an 
early, if controversial, member of the (in)famous Hermetic Order of the Golden 
Dawn, the premier Anglophone occult organisation of the late nineteenth century, 
though he emphasized a more Christian interpretation of esoteric teachings and a 
distinct shift away from ritual magic.6 He is perhaps best-known today for penning 
The Key to the Tarot (1910), which alongside the Rider-Waite tarot deck, remains an 
authoritative work on tarot reading among contemporary Anglophone practitioners. 
However, quite apart from his involvement with various esoteric fraternities, by 
the 1890s, Waite had already established himself as a serious, if idiosyncratic and 
autodidactic, scholar of esoteric material and had published several works. These 
4 Arthur Edward Waite, Devil-Worship in France or the Question of Lucifer: A Record 

of Things Seen and Heard in the Secret Societies According to the Evidence of Initiates 
(London: George Redway, 1896). On Waite’s earlier rebuttals see R.A. Gilbert, ‘The 
Masonic Career of A.E.Waite’, Ars Quatuor Coronatorum 99 (1986), 91. 

5 On Waite’s life see R.A. Gilbert, R.A. Gilbert, A.E. Waite: Magician of Many Parts 
(Wellingborough: Crucible, 1987); ‘Waite, Arthur Edward’, in Dictionary of Gnosis and 
Western Esotericism,	edited	by	Wouter	J.	Hanegraaff,	1164–1165	(Leiden:	Brill,	2006)	
and James Webb, ‘A.E.Waite’, in Man, Myth, & Magic: The Illustrated Encyclopedia 
of Mythology, Religion and the Unknown, Vol. 20 Virg-Zurv, edited by Richard 
Cavendish, 2759 (London: Marshall Cavendish, 1995). On the importance of Lévi here 
see Christopher McIntosh, Eliphas Lévi and the French Occult Revival (London: Rider, 
1972). 

6 For a detailed account of Waite and the Golden Dawn see Gilbert, A.E. Waite, 105-115.  
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included an edition of The Magical Writings of Thomas Vaughan (1888)—Diana 
Vaughan’s purported ancestor—and a translation of Eliphas Lévi’s Dogma et Rituel 
de la Haute Magie (1854), published contemporaneously to his examination of the 
Taxil material.7

Perhaps more importantly in the present context, particularly considering some 
later Catholic dismissals of his work as Masonic apologetics was the fact that Waite 
was no stranger to, nor a particularly harsh critic of, the Roman Church. He had been 
reared a Catholic and had only become disillusioned with the Church following the 
death of his sister in 1874, when he began to wade into less conventional religious 
currents, following a familiar Victorian trajectory through Spiritualism into 
Theosophy, Rosicrucianism, and ultimately embracing a quite eclectic esotericism. 
While it is valid to consider some of Waite’s later writings as Masonic apologetics, it 
is important to raise two caveats here. Firstly, despite his familiarity with aspects of 
Freemasonry—many of which were common currency in the esoteric milieu—and 
later authoring an extensive encyclopedia on the topic,8 Waite was not initiated into 
a lodge until September 1901.9 As R.A. Gilbert has systematically demonstrated, 
during the 1890s Waite was quite ambivalent about Freemasonry in general, at one 
point advising potential initiates that ‘there is no light there; there is no secret of 
the soul enshrined in the recesses of its suggestive ceremonial; whatever it may 
have been in the past, at the present day it neither is, nor claims to be, more than 
“a beautiful system of morality veiled in allegories and illustrated by symbols”’.10 
Secondly, Waite’s active membership of most of the major esoteric fraternities 
of the period, does not imply that he was an uncritical adherent of these groups, 
indeed, he had a well-earned reputation for being somewhat peevish. As an 
esotericist of a scholarly bent, Waite had resigned from the Theosophical Society 
over his suspicions regarding the so-called ‘Mahatmas’ and was heavily involved in 
various of the ongoing machinations between members of the Golden Dawn which 
ultimately led to its disbandment. As someone who appreciated the often-fractious 
nature of the occult revival, then, Waite was arguably the most qualified Anglophone 
writer at the time to meet the claims of Taxil on intellectual grounds, both because 
7 Published as Eliphas Lévi, Transcendental Magic, Its Doctrine and Ritual. Translated 

by A.E. Waite (London: Rider & Co, 1896).
8 See A.E. Waite, A New Encyclopedia of Freemasonry (New York: Wings Books, 1970 

[1921]). 
9 Gilbert, ‘The Masonic Career of A.E. Waite,’ 93. 
10 Arthur Edward Waite, The Occult Sciences: A Compendium of Transcendental Doctrine 

and Experiment (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner and Co, 1891), 214f.
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of his familiarity with the occult milieu, but also with Roman Catholicism and the 
situation on the ground in both France and England.

The work itself, Devil-Worship in France, or The Question of Lucifer (1896), 
subtitled ‘a record of things seen and heard in the secret societies according to the 
evidence of initiates’, appeared from well-known occult publisher George Redway 
(1859–1934). The book offers a trenchant, yet generally respectful, and ultimately 
prescient exposé of the subterfuge which Taxil had undertaken.11 

From the perspective of source criticism, Waite was readily able to identify the 
origins of much of Taxil’s plagiarism, having himself translated many of these works. 
For example, on more than one occasion, Waite highlights whole sections which 
Taxil and his collaborators had lifted from Lévi’s writings.12 He was also intimately 
familiar with the wider French Catholic anti-Masonic milieu, highlighting the 
approbation which Taxil’s writings had received from such figures as Archbishop 
of Port-Louis (Mauritius) Léon Meurin (1825–1895), Bishop of Grenoble Amand-
Joseph Fava (1826–1899), and Abel Clarin de la Rive (1855–1914).13 Indeed, Waite 
succinctly summarizes the developing trend which was seeing the confluence 
of three central planks of Catholic conspiracy theory14—linking together Jews, 
Masons, and ultimately Satanists:

The weapon of the mitred warrior is, at the same time, a sufficiently 
portentous thesis, as follows: – that Freemasonry is connected with Satanism 
by the fact that it has the Jews for its true authors, and the Jewish Kabbalah 
for the key of its mysteries; that the Kabbalah is magical, idolatrous, and 
essentially diabolical; that Freemasonry, considered as a religion, is therefore 
a judaized devil-worship, and considered as a political institution, it is an 
engine designed for the attainment of universal empire, which has been the 
dream of the Jews for centuries.15

11 Waite also wrote, though never published, a follow up work entitled Diana Vaughn 
and the Question of Modern Palladism. The manuscript of this has since been edited 
and published, alongside a new edition of Devil Worship in France, by R.A. Gilbert as 
A.E. Waite, Devil-Worship in France, with Diana Vaughan and the Question of Modern 
Palladism (Boston: Weiser Books, 2003). The citations in what follows are from the 
original 1896 edition. 

12 Waite, Devil-Worship in France, 217. 
13 Waite, Devil-Worship in France,	75.	On	these	figures	see	Marie-France	James,	

Esotérisme, occultisme, franc-maçonnerie et christianisme aux XIXe et XXe siècles: 
explorations bio-bibliographiques (Paris: Nouvelle Editions Latines, 1981). Waite 
delighted in the irony that many of Taxil’s erstwhile clerical supporters had, during his 
past activities as an anticlerical, unsuccessfully sought to sue him.

14 For the most comprehensive overview of these trends, see Emmanuel Kreis, Quis ut 
Deus? For a collection of textual examples see also Kreis’ Les puissances de l’ombre, 
La théorie du complot dans les textes (Paris: Biblis, 2012). 

15 Waite, Devil-Worship in France,	86.	Here	Waite	is	referring	specifically	to	Léon	
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Waite had no truck with these kinds of antisemites and was clearly not enamoured 
with the ultramontane drift which had become dominant in the church —both in 
England and on the continent—over the course of the nineteenth century. He makes 
this clear throughout the text, though most pointedly in his summary of his case 
against Diana Vaughan.16 Waite also took exception to the Anglophobic slanders 
which marked much of the Taxil material, taking umbrage at the bogus claims made 
about the activities of English Masons in India.17 This wounded national pride was 
even more on show in the case of his fellow esotericists. 

From the position of experience and his own esoteric networks Waite was able 
to defend certain British writers whose reputations had been impugned in Taxil’s 
work – most notably here Dr. William Wynn Westcott (1848–1925) and John Yarker 
(1833–1913). Indeed, both figures were utterly shocked when they received Waite’s 
inquiries to discover allegations of their purported involvement in such nefarious 
activities as those described in the Taxil material.18 While all Waite’s considerable 
erudition was on show in this work, his ultimate conclusion about the material was 
neatly summarised when he opined that the Taxil material was ultimately akin to a 
‘penny dreadful’ of the type with which ‘some years ago the slums of London and 
Paris were inundated’,19 a particularly poignant comment given Waite’s familiarity 
with this kind of literature.20 Regardless of the low estimation Waite placed on 
the value of the Taxil material, his perceptive comments on the conspiracist logic 
pervading much contemporary Catholic writing, especially in Chapter 6, still 
provides an exemplary and patient example of debunking the conspiracist logic 
advanced by anti-masonic writers at the time and since.21 While Devil-Worship in 
France ran to 325 small pages, a veritable tour de force of journalistic riposte, Waite 
himself was uncharacteristically modest about his efforts. 

In his autobiography, Waite remained vague on several matters, not least his 
illegitimacy. The title of this memoir, Shadows of Life and Thought, is very much 

Meurin’s book La Franc-Maçonnerie, Synagogue de Satan (Paris: Victor Retaux et Fils, 
1893). 

16 See, e.g. Waite, Devil-Worship in France, 168.  
17 Waite, Devil-Worship in France, 233–254. See esp. 245–246. 
18 Though perhaps they should not have been, given that one (Westcott) was one of the 

founding members of the Golden Dawn and the other (Yarker) was heavily involved 
in forms of fringe Masonry in Britain at the time. On Yarker see J.M. Hamill, ‘John 
Yarker: Masonic Charlatan?’ Ars Quatuor Coronatorum 109 (1996), 191–214. 

 On Fringe Masonry more generally see Ellic Howe, ‘Fringe Masonry in England 1870–
85’, Ars Quatuor Coronatorum 85 (1972): 279–332. 

19 Waite, Devil-Worship in France, 99–100. 
20 On Waite discussing this type of literature see Gilbert, A.E. Waite, 26–30. 
21 See esp. Waite, Devil-Worship in France, 82–96. 
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indicative of its often tantalisingly vague and tenebrous nature. When it came to the 
Taxil Hoax, however, Waite was surprisingly forthcoming, writing on this period 
that:

[G]eorge Redway must have heard almost with bated breath my story of 
things that were happening at the very moment no further off than Paris, in 
respect of alleged Female Freemasonry, Lucifer in High Grade Lodges, and 
Magia Diabolica in its blackest forms: in a word, the conspiracy of Leo Taxil 
at once against Freemasonry and the Church Catholic, though he posed as 
brought back to the Church by the iniquities which it was given him to unveil. 
There is perhaps no need to add that the first book which I wrote for George 
Redway in those Hart Street days was entitled Devil Worship in France.22

Waite continued, however, that while the rest of his works at this time were the 
products of careful scholarship, this volume had been the result of ‘a newspaper 
craze of the moment and was done in uttermost haste’.23 Waite further suggested 
that those interested would be better to consult the entry on ‘Palladian Freemasonry’ 
in his later New Encyclopedia of Freemasonry.24 While Devil-Worship in France 
received mixed, though generally positive, reviews, the Taxil mystification had a 
rather short shelf-life after Taxil revealed his hand.25 As such, it is unsurprising 
the completed manuscript of the book’s sequel, entitled Diana Vaughan and the 
Question of Modern Palladism, remained unpublished during Waite’s lifetime. 

In reminiscing on this period, Waite, usually more charitable toward the Church 
of his birth, suggested that the whole Taxil affair was ‘an old story that Rome never 
learns a lesson’, and in his later years highlighted the affairs’ periodic recurrence 
in the French anti-Masonic press.26This personal account is also marked by his 
usually dismissive attitude toward faux occultism, noting that the context of fin 
de siècle France had created ‘a lush growth of weedy wonder and concern over 
things occult’,27 which only encouraged Waite to further publications (especially 
his translation of Lévi) in order to restore some dignity to the pursuit of esoteric 
knowledge. Nevertheless, as Waite notes, it was his explorations and publication 
here which ‘opened the whole question of Freemasonry’,28 and it is probably fair 

22 A.E. Waite, Shadows of Life and Thought: A Retrospective Review in the Form of 
Memoirs (London: Selwyn and Blount, 1938), 143. 

23 Waite, Shadows of Life and Thought, 144. 
24 See Waite, ‘Palladian Freemasonry’, in A New Encyclopedia of Freemasonry, 251-264. 
25 On reviews see Gilbert, ‘The Masonic Career of A.E. Waite’, 91. 
26 Waite, Shadows of Life and Thought, 144.
27 Waite, Shadows of Life and Thought, 145.
28 Waite, Shadows of Life and Thought, 143. 
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to conclude with Gilbert that it was his analysis in Devil-Worship in France which 
partially paved Waite’s way into the Lodge a few years later. 

A Lawyer Cross-Examines Occult Nonsense: F. Legge
One of Waite’s appreciative reviewers in the non-masonic press, whose article ‘Devil 
Worship and Freemasonry’ appeared in the October issue of The Contemporary 
Review, was a barrister of Gray’s Inn, George Francis Legge (who signed his articles 
F. Legge).29 Writing in a generally liberal magazine, Legge’s work brought the Taxil 
mystification to a wider educated audience outside of the (largely ultramontane) 
English Catholic press and Masonic periodicals. Like Waite, Legge was well-suited 
for this task, though for other reasons. 

Aside from his legal career, Legge was a semi-professional archaeologist and 
historian of significant reputation who published a number of now largely forgotten 
works on early Christianity, most notably his two-volume book Forerunners and 
Rivals of Christianity (1915), which remains a fine example of an earlier generation 
of scholars of comparative religion wrestling with the complexities of early 
Christianity against the backdrop of the Graeco-Roman world.30 An active member 
of the Society of Biblical Archaeology (and later the Royal Asiatic Society) from 
at least 1897, over the 1880s through to the early 1920s Legge published scholarly 
articles on various facets of ancient religion and magic in a number of journals 
including the Proceedings of the Society for Biblical Archaeology and the Journal 
of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland.31 

Quite apart from his antiquarian activities, which saw him publishing alongside 
some of the most important Anglophone scholars of his day, Legge also published 
numerous popular articles in leading Victorian periodicals like the Scottish Review 
and the National Review on topics ranging from the apocryphal gospels to the 
origins of Theosophy; and from medieval witchcraft to discussions on theoretical 
issues pertaining to the relationship between primitive religion and magic (a topic 
of considerable contemporary scholarly interest).32  

29 F. Legge, ‘Devil Worship and Freemasonry’, The Contemporary Review 70 (October 
1896), 366–483. 

30 For a brief biography see R. Campbell Thompson, ‘George Francis Legge’, Journal of 
the Royal Asiatic Society, vol. 55, no. 1 (1923), 151f. 

31 See e.g. F. Legge, ‘The Names of Demons in the Magic Papyri’, Proceedings of the 
Society of Biblical Archaeology 23 (1901), 41–9; ‘The Tablets of Negadah and Abydos’, 
Proceedings of the Society of Biblical Archaeology 215 (1907), 18–24. Legge later 
wrote a short history of the SBA in ‘The Society of Biblical Archaeology’, The Journal 
of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland (January 1919), 25–36. 

32 See e.g. F. Legge, ‘Divination in the Seventeenth Century’, The National Review 
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In his later works, Legge very much situated himself within the developing 
comparative study of religion from an evolutionist (and Social Darwinist) 
perspective and lamented what he saw as the improper censure still sometimes 
imposed by the churches (particularly the Roman Catholic Church) on scholars who 
sought to directly compare and evaluate the early church against its earlier rivals.33 
Despite this, however, Legge was by no means anti-Christian, and considered it a 
scholarly given that ‘the Christian religion has outdistanced and survived all its 
early competitors because it was better fitted than they to its environment’.34 While 
this evolutionist perspective is more thoroughly exhibited in Legge’s more mature 
work, it is clear from the outset of his popular publications in the 1890s and it 
certainly informed his discussion of the Taxil hoax. 

Legge’s approach to the Taxil material was very much that of the barrister and 
it is possible that his interest had initially been piqued by an awareness of legal 
proceedings against Taxil’s earlier anticlerical writings in France as a result of his 
work as a civil servant at least as much as his interest in esoteric subject matter 
and reading of Waite.35 Beginning with Les Frères Trois-Points, Legge prosecutes 
his case against Taxil with the care and subtlety of a seasoned litigator, working 
chronologically through some of Taxil’s works beginning with Les Frères Trois-
Points through Le Culte du Grand Architecte into Les Soeurs Maçonnes. Like 
Waite and others informed about the wider French occult milieu, Legge notes 
Taxil’s silence until late 1891 and what he calls a ‘boom’ in anti-Masonic literature 
alleging Satanism as a direct result of ‘a novel by M. Joris Karl Huysmans’.36 
(Huysmans’ 1891 serialized novel Là-Bas, a novel largely concerned with Satanism 
in contemporary France, had caused a minor sensation in the Parisian occult sphere 
and was later named by Taxil in his confession as one of his sources).37 

13, Iss. 79 (March 1889), 92–104; ‘The Origin of Modern Occultism’, The National 
Review 14, Iss. 79 (September 1889), 10–22; ‘Primitive Religion and Primitive Magic’, 
The Scottish Review 29 (April 1897), 226–246; ‘The Origin of the Medieval Belief in 
Witchcraft’, The Scottish Review 21 (January 1893), 115–142; ‘Some Heretic Gospels’, 
The Scottish Review 22 (July 1893), 133–162. 

33 For a discussion of his method see F. Legge, Forerunners and Rivals of Christianity. 
Volume 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1915), xlix-lxiii. 

34 Legge, Forerunners and Rivals of Christianity, lv. 
35 Legge, ‘Devil Worship and Freemasonry’, 467.
36 Legge, ‘Devil Worship and Freemasonry’, 468. On Huysmans’ 
37 On Huysmans’ work in this context see Massimo Introvigne, Satanism: A Social 

History (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 110–157 and Ruben van Luijk, Children of Lucifer: The 
Origins of Modern Religious Satanism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 164–
206. 
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From this point, Legge, the well-read barrister, proceeds to unpick the sources 
of Taxil’s later revelations, and indeed the sources of Huysmans’ inspiration, citing 
Huysmans’ own contacts within the occult underground of the fin de siècle and also 
the debt Huysmans’ work—notably the “litanies” of his satanic priest Canon Docre 
(which Legge leaves untranslated)—to ‘the back numbers of certain Anarchist 
and ultra-Socialist publications’. While the question of whether Huysmans’ ever 
attended a Black Mass was a matter of subsequent speculation for decades, Legge 
was doubtful and while it was not until later that Huysmans himself detected that 
the infamous defrocked Abbé Boullan had misled him with his information about 
diabolical activities in Paris, Legge had already cottoned on to the ruse.38Ever 
the careful lawyer, Legge skilfully navigates his way through the discontinuities 
between Là-Bas and Taxil’s earlier works, before noting how this novel provided a 
new context among Parisians whom Legge characterises (not unfairly) as willing 
to ‘pursue anything that they are pleased to consider occult’. Drawing heavily 
on Waite, Legge is similarly dismissive of the largely derivative nature of other 
writings emerging from the Taxil milieu.39 This is not to say, however, that Legge 
followed Waite in all matters. 

Legge was less willing to believe, as Waite and many subsequent commentators 
have, that the claims against Freemasonry found in these accounts were supported 
with the full authority of Pope Leo XIII – observing that even in the 1894 encyclical 
Praeclara the pope was only willing to accuse Freemasonry of teaching ‘the religion 
of Nature’40 even as Taxil built his case for its more diabolical aims. However, 
he is less kind to the French bishops who supported Taxil in his anti-Masonic 
activities, opining that ‘advocates so respectable can command attention to the 
case they support, and it will therefore be necessary to examine their witnesses in 
some detail’.41 At this point Legge proceeds to cross-examine the writings of Taxil’s 
collaborators, beginning with Diana Vaughan, and those who disputed her claims. 
After examining Vaughan’s claims, and the replies from Englishmen like Westcott 
and Yarker, Legge concluded (echoing Waite) that, ‘these contradictions from 

38 On Boullan’s deception of Huysmans see inter alia Robert Baldick, The Life of J.-
K. Huysmans (Sawtry: Daedalus, 2006), 229. Legge had read extensively among 
Boullan’s opponents, see his follow up article, ‘The Devil in Modern Occultism’, The 
Contemporary Review 71 (May 1897), 694–710. 

39 Legge ‘Devil Worship and Freemasonry’, 476. 
40 For further on Leo XIII’s awareness here see the careful discussion in Massimo 

Introvigne, Satanism, 218–226.  
41 Legge, ‘Devil Worship and Freemasonry’, 477. 
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well-known and respected men so entirely destroy the so-called Diana Vaughan’s 
credibility that it may reasonably be asked whether she exists at all’.42 

Legge may have been heavily reliant on Waite, but as a trained antiquarian he 
was better able than Waite to situate some of the other claims cribbed together in 
the Taxil material.43 Indeed, the careful textual historian Legge notes that, ‘certain 
tricks of style, corruptions of words, and obvious misstatements of fact are common 
to the writings of all four, and, if they were historical documents, would convince 
an expert that they were all by the same hand’.44 While like Waite, Legge was not 
willing to openly accuse Taxil of forgery, for fear of England’s notorious libel laws, 
he flies as close to the sails as possible.45 Legge’s conclusion is pointed, but also 
suggestive:

Without the support of Rome, the anti-Masonic movement must die of the 
weight of its own fables; and, when the pockets of the faithful have been 
exploited a little longer, its literature will sink into the limbo of forgotten 
frauds, where lie the tale of James II’s warming-pan, the legend of Pope Joan, 
and the history of Psalmanasar. I think no lover of truth, even though he be a 
Catholic, will refuse to say with me, “So mote it be.”46

The chief question which emerges from this conclusion and Legge’s use of the 
Masonic ritual phrase “So mote it be” is whether Legge was a Mason himself—a 
question raised in the first part of this article—and, if so, whether his work ought to 
be read as a masonic apologia? In the article on several occasions Legge suggests 
some basic knowledge of internal Masonic documents and can point to their origin 
– even if he notes that Masonic ritual and ceremony was very much an open secret. 
Legge was clearly familiar with contemporary anti-Masonic lore, but this is hardly 
indicative given its popularity particularly amongst Roman Catholics (which Legge 
clearly was not!). Records held in the Museum of Freemasonry in London indicate 
that the answer to the first part of this question is in the affirmative, though they 
problematise the second. Legge was initiated into the St John’s Lodge in London in 

42 Legge, ‘Devil Worship and Freemasonry’, 477. 
43   Not least the claims about Jesus as the “illegitimate son of Panthera” which he 

rightly	identifies	with	the	Talmudic	Toledoth Yeshu, see Legge, ‘Devil Worship and 
Freemasonry’, 480. Though, as Legge probably surmised later in his career, this 
accusation is found much earlier in a likely Jewish source sitting behind the second 
century anti-Christian polemic of Celsus’, The True Doctrine, preserved in quotations 
in Origen’s Contra Celsum. On the relationship between these texts, see Peter Schäfer, 
Jesus in the Talmud (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 15–24. 

44 Legge, ‘Devil Worship and Freemasonry’, 481. 
45 Legge, ‘Devil Worship and Freemasonry’, 481.
46 Legge, ‘Devil Worship and Freemasonry’, 483.
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March 1876 and remained involved in that lodge until 1886. From 1885 he became 
active in the Empire Lodge in London until around 1888 and was noted as ‘resigned’ 
after three years inactivity in 1892.47 While as a younger man Legge a Mason, 
his attachment to the Lodge was hardly primary and by the time he wrote ‘Devil 
Worship and Freemasonry’ he had seemingly ceased involvement. That a lawyer of 
his generation was a brother in the Lodge is hardly a revelation – and while he was a 
one-time mason, even when active he appears to have been less sympathetic toward 
(though not uninterested or uninformed about) the esoteric currents of the Craft that 
attracted some of his English contemporaries.48. 

History as Benighted Delusion: Henry Charles Lea 
Henry Charles Lea was perhaps the most well-known and influential liberal historian 
of the period.49 A gentleman scholar of private means, and son of a Quaker publisher 
and a Roman Catholic mother, Lea’s own training (so far as he had any) had been in 
the sciences and it was only after a breakdown in his early twenties that he turned his 
attention to historical study. Lea was very much an American reformist historian and 
his faith in the success of his nation’s institutions, particularly when compared with 
those of the Old World, as well as a positivist metanarrative of historical progress 
became a feature of his work, much of which dealt with repressive institutions like 

47 My sincere thanks are due to Susan A. Snell, Archivist and Records Manager, at the 
Museum of Freemasonry for details on Legge’s Masonic career. 

48 That Legge was unsympathetic to contemporary esoteric groups is clear form his 
earlier dispute with co-founder of the Theosophical Society Colonel Henry Steel Olcott 
(1832–1907), see F. Legge, ‘Colonel Olcott’s Theosophy’, The National Review 14, Iss. 
81 (November 1889), 349–357, and his subsequent comments on the French milieu in 
‘The Devil in Modern Occultism’. 

49 The scholarship on Lea is extensive, this section draws inter alia on Edward Sculley 
Bradley, Henry Charles Lea: A Biography (Philadelphia: University: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1931) Lincoln A. Draper, ‘Lea, Henry Charles 1825–1909’, in 
Encyclopedia of Historians and Historical Writing, Vol. I: A–L, edited by Kelly Boyd, 
696–698 (London: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 1999); Julia Pavón, “Henry Charles 
Lea (1825–1909),” in Rewriting the Middle Ages in the Twentieth Century. Vol. 2: 
National Traditions, edited by Jaume Aurell and Julia Pavón, 371–396 (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2009); Edward Peters, “Henry Charles Lea and the “Abode of Monsters,” in 
The Spanish Inquisition and the Inquisitorial Mind, edited by Angel Alcalá, pp. 577–
608 (Boulder: Social Science Monographs, 1987); “Henry Charles Lea (1825–1909),” 
in Medieval Scholarship: Biographical Studies on the Formation of a Discipline: 
History, edited by Helen Damico and Joseph B. Zavadil, pp. 89-99  (London: 
Routledge, 1995);  “Henry Charles Lea: Jurisprudence and Civilization.” Digital 
Proceedings of the Lawrence J. Schoenberg Symposium on Manuscript Studies in the 
Digital Age, Vol. 2, Issue 1. Article 2 (2010). Available at: https://repository.upenn.edu/
ljsproceedings/vol2/iss1/2/; E A. Ryan, S.J. “The Religion of Henry Charles Lea,” in 
Mélanges Joseph de Ghellinck. Vol. 2: Moyen age epoques moderne et contemporaine, 
1043–1051 (Gembloux: Editions J. Ducolot, 1951). 
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the Spanish and Roman Inquisitions and in his posthumously published work on the 
history of witchcraft.50 As Lincoln Draper described Lea, ‘he believed that his task 
as a historian was to chronicle the manner in which the human spirit has struggled 
to overcome its corruption by superstition and coercive institutions’.51 Bearing this 
in mind, and looking at Lea’s wider oeuvre, much of which turned on aspects of the 
institutional apparatus of the Roman Catholic Church, it is hardly surprising that he 
came to comment on the Taxil Hoax.52 

Like the work of Legge in Britain, Lea’s work on the Taxil Hoax appeared not in 
scholarly journals but in the popular Pennsylvania periodical Lippincott’s Magazine 
in 1900 well after the smoke had more or less cleared in France.53 Entitled ‘An Anti-
Masonic Mystification’, Lea’s article placed the Taxil Hoax within the context of 
the longer-term conflict between the papacy and the Freemasons beginning with 
Clement XII’s In eminenti in 1738, though noting, with some irony, the Jacobite 
roots of many continental European lodges. His account provides a general survey 
of the numerous papal documents over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries denouncing Freemasonry, demonstrating how, particularly during the 
eventful papacy of Pius IX (r. 1846–1878), these documents began to assume an 
increasingly conspiratorial and ‘Satanic’ tone culminating in ‘Scite profecto’54 in 
July 1873. Lea proffered that this document, ‘set the example, which has proved so 
fruitful, of attributing Masonry to Satan, for he says it can only be the Devil, the 
eternal adversary of God, who is responsible for it; he founded it and has contrived 
its development’.55 To this end Lea’s work is generally accurate on wider papal 
matters, but the weakness of his analysis lay was in failing to acknowledge the 
more contemporaneous factors which fed the Taxil Hoax within continental Europe 
– something that was surprising considering his article’s afterlife (discussed below). 

50 Lea’s historical output was enormous, though he was best known internationally for his 
A History of the Inquisition of the Middle Ages (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887). 
For a complete bibliography see Bradley, Henry Charles Lea, 365–383. 

51 Draper, ‘Lea, Henry Charles 1825–1909’, 696.
52 Indeed, Lea frequently commented on contemporary religious developments on the 

continent, see Peters, ‘Henry Charles Lea )1825–1909)’, 91.
53	 Henry	Charles	Lea,	‘An	Anti-Masonic	Mystification’,	Lippincott’s Magazine, vol. 66 

(1900), 948–960. This work was later translated as a pamphlet into French by Salomon 
Reinach as Léo Taxil, Diana Vaughan et l’Eglise romaine, histoire d’une mystification 
(Paris: Sociéte nouvelle de librairie et d’edition, 1901).

54 This appears to be an error and that Lea means Etsi Multa, in particularly paragraph 
28, published in November 1873, online at: https://www.papalencyclicals.net/pius09/
p9etsimu.htm 

55	 Lea,	‘An	Anti-Masonic	Mystification’,	950.	
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While Lea mentioned the Grand Orient’s fateful decision to remove belief in 
God from its constitution,56 he suggests that Leo XIII’s encyclical Humanum genus 
in April 1884 was a response to this, rather than recognizing instead more overtly 
political factors, not least the anticlerical legislative program which had been 
pursued by then French prime minister Jules Ferry (1832–1893) and his Republican 
government, a significant number of whom were masons. Instead of focusing on 
the Realpolitik context of Humanun genus and its aftermath, Lea instead turned 
his attention to introducing the character and career of Taxil and his subsequent 
mystification – here largely rehashing material already familiar to educated 
Anglophone readers of either Waite and Legge. 

Overtly, Lea’s work in this instance is not anti-Catholic, but it certainly could 
be (and was!) read with savour (as could his other works) by those more hostile 
to the church.57 Indeed, the way in which Lea casts reactionary French writers 
as the by-products of what he calls ‘honest fanaticism’ is far too charitable and 
a testament to his own commitment to a hermeneutic of charity. Nevertheless, 
Lea’s account of the Taxil mystification is not uncritical, and fits with his wider 
historiographical metanarrative of the struggle—already (to Lea’s mind) won 
in democratic America—between the benighted forces of superstition and 
authoritarian persecution and those of progressive rational thought. Nonetheless, 
Lea did not appear to see in writers like Bishop Fava and Archbishop Meurin a 
calculated use of the Taxil mythology to explain and forward their political agenda 
– or indeed note their contemporaneous forays into the growing demi-monde of 
anti-Semitic conspiracy theorising which accompanied the Dreyfus Affair.58 For 
the most part, Lea viewed most clerical supporters of Taxil has the honest dupes 
who had fallen victim to what he called (describing Taxil’s final revelation in April 
1897) an act ‘unrivalled for cynical effrontery’.59 

Going back to the 1860s, Lea had drawn a wider distinction, which needs to be 
56 On this decision and its implications see J.R. Clarke, ‘The Change from Christianity to 

Deism in Freemasonry’, Ars Quatuor Coronoatorum 78 (1965), 49–73.  
57 On the question of Lea and accusations of anti-Catholic sentiment, see esp. 

Pavón, “Henry Charles Lea (1825–1909),” 387–393; Peters, “Henry Charles Lea: 
Jurisprudence and Civilization,” 7–14; and Ryan, “The Religion of Henry Charles Lea.”

58 At this time, many reactionary French Catholics and antisemites were happy to draw 
on almost any source in support of their wider campaign asserting the guilt of the 
Jewish Captain Alfred Dreyfus (1859–1935) on a charge of espionage (for which he 
was ultimately exonerated). Lea has nothing to say on the issue of antisemitism, though 
elsewhere he expressed sympathy for the Dreyfusard cause, see ‘Ethical Values in 
History’, America Historical Review 9, no. 2 (1904), 245.

59	 Lea,	‘An	Anti-Masonic	Mystification’,	960.	
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emphasised here, between Catholicism as a religion often practiced with sincerity 
and with genuinely prosocial consequences vis-à-vis Catholicism as a cynical 
political institution concerned with temporal power. This perspective finds its way 
into his account of the Taxil mystification when he discusses both the Catholic 
press (especially Civiltà Cattolica) and various figures in the Catholic hierarchy 
– especially those within the Vatican.60 While he considers the credulity of many 
Catholics to have been ‘humiliating to modern intelligence’, his most acerbic 
comments are reserved for the Catholic hierarchy, particularly Pope Leo XIII and 
those connected to the papal household for encouraging the excesses of anti-Masonic 
activities.61 Indeed, Lea’s is very pointed about the reversal of wider continental 
Catholic opinions after the Anti-Masonic Congress at Trent and highlights instead 
how it was only Rome which delayed in denouncing Taxil’s fraud.62 

Lea ends on a sombre note by pointing to ‘a few whose steadfast souls refused 
to accept the unreality of Diana and who darkly hinted that Taxil had made away 
with her or had sold her for an enormous sum to the Palladists’, 63 and asked with 
poignant cynicism ‘what has kept the works of Taxil and his collaborators out of 
the Index of Prohibited Books?’ Noting that, ‘the faithful are still at liberty to seek 
them for enlightenment on the mysteries of Freemasonry’.64 

That Lea took the position he did on the Taxil affair is unsurprising and 
indeed representative of his wider historiographical program and his own political 
sympathies. By the time he was writing, Lea’s had spent decades focusing on the 
development of Roman Catholic institutions most reprehensible to liberal mores, 
ranging from the temporal power of the church, the practice of excommunication 
and the attitudes of the early church to slavery, through to the sanguinary activities 
of medieval and early modern inquisitors. Indeed, writing as far back as 1868 
he could characterise the Vatican as an institution ‘which proclaims eternal war 
against equality, freedom of conscience, liberal education, self-government, and, in 
short, all the forces which constitute progress and modern civilization’.65 Reading 
sentences like this, it is not difficult to see where Lea’s sympathies lay. All the 
same, what is missing from Lea’s account is as indicative as what is included. 

60 On Lea’s respect for Catholic religion (as opposed to politics) see esp.  the quotations 
from Lea in Peters, “Henry Charles Lea: Jurisprudence and Civilization,” 9–10. 

61	 Lea,	‘An	Anti-Masonic	Mystification’,	957,
62	 Lea,	‘An	Anti-Masonic	Mystification’,	958	
63	 Lea,	‘An	Anti-Masonic	Mystification,’	960.		 	
64	 Lea,	‘An	Anti-Masonic	Mystification’,	960.	
65 Quoted in Peters, ‘Henry Charles Lea: Jurisprudence and Civilization’, 10. 
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Lea shows no active interest in the anticlerical legislation of Ferry, or the 
demonstrable anticlericalism associated with Italian Masonic Lodges of which he 
was clearly acquainted. The liberal march of progress was to him the primary lens 
and to appreciate how French Catholics may have seen themselves as besieged does 
not appear to have occurred to him. To have acknowledged the Realpolitik behind 
the absurdities propagated by French clerics like Bishop Fava and Archbishop 
Meurin would have weakened the force of his wider metanarrative. Indeed, it is 
only on the concluding pages of Lea’s account that any hint of clerical cynicism 
creeps in and here it is cast in such a way as to embarrass the institutional Church 
more broadly rather than to comment on the specific political machinations and 
calculations which were at play in France. Lea’s account is very much a positivist 
reading of the situation which favors an interpretation of Catholic credulity over 
Catholic cynicism. 

To make too much of these lacunae, however, would be churlish. That even as 
well-travelled and linguistically capable a figure as Lea could have, at the turn of 
the century, been completely abreast of political developments and the intricacies 
of Church State relations across continental Europe would be to expect too much. 
His witness to history here, then, is most valuable for showing how a serious 
historian ensconced among the American political elite viewed the papacy and its 
role in Europe at the close of the nineteenth century. Moreover, while space does not 
permit further analysis, it is also worth signposting that Lea’s analysis, assumptions, 
and attitude may also tell us something about why around the same time Pope 
Leo XIII condemned that chimera of French integralists, ‘Americanism’, and its 
inbuilt assumptions about the place of the church without a pluralist democratic 
state, assumptions which were to later play such an important part in Vatican II 
documents like Dignitatis humanae and Nostra aetate.66 

Lea’s account, unlike the other English writers surveyed, was to have an 
interesting and indicative afterlife, though not in the Anglophone sphere, but in 
its translation into French as a pamphlet entitled Léo Taxil, Diana Vaughan et 
L’Église Romaine: Histoire d’une Mystification (1901). In July 1899, as the Dreyfus 
Affair reached its apogee and as part of a wider propaganda war,67 Lea received 

66 On this see e.g. , C.J.T. Talar, ‘Ralliés and Réfractaires: (Anti)Inculturation in 
Contention’, U.S. Catholic Historian 30, no. 1 (2012), 77–89. See also John Courtney 
Murray, Religious Liberty: Catholic Struggles With Pluralism (Louiseville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1993). 

67 Captain Dreyfus was pardoned only a few weeks later by Émile Loubet on 19 
September 1899, though the campaign to have him fully exonerated took another six 
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a letter from fellow-scholar (and later friend), Salomon Reinach (1858–1932), an 
archaeologist and religious historian of note. Like Lea, Reinach was a man of 
private means who, together with his brothers, Joseph (1856–1921), one of the most 
influential Dreyfusards, and fellow classicist Théodore (1860–1928), was heir to 
a successful German Jewish dynasty.68 In the letter, Reinach inquired after the 
translation rights for Lea’s A History of the Inquisition in the Middle Ages. Lea 
was delighted and replied in August of the same year that his only caveat (perhaps 
suspecting Salomon’s motives were not purely scholarly) was ‘that the tone of calm 
impartiality which I have endeavored to impress upon the work be retained. I think 
it vastly more convincing than eloquent rhetoric’.69 Reinach went on to translate 
a number of Lea’s articles into French, one of which was subsequently quoted by 
Pierre Waldeck-Rousseau (1846–1904) as part of his speech to the Chamber arguing 
for the anticlerical Associations bill in 1901. Lea and his associates were most 
surprised by the interest which these Frenchmen were taking in his work and that 
these should be quoted in political speeches, indeed on the translation of his piece 
on Taxil, Lea commented ‘it seems odd that in a matter almost exclusively Parisian, 
Paris should come to America for information’.70 

Lea, despite his own political experience in the United States, played quite the 
naïf in this correspondence, and certainly always maintained in public that he was a 
purely ‘scientific historian’71 ambivalent as to the uses his scholarship might be put.72 

years. The discussion of the Reinach family here borrows from the superb analysis in 
Ruth Harris, The Man on Devil’s Island: Alfred Dreyfus and the Affair that Divided 
France (London: Penguin Books, 2011).

68 On the Reinach-Lea correspondence see Bradley, Henry Charles Lea, 269–275, though 
note several factual errors (e.g. Bradley confuses Joseph and Salomon). On Reinach see 
the informative article Aron Rodrigue, ‘Totems, Taboos, and Jews: Salomon Reinach 
and the Politics of Scholarship in Fin-de-Siècle France’, Jewish Social Studies, 10, no. 
2 (N.S.) (2004), 1–19. 

69 Quoted in Bradley, Henry Charles Lea, 270. Reinach denied that his interest here was 
anything other than scholarly at the time, though later admitted to Lea that his work was 
being used for liberal propaganda. 

70 Letter of Henry Charles Lea to Charles Eliot Norton, February 11 and 118, 1901, 
quoted in Bradley, Henry Charles Lea, 273. 

71 Indeed, one of his most important historiographical discussions relates explicitly to 
whether, and to what extent, a historian should pass ethical judgements in their works – 
a point at which he disagreed with the recently departed Lord Acton (1834–1902). He 
explored at length in his presidential address to the American Historical Association in 
1903, later published as ‘Ethical Values in History’.

72 Henry Charles Lea to Salomon Reinach, September 18, 1905, quoted in Bradley, Henry 
Charles Lea, 273 notes: “It gives me sensible pleasure to see the use made of my book, 
although I never had anything of the kind in view in my writing and have been specially 
anxious	to	preserve	a	purely	scientific	and	impartial	attitude.”
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This is to some degree true, and Lea’s position here throughout his career was quite 
consistent. This is not to say, however, that Lea did not have strong ethical feelings 
about the Church and that these did not come through in his writings. Following the 
appearance of Reinach’s French translation of The Inquisition in the Middle Ages 
in 1901, Lea wrote to Reinach (from whom he could expect a sympathetic hearing) 
following a negative review in a Belgian publication: 

I commenced my medieval studies without any preconception adverse to 
Catholicism, but I found the Church as a political system adverse to the 
interests of humanity. Against it as a religion I have nothing to say. My 
conception of the duty of a historian is that he shall seek the truth and state 
it without fear or favor. This I have sought to do and to leave my readers 
to draw their own conclusions, though it sometimes requires self-restraint 
to suppress one’s feelings of sympathy with the oppressed and of horror or 
disgust at the oppressor.73

While Lea downplayed the cynical motives which led some devout French clergy to 
support Taxil, nevertheless he was himself caught up in similarly cynical activities 
by their anticlerical opponents as they pursued their program of laïcité in the 
aftermath of the Dreyfus Affair. 

Conclusion 
Outside the continental hot house of the politically-tinged Roman Catholic-Masonic 
relations in France, Germany, and Italy, the Taxil hoax was readily exposed for 
the balderdash it was and its manifold absurdities were immediately apparent to 
a considerable number even amongst the Catholic intelligentsia. Nevertheless, the 
damage it did in reinforcing pre-existent anti-Catholic stereotypes was certainly 
palpable, and while none of the writers surveyed above could be easily labelled anti-
Catholic demagogues, each, in their own ways, highlighted certain pressure points 
where the church’s role continued to be sensitive.

Waite was, in the end, perhaps the most charitable and the weight of his Roman 
Catholic heritage is suggestive. While he was not otherwise known for his charitable 
responses to those he considered fools, his tone here toward the Catholic Church 
was uncharacteristically muted – if not completely silent. Regardless, his defence 
of various figures in Masonry and also the wider esoteric milieu (e.g. Westcott) 
certainly told in his personal stance and arguably opened doors which would have 
otherwise remained shut. 

Legge was similarly restrained, and it was only in his article after Taxil’s public 
73 Henry Charles Lea to Salomon Reinach, March 13, 1901, quoted in Bradley, Henry 

Charles Lea, 263. 
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confession that he highlighted the pernicious overlap between Taxil’s anti-Masonic 
supporters and the “Jew-haters” who were then fulminating against Captain 
Dreyfus.74 While he clearly had some connections with the Lodge in Britain, these 
appear to have been quite tenuous and as a member of the legal fraternity perhaps 
more a matter of expediency and expectation than genuine commitment. 

The work of the American historian Lea was more significant, less for its 
intrinsic merits (it was, after all, published in a popular middle-brow periodical), 
than for its later translation and deliberate weaponisation by Salomon Reinach in the 
French ‘culture war’ which crystallized during the Dreyfus Affair. Nevertheless, 
Lea’s reputation, at least among contemporary and later Roman Catholics, as an 
anti-Catholic and anticlerical polemicist has been over-stated. In this instance 
Lea, the American republican, may have viewed the general inertia of Old-World 
Europe through a skewed lens, but it is difficult not to see in the writings of the 
anti-Dreyfusards and ultramontanists who wholeheartedly believed Taxil in France 
precisely the kind of political Catholicism which Lea had fulminated against for 
decades. 

74   Legge, ‘The Devil in Modern Occultism’, 894. 
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John Woods, Knight of St Sylvester: 
‘the salt and cream of social, civic and political life’1

Anne–Maree Whitaker*

John Woods arrived in Australia as an 
unaccompanied 14–year–old from rural 
Ireland in 1875, and by the time of his death 
almost fifty years later had amassed an 
estate of over £56,000. In the interim he built 
up a substantial business and served both the 
Catholic church and the Irish community as 
a trusted custodian of public funds, earning 
a papal knighthood. In the process he 
evolved from a youthful community activist 
engaged in numerous Irish political causes 
and projects, to an elder statesman whose 
energies were directed into less controversial 
activities.

John was baptised on 20 April 1860 in 
Ballylanders, County Limerick, the son of 
Michael Woods and Anastasia (née O’Dea).2 
His uncle Patrick Woods emigrated to Queensland in 1865 and became a railway 
worker and later a farmer in Gatton.3 Fourteen–year–old John followed his uncle, 
arriving in Brisbane on the ‘Alexandrina’ on 7 February 1875.4 Whatever John’s 
religious formation before his early departure from his home in Ireland, he had 
the opportunity to develop further with his uncle’s family. Patrick was later 
described as ‘one of the early pioneers of the Church in the Lockyer district’.5 He 
married Catherine McCormack in 1866 and by the time of John’s arrival they had 
four children: Mary (aged 7), Margaret (5), Michael (3) and Eliza Alice (1). The 

1 Description by Dr Charles MacCarthy, ‘“Bon Voyage” John Woods’, Freeman’s 
Journal, 13 April 1901, 18.

2 Catholic parish registers, National Library of Ireland, Ballylanders Co Limerick, 
microfilm	number	02500/05,	37.

3 ‘Mr Patrick Woods’, Catholic Press, 28 March 1907, 15. 
4 Queensland State Archives, Assisted Immigration 1848–1912.
5 ‘Late Mr Michael Woods’, Catholic Advocate (Brisbane), 24 December 1925, 45.
* Anne–Maree Whitaker is a professional historian with a special interest in Australia’s 

Irish and Catholic history. She was a Councillor of the ACHS from 1995 to 2005.
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family was completed by the arrival of Catherine Anne the following year, but 
in January 1879 Patrick’s wife died at the age of 36. Two of the girls later entered 
religious orders, Alice becoming Mother Mary Fidelis of the Sacred Heart order 
and Catherine joining the Josephites and taking the name Sister Mary Adela.

John decided to 
move on around the 
time of his aunt’s 
death, but his closeness 
to his young cousins 
is confirmed by the 
fact that Margaret and 
Michael later followed 
him to Sydney. Margaret 
lived with John while 
Michael became the 
licensee of the Ashfield 

Hotel.6 No further information is available on John’s activities until 1891 when, at 
the age of 31, he became the licensee of the Australian Hotel at 100 George Street 
West (now Broadway), opposite St Benedict’s church.7 The parish was one of the 
largest in Sydney with five ‘densely crowded’ masses on Sunday and schools for 
250 boys and girls.8 The clergy and many of the parishioners were Irish, and John 
soon joined in parish life. Parish priest Father John Carroll later said that ‘there 
were very few men whom he would select for a friend before John Woods…. He 
was glad to pay his little tribute of regard for Mr Woods’s many acts of kindness, 
for helping him in every undertaking in the parish.’9

Two months after Woods took over, the Australian Hotel hosted a meeting of 
the Irish National League chaired by brewing magnate John Toohey. The meeting 
came in the wake of the split in the Irish Parliamentary Party over the revelations 
of Charles Stewart Parnell’s long affair with Mrs Kitty O’Shea. After extensive 
discussion of the situation in Ireland and the Irish parliamentary leadership, it was 
agreed to distribute handbills at the St Patrick’s Day celebrations at Botany urging 
6	 John’s	death	certificate	states	that	he	spent	two	years	in	Queensland	before	moving	to	

NSW:	NSW	registry	of	births	deaths	and	marriages,	death	certificate	1232/1924.	Re	
Margaret and Michael moving to Sydney, see ‘Death of Mr P Woods’, Queensland 
Times, 21 March 1907, 9.

7 ‘Licensing Court’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7 January 1891, 7.
8 ‘St Benedict’s Church, Sydney’, Freeman’s Journal, 12 August 1893, 17.
9 ‘“Bon Voyage” John Woods’, Freeman’s Journal, 13 April 1901, 18.
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‘those who have held aloof from the branch and from Irish matters in general’ to 
attend the annual general meeting the following week.10 This was the first of John’s 
many contributions to Irish community activities, even though he modestly claimed 
that ‘whatever humble part he had taken in the promotion of Irish National affairs 
he had simply regarded as a duty.’11

John had a special reason to take an interest in the St Patrick’s Day activities as 
the day began outside St Benedict’s with the assembly of Irish clubs and fraternal 
societies. Then there was a procession around the city to the tram terminus, before 
participants headed to the Sir Joseph Banks pleasure grounds at Botany for sports 
and entertainment, followed by a banquet and concert in the city in the evening. 
The event was organised by the Irish National League and the profits earmarked for 
the Irish evicted tenants’ fund.12 For around a quarter–century from the late 1850s 
St Patrick’s Day celebrations had been organised by the Hibernian Australasian 
Catholic Benefit Society and combined a city–centre procession with a picnic and 
concert at Chowder Bay (Clifton Gardens, Mosman). In 1884 the visit of Irish MPs 
John and William Redmond prompted a change of organisers and venue, with the 
Irish National League retaining the city–based procession but moving the sports 
and concert to Botany.13 

The celebrations continued in this manner until 1895 when the League 
merged with the Parnell Club and the Shamrock Club to form the Irish National 
Club. At the same time Cardinal Moran moved to take over the St Patrick’s Day 
festivities and divert the funds from Irish tenant relief to local charities. By 1896 
the change was complete and the procession now moved from the Cathedral to 
the Sydney showground for sporting events under the direction of the Amateur 
Athletic Association.14 John Woods and his compatriot John Sheehy were two of the 
survivors who continued on the revamped St Patrick’s Day organising committee 
thanks to their roles as treasurer and secretary respectively of the Irish National 
Foresters benefit society. The INF had been established in NSW in late 1891 with 

10 ‘Irish National League C.S. Parnell Branch’, Australian Star, 13 March 1891, 3.
11 ‘“Bon Voyage” John Woods’, Freeman’s Journal, 13 April 1901, 18.
12 ‘St Patrick’s Day Celebration’, Freeman’s Journal, 7 March 1891, 15.
13 ‘St. Patrick’s Day. Celebration of the Festival. Its History in New South Wales’, 

Australian Star, 17 March 1896, 5.
14 ‘The Irish National Club, Sydney’, Freeman’s Journal, 16 November 1895, 16; Gregory 

Michael Tobin, ‘The Sea–Divided Gael: a study of the Irish Home Rule Movement in 
Victoria and New South Wales, 1880–1916’, MA thesis, Australian National University, 
1969, 240–241.

John Woods, Knight of St Sylvester



72

four branches, and the following year the state executive was formed.15 The INF 
was central to the success of the promotional and fundraising visit of legendary 
Irish nationalist Michael Davitt in 1895 and Woods and Sheehy presented a cheque 
for £60, raised at his lecture at St Benedict’s, to the reverend mother of St Martha’s 
industrial home for girls in Leichhardt.16 

Woods expanded from his hotel into wholesale and retail liquor sales by 1894, 
when he advertised ‘all the leading brands of wines, spirits and beers’ including 
Jameson’s whiskey and McDonald’s Long John Scotch ‘at the lowest possible 
prices’.17 A couple of years later an advertorial in the Freeman’s Journal praised 
Woods’ ‘enterprise and intelligent commercial capacity’ and marvelled at the stock 
of ‘old spirits, wines and beers of the best brands’. It also revealed that he had 
recently ‘metamorphosed the old–fashioned house into one of the most up–to–date 
in the city’.18 On a trip to Ireland in 1901 he added to his catalogue by securing sole 
agencies for Persse’s old pot still whiskey, Glasgow Royal Blend whisky, Preston 
Pans ales and Guinness stout.19

Woods and Sheehy partnered again on their next major project, a memorial 
to commemorate the 1798 Rebellion in Ireland. Sheehy raised the proposal at a 
Foresters’ banquet in September 1897, and a fortnight later the two men explained 
their plan for a Celtic cross in Waverley Cemetery to a meeting of interested people 
held at Woods’ Australian Hotel.20 The gathering elected Dr Charles MacCarthy as 
its chair and commenced publicity and fundraising activities to meet the deadline 
of the Rising’s centenary in May 1898. MacCarthy was a surgeon at St Vincent’s 
Hospital and Cardinal Moran’s personal physician, as well as being a talented 
sculptor, painter and musician.21 While he worked on the monument’s design, 
Sheehy was organising letters and pamphlets to be sent throughout Australia and 
New Zealand, while Woods was processing bags of coins and handwritten lists 
of donors to issue receipts to clubs, parishes and individuals as well as publishing 
names in newspapers to encourage more support. The foundation stone was laid in 

15 Anne–Maree Whitaker, ‘John Sheehy: “an Irishman and a sterling Catholic”’, Journal 
of the Australian Catholic Historical Society, 41 (2020), 134–137.

16 ‘Mr Davitt and St Martha’s Home’, Australian Star, 23 September 1895, 3.
17 ‘John Woods’, Freeman’s Journal, 17 February 1894, 12.
18 Freeman’s Journal, 1 May 1897, 15.
19 ‘Mr John Woods’, Catholic Press, 4 December 1902, 33. 
20 John Sheehy, ‘The ’98 Celebration’, Freeman’s Journal, 30 October 1897, 16.
21 Gerald Patrick Walsh, ‘MacCarthy, Charles William (1848–1919)’, Australian 

Dictionary of Biography, https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/maccarthy–charles–
william–7305/text12673 (accessed 7 September 2021).
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May 1898 and the finished memorial unveiled in April 1900, having cost £2,600.22

In 1898 Woods was appointed a Justice of the Peace.23 The office was honorary, 
but much prized. In earlier times justices acted as magistrates, and were often 
clergymen or substantial landholders. By the 1890s their powers were curtailed 
and the pool of appointees was much wider, but the appointment was still a mark 
of respectability and even prestige. The initials JP after a businessman’s name were 
almost a guarantee of honesty and fair dealing. City Council Alderman Thomas 
Hughes Barlow was unstinting in his praise:

By everybody with whom he had been brought into contact John Woods was 
known for his modesty, his quiet, unassuming way, and whether in business 
or in public movements he was known and esteemed as a sterling, upright 
straight–goer. He had entered into every useful movement to which duty 
called him, and in every case he worked with a thoroughness which was rare. 
He had been very successful in his private business. In fact, taken all round, 
he was just the sort of man they needed in the public life of this community, 
if he could only be induced to throw off the modesty which seemed a part of 
his nature.24

The occasion for Barlow’s comments was a surprise party organised to farewell 
Woods on a planned trip home to Ireland. Woods informed the gathering that it was 
25 years since he had left his parents in the ‘old country, and very largely he now 
regarded himself as an Australian’. His heart still ‘held a warm corner for the old 
land... [and] he would be glad to see his parents and his brothers and sisters, some of 
whom had been born in his absence.’ Another glowing tribute to the modest Woods 
came from Dr MacCarthy, who declared: ‘Too much could not be said in praise of 
John Woods…. [He] was a true hearted Irishman; and the thoroughness of his love 
for the old country, although it might not be appreciated to the full in this country, 
was an indication of his excellence in other directions. He was not lukewarm in 
anything. Such men as Mr Woods were the salt and cream of social, civic, and 
political life.… and he hoped they would soon have Mr Woods back amongst them 
stirring and invigorating them with his fine example.’25 

Another speaker was the administrator of St Benedict’s, Father John Carroll. 
After praising Woods’ assistance within the parish he received applause when ‘he 
hoped that, whether in the South or the North of Ireland, he would select some 
good Irish girl to preside over his home in Sydney’.26 John’s parents must have been 
22 Whitaker, ‘John Sheehy’, 151.
23 NSW Government Gazette, 21 September 1898, 7574.
24 ‘“Bon Voyage” John Woods’, Freeman’s Journal, 13 April 1901, 18.
25 ‘“Bon Voyage” John Woods’, Freeman’s Journal, 13 April 1901, 18. 
26 ‘“Bon Voyage” John Woods’, Freeman’s Journal, 13 April 1901, 18.
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delighted to welcome home the son who had left them as little more than a child 
and returned as a successful businessman. The 1901 Census shows the household at 
Ballingarry comprised 73–year–old Michael (retired labourer) and his 67–year–old 
wife Anastasia, along with their children Jeremiah (aged 25) and Alice (aged 21). 
The parents spoke both Irish and English but the younger family members only 
spoke English.27 While John did not bring an Irish bride back to Sydney he did bring 
his brother Jeremiah, who had been born after John’s departure for Australia.28

Woods remained on the St Patrick’s Day Committee after Cardinal Moran’s 
reform in 1895, but was displaced as Treasurer in favour of recently–knighted 
Sydney Lord Mayor Sir William Manning. However he returned to the position 
of Joint Treasurer in 1907.29 Irish political causes also continued to call upon his 
services, beginning with the fundraising committee for the widow of Kevin Izod 
O’Doherty who died in 1907. O’Doherty was one of a group of men transported 
to Tasmania in 1848 for their role in the Young Ireland movement. Settling in 
Queensland he became a doctor and had a distinguished colonial career including 
service in the Queensland and British parliaments.30 His wife Mary Eva Kelly was a 
celebrated poet whose work had helped to inspire a generation of Irish nationalists.31 
Woods joined with Monsignor Denis O’Haran and Dr Charles MacCarthy to set 
up an appeal committee in NSW to match those in other states.32 He was joint 
Treasurer (along with John Francis Hennessy, architect of the Waverley monument) 
of the appeal, which organised a sell–out concert at the Palace Theatre in November 
1907 but continued to seek donations well into 1908.33

Soon after another famous figure from Irish rebel history died in Queensland. 
John Flood had been one of the Fenian prisoners transported to Western Australia 
on the last convict ship in 1868. While some of the prisoners escaped to America 
in a daring rescue by the ship Catalpa, Flood and a few others chose to remain in 
Australia. He tried gold prospecting and later became a newspaper editor in Gympie 
27 1901 Census, Ballingarry, Glenbrohane, Co Limerick, National Archives of Ireland.
28 Shipping list for ‘Runic’, Freeman’s Journal, 11 Jan 1902, 22.
29 ‘Preparing for St Patrick’s Day’, Catholic Press, 17 January 1907, 22.
30 George Rudé, ‘O’Doherty, Kevin Izod (1823–1905)’, Australian Dictionary of 

Biography, https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/odoherty–kevin–izod–4319/text7007 
(accessed 31 August 2021).

31 Brega Webb and Frances Clarke, ‘(Mary Anne) Eva Kelly’, Dictionary of Irish 
Biography, https://www.dib.ie/biography/kelly–mary–anne–eva–a4455 (accessed 31 
August 2021).

32 ‘Testimonial to Mrs O’Doherty’, Freeman’s Journal, 17 October 1907, 25.
33	 ‘The	Mrs	O’Doherty	Benefit’,	Australian Star, 4 November 1907, 3; ‘The “Eva” of the 

“Nation” Fund’, Freeman’s Journal, 30 July 1908, 17.

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society



75

where he died in 1909.34 An appeal was launched to build a memorial on his grave, 
and the Sydney committee was headed by Dr Charles MacCarthy (described as ‘Mr 
Flood’s most intimate friend in Australia’) while Woods (‘another very great friend 
of Mr. Flood’s’) served as treasurer.35 The committee’s vice–chairman was Flood’s 
old comrade Michael Cody, who was convicted and transported with him and was 
now a publican in Redfern. Cody commented: ‘He had known the late John Flood, 
in England, Ireland, and Australia, well and intimately, and how he had laboured 
in the cause of his country…. No one in Australia knew him longer or better than 
himself, or regretted his death more than he did.’36 Sydney contributed £22 towards 
the total cost of £240 8s.11d for the 14–foot high Celtic cross which marks Flood’s 
grave.

John Woods’ bachelorhood had been a topic of discussion among his friends for 
some time, but the omission was righted on 22 November 1911 when he married 
Bridget Mary Johnson at St Mary’s Cathedral. Woods was now aged 51 and his wife 
35. Usually known as Brigid, she had been born in Yass in 1876 to publican Peter 
Johnson, ‘one of the best known men in the southern districts’.37 Victorian Irish 
community leader Morgan Jageurs came up from Melbourne to act as best man.38 
After a honeymoon in the Blue Mountains John and Brigid settled into a new house 
at 25 Rosalind Street, North Sydney, which they named ‘Killeen’ after Woods’ 
home district in Limerick. Around the same time Woods gave up the license of the 
Australian Hotel to concentrate on his wine and spirit business.39 

After decades of political campaigning, the British parliament enacted Irish 
Home Rule in August 1914, but its implementation was suspended when war 
broke out that month. The Archbishops of Sydney and Melbourne were divided on 
support for the war and for conscription of Australian men to fight in it. Sydney’s 
Archbishop Kelly supported the war effort, and opposed the Irish Rebellion of 1916 
as German–inspired. Supporters of Home Rule generally also supported the war 
34 Desmond McCabe, ‘John Flood’, Dictionary of Irish Biography, https://www.dib.ie/

biography/flood–john–a3296	(accessed	31	August	2021).
35 ‘John Flood Memorial Unveiled by Irish Envoys’, Gympie Times, 26 September 1911, 

3; ‘John Flood Memorial Fund’, Freeman’s Journal, 17 March 1910, 21. Flood had 
attended the unveiling of the 1798 Memorial in 1900: ‘The 1798 Memorial’, Gympie 
Times, 24 April 1900, 4.

36 ‘A Hero of “’67” The Late Mr John Flood, movement to commemorate him’, 
Freeman’s Journal, 18 November 1909, 24.

37 ‘Mrs P Johnson, Yass’, Catholic Press, 11 February 1915, 32.
38	 NSW	registry	of	births	deaths	and	marriages,	marriage	certificate	11852/1911;	‘Woods	

– Johnson’, The Sun, 23 November 1911, 6.
39  ‘Hotel Licences Transferred’, The Sun, 6 July 1911, 7.
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effort, but the reaction from more radical elements of the Irish community was 
vitriolic, and Kelly was accused of snobbery and pro–British elitism: ‘when you 
are getting a committee for St Patrick’s Day I notice you never condescend to ask 
the working man, you have Lord Mayors, MLC, doctors and judges and lawyers…. 
When you get a committee together you run it on the Czar’s line, all the nobility and 
none of the peasants….’40

John Woods, as a self–made man with strong Irish nationalist connections, was 
probably as far as the Archbishop could shift from the policy of appointing civic 
luminaries and professional men to committees, and he had already benefitted from 
a softening of the old policy. Following the death of Sir William Patrick Manning 
in 1915, Woods was invited to replace him as one of the five treasurers of the St 
Mary’s Cathedral building fund. The others were Archbishop Kelly, the Vicar 
General Patrick Lewis Coonan, and prominent laymen John Lane Mullins and 
his brother–in–law Sir Thomas Hughes. The first audited accounts co–signed by 
Woods showed income of £21,000 and assets of £47,000, with expenditure for the 
year on building works amounting to £12,000.41 The first ‘half’ of the cathedral, 
comprising the sanctuary, transept and belltower, was completed in 1900 and the 
next phase was construction of the nave and the two southern towers, for which the 
foundation stone was laid in 1913. The estimated cost of completing the southern 
portion of the cathedral was £100,000.42

The following year in 1916 John Woods was appointed a director of the Catholic 
Press newspaper, a further rise in respectability and vote of confidence in his acumen 
and integrity. The Press was established by a group of priests in 1895, following 
longstanding friction between the Freeman’s Journal and the Sydney Catholic 
hierarchy. The founding directors were Monsignor James Joseph O’Brien, rector of 
St John’s College at Sydney University, along with Dean Patrick Slattery, Fr John 
Patrick Moynagh and Fr Francis Timoney, and laymen Francis Bede Freehill, James 
Fitzpatrick and Arthur Barlow. The Press declared itself ‘first of all a Catholic 
paper, helping to spread Catholic teaching and to defend Catholic doctrines’, but 
also took strong political stances against the Boer War and conscription during 
World War 1.43

40 Patrick O’Farrell, ‘Archbishop Kelly and the Irish question’, Journal of the Australian 
Catholic Historical Society, 4 (3), (1974), 3–7.

41 ‘St Mary’s Cathedral Building Fund’, Freeman’s Journal, 5 August 1915, 20.
42 ‘A Stupendous Task. Raising £100,000. Completion of St Mary’s Cathedral’, Daily 

Telegraph, 29 September 1910, 9. 
43 Eris O’Brien, ‘The Catholic Press: a record of militant journalism’, Catholic Press, 13 

September 1928, 56.
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In 1920 John Woods received a Papal 
Knighthood of St Sylvester which was awarded 
to lay people for service to the Church. A 
ceremony at St Mary’s Cathedral preceding 
High Mass including a procession of recipients 
from the sacristy followed by the bestowal 
of honours including the title Monsignor, 
doctorates in sacred theology, and the cross 
of Pope Leo XIII. Other recipients of papal 
knighthoods included John Lane Mullins 
MLC, Catholic Press editor Patrick Scott 
Cleary, MLA for Sydney Patrick Joseph 
Minahan, President of the Mater Misericordiae 
Hospital committee George Edward Bryant, 
Archdiocesan solicitor Antoine William 
Mary d’Apice and the Cathedral’s supervising 
architect John Francis Hennessy.44 

Woods had made a number of sea voyages 
reportedly for his health, including New 
Zealand in 1896 and home to Ireland in 1901. In 
August 1923 he embarked on another, sailing 
with his wife Brigid to Honolulu and San 
Francisco. The shipping records describe him 
as 5 feet 8 inches tall with grey hair and grey 
eyes, while Brigid was 5 feet 7 inches tall with 
brown hair and blue eyes. After declaring they 
were not polygamists or anarchists, the current 
U.S. obsessions, they travelled on to Chicago to 
visit John’s sister Mary and brothers Tom and 
Pat.45 They also attended the wedding of John’s 
nephew Patrick Woods to Margaret Dillon in 
Chicago, before returning to Sydney in the 
New Year.46 
44 ‘Papal Honours: an imposing ceremony in St Mary’s Cathedral on Sunday’, Catholic 

Press, 16 December 1920, 23.
45 Honolulu arriving passenger lists 1900–1953 A3422, 073; California arriving passenger 

list San Francisco 1893–1953 M1410, 176.
46 ‘Social News and Gossip’, Catholic Press, 3 January 1924, 12.
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Sadly this time the sea voyage did not prove as reinvigorating as before, and 
63–year–old John died after a few days illness from renal failure on 12 March 1924 
at his home ‘Killeen’, 25 Rosalind Avenue, North Sydney.47 The Freeman’s Journal 
announced the news with expansive praise: ‘In the death of Mr John Woods, K.S.S., 
the Church in this land has lost one of its most valued sons, and the commercial 
world a splendid type of business man who had won the respect and esteem of all 
classes in the community.’48 The Catholic Press agreed, adding that the Requiem 
Mass at the Cathedral was ‘most impressive, and the very large attendance of the 
clergy and the laity, and of the late Mr Woods’ business associates, testified to the 
esteem in which the deceased was held.’49

His will included bequests to his brothers Thomas and Patrick and his sister Mary 
(Mrs John Dineen) in Illinois, as well as his widow Brigid and his brother Jeremiah 
in Sydney. The net value of his estate was £56,203, of which £42,246 represented 
shares in his wine and spirit company. Specific legacies included £50 for masses for 
the repose of his soul, £200 to St. Mary’s Cathedral building fund and £100 to the 
building fund of St Mary’s Church, North Sydney. Further sums of £100 each were 
left to St Joseph’s Orphanage, Kincumber; St Martha’s Girls’ Industrial School, 
Leichhardt; St Vincent’s Boys’ Home, Westmead; St Brigid’s Orphanage, Ryde; St 
Joseph’s Orphanage, North Sydney; and the Mater Hospital. He also bequeathed 
his library to the Knights of the Southern Cross Hall in Elizabeth Street.50 He was 
buried in Waverley Cemetery near the 1798 Memorial.

47	 NSW	registry	of	births	deaths	and	marriages,	death	certificate	1232/1924.
48 ‘The Late Mr John Woods KSS, a splendid Catholic citizen’, Freeman’s Journal, 20 

March 1924, 26.
49 ‘The Late Mr John Woods KSS, prominent citizen passes’, Catholic Press, 20 March 

1924, 23.
50 ‘John Woods’s Will’, Catholic Press, 24 April 1924, 25.
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‘A bitter exile’: the troubled life of an Irish patriot priest 
in Australia 1920–1969 

Colin Fowler*

The Irish priest Michael Joseph Ryan referred to his 
Sydney appointment as a bitter exile.1 This attitude and 
the circumstances of his being sent from Ireland were 
in marked contrast to those of the annual contingent of 
Irish priests arriving in Australia. They had volunteered 
for the Australian mission early in their seminary 
formation. They looked forward to rapid promotion in 
contrast to the long wait for the move from curate to 
parish priest in Ireland, and they could look forward to 
a year’s holiday back home after ten years of ministry 
in the antipodes. In many instances they already had 
family and townsfolk in Australia, and there was also 
the prospect of sponsoring further family arrivals. 
Some even had a network of priest–relatives, as was the 
case with the long–serving parish priest of Annandale, 
the Venerable Archpriest Edward Rohan, who had a 
brother, two nephews, three cousins, and two distant 
cousins working as priests in Australia. Rohan also 
had a sister, Mother Mary Berchmans, at nearby St 
Scholastica’s Good Samaritan Training College, Glebe Point. Most Irish priests in 
Australia, while asserting a deep love of the ‘old country’, regarded themselves as 
at home in the ‘great southern land’, and not as exiles.

Michael Ryan came from a family deeply immersed in the struggle for Irish 
independence from England. His younger brother, Daniel, outlined the family’s 
involvement in a statement given to ‘Roinn Cosanta’, the Irish Bureau of Military 
History 1913–21, in September 1954:2 

1 Freeman’s Journal,	8	February	1934.	I	first	wrote	about	M.J.	Ryan	in	my	History of 
Pyrmont parish, 150 Years on Pyrmont Peninsula, in 2017. Since then, I have come 
across more documentation and personal reminiscences about him.

2 Roinn Cosanta, The Irish Bureau of Military History 1913–21, statement of Daniel 
Ryan, September 1954. I am grateful to Anne–Maree Whitaker for alerting me to this 

* Colin Fowler was parish priest of Pyrmont. His 150 Years on Pyrmont Peninsula: The 
Catholic Community of Saint Bede 1867–2017, was reviewed in  JACHS 37/2, and his 
At Sea with Bishop John Bede Polding: the Journals of Lewis Harding – 1835 & 1846 
was reviewed in  JACHS 40/2019. Colin’s email addess is: colin.fowler@op.org.au
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In my early years I heard many stories of the Land League and the Plan 
of Campaign from my father who was a very active, member of the Land 
League. He was also a member of the Gort Board of Guardians. My 
grandfather came from Cloughjordan, Co. Tipperary. My grandfather’s two 
brothers were evicted, convicted and transported to Van Dieman’s Land for 
their activities against the landlords. I learned this from my eldest brother, 
Rev. Fr. Michael Ryan, who went to Australia. in 1920. He found the history 
of our two granduncles in Australia but I have forgotten the details.

Michael was born in 1893 at Kilmacduagh, a small village near Gort, in the 
Gaeltacht, a Gaelic speaking area of County Galway. After graduating as a Bachelor 
of Arts from the National University of Ireland, he prepared for priesthood at All 
Hallows College, being ordained in June 1919.  He left Ireland for Australia in 1920, 
at the height of the Anglo–Irish war, arriving in Sydney in April. His brother gave 
details of Michael’s departure in the ‘Roinn Cosanta’ statement:

I would like to mention that my brother, Fr. Michael Ryan, was a Volunteer 
before going to Australia. About August 1918, a year before his ordination, 
he publicly read the Proclamation of the Irish Republic in Gort. The R.I.C. 
surrounded the town of Gort to capture him but he got out of the town with 
the aid of P.J. Pigott, later Adjutant Ardrahan Battalion, South West Galway 
Brigade (now deceased) and a couple of more Volunteers whom I cannot 
remember. Our house at Gortacornane was raided for him the same night 
but he was not at home. When going back to All Hallows College at the end 
of the holidays, he travelled cross country with the aid of Volunteers. When 
leaving for Australia in January 1920 he was escorted to the railway station 
at Gort by 300 Volunteers in charge of Thos. McInerney, O/C Gort Battalion, 
and Peter Howley, Vice Commandant of the same Battalion.3 

His outstanding work in both won him the friendship of their leaders and the 
hatred of their foes. Constantly under enemy surveillance, frequently arrested, 
occasionally ‘on the run’, he was one of those marked down for execution in 1920. 

document. Another Irish priest sent to Australia for his safety was the Jesuit William 
Hackett, who arrived in 1922 (See, Brenda Niall, The Riddle of Father Hackett: a life 
in Ireland and Australia. Canberra, National Library of Australia, 2009; see also review 
by Val Noone, ‘Irish radical Jesuit’s life down under’, Eureka Street, 19 (2009).

3 Irish Bureau of Military History 1913–21, statement of Daniel Ryan, September 1954.
 In his Statement, Daniel Ryan, who joined the Volunteers in 1917, recounted his 

activities in the Volunteers during the Anglo–Irish War beginning in 1919 and ending 
with the Truce of July 1921.

 The Irish Volunteers had been founded in 1913 to counter the Ulster Volunteers (see 
T M Kettle, ‘THE IRISH NATIONAL VOLUNTEERS. A Big Movement’, Catholic 
Press, 16 April 1914.)

 The reading of ‘The Proclamation of the Irish Republic’ by Patrick Pearse outside the 
Dublin GPO on 24 April 1916, had marked the beginning of the Easter Rising.
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His early departure for Australia that year saved him from the cruel fate meted out 
later to some of his comrades and friends.4 
A Catholic Press article in 1934 explained the circumstances of his coming to 
Australia, probably from Michael’s own version:

While a student of the National University of Ireland Father Ryan became 
actively identified with the Gaelic League and Irish Volunteer movements

Having sailed from Liverpool in the S.S. Anchises on 14 February 1920, he arrived in 
Sydney on 6 April and was appointed to Rozelle parish. Within weeks of his arrival, 
he was recruited by the Irish National Association to give a lecture at St Patrick’s 
on ‘Modern Irish Literature’. He used the opportunity to express admiration of the 
rebellion of Easter 1916 and its ‘martyrs’, and the current Sinn Fein war with the 
British forces: ‘Father Ryan began his lecture with a few sentences in Gaelic. Then 
he went on to tell how the Gaelic League, under Dr Douglas Hyde, arrested the 
decay of the national language, which Britain sought to destroy, and in reviving 
Gaelic succeeded in putting a new and invincible spirit into the Irish people ... 
Padraic Pearse, in Father Ryan’s opinion, expressed in the highest manner the new 
spirit.’5 Such sentiments, so publicly expressed, would not have pleased the cautious 
Archbishop Michael Kelly.6

In 1921 Ryan established a Sydney branch of the Gaelic League and became its 
president: ‘The Gaels of Australia have now an opportunity of responding to this 
call of Eamon de Valera by joining the Sydney branch of the Gaelic League, which 
has been recently established.’7 By the end of the year members were sufficient 
in number and enthusiasm, but not in Gaelic, for Michael Ryan to advertise a 
performance in English translation of Pearse’s one act play, ‘The Singer’, which he 
would direct. He promoted the event with passion:
4 Catholic Press, 18 January 1934.
 The Gaelic League  had been established in 1893; its objective was the encouragement 

of the use of the Irish language in everyday life in order to counter the anglicisation of 
the Ireland (See Ríona Nic Congáil, ‘“Life and the Dream”: utopian impulses within the 
Irish language revival’, Utopian Studies, 23 [2012], 430–449).

5 Catholic Press, 26 August 1920.
 Padraic Pearse (1879–1916): Pearse was convicted of treason by a military court and 

executed on 3 May 1916.
 On the Irish National Association see Anne–Maree Whitaker, ‘John Sheehy: “An 

Irishman and a sterling Catholic”’, Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical 
Society, 41(2020), 151–168.

6 On Kelly’s cautious approach to Irish nationalism see Patrick O’Farrell, ‘Archbishop 
Kelly and the Irish Question’, Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society, 4 
(1974), 1–19. 

7 Catholic Press, 28 April 1921.
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‘The Singer’ is the story of Pearse’s life and death, told with the vision of a 
prophet. It is not a mere piece of writing, more literature. It is more. It is flesh 
and blood – a dream come true – the confession of faith that brought him to 
martyrdom ... It is not sufficient to know that Pearse died for Ireland. The 
living words that fell from his lips must be drunk into the soul in order to see 
by what process of reasoning he brought himself to die for Ireland.8

In 1922 Ryan further emulated Padraig Pearse in founding, as Pearse had done in 
Dublin in 1908, a school for the study of Gaelic dedicated to St Enda, as described in 
the Catholic Press: ‘St Enda’s Gaelic School, 614 George street, Sydney, conducted 
by the Gaelic League, is performing a notable work. The president of the school is 
the Rev Father M J Ryan, BA.’9 

In November 1922 Sydney welcomed the coadjutor–archbishop with right of 
succession, Michael Sheehan.10 The Irish National Association hosted a special 
welcome for the Gaelic–speaking prelate. Father Ryan, now assigned to St. 
Benedict’s, Broadway, presided at the event and took the opportunity to slight the 
Irish–Australian hierarchy, especially the local archbishop, Michael Kelly: ‘He 
stated that this was the first time that an Archbishop had paid them the honor of a 
visit, and not only was Dr Sheehan the first Archbishop to visit them, but he was 
the first Irish Archbishop who could speak in the language of his own country. 
No doubt, he was the only member of the Irish Hierarchy in Australia who could 
do so.’11  Nor did he spare the lesser clergy, complaining that his Irish colleagues’ 
professed love of Ireland did not include any interest in Gaelic language and culture, 
stating that ‘there was much indifference from the Irish clergy’ in Sydney.12 

In 1928 Ryan and Sheehan joined forces in organising an ‘Irish National Session’ 
during the International Eucharistic Congress held in Sydney. Ryan delivered a paper 
in Irish on ‘The History of the Early Church in Sydney as a Source of Inspiration for 
Catholic Literature and Art in Australia’, which concluded with a plea for ‘collecting 

8 Catholic Press, 22 December 1921. Pearse was one of the ‘martyrs’ of the 1916 Easter 
Rising in Dublin.

9 Catholic Press, 11 March 1926. 
 Pearse’s school has been described as a kind of madrasa of revolutionary Irish 

nationalism (Roy Foster, Guardian, 30 May 2015).
	 Saint	Enda	is	the	patron	saint	of	the	Aran	Islands;	he	was	a	fifth–century	warrior–king	

in Ulster, who converted to Christianity and founded a monastery on Great Aran. He is 
revered as the ‘Patriarch of Irish monasticism’. 

10 See G. Byrnes,’ Archbishop Sheehan: biographical sketch’, Journal of the Australian 
Catholic Historical Society, 14 (1992), 24–35.

11 Catholic Press, 22 December 1922.
12 Freeman’s Journal, 9 December 1926.
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and promoting a knowledge of the early Catholic history of Australia’.13 He was 
also responsible for preparing the musical programme and several tableaux, one 
of which depicted ‘Irish prisoners deported to Sydney after the 1798 Insurrection 
beseeching God, the Blessed Virgin and the Irish Saints, in specially composed and 
selected poems, to send them Priests, Mass and Sacraments’. Archbishop Sheehan 
presided at the event held at the Saint Benedict Hall.14

The first mention of Ryan’s ‘illness’ was in 1930: ‘Owing to the illness of the 
organiser, Rev. Father M. Ryan, B.A., it has been found necessary to postpone this 
year’s Gaelic Musical Festival.’15‘Father M. Ryan, of St. Benedict’s, George–street 
West, has been ill for some time, and has been ordered complete rest for three 
months.’16 Four months later he was sufficiently recovered to be assigned as curate 
at Rose Bay.17 In June 1831 he headed the organisation of the annual Irish Musical 
Festival, which included solo and choral vocal sections, Gaelic and Anglo–Irish, 
and an instrumental section – union pipes, violin and flute.18

On St Patrick’s Day in 1933 Ryan gave an address following the recitation of 
the Rosary in Gaelic led by Archbishop Sheehan. The theme of the talk was the 
ministry of the earliest Irish priests in Australia – the three transported because of 
alleged involvement in the 1798 rebellion and Father Jeremiah O’Flynn. He waxed 
lyrical in describing O’Flynn as ‘that fearless apostle with a Gaelic speech as swift 
as a mountain torrent, as soft as the coo of a dove on an April dawn, and as sweet as 
music flowing o’er chords of gold’.19

In January 1934 it was announced that Father Ryan was returning to Ireland to 
visit his family, ‘some of whose members are in a critical state of health as a result 
of injuries received in the late Black and Tan War’.20 This was an odd comment 
given that the Black and Tans had been disbanded and left Ireland twelve years 
previously, following the truce which had ended the Anglo–Irish war in July 1921, 
but it expressed Michael Ryan’s lingering preoccupation with that period of turmoil. 
At his farewell address to the Gaelic League, he referred to his exile:

Though many changes have taken place in Ireland during my exile, I shall 
not be disappointed in it, for I realise that it is not in the power of any one 

13 Freeman’s Journal, 30 August 1928.
14 Southern Cross, 7 September 1928.
15 Catholic Press, 8 May 1930. 
16 Sunday Times, 11 May 1930. 
17 Catholic Press, 18 September 1930.
18  Freeman’s Journal, 19 February 1831.
19 Catholic Press, 30 March 1933.
20 Southern Cross, 26 January 1934.
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generation of our nation to undo the conquest of many centuries. To every 
generation its own deed. The generation of Irishmen to which I have the 
honour to belong has done its deed, and done it nobly, bravely and honourably. 
It was one of the great privileges conceded to me by Almighty God to have 
a share in its performance – a privilege which has given me a memory to 
sweeten the bitterness of an exile endured even for the greatest of all causes.21 

He nominated one of his anticipated joys on arriving in Ireland: ‘To revisit the 
‘Gaeltacht’ (Irish–speaking area), which stands firmly with its back to the Atlantic 
rollers and its face to the foe, its stubborn soul still undefiled by the corroding 
poison of Anglicisation, stoutly resisting the inroads of the Conquest.’ For Ryan the 
final liberation of Ireland still awaited the restoration of the short–lived republic of 
1919, the abolition of Dominion status and the breaking of all ties with the British 
monarchy. This would not formally happen until 1949.

He was back in Sydney in March 1935 in time to present the prize cup in the St 
Patrick’s Day Irish dancing competition.22 Beyond this date there are no newspaper 
reports of his involvement in matters of Irish culture and language. He was placed 
at Surry Hills and was acting as administrator in March 1937 when he faced court 
on an assault charge:

At the Central Summons Court today an information against Father Michael 
Ryan, parish priest of St Peter’s Church, Surry Hills, was dismissed. The 
case was one in which Joseph James Murphy, of Surry Hills, alleged assault 
against Father Ryan. Murphy said that on February 24th he called at St 
Peter’s presbytery and saw Father Ryan, who took him by the arm so that 
he (Murphy) could not protect himself, carried him out to the street, and 
threw him to the road, where he struck the back of his head. They had had an 
altercation following a dispute of some months standing between himself and 
Father Ryan. In pleading not guilty, Father Ryan informed the magistrate he 
had not seen the man before in his life. In addition, on the day in question he 
was at Coogee from 11 o’clock until 5 p.m.23

In some newspaper reports the 74 year old Murphy admitted to having had ‘some 
drink’ on the day of the alleged assault.24 In the light of subsequent revelations the 
magistrate would have done well to ask about Father Ryan’s state of sobriety on 
the day. It is not recorded whether Ryan and Murphy exchanged words in Gaelic. 
Following the court appearance Ryan was swiftly relocated to Port Kembla as first 
resident priest. 

In his words of welcome to Sheehan in 1922, Ryan had concluded that the cause 
21 Freeman’s Journal, 8 February 1934.
22 Catholic Freeman’s Journal, 21 March 1935.
23 The Sun, 3 March 1937.
24 Maitland Daily Mercury, 4 March 1937.
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of the Gaelic language would be advanced by the presence of Sheehan ‘who will 
reign in the central See of Australia’. This was not to happen. To the consternation 
of the Australia’s five Irish–born archbishops, Sheehan, after 15 years of waiting 
to succeed Kelly, was required to resign in June 1937 and return to Ireland. He was 
replaced as coadjutor–archbishop by Norman Gilroy, bishop of Port Augusta. This 
change was orchestrated by the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop Giovanni Panico, 
whose mission it was to create an Australian–born hierarchy25. In May 1937 he 
had already succeeded in consecrating the first Australian–born archbishop, Justin 
Simmonds of Hobart. Archbishop Daniel Mannix of Melbourne dryly commented, 
in the presence of Panico, that he was looking forward to the day ‘when the Apostolic 
Delegate will be Australian’.26  

In April 1938 the flamboyant Ryan engaged Scottish pipers to welcome 
Coadjutor–Archbishop Norman Gilroy for the blessing of the foundation stone of 
the Port Kembla presbytery, described as being in the ‘Romanesque’ style. It was 
certainly to be the finest house in a district experiencing an acute housing shortage. 
Gilroy chose to address the problem of housing in his sermon.27 Five months later, 
Ryan was suspended for a relapse into drunkenness. Norman Gilroy wrote to him 
communicating the decision of Archbishop Kelly given in the royal plural: ‘In 
view of your relapse causing public distrust we must renew our former withdrawal 
of Faculties. We cannot cooperate in this disedification. You will please go and 
make a good retreat at Waratah and come to see us afterwards.’28 However, not 
everyone was ‘disedified’ – the fond reminiscences of a nonagenarian Port Kembla 
parishioner, aged 19 in 1939, shared with the author, acting as parish administrator 
in 2017, were of a charming, life–of–the–the party priest, singing, playing the violin 
and rabbit shooting with the local lads. 

From the Waratah monastery, after Ryan’s brief retreat, a rather naive 
Redemptorist retreat master, with little understanding of alcoholism, wrote to Kelly: 

25 Giovanni Panico (1895–1962): Apostolic Delegate to Australia 1935–1949; created 
cardinal 1962. Panico was implementing the world–wide policy of Archbishop Celso 
Costantini (1876–1958) Secretary of the Congregation of Propaganda Fide 1935–1953, 
and created cardinal in 1953. When Apostolic Delegate in China in 1922, Costatntini 
expressed	great	frustration	that	all	fifty	bishops	were	foreigners,	even	though	the	church	
had been present in China for three centuries (see Owen White [ed}, In God’s Empire: 
French missionaries and the modern world, OUP, Oxford, 2012, 264.)

26 Brenda Niall, Mannix, Text Publishing, Melbourne, 2015, p. 161. On Sheehan’s 
removal, see Niall, 229–236, and John Luttrell, Norman Thomas Gilroy. An ordinary 
life,	St.	Paul’s	Publications,	Strathfield,	2017,	64–67.	

27 Advocate, 21 April 1838, 85.
28	 Gilroy	to	Ryan,	21	September	1938	(Ryan	file,	Sydney	Archdiocesan	Archives	

[henceforth SAA].
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‘I confidently hand the patient back to you cured of his spiritual ills.’29 Ryan himself 
wrote declaring that he had taken a life pledge never to let strong drink pass his 
lips. He was restored to Port Kembla two weeks after his suspension. After another 
relapse, Ryan was summoned back to Sydney by Archbishop Gilroy, who had 
assumed most administrative duties of the Archdiocese from the aging and ailing 
Michael Kelly. He wrote to the Reverend M. J. Ryan BA, giving a positive spin to the 
unexpected and perhaps unwelcome move to the parish of Pyrmont: ‘This change 
to a long established and well–developed city district will afford you greater scope 
for your zeal and your well–known activity in parochial undertakings, and will also 
enable you to resume your care and direction of the various cultural movements 
with which you were previously so closely associated. St Bede’s, Pyrmont will be a 
convenient centre and meeting place for the members of these bodies.’30 

Within two months of arriving at the Pyrmont presbytery in February 1939, 
complaints about his behaviour were being received at St Mary’s Cathedral. Late 
in March, Nellie O’Dwyer, wife of parish stalwart Maurice, the local milkman, 
and aunt of Father John O’Toole, Pyrmont’s only priestly vocation, who had died 
in 1938 at the age of 30, took courage and wrote a letter to Archbishop Gilroy. She 
specifically asked for Ryan to be removed and she expressed a longing for ‘another 
good priest like Fr Hannan’, parish priest from 1931 to 1935.31 The next day, in 
commissioning Archpriest John Martin of Enmore to visit Pyrmont and make a 
report, Gilroy listed the complaints against Ryan:

a)  drinking,
b)  abusing people,
c)  having a loaded gun [perhaps the rabbit–shooting weapon from Port Kembla]
d)   that last Sunday week, March 12, the Masses of the parish were said by a 

Franciscan Father,
e)   that a non–Catholic living next door to the presbytery complained about the 

language used by Father Ryan and brought the police to the presbytery.32

The Archpriest’s report, based on interviews with the presbytery housekeeper, a 
neighbour and the accused himself, exonerated Ryan.33 However, Gilroy chose to 
believe the influential O’Dwyers rather than a timid housekeeper and the practiced 
denials of the alcoholic priest. Ryan was required immediately to submit his 
29	 Mitchell	to	Kelly,	n.d.	(Ryan	file	SAA).
30	 Gilroy	to	Ryan,	26	January	1939	(M	J	Ryan	file,	SAA).
31	 O’Dwyer	to	Gilroy,	24	March	(Ryan	file	SAA). Daniel	Hannan	was	Pyrmont’s	first	

Australian–born parish priest.
32	 Gilroy	to	Martin,	25	March	1939	(Ryan	file	SAA).
33	 Martin	to	Gilroy,	28	March	1939	(Ryan	file	SAA).

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society



87

resignation, which was dutifully received on 29 March, two months after receipt 
of his letter of appointment. The forced resignation avoided the need for formal 
consideration of the visitator’s report.  

During April further evidence of Ryan’s drunkenness at Pyrmont emerged in a 
letter from the prominent Marist Father Leon Chaize, chaplain at the Mater Hospital, 
North Sydney, and former Provincial of the North Solomon Islands mission. He 
recounted an incident at the hospital: ‘On the 21st of March of this year at about 
10.30pm a telephone call was received in this hospital from the house–keeper of the 
presbytery, Pyrmont. The woman asked for a bed for Father Ryan who was under 
the influence of drink. The nurse asked if he was quiet, and being answered in the 
affirmative, decided to admit him.’34 Chaize proceeded to describe what happened 
after Ryan arrived at the Mater by taxi. Far from being quiet, he immediately began 
shouting in the corridors and refusing to enter his assigned room. The chaplain 
emerged, followed by a surgeon. The surgeon was assaulted, but the chaplain 
warmly embraced. The surgeon called the police who packed Ryan into a taxi and 
sent him back to the presbytery, where the long–suffering housekeeper would have 
had to look after him.

Michael Ryan’s subsequent career was punctuated by repeated relapses. After 
a month’s hospitalisation at St Vincent’s the kind parish priest of Granville agreed 
to accept him as curate, but in December he contacted the Cathedral to report that 
‘Father Ryan was drunk on Wednesday and Thursday and acted like a maniac ... 
It is undesirable that he remain here. He is an inmate at Mater Hospital.’35 From 
the Mater he was required to present himself at St Joseph’s Convalescent Home 
at Morisset, where, except for a very brief appointment to Redfern, he remained 
until 1948, when the facility passed from the supervision of the Sisters of the Little 
Company of Mary to the Brothers of St John of God, newly arrived from Ireland. 

The Brothers had agreed to continue St Joseph’s Home in conjunction with their 
main work of caring for disabled boys. The memorandum of agreement between the 
Order of St John of God and the sponsoring body, the St Vincent de Paul Society, 
stated the aims of the Morisset establishment:

#3. Nature of Undertaking: The Special Work beforementioned is for the spiritual 
welfare, physical care and training of mentally deficient and sub–normal boys 
from the age of approximately 6 years.

#14. Care of Sick Priests: In addition to the work beforementioned the Society 
agrees to the Brothers caring for sick priests. The Society further agrees that 
the admission, care and discharge of sick priests are to be matters entirely 

34	 Chaize	to	Kelly,	24	April	1939	(Ryan	file	SAA).	
35	 Memo,	30	December	1939	(Ryan	file,	SAA).
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subject to agreement between the Ecclesiastical Superiors of the Priests 
concerned and the brothers.36

The Brothers were trained in the various works undertaken by the Order, which 
included care of alcoholics, as at their Stillorgan Hospital outside Dublin, where 
four of Sydney’s Irish clergy would be lodged during the 1950s.37 The Brother 
Prior, Killian Herbert, was cautiously critical of the work of the Sisters with the 
‘convalescing’ priests:

Owing to the fact that the Sisters could not have frequent access to the 
bedrooms and day–rooms of the Priests a grave lack of discipline has crept in. 
The Priests are frequently seen around the village of Morisset in an inebriated 
condition – due no doubt to the fact that they slip away through the bush, and, 
as the place is rather rambling in its structure they are not easily missed ... 
Some of the priests have not been sober for weeks owing to the surreptitious 
way in which they are able to get the liquor brought in. Your Eminence will 
agree that the position is not a good one, for the danger of scandal in the 
locality is very great.

Brother Killian announced that he had requested that a Brother experienced in 
dealing with alcoholics be sent from Ireland: ‘I propose then to make the Priests’ 
quarters a separate unit with the Brother residing with the priests. He will be able 
therefore, to check up on visitors to the Priests and also prevent, to the best of his 
ability, the daily excursions to the village.’38

Following a brief, failed trial chaplaincy at the Christian Brothers’ St Gabriel 
school for the deaf at Castle Hill, Ryan was returned in February 1948 to Morisset, 
now under the new regime. Within a month Brother Killian wrote to Archbishop 
Gilroy, who was always keen to return troubled priests to Ireland, far removed from 
the financial responsibility of Sydney Archdiocese:

I beg to inform you that from observation of Fr. Michael Ryan he is showing 
definite signs of Chronic Alcoholic Insanity and it would be advisable to 
have him admitted to a mental Home without delay. It is not a question of 
drink at present but real mental instability or dementia ... My suggestion that 
Father might be sent to Stillorgan would not work for he is now too mentally 
deteriorated to make such a journey on his own. Also, part of his delusions is 
about Ireland, hence he would not go back.39

Perhaps the Irish Brother–Prior’s final comment hinted at the source of the 
instability of the radical Irish nationalist priest. Despite the dire warning, Michael 
36 Memorandum of Agreement,	12	January	1948	(St	John	of	God	Brothers	file,	SAA).
37 The St. John of God Hospital at Stillorgan was founded in 1882.
38	 Br	Killian	to	Gilroy,	16	December	1947	(St	John	of	God	Brothers	file,	SAA).
39	 Br	Killian	to	Gilroy,	10	March	1948	(St	John	of	God	Brothers	file,	SAA).
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Ryan was given another chance by the ever–hopeful Gilroy with the long–suffering 
Christian Brothers and boys at St Gabriel’s in August 1949. Within months he had 
been returned to Morisset, declaring to Cardinal Gilroy that he would now spend 
his time preparing for death. A 1956 novice of the Hospitaller Brothers of St. John 
of God at Morisset shared his memories of Father Ryan with the author in 2020, 
recalling in particular that Ryan was the only one of the several priests at St Joseph’s 
who was willing to undertake chaplaincy duties at the nearby state penitentiary for 
the criminally insane, known as ‘Wyee Bay Gaol’. 

Michael Joseph Ryan celebrated his golden jubilee of ordination on June 22 
1969 and died in the Newcastle Mater hospital on 26 September that year. ‘Bishop 
Kelly M.S.C. presided and gave the absolutions at the Concelebrated Mass for the 
repose of his soul at Our Lady of Lourdes Church, Earlwood, before the funeral to 
Rookwood cemetery.’40 

40 Catholic Weekly, 2 October 1969. Edward Kelly (1917–1994), ordained priest of the 
Missionaries of the Sacred Heart (MSC) 1942, Auxiliary Bishop of Sydney (1969–
1975); Bishop of Toowoomba (1975–1992).
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Bibliographies of female religious in Australia: 
an interim research report

Val Noone*

As is known, good bibliographies can make clear what has already been researched 
and what needs further exploration. Recently, in a zoom Irish studies seminar 
with an overseas speaker, it became clear that industrious though the researcher 
is, the research suffered from lack of access to a bibliography about Irish women 
in Australia and Irish–Australian women. Partly in response, Elizabeth Malcolm, 
Dianne Hall and I have collected what bibliographies we could in an article which is 
scheduled to be published in the 2022 issue of Australasian Journal of Irish Studies.

Within that framework, in June 2021, with help from Jack Carmody and James 
Franklin, I sent the following request to members of the Australian Catholic 
Historical Society: “Like others, I am struck by the large amount of good historical 
work done in recent decades on women religious in Australia; and most have an Irish 
link. However, I have a limited bibliography. Does anyone know of a bibliography 
of histories of nuns in Australia? or a bibliography of certain orders? or any survey 
articles?” 

Within two or three days I received most helpful replies from Chris Dowd, 
Jane Kelly, Helen Delaney, James Franklin, Max Vodola, Rachel Naughton, Austin 
Cooper, Ian Waters, Lesley Hughes and Katharine Massam, including several 
remarks about how timely my question was. Later Kerrie Burn sent additional 
material. To share my findings and by way of saying thank you here is a report 
based on those replies.

Available bibliographies 
‘Bibliography’ in M R (Mary Rosa) MacGinley, A Dynamic of Hope: Institutes of 

Women Religious in Australia, Sydney, Crossing Press, second edition, 
2002, 410–421.

As others have said, this important book, which is an historical dictionary of the 
achievements of the female religious in Australia, has an impressive bibliography 
covering many congregations. Rosa MacGinley traces the origins of the evangelical 
life back to the third century and notes earlier practices of celibacy and poverty among 
Essenes. Regarding Australia, the book provides a survey, starting with the arrival 

* Dr Val Noone is a fellow of the School of Historical and Philosophical Studies at the 
University of Melbourne. In 2013 the National University of Ireland awarded him the 
degree Doctor of Literature for his contribution to Irish Studies in Australia.
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in Parramatta of Sisters of Charity in 1838 and including the other 26 nineteenth–
century arrivals, plus the twentieth–century arrivals down to 1940, a survey not 
only of arrival but of patterns of settlement, work and growth. On terminology: 
while Australians almost universally use “nuns” to include all female religious, 
MacGinley recommended, and others have followed her, using the phrase “female 
religious” or the word “Sisters”, as opposed to “nuns”, and to use “institutes” which 
can cover both “congregations” and “orders”. In the Foreword, Edmund Campion 
remarked: “It is no longer possible to write credible feminist history of Australia 
without the women religious”. In her conclusion, noting the decreasing membership 
MacGinley asked, but did not answer, “Has the long historical evolution of familiar 
religious–life forms reached a final shore?”. I have made a pdf of her bibliography 
as editable text which is available on the ACHS website.
See also the bibliography in M R MacGinley, Ancient Tradition–New World: 

Dominican Sisters in Eastern Australia 1867–1985, Strathfield, St Pauls 
Publications, 2009.

Stephanie Burley, ‘An Overview of the Historiography of Women Religious in 
Australia’, Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 26 
(2005), 43–60. Burley lists many relevant sources. 

Kerrie Burn, ‘Australian Women in Religion Wikipedia Project’, Footprints, 
December 2021, 28–34.

While this interim research report was at proof stage, the latest issue of Footprints, 
the journal of the Melbourne Diocesan Historical Commission, published an 
informative article by Kerrie Burn about the Australian Women in Religion 
Project. Burn, who is a librarian at Mannix College, Melbourne, explains: “The 
primary focus of the Australian Women in Religion Project is to write Wikipedia 
articles about women to help address the gender imbalance on the site. A secondary 
aim of the project is to publish information about women who have not had their 
work recognised through traditional channels.” Of 100 new Wikipedia entries 
generated, 30 are Catholic women religious: 564 Australian women are on the 
project’s working list. The project has financial backing from the Melbourne-based 
University of Divinity, and is linked to the Boston-based 1000 Women in Religion 
Project and the related American Theological Library Association. Polly Hamlen 
has been a visiting scholar on the project and Michelle Eastwood is a research 
assistant. Australian Research Theology Foundation (ARTFinc) is assisting with 
digitisation of relevant archives. An 18-minute video about the project can be seen 
at <divinity.libguides.com/feminist/video>. Burn and Eastwood were guests at a 
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recent presentation by Women and the Australian Church (WATAC). Moreover, 
Burn has provided a bibliography, which is now available on the ACHS website.
Hilary M Carey, Ian Breward, Nicholas Doumanis, Ruth Frappell, David Hilliard, 

Katharine Massam, Anne O’Brien, Roger Thompson, ‘Australian 
Religion Review, 1980–2000, Part 2: Christian Denominations’, in 
Journal of Religious History Vol. 25, No. 1, February 2001, 56–82, 65. 

The authors say: “The Catholic case shows clearly that sheer volume of writing, even 
good writing, does not impact automatically on the wider historical community in 
Australia. … This is partly an issue of publishing strategies and distribution; many 
historians never see work on Australian Catholicism.” That was 2001 and David 
Hilliard says that things have changed since.
David Hilliard, ‘The Sisters of St Joseph: recent historical publications’, Journal of 

the Australian Catholic Historical Society 38 (2017), 59–67. 
David Hilliard pointed out: “Between 1989 and 2017 over forty books have been 
published on Mary MacKillop and the history of the Josephites in Australia, in 
addition to scholarly articles and booklets and pamphlets for popular readership. … 
More recent works have been written by lay Catholics and by others who have no 
particular religious belief.” He summarises: “In the mid–twentieth century when 
their total number peaked at around 3000, they worked in all but three of Australia’s 
twenty–seven dioceses and ran parish schools in hundreds of communities around 
Australia, mostly in working–class suburbs and country towns.”
Bibliography for students, Max Vodola, ‘Religious orders and Catholic education’, 

pdf available on ACHS website.
Bibliography in Helen Mary Delaney, ‘Great Talent for Management: Mother 

Xavier Maguire c1819–1879’, Master of Theology thesis, University of 
Divinity, Melbourne, 2017.

Bibliography in Morna Sturrock, Women of Strength: Women of Gentleness: 
Brigidine Sisters, Victorian Province, Melbourne, David Lovell, 1995.

Bibliography in Mary Eugenia Brennan, The love of Christ urges us: Centenary of 
service, Perth, WA, Sisters of St John of God, 1994.

The last four bibliographies were recommended in individual emails. Indeed, there 
are good bibliographies in most of the histories of religious women in Australia: all 
states and virtually all orders are covered. And many orders have much work done 
on archives.

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society



93

Other sources
Australian Catholic Historical Society (ACHS) work–in–progress page on ‘Women 

in the Australian Church’, sections 4 and 5, at https://australiancatholic
historicalsociety.com.au/history–resources/women–in–the–australian–
church/

The ACHS page points to <The Golding Centre> which was the host for <Golding 
Project for Women’s History, Theology and Spirituality>. However, with the death 
of Sister Sophie McGrath last year it is not clear from the web whether this project 
is still active.
Michael Lallo, ‘Brides’ hearts revisited’ [a retrospective on Brides of Christ to 

correspond with its release on Stan streaming service], Green Guide, 
Age, 25 November 2021, 1, 4–5. 

Brides of Christ, a 1991 six–part Australian drama, set in a Catholic convent in 
the 1960s, gave the ABC its biggest–ever audience for a non–sporting program, 
and was later viewed by millions in UK and USA. Lallo has recorded a variety of 
opinions. Penny Chapman, series creator and executive producer, commented: “I 
don’t recall a single nun who didn’t like Brides of Christ … but we didn’t always get 
that kind of response from Catholic men. Bob Santamaria didn’t like it and neither 
did George Pell. He dismissed the show as a ‘soap’.” Monsignor Tony Doherty, 
religious script consultant to the series, said: “There were scenes in Brides of 
Christ that I felt were of the highest order, like when Mother Ambrose is anointing 
her dying father … it was in no way overcooked as those scenes often are. I can’t 
say that there was a unanimous celebration of the show but I’ve spoken to nuns 
who believe it captured the complexity of living a celibate life in an increasingly 
secular culture, instead of portraying them as these disembodied people who had 
cut themselves off from society. The show provided a window into the humanity of 
women who are religious.”
Anne Benjamin and Seamus O’Grady (eds), Not Forgotten: Australian Catholic 

Educators 1820–2020: volume one, Melbourne, Coventry Press, 2020. 
I have not had a chance to consult this. It has been produced by the ‘Biographical 
Dictionary of Australian Catholic Educators’ project. The website says: “a sample of 
biographies drawn across the two hundred years since the establishment of the first 
continuously operating Catholic school in Parramatta”. One can contribute to their 
ongoing project by completing the survey online at: <https://www.surveymonkey.
com/r/BioDictCRA>. 
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Irish aspects
The following sources about Irish aspects of the histories of women religious in 
Australia came to notice while collecting the above. 
Irish aspects in MacGinley, A Dynamic of Hope:

In the nineteenth century five Australian congregations were founded from 
Irish orders, and of those who came from continental or English orders some were 
founded by their Irish convents. FCJs, Good Shepherd, Loretos come to mind. 
Rosa MacGinley reminds us that in the early nineteenth century, female religious 
in Ireland were not numerous and in 1841 there were only 987 sisters in an Irish 
population of 8 million. She points out how often religious women coming to 
Australia in the nineteenth century were part of a family migration. Some orders 
recruited from Ireland but the Sisters of Charity and the Good Samaritans not so 
291ff). Lesley Hughes remarked, however, that, at one stage, the Good Samaritans 
had a preference for an Irish leader. MacGinley notes the role of the Josephite 
juniorate in Cork. (The Sisters of Mercy ran St Brigid’s Missionary School in 
Callan from which 169 women joined Australian orders, see the school’s website.)
Rosa MacGinley, ‘Irish Women Religious and Their Convent High Schools in 

Nineteenth Century Australia’ Australasian Catholic Record, 87.1, 
January 2010. 

MacGinley offers this overview of achievements and context: “An earlier phase 
in feminist historical analysis tended to bypass the category of women religious 
as non–amenable to the themes they sought to stress or, if they were considered, 
to see them as somewhat faceless victims of the power machine of a patriarchal 
Church. While struggles certainly occurred – most often resulting in vindication of 
the communities of women concerned – there was more collaboration than conflict 
and a solid consensus, on the part of both Church hierarchy and female religious, on 
the aims of the missionary endeavour.” (4).
M M K (Margaret) O’Sullivan, ‘A Cause of Trouble’? Irish Nuns and English 

Clerics, Sydney, Crossing Press, 1995. In 2019 a second improved edition 
was published by Kindle Direct Publishing.

Janice Tranter, ‘The Irish Dimension of an Australian Religious Sisterhood: The 
Sisters of Saint Joseph’, in Patrick O’Sullivan (ed.), The Irish World 
Wide: Religion and Identity, London and New York: Leicester University 
Press, 1996, 234–55.

Janice Tranter, ‘The Irish base of an Australian religious sisterhood: the Sisters of 
St Joseph’, in Philip Bull, Chris McConville and Noel McLachlan (eds), 
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Irish–Australian Studies: Papers delivered at the Sixth Irish–Australian 
Conference, July 1990, Melbourne, La Trobe University, 1991, 228–242.

Lesley Hughes, ‘To labour seriously: Catholic sisters and social welfare in late 
nineteenth–century Sydney’, PhD thesis, School of Social Work, 
University of New South Wales, 2003. 

This is a study of four nineteenth–century NSW congregations, Sisters of Charity, 
Sisters of Mercy, Good Samaritans and Josephites. It has a section on their 
Irishness, and an analysis of the Sisters’ cultural backgrounds with statistics. Some 
quotations: “The significance of the four Sydney sisterhoods having members of 
Irish background is that they would have shared an understanding that poverty could 
have causes other than individual moral failure.” “While heavily Irish they were 
more heavily Australian–born of at least one Irish parent. The Josephites had more 
Irish born than the others, women who came from the Irish missionary training 
school in Callan.” “Many of the Sisters’ charitable institutions had Irishwomen as 
their founding Superiors. This was true for the two women’s refuges (the House of 
the Good Shepherd and St Magdalen’s Retreat), St Vincent’s Hospital, St Joseph’s 
Consumptive Hospital, the Manly Industrial School and Orphanage, St Anne’s 
Orphanage, St Martha’s Industrial School and the Mater Misericordiae Servant’s 
Home and Training School.” This thesis is available online and has a substantial 
bibliography.
Stephanie Burley, ‘Engagement with empires: Irish Catholic female religious 

teachers in colonial South Australia 1868–1901’, Irish Educational 
Studies, 31:2 (2012), 175–190. 

This article draws on Stephanie Burley, ‘Chapel, cloister and classroom: the 
intersection of class, gender and religion in Catholic convent schooling in South 
Australia 1880–2000’, PhD thesis, University of Adelaide, 2003. Burley recalls: 
“This dramatic increase of female religious was linked directly to the introduction of 
the Education Acts of the 1870s in each of the Australian colonies, which centralised 
government systems of education which were to be free, compulsory and secular. 
The Catholic bishops’ response to these Acts was to sever ties with the state, and 
to build and staff its own schools for Catholic children. This project required 
considerable cheap labour, which they found in the recruitment of religious orders, 
mainly of women.” (p 178). And, “This indicates the belief that the Dominican 
tradition at Cabra Dublin was interwoven with a strong Irish traditional history. 
This cultural heritage was perhaps related to the Celtic love of learning, Bardic 
professional schools, and the persecution of the Irish Catholic faith.” “MacGinley 

Bibliographies of female religious in Australia



96

has outlined the old European class–based structure of Australian Catholic schools 
in the nineteenth century, namely ‘free for the poorest, pay day schools for the 
middling and boarding for the wealthy’ (MacGinley 2005, 143).” (p 180–2). Since 
Irish Educational Studies is not widely available, a pdf is available on the ACHS 
website.
Mary Ryllis Clark, Loreto in Australia, Sydney, UNSW Press, 2009. 
Since 1875, when Wexford–born Mother Gonzaga Barry and nine others arrived 
in Ballarat, Irish factors have played a key and contested role in Australian Loreto 
history. The Loretos were founded by Mary Ward (1585–1645) and the Irish branch 
was founded by Frances Ball (1794–1861). Among other things Mary records that, 
over decades, some Loretos in Australia differed in approach according to perceived 
differences of approach between Ball and Ward. The book has a good bibliography.
Catherine Kovesi, Pitch Your Tents on Distant Shores: a history of the Sisters of 

the Good Shepherd in Australia, Aotearoa/New Zealand and Tahiti, 
Caringbah (NSW), Playright Publishing, 2006. 

This book of 460 large pages records, among many other things, the Irish origins 
and French training of the Good Shepherd Sisters in Australia. Catherine also 
traces the involvement of Irish–born Melbourne lay people in the development of 
the Good Shepherd village–size complex at Abbotsford. Among the first arrivals 
of young nuns there were a series of early deaths including their leader Mother St 
Joseph Bridget Doyle. Good bibliography. 
Thelma Murtagh, Brigidine History Victorian Province 19th century 1886–1893, 

32 page booklet, 1985
Murtagh noted that among new arrivals at Wangaratta in 1889 three out of four died 
within five years.
History of Women Religious Great Britain and Ireland: 
 https://historyofwomenreligious.org/women–religious–bibliography/

outsidebi/
British records of women religious, in ‘The Margaret Higgins Database’ compiled 

by Brother Rory Higgins FSC of Australia and others. See:https://
catholicfhs.wordpress.com/2017/11/02/the–margaret–higgins database/.

Not Just Ned: a True History of the Irish in Australia, exhibition at the National 
Museum of Australia, 17 March–31 July 2011; and the accompanying 
catalogue edited by Thérèse Weber and Robert Nichols; senior curator 
was Richard Reid.
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The first–ever exhibition about the Irish in Australia at the National Museum in 
Canberra had a significant share of objects, images and texts representing Catholic 
religious women. While limited for reasons of space to a handful of orders, the 
display featured impressive education and hospital work by congregations such as 
the Mercy and Loreto sisters. A section on the Irish St John of God sisters’ in the 
Kimberley included a recording of a memorable version of ‘Hail Queen of Heaven’ 
by an Indigenous singer who once lived in the sisters’ Broome leprosarium.

Percentages of Irish: 
“Over the years 1910–1940, the personnel of women’s religious institutes in 
Australia became predominantly Australian born.” (MacGinley) The Brisbane 
Mercys 1910–35 had 70% Aust born despite Irish recruiting. MacGinley is critical 
of the post–WWII Irish recruitment to keep up numbers and said that “the human 
cost remains to be estimated”. Many young teenagers came at a time when there 
were not supportive family migrations, without visits home and often sent to remote 
areas. In the article cited above Hilliard noted: “From 1927 to 1974 the Central 
Josephites operated a juniorate at Newmarket in County Cork from where over 
300 young women joined the institute.” Burley 2012, 178 said that in 1901 “among 
the female religious, overseas–born far outweighed the native–born”, but “far 
outweighed” is contradicted by others. For example, in her book on the Brigidine 
Sisters in Victoria, Morna Sturrock wrote: “Within 20 years of their arrival in 1883, 
80 per cent of the Sisters were not only Australian, but mainly rural women drawn 
from areas around the newly established convents in country towns.” 

Further remarks
My impression is that, in general, histories of female religious in Australia are 
strong on the nineteenth century, the renewal of Vatican II and the changes in 
ministries since. While most works mention declining numbers of the past 50 years, 
I came across no studies of those who had left and why. Nor did I find articles on the 
large number of former nuns working in Catholic education and other ministries; 
and there seems to be no extended discussion of proposed changes such as greater 
provision for temporary vows or the admission of married people to religious 
institutes. There is work on contemporary developments such as public juridic 
persons (MPJPs) which have been established in Australia to take the education, 
health and community service ministries into the future, for example, Gabrielle 
McMullen and Martin Laverty, ‘Learnings from the development of new lay–led 
church entities in Australia’, Australasian Catholic Record, April 2020, 131–143. 
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I have a sense that work on the history of female religious in Australia was more or 
less thriving for a couple of decades but there seems to have been a hiatus recently. 

The energetic and speedy responses from ACHS people to my request suggest 
that something is stirring in a number of minds. Jane Kelly and Katharine Massam 
commented that they had looked for exactly the resource I was asking about: 
Katharine flew a kite, “Maybe we should produce it”. Lesley Hughes wrote to say 
that she was “excited that the Sisters’ work is getting attention”. These few pages 
are a contribution from one who is not expert in this field, take them as you find 
them. 
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Wentworth’s dream of a secular University thwarted: 
how Sydney University became a decidedly Protestant 

institution

John Carmody*

In 1959, the eminent historian, JJ Auchmuty made this misguided assertion about 
Australia’s universities: “They are, without exception, firmly organised on a purely 
secular and non-sectarian basis”.1 

It was not true even in 1959 when he said it (and he certainly overlooked the 
efforts by Archbishop Gilroy, in the 1940s, to establish a University of Notre 
Dame in Sydney2). Furthermore, the success of the federated Australian Catholic 
University (ACU) and, as well, of the University of Notre Dame Australia (UNDA) 
now makes that gestalt claim very dated, indeed. 

The first university in Australia was established in Sydney in 1850, an impressive 
achievement barely 70 years after the convict colony was established. As might be 
expected for the nest from which this sometimes cantankerous nation emerged, 
its origins were fraught. The driving force was two people: the extraordinary 
internationalist Irish physician, Henry Grattan Douglass,3 and the dynamic 
barrister, William Charles Wentworth.4 Wentworth was the son of a convict mother 
and the dashing Irish aristocrat and colonial surge  on, D’Arcy Wentworth,5 who, in 
Britain, had been an accused highwayman. The younger Wentworth was, therefore, 
very well aware of the snobbery of Oxford and Cambridge, with their confessional 
admission tests, which embodied established Church of England power and 
orthodoxy. He would also have been intimately familiar with the Church Act 
(1836)6 which had been sponsored in NSW by two Irishmen, the Governor, Richard 
1 Horne, J and Sherington:, G: Sydney: The making of a public university (Melbourne 

University Press, 2012), 7–8.
2 Luttrell, J: Norman Thomas Gilroy: an ordinary life (St Pauls Publications, 2017), 

227–228.
3 Noad, KB: ‘Henry Grattan Douglass’, Australian Dictionary of Biography (volume 1, 

Melbourne University Press, 1966), 314–316. 
4 Persse, M: ‘William Charles Wentworth’, Australian Dictionary of Biography (volume 

2, Melbourne University Press, 1967), 582–589.
5 Auchmuty, JJ: ‘D’Arcy Wentworth’, Australian Dictionary of Biography (volume 2, 

Melbourne University Press, 1967), 579–582. 
6 This is its common, “short-hand” name. In 1836, the Colonial Governor, Sir Richard 

Bourke, “laid before the New South Wales Legislative Council ‘An act to promote the 
Building of Churches and Chapels and to provide for the maintenance of Ministers 
of Religion in New South Wales’, commonly referred to as the Church Act. Bourke 

* John Carmody is President of the ACHS. This is the edited text of a talk given to the 
ACHS on 19 Sept 2021.
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Bourke, and his Attorney-General, John Plunkett. Amongst other things (especially 
the payment of clergy) it, essentially, ensured that the Anglican Church was not an 
“established” Church in the antipodean colony. Obviously, though – if only by the 
force of its numbers and the senior social positions of some of its adherents – that 
denomination remained powerful and influential.

Accordingly, Wentworth made his views abundantly clear when, in October 
1849, he addressed the NSW Legislative Council after the Bill to establish a colonial 
university had been introduced. His speech included this declaration: 

“In after years he hoped the institution they now contemplated would afford 
a sphere of instruction, not for that colony alone, but for the whole family of 
man. That it would be the fountain of knowledge at whose springs all might 
drink, be they Christian, Mahomedan, Jew, or Heathen. That its gates would 
be open to all, whether they were disciples of Moses, of Jesus, of Brahmin, of 
Mahomed, of Vishnu, or of Buddha.”7 

His determination was made clear in Clause V of his Bill. Having proposed the 
constitution of the Senate and the number of its members, it went on to add, 
comprehensively and unambiguously: “Provided always that no clerk in holy orders, 
nor any minister, preacher, ecclesiastic, catechist, or teacher of any religious creed 
or denomination whatsoever, shall be eligible for election as a member of the said 
Senate; and that every election of any such person shall be ipso facto void.”8

That Bill had been provided to the Legislative Council in record time – just two 
weeks – and the churches had been caught napping. They then acted promptly and 
had an amendment moved during the Committee stage. Thereupon, Wentworth’s 
Bill (or, at least, a crucial clause of it) faced likely defeat. Before that could happen, 
sufficient members left the chamber and the Council was “counted out” (i.e. it 

informed	the	Colonial	Office	that	‘It	met	with	no	opposition	in	the	Council’	and	“…
that ‘the measure meets with the sincere and grateful acquiescence of all classes of 
the Community”’. (David Stoneman, PhD thesis, The Church Act: The expansion of 
Christianity or the imposition of moral enlightenment? University of New England, 
2011; 1).

7 WC Wentworth to the Legislative Council of the Colony of New South Wales, second 
reading speech, 4 October 1849, as reported by EK Silvester of The Sydney Morning 
Herald (David Wall, Sydney, 1850; reprinted, Charles Potter, Sydney 1896): ‘In 
after	years,	it	is	my	earnest	hope	that	we	may	survey	this	institution	affording,	in	its	
extended sphere, education and instruction, not to the natives of this Colony alone, but 
to the whole family of the human race; that it may prove a fountain of knowledge at 
whose springs all may drink, be they Christian, Mahomedan, Jew, or Heathen. That its 
gates will be open to all, whether they are disciples of Moses or Jesus, of Brahmin, of 
Mahomet, of Vishna, of Buddha.’

8 A scan of the 1849 Bill was kindly provided to the author by the Library of the 
Parliament of NSW [3 September, 2021].
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lapsed for want of a quorum: few members really wanted to defeat Wentworth).9 A 
year later, when he reintroduced his Bill on 23 August, Wentworth was obliged to 
accept a compromise viz, that a maximum of 4 of the 16 members of that foundation 
Senate could be clergymen10 -- one for each of the major denominations. Clerics 
were, therefore, not a majority but a sizeable bloc of 25% of the membership of the 
Senate.

Thereafter, with real reverberations for education in NSW, Wentworth’s hope for 
a totally secular university was seriously compromised. This was despite the fact 
that, initially, the Anglican Bishop refused to take one of those ear-marked places 
which was bizarre (even petulant) behaviour given that his flock was, after all, the 
largest, by far, in the Colony (perhaps 45–50%11 of the population). That animus 
evaporated within a few years. Nevertheless, the privileged and prosperous place 
of that church in the colony (not to mention the lower, essentially “working-class” 
and Irish, status of most of the 25% who were Catholics12) cemented that Anglican 
ascendancy in the nascent institution, as elsewhere. The fragmented nature of the 
remaining Christian denominations (no more than 20% of the population, in any 
case) only reinforced the power of the adherents of the Church of England. 

This fundamentally sectarian characteristic was perhaps relevant to Sydney’s 
hostility (for decades, but notably during the 1940s) to the fledgeling University 
of Technology (later, University of NSW), in particular, its utter failure to read the 
mind of the NSW government in 1948, and its continuing (in Patrick O’Farrell’s 
memorable phrase) “to ride high horse in vain”. It foolishly told the Minister for 
Education (Robert Heffron, the principal sponsor of the new university) that it would 
grudgingly accept a new “Institute” but, emphatically, not a “University”13. Perhaps, 

9 The Maitland Mercury [10 October, 1849. 4]; Trove: https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/
article/699622: accessed 8 August, 2021.

10 University of Sydney Act (1850), clause IV. https://www.foundingdocs.gov.au/
resources/transcripts/nsw10_doc_1850.pdf: accessed 8 August 2021.

11	 Accurate	determination	of	such	religious	affiliations	is	tricky.	Manning	Clark	stated	that,	
in the First Fleet, “approximately	1/3	classified	 themselves”	as	Catholic	(A History of 
Australia (volume 1, 1962), 94), whereas,	over	the	first	35	years	of	the	colony,	“Protestants	
outnumbered Catholics from England and Scotland by approximately 20 to 1.” For all 
that the Church of England never became the legally “established” religion of the colony, 
disproportionate power resided with members of that same Church. The university – in 
pursuing its essential remit to educate the sons of gentlemen and aspirant “gentlemen” in 
order that they become the administrative and professional leaders of colonial society – 
reflected	that	“downtown”	reality.

12 Kingston, B: “A history of New South Wales” (2006), 32 – though they were mostly in 
the “working class” and rarely likely to attend the new university.

13 O’Farrell, P: UNSW: A portrait (UNSW Press, 1999), 20.
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in the light of what has just been said, this reflected a belief, in O’Farrell’s words, 
of some powerful people in NSW that “the bureaucracy of the [new] university 
derived from the public service and was reputedly the home of Roman Catholics.”14 
Later, referring to the new Medical Faculty, specifically, O’Farrell wrote that it 
had “a staff significantly Catholic. Or so it was believed, though precise actualities 
suggest perhaps otherwise.”15 This brings to mind Hamlet’s remark to Rosencrantz, 
“There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.”16 In short, what it 
important is not reality, but what people perceive and, therefore, believe. 

The point is that, at least during its first 50–100 years, Sydney University was 
not the “secular” institution which Julia Horne and Geoffrey Sherington have 
posited17 or Kenneth Cable before them18. For example, it took over 40 years, until 
1891, for the first Catholic to be appointed to a Chair, Thomas Butler, in Latin. 
It was 1943 before there was a Catholic [or female] Deputy-Chancellor [Dame 
Constance D’Arcy]; and it took until 1964 for there to be a Catholic Chancellor, 
Sir Charles McDonald. [It is true that, from 1865 to 1867, John Hubert Plunkett 
– a Catholic – was “Vice-Chancellor” of the University. Nevertheless, apart from 
the fact that it is difficult to determine a modern equivalent of that office, or the 
fact that in 1858 Plunkett was elected a “Founding Fellow” of St John’s College, 
I suspect that the most important consideration for his membership of the Senate 
was his more than 20 years as both Solicitor-General and Attorney-General of the 
colony – rather than his religion. Indeed, given the importance of those offices – 
and the widely acknowledged calibre and significance of his services -- any other 
action by the government (or the Senate) would have been unthinkable.] Nor, as has 
already been stated, is the claim by these recent University historians substantiated 
by their quoting Auchmuty’s misguided assertion: Argumentum ad verecundiam is, 
at best, a dubious procedure. 

Even so, the Catholics did not want to be left behind. In 1857, Archbishop Polding 

14 O’Farrell, op. cit., 17.
15 O’Farrell, op. cit. 103. 
16 Shakespeare, W: Hamlet, II, ii, 259–261.
17 Horne and Sherington: op. cit. 2012), 7–8 (and elsewhere). See also: Horne, J “Political 

Machinations and Sectarian Intrigue in the Making of Sydney University”, Journal 
of ACHS (2015) 36. 4–15. The present paper reads the historical record somewhat 
differently	from	their	view.

18 Cable, KJ: ‘John Woolley, in Australian Dictionary of Biography (volume 6; Melbourne 
University Press, 1976), 435–437. Rev. Dr Woolley was the foundation Principal and 
Professor of Classics at the University of Sydney. 
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used a Pastoral Letter to open the fund-raising campaign for St John’s College19, 
following the opening of St Paul’s (Anglican) College in the previous year. It came 
to be Polding’s “fondest wish” (according to Dr Peter Cunich) that St John’s should 
become the jewel in the crown of Catholic education in New South Wales”.20 That 
hardly eventuated yet, though plainly an urbane English Benedictine, Polding 
was still concerned by the Protestant nature of the University. In 1859 he said, “I 
cannot in conscience send our Catholic young men to the lectures of non-Catholic 
Professors unattended by a Catholic tutor.”21 It was, in fact, not until 1928 that a 
Catholic students’ society (the Newman Society) was begun and, in its early years, 
at least, its membership was fewer than 100 students22: O’Farrell suggests that the 
trigger for its foundation was “the scathing anti-religious polemic” of the Professor 
of Philosophy, John Anderson. Indeed, a comment in O’Farrell’s history of UNSW 
implies that relations with staff were not close in the Sydney society23, perhaps 
because the staff were predominantly Protestants at that University. 

It is worth saying here – to demonstrate that sectarianism could “cut both 
ways” – that, when the author’s wife was an undergraduate resident of Sancta 
Sophia College, the nuns would allow her to study Philosophy I (under Professor 
Anderson24) only on the condition that, at the same time, she studied Philosophy, 
under Dr Austin Woodbury, at the Catholic Aquinas Academy in the city.

One instance of the fundamental Protestant strand of Sydney University, which 
challenges the almost “sainted” status of the foundation Professor of Anatomy 
and Physiology (and later Dean), Thomas Peter Anderson Stuart, is this academic 
icon’s deep involvement with both Freemasonry (he was Deputy Grand Master of 
NSW25) and Eugenics (a prejudiced and racist dogma which Australian Catholicism 
vigorously rejected). It is also of interest that, four years after his death in 1920, a 
Masonic Lodge was established at Sydney University, which operates to this day 

19	 Legally,	the	College	came	into	existence	on	1	July	1858,	by	act	of	Parliament;	the	first	
building was completed in 1862 (the Chapel in 1863). 

20 Cunich, P: “Re-establishing Roman Authority in the Sydney Archdiocese: The 
Coadjutorship of Roger Bede Vaughan, 1873–77”, Journal of the Australian Catholic 
Historical Society (2015), 36, 16–42.

21 Cited in O’Farrell. P, The Catholic Church and community: an Australian history 
(second edition 1985, UNSW Press), 295. 

22 O’Farrell, op. cit. 380.
23 O’Farrell, P: UNSW – a portrait (UNSW Press, 1999), 77.
24 She was uncomplimentary about the substance and style of Anderson’s teaching.
25 Young, JA: Thomas Peter Anderson Stuart, Australian Dictionary of Biography 

(volume 12, 1990, Melbourne University Press), 130–132.
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(Lodge 544). The lodge has used the Great Hall for its grander ceremonies26 and, at 
one stage, reportedly had a room in the “Quadrangle Building” got up as a Masonic 
temple.27 

Anderson Stuart was also a committed eugenicist: he was an official delegate 
of the Australian government at the first International Congress of Eugenics in 
London in 1912.28 He was a racist to boot, being a supporter of the “White Australia 
Policy” and a one-time President of Dr Richard Arthur’s Immigration League of 
Australia. Of course, it is impossible, now, to know how many academics supported 
those causes; the likelihood is that it was a significant number, most of them having 
been Protestants, and, as the Australian historian, Diana Wyndham, has found, the 
Catholic clergy were “implacably opposed” to eugenics.29 

A further probable sectarian matter from the 1920s was the dismissal of the 
poet and linguist, Christopher Brennan, from the staff of the university in mid-
1925. This was not for public inebriation (which might well have offered grounds 
for such a Puritanical body as the University Senate), but for adultery which 
became publicly known only when, some months after the presumed suicide of 
his ‘mistress’, Brennan’s estranged wife initiated divorce proceedings, which were 
reported in the Sydney Morning Herald. That was a ‘scandal’ which the university 

26	 According	to	the	Website	of	“Lodge	544”,	the	first	such	occasion	was	in	1888 [for 
the inaugural meeting of the United Grand Lodge of New South Wales] while the 
first	“Installation”	to	be	conducted	there	was	in	October	1938.	Another	celebratory	
ceremony was in October 1945; after 1947 such occasions were frequent in the Great 
Hall, for example the “large Masonic meeting” of August 1971 which the then Prime 
Minister of Australia, the Rt Hon. William McMahon attended as a guest. Accessed: 20 
December 2021.

 For further general material on Freemasonry in Australia, see: Franklin, J: “Catholics 
versus Masons”, Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society, (1999), 20, 
1–15.

27	 Testified	to	the	author	by	the	late	Professor	Joan	Kerr	who	was	shown	it	when	she	first	
joined	the	academic	staff	there.

28 Carmody, JJ: “Doctors, academics and eugenics: an unsavoury mixture”: Record 
[journal of the University of Sydney Archives], (2021), 25–29.

29 Wyndham, D: Eugenics in Australia: Striving for national fitness (2003; The Galton 
Society, London), 4.

  A hint of this sectarian divide was provided in a brief report in 1912 in the Freeman’s 
Journal (an independent Sydney Catholic newspaper). Referring to the 1st International 
Congress on Eugenics, it stated: “‘Because their religion forbids race suicide and their 
children are consequently much more numerous than in Protestant families, Catholics 
are gradually making a Catholic country of the United States’, Dr. F. L. Homan, of 
Newark, N.J., told the International Eugenics Congress in London recently.” [26 
September, 1912, 38.] 
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authorities were, plainly, desperate to avoid and it provoked them into urgent action: 
the Senate convened a bare week later. 

The subsequent details are recorded in the Senate minutes and Axel Clark 
summarised them admirably in his biography of Brennan.30 Crocodile tears seem to 
have been shed by several Fellows of the Senate, but the really damning speech was 
made by Arthur Mills, the Dean of Medicine (that most “respectable” of faculties), 
who seems to have been bitterly censorious.31 Clark wrote, “[Mills] said he spoke 
with reluctance and great pain … From the University’s point of view, even granting 
Brennan was an irreplaceable genius, it was better to have men to whom they could 
look for high character and principles. What would happen, Mills asked, now that 
Brennan’s case was public property, known to the parents of students? … [Mills’s] 
conscience told him the Senate had no course open to it except the one already 
decided in Irvine’s [previous] case.”32 The new Chief Justice, Sir Philip Street, 
“supported Mills’s view … [and] thought that in the circumstances [Brennan] must 
be prepared to pay the price for his actions.” For the age-old state of adultery? 

Apparently, a greater fault than the adultery, itself, was that it had emerged into 
public view. This is the attitude of the Puritan humbug.

Mungo MacCallum, the former Warden who had only recently assumed the new 
office of Vice-Chancellor, argued that “the senators could not possibly overlook 
this matter, since it had become public. If they were to continue on the staff a man 
publicly proclaimed to have been guilty of a breach of the sacredness of marriage, 
that must affect the minds of their young people.” If such a punitive justice were 
insisted on nowadays, perhaps half of the staff might have to resign; it was the 
sheerest humbug from those professional Puritans and it is difficult, now, not to 
think that Brennan’s Catholicism was a relevant (but unstated) fault, too. After all, 
he had Irish parents (his father had been a Dublin brewer) and the Irish – then 
30 Clark, A: Christopher Brennan: a critical biography (Melbourne University Press; 

1980);	see	255–260	specifically.
31 In The Centenary Book of the University of Sydney Faculty of Medicine (Eds. Young 

JA, Sefton AJ and N Webb; University of Sydney Press 1984), Nina Webb and John 
Atherton Young wrote of Mills: “[Mills] had a rather more volatile character than 
[Anderson Stuart], with a sense of humour and a keen wit, but with the ability to be 
strict and even caustic towards students who failed to supply adequate answers to his 
many questions”; 204.

32 See: McFarlane, BJ: ‘Robert Francis Irvine’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
(volume 9; 1982, Melbourne University Press), 438–439. The University Senate had 
forced the resignation of Professor Irvine (a radical economist but also a Bohemian of 
a literary disposition who was a part of Brennan’s circle) in 1922. Axel Clark also dealt 
with that controversy: ”The Senate considered that Irvine should leave his post because 
the	fact	of	his	adultery	had	been	officially	brought	to	its	notice.”	(244)	
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considered irremediably working-class and unwashed (even of a separate and 
more primitive race33), for all that they had higher aspirations and little interest in 
(or possibility of) the “keeping of a lifeline to Ireland”34 – were, in various ways, 
discouraged from joining the academic community. As Clark wrote in reflecting 
on the kangaroo-court which despatched Brennan (in his absence), “they made the 
University not so much a temple of learning, as what Brennan now recognised to 
be an intellectual temple of British Philistinism, an institution more likely to frown 
on than sympathise with the Irish rebel, the independent-minded scholar, the man 
capable of passionate love, and the pilgrim searching for religious satisfaction.”35

Other offensively sectarian acts – as late as the 1940s – were the shameful reaction 
(admittedly, some of it from outside the university) to the Professorial appointment 
of Julius Stone; or, only a few years later, in 1945, to the proposed employment, 
on a Lectureship, of the internationally-renowned scientific philosopher, Karl 
Popper36 who, even in Parliament (as well as in representations to the Senate), was 
characterised as “an unnaturalised enemy alien” (for all that he was in Christchurch 
as a Jewish refugee from the Reich). Both scandals were blatant anti-Semitism, 
dressed up – of course – as protection of the interests of local candidates who were 
currently in the armed services, protecting their native-land. It was, however, mere 
self-serving sectarianism, cant and unworthy propaganda. Michael Hogan did not 
consider those two scandals in his splendid book, The sectarian strand, though they 
were blazing examples of what he characterised as “Australian versions of racism 

33 Malcolm, E & Hall. D: A new history of the Irish in Australia (NewSouth Publishing, 
2018),	specifically:	Chapter	1:	“The	Irish	race”,	22–47.

34 These matters are eloquently discussed in “Self-conscious and Australian”, chapter 1 in 
Vincent Buckley’s Cutting green hay: friendships, movements and cultural conflicts in 
Australia’s great decades, (Penguin Books, 1983), 3–30.

35 In this respect, it is interesting that, 40 years later, in its document, Lumen Gentium, 
the	second	Vatican	Council,	redefined	Catholicism	as	a	“Pilgrim	Church”.	See,	for	
example, G Mannion: “The Pilgrim Church: an ongoing journey of ecclesial renewal 
and reform” in: The Cambridge Companion to Vatican II (Cambridge University Press, 
2020; ed. Gaillardetz RR), 115–135.

36 Early in 1945, the Professorial Board submitted to the Senate a long list of 
recommended appointments, Popper’s name amongst them. This was a result of Alan 
Stout’s arguments to Anderson that, with the approaching end to World War II, the 
Philosophy	Department	needed	to	recognise	the	growing	importance	and	influence	
of	science,	engineering	and	technology	and	to	appoint	a	suitable	expert	to	its	staff.	
Further,	he	argued,	that	should	be	Popper,	the	world’s	leading	thinker	in	the	field	who,	
as a refugee from the Nazi regime in Austria, was then working in Christchurch. At 
its March meeting, the Senate separated Popper’s name from that list, appointing all 
of the others without discussion, and eventually agreed to Popper “by the narrowest 
of	margins”,	after	a	“fiery	debate”.	In	those	circumstances,	Popper	understandably	
declined to come to Sydney, soon thereafter going to London, instead.
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[which] have poisoned the whole community with an ideology of Anglo-Saxon 
superiority and ‘race purity’ which has consigned Jews, together with Aborigines, 
Asians, and non-Europeans, to a position of inferiority. The ideology has had a 
strong religious component…”37 

The tortuous history of Sydney University reveals those sectarian characteristics 
clearly. Regrettably, the failure of the university to challenge, rather than simply 
reflect, prevailing social mores was on full display in those Stone and Popper affairs. 
They also showed that religious attitudes are especially fraught in war-time. For the 
University that character-flaw has been on display right from the time of the Boer 
War, when the imperial sympathies of the majority of its members were revealed: 
neither staff nor students were exactly covered with glory but as dissidents were 
dealt with pretty harshly38. All of this demonstrates my own personal axiom that 
while education lays a veneer over our emotions, it is disturbingly thin. 

Those skirmishes are, mostly, Protestant contra Catholic, but they also have 
more than a whiff of Tory vs Labor and “Enlightenment” vs “artisanal”. Even – as 
the case of medicine regrettably shows – humanistic contra technological. That 
sciences vs humanities schism was there from the very birth of Sydney University 
and, plainly, still had force in 1945 when planning was under way for UNSW. 
In 1847, the “Select Committee on the Sydney College” (1849/64) – later to become 
the University of Sydney – reported to the Legislative Council of NSW (with an 
appropriate Bill). That report included this clause:

“The first professor should be in Classics and Mathematics at £800 a year (this 
appointment to be the Principal of the University); Chemistry at £400 a year; 
Natural History, including the Animal, Vegetable and Mineral Kingdoms, 
at £400 a year; Experimental Philosophy and Civil Engineering; Anatomy, 
Physiology and Medicine, at £300 a year.”39

For some reason, which is left unstated in its Minutes, the foundation Senate (with its 
clerical membership) chose to ignore this advice and resolved to appoint only three 
foundation Chairs – in Classics (Woolley), Mathematics (Pell) and Chemistry and 
Experimental Physics (Smith). We can only speculate on their reasons. Were they 
concerned that six foundation Chairs would be too expensive (especially because the 

37 Hogan, MC, The Sectarian Strand: Religion in Australian history (Penguin Books, 
1987), 215–216.

38 See, for example, Horne & Sherington. op. cit., 30–32; and Allen, J: ‘Vere Gordon 
Childe’ in Australian Dictionary of Biography, (volume 7, 1979, Melbourne University 
Press), 636–637. 

39 ‘New South Wales Legislative Council 1824–1856 The Select Committees’: compiled 
by R F Doust.
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rejected three would have required, in addition to salaries, expensive laboratories 
and technical staff to run them)? Or was it, rather, because the original Senators 
were frightened of recent developments in science, especially biology? After all, the 
publication of Darwin’s On the origin of species was not far off and those ideas were 
already in circulation. Were the religious leaders, therefore, especially concerned 
by the notion of evolution? In any case, these are not the decisions of the Senate of 
a truly “secular” university.

I might note that, in this respect, there is a possibly relevant comment in the 
entry on Johann (Gerard) Krefft, Curator of the Australian Museum (in Sydney), 
in the Australian Dictionary of Biography: “Krefft was one of the few Australian 
scientists to accept Darwin’s theory of evolution and disseminate his ideas in the 
1860s”.40 Krefft was at loggerheads with some of the powerful people in the small 
Sydney “Society” of that time, and it is possible that such intellectual animosities 
had spilled over into the decision-making of the first Senate. It should also be 
conceded that Polding (perhaps reflecting the Vatican attitudes of those times) was 
part of that anti-scientific faction.

At any event, the intellectual loss for the University and for Australian science 
and education was profound. For example: TH Huxley was very interested in 
that recommended Chair of Natural History41 and his presence would have been 
enormously influential on both science and education in the young colony (not to 
mention the question of how “Darwinism” might have been held back in Britain had 
he not been there to proselytise on its behalf).

A truly secular university would certainly have appointed Huxley to that 
foundation Chair. But it did not.

The first nail in that secular academic coffin was, as I have detailed, Wentworth’s 
Parliamentary compromise. The second was the abandonment of those scientific 
Chairs with the attendant – immeasurably important – loss of Huxley. The third was 
the appointment of an Anglican clergyman, Dr John Woolley, to be its Foundation 
Principal. Those three things meant that – the provisions of the Bourke-Plunkett 
Church Act of 1836 notwithstanding – the nascent University inevitably became a 
sectarian institution. 

It is more plausibly the changing times (with their essentially secular values) 
and certainly not the preferences of the generations of power-wielders of that first 
40	 Whitley,	GP	&	Rutledge,	M:	‘Johann	Ludwig	Gerard	Krefft’	in	Australian Dictionary of 

Biography, (volume 5, Melbourne University Press, 1974), 42–44.
41 Mozley, A: ‘Thomas Henry Huxley’ in Australian Dictionary of Biography volume 1 

(Melbourne University Press, 1966), 577–578.
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Australian university which have diluted the sectarian nature of Sydney University. 
At this very time of COVID, we may be witnessing a change of eras not only within 
society at large but, specifically, in that university, and, with it, a change of values 
(not to mention the ominous loss of the revenues which are brought by students 
from overseas, with their diverse religious backgrounds). This involves more than 
simply a change of the scenery in which our academic drama is performed. It is also 
a reflection of the flight from religious adherence in the Australian community, 
itself, from which so many of our students still come. 

The recent appointment of Mark Scott as Vice-Chancellor has drawn some 
adverse comment from a number of academics. He is a manager, they insist, and 
not an academic or a scholar. Perhaps that is true; but modern universities have 
become corporations – and ruthless mercantile entities at that. Perhaps, Sydney 
really does need a manager. That, of itself, would represent a change of values. But 
there is more. His predecessor as V-C was an Anglican clergyman, Dr Michael 
Spence. If, therefore, the university is moving into a new era, then we might note 
that the passing era, which began with a Church of England parson at the helm, 
ended in the same way. And it may be that – like that wider society which it and its 
graduates purport to serve – the University is in the process of transformation into 
a truly secular community.

A fortiori, it may prove that, with the influx of students from Asia (which will 
also reinforce those changes in the wider Australian society), we might come to 
realise that we have entered upon a new academic era, in which the University of 
Sydney is back on the trajectory which WC Wentworth intended for it in 1849.
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Answering the call: Sydney’s doctors of Irish Catholic 
descent in the Great War

Paul Lancaster*

Background
In defining history, I endorse the definition used by Barbara Tuchman (1912–1989). 
It ‘is the means by which society understands its past’. Her ‘skill at writing histories 
of men at war and on the brink of war won her two Pulitzer Prizes’. Her books were 
The Guns of August, a study of the background and beginning of World War I, and 
The Proud Tower: A Portrait of the World Before the War, 1890–1914. 

Jeff Kildea is a Sydney barrister, Honorary Professor in Irish Studies at the 
University of New South Wales, and Keith Cameron Professor of Australian 
History, at University College, in Dublin. His book, Anzacs and Ireland, published 
in 2007 describes Irish–born Australians who served with the Australian Infantry 
Forces (AIF) in the First World War. In reviewing this book, Tom Keneally wrote: 
‘… splendid and supremely useful, as well as a consistently interesting record of an 
aspect of the Great War, and of unexpected Irish–Australian connections. Without 
it we would be much the poorer.’ 

Specifically, my research here relates to the doctors of Irish Catholic descent 
among just over 500 doctors who graduated from Sydney Medical School and then 

served in the Great War. 
This work evolved from 
biographical research on the 
life of Sir Norman McAlister 
Gregg (1892–1966). He was 
educated at Homebush and 
Sydney Grammar Schools 
and was not a Catholic. 
He graduated with first–
class honours from Sydney 
Medical School in 1915. As a 
practising ophthalmologist, 
he later gained international 

* Paul Lancaster AM is a graduate of Sydney Medical School and has been researching 
for more than a decade the doctors and students from there who served in the Great 
War. This paper was given at a meeting of the Australian Catholic Historical Society on 
18 April 2021.
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fame for his sentinel article in 1941 showing that babies born to mothers who had 
rubella (German measles) in the early months of pregnancy had a high risk of 
cataracts and other birth defects.

Like one in five of his fellow medical graduates, Gregg served with the Royal 
Army Medical Corps rather than with the AIF. He was awarded the Military 
Cross: ‘For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty during a raid. He untiringly 
attended to the wounded under heavy enemy fire until the last man was cleared, and 
showed great coolness and devotion to duty.…’: https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/
gregg–sir–norman–mcalister–10362

Sources
We are fortunate that numerous records relating to men and women who served in 
the Great War have now been digitised. Those from the Australian War Memorial 
include biographical databases, the Roll of Honour, and Honours and Awards. The 
National Archives of Australia provide comprehensive digitised records for the 
war service of individuals. These are supplemented by birth, death and marriage 
records for each state.

Trove, the National Library’s digitised newspapers, provides invaluable 
information not only about individual doctors but often about members of their 
extended families as well. These newspapers include the Freeman’s Journal and 
the Catholic Weekly, especially useful for any research on Catholic doctors and 
their families.

In 1939, the ‘Book of Remembrance of the University of Sydney in the Great 
War’, was published, and then digitised more recently in an online University 
project entitled Beyond 1914. The book was compiled by the University’s honorary 
archivists, George E Hall and Arthur Cousins. After their return from war service, 
the doctors, or families of those who lost their lives, were requested to complete a 
War Service Record. This contained: their full name; degrees, rank and military 
awards; citations for military awards; a summary of their war service; schools for 
primary and secondary education (not always completely recorded); any College 
residence in student days – usually St John’s; and brief details of where they 
practised after their war service. 

In the online project, Beyond 1914, additional material was appended to the 
initial record. This included a photograph of the doctor taken soon after graduation 
and held by the State Archives of New South Wales; occasionally other photos of 
the doctors in military uniforms obtained from other sources; and extracts from 
diaries or letters to family members while on service.
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For doctors, these war records were amplified by more extensive material in 
medical directories, obituaries in medical journals and newspapers, the University 
archives and calendars, and the New South Wales and National Libraries. Sometimes 
my own contacts have proved fruitful. Through the Ancestry website, I have made 
searches for more than eighty percent of the five hundred or so doctors and their 
families, a herculean task! 

The University of Sydney in the Great War
More than 2,000 graduates, academics, general staff and students served outside 
Australia in the Great War. About one–third (c. 660) were medical graduates, 
medical academics or medical students, and even some medical students–to–be. 
The doctors and students served at Gallipoli, in Egypt, France, Belgium, Serbia, 
Salonika, Mesopotamia, India, Malta, New Guinea, and in the Pacific region, 
notably Samoa. Those doctors who served with the British Expeditionary Forces 
(BEF) in France and Belgium, rather than with the Australian forces (AIF), do not 
have records available through the Australian War Memorial.

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society

The Sydney University Regiment forming a guard of honour for the visit of the Duke of 
York (later George VI) to the university in 1927. Wikipedia public domain



113

The first medical students at the University of Sydney began their studies in 1883 
and the first graduates were in 1888. There were 516 medical graduates, including 
8 women, who served in the Great War. There were 145 medical students and they 
graduated mainly in the early 1920s, but a few were as late as in the 1930s. It should 
be noted that, as for the regular forces, they had volunteered for war service. They 
were not conscripted. 

An article in the sporting newspaper, Referee, in January 1916, gave rounded 
figures for old boys from the Great Public Schools who had volunteered for service, 
plus the current number of students being educated at each school. By then, St 
Joseph’s College had 210 volunteer old boys and 300 current students while St 
Ignatius’ College had 175 old boys and 130 current students. There were fewer 
students from other Catholic schools.

The majority of medical officers were recent graduates and single. Among just 
over 500 doctors, 103 had graduated in the years 1910–1913, and 272 in 1914–1918. 
About one in fourteen doctors and one in seven medical students were killed or 
died from war–related wounds, illnesses, or occasionally accidents. The 37 who lost 
their lives due to war service are commemorated with others on a memorial at the 
entrance to the University’s Quadrangle.

For the Catholic doctors, excellent camaraderie was often achieved through 
their education at Catholic schools, and then the five or sometimes more years of 
their medical course. It may also have included residence at St John’s College and, 
after graduation, working at St Vincent’s or Lewisham Hospitals in Sydney. 

As previously noted, the starting–point for this research was the University of 
Sydney’s Book of Remembrance, and from other sources for individual doctors. 
Those of Irish–Catholic descent were ascertained from multiple sources, but these 
records are certainly incomplete. From them, I have selected seven mini–biographies 
to show their parentage, ancestry, school, University awards, and careers after 
their war service. In tracing their ancestry, records were more complete for their 
patrilineal descent. No families were contacted to amplify these records. In the 
Appendix, I have provided a list of doctors from Catholic schools who served in the 
Great War. They are not necessarily of Irish descent. The war records for individual 
doctors and medical students can be found online: https://heuristplus.sydney.edu.
au/heurist/?db=ExpertNation&ll=Beyond1914

Patrick Joseph Francis O’Shea (1892–1952)
O’Shea’s father, Daniel, and his mother, Margaret, née O’Leary, were both Irish–
born. Daniel arrived in NSW in the mid–1880s. He was a publican who owned 
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hotels at various times in Quirindi, Granville, Pyrmont, Burwood, and the Sir 
John Young Hotel in George Street, Sydney. Patrick was born in Ultimo, the 
fourth child in the family. He was educated at St Joseph’s College. At University, 
he was Honorary Secretary of the Undergraduates’ Association. After graduating 
MB, ChM in 1916, he was Resident Medical Officer at Sydney Hospital and was 
appointed Senior Resident Surgeon at St Vincent’s 
Hospital after demobilisation.

Enlisting in September 1916, O’Shea was appointed 
Captain in the Australian Army Medical Corps. He 
had a distinguished war service. In the University’s 
digitised Book of Remembrance, the Roll of Service 
for O’Shea, based on his hand–written War Service 
Record, was summarised literally as follows: 
‘O’SHEA, PATRICK JOSEPH FRANCIS. D.S.O., M.C. and 
Bar, M.B., Ch.M.; Captain, A.A.M.C., A.I.F., France. 

Enlisting 6th September 1916, and sailing 11th 
November, was Acting R.M.O. 2nd Training Battn. in 
England from 24th February, 1917. Crossing to France 
4th April, joined 2nd Australian Field Ambulance, 
being in charge of bearers at Polygon Wood 20th September and R.M.O. 8th Battn. 
from 29th at Passchendaele, where slightly wounded 28th October, and Westhoek 
Wood. Becoming R.M.O. 1st Battn. 30th December, was wounded in Messines 
sector 18th February, 1918, and gassed 14th March, when evacuated to Brook War 
Hospital, England. Returning to France in June, was R.M.O. 8th Battn. from 21st, 
serving till demobilisation. Awarded D.S.O.* for work at St. Denis and St. Martha’s 
Wood, near Chuignes, 28th August, 1918, and M.C. and Bar for work at Broodseinde 
Ridge in October, 1917, and Mentioned in Despatches.’ 

In 1920, O’Shea decided to go into private practice in suburban Burwood. 
However, he spent most of the next eight years convalescing in a tuberculosis 
sanatorium at Leura in the Blue Mountains. His experiences while convalescing 
led to an interest in psychiatric problems. He also developed a common form of war 
neurosis resulting in speech loss for six months. In 1928 he applied for a position 
in the NSW Department of Mental Hospitals and was appointed as medical officer 
at Bloomfield Hospital, Orange; in 1932 he became senior medical officer there. 
Later on, in 1936 he was appointed as deputy medical superintendent at Gladesville 
Mental Hospital in Sydney. In June 1944 O’Shea’s first wife died. The next year he 
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resigned his post at Gladesville to go into private psychiatric practice in Macquarie 
Street, Sydney. He was often called to provide expert testimony in criminal trials.

‘Patrick O’Shea was a short, stocky man with thick grey hair, a round cheery 
face and glasses. His favourite interests were golf, cricket and Rugby League 
football.’ His war experiences, however, were never far from his thoughts. At his 
sixtieth birthday party he stated how fortunate he was as most of his AIF friends 
had failed to reach that age. Six months later he contracted tubercular meningitis 
and died in Concord Repatriation Hospital.

His entry in the Australian Dictionary of Biography was written by the 
historian, and later a senior administrator – most recently as Vice–Chancellor, at 
the University of Sydney, Stephen Garton: https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/oshea–
patrick–joseph–francis–7930

Roger Forrest Hughes (1890–1916)
Hughes’ paternal grandfather, John Francis Hughes 
(1825–1885), was born at Drumshanbro, County 
Leitrim, and migrated to Sydney in the 1840s. Roger’s 
father was Sir Thomas Hughes MLC (1863–1930), 
solicitor and politician. He was the first Lord Mayor 
of Sydney (1902), and was re–elected several times 
in the first decade of the 1900s. He was critical of Dr 
Mannix’s anti–conscription attitude.

Roger Hughes was educated at St Ignatius’ 
College. He then completed his BA in 1911, gaining 
the University Medal in Latin and Greek before 
graduating from Sydney Medical School in 1915. 
He was prominent in cultural activities and sports 
at school and University. ‘He immersed himself 
in undergraduate life in the Debating Society, the 
Dramatic Society and as Secretary of the University 
Union. He played hockey for the University, winning 
his Blue in 1912, and played every season for the 
Cricket Club as a batsman from 1908 until 1913.’

While working as a Resident Medical Officer at St Vincent’s Hospital, Hughes 
‘became an established favourite with the Sisters of Mercy and many patients.’

He enlisted in March 1916 as a Captain in the Australian Army Medical 
Corps. He was killed while on duty dressing the wounds of a soldier who also 
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died in December 1916. ‘The gallant end of a brilliant career. Another Riverview 
hero’ (Freeman’s Journal, 21 December, 1916). He was buried at Heilly Station 
Cemetery, Méricourt–l’Abbé, France, and is commemorated as a member of the 
Catholic Soldiers’Association in the Chapel of St George and the English Martyrs, 
Westminster Cathedral, London.

In To give and not to count the cost (2009), authored by James Rodgers, a former 
student, teacher, and Director of Students at St Ignatius’ College, he quotes from 
Our Alma Mater, 1916: ‘Roger’s career at Riverview, and at the University, was a 
brilliant one. It would have been hard to find a brighter or more winning personality. 
To his College, he was loyal to the heart’s core.’

James Vincent Joseph Duhig (1889–1963)
Duhig was the son of Thaddeus (Edward) Duhig, carpenter, and Ellen Shine, 
both Irish–born. Edward was born in Limerick and migrated to Queensland in 

the mid–1880s. James was educated at Holy Cross 
Convent School, Wooloowin, Eagle Junction State 
School, and St Joseph’s College, Nudgee, Brisbane, a 
‘jewel in the crown of the Christian Brothers’ Schools 
in Queensland’. His uncle was Archbishop Sir James 
Duhig. 

Duhig achieved the distinction of first place in five 
subjects in the 1907 Leaving Certificate, winning the 
Queensland exhibition to the University of Sydney 
as an Arts language student (1908). He switched to 
medicine, was resident at St John’s College, then 
graduated in 1914. He married Kathleen Mary Taylor 
in January 1917.

Enlisting in June 1917, he served as Medical Officer 
in the AIF, mainly in field ambulances and general hospitals; he was demobilised 
with the rank of Major. He then undertook postgraduate studies in pathology at 
King’s College Hospital, London, before commencing pathology practice in 
Wickham Terrace, Brisbane (1920–1963). He established Pathology Laboratories 
at the Mater Hospital and at Brisbane General Hospital. Throughout his career as 
a pathologist, he collected specimens for what became the James Vincent Duhig 
Museum of Pathology, University of Queensland. He was the first Professor of 
Pathology at the University of Queensland (1938–47) and had been a ‘militant 
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campaigner’ for establishing the medical school at the University of Queensland.
Among his many achievements, Duhig founded the Red Cross Blood Bank in 

Queensland. ‘A man of brilliant intellect, he was not restricted by his profession. 
He investigated the venomous fish of Queensland and contributed dissections of 
the stone–fish venom apparatus to the Queensland Museum. He was President of 
the Royal Queensland Art Society for ten years and left much of his personal art 
collection to the University. Co–founder of the Brisbane Repertory Theatre Society, 
he won the Laura Bogue Luffman prize for his one–act play, The Ruling Passion, 
published in 1935.’

 ‘Often controversial but never dull, Duhig was especially noted for his vigorous, 
outspoken opposition to all forms of hypocrisy. A nephew of Brisbane’s Archbishop 
James Duhig, he was brought up as a Catholic but became a president and patron of 
the Queensland Rationalist Society. He took an impish delight in publicly baiting 
his distinguished relative, announcing that religious beliefs frustrated honest 
thinking. He was a vigorous opponent throughout his life of book censorship and 
was president of the Book Censorship Abolition League of Queensland in 1935.’

‘Small, slight but furiously energetic, Duhig allied himself during the Depression 
with radical causes and led deputations demanding help for the unemployed.

Because of these activities, the fact that he had visited Russia, and his medical 
aid to Russia’s campaign in World War II, he was branded as a fellow–traveller by 
many. They failed to realise that he could never have espoused communism because 
he was always a champion of free speech and free thought.’: https://adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/duhig–james–vincent–6035

Robert Joseph Taylor (1890–1952)
Taylor’s grandfather, Robert John Taylor (1834–1898) 
was born in Downpatrick, Down, Northern Ireland, 
and arrived in Sydney prior to 1860. His grandmother, 
Bridget Gibney (1834–1893), was born in Saggart, near 
Dublin. His father, John Michael Taylor (1861–1933), 
achieved an MA (1891) and LLB (1893) at the University 
of Sydney and worked as a teacher, solicitor and public 
servant. John was a Fellow of the Council of St John’s 
College and was also a director of the City Mutual Life 
Assurance Society Limited.

Robert was educated at Sydney Grammar School, 
then at Sydney Medical School where he graduated in 
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1914. In 1915 he enlisted in the Australian Army Medical Corps, and was later 
Mentioned in Despatches. Subsequently he gained the Fellowship of the Royal 
Australasian College of Physicians (FRACP) and worked as Honorary Assistant 
Physician and Tutor in Medicine at St Vincent’s Hospital and the Royal Alexandra 
Hospital for Children. His sister, Kathleen, in 1917, married another WW1 doctor 
from Queensland, James Vincent Duhig.

Herbert Michael (Paddy) Moran (1885–1945)
Moran’s father, Michael, was born at Tullamore, King’s County/Offaly, Ireland and 
he migrated to Sydney in 1876. He married Annie Quain, an Australian, and they 
had two sons, William and Paddy, and two daughters, Frances and Beatrice, but 
Annie died in 1890. Then in 1894 Michael married Mary Philips. He set up a baking 
business in Camperdown with his brother, William. This became the largest baking 
business in New South Wales. Michael was also a champion bowler.

Paddy was educated initially at Darlington Public 
School and subsequently at St Aloysius’ and St 
Joseph’s Colleges. ‘I was interested in sport but already 
at seventeen had become an onlooker. Then a man 
who used to come to our house and sing sentimental 
songs in a poor but manly voice chided me one Friday 
evening on my slackness. I was a miserable, stooped, 
poring, introspective sort of fellow in my third year at 
the University’.  

Moran graduated from Sydney Medical School in 
1907 and later went on to gain his surgical qualifications, 
FRCS from Edinburgh and his Australian Fellowship 

(FRACS). He played rugby for Newcastle and for the University of Sydney and was 
described by a fellow–player as the  ‘…fastest man for 30 yards he had ever seen’. 
He was appointed captain of the first Wallabies that played in the United Kingdom 
in 1908–09.

In London in April 1915, he enlisted in the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC), 
but early in his service he was sick in a Malta Hospital for five weeks. He then 
went on to serve as a Surgeon Specialist with the 23rd Stationary Hospital, Indian 
Expeditionary Force, in 1916. He returned ill to Australia in July 1916. He enlisted 
again with the RAMC in 1939. He had been given the rank of Lieutenant–Colonel 
and was President of Military Boards at Colchester Military Hospital.

Back in Sydney, he worked in a general practice in Balmain and had honorary 
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specialist appointments as a surgeon at St Vincent’s Hospital, and as a radium 
consultant at Royal Prince Alfred, Royal North Shore, Lewisham, and Prince 
Henry Hospitals. He was a member of the Medical Board of NSW and a member of 
the editorial committee of the Cancer Journal of the University of Sydney. 

Paddy Moran retired from his practice, left his wife and moved to Italy in 
the mid–1930s. He visited the Italian army in Abyssinia and later was appointed 
commendatore of the Order of the Crown of Italy. 

In 1936 he published Letters from Rome: An Australian’s View of the Italo–
Abyssinian Question. He had several meetings with Mussolini as a self–appointed 
appeaser. Mussolini initially impressed Moran who later changed his opinion. 
Moran was widely regarded by his contemporaries as being pro–fascist.

Paddy Moran was a prolific writer. He wrote three semi–autobiographical 
books – Viewless Winds, In My Fashion, and Beyond the Hill lies China – as well 
as numerous articles on cancer and its treatment. Ironically, he died in England 
from malignant melanoma in 1945. In Moran’s obituary in the Medical Journal of 
Australia, Dr Edmund Molesworth wrote: ‘….he was one of the most remarkable 
and learned members of the medical profession in Australia throughout its history. 
He was not only learned in medicine, but in the literature of three languages, 
English, French and Italian’: https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/moran–herbert–
michael–7647
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Arthur Cecil Moran (1895–1972)
Arthur was the son of Michael and Mary and half–
brother of Paddy Moran. He was educated at St 
Ignatius’ College and then graduated from Sydney 
Medical School in 1917. In January 1918 he enlisted 
as a Captain in the AIF and served in France. After 
the war he had a medical practice in Wagga Wagga 
where he was also the Government Medical Officer. 
He eventually retired to Mosman.

Bryan Aloysius Veech (1891–1921)
Veech’s grandfather, Bryan (1793–1863), was born 
in Meath and married Bridget Dempsey in Mayo in 
1828. They arrived in rural Wellington in the 1840s. 
The younger Bryan’s parents were Bernard (1849–
1929) and Mary.

Veech was born at Mountain View, 
Wellington. He was educated as a boarder from 
1906 to 1911 at St Ignatius’ College where he 
excelled academically and at sport. He was dux, 
captain of rowing for three years, stroked the 
eight–oar crew, was captain of the 1st XV and 
played in the team for four seasons. He was a 
prefect of Our Lady’s Sodality and Secretary 
of St Vincent de Paul Society. There is a Veech 
window in the Dalton Chapel donated by his 
older brother Dr Michael Veech.

As a medical student, he was a resident of 
St John’s College, graduating from Sydney 
Medical School in 1916. He did his residency 
at St Vincent’s Hospital and then worked as 
an assistant to the renowned surgeon, Sir Alexander MacCormick, at Randwick 
Military Hospital. He enlisted as a Captain in the Australian Army Medical Corps 
and served in England and France before he was gassed in November 1918. On his 
return, he bought a practice in Canowindra, but he died in July 1921 after an illness 
of four months.
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He was remembered with great affection. ‘Whether in home life as a child, a 
school boy at Riverview, a university student, soldier or doctor, everyone without 
exception he came in contact with, liked and admired him for his manner and 
disposition, honest, sincere and bright.’

In the Wellington Times of June 3 2015, there was an article about the Veech 
family with a portrait of Bryan Veech that had been found in the archives of St 
Vincent’s Hospital. Members of the Veech family are still working at the hospital 
today. His extended family includes Dr Greg McLean and his daughter, Dr Allison 
McLean.

Arthur Vincent Meehan 
(1890–1955)
Meehan was born in 
Sydney in 1890 of an 
Irish–Australian Catholic 
family. He attended 
Christian Brothers’ High 
School, Lewisham, and 
Marist Brothers’ High 
School, Darlinghurst. 
After two years’ residency 
at Sydney Hospital, 
he enlisted in March, 
1916, in the Australian 
Army Medical Corps and 
joined the 9th Australian 
Field Ambulance where 
he was put in charge of an advanced dressing station. He was severely wounded 
in October, 1917, at Passchendaele, and invalided to Wandsworth Hospital in 
England. On recovery he served at No. 2 Australian Auxiliary Hospital, Southall, 
until demobilisation. He was promoted Major in April, 1917 and Mentioned in the 
Despatches of Sir Douglas Haig, Commander of the British Empire Forces. The 
certificate was signed by Winston Churchill, then Secretary of State for War.

Although he had been badly wounded, losing his leg below the knee, the war 
gave him the opportunity to do postgraduate study in orthopaedic surgery at 
the University of Edinburgh, which became the basis of a successful career in 
Brisbane. He was Honorary Orthopaedic Surgeon and later Chairman of the Board 
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at the Mater Children’s Hospital and Honorary Consulting Orthopaedic Surgeon, 
Hospital for Sick Children.

In 1920 the Prince of Wales, the future King Edward VIII, toured Australia on 
a thank you and goodwill visit. Dr Robert Gascoigne, Emeritus Professor, School 
of Theology, Australian Catholic University, attended my presentation at the 
Australian Catholic Historical Society in April 2021. He has generously provided 
me with information and photos of Dr Arthur Meehan, his maternal grandfather, 
including one of him in the uniform of a part–time Lieutenant–Colonel, together 
with the Prince, escorting him outside a hospital tent near Brisbane.

In the 1920s Meehan travelled from Australia to the Mayo Clinic to study 
the latest techniques. He also did a good deal of pro bono work for children with 
poliomyelitis, including Australian Aboriginal children. He and his wife, Marion, 
had six children; one of them was Robert Gascoigne’s mother.

Tragically, together with two other medical specialists in the same consulting 
rooms, Meehan was murdered by a deranged patient in 1955, at the age of 65. 
Archbishop Duhig of Brisbane presided at his funeral, and nurses of the hospitals 
where he served formed a guard of honour.   

Conclusions
This essay has given some mini–biographies and details of the Irish ancestry, school 
education, graduation from the nascent Sydney Medical School, and the later war 
service and medical careers of a selected group of doctors who served in the Great 
War. Among them were some highly talented doctors who often excelled in their 
school years and at the University of Sydney.

Their fathers were mainly first or second generation in Australia but the doctors 
were not Irish–born.

Most future Catholic doctors were educated at Catholic high schools, but not all 
of them.

St Ignatius’ and St Joseph’s Colleges were well represented among those from 
GPS schools who volunteered to serve in the Great War.

It seems likely that some future medical leaders were moulded by their 
experience in the Great War, making an immense contribution to medicine after 
their war service. Many achieved significant prominence in their clinical practice 
and the medical specialties.
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Acknowledgements: Photographs of doctors who served in the Great War can be 
found in the online Beyond 1914: https://heuristplus.sydney.edu.au/heurist/?db=Ex
pertNation&ll=Beyond1914

Appendix 
This list of doctors who served in the Great War by their Catholic schools may 
include doctors who were educated at more than one school. They are not necessarily 
of Irish descent and the information about them may be incomplete.
St Joseph’s College: Joseph David Buchanan (1880–1915); Michael Joseph Gallagher 

(1890–1972); John Patrick Daunt Leahy (1865–1935); Francis Victor McAdam 
(1888–1934); Ernest Moore McCaffrey (1890–1955); Herbert Michael Moran 
(1885–1945); William Thomas Joseph Newton (1873–1928); Sydney Michael 
O’Riordan (1891–1944); Patrick Joseph Francis O’Shea (1892–1952); Michael 
Oswald Stormon (1895–1964).

St Ignatius’ College: Leo Bamber (1889–1964); Norbert Henry Bridge (1875–1960); 
Reginald Harold Bridge (1888–1944); Austin Sydney Curtin (1882–1946); 
Reginald A Fitz–Herbert (1888–1949); Robert Augustin Gardner (1891–1963); 
Denis Joseph Glissan (1889–1958); Roger Forrest Hughes (1890–1916); 
Joseph Patrick Kenny (1887–1951); Francis Justin McCarthy (–1959); Randal 
Vivian McDonnell (1887–1976); Stanley Augustine McDonnell (1893–1970); 
Archibald McKillop (1883–1951); Arthur Cecil Moran (1895–1972); Robert 
Joseph Murphy (1894–1968); Clive Frederick Robinson (1894–1985); Bryan 
Aloysius Veech (1891–1921)

St Aloysius’ College: Cecil Gordon Allen (1891–1961); Robert Augustin Gardner 
(1891–1963); Herbert Michael Moran (1885–1965)  

Christian Brothers’ College, Perth: John Edward Ferdinand Deakin (1885–1966); 
James Francis Fahy (1886–1973); Raymond James Haynes (1892– ); John 
Kenny (1889–1931); Joseph Patrick Kenny (1887–1951); Gordon Bradley Lowe 
(1890–1956)

Marist Brothers’ High School, Darlinghurst: Arthur Vincent Meehan (1890–1955) 
St Stanislaus’ College, Bathurst: Austin Sydney Curtin (1882–1946); Michael 

Joseph Gallagher (1890–1972); Hubert Richard Joseph Harris (1888–1968); 
Herbert Odillo Maher (1893–1949); Peter James Benjamin Murphy (1889–1941)

Newcastle Collegiate School: Hubert Richard Joseph Harris (1888–1968)
Christian Brothers’ College, Nudgee, Brisbane: James Vincent Joseph Duhig (1889–
1963); Michael Joseph Gallagher (1890–1972); Henry George Leahy (1888–1940)
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The Catholic Clergy – Prisoners of History

John Crothers*

When Jack Carmody first contacted me about giving this talk, it was my book, The 
Clergy Club, that was the catalyst for the conversation. I was a bit unsure whether a 
book on clericalism was an appropriate topic for the Australian Catholic Historical 
Society, but Jack assured me that he takes a broad view of what constitutes history. 
In any case, clericalism has been part of the Church’s history for centuries.

The concept of ‘The Club’
The concept of ‘the clergy club,’ the title of the book, came to me on the day of 
my ordination, back in 1985, at St Mary’s Cathedral. We were up to the sign of 
peace in the Mass, and all the priests were congratulating me on getting ordained. 
There were plenty of hand–shakes, and awkward hugs, but it was one greeting in 
particular that stuck in my mind, when one of the priests put his arm on my shoulder 
and said, ‘Welcome to the club.’ As time went on, I realised more and more that it 
certainly was a club I had joined, a very elite club.

Title of Talk
As you can see from the title of the talk, ‘Catholic Clergy, Prisoners of History,’ I 
have tried to put clericalism into an historical context, not by looking at the history 
of clericalism, which would be another topic in itself, but rather by looking at how 
the Church hierarchy view history, at least Church history. I believe they interpret 
history in a very static and linear way, as something you have to copy, rather 
than something that springboards you into the future. This static view of history 
reinforces the past, including the clericalism of the past.

Exactly the Church we have
That’s why the Church of today looks very much like the Church of the past. In 
fact, the structure of the Church has changed little since the Middle Ages. The 
organisational model is still one of small local parishes with a male celibate priest 
at the head. The sacraments are still celebrated in the same way. In many cases 
even the clothes the clergy wear, like big gold–coloured mitres and long flowing 
vestments, are still basically the same, and make the Church look like yesterday’s 
Church. 

* John Crothers is a priest of the Sydney Archdiocese and author of The Clergy Club 
(Garratt Publishing, 2018). He is also a musician and singer and has posted a number 
of songs on his ‘John Crothers Singer Songwriter’ YouTube channel calling for a more 
inclusive Church. This is a summary of his talk to the ACHS on 16 May 2021.
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Why write the book
You might be wondering why a priest writes a book that is critical of the priesthood. 
Well, it’s because we, the clergy, can do better. We can do a lot better. The idea 
for this book probably started soon after I was ordained. As a young priest I just 
assumed that the clergy would get on well with the laity, that they would support 
the laity and advocate on their behalf. But I soon found out that this wasn’t the case 
in reality. In fact, I saw a disconnection between the clergy and the laity, and from 
what I could see, it came about primarily because of the attitude of the clergy, a 
clerical mind set, a club mentality, as I call it in the book. 

Clerical bubble 
Most clergy live in a clerical bubble. Certainly most bishops do. They have a very 
churchy perspective on the world, and on life generally, which is very different to 
the world view of most other people. And you can see how this clerical mindset 
develops. We clergy are all male. We’re all single. We spend most of our time doing 
priestly things, at least until we retire. For most priests their close friends are other 
priests, so the conversation tends to be about Church. I meet with a group of priests 
every six weeks or so for lunch. Rarely, and I mean rarely, is the conversation about 
anything other than Church. It’s about other clergy, or about the bishop, or about 
what’s happening in the parish, or perhaps reminiscing about seminary days. It’s a 
very closed world, and it’s hard for many clergy to think outside that bubble. 

Removed from the world
Living in a clerical bubble reinforces the notion that the clergy are removed from 
the world. We were always told in the seminary that we were ‘in the world but not 
of the world.’ And it’s a short step from being removed from others, to feeling 
superior to others. In the book I quote Archbishop Timothy Costelloe, from Perth, 
who describes clericalism very accurately. He says clericalism ‘has to do with an 
attitude of superiority or aloofness which conveys the impression that priests are 
better than others, holier than others, somehow or other removed from others… and 
from this attitude flows the expectation that priests should be treated with special 
deference, with a special privilege, with a level of respect that others don’t really 
deserve.’

Reality of clericalism
Clericalism is a reality. Some may argue that people like me go a bit overboard. I 
don’t think so. Pope Francis certainly doesn’t pull any punches when he talks about 
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clericalism and I still hear horror stories about the way priests have treated people 
in their parishes. Just last week I did a wedding in Gerringong for a couple who 
live in Sydney. The couple had booked the church, but they hadn’t done anything 
else. The priest who was going to do the wedding couldn’t do it, and the groom’s 
grandmother, who saw me after Mass one Sunday, asked me if I might be able 
to do the wedding. So I contacted the couple and told them to get in touch with 
their parish priest straight away to start on the paper work because it was less than 
six weeks to the wedding, and there’s a civil form that had to be signed at least a 
month before the wedding. They contacted the parish office twice, but the parish 
priest never got back to them. I finally said, go to a JP and get the civil papers 
signed, and can you come down to Kiama. They made two trips to Kiama, and 
we got everything sorted out, including marriage preparation exercises, and we 
had a lovely wedding last Saturday. They were a beautiful couple. But the priest 
in Sydney should have responded, should have made an effort. But so many of the 
clergy don’t make the effort, don’t go the extra mile, and still they talk about how 
they are at the service of the people.

Decent blokes
And the odd thing is, most priests and bishops are decent blokes, at least the ones I 
know, and I know a lot. I’m not talking about priests who have committed crimes 
against children. But the majority of priests are decent human beings. They have 
gone into the priesthood with the right intention, but they get so caught up in the 
clerical culture, they can’t think any other way. They’ll go out of their way for their 
fellow clergy, but they won’t do it for the laity. I remember saying to one of the 
assistant priests at Penshurst who wasn’t too good at getting back to parishioners 
who rang him, ‘Treat every phone call as if it’s from the archbishop,’ because I 
knew that if he got a message that the archbishop had called him, he would certainly 
ring back promptly. 

Many reasons for clericalism
There are many factors that contribute to clericalism, such as the mystique of the 
priesthood, which is still a reality today. Then there is the theology of ontological 
change, which says that the priest is different in his very being from those who 
aren’t ordained. There are also social factors, like the priest being put on a pedestal, 
which is still very much the case within the Catholic community. There are also 
psychological factors. For example, many of the people who are drawn to the 
priesthood could be described as ‘loners’, who gravitate towards the club, and don’t 
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relate well to people generally. Also, by and large, the sort of people who become 
priests are conservative in nature. And I don’t use that term in any negative way. It 
would be a boring old world if we didn’t have a balance between conservatives and 
progressives, but when the vast majority of priests and bishops are conservative, 
the prevailing view on just about all Church matters is skewed one way, always 
going back, always conserving the past. There’ s no counterbalance to it within the 
hierarchy, as there is in society more generally. 

New translation of the Mass
Perhaps one of the best examples of the bishops’ inclination to stay in the past is the 
new translation of the mass. It’s basically a literal translation of the old Latin texts, 
so it uses the syntax and phraseology of Latin, even though the words are obvious 
in English. That’s why you get such complicated sentence structures, with many 
clauses following one another. I remember one of the assistant priests at Penshurst 
parish saying to me one day, ‘I’ve said that preface four times at each of the masses 
I’ve said this weekend, and I still don’t know what it means.’ 

Washing the feet
The ceremony of the washing of the feet on Holy Thursday has undergone an 
interesting evolution which throws light on Pope Francis’ interpretation of the past. 
The old rule was that you had to wash the feet of twelve men, because Jesus washed 
the feet of his twelve disciples who were all men. But gradually priests started to 
ignore the instruction, and invited women to have their feet washed, until finally 
even Pope Francis washed the feet of people other than men, which gave the okay 
for everyone to do it. But the message that Pope Francis gave was important. The 
liturgy is not just a role play of history. We’re taking the message of the past and 
applying it in a contemporary world. The Holy Thursday message is obviously a 
message of service, not just to men, but to everyone.  

Reasons for static view of history
I just want to look at some of the reasons why I think this attitude of being locked 
into the past, ‘prisoners of history,’ as I call it, is so prevalent in the hierarchy of 
the Catholic Church. Obviously when you have an institution that is so structured 
and hierarchical there is always going to be pressure to keep it as it is. But there are 
some particular reasons why I think the Church is held back by its history, rather 
than being freed by it. 

The first one is that the Church still bases its moral reasoning on natural law. 
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It’s just the way God made things. Everything is black or white. Everything is 
certain. We had a good example of this in the gay marriage debate leading up to 
the plebiscite. The bishops’ position was firm and unchangeable. There was no 
openness to compromise, or even discussion, or to the fact that a lot of things in 
life are problematic. God has given us the answer. Only male and females can have 
children naturally, so only male and females can marry. 

Another reason is the notion that the deposit of faith was completed with the 
death of the last apostle. Nothing can be added to it. We can keep reflecting on it, 
and coming to a greater appreciation of the faith, but we can’t add to it. It’s basically 
saying that God has not revealed anything of himself to us since the second century. 
Personally, I find that hard to believe. but whether it’s true or not, it’s a concept that 
reinforces the idea that knowledge and truth are both found in the past. 

Then there is the hierarchy’s hesitancy to admit to any mistakes from the past. 
Eminent Church leaders such as popes and doctors of the Church always have to be 
shown to be right. Otherwise, it looks like the Holy Spirit is not guiding the Church. 
And the longer it goes on, the more difficult it is to say, ‘Maybe we need to look 
at this again.’ An example in more recent times is Humanae Vitae. Any change in 
the church’s position on contraception would be like saying that Pope Paul VI got 
it wrong.

Another reason is that the priest’s identity is very much tied up with the Church. 
I would argue that most of the clergy don’t see themselves as individual autonomous 
people, at least in the same way that most other people do. I noticed it especially 
when I was coming close to retirement. I retired from full time ministry at sixty–
five, rather than seventy–five, which is the normal age for retirement for clergy. 
And one of the questions that I got constantly asked by fellow priests was, ‘What are 
you going to do when you retire?’ The implication was, ‘If you’re not doing priestly 
things, what else is there?’ I remember a priest friend of mine saying to me when 
he was coming up to retirement, ‘I’m really scared of retirement because I don’t 
know what I will do.’ Obviously when a priest has his identity tied up in the Church, 
he doesn’t want the Church to change. If you change the Church, you change his 
identity, you change who he is, and he doesn’t want that to happen.

Consequences of this static view of history
The hierarchy’s predisposition to conserve the past is a big part of the reason why 
nothing is reviewed in the Church. In general society there is no shame attached 
to saying ‘We’re going to have another look at this in the light of new knowledge 
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and new experience.’ And there’s no shame in saying ‘Let us know if we can do 
things better.’ In fact, we’re probably all a bit tired of every organisation we’ve 
had anything to do with saying ‘Can you do this survey to let us know if we can 
improve?’ Well, you won’t get that from the bishops. They never ask you for advice.

And so, there has been no review of celibacy, for example, even in the light of 
the shortage of priests. In any other institution, if there were no leaders coming 
through, the directors would say ‘We need to do something.’ But for the bishops the 
response is to bring in priests from the developing countries. They’re lovely guys, 
but they bring language problems and cultural problems. It’s just not the answer.

Similarly, there has been no review of women’s ordination, even in the light 
of the gender equality movement around the world, and the shortage of priests in 
the Church. They are locked into the document that John Paul II wrote in 1994, 
forbidding any discussion of the topic, and reviewing the issue would be showing 
disloyalty to a previous pope, and you just can’t do that. 

Dodging blame
Sticking to the structures and processes of the past also allows the hierarchy 
to dodge blame when things are not going well. A good example is the way the 
bishops apportion blame for the decline in the number of people attending church. 
It’s everyone else’s fault except the clergy. I’ve been to probably at least two or 
three clergy conferences a year for the past 35 years and in all that time church 
numbers have been decreasing, but never once has a bishop ever said, ‘Maybe we, 
the clergy, are part of the problem.’ It’s always somebody else’s fault. The school is 
not teaching the proper religion, the parents are not giving good example, society 
is the problem, too much consumerism and individualism. I’m not saying that some 
of those reasons aren’t valid, but to say that the quality of the clergy’s leadership 
has got nothing to do with it is just nonsense. In Pope John Paul’s letter on women’s 
ordination there’s a theme running through it that basically says, our hands are tied, 
we couldn’t allow women’s ordination even if we wanted to. It’s now part of the 
Church’s tradition. It’s like saying, ‘If you want to blame someone, blame God, or 
blame Jesus for being male. We’re just doing what all the other bishops have done 
before us.’ 

Nothing is published when change happens
Admittedly, not a lot changes with regard to Church doctrine and law, but 
occasionally it does. You may be aware that last January Pope Francis changed 
canon law to allow women, for the first time, to be formally instituted as acolytes 
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along with men. But the Australian bishops, well certainly in Sydney, and I would 
suggest in most other dioceses in Australia, are keeping absolutely silent about 
it. There has been no mention of it in the monthly newsletters that go out to the 
priests and it has not been mentioned at a clergy conference. Something that should 
be celebrated and proclaimed, is seen as an embarrassment, simply because the 
bishops have had to change their position.

Is there reason for optimism?
Even after all I’ve said, I still believe there is reason for optimism. Change is in the 
air. And Pope Francis has a lot to do with it. He has busted the myth that bishops 
and cardinals can’t be criticised. I have a small chapter in The Clergy Club devoted 
to Pope Francis’ criticism of the clergy, particularly the Roman clergy, and their 
clericalism. And he doesn’t hold back. 

Also, pressure from society will force the hierarchy to change. Here in Australia 
the Royal Commission has certainly forced the bishops to change the way they 
do things. There is far more openness to things like clergy oversight and clergy 
appraisals, something that would never have been contemplated by the bishops 
twenty years ago. I don’t know whether I will live to see more fundamental change, 
but I take heart that I, and everyone else who is working for reform in the Catholic 
Church, is part of a movement that’s growing, that will eventually not only bring 
about substantial change in the Church, but also enable the bishops to see themselves, 
not as prisoners of history, but as leaders who can engage with the modern world, 
who are not afraid to say ‘We can do things better today than we could in the past,’ 
and move forward confidently, trusting in the Holy Spirit, and in the good will and 
competence of the Catholic laity.
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The Bread is Rising: Australian Catholic Women

Edmund Campion*

It is now nearly sixty years since I attended a university Catholic conference at 
the University of Sydney at Sancta Sophia College where in his opening address, 
Dr Eris O’Brien, already a notable figure in Australian historiography and later 
the Archbishop of Canberra-Goulburn, paid particular attention to an elfin figure 
sitting in the front row. It was Rosemary Goldie. Dr O’Brien told us about her recent 
book on the French poet Charles Péguy: Vers un héroïsme integral, dans la lignée 
de Péguy. In particular he dwelt on the story of how the book had come to be 
published in the prestigious collection Cahiers de l’Amitié Charles Péguy, edited 
by the then dominant Péguy specialist, Albert Beguin. In the history of Australian 
scholarship this remains a satisfying, if unregarded, episode. Let me begin by 
retelling the story.

Rosemary Goldie was the daughter of Dulcie Deamer, ‘the Queen of Bohemia’ 
in Sydney’s interwar years. Tiring of an alcoholic husband and family life which 
had given her six children, Deamer parked the children with her mother and 
immersed herself in the edgy life of literary and artistic circles. Grandmother 
Deamer sent Rosemary to Our Lady of Mercy College Parramatta, from where she 
passed easily to the University of Sydney, graduating, in l936, with the University 
Medal and honours in French and English. A French government scholarship then 
took her to the Sorbonne in Paris, where (incidentally) she became friends with 
Nancy Taggart, who would later become Sir John Kerr’s second wife. There too she 
encountered cutting-edge French Catholicism, now recovering its cultural nerve 
after the depredations of state secularism, with writers like Jacques Maritain, Paul 
Claudel, Leon Bloy, Charles Péguy.

Back in Australia during the Second World War, she re-enrolled at the University 
of Sydney in pursuit of an MA (which of course she achieved). At the university a 
fellow student, Catherine Mullane, introduced her to a new movement from Holland, 
The Grail. Stressing the part Catholic women could play in Australian history and 
without waiting for the clergy to tell them what to do, The Grail formed self-reliant 
women who set their own agendas. So Rosemary joined The Grail fulltime, putting 
together national formation programmes and initiating university groups while 
continuing her studies.

* Edmund Campion is a Sydney priest who taught church history at the Catholic Institute 
of	Sydney.	This	is	the	first	Rosemary	Goldie	Memorial	Lecture,	given	at	Australian	
Catholic University, 3 November 2010
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Then, with war coming to an end, she won another scholarship and returned 
to the Sorbonne, this time hoping to achieve a doctorate. Her special interest was 
Charles Péguy, a poet who had died in the first World War and who remained an 
inspirational figure in the French Catholic revival (as Raissa Maritain’s luminous 
book We Have Been Friends Together makes clear). Circumstances, however, 
abbreviated Rosemary’s research. At which point Eris O’Brien took up her story, 
all those years ago.

He told us how she had taken the core of her thesis, an exploration of Péguy’s 
thinking, to Albert Beguin and how Beguin had published it. Eris didn’t stop there; 
he told us also that Beguin had written the back story of the book in an honest 
preface to it. When Rosemary had brought him the manuscript to read, he admitted, 
he put off doing so. Her topic was ambitious and a booby-trap for foreigners, he 
wrote: what could she contribute? So he laid her manuscript aside. Eventually, 
however, he read it…and was astonished. She proved to be in touch, he wrote, with 
French ‘spiritual geography’; the gaucheries one expected to find in foreigners 
writing about France were quite absent: ‘A young Australian woman speaks about 
our poets as if they were her own’. So Beguin admitted her to L’Amitié Charles 
Péguy.

The publication of her book was indeed, as I’ve said, a satisfying episode in the 
history of Australian scholarship. It marked, however, her withdrawal from academic 
work; for by the time it was published she had become an official of international 
Catholic lay movements. So when the second Vatican Council convened, in 1962, 
she was already well known; and when women were admitted to the Council’s 
observers’ gallery Rosemary was in the first small group appointed. Next, Pope 
Paul VI established a laity department in the Curia and made her its under-secretary. 
As you doubtless know, this was the highest office a woman had ever held in the 
Vatican’s bureaucracy. In that very clerical world she spoke as always with a lay 
voice; and her line of country, the possibilities of being a lay Catholic in today’s 
world, remained the same. I say ‘possibilities’ (in the plural) because her style was 
not to impose a headquarters line, like a Politburo bureaucrat, but to encourage 
variety in world Catholicism: she was a church leader who did not think that one 
size should fit all. She listened, observed, connected, inspired and encouraged the 
burgeoning lay movements to find their own way of being Catholic. Indeed, lest 
one movement might appear to claim more of her attention than any other, she now 
resigned from The Grail (although she continued to think of herself as a member of 
the wider family of The Grail). In the history of the church, the twentieth century 
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is coming to be seen as the Century of the Laity. Rosemary Goldie’s work in her 
Vatican department was a significant contribution to this development. She was a 
great encourager. When she died, earlier this year, at the Little Sisters of the Poor 
Home in Randwick (where her mother had also died, in l972), her obituarist said, 
‘She made a difference’.

Clericalism is a resistant virus in Vatican culture. After ten years as under-
secretary of the laity department, she was informed that her position was to be 
given to a priest, while she would be parachuted into a professorship at the 
Pontifical Lateran University. Protests were in vain, so she returned to academic 
life. Then, when she retired, she decided to write a book about it all: From a 
Roman Window. This is a necessary book for knowing about the church because 
it tracks how seminal Vatican II thinking became realities. An insider of some of 
the most creative decades of church history, she was her own archive: she had been 
at the conferences where the theology was developed; she knew every one of the 
principal actors; and she had read, and in part written, the documents. From a 
Roman Window is not an autobiography but it is nevertheless a very personal book, 
ironic and understated. The narrator’s voice is low yet it is unmistakably the voice 
of Rosemary Goldie, an acute observer of clerical psychologies, not least in the 
Vatican. Her formation in The Grail meant that she was always aware of the part 
women could play in the story; so when blokey attitudes and neanderthal thinking 
blocked women’s contribution, her disappointment was manifest. This is the woman 
we celebrate tonight. 

On her visit to Sydney nearly sixty years ago, Rosemary gave a talk at the 
Central Catholic Library at Cusa House in Elizabeth Street. By then The Grail had 
taken over the old Southern Cross Library, transforming it into a dynamic centre of 
Catholic culture and a locale for vanguard church thinking: so the library was an 
apt venue for this Vatican official whose remit was to encourage lay participation in 
the life of the church. Everything The Grail did – formation courses, youth groups, 
university colleges, adult education, libraries – came back to this: lay women and 
men were the church, their lives should make this a reality.

In the history of the church, I have already said, the twentieth century is the 
Century of the Laity. Its earliest symbol, for the pre-Vatican II decades, could be a 
mass rally or a religious procession such as the annual Corpus Christi procession 
in the grounds of the Manly seminary: organized, controlled and directed by the 
clergy, these attracted lay people in their thousands, lay people who drew religious 
sustenance from such public displays. Corpus Christi processions were telling 
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evidence of peoples’ vivid belief in the presence of Christ in the Eucharist and 
their warm devotion to his person. A second symbol of the laity in the twentieth 
century, this time in the second half of the century, the Vatican II decades, would 
be a small group of lay persons. Such groups existed before Vatican II of course – 
Young Christian Workers, the National Catholic Girls Movement, the university 
apostolates, for instance – which were harbingers of the Vatican II church, groups 
where major themes of the Council’s teaching were pre-figured and road-tested. 
When conciliar thinking impacted on a church or parish, small groups moved to the 
centre of the story; and this became the era of small group Catholicism.

The Family Apostolate, which was sponsored by The Grail in these Vatican 
II years, is a good example of what was happening. Membership was made up of 
husbands and wives exploring together marriage as a vocation. So they laid under 
tribute the Bible, sacramental theology, the liturgy and their own experience as 
they developed a lay spirituality adequate to their own lives, their home lives and 
their prayer lives. At their best they were not just discussion groups or book groups, 
being in fact transformative and productive of genuine spiritual growth. Writing 
of the Family Apostolate, the historian David Bollen has said: ‘Marriage was now 
seen as a religious calling with its own spiritual obligations and privileges. Here 
was a new form of discipleship, not the laity fighting the church’s battles Catholic 
Action-style but self-educating, endeavouring to relate faith and family, finding 
Christ present in every sphere of life.’ (David Bollen)

It is possible to trace the influence of such Vatican II ideas in the lifestory of one 
person. Growing up, Camille Paul had been a typical good parishioner, a member 
of the Children of Mary who did the nine First Fridays, went to confession once 
a month and never missed Sunday Mass. All her life she was very beautiful, a 
golden girl, so that the first time you saw her she took your breath away. Leaving 
school after the Intermediate Certificate, she tried her hand at being a physical 
education instructor, then did a secretarial course before she married a handsome 
young architect, Ken Paul. They set off for Europe, to explore Western art and 
architecture at its source; and on their return, they settled into a southern Sydney 
parish that was already responsive to Vatican II. They joined the Family Apostolate 
and when Cardinal Gilroy set up a Pastoral Council, Ken Paul was appointed to 
it to represent the Family Apostolate. So, forty years ago, he had early news of a 
novel Catholic endeavour, the Institute of Counselling, assisting it to gain official 
recognition from the Sydney archdiocese. Ken and Camille enrolled as students, 
early lay participants in a project that at first drew most of its student body from 
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convents and monasteries. The Institute was begun to train counsellors but it 
became something grander: a wide-ranging learning process for people puzzled 
by the challenges of being Catholic after Vatican II. They did not start with a book 
full of answers but they found answers by considering questions together. Until 
the appearance of David Bollen’s history, Opening Up, last year, the Institute of 
Counselling was a largely unnoticed lay achievement of the Vatican II church. Yet 
scores, perhaps hundreds, of men and women who passed through its groups and 
classes have testified that the Institute transformed their lives. It gave them a grown-
up religion. Camille Paul was one of these: when David Bollen was researching his 
history, she wrote to him to acknowledge that the Institute of Counselling was a 
principal initiator of what she termed her ‘very rewarding journey’.

And so this mother of five went on developing. She was devoted to her family 
and she and Ken made their family home a place where Christ was always present. 
Her trouble-free life changed, however, in 1972 with the drowning of a l6-months-
old son and then, in l974, with the still-birth of a daughter. Here were questions with 
no easy answers; they would focus the rest of her life.

Then she heard that the Manly seminary was opening its doors to laywomen. 
Eager to pursue the big questions that now dominated her life, she enrolled at Manly, 
one of the very first laywomen to do so. Incidentally, you may be interested to know 
that her presence at Manly was a learning point for her seminarian classmates: they 
elected her as student representative on the Board of Studies; and at their ordination 
Mass Camille read one of the lessons, subtly correcting sexist language in the 
reading. (They gave her Micah VI: 8 to read, ‘This is what Yahweh asks of you, 
man, only this, to act justly, to love tenderly and to walk humbly with your God’; 
and she just left out the word man.) Camille took two degrees at Manly and then 
she enrolled at the University of Sydney for a PhD. Awarded the doctorate in l993, 
she later converted her thesis into a book – no easy task, as some of you will know. 
By then she was in demand as a lecturer at national conferences and at theological 
centres in Sydney, including Manly College, where she became the first woman to 
teach theology.

The bishops were beginning to take notice of Camille Paul. Puzzling about the 
role of women in the church, they asked her to serve on a task force to help them; 
and this task force came up with the idea of WATAC (Women and the Australian 
Church), in l983. The name is significant: women and the church, not in the church 
– membership was open to Catholic women who might have issues with the church. 
Camille was on the foundation committee of WATAC, which went from strength 
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to strength, as the pages on it in Anne O’Brien’s landmark history, God’s Willing 
Workers: Women and Religion in Australia demonstrate. A dozen years after its 
beginning, the bishops, prompted by WATAC, held national hearings on women 
and the church. In NSW, WATAC members spoke at every hearing, so many of 
them wanting to speak at the Sydney hearings that a ballot was necessary. Anne 
O’Brien has called this the largest research project ever undertaken by the Australian 
Catholic Church, adding that ‘it demonstrated that the marginalization of women in 
the Church was an issue very much alive.’

The 2500 submissions to the bishops’ consultation on women and the church are 
summarized in a 500-page report, Woman and Man: One in Christ Jesus, published 
in 1999. It is a temperature chart of the Australian church at the end of the Century 
of the Laity, making it an unrivalled documentary source for future historians.

One of the features of church life the report noticed was the growth of adult 
education, especially among women: three-quarters of undergraduate students of 
theology were women, it said; two-thirds of those taking postgraduate theological 
degrees were women too. Yet apart from schoolteaching there were few paid jobs 
for women with theological degrees.

Another sign of the times noticed by Woman and Man was the appointment of 
women as official jail and hospital chaplains and as pastoral assistants in parishes. 
The enquiry found that this development had occasioned longings for women in 
pastoral roles to achieve some forms of sacramental ministry – to anoint the sick 
and dying and to hear confessions, for example. One Melbourne group told the 
enquiry that chaplains and pastoral ministers got close to people facing birth or 
death or other spiritual journeyings, so that the sacraments of baptism, penance 
and anointing of the sick, they said, ‘seem a natural progression of celebrating 
the Church’s presence and life-giving power with the person concerned’. A South 
Australian Josephite said, ‘I have been a prison chaplain for a number of years. I 
have heard many informal confessions which were very unlikely to ever be repeated 
to a priest.’ The proposal that the church build on these women’s experience by 
extending sacramental ministry sat alongside a suggestion that women might be 
employed as Catholic marriage celebrants. And what about the Sunday homily – 
might not women (and married men) be capable of connecting the Scriptures to the 
daily lives of most of the congregation? Such questions about opening up ministry 
inevitably raised the disputed question of ordaining women to the priesthood. That 
question, as you know, will not go away; attempts to interdict its discussion have 
failed.
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Well, there is much, much more in Woman and Man: One in Christ Jesus than 
I can compass here. The report is, as I have said, a rich trove for future historians: 
pay attention or not, this is what Catholic women were thinking at the end of the 
20th century.

Now, while there is time, I want to pass on to another collection that future 
historians will mine profitably. Five years ago, the wisest of my women friends 
gave me a copy of and the Dance Goes On, an anthology of Australian Catholic 
women’s stories to set alongside Kate and Dominica Nelson’s 1986 collection 
Sweet Mothers, Sweet Maids. If spirituality is about the search for getting beyond 
oneself, for making contact with the Other, the Beyond, the Spirit who transcends 
everydayness and our own mundane existence, then these are works of spirituality, 
as writers search for words to communicate what they have experienced. In the 
later book, and the Dance Goes On, they call it Life or That or Presence; and one 
notices that in the book’s title the word Dance is spelt with a capital D. At times 
their awareness becomes so intense that it seems to describe a mystical experience. 
Such moments can happen anywhere – in a swimming pool or before great art or 
on retreat. Wherever, it is intensely real. ‘Now I find it difficult to describe,’ writes 
Margaret Stanbridge Cody, ‘the moment of recognition, the inner silence that grew, 
the unfolding of layers of meaning and beauty, the being at the centre of something 
I could not name. Tears flowed. I knew somehow that love was beyond and around 
everything; it was like being part of a circle which went on forever.’ (Margaret 
Stanbridge Cody)

The novelty of this book should not camouflage the fact that its testimonies are 
products of traditional Catholicism. Like Camille Paul, these women had grown 
up making the nine First Fridays, going to confession each month, never missing 
Sunday Mass and being members of the Children of Mary. Reading their accounts, 
one notices how often saints are mentioned: Francis of Assisi, Clare, Catherine of 
Siena, Mary MacKillop, Scholastica, Mary Magdalene and the greatest of them all, 
St Mary. Stories of the saints are church history in its purest form; so recognition 
of the saints, as here, is a sure sign of being in the mainstream. Yes, these are 
mainstream Catholic women. Yet I am reminded of a sentence in Church Alive!, the 
late Greg Dening’s nourishing history of the Jesuit parishes north of the Harbour, 
a work that allows the laity a full voice in telling the story (and so is almost unique 
in parish histories). In Church Alive! Dening wrote, ‘Older women, with deep 
memories of who they were in the old Church, will talk of the enrichment of their 
spiritual lives in the devotions of those days, but will exclaim, “I feel free now!”.’ 
(Greg Dening)
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So and the Dance Goes On is a record of change, even if the changes are not 
abrupt breaks with the past but developments from it. Allow me to mention just three 
things. The first I’ve already spoken about: small group Catholicism. I counted ten 
essayists who wrote that their membership of a small group was significant. Small 
groups crowd into their stories: groups for meditation, for prayer, for charismatic 
praise, Lenten groups and women’s groups attached to the Sisters of Mercy or the 
Dominicans, a Cursillo group, a Paulian group, Vincent de Paul and the Family 
Apostolate and the Jesuits’ Christian Life Community groups.

Secondly, at the centre of these lives is the Bible. Diagnosed with leukemia, one 
woman gains strength from the Mass readings: ‘All the parables and metaphors 
of the Gospel now took on a new meaning,’ she wrote. Others draw sustenance 
from readings in the liturgy, whether heard at Mass or studied at home with 
a commentary. Going on retreat, one of them pops her Bible into her bag with 
her toiletries. One has the New Testament for bedside reading; another becomes 
immersed in Scripture through her membership of a prayer group. Everywhere in 
this book you find the Bible. It was not always so.

With this, thirdly, goes a pervasive sense of prayer. Not so much prayer as 
petition (although there is this), nor prayer by formula (also here); rather, what you 
get here are glimpses of a constant communion with God – praying as a cast of 
mind, an awareness, a connection. Meditation in some form or other has become a 
necessary part of these lives, which is what gives them a new spiritual dimension, 
opening them up to the Spirit.

So what does this evidence tell us? Thirty-five years ago, the doyen of Australian 
Catholic historians, Patrick O’Farrell, was asked to give a paper on lay spirituality. 
He replied that historically there was no such thing, the laity had taken what they 
were given. Now if you remember those archives of popular religion, magazines 
like The Messenger of the Sacred Heart or Madonna, you will know that O’Farrell 
was right: outside the children’s pages these magazines were written by the clergy 
and lay voices were almost entirely absent. Today? Well, The Messenger has gone; 
but Madonna survives – for many people it is a must-read magazine – and in it the 
lay voice predominates. Now lay people, especially women, have a spirituality of 
their own, one they can write about comfortably. 

This lecture has been all about reading signposts to the past and mapping the 
territory so that you may travel there. This is because doing history is a pastoral task 
for Catholic Christians, who get their identity and their understanding of present 
concerns from their past history. As John Henry Newman said, ‘The present is a 
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text, and the past its interpretation.’ Yes, people who know where they have been 
can be trusted to know where they are going.

Allow me to mention one last signpost before I hand over the discussion to 
others. At about the time WATAC (Women and the Australian Church) was 
starting, some Sydney women came together in a consciousness-raising group 
calling themselves Women-Church. They told their stories, had fun together, and 
found their way towards an authentic women’s spirituality. Camille Paul was one 
of them and soon she became co-editor of this group’s journal, also called Women-
Church. She continued as co-editor until the final issue, in 2007. That final issue 
carried letters from all over Australia telling of their sadness at losing a magazine 
that had nourished their religious lives for twenty years. Turning the pages of 
Women-Church again, I see it as another example of Camille’s generous self-giving 
in the service of her sisters. Speaking at Camille’s funeral, in September this year, 
her Women-Church co-editor, Dr Elaine Lindsay of this university, said she was a 
wise, generous, feisty, practical woman who had devoted her professional life to 
giving women an opportunity to explore and voice their faith. That is why I think 
it is apposite to remember Camille Paul alongside that other trail-blazer, Rosemary 
Goldie, to whom this evening is dedicated.

The bread is rising, sisters.
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Book Review
Philip Conolly: a bicentennial history of Tasmania’s first Catholic priest

Author: Nick Brodie
Publisher: Archdiocese of Hobart, 2021
ISBN: 9780646837987
Paperback: 31 pages
Price: $10

Reviewed by: Damian Gleeson*

Traditional Catholic historiography has emphasised 
Fr John Therry as the ‘founder of the Catholic Church 
in Australia’. A read of this interesting and topical 
monograph revives debate about elevating Fr Philip 
Conolly to co–founder status.

Conolly and Therry arrived in Sydney in May 
1820. Although the senior of the two, Conolly bowed 
to Therry’s difficult and at times recalcitrant behaviour 
and chose to move to Van Diemen’s land. Conolly’s 
arrival into Hobart in April 1821 is the basis for this 
bicentennial publication.

As the first official Catholic priest in Van Diemen’s 
Land, Conolly laboured long and hard. His broad 
pastoral works are discussed with admirable skill. 
Tellingly, Conolly established a small church, St Virgil’s by about 1823 and also 
a school, at a time when there was no Catholic church in Sydney and an ill–fated 
Catholic school at Parramatta had collapsed. Dr Brodie makes an important point 
that ‘the faith was already here’ (7) when referring to the fledgling Irish Catholic 
community. A similar point could be made for the penal colony of NSW, where the 
dominant historiographical view that Irish Catholic convicts were an irreligious 
group is not borne out from reading primary sources.

Many 19th century convicts saw transportation as akin to the termination of 
marriage and English marriage laws supported re–marriage where a couple had 
been separated for at least seven years. A culture of cohabitation, accepted widely 
* Damian Gleeson was awarded the State Library of NSW’s 2022 Australian Religious 

History Fellowship for a project on ‘Irish–Australian Catholicism in the Penal Colony 
of New South Wales’.
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across the poorer classes in England, had also been transported to the penal colonies. 
In contrast, Conolly came from an Irish culture where cohabitation and bigamy in 
the early 19th century were rare; yet as Dr Brodie writes: ‘Much of Conolly’s early 
pastoral focus, however, was on the more delicate issue of bigamy’ (34).

The author has well met his aim that ‘This is a commemorative history in the 
truest sense, determinedly focused on improving the broad, community memory of 
the Church’s history, and Philip Conolly’s role as Tasmania’s first priest. (5). 

The author writes with poise and clarity. It is an enjoyable read and the author 
eschews the modern approach of writing in a pre–determined ideological manner. 
A tight project timeframe is evidenced by an absence of footnotes, which is my only 
disappointment in an otherwise excellent publication.

Philip Conolly deserves a worthy reception across Tasmania and indeed the 
Australian landscape: Catholic schools, families, religious, and the clergy could 
benefit by reading about such an impressive pioneer priest. In an era where yesterday 
is quickly forgotten, Philip Conolly is a salient reminder of the significant Irish 
contribution to our Catholic heritage.
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Book Review
The Architecture of Devotion: James Goold and His Legacies in Colonial 

Melbourne

Authors: Jaynie Anderson, Max Vodola, Shane Carmody,
Publisher: Melbourne University Press
ISBN: 9780522878165
Hard cover, 328 pages
Price: $41.75

Reviewed by: Michael Sternbeck*

James Alipius Goold, O.S.A., the pioneering 
Catholic bishop of Victoria, is a name well–known 
in Melbourne, as well as to Australian Catholic 
historians. He has been the subject of several studies 
and biographies over almost a century, precisely 
because he formed and nurtured a Diocese from 
what was the small settlement of Port Philip until its 
evolution into an international metropolis by the time 
of his death in 1886. Archbishop Goold’s capacity 
to scowl at the various men who photographed 
him throughout his years in Melbourne is also 
memorable and perhaps indicative. Two new studies, 
however, help us to set aside first impressions of that 
forbidding face and learn of the Archbishop’s cultural refinement and love of art 
and learning. 

The Architecture of Devotion is an attractive new volume from the Miegunyah 
Press (an imprint of the University of Melbourne) and a companion to another 
volume on the same subject matter which was released in 2019, titled The Invention 
of Melbourne. They both present the findings of a team of researchers into the 
contribution of Archbishop Goold to the building–up of high culture in Melbourne 
(and more broadly, Victoria). The titles of the two volumes, it might be observed, 
are not particularly indicative of their contents.

* Michael Sternbeck is a liturgiologist and editor of the Catholic History blog In diebus 
illis.
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Although the first volume was reviewed by Patrick Morgan in the 2019 edition 
of this journal, it cannot hurt to treat the two volumes in one review, for the benefit 
of readers.

These two volumes are anthologies of essays by twenty–five respected scholars, 
some of them internationally distinguished. The essays are not overly–long, but 
in each case scholarly, well–written and supplied with comprehensive footnotes. 
With so many different contributors, it is easy and pleasurable to dip into the two 
volumes. The editors are to be commended for arranging the contributions in a 
logical manner and ensuring that the style of the essays is harmonious and their 
content uniformly interesting. 

Five essays study ecclesiastical architecture as a facet of Archbishop Goold’s 
contribution to the establishment of Victorian Catholicism and of Melbourne itself. 
There is a particular focus on the Archbishop’s professional relationship with 
the renowned Gothic Revival architect William Wardell. These studies are most 
interesting and build on earlier work by the late Professor Joan Kerr and Brian 
Andrews of Hobart, amongst others. Seven essays study Archbishop Goold’s 
practical and theoretical interest in the sacred art of the late Baroque and detail his 
acquisition of hundreds of such works (some of them Old Masters) to ornament the 
churches, convents and schools of the Archdiocese. Four essays detail aspects of 
the extensive private library of Archbishop Goold; impressive is the research team’s 
efforts to compile an inventory of that Library for the benefit of other researchers. 
A number of other essays attempt to place the Archbishop in the cultural and 
ecclesiastical milieu of the nineteenth century, whilst others are interesting and 
concise studies of important ecclesiastical personages, contemporaries of the 
Archbishop, such as Mother Ursula Frayne RSM, Bishop James Corbett, Mother 
Mary of Saint Joseph Doyle and Father Henry Backhaus DD.

These essays, however, are not primarily about the life of a connoisseur. To 
a Catholic bishop, the imperative of teaching the Catholic Faith underpinned the 
Church’s contribution to high culture. Perhaps this is grasped most clearly by the 
Spanish scholar Rafael Japon in his essay ‘Devotion, Beauty and Indoctrination’ 
(although he seems unaware of the negative connotation of the word ‘indoctrination’, 
where we might use the word ‘teaching’ or even ‘evangelisation’). Japon describes 
the Church’s promotion of sacred art following the Council of Trent as “an ideal of 
beauty of faith that aimed to demonstrate the absolute truth of an entire religion to 
every social class.” 

There is a conundrum or a painful irony to these volumes, however, which 
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deserves at least to be mentioned. Whilst presenting so much detailed information 
about what Archbishop Goold and his compeers built up, it seems to have escaped 
the essayists that the philosophies which underpinned that foundational work have 
been repudiated in practice over the last 60 years. The Religious Orders of men 
and women, written about in these two volumes so movingly and inspiringly, have 
collapsed and almost disappeared. The works of art which hung on the walls of 
churches, schools and convents have been discreetly removed; designs for new 
Houses of worship and ecclesiastical buildings lack the transcendent qualities of the 
Gothic Revival and other architectural styles. And many such buildings are empty 
or under consideration for alienation from Church ownership. The architecture of 
devotion, as a usual experience of Catholicism, has now largely disappeared.

Notwithstanding this qualification, these two volumes deserve to be widely 
studied, including in Catholic secondary schools. They are beautifully produced in 
quarto hard–cover format, attractively typeset and filled with lovely images well–
illustrating the subject matter throughout. The illustrations are reproduced superbly 
and in a fitting manner for a volume of art history. Presentation was obviously 
most important to the editors of this work. The essays in each case leave the reader 
wishing to know more, which is made possible, thanks to the extensive bibliography 
which completes each volume.
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*   Michael Easson is Executive Chair of EG Funds Management and has an interest in 
public policy and philosophy. 

Book Review
Their Fiery Cross of Union, A Retelling of the Creation of the Australian 

Federation, 1889–1914

Author: William Oliver Coleman
Publisher: Connor Court Publishing, 2021
ISBN: 9781922449665
Paperback: 446 pages
Price: $44.00

Review by: Michael Easson*

Here is a radical reassessment of 1901, the formation 
of Australia viewed as a less than glorious moment in 
Australian history. Economist, economic historian, and 
Australian Federation critic William Oliver Coleman 
argues and writes well, though leaving room for doubt 
about his critique and conclusions. The title, the “Fiery 
Cross of Union”, is inspired by words from notes found in 
the archives of Hume Cook, also described by Coleman 
as “fluent and facile,” a close ally of Deakin, and a 
protectionist “true believer.” 

Recent Australian historiography takes issue with 
celebratory accounts of the development of Australian 
society, including older nationalist accounts. Often this 
is done by applying Marxist, feminist, Indigenous and other perspectives. But this 
book’s approach is different. It combines the rigour of cost-benefit analysis written 
in sparkling prose with close attention to original documents and with the benefit 
of wide reading.

Some passages excel. For example, Coleman says: “A now familiar estimate of 
the Australian character had been formulated by the 189os: laconic, nonchalant, 
slapdash; lackadaisical in enterprise, perfunctory in religion, cursory in civic duty. 
Passionate only about sport.” At times, however, the assessments read like erudite 
and more serious versions of Valerie Desmond’s comic The Awful Australian (1911). 
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Almost certainly written by John Norton under that pen-name, the book begins: 
“Should a howl of indignation be provoked, then will the condition of affairs be 
proved worse than my pen has power to depict, and nothing will be left but to 
declare Australia past redemption. This is the case for the prosecution.” Similarly, 
Coleman relishes a provocative phrase, pithy statement, and humour in making his 
point. 

Coleman’s theme is that Federation made a state more than a nation: “…
rather than constituting an advance, it might be apprehended, more neutrally, as a 
constitutional upheaval; the downfall, and supersession, of an extant political order.” 
He summarises: “those origins were more frequently mundane than elevated; its 
leadership was, at its very pinnacle, mediocre; its democracy was mechanical, and, 
at the worst moments, fraudulent” – these are hefty and unsettling charges. 

He argues it was a costly ‘bargain’. Instead of ending unholy tariff barriers 
between comrades in the different Australian colonies, “free trade at home and 
protection from abroad” became part of the Federation bargain – and thereby fostered 
protected industries, inefficiencies, and the handicap of a non-entrepreneurial 
culture. What was good for Victoria was not necessarily great for all. Those who 
paid the price possessed less significant clout than the victors. 

Slogans such as “a nation for a continent,” insipid calls to nationhood, require 
evaluation and the weighing of intention, consequences, including long-term 
impacts. To this challenge, Coleman is an able combatant. He offers original 
perspective. 

Coleman deflates myth after myth, such as the claim that Federation was a 
vigorous, authentic expression of native nationalism. On the contrary, Federation 
is better understood as an exercise in Empire-ism: “The simultaneous embrace of 
the Boer War and Federation is easily explained if both crusades are interpreted 
as a species of pan-Britainism.” This, plus a White Australia, Australians for 
Australians, industry for and by Australian hands, was the winning formula to 
claim assent from the public.  

Coleman sneers that the “plastic” nationalists’ nationalism was the nationalism 
of “careerism, proxyism and surrogatism,” and for Cui bono? is the question to 
explore for answers. 

He points out that generally, in the period leading up to 1901, and until World 
War I, the Australian nationalist impulse was weak, as was anti-Britishism. 

Although there is a school of thinking that links the boom in Australian national 
literature in the late 1890s to the championing of Australian nationhood, Coleman 
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Their Fiery Cross of Union, A Retelling of the Creation of the Australian Federation

has some dousing responses. He points out that the flare of “offensively Australian” 
nationalism lasted about a decade, from 1896, petering out early in the twentieth 
century. 

Coleman returns again and again to the features of the creation. The one thing 
“they managed to make was not a nation, but a state.” Which begs the question, as 
Coleman suggests, whether this was better than any that was stifled. 

Coleman sees a nation beset with cynical politicians. He describes types of 
politics and politicians: ‘roads and bridges’ advocates versus the crafty politician 
apparently espousing the politics of the ideal. The latter can be further delineated 
into single-issue totemic ideal champions (e.g., for anti-Chinese legislation, 
characteristic of many politicians in Australia in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries) and others focused on ‘divide and rule’ wedge politics; for them, the 
‘sinker’ is the stratagem to introduce a second ideal that pre-empts, over-rules or 
“trumps” the first ideal. 

Parkes’ anti-Catholicism is an example of a sinker move. He out-foxed opponents. 
But in politics, there are few permanent victories. Parkes lost his seat in the NSW 
parliament after his 1880 Public Instruction Act, which provided compulsory free 
education and severed connections between the church and the public schools, 
was passed. Partly, Parkes was driven by electoral uncertainty. He was “often pre-
eminent, but always imperilled.”

Although “Federationist history is most clearly a victor’s history,” Coleman 
posits that the alternatives and the pitfalls to what was decided, need considering. 
In doing so, he has interesting things to say about Reid’s Scottish utilitarianism, 
and comments that his feuds with Barton were not with an enemy; he was a rival. 

On Australia’s first Prime Minister, in a passage of devastating eloquence, 
Coleman says: “The Bartonian public presentation, then, is instantly recognisable: 
an insincerity compounded with pride, calculated flounces of contempt, and, too 
often, an unmistakeable sneering tone; the voice of a diplomat dressing down a 
lesser power. All finished off with rotund professions of propriety in all his deeds.” 
Coleman is on top of sources and has thought about the personalities he discusses. 
This explains his fluency. Liberal, free-trader and NSW politician Bruce Smith, 
author of Liberty and Liberalism (1887), H.B. Higgins, William Astley, and others 
are just some of the characters ably pen-sketched. 

With the 1897 elections for delegates to the Constitutional Convention, there were 
features that were fraudulent and unrepresentative. Block voting was inequitable in 
expressing the will of the electorate on representation. 



148

Of those elected, 19 of 54 delegates were absent for 24 per cent of proceedings. 
Many votes on clauses in the Constitution were decided by a margin less than those 
away. Only three delegates of the total were Catholic. 

A complex document, shaped by horse-trading and principle, with passages 
of uncertain meaning, emerged. Coleman insists: “nobody in 1898 knew what the 
Constitution meant; and nobody knew what it ‘probably’ meant either.”

How could anyone sanely approve or disapprove of such a document? “What 
was being approved, or not, was an intricate and lengthy statute.” In the plebiscite 
of 1899, there were no scrutineers and many electorates saw far more voting than 
there were electors on the roll. 

There were consequences. Coleman says: “A critic would return that they 
had inflamed the country’s divides, eroded its democracy, offended its justice, 
debilitated its defences, profited some of its parts at the expense of the whole…”

At the time of publication of this review, the Federal Education Minister, though 
presently benched due to a controversy expected to be expeditiously investigated, 
has been wrestling with advocates of the draft national History and Civics and 
Citizenship curriculum. The Minister wants more celebration of Australian history 
and fewer blasts of negativity. He is worried about students developing “a hatred” 
of Australia from “fringe” ideas. I am not sure what he would make of this book, 
attractively written from a libertarian-conservative perspective. 

The point Coleman makes is: “To stretch for grandeur is not to reach greatness.” 
The real thing is never a stretch. But is grandeur what the debate is all about? 
One can agree with much of what Coleman writes and be troubled that despite the 
spoiling untidiness of how document, nation, state, and people were conceived, 
that the emergence of one of the most prosperous, stable, and civilised of countries 
of the twentieth century managed well notwithstanding the circumstances of its 
formation. 

The book is buttressed by various helpful aids to the reader, including a 
timeline to Federation and beyond, 20 illustrations, 27 tables, two maps, thumbnail 
biographies, bibliography, extensive footnotes, other interesting material, and 
mercifully, an index. It really made me think. What more could an avid reader of 
Australian political history want?
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Book Review 
Australian Jurists and Christianity

Editors: Geoff Lindsay and Wayne Hudson
Publisher: The Federation Press, 2021
ISBN: 9781760022556
Paperback:350 pages
Price: $99.00

Review by: Michael Easson*

This is a collection of 24 essays on jurists, politicians, 
and related others, who have made a mark on 
Australian history and whose Christian faith in and/
or reaction to Christian ideas has made an interesting 
impact. The book is bookended by two theoretical 
pieces by the editors, ‘Spirit in the Temporal’ and 
‘Rethinking “Religion” and “Law” in Australia’.

One in a series of books sponsored by the 
Center for the Study of Law and Religion at Emory 
University (in Atlanta, Georgia), the editors say: 
“The object of the volume is to illustrate, by a series 
of biographical essays, the influence of Christianity 
on the development of Australian law and society.” 
The editors, Lindsay and Hudson, observe that many 
of the most substantive changes in Australian law 
(Federation, Harvester, the Australia Acts, Mabo) were “…shaped by forms of 
conscience influenced by Christianity.” This fact stands in contrast to exaggeration 
of the secular in characterising Australian society.

The editors are alert to different forms of Christian thinking: for example, 
“… Catholics conceiving of the saeculum in terms of the application of Christian 
principles to temporal affairs, Calvinists holding that the secular realm was under 
the sovereignty of God, and civic Protestants insisting that church and state should 
work together to promote a marriage of law and morality in a nation under God.” 

*   Michael Easson is Executive Chair of EG Funds Management and has an interest in 
public policy and philosophy. 
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How this is so, an essential, neglected part of understanding the Australian story. 
Like all editors seeking to cover a wide field, they rely on the bibliophile’s 

defence concerning the content of their library: most was deliberately procured, 
some became available and looked interesting, some items remain because nothing 
better showed up. What is missing are the contributions sought but never found or 
completed. The editors say: “… an endeavour has been made to have representatives 
of a variety of interests, and traditions, by reference to geography, denominational 
affiliation, gender and race.” They leave out jurist and former ALP leader Herbert 
Vere Evatt, confident that Christianity left only a faint imprint. But this is highly 
debatable. More accurate might be that no one good enough wrote “his” chapter. 
Charles Bean, Australia’s World War I war historian, trained as a barrister, might 
well have been one to make the cut if there was cloth to choose from. 

Two chapters discuss several colonial Governors of NSW, Lachlan Macquarie 
(Marie Bashir) and Richard Bourke (Roy Williams). Bashir thinks Macquarie brought 
to his tasks “a Christian sense of civil and social duty.” Being Governor of a penal 
colony, while seeking to apply Christian principles of justice, was challenging. Earl 
Bathurst, Secretary for the Colonies, fulminated that “ill-considered compassion 
for convicts in the humanitarian policies of Governor Lachlan Macquarie should 
be reported.” Another great governor, Governor Bourke, imperilled by opposition 
at home and in London, applied a Whig and liberal Anglican conception of British 
colonialism. His efforts to fund denominational schools and institutions sprang 
from his sense of justice, powered by his Irish origins. A thinker in the tradition 
of Irish Protestantism, ironically his closest allies in the colony were liberals and 
Catholics. 

Colonial Secretary James Stephen (Stephen & Robert Tong), who from London 
had a major impact on immigration, law, and the administration of the colonies, did 
so harbouring a humane, evangelical Christian outlook. John Hubert Plunkett (John 
Kennedy McLaughlin), NSW Attorney General and ally of Bourke, was arguably 
the most significant Catholic layman in colonial times, who tried to apply the law 
fairly, mindful of the suspicions of many of his contemporaries.

Of those who participated in the Constitutional Conventions that led to the 
formation of Australia in 1901, Samuel Griffith (Simon Chapple), Henry Bournes 
Higgins (Stuart Macintyre), Alfred Deakin (Steph Free) are covered. It is hard to 
disagree with the assessment that “Deakin’s spiritual life was rich and eclectic.”

The first elected female MP, and former magistrate, Edith Cowan (Tony 
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Australian Jurists and Christianity

Cunneen), is discussed in the context that she “reflected the wider social spirit of 
her times”, hinting that the times were a-changing.

Besides James Stephen, the other foreign resident with a full chapter is the Welsh-
identifying, Queensland-born British jurist Lord Atkin (Peter Applegarth), who had 
an enormous, though gradual influence on the development of the Australian law 
of negligence and injury compensation. In a beautifully written account, Atkin is 
cited in one judgment as declaring: “When these ghosts of the past stand in the 
path of justice clanking their medieval chains the proper course for the judge is to 
pass through them undeterred.” Applegarth concludes: “The parable of the Good 
Samaritan influenced his life. One of his greatest legacies was to deploy the parable 
so that ‘the neighbour principle’ became a moral foundation of modern law.”

Of former Australian Prime Ministers besides Deakin, Robert Menzies (Anne 
Henderson) and Gough Whitlam (James McComish) are covered. Menzies’ view 
that democracy depended on the “character of its individual men and women” turns 
on his Presbyterian and wider Protestant appreciation that character maketh the man. 
For this book, Whitlam is a more difficult man to assess. Conveying ambiguity and 
uncertainty, “Whitlam had a serious lifelong engagement with Christian belief”, 
McComish says. In similar vein, this champion of state-aid to denominal schools 
who, with Menzies solved the conflicts that Governor Bourke tried to mend more 
than a century before, is summed up: “... it [is] misleading and incomplete to say that 
[Whitlam’s] achievements were unconnected with the law, or unconnected with the 
Christian tradition; particularly in its more even-tempered and sceptical Anglican 
forms.” Perhaps it is the wrestling with belief and agnosticism, and the forging of 
respect and appreciation of rival traditions, that can also maketh the man. 

Of High Court judges, most of them Chief Justices, Victor Windeyer (Carol 
Webster), Ronald Wilson (Mandy Tibbey), Francis Gerard Brennan (Patrick 
Keyer), William Patrick Deane (Arthur Emmett), Murray Gleeson (Michael Pelly) 
and Michael Kirby (Nicolas Kirby) are covered. For many, the tension between 
belief, respect for precedent and tradition, and the application of justice, stood in 
uneasy tension. The discussion on Brennan and Deane is particularly useful. The 
Kirby chapter by his nephew is informative and moving – a discussion of a man 
trying to live his life according to Christian ideals yet pilloried for his sexuality. On 
Brennan, the argument is that his judgments reflected the influence of Christian 
principles, “although the notion that he would have allowed his religious beliefs to 
influence his judgment is something that he would have regarded as unthinkable.” 
On Deane, it is said: “His judgments on the High Court were never swayed by 
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explicit theological principles.” The reader is left to wonder whether these cautious 
assessments respond to the still-fresh reservations about confessional Catholics on 
the bench. 

Of state Supreme Court judges, Victoria’s George Higginbotham (Marion 
Maddox) is evaluated – a paradoxical man; South Australia’s Roma Mitchell (Susan 
Magarey) and later SA Governor is discussed with reference to her eschewing 
active politics and not mentioning her role in assisting in the drafting of Labour 
and the Constitution, the 1950 NSW Fabian Society pamphlet; Tasmania’s Andrew 
Inglis Clark (Richard Ely) is discussed as unjustly neglected; and NSW’s John 
Hatzistergos (Jenny Sorras) is evaluated as a conservative Labor “reformer” (a past 
Attorney-General) and judge. 

Legal academic Professor Robin Sharwood (Rowena Armstrong) of Melbourne 
Law School, a man of “many guises”, legal scholar and active Anglican layman, 
had huge influence in the teaching of law. Another interesting inclusion is for 
Christopher Gregory Weerantry (Esther Li Ean Khoo), the Catholic Sri Lankan-
born and raised former law professor and jurist who joined the Monash law faculty 
in the early 1970s. 

Another compelling chapter concerns Eddie Mabo (Kevin Smith), whose plea 
for Aboriginal land rights and the disregarding of the doctrine of terra nullius, that 
the land belonged to “no one” and belonged to the Crown, was one of the defining 
legal issues decided by Brennan et. al.

As with any book of high-quality essays, the editors deserve praise not only for 
their selection, but also for their editing to ensure that consistent formatting and 
quality is achieved. 

The summation chapter draws insights from the preceding biographies, 
suggests new lines of enquiry, and offers a fresh perspective. Perhaps for those who 
know the issues and Australian history in-depth, Christianity refers to a variety 
of quarrelsome denominations. Clearly, though, for most Australian jurists and 
politicians, at the very least, Christianity was the light in the room, which implies 
“a morally decent approach to life and the administration of temporal affairs.” This 
suggests, the editors say: “…the importance of a quiet Christianity in Australia, 
not least among the Indigenous, and to a common commitment to a modest form of 
sacred secularity in practical life.” In presenting their case for that proposition the 
editors succeed admirably.
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Book Review
The Long Road to School: Sea Pictures of a Convent Boarding School: St Ursula’s 

Yeppoon Founded in 1917

Author: Maree Ganley
Publisher: self–published by Maree Ganley. 
ISBN: 9780646827179
Paperback: 188 pages
Price: $35 +$10 p&p: mganley31@hotmail.com 

Reviewed by: Kym Harris* 

In 1917, the Presentation Sisters of Queensland, who 
were based in Longreach, opened a High School for 
Young Ladies in the small sea–side town of Yeppoon. 
This location had a far more favourable climate than 
that of Longreach, 750 kms inland. A few years 
beforehand the railway line had come to Yeppoon, 
hence the sisters hoped to draw boarding students from 
the vast railway network that branched off the railway 
line that stretched from Rockhampton to Longreach 
and beyond. And so they did. Their intention was to 
offer schooling to the girls of working– and middle–
class parents who could not afford to send their 
daughters to boarding schools down in Brisbane.

The Presentation Sisters came to teach the poor of the West. Their standards and 
hopes for their young charges were very high: just because a child’s background 
was difficult, they still ensured they would have every possibility for education. 
Archbishop Guilford Young, son of a shearer in the Longreach district, paid tribute 
to Mother Ursula Kennedy:

I learned a great truth from her – that a good teacher can teach under a gum 
tree. I have sat at the feet of the learned in the Eternal City. I have spoken 
to some of the world’s leading educationalists, but I have never met a better 
educator than Mother Ursula.1 

1 Quoted in The Wisdom of Guilford Young by W.T. Southerwood (George Town Tas.: 
Stella Maris Books) 5.

* Sr Kym Harris has been a Benedictine Nun since 1975. She resides at  Tanby,  Yeppoon, 
Central Queensland
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She was congregational leader from 1912 to 1960. She ensured that the first 
six sisters sent to Yeppoon to open the school were highly educated. The early 
prospectuses envisaged an ‘accomplishment’ education for young ladies, with 
all the healthy benefits of sea–side living. They did offer that, but the needs of 
the township and the varied students who made that long road to school along 
that railway network led to a much more diversified and interesting school life, 
especially in the first twenty to thirty years.

At the time of attending the 90–year school anniversary of St Ursula’s College, 
Yeppoon, Maree Ganley, a former teacher, had just undertaken a PhD in Classics 
but decided to radically change her studies and her focus became the history of St 
Ursula’s. She realised that not only had a researched history of the school not been 
written, the archives for many of those years were inadequate or non–existent. The 
Long Road to School is the book adaptation of her doctoral thesis, which had taken 
ten years. 

This book is not a history commissioned by the Presentation Sisters or the St 
Ursula’s College. Thus, Ganley was free to pursue and mould her research in her 
own way. She worked with the archival material that was available. The recent 
school boards and principals, and the sisters themselves, were highly supportive of 
her work, giving access to what material they had. But the overwhelming bulk of 
her material comes from interviewing 87 students or descendants of students. Some 
of these had school books, report cards, examples of art work that had been passed 
down the family from the early years of the school.

The book covers six areas. The early years of St Ursula’s; travel to and from 
School; the superiors and headmistresses; convent boarding school education; 
boarding school experiences, and faith formation and culture. Aside from the first 
chapter, each chapter explores that aspect from the beginning of the school to around 
the turn of the century. The initial part of each chapter describes what was happening 
but at the end of each chapter, Ganley questions the values that underpinned the 
decisions that were made especially by the superiors and principals since the 1960s. 
It seems they were as much overtaken by the changes in society and church as were 
leaders in other areas of education and church. She covers the transition that took 
place from being a school run and owned wholly by the Presentation Congregation 
to one now run by a school board under the auspices of a PJP, Mercy Partners. 

The book presumes an understanding of the Scholarship Exam which played 
a crucial role in the Education system of Queensland up till the 1960’s. This exam 
was usually taken around the ages of 13–14. It consisted of papers in English, 
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The Long Road to School: Sea Pictures of a Convent Boarding School

Mathematics and Social Studies. Not all students took it but for the majority that 
did it was seen as the culmination of education in the State system. Some students 
would go on to commercial studies. Outside of Brisbane, there were only six state 
high schools. If a student wanted to go to the junior and senior matriculation exams, 
necessary for university and some occupations, they had to attend private or Catholic 
schools. For these students, the State offered scholarships for further education if 
they gained over 50% in the Scholarship exam: a lower amount for those living at 
home, a higher amount for those who boarded. This income was crucial for a school 
like St Ursula’s with students coming from the lower socio–economic level. 

What fascinated me was those first thirty years. Initially the sisters started a 
dual school, St Ursula’s for full fee–paying students, and St Joseph’s for students 
from poorer backgrounds. While they operated on two different floors, it is difficult 
to comprehend how different they would have been given the circumstances that 
overtook enrolment. The sisters had previously opened a boys primary boarding 
school in Emerald, a township about half way to Longreach. But this new school 
was to be a school for ladies. Right from the beginning though, parents would send 
the family to St Ursula’s – so boys, and boy boarders at that, were among of the 
first students.  Local parents from Yeppoon wanted their children educated so day 
pupils, boys and girls, Catholic and non–Catholic alike enrolled (the enrolment 
page for the first boarders shows the Church of England students outnumbering 
Catholics). The presence of boys in the school was noted even after St Brendan’s 
College was opened in Yeppoon by the Christian Brothers in 1940. 

The children ranged from about five to early twenties. It was said that the sisters 
taught the alphabet to Mozart. For some women, when they had finally finished 
their education at senior matriculation, the parents would keep them on at school, 
if there were no opportunities for them in the area from which they came. These 
students would continue in the ‘accomplishments’ but also helped out with the care 
and education of the younger students. They could acquire the teacher training 
through the monitor system. 

The standard of education was high. For example, in 1934, three out of the 
twenty women students at the University of Queensland were from St Ursula’s. 
Within a year of opening, the sisters were accredited by two commercial colleges in 
Brisbane to offer teaching and certificates in commercial subjects. For the students 
of this school, life needed more than accomplishments. The girls from St Ursula’s 
with such education were known to be offered jobs in their home townships before 
they even got off the train on their return from school. 
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One aspect seemed peculiar to me. Of the first 4000 students in the school, 
one quarter were what were called short–term students. These were students, day 
or boarder, enrolled for short periods, the minimum allowed being three months. 
Usually, the daughters or sons of itinerant workers: shearers, bullockies, labourers, 
their fathers may have been working in the district or in a near–by area or had 
come to Yeppoon for an extended holiday. St Ursula’s offered the opportunity for 
some education within a classroom – albeit for even a short time. What would 
have been like being in a school with such a floating population? Certainly, it was 
not one remote from the lives of the working poor. Our image of the shearer in 
Australian mythology is of the rugged individual. The enrolments of St Ursula’s 
show a different type of man – a family man wanting a better life for his children. 

The Long Road to School is a thoroughly researched history of a small boarding 
school in central Queensland. Its interest for the readers of this Journal may lie 
in the contrast it has with the experience of boarding schools in the cities of the 
Eastern Seaboard.  

The initial emphasis on ‘accomplishments’ may seem quaint to us but the women 
who acquired such skills had a profound impact, especially in the country towns 
and districts to which they returned. They became the music and art teachers, the 
church organists and organisers of concerts. Coming here to Rockhampton, after 
living in Sydney and Melbourne, I came with the usual big town prejudice against 
the ‘provinces’. I have been humbled and amazed by the depth and variety of musical 
and artistic accomplishment that I have encountered. Even now, eisteddfods loom 
large in some places. It has been said of Rockhampton’s Eisteddfod that it lasts 
longer than the Olympics and was more important.  It seems that there is a doctoral 
thesis or two looming there: the influence that the ‘accomplishment’ education had 
in the cultural life of country towns. 
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Book Review
Maureen O’Carroll: A Musical Memoir of an Irish Immigrant Childhood

Authors: Maureen O’Carroll and Leora O’Carroll
Foreword: Barry Tuckwell AC, OBE
Independently Published
ISBN: 9781794251526
Paperback, 207 pages 
Price: $19.80

Reviewed by Oliver P Rafferty*

This delightful memoir by the well-known Australian 
cellist is a splendid read. It presents a window 
into a lost world of Catholic and Irish Australian 
immigrant experience prior to and during World 
War II. O’Carroll charts the profound influence of 
her parents on her upbringing, her religious faith 
and her career. Although from a fairly typical Irish 
Catholic working-class background, the family was 
deeply musical, something much encouraged by 
her parents, John and May. Her father in particular 
was well versed in Irish rebel songs. The O’Carrolls 
initially went to New Zealand in 1925 but by 1930, 
they had settled in the Balmain area of Sydney, and 
there raised ten children.

O’Carroll’s parents were both involved in the 
Dublin Easter Rising of 1916, that was how they met, 
the subsequent War of Independence (1919–21) and the Civil War (1922–23). It was 
perhaps as a result of the disillusionment with the Ireland that emerged from these 
traumas that persuaded the O’Carrolls to seek a new life in the antipodes. Their 
Irish rebel culture, however, never deserted them. Not only did her father display 
framed photographs of the executed leaders of the 1916 Rising in their home, but 
every Easter Sunday the O’Carrolls en masse, with a variety of friends, went to the 
Catholic section of the Waverley cemetery in Sydney to honour the dead of 1916. 

*	 Oliver	P	Rafferty	is	Professor	of	History	at	Boston	College.
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A practice her father kept up until his death in 1956, and in her mother’s case until 
her demise in 1988. 

The O’Carroll children were picked on at school because their accents were 
heavily influenced by their parents’ Irish brogues. Although desperate to integrate 
into her school and Australian culture Maureen remained something of an Irish 

rebel at heart. In later life while a 
cellist for the Sydney Symphony 
Orchestra, she walked off the 
stage at a performance rather than 
play Rule Britannia. She returned 
only when that particular musical 
interlude was ended, and she 
managed to keep her job.

The story O’Carroll tells is 
filled with the ups and downs of 
an, at times, difficult life at the 
lower end of the social stratum in 

Australian society in the 1930s and 1940s. The family was somewhat puritanical 
and the girls especially were not encouraged to fraternize with members of the 
opposite sex. When they began to do so they would go to dances, and assured 
their parents that they were attending musical concerts. The children were sent 
to the State Conservatorium of Music, where Maureen was taught the cello by 
the idiosyncratically named William Ewart Gladstone Bell. A shortage of money 
meant that the children were withdrawn and 
sent for music lessons to the Convent of the 
Immaculate Conception, where the sisters did 
not charge much, but neither did they teach the 
cello with any accomplishment, and Maureen 
was soon back with Mr. Bell. Maureen could, 
at times, be a difficult pupil for the nuns at 
St. Augustine’s School, but the fact that 
she and her brothers and sisters were such 
musical talents meant that the high spirted 
jinxs they were given to were, usually, quickly 
overlooked.

Life in the O’Carroll household was marked by music, politics and religion. A 

The O’Carroll family

Maureen playing cello in the Sydney 
Symphony Orchestra
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quintessentially devout family, 
her father was on friendly terms 
with the local parish priest of St 
Augustine’s in Balmain.

 Himself an Irishman, he 
would frequently visit the 
O’Carrolls and reminisce 
about Ireland. Sometimes 
these conversations would turn 
to politics and there would 
be strong words between the 
priest and John O’Carroll, 
which would result in a rupture 
between priest and parishioner. 

As a result the children would be, temporarily, withdrawn from the Catholic school 
and sent to the state school.  These transitory exiles were excruciating for the 
children as most of their fellow pupils at the state school were both Protestant and 
pro-imperialist, and the O’Carrolls suffered from the fact of their Catholicism and 
their Irish nationalism.

Despite her mother’s deep religiosity she earned money on the side as the 
exotically named Madame Llarraco, which Maureen and one her sisters discovered 
by going through her things in a large Gladstone bag she kept in a cupboard. The 
children worked out that Llarraco was O’Carroll spelt backwards. Her mother 
had a thriving business in telling women’s fortunes, a skill she learned from her 
grandmother in Ireland. Is it a peculiarly Irish phenomenon to combine deeply held 
Catholic doctrine with non-Christian superstition and practice?

Maureen’s musical career began with an offer of work with the New Zealand 
National Orchestra in 1950, when she was barely eighteen. Her mother encouraged 
her to take the job which paid ten pounds a week. Maureen’s mother made the case 
that the extra cash would be useful to help raise her younger siblings. Maureen’s 
account largely ends with her first job, more’s the pity. Leora O’Carroll provides a 
brief overview of her mother’s later life. Her marriage and her three children, years 
spent in the USA and her return to Australia. This work, which has already received 
enormous praise, deserves to be widely read and it is highly recommended.

 

Trio of Maureen with her sisters Patricia (harp) and 
Cathleen (violin)

Maureen O’Carroll: A Musical Memoir of an Irish Immigrant Childhood
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Book Review
Then and Now: Australian Catholic Experiences

Author: Edmund Campion
Publisher: ATF Press
ISBN: 978192252614
Paperback: 172 pages
Price: $29.95

Reviewed by: John Braniff*

I first came under Ed Campion’s spell while reading 
Rockchoppers in 1982 and like many part–time 
church historians have followed his career since then, 
mainly through his subsequent books, like Australian 
Catholics and Great Australian Catholics, rather 
than through his literary work, magazine articles and 
public lectures. This new, self–selected collection of 
shorter pieces does much to redress that imbalance 
and to extend my appreciation of this scholar and 
commentator’s insights and achievement. In one of 
the articles reproduced here, but first published in 
2007, he nominated the late Patrick O’Farrell as the 
Dean of Australian Catholic historiography but even 
before the latter’s untimely death in 2003 he himself 
had arguably assumed that mantle.

Moreover, he has expanded the concept of what Catholic historiography should 
be about. Prior to the first edition of Professor O’Farrell’s ground–breaking The 
Catholic Church in Australia: A Short History 1788–1967, Australian Catholic 
historiography had frequently been an exercise in apologetics, where the principle 
of nil nisi bonum reigned supreme – especially when writing about bishops – and 
where most of the relevant sources appeared to be located in the archives of the 
various archdioceses. As Fr Campion points out – in that same article – O’Farrell 
himself recognized this deficiency and made considerable amends in the vastly 
*	 After	serving	for	thirty–odd	years	as	a	Marist	Brother,	John	Braniff	took	early	

retirement from the order and from teaching, completed a doctorate in Australian Marist 
history and has published a series of memoirs and histories of Australian Catholic 
education	over	the	past	twenty–five	years.
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enlarged 1977 edition of his masterpiece. However, it was not until 1987 and the 
publication of Campion’s Australian Catholics that the latter took the narrative out 
of the cloister and the cathedral and into the pews and parishes. 

Not only did he turn a historian’s eye to the people in the pews, he also removed 
the nil nisi bonum tag and unveiled such embarrassing matters as: the anti–Semitism 
in Medieval Christendom; the rather shaky and checkered career of Catholic clerical 
celibacy (at least until the Council of Trent); the episcopal internecine warfare in 
the (quite separate) careers of Cardinal Newman and Archbishop Mannix; and the 
secrecy, the espionage and the insubordination that characterised the rise to power 
of Bob Santamaria’s National Civic Council. All of these and more are touched on 
or dipped into in this very manageable and accessible anthology.

The range of topics covered demonstrates that although Fr Campion’s knowledge 
of Australian Catholic history from colonial times to the present day, is commonly 
acknowledged to be encyclopedic, that history is not limited to just the last 250 
years, but rooted in a scholar’s awareness of mainstream European Christianity 
as far back as St Jerome, St Augustine and Pope Gregory the Great. He wears his 
learning lightly, however, and while there is a useful index and a few footnotes to 
authenticate the more contentious points in some of the longer pieces, the prose is as 
smooth and succinct as we have come to expect and admire. ‘A unique combination 
of gravitas, wit and empathy’ as Brenda Niall promises in the cover blurb.

If I have any sense of disappointment in reading Then and Now, it is that the 
book has the air about it of an apologia, a swansong or a final encore. The first 
essay in the collection – ‘On the Park Bench’ – first published in 1999, when Ed had 
turned sixty five, bemoans in a bemused sort of way, his sense of having suddenly 
become ‘old’. Was there still another lap to run, another book or two within his 
grasp? Now in his late eighties, that sense must well be all the stronger. The final 
essay – ‘Why I am still a Catholic’ – again written many years ago, both rounds the 
collection off and serves as the review of a life well lived, of talents well extended 
and a commitment un–rescinded. It would be graceless and ungrateful to deny you 
a restful retirement Ed, but like the residents of the Red River Valley

‘we will miss your bright eyes and sweet smile.’
 

Then and Now: Australian Catholic Experiences
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Book Review
The Brilliant Boy: Doc Evatt and the great Australian dissent

Author: Gideon Haigh
Publisher: Scribner, Sydney, 2021
ISBN: 9781760856113
Hardback, iv + 378 pages 
Price: $39.99

Reviewed by Malcolm Saunders* 

Well–known cricket commentator and prolific 
author Gideon Haigh has penned an engrossing book 
ostensibly about one of his heroes, namely Herbert 
Vere Evatt (1894–1965), jurist, internationalist, and 
one–time federal Labor leader. Evatt, known commonly 
but seldom affectionately as ‘The Doc’, was leader of 
the opposition in Canberra throughout the 1950s. One 
of the least successful Labor leaders ever, he took his 
party to electoral defeat on three consecutive occasions 
(1954, 1955, 1958) and his greatest ambition – the prime 
ministership of Australia – was never fulfilled. 

Why, then, have so many book–length works about 
him been published (Haigh lists nine, his own makes 
ten). Put simply, Evatt was brilliant, as would be expected 
from one who was inter alia a High Court judge (1930–40) and president of the 
United Nations General Assembly (1948–49). More than this, he was an idealist 
and is fondly remembered by many on the Left. His failure as a political leader was 
arguably more than offset by his success as a civil libertarian. Most notably, more 
than anyone else he defeated Menzies’ uncharacteristically authoritarian attempt to 
outlaw the Communist Party in 1950–51.

Haigh’s is neither a comprehensive biography of Evatt nor a study of his career 
in politics. Rather it uses a little–known court case in New South Wales in the 1930s 
to highlight Evatt’s commitment to justice and his compassion for children. Chester 
failed at the time to recognise that ‘nervous shock’ was something that warranted 

*	 Malcolm	Saunders	studied	and/or	taught	History	at	five	universities	between	1969	and	
2009. He is currently retired and shares his time between Rockhampton and Armidale.
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compensation; Evatt, on the High Court, thought that it did, and dissented. Haigh 
goes in to bat for those past and present who, he believes, have suffered this 
nebulous condition. Indeed, by the end of the book the reader is wondering whether 
Haigh’s admiration for Evatt has been eclipsed by an eagerness to justify the current 
compensation–claim industry

How might such a book be of interest to readers of the JACHS? Well, there are 
still Catholics in Australia alive today who remember that in the late 1950s this most 
controversial of Labor leaders was the arch–enemy of a significant section of the 
Catholic community. His denunciation in October 1954 of Santamaria’s Catholic 
Social Studies Movement – which had been clandestinely fighting communist 
influence in the organised labour movement since the early 1940s – plunged their 
church into the worst crisis it had ever experienced in this country. After 1954 the 
password for entry into some Movement rallies was “You can’t trust Evatt”.

In the tradition of anti–anti–communism Haigh skirts around this watershed 
event, belittles the communist threat to Australia after the Second World War   
(339–340) and is dismissive of those who organised against it. But many before him 
have not been quite so sanguine. Thirty years ago, for instance, a former Whitlam 
speechwriter cum Labor historian opined that later generations of Australians found 
it difficult to appreciate the atmosphere of the post–war era, ‘and the winning side 
in the Labor split has always tended to understate the strength of the communist 
challenge in the 1940s’ (Freudenberg, Cause for Power, 211). Haigh, born in 1965, 
seems to represent one such generation.

Indeed, Haigh’s determination to defend Evatt against his many critics and 
opponents resembles less the detached historian than a highly skilful lawyer 
passionately committed to his client’s cause. A pattern throughout The Brilliant 
Boy is to make clever and cutting remarks about literally anyone who crossed Evatt, 
from fellow High Court judges (Starke and Rich) to his arch–rival in federal politics 
(Menzies). After 1954 Evatt was thought by many of his contemporaries to be 
showing signs of madness. While aware of Evatt’s personal (although not political) 
failings, Haigh refuses to concede that during the last decade of his life the man 
might have been clinically insane.

None of this, of course, makes this work any less interesting. Previous reviewers 
have rightly described Haigh as a remarkably gifted wordsmith. He falters a bit in 
Chapter 6 but almost always engages and compels the reader as effortlessly as a 
bestselling novelist. The research is impressive, but to the serious historian the lack 
of footnotes and an index must be rated failings in a work well over 150,000 words.

The Brilliant Boy: Doc Evatt and the great Australian dissent
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Book Review
Compass Theology Review: A History, 50 Years of Australians Doing Theology

Author: Peter Malone MSC
Publisher: ATF Press, Adelaide, 2020
ISBN: 9781925679281
Paperback: xiv and 278 pages
Price: $37.45

Reviewed by Edmund Campion 

Here is a book for anyone planning to tell the story of 
Australian Catholics in the past half century. Soon after 
the second Vatican Council concluded, Missionaries 
of the Sacred Heart (MSCs) started a new magazine 
Compass to chart changes in Catholic thinking, as their 
magazine Annals, edited by Paul Stenhouse MSC, was 
then changing Catholic practice, its circulation higher 
than the Packer news magazine, The Bulletin. This 
history of the 50 years of Compass is written by Peter 
Malone MSC, the longest serving of it four editors.

An early article by Tony Kelly CSsR set the tone for 
the review: 
‘The Word becomes the story, the Gospel. He does not become first of all doctrine 
or dogma or theology.’

Twenty years later, the editor was still quoting those programmatic sentences. For 
Compass began when Australians were turning away from unhistorical speculative 
theology, of which Bishop Muldoon’s five volumes of Praelectiones (1958–1965) 
were an unrivalled monument. Instead, Compass offered readers ‘topical’ theology, 
so there were articles on fundamentalism and Biblical scholarship and for 20 years 
publisher Kevin Mark listed new Australian religious books, an indispensable 
service.

Editors were alert to a changing church and world. Women began to appear 
among the male clerical writers and as a subject for articles. In 1994, Malone 
notices an issue with all its articles written by women. At first, the review drew its 
writers from the MSCs and the Yarra Theological Union. By the turn of the century, 
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however, one encounters a growing presence from the Catholic Institute of Sydney, 
encouraged by Neil Brown, who taught there for 34 years and contributed 16 articles 
to Compass. In 2012, when PM Julia Gillard announced a Royal Commission into 
child sex abuse, the editor saluted Bishop Bill Wright’s swift response in support.

So this is a necessary book for historians as well as theologians. For those who 
need to cherry–pick an author or topic there is a useful index of both. Nevertheless, 
for those who want to see where the Church’s thinkers were at over the half–century 
since Vatican II, this book, read cover to cover will be, in Tony Kelly’s phrase, ‘a 
meticulous record’.

It would be dishonest of a reviewer, having praised the book so highly, not to 
warn readers that the proofreading is lamentable. There are more than 100 misprints 
here, some of them mildly amusing, such as ‘Vatican to’ for Vatican II, ‘Alfred 
Deacon’ for Alfred Deakin, ‘Pope John II” for Pope John Paul II, or ‘Philly Oak 
Way’ for Filioque.

Compass Theology Review: A History, 50 Years of Australians Doing Theology
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Book Review
Child Sexual Abuse Inquiries and the Catholic Church: Reassessing the Evidence.

Author: Virginia Miller
Publisher: Firenze University Press 
ISBN: 978–88–5518–278–2
Paperback, 174 pages
Price: $21.95

Reviewed by Damian Grace*

Some media still give the impression that child abuse 
in the Catholic Church is systemic, current, and 
endogenous. Virginia Miller’s book challenges this. 
She argues that once the Church grasped the magnitude 
of historic child sexual abuse, it introduced largely 
effective measures to deal with it. These efforts have 
been given little recognition, not least by commissions 
of inquiry and media reports of them. She examines 
child abuse enquiries in Ireland, America, and 
Australia, with appendices on the English and Welsh 
Independent Inquiry and the New Zealand Royal 
Commission. 

Her comparison shows important commonalities, 
such as the rejection of homosexuality as a factor in the 
crisis (which she finds strange), but there is a crucial difference between the John 
Jay reports commissioned by the American bishops in 2002 and the other inquiries. 
Unlike the public inquiries, John Jay provided little theatre. The Irish, Australian, 
British and New Zealand inquiries functioned as legal dramas producing a social 
catharsis. Indeed, John Jay was criticised for not doing this. In evaluating the 
evidence and procedures of these inquiries, Miller does not argue that they were 
unnecessary or that the Church should not be held responsible. She does conclude, 
however, that too little recognition has been given to measures the Church has taken 
to protect children and deal with offenders.

The Australian Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
*  Damian Grace is co–author of Reckoning: The Catholic Church and child 

sexual abuse (2014).
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Abuse was the biggest and most expensive but not the most reliable inquiry. Miller 
finds its processes and conclusions wanting. She questions the Commission’s 
ready acceptance of repressed memories; its recommendation that judges should 
not warn juries about the uncorroborated testimony of one complainant; its claim 
that 7% of priests have offended; and its reporting of data from private sessions 
without sufficiently stressing that these data were compiled from unsworn and 
unsubstantiated claims. She compares Australian procedures unfavourably with 
those of John Jay, which tested evidence, classified the gravity of offences, and 
consistently used forensically appropriate language. She examines the case of 
Cardinal Pell because it aligns with her general concerns about reliable evidence. 
Pell’s head was not delivered by the Royal Commission, but Victorian authorities did 
their best to compensate. The High Court thwarted that objective, but its judgment 
did not chasten those prepared to accept even improbable allegations of abuse. 

The largest part of Miller’s book concerns the Irish inquiry, broken down 
into Ryan, Ferns, Murphy, and Cloyne. One lesson to be drawn from Miller’s 
examination of their shortcomings is that the culpability of the Church deflected 
attention from the state. The Church was the main provider of substitute care, was 
inadequately funded, and then blamed for neglect. The Church, not the Gardai, 
provided documentation that allowed the Murphy inquiry to proceed. Ferns 
accepted that state authorities did not know of abuse prior to 1990 but claimed 
the Church should have. Cloyne criticised the diocese for not reporting dead 
perpetrators to the Health Department, whose job was to assess risks for children, 
not hold statistics on historical offences. Murphy concluded without evidence that 
“the vast majority” of Dublin priests turned a blind eye to the offending minority, a 
claim duly editorialised by The Irish Times. Yet, when the Church asked the Gardai 
to screen candidates for ordination the request was refused. In forcing the Church 
to be accountable and creating public theatre, these inquiries got the Irish state off 
an uncomfortable hook. 

The John Jay inquiry was initiated in 2002 to investigate the nature and scope of 
child abuse within the Church. This it did, revealing that around 4% of priests were 
offenders. Most of these were not paedophiles, psychologically driven to abuse, 
but opportunists who might, on an impulse, take advantage of an adolescent, most 
likely a boy; and the inquiry found most offences by clergy were one–offs. Miller 
found the American report superior to those of the Irish and Australian inquiries 
because it did not gloss complexities. It declared abuse to be historical, at its worst 
from the 60s to the 80s. It found the Church had responded effectively. Unlike the 
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Ferns and Australian inquiries, John Jay ruled out celibacy as an explanation of 
abuse. It differed from them in finding that the Catholic Church resembled other 
large social institutions. This was not what communities in shock wanted to hear. 
For them the crisis is current, and their anger remains strong.

The English and Wales inquiry flatly denies that the worst of child abuse in 
the Church is historical. It cites more than 100 allegations since 2016, but Miller 
fillets the report and its investigations. The methods of the New Zealand Royal 
Commission fare no better. 

The book has minor errors (e.g., Emmanuel Macron is President, not Prime 
Minister, of France) and its readability isn’t helped by a dense page design and 
Miller’s style. Repetition, redundancy, and idiosyncratic punctuation make the going 
hard. Nevertheless, this is a work that deserves a serious response. Its conclusions 
must be considered brave in the face of prevailing attitudes. Miller could not cover 
all the problems raised by the commissions of inquiry, but she has placed herself 
in a strong position to continue her work in this field. This book shows that the 
questioning has a long way to go. 

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society
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Book Review
Shadow of the Cross. Catholic Social Teaching and Australian Politics

Series editor: Damien Freeman 
Publisher: The Kapunda Press/Connor Court, 2021
ISBN: 9781922449740
Paperback: 150 pages
Price: $29.95

Reviewed by: Michael Easson*

This book of essays continues the work of the P.M. 
Glynn Institute of the Australian Catholic University 
(ACU), whose 12 book-length, and other, publications 
under the Kapunda Press imprint over the past six-
years encourage espousal, renewal, and debate about 
Catholic traditions and ideas. 

The result is a lively, short book (139-pages), an 
excellent introduction to Catholic social thinking, 
its limits, possibilities, and relevance as a guide to 
contemporary action. 

Former Vice Chancellor of the ACU, Greg Craven, 
leads with a chapter on ‘Australian Political Problems 
and Catholic Policy Solutions’, an erudite 46-page 

argument that Catholic ideas matter, are rich in insight, and can be utilised by 
decision-makers and policy wonks to light a path forward. Five chapters follow, 
including by two ex-Prime Ministers, commenting on, and responding to, points 
suggested by Craven.

In an introductory note, Damien Freeman quotes Peta Goldburg, the foundation 
Professor of Religious Education at Australian Catholic University, that Catholic 
social teaching undoubtedly “provides a set of key principles and guidelines for 
action which can be used to evaluate situations, policies and approaches used in 
contemporary society and offers valuable insights regarding the intersection 
between faith, society, and politics.” This stops short of a blueprint. The challenge is 
whether such principles and guidelines are always useful in specific instances and 
*   Michael Easson is Executive Chair of EG Funds Management and has an interest in 

public policy and philosophy. 
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the extent they command rather than point to options and conclusions. Is the corpus 
of Catholic teaching useful for critiquing policy or something that also suggests 
a particularly Catholic response and activity? Even if it is, what are the practical, 
moral, and political limits on the church and its believers in seeking to influence and 
determine public policy in secular society? To raise such questions is to touch on 
the sensitive debates in Catholic and the wider society since the French Revolution.

Where to begin is part of the challenge – along with appreciating the pressures 
and ambiguities in choosing between one course versus another: in seeking justice 
and charity, sometimes the emphatic tensions between principles are creative, 
sometimes overwhelmingly perplexing for ordinary mortals.

The book highlights distinctive Catholic ideas concerning the dignity of the 
person, the common good, subsidiarity, and solidarity. Each concept contains rich 
meanings and difficulties, delineated by Craven and the other contributors. 

Catholic theology holds that natural law principles can be deduced through 
human reasoning. Even so, Catholic institutions and leadership have always 
sought to guide the faithful to the truth. The Popes issue encyclicals – the word 
“encyclical” means “circular letter” – addressed to Catholic clergy and the laity 
(in modern times, usually also to men and women of goodwill), containing the 
Pope’s views on aspects of church teachings and doctrine. These papal letters are 
sometimes controversial; some seek to elaborate on the pronouncements of earlier 
encyclicals. Since 1740 when Benedict XIV issued the first, there are now nearly 
300 encyclicals. 

Of the recent Popes, St. John Paul II issued 14 encyclicals, covering areas such 
as the sanctity of life (Evangelium vitae), ecumenism (Ut unum sint), the Eucharist 
(Ecclesia de Eucharistia), as well as Sollicitudo rei socialis (written on the twentieth 
anniversary of Paul VI’s 1967 encyclical Populorum Progressio which addressed 
the world economy and its effect on peoples), and Centesimus annus written in 
1991 on the hundredth anniversary of Rerum novarum. Pope Benedict XVI wrote 
three encyclicals, Deus caritas est (God is Love) Spe Salvi (on Christian Hope), 
and Caritas in Veritate (on Integral Human Development in Charity and Truth), 
focused on the theological virtues, faith, hope, and love, in the light of current 
theological and social problems. In the last of those, the pontiff interpreted the 
teaching of Vatican II considering recent developments, endeavouring to articulate 
authentic doctrine. To date, Pope Francis has issued two encyclicals, Lumen fidei (on 
fraternity and social friendship in the light of faith) and Laudato si (on care for our 
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common home), which argues for mankind’s moral responsibility for stewardship 
of the earth.

Craven regrets the pragmatism of modern Australian politics, saying: “Australian 
politics in the last thirty years has been more likely to be informed by a kind of 
disconnected pragmatism than by a framework of principles.”

Referencing select encyclicals, Craven proposes that the traditions of liberalism, 
conservatism, and social democracy can be enriched by considering Catholic 
teaching which could remedy some of their inadequacies in forging solutions to 
social problems through the reflection on and incorporation of Catholic ideas

Craven contrasts utilitarian thinking with the Catholic conception of the intrinsic 
good of human life, the obligation to ensure all “lead something more than just 
subsistent lives.” He discusses Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical, Rerum novarum, which 
responded to the challenges of unbridled capitalism and socialist revolution as two 
kinds of modern slavery. Leo “identifies and condemns the moral failures of liberal 
policies that generate unjust societies, such as the commodifying of labour and 
undignified working conditions.” In tension and contrast with state socialist ideas, 
Leo affirms that free collaboration and cooperation in society matter. In seeking to 
change society, he counsels that trading one type of poor societal organisation for 
another is no solution. 

Craven interprets Henry Bournes Higgins’ Harvester judgement (1907) which 
attempted to define what “fair and reasonable” wages might entail as an example of 
Catholic principles permeating and influencing in deeply practical ways Australian 
society. Craven also discusses the appeal of the proposal “of including recognition 
of Indigenous peoples in a preamble to the Australian Constitution…”

Tony Abbott’s contribution is the first published in response to Craven. 
His chapter-heading sums up his argument: ‘Teaching for best selves not best 
governments’. He says that the Church has a role in the ‘formation’ of moral 
individuals and is sceptical about ‘Catholic answers’ to specific policy challenges. 
Tellingly, he says: “I doubt anyone reading an encyclical could mistake it for anything 
other than a church document”, suggesting in language, format, and style, that its 
contents defeat wide appreciation. Although certain policies can be ruled out, it is 
hard to conceive what, if anything, can be ruled in. Abbott also expresses caution 
about the term ‘distributism’, as a term vague and incomprehensible to most people. 
(I would suggest, even to Chesterton & Belloc who did so much to popularise the 
term – a discussion for another time and place.) Abbott seems annoyed with Pope 
Francis’ Laudato si, disputing “the inference that reducing carbon dioxide emissions 
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is a moral duty.” In sum, Abbott notes that although some Catholics love to throw 
“moral thunderbolts” he is sceptical about whether “Catholic social teaching can 
take us from worthy principles to practical policy.”

A few chapters later, Kevin Rudd writes on the ‘Continuing impact on a 
changing political agenda’ and argues that the Gospel is both spiritual and social 
and “because politics is the means by which society chooses to express its collective 
power”, the teaching of the Church and the original texts themselves “offer a starting 
point to debate… questions within an informed Christian ethical framework.” 
He quotes approvingly from Laudato si, noting that as Francis says: “on many 
concrete questions, the Church has no reason to offer a definitive opinion”, while 
noting the evidence that “our common home is falling into serious disrepair.” 
Through discussion, engagement, consideration, of facts and expert advice, and 
with the framework of Catholic thinking, solutions may be found. Rudd chides 
local bishops, however, for failing to do exactly that. He calls for church leaders to 
engage in dialogue on issues, complexities, and “the hard work of finding answers 
to intractable problems” – seemingly admitting Abbott’s argument that the answers 
are not obvious, definitive, or easy. Of course, Mr Rudd sees his Liberal successor 
as blind to the evidence so readily discerned by most scientists. 

Philip Booth’s chapter dwells on the issue of Catholic education, the extent to 
which “Catholic” and “education” are compatible and enriching and are contested in 
the history of the nation. He says: “...we can avoid the secular, relativist dictatorship 
which many humanist groups wish to impose.” Sandie Cornish argues for ‘Beyond 
principles alone’. She proposes: “conversation rather than erecting barriers” in the 
assessment of Catholic moral criteria to the deciding of action. Reflecting on past 
experiences, the choices people make, can assist to flesh the tradition. Doctrine 
expressed in the magisterium is one rich source to draw on. Yet all too often: “There 
is an arrogance in rejecting long-standing positions of the tradition without actively 
considering them.” She notes that certain Catholic ideas, such as subsidiarity, were 
never articulated until Pope Pius’ 1931 Quadragesimo anno encyclical. The idea 
of “solidarity” is even more recent. Cornish argues that: “…many scholars today 
see Catholic social teaching as evolving over time in dialogue with experience and 
reflection.” This leads to a radical expression of this dynamic: she cautions against 
conceiving of Catholic social thinking as “a codified framework of unchanging 
principles, because this leaves no room for the incarnation, revelation, salvation, 
grace, or God’s ongoing action in the world.”  Or, for that matter, the development 
of new ideas, principles, and guidance. 
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Frank Brennan’s Epilogue, another chapter, concludes the book. He comments on 
Craven and his interlocutors. Brennan references Ross Garnaut’s book Superpower: 
Australia’s Low Carbon Opportunity and Garnaut’s lauding of Laudato si. Brennan 
discusses the relevance of Catholic social thinking to the question of Aboriginal 
‘recognition’ in the Australian constitution and the righting of past wrongs. He 
suggests in seeking justice, many “will be able to find resonance and guidance in 
the principles of Catholic social thinking.”

This is a superbly conceived and edited book. Given the exhortation to take 
Catholic social policy seriously, it is valid to consider a practical consideration. 
With all the interesting material the Glynn Institute produces, clearly the Institute 
is fulfilling its brief to contribute to deeper thinking and new conversations about 
important issues confronting the Catholic and the wider community and to help 
renew and strengthen Australian society’s life in common. But is the ACU capable 
of running courses, programs, and integrating this valuable source into the stream 
of its own activities? Or is this worthy endeavour stranded because of how the 
Institute originated, lacking champions, and enterprise on its home turf? The 
answer to those questions will be a large factor in the influence of this book and the 
Glynn project overall. 
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Book Review
Observations on the Pell Proceedings

Author: Frank Brennan SJ
Publisher: Connor Court
ISBN: 9781922449535
Paperback, 157 pages
Price: $29.95

Reviewed by Brian Skinner*

The author of Observations on the Pell Proceedings 
was requested by the Australian Catholic Bishops 
Conference and his Jesuit Provincial to offer 
commentary on the conduct of the Cardinal Pell court 
proceedings once suppression orders were lifted on 26 
February 2019. Cardinal Pell had been convicted on 11 
December 2018 for five offences after two trials in the 
County Court of Victoria.

His appeal to the Court of Appeal of Victoria was 
unsuccessful with one of the three judges dissenting. 
On 7 April 2020 the High Court of Australia 
unanimously, and in a single judgment of all of the 
court’s seven justices, allowed his appeal and quashed 
each conviction. Verdicts of acquittal were entered in place of the convictions.

We should be grateful that Brennan elected to take up the challenge to provide 
valuable insight as both a priest and lawyer to a series of events now infamous in 
Australian legal history. Peter Craven in Spectator Australia quotes Brennan as 
having said in relation to the injustice rendered to Cardinal Pell, “Welcome to Salem,” 
alluding to the terrible witchcraft trials in seventeenth century Massachusetts.1

The apt description “witch hunt” was taken up and adopted by Keith Windschuttle 
in his detailed and much lengthier book, The Persecution of George Pell.2 In order to 
extract maximum benefit from Brennan’s observations, I recommend first reading 
1 Peter Craven, “Ulysses”, Spectator Australia (15 May 2021), 41.
2 Keith Windschuttle, The Persecution of George Pell (Sydney: Quadrant Books, 2020); 

reviewed in Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 41 (2020).
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*  Brian Skinner has been a practising barrister in NSW since 1981 and is a member of 
ACHS.
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Windschuttle’s detailed account of events from beginning to end. For example, the 
activism of the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
Abuse3 is thoroughly examined by Windschuttle whereas the inept role of the 
Commission is considered by Brennan only by reference to redacted parts of the 
report.

Brennan’s book is 157 pages in length. The content is pithy and forceful. It is 
a valuable accompaniment to Windschuttle’s work in that it provides a splendid 
collection of interviews, Facebook posts, and articles written for newspapers and 
respected journals and transcripts of interviews. The book even includes a homily. 
The content of the Observations is usefully divided into three parts: After the Jury 
Conviction, After the High Court Acquittal and After the Release of the Unredacted 
Royal Commission Case Studies. In all, there are fourteen chapters.

Brennan concentrates on the history following the laying by the Victorian Police 
in June 2017 of five charges of sexual assault. Again, the lead–up to the decision 
was the culmination of many elements considered by Windschuttle and which were 
outside the scope of Brennan’s work. Ultimately Cardinal Pell spent 404 days in 
prison for offences which he did not commit. Whilst there are aspects of the saga 
which will never be resolved, a reader of Observations on the Pell Proceedings is 
left in no doubt as to the existence of a biased mindset and a determination to pursue 
a criminal prosecution bereft of evidence.

Each of the five offences involving sexual assault was alleged to have occurred 
within the confines of St Patrick’s Cathedral, namely the sacristy and in a corridor. 
The assaults were variously alleged to have occurred immediately following a 
solemn High Mass celebrated by Pell and in a procession following a Solemn High 
Mass at which Pell had presided. The determination of the date of the Mass at which 
Pell presided was even the subject of a working back exercise. The ultimate hurdle 
facing the prosecution was that in very simple terms there was no opportunity for 
Cardinal Pell to have committed the offences whilst alone and unaccompanied by 
his Master of Ceremonies and other assistants involved in the liturgy.

The thrust of the collected writings and interviews is that there was simply 
no way the alleged offences could have been committed and that some decent 
investigative work on the part of the police could have avoided what became nothing 
less than a farce. Brennan states and restates that there was simply no evidence to 
support the complainant’s account. Strictly speaking, there was some oral evidence, 
but it was weak and not compelling. The High Court found that the jury, acting 
rationally on the whole of the evidence, ought to have entertained a doubt as to the 
3 Commonly referred to as the McClellan Royal Commission
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applicant’s guilt with respect to each of the offences for which he was convicted. 
One of the least satisfactory features of the proceedings was the outcome of a 

first trial which resulted in the jury failing to reach a unanimous verdict.  At that trial 
the complainant had been permitted to give his evidence and to be cross–examined 
by video–link. Immediately following the discharge of the first jury, a second jury 
was empanelled, and a second trial conducted in which the complainant’s evidence 
was given by the replay of the recording of his evidence and cross–examination in 
the first trial.

Any reaction by the Victorian legal system to the many criticisms raised by 
Brennan will be interesting to observe. Brennan’s assessment that the Cardinal Pell 
prosecution revealed deep–seated problems in the Victorian criminal justice system 
is, after all, a well–founded conclusion.

Brennan elucidates significant shortcomings on the part of the Victorian 
Police Force (right up to the level of then Commissioner, Graham Ashton, and 
the then Deputy Commissioner, now Commissioner, Shane Patton), the Director 
of Public Prosecutions, Kerri Judd QC, the Chief Justice of the State of Victoria, 
Anne Ferguson, the President of the Court of Appeal, Chris Maxwell, counsel who 
appeared in the prosecution in the two trials and in the High Court, and the Royal 
Commission itself.  None of the forgoing entities or individuals emerges unscathed.

It is important to record that Brennan left no stone unturned and was correct 
to identify, albeit in retrospect, errors on the part of Cardinal Pell and his legal 
team. Most significantly Cardinal Pell elected not to give sworn testimony in either 
trial.  Defence lawyers have always erred on the side of electing not to expose their 
clients to the rigours of cross–examination. Times have moved on and due to press 
coverage and television, I agree with Brennan that the forensic election made by the 
legal team, was, in hindsight a mistake.

The author draws no final conclusion as to the party ultimately responsible 
for the travesty but observes that had the police responsible for the charges and 
investigation bothered to invest time and effort into interviewing relevant witnesses 
instead of trying to bolster a case that the complainant was alone in the sacristy of 
the Cathedral for five to six minutes during which time offences were alleged to 
have occurred, no prosecution would ever have taken place. 

Brennan concludes that there is simply no excuse for the ineptitude of the 
investigating police. In all, they had twenty months in which to review the accuracy 
of what Cardinal Pell and his Master of Ceremonies, Monsignor Portelli had told 
them. They did nothing constructive. The account given by the complainant J was 
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simply accepted. The use of orthodox methods of investigation would have put an 
end to the investigation. For example, the police never inspected the vestments used 
by Cardinal Pell.

The Director Public Prosecutions (“DPP”) failed in its duty to supervise the 
prosecution brief and in permitting the prosecution to go forward. Ms Judd QC 
entered the fray in the High Court and attempted to bolster the untenable version 
of complainant J. She succeeded in throwing her junior who had conducted the 
committal hearing and two earlier trials “under a bus”. The High Court let her 
off very lightly when she attempted to regurgitate an earlier discredited theory 
advanced and withdrawn at trial in an attempt to explain how Cardinal Pell could 
have been alone with the complainant J in order to commit the offences. Correctly, 
Brennan describes her performance as “appalling”.

The work of the majority of the Victorian Court of Appeal, Chief Justice 
Ferguson and the President of the Court of Appeal who dismissed an appeal to that 
Court was described kindly by Brennan as “below par”. Not only was the reasoning 
of the majority “poor” but the lengthy period of time taken to deliver judgment 
whilst Cardinal Pell remained behind bars was unconscionable. In short, serious 
errors were made and their judgment was “dreadful”.

The role of the Royal Commission announced in November 2012 is, in so far as it 
concerns the prosecution of Cardinal Pell, is of some complexity. Brennan identifies 
that at the outset the Commission clearly “needed a big scalp and Pell’s was the one 
they wanted”.  Ultimately the Commission did not publish an unredacted version of 
the final report until 8 May 2020 following the High Court decision. An analysis of 
the Commission’s report was undertaken by Brennan as part of a Background Paper 
for the Jesuits. Brennan concluded that the originally redacted portions contained 
flimsy conclusions and shoddy work on the part of the commissioners.  

Perhaps the most egregious conduct of those associated with the prosecution 
was that of members of the media who appear to have no objectivity in providing 
“the fanfare which the police clearly wanted”, as Brennan states “regardless of the 
incoherence of the evidence”. No less than three authors and commentators, Louise 
Milligan, Melissa Davey and Lucie Morris–Marr are identified and criticised by 
Brennan. 

Brennan also refers to the timing and content of an apology speech delivered by 
the Prime Minister on 22 October 2018 between the two trials. Brennan opined that 
the timing of the speech did not assist the Cardinal Pell cause. Leaving aside the 
issue of timing, the proposition of the Prime Minister that “I believe you; we believe 
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you; your country believes you” is both unrealistic and reckless. Brennan is correct 
that statements of that kind tend to shift the reputational burden upon an accused 
person to prove innocence rather than the prosecution to prove guilt.  

It is clear from the litany of errors demonstrated by Brennan that there is much 
needed law reform in order to tackle serious problems which emerged during the 
saga including the use of suppression orders and video evidence. The simple reason 
for the bias of many legal commentators and activists is their strident commitment 
to the so–called protection of “victims”.  The correct term is “complainant”. They 
have lost touch completely with the presumption of innocence and the need for 
fair trials.  The centrepiece of current attitudes is that there must be unreserved 
acceptance of any complaint of a sexual nature. The Premier of Victoria, Daniel 
Andrews, went so far as to declare that he still believed the complainant even after 
the High Court had quashed the convictions!

A glaring deficiency in the legal process was to deny the public the opportunity 
of considering the evidence of complainant J described by Brennan as the “perpetual 
non–disclosure of any of the complainant’s evidence”. How that situation could 
arise in circumstances where so much was made of the demeanour of complainant 
J is simply inexplicable and deplorable. As Brennan concludes, “all of us need to 
have a commitment to a robust legal system that does justice for all”. Apparently 
not so in Victoria.

In an article published in The Tablet on 11 April 2020 Brennan called for serious 
legal reform. Such reform shall remain a pipedream until there is a return to more 
conventional and balanced administration of justice. That is to say, reduced use of 
suppression orders, the right of an accused person to confront his accuser other than 
by means of remote video link and the standing and being counted of complainants 
by naming. In short, there is a very real need for the unwinding of so–called reforms.

Brennan’s expressed wish for fairer and less traumatic proceedings in the future 
will not come to pass until and unless the current climate of accepting complaints 
of sexual misconduct at face value abates and we no longer live, as the author says, 
“in a society where there can be such demonisation and scapegoating”.

Brennan acknowledges that he is regarded as one who goes “over better with the 
literati and the glitterati” and is at pains to point out that he and Cardinal Pell do 
not see eye to eye on many things. In doing so he has done the Cardinal a service 
by enabling his Observations to be taken as an objective account of an enormous 
travesty of justice on all fronts.
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Book Review
Cardinal Pell, The Media Pile-On & Collective Guilt

Author: Gerard Henderson
Publisher: Connor Court 
ISBN: 9781922449818
Paperback, 440 pages
Price: $39.95

Reviewed by Damian Grace*

Some Australian bishops treated child sexual 
abuse as though it were none of their business. 
Others regarded it as though it were no one else’s 
business. Both attitudes damaged victims, the 
Church and Australian society. Australians were 
deeply shocked that Catholic priests and religious 
could have sexually abused children and had their 
crimes concealed by the Church. Historically, the 
unwillingness of authorities to believe children who 
complained of abuse has coloured investigations 
into child sex abuse. Now the presumption has 
changed to believing that complainants, historical 
and contemporaneous, are telling the truth. That 
presumption lay behind the fury that enveloped 
Cardinal George Pell’s trials and appeals. The 
complainant – or ‘victim’ as he was often called – 
had to be believed, not only for his sake but for the sake of all those children who 
suffered because adults were deaf to their cries. Taking children seriously should 
have meant more diligent and thorough investigation of their complaints. In the case 
of George Pell, it led to credulity and an investigation that could most charitably be 
described as perfunctory.

Gerard Henderson tells the story of the unjust prosecution of a man who, because 
of his traditionalism and his position became a scapegoat for the transgressions of 
the Catholic Church. Cardinal Pell, The Media Pile-On & Collective Guilt covers 
*  Damian Grace is co–author of Reckoning: The Catholic Church and child 

sexual abuse (2014).
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similar ground to Keith Windschuttle’s ground–breaking The Persecution of 
George Pell, with a strong emphasis on the role of the media and activist journalists. 
Henderson’s work supports other assessments of the poisoned atmosphere 
surrounding the Cardinal and the malign roles of police and media commentators. 
A good deal of this book draws from Henderson’s previous work and consolidates 
it. It is pacey, well written and free of technicalities.

Until Pell, the Chamberlain case was the textbook example of the grip of prejudice 
upon rational judgment. Pell’s case showed a tenacity of belief in the incredible that 
is even more confronting. This was illustrated when the High Court overturned 
the decision of the Victorian Court of Appeal. Pell’s detractors performed marvels 
of hermeneutic contortionism. The High Court had attacked the jury system in an 
unprecedented way; it had let Pell off on a technicality; its judgment did not mean 
Pell was innocent, only not guilty; the victims of child abuse had received a blow; 
survivors’ memories of not being believed had been revived; the decision would 
prevent future disclosures; the jurors had been sold short. In this welter of opinion, 
Pell’s innocence or guilt seemed beside the point. And this is Henderson’s case: Pell 
was a scapegoat, chosen to bear the burden of collective guilt.

Then it all went wrong. Pell was acquitted by the High Court, confounding his 
principal antagonists – the media. The image of a stupefied television journalist 
outside St. Patrick’s Cathedral struggling with the decision to acquit ‘Mr Pell’ 
– the Cardinal’s prison title – captured the media response that day. Professor 
Greg Craven, in a blistering interview with a hapless Karina Carvalho, accused 
the ABC of campaigning against the Cardinal. Suddenly the tables had turned; 
professionalism in the media was the issue. 

If someone is accused of a crime it seems a good idea to find out whether that 
crime happened. In the case against Pell, the prosecutors overlooked massive 
obstacles to accepting that it did. The first is the missing six minutes in which the 
offences are alleged to have occurred. They don’t exist. Then there is the convenient 
but inexplicable disappearance of the altar servers and seemingly all other witnesses 
from the alleged crime scene. Before the High Court, the Victorian DPP was unable 
to explain where they could have gone. Then there is the archbishop, newly installed, 
who supposedly and inexplicably deviated from the routines of a Solemn Mass 
without attracting attention. Two key witnesses – Jean Cornish and Lil Sinozic – 
were in the Cathedral on the day in question and though not interviewed by police, 
attested at the time of Pell’s High Court appeal that he was at no point alone, and that 
incursions into the priests’ sacristy could not have escaped notice. The Archbishop 
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was remembered as speaking to parishioners on the front steps of St. Patrick’s at the 
time he was supposedly making his way back to the priests’ sacristy and assaulting 
the choristers. No one but the complainant remembers it differently, but that failure 
to remember nothing out of the ordinary was used against Pell. The second crime 
supposed that the Archbishop left a procession to assault a choirboy in a public 
place. No one saw it happen. 

Despite these obstacles and the complainant changing his story a number of 
times, his testimony was regarded as “compelling”. Judge Kidd warned jurors that 
credibility was not to be confused with reliability. Credibility means being able 
to show that the alleged events occurred or, in a court, are not only possible but 
beyond reasonable doubt. This was the problem: the complainant could not and 
did not show this. None of those who asserted they believed the complainant and 
demurred at the High Court’s decision has shown how it was possible for Pell to 
have done what was alleged. And yet they persist in saying that only the jury saw 
the complainant’s evidence and that it was compelling, as though this makes the 
impossible possible. Credibility is established by the truth of the testimony, not by 
a convincing witness. 

Pell’s defenders, by contrast, have documented errors in the prosecution case. 
They began with the investigations of Victoria Police which, after decades of 
collaborating with – and covering for – the Church took a hostile attitude to it under 
Commissioner Graham Ashton. Henderson argues that the police were determined 
to prosecute Pell. A video of Pell’s interview with them in Rome shows a detective 
confusing Mass and ‘choir’, and putting to the perplexed Cardinal that he had 
assaulted choir boys in a public and crowded place. No dates were specified. The 
route of the crucial procession after Mass was mistaken. The archbishop’s vestments 
had not been inspected. Then, potential witnesses were not interviewed. On three 
occasions, Victoria Police asked the Office of Public Prosecutions to prosecute and 
on each occasion it declined. The police case was irredeemably weak. It went ahead 
anyway and the DPP took over the prosecution when it went before magistrate 
Wallington. Why did Wallington see merit in it; why did it take an embarrassing 
appearance before the High Court for Kerri Judd, the DPP, to recognise that she had 
no case? Why did journalists, commentators and news outlets ignore the evidence 
and decide that, come what may, Pell was guilty? 

Henderson documents some atrocious attitudes among Pell’s journalistic 
critics – attitudes that reveal an anti–Catholic animus. Given the ABC’s hostility 
to Pell and its indifference to criticism, it is understandable that Henderson should 
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provide detailed accounts of his dealings with them. Tagging journalists as ‘liberal’, 
‘leftist’ and ‘conservative’ jars until one realises that Henderson applies a degree of 
transparency to the commitments of activists that they demand from the Church and 
other organisations. Not all of those identified as part of the Pell ‘pile–on’, however, 
were equally hostile to the Cardinal. The comments, say, of Gael Jennings add little 
to an already convincing story. Other minor figures in the media were probably just 
doing their job. On the other hand, the list of those who doubted the case against Pell 
is notable because it took courage to speak out in an unpopular cause. Fr Brennan 
was but one dissenter de–platformed for his rational but empathic commentary on 
the case. These courageous people have been vilified for questioning the ‘pile–on’.

Yet some of Pell’s most trenchant critics are hypersensitive about criticism of 
their work. Having enjoyed public attention, the support of colleagues and their 
media organisations, they reframe challenges to their work as bullying, defamation, 
libel or the defence of paedophiles. Henderson gives roll calls of those who 
denounced Pell and those who defended him. He has very good files. He argues that 
the objective judgment of “activist journalists” was compromised by their advocacy. 
He names journalists willing to use their platform to shape public opinion without 
troubling to inform themselves adequately about the facts. This is true of others too, 
particularly in the counselling and therapy professions. They clearly felt that their 
work with clients qualified them to assess the merits of the case. The mood amongst 
these various activists was captured in the repeated assertion that the complainant 
was a compelling witness. 

Henderson argues that the Royal Commission was effectively an inquiry into 
the Catholic Church with Cardinal Pell at its focus. He makes a very good case. For 
example, the Royal Commission tried, fruitlessly, to link Pell with the notorious 
Ridsdale with whom he shared a presbytery for a year. Had the Commissioner and 
counsel assisting not raised questions about this, a long assumed connection might 
have gone unchallenged. Nevertheless, the effort given to establishing a relationship 
fits a pattern of antipathy toward Pell. Counsel assisting, Ms Furness, brought 
inquisitorial diligence to her examination of the Cardinal. For all her forensic zeal, 
not much came of it. The Royal Commission offered a theological opinion that 
the Cardinal did not act in a Christian manner towards victim John Ellis – adding 
nothing to the Cardinal’s own opinion. It found Pell’s ignorance of abuse in Ballarat 
‘inconceivable’, an opinion not supported by the testimony of any witnesses. And 
it found that, as auxiliary bishop of Melbourne, Pell should have done more to 
remove the clearly insane Fr Searson from his parish. Yet Pell had no authority to 
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remove Searson, and no one who complained about Searson requested it. From the 
Commission’s transcript it is clear that Pell was not fully apprised of this priest’s 
conduct. On becoming Archbishop of Melbourne, Pell removed Searson’s priestly 
faculties. Searson appealed successfully to Rome, but Pell declined to recognise 
the Vatican’s decision and refused to re–instate him. It was not a lot to show for so 
much effort. Pell’s decisive actions have been filed under collective amnesia; his 
purported lapses became findings.

Henderson’s book shows the climate of prejudice that enveloped Pell threatened 
the rule of law – a threat made worse by unprofessional policing and activist 
journalism. Although the High Court has removed Pell’s convictions, the issues 
raised by Henderson are not fully resolved. The Royal Commission’s findings, 
inconsistent and contestable as they are, continue to cast a shadow over Pell. As 
Henderson – and Windschuttle and Virginia Miller, the author of Child Sexual 
Abuse Inquiries and the Catholic Church – have shown, these findings cannot 
be accepted at face value. They too need further scrutiny. As for the media, the 
caravan moves on to the next scandal, real or imagined, without accountability 
or responsibility. Henderson’s book should, however, make media consumers 
more wary of those shaping the message. It is a valuable addition to the rational 
rebalancing of Australian opinion about l’affaire Pell which should be read by every 
Pell opponent.



184

Book Review
Prison Journal Volume Two: The State Court Rejects the Appeal, 14 July 2019 – 

30 November 2019

Author: George Cardinal Pell
Publisher: Ignatius Press, San Francisco, 2021
ISBN: 9781621644507
Price: $39.95
Paperback: 319 pages, no index

Reviewed by Edmund Campion* 

At the close of the first volume of Cardinal Pell’s Prison Journal the stunning 
rejection of his legal appeal lay more than a month ahead, leaving readers to wonder 
how he would react. This second volume gives them his answer: ‘I was astonished 
and badly upset. I could not believe judges could come to a decision upholding the 
jury after studying the evidence.’

Nevertheless, he bravely resumes his routine life in solitary confinement. As 
time wears on, however, the attention of his writing changes from his meditations to 
his legal case. Many people write to him and his lawyers consult him almost every 
day – necessary but distracting. He draws spiritual strength from televangelists, 
although acute readers may notice when he stops watching the Hillsong broadcast 
and he has some fun with one presenter’s dress sense. SBS is a favourite channel for 
news and documentaries. Rarely ABC.

Allowed into the jail garden, this becomes a new interest alongside his following 
of sports. Each night he rewards himself with two squares of Cadbury’s chocolate, 
which can be denied as penance on Fridays. Some may find the daily entries in the 
journal repetitious and his absorption in Vatican financial scandals too much; but 
such was his life. The unedited text has its own value for a future biographer.

So the Prison Journal is an important historical source because it takes 
readers into the Cardinal’s life. As well, it is a source for studying everyday 
life in solitary confinement – the decency of warders, the restless ‘bangers’ and 
‘shouters’ in the isolation unit, the slowness of jail protocols and the sympathy of 
some other prisoners. Volume Three, covering Cardinal Pell’s final four months of 
incarceration, is eagerly awaited.      

* Edmund Campion taught church history at the Catholic Institute of Sydney.
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Maureen O’Carroll’s family
Maureen O’Carroll and Leora O’Carroll: A Musical Memoir of an Irish 

Immigrant Childhood,
See review on page 157.
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Grave of John and Brigid Woods, Waverley Cemetery. 
Photo: Gregory Ross.
See article page 69.


