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The Saint John’s College Act 1857:
the legal antecedents and the historical context

Kyle Oliver*

Saint John’s College within the University of Sydney was summoned into existence 
by a proclamation of Governor Denison published on 2 July 1858. The proclamation 
was made pursuant to a private Act of the Parliament of New South Wales that came 
to be designated as the Saint John’s College Act 1857. For exactly 160 years, the 
College continued to be constituted by that Act, and administered pursuant to by-laws 
made under it. It was a succinct instrument, consisting originally of a preamble and 
fifteen operative sections. While it remained in force it underwent few amendments, 
and none at all until 1994.1 No amendment that can be regarded as having altered the 
constitution of the College in any fundamental way was made until 20122; and just 
six years after that amendment, the Act of 1857 was repealed in its entirety and the 
College was reconstituted under the Saint John’s College Act 2018. 

The Affiliated Colleges Act 1854 
Saint John’s was the second of what would ultimately be six incorporated colleges of 
and within the University of Sydney. The first of those colleges, Saint Paul’s, had been 
founded by Anglicans three years earlier, and those who drafted the bill for the Saint 
John’s College Act took the Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 as a template to be adapted to 
the requirements of a Catholic institution. 

The bill for the Saint Paul’s College Act had been drafted in October 1854 by 
the Chief Justice of New South Wales, Sir Alfred Stephen, together with the bill for 
the public Act3 that came to be known as the Affiliated Colleges Act 1854.4 The two 

1	 Statute Law (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1994 Schedule 1.
2	 Saint John’s College Amendment Act 2012.
3	 18 Victoria No 37.
4	 Stephen’s note regarding his drafting of the two Acts is recorded in his journal for 1853-1854 

(Mitchell Library MSS 777/2 Part 7).

* Kyle Oliver is a barrister at law. The author wishes to thank Dr Peter Cunich for his assistance 
in locating material in the Saint John’s College Archives, and the Warden of Saint Paul’s 
College, the Reverend Dr Ed Loane, and the Director of Community Engagement at Saint 
Paul’s College, Mr Richard Morgan, for granting access to, and providing invaluable assistance 
in locating, material in the Saint Paul’s College Archives.
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bills were manifestly conceived and drafted by Stephen as elements of an integrated 
scheme of legislation. The bill for the Affiliated Colleges Act was transmitted to the 
Legislative Council by Governor Fitzroy on 25 October 1854.5 The petition for leave 
to bring in the private bill for the Saint Paul’s College Act, in which Stephen was the 
first named petitioner, was presented by Charles Cowper two weeks later.6 The two 
bills thereafter travelled through the legislature in tandem, and were considered and 
amended in committee of the whole Legislative Council within days of one another.7 
The public Act ultimately received the Governor’s assent one day after the private 
Act, on 2 December 1854.8 

Having recited in its preamble that it was “expedient to encourage and assist 
the establishment of Colleges within the University of Sydney” in which students 
would be provided with “systematic religious instruction and domestic supervision 
with assistance in preparing for the University lectures and examinations”, the 
Affiliated Colleges Act provided that, once any college within the University had been 
incorporated by the legislature and endowed by its founders or subscribers, it would 
be entitled to receive, as supplementary endowments from the colonial Government, 
a building fund contribution matching the subscribers pound for pound up to a 
maximum of £20,000, and an annual salary of £500 for the college principal.9

The Saint Paul’s College Act 1854
The Saint Paul’s College Act recited in its preamble that “considerable funds” had 
been “subscribed for the institution and endowment” of a college within the University 
“wherein due religious instruction in accordance with the doctrines and discipline of” 
the Anglican Church was to be “afforded and provision be made … for the residence of 
students under proper academical control”. To that end, the Act provided for the election 
by the subscribers “in such manner as they shall among themselves appoint” of eighteen 
fellows – six of whom were to be Anglican clergymen and twelve laymen.10 

The eighteen fellows were then to elect from among their own number six 
senior fellows, three of whom were to be clergymen, and three laymen.11 The senior 
fellows were then to appoint an Anglican clergyman, who was not to be one of 
themselves, to be the warden of the college; and while the college as a corporation 

5	 Legislative Council, Votes & Proceedings No 73 (25 October 1854) Item 2.
6	 Legislative Council, Votes & Proceedings No 80 (7 November 1854) Item 12.
7	 Legislative Council, Votes & Proceedings No 89 (23 November 1854) Items 6 and 20, No 90 (24 

November 1854) Items 15 and 20.
8	 Legislative Council, Votes & Proceedings No 94 (1 December 1854) Item 1; No 95 (2 December 

1854) Item 3. 
9	 Affiliated Colleges Act 1854 sections 1 – 4.
10	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 sections 3, 9.
11	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 sections 3, 7.
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was to be constituted by the warden and all eighteen fellows, its governing council, 
empowered to make by-laws for carrying the objects and purposes of the Act into 
effect, was to consist of the warden and six senior fellows only.12 

The warden was to exercise “the general superintendence and control of the 
students and of the institution” subject only to the by-laws13, and was empowered 
to appoint a vice-warden to exercise those functions in his absence.14 The vice-
warden was liable to suspension or removal from office by the warden, subject to 
an appeal to the senior fellows.15 The senior fellows were empowered to suspend or 
remove from office the warden or vice-warden, but only for “sufficient cause” and 
subject to an appeal to the college visitor16, who was to be the bishop of the Anglican 
diocese, upon whom the Act conferred “all such powers as by law appertain to the 
office of visitor of a college”.17 

In conformity with the express requirement of the public Act18, the College was 
to be a college “of and within” the University. With the sole potential exception of 
attendance at the university lectures on ethics, metaphysics and modern history (from 
which the Council was empowered to exempt them) all students in the College were 
to be subject to the discipline of the University. They were accordingly required to 
matriculate into the University immediately upon entry into the College, and could 
continue in the college only while they remained members of the University.19

Once the College had been constituted in accordance with the Act, subsequent 
vacancies in the office of warden were to be supplied by the senior fellows from 
outside their own number, while vacancies in the offices of any of the senior fellows 
were to be supplied by the fellows from among the junior fellows.20 Vacancies in 
the places of junior fellows were to be filled, initially, by a vote of the remaining 
fellows, and later, once there were twenty “graduates of the University continuing 
on the books of the College” by a poll of those graduates.21

The original structure of the Saint Paul’s College under these provisions is 
summarised in the diagram in Figure 1.

12	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 3.
13	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 14
14	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 5.
15	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 6.
16	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 6.
17	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 4.
18	  Affiliated Colleges Act section 8.
19	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 10.
20	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 8.
21	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 sections 8 and 9.
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Figure 1: Original constitution of Saint Paul’s College under the Saint Paul’s College 
Incorporation Act 1854. 

Summary of the statutory scheme
The Affiliated Colleges Act extended to higher education the denominationally neutral 
incentives for competitive initiatives on the part of the several religious denominations 
that Governor Bourke’s Church Act 183622 had created in respect of the erection of 
churches and residences for clergy.23 This was done in the service of a colonial religious 
policy that was informed by the principles of nineteenth-century liberalism. Since there 
was to be only one University and there were several churches, the University was 
to be secular; but the colonial Government invited each of the recognised Christian 
denominations to sponsor the establishment of institutions that would offer – within 
the University but from a position of legal independence from it – something that no 
single University could have provided to the equal satisfaction of all of the churches; 
namely, a higher education of which religious faith and religious practice were integral 
and harmonious elements.24

The nurturance and advancement of religion among students of the University 
was, however, to be conducted at one remove from the diocesan, parochial or 
congregational structures into which the churches themselves were organised. Any 

22	  7 William IV No 3.
23	  Justice Roger Therry, who would later be elected as one of the original fellows of Saint John’s 

College, publicly applauded the Affiliated Colleges Act as the “final ratification” of the Church Act: 
Freeman’s Journal 1 August 1857.

24	  For an account of the controversy from which the compromise embodied in the Affiliated Colleges 
Act emerged, see C Turney et al, Australia’s First: A History of the University of Sydney Volume 1, 
Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1991, Chapters 2 – 3 passim and particularly at pages 74 – 87. 
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institution entitled to claim the public endowments for which the Affiliated Colleges 
Act provided would be incorporated by the legislature as a self-governing corporation 
that would be under the patronage and oversight of the church authorities, but not 
under their direct control; and the entire control of the subscribed fund would be 
vested in the governing body of the college itself.25 At Saint Paul’s, clergy were to 
be indispensable members of that governing body, but they were not to be chosen 
by the bishop. Instead, like the lay fellows, they were to be elected, initially by the 
subscribers and ultimately by the college’s own graduates “continuing on the books”. 

In the same vein, though the Affiliated Colleges Act required, as a condition 
of payment of a college principal’s government stipend, an annual certificate that 
he had performed the duties of his office, the certificate was to be signed by those 
who were appointed for that purpose under the constitution of the college itself.26 
An earlier proposal that the certificate should bear the signature of the head of the 
religious denomination to which the college might belong27, had been successfully 
resisted as “most distasteful if not utterly objectionable” by Stephen in his capacity 
as chairman of the committee for the proposed Anglican college.28 The object and 
effect of the legislative scheme was not to empower the leaders of the churches to 
exercise direct influence over the university, but rather to enlist their assistance in 
empowering students who adhered to a religious faith to participate fully in the 
benefits of the education that was offered by a secular and non-sectarian university 
from within a private and independently administered associational space where 
that faith would be recognised and actively supported. 

The bill for the Saint John’s College Act
The principal draftsman of the private bill for the Saint John’s College Act appears 
to have been the barrister and Member of the Legislative Assembly, Peter Faucett. 
Faucett stated publicly in March 1858 that he had drawn up the Act of 1857, and had 
done so in consultation with Archbishop Polding and using the Anglican Act as “a 
good example to follow”.29 We can be confident that the original bill for the Saint 
John’s College Act, while it may not have represented Polding’s ideal constitution for 
a Catholic university college, was drafted in terms that he considered acceptable for 
the purpose of enabling Catholics to participate in the benefits that were offered by 

25	  Affiliated Colleges Act 1854 section 7.
26	  Affiliated Colleges Act 1854 section 5.
27	  Sir Charles Nicholson (Vice-Provost of the University) to Edward Deas Thomson (Colonial 

Secretary) 12 September 1853; reprinted in Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Council 1854 
Volume 2 page 103.

28	  Stephen to Deas Thomson 30 September 1853, Stephen to University Senate 29 September 1853; 
reproduced in Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Council 1854 Volume 2 pages 105 – 106.

29	  Freeman’s Journal 6 March 1858.

The Saint John’s College Act 1857: the legal antecedents and the historical context
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the Affiliated Colleges Act. Polding presided at public meetings that were held on 28 
July 1858 and 3 August 1858 to promote the Catholic college, of which the agenda 
had been drawn up at a meeting of select clergy and leading laity convened four days 
earlier on 24 July 1857.30 By no later than the date of the first public meeting, he had 
given the proposed college his blessing in a pastoral letter calling upon the entire 
Catholic community to support it31, and in an uplifting address to the meeting of 3 
August 1857 he assured those present that “I believe all the advantages of the systems 
which have been in force will be combined in this institution, and I believe that all 
the advantages of our own system will be combined in that which will now obtain”.32 

The bill33 tracked closely to the structure of the Saint Paul’s College Act and 
replicated, with necessary tweaks, much of its language. Many of the tweaks did no 
more than substitute for Anglican terminology language that was more appropriate 
to a Catholic institution. Some of them, however, went to matters of legal substance 
and may be taken to indicate the modifications to Stephen’s design for the Anglican 
college that Polding considered necessary, or at least preferable, for a Catholic 
institution. The provisions of the bill that modified the precedent provisions in 
significant ways are set out alongside the corresponding provisions of the Saint 
Paul’s College Act in the first and second columns of Table 1 (appended below).

Several of the proposed modifications sought to enhance Polding’s authority 
as ordinary in relation to the proposed college. To the requirement that six of the 
fellows must be priests, the bill added the further qualification that the six clerical 
fellows must always be “duly approved, and whilst they continue to be so approved, 
by the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Sydney”.34 This gave rise to an ambiguity: 
was the continuing approval required of a clerical fellow merely the Archbishop’s 
canonical approval of him as a priest, or was the continuing qualification of a priest 
to hold office as a clerical fellow to be conditional on the Archbishop’s continuing 
approval of him as a fellow? 

On the latter reading, the modified provision meant that a clerical fellow 
would, in practice, hold office at the pleasure of the Archbishop as ordinary, whose 
continuing approval of him as a fellow could be withdrawn at any time. On the same 
reading, the modified provision operated to empower the Archbishop as ordinary, 
should he so wish, to withhold approval from any but his single preferred candidate 
for any given vacancy among the clerical fellows, and thereby to direct and, for 
practical purposes to nullify, the power of the subscribers, and the subsequent 

30	  Freeman’s Journal 25 July 1857.
31	  Plunkett was able to make reference to the pastoral in the course of the 28 July public meeting: 

Freeman’s Journal 1 August 1857.
32	  Freeman’s Journal 15 August 1857 (Supplement).
33	  The bill is preserved, together with the petition, in New South Wales Parliamentary Archives File 

No 57-391. Digitised copies of these documents are accessible at https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/
historictabledpapers/files/85451/PA000284_076.pdf 

34	  Saint John’s College Bill clauses 3, 7.

https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/85451/PA000284_076.pdf
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/85451/PA000284_076.pdf
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/85451/PA000284_076.pdf
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powers of the fellows and graduates, to choose among priests otherwise qualified 
for appointment to college office. If Polding’s intention was ultimately to maintain 
‘maximalist’ interpretations such as these, it is easy to believe Faucett’s subsequent 
public statement that “[i]f there was one clause in the Bill which had the entire 
sanction of his Grace, it was that which left in the hands of the laity, untrammelled 
and without reservation, the election of the clerical Fellows.”35 

With similar ambiguity, the bill added to the requirement that the rector always 
be a priest the further requirement that he was always to be a priest “duly approved 
by the said Archbishop”.36 If the approval stipulated for was not merely approval as 
a priest, but approval for the office of rector, the practical effect of this was to confer 
on the Archbishop, acting not as visitor but as ordinary, at the very least a power to 
veto the appointment as rector of any priest whom he declined to approve for that 
office, and with it the power, should he so wish, to approve only one candidate and 
thereby compel the senior fellows to elect as rector his own nominee. 

The provision dealing with appointment and removal of a deputy for the head 
of the college was also modified. At Saint Paul’s, the power of appointing a vice-
warden was vested in the warden himself, who was also empowered to remove 
or suspend his appointee subject to an appeal to the senior fellows. The rector of 
Saint John’s was to have no corresponding powers. Rather, the power of appointing 
a vice-rector was to be vested in the council37 meaning that the rector could not 
appoint a deputy without the concurrence of the senior fellows, half of whom 
were to be priests who might (depending on how the ambiguity in the provisions 
relating to their own offices was resolved) themselves hold office at the pleasure 
of the Archbishop as ordinary. The power to remove or suspend the vice-rector for 
sufficient cause was, like the corresponding power in respect of the rector, not only 
subject (as it was at Saint Paul’s) to an appeal to the Archbishop as visitor38, but was 
to be exercisable in the first instance only by the senior fellows. 

The provision in the bill regulating the election of the founding fellows by the 
subscribers also departed significantly from the precedent set for Saint Paul’s. The 
Anglican Act had provided that the first eighteen fellows were to be elected by the 
subscribers “in such manner as they shall among themselves appoint”, and may 
well have been drafted in those terms on account of the extended absence from the 
colony, and subsequent vacancy in the office, of the bishop who was to be the visitor 
of Saint Paul’s. In August 1852 Bishop Broughton had travelled to England, where 
he subsequently died, and his successor Bishop Barker did not arrive until May 
1855. The Catholic bill provided simply that the subscribers were to elect the first 
eighteen fellows “at a Meeting of the Subscribers convened by the Visitor”. This 

35	  Freeman’s Journal 3 June 1858.
36	  Saint John’s College Bill clause 5.
37	  Saint John’s College Bill clause 5.
38	  Saint John’s College Bill clause 6.

The Saint John’s College Act 1857: the legal antecedents and the historical context
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left no scope for apportionment of voting rights on a sliding scale in proportion to 
the size of donations, of the kind for which the Anglican prospectus had provided.39 
Every subscriber to the Catholic college was to have the same voting entitlements, 
regardless of the size of his or her subscription. 

The structure proposed for Saint John’s College under the terms of the original 
bill is summarised in the diagram in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2: Proposed constitution of Saint John’s College under the incorporation bill as 
originally presented to the Legislative Assembly.

A further notable departure from the Anglican precedent was omission from the 
Catholic bill of the provision requiring publication of the by-laws and rules made by 
the Council. The requirement of the Anglican Act that every such by-law and rule 
be “transmitted to the Governor within thirty days after being made” and thereafter 
laid before each house of the colonial legislature, had been judiciously drafted by 
Stephen in terms that did not confer on the University, the Governor or either house 
of the legislature, any power of veto. This was in marked contrast with the legislation 
that governed the University, whose by-laws and rules were not permitted to take 
effect until they had first been approved and countersigned by the Governor.40 This 
was consistent with the underlying policy that the incorporated colleges should 
be empowered to regulate their internal affairs from a position of complete legal 
independence not only from the Church, but also from the University and the 
39	  The proposal of the committee appointed at the public meeting of 15 December 1852 was that only 

subscribers of £10 or more would be entitled to vote in the election of fellows, and that the entitlements 
should be according the following scale: £10 < £50, 1 vote; £50 < £100, 2 votes; £100 < £200, 4 
votes; £200 < £400, 6 votes; £400 < £500, 8 votes; £500+: 10 votes: Circular Letter (accompanying 
prospectus) from the Secretaries (30 March 1853) Saint Paul’s College Archives, Box 44, Item 5.

40	  University of Sydney Act 1850 section 8.
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Government. A bare tabling requirement did, however, ensure that the content of a 
college’s by-laws and rules would become a matter of permanent record, and that 
those responsible for making and amending them would do so under the discipline 
imposed by the full light of publicity.

Finally, the provision regulating the manner of filling casual vacancies among 
the fellows was modified. At Saint Paul’s, such vacancies were to be filled initially 
by co-option by the remaining fellows41, but once there were twenty graduates of 
the University “continuing on the books of the college”, they were to be “supplied 
by election by such graduates in such manner as the Council shall appoint”.42 The 
expression “books of the college” was a conventional one that denoted the matricula 
in which the names of students were entered upon admission to an English college; 
and the practice of English colleges enabling their graduate members to preserve 
eligibility for various rights under the university statutes by permitting them, in 
return for a fee, to keep their names “on the books” under the fiction that they still 
regularly resided at their colleges, was a long-established one at both Oxford and 
Cambridge.43 

The corresponding provision in the bill for Saint John’s provided that, once the 
threshold of twenty graduates continuing on the books was attained, the eligible 
graduates would participate together with the remaining fellows in supplying 
vacancies in accordance with the procedure to be prescribed by the council, 
which was not expressly required to be by election.44 Bearing in mind that the 
period from which the college would have at least twenty graduate members was 
likely to overlap with an extended initial period during which the majority of the 
fellows would not themselves be graduates of the University of Sydney, and also 
the likelihood that many of the priests who ministered to Catholics in the colony 
would continue to have been trained entirely outside it, this tweak was a means 
to extend the period during which the influence of both early fellows and clerical 
fellows on the selection of fellows to fill casual vacancies would continue to be 
numerically significant. 

41	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 8.
42	  Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 section 9.
43	  Oxford University Commission, Report of Her Majesty’s Commissioners, London, 1852, pages 

10, 15; Cambridge University Commission, Report of Her Majesty’s Commissioners, London. 
1852, pages 2, 13; A I Tillyard, A History of University Reform from 1800 AD to the Present Time, 
Cambridge 1913, pages 237 – 239. The corresponding practice of maintaining the names of prior 
college fellows “on the boards” of a college is described in R v Bishop of Ely (1788) 2 TR 290; 100 ER 
157 at 158 – 160. Stephen’s familiarity with the practice is evident in correspondence with the Senate 
of the University dated 27 June 1854, a copy of which is reproduced in Votes and Proceedings of the 
Legislative Council 1854 Volume 2 pages 108 – 109.

44	  Saint John’s College Bill clause 9; Saint John’s College Act section 8.

The Saint John’s College Act 1857: the legal antecedents and the historical context
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The progress of the bill in the legislature
Faucett presented the petition for leave to introduce the bill for the Saint John’s 
College Act to the Legislative Assembly on Friday 21 August 1857.45 On Wednesday 
26 August the bill was referred for the consideration and report of a select committee 
consisting of Faucett as chairman, Terence Murray, James Martin, Daniel Egan, 
Willliam Bede Dalley, Edward Flood and Daniel Deniehy.46 The meeting of the 
select committee was initially planned for 4 September47; but, for reasons that appear 
to have been connected with the intervening resignation of the Government48, was 
abandoned49 until 6 November, when Faucett, Dalley, Flood and Egan met to receive 
evidence proving the recitals in the preamble from Eyre Ellis, who was one of the 
joint secretaries appointed by the public meeting of 28 July50, and then to review 
the bill in detail.51

In the meantime, an event that was to be of great significance for the Catholic 
college had occurred. On Tuesday 20 October 1857, Sir Alfred Stephen had presented 
a petition to the Legislative Council for a private bill “for enlarging the Council” of 
Saint Paul’s College.52 This bill was the product of agitation from the junior fellows of 
Saint Paul’s. On 10 February 1857 Arthur Todd Holroyd, who was one of those junior 
fellows and a member of the Legislative Assembly, had moved in the Assembly a 
motion to require the tabling of returns showing the attendances at meetings of both 
the University Senate and the Saint Paul’s College Council and, in addition, which, if 
any, of the senior fellows of Saint Paul’s were university graduates. Holroyd’s concern 
was, he said, that it appeared that the only thing the junior fellows of Saint Paul’s had 
to do was elect the senior fellows, and the junior fellows wanted to know what the 
senior fellows were doing. Despite the doubts expressed by the Solicitor-General, 
John Darvall, as to whether it was within the power of either the Government or 
the Legislative Assembly to compel production of the kinds of returns that Holroyd 
was seeking, Holroyd’s motion was passed.53 A return from the University was 
subsequently tabled in the Legislative Assembly on 20 October54, but if any request 

45	  Legislative Assembly, Votes and Proceedings No 8 (21 August 1857) Item 1.
46	  Legislative Assembly, Votes and Proceedings No 10 (26 August 1857) Item 12.
47	  Richard O’Connor (Clerk of the Parliament) to William Whaley Billyard (solicitor for the college 

secretaries) 2 September 1857 (Saint John’s College Archives S021/1). 
48	  The seats of Murray and Martin were on 8 September declared vacant upon the resignation of 

the Ministry in consequence of the defeat of the Government’s Electoral Bill, though both were 
subsequently restored to the committee on 30 October: Legislative Assembly, Votes and Proceedings 
No 24 (30 October 1857).

49	  O’Connor to Billyard 3 September 1857 (Saint John’s College Archives S021/2).
50	  Freeman’s Journal 1 August 1857.
51	  Legislative Assembly Report of the Select Committee on the Saint John’s College Bill (ordered to 

be printed 10 November 1857).
52	  Legislative Council, Minutes No 12 (20 October 1857) Item 6.
53	  Sydney Morning Herald 11 February 1857.
54	  Legislative Assembly Votes and Proceedings No 17 (20 October 1857) Item 25.
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to provide a return was ever made to Saint Paul’s, the minutes of the college council 
meetings show no record of it having ever been considered. 

What the minutes do record, however, is that, on 17 July 1857, the warden read 
to the council a memorial from the fellows, requesting that the council apply to 
the Parliament during the next session for leave to introduce a bill to amend the 
Saint Paul’s College Act by abolishing the distinction between the senior and junior 
fellows and making all eighteen fellows members of the council, and the council 
resolved unanimously to accede to the fellows’ request.55 At the next council 
meeting on 10 August, Stephen reported that he had made a report of the council’s 
resolution to Holroyd, who had received it “on behalf of the fellows”.56 

Whether, and if so, when Polding had any inkling of these developments before 
the petition to amend the Anglican Act was presented to the Legislative Council late 
in the afternoon of 20 October 185757 is uncertain. His response was instantaneous. 
His request, conveyed in a letter written by Ellis from Saint Mary’s Cathedral, for “a 
meeting of the committee of the College for the final consideration of the Bill now 
before the Legislature” was dated the very same day, and the meeting was scheduled 
for 8:00 PM the very next day.58 No record survives of the meeting of 21 October 1857, 
or of the names of those who were requested to attend. Ellis’s surviving letter may 
have been one of several sent in the same terms, and it does not identify its addressee. 
The joint college secretaries appointed by the public meeting of 28 July were Dean 
Daniel Maurus O’Connell, Dalley and Ellis himself, who was then serving his final 
year as articled clerk to the solicitor for the secretaries, William Whaley Billyard.59 
The joint college treasurers, appointed by the same public meeting, were Archdeacon 
John McEncroe, John Hubert Plunkett MLA, and the cabinet maker, furniture retailer 
and former Sydney alderman Andrew Lenehan.60 

The bill for the Act to enlarge the Council of Saint Paul’s was given its first 
reading on 22 October 1857.61 The proposed Act had only three operative sections 
and the key provision was simple: from the date of passing of the amending Act 
the distinction between fellows and senior fellows was to cease, no further senior 
fellows were to be elected, the powers formerly vested in the senior fellows were 

55	  Council Minutes page 28 (17 July 1857) (Saint Paul’s College Archives).
56	  Council Minutes page 29 (10 August 1857) (Saint Paul’s College Archives).
57	  The Minutes record that the meeting of the Legislative Council at which the petition was received 

did not commence until 4:10 PM.
58	  Letter from Ellis as “Hony Secy” 20 October 1857 (Saint John’s College Archives S021/3).
59	  Articles of agreement between William Whaley Billyard and Eyre Goulburn Ellis 8 August 1853 

(Mitchell Library, MLMSS 1440, Folder 66X, Item 4). Billyard was the solicitor by whom the notices 
of intention to apply for leave to introduce the bill to the Legislative Assembly were published in the 
New South Wales Government Gazette and the Sydney Morning Herald and Empire newspapers, as 
well as in Freeman’s Journal. 

60	  Freeman’s Journal 1 August 1857.
61	  Legislative Council Minutes No 13 (22 October 1857) Item 4.
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to be vested in all eighteen fellows, and those eighteen fellows together with the 
warden were to constitute the council.62 On 28 October the bill was referred to a 
select committee of the Legislative Council chaired by Francis Merewether.63 The 
committee presented its report on 30 October, proposing only minor amendments.64 

Thereafter, the bill to enlarge the Saint Paul’s Council and the bill to incorporate 
Saint John’s progressed through the legislature in tandem.65 On 10 November 1857, 
Faucett’s select committee presented its report to the Legislative Assembly.66 The 
schedule of amendments to the bill was lengthy, and included all but two of the several 
substantive amendments that are noted in the second and third columns of Table 1 
(appended below).67 Of the substantive tweaks to the Anglican precedent that had 
been proposed in the original Catholic bill, the only ones that survived in their original 
form were those providing that the appointment, suspension or removal of a vice-
rector were to be matters for the council and not for the rector, and that the function 
of the graduates in supplying vacancies among the fellows was one that they were 
to share with the fellows remaining in office. The requirement for the Archbishop’s 
continuing approval of any priest holding office as a clerical fellow was removed, 
and the qualifications for appointment as rector were re-framed in language that was 
less amenable of a construction that would have enabled the Archbishop to impose 
on the college his own preferred candidate for that office. The provision requiring the 
council’s by-laws and rules to be laid before the legislature was peremptorily restored.

While these outcomes may have disappointed Polding, the tweaks of his that 
the committee rebuffed had always been in obvious tension with the policy of the 
Affiliated Colleges Act, and the proposal to exempt the by-laws of the Catholic 
62	  Saint Paul’s College Amendment Act 1857 section 1.
63	  Legislative Council Minutes No 14 (28 October 1857) Item 11.
64	  Legislative Council Minutes No 16 (30 October 1857) Item 6.
65	  Saint Paul’s College Amendment Bill: Second reading moved in the Legislative Council: Minutes 

No 17 (4 November 1857); Reported by Legislative Council in committee of the whole 6 November 
1857 (Sydney Morning Herald 7 November 1857); Report adopted: Legislative Council Minutes No 20 
(11 November 1857); Third reading and transmitted to the Assembly together with a copy of the report 
of the select committee: Legislative Council Minutes No 22 (13 November 1857); Second reading, 
committed and reported without amendment: Legislative Assembly Votes and Proceedings No 37 (24 
November 1857). Saint John’s College Bill: Considered by Select Committee of Legislative Assembly 
6 November 1857 (Sydney Morning Herald 7 November 1857); Second reading and considered by 
the Assembly in committee of the whole 13 November 1857 (Sydney Morning Herald 14 November 
1857); Third reading and transmitted to the Legislative Council: Legislative Assembly, Votes and 
Proceedings No 33 (17 November 1857); First reading, copy of the Assembly select committee report 
requested and provided: Legislative Council Minutes No 24 (18 November 1857); Second reading and 
committed: Legislative Council Minutes No 25 (19 November 1857).

66	  Legislative Assembly, Votes and Proceedings No 29 (10 November 1857) Item 17. A copy of the 
printed report and evidence given before the select committee is accessible at https://www.parliament.
nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/122560/LCTP%201857%20132-185_028.pdf  
The handwritten original report and record of evidence given to the select committee is accessible at 
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/85604/PA000284_074.pdf 

67	  The two exceptions were the amendment to clause 14, and part of the amendment to clause 13, 
which are considered below.

https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/122560/LCTP%201857%20132-185_028.pdf
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/122560/LCTP%201857%20132-185_028.pdf
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/122560/LCTP%201857%20132-185_028.pdf
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/85604/PA000284_074.pdf
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/files/85604/PA000284_074.pdf
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college from parliamentary scrutiny entirely had always been an audacious one, 
for which there was no obvious justification. After the enactment of the Church Act 
1836 it could not have been seriously maintained – and Polding would have been one 
of the last to entertain the notion – that Anglicanism was the established religion 
of the colony, such that a requirement to present college by-laws for the scrutiny of 
Parliament ought to be unique to Saint Paul’s. The possibility that proposals such 
as these would encounter opposition in the legislature was accordingly one that 
Polding would reasonably have anticipated when he issued his pastoral letter in July. 

What Polding could not have been expected to anticipate at that time, and what 
must have been, from his point of view, outcomes very much worse, were the 
select committee’s amendments to the size, composition and method of election 
of the Council itself, so as to bring the constitution of Saint John’s (summarised 
in Figure 3 below) into correspondence with the proposed amended constitution 
of Saint Paul’s. Polding had supported the founding of a Catholic college in the 
expectation that he would ultimately be working with a governing Council of 
seven indirectly-elected members, four of whom would always be priests. What the 
legislature instead delivered was a Council of nineteen members, on which laymen 
outnumbered priests by a factor of almost two to one, and all members of which 
were to be directly elected by an overwhelmingly lay body: initially the founding 
subscribers and ultimately the remaining fellows together with the college’s own 
graduates “continuing on the books”. 

Figure 3: Constitution of Saint John’s College under the Saint John’s College Incorporation 
Act 1857. 

Any hopes that Polding might have had of exercising consistent practical control 
over the College by informal means were thereby dashed. As Archbishop, he might 
reasonably expect that his vision for the college, and his wishes concerning its 
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administration, would exercise a weighty influence with priests of his diocese. 
But even on the far from certain supposition that all six of the priests whom the 
subscribers were to elect as clerical fellows would be willing, if he demanded it, to 
act under his outright dictation, they would still be substantially outnumbered by lay 
fellows, whose concerns and priorities, if they differed from those of the Archbishop, 
would be impossible to sideline. Nor could it be assumed that this problem would 
long remain hypothetical. The process of founding and incorporating the college 
was taking place during a time of increasingly open and public expression of 
mounting dissatisfaction among the colonial Catholic laity with the policies of their 
ecclesiastical superiors, the causes of which are beyond the scope of this paper, but 
have been the subject of prior studies.68 The bill as amended by the select committee 
continued to mandate the presence of at least one clerical fellow, in addition to 
the rector, at every meeting of the council69, and thereby empowered the clergy 
to exercise leadership within the college by means of persuasion, but it gave the 
Archbishop as ordinary no lever that he could pull in order to impose his will.

The select committee’s amendments also included insertion of a requirement that 
the subscribers be provided with a minimum of a fortnight’s notice, published in at 
least one Sydney metropolitan newspaper, of the meeting that Polding as visitor was 
to convene for the purpose of conducting the election of the first eighteen fellows.70 
This hints at possible concerns on the part of the select committee that Polding might 
endeavour to manipulate the outcome of the election by convening and conducting 
it with minimal publicity. In the context of the increasing lay activism to which 
reference has been made above, such concerns were understandable, and subsequent 
events demonstrate that they were not entirely without foundation. Since the election 
required by the Act was one in which all of the many subscribers – both lay and 
clerical – would be entitled to an equal vote, it had the potential to become a contest 
for control of the college between supporters and critics of Polding’s ecclesiastical 
policy, and thus a test of confidence in the pastoral leadership of Polding and his 
unpopular Vicar-General, Henry Gregory.71 For all their virtues – and the virtues 
of both men were numerous and in several respects complementary – each was a 
man whose formation by training and experience prior to arrival in the colony had 
prepared him to expect from the Catholic laity only deference and obedience. The 
notion that the Catholic hierarchy might occasionally be called upon to justify its 
policies, or even explain them, to members of the laity was one to which Polding 

68	  See, in particular, M Shanahan, Out of Time, Out of Place: Henry Gregory and the Benedictine 
Order in Colonial Australia, ANU Press, 1970; T L Suttor, Hierarchy and Democracy in Australia 
1788-1870, Melbourne University Press, 1965; J Hosie, “1859, Year of Crisis in the Australian Catholic 
Church”, Journal of Religious History, Volume 7, 1973, pages 342-361.

69	  Saint John’s College Bill clause 13. 
70	  Saint John’s College Act 1857 section 8.
71	  M Shanahan, Op cit, pages 123-127; see also R Lehane, Forever Carnival, Ginninderra Press, 

2004, pages 23-29.
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in particular seems to have been exceptionally inadaptable.72 The meeting for the 
election that Polding initially convened on 15 January 1858 was poorly attended; and 
it subsequently did not go unremarked that it had been inconveniently scheduled to 
coincide with the Sydney Council elections and that the length of notice provided 
had been the bare legal minimum that the Act allowed.73 A motion to adjourn it 
was ultimately carried after an hour and a half of debate in which it is reported that 
“considerable warmth of feeling was exhibited”.74

Finally, the select committee tweaked the quorum requirement in clause 13 of 
the bill to require, in addition to the rector and one clerical fellow, a minimum of 
two lay fellows rather than one lay fellow as originally proposed. The amendment 
is at first sight puzzling because the original proposal had not deviated from the 
precedent of the original Saint Paul’s College Act, and yet the tweaked provision did 
not correspond with the amended provision that was to apply at Saint Paul’s, which 
prescribed a quorum for council meetings of 2 clerical and 2 lay fellows together 
with the warden.75 The principled rationale for the amendment presumably was that 
the amended quorum corresponded with the 2 to 1 ratio on the council between lay 
and clerical fellows, just as the original proposed quorum had corresponded with 
the 1-to-1 ratio between lay and clerical senior fellows. 

After the bill was given its second reading on 13 November 1857, Faucett 
moved that the bill as amended by the select committee be adopted. Dalley however 
moved, and the House resolved, that the bill instead be re-committed with a view to 
reconsideration of clause 13.76 In the course of the ensuing consideration of the bill by 
the Assembly in committee of the whole, clause 13 was amended to make clear that 
the person presiding at council meetings was to have a casting vote only, and clause 
14 was amended to delete a provision that would otherwise have empowered the 
council to make a by-law conferring on the person presiding at any of its meetings a 
deliberative vote in addition to the casting vote.77 On the supposition that the “person 
presiding” at a council meeting would ordinarily be the rector, the nature of Dalley’s 
concerns is plain enough, and it solves the puzzle of the select committee’s departure 
from each of the precedents set by Saint Paul’s on the question of the quorum. Dalley 

72	  J Hosie, Op cit, pages 344-350; M Shanahan, Op cit, page 118.
73	  Freeman’s Journal 20 February 1858.
74	  Freeman’s Journal 16 January 1858.
75	  Saint Paul’s College Amendment Act 1857 section 3.
76	  Legislative Assembly Votes and Proceedings No 32 (13 November 1857) Item 15.
77	  Sydney Morning Herald 14 November 1857. A motion from Daniel Deniehy (who, although a 

member of the select committee, had not attended its meeting on 6 November) to remove the council’s 
power to exempt the college’s students from the university lectures in ethics, metaphysics and modern 
history, was withdrawn after Martin’s description of it as “inopportune and premature” and “a few 
remarks from” Faucett. At no stage does anyone appear to have been troubled by the fact that clause 13 
as amended, unlike the original draft and the legislation (both original and amending) at Saint Paul’s, 
included no provision at all prescribing the quorum of a meeting of the fellows in the absence of the 
rector e.g. for the purpose of electing, suspending or removing a rector.
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would not countenance the head of the college having, under any circumstances, more 
than one vote; nor would he countenance the clergy having 3 of 5 possible votes at a 
council meeting at which only a bare quorum of 4 members was present. 

This indication of Dalley’s thinking assists somewhat in resolving the more 
significant question of why the select committee amended the original bill for the 
Catholic college as radically as it did. The answer to that question is not obvious from 
the surviving material. Viewed in their entirety, the amendments signalled clearly that 
the legislature would countenance no encroachment on the principle that any college 
incorporated and endowed pursuant to the Affiliated Colleges Act must be legally 
independent of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. But the amendments went much further 
than was required for that purpose. Nothing in the original provisions of the Saint Paul’s 
College Act 1854 was inconsistent with the policy of the Affiliated Colleges Act, and yet 
Faucett’s select committee was not content to restore the bill for the Catholic college 
to conformity with that precedent. In his report to the Legislative Assembly, Faucett 
explained that it was “from their desire to assimilate the Bill as nearly as possible to” 
the arrangements for Saint Paul’s “as proposed to be amended by a Bill now before the 
Legislature” that the members of the select committee had “found it necessary to make 
various amendments”78; but he did not explain the reason for that desire. 

Why then, did the members of Faucett’s select committee make amendments to 
the constitution of the Catholic college, and in particular to its governing Council, 
that were so radically at variance with the proposals in the bill that Archbishop 
Polding had approved, and which Faucett himself had assisted Polding to draft? 
Their approval of such amendments cannot be attributed to any anti-Catholic animus 
because, with the sole exception of Flood, all members of the select committee 
were Catholics. Nor does it seem probable that any of the committee members were 
motivated by hostility to Polding or would have taken any satisfaction in vexing 
him. Faucett was the very man whom Polding had trusted to draft the original 
bill. In common with many of the colony’s Catholics who belonged to the liberal 
professions, he was “vocal both in the affairs of the colony and of the Church” 
and was among those who “refused to regard themselves as infants in a colonial 
setting”79; but he would later, in the context of events unrelated to the college, 
dispute allegations by Deniehy of “maladministration of the diocese”.80 Those 
events were to bring Deniehy into open conflict with Polding81, and result in his 
eventual excommunication82, but they lay more than a year into the future; and, in 

78	  Legislative Assembly Report of the Select Committee on the Saint John’s College Bill (ordered to 
be printed 10 November 1857).

79	  M Shanahan Op cit pages 117 – 118.
80	  M Shanahan Op cit page 135.
81	  M Shanahan Op cit pages 132 – 136.
82	  G P Walsh, “Deniehy, Daniel Henry (1828-1865),” Australian Dictionary of Biography Volume 4, 

MUP 1972 and National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, https://adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/deniehy-daniel-henry-3393

https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/deniehy-daniel-henry-3393
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/deniehy-daniel-henry-3393
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any case, Deniehy was one of several members of the select committee who had not 
been present at its meeting on 6 November 1857. 

Nor was there any reason for the select committee to conclude that the Anglicans’ 
petition for amendments demonstrated that Stephen’s original design for Saint Paul’s 
had proved unworkable. The evidence to Merewether’s select committee from the 
warden of Saint Paul’s, the Reverend Henry Judge Hose, which the Legislative 
Council had on 30 October ordered to be printed along with the select committee’s 
report, was to the contrary. When asked whether any inconvenience had arisen 
under the existing constitution of Saint Paul’s, Hose replied that there had been 
none and that he thought the junior fellows’ reason for presenting the memorial was 
that “they felt their interest in the College would be greater if they had a voice in its 
management. There was no reflection on the Council.”83 The surviving minutes of 
the Saint Paul’s council meetings, which commence from 5 May 1856, record that, 
although the attendance at council meetings was sometimes small, the meetings 
rarely failed to achieve a quorum.84 

Nor does the agitation for change at Saint Paul’s appear to have arisen from any 
dissatisfaction with the fact that a bare majority of the council were clergymen. 
The petition of the junior fellows does not appear to have generated any division 
of opinion between the lay and clerical members of the college. Indeed, it did 
not – at least on the occasion when it was formally voted upon by the council 
– generate any division of opinion at all. In his evidence to Merewether’s select 
committee, Hose confirmed that all ten junior fellows who were present in the 
colony at the time had signed the petition to the college council, and that all 
senior fellows present at the council meeting of 17 July 1857 had concurred in 
the resolution acceding to it. Those present and concurring therefore included, in 
addition to Stephen and the warden himself, all three of the clerical senior fellows 
who were then in office.85 

On the basis of the available material, the decision of Faucett’s select committee 
to prescribe for Saint John’s almost the entirety of the new institutional structure 
that was proposed for Saint Paul’s would seem to be most plausibly explained by 
either or both of two considerations. First, the select committee might reasonably 
have assumed that an original governance structure that had in short order generated 
agitation, and calls for legislated change, from the junior fellows of Saint Paul’s 
would in all probability produce similar consequences at Saint John’s if it were to 
be replicated there. 

83	  Legislative Council, Report of the Select Committee on the Saint Paul’s College Bill and Minutes 
of Evidence (ordered to be printed 30 October 1857). A copy of the printed report and evidence given 
before the select committee is accessible at https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/historictabledpapers/
files/85596/PA000284_084.pdf 

84	  Council Minutes pages 1 – 27 (Saint Paul’s College Archives). 
85	  Council Minutes page 28 (17 July 1857) (Saint Paul’s College Archives).
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Secondly, the Catholics on the select committee – even those who were close to 
the Archbishop and who would, when push came to shove, always be loyal to him 
– could not have been oblivious to, and, indeed, were to some degree participants 
in, the increasingly vocal lay criticism within the Catholic community of the 
ecclesiastical administration in general. They could not have failed to appreciate 
that, among Catholics, distinctions between laity and clergy were apt to be more 
conspicuous and consequential than they ordinarily were among Sydney’s leading 
Anglicans; and they might well have concluded that those distinctions, though 
they had been a source of no resentment at Saint Paul’s, had the potential to 
assume a disproportionate and undesirable significance at Saint John’s under the 
circumstances then prevailing in the colony. 

On such suppositions, it is not difficult to comprehend how it might have 
appeared to men like Faucett and Dalley that the convenient course, and also the 
prudent one, was for the legislature to make at once an adjustment for which there 
might otherwise be subsequent agitation, and in no very long time. It is far from 
improbable – though we currently have no proof – that they provided Polding with 
advice to that effect; and it is certainly not difficult to comprehend why they would 
have trusted that Stephen, as the Chief Justice and the original architect of the entire 
statutory scheme, knew what he was about when it came to designing alternative 
structures that would not be inconsistent with the policy of that scheme, and to 
drafting for that purpose provisions that, if they were replicated, would proceed 
through the legislature smoothly and without any opposition.86 

For that is what happened. After the amended bill was given its first reading in 
the Legislative Council on 18 November, the House, on Justice Therry’s motion, 
requested from the Assembly, and was duly provided with, the report of Faucett’s 
select committee.87 The following day, Therry informed the Legislative Council 
that the Catholic bill was “analogous to that passed for St Paul’s College” and that he 
“would merely move the second reading”.88 Having been considered in committee 
of the whole and reported without further amendment and with minimal discussion 
on 27 November89, the Catholic bill passed its third reading in the Legislative 
Council on 1 December 1857.90 On the same day, the Anglican bill received its third 
reading in the Assembly and was returned to the Legislative Council.91 Both bills 

86	  The high regard in which Stephen was held by Dalley is evident in a speech that Dalley delivered, 
many years later, in the course of debate on the Retired Judges’ Pensions Bill: (1883) 9 New South 
Wales Parliamentary Debates pages 1593 – 1594. 

87	  Legislative Council Minutes No 24 (18 November 1857) Item 4.
88	  Sydney Morning Herald 20 November 1857.
89	  Legislative Council Minutes No 30 (27 November 1857) Item 15; Sydney Morning Herald 28 

November 1857.
90	  Sydney Morning Herald 2 December 1857. 
91	  Legislative Assembly Votes and Proceedings No 41 (1 December 1857) Item 12.
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received the Governor’s assent on 15 December 1857,92 and thus the Governor was 
authorised to incorporate Saint John’s College as a college within the University 
that was closely modelled on Saint Paul’s, but not as it had been constituted under 
the original legislation of 1854.

Epilogue
Shortly after the incorporation of the college was proclaimed in July 1858, Polding 
wrote to Propaganda Fide that “[t]he institution of this college is a great consolation 
to me”.93 From his point of view, however, the governance structure of the college as 
it finally emerged from the legislature must have been a severe disappointment. In the 
aftermath of the legislature’s refusal to enact provisions that would have enhanced his 
powers as ordinary in relation to Saint John’s College, Polding had sought to invoke his 
authority as visitor in a pastoral letter concerning the elections for the fellows of Saint 
John’s College that had been published on 9 June 1858,94 and would do so again in future 
correspondence with the rector and the fellows of the college95, and also with the Prefect 
of Propaganda Fide, Cardinal Barnabò.96

The powers of college visitors have sometimes been described in the historical 
literature as vague and ill-defined97; but in fact the source and scope of their 
jurisdiction was by the mid-nineteenth century well understood by lawyers, having 
been expounded in numerous judicial decisions, some of which were of the highest 
authority, and all of which had been comprehensively digested in a textbook for the 
reference of the practising profession that was published in London in 1850.98 The 
nature and scope of the visitatorial jurisdiction that the Act of 1857 conferred on the 
Archbishop of Sydney, assessed by reference to the antecedent law of eleemosynary 
corporations as it had developed in the course of the preceding six centuries, will be 
the subject of a separate and future paper. 

92	  Legislative Assembly Votes and Proceedings No 49 (15 December 1857) Item 2.
93	  Polding to Cardinal Barnabò (11 July 1858) in M X Compton et al, The Letters of John Bede 

Polding OSB 1844-1860 (Volume 2), Sydney, 1996, page 261.
94	 Pastoral Letter on the Election of Fellows of the College of Saint John the Evangelist (9 June 1858) 

reprinted in G Haines et al, The Eye of Faith: The Pastoral Letters of John Bede Polding, Kilmore, 
1978, page 247.

95	  M X Compton et al, The Letters of John Bede Polding OSB 1844-1860 (Volume 2), Sydney, 1996, 
pages 305-306; The Letters of John Bede Polding OSB 1861-1877 (Volume 3), Sydney, 1998 pages 15, 
35, 41 – 42, 95. 

96	  M X Compton et al, The Letters of John Bede Polding OSB 1844-1860 (Volume 2), Sydney, 1996, 
page 267; The Letters of John Bede Polding OSB 1861-1877 (Volume 3), Sydney, 1998 pages 223 – 
225, 243.

97	  K J Cable, “The University of Sydney and its Affiliated Colleges, 1850-1880”, The Australian 
University Volume 2, Melbourne, 1964, page 204. This article is in turn cited in M Shanahan Op cit 
page 124.

98	  J Grant, A Practical Treatise on the Law of Corporations, Butterworths, London, 1850, pages 529 – 551.
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Appendix: 

Table 1 – Comparison between key provisions of the Saint Paul’s College Act 1854 
and the Saint John’s College Act 1857 as proposed in the original bill and/or  
as finally enacted.

Saint Paul’s College  
Act 1854

Saint John’s  
College Bill

Saint John’s College  
Act 1857

Preamble
 … considerable funds have 
been subscribed for the 
institution and endowment 
in the diocese of Sydney 
of a college within the 
University of Sydney in 
connection with the United 
Church of England and 
Ireland to be called Saint 
Paul’s College wherein 
due religious instruction 
in accordance with the 
doctrines and discipline 
of that church shall be 
afforded and provision be 
made as soon as may be 
practicable for the residence 
of students under proper 
academical control…

… considerable funds have 
been subscribed for the 
institution and endowment 
in the Archdiocese of 
Sydney of a Roman 
Catholic College within 
the University of Sydney to 
be called “The College of 
Saint John the Evangelist” 
wherein the students shall 
receive due religious 
instruction and be brought 
up in the doctrines and 
disciplines of the Roman 
Catholic Church and 
provision be made for the 
residence of the students 
and their preparation for 
the University lectures 
and examinations under 
collegiate control… 

[Passed as drafted without 
amendment].

Clause 3
The … Body Politic and 
Corporate shall consist 
of a warden and eighteen 
fellows, of whom six shall 
always be clergymen in 
priests’ orders of the United 
Church of England and 
Ireland… 

The … Body Politic and 
Corporate shall consist 
of a Rector and eighteen 
Fellows, of whom six shall 
always be Priests duly 
approved, and whilst they 
continue to be so approved, 
by the Roman Catholic 
Archbishop of Sydney, or 
in the event of his death or 
absence by the Head of the 
Roman Catholic Church for 
the time being …

The … body politic and 
corporate shall consist of a 
rector and eighteen Fellows, 
of whom six shall always be 
duly approved priests …
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Clause 3
…which said eighteen 
fellows shall elect six 
from their own body to 
be called senior fellows 
who shall appoint the 
warden who shall not be 
one of themselves and 
the warden and six senior 
fellows … shall together 
form a council to be called 
“The Council of Saint 
Paul’s College” in which 
shall be vested at all times 
the government in every 
respect of the college and 
all matters relating thereto.

…which said eighteen 
Fellows shall elect six 
from their own body to 
be called Senior Fellows 
who shall appoint the 
Rector, who shall not be 
one of themselves; and 
the Rector and six Senior 
Fellows … shall together 
form a Council to be 
called “The Council of St. 
John’s College” in which 
shall be vested at all times 
the government in every 
respect of the college, and 
all matters relating thereto.

…which said eighteen 
fellows shall appoint the 
rector who shall not be 
one of themselves and the 
rector and fellows together 
… shall together form a 
council to be called the 
Council of Saint John’s 
College in which shall 
be vested at all times 
the government in every 
respect of the college and 
all matters relating thereto. 

Clause 5
The warden shall always be a 
clergyman in priests’ orders 
of the aforesaid Church 
and he shall have power to 
appoint a vice-warden …

The Rector shall always be 
a Priest, duly approved by 
the said Archbishop; and the 
Council shall have power to 
appoint a Vice-Rector …

The rector shall always 
be a duly approved priest 
and the council shall have 
power to appoint a vice-
rector …

Clause 6
The warden and 
vice-warden shall be 
respectively liable to 
removal or suspension 
for sufficient cause by the 
senior fellows subject to 
an appeal to the visitor 
and the vice-warden shall 
also be liable to removal or 
suspension by the warden 
subject to an appeal to the 
senior fellows.

The Rector and Vice-Rector 
shall be respectively liable 
to removal or suspension, 
for sufficient cause, by the 
Senior Fellows, subject to 
an appeal to the Visitor.

The rector and vice-rector 
shall be respectively liable 
to removal or suspension 
for sufficient cause by the 
fellows subject to an appeal 
to the visitor.

Clause 7
Of the senior fellows three 
shall always be clergymen 
in priests’ orders as 
aforesaid and the other 
three shall be laymen.

Of the Senior Fellows three 
shall always be Priests, 
duly approved as aforesaid, 
and whilst they continue to 
be approved, and the other 
three shall be Laymen.

[No corresponding 
provision].

The Saint John’s College Act 1857: the legal antecedents and the historical context
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Clause 9
… the first eighteen fellows 
shall be elected by the 
subscribers to the funds 
of the college in such 
manner as they shall among 
themselves appoint …

… the first eighteen Fellows 
shall be elected by the 
subscribers to the funds of 
the College, at a Meeting of 
the Subscribers convened 
by the Visitor…

[Corresponding provision: 
8] … the first eighteen 
Fellows shall be elected 
by the subscribers to the 
funds of the college, at a 
meeting of the subscribers 
to be convened by the 
visitor by notice in one 
or more newspapers 
published in Sydney, at 
least one fortnight before 
the day appointed for such 
meeting…

… all vacancies in the 
number of fellows (not 
being senior fellows) so 
soon as there shall be 
twenty members of the 
college who are graduates 
of the University continuing 
on the books of the college 
shall be supplied by election 
by such graduates in such 
manner as the Council may 
appoint.

… all vacancies in the 
number of Fellows (not 
being Senior Fellows), so 
soon as there shall be twenty 
Members of the College 
who are Graduates of the 
University, continuing on the 
books of the College, shall 
be supplied by the remaining 
Fellows and the said 
Graduates, in such manner as 
the Council may appoint.

[Corresponding provision: 
8] … all vacancies in the 
number of fellows so soon 
as there shall be twenty 
members of the college 
who are graduates of the 
University continuing on the 
books of the college shall be 
supplied by the remaining 
fellows and the said 
graduates, in such manner 
as the council may appoint.

Omitted Provision
[Section 13]… every … 
by-law and rule [made 
by the Council] shall be 
transmitted to the Governor 
within thirty days after 
being made to be by him 
laid before the Legislative 
Council or Houses of 
Legislature of the Colony as 
soon as conveniently may 
be thereafter.

[No corresponding 
provision].

[Section 11] … every … 
by-law and rule [made 
by the council] shall be 
transmitted to the Governor 
within thirty days after 
being made to be by him 
laid before the Houses of 
Parliament of the colony as 
soon as conveniently may 
be thereafter.



27

Saint Paul’s College  
Act 1854

Saint John’s  
College Bill

Saint John’s College  
Act 1857

Clause 13
[Section 15] The votes at all 
meetings of the fellows or 
senior fellows or council … 
shall be taken exclusively of 
the person presiding unless 
there shall be an equality 
of votes and … one clerical 
and one lay member of the 
council with the warden shall 
constitute a meeting of the 
council and two clerical and 
two lay fellows with one pre-
siding fellow shall constitute 
a meeting of the fellows …

The votes at all meetings 
of the Fellows, or Senior 
Fellows, or Council … shall 
be taken exclusively of the 
person presiding, unless 
there shall be an equality of 
Votes, and … one Clerical 
and one Lay Member of the 
Council, with the Rector 
shall constitute a Meeting of 
the Council, and two Cleri-
cal and two Lay Fellows 
with one presiding Fellow 
shall constitute a Meeting of 
the Fellows…

The votes at all meetings 
of the council … shall be 
taken exclusively of the 
person presiding unless 
there shall be an equality 
of votes in which case he 
shall have a casting vote and 
… one clerical and two lay 
members of the council with 
the rector shall constitute a 
meeting of the council …

Clause 14
[Section 16]… it shall be 
lawful for the council by 
any by-law … by them 
made and assented to by the 
fellows to ordain and ap-
point that the person presid-
ing at any meeting whether 
of the council or the fellows 
or the senior fellows shall 
have a deliberative as well 
as a casting vote …

[Identical provision]. [Omitted].

The Saint John’s College Act 1857: the legal antecedents and the historical context
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Overlooked German Catholics of the Hunter Valley

Paul Kiem*

In the mid-nineteenth century the Hunter Valley region of New South Wales 
experienced a concentrated wave of German immigration. Most of these migrants 
came from south-western German states and they settled on the estates of large 
landholders who had engaged them to work in specialist trades, notably vinedressing, 
for a period of two years. 

Because the first arrivals came in 1849, it is sometimes assumed they were 
refugees fleeing Germany’s failed liberal revolutions of 1848. There is little evidence 
for this. Rather, Germans who came to the Hunter Valley were economic migrants 
attracted by a bounty scheme offering assisted passage and guaranteed employment. 
In contrast to the earliest German migration to South Australia, Germans did not 
come to the Hunter Valley for religious reasons or as a cohesive religious group. 
However, they were predominantly Catholic. This, it will be argued, was the critical 
factor explaining a distinctive feature of German settlement in the Hunter Valley 
– rapid and comprehensive assimilation. Not only has this assimilation resulted 
in a significant episode in Australia’s immigration history being overlooked, but 
it has made it easy to miss the prominent role of German descendants in Hunter 
Valley social history, particularly within Catholic communities where so many 
were absorbed. 

Lost Germans 
When local historian Stan Parkes published an article in 1986 outlining the results 
of his groundbreaking research into the Hunter Valley’s German immigration, he 
introduced the topic by remarking on how little was known about it. When it came 
to early German migration to Australian colonies, he observed, some might think of 
those who settled in South Australia, ‘where descendants still celebrate the ways of 
the homeland’. Fewer, he suggested, would think of those ‘who came out as bounty 
immigrants and settled in the Hunter Valley and elsewhere in New South Wales’. Other 

* Dr Paul Kiem is a retired history educator and former President of the History Teachers’ 
Association of Australia. A winner of the 2024 Ivan Barko Award, his most recent publication 
is a chapter, ‘Why should public men be held up to ridicule?’, in Richard Scully et al. (2025) 
Cartoon Conflicts: Contemporary Conflicts and Historical Precedents. 
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writers, including Jenny Paterson and Rupert Lockwood, echoed this theme about the 
Hunter’s Germans being overlooked by historians and forgotten in public memory.1 

Clear evidence of historians overlooking German immigration to the Hunter 
Valley can be seen with the publication of Australians: A Historical Library in 
1987. This eleven-volume library was a project undertaken by Australian historians 
to mark the bicentenary of European settlement. One of the volumes was an 
atlas, Australians: A Historical Atlas. In this large, lavishly illustrated atlas, two 
double-page spreads were devoted to German immigration. The first dealt with 
‘German Settlement, South Australia’. The second, ‘The German Born’, featured 
a map illustrating German settlement up to 1919. This map has red arrows and 
accompanying notes indicating German arrivals in South Australia, Victoria and 
Queensland but no arrows for New South Wales. A second set of blue arrows indicates 
internal German migration, including from South Australia to southwestern New 
South Wales. The Hunter Valley is blank, with no indication of German settlement. 
In an otherwise carefully prepared and authoritative publication, this underlines the 
extent to which German settlement in the Hunter Valley was overlooked or ignored 
up until at least the late 1980s.2 

In recent decades, the neglect has been addressed. Building on the early work of 
Stan Parkes and assisted by the digitisation of archival material, family historians 
often led the way in revealing the story of German immigration to the Hunter. An 
extraordinary contribution was made by Jenny Paterson with the publication of her 
series of articles on assisted German immigration to New South Wales in the period 
1849-1856. Patricia Cloos and Jürgen Tampke’s 1993 book, ‘Greetings from the 
Land Where Milk and Honey Flows’: The German Emigration to NSW 1838-1858, 
offered one of the first accessible overviews. In their 2018 book, Hunter Wine: A 
History, wine historians Julie McIntyre and John Germov included a full chapter on 
German immigration and its impact on the wine industry.3 

1		 W. S. Parkes, ‘German Immigration to the Hunter Valley in the mid-19th Century’, Journal of Hunter 
Valley History, 2:1, 1986, p. 1; Jenny Paterson, ‘German Bounty Immigrants to NSW 1849-1856’, 
7th Australian Congress on Genealogy and Family History Congress Papers, 1994, p. 38.6; Rupert 
Lockwood, ‘1848 Revolution: Catholic Rhinelanders Flee to Australia’, Annals Australia, August 1991, 
p. 12. Lockwood’s title may be misleading – not all Germans coming to NSW in the mid-nineteenth 
century were Catholic or from the Rhineland. Few, if any, were fleeing the 1848 revolutions.

2 		 J.C.R. Camm and John McQuilton (eds), Australians: a Historical Atlas, Fairfax, Syme & Weldon 
Associates, Sydney, 1987, pp. 80-81, 150-151. A second map does indicate up to 1500 ‘German born’ 
living in Newcastle and the Hunter in 1901.

3 		 Patricia Cloos and Jürgen Tampke, ‘Greetings from the Land where Milk and Honey Flows’: 
The German Emigration to NSW 1838-1858, Southern Highlands Publishers, Canberra, 1993; Julie 
McIntyre and John Germov, Hunter Wine: A History, New South, Sydney, 2018. Jenny Paterson’s 
articles are published in the Burwood and District Family History Group’s journal Ances-tree and 
indexed on the association’s website: https://bdfhg.weebly.com (8 April 2025).
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Deutschtum in the Diaspora 
A useful context for this discussion has been provided by historian Stefan Manz 
in his examination of German migration at a global level, Constructing a German 
Diaspora. Manz compared the way in which German Protestants and German 
Catholics managed the preservation of Deutschtum, Germanness, when they 
migrated. The Protestant Church, he argued, was a national church which used the 
German language and had a close association with German culture and nationalism. 
By contrast, the Catholic Church was a universal church, as highlighted by its use 
of Latin, international organisation and allegiance to the papacy. As a result, within 
the German diaspora, German Protestantism actively assisted with the preservation 
of Deutschtum while German Catholics were far more likely to experience an 
early erosion of their German culture. This tendency, according to Manz, was 
reinforced by the greater number of German Protestants emigrating to join diaspora 
communities: 

Catholics abroad were more prone to join the indigenous churches 
which, in any case, had a more universalist approach and its liturgy in 
Latin, making it easier to accommodate groups with differing linguistic 
backgrounds. A further factor was that northern German Protestant 
regions were the main source of nineteenth-century mass emigration. In 
the destination countries, therefore, Catholics often lacked the critical mass 
to establish self-standing congregations.4 

Manz also noticed a characteristic of Catholic German emigrants that seems 
especially relevant to those who came to the Hunter Valley: ‘Abroad, [German] 
Catholics were less prone to assemble on the basis of clear ethnic lines. As a 
consequence, region-based scholarship outside the United States tends to relegate 
their existence to a few footnotes, not least due to a scarcity of sources.’5 In other 
words, German Catholics abroad could be overlooked not just because they blended 
quickly, but because they made limited impression on the historical record. 

Lutherans in South Australia 
South Australia presents a case study supporting Manz’s argument about the 
effectiveness of Protestants in preserving Deutschtum. From November 1838 
until January 1839, ships carrying five hundred Old Lutherans arrived in South 
Australia. Led by Pastor August Kavel, this group originated from the German 
state of Prussia. Kavel and his congregation had opposed Prussian King Frederick 

4		 Stefan Manz, Constructing a German Diaspora: The ‘Greater German Empire’, 1871–1914, 
Routledge, New York, 2014, p. 185.

5		 Manz, p. 189.
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William III’s religious decrees and came to South Australia seeking the freedom to 
maintain their traditional practices. Following the successful settlement of Kavel’s 
group, Germans continued to arrive in South Australia and by the late 1850s 
there were an estimated 10,000 German speakers in the colony. No longer fleeing 
religious persecution, the later migrants came in search of a better life but they 
were still predominantly Protestant and they were drawn to German communities 
in towns such as Hahndorf, Lobethal or what became known as the Barossa Valley.6 
In the 1850s, after visiting Tanunda in the Barossa Valley, German author Friedrich 
Gerstäcker recorded this impression: 

… the population, with the possible exception of a few isolated cases, is 
entirely German. It was a strange feeling for me, in a foreign country and 
part of the world, as well as in an English colony, to suddenly find myself 
surrounded by Germans and, in fact, a purely German way of life… I saw 
small groups standing in the streets everywhere and heard everyone speaking 
German…7 

Unlike in any other Australian colony, South Australia’s Germans created distinctive 
non-British enclaves within the European settler population which were to have 
outstanding longevity. Over time, the Deutschtum of these enclaves would be diluted 
as gradual assimilation and modernising influences affecting Australia as a whole took 
effect. By the mid-1950s, Adelaide’s Advertiser was lamenting the disappearance of 
Barossa Deutsch.8 Even so, this local variation of the German language had survived 
for more than a century. Importantly, the unique German heritage of the Barossa Valley, 
amplified in tourism promotion and wine branding, had made an impression on the 
popular imagination that has survived into the twenty first century. As Andrew Caillard 
noted in his recent history of the Australian wine industry: 

In the Barossa Valley, the well-preserved 19th and early 20th century 
Lutheran churches, the local Barossa Deutsch language, brass bands, and 
food culture had all become symbols of the wine community. This cultural 
identity, on the wane for decades, was gradually revived during the 1950s 
and would continue into the 1960s, with the exception of the language.9 

Caillard’s reference to the Barossa Valley’s ubiquitous Lutheran churches 
emphasises the role Lutheranism played in preserving Deutschtum. Germans who 

6		 Jürgen Tampke, The Germans in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 2006, pp. 
25, 31-32; Charles Meyer, A History of the Germans in Australia, 1839-1945, Monash University, 
Melbourne, 1990, p. 87.

7		 Friedrich Gerstäcker, Australia, JG Gotta’scher Verlag, 1853 (Projekt Gutenberg-DE).
8		 Advertiser (Adelaide), 25 August 1953, p. 5.
9		 Andrew Caillard, The Australian Ark: The Story of Australian Wine, Volume 2 – Federation to the 

Modern Era 1901-1982, Longueville Media and The Vintage Journal, Sydney, 2023, p. 278.
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came to South Australia in the nineteenth century were generally from Lutheran 
areas of Germany and in South Australia they maintained both their religious faith 
and the social cohesion this gave them. Church services in German, the publication 
of German newspapers, the popularity of German clubs and cultural groups and 
the development of German language schools, all helped to maintain Deutschtum 
in small German rural communities. Moreover, in South Australia, which had only 
been settled by Europeans two years before they began to arrive, Germans had 
the status of pioneers. They were creators of European society in the towns they 
settled rather than newcomers to an existing social order. Finally, high levels of 
intermarriage among German descendants played a self-sustaining role.10 

Catholics in the Hunter Valley 
While South Australia’s Protestant Germans preserved Deutschtum for an extended 
period, the nineteenth century history of Germans in the Hunter Valley illustrates the 
other side of Stefan Manz’s argument – Catholic German families quickly assimilated 
into colonial society, seemingly so quickly and thoroughly that their story has been easy 
to overlook. This was the qualified conclusion suggested by Jenny Paterson following 
her extensive research into German bounty (assisted) immigration to New South Wales 
in the period 1849-1856: ‘… religious distribution may partly account for the speed with 
which these families seem to have assimilated into the general population and the fact 
that they have been missed by historians for so long.’11 Why partly? Because at least 
three other factors influenced the rapid assimilation. 

Firstly, the Hunter’s Germans did not arrive as a coherent group or have the 
ability to form the sort of close communities they had known in the German states, 
as South Australia’s Lutherans were able to do. Those who came to the Hunter were 
usually bounty migrants who had been engaged, often by gentleman vignerons 
seeking to employ skilled German vinedressers, to work on large estates throughout 
the region. A consequence of their employment arrangements was that they and 
their families were dispersed, often to remote properties where their neighbours 
might be English, Irish or native-born rural workers rather than other Germans. 

Secondly, even though Germans arrived in the Hunter Valley within decades of 
Aboriginal dispossession, the earliest European settlements and the end of convict 
transportation, they were latecomers rather than pioneers. Although the region 
retained features of a colonial frontier in the mid-nineteenth century, German 
immigrants found they had to adapt, often in isolation, to an already established 
Anglo-Irish social hierarchy. 

Thirdly, compared with South Australia, fewer Germans came to the Hunter 
Valley and their arrival was concentrated rather than extending to the end of the 

10	 Meyer, pp. 53, 101, 128-133.
11	 Paterson, 1994, p. 38.6.
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nineteenth century. Jenny Paterson has calculated that 804 German families, or up 
to 3091 individuals, arrived in New South Wales as bounty migrants in the period 
1849-1856. How many settled in the Hunter Valley is uncertain, but when the Parland 
arrived in Sydney in 1849 with 65 German families, 47 were destined for Hunter 
Valley employers.12 It is possible that up to 50% of German bounty immigrants who 
arrived in the period 1849-1856 ended up in the Hunter Valley. Regardless of the 
exact figure, hundreds of German families settled in the Hunter Valley in the mid-
nineteenth century in what was a significant influx of foreigners. As detailed below, 
the impact would be evident in Catholic parishes during the late nineteenth century. 
In the longer term, with the intimate knowledge of a local historian, Stan Parkes 
estimated that by the 1980s the Hunter Valley had ‘tens of thousands of descendants 
of German immigrants of the 19th century’.13 This broad estimate takes account of the 
large families typical of early generations and the difficulty of identifying German 
descendants due to the level of intermarriage and name changes. 

Turning to the key distinction of religion, it is important to note that German 
bounty immigrants who came to New South Wales in the mid-nineteenth century 
were far from being exclusively Catholic. Relying again on Jenny Paterson’s 
research, while an estimated 57% were Catholic, they included Protestants and 
families where the parents were in ‘mixed marriages’. Still, it is likely that a higher 
percentage of the Catholics ended up in the Hunter Valley. For example, not only did 
most of the Parland’s families settle in the Hunter Valley, but 73% of the Germans 
it brought to New South Wales were Catholic.14 

They may not have migrated for religious reasons or formed a coherent religious 
group but, whether Catholic or Protestant, in their former homeland religious 
observance and participation in a church community had been central to the lives of 
the majority of Germans who came to New South Wales. Once dispersed in the Hunter 
Valley, and no doubt influenced by the practical need to observe formalities associated 
with births, deaths and marriages, they had to re-establish this aspect of their lives. 
For the small number of Protestants, this was likely to result in their joining one of the 
Protestant denominations. Such was the case with Heinrich Burgmann and Johanna 
Meissner, who arrived on the Harmony in 1849 and were married in Paterson’s St Ann’s 
Presbyterian Church. Among several prominent descendants, their grandson Ernest 
Henry Burgmann (1885-1967) became Anglican bishop of Canberra and Goulburn.15 

12	 Jenny Paterson, ‘Government-assisted German Immigrants (vinedresser families) to NSW 1849-
1856 Part 5’, Ances-tree, 30:2, July 2017, p. 15; Jenny Paterson, ‘German Immigrant Ships to Eastern 
Australia – Resources and Problems, Part 2: Parland 1849’, Ances-tree, 16:2, July 2003, pp. 13-14.

13	 Parkes, p. 6
14	 Paterson, 1994, p. 38.6; Paterson, July 2003, p. 16.
15	 Jenny Paterson, ‘German Immigrant Ships to Eastern Australia – Resources and Problems, Part 

3: Harmony 1849 and Balmoral 1850’, Ances-tree, 16:3, November 2003, p. 14; Peter Hempenstall, 
‘Ernest Henry Burgmann (1885-1967)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, https://adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/burgmann-ernest-henry-9626
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For the more numerous Catholics, on the other hand, the obvious option was to 
join one of the Catholic communities formed by the Hunter’s growing population 
of Irish settlers and their descendants. While South Australia’s Lutherans brought 
their own pastors and established their own churches, the Hunter’s Catholics found 
priests, churches and Catholic communities already in place. 

If we look closely enough at the pages of the Maitland Mercury, there is evidence 
of the German presence in the Hunter Valley in the first decades after their arrival. 
During 1853 an enterprising German doctor advertised, in German, his availability 
for consultation at Paterson’s Bush Inn. In 1855 notices were placed in the Mercury 
to advise the ‘many Germans’ who lived in Maitland and the surrounding area of 
a meeting to discuss the foundation of a German benevolent society. These notices 
were in German and English, with the English version asking employers to pass the 
information on to German employees. During the 1860s, a Deutscher Ball in Maitland 
was occasionally advertised. In 1863 vignerons Dr Henry Lindeman of Cawarra and 
Peter Green of Windermere advertised specifically for ‘German vinedressers’.16 

These scattered references in the Mercury attest to the existence of a sizeable 
German population in the Hunter Valley in the 1850s and 1860s, but they are not 
evidence of the emergence of a separate German community, certainly not one of 
any duration. The German doctor’s availability at Paterson was curious but fleeting, 
a German benevolent society never got off the ground and the Deutscher Balls seem 
to have been confined to the 1860s. Beyond the mid-1860s there was no need to 
advertise for ‘German’ vinedressers – by this time the valued skills of the original 
Germans had been passed on to a second-generation of native born vinedressers. 

Notwithstanding the traces found in the Mercury, Stefan Manz’s observation 
about Catholic German emigrants in general remains valid for the Hunter Valley’s 
Germans – in the decades when they were gradually blending into the society around 
them, they left a ‘scarcity of sources’ with which to reconstruct their experience 
of this process. Outside material possibly still hidden in family collections, we 
only have access to a few published letters from their earliest years. One of these 
letters, sent to family in Germany by Josef Horadam from Lochinvar in 1849 and 
published by migration agent Wilhelm Kirchner, offers useful insight. Included 
with Horadam’s favourable impressions of his new home is this prediction: ‘I think 
in 6 years I shall have saved enough to buy myself a nice property, as it is true to 
say here, that what one earns one can save.’17 

16	 Maitland Mercury, 4 June 1853, p. 3 (Paterson doctor); 13 January 1855, p. 1 & 20 January 1855, p. 
1 (benevolent society); 28 March 1863 p. 5 & 20 July 1866, p.1 (Deutscher Ball); 23 April 1863, p. 1 & 
21 May 1863, p. 1 (vinedresser ads).

17	 Letter, Josef Horadam, 12 August 1849, quoted in Wilhelm Kirchner, Australien und seine 
Vortheile für Auswanderer, H. L. Brunner, Frankfurt, 1850, p. 63.
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The six-year estimate varied and there were exceptions, but Josef Horadam’s aspiration 
provides a good summary of the trajectory of German lives in the years following their 
migration. They worked off their commitment to their employer, they saved money from 
wages and produce from their personal plots and they looked forward to acquiring their 
own properties. While this was happening, families grew quickly and, in time, older 
children began to marry. It was during these years that the Germans, as individuals or 
a group, made little impression on the historical record, with the exception of baptismal 
and marriage records. Within ten to fifteen years, however, many of the first generation 
became naturalised and realised their goal of property purchase. At the same time, they 
and their children emerged from a peripheral existence and began to be documented as 
participants in the wider community into which they were integrating. 

Marriage and Assimilation 
During their obscure post-arrival years, 
the rhythm of birth, marriage and death 
continued for the Hunter’s German 
families, just has it had back in Germany 
and just as it did for Lutherans in South 
Australia. What also continued was a 
strong tendency to marry co-religionists 
who were near neighbours. In South 
Australia, this resulted in German-
German marriages being extremely 
common – Charles Meyer has given a 
figure as high as 78% for such marriages 
in 1867, a trend that persisted.18 In the 
Hunter Valley, there was a different 
outcome when German Catholics married 
neighbouring co-religionists, who were 
more likely to be of Irish rather than 
German descent. 

My own forebears, Franz and 
Christina Keim, arrived in New South 
Wales on the Harmony in 1849 and settled 
in the Paterson area. They eventually 
had fourteen children, thirteen of whom 
survived to marry. Two married twice. 
Remarkably, of the total of fifteen 
marriages, only one was to a descendant 

18	 Meyer, p. 133.

Overlooked German Catholics of the Hunter Valley

Franz and Christina Keim migrated from 
Germany’s Rheingau to the Hunter Valley in 
1849. Their first eight native-born children were 
baptised by Maitland priest Dean Lynch, who 
recorded eight different spellings of the family 
name. Descendants settled on either Kiem or 
Kime but retained the German pronunciation 
for Keim. Franz and Christina had a total of 
fourteen children. Thirteen survived to marry, 
only one to another German descendant. 
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of other German immigrants.19 This is only looking at one family, but it is a large sample 
and the same trend is observable, to varying degrees, in other families. By the time third 
generation marriages occurred, the concept of German-German marriage had lost any 
meaning even when, as was common enough, neighbouring Australians had German 
names. This highlights how quickly integration through marriage occurred and goes a 
long way towards explaining why Deutschtum was not preserved in any obvious way 
in the Hunter Valley. 

Religion may be the critical factor in explaining why the Hunter Valley’s Germans 
assimilated so quickly, but in the beginning they were not always welcomed by 
their Irish co-religionists. According to Cloos and Tampke, ‘it is recorded that in 
Raymond Terrace and Branxton there was Mass for the Irish and another for the 
Germans on the same day’. These separate Masses were not an attempt to provide a 
German language Mass, as happened on at least one occasion in Albury, but simply 
a way of dealing with the two congregations separately. Even though they do not 
reveal where this information is recorded, Cloos and Tampke concluded that ‘the 
atmosphere was not always congenial between Irish and Germans’. Further, they 
suggest Dean Lynch, a legendary pioneering priest of the Maitland area, ‘paid scant 
attention to the Germans other than baptisms and marriages’.20 

Instances of ‘uncongenial’ relations between Irish and Germans or poor initial 
integration may also be inferred from references in other sources. In his history 
of the Bendeichs, who settled near Branxton, Kel Bendeich relates a story passed 
down within the family:

It appeared the Irish did not recognize the Germans as real Catholics … 
They would not accept them in the church in Branxton and so Joseph Carl 
[Bendeich] and his family walked a further three miles to the Greta church.21 

And, from lists published in Kay Ingle’s history of Summer Hill’s Sacred Heart 
Church, Germans appear not to have been among regular communicants when 
Dean Lynch celebrated Mass at this remote rural church near Paterson during 1850. 
Lynch was baptising the children of German families who had recently settled in 
the area by this time, but the families probably remained marginal participants in 
religious and community life.22 

19	 Paul Kiem and Robyn Whipp, The Children of Franz and Christina: the origins of the Kiem and 
Kime families of the Hunter Valley, 1988, pp. 12, 19, 26.

20	 Cloos & Tampke, pp. 30-31. In October 1857, Father Cornelius Twomey preached a sermon in 
German in Albury, to the delight of his German parishioners. The event was reported in the Freeman’s 
Journal (Sydney) on 7 November 1857. No evidence has been found for anecdotal references to 
‘German Masses’ in the Hunter.

21	 Kel Bendeich, Bendeich! You would have to come from Branxton, n.d., p. 30.
22	 Kay Ingle, Sacred Heart Church and Cemetery: Summer Hill, Paterson Valley, Paterson Historical 

Society, 2013, p. 16.
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Early awkwardness in relations between Irish and German Catholics is not 
surprising. Many Irish would have felt proprietorial about the churches they had 
funded and built. The small wooden church at Summer Hill, for example, had been 
built in 1840 by local Catholics on land donated by neighbouring Irish farmers, free 
settler Edward Kealy and former convict Richard Clarke.23 Moreover, these churches 
were expressions of and focal points for Irish cultural and national identity. German 
Catholics might have found much that was familiar with the Latin Mass in Hunter 
Valley churches, but they would have had to accept Irish dominance of religious 
practice and church communities. During the period when they were establishing 
themselves, and for which we have little on the historical record, it is likely that 
they were poorly integrated into church life, just as they had limited involvement 
with wider society. Nevertheless, this period was short-lived. The separate services 
at Branxton and Raymond Terrace were abandoned, Cloos and Tampke tell us, as 
more and more Germans attended the ‘Irish Mass’.24 The Bendeichs, we will see, 
became pillars of St Brigid’s at Branxton and German descendants were involved 
when the original wooden church at Summer Hill was replaced in 1913. 

23	 Ingle, pp. 4, 8, 11-12
24	 Cloos & Tampke, p. 30.
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Sacred Heart Church Summer Hill. Built in 1913, it replaced a wooden church built on land donated 
by Irish farmers in 1840. From 1849, pioneering priest Dean Lynch baptised many children of the 
Paterson area’s German settlers in the original church. 
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St Patrick and St Boniface
The evolution of German acceptance and absorption into the Hunter’s Irish 
dominated Catholic Church can be traced. Soon after he arrived from Ireland to 
take up his position as Bishop of the Maitland Diocese in 1866, Bishop James 
Murray reported to his mentor Tobias Kirby, Rector of the Irish College in Rome, 
that he found the people of his far-flung flock to be ‘as good as they are at home’. 
Although the great majority were from Irish families, by 1868 Murray had noticed 
the presence of Germans and observed that they ‘seem to be very good Catholics’.25 
At this time, after more than a decade of second generation births in typically large 
families, the number of Germans and their descendants in Catholic communities had 
become significant. We get a measure of this from figures provided by Sr Beverly 
Zimmerman in her study of the Maitland Catholic Diocese under Bishop Murray.26 
During Murray’s episcopacy, in parts of the diocese 5-10% of the population were of 
‘German/other’ ethnicity. As the label implies, most in this category were German. 
This is consistent with what Zimmerman discovered in the marriage registers of St 
John the Baptist West Maitland. For 439 marriages recorded for the period 1856-
1866, this is the breakdown of ethnicity for bride and groom: 

Males – 61% Irish, 16% Natives, 15% British, 6% Germans, 1.5% other.
Females – 67% Irish, 23.5% Natives, 3.5% British, 3% German.

In December 1873, when Bishop Murray visited St Brigid’s Branxton, Germans 
had played an acknowledged role in preparing the church. As reported by the 
Freeman’s Journal, ‘the church was tastefully decorated by the German Catholics 
of the neighbourhood, whose skilful hands interwove the pliant evergreens into 
appropriate and ornate devices, giving … an outward expression to the people’s 
joy in again assisting in the ministrations of their good Bishop’. In the following 
decade, when Joseph Carl Bendeich died he was described in the Maitland Mercury 
as ‘a native of Germany’ and ‘a good type of a race that has supplied us with so 
many enterprising and energetic colonists’. This was the man, we are told, who 
originally had felt ostracised from the Branxton parish. By the time he died in 1886 
there had obviously been a reconciliation. He was buried in the cemetery adjoining 
St Brigid’s Church, in what would become the final resting place for other family 
members and German descendants.27 

25	 Murray to Kirby, 8 October 1867; Murray to Ireland’s Cardinal Cullen, 19 March 1868. Letters 
quoted in Sr Beverly Zimmerman, ‘The Making of a Diocese and the Moulding of its People: The 
Maitland Diocese During the Episcopacy of James Murray, 1866-1909’, Thesis, University of New 
England, Armidale, 1997, pp. 53, 80.

26	 Zimmerman, pp. 78-79.
27	 Freeman’s Journal (Sydney), 6 December 1873, p. 9; Maitland Mercury and Hunter River General 

Advertiser, 21 December 1886, p. 6.
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Numerous Bendeich descendants became well regarded parishioners of St 
Brigid’s Branxton. When Joseph Carl’s son, John Bendeich, died in 1915 he was 
described in the Maitland Mercury as ‘a fine type of the German settler, thrifty and 
industrious’ who ‘led an exemplary life, and reared his family in the same way’.28 
This was during World War I, which had provoked strong anti-German sentiment 
throughout Australia. One of Joseph Carl’s grandsons, William Wilkinson Bendeich, 
was St Brigid’s choirmaster for decades. A great-grandson, Francis Joseph Bendeich, 
became a Catholic priest who served in several Sydney parishes and was for a time 
chaplain to the Catholic Bushwalking Club.29 

In 1897, when Maitland diocese’s newly appointed coadjutor bishop, Patrick 
Dwyer, visited St Patrick’s Lochinvar to preside at his first confirmation ceremony, 
his address to the congregation included an elaborate reference to the congregation’s 
German heritage: 

His Lordship also adverted to the fact that in the congregation at 
Lochinvar there were many of German birth and parentage as well as many 
of Irish descent. He trusted that all, whether they came from the banks of 
the Shannon or the banks of the Rhine, whether they looked back to St. 
Patrick as their father in the Faith or to St. Boniface, they would continue 
to be true to the Faith of their fathers and to hand it down unsullied to their 
children.30 

Despite being Australia’s first native born Catholic bishop, Dwyer was still very 
much in the Irish mould and seemingly keen to assure those of German descent 
that they were an integral part of what remained a largely Irish church. The reality 
of this integration was underlined in 1915 in an obituary for one of the Lochinvar 
parish’s long-term parishioners, Jane Kauter. She was a native of County Clare, 
Ireland, who in 1876 had married Nicholas Kauter. He was a native of the German 
state of Hesse who had arrived in New South Wales in 1853 with his parents, who 
settled initially at Moreton Bay before moving to the Hunter Valley. Mrs Kauter 
was praised as ‘in every sense a model Catholic’ and it was noted that in addition to 
one of her daughters, Sr Mary Teresa, being a member of the Sisters of St. Joseph 
of Lochinvar, both a sister and a niece were members of religious congregations.31 
Jane and Nicholas Kauter’s great-grandson, Peter Comensoli, is current Catholic 
Archbishop of Melbourne. 

28	 Maitland Weekly Mercury, 12 June 1915, p. 14.
29	 Information from William Wilkinson Bendeich’s daughter, Sr Pat Bendeich; Kel Bendeich, pp. 

33, 49, 106; Peter Blayney, ‘A History of the Catholic Bushwalking Club’, Journal of the Australian 
Catholic Historical Society, Vol. 31-32, 2010, pp. 50-51.

30	 Freeman’s Journal (Sydney), 25 Sep 1897, p. 16.
31	 The Catholic Press (Sydney), 1 April, 1915, p. 45.
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Jane Kauter is memorialised in one 
of St Patrick’s stained-glass windows.32 
Along with other Kauter descendants, she 
and her husband Nicholas are buried in 
Lochinvar’s Catholic Cemetery, adjoining 
St Patrick’s. Like other cemeteries 
in the Hunter Valley, its headstones 
are testimony to the significance of 
nineteenth century German immigration. 
In particular, the Lochinvar headstones 
highlight the way in which German and 
Irish descendants both intermarried and 
contributed to the remarkable growth of 
Catholic religious congregations in the 
late nineteenth century. Sr Mary Teresa 
Kauter is buried in the Sisters of St Joseph 
section, within fifty metres of her parents’ 
grave. So too are Srs Carmel Mary and 
Maureen Idstein, daughters of German/
Irish descendant Joseph Patrick Idstein 
and his wife Anne Campbell. 

In contrast to the years immediately 
after their parents’ or grandparents’ 
arrival, by the start of the twentieth 
century, German descendants were 
well-represented in all areas of Catholic 
church life. When Cardinal Moran visited 

Singleton to open the Convent of Mercy in 1909, German names were prominent on 
both the reception committee and list of donors for the building fund: Kime, Junger, 
Kauter, Dries, Holz, Burg. Similarly, when a building committee was formed to 
replace Summer Hill’s first wooden church, two Gippel descendants took their place 
alongside Kealy descendants of one of the Irish farmers who had donated the land on 
which the church stood. When the new brick church was opened in 1913, four Gippels 
and one Stolzenbach were allocated reserved pews in the small congregation.33 

Along with participating in church life as pious and active parishioners, a number 
of German descendants made major contributions to the church’s extensive building 
program. John Joseph Edstein, grandson of Joseph and Christina Idstein who arrived 
on the Cateau Wattell in 1855, was a monumental mason who established a business 

32	 Sr Marie Hughes, St Patrick’s Parish Lochinvar 1905-2005, 2005, p. 23.
33	 Michael Sternbeck, The Catholic Church in Singleton: An Historical Look at its People and 

Progress, Singleton, 1981, pp. 142, 150; Ingle, pp. 19, 22. 

Sr Mary Teresa Kauter’s headstone in the 
Sisters of St Joseph section of Lochinvar’s 
Catholic Cemetery. The prominent memorial in 
the background is the gravesite of her parents, 
Jane Kauter (1848-1915, nee Boland), native 
of County Clare, Ireland, and Nicholas Kauter 
(1848-1941), native of Hesse, Germany.
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at Raymond Terrace. Much of his firm’s early monumental work in cemeteries around 
the Hunter is still in place. Edstein also trained as a monumental sculptor and was 
eventually responsible for erecting marble altars in local churches, including St 
Brigid’s Raymond Terrace, and completing ecclesiastical work throughout Maitland 
diocese, including for Newcastle’s Sacred Heart Cathedral. He also worked in other 
dioceses and built one of Australia’s largest gothic marble altars for Armidale’s 
Catholic Cathedral. Descendants of different branches of another German family, the 
Burgs from Eltville in Germany’s Rheingau, were responsible for building numerous 
churches and schools around the Hunter. The churches include St Joseph’s East 
Maitland, completed by Frank and Clarence Burg in 1934, and Morpeth’s beautiful 
Immaculate Conception Church, completed by George and John Burg in 1898.34 
34	 Tracey Edstein, ‘Monumental Sculptors: J. J. Edstein and his Sons 1855-1941’, Student Research 

Papers in Australian History, University of Newcastle, No. 4, 1979, p. 12; Freeman’s Journal (Sydney), 13 
November 1930, p. 31; Cloos & Tampke, p. 27; The Catholic Press (Sydney), 3 May 1934, p. 5;  
Freeman’s Journal (Sydney), 8 October 1898, p. 15.
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Morpeth’s Immaculate Conception Catholic Church, built by George and John Burg in 1898. 
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Conclusion 
Almost all the individuals referred to in this discussion have been German 
descendants who retained German family names. However, from the first generation 
onwards, German ancestry in the Hunter Valley began to be masked by intermarriage 
with those with other ancestry, predominantly Irish. Even in families with German 
names, the level of intermarriage meant offspring were usually of mixed ancestry. 
Thus, while it is interesting to find references to ‘German’ parishioners in Catholic 
parishes in the early twentieth century, by this time the majority of those with 
German names were native-born Australians of mixed ancestry. If they were part 
of any subculture, it was likely to be the Hunter’s extensive rural network of Irish 
Catholics and their descendants. 

There was no German subculture, no identifiable Hunter Deutsch, no legacy of 
German themed tourist towns and no ‘German’ churches. For, in marked contrast 
to South Australia, Germans in the Hunter Valley joined existing churches, 
overwhelmingly Catholic churches, where German descendants were as devout and 
active as their Irish co-religionists. This was the critical factor leading to rapid and 
thorough assimilation. It was an assimilation so thorough that the Hunter Valley’s 
Germans failed to attract the attention of historians until recently and probably 
still have little or no place in public awareness. Nevertheless, as a stroll through 
any number of Hunter Valley cemeteries will reveal, German migration to the 
region in the mid-nineteenth century was historically significant. Further, German 
descendants often went on to make important contributions to the rich social history 
of the Hunter Valley, including as members of the region’s vibrant Catholic parishes 
of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
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William Dwyer: the experience of an Irish Catholic 
educator supporting the establishment of the New 

South Wales Public School System

Nicholas Dwyer*

Australia owes Irish educators a debt of 
gratitude for the part they played in setting 
up the public school system in its earliest 
days. This paper tells the story of one such 
Irishman, William Dwyer, who was brought 
to Australia by the colonial government in 
the mid nineteenth century to help establish a 
government school system, based on the Irish 
model in which he was formed. His story is 
given particular piquancy by the fact that, as 
a Catholic, he found himself contributing to a 
system resisted by his church.

Dwyer told his story privately, to his family, 
through the medium of an autobiographical 
memoire1 written in 1903 shortly after he retired 
from fifty years in Irish and Australian public-
schools. As a school inspector for most of his 
career, he writes in a measured, even humble, 
manner about how his professional and personal life unfolded. He chronicles his 
experience as an immigrant, an educator, a father and a member of the Catholic Church.

Dwyer eschews any discussion of the politics of the time, particularly the state 
aid debate of the 1870s – 1880s, and does not even deign to respond to Archbishop 
Vaughan’s characterization of his schools as, ‘seed plots of future immorality, 
infidelity and lawlessness, being calculated to debase the standard of human 
excellence, and to corrupt the political, social and individual life of future citizens.’2

1	 Dwyer, William (1909), The Chief Events of a Lifetime (1903) manuscript held by the author.
2	 Archbishop and Bishops of N.S.W. Pastoral, Catholic Education Sydney, 1879, repr. in P. O’Farrell (ed.), 

(1969) Documents in Australian Catholic History, vol. 1, London, pp. 386-99 and quoted in J. Franklin, 
(1999) ‘Catholics versus Masons’, Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 20 pp. 1-15.

* Dr Nicholas Dwyer worked in schools in Australia and the UK and exported Australian high 
school programs to East Asia, including China where he founded two schools.

William Dwyer, 1900. 
(Reproduced from The Sydney 

Mail and NSW Advertiser.)   
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https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/163693049/16788326
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/163693049/16788326
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Dwyer’s life illustrates the complexity of the Catholic-secular divide in 
Australia’s school education system in the second half of the nineteenth century. It 
also shows how an Irish Catholic could act honorably even where he was working 
against the policy of the institutional Church. 

Background
From the date of settlement until 1848, school education in the Colony of New South 
Wales (which then included Victoria and Queensland) had been in the hands of the 
churches, particularly the Church of England but also the Catholic Church and, to a 
lesser extent, the Wesleyan (Methodist) and Presbyterian churches – with government 
financial support. However, by the 1840s it was becoming clear that this arrangement 
was an inefficient use of resources and fed inter-denominational tension in Sydney 
and the towns where separate denominational schools existed. It was also failing to 
provide for the education of almost half the expanding Colony’s children, particularly 
those living in newly settled areas, where no school had been established. 

Accordingly, in 1848, the Colonial Government appointed a Board of National 
Education to establish a system of national schools. (By way of a compromise with 
the churches, it would maintain its funding of denominational schools under a 
Denominational Schools Board.) The Government undertook to build a National 
School in any community whose parents agreed to contribute a third of the total 
building costs and guarantee an attendance of at least 30 pupils. The Board would 
supply a teacher (partly funded by school fees), a curriculum, and quality assurance 
through its inspectorate and teacher training.

As few government education systems existed at the time (England did not introduce 
public schools until 1870), the NSW system was modelled on the scheme operating 
in Ireland since 18313. The Irish National Board supported school infrastructure and 
operations, prescribed a national curriculum and textbooks, delivered teacher training 
through a pupil monitor system and a teacher training institute in Dublin, conducted a 
rigorous inspection system, and provided a centralized administration. 

One element of the Irish model was not accepted in Australia. Coming after 
the period of Catholic emancipation that culminated in 1829, Ireland’s scheme was 
motivated by “a social and moral impetus by the colonial power that wished to 
imbue Irish children with colonial values. It also wished to exercise control over 
what was taught in schools and who had the right to teach, a motivation shared by 
the Catholic Church” 4. Denominational schools were therefore encouraged to join 
the system, and mixed-denomination schools were hoped for.5 The Catholics took 

3	 Legislative Council – Thursday. (1848, May 19) The Sydney Morning Herald, at p.2
4	 Walsh, Tom (2016), ‘The National System of Education’, 1831–2000 in Walsh, Brendan (ed), (2016) 

Essays in the History of Irish Education, at p28, Palgrave Macmillan Limited, UK.
5	 Condon, Brian (1998) ‘Bishop Francis Murphy and Catholic Education in South Australia, 1844-1858: 

the Shadow of the Irish System’ Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society vol. 19, pp. 26-46.
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the opportunity to do so but the Church of Ireland and Protestant denominations 
opted to stay out, with the result that most National Schools were Catholic run6.  

In New South Wales, however, the Catholic Church could not accept that a local 
National School system would deliver this result. Archbishop Polding had made 
the point to the 1844 Committee of Inquiry strongly, and later restated in his 1859 
Pastoral Letter On the Subject of Public Education thus,

‘We must not have the National School System for our children. Why? 
Simply for this reason: that, though our children must learn reading, and 
writing, and arithmetic, and history, and whatever else may be thought 
desirable, they must learn as Roman Catholic children7 learning these 
things, and this they cannot, unless they are constantly breathing the 
atmosphere of their religion.’8

Thus, New South Wales’ National School System never developed the 
denominational character of its Irish model: the Catholic Church, along with 
other churches, would continue to operate their schools under the Denominational 
Schools Board – until the Boards were combined under the Council of Education in 
18669, and government funding was removed in 1882.10

Meanwhile, the Board of National Education worked to embed the relevant 
elements of the Irish system into New South Wales. Irish National Readers, for 
example, were used to teach reading, writing, grammar, history, geography, colonial 
values and moral virtue11. Additionally, in 1855, the Board requested Ireland’s 
Commissioner of National Education to send out a small number of ‘intelligent and 
experienced’ teachers to take up important operational roles in the fledgling system. 

One of those selected to carry the Irish know-how to Australia was a young 
Catholic teacher, William Dwyer, who would spend the next forty-five years 
supporting the development of public education in New South Wales. During this 
time, he would make a significant contribution to Australian education as a teacher 
and particularly as a school inspector. 

A Catholic Educator

6	 Walsh, Tom, op.cit., p.10.
7	 Original italics.
8	 Polding, Archbishop Bede (1859) “On the subject of Public Education’ Pastoral Letter, p.6, 

Cunninghame, Sydney online at https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2695714210/view?partId=nla.obj-
2695716074#page/n1/mode/1up (consulted 8 June 2025).

9	 Public Schools Act 1866 (NSW)
10	  Public Instruction Act 1880 (NSW)
11	  Campbell, Craig (2023) ‘Irish National Readers and literacy education in Australia, 1840-1870’ 

in Australian and New Zealand History of Education Society, “Dictionary of Educational History in 
Australia and New Zealand” online at https://dehanz.net.au/entries/irish-national-readers-and-literacy-
education/ (consulted 2 June 2025).
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https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2695714210/view?partId=nla.obj-2695716074#page/n1/mode/1up
https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2695714210/view?partId=nla.obj-2695716074#page/n1/mode/1up
https://dehanz.net.au/entries/irish-national-readers-and-literacy-education/
https://dehanz.net.au/entries/irish-national-readers-and-literacy-education/


46

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society	 vol 46 2025

Dwyer lived his Catholic faith on a daily basis: it infused his life’s work as an educator. 
However, having been formed in the Irish National School system in which the 
Catholic Church participated wholeheartedly, he may have been perplexed initially 
by New South Wales’ dual arrangement, under which National Schools competed 
against Catholic (and other churches’) schools that were also funded by the same 
government.  Dwyer does not express any opinion on Archbishop Polding’s dictum, 
but his comments from Albury (see below) suggest that he may well have been 
disappointed at having to compete against his co-religionists who were delivering 
an inferior “product”, and in seeing standards in their schools deteriorate.12 

In all likelihood, he would have been even more distressed to see the relationship 
between the Government and the Catholic Church deteriorate over the following 
generation as the government moved to withdraw state funding from church schools 
altogether. As a conscientious public-school inspector, he can only have been affronted 
by comments such as those of his own Archbishop, Dr Vaughan, quoted above.

However, in the early years at least, Dwyer saw no conflict between his own 
Catholicism and his personal desire to bring education to all children no matter 
what their religious denomination. He saw education as the work of God and, as 
a practical man, believed that his quiet work in the Australian bush could help the 
Colony’s children to be given a fair start in life. 

In his private life, Dwyer was committed to the work of the institutional Catholic 
Church and produced a family that would make a great contribution to the Irish 
Catholic “ascendancy” in Australia, especially in the field of education. 

Two of his sons were called to the priesthood – but twelve years apart. Each studied 
at Clonliffe and at the Irish College in Rome, and were ordained there in the Basilica 
of St John Lateran. In view of their father’s work, it was not surprising that, when 
each returned to Australia, they spent some time in schools before being appointed 
Diocesan Inspectors of Schools – Patrick in Maitland and Joseph in Goulburn. 

Patrick went on to become the first native-born Australian to be consecrated 
a bishop – of Maitland in 1897. Proud of his Australian birth, he still saw himself 
as Irish-Australian. Though the coolness and imperturbability for which he was 
noted restrained him in the sectarian battles which raged for a decade after the 
World War I conscription referenda, he was clearly a supporter rather than a critic 
of Archbishop Daniel Mannix.13 

Joseph was appointed Bishop of Wagga Wagga when the diocese was created 
in 1918. Here, early in his episcopacy, he would face the scandal of Sister Liguori, 

12	  Fogarty, Ronald (1961), ‘The Origins of the Dual System of Education’, Twentieth Century, 
v.15 pp 261-2.

13	  W. G. McMinn, ‘Dwyer, Patrick Vincent (1858–1931)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/
dwyer-patrick-vincent-6066/text10381, published first in hardcopy 1981, accessed online 8 June 2025.

https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/dwyer-patrick-vincent-6066/text10381
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/dwyer-patrick-vincent-6066/text10381
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‘the escaped nun’14. Joseph lacked his brother’s sang-froid; he also held pronounced 
views on social, ecclesiastical and international questions, and did not hesitate to 
express himself plainly and forcibly on occasion, particularly with regard to Irish 
affairs, but the rest of his episcopate was uneventful.15

A daughter, Kathleen (Mother Columba O.P.), became Mother Superior of the 
Institute for the Deaf and the Dumb in Waratah, NSW. Three of his granddaughters 
became nuns (one as Mother Superior of the Presentation Order) and one married 
into the (unrelated) family of Catholic publishers, E.J. Dwyer. 

The Dwyer Family, (Goulburn, 1894). back row (from left): William, Joseph, John, 
Canice (Kenny). Front row (from left): Kathleen, Mrs (Anastatia) Dwyer, 

Mr William Dwyer, Molly, Patrick.

Early Life and Professional Formation in Ireland
The story of Dwyer’s early life affords an insight into Irish education at a time 
of great distress in Ireland. He was born in Kilkenny in 1834 as the eldest son of 
a shopkeeper who raised a large family on a modest income. He was, however, 
fortunate in two respects. First, as the son of a merchant in an otherwise prosperous 
town, he was spared the worst of the famine that ravaged the countryside during 
his teens, though he would have witnessed crowds of gaunt refugees from the 
countryside appealing for entry to the Kilkenny workhouse. Second, he had access 
to a sound basic education. 

14	  See Kildea, Jeff (2024) Sister Liguori: The Nun who Divided a Nation, Connor Court  
Publishing, Brisbane.

15	  W. G. McMinn, ‘Dwyer, Joseph Wilfrid (1869–1939)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/
dwyer-joseph-wilfrid-6352/text10381, published first in hardcopy 1981, accessed online 8 June 2025.
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Dwyer writes about his schooling:

‘My recollection goes back to about my fifth or sixth year [when I was] 
sent to a small private school within easy distance of home; but about the 
age of nine, I was sent to a mixed private school kept by a mistress... 

After some time here, and after receiving several floggings and other 
punishments for not doing my sums or learning my lessons properly, I was 
transferred to the boys’ school upstairs, and here my intelligence began to 
dawn slowly over the mysteries of Long Division and other subjects of equal 
difficulty. After a while I was put to learn Lilly’s Latin Grammar, a study 
which had great attraction for me. I used to feel a deep interest in learning the 
various declensions and conjugations and committed them so well to memory 
that I never afterwards forgot them. I was next advanced successively to the 
study of Caesar, Sallust and Virgil and made some little progress; but here an 
untoward event brought my studies and prospects to a close.

The poor Master fell sick and died when I was about thirteen years 
old. The effects of the famine of 1847 to 1850 were severely felt; poverty 
was widespread, and despair prevailed throughout the country. The 
efforts of most poor people were strained to provide a bare subsistence. 
At that time, I would have been very glad to learn a trade or get any 
employment but owing to the prevailing distress and depression I could 
not get any. 

In l849, Mr. Patrick Ryan got charge of the National School at Windgap 
(St. John’s) and, as he took a neighbourly interest in me, I attended his 
school for a while hoping to get appointed pupil teacher or paid monitor. 
As his numbers went up, the want of such assistance became apparent and, 
after a competitive examination between three of his pupils, it was my lot 
to get the place, the salary being £4 a year. 

My attention was now given to the Art of teaching as the business of 
life, and I entered upon it as well as I was able. At that time a pupil teacher 
was by no means so well trained and instructed as nowadays; no specified 
time was prescribed for his lessons, and his annual examination was not of 
a searching kind. 

My studies now depended entirely on my own exertion and were 
stimulated solely by the desire to pass through the Training School in 
Dublin. I was admitted there in February 1852 and had some opportunities 
for learning; but want of preliminary knowledge and of previous habits of 
earnest industry prevented me from using them to any appreciable extent 
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or with much effect. I was there from February to October of same year 
and succeeded in gaining a “Fair” classification and a little experience…’16

Dwyer is unfairly dismissive of his training in Dublin: this was an era when 
most teachers received no formal training at all but were trained through an “on 
the job” student-monitor system. Among his instructors were celebrated educators 
such as Robert Sullivan and Patrick Keeran, later knighted for work in designing a 
system of public instruction for Britain’s West Indian colonies. 

On completion of his training, Dwyer was posted back to his native Kilkenny, 
but as the teacher in the Workhouse National School. Though his pay was £30 a 
year (with rations and lodging), the job cannot have been anything but grim. An 
archaeological excavation of the Kilkenny Workhouse in 2005 uncovered mass 
burial pits from 1847 to 1851 containing the remains of almost 1,000 inmates, half of 
whom were children and many whom died as a result of typhus and malnutrition.17

‘Soon after this, I began to speculate on the prospect before me, and 
the hopes I might have of improving my position; and thoughts of this 
kind together with the glowing accounts circulated about persons who had 
emigrated to America and Australia, gave a new direction to my ideas. I 
desired to succeed in a worldly sense and began to contemplate emigration 
as, perhaps, the most suitable course for me under the circumstances.’18

Emigration
At this point, Dwyer’s superiors recommended him to the Board of National 
Education in New South Wales as one of three nominees for appointment as a model 
teacher in the Colony. He accepted the position with relief. Dwyer was now able 
to marry his betrothed, Anastatia Dermody, and book a second-class cabin on the 
Coronella for Sydney Town, paid for by the colonial treasury.

‘At sea, I began to realize what it was to be an exile from home, and 
so did my dear wife, but neither uttered any complaint or regret. We were 
united irrevocably, and we felt satisfied that, with the help of God we would 
be able to make a livelihood: and so, though our purse was light, our present 
wants were supplied. [Anastatia] used to sing some of the old melodies 
and get me to say my prayers with her, for I had been very careless and 
negligent in performing that duty.’19

16	  Dwyer, William, op.cit.
17	  Gerber J. (2018). Victims of Ireland’s Great Famine: The Bioarchaeology of Mass Burials at 

Kilkenny Union Workhouse, University Press of Florida, Gainesville Fl.
18	  Dwyer, William, op.cit.
19	  Ibid.
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William and Anastatia Dwyer and their eleven fellow passengers were out on 
deck as the Coronella, 109 days out from Liverpool, dropped anchor on the 26th of 
March 1856 in Sydney Cove, amidst a throng of vessels of all sorts. This was Sydney 
Town, the Gold Rush was in full swing, and the port was reaping the whirlwind.

After securing a room in a Cumberland Street hotel the couple parted so that 
each could attend to what was foremost in their minds. Anastatia found her way 
across town to the (old) St Mary’s Cathedral where she offered thanks to God for a 
satisfactory end to her voyage and perhaps also queried Him as to what might be in 
store for her and her young husband. Separately, William walked the short distance 
up to the Fort Street School where, on the first floor, he reported to his new masters, 
the Board of National Education.

In this interview, Dwyer learned about the nature of his new employment. The 
curriculum consisted of reading, writing, grammar, geography, object lessons 
(including biography, nature studies and elementary mechanics), scripture lessons 
and, in the final year, mathematics (algebra and geometry) or Latin. His familiar Irish 
National Readers were in use throughout, although they had no Australian content. 

Dwyer was told that he would play an important part in developing National 
Schools in the Colony. His induction would be a short-term teaching post at one 
of Sydney’s four National Schools, the Cleveland Street Model School (then under 
construction and now standing as part of the new Inner Sydney High School). If his 
work was satisfactory, he could expect to receive a permanent posting somewhere 
in the Colony – anywhere between the Murray River and the Gulf of Carpentaria. 

Teacher-in-Charge at Albury
Dwyer’s permanent appointment was not long in coming and in August he was 
instructed to take over the new school at Albury, on the Murray River, which now 
formed the border with the recently proclaimed colony of Victoria. 

Albury was some 350 miles (600km) from Sydney. The journey would take 
William and Anastatia several weeks, though they would not be alone as the gold 
rush meant that there were as many as a hundred travellers leaving Sydney each day 
– most on foot. The Board paid for the young couple to travel more speedily. Leaving
their luggage to follow, they took the new train to its terminus at Parramatta, about an
hour away, then transferred to a mail coach which travelled at speed down the Great
South Road through Goulburn to Yass. The final stage, however, was by means of a
two-wheel dog cart – a trial for Anastatia who was now expecting their first child.

First surveyed in 1838, Albury now had a population of 645 and found itself on 
the new border with Victoria, on the northern route down to the Victorian goldfields. 
The Dwyers’ arrival coincided with the arrival of the first paddle steamer, which 
would now link Albury to the outside world via Goolwa, South Australia, several 
thousand kilometres downstream. Within a few weeks, Albury opened its first bank, 



51

the Bank of New South Wales (now Westpac) and its first newspaper, the Border Post. 
However, it was still an isolated settlement and subject to the vagaries of outback life. 

The new National School teacher quickly took charge of his school. 

‘We had a small beginning; and, as there was already a Catholic School 
established there [St Brigid’s, run by Mr and Mrs Michael Tuohy], I had 
to take an opposition stand so far as getting pupils. After a long time, our 
numbers increased until, at last, the accommodation was insufficient, and 
a new school had to be erected. 

At that time, the number belonging to each religious denomination was 
small, but their relative proportions were much about the same as at present; 
and these small numbers particularly in the country places offered an argument 
in favour of secular schools on the ground of economy. Accordingly, they were 
favoured and fostered by good management and regular inspection, whereas 
the few denominational schools in the country parts were wanting in effective 
supervision, and hence in the struggle for existence which followed, the latter 
were undervalued in public estimation and fell behind in the keen competition 
which then and ever since has existed between them.’20

Dwyer was successful in growing his school. Within two years its enrolment 
had grown to 114 students – all taught by him with the support of Anastatia. Each 
pupil was charged £2.9.0 (about $400 in today’s money) per annum for instruction, 
and 4s 1d ($25) for books. It soon became necessary to enlarge the school – on new 
premises (now the grounds of Albury High School) where the building still sits 
today. At the same time, it was declared a Model School – a school at which aspiring 
teachers would be trained. 

Sadly, tragedy hit them in their first year in Albury. Dwyer tells the story. 

‘While pursuing the labours and duties imposed on us in this position our 
first-born child came to us on 22nd January 1857; he was duly baptised Patrick 
Vincent, but he went to Heaven in about six months owing to an accident 
caused by the upset of a spring cart. I was driving out to the Albury races, and 
unfortunately one of the wheels came against a stump, and the cart was upset 
and the poor baby injured. Thanks be to God for His mercy in taking the one 
best prepared to die: he lingered in great pain for about three months and left us 
sad and disconsolate at his loss, and still more at the manner in which it came 
about; but soon after and ever since we felt pleased rather than grieved that 
God in His merciful designs had provided for the dear child against all future 
contingencies and given us an intercessor in Heaven.”21

20	  Ibid.
21	  Ibid.
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Inspector
As the National School system grew, it was not a surprise that Dwyer was appointed 
a school inspector several years later. He was made responsible for superintending 
schools in the district of Bathurst which, at that time, stretched from the Blue 
Mountains in the east to Bourke in the west.

Over the next twenty years, as the family was posted to different towns in the 
Colony, another eight children were born, six of whom survived their infancy. 
Dwyer was also able to bring his parents and three surviving siblings (six had died 
during their childhood in Ireland) to settle in Australia – one of whom (Denis) also 
became a rural inspector of schools. In this way, he transplanted an Irish family 
from Kilkenny to Australia.

William and Anastasia believed fervently in God and in the power of education 
to create pathways for their children. All their children were sent to Catholic 
schools, including St Stanislaus College in Bathurst, St Patrick’s College in 
Goulburn, St Aloysius in Sydney and St Mary’s Dominican Convent in Maitland, 
before entering a career. (It was during this period that the government ceased 
funding denominational schools.) 

Anastatia took much of the responsibility for bringing up their children. Her 
husband writes, 

‘With what regularity and care she used to watch over her children and 
teach them to say their prayers morning and evening; also, to read and 
write. She constructed on paper an imitation of the keyboard of a piano to 
teach them the notes. She was a regular attendant at Daily Mass, even when 
her devotion obliged her to rise early and walk a couple of miles from Esrom 
to Bathurst. How she found work suited to the ages and capacities of her 
children, even in their tender years, as well as amusement and recreation 
for them, and exerted herself without stint or care for self to make their 
lives happy. and how well she succeeded in laying that foundation may be 
judged from their lives then and since.’22

A Rural Inspector’s Duties
In his instructions to his inspectors, the Chief Inspector William Wilkins 
emphasized…

‘…that the quality of their interpersonal relationships with teachers and 
members of the community was to be beyond reproach; that they should be 
impartial, courteous and tactful in all their activities: 

22	  Ibid.
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“Inspectors... are to exhibit a courteous and conciliatory demeanour 
towards all persons with whom they are called upon to communicate. In 
private life, and in social relations as members of the community, they are 
required to support in a modest becoming manner, the bearing, character, 
and standing of a gentleman, and scrupulously to avoid everything 
calculated in any degree to detract from the respectability of their position, 
or lessen the influence of their office. Inspectors are to avoid all public 
discussions of a religious or political nature. On entering a National School, 
the Inspector will first address himself to the Teacher, who is entitled to 
the utmost courtesy and consideration.” [Board of National Education, 
Miscellaneous Letters Received 29 August 1861]

In the classroom the inspector’s task was to “sympathize with the teacher in his 
work”, to “point out to him the defects in organization of his school or the errors in 
his methods of imparting instruction”, and “to advise and assist him” in overcoming 
these. At the close of his visit the inspector was to explain fully to the teacher his 
suggestions or observations for improving the school; the more important of these 
were to be made in writing.’23

As a rural school inspector Dwyer would spend much time away from home. 
The system was short of inspectors: by 1879 there were 1,390 schools supervised by 
only fourteen inspectors24. So, country inspectors generally spent fifty to seventy 
days a year travelling covering distances up to five thousand miles (eight thousand 
kilometres) in a year.25 Across his career, Dwyer was responsible for districts that 
encompassed the whole of western New South Wales. His work therefore required 
that the family move repeatedly: at various time they lived in Bathurst, Goulburn, 
Maitland, Newcastle and Armidale. He writes,

‘My work took me generally out to some place all day…or off on a 
long journey from one to two or three weeks – or months. For one journey 
from Newcastle via Raymond Terrace, Stroud, Myall, Manning River, 
and John’s River and back, used to occupy about three months working 
my way and unable to return until the work was done. Another journey 
extended from Newcastle south to the Hawkesbury via Lake Macquarie, 
Cooranbong, Gosford and Mangrove Creek and back to Newcastle and 
usually occupied three weeks according to weather. These journeys had all 
to be made on horseback, for there was no railway, and the roads were not 
fit for driving on.’26

23	  Turney, C. (1970), ‘The Rise and Decline of an Australian Inspectorate’, Critical Studies in 
Education, 12:1, pp. 176-7.

24	  Ibid. at p.198.
25	  Ibid. at p.182.
26	  Dwyer, William, op.cit.
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As the representative of the Board of Education in his district, Dwyer’s work 
involved the supervision of all aspects of public schooling in the region. At a time 
when agriculture was becoming more intensive, resources were being exploited and 
industries were setting up in country towns, the rural population was growing fast. 
Dwyer oversaw: the administration of schools across his district, the establishment 
of new schools, the appointment of teachers and the maintenance of teaching 
quality. He also had to foster and maintain good relations with local government, 
churches and institutions, and with the public. 

A pupil in one of his schools, at Currawang near Goulburn, may have been 
Miles Franklin (‘Sybylla’, of the fictional Possum Gully) who related the following 
schoolroom exchange in My Brilliant Career.

‘My school life had been dull and uneventful. The one incident of any 
note had been the day that the teacher, better known as old Harris, “stood 
up” to the inspector. The latter was a small, precise, collar-and-cuffs sort 
of man ...

“Mr. Harris!”

“Yes, sir.”

“Comparisons are odious, but, unfortunately, I am forced to draw one now.“

“Yes, sir.”

“This writing is much inferior to that of town scholars. It is very shaky 
and irregular. Also, I notice that the children seem stupid and dull. I don’t 
like putting it so plainly, but, in fact, ah, they seem to be possessed with 
the proverbial stupidity of country people. How do you account for this?”

Poor old Harris! In spite of his drunken habits and inability to properly 
discharge his duties, he had a warm heart and much fellowshiply (sic) humanity 
in him. He understood and loved his pupils and would not have aspersions cast 
upon them. Besides, the nip he had taken to brace himself to meet the inspector 
had been two or three, and they robbed him of the discretion. 

“Sir-r-r, I can and will account for it. Look you at every one of those 
children. Everyone, right down to this little tot,” indicating a little girl of 
five, “has to milk and work hard before and after school, besides walk on an 
average two miles to and from school in this infernal heat. Most of the elder 
boys and girls milk on an average fourteen cows morning and evening. You 
try that treatment for a week or two, my fine gentleman, and then see if your 
fist doesn’t ache and shake so that you can’t write at all. See if you won’t look 
a trifle dozy. Stupidity of country people be hanged. If you had to work from 
morning till night in the heat and dust, and get precious little for it too, I bet 
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you wouldn’t have much time to scrape your fingernails, read science notes, 
and look smart.” Here he took off his coat and shaped up to his superior.

The inspector drew back in consternation.

“Mr. Harris, you forget yourself!”

At this juncture they went outside together. What happened there we 
never knew.’27

The inspector, who is described as ‘small’, may not have been Dwyer, who was 
a large man. Perhaps it was an Assistant Inspector.

Final Years
In his autobiography, Dwyer does not touch on the battles being fought in the 1870s 
and 1880s28 over the separation of Church and State in education, and their effect 
either generally or in his daily life. As an inspector, of course, he would have had 
to promote the Government’s view in this debate or, at least, remain silent. It is 
possible, perhaps, that the virulence of the conflict was tempered by distance and 
that life in small rural towns encouraged community members to accommodate 
each other’s views in a more Christian manner. 

To Dwyer, the quality of instruction in his schools was of paramount importance, 
and this required regular inspection of all classrooms in his district. After his death, 
The Daily Telegraph reported that, 

‘He was a man of high character, and deep religious convictions, 
somewhat reserved, but steadfast in his friendships. At inspections, he was 
not given to marking abnormally high, but the earnest teacher was always 
sure of proper recognition. Some inspectors live up to the Scripture verse, 
“Between me and thee is a great gulf fixed,” but provided the country 
teacher was a moderately good fellow he was sure to be invited up to Mr. 
Dwyer’s hotel for a chat and a quiet game of “crib.”’29

In 1890, after 34 years in the bush and with his wife in poor health, William requested 
a transfer to Sydney, where he took over the Inspectorate for suburban schools. 

The local paper reported that, at a farewell picnic of teachers on a property near 
Goulburn, Mr E. Hunt, Head Teacher of the Superior Public School, wished God 
speed to their dear old friend, Mr. Dwyer, saying that... 

27	  Miles Franklin, 1901, My Brilliant Career, Longman edn, 1989, London, ch.5.
28	  Described in Kildea, Jeff (2002), Tearing the Fabric: Sectarianism in Australia 1910 to 1925. 

Citadel Books, Sydney.
29	  The late Senior-Inspector William Dwyer. (1909, 7 April) The Daily Telegraph at p.14.
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‘It was a good many years since that gentleman and his brother [Denis] 
came to this colony, and having entered on the educational work here they 
had both endeavoured to make it a success. He had had the pleasure of 
knowing Mr. William Dwyer in this district, and his brother [Denis] in the 
Northern districts, and he felt sure that they could not find two men better 
able to hold the positions they at present occupied. Such men deserved to 
get on and must get on; and he was glad to see that their esteemed guest had 
almost reached the top of the ladder. A more deserving officer was not in 
the department. It had been their pleasure to know him as an inspector, and 
in that position, he was noted for his impartiality in judging of their work. 
Most of them would say that when Mr. Dwyer gave them sundry knocks, 
they deserved them, but he never did it in an offensive manner but in the 
most gracious manner that he possibly could…’30

At a time when considerable tension still existed between Catholic Church 
and public schools, Dwyer also stood firmly with his Church. He must have been 
gratified when the ‘Catholics of Goulburn’ gathered to give him a formal farewell 
and present him with ‘a handsome Waltham gold watch and chain bearing the 
inscription, The gift of a few sincere friends to Mr. W. Dwyer on the occasion of his 
removal from Goulburn. January 13, 1890.’31

William and Anastatia settled in Petersham, but the years that followed were 
clouded by a deterioration in her condition. He was devasted by her death in 1895.

The following year, Dwyer took leave for several months and, with his daughter 
Molly, embarked on a trip back ‘home’ to Ireland, arranged by his son Patrick 
Vincent. In addition, the party visited Naples and Rome where they took part in the 
Easter Mass in St Peter’s Basilica celebrated by Pope Leo XIII. 

Dwyer worked on to the end of 1899 when he reached 65, retirement age. A 
grand farewell banquet, hosted by the Minister, was held in the newly completed 
Queen Victoria Building, across the road from the Sydney Town Hall, where he was 
fêted by fellow inspectors, teachers, and colleagues. 

Dwyer was perhaps a little lost when he went into retirement, but his family 
prevailed on him to spend a little time writing his memoires, of which his 
descendants are very appreciative. 

William Dwyer died at home in Ashfield on 31st March 1909. 

Conclusion
It is perhaps ironic that William Dwyer, a staunch Catholic and a product of the 
Irish public school system with which the Irish Catholic Church combined so 

30	  ‘Complimentary Picnic to Mr Inspector Dwyer’ (18 January 1890) Goulburn Evening Penny Post at p.4.
31	  ‘Presentation to Mr W. Dwyer’ (15 February 1890) The Freeman’s Journal at p.18.
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advantageously, made such a significant contribution to an Australian public school 
system at a time when it competed fiercely with the Australian Catholic Church. 
Nevertheless, in all his endeavours, William Dwyer acted in accordance with his 
Catholic values. Whilst his work may not have been entirely in harmony with the 
objectives of the institutional Church, there is no doubt that he was able to support 
the education of Australian children on a broad scale. His contribution was summed 
up by the (Catholic) Freeman’s Journal…

‘Whatever of real greatness Australia has achieved she owes to such 
men as Mr. William Dwyer, who full of years and of the honour that comes 
of a life well spent, was laid to rest on Thursday last. 

Presenting in his personality the best hallmarks of the Irish gentleman, 
he was pre-eminently a model Australian citizen. Modest almost to a fault, 
reserved but genial, his enthusiasm never assumed the form of noise, and he 
would have been the last man to admit that his life and conduct represented 
anything out of the ordinary. But they did, and from whatever viewpoint we 
may regard him, we must appreciate his services to Australia and to mankind, 
so far as the radius of his influence extend - and who can limit that? - as of the 
first order. 

Associated for two-thirds of his life with the education of Australian 
youth, no bounds can be set to the influence of his culture, his kindliness, 
his inflexible example of the best traits of Christian manhood. His 
departmental career was spent in the storm-centre of hostility to the creed 
he professed; but it was spent in a tranquil devotion to duty that challenged 
the admiration even of bigots, and it was crowned by a popularity which 
was all the more precious because it was unsought.

The brightest examples of citizenship have their origin in the home life; 
and Mr. Dwyer’s family, hostages to the country he otherwise served so 
well, might very well rest on the fact that he gave to the Church its first 
Australian-born bishop, a priest who is also a distinguished schoolman, 
and the rectress of that fine Dominican charity at Waratah ; but they do not 
rest there, for those of his household who have chosen the world as their 
arena are honoured as the best of citizens. 

Thus, a patriarch in the best sense has gone to his reward—one who 
had realised all “that which should accompany old age, as honour, love, 
obedience, troops of friends,” and the full harvest and fruitage of a life 
spent in the loyal discharge of duty to his Church, his country, and his 
family. In a word, William Dwyer was the highest type of a Catholic 
layman, and therefore the highest type of nation-builders.’32

32	  ‘William Dwyer’ The Freeman’s Journal (Sydney) 8 April 1909 at pp.20-21.
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The Prime Minister and the Pope

Jeff Kildea*

Introduction
When Prime Minister Anthony Albanese met with Pope Leo XIV in a private 
audience in Rome on 19 May 2025, the Australian media provided very positive 
coverage of the event. It was almost glowing, with television, radio, and print 
reports detailing the exchange of gifts and informing us of the pope’s blessing of 
Albanese’s mother’s rosary beads.

Described in the Sydney Morning Herald’s report as ‘rare’, Albanese’s audience 
with Pope Leo was only the third time an Australian prime minister had visited a 
pope in Rome.1 The second was in 2009 when Kevin Rudd had a private audience 
at the Vatican with Pope Benedict XVI. That visit also attracted positive media 
coverage in Australia. But before that, you need to go back more than a century 
to the first visit, which was by Edmund Barton in 1902. The pope was also a Leo, 
92-year-old Leo XIII.

Unlike the two occurrences this century, the media coverage at that time was 
not so glowing. In fact, the visit sparked a controversy that ended up with a petition 
being presented to the Commonwealth parliament containing the ‘emphatic protest’ 
of more than 30,000 Protestants against Barton’s ‘making an official visit to the 
Pope of Rome’.2

1	 Sydney Morning Herald 21 May 2025, p. 14. Australian prime ministers had previously met with 
popes in Australia: John Gorton 1970 (Paul VI), Bob Hawke 1986 (John Paul II), Paul Keating 1995 
(John Paul II), and Kevin Rudd in 2008 (Benedict XVI).

2	 CPD HR 17 June 1903, pp. 1011-1013. The text of the petition is set out in Daily Telegraph 18 June 
1903, p. 7.

* Dr Jeff Kildea is Honorary Professor in Irish Studies at the University of New South Wales, 
Sydney. In 2014 he held the Keith Cameron chair in Australian History at University College 
Dublin. He is the author of many books and articles on the Irish in Australia. 
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When Toby met Leo3

The occasion of Barton’s visit to Rome was his travelling to England to attend the 
coronation of King Edward VII. Accompanying him were his wife Jeanie, the minister 
for defence Sir John Forrest and Lady Margaret Forrest, the government whip Austin 
Chapman MHR, and Barton’s private secretary George Flannery. Chapman and 
Flannery were Catholics, while the Bartons and Forrests were members of the Church 
of England.4 When the party arrived in Rome en route to London, they were entertained 
by the Archbishop of Sydney, Cardinal Patrick Moran, who was in Rome on his way 
to Ireland. Barton and Moran were well known to each other. Barton had been on 
the platform when Moran delivered his 1891 lecture on Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum 
Novarum, ‘The Rights and Duties of Labour’, and had moved the vote of thanks to the 
Cardinal.5 Moran took the party under his care, assisting them to see the most significant 
sights of the ‘eternal city’, including St Peter’s basilica and the Vatican museum. But ‘the 
crowning triumph’, according to Monsignor Denis O’Haran, Moran’s private secretary, 
was the audience with the pope on 11 June 1902:

3	 Barton’s nickname was ‘Tosspot Toby’ derived from his well-known indulgence in food and drink 
(Geoffrey Bolton, Edmund Barton: The One Man for the Job, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards (NSW), 
2000, p.8).

4	 Chapman would serve as a minister in Protectionist, Liberal, and Nationalist governments into the 
1920s. He was the member for Eden-Monaro until his death in 1926. Flannery was a barrister and 
university medallist in law from Sydney University who would serve as associate to Justice Richard 
O’Connor of the High Court in 1903 before returning to the bar in 1904. Appointed a King’s Counsel 
in 1920 he would appear with J.L. Campbell KC as counsel for Bishop Joseph Dwyer in Partridge 
v Dwyer, the celebrated case in which ex-nun Bridget Partridge sued her bishop for damages for 
false imprisonment. See Jeff Kildea, Sister Liguori: The Nun Who Divided a Nation, Connor Court 
Publishing, Redland Bay (Qld), 2024.

5	 Freeman’s Journal 22 August 1891, p. 17; Catholic Press 12 July 1902, p. 6.
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Hundreds of distinguished strangers were waiting for this signal 
honour. Princes often plead in vain for a personal interview with the Vicar 
of Christ. Had not Cardinal Moran been on the spot the Australian party 
might have lingered in Rome for weeks without obtaining a sight of the 
venerable Leo.6

Moran was due to have a farewell audience with Pope Leo before embarking 
for Ireland. ‘What was more natural’, O’Haran wrote, ‘than he should seek the 
favour of introducing his distinguished friends’. Writing as ‘A correspondent of the 
Catholic Press’, O’Haran, who was present during the audience, described the visit:

It was a memorable incident, for it is the first time a Pope has received 
in audience an Australian in his official capacity. His Holiness too was 
most kind, extending to Mr Barton and his party honours usually reserved 
for Princes of Royal Blood.

The Australians are not accustomed to all the pomp and circumstances 
attending to these occasions, and they were all a little nervous. His 
Eminence first interviewed His Holiness and had a chat of a confidential 
nature, and then the visitors were presented. …

Cardinal Moran acted as interpreter whilst His Holiness addressed 
them, remarking with pronounced satisfaction that nowhere did Catholics 
enjoy such liberal and just treatment as throughout the British Empire and 
Australia in particular. …

[Barton] replied briefly (Cardinal Moran still acting as interpreter) to the 
effect that so long as he would remain at the head of the Australian government 
Catholics might rely upon receiving in Australia not only that fair play and 
justice to which all citizens are equally entitled, but even a greater share of 
liberality and benevolence than they enjoy in other parts of the Empire.7

The audience finished with the pope giving a special blessing to the 
two Catholics, Chapman and Flannery, and an apostolic blessing on all. 

6	 Catholic Press 26 July 1902, p. 19.
7	 Ibid. Although O’Haran is not identified as the author of the article, he later wrote in a letter to the 

Catholic Press, ‘I took notes in Italian as the Holy Father spoke, and I was the only other person present 
who could give an authentic version of the official reception of the Australian representatives’ (Catholic 
Press 27 August 1903, p. 22). In that letter, O’Haran also stated, ‘His Holiness spoke in Italian and Mr 
Barton in the English vernacular, his Eminence the Cardinal Archbishop of Sydney acting as interpreter.’ 
This belies the claim in several of the historical accounts of the visit that Barton and the pope conversed 
in Latin: John Reynolds, Edmund Barton, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1979, p. 183; Manning Clark, 
A History of Australia Volumes V & VI, from 1888 to 1935, Melbourne University Press, Carlton 
South (Vic.), 1999, Vol. 5, p. 219; David Headon, Edmund Barton (1849-1920) Australia’s First Prime 
Minister: His Own Particular Harvest, Australian Parliamentary Library, Canberra, 2021, p. 96.



61

O’Haran ended his account with these words, ‘The Apostolic Benediction 
on all present, on their families, and on the Australian Commonwealth, 
brought the audience to a close, all devoutly kneeling whilst the aged Leo 
pronounced the solemn words’.

Reaction to the Visit
Prior to the publication of O’Haran’s account, initial reportage of the visit in Australia 
was widespread but anodyne.8 Even the Catholic newspapers were matter of fact.9 
Protestant newspapers either ignored the event or were relatively restrained. Some 
sounded a note of caution. The Methodist noted that although there was nothing 
wrong in Barton’s visiting the pope in his capacity as a private individual, the prime 
minister had no warrant to represent Australia at the Vatican, ‘which is the court 
of one who claims supremacy over all kings and rulers [and] the right to depose 
kings and princes’. The editor’s concern was that, in granting an interview to ‘the 
impressionable politicians of Australia’, the pope might have made them ‘more 
pliable in the hands of Romish intriguers’.10 A correspondent to the Watchman, 
the organ of the Loyal Orange Institution and the Australian Protestant Defence 
Association, claimed that it was one more instance of the Barton government’s 
‘pandering to the R.C. party’. He warned, ‘At the next election the Protestants of 
Australia will let Mr Barton see that they do not relish the spectacle of the Prime 
Minister of a Protestant Continent bowing and scraping before a Roman Catholic 
Bishop who is avowedly anti-British’ [emphasis in original].11

Protestant rhetoric ramped up when it became known that after Barton arrived 
in England he was presented with a gold medallion by Cardinal Merry del Val, 
the pope’s envoy to the coronation.12 Describing Barton as a crypto-Romanist and 
accusing him of ‘political flunkeyism to Popery’, the editor of the Watchman 
observed that ‘Gifts from the Pope are like political gratitude – for favours to come’ 
[emphasis in the original]:

We feel strongly the humiliation Sir Edmund Barton has brought – not 
only upon himself, but upon the Commonwealth by an act of homage to 
the Papacy that has most improperly compromised the Protestants of this 
Commonwealth, as well as himself.13

8	 See, for example, Age 13 June 1902, p. 5.
9	 See for example, Catholic Press 21 June 1902, p. 14; Freeman’s Journal 21 June 1902, p. 21.
10	  Methodist 21 June 1902, p. 3.
11	  Watchman 21 June 1902, p. 8.
12	  Age 5 July 1902, p. 4. The medallion bearing an image of Pope Leo XIII on one side and of Christ 

on the other is in the National Library of Australia: Papers of Sir Edmund Barton, MS 51, Series 13, 
Item 1296.

13	  Watchman 12 July 1902, p. 2.
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Gold Medallion presented to Sir Edmund Barton by Cardinal Merry del Val 
(NLA Papers of Edmund Barton MS 51, Series 13, Item 1296) 

Article from The Age, 18 September 1902, p.8.

Article from The Age, 13 June 1902, p.5.
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The Methodist opined:

No doubt the Vatican authorities would regard it as a very good 
investment of funds if for a gold medal they can nobble prominent 
Australians … and, if by means of the bait of a gold medal the Pope can 
catch Australia’s noblest son, there will sure to be great rejoicing in the 
Papal camp.14

It warned of the political consequences for Barton of ‘rousing Protestant 
sentiment through toying with the baubles of the Vatican’.

Barton’s visit to the pope was also condemned at Twelfth of July celebrations 
in Sydney – and it seems that almost all of the criticism was generated in that city. 
Reverend F. Colwell told the Orangemen assembled at the Sydney town hall for the 
religious services, ‘The premier of our Commonwealth has no right to go toadying to 
the Pope. (Loud cheers.) When he returns he will get a warm time in many quarters. 
(Renewed cheers.) … You know there are favours to come and we we’ll keep our eyes 
upon him.’ Reverend W.A. Charlton was more emphatic:

Let me tell you about Barton. I say this, that the Pope’s existence should be 
ignored by every Protestant who goes to Italy, and if Mr Barton were only true 
to his country he would never have called upon him. (Cheers.) … Whatever 
the Pope is in private, and I believe he is a very good man, politically he is an 
international nuisance which ought to be abolished. (Loud cheering.)15

At a follow-up meeting a few days later Grandmaster John Wheeler told the 
Orangemen that when Barton returned, ‘Australia, as a Protestant nation, would deal 
with him. … The Prime Minister had not been paid to visit the Pope and present 
compliments to him on behalf of Australia’.16 Although Sydney was the source of most of 
the criticism, some Orange lodges elsewhere joined in. For instance, a meeting at Swan 
Hill in Victoria passed a resolution expressing the meeting’s ‘emphatic disapproval’ of 
Barton’s action in visiting the Vatican and paying homage to the pope.17

But these criticisms were all made before the publication of O’Haran’s account 
of the visit. After it appeared in the Catholic Press at the end of July, ultra-Protestant 
indignation was palpable. Barton’s reply to the pope and O’Haran’s word picture of 
an Australian prime minister bending the knee before ‘the Pope of Rome’ confirmed 
their worst fears. The Watchman parsed in minute detail Barton’s reported reply to the 
pope, speculating as to what it might portend as to the government’s conferring benefits 
on Australia’s Catholics not available to Protestants. The newspaper saw the bargain 

14	  Methodist 5 July 1902, p. 4.
15	  Watchman 19 July 1902, pp. 4-5.
16	  Daily Telegraph 17 July 1902, p. 7.
17	  Argus 19 July 1902, p. 14.
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implicit in Barton’s words as a manifestation of a conspiracy to restore the papacy’s 
temporal power by infiltrating the Australian government. In a precursor to the ‘reds 
under the bed’ fixation of a later generation, the Watchman warned its readers:

It must never be forgotten in reckoning with Rome that she is a political 
as well as a religious combination of forces, and that she will use all in her 
power to gain ascendancy. It is her boast and her aim to do so. … So, each 
Protestant should be a sentinel at the gates of freedom, lest the enemy enter 
and destroy the peace of the city of liberty.18

In September reports appeared in the press of a petition being circulated that 
protested against Barton’s visit to the pope. Interestingly, the Age’s report had a 
subheading ‘Comical Bigotry’.19 The Watchman reported that the petition had been 
initiated by Sydney James Law MLA, an Orangeman who was the Labor member 
for Balmain South in the New South Wales parliament.20 The Watchman set out the 
text of the petition, which stated that the signatories were approaching the House 
of Representatives:

 to enter our most emphatic protest against [Barton’s] making an official 
visit to the Pope of Rome and accepting a gold medal as a distinction from 
the Pontiff, as such action is, in our opinion, a recognition of the Church of 
Rome, which we believe to be a political organisation, having for its object 
the subversion of our civil and religious liberty and British interests.

Quoting Barton’s words as reported in O’Haran’s article, the petition stated that 
the signatories repudiated those remarks as ‘such statements are repugnant to our 
Australian and British sentiment’. It claimed that Barton had ‘misrepresented the 
feelings of a vast majority of the people of the Commonwealth’ and urged that the 
House ‘strenuously oppose the conferment upon him of any honour or dignity in 
the Commonwealth until his actions here referred to have received the endorsement 
of an electorate of the Commonwealth’. Law later explained that the object of the 
petition was to prevent Barton from having bestowed on him ‘that great prize for 
life, the Chief Justiceship’, which he was rumoured to desire, until he had faced the 
constituents of his electorate of Hunter.21

At the turn of the century, paranoia had been growing among Sydney’s 
Orangemen that Catholics were insinuating themselves into positions of power in 

18	  Watchman 9 August 1902, p. 7.
19	  Age 18 September 1902, p. 8; Daily Telegraph 18 September 1902, p. 4.
20	  Watchman 20 September 1902, p. 8. Elected in 1894, Law resigned from the Labor Party and 

parliament in November 1902 and successfully recontested the seat as an independent at the ensuing 
by-election. He later joined the Liberal Reform Party (Mark Lyons, ‘Sydney James Law (1856–1939)’, 
Australian Dictionary of Biography).

21	  Watchman 25 July 1903, p. 4.
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Australia. To them, Barton’s visit to the pope was just one manifestation of that 
development. In October 1902 Sydney’s leading militant Protestant organisation, 
the Australian Protestant Defence Association led by Reverend William Dill 
Macky, issued a manifesto designed to alert the citizens of the state to 

the gravity of the situation … in connection with the secret tactics and 
open aggressiveness of Roman Catholicism as an element of danger to the 
civil and religious liberties of the people of this State, as it has been in other 
countries.

It warned that ‘Roman Catholicism is becoming a tyranny which politicians 
and businessmen are compelled to reckon with’. It listed twelve examples of how 
Roman Catholic influence was gaining power in politics and business, among them 
Barton’s reported declaration to the pope that he would give Roman Catholics ‘an 
undue preference over other citizens’.22

While ultra-Protestants were rallying their supporters, Barton was still 
overseas. The coronation had been postponed from June to August due to Edward 
VII’s having succumbed to illness necessitating an operation to drain an abdominal 
abscess. Ahead of the original event, Barton had been appointed a Knight Grand 
Cross of the Order of St Michael and St George (GCMG) in the coronation honours 
list. Although some national leaders had departed Britain, leaving it to their 
ambassadors to attend the postponed coronation, Barton remained and he was 
invested with his knighthood at Buckingham Palace on 8 August 1902, the day 
before the ceremony.

Facing the Music
After the coronation, Barton returned to Australia via Canada, arriving at Brisbane 
on Sunday 12 October. On landing he was questioned on many subjects, including his 
visit to the pope, which he described in a matter-of-fact way. There was no mention of 
the adverse Protestant reaction and most of the journalists’ questions related to more 
substantive events, such as the colonial conferences Barton had attended, which had 
discussed important matters including imperial defence and trade. However, it would 
not be long before Sir Edmund was challenged on his papal visit.23

The following Friday night, Barton’s arrival in Sydney was marked by a 
welcome-home meeting at the town hall. It was a rowdy affair with many noisy 
protesters interrupting the flow of the speakers. Overall, however, the cheers for the 
prime minister outweighed the heckling of the noisy minority. While some of the 
interjectors were there to protest Barton’s visit to the pope, many more were there 

22	  Sydney Morning Herald 13 October 1902, p. 3.
23	  Barrier Miner 11 August 1902, p. 2; Sydney Morning Herald 13 October 1902, p. 7; Telegraph 

(Brisbane) 13 October 1902, p. 2.
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to vent their anger over a range of subjects.24 Nevertheless, the Age reported that 
the disorder was an organised Orange demonstration against Barton on the ground 
of his acceptance of the pope’s medal and that the meeting’s managing committee 
had learned that an attempt was to be made to molest the prime minister as he 
was leaving his carriage, a plan that was foiled when the carriage was directed to 
another entrance.25

Towards the end of his lengthy account of what had transpired during his travels, 
Barton referred to his visit to the pope and his subsequent receipt of the gold medallion. 
Forewarned as to the opposition of his Protestant critics and their transformation of 
his visit into a political issue, Barton robustly defended his actions:

I can afford to smile at those who think I should have flung the gift at 
the envoy’s face, for, as I was told the other day, no notice would have been 
taken if I had received a medal from the Sultan of Turkey or the Shah of 
Persia. … I should think very meanly of myself, and [opposition leader] Mr 
Reid would think meanly of himself, if on a special invitation he did not 
attend such an audience and accept a gift which was so kindly proffered. 
… I have never shown favour to one religion or another and I defy any 
man to say that in any public appointments I have given the preference 
either to a Catholic or a Church of England man, but I do say this, that 
to pervert questions of this kind to base political purposes is a cowardly 
action. I desire your confidence. If I do not get it, I am ready to bow to the 
inevitable. But to call certain things to your aid – whether you belong to 
this religion or that – is the meanest prostitution of the purposes of your 
God that ever was known in any country (Loud and prolonged cheers).26

The next day, after receiving a copy of the petition, Barton was interviewed by 
a reporter from the Sunday Times. When asked about the words he was alleged to 
have used in his reply to the pope, as reported in the Catholic Press, Barton replied:

I never made that promise, or anything akin to it. What I told His 
Holiness was that there was more religious tolerance in Australia than in 
any other part of the Empire, and that he might accept my assurance that, 
as time went on, that spirit of tolerance would not diminish. … I had not 
the slightest expectation of being treated as an enemy to my country in this 
matter. The incident is a telling illustration of the adage that, when bigotry 
enters the mind, reason flies away.27

24	  Punch 23 October 1902, p. 3. Even the Watchman acknowledged that the audience hostility was 
not all aimed at Barton or at his visit to the pope (Watchman 25 October 1902, p. 4).

25	  Age 21 October 1902, p. 5.
26	  Daily Telegraph 18 October 1902, p. 10.
27	  Sunday Times 19 October 1902, p. 7.
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On arriving in Melbourne on 23 October, he again denied making the ‘very silly 
remarks’ he was alleged to have said and repeated the version he gave the Sunday 
Times. Barton was not the first, nor would he be the last, politician to claim he 
had been misquoted. Given that O’Haran had made a contemporaneous note of the 
conversation, the prime minister’s denial must be regarded with some scepticism. 
On the other hand, the report did not claim to quote Barton verbatim, prefacing his 
words with the expression ‘He replied briefly … to the effect that …’. Even so, the 
words as quoted do not justify the extreme interpretations his critics were placing 
on them. Barton did acknowledge one criticism of his visit to the pope, which had 
recently been raised, namely, that before accepting the pope’s invitation he should 
have paid his respects to the King of Italy. In responding, he said, ‘This would have 
been a somewhat reasonable objection if it were not for one fact, which is, that the 
King of Italy was not in Rome when I was there’.28

There the matter rested for several months, with Dill Macky, Sydney Law, 
and their supporters hawking the petition around the country. The opportunity to 
present the petition in 1902 was lost when the parliament was prorogued on 10 
October and did not reconvene until 26 May 1903. It was not until 17 June that 
the promoters were ready and parliamentary time was available for the petition’s 
presentation. In the meantime, however, an event occurred that would undercut the 
petitioners’ principal complaint, even if they were not prepared to admit it.

In early April the local press reported that King Edward VII would be visiting 
Italy at the end of the month and that he would pay a visit to the pope at the Vatican.29 
The Catholic Press gleefully told its readers:

Viewed in the light of the recent agitation against Sir Edmund Barton, 
who was bitterly attacked for taking advantage of the rare opportunity and 
honour to get an audience with the venerable White Father of Christendom, 
the action of Edward VII should awaken in the anti-Catholic classes of 
Australia a sense of their utter foolishness and should teach them a lesson 
in good sense and tolerance.30

28	  Australasian 25 October 1902, p. 39.
29	  Daily Telegraph 6 April 1903, p. 5.
30	  Catholic Press 30 April 1903, p. 18. For a report on the visit see Daily Telegraph 1 May 1903, p. 5. 

For an article on the diplomatic niceties and sensibilities attaching to Edward VII’s visit to the pope 
see Daily Telegraph 29 April 1903, p. 7.
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Melbourne’s satirical journal Punch published a cartoon depicting the pope 
receiving Edward VII while a crusty old figure labelled ‘Churchman’ is attempting 
to pull him back. The caption reads:

The Churchman: �‘Come back, Your Majesty, come back! This is terrible!’

His Majesty: �‘Tut! Tut! Nonsense, man! Edmund Barton did it and why 
shouldn’t I?’31

31	  Punch 7 May 1903, p. 3.

Cartoon from Punch, 7 May 1903, p. 3..
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Undeterred, the promoters of the petition went ahead with their plan. On 17 June 1903 
William Wilks MHR (Dalley, NSW), a leading Orangeman, sought leave of the House 
of Representatives to present the petition signed by 30,215 Protestants. Before leave was 
granted, Barton rose to challenge the petition’s version of the words he had used in his 
reply to the pope. His intervention was greeted by loud cheers. Wilks rose on a point of 
order. Amidst shouts of ‘Shame’ and ‘Gag’, the Speaker ruled that the petition had to be 
received without comment, though he would allow the prime minister an opportunity 
afterwards to make a personal explanation. The petition was then read followed by 
Barton’s explanation in which he said he did not wish to debate the propriety of his visit to 
the pope, for which there were numerous precedents, including ‘the notable case that has 
since occurred’, referring, of course, to the visit by Edward VII. This latter remark was 
greeted with cheers. He then repeated his account of the words said and complained that, 
even after he had made public his version, the promoters of the petition had persisted in 
their action, ‘without doubt for sectarian purposes’. Wilks objected that the petition was 
started before Barton’s denial. The discussion ended in laughter when King O’Malley 
asked the prime minister whether he had received any intimation that a petition was being 
prepared with a view to securing the dethronement of Edward VII because of his action in 
visiting the pope. Barton replied drily that he had no information on the subject.32

In an attempt to distinguish the visit of Edward VII from that of Sir Edmund Barton, 
the Wachman told its readers, ‘His Majesty was careful to pay his first official visit to 
the King of Italy, Victor Emanuel III and not to the pretender who sulks behind the walls 
of the Vatican.’ Disregarding Barton’s explanation that Victor Emanuel was not in Rome 
at the time of his visit, the Watchman declared that Barton ‘in his blind stupidity and 
ignorance of what is becoming to Australia’s Premier totally ignored the King of Italy and 
went instead to him whom Italy has dethroned and disowned’. It accused him of falling 
prey to ‘the ever-intriguing hands of the priests who seek to insult the reigning King’. If 
that were such an egregious element of Barton’s visit to the pope, then why, one might ask 
rhetorically, was it not mentioned in the petition? The Watchman’s second accusation was 
on stronger ground when it referred to the difference between what the Catholic Press 
had reported and what Barton had claimed was the wording of his reply to the pope. But 
in the face of Barton’s continued denial of the Catholic Press’s account and the absence 
of any witness willing to contradict him (Forrest, Moran, Chapman, Flannery, or the 
two wives), the Watchman resorted to the rather lame argument that if that account was 
wrong, Barton would have taken action to demand its retraction. Presumably, like the rest 
of Australia, Barton had moved on to more important matters in the run up to the federal 
elections that would take place at the end of the year. In the final analysis, the Watchman 
was left to predict that the people of Australia would regard Barton as ‘a tool of the Roman 
Catholic church, ready and willing to do its work in return for support at the polls’.33

32	  CPD HR 17 June 1903, pp. 1011-1013; Daily Telegraph 18 June 1903, p. 7; Catholic Press 25 June 
1903, p. 6.

33	  Watchman 27 June 1903, p. 4. O’Haran’s letter describing how he had taken notes of the exchange 
between Barton and the pope did not appear in the Catholic Press until 27 August 1903.
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Aftermath
The militant Protestants behind the petition did not get the chance to mobilise their 
outraged supporters to bring down their crypto-Romanist nemesis at the elections 
held in December 1903. On 24 September Barton resigned the prime ministership 
and was appointed a justice of the newly established High Court of Australia. His 
resignation occurred following his being found in a state of collapse in his office. 
The burden of office had taken a toll on his health and on the advice of family and 
friends he opted for the less onerous duties of a life on the bench. One biographer 
has suggested that the hostile reaction to his papal visit was ‘possibly the final 
straw’, but it is difficult to accept that was the case. Barton had several far more 
important political worries weighing him down and he had effectively blunted the 
critics’ attack with reason, ridicule and blanket denial.34

Conclusion
In the broad sweep of Australia’s political and religious history, the affair was of 
little moment but it provides a good example of how pervasive sectarianism was in 
the early twentieth century and how fortunate we are in these times that a visit to the 
pope by an Australian prime minister is an occasion for rejoicing rather than rancour.

34	  Headon, Edmund Barton, p. 102. For a discussion of the reasons for Barton’s resignation see 
Norman Abjorensen, The Manner of Their Going: Prime Ministerial Exits from Lyne to Abbott, 
Australian Scholarly Publishing, Melbourne, 2015, pp. 16-24. Having lost its principal target, the 
Watchman turned its guns on Austin Chapman, ‘Barton’s chaperone when he grovelled at the feet 
of the Pope’ but without success as the member for Eden-Monaro was returned unopposed at the 
elections (Watchman 28 November 1903, p. 1).
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Pursuing the beautiful:  
John Radecki’s hidden glass lights

St Magdalen’s Chapel Wolli Creek 

Mary Barthelemy*

Introduction
In September 2024 an open day at Tempe House, Wolli Creek, was advertised. What 
caught my eye was the title of a talk on the former chapel: “Pursuing the beautiful”. 
The St George Historical Society conducted the day; both the Georgian villa and 
the chapel were open. Tempe House was once the convent for St Magdalen’s Retreat 
Tempe, later the Good Samaritan Training Centre Arncliffe. It was owned by the 
Sisters of the Good Samaritan from 1885 to 1985. 

This was an opportunity to see the old chapel I had not visited since the early 
1990s (another open day) when a group of Vincentian Fathers was living there. All 
that remained in the building’s interior after the Sisters left were the stained glass 
windows, the ceiling (then still redolent of cedar) and the modern wood panelling 
(installed at the back of the former sanctuary in the 1970s after the Vatican II 
liturgical reforms), some of which was badly damaged. My curiosity, particularly in 
regard to the windows, was sparked by a recent trip to Kansas for a family reunion at 
Spearville. While there we visited the Immaculate Heart of Mary church at nearby 
Windthorst. Built around 1912 by parishioners of German and Irish descent, it is 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and features exceptional stained 
glass windows. It is a long way from Kansas to Wolli Creek but it was worthwhile.1 

The speaker giving the talk was Olga Sedneva,2 herself a migrant, raised as an 
atheist, who arrived 30 years ago from Russia. She was awarded a Masters Degree 
(University of Sydney) in art curatorship and has a passion for local history. Recently, 

1	 Immaculate Heart of Mary, former parish church at Windthorst, St John the Baptist parish church 
at Spearville, both in Kansas, and the Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Conception in Denver, 
Colorado, all featured beautiful stained glass very different from what is usually seen here (St Mary’s 
Cathedral for example) and created by German artisans or in Germany in the early 20th century. 

2	 The craft of faith : life and work of John Radecki, stained glass artist Sedneva, Olga, author, 2023, 
Highly Commended in 2024 Kogarah Historical Society local history competition, Georges River 
Council local Studies collection, Kogarah, NSW .

* Mary Barthelemy has an interest in researching and writing about history. She is currently 
employed as a public servant. She is the newly-elected president of the Aisling Society and a 
committee member of Marrickville Heritage Society.

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 46 2025, 71–84
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the stained glass windows in the chapel were the subject of her research. She contends 
they were designed by John Radecki, a Polish migrant who was a renowned designer 
and manufacturer of glass from the late 19th to mid 20th century.3 

Radecki was a resident of Hurstville for much of his life, and some of his work 
can be found in local churches including St Patrick’s Kogarah, St Declan’s Penshurst 
and St Raphael’s South Hurstville. Olga Sedneva was instrumental in organising a 
blue plaque for Radecki which Georges River Council placed outside St Raphael’s 
in 2023 under the Council’s Historical Markers Program. 

Her identification of Radecki’s work at St Magdalen’s marks the site as containing 
significant examples of his craft. Presumably, all lights came from the firm of Ashwin 
and Falconer which initially trained Radecki in stained glass production and later was 
owned by him. In her quest for the architects and the stained glass windows designer 
and manufacturer, she consulted with Karla Whitmore (an authority on Australian 
stained glass) who connected her with Zofia Laba – Radecki’s biographer and played 
a significant role as will be seen.4 She also consulted the Good Samaritans’ archivist. 
I am indebted to Olga for her patience and generous assistance in writing this article 
about a project that is so close to her heart. 

I am grateful to Sylvie Pagna also for permission to include her photos of the 
windows. She too attended the Open Day. Originally from Belgium, English is 
her third language. Inspired by the Belgian photographer, Leonard Missone (1870-
1943) who believed “The object is nothing, light is everything”, she says, “As a 
photographer myself, I am fascinated by the rays beaming from stained glass 
windows. The glass has such extraordinary details and plays with the changes of 
the light all day long.” (Email to MB 23 May 2025.)

The chapel
The new archbishop of Sydney, (soon-to-be Cardinal) Patrick Moran was central 
to the Sisters moving to Tempe House, Cooks River. One of his first visits after 
coming to Australia, arriving in September 1884, was to the little church of Sts 
Peter and Paul on the neighbouring hill. Standing on that hill and looking at that 
beautiful site of Tempe House and grounds across the river he stated it would be an 
excellent spot on which to erect a religious institution.5 The Sisters, whose current 
refuge was old and crowded, purchased the property in 1885. It took two years 
for the building of the laundry to be completed. The Sisters used a front room in 
Tempe House as a chapel and two taught at the school of Sts Peter and Paul. Finally, 

3	 As Radecki initially studied drawing in a German art school at a formative age it is intriguing to 
consider how much influence this may have had on his work. In conversation Olga Sedneva has said 
that Polish people relate to the overall style, symbolism and motifs in his work and that it is very 
European in origin.

4	 Communication to MB 26 September 2024. 
5	 “St. Magdalen’s Refuge, Tempe. Ceremony by Cardinal Moran.” The Daily Telegraph 3 April 1893 p 3.
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they moved their convent, home for destitute/troubled women and laundry from Pitt 
Street Sydney to the new site in 1887.

Tempe House had been built in the 1830s by the wealthy merchant Alexander 
Spark and designed for him by John Verge. Till the Depression of the 1840s, when 
his finances collapsed, Spark lived there in style and comfort. In the 1860s Caroline 
Chisholm conducted a school which she called Green Bank. 

The Sisters of the Good Samaritan were founded by Archbishop John Bede 
Polding (a Benedictine monk and Australia’s first Catholic Archbishop of Sydney) 
in 1857 with Mother Scholastica Gibbons of the Sisters of Charity. This was just one 
year before Polding laid the foundation stone of Sts Peter and Paul in 1858.6 The rule 
of life for the Sisters (“The Good Sams”) was that of St Benedict, first established 
in the fifth century. Polding “indicated that the Sisters were to have a Christ-like 
attitude of compassion and care for those they served.”7 A priority for the Sisters 
was a proper chapel for their use and that of the women and girls who also lived 
and worked at the retreat. The foundation stone was laid in March 1888 and by 
October the chapel was almost complete. Cardinal Moran returned for the opening 
and blessing in January 1889. 

The chapel was designed in the Victorian style to match the L-shaped laundry 
and residential complex by using corbelled stone eaves around neo-Gothic window 
openings and pediments above the apse. The chapel has a stunning cedar vault 
ceiling that provided charm to this house of faith, trust and beauty.

Messrs J I Sheerin and J F Hennessy8 were the architects. Mr J Poole executed 
the work under the supervision and to their designs.9 All three men were present at 
the chapel’s opening as they had been for the laying of the foundation stone. It cost 
£1600. The sanctuary was “most tastefully furnished” with handsome wrought-
iron railing decorated with appropriate mottoes.10 Canopies were built at the main 
6	 Polding returned in 1868 to bless the extensions to the church. That Moran could describe seeing the 

Cooks River/Tempe church and surrounds as he did, indicates that little impact had been made by the 
building and opening of the Illawarra train line (1884). Photos from Thomas Holt’s mansion at The 
Warren 20 years earlier (later a convent for French Carmelite nuns) show the small church on the hill 
with cleared land, small farms and a few houses and The Dam nearby with Tempe House across the 
river hidden in the trees. Comparing contemporary pictures of the old and new refuges it is hard to 
disagree with his view.

7	 https://stellamaris.nsw.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/GS_Schools_Mission_Framework.pdf p 1.
8	 They were responsible for many church projects – St Joseph’s Hunters Hill and the Sacred Heart 

Kensington Seminary among them; also the extraordinary Irish Memorial at Waverley Cemetery 1898.
9	 “Catholic. The Magdalene Retreat at Tempe. The Chapel for the Penitents” Freeman’s Journal Saturday 31 

March 1888 p 15 ; “Catholic, The Magdalene Refuge Tempe. Blessing the New Chapel” Freeman’s Journal 
12 January 1889 p 18; “The Tempe Magdalene Refuge” Freeman’s Journal 6 October 1888 p 17 includes 
the business address for Sheerin and Hennessy, 343 Pitt-Street Sydney – in effect advertising or a free plug. 
This goes a long way to substantiating they were the architects. Our sources are restricted to articles written 
at the time as any plans, contracts etc were likely destroyed in the fire at Hennessy’s home in the 1920s. 
Funding for this building was separate and private unlike the laundry and associated buildings.

10	  “Catholic, The Magdalene Refuge Tempe. Blessing the New Chapel” Freeman’s Journal  
12 January 1889 p 18. 

Pursuing the beautiful: John Radecki’s hidden glass lights
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entrance for statues of St Patrick and Our Lady, but never filled. The windows over 
the altar11 were specially designed with cusped heads to take stained-glass windows 
representing Our Blessed Saviour on the cross with the repentant Magdalen kneeling 
at the foot of the cross; the side windows were to be filled with representations of 
the Immaculate Conception and the Sacred Heart.12 In sum: “The building is plainly 
but very substantially built of brick with stone dressings.”13 Outwardly, little has 
changed over the past 135 plus years. 

Hennessy and Sheerin were both known for their work in the Gothic revival style, 
also applicable to their domestic works. John Francis Hennessy (1853-1924) was 
probably born in Ireland but grew up in Leeds, Yorkshire. He commenced his career 
with an apprenticeship at William Perkins & Son architects and surveyors. He also 
attended the architectural school of the Royal Academy of Arts in London. Before 
arriving in Sydney in 1880, Hennessy studied in Spain and in Los Angeles. Initially 
working for the city architect, he joined Joseph Ignatius Sheerin (1846-1915) as a partner 
in Sheerin & Hennessy in 1884. Their work included many projects, some of the most 
outstanding related to Catholic ecclesiastical institutions.14 Sheerin was Sydney born but 
like Hennessy, of Irish descent, a skilled architect and active Catholic.15 

Cardinal Moran may have been the link between Sheerin and Hennessy and John 
Radecki of Ashwin and Falconer. In the same period as St Magdalen’s Chapel was 
being built, Sheerin and Hennessy were also engaged in designing a residence – the 
Cardinal’s Palace (1886) and a formation college for priests – St Patrick’s Seminary 
(1889) at Manly. Ashwin and Falconer was engaged to design and manufacture 
some of the stained glass, as outlined by Karla Whitmore in her article “Stained 
glass by the sea” for the Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society.16 
The border colours of creamy white and ruby red found in the Cardinal’s Palace 
glass – Moran’s arms, window of Sts Kieran and Canice and the windows of Sts 
Patrick, Francis, Joseph and Our Lady in Moran House17 are strikingly similar to St 
Magdalen’s. It is in this period (1885) that John Radecki commenced working with 
the firm with which he was associated for the rest of his long life.

11	  Originally the high altar was moved from the Parramatta Orphan School Chapel which closed 
in 1886. Re-designed later and now dismantled. Partially preserved in Glebe Good Samaritan 
headquarters.

12	  “The Tempe Magdalene Refuge” Freeman’s Journal 6 October 1888 p 18.
13	  Ibid
14	  Howard Rod,“John Francis (Jack) Hennessy (1853-1924)” Australian Dictionary of Biography 

volume 9 1983 online in 2006.
15	  J I Sheerin left Sydney for a nine month overseas holiday in April 1896. The steamer Thistle 

accompanied his boat as far as the Heads; on board were a large company of ladies and gentlemen 
including Mr and Mrs Hennessy as might be expected and also F Ashwin. “Mr J. I. Sheerins visit to 
Europe” Freemans Journal 18 April 1896 p 9.

16	  Whitmore Karla“Stained glass by the sea: St Patrick’s Estate, Manly” Journal of the Australian 
Catholic Historical Society Volume 31/32 2010/11 pp 2-14. Figures 5, 6 and 3.

17	  Ibid, front inside cover, back cover, front inside cover. 
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The cover for the 2016 Journal of the 
Australian Catholic Historical Society 
featured St James, one of the windows 
in St James Forest Lodge/Glebe a church 
which also features some of John Radecki 
and Falconer and Ashwin’s work. In 
2017 the cover was a reproduction of a 
window depicting St Benedict and an 
angel from the same church (the multi-
coloured angel’s wings are reminiscent of 
St Magdalen’s) installed c 1890.

Fire, demolition, restoration
The Sisters closed Arncliffe and sold 
the property to an offshoot of Qantas, 
Quantek, in the late 1980s. In the event, 
the site was not developed as planned. 
A fire at the old laundry in the 1990s ensured that most of the buildings associated 
with that were demolished and what remnants were left were later cleared for the 
development of the Discovery Point units which now ring the site. Fortunately, 
the chapel and Tempe House itself were not adversely affected. The mid 20th 
century covered corridors or cloisters linking the laundry and residential building 
to the main door and the one linking the Sisters’ side entrance to the house were 
demolished as was the pool and dressing shed. The focus was restoring Tempe 
House and surrounding grounds to a simulacrum of its appearance in Alexander 
Spark’s days. The restoration was completed around 2006. 

The chapel was included in the project. The late 19th century beautiful iron 
communion rails were recovered and have been made a feature of a nearby pathway. 
The delicate shamrocks originally found an echo in the dado (likely stencilled, 
a Victorian feature) on the wall of the chapel. This had long been concealed but 
was discovered with the renovation and restoration of the chapel building and left 
exposed. The beauty of the building as it now stands lies in its architecture, wood 
panelled ceiling and its stained glass. 

Stained glass 
Much of the glass, or light, in this building still delights the onlooker. Altogether 
there are 12 windows. The proposals for the windows over the altar, referred to 
above, underwent significant changes. The Sacred Heart with the rather unusual 
but apt title of “In Memory of Our Founder” is the dominant feature of the three 
windows in the apse. The subject of the left window “In Memory of Mother General 
Byrne” remains Our Lady.

Chapel and old altar rails, Tempe House at
the rear. Photo credit: M Barthelemy

Pursuing the beautiful: John Radecki’s hidden glass lights
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However, the right window (“In Memory of Mother General Adamson”) features 
St Joseph.18 This replaced the crucifixion scene with St Magdalen originally planned. 

What was used instead was the Gospel narrative of Mary Magdalene washing 
Christ’s feet then drying them with her hair. A smaller roundel shows Mary Magdalene 
greeting Christ after the Resurrection – the first disciple to see him. Was the designer 
or were the Sisters responsible for the changes or was it a collaborative effort? As a 
result of the discovery of the preparatory cartoon for this window, Sedneva believes 
that at least six windows were produced by John Radecki.19 

These six are the result of Radecki’s work, and a few others, of his influence in 
their design. A couple of the windows at the main entrance are clearly not reflective 
of the same artistic skills.

A later collaboration with the Order was the creation of glass for the new chapel 
at St Scholastica’ s Glebe, opened in November 1931. These works were signed by 
Radecki meaning, they were commissioned. It seems the Order may have worked 
with Radecki at both sites.20

John Radecki (1865-1955)
This journal has featured articles related to works associated with Radecki, as 
noted, but little on the man himself. 

Jan (John) Radecki was born in Lodz, Poland. The family migrated to Australia 
in 1882 when he was 16. It is known that Jan attended a German art school in 
Posen, and when in Sydney, the Mechanics School of Arts in 1883, and won prizes 
while there. In 1885, he commenced training under the English stained glass 
artist Frederick Ashwin and became the first stained glass artist to be trained in 
Australia. He became a prolific designer of windows for churches, mainly across 
denominations in New South Wales, but also for numerous public buildings.21 
Buildings with his work include St Patricks Church Hill, Caxton window State 
Library of New South Wales, Commonwealth Bank, Christ Church St Laurence 
Sydney and St Clements Church Mosman (both Anglican). He remained with the 
firm Ashwin and Co for the rest of his working life, eventually owning and running 
it himself.

18	  At some point the emphasis on the Sacred Heart with arms wide open was replicated by the all-
white statue in the centre of the front lawn facing the entrance way. 

19	  Sedneva, Olga, The craft of faith: life and work of John Radecki, stained glass artist, 2023, Highly 
Commended in 2024 Kogarah Historical Society local history competition, Clive James Library, 
Georges River Council, Local History Collection, Call number: LH 748.5 SEDN. 

20	  The architects at Glebe were Roarty & Roarty and Mr Douglas S Gorman the builder. “A rare 
bird’s-eye view of the windows in St Scholastica’s Chapel” The Good Oil May 2022 www.goodsams.
org.au/article/a-rare-bird’s-eye-view-of-the-windows-in-st-scholasticas-chapel/. Other installations of 
Radecki’s work include Star of the Sea Wollongong, St John the Evangelist Campbelltown.

21	  Whitmore Karla, Radecki, John (1865-1955): online https://teaga.org/2021/06/24/radecki-
john-1865-1955/

http://www.goodsams.org.au/article/a-rare-bird's-eye-view-of-the-windows-in-st-scholasticas-chapel/
http://www.goodsams.org.au/article/a-rare-bird's-eye-view-of-the-windows-in-st-scholasticas-chapel/
https://teaga.org/2021/06/24/radecki-john-1865-1955/
https://teaga.org/2021/06/24/radecki-john-1865-1955/
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As Olga Sedneva has recorded, 
Radecki was recognised as the most 
talented Australian craftsman in the field 
of stained glass window manufacturing 
of his time. 

“His understanding of the 
process, exquisite drawing skills 
and knowledge of Christian 
symbolism, were all necessary for 
delivering meaningful designs. 
He was particularly well regarded 
as a skilful painter on glass. 
His compositions overall are 
expertly executed and stylised to 
perfection. Radecki’s harmonious 
treatment of colour, realistic 
depiction of drapery, garments, 
foliage and floral decorations were 
always conveyed to perfection and 
transferred to glass employing his 
consummate drawing technique. 
The figures in his work are of a 
lifelike quality, their gestural and 
expressive delivering a staggering 
human power. 

“Each detail of Radecki’s 
designs holds the meaning and 
the stories are easily recognised 
by worshippers. The artist was 
also known for drawing the 
faces of saints from the real 
faces of his family members.”22

22	  Sedneva, Olga, St. Magdalen Chapel. 
Pursuing the beautiful / Olga Sedneva, 2024. 
Entry to 2024 Ron Rathbone local History 
Prize, Bayside Council NSW local history 
collection, Rockdale Library LH 282.944 
SEDN p 20-21. 

Figure 1 and 2: John Radecki, aged 81. 
“Saints real people to stained-glass 
artist.” The Australian Women’s Weekly  
Sat 7 September 1946 p 26 and 27. 

Pursuing the beautiful: John Radecki’s hidden glass lights
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Much of this description of Radecki’s 
accomplishments applies also to these six chapel 
windows. By comparing his style and researching 
his handwriting in both his will (State Archives) 
and on his works, Olga Sedneva was able to link 
Radecki directly to the lights in question. She 
uncovered critical evidence connecting Radecki 
to this chapel and one window in particular.

Cartoon
Sedneva’s account of this discovery follows: 

“The window in memory of Mother M 
Etheldreda Daly represents Mary Magdalen 
washing Jesus’s feet (Figure 3). Jane Daly (1857-
1922) spent many years working in Tempe 
Retreat. She made her vows and received her 
name in the presence of Cardinal Moran and 
Mother M Magdalen Adamson in 1892; and 
she was appointed to St Magdalen’s Retreat. 
Her final six years she was Superior. The 
scene interprets the story of Mary Magdalen, 
a destitute woman and a repentant prostitute, 
who was the first to witness the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ, washing Jesus’ feet as it was 
described in the Bible (Luke, 7: 36-50). 

“This window’s role in the identification 
of the artist, designer and manufacturer of 
several windows in the chapel is crucial. 
It was recently discovered that at least six 
stained glass windows were designed and 
produced by John Radecki when working 
for Ashwin and Co. Corroboration of his 
work is provided by the cartoon collage by 
John Radecki and signed by him on the back: 
Mary Washing Christ’s Feet. The biographer 
of the artist, Zofia Laba, owned the original 
cartoon. It was gifted to her by the late Kevin 
Little, the owner of a recently closed stained 
glass window manufacturing family business 

Figure 3 Mary Washing the Feet 
of Jesus, John Radecki, paper, 
unframed: 1600mm x 560mm, 
c.1920-1954. Image provided by 
and used with permission from 
Hurstville Museum & Gallery’ 
collection. (H2024.3.)
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in Arncliffe, which makes the provenance 
of the artwork certain. Even though the 
cartoon is not dated, we can confirm that 
it was made after 1922, as it is dedicated 
to Mother M Ethelreda who died that year. 

“The cartoon’s scene matches the 
existing design of the window in composition 
and line work but differs in colour and a few 
details, such as the stonework pattern on the 
foreground; the curtain in the background 
is replaced by framework; the edge was 
introduced to Jesus’s robe; a small box is 
replaced by a vessel; and the overall colour 
scheme was changed from warm earthy 
tones to bright red, pink, orange, purple and 
blue with aquamarine and white highlights 
(Figure 4). 

“After analysing the similarities in style 
in the rest of the windows in St Magdalen’s 
Chapel, it can be confirmed that six 
(probably 10) windows were produced by 
John Radecki at the time of his working 
for Ashwin and Co between the 1890s and 
the 1930s. Other windows, produced later, 
may be derived from Radecki’s sketches 
possibly by the same company.” 23

Single lights and the memorials
The six windows believed to be attributed to 
Radecki’s design and execution are described below 
and listed according to the life span of the Sister 
memorialised. By commemorating outstanding 
members of the Order most of the windows 
highlight the important role of women, Irish born 
or of Irish descent* (as their surnames indicate), in 
faith, education, administration and social welfare. 
(*Mother M Magdalen Adamson is an exception 
having been born in Lancashire.)

23	 Ibid p 18.

Figure 4 Detail - St Mary 
Magdalen washing the feet of 

Jesus. Pomegranates depicted 
on the plate and trees represent 

compassion. No window with this 
image of the Magdalen is known 

anywere else. It is the sixth  
one Sedneva attributes  

fully to Radecki.

Pursuing the beautiful: John Radecki’s hidden glass lights
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Like most well-executed art, the best repay 
reflection and examination as well as admiration.

In Memory of Our Holy Founder: The Sacred 
Heart – ruby red and white dominate. Immediately 
above the altar area Jesus’s robe has a lace trim 
– similar to that common in vestments used by
priests especially for the Latin Mass. The lettering
reflects the interest in Japanese and Chinese styles
in the late Victorian era. All three have the same
ruby red and white border. (Figure 5).

In Memory of Mother General Magdalen 
Adamson (1824-1896): St Joseph. She was Mother 
General of the order at the time St Magdalen’s 
was established. She preceded Gertrude Byrne 
in charge of the Parramatta Orphanage. Typical 
pose of St Joseph with lily and clad in purple 
but wearing an unusually luxuriant robe. The 
material’s design complements the dress worn by 
Mary on the other side. The emphasis on plants 
and rocks echoes the profuse trees and plants in 
the gardens nearby (Figure 6).

In Memory of Mother General Gertrude 
Byrne (1837-1898): Immaculate Conception of 
Mary. Symbolised by the crescent moon under 
her feet and the conquered devil – depicted as a 
snake with an apple in its mouth. The cherubims’ 
faces were those of real children (see Figure 7). 
Gertrude Byrne was the first superior in charge of 
St Magdalen’s. She had previously worked at the 
Catholic Orphan School at Parramatta (Figure 8).

In Memory of Archbishop Polding (1794-
1877): Above the side (Sisters’) door – St 
Benedict (associated with protection). He 
is shown with his usual symbols: bishop’s 
crozier, chalice and the holy rule (book) and a 
bird. According to tradition a malicious priest 
attempted to poison Benedict’s meal and the 
raven carried off the poisoned bread. The cup 
was also poisoned; Benedict made the sign 

Figure 5 In Memory of Our 
Holy Founder. Rich in Christian 
symbolism, pomegranates feature in 
the border art of all three windows 
above the altar. 

All Stained Glass Windows are in 
St Magdalen's Chapel, Tempe 
Estate, Wolli Creek, NSW.  
All photos by Sylvie Pagna, 2024.
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of the cross over it and it shattered instantly. 
The rich colours and decorative fabric in the 
backdrop contrast strongly with his austere 
habit. Possessing a very human and wise face, 
he looks directly at the viewer. A masterful 
portrait (Figure 9). 

In Memory of Rev Mother M Aquinas 
Corcoran (1824-1898): St Michael the Archangel. 
This features intricate design and a fully active 
figure as he crushes the devil. The colours 
complement each other harmoniously. Unusually, 
the Archangel Michael is depicted with crimson 
wings. As art, this window rivals many modern 
fantasy works (Figure 10).

In Memory of Mother M Ethelreda Daly 
(1857-1922): See above - St Mary Magdalen 
with Jesus (Figures 3 and 4).

In Memory of Rev Mother M Berchmans 
McLaughlin (1856-1931): At some point more 
may be known in relation to this window (St 
Anne teaching her daughter Mary). At present it 
is one that Sedneva regards as more or less by 
Radecki’s company. 

Others similarly categorised and also not 
illustrated here (except one) include the windows 
featuring the five Joyous Mysteries of the Rosary 
as they may not be by Radecki’s hand but by his 
company and to his design. These are: 

In Memory of Sister M Attracta Hickey 
(1862-1954): Archangel Gabriel’s greeting to 
Mary, upper. Gabriel’s wings are crimson and 
blue. The visitation of Mary to her older cousin 
Elizabeth, lower. Sister Attracta spent most of 
her life at Tempe. 

In Memory of Rev Mother M Marcella Kenny 
(1862-1955): The nativity of Jesus, upper. 
Presentation in the temple, lower. In 1935 she 

Figure 6 Character and strength were 
features of Radecki’s saints. Added 
realism was derived from family and 
friends who acted as models. 

Pursuing the beautiful: John Radecki’s hidden glass lights
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Above - Figure 8 Immaculate Conception of Mary 
Left - Figure 9 St Benedict, in memory of  
Archbishop Polding

Figure 7 Drawing signed by Radecki - family models 
allowed him to reveal caring, human, emotions. John 
Radecki, 1866-1955 sketchbook and watercolours, undated, 
State Library of New South Wales Call Numbers PXA 996. 
Out of copyright. Reproduced with permission.
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was one of three Sisters who celebrated their 
golden jubilee. She died in the 70th year of 
religious profession. She was Mother General 
for several years. 

In Memory of the Deceased Sisters of St 
Magdalene’s: Finding in the Temple, upper. 
Baptism of Jesus by St John, lower. As 
the detail shows, this style is different and 
certainly later. It may still have been designed 
by Radecki if not executed by him. (Figure 11). 

Conclusion
The Sisters bequeathed a unique architectural 
and artistic heritage to modern times. A 
heritage that is generally unacknowledged, 
but is as significant in its way as Tempe House 
nearby. Undoubtedly, there are more questions 
to ask and answers to be found in relation to 
the full story of the windows. Olga Sedneva’s 
research has contributed to our knowledge and 
appreciation of John Radecki as a craftsman of 
faith, even genius, and in that pursuit she has 
found a unique treasure in this little building.

Figure 10 St Michael the Archangel 
defeats Lucifer. 

Pursuing the beautiful: John Radecki’s hidden glass lights

Figure 11 Baptism of Jesus by St John. 
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St James window was reproduced on the journal’s cover).
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Whitmore, Karla, Stained Glass Pioneers of Sydney: John Falconer and 
Frederick Ashwin, Chatswood, NSW, 2015, ISBN: 9780646937113 (paperback).

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society Volume 38 2017, p 2. 
The cover photo is a detail from a window in St James Church Forest Lodge/
Glebe dedicated to the memory of Rev Myles Athy OSB. This shows St Benedict 
experiencing a vision of heaven and embraced by an angel. It is believed to 
have come from the Falconer and Ashwin studios – several other windows are 
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https://adb.anu.edu.au/biographies/author/?author=240
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/radecki-john-13164
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/47489933/4723111
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/47489933/4723111
https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-3286881400/view
https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-3286881400/view
https://teaga.org/
https://teaga.org/
https://teaga.org/
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Dublin. He is the author of many books and articles on the Irish in Australia. 
This talk was given to ACHS on 16 Feb 2025.

Tragedy and farce: the Sister Liguori story

Jeff Kildea*

Mr President, fellow members of the Australian Catholic Historical Society. Thank 
you for inviting me to speak to the society on my latest book, Sister Liguori: The 
Nun who Divided a Nation.1

I first addressed the society on the Sister Liguori affair almost 20 years ago 
when I gave a paper on the subject at the Australian Catholic History Conference 
held in September 2005.2 That paper was published in the society’s journal the 
following year under the title ‘Where Crows Gather: the Sister Liguori Affair 1920-
21’.3 It is good to see that the topic is still of interest to the society 20 years on and 
more than 100 years after the affair itself. I will have more to say about the story’s 
enduring interest shortly.

Karl Marx is often misquoted as saying that history appears “first as tragedy, 
then as farce”.4 In the case of the Sister Liguori story, tragedy and farce appeared 
simultaneously. And in this talk today I will discuss both aspects – the tragedy and 
the farce – of this extraordinary episode in our nation’s history.

For those unfamiliar with the story, I will start with a brief outline of the facts, 
followed by a description of how I came to write the book. I will also discuss why 
the Sister Liguori story continues to resonate down the ages, before looking at 
elements of the affair that qualify as farce and as tragedy.

1	 �Jeff Kildea, Sister Liguori: The Nun who Divided a Nation, Connor Court Publishing, Redland Bay 
(Qld), 2024.

2	 �https://australiancatholichistoricalsociety.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/History-Conference-
text.pdf.

3	 �Jeff Kildea, ‘Where Crows Gather: the Sister Liguori Affair 1920-21’, Journal of the Australian 
Catholic Historical Society, Vol. 27, 2006, pp. 31-40.

4	 �He actually wrote: ‘Hegel remarks somewhere that all great historic facts and personages recur twice. 
He forgot to add: “Once as tragedy, and again as farce.”’ (Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of 
Louis Bonaparte, Translated by Daniel de Leon, 2nd edition, Charles H. Kerr & Company, Chicago, 
1907). The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘tragedy’ to include ‘A genre of drama etc. 
characterized by its depiction of characters involved in unhappy or disastrous events’ and ‘a drama 
of a similarly serious nature and unhappy ending but typically dealing with an ordinary person or 
people’ and defines ‘farce’ to include ‘A dramatic work intended only to excite laughter, often by 
presenting ludicrously improbable events’.
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Brief account of the 
Sister Liguori story
The story began on the afternoon of 24 
July 1920 when Irish-born Sister Mary 
Liguori (aka Bridget Partridge) of the 
Presentation order walked out of her 
convent at Mount Erin, Wagga Wagga 
dressed only in her nightdress and bare 
feet, fearful she was about to be murdered 
by her mother superior. Her flight took 
her to the nearby house of Mr and Mrs 
Thompson, a Protestant couple, with links 
to the Loyal Orange Institution, a militant 
anti-Catholic Protestant organisation, 
also known as the Orange order. Evading 
police and convent search parties, who 
were fearful that Sister Liguori might 
have drowned in a waterhole or suffered 
exposure on that cold winter night, the 
Thompsons smuggled her out of Wagga 
Wagga the next day to Adelong, about 80 
kms away. From there she was taken to 
Sydney by Robert Barton, Grand Master 
of the Orange order.

In Sydney the police eventually located Bridget and arrested her as being deemed 
insane and without sufficient means of support pursuant to a warrant issued at the 
request of her bishop, Dr Joseph Wilfrid Dwyer. She was detained at the Darlinghurst 
Reception House for psychiatric assessment. When the doctors declared Bridget to be 
sane, the Lunacy Court ordered her release. There were wild scenes outside the court 
as Protestants and Catholics jostled and debated the merits of the case. Thereafter, 
Bridget went to live with a Congregational minister Reverend William Touchell and 
his wife Laura.

Around the country, the Orange order organised meetings to protest against 
women being held in Catholic convents. Calls were made for the inspection of 
convents and even for their abolition. Catholic bishops and Catholic newspapers 
responded, defending the convents. Each side accused the other of mistreating Sister 
Liguori. To Protestants she was an ‘escaped’ nun whom they had rescued; to Catholics 
she was a ‘captured’ nun whom the Protestants were holding against her will.

The controversy played out in newspapers not only in Australia but also in New 
Zealand, reaching as far as England, Ireland, Canada, and America. There were 

Bridget Partridge c. 1921  
(People 11 August 1954, p. 7)
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threatened fisticuffs in the NSW 
parliament as Catholic and Protestant 
MPs debated calls for a royal commission 
into convents. The Orange order claimed 
that armed Catholic gunmen had followed 
Bridget Partridge to Berry on the New 
South Wales south coast and that Protestant 
ex-servicemen intended to storm the 
Mount Erin convent. The police and the 
RSL denied these claims. In an attempt to 
persuade Bridget to leave her Protestant 
friends, the Catholic Federation, a militant 
Catholic organisation, fetched her brother 
Joseph from Hong Kong, where he had 
been working. They brought him to 
Sydney in secret to prevent the Orange 
order from intercepting him. It was to no 
avail as Bridget refused to go with him.

The Orange order funded an action 
by Bridget in the New South Wales 

Supreme Court claiming damages from Bishop Dwyer for having falsely and 
maliciously procured her arrest and imprisonment. The case played out in a packed 
court room, with newspapers across the country providing daily verbatim accounts 
of the evidence. Hoping to get a seat in the gallery, hundreds queued outside the 
court each morning, sometimes in the rain. While the case was being heard in 
Sydney, there was violence in the Riverina with Reverend Touchell being assaulted 
at Coolamon and Marrar at meetings to establish in those towns branches of the 
Protestant Federation, another militant Protestant organisation. After ten days of 
hearing, the jury rejected Bridget’s claim. The Catholics declared victory with a 
monster meeting in the Sydney Town Hall, following which the fuss died down.

It reignited three months later when Joseph and a gang of Catholic men 
kidnapped his sister off the streets of Kogarah as she was returning from a church 
service with the Touchells. The police intervened and arranged a meeting at which 
Bridget finally convinced her brother she wished to remain with the Touchells. 
Joseph withdrew and returned to Ireland. As he left, the affair erupted again in 
parliament with the opposition leader moving a vote of censure against the Labor 
government for allowing Joseph to escape justice. The motion was lost with some 
opposition members supporting the government. After 16 months the Sister Liguori 
affair finally came to an end.

Joseph Partridge c. 1921 
(Author’s collection)
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Writing the Sister Liguori story
I first came across the Sister Liguori story in the late 1990s when researching religious 
sectarianism in Australia for my PhD thesis on the Catholic Federation of New South 
Wales called Troubled Times: a history of the Catholic Federation of New South Wales 
1910-1924.5 The story formed only a small part of the overall thesis, which I published 
as Tearing the Fabric: Sectarianism in Australia 1910-1925.6 But I was so intrigued by 
the affair that I determined to dig deeper into it.

In 2002 while in Ireland for a history conference, I interviewed Bridget 
Partridge’s niece, Eithne Flanagan, the daughter of Joseph Partridge. I did so again 
in 2005 following another conference in Ireland. In that same year I presented the 
paper on the affair at the Catholic History conference, which, as I mentioned, was 
published in the society’s journal in 2006 as ‘Where Crows Gather: The Sister 
Liguori Affair 1920-21’.

During those years I often sat down to write a book on the Sister Liguori 
affair, only to be diverted by other projects. Also, I was still in fulltime practice 
as a barrister, which limited the time I could devote to historical pursuits. So, the 
Sister Liguori story was left on the backburner. Nevertheless, events occurred that 
rekindled my interest.

In 2010 Maureen McKeown, a great-niece of Bridget Partridge living in Northern 
Ireland, contacted me to say she had read my article ‘Where Crows Gather’ and 
wanted to look further into the affair. We met up in Sydney in 2012 and exchanged 
information. Maureen was determined to write a book about her great aunt.

In 2016 an historian friend of mine, Anne Cunningham, told me she was 
interested in pursuing the Sister Liguori story. Anne had written The Price of a 
Wife? The Priest and the Divorce Trial,7 a book about the Coningham Affair, that 
other great sectarian scandal of early twentieth-century Australia, where Cardinal 
Moran’s secretary, Monsignor O’Haran, was named as co-respondent in divorce 
proceedings. Recognising that I was unlikely to get back to Sister Liguori any time 
soon and believing it to be a story that should be told, I handed to Anne all my 
research notes. Anne presented a paper ‘The Runaway Nun’ at a history conference 
in Adelaide that year but otherwise she too was unable to pursue the project and 
returned my notes.8

5	https://doi.org/10.26190/unsworks/10417.
6	 �Jeff Kildea, Tearing the Fabric: Sectarianism in Australia 1910-1925, Citadel Books, Sydney, 2002.
7	 �Anne Cunningham, The Price of a Wife? The Priest and the Divorce Trial, Anchor Books Australia, 

Spit Junction (NSW), 2013.
8	 �22nd Australasian Irish Studies Conference, Flinders University, Adelaide, November–December 2016.

https://doi.org/10.26190/unsworks/10417
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In 2017 Maureen McKeown eventually published The Extraordinary Case of 
Sister Liguori.9 It is a work of creative non-fiction rather than history. I was asked 
to write a review for the society’s journal, which appeared in the 2019 edition.10 As 
a work of creative non-fiction, I thought that Maureen’s book had captured well the 
feelings that Bridget must have felt as her personal problems became the subject of 
intense public debate. But it did not explain how and why Bridget Partridge came 
to be the centre of public attention for 16 months in the press, the parliament and at 
public meetings. I knew the story still needed to be told.

What finally determined me to bring the Sister Liguori affair forward from the 
backburner was an article that appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald in April 2023 
under the headline: ‘Pregnant to a priest, nun on run defied church over child’.11 The 
journalist claimed he had solved the 100-year-old mystery of why she had done so, 
and I quote: ‘the nun was made pregnant by a clergy member and the reason she fled 
was due to threats to her life after she refused to relinquish the child to the church 
for adoption.’ But, apart from a hearsay account of a man born 15 years after Sister 
Liguori left the convent, the article provided no evidence to support the allegations. 
Moreover, there had never been any mystery as to why Bridget Partridge had left the 
convent. When she gave evidence at her court case against the bishop she explained 
in detail her reasons, none of which even hinted at a clerical pregnancy. Furthermore, 
the Orange order never once in its relentless attacks on the Catholic church during the 
affair made such a claim. Apart from lacking evidence, the article, which appeared in 
the news section of the Herald, was riddled with factual errors. Clearly the time had 
arrived for me to write ‘the true history’ of the Sister Liguori affair, which I sat down 
to do during the remainder of 2023.

Why the Sister Liguori story still resonates today
The Sister Liguori affair occurred more than a hundred years ago. Yet, it refuses to go 
away. Every now and again, it resurfaces in both scholarly journals and in the mass 
media. In the latter category are the following examples:

• in 1954 People magazine ran a six-page piece on the affair;12

• �in 1980 the Sydney Morning Herald’s Good Weekend magazine published a
feature article by the Herald’s religious affairs reporter Alan Gill;13

9	 Leo Press, Downpatrick (NI), 2017.
10  �Jeff Kildea, ‘Review of Maureen McKeown, The Extraordinary Case of Sister Liguori’, Journal of 

the Australian Catholic Historical Society, Vol. 40, 2019, pp. 173-175.
11  �3 April 2023, pp. 14-15. Online version: https://www.smh.com.au/national/nun-on-the-run-1920s-

mystery-finally-solved-20221206-p5c40p.html.
12  � People 11 August 1954, pp. 5-10.
13   �‘The Fate of Sister Liguori’, Sydney Morning Herald 19 July 1980, Good Weekend section, p. 14.

https://www.smh.com.au/national/nun-on-the-run-1920s-mystery-finally-solved-20221206-p5c40p.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nun-on-the-run-1920s-mystery-finally-solved-20221206-p5c40p.html
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• �in the early 2000s emerging Australian playwright Diane Stubbings wrote a play
about the affair. Although not produced, it was given an informal reading with a
young Cate Blanchett playing Sister Liguori;14

• �in 2017 Maureen McKeown’s book appeared;15

• �in 2019 the Sydney Morning Herald carried a story on Maureen McKeown’s book;16

• �in 2021 the Wagga Daily Advertiser carried a story on the centenary of the court case;17

• �also in 2021 artist Amanda Bromfield marked the centenary of the affair with
an exhibition at the Wagga Wagga Art Gallery incorporating ceramics, found
objects, and a video performance;18 and

• �in 2023 the SMH published the erroneous article.19

At its most basic level the Sister Liguori affair is the story of a young woman who
discovers she is no longer suited to the religious life she had chosen a decade before 
but feels trapped, unable to face the humiliating process of applying to her bishop 
for a dispensation from her vows. After months of brooding in which her health, 
physical and mental, deteriorated, she snapped and in a moment of frustration she 
fled the convent under a paranoid delusion. In nine out of ten cases, such a crisis 
would have passed unremarkably. Sister Liguori’s flight would have been seen as 
a cry for help, prompting her religious community to adopt a pastoral approach to 
her problems, helping her to reconcile herself with religious life or assisting her to 
return to her family in Ireland. But in this case, Bridget fatefully took refuge in the 
house of a Protestant family with links to the Orange order. Once she placed herself 
under the protection of the Orange order she was no longer a young woman with 
personal issues to be resolved in a quiet and caring manner. Instead, she had become 
an object in the centuries-old struggle between Protestantism and Catholicism.

She was now a trophy to be fought over in a conflict which Grand Master Barton 
described as ‘a fight to the end’, adding, ‘It is Rome versus the Orange Institution 
in this matter’.20 On the other side, Catholic MP Paddy Minahan said that if the 
Protestants tried to interfere with the convents, ‘there would be a “mess-up” here as 

14   �Email correspondence with Diane Stubbings, November 2023.
15   �Op. cit.
16   �Tim Barlass, ‘The “escaped nun” on the run who fled in the night’, Sydney Morning Herald 9 April 

2019, p. 9.
17   �Penny Burfitt, ‘Sister’s Great Escape’, Daily Advertiser 19 June 1921, p. 3.
18   �‘Amanda Bromfield: The Nun in the Nightgown. Brigid Partridge, a woman who had enough’, 

(https://waggaartgallery.com.au/whats-on/past-exhibitions/exhibitions-2021/Amanda-Bromfield); 
‘The Nun in the Nightgown – Brigid Partridge and the scandal that put Wagga Wagga on the map’ 
(https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-22/nun-in-the-nightgown-scandal-that-put-wagga-on-the-
map/100311566).

19   �Op. cit.
20  �Daily Telegraph 9 August 1920, p. 5.

https://waggaartgallery.com.au/whats-on/past-exhibitions/exhibitions-2021/Amanda-Bromfield
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-22/nun-in-the-nightgown-scandal-that-put-wagga-on-the-map/100311566
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-22/nun-in-the-nightgown-scandal-that-put-wagga-on-the-map/100311566
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bad as anything that occurred on the plains of Flanders’.21 As the judge said at the 
end of the court case: ‘I cannot help thinking that it is a very unfortunate thing for 
the plaintiff that at that time she did not meet somebody who would have shown a 
little common horse-sense.’22

But the Sister Liguori story is not unique. It is an ancient tale, dating back at 
least to the Mycenaean age with the story of Helen of Troy, popularised by Homer, 
whose kidnapping sparked a war between the Greeks and the Trojans. We have seen 
it played out in our own times, most spectacularly in 2005 with the severely brain-
damaged Terri Schiavo over her ‘right to die’. And in 2000 with Elián González, 
a five-year-old Cuban refugee, over his repatriation to Cuba.23 It is a tale in which 
powerful adversaries pull at a hapless victim like children fighting over a rag doll, in a 
struggle they frame in Manichean terms – life and death, good and evil – while at the 
same time proclaiming their motivation is the individual’s best interests. To me, this is 
the reason why the Sister Liguori story continues to captivate the public imagination. 
It is a story with a universal theme that resonates down the ages. Even if it did take me 
25 years to write the book.

21  �NSW Parliamentary Debates 7 December 1920, p. 3218.
22   Sydney Morning Herald 14 July 1921, p. 10.
23  �‘Schiavo’s Case May Reshape American Law’, New York Times 1 April 2005; ‘Thousands of Cuban 

Mothers Demonstrate for Boy’s Return’, New York Times 15 January 2000.

Grand Master Robert Barton  
(SMH 12 January 1921, p. 12)

Patrick Joseph Minahan 
(Parliament of NSW)
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Farce and Tragedy
On this excursion through the Sister 
Liguori story, you will already have 
identified many elements of both farce 
and tragedy. I will now discuss a few 
examples of each, starting with farce.

Argument over a broom
The affair began with a seemingly trivial 
argument over a broom that had gone 
missing. During the argument Sister 
Joan accused Sister Liguori of lying. 
Trivial though that might seem to any 
objective observer, the altercation over 
the broom was the last straw for the 
depressed and ailing Sister Liguori, who 
stormed out of the convent and walked 
across the paddocks to the house of Mrs Burgess, a Protestant. There she tried to ring 
Bishop Joseph Dwyer to complain of her perceived mistreatment. He was away in 
Albury and the frustrated Sister Liguori was brought back to the convent by two nuns.

After speaking with the mother superior and being examined by a doctor, Sister 
Liguori was put to bed and given a dose of castor oil mixed in black coffee – the 
standard remedy at the convent for an unspecific illness. Believing the mixture to 
be poison, she induced vomiting to bring it up and then once again fled the convent. 
She returned to Mrs Burgess’s house but fearing this would be the first place the 
nuns would look for her, she asked Mrs Burgess to take here somewhere else. 
Mrs Burgess then took her to the Thompson house. And we know what happened 
thereafter.

That a dispute over a missing broom could set in train a series of events that 
escalated into one of Australia’s most bitter sectarian conflicts is truly farcical. That 
it did raises the age-old question of historical causation. The classic case is whether 
Gavrilo Princip’s decision to buy a sandwich at about the same time as Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand’s driver took a wrong turn and stopped outside the sandwich shop 
in order to back up led to the First World War. But readers of Erik Durschmied’s The 
Hinge Factor: How Chance and Stupidity Have Changed History will recognise 
the phenomenon.24 It is akin to ‘the butterfly effect’ in Chaos Theory, sometimes 
expressed in terms of the proverb ‘For Want of a Nail’:

24   �Erik Durschmied, The Hinge Factor: How Chance and Stupidity Have Changed History, Hodder & 
Stoughton, London, 2013.

Bishop Joseph Dwyer (Author’s collection)
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For want of a nail the shoe was lost.
For want of a shoe the horse was lost.
For want of a horse the rider was lost.
For want of a rider the message was lost.
For want of a message the battle was lost.
For want of a battle the kingdom was lost.
And all for the want of a horseshoe nail.

The Thompsons’ deceit
The second example of farce was the behaviour of the Thompsons. When police 
came to the Thompson house on the Sunday morning searching for Sister Liguori, 
the Thompsons told the police she was not there. That night they smuggled her out of 
Wagga Wagga in a manner that added to the absurdity of the situation. To achieve the 
extraction, the Thompsons invited visitors to their house for a party. Then, disguised as 
one of the departing partygoers, Bridget left the house arm-in-arm with a young man. 
This theatrical escape succeeded and Bridget was taken to Mrs Thompson’s sister’s 
house at Adelong where a few days later she met up with Grand Master Barton who 
took her to Sydney. In the meantime, the Thompsons refused to tell the police or the 
bishop where she had gone.

The sense of farce was reinforced by the fact that on the Wednesday night 
that Barton was travelling south by train to Wagga Wagga with Sister Liguori 
on his mind, Bishop Dwyer was heading north by train to Sydney – no doubt 
with Sister Liguori on his mind – to consult with the Crown law officers. As I 
observe in the book, ‘At some point along the track their paths crossed – like 
trains passing in the night, literally.’ But that’s not all, on the following Friday 
when Dwyer was returning to Wagga Wagga, Barton and Bridget were on their 
way to Sydney, and I wrote: ‘Once again, like a French farce, the train carrying 
Bishop Dwyer south crossed with the train bearing Grand Master Barton and 
the missing nun north’.25

The Court proceedings
The third example is the way the affair found its way into the law courts. The fact 
when Sister Liguori was arrested under the Lunacy Act, declared sane by the Lunacy 
Court, and was then persuaded to sue the bishop in the Supreme Court for damages 
created a farcical legal situation. The Supreme Court proceedings became a source of 
entertainment for Sydney’s public. As I observe in the book, it was reported in the press 
that ‘several “well-dressed ladies” had called at the court and asked court attendants 
if tickets were being issued for reserved seats: “Madam,” a court official was heard 

25   �Pages 44 and 48.
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to say, “these are courts of justice, not theatres”’.26 Even so, hundreds queued for 
hours, sometimes in the rain, to get a seat. Special arrangements had to be made to 
accommodate ‘a small army of Press reporters’.27 In addition to the city papers, several 
country and interstate newspapers engaged special representatives to report the case. 
Some of the commentary was akin to a gossip column. The Wagga Daily Advertiser 
provided the following description of the plaintiff:

Dressed in a navy-blue coat frock, brightened with trimmings of henna, 
which suited her slight figure, and wearing a hat to tone, she looked more like 
19 years of age than 28. … She wore glasses and looked quite composed.28

The Wagga Daily Express described the four-man jury as follows:

All were apparently over middle age; two were silver-haired; one had 
a generous sprinkling of grey in a well-thatched head; and the fourth, the 
youngest of the lot, was showing signs of approaching baldness.29

While Justice Ferguson largely kept a tight rein on the hearing of the case, 
there were times when the solemn proceedings descended into farce. When 
Bridget’s counsel Alex Shand KC questioned Bishop Dwyer regarding the 
penalties that might be inflicted on a nun who left the convent irregularly. The 
bishop agreed that one of the penalties could be excommunication. Shand then 
asked, ‘It inflicts the heaviest curse, one which extends from the sole of her foot 
to the crown of her head, doesn’t it?’ This evoked laughter from the gallery and 
an interjection by Mr Campbell KC, the bishop’s counsel, ‘You are thinking of 
the Jackdaw of Rheims.’ Campbell’s quip referred to a nineteenth-century poem 
of that name by Richard Barham about a jackdaw that steals a cardinal’s ring, 
which includes the lines:

The Cardinal rose with a dignified look,
He called for his candle, his bell, and his book!
In holy anger, and pious grief,
He solemnly cursed that rascally thief!
He cursed him at board, he cursed him in bed,
From the sole of his foot to the crown of his head.

Clearly out of his depth and embarrassed, Shand retorted, ‘I am putting it 
somewhat higher than the Jackdaw of Rheims’.30

26   �Page 127.
27   �Evening News 9 June 1921, p. 6.
28   �Daily Advertiser 1 July 1921, p. 2.
29   �Daily Express 1 July 1921, p. 2.
30   Sydney Morning Herald 8 July 1921, p. 10.
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Later, Shand questioned Bishop Dwyer about a speech he had made earlier in 
the year at the Saint Patrick’s day concert in Wagga Wagga in which he strongly 
criticised British rule in Ireland. Curiously, Justice Ferguson allowed these questions 
on the basis they could go to credit. But as Truth newspaper later remarked, ‘any 
schoolboy could see that they were not aimed at questioning the Bishop’s credit but 
at raising prejudice’.31 And Shand had already tried that when he questioned Dwyer 
about mental reservation, suggesting it was Catholic doctrine that it is justifiable to 
conceal the truth from the court by deliberately misunderstanding a question. 

Shand’s line of questioning has an interesting pedigree. It had been used in 
the Coningham divorce case. In 1605, during one of the Gunpowder Plot trials, 
Sir Edward Coke had employed a similar technique, to devastating effect, in his 
examination of Father Henry Garnet. Implicit in this line of questioning is the 
notion that Catholics believe themselves justified in lying on oath and that this 
justification is related to Catholic disloyalty to the Crown.32 

31   Truth 7 August 1921, p. 9.
32   Jeff Kildea, Tearing the Fabric: Sectarianism in Australia 1910-1925, Citadel Books, Sydney, 

2002, pp. 223-224.

Artist’s drawing of Bridget Partridge giving evidence (Sun 3 July 1921, p. 1)
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The judge was bemused by Shand’s cross examination on this point observing in 
his summing up:

We had the rather remarkable spectacle of counsel for the plaintiff (the latter 
being a member of the Catholic faith) asking questions in cross examination 
which were designed to suggest that people of her faith could not be believed 
on their oath.33

The media and sectarian frenzy
Another example of how the affair descended into farce is the media and sectarian 
frenzy it generated. The sensationalist way the media covered the story, with headlines 
about an “escaped nun” and reports of gunmen at Berry stalking Bridget Partridge. 
The militancy of Grand Master Barton with his ‘Rome versus the Orange Institution’ 
rhetoric and Paddy Minahan’s allusion to the fields of Flanders. The involvement of 
members of parliament in passionate debates resulting in threatened fisticuffs in the 
chamber. The daring kidnapping of Bridget Partridge by her brother and a group of men 
and the police’s holding a conciliation conference rather than arresting the perpetrators 
leading to a vote of no confidence in the government.

It was these instances of farce and others that led me to state in my paper at the 
Catholic History Conference in 2005 that, if the Sister Liguori story were written as a 
novel, it would be considered too far-fetched to be acceptable as a serious work of fiction.

Sectarian division and violence
But if one side of the coin is farce, the other side is tragedy. At a macro level the tragedy 
of the Sister Liguori affair is that it sparked one of the most bitter episodes of religious 
sectarianism in Australia’s history – if not the most.

The history of Australian sectarianism began in 1788, when the First Fleet 
sailed into Sydney Cove, bringing not only convicts and their gaolers but also the 
baggage of centuries of religious hostility and ethnic antagonism. This baggage was 
the product of more than 600 years of English domination of Ireland and 250 years 
of religious schism following Henry VIII’s withdrawal of English Christianity from 
the jurisdiction of Rome. As a result, the English, the Welsh, and the Scots became 
predominantly Protestant, while the Irish largely remained Catholic. The combination 
of racial and religious difference between the Irish and the British was a potent mix 
that led to a series of wars and civil disturbances in both Ireland and Britain.

In Australia sectarian tensions, for the most part, simmered below the surface. 
But every now and then they would bubble up and boil over, sometimes when 
Catholics stepped up demands for redress of their perceived grievances, most notably 
government funding of Catholic schools, or when the Irish in Ireland intensified 

33   �Sydney Morning Herald 14 July 1921, p. 10.
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their campaign for self-government, or around the Twelfth of July when Orangemen 
triumphantly celebrated the victory of the Protestant king William III over the Catholic 
king James II at the Battle of the Boyne. These manifestations of sectarianism were 
mostly rhetorical but sometimes they erupted into violence. In the 2024 issue of the 
society’s journal, I discuss sectarian rioting in Australia.34

When Sister Liguori fled her convent in July 1920, sectarianism was at a 
heightened level due to lingering ethno-religious animosities engendered by the 
bitter conscription debates of the First World War and the excitement of local 
passions over the Irish War of Independence. Protestant fears of Roman domination 
were aroused following the election in March of a Labor government in NSW 
of which 60 per cent of the caucus members and 40 per cent of the cabinet were 
Catholics. In May Catholics around the country turned out in their tens of thousands 
to protest the determination of the federal government under Billy Hughes to deport 
German-born Catholic priest Father Charles Jerger, who had opposed conscription 
during the war. 

Although Archbishop Mannix was overseas when the Sister Liguori affair 
played out, he was nevertheless a persistent presence. His name was frequently 
invoked by Orangemen at rallies in support of the so-called ‘escaped nun’ in 
their denunciations of the many evils of the church of Rome. When her story 
first broke in the press, the archbishop was a passenger on the S.S. Baltic sailing 
from New York to Ireland. Fearful that Mannix would worsen the situation there, 
the British government ordered the Royal Navy to arrest him on the high seas 
and bring him to England. Mannix’s abduction sparked protests around the world 
and in Australia inflamed passions already aroused by the Sister Liguori affair. 
New South Wales attorney general, Edward McTiernan, described the year’s 
accumulated events as ‘a veritable hurricane of sectarianism’.35

Sectarianism in early 20th-century Australia was an insidious and corrosive 
force that undermined the peace and harmony of the community. This was especially 
manifested in the physical assaults on Reverend Touchell at Coolamon and Marrar 
when mobs of Catholics broke up meetings he was addressing in the Riverina.36 
That Christians were so embittered against each other as they were during the Sister 
Liguori affair is both a scandal and a tragedy that mocked Jesus’s prayer to his 
father in John 17:20-23: ‘that they may be one as we are one’. As Jonathan Swift 

34   Jeff Kildea, ‘Sectarian Rioting in Australia’, Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society, 
Vol. 45, 2024, pp. 51-69.

35   Sydney Morning Herald 13 December 1920, p. 10. See Jeff Kildea, ‘”A veritable hurricane of 
sectarianism”: The Year 1920 and Ethno-Religious Conflict in Australia’ in Colin Barr and Hilary 
M. Carey (eds), Religion and Greater Ireland: Christianity and Irish Global Networks, 1750- 1950,
McGill-Queen’s University Press, Montreal, 2015, pp. 363-382

36   Daily Advertiser 13 July 1921, p. 3; 14 July 1921, p. 3; 29 July 1921, p. 3; Daily Express 14 July 1921, 
p. 1; 29 July 1921, p. 1.
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observed, ‘We have just religion enough to make us hate, but not enough to make 
us love one another’.37

The exploitation of Sister Liguori
But over and above its impact on the community as a whole, the Sister Liguori affair 
was a personal tragedy for the main character – Bridget Partridge.

Even before the events of 24 July 1920 it was clear that Bridget was not well, 
both physically and mentally. She later told the Supreme Court that for fully eight 
months before she fled the convent she felt very poorly and rundown. Her physician, 
Dr William Leahy, had formed the opinion that Sister Liguori’s general physical 
condition was not very strong and he had diagnosed her as being neurasthenic with 
a neurotic temperament. It is no coincidence, that two years before, she had been 
demoted from the teaching role she loved to that of a domestic servant working in the 
convent’s refectory.

Although Bridget was 29 years of age when she made the fateful decision to flee 
Mount Erin, and thus in normal circumstances old enough to make sensible life 
decisions, it must be remembered that she had first entered the convent in Ireland 

37   �Thoughts on Various Subjects, 1711.

Mrs Touchell and Bridget Partridge in 1954 (People 11 August 1954, pp. 8-9)
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at age 17 and that just three months later she had been sent to Australia, where she 
lived an enclosed convent life half a world away from family and friends.

Our own experience of life teaches us that making a sudden decision in a fit of anger, 
frustration, or fear can sometimes cause our problems to become much worse. And, in 
the case of Sister Liguori, it was a classic case of jumping from the frying pan into the 
fire. For, after leaving the comfortable cocoon of the convent, Bridget found herself 
among people who had a centuries-old axe to grind, who would grasp the opportunity 
to use the “runaway” nun to advance their anti-Catholic agenda. Her personal crisis 
was soon subordinated to the broader contest between the Loyal Orange Institution and 
the Catholic Federation, each attempting to control her for its own purpose – on the one 
hand, the denigration of Catholic convents, and on the other, their defence. For sixteen 
months Bridget’s personal situation was paraded in the press across the country for the 
delectation of a public fascinated by lurid tales of convent life.

The affair had a profound and lasting impact on Bridget Partridge. For the rest 
of her life, the events of 1920-21 hovered over her like a dark cloud. After the 
court case Bridget continued living with Reverend and Mrs Touchell, who cared 
for her like the child they never had. However, in 1939 her fragile mental health led 
the Touchells to have her psychiatrically examined at the Darlinghurst Reception 
House, where she had been incarcerated 19 years before. Unlike her previous 
appearance in 1920, Bridget was not declared sane and released. Instead, she was 
admitted to Parramatta Mental Hospital, where she remained as an in-patient for 
the next seven years. In 1946 she returned to the Touchell household.

In 1954 Reverend Touchell died and the two women continued to live together. 
In 1962, unable to care for themselves and, according to their doctor living in 
appalling squalor, Laura and Bridget were admitted to Rydalmere Psychiatric 
Hospital, where Mrs Touchell died the following year. Now all alone, Bridget died 
in December 1966 at Rydalmere Hospital, ever fearful she would once again be 
kidnapped. A few days later, the woman who had once been a household name in 
Australia was buried in obscurity at Rookwood cemetery. Only one mourner was 
present – a former student she had known at Mount Erin convent, Sheila Tearle.

Conclusion
I wrote Sister Liguori: The Nun who Divided a Nation from the point of view of an 
historian of sectarianism in early twentieth-century Australia. Although my book is the 
first full-length study of the Sister Liguori affair, it does not claim to be the last word on 
the subject. As I point out in the conclusion, it is such a multi-faceted story that it is open 
to many interpretations. But for me, the book marks the culmination of a quarter of a 
century of fascination with this story which is so full of tragedy and farce.
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* Dr David Clune OAM was the Manager of the NSW Parliament’s Research Service and 
the Parliament’s Historian. He has written extensively about NSW politics and history and is 
currently an Honorary Associate in the Department of Government and International Relations 
at the University of Sydney.

“The Split” in New South Wales in retrospect

David Clune*

“The Split” was a seminal event for Australian Labor Party supporters and many 
Catholics in the 1950s – so much so that for generations those two words needed no 
explanation. It was basically about the Labor Party’s attempt to prevent Communist 
infiltration in the Cold War era, which spilled over into an attempt by Catholic 
activists to take over the ALP, with disastrous consequences. The Split caused 
long-standing, bitter divisions in ALP Branches, families and between friends. It 
destroyed Labor Governments in Victoria and Queensland and kept the Party in the 
wilderness Federally for decades. 

A significant part of the background to the Split in New South Wales lies in 
the internal struggle to depose Labor Premier Jack Lang (1925-27, 1930-32), a 
messianic autocrat. Left-wing MLA Bob Heffron had the courage to break with 
him and form a rival party in 1938. However, the moderate, well respected, well-
qualified Bill McKell succeeded Lang in 1939. In 1941, he became Premier with a 
landslide victory. Lang in the later 1930s and 40s was an ageing, embattled martinet, 
maintained in power by a clique of sycophants but losing popular support. The 
Communist Party, seeing an opportunity to enhance its power in the ALP, threw 
itself into the struggle against him. The Communists were, for a time, powerful 
but were later purged by the Labor Federal Executive. The faction that supported 
McKell took control of the New South Wales Branch in 1940 and kept it until 1952.1 
It became known as the Ferguson Executive after Party President from 1947-52 JA 
“Jacky” Ferguson. 

The struggle for and against Lang had been the battlefield on which those in 
the New South Wales ALP aligned themselves for a decade. A new line of cleavage 
emerged in the 1940s with the rapid growth in Communist Party influence. The 
CPA’s strength in the union movement gave it considerable power in the Labor 
Party. ALP union officials spoke of their concern at seeing those who consistently 
voted the Communist line at the Trades Hall also voting at Labor Party meetings. 
The Labor Council was just managing to hold the line against a Communist 

1	See D Clune, Jack Lang, Connor Court, Cleveland, Qld, 2022
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takeover. To counter this infiltration, the Labor Industrial Groups were formed at 
the 1945 Annual Conference. Their aim was to organise ALP members in the union 
movement to fight Communist control. 

There was nothing shadowy or sinister about the Groups. They were an authorised 
unit of the ALP with a constitution and annual conference - Premier Joe Cahill once 
gave the keynote address. Their support was wide-ranging. Jim Ormonde, later a 
key Evatt adviser in the Split and a Senator, was one of the architects of the Groups. 
Left-winger Harry Jensen (later Lord Mayor of Sydney and a State MP 1965-81) 
was the first Secretary. Tony Mulvihill (later New South Wales Assistant Secretary 
and a Senator), a prominent anti-Group activist in the Split, was Secretary of the 
Industrial Group at the Eveleigh Railway Workshops. 

Another organisation that was extremely concerned about growing Communist 
influence was the Catholic Church. In the 1940s, the Catholic Social Studies 
Movement, generally known as “the Movement”, was founded under BA Santamaria 
to organise Catholic resistance to Communism. The title reflected Santamaria’s 
social policy. Jim Macken, a Group supporter at the time, summarised it succinctly: 
“Santamaria was committed to overturning capitalism and replacing it with a 
decentralised society based on strong co-operatives”.2 

With the advent of the Groups, the Movement’s role changed: “From being almost 
the sole organised force fighting the Communists, it developed principally as a 
service organisation for the Industrial Groups. Movement members were a minority 
amongst Industrial Group members, rarely numbering more than 25 per cent, but they 
provided a basic national organisation for the Groups to rely on”. In New South Wales, 
the Movement was much weaker than Victoria. Murray estimates that the number of 
dedicated Santamaria supporters who reached influential positions in the New South 
Wales Branch was “numbered in two rather than three figures”.3 The Movement’s 
zealotry did, however, contribute to the Groupers’ hard-edged stridency.

Although the Movement worked with the Groups, the two were not synonymous, 
a crucial distinction. There was a bond in anti-Communism and Catholicism but 
many in the Groups did not share Santamaria’s ideology and were wary of his 
obsessiveness and dogmatism. In turn, some hard core Movement activists were 
suspicious of prominent Groupers for being lukewarm in their commitment. There 
was no inconsistency in the attitude of right-wing Catholics who went from being 
initial Group supporters to opponents in the Split. 

The Groups were successful in many union struggles. Some went out of 
existence when their goal was achieved; others persisted but with a new purpose. 
The Groupers, urged on by Santamaria, became a powerful faction whose objective 
was taking control of the Labor Party to pursue their ideological agenda. They 

2	Southern Highlands Newsletter, no. 226, January/February 2018, p 27.
3	R Murray, The Split: Australian Labor in the fifties, Cheshire, Melbourne, 1970, pp 52, 301.
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began to exhibit intolerance of opposition, even fanaticism. Many of the activists 
were young, bright and idealistic, the sort of people who, in another era, would 
probably have been protesting against the war in Vietnam. They were encouraged 
by the Catholic Church. Mulvihill, a Catholic, commented that “the professionals 
resented these know-all amateurs coming in”.4 

It was this crusading aspect that turned Jim Ormonde, also a Catholic, against 
the Groups. His son Paul remembers him coming home from a branch meeting 
and saying: “A group of boys from the local church joined the branch tonight. I tell 
you they are trying to take over the Party”. Paul Ormonde adds that his father was 
concerned that the newcomers were joining “not to associate themselves with the 
Party’s general social and political objectives, but to fight Communism”.5 

There was growing concern that the Grouper campaign for power was being 
extended to non-Communist unions: “The apparent cleansing zeal of the Groupers 
– which was not always accepted by others as without ulterior motive or an element
of threat to them – caused widespread hostility in the Sydney Trades Hall”.6

According to Mulvihill, the Groupers began moving against non-Communist, non-
Group union officials “to put in drunken bums who were their supporters”.7

As the Groupers became more aggressive, the Ferguson Executive was 
tottering. It was perceived as tired, too used to untrammelled power, and tainted 
by its association with the corrupt inner Sydney Labor machine. The Groups were 
determined to give the New South Wales Branch a moral and physical spring 
cleaning. The AWU, always convinced that it should be the supreme power in 
the ALP, had become an opponent of the controlling faction. At the 1952 Annual 
Conference, the two joined forces to takeover.

Reg Downing was a key member of the faction that took control in 1940.8 He was 
Leader of the Government in the Legislative Council and a senior Minister from 1941-
65. Downing liaised with the party machine for Premiers Bill McKell (1941-47), Jim
McGirr (1947-52) and Joe Cahill (1952-59). According to Downing, the key to power
at Annual Conference was the Party Officers’ ticket. Nominations for office were
not circulated but “gabbled off” at the beginning of the Conference by the returning
officer, making it impossible to take down all the names. Downing, however, was given
the ballot paper in advance. He prepared and had distributed on the morning of the
Conference a full how-to-vote in correct order. No one else had the time or knowledge
to enable them to do so. In 1952, Downing prepared the Conference ticket as usual and
gave it to a head office official to print and distribute. A covert Grouper, he replaced
4	�Mulvihill interview with Ron Hurst, Australian Parliament’s Oral History Project, 9 May, 5 

September 1985, held in National Library of Australia.
5	P Ormonde, The Movement, Nelson, Melbourne, 1972, p 34.
6	R Murray, The Split: Australian Labor in the fifties, Cheshire, Melbourne, 1970, p 133.
7	�Mulvihill interview with D Clune and K Turner, 3 June 1987, held by NSW Parliamentary Archives.
8	�On Downing see D Clune, “Reg Downing: a safe pair of hands” in K Turner and M Hogan eds, The 

Worldly Art of Politics, Federation Press, Sydney, 2006.
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some of Downing’s candidates with the names of Group supporters. As a result, the old 
Executive was routed.9 

By the time of the 1954 Conference, the Groups had consolidated their power 
enough to dump the AWU and rule alone. The Labor Council pragmatically 
accepted the new reality but without enthusiasm. The Cahill Government found the 
Group Executive difficult to work with. For example, it forced the Government to 
pass unpopular legislation for compulsory unionism and tougher censorship. The 
Groupers had made some powerful enemies: the left, unions who had supported the 
Ferguson Executive, AWU Federal Secretary Tom Dougherty, and Downing who 
never forgave them for double-crossing him. The iron-fisted nature of Grouper rule 
contributed to the animosity. Resistance in New South Wales coalesced under the 
umbrella of the Combined Unions Steering Committee.

In October 1954, Federal Opposition Leader HV Evatt launched his notorious 
attack on the Movement and the Groupers. The 1955 Federal Conference in Hobart 
disbanded the Industrial Groups and sacked the Grouper-controlled Victorian 
Executive. Soon after, the Victorian Branch split disastrously and the Cain Labor 
Government fell. The Federal Executive next moved against New South Wales. The 
Trades Hall and Government were not inclined to fight to the last ditch to protect the 
Grouper Executive. Neither were they prepared to abandon it if the alternative was 
left or AWU control. The Group strategy was to take Victoria, New South Wales 
and Queensland with them, thus forcing the Federal Executive to come to terms or 
preside over a rump party. It was not as unrealistic as it may now sound. In 1936, 
after years of struggle, the Federal Executive was forced to accept political reality 
and recognise the Lang Party as the official New South Wales Branch, throwing 
allies like Ben Chifley and Bill Colbourne to the wolves. 

Moderates in New South Wales and on the Federal Executive realised that a schism 
of Victorian proportions needed to be avoided at all costs. The search for a compromise 
began. Downing emerged as a key figure. He was a skilled negotiator, with a reputation 
across the spectrum for respecting confidences and keeping his word. An anti-Group 
Catholic, Downing was Premier Joe Cahill’s closest confidant. He was also a close 
friend of Victorian Senator Pat Kennelly, a significant powerbroker in the Federal Party 
who was similarly convinced of the need to cut a deal. 

According to Downing: “I talked with Joe for a long time. Most of his keen 
supporters in Cabinet were Groupers. I said you can’t win with the Groupers. If 
you go with them you are going to bugger everything. It will be seen as having a 
sectarian basis, a Catholic Action party. In the end he was too shrewd to go with 
them. I got him to put a resolution through Caucus appointing me the representative 
of the Parliamentary Party to confer with the Federal Executive”.10 

9 	Downing interview with D Clune, 19 December 1986, held by NSW Parliamentary Archives.
10  �Downing interview with D Clune and K Turner, 10 April 1987, held by NSW Parliamentary Archives.
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Downing’s aim was to reach a compromise where, in return for accepting 
Federal intervention, the New South Wales Branch was largely left intact, with only 
the most intransigent Groupers such as Jack Kane (later a DLP Senator) and Frank 
Rooney being purged. Although Caucus contained some strong Group supporters 
and a small but vigorous pro-Evatt section, most notably Evatt’s brother Clive, 
Cahill successfully kept the Parliamentary Party united, on the surface at least. An 
anonymous senior Cabinet Minister was quoted as saying: “Our main concern is to 
save our political necks. We are not going to buy into any Executive fight and won’t 
take sides. Our best chance of staying in government in New South Wales is to stay 
out of this fight”.11 A guarantee that MPs preselections would be preserved for the 
1956 election helped keep the Parliamentary Party together. 

Downing lobbied the Catholic hierarchy to ensure the Church used its influence 
to prevent a split: “I couldn’t get much out of Cardinal Gilroy but Archbishop 
Carroll was very sympathetic. All his family were in the Enmore Labor Party. I had 
several long talks with him. He was very influential and you could discuss things 
with him”.12 Carroll instructed members of the Movement to “stay in and fight” 
rather than leave the ALP.13 

Downing also worked on the more amenable Groupers to convince them they 
should compromise rather than risk losing everything. Santamaria has attributed 
the fact that there was no major split in New South Wales to the efforts of Downing: 

His powers of persuasion were exercised on a group of New South Wales 
Executive members who had normally supported the Industrial Groups, 
although without any deep attachment to them. Downing’s initiative was part 
of a concerted policy of chipping away at the weakest members of a team … 
Downing by persistent efforts gradually turned JH Shortell and Bill Colbourne 
from being proponents of resistance into proponents of compromise, gradually 
isolating stronger Executive members like Laurie Short.14 

Bob Murray in his definitive account of the Split has chronicled the feints 
and counter-feints, the false starts, the endless discussions, and the tortuous 
manoeuvrings that finally led to a solution along the lines that Downing and Kennelly 
advocated. The Federal Party dissolved the Grouper controlled New South Wales 
Executive in June 1956. The new Executive installed by the Federal authorities 
was known as the “balanced Executive” as, although it had a pro-Evatt majority, 
it included a substantial minority of moderate Groupers. Murray has observed that 
there was “all round agreement that the Victorian mistake of handing power to 
11 �Sydney Morning Herald, 16 March 1955.
12 Downing interview with Clune and Turner.
13  �See J Kane, Exploding the Myths: the political memoirs of Jack Kane, Angus and Robertson, 

Sydney, 1989.
14  B.A. Santamaria, Santamaria: a memoir, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1997, p 164.
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the left unions should be avoided at all costs”.15 Former Grouper Bill Colbourne 
remained Secretary and anti-Grouper Tony Mulvihill became Assistant Secretary. 
The pro-Evatt Fred Campbell stayed on as President, with Jim Ormonde and the 
AWU’s Charlie Oliver as Vice-Presidents.

The Party Officers, according to Mulvihill, played “a crucial role on the 
Executive balancing right against left”. They adopted a pragmatic approach which 
emphasised the maintenance of unity. The 1957 Conference was all about “binding 
together, readmitting the left and right, ruling debate on foreign policy out of 
order”.16 Mulvihill recalled that when the foreign policy debate came on, President 
Fred Campbell, nicknamed “Rock and Roll” Freddy because of his adeptness at 
balancing the factions, ruled “for the sake of unity that any amendment that changed 
the current foreign policy was tantamount to defiance of the Federal Executive. 
Now that is a very fine point. But it gave us a holding run. Otherwise you would 
have had endless debates on recognition of China and a few other things, but by 
1958 and 1959 it had sort of cooled off”.17 

The 1957 Annual Conference was a critical test of whether the new order would 
hold. Mulvihill has commented: 

You just weren’t certain when you put up an Officers’ ticket whether the 
people that were Grouper-inclined would want to rat on us and say, well let 
the Officers’ ticket get defeated by a farther left-wing one. But when the 
Officers produced the ticket I don’t think there was any opposition one. The 
left and right were uncertain what the result would be, so the Officers got a 
pretty well balanced ticket up … I think you had to prove to both sides that 
you weren’t going to go overboard, and that’s what we did.18 
Mulvihill soon established a good working relationship with Colbourne. A small 

but significant incident not long after Mulvihill was appointed helped: 

As Assistant Secretary and coming in from the majority faction a lot of 
people were coming to me rather than to him. But I didn’t try to undermine him. 
We had plenty of loyalty. When he got ill with pneumonia I brought his pay out 
to him and he told people after, I thought Tony would wait until I was fit to come 
back and get it. Little gestures like that, you win one another over.19 

15  Murray, The Split, p 301.
16  Mulvihill interview with Clune and Turner.
17  Mulvihill interview with Hurst.
18  Mulvihill interview with Hurst.
19  Mulvihill interview with Hurst.
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This moderate approach was vindicated when the Democratic Labor Party was 
formed in New South Wales in 1956 by the diehard Groupers. It was never more than 
a micro party that attracted little support. At the March 1959 State election, the DLP 
vote was an insignificant 1.3 per cent. It was outpolled by the Communist Party with 
1.5 per cent. The Cahill Government was returned with the loss of two seats.20 

It was a portent of things to come. After some fluidity, by the end of the 1950s 
the moderate Groupers and anti-Groupers had coalesced into the New South Wales 
Right which still controls the State Labor Party today.

The Split demonstrated that overt Catholic involvement in politics was counter-
productive. In New South Wales, both the Church and the Party learnt a lesson. 
Labor was forcibly reminded of the message of the Lang years: when internal power 
struggles take precedence over pragmatic politics electoral disaster looms. “Safety 
first” was increasingly its motto. The Church – never as keen on direct political action 
as Melbourne under Archbishop Mannix – concluded that it could achieve more by 
wielding indirect influence. According to Michael Hogan, the Sydney hierarchy 
realised that it benefitted most from “sympathetic administration” and a regular if 
low-key supply of valuable concessions from a right-wing Labor Government. He 
has convincingly argued that the conservative, gradualist style of New South Wales 
Labor coincided with and was reinforced by a similar style in the Catholic Church 
in Sydney: “It is the reinforcing coincidence of political styles which has led both 
Church and Party leaders to be pragmatic, bureaucratic and moderate”.21 

20  �D Clune, “1959” in M Hogan and D Clune eds, The People’s Choice: electoral politics in twentieth 
century NSW, Parliament of NSW and University of Sydney, vol 2, 2001.

21  �M Hogan, “The Sydney Style: New South Wales Labor and the Catholic Church” in Labor History 
36 (May 1979), pp 39-46.
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Love and Jan Ruff-O’Herne

Roderick O’Brien*

Abstract
Jan Ruff-O’Herne, a Dutchwoman born in Java, lived through times of joy, and times of 
suffering, including a period conscripted as a sex slave in Japanese Army brothels. In 
all times Jan is a remarkable witness to a life of love. This article uses the framework of 
Pope Benedict’s Deus Caritas Est to record Jan’s life and love as a model and a sign of 
hope for contemporary Christians. 

Love and Deus Caritas Est of Benedict XVI
On Christmas Day, 2005, Pope Benedict XVI promulgated his first Encyclical letter 
God is Love (Deus Caritas Est). The Pope began his Encyclical: 

“‘God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God, and God abides 
in him’, These words from the First Letter of John express with remarkable 
clarity the heart of the Christian faith: the Christian image of God and the 
resulting image of mankind and its destiny. In the same verse, Saint John 
also offers a kind of summary of the Christian life: ‘We have come to know 
and to believe in the love God has for us’. We have come to believe in God’s 
love: in these words the Christian can express the fundamental decision of 
his life. Being Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, 
but the encounter with an event, a person, which gives life a new horizon 
and a decisive direction. Saint John’s Gospel describes that event in these 
words: ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should ... have eternal life’ (3:16). In acknowledging the 
centrality of love, Christian faith has retained the core of Israel’s faith, 
while at the same time giving it new depth and breadth.”1 

1	 Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter Deus Caritas Est (Rome, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2008), para 1.

* Fr Roderick O’Brien is a retired priest of the Archdiocese of Adelaide, currently resident
in the parish of Salisbury. A qualified Australian lawyer, he has a special interest in the
laws for the protection of victims of war. Fr Roderick is writing a series of articles on the
virtues of Jan Ruff-O’Herne, and is undertaking speaking engagements about her life.
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“A studio portrait of Jeanne Alida (Jan) O’Herne taken before the Japanese occupation.”
Image: Australian War Memorial, https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C351312

https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C351312
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But Pope Benedict quickly explains that his topic is not only the love which God 
has for us, but also the love which we return to God, and to our neighbour.  “… I 
wish in my first Encyclical to speak of the love which God lavishes upon us and 
which we in turn must share with others. That, in essence, is what the two main 
parts of this Letter are about, and they are profoundly interconnected.” 2

In the second part of his Encyclical, Pope Benedict explores in detail the 
ecclesial response to the command to love our neighbour. But my purpose today 
is different, and I wish to introduce an individual response to the profound love of 
God, lived out in a richly loving life, and exemplifying love for neighbour. This is 
the life of Jeanne Alida (Jan) Ruff-O’Herne, a Dutch-Australian woman who lived 
from 1923 to 2019. Her story in no way contradicts the ecclesial response, because 
Jan was for all her life a committed churchwoman. In the next few paragraphs, I 
will outline Jan’s life, and then in more detail show how Jan lived the virtue of love.

Introducing Jan Ruff-O’Herne
Jan O’Herne was born in Java in 1923, then part of the Netherlands East Indies. She grew 
in a privileged and happy family life. She completed her schooling, and then trained as 
a teacher. But this life was dramatically changed with the invasion by Japanese forces 
beginning in January 1942, overrunning the East Indies in about three months. Soon 
Dutch families were herded into internment camps. Then came an even worse suffering 
to endure – Jan, along with other Dutch girls and young women were enslaved by the 
Japanese army as so-called “comfort women”, thrown into brothels, and repeatedly 
raped by Japanese soldiers. This sexual slavery lasted for months from February 1944, 
until the girls were released to another internment camp in June 1944. 

With the surrender of the Japanese in August 1945, Java became a dangerous 
place in another way. Guerrilla warfare began as the colonised peoples demanded 
independence, and the end of Dutch rule. British and British Indian troops, came 
to Java to protect internees, and to assist the transition back to Dutch rule. Jan met 
a British soldier, Tom Ruff, and they became engaged. Jan, along with other Dutch 
civilians, was evacuated to the Netherlands. From there, she went to England and 
married Tom in 1946. With two children, the family emigrated to Australia in 1960. 
Jan was able to work as a teacher, first in England, and then in Australia.

But Jan kept secret her appalling suffering, even from her daughters. Then in 
1992, Jan was invited to give evidence in Japan, relating what she had endured, in 
support of so-called ‘comfort women’ from Korea and other places in Asia. After 
50 years of silence, and at an age when many of her contemporaries were retiring, 
Jan began an international work of advocacy and reconciliation. This continued, 
though affected by her aging, until her death in 2019. 

2	 Benedict, para 1
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Initially, Jan wrote out her story for her daughters. The notes became the basis for 
a book, and for a documentary movie. The book gradually expanded to include her 
work for advocacy and reconciliation, to the revised edition of 2008.3 Jan’s story is 
taken from her book, without further citation. Other sources are given with citation.

The language of love
In his Encyclical God is Love, Pope Benedict points to a problem of language.4 The 
word “love” has many meanings in different cultures and languages. The parent who 
says “I love my children” has a different meaning from the child who says “I love ice-
cream”. Pope Benedict, seeking a grounding in Sacred Scripture, is confronted by the 
differences in eros, philia, and agape in the Greek texts. Pope Benedict seeks to recover 
a richer Biblical idea of eros and agape. However, he gives little attention to philia, and 
does not include all the possible meanings of love in the Greek language, such as storge. 
Pope Benedict is only concerned with the Greek and Hebrew expressions to be found 
in Sacred Scripture.

In the life of Jan Ruff-O’Herne, we will find diverse expressions of love. Her love 
of God, her love of family, her friendship with those enslaved with her, her love of her 
husband Tom and their daughters, her love and compassion for those Asian and Dutch 
women who suffered in war, and her love for all humanity expressed in her Franciscan 
spirituality, and especially her love for enemies, expressed in a rich forgiveness.

Love stories in Jan’s family
Jan’s autobiography begins in her family, sitting with a grandchild exploring photographs 
of her own childhood in Java. She describes her childhood as “idyllic”. “Ours was a 
happy family and I had the most wonderful childhood that anyone could imagine”. A 
beautiful eros was modelled for Jan by her parents, Celestin and Josephine. 

“My parents were very much in love. Nevertheless, they had their 
arguments and quarrels. The good thing was that we always witnessed the 
making-up afterwards, when they put their arms around each other. Then 
we would sigh with relief, feeling secure in the knowledge that they would 
always love one another”. 

Grounding in family love was a blessing for her: “How fortunate we were to 
have such a loving family and a happy childhood. This love would help us to survive 
the difficulties that lay ahead.” 

During the Japanese occupation, her parents had been separated – her father in 
a prisoner of war camp, her mother with the young children in the internment camp. 
After four years of separation, they met in Amsterdam.
3	 Jan Ruff-O’Herne, Fifty Years of Silence (North Sydney, Random House, 2008)
4	 Benedict, para 2-3
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“It was a moment of sheer 
delight and emotion. To see them 
embrace and cry tears of joy was 
more beautiful than I could have 
imagined. No words were needed. 
Their uttermost love was immersed 
in their embrace. They looked at 
each other, through their tears, 
touching each other as if they could 
hardly believe the magic of this 
moment. …I thanked God with all 
my heart for their survival.”

Jan’s love story from her parents was 
then echoed in her own marriage to Tom 
Ruff. Tom knew about her suffering, 
but he loved her anyway. At first, Jan’s 
past brought difficulty with their sexual 
relations, and Tom was gentle and 
caring. But Jan’s body had also been 
damaged, and she required a series of 
operations before she and Tom were able 
to have children. 

Emigration to Australia, and a life 
full of music and children growing up, suddenly changed in 1975. Tom was hit 
by a car when crossing a road, and suffered serious head injuries, including brain 
damage. A doctor suggested placing Tom in a nursing home, but Jan decided to take 
Tom home. Jan described her feelings on that journey: “In a flash I saw my beautiful, 
gentle, and loving Tom before me, a man full of life and talent and ambition and 
love for family.” She later wrote: “I had married Tom for better or worse. I’d had 
the better, this was the worse.” Jan gave up her teaching to care for Tom. For twenty 
years she nursed and cared for her Tom, until he died in 1995.

Jan’s Love for God
Despite the suffering which she endured, Jan’s love for God never faltered. Yet it took 
decades for her to find meaning in her suffering. In an interview in 2006, when she was 
83, she said: 

“My husband Tom used to say, ‘There’s only one good Jap, and that’s a 
dead one’. Tom couldn’t read my book. He never read my book. Because he 
had bad experiences too fighting the Japanese in WW2 in Burma and he had 

Jan Ruff O’Herne and fiancé Tom Ruff in 
front of a military jeep in Kramat camp, 
1945. IMS Vintage Photos.
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no love or time for them altogether. But I think perhaps the more you suffer, 
the more you love. I think through all the suffering in my life I’ve learned to 
love God even more. It’s brought me closer to Christ. I’m feeling that it has 
all been part of a plan that God had for me in my life. God didn’t want me to 
suffer. God wasn’t the one who made me suffer. It was the Japanese who did 
that, I’m not blaming God for those things. But after that happened then God 
took this event and made a plan out of it, for me to make something out of the 
suffering to not waste it, and it was a funny thing that I have known this all 
my life. Right from the beginning, the very beginning, I knew that there was 
a reason for it. And I never knew when, but I knew that there would come a 
point in life that I would know why and what I could do with it and that good 
would come out of it. And that happened fifty years on.”5 

Jan’s faith was not an arid faith, without love. On the contrary, she never lost 
touch with the love of God. People found that she was joyful, and fun to be with. 
Her sense of humour impressed people around the world. In a eulogy at Jan’s 
funeral, her daughter Carol and her granddaughter Ruby recount a story from Jan’s 
International Public Hearing in Tokyo: 

“That evening, we came out of that auditorium into the cool Tokyo night 
air, a cluster of us, Korean, Philippine and Chinese women, and journalists 
from across the globe. ‘Are there any victims here?’ a journalist called out 
and mum turned her head, looking this way and that. She never saw herself 
as a victim, and she never lived like one.”6 

Her love for God and God’s love for her meant that she could never define herself 
as just a victim.

Love and Jan’s Franciscan Spirituality
Jan attended Catholic primary school in Semarang, where the teachers were Franciscan 
Sisters. After completing high school studies, she attended the Franciscan Teachers 
College, qualifying as a teacher.7 At that time, she told the Sisters that she would like to 
be a nun.

Franciscan spirituality entered into her art. Between 1978 and 1989 she created 
a series of banners for her parish church, Our Lady of Dolours. With vibrant colours 
and few words, these banners expressed her deep faith. In a book to present nearly 70 
of these banners, her daughter Carol wrote: 

5	 Jan Ruff-O’Herne and PT, “Encountering Forgiveness: A Conversation with Jeanne Ruff-O’Herne 
AO” Dialogue Australia 16 (2006) 20-22

6	 Yuki Tanaka,”In Memory of Jan Ruff O’Herne”, Asia-Pacific Journal (2019) vol 17, issue 19, no 1, 
article ID 5314

7	 Karel Steenbrink: Catholics in Independent Indonesia: 1945-2010 (2015, Boston, Brill), p112
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“Jan has been a secular Franciscan for many years, and birds, flowers 
and plants, which St Francis so dearly loved, feature in many of her banners 
Her years as an infant school teacher in England and Australia developed 
her ability to explain the liturgy and make it interesting to all ages.”8 

The title of the book, Peace Love Joy, comes from a banner of St Francis of 
Assisi. This banner not only features in the book, it is also the front cover.

Jan’s Franciscan spirituality profoundly influenced her attitude to forgiveness and 
reconciliation. In 2004, At a Eucharistic Congress in New Zealand, Jan delivered a 
powerful message on forgiveness: The Joy of Forgiveness. This address is now available 
on YouTube,9 and Jan’s image on the screen was shared with an image of St Francis. Jan 
demonstrated her Franciscan spirituality through her ability to forgive those who were 
responsible for the atrocities committed against her. Jan never forgot what was done to 
her and even many years later those memories still filled her with sadness and grief and 
gave her many sleepless nights, but she was determined to forgive.

Love of children as a Teacher
Pope Benedict recognises one expression of love as love of work. Jan began her 
working career in the Ambarawa camp. “The children were our greatest concern. It was 
important that they be kept as happy as possible, which was not always easy with most 
of the mothers irritable, sick, or stressed out. I set up a school and found myself teaching 
without books, paper, or pencils. I learned enough about being a teacher to last me the 
rest of my life.” 

After her marriage to Tom Ruff in England, Jan got a job teaching infants at 
a Walsall parish school. Then after emigration to Australia Jan took up teaching 
again at a number of Catholic schools, and spent the last ten years of her teaching 
career at her parish school of St Joseph, in Kingswood. “…one of the mothers whose 
small child was in my class told me that her daughter had become so used to having 
a teacher with a Dutch accent that when she played ‘schools’ with her dolls, she 
always put on a Dutch accent.” 

Her daughter Carol recalls: “The small children that Mum taught at the St 
Joseph’s School adored her as much as my sister, Eileen, and I did. To us she looked 
like Ava Gardner, exotic and vivacious. When we arrived at the church, also wearing 
our hats and gloves, Mum would march us right up to the front pew.”10 

8	 Jan Ruff-O’Herne, Peace Love Joy: Liturgical Church Banners (2013, Sydney, Falling Frangipani 
Productions) 12

9	 Jan Ruff-O’Herne, The Joy of Forgiveness, Eucharistic Congress, New Zealand (2004)
10	  Peace, Love, Joy, 12
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Justice, Law, and Love
From her time in Tokyo onwards, Jan became a passionate advocate for the so-called 
“comfort women” who had suffered as she had suffered. Many were poor, and excluded 
from their own societies. Jan sought a profound acknowledgement and apology from 
the Japanese government, and financial compensation for those who needed it. It is this 
aspect of her life which is remembered by many.

Jan supported, as a credible witness, the activities of humanitarian organisations 
concerned with the protection of victims. The Red Cross movement considers itself the 
protector and promoter of international humanitarian law, and Jan spoke at nine or more 
events organised by Red Cross in Australia and New Zealand. One of her earliest awards 
was from Australian Red Cross, in 1998. The inscription read: “In acknowledgement of 
your courage as the first European ‘comfort woman’ to speak out about your horrifying 
experiences during World War II, and your untiring efforts towards the development of 
International Humanitarian Law for the protection of civilian victims of war.” 

Although the International Commission of Jurists, in its 1993 fact finding 
report and legal analysis of the issues of sexual slavery, interviewed only Korean 
and Filipina victims, the report does cite Jan’s evidence to the International Public 
Hearing in Tokyo.11 In December 2000 Jan also was a speaker at the unofficial 
Women’s International War Crimes Tribunal on Japan’s Military Sexual Slavery.12

In the final words of the 2008 edition of her autobiography, Jan writes 

“Rape in war is used as a weapon and a means to genocide. Even to this 
day it still goes on. For the past sixteen years I have fought a passionate 
campaign for the protection of women in war and time of conflict. I am 
pleased and proud to know that my work has not been in vain. Rape is no 
longer seen as an inevitable consequence of war or a ‘reward’ for soldiers. 
It is now considered a war crime and is recognised as such by the United 
Nations. My whole purpose of speaking out is so that these atrocities of war 
will never happen again.”

Jan’s insight that rape in war is still used as a weapon has been confirmed in 
international tribunals, for example the International Criminal Tribunal for the 
Former Yugoslavia.13

Jan’s passionate advocacy was not dry legal theory or academic analysis. Her 
passion came from her deep compassion for victims. It was the situation of the 

11	  International Commission of Jurists, Comfort Women: An Unfinished Ordeal, (Geneva, 
International Commission of Jurists, 1993) 50.

12	  Tina Dolgopol, “The Judgment of the Tokyo Women’s Tribunal”, Alternative Law Journal, 28 (5) 
(2003) 242.

13	  United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, “Crimes of Sexual 
Violence” United Nations International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals (undated) 
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Korean victims which enabled Jan to step forward with them, and with Chinese 
and Filipina victims. This truly is a love of neighbour, not limited by national 
boundaries, but responding to needs everywhere.

In 2016, at the age of 93, Jan spoke to a reporter and quipped that the Japanese 
Prime Minister is “waiting for us all to be dead but I’m not going to die, I’m going to 
live forever.”14 But Jan died in 2019, and never received the apology that she sought. 
(The history of apologies and withdrawal of apologies lies beyond this article.15) 
Jan’s faith tells us that indeed she will live forever. 

Love as Friendship
Pope Benedict, in his Encyclical God is Love, gave only limited mention to philia, the 
love that is comprised in friendship. But in the life of Jan Ruff-O’Herne, we find that 
virtue lived to the full. I have already written about Jan’s friendships with the girls who 
were enslaved with her, but for Asian readers.16 I will summarise that paper, and add 
further information from different examples of friendship. Jan’s friendship with the 
girls and young women enslaved with her was forged in their shared suffering. They 
did not select each other, but were thrown together and shared a common life, common 
support, and common prayer. Their friendship was a compassionate gift to each other 
in dire poverty – perhaps the only gift they had to give.

Friendship is reciprocal, and Jan was able to receive as well as to give. Her daughter 
Eileen remembers her friendships through 47 years of membership in the parish choir. 
She found a clipping from the parish newsletter, (circa 1990) where Jan had written: 

“There is something quite wonderful about singing and praying together, 
and praising God in this special way. For me it is not only a joy to sing the 
liturgy, but the choir has become my whole life. Fifteen years ago, my husband 
Tom had a serious accident which left him brain-damaged. I had to give up my 
teaching at the parish school to look after him. My whole world collapsed. It 
was the Church and especially the choir that kept me going. The meetings every 
Friday night for practice, the band of love and support and companionship I 
experienced. We have become very special to one another, and apart from 
singing we share a lot of joy and laughter and sometimes tears.”17 

14	  Philip Williams, “Jan Ruff-O’Herne, 93-year-old Australian former ‘comfort woman’, still waiting 
for apology from Japan” Australian Broadcasting Commission (17 February 2016)

15	  Katharine McGregor, “Transnational and Japanese Activism on Behalf of Indonesian and Dutch 
Victims of Enforced Military Prostitution During World War II” The Asia-Pacific Journal, Japan 
Focus vol 14, issue 16 no 7 pp1-23 (15 August 2016); anon, “List of War Apology Statements Issued by 
Japan” Wikipedia (undated)

16	  Roderick O’Brien, “Friendship in Troubled Times: The Friendship of Jan Ruff-O’Herne” Macau 
Ricci Institute Journal, 10 (2022) 122-130.

17	  Eileen Mitton, “A life of friendship and an example for us all”, Across Emmaus: the Magazine of 
Emmaus Catholic Parish (Autumn/Winter 2023) 7.
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Historian of the Archdiocese of Adelaide, Monsignor Robert Rice, completed his 
doctoral thesis on Archbishop James Gleeson. One of his topics was the friendships 
of Archbishop Gleeson. From the thousands of Catholics in the Archdiocese, 
Monsignor Rice chose Jan as an example. Jan was a committed churchwoman, and 
served on the second Diocesan Pastoral Council as well as establishing the Parish 
Pastoral Council in her own parish. But this relationship was not just functional, it 
was grounded in friendship. When Gleeson died, Jan wrote a letter of condolence 
to his successor, Leonard Faulkner: ‘We have lost a great man, a dear friend, a truly 
gentle, compassionate and holy man of God. Archbishop Gleeson was a very close 
friend of mine. I treasured his friendship and I thank God for having known him.”18 

Love of Enemies, leading to Forgiveness and Reconciliation
Following the International Public Hearing in Tokyo, Jan wrote: “At the end of my story, 
I commented with a sincere voice, ‘I have forgiven the Japanese people for what they 
have done to me, but I can never forget.’ Later that day, one of the Japanese human rights 
lawyers approached me. ‘I cannot understand,’ he said, ‘Why do you want to forgive?’ 
He did not think it would advance our cause.” Not everyone can understand Jan’s gift of 
forgiveness, and her public espousal of forgiveness. Jan went to the International Public 
Hearing with a resolve of forgiveness. It is the core of her talks and presentations to 
people around the world.19

During her time of enslavement, 

“At the end of each horrific night I prayed the prayer of Jesus. While 
hanging on the cross, Jesus said, ‘Father forgive them; they do not know 
what they are doing. (Luke 23:34) It was this prayer that sustained me during 
my darkest hours. After having been beaten, humiliated and systematically 
raped, I prayed this prayer, and I prayed for the soldiers who had abused 
me. I still wore the wooden crucifix, tucked into my belt, and found that the 
Japanese called me ‘the girl with the cross’.” 

Fifty years, later, Jan’s commitment to forgiveness and the reconciliation which 
flows from forgiveness, was a constant theme in her interaction with former soldiers 
of the Japanese Imperial Army. She tells us that at the end of her week in Japan, 
when she had given her evidence at the International Public Hearing, 

“the highlight of the week came at the end. I had not come to Japan with 
hatred, and I wanted to show the Japanese people that I had forgiveness 
in my heart. With the help of Carol [her daughter], I had made a ‘Wreath 
of Forgiveness’ out of Australian wildflowers, which we had carried with 

18	  Robert Rice, James William Gleeson: Archbishop of Adelaide, Dissertation for Doctorate in 
Philosophy, Flinders University, Adelaide (2019) 335

19	  Sarah Hassall: “Deep Reconciliation”, Australian Catholics, 13 (4) (2005) 10-11, 10
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us all the way from Australia. I decided to lay it at the Chidorigafuchi, 
Tokyo’s memorial to an unknown soldier, which is situated in a beautiful 
quiet park.”

Jan had learned from her parents that when you are reconciled, you hug each 
other. Perhaps this may have come as a surprise, culturally, to the Japanese soldiers 
whom she encountered. Jan tells the story of meeting with an elderly Japanese 
gentleman at a reconciliation dinner on her third visit to Japan: “These soldiers 
were given sex slaves in the same way as they were given a packet of cigarettes. 
It was quite chilling to be sitting next to this man who had raped innocent young 
girls. We looked each other in the eye and I told him that I had forgiven him. This 
may seem strange, but we embraced.” Jan made the first move, and he was able to 
respond. “It was healing for both of us.”

At the same table, Jan found herself with another elderly man, who had been 
a camp commandant in Sumatra during the war. This man had cruelly treated her 
father, who as a Dutch officer had been a prisoner of war. Jan writes: 

“There I was sitting at the table with this man, and I was able to forgive 
him. This is what forgiveness is all about. Again I made the first move. I 
said that I had forgiven him, and he said that he was sorry too. I wanted 
him to be able to deal with his past. That is why he had come to this 
reconciliation dinner. We were both very emotional and we shook hands. 
Forgiveness becomes an amazing thing and is part of healing.”

Through her remaining years, Jan constantly repeated her message of forgiveness. 
She constantly repeated that forgiveness must come from the victim, as soon as possible. 
This, she believed, was the message of peace and forgiveness from Jesus on the cross.

Love and Gender
Jan was able to express her enduring sense of rape in war as an abuse of power. She 
wrote:

“Why were women always the innocent victim in war? We have so 
often heard it said: they are only women, this is what happens to women 
during war. As if rape is part of war, as if war makes it right. Rape in war 
is a power game. It is used as a reward for the soldiers. It is also used as a 
weapon and a means to genocide. It is a great crime against human rights.”

In an analysis of Jan’s decision to speak up in Tokyo in 1992, Indonesian 
journalist Maria Hartiningsih says that the courage of the Korean women who had 
spoken publicly gave Jan the strength to be brave enough to take radical action 
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which she said became part of her healing process.20 For years Jan had lived with 
the trauma of her past, and the command of her Japanese captors that she could 
never speak up, or she would be punished. Her decision to confront her abusers, as 
least indirectly through her evidence, gave her power in response to their abuse of 
power. Her growing friendship with abused women also empowered her. It was her 
long friendship with another Dutch victim, Ellen van der Ploeg, which provided the 
opportunity for Jan to speak publicly. And Jan’s own courage enabled Ellen van der 
Ploeg, to speak publicly about her experiences.21 

Her abusers sought to control the victims by calling them “comfort women”. 
Jan deeply objected to this terminology, and sought to overturn it. The term may 
also imply consent, and Jan insists that she and other enslaved women were never 
consenting. Jan wrote: 

“And how dare the Japanese call these poor abused women ‘comfort 
women’, I thought, as I watched them on the television. The euphemism 
‘comfort women’ is an insult and I felt it was a pity that the media were also 
continually using these words. We were never ‘comfort women’… We were 
war rape victims, enslaved and conscripted by the Japanese Imperial Army.”

Despite her experiences, Jan never developed a hatred of men. She continued 
to love her father and grandfather. She met, loved, and married Tom Ruff, in a 
marriage of nearly 50 years. When she received her most precious award – as Dame 
Commander of the Order of St Sylvester, a Papal order – she wrote “I missed my 
Tom that morning – he would have been so proud of me.” As was customary at the 
time, she took her husband’s name on marriage, and became Mrs Ruff. Later, she 
used Ruff-O’Herne. She was delighted when O’Herne was used in Tokyo and in 
Washington, as this reminded her of her family and her whole life.

Jan’s autobiography is a record of her experiences. It is not a scholarly analysis. 
The importance of Jan’s experiences is not devalued by a fact that she has not 
mentioned: men, too, are victims of rape and other sexual crimes in war.22 

20	  Maria Hartiningsih, “After Giving Voice to 50 Years of Silence Through a Book and 
Documentary” Jurnal Imaji, Institut Kesenian Jakarta, 12 (2) (2021) 62-70 

21	  Amnesty International, “Japan: ‘Comfort Women’ European Speaking Tour” Amnesty 
International Press Release (31 October 2007) 

22	  Sandesh Sivakumaran, “Sexual Violence Against Men in Armed Conflict” European Journal of 
International Law, 18 (2) (2007) 253-276. 
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An outstanding model of love 
We need saints who could say, as Jan did: 

“The best thing that God did to me was to give me Tom. It’s a proper sort 
of war romance. And one that worked out well. He was such a lovely, gentle 
person and when I told Tom what had happened to me it didn’t matter to 
Tom. He loved me for what I was. And to be accepted so totally, no matter 
what, you know, don’t you just love a man like that? I wasn’t dirty, I wasn’t 
soiled, I wasn’t different. Not in Tom’s eyes. I was just beautiful in Tom’s 
eyes and he was beautiful to me.”23 

In his concluding remarks in his encyclical letter, Pope Benedict reminds us: 
“Finally, let us consider the saints, who exercised charity in an exemplary way.”24 
But, perhaps in keeping with his ecclesial emphasis in love of neighbour, Pope 
Benedict puts before us saints who are all celibate, mostly clergy or religious, and 
not contemporary. Yet the vast majority of the faithful are not celibate, are not 
clergy or religious, and live in a world very different from that of St Martin of Tours. 

Jan Ruff-O’Herne is an outstanding model of love. And Jan lived out her love of 
God and neighbour in a multitude of ways. Formed in the ways of St Francis of Assisi, 
Jan loved her God with a Franciscan heart. Growing as a beloved child with parents 
who loved each other, she had a grounding in love which shone through, even in the 
darkest moments of her suffering. She was a lover in her marriage, with Tom, and 
then extended to her children and grandchildren. She lived her love in friendship, 
especially friendship with those who were enslaved with her. Her love as a teacher is 
a fine model for contemporary teachers.  

In her love, Jan reached out to embrace all the victims of rape and sexual slavery, 
especially when those injustices took place in times of war. In love, Jan provides an 
astonishing example of living forgiveness, expressed even to former Japanese soldiers 
whom she would never hate. Indeed, to apply the words of Pope Benedict, Jan, the 
young Dutchwoman from Java, exercised charity in an exemplary way. Although Jan 
was a great churchwoman, her example is also an individual example of love lived 
abundantly in our world.

It is eighty years since the surrender of the Japanese forces in the Pacific War. 
Unfortunately, the suffering that Jan endured continues to be contemporary. Rape is 
still used as a weapon of war. Although it is a century since Jan was born, the joys and 
suffering of her life are still contemporary to the victims of rape, and to the victims of 
violence in armed conflict. Her experience of the love of God, the love she lived with 
Tom, and her many lived dimensions of love in her life are truly relevant and timely.

23	  Caroline Jones, “The Forgotten Ones” Australian Story, Australian Broadcasting Commission, 30 
August 2001. 

24	  Benedict para 40.
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Recollections of Archbishop Lefebvre in Australia

Camille Masson-Talansier*

Meeting Monseigneur Marcel Lefebvre was one of those daunting moments, 
together with two other awe-inspiring figures of French Traditional Catholicism, 
Dominican prioress Mère Anne-Marie Simoulin and Father Régis de Cacqueray, 
now Père Joseph d’Avallon of the Capuchin Order in Morgon.

Whilst the two latter were/are strong, ardent intellectual knights and saints, 
Monseigneur was quietly spoken and fatherly in his demeanour. 

He was coming for lunch. The remaining mob of us kids were on kitchen fatigue 
whilst our mother was busy putting “les petits plats dans les grands” i.e. making a 
feast. I was a very lapsed Catholic at the time, going to Mass by rote as otherwise 
my parents would give us a hard time.

This was in 1981. I remember passing the plates around and suddenly being in 
awe of his kindness, as if he’d looked into my heart and seen the barrenness but was 
encouraging me to love Christ. The kindness, the purity and the faith in his eyes 
were part of the déclic which happened in my soul, a conversion of sorts.

My parents were always in the throes of looking for suitable venues for Mass, 
the Latin Mass having been deleted from the modernist agenda. We were shunted 
from Oakhill College to East Lindfield Hall like lepers where we soon met the 
Hutton Gibson tribe and his handsome actor son Mel.

Over lunch my father, Georges Masson, moaned about this situation and even 
I was moved by the incessant mesquineries and tracasseries (pettiness) of the 
Sydney diocese who splendidly lacked basic charity towards the Latin Mass lepers.

One of the outcomes of course of this ostracisation was the purchase of Domus 
Dei in the Inner West which rapidly became St Dominique Savio’s of Rockdale. 
Then the Goulburn Seminary.1 

1	 The Society of St Pius X, headed by Archbishop Lefebvre, operated the Holy Cross Seminary at Lake 
Bathurst near Goulburn from 1988 to 2023; see ‘Australia: A seminary down under’, FSSPX News 
May 14, 2010, https://fsspx.news/en/news/australia-seminary-down-under-10216 

* Camille Masson-Talansier is an artist and art teacher in France, and former Artistic
Director of the Weave Art Centre, Sydney.
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I remember Mgr Lefebvre and my father talking about Cardinal Mindszenty, 
a Hungarian cardinal persecuted under the Soviet satellite’s régime to the point 
of incarceration and possible death. My father upon meeting this holy man was 
devastated that the cardinal had refused to bless him and the other Latin Mass 
leper, Hutton Gibson, for being a “schismatic” in 1974 during his visit; the ultimate 
affront for men who had kept the flame of Tradition alive through thick and thin.

I remember Monseigneur being approchable, funny even. He liked a drop too.

Archbishop Lefebvre in Australia, 1970s

Recollections of Archbishop Lefebvre in Australia
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Following Banjo Paterson to the outer Barcoo:  
A journey to capture firsthand experiences of the 
Catholics of the Australian Catholic Diocese of 

Rockhampton founded in 1882

Maree Ganley*

Every book begins with a seed, an idea. In this case, it was a plan proposed by 
Bishop McCarthy to capture through oral history, a record of being Catholic in 
Central Queensland. So over a period of 12 months, I set out to fulfil that brief, and 
personally interviewed 122 people, received written reminiscences and researched 
many sources such as local newspapers, local recorded histories, parish histories, 
library and archive collections.

As a result, this is a history that applies a wider ‘lens’ beyond the records of 
bricks, mortar, and head counts of Church attendance.

The last significant Rockhampton histories on a diocesan dimension were 
produced during the centenary year of 1982. They were the magazine sized edition 
by the legendary Mackay historians Berenice (Cleary) Wright and Rod Manning1,
 and the Centenary oration titled Religion and Christian Civilisation in Rockhampton, 
delivered by the Rev Dr Tom Boland. He was a Doctor of Ecclesiastical History, 
lecturer in theology at the Seminary and at the University of Qld, and author of 
biographies of Bishops James Duhig and Rockhampton’s Bernard Wallace. I was one 
of Dr Boland’s theology students many years ago at the University of Queensland. 
It was an unheard of and experimental mix then, of men and women students like 
myself, as it included the seminarians training for priesthood.

1	 R. J. Manning and Berenice Wright, Spanning a Century, 1882-1982: Centenary of the Catholic 
Diocese of Rockhampton (Catholic Diocese of Rockhampton, Rockhampton, 1982).

* Dr Maree Ganley completed a PhD on the impact of regional boarding schools on the
social and cultural development of isolated regions such as Central Queensland. She
published a history of one regional boarding school, St Ursula’s Yeppoon. This is the
launch speech of her new book, Gidgee under the Cross: Coal Dust and Sugar in the
Blood: A History of the Catholic Diocese of Rockhampton founded in 1882.

Copies of Following Banjo Paterson to the Outer Barcoo can be purchased for $60 (plus 
postage) from St Joseph’s Gifts and Books. Email sjgiftsbooks@rok.catholic.net.au  
or call 0749 212 170 to order.
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During his Rockhampton centenary oration, Dr Boland twice referred to the 
challenges for the next diocesan historian, and I kept his wise advice in mind. He 
referred to future historical records waiting to be explored, that he imagined would 
be located, quote – on the dusty shelves and hidden corners of a state library. 

Yes, there were many hidden corners left for me to seek out, but he could never have 
imagined the value of the work of professional archivists and their digitised collections. 
More importantly, he may not have envisaged from his privileged access as a cleric, that 
lay historians like myself would be welcomed and given access to Church and convent 
archives, such as in Rockhampton, Brisbane, Townsville, Bundaberg and Toowoomba. 

Dr Boland addressed a number of questions – not only of the impact of “religions” 
on Central Queensland, but of the broader consideration of the impact of “Christian 
civilization” in the region’s growth and development. 

This is a theme that surely resonates in our 21st century current Australian and 
indeed world history. I have pursued responses to some of Dr Boland’s challenges 
but more through the recollections of the lived experiences of the people of the 
diocese past and present. 

Not all individual stories are quoted directly, but all experiences are referenced 
in the context of key aspects of the life of a Catholic Diocese. With permission, I 
recorded all of those interviews which will be submitted to the Diocesan archive 
collection. There were times when I was asked to turn the recorder off, but those 
unrecorded recollections nonetheless formed part of the fabric of the story. 

That task of just repeating personal stories in an historical sequence for example, 
would be like presenting you the reader, with virtual fleeting glimpses as if from 
the window of a moving rail carriage. We might briefly catch a sight that would 
shock us today, such as the Sisters of St Joseph walking beside the rail track as the 
train went through Alpha, begging for donations from the travellers to build their 
school. We would surely want to know how that circumstance came about. 

We would note the children of rail workers running beside the rail tracks and 
not in school. There would be also the glimpse of a priest on horseback living in the 
rail construction sites for up to 10 years as he searched for the Catholics amongst 
the rail workers, or as he branched off to find the property settlers, the cane cutters 
and miners. More often the scene in the camp site would be of an itinerant family 
seeking the priest for baptisms and marriage at the one time.

For you the reader, the mere collection of individual stories would be meaningful 
up to a point. There would remain many questions left to be addressed.

Importantly, it was vital to preface in the early chapters of a chronicled 
work, where and how in early Australian colonial history, the Church built up its 
institutional and doctrinal structures, that were intended to have as much impact 
right here, in remote Central Queensland as it did in any Capital city. 

Following Banjo Paterson to the Outer Barcoo: Catholics in Rockhampton
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There needed to be time and place for me to listen to those personal recollections 
about religious belief and practice and perhaps reflect with them some of the deeper 
dimensions of life. I needed to establish a coherent story - 

of how disparate groups and individuals in this geographical setting, 
came to adopt a set of beliefs and values that allowed the Church to sustain 
and organise itself

and, to record -

what part religion played in assuring these people for example, that 
their God was with them and they were not alone on their journey of self-
discovery. 

To seek answers to those deeper questions, at some point, I virtually had to get 
off the comfort of the train carriage, or I risked the historical product being a mere 
almanac of names, dates and locations.

I therefore chose to travel to places more remote to listen, and to allow time 
for conversations about personal encounters of being a Catholic, which could be 
exchanged only in the informality around a kitchen table. 

In writing, I considered my work was half baked unless I sought out in the 
records, answers to questions such as what is a Christian/Catholic character; and 
what is the relationship of a faith commitment to history, culture and politics, in this 
case the unique history, culture and politics of Central Queensland.

From December 1843, the first priest to the Moreton Bay Colony, Father James 
Hanly would later name himself as having been ‘the parish priest of Queensland’. 
After the declaration of the State of Queensland in 1859, there began the journeys 
of missionary priests to visit Catholic settlers north from the Moreton Bay region. 

Make no mistake everyone seemed to know who the Catholics were around town. 
Bishop Duhig in his short time in Rockhampton from 1905-1912, identified that 
Irish Catholics made up the bulk of the labourers on the streets and he considered 
their treatment totally debased. 

It was complicated being a Catholic. It was as if Catholics had a warning light 
on their foreheads. Even in the 1950s a line would appear in the employment section 
here of the local Rockhampton papers, cnna meaning ‘Catholics need not apply’. 
We look back today and ask ‘why’. The Catholic organisation of the Knights of the 
Southern Cross in this diocese were very busy in those years on that account, in 
defending Catholic worker rights.

The Catholics, clergy, religious and lay people were not fictionalised characters 
but real people who were placed at the heart of the Church’s plan … for growth and 
development. From the interviews, I sought to document the commonly held set of 
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Above: 2020, Clermont. Mass on Coovin property of the Cook family north of Clermont, in 
the Kilcummin area with priest Father Matthias. The statue was erected many years ago in 
memory of one of the Cook children killed in a road accident. Masses were formerly held 
at Coovin on a monthly basis, but due to shortages of priests haven’t been celebrated for a 
long time. (photo supplied by Mr Don Smith)
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2002, Woorabinda 
Central Qld. 75th 
commemoration of 
the Walk from Taroom 
organised by Mercy 
Sisters Nora Fitzpatrick 
and Mary Scanlon 
RSM. Yellow hands 
symbolise the number 
of children who died 
en route or soon after 
arrival in Woorabinda.

Marist Sister,  
Mary Farrelly mccf, 

testing the height 
of the flooded 

creek, during her 
pastoral ministry, 

Rockhampton 
Diocese  

(2006–2020).
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beliefs and values, that allowed the Church and its members to sustain and organise 
themselves. 

Unfortunately there were instances, where individuals represented in all groups 
got that plan very wrong.

For the people who graciously invited me into their homes, in retired priest’s 
residences and convent dwellings or in a small church after Mass, I was privileged 
to gather the stories of the personal long trails where faith journey intercepted with 
life journey. 

The unique history of the Church in Central Queensland is defined by how 
institutional and doctrinal structures were applied and adapted, as clergy went in 
search of the Catholics. 

I give you examples:
From a copy of an 1863 directive that I discovered in the Brisbane Archdiocesan 

archive.

After the Australian Diocesan Synod of Bishops of 1863, Bishop 
James Quinn the first Bishop of Queensland issued the first edition of his 
regulations for clergy behaviour. Surprisingly, this directive was issued 
even after he had personally travelled as far north as Townsville, where he 
quelled a riot between butchers, and was invited to say Mass in the local 
Masonic Lodge Hall. 

Bishop Quinn stated in his first directive:
1. �A priest has no freedom to determine the time or frequency of Mass,

confessions or other sacramental celebrations.
2. �At home a priest must adopt a monastic lifestyle with fixed hours for rising

and retiring, and for morning and evening prayer, at which servants are to
be present and to whom he would give a daily spiritual lecture.

In contrast…. and far from Bishop Quinn’s residence of Dara in Brisbane town…

In the 1870s, the legendary Rockhampton historian J. Grant Pattison recorded 
that the first parish priest of Rockhampton, Father Charles Murlay’s own racehorse 
Mickey Free came third in the Fitzroy handicap. 

Father Murlay hardly had a servant entourage when he rode out to conduct his 
first baptisms on the volatile social and cultural surroundings of the Crocodile 
Creek gold diggings, 22 kilometres south of Rockhampton.

And again, August 1906, from Bishop James Duhig’s memoir Crowded Years, 
as Bishop of the then vast Diocese of Rockhampton, he wrote:
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“The first part of my journey from Hughenden was accomplished as far as 
Julia Creek in an improvised train over the section of the Cloncurry railway, 
which had just been finished…. After a meal at Julia Creek, we boarded Cobb 
and Co’s coach which took us as far as Gilliat, where we remained for the night. 
We had Mass the next morning and I confirmed a few people. A horse and 
buggy was brought to Gilliat from Cloncurry by an aboriginal man. 

Later, at William’s River, I spent the night in the dwelling of a couple at a 
Cobb and Co’s coach change. It was a bitterly cold August weather, and the 
wind whistling through the house made it impossible to sleep. In the morning I 
said Mass on the tailboard of the buggy and began the last stage of the journey.”

Finally, in contrast to Bishop Quinn’s understanding of the daily routine of a 
diocesan priest, we have in 1914, from the diary of Rockhampton Diocesan priest, 
Father Dave O’Meara. 

He noted:

I often celebrated Mass and camped beside the bullock wagon teams 
on my journeys inland. Each night before we retired to rest, all on the road 
with one teamster had to join in the family Rosary, which we recited under 
the wagon tarpaulin…

Here were the first missionary priests and bishops of Rockhampton who knew 
of Bishop Quinn’s directives but ‘read the room’ as the saying goes, and had to 
adapt, to establish any pastoral connection with their multi-cultural flock.

Bishop James Duhig and Rockhampton women’s Hibernian members, 1912

Following Banjo Paterson to the Outer Barcoo: Catholics in Rockhampton
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The following narrative from the late 1930s comes from various sources both 
oral and written. It captures from that time, the challenges of being Catholic for 
both young and aged in Central Queensland. 

Despite the Great Depression, people in regions such as in Alpha/Jericho became 
more prosperous, and their car ownership increased. Nevertheless, the roads were 
still long, lonely, hazardous and dusty. 

In 1936, Alpha Irish priest, Father Lawrence McQuestion drove 35 miles to 
a property, called Surbiton to administer the last rites to Mr Francis Dillon. The 
ensuing drama that unfolded was an example of everyday occurrences in remote 
regions of the Central West for both aged and young.

Father McQuestion himself was ill and was suffering from Tuberculosis, so two 
Sisters of St Joseph from the Alpha convent accompanied him.

They had the good sense to have a 12-year-old boy accompany them. Interestingly, 
the lad possessed driving skills which he employed to drive the priest’s car when the 
poor priest was haemorrhaging blood en-route. 

As the priest’s condition deteriorated, Josephite Sister, Elizabeth Miller rsj, who 
had been a nurse, administered morphia while the 12-year-old boy drove back into 
Alpha for a doctor and ambulance.

Father Martin Pyke, Clermont parish priest, drove immediately to Surbiton, 
thinking he would be administering the last rites to Mr Dillon and Fr McQuestion, 
who fortunately survived that emergency. 

However, the reality was that Father Pyke on that same day, was to officiate 
at a wedding in Clermont. The bride, fearing ill fortune if she removed her bridal 
gown, remained all night dressed fully as a bride, waiting for Father Pyke’s return 
to Clermont. 

A retired Christian Brother that I interviewed had a sequel to those dramatic 
events for the Dillons after the 1930s. 

Years later in Alpha in the 1950s, the young grandson of the late Frank Dillon, 
also named Frank Dillon left Surbiton to attend boarding school at St Brendan’s 
College Yeppoon. He, like many country boys always counted the days until he 
returned to property life. 

Unfortunately, in the meantime at St Brendan’s, there were science classes, and 
the sub-junior science teacher was Christian Brother, Richard Broderick cfc, who 
employed his own personal unconventional classroom rituals. The modus operandi 
was to stand the boys around the room for the science class question and answer 
sessions. He was much feared, particularly by rather small boys like young Frank 
Dillon. There was the repetitive chant of Brother Broderick’s and the response from 
the boys:
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Brother Broderick: “What does H2S plus SO3 equal?” 
Student: �“Don’t know Brother”. Each student, who registered “don’t know 

Brother” received the customary corporal punishment. At the end 
of the year, in order to avoid Brother Broderick’s harassment, young 
Frank Dillon left St Brendan’s to begin a new life at Christian Brother’s 
Charters Towers, 789 kilometres northwest of Yeppoon.

Unfortunately, on the first day of Junior Science in Charters Towers in walked 
Brother Broderick, who had been transferred from St Brendan’s.

Personal versions of events of the past, are sometimes kept in diaries and photo 
albums. In many cases the record of events I gathered were in family photos and 
framed certificates on loungeroom walls. I went off the track to places such as 
Woorabinda to listen as I did for several hours, to an Indigenous elder. 

As well, while I stayed in Woorabinda, I was invited to accompany Sr Cecilia 
Prestashewsky and Vietnamese priest, Father Truc Phan to participate in the burial 
of a Catholic indigenous loved one. As you can gather from the names and variety 
of nationalities of the ministers alone, it was a ritual that sensitively involved the 
League of Nations - no flags, just all bonded in grief.

Personally, my journey to remote places didn’t go so well for me initially, and 
some of these experiences were to be a metaphor for the challenges ahead, of 
writing, adjusting and rewriting this extensive history. 

When I travelled to Longreach, and beyond to Isisford and neighbouring 
properties, I was able to have the use of the diocesan vehicle the white Toyota 
Landcruiser. I made it my business to visit local small museums, climb through 
fences and walk around local cemeteries where headstones yielded other stories.

The morning I was leaving Isisford I went into the local cafe for a coffee, for the 
journey back to Longreach. I then climbed into the Landcruiser and my backpack 
was not on the seat. I went back into the shop but I hadn’t left it on the counter. So 
then I began to engage my city thought processes and I looked to see if the local 
police station was nearby. I then looked over again to the centre of the street where 
the vehicle was parked and realised there were three white Toyota Landcruisers side 
by side all unlocked like mine. I drove sheepishly out of town hoping Cocky Bignell 
had not taken up his daily place on the front verandah to watch the Isisford traffic.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t stop there. I flew to Blackall and once again I had 
the use of the Landcruiser and travelled to towns such as Tambo. One evening 
I drove back to Blackall and went to the local pub for dinner. I always regarded 
myself as being on duty when I was doing this research so I did have a lemonade 
with dinner. It’s important for me to tell you that because I came out and climbed 
into the Landcruiser and thought ‘That’s strange, I don’t remember seeing Mt Isa 
Rodeo stamped on the car seat covers of the Diocesan vehicle!’ Thank goodness the 
Blackall streetlights were dim and alarms did not go off all over the place.

Following Banjo Paterson to the Outer Barcoo: Catholics in Rockhampton
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1911–1984. The old St Patrick’s Church 
Calliope, Central Queensland on the move 
20 kilometres to Ubobo in the Boyne Valley 
and renamed St Mary’s Church.

Post 1863, St Joseph’s, Catholic Church, 
Rockhampton with extensions by Father 
Murlay.

As for the overall structure of the book, I have included, where possible, a 
number of letters and documents that I had the privilege of viewing in the archives. 
You the reader then, have the opportunity to ponder, connect, and to reach beyond 
my interpretations of how Church directives impacted on the lives of Catholic men, 
women and children.

Photographic evidence in the book is given much consideration for the same 
reason. In group photographs of the past, there were names of people long forgotten, 
but often there is row after row of members of societies, and sodalities for men, 
women and children, illustrating without much description the sheer impact that these 
societies of the past had, on active participation one way or another in the Church.

What was evident in the photo records, was that membership for almost a 100 
years was once assumed as a generational tradition. From Gladstone, Mr Bryan 
Jordan recalled:

“In 1955, in my late teenage years, I was a third generation family 
member to join the Gladstone Hibernian Society. My grandfather John 
Gordan was a Gladstone founding member in October 1899. I joined the 
Hibernian Society because it was a family tradition to be a member. I must 
admit that I never attended meetings with my father, but I enjoyed going 
to the conferences, dinners, annual Masses and breakfasts. My father’s 
treasured Hibernian collar was placed on his coffin in 1980.”

In the Diocese before its founding in 1882 and often for 100 years after, 
remoteness and a shifting population meant there was no possibility of constructing 
a permanent local Church building. On new mine sites and remote properties, 
Rockhampton clergy gathered people in tennis sheds, under caravan awnings, in 
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local community halls and in family homes. It was recorded in one locality that 
confessions were heard on either side of the gumtree.

The descendants of the pioneer Central Queensland Geiger and Conaghan families 
recount the story from the 1990s of First Communion for their three sons and 14 other 
children held in the local Rosedale hall, 60 kilometres north of Bundaberg. 

Unfortunately, the hall was double-booked for a children’s birthday party and 
the First Communion Mass. Not to be outdone, the late Father Chris Schick invited 
the party goers to participate in the Mass. They kept a respectful silence and all got 
into party mode singing Waltzing Matilda for the closing hymn. 

Lay people initially, then mainly women and men religious along with parents and 
priests, founded and supported the construction of local schools that collectively became 
the mighty Catholic education system. A directive to missionary priests was ‘schools 
first and then churches’, so enterprising nearby Catholics and priests built a combination 
Church/School. I don’t think any church history will ever adequately cover the practical 
implications of that directive, particularly for pioneer members of religious congregations. 

From my previous research I concluded that the overall social and cultural 
growth and development of Australian remote communities such as in Central 
Western and Coastal Queensland were enhanced by the initiative of congregations 
of women religious in particular to provide school boarding accommodation. 
Whether it was Springsure, Longreach, Bundaberg or Mackay, parents made the 
hard decision many from their children’s early age, to give them the opportunity of 
any education not just Catholic education. 

We are only now gaining access to a number of diaries and reminiscences kept 
by women religious in particular. These personal stories reveal the true extent of the 
challenges for priests, religious and the local Catholic families, who with extraordinary 
goodwill, provided Catholic education from the bare rocky ground up. 

Catholic education has been and remains a key pillar, some would argue is 
currently, the key pillar of pastoral and social Catholicism in a Diocese. 

Besides schooling, the universal phenomenon of Catholic Action, celebrates 
this year, the centenary of its founding world-wide. In 1924, Father Joseph Cardijn 
was invited to brief Pope Pius XI on the progress of the organisation called Young 
Christian Worker’s (YCW). Pius XI responded: 

“At last!” Pope Pius exclaimed, “Here is someone who talks to me about the 
masses, of saving the masses. Everyone else talks to me of the elite. What is needed is 
an elite in the masses, the leaven in the paste. The greatest possible work you can do 
for the Church, is to restore to the Church, the working masses which she has lost…” 

Before 1925, Catholic Action was interpreted more in the ancient tradition of 
women and men, inspired by Gospel principles, to open hospitals, orphanages, 
schools and refuges, and to found parish based societies and sodalities. 

Following Banjo Paterson to the Outer Barcoo: Catholics in Rockhampton
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The mid-20th century response to the call by Joseph Cardijn, for direct action in 
the workplace for the rights of the worker, gave young post school Catholics a cause 
and identity, and many gathered en masse behind the YCW and NCGM banner and 
badge. I have included the recollections of those representatives in this Diocese who 
devoted heart and soul to Catholic Action in Central Queensland in those years. 

From the late 1950s, there is one dynamic and unexpected example from the 
Catholic Action movement that came from humble beginnings in a Rockhampton 
parish hall of St Mary’s Park Avenue. There a priest Father John Leahy and 
volunteer and ex-YCW parishioners founded a community credit union that you 
know today as the fully funded Capricornian Credit Union, with the motto over 
the door “Walk in like you own the place because you do!” Membership was not 
restricted to Catholics and today it is not Catholic owned.

An international theologian Tomas Halik in his latest work, The afternoon 
of Christianity proposes guidelines to address a worldwide phenomenon of the 
walking away from traditional religious practice.

Theologians, Tomas Halik, Phyllis Zagano, Ellia Delio and Richard Rohr project 
possible future scenarios for the Catholic Church. Each highlights that there can 
only be authentic understanding and grasp for deliberations about future directions 
by building on the knowledge and wisdom of the past.

Many answers may be in the faith experiences of those who have gone before. 
I have attempted to identify the how, when and why through very personal 
experiences. Perhaps this is an historical platform to stand on to survey more clearly 
the pathways that need to be walked and talked about for the future.

The title of the book beginning with Gidgee Under the Cross and Coal Dust and 
Sugar in the Blood was meant to be a headline grab for sure, but it was my intention 
to flag a story that could only be identified as the Catholic history of this part of 
Australia – within this geography of Western and Coastal Central Queensland.

Over a century ago when it was announced that a priest was about to arrive in 
a remote area, people gathered where there was a cross planted near the gidgee. In 
the early 1970s when Central Queensland mines opened, Father Kevin Bagley from 
Clermont arrived at the Goonyella mine, placed a cloth over the billiard table in the 
recreation room of the mine site and began Mass.

Before the Bussuttin brothers built the mighty St Catherine’s church in Prosperine, 
there was surely sugar in the blood from the vapours that floated around during the 
sugar crush time, and a priest said Mass and raised his chalice where he could. In 
those times and places there was coal dust and sugar in the Blood – these were surely 
the close intimate stories of the Catholic Diocese of Rockhampton founded in 1882. 
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Sectarianism yesterday and today: has  
Anti-Catholicism gone aground or gone underground?

Brian Lucas*

This paper will consider  the broad history of sectarianism in Australia since the 
early settlement, noting particularly conflicts between Catholics and the Anglican/
Protestant establishment. It will then consider  the changes to that sectarian 
outlook in recent years. It will canvass the question of whether there is contemporary 
evidence of anti-Catholicism in public policy and practice and what response church 
authorities should make.

On 10 April 2014 in the Banco Court, Supreme Court Of New South Wales, 
Dyson Heydon, a former justice of the High Court of Australia, gave the Acton 
Lecture on Religion and Freedom.

The annual Acton Lecture, presented by the Culture, Prosperity & Civil Society 
program at the Centre for Independent Studies1, offers a platform for prominent 
individuals to reflect on contemporary issues of culture, faith and society as they 
arise in and confront Australia.

Dyson Heydon’s topic was: “Catholic Resistance to German State Persecution: 
Lessons for Modern Australia.”2 Towards the end of his learned paper, on the way 
Bismarck and Hitler persecuted Catholics, he made this comment:

Now there may be a new anti-Catholic movement, particularly among the 
intellectuals. To adapt Windhorst’s aphorism, anti-Catholicism in Australia 
now might be called the racism of the intellectuals.

We shall return to consider this comment, and some reactions to it, in more 
detail, but it opens the question this paper is considering – Has anti-Catholicism 
come to an end, or has it found a new home?
1	 	 The Centre for Independent Studies is a “think tank” founded in 1976 by Greg Lindsay  

(https://www.cis.org.au/about/mission/)
2	 	 It is published as a monograph: Dyson Heydon, Catholic Resistance to German State Persecution: 

Lessons for Modern Australia, (St Leonards, N.S.W., The Centre for Independent Studies), 2014, 
https://www.cis.org.au/publication/catholic-resistance-to-german-state-persecution-lessons-for-
modern-australia/ 

* Fr Brian Lucas is President of the Australian Catholic Historical Society.  
This article is based on a presentation the author gave to a conference of the Australian 
Catholic Students Assocation 12 July 2025.
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To situate the question within its historical context some brief comments are useful.
The history of sectarianism in Australia is well documented.3
In the interests of time, and to give proper attention to this paper’s main thesis, 

only a brief survey of the early years is necessary.
Michael Hogan’s definitive work The Sectarian Strand was published in 

1987. His doctoral studies concerned the Catholic campaign for state aid in New 
South Wales4 which led him to reflect on the way in which Australian society was 
influenced by issues of class and religion. In his article A Postscript: Sectarianism 
into the 21st Century, he considers recent publications.5 

The issue for reflection is the extent to which religious rivalry and discrimination 
have affected key institutions such as political parties, schools and hospitals as well 
as employment patterns and social mobility. 

Fr Con Duffy’s 1960 article appeared at a time when explicit anti-Catholicism 
still existed. He refers to an editorial in the Sydney Morning Herald that made 
this comment: “Sectarianism is always an ugly thing and never uglier than in this 
country where it is a legacy of Ireland’s misfortunes.”

After referring to various introduced calamities such as foxes and rabbits the 
editorial, as quoted by Duffy, then referred to 

……. Orangeism for men. Yet the latter enterprise has been carried out 
whether by John Smith, or John Beelzebub, by the Rev. Jones or the Rev. 
Belphegor it matters not now. Someone has carried his congenital virus 
halfway round the globe and tainted a young nation.

Duffy agrees with this sentiment: 

Such is the situation in Australia today. It is a curse that we know not 
how to cast off. Apparently, it will be always with us as it has always been. 
This latter clause draws the subject into the domain of history and justifies 
a paper on the origins of opposition to the Church in Australia.

3	 	 Hogan, Michael, The Sectarian Strand: Religion in Australian History (Ringwood, VIC: Penguin, 
1987); Duffy, Con, ‘The Origin of Anti-Catholicism in Australia’, Journal of the Australian Catholic 
Historical Society, vol. 1, part 2 (1960) p. 1; Blyth, Stephen. ‘A Historical Overview of Australian 
Religious Sectarianism Accompanied by a Survey of Factors Contributing to Its Dissolution’. Integrity: 
A Journal of Australian Church History 1 (2012): 81-110; Edwards, Benjamin, WASPS, Tykes and 
Ecumaniacs: Aspects of Australian Sectarianism, 1945-1981 (Brunswick East, VIC: Acorn, 2008): 
Kildea, Jeff, Tearing the Fabric: Sectarianism in Australia, 1916 to 1925. (Sydney: Citadel, 2002); 
Kildea, Jeff, ‘Sectarian Rioting in Australia’, Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 45, 
(2024): 51-69; Roche, Marcia, ‘Reconciliation: From Sectarianism to Ecumenism’. Australasian Catholic 
Record 93, no. 2 (April 2016): 217-30; Hogan, Michael, “A Postscript: Sectarianism into the Twenty-First 
Century” The Australasian Catholic Record, Vol 100 (Apr 2023): 224-231.

4	 	 Hogan, Michael, The Catholic Campaign for State Aid, (Sydney: Catholic Theological Faculty 1978).
5	 	 Hogan (2023) 225.
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Beginning with the circumstances of the first fleet, his paper then describes the 
various elements of the relationship between Catholics and the Anglican/Protestant 
establishment.

Antagonism towards the Irish was to some extent grounded in a fear of rebellion. 
This came to fruition with the Castle Hill uprising in 1804. In 1803 Governor King 
was generous in allowing the convict priest Fr James Dixon (1758-1840) to minister 
under stringent restrictions as a reward for the good conduct of the Irish convicts. 
Following the rebellion the permission was withdrawn.

Catholics were disadvantaged in various ways. 
Baptisms and marriages were to be conducted according to Anglican rites and 

Catholic children in colonial orphanages were to be raised as Anglicans.6 
Governor Macquarie’s original position was antagonistic. 
Duffy writes:7

Governor Macquarie expressed his blunt opinion on permitting or 
forbidding the exercise of the Catholic religion when he made the following 
recommendation to the Home authorities in connection with the expulsion 
of Fr. O’Flynn “that nothing can possibly promote or preserve internal 
peace and tranquillity as much as uniformity in matters of religion. I beg 
leave most earnestly to recommend that no sectarian Preacher or Teacher 
be permitted to come hither.” (Historical Records of Australia Sec. 1, Vol 
IX, p. 801.)

Macquarie’s position eventually softened. Significant and influential citizens 
were on record supporting Fr John Therry’s the appeal for the construction of a 
Catholic chapel:8

The sympathy was genuine, however, when Fr. Therry made an appeal 
for assistance in the erecting of the first church. “The more respectable 
and wealthy Protestants gave liberal assistance to the Catholics who could 
muster few large contributions from their own ranks ... It is worthwhile 
recording a few of these names: Macquarie, Lieut. Governor Erskine, the 
Colonial Secretary Frederick Goulburn, J. T. Campbell, Sir John Jamison, 
Justice Field, John Piper, Darcy Wentworth, Major Druitt, Edward 
Wollstonecraft, John Oxley.” (Sydney Gazette 1/12/1821.)

6	 	 Mol, Hans, Religion in Australia: A Sociological Investigation (Melbourne: Nelson, 1971), 141.
7	 	 Duffy (1960) 4.
8	 	 Duffy (1960) 4.
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Macquarie laid the foundation stone for the first St Mary’s chapel. This is 
recorded in the lower section of the third historical window on the western side in 
the present St Mary’s Cathedral. Duffy reports that he said in his address that “he 
had ever found the Catholics to be loyal and faithful subjects to the Crown.” 

Under the administration of Governor Bourke, the relations between the 
Catholics and the Anglican establishment were less overtly hostile. As Duffy 
describes it:9

It is ever to the credit of Governor Bourke that he faced and solved 
many problems in colonial administration against powerful opposition and 
obtained justice for the third of his subject population which was Catholic. 
The iniquitous Draft of Incorporation was dropped, the three principal 
denominations obtained pro rata support, and Australia narrowly escaped 
the forcing of an Established Church upon her.

The Cambridge History of Christianity presents this opinion:

In his Church Act of 1836, the Governor of New South Wales, Richard 
Bourke, offered state aid to the major denominations to assist them in 
building churches and paying the stipends of their ministers. This Act 
was duplicated in other Australian colonies with far-reaching effect. They 
effectively bankrolled sectarian rivalry, which was to become a major 
theme in Australian religious and social history. The other side of that 
coin, however, is that the colonial populations were very well supplied with 
religious services and pastoral care, with typically four churches (Anglican, 
Catholic, Presbyterian, Methodist) being built in even small towns, all of 
about the same value and therefore prestige, and often on opposite street 
corners near the centre of town.10

Land grants were still a source of tension, and the Catholics sometimes felt 
cheated that the Anglicans had been given better sites. As it happened the grant of 
the land at the Sydney seaside suburb of Manly, on which St Patrick’s Seminary was 
built, thought at the time to be of little value, has proven to be a particularly valuable 
asset for the Archdiocese of Sydney.11

Renewed tensions were exacerbated with the controversies over the Education 
Act 1880. It was intended to remove the divisiveness of religion in the provision 
of schooling by establishing a secular State system. The Catholic bishops were 

9	 	 Duffy (1960) 6.
10	  The Cambridge History of Christianity (9 Volumes) Volume 8 546.
11	  Lucas, Brian, ‘Moving a Seminary: A Personal Recollection Part 1: The Manly Story’, 

Australasian Catholic Record, Vol 96 No. 2, April 2019: 190-208. 
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vehemently opposed.12 Parkes, the premier of New South Wales, introduced the 
Public Instruction Act (1880), which withdrew state aid from denominational 
schools in New South Wales. 

Religious Orders rose to the challenge and supported a separate school system 
without state aid. St Mary MacKillop’s Sisters of St Joseph had nearly 1000 
members at the time of her death in 1909. By 1901 there were 100,000 pupils in 
Catholic schools. This heroic campaign intensified Catholic identity, which was 
compounded with Irish anti-British feeling and galvanised the sectarian divide 
between Catholic and Protestant.13

The Catholic system remained separate and, even today, this is a constant 
source of controversy and anti-Catholic sentiment notwithstanding the introduction 
of comprehensive state aid – an issue that will be further explored below.

Perhaps the high point of anti-Catholic sectarianism was during the conscription 
controversy at the time of the Great War and the aftermath in the 1920s.

During the Great War, the conscription referendums in Australia exacerbated existing 
sectarian divisions, particularly between Protestants and Catholics, with Catholics, who 
were often working-class and of Irish descent, largely opposing conscription. Prime 
Minister William Morris Hughes was the leader of the “yes” campaign and Archbishop 
Daniel Mannix of Melbourne was outspoken in favour of the “no”. At the referendum of 
28 October 1916, 1,160,033 citizens voted no, and 1,087,557 voted “yes”. 14 

Mannix biographer, Niall Brennan comments: “the reaction to the vote was as 
sharp and as ill-tempered as the campaign had been….. Large numbers of Catholics 
desperately seeking acceptance in a mildly hostile society might have voted YES 
had not Dr Mannix given his prestige to their political faith”.15

Just one example of the way in which sectarianism played out during the 1920s 
was the scandal relating to Sister Liguori and the involvement of the Loyal Orange 
Institution. Sr Ligouri’s departure from the Mt Erin Convent in Wagga, and the 
subsequent protection given to her by Protestant sympathisers, has been explained 
in detail in Jeff Kildea’s book: Sister Liguori: The Nun Who Divided the Nation. Dr 
Kildea concludes: “the affair is arguably one of the most significant events in the 
history of religious sectarianism in Australia”. 16 

12	  Turner, Naomi, Catholics in Australia: A Social History, 2 vols (North Blackburn, VIC: Collins 
Dove, 1992), 1:168 citing Archbishops and Bishops of New South Wales pastoral, ‘Catholic Education’ 
(Sydney, 1879), 3–18, in O’Farrell, Patrick, ed., Documents in Australian Catholic History, vol. 1, 
1788–1884 (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1969), 386–99.

13	  The Cambridge History of Christianity (9 Volumes) Volume 8 547.
14	  Brennan, Niall, Dr Mannix (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1965) 136ff. See also Luttrell, John, 

Norman Thomas Gilroy: An Obedient Life (Strathfield: St Pauls Publications 2017) 38.
15	  Brennan (1965) 137.
16	  Kildea, Jeff, Sister Liguori: The Nun who Divided the Nation (Redland Bay: Connor Court 

Publishing, 2024) 1.
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One church response to the sectarianism of the time was the foundation in Sydney 
in 1919 of the Knights of the Southern Cross. It was particularly instrumental in 
assisting Catholics to find employment.17

During the Second World War soldiers of various denominations fought alongside 
each other with mutual respect and the years following, up to the beginning of the 
Second Vatican Council in 1962, saw the gradual softening, but not the elimination, 
of the sectarian issue. 

Several factors, notably demographic, social, economic and political changes 
contributed to the weakening of the sectarian tensions of the past.18

The launching of the 1953 Eucharistic Congress had the potential to revive 
sectarian charges that Catholics were more “Roman” than Australian and were 
seeking undue influence in Australian society. Notwithstanding some criticism it 
was generally muted with many Protestants accepting the right of Catholics to make 
a public witness of their beliefs.19

Migration from eastern and southern Europe after the war increased the Catholic 
population and weakened the Protestant dominance.20

Marcia Roche’s analysis emphasizes this change in ethnicity of the Catholic 
Church and Australian Society:

The increasing postwar ethnic diversity and the concomitant increase 
of non-Christian faith traditions in Australian society was an important 
factor in altering the existing British/Irish demographic basis underlying 
sectarianism. The immediate postwar ethnic diversity consisting of mainly 
Christian European immigrants became even more diverse as the White 
Australia policy was gradually dismantled and finally abolished in 1973. 

The effect of these changes in diluting sectarian feeling within the 
community contributed to the impact Vatican II had in enabling positive 
dialogue and interaction between the Catholic Church and other Christian 
churches and non-Christian faith traditions. 

17	  Luttrell (2017) 162.
18	  Roche, Marcia, ‘Reconciliation: From Sectarianism to Ecumenism’. Australasian Catholic Record 

93, 2, April 2016: 217-230, 224.
19	  Luttrell (2017) 218; Monica van Gend, ‘Confidently Catholic: The Knights of the Southern 

Cross and the 29th International Eucharistic Congress of 1928’, Journal of the Australian Catholic 
Historical Society 44, 2023: 71-88.

20	  See for example the contribution of Italian immigrants. Paganoni, Anthony, Valliant Struggles and 
Benign Neglect: Italians, Church and Religious Societies in Diaspora: The Australian Experience 
from 1950 to 2000, (New York, Centre for Migration Studies, 2003)
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Ironically, given the previous sectarian bitterness between the mainly 
British Protestants and Irish Catholics, official descriptions of the 
multicultural composition of Australian society now include an ‘Anglo-
Celtic’ classification.21

The most significant factor in breaking down the sectarian tension in Australian 
society since European settlement was the effect of the Second Vatican Council’s 
far-reaching reforms.22 

Although the ecumenical movement had its genesis in the Edinburgh World 
Missionary Conference held in 1910, and various theologians were involved in the 
study of ecumenism, the Catholic Church did not officially become involved in the 
ecumenical movement until after the Second Vatican Council. 

From the premise that the Catholic Church was the one true church, Catholics 
were prohibited from participating in Anglican and Protestant worship. Mixed 
marriages were discouraged. Many stories are part of family folklore about 
marriages in sacristies and behind the main altar. This frequently caused significant 
distress and tension within families and was a factor in encouraging a general 
suspicion of Catholics.

Pope John XXIII, at the conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity in 
January 1959, announced his intention to hold an ecumenical council, one of its chief 
aims being the rebuilding of Christian unity. The Decree on Ecumenism (Unitatis 
Redintegratio) was a reversal of the Catholic Church’s pre-conciliar stance on 
Christian unity as ‘a return to the one true Church’. The church now acknowledged 
that, while the ‘communion is imperfect’ the unity of Christian churches exists by 
virtue of the fact that ‘all who have been justified by faith in Baptism are members 
of Christ’s body and have a right to be called Christian and so are correctly accepted 
as brothers by the children of the Catholic Church’. 23

In parallel with the softening of the Church’s position on its relations with other  
Christian denominations was a growing confidence within the Catholic community 
of its place in civil society.

One example of this was the campaign for state-aid for Catholic schools. The 
famed “Goulburn School Strike” has been thoroughly documented.24 

Remnants of the employment policy of some businesses not to hire Catholics 
still lingered into the early 1970s. This author was participating in an interview 
with a law firm for a position as an articled clerk in 1971 when the interviewer 

21	  Ibid.
22	  Roche (2016) 217
23	  Unitatis Redintegratio 3.
24	  Cullinane, John, The Goulburn School Strike: The Inside Story (Canberra: CEO printing section 

1986) being a reproduction of a series of six articles in the Australasian Catholic Record during 1984, 
1985 & 1986. See also Hogan (1978), 
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realised I had attended a Catholic school. He politely but very firmly apologised 
that I had accidentally slipped through the screening system, but they were not able 
to offer a position because it was the firm’s policy not to employ Catholics. I need to 
say that at the time this did not particularly disturb me because there are other legal 
firms that had a policy of only employing Catholics. Certainly, by the end of that 
decade this overt sectarianism had largely disappeared.

Which brings me to the consideration now of the question of whether anti-
Catholicism still exists in a more covert fashion and so I return to the comments of 
Dyson Heydon I mentioned earlier in this presentation.

He made this comment in his Acton Lecture:

Until about the 1960s Australian society was marked by sectarianism.  It 
took several forms.  For example, particularly in country towns, Catholics 
were derisively referred to in non-Catholic circles; perhaps the opposite 
position also prevailed.   Professional firms were to some extent organised 
along sectarian lines:  Catholic firms employed Catholics and no-one else, 
Presbyterian firms employed Presbyterians and no-one else, and Catholics 
were not easily employable in other non-Catholic firms.  In due course, all 
that changed.  The federation began with a great judge who was a Catholic, 
Mr Justice O’Connor.  But there had been very few Catholic judges in New 
South Wales before the McGirr Government came into office in 1941; since 
then there have been many, including the great Sir Cyril Walsh.

Then followed the comment already cited about Anti-Catholicism and the 
racism of the intellectuals.

This provoked a comment from Jonathan Holmes on 2 September in the Sydney 
Morning Herald that there was no evidence of media prejudice against Catholicism 
and that “claims that Fairfax and the ABC are picking on the Catholic Church are 
baffling.”25

He was referring to a speech by senator George Brandis as well as to the comments 
of Dyson Heydon. He concluded that neither had provided ample evidence:

It is shocking and unacceptable that the nation’s senior law officer 
should be accusing two of its main media organisations of conducting a 
systematic campaign against religious freedom, and that one of its most 
respected former High Court judges should be hurling around phrases such 
as “the racism of the intellectuals”, both without offering a skerrick of 
evidence or justification. 26

25	  https://www.smh.com.au/opinion/no-evidence-of-media-prejudice-against-catholicism-20140902-
10b8q0.html

26	  Ibid.

https://www.smh.com.au/opinion/no-evidence-of-media-prejudice-against-catholicism-20140902-10b8q0.html
https://www.smh.com.au/opinion/no-evidence-of-media-prejudice-against-catholicism-20140902-10b8q0.html
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Dyson Heydon was echoing some 
of the thinking in Philip Jenkins’ 
book The New Anti-Catholicism: The 
Last Acceptable Prejudice.27 A review 
summarised his argument in these terms:

Anti-Catholicism has a long 
history in America. And as Philip 
Jenkins argues in The New Anti-
Catholicism, this virulent strain 
of hatred--once thought dead--is 
alive and well in our nation, but 
few people seem to notice, or care. 
A statement that is seen as racist, 
misogynistic, anti-Semitic, or 
homophobic can haunt a speaker 
for years, writes Jenkins, but it is 
still possible to make hostile and 
vituperative public statements about 
Roman Catholicism without fear 
of serious repercussions. Jenkins 
shines a light on anti-Catholic 
sentiment in American society and 
illuminates its causes, looking closely at gay and feminist anti-Catholicism, 
anti-Catholic rhetoric and imagery in the media, and the anti-Catholicism of 
the academic world. For newspapers and newsmagazines, for television news 
and in movies, for major book publishers, the Catholic Church has come to 
provide a grossly stereotyped public villain. Catholic opinions, doctrines, 
and individual leaders are frequently the butt of harsh satire. Indeed, the 
notion that the church is a deadly enemy of women--the idea of Catholic 
misogyny--is commonly accepted in the news media and in popular culture, 
says Jenkins. And the recent pedophile priest scandal, he shows, has revived 
many ancient anti-Catholic stereotypes. It was said that with the election of 
John F. Kennedy, anti-Catholicism in America was dead. This provocative 
new book corrects that illusion, drawing attention to this important issue. 28

There are various examples one might cite of antagonism towards the Catholic 
Church and whether deserved or not the media attention on the Catholic Church 
during the Royal Commission on Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse 

27	  Jenkins, Philip, The New Anti-Catholicism: The Last Acceptable Prejudice (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press 2004).

28	  https://www.amazon.com.au/New-Anti-Catholicism-Last-Acceptable-Prejudice/dp/0195176049
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needs to be named. It is not opportune on this occasion to delve into the intricacies of 
the strategy the Royal Commission employed. This has been thoroughly researched 
by Dr Virginia Miller in her book Child Sexual Abuse Inquiries and the Catholic 
Church: Reassessing the Evidence.29 

Some media commentators such as Gerard Henderson have weighed in on that 
question.30

A subset of that broader controversy is the way in which sections of the media 
attacked Cardinal George Pell, and in some ways held him up as a symbol of general 
antagonism towards the church. Again, it is not opportune here to delve into that 
controversy which has been thoroughly researched by Gerard Henderson31 and 
Keith Windschuttle.32 Fr Frank Brennan SJ has presented a thorough and balanced 
assessment.33

Another example that we might consider relating to an anti-Catholic approach to 
public policy questions is the way in which some present the serious and important 
public policy issue of end-of-life care. It is variously referred to on the one hand as 
euthanasia and on the other hand as voluntary assisted dying. It is presented in a 
way that seeks to present those who take a position against such a policy as being 
religious bigots whose prejudice and irrational perspective ought not be accepted. 
Catholic allegiance is often explicitly mentioned.

The longstanding controversies relating to anti-discrimination law and the 
concerted campaigns to remove the right of religious schools to employ staff who 
are supportive of the ethos of the school again is a form of covert attack on people 
of faith, and Catholics in particular, since their schools are numerically dominant.

The irrationality of much of the employment argument is easily understood 
if one pondered whether the organisation that runs the Gay and Lesbian Mardi 
Gras would employ a person who had published comments critical of same sex 
relationships.

Another example of a major shift in perception of religious conflict is this 
analysis relating to the relationship of Catholic Church and Islam and how others 
saw the legacy of the late Pope Francis:

29	  Miller, Virginia, Child Sexual Abuse Inquiries and the Catholic Church: Reassessing the Evidence, 
(Florence: Firenze University Press 2nd edition 2025).

30	  Henderson, Gerard, ‘The Royal Commission, the Media and the Church’, Quadrant 1 July 2017 
https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/INFORMIT.921380239506667

31	  Henderson, Gerard, Cardinal Pell, The Media Pile-On & Collective Guilt (Cleveland, Qld: Connor 
Court Publishing, 2021).

32	  Windschuttle, Keith, The Persecution of George Pell (Balmain: Quadrant Books, 2020)
33	  Brennan, Frank SJ, Observations on the Pell Proceedings (Cleveland, Qld: Connor Court 

Publishing, 2021).

https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/INFORMIT.921380239506667
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The departure of Pope Francis marks a significant loss not only for 
Christianity but also the Islamic world. The late head of the Catholic 
Church leaves behind a powerful legacy of coexistence and interfaith 
dialogue, having taken bold and unprecedented steps to build bridges 
with Muslim communities. This steadfast commitment to engagement 
challenged centuries of division and laid the groundwork for meaningful 
and lasting dialogue rooted in tangible impacts rather than empty rhetoric.

From the very beginning of his papacy in 2013, Pope Francis emphasized 
a message of peace and inclusivity. He rejected narratives of religious 
superiority and emphasized shared values among the world’s great faiths. 
His historic trip to Abu Dhabi in 2019, where he signed the Document on 
Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together  along with the 
Grand Imam of Egypt’s Al-Azhar Mosque, Sheikh Ahmed El-Tayeb, was 
a defining moment. It marked the first-ever papal visit to the Arabian 
Peninsula and sent a powerful message about unity, dialogue and mutual 
understanding between Christians and Muslims. 34

I think it is important to note the recent comments of Pope Leo relating 
to relationships with Christian Orthodoxy. Pope Leo XIV received members 
of a delegation from the Eastern Orthodox Ecumenical Patriarchate in a June 
28 audience held at the Apostolic Palace of the Vatican in the context of the June 29 
celebration of the solemnity of Sts. Peter and Paul.

Leo XIV stated that his intention is to “persevere in the effort to reestablish 
full visible communion between our Churches,” a goal that, he said, can only be 
achieved “with God’s help, through a continued commitment to respectful listening 
and fraternal dialogue.”35

How then may we conclude this survey of sectarianism and answer the question 
posed at the beginning – Is there still evidence of anti-Catholic sentiment in 
contemporary Australia?

34	  Ali Mamouri, How Pope Francis transformed the Vatican’s Legacy in the Muslim World, Amwaj 
Media 20 April 2025. https://amwaj.media/en/article/how-pope-francis-transformed-the-vatican-s-
legacy-in-the-muslim-world

35	  https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/265083/pope-leo-xiv-seeks-to-reestablish-full-visible-
communion-with-eastern-orthodox
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In the developing world of AI I wondered what ChatGPT would conclude:

In contemporary times, anti-Catholic prejudice has persisted in various 
forms, including in the media. Sometimes, portrayals of the Catholic Church 
can be highly negative, especially when it comes to sensitive issues such as 
sexual abuse scandals or the Church’s stance on issues like contraception, 
divorce, and LGBTQ+ rights. While these are valid concerns, some critics 
of Catholicism use such controversies to perpetuate broader negative 
stereotypes of Catholics and the Church.

For example, films and television shows have occasionally portrayed 
Catholic priests as villains or perpetrators of abuse. While the sexual abuse 
crisis within the Church has been widely condemned and warrants attention 
and reform, it is important to distinguish between addressing legitimate 
grievances and unfairly stereotyping or demonizing all members of the 
Church based on the actions of a few individuals.

Anti-Catholic sentiment has deep historical roots, shaped by religious 
conflict, political struggles, and social issues. From the Protestant Reformation 
to the debates over modernity and the Church’s influence in the 21st century, 
Catholicism has often been at the centre of ideological and cultural tensions. 
While some criticisms of the Church are rooted in legitimate concerns, such 
as the need for reform and accountability, others are driven by long-standing 
prejudices and misconceptions. Today, debates surrounding Catholicism 
continue to evolve, reflecting broader societal changes and the Church’s 
ongoing role in shaping cultural and moral discussions. Understanding these 
debates in context is essential for fostering dialogue and understanding 
between Catholics and those who hold different views.

If we accept the view that there are certain undercurrents of irrational prejudice 
so that matters on public policy are no longer debated on their merits, but opponents 
of the culturally acceptable view are scapegoated, then we need to move on to the 
next question of how the church should respond.

Timidity is always a danger since it is quite uncomfortable to be the centre of 
strident criticism. And yet there is a powerful text of the gospel in Matthew 10:22: 

And you will be hated by all because of My name, but it is the one who 
has endured to the end who will be saved.

The way in which the church responds will of course be determined largely by 
each particular issue, but I offer the following thought for your reflection.
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There has always been a tendency for the church to have confidence in the truth 
of its position and to seek to propagate its position from that perspective and use the 
power of intellectual argument. 

I’m not sure that that strategy has always been successful. The logic of the 
church’s position for example on the value of human life from conception to natural 
death might be impeccable but in jurisdictions in Australia, and around the world, 
governments have taken a contrary position.

I would like to offer to you these words of St John Henry Newman, a model for 
all scholars:36

The heart is commonly reached, not through reason, but through the 
imagination … Persons influence us, voices melt us, deeds inflame us … 
Logic makes a sorry rhetoric with the multitude … [M]an is not a reasoning 
animal; he is a seeing, feeling, contemplating, acting animal.

In prosecuting the church’s position on matters of public policy I think the first 
step is to establish the right relationships. This will involve dialogue, showing 
respect for the other, and being prepared where necessary to find common ground 
in the interests of the common good. 

Marcia Roche points the way in her analysis of the ecumenical movement’s role 
in moderating sectarianism:

Through ecumenical dialogue that has emphasised commonalities 
rather than differences in belief and practises barriers have been broken 
down and bridges built. Catholics and non-Catholics alike have been 
released from the mutually harmful effects of the sectarian strife that had 
marred Australian society for much of its existence.37

This will remain a work in progress.

36	  St John Henry Newman, cited by Ian Kerr, John Henry Newman: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1988), 211.

37	  Roche (2016) 230.
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Fifty Years after the Vietnam War:  
A personal journey

Vincent Long*

Synopsis
I was born and raised during one of the most violent conflicts that is known as the 
Vietnam War. As a survivor of that tragic event and, later on, a refugee, I – along 
with millions of my fellow Vietnamese – are the living witnesses to freedom and 
fundamental human values denied to us in our own country. 

Wars are always controversial and divisive; but as far as we were concerned, 
there was nothing more honourable than the Aussie soldiers’ fight with and for the 
people of Vietnam, for their future without the curse of tyranny, for justice and 
freedom. That fight never was and never is in vain. 

Fifty years after the Fall of Saigon, I still think the Vietnam War was a tragedy. 
There were lives lost, deep scars of physical and mental wounds, memories that still 
wait to be healed, on both sides of the conflict. Unless those wounds and memories, 
including those on the losing side, are acknowledged, healing cannot take place and 
nation building cannot be fully mobilised. 

Fifty years after the war Vietnam is still a divided country – not by geography 
but by the regime’s failure to reconcile with those who lost. History is incomplete 
when it is written solely from the perspective of the conquerors or when it ignores 
the pain of the vanquished. We who were, and continue to be witnesses to that 
tragedy, owe an enormous debt to those who suffered and continue to suffer from 
its consequences. It is the debt of our own humanity. 

* Vincent Long van Nguyen OFMConv is Bishop of Parramatta. This is the text of his talk 
to ACHS on 16 March 2025

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 46 2025, 148–154
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Dear friends,
It is a great honour for me to share with you my personal experience of the Vietnam 
War which ended fifty years ago. For me and for most Vietnamese in the Diaspora, 
the Fall of Saigon was one of the darkest days in the history of our nation. It was 
afterwards the catalyst for the biggest and most dramatic exodus of Vietnamese 
refugees from Vietnam. The communist regime which rules the forcefully unified 
country still celebrates their so-called “Liberation Day” with military parades 
during the day and fireworks at night. It continues to repress any perceived 
opposition and remove any vestiges of the once free Republic of South Vietnam. 
History as they say is written by the victors. But even as some of the old communist 
leaders acknowledged, they might have won the war but not yet the peace. 

The costs of the war
The Vietnam War was one of bloodiest, protracted and at the same time most 
controversial and divisive wars that are etched sharply in our collective memory. 
Who can forget horrible images of that war which were projected on our television 
screens every day? Who can forget the demonstrations on the streets of our cities 
and the campuses of our universities? It was a war that we could not come to terms 
with, even years after it had been waged, fought, finally abandoned and then 
tragically lost. 

For many people around the world, it was often understood to be the American 
War. The U.S. government certainly acted as if they controlled the operations of 
the war and the South Vietnamese regime. After the CIA orchestrated coup d’etat 
against President Diem in 1963, the American involvement in the war increased 
dramatically. Over 500,000 military personnel were stationed in different parts of 
the country, which was more than the entire regular army of South Vietnam. By the 
time the Americans withdrew on March 29th 1973, nearly 60,000 were killed or 
missing in action.

From the Australian perspective, the Vietnam War was our longest and most 
controversial military commitment of the 20th century. With the Cold War at its 
height, Australia – concerned about its regional security and communist expansion 
– began a gradual commitment of forces to Vietnam. By the time we withdrew 
our forces in late 1972, over 60,000 military personnel had served there. In many 
instances, they came home not only without the recognition they deserved but also 
with the rejection they did not deserve. The Vietnam veterans had a welcome home 
parade in 1987, which was 15 years after they had returned from the war. In 1992, 
the Vietnam Forces National Memorial was dedicated to the 524 Australians who 
died in service in Vietnam.

As for the casualties on the Vietnamese side, the numbers are simply mind 
boggling. The South Vietnamese Army lost over 300,000 soldiers while the 

Fifty Years after the Vietnam War: a personal journey
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Communist North suffered more deaths, over 600,000 regular soldiers and Viet 
Cong guerrillas, since they invaded the South. Civilian deaths amounted to over 
1.3 million. They were caused by artillery bombardments, aerial bombings, 
assassinations, massacres and terror tactics. There was no family in Vietnam that 
was not affected by the war. In some instances, cousins or even siblings from the 
same family fought on opposite sides. My uncle was in the communist army and 
killed in combat in the South. Our village hosted a large US military barrack which 
was attacked by the communist forces during the Tet Offensive in 1968. I was 7 
years old at the time and I still remember seeing the dead bodies of retreating VCs 
scattered throughout the village.

For the Vietnamese south of the 17th parallel, the war was a matter of the 
right to self-defence, freedom and self-determination. It was the war against 
communist aggression, not the American War or the war against imperial America 
as the communist propaganda machine would have it. Like Ukraine today, the 
overwhelming majority of South Vietnamese people saw themselves as fighting 
for their own survival. The communist north could have stopped the war anytime 
by simply leaving us alone and not sending their troops across the border under the 
false banner of “liberation”. 

South Vietnam might have become like South Korea today. Instead, we felt 
abandoned when America and its allies decided to withdraw their troops and their 
support. I was at Vung Tau or Cape St James on the last day of the war. Thousands 
of South Vietnamese troops had retreated to this last stronghold in the hope of 
being evacuated by boat to the U.S. 7th Fleet. They were completely overrun by the 
advancing North Vietnamese Army. The scenes of the horrific deaths of hundreds 
still haunt me to this day.

After the fall of Saigon
The victory and the unification of the whole country should have been a cause of 
celebration. But when millions of Vietnamese refugees took to the sea in order to escape 
the so-called “liberation from imperialist America”, outsiders began to understand why 
it had to be fought and resisted. You know, the Vietnamese are a very proud people. 
We are proud of our heritage which has more than 5,000 years of accumulated history; 
we are proud of our land and sea which are among the most spectacular in Asia. Those 
of you who have travelled to Vietnam can concur with me. Our lives and destinies are 
deeply rooted in our own soil. We were never known to be nomadic and migrant people. 
Never in our long and chequered history has there been such a mass exodus of people 
from our own land. Never, not even when the Chinese invaded us and subjected us to 
servitude for a thousand years. Not even when the French exploited us for a hundred 
years or the Japanese caused thousands to die of starvation during the Second World 
War. The communist regime outdid them all by their reign of terror which was the 
reason for the biggest, the most tragic and the most unprecedented exodus in our history. 
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I am not here to revisit all the evils of communism. It suffices to say that the 
exodus was the testament to the indomitable desire to live in freedom and dignity in 
every human being. We Vietnamese refugees and survivors of that tragic event are 
the living witnesses to freedom and fundamental human values denied to us in our 
own country. Ours was the testament that freedom is worth fighting for. Wars are 
always controversial and divisive; but as far as we were concerned, there was nothing 
more honourable than the partnership of the Australian people, especially the Aussie 
soldiers’ fight with and for the people of Vietnam, for their future without the curse of 
tyranny, for justice and freedom. That fight never was and never is in vain.

Personally, I am a second-generation refugee. By that I mean my parents themselves 
were refugees before me. In 1954, following the Geneva Convention that divided 
Vietnam into two ideologically opposing sides, they – a young couple in their 20s 
with a toddler, my then 2-year-old eldest sister – uprooted from their home near Hanoi 
and ventured to the south. After running the gauntlet through many checkpoints, they 
managed to get onto a boat and went to a part of the country they knew nothing about. 
Why did they and over a million Vietnamese from the north like them undertake 
such a perilous journey to the unknown south? The answer is simple: they had seen 
the atrocities committed by the newly inducted regime in such catastrophic events 
as the so-called land reform, the forced collectivization of individual peasant farms, 
the systematic oppression of Christianity, the public trial and summary execution of 
thousands. They had lived in fear and in terror. In such atmosphere, they were ready 
to exchange everything for a chance to live in freedom.

It was by the twist of fate that I would later follow in their footsteps. We were 
a family of seven children. It was common practice for parents to secure the safe 
passage for their adult sons in view of the two simultaneous border wars: the Chinese 
to the North and the Khmer Rouge to the South. My two older brothers escaped first 
and settled in Holland. I myself escaped by boat in 1980 with my sister-in-law and 
her two young children an 18-month-old boy and a baby girl barely 6 months old. 
I ended up holding her for the most part of the journey. It was the most distressing 
experience I ever encountered. 

But my experience was mild in comparison with so many of other boat people 
whose cry could have pierced the heavens. They were those who were shot and 
killed by the communist coast guards; they were those who were lost at sea without a 
trace; they were those who were robbed, raped, mutilated or killed by pirates. Some 
survived to tell their horror stories; but thousands upon thousands of others did not. 
One study estimates that up to 500,000 of the 2 million Vietnamese refugees died in 
the pursuit of freedom. Without a doubt, this was the darkest episode in the history 
of the Vietnamese people. It is something that we will never forget.

For this, I have adopted as my episcopal coat of arms the image of a journey into 
freedom. It symbolises both the spiritual exodus that I as a Christian am called to 
make and the real painful quest for liberty that I and countless other boat-people 
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made. My motto “Duc in altum” which 
means “go further into the deep” is in 
part meant to honour the memory of 
my people who suffered and died in 
pursuing the dream of freedom and 
dignity. As far as I know, I am the only 
Vietnamese bishop whose coat of arms 
features the South Vietnamese flag 
and the refugee heritage. For the vast 
majority of Vietnamese in the Diaspora, 
the South Vietnamese flag, not the 
communist red flag which is often 
jointly displayed with the hammer and 
sickle, represents the true aspirations of 
the people of Vietnam. 

For this symbolic association with 
the free and democratic South Vietnam 
and for advocating for social justice in 
my home country, I am considered persona non grata by the communist government. 
I have not returned to Vietnam since becoming a bishop. That is a small price to pay 
for what you believe.

Vietnamese refugees in Australia
We Catholics often say “God works in mysterious ways” and this is certainly true in 
the case of the Vietnamese boat people. Fifty years or so ago, we arrived in this country 
in a state of utter vulnerability. Our experience is clear evidence that even the most 
traumatised and the most impoverished group can be integrated in our multicultural 
society and can make a positive contribution. The fear that our social cohesion might be 
undermined or that our very future might be compromised on account of an imaginary 
“Yellow Peril” has been proven unfounded. Australia in welcoming us has effectively 
buried the White Australia Policy. We have evolved to become a much more dynamic, 
diverse and prosperous nation. Thanks to multiculturalism, we’ve now got a bit more 
culinary variety than bangers and mash!

Australia rose to the challenge in the past with its generous embrace of migrants 
and refugees. It proved itself especially courageous during the Vietnamese exodus 
and accepted an unprecedented number of Asian refugees. We have not done too 
badly since. We have virtually cornered the bakery, the hair salon, the pedicure, 
manicure and waxing markets in Australia. At my Episcopal Ordination, I made a 
tongue-in-cheek remark that we are the new Irish. That might not be a compliment 
to the Irish or perhaps to the Vietnamese. But I think it is true in some unexpected 
ways. We have changed the Eurocentric face of the Catholic Church in Australia.

Arms (crest) of Vincent Long Văn Nguyễn
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For a long time, Ireland had a surplus of priests and many of them came to 
fill the gap in Australia and other parts of the world. Now, it seems to be the 
Vietnamese priests and religious who respond to the missionary call. They are not 
only in neighbouring countries of Laos, Cambodia and Thailand but are also found 
in distant places like Japan, Taiwan, Africa, New Zealand and of course Australia. 
There are now two bishops of Vietnamese origin in Australia, along with up to 
300 priests. If you look up the Australian Catholic Directory, you will find that Fr 
Nguyens outnumber Fr Smiths by 2 to 1. If the Vietnamese had our own eparchy 
here, we would easily relegate the Maronites to second place. There are nearly 
90,000 Vietnamese Catholics in Australia, or 28% of the Vietnamese Australians. 
This is more than three times higher than the percentage of Catholics in Vietnam. 
I put it down to the fear of persecution that Vietnamese Catholics felt towards the 
communist regime. In 1954, nearly a million Catholics fled North Vietnam. In 
many instances, entire villages led by their respective parish priests relocated to the 
South. In fact, in my home diocese, there are parishes which are called Hanoi, Bui 
Chu, Ninh Binh etc because of their connections to the North.

Gradual rapprochement
Up until the Doi Moi or Perestroika period, the relationship between the Catholic Church 
and the communist government in Vietnam was at best strained and at worst hostile. 
In the wake of the Fall of Saigon, seminaries were systemically suppressed along with 
religious houses. Several bishops and hundreds of priests were sent to “re-education” 
camps, a euphemism for prisons, and religious freedom was severely restricted. The 
Coadjutor Archbishop of Saigon Van Thuan Nguyen spent 13 years in one of those “re-
education” camps. Upon his release, he was kept under house arrest for 3 more years 
before he was allowed to go abroad, including Australia where his parents had resettled. 
He was made a cardinal and president of the Pontifical Council of Justice and Peace. 
There is a canonization process under way, a move that the communist government 
would not endorse with enthusiasm. 

Nevertheless, by the early 2000s, after Vietnam had normalised diplomatic 
relations with the West and joined the WTO, its relationship with the Holy See 
began to improve albeit slowly and cautiously. The gradual rapprochement was 
the catalyst for a resurgence in practice of the faith and especially in vocations to 
the priesthood and religious life. Almost every major congregation and ecclesial 
movement now have a presence in Vietnam. There are more churches, pilgrimage 
centres and other religious places being built or refurbished in the country than 
perhaps any other countries in the world.

Despite these positive signs, Vietnam remains an authoritarian state in which 
the communist party rules with absolute power. Tensions arise and setbacks follow 
particularly when the Church takes a stance on social justice issues. For example, 
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in 2008, the former Archbishop of Hanoi, +Joseph Kiet Quang Ngo, led a peaceful 
prayer vigil in front of the former nunciature which the city government was intent 
on demolishing. Upon pressure made to the Holy See, he was promptly relieved of 
his office and forced into early retirement. For many years, the Redemptorists in 
Saigon gathered war veterans and amputees of the former regime and cared for them. 
These are considered anti-revolutionary remnants. The government pressured the 
Redemptorists and the bishops until they ceased their support for those poor souls.

Although Vietnam’s relationship with the Holy See has improved over the years, 
religious freedom in the country is still restricted. On the face of it, there are positive 
signs such as high rate of attendance, public demonstrations of religiosity, tremendous 
growth in priestly and religious vocations. It is a far cry from the dark days of virtual 
religious prohibition following the end of the war. On the other hand, the government 
restricts the influence of the Church by forbidding or limiting its activities. For 
instance, there are practically no Church-run health care services, hospitals or 
schools. Many prestigious Catholic schools and hospitals which were confiscated by 
the government remain firmly in their hands. In recent years, religious congregations 
have gradually filled in the gaps left by the government and responded to unmet 
needs by setting up new social ventures such as preschools, orphanages, medical 
clinics, vocational schools and dormitories for tertiary students. 

Conclusion
Fifty years after, I still think the Vietnam War was a tragedy. There were lives lost, 
deep scars of physical and mental wounds, memories that still wait to be healed, on 
both sides of the conflict. Unless those wounds and memories, including those on 
the losing side, are acknowledged, healing cannot take place and nation building 
cannot be fully mobilised. Fifty years after the war and Vietnam is still a divided 
country -not by geography but by the regime’s failure to reconcile with those who 
lost. History is incomplete when it is written solely from the perspective of the 
conquerors or when it ignores the pain of the vanquished. (Perhaps this is relevant 
for us Australians in terms of the place of the indigenous frontier conflicts within 
the “memory” institutions of Australia.) We who were, and continue to be, witnesses 
to that tragedy, owe an enormous debt to those who suffered and continue to suffer 
from its consequences. It is the debt of our own humanity. 
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Book Review

Julian Tenison Woods: A Pioneering 
Journey in Science and Faith

Author: Roderick O’Brien
Publisher: ATF Press
ISBN: 9781923385399
Hardcover: 155 pages
Price: $39.00

Reviewed by Brian Lucas* 

Julian Edmund Tenison Woods, born 15 November 1832 at West Square, London, 
was ordained as a diocesan priest for Adelaide on 4 January 1857 and took charge of 
the parish of Penola. With St Mary of the Cross MacKillop, he helped to found the 
Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred Heart at Penola in 1866. It is this latter initiative 
by which he is best known by most people.

Fr Roderick O’Brien, the author of the material collected in this volume, gives the 
reader access to a lesser-known aspect of Tenison Woods’ life. The author is described 
on the coversheet as “a pastor, missionary, and scholar. As a pastor, ordained priest, 
he has ministered in parishes of the Archdiocese of Adelaide, Tenison Woods’ own 
diocese. As a missionary, he has served in Asia for seven years. As a scholar, he has 
specialised studies in law, Asian studies, theology, and ethics.”

His interest in, and firsthand experience of, Asia provides a unique perspective 
into the complex life of Tenison Woods.

* Fr Brian Lucas is president of ACHS.
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T. P. Boland, Quiet Women (Queensland, Refulgence Publishers, 1974) wrote 
of Woods: 

He led a strangely varied and adventurous life. He achieved distinction 
in many totally different spheres. He was a distinguished scientist in 
separate fields, a noted explorer, a writer and a missionary. But in assessing 
his achievements he seems to stand most prominently as a mystic and a 
man of God (365).

O’Brien’s research confirms that assessment. He writes (153):

Tenison Woods’ comments on the piracy and slave-raiding in the 
Philippines reminds us that he was always a Catholic priest. His sympathies 
were certainly with the Christians who lived in fear of enslavement. Science 
and faith were interwoven in the life of Fr Tenison Woods. In some periods 
of his life, he had little or no time for science. During his Asian journeys, 
science predominates. But he never put aside his commitment as a priest.

And (29):

An important point to make today is that this adventurous scientist 
was always a priest, and this shows in his public and private activities. 
Privately, he maintained his discipline of prayer. Woods and Scortechini 
obtained permission from Bishop Gasnier (Vicar Apostolic of Malaya 
and Singapore) to celebrate Mass wherever they were. Through the Malay 
peninsula, his Chinese Christian servant would answer his Mass, and be 
his congregation of one. When Woods was immobilised in Japan, waiting 
in the mountains behind Osaka, a local Christian served his Mass.

In an address presented in Penola on 7 July 2013, to mark the opening of a new 
display at the St Mary MacKillop Interpretive Centre at Penola, O’Brien analyses 
Tension Woods life “through the prism of the cardinal virtues of Courage (sometimes 
called Fortitude), Justice, Temperance, and Prudence”(34). He concludes (39):

Saint Mary MacKillop is rightly the principal focus of this magnificent 
interpretive centre, which attracts visitors from all over Australasia and 
abroad. But those who know the story also know that Woods holds an 
important place. He was, as Isabel Hepburn reminds us, no ordinary man. 
He was at all times visionary, charismatic, and gifted. I am grateful that he 
is remembered here, and that his achievements in science and beyond are 
set beautifully before us. 
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Woods may not be a saint, but perhaps that is of help to us who are not 
saints either. Perhaps we too have sometimes been imprudent or intemperate 
or unjust or lacking in fortitude. Never mind. With our weaknesses, I am 
sure God has a use for us, just as God used his willing servant the great 
Julian Edmund Tenison Woods.

Tenison Woods’ output of scientific publications was prolific and this was 
recognised by the members of the Societies to which he belonged (23): 

The Freeman’s Journal of 12 October 1889 recorded that Woods’ 
‘funeral procession was not a very long one, for the reason that the mourners 
were composed almost exclusively of members of the scientific bodies 
with which Father Woods was connected and some personal friends.’ The 
Linnaean Society, the Royal Society, and the Australian Museum were 
represented. They had come to farewell Woods the scientist.

The final page of this collection makes an important observation that goes some 
way to explaining how it came to be that Fr Julian Tenison Woods, priest and educator 
came to be so involved in scientific research (155):

Nineteenth century science is significantly different to science in the 
twenty-first century. One difference is the technology available to the 
participants. Tenison Woods had no access to geological and seismic 
surveys: his tool was a geologist’s hammer. Universities were interested in 
science, but many scientists had no university degrees and were validated 
by learned societies. It was not unusual for a scientist to be working part-
time, while following another avocation, such as religious ministry.

The fourteen articles have been published in journals as diverse as The Australasian 
Catholic Record, Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society, Journal of the 
Historical Society of South Australia, Northern Territory Historical Studies and the 
journals of the learned societies including The Royal Society of New South Wales, the 
Hong Kong and Malaysian Branches of the Royal Asiatic Society and The Linnean 
Society of New South Wales.

Some of the articles originated as a verbal presentation to a group and since they 
stand alone it is to be expected that there is quite a degree of repetition usually about 
the basic aspects of Tenison Woods’ life. 

This collection provides a very readable account of the diversity of Tenison 
Woods’ interests and his contribution to Australian Catholicism and Science. It is a 
welcome companion to the already published biographies.

Book Review: Julian Tenison Woods: A Pioneering Journey in Science and Faith



158

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society	 vol 46 2025

Book Review

Not By Bread Alone: The Life  
of Jerome Rodoreda

Author: Ken Spillman
Publisher: Abbey Press 
ISBN: 9781763704121
Hardcover: 191 pages
Price: $29.99

Reviewed by Francis Sullivan* 

In one of his break out poems, Digging, Seamus Heaney speaks of the art of writing 
as if it is akin to archaeology:

‘My grandfather cut more turf in a day
Than any other man on Toner’s bog.
…
Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods
Over his shoulder, going down and down
For the good turf. Digging.
The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap
Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge
Through living roots awaken in my head.

* Francis Sullivan AO is chair of Jesuit Social Services and previous chair of the Mater Group of 
Hospitals and CEO of the Truth, Justice and Healing Council.
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But I’ve no spade to follow men like them.
Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it.’

The art of writing biography is similar. Thorough and meticulous research can 
render little return and then at other times real gems are uncovered that launch the work 
into new fields of uncharted discovery. It takes time. For the team that have produced 
‘Not By Bread Alone: The Life of Jerome Rodoreda’ from Abbey Press, the digging 
took over 15 years. The moving introduction by Gillian Rodoreda powerfully retells the 
story of her research journey, accompanied by Tom Stephens, and joined fortuitously by 
archeologist Raquel Lazaro, as they carefully assembled Jerome’s movements from his 
birthplace in Granollers to his years in Perth and Melbourne. Jerome was a lay member 
of a missionary party from Spain that landed in Fremantle in 1849 with the intention 
of establishing a Benedictine Community at New Norcia. Traces of his movements 
were piecemeal yet with enough biographical details to produce an approximation of 
his life as it unfolded over 79 years. No mean feat when the early ‘diggings’ uncovered 
were mere morsels of information that others may have left abandoned. The tenacity of 
the research team to persist and follow the slightest leads is inspiring. Their labour of 
love ‘miraculously’ uncovered tombstones and ancient texts, which in turn unearthed 
further surprises that began to speak of the man they were seeking. 

Digging is one thing, constructing a narrative is another. Ken Spillman’s deftly 
crafted prose is akin to a work of impressionist art. He successfully captures the tenor 
of the times and the existential embrace of their mission by the young lay members 
of the Benedictine Community. In Jerome and others we meet impassioned religious 
missionaries living half a world from their places of birth in challenging social 
circumstances and under the precarious leadership of unpredictable and competitive 
bishops, namely John Brady and Jose Serra. With this backdrop of ecclesial power 
plays and early Western Australian settlement, Spillman enlivens an otherwise matter 
of fact tale into a plausible personal saga that enriches our understanding of the social 
history of the second half of the 1800’s.

The speculative nature of this publication invites the reader’s imagination to engage 
with the insecurities and personal toil of the young Jerome as he grapples with the 
realities of a religious life and the demands of missionary work. Spillman insinuated 
into the narrative the experiences of Jerome’s peers to contextualise the circumstances, 
dilemmas and choices faced by him. This is a common conundrum for biographers 
where primary sources are sketchy and other public records of the period in question 
are devoid of specific references to the subject of the biography. That said, this 
biography was greatly assisted in two major ways. In 2021 the research team became 
aware of a diary from one of Jerome’s fellow lay missionaries Francisco de Asís Marsa 

Book Review: Not by Bread Alone: The Life of Jerome Rodoreda
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who accompanied him on the ship Ferrolana to Fremantle in 1849. The diary was 
subsequently translated by Marta Perez-Rey, and has also recently been published by 
Abbey Press. It provides a degree of colour and texture to the times in which both 
young men were enjoined to pursue an evangelical mission to the indigenous people 
and early settlers of the fledgling Swan River colony and surrounds. It is an invaluable 
lens through which the reader gains an appreciation of the rudimentary nature of their 
duties, their privations and shared frustrations. Interesting insights into the everyday 
living that was not restricted to religious missionaries in the colony.

The researchers also enlisted members of the Rodoreda family domiciled in 
Spain. Through their family records and pursuit of parish and civic records Jerome 
came to life. From there the biography had a foundation and a trajectory. When 
the research was complete it amassed an impressive array of documents, academic 
references, Church records, court papers, civic registers, newspaper articles, personal 
correspondence and associated bibliographies. The research is a valuable resource 
bound for further use.

Despite the heroics that led to the establishment of New Norcia the hardship 
experienced leached the missionary zeal from many, including Jerome. For those 
who burnt out or succumbed to disillusionment, reputational damage was a sad 
fellow traveller. It is instructive that the local bishop Jose Serra displayed at times 
scant regard for those who chose to leave the Community. Episcopal loyalties were 
dispensed haphazardly and not without a degree of pique. The unquestioned absolute 
power of the bishop and the entrenched privileges of clericalism were already on 
display in a Church which has clung to this hierarchical culture to the present day.

Jerome eventually left the Community and appeared to live as a self-made person, 
determined, resourceful and grounded in religious devotion. It can be assumed that 
he embraced a worldview of cautious pragmatism and tribal loyalty characteristic of 
the early settlement culture. His devotion to his family is best exemplified in his care 
for his mentally unwell daughter.

The genius of this biography is the ability of the writing team to fashion a personality 
not through invention but careful interpretation of the times and painstaking scrutiny 
of available materials, both secular and church based. In a very tangible way, Jerome 
has been resurrected from the sediment of the early settlement, the residue of religious 
fervour and the rigours of a life of self-sufficiency. He is the now recognised forebear 
of over three hundred descendants in Australia and internationally. 

 To return to Heaney, the pen has dug deep and enlivened the roots to awaken a 
fascinating character. 
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Book Review

Obsculta – Listen Carefully 
A study of Benedictine Continuity of  
Charism and Tradition with a focus on the 
Benedictine nuns of Subiaco, Rydalmere,  
New South Wales, Australia 
Studies in Colonial History 7

Author: Sr Hildegard Mary Ryan OSB
Publisher: Bolt Publishing
ISBN: 9780994634948
Softcover: 332 pages
Price: $45

Reviewed by Brian Lucas* 

The author, Sr Hildegard Ryan OSB of Jamberoo Abbey, NSW, passed to eternal life 
on 6 June 2025. An obituary by Sr Mary Barnes (former abbess at Jamberoo) described 
her as musician, organist, companion, spiritual guide to 400 oblates, life-long learner, 
archivist, author, choir director, formator, gardener, flower arranger, cook, a much-
loved community member and a character.

This carefully researched description of the early years of the Benedictine 
community (now located on the Illawarra escarpment at Jamberoo) finds its 
inspiration in the first word of Saint Benedict’s rule: obsculta - to listen carefully. 

Sister Hildegard writes in her conclusion to the book “that the continuity of 
charism and tradition in the Benedictine history is able to live and flow only in 
a listening heart and a listening community” (277) and she goes on “that for 175 
years in Australia the Benedictine nuns have lived in a spirit of inner deep listening 
and awareness in the spirit of obsculta. (278) Their long history, she writes, “is a 

* Fr Brian Lucas is president of ACHS.
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statement of the strength of these monastic women who allowed the flame of their 
courage, determination and faith, to shine brightly within this ancient land.” (3)

There is a lengthy author’s Introduction which sets the context for the book within 
the history of the Benedictine Rule, and the early settlement of New South Wales. 
There is a survey of the literature and reference to the work of Henry Norbert Birt’s 
1911, 2 volume, Benedictine Pioneers in Australia and its observation about “the 
unsatisfactory financial arrangements between Archbishop Polding and the nuns, and 
the frugal regime the nuns endured in the early years of their foundation.” (21)

The author states that the book “is an attempt to write the women of Subiaco back 
into Australian history and into Australian Catholic Church history”. She says, “’It 
is a history from below’ because it focuses on ‘the lives and struggles of ordinary 
people, social relations at the grass roots, attitudes, beliefs, practises and behaviour,’” 
(citing Andrew Port, History from Below 108) (26). For the author the book is not just 
a rethinking of history in the Australian Benedictine context but a rereading. (26)

The first five chapters deal with the beginning of community life and the 
challenges of maintaining the Benedictine tradition, with small numbers and 
without a monastic church. They explain the growth of the community and the 
establishment of a school. The complexity of dealing with the imposition of French 
customs “whereby tradition became a tyrant” (27) is exposed. Chapters 6–10 are 
structured according to the years of leadership of the Prioresses: Walburge Wallis 
(1864–1902), Ignatius Harnett (1902–1915), Mary Joseph Brady (1916–1945) and 
Mildred Potts (1945–1957).

The history of the community is intimately linked to the broader history of 
the Sydney Benedictine hierarchy and the book outlines the various issues that 
confronted the Sisters in dealing firstly with Archbishop Polding and subsequently 
Archbishop Vaughan. This reviewer would have liked more details of the role 
Bishop Charles Davis had in his links with the community. (111–114)

The author concludes that the death of Archbishop Vaughan in 1883 marked 
“the end of the ecclesiastical jurisdiction in Sydney by Benedictines, which was 
to have a negative effect on the nuns of Subiaco for the next two decades.” (154) 
There are detailed examples of conflicts with Cardinal Moran over elements of the 
constitution and the need to amend them to suit Australian conditions. (164ff) 

The impact of changes in the general law of the church as it applies to monasteries 
and introduction of the 1917 Code of Canon Law and an emphasis on the papal 
enclosure had a significant impact on the community. The Sisters had arrived in 
1864 and opened a school in 1851 which was to function until 1921. Its closure in 
the light of the demands of enclosure and of solemn vows significantly affected 
the identity of the community. (226) The focus now was on the divine office and 
manual work. This required revisiting the suitability of the site and how to maintain 
an enclosure. (224)
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The story, as told in this book, concludes with the post-war industrial expansion 
around the Subiaco monastery (273) when the community took the decision 
to relocate to West Pennant Hills with the relocation day 19 December 1957. 
Subsequently similar factors of suburban expansion led the community to forsake 
Pennant Hills for the beauty of the Illawarra Escarpment and the community 
relocated to Jamberoo in 1988 where is continues in the spirit of the original 
foundation.

Perhaps a final word from the Jamberoo Abbey website:

“The community no longer makes vestments or altar breads but has 
undertaken the remunerative work of decorating candles for liturgical use, 
designing cards for all occasions, and running a books and gifts shop. The 
move to a larger property in Jamberoo enabled us to open a Retreat Centre. 
We now have several cottages, three hermitages, a conference room and 
dining room available for people to use during their stay with us.  All are 
welcome to come to our place of Prayer and Peace for private or organised 
retreats. The nuns also give spiritual guidance to all who come to the Abbey 
and give weekly lectio and meditation talks in our Retreat Cottages.”

Book Review: Obsculta - Listen Carefully



164

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society	 vol 46 2025

BOOK REVIEW

Cover Stories: Lay Teachers in Australian 
Colonial Catholic Schools

Author: Maurice Ryan
Publisher: Lumino Press, 
ISBN: 978-0-977599-39-4
Softcover: Pages 231
Price $34.95

Reviewed by Brian Lucas*

This book begins (1) with the statement that it has two modest aims “the first seeks 
to confront a foundation myth of Catholic schools in Australia: that the schools were 
founded by members of religious orders – priests, brothers and sisters - who had come 
from Europe and established a system of Catholic schools that could be dated to the 
earliest days of colonisation.”

The second part of the book pursues the other modest aim: “each chapter tells 
extended stories of colonial era lay teachers in Catholic schools.” The author concedes 
that these stories “are disappointingly incomplete given that most lay teachers have 
hidden in the shadows of historical memory, some for over two centuries.” (1)

The Introduction, and the first two chapters, one by Maurice Ryan and the second 
by Damian Gleeson have a clear and legitimate agenda, or perhaps some might say a 
polemic. The authors are pressing the point that the prevailing historical narrative has 
not given sufficient attention to the contribution of lay teachers, and they have “not 
been afforded the same hero status as their vowed religious teacher colleagues” (2).

The author seeks to present “a more accurate, alternative creation story, one more 
closely aligned with the historical record” (9) and with a purpose. The revised myth 
“has the potential to embody more comprehensively the values, hopes, aspirations 
and beliefs Catholics hold for their schools in Australia” (9).
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Ryan explains the significance of the crisis relating to the funding of Catholic 
schools in the 1870s and 1880s (14) and makes the point that the influx of religious 
to staff the schools should be seen in continuity with the legacy they inherited from 
lay teachers with whom they were to work side by side rather than as a replacement 
(18). The claim that Catholic schools can trace their “birth” to these latter years 
of the 19th century is, he claims, an incomplete assessment of the historical data 
(26). Furthermore, suggestions that lay teachers were inferior and religious more 
dedicated (21) were tied up with other issues connected to clerical power and with 
an episcopal culture that was “virulently anti-Protestant, separatist, triumphal and 
suspicious of the motives and operations of government” (25).

Damian Gleeson’s chapter (an earlier version of which was published in 2021 in the 
Australasian Catholic Record) includes a comprehensive literature review (29) and is 
a systematic and thorough examination of the available data to refute what he calls “an 
inaccurate historiographical narrative that has been repeated uncritically by successive 
generations of general and Catholic writers” (28). He refers to a 1942 address to the then 
“fledgling Australian Catholic Historical Society” (28) by Mother Scholastica Cullen 
osb that there were Catholic Schools before Fr Terry arrived in 1820.

In fairness Gleeson refers to issues relating to the definition of a Catholic school 
and what qualifications could merit the designation of a “teacher” (29).

Most of this second chapter consists of a few paragraphs on each of 14 names who were 
involved in providing Catholic education in some fashion through to the establishment of 
the St Joseph’s Chapel school on the site of St Mary’s Cathedral in 1822. This school 
Gleeson contends is “a much more credible contender for Australia’s oldest continuous 
Catholic school” (40) than is often claimed for the Marist school at Westmead.

Part two of the book consists of eight chapters of personal stories. Michael 
Chambers and Kevin Lawlor each make a contribution. Most of the names are 
generally unfamiliar and a reader is likely to be pleasantly surprised by the richness 
of the narratives relating to their various initiatives. Chapter 6 on Caroline Chisholm’s 
Catholic Ladies Boarding School Windsor includes some commentary on “the 
meaning and significance of her legacy” and the “divided opinions” thereon (87).

The 43 pages of footnotes give ample scope for those interested in exploring the 
material in more depth. It is a useful companion to the Biographical Dictionary of 
Australian Catholic Educators, an ACU initiative, providing a resource detailing 
the lives and work of those who have made a significant contribution to Australian 
Catholic education since the time of colonial settlement.

By learning about the people who were instrumental in founding Catholic 
schools and what provided their inspiration, as well as the challenges they faced, we 
are better placed to reflect critically today on what we mean by the Catholic school, 
and its identity, the expectations on the Catholic teacher, whether religious or lay, 
and the role of school education in the mission of the Church.

Book Review: Cover Stories: Lay Teachers in Australia Colonial Catholic Schools
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BOOK REVIEW

Heroic women: The Sisters of  
Perpetual Adoration 1874 – 2014

Author:	 Mary Cresp RSJ
Publisher: ATF Press
ISBN: 978-1-923206-82-3 
Softcover: Pages 207
Price $30

Reviewed by Rosemary Kennedy*

Heroic women: The Sisters of Perpetual Adoration 1874 – 2014 traces the foundation over 
140 years ago of a small religious community in Queensland and its subsequent demise. 
The author is Sister Mary Cresp RSJ, a member of the Sisters of St Joseph founded by 
Saint Mary of the Cross Mackillop. Both these religious orders were co-founded by Fr 
Julian Tennison Woods in Australia the 1860s and 1870s. It seems most appropriate that 
a leading member of the larger St Joseph order should assist in the current aggregation of 
the two orders. Both orders have faced the uncertainties of change in our modern world. 

The idea of perpetual adoration is an uncommon concept in contemporary Australia. 
Mary Cresp has described how early Christians understood the presence of Christ as 
ongoing in the consecrated Communion host which was reserved and displayed for 
prayer after the Mass finished. During the Protestant Reformation, the ‘real presence’ 
in Communion was denied. The Church reaffirmed this belief in the ‘real presence’ 
(or ‘transubstantiation’) at the Council of Trent (1545 – 1563) and directed that the 
Sacrament was to be publicly exposed for the people’s adoration. The ‘heroic women’ 
of this story were inspired by this tradition of perpetual adoration of the Eucharist, and 
their order was founded to enable them to continue this form of prayer.

* Dr Rosemary Kennedy has spent years researching her family history. Her most recent book, 
Migrants from Manchester. J Alfred Griffiths and his family is the story of her mother’s English 
forebears who migrated to Brisbane in the 1870s.
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Mary Cresp traces how of a small group of just three women came together in Brisbane 
under the spiritual direction of Fr Julian Tennison Woods to found the Sisters of Perpetual 
Adoration in 1874. Eventually there were 84 Sisters, the last entering in 1975.

As there were no formal resources such as government grants provided for an 
enterprise like establishing a religious order of nuns, the women prayed for guidance 
in their enterprise and worked hard at any opportunity that arose to ‘make ends meet’. 
They did not intend to be an enclosed religious order and soon became an integrated 
and very important part of their local community. Meanwhile Brisbane grew around 
them, still close to its convict roots and still home to many immigrant Catholics who 
had sought refuge in Queensland from the poverty, famine and disease in Ireland and 
Europe at that time. The nuns sewed items for local stores, made and repaired clothes for 
neighbours, and cared for sick and elderly nearby. Over time they responded to emerging 
social issues, like the need for safe accommodation for single women in Brisbane 
where they opened a Hostel for Business Women; and the needs of homeless women in 
Ipswich, where they established Villa Maria. They produced all the communion hosts 
for Australian Catholic churches. Following the poliomyelitis epidemic in pre-Second 
War Australia the Sisters were asked to take charge of a new foundation, a home for 
crippled children, but finally withdrew from the enterprise because it was recognised as 
incompatible with their primary commitment to prayer in Perpetual Adoration.

The formation and ongoing direction of any group of people during times of 
change is a tenuous affair. Twentieth century materialism and feminism challenged 
women’s sense of religious vocation and the commitment to women’s religious 
orders, and especially so for this religious group that had become so responsive to 
the community around it. Not enough new women were joining the order and staying 
on to maintain the critical number of Sisters essential for rostering the twenty-four 
hour long perpetual adoration which was their primary purpose. Despite increasing 
lay involvement in operating the institutions run by the Sisters, over time the 
buildings had become old and run down. They had to be refurbished, which was 
expensive, or reconstructed (as at Ipswich) or relocated (as at Wollongong).

By 2001 the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration were proposing some sort of union with 
the Sisters of St Joseph as a realistic option for their future governance, as both had 
been founded by Father Tenison Woods. The form of aggregation of the two orders 
was chosen, and realised officially on 7 October 2009. By the 140th anniversary of the 
foundation of the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration in 2014 there were just 13 surviving 
Sisters, one of whom transferred to the St Joseph congregation. As Mary Cresp later 
wrote, the legacy of the Sisters would continue to grow and develop through the wise 
use of the resources they had left in the care of the Sisters of St Joseph. 

The story of the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration has been told here with compassion 
and in great detail. Their determination to enrich the community with their special 
form of prayer and to care for their neighbours for 150 years is well celebrated in this 
book, Heroic Women: The Sisters of Perpetual Adoration. 1874 – 2014. 

Book Review: Heroic Women: The Sisters of Perpetual Adoration 1874-2014 
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BOOK REVIEW

Painting with Stone: The Story  
of the Melocco Brothers

Author:	 Zeny Edwards
Publisher: Longueville Media
ISBN: 978-1-7635361-4-2
Hardcover: Pages 224
Price $65.00

Reviewed by Peter Cunich*

Anyone who visits Siena Cathedral comes away from the experience with a 
profound sense of wonder at the captivating pavements of black and white inlaid 
marble created by skilful Italian mosaicists from the fifteenth to the nineteenth 
centuries. The visitor to the crypt of St Mary’s Cathedral in Sydney is similarly 
awe-struck by the artistry of the colourful pavement designs by Peter Melocco, 
executed in the middle of the twentieth century. Until reading this excellent book 
on the Melocco Brothers by Zeny Edwards, I had no idea that these two works of 
lapidary artistry were linked, but it appears that Peter Melocco drew inspiration 
for his masterpiece at St Mary’s from a visit to Siena Cathedral in 1948. This book 
reveals many other mysteries about the work of the Melocco Brothers, the talented 
mosaic, terrazzo and scagliola craftsmen who did so much to beautify the public 
and private buildings of Sydney between 1908 and 1958.

The Melocco Brothers – Peter (1883-1961), Antonio (1886-1946) and Galliano 
(1997-1971) – were all born in the Friulian village of Toppo, north of Venice, but made 
their name in Sydney as paviours, decorative craftsmen and roadbuilders. Although 

* Peter Cunich is Vice-Rector of St John’s College within the University of Sydney, where he is 
currently writing a history of the college..
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the area of Italy from which they sprang 
is renowned for its talented mosaicists, 
Peter initially learned his paving skills 
in New York between 1893 and 1908, 
after being forced to leave his homeland 
because of widespread poverty and lack 
of opportunity. He was able to bring his 
two brothers out to Australia after his 
business in Sydney began to flourish in 
1910, to be followed by many other skilled 
craftsmen from Friuli and its environs 
over the next fifty years. Edwards makes 
the case that, although the Melocco 
Brothers’ mosaic and terrazzo work has 
been largely overlooked in Australia until 
now, sometimes dismissed as nothing 
more than another building trade, the 
Meloccos were in fact ‘masters of mosaic 
innovation and craftsmanship’, creating 
works of enduring beauty by ‘painting 
in stone’. Her text and illustrations amply 
demonstrate this assertion. The book 
moreover pays testament to the important 
role played by European immigrants in 
the development of the arts in twentieth-
century Australia, an observation that 
has also been made by several other art 
historians in recent years.

Catholics will be particularly 
interested in this book. Although 
Peter Melocco’s first commission for 
a decorative pavement was for the old 
Kodak shop at 379 George Street in 
1908, the real beginning of his career 
as a creative mosaicist came when 
Cardinal Moran commissioned him to 
pave the Chapel of the Irish Saints at 
St Mary’s Cathedral with a design that 
referenced the Gaelic artistic model of 
the Book of Kells, including a generous 
use of shamrocks. It was the profits 

Book Review: Painting with Stone

Detail of the Melocco Brothers’ mosaic 
floor, St Mary’s Cathedral Crypt, Sydney.  

Photography: Eric Sierins
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from this commission that allowed him to bring his two brothers out to Australia. 
Peter’s next ecclesiastical commission was from Fr Maurice O’Reilly who in 1921 
asked the Meloccos to pave the new sanctuary of the chapel at St John’s College. 
This they did using Caleula marble from Orange, with Belgian black and Siena 
yellow marble for ornamentation. Again, Celtic design and Connemara green 
were used in the two main roundels representing the eagle of St John and the 
initial letter of St John’s Gospel. In 1930, the Meloccos completed a second work 
in St Mary’s Cathedral when they laid the mosaic Baptistry floor, this time using 
dramatic dark swirling designs and interlinking russet foliation. Seven years 
later, they provided a mosaic and terrazzo pavement for the newly completed 
Lady Chapel in the Freehill Tower at St John’s College, again using wide bands 
of Caleula and Wombeyan marble. Belgian black and Siena marble were used for 
the mosaic work, but the most arresting feature of the design was the series of 
seventeen terrazzo panels representing the titles of Our Lady on a blue ground 
together with another seventeen panels representing other symbols associated 
with Marian devotion. An Australian marble altar was provided to carry a Carrara 
marble statue of Our Lady in memory of Bishop Michael O’Farrell of Bathurst.

The true apex of Peter Melocco’s career as an artist in stone came in the 1950s, 
with the completion of the crypt pavement at St Mary’s Cathedral. He had already 
created the sanctuary pavement between 1945 and 1948, consisting of the marble 
grave slabs of the pioneer priests and archbishops of Sydney, decorated with coloured 
marble inlays and seven further medallions representing the Christian virtues 
rendered in the style of the Siena Cathedral mosaics. The main body of the crypt was 
paved between 1950 and 1958 using a unique design featuring a large Celtic cross 
depicting the seven days of Creation covering the whole floor area. The ‘scagliola 
terrazzo’ method was used to create these breathtakingly beautiful designs and the 
five main roundels which remain as vibrant today as when they were laid seventy 
years ago. While this work was the final masterpiece of Peter Melocco’s career, many 
other Catholic churches and institutions in Sydney contain examples of his work, 
including Loreto Convent, Kirribilli, Sacred Heart Church, Darlinghurst, St Brigid’s 
Church, Marrickville, and St Anne’s Church, Strathfield.

In between the Chapel of the Irish Saints in 1909 and the crypt of St Mary’s 
Cathedral in 1958, Painting in Stone examines in detail another ten Melocco pavements 
and interior designs, ranging from the Commonwealth Bank (now Macquarie Bank 
headquarters) building at 48-50 Martin Place, to the State Theatre at 49 Market Street, 
‘Boomerang’ in Elizabeth Bay, the Anzac Memorial in Hyde Park, the City Mutual 
Building at 60-66 Hunter Street (current home of the Rockpool Bar and Grill), the 
Mitchell Library, and the Interstate Booking Office at Central Railway Station. Each 
of these accounts consists of a thoroughly fascinating photographic essay, lavishly 
illustrated with exceptionally high-quality photography by Eric Sierins, who worked 
in the Max Dupain Studio from 1989 until 2012. While Zeny Edwards’ book does 
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not attempt to provide a gazetteer of all 
the Melocco Brothers’ work in Sydney, 
she does list a selection of 118 Melocco 
pavements and interiors from around 
Australia and New Zealand. She also 
provides a helpful appendix explaining 
the differences between mosaic, terrazzo, 
scagliola and composite stonework, 
chapters on the family history of the 
Meloccos, and a brief but fascinating 
chapter on the firm’s diversification into 
concrete and road building in the 1940s.

Although the Melocco companies were acquired by Blue Metal Industries in 
1960, and Peter Melocco died in 1961, the ancient skills of the mosaicist live on 
in the person of Peter John Melocco, grandson of the company’s founder, who 
recently completed the mosaic grave slab for Cardinal George Pell at St Mary’s 
Cathedral. Since reading Painting in Stone, I have been paying more attention to the 
art beneath my feet as I walk through the principal twentieth-century buildings of 
Sydney. Next time you are walking along George or Pitt Streets, look down and you 
may be surprised to find that you are looking at another work of stone art produced 
by the prolific Melocco Brothers.

Book Review: Painting with Stone

Above and Below: Melocco Brothers’ mosaic, St John’s College Chapel and the Lady Chapel, 
St John’s College. Photography: Eric Sierins.
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BOOK REVIEWS

Descending into Hell and Rising Again: A child’s journey from abuse 
by a priest, through priesthood, to marriage (a memoir) 
Author: Michael T. Leahy
Publisher: Michael T. Leahy, leahymichaelt@gmail.com
ISBN: 9780646709574
Softcover, 293 pages, $30.00 + $10 postage.  
Email cath@lifeboatgeelong.com.au to purchase.

Melbourne YCW Origins, 1941
Author: Val Noone, Fitzroy, Victoria
Publisher: Mary Doyle & Val Noone, macmic@netspace.net.au
ISBN: 9780646721866
Softcover, 80 A4 pages, $30.00 (postage included)

Not Guilty, Your Honour
Author: Mick O’Brien
Publisher: Mick O’Brien, michaelob0702@gmail.com
ISBN: not applied for
Softcover, 477 pages, $30.00 + $10 postage + $10 (donation for abuse victims)

Dreams & Nightmares: meditating on the hidden life of 
an ex-priest and retired judge

Author: Chris Geraghty
Publisher: P&P Press, cgeraghty@aapt.net.au
ISBN: 9781922480521 
Softcover, 393 pages, $50.00, Postage included
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Reviewed by Michael Costigan*

Self-published books proliferate these days. I accepted the challenge of writing 
brief reviews of four that came to my attention or to the notice of the Australian 
Catholic Historical Society (ACHS) during 2025. 
They were written and published by four men I happen to know who had in three 
cases withdrawn from the active priesthood and in one instance from training as a 
seminarian for that ministry. Having myself been dispensed by the Pope (in 1969) 
from my duties as a Melbourne diocesan priest-journalist, I had special interest in 
the reminiscences of the four writers, in particular about the ways they prepared 
and were educated for the clerical life. 
While longer reviews of their literary output could be warranted, I believe it desirable 
at this stage to underscore with short introductions, for the benefit of potentially 
interested readers, the significance of what the authors have made public. All four 
autobiography writers are in their 80s.

Descending into Hell and Rising Again: A child’s journey from abuse by 
a priest, through priesthood, to marriage (a memoir) 

Can a Catholic priest, trying to foster in a boy or youth a vocation to his own calling, 
sexually abuse his hoped-for candidate repeatedly? Sadly, it can be and was done 
in the case described in this important book. This was usually but not exclusively 
done by the priest forcing his young male victim to gratify him by performing 
acts of oral sex on him. That is how the author of this memoir, Michael (‘Mick’) 
Leahy, describes the relationship Melbourne’s Father Thomas Joseph Jones (now 
long deceased) insisted on having with him from when he was aged about eleven 
almost until he left Australia as a seminarian and then, at twenty-five, carried out 
his abuser’s wishes by accepting ordination from Archbishop (later Cardinal) James 
Knox in St Anthony’s church, Glen Huntly, on 9th August 1969. An extraordinary 
photograph on page 136 of the book shows the newly ordained Fr Leahy kneeling 
before the celebrant while Fr Jones the abuser, taking part like an honoured guest 
in the ceremony in full Mass vestments, stands between Knox and the Master of 
Ceremonies, Melbourne’s future Archbishop Denis Hart. 

* Michael Costigan was Associate Editor (as a priest) of The Advocate (Melbourne) 1961-69. After 
retirement in 2005, he was appointed an Adjunct Professor of the Australian Catholic University.
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In the early chapters of the memoir, Michael Leahy explains well his motives 
in making public now what had happened to him as a young boy and subsequently 
for many years. Sympathetic to all victims of abuse, he believes that his own model 
recovery from the experience, combined with his ability as an articulate and educated 
spokesperson, in spite of some permanently undesirable effects of all that happened, 
equips him now to speak up for the benefit of others. Since public knowledge had 
grown that punitive action had been taken on Jones by the Cathedral authorities when 
complaints came to them from some of his other victims, Leahy concluded that it was 
timely for him to speak about what had occurred to him. He had some time earlier 
told close members of his family about it. Before that, during much of the period when 
the abuse of their son was taking place, his parents had been unaware of it and were 
willing to welcome the serial predator into their home as a kind of unofficial family 
chaplain. For Michael, one of the ambiguities in the priest’s treatment of him was that, 
for much of the time, that conduct was “kind, generous and even tender”. 

Tom Jones was a student at Corpus Christi College, Werribee, a few classes 
ahead of me, during the three and a half years when I was there (1949-52). I did 
not know him well, but I do recall some less-than-serious gossip about him, which 
may now have more relevance after Michael Leahy’s revelations. It was believed in 
at least a small circle of my seminarian friends that Jones was receiving medical 
help for what was understood to be frequent, embarrassing and (by him) unwanted 
penile erections. This phenomenon was noticed at least once when a few of us were 
showering together after recreation, following a football game. Perhaps he might 
have also spoken about it to his own close friends. Light-hearted remarks by the 
busybody gossipers never, at least to my ears, contained a suggestion that Tom’s 
behaviour was improper or that his intentions were bad. Perhaps one should not 
be so sure now, but prayers for the repose of his soul, in addition to those for his 
victims and their families, are still appropriate two decades or so since he died.

There is a good deal more than the Tom Jones story in this memoir. Michael Leahy 
writes clear and interesting accounts of the years he spent in the St Kilda Christian 
Brothers School, the Werribee Seminary and the two campuses (on the Via Torre 
Rossa and the Janiculum Hill) of Propaganda Fide College, Rome. He experienced 
the Second Vatican Council during its final annual session in 1965 and played a part 
in a group of Propaganda students advocating change in the College’s management 
and reforms in its procedures, deemed out of date in the light of the Vatican Council. 
He loved life in Rome but thought the food in the College was vastly inferior to what 
the Cluny Sisters provided in Werribee. As I spent years in both places well before 
Mick, I have to say the Propaganda College food as I recall it in the 1950s was more 
acceptable than he describes what was on offer a decade later. I do, however, agree 
with him about the excellence of the meals prepared by the wonderful Cluny Sisters 
at Werribee. De gustibus non est disputandum.
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Michael Leahy returned to Australia before his 1969 ordination, which 
Archbishop Knox allowed to go ahead after the two of them came to an understanding 
about the new priest’s way of applying Pope’s Paul VI’s controversial condemning 
of new means of birth control, which he did not consider in private to be in tune 
with the Vatican Council’s teaching on freedom of conscience. Whatever about the 
pressure on him from Tom Jones over the years, there is every reason to accept that 
Michael had his own genuine motives to enter the priesthood freely and willingly. 
When he later faced hard decisions involving Knox, he found him to be a friendly 
and warm superior as well as a hearty papal loyalist. 

The author gives clear accounts of: the time he spent over four years in a few 
Melbourne parishes before resigning from the ministry; his happy marriage in 
North Altona parish church (with a grumpy Fr Tom Jones, in choir dress, oddly 
among the invited) to Patricia Anderson; the births and raising of their three 
children; his various ill health battles and employment experiences; the family’s 
time living in Western Australia when he had work there; and a few years spent 
gaining two PhDs as an educationist back in Victoria. Two chapters, totalling fifty 
pages, about George Pell’s jury conviction and High Court acquittal, analyse and 
on certain points question the defence of the Cardinal by Fr Frank Brennan SJ (with 
whose view on the grave injustice of Pell’s imprisonment I happen to agree). This 
has not led to the Jesuit debating any of the matters raised by Michael Leahy. Frank 
is now back in Queensland, “having more than enough” on his plate and with his 
Pell file “well and truly closed”.

Michael Leahy returns in his two valuable final chapters, headed “Analysis” and 
“Epilogue”, to the main theme of his book, victimhood and its consequences for 
those who have survived sexual abuse by a cleric. His message, that “the Christian 
imperative of love does have moral implications” which need to be discerned, 
warrants attention. A Bibliography testifies to the author’s diligence. As a reviewer, 
I thank him for the Index provided, although I would have preferred the first names 
of individuals included to be added. 

Melbourne YCW Origins, 1941

The starting-point for Val Noone’s latest well researched book is a study occasioned 
by a question about the origin in Melbourne of one Catholic organisation for young 
males. The book is also a treasure-trove of information about the Australia-wide and 
global impact of that agency and others, as well as of people associated with their 
various histories. The Melbourne-based entity is the Young Christian Workers (YCW) 
body. The question, posed by the Secretary of one of the agency’s subsidiary bodies, 
YCW Holdings, Mr Leon Magree, is whether or not the head of the anti-communist 

Book Review: Melbourne YCW Origins, 1941 



176

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society	 vol 46 2025

“Movement”, Mr B.A. Santamaria, had a key role in the YCW’s birth in Victoria. 
The simple answer is that it would be unlikely that Bob Santamaria, concentrating on 
creating his anti-communist “Movement” with episcopal support, would have invested 
much time or effort into “establishing” the YCW, even when the Australian National 
Secretariat of Catholic Action (ANSCA) had been asked to bring that about. As the 
Assistant Director of ANSCA to the Director, Mr Frank Maher, it would not be likely 
that Santamaria, still in his early twenties, would have opposed what the bishops in 1937 
asked ANSCA to do. It was a few years later, after the Movement settled down, that 
Santamaria, backed by Archbishop Daniel Mannix, tried to make the YCW (and other 
Church-related organisations) conforming allies in his Movement’s anti-communist 
campaign. Opposition from a number of priests helped to prevent this happening – and 
also contributed to a degree of hostility down the years between the YCW and the 
Movement, even when the latter’s existence was a secret.

Space available to Dr Noone in an 80-page publication with A4-size pages has 
enabled him to say something about and to explore relationships between, as well as 
the character of, the new Catholic agencies that appeared in Australia, either in single 
States or nationally, from the early 1930s to the 1960s. This had been stimulated 
by the Jocist phenomenon, named from the Jeunesse Ouvrière Chrétienne (JOC). 
It was endorsed by Pope Pius XI in 1935 for young workers and influenced by the 
Belgian priest, Fr Joseph Cardijn. In 1931, Frank Maher and his university student 
friends founded the Campion Society, which they envisaged as a Catholic Action 
organisation. Two of its most influential members or advisers were Denys Jackson, 
an English historian who had migrated to Australia with his wife, and the exiled 
Irish Jesuit Fr William Hackett, a close friend of Archbishop Mannix. 

One of the actions supported by some Campions was the founding in 1936 of the 
Catholic Worker journal, the first issue of which was edited (and mostly written) 
by Santamaria. Modelling itself on “the Jocists of France and Belgian” the paper 
gave early support to the embryonic YCW in Australia. The Campion Society also 
backed the bishops’ decision in 1937 to create ANSCA. In later years, the Catholic 
Worker was alienated from Santamaria and his Movement and its publication 
Freedom (at first), re-named News-Weekly.

Noone records that university graduates from De La Salle and Christian Brothers’ 
Schools, working with the Campion Society, formed study groups “to investigate 
further the meaning of Catholic faith in the modern world”. In a later period, when 
around 1947-48 I was nearing the end of my schooling in a Jesuit-run school, St 
Patrick’s College, East Melbourne, the Young Christian Students (YCS) organisation, 
founded like YCW after 1937 as an outcome of the ANSCA creation by the bishops, 
had a following among the students there. My classmate Paul Duffy, later a member 
of Santamaria’s staff and eventually a Jesuit priest and Provincial, recruited me as 
one member of a Campion Society writers’ group run in the city by the author Niall 
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Brennan. In 1948 I had two articles accepted by the YCW’s New Youth, one of them 
written jointly with Paul Duffy (March and April issues, 1948). We also produced 
an internal school newspaper called Semper Fidelis. One Jesuit priest teaching at St 
Patrick’s in 1948 encouraged us to support Santamaria. I recall two priests coming to 
the school to have sessions with YCS members. One, Fr Hackett SJ, was a Santamaria 
supporter. The other, Monsignor John F. Kelly, was not.

The author deals not only with the creation of the YCW. He also has an informative 
chapter on the origins of the Santamaria Movement around 1941. Perhaps the best 
section of the work is one where Noone deals with David Kehoe’s 1979 draft history 
of the YCW, the publication of which was not allowed by YCW Holdings. Extracts 
of the draft are in Noone’s book, together with the long comments, many of them 
negative, by “founders” of the organisation. While admiring “the energy and 
perseverance” of the author, Mgr John F Kelly found that “the great vitality, the joy 
and the self-sacrifice of the YCW men in its heyday” did not come out. He thought 
that the YCW and its partners, the NCGM (National Catholic Girls Movement) and 
YCS were “one of God’s greatest gifts to the Church in Australia”.

This is a splendid publication, enhanced by photographs, a two-page Timeline, a 
three-page Bibliography and an Index. Among major figures named in its pages, in 
many cases with photographs, are Fathers Frank Lombard, George O’Neill SJ, John 
F. Kelly, Tom Murray, Kevin Toomey, Archbishop Justin Simonds, Archbishop 
Daniel Mannix, Archbishop Guilford Young, and lay people Kevin Kelly, Brian 
Burke, Ted Long, Frank Keating, Bill Armstrong, Pauline Armstrong, Frank 
McCann, Jim Nippard, Betty King, Paul McGuire, Denys Jackson, Brian Hayes, 
Victoire Cappe, David Kehoe, Marguerite Fievez, Frank Murphy, Paul Rule, Bob 
Maybury, Mary Doyle and Val Noone.

Not Guilty, Your Honour

This book is de facto the second part of the author’s autobiography, of which the first 
part, published in 2022, was titled A Badge of Honour: Life Stories. Self-published like 
its sequel and reviewed by me in volume 45 of this Journal, it gives an account of Mick 
O’Brien’s life as a seminarian in Werribee and Rome until he decided, as a Theology 
student at Rome’s Propaganda Fide College, not to proceed to ordination as a priest. 
Instead, he returned to Melbourne, undertook legal studies and became a successful 
practitioner, winning promotions and specialising in helping often disadvantaged 
defendants charged with crimes when there was a prospect of their being unjustly treated 
by the legal system. For a number of years O’Brien’s role as Director of the Criminal 
Law Division of Victoria Legal Aid gave him opportunities to reduce the likelihood 
of that occurring. One achievement of which he was very proud was his role, from the 
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Chair, in establishing the Fitzroy Legal Service, the first of its kind in Australia. He 
was pleased when the Victorian Attorney-General appointed him with eight others, 
including Dr Moss Cass, as a “prison visitor” responsible for reporting confidentially 
to him and to be on call “to inmates at all three of the State’s city prisons”. In a private 
capacity he had been a voluntary prison visitor since returning from Rome in 1967. For 
thirteen years before retiring at seventy, Mick O’Brien set up a private legal practice. 
He believes the services he provided in his law career made a difference, especially to 
disadvantaged and marginalised young offenders.

Although a good number of the many pages in this book supply a broad outline 
of the author’s life, it is far from being entirely about O’Brien’s vicissitudes during 
his eighty-plus years. He devotes much space to other major legal personalities, 
mainly Melbourne-based, to the careers of notorious criminals, to issues like the 
abolishing of capital punishment, to conditions in Victoria’s gaols, to the use of 
whipping or flogging, to the use (or misuse) of parole, to the role of chaplaincy in 
prisons and to the choice between retributive and restorative justice.

A long chapter is devoted by O’Brien to a judge who is clearly one of his heroes 
– Sir John Erskine Starke (1913-94). An opponent of the death penalty all this life, 
Starke was on the bench when the jury found Ronald Ryan guilty of murdering a 
Pentridge warder while escaping from the prison. He had no other option than to 
impose a sentence of death by hanging. In Mick’s words, “it was his duty to impose 
that penalty”. Years before, as a solicitor, he had played a part in saving another 
condemned murderer, Robert Tait, from the gallows. This had infuriated the 
Victorian Premier, Sir Henry Bolte, and the Attorney-General, Sir Arthur Rylah. 
Other legendary Melbourne jurists well profiled in the book are Philip Henry Opas 
OBE QC PhD, another lifelong opponent of capital punishment, who defended 
Ryan in court (and could boast that as a young racehorse trackworker he twice rode 
on Phar Lap), the respected criminal lawyer Frank Vincent AO KC, the Honourable 
John Harber Phillips AC QC (once Chief Justice at Victoria’s Supreme Court) and 
Judge Sir Charles Lowe, said to be a feared martinet.

Chapters are set aside for offenders like Ronald Ryan himself, Ned Kelly (also 
the victim of a controversial hanging), William John O’Meally, Robert Tait and the 
once popular broadcaster and convicted killer John Bryan Kerr (“John Wallace” 
in retirement). Fewer words are devoted to the last woman executed in Australia 
(1942), Jean Lee, media reports of whose hanging with two male murderers shocked 
me as an eleven-year-old schoolboy. 

Two treats in this book are the profiles of two renowned and much loved 
Catholic chaplains, Fr John Brosnan OBE and his successor, the former Jesuit priest 
and ex-Catholic Peter Norden AO. The final chapter in the book by Norden (“All 
the Complexities of Faith-based Prison Ministry”) is particularly worth reading. He 
also writes beautifully about his predecessor.
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On the inclusion in the book of a fifty-page article about Cardinal George Pell 
(“Conviction of an Innocent Person”), I would have to say it is closer to my thinking 
than what Michael Leahy writes in two carefully worded articles of similar total 
length in the book I reviewed for this ACHS Journal together with this one and 
others. I think it better to withhold any further comment now, as the subject may be 
more usefully discussed at another time in a different outlet.

Dreams & Nightmares: meditating on the hidden life of an ex-priest and 
retired judge

Chris Geraghty’s latest memoir displays again the eloquence of his fluid, colloquial 
writing style when reflecting on life’s highlights (daydreams) and contemptuous 
criticism if generally avoidable setbacks or hostile behaviour prevail (nightmares).

Early chapters touch on the ground visited by the author in previous books but 
with new details and defects more strongly emphasised now in some instances. 
Adolescence is still recalled as wasted and unhappy and a period of oppression for 
Chris. There is no retreat from his poor opinion of most of his superiors and teachers 
at both the Springwood and Manly seminaries. Above all was the Springwood 
Rector, Monsignor Charlie Dunne, later discovered to have been leading a double 
life as “an off-duty, occasional paedophile”, sexually abusing young girls when 
away from the Blue Mountains. 

Other staff members, Dean of Discipline Fr (later Bishop) Patrick “Toto” 
Murphy, spiritual director Fr Ted Shepherd, bursar Fr Norm Grady, language teacher 
Fr Frank “Darby” (or “Hardman” to Geraghty) Mecham and Dunne’s successor, 
historian and librarian Mgr Thomas Veech, were poor choices for their roles in 
charge, Geraghty believes. It was not only what was done to him and all the students 
by a few of them in those years, like, in his case, the brutal censoring by Mecham, 
on the suspected direction of Auxiliary Bishop (later Archbishop) Jimmy Carroll, 
of articles he, as a theological expert on the subject, wrote on request for Sydney’s 
Catholic Weekly about the Sacrament of Reconciliation (Confession). Rather than 
all that, it was the fact that a good deal that would have been beneficial to both sides, 
teachers and students, in the seminary was neglected.

Ordained from Manly in July 1962, the author spent fourteen more years (two 
of them in Paris) studying and teaching theology before deciding to give up the 
priesthood late in 1976. Hard years followed, as, having disappeared without 
giving notice from Manly with a nearly empty bank account, he needed to look for 
employment, as he did with little success. Joy came back into his life in 1977 when 
his beautiful French friend Adele, whom he had first met in a German town near 
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Cologne, accepted his marriage proposal from a distance. He was “over the moon”. 
Their wedding took place in Adele’s home town in France, Toulouse. Within a few 
years the couple had two sons and Chris, after studying law at night, qualified as a 
barrister, but without noteworthy profit at first when work, rarely significant for a 
while, came his way irregularly. It was, however, the beginning of what became a 
fine legal career which climaxed with about fourteen years as a judge, first with the 
NSW Compensation Court and finally with the State District Court.

The book gives details of a number of the cases (sometimes with pseudonyms 
used) in which Geraghty played a part either at the Bar table or in the Judge’s 
elevated seat. His chief guideline was the compassion he felt for other human 
beings, above all when there were signs that accusations against them were untrue 
or unjust. There were times when this led to media attacks on him from the likes of 
the once popular radio commentator Alan Jones for his alleged sentencing leniency. 
One matter on which his ability as a questioner of witnesses was recognised was 
the Chelmsford Royal Commission. As Junior Counsel Assisting the Commissioner 
he was gaining a reputation there “for hard edged, cold, forensic exposure”. He was 
also commissioned to draft briefs and reports for the Commission, which confirmed 
the closing of a hospital-type facility where too many deaths had resulted from its 
dangerous overuse of Deep Sleep Treatment (DST).

What Chris found is that the kind of difficulties he had encountered in seminaries 
had their equivalents in legal circles, where sympathy for the disadvantaged in the 
social and family backgrounds of the accused was not present in the attitudes of 
certain judges and lawyers. On the other hand, he valued the understanding and 
occasionally the practical help he received from such friends or former associates 
as John Marsden, Dr Jim Lawson, Brian Donovan QC and Judges John Lawrence 
O’Meally AM RFD and Michael Finnane KC RFD. Concluding chapters on 
“Retiring” and “An Old Man’s Final Meditation” contain wise advice and valuable 
reflections. They are well worth reading.

For the future, Chris Geraghty, still a moderately hopeful Massgoer, often at 
his favourite church, Star of the Sea, Kirribilli, balances alongside his remaining, 
trenchantly voiced pessimistic expectations by quoting with approval what the 
parish priest at North Sydney, Fr Richard Leonard SJ, had to say in 2022 in his parish 
bulletin about the Catholic Church’s attitude to allcomers. The well-known Jesuit 
wrote: “Our Parish is welcoming, inclusive, intelligent, liberal and compassionate. 
We don’t care whether you are male or female or trans, young or old, rich or poor, 
gay or straight, black or white, divorced or remarried, able or disabled, or if you are 
full of faith or still searching. We believe in a God who embraces and loves us all, 
calling everyone into Christ’s marvellous light.”

It is a message for readers of this good book to carry away and ponder.
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Gerard Brennan’s Articles and Speeches: 
Maintaining the Law’s Skeleton of Principle

Edited Fr Frank Brennan SJ
Publisher: Connor Court Publishing 

Volume 1 - Justice According to Law
ISBN: 978-1-923224-69-8 
Hardcover: Pages 602
Price $79.95

Volume 2 - Law in Accord with Justice
ISBN: 978-1-923224-70-4 
Hardcover: Pages 526
Price $79.95

Reviewed by Brian Lucas*

These two volumes, compiled and edited by Fr Frank Brennan SJ, are a collection of 
pre-judicial, extra-judicial and post-judicial writings and speeches of his father, the late 
Sir Gerard Brennan. Sir Gerard, as he was usually known (and how I will refer to him), 
was a Justice of the High Court of Australia 1981 – 1995 and Chief Justice 1995 – 1998.

The volumes each have a separate title: volume 1 Justice According to Law and 
volume 2 Law in Accord with Justice. The images selected for the dust covers are 
consistent with this distinction. Sr Gerard’s portrait, now hanging in courtroom 3 

* Fr Brian Lucas is president of ACHS.
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in the High Court Building, for volume 1 and a photograph, on the occasion of an 
award of an honorary doctorate by the Australian Catholic University, for volume 2.

The sub-title of both volumes Maintaining the Law’s Skeleton of Principle is 
derived from the comment of Sir Gerard in the case Mabo v Queensland [No 2] 
(1992) 175 CLR 1, 29. Fr Frank refers to this in his introduction. Sir Gerard wrote, 

“In discharging its duties to declare the common law of Australia this court 
is not free to adopt rules that accord with contemporary notions of justice and 
human rights if their adoption would fracture the skeleton of principle which 
gives the body of our law its shape and internal consistency” (1 xx).

A great strength of the collection is that way in which some 49 items in volume 
1 and 68 in volume 2 have been assembled in a thematic way.

The fifteen chapter headings give a good indication of the variety of issues the 
books cover.

Volume 1 is arranged in seven chapters: The Common Law, Liberty and Justice; 
The Legal Profession; The Role of Judges; Administrative Law Reform; The Federal 
Court; The High Court and the Constitution and a rather whimsical heading for 
Chapter 7 “I did it my way” which are his speeches on swearing in and retirement, 
and a longer address, the Hal Wootten Lecture at the UNSW on 23 August 2012 
“Lessons from a Life in the Law”.

Volume 2 is arranged in eight chapters: Enduring Community Values; Aboriginal 
Rights; The Republic; Law and Religion; Religion and Life; Catholic Social Teaching; 
Human Rights Beyond Our Shores. In the final chapter 15 the material attributed 
to Sir Gerard has been supplemented with six items by way of tribute to him. This 
includes the eulogy by Sir William Deane and the ceremonial sitting of the High 
Court and the address of Chief Justice Kiefel to mark his death on 1 June 2022.

The collection could be reviewed from a variety of perspectives. For a law journal 
the emphasis might be on the material relating to the legal profession (chapter 2) or 
the role of judges (chapter 3). For the purposes of this journal some observations on 
its value as an historical resource are pertinent.

On the question of aboriginal land rights and the Mabo decision, Sir Gerard, in 
item 9.5, addressed the 7th International Appellate Judges Conference in Ottawa, 
on 27 September 1995.

The law journal review might deal more with the issue of continuity or 
discontinuity in the High Court’s overturning of the doctrine “known inaccurately 
as terra nullius” (1 176). Sir Gerard explained that, freed from the binding precedent 
of the Privy Council, “the High Court in the absence of any prior decision of its own 
or any prior decision of any appellate court in Australia had to define the common 
law relating to native title for Australia” (1 176).
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Of historical interest is the way in which changing community attitudes 
have repudiated the idea that native peoples were “so low in the scale of social 
organisation” that it was “idle to impute to them some shadow of the rights known 
to our law…” (1 175).

It is in the very nature of the common law tradition that there is historical 
sensitivity in the development of precedent.

It is not the role of the common law judge to make law, but the judge does 
have the responsibility for ensuring the law, as it is understood, is properly applied 
to the circumstances central to matter before the court. This may from time to 
time require a consideration of changing historical circumstances and community 
expectations to ensure that justice is done. This is well expressed in item 1.6 The 
Common Law, Liberty and Justice.

Another example of the value the material has from an historical perspective 
is the correspondence on conscience between Sir Gerard and Cardinal Pell (item 
13.5). It reveals two minds that do not quite meet.

Gerard Carney, Sir Gerard’s executive associate, begins his foreword with the 
observation that the material “reveals his humanity, his morality, his perspicacity, 
but above all else his commitment to the practical implementation of the rule of law 
within a democratic state” (1 ix). The material reveals so much about the person. 
Item 12.8 (the shortest) is but 7 lines and is a letter to the editor of The Australian 
published on 2 July 2018, the occasion being the news coverage of the rescue of the 
young boys from the cave in Thailand. His simple message: “Perhaps the universal 
concern for those in peril and the brave and selfless devotion of the rescuers have 
shown us how to make our world a better place” (2 358).

The book is replete with concise editor’s notes setting the context for individual 
items. Footnotes abound and there is a useful index and table of cases for those looking 
to follow up on the themes. A selection of professional and family photographs adds 
life to the printed words. The production quality of the two volumes is a credit to the 
publisher Connor Court and the meticulous editing by Catherine Fitzgerald.

There is a story doing the rounds, the origin and veracity of which I am not able 
to ascertain, where the student says in reply to the professor who has pointed him in 
the direction of the library, “I do not do shelves.”

In this digital age some people are suggesting that the days of the book are 
numbered. I’m reminded of a comment made by my professor of church history at 
Saint Patrick’s College Manly, Fr Edmund Campion, that books have a particular 
value in that they are an enduring record of their contents.

Fr Frank, in bringing to fruition a vision to make his father’s wisdom, knowledge 
and understanding of law and justice available in a convenient form to a wide 
audience has made an important contribution to scholarship.

Book Review: Gerard Brennan’s Articles and Speeches
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BOOK REVIEW

Evolution of a Movement –  
Josephite Associates to Josephite 
Companions 1979-2019

Author: Mary Cresp rsj
Publisher: ATF Press
ISBN: 978-1-922737-73-1
Softcover: 100 Pages 
Price $47.00 (Hardcover available for $58.00)

Reviewed by Orla Hogan*

Mary Cresp’s Evolution of a Movement is an exercise in organisational memory. It 
traces the Josephite Associates from their founding in the late 1970s to their rebranding 
as the Josephite Companions in 2019, with various committees, consultations and 
handbooks recorded along the way. The language is affectionate, the detail meticulous 
and the tone reverent. But for anyone reading from outside this tightly knit religious 
world, the book will feel less like history and more like an act of commemoration. It is 
a careful preservation of a community’s memory rather than a probing account of what 
that memory might mean.

The Josephite mission statement articulates its purpose as “respond[ing] to the 
call to live the charism of Mary MacKillop and Julian Tenison Woods in our daily 
lives in our own unique way.”1 The group emerged in the aftermath of Vatican II 
(1962-65), a period marked by the Catholic Church’s efforts to integrate the laity 
more fully into ecclesial life. In this context, the Josephites position themselves as 

1	 https://www.sosj.org.au/responding-together/ways-of-responding/josephite-companions/

* Orla Hogan is a DPhil candidate in history at the University of Oxford, specialising in twentieth-
century Ireland.
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inclusive, seeking to engage “people from all walks of life who are drawn to the 
spirit of Mary MacKillop and Julian Tenison Woods.”2

Cresp insists that the shift from “associate” to “companion” was more than 
cosmetic, arguing that “it is a story of relationship” and how “gradually that relationship 
changed” (p. xvii). This rebranding holds particular significance because, as she 
emphasises, names are constitutive of identity. Indeed, the Josephite “identity comes 
from our name” (p. 273). Yet Cresp never really explains why this distinction matters, 
beyond her assurance that it does. What does “companion” convey that “associate” 
did not? Why should the broader Church, let alone the wider public, see consequence 
in the change? The question is implicitly raised, but never pressed.

Underpinning Cresp’s argument is the centrality of Vatican II and the 
subsequent transformation that engulfed the Catholic Church for the rest of the 
twentieth-century. She returns to it frequently, stating that “it would take Vatican 
II to complete the gradual shift from the image of [the] Church as a hierarchical 
pyramid to its reclamation as the total People of God” (p. 5). Vatican II and the 
changes it inspired are invoked more as a guiding reference point than explored as 
a subject in their own right. The early chapters would benefit from further situation 
in what the Council actually was, the debates it provoked or how its reception varied 
in Australia. To say that the Sisters were “fired by the theology of Vatican II” (p. 21) 
begs the question of which theology, and fired in what direction? Without historical 
grounding, Vatican II risks becoming a slogan to be repeated rather than a moment 
to be analysed.

This lack of clarity is significant because Cresp’s narrative otherwise offers 
glimpses of something more ambitious. The Associates rejected traditional “third 
order” models, opting instead for looser, informal structures that were subject only 
to the “appropriate canonical advice” (p. 22). Their emergence coincided with wider 
changes in the position of the Catholic Church globally, raising the possibility of 
an experiment in lay-religious collaboration at a moment when traditional authority 
was under strain. Yet rather than pursuing this wider context, the book often turns 
to chronologies of committees, administrative shifts, regional case studies and the 
details of handbooks and badges.

This tendency is reinforced by Cresp’s periodisation. Decades are treated as 
self-contained units, with the 1990s described as a time of “explosion in growth” 
(p. 67) while 1999 marks the “gradual accumulation” of maturity (p. 83). Such 
framing imposes a coherence on the narrative that may not fully reflect the uneven 
or overlapping nature of these developments. As Cresp turns her attention to 
the twenty-first century, her periodisation shifts into five-year increments with 
no comment on why this might be the most appropriate approach, imposing an 
artificial regularity and rhythm to the movement. 

2	 Ibid. 
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Cresp is particularly effective when she acknowledges moments of tension 
within the history of the movement. The Josephite pursuit of self-governance in 
the 2010s, for example, created unease within the group. While some Associates 
welcomed the move, others withdrew, fearing that formal structures would sever 
relationship with the Sisters (p. 255). Likewise, the mergers of the Tasmanian, 
Goulburn, Whanganui and Perthville Congregations between 2010 and 2015 are 
described as “years of confusion” (p. 198). These moments hint at a more complex 
history of negotiation, resistance, and loss, though again, the narrative tends to 
smooth them back into reassurance. Cresp’s reflection that “growth can only take 
place if good foundations have been laid down” (p. 255) encapsulates this balance 
between acknowledging difficulty and affirming resilience.

The closing chapters, culminating in the 2019 renaming, highlight this emphasis 
on renewal. The choice of “Companions” is presented as the outcome of broad 
consultation, with its symbolism and logo carefully explained and its promise of 
a community able to “start afresh” and “truly make a difference in the world” (p. 
277) warmly affirmed. But the harder questions, particularly what difference this 
change makes, where and to whom, are left largely unexplored. The book concludes 
in 2019, leaving the turbulence of Australian Catholic life since – the Plenary 
Council process, the abuse crisis, and the wider struggle for credibility – outside 
its frame. To chart forty years of evolution without even a brief reflection on how 
the Companions might position themselves in this new context leaves the narrative 
feeling suspended, the story unfinished.

For Josephites themselves, Evolution of a Movement will be a valuable repository 
of memory. It names, it thanks, it preserves. “I thank the more than two hundred 
people I have been in contact with during the writing of this story” (p. xvii), Cresp 
writes, and the book often reads like an extended act of gratitude. For those outside 
the circle, however, its relevance is harder to see. 
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Reasons for Hope: Helder Camara, Global Catholicism and the 
Australian Church
The writer and historian Julie Thorpe accepted a commission from Brother Mark 
O’Connor FMS to write Reasons for Hope. In doing so, this experienced researcher, 
the author of works on Austria’s Anschluss (or the nation’s connection with Nazi 
Germany in the 1930s: Pan-Germanism and the Austrofascist State 1933-1938) and 
on Sydney’s Aquinas Academy, gave Catholics in Australia the chance to take note 

* Michael Costigan was Associate Editor (as a priest) of The Advocate (Melbourne) 1961-1969 
After retirement in 2005, he was appointed an Adjunct Professor of the Australian  
Catholic University.
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of the 40th anniversary of the Helder Camara series of yearly lectures. These have 
been delivered to appreciative audiences in several Australian centres by speakers 
from many countries, almost always internationally known Catholics. 

The book is a compelling story about the lectures, drawing on some of them and in a 
few cases on interviews with individuals who were available in Australia or elsewhere. 
At the same time, other visiting guests of Brother Mark, not appearing under the Helder 
Camara banner, are quoted on their reflections about the message conveyed in the series 
named for the great Brazilian churchman. That message for a large number of believers 
with multiple concerns has been summarised by one commentator of my acquaintance 
as the need to connect “the teachings of Jesus Christ with real life”. 

As for details about Helder Camara’s life, Dr Thorpe traces his conversion as 
a young man and clergyman from ultra-conservative integralism to an attitude of 
zeal for universal human rights and their in-practice recognition in an authentic 
democratic community. The total change of attitude came about partly through 
close contact with eminent friends like the French Cardinal Pierre-Marie Gerlier 
and the Brazilian Cardinal Paulo Arns OFM, whose only visit to Australia, in 1984, 
preceded Camara’s single arrival in the following year. After Camara’s total change 
from a selfish, authoritarian approach to one passionately favouring those suffering 
any form of unjust discrimination the Second Vatican Council took place (1962-
65). He attended its four annual sessions as a charismatic advocate for everyone 
experiencing poverty, homelessness and all other forms of disadvantage. By then 
he was becoming famous world-wide in the Church, not only in Latin America. 
Further biographical information about him is clearly summarised in Thorpe’s 
early chapters and is supplemented by anecdotes about visiting lecturers in the rest 
of the volume.

While Mark O’Connor did not wish an account of the history of the lecture 
series which he curated to focus on him, that became difficult when the motive 
for his invitations was to inspire hope and to foster “a deeper reception of the 
magisterial teachings of the Second Vatican Council”. Some idea of the wide scope 
of his entrepreneurial activity can be gained by perusing the three-page list (pages 
166-168) of close to 100 invitees. They include all the Helder Camara lecturers 
and others, travelling to Australia from every continent (a few of them more than 
once) to contribute to the Marist Brother’s wish to enrich the spirituality and vision 
of this country’s faith community. In a particular way he had in mind its younger 
members, for whom he organised annual festivals.

Prominent in the list of speakers are 29 cardinals and about 30 other members 
of the hierarchy, the clergy or religious orders and congregations. The majority 
of the additional lay Church members have been women. Dr Thorpe quotes from 
many of those who came, often pithily summarising key commentary points. In 
several chapters she provides extended samples of the kind of stimulating dialogue 



189

Book Reviews: Reasons for Hope / Hope: The Autobiography

in which some of the subjects of her research indulged. Among those still living 
when this review was written are Cardinals Oscar Rodrigues Maradiaga SDB 
(Honduras), Walter Kasper (Germany and the Vatican), Vincent Long (Vietnam 
and Australia), Charles Bo SDB (Myanmar), Wilfrid Napier OFM (South Africa), 
Berhaneyesus Souraphiel CM (Ethiopia), Timothy Dolan (USA), John Dew (New 
Zealand), Orlando Quevedo OMI (Philippines), Luis Tagle (Philippines and Rome), 
Robert McElroy (USA), Blase Cupich (USA), Stephen Chow SJ (China) and Roger 
Mahony (USA). Cardinals who came here to lecture and are now deceased were 
Carlo Maria Martini SJ (Italy), Basil Hume OSB (UK), Joseph Bernardin (USA), 
Francis George OMI (USA), Jean-Marie Lustiger (France) and Nguyen Van Thuan 
(Vietnam and the Vatican – his family came to live in Australia as exiles). 

One could randomly mention several other interesting names, particularly of 
recent visitors, without meaning to offend others overlooked. I am thinking of 
Monsignor Professor Thomas Halik (Czechia), Sister Nathalie Becquart XMCJ 
(France and the Vatican), Dr Donna Orsuto (Italy), Dr Bonnie Thurston (USA), 
Father James Bacik (USA), Dr Nora Nonterah (Ghana), Ms Jil Ker Conway 
(Australia), Archbishop Diarmuid Martin (Ireland and Rome), Ms Sally Trench 
(UK), Mrs Dolores Leckey (USA), the late Dr Walter Brueggemann (USA), the late 
Cardinal George Pell (Australia and the Vatican), Dr Myriam Wijlens (Germany), 
the late Bishop Michael Kenny (Alaska, USA), the late Archbishop Denis Hurley 
OMI (South Africa) and journalist experts on Rome, the Vatican and the Church 
like Mr Christopher Lamb (UK), Mr Christopher White (Italy), Dr Austen Ivereigh 
(UK and Argentina – biographer of Pope Francis) and especially, for the advice and 
ideas she offered to the author, the ABC’s Ms Geraldine Doogue.

Some chapters, wholly or partially, feature enlightening discussions or debates 
by pairs of individuals, for example, Cardinal Martini and his friend Umberto 
Eco; Cardinals Ratzinger and Lustiger; Jill Ker Conway and James Bacik; and 
Archbishop Diarmuid Martin and Cardinal Christoph Schoenborn OP. When 
quarantine restrictions prevented Perth’s Archbishop Timothy Costelloe SDB from 
delivering the 2021 Helder Camara lecture, Parramatta’s Bishop Vincent Long Van 
Nguyen OFM Conv took his place and spoke of the need for the Church to repent 
for the kind of institutional failures occurring when sexual abuse crimes were 
covered up by bishops and other authorities. When interviewed by Senior Counsel 
Dr Gail Furness at a public hearing (Case Study 50) of the Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Bishop Long revealed that, as a 
young adult and exile in Australia from his native Vietnam, he was a victim of 
sexual abuse by clergy. He said it had a powerful effect on him and he wanted 
“to walk in the shoes of other victims and really endeavour to attain justice and 
dignity for them”. (Brother Mark O’Connor has been employed by Bishop Long in 
diocesan-wide roles for several years and is now his Vicar for Communications and 
Editor of the Catholic Outlook magazine.)
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In her detailed Acknowledgements (pages 160 to 165), Dr Thorpe reveals 
her extraordinary preparation for the task she undertook. Australians among 
the hundreds of writers and consultants named are Fr Ormond Rush, the late 
Professor Max Charlesworth, the late Fr Michael Head SJ, Fr Brendan Kelly SJ, 
the late Fr Gerald O’Collins SJ, the late Mr James McAuley, Emeritus Archbishop 
Mark Coleridge, Ms Patti Miller, Mr Anthony Reeder, Ms Josephine Basterfield, 
Professor Bill Uren SJ, Ms Karen Tayleur and Fr Tony Doherty. 

Brother Mark expresses his immense gratitude to the many people who have 
voluntarily and generously supported his enterprise. He names as special benefactors 
Mr Brian Boyd and his late wife Colleen Boyd, to both of whom the book is 
dedicated, and their PAYCE Foundation, as well as the lawyer and academic Allan 
Myers AC and Maria Myers AC for, among other things, helping to make Newman 
College in the University of Melbourne available as the principal venue for Helder 
Camara lectures. Diocesan priests and well-disposed members of Religious Orders 
and Congregations, led by the Marist Brothers, have cooperated with Mark’s aim, 
in his capacity as an appointed Pope Francis scholar, in bringing so many articulate 
experts here to spread understanding and acceptance of the late Pope’s doctrine of 
hope and his emphasis on synodality.

Hope: The Autobiography
At the invitation of its literary editor, the admirable Caroline Overington, I wrote 
a review for the Weekend Australian (8th-9th February 2025, page 13) of Hope, 
Pope Francis’s autobiography. Occupying a full page of that journal, my review 
had been allocated a word length which was fine but still not enough for all I would 
have liked to say about the book. Most of what I wrote was about the Holy Father’s 
early life as recalled by him with characteristic honesty, simplicity and love. I do 
not fully accept the critical speculation that the later part of the book owed more to 
the Pope’s Italian collaborator Carlo Musso than to Francis himself. One can hear 
his voice in reading page after page. As he was admitted to hospital soon after the 
review appeared, what I had written was appropriate, but I wished I had said more 
about what he envisaged for his own or the Church’s future.

The headline over my previous review, under a photo of Francis energetically 
giving an address, was “Pope on faith, hope… and girls”. The reference to attractive 
young women who had caught his eye when, recovering from surgery, he was about 
to leave a diocesan seminary and join the Jesuits, is another example of how this 
Pope could make an unusual admission that would shock some devout believers. He 
says that, while it had never occurred to him to marry, he became infatuated by a 
girl from a tango-dancing group and another “beautiful girl” he met at his uncle’s 
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wedding. For a while she turned his head and he “struggled with his affection for 
her” but was able to “choose the religious path again” as a Jesuit, who, sooner than 
he might have expected (under four years since his December 1969 ordination), 
would be elected as the Order’s Provincial Superior.

One of the questions asked about Francis is whether or not he did as much as 
he could, as Provincial Fr Jorge Bergoglio SJ, to oppose the brutal and murderous 
military regime of Argentina’s President Jorge Rafael Videla (1976-81). In particular, 
there were critics who felt he might have done more for two Jesuit opponents of the 
government, Fathers Orlando Yorio and Franz Jalics, who were arrested and detained 
for nearly five months. Without being too defensive, the autobiography (but not my 
other review) does give an account of what Bergoglio tried to do with only limited 
success to save lives (the two Jesuits and other protesting priests survived and 
were released) during a period when there were “thousands of murders, tortures, 
disappearances” and the rulers had informants everywhere. It was the period when 
women seeking absent family members came together as the “Santa Cruz Group”. 
Some of their leaders were executed like other dissenters in the dictators’ favourite 
way – being dropped into the ocean from planes. One who was killed in this way 
with her colleagues was a heroic woman, Esther Ballestrino de Careaga, of whom 
Fr Jorge was very fond. 

Well developed in Hope are large global issues like Francis’s concern for 
the global environment and his opposition to war as either a means of resolving 
arguments between nations or as satisfying their expansionist aims. In all cases, like 
the killing in Israel of over one thousand mostly innocent residents by Hamas militia 
on 7th October 2023, war in his eyes is “diabolical and brutal”. The reprisal through 
Israeli raids on Gaza was “another immense barbarity”. When Putin’s Russia attacked 
Ukraine, Francis took action immediately but without success, going straight to the 
national leaders and their diplomatic representatives. Although firmly rejecting all 
forms of anti-semitism, he was until literally his last days outspoken in deploring 
Israel’s actions in Gaza. Even during his grave last illness, he stayed in touch by phone 
with Father Gabriel Romanelli and his Holy Family parish in Gaza. He did not hesitate 
in his writing to use the profoundly disturbing phrase “genocide by starvation”. By his 
count at the time when he was writing the autobiography, fifty-nine wars were being 
fought in the world, with millions, many of them women and children, slaughtered. 
His appeal from St Peter’s Basilica to a crowd in St Peter’s Square with his death only 
hours away was for friendly discussion and dialogue to take the place of recourse to 
arms as the way to address world problems.

Pope Francis wished that his message of peace, mercy and forgiveness would 
prevail in the 2025 Holy Year he had declared. His key words to his last day and 
bequeathed to his successor for fulfilment were hope and synodality. Another word 
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that he adopted and had applied to this predecessor, Benedict XVI, after he died at 
95 on 31st December 2022, was tenderness. Francis writes: “I thank the Lord for 
having presented him to me and to the Church.”

One of the praiseworthy features of this biography is the way in which about 
thirty mostly small black-and-white photographs are scattered through the text. 
Many were provided by Francis from his personal collection and had never 
previously been published. They tell their own story about the stages in his life 
from childhood to papacy, including his travels and meetings with other world 
leaders. Some of the best see him striding without ceremony like any pedestrian 
along Roman footpaths in his white cassock. Others show him in silence at the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp or kissing the wailing wall in Jerusalem 
or the feet of mothers and children in Buenos Aires, the city be loved, where he was 
born and raised but never saw as Pope. His autobiography survives and is highly 
recommended.
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Going through his papers recently I found a large envelope filled with prayer cards. 
Some writing on the envelope indicated that they had come from Cardinal Pell’s 
breviary, the three-volume book of the liturgical hours which he prayed every day. 
Because of the small number of books he was allowed in prison, he could only have 
one volume of the breviary with him at a time. Depending on the season that was all 
he needed, but as he notes in his Prison Journal, sometimes he had to make do with 
the wrong volume for a while until its replacement crawled through the prison’s 
processes. In prison of course, anything slipped between the pages of an in-coming 
book is contraband, so the prayer cards had to come out. 

Even jumbled together in the envelope, an illuminating little study could be done 
on the prayer cards George Pell kept in his breviary. It would be more illuminating 
still if they had been left to us in situ, amidst the psalms and readings and days where 
he had placed them to remember someone. 

* Michael Casey is PM Glynn Chair in Policy and Religion at Australian Catholic University in 
Sydney. From 1997-2014 he was private secretary to Cardinal Pell.

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 46 2025, 193–197
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For as Tess Livingstone shows in this important biography, it was people rather 
than ideas that played the greater part in shaping him. An immensely learned man 
who took ideas seriously and was seriously interested in them, when asked about 
the most important influences on him he would talk about people, not ideas.

A figure he would always mention – and one whose prayer card from 1976 I 
found near the top of the pile that fell out of the envelope – was the Christian Brother 
Bill O’Malley. Br O’Malley was one of the Cardinal’s Latin and French teachers 
at St Patrick’s College Ballarat, and the legendary coach of the school’s champion 
first eighteen AFL team, in which the Cardinal played as ruckman for four years. 
Livingstone notes an observation that Archbishop Anthony Fisher made in his homily 
for the Cardinal’s funeral in 2023, about how the artwork in the chapel of Domus 
Australia (the Australian pilgrim house in Rome established by him and several other 
Australian bishops in 2011) allows us “to peer into the soul of George Pell”. Br O’Malley 
is there, his portrait included in one of the side altars as a way of acknowledging the 
contribution the Christian Brothers made to the Church in Australia. 

Another major influence from his Ballarat days, also remembered in a painting 
in one of the side chapels of Domus Australia – as the face of St Brigid, no less – is 
Mercy Sister Clare Forbes. In the early 1970s they worked closely together to save the 
struggling Catholic teachers college in Ballarat, now known as the Aquinas campus 
of Australian Catholic University. Sr Clare was principal of the college. Realising that 
Aquinas would be better placed with an Oxford D.Phil as its head, she stepped aside 
so that then-Father Pell could take on this role, and assumed the role of his deputy. Her 
selflessness in doing this made a lasting impression on the Cardinal. Livingstone says 
they formed a formidable partnership in their work for Aquinas. He described her as 
one of his closest friends. At her funeral he said, “words cannot express how much I 
owe her as friend and supporter, tactical adviser and spiritual mentor”.

The distinguished Australian soldier and engineer Sir Bernard Callinan was 
another important mentor. Among his many significant contributions Callinan led 
Australian commandos in a guerilla campaign against the Japanese in Timor after 
they overran the island in 1942, earning the Military Cross. The Cardinal enjoyed 
recalling Sir Bernard telling him that he would have been too big to be any good as 
a commando. 

They worked together on Aquinas College in the 1970s also, and in the Institute of 
Catholic Education in the earlier 1980s, (while Cardinal Pell was principal of the body 
incorporating the three Catholic teachers colleges of Victoria), lobbying government 
for recurrent and capital funding. The Cardinal often spoke of how much he learned 
from Callinan, including the importance of not backing people into a corner. 

The respect and friendship between them ran deep. The Cardinal would later 
say that he had learnt his “trade” from Sir Bernard; and in farewelling the Cardinal 
when he departed from Aquinas and the Institute of Catholic Education to take up 
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his appointment as rector of Corpus Christi College in Melbourne, Callinan said he 
felt as though he had lost his right arm. 

Bishop Sir James Collins, the Cardinal’s first bishop in Ballarat, and the bishop 
who sent him to Rome and Oxford for studies, was an important early influence. 
The Cardinal would sometimes pass on to me a little bit of advice he had himself 
received at one stage or another from Jimmy, as he would call him affectionately 
(“Jimmy told me: ‘Always use that title’”, he told me after I received my doctorate). 
Livingstone quotes the Cardinal’s acknowledgement of Bishop O’Collins as “a father 
and friend, source of strength and confidence and practical wisdom”. Friendship, 
strength, confidence, and practical wisdom (especially in matters of leadership), 
were common features among the influential people in his life. 

The greatest source of these gifts, however, was his family. His father George 
Arthur was Anglican, not particularly religious, and ambitious for his children. 
Livingstone recounts how he told a family friend that young George may as well have 
been “a bloody dill” if all he was going to do was become a priest, but acknowledged 
that it was probably not dills that the Church wanted. A man used to setting his own 
path, he was prepared to let his children do the same. “I suppose it was only many 
years later that I realised just how broad-minded, how magnanimous, that was”, the 
Cardinal recalled. 

His mother Lil (Margaret Lilian née Burke) was (in the Cardinal’s words) “one 
of seven sisters in a family of twelve; all of them capable and strong women, well 
used to command, decades before any feminist movement”. She was proud of her 
children and passed on to them the strong faith of the Burkes from western Ireland. 
The three children, George, Margaret and David, were fast friends, devoted to 
each other and their family, and fiercely loyal. In his moving homily at Margaret’s 
funeral (included as an appendix in the biography), preached only a little more than 
a year before his own death, the Cardinal described his sister as “my best friend”. 
Since his death, David’s has been a powerful voice in defence of his brother’s life 
and legacy. 

The political philosopher Kenneth Minogue noted that there is a good reason 
why totalitarian regimes target family and religion for particular destruction: when 
they work as they should, they are unrivalled in their capacity to produce strong, 
capable and resilient individuals. In the Pell family, the combination of faith, prayer, 
hard work, a good sense of humour, abiding love and steadfast dedication to each 
other, gave this in spades to David, Margaret and George. 

It is a strength of this biography that Livingstone gives the space to introducing 
readers to some of the people who were most influential in the Cardinal’s life. 
Many biographies do this to some extent, of course, but Livingstone has a sharp 
eye for what helps us to understand the man, and a nice way of letting the stories or 
recollections speak for themselves. 

Book Review: George Cardinal Pell Pax Invictis: a Biography
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She is good at outlining other important influences on the Cardinal, intellectual 
influences but also examples of leadership and witness. Archbishop Mannix, for 
example, was an important model of public leadership for him as he grew up, 
although he only met him once as a seminarian before departing for Rome. His 
family had a portrait of Mannix in the home. 

The family were also admirers of Bob Santamaria. The two men became good 
friends when the Cardinal came to Melbourne as rector of the seminary. They shared 
many interests and concerns and could disagree about economics and politics. The 
Cardinal esteemed highly the analysis Santamaria would provide of a problem. The 
argument would be over “what is to be done”. His intelligence, energy and capacity 
for strategy and organisation were among the many qualities which led the Cardinal 
to describe Santamaria as “the greatest layman the Catholic Church has produced 
in Australia”. 

The persecuted bishops of communism, including Cardinal Francis Xavier 
Nguyên Vǎn Thuân – who also has a beautiful portrait in the chapel of Domus 
Australia – were a particular touchstone for Cardinal Pell. John Paul II’s leadership 
and teaching was undoubtedly a powerful inspiration. He thought Benedict XVI 
taught beautifully and with great wisdom, but was deeply disappointed by his 
resignation. He backed Francis in the reforms he commenced of Vatican finances, 
and remained loyal to him despite the way they were derailed and profound 
disagreements over other things.

Another strength of the book is the summaries Livingstone provides of some of 
the Cardinal’s more significant published writings, beginning with the pamphlets he 
wrote on Catholic education as a priest in Ballarat, continuing through major essays, 
addresses, pastoral letters and homilies (including the great homily he delivered for 
the beginning of World Youth Day in Sydney in 2008). Important articles from 
his thirteen years as a weekly columnist for Sydney’s Sunday Telegraph are also 
covered. He did not speak in code, and all his writings make clear not only his 
concerns or proposals, but also where he is coming from. 

He commanded an enormous range of sources, ranging across theology, 
Church documents and the social teaching, the Church Fathers and Scripture – the 
Gospels and St Paul, naturally, but figures such as Elijah and Job were particular 
favourites also – to history, political theory, science, sociology and empirical 
studies. Livingstone points to his capacious curiosity about people and ideas and 
what was happening. At different times he read the Harry Potter novels and listened 
to Eminem’s rap music to find out what all the fuss was about. 

The most important influence shaping his life, however, was the Lord. It was this 
relationship which was decisive. As he once told a group of priests, “Like you, I love 
Christ and I love the Church”. It is a declaration the needs to be taken seriously if 
people want to understand what made him run. It is not an ideological commitment. 
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It is in fact what the plain words tell us it is: a declaration of love. His love for Christ 
was not the love of an idea but the love of a person. He reflected this love to others 
in his kindness, generosity and loyalty, which is why he is so loved by so many. 

Livingstone gives us a glimpse into his relationship with the Lord when she 
quotes him explaining “the very considerable relief” he felt in prayer, while dealing 
with everything he had on his plate as an archbishop. He was always encouraging 
people to pray or to keep praying, whether ministering to prisoners or helping 
people struggling with their faith or circumstances. Prayer was the thing for him. 
There is no relationship with anyone if you do not talk. In one sense, if you do not 
talk to someone, it is as if they do not exist. The same applies to God.

Reading this large biography – over 500 pages – really does bring home what 
an extraordinary life his was. He did so much! Many of the episodes in his life 
merit book-length treatments in themselves. Obvious examples are the police 
sting operation in Victoria which jailed him so unjustly (Fr. Frank Brennan, Keith 
Windschuttle and Gerard Henderson have already made contributions for the ages 
here), and the frustrated efforts to reform the Vatican finances. Long books could be 
written simply about his time as archbishop in Melbourne and Sydney respectively. 
Livingstone also has a fascinating chapter on his work as chair of Caritas Australia, 
encompassing his travels and his work to ensure that donations went where they 
should. It is almost the basis of a book in itself. Not usually a diarist, the Cardinal 
kept extensive diaries of his travels across the decades. Livingstone was able to 
draw on them in writing this biography. As she has pointed out in a different place, 
there is at least another book to be written on these diaries.

The life of her subject was so full that it is no criticism to say that Tess 
Livingstone’s biography of Cardinal Pell has only touched the surface. No doubt 
she could have written a much longer book, and she has chosen wisely to keep it to 
a length that makes it manageable for the wide range of people who want to read it. 
She writes in the clear, crisp style that distinguishes the best journalists to provide 
a highly readable and many-sided picture of the most important churchman in 
Australian history. There is certainly more to say, but Tess Livingstone’s biography 
will be the indispensable starting point for anyone who wants to build on the work 
that she has begun. 

Book Review: George Cardinal Pell Pax Invictis: a Biography



198

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society	 vol 46 2025

BOOK REVIEW

Remembering George Cardinal  
Pell: Recollections of a Great  
Man of the Church

Author: Tracey Rowland, ed
Publisher: Ignatius Press
ISBN: 978-1-621647-02-7 
Hardcover: Pages 283
Price $22.95

Reviewed by Michael E. Daniel*

‘The pub and its eternal values in terms of civility and human respect  
never left him.’ (p.224)

In January 2023 the Catholic world was stunned to learn of the death of the 81 
year old George Cardinal Pell after a routine operation. Pell’s contributions, both to 
the Catholic Church in Australia and internationally, are well known. In a milieu 
of doctrinal confusion, Pell forthrightly upheld the Church’s teachings. However, 
contrary to many of his critics’ assessment, he did not advocate a return to the past, 
as he embraced the authentic reforms of the Church. 
During his life and ministry, Pell had considerable positive influence over a wide 
array of people, many of whom became and remained close friends with him for 
decades. Their reflections about Pell have been assembled by renowned Australian 
theologian, Tracey Rowland, who is a Research Professor at University of Notre 
Dame (Australia). In her forward, Rowland notes that Ignatius Press was enthusiastic 

* Michael E Daniel is a Melbourne based writer who contributes articles and reviews for 
numerous publications.
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about this concept; however, they did not want a brief for the canonisation of the 
causes of saints nor a hagiography. Instead, they requested a series of reflections 
that encapsulated his humanity.

Whilst various writers touch upon biographical details – unavoidable given the 
nature of a recollection – the only reflection that can be considered biographical in 
nature, in that it recounts Pell’s life journey, is the reflection written by his younger 
brother David. The portrait of Pell the authors portray is in stark contrast to that 
presented by certain elements of the media and popular culture. Essentially, the 
Pell described in these pages is anything but an aloof, arrogant, and unempathetic 
individual that sections of the media would have readers believe to be the hallmarks 
of his personality. This negative portrayal may have emerged from the fact that Pell 
was an individual who stood for something and did not fall for anything, and what 
he stood for was not in line with the worldview held and propagated by sections of 
the media. 

 Notwithstanding the brief that it was not to be a hagiography, the portraits the 
writers paint are of a holy man of high levels of integrity. For example, more than 
one contributor notes that he was deliberately chosen by Pope Francis to head the 
financial office because Francis knew Pell would adopt a zero tolerance approach 
to corruption and irregularities. His integrity is also reflected in him shunning the 
immunity he could have invoked when charged with grave crimes by Victorian 
authorities to return to Australia and answer the charges. Nevertheless, perhaps one 
of the greatest strengths of his character was the equanimity with which he bore his 
sufferings, evidenced by his resignation during his trials, and unjust convictions 
and imprisonment.

The contributors also note that Pell showed genuine concern for people, 
spending time and speaking to people from all backgrounds and walks of life. For 
example, one contributor noted that when George Pell attended a public lecture 
at a university, he turned to the person sitting next to him, held out his hand and 
simply introduced himself to the person as ‘George Pell’. Similarly, he spent time 
with those on the fringes of society such as homeless people. In addition, whilst in 
prison, he prioritised corresponding to other prisoners who sought his counsel over 
responding to letters from well-wishers. All the reflections draw attention to how 
sociable Pell was, with him giving of his time freely in interacting with friends and 
family members, with dinner conversations extending for various hours. 

Many of the contributions reflect on aspects of Pell’s life and career with which 
readers would be familiar. This makes the reflection by Tim O’Leary on Pell, 
who coached the St Patrick’s College rowing team in the 1970s, one of the more 
interesting reflections. It reveals a side of Pell of which fewer people would be 
aware. It illustrates Pell’s volunteer ethos, and willingness to ‘give back’ to his old 
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school. O’Leary notes that Pell was not only a committed rowing coach, but he 
also took a broader interest in the personal and character development of the squad 
members. Furthermore, it reveals a facet of George Pell’s leadership style which 
some sections of the media typically overlooked. These sections typically drew 
attention to actions by Pell that implied or suggested that he embodied only the top-
down leadership approach, in some instances portraying him as a bully. However, 
the interactions that other contributors describe portray the image of a leader 
who adopted the coach model, allowing those whom he appointed to positions of 
responsibility considerable latitude and freedom in their role, with him offering 
advice and mentorship. A critical element in the success of the projects he initiated 
was in selecting the right people to be involved in them.

Remembering George Cardinal Pell is an interesting read, one which this 
reviewer found extremely hard to put down. The recollections are engaging, and 
present the portrait of a truly great human being, one whose demise has made the 
world a smaller place. This work is highly recommended.
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The future Catholic Church in 
Australia

Author: Philippa Martyr
Publisher: Connor Court
ISBN: 9781923224582
Softcover: 368 pages
Price: $39.95

Reviewed by Paul Grant* 

Philippa Martyr’s The future Catholic Church in Australia is an insightful analysis 
of the current state of Catholicism in Australia, offering a well-researched and at 
times humorous account of the challenges facing the Church. The book is both a 
diagnosis and a roadmap for renewal, based on statistical data, historical reflection, 
and firsthand testimony from practicing Catholics. Martyr’s central premise is 
clear: the Church in Australia is shrinking, and its institutional structures are at 
odds with the vibrant, faith-driven communities that sustain it.

One of the book’s strengths is its use of data to paint a stark picture of Catholic 
decline. Martyr cites the 2021 Mass attendance figures—just 417,000 people, “less 
than the population of the Australian Capital Territory”—as an alarming but largely 
ignored crisis. She argues that while Catholic institutions such as schools and 
hospitals remain financially robust, the spiritual heart of the Church is withering 
due to a lack of supernatural faith and an overreliance on state funding. The author 
critiques what she calls “beige Catholicism,” a form of comfortable, middle-
class faith that avoids confrontation with secular culture and, as a result, loses its 
evangelical power.

Journal of the Australian Catholic Historical Society 45 2024, 201–202

* Fr Paul Grant is a priest of Opus Dei, currently chaplain of the liberal arts school  
Hartford College in Sydney.
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Throughout the book, Martyr emphasizes Sunday Mass attendance as the 
essential criterion for an authentic attitude to the serious Catholic faith. She writes, 
“If the lives of Christians do not witness to the truth of Christianity... what use are 
sermons and catechisms and all the libraries of theology?” This emphasis on lived 
witness, rather than institutional prestige, is that lies at the base of her vision for 
renewal. She calls for a return to authentic Catholic identity, urging young Catholics 
to rebuild their communities at the parish level rather than investing in bloated 
bureaucracies that have lost their evangelical zeal.

Martyr’s tone is direct and clear, making this book both engaging and somewhat 
provocative. She does not shy away from critiquing Church leadership, particularly 
the failed attempts at “consultative processes” such as the Plenary Council, which 
she describes as “a gathering of the Church’s HR department.” Yet, she is not without 
hope. She sees a future Church that is smaller but more spiritually vibrant, driven 
by young Catholics who seek genuine formation rather than institutional survival.

Does  The Future Catholic Church in Australia  give an accurate picture of 
contemporary Australian Catholicism? In many ways, yes. The book captures the 
growing divide between a dwindling, faithful remnant and an entrenched Church 
bureaucracy that struggles to respond meaningfully to declining participation. While 
some might argue that Martyr’s assessment is overly bleak, her reliance on hard data 
and direct testimony from committed Catholics lends credibility to her claims.

With regard to the book’s bibliography, it  is extensive and carefully selected, 
organized and relevant. It draws from a mix of Church documents, academic 
studies, and contemporary commentary. Martyr relies on statistical reports 
from sources such as the National Centre for Pastoral Research, the Annuarium 
Statisticum Ecclesiae, and various diocesan records. She also references theological 
works, including those of Hans Urs von Balthasar and contemporary scholars such 
as Tracey Rowland. This selection of sources strengthens the book’s credibility, 
ensuring that its arguments are not just anecdotal but based on specific facts.

Overall, The Future Catholic Church in Australia  is a thought-provoking and 
useful read for anyone concerned about the trajectory of Catholicism in Australia. 
Martyr challenges readers to take their faith seriously, reject complacency, and 
embrace a vision of the Church that is authentically Catholic, even if it means being 
countercultural. The book’s ultimate message is one of both warning and hope: the 
Catholic Church in Australia can survive and thrive, but only if it reclaims its true 
mission of evangelization and holiness.
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MARGARET O’SULLIVAN (Sr. Moira rsc) 
 

Edmund Campion*
 

Half a century ago, the heads of religious orders began to study their origins. 
They set up a group of nuns who were already credentialled as historians: Rosa 
MacGinley, a Presentation Sister; Pauline Fitz-Walter, a Good Samaritan Sister; 
and Sr. Moira O’Sullivan rsc. Their essays were published in 1979, Congregations 
of Religious Women in Australia: An Overview, 1838-1938, a roneoed publication.

Sister O’Sullivan, a Religious Sister of Charity, began by stating a thesis: “The 
work of the early orders of women in Australia was chiefly social and in the main, 
addressed to adults”. Those first nuns, her own order of Charity Sisters, firstly 
addressed their apostolate to women prisoners in the Female Factory at Parramatta 
which was “a prison, a workhouse, a house of correction and a hospital”. Their 
experience in the Female Factory prompted the development of an impressive 
social welfare programme: home and gaol visitation, shelters for street girls, public 
hospitals, teaching.

Born in Ireland, at a young age Margaret (Moira) came to Sydney with her 
mother and sisters. They lived at Kings Cross and she went to school at St Vincent’s 
College, a Sisters of Charity enterprise; then she enrolled in the University of 
Sydney in 1951, graduating in Arts, before entering the convent.

Margaret acknowledged the influence of three priests on her life. The first was 
Roger Pryke, Catholic chaplain at the university, whose discussion groups were 
open and free-ranging. Pryke was a corrective to the Catholic sectarianism then 
pretty well universal in the Archdiocese of Sydney. In his time as chaplain at 
Sydney, the Newman Society became a forerunner to the Vatican II event.

The second priest to influence her was the Englishman Alexander Jones, who 
came to Australia in 1957 for the first Biblical conference, organised by Dr. Harry 
Davis of the Manly seminary. Jones dismissed the literalism with which Catholics 
read the Bible then, teaching them to pay attention to its literary forms and the 
intentions of its authors.

* Edmund Campion is a Sydney priest who taught church history at the Catholic Institute of 
Sydney.
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Guilford Young, Archbishop of Hobart, was the third influencer on the young 
nun. She spent seven years in Hobart, going there in 1962, the year Vatican II opened. 
Archbishop Young knew that schools were critical to making Vatican II a success, 
so he prepared teachers for changes in religion by regular weekend lectures and 
discussions. He also got priests to preach on Vatican II teaching Sunday after Sunday. 
Similarly, changes in the Mass – from Latin to English, for instance – was prepared 
for; so change, when it came, was not shocking. Hobart became a Vatican II church.

After seven years in Hobart Margaret was sent by her order to study in Rome. 
Four years in Europe gave her a love of the richness of Catholic tradition as well 
as a conviction that “Catholics were never wrong” was wrong. Even bishops could 
make mistakes.

So when, as a writer she took up again the story of our earliest nuns, she was 
ready to write about the flaws of character and the mistakes as well as the gospel 
successes. Archbishop Polding had said of these nuns, that they were “a cause of 
trouble”… giving her a title for the book - ’A Cause of Trouble’?: Irish Nuns and 
English Clerics, published in 1995. A notable feature of the book is its first pages 
which list the 111 “subscribers” who gave her the money to publish it.

A second edition appeared in 2019, dedicated to Agnes Skewes, rsc Superior 
General, who had set the author on the trail of interesting documents. Margaret 
was a true historian and as more documents turned up in European and Australian 
archives, she used them in this second edition. Her scholarship was recognised in a 
PhD awarded by the University of Sydney.

In the long vacation from her Roman studies Margaret, on the advice of the French 
ambassador, found a refuge in a Jesuit centre for tertians at Chantilly in France, with 
600,000 theological items in its library. She made friends with two foreign students 
there, who told her, “You showed us that religion doesn’t have to be gloomy!”

Members of the ACHS who knew Margaret – she rarely missed a monthly 
meeting – will accord with this judgement. She was a witty, outgoing nun, who 
was a committed religious despite her playful irony about convent life. In Kate 
and Dominica Nelson’s 1986 Penguin Sweet Mothers, Sweet Maids: Journeys from 
Catholic childhoods (a necessary source for studying the impact of Vatican II in 
Australia) her essay is a light-hearted but accurate memoir.

Margaret O’Sullivan (Sr. Moira rsc) died on Sunday 20 October 2024. 





Baptism of Jesus by St John stained glass window,  
St Magdalen’s Chapel Wolli Creek

Photo: Sylvie Pagna, 2024.

See Pursuing the beautiful: John Radecki’s hidden glass lights, p71




