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A funny way to go to Rome

Richard Connolly*

On the 25th July, 1946, at about 11 o’clock on an overcast morning, I was at Walsh 
Bay in Sydney Harbour, waving to my family from the deck of the SS Moreton 
Bay, an ocean going liner of some 14,000 tons. I was in the company of 17 other 
seminarians from Australia and New Zealand.  We were excited: we were bound for 
Rome. Our destination there was Propaganda Fide College.

Overseas travel in the 1930s and ‘40s was much less common than it is today, 
even allowing for the wartime restrictions that had almost stopped it altogether, 
except for the military. Cheap airfares would not come on the scene until the early 
1970s, and travel abroad was normally by sea. In fact, at this early postwar stage, 
it was necessarily on a troopship. The ship that we boarded in July 1946, the SS 
Moreton Bay, had carried troops through most of the war. This particular voyage 
was to London via Fremantle, Aden, Port Said, and Naples. Its purpose was to take 
300 Royal Air Force men home to London, calling at Naples to disembark 500 
Italian prisoners of war, many of whom had done useful work on farms in Australia, 
while Australian young men were away at the war. The 500 Italian POW’s were 
accommodated below deck in the bow of the ship; the RAF personnel spent the 
voyage astern, but, unlike the prisoners, they also had some access to the main deck.  
Amidships were about a hundred civilian passengers, including us 18 seminarians 
and our two ‘chaperones’, Fr Len Henry, on his way to the Pontifical Music Institute 
in Rome, and Fr Clem Tierney, on his way to the Collegio San Pietro to complete a 
doctorate in theology. 

Our quarters were a single large cabin filled with double bunks, troopship style. 
The cabin accommodated all twenty of us.

After a rough crossing of the Bight, we reached fine weather on the west coast, 
and after leaving Fremantle our crossing of the Indian Ocean became a pleasant 
succession of days which, after morning Mass, were spent reading in the sun 
and in enforced idleness that made a change from the regulated daily life of the 
seminary.  We made friends with some of the RAF personnel, but saw nothing of 
the Italian prisoners of war, or at least of the majority of them - the lower ranks 
in their maroon-dyed military uniforms. But we were quick to notice that their 
officers – perhaps twenty or more, clad in a distinctive grey, enjoyed access to a 
roped-off portion of the starboard deck, where they took the air from time to time. 
Several of us who had learnt some elementary Italian were eager to practise it, and 
so we approached the officers and, across the dividing rope, struck up a friendly 
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acquaintance with a number of  them. A couple of mornings later, we were surprised 
to read a statement on the ship’s notice board, pointing out that civilian passengers 
had been observed conversing with the Italian prisoners of war, and instructing that 
such communication must cease forthwith.   It was signed by a certain Colonel Fox-
Hulme, and it was our first intimation that although the ship had a Captain, who ran 
things as far as sailing was concerned, she was also a British troopship and as such 
subject to  military discipline under the command of a British officer. 

We did not take kindly to Colonel Fox-Hulme’s edict, nor did our friends among 
the Italian officers, and our pleasant association continued surreptitiously.  One 
of our friends, Marcello Moretti, a keen  Catholic and zealous papalist, at times 
when it was unwise to talk, used to attract our attention by making  a sign in the 
air with his hands outlining a papal tiara and then crossing his arms to signify 
the crossed keys beneath it.  Another of the officers, Lieutenant Sergio Brugnoli, 
was less demonstrative but just as keen to maintain contact. Towards the end of 
the voyage he invited me, quite illegally, to a below-deck concert put on by the 
pow’s which I greatly enjoyed though I didn’t understand much of the songs or the 
humour.  A few weeks later, in Rome, I would call at Marcello Moretti’s clothes 
shop on the Via Nazionale and visit him with his family at their  home in Via 
dell’Archetto.  Likewise with Brugnoli, whose family apartment was on the Viale 
Mazzini, where some thirty years later, in the RAI (Italian National Radio) Studios, 
I would occasionally record programs for the ABC.

Our first port of call was Aden, where we took on what should have been 
fresh water but was found too late to be seawater. So we had salt water baths all 
the way up the Red Sea and the Suez Canal to Port Said.  Soon we were in the 
Mediterranean, passing Stromboli, an impressive sight, and on 28th August we 
berthed at Mussolini’s handsome Stazione Marittima (maritime station) on the 
Bay of Naples. Here the disembarking Italian prisoners were welcomed by a smart 
military band which played, among other things, Funiculi Funicula.    

We, who had not set foot on land since leaving Fremantle a month earlier, 
watched these proceedings ruefully, reflecting that it seemed a pity to have to 
continue to London and then turn back all the way to Rome, when at that very 
moment Rome was only 120 miles away. 

Then came the surprising news that, after successful representations from 
our two priests, the Italian authorities were allowing us to disembark there and 
then, with a temporary residence permit of ten days – ample time for us to reach 
Propaganda Fide College (Vatican territory) and regularize our position.  Suddenly 
it was all haste, and in no time we had disembarked and booked in for the night at 
a smart hotel where the management were only too pleased to change our sterling 
travellers’ cheques at the official rate (950 lire to the pound – three or four hundred 
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lire below the going rate on the open market, as we would soon find out).  After 
an early dinner, our two priest-minders rang the College villa at Castel Gandolfo, 
where students and superiors were spending the summer vacation. Arrangements 
were made for us to be met and brought to the villa next day. In the mean time 
some of us – the Manly group, as I recall – had taken up the hotel’s offer of a taxi 
excursion to see the beautiful surroundings of the city. Despite the appalling effects 
of years of bombing, Naples was still a gloriously beautiful place, and the heights 
above it were like hanging gardens  - now long since buried under what Neapolitans 
call the ‘cementificiation’, the building frenzy of the 1960s.

Our evening tour ended in an unexpected way that our superiors would neither 
have foreseen nor approved – at an open air night club with a spectacular view of 
the city. In our dark suits and open necked shirts we sat down at a longish table at 
the edge of the dance floor.  Business seemed fairly quiet; the patrons were mainly 
American soldiers, and I clearly remember one of them, who was directly in my line 
of vision on the opposite side of the dance floor.  He was quite unconscious, having, 
it seemed, passed out with his head in the lap of a young woman who was stroking 
it and looking very bored. At the table next to ours were half a dozen or so attractive 
young women, who began to make it clear that they thought it an anomaly that a 
group of young men should be occupying one table while the next one was occupied 
exclusively by females.  After some friendly repartee, John Dougherty explained 
to them that we were not sailors from a merchant ship, but seminarians on our way 
to Rome to study for the priesthood.  They burst into laughter – mocking, but not 
unfriendly laughter – and began to shake their decolletages at us  in a very revealing 
way while  murmuring ‘Dominus vobiscum’ with a come-hither  intonation we had 
never heard before.  

Somehow we made our escape back to the hotel, where I was sharing a room 
with John Dougherty. We awoke next morning to the sound of tinkling bells. 
Looking down from our window, we were charmed to see in the street below that 
the little bells were on the harness of a donkey pulling a small cart full of vegetables, 
driven by an old man.  A few hours later, at the local seminary (closed because of 
summer holidays) we met two of the Australians who had spent the whole of the war 
as students in Rome at Propaganda Fide College; they were the recently ordained 
Fathers Con Keogh and Grove Johnson.  They had come down in a truck driven by 
the college driver, Ferruccio.  We assumed that we’d be leaving for the college next 
morning, but Con and Grove thought otherwise.  They pointed out that we would be 
seeing plenty of Rome and the college over the next few years; for the moment there 
were interesting things to see in and around Naples.  There followed six wonderful 
days that left a permanent mark on us, I think. We ever after referred to them as 
‘the week in Naples.’
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Grove Johnson and Con Keogh had connections, and they knew how to 
use them. Before long they had arranged for us to be put up by a British army 
chaplain, Father Basil, in the requisitioned apartment he occupied at the upper end 
of the Via Toledo, the principal shopping street of Naples. Twenty camp stretchers 
were borrowed and squeezed into a large spare bedroom.  We had lodgings and a 
delightful host.  We were signed in at the NAAFI British military  services club, 
situated at the other end of Via Toledo, in the former Royal Palace on the Bay. 
Every evening, we walked about 1200 metres along that crowded street, from Fr 
Basil’s flat to our dinner at the services club, and every evening, with each ten or 
fifteen metres that we traversed, we would be accosted by a man or youth, each one 
describing,  in very basic English, the physical charms of a lady he could take us 
to.  On at least one occasion it was a mere boy with a graphic physical description 
of his sister.  This was not the Naples I know and love today; it was a bombed and 
conquered and occupied city with many of its people reduced to the most primitive 
poverty and degradation.  We had a lot to learn, but were learning fast about the 
aftermath of war and occupation by foreign troops. 

It was not all like that. The real Naples was not dead, but alive in its glory as 
it had been through 26 centuries, founded by Greeks and dominated successively 
by Romans, Visigoths. Longobards, Byzantines, Normans, Germans, Aragonese, 
Spaniards and more. Those six days, to us young men from an Australia that was 
overwhelmingly Anglo-Irish, opened our eyes to all sorts of different and delightful 
ways of being and doing that were simply everyday life to the people around us. I 
remember, during that week, standing before a mediaeval castle on the seafront with 
three round towers. I didn’t know that it was what the Neapolitans call the Castel 
Nuovo – the New Castle – even though it had been built by the Angevin French 
King of Naples in the 13th Century.  I simply gazed and gazed at the storybook 
magic of it.

Two things during that week are especially memorable. One was our visit to 
Pompeii. I have been there since and seen it all with more understanding and expert 
information, but the effect of that first visit is unforgettable. A hot, dusty weekday 
afternoon with absolutely no one else in those vast ruins except ourselves, young 
men from a young country and an old guide from a very ancient part of an old land. 

Afterwards,  in the new (XIX Cent.) town of Pompei,  we sat under the umbrellas 
at an open-air cafe and were surprised and delighted when a violinist and a guitarist  
appeared, walking among the tables and playing to the customers  - all locals, no 
occupying soldiers here.  In the train back to Naples we sat in an old carriage on 
hard wooden seats with people who wanted  to know all about us. With their few 
words of English and our baby Italian plus a lot of goodwill and good spirits, we 
managed to fill them in, and we all got along just fine. The whole carriage, for much 
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of the journey, was entertained by two hunters returning from a successful outing 
with shotguns held between their knees and a full game bag. They celebrated their 
successful day by singing happily and lustily, to much enthusiastic applause.

Another memory of that ‘week in Naples’ is of the sunny day on which we 
took the ferry to Capri.  It was a weekday, and in any case at that time there was no 
tourism and no tourists, unless you counted the few American soldiers wandering 
here and there, and a couple of British NCO’s later on in the otherwise empty 
restaurant where we had lunch up at Anacapri.  We were driven around the island 
by young men in two – or maybe three - quite large and very ancient touring cars, 
and apart from those few soldiers we seemed to have the whole island to ourselves.  
In the afternoon, at the Marina Grande, we hired a big open boat to take us round 
to the famous Blue Grotto on the other side of the island. The entrance to this 
enormous and magical sea cave is so small that to enter it you have to transfer to 
one of the special boats, very low in the water, standing by near the cave entrance, 
and to duck your head and bend low as your boat goes in.  Alas, the Blue Grotto 
boatmen were on strike that day, and there was no way our much bigger boat could 
enter. It didn’t take long for us to work out what to do.  It was pretty obvious. There 
was no one there except our boatman, so we stripped off and went over the side, and 
soon the  huge sea-cavern was filled with the boisterous shouts and splashings of 
eighteen seminarians  and four young priests swimming around happily, their white 
bodies glimmering with a strange blue, and trailing iridescent blue magic behind 
them. These days, I don’t think there are many people who can say they have swum 
naked in the Blue Grotto.

It was time to head for Rome, or rather for Castel Gandolfo, in the Alban 
Hills about 25 km south-east of the city, where the students and superiors were 
in residence during the long summer holiday. We boarded the truck and settled 
ourselves on improvised board seats in the back, which was covered. We arrived 
at the villa towards the end of the morning of 3rd September, and after a welcome 
from the Rector, Monsignor Cavallera, we were ushered into the refectory for 
lunch, which provided yet another pleasant surprise. We sat at long tables, about 24 
to a table, with the prefect at one end and the vice prefect at the other, each of them 
serving us, from a large tureen, a first-rate minestrone – something we had never 
seen before, much less tasted.  I was seated near the vice prefect, Danny Vongsbanij, 
a young priest from Thailand, who surprised me by asking if I would like a second 
helping. I answered yes, as did some of my Australian companions. We were a little 
embarrassed later on to find that there were two more courses to come. Fortunately 
there was plenty of water, and for each of us a small carafe which held two tumblers 
of wine.  In my next letter home I expatiated with enthusiasm on the quality of the 
food, and pronounced it far superior to what we had been used to at Springwood and 
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Manly, where it had been a standard joke that our evening meal consisted of three 
courses: bread, butter and jam (washed down with tea.) 

The student body when we arrived at the College was both depleted and top-
heavy. There were 24 ordained priests and a mere 9 other students all in senior 
classes. This was well below the normal complement of around 200. We were the 
first large national group to arrive after the war, and we rather changed the character 
of the place. Only a couple of months before our arrival the college had been full 
to overflowing with priests who had finished their studies but could not get back to 
their homelands because travel was impossible during and just after the war. Their 
number had included at least 17 Australians, all of whom had now left for home, 
except for Con and Grove, and also Fr James Knox, (later Cardinal Knox) who had 
been appointed assistente  (sub vice rector) of the College.  The 9 students who were 
not yet ordained when we arrived were mainly from Yugoslavia – Slovenians and 
Croatians who had crossed the border during the war. One of them, Segula, later 
told me that when he was making his unauthorized border-crossing, deep in a forest 
in northern Italy, he was nabbed by a German guard, who proceeded to search him. 
When the guard saw the Mary Immaculate medal round Segula’s neck he stopped 
searching, gave him a kick in the pants and told him to be on his way.

The villa where we would spend the next month was new and well appointed 
– for a tragic reason. It had been bombed by the Americans in 1944 and more 
than 800 refugees sheltering in it had been killed. When the allies in January 1944 
had established a beachhead at Anzio, on the coast near Rome, it was from these 
hills that the Marshal Kesselring’s army had blasted away at them and in turn been 
blasted by allied planes.

There was still a whole month of summer holiday to be spent at the villa before 
lectures would begin in Rome. A pleasant feature of our daily life under the summer 
sun was swimming in the brand new pool – a gift from Cardinal Gilroy to his alma 
mater. The excavation for it had already been made a year or two earlier– by an 
American. bomb.  

We also went on walks to explore the surrounding countryside and the little 
hill towns – the Castelli Romani, which still supply Rome’s trattorias with their 
standard white wine.  A few of us walked through the bush one morning to the 
nearby town of Marino for the annual Festa del Vino, the celebration of the vintage, 
when for a couple of hours the town fountain flowed not with water but with the 
excellent local white wine, and all you needed was a receptacle of some kind for a 
good time to be had by all. 

About two weeks after our arrival, it was arranged that our Australian group 
should go to an audience with Pope Pius XII in the papal palace, a short walk from 
our villa through the then quiet little town of Castel Gandolfo. Together with a few 
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lay people, including a couple of American military officers, we were gathered in 
a large circle in the audience room. The Pope entered and went round the circle, 
offering his hand to each of us so that we could kiss his ring, and occasionally 
pausing and asking a question. It was obvious that he had by this time met lots of 
American servicemen, as whatever his polite question might be, or whatever the 
answer to it, his reaction was always ‘Fine, fine.’  When Pope Pius came to Tom 
Sweeney, fresh from a Queensland farm via Banyo seminary, he decided to pause 
and chat. ‘How did you come to Rome?’ the Pope asked Tom, and Tom replied 
with a beaming smile, ‘On the Moreton Bay, Your Holiness’. I never knew if the 
Pope looked puzzled at this, because he had his back to me; but I’m pretty sure his 
reaction was ‘Fine, fine,’ before he passed on to the next student.  We were innocent; 
we had so much to learn – some more than others, and that ‘some’ included me.  In 
an early letter to my family which I recently looked at for the first time since I wrote 
it, I was humbled to read, and I quote: ‘We are fast becoming good wine drinkers 
and we can tell Marsala and Vermouth and all the more popular types of wine now.’ 
I then go on to observe, with my newfound expertise, that although my preference 
is for Marsala, ‘it would be too expensive to have it with our meals in the college’. 
A revolting idea in itself, although it should be noted that in the Australia we had 
left, if anything was drunk with a meal, it was tea, or water, or beer. Table wine as 
a normal thing was 20-odd years away in the future. 

Towards the end of September, it was the custom for the whole student body to 
spend a week on the annual retreat.  This took place at the Villa at Castel Gandolfo, 
and it did not involve us newcomers. So Fr James Knox, the sub-vice rector, had 
the happy idea of spiriting us away to Rome for a week, where we would be based 
in the empty college.  We boarded the  truck once again, and after about an hour’s 
drive through what was then beautiful country and is now largely built up, we were 
crossing the Tiber, climbing the hill called the Gianicolo , and passing through the  
imposing entrance gates into the extraterritorial Vatican enclave which housed not 
only the College and its extensive gardens and football field, but also the Pontifical 
Urban University, where we, together with students from other seminaries and 
religious houses, would soon be attending lectures and classes. From the front 
garden of the college you looked down across the river with the whole city laid out 
before you, the domes of many of the city’s 500 churches rising above the other 
buildings. 

We were allotted our rooms for this week in Rome, and mine was at the back 
of the college, with a splendid view – not the one I have just described, but straight 
across the Piazza of St Peter’s to the great Basilica itself, and adjacent to it the 
Vatican Palace.  I wrote to my family that it was, as the crow flies, only about two 
or three hundred yards from my window sill to the entrance to St Peter’s. It was, in 
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fact, quite a bit further than that. I was deceived by the splendid visual harmony of 
it all.  Needless to say, it was during that week in Rome that we paid our first visits 
to the four Major Basilicas of St Peter, St John Lateran, St Mary Major and St Paul’s 
outside the Walls. 

Another visit, of a different kind, was to the Ardeatine Caves, on the southern 
outskirts of Rome near the Catacombs of St Callistus. Eighteen months earlier, 
during the cruel nine-month German occupation of Rome, partisans had exploded 
a bomb in Via Rasella, near the Piazza di Spagna, killing 33 German police as they 
marched along the street. The German Commandant of Rome, with the explicit 
approval of Hitler, decided that 10 Italians should die for each German killed. So 
335 Italian men, some from the prisons, some Jews and many just picked up at 
random, were taken to the caves and shot systematically in batches of five.  The 
Ardeatine Caves are now a national memorial, indeed they were then, but in a 
very primitive way. The bodies lay in cheap timber coffins, without much in the 
way of adornment, and the place, though tidy, was probably not very different in 
appearance from when they had been taken there and shot. I have forgotten some 
of the detail, but not the terrible impression all this made on me, and I praise the 
wisdom of James Knox in making sure we saw it. 

Mention of Rome under the German occupation reminds me that Grove and 
Con told us a lot about how the college had fared under that harsh regime, of the 
food shortage and severe rationing, of how, through the resulting malnutrition eight 
students had died of tuberculosis. They told us of the close involvement of two 
senior New Zealand students, Flanagan and Sneddon, in a clandestine escape line 
for Allied prisoners of war. This was famously organized by an Irishman working 
in the Vatican, Monsignor Hugh O’Flaherty, who was later awarded a CBE. They 
told us of how Australian students had saved bread from their daily ration and how 
it was passed on to feed escaped prisoners of war. But this is another subject, which 
I postpone hopefully for another paper or article. 

We had reached our destination, and by Christmas 1946, with the arrival of 
Indians, Africans, Americans, Lebanese, Irakis, Greeks and others, the student 
numbers rose to 84. The following year would see the arrival of twenty Chinese, 
seven Australians and a New Zealander, plus numerous others.  By 1950, the total 
stood at 184, including 28 Australians and 3 New Zealanders. 

But that was in the future. For the moment, in September, 1946, sixteen 
Australians and two New Zealanders were looking forward to their studies and, 
whether they knew it or not at that stage, to a life whose graces are beyond the 
telling. I would leave after four years, immensely enriched by the friendships I 
had made and the life I had lived with young men from 26 different countries. 
In July 1950 it was with deep sadness that I said goodbye to Bob Dosseh from 
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Togo, Thomas Tam from Vietnam, Anton Taxt from Norway, Jimmy Kou, from 
China, Manik Muttukumaru from Ceylon, Adrian Ddungu from Uganda and other 
friends whom I was unlikely to see again.  Among those I would see again was my 
classmate John Molony, later Professor of History at the ANU and a friend for the 
past 67 years.  A book John gave me a few years ago bears the inscription: “To Dick, 
in memory of the great days.”  That says it all.

AFTERWORD
I should like to acknowledge the valuable help I received from Father Grove Johnson, 
now living in retirement in his diocesan home town of Rockhampton. In numerous 
telephone conversations, and in a recorded interview I made with him in 1989, he 
has very helpfully prompted my memory and contributed extensively from his own. 

The people who made this trip to Rome in 1946 were as follows. Without 
disrespect, I trust, I use first names as we used them at the time:

From St Patrick’s College, Manly, NSW
John Dougherty, who later worked as a priest in the Lismore Diocese.
Eugene Kenny, who would work as a priest in the Port Augusta (Port Pirie) Diocese.
Ian Burns, later secretary to Cardinal Gilroy, and Parish Priest of Avalon, NSW.
Geoff Lloyd, priest of the Canberra-Goulburn Archdiocese, who ended as Parish 
Priest of Bega, NSW.
Noel Tobin, priest of the Geraldton Diocese, WA.
Frank Bell, from Wagga Diocese, who became Parish Priest of Narrandera, and 
before that did priestly work in Peru for 13 years.
Reg Crowley, who left the college in 1948, became chief proofreader and film critic, 
Catholic Weekly (Sydney) and member of Enmore  St Vincent de Paul Society. 
Dick Connolly, later a soundtrack and liturgical composer and department head, 
ABC.

From Corpus Christi College, Werribee (Vic)
Len Faulkner, who became Archbishop of Adelaide.
Gerry Moylan, whose priestly work was in Sandhurst diocese; he became Parish 
Priest of Numurkah (Vic). 
Des O’Hagan, after priestly work in Ballarat Diocese became Lecturer in History 
of Science at Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology

From Banyo Seminary, Brisbane (Q)
John Gerry, after parish work became Auxiliary Bishop, Brisbane.

A funny way to go to Rome



74

John Mullins, became Vicar General of Cairns Diocese.
Tom Sweeney, parish work in Toowoomba Diocese; Parish Priest of Quilpie (Q)
Tom Lambert, who after priestly work in Rockhampton Diocese became head of a 
college in northern NSW.
Frank Conaty, who, to our great sadness, contracted cancer during his second year 
at the College, and returned home, where he died shortly afterwards

From Holy Cross College, Mosgiel (NZ)
Brian Ashby, became Bishop of Christchurch, NZ
John Cavanagh, who left the college to work in the Vatican as lay secretary to 
Archbishop (later Cardinal) Pignedoli, planning the Holy Year of 1950; he later 
joined NZ Dept of Immigration
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